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Chapter One

A hole in the ground

The sky must have been full of prayers and weeping, because that afternoon the water condensed suddenly and rained down all at once. It became as dark as a mouse’s fur and, minutes later, unleashed its weight on the earth.

Some fishermen from the Marginal, the coast road, who during the week worked in branches, shops and offices in the city, and who were late commuting back to the suburbs, drinking another beer in the café, suddenly couldn’t go any further, and what happened next reminded them of the gigantic waves of the lively winter tides that beat against the tall coastal rocks covered in mussels and barnacles, the fresh-air shellfish, and that surge powerfully, taking one man or another into the salty surf.

The wave smacks against the cliff, lifting the fishing rod and pail of maggots through the air, it pulls the oilskin-clad fisherman, writhing like a fish on the hook, and drowns him in the iodine foam. Another upstanding head-of-family lost because he got too close to the precipice, he bit the bait that the sea threw his way, he just wanted to take home a small sea bass and have a rest from life, but only the mussel, the barnacle and the seaweed, and the limpet too, of course, can hold on against the ocean’s treacherous swell, because that’s where they live, after all.

In the capital that day, however, the rain started without brutality. Just an unusual persistence, there were no first drops, just hectolitres of drops falling in the same instant, a wave of sweet water, a vertical cascade squeezed from the black clouds on the rooftops. It soon grew into a liquid wall over Lisbon, the kind that occurs only once or twice a century.

And immediately, muddled by sudden crosswinds, warm and cold, and stoked by metallic bolts of lightning, the rain began to drain powerfully through the city, without knowing which way to go, as much more water arrived, descending from the veins of other hills, down sleeping streams and electric cable channels, in a competition of nameless, newborn rivers in the middle of avenues and squares.

Soon, cars were being steered by the water, leaving a wake in the road, until they knocked against the pavements, making dull sounds against the granite, drivers opened the floodgates and leapt through the gutters like marines landing on the beach, taking cover from the hailstones.

In Cais do Sodré, horns became hoarse and fell silent, engines made smoky bubbles in pools of mud, before bursting through exhaust pipes.

Many exits were blocked by new buildings, stalls, concrete and walls, others were covered with rubbish, subterranean garages dug at night now lay in the bed of rivulets. In a basement in Alcântara, a hundred cars drowned simultaneously, in a mechanical death pact.

In the valleys of Chelas, next to the gardens of cabbage and turnip, of submerged stalks sticking up through the soil like flagpoles, viaducts and pilasters sank, erected in the wrong place on someone’s orders.

In the low neighbourhoods, cars now whirled round like disoriented schools of whales heading for the shore, to become beached and die on the flowerbeds.

Youngsters climbed the jacarandas on Avenida da República and stayed there the whole night screeching like monkeys.

More than thirty solitary trees, either very old or very young, were uprooted in the woods and gardens, blasted through the air.

In Campo Grande, strangers took each other’s hands in the current and saved a lady who couldn’t swim but who refused to let go of her handbag.

An athlete fled swimming through a tunnel and was found in the morning, wrapped in a jacket that wasn’t his and speaking gibberish.

The green line of the metro was blocked and the carriages made a water snake, the largest anaconda of the lost forest, until it stopped altogether because of a power cut.

It ruined the shoes of everyone in the city.

On the streets, the vomiting of stones could be heard, hydraulic nausea, pipes churning water from their mouths, and cockroaches and excrement, which were swallowed again by other pipes, as if in some gigantic decadent party. The water seemed to be confused by its own quantity, a single living body covering the earth that rejected it, and as it stuck a viscous arm into one hole, it used another to blow up a geyser of sewage, thick and frozen.

It was less serious in the high neighbourhoods, but hundred of traders were left with pains in their backs, strains and even slipped discs caused by the sudden abuse of shovels, buckets and mops. Others suffered incalculable mud damage to their furniture, their appliances, their frozen meats, their drifting packages, the displaced linoleums floors and new aluminium counters. In the basements of some restaurants, it was discovered later, potatoes sprouted irrevocably, new potato became old overnight, and there was little left to serve customers from those sacks, it was only good for soup.

The Civil Protection Authority made an appeal, the fire brigade are working flat out to attend to all the pleas for help and the thousands of floods, people are advised not to leave their homes under any circumstances, those who have drinking water should save it, climb to higher floors if possible. Those who have lost their roof, on the other hand, should descend carefully to a mid level they consider safe, well away from the gusting winds.

An apartment block built on top of the Odivelas channel shook, smelling of gas and short-circuits, and fifteen families were evacuated for having chosen badly where to live. They fled weeping through the filth, tearful pensioners and babies, adding to the water spilling onto the street.

Luckily, and contrary to everyone’s fears, within a few hours the Civil Protection Authority announced that for the moment, there were no fatal victims to register and no disappearances to report. For the moment, it repeated.

Everything was ending well: by the early hours, the radio and television channels were broadcasting the receding waters, and all they could show, with the camera spotlight, were a few dogs swimming past, clinging onto branches with their teeth, but, an eye-witness explained, only an hour ago the water would have come up to my neck, right here where I’m standing.

The Meteorological Institute said that the clouds were beginning to disappear, some moving out to sea, others seemed to have spent themselves in their attempts to head north and eastwards to flood the rest of the country. The prospects were good through the morning, there was even the chance of sun.

Everyone waited for Portugal’s blue sky to return. Reporters allowed themselves to catch a few minutes’ sleep in the sat van, in the absence of anything newsworthy, but then perhaps it was better to keep going like everyone else, in professional ecstasy. They used words like gushing, gutters and gurgling. Citizen-journalists began to negotiate fees for the best images caught on their mobile phones, submitted in torrents to the television channels. They were of poor quality but they had that highly-prized characteristic of the citizen in the heart of the danger zone. All of them, professionals and amateurs, remained vigilant at the various focal points of the catastrophe, a word that was still subject to confirmation, until they caught colds live on air. They were the first to show, in the light of day, the streets, the rinsed buildings, the drains squad from the city council, men exhausted from their struggles in the gutters, clutching cups of coffee, as well as shivering victims demanding recompense for the ruin, or explaining that that rain storm had seemed like the end of the world and global warming all in one, but life goes on.

For example, in O Dedé snack bar, at Boqueirão dos Anjos, the owner heard what sounded like the tinkle of glass bells, he looked and saw his crates of beer escaping, like those rafts that immigrants use to escape to a new country, risking everything in the tide, said Mr Demiro, the Galician, who hadn’t had a drink in twenty years because he couldn’t, but who opened the only remaining bottle of beer and gulped it down for breakfast, in tragic joy, just this once.

On the whole, Lisbon awoke to no fresh panic, no floating corpses, just skeletons of umbrellas, rusted washing machine drums, and stray cats curled up in the brambles. There was talk of miracles and near-miracles.

The morning, however, held a mystery.

At the edges of Parque Eduardo VII, in front of the church of Sao Sebastião de Pedreira, on the opposite side from the big Spanish department stores, an enormous hole had opened up.

A pit in the ground of Lisbon, the size of a large bathtub, ‘a stage trapdoor, that a magician’s assistant could disappear through,’ said a taxi driver who couldn’t get his car to start. The milometer had kept turning, at least a million and a half, my car did, I went to the moon and back twice, yes, twice, I did the sums and I didn’t even have to change the engine, said the man scratching his head, but this hole in the street seems like an illusionist’s trick. The idea caught on, until the shock of a second and chilling discovery.

The Operational Commander of the firefighters was saying how lucky it was that no one had fallen in, as sometimes happens with cars and even buses in Lisbon. Don’t forget that this happens when we get this kind of crazy rain, the city’s soil and subsoil is in a terrible state, full of domestic watercourses and gigantic pipes, and it isn’t, never was, prepared for this kind of precipitation. Luckily, so far, vehicles have always become wedged, tails out, because they’re too big for the crevice, he joked.

The firefighters sealed off the area with plastic tape. At the end of the morning, they lowered a flashlight to the bottom of the hole, which was some metres deep, and were met by an old pipe of red brick tiles, quite wide and long. It had burst with the implosion of the granite pavement above, grey cobbles scattered at the entrance, and it continued into the bowels of Lisbon, descending in the darkness in what seemed to be the direction of Parque Eduardo VII, or towards the lower neighbourhoods.

There was a general exclamation around the crater.

An exit! An entrance! A secret tunnel?

Actually, it’s an old opening to the subterranean city, said the Commander, who had stretched his neck like a reptile. And he added, maintaining his jocular tone, that any unfortunate pedestrian who might have fallen in during the flood, when the floor sank, would be lost, drowning somewhere out there, perhaps dragged by water and gravity towards the river Tejo, the final destination of all Lisbon’s waters.

They raised the flashlight and someone cried out and pointed to the middle of the hole. There was a small ledge of golden sand, in the sediment of ancient works. Something could be seen, an archaeological remain, but brightly coloured, recent.

There, there, what’s that?!

Sticking out of the damp earth were a blind man’s stick and a child’s shoe.

(. . .)

Chapter Three

One, two, experience

Avenida António Augusto de Aguiar. Traffic light on the left, with an audible signal at the pedestrian crossing. To the left, continue to Sete Rios, 350 metres. To the right, continue towards Marquês de Pombal.

‘Thank you, Célia.’

After crossing Avenida António Augusto de Aguiar, turn right along the pavement for three metres. Turn left into Rua Augusto dos Santos, the road descends about 50 metres. São Sebastião de Pedreira Square. The Church of São Sebastião is in front of you. There are two flights of stairs, one on the left and one on the right.

‘Congratulations, Célia!’

The machine didn’t respond, but António thought that the congratulations were for him too, and that personal vanity, with all its problems, sometimes makes the world go round. He disconnected the GPS, the battery would need to be charged for eight hours that night, or its efficiency would be lessened.

In the church, or in a room at the side of the church, he soon realised that a ceremony was taking place. It was the funeral chapel and the voices filtered through the cracks in the door. The most weighty and moist syllables slipped under the wood. A priest was asking the Lord for mercy and the people repeated, Lord, have mercy on us, and they sobbed, knowing it to be a difficult request to meet. Perhaps the deceased, lying silently in the coffin, had his own hypotheses, thought António. Next to the wall on the opposite side of the church, was where a Scout group met, he remembered it from the visit with his wife and indeed he could hear, through the wall and the plaster, the laughter of children and a metallic whistle giving orders with two simultaneous blasts, like in the navy.

Tears, laughter and me in the middle, as usual, he said in a low voice. António was almost on the point of phoning Helena, to tell her what he had just done, by himself. He was going to tell her that he was with Célia and in very good company, that that now she would have to share the marriage with his new friend, a girl with a sweet voice who he didn’t intend to give up any time soon, and who directed his life, strike me blind if I’m not telling the truth, but he decided not to needle his wife, not for the time being anyway. He opened the glass cover of his watch, touched the hands, and closed the little round case again. It was still early.

He didn’t know whether he was alone. He heard the creaking of a pew, but it might just be old wood readjusting its nervures in the air of the central nave. He recalled that in front of him, at the altar, surrounded by columns and cornices of gilded wood, stood a small statue of Saint Sebastian. It was a young body, barely adolescent, a bit strange at any rate, Helena had confessed that first time, those tiny iron arrows sticking out at sweet, erotic angles, and the tormented, ingenuous eyes, as if he liked the torture, a scarlet ribbon descending from his shoulder to the light loincloth round his waist.

The archers of Mauritania covered him in arrows, to the horror of homosexuals even today. 

Saint Sebastian was a traitor of Rome, tied to a tree trunk by order of Diocletian. The image was also depicted in a tile on the opposite wall from the altar, next to the door. Helena had described an arrow in his right rib, another in the left, one in each arm, and the last one between the stomach and the heart. The arrows had black feathers, stretched taut, as if they’d been ironed.

They decided to leave his dead body there, on the tree, but Saint Irene took him home, pulled out the arrows, anointed him with ointment and, barely able to stand, Saint Sebastian, with an unquenchable desire for martyrdom, appeared in front of the emperor to tell him that there is one true God, and his son is Jesus. 

Incredulous and infuriated, so the internet says, by a man he believed to be dead, the emperor condemned Saint Sebastian to double martyrdom: that he should be caned until he died again, and his body then thrown into the Cloaca Maxima, the filthiest place in Rome.

‘The filthiest place in Rome. The cloaca maxima,’ repeated António, ‘the queen of latrines, the sewer-king.’

It was from the thickest shit of the Empire that a saint rose to heaven in glory, contrary to all pagan predictions.

He had crossed his knees and the artery in his right leg was pressing against the kneecap of the left, a round, polished outcrop, and the blood travelled in spurts. He could feel his leg rise and fall slightly, giving light seismic kicks in the air, in time with his heart. Then the leg went to sleep and he had to wake it with a massage.

Distracted, he didn’t notice that time had passed and several people had entered the central nave. Another ceremony was beginning. Shortly, let us pray to the Lord, a priest with a reedy, electric voice read prophesies from the Bible:

‘Say to them that are of a fearful heart, “be strong, fear not: behold, your God will come with vengeance, even God with a recompense; he will come and save you.” Then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy. Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf shall be unstopped.’ Isaiah.

‘Hold on, if it’s this kind of nonsense, I’m going home.’

António stood up and left the church. Outside, the atmosphere was becoming dense. Ozone descended from the heights and pervaded the air, perfuming the exhaust fumes, which could no longer rise because of the pressure. The dirty air scratched at his throat. Through the miniscule pinpoint of light that remained on the upper corner of his right eye, a kind of clogged and yellowed wormhole, the last trace of that thing that happened on that day, he felt that Lisbon was getting dark at top speed.

Halfway down the stairs, the birds fell silent. At that time of day, at this time of year, hundreds of thousands of starlings appeared and gathered in the sky like sardines in the sea, with rapid spiral movements, Helena had said. Black shoals of birds, with silver reflections, they formed fleeting brush strokes. He recognised their high-pitched cries. António could hear them, above the engines and the electronic beeps of the traffic lights. They swam above the Gulbenkian gardens and the antennas of buildings, they moved closer and pierced the minaret of the mosque, the sharp reef of Praça de Espanha. They flew in a tide they created themselves, the flight of a collective cerebrum of birds. At night-time, António knew, they gathered to sleep in the poplars and plane trees of Parque Eduardo VII until the branches gave under the weight. A mass of small black ghosts, childhood nightmares, covering the pavement with white droppings.

But suddenly the birds fell silent and the clouds came down properly, intense and atmospheric. Lead diffused the last light of the afternoon. Lisbon was suspended in gelatinous air. António continued descending the stairs and, when he had crossed the street and was about to consult the GPS to find the nearest entrance to the metro, it rained down all at once.

Soon, there was so much water that he didn’t know what to hold on to and he started to feel concerned. He felt water at his soles, at his heels, at his ankles, at his knees, and at an unprecedented speed. Shouts could be heard in the street, horns and the swishing of water slapping forcefully, the atmosphere unwrapped itself like a noisy sweet wrapper. Then, the wind began to blast and António tried to grab hold of an awning. It belonged to a cafe which was shut. The awning tore slightly. He stayed there a long time. He shouted, no one replied. He had a fear of exaggeration, a shame of ridicule and a strategy of calm in all circumstances, but then he lost his embarrassment and started shouting properly, in vain. I was stupid and careless, he said, and bit his tongue in punishment.

Later, he heard the voice of a child.

'Sir, sir, give me your hand!’

‘Where?!’

‘Here, I’m over here, here.’

It was a small, cool hand, with all its fingers, slim bones.

‘I came from up there, from the Scouts, next to the church. Let’s go there, sir.’

‘I’ve never seen rain like this!’

But when they moved, they couldn’t cross. A motorbike with no rider passed by, lying in the flood like a dead horse, wheels up.

‘It’s fairly coming down, sir!’

‘Is this your good turn for today?’

‘I helped a lame dog this morning.’

‘Well, you can help me too,’ António admitted, ‘what’s your name, how old are you?’

‘I’m eight, I’m João.’

‘I’m António. So, young Scout. You like collecting money, do you?’

‘I like making knots with string and cutting wood with an axe.’

Now António was using all his strength to help the boy. He opened his legs as wide as he could and placed his rubber shoes firmly on the pavement bed. The water came up to his waist. He pulled the child into his body. He wrapped the boy’s legs around his waist, like a little monkey. Nearby, he heard a dreadful noise, as if they were floating on top of a tree trunk towards the cascade.

Two ants were walking along the bottom of the bathtub and it was me that turned the shower on them, António remembered, in the rare light of childhood. The larger of the two was on the plughole for two seconds, the other let go and he went too.

There’s no time, there’s no time.

‘Show me where there’s a lamppost to hold onto, João.’

‘There aren’t any.’

‘A veranda where I can lift you up and you can hold on?’

‘There aren’t any, sir.’

‘We’ll have to help one another, then, João. Always prepared!’

Pope John Paul II’s first trip to Portugal, 1982. He thanks Our Lady of Fátima for her intervention in the attack on St Peter’s Square in the Vatican, one year earlier, May 13th, 1981. It was She who deflected the bullet to prevent the Pope’s certain death - it still scraped his aorta. It is the prophecy of the Third Secret: a bishop dressed in white is attacked by armed men and drops dead from arrows and bullets. But only the Pope knew at the time. And Sister Lúcia. And Our Lady, of course, the lady dressed in white, shining brighter than the sun. But no one else in the world knew of this.

John Paul II makes the offering of a bullet that passed through his body and remained in the open jeep. It is still intact and shining, copper-coloured, it only pierced soft tissue. War calibre, 9mm, a Browning automatic pistol, also used by the mafia. One hand made the shot, another deflected the bullet. The maternal hand deflected the trajectory of the bullet, says the Pope. It will be set in the golden crown of Our Lady of Fátima. The space inside the crown was always left empty, waiting half a century for this moment, it’s the exact size of the bullet, the goldsmith confirmed.

António, that blind boy, is on the way to the shrine to make a human cordon with the Scouts. They shout Totus Tuus! and wave their neckerchiefs in the air like cowboys. There are yellow, green, red and blue neckerchiefs, with white spirals on them. There is great joy in the air. Sprinkle me, Holiness, with Your aspergillum and I’ll be saved. Immaculate Heart of Mary. Suddenly, the Pope gets out of the popemobile and moves towards the sides.

‘He's coming this way!’

António doesn’t understand the hubbub, but the leaders hurriedly grab hold of him, they pull him by the shoulder, they’re almost carrying him by the arms. They pass wheelchairs, aluminium crutches and short women advancing, twisted by faith and hymns and blood on their knees.

‘António, António, come, come here quickly!’

They wait next to the railings, they hold him tightly. When the Pope is almost, almost touching António - he makes caresses to the left and to the right, he kisses a baby – he changes his mind and turns on his heel. Now he's five metres away, six, seven, and . . . oh . . . he's getting into the popemobile again, satisfied with the demonstration of devotion by the people of Portugal, in fraternal communion with the Pope, pilgrim of Fátima.

And that night, another attack. A Spanish fundamentalist, Father Krohn, tries to kill him with a dagger (or rather, the 37 centimetre blade of a bayonet, and a rosary) during the candlelit procession, and he fails too. A plain-clothes policeman jumps on him, the fanatic in a black cassock hasn’t even managed to wound him, like the Turk Ali Agca did in St Peter’s Square. Or perhaps he did wound him. Twenty-five years later, the Cardinal of Krakow, Stanislav Dziwisz, revealed that when he helped the Pope to undress that night, he found blood on his clothes, red on the inner whiteness of the cloth. But the Pope wasn’t one to complain. Father Krohn denied everything in the blog and added, with jealousy or pride, it was hard to tell, that the Pope would never forgive him, like he did Ali Agca.

On May 13th, 1981, the Turk fired as John Paul returned a small girl to her father’s arms. The first bullet landed in his elbow. The KGB assassin’s second shot hit the Pope’s index finger, then zigzagged through his body – which to the doctors was a perfect anomaly, inexplicable - scratching the aorta, bypassing the spine, avoiding the vital organs and the nervous centres. Four shots in all, two of them in a Pope's lower stomach. Serious injuries: only the loss of a great deal of blood and 55 centimetres of intestine. Ali Agca was restrained by a nun, by the name of Lúcia, who showed tremendous strength, she used her hands like pincers, said the assassin. The Pope forgave him in prison, never wanting to find out who gave the order, because it had been Evil.

But now it was over! The world prays for the health of the Holy Father and the Vatican loses patience. That’s enough, Holiness, it’s over! They’ll make a new popemobile, Cardinal Ratzinger in person, so competent that he would one day say Habemus Papam about himself, will speak to Mercedes. An open-topped jeep, the Pope on full view, but surrounded by unbreakable glass. An aquarium for the Sovereign Pontiff which no bullets can penetrate, nor knives, nor bombs. One day, it will be armoured against grenades and mortars, keeping progress with terrorists. The super-vehicle goes on every journey. That’s enough assailment on the hand that sows in the five continents of the Earth. Enough of Popes who touch believers and invalids for no reason. The world is a dangerous place and it will only get worse. Evil cannot enter the popemobile.

The Pope is right next to António, he’s almost there, almost, but he changes his mind, turns round and goes back to the popemobile.

His fellow Scouts and their leaders wilt, they pretend to smile. They try to call him, here Holy Father, here!, but it’s no use.

‘Oh if he . . .’

‘Oh, what a shame . . .’

‘All right, patience.’

António doesn't understand that they were pushing him towards a miracle.

‘What was it, what was it?’

‘Nothing, António, it was nothing.’

Years later he knows.

It wasn’t worth getting annoyed by it, but the late Pope could have come an extra metre, they told him. A metre further and he would have touched António’s head Maybe not even a metre. At any rate, if he'd stuck out his arm and António had stuck out his neck, they would have touched. The hand with the papal ring on his head, on his dry eyes, only a thread of yellow light passes through the wormhole, through the upper corner of the left eye, which was all that remained of that thing that happened on that day.

The late Pope John Paul II will be made a saint for miracles like that: there were many cases over the following years, even healings through televised masses, direct via satellite from the Vatican, he restores a diabetic baby’s sight in Argentina, the child’s astonished parents confirm. Chronically ill people who wake up healthy, a French nun dreams of the Pope and wakes up free from the terminal Parkinsons she’s had for thirty years, suddenly the bedridden believer doesn’t tremble and even leaps like a young woman, doctors have no scientific explanation for the phenomenon. The former secretary Dziwisz announces that a North American who suffered a brain tumour was cured after having received communion at the hands of Joannes Paulus II.

To most people, he was already a saint before he died and this was confirmed when two million shouted Santo Subito! at his funeral in 2005, beside the coffin of the heir to the throne of St Peter, when the ring was crushed for a new seal to be made.

Totus Tuus, totally yours, they had shouted in the Basilica of Fátima, all his, twenty years ago, but you weren’t everyone’s, Pope, you weren’t a saint for everyone. 

For me, António, you weren’t.

What was it, what was it? and they replied nothing, António, it was nothing.

But I didn’t ask you for anything, I wasn’t thinking about anything, I didn’t want anything, I didn’t even know what I was doing. You turned your back, you returned to your life.


And me, blind for the rest of my life.

There’s a great crash, the pavement implodes, mud splatters up like clumps of mushy gruel, a big hole opens in the ground of Lisbon, and António and the boy he’s carrying vanish.
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