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Kilombelombe kejidiê ku dimuka: kama ka-mudimuna





– as Don’Ana used to say, when talking about Carmindinha




Zeca Bunéu and Others




I


When someone has a nickname, there’s usually a reason. I always stuck to that simple fact whenever luck brought Zeca Bunéu, Carmindinha and me together and we remembered Xoxombo. Tunica, too, was gone – life and her passion for rumbas and sambas had carried her away to Europe. A lost soul, said Mrs Domingas sadly. Life’s a big thing and words can’t change it, I said by way of an excuse. Carmindinha said nothing, keeping her opinions to herself, but we knew how much it hurt her to think about her sister.


Sometimes we met in Mrs Domingas’s house, when I was going out with Carmindinha. Zeca Bunéu would stop by a bit later, calling for me with his usual whistle but always ending up by joining in the conversation. And before then, more times than I can remember, we’d sit with Mrs Domingas, already old and white haired, and Bento Abano, still silently reading the newspaper without glasses in his corner. We always talked about Xoxombo, even as the tears rolled down Mrs Domingas’s wrinkled face. Carmindinha always told the same story about the boy’s nickname, and she wouldn’t hear of any other version. But Zeca Bunéu, always the mischievous musseque boy and with his particular knack for telling things just the way he saw them, told the other story, the one all the other kids knew. My opinion on the subject didn’t count. It’s true that I liked watching Zeca tell the story the only way he knew how – hands waving wildly, screeches of laughter and exaggerated winks from those big eyes of his. But it was with tender love that I watched Carmindinha – warm, kind, sometimes angry – as she stuck up for her brother. It was only when Mrs Domingas began to weep at all the memories we’d dredged up and Bento started coughing in his cane chair that I’d interrupt. Not very helpfully, I confess. I only said what everyone was saying: when someone has a nickname there’s usually a reason for it, and if everyone called Xoxombo the same thing, then there’s no point going on and on about where it came from.


Then the conversation would change. The sea, the islands and the winds came rushing in as Captain Bento began to speak. Mrs Domingas would go to the little cupboard and bring out some homemade liquor for everyone (corn beer for Zeca since that was the only thing he liked) and we all drank. Carmindinha sat sewing and I watched the captain and Zeca discussing the sea, only joining in when it came to talking about our newspaper or the ones the captain used to write for back in the old days. Then, beneath the little hum of conversation, Mama Domingas would start to nod off and that was the signal for us to leave.


Carmindinha would come with us to the door, let me touch her small, round breasts underneath her loose robe, and stand there watching the two of us disappear into the night. Whenever we had these conversations about Xoxombo, Zeca Bunéu and I would wander aimlessly around the sleeping city, talking about the boy and our old shanty town, our musseque.


Today, All Souls’ Day, I met Carmindinha at the entrance to the old cemetery. It was our first meeting since our big falling out all those years ago and this time there was no need to talk about Xoxombo – he was everywhere around us, in the black clothes and the lingering scent of lilies. From that moment on, his story just wouldn’t leave me alone. Time had already consumed all the small, insignificant details and shone light on what really mattered. During all these years apart from Carmindinha, I’d shunned her gentle influence, her well-meaning kindness in standing up for her brother. And without Carmindinha there, Zeca Bunéu and I never again spoke of Xoxombo.


Perhaps now, with all the things that life and the passing years have taught me, all the different voices I’ve heard, perhaps now I can tell Xoxombo’s story properly. If I don’t succeed, it isn’t his fault, nor because of all that nonsense about his nickname. The fault’s mine, for putting literature where once there was life, for replacing human warmth with anecdote. But I’ll tell the story anyway.
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So when was it, then, that all the women came out, laughing and chatting from door to door, to celebrate the return of ship’s master Captain Bento de Jesus Abano and his family, back among all their old friends in our musseque? According to Carmindinha it was all long before I arrived, before I came to live here with my stepmother. Later on, relations cooled with Zeca Bunéu’s dad, the shoemaker, who lived next door. What with all his white friends, there were times when the two men spoke only when necessary, to apologise when the hens went scratching around where they shouldn’t, or when their kid goat Espanhola snapped the rope tying her to the trunk of the big mulemba tree, munched through the fresh green cassava leaves, knocked over the water cans or even made holes in the fence.


Then there was all that fuss when Zeca Bunéu stole a few poems by Silva Xalado, one of the coloured guys who worked for his dad, and made fun of him in front of everyone. His father just laughed at Zeca’s wise-cracking and it was then that Bento Abano’s family began to distance themselves, saying it just wasn’t right letting a youngster make fun of someone like that, poor guy, no mother or father – people deserved more respect than that. So the evenings sitting round the doorstep stopped and, little by little, the other women – even the wife of Mr Augusto, Biquinho’s dad, who lived quite far away – started coming to Mrs Domingas with little neighbourly gifts, asking to borrow this and that, or volunteering their children to take Espanhola to graze on the new grass up beyond the baobab tree. Mrs Domingas, a good soul, was greatly moved by these gestures of friendship, and Bento also liked being back among ‘his people’, as he put it.


Carmindinha was growing up fast – she’d put away her toys, stopped playing with us younger ones and was always cleaning and tidying, mending clothes, and helping her mother in the kitchen. Mrs Domingas eagerly praised her daughter’s quick hands and aptitude for housework.


‘Ah sisters!’ she told all her friends and neighbours, ‘this one’s more like it. As for that Tunica, well I can’t even get her to go and fetch the water. Spends the whole time just drumming on the bottom of the water can and even the walk takes her half an hour. But when it comes to my older girl? Just you see – she’ll go far, I’m telling you, sisters. It’s just a pity that Bento won’t hear of sending her to get proper lessons. Fingers nimble as a bird, sisters, nimble as a bird!’


As these discussions and controversies continued, the rains petered out and the cool season settled in, the grass dried out for the kids’ bonfires and the sun took a breather. But it wasn’t long before it was back, a little stronger each day, hotter and yellower and fiercer, and the winds began once again to blow heavy wet clouds in off the sea. Once again the downpours coursed through the sands of the musseque, green grass sprouted everywhere, cashew nuts ripened and life carried on as normal – boys playing games after school, mothers and daughters talking about their daily chores, about who’d done what, who’d said what and who’d been arguing with whom.


As time passed, the quarrels cleared like smoke from a fire. Mrs Domingas and Bento Abano started speaking to their white neighbours again – in poor neighbourhoods like ours it’s a simple fact that people can’t stay angry for long. And so for many months the musseque settled into an everyday calm, disturbed only from time to time by the noise of the kids’ games, the odd squabble here and there and all the usual carry-on of life.


More and more people were taking notice of Carmindinha. First she sewed shorts for the kids, then little shirts and then, one afternoon, all the women from the neighbouring houses came over to congratulate her on a pretty cotton dress she’d made for Tunica.


‘Oh, she’s not a little girl any more!’


‘That’s what I’ve been telling you, sister. It’s just a pity Bento can’t…’


‘I know, I know. But I’ve heard there’s a school downtown that doesn’t charge anything!’


‘That’s what they say, sister Sessá! Yes, that’s what’s they say! But I don’t believe it. Free? For blacks and coloureds? Sorry, but I just don’t believe it.’


‘But it is, sister Domingas, really it is! It’s run by the League. Matias, God rest his soul, his daughter told me – she goes there. She came round here yesterday afternoon with a message from her aunt, and that’s when she told me.’


‘Tssssk!’ Mrs Domingas sucked her teeth scornfully. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake! If it was coming from someone… But that Joanica, the one whose mother passed away? Sukuama! I don’t believe it! There might be a school, but it’s a school for sluts!’


Carmindinha, who’d been enjoying the praises of the older women, joined in. ‘It’s true, mama. Joanica’s telling the truth. She’s already told me. Mr Gaspar’s daughter Teresa is going there as well. Honestly, mama, you don’t need to pay.’


‘All right, all right! If that’s how it really is, then one of these days I’ll go down to see my friends in Coqueiros and find out for myself.’


The neighbours solemnly nodded their agreement, still praising Carmindinha’s handiwork as they left and promising little jobs for her to do. When they’d all gone, mother and daughter sat together on the big cane chair and carried on talking in low voices. Bento wasn’t there, he’d gone out to fetch young Xoxombo from the Mission School and Tunica had wandered off to play with the other girls up beyond the baobab tree, leaving Espanhola to nibble at weeds growing out of the walls round the backs of the houses.


And so it was one of those hot, dark nights when all the fuss erupted.


Earlier that day, towards evening, Mrs Domingas, swathed in the beautiful cloth that Bento had brought her from Matadi and wearing her patent leather sandals, made her way with young Tunica down the sandy paths into the city, crossing Ingombota on their way to Coqueiros. Later on, well past midnight, we all began to hear noises – the scrape of furniture, loud voices, a few shrieks from Mrs Domingas, and Carmindinha, Tunica and Xoxombo bleating like goats at the door. There was no moon and the musseque was in complete darkness, just a few palm oil or paraffin lamps beginning to flicker from the houses. One by one, the women from the neighbouring houses came over, clutching their robes tightly round them and followed by the men, some still pulling on their trousers. They asked the children what was going on, but their only response was yet more sobbing. Mrs Domingas drew courage from the neighbours now standing round her front door, and you could hear the anger in her voice.


‘It’s God’s own truth! Go ahead and beat me – I won’t complain. Even kill me if you like and I won’t complain! But that girl is going to school to learn to sew. Yes, she is – you mark my words!’


You could hear more sounds of furniture being pushed around and then Bento’s loud voice drowning out all the tears and the sobbing.


‘Over my dead body! I’ve said it once and I won’t say it again. No daughter of mine is going downtown, and that’s final. Coming back up here dressed up like a white woman, wearing lipstick and heels? Never, never, never for as long as there’s a Captain Bento Abano in the house!’


Carmindinha stood in the doorway, her voice choked with angry tears. ‘But I really want to, dad! There’s no harm in it. I just want to learn to sew – how many times have I told you?’


She ran off, scared, and everyone else shrank back as Bento emerged from inside. In the dark all you could make out were his long, white undershorts. Taking advantage of the gathering crowd, Mrs Domingas shrieked: ‘Help! Help me, neighbours! Bento’s going to kill me! Just because I want my daughter to become a seamstress, because I want her to be a proper dressmaker rather than slaving over the washing and ironing every day!’


She was sobbing now. Bento carried on with his speech about the life of perdition down there in the city, immorality sneaking up on people and the setting of bad examples – all in a booming voice that no one would ever have thought the softly spoken captain capable of.


‘I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again: I’m the one who gives the orders! Any daughter of mine will be brought up the way her mother was, the way her grandmother was, the way her people were. I’m not going to let her become a lost soul down in the city. A sewing course? Huh! Well I know what that’ll lead to. She’ll no sooner be sewing than she’ll be dropping her knickers in some dark alley and turning up back here with child in her belly. And as for who the father is, well that’ll be anyone’s guess. No, not my girl, never!’


What with all the noise and everyone’s attention focused on the captain’s house and the bawling kids, nobody saw Albertina’s client slip away while she, huffing and puffing, came out of her hut, crossed over, unceremoniously pulled the kids out of her way and went into the captain’s house.


Everyone just stood there, astonished. How on earth could Albertina have the brass neck to go into that hut when the whole musseque knew she barely exchanged so much as a good morning or good afternoon with Mrs Domingas, on account of some old quarrel almost everyone had long since forgotten?


But the white woman had already gone inside. ‘For Christ’s sake!’ she barked in her wine-soaked voice. ‘Let’s have a bit of civilisation around here, shall we? Why don’t you all just shut up and someone light a lamp!’


A hand passed her a lit match, and Albertina felt around for a lamp to light. Caught in the yellow glow that suddenly filled the small room, Mrs Domingas was crouched in a corner in her underclothes, her large bosom heaving as she sobbed. Bento stood embarrassed in the darkest part of the room, his undershorts reaching down to his knees, his hands in front of his belly, trying to conceal his bony, hairy body. Albertina had appeared so quickly that the captain was left frozen, speechless. She immediately took charge of the situation.


‘Sukuama! Can no one get along in this musseque any more? I work all night, I get no sleep all day, and still my own neighbours won’t leave me in peace? As for you miserable lot outside, why don’t you all just bugger off home rather than standing round here like donkeys with those silly grins on your faces? And you, mister-high-and-mighty ship’s captain with your rusty old boat – get some clothes on, pronto! You should be setting an example to these kids. Is this what people mean by ‘family life’? Bloody hell! Don’t you know how to talk things over like decent people? Nothing but a bunch of savages! And hitting the poor, miserable woman like that – is that how a real man behaves?’


Some of the other neighbours had ventured inside and were helping Mrs Domingas to cover herself up and sit down on the chair. Tunica and Xoxombo ran over to their mother; Carmindinha went into the bedroom and came back with her father’s trousers. Once he was dressed the old captain recovered some of his dignity and, speaking more softly now, went round apologising to everyone but saying that an argument between man and wife is for the man and wife to sort out. Then, skilfully as ever, with that calm voice and good manners for which he was famous throughout the musseque, he begged the neighbours not to spoil a good night’s sleep – better to go back to their beds because there was nothing more to see here. The women lingered a while, making sympathetic noises and lacing their farewells with many words of advice, until, finally, Mrs Domingas was left alone with Tunica and Carmindinha. Bento, ashamed, had gone back inside with Xoxombo and the neighbours heard him turn the lock. Albertina, wiggling her generous backside, smirked mischievously from her doorway.


‘It’s a pity you’re so old, sister Domingas! I’d teach you a remedy for that rusty old sea captain of yours. Now just you keep him waiting a couple of days. Or send him over to me and I’ll put some lead in his pencil!’


Mrs Domingas fixed her with a smile and, pulling her two daughters towards her, replied smugly, ‘Well now, look who’s talking! Don’t you worry, Albertina, I’ve no need to spice things up. Anyway, I’ve got what I wanted – that girl of mine’s going to sewing school!’


Silence slowly returned to the musseque night, snuffing out one by one the little groups of gossip and laughter until only the white woman, Albertina, remained sitting on her doorstep, brushing her hair and talking to her mongrel.


So no one was the slightest bit surprised the next morning when, as soon as Bento left the house to take Xoxombo to school at the Mission, Mrs Domingas set off downtown with Carmindinha, her hair neatly brushed and looking so smart in a dress she’d made herself, down the old path towards Ingombota and into the city.


The neighbours’ broad smiles that afternoon, and their knowing glances at Bento as he sat on the doorstep reading his newspaper when Carmindinha, Teresa and Joanica returned with their papers in hand, were confirmation of Mrs Domingas’s victory. When he caught sight of the girls, Captain Abano folded his newspaper and, saying he was off to fetch Xoxombo and Espanhola, headed up the track away from the city.
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What with Carmindinha going off to her sewing and Xoxombo at school down at the Mission, Tunica was left feeling fed up and angry. She began to grumble about fetching the water day in day out when it was so far away. Mrs Domingas couldn’t do it herself any more, and now on top of everything there was Espanhola to be taken grazing every evening, and the grass nearby had all been nibbled bare. And every time she went off to hang around with the other girls there’d always be the old captain warning her about something or other.


‘Careful, Tunica! Don’t let Mr Viriato’s goat anywhere near Espanhola! Don’t leave Espanhola on her own! Make sure you take good care of our little goat!’


Tunica always left the house tutting loudly and rolling her eyes – all she wanted to do was go down to the shop and listen to sambas and rumbas on the radio. But there was no school for Xoxombo on Saturdays, so that’s when it was his turn to take the goat grazing. He really liked the job, sitting under the baobab tree, firing off pebbles with his slingshot and studying his geography and science. Zeca Bunéu and the others usually went up there with him, putting the long afternoons to good use by setting traps and bait for the birds, or wandering off through the sandy scrub to search for things in the piles of rubbish and wait for their friend to whistle when the birds came.


Captain Abano didn’t need to give Xoxombo any special advice. He trusted his son and knew the boy was handy with the slingshot – he’d hit countless goats’ horns with his pebbles. Sometimes he’d climb up the path to the open pastures just to watch over the boy while he was working. The two of them would stay up there, sitting under the tree and going over the boy’s geography lessons – he was already a genius at it, asking questions even his father, the proud ship’s master who’d sailed all the way up to the lush green isles of São Tomé and all the way down to Walvis Bay, couldn’t answer.


Xoxombo always kept a close eye on Mr Viriato’s goat – the big, ugly one with a dirty beard under his chin who was always chasing the nanny goats. Mrs Domingas was always telling him the old billy goat was dangerous and to keep his wits about him – Espanhola was still too young and she didn’t want her mated.


That afternoon the main flock was grazing nearby. The cool season was approaching and the nanny goats were scattered here and there throughout the long grass, nibbling the last green shoots from the rains and calling to their little kid goats who ran and jumped around them, pretending to fight with each other. The other boys tending the goats all sat together under a big muxixi tree, occasionally whistling or firing off pebbles to bring the flock scrambling back together again before carrying on grazing, flicking away the flies with their ears. The old billy goat was on his own, further away, but a sea breeze blowing in from Mussulo Bay carried his scent down to the baobab tree where Xoxombo was sitting. The boy had tethered Espanhola close by, in the middle of a lush bit of grass, and he could hear her munching away, occasionally bleating back to her friends a little further away. From time to time Xoxombo put his book down and looked over towards Cinco, where Zeca and the others were playing among the twisted old cashew trees, or down towards the path, waiting for the captain to come and give him another geography lesson. And so with a fresh breeze pushing white clouds across the sky, the evening peacefully drawing in and Espanhola close by, Xoxombo immersed himself completely in the drawings in his book.


And that’s where the stories diverge.


According to Zeca Bunéu and the other musseque boys who were up there, young Xoxombo decided to misbehave with little Espanhola. And that’s why the big black billy goat charged him and gored the boy with his horn. Even today, nobody can understand why Zeca and the others always tell the story like that. It’s true that Xoxombo had changed after all the Zito drama, but he wasn’t a bad kid like they make out. Still, Zeca swears it happened exactly how he tells it, that he saw it with his own eyes and so nobody can argue with what he says. What’s more, it was Zeca who reached the musseque first, running into the captain’s house and calling out for Mrs Domingas, shouting and screaming that Mr Viriato’s goat was trying to kill Xoxombo.


But Carmindinha and the rest of the family don’t accept that version of events. Angry and sad, Carmindinha says that Xoxombo was still a little boy and was trying to protect Espanhola from the billy goat with his own body, and that’s how he got injured by the horns, covered in gashes and gored by two deep holes.


The old captain raced off – old as he was, there was no one who could keep up with him. Everyone else from our musseque thronged around Mrs Domingas, who clung trembling to Carmindinha as they followed him up to the baobab tree. By the time they got there the boy was lying on the ground unconscious. The other boys stood around dumbfounded, not knowing what to do. Bento Abano knelt beside Xoxombo, raised his son’s head and slapped his cheeks gently, trying to wake him. But blood poured from his wounds and trickled out of his mouth every time he breathed, staining his father’s shirt and arms.


The evening sun had already gone and now the sky was red like Xoxombo’s blood. A light wind blew, carrying with it the wailing and sobbing of the women standing around them. Everyone stood there paralysed watching the old captain wipe away the blood. It was Zeca Bunéu who knew what to do. We all watched him run off through the grass like lightning, leaping like a goat to dodge the rubbish. It was only later on, when the ambulance arrived with its siren wailing to take Xoxombo to the Central Hospital, that we realised he’d run all the way over to the bakery where my father was working and asked him to telephone the hospital.


That evening, everyone stayed for a long time with Mrs Domingas and the girls, consoling them and telling them there was nothing to worry about – Xoxombo would be back home soon. It wasn’t until ten o’clock that the captain reappeared. His wrinkled old face was like a dead man’s and he didn’t say a word, scarcely looking anyone in the eye. We could tell things were bad. Xoxombo had to stay in hospital.


For three weeks we went to see him every day. Dona Branca – we always called her ‘Dona’ rather than Mrs, just like Dona Eva and Dona Guilhermina – and her husband the shoemaker went with Zeca Bunéu, his hair carefully combed. My stepmother took me, scrubbing behind my ears and complaining about the ink that wouldn’t wash out from my fingers. Carmindinha came with her perpetually sad smile which I liked so much while Tunica was her usual upbeat self. The old captain, thinner and older, was deeply affected by his only son’s injuries while his wife, trusted in the will of God, as she put it.


Biquinho came all the way over from Bairro Operário where he was living now, and even Antoninho and Nanito brought sweets. Only Zito couldn’t come – he was back in jail again.


But the horns of the old goat had pierced deep into his lung, and Xoxombo didn’t pull through. And so one long, sad night, our friends came from all around and we sat in vigil. I think that was the night I held Carmindinha’s hand for the first time and Mrs Domingas, silently crying, gave a smile of approval. The only thing I know for certain is that the first soft, terrified kiss I gave her was behind the bougainvillea at the gate of the old cemetery that drizzly day we carried Xoxombo, dear companion to all our fun and games, to his grave.


*


And so the nickname was born. When people who lived further away from the musseque heard the story, they chuckled to themselves, made fun of it and said our group of boys had even stooped to messing around with goats. From then on they started referring to our dead companion as Xoxombo the Goat-Shagger.
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