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    INCEST ORDERED



    Doctor Deocleciano Ribeiro was one of those people usually labelled as hare-brained, irresponsible, and libertine. Although he was one of the first graduates from the National Medical School, he never did practice his profession, or any other, for that matter. He dismissed work as a total waste of time. “Working is for slaves,” he often said. As an occasional poet, he sometimes wrote for the paper Illustrated Bahia. He added to his titles an honorary membership in the Drama Conservatory, thereby leading a group of idle rich who, in the provincial cities, usually sponsored dissemination of the arts.


    But don’t conclude that the man was an intellectual. This, Doctor Deocleciano definitely was not. True, he did manage to publish three or four poems and went around telling everyone he was passionate about Lamartine, Balzac and Bach, but his intellectual pursuits were far more prosaic than what met the eye. He actually promoted cultural life to stand out and shine in the local social circle. His presence was guaranteed at the best social events, be they evening parties, literary salons, official ceremonies, plays, even backstage gatherings – not to mention orgies at distant country estates. A bon vivant and a social climber he most certainly was, but an intellectual, never!


    Whenever he showed up at the sugar mill on the bay to fleece his father’s purse, he wrought total havoc in the slave quarters. He would chase the parlour maids indoors, the black girls out in the sugar cane fields, pinching their behinds and whispering obscenities into their ears, stopping only when he had managed to add yet another virgin to his long list of conquests. And a mighty long list it was, given his reputation from a very tender age as the official “deflowerer” in the slave quarters. To his credit, he had never raped, intimidated or forced himself on anyone. He had always seduced his conquests.


    His doting mother crooned over him. “A character, that’s what he is,” she would say. “Takes after his pappy – can’t lay eyes on a skirt without chasing it... ”


    Deocleciano was indeed fascinated with what women hid under their skirts. Endearing himself to and seducing the ladies was his favourite pastime, which he practised on a full-time basis. He approached the art of seduction with the zeal of a general mapping battle strategies for his final victory. After the walls had been stormed and the booty was in hand, the exhausted adversary subdued, he would lose interest and move on to new conquests, leaving behind a trail of broken-hearted, weeping, deflowered young ladies. He also earned himself a blue-beard reputation and a retinue of new mistresses. Among the bored socialites, so-called poets and chorus girls, there was even a nun, said to be a depraved French girl deported by her own family to Brazil’s Lapa Convent to redeem her soul from the purgatory of her sins.


    Life however, is rarely an uninterrupted string of pleasures. Deocleciano encountered his first misfortune during Lent in 1848, when he was forty-two years old and living in Salvador da Bahia, the capital of the Province of Bahia. He was called back to the family’s sugar mill when his father’s health took a turn for the worse.


    “Blessing upon you, my father.”


    Well into his eighties, Gonzalo Ribeiro, nicknamed Milor[1] Gonzalo by the slaves, languished in a filthy hammock slung across one corner of the room. It was the same hammock he’d used for years when sitting in the cool shade of the porch, shouting orders to some farm hand or cursing his slave driver, to keep the mill running. His was one of the large mills, with thirty-some yokes of oxen and over two hundred slaves, producing three thousand bushels of sugar a year.


    


    “May God bless you, my son.” With a wan smile, he asked, “Is it money you’re short of or has the stench of my carrion already wafted to the capital?”


    Trying to sound casual, Deocleciano replied, “Honestly, father, what a silly joke!”


    


    “Inappropriate, humph... I’ll bet.” The sick man feebly waved his hand to dismiss the remark and went on. “Anyway it’s a good thing you’re here now, son. I have something very important to say to you,”


    Deocleciano pulled up a stool and sat down by his father, feeling quite uncomfortable by the stench coming from the old man.


    Lost in thought, the dying man appeared to draw inspiration from the dusty sunbeams streaming through gaps in the tiled roof. Only after Deocleciano had cleared his throat two or three times did the old man finally speak. “This is the end of my line, my dear boy.”


    


    “Oh father, what nonsense! You’ll end up burying many of us before you go six feet under.”


    A fleeting smile crossed Milor’s face. “Hah, wish it were so...” Then, speaking more slowly than his normal pace, he continued. “I’m as good as dead, son. This time there’s no way out.”


    “What a foolish thing to say, father.”


    “No, son, hear me out,” Milor cut in. “People sense when their time has come. Why, I even dreamed that your grandfather came to get me...”


    “But father...”


    “Damn it, let me finish, boy!” Milor cut in testily. “Why can’t you ever listen?”


    This time Deocleciano shut up and sat up straight to listen to what his father had to say. It had always been thus. The old man had never tolerated interruptions when he had the floor. “When the fat cat speaks, the mice don’t squeak,” he often said.


    


    “I’m going to die, Deo. I won’t dodge the bullet this time and you, as the male heir, must take my place.”


    “Rest assured, father, I’ll take over,” Deo promised solemnly.


    


    “This can’t be, son. You’re forty-some years old and still all you care about is your damned art,” he spat out. “You‘ve gotta grow up, boy! – Grow up and get yerself a wife!”


    “That’s easy, father,” he said with a vain smile. “Why, getting married is the easiest thing under the sun!”


    “I know, I know,” the ailing man said, raising himself a bit from the hammock. “For you, getting married is like crapping! You just do it! But it’s easy to screw up... I don’t want you marrying some city floozy! I want you to marry the Grace girl.”


    “Grace?!”


    “Yes, Grace, Nair’s girl.”


    “Nair! Nair, from the New Settlement?”


    “That’s the one.”


    “Oh, father!”


    Deo first thought he was part of a dreadful pageant and winced pitiably. Then he suddenly changed his stance. His old man wanted to slap him into a yoke, back him into a corner. He trotted out a litany of objections, but his father rebuffed each and every one, with solid or foolish arguments. Deo quoted from the Holy Bible. The father cited the bravery of the first settlers, stories from their own family and others unknown, even royal marriages, all in vain. Milor unleashed a torrent of rough rebuttals, loaded with thinly veiled threats.


    “That’s the gratitude you get for sacrificing yerself for the children! Didn’t I always do everything for you? I was the one who put you between your first woman’s thighs, remember? A young, spirited filly she was too! I gave you pussy on your fifteenth birthday, or have you forgotten?”


    Deocleciano remembered all right. How could he not?


    “With little education myself, I sent you to school in the city. I made a doctor out of you, didn’t I?! I have always given you a good life. I paid for everything, even your hare-brained theatre scheme, so you could make believe. Dontcha remember all that?”


    


    It was all true. He had tried to stage Molière’s School for Wives, the opening lines still fresh in his mind.


    CHRYSALDE: Do you mean to tell me you’ve come to marry her?”


    ARNOLPHE: “Exactly, and I intend to have everything done by tomorrow.”


    Once again, Deocleciano thought back in frustration. His theatrical experience had been an indelible one, a genuine case of a total flop! There had been an audience of 19 people on the opening night and the critics had come down with ravaging reviews. It had been a total financial disaster.


    Sighing in mock resignation, the old man pined on. “And what do I get in return? On my deathbed, I ask you for a l’il favour and you start givin’ me the run-around trying to back out!”


    Deocleciano remained silent, stupefied in dismay as he realised he was trapped.


    Then, trying to get a hold of himself, he grasped for a way out. “There’s just one thing I don’t get: if you’re trying to protect the girl, then why not leave her some money or maybe even land... or a house?”


    “What? So she can hand it over to some lousy little gold-digger? No, Deo! That ain’t what I want! I didn’t sweat my whole life to see the money I made being spread around into strange hands, certainly not that! I promised Nair her girl would have my name. I can’t make her legitimate, it would kill your mother. So that’s my dilemma!”


    Three nights later Milor passed away and was buried amidst a great deal of tears and Latin chants. The funeral was a grand occasion, befitting a rich, powerful, sugar cane plantation owner. Among his pallbearers were the president of the municipal council and a representative of the state. The diocese’s bishop came round to give Milor his graveside blessing. His remains were lowered into the floor of the plantation chapel, close to the main house, the Blessed Virgin and his ancestors.


    Many days of full mourning followed, windows closed, mirrors covered, voices hushed. Gloomy days with a steady stream of sympathetic visitors, all praising the deceased, reciting their Hail Marys and Apostles’ Creeds. It was not until the thirty-first day after his father’s death when Deocleciano broke the news that he had decided to get married. But his family was only in shock after he had announced the name of his betrothed.


    At first his brothers-in-law thought it was just another one of his jokes. “Deo’s just pulling our leg,” they reassured their wives. His sisters twisted up their faces in disbelief. His mother wailed that she would die of disgust, and cursed the womb that had conceived him.


    The parish priest was called in by the family. When he heard the news, he condemned Deo to eternal damnation, threatened to have him excommunicated and foresaw a lineage of degenerates. All in vain. Two months later, Deocleciano married the girl in a discreet ceremony presided at her house by a handsomely paid notary from the city. Thus, he kept his promise to his dying father by marrying Grace Azevedo, daughter of Nair, and his half-sister on his father’s side.


    That night, half-drunk, he carried his bride over the threshold, with nary a soul to be seen or heard in the large plantation house. Everyone was sleeping or feigning sleep. He locked the bedroom door. While he got undressed he felt the scrap of paper he had found in his pocket earlier that day. He could still remember its contents.


    And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying


    Neither shalt thou take a wife to her sister, to vex her, to uncover her nakedness, beside the other in her life time. Leviticus 17:18


    


    This note had been his family’s final attempt to stop him from marrying Grace, but it too had failed. Once he had determined to grant his father’s wish, all threats fell on deaf ears. A promise to the deceased was nothing to be denied. But now, naked in the quiet of his bedroom, about to consummate his marriage, he heard the scripture hammering round his head like the echo of Judgment Day.


    Thou shalt not uncover thy sister’s nakedness...


    Struggling to push God out of his thoughts, he gazed at the young girl he had married. She was barely more than a child, about fourteen or fifteen. She lay tensely on the bed with her arms outstretched along her side. Her eyes were tightly shut and her heart beat so fast that you could almost hear it throb. She reminded Deocleciano of a vestal virgin lying at the sacrificial altar, a dark-skinned angel with a crown of curls, in an immaculate white gown. So beautiful and defenceless, although her mother surely had versed her in the duties of a married woman.


    To hell with God and his litany of sins. What’s done is done! If entering the garden of pleasure and picking this blossom is a sin, then glory be to sinning!


    



    



    [1] Milor: Translated from Ioiô (pronounced Yoyo), the slaves' corruption of Senhor, or “master”. – T.N.
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    A MERE WALK-ON PART



    


    Irineu was born the following year on Easter Sunday. He was a pale, thin, feeble child who cried a lot. Looking at his skinny limbs, his mother feared he wouldn’t survive.


    The designated wet nurse, the black Joana, hastened to reassure the young worried mother.


    “No need to worry, Missus. I already tasted the l’il ones pooh and it ain’t bitter. There ain’t nothing wrong with him, just mighty spoiled, that’s what he’s!” With those words, Joana rocked the boy as she walked with him around the room.


    “Do you really think so?” asked the frantic mother who had been torn from her world of dolls to that one of real babies. "It couldn't be a case of the seven-day ailment could it?”


    The big black woman grimaced showing her snow-white teeth.


    “Dontcha be silly, m’am! I’ve seen the seven-day ailment many times in my day and I’m gonna tell you, it ain’t like this here! The ailment is something real bad right over here in the bellybutton!” Trying to lift her mistress’ spirit a bit, she deftly changed the subject. “Ain’t the Master happy, m’am? The man’s happier than a chick play’n’ in the garbage!”


    It was true that Deocleciano was happy but not exactly on account of his son’s birth. He liked kids but he had many other children scattered throughout the streets of Cachoeira, São Felix and Salvador da Bahia. What really delighted him was that none of the curses his mother had jinxed him with had emerged! The “child of sin”, as his mother had christened the baby, had been born with no tail nor a pair of horns. Not that he had actually believed all that nonsense, but still he had looked through all his medical books to make sure. From a scientific aspect, the so-called incest did not usually produce any deformity in the offspring. But with both his mother and the bible frowning on the same topic, he could never be too careful. All things considered, the simple fact of the boy being alive was already a miracle in itself.


    What he intended to do now was to just sit back and let time take care of things. He believed his family would gradually face his marriage as a fact and stop the monkey business of being hostile to poor Grace. He had done the best he could to protect the girl. For example, by telling her to avoid moving around the house, thus to be seen as little as possible by his relatives. He had even managed to get his mother-in-law Nair to move to an unknown address and make her swear by Jesus Christ that she would never show up again, thereby making him think his life had gone back to normal.


    How wrong he had been. After getting back to the capital, the only thing he managed to reap was one deception after another. He discovered others had taken his place while he had been away. It’s not that he wasn’t invited to parties, that chorus girls didn’t kiss him and the women he’d slept with ignored him – no, this all still happened. Everyone still treated him with deference. The problem was nobody treated him with special deference anymore. To sum things up, Doctor Deocleciano had lost his male lead, now he simply had a walk-on part. Being stranded in the gloom at the back of the stage wasn’t his idea of a glitzy life. Nevertheless, he understood the reasons for his demotion – after all, what interesting stories would someone who had spent one whole year in a sugar mill, leading a mediocre life with his family and the slaves have to tell?


    Determined to reconquer his former superstar status, he spent two months in Rio de Janeiro gathering a fresh supply of racy jokes and stories, not to mention the batch of first- hand gossip. This enabled him to score a few points with his crowd but not as many as he had anticipated. All the current attention was focused on the province of Pernambuco where a certain Pedro Ivo, leading a small army of two thousand men, had disclosed his “Manifest to the World” which openly challenged the imperial government. It was a genuine rebellion against the crown, the “Beach Rebellion” as it later became known.


    Pieces of bread stale fast, so do jokes and gossip. Therefore Deocleciano soon found himself playing the second fiddle again. In an attempt to reach past glories, he tried publishing a book with his poems. Few people read it and the ones who did, didn’t like it. He tried organizing a ball as a housewarming party, but it turned out to be a complete fiasco. He tried to group up some actors and stage a play but was strongly advised against such a venture. It got to a point where he had begun to feel uncomfortable with his old haunts. It seemed that he had literally fallen into disgrace. So after much mulling over the subject, he reached the conclusion that the wisest choice to make was to go back home to the mill and to his family. To hell with the capital – he had enough of it!


    Back home, he got the feeling he once again was dealing the cards. Things seemed to have quieted down a bit during his absence. As if by collaborative agreement, no one mentioned his wife or child who, in return, never showed their faces. Court gossip was rated high among his family. Both his brothers-in-law and the slaves laughed heartily at the racy jokes. His homecoming had been greeted with enthusiasm, making him feel as he used to in the good old days in the capital when he had been the centre of the attraction. In fact, things were moving along so well that he had even concentrated in making his child-wife find pleasure in the art of making love. This had been an old score he had wanted to settle, considering the circumstances of their marriage.


    In the beginning it had been a stimulating experience, since it took him hours just to get the girl to relax. However, he managed to attain his objective far sooner than he had expected. Whatever the reason, be it for the fact she was locked up most of the time, be it because she saw in her husband her only salvation and therefore tried to please him – the fact was she ended up enjoying the act so much, it got to a point where it disturbed him. After all, it’s one thing to seduce a woman; it’s something entirely different being seduced. In the innocence of her fifteen years, Grace did not give one thought to her husband already turning forty-four.


    With the homecoming honeymoon being over, Deocleciano started bickering with his mother, his sisters and his brothers-in-law. He had wanted to modernise the mill and make the Negroes dress up as he had seen in a farm in Rio de Janeiro. Nobody agreed with his idea. On top of that, he had wanted to have the house remodelled, a new carbon-based lighting system installed and a grand reception to inaugurate the changes. His mother bluntly vetoed his project. “No one shall touch one single tile in this house as long as I live!” she had pronounced with matriarchal finality.


    He had then decided to buy more slaves and more yokes of oxen to double the size of the sugar cane field and to increase the output of sugar drastically. Although he was labelled as a visionary, they had at least agreed with him on this part. But only if he himself would oversee the expansions of the sugar cane fields, to begin with. So off he went, with the airs of a lord, to command the felling of trees to clear the necessary land. His enthusiasm was short lived. In one week he was sick and tired of the slave-driver’s lack of initiative and the slaves’ nerve-racking, slow-motioned, working speed.


    It wasn’t too long before he started seeing his wife as a nymphomaniac. However desirable she might be, she wasn’t just any hussy nor was she a sporadic mistress! She was his wife and the mother of his son! It just didn’t feel right doing with her what he did with the others! So he started avoiding her.


    One day while shaving, he looked at himself more closely in the mirror and noticed time had not stopped. Bags started forming underneath his eyes. A receding hairline became more and more pronounced. His lines of experience were turning into ugly wrinkles with each passing day.


    What on earth is going on, Doctor Deo? Are you growing feeble-minded or what? You don’t even seem to like pussy anymore... oh, all right, but your wife’s doesn’t count. What about the others? How long has it been since you deflowered a pussy? When was the last time you had a piece of ass? When was the last time you set up an orgy? Life’s passing you by, Doctor Deo – you’re growing old, that’s what. And what if you die? How about that, huh? You’ve gotta think a bit about yourself. That business of thinking about others sucks. Your wife, son, mother, sisters, why, they’re all wine from the same barrel! They were all born and raised here and have no idea what life is like anywhere else; a bunch of hicks, that’s what they all are. But not you; no, you’re different – you’re a cultivated, sophisticated, intelligent man. Why, you’re a published poet! This hole is no place for someone like you: leave while there still is time, Deo. Make it big! Show the people from Salvador da Bahia what you’re capable of accomplishing! You’ve already proven yourself to be one of the best! Take courage, man! Forget that crazy idea that you’re not the same man you used to be; once a ham, always a ham!


    A fortnight later, he took a bill of exchange against his part in that year’s harvest and set off for Salvador da Bahia. There he cashed it with a Jewish usurer whom he was acquainted with and boarded a ship to Europe. He had once read in Gresset’s The Sorry Man: “only in Paris does one really live; outside of that, one only exists”. He decided to find out for himself.
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    THE GREAT VOYAGE



    Deocleciano got lucky. Though his French was very poor, during the trip to Marseille, he made friends with a French wholesaler who did business in Brazil. Monsieur Gaston was captivated by the Bahian bon vivant’s witty conversation. His involvement was decisive in making Deo’s early days in France less difficult. He had even insisted on inviting Deo over to his own home.


    “I wish to show les experiénces of the turrning tables to mon ami. If Monsieur Deocleciano not see with his own oeil, he not believe!”


    “Monsieur Gaston, your word is more than enough for me. Whatever you say, I believe. But it isn’t necessary for you to host me at your home to get me to go there. I’d hate to impose on you. All you have to do is set up a date and invite me. It will be my pleasure to take part in the experience and make the acquaintance of that scientist Monsieur so often speaks about. What did you say his name was?”


    “Rivail. Léon Hippolyte Rivail.”


    “In that case, I will be honored to meet Monsieur Rivail and to see his séance table. But I really don’t wish to disturb you. The reason for my coming to Paris was to get to know la vie à la française...”


    “Oui, oui, Gaston knows.”


    After reconsidering, Gaston ended up finding his Brazilian friend a small hotel on Rue Jacob in Saint-Germain-des-Prés


    Three consecutive frustrating harvests and a consequent economic depression dethroned King Louis Philippe thereby putting an end to the monarchy. The French were living their Second Republic. It was a period of economic revitalization, of political renewal and intense cultural activity. All over the place one could listen to the music of Chopin, who had recently passed away. One year before, Balzac had brought together more than one hundred short stories in one single a multi-volume collection, namely La Comédie Humaine. Now it was Alexandre Dumas’ turn to both move and scandalise Paris with his novel Camille, which told the life and misfortunes of Marguerite Gautier, a repentant whore, rehabilitated by the love of the young Armand Duval. The author was the out-of-wedlock son of the other Alexandre Dumas, author of The Three Musketeers.


    Since all of Paris was reading Camille, Deo felt obliged to do the same. On doing so, he went through great pains and effort, consulting the dictionary a multitude of times and skipping parts now and then until he finally considered the book as read. Despite the endeavour, he was very impressed. Less than two weeks later, he already felt confident enough to break away from Monsieur Gaston’s protective wings. So he moved to Montmartre where all the bohemian and artistic action was really supposed to be. There, all the artists, from the most famous to the yet unknown, left a part of their art and life. Each poet, musician or painter tried to live solely off their craftsmanship. So did the prostitutes, who had become Deocleciano’s greatest fascination.


    Deo started out by frequenting expensive bordellos such as the Chabanais, where the hedonistic pleasures were carried out to the extreme. In an ambience of black velvet, thick oriental rugs, gilded mirrors, richly painted ceilings, large vases and indirect lighting, the clients breathed a calm, aristocratic atmosphere. The girls were well-mannered and every single one was very attractive. They awaited their clients dressed as great society dames, school girls, widows, Greek vestal virgins, nuns, or maybe only corselets and garters. The Parisians spoke about these houses only in hushed tones. These were places, where everything was allowed from sado-masochism to voyeurism, paedophilia and necrophilia. The only drawback was the speed with which the money evaporated. 


    A score of extravagances later, Deo had to recalculate his possessions and settle for the trottoir girls, the pick-ups out on the streets. Not that Montmartre was short on that kind of commodity – from the early afternoon to the small hours, there were large quantities of women hunting men at the Place Blanche and on all streets running off from it.


    Going out with a different woman every night, Deo ended up meeting Michelle. Newcomer from Évreux in Normandy, Michelle in her mid-twenties, swept Deo off his feet with her sometimes submissive, sometimes rude, sometimes bossy, peasant way of being. She was the ultimate challenge for the Latin lover. Deocleciano experienced more pleasure than he had ever in his forty-something years. On the other hand, he suffered unimaginable humiliations, more than he had ever anticipated, even in his wildest dreams.


    Michelle seemed to function backwards. If she felt somehow scorned or threatened, she would behave as gently as a lamb. Whenever treated with affection and respect, she would become arrogant and find a way to blow everything. Actually, Deo fell for her the moment she bluntly refused to go to bed with him. She had been cruising the streets offering her services to every passing male when for no apparent reason, she declined to go with him. There was no talking her into taking his money and, by God he tried – one, two, three, four nights in a row! On the fifth night, he decided to invert his strategy by deliberately ignoring her. He did likewise on the sixth and seventh nights. On the eighth night he sauntered past her not giving her a second look. This time the ruse finally worked. She started batting her eyelashes at him but he dug in his ground and made believe he wasn’t interested. Then the arrow really hit home. Fifteen minutes later, he had Michelle in his little hotel room.


    Totally spent and thoroughly satiated, he proposed she could spend the night with him. He offered to pay twice the agreed amount, tried to convince her it was very late and that it was cold and damp outside. He talked his tongue dry, all to no avail. The lady was adamant about leaving. Between staying with him and facing the punishing Paris drizzle, the latter seemed to be the lesser evil. She seemed so hell bent on getting rid of him, she was even ready to make the ultimate sacrifice of waiving her pay.


    On the following evening, Deocleciano walked confidently to the street where Michelle usually hung around. She glanced absently at him, turning her gaze in the opposite direction as if she had never laid eyes upon him before. He felt his cheeks flush but insisted on his pursuit. Besides the obvious contempt in her attitude, he had to put up with her making signs to a tall, bullish, rough-looking bouncer at the corner. After this frustrated chase, he had to go on putting his nonchalant air for even longer this time before he finally managed to get her into bed again. He tried his best performance, holding himself back as long as he could to give her more pleasure. If he was counting on his performance as a way to keep her, he was entirely mistaken. As soon as the last spasms were over, she matter-of-factly pushed him aside and went back to being the same cold fish as before.


    Thus flourished the neurotic relationship. In order to secure a new date with Michelle, Deocleciano had to go without her for some time. He was forced to play the chauvinist pig, to openly disdain and bad-mouth her in a way only inexperienced young men and rude old men talked to sluts.


    Michelle’s odd behaviour became his prime obsession. Her reasons were his mind-bending problems, which he wondered about practically during all of his waking hours. He had to admit, her breath always held a hint of cheap wine but she had never been drunk. How could that be? Why on earth did she act so strangely? Could it be she was a little mad? Maybe she enjoyed putting on a little show for his benefit... or maybe still, she might only be trying to be cautious. Yes, that surely must be the reason! The more he mulled over it, the more convinced he became that caution was the only answer. She must be in love with him, but too proud to admit it. He himself was head over heels in love with her – absolutely, completely, and unbeknown to him, stupidly. He suffered when seeing her hanging herself on some stranger’s neck. He suffered every time she depreciated his undying love for her. In fact, he suffered so much, he simply blew his top one fine day and whacked her good. She cried, pouted and acted hurt and offended, but all things considered, the whacking worked miracles on the unpredictable lady. For fifteen days, Michelle was only his and nobody else’s – his exclusive property, until she disappeared into thin air.


    Disappear she did, without a trace. By everything he held sacred, he searched for her, days in a row... He trudged for her all over Montmartre and Pigalle. He asked for her at the cat houses around the Madeleine and the Ópera. He lowered the level of the cat-house and started searching in those of the Monjol and Asselin streets, the roughest and cheapest red-light district in Paris. He recalled Michelle telling him that she simply loved the Champs-Elysées and the garden of the Tuileries. Sometimes, he remained seated for hours, trying to get a glimpse of his loved one, either on the street’s cafés or on the benches of the huge park. So long did he hang around, he ended up being questioned by the police. His mind soaked with absinthe, he daydreamed about taking her back home to Brazil, where he would turn her into a great socialite. He even tried going to bed with another woman, but it was a total flop. So he decided to go back to Saint- Germain-des-Prés and seek his friend’s advice.


    Patiently listening to his friend’s account of distress and his foolish quest, the kind Monsieur Gaston refrained from commenting.


    “Do you think that friend of yours, the one who holds the seances, would be able to help me? After all, if he communicates with the spirits, he could very well ask one of them where the woman has gone to.”


    “Non, non, mon ami. Monsieur Rivail ees a verry, verry serrious man! He ees making des scientifiques experiments! If l’ami wishes to watch, he will be verry bienvenu. Mais, je vous en prie, do not ask that!”


    After plenty of discussion on the matter, Monsieur Gaston recommended a private sleuth. Deocleciano marched off to the man’s office located on the fifth floor of a building at 23 Rue Saint-Honoré, ironically next door to the house where Moliére had been born.


    The investigation produced an address someplace in Normandy. Deo remembered her having mentioned... what was the place called? One week plus a hefty bill later, he finally had the girl’s full address in Évreux. He rode up there in a coach.


    Holding a bunch of red roses, he galloped up the steps of the rat-hole which was his lady’s home.


    The door was opened by Michelle, as large as life, wearing a soiled scarf draped unattractively over her straggly hair. Held firmly to her balloonish skirt was a thumb-sucking, whining toddler. Deo made an attempt to smile and held out the flowers. From inside the room a gruff male voice asked impatiently who it was at the door. Michelle’s lips curled in a purely irritated grunt and she harshly shoved the flowers back.


    Everything had been so unexpected, Deo tripped, lost his balance and rolled back down the stairs. For some miracle, he had no fractures; however, he at least had the decency and common sense to get that crazy fantasy out of his head.
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    GOING OVER THE EDGE


    


    During her husband’s absence, Grace continuously spent more time locked up in her bedroom. She had tried to stick to her daily routine in the first few weeks, inaudibly appearing at the dining room during meals, demurely embroidering at the porch in the afternoon, and occasionally going out to sunbathe around the house. However discreet her presence was, her husband’s family treated her with blatant contempt. She therefore noticed she was definitely disliked by all in the house.


    Her mother and sisters-in-law apparently ignored her, but whenever she was around, they would make snide remarks with the sole purpose of hurting her feelings. 


    “There are certain people who just can’t take a hint, isn’t that so, Twany?” were the first words she would overhear her mother-in-law cattily pronounce. Then her sister-in-law would invariably answer, “Self-respect cannot be bought in any shop, you either have it or you don’t!”


    The hateful little dialogue would go on. “Blessed Mother of God! Can’t you smell sulphur in the air?” The other one would make the sign of the cross and murmur, “Satan is around, disguised as usual...”


    Nonetheless, the worst were her sisters-in-laws’ husbands who had found a special way of insulting her. In public, they treated her with exaggerated courtesy, sometimes addressing her as your highness, sarcastically bowing and scraping to her. This never failed to make the ladies shriek with laughter. However, when they caught her on her own, this false courtesy was exchanged for whispered obscenities which were becoming worse with each passing day.


    Still, the house was big enough for her to isolate herself, not to mention that she had her baby to play with and an unspoken allegiance from the slaves. She therefore tried to lead a normal life while counting the days to her husband’s return.


    Her oldest memories led back to the New Settlement, the small property next to the plantation where she had been born and raised. Things had been quite different there. With the exception of her mother and the slave Carmosina, who did the heavy work, she only used to see Milor Gonzalo, her late father-in-law who had paid her mother a visit twice a week for as far back as she could remember. She had never been sent to school, though her mother Nair had taught her how to scribble her name and also how to count. She had only been able to come into contact with other people on the rare occasions when her mother took her to São Felix or Cachoeira to watch the church procession. Despite the loneliness, her childhood had been a happy one. In her own way, Nair had doted on her only daughter. Milor Gonzalo, whom she had always addressed as Godfather, had never permitted that she go through any hardship.


    The only sadness she ever recalled having was when her Godfather had died and when she was told by her mother that she was to be married.


    At the time she had naively questioned her mother. “What’s it like, getting married, mother?” she remembered having asked.


    “Getting married, honey – why, it’s sort of like, you live with the person... you have your own home... your husband... your children...”


    “Like you, mother?” she had insisted.


    “Yes, yes, sort of...”


    “But you ain’t got no husband... or do you?”


    “No, honey, I ain’t – wasn’t lucky enough, that’s what... But not you, baby – you got yourself one, and one of ‘em good ones!”


    “And who’s my husband gonna be, mother? That man who came by to see you this morning?”


    This time Nair beamed. “He’s the one, Doctor Deocleciano Ribeiro, son of Milor, a fabulous man!"


    Grace pursed her lips and added stubbornly, “But I don’t want him for my husband, mother!”


    “Now dontcha be silly, girlie!”


    “But he’s so... “


    “So nothing! He’s perfect, that’s what! A doctor for my daughter! You know what that means?!! A doctor!”


    “And you, ma, will you be comin’ to live with us?”


    “Poor me, I ain’t fit to live in the middle of all ‘em riches there at the plantation! You are, baby, you are!”


    “Ah, ma, I don’t wanna go!”


    “Whadaya mean you don’t wanna go? Of all stupid nonsense...”


    Sometime later, Nair went on with her preaching. “Listen here, young lady, dontcha dare embarrass yer ma there at the big house! There ain’t gonna be no one tailing you around and telling you what to do, like yer ma here does! Make sure you take a bath every week, don’t forget to wash behind ‘em ears of yers, wash yer belly-button and especially down there! And comb yer hair and put navel jelly in it! Mainly on the first night when the two of you go to the bedroom...”


    “What?!! Didjha say the bedroom?!!”


    “Sure, or didntcha know husband and wife sleep together?”


    “I don’t wanna sleep with nobody, ma!”


    “But you gotta want to! ‘Cuz if you don’t, how in heavens name are you gonna have a child – a real child, all yer own!”


    “You mean like I is to you?”


    “Yeah, a child like you is to me!”


    “Yeah, I wanna a child – I love my doll, Catita and she don’t even know how to talk...”


    “So – to have a child, you have to sleep together, see?”


    “How strange! And whadaya gotta do?”


    “What for?”


    “To have a child, ma, that’s what!”


    “Well, dontcha worry about that – all you gotta do, is keep real still – make believe you’re sleeping, then yer husband, he comes close and – aw, dontcha worry about that! I’m mighty sure the doctor, he knows whata do!”


    Grace thence got married, suffered, became pregnant, gave birth, and, only after Deo had patiently taught her, did she realise how much fun making a baby could be. Now, thinking about it, she felt that familiar tingling between her legs, and though she blushed furiously at the mere thought of it, she could hardly wait until her husband got back.
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