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A poesia não quer adeptos, quer amantes 

—Federico Garcia Lorca 
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para Carminho 
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There was simply no other soul in the crowded, hillside neighborhood of Alfama, and perhaps in 
all of greater Lisbon, who loved his vocation and calling in life more than the postman Afonso 
Riqués. If the truth be told, Afonso would not have known what to do with himself if he could no 
longer deliver the mail up and down the riverside bluff where he had been born and raised. 
Even at thirty-nine years old he preferred to stay in Lisbon and did not travel much. He was 
happiest pacing through the labyrinths of the twisting, medieval alleyways and climbing the 
seemingly unending staircases that stretched out of sight, up the steep terraces of Lisbon’s 
oldest neighborhood. Afonso found his peace among the colorful, tiled facades of his neighbors’ 
tiny homes. His heart pounded with pride when he passed the boats moored on the waterfront 
of the Tejo River, that heralded back to Portugal’s golden age of discovery when it ruled the 
seven seas. In the cramped, intimate taverns and public squares of Alfama, Afonso met his 
friends and neighbors every Friday evening, after the week’s mail had been delivered, to 
celebrate being Portuguese through food, wine and the sweet, lyrical melancholy that is Fado 
music.  
 For the last twenty years and eleven months, there had not been a single complaint 
regarding misdelivered or late mail. On the contrary, the manager of the local post office on Rua 
da Santa Justa received, with some predictable regularity, postcards in the handwriting of both 
young and old, expressing thanks to Afonso for ‘acts of chivalry’ uncommon in modern public 
service. In the last year alone, Afonso had received recognition for the safe return of a lost 
kitten, who had even lost its collar. Another had expressed great relief for Afonso’s ‘intuitive 
discretion’ regarding the delivery of a ‘specific piece of mail’ only after he knew that ‘the lady of 
the house’ was away to her mother’s. He had even installed a pulley system to hoist mail to the 
third-floor balcony of an older woman who had, on a particularly rainy November morning, 
broken her hip after falling on the slippery staircase of Travessa da Madalena. 

 On occasion the pharmacist of Santa Justa, whose apothecary was next door to the 
post office, would pop-in to ask Afonso to deliver an urgent prescription to an elderly man who 
lived on Costa do Castelo; a notoriously steep and winding street in the shadow of the castle’s 
ramparts. (It is said, in the unofficial history of the neighborhood, that would-be Spanish 
conquerors in the fourteenth century called off their attempt to sack Saint Jorge’s Castle as they 
climbed the hill that is now Costa do Castelo.) Upon summiting the long staircase at the top of 
Rua de Achada, Afonso delivered the medicines to the hilltop hermit with a smile and a cheerful 
greeting, pausing only briefly to catch his breath. 

In short, Afonso was considered to be the best postman in all of Portugal by all he 
served. They contended that never in the thousand-year history or their country had any civil 
servant cared better for his constituents than the beloved ‘Postman of Alfama’. One can imagine 
then the shock and stress caused by the offhand remark of Afonso’s boss, Carlos Cabrilho, at 
the end of an unusually slow work week that ended with the words, “...so we just may have to let 
you go.”  
 Afonso’s thin, clean-shaven face took on the expression of a tortured gargoyle, terrified 
by the careless words of his supervisor. Unable to speak or swallow, Afonso managed only a 
sickly gurgle of a protest from the back of his throat. Carlos Cabrilho was not in any mood to 
negotiate. 
 “Don’t pretend to be surprised, Afonso. The young people these days—they don’t send 
letters and photographs to Grandmama anymore. It’s all ‘emails’ and ‘selfies.’” A blackened cigar 
stub, clenched in Carlos Cabrilho’s teeth, bobbed and twirled under his bushy yellow tipped 
moustache. 
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Afonso, in a state of partial paralysis, managed only to gurgle a bit louder than before 
while his eyes followed the agitated flailing of his boss’s short, stumpy limbs as he paced 
around the sorting room.  

“When was the last time you delivered a picture postcard from anywhere in the world?” 
Carlos Cabrilho asked jabbing his finger in Afonso’s chest.   
 “Three weeks ago, to Senhora Andrada on Rua do Vigario.”  
 “Before that?”  
 “November—” 
 “Okay, fine, but since the Christmas cards all got delivered in the week before 
Christmas, our piece counts have dropped off a cliff.” Carlos Cabrilho yanked a clipboard from 
its hook on the wall and drilled his fat, stubby finger into it. “You see, the numbers don’t lie. 
You’ve been as good as empty all week. Seventeen deliveries. Seventeen! That’s it.” 
 “January is always slow.” 
 “And gets slower every year, and this year is no different. Listen, the Postmaster has 
ordered me to combine some routes, and cut some out. If your numbers don’t pick up by 
February, well, I’m sorry.”  
 Afonso’s thighs shook and his knees wobbled as if he stood facing a firing squad. His 
lower lips began to quiver. 

Carlos Cabrilho’s wife, if asked, would tell anyone in no uncertain terms and without 
blushing, that her husband is, without any doubt, the least perceptive man in all of Christendom. 
So, it should come as no surprise to us that despite Afonso’s growing anxiety and the look of 
utter panic on his face that Carlos Cabrilho would toss his shell-shocked postman a bouquet of 
keys and ask him to ‘lock up for the weekend’ when he was finished with his work. 

“I gotta beat the Friday traffic or I’ll be late for the kickoff,” Carlos Cabrilho said waving 
goodbye. 

* 

The tradition of drinks and live Fado music in the historic tavern called A Tasca do João 
at the end of the work week was usually a joyful ritual for Afonso and those from the old 
neighborhood who still lived within walking distance of Alfama. Framed photographs of famous 
singers both then and now who had performed in the tavern, covered every square centimeter 
of the stone walls. A round-bellied Portuguese guitar, suspended from rubber brackets bored 
into the wall, hung over two folding chairs that were sandwiched between the dining tables and 
benches. The low ceiling, the narrow hall and dim lights intensified the cramped atmosphere of 
the tavern that was only large enough to comfortably accommodate about half of those who 
visited every Friday night.  

All those who had packed into the tavern that night knew immediately, before hearing 
any tavern gossip, that Afonso was not himself. He sat slumped over a short-stemmed glass 
filled with Port but lacked either the appetite or strength to lift it to his dry lips. Encouraging 
remarks and warm hands on his shoulder did little to comfort his distressed thoughts. João, the 
current proprietor of the tavern and Afonso’s oldest and closest friend, stood over him, holding a 
platter of empty glasses, appealing to his friend’s usually optimistic nature. 
 “Come on, friend, it’s Friday night. Drink up. It’s just a job.” 
 “There are no other jobs in the neighborhood for me, and I wouldn’t do well at the fish 
cannery working inside all day. Can you imagine me working a night shift?”   

“You could come work here, for me, if Carlos Cabrilho is serious about letting you go.” 
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 “Thanks, but I know things are tough for you as it is, and I have to earn enough to pay 
my half of the rent for the house. You know my mother.”  
 “Who is spreading rumors about me?” João put the tray of rattling glasses down on 
Afonso’s small table, “Did Madalena tell you about our money problems?”  

“No. She never would do that behind your back.” Afonso looked around cautiously and 
said quietly. “I noticed you’ve been putting water in the Port for the past few weeks.” Afonso 
picked up his glass and swirled the faded burgundy wine twice around the goblet and set it 
down again.  
 João glanced over both shoulders and bent low over the table. “How long have you 
known?”  
 “Don’t worry about it. You know I come for the Fado singing.”  
 “Do you think they know?” João motioned over his shoulder to the pack of regulars 
standing toe to toe around the bar.  
 “I haven’t heard anybody mention it.” 

João snatched up his tray, lifting it high above the heads of his patrons, as he twirled, 
and side stepped in front of and around the elbows and bellies blocking his path to the kitchen. 
He smiled and glanced at empty glasses as he danced passed them, asking if anybody needed 
a refill.  

The crowd swelled in anticipation of the nine o’clock performance. Two guitarists 
warmed up their instruments with their ears tipped towards the floor and their fingers nimbly 
twisting a jumble of tuning pegs. A fadista, dressed in a black flowing dress, greeted and chatted 
with acquaintances from the neighborhood, exchanging kisses on cheeks and warm embraces.  

João sat down across from his glum-faced friend, “Can you keep a secret?” 
Afonso nodded with disinterest.  
“I have a new singer starting in a few weeks. She’s new on the Fado circuit and 

inexpensive to book, but she’s good. I heard her sing last week. She has a sweet voice. I hope 
that she will pull in some more tourists on the weekday evenings.”  
 “I was going to ask you about that.” Afonso’s face perked up, “I saw your poster on the 
bulletin boards when I was delivering the mail. She is very pretty.” Afonso finally smiled. 
 “That can’t do any harm, eh? A good fadista who is also easy on the eyes.” João leaned 
back in his chair. “If it works, I’ll need help waiting tables all week long.” 

“You know this crowd won’t come for a novice singer. This tavern has a history!” Afonso 
looked concerned. “They will chase her right out if she’s no good, if they show up at all.”  
 João shook his head, “This new girl, Amalia, will only sing during the weeknights for the 
tourists who don’t know the difference between good and bad Fado. Those cruise boats that 
dock down on the quay now, they bring in some rich cats. Hundreds of ‘em at a time. American 
and Japanese retirees.” João rubbed his thumb on the tips of his fingers, “You can get away 
with charging just about anything and they’ll shake your hand when they leave. Can you 
imagine?” 

“People are smarter than that.” Afonso shook his head side to side.  
“Honest to God. St. Antonio strike me down if I am lying,” João put his hand over his 

heart, “I witnessed it myself down the street a few nights ago at Jaime’s place. They resurrected 
an old hag who can’t hold a note anymore.” João’s eyes rolled high in their sockets, “but she’s 
got that old-time flare. She knows all the old songs” 

Afonso shrugged his shoulders, “Sometimes it’s the song and not the singer that still 
gets me.” 
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“And get this, the old man playing the Portuguese guitar for her...he was rubbing 
warming cream on his fat fingers—” 
 “Sounds awful.” Afonso covered his face with his hands.  

“The food was even worse than the singing. The wine was from the supermarket. It 
came in a bag, or a box, or something like that.” 

“No!” Afonso nearly stood up from his seat in shock and disgust. 
“Yep. They poured it into decanters and set them on the tables to disguise it. The 

foreigners paid eighty euros for dinner and a lousy Fado show, and then they thanked Jaime as 
they were leaving. They even took selfies with the old tone-deaf woman he had singing there.”  
 “Ugh! Selfies.” Afonso tipped his glass high and swallowed the wine as if it was a shot of 
exotic Mexican elixir. “Pour me another one. I’m going to drink until it hurts.”  
  
João returned from the bar with a fresh glass of wine for Afonso as the lights in the bar dimmed 
and the spotlight trained on the ready performers. Warm applause splashed over the walls and 
the floor. Through the receding tide of cheerful conversations, the strum of a low chord called for 
silence and concentration from the spectators.  

The nimble pizzicato on the Portuguese guitar’s thinnest strings stirred deep 
expectations of emotion, like tiny summer raindrops, as it echoed its Spanish cousin several 
octaves higher. A strong, velvety alto joined the paired guitars and wept a broken-hearted poem 
for all to share—starting low, peaking high, and swelling like the stormy sea. When her breath 
finally gave out on that last, long soulful note, a sweet, melancholic spell, of heartbreak and 
longing, hung in the rafters of the old tavern. Tears were quickly blinked from wistful eyes in the 
split second before applause roared through the room. Afonso was on his feet calling for more. 

For another half-hour, Afonso forgot his problems, abandoning himself to the tragedy 
and celebration of the Portuguese experience put to music. If the house wine had not been 
watered down, he very well may have forgotten about his problems altogether until at least 
Monday morning. But as the evening broke up, Afonso, tipsy but not drunk, gave his friend a 
warm hug and thanked him for his attempts to comfort him, but was still convinced that his fate 
was already sealed.   
 “I’ll end up sweeping the street I live on. I just know it.”  

“Look, if it really is that worrying for you, why don’t you take your mother’s advice?” 
 “What? Find a rich woman to marry?”  

“No. Go to the church to pray.”  
“The only reason my mother goes to church is to pray that I find a wife. But I won’t marry 

any girl who won’t live in Alfama. And everybody knows that the good girls, like your Madalena, 
don’t want to stay in Alfama.”  

“You can’t expect the women to tromp up and down these steep streets and stairs 
carrying kids and groceries. A woman needs some creature comforts.” 
 “I won’t marry a girl who is not happy to live in Alfama until the day we die.” 
 “It's no wonder your mother goes each week to Fatima to pray.” 
 “So, all wise João, should I be praying to find a wife, or to keep my job?” 
 “A prayer at São Vicente’s on Sunday morning for both couldn’t do you any harm. That’s 
all I’m saying. A man has to make his own decisions.”  
 “Yes, A man has to make his own decisions,” Afonso echoed as he stumbled backwards 
off the threshold into the alley that is Rua São Pedro, to navigate his way home by the light of 
the stars. 
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* 
Discounting João’s casual advice about matters as weighty as divine intervention, Afonso 
figured that a lazy saunter across the street to São Vicente’s on Sunday morning simply 
wouldn’t be enough, considering the importance of the matter before him, and decided to walk 
the extra distance to the medieval Cathedral of Lisbon. Not to the discredit of any man of the 
church, let alone the good pastor of São Vicente’s who had done much good work for the poor 
workers and widows in his parish, but Afonso figured that the nervous eucharist of a junior priest 
didn’t seem persuasive enough to remedy the existential crisis that had gripped his soul that 
weekend. He was convinced that the deep, silky baritone of the Bishop of Lisbon was needed to 
attract God’s undivided attention to his predicament.  
 Up at first light, Afonso combed down his thinning hair, polished his shoes, and snuck 
out of the apartment in time for the nine o’clock service. Out of an abundance of caution for his 
mother’s well-publicized heart murmur, he chose to attend the early morning mass. He wanted 
to avoid any hint of a scandal that could be caused by him emerging, wholly unexpectedly, from 
the confessional before the start of the well-attended mid-day mass. Some people in the 
neighborhood, especially his mother’s friends, always assumed the worst of repentant sinners, 
gossiping and speculating non-stop about them for the next seven days.  

It had been twenty years since Afonso had stepped inside the Cathedral. The dark, 
rounded portal, set into the austere façade and squared fortress-towers, gaped after him as he 
gazed on it in the morning sunshine, doubting his resolve. The traumatic memories of an empty 
casket and his weeping grandmother always gave him reason to follow the electric streetcar’s 
rails up the steep hill behind the church, rather than climb the shallow steps in front of it and go 
inside. After his father’s funeral, Afonso had let the most insignificant of sniffles, or the least 
anticipated football match on the television in the tavern, keep him from going to mass with his 
newly widowed mother. After several years of avoidance, his conscience stopped nagging at 
him and his mother stopped asking, leaving him to his own devices on Sunday afternoons.  

Standing once again in front of the sun-bleached facade of the Cathedral in his pressed 
slacks and shiny shoes, a twinge of panic passed through him when he saw a beggar blocking 
the entrance. He searched through his pockets, found a few loose coins and pressed them into 
the old woman’s hungry palm as he quickly stepped over her. 

 Much to Afonso’s relief, there were only a handful of parishioners sprinkled across the 
rows of stiff pews in the high, dark nave. A sticky cloud of incense and the rumbling of the organ 
filled the empty church. The service was ready to begin. 

When the plump deacons came through the church taking up the collection, Afonso 
found that he had no money left in his pockets. He tried to explain that his last coins had gone to 
the beggar woman outside, but his excuses fell on unsympathetic and disapproving ears.  

In front of the box of prayer candles, Afonso searched his pockets again for anything to 
drop into the coin box to avoid more scowls and whisperings among the clergy who were 
standing nearby. Finding nothing but his housekeys, which he couldn’t do without, he decided in 
his own quasi-blasphemous reasoning that “If I was God, I would prefer a real prayer over 
another stupid candle anyway”. He knelt in an alcove just to side of the high alter and prayed 
like he had never prayed before. Twenty minutes passed before Afonso opened his eyes again. 
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“Afonso? Is that you?”  
Afonso squinted at the face of the portly old man in purple robes standing over him.  
“It is you!” Bishop Rodrigues smiled briefly before a look of concern flashed across his 

brow. “Is your mother unwell?”  
“My mother is in good health, but please don’t tell her you saw me here today.” 
“What has you so agitated, my son?” 

  “I needed to talk to God.” 
“You’re in the right place for that.” 
“But I really need him to listen this time. I can talk all I want, but he doesn’t usually 

listen.” 
“What’s troubling your soul?”  
“I might lose my job, or worse, be assigned to deliver packages in a van.” 
“Oh my. The neighborhood would be up in arms. There would be a mutiny!” 
“Yes. You see my problem. There will be chaos. There is nobody else in all of Lisbon 
who 

knows Alfama like I do. People won’t get their medicines and other important deliveries on  
time.”  

Afonso stood up slowly, one leg at a time, to give each one enough time to regain 
feeling, 

“I’m afraid God won’t remember me.” 
The bishop gave Afonso a searching, almost suspicious look with narrowing eyes. 

“Didn’t your mother tell you about the miracle of your baptism?”  
“A miracle?”  
“She hasn’t told you?” The old man’s face betrayed his disapproval.  
“Told me what?” 
“That you were born blind.”  
“Who, me?” Afonso stumbled a half-step backwards. 
“Your mother was distraught—hysterical. She blamed your father because of his cursing 

and smoking. But he was no different from the other fishermen and sailors that darkened the 
doors of this church.” 

Afonso shook his head with doubt and suspicion. “This is news to me.” 
“She promised God that if you received your sight, she would not let you become a 

sailor, and that she would bring you to mass every Sunday until you came of age.” 
“So, what happened?” 
“Just before your baptism, when your mother passed you to me, you slipped right out of 

my arms. I dropped you right into the baptismal font.” The bishop pantomimed his surprise. “You 
just slipped out of my hands into the holy water. That had never happened before, and it has 
never happened since.” 

Afonso was struck dumb.  
“When I finally dried your face off with my stole, it was obvious that you could see, and 

you smiled at your mother for the first time. It was the miracle that she had been praying for and 
when the news got to Rome, well, they promoted me to bishop.” The bishop smiled at the 
memory. 

“Do you think you can pray for another miracle so that I can keep my job and stay in the 
neighborhood?”  

“We can do better than that, but we will need some holy water. Follow me.”  
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The bishop’s robes flowed behind him as he moved deftly around the drifting packs of 
curious tourists posing for photographs under the church’s rose window. Reaching the dark, 
western end of the nave, the old priest pulled an iron hoop with three large iron keys attached to 
it from a pocket hidden in the pleats of his garb. The iron grate that guarded the baptistry 
creaked on its hinges as it swung open.  

“We don’t get to use this much anymore.”  
The bishop squeezed himself into the relief in the wall, lifted the cover of the marble 

basin and reached his hand in. He signaled for Afonso to move closer. With water dripping 
between his fingers, the bishop lifted his hand to Afonso’s face and anointed his eyes with the 
benediction, “In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.” Water ran down Afonso’s face, spotting 
his shirt and necktie. 

“Are you trying to drown me again, Father?” Afonso sputtered. 
The bishop replaced the basin’s cover, then removed his stole and handed it to Afonso 

to dry his face. “I bless you my son, that God will show you, through your own eyes, the 
answers to your problems. Now, go in peace.” 

Afonso sauntered through the quiet, winding alleyways and staircases, thinking deeply 
about the morning’s revelation and his rebaptism. He turned his collar up to deflect a cold 
January wind zipping through the labyrinth of Lisbon’s urban canyons onto the nape of his bare 
neck and his wet collar. 

When he reached the corner of Rua São Tomé, he stopped to gaze at one of the posters 
that João had hung up on a community bulletin board, announcing the new singer, Amalia. As 
he gazed on her sweet smile and eyes, he was startled by an odd but distinct sensation that the 
poster was looking back at him. The eyes in the photograph glowed with a light blue hue, 
making his red-blooded heart flutter. While his rational brain told him he was being foolish for 
lingering and longing for the attention of a beautiful fadista, his heart began to leap and pound 
inside his ribcage. Startled by his own reaction he broke eye contact with the beautiful Amalia 
but couldn’t bring himself to turn away. He glanced up and down the bulletin board, looking only 
quickly again at Amalia’s glowing eyes as he pretended to read the other flyers pasted to the 
wall.  

 As Afonso purveyed the board of advertisements promoting everything from discount 
luxury cruises to Morocco; funeral insurance; mail order supplements for hair, nails and skin; 
English lessons; double paned glass windows; and invitations to ‘get rich quick’, each flyer lit up, 
one by one, just like Amalia’s eyes, with a soft, inviting heavenly illumination. 

Hypnotized, Afonso tore the advertisements from the wall, one by one, folded them 
carefully, and stuffed them in the pockets of his trousers. Then, without any excitement or 
urgency, Afonso walked to the general store on the corner of Rua Escolas Gerais, near his 
home, where he purchased a package of two hundred-fifty envelopes with a serene smile on his 
face, 

The proprietor watched Afonso with suspicion, “Going to write a few letters, Afonso?”  
“Need to keep the post office in business.”  
Afonso scanned the store, watching patiently for the heavenly illumination to fall on a 

newspaper or, he hoped, on the stack of lottery tickets next to the cash register. 
“Will you need stationary, or maybe postage stamps for all those envelopes?” 
“A pen! I will need a good pen.”  
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Afonso closed himself up in his bedroom on Sunday afternoon, drawing the curtains 
tight, blocking out the winter sunshine and the prying eyes of the housekeeper in the rectory 
across the street. By the light of an antique desk lamp, Afonso addressed one envelope after 
another to the postbox numbers on the flyers he had taken from the bulletin board. Once all two 
hundred-fifty envelopes were completed, Afonso added return addresses and names that he 
had memorized after twenty years of delivering the mail, of those who he thought might like, or 
even need, one or the other of the various free samples, subscriptions or information packets 
being offered. The last envelope was licked closed, just as the twin bell towers of São Vicente’s 
struck five o’clock. 

Dressed in his official uniform and his thick-soled walking shoes, Afonso slung his letter 
satchel over his head to hang from his right shoulder. In the bottom of his shiny leather bag, he 
found Carlos Cabrilho’s keys to the post office and slipped them into the fleece-lined pocket of 
his coat. He loaded the bag with the self-addressed envelopes, careful not to crease or bend 
any of the corners. His mother, Maria, in a television-induced Sunday afternoon coma, did not 
hear him on the stairs, and did not twitch at the clapping of the lock as it spun twice in its 
cylinder as Afonso left the house.  

When Afonso arrived at the post office on Rua da Santa Justa, it was dark and deserted 
as he and every customer knew it would be on a Sunday evening. Just as he had let himself out 
on Friday evening with Carlos Cabrilho’s keys, Afonso let himself in again through the same 
service entrance. Locking the door again behind him, he tip-toed carefully through the dark to 
the sorting room. 

By the narrow beam of a penlight clenched between his molars, Afonso loaded the feed 
of the sorting machine with handfuls of empty envelopes from his satchel, and set the date of 
the postmark for two days earlier; a Sunday postmark would be suspect to any postal inspector 
in the central sorting center and would certainly result in an inspection.  

Afonso flipped the switch that made the machine jiggle and dance as it applied the 
needed postmarks to each envelope. As the letters were swallowed-up and spit-out the other 
side, the entire room began to shake. The rattling turned deafening. In the imagination of his 
mind’s eye Afonso saw guards with batons and guns rushing into the post office, alerted to his 
presence by the weekend ruckus, to drag him out by his heels and throw him into the post office 
brig. The urge to run gripped his ribcage. But, as quickly as the shaking and grinding had 
started, it stopped.  

Afonso searched frantically on his hands and knees in the dark for any envelopes that 
had been spit out on to the floor by the violence of the gyrating contraption. Finding nothing 
around the ‘out-bins’ or under nearby tables, Afonso switched off the resting machine and tip-
toed backwards out of the post office. As he locked the service entrance from the outside, he 
heaved a deep sigh of relief, confident that at seven o’clock on Monday morning, any evidence 
of his Sunday night prowling would be whisked away, sorted and delivered all over Portugal by 
Tuesday morning.  

“...and by Thursday morning,” he thought, “I’ll have Carlos Cabrilho off my back. But right 
now, I need a drink!”  

* 

On Monday morning, Carlos Cabrilho seemed suspicious of Afonso’s upbeat mood even though 
the postman didn’t need ten fingers to count the number of deliveries for the postcodes in 
Alfama that day. Tuesday and Wednesday weren’t much better either, but on Thursday, just as 
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Afonso had anticipated, there was a bundle of colored envelopes of all different shapes and 
sizes for delivery to addresses all over the neighborhood. He delivered the junk mail with a bit of 
apprehension, slinking around corners and trying to stay in the shadows of the street, afraid of 
the reactions of his customers. On Friday, his satchel was fuller than on any day in the last 
eighteen months, and his route took three times as long to walk. Afonso slept deeply on Friday 
night after two long days on his feet and a few stiff drinks of undiluted Port at João’s tavern.  
 On the next Wednesday afternoon, Carlos Cabrilho demanded Afonso work overtime, 
without pay, and in a cold January downpour, to finish all the deliveries in his postcode. “Every 
letter could be a matter of life or death. For our customers, their post is always urgent!” He 
grumbled, reclined in his swivel chair with his feet up high on his desk.  

Afonso had to make two trips with a handcart to carry the deluge of letters. The handcart 
made descending the wet, limestone-cobbled stairway of Calçadinha de Santo Estevão, a 
treacherous undertaking. One wrong step on the slick stones and he would have bounced and 
crashed all the way to the bottom of the steep steps.  

On Thursday morning, neither the weather nor his boss relented. By Thursday evening, 
shivering and exhausted, Afonso fell asleep at the dinner table, his spoon suspended in mid-air, 
halfway between his steaming bowl and his closing eyelids. 
 “You should demand a raise.” Maria slapped the table. “They can’t work you like a slave 
and not pay you. If you want, I will go speak with Carlos Cabrilho tomorrow morning.” 
 “No, Mama. I’m fine. It’s good to have mail to deliver. What do you think might happen if I 
complain about too much mail, Mama? They’ll ask me if I signed up to be a postman or not and 
threaten to have me replaced by a younger man with stronger legs who can do my delivery 
route faster. No, please, don’t say anything to Carlos Cabrilho. It will only make matters worse.” 
 “You’re a grown man and a man must make his own decisions, but I feel strongly that 
you should demand more money.”  
 “I will, Mama, but only when he is in a good mood.” 
 “And when is Carlos Cabrilho ever in a good mood?” Maria’s face betrayed her disdain 
for Afonso’s boss.  
 “It depends on his football team. When they win, he is always in a good mood the next 
day.” 
 “But his team always loses.” 
 “You see, this is why I should wait.” Afonso shrugged and looked at his mother with an 
apologetic, pleading look. 
 “You’ll be drawing your pension before his football team wins the title.” Maria threw her 
napkin on the table in disgust as she stomped out of the dining room.   
  
 On Friday afternoon, after Afonso had just completed another grueling day of climbing 
the stairs with his mail cart and was on his way to João’s tavern, he was accosted by a very 
angry woman. He recognized her but could not immediately place the woman with thick black 
hair piled up high on her head. She was carrying a bulging plastic sack, stuffed full of 
wastepaper, that she dropped into his empty cart.  
 “What is the meaning of this, Afonso Riqués? Why are you delivering this rubbish to my 
mailbox?” 
 “You see, Senhora...” 
 “Senhora Da Rocha.” 
 “Ah yes, of course, Senhora Da Rocha on Cruzes da Sé.”  
 “Well?”  
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 “Well what?”  
 “Why are you delivering advertisements for hair transplants to my house?” Others 
walking by heard the squabbling pair and stopped. “Do I look like I need hair transplants, 
Alfonso Riqués?” 
 “No ma’am. Perhaps it was addressed to your husband?”  
 “How insensitive! You should know better. I buried my husband last summer and you 
delivered all of his funeral announcements.” 
 Now a small group had gathered and began voicing their own complaints about the 
increase of junk mail they were also receiving. 
 Senhor Cordeiro, a retired tram driver piped in, “Who do they think is going to buy 
funeral insurance? What a joke! If I’m dead, I’m dead. What kind of fool do you think I am?”  
 “I’m sure it’s for your family. You wouldn’t want to leave them to pay for your funeral,” 
Afonso reasoned.  
 Senhora Rapoza snapped, “Why am I getting bills from the state lottery? Never heard of 
a Postcode lottery and I never would play. Just another way for the government to grab my 
money!”  
 “Sometimes you can play for free when you buy another product,” Afonso replied. “Did 
you order a lady’s magazine recently?”  
 “Have you delivered one to me? 
 “No. I haven’t.”   
 “Then you shouldn’t deliver the junk mail, either.” She stamped her foot. 
 “Very sorry, but if I divert mail that has your name and address on it, I could lose my job.”  
 “Fine. You delivered it. Now you can take this back.” Senhora Da Rocha stomped away. 

Afonso looked through the open neck of the sack and pleaded, “Senhora, this post has 
all been opened. You can’t send back mail that has been opened if it is addressed to you.”  
 “That’s your problem now.” Senhora Da Rocha called over her shoulder half-way up the 
narrow flight of stairs that Afonso had just come down.   

* 

On Monday morning, after a less than restful weekend, Afonso was confronted by the 
neighborhood’s silent, but obvious insurrection against him and the post office. On every street, 
mounds of white rubbish bags were piled up around every red mailbox all over the 
neighborhood. On each of the sacks “Return to Sender” was written in big, bold, block letters. 
With his cart filled with the ever-multiplying unwanted deliveries, Afonso decided not to deliver 
the junk mail in his cart that morning. Under the cover of the dark tunnel at Porto do Mar, where 
no spying eyes from high windows could see him, he bagged the undelivered advertisements in 
his cart into a white plastic sack, to match the others, and added it to the piles that already 
dotted the neighborhood. 

After a week of unrest—including unwanted post being thrown at Afonso from high 
windows and balconies, a crisis committee was called to discuss the problem. During the block 
meeting of the Alfama old-timers (of which there are no written minutes or notes of any kind out 
of a healthy fear of the mayor’s office using their own words to divide and conquer the old 
neighborhood), it was rumored that one of the older women of the committee had come to a 
profound conclusion that was forcefully voiced. She had decided that none of the problem was, 
or ever could have been the fault of poor Afonso Riqués. She also regretted the fact that they 
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all, had collectively abused one of their own. This was deemed a gross injustice by all who 
heard her appeal for calm and reconciliation. The sermon went something like this:  

“That boy was born and raised in Alfama. We’ve known him since he was in diapers. His 
father sailed with my husband. It could have been your husband, or your husband who didn’t 
come back from fishing that day instead of that boy’s father. Shame on all of us!”  

“Shame indeed.” the chorus echoed. The password in the alleys quickly became, “Don’t 
shoot the messenger.”  

A few who had been the ringleaders of Afonso’s unrighteous persecution were forced to 
apologize to him personally and express their regret for making him the borough’s scapegoat. 
Even then, and for many days after their crocodile tears and very public blubbering, not much 
changed. Each time those same (un)repentant ladies would hear the postman jiggle the letter 
plate at the front door, they would scream a warning at Afonso from wherever they were in their 
homes—including from their “thrones” in their vastly undersized water closets—that, “He’d 
better not dump his trash on their doorstep.”  

Delivering the mail on any given day in Alfama became comparable for Afonso to 
wandering into an unmarked minefield. By mid-January, Afonso’s mood had dropped as low as 
the daily piece counts, which Carlos Cabrilho recited to him each morning while shaking his 
head at the desperate postman.  

On a particularly cold and rainy day, by Portugal’s standards, in the closing throes of 
January, Afonso was in a particularly sullen mood. A bulky parcel in his satchel that bounced 
against his hip had annoyed him to distraction. Finally coming to the address on the package, a 
door on the steps of Beco da Camerio, he knocked on the door of number thirteen. He noticed 
that the letter plate in the rotting door had been screwed shut from the outside. With no answer, 
he peeked through the dusty window. The apartment behind the soiled curtains looked 
abandoned, and as if it were being used as a storage room; boxes and various parts of a 
disassembled bedstead were visible in the entry.  

Afonso had not received a change of address notice about the one-bedroom hovel, nor 
had he heard anything through the grapevine about a new neighbor moving in. Agitated and 
impatient, he turned to leave, convinced the home was uninhabited, but turned around when he 
heard the latch of the door give way. A beautiful young woman poked her head out the door. 
 “Can I help you?” 
 Afonso recognized the young woman as the beautiful Amalia. In person, her eyes and 
smile were even more captivating than her photograph on the poster that had looked straight 
through him and squeezed his heart.  
 “You’re the new fadista, Amalia, aren’t you?” Afonso asked. 
 “That’s not my real name, but yes that’s me. I didn’t realize that I was a celebrity 
already.” 

“Is your real name C. Rodrigues?”  
“Yes.” 
“Then I have a package for you.” Afonso lifted the flap open to his leather satchel and 

handed the shoe box to her without breaking eye contact.  
 “Oh, you’ve saved me! I needed these shoes for tonight’s performance.” Amalia quickly 
opened the parcel on the doorstep with the postman watching. “Can you hold the box, please, 
while I try these on?”  
 Afonso stood at attention, a dutiful civil servant, without taking his eyes off of her. “Miss, 
you aren’t from here, are you?” 
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 “Why do you ask?” Amalia braced herself against the door frame as she threaded the 
strap through the tiny buckle around her ankle.  
 “Because nobody in Alfama, not even the, eh, the ‘working’ women, wear stiletto heels. It 
would be the end of anybody foolish enough to try.” Afonso blushed.  
 “Why’s that?”  
 “Take my advice. Take those in a handbag and change into them when you reach the 
tavern, but do not walk down the staircases in those. Ambulances have a very difficult time 
getting through our narrow streets.” 
 Amalia stood up straight, wobbled and slid forward in her shoes and right into Afonso’s 
arms. “Oh drats, they don’t fit anyway. I knew I should have ordered a size smaller.” Amalia 
braced herself, this time holding Afonso’s arm, as she bent over to remove the oversized shoes. 
“Could you wait a moment and take these back to the post office for me?”  
 “Yes, I’d be happy to, but I won’t be returning to the post office today.” 
 “There’s no rush. I have five days to return them if I don’t like them.” 
 Afonso sighed. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have any money to pay for the return postage.” 

Standing barefoot on the cobblestones outside her door, Amalia removed a barcode-
striped label from inside the box and dangled it in front of Afonso’s nose. “For a postman, you 
don’t seem to know how the post works. Nobody has to pay for the return.” 

With the spindly shoes back in the closed box, Amalia pasted the label over the loose 
flaps, sealing the parcel, and handed it back to Afonso. “You see? The sender will pay for the 
return. All you must do is drop it off in the morning. No questions asked.” 
 Afonso looked at the box with wide eyes. “No questions asked? But how do you get your 
money back?”  
 “If I send it back within five days, there is no charge. If I like them, they send me the bill 
in the mail six days later.” 
 “That is really interesting.” Afonso turned and paced down the staircase, lost in thought, 
before remembering to bid Amalia goodbye. “I’ll see you at João’s tonight. At nine o’clock, 
right?” Afonso called attentively up the stairs, smiling.   
 “I’ll sing you your favorite song.” Amalia waved and smiled.  
  

* 

A nagging curiosity tickled the inside of Afonso’s skull as he walked home with his hand resting 
on the returned box of shoes in his satchel. Scratching his scalp, he wondered at the idiocy of 
whoever had first though that it was a good idea to sell shoes to anonymous customers living at 
uninhabitable addresses.  

As Afonso meditated on the returns policy of “no questions asked,” a feeling of both 
invincibility and invisibility descended from the crown of his head and tingled through his limbs 
and into his extremities—a feeling that could only be described as exhilaration. He hadn’t felt 
such a thrill go through his whole body since he and João had stolen penny-candies from 
Senhor Abreu’s corner grocery without detection when they were boys.  

Afonso did not go home but walked himself down the hill to one the Internet Café on Rua 
do Terrerio do Trigo, where he bought himself thirty minutes of anonymous internet shopping 
time.  

After only twenty-five minutes on-line, Afonso had ordered new shoes for three of his 
neighbors. To prevent any suspicion of fraud, Afonso was careful to pick three neighbors who 
lived nearby him, but on different streets or alleys, and who were not related in any way. He was 
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careful not to order anything for Victor Muniz, whose cousin had married the niece of Marco 
Osario, for whom he ordered a new pair of brown leather church shoes. Even though the young 
couple had divorced six months earlier, Afonso was almost certain that they all still attended 
Sunday dinner at Grammama’s together on account of the fact that their little boy was 
Grammama’s only great-grandchild. On that sound reasoning, Afonso decided that it just wasn’t 
prudent to include Victor in this first batch of orders if his new plan was going to have any 
longevity. Shoe sizes for each order were dictated by randomly drawing scraps of paper from 
his knitted cap to avoid any subconscious preference for a number that could be connected 
back to him.  

That same evening at João’s tavern, Afonso beamed with anticipation for the premier 
performance of the beautiful Amalia. He smiled pleasantly at the tourists who João had lured in 
off the street. Afonso, with a few other locals, privy to João’s less than scrupulous plan to try to 
save his beloved tavern, greeted the guests and tried to speak with the foreigners in 
Portuguese. Inevitably, the mingling only went as far as shaking hands and smiling at each 
other over glasses of third-rate wine as they waited for their dinners and the performance to 
start.  

Afonso’s heart skipped a beat when he glimpsed Amalia in a traditional black fadista’s 
dress and her long, dark brown hair flowing over her shoulders. As she entered the main hall of 
the cramped tavern, she appeared nervous. A small round of applause spontaneously broke-out 
from the audience. She milled about, shaking hands and thanking the curious tourists who 
rudely snapped photos of her, crowding around her and sticking their telephones in her face.  

João stood up and waited patiently in front of the guitarists as they tuned their 
instruments. In very poor and heavily accented English, João did his best to introduce Amalia for 
her Lisbon debut, but failed miserably, confusing everybody in the tavern. Amalia, no longer 
looking nervous, stepped up next to João and translated his jumbled Portu-English into one 
intelligible language for the audience. Another warm round of applause followed when João took 
his seat, smiling and nodding to his newest patrons.  

Amalia turned to the musicians behind her and whispered her last-minute changes to the 
program. Afonso held his breath and tried to quiet his own thumping heart.  

The guitars plucked out a cheerful but metered march. As Amalia’s voice joined the duet 
of plodding stings, she urged them on to a faster tempo; her hips an accelerating metronome. 
With smiles spreading on their faces, the dueling guitarists gave chase to the Fadista, whipping 
the fugue into a lively dance. Without pausing to catch a breath, Amalia danced and sang the 
entire piece with the joy and excitement of an escaped convict, as if she was free of her 
shackles for the first time in years.   

With a last dramatic refrain and a flurry of strummed chords, both João and Afonso, 
together with their friends from the neighborhood, were all on their feet applauding. Grins of 
revelation were pasted on each of their delighted faces. Amalia’s dancing eyes spun around the 
room as she listened to the enthusiastic applause from the locals and the foreigners alike.  

“João! João!” Afonso shouted into his friend’s ear. “You said she was good, but you didn’t 
say she was that good.”  
 “I’m just as surprised as you are.” João slapped his buddy on the back as they took their 
chairs for the next number. 
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 During an intermission João called Afonso to the kitchen, where he was preparing 
dessert for the tourists, and passed him the handset to the telephone hanging on the wall. “It’s 
your mother.” 
 “Hello?” 
 “Afonso Riqués, we need you to come home right away. We can’t get your mother to 
shut up.” 
 “Oh no, not again!” Afonso slapped his forehead with his open palm. “I’m tied up right 
now. Can it wait?” 
 “She is disturbing the whole street. The dogs won’t stop howling.” 
 “She’ll fall asleep soon, please—” 
 “Don’t make us call the police.”  
 “I’m on my way.”  

 On arriving home on Calçada de São Vicente, a few of the neighbors were milling 
around on the street in their bathrobes and slippers, dodging the tram as it rolled by, and 
gawking at Afonso’s mother. Maria was singing at the top of her lungs, hanging over the railing 
of her bedroom balcony, three floors off the street.  

Afonso fished his house keys out of his trouser pocket while trying to avoid eye contact 
with his next-door neighbor Senhora Neves, a midwife who had attended his birth.  
 “Must be bad news, Afonso. She hasn’t sung like this since the night your father’s boat 
went missing in that horrible storm off the coast of Nazaré.”  
 “Please, Senhora...please, not now.” Afonso shook his head with disgust as he 
disappeared into the house and latched the door behind him.  

 From the corner of her balcony, Maria was able to see the broad flow of the River Tejo 
below and glimpse the boats sailing up and down the river under the soft light of the rising 
moon. On every sixth night of her husband’s weeklong fishing expeditions, she would wait on 
this balcony until she caught sight of his trawler chugging into port on the morning of day seven. 
On those long nights, she would softly sing the melodies of the lonely fisherman’s wife which 
her own mother had taught to her while they waited together for her father’s mast and flags to 
come into view. Since that endless night and a day of her Marinhero’s disappearance, Maria 
would only sit on that balcony and sing those same tunes when she was drunk—which is 
exactly how Afonso found her.  
 “Afonso, Afonso. Can you see it? I can see it this time. Your father will be home in a few 
hours, after he has hung up his nets.”  
 “Yes, Mama, I can see it. Let’s go inside and get warm.”  
 “Yes, yes. I’ll get the bed warmed up for him.” 
 Afonso lifted his mother’s legs into the bed and pulled her shoes off, letting each fall hard 
to the floor.  
 “An apparition!” Maria cried out, lifting her head from her pillow. “Afonso, it is such 
wonderful news. You’ll never believe what happened...I went to Fatima today to pray.” She 
clutched her son’s arm, not allowing him to stand up straight. “Such glad news. I had an 
apparition today. Our Lady of Fatima appeared to me.” 
 “Mama, I think you’ve had too much to drink.” Afonso pulled the covers up over Maria’s 
legs and chest.  
 “She promised that I would hold a grandson in my arms by this time next year.” Maria 
burst into tears and covered her face with both of her wrinkled hands, muffling her sobs. 
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 “Mama, please. This should be wonderful news. Why are you crying? You should be 
happy. This is the wish of your heart.” 
 “Oh, Afonso. Why is fate so cruel?”  
 “Mama, I think you need to go to sleep. We can talk about it again in the morning.”  
Afonso stood to go.  
 Maria called out in a voice as sober and stern as any Mother Superior. “I laughed at her. 
I didn’t believe it was possible. Just like Zacharias in the temple, I laughed at her.”  
 Afonso handed his mother a tissue from her bed stand which she batted away.  
 “She scolded me because I wouldn’t stop laughing. I mean, you’ve never even had a 
girlfriend. You’re almost forty years old and never had a girlfriend, and she says that—” 

“Mama, I won’t stay here and have you make fun of me.” Afonso turned toward the door.  
“She cursed me for my disbelief. She said that the prophecy would still come true, but  

that you would fall in love with the woman who will be your wife, and the mother of my 
grandson, when you’re in jail.” Maria’s sobs shook the bed. “Do you know what kind of girls you 
will meet in jail? Only the kind of girls that—”  

“I’m not going to jail, Mama.”  
“Oh Fate! Why must you be so cruel? Oh Fate, Why me?”  

 “You’re drunk!” Afonso slammed the bedroom door behind him and stormed down the 
stairs and out to the street, hoping to walk off his embarrassment and anger in the dark winter 
night. Afonso could hear his mother’s sobs still from three houses away as he paced quickly up 
the hill.  

* 

On Friday morning, Carlos Cabrilho was in an unusually optimistic and generous mood. He 
greeted the postman of Alfama as he threw open the rolling shutters at nine o’clock to allow both 
sunshine and customers into the post office. He had traded in his stubby, black cigar for a 
cheerful smile, making Afonso immediately both suspicious and cautious—so much so that he 
would not even return Carlos Cabrilho’s cheerful, “Bom dia!”. Afonso just stood squinting at him 
with both eyes.  
 “Afonso, it’s a miracle!” Carlos’ arms spread wide as if he would embrace his employee.  
 “What? Did your team win last night?” Afonso took a half-step backwards. 
 “Even better.” The smile on Carlos Cabrilho’s face, like a wine stain on a white shirt, 
would not fade. 
 “Your wife left you?” 
 “No, but you’re right, that would be a miracle.” His brow rumpled for a split second, 
contemplating the liberating idea. “Our neighbors have finally embraced modernity. This internet 
thing will be our saving grace after all.”  
 “Do you mean those selfies and emails?” A question mark hung in Afonso’s eyebrows.   
 “I mean internet shopping, my old friend.” Carlos Cabrilho slapped his hands together, 
“And then we, you, us—it all gets delivered by the post office. People don’t have to walk to the 
shops anymore. They don’t have to drive anywhere. They can be sitting on the couch with a 
beer, watching a game, and they see something on a commercial, you know during the half-time 
break, and with their telephones they can buy it and ask us to deliver it to them. And the shops 
pay us to deliver the boxes.” 
 “Amazing.” Afonso slapped his cheek with his open palm.   
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“You see, I told you there was nothing to worry about, and you were so worried. There is 
always a silver lining to our troubles. Packages will replace postcards and letters, and we will 
get paid a handsome fee per box. It’s a brave new world!”   

Carlos Cabrilho led the postman through the sorting room and presented to him three 
shoe boxes addressed to customers on his route. Afonso smiled a weak, mousy smile, 
congratulated his boss with their newfound fortune, but quickly stuffed all three boxes and the 
days post into his satchel and scurried out the back door.   

“Yes, yes. Don’t keep the customers waiting, Afonso. Good idea. Get going,” Carlos 
called after him waving, still smiling.   

At home, Afonso paced in circles around the edges of the living room rug, breaking the 
circuit every twenty minutes to open his bedroom door to make sure that the three boxes of 
shoes hadn’t delivered themselves since the last time he looked in on them. Over and over he 
reasoned and rationalized that this clever scheme with packages of shoes, make-up, clothing 
and maybe even small electronics and kitchen appliances, if managed correctly, could keep his 
job safe—yes, indefinitely. Exhausted from the worry and rumination, he plopped down in his 
mother’s easy chair and fell fast asleep with his chin buried in his collarbone with his eyebrows 
low over his eyes and a deep worried frown sagging heavily over his chin.  
 That night, Afonso dreamt that he worked in a large warehouse on the docks, with racks 
and shelving five stories tall, all filled with boxes of mismatched shoes. No matter how many 
boxes he opened, he could never find a match. A large clock on the wall counted down to the 
day, hour, minute and second when the warehouse had to be empty; why exactly, he could not 
recall when he woke up on Saturday morning. Panic and despair had set in as the clocked was 
ticking down to the final hours. He then discovered a stack of sticky-notes taller than himself, 
and a black marker as thick as his forearm. With the sticky-notes and the marker he would write, 
“R-Black / L-Brown” or “R-formal / L-trainer” until he had completed the inventory of the entire 
warehouse, and matched each shoe with its mate. 
 When Afonso woke on early Saturday morning he did not deliberate, he did not hesitate 
nor did he pace a single circle more, but went straight to that special drawer that exists in every 
kitchen that is filled with stray objects that do not have their own places in the house. 
Rummaging around in his mother’s junk drawer, he pulled out a small pad of pink sticky-notes 
and a round pen with a thin, felt tip. He peeled three squares off the thinning block and on each 
proceeded to scribble “22.01 / 25.01,” and stuck one on each shoe box hidden under his bed.  

* 

On Monday 25 January, Afonso returned the three boxes to the post office with the self-adhering 
return label and slipped them into the ‘out-bins’, calling no attention to himself. On Tuesday 
morning, Carlos Cabrilho happily handed over three new boxes for delivery on his route, to 
three new addresses, and on Wednesday three more again. On Thursday, Afonso returned the 
three he had received on Tuesday. On Friday, five more arrived at the post office and crossed 
with the three secretive returns from Wednesday. By Friday, Afonso had more small packages to 
deliver than letters, bills and postcards combined. On late Friday afternoon, he brought back all 
the boxes he had received on Wednesday that had never been delivered, because he knew that 
Carlos Cabrilho would not notice if a circus of giraffes, elephants and a brass-band marched 
circles around the post office on a  Friday afternoon after four forty-five.  
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His inventory system worked flawlessly all week. All packages had been returned to the 
post office within three days. It was all but guaranteed by the post office’s contract that the 
returned shipments would be returned to the sender within five days. Afonso slept well that 
Friday night and spent the weekend frequenting every internet cafe in Alfama, and even 
ventured out into the other nearby neighborhoods of Graca and as far as Mouraria, on the other 
side of the hill, to find new computers from which to order new products for unaware shoppers.   
 On Monday morning, twenty-three small packets and assorted padded envelopes waited 
for Afonso in three different sorting bins, as well as fourteen envelopes to varied addresses all 
over the neighborhood. Carlos Cabrilho walked past him and patted him on the back as Afonso 
stuffed his satchel full. The stubby cigar in the corner of Carlos Cabrilho’s mouth swirled in tiny 
circles as he somehow succeeded to whistle a happy, springtime tune. All week long, the 
returns’ carousel kept spinning, “with no questions asked.”  

By the start of the second week of Afonso’s snowballing fraud, his bedroom was a 
labyrinth of both large and small undelivered boxes containing everything from kitchen blenders, 
portable DVD players, shoes and even some “unmentionables,” which Afonso bought to mask 
his masculine shopping habits. By Thursday night, he could barely slip into his room and climb 
into bed without tipping over one free-standing tower of boxes or another. Several of the stacks 
nearly touched the ceiling.  

An eerie calm hung in the air over Alfama on Friday morning. Afonso heard the unusual 
hush as soon as he stepped out onto the street wearing his black, thick-soled work shoes. He 
walked a different route than usual, looking over his shoulder on occasion without being able to 
explain to himself why. As he descended the stairs of Escadinhas do São Cristóvão to emerge 
on the Rua da Madalena, he noticed that there was no traffic in either direction on that busy 
street in the heart of the old city center. He tip-toed down the steps of Rua de Santa Justa and 
tried to slip in the employees’ entrance of the post office without being noticed. But on this 
Friday, anonymity for Afonso Riqués would be in very short supply.  

“Stop where you are!” a uniformed policeman restraining a large dog on a short leash 
ordered as soon as Afonso stepped foot inside the building. “Drop your bag and step this way.”  

The black Labrador attacked Afonso’s leather satchel, burying his nose into it, scooting it 
across the floor as he sniffed, snorted and flipped his head from left to right as if chasing a 
rabbit down its hole. Finally, the dog looked up from the floor with happy eyes and a wagging tail 
as if he had been playing a game. He returned to the side of his handler.  

“Please pick up your bag and proceed to the supervisor’s office,” the officer ordered as 
he bent down to attach a leash to the dog’s collar.  

“What’s this all about?” 
“Just do as you are told.” 

Afonso sat in a hard metal chair. The cold, naked metal chilled his bony flesh.  
“You are Afonso Riqués, the ‘Postman of Alfama’, yes?”  
“Yes. Everybody knows me.” 
“Tell us about the packages, Postman.”  
The dog handler entered the office to whisper into his superior’s ear. Afonso strained to 

listen to the report but could hear only his own blood rushing in his burning ears.  
“Hold out your hands.” 
The dog was let into the room to sniff Afonso’s hands. Again, the dog looked at his 

handler with the same happy eyes, wagging his tail.   
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“What’s this all about?”  
“We’ll do the asking of the questions today. Tell us about the packages.” 
“What’s to tell? I knock on the door, or sometimes ring the bell. The door opens and I 

pass the box to the customer.”  
“Do you make them sign?” 
“Sometimes yes. Sometimes it is not required.” 
“How do you know you delivered to the right person?” 

 “I am the ‘Postman of Alfama’. I know everybody.”  
The agents looked to Carlos Cabrilho, who shrugged his shoulders and nodded his 

head. 
“Are you aware that almost every single box that you have delivered has been returned 

through this post office?”  
“No. I only deliver the boxes.” Afonso’s mouth felt as if it had suddenly been stuffed full of 

hot cotton balls. “I don’t pick them up again. The customer must bring them back.” He tried 
unsuccessfully to swallow his own dry saliva. 

“Carlos Cabrilho hasn’t written any receipts for returned boxes. How do you explain 
that?” 

Stammering, the suspect looked around perplexed at the three officers from the local 
drug squad standing over him but offered no further explanation. “I only deliver them.”  

Carlos Cabrilho dropped a bundle of forty-three envelopes bound with thick rubber 
bands into Afonso’s lap. “Two agents will go with you today on your delivery route to make sure 
you don’t pick up any ‘stray’ boxes.”  
  

Leaving the post office and ascending the steps of Rua da Santa Justa, climbing 
towards Afonso’s home turf and the bulwark of Alfama, Afonso talked cheerfully to the two 
policemen in plain clothes who trudged a step or two behind him. The officers didn’t answer the 
postman’s questions on account of their heavy breathing. 

 At the top of the long staircase of São Cristóvão, a motley group of locals gathered for a 
morning drink on a bench next to the church. Long tall beer cans stood between their skinny 
thighs. As Afonso and his guards crested the first flight of stairs facing them, the locals 
immediately recognized the two barrel-chested cops with crew cuts as being from the local 
narcotics squad. Unable to withhold their sarcastic commentary and ridicule, as with everything 
that passed before their “working hours” perch, the spokesman of the loitering locals called out 
to the postman.   

“Hey Afonso! Who are your new friends? Are they looking for a score?” Mocking smiles 
of yellowed and missing teeth waited with bated breath for the postman’s reply.   
 “These two? Oh, they’re the postmaster’s nephews. He wants them to learn the ropes 
before he turns the day-to-day of the post office over to them.”  
 “Shut...your...smart mouth...postman,” one of the wheezing cops rasped as he staggered 
in small circles, trying to stand up straight and breathe normally.  
 “My apologies, officers, I’ll keep my humor to myself today.” Afonso answered.  
 “Should we call the ambulance already?” Elbows in ribs and sniggering continued for a 
few moments from the peanut gallery before they’d had enough of their own jokes.   
 “Keep walking, postman.”  
 Afonso’s tone turned serious, “Are you sure? Because we’re going up the staircase of 
Achada next, to a house at the very top. You may want to sit for a minute. You don’t look very 
comfortable.”  
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 “We can make space!” Four backsides dressed in various colors and styles of track suits 
and sweatpants started bouncing in succession to the left, creating a place on the end of the 
bench for one more bum. “Please, officers, take a rest. You’re looking flushed.”  
 “I said keep walking.” The officer pushed Afonso in the back.  
 Afonso winked as he passed the bench of spectators and trotted up the broad stairway 
behind them, encouraged by their applause and gaffing. At the landing of Largo da Achada, both 
policemen were leaned against the wall praying to Mother Maria for their lives. Afonso 
pretended to take no notice continuing up the next flight of steep steps only increasing his 
upward speed. 
 “Postman...Halt.”  
 Afonso pretended not to hear the command and continued climbing. When he turned the 
corner of the next landing, out of his escorts’ sights all together, he heard another shout.  
 “Postman! I said stop.”  
 “I’ll wait at the top for you.” Afonso’s voice echoed off the stones below.  

The two exhausted agents trudged up the last two flights of stairs no longer able to lift 
their knees. Their feet barely cleared each step. Calves and thighs filled quickly with lactic acid, 
making each new step progressively slower and more painful for them. Their panting could be 
heard before they were seen.  

Afonso was casually sorting his deliveries when his shadows reached the top of the 
stairs and set all four feet on the stones of Costa do Castello. Desperate gasping was the only 
sound they could muster as Afonso walked ahead of them leisurely slipping envelopes through 
letter plates and into post boxes as he went.  

As they started down a steep descent and turned down Calçada Conde Penafiel, a 
street renowned for its hairpin turns down the hillside, the policemen hollered again for Afonso 
to stop as they saw him slip around the corner of the first bend, and out of their sight.  

“Come on. Do try to keep up!” Afonso called up to them, waving to them from a 
switchback several meters below their position.  

“You’re doing this on purpose.” 
“What? I’m walking my normal delivery route. You’re going to make me late.” 
“We know what you’re up to.”  
“What’s that then?”  
“You’re a dirty drug mule,” the second agent shouted, nearly flinging himself, along with 

the accusation, over the railing and down the hillside. 
Afonso walked on, purposefully accelerating his pace down the steep grade toward the 

Cathedral, and the tracks of the No. 28 tram. Just as he caught glimpse of the corner of the 
Cathedral’s square towers at the end of Rua Pedra Negras, Afonso heard the unmistakable trill 
of the bell of an approaching streetcar, warning tourists posing for selfies in front of the church, 
to vacate the tram tracks post-haste. Afonso began running.  

The policemen, now twenty paces behind him, tried to run after him but could only 
stagger and stumble forward as their oxygen-starved legs reacted like nothing more than slack 
rubber bands. Try as they might, their quivering thighs could gain no traction. They reached the 
end of Rua Pedras Negras just in time to see Afonso jump aboard the back of the already 
moving tram No. 28 and disappear, up the steep incline of Rua Augusto Rosa, and out of their 
reach.  

* 
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João was already in a sullen mood when he opened the back door to the alley behind the tavern 
to let Afonso in. Gulping down a glass of wine, Afonso flopped into the chair behind João’s desk 
to catch his breath. The desktop was strewn with official papers from the bank and scraps of 
curled paper-tails from a poker-faced adding-machine.  
 “I’m in trouble, friend—” 
 “You’re in trouble?” João’s hand slapped his own forehead over and over. “I’ve got two 
weeks to pay the bank, or they’re going to foreclose and take the whole tavern!”  
 “No!” Afonso jumped out of the swivel chair.  

“Oh yes. They’re very serious this time.” 
 “What about Madalena’s father?” 
 “He won’t loan us any more money. He says if I give up the tavern that I can work in his 
firm. Her mother has never liked us owning the place.” 
 “Is that why her parents bought you that apartment in Principe Real, so you wouldn’t live 
in Alfama?” 
 João nodded. “I need fifty-thousand, but it might as well be fifty million.”  
 “What now?” 
 “I’ll try to sell it as quick as I can.” He paused. “Now, what’s this trouble you mentioned?”  

“It’s nothing. I just need to hide here for the day.”  

 After dark, Afonso asked to borrow João’s old delivery truck.  
“Happily, if it will get you to stop your nervous pacing.” João, distracted by his own woes 

and disappointments, tossed Afonso the keys from his desk drawer without looking up at him. 
“You know where it’s parked.”   
 Stepping into the dark alley Afonso was startled to find a young woman standing with her 
face to the wall next to the kitchen door, crying quietly.  
 “Are you hurt?” Afonso asked. 
 The beautiful Amalia looked up at Afonso with heartbreak in her eyes. “It’s all over.”  

 Amalia and Afonso sat shoulder to shoulder on the doorstep to the kitchen with an open 
bottle of wine, their feet dangling into the dark alleyway lamenting the closing of A Tasca do 
João.  
 “Things were going so well. Each performance was getting better and better.” Amalia 
wiped tears away with her fingers. 

“You have the talent to become one of the best,” Afonso said, looking into 
Amalia’s eyes. “Believe me. I’ve heard all the great ones from the last twenty years when they 
were just starting out. You have what it takes to make it big, but that first real break 
is hard to get, that’s all.” 

 Afonso told Amalia the backstories of the great Fado singers he had heard perform 
under the roof of João’s tavern, “Some have even gone on to become rather famous in Lisbon, 
and beyond.” Stars replaced the tears in Amalia’s eyes as he described some of the best 
performances he had attended.  

“Listen,” Afonso stood up with the keys to João’s delivery van jingling in his hand, “I have 
an important delivery to make, but I won’t be long. Maybe we can talk more over dinner?” 
 “I’ll come with you if you’d like some company.”  

“I don’t think that would be a good idea.” Afonso frowned, afraid of involving her in his 
quickly imploding fraud. Amalia’s sad smile made Afonso’s heart skip a beat, and against his 
better judgement he invited her to ride with him. “I might need your help, anyway.”  
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Parked up on the sidewalk in front of Afonso’s house, Amalia sat behind the wheel of the 
van with the engine running and the hazard lights flashing amber off the ceramic tiles covering 
the façades of the houses. Afonso was desperate to avoid a scene with a passing streetcar 
driver and other potential witnesses on the tram. His explanation gave Amalia the impression 
that he was planning to rob a bank, or a jewelry store.  

“You make it sound like I’m driving a getaway car,” Amalia laughed. 
“You could say that.”  
Afonso disappeared inside the house and returned three minutes later carrying six boxes 

piled high and held in place by his up-stretched chin. Afonso made ten trips up and down the 
steep stairs of the house at lightning speed. At the end of the last trip, he had loaded sixty 
undelivered packages into the van, dumping them with no discernable system for keeping them 
sorted properly, the post-it notes of all colors flying off in all directions. With each successive 
armload, he threw and shoved the boxes further into the van.  

As he closed the van doors, he heard the shrill bell of a streetcar above him in the dark, 
making its way quickly toward him. Pulling the driver’s door open, he shooed Amalia to the far 
side of the cab and climbed in behind the wheel. Grinding the gears of the old van, he pulled 
away just as the light of the streetcar’s headlight was big and yellow in the wing mirror.  

Straddling the tracks, the little delivery van revved loudly, trying to outrun the trolley in 
the dark as they both careened down the hill toward the ninety-degree turn at Escolas de 
Gervais. Afonso gunned the stout delivery van around the corner, banking hard right, sending 
Amalia sliding over the bench right up next to him. Once they reached the Travessa de São 
Tomé, Afonso pulled the van right, and up the hill again, to circle back around past São 
Vicente’s Cathedral and down the hill to the waterfront road.  
 Afonso drove slowly along the bank of the Tejo River, looking for the driveway to the 
marina. Finding the parking lot empty he quickly backed the van down to the water’s edge and 
began tossing the packages into the Tejo.  

After flinging about half of the boxes into the water, to his consternation, he saw that the 
boxes were not going anywhere. They bobbed up and down in place, crowding around him, like 
hungry ducks waiting for hand-outs. He waded into the water up to his knees and began 
shoving the boxes away from the quay. In frustration, he began kicking them and splashing 
around like a beaver, slapping at the water and cursing. He grabbed a few of the water-logged 
boxes and tried flinging them further, only to see them belly-flop a few meters further away. 

Afonso waded further into the water until he was up to his shoulders and neck before a 
white spotlight lit-up the back of his head and flapping arms. A life-ring thrown from the dock 
slapped the surface of the water somewhere near him in the dark, accompanied by loud hoots 
from the dock. Ignoring the shouts and the life ring, Afonso held the packages underwater until 
he felt them start to disintegrate and sink.  

The cries of panic grew louder on the quay as the would-be rescuers could no longer 
find Afonso with the spotlight as it swooped back and forth over the water’s surface. Amalia was 
nearly in tears pleading for somebody to pull Afonso out of the river. A police cruiser arrived on 
the scene. One of the officers deftly flipped off his shoes and dove headfirst into the marina, 
while his partner held the rope waiting for the signal to reel in the catch.  

After a few moments of shouting, cursing and splashing in the dark, both the policeman  
and the postman were pulled safely ashore.  
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* 

 Fate is a wholly unpredictable force that brings people together in the most unlikely of 
situations. We may never know exactly how and when Afonso fell in love with Amalia, or when 
Amalia fell in love with Afonso, but before they were both released from the holding cell at the 
police station on Rua da Prata, the invisible hand of Fate had tied a knot around their hearts 
binding them together by an invisible thread.  

The night in the cells had been anything but long. When the news came that next 
morning that Amalia’s bail had been paid by her father, she refused to leave without Afonso until 
the desk sergeant forcefully removed her from the cell. Their shared lot forged an understanding 
between the two that they were, somehow, soul mates—two moths drawn to the same flame. 
According to the statement of the sergeant on duty that night, the two never stopped talking. 
The arresting officers confirmed that they had advised Afonso that he did not have to talk, but it 
seemed as if Afonso hadn’t heard a word they said to him. In the end, the city prosecutor didn’t 
need to ask a single question; Afonso confessed everything that night to Amalia for anybody 
wanting to listen.  

“I was born and have lived all of my happy life among my neighbors in Alfama. To leave 
it for canning sardines in the factory, well, it would have killed me.”  

“Why won’t just take another job?”  
“Alfama is my identity. It is my history and my family. It is a thousand years of Portugal.”  
“Tell me more.” 

 “On wash day, when the bed linens are drying in the breeze on the line above the 
streets, I see Magellan’s sails as he is returning to Lisbon after circling the globe. When I climb 
the switchbacks up the hillside to deliver a letter from Africa or Brazil, I feel like I am tacking into 
the wind to get around the Cape of Good Hope, carrying news and spices from the other side of 
the world. When I look out over the low, flat Baixa district, I remember how Alfama stood tall, 
unshaken after the great earthquake while Baixa crumbled. When I smell the bacalao cooking, I 
remember my father’s smell, his voice, his boat and his salty nets. When I hear the Fadistas 
singing, my whole world stands still. Time stops, and I can feel it all as if I lived it all.” 

“Yes! That is how I feel when I am singing. It’s so magical.” Amalia stood up, emphatic. 
“So, you can understand that I had to do anything I could to keep my job and stay in 

Alfama. The junk mail I ordered for all my neighbors made everybody so angry that it had to 
stop. So, I started ordering shoes, clothes, kitchen gadgets and anything else I could find that 
would deliver through the post office to my neighbors. If I was delivering packages, Alfama 
would still need a postman and Carlos Cabrilho would stop looking for reasons to fire me. It was 
going to be just until the holiday mail slump was over, and then I was going to stop.”   

“I think I know how your feel. I ran away from my studies in Coimbra to sing in João’s 
tavern,” Amalia admitted. 
 “Why would you give that up?” 

“Because to become a real fadista, there is no other way than to listen to the ghosts of 
the past. There is no school of Fado. Nobody teaches it at any conservatory. To learn it, you 
must sing it every day until you feel it. Portugal’s best singers call Alfama and Mouraria home. 
There must be something about life in that neighborhood that amplifies life’s sadness, joy and 
the longing that you can’t get when your rich daddy is paying for everything. To feel it when I 
sing, I must live it every day. I must hear it from the old washing ladies and feel it from people 
like you, who would risk going to jail to stay close to the old neighborhood.” 

“Do you see me as an inspiration for your singing?” Afonso blushed at the thought. 
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“I certainly do now. Your passion makes me want to write a song about you.” Amalia’s 
face flushed with color and her eyes glowed at Afonso. 

“What will happen to you now that João’s tavern is closing? Can you sing somewhere 
else?” 

“Nobody will take me now. Not even the other tourist traps.” 
“But you’re so good!” 

 “You’re very kind.” 
 “I mean it!“ Afonso sat up straight on the concrete bench, “I grew up listening to a few of 
the singers who became big stars in Lisbon when they were just starting out. You are just as 
good as any of them.” 

Amalia looked at the floor not believing Afonso’s compliment. 
“There are some big names that have sung in João’s tavern, before it was João’s. My 

father first took me there when I was maybe fifteen, and I was bewitched from the first time I 
listened to a live performance.” 

 Amalia looked up with tears again in her eyes, wanting to hear more about the singers 
who, against the odds, made it big in Lisbon. How she longed to become one of them. 

“I heard them all when they were still nervous and young, and I can hear a similar talent 
in you. João could hear it, too. We all can. There must be a way to keep you singing in Lisbon.” 

“Without the gig at João’s, I can’t pay next month’s rent. I’ll have to ask Daddy to help 
me get back into law school.” 

“We’d do anything to help you,” Afonso touched Amalia’s hand, “but João owes the bank 
fifty thousand, and I will probably lose my job and go to jail. We’re not the best friends to have 
right now.” 
 “I guess Portugal will have to wait for its next star,” Amalia whispered with a sweet, sad 
smile.  

* 

 The news of Afonso’s arrest and detention spread through the neighborhood quickly, but 
quietly. The consensus of those whispering about it on street corners and in the markets was 
that it must have been a case of mistaken identity, or perhaps it was a fake tip from a slick 
lawyer, used as a ploy, to buy some time as he weaseled his client out from under the 
prosecutor’s thumb.  

On the second day that the post wasn’t delivered in Alfama a delegation visited Carlos 
Cabrilho at the post office and demanded that he personally post bail for Afonso. To head off 
another round of diplomatic negotiations with the Alfama block committee, Carlos Cabrilho 
called in reinforcements from across town; a substitute postman, telling his colleague from the 
Bairro Alto office that Afonso had taken ill over the weekend, and was yet to show any signs of 
improvement.  

On the same afternoon as the substitute postman had started, the block committee was 
once again ringing the bell on Carlos Cabrilho’s service counter, demanding an explanation for 
the slew of invoices that they and the neighbors received in error from the substitute postman. 
 “None of us ordered shoes or anything else from this company. We never received a 
package through the post office. Why are you delivering these collection notices to us?” A stack 
of fifty-seven collection notices with “LAST WARNING” stamped in faux-stenciled letters across 
the front of the envelopes, were dumped on Carlos Cabrilho’s countertop. An awkward silence 
hung over the lobby in the post office as Carlos Cabrilho chewed nervously on his cigar stub.  
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 “Ladies, it breaks my heart to be the one to tell the truth, but Afonso was arrested for 
fraud. He ordered the shoes and kept it all a big secret, and then threw all the boxes in the Tejo 
last Friday night. Saint Antonio as my witness, I am telling you the truth.”  

Gasps of shock and dismay sucked the air out of the conversation. “Why? What would 
possess him to go and do something like that? Surely, he said something to you about it when 
you visited him yesterday,” one of them said.  

“Ladies, I am very sorry, but it is time to close up for the lunch hour. Perhaps you can 
ask Afonso yourselves after his hearing with the Magistrate tomorrow morning,” Carlos Cabrilho 
chided as he escorted the delegation to the sidewalk and quickly lowered the roller shutters.  

Afonso walked home alone on Friday evening from the police station on Rua da Prata 
after his arraignment in front of the Magistrate, with his head hung low. After the drug squad had 
sniffed every box in the back of João’s impounded van and found nothing but shoes and electric 
gadgets, all investigations and incriminations against Afonso for drug trafficking were thrown 
out. When asked for an explanation for his behavior, Afonso spontaneously confessed to the 
judge what he had done, and why.  

Moved by the postman’s guileless and tearful admission, and his love for Lisbon and his 
work, the judge reduced the charges to reflect only a minor crime of mischief and disorderly 
conduct. Afonso was ordered to pay a fine of two thousand euros for his fraudulent behavior, 
and to compensate the internet companies he had ordered from, for destruction of property, plus 
the cost of the postage paid by them to send the goods back and forth “for no good reason”. 
Another one thousand five-hundred euros. 

Somehow the news of his judgement spread through the alleys and taverns before 
Afonso had even crossed Rua da Madalena. He felt scorn being poured out on his head as he 
passed beneath the open windows and balconies overlooking his walk of shame. Passing 
through Rua do São Pedro, he heard the banter of the local shopkeepers and patrons quickly 
change to a hushed whisper, leading to the turning of their heads and cold shoulders. He 
wanted desperately to stop and explain his actions to his neighbors and friends, but nobody was 
willing to even make eye contact with him. Finding João’s tavern locked and dark inside, he 
shuffled off toward home, climbing up the stairs of Beco de Carmeiro and around the white-
washed facade of the Church of São Estevão, hoping at least to find Amalia at home. 

  
Amalia threw her arms around Afonso’s neck when she found him, unshaven and long 

faced at her door. Inside the small apartment, Amalia pushed suitcases and half-filled boxes on 
to the floor to give Afonso a place to sit down on an old, dusty couch. She looked into his 
colorless eyes and gave him a pitiful smile.  

“I have to be out by the end of the month, but there is no point waiting if I’m not singing. 
My mother is making up my room at home.”  

Afonso sighed in defeat. “My mother told me as well that we have been evicted.” 
“Why? They can’t just throw you out.” 
“They can because half of our rent, my mother’s half, is paid by the Fisherman’s Widow 

Fund. I ordered the treasurer of the fund five pairs of expensive shoes. When he got the 
collection notice in his mailbox, he was livid. So, they cut us off. We must be out by Monday 
morning.” 
 “Afonso, this is horrible! What are you going to do?” 

“Mother will go live with her sister in Faro. Maybe I can stay with João while I look for a 
new job.”   
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“They fired you?”  
“Not exactly. The judge barred me from delivering the mail in all of Portugal ever again. 

I’m on a blacklist now. It’s all the same. Carlos Cabrilho would only have been too happy to do it 
himself if the judge hadn’t.” Afonso looked dejected; the life gone out of his eyes. 

“If only we could buy João’s tavern somehow,” Amalia said. “All of our problems would 
be solved. You could serve while I sing every night.” 

Afonso lifted his eyes. “That would be a dream come true, wouldn’t it? But he needs fifty 
thousand to pay off the bank, and I have fines of three and a half thousand, which I simply can’t 
pay. So, getting a loan from the bank is not an option.”  

Amalia sighed. “I want so much to help you. It will be such a tragedy if you have to move 
out of Alfama.” 

“My neighbors don’t want me here anymore, so it’s probably best that I slip away without 
a fuss.” Afonso stood to go. “But maybe we could take a walk together, in Bairro Alto where 
nobody knows me. Maybe we can catch a performance over a glass of wine? I know a place.”  

Amalia pulled on her coat and scarf, and together the two walked hand in hand across 
the low ground of Baixa to the opposite hillside neighborhood of Bairro Alto. From the lookout 
point of the Garden of São Pedro, they looked back on their own hillside home, resting under 
the jagged crown of St. Jorge’s Castle, with nostalgia and longing in every word they spoke for a 
place, an epoch and a way of life that most likely never existed, and probably never would. Their 
separation loomed large on their shared horizon, but each refused to admit it aloud, until Amalia 
kissed Afonso on the staircase outside her door and bade him farewell, “for now.”  

* 

The sunshine on Sunday morning, much to Afonso’s great annoyance, woke him earlier 
than usual. Void of any intrinsic motivation to pull himself from under the covers and start his 
day, Afonso rolled away from the window and plopped his pillow on his head, trying to block out 
the white morning light.  

He could hear his mother shuffling around the kitchen in her house slippers preparing 
breakfast for herself. He suppressed his urge to yell at her to “keep it down.” Just as he was 
drifting back to sleep, he heard voices milling about on the street under his balcony. He pinned 
the pillow against his exposed ear and scrunched his eyes closed, fantasizing of pouring a vat 
of hot tar over the balustrade onto the heads of the invaders come to chase him out the only 
home he had ever known. In his heart, he grieved at becoming so bitter and hateful toward his 
neighbors but felt helpless to change his lingering mood. Then the doorbell rang.  

“Afonso? Can you see who is at the door? Afonso? Are you awake?” His mother called 
from outside his bedroom door, “I’m still in my bathrobe.”  

The knocking became incessant as Afonso pulled on his pajamas. The voices on the 
street grew more excited. Afonso cursed under his breath as he stumbled down the stairs to the 
front door. His angry tirade began to spill out of his mouth before the last latches on the door 
were undone. 

“We don’t have to be out of the apartment until,” Afonso flung the door open, “Monday, 
you hungry jackals! Leave us in peace on our last day. Please, just—” Afonso stopped mid-
cursing as he looked out on the gathering crowd at his door.  

He recognized everybody, except three smiling strangers on his doorstep who looked 
like television celebrities. One of the strangers was holding a bouquet of flowers. The second 
was carrying a bottle of champagne. The third one, standing between the other two, was holding 
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a ridiculously sized replica of a bank cheque made out for fifty-thousand euros to the Riqués 
family at his exact address. 

“Congratulations, Mr. Riqués! You, and each of your neighbors on your street, are all 
grand prize winners in this year’s Postcode Lottery!” The booming voice banged inside Afonso’s 
ears. 

“Is this a joke?” Afonso scratched his backside with a perplexed, suspicious look on his 
unshaven face.  

The crowd shouted back holding up their own checks, “It’s not a joke!” 
“Is Mrs. Riqués at home, too?” The host of the show asked. “Can we get a shot of the 

two of you for the television?” 
The scowl on Afonso’s face slowly, but visibly faded as his eyes began to smile, “Do you 

mean--? 
“Yes!” the crowd answered in unison. 
“Do you mean…I’m rich?” Afonso started to turn in circles on the doorstep, jumping up 

and down, turning small circles. “Tax free?” 
“Tax free!” the TV personalities shouted with mirrored excitement. Afonso hugged the 

man with the plastic coiffure, who was holding the cheque, with a long, tight embrace. He kissed 
the women repeatedly, so much that one of them stiff-armed him the next time he moved too 
close.   

“Mother,” Afonso shouted up the stairs, “Come quickly! And don’t worry about your hair. 
We don’t have to worry about anything anymore!”  

With a glass of champagne in his hand, Afonso mingled in the street with his neighbors, 
shaking hands and slapping each other on the back. His mother wept tears of joy on the 
doorstep, her mascara streaking down her cheeks; her hair in thick curlers.  

“Hip hip hooray for Afonso, the best postman in all of Portugal!” the crowd shouted.  
“Me?” Afonso looked around, confused.  
“It was you who entered us all in the Postcode Lottery, wasn’t it?” Senhor Xavier 

suggested, “Almost half of the homes in Alfama have won thousands of euros because of your
—what did the Magistrate call it?” 

“Mischief!” somebody in the crowd shouted, finishing the sentence. 
“My brother lives all the way over on Beco de Cameiro, and they won five thousand 

euros. Your mischief is the only explanation because his wife doesn’t allow him to play poker, or 
even buy a scratch-off card.” 
 Afonso, with a stunned look of wonder and amazement, listened to his neighbors gab on 
excitedly about how each planned to spend their winnings. 

“What are you going to do with your share, Afonso?”  
 “Well, I will have to think about that. It’s my birthday tomorrow, so I guess I’m buying the 
drinks at João’s tavern at the very least.”  
 “With your fifty thousand, you can buy João’s tavern,” Senhor Xavier joked. 
 Through the crowd, Afonso caught sight of Amalia’s infectious smile and glowing eyes 
moving quickly towards him. She threw her arms around his neck and jumped into his arms, 
landing a long, firm kiss on his lips. He swung her around in circles as they laughed together. 
Afonso’s mother, overcome by joy to see Amalia kiss her son and hold his hand, nearly passed 
out. She braced herself against the door frame, listening and watching with wide eyes.  
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 “Afonso, why not buy João’s tavern? It’s just what we were talking about on Friday 
night,” Amalia said, looking deep into Afonso’s eyes waiting for him to understand what she was 
suggesting.  
 “I won’t have enough. João needs fifty thousand.” 
 “But together we will have enough.”  
 “No, I have to pay those court fines before the end of February, or I could go to jail again. 
That leaves me short by thirty-five-hundred euros.” Afonso calculated.  
 “But I also won five-thousand where I live on Beco de Cameiro. Because I am still the 
legal occupant of that apartment until the end of this month, I’ve won, too.”  
 “Do you mean use your five thousand as a down payment on a mortgage?” Afonso 
asked.  
 “No, what I am proposing, you idiot, is that you marry me, and we buy it together as 
partners in business, and partners for life,” Amalia shouted at him bouncing on her toes.  
 Maria gasped and held the sides of her face with her open palms. “The prophecy of Our 
Lady of Fatima. It’s coming true!”  
 “What’s your answer?” Amalia insisted. 
 “Say yes!” the crowd shouted, answering for Afonso’s hesitation.  
 “Yes!” he answered and kissed Amalia passionately for all to see. Breaking the kiss off 
suddenly, Afonso looked up at the twin bell towers of São Vicente’s across the street. “We’d 
better not waste any time. João needs to pay the bank by tomorrow.”  

Maria fainted into the arms of the sound technician, who had been holding the 
microphone for the live television broadcast, as the crowd swooned and cheered.  

* 

 At four o’clock on Sunday afternoon, the bells of São Vicente’s rang out loud and long in 
celebration. A baby-faced priest, with a look of relief on his flushed face, led the small wedding 
party out of the church on to the porch. Afonso and the beautiful Amalia posed in a dramatic, 
sweeping kiss at the top of the staircase for the swarm of friends and neighbors to take 
photographs with their mobile telephones. Maria, arm in arm with the Bishop of Lisbon, walked 
slowly down the stairs and looked back at the newlyweds where she wiped tears of joy from her 
eyes using a handkerchief embroidered with her late husband’s initials.  
 The wedding party sauntered through the streets towards Rua São Pedro to A Tasca do 
João. Confetti and flowers rained down on them from the balconies overlooking the alleys. 
Young girls waved between the balcony railings to Amalia in her long white dress, with white 
flowers in her curled, brown hair. The men poured out of the tavern on the corner of Escola 
Gervais, with hats over hearts, both cheering and jeering the happy couple; congratulations and 
condolences were heard from the rowdy group before they rushed back inside to watch the 
football match on the television. 
 At A Tasca do João, the lights were on and the doors stood open, inviting the wedding 
party inside. Extra tables and chairs were set up outside in the tiny street that was decorated 
with streamers, lanterns and more white flowers. As the couple approached the tavern, João, in 
his best suit, appeared in the door with a grin on his face, holding a sign in his hands that read 
“Under New Management.” After a happy embrace of his best friend and a kiss on the bride’s 
cheek, João hung the sign from Afonso’s neck with a length of twine. Only then did the guests 
notice the arrow under the bold letters that pointed at Afonso’s new wife. The men in the party 
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laughed loudly and slapped Afonso on the back. “So true! So True!” they bellowed before 
burying their noses in mugs of frothy beer. 
 Inside the tavern, a guitar trio was playing a cheerful, bouncy instrumental piece, 
warming up and waiting for their Fadista to join them. Handing her bouquet of lilies to her new 
mother-in-law to hold, she took her new husband by the hands and danced a light, syncopated 
step with Afonso before kissing him again with his face sandwiched between her long, graceful 
fingers.  
 João invited each guest inside to take a seat at one of the tables lined with tapas and 
olives, handing them a glass of his best, undiluted wine as they crossed the threshold of the 
tavern. The windows to the street were opened so that those who could not fit inside could hear 
Amalia’s much anticipated comeback performance. 

Afonso sat front and center, holding his mother’s hand in the semi-circle of chairs set up 
directly in front of the guitar trio. Amalia beamed as she consulted with the musicians and sang 
a few bars quietly to agree the key. Her white sneakers peeked out from under the hem of her 
floor-length dress, tapping the tempo. The men nodded and ran ready fingers over the latent 
strings.  
 Turning to the wedding party Amalia introduced the number, “This piece is called 
‘Destino.’ Very appropriate for today,” Amalia said, trying not to smile too big, blushing ever so 
slightly.  
 A muted strum from the Spanish guitar set the twenty-four strings of the dueling 
Portuguese guitars off on a race—one climbing high in a quick sprint, the other strumming 
measured quarter notes chords. The classic guitar plucked a lively baseline, grounding the two 
lutes in the rules of meter and timing.  

Amalia’s smooth alto melded the energy of the accompaniment into a single wave for 
her voice to ride, swelling and breaking at the end of a stanza with a quarter-beat rest to add 
punctuation to the joyful lyrics. Her extended breath created an undertow that swept the 
audience off their feet; her voice deep, quiet, perfectly blended with the six-string guitar, 
appeared again undetected to everyone’s delight. With her eyes closed, her left hand guided 
her up and down the scales, followed closely by the crescendo of the soprano strings and 
tempered at the peak by Amalia’s controlled vibrato on a whispered, pure note.  

In the final refrain, after a mesmerizing solo of the lead Portuguese guitar, Lisbon’s 
newest Fadista took back full control of the performance and brought the quartet to a controlled 
close which was neither expected, nor abrupt; the audience gasped in surprise and delight with 
the last note. 
 The street, the tavern, the guitarists and Amalia all cheered in delight for not only a piece 
performed flawlessly, but also for a piece that had been sung with the passion, the hope and the 
painful longing that could only be sung by one who had lived through the experience, having 
tasted both the cruelty and grace of Fate’s unpredictable and indiscriminate hand.  

* 

The reviews of Amalia’s wedding day performance spread quickly through Alfama and 
into greater Lisbon during the couple’s honeymoon week. The next Friday night, on the 
afternoon of the grand opening of A Tasca do Afonso, crowds lined the alleyway for hours 
before the doors opened, hoping to get a table, a chair or at the least a standing place in the 
corner to watch the beautiful Amalia perform. As Afonso opened the doors to the tavern to let in 
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the first guests, he was overcome by emotion when he saw the size of the crowd that had 
gathered outside. 

Old friends long not seen, neighbors who had disavowed him just weeks earlier, and 
even Carlos Cabrilho were some of the faces Afonso quickly recognized in the front of the line. 
As he warmly shook hands with Carlos Cabrilho, a nostalgic fondness and gratitude for his 
former boss, with all his quirks and shortcomings, came over Afonso. After all, if it hadn’t been 
for Carlos Cabrilho, who had with his careless words set the unfortunate chain of events into 
motion, Fate would have never stepped in on the side of Afonso and Amalia.  

As the neighbors from all over Alfama crowded in, kissing his and Amalia’s cheeks, an 
unspoken forgiveness for Afonso’s mischievous deeds passed between them. With their own 
credit ratings expunged of unpaid bills by an order of the local Magistrate, all the damage that 
had been done quickly became another half-true story in the unwritten folklore of the old 
neighborhood. 

To this day, Afonso and his young son can still be seen shaking the hands and kissing 
the cheeks of each of their friends, old and new, from all over Portugal as they leave his tavern. 
Even years later, the crowds still line up each Friday night to hear the beautiful Amalia remind 
them of what it means to be Portuguese, to live in Lisbon and to have been born and raised in 
the ancient hillside neighborhood of Alfama.  

Viva Portugal! 

(Don’t miss the Spotify playlist called “Fate and Longing in Lisbon” to hear the wonderful sound 
of Fado, that is the breath and soul of Lisbon.)
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