


TERESA VEIGA
The Bleak House

Translated from the Portuguese by Jeremy Klemin

uiet down and listen carefully, girls. Or better yet, those of you

who don’t want to listen should cover your ears or leave the room,

but do it without making noise, please. I have a terrible headache,
and if TWweren’t for the urgency of the message I must impart, I'd throw
myself on my bed and not move until morning.

This is going to come as a shock, but hopefully those little, anemic
brains of yours, working at maximum speed, can follow along and forget
the refuse that fills them for just a moment. Our benefactor, the esteemed
Senhora Maria da Purificagao de Figueiredo e Morais, whom we pray a
rosary for every night, the patroness of the Florinhas do Campo Asylum
Home, is coming tomorrow to visit us and choose a godchild, a sort of
adopted daughter to go live with her and enjoy the privileges associated
with her stature and enormous fortune.

This will be the first time she has left the house since, years ago, she was
struck by the tragedy that kept her bedridden and then wheelchair-bound.
She only recently set aside her crutches, aided perhaps—who knows?—by
our prayers.

Don’t assume, however, that you’re going to see a normal person like
you and me, who are lucky enough to have never fallen from a height of
ten meters, or even like our washerwoman, Marisa, every day more hunch-
backed by the weight of heavy laundry baskets, even though I always stress
to her the benefits of correct posture. In addition to the hump that looks
almost like an elbow sticking out of the middle of her back, Dona Maria da
Purificagio also has a lopsided eye and a face sunken on one side because
of a broken jaw. She has used a veil ever since, covering half of her face
and making up the other half like an odalisque in a seraglio, but I'm sure
that, just like me, everyone, including the servants, is aware upon seeing
her beautiful half that such perfection exists alongside the most monstrous
deformity. As for the fact that she was left with one leg considerably shorter
than the other, this is nothing that a good cobbler and tailor can’t take
care of, and even if both legs have become withered pegs due to prolonged
inactivity, it’s still better than dragging yourself around on two cylindrical
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masses covered with bruises and varicose veins like our cook Irene does.
Nevertheless, after twenty years in captivity, Dona Maria emerged from
obscurity and with a firm hand took the reins of the house’s management,
thus beginning her rapid ascent to power just after her brother had been
laid to rest in the family cemetery. Those of you grimacing as if harrowed
by the bad luck of our benefactor, believe me: she also had her share of
happiness in the world, but unfortunately, it dried up too quickly. At thir-
teen she had already been to Madrid, Rome, Milan, and Paris; she wore
lacquered heels and a stoat muff and was always in the front row at the Sao
Carlos National Theater, adding her own modest applause to the delirious
bravos of her father, a useless melomaniac who had traded the pleasures of
the capital for the prospect of an idle, provincial life at the expense of his
wife’s fortune. And so it was that, reading the librettos and forcing herself
to hum along to arias in an almost unrecognizable manner, she earned a
reputation for speaking Italian, a myth that made the rounds, and for hav-
ing read Madame Bovary at just fourteen years old, deceiving her parents
and betraying the trust they had in her. We don’t have Balzac here on our
shelves, but we do have Bleak House, by Dickens, and a CD of Spanish songs
sung by the great Victoria de los Angeles, which is everything that escaped
the flames that destroyed our small library during the Summer of Fires
ten years ago. It’s a little and a lot, depending on your outlook. How many
authors in the world can compete with that marvelous wordsmith who at
once entertains, haunts, and leaves us frozen with dread by his constant
mention of the morbid and corporeal? Who goes further than him in their
ability to treat all human beings as the protagonists of a grand drama in
which there is no room for common people? Sir Leicester Dedlock is vapid-
ity personified. And nevertheless... “He sees her, almost to the exclusion of
himself, and cannot bear to look upon her cast down from the high place
she has graced so well. And even to the point of his sinking on the ground,
oblivious of his suffering, he can yet pronounce her name with something
like distinctness in the midst of those intrusive sounds, and in a tone of
mourning and compassion rather than reproach.” Despite her acts of kind-
ness, the “dear girl” seems a fool in comparison. However great the genius
of Dickens, though, we inevitably arrive at an impasse. This is neither my
fault nor yours, but due instead to a lack of resources. One could say, then,
that Dona Maria da Purificacdo’s visit is the chance we’ve been waiting
for to remedy the situation we’re in, and for this reason, we should con-
gratulate ourselves and consider her arrival a positive sign. Unfortunately,
if I know her as well as I think I do, she’s going to look and pretend she
doesn’t see, or that she sees but doesn’t understand, even though the reality
of the situation is blindingly obvious, and the most we’ll get from her is a
pensive nod meant to convey measured consideration and then a greeting
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accompanied by her enigmatic half-smile. But we must concentrate on the
objective that has spurred her into action, and contrary to what you might
believe, it has nothing to do with philanthropy. For years I have opted to
maintain the illusion that, on Earth as it is in Heaven, we have depended
on a higher power that was both good and merciful, but the truth is that
our “benefactor” is a benefactor malgré soi.

It was her grandfather, noted womanizer that he was, who founded the
Florinhas do Campo project, in penance for his many sins, which imposed
upon his heirs the obligation to maintain the house without the power
to scrap or sell or modify the basic mandate. Nevertheless, after an era
of relative prosperity, the Institute entered a period of decline because of
a lack of funding, and when I accepted the offer to become its director,
there were already clear signs of neglect that continued to worsen as time
passed, eventually reaching the state of paucity we know today. Suffice to
say that the Morais family has been providing the same annuity since the
asylum was founded, as if their obligations were governed by a code out-
side of time. This used to be a simple but welcoming house, surrounded
by a floral garden and fruit-bearing orchards. If somebody left the main
street and wandered onto these dirt roads today, they would think they’d
come across an abandoned factory if it weren’t for the tattered curtains
fluttering in the windows. Our insistent requests, always made in the most
respectful way possible, to send someone to fix the roof didn’t even merit
a response, even though I'd found the cheapest possible estimate. And the
only reason that the wilderness surrounding the house hasn’t completely
enveloped us and turned us into a cloister of Carmelite nuns yet is because
we can occasionally convince a moth-eaten village dweller to do the work
pro bono. For my part, I stopped bothering Senhor Morais with reports
on the house, scholastic activities, the girls’ behavior, and similar matters
a long time ago, because if he couldn’t be bothered about the roof, which
only by divine intervention has yet to fall on our heads, why would he
care about the rest, which is of relatively little importance? On the other
hand, the fact that the house and the Palace continue to exchange gifts on
Christmas proves that our relations remain peaceful and that neither side
is interested in provocation. It has always been this way, and I confess that
I'd already become accustomed to the idea that I steered this ship alone,
without interference or oversight. My conscience is clean, and I absolve
myself of the sins I may commit, because life has taught me that almost
everybody is worse than I am. And then today the son of the Palace’s head
gardener arrives on his bicycle with a note written by the Senhora, saying
that she’s coming tomorrow to pick one of you to keep her company and
play the role of daughter. Just like that, no explanation, no introductory
exordium to lead the way, no appeal to high-minded sentiment like the
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need to love and be loved, to share her excess with the needy. Not a single
consoling word or show of concern that would suggest she understands the
difficulties that plague us on a daily basis. With her rampant egoism (let’s
not mince words here), Dona Maria da Purificacio seems to think that this
is a type of harem where I educate maidens to serve her in exchange for a
miserable salary and a ridiculous monthly allowance for foodstuffs. On the
other hand, if we see the chosen girl’s luck as belonging to all of us, we’ll all
become a bit less poor tomorrow when she walks out the front door, trans-
formed, as if by magic, into a wealthy young lady. But there’s something I
want to clarify right now: I will in no shape or form attempt to influence
Dona Maria da Purifica¢do by extolling the virtues of A or denigrating B,
as I intend for her to be solely responsible for the choice she makes. I won’t
tolerate anyone saying that I play favorites, and I prefer that natural magne-
tism guides what is a very delicate decision. My goal is for everyone to have
the same opportunity regardless of individual merit, and in the challenge
that you’ll face tomorrow, consider me a mere spectator without a vote to
cast. Accordingly, the Senhora is misguided if she thinks that I'm going to
help her choose a pupil as if we were at the market together stocking up
on fresh fruit. And if she asks me, as she certainly will, for my opinion on
the moral qualities of one student or another, I shall tell her that you're
all special and equal in the eyes of God and that I take complete respon-
sibility for your errors and defects, which are indicative solely of my own
personal failings. Of course, she may insist on my active cooperation given
that I'm a mere wage earner, but her requests will fall on deaf ears and I
shall hide behind religion to make my obstinacy seem like piety. In practi-
cal terms, this means that Dona Purifica¢io’s pick will come down to luck
of the draw, which means that next time she’ll have to think twice before
pursuing such a risky endeavor. I've also heard the rumors floating around
about Marta, namely that, because she is the belle of the ball, as it were,
you’ve all become discouraged and have prematurely assumed defeat. But
put your noodles to work: wouldn’t a middle-aged woman who’s a walking
showcase of physical maladies instead prefer the company of a modest and
nondescript-looking girl? Dona Purificacdo has, clearly, already proved she
has uncommon courage and enjoys defying expectations. If this is the case,
Puri will use the young and beautiful adopted daughter as a tool for gauging
the true feelings of those who are already starting to gravitate around her,
because there’s no doubt now that she has replaced her brother as the head
of the family’s wine and olive oil empire, suitors will continue to flock like
moths to a flame. It’s possible, however, that Marta is chosen. I'd even say
that she’s one of the most serious candidates for the spot. But it’s precisely
because of this—and knowing the Senhora’s dark side, which almost always
compels her to stray from the most obvious path—that I would never bet
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my money on such an obvious favorite. I remember having noticed Cristel
a few days ago, drying her hair on the terrace with her head resting on top
of the wall. We all agree that our well-behaved Cristel is the least favored
in terms of beauty, but in that moment, with her head suspended and her
nape enveloped by strands of hair billowing in the wind as if she were
offering up her neck to the executioner’s block, she unknowingly adopted
a touching pose, and with shameless disregard, revealed her most intimate
secret: her elegant, airy, aristocratic neck. Nobody would be surprised if
Puri, in one of her sudden bouts of impulsiveness, confronted with this
view and seized with sympathy for the owner of that neck and that hair,
chose Cristel without considering other criteria. But with this do I mean to
say that tomorrow Cristel must cross paths with Puri and get her to notice
her beautiful neck by any means necessary? Absolutely not. There are spells
that only work once, and others that, cast in bad faith, produce effects con-
trary to what the person intended. And so instead of wasting time ruminat-
ing on your spite and jealousy or attempting to engineer impossible paths to
victory, think, for once, about what’s within your reach, and also that she
values the obvious: cleanliness, presentability, a smile, a polite manner of
speaking, and a simplicity founded on good manners. In the end, it’s highly
probable that the Senhora seeks a truly average girl to play her daughter,
someone who will watch over her as she rests, given that she has reached
an age where she really needs it. With this in mind, it becomes even more
difficult to make predictions about who will be chosen. The mathematical
average, after all, is one of the most arduous goals to strive for, and in this
case I'm afraid that, faced with a limited range of options, if she concludes
that she’s dealing with an unsolvable puzzle, well, when a person feels like
they’re boxed in, both positive and negative attributes become so exagger-
ated that clearheaded assessment is impossible.

Leaving these grand, unsolvable questions to the realm in which they
belong, let’s focus on practical considerations that are within your reach.
I recommend that before going to sleep tonight, you use all the time you
need to prepare your answers to the questions that Dona Purificagao will
doubtless ask you. Some will be straightforward, such as your name and
age. Respond in a clear and confident voice, as the Senhora, aside from
being hard of hearing, is not known for her patience. Moderately difficult
questions will follow, such as the classic: do you like living here? The sheer
banality of the question could lead one to think that a shy yes said with a
touch of conviction would suffice to pass the test, but if you pay attention
for just a second, you’ll realize that this apparently straightforward question
hides a trap in its foundation. In effect, if you like living here, why would
you want to leave for a strange house, entirely at the mercy of the Senhora’s
goodwill? And if you don’t like living here, what character defects lie hid-

THE IOWA REVIEW 109



den behind this unreasonable rebelliousness, as if receiving food, shelter,
and an education wasn’t the best possible thing that could have happened
to you? The response, then, should consist of a yes, but an impenetrable,
mysterious yes, ideally accompanied by facial expressions normally made by
those who have trouble dealing with their emotions, fears, and contradic-
tory desires. A yes that sends a clear message to our benefactor that you're
happy here but believe that outside of these walls and in her company, you
could be happier still.

If this is indeed the first question, the following will in all likelihood be,
“What are your favorite activities?” as the Senhora is following a script and
is unconcerned with originality. Here is where it gets difficult, because in
theory, all answers are possible, and a false step or, more specifically, an
inadequate or absurd response, will inexorably put your ambitions to rest.
To prevent this from happening, I propose that all of you develop a list of
ten or twelve things you like to do, always aiming for some half-truth. For
example: cooking, gardening, reading, drawing, knitting, going on walks,
studying, singing, riding your bike, and exercising; be sure to come up
with something else on your own. Ah, and if she asks, “What do you like
to study?” always respond, “math” without hesitation, as she has almost
certainly forgotten everything about the four operations and will lose inter-
est in testing your knowledge. But you should be asking yourselves, “What
does the Senhora hope to achieve by asking me about my inclinations and
abilities?” Does she have in mind a girl who fulfills her unmet hopes and
dreams, someone she imagines she could have been had it not been for the
tragic accident that forced her into seclusion? In short, a proxy to live the
life she couldn’t? Or could it be that, out of sheer pragmatism, she intends
to evaluate your specific utility so that she can better understand the types
of services that you’ll be able to offer her? Because in addition to being
filthy rich, Puri also inherited her parents’ miserliness, and I have a hard
time believing that she will share her belongings without asking for some-
thing in return. And I don’t mean hot air alone, or kind gestures and other
trifles that aim to demonstrate your affection and gratitude. I can see her
now, spread out on the chaise longue and asking her “daughter” to give her
a foot massage. Overcome by pleasure, she will close her eyes, seeing to it
that her enjoyment lasts as long as possible while the girl waits in vain for
an indication that she has fulfilled her duty. Puri’s habit of drinking tea at
all times is another one of her vices. There is always an electric kettle, a tray
with a teapot, and a porcelain mug resting on a stool beside her bed, and it
is expected that the water be replenished and the teapot washed with the
regularity of a metronome. Moreover, having lived twenty years removed
from social convention and norms, it would be unsurprising that she would
abuse the patience of her “daughter” and be particularly demanding at the
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outset. Now as we all know, nobody likes to be in the hot seat with a pair
of watchful eyes hovering over them. None of your minor vices will evade
her exacting judgment, and with the ruthlessness of someone who has
made an investment and seeks to extract the maximum profit from it, she
will force you to correct your petty defects, which is to be expected, as no
one doubts that the objective of the Senhora’s visit is that of a business
transaction, even though it is in good taste to dress it up as evidence of her
humanitarian streak. But we’re getting lost in the details, and none of this
should distract you from the heart of the matter, which is that tomorrow,
one of you is going to get in a Plymouth and travel the ten kilometers that
separate us from the Palace. The journey itself is short, but it will give you
enough time to take note of how comfortable the seats are, of the smooth
driving and of the driver Armando’s respectful silence, and so, subtly, you
will begin to adapt to your new life. About the Palace, I can say only that
the best possible comparison would be the old, picturesque Dedlock Palace,
with its turret, glass-roofed arcade, and stone-paved terrace, all of which
make for the perfect balance between levity and sturdiness. From the
street you’ll see only the top floor, lined with elegant mansards. Leafy trees
and high walls conceal the rest of the house, with the exception of those
watchful eyes of hers that seem to say: if you haven’t been invited, stay
away. Luxury without pomp prevails inside, and elegance exists alongside
sobriety. Beds, tables, closets, ottomans, coffers and chairs, candelabras,
tapestries and drapings, mirrors, statues, and decorative objects, whether
from faraway lands or made by local artisans, seem to have been made to
fill the house’s various nooks and recesses. I know, however, that since the
Senhora’s accident, the family has tended to concentrate itself in the dusty
ground-floor wing, and for the sake of convenience, they have more or less
adopted the habits of prevailing bourgeois comfort, meaning that whoever
is chosen will simultaneously enjoy the magnificence and coziness typical
of a wealthy home.

I could shut up now and let you think that, if you are chosen, your prob-
lems are over and that, after a settling-in period, the life of your dreams
awaits, but my scruples prevent me from lying and I'm convinced that,
somewhere at the core of your hazy understanding of the situation, not
even you believe this to be true. What is true is that there’s a thin line
between dreams and nightmares, and whoever crosses that line may end up
paying for it their entire lives. I know what I'm talking about because I used
to be one of you, a florinha do campo, when the maecenas was Puri’s mother,
Dona Maria da Consola¢ao Figueiredo e Morais. One day, she decided to
come to the asylum in search of a goddaughter to keep her lone daughter
company. I was one of the oldest boarders, always sitting in a chair toward
the back of the room in an attempt to distance myself from the rest of the
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flock. Others were both punished and praised for their insignificant acts,
but I consistently sought to avoid prizes and punishment alike. Everybody
placed their bets that day, and the director that I later came to replace also
had her favorites, believing that she ruled without opposition. Of course
nobody bet on me, the killjoy who managed to irritate the rest without
even opening her mouth. Well, hours later it was I who was packing my
bags in the midst of general consternation, director included. They stood
by as I walked down the stairs, step by step, amidst a silence so complete
that it was as if they were watching my burial. In a certain way they were,
and I, despite savoring the pleasure of my revenge with every fiber of my
being, couldn’t help but think, with some pity, that I was going to leave
the only place in the world where I exercised some power, invisible though
it was, and against all expectations, had maintained a freedom that was
truly mine. Armando opened the black Plymouth’s door for me, and Dona
Maria asked me if I was happy. I told her yes, very much, my senhora, those
were my exact words, and she, despite her intelligence, did not suspect that
I always limited my responses to what was strictly necessary, and out of
habit, out of prudence, because doing so had become part of me, I would
never utter a single word to her that was strictly true.

It didn’t take me long to discover that my godmother was a despotic,
authoritarian woman, and her relationship with her daughter had serious
problems as a result. Indeed, her real reason for seeking a goddaughter was
to find an intermediary who, like a carrier pigeon, would circulate informa-
tion when there was discord in the house. And also to make a spy of me, a
witness and confidante, and while she was at it, a companion and servant
to her daughter, and why not a bodyguard as well, someone who could take
responsibility for her daughter’s mistakes, as she figured someone like me
had thick skin, nerves of steel, and a will that would bend before it broke.
In the same vein, more for her daughter’s benefit than my own, she decided
that I would attend the same lessons as Puri, who was taught by a private
tutor at home and went to school only to take the required exams. Puri was
ahead of me in almost every subject, of course, but regardless, I was careful
not to damage her self-esteem and so pretended to be even more ignorant
than I was, but doing so served as a sort of test for me, and I realized that
if I wanted to, I could catch up to and even eclipse her, because I was her
superior in terms of both intelligence and ambition. This was how my hap-
piest years passed. It was heaven on earth compared to my former life, and
well aware of this, I tried not to make any false moves, quickly coming to
understand the fragility of my role in the house. Even with her flaws Puri
would always belong to the realm of the sacred, whereas I, neither biologi-
cal nor adopted daughter, could count on the Senhora’s goodwill but would
never have the right to affection or compassion.
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I suffered a rude awakening when my companion, whom I had until that
point considered a child compared to me, began dating, with her parents’
blessing, the son of a marble magnate and owner of some of the largest quar-
ries in the region. His parents had sent him to study at a private school in
London, and then to a third-rate English university so that he could be said
to have a degree in line with his family’s fortune. Shortly after his course
ended they cut off his allowance, thereby obligating him to come home.
And under the pretext of celebrating his return, they threw a homecoming
party and invited a select group of family friends and neighbors handpicked
so that Puri, lacking competition, would stand out. The plan worked, and
neither of the two had any idea that they had been played like marionettes.
I could only watch, powerless, completely lost and forgotten in the midst of
so many happy people. I figured that when Puri saw him, she would quickly
realize that he was her type and that he felt the same way, which was dou-
bly untrue, as she didn’t have a “type,” or rather she had many different
types, she was doubtless not the kind of bride Pedro was imagining on his
way back to Portugal, so unremarkable and lacking in physical attributes,
when he could have his pick without trying. This Pedro Runa was a beauti-
ful man, and even when he remained silent, he demonstrated his unbridled
sexual appetite just by the intense way he looked at people. Once or twice
I nearly asked him what he wanted from me when, upon greeting me or
saying goodbye, he would block me, his muscular chest almost brushing
up against my bosom, but the answer was so obvious that I kept quiet to
avoid an uncomfortable conversation. His most attractive features were his
blue eyes that gleamed like diamonds and his two rows of white teeth on
full display whenever he unpursed his lips, thin and meandering like the
banks of a winding river. I often wonder if the oil portrait of him that Puri
painted in a burst of passion is still intact, her best work though she was
otherwise devoid of any artistic ability, or if it has completely fallen apart,
eroded by kisses and tears. I remember that Pedro himself bragged about
the portrait’s likeness, not at all bothered by the fact that Puri had accen-
tuated his less forgiving features, like his pronounced jaw that gave him a
catlike, insidious air, as if pretending not to realize that she had captured
his essence. The three of us would often go on walks together while they
dated, and on these occasions, he would transform into a docile, gentle
little puppy, capable only of the sort of kind, inoffensive words that adults
use when speaking to children. Nothing out of line, not even audacious or
improper. Such were the circumstances that inspired that crazy, foolish girl
to insist on becoming Pedro’s wife. I swear to all of you that I treated her
like a sister up until her wedding day, maybe because I still clung to the
hope that some shocking twist or turn of events would overpower Pedro’s
decision to forgo true love for the sake of marrying a rich girl. But seeing
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as neither Puri nor her parents wanted to face reality, that the sham mar-
riage was purely transactional and based on a lie, the day arrived when she
walked down the aisle, so excited that she trembled all over and her face
alternated between a bright red and an intense pale white. I was all alone
after the marriage, and in an attempt to hold onto my pride, I proposed to
the Senhora that I return to the Asylum, but she didn’t let me finish my
sentence and assured me that she didn’t even want to think about suddenly
losing both her daughters. This was no surprise. I was the person she was
closest to, her irreplaceable go-between, and little by little, she settled into
the habit of not making decisions without first consulting me. Of course,
I also wanted to be able to marry and live my life. When I left the house,
I was not oblivious to desiring looks that clung to me, sometimes charged
with an almost animalistic indecency, and when I did go out, she would
remain, helpless, in the enormous house, but seeing as she was an intel-
ligent woman in her own way, she also understood that pride would not let
me settle for a man who couldn’t hold his own against my sister’s husband.
Feigning sadness, she was secretly pleased when I turned my modest suit-
ors away without leading them on.

When the bride and groom returned after a month-long honeymoon,
the house began a weekly lunch ritual. The dynamic between Puri and
me had become uneasy due to the intimacy we previously shared, secret
whispers under the covers during those stifling summer nights when the
heat prevented us from sleeping. A lifeless kiss on the cheek and measured,
carefully chosen words convinced me immediately of the chasm that had
opened between us. It was clear that I no longer represented anything
of importance to her, the axis that was her existence had relocated to a
domain with no place for me, and in the moments when I was absolutely
honest with myself, I had to admit that nothing that could have happened
to me, not even my death, would provoke anything more than a vaguely
melancholic sigh from her.

I was hurt, of course, but I picked myself up quickly, because people like
us don’t have the luxury of entertaining these types of thoughts. I decided
to give in to the solicitations of Pedro Runa, the attentive husband whose
attention Puri mistook for love, who had already complained to me, in
indirect language, of the constant siege that the woman subjected him to.
One day, I took advantage of one of the few instances when we were alone
to tell him that I had something important to show him and, rejecting his
advances so that he would understand that it wasn’t yet the right moment,
I told him to meet me at the Passeio da Guarda, which was the name we
gave to the narrow pathway, sheltered by a Moorish-style laced iron arch,
that lines the house’s roofing and can only be accessed on rare occasions.
At the appointed time, sensing that I approached him, he turned around to
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face me, his head closely shaved, and very slowly, in a manner that could
only be premeditated, he let a smile spread until it reached the two paral-
lel dimples on either side of his face, the smile itself carnivorous and full
of teeth, a trap that was true to its name, an alluring mixture of ferocity
and naivety. Due either to vertigo or exhaustion from the climb, I faltered,
and he took a step forward and grabbed my arm, nearly giving in to the
temptation to kiss me, but he waited too long and the moment passed. He
decided instead to stare at me fixedly with his arms crossed over his chest,
letting me talk without interrupting. I had rehearsed my script carefully,
taking every word into consideration; I knew it wasn’t going to be easy and
so I visualized how the conversation would unfold, but I hadn’t anticipated
that his cowardice was such that he would pretend to believe that every-
thing I said was slander made up just to disparage Puri and thus have him
to myself. But God as my witness, I limited myself only to what was strictly
true. When Dona Maria da Consolagao took me in Puri had just gotten out
of a complicated situation, no less than an abortion done abroad under the
utmost secrecy. And so they imposed my company upon her, as well as the
various constraints that came to surround us at an age when we were sup-
posed to croquer la vie a pleines dents, as the song goes. I don’t blame them
for it, I'm thankful, even, because an idle, futile life is not to my liking. Puri
was essentially handed off to me. I had to endure her periods of silence that
sometimes lasted days at a time, but also the crises in which she would
speak nonstop, interrupted only by the occasional laugh or cry. When I had
to, I resorted to force to make her take the pills her doctor prescribed, but
I was also just as happy to beg and barter for her acquiescence, putting to
use my extensive career in blackmailing and bribery which had kept me
alive up to that point.

I hadn’t told Pedro the whole story yet and had considered omitting the
rest, but seeing how he clenched his jaw and realizing the crude ferocity
inherent in that dull gaze, I lost interest in trying to save him, all the more
because I started to see that my efforts had been in vain. And so, as if my
speech until then had served only as a preamble, I told him that, because
of the abortion, Puri could no longer have children. After that, I remember
only that he came toward me and hit me in the chest, then grabbed me by
the shoulders and shook me with such fury that I felt like I was suffocating
and couldn’t articulate a single word. He went to turn around and, blinded
by rage, didn’t notice the rain gutter and lost his balance, falling onto the
rusty parapet that gave under his weight and then crashing onto the brick
terrace below with his arms splayed out like a fallen trapeze artist.

Puri threw herself from that same fateful spot a week later, and you know
the rest. My adopted mother cast me completely aside, unwilling to let me
share her grief. Not even a month had passed before Senhor Morais offered
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me the position of Director of the House, entrusting me with the task of
restoring order after my predecessor slid into alcoholism and lost control
of the girls. I overcame it all, everything that my justifiably sky-high expec-
tations had devolved into shortly after joining one of the most prominent
families in the area. I know I told you that I had faced the move back to the
Asylum with a certain amount of hesitation, the hesitation of someone who
doesn’t believe in Goodness, who doesn’t trust other people and knows that
intelligence and ambition aren’t enough to carve out a place in the world.
But my life here has proved to be an agreeable purgatory compared to the
confusion that came to define the Palace. Dona Maria da Consolacao fell
ill and died shortly after the incident, suffering greatly, furious at everyone
and everything. Her widower could, finally, saunter through Spain with his
lovers whenever he wanted, and he sent to Brazil a bastard son from before
the marriage whom he had managed to keep a secret. Little by little, mat-
ters pertaining to the estate were handed off to the legitimate son, who did
little more than present Puri with the documents and point to where she
needed to sign. She had been disconnected from the rest of the world for
years without showing the slightest interest in anyone or anything, though
she did continue to exercise a tyrannical power over those dedicated to
serving her. She could have taken refuge in matters pertaining to the spirit,
but never sought out consolation in religion or music or literature despite
frequently being seen with an open book on her lap. What was it that kept
her alive, then, how did she keep her thoughts occupied and find material
to fill out her always-identical days without being driven insane by the hor-
ror of the void? She thinks it is her deepest secret, but I've been told that
she sometimes lets slip seemingly nonsensical phrases about Pedro Runa’s
wandering ghost. I suppose that, just like in a dream, the images we recall
never quite come together, instead darting endlessly in quick flashes such
that this spring perpetually replenishing itself is never really in danger of
drying up. I, for one, had already gotten used to the idea that she preferred
her shadow kingdom to the sad prerogative of returning to life, and I think
that the same could be said of everyone in her orbit. This was until a short
time ago, when that unbelievable coincidence happened and both her father
and brother died one right after the other, which left her as the sole heir
to the family’s estate. Despite being attended by the trusted family doctor
who was also responsible for Puri’s remarkable recovery and rehabilita-
tion, they were sick for only a short time before passing. What’s clear is
that Puri picked herself up out of the wheelchair and took her first steps
without the help of crutches while their bodies were still warm, a kind of
modern interpretation of the Sleeping Beauty story with no love or prince
or redeeming kiss. And seeing as loved ones can neither be brought back to
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life nor substituted (money can’t buy everything), she resolved to bestow
upon herself a truly luxurious gift, no less than a daughter.

I'm telling you this because I think you have the right to know what lies
hidden beneath the alluring veneer of the outside world, and so you don’t
end up repeating the words of the unhinged Miss Flite surrounded by her
collection of birds with eerie names: “I was a ward myself. I was not mad
at that time. I had youth and hope. I believe, beauty. It matters very little
now. Neither of the three served or saved me.” And the birds, just remem-
ber when she died and they were freed from their cages, there was Fear,
Pain, Hate, Greed, Revenge, and Crime, yes, Crime, just as mundane as the
others, or how do you think that she managed to get rid of her entire family
in two months if not by having the doctor as an accomplice, even though
nobody dares to say it out loud because there’s no proof, nor could there be
because he destroyed all the evidence? I see that you’re beginning to whis-
per and exchange grim looks of horror and outright denial. Settle down. I
understand you all see the Senhora’s visit as something like the dawn of a
new age, but in my role as the messenger of hope, I no longer believe that
it is worth sacrificing our tranquility in exchange for hypothetical benefits
for our home and the equally hypothetical salvation of whomever is chosen.
Here at least we make the rules and can always disregard everything that
is out of our reach.

I'm thinking that tomorrow, when Dona Maria da Purificagio arrives, we
courteously open the door and offer her a cup of tea. When she begins to
talk about her plan, you remain quiet and I’ll tell the Senhora that I think
that I know how to interpret your silence. This house belongs to all of
you, in the end, and you are my daughters as if I had adopted you. In my
heart, at least, I already have. I can even add that you're afraid of her. The
veiled face, the fall, the mysterious deaths, the lonely mansion, the lack
of knowledge about what awaits you. The Senhora’s proposal just has too
many unknowns. And if she insists, we will politely ask her to come back
on a different day, if she continues to insist we will ask for three days for
the chosen girl to acclimate herself to the idea of leaving. And at the end
of those three days, we will ask for three more, and if she doesn’t give up,
we will continue to obstruct her such that she is forced to admit defeat
without being able to say there was a formal refusal on our part. It’s also
occurring to me now that her planned visit in search of an adopted daugh-
ter, praiseworthy though it is, could be no more than an act to conceal
her true motives, and I suspect that she has other reasons for coming. She
wants me to ask her for forgiveness, and in truly theatrical fashion, might
even be planning to unveil her face to me, assuming that I won’t be able to
maintain my composure. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if she ended
up asking me to come back to her for lack of a better way to combat her
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loneliness. Asking me to share her room with her again and even her bed.
I have to prepare for how I am going to respond to her. Either a resounding
no or something more evasive. I must make her beg before I tell her no. And
when she breaks down, I’ll ask her if she wants us to call her doctor. And
then she’ll wonder if we know something and stare at us, terrified, while
fear spreads on her face. We’ll be face-to-face, knowing that it’s no longer
possible to turn back, our destinies irreconcilable. From neither of our
mouths will you hear those noble words of Sir Leicester: full forgiveness.
She’ll back away now, leaving, fleeing from me, “with a deeper shame than
that with which she hurries from herself, she goes downstairs at a moment
when the hall is empty, opens and shuts the great door, flutters away in
the shrill frosty wind.” Well, I'm exhausted and that horrible headache has
returned. I'm going to go to bed, and I advise all of you to do the same. I
wish you good night and sweet dreams. Maybe Dona Maria da Purificagao,
thinking twice about the matter, will give up coming.
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