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Preface


Just before starting my final year at school, my parents sent me on a three-week language and sports course in the south of Germany to brush up my German before taking the A-level. It was there that I met over fifty Italians, among them was the protagonist for this novel. When I was at school, my dream job was to become a writer or a script writer, and I made plans to read media studies at university, but this all changed once I came back from this trip. I was curious to learn Italian, and the protagonist became a very close friend of mine, so I changed direction and decided to study languages at university. I visited him and the lady who had taken custody of him many times and, as I got to know them better, I soon discovered that both of them had radically different histories, and came from different cultures. One thing led to another, and I ended up not becoming a writer, but working in business. Just before the millennium, I moved to Italy, and I lived there for fifteen years. Given that I had an original story to tell, I attempted to write something and saved it on a floppy disk somewhere! Then I abandoned the whole project, probably because I was busy with work, and maybe I wasn’t ready. It wasn’t until 2012, that I finally decided to realise my dream and write the story. I was catching up with one of my colleagues from Ireland in an Irish bar in Florence, and got talking about the story I wanted to write, and she encouraged me to put pen to paper. So, in 2013, I spent Saturday afternoons conducting research in the library and, in September, I went to Sāo Nicolau, Cape Verde, which is where the protagonist is from. And in 2014, I started to write the story.


The Boy from the Island is based on a true story, and here I want to stress ‘based on’. In the interest of storytelling, I have added purely fictional events and characters, removed certain events that I considered inconsequential to the essence of the story, and changed some of the details.


Whilst there are several themes explored in this story, such as racism, escapism, identity, women as victims; I would say that the core theme is cultural adaptation. Neither of the two central characters, who end up living in Milan, are Italian (Miguel is from Cape Verde, and Maria is from Romania), yet through extraordinary circumstances, Maria takes Miguel into her custody: one of them adapts, and the other one doesn’t. To fully appreciate these two people living together, I felt that it was important to understand their backgrounds, hence the novel is divided into three parts. 


Part One takes place on the island of São Nicolau, Cape Verde and introduces Miguel, the protagonist. The introduction gives a summary of the archipelago’s history and geography. Part Two addresses the story of Maria, before she meets Miguel. And Part Three is about them living together.

		
	
		

Introduction


The first part of this story takes place between 1960 to 1971 on São Nicolau, one of the islands belonging to the archipelago Cape Verde, which is situated in a remote part of the Atlantic Ocean, several hundreds of miles from the African continent. It was given its name by the Portuguese, who had reached the green and verdant African coast twenty years before the islands were discovered, and so they decided to name them Cape Verde because of the proximity to where they had landed. Cape Verde is indeed a misnomer as the islands are dry and barren for most of the year, and the rocky, volcanic terrain together with the little topsoil have significantly impeded agriculture. As a result of the dearth of precipitation during the long dry season, most of the population’s staple diet came from mackerel or tuna fish rather than crops. Luckily the cassava root could last many years without rain, and it was often turned into flour and stored for long periods. 


It is not clear who were the first visitors to Cape Verde. It is claimed that the first settlement from Portugal and slaves arrived in the 1460s. The Portuguese had established a durable relationship with the Phoenicians and Moors, which helped them to navigate using modern maritime inventions in the fifteenth century, especially when there was conflict over ownership of the islands with northwest Africa. Subsequently, the infamous slave trade in Cape Verde was developed into a slave plantation economy by the sixteenth century. There were various alliances and conflict between Portugal and Spain; and numerous attempts at invasion from England, France and Holland. The feudal system continued, and the abuse of slavery became a habit. Several criminals, which included degredados (convicts), lancados (outcasts) and prostitutes were exiled to Cape Verde.


In 1866, an influential seminary was opened on São Nicolau. The Cape Verdeans became more educated for the first time, and a new culture formed called Crioulo, which enabled them to express themselves in words, culture, language, literature, customs and music. The lingua franca has different dialects and comprises a mixture of African and Portuguese syntax. It is not considered an official language, especially in its written format. Many words are derived from Portuguese, but there are stark differences in the grammar. The lancados (outcasts) had primarily contributed to the crioulizing of the Portuguese language on the ships, and the badius (descendants of runaway slaves) had played a role in the evolution of Crioulo society and civilization, by maintaining some of the cultural aspects of African heritage (folklore and beliefs). They believed that the essence of the soul is in the music, such as the batuka, an erotic dance accompanied by songs of a political or sexual nature. A group of women formed a circle, and one or two other women would dance inside it, wearing short shawls above the thighs. The batuka dance was disapproved by the Catholics for being too African.


The political influence in the years leading up to the independence of Cape Verde in 1975 is complex. The New World refers to the names of countries in the western hemisphere, especially the Americas. Slaves were transported to this world by the English, French and Portuguese, and on their return, they would bring goods, such as gold, rice and further slaves. Unfortunately, many died during their journey to and from these islands. At the same time, social systems had been created to segment slaves for import-export, general labour and domestic purposes. 


Further segmentation was introduced based on African ethnicity, and this would determine the type of work they would perform as well as their treatment. Slavery became an accepted and profitable practice, and it contributed to the social infrastructure and economy of the islands. With a mixture of African slaves and Portuguese government and military officials on the islands, a new race, often referred to as mestico or mulatto (mixed race) emerged, which formed the basis of the identity of modern Cape Verdeans. It was not until the early nineteenth century that slavery was abolished due to moral and ethical concerns despite initial resistance from the Portuguese government and slave traders. Many slaves were returned to Africa. Slavery continued to linger in Cape Verde because its concept belonged to colonialism, and therefore it had become the norm; others from pure African descent identified colonialism as the core problem. The US navy sought to strengthen the need to remove slavery from Cape Verde by forming an African squadron, which would reduce the slave trade. Before the independence in 1975, the brancos (whites) from Portugal had control and power over the islands and consequently, those who advocated slavery decided to integrate Portuguese culture and abolish African heritage and history by giving Portuguese names to Cape Verdeans and introducing the Catholic religion and Portuguese language.


After 1962, the Hart Cellar Act permitted increasing migrants into the US, which enabled remittances to be sent back to the islands to partially sustain the economy. The population was entitled to a Portuguese passport, which facilitated entry into Europe and the New World. Rotterdam became a popular place for Cape Verdean men, as the shipping industry there was prosperous. Young single mothers followed the trend, many going to Italy with the increase in demand for domestic work. The number of females on Cape Verde exceeded the number of males, and men had lower life expectancy than women; consequently, polygamous relationships burgeoned and were tolerated, even though it was formally disapproved.  In the 1960s and 1970s, there was still a culture of racial discrimination. New arrivals from Cape Verde tried to show association with Portugal and not with Africa; however, their dark skin colour gave them an appearance of being African. The first wave of immigrants worked in the cranberry bogs, docks or the textile mills, and they received low wages and were treated poorly. They did make more progress with Brazil as they shared culture, a legacy of Portuguese colonial rule, and a following of the Miguel evangelical Church.


Efforts have been made to gradually improve irrigation and the import of food, but with poor economic conditions, the population had to rely on their resourcefulness to conquer famine initially. Today, international food aid has made a difference to the Cape Verdeans, who are no longer dependent on local resources. The local people provided repair work and supplies for ships, whose sailors and traders used Cape Verde as a stopping point before proceeding to the Americas. The environment had driven men to become skilled sailors, whalers, traders and merchant mariners. 


The Cape Verdeans now have their own identity, and many currently reside in Europe and the Americas. With a new age of multiculturalism, it is easier for them to “fit in” in other regions of the world. Whilst poverty is still prevalent on these islands, the Cape Verdeans have received significant help from other nations, and some of the islands have become popular tourist destinations. 


 

		
	
		

			Part One

			São Nicolau, 1960 – 1971

		
	
		
One


São Nicolau, Cape Verde
1960



Ana had always liked time to herself. On one afternoon, five days after her thirteenth birthday, she went for a long walk and got lost in the fog and long blades of grass. She collected some small thin leaves from a dragon tree and skipped through the foliage, humming a merry tune. She found a rock and sat on its rugged surface, and pierced the leaves in the middle to make a necklace.


Her stockiness made her look determined and feisty, yet her bulging cheeks and shell-like eyes gave her face an innocent and soft appearance. She loved bright and colourful clothes, and today she was wearing her favourite sun yellow blouse and red shorts. From afar, you could see a happy-go-lucky girl lost in a world of her own, with unblemished skin and an immaculate outfit, but if you took a closer look, you would see three dark bruise marks on her right arm.


She was not allowed to stay out for too long otherwise her father would come looking for her, and that was the last thing she wanted. When she was alone, she would either make up her own stories of mythical creatures or just stare into space. Her favourite story was about dragons.


There was a good dragon and a bad dragon. The good dragon had a friendly face and looked after all the families on the island, and protected them from the bad dragon. The bad dragon was much bigger than the good dragon and had a mean and cruel face. He hissed like a snake as he trod through the grasslands, looking for children to eat. The children were afraid of the bad dragon, so they ran away. The good dragon told the children to sprinkle some rice around their homes to keep the bad dragon away. When one little boy forgot, he could hear the roaring, snarling and hissing of the dragon outside his home. As he was about to snatch the little boy with his claws, the good dragon leapt on the bad dragon and stung him with his poisonous tongue. The sting made the bad dragon fall into a long sleep. The bad dragon is still on the island, but no one knows where he is.


Immersed in her story, she was startled when a boy appeared out of nowhere. He was much taller than her, had broad shoulders, a big chest, and black curly hair. He was wearing a brownish-red t-shirt with loose, blue short trousers.


“Hello, little girl! What are you doing here?”


There was something about him that made her feel uncomfortable. Maybe it was his size, but his smile reassured her, so she gave him the benefit of the doubt and let him talk to her.


“Nothing. Just playing,” she replied. 


“Do you mind me talking to you?”


“I like time to myself. I like being alone.”


“Come on, just give me five minutes,” he said teasingly.


Ana continued playing with her leaves, and the boy sat cross-legged opposite her.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


“Ana.”


“Ana’s a beautiful name. Where are your parents? Shouldn’t you be with them?”


“They’re okay with me being alone. They’re used to it.”


“So here we have a beautiful girl with a beautiful name!”


“Where do you live?” she asked.


“Not so far away. What are you making with those leaves?”


“I’m making a necklace.”


“Is that for you or someone else?”


“Maybe for myself, or one of my sisters. I haven’t decided yet.”


“I think you must love dragon trees. There are some wonderful leaves on them.”


“Yes, I do.”


“There’s one near here. Let’s go and have a look.”


The boy took her by her hand and led her to the dragon tree.


“It reminds me of an umbrella. You can find these in the New World. They’re used to stop the rain from falling on your head,” he said.


“Why would they want to do that?” asked Ana.


“I have no idea to tell you the truth!” he laughed.


“They must be very strange people.”


“Yes, they are!”


“I like the rain,” Ana said. “Do you like the rain?”


“Yes, very much.”


Hundreds of knotted sturdy branches sprouted from the short thick trunk, leading to an array of thin oblong leaves. 


“They look like stars!” said Ana, looking at how the leaves were displayed.


“Yes, they do!”


The boy got on his hands and knees, crawled towards the tree and touched the bark on the trunk with the palm of his right hand, and she followed closely behind. He gently took her hand and placed it on the tree trunk.” 


“How does that feel?”


“I don’t know. It feels like bark.” 


It was a dumb question, but she thought it was best not to confront him as he didn’t look the type you would want to argue with.


“Shall we go for a walk?” he suggested. 


“Okay, why not?” They stood up, and she followed him.


“So, tell me about your family.”


“I’m the eldest of two sisters and a brother. My father goes fishing every day and my mother stays at home to do the cooking. My brother spends most of his time outside, playing football. My youngest sister is always crying. Every time she eats something, she throws it up over my mother.” 


“That’s funny!”


“Do you go fishing?”


“Yes, sometimes.”


Ana remembered the boy talking about umbrellas in the New World. 


“What is the ‘new world’?”


“They are other lands, much bigger lands, far far away from these islands and they’re very different.”


“I see. Have you ever been?”


“No. I just heard about them from friends who’ve been there.”


“Would you like to go?”


“Yes, I would. What about you?”


“I think so.”


“Well, let’s go together,” he said cheerfully.


There was an awkward moment. Ana didn’t know what to say to him, and she wondered why he wanted to talk to her. He was too familiar with her, so maybe it was time for him to leave. She moved away from him, sat on a rock and took the leaves out of her pocket. The boy followed her, sat opposite her, and admired how her delicate hands made tiny punctures in the leaves and wove them into each other.


“You’ve got beautiful hands,” he remarked tenderly.


“Thank you,” replied Ana politely.


“May I see?” asked the boy, pointing to the neckless.


Ana gave him the necklace, and he looked at it in amazement. He smiled at her.


“You’re a very clever girl!”


He took her hand and rubbed her palm with his thumb. 


“Do you like that?” he asked.


Ana didn’t reply and didn’t look at him either.


He then moved and sat next to her. He held her right hand and caressed her thigh with his fingers, initially in slow motion and then slightly harder. He put his hand inside her shorts and near her waist. Ana didn’t like his face and breath being so close to her and felt helpless as he forcefully placed his hand on the back of her head and pushed it towards his face until their lips met. He closed his eyes and stroked her hair, put his arm around her and took her right hand and moved it under his trousers. Ana froze. It suddenly dawned on her that something terrible was about to happen. She was in the middle of nowhere with a stranger who she had mistakenly trusted. 


“I can hear someone,” she whispered.


“It’s just the wind. Don’t worry, no one’s coming,” he replied. 


The boy became restless, picked her up, and walked to a clearing. He removed his clothes, hastily ripped off her shorts, pushed her onto the ground and climbed on top of her. She tried to wriggle away, but the boy was too strong. 


“What are you doing?” she cried.


The boy smirked and put his mouth next to her ear. 


“It’s all right,” he whispered.


“Stop! Stop! I don’t like it,” she pleaded. 


Tears welled up in her eyes, and the boy’s friendly expressions became cold and cruel, just like the bad dragon. He put his left hand over her mouth to mute her muffled screams.


When the boy finished, he stood up and saw blood on his legs and around his groin. He quickly put his clothes back on and ran away, leaving Ana in the grass bruised and bloody. Ana sat up, feeling dizzy and confused, and as she was about to put her shorts back on, she saw the blood all over her thighs and legs. To avoid telling this shameful episode to her family, she decided to find a stream to wash the blood off. As she stood up, she heard her father’s familiar slow and heavy footsteps. Domingos was a large, muscular man whose complexion was much darker than Ana’s. Her heart beat rapidly when she saw the thick stick he was carrying.


“Papai,” she wailed. “A boy, he …,” 


She coughed and looked up into the air. 


“I know exactly what has happened!” he shouted.


“It wasn’t my fault,” Ana said feebly.


“Do you think I’m stupid? You let him! You let him!” Domingos boomed. “This wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t gone into one of your daydreams. Always going off alone. Maybe this will be a lesson for you.” 


He pushed Ana onto the floor and raised his stick and thrashed her repeatedly until her back bled. 


“Get cleaned up before you come home. I don’t want your mother seeing you like this!” he said, before leaving her.


Ana never saw the boy again. He was probably a visitor from another island. How much had her father seen? If he had been there when she suspected that someone was watching her, why had he not gone after him?

		
	

São Nicolau, Cape Verde,
1969 - 1971
		
Two



“What about José? Whatever happened to him?” asked Afonso.


“Nothing. I don’t want to talk about him. He’s a liar, and I don’t trust him.”


Ana’s eyes darted around the cooking area, looking for the rice.


Earlier that day, she had been to visit her brother, Angelo, who worked in a grocer’s shop. Inside, the walls were painted ocean blue, and there were three lopsided shelves behind the wooden counter, on which stood bags of rice, sugarcane and grogue, a strong alcoholic drink. On the table, there was a small plastic tub for the money.


She eventually found the bag of rice, lying on the bed amongst some of the clothes. At that moment, she saw Domingos burst into the kitchen area with a small plastic bag of fish. When he saw Ana, he grunted and threw the bag at her, and it landed with a thud on the ground right in front of her. She sighed, picked it up and watched Domingos as he lay down on the bed and propped his head on the sugar flour-filled pillow. He was wearing a sand-coloured shirt and some lime cotton trousers, held loosely around his waist. She could tell by his tired eyes and irregular breathing that he was consumed by the exhausting daily fishing trips to Ponta de Vermelharia. He lay on his back, motionless, no doubt listening to the children playing outside.


“Why don’t you try and get some sleep?” asked Ana, knowing that he wouldn’t reply.


Ana knew that he only really spoke to her mother. She showed him respect just because that’s what a daughter should do, but deep down she hated him, and she had become good at veiling her disdain. She turned away from him and went outside, where her mother was standing next to the fire.


“Shoo!” exclaimed Ana, as she almost tripped over some children, who were playing mancala, a hide and seek game. After pouring the rice into the pan, which sat lopsided on the stones surrounding the fire, she wandered back into the kitchen area and waved away an army of flies, which were bouncing off the bag of fish. “Dinner will be ready soon,” she said to Papai.


Ana went outside again with the plastic bag along with even more flies following her. Using a stick, she spread the tuna fish evenly on a pan over the fire, and once it was ready, she scooped the rice out of the boiling water onto six cracked plates. Her mother put aside more food for her father and helped him to eat it using her fingers. Outside, Ana, Angelo and her two sisters, Leticia and Olivia, ate the fish and rice around the fire.


As the sun was setting, Ana could see the silhouette of Afonso, who was playing football with two children. He often appeared behind the door of her house, and teased her about José, it was none of his business, and she preferred to put José to the back of her mind. She thought how much José had hurt her with his lies and broken promises.


The house was made out of concrete, and there were blotches of mould and small holes on the exterior. Outside, you could see the corrugated iron roof, and two large squared apertures, boarded with blue-coloured wood because glass windows would have been too expensive. Inside, there was a small kitchen area and a bedroom – there was one bed for Ana’s parents, and one for Ana, Olivia and Leticia. Angelo slept on the floor. There were similar looking houses scattered haphazardly amongst the unruly foliage and trees.


Ana’s mother woke up to the blinding sunlight piercing its way through the doorway. After waking her children up, she turned on her side to face Domingos, who was in a deep sleep.


“Domingos!” she said in a hushed tone, prolonging the vowel sounds of his name. She knew he was unwell, but the family depended on him going fishing, or there would be no food for the family.


“Domingos!”


His wife always used the smell of food to wake him up, so she placed a ball of left-over fish and rice under his nose until he half opened his eyes and ate it. Ahead of him was the arduous journey from Faja Baixa to Ponta de Vermelharia where he would board a bottom trawler with other fishermen and spend the day catching fish. He no longer needed to guide the mule, as she was accustomed to going there and back. Many mules had died en route because of a lack of food and water, and he often wondered how long she would survive. A successful fishing trip would depend on the wind and current of the sea so, whilst he was riding, he would pray that the weather would not be so ferocious. On this day, he was fortunate as the weather was calm, and they chose an area where there were schools of tuna fish.


On his return to Faja Baixa, he could see his wife, Ana and Leticia waiting for him. The mule stopped, and he climbed off slowly carrying heavy bags full of fish.


“We could make this last three days,” he said.


Ana and Leticia attempted to help him to walk to the house by letting him lean on them and looping their arms.


“Get off!” he snapped. “I’m okay on my own!”


His wife took the fish back to the house.


“This won’t last three days. Maybe two days if we’re lucky, but not three,” she muttered.


Still, two days was good enough, and it would let Domingos rest the following day. In the distance, they saw Elena, Ana’s cousin, balancing a container of water on her head.


Domingos went straight to bed and drifted in and out of sleep as he waited for his food to arrive. He opened his eyes and saw his wife preparing the fish, and not Ana, so he suspected that something was not right, and he thought it was strange that his wife was not enlightening him on the comings and goings of their friends, as she usually did. She seemed to be in deep thought as she gutted the fish without saying a word.


Afonso was playing soccer with his two sons. They would play for hours, using sugar cane leaves and sticks as goalposts. They always wanted Afonso to be the goalkeeper and asked him to stand next to one of the sticks so they could easily score. Unlike many of his friends, who had left São Nicolau to work as cleaners or painters in Holland, he had remained on the island to work on the maintenance of the trawlers. Ana, who was watching the game, laughed at his big black shorts, which were far too big for him. He asked the boys to play by themselves and went up to her.


“You still think about him, don’t you?” Afonso asked, turning his head towards Ana.


“I should be in Holland now. He promised me a better life, and I don’t hear nothing from him.”


“You know, I don’t think that place is as good as you think it is. Maybe he can’t write to you. How long has it been now? One year? Why don’t you go and speak to his family? You know where they live.”


“I told you. He’s a liar, and I can’t stand him.”


He knew that José had a reputation for being a womaniser and he was probably enjoying himself with some Dutch girls.


“Why don’t you come to mine tomorrow?” Afonso suggested. “Then we can talk about this. Rita is visiting relatives in Tarrafal tomorrow, and the kids are at school.”


Ana laughed.


“What will people say if they know that you and I are alone in your home? What will your wife think?”


“She’s not my wife. You know that. Anyway, it’s up to you. You know where I am.”


Ana returned home and saw her mother cooking the fish outside.


“You’re wasting your time with that one,” she said sternly.


Ana gathered the plates from the kitchen area and brought them outside. Leticia and Olivia joined them, and they ate the fish watching the flames.

		
	
		
Three


Five days later, sometime after sunset, a mysterious figure emerged from the fog in Faja Baixa. The dimly lit oil lamps inside and outside the houses revealed a man wearing a smart beige suit and balancing a small vase with some flowers on the palm of his right hand. No one saw the grin on his face as he walked with confidence towards Ana’s home.


When he arrived, the door was half-open, so he called Ana’s name and added, “Mi N krê falá má bo!”– I want to speak with you!


Ana, who was busy preparing fish, recognised the voice straight away.


“Bá fóra! Mi N (s)ta ukupóde. Txó-me in paz!” - Go away! I’m busy. Leave me in peace, she responded aggressively. “Mi N ka kre nada ma bo” – I don’t want anything to do with you.


The man didn’t take any notice of her harsh tone.


“Mi N krê oió-be, nha amor. Dó-me sinku minute pur favor!” - I want to see you, my love. Just give me five minutes, please.


Ana’s father, who was lying in bed, listened carefully. He recognised the man and knew that Ana would succumb to his charming words. It was just a matter of time.


“Ka bo txemó-me bo amor mo mi N ka ê bo amor!” – Stop calling me your love.  I’m not your love, she replied fiercely.


Uninvited, José went inside and placed the flowers next to the fish on the table. Ana caught sight of them in the corner of her eye but did not display any appreciation. Instead, she continued to prepare the fish, whilst José sat down. There was a brief silence.


“You promised me you would send me the papers!” she hissed.


“There were problems,” replied José solemnly, looking up at her.


She hurled some rice into his face and faced him with a deadly glare and pointed finger.


“What problems? You didn’t even write to me. And how long have you been away? Almost a year!” she exclaimed angrily.


“I can explain,” José said calmly. “I’ve been working day and night, seven days a week, just for you.”


“Really? So why did one of our neighbours see you with another girl?”


“These are all lies, my love. You know what people are like. They like to gossip.”


“It’s you who is lying. Lies and excuses! You promised me a better life in Europe!”


José thought carefully about how he would reply.


“I thought about you every day. You know that you are my only one. This is why I came back to see you.”


“I don’t believe you. I waited and waited and waited!”


“Please, my love. Give me another chance to show you that I mean what I say. I’ll be leaving for Holland again soon, and I will get the papers. It’ll be easier this time. Less red tape. But I don’t have much time, and I want to spend it with you. Just you and me.”


“I’ll think about it,” she said nonchalantly.


“All right.” José got up slowly and kissed Ana lightly on the cheek. She didn’t look at him. José then left, singing, “Mi N sta mi so na munde pa bo” – I am alone in the world without you.

		
	
		
Four


Three days later, Domingos insisted on going fishing again, even though he wasn’t feeling well. The strong wind coming from the Atlantic Ocean would make the fishing trip a strenuous one, and it would take a miracle for them to catch any mackerel or tuna.


In spite of the mule’s old age and battling winds, which almost pushed Domingos down the steep slopes, he proceeded on his laborious journey to Ponta de Vermelharia, hoping that his fellow fishermen would not retreat because of the weather. When he got closer to the harbour, he could tell by their animated gestures that they were deciding whether to go fishing or not. He left his mule by a tree and went to greet the other fishermen who helped him onto the boat before setting off across the bumpy sea.


Domingos made himself comfortable at the rear of the boat with his fishing line. His irregular breathing made him feel tired, and as he was about to fall asleep, a huge wave swept over him, causing him to lose balance and fall over.


“Domingos!” shouted one of the fishermen.


There was no reply.


“Domingos! Are you okay?”


“Of course, I’m okay,” he mumbled.


“What? I can’t hear you!”


Domingos closed his eyes and then opened them again and raised his voice.


“I’m okay!”


Half an hour later, the sea became increasingly volatile, and as they moved forward, more waves splashed onto the boat, causing the other fishermen to fall as well. Some of the sails collapsed, making it hard to manoeuvre the boat back to the harbour. Lying in icy seawater, Domingos wondered if his friends had caught any fish at all. Luckily, they made it back and helped Domingos off the boat and laid him on the ground. He turned on his side to see them gutting the tuna and then looked at his mule by the tree. He stood up and hobbled towards her.  His fellow fishermen looked round to see where he was and saw him sitting next to his mule and stroking her.


“You’ve had a rough time, haven’t you?” empathised one of them.


Domingos nodded.


“You shouldn’t have come today at all,” he continued.


“I know,” said Domingos.


“Well, we’d better get you home. Mateus is also going to Faixa Baja, and he has a couple of mules so he’ll look after you. He’ll be along in five minutes or so.”


“Thank you,” said Domingos.


“Don’t worry about the mule. It happens all the time. And by the way, we’ll make sure you get your fair share of the fish.”


Mateus helped Domingos onto another mule, and they rode back to Faija Baixa together.


When Ana and her mother saw Domingos, they ran up to him,


“We’ve been so worried. Where have you been? It’s so late,” said Ana’s mother.


“He’s not a well man. He really shouldn’t have been with us today. Anyway, I’ve got you some fish. This should last you a week or so,” said Mateus, as he lifted off three bags of tuna fish.


Ana took them and rushed back into their home.


“Thank you. I’m Francesca. You didn’t tell me your name,” said Ana’s mother.


“Mateus. Don’t worry. We’ll bring some fish back for your family. Just make sure Domingos gets some rest.”


“I don’t know how to thank you” she replied.


“It’s no problem. Be seeing you!” Mateus rode away.


Domingos returned to his habitual position in bed and watched Ana preparing cachupa probre, a fish and corn stew. She took it outside and cooked it over the open fire, and when it was ready, she passed a dish to her mother who fed it to her father with her fingers. Francesca looked apprehensive as her husband’s breathing was notably erratic.


The following morning, Francesca prepared some cachupa and a fried egg and tried to wake Domingos up with the smell of food, but it didn’t work this time.


“Domingooooos!” she said gently in his ear.


There was no sound, no breathing. She put her head gently on his shoulder.

		
	
		
Five


The family accumulated in the church for the funeral and the priest led a thoughtful service with prayers and hymns. Afterwards, Domingos was swiftly buried in the same area. Ana wasn’t sorry that her father had passed away but pretended to be distraught and mournful, especially in front of her mother. The only thing she was worried about was how they would get fish without him.


Ana was torn about José’s visit. He was insidious, spurious, yet she yearned for his warmth and charm. The day after the funeral, José visited her to offer his condolences and was unusually quiet. He realised that Ana must have found his narcissism distasteful and displeasing, so he changed tactics by proposing that they go for a walk. When they reached one of the inclines, they spent an hour silently gazing at the flavescent landscape. He was a chatterbox and most of the time, he could not stop talking, and he knew that, so he didn’t talk about the bright lights of Europe, nor the fact that it was not as luxurious as he had thought. His hours in Holland were spent cleaning and maintaining the ships at the harbours, and the accommodation was uncomfortable. He didn’t disclose that he had spent most of the little money he earned on gambling and frequenting nightclubs.


“So, how have you been?” he asked.


“Same old boring life, waiting for my father to come home with the fish. Well, when I say father, he’s not been a father at all.”


“Well, he always went fishing for you.”


“I know. I know. But he wasn’t a good man, and he’s been horrible to me. I’ve had so many nightmares about him.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“Anyway, it’s over now. Otherwise, I’ve been cooking, going for walks, eating and that’s it.”


They admired the beautiful glow of the sun sinking below the horizon, leaving the sky bleeding purples and reds. They looked at each other. He rested his hand on her shoulder, and she embraced him tightly and rested her head on his chest.


“It’s getting dark,” he said softly.


After several minutes, they held each other’s hands, and he took her to the comfort of his own home.

		
	
		

Six



The following morning, Ana washed her hands and face in the water container, whilst José prepared some rice and egg for breakfast. She had no idea how she would explain her absence to her mother, who doubtlessly would know precisely where she had been. It wasn’t the first time she had spent the night in someone else’s home, and each time, her mother fiercely reprimanded her for the shame she brought on the family. There were eyes everywhere, so as soon as José reappeared out of the blue, people started to talk about how she had visited Ana, and now everyone would know that she had spent the night with him.


Ana didn’t care what people thought. As soon as she finished breakfast, she walked with José, hand in hand, towards her home.


“You know I’ll be ...” began José.


“Yes, I know you’re leaving again tomorrow,” Ana interrupted.


“I promise I’ll organize the documents this time and then you’ll be with me sooner than you think”, he said.


“I hope so,” she sighed.


She withdrew her hand, walked the rest of the way to her home and turned around near the entrance to see José still standing in the same place. She waved at him, and he blew her a kiss.


Her mother was busy in the kitchen area and didn’t look up when Ana arrived.


“I know what you’re thinking, Mamãe,” Ana said.


“It doesn’t seem to matter what I think. Anyway, you don’t need to worry about what I think. Everyone is talking about you and José. What’s the matter with you? Can’t you see he’s trouble?”


Ana didn’t want her to bad-mouth José. After all, he had looked after her and comforted her after the loss of her father.


“He’s changed, Mamãe. I think going to Holland has done him some good. Didn’t you see the way he treated me yesterday? Anyway, he said he’s going to get me the papers this time, so that I can be with him.”


“And you believe him?” her mother replied. “He’s a notorious liar! And you’ve been taken in by his charms and good looks once again.”


She laughed at her daughter’s lame attempt to see anything good about José’s character.


“The point is that you stayed the night with him and in doing so, you have disgraced our family once again. I daren’t go outside. People will be giving me looks and talking with each other,” her mother said.


“I think he wants to marry me,” said Ana.


“Marry you! Marry you!” her mother shouted, rattled even more by her naivety. “Of course, he wants to marry you! And then what? Do you really think he will stay with you?”


“And do you want me to stay here with no hope for the future? Shall I never have a husband? In Holland, I can earn money and send it to you.”


Ana was fighting a losing battle. Her mother didn’t reply, and there was a brief, painful silence.


“What’s done is done,” said her mother. “Time will pass, and everyone will find something else to talk about, as they always do. All I can do is advise you not to see him again. Don’t listen to his promises. You’re a grown woman, so you can do what you like, but mark my words, if you stay with him, you’re going to get hurt. Badly hurt.”


They avoided talking about José again that day. Ana wanted to say goodbye to him at the harbour before he left for Holland. There was no harm in saying goodbye.


On the following day, Ana went to José’s home. He came out with a small bag of clothes and helped Ana onto a mule. As they travelled to the harbour in Tarrafal, they chatted joyfully about the future, dreaming about better lives together with money, good food and a better lifestyle.


“And we’ll have an enormous house with a garden and ten bedrooms and a huge kitchen and our own bathroom!” said Ana.


“We’ll go to the finest restaurants in Europe, drink champagne in Paris, drive around London and visit Buckingham Palace!”


“And I want to go to Italy to visit the Pope and visit the beautiful beaches!” she said.


The oppressive clouds erased all colour, leaving a black and white picture of the stationary boats and grey sailors, who were talking against the backdrop of the shiny black ocean. Wives, children, lovers and friends had come to bid farewell to those who would be leaving. Wives and mothers were sad about the imminent departure of their husbands or children. For some of them, this was the first time they would be going abroad for a considerable amount of time. Husbands and fathers were excited about meeting their friends and embarking on an adventure to another world with promises of wealth, luxury and freedom. The noise of the engine from the boats drowned some of their words. Husbands and fathers said reassuring words about their return, and sending money back to their families. Wives and mothers reminded them to be careful and to come back soon. José pointed at the boat he would be taking to Sal, and from there he would take an aeroplane to Amsterdam and then go to Rotterdam.


Ana held José’s hand for a few minutes before leaving.


“I’ll miss you,” she said softly. Convinced that José was the right man for her, her heart sank as the moment arrived when he had to leave her.


“I’ll miss you too,” he replied and kissed her on her lips.


“I’ll be back. Don’t worry. I love you,” he whispered.


Ana remained at the edge of the harbour and waved goodbye as José boarded the boat. He stayed at the back of the boat, so that he could see her for as long as possible, and he kept waving at her. She didn’t leave until the boat was completely out of sight, and then she returned to her mule.


When she returned home, she met her mother at the entrance.


“Why do you never listen to me?” Francesca was exasperated. Protecting her daughter seemed a lost cause. She no longer had the will or the energy to be angry. Sooner or later, she would lose her daughter for good.

		
	
		
Seven


One afternoon, two months after José left, Ana was sitting in the washing area outside, looking into the air thinking about him. She thought about him every day and yet she still hadn’t heard from him and thought that he must be busy trying to get the papers and working on the ships. Since he had left, she had become noticeably lethargic and more pensive, so Olivia took over helping with the washing and preparation of food. Everyone kept asking her if she was feeling well and she would either ignore them or inaudibly mumble that she was well or feeling nauseous.


That afternoon, they were all in high spirits, because Mateus had brought them plenty of fish and Afonso had brought some grogue. Olivia and her mother started cooking whilst Ana sat on a rock a few metres away, replaying José’s words just before he left.  After they had eaten, the sky gradually became a rich dark blue, so Angelo lit two oil lamps next to the dying fire.


“I often think what it is like out there,” said Angelo.


“Where?” replied Leticia, “You mean the other islands?”


“No, I mean the New World. I’ve heard it’s very different from here and so many people have gone there to find a better life, just like José,” said Angelo.


“It can’t be that good,” said Olivia, “Someone told me there’s a lot of noise and the people aren’t very nice.”


“Well it can’t be much worse than here, can it? Here there’s no food and no money. Anyway, there are lots of jobs all over Europe, not just the ones José is doing on the ships. I’ve heard that they’re looking for cleaners and people who can cook,” said Angelo.


“I don’t know. I’d be nervous about leaving here. It might be dangerous in Holland,” said Olivia.


“It doesn’t have to be Holland. You can go anywhere: Portugal, France, Italy, Germany. The door is open for us. It’s thanks to the Portuguese that we’ve got the freedom to go wherever we like,” said Angelo.


“I think it all sounds wonderful!” Leticia exclaimed.


Afonso had been drinking the grogue, and he offered some to Elena.


“Oh no! I couldn’t. I know what that stuff does to you!”


“Come on, just try a bit. It won’t do you any harm!”


Afonso poured a bit of undiluted grogue into a mug, and Elena drank it, as though she was performing a magical circus act. She stumbled, fell on her back and laughed. Regaining her balance, she started to dance the batuka, and the others formed a circle around her. Leticia sang, Elena danced, and Mateus, Alonso and Angelo used their knees as drums and their hands as drumsticks. Elena was a slim and sturdy woman, had an oblong face and large preying eyes. Her seductive moves enticed Afonso and Mateus whose eyes became fixed on her. As the drums and singing increased in intensity, Elena increased the rapidness of her erotic moves. Olivia went inside and saw her mother standing near the entrance of the house, looking in despair.


Francesca caught sight of Ana and went up to her.


“What’s wrong?” she asked


“I’m feeling a bit ill. Don’t worry. It’ll pass.”


“Have you been sick? You’ve hardly eaten!”


“Yes, I was sick earlier. But I feel better now. I don’t feel like eating much at the moment.”


“Why don’t you go and get some rest?”


“Okay, I will.”


Francesca told Angelo and his sisters not to disturb Ana, who went inside and lay on the bed. Something was amiss, and it was not just about José leaving.

		
	
		
Eight


One day, three months later, a letter arrived, which would change their lives forever. They had cold fish and rice for breakfast and then went about their usual routine: Leticia and Olivia tidied the exterior of the house by removing the crawling grass leaves, Francesca cleaned the dishes, Elena went to get the water from the pump, Mateus and Afonso went fishing, Ana went for a walk and Angelo went to work in the shop.


Angelo was tall, had small eyes and always wore a contagious smile. His mother had always said that he was born smiling, and many people thought this was the reason he had so many customers. He was practical and was the one who would repair roofs when the rain damaged them. He had often contemplated becoming a fisherman, but he had become used to working in the shop and besides, he liked working with his friend and he earned money to buy food for his family.


When Angelo arrived in the shop, his friend was scrupulously looking at a piece of crumpled paper, desperately trying to decipher the words.


“Good morning!”


“Good morning, Angelo. Sorry I was a bit distracted. I got a letter this morning from one of my cousins, who’s living in Italy. Can you do me a favour and read it for me?”


“Yes, sure.”


“I think I’ve understood some of it. His writing’s not very good.”


Angelo took the paper and read the letter.


“This is a letter from your cousin, right?”


“Yeah, he’s in Italy. Milan to be precise.”


“Well, he says that there’s a family, which might be looking for cooks and cleaners for their apartment in Milan. He goes on to say that there are quite a few opportunities for domestic work there.”


“I see.”


“You know, this is exactly what we were talking about a few weeks ago!”


“Are you thinking about going?”


“Not sure yet. I mean I’d love to go, but we lost Papai and don’t know how Mamãe would take it.” He paused, and then another idea struck him. “If we do go, why don’t you come with us?”


“I’ve got the shop. I can’t leave it. I too have a family, and the shop helps us make ends meet, and so does your smile!”


They stayed in the shop and talked with regular customers. They asked each other about their families, and eventually, Angelo’s friend left to visit his grandmother.


Angelo took his friend’s letter with him and showed it to Leticia when he returned home.


“That’s brilliant! When do we leave?”


“Leticia, calm down. It says, ‘might’. It doesn’t mean that they will take us on.”


“That doesn’t matter. It says there are a lot of opportunities. We can just turn up, and we’ll get something. I’m sure others have done the same thing,” said Leticia.


“How are we going to get there? We haven’t got the money. It’s not as if they will pay us to fly from Sal. They haven’t agreed to anything,” said Angelo.


“What’s the matter with you? You usually like adventure, and now you’re being pessimistic. In any case, I think it’s worth the risk. And I know that you do too.”
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