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The Invisible 
Life of 
Euridice Gusmao

   A wickedly funny tale of two rebellious sisters in 1940s Rio de Janeiro.

   ‘Extraordinary. You can’t put this book down.’ 

   Vogue (Brazil)

   ‘A jubilant novel about the emancipation of women.’ 

   Madame Figaro (France)

   ‘A unique and enchanting novel.’

   Elle (France)
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   For Juan, who believed in me from the first 
of the four books sacrificed in the name of Euridice.

For my parents, whose presence in everything 
I do goes far beyond our family name.

And for the best Portuguese teacher anyone could ask for: 
Solveig, this is the same 12-year-old girl 
paying back all that you taught her.

  

 
  
   ‌

Contents

   
	Chapter 1 

	Chapter 2 

	Chapter 3 

	Chapter 4 

	Chapter 5 

	Chapter 6 

	Chapter 7 

	Chapter 8 

	Chapter 9 

	Chapter 10 

	Chapter 11 

	Chapter 12 

	Chapter 13 

	Chapter 14 

	Author’s Note 

	Acknowledgments 

	More World Fiction from Oneworld 



   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

  
   ‌

Dear Readers,

   Many of the stories found in this book indeed took place. Bodies were once piled up in the streets of Rio as a result of the Spanish flu. The verses uttered by Maria Rita have been borrowed from the poet Olavo Bilac, and the news related to her life appeared in the newspaper Jornal do Commercio.

   Rio also had a bookseller named Garnier – equal parts French and cheapskate – who left his family in a dire financial situation. A very poor young man became rich brewing beer just like Luiz and his Tupã-brand beer (this Luiz was my great-grandfather). Someone did have the singular fate I’ve given Luiz here, as the writer Luiz Edmundo recalls in one of his books of remembrances.

   Heitor Cordeiro, Bebé Silveira, and Raul Régis organized the finest soirées of the newly proclaimed republic. The composer Heitor Villa-Lobos went from school to school teaching the wonders of choral music, and there was indeed a terrific teacher at the Celestino Silva Municipal School, according to my grandfather.

   But the parts of this book most faithful to the truth can be found in the lives of the two protagonists, Euridice and Guida. Many like them can still be found. They’re the women who show up to Christmas parties and spend the bulk of their time sitting there quietly, with their napkins in their hands. They’re the first to arrive and the first to leave. They discuss the seasoning of the cod croquettes, the numerous different desserts and the wine – never drinking too much. They’re the ones who ask you how your husband is doing, if their great-niece has a boyfriend yet, or when another great-nephew will be on the way.

   The lives of Euridice and Guida have drawn inspiration from the women in my family, and perhaps yours as well.
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‌Chapter 1

   By the time Euridice Gusmao married Antenor Campelo, the longing she’d felt for her sister’s return had already faded. She found herself able once again to flash a smile when she heard something funny, and now managed to make it through two pages of a book without looking up to wonder where Guida might be at that moment. It’s true that she continued her search, inspecting each female face on the street, and she was even certain once that she’d seen Guida on a tram headed towards Vila Isabel. Later, this certainty passed, like all others before it.

   Why Euridice and Antenor married, no one knows for certain. Some say that the vows were exchanged because José Salviano and Manuel da Costa were already engaged. Others pin the blame for the union on Antenor’s sick aunt. By that time, she was no longer able to wash her nephew’s clothes with her special lavender detergent. Or make the bits of onion in his chicken soup go unnoticed, which she’d done because Antenor enjoyed the taste of onion but hated its texture. A single camouflaged piece in his beans left him queasy and belching the entire afternoon. There are also those who believe that Euridice and Antenor did indeed fall in love, but that their love lasted for all of one dance at a masked ball at the Naval Club.

   The fact is they married, to a packed church, followed by a reception at the bride’s house. Two hundred cod croquettes, two crates of beer, and a bottle of champagne for the toast when the time came to cut the cake. The neighbor – a violin teacher – offered to play at the reception. Everyone pushed their chairs off to the side and the couples danced the waltz.

   Since Euridice had no friends, there were few young women at the reception: there were two of her aunts who weren’t so old, a not-so-attractive neighbor, and another not-so-charming cousin. The most beautiful woman was to be found in the room’s only picture frame.

   ‘Who’s the woman in this picture?’ asked one of the groom’s friends.

   Antenor nudged his friend: What kind of manners are those? The young man looked in embarrassment from side to side, then at the glass in his hand. He set his beer down on the table and walked to the other end of the room.

   It was a simple ceremony, followed by a simple reception, followed by a complicated honeymoon. There was no blood on the sheets, and Antenor grew suspicious.

   Where on earth have you been? I haven’t been anywhere. Like hell you haven’t. No, I haven’t. Don’t go making excuses, you know exactly what we should be seeing here. Yes, I know, my sister explained it to me. A slut, that’s what you are. Don’t say that, Antenor. I’ll say it as many times as I want: slut, slut, slut.

   Alone in bed, her body tucked beneath the sheets, Euridice wept softly with each slut she heard, with each slut the whole block had heard, and because the entire experience had hurt, first between her legs and then inside her heart.

   In the weeks that followed things calmed down, and Antenor decided there was no need to take his wife back to her family. She knew how to make the bits of onion disappear, she washed and ironed well, seldom spoke, and had a terrific rear. What’s more, the incident on their wedding night served to increase his stature within the relationship, so much so that he looked down on his wife when addressing her. Euridice went along with it. She’d always known she wasn’t worth much. No one listing her profession as ‘housewife’ on the census form could be worth much at all.

   Cecilia came into the world nine months and one day after the wedding. She was a smiley and pudgy little baby, welcomed with celebration by the relatives, who exclaimed: ‘She’s beautiful!’ Afonso came into the world the following year. He was a smiley and pudgy little baby, greeted with celebration by the relatives, who repeated: ‘It’s a boy!’

   Responsible for doubling the size of her family in under two years, Euridice decided to retire from her marital duties. Since she had no easy way to make Antenor accept her decision, she made herself understood by gaining pound upon pound. Extra pounds talk, extra pounds yell, and scream: Don’t you ever touch me.

   Euridice followed breakfast with a ten o’clock snack, lunch with a four o’clock snack, and dinner with a nine o’clock supper. She soon had a triple chin. It looked as if her eyes had shrunk, and her hair could no longer frame her enormous facial features. When she saw she’d reached the right point – the point of making her husband never again come close to her – she adopted more nutritious forms of sustenance. She would diet on Monday mornings, and during the hours between meals.

   Euridice’s weight soon stabilized, much like the routine of the Gusmao-Campelo family. Antenor would go off to work, the children would go off to school, and Euridice would stay at home, making beef stew and stewing over empty thoughts that made hers an unhappy life. She had no job, she’d already finished her schooling – how was she to fill the hours of the day after tidying up the beds, watering the plants, sweeping the living room, doing the laundry, seasoning the beans, cooking the rice, making the soufflé, and frying up the steaks?

   The thing is, Euridice was brilliant. Give her the proper equations and she would design bridges. Give her a laboratory and she would invent vaccines. Give her blank pages and she would write classics. But instead, she was given dirty underwear, which she washed quickly and left spotless, before sitting on the couch, looking at her nails, and thinking about what she ought to be thinking about. That’s how Euridice decided she shouldn’t think at all, and that in order to not think she ought to keep herself busy every hour of the day. There was only one household activity that brought such a benefit, given it was nearly endless in its daily demands: cooking. Euridice would never be an engineer, would never step foot in a lab, and would never dare to write verse, but she dedicated herself to the only activity with a little something of engineering, science, and poetry.

   Every morning, after waking up, getting ready, feeding and getting rid of her husband and kids, Euridice would open the Aunt Palmira Cookbook. Duck à l’orange made for the perfect dinner, since she would have to buy duck and there were no oranges at home. She would throw on a dress to go out and head to the poultry market to pick out a healthy-sized duck. She took advantage of the opportunity to buy a chicken, since the duck had to spend the night soaking in wine and spices, which meant that day’s dinner would also provide a challenge. The recipe called for a young, plump duck, the chicken needed to have a red comb and a meaty breast. At the market Euridice would grab oranges for the following day, coconut flakes for a cornbread cake, prunes for the stuffing, and a dozen bananas for Afonso and Cecilia, for after they played with their food and cried: I don’t like it.

   Arriving home, she would string up the chicken and the duck by their legs, cut their throats, and then attend to her other chores while the blood ran into the sink. The duck and the chicken were scalded for two minutes, their feathers plucked after the body cooled, a flame passed along the skin to singe the little hairs. The innards and the gizzard, liver and heart were removed with a tiny cut along the belly before roasting the entire bird, or through a large incision in the middle of the body if the dish called for it to be chopped.

   There were also the side dishes. She never simply fried the potatoes, but stuffed them with ham and cheese or added spices and breadcrumbs and deep-fried the whole thing. Her rice was never just white, but adorned with raisins, peas, carrots, tomato sauce, coconut milk, or one of a dozen other ingredients suggested in her cookbook. Custard in a plum sauce, cascade meringues, coconut candy – whatever her cookbook told her, the young housewife did, and everything the young housewife did, she did with flare.

   Euridice’s culinary prowess went unrecognized by her family. Afonso and Cecilia had a phase where they sang an ode to pasta, and Antenor wasn’t the kind of man to be impressed by sea bass with clam sauce. Give us some spaghetti, the children would say. Make me a nice steak, Antenor would chime in, and Euridice would head back into the kitchen to boil water for the spaghetti, promising Antenor a filet mignon free of saffron. After two or three nights of simpler food, she’d return to her cookbook, and surprise her family with pork medallions in rosemary sauce.

   When she’d had a go at all the recipes, Euridice thought the time had come to create her own dishes. While Aunt Palmira knew a great many things, she didn’t know everything, and Euridice had a sneaking suspicion that creamed yucca could serve as a topping for jerky, that guava paste would go well with chicken Milanese, that stuffing could be replaced by this curry seasoning she found in the specialty market, but which was not mentioned in her cookbook. One Thursday morning she put on a dress and off she went to the stationery store on the corner.

   ‘Good morning, Dona Euridice.’

   ‘Good morning, Antonio.’

   ‘Looking for something special?’

   ‘A big, ruled notebook.’

   Antonio pointed to the pile of hardcover notebooks on the shelf. Euridice entertained herself with the choice and Antonio entertained himself with Euridice. Perhaps because he had spent his childhood sleeping amid the bountiful flesh of Chica de Jesus, the black nursemaid responsible for raising Antonio and his brothers while their mother attended Rio’s most exclusive soirées, Antonio found much to like in Euridice’s bountifulness. He also liked her eyes, her pointy nose, her tiny hands, the delicate pendant around her neck, her chubby ankles, and just about every other part of her his eyes could see.

   Euridice took her time with the notebooks. As it was to be her recipe book, she needed to choose the best among the identical ruled notebooks. She leafed through one of the notebooks, found a wrinkled page and placed the notebook back on the pile. She grabbed another, saw a smudge on the cover and put it back on the pile. She looked over a third and found no defects. She was about to deliver the Chosen One to Tinoco, the boy who had been working at the store since forever, when Antonio quickly offered himself to help her check out. They discussed the weather while Euridice waited for her change. She left without realizing that her commentary on the recent rain had been the high point of the man’s week.

   On her way back, Euridice hummed a tune, happy as could be. She quit humming and lost some of that joy when she heard Good morning, comadre!

   It was Zélia, the next-door neighbor. Zélia was a woman with many frustrations, chief among them the fact that she wasn’t the Holy Spirit, able to see and know everything. She was closer to the Big Bad Wolf, because she had big eyes to see with, big ears to hear with and a big mouth, which spread the neighborhood news up and down the block. Zélia also had a turtle’s neck, which seemed to stretch from inside her collar any time she saw someone of interest pass by her house. The woman was stranger than a platypus, and if a person like her didn’t call much attention, it was because Zélia was merely one among many of the same stripe living in that time and place.

   ‘Replenishing the stock of school supplies for the children?’

   Euridice pulled the package to her chest, in a dubious gesture. She wasn’t sure whether she was protecting her chest, or the package.

   ‘Good morning, comadre. This? Oh, it’s just a notebook…to keep track of household expenses.’

   The next day, all the women on the block bemoaned the fact that Euridice and Antenor were facing financial troubles. Well, what do you expect? asked Zélia. Euridice had no limits when it came to her grocery shopping, and how many times could one go to Casas Pedro in search of spices? The scents coming from that kitchen! Exotic aromas, so different from the rice and beans found at the other houses on the block. Sooner or later, she’d have to face reality.

   Since she couldn’t be the Holy Spirit, Zélia contented herself with a lower post, proclaiming herself prophet. Her empirical observations yielded precise prognostications, which had the common characteristic of being gloomy. That one there is going to drag her husband into bankruptcy, she decreed with her pointy chin.

   Zélia hadn’t become a platypus just like that. It’s known that such evolutions take their time. The transformation began while she was still a child, when what should have been a blessing became a curse. From her father she inherited a taste for the news, from her mother, a life restricted to home. The world had brought her heartbreak; fate brought her a lack of options. That’s how her gossipy nature came about.

   Whoever met the young lady would not believe that her stern eyes had once been capable of gazing without malice, whoever saw her sneering smile would never imagine that it had once been just a smile. But that’s exactly what Zélia was like as a child: all smiles and kind looks. During the few years she was happy, she’d thought life was something so incredible that she complained when bedtime rolled around, refusing to sleep. I can listen to the crickets, I can identify the sounds around the house, I can think about what to do in the morning, and what games to play in the afternoon, she would say to herself, eyes wide open in the dark. Every night, exhaustion got the best of her. She would fall asleep, but she soon discovered that she’d been duped and was always the first to wake up in the morning.

   Zélia woke singing, ate with a smile, and skipped rather than walked. She made up dances, blew kisses, and laughed for laughing’s sake. Everything looked fun to her – picking out the little stones from the beans, folding the dry clothes from the line, finding spider webs on the ceiling, and sweeping the corners of the living room.

   The neighborhood women disapproved of the girl’s impulsive actions – That’s a lack of a good belting, that’s what that is. But her mother paid no mind to such advice. ‘One day she’ll discover that life isn’t how she imagines it, but that day doesn’t have to come today,’ she said, filled with nostalgia at seeing in her daughter’s skipping and jumping her own childhood, many years earlier.

   For Zélia, every day was great, and Saturday the greatest day of all. That was when she would see her father for the first time all week. Alvaro Staffa was a newspaper reporter by day and a carouser by night. By the time he arrived home, his children were already sleeping; when he woke up, they’d already gone off to school. His fatherly duties were fulfilled on the weekends, when he had to entertain the kids while his wife prepared lunch. Alvaro would scratch his head, looking uneasily at his kids, and prepare himself to do the only thing he knew aside from writing and drinking, which was to talk about what he’d written and what he still might write. He would set Zélia on one knee and put Armandinho on the other, sit Francisco off on one side, place Zezinho on the other and tell Carlos, Julieta, and Alice to sit cross-legged on the floor, before closing the bedroom door so as not to wake the youngest. He then would tell his children about his adventures as a reporter.

   One day he was at the Copacabana Palace together with the Miss Rio contestants, the next he was in Niterói assessing the damage caused by an accident with fireworks. There was the lunch in the Café Paschoal to honor the president, the debate about the extinction of hand-pulled carts in the streets downtown. The golden plaque given to Santos-Dumont by his friends and the much-anticipated bazaar at the Church of Bom Jesus do Monte. The decrees signed at the transportation department, the fire that razed a shack on the Avenida do Mangue, and the arrest of that blind musician, the one who could always be found on Rua Direita and had twins to raise. His arrest was a bunch of nonsense, which only served to show the cruelty of the police.

   It was the only time of the week when peace came to the house. Besides Alvaro’s voice, the only noise was that of the pressure cooker.

   Until one day Zélia’s mother’s prophecy came to pass. The girl underwent two tragedies that put a stop to her skipping and jumping. The first was her father’s death. The second was the discovery that she was ugly.

   Alvaro Staffa discovered his calling as a reporter at fifteen. At that time, he was already a graduate and postgraduate of the streets of Rio. At eight years of age, he arrived from Italy with his parents; at nine, he became an orphan. How he learned Portuguese, how he learned to read and write, how he didn’t die of starvation, the plague, or a stab wound is a mystery that can only be explained by serendipity. He sold candy on the ferry and lottery tickets at the trolley stop. He shined shoes, washed windows, and delivered papers. He eked out his survival from small jobs on the street and the favors he performed for a respectable type in a suit, who took him to a hotel room in Lapa once a week and asked him to walk nude across his back while singing ‘O Sole Mio.’

   Before he reached the age of thirteen, he’d been arrested nine times. He knew how to wield a razor blade, and was feared for his capoeira skills. Feeling that it was time to settle down, he traced out a career plan, which consisted of trying for a promotion. From a delivery boy Alvaro became an office boy in the newsroom. An unthinkable leap forward. It was the first time he’d worked with a roof over his head.

   The promotion came not a minute too early. For some months now, Alvaro’s services as a nude singer had no longer been required, due to his being too heavy to walk on the back of the man in the suit. And such privileges he now enjoyed – he had his very own desk, and when he had no tasks to do he could spend the entire afternoon sitting down in the company of a book.

   This good life came to an end in the winter of 1918, when the city recorded its first cases of Spanish flu. At the beginning, it was one here, one there. A week later, it was many here, and even more there.

   By October, half of Rio’s population had fallen ill. One Wednesday morning, only Alvaro, the newspaper’s editor, Camerino Rocha, and the typographer showed up to the newsroom. Camerino looked over at the boy behind the desk, asked if he could write, and sent him to the street with a pencil and a notepad.

   Alvaro spent three hours walking the streets of Rio. He saw men in agony as they vomited blood and children talking to mothers who had already died. Sick people in a delirium, expelled from their homes. Long-bearded prophets proclaiming the end of the world. He heard the screams that preceded death coming from behind closed shutters and counted hundreds of bodies in the streets. In vain. As soon as he’d finished counting, someone else would turn up dead, or the wagon sent by the city government showed up to tow away the bodies. With the wagon scarcely gone, fresh bodies could soon be found on the doorsteps, waiting for the hour that came after the hour of death, the time to enter the competition for space in one of the city’s communal graves, which were being dug every day.

   In the weeks that followed, this would be his routine: arrive in the newsroom, grab a pencil and notepad, go out to document the unfolding tragedy and come back with more than enough stories to fill the day’s paper. He seemed immune to the illness and the horrible scenes before him. Why his body resisted is anyone’s guess; his spirit resisted the images because he’d watched his entire family perish, victims of yellow fever.

   When the reporters who survived the flu came back to the newsroom, they found Alvaro in front of a typewriter. With the exception of weekends and Christmas Day, the cub reporter could be found in the same place every day and for hours on end, a routine he would maintain until the day he died.

   How did Alvaro die? There are two versions of that story. The first is that he began to feel a terrible thirst, which caused him to re-evaluate his priorities. Before the onset of this thirst, his time with his kids, haircuts, birthday parties, what he’d had for breakfast, what he would have for dinner, all these were irrelevant details that took place between what was really important: writing, talking about what he’d written, and drinking so he could speak at even greater length about the things he’d written and the things he might yet write. For this new Alvaro Staffa – the one with an unquenchable thirst – the priorities were drinking to put up with his wife and kids, drinking before and after getting his hair cut, attending birthday parties to drink more, and drunken babbling about what he’d written recently.

   He could just about make it to the newsroom hung over. He’d catch some grief from Camerino, and to set himself right he began to snort cocaine. The pure stuff, German, direct from the Merck labs, bought on the black market behind the Hotel Glória.

   The primary consequence of this change in Alvaro could be seen in the family pantry. Up until then, the pantry was stocked according to a certain logic: it started off full and was empty by the end of the month. After Alvaro began to fall apart, every day seemed like the end of the month. All that remained was a handful of flour, some leftover sugar, a few beans, a single onion. A banana had managed to escape the children’s hunger and turned brown, and in their misery, the family debated whether they should eat the half-rotten fruit.

   Alvaro died of cirrhosis at thirty-five. Those of Alvaro’s friends who subscribed to this version of his death spent the wake lamenting the devastating addictions that cut down the country’s greatest talents in their prime.

   There is also a second version of this story, in which Alvaro Staffa, this self-made man who raised himself up from nothing – this man who was straight as an arrow, lost his direction, and straightened out again after marrying – continued to harbor certain dubious tendencies. Alvaro liked life on the street, and the people who could be found there. Now and then, the young man would fall for a mixed girl – it had always been the mixed-race girls he found most appetizing. Later he’d fall out of love once more, and life would go on.

   Such were his intentions when one Shrove Tuesday he met a samba dancer marching along in a Carnival bloc. She had teeth as white as the white of her eyes, even if it wasn’t possible to see her eyes: Rosa danced with closed eyes and wide-open smile, shaking her hips in a way Alvaro had never seen. Those were hips with personality. Firm, taut, strong, and irresistible.

   It took Alvaro three months to properly examine those hips, which he did in Rosa’s boarding-house room. The couple spent entire afternoons exchanging bodily fluids and vows of love, Rosa begging Alvaro to whisper Italian in her ear, Alvaro begging Rosa to parade around nude. Rosa gave herself entirely to the affair. Alvaro gave his penis entirely to the affair.

   Until one day Alvaro took his penis and his Italian cooing and left the boarding house. Back home, his wife had already healed from the latest birth, which meant he’d have other ways to fulfill his needs. He said goodbye to Rosa like he might to a great-aunt: knowing he’d never see her again and without much caring.

   Rosa couldn’t handle the abandonment. She broke vases, tore up clothes, and considered rat poison. She lost so much weight that in addition to Alvaro she also lost her hips. She soon gained bags under her eyes, disheveled hair, and dismissal from her job as a waitress at one of the taverns on Rua Direita.

   It all would have ended there, with Rosa chewing over the bitter loss of her first love, had she not been the daughter of Oluô Teté, one of the most respected Candomblé priests in Rio. His shrine in Vila da Penha attracted important politicians from across the country. Carriages coming from Botafogo would stop in front of his gate, and out stepped aristocratic ladies with their faces concealed by hats and hidden behind fans. Oluô Teté knew how to revive the sick and converse in the language of the dead. He knew how to channel the spirits and to summon sun and rain.

   Seeing his daughter in that state, Oluô did what any father would do: he clenched his fists and wished the dago an eternity spent burning in hell. In his case, his wish was easily fulfilled, since he had a direct line to proper sources. Oluô had a cow killed and asked Rosa to bring him the bedsheets she had shared with Alvaro. He swaddled his daughter in the blood-stained sheets and began to pray or sling curses in some unfamiliar dialect. The drums of the Morro do Cariri slum never ceased playing the entire weekend.

   On Monday morning, Alvaro began drinking.

   Rosa’s hate was so strong and her father’s magic so potent that the curses cast over Alvaro affected all who were product of his seed, putting at risk the lives of his eight children and sixteen bastard kids all over the north side of Rio.

   João died the same month as his father. He curled up in his father’s empty bed and cried for three straight days until he was consumed by grief. Julieta fell ill two weeks later. The doctor diagnosed polio and said she’d never walk again.

   His widow and remaining children don’t like to remember these months of misery. What is known is that Carlos, then thirteen, became the man of the house. And that the sloths of Campo de Santana began to disappear around the same time the family had its first taste of exotic meats.

   Soon after, they were taken in by a relative living in the working-class neighborhood of Bangu – the house had five rooms and one bathroom, an image of Jesus Christ guarding the doorway, chickens and mango trees in the yard. Zélia’s family was given a room and the last spot in line for the bathroom.

   When Zélia went to live with her relatives she still had the blue notebook her father had given her. This is for you to write what you think about the world, he’d said to her. Zélia’s little arms had clasped Alvaro’s neck, who, with eyes closed, gave thanks to God for the family he’d been given. The clumsy sentences of the first pages soon evolved into elaborate paragraphs, written throughout those months of suffering. Writing was Zélia’s only solace. A solace that she stashed beneath her mattress, later to be found by her cousins, who, between giggles, read a few passages aloud before dinner. This raised the ire of Zélia’s mother, who defended her daughter with attacks on her nephews, and who was attacked in turn by her brother. Who did she think she was, besides someone who lived off charity?

   Later, when Zélia left her aunt and uncle’s house, the notebook was long gone. It went straight into the trash, as Zélia harbored the illusion that if the notebook were buried in the trash, it might take her cousins’ mockery with it. It had all been a bunch of nonsense anyway.

   Zélia managed to endure a lot. She endured the patched clothes and the second-hand panties. She endured the same shoes she’d worn for so many years, loose around her ankles in the beginning and pinching her toes by the end. She endured her cousins’ laughter and the lack of affection from her mother, who was always worn out after doing the laundry and cooking for the fifteen people at their new home. She endured the watery soup, and the cries of her younger siblings.

   But she couldn’t endure adolescence. When she discovered two bean seeds behind her flat chest, when she had stomach cramps accompanied by bleeding, when she felt unprecedented desires and fears, her unbendable optimism bowed.

   Zélia’s mouth is big as a house, Zélia’s mouth is big as a house, was her cousins’ new refrain.

   One afternoon when there were only a few people at home, she went into the bathroom. She locked the door and examined her face in the mirror. What she saw was no longer the face of a slightly crossed-eyed child with a huge hair bow hanging across her temple. It was the face of a girl with ill-behaved hair, ill-proportioned eyes and nose, pimples dotting her ill-fitting forehead and a huge mouth full of lips and teeth. It was an abundant, unnecessary, excessive mouth. Two thick lines that cut mercilessly across her face. As Zélia stood there, she arrived at the conclusion she’d hold on to for the rest of her life: she was ugly.

   It was written in her fate and on her face that she would be unhappy. The desires and fears she’d gained growing up mixed with a newfound bitterness, which sprouted from her chest like weeds. Even in the early years of adolescence, when Zélia still told herself it was silly to think like that and plucked the bitter little weeds one by one, they grew back unrelentingly and multiplied. Until one day Zélia stopped plucking them, looked once again into the mirror, and decided that the ugliness of her face and the sadness brought by living were perfect companions to the bitterness she felt in her heart.

   That’s when the new Zélia was born. The only thing she inherited from the old Zélia was enthusiasm for life, now distorted. She would now classify others according to a cruel system devised to make sense of the world. Zélia didn’t want to be, and wouldn’t be, the only one who was unhappy. From that moment on she was able to find unhappiness everywhere, through things both real and simply rumored, which she spread far and wide with her enormous mouth.

   Zélia had one last glimpse of hope, when she imagined a better life. It was shortly before her eighteenth birthday. For some months she had been trading letters with a distant cousin on her father’s side, a certain Nicolas Staffa, who had settled down with his family in the southern part of the state of Minas Gerais. Nicolas’s father was an entertainment impresario who was quickly becoming an influential person in the city of Lambari. One day Nicolas wrote to Zélia to tell her that he was coming to Rio on account of his father’s business, and that he would take advantage of the trip to stay until the holiday ball at the Clube dos Democráticos. Would Zélia and her sisters like to come along? Zélia wrote back a shy but enthusiastic response: of course, they would love to go.

   Zélia Staffa, Zélia Staffa, the young girl repeated to herself with a smile. Life was full of irony. In the months before, she’d been pairing her first name with the last name of all the boys she knew: Zélia Camargo, Zélia Cavalieri, Zélia Calixto. Who would think that among so many possible combinations her name would simply remain Zélia Staffa. Zélia Staffa. The name suited her.

   By that point, Zélia was well aware of the size of her mouth and all the other causes for displeasure that surrounded it. But she had found hope in this exchange of letters with Nicolas, for two reasons: the first is that they’d already met, which meant the young man had freely chosen to continue their correspondence, even after becoming acquainted with the generous proportions of her face. The second is that when Zélia put pen to paper, she transformed into one of the most interesting women of her time.

   Zélia thought of nothing but the dance. She sang softly, practiced braiding her hair, and during those few days she flashed the very last smiles that recalled those of her childhood. She sewed her own dress, a light pink outfit with a flared skirt and puffed sleeves. She sewed a bolero jacket from ivory-colored fabric, to be worn when entering and leaving the dance. She bought new gloves, bought a hat to be paid off in installments, and borrowed her oldest sister’s earrings. She followed the beauty tips found in the Young Ladies’ Journal. She rested her eyes behind cucumber masks, she left her hair soaking in aloe vera, and added iodine drops to the bathwater to give her skin an amber tone. On the day of the dance, Zélia was so happy she even felt beautiful.

   But the dance didn’t go well. The Nicolas at the dance seemed different from the one she knew from their letters. He was polite but restrained. Cheerful but reserved. Their conversations died after the third exchange. There was a great distance between them, even greater than the distance between Lambari and Rio, which they’d managed to bridge so well during their months of correspondence.

   At some point in the middle of the evening, Zélia gave up her hopes of hours of enjoyment like those spent reading Nicolas’s letters. She left the young man standing in the middle of the ballroom, saying she had to retouch her make-up. Nicolas didn’t so much as say ‘uh-huh’, he only nodded his head. Zélia turned her back and broke into tears. The interesting Zélia, or the interesting Zélia she had thought she was in Nicolas’s eyes, gave way to a sad and insecure girl. With each step towards the bathroom her insecurity grew. When, on the way, she checked herself out in the wall-length mirror, all she could see was a crooked skirt, obnoxious puff sleeves, and a mouth as big as a house.

   The paucity of Nicolas’s words changed the way Zélia thought of herself. She was sure no one at the dance would like to be at her side. She had no idea how to dress. Her curls weren’t as curly as they should be. The rouge that had given her a special something had already faded. And that red lipstick – why had she decided to use red lipstick? That lipstick attracted more attention than a traffic light. Zélia looked for a chair in the corner of the room and stayed there the rest of the night. She wished she could disappear, which was impossible. She could never disappear with a mouth like hers.

   But Zélia’s biggest mistake that night wasn’t the dress, the hair, or the lipstick. Sitting in the corner of the room was Plinio, a young man with a skinny neck and a pained expression on his face, as though he constantly had the urge to take a pee. Plinio was accustomed to sitting in corners, and he felt right at home in that one. When Zélia sat down next to him, he didn’t see a girl with half-undone curls or an oversized mouth. He saw only a girl who, like him, preferred to sit in the corner.

   They married the following year. Plinio Correia would, for forty years, perform the same job as manager in Rio de Janeiro’s Electric Light Company. His salary would never be magnificent or deplorable, his ambitions would waver between nonexistent and irrelevant. He expected nothing from life beyond perpetual motion – as far as he was concerned, the unknown always constituted a threat. The most adventurous thing to happen to Plinio was a five-day bus trip to Iguaçu Falls. He and Zélia would grow old in the most common way of growing old; getting more distant every single day.

   At first, Zélia saw marriage as the solution to her unhappy days in Bangu. Later she saw marriage as a mistake. A mistake who snored loudly by her side every single night. When she watched Plinio sleeping with his mouth wide open, Zélia would think about the mediocrity of her life. She thought about Nicolas, she thought about how she should have made more of an effort that night at the ball. She thought about how she might have been the Casino Queen of Lambari instead of the wife of some nobody in Tijuca.

   What Zélia never learned was that Nicolas hadn’t kept a distance that night due to some poor intellectual display or her less-than-perfect looks. What happened was that the young man, accustomed to a dozen or so single young women in Lambari, had an overdose of sensations upon finding so many interesting Rio girls at the Clube dos Democráticos. This city is paradise, he’d thought to himself. He encountered little difficulty in re-evaluating his priorities, placing marriage at the bottom of the list and putting a few years of experimentation at the top.

   Perhaps it was due to the curse of Oluô Teté (who, after growing disillusioned following eight failed trysts, lost his patience and put a spell on all the women in Rio). The fact is that ever since Rosa’s mother’s time, the women of Rio have been forced to confront the curse of being so beautiful, so intelligent and so numerous, that the men of the city have the luxury of not needing to choose just one.

   That’s how Zélia came to live in Tijuca, fully aware that she would never ever leave. It wasn’t a bad place to be. It was much better than the tiny room in the back of the house in Bangu. But Zélia wasn’t able to see the gifts life brought. She could only see her average husband, her unremarkable kids, her plain old house. The girl who had once carried around a blue notebook continued exploring the world around her in order to uncover shortcomings only she could see.

   If a neighbor didn’t say good morning, it wasn’t because she hadn’t seen Zélia, but because she had ignored her. If the guava she bought had worms, it was because the seller wanted to pull one over on her. If Dona Irene gained weight, it was because she was unhappy; if she lost weight, it was because she’d become depressed. If the baker’s daughter worked the cash register, it was because she wanted to nab a husband; if she wasn’t helping it was because she was thick-headed. If her god-daughter earned good grades it was because she was a show-off; if she hid her report card, she had no brains.

   And what about you, don’t you know how to do anything except listen to the radio? Zélia crossed her arms and turned her nose up as she addressed her husband, the mistake.

   Seated in his corner, Plinio didn’t respond. He was plagued by the affliction that assails so many men: the vow of silence after a few years of marriage. By the time of their fifteenth anniversary, his burps outnumbered his syllables uttered.

   At some point, Zélia’s constant dissatisfaction began to modify her appearance. When cutting the squash, unclogging the sink, dusting the top shelves, Zélia made all sorts of grimaces, which in the beginning were out of place, but later became permanent features.

   She soon had dark circles under her eyes, the result of nights of little sleep. If as a child Zélia waged war against sleep, in the years following her marriage she simply could not doze off. Oh, what good just a bit of sleep would do in this tedious little life of hers! No such luck. Zélia spent more and more nights laying awake, which only increased her dark circles and foul mood. The sleepless nights so coveted during her naïve years became a burden to be carried for the rest of her endless days.

   After some time, when Zélia looked in the mirror, she could no longer tell if she was embittered because she was ugly or if she was ugly because she was embittered. Her escape was the window. There she could see everything beyond her painful reality. And that’s where she saw Euridice, this young lady who didn’t seem to be entirely at ease and who was most deserving of the judgment that Zélia knew only too well how to dish out.

   They’ll be bankrupt before we know it. Mark my words: Euridice knows how to throw banquets, but a few years from now she’ll be living off crumbs.

  


OEBPS/image/1.jpg
THE INVISIBLE
LIFE OF
EURIDICE GUSMAO

Martha Batalha

Translated by
ERIC M. B. BECKER

S,

ONEWORLD





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg





OEBPS/image/cover1.jpg
Wtz < B

IV &
il
s L







