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To those who have already left, to those of us here today, and to those who are yet to come. We’re family, all of us.





FAMILY IS A DIFFICULT DISH TO GET RIGHT


Me, here on the estate. Me, here in the kitchen, just past four in the morning. Isabel’s still asleep, and the sun is taking its time. Me here, an old man, eighty-eight. To the younger generation, the Eternal Grandfather, with no beginning or end, who came into the world with that wrinkled face. Me here in a white apron, chopping green herbs. I’m preparing lunch for the family. Will my strength hold out? 88: two vertical infinities. It’s a good age. And it will be a fine party. I’ve had plenty of practice.


Aunt Palma taught me to cook when I was young. Where has she gone now? Sometimes she doesn’t show up for quite a while. Sometimes I see her wandering the house with Mom and Dad and I don’t even need my glasses. They arrive at different ages, happy or worried, talkative or silent. It depends on the day, on what time I see them. Imagination? Senility? I lose myself. Do I? I catch myself having conversations with the boy who used to be me. Or writing out loud to myself. I talk to those dear to me who now are far away in time and space. Sometimes I’m afraid, I whistle in the dark. Then ­suddenly light. A movie! I project stories to myself. I see my siblings again in their childhood, quite clearly, jumping all over one another, running back and forth and rolling around each other like little puppies. I see my Isabel again, in love. I see my children again, when they were still close and they were mine. Vivid memories in every sense: taste, smell, sound, sight, and touch. I keep moving forward. Forward to the now—which I love!—and then to wherever it is my nose happens to be pointing and my eyesight reaches and beyond, where nothing can go but hope. I am past, present, future—three separate people united in one, the mystery of the Earthly Trinity. I’m confiding in you while you keep me company now, reading my thoughts.


An old man misses his mom and dad. It’s all been so long! An old man wants to be held, wants to be fed with a spoon that comes from far away with the sound of a little airplane, wants—once he’s had his bath—to be put to bed, comforted with a clean sheet and soft pillow. A familiar story, a lullaby, a goodnight kiss. The bedroom door left just a little open, with the hallway light on—that one reference point is always good. An old man feels the lack of a higher authority. Who will judge him with impartiality and wisdom? Who, better than he, will know, fairly, how best to examine the merits of the question? An old man’s a child with a different kind of energy. He’s no longer interested in running through the gardens, going up and down on the seesaw, back and forth on the swings. What he wants now is to race off into the sky, to release the creatures he has been collecting his whole life. All the creatures—wild and tame, useful and harmful. The heavy reptiles he still carries in his heart and the butterflies, fish, and little birds, all let loose up there! Aunt Palma used to say that an old man right at the moment of his death knows the most and least about himself. He is at once elephant and praying mantis. He is sequoia and wildflower, ocean and rain puddle, mountain range and grain of salt. She insisted that we know full well when the moment of that transformation occurs. The soul begins to give out all the sounds of nature: winds, waters, people’s footsteps on the gravel, blazing fire, crackling wood, varied breathing, and, all of a sudden, the quick beating of wings. There is the choir—the voices of animals. The old man’s soul growls, threateningly—the second movement of the concerto. The soul roars, howls, shouts, neighs, and moos. Then it buzzes, warbles, and twitters. The soul frees itself toward the infinite and then, yes, then—soprano, tenor, contralto, and bass—it sings the most beautiful aria of the most beautiful opera! As a child, I believed her piously. Later, as a man, I found it funny. Some time ago I began to believe her again.


It’s in the kitchen that I let loose, and release the animals. It’s in the kitchen that I travel without a passport, without a ticket, without an airport security search. The authorities want my fingerprints? They’re in the dough of the bread. They want my photo? I have several, head-on and in profile, with my parents and siblings and those who came later. Portraits that are spoken—out loud, the whole family talking at once. The riotous family. Holy family . . .


I need to concentrate. It’s vital. Why? Oh, what a question! Family is a difficult dish to get right. There are a lot of ingredients. Getting them all together is a problem—especially at Christmas and New Year. The quality of the pan hardly matters; making a family requires courage, devotion, and patience. It isn’t for everyone. The little tricks, the secrets, the unexpected. Sometimes it’s enough to make you want to give it all up. We prefer the discomfort of going on an empty stomach. Then there’s the laziness, the familiar lack of imagination about what we’re going to eat and that lack of appetite. But life—a green olive on a cocktail toothpick—always finds a way to excite us and reawaken that appetite. Time sets the table, determines the number of chairs and their places. And suddenly, like a miracle, the family is served. So-and-so, she turns out to be the smartest one of all. Such-and-such is done perfectly, he’s the most jokey and the most communicative, everyone agrees. And what’s-his-name—who’d have thought it?—he didn’t rise, he hardened, withered before his time. This one is the fattest, the most generous, copious, abundant. That one, he’s the one who surprised everyone and went off to live far away. She’s the most in love. And her, the most consistent.


And you? Yes, you, you who are reading my thoughts and who have come here to keep me company. How did you come out in the family album? The most practical and objective? The most sentimental? The most obliging? The one who never wanted to have anything to do with work? Whoever you are, don’t just sit there complaining about comparative degrees or types. Gather up all those affinities and dislikes that are parts of your life. There’s no hurry. I’ll wait. Are they there? All of them? Excellent. Now put on your apron, pick up a chopping board, the sharpest knife, and take precautions. Soon you, too, will be reeking of garlic and onion. Don’t be embarrassed if you cry. Family is a moving kind of dish. And we do cry. With joy or rage or sadness.


First caution: Exotic seasonings alter the taste of kinship. But if mixed with care, these spices—which almost always come from Africa and from the East and which seem strange to our palate—will make a family much more brightly colored, interesting, and flavorsome.


Pay close attention, too, to weights and measures. A pinch too much of this or that, and it’s all over, the whole thing’s a complete disaster. Family is the most sensitive of dishes. Everything has to be very carefully weighed out, well measured. And another thing: You need a good hand, need to be a professional. Especially at the moment when you decide to stir the pot. Knowing how to stir the pot is a real art. A good friend of mine told me she spoiled the recipe for her whole family just because she stirred the pot at the wrong time.


The worst thing is, there are still people who believe in the recipe for a perfect family. Nonsense. Complete fantasy. There’s no such thing as a “Family Carbonara,” or “Family à la Belle Meunière,” “Family Marinara,” or “Family à la Cabidela”—blood is particularly vital for the preparation of this last delicacy. Family is affinity, it’s always à la maison—done in the house style. And every house likes to prepare a family in its own way.


There are families that are sweet. Others, slightly bitter. Still others, extremely spicy. There are also those that taste of nothing at all—so these are a kind of “Diet Family,” which you tolerate just in order to preserve your figure. Whatever it’s like, family is a dish that should always be served hot, extremely hot. A cold family is unbearable, impossible to swallow.


There are, for example, families that take a lot of time to get ready. Those recipes full of recommendations for doing it that way or this—what a pain! Others, meanwhile, just happen all of a sudden, from one hour to the next, through an uncontrollable physical attraction—almost always at night. You wake up one morning, full of the joys of life, and when you look again you find the family’s already all done. Which is why it’s also good to know the right time to turn down the heat. I’ve seen whole families ruined because the flame’s been turned up too high.


So anyway, the recipe for a family isn’t something you copy, it’s something you invent. People learn gradually, improvising and passing on what they learn from one day to the next. We pick up a tip here, from someone who knows and is willing to share, another there that was left on a scrap of paper. A lot of things are lost in memory. Especially in the memory of an old man, already a bit senile, like me. What this veteran cook can tell you is that, even if it’s not very appealing, even if it doesn’t taste too good, family is a dish that you have to try and that you really ought to eat. If you can taste it, taste it. Don’t pay any attention to labels. Dip the bread in that bit of sauce that’s left in the dish or pan or bowl. Enjoy it as much as you can. Family is a dish that, once completed, can never again be repeated.




THE WEDDING PRESENT


Yes, I do still have lucid moments. My name is Antonio. Antonio what? Antonio everything I have lived and been through, everything I am living and going through now. Later it’s easier. I will pass on—as so many others have already passed on—to leave room for the countless lives yet to come; on a given day, out of good manners, the long-lived old man thanks you for the attention shown him, closes his eyes politely, gets up, and surrenders his place to the baby who is just about to arrive, to anyone just about to arrive. We’re family, all of us.


Yes, that’s me, Antonio. The older son of José Custódio and Maria Romana. My parents were born in Viana do Castelo, in northern Portugal. And that is where they married, on July 11, 1908, beneath a blessed shower of rice. Aunt Palma was emphatic as she described the scene: the rice that poured down over the newlyweds as they came out of the church was torrential. There were handfuls, and more handfuls. A white rain that didn’t stop. Never before had there been such an abundance of good wishes.


“This is the happiest day of my life!” Aunt Palma was imitating my mother’s voice. And then she would do my father, completely besotted: “Today I take my love away with me!” And then all those guests: “Long live Maria Romana! Viva! Long live José Custódio! Viva!”


Whistles, tears of joy. Aunt Palma knew all the words by heart, she would reproduce the faces, the twitches, each relative’s tone of voice, each friend’s expression. And there I was, unblinking, entirely entranced in the narrative, in the characters, the settings, and the outfits of the period. I wasn’t there myself, I hadn’t even dreamed of being born, but I was a part of all of it. I saw the smallest detail. One of my favorite scenes: the backward flight of the bouquet of orange blossoms, the stunning rise into the blue, the commotion among the maidens, and the vertiginous drop of the flowers into the hands of the one who had been blind since birth, the only girl there who hadn’t been elbowing others aside—not the slightest movement to try to grab hold of that assurance that she would be the next in line to marry. Luck came to her effortlessly, just a matter of moments. Stunned, everyone fell silent. An awkward silence. Who would have expected it? Some of the girls even objected. And then there was her. Who couldn’t even appreciate the beauty she had just received. Why, then, the white of the petals, the green of the leaves, the ribbon tied into a bow with such care and artistry? All of it useless, lost in the pitch black. Walnuts for a man with no teeth. Then the blind girl smiled full of light because the scent and the touch were more powerful than the color. Someone clapping broke through the shock. Two others joined in. And then everyone applauded, even the disappointed pretenders. Who was to judge who was or wasn’t deserving? Who would dare to explain the inexplicable? There is some logic there. After all, isn’t a backward flight a blind flight? The God of the blue operates in mysterious ways, and the bouquet of my mother, Maria Romana, came to land in the darknesses where love was hidden. Yes, this was certainly one of the scenes that stayed with me.


Aunt Palma was my theater—what a repertoire, what a performance! But the show was interrupted at the best part of every story. I would cross my arms, in a sulk. It was time for bed. It really had to be now?


“Antonio, don’t make a fuss. I won’t be telling you any stories tomorrow, then! Let’s go to bed, it’s already late. I’ll carry you, come on now.”


Her proposal would be enough to buy me off. Me, a skinny thing, six years old, with a mischievous laugh, I’d get up into the comfort of that hooked embrace, with arms and legs—a groundless embrace. Aunt Palma’s embrace was like an open-air uterus, which carried me, as in a convertible, through a fantastical world, a world that fascinated me still more because I knew its protagonists. I lived with them.


The following night, right after dinner, I was already sitting impatiently in front of the armchair. Only the chair. Only? Of course not. To me, a chair-stage, a chair-curtain, chair-scenery, chair-everything. In it, now with her own light, Palma—not the aunt now, but the actress. Always in black, but unpredictable. Solemn, some nights. Informal, on others. On some, laughing easily. On others, filled with suspense. Suddenly something magic happens—a word spoken! The past rises to the surface. And me, the wrinkled boy in this kitchen, still traveling, in the colorful present tense.


“Long live Maria Romana! Viva! Long live José Custódio! Viva!”


They all follow in a procession after the newlyweds. But Aunt Palma remains behind, her gaze fixed on the rice scattered across the church forecourt. For her, that broad, white, grainy crochet is not a sign of waste, but of generosity. A piece of collective handiwork. The concrete proof that the rough, unfeeling human being can, albeit just for a few moments, also know delicacy and poetry. Excitedly she sets to gathering up all the rice. She does not leave a single grain out there on the flagstones. At home, weighing up what she has collected, she is delighted at the twelve kilos combined in the scales. Twelve kilos of rice! This will be the wedding present that she will give her brother, José Custódio, and her dear sister-in-law, Maria Romana. In the card, with her intelligence and her poor penmanship, she writes:


This rice—planted in the earth, fallen from the sky like the manna in the desert and gathered up from the stone—is a symbol of fertility and eternal love. This is my blessing.


Palma


Viana do Castelo, on July 11, 1908


Mother loves the present, she is moved to tears. Father, meanwhile, thinks it is ridiculous, even insulting. And such are the ironies of destiny: Aunt Palma’s rice, given with such love, ends up causing the couple’s first fight.


“Eleven o’clock, José! We’ve just completed our first day as a married couple!”


“It feels like a dream.”


“Palma was hilarious.”


“She’s crazy. The woman is my sister, but she’s crazy.”


“She’s wonderful. A woman who lost her mother at sixteen and managed to raise five siblings on her own has earned my respect and admiration.”


“Palma’s speeches annoy me. She’s always saying such inappropriate things. She calls herself a romantic, but really she just doesn’t have any manners.”


“Palma is a romantic. A misunderstood romantic.”


There’s a knock on the door. Father and Mother give a start.


“Are you expecting someone?”


“José, don’t be ridiculous!”


The two of them tidy themselves up as best they can. Father goes over to open the door.


“Palma?!”


Aunt Palma comes in with the heavy hemp sack. She puts it down, relieved, on the table.


“What on earth is this?!”


Aunt Palma doesn’t answer him, she goes straight over to Mother. The two women exchange an affectionate hug and kiss.


“Maria Romana, you were so beautiful! You helped me to put up with the superstitious chatter of that crow in a cassock.”


Father is annoyed at her irreverent comments.


“Dom Plácido is our uncle, he deserves more respect!”


“In sadness and sickness, in poverty and old age, till death do you part! Holy God, that’s not a blessing, it’s a curse!”


Mother stifles a laugh. Father, annoyed, tries to find out what there is in the bag.


“What have you got in here? Gunpowder?”


Aunt Palma taps him firmly on the hands, takes the letter out of her dress, and hands it to Mother. Her silent reading is met by different kinds of expectation in the two siblings.


“José, you aren’t going to believe it!”


“I already don’t.”


“It’s the rice from our wedding!”


Father, puzzled. Aunt Palma, nervous, wipes the sweat from her hands on her dress. Mother starts to read the card out loud. She looks at her husband, awaits a simple word or gesture of thanks, any kind of reaction. Nothing. A moment of great suspense. Aunt Palma leans on the table, looks up, doesn’t let herself get intimidated by the huge Portuguese man walking toward her. Heavy steps of contained rage. Brother and sister stand facing one another. Each one feeling the other’s warmth and breath.


“Look, Palma, I may be poor. A real pauper. But no one’s ever going to see me eating dirty rice that’s been picked up off the ground, the leftovers of what other people don’t want.”


“I’m not surprised that’s what you think. You’ve always been this pit of pride.”


“José, there’s such love in this present. Can you really not see it?”


“It’s ridiculous! An insult! As a man and the head of this family, I feel humiliated!”


Aunt Palma makes to recover the sack. Mother stops her.


“The present is staying.”


“I don’t want this rubbish in my house!”


Aunt Palma starts to cry.


“Rubbish?! The rice from your friends and relatives that blessed your union!”


“Yes, rubbish! A mountain of useless rubbish, since you ask.”


Aunt Palma flies at Father. The two of them argue. Mother tries to separate the competitors, and is on the receiving end of a few of the slaps and blows.


“For the love of God, stop that!”


“Miser! Skinflint!”


“Damn the hour we were made brother and sister! Heaven will surely make you pay for such cruelty!”


“Go on, go spend a few coins and buy me a present that’s worth something!”


Aunt Palma leaves in tears. The mood weighs heavy. A sepulchral silence. Mother wants to throttle Father, she’s burning on the inside but knows how to control herself.


“And you say Palma doesn’t have any manners.”


“That’s enough, the subject’s closed. Give the rice to someone. Palma doesn’t need to know.”


“The rice is a gift. The rice is staying.”


“Very well. Keep the damned present. In time it’ll get moldy, it’ll get full of bugs and then you’ll have to throw it away.”


“Listen to me, José Custódio, my love: this rice is love, pure love. There’s no reason for it to spoil.”


Father had countless good qualities, but he was a proud, grumpy man. Aunt Palma had a theory that perfectly explained my father’s bad mood: his constipation. It’s true. Father suffered horribly with constipation. Aunt Palma taught me that a person who is constipated is easily upset. And wasn’t it in fact the case that, in practice, the theory always worked? Whenever Father was happy in the bathroom, the whole family could tell. He would be, quite literally, lighter. If anyone had to ask him for something, they’d be very aware of his going to the toilet: it might be the perfect moment. When successful, Father would come out of the bathroom in a real state of grace. A man purified.


It also didn’t take me long to learn that the body also has other ways of purifying itself. Urine, menstruation, vomit, pimples, sperm, snot, and sweat, all these purify us. Whatever the body expels from itself is a sign of purification. In this way, tears are the highest way of purifying ourselves. And giving birth to a child, the most complete.




BERNARDO AND A BIT OF ROSÁRIO


Me, here, on the estate. Me, here in the kitchen, just past four in the morning. Me, here, in a white apron, surrounded by ghosts and memories. I don’t mean by this that I’m dead, quite the contrary. I enjoy perfect health. I’ve already looked myself in the mirror today and I saw nothing resembling an elephant or praying mantis, a mountain range or grain of salt. A bit of proof: We’re in 2008. I have cable television, which broadcasts from all over the world. I do keep changing the channels, it’s true, but that’s what the remote control is for. I watch films, interviews, and TV news programs. I can practice my French, my English. I enjoy those programs from Japan with a studio audience, even if I don’t understand a word. I used to have a video player. I have a DVD player now. The image and audio are incomparably better. I have a powerful sound system, my collection of CDs ranges from Mozart to the sound tracks of TV soaps. I have a landline with a cordless phone, with an answering machine and a fax. And it’s possible to get me on my cell phone, too. I’m connected to the Internet and I love going onto chat rooms.


It’s my grandson Bernardo who always introduces me to the latest-generation technology. Every so often he arrives from Rio de Janeiro with some novelty. He’s so much like my father, José Custódio, when he was a young man. A grandson is good for the health. If a grandfather is a father with added sugar, a grandson is a son with protein, vitamins, and minerals. Hugging a grandson every twenty-four hours is the perfect substitute for any kind of medication. Just knowing that Bernardo is nearby, my body is grateful.


Bernardo brings me life, youth. And family problems. Nothing tragic, nothing dramatic. Arguments with his father, with his mother, his eagerness to leave home and go live alone, little day-to-day annoyances, Oh, just trivial situation comedies. I’m always telling him that it’s all nonsense, that that’s what fathers and mothers are like, that he needs to be patient. And so many other commonplaces for the common problems of a common family. The other day, in the late afternoon, we spent a bit of time sitting on the veranda. Bernardo told me about his girlfriend. And about another girl, who he’s in love with. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He can’t keep them both. Or can he? I found it funny. I discovered that, even protected by the most advanced technological precautions, young people today continue to be faced with the ancestral difficulty: knowing just when to turn down the heat. I made him understand that it’s no use having computer-programmed microwaves, frozen meals, instant soups, and any number of other modernities: In a kitchen there will always be surprises, there will always be things to be learned. Machines reproduce and evolve at such a pace that there isn’t even time now for conflicts between one generation and the next. But us, we humans—even those of the latest generation—we’re too slow. We progress at imperceptible speeds. We take decades to recognize our successes and failures. When, after great effort, we become masters of the culinary arts, when, with our eyes closed, we get the dessert just right, many people have already left. The family that sits down to eat is a different family. We are no longer grandsons, but grandparents.


Bernardo never knew my father, José Custódio, or my mother, Maria Romana, nor ever heard Aunt Palma’s stories. The old armchair still exists, it’s still there, in the same place. I never had the nerve to restore it. For me it’s a theater gone dark, a closed curtain, an empty stage. To my daughter, Rosário, who is a designer, the chair is a ghastly old heap of junk. Everything about it is dreadful, it really is. Nothing matches anything else. The arms, well, better not even mention them. Completely out of proportion. Basically a complete disaster. She doesn’t understand how I can insist on still keeping it today. She isn’t particularly interested that it’s the chair where her great-aunt Palma used to sit to tell me stories. Rosário talks like a celebrated artist and signs off on the whole thing. Rosário, an artist. To talk the way she does about a chair with that biography?! I struggle to understand. Sensibilities alter from generation to generation. Taste isn’t something you can discuss, I say, resorting to the old cliché. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, Rosário replies, resorting to the old cliché. When sentiment is involved, aesthetic questions become much more complex, we agree. Bernardo doesn’t get involved in the argument. He even finds it funny. For him, the chair’s just uncomfortable. It isn’t even all that ugly.




THE MEASURES OF LOVE


The expression on her face doesn’t give away the slightest clue. Will today’s story be sad? Which voices will she do? What setting will be revealed when she raises the curtain? The dining room? An alleyway in Viana do Castelo? Will it be daytime? Will it be . . . Aunt Palma clears her throat, pauses a moment, begins seriously.


Act One. Late night, she tells me. The stump of the candle stuck on the tabletop barely illuminates the faces. Mother and Father, married just a few months, do not have food to eat. Nothing. No vegetables, no fruit, no grain, nothing. Speaking low, respectfully, Mother suggests the rice. The response she gets is rage, a thump on the table, and a laugh that sounds like weeping.


“Palma’s rice?”


Another resounding laugh and then tears. Father is beside himself.


“Palma’s rice, never! Punishment, damnation, whatever! I’ll die of hunger, but that rice that’s been swept up off the floor, never!”


“Palma’s rice is blessed. Rice planted in the earth, fallen from the sky, gathered up from the stone.”


Mother gets serenely to her feet, goes silently to the bedroom, disappearing into the darkness. Father remains. Flickering. A stub of a man eating himself up over so little. What’s the use of rage, bitterness?


“What’s the use of . . . ?”


Aunt Palma’s protracted silence surprises me. A dramatic pause? No, clearly not. I’m very familiar with the pauses that are there to create suspense. I sense that her voice has failed her, and the actress doesn’t want me, her audience, to realize. She knows all the tricks, tries to speak again.


“What’s the use . . . ?”


Another silence. Aunt Palma is moved. These tears are not part of the story. She dissembles, sniffs, wipes her eyes. She gives a foolish laugh. It doesn’t help—that foolish laugh isn’t a part of the story either. It isn’t, I know it isn’t. This woman sitting before me is no longer an actress; she is my aunt. The stage has gone back to being a chair, I can see it with my own eyes. And so, now that the scene has been interrupted, I can go to her, without any fear of being disrespectful. We embrace. She gives me lots of kisses and protects me under her huge wings.


“Don’t ask me why, Antonio, I don’t even know myself. You’re still a boy, I don’t want to hurt you or muddle your little head. I’m very fond of your father. You know that he and I are very good friends, but you need to know this whole story about the rice. Your mother has given me permission to tell you the whole thing. Don’t ask me why.”


A shiver ran down my whole body, the same as I sometimes feel when I finish peeing. But it’s different, I know that. And then I realize that the shiver comes because I am no longer the nephew, I am the actor, and she is once again the actress—hence the wings instead of arms!—and the chair is the stage, and if we are hugging one another it’s because I, too, am a part of this scene, and my line has come. It is my debut. My unexpected, and so-long-awaited debut.


“Don’t worry. I like rice. However it is, sticky or loose, I like it.”


As truthfully as I can, I conclude my part.


“Even on its own, without beans or anything, I like it. I swear.”


The actress laughs and kisses me and bites my hands and arms and says she wants to eat me alive and squeezes my cheeks. It hurts, but I don’t complain, it’s part of the scene. And then she gets up, and takes me in her arms and spins me around in the air and I surrender myself and there we go, the two of us, as though we were a single person, in a wild swirling. Mother comes by and says that if I get too excited I’ll never get to sleep. And what do I care? I don’t care at all, of course! Neither the actress nor I care in the least! We continue our little routine that goes on out the door, across the porch, and ends up in the open air. The two of us, our hearts racing, catching our breath, stretched out on the soft grass, looking at the stars—tiny bulbs to light our theater! We are both happy and fulfilled. Of course! My debut was a triumph. The barking of Poet, my mongrel, is the applause that acclaims it. His commotion as he licks my face is the indisputable proof that the audience liked it.


“Antonio, I love you very much, you know that?”


“I love you, too, Aunt Palma.”


“You don’t! How much? Tell me.”


I open my arms as wide as they will go. Aunt Palma teases me.


“Is that all?”


I keep my arms stretched out to their limit. I look from one end to the other. I move my fingertips, trying to reach an even greater measure of love. A useless effort. But I show her that I’m not going to give up that easily. Even if it takes time.


“When I grow up, my arms are going to grow, too, aren’t they?”


“Of course they will, my love.”


I shrug, and make my best offer.


“Then you’re just going to have to wait for me to grow.”


Aunt Palma’s smile shows me that between one corner of her mouth and the other, without trying too hard, she can fit all the love in the world. An immeasurable love that needs no big words or gestures. We snuggle up to one another, two little animals, there on the cool grass. Poet squeezes himself in where he hasn’t been invited. He’s a little animal, too, he knows how to find himself a place, and he is welcome.


Suddenly the endless comfort is over.


“We’d better get inside. Your brothers and sister have already been in bed for some time.”





THE SEA HAS IODINE, IT CAN CURE YOU


The next night. Act Two. We’re now on the quay of the port. Countryfolk, fishermen, their wives and children. Drama, absences foreseen. A lot of them are leaving the province, the country. All of them in search of a worthier life with the tiniest bit of security for their families. That’s all they want: work and the hope for better days. Their friends try to convince Father to go with them. Mother is delighted at the idea of trying their luck and leaving for America, discovering the New World. Father distrusts so much propaganda, he’s reluctant.


“What ‘New World’?! The world there must be every bit as old, as unfair and wretched as this one.”


The news doesn’t stop arriving. They speak of Brazil, of the fertile lands awaiting whoever is prepared to roll up his sleeves. They talk of the new twentieth century. The century of progress and opportunities! But Aunt Palma understands Father perfectly.


“Your father had always been proud to be Portuguese, his body had already penetrated the place with deep roots. Your mother, Maria Romana, and I didn’t know whether, if he were yanked out of this Portugal of ours, he would survive the transplant.”


Act Three. Father decides to emigrate to Brazil. Aunt Palma’s face lights up, the expression and rhythm of the narrative change completely. Change, even if it’s for the worse, is good for the health of body and soul. A spinster by conviction, she persuades her brother that she will be good company for Maria Romana, as well as, of course, helping her out with the domestic duties. Father, who always thinks everything through carefully, weighs the pros and cons, realizing how beneficial it would be for the sister who raised him to come along. On July 12, 1909, the three of them set off for Rio de Janeiro, one year after the argument over the rice.


The scream of a ship’s whistle, followed by another. Will there be a return? Laughter on the riverside? Walks and kisses on the banks of the Lima? When again will they hear the bells of Lisbon Cathedral, see Rainha Square, that view from the top of Santa Luzia? Aunt Palma and Mother are standing holding hands on deck. They wave white handkerchiefs to those who remain behind. On the quay, hundreds of other handkerchiefs respond in a cheerful, touching silence. A few still try using their throats to send a final message that is not heard. What could they have said? An I-love-you? A look-after-yourself? A see-you-soon, or a good-bye? And so, from this distance, here and there, no one is flesh and bone. Everyone is fabric in motion. So why the lump in the throat, the ache in the breast? Did it have to be such a gorgeous day? That cool breeze caressing their faces? Isn’t it summer? Why is no one perspiring? Little cruelties from God. Blasphemy, at moments of pain, is allowed. Blasphemy, at times like these, is good for the health of body and soul. Did Viana today, and particularly now, need to be so beautiful? Sea, mountain, and river, all of them complicit with the wicked Creator. Was that necessary? The green hurts, the blue hurts, the glimmer of the water hurts. God! Was it really necessary, this cruelty toward my loved ones who, after all, are your loved ones, too? Was all this clarity necessary?


“I’m scared, Palma.”


“Brazil. I like the name. It seems straightforward, like us. It’ll work out.”


“You don’t think we’ve forgotten anything?”


“We’ve got the pots and pans. And the few books we own. Everything else is superfluous.”


“For God’s sake, we’ve even brought the rice from my wedding! All twelve kilos! They’re stored in the wooden oratory.”


Aunt Palma responds correctly.


“José Custódio will kill us.”


“Poor thing. He’s in there, in the cabin. He refuses to come out. He says it’s torture watching the land of his birth disappearing like that, bit by bit, swallowed up by the sea.”


“Well, I look at this act of surrendering ourselves head-on. It’s a part of the story. I don’t turn away from anything that is life.”


Mother pulls in closer to Aunt Palma. Portugal is now an almost imperceptible line. A few gulls are still calling, flying in circles and returning to the continent. Chin up, take a deep breath. Does it still hurt? The sea has iodine, it can cure you. Halfway through the journey, the lumps will have come apart, and bonds of friendship will have been formed. New acquaintances, new handshakes. The pleasure is all mine. All ours.




BOOKS OR MULTIPLICATION TABLES?


If you want to know, my parents’ coming to Brazil was not easy at all. They were young and inexperienced. They had only their dreams and the strength of their bodies, some education and no money at all. Despite the small age difference, Aunt Palma looked after them like the most doting of mothers. The three of them worked hard and saved wherever they could. I learned, for example, that once, while they were still in Rio de Janeiro, my mother saw a young lad passing by selling apples—smiling, proud of his wares. The sight and smell of the fresh fruit piled high in the basket reminded her of Portugal. Her mouth watering, Mother asked the price. They were just two tostões each. She even chose one, but then realized that with the same money she could buy more provisions for the larder instead. Apples were a luxury she couldn’t allow herself. Timidly, she handed back the fruit, praised the beauty of the merchandise, and returned home.


And so Aunt Palma and my parents managed to survive life in the capital. Soon afterward, on the recommendation of a friend, they took a risk and came to the interior, where the prosperous coffee plantations were. Their gamble paid off. My father managed to get himself a job here on the Santo Antonio de União estate, owned by Senhor Avelino de Alves Machado and his wife, Maria Celeste; he was Brazilian, the son of Portuguese parents; she, Portuguese from Guimarães, immensely proud to have been born in the very place that Portugal itself had been born.


It didn’t take Father long to see that the New World was older than Braga Cathedral. The values were the same. The vices, too. The “transplant” worked out well. It was the territory of Brazil, so vast and unknown, that scared him. He wondered whether in order to conquer those lands he’d need to be better at mathematics or at Portuguese, better with a ruler or with words. Precisely measured millimeters or well-articulated phrases? A lot of people even today still use a ruler—a disaster. Father was never a fool. Though he was proud and temperamental, he invested in dialogue, in talk. So it was more through books than multiplication tables that the grumpy José Custódio mastered himself. It worked. He earned the trust of Senhor Avelino. With his firmness of character, his serious, competent work, with the respect he demanded of his subordinates, he earned himself the post of general administrator of the Santo Antonio da União estate.


Here, in this kitchen, my hands smelling of onion, I can see that I’ve taken after my father. I’ve always preferred words to numbers, not out of any inherent virtue. At school, I was terrible in math. So-called prime numbers—I’ve never understood what it is that makes them better than all the others. Once I was already a grown man, my insatiable curiosity led me to try to develop an interest in arithmetic, algebra, and geometry. I was still at the most basic level when I gave up. I never understood “a + b = c.” I’ll admit it’s out of pure ignorance. I’m perfectly aware that the computer screen only comes on because “a + b = c.” But, to me, what makes sense is that “b + a = ba,” “ba, be, bi, bo, bu.” I close the inverted commas, put the lid on the pan. I brood on the idea, scratching away at it.


Out of the blue, from one hour to the next, life made a decision: we’re going to put José Custódio and Maria Romana to the test. That’s how it is with anyone. Who would deny that? Do you? The ironies of chance. Go figure. Don’t even try to work it out. Adversities began to appear, gradually. The days would bite and blow. Good words at work. Little talk at home. Conversations were increasingly rare, increasingly harsh. The books were forgotten. For my father, the only thing that held sway was the law of the multiplication table. Fights with Mother became frequent. The worst of these was in 1919. The ugliest of all, the one most filled with numbers. It almost cost them their marriage. Eleven years, still no child. That’s where the ruler and the measurements came in. What did it all mean, their coming to Brazil, the miles traveled, the money saved? Where was that house with all those rooms filled with children? How many had they planned to have? Where was the crib, that he himself would build in hardwood. Just one, which he would lean over after each birth to admire the new baby. Where was that mile-long table for the dining room? He could no longer bear that little one with four places—they were only three adults. Arid, sterile, unfruitful. Without any future. Which was why, in a fit of rage, Father took the fourth chair—the perpetually empty chair—and hurled it out of the window. Who could have stopped him? The smashing windowpanes couldn’t subdue such rage. It could never be measured with a ruler. The chair lying outside was defenseless as it received the hard blows of the ax, and listened in resigned silence to the cruelest words. Burn it, then? No! It didn’t deserve the heat of the fire, it was too cold. Bury it? Never! Under the earth is where seeds go, seeds that germinate, that’s where you hide the treasure that will be able to rise to the surface someday. Under the earth is where all the dead go, those beloved and those despised. Burying the dead is an act of Christian charity, even if it’s in a pauper’s grave. No, that chair was going to stay just where it was, exposed. No cloth to cover its body, its face, its wide-eyed pain. And woe betide he who dared to close its eyes.




THE AGREEMENT


After the rage, the silence. Sadness has nothing to say. What’s to be said? Meals are torment. Father with his eyes always cast down. Aunt Palma goes to eat in the kitchen. Or takes her plate and sits outside the house. Mother, supportive in their pain, will never leave Father alone at the table. Deep down, she feels responsible for what happens.


“You’re perfectly healthy. He’s the one with the problem.”


“I don’t know, Palma. I don’t know.”


“It’s a matter of blockage. And he’s the blocked-up one in this house.”


“His blockage is around the back, Palma. In the tube up front he’s a real waterfall.”


“Come on, Maria Romana! Don’t be such a fool. Your husband’s blockage is in his soul. And it’s serious, I’m telling you. In the past, at least he used to talk. Mostly rubbish, but he talked. In his constipation, good phases and bad ones would alternate. He would often be witty, playful. Out there, everyone still loves him. Here in the house it’s a different story. He’s unrecognizable. And there’s only one way to cure him: the rice!”


“The rice?!”


“Have you still got it?”


“Of course! It’s hidden there in the dresser. Last time I opened it, it was exactly as we’d left it on our wedding day.”


“Your fertility as a couple is in that rice. The blessing that he refused eleven years ago.”


“I swore to José that the rice would stay, but that we wouldn’t eat it. That was what we agreed.”


“Well, but I didn’t swear anything . . .”


Mother finds this funny, half amazed, half afraid.


“Palma! What are you going to do?”


“First, I’ll put a horse-size dose of purgative in his food, to unblock him around back. Then I’ll bring him a nice, light little dish for him to recover. A special little chicken broth, nice and thin, just the way he likes it. A cup of rice will be enough.”


“A special broth!”


The agreement is concluded. Their laughter and long embrace seal their complicity.





WHERE IS EVERYBODY? WHERE ARE YOU?


March 19, 1920. The loud crying of a child. Father hears it from the living room. He raises his arms, a gesture of excessive joy.


“The baby is born! It’s crying! It’s born! What a loud cry! What a wonderful voice!”


Aunt Palma came out of the bedroom wiping her hands on her apron.


“It’s a boy. Just as you wanted.”


“Then it is Antonio. My Antonio!”


Father, moved, goes to Aunt Palma, kisses her hands. The two of them hug each other tight.


“And Maria Romana?”


“She’s there, licking the baby.”


“Can I go in yet?”


Aunt Palma nods. With maternal tenderness, she leads Father by the hand. On the other side of the door, the firstborn, the heir, the continuation of the family name. Brazilian by birth, Portuguese by blood. A good mixture. The bread dough will hold together nicely.


I see Father’s face for the first time. Newborn, I ask myself: Will he be infinite, my father? What do I know of sizes and dimensions? His smile comes really close. I like the sight. The eyes, the mouth, the beard and hair—all of it just like that, all at once, it doesn’t scare me. On the contrary, it calms me. The puff of air from the big creature that leans over his son is the breath of life. He is the great man responsible for my being here, I know that, no one needs to tell me. And me, the fruit of original sin—original in its creativity, of course. Father’s right hand comes out toward me from somewhere and his palm comes to rest flat on my chest. It is our first physical contact, and his first blessing. Then I feel his lips and the hairs of his mustache lightly touching my forehead. What’s that water in his eyes?


I should have been better prepared for my coming into this world. Everything’s excessively large. And me, tiny. Two of their palms, if that. I snuggle into my mother’s arms. Where does my body end and hers begin? From where I am, the maternal face is invisible—it’s just up a bit, perhaps. What is this heat I feel, now? This discomfort is different, I don’t recognize it. I complain. Again I see the face of Aunt Palma, who drew me out of the darkness and cut me without any mercy and made me cry and made me unique, and holding me upside down by the legs, showed me the ceiling as though it was the floor, but it was just a game, the first trick she ever played on me. My first, very recent past. Aunt Palma takes me again and now, with the same care, she turns me round. And suddenly I am once again looking at the tired face of my mother, who brought me into the light. But the light hurts me and the brightness scares me. The way they settle me, it gets better. The place is soft and warm. This is where my food will come from, I’m sure of that. I fall asleep. It’s my first return to the darkness, my first surrender into the unknown. I go unafraid, because as yet I know nothing of religion.


After I don’t know how long, without having dreamed of anything, I return to the light. It really wounds me, troubles me. I cry. A lot. And don’t stop. Could it be hunger? That’s it. I fall silent at my mother’s breast. Didn’t I say here was where my food would be coming from? Is it love, this white liquid I am swallowing? Is the first gulp the first rapture? Is this woman my beloved? We are so viscerally connected to one another, the same blood, the same flesh. Like this, stuck to another body, I don’t feel so small, that’s the truth. Might it be that when I’m bigger, and I cling to someone else’s body, and that someone else is clinging to another until we are all clinging together, will humanity then have realized its purpose? Will that be absolute love? Will we have sex, all of us clinging together like that? Will it be pure physical attraction? Pure? Pornographic, some would say, no doubt. We will need a lot of desire and a lot of glue to fulfill our mission. I think Mother’s milk is making me delirious. Newly born, and I’m already losing myself. I am? What matters is that I don’t stop growing. It happens to everyone, doesn’t it? I don’t stop growing, or asking.


Someone owes me an explanation. But who? I survive the pains of childbirth, of childhood, of adolescence. Through a lack of imagination I get myself married and have children. That is how it was with my parents, my grandparents, and forgotten ancestors.


It worked out. I became a less selfish man, more emotionally balanced. Why? But of course! My children changed me. Each child is an apprenticeship, a life lesson. And at the same time, a lot of homework, complicated exercises, that we the parents do our best to solve patiently, all through our lives. At first, patience is in short supply, and the exercise the kind to make you tear your hair out. But nothing that a good yell won’t solve. A yell that comes from deep inside you, from your entrails. A yell of thunder. With a godly scowl and endless love. Every child understands a yell like that. Understands, and takes notice.


In certain situations, an additional smack may be called for, the final recourse of a father or mother on the brink of madness. But a child’s bottom is wise. If the smack is just, if it comes at the right time, the child’s bottom knows at once. A child’s bottom is no fool. It has a sense of what is right and what is wrong. And, by divine will, it is not just the child’s bottom that gets red. The hand that does the smacking does, too. It’s the stinging that’s different. The stinging of the hand hurts a whole lot more. And inside. That is why the intelligent bottom will be forever grateful to that hand.


I was smacked a lot as a child. Well-deserved smacks. I really was such a little rascal. At the age of ten, my bottom must already have had the wisdom of a Confucius, as it was so well acquainted with the hands of Mother, Father, and particularly, Aunt Palma.


So Aunt Palma was a kind of mother. As far as I know, she had several suitors and a few impetuous romances, but, out of ideological conviction, never wanted to marry. She was the first feminist I ever knew. She used to say that “spinster” was not a civil status, but a state of grace. She adored children. She was the one who helped Father and Mother to educate us. She was midwife to us all, and godmother as well. She earned it.


Today, now that I have married children and grandchildren, those smacks I received taste different to me. It’s no longer about gratitude, because the gratitude came right away, when I was still young. It’s the taste of homesickness, of longing. Aunt Palma, will you tell me a story? Where are the flowers in the jugs? Pretty palmas de Santa Rita! You loved the white ones, especially. Where’s the pork fat that was here? The cat ate it. Where’s the cat? Where’s the woods? Where’s the fire? Where’s the water? Where are Mom and Dad? Where are you all? Where?




THE FOURTH CHAIR


Father calls Aunt Palma. He wants to have a talk with her alone. What is this?! Very hard to believe. They are friends—despite the irascible temperament of one and the irreverent personality of the other. Since the famous fight about the rice, they speak and that’s it. Trivial things, routine things, day-to-day nonsense. But having a talk, never. What subject would allow for the least exchange of opinions without quickly developing into a fight? What common interest? What affinity? They’re always on opposite sides. Ever since the most distant past back in Portugal, when she, the older sister, also took on the role of mother and raised him. Not out of choice, she had to do it. Life imposed it on her. With time, differences arose and grew deeper. Nobody’s fault. Nature made them like this. Water and wine. No, water and wine allow themselves to mix. Water and oil. Each one fulfills its ends separately. One quenches, the other flavors. And so this proposal is out of the question, not to be considered, nothing good will come of it. Father insists, patiently. Have you been to the bathroom? I have and it was fine. Just as well. Some understanding might be possible. So what is it, then? A surprise. A present. A present?! Father raises his voice.


“Yes, Palma. A present! I want to give you something as a token of my gratitude. A sign of affection. I’m capable of that. You do believe me, don’t you?”


“I do. Devoutly. It’s just that presents aren’t exactly our strong suit.”


“The rice, still? Tell me, is it still that rice?!”


“Don’t talk to me about it. Don’t get me started!”


“You’re the one who remembered it. Since the rice, you’ve never given me anything. Nor I you. So what else could you be referring to?”


“José Custódio, it isn’t a good idea for us to talk alone. Let’s stop now—please.”


“No. We aren’t going to stop now, Palma.”


“Please, brother. I’m asking you. We’ll talk some other time. Not now. Antonio has just been born. I’m exhausted.”


“If you have tears, well, so do I. Except that today they are tears of joy, of emotion, of gratitude to you.”


“God is the one you should be grateful to. And your wife, of course. You already showed me your gratitude when I called you in to see Antonio. You kissed my hands, and we shared a long hug. Your utter delight, that was my reward. I don’t need presents. I say it again: presents are not exactly our strong suit.”


“Very well. I agree. They’re not our strong suit. Which is why this time, instead of taking the initiative and giving you something you might not like, I want you to tell me what memento you’d like to receive from me. Something to remember today by. Jewel, object, fabric, I have no idea. Whatever you want, I will do my best to buy it. And whatever it is, it will be symbolic. You having volunteered to be midwife at Antonio’s birth is a thing of inestimable value.”


Aunt Palma already knows what she wants. But the request will bring shock and even, who knows, the fiercest argument, the most painful, the ultimate one. So why make it? Because her heart is asking for it. Because a child has just been born. In daylight, a request from the heart is a command that the mind doesn’t question, it obeys.
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