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    To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.


    A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up


    that which is planted. A time to kill, and a time to heal;


    a time to break down, and a time to build up.


    


    Ecclesiastes 3: 1-3


    

  


  
    


    


    


    The guide quickly slid out the iron rod that locked the door and they walked in. Pulling out his knife he said to the soldier, “All you gotta do is gimme light with your flashlight.”


    An instant later the hut was filled with shrieking, as if two foxes had slipped into a chicken coop. The women were sitting on the ground. The guide grabbed one of them by the hair and sliced off her throat with a fast, precise blow. In the darkness, the other woman, also screaming, could not exactly understand what was happening. In a matter of seconds, the two women were lying down, bleeding profusely. The soldier, shocked by all that blood, asked, “The children too?”


    “Captain said, kill everybody.”


    Seeing their mothers in that state, the children started howling and tried to run away, but the guide grabbed them and sliced their throat one by one.


    When the soldiers woke up in the morning the heads of two women and three children were hanging from the stakes of the barbed wire fence as an example to anyone who dared attack the encampment again.
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    In memoriam
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    If you served the Fatherland, who was ungrateful


    to you, you did your duty, and she what she usually does.


    


    Father António Vieira (1608-1697)


    Sermon of the Third Wednesday of Lent


    

  


  
    PRELIMINARY NOTE


    


    The primary scenario of this novel, set in the then Portuguese colony of Mozambique on the eastern African coast in the late 1960’s, is the war waged by the Portuguese Administration against a growing segment of the indigenous population risen in arms against Portuguese colonial rule. The revolt, initially with the covert acquiescence of the Kennedy administration, began in Angola in 1961. It spread to Portuguese Guinea (today’s Guinea-Bissau) in 1963 and to Mozambique in 1964. Over fourteen years, thousands of conscripted company-grade officers, noncommissioned officers, and soldiers, like the fictitious soldiers in this novel, were sent from Portugal to those three war theaters, where they were aided by thousands of conscripted Africans.


    Since 1932 Portugal had been under the Estado Novo (New State), an authoritarian, corporatist regime with fascist overtones, ruled by Prime Minister António de Oliveira Salazar (1889-1970), an economist and former professor at Coimbra University. Salazar maintained Portugal’s neutrality in World War II, while astutely acceding to the Allies’ request to use the Azores Islands as a base of operations in the Atlantic. Membership in NATO and the overall Cold War scenario enabled Salazar to prolong the fiction of Portugal as a transcontinental nation rather than a European colonial power. On the other hand, his repressive regime discouraged education, culture and freedom of ideas. Strict censorship, religion, and a ubiquitous political police assisted by a network of informants were instrumental in maintaining the status quo. The regime was supported by the military establishment and by the country’s economic, religious, and political elites. Salazar suffered a stroke in August 1968 and was replaced by his close aide, the conservative law scholar and politician Marcello Caetano (1906-1980).


    In the 1960s Portugal was poor, agriculture-based, and with a largely uneducated population. Economic dependence on the African colonies (which besides Angola, Portuguese Guinea, and Mozambique, included the island provinces of Cape Verde and São Tomé and Príncipe) led Salazar to reject the idea of peacefully surrendering the colonies to the indigenous liberation movements. The unrealistic effort to carry on a colonial war in three separate theaters of operations — increasingly unpopular at home as casualties mounted, as well as abroad as the international community imposed sanctions — came to an end with the “Carnation Revolution” of April 25, 1974, a virtually bloodless military coup which toppled Marcello Caetano’s government, making it possible to install a democratic system in Portugal. The new Administration quickly proceeded to grant independence to the African colonies. An estimated one million Portuguese citizens had to emigrate and thousands of Africans who had supported Portuguese rule were massacred. Devastating civil wars, covertly aided by foreign powers, continued to ravage Angola and Mozambique for decades, with an estimated balance of well over a million deaths.


    

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    


    “Say, Marco, where exactly in Africa did your father fight during the colonial war?” Victor Domingues Pinheiro asked.


    Marco Túlio Ferreira eyed his cousin quizzically as they sat at Viana Café in downtown Braga. He was aware that Victor had edited a memoir by a Portuguese veteran from the First World War and written a novel on tungsten mining and smuggling in Portugal during the Second World War. But why this sudden interest in Portugal’s former African colonies?


    “In Mozambique. Why do you ask?” Marco Túlio said.


    “My publisher wants me to write a memoir about the colonial war, and I thought of your dad.”


    Marco Túlio shrugged. “There are plenty of people who can rattle off about their experience in Africa. But if you’d like, I can talk to Dad. I’ve been hearing about his African adventures since I was a kid.”


    “There you are! Just like I said, you’re the right person to do it.”


    “To do what?”


    “To convince your father to write about his memories of the war. Either that, or you could interview him, collect the information, and write it out. Anyway, you’d have to revise it, and I would, too, if you wanted me to.”


    “Come on, Victor, you know perfectly well I’ve got too much on my plate. Unfinished articles long overdue, a half-written book of short stories, not to mention students’ theses to read and comment on...”


    “Yes, I know your work at the university is very demanding. But I wish you’d think about my proposal. We could write the book together. Your dad could be a coauthor, if you can get him to pick up a pen.”


    “How so?”


    “My original idea was a novel about a young reservist officer in the colonial war. I even drafted a few pages. But then I thought that’s passé. As you know, there are hundreds of published memoirs by former reservist officers who served in Africa. And besides, that would be too narrow a viewpoint. I thought it’d be better to have a character who’d provide a private’s view of the war. That’s when I thought of Uncle André.”


    “We’d end up with one big mess of a book. How would we go about collating the various texts? ”


    “That’s the challenge. We’d gather information from each main character and edit it for consistency and continuity.”


    “That’s a cool idea. There’s a problem, though. How would the two characters interact if my father and your former officer never met?”


    “Well, your father served under several officers during his time in Mozambique. It shouldn’t be difficult to find out who they were.”


    “He surely knows who they were. He’s also got a file with the names of all his buddies in his light infantry company.[1] Actually, now I remember I happen to know his former platoon commander.


    “If we managed to get him involved in the project, that would be perfect.”


    Marco leaned back, closed his eyes briefly, took a deep breath, and said, “It’s tempting. But like I said, I just don’t have the time.”


    “My publisher’ll pay us two thousand euros each to get the project started.”


    “Are you trying to bribe me? Since when do publishers pay advances?”


    “Well, this publisher has promised to pay. Mind you, two thousand euros is more than you’d have to fork out to go to some congress in Cuba or Macau. I know all about your university’s problems to finance research...”


    “All right, all right! But the money’ll have to be shared with my father, if he agrees to participate. And the royalties too.”


    “Fine with me. I’ll mention that to my editor.”


    “Another thing: I’ll need at least two years.”


    “Actually, I was thinking of four. Three for writing and one for editing the manuscript.”


    “That’s even better.”


    “Well, let’s get started.”


    “Not so fast. Let’s not start counting the eggs. I’ve got to talk to Dad first.”


    “Let’s shake on it, cousin!” said Victor.


    Marco shook the proffered hand, though not too enthusiastically.


    


    Although Marco Túlio Ferreira and Victor Domingues Pinheiro were second cousins on their mothers’ side, they had only met while attending Porto University. Marco’s mother, Dona[2] Arcília, mentioned to him during the Christmas holidays that her cousin Luísa had told her Luísa’s son was studying at the same university. Marco liked the suggestion he should look Victor up, but after the holidays he simply forgot about it.


    They finally met by chance when Marco, in his third year, became an editor of the students’ review at the College of Letters. He and two classmates were preparing the next issue when a student came by and asked if they might be interested in an article he had written about the First World War.


    “The Director isn’t in,” Marco said. “Why don’t you just leave your article. If he likes it, it’ll get published. Don’t forget to write down your address.”


    The young man wrote on the last page: Victor Domingues Pinheiro, Lugar da Esperança, Gondizalves, Braga.


    “You’re from Gondizalves? I’ve got an aunt there,” said Marco. “Maybe you know her.”


    “What’s her name?”


    “Luísa. She’s my mother’s cousin. Her husband is in Canada. His name is Bernardo or something like that.”


    “Might it be Leonardo?”


    “It might.”


    “That’s odd!”


    “You know them?”


    “They’re my parents.”


    The newly-met cousins became fast friends and started going to the same cafés and clubs in Porto. Victor began writing articles on the First World War for the student review. One day Marco asked him how come he was so interested in that war.


    “Our great-grand father, Joaquim Domingues, better known as Rato, fought in that war.”


    “I didn’t know we had a hero in the family.”


    “I don’t think he thought of himself as a hero.”


    “That war didn’t bring glory to anyone. The veterans were looked down upon. He ended up having to emigrate.”


    “You’ve got to tell me that story some day.”


    “I just may write it some day.”


    “Well, from what I’ve read by you, I’m sure you’ve got a knack for it. You’ll be a real writer.”


    “I don’t aim that high. You’re the one who’ll be a writer. You’ve got the talent, and above all the experience — the mother of creativity.”


    Marco laughed, having caught the hint at his reputation as a ladies’ man. Bright and six feet tall, he easily charmed classmates and instructors alike. In three years he had bedded at least a dozen of the local ladies, two of them married — he didn’t discriminate.


    Victor, on the other hand, though not unattractive, was shy and found it hard to approach women and maintain their interest. Unlike his cousin, he kept a low profile, which was even detrimental to his grades, even though he was hard-working. After graduation, Victor had continued to teach high school while Marco got a teaching position at St. Denis University. Although they only saw each other every now and then, they kept in touch, especially on important occasions.


    


    The waiter brought the bill and Marco insisted on paying. They crossed the square, very refreshing with the fountain spray. Victor asked, “When will you come over to my place? I’d like to show you the library. When I bought the São Francisco[3] manor house, it came with the furnishings and everything else.”


    “That’s not very common, is it?”


    “The heirs sold me everything. Actually, I did them a favor by taking it off their hands. I’ve done some remodeling and now the house’s in good shape.”


    “But tell me something, how did you manage to buy a country estate? Have you been selling drugs?”


    “Of course not! Actually, I didn’t buy the whole estate. Most of the land had already been sold. I bought only the old manor house, the front garden and the orchard.”


    “Even so, it can’t have been cheap.”


    “I can’t complain. In fact, I was surprised when the owner decided to lower the price for me because my mother’s parents had worked on the estate. The owner’s father, the lawyer Luís Vasques, had been with our great-grandfather in the trenches in Flanders. I mention that in my book on Portugal in the Great War.”


    “Yes, I remember now. Don’t you also mention that your grandma Guiomar had an affair with Luís Vasques?”


    “Well, at least that’s what he wrote down in the memoir he gave me for editing. I’ve never been able to figure it out, since my grandma died before I even had a chance to ask her. Anyway, I doubt she’d admit it.”


    “So maybe you’re Luís Vasques’s grandson, and not Rato’s?”


    “In that case, we wouldn’t be cousins, would we?”


    “That would be a problem... Well, you’ve got to find out. If you’re Luís Vasques’s relative, you’d be entitled to part of his inheritance.”


    “Are you kidding? You know there’s no way to prove that.”


    “Well, with DNA tests...”


    “Whose DNA? The man died in 1989. Sure, we could try comparing my mother’s DNA with Luís Vasques’ children’s DNA. They’re still alive. But they’d never agree to it. No, it isn’t worth the bad blood, and besides, it’s never good to speak ill of the dead. And as for the inheritance, they couldn’t share what they no longer have.”


    “In that case, better let sleeping dogs lie. But you haven’t yet told me how you got the money to buy the manor house. Even if it was cheap, not everyone has that kind of money.”


    “My father loaned me some.”


    “How much?”


    “Two hundred fifty thousand euros. Hey, man, don’t make that face!”


    “I didn’t know I had such rich cousins...”


    “My father worked in Canada for forty years and had some savings.”


    “And how are you going to pay him back?”


    “I’ve already paid him back some. He says he’s not in a hurry. I’m trying to convince him and my mother to sell their house in Gondizalves and move in with us. It would be nice to have someone to take care of the garden and the orchard. I’m on campus all day and just don’t have any spare time. Besides, it would be a pastime for them. After all, it’s their property too.”


    “And what does your wife think of that idea?”


    “She and my mother get along fine.”


    “That’s unusual.”


    “Claudia’s fully aware of how much we owe my folks. And even if their presence cramped our style somewhat, it might be good for our girls while we’re at work.


    “Having the grandparents around can be a big help.”


    “Well, I’d better get going. I’ve got a class in a few minutes. Why don’t you call me up and come over for lunch? And bring your boy. I know you and Angela have split.”


    Marco shrugged at the mention of his divorce.


    “So you won’t escape me,” Victor said, “let’s do like this. As soon as you make up your mind about the project, let’s have a work lunch at my place.”


    And having exchanged a brotherly hug, the two cousins went their separate ways.
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    Watching her fiancé dancing with a floozy who had caught his eye as they arrived at the hotel, Irene reckoned that the price of the cigars smoked up to that moment would have been enough to buy clothes and shoes for all the poor children in the village of Gralheira. A bluish mist shrouded the tables, the band, and the dancing couples. She had been feeling increasingly queasy, waiting for her fiancé to release the floozy and so they could go back up to their room. But now she couldn’t stand it any longer. She excused herself from her table companions and left. When she reached the lobby she hesitated between going upstairs alone or just hanging around. Bowing briefly, the receptionist asked if she needed anything.


    “My coat, please,” she said.


    “Going out, Ma’am?”


    “I need some fresh air.”


    “It’s pretty cold outside, Ma’am...”


    “I won’t be long.”


    The receptionist held the coat for her so she only needed to slip her arms in and pull it over her shoulders.


    “If you need anything else, Ma’am...”


    “No, thank you.”


    Irene went out the main door and looked at the dark sky filled with twinkling stars. She felt frost on her face. She wrapped herself more snugly into her coat and started walking along the sidewalk. The music, the voices, and the lights reached her through the glass windows of the ballroom. She had to turn back when she reached a wrought iron gate blocking her passage. At the hotel entrance, the receptionist tried to hide his curiosity by pretending to straighten out a holly wreath.


    The Portuguese lack of respect for privacy only increased Irene’s irritation. Everyone was always spying on everyone else, most often for no good reason, just for the sake of gossiping. She stopped and took a deep breath. The frozen air did her good. In spite of the perfume she was wearing she could smell tobacco in her clothes. What a dumb vice, holding a smoldering cylinder of paper-wrapped dried leaves between your lips and acting blasé while making languorous gestures holding that filthy thing in your fingers.


    Alexandre Torrão, her fiancé, had taken up smoking in the Army. “It’s my only pastime in the barracks,” he would say, referring to the Infantry Barracks, pompously named Reservists General Training School, located in the old Mafra[4] Convent, where he had begun his military service.


    He would soon leave for Mozambique with his light infantry company. It had been his idea they should say good-bye by spending New Year’s Eve together at the luxurious Vidago Palace Hotel.[5] Except for one night in their room, however, they had hardly spent any time together. Had she known that occasion was supposed to be a reunion with his fellow officers, she would not have come along. Upon arrival, she was rather disappointed watching how enthusiastically they all greeted one another. Not wanting to make a scene, she had remained impassive, although she could not help but wonder whether her fiancé really cared more about himself and his buddies than about her. They were about to be separated for two years and she would have enjoyed spending three wonderful days filled with passion, affection, and promises of eternal love. He had, however, spoiled everything.


    The other young men’s fiancées did not seem to be having a great time either. That is, except for the floozy clinging to Alexandre that evening. She was the sister of one of the other officers, a nitwit who instead of bringing a girlfriend had shown up with sister in tow.


    And to think of how hard it had been to convince her parents to let her spend those days away from home! Mom hadn’t been too difficult, but Dad, always the moralist, thought it highly improper for a single young woman to go to a hotel with her fiancé. Irene found herself obliged to enlighten him, not without some effort, that what he was worrying about had already happened several times, under his very nose, and with no dire consequences for her good name, or the family’s.


    “Come on, Dad, these ideas are all right for Grandpa Pedro, who was born in the nineteenth century, but they just don’t become a man like you!”


    Dad was aghast and Mom had to calm him down. He finally relinquished, but not before Alexandre swore in his presence that they would get married as soon as he returned from Africa. And if Alexandre did not keep his word, the young woman’s father would have the right to slap him in the face. Eline, Irene’s mother, who had yet to get used to the drama of social relations among the Portuguese, laughed out loud at that oath. Later, when she and her husband were alone, she told him to stop being silly and reminded him that, even though she had once been engaged to a German, she had ended up marrying a Portuguese man.


    Fond as she was of Alexandre, Irene found him quite childish. The fact that his parents had spoiled him had not done much to make him responsible and self-reliant. They had known each other since they were children and they had played together, because their families were on friendly terms and called on each other regularly. They started going out together when they were sixteen and attended high school in Braga. Irene’s blond hair made her one of the most popular girls at the school. Alexandre made sure everyone was aware that they not only knew each other but were sweethearts as well. She suspected he had asked her to go steady more to show himself off to his classmates than for being in love with her. Not just any boy could boast about going steady with the school’s most popular girl. Even so Irene accepted it, because she knew he liked her and besides, their parents approved of it.


    As soon as they started going out, however, he became obsessed with sex. Kisses, embraces, whispered words, deep sighs, hands slipping under her clothes, fingers touching her wet panties, were no longer enough. He wanted to try it, to find out what it was like. Irene kept putting it off, in an effort to make him understand it was too soon. Her main fear, however, was the possibility of getting pregnant. But he insisted, and when they found themselves alone, he tried, not exactly to force her, but to create situations in which, out of excitement or inertia, she might give in. Aware of the danger, she snitched two condoms from her father and kept them in her wallet.


    One afternoon in May, she and her parents called on the Barbadinhos estate, where Alexandre lived with his Brazilian mother, Dona Glorinha, and a maid, Claudina. Alexandre invited Irene for a walk. Instead of taking the path leading to the fountain, they left through a side gate and reached the entrance of one of the abandoned mines where her grandfather, Hans Krüger, had mined tungsten during the Second World War. As children they had played there despite their parents’ warnings that they might end up buried if the ceiling caved in. Their recklessness was stronger than fear and they explored the galleries carrying a lit candle as if they were in catacombs or in the caves of an old castle.


    On that afternoon, however, they had neither candles nor matches, only their desire to embrace each other. As Alexandre led her toward the mine, Irene decided the moment had come to let him have her. They crossed the entrance where the door had long been removed by some peasant in need of wood for a chicken coop, and started caressing each other. Sensing his agitation she whispered for him to take it easy. Nobody could see them, and they had the whole afternoon. He would not listen and kept pawing her legs and clumsily trying to unbutton her blouse.


    She uttered a muffled cry, “Stop that!”


    “Why?” He was panting like a kid trying to grab a fleeing bird. “I thought we were going to...”


    “To do what?”


    “To make love.”


    “It doesn’t look like that’s what you’re trying to do.”


    “Come now, Irene, what else then? I love you. I’m crazy about you,” he said, embracing her wildly.


    “You’re mad! That’s not how you go about it,” she said, freeing herself and stepping further inside the mine. “We’ve got to calm down and make ourselves minimally comfortable. We can’t just lie down on the ground. We’d get dirty and then what would our parents say?”


    “We could say we fell down. It happened many times in the past.”


    “Children fall down and get dirty, but we’re not children any longer.”


    “My mother is right when she says Germans are as cold as ice.”


    “Your mother is a hot Brazilian.”


    “What do you mean by that?”


    “Nothing...” she hesitated. “And besides, it isn’t true I’m German. Well, only half.”


    “Isn’t that enough?”


    “Enough for what?”


    “To be cold as ice.”


    “If I were, by now I’d have melted away, don’t you think?”


    “Well, with this sun...”


    “However, my German half won’t let me get carried away by my base instincts, like an animal. We’re not rabbits, Alex. We’re human beings.”


    “All right, then, let’s do it your way”.


    “First let’s take off our clothes and hang them on that beam. Then I’ll tell you what to do. But if you try to get smart I’ll run away with all our clothes and leave you here — naked.”


    The threat worked. He started taking off his clothes methodically, keeping only his shorts and socks. She took off all her clothes.


    “How do you like this?” she asked, turning around with her hands on her hips.


    “Come closer to the light so I can see you.”


    As they neared the entrance the light that suddenly shone on Irene’s white body amazed him.


    “You’re beautiful, Irene!” he exclaimed, moving nearer.


    “Don’t come any closer! And what about those shorts? Are you keeping them on?”


    “Well...”


    “Maybe you need help.” And in a sudden move she pulled his shorts all the way down. She let out a little cry on seeing his erect member.


    “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “That’s all right. At least that’s what they say. If we were lying down we’d be more comfortable, and you wouldn’t need to see it.”


    “And you think I’d let you stick something into me without seeing it first?


    “You’re really Germanic! You’ve got to analyze and calculate everything. In Portugal you just trust God and stick it in.”


    “What a preposterous idea!”


    “I’m getting embarrassed with you looking at my... as if you were examining an insect or a lizard.”


    She decided to act and told him to shut up. She had read a few things on the subject and was theoretically prepared, even though she lacked the practice.


    Leaning a little towards him, and feeling the dirt under her feet, she started rubbing his penis, and in a short time, with an unmasculine shudder, he came.


    “What did you do that for?” he asked, embarrassed.


    “So you can deal with what’ll come next.”


    “I don’t get it. I guess you’re crazy. My friends’ girlfriends don’t act like this.”


    “Because they’re ignorant and stupid.”


    Irene began to stimulate his limp member and when it hardened again, she took a condom out of her handbag, slipped it on, and moistened the latex surface with saliva.


    “What the hell are you doing?” he asked, surprised.


    She lay down on the ground, spread her legs, dampened her own parts with saliva, and asked him to have her.


    And that was how Irene lost her virginity, at seventeen, the year she enrolled at Coimbra University Medical School. Distance only increased their desire to be together, and they made love whenever they could, in the mines, which they visited often, or at home when they were alone, or at some boarding house in Braga, or in Porto, where he was studying Engineering, or in Coimbra.


    As soon as he graduated, Alexandre was called up, reported to the barracks in Mafra, became an Officer Candidate and, a few months later, was commissioned Second Lieutenant. His mother tried pulling strings with some influential people, but to no avail. He was assigned to a light infantry company destined for the north of Mozambique where they said the going was tough. There was talk he might have been denounced by some professor for having subversive ideas. When that sort of thing happened, the political police opened a file on the purported subversive and kept him or her under surveillance. If the person in question was a male of military age, then he would end up in Africa, regardless of whom he or his family knew. Salazar and his repressive regime had no tolerance for singers who sang out of tune.


    Alexandre might be a bit impulsive, perhaps a tad reckless and irresponsible, but he had none of those so-called subversive ideas. If he had ever said anything less than complimentary about Salazar and his politics, it was certainly out of naiveté and careless indignation rather than anything resembling ideology, which he completely lacked. But in those days it sufficed to say something ambiguous, or to make an allusion in the wrong place, or to be seen with a classmate who had a police file, to be considered a politically dangerous individual.


    Anyway, all that was mere speculation, since nobody knew for sure what was behind his marching orders to the north of Mozambique. When he once talked to a captain about these things, the captain tried to put him at ease. Yes, there were a few such cases, but in fact privates, sergeants and officers were sent to Africa simply because someone had to go. It made no sense to think that all the thousands of men fighting there had a police file and were considered subversive. Had that been the case, the regime would have fallen a long time ago and the war would have ended. For a soldier, going to war was just the natural thing to do. Not going would be the exception.


    As soon as he learned the date of his departure, Alexandre fell into a depression. He was scared of dying in the jungle. He told Irene about it. On his weekends on leave, he would embrace her and gripe about his fate.


    “What a mamma’s boy you are!” she said, caressing his crew-cut hair. “Is there any real fighting in Mozambique? There was some fighting in the First World War, in the trenches in Flanders, where thousands of soldiers died daily. Or in the Second World War, where my mother’s brother got killed. You just take care not to shoot yourself in the foot. Or to get involved with some African girl.”


    “What do you know about war, if you’ve never handled a weapon?”


    “I haven’t, and I never will. Weapons are for idiots who can’t settle their problems except with blood.”


    “You forget weapons are also good for hunting.”


    “Yes, for killing innocent animals.”


    “Which you love eating. Back home last fall you licked your fingers eating the rabbits I’d shot in the woods.”


    “I ate the rabbits just out of courtesy, and I didn’t lick my fingers. You’d scraped a knee hunting those rabbits, your mother’s cook worked hard preparing them, and it would’ve been rude to say, no, I don’t eat innocent hunted animals because I’m against fire weapons.”


    “If I get you...”


    “Don’t waste your time trying. Give me a kiss.”


    He gave her two and said, “If I come back alive, I’ll marry you. And we’ll have lots of children. We’ll populate Barbadinhos with them.”


    “What do you take me for, a female rabbit? You’ll get back alive and you’ll father two children, no more. So, while you’re traipsing in the jungle, you can make yourself happy fantasizing about the moments when you’ll be making them with me.”


    He wondered if she really meant that or if she was just making fun of him. Sometimes he felt like a foolish teenager and thought he did not deserve her. His mother gave him a hard time hammering the same point time and again, “Don’t let her go. You’ll never find another girl like her. Lots of boys would love to be in your place.”


    Irene hoped he would return from Africa more responsible and more mature. Maybe those two years away from each other would be good for them. For her, to confirm her feelings, and for him, to experience pain and loneliness, to become more humane.


    And now there they were, at the Vidago Palace Hotel, saying goodbye to each other.


    She felt the cold night air creeping up her legs and decided to go back inside. The receptionist asked if she would like to check her coat. She said no, and walked into the ballroom, ever more filled with smoke. The band was playing a rumba for a handful of couples dancing cheek-to-cheek in the blue mist. She looked around but could not find him. The table where they had sat earlier was empty. “He didn’t see me and went to the bedroom, thinking he’d find me there,” she thought. She retraced her steps, went past the receptionist, who made a point of wishing her a good night and a happy new year, walked up the monumental curving staircase, crossed the huge hallway on the second floor, and let herself into the bedroom. Alexandre wasn’t there. “He must have gotten together with his buddies,” she thought, “to go on and on about their forced marches and the rats in their barracks.” She undressed and lay down. She was tired and cold. Eyes open in the dark, she heard distant voices, doors slamming, water gurgling in the indoor plumbing. Then she fell asleep.


    She was woken up a little before dawn by the sound of the door opening. He walked in.


    “Where’ve you been?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.


    “Chatting in Sepúlveda’s room.”


    “Was his sister there?


    “She was... But she went to sleep in her own room. Miranda was there too.”


    “Did you have to stay all night?”


    “The night isn’t over yet.”


    “It’s past six...”


    “It isn’t morning yet. We’ve been talking for three hours at most.”


    “Come, lie down next to me.”


    He undressed in the dark and crawled under the blankets.


    “You’re all sweaty,” she said.


    “There were so many people in the room, no wonder we were sweating.”


    “I see.”


    “I’m gonna try to catch some sleep. Wake me up at ten. We’ve promised to be at Mom’s at lunch time.”


    “Sure, don’t worry.”


    He fell asleep and she cuddled up to him, wondering how come he smelled of a mixture of sweat and a woman’s perfume not her own.
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    When André Ferreira had a glass too many — which happened three times a year, at Christmas, at Easter, and on April 25 — he waxed nostalgic about his time in the Army. His wife and children listened patiently to his stories, repeated dozens of times, usually with a detail added or left out as the years went by and minor points either forgotten or distorted. For lack of something more relevant, military service had been the most significant time of his life. This was true for him and for thousands of other uninformed, simple-minded youngsters sent by Salazar’s regime to defend Portugal’s overseas provinces from terrorists supported by Soviet Communism, Chinese Maoism and, as transpired later, the United States. All in the name of colonized peoples’ freedom and self-determination. André did not know anything about this, and even if he had known, he would have cared about it as much as an illiterate man does about a newspaper.


    Thus when his son Marco Túlio came over and challenged him to write his war memoirs, André told him to occupy his mind with something more serious. Marco Túlio insisted and gave him a few books by veterans with enough guts to write about the war. Maybe those books would encourage him. André skimmed through two books and said that a lot of that stuff was either a bunch of lies or a trumped-up version of the events. What he had seen in the Mozambique bush and what he had gone through would not appear in any book, for the simple reason that nobody had written about it. Marco Túlio argued that was all the more reason for his father to take up the pen. “Don’t worry about grammar or style. I’ll fix everything,” he said. André promised to think about it, as was his customary response.


    A few weeks later Marco Túlio returned with his son in tow and asked his father if he had tried putting something down on paper. The old man took him to the back garden and, standing with his legs akimbo and his feet solidly planted on a patch of freshly plowed land, fessed up he had actually sat at the kitchen table with pen and paper, but had not been able to jot down a single word.


    “But Dad, you’ve always written letters. We’ve got packs of letters you sent Mom from Mozambique. Not to mention your letters to Grandma and the uncles. Writing memoirs is like writing letters. Only you don’t need to talk to the addressee.”


    “And who am I supposed to talk to?”


    “To the reader.”


    “What reader?”


    “Any reader.”


    “Come on! When you write a letter you know damn well who you’re writing to. It’s like you was seeing the person and talking to them. There’s no way I’m gonna start rattling on about my life to someone I don’t know.”


    “Well, that’s the way it’s done. In those books I gave you, the author talks to the reader, that is, to the public in general. As if he were a tv announcer reading the news.”


    “You sure have some loony ideas! Mind you, you’re talking to a carpenter with just an elementary education. You’re the one that’s crazy about books. If you really want my memories in a book, why don’t you just write them yourself?”


    “If I wrote your memoirs, nobody would be interested. They’ve got to be written by the person who lived them.”


    “That’s the end of it, then,” André said. He started walking toward the house.


    “Wait, Dad! Okay, I’ll write them. But only if you dictate them.”


    “What are you waiting for, then?” said André without turning around. “Let’s go inside, it’s getting late. If we work fast, we’ll be done by the end of the day.”


    Seizing the moment, Marco sat down with his father on the sofa and pulled out his cell phone.


    “You don’t take notes?”


    “I’m recording every word you say, Dad. That way it’ll be a lot easier for me to put it down on paper.”


    They only stopped when Dona Arcília announced that dinner was ready. From that day on, every time Marco Túlio came over, he asked his father to tell him more and recorded many of the stories he had heard as a child. Some stories were long forgotten, except for a few details, like the case of the bees or the damned velvet beans that made your body itch all over like hell. He transcribed everything, editing out repetitions and most grammar slips, but trying to keep the flavor of oral storytelling. An old man’s experience in a young man’s words. “In these memoirs,” Marco wrote in the introduction, “I’m merely the scribe, or rather, the sorcerer’s apprentice.” From the first recording he got the text that follows.


    


    I left for Mozambique from the Alcântara Docks on the Império steamship in mid-January. Fifty years earlier, from the same docks, my wife’s grandfather had left for the trenches in Flanders. I was a private in the third squad of the second platoon of Light Infantry Company 37118. Despite the time of year, the voyage was uneventful until we got to the Cape of Good Hope. Then a terrific storm started tossing the ship around among huge waves. To make sure nobody would be washed overboard, they simply locked us up below decks. That’s where we had our bunks. We were scared shitless the ship might go down, and we split our time between barfing and praying.


    But I’d better tell things from the beginning. I was drafted into the Army in Aveiro and sent to boot camp. Those were the worst days of my life. Cold, rain, heat, dust, thirst, forced marches carrying a heavy knapsack and a Mauser rifle as heavy as a field gun, my head stuck inside a rusty helmet that smelled like piss. You couldn’t even dream of griping, cause the damn drill sergeant was all over you, always quick to give you hell, bawling you out and spitting in your face, ordering you to give him twenty push-ups, or marking you for the weekend detail. When boot camp was over, me and another four hundred recruits swore allegiance to the flag belting out the national anthem off key.


    Then they sent me to Setúbal to be trained as a rifleman — me, who couldn’t hit a cat at three yards. The 2nd Lieutenant in command of my platoon made me sign up for the exam for corporal, since I happened to be the only guy with an elementary education among almost thirty illiterate bums. When I read the questions on the test — things like, “Do you like military service? What do you think of the war?” — I drew a big X and turned in my sheet. The next day the Lieutenant asked me why the fuck I’d done such a stupid thing. I told him what I really thought of military service. I was there because they’d made me, but my place was with my folks, who needed me to make a living. He said I was an asshole and no better than the other assholes. Whether I liked it or not, I’d have to put up with two years as a private, taking orders from everyone.


    I didn’t give a damn about what he said, then or later. I didn’t want no responsibilities. That was for bootlickers and morons, them who liked to give orders but had no real authority. The only real authority was the top boss, Salazar. I still get mad when I say his name. I like to say it slowly, like I was chewing it, and I feel like breaking something, a vase or a picture, or punching a window pane, just to watch the blood flow from my fist.


    When I graduated as a rifleman, the most basic specialization for a greenhorn, they sent me to an infantry barracks in Amadora, near Lisbon. I was assigned to a company about to ship off to Mozambique. Me and my company buddies became fast friends. You really need friends when you’re going to be sent into the jungle, because your life’ll depend on your mates. Our Captain, a reservist, was an asshole that gave everyone a hard time because that was all he knew how to do. Our platoon commander, a reservist 2nd Lieutenant, was a jackass. He treated everyone, including the section sergeants, like dogs, or worse. He was constantly threatening to put us on report, to punish us, or just to beat the shit out of us. He went about like he’d swallowed the regulation book and it’d got stuck up his ass. A few weeks before our departure he broke a leg. That was a relief for the rest of us. His replacement was another reservist 2nd Lieutenant who had his quirks but was less full of shit and in the long run we didn’t hate him too much.


    One day our company was sent to serve as an honor guard at the inauguration of the Salazar Bridge.[6] I was there, shoulder arms and all that, watching a bunch of dressed-up big shots cutting ribbons and reviewing the troops. But if I’d known what awaited me, I’d just shot one of them sons of bitches. The war would end right there, for me at least. But all I cared about then was to make myself as comfortable as possible while presenting arms, hoping that crap would be over soon. It was hot as hell, the damn rifle was too heavy, and I was dying to sit in a bar and drink beer. I bet my mates had the same idea. Anyways, it was all a big to-do so when we got back to barracks we had a better-than-usual meal.


    In September they sent us to put out a fire in a nearby wood. We had no firefighting gear. Our platoon commander just ordered us to cut out some eucalyptus branches and use them to prevent the fire from reaching a village and burning down half a dozen huts. We came out of the wood covered with ashes and even after showering we stank of smoke for several days.


    In December, on the last weekend we got home leave, I hopped on a train for Braga. There I said goodbye to my mother, to my spinster sister, and to my son. In three weeks he’d be a year old. My wife and I left him with his grandma and went to Lisbon by bus. My other sister and her husband were waiting at the bus station to take us to their place in Amadora. That was our honeymoon. I was already in Mozambique when I got a letter from my wife saying she was pregnant again. Our child would be born while his father was far away, like a good son of the Empire.


    I had two sisters in Lisbon: Maria do Céu, who put me up and fed me when I couldn’t travel North for the weekend, and Adelaide, married to Ernesto, a fellow from Alentejo. I didn’t take to him much but he seemed to think I was all right. One Sunday, when we was all invited to my oldest niece’s first communion party, he introduced me to his two sisters. The prettier of the two was named Esperança, and the other, a little chubbier, Iracema. Esperança spent the day flirting with me shamelessly. She was older than me — I was about to turn twenty-two and she must have been over twenty-five. After the church ceremony we had lunch at Adelaide’s. Ernesto’s two sisters and Adelaide served at table and kept carrying trays and plates between the dining room and the kitchen. Esperança made a point of always picking out the best pieces for me.


    It was past four when we went for a walk to digest our lunch of stew and potatoes. Esperança grabbed my arm like she was my girlfriend. I was embarrassed and kept looking at my sisters. I was a married man, what would they think? But they didn’t seem to care and acted natural about it. Adelaide even seemed glad to see her sister-in-law hanging on my arm. That wasn’t surprising, because they didn’t like my wife. They believed I’d married a common maid and thought I deserved something better.


    I’d asked Arcília to marry me because I thought that, as a married man, I’d be exempted from serving or at least wouldn’t be sent overseas. That was the rumor among young men. But I soon found out it wasn’t true. Maybe it’d been true at the beginning of the war, but now, with three fronts in need of cannon fodder — Guinea, Angola and Mozambique — the government was taking in everyone, married or single. They said that only pansies with friends in high places managed to get exempted.


    After me and five other guys from my hometown went through medical inspection, we got cold feet and I thought of running away to France. But when me and two others talked to a smuggler we soon gave up on the idea. You needed a lot of money for the trip and to pay the smuggler. None of us had enough, and no way we’d find that kind of money. My mother had none, and my brothers and sisters either were broke or thought it was my duty to go and fight for our country. I couldn’t get my hands on the cash to buy myself out and my godfather was no big fish that could pull strings to have me classified as unfit. So I risked marriage.


    But I was talking about Esperança, Ernesto’s sister. A couple of days after that first communion party, I got a letter from her inviting me to lunch on Saturday at the apartment in Olaias where she lived with her sister. I couldn’t travel North on account of being on guard duty from Friday to Saturday, so I wrote her back accepting and saying I’d bring a friend. I was afraid to go to those women’s place by myself, so I invited Lanhas. He’d been in boot camp with me and would later become a close buddy. He was a swell guy, Lanhas was. His real name was Estêvão Freitas, but they called him Lanhas after the village he came from. I’ve never met a man so strong as him. He ate a lot, drank a lot, and swore like a trooper. And he was a great buddy, and many times he saved my neck and pulled me out of the blues.


    The girls received us like royalty and served us codfish stew with red wine from Reguengos.[7] The food was so rich that after lunch we had to go for a walk. They wanted to go to the movies and we went to see a western. As the good guy was shooting it out on horseback I felt Esperança’s hand on mine. Next to us, Lanhas and Iracema were kissing each other something wild. It was obvious Esperança also expected me to caress her. I forgot my married man’s scruples and lived up to the occasion, first touching her thighs and then going up to her panties so my fingers got wet.


    After the movie they invited us back to their place for a snack, but instead of setting the table they just dragged us to bed. Let me tell you, that was a some wild lay. Esperança sure knew a thing or two about screwing and she showed me what real sex was like. While she sucked my cock we could hear the sighs and groans coming from the room next door, very exciting. That was the second time I went to bed with a woman. The first time had been with Arcília, who was a virgin and innocent like me. I didn’t ask Esperança where she’d learned all those tricks. She was the quiet type, and so was I.


    We got back to barracks before taps with our cocks aching, but happy and content. Lanhas kept saying they could now send him to shoot Africans any time. After that great lay he could care less about dying. I was less enthusiastic about the idea of a suicide mission. Life wasn’t just sex, no matter how sensational.


    Two weeks before our departure, we called on the two sisters again. I was always afraid my sisters might find out and rat on me. We screwed like crazy, non-stop. I thrusted so hard the bedframe slats damn near fall down and the mattress landed on the floor. We only stopped when I came real good inside Esperança. She was sweating and gasping, and she pulled my prick out of her chubby cunt and lay down on her back, with her eyes closed, saying she loved me.
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    Dona Glorinha and Irene took the train to Lisbon together to see Alexandre off. Not having left Braga since her husband’s death, Dona Glorinha felt a little anxious.


    “I wonder if this train’s safe?” she said, settling in next to Irene. “It goes a lot faster than the others.”


    “Well, at least it doesn’t make nearly as much noise. And it doesn’t give off that black smoke that sticks to your clothes. The others run on coal, and these on gas, I think.”


    “You always take this one when you go to Coimbra, don’t you?”


    “Almost always. At the beginning of the school year Dad takes me in his pickup because of all my stuff.”


    “Stuff?”


    “Yes — clothes, books, food, and so on. I couldn’t possibly carry all that on the train.”


    “How come you take food along? Isn’t there food in Coimbra?”


    “Yes, of course. But Mom makes me take a bag with sausages, preserves, crackers, fruit... she’s afraid I might starve to death.”


    “I used to tell a maid to prepare a bag with sausages, fruit and other goodies for Alex to take to Porto, but he always managed to leave it behind. I guess he pretended to forget it. He’d rather eat at some university cafeteria and at restaurants. I don’t know how he didn’t catch some awful stomach disease.”


    “Cafeteria food isn’t all that bad. They try to keep everything sterile. But restaurant food can ruin your stomach.”


    “Oh, Irene, you talk like a doctor. You still have two years to go, right?”


    “Five, actually, including this year.”


    “That long? So when Alex comes back you won’t be a doctor yet?”


    “Not yet.”


    “So we’ll have five years to think about your wedding. However, you could get married as soon as he returns. That is, if you really want to be a doctor... But you don’t need to! Alex probably won’t want to have you working at hospitals.”


    “Alex and I have talked about that. But for the time being our life is an open book and it isn’t worth thinking too much about the future.”


    “How come? Of course you have to think about the future.”


    “We don’t even know if I’m going to finish medical school, nor if Alex’ll still want me when he gets back.”


    “How could he possibly not want you? I also waited for Júlio, back in Rio de Janeiro. I almost lost hope. But he came back for me and brought me to Portugal.”


    Irene chose not to reply. She knew well enough that men are fickle. A separation of two years was a long time. She wondered about Alexandre’s promises of eternal love.


    “I know you’re afraid he might not come back,” Dona Glorinha said after a short silence, as she watched the fields sweep by. “But deep in my heart, as a mother, I know he will. Nothing bad will happen to him. His father is watching over him.”


    “Oh, yes, my godfather.”


    “Yes...” Dona Glorinha agreed hesitantly. She was actually thinking of the late Father Desidério Pina, Alexandre’s real father, but opted to go along with Irene’s interpretation that she had referred to her late husband.


    “War is so awful,” Dona Glorinha continued. “Lots of people’ve been killed, mostly young men. Just from Gralheira. I heard from the mayor that six young men got killed in combat. Four in Guinea, one in Angola, and another one in Mozambique. Of the six, only two came back in sealed coffins and had a decent funeral. The others got buried in Africa, God knows where. That’s all very sad. Sometimes I wonder why we even bother to bring up our children. It breaks your heart, to get news your son’s been killed.”


    Dona Glorinha sighed. Those ideas had been weighing on her mind ever since her son had been called up, and even more so after he had received his marching orders. But her lively Brazilian frame of mind, nearly always optimistic and carefree, made her believe he would return safe and sound.


    By late afternoon they arrived at Santa Apolónia Station and took a taxi to Hotel Portugal. Alexandre came a little later from Amadora Barracks and took them to dinner at one of the fine restaurants on Portas de Santo Antão Street.


    “So, did you have a good trip?” he asked.


    “Inasmuch as possible, as your father used to say,” Dona Glorinha whined. “I thought the train would never arrive. It stopped at every flag stop.”


    “It might have been faster to come by car or by bus.”


    “By bus? Among all those smelly people? God forbid! Anyway, you know I get car sick with all the bumps and curves. Oh well, now we’re here in Lisbon. Have you got everything packed for tomorrow?”


    “Not much to pack, actually. We’re only allowed our uniforms and two changes of civilian clothes. Two pairs of pants, two shirts, and shoes.”


    “I don’t get it. If you’re going to be in the bush, what do you want civilian clothes for?”


    “Well, we won’t be in the bush all the time. After a mission in the bush, we can change into civilian clothes and take a walk in the nearest town. Like here — I’m not in uniform right now.”


    “I thought you’d be shooting rebels in the bush all the time. I can’t say I like the idea of you fooling around in Mozambique. And I don’t think Irene likes it either.”


    “Come on, Mom! Fooling around! In the bush there are only soldiers and Africans.”


    “And black girls, and mulatto girls... Isn’t that so? Watch out, son. Remember your fiancée’ll be here, waiting for you.”


    Irene ate slowly in silence. She was depressed and that conversation was not helping at all.


    “Watch out!” Dona Glorinha insisted. “If you’re tempted, just think about this wonderful young woman,” she added, stroking her goddaughter’s blond hair, which attracted the attention of the men in the restaurant.


    “Everyone knows African women are lascivious and they’re always trying to seduce men. You’ve got to stay away from them if you don’t want to catch some disease,” she added. “Don’t look at me like that! I know what I’m talking about, son. Rio de Janeiro, where I was born, is teeming with Africans. They’re dirty, smelly, and go to bed with anyone and everyone.”


    “Come on, Mom, what kind of talk is that? You’re ruining our appetite.”


    “I’m saying this for your own good. And your fiancée’s. I haven’t got anything against the Africans. But you just can’t trust them...”


    “But in Mozambique there are also people like us. Besides the military, I mean.”


    “But you just said there were only blacks.”


    “I meant in the bush.”


    “Well, that doesn’t set my mind at ease. Quite to the contrary.”


    “What do you mean by that?”


    “If there are white people, it means the colonists’ daughters are around.”


    “Sure, but so what? Even here there are plenty of women to choose from.”


    “It’s different. Here you have Irene. But she won’t be there.”


    “And you think I can’t stand a few months without seeing my fiancée? When I get my vacation leave I’ll be able to fly over. It’s just about a dozen hours by plane.”


    He pressed Irene’s hand and smiled at her. She did not know what to say. All of that talk had convinced her that her fiancé, given half a chance, would betray her with the first woman — black, mulatto, white, no matter — willing to open her legs for him. If he would betray her while she was around, what wouldn’t he do out there in the middle of nowhere?


    “Where would you like to go now?” he asked as they left the restaurant. “To a theater or to a music hall?”


    “Theater,” his mother said.


    “Music hall,” said Irene almost simultaneously.


    “Well, make up your mind. We can’t see both.”


    “You choose, son. That keeps it even.”


    “Let’s leave sad things for tomorrow,” he said. “I vote for the music hall. “There’s a show with Ivone Silva. She’s all the rage and it’s supposed to be very funny.”


    “Let’s go, then.”


    When the show ended, well past one in the morning, Dona Glorinha declared she had split her sides laughing. “That Ivone Silva is really funny,” she kept repeating.


    They walked back to the hotel. As they went past the National Theater they saw a gathering of men in tuxedoes and luxuriously attired ladies.


    “The play must have just finished,” Alexandre said, walking arm in arm with the two women. “Those
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