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            They used to go for long walks on Sundays…

         

         
            To the good friend to whom

            I promised – mentally –

            to dedicate my first sympathetic

            portrait of a young woman.

         

         I

         The train had finally reached Portalegre station. The kind gentleman spoke to Rosa Maria again:

         ‘This is your stop. If you’d like to get down first, I’ll help you with your things.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Rosa Maria, stepping down on to the platform.

         The kind gentleman handed her the hat box, the parcel containing old Leocádia’s present for young Lá-Lá and the small leather suitcase in which Rosa Maria had packed everything she would need for the first day. Her large trunk had been sent separately.

         ‘Thank you very much,’ said Rosa Maria, ‘have a good journey. Goodbye.’

         And since she was staying in Portalegre and the kind gentleman had said he was going on to Elvas, she smiled up at him almost gaily. Rosa Maria had never before made such a long journey on her own. In her current state of mind, she had found the kind gentleman’s insistent attentions not only bothersome but almost frightening. ‘All they see is a young woman on her own,’ she thought; she was unaccustomed to rail travel and to the free-and-easy ways of the modern woman. Now, though, there was no risk involved in rewarding her otherwise respectful admirer with a look and a smile.

         He immediately leaned out of the window, however, and said in a much more intimate tone:

         ‘Goodbye. I do hope we meet again some time. Elvas isn’t that far from Portalegre and I’d really like…’

         Clumsily gathering up her luggage, Rosa Maria moved off. It was cold and dark. She couldn’t get across to the station itself because there was another train in her way. The carriages were so high that Rosa Maria, loaded down as she was, didn’t even attempt to clamber onto the train and then down again onto the platform beyond. Instead, she walked along past the carriages. A dry, piercing wind was gusting along the platform and she struggled against it, head bent. A man leaned out of the window of one of the stationary carriages and spat noisily.

         ‘Well, what have we here?’ said a harsh voice from another window, in a tone that was half-rebuke, half-mockery.

         Rosa Maria was forced into a grotesque shuffling run during which old Leocádia’s parcel slipped from her grasp; she felt deeply humiliated. She thought: ‘If only my poor mother were alive.’ After the heavy sadness of the seemingly endless journey and the gloomy arrival at her destination, that mental allusion to her mother’s recent death so shocked her that she thought she might cry. If her mother were alive, she wouldn’t be there alone at night, laden with baggage, exposed to the kind of minor humiliation that is still so mortifying to a timid young girl; she would not have been despatched to live with some not particularly kind relatives. She could feel the sobs rising in her chest, then a man stopped in front of her and said:

         ‘Taxi?’

         ‘Yes,’ she murmured, mechanically handing him her things. She followed the man along by the side of the train and found herself outside the station. A reddish light blinked sadly in the darkness and it seemed to her unimaginable that anyone else would ever again emerge from that dreary, deserted station lost in a landscape which, to Rosa Maria, did not even look like Portugal. Gazing out of the windows on the train, she had seen similar stations, with one small building barely visible in the darkness, at which perhaps two or three passengers would get off in response to the harsh, melancholy cry of a porter walking by waving his lantern:

         ‘Chança’

         ‘Mata!’

         ‘Crato!’

         This only occurred after long intervals though; otherwise she had watched racing past her a parched, arid, monotonous landscape, seared by the cold and made dark not only by the lingering mist but also by Rosa Maria’s own sadness.

         Opposite the station she saw the bulky outline of the taxi. Rosa Maria was just about to get in when a tall young man grabbed her almost roughly by the arm:

         ‘It’s cousin Rosa Maria, isn’t it?’

         ‘Yes,’ she stammered, stepping back.

         ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t hurt you, did I? Although I probably scared you. I am a clumsy fool. Not only do I arrive late, I frighten you out of your wits into the bargain. I am sorry. My car’s over there. My mother couldn’t come, but Aunt Vitória is here. She stayed in the car because she seems to have a permanent cold at the moment and it’s got worse in recent months. But, of course, you don’t know who I am. I’m your cousin Fernando. Do you remember me? Of course you do! I’m Nandinho, Nando. I’ve grown quite a bit since the last time we met. Do you know, I remember it perfectly. The two of us were perched up the lemon tree and Aunt Ceição found us…’

         Rosa Maria had begun to smile at this barrage of words, but her mother’s name froze the smile on her lips.

         Fernando slapped his own face.

         ‘Idiot!’ he exclaimed, genuinely angry with himself. He became suddenly serious and said: ‘Forgive me. Heaven knows how many times I’m going to have to ask your forgiveness now that we’re going to live in the same house together. Believe me, you have our deepest sympathy. It was a great sadness to us too. Mama was terribly shocked.’

         Despite her own sadness, Rosa Maria again managed a faint smile. Fernando! Nandinho! Nando! He had certainly grown and had, it seemed, turned into a handsome young man with broad shoulders and shining eyes and white teeth that gleamed in the shadows. But he was still little more than a boy. How old would he be now? Nineteen, twenty, twenty-one? He must be four or five years younger than her. A mere boy trying to remember the grave, sad message he was to pass on: ‘Mama was terribly shocked. You have our deepest sympathy.’

         For the first time during the long, wretched hours of that melancholy journey, on her way to a fate which she imagined would be as misty, rainy and dull as the day itself, Rosa Maria had a sense of deep consolation; a bit of warmth rekindled in her heart.

         Thus began Rosa Maria’s great love for her cousin Fernando, which is why every detail of her arrival in Portalegre remained fixed for ever in her memory.

         II

         Great love? Let us take things a little more slowly. After six months in her Aunt Alice’s house in Portalegre, Rosa Maria thought that Fernando was simply the most amusing person there. That, however, did not imply any very extraordinary personal gifts. The other people were, perhaps, more interesting and certainly more important, more distinguished or more serious…and precisely because of that, they were, in Rosa Maria’s inexpert opinion, also less amusing. Does that mean that Rosa Maria was an empty-headed young thing? Let us await events.

         The fact is that each person in the house had a role which they had been given by virtue of certain qualities or circumstances, and each person performed that role with scrupulous care.

         Thus, Aunt Vitória – aunt and godmother to Aunt Alice, and therefore Rosa Maria’s great-aunt – was like a decorative, living representative of the family’s past as a whole (its customs, its dead, its opinions…) and, as such, she was respected and honoured, though more so in public than in private. At home, Aunt Vitória was sometimes treated rather coldly and, on the days when Dona Alice’s nerves were on edge, almost with a certain ill-concealed rudeness. Such days were, it must be said, electric with tension. ‘Be very gentle with me today and try not to irritate me! Just keep out of my way! My nerves are all on edge,’ the unfortunate lady would announce first thing in the morning. And everyone in the house did their best to respect the edgy state of Aunt Alice’s nerves. On this, as on other occasions, Aunt Vitória defended her own dignity with admirable tact; by shutting herself up in her room for most of such days, she very prudently avoided any disagreeable encounters with her niece. For on those days, despite her entreaties to everyone to avoid her, Aunt Alice seemed possessed of an irresistible urge to provoke confrontations. When obliged to confront her, Aunt Vitória would meet her niece’s coldness or even harshness with an equivalent coldness, albeit more tolerant and understanding, as if she were saying: ‘Poor thing, we really must forgive her. Her nerves are on edge today. She’ll be sorry tomorrow. This east wind is such a torment for people with bad nerves.’ And yet, sometimes, Aunt Vitória’s calculated reserve and lofty benevolence only succeeded in irritating Aunt Alice even more – the fact is, it infuriated her. At the first harsh words, though, Aunt Vitória would withdraw to her rooms, not even emerging for meals. If the maid did not take them up to her, Aunt Vitória would simply go without.

         This intelligent behaviour owed itself in large part to the fact that Aunt Vitória was a poor relation, provided for out of duty and charity, even though her carefully defended dignity still commanded respect. Her behaviour was due also to the social position she had always taken pains to maintain. She was the widow of Dr Alves de Castro and had once lived the life of an elegant society lady. Left penniless on the death of her husband, she had survived for two years before she had had to start selling things, finally having to seek shelter in her niece’s house. From her brilliant past existence, however, she still preserved a few jewels, half a dozen good dresses, a huge studded, leather trunk whose weighty contents remained a mystery, a wardrobe which she also always kept locked, as well as the respect due to her social position, and cordial relations with the most distinguished families in Portalegre and the surrounding area. As she grew older, she devoted herself to charity work which she combined with religious propaganda campaigns and an active role in the celebration of church ceremonies. Her friends underwent a similar evolution which meant that she never lost touch with them. She put exactly the same amount of effort into the care of the Cathedral altars, the commemoration of the month of Mary, the novena of the Virgin, the collection of alms to provide meals for the poor (for those who were legally married rather than merely living together), religious instruction for young girls who looked likely candidates for the road to perdition, and other equally worthy activities, as once she had put into organizing balls and society parties. Thus, Aunt Vitória was still a regular visitor to the Viscountess de Caldas Soares, Canon Trindade, the Misses Lima de Paiva, Dr Pires de Sousa e Vasconcelos and his sister, and Senhora Dona Madalena Barradas… Aunt Vitória was still a person who brought lustre to the house of her niece and goddaughter Dona Alice Caldeira.

         As the owner of (what she hoped was) one of the most elegant houses in Portalegre, Dona Alice’s role in the world and in society was to reconcile the prestige of Aunt Vitória’s social contacts (which she was quick to cultivate and make her own) with the friendship of various notable individuals from her own generation, as well as from the youngest generation, that of Lá-Lá and Nando. By choosing friends from three generations, Dona Alice Caldeira gave her house both the grand air of the noble customs of former times and the easy-going sophistication, the chic and style of households open to a certain modern, even ultramodern boldness. Surely these are preoccupations enough to fill the life of a society lady? They are, and they filled Dona Alice Caldeira’s life entirely. They competed with the east wind in setting her nerves on edge. Sometimes they precipitated her into that state of exasperation and disorientation which she herself described – using a picturesque, vulgar and rather low-class expression – as being ‘in a stew’. Precisely because it sounded improper in the mouth of that most chic of ladies (although Nando and Lá-Lá’s generation were already beginning to think that slang was very chic indeed) her use of such vulgar language was revealing of the mixture of resentment, irritation and weariness with which Dona Alice moved through this web of tiny, multifarious duties.

         Of course, anyone trying simultaneously to please people of such different ages, habits, feelings and opinions is bound to displease all of them some of the time. Thus, the people of Aunt Vitória’s generation could not accept the fact that Dona Alice wore dresses which (according to the whim of fashion) were either too short or too long, that she wore scandalous amounts of make-up and occasionally failed to maintain the grave reserve proper in a married woman of her age who, when she was single, had been renowned for her beauty – well, for her beauty and her rather flighty nature. What wonderful times those had been, when young men would come to court her from as far afield as Elvas, Estremoz, Alter and Castelo de Vide! As for her contemporaries, who were girls when she was a girl, they still bore certain minor grudges from that period of near-celebrity when her name was still Lili Moreno. Now they took their revenge claiming that, on the one hand, her mania for cultivating noble relics of the past (a reference to her relations with the noble Misses Lima de Paiva, Canon Trindade, Dr Pires de Sousa e Vasconcelos, the Viscountess de Caldas Soares, etc.) was terribly ageing and, on the other hand, that she made herself ridiculous by affecting with her children’s friends the free-and-easy manners of the extremely young. And when Nando and Lá-Lá were not there, their friends did not hesitate to declare that the delightful Lili Moreno, so sought-after by their fathers, really was a bit past it! Of course, the first person to use such an expression was that brute of a boy, Chico Paleiros, who brought it back with him from Lisbon. Apart from that, they thought she was a nice woman and not in the least boring, although, however hard she tried, she didn’t really understand that young people just wanted ‘to get on with their own lives’. Those were the words of Zé Santa who, two years before, had started his first year of law studies at university.

         Uncle Lino – Dr Adelino Caldeira, thanks to the University of Coimbra and money provided by his father’s pawnshop – had performed three important roles in life: he had inherited his father’s fortune; he had married the famous Lili Moreno; and he had made possible the existence of Nando and Lá-Lá – the legitimate loves and no less legitimate hopes of their mother, and probably of their father too. But ‘probably’ was as far as you could go when it came to pondering the feelings, opinions or desires of Uncle Lino. He had long since repressed them all, assuming he ever had any. When she took him as her husband, with his unprepossessing appearance and the inelegant origins of his family fortune, that beauty sought after by the most well-groomed young men in Elvas, Estremoz, Alter and Castelo de Vide had for ever extinguished in him all will power, along with any trace of personality or manly qualities of leadership, etc. It is true that the love of Dr Caldeirinha (for that was how he was known when he was single and still the son of Caldeirinha the pawnbroker) had achieved what others had not: marriage. Nevertheless, possibly according to his own lights and certainly according to his bride’s, he was the only one honoured by that marriage. After his death, his father’s name was rarely mentioned in his son’s house (his wife immediately changed their name to Caldeira) and no reference was ever made to the pawnshop where Uncle Lino had been brought up and which had given him a fortune built on the fears of the poor. Naturally enough, Portalegre did not forget these things: his father had been implacable when it came to raising interest rates, undervaluing the objects pawned, and keeping to repayment schedules. His memory was heavy with the curses of the needy people from whom he had drained sweat and blood. Who, though, would dare to speak of such things to Dona Alice Moreno Calado Caldeira, to give Dona Alice her full name?

         Swept up into the dizzying whirl of his wife’s worldly ways (everything is relative, and this whirl was only dizzying in comparison to the otherwise stagnant world of a sluggish town) Dr Lino Caldeira embarked on an elegantly colourless life, the life of a rich man with no ideas, the husband of a distinguished wife, the father of two fashionable young people. His fortune had increased not only through the knowledge he acquired as a graduate of law, but thanks also to a certain inherited business sense. The miserable properties his father had extorted from people by dint of some decidedly shady mortgage deals had improved beyond all recognition. His father had, of course, laid the foundations and his son had continued the work without any great effort, because Dr Adelino Caldeira would never do anything that required much effort. Almost negligently, impelled from within by the aforementioned atavistic instinct, he watched over, improved and expanded his properties, never loosening his grip on his rights to oversee leaseholders and tenants. The fact was that he now owned the most splendid vineyards, the finest olive groves and the best woods and coppices in the whole of fertile Castelo de Vide.

         Apart from that, Dr Adelino Caldeira accompanied his wife to the cinema and to mass, played bridge at the club and kept a mistress in Bonfim. Yes, there lies the one scandalous, obscure, inexplicable, disconcerting fact in Dr Adelino Caldeira’s biography. Two years after his marriage, he set himself up with a mistress. For once, he showed a certain degree of individuality and will, certainly in opposition to that of his wife. At first, the affair provoked great surprise, as well as justifiable indignation. For what had led the fortunate husband of that beautiful, distinguished woman, whom he had married out of love, to set up with a creature of low birth and no beauty who lived virtually round the corner from his wife? The ladies were up in arms, especially the married ones. What decent wife and mother could trust in the virtue of her husband if their men were witness to such perverse tastes, such wilful inconstancy, such base instincts? Less angry and more tolerant, their husbands merely smiled, though they themselves did not altogether understand why Dr Caldeirinha (when talking of the affair people tended to reinstate the family diminutive) would exchange the lovely Lili Moreno, to whose house in Rua do Comércio all the elegant young men from Elvas, Estremoz, Alter and Castelo de Vide had beaten a path on foot or mounted on their best horses, for Rita Carrajola who was plump and, when he first took up with her, not particularly clean in her habits. If it was not a matter of preference or a straightforward swap – for, even more strangely, Dr Caldeira still seemed to be very much in love with his wife – why could that monster (as the wives called him) or that rogue (as the husbands smilingly described him) not be satisfied with his beautiful, legal spouse? Why did he need Rita Carrajola? Moralists will think this just another of the mysteries of wretched human nature. Psychologists, out of a love of science, might care to probe such mysteries with the scalpel of their intuitive skills, in a spirit of scientific enquiry. Not that there were many philosophers, moralists and psychologists in Portalegre; there were, however, more than enough people who, possessing no inner life and having nothing more serious to do, spent most of their time examining the lives of others. Various physio-psychological hypotheses were put forward, therefore, exploring the affair of Dr Caldeirinha, his wife and ‘the other woman’. Some were positively outspoken, that is, indiscreet. In fact, in the midst of all this hubbub, the person who showed most tact was the wife herself. Dona Piedade Passos called her ‘the injured party’ and the languid Dona Cecília Fortes, a great fan of the romantic writings of Pérez Escrich and Camilo Castelo Branco (in her lachrymose admiration of them she referred to them as if they were one person: Camilo Pérez Escrich) only ever spoke of her as ‘that poor, silent martyr’. A short time before, those same ladies had been rather less charitable about Dona Alice’s defects. Now, however, to emphasise the vileness of the male of the species – God forgive us! – sympathy for their own sex roused them to solidarity with the eternal female victim, here represented by the virtuous Dona Alice Moreno Calado Caldeira.

         Indeed, it seemed hardly credible that Dona Alice could still know nothing of that assault on her conjugal dignity. One of the good souls amongst her many friends, maids, maidservants and acquaintances, rightly appalled by such human blindness, would surely have hastened to elucidate her. Whatever the case, and whatever the explanations given in the privacy of the bedchamber, Dona Alice Moreno Calado Caldeira never showed any public resentment or displeasure at her husband’s behaviour. This fact, which the romantic Dona Cecília Fortes and the pious Dona Piedade Passos interpreted as heroism, and which others, who had read neither Pérez Escrich nor the Guide for Christian Wives, interpreted as selfishness, indifference, pride, affectation or pretence, prevented anyone from speaking to her about the matter directly. As for indirect references, which were certainly both numerous and obvious, that ‘poor, silent martyr’ (to revert to the style of Pérez Escrich) either failed to understand them or had resolved not to do so.

         The indignation and shock lessened over time; people forgot about it; even Dona Cecília Fortes and Dona Piedade Passos again put limits on their sympathy for Dona Alice; new scandals emerged, other bizarre incidents occurred. Local politics intensified: a controversy flared up in one of the local newspapers, O Distrito de Portalegre, between Dr Salústio and the pharmacist Barreiros. A new civil governor arrived intending ‘to restore harmony to the great and noble Portalegre family, to pool all our efforts in order to bring about a lasting period of peace and progress for this fine city’ (a speech given to the crowd from the windows of Government House); these praiseworthy intentions, however, only succeeded in muddying the waters still further, unintentionally re-igniting the flame of party politics and the sparks of implacable petty enmities. In the Café Rasquilha, fisticuffs broke out between Dr Neves, president of the town council, and the young GP, Dr Botilheiro Mendes. In order to show solidarity with the feelings, beliefs and interests of their husbands, fathers and brothers, the worthy ladies of Portalegre also became involved in this stormy debate, contributing in the feminine mode – ‘that’s what you say, but I say, and she said, oh, shut up’ – to the dissension amongst the men in the café, at the club, in the cheaper local papers and in the street. Later, this noisy petty politicking calmed down, only to flare up again, until other events or moods came to preoccupy the best families of the city. And so time passed, as it usually does.

         By then, Nando was almost twenty-one and Lá-Lá was seventeen. Dr Adelino Caldeira still had his mistress, but no one even gave her a second thought. It had become an accepted fact, almost a social phenomenon legitimized by time, especially now that Rita Carrajola had become a clean, acceptable person, with the pleasing air of a woman in charge of her life; now that she dressed decently, rarely left her house in Bonfim and never went to market without a maidservant walking behind her.

         As for Lá-Lá and Fernando… Lá-Lá – her real name was Isaura Alice – could have become a source of affection for Rosa Maria. Rosa Maria had been invited to go and live with her rich uncle on the pretext of teaching Lá-Lá everything she knew about sewing and the piano. Aunt Alice was kind enough to save her poor, orphaned niece from becoming a teacher in a school where she would not have enjoyed the same freedom. That, of course, was the favourable interpretation. Other people (or rather other women) understood that by taking in her niece as her daughter’s tutor, all Dona Alice was doing was taking advantage of the need to fulfil an obligation and saving money into the bargain. Whatever the real reason, Rosa Maria was pleased that she would not be completely useless in the house and she did her best to teach her cousin everything her father had taught her at the piano, and everything her mother had taught her about sewing. Lá-Lá, on the other hand… Ah, if Rosa Maria had nurtured any illusions that Lá-Lá, for her part, would reciprocate with an equal amount of effort, she was sadly disappointed. Having managed to pass the third year exam at school (for which, like most of the daughters of the best families in town, she had received private tuition), Lá-Lá had declared that she had no desire to be any wiser. Books bought or rather borrowed from Silvino’s – Max du Veuzit, Ardel and the like – would complete her literary education and various film magazines would help shape her sensibility and taste, providing her imagination with suitable nourishment. She had a collection of photos of the most fashionable stars which she described as ‘dynamite’. ‘That really is the limit, Lá-Lá, don’t use that word!’ Dona Alice would say. Lá-Lá knew all the biographical details, especially about their love lives. So why bother her head with more studies? ‘Luckily, she doesn’t need it,’ Dona Alice had said to her friends when the ladies were talking. Dona Lourdes Malcata was of the opinion that girls who study a lot ‘go completely off the rails, I’m sorry but they do, they become completely unmanageable. Their manners go by the board and all too often so do their religious principles.’ Dona Lourdes Malcata thought to herself about Lá-Lá in particular: ‘Her manners are appalling enough as it is and she’s hardly done any studying at all.’ As for the susceptible Dona Cecília Fortes, that reader of Camilo Pérez Escrich, she declared modestly and mellifluously that ‘although she herself had gone no further than the fourth year exams, she had learned a little by her own free will and, thank God, and with no offence to anyone else present, she was certainly no donkey’. Dona Cecília liked to sprinkle her conversation with such gritty, down-to-earth expressions. When uttered in her cultivated, priggish tones they were always roundly applauded. ‘If a girl needs to continue with her studies, fine,’ she had added. ‘It’s always a way of earning a living, after all. However, in the case of someone with sufficient means… And Lá-Lá did seem to have a vocation for reading, and if someone’s got a vocation, they can always improve themselves at home. She herself was a case in point – if they would forgive her saying so again – not that she had ever been one to boast.’

         Such authoritative opinions had more than satisfied Dona Alice Caldeira. It was accepted that Lá-Lá knew quite enough Portuguese, French and mathematics. Being able to play the piano a little, though, is always nice (Lá-Lá had begun having lessons with Captain Soares some time before), as well as being a very useful drawing room skill. And a little sewing never goes amiss in a girl’s education, even a millionairess!

         Just to please her mother, Lá-Lá pretended to learn how to play the piano and how to sew. She did so conveniently slowly, though, and in between her various distractions, obligations and migraines. Even though she had not yet turned seventeen, Lá-Lá already had worldly obligations and migraines, the latter a pale reflection of her mother’s overwrought nerves. She was bright enough, almost intelligent perhaps, but she was also indolent, vain, greedy and pretentious. Although she was nearly ten years younger than Rosa Maria, she used the familiar ‘tu’ when addressing her cousin and teacher, just as her cousin and teacher did with her. There was a very genuine reserve between them, thinly concealed by the strained naturalness they both affected. The truth is that they neither liked nor respected each other. In fact, Lá-Lá would have preferred it if Rosa Maria had never left Viana do Castelo, just as Rosa Maria would have preferred any other occupation, however unpleasant, to that of pretending to teach Lá-Lá. To justify to her friends the slow progress Lá-Lá made on the piano and in her sewing, Dona Alice would smile regretfully and say: ‘Well, you know how it is, they are cousins after all. Lá-Lá doesn’t really respect her, and they’re such good friends – they play together like children.’

         That left Nando. Nando was doing some vague course of liberal study at the arts faculty of the University of Coimbra. This meant that he could divide his time as he wished between Coimbra and Portalegre. To Rosa Maria, Nando was the sunshine of the house; he gave out light and heat.

         III

         At the time, Rosa Maria had not as yet realised that she had qualities of her own which would only later become fully developed, and which she would then be forced to acknowledge. She merely noted, in passing, her Aunt Alice’s frivolity; the pettiness and hypocrisy of several of her aunt’s friends; Uncle Lino’s sceptical indifference; a kind of duplicity on the part of Aunt Vitória; and Lá-Lá’s precocious and dangerous guile. When Rosa Maria occasionally railed against everyone around her, she did so almost against her will, as if prompted by the irresistible stirrings of a naturally observant spirit that seemed to impose itself on her from outside (for, despite this, she was still in many ways a childish, ingenuous, frivolous girl). At such moments, she could not help but feel vaguely superior – to them all. However, she tended to repress and push to the back of her mind these prickly moods of hers – a barely conscious form of self-censorship – accusing herself of ingratitude and presumption. Since these thoughts came to her in a rather confused, fragmentary way, the only thing she was absolutely sure about was that, apart from Fernando and possibly (on certain days) Aunt Vitória, she felt either bored by or indifferent to everyone in that beautiful house. At first, she had struggled against that truth, in the end, though, she had stopped struggling. However, she still occasionally thought about it, as if it were a form of revenge, for her life in that house was often solitary and sad. The other members of the household were too absorbed in their petty obligations, worries, vanities, manias, whims and imaginary illnesses even to notice her existence. Who amongst them ever considered that she had lost her father at the age Lá-Lá was now, had led a poor but respectable life with her mother and then had lost her mother as well and been obliged to accept the hospitality of an empty-headed aunt? Rosa Maria suspected that Aunt Alice had always despised her sister for falling in love with and marrying a mere pianist, a lunatic artist with no regular income and no serious ambitions who, having dragged his wife and daughter with him from town to town, had finally expired leaving them penniless (‘lunatic’ and ‘expired’ were examples of the literary words with which Aunt Alice liked to sprinkle her conversations), obliging his widow and his orphan child to make a living from sewing and lacemaking, repairing and pressing gentlemen’s suits and who knows what else!

         When she compared her present easy life to the hard, gruelling existence she had led with her mother, Rosa Maria often felt a terrible, irremediable nostalgia, a feeling of suffocation that could only find relief in crying. So she would cry and she would feel better; she felt a vague pleasure, a melancholy pride, in being as interestingly unhappy as any of the heroines in the novels she read. Yes, her life with her mother had been both gruelling and hard. Sometimes there was no work to be had and then they had to exist on ill-disguised handouts, doing the rounds of the dead man’s relatives. On the other hand, at certain times of the year, there was too much work. Then they would have deadlines to meet and would be forced to spend wearisome evenings working, often long into the night, so that they got little rest. However, that life of privation had had its consolations and pleasures too. The greatest consolation, in Rosa Maria’s opinion, had been that of having her own modest but enjoyable life; she felt this all the more keenly perhaps because, although her mother’s death was relatively recent, it made her former life seem a long way off and, as tends to happen, distance lent enchantment. Rosa Maria had almost forgotten how often she had dreamed of an enchanted prince who would come and take her away from the monotony of that life (in her mind Rosa Maria used to think of it as ‘that wretched life’) and had even accepted the humiliation of allowing herself to be courted by Zeca Laranjo, deluding herself for a moment that he might be the prince she had dreamed of. Now Rosa Maria felt that there had been a genuine charm about the long evenings that she and her mother had spent together bent over their work, by the soft light from the cream-coloured lampshade, enlivening the hours with vague, tender, dreamy conversations. Sometimes the canary used to sing so loudly in its cage in the dining room that they had to startle it into silence with the wave of a napkin. In the intervals of quiet, one would fall back on her memories, the other on her hopes. They could hear the water boiling in the kettle for the tea they always drank before going to bed. On the sideboard, almost bare of china, there were always flowers arranged in a large glass vase – the last good piece they had left – flowers picked from the scrap of garden which they both painstakingly, lovingly tended. On the wall hung a portrait of the absent one, a magnificent enlargement of a photo that the widow could never gaze upon without weeping, and from which he would look down at them with the shadow of a sad smile on his curved lips that lent a sweetness to his lean, irregular features.

         They also had their moments of leisure or distraction. They took such pleasure in cultivating their garden that, while they were always discreet to a fault regarding their financial difficulties, when it came to obtaining the seeds of a certain variety of pansy, a cutting from a geranium or a carnation, an iris bulb or a dahlia tuber, they became positively importunate, not to say persistent, once a promise had been extracted from someone.

         On very rare occasions they went to the cinema. They both enjoyed it enormously. They didn’t earn enough to go more often. For several days afterwards, they would discuss the heroes and plots of the films they had seen, as if they were talking about real people and real events.

         Leocádia, who was by then living in an old people’s home, used to visit them on Thursdays. She had accompanied Rosa Maria’s mother when the latter got married and had served her as long as she could, in the end, even working for nothing; now she was, in her own words: ‘a useless old body who was no use to man nor beast’. She was still extraordinarily lively and good-humoured and kept them both amused, talking nineteen to the dozen; she said that although ‘she was a martyr to her aches and pains’, she was unlikely to change her spots now and would go to her death unrepentant.

         After supper on those long summer evenings when the day seems to cling to the sky, Rosa Maria would sit down by the small window in the dining room that looked out over the flowering garden and she would read novels to herself and to her mother. They were novels left behind by her dead father, books that his widow had not wanted to sell. Good novels by Camilo Castelo Branco and Júlio Dinis (her mother had hidden away any books by Eça de Queiroz), translations of Victor Hugo and Balzac jostled with large illustrated editions of novels originally serialised in newspapers: The Two Boys, The Condemned Man’s Daughter, The Little Sister of the Poor and The Count of Monte Cristo. There were others too with names in Russian or German or whatever which they couldn’t really understand and so put to one side. They had enough imagination and sensitivity – possibly enhanced through having lived with someone of his intellect – to disentangle the plots of the best of the worst of these books, although, of course, they lacked any critical skills. Nevertheless, they read them all, as well as other books which they managed to borrow, because they found everything interesting in its way.

         With encroaching age, grief and the heart disease that eventually killed her, the widow became increasingly sentimental, almost morbidly so. She sobbed over the letters in Forbidden Love, as well as over several passages from The Mermaid, the story of Fantine and Colette in Les Misérables and even books and excerpts far less worthy of her tears. Rosa Maria wept mostly by contagion, whilst absorbed in her own pleasures and daydreams. When she suggested stopping the reading, fearful that these crying fits might prove harmful to her mother’s health, her mother would protest, unable to resist the pull of the plot, and the interrupted reading would begin again even more urgently.

         What most attracted Rosa Maria in certain of these intricately plotted books were the illustrations (she always called them ‘the pictures’). The pictures were as real as photographs or as if they had been drawn from life and it gave her real pleasure to see the carriage bearing the scrawny figure of Lesma or the unfortunate children Fanfan and Claudinet or the pretty seamstress Rosa in The Little Sister of the Poor or the condemned man’s heroic daughter, Teresa, held prisoner by fierce redskins, or the terrible, vengeful profile of the sombre Count of Monte Cristo.

         However, there was nothing remarkable or exciting about the illustration that made the most lasting impression on Rosa Maria (even she didn’t know why it did!). It depicted a bend in a path that ran through flat fields and disappeared off into the distance where a poor but happy couple nestled amongst the bushes, and two women, arm in arm, slightly bent towards each other as if deep in conversation, were walking round that bend in the path. A small inscription underneath read: ‘They used to go for long walks on Sundays’. This most banal of images touchingly suggested a mood of either great serenity or exaltation with just the hint of a profound, pleasurable melancholy. Did such a suggestion move Rosa Maria deeply the very first time she saw it, enough to leave her daydreaming as she looked at it, as if enraptured by distant memories, by faint but powerful echoes from the depths of her being? Could it be that the depiction of that slow Sunday afternoon walk, of those two humble women arm in arm, reminded her of the walks she took with her own mother? Or could it be that the image had a subtle but intense affinity with their life as a whole, or else foreshadowed a particular dream of how life might be, a barely glimpsed ideal?

         ‘Look, Mama,’ Rosa Maria had said the first time she saw it, ‘that’s what we’ll be like when I’m older. We’ll walk along exactly like that. I wouldn’t even mind not getting married if we could live like that for the rest of our lives.’ She was perfectly sincere when she said it, even though that was also the time of her almost enthusiastic courtship with Zeca Laranjo (her mother knew about it and did not approve), when she believed with wilful blindness in the seriousness of her intentions.

         It was all so close and yet so far away, irredeemably lost to the past; it would never return. Never, never, never again. This idea became unbearable to Rosa Maria. Rosa Maria knew then that nothing opens up so deep an abyss between before and after, between past and present, as the disappearance of a person one loves. When she evoked those scenes from the past, alone in her nice room in the house of her rich aunt where she lacked for nothing and could lead an easy life that many would have envied, looking out at the lovely view to the rear of the house, Rosa Maria would often experience the kind of emotion that could only be expressed through sobs, tears and occasionally screams, though she muffled the screams so that no one would hear them. When she felt like that, even the broad landscape and the immense open sky seemed narrow to her. And she would sob and weep, repeating over and over to herself: ‘My Mama, my dear Mama, my beloved Mama, I’ll never see you again. Never again, never again.’ And then she would feel exhausted, slightly relieved and dreamy. She would think to herself: ‘Perhaps in the next world, in the next life.’ Like her mother, Rosa Maria was religious, except when she forgot to be.

         The immense calm of evening drifted in through the open window. Rosa Maria gazed out at the grey-green olive groves, at the hills, fields and orchards dotted here and there by the occasional, small white house; the hills rolled, curved and sprawled, only to rise again, dark with trees, and be lost in the lilac waves of the distant mountains, in the fine, tenuous blues of the mists. She usually looked over to the right, at the dark green pine forest planted below the sanatorium with its large windows, and then over to the left, to the other side of the new road that curved round almost level with the benches set at the farthest end of the garden, to where the whitewashed chapel of Sant’Ana stood with its red-painted doors and windows; her gaze would then return to the remote line of the horizon and her dreams would mingle with those blurred, distant mists and the opalescent colours of the sky. Alentejo! Alto Alentejo! She had come to live here in the Alentejo, far from her lovely, much-missed Viana spread out at the feet of Santa Luzia, the hill above the town from which, simultaneously awed and charmed, she could gaze out over the stormy vastness of the sea.

         This landscape, at first so strange to her, gradually became familiar, and her inner world and this new world began to adjust to each other, to combine, so much so that Rosa Maria came to feel truly grateful to Aunt Alice for being able to live in a house so close to the road, so near to the centre of town, but with its windows open onto such a broad, diverse world so propitious to daydreaming and melancholy, to nostalgic longings that slowly diminished in intensity and became almost pleasurable, to the endless dreams of imagined joys so deeply rooted in her desires and hopes.

         Rosa Maria realised then that she was in love. She may not have said as much to herself, or may perhaps not have seen it quite as clearly as that, but she knew it nonetheless. If that house where they gave her nothing (apart from material comfort, which is no small thing for a poor girl) began to seem not only tolerable but even pleasant, it was because Fernando lived there too. If that world onto which her window opened (it really was very good of her aunt to let her have this lovely room!) was filled now not only with trees and flowers but also with her daydreams, with as many confused dreams and utopias as it was with cottages and fields, it was because that world was walked by a ghost with Fernando’s almost sad, yes, tenderly sad eyes that contrasted with his bright smile. If, once she emerged from mourning, she had recovered her taste for making herself pretty and even become rather frivolous or overly vivacious in her manner, and if she frequently looked at herself in the mirror with the pleasure of knowing that she was not entirely ugly (‘No uglier and no more stupid than all the others, you vain creature,’ she would say to her reflection), it was because Fernando was near and might notice her.

         And he did notice, she knew that. A secret, delicate intimacy grew up between the two of them, an intimacy based on lightning glances, timid, complicit half-smiles, vague gestures and tiny, reciprocal attentions, as spontaneous as they were revealing. This was a delicious stage in their relationship. It was delightful to be in this state of permanent communication unnoticed by anyone else (apart from Lá-Lá perhaps?) and that had nothing to do with the actual conversations they had together which were often awkward and artificial. The fact is that when they did talk to each other, especially when they found themselves suddenly alone, they would often do so in the conventional tones of bad actors; they would pretend unconvincingly to be at ease and end up having nothing whatsoever to say and feeling deeply embarrassed. However, if they found themselves alone when in the protective, indifferent presence of the others – alone but amongst other people and thus protected from being alone and face-to-face, something which the depth of their unprofessed feelings made almost painful – then that intoxicating, secret, delicate, intimate communion would start up again. When one of them smiled imperceptibly at a patently imbecilic remark made by one of the lady visitors, they would know, even without looking, that the other would be smiling too. When one of them said something slightly ambiguous or subtle, the other would shoot them a rapid, penetrating glance and in that meeting of eyes they found understanding, mute applause. If, bored with the general conversation, one of them turned away or looked up, raised their eyebrows, made some gesture or struck a pose that was a spontaneous expression of their desire not to be there, they knew that they would find a natural echo of that desire in the other. They never said anything without thinking that the other might hear it, no walk, no amusement, nothing, could have any charm if the other was not there, no one could be rude to one of them without provoking a look of antipathy or distrust from the other. Thus Rosa Maria found between them a continuous current of understanding full of innocence, sweetness and delicious mischief.

         Now that she had confessed her love to herself, she sometimes thought: ‘This is ridiculous. He’s five years younger than me. Besides, I’m not the kind of girl he needs. I’m too poor, too old, and not even particularly beautiful. I’m just a poor relation, someone who teaches a bit of piano and sewing, a kind of governess for Lá-Lá. He’s a rich boy with a future. He wouldn’t want a penniless cousin, five years older than him. And if he did marry me, wouldn’t he regret it later? Wouldn’t he end up finding me an ordinary creature, which I am? Wouldn’t he come to despise me?’

         Meanwhile, she would look at herself in the mirror. She had, she thought, never looked prettier; she was no more stupid, no less ladylike, no more ignorant than any of the little rich girls in the town, and sometimes she would dance in front of her own image, singing under her breath: ‘He loves me, he loves me, he loves me.’

         She would love him just as much if he were poor and humble. She might love him even more…if that were possible! But since he was rich and well placed in society, why turn your nose up at such advantages? No, he wouldn’t be ashamed of her. She knew that she could be a distinguished lady, more of a lady than all the ladies in Portalegre. She would be gracious, kind and generous, she who knew what it was to be poor. She would spread happiness about her, she who had suffered only to triumph at last.

         She often thought of her mother. Then she chided herself for being happy when her mother was dead. She would pray: ‘Mother, forgive me and watch over me.’

         Her beauty and youth shone forth so brightly, so triumphantly, that all of Lá-Lá and Nando’s male relations noticed the little piano teacher. Rosa Maria had even caught Lá-Lá looking at her on occasion with a scrutinising, envious, evil eye, with a terrible female precocity.

         That brute of a boy, Chico Paleiros, said to Zé Santa: ‘Have you noticed the piano teacher? She’s a nice piece, don’t you think?’

         ‘That’s a fine way to talk,’ Zé Santa replied, slightly shocked. He was, after all, only a student of law while Chico was a millionaire, no small thing even in Zé Santa’s eyes.

         ‘Don’t be so stupid. You should speak as you feel.’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘So would you agree then that she’s a nice piece?’

         ‘She’s a very pretty girl, but not for the likes of you.’

         ‘You never know.’

         Everyone in Portalegre spoke of Chico Paleiros’ fortune in tones of deep respect. ‘He’s worth a pretty penny,’ they used to say. From his aunt, Dona Apolina de Arronches, he had already inherited the lands facing those owned by his father which he would inherit on the latter’s death. And who else would Miguel Paleiros leave his lands to if not to Chico, his only nephew? Wherever Chico Paleiros went, talking in his loud, coarse voice, addressing everyone as if they were his servants or his horses, there was about him the aura of wealth: ‘Chico Paleiros is here! There’s Chico Paleiros! Did you see Chico Paleiros? He’s worth a pretty penny!’ Before this potentate almost everyone adopted the attitude, if not of his horses, at least of his servants. Especially since Chico Paleiros was considered a good lad. His rough manners brought him down to the level of the simplest of folk, making him seem friendly and popular. As a child, Chico Paleiros had made an attempt at studying and, despite the best efforts of the teachers (their palms well-greased by his father, so it was said), he failed three years in a row; everyone explained gently, sagely: ‘Chico Paleiros study? Whatever for? He doesn’t need to.’ And so, from the time he was in nappies, if you’ll pardon the expression, Chico Paleiros believed that money ruled, that its power was limitless.

         ‘You never know,’ repeated Chico Paleiros in response to Florindo Mendes’ irritating little smile. Florindo broke his silence to say in his mellifluous voice:

         ‘Her little cousin Nando will get there first. You know what they say about cousins…’

         And he completed the lewd reference with a suitable gesture.

         ‘Nando? Huh! Nando’s a fool.’

         ‘That’s right, call him names.’

         IV

         A particularly memorable day for Rosa Maria was the day of the surprise party on Carnival Monday that took place at her aunt’s house in the hills. By then, she had been living with her aunt for nearly two years.

         These so-called ‘surprise parties’ were very much the fashion at carnival time in Portalegre. A happy band of individuals of both sexes (and various ages, since every one had their role to play) would choose a particular night on which to don fancy dress, and to eat, drink and dance. In a mood of great hilarity, they would then burst in on this or that family, demanding entertainment. Of course, the family in question had always been ‘secretly’ forewarned, thus avoiding any unpleasant shocks. They entered into the spirit of the game, pretending to know nothing about it, but they would already have arranged for musicians to be there, one or two rooms to be decorated and all kinds of food and drink would have been laid on.

         Dona Alice Caldeira’s house was rarely exempt from these surprise Carnival parties. She complained about her popularity, but enjoyed it too. That year, since the weather was so splendid, they had decided to spend Carnival at their house in the hills outside Portalegre. There was a good-sized room and the children could have more fun there. Almost all the well-to-do people in Portalegre had a second house in the foothills of the Serra de São Mamede. They’d spend one or two months of the summer up there. The house belonging to the Caldeiras was one of the loveliest, with a beautiful terraced garden from which you could look down on the city below – the skyline dominated by the cathedral and its towers, the Casa Amarela – and the huddles of old white houses that seemed to stumble and slide down from the cypresses of Boavista to the eucalyptuses of Bonfim.

         A large part of the day was taken up with transporting things to the house in the hills. Since they rarely spent much time there (it normally amounted to little more than twenty days, once you subtracted their usual month at the beach), it was fairly bare of furniture apart from what they needed for sleeping and eating. Dona Alice used to say: ‘The children can run around as much as they want there, and it’s so much easier to clean up afterwards.’

         Rosa Maria found the whole day enchanting. Lá-Lá (‘Don’t expect me to do any boring jobs,’ she said every time she saw the others hard at work) had put on her magnificent gypsy costume and set off to the Lourenços’ house in order to pose at one of their windows. During the three days of Carnival, the sons of the rich farmers from Alpalhão, Crato, Santa Eulália and Arronches usually came into town in order to flirt with the young women. They would trot elegantly up and down the roads, the hooves of their handsome, glossy horses – as magnificently decked out as their riders – striking sparks from the cobblestones. The young men cut a handsome figure too (you could tell by the way the young girls looked at them) with their broad, stiff hats set at a slightly jaunty angle, their waist-length jackets and tight-fitting trousers. The young men of the town – lawyers, undergraduates, medical students and bank clerks – did their best not to envy them. Unable to compete, they drove their cars languidly down Rua do Comércio then up Rua dos Canastreiros, trying hard to look like men of the world, but always keeping one eye on the windows. If a young girl gave them the slightest encouragement, they would instantly forget all about being languid and start throwing streamers, sweets and flour. The girls would shower them with confetti or cruelly aim little bags of stones disguised as sweets directly at the young men’s heads; these, nevertheless, often took the place of Cupid’s arrow, the blow on the head having repercussions in the heart. As well as those treacherous pebbles wrapped in silver paper, the girls would also throw sweet bunches of violets intended for particular individuals.

         All excited, Lá-Lá raced down to the Lourenços’ house to show off her gypsy costume. Rosa Maria had stayed behind to help, and Fernando, who had arrived at the house that morning, had decided to start decorating the room set aside for the dancing.

         ‘Aren’t you going out too?’ his mother asked, curious.

         ‘No. Those flirts get on my nerves.’

         ‘Which flirts?’

         ‘Lá-Lá, the Lourenço girls, Bina, Zé…’

         ‘Well, that’s new.’

         ‘It is. I’ve decided to become a serious man.’

         ‘I certainly hope so. You can begin by getting down to some serious work.’

         Fernando was cutting fantastic figures out of brightly coloured paper in order to make a frieze for the wall. He asked jovially:

         ‘Don’t you like me being at home, Mama?’

         Most of Dona Alice Caldeira’s friends found the informal way her children treated her rather scandalous.

         ‘Of course I do. I just find it odd. Now just you mind the plaster.’

         Rosa Maria was arranging a flower-patterned sheet over the old piano where Lá-Lá had learned her first notes. The piano had been relegated to the house in the hills when they bought a new one for the house in town. She turned round so that no one would see her blushes. Inside she felt a profound tumult of joy, all the time thinking, as if she were singing: ‘He’s staying behind because of me. He prefers me to all the others. He loves me! He’s staying behind because of me.’

         She had no doubts now about Fernando’s love for her, nor about hers for him. It was just taking them rather a long time to put their love for each other into words. That was why Rosa Maria had decided that Fernando would declare himself during Carnival when there was greater freedom and there would be more opportunity. Despite herself, she kept giving him provocative looks. At the same time, though, she positively avoided being alone with him (although she also wanted to be). Nothing passed between them that afternoon apart from the exchange of a few ambiguously tender words and the occasional fumbled attempt at physical contact that left Rosa Maria blushing and trembling, as well as charmed, although she had to admit she felt Fernando was being overly bold. Fernando was such a child, though, and so delightful in his role as youthful lover. And she herself felt full of freshness and youth, full of virgin feelings and sensations, as if she were only fifteen or eighteen years old, not an old maid in her twenties.

         They had a light supper and afterwards, Aunt Vitória, who was in an excellent mood that day, expressed a desire to get Rosa Maria all dressed up for the party. At certain times, when she was in a good mood (well, who knows if it was a good mood?) Aunt Vitória could be extremely eccentric, or, rather, inscrutable in her designs, but of all the people in the house (apart from her Fernando) she was the person for whom Rosa Maria felt most affection. In this instance, Rosa Maria’s protests were in vain. Aunt Alice agreed to the plan in an indifferent, slightly condescending tone of voice:

         ‘Go on then, why not humour your Aunt Vitória this once? You’re not quite an old woman yet.’

         ‘I certainly am not,’ thought Rosa Maria, greatly indignant, even though she often referred to herself as old. ‘You’re not quite an old woman yet! Well no, dear Aunt, I’m not. I may be older than he is, but he loves me. He loves me, I know he does. He’ll tell me soon, despite my being poor and four or five years older.’

         And she abruptly decided to give in to Aunt Vitória’s whim. Once again the car set off down to the town, this time with Rosa Maria and Aunt Vitória in it. On the way, Aunt Vitória said to her:

         ‘Let’s see if we can make you prettier than Lá-Lá!’

         Rosa Maria had often suspected that Aunt Vitória did not like Lá-Lá. ‘And why not,’ she thought, ‘why shouldn’t I be prettier than Lá-Lá. I’m no uglier than she is, after all.’

         When they reached the house, Aunt Vitória took Rosa Maria up to her room. She opened the vast wardrobe which, like the heavy trunk, she always kept locked, and started pulling out various items of clothing. She brought out a beautiful old dress in pale blue, adorned with lovely little gold flowers – a relic from some great grandmama. It was gathered at the waist with a long ribbon of antique ivory silk and puffed out at the back in a kind of bustle covered in bows which the two women tied as best they could. Then out of the famous trunk – turning her back so that Rosa Maria could not see what else she had in there – Aunt Vitória produced a pair of satin slippers which, though a little too broad, suited Rosa Maria perfectly, then matching stockings, some ribbons and velvet flowers for her hair, an ivory fan and even a pretty necklace (it didn’t matter whether the stones were valuable or not).

         The toilette took them a long time. They had to make various adjustments, do a little sewing here and there, and her hairstyle was equally complicated. Aunt Vitória even persuaded Rosa Maria to apply some make-up. Although the various articles of clothing may not have fitted together chronologically, the final result was delightful. Aunt Vitória admired her work, enraptured. And Rosa Maria could not help but smile too when she saw herself in the full-length mirror. The neckline was fairly daring; you could see the cleavage between her breasts which were pushed up more than usual by the boned bodice. Seeing her niece’s embarrassment, Aunt Vitória placed a lace rose in her decolletage to conceal her burgeoning breasts. Finally, around Rosa Maria’s shoulders she placed a lavish shot satin cloak, another find from the marvellous wardrobe, and said with visible satisfaction:

         ‘It must be getting late. Let’s see if you don’t outdo Lá-Lá and her gypsy earrings.’

         Those words did not please Rosa Maria. The gratitude she felt cooled a little. She was sure now, given the tone in which Aunt Vitória had spoken, that her great-aunt hated Lá-Lá and wanted above all else to wound and humiliate her (perhaps even wound and humiliate Aunt Alice herself) by making the poor relation appear more beautiful than her. Coming back down to earth, she felt almost sad, almost angry that she was being made into some kind of puppet, the instrument of an obscure act of revenge. Her only consolation was that she would look beautiful in Fernando’s eyes. None of this seemed to her to be happening in ordinary life, but in an unreal world, a kind of dream life.

         The journey took only minutes, and they met with some five or six other cars on the road. The revellers had arrived, some ladies and a few gentlemen in cars, the younger ones on foot. The house was ablaze with lights and the stairs were already covered with streamers and confetti. Saraivinha had been hired for the night and was hammering out a dance on the rather out-of-tune piano. Aunt Vitória took Rosa Maria’s hand and they went into the drawing room. Although the dance continued, by turns languid and brutal, a few couples stopped in their tracks. The young men made way for them and applauded the new arrival. Aunt Vitória was leading her in such a way as to call attention to her, standing a little apart from her as if presenting her on stage to the applause of the public. And Rosa Maria advanced, trembling inside, half-dazzled by the lights, but with a fixed smile on her lips, the make-up concealing her sudden pallor – the pallor of pride, fear, excitement. There was no doubt about it, she was a success. All the young men were looking at her with interest. The girls, however, after one first devouring, critical glance, pretended not to see her, not to notice anything different about her. The ladies sitting round the room had still not had time to adjust their expressions – a mixture of shock, indignation and confusion. By chance, one of those chances that offer women a sudden profound insight into each other, Rosa Maria met Aunt Alice’s icy gaze; it struck her like a stone.

         ‘Congratulations, niece!’ said Uncle Lino at her side. She looked at him gratefully; Uncle Lino had never been unkind to her. She was about to sit down by Aunt Vitória’s side when she found herself lost in a cloud of confetti. Chico Paleiros emerged out of the cloud, gave a slight bow and said:

         ‘Would you care to dance?’

         The music continued to pour forth from beneath Saraivinha’s pounding fingers.

         ‘Do I want to dance?’ she stammered, not knowing what to say.

         ‘Yes, I asked if you would do me the honour of dancing with me.’

         And since she hesitated and did not reply, he swept her off into the middle of the room. Rosa Maria did not even have time to put down her fan. The spines of the fan hurt her fingers because he was clutching her hand so hard and pressing her against his chest, dancing in a way that struck Rosa Maria as exaggerated in the extreme. After a few moments of silence, Chico said:

         ‘May I say something?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You won’t be angry?’

         ‘If you’re going to say something that will make me angry, then you’d better not say it.’

         ‘Just this, how is that you’re so pretty and I’ve never noticed before?’

         ‘I’m not that pretty,’ said Rosa Maria and looked into her partner’s eyes. She immediately regretted that innocently flirtatious gesture. Chico Paleiros’ hand on her back gave her a knowing squeeze and he somehow contrived to make their legs rub against each other in a brief, tangled step.

         ‘Oh!’ said Rosa Maria, blushing like a rose.

         Fortunately, the dance ended at that point.

         ‘Damn!’ exclaimed Chico Paleiros with real feeling. ‘It ended just when it should have begun.’

         ‘Perhaps it just ended at the end,’ said Rosa Maria. She would have liked to say that perhaps it had ended just in time. And since he still held her clasped to his chest, when all the other couples had dispersed, she pushed him rather energetically away from her and pulled a rather serious face. Lá-Lá happened to be passing and she, of course, noticed.

         ‘Did you know that when you blush you look even prettier?’ said Chico Paleiros when he accompanied her back to her chair. ‘You know, I won’t be content with just a third of a dance! I’ll come and try you another time, all right? Or should I say other times.’

         When she was once more sitting by Aunt Vitória’s side, Rosa Maria felt more confident. She was so happy that night that she found it difficult to be hard or disagreeable with anyone. Indeed, her natural impulse was to be gracious and friendly. It was Chico Paleiros who had almost gone too far; had the dance not ended so soon – for she had already begun to feel slightly uneasy – she would have started to feel distinctly worried. It didn’t matter, she would try and find a way of not dancing with him again. Others would come and ask her to dance. And Fernando would come, yes, Fernando would come too.

         At this point in her inner monologue, she looked round the room. She sensed that on the other side of the room someone was talking about her. Lá-Lá was coming over to her, flanked by Zé Santa and Rogério.

         ‘They want you to play something, Rosa Maria. It’s a special request from the young men.’

         ‘Oh!’ exclaimed Rosa Maria, flustered and confused. ‘You know I don’t like to. I haven’t even got any music here. And the piano’s only really any good for playing dance music.’

         Lá-Lá knew very well that she didn’t like to play in public especially on a night like that and on that piano… But Lá-Lá took hold of Rosa Maria’s hand and gripped it almost violently, while smiling a sweet, fixed smile. In a way that only the two of them could understand, in that world beyond pretence in which they understood each other, she was saying: ‘You don’t have any option, my dear!’

         ‘Just play anything!’ said Rogério, wanting to be helpful. ‘You are a teacher, after all. We’ll make allowances for the piano.’

         ‘Of course,’ said Dona Piedade Passos, ‘if you’ve got a talent for something, you should be prepared to share it. It must be so nice to have a talent for something. I wish I did. I certainly wouldn’t play hard to get.’

         ‘I’m not playing hard to get, dear lady. It’s just that what with the piano and everyone wanting to have a good time…’

         ‘Everyone knows the piano’s no good. You are playing hard to get.’

         ‘Of course, you are,’ declared Lá-Lá triumphantly. The ladies around her all agreed.

         ‘Go on,’ said Aunt Vitória, ‘then for those who want to dance, Lá-Lá can play her usual one-step.’

         Aunt Vitória scornfully parried Lá-Lá’s furious look and merely smiled at her graciously.

         Rosa Maria got up. Near the piano stood a group of young men applauding her acceptance of their invitation to play. Rosa Maria smiled at them and gave a graceful nod of her head. Then, fleetingly, her eyes caught Fernando’s. ‘I’m going to play for you, you little fool,’ she said or tried to say with her eyes, ‘it’s only because of you that I appreciate them finding me pretty. Won’t you tell me tonight that you love me? Won’t it be today. I’d be a wife worthy of you, my love, a real lady!’

         Once she’d got over her initial shyness, and aware of the young men’s admiration and of the envy of Lá-Lá’s friends, Rosa Maria discovered worldly gifts she did not even know she had. She moved confidently, she had a gracious, easy smile, she knew exactly what she was saying, she advanced with the grace demanded by her pretty pale blue gown with its gold flowers, and despite the fact that her shoes were a little too large for her. She had always suspected that she could play the perfect society lady, or what in books they call a grande dame. She had thought as much ever since she was sixteen and used to read descriptions in novels of balls and acts of aristocratic gallantry.

         Sitting at the piano, she hesitated for a moment. What would she play? She knew so few things by heart, or, rather, nothing complete. Besides, would these people appreciate, especially now, a study by Chopin, a piece by Schumann? But it was neither Chopin nor Schumann (which she did not know by heart anyway) that her fingers irresistibly began playing. She remembered perfectly (with what nostalgia!) when her father had composed this song. ‘What’s it called?’ she had asked him, entranced. ‘It’s a love song,’ her father had said, and then he himself had written the words. He had taught his daughter this brief, inspired piece, demanding from her a high degree of perfection. She had often sung the song to her father’s accompaniment or had played and sung while he listened. And how they had cried, she and her mother, when he had played it one last time the evening before they had to sell the piano.

         It was impossible to play that piece without tears welling up in her eyes at those memories. Since her mother’s death, she had occasionally played it on her cousin’s fine piano, but she had never sung the words; no one in Aunt Alice’s house had any idea that she could sing.

         Her voice rose up naturally now to sing that ardently melancholy song:

         
            
               Day dawns and I open the window.

               Such is my longing to see you

               that I can no longer sleep!

               I wait for the sun to rise,

               I wait for you to pass…

            

         

         She had a light voice, but it was very clear and pure, and who would not sing well on such a night as that? She felt as if she were half-awake, half-dreaming, and she was still expecting Fernando to make his declaration. She knew he would say the sweetest words, that his every gesture would be delicacy itself…

         It may be that music does indeed soothe the savage breast, as they say, or that the irrepressible passion expressed in those words, those sounds, touched even Chico Paleiros, or it might simply have been that Rosa Maria looked so utterly charming with her eyes shining, the lace rose blooming in her decolletage, her head, set upon that swan’s neck, inclined slightly to one side, and her shining, golden hair woven with flowers and ribbons; whatever the reason, Chico Paleiros uttered a ‘Bravo’ of such enthusiasm and spontaneity (not to say extemporaneity, since the singer had not yet finished the final note) that everyone in the room noticed the warmth of his response.

         ‘Chico seems very enthusiastic,’ whispered the vast Dona Rosinda Noronha to the amiable Dona Cecília Fortes, ‘and he’s worth a pretty penny too…he’d better not fall into her clutches.’

         ‘She’s a sweet little thing, though!’ commented Dona Cecília Fortes. ‘She looks about eighteen. And she is Dona Alice’s niece. Stranger things have happened.’

         ‘Really!’ retorted Dona Rosinda Noronha. ‘Eighteen, indeed! They say she’s over thirty. If you have a close look at her, you can see that. And what difference does it make her being Dona Alice’s niece? The girl’s got no money of her own; she was only taken in out of charity, well, if you can call it that, more like duty…charity can come very expensive. Dona Alice didn’t get on with the girl’s mother it seems. She and her mother practically had to beg for alms. They think people don’t know about that and then they come here and, before you know it, they start behaving like princesses. As for Dona Alice…Dona Alice Caldeira…are you still listening? Well, surely you can see that the person she wants to push Chico’s way is that silly creature Lá-Lá.’

         ‘But Lá-Lá’s little more than a child.’

         ‘Don’t give me that. That girl knows all there is to know. She could teach you a thing or two, I’ll be bound. You’ve no idea what young girls are like these days!’

         Dona Cecília Fortes’ response to the other woman’s malicious talk was a superior, condescending smile. Deep down, though, she was enjoying it. ‘She’s absolutely right!’ she was thinking. ‘Absolutely!’ Bringing the conversation back to the subject of Chico, she said:

         ‘They say he got a woman with child and that he didn’t want to give her up. She was just a young girl, he was the first…he has his responsibilities…’

         ‘Responsibilities! You don’t live in the real world. What do they care about responsibilities? He can have all the girls he wants, there are girls picking olives, girls working with the pigs… A young girl indeed. You give them a couple of thousand escudos to shut the family up and she arranges another father for the child. They know the rules of the game. Girls these days know it all. You should talk to some of them, you and other ladies like you, you’ve no idea what a wicked world we live in. I’ll tell you this, though, and I’ll swear by all that’s holy: Chico Paleiros is not for the likes of either of those two cousins.’

         They were sitting in a corner and as long as they spoke in a whisper, they were free to talk. Dona Rosinda, however, was growing heated, and the romantic Dona Cecília Fortes was becoming uneasy. Under different circumstances, she would be delighted to listen, firstly, because she always loved it when people told her she was not of this world, that she seemed to live on another plane, that she was unaware of the wickedness of the world – this confirmed her own estimate of herself as some sort of angel in exile – secondly, she recognised that Dona Rosinda, for all her malicious bluntness, was speaking the absolute truth (although this did not quite tally with Dona Cecília’s above-mentioned pretensions).

         They fell silent, however, after a rapid exchange of glances, for, unable to find another free chair, Rosa Maria was about to sit right next to them. The young men had applauded her so wildly that the assembled women who had, at first, felt kindly disposed to her, immediately grew more reserved. The piano teacher’s triumph was taking on almost scandalous proportions. It would have been a matter of no importance had the young woman in question been, say, Lá-Lá, or any other young woman of means and with both her parents still living. Despite the fact that Dona Alice Caldeira (to her credit) always referred to Rosa Maria as ‘my niece’, everyone still tended to think of Dona Alice’s impoverished niece as the piano teacher. People had soon found out about her way of life up north together with her mother, who, it seemed, had even stopped wearing a hat after her husband died. Not that it was shameful to be poor, good heavens, no (‘God loved poverty,’ Dona Piedade Passos was always saying; she made a great show of being religious but had a reputation for being a miser), it wasn’t shameful to be poor as long as one was honest (and, in that respect, no one could say a word against the life they had led; at least, there was no proof to the contrary…), the problem was that men might think they could take advantage! ‘Avoid the devils like the plague!’ the pious Dona Piedade Passos would proclaim. To which the severe and implacable Dona Rosinda Noronha would respond under her breath: ‘Tell that to Father Tomás…’ She was alluding to the fact that Dona Piedade, who had always been very involved with the church, had at one time had her name linked with that of Father Tomás Silveira.

         Well, it’s true! Men might try to take advantage, to abuse their position, especially if the girl proved rather innocent or was dazzled by a world to which she did not really belong, having worn mourning for her mother’s death, it had to be said, rather longer than was normal.

         Out of politeness, Dona Cecília Fortes leaned over to Rosa Maria and said:

         ‘What was that piece that you played and sang so very well? I found it most moving.’

         ‘It’s a composition of my father’s.’

         ‘I see. Rather sad, but very pretty. But then I like anything sad, anything sentimental.’

         On the other side of the room stood a small group of young girls. Bina was saying to the Lourenço sisters:

         ‘It’s absurd! Even the dress doesn’t belong to her. And it hardly seems appropriate to sit there showing nearly everything she’s got and then sing a song written by her late father – it was by him, wasn’t it?’

         ‘Don’t exaggerate. She’s isn’t showing everything!’ said the younger of the Lourenço sisters.

         ‘And don’t the men just love it,’ commented the older sister. ‘She’s no fool.’

         ‘You’re telling me,’ retorted Bina who was mad with jealousy because of Zé Santa. ‘But that just makes her a bigger fool.’

         They stopped talking because Lá-Lá had joined them. She was Rosa Maria’s cousin after all. Lá-Lá sat down amongst them and said:

         ‘Why have you all stopped talking? I know, you were sharpening your knives on my teacher. Well, dear girls, feel free to continue, I don’t feel in the least constrained by any family ties. But do be charitable. The poor girl isn’t used to being out in the big, wide world.’

         At that moment, some rather boisterous young men had come into the room. They had been trying the wine. Chico Paleiros and Florindo Mendes had set about showering confetti over the ladies sitting down. The ladies shook themselves and writhed about, letting out little yelps of laughter. Then the young men went to find Lá-Lá to ask her to play her one-step. Chico Paleiros almost dragged her there by force and set her down at the piano.

         ‘It’s just a pity you can’t play and dance at the same time,’ he said gallantly.

         She turned her glassy eyes on him:

         ‘Really? Well, thank you. Luckily, though, there are those among us who can play and sing at the same time, aren’t there?’

         ‘Naughty, naughty!’ Chico said, giving her a bold, impudent look. ‘So young and so sharp-tongued!’

         ‘I’m obviously too young for your tastes,’ she retorted with equal boldness.

         ‘I’ll spank you, if you’re not careful,’ said Chico lowering his voice. ‘And what would you know about my tastes anyway?’

         When he grabbed her arm, pretending that he was about to spank her, he rested his fingers on her small, round breast and gave it a light, voluptuous squeeze. He knew that Lá-Lá didn’t really mind such liberties when taken by the saucy Chico Paleiros.

         ‘I think you’ve had rather too much to drink!’ cried Lá-Lá who had begun to play. ‘Go and dance, go on!’

         Still pondering what Lá-Lá had said, he hesitated a few seconds before going in search of Rosa Maria. In that brief interval, Zé Santa got in before him.

         ‘What’s keeping him?’ Rosa Maria was asking herself sadly. ‘Will he really not ask me to dance? Where is he, the idiot? Does he love me or doesn’t he?’

         ‘Are you looking for someone?’ asked Zé Santa, leaning back a little to look into her face.

         ‘I’m sorry? Oh, no, no, I’m not looking for anyone.’

         ‘I wouldn’t like to think I was keeping you from someone you liked more than me.’

         ‘No, really, I don’t like anyone.’

         ‘No one? Are you so very hard to please? Not that there’s any reason why you shouldn’t be, of course.’

         ‘It isn’t that. I mean that there isn’t anyone I like more.’

         ‘Really? That’s wonderful!’

         ‘Oh, no, that isn’t what I meant either. I mean that there isn’t any one I particularly like.’

         ‘Of course. Forgive my stupidity. Even so, I feel awfully happy. Everyone likes you, you know. You’re the belle of the ball…’

         The conversation proceeded along more or less the same lines until the end of the dance.

         Rosa Maria had barely sat down again, glad to have reached the end of the dance, when Saraivinha was back at the piano, pounding out another energetic waltz and Chico Paleiros was bowing to her:

         ‘Excuse me, but I feel I have the right to a complete waltz. What we had before was only a fragment.’

         Rosa Maria tried to think of some excuse. But what? She got up and was just being swept off in the arms of Chico Paleiros when she saw Fernando watching them. He was leaning in the doorway, looking angry. ‘My love,’ her eyes said to him, tenderly, desperately, ‘where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you. I’m only here because of you, you’re the only one who matters to me…and where were you? What have you been doing?’ Then she thought, as if lit up from within by a flash of light: ‘He’s angry because he hasn’t been able to dance with me!’ Feeling instantly happy again, she thought she might provoke him a little by making him jealous of Chico Paleiros. That would teach him. That would warn him not to do the same thing again.

         ‘I had no idea you were so gallant,’ she said to her partner who was continuing to shower her with compliments. ‘Or do I inspire you?’

         ‘Of course you do!’ exclaimed Chico Paleiros, utterly charmed. ‘No other woman exists in the world for me tonight…’

         ‘Tonight and tomorrow.’

         ‘Tomorrow and always, if that’s what you’d like.’

         ‘Do you really expect me to believe a word you say?’

         At that moment Lá-Lá waltzed past and heard what Rosa Maria had said. Either deliberately or accidentally she bumped against her before being swept off again in Rogério’s arms, laughing out loud to her partner.

         Rosa Maria became somewhat serious and silent. She remembered then that she had resolved not to dance with Chico Paleiros again. It was wrong of her anyway to encourage him. Seconds later, Chico said:

         ‘You seem worried.’

         ‘Be quiet. Everyone’s looking. You shouldn’t be paying me so much attention.’

         ‘Let them look. Don’t you feel flattered by other people’s jealousy?’

         ‘No, I don’t. You’re so arrogant!’

         ‘You really don’t? Well, I do.’

         Despite all her efforts to avoid it, Rosa Maria was aware that her partner’s knees brushed rather too often against hers, that her partner’s arm held her much too close, and that her partner’s hand was almost squeezing her right breast. And as if that wasn’t enough, from time to time, despite all her efforts to keep him at bay, she could feel his whole body pressed against hers, his breathing growing faster. ‘It’s all my fault,’ she was thinking, in a state of some distress, ‘it’s all my fault.’ It was a relief when the waltz ended. She was bathed in sweat. She felt like crying. She ran to seek refuge next to Aunt Vitória. She started fanning herself with the small ivory fan. She felt safer. She decided that she would definitely not dance again, not unless he came to find her. The first sitting for supper was about to begin, however, and all the girls were called into the dining room in order to serve the older ladies and gentlemen. She went too.

         The boys gathered in a different room, magnificently provided with food and drink. ‘Well, they are boys after all,’ Dona Alice explained. ‘They can talk more freely there and eat without bothering about their manners.’ This separation of the sexes so that both would feel more at ease was a Portalegre institution.

         ‘Unless I’m very much mistaken,’ said Chico Paleiros to Zé Santa, ‘she’s mine for the taking.’

         ‘Who is?’

         ‘The piano teacher.’

         ‘You’re mad. You can forget about that. She wants to get married, surely you can see that? She’s Dona Alice’s niece. She just lays out her bait like the other girls, that’s all. And she certainly doesn’t seem any more stupid than the others. But if you want to take the bait…since you are in all respects what people term a good catch.’

         ‘Take the bait? Don’t you worry, I have my ways. And the person who’s going to help me is Dona Alice!’

         Zé Santa, who was in expansive mood that night, elbowed Chico in the ribs. Fernando had just come into the room.

         While the boys were talking freely, Lá-Lá, who had placed her tray close to Rosa Maria’s, started singing: ‘Little snail, little snail, the sun has come out, little snail little snail, come out of your shell!’

         She looked at her cousin out of the corner of her eye. Feeling Lá-Lá’s eyes on her and bemused by the repetition of that stupid refrain, Rosa Maria turned to face her, trembling. She couldn’t believe it, Lá-Lá backed off. But shortly afterwards, when they passed each other in the corridor, Lá-Lá said sharply in a harsh, slightly discordant voice:

         ‘Congratulations, you really have come out of your shell tonight!’

         ‘What?’ said Rosa Maria, cut by the expression. Her cousin had never before spoken to her in such terms and in that tone of voice.

         ‘I mean that you’re a proper teacher. You could give lessons to anyone, but then that’s as it should be, isn’t it? After all, you are the oldest.’

         Then she flounced off with her tray, swaying her hips like a gypsy. Rosa Maria stood where she was in the corridor, leaning against the wall, holding her plate in trembling hands. She both understood and did not want to understand; or at least she did not quite understand everything. After a few seconds, she went back, put her plate down on the table and went into the house. She wandered through the rooms, going over what Lá-Lá had said. Finally, she picked up the splendid cape that Aunt Vitória had lent her and went out into the garden. ‘Good heavens,’ she said out loud, ‘what she means is…’ But she didn’t quite know what Lá-Lá meant. Even if she accepted the worst possible interpretation, there was no reason to have been so shaken by it. A few spiteful words spoken by a vain little girl and she was trembling – her ideas all confused and troubled – feeling suddenly distrustful of everything and everyone. ‘I’m a fool,’ she said again out loud, talking to herself. ‘I don’t seem to be able to cure myself of these excesses, this susceptibility. I’m nothing but a fool.’ The fact was, though, that regardless of whether or not Lá-Lá had ever shown her any kindness, Rosa Maria had clearly now lost any respect that Lá-Lá might have felt for her until then.
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