

AFTER THE DESTRUCTION

The Birth of an Empire

Dale T Palmer 

Copyright 2023 Dale T Palmer 

Title: After the destruction: The birth of an empire

Author: Dale T Palmer 

Cover: Suhar Izagirre

http://gjnd-books.blogspot.com/


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

After the Destruction

A COMFORTABLE LIFE

AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR

THE LIST

DECLINE

WAITING

RESTART

THE MEETING

AN ELECTORAL ADVENTURE

NEIGHBORS

RUTH

THE ATTACK

WITCH HUNT

OMEN

About the Author

AUTHOR'S BOOKS

“He who controls the past, controls the future; he who controls the present, controls the past.”

George Orwell
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A COMFORTABLE LIFE
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On a crisp Monday morning in spring, Gustavo retrieved his car from the garage and set off for work. He settled comfortably into his family car, adopting a relaxed driving style as he embarked on his well-trodden route. Lost in his thoughts, his mind focused on the imminent tasks that awaited him at the office that morning.

However, this particular morning deviated from the usual routine. Gustavo found himself alone in the vehicle, indulging in the melodies flowing from the radio instead of the familiar tunes his children typically enjoyed. The absence of their cheerful banter or his usual parental instructions was unmistakable. As it was the school's Easter holidays, his two kids were happily spending time with their grandparents in the serene town of Barrancos, nestled in the picturesque region of Alentejo.

Gustavo skillfully parked his car near Vila Franca de Xira's bullring, taking advantage of the convenient free parking lot provided by the city. Although it wasn't in immediate proximity to his workplace, he preferred this location for various reasons. Not only did it offer significant cost savings, but it also spared him the hassle of navigating through the bustling downtown area of Vila Franca de Xira. A leisurely five-minute walk from the parking lot led him to his workplace —a seamless journey compared to the arduous task of accompanying his children to school in the downtown area, which would typically take twice as much time.

Before leaving the car, Gustavo glanced at the rearview mirror. At thirty-seven years old, he couldn't ignore the signs of aging; he was slowly becoming bald. A respectable widow's peak had taken its place, persistently increasing over the years. The loss of hair had genuinely worried him when he first noticed his receding hairline at the age of twenty-eight. He had hoped to avoid following in the footsteps of his father and grandfather, but after extensive research on the matter, he came to terms with the fact that his biological heritage played a significant role, and there wasn't much he could do about it. He had bright blue eyes, and the wrinkles around them were beginning to make their presence known. His face was quite round, and he had a slim neck. Once, he had fleshy lips, but as the years passed, they gradually thinned. He may not have been the handsome young boy he once was, but he had grown into an attractive man. Standing at 5'8" tall, his body was dry and slim, a result of his weekly hundred-mile-long bicycle rides.

He worked in an old building of the Vila Franca de Xira city hall, which had been renovated several times and was located right in the city center, next to the noisy and smelly municipal market. He had been working as a senior IT technician for ten years in that place. He started when he was twenty-seven years old, after completing his degree in Computer Engineering at a university in Lisbon. Since he arrived at the city hall, this had been his permanent position, and so far, they had never changed his desk.

That Monday, he had made up his mind to visit some local schools that had been requesting tech support for quite some time. After placing his briefcase on his desk, he checked his messages and whether his boss had already arrived before heading out to the City Hall's car park to request a vehicle. Precisely at nine o'clock, he was already cruising along National Road 10, a route he knew by heart, on his way to visit four schools situated at the extreme western end of the city.

After ten years in this line of work, Gustavo had perfected the art of carefully scheduling his work hours. In the morning, he relished visiting the schools, departments, and other city locations that required tech support. However, during the afternoon, he preferred to stay in his office, and more often than not, he managed to get away with not accomplishing any meaningful work for the city.

His morning went by quickly. Between nine and twelve, he efficiently visited and resolved the issues in all four schools. His boss called him twice to inquire about his whereabouts and seek information on a particular case. During these three hours of work, he made a customary stop at a well-known snack bar to indulge in his usual coffee with milk and a slice of cake, as was his habit. Although he often contemplated changing his order due to the high calories, he reassured himself that his weekly bicycle rides would allow him to savor such delights without guilt.

At noon, he made his way back to the City Hall's car park and returned the vehicle. Before heading back to his office, he took a moment to have a chat with Sérgio Pereira, the head of the car park division—a man around his own age and possibly his only friend at City Hall. He waited patiently for Sérgio to finish a call before approaching him:

"How did your weekend go?" Gustavo greeted him with a handshake.

"Same as always: depressing," Sérgio replied, letting out a spontaneous laughter that made Gustavo notice his yellowed teeth, a testament to many years of smoking.

"Let's have lunch in half an hour?" Gustavo asked, smiling.

"Sounds good to me; I'll wait for you here," 

Gustavo made his way back to the office and headed directly to see his boss, Engineer Mário Viláres, a man almost in his 60s, bald, short, and very skinny. Viláres had a compulsive smoking habit, evident from his chronic coughing and the yellowish heavy mustache. His desk was always cluttered with papers, in stark contrast to Gustavo's much more organized and meticulous workspace.

“Good morning, boss.”

“Good morning, how are you?” – and without waiting for an answer – “They called just now from the Department of Environment to inquire if you've completed the abandoned vehicles program.”

“Ah, not yet. It should be ready this week, if all goes well.”

"One more thing, do you think you can stop by the museum this afternoon? It seems they have a problem with the program you've coded for them."

Viláres knew Gustavo wouldn't be thrilled with this request. As a creature of habit, Gustavo preferred going out in the morning. Nonetheless, their relationship was quite good. Viláres recognized that Gustavo was undoubtedly his best computer technician. When he joined City Hall, Gustavo had come to fill a position as a programmer that didn't even exist at the time. In addition to this task, he excelled at fixing computers, printers, and installing networks – he was a truly versatile and trouble-free employee. That's why Viláres often turned a blind eye when Gustavo spent the afternoons in his office doing personal work.

"Sure thing, boss. I'll head over there after lunch," he replied, struggling to hide a hint of displeasure.

As he made his way to his desk, he engaged in casual chitchat with his colleagues, discussing trivial matters of little consequence. When he finally glanced at the clock and saw it was already half past twelve, he reached for his wallet and made his way to the City Hall's lunchroom.

Unlike most of his colleagues who opted for nearby downtown restaurants with daily menus boasting better quality, Gustavo held a different view. He staunchly believed that the City Hall's lunchroom provided a great dining experience at an unbeatable price. Gustavo considered himself a person with simple tastes when it came to gastronomy, finding genuine enjoyment in the unique atmosphere of the lunchroom. It was a place where longtime, modestly paid employees, much like him, frequented for years, forming a close-knit community.

The lunchroom, conveniently located at the car parking lot, beckoned Gustavo to make a quick stop at his friend Sérgio's office. As expected, Sérgio was already waiting, and together, they strolled towards the entrance, where a queue had formed. 

Sérgio, like Gustavo, was an engineer with a degree in mechanics. They had both begun their careers at the City Hall simultaneously, yet Sérgio's professional trajectory had been notably swifter, landing him the prestigious position of division head. Unlike Gustavo, Sérgio leaned towards a more conservative outlook, not only in his thought process but also in his approach to various aspects of life.– he always voted center-right wing – Sérgio's conservative demeanor extended to his attire as well. He often donned a shirt paired with a tie, complemented by a set of light-colored flannel pants. On the other hand, Gustavo had a more laid-back style, frequently sporting jeans with sneakers during the summer or opting for boots in the winter. He was not one to don a formal shirt often, preferring the comfort of a sweater with a t-shirt underneath or simply a stylish t-shirt, especially in warmer weather. Notably, he had a keen eye for fashion, ensuring that his clothing harmonized well with the captivating shade of his blue eyes. Consequently, his closet predominantly boasted hues of blue and clear green.

Their camaraderie flourished swiftly, and they became close friends, sharing many lunches together. Their conversations spanned various topics, primarily centered around politics, the economy, and movies. Occasionally, their discussions would delve into soccer or discussions about women.

During lunch, the conversation took a more personal turn, and Sérgio confided in Gustavo about his wife's deepening struggle with depression. He opened up about the growing coldness in their home and how challenging it was for both of them. Gustavo listened attentively, offering his support and advice. He appreciated that Sérgio trusted him with such intimate matters.

In the back of Gustavo's mind, he had always perceived Sérgio's wife as fragile and reserved, and he couldn't help but be surprised that his friend had chosen to marry her. Given Sérgio's vain and manipulative nature, Gustavo speculated whether he might have deliberately sought a vulnerable woman to exert control over. Sadly, it seemed that his wife's condition had worsened, especially after giving birth to their only son.

Once they had finished their lunch and savored a cup of coffee at their regular spot, Gustavo proceeded to the museum. To his surprise, he effortlessly solved the programming problem in less than ten minutes. Satisfied with his accomplishment, he returned to his office with the intention of staying put for the rest of the day.

During his work afternoons as a public employee, Gustavo wholeheartedly devoted himself to his private projects. He held a firm belief that he was the most skilled and talented member of the IT Department. The remuneration he received from the city seemed insufficient in his eyes. He often daydreamed of landing a position in a prestigious company or a creative firm, one that would challenge and inspire him to continuously enhance his skills. Yet, despite his aspirations, those opportunities never seemed to materialize, leaving him accustomed to his underpaid but secure position at the City Hall.

Gustavo was a man brimming with creative projects, his mind constantly buzzing with ideas. Among his ventures was a personal blog, updated weekly with valuable computer information he gathered from various web pages and his own experiences. Though his blog had a modest following, he cherished the engagement from his dedicated readers, some of whom left comments and hints, even if a few were of questionable legality, but they delighted Gustavo. Norton, a frequent follower, happened to be a friend from his father's hometown with a history of legal troubles in France due to computer-related misconduct, adding an intriguing twist to their online interactions. Alongside managing his blog, Gustavo held a position at a web-design company owned by a former college colleague. The job brought in a steady income, as he earned hard cash each month for every webpage he meticulously crafted and every program he skillfully coded.

In his quest for continuous self-improvement, Gustavo regularly indulged in free online courses, mostly centered around computer information. However, lately, he found himself exploring new interests, such as human behavior and forestry production, sparking a curiosity beyond his usual tech realm. Occasionally, he allowed himself some leisure time to unwind by watching movies or aimlessly surfing the internet, 

Precisely at five o'clock, Gustavo left the office without fail. He had an unwavering habit of departing promptly, never staying even a minute past the hour. Hastening his steps, he would never bid farewell to his boss, fearing that any interaction might result in an additional task that would delay his departure. On this particular day, he didn't have to rush off to pick up his kids, but he couldn't help but miss the genuine joy they always displayed upon seeing him.

Accompanied by a colleague from another department, who had also parked their car at the bullring, Gustavo made his way there on foot.

On his way back home, Gustavo carefully mapped out the remainder of his afternoon. His plan involved indulging in a light meal before embarking on a refreshing bicycle ride, covering a few miles. Afterward, he looked forward to a quick shower, followed by a leisurely rest in front of the TV or computer until it was time to prepare dinner, which he would share with his wife, Marta.

Gustavo resided in the district where he worked, specifically in the parish of São João dos Montes. This area was characterized by its rural charm and relatively sparse population. Eight years prior, he and Marta had invested in a small and affordable house in a quaint location known as Cotovios, also within the same parish. At the time, their financial circumstances were more modest.

However, as their family expanded and their incomes improved, they decided to upgrade their living situation. With careful consideration, they opted to purchase a new home in a middle-class neighborhood called A-de-Freire.

Their new house was spacious, boasting a welcoming garage and a cozy backyard that served as the perfect play area for Gustavo's children. He cherished the moments spent with his family, delighting in hosting barbecues for friends and loved ones who visited from time to time. The sense of pride he felt about providing his kids with a comfortable and roomy home often led him to share anecdotes of his humble beginnings when he didn't even have his own bedroom at his parents' house.

As for Marta, she worked at a yogurt factory in Arruda dos Vinhos, but her work hours were more challenging compared to Gustavo's schedule. Starting at nine in the morning, she typically worked until seven in the evening, shouldering the responsibilities of quality control. However, her dedication and efforts were not adequately reflected in her salary, leaving her feeling exploited by the company. 

Upon parking his car in the garage, Gustavo prepared a small snack as he had intended. He then set off on his bicycle, pedaling through the picturesque woods near his house. Several years back, he had taken up cycling as a way to counterbalance the sedentary lifestyle he led. Besides, Gustavo had a certain vanity about him; he took pride in maintaining a fit and muscular physique, especially during the summer months. Though his primary goal over the years was to avoid developing a belly.

Upon returning home, Gustavo wasted no time and hopped into a quick, refreshing shower. With his culinary endeavors ahead, he set about preparing dinner while grooving to the nostalgic tunes of 80's and 90's rock, a genre he ardently admired. Despite his rock preferences, he also found pleasure in listening to national hip-hop, a reflection of his suburban upbringing in Cacém.

Cooking was not Gustavo's favorite activity, so he opted for simplicity and speed in the kitchen. Often, he prepared straightforward and quick dishes, resorting to frozen options that could be ready within a mere five minutes.

At the stroke of eight, Gustavo's wife, Marta, walked through the door. Standing at 5'3 ft, her slim physique often gave the impression of greater height. With her luscious, dark-brown long hair and sun-kissed complexion, she possessed a natural beauty. Despite being a mother of two and thirty-seven years old, Marta exuded an undeniable allure. Although a few wrinkles gracefully lined her eyes and mouth, she paid little mind to them. Marta was content with her appearance and didn't fuss over her age. She rarely used ointments and reserved makeup for special occasions.

Throughout dinner, the couple engaged in discussions about the never-ending stack of invoices to settle, the children's well-being, and the various household tasks that required attention. Such topics seemed to dominate their conversations most of the time, leaving little room for discussions about themselves, their feelings, or the state of their relationship. Rarely did they delve into personal matters during these moments. After the meal, they dutifully cleaned up together. Then, Marta retreated to the living room to unwind and watch TV, while Gustavo took his computer to his bedroom, 

Marta had a penchant for indulging in soap operas and reality shows of all kinds, from the dramas of unknown people living together in a house to programs showcasing home renovations and cooking contests. On the other hand, Gustavo dismissed these shows as mere "television trash," preferring to retreat to his bedroom where he could watch movies he had illegally downloaded from the Internet or engage in conversations with friends he had met through social networks. However, this week was different from their usual routine. With the kids away, they found themselves with some much-needed freedom to relax and unwind. Ordinarily, their evenings would be filled with children's programs or bedtime stories to lull the little ones to sleep.

Before retiring to bed, Gustavo indulged in his nightly ritual of reading, always keeping a book on his nightstand. He had a fondness for the classics, although it often took him months to complete a single one. After the reading session, he made his way to the living room to bid his wife goodnight.

"I'm going to sleep. Are you staying up?" Gustavo inquired.

"Yes, I'll just stay up for a little while, I won't take long," 

Gustavo was well aware that it was a lie; he knew Marta would stay up until the last soap opera ended, way past midnight. With a forced display of affection, they exchanged a light and cold kiss before parting ways for the night. Gustavo retreated to his bed, following his usual routine of masturbated envisioning a work colleague, eventually drifting off to sleep once he had satisfied his desires.

The couple's life had indeed grown reminiscent of that cold and light kiss they exchanged. Since the arrival of their second son, their intimate moments had dwindled to just once per trimester, on average. Despite the passing years, Gustavo's attraction to his wife remained, and he cherished the nostalgic memories of their early dating and married life when they passionately had sex on a daily basis. However, as time went on, he noticed a shift in their relationship. His wife began avoiding physical contact. As the physical distance between Gustavo and Marta grew, he eventually gave up on reaching out to her, finding solace in satisfying his needs on his own. Meanwhile, Marta struggled with her own internal battles. Despite her enduring love for her husband and recognizing his attractiveness, she found herself feeling tired and lacking the drive to engage in intimate moments.

The rest of Gustavo's week unfolded similarly to that Monday, without any significant events. With each passing day, he found himself missing his kids even more. However, the thought of having to visit his parents-in-law's house next weekend filled him with unease. He didn't share a close bond with them or with the rest of Marta's family. He disliked Barrancos and its residents, but above all, he found his parents-in-law's house small and uncomfortable. Gustavo anticipated a tedious weekend, filled with repetitive conversations and awkward, increasingly banal moments. Little did he know that this seemingly ordinary weekend would turn out to be unforgettable, and possibly the last one he would spend in Barrancos.

On that Friday, Gustavo had coordinated with Marta to visit her hometown. Marta planned to leave work early, around six p.m., and leave her car at the bullring before joining Gustavo in his car to head to Barrancos. However, at half past five, Marta called to inform him that she would be a little late. This lack of punctuality didn't surprise Gustavo at all, as after thirteen years of being together, he had grown accustomed to her tendency to run behind schedule. While waiting for Marta at a bar in front of the bullring, Gustavo remained composed as he leisurely read a sports newspaper and savored his coffee. During this moment, a co-worker from the public works department, Ana Paula, caught his attention. Around forty-five years old, she had fair skin and blonde-dyed hair. Their conversation was brief but pleasant, and Gustavo couldn't help but notice her white tight skirt that flattered her legs and curves.

Ana Paula wasn't the only co-worker whom Gustavo found attractive, but he never openly indulged such feelings. He maintained a respectful and professional demeanor towards his colleagues, keeping any temptation in check. Gustavo understood the importance of maintaining boundaries in the workplace and always treated his co-workers with the utmost respect.

Gustavo longed for an extramarital relationship, seeking a woman who shared his desire for a purely physical connection - just sex. However, he knew that finding someone with the same mindset would be nearly impossible; he believed that women often sought more than just a casual encounter.

Despite spending ten years at the City Hall and being in a relationship with Marta for thirteen years, he had only betrayed her once. It happened when he met Mafalda in the lunchroom. Mafalda was a lawyer from Leiria who had recently started working at Vila Franca's City Hall. She was new to the area and only knew her boyfriend from Lisbon. Mafalda was an avid swimmer, boasting broad shoulders and well-toned legs. Her snub nose and penchant for wearing tight, branded clothes accentuated her confident demeanor. From the moment they met, Gustavo and Mafalda clicked effortlessly, quickly forming a connection that led them to have lunch together regularly. He was captivated by her infectious laughter and radiant smile, finding himself daydreaming about what might have been if he had met Mafalda before Marta.

Mafalda's recent breakup had left her with a desire for newfound freedom, prompting her to seek excitement through nights out, parties, and meeting new people. Recognizing this yearning in her, Gustavo decided to seize the opportunity and invited her on a road trip to Coruche, a place where he was confident that nobody would recognize him.

As the connection between them deepened, Gustavo sensed that Mafalda was also seeking something more than just casual outings. He then extended an invitation for a fun night in Sintra, a place renowned for its enchanting allure. To make this happen, he came up with an excuse and informed Marta that he would be spending the night at his parents' house.

The following Saturday, after a dinner accompanied by some drinks, they found themselves in a budget hotel. That night, they had sex twice twice, and true to his nature of clarity, Gustavo sought to understand Mafalda's intentions as the night drew to a close. He asked her directly, and Mafalda replied with the following words:

"You are a married man with a son and a home, and I don't want to destroy that or get into trouble."

For Gustavo, her response came as a relief, as he also didn't wish to invite any complications into their lives. However, he couldn't resist expressing his willingness to share another night with her, saying:

"If you want another night like this, just tell me."

Mafalda's reply was a playful "Maybe," sealing it with a tender kiss on his lips. 

The truth is that Mafalda eventually entered a new relationship and ceased to frequent the lunchroom. Despite this change, they managed to maintain a cordial relationship. Gustavo couldn't help but harbor a lingering hope of make love with her again someday.

Marta arrived almost at seven, with a disturbed and stressed look on her face, apologizing for the delay and justifying it with an issue involving an important machine at work. However, Gustavo was indifferent to her excuse. In fact, he barely paid attention to what his wife was saying. As he settled behind the steering wheel of his car, he couldn't help but dread the thought of having to endure a 155-mile journey with Marta.

Gustavo decided to play a Chico Buarque CD in an attempt to make the trip a bit more bearable, hoping that Marta wouldn't complain since the music was calm and peaceful. However, deep down, he would have preferred to make that journey with anyone else. He found his wife uninteresting, with little to no cultural taste. She didn't appreciate good music and only enjoyed comedies and romantic movies. She had no interest in reading and was oblivious to current events as she neither watched nor listened to the news. Gustavo was certain he no longer loved her; that much was clear. While he found her physically attractive and enjoyed their intimacy, he had not genuinely loved her for quite some time. Despite his feelings, divorce was not something he contemplated seriously. He acknowledged that Marta was a devoted mother to their children, and they had built a stable home together, enjoying a comfortable life. Nevertheless, Gustavo couldn't help but admit that if it weren't for the children, he would have already initiated divorce proceedings. Sometimes, he caught himself entertaining dark thoughts about what it would be like if Marta were to pass away and he could benefit from her life insurance. However, he swiftly dismissed these morbid ideas each time they surfaced. Despite their marital issues, Gustavo knew that Marta was an excellent mother to their children, and he genuinely appreciated her role in their family's life.

On the other hand, Marta genuinely loved her husband and believed that he loved her too. She understood that couples could have different tastes, and she considered it normal in any relationship. While she acknowledged they had less sex over the years, she still found Gustavo to be an attractive man with his beautiful blue eyes and his endearing body, shaped by his regular cycling. Even his receding hairline held its own charm in her eyes. Marta was content and happy with her life, feeling successful and proud of her achievements, especially having made it in Lisbon.

During the journey, their conversations were mundane and lacking depth, except when discussing their vacation plans for the upcoming summer. Gustavo enjoyed meticulously planning their vacations well in advance. He had looked into destinations in southern Spain, like Alicante or Valencia, hoping for a new experience.

However, Marta was more inclined towards familiarity and disliked significant changes. She insisted on spending vacations in the Algarve, specifically between Lagos and Portimão. Her reasoning revolved around cost-effectiveness, comfort for the kids, and the convenience of being closer to home. Besides vacation plans, they also discussed going to a Spanish restaurant on the following Saturday afternoon. 

Gustavo enjoyed the diverse Spanish gastronomy, particularly the tapas he had savored in various Spanish taverns. However, he couldn't stand the way Marta spoke Spanish; he found her accent ridiculous and considered her a poor speaker. In contrast, Marta believed she was bilingual due to growing up hearing Spanish on TV and in the streets. Gustavo felt deeply embarrassed whenever she started speaking Spanish, and to make matters worse, his father-in-law, Manuel Chalana, also believed he was bilingual despite knowing just a few Spanish words. It seemed to Gustavo that Portuguese people were often submissive to other nations, and he remembered Manuel's constant praises of the Spanish Nation, which eventually got on his nerves. One day, he confronted Manuel, questioning why Basques and Catalans didn't want to be Spanish if Spain was as great as he claimed. In response, Manuel, not being well-versed in intellectual discussions, simplistically labeled them all as terrorists.

The relationship between Gustavo and his in-laws was not good. Although it hadn't always been that way: at the beginning of the relationship and nearing the wedding, Gustavo made sure to be the perfect son-in-law: he was friendly, talkative, always ready to help, until the day he accidentally overheard a conversation between his in-laws and a woman from the town.

“So, I heard that your daughter Marta is getting married soon” - said a typical Alentejo woman, dark-skinned and short, about 50 years old, but dressed entirely in black, which made her look much older.

“That's right, Conceição, it's in two weeks” - replied her mother-in-law, Maria Chalana by name.

“And are you happy about it?”

“Well...” - Maria looked around to make sure no one was listening, and then, in a hushed tone, she said: - “We would have liked her to marry a local boy, but it was her choice.”

His in-laws had the idea that Gustavo wouldn't be at home, that he had gone with Marta to pick something for the wedding, but Gustavo had stayed home to do some work on the computer, and precisely at that moment, he had gone to the kitchen for a glass of water and overheard the conversation taking place right in front of the house's entrance.

Gustavo was petrified upon hearing that, then he felt hatred and disgust towards those people, and in a quick decision, he packed his bags and left the house. As he passed by the entrance where his in-laws were sitting, surprised to see him at home, he confronted them:

“So, you would have preferred her to marry a local boy, isn't that true? Have I done anything to deserve this treatment?”

He walked briskly towards his car, while his mother-in-law recovered from the literal punch in the stomach she had just received; she even ran towards the car looking distressed, apologizing, as he had misunderstood.

The situation was resolved through Marta's mediation, who convinced Gustavo that the woman his mother was talking to was the mother of her ex-boyfriend, and that Maria had only said those things out of courtesy, and didn't truly mean them. Later, Maria personally apologized to him in an awkward manner. Since then, Gustavo stopped being friendly with his in-laws and adopted a cordial, and at times, cold and distant demeanor. He felt like the unloved one in the house, like a stranger.

His in-laws loved their only daughter, and with limited financial resources, they managed to send her to a public university in Lisbon; Marta was their pride - when she ended her several-year relationship with João Belo, the local boy, they were actually pleased, as they believed she deserved someone better, with more education. When they met Gustavo, they were delighted: a Lisboner, whose father was also from a small village, a handsome, cultured young man, and above all, an engineer with a university degree, a Mr. Engineer. Unfortunately, after that unfortunate accident, they felt that Gustavo treated them in a cold and sometimes arrogant manner.

The peak of this so-called "arrogance" occurred during a summer lunch, with the table full of relatives and friends of Manuel and Maria. The famous Barrancos festivals were approaching, famous because they were the only ones in Portugal where bullfighting in the arena was allowed, and a few years ago, it created a huge controversy in the media. At the table, they discussed the topic. They said that the television only told lies and that people from Lisbon didn't understand their culture or the festival. At that moment, one of the guests asked Gustavo, as a Lisboner, what he thought about the subject. Gustavo, who avoided these discussions and was generally not fond of speaking in public or being the center of attention, saw this as a unique opportunity to distance himself from all those people he increasingly despised:

"Well, I understand that people like to hold onto their culture as a way of differentiating themselves from other cultures or people. Those who are part of a tradition always see things quite differently from those who look at that same tradition from the outside. Killing an animal for fun after torturing it for an hour is a cultural tradition as valid as the age-old fights between rabid dogs and bears that happen in Afghanistan, or the stoning of unfaithful women in Iran, or the public hangings of thieves that occur in Saudi Arabia. Yes, I know that an animal and a human are different, but that's not the point here. The question is, who are we to deny any type of tradition?"

It was almost ten in the evening when they arrived on the street where Marta's parents lived. Diogo and Alice, Gustavo and Marta's children, were still awake, and when they saw their father's car parked in front of the house, they rushed out to hug him. Diogo, six years old, hugged his father and said:

"I missed you, Dad."

"I missed you too, champ."

Then it was Alice, four years old, who also hugged him, and Gustavo forgot about the long and boring trip, the bad relationship he had with his in-laws, and the distant connection with his wife. At that moment, he was happy, completely happy, with his two children in his arms.

"I want to stay with you, Daddy," Alice said.

"Don't worry, little princess, I'll always be with you."
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AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR
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The house of your in-laws was simple and small, reflecting the limited finances they managed. Manuel was already sixty-two years old and awaited his retirement somewhat anxiously. He had worked his entire life in demanding jobs, mainly in construction. In the last twenty years, he had specialized as an electrician and traveled the country from north to south, but he hadn't always contributed to social security, and in some years, he worked completely illegally; in fact, he did several odd jobs in Barrancos. Now, already old, and after a minor work accident during one of these odd jobs, he could no longer work on construction sites and stayed in his hometown. He had no retirement, had poor health, and only earned a little money from the occasional small services he could get or by selling the vegetables and fruits he grew in his garden.

Maria, who was five years younger than Manuel, had always lived in Barrancos and always as a homemaker while her husband traveled around the country for work. She took care of their daughter, the garden, and the domestic animals they had. She earned some money by cleaning houses for elderly people or even taking care of them. At one point, she even prepared desserts for a restaurant in the village, but after a few years, the restaurant closed, and the small family business went with it.

The house was old; it had belonged to Maria's mother, who left it as an inheritance. It had only two bedrooms, a small kitchen, and a living room situated at the entrance of the residence – the largest room where the family gathered. The original bathroom was in the backyard, outside the house, but Manuel built a new one inside. Recently, Gustavo's in-laws wanted to expand the house to create another room for their grandchildren. Since they had space in the backyard, they started construction. However, when the walls were already up, the City Hall ordered them to stop the work because Manuel hadn't obtained the necessary permits to begin. Furious, he insulted the inspectors who had come to give him the warning, while his wife, being more moderate, advised him to bribe them so that they would turn a blind eye. However, Manuel firmly refused that option. Therefore, the new room continued to await better times, and Gustavo and Marta slept with their children all in the same bedroom.

The bed where Marta and Gustavo slept was a small double bed from Marta's single days, really cramped for the two of them. Below, there was another bed where Alice and Diogo slept. Gustavo liked this situation for several reasons: first, because it was something unusual they were doing, almost like going camping, the four of them squeezed into a small room, and there were always jokes and laughter before sleeping. Besides, since he was so close to Marta, he enjoyed feeling and touching his wife's body. She, on her part, mostly liked feeling his hands touching her, as well as Gustavo's erection between her legs.

The next morning, after breakfast, Marta and Maria decided to go to the city center to buy some products. Manuel decided to go to the backyard to water some tomatoes and cabbages he had planted there. Meanwhile, Diogo and Alice were eating slowly and watching cartoons on the television. Seeing the scene, Gustavo decided to go for a short run in the countryside. He preferred cycling, but since he hadn't brought his bike, he went for a run. After his usual push-ups and sit-ups, he headed out for a run, about thirty-five minutes, relatively less than usual. He didn't want to tire himself too much, and besides, he wasn't very familiar with the area and was afraid that a rabid dog might chase him. On his way back home, he crossed paths with one of Marta's cousins. He briefly thought about stopping to greet her, but he didn't want to lose his pace, so he just greeted her with a simple "good morning." She waved back at him and said, "Have you seen that thing on the Moon?" Gustavo thought he must have misheard her words: "that thing on the Moon." He judged that this cousin must not be in her right mind, much like half of the local population.

Upon arriving home, he was surprised to find that his children were no longer in front of the television. Instead of them, his father-in-law was there. Instead of cartoons, the channel was broadcasting a special news report. "Unidentified object parked on the Moon" was displayed in large letters on the screen, while static images of what seemed to be a sort of green building with legs on the Moon were shown. The journalist was discussing this event cautiously, frequently repeating himself, indicating that he had little information about the topic.

Gustavo was perplexed and aware that he was facing a historic moment for humanity: an unknown spacecraft or object was on the Moon, it was official. He was instantly reminded of a similar feeling he had experienced during the September 11, 2001 events when he was in Hamburg, Germany, with his ex-girlfriend, Eva. He felt that the company back then was truly more pleasant than this, his father-in-law. With Manuel's permission, he switched channels to see if there was more information, but all channels were saying the same thing and showing the same images. Manuel decided not to pay much attention to the matter and went to watch the kids play. Gustavo thought that was the expected attitude from someone as basic and simple as Manuel, so he decided to take a quick shower. As he showered, he pondered on what it could be: was it really an extraterrestrial spacecraft? Was it some country claiming territory on the Moon by sending a spacecraft? Was it an American maneuver to showcase their technological prowess? He chuckled at the funny and ridiculous thought of Portugal suddenly claiming the Moon as its territory – it would be a return to the grandeur of the Age of Discoveries. However, Portugal was unfortunately nothing more than a small and insignificant country, governed by incompetents for over thirty years.

When he finished getting dressed, the women entered with their shopping done and ready to prepare lunch. Just as Gustavo expected, neither of them made any comments about the historic event. Since there were no updates, Gustavo went to join his two children who were playing in the backyard, removing stones from a nearly dry well that Manuel had somewhat abandoned.

When the women called everyone for lunch, Gustavo was quite hungry and curious to know if there had been any progress on the flying object topic. He imagined that the Internet must be buzzing with all sorts of fantastic theories about it, and he felt the urge to escape from his family and indulge in all the possible paranoia surrounding the issue. However, he confirmed through the television that there was no further information on the reported unidentified object on lunar territory and that no country had made any comments on the matter so far.

"What do you think?" Gustavo asked, hoping to spark an interesting discussion on the topic.

"Typical American stuff," Marta replied without much passion. "You'll see, in the end, it's just an advertisement for some movie or junk that the Americans want to sell."

Gustavo became thoughtful with that response, as well as with the doubt that this might indeed be another American stunt. Maria, like her children, hadn't even noticed what was happening, while Manuel remained silent as usual, showing little interest in what was on the television. He regretted not being at his parents' house, where surely his parents would be much more interested and might have a theory or two. From the TV, they started asking people on the street what they thought about the matter – Portuguese journalism was truly depressing, Gustavo thought. They ask the common folk what they think and always choose the most ignorant and illiterate individuals who can barely speak Portuguese correctly. But that's a typical national news segment – they always stretch the news to fill an hour and a half.

After finishing lunch, his phone rang. It was Norton, his friend from Lentiscais. He was instantly thrilled to see who it was and excused himself to take the call outside the house.

"What's up, man? I already know why you're calling," Gustavo said, unable to contain a joyful chuckle.

"This is the end, my only friend, the end," Norton sang, trying to imitate the voice of the legendary lead singer of The Doors. "They've arrived, buddy."

"Are you that sure?"

"Absolutely, it seems so logical to me that I'm already putting together a survival manual," Norton said this with seriousness, leaving Gustavo wondering whether he was serious or not. "Hey, Gustavo, I've been checking out some pages on the internet, and this looks really bad. From close-up photographs, we can confirm that there's no technology on our planet like that. Besides, the design of the spacecraft is completely unusual, and it's huge."

"On the off chance, it could be from North Korea or China," Gustavo said without much conviction.

"Are you crazy? They don't have that kind of capability. You'll see, for now, nobody's saying anything, and maybe tomorrow, due to media pressure, the leaders of major countries will have to speak up, and you'll see that they'll confirm it's not human. And then there are two questions to ask: Are they coming in peace? Or are they coming to kill us?"

That evening, they had planned to go to Spain to enjoy some tapas and have a sort of late afternoon dinner that everyone liked. But it was still early, and Gustavo couldn't resist any longer. He opened his laptop and began browsing the internet for more information, theories, and speculations. It wasn't easy, as his children wanted his attention too – they also wanted to watch videos and cartoons on his computer. Nevertheless, he managed to satisfy his curiosity, and during that afternoon, he talked to another friend.

He called Anabela, an old friend from high school, from the time when Gustavo had joined the school newspaper, where he met many of his current friends from his hometown, Agualva-Cacém. His friendship with Anabela proved that two people of opposite sexes can be just friends. Between them, nothing had ever happened for various reasons, but mostly because they were too similar.

"Hey, Anabela, are you flipping out, or what?"

"You bet
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