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For Luís, always


For my sister, for Coca and Paulo


It is the garden of Death that seeks you and always finds
you . . .


It is the garden that, without knowing it, you irrigate
with your blood


Dulce María Loynaz, Jardín, Novela Lírica














suddenly





I should have stayed at home, I should have stayed at home, I should have stayed at home, for some time, seconds, hours, I can do nothing,




suddenly I stop





the position I’m in, head down, hanging by the seatbelt, not uncomfortable, strangely my body does not weigh me down, it must have been a hard crash, I opened my eyes and found myself like this, head down, arms resting on the car’s ceiling, legs dangling, the awkwardness of a ragdoll, eyes fixed, listless, on a drop of water that clings to a vertical shard of glass, I can’t make out the noises around me, I start again, I should have stayed at home, I should have stayed at home,




refrains are so tedious





for some time, seconds, hours, I can do nothing, I must have landed very far from the road, rain beating on the car’s plate metal, wheels spinning in the air, chirp, chirp, crickets, no, no, it can’t be crickets, tick tock, indicators blinking, inside the water drop, only my eyes unable to look away, only my eyes, my car overturned on empty ground, my travel bag tangled in a bush, the waxing products, the free samples for my customers and my account books strewn in the mud, further away a shoe in a distant puddle, the headlamps still on, the rain, the trails of fireflies flitting until they die on the ground, chirp, it cannot be crickets, everywhere splinters of glass shimmering brightly, shards chasing the night away,




I should have stayed at home





the hot liquid dripping from my mouth is blood, I recognise the taste, my mouth is a pulp, hot, too hot, disgusting, I want to move, to free myself from the seatbelt, my hands do not obey me, two lifeless limbs, my legs, two absences, and my eyes fixed, inert, on the light-filled drop of water, a light-flooded drop, almost catching me, defeating me, I resist, I start again, I should have stayed at home, I should have stayed at home,




suddenly





I feel no pain, I am not afraid, my eyes drowning in the drop of light, my ears ringing with the sound of crickets,




I might no longer exist here at this moment


this moment might no longer exist for me














I drive through the darkness





gently, I glide along the road that is always the same, leaving it behind even as it renews itself ahead of me, a generous tongue swallowing me, black, infinite, I move on, guided by the cats’ eyes at the side of the road, the steel crash-barriers, the wind twisting the leafless trees into sad skeletons, lines sketched in charcoal against the sky, the electricity pylons, scarecrows holding hands in a line that goes nowhere




gently





I move on towards the place where the infinite unfolds, my head in a pleasant spin, earlier this afternoon I sold the house, I signed away the deeds with the silver pen, my hand did not tremble, I did not hesitate, if I expected it to be easy it was terrifyingly easier, I am travelling on the night of the storm, people have talked about nothing else over the past few days, the weather forecasts, civil protection authorities, in cafés, my customers, a single subject,




a storm was announced





the only topic of conversation, so much fuss and it might all come to nothing, they always get it wrong, who can foresee nature’s whims, words exchanged, it will be worse by the seaside, my head in a spin that feels good, I stretch a hand out blindly to the right, I am feeling around for my cassette tape, from today everything will be different, I say it again, from today everything will be different, the rain beats down on the car roof with a noise that should scare me, it thickens the car windows, doubles them, thousands of burst drops against the glass, watery webs torn apart by the wind, gusts of wind reaching speeds of up to, I defy the stormy night,




I drive through the darkness





my hand blindly seeking a voice that will calm the storm, lightning, a trace of light from the beginning, in the beginning there was only light, in the beginning there was only light and we were already blinded forever,




bêtises, ma chérie, bêtises





I find it hard to breathe, a pain in my chest, a single subject, you always drink too much, my heavy body following the hand, the same difficulty in the simplest of gestures,




freak, freak





another lightning bolt, a pretty neon cleaving the dark, I find the cassette tape, thunder, the darkness roaring, it would not be hard to believe that the sea has replaced the sky and is pouring down over the earth, I move forward, as if over the sky, a road that goes on and on into the darkness, I put the cassette into the tape player, I press rewind, scratching the silence, a single subject at the service station,




look at that fat lady falling over drunk





an exchange of words, some of the things you see out there are disgraceful, not even a conversation, the things you see out there, my boot is filled with different types of wax, handouts, samples, brochures, my account books, my customers are expecting me early tomorrow morning, they have been doing so for years, not these ones, not in this place, others, in other places, an understanding, I am a good salesperson, the best, I know exactly what the various waxes are made from, the temperature at which they melt, the types of skin they suit, my life is a battle against millions of hairs, there is nothing I am prouder of, perhaps Dora, perhaps, I know my enemies, I know their tricks, they can’t deceive me, not even when they split to become stronger, or when they become ingrown, or when the cowards grow beneath the skin, hidden, I know my enemies and I never miss a chance to expose them, I don’t let them pretend, or buy time, it’s all-out war, when I look at a stranger’s legs I can immediately tell my enemies’ strength, how to combat them, other professionals might have a look and see nothing, I can take wagers, about what weapons to deploy, wax, cream, razor blade, those electric shavers buzzing annoyingly like flies, when I look at a stranger’s legs I can immediately measure my enemies’ strength, I can make out scars, ingrown hairs, even when I want to think about something else, especially if I want to think about something else, I’m a good salesperson, the best, I’ll travel a hundred, two hundred kilometres, as many as are needed to sell my wax, I don’t know how to do anything else, I pursue my enemies, millions of enemies everywhere, an unequal fight, lost, from today everything will be different, despite feeling so tired, I chase from my mind any thought that, from today, from tomorrow, not a thing will be different, not a single thing, I cannot accept an endless sea of days ahead of me, my life frittered away in a repetition of days, of gestures, of words, Ângelo saying,




nobody can correct the past, full stop





why do I hear Ângelo the spoilsport, whatever you do you cannot get rid of yourself, of what you were, what you still are, whatever you do, why do I hear Ângelo the spoilsport instead of the songs on my tape, from today everything will be different, I sold the house, it’s true that it hasn’t been long, at the service station I went back to my old ways, another man and the same old trick, the same lie, or, to be more precise, another lie, perhaps a more serious one, to all those men I had been with and who asked my name I answered with a riddle and




I share my name with a flower and also a colour


bêtises, ma chérie, bêtises





not a single one guessed correctly, perhaps it would have been strange, perhaps I would have found it very strange if I had given it any thought, I did not give it any thought, before him all the men who tried to guess replied Rose, most of them did not take their chances, smiled and walked away, they didn’t really want to know my name, it was only a question, the most basic question, they were in a hurry, only a question, the most common question, to chase away the silence, the embarrassment, the shame of having been inside a woman like me, I never knew anything as merciless as satisfied flesh, the fact is that until this night, until him, all men had guessed Rose, I liked that, to have another name and it was not me who was there but someone called Rose, a creature I sometimes felt sorry for, so when that man asked I went through the charade in the knowledge that he would reply Rose or just smile, I was so sure of it that I was shocked to hear my name, I am very frightened, anyone who hunts as I do is always afraid, all prey learn quickly about the fear that can save them, there is something on the road, the rain won’t let me see, the windscreen wipers are going at full speed, there is something up ahead, I brake hard, the car is not responding, lurches, zigzags, I’m not even scared, I get it back in gear, squint, too big to be a dead dog or cat, I move on with caution, only when I am very close do I see it is a fallen tree, its branches flailing in the wind, a whirlwind of leaves, I swerve, away from the leaves spiralling in the dark, from the branches thrashing, at least this tree did not die standing, I am always saddened by trees that die standing, they are still dreaming of future Springs when someone sticks a notice onto their trunks, this tree will be cut down, they can still feel the weight of nests and the flapping of sparrows, I am saddened by dead trees waiting for travellers who never arrive, nobody likes the shadow of death, they wait until the chainsaw cuts them to the ground, the trunk in wooden slices, the canopy a pile of branches that someone will collect to light a fireplace or, a leaf sticks to the windscreen, I am bringing it with me, from today everything will be different, I cannot correct what happened, I have no say in what happens next, an emergency exit sign on the right, the leaf blows away, it did not want to come with me, it does not want me as company, I am drunk, a leaf cannot want anything, I am drunk, leaves know everything about us, I am drunk, my heart is hurting me, my body stranger to me than those strangers who take it, I can hardly recognise it with the pain, the drink left my head spinning pleasantly, I rub my eyes in vain, they are still bleary, I begin to cry, the leaf did not want to come with me, I am so ridiculous, I feel the man’s hands on my skin, I run my fingers over the small grooves that his fingernails left on my body, trails, I don’t know what to do with the smell of a stranger now embedded in my flesh, I’m scared, what if I am no longer myself, what if I never belong to myself again, why do I let myself die,




why does life kill me





I speed up towards the infinite that is now my destination, one way, from today everything will be different, the night scares me, six blasts of darkness lurking beyond the car windows, it is very late, 4:37 on the dashboard’s digital clock, actually 4:32, I always gave myself a five minute head-start, it’s true they never did me any good, I never arrived in the future, always some small delay, some holdup, excuses I can no longer remember, I see a car up ahead, the first I’ve seen since I left the service station, I accelerate to catch up with the two red taillights reflected by the water on the road, the car is moving slowly, I decide to overtake, I am driving past an unknown woman on the night of the storm, I turn my face to her, round, overly round, my body, fat, sadly fat, my job, salesperson, my house, on Travessa do Paraíso, Paradise Street, my daughter, Dora, I leave the stranger behind in my car’s spray, a coil twisting in the air, instead of the red taillights reflected on the road two white headlamps in my rear-view mirror, magic, if I could really do magic I would disappear from myself, I speed up, I move away from the white lights as they diminish in the distance, I steal their faces, their bodies, their jobs, their families, a drunken woman is easily entertained, even by a dumb game such as this one, the headlamps of the car I overtook disappear in my rear-view mirror, once again there is just the night, a road sign, a yellow rectangle on the hard shoulder, which




drive with caution





I read out loud, drive with caution, the voice bouncing against the windows, another rectangle, this one is hanging, advertising a junction, four appropriately numbered roads, four destinations, I can finally change my direction, reverse my progress, give up, it is tempting to think that I can choose, and what if from today everything really were different, I know the junction from my maps, I always collected maps, I mean, I have been collecting maps for a long time, hundreds of maps at home, used, brand new, who cares, on maps I can choose my route without fear, I can go round and round in my paper worlds, I go everywhere, places I cannot relate to any landscape, or face, or flower, nothing, places that only exist to satisfy my wish to escape on those very warm afternoons, I open the maps on my bedroom floor, I don’t want to know anything about the world, I never wanted to, those very warm afternoons, I pull down the shutters and my body is covered in luminous ovals, clusters of geometrically arranged points of light, I spend whole afternoons travelling, I approach the junction, the four numbered destinations, rain falls translucent at the feet of the concrete streetlamps, drops scintillating, a shower of fireflies, what if I changed my destination, what if I gave up




bêtises, ma chérie, bêtises





on Denise and Betty, what if for once I went to a place where no-one is expecting me, I never travelled anywhere without someone expecting me, I continue my journey, I cannot give up my fight, every day my enemies defeat me on my own body, on other people’s bodies, my enemies who will be the last to die, my heart stopped, my lungs flooded, my flesh cold and my enemies still growing for a few hours, one day, I shouldn’t think about that, I am a good salesperson, the best, tomorrow I’ll be back, I asked Dora to buy bread, I left her a message on one of those little yellow papers that you can stick anywhere, please buy bread, I must not have heard what Dora said as she left the restaurant,




I’m leaving home tomorrow





how foolish to think I heard Dora say she was abandoning me, I left the message in the usual place, tomorrow Dora will buy bread and leave it on the kitchen table, never upturned because it’s bad luck, Dora knows that upturned bread brings bad luck, my Dora knows so many things, it worries me that she can learn them with the same apathy with which she scans the barcodes for hundreds of products at the hypermarket checkout, the same apathy with which she posed nude for fine arts students, a slim body, almost a child’s, whatever angle you view it from, without anyone discovering the dimples that appear when she smiles, the funny way she tightens her fists, a bundle of fingers, dozens of life drawings of a stranger, not my daughter, the same apathy that made her quit school, declaring, I never learned anything there anyway, an apathy that grows in her chest and overflows and hits me in the heart, I put my foot down on the pedal, the road opaque, the gestures softened,




if you want to smash yourself to pieces on the road that’s up to you





I burst out laughing, why are my laughs dying against the windows, why am I surrounded by this silence, Ângelo is wrong, again




laughter is the best thing we can offer others





bloody Ângelo is wrong, he does not understand life, I keep on laughing, at Denise, at Betty, at Dora, at Ângelo, at the handouts I give away to my customers, a stainless steel salt and pepper holder and a porcelain toothpick holder, wax for sensitive skin, for black skin, for women who are prone to varicose veins, I laugh out loud, my screeches fluttering in the car, I am so tired, it was a long day, very long, and the night is a black blanket that smothers me




tell me a secret


keep me awake


until this night is over





instead of revealing its secrets, instead of saving me, a blanket that suffocates me, and if I went back home, to the bread that Dora will buy, the four destinations, the junction, if I could choose, it is late, I give in to my fate, I move on, the wind blows about the oleanders planted in the central reservation, tiny points of light at the junction now disappearing in the rear-view mirror, the shower of fireflies around the tall streetlights, another sign at the roadside, this one bright yellow, a sun in the middle of the night, don’t drink and drive, I laugh, laughter bouncing around in the car until it crashes into the silence that kills it, I could kill for a cigarette, I feel around for a pack, a succession of slow gestures, listless, I have a lot of time, I put a cigarette to my mouth, a caress on my dormant lips, silence,




tell me a secret





silence everywhere, I drive past a factory, seen in the distance the lit-up rectangle looks pretty, I am unconcerned about my heart slowing down to an ever sleepier beat, I close my eyes for just a moment, I am tired, in a few hours I will be telling Denise that my wax does not cause bruising, scarring or swelling, that she just won’t find any other wax that so efficiently destroys the hair’s germinal matrix, I am the best at delivering the spiel, no question, I am the best salesperson, I know what wax to recommend for sensitive skin, the road is always the same, the white markings form a continuous line, moving faster, I am tired, I close my eyes for just a moment, just a moment











like weeds growing in empty lots





do what I have to even if later I feel ashamed, I never really feel shame, perhaps a slight discomfort, a knot in my throat that loosens as I drive away, a slight unease, the vague sense of a sin I have no intention of being redeemed for, I take the exit to the service station, I am hungry, I go past the café, I stop in front of the large windows, the rain does not let me see inside, I switch on my high beams, a waiter turns in surprise, a rabbit caught in the headlamps, the café is almost empty, a huge room with empty tables and chairs, a lone couple at the back and on the left a group of boys, few people travel on a night like this, it is so late, I turn off the headlamps, kill the engine,




always do what I have to even if later I feel ashamed





I exit the car unhurriedly, open the umbrella, pull the raincoat tight, all my movements are strangely slow, at odds with the rain falling violently, two small puddles on the asphalt, the glass doors open automatically as I approach, I like doors that open on their own, and vending machines that dispense cigarettes or stamps and give back the exact change, I enter the café and go to the counter, the boys fall silent for a moment when they see me and then one of them, who cares which one, they all look the same, says, large, extra extra-large, they all laugh, the laughter isn’t over yet and they are already speculating, must eat three times as much as a normal person, must be a disease, the bed, can you imagine the bed,




there once was a woman who was so fat, so fat, that when she fell out of bed she fell out on both sides





more laughter, at least they’re young and, perhaps because of that, merciless, I am even less fond of older people who hide the pleasure they get from witnessing someone else’s disgrace, at least they’re young and, perhaps because of that, indifferent, maybe in a minute one of the boys will say, the other day I saw an even fatter one and that will be enough for them to forget about me, move onto something else, youth does not stop, it is consumed by senseless haste, a server takes my order, I ask for two pastries and a coffee, pay up-front, the clanking of the cash register, my hands fumbling in my handbag,




the porte monnaie, ma chérie, the porte monnaie





the small tasks always seem so difficult for me, a coin falls out of my hand, I bend over to pick it up, how difficult to do even the simplest things, I point at the pastries I’ve paid for, not that I need to point, I know their actual names, I can even pronounce them properly, a lady must be chic, très chic, under all circumstances,




an éclair and a millefeuille, please





the server does not understand, the world’s most beautiful language wasted on an ignorant server, I ask again, a cream puff and a custard slice, right, he says, right, so a cream puff and a custard slice, and moving his metal tongs in circles he searches for my order in the glass cabinets where I can see yesterday’s creamy pastries, and the ones from the day before, here they are, the satisfied air of someone who has just solved a mystery, the metal tongs picking up the pastries and dropping them onto a plate, the server is not worried about one pastry ruining the other, or their creams mixing, both pastries on a plate that the server puts onto the counter before heading for the coffee machine, he fills the filter with ground coffee, a brisk gesture, places the cup underneath, the server imagines he is a good employee but he isn’t, he is let down by his haste, his carelessness, the cup is not in the right position so coffee drips down the side, the server hands me the plate with one pastry on top of the other and a cup stained with spilled coffee that




where’s your head at, Maria da Guia, where’s your head at





I accept, I step away from the counter carrying the plate with two pastries in one hand and the coffee in another, I hesitate, I feel the server’s mocking smile on my back, the more insignificant the choice the longer I take, I choose a table from which I can see the car, one condition met, it is irrelevant but at least I have one condition, I sit, I place the pastries and coffee on the table, all my movements are slow,




do what I have to even if later





Denise and Betty are expecting me early tomorrow morning, if Ângelo had come with me as we agreed my movements would be different, hurried, very hurried, I can never spend too much time in someone’s company, I could never get used to other people’s presence, I still can’t understand those people who can’t eat or sleep alone, those who complain about loneliness, perhaps those who can tolerate others are happy, and even happier are those who need others, the couple at the table at the back get up and leave, the glass doors open, competent, unlike the employee, a bad employee, sloppy, scratches his head and yawns, outside the couple takes shelter beneath an umbrella, the man kisses the woman’s face before getting into the car, illicit lovers saying goodbye after an evening tryst, I correct myself immediately, so obvious, it cannot all be so monotonous, I cannot allow tedium to seep into life, I think of other theories, they all seem unlikely and tedious, I give up, reality is always frightful, my imagination, my imagination counts for nothing when compared to reality, the woman says something that makes the man laugh, I avoid looking towards the boys’ table, I cut into the millefeuille, it wasn’t baked today, maybe yesterday, the day before yesterday, who knows, the puff pastry is hard, I don’t care, the sickly sweet mush in my mouth gives me pleasure, I gobble the millefeuille and then move on to the éclair, the sugar icing sticks to my teeth, I run my tongue repeatedly over the stickiness, the boredom that suits me so well showing on my face, my mother’s card-playing companions looking at me,




sometimes it seems like she doesn’t regulate her appetites very well





while Maria da Guia twisted her apron, more distressed than the birds my father chased around in their cages,




don’t pull that face, menina, your poor mother gets annoyed


don’t eat cakes, menina, your poor mother gets so upset


the menina is a naughty girl, menina is a very naughty girl





and Maria da Guia who is languishing in a rented room, no more than five square metres, having thrown away her chances of having another life with her communist boyfriend,




when we are given one life we don’t know how to live another, menina





the éclair crumbles in my mouth, one of the boys tells the others off, raises his voice,




it’s bad luck to take the piss





the boy is not being kind, it is fear that makes him tell off the others, one of the boys, not the scared one, is wearing a T-shirt that says smile, another has a man skiing and a name, some ski resort, I was here, or, someone I know was here, I concentrate on my plan to offload the eco-friendly wax I have in the car boot, a good salesperson must develop a persuasive pitch, it is not easy to persuade Denise,




the environment can go fuck itself





perhaps I will ask Denise’s Ukrainian fellow for some help, what’s his name, Serguei, or maybe the previous one was called Serguei and this one is called Alexandre, who knows, they are all so similar, Serguei, I think this one is Serguei, anyway it might not be such a good idea to try to make friends with the Ukrainian fellow that Denise treats like a dog, no-one listens to a dog’s opinion, I must think of another way, persuading Betty is easy, all I have to do is talk about the world we are leaving behind for our children, Betty is always worrying about the two pale children she brought into this world, the boys’ laughter interrupts my thoughts, I drink my coffee, I am satisfied, I sold the house, I will no longer belong to it, free at last, from today everything will be different, I don’t know why I took Ângelo and Dora to that restaurant, I knew that my child




this restaurant is so sad





and Ângelo do not like that restaurant, Ângelo got it into his head that he is allergic to spices, and Dora, well, Dora is always a special case, they both think I did it on purpose to spite them, whereas what I had in mind was to propose a truce, tell them that I hope that in the future, when I get back I will take them out again, I will make them understand my intention, my wish for peace, I try to find the pack of cigarettes in my handbag, smoking kills, in huge letters, on one side, while on the other, smoking makes skin look older, if I happen not to die, if I turn out to be eternal, I will be able to claim compensation because I was assured that smoking kills, since when did everything start talking, the road says, drive carefully, keep your distance, don’t drink and drive, any day now it will be the hall in a building saying, if you have a hot neighbour keep your hands off her, or even, feeling up the hot neighbour requires the permission of the building’s residents who may reserve the right to this or that, or another, if you step in dog shit don’t wipe your shoes on your neighbour’s door mat, try to wipe them on another building’s door mats, I light a cigarette, earlier this afternoon at the bank, sign up for one of our help-to-buy accounts, retirement savings accounts, any day now the bank will be saying, sign up for one of our daylight robbery plans, get the add-ons, extreme perversity, or escape to a tropical country, at the pharmacy I visited yesterday to get some nose drops, don’t die for love, use a condom, watch your cholesterol, measure your blood pressure, drink a litre and a half of water every day, avoid fatty foods, exercise, the pharmacy remains strangely quiet when I tell it to get lost, the pharmacy and all its advice, I don’t think it’s right that roads, banks, pharmacies, clothes are incessantly talking, the nonsense spouted by good old fashioned speakers was already enough, I get up to go to the counter, I will order a drink, there is not much choice at service stations, I ask for a gin, I don’t like it much, it tastes like perfume, again I have to pay in advance, find coins, again the little tasks that always seem so difficult to me, now the cash register is doing the talking, under the terms of the food safety act all food sold on these premises, I stop listening when the server pours me a gin with a barely disguised look that says,




looking like that and drunk on top of it





unbelievable, I get back to the table, I am still thinking about how to pitch the wax made with one hundred per cent natural products, the eco symbol guarantees that it is environment-friendly, none of this will interest Denise, even the worst salesperson knows that you mustn’t waste a good spiel, I have to persuade her to pay twice as much for the eco wax, I must give it more thought, every now and then the boys punch and kick each other and let out guffaws, what are these boys doing here at a time like this, the servers laugh with the boys, they know about me, I can’t imagine a reason why the boys would be here at this time on a night like this, they must live locally, the children of the service station’s employees, employees doing other shifts, the lives of others no matter how vulgar are always a mystery,




do what I have to even if





I knock back the gin and leave the café, the boys and the servers stare at me, they must also be wondering what I’m doing here at this time, where I’m going, or perhaps they know about me, they know what I do, I don’t think so, so many people pass through the service station, unless they remember me from how I look, I don’t care, I open the umbrella, quick steps towards the car, my slow ambling from earlier gone, it’s been proven that fat people are inconstant beings, perhaps it’s a self-esteem issue, I follow two lorry drivers towards the car park, journeys are long and bodies are always voracious in their desire for other bodies,




do what I have to even if later I feel shame





I have always found what I need in lorry parks, I can’t complain, nor am I proud of it, it is just the gluttony of bodies, I park in a strategic spot, if Ângelo had come along with me this journey would have been different, another journey, one small detail and reality changes, almost nothing, in fact nothing is essential, if Ângelo had come along this journey would have been different, if he had not stayed at home spread out on the sofa watching endless television repeats all night, he finishes off a beer and gets up to throw out the bottle, he is incapable of leaving empty beer bottles or dirty ashtrays on a table, he cannot go to bed without doing a round of the house and if he finds anything out of place he fixes it immediately, he won’t go to sleep until he knows everything is in its place, bathroom towels folded three times and tea towels stretched across the oven door handle, only one proper way of turning down the bed, folding back the frilly bedspread along the creases, the slippers are always by the carpet’s left corner, the alarm clock always the same distance from the bedside lamp and the battery powered radio, Ângelo says everything has its place, and one place only, in order to live in peace, Ângelo who every day dusts the objects cluttering the two rooms, he is especially careful with the jade elephant by the entrance with its trunk pointing towards the door for good luck,




it’s bad luck to take the piss





with the porcelain dancers on top of the cabinet and the fruit bowl with the swans in the middle of the table polished with cedar oil, I can’t imagine what would happen if Ângelo lost his elephant, his dancers and his swans, I don’t find it too hard to believe that he would lose his mind, I have seen it happen for much less, the first thing Ângelo does as soon as he gets up is open the windows so the clean morning air fills the house, two or three rays of sun on a nice day, never more than that because the flat is at ground level on a street where the sun can hardly squeeze in, next he scrubs the kitchen and toilet with bleach and when necessary waxes the living room and bedroom floors, if he didn’t have to clean the house Ângelo’s life would be much sadder or would not be a life, that is how much the house means to him, he doesn’t mind being heckled when he performs at social clubs, or children throwing cake at him when he is dressed as a clown at children’s parties over the weekend, or pensioners on a daytrip complaining about the comedian not being funny, he doesn’t care as long as he can get back to the house and find the figurines dusted and in the right place, the furniture oiled and the bedspread stretched out with the frills hanging just so, the bathtub immaculately white and the toilet lid shut, nothing matters more, which is why I don’t find it hard to believe that Ângelo would lose his mind if he lost his house, if Ângelo had come with me I wouldn’t be




when we lead one life we cannot have another





parked in this lorry park, with my high-beams on, waiting for tonight’s prey, a curious lorry driver, someone restless, once I’ve identified my prey I act according to the rules that my hunting experience has helped me establish, I’m always cautious, and on a night like this I can’t afford to scare off the prey, men are the biggest scaredy-cats I know, my first rule is to allow a switching of roles, I become the perfect prey for any hunter, even the most inexperienced, once I have sated my flesh I don’t mind them finding out the truth, it amuses me when that happens, and if they happen to say, there’s more to you than you let on, or worse, I mean, things they judge to be worse, for instance, you’re quite the whore, aren’t you, I don’t care, once my flesh is sated I don’t care in the least whether they insult or flatter me,




do what I have to





it would be easier if it weren’t bucketing down, I would walk around the lorry park, for this sort of thing I always wear high heels so it will be obvious that there’s a woman walking around, on normal nights, after a dozen steps, my prey start looking out for me, as I walk I usually repeat a tongue-twister or proverb under my breath, curiosity killed the cat but satisfaction brought him back, curiosity killed the cat but satisfaction brought him back, on normal nights I have the luxury of choosing and for that too I have my own rules, with this storm happening I’ll have to make do with the first man to show up, I keep my headlamps on, I pull a map out of the glove compartment and put it on my lap, for all intents and purposes I turn into a woman who is lost, as I arrange the map I say in a high-pitched voice, my hero, you are here to save me, I will kill you with a dagger with an emerald-studded handle that I keep close to my heart, oh my hero, come get a taste of death, Maria da Guia was always telling me the same story,




when we are told one story we always hear another





a boring story not featuring princesses and fairies but a woman who got rid of her children, a story so annoying that it wasn’t even sad, or maybe it was just that Maria da Guia could not tell it well enough, you need some talent for everything, I got distracted, someone might be observing me, I go back to playing my role, on a night like this any mistake can be fatal, I go back to pretending to be worried and put my anxious hands on the map, I took the time to change the cassette and the earworm now playing will become yet another fact on this dark night as it lies in wait of its meaning, I wait, and in the moment that precedes the discovery of a prey I feel an indescribable pleasure, I light a cigarette, no man can resist the seductive power of a cigarette in a woman’s hands, even if I do not have long fingers and my smoke does not form into curls that hide my face as it does in those black and white films I used to watch on television, I let the cigarette burn between my fingers, I am an obese woman on the border between being a type I or a type II, according to the chart so helpfully created by health professionals, were it not for that chart I would be lost in life, whereas now, even if I swing between type I and type II, I know what chart I belong in and what categories I am between, this sort of information is important for me, it is always the simplest of questions that make me most indecisive, I put on my frightened face, it is so authentic that I can almost feel the fear I am faking, the map open on my lap, the earworms playing and the cigarette forgotten in my hand, I am perfect in my role, I enjoy the pleasure of waiting with the certainty that I will be successful, I was never disappointed by the hunger bodies feel for other bodies, flesh is always filled with the desire that brings me here, that pushes me, if necessary, into the narrow lorry cabins reeking of sweat, rosaries hanging from rear-view mirrors and photos of the wife and children in magnetic photo frames made of plastic, I always struggled to climb the steps into the cabins and I can hardly move in such a tight space, but I follow them readily, with obedience so blind that it unnerves me, it frightens me, I mustn’t forget to be frightened, for the men it must seem like this is the first time I climb into a lorry, I justify the ease with which I accept their invitation alleging curiosity, curiosity killed the cat, which makes me even more credible, victims are naturally curious, and should the men lock their doors, which they often do, I remember to show my fright, I must always act in character, no professional actress ever played her role so convincingly,




the shame you make me feel





most lorry drivers want to talk so I have to keep up the conversation no matter how boring it gets, another of my rules, make these men feel it was they who persuaded me to follow them, if they weren’t so apprehensive it wouldn’t take us as long, I wouldn’t have to fake my amazement, oh, I had never been so high up, the road looks so far away, cars must seem like ants from up here, I would not have to fake an interest in trivial things like mirrors, so big, the buttons on the dashboard, I almost always say the same things in those tight cabins, I speak until the men, growing in confidence, start getting closer, the more nervous ones lock the lorry doors, what I want is about to happen and even then, despite the sting of desire tormenting my flesh, I continue talking, I play my part so well




the shame you make your father feel, Violeta





that I have sometimes come across some men who, taking pity on me, have let me know of their intentions, of the danger I was in, I would immediately change my strategy, good hunters must always have alternative plans, to those charitable men I would speak about the sadness of being unloved, I would become a beggar hungry for any crumbs they might offer and the result was the same, the charitable ones would take my body to satisfy their own, the only difference was that they believed themselves to be acting out of kindness for someone who was in need of it, luckily there are fewer of the charitable ones as I like them the least, but it may be unfair to describe all men like that, I never came across one man who I might mistake for another, diversity is the one thing that amazes me about humanity, though it is only an apparent diversity, perhaps I am not being unfair about their essence, when I think about the many men I have met over the years what comes to mind is the solitude, an unease in their eyes, in the force with which they grab me and, perhaps more importantly, in the fact that they needed my body, a body like mine, as men gain confidence, and I don’t get tired of saying it, men’s fear is truly frightening, they come close and




the cats in the garden always ran away from me





I can smell their nauseating breath, of sleep and cigarettes, decaying teeth, their cooked dinner, after a while men’s breath also becomes repetitive, but even that won’t stop me from




instead of running away from my father who poisoned their milk





seeking them out, these men who trust me more the more defenceless they are, absurd, the cats also trusted the man who killed them and collected their stiffened bodies with their green glass eyes to burn them, they ran away from me, they always ran away from me, they had the punishment they deserved, if they hadn’t run away from me perhaps they would have been saved, years later my father found a justification,




if I don’t kill them they’ll get into the cages





the cruellest act can always be justified, the most insignificant too, we are so hung up on understanding everything, on avoiding, frightened, the mystery of death, the final mystery, the men I meet at service stations have for a long time now not held any mysteries, I can guess their answers to the questions I ask them, how long have you been on the road, they like questions that allow them to do some calculations, I did my first trip when I was twenty-three, now I’m fifty-two, so it’s been, others prefer dates, I started driving in nineteen so-and-so, others reply without hesitation, it’s been seventeen years and two months, it’s always good to be certain of anything even if it is something as pointless as that, another question these men like, how many kilometres have you put in, just last week, for instance, thousands and thousands, if I had an escudo for every kilometre I’d be a millionaire, or a cent, there are no more escudos, cents or escudos, same difference, it’s just as hard to earn them both, and the one before him, or was it some other week, if the road was always going upwards I would have made it to heaven by now, he seemed a sensitive type, he told me he cries when he drives past burnt woodland, the truth is that sensitive types bore me hugely, of course I don’t let on, luckily most men are not like that, in any case they are all the same in the way they approach me, first their breath, then the hands, as if by accident, they almost always go for the thighs, I am always startled when they touch me, I no longer know whether it is for real or if I am faking it, it can certainly be dangerous, I don’t know the men who lock me up in their cabins and I realise that I cannot easily get off the lorry, that if I scream no-one will hear me, and yet, the more likely the danger the better I feel in those foul-smelling lorry cabins, looking at some football club logo or the photo of an ugly woman, or of some equally ugly children, a framed piece of fabric with an embroidered message, a man has no worry if he has no mother-in-law and no lorry, Ângelo might use this line in one of his performances, it is better than the one about elephants that he likes so much and that no-one else finds funny anymore, in these cabins I have almost always seen the same things over the years, every now and then a surprise, a baby’s boot hanging from the rear-view mirror, a human tooth, a dry rose, it is mostly football club logos, a rosary and two or three family photos, the occasional posters of naked women, the truth is it is very difficult to tell these men apart, very few of them kiss me, I don’t hold it against them, I don’t get upset, I just say this to prove how alike one another they all are, I know that unwanted kisses are bitter, they leave an unpleasant taste in the mouth that even the greediest of tongues can recognise, the men don’t kiss me even though they are hungry for my flesh, at that point I become even more coy, I mustn’t let my own flesh’s hunger scare them away, even if desire is taking my breath away, men are so easily frightened, they have to believe that they persuaded me to allow them into my body, I pretend to be surprised, I resist, I tell them this has never happened to me, I hint that I do not think this is right, but I never go too far in case I come across some benevolent man who will give up, I obey the rules I have set for myself, I have given every man I was ever with the illusion of being unique, I have told them what they wanted to hear, I am the most defenceless prey, the most vulnerable, my blind obedience excites them, they grab me by the head and push me against their cocks, my head bobbing against their thighs, I kiss their sweaty hands, I submit to the craving I awaken in them, my head banging against the hanging rosary, the family photograph, the club logo swinging to our bodies’ rhythm, the teenage daughter looking more bored every day, looking dumber than the ugly mother, the cabin feeling smaller, tighter, if I weren’t so big I could lie back, I no longer fit in the lorries’ sleeper berths,




one size only, I’m sorry





when the weather is fine I lead them, or rather, I pretend they are leading me, to the abandoned lots near the service stations, I let them take me on the weeds that pierce my flesh, after they are sated my excessive flesh becomes intolerable, they say, I’ve never been with someone like this, I think even they don’t know why they need to hurt me, they feel contempt for the desire that led them to wallow in the flesh they now view as misshapen, they despise themselves, they feel ashamed of themselves, I might feel shame for them if I could be bothered, I never was, I stub out the spent cigarette, I run my tongue around my mouth and find a cake crumb, I breathe into my cupped hands to see if the smell of gin has gone, men rarely trust women who smell of alcohol, what I want to happen is about to happen, the tumult of the flesh has never disappointed me, I wait, I look at the map on my lap, I look at the lorries, I read the licence plates, I seek out coincidences in their numbers, their letters, I search for a sign that will let me shoot to kill, I hear




do what I have to





three dry knocks close to my head, I jump in my seat, the shape of a man outside my car window, I cannot see his face clearly, a veil of water running down the glass, the man knocks again with his knuckles, hand shut in a fist, I press the switch and the window rolls down silently, my car window is as efficient as the café’s automatic doors, the man comes near, his face now close to mine, I pull back, he is drenched, water runs down his forehead, onto his nose, his lips are purple,




the lips of the dying are ugly, don’t you think, lady volunteer





he asks, are you lost, the rain won’t let me hear him clearly, I heard him ask, are you hurt, he asks again, oh, lost, of course, it could not be hurt, I glance at the map on my lap, I turn off the cassette player, I begin the role play, a good hunter is always ready, I look at the man who seems strangely unbothered by the rain, he is soaked, the sweatshirt, the jumper, the flesh, the bones, the blood




do you need anything


I will never again need anything





that seems not to course through the hands that are now pressing on my car, the man notices my apprehension and takes two steps back, he smiles, now that he is not leaning against the car I can see he is a tall man, slim, his hair must be black and straight, he looks at me, does not take cover from the rain, does not wipe off the water dripping down his forehead and making him screw up his eyes, he steps further back, wants to reassure me, steps into a shadow, a gentle ghost, do you need anything, no, I don’t, I answer still unsure of how to take advantage of the opportunity, I got caught out by the storm, and I point to his drenched body to make my point, the wind won’t let me hear, he comes close again and he is no longer a ghost, a man now, he puts his hands on the open window again, his pale and thin hands, he smiles, he seems to know I am lying, I notice something bulging suspiciously out of one of his sweatshirt pockets, I am instantly convinced that it is a weapon, I shudder slightly, a weapon, I can’t take my eyes away from the bulge, I let him follow my gaze, I am frightened, a pleasant feeling in my stomach, in my legs, in my tongue that seems to twist itself involuntarily, the man slowly takes his hand to his pocket, I swallow hard, a familiar sound, fear growing in my mouth, in my faster-beating heart, my heart beating so conspicuously I don’t know how much longer I can take it, the man smiles as he puts his hand in his pocket,




nature in all its fury





he is going to take out the weapon and point it at me, he is a thief, a murderer, how long can I keep up this charade, I look at his hands, he is having fun, he has sniffed out my fear




the sky is running riot





which is not as real as I am making it out to be, if I was really fearful I would shout, I would try to shut the window, I would lock the door, if my fear was real I would turn the key in the ignition and escape, I am not frightened, I was never frightened of any man but I convinced myself I was frightened of all of them, my own private joke, I go along with it, I move my eyes away from his pocket, I press the switch to shut the window halfway, the water splashing my face annoys me, I turn off the cabin light, I start folding the map, the man is still standing, he put his hand in his pocket, I think, what if this is it, a knife, a gun, a gleaming knife against my throat, the blade colder than rain, he says, get out of the car, I stay still, he shouts, get out of the car you fat whore, how long will this take, the man pulls a bottle out of his pocket, shows it to me, I don’t recognise the shape at first, fear prevents me from seeing that it is a bottle, that the man who talks about the sky running riot is drunk, I sigh, this is the first time I’ve come across a drunkard worried about the sky running riot,




do you want a drink to warm you up





I am amused by the drunkard standing in front of me, a drink would be nice, earlier this evening at the restaurant my child




stop drinking, you’re being pathetic





told me off, she is ashamed of me, I smile, how could I have been scared of a drunkard, this hunt is won, I feel no pity for the poor prey, I’m not bothered by a drunkard’s lack of judgment, I am not usually considerate and even less so when I am on the hunt, I have been with men who were so drunk they forgot me the second it was over, others felt so guilty they would have run back to their little wives if I had given them the chance, repentant, I never betrayed my wife before, I wrapped my legs around their backs, there is always a first time, you’ll see that you like her even more now, I never gave them a second chance and I never regretted it, I need to find an excuse to get out of the car, I never let these men get into my car, it’s not a hard rule, just a habit, I follow them wherever they take me but never let them into my car, the disgust a satisfied body can feel is truly unbearable, I can hardly stand their smell on my body, it is so difficult to get rid of the smell of others’ bodies, to get rid of others’ bodies, I don’t want him in my car, I need an excuse to get out, have a coffee, use the toilet, anything, the man smiles




may I get in





get your hands off, I want to shout, I don’t want him in my car, I don’t want you in my car, instead I say in my usual voice, perhaps sweeter, I need to have a coffee, a coffee would be nice, the man cannot hear my shouts like he cannot hear my mother




a coffee, Baltazar, a coffee


the chauffage, Baltazar, the chauffage





who is dead, but if she is so long-dead why is she, on these cold nights, still saying to my father,




the chauffage, Baltazar, the chauffage


a coffee, Baltazar, a coffee





I lie to the man, my heating doesn’t work, that’s bad luck with this weather but bad luck is proof that there can be good luck, I pretend to agree, the man says again, bad luck is proof that there can be good luck,




it’s bad luck to take the piss





later I may try to understand how the man is proposing to put his theory to the test, and afterwards he may invite me into his lorry, at the moment he doesn’t know what to say to me, I have to wait until the man chooses the words he thinks are best, I cannot jump ahead, the man is still quiet, perhaps he wants to give up, I cannot let that happen, I employ my usual trick, I need to use the toilet, I point to the block of toilets, I press the switch and the window rises silently, I exit, it is raining hard, the man opens the bottle and offers me a drink of his liquor, and what if I had one sip, just one sip of liquor to warm up on this cold night, but I refuse, I cannot risk ruining everything, he drinks, chokes, drinks again, the liquor burns his tongue, his throat, I don’t want him to stop, I don’t protect him from his thirst for burning, I don’t care if the drink sets his body on fire, a flame growing inside his chest, his flesh in flames, the man takes me by the throat, his hand is very cold, I shudder, he pulls me towards him, it is raining so hard, the man whispers, I’m not going to hurt you, I feel defenceless, one of the birds my father chased in their cages,




come here, little bird





one of the birds he caught between his pincer-like fingers, a quiet snap and the bird would have no other sky to fly in apart from the hand in which it lay, come here, little bird, a little feathered body with its eyes wide open, if Ângelo had come with me this would have been a different trip, something else, if, pointless to think, the man strokes my hair made frizzy by the rain, he pulls me, grabs me, his very slim hands, like pincers in the cage, come here, little bird, a quiet snap and a little lifeless feathered body, the eyes wide open, birds are also frightened of dying, my father would put the frightened feathered bodies into a bag,




better to burn them





he was never upset by the eyes now looking at him from some other place, a distant place, eyes can never shut again after they have seen death, endlessly frightened, the man tells me to follow him, I obey, I am so ridiculous under the heavy rain in my high heels and my tight skirt, the man puts his hand on my head to protect me, we make a ridiculous couple, I’m sure that anyone who saw us would laugh out loud, I am tripping over in my pulling shoes, I take them off, I carry them, it feels good to let the feet free in the freezing cold, we run towards the toilet block, once out of the rain I ask, which one is your lorry, I point at the parked lorries, which one’s yours, none of them, he says without noticing that in my mind he has no reason to be there, the fear returns, the man pulls me inside the toilet block, I open my hand and drop my shoes, my left shoe falls on its side and the right one lands upright but to the left of the other, that is what shoes look like in films about women who were killed, askew, a misalignment that death does not care about, I look at the shoes, the man bends over to pick them up, what is he doing here tonight, I don’t ask, he shakes water off, a dog-like shake, the light is harsh and white, it hurts the eyes, the floor is filthy, the doors to the toilet cubicles are all open, we are alone in the toilet block,




what’s your name





what am I doing here in bare feet with a man holding a bottle of liquor in his hand, an assailant only becomes one once there is a victim, this is the proof that the man is proposing, a victim is proof that there has been an assailant, what’s your name, perhaps he wants my name so he can write it down in his logbook of victims, a notebook filled with the names of the women who were found dead near the road, or perhaps to have it tattooed over his heart, perhaps he just wants to call me by my name, I make the usual joke,




bêtises, chérie, bêtises


the name of a flower that is also a colour


violet, Violeta





he knows me for sure, if he did not know me he would say Rose like all the others who have tried to guess my name, he knows everything about me, that Ângelo could not accompany me, that Dora is at home, that I will be seeing Denise and Betty, he knows everything about me, he chose me, he brought me out to this toilet block that nobody uses, much less on a night like this one, I fell into a criminal’s trap, I am alone with a criminal who picked me out, but why, perhaps he does not like fat women, or fat women in high heels, murderers’ motives are always absurd, and how long have these febrile eyes been fixed on me, how long have these deathly hands been chasing me, I ask for a swig of his liquor, it is easier if I am drunk, I won’t put up a fight, I ask him to kiss me, my last wish, a long kiss to put me to sleep, a kiss that won’t let me feel the hands strangling me, the knife slicing me open, I ask him how it’s going to be, how are you going to kill me, he pulls me towards him, looks into my eyes, kisses me, they rarely kiss me, I taste his mouth, I run my tongue against his teeth, one by one until I find a rotten tooth that tastes bad, I linger on the rotten taste, he pushes me up against the wall, I could shout, beg for mercy, I allow him to grab me, birds flapping against the cage bars, clinging to the perch, behind the feeder, and my father’s hand everywhere, taking them to a sky larger than the birds had ever seen, I am not expecting any mercy, an executioner should not be merciful, he loosens my skirt and it is me that pulls it down and tramples it beneath my feet, I take off my blouse, my back against the cold wall, his hands on my legs, I get rid of the tights, I’m cold, a different kind of cold, the cold of a body that is prepared to lose its life, the man fumbles with the bra hooks, I help him, my breasts fall helplessly over my stomach, two ugly slabs of flesh, I am unashamed, I was never ashamed, the man bends over and takes one of my nipples in his mouth, I fondle his head, a new-born suckling, Dora, my Dora like a blind new-born puppy seeking out the teats, you taste so good, I ask him to say it again, say it again, please, you taste so good, I offer him the other breast, a still blind baby feeding, hungry, I let myself slip down the wall, I am naked, a body awaiting the end, I lie down on the toilet block’s dirty floor, I pull him towards me, kill me, kill the lust growing inside me as vigorously, more vigorously than weeds growing in empty lots,




I have heard about love





a body resting on another body, breathing in unison, chest against chest, a hand that falls and another that holds it, the silence that descends on sweat covered bodies, love could be like this, love could be




the boys liked me at the matinees





this peacefulness of satisfied flesh, the man moves carefully, I will pretend to have dozed off for as long as possible but I can’t keep still for too long on this cold floor, I have grown used to the smell of piss and no longer think it stinks, but bodies can never get used to the cold, perhaps that is why death can get them so easily, the smell of alcohol coming off him, off me, is not unpleasant, flowers, alcoholic flowers, cut or arranged, with a little added foliage, a cellophane wrapper and a glossy ribbon, flowers must be so miserable wrapped in all that useless cellophane, and the chintzy ribbon must fill them with shame,




bêtises, ma chérie, bêtises


stop drinking, you’re being pathetic


you always go too far





I open my eyes slowly, I fix them on the ceiling, a water stain from an ancient leak, the fluorescent lamp flickering, I don’t know whether it always does it or whether it is just the storm, the parts of our bodies that I can see in this uncertain light are nice to look at, I close my eyes again, I feel the man’s weight upon me, fearful of the words forming within me, how could I think that love might be like this, I stroke his back, I want to say I love you because I have never said it, I want to try out saying it, just try it out, it costs nothing, I keep quiet, cowardly, my throat hurts with the word I am silencing, I have heard about love, and what if this is it, a body resting on another body, the breathing in unison, chest against chest, a hand that falls and another that holds it, the silence dragging me towards a place I’ve never been,




everyone on this street says that girl does naughty things with the boys





whatever is happening must rapidly go back to normality, our lives must carry on without us, the life of the man whose head is on my left shoulder, my life, I am willing to accept that love can last only as long as people are breathing in unison,




bêtises, ma chérie, bêtises





I am cold, the man’s body is not enough to cover my own sprawling body, spread out, I see us as if reading a map, from above, a distant gaze, his back thin and hairy, the narrow hips, the long legs, the battered heels, arms outstretched, head on my shoulder, my legs curled around his, our torsos purpled, my toenails pathetically painted in screaming bright pink, my arms, gelatinous appendages encircling his back, my eyes fixed on the ceiling, they see us embracing, they see the flickering light,




when the cinema lights went down the boys would come to be with me





my eyes give up, they shut, if the man said something it would be easier, if he made the same mistake as others before him, for instance, I’ve never been with a woman as big as you or some other similar nonsense, how merciless satisfied flesh can become, to which I would respond that, unlike him, there was nothing that surprised me, I put all the men who mistreated me right where they belong, a muddle in which I cannot distinguish one from another, nothing distinguishes them from each other, some of them take the humiliation quietly, most of them insult me but I couldn’t care less, once my flesh is satisfied who cares what they say to me,




when the film was over the boys pretended not to know me and I didn’t care





the man is still silent, I need to get away from what is about to happen, to think about something else, a plan to sell my eco-friendly wax to Denise who is expecting me tomorrow before the salon opens, a glass cubicle in a shopping centre, she will be there with her blue eyelids and her dry lips, her Ukrainian fellow, Serguei, I think he’s called Serguei, says with the accent that most language orphans seem to have, Deniz, sleepz bad, iz not very good, he pronounces properly the words bad and good and it means nothing, it is simply curious, I get on well with this Ukrainian like I got on well with the one before him, and with the Moldovan who came before the two of them, there were two other boys, pretty and affable, I can’t remember, Denise thinks it’s funny to say, I get my supplies of men from Eastern Europe, where else would you find someone like this, and to prove her point she grumpily orders the Ukrainian to go and get coffee, the Ukrainian takes off the apron he wears while sweeping the floor, makes his way to the coffee shop, another glass cubicle in the shopping centre, as he exits the salon I can see he is a large man who moves with difficulty along the narrow corridors, a likeable freak reflected and multiplied in the shops’ mirrored windows, once he is gone Denise says, he is so meek it is annoying, not much of a difference between him and a dog, I know that when she starts going on about dogs she is ready to exchange him, the blonde dog comes back with two coffees, I thank him and I have the sense of a tail wagging, the Ukrainian puts his apron on again, satisfied at having succeeded at his task, he starts arranging the hair tints, every now and then he shakes his head and mutters something in his language, Denise is right, I can almost hear him barking, the Ukrainian smiles and Denise makes a fuss, she will find him a new owner, she will cry a little and offer him a few biscuits, Denise is convinced that she is a sensitive person, she often says, there is no-one more sensitive than me, there may be someone as willing to help others as me but I doubt it, she quotes as proof the fact that she keeps buying my wax




it’s all a bit tight at the moment, last month I couldn’t even pay the rent





despite her business not doing too well, she forgets to mention that she always buys the cheapest ones, I have to push hard to sell her the eco-friendly wax, I won’t be buying that wax again, I can’t be bothered with such an expensive wax just to be a friend of the environment,




I wouldn’t buy it at that price even if I was a friend of the King of China





Denise always has replies like that up her sleeve, and cheques that always bounce at the bank, but she’s a challenge, a salesperson can perfect her pitch with a customer like Denise, so hard to persuade, if I want to sell her one of my special waxes, for instance, the one for sensitive skins, she will blow cigarette smoke in my face and




those silly cows with their sensitive skin can go fuck themselves





negotiate hard, she’ll ask for more handouts, the stainless steel toothpick stand, or the spoon holder, more samples, she bargains down the prices, and at the end she tells me I need a decent haircut, one good turn deserves another, I make my apologies, I can hardly pay for petrol, and time is short, with so many customers to visit I can’t afford to waste time on a haircut, Denise shakes her head and lights another cigarette, when I say goodbye the Ukrainian is gesturing with his head and his hands, he is not like a dog, dogs wouldn’t be able to gesticulate like that, when I reach the hallway I hear Denise




you’re lucky to have found a fool with a heart as soft as butter





talking about me, she’s getting fatter every day, I feel so sorry for her, after all these years I can’t just send her away, around here no-one else wants anything to do with her, I feel sorry for her, the way she looks, I would die of shame, I’ve been told her parents were important, I think her father had a tough time after the revolution, he was one of those high-ups who were put in prison, but the way she looks, Denise is always telling me she has a heart as soft as butter so it’s not surprising that it burns so easily, or that it becomes rancid, it’s funny what people say about the heart, Betty for instance is convinced she has a big heart, I’m sure she would be upset to hear that, give or take a few little things, all hearts are the same size, she would also be upset if I told her that the Villa Elizabete she is so proud of is ugly, the iron letters above the veranda, leaning, almost diagonal, Villa Elizabete, they’re ugly, the tone of green she chose to paint them is ugly, the tiles and plant pots in many sizes and colours are ugly, the poorly laid staircase is ugly, the pruned back rosebushes and bougainvillea are ugly, if I told her that everything beyond the door flanked by two potted rubber trees is ugly, I don’t know if Betty’s heart would still be quite as big, I can’t possibly know, I’m a good salesperson which is why I compliment her on her house, the leaning letters spelling out the name, the tiles, the plant pots, the bougainvillea and the rosebushes, I compliment her on everything, I am a good salesperson, the best, it is so easy to fool Betty, thinking about it, everything about Betty is so small that it is easy for her to think her heart is big, after I leave Denise and her Ukrainian fellow I am going to Villa Elizabete, when I get there I will ring the bell and the dog will start barking from the back garden, a dog with a short light-coloured coat that approaches me baring his teeth, after a few minutes Betty shows up and shouts, Jardel, into your kennel, Jardel, the dog obeys with his tail turned down, ashamed of having been told off, Denise has done well to look east, at least her Ukrainian knows when to bark and when to be quiet, tomorrow Betty will welcome me reeking of lemon from the deodorant she bulk-buys at the hypermarket some twenty kilometres away from her Villa Elizabete, every Saturday Betty goes to the hypermarket with her husband and children, a happy family, Dora and I would often order a Happy Family set menu at the Chinese restaurant, we would laugh at the names of dishes at Chinese restaurants, I should have taken Dora and Ângelo to the Chinese restaurant, we would have ordered a Happy Family set menu, tomorrow Betty will welcome me with her hair tied back with an elastic band, her skin rested from a night’s sleep, her eyes looking like mornings agree with them, she asks me in and I am sick with the musty smell of the shuttered rooms, Betty takes me to a little room she calls her parlour and asks me to sit while she goes looking for a notebook in which she writes down what she needs, she is very organised, when she comes back she taps her forehead gently with the tip of the pen, she often has the gestures of someone who is thinking, she always surprises me with some random scientific fact
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