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  Introduction


Discover the captivating essence of Lisbon in this collection of tales from residents, visitors, and people who have fallen in love with this ancient and quirky city. Uncover what the locals really think of tourists — wherever they come from; feel your heart race as the sea-creatures take their revenge; accompany a solo visitor on an internal and external voyage; bear witness to a life-changing incident that unfolds inside an otherwise ordinary café; take a walk with an inspirational poet; succumb to the allure of a beguiling mermaid and shudder at the chilling presence of a werewolf; uncover a long-buried mystery, embark upon a daring gamble up a monumental landmark; and take a crisp bite out of a custard and cinnamon-flavoured romance. Immerse yourself in these vibrant tales of Lisbon, where traditions and eccentricities collide, delivering a living, loving collection that will leave you longing for more. 

This collection of tales includes writers from many different traditions and countries and the editor has decided to leave spelling and punctuation as it was submitted. For this reason, readers will see American as well as British spelling, use of the Oxford comma, or not, and different styles of quotation marks for dialogue. These are, mostly, deliberate.








  
  The Beautiful American Girl

Fernando César


“Never trust an American.” 
“What do you mean?”
“Just that. You know how auto-mechanics and taxi drivers are always trying to cheat you out of your money? Americans are like that.”
“What? They try to get your money?”
“Yes. But not just your money. Everything else … and your money, too!”
“What are you talking about? Do you even know any Americans?”
“I know … Joe.”
“Joe? Who’s Joe?”
“Joe, the baker, on the corner.”
“Joe is Portuguese!”
“Then why is he called Joe? You see!!! He’s already messing with you! And I’ll tell you something else–“
As Marco reached deeper into his writing, grasping the philosophical justification for distrusting people born inside specific boundaries, he was interrupted by his girlfriend. Like any self-proclaimed writer, he immediately lost his train of thought. He didn’t care, however. Oh, love!, sweet nectar of the blind.
She asked what he was doing. He answered that he was writing. He was trying to be funny. He failed. She insisted, and he finally explained he was writing a short story about an American girl. He intentionally forgot to adjectivize her. Unimportant. In fact, the fuse was already lit. His girlfriend demanded to know why “the hell” was he writing about an American girl and not a Portuguese one! In the following argument he eventually – and this time completely unintentionally – failed to censor that the girl was beautiful. Like most human girlfriends, Maria wasn’t perfect, and that day, after a mediocre presentation at work, she was feeling rather insecure. A little green gnome of jealousy sat on her shoulder and throttled her heart. Not too much – just enough. She screwed her eyes up slightly and pressed her lips together hard.
“So,” she asked rather casually, “What does she look like? Have you described her?”
As the waiter/cook/manager finished fixing the dish to take to the American customer, he couldn’t help gazing at her. She was rather tall and looked too young to be a lawyer. Only lawyers and neighbors ever had dinner at the small tasca, totally covered with white and blue tiles. He noticed her long, dark hair, smooth and plain…
“How does he know her hair is smooth?”, was what Maria was wondering.
… reaching almost to her waist. The really dark brown hair contrasted with the really pale skin. Her cheeks would fill like pink fruits when she smiled. Her smile was warm and pleasant. She really smiled at you, with her cheeky face and cute dimples. She had an “I’m really having fun” smile that dragged you into the party, although you wouldn’t see it right away. At the beginning, she’d share a nervous smile. Some seriousness would straighten up her expression and make her seem elegantly unimpressed. Her height gave her that look of elegant importance. Her long legs, long hair, long face. But what definitely set her apart was her skin, so clearly white you almost had to wonder if–
“She’s a vampire, isn’t she?” Maria was finally laughing and loudly mistaken. She did manage to force herself not to suggest that the American girl was a brain-thirsty albino zombie. Marco claimed her paleness was beautiful and not lifeless, but he was unable to argue his case. He had no upper hand over Maria.
As everyone knows, talented writers feel everything in a more substantial way than mere mortals. Marco, however, was not a talented writer. He was just an average accountant with glasses and bangs. He was encouraged to write by his sweet mother, who lacked in foresight what she made up for in love for her son. The American girl was, of course, a story he overheard at the office water-cooler.
The American girl enchanted everyone, asking the customers of the small cafe all sorts of questions about Lisbon and its people: places to go, monuments to see, dishes to try, what else there was to enjoy in Lisbon, and how to pronounce the Portuguese nasal sounds. And everyone was happy to help such a friendly tourist find her way around the city.
Finally, the beautiful American said she would like to rent a room in that lovely neighborhood, and everyone felt proud because of the foreigner’s choice. They helped her choose a new place to live and settle in. They made plans for gatherings in the neighborhood, where they would eat grilled sardines and drink vinho verde.
When Marco and Maria first started seeing each other, they would go out more and enjoyed sightseeing, frequenting cozy bars, and going for long walks on wintry beaches. After some time, all that turned into Saturday afternoon’s TV movie and routine sex. Still, Marco kept some real stories from those days, to hydrate in his writing.
Once, during a quiet fall afternoon, they visited Saint George’s castle, on a hill overlooking the center of Lisbon. A romantic sunset was on the horizon, spreading dim sparkles of orange across the city’s windows and some rooftops. Marco and Maria took photos and kissed, cheered on by the occasional seagull and the knowing smile of an old lady taking care of her grandchildren. Softly touching every inch of the old walls, they ran and played, exploring dark corners and hidden bushes. A soft root from a pine tree called to them and they sat, enjoying the first dusk of the night.
Maria suddenly heard the tweet of a small bird nearby and, excited by the idea of a baby bird, looked into the bush, scratching her legs and finding a half-feathered infant that had fallen from the nest. Marco, with a boldness that came from another kind of excitement, climbed the tree and restored the young sparrow to its nest. Regrettably, they both missed the broken wing which had caused the fall in the first place. Life is hard in the wild, natural city.
On a perfect summer day, the beautiful American and some of her new local friends – including the one suspicious of Americans – went for a picnic in Lisbon castle. They had the most wonderful time ever. The American girl was falling in love with the city, its light and shapes. She asked thousands of questions, and everyone was more than happy to help and share Portuguese culture with such a lovely girl.
They had packed up and were leaving when they saw, horrified, a baby stork, on its first flight, catch a gust of wind and start to fall. With a graceful leap, the American girl caught the bird and saved it from the hard ground. Everyone cheered as she opened her hands slightly and the young bird flapped its wings again and flew away, crossing the great orange sun in the most memorable photogenic moment. It was the best afternoon ever, and the beautiful girl saved the day.
Marco wrote several other episodes, including the one about the queijadas during a weekend in Sintra, and how the super-super American caught a robber trying to steal several of the neighborhood’s cars. However, we’re lucky enough to be able to bypass the awful pieces of prose he will never publish. Let them serve their single relevant purpose of feeding Maria’s jealousy.
Six months passed and the American announced that she was going away to continue her journey around the world. The locals were sad to see her go, but happy that they had made a good impression on her. Someone remembered to stress, once again, that they should never trust Americans.
Finally, a major plot twist was needed so the story would fit the category of a short story.
“I thought she could be an angel sent to brighten the days of this Lisbon neighborhood!”
“You’re so sleeping on the couch tonight!”
“… or something else … What do you suggest?”
“I don’t suggest anything! You’d better finish it fast and I’d better like it! A lot!”
There is a glass rectangular box. The American is inside, standing up straight, looking dead peaceful. Next to it, perfectly lined up, hundreds of boxes stand inches apart. In every one, there is a human-like figure, standing perfectly still.
“Are these the blue planet’s models?”
“Yes. They just got back from field work.”
“Have they completed their mission?”
“Yes. They retrieved all the information necessary for the invasion.”
“Why is this one so white?”
“There was a bug in the robot’s skin software.”
“At least it doesn’t end with you kissing someone else, like your last novel,” the girlfriend remarked immediately.
“Beep. Boop. Sorry, kissing does not compute.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I am Fernando César. I started writing in my teens, primarily in my native language, Portuguese. I have won and been shortlisted in a number of competitions, and have been published in magazines, journals, and an anthology of competition winners. In 2016, I joined the Lisbon Writing Group — the longest-running writing group in Lisbon — and was the organizer for a year between 2017 and 2018. Thanks in no small part to this group, I am now regularly writing short stories in English.






  
  The Second Siege of Lisbon 

Jen Nafziger


The letter was eloquent and sent with great care. Here’s what it said: 
People of Lisbon, 
This is your final chance for peace. Too long we have watched our brothers and sisters die. No more. Meet our demands or feel the full fury of our wrath; we leave no survivors. 
We do not desire war. We are peaceful. We are scrappers and scavengers. Artists and parents. Lovers and friends. We do not wish to fight, but fear there exist no alternatives. We are not soldiers, but will sacrifice our lives to the cause––the lives that you so blindly take. 
This genocide stops now. If one more boat leaves the harbor bound for our waters, it returns filled only with the remains of your slaughtered.  
People of Lisbon, heed our warning. Stop the boats––or you will never see the hand that stops your breath forever. 
The letter was eloquent, but, unfortunately, no one ever read it. To the human eye, the message appeared only as a small, flat pebble with a series of random scratches on one side, as if recently dragged along a remarkably rough beach. The rotting jellyfish next to the rock further discouraged the intended recipients from ever finding it in the first place. 
Missing the message was devastating. Not only because the people of Lisbon had no idea of the peril awaiting them, but also because the letter’s author stayed up all night, painstakingly writing and rewriting the notice––and it takes a
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