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Nho Montero’s House

[image: ]




THERE WAS A LIVELY party underway at the yellow sobrado on Praia’s Rue da Cana. A daughter of Santiago had returned with plans to open a new medical clinic in the islands. Organizers used the festivity to their advantage. They sought sponsorship from local dignitaries and businessmen alike. Guests danced to coladeira tunes while sipping Chã from Fogo.

The house belonged to Diogo Montero, a retired government minister. Nha Montero was having the time of his life chumming it up with old friends. Their rowdiness proved too much for his wife Maria. She took refuge upstairs with Elisa, the party’s guest of honor. The Bostonian medic had recently given birth to the couple’s only grandchild.

Elisa got out of bed to investigate after a while. The vociferous crowd below had spilled out onto the patio. Several made use of the family pool. She failed to recognize most of them. Her parents’ home had been annexed by strangers trying to hobnob with the elite. Guests had invited guests.

Angelina Martins was on the list of invitees. She and her husband Ricardo were organizers for the event. Martins had been drinking but didn’t realize how much. She weaved her way through the mob and finally caught up with Elisa.

“Lisa, the party’s a success! Ten new people have pledged. Hic! We’re very close to our quota. We’ll have the clinic up and running in no time. Hic!”

Elisa looked surprised to find her dear friend inebriated. They were standing face to face, but the woman insisted on yelling for no good reason. She appeared to be swooning at that. Angelina hailed from São Vicente, where they planned to open the clinic. She had worked as a nurse alongside her husband for years. Ricardo was a licensed physician but showed more interest in policy making. He had secured a position with the Ministry of Health. There were plans to pursue a master’s in law later on.

The Martins were good people overall. Elisa met them in church. She'd chosen the couple as godparents for her infant daughter, Maria-Elisa.

“Darling, are you all right?”

“Uh huh. Hic! Why do you ask?”

“Well, I think we should find Ricardo and ask him to drive you home.”

“No, I’m good.”

“Angelina, how many drinks have you had?”

“Only a couple.”

It was a lie. Angelina had overindulged in the fruity Cabo-Verdiano rosé. The evidence was still in her hand. Elisa took the glass away and set it aside. She cupped Angelina’s face in her hands and examined both eyes. They were dilated. She held her finger up to test the fluidity of their motion.

“Follow the birdie, beloved,” she teased.

Angelina was slow to respond as the physician’s finger moved from side to side.

“Puxa! What kind of embarrassment is this? I said I’m fine.”

“You are not fine!” Elisa scoffed. “Let’s find your husband. You need to rest.”

Elisa took hold of her arm and went in search of Ricardo. The room had gotten stuffy. She could barely breathe. There were just too many people. The mixture of colognes made her head spin.

Elisa breathed easy when she finally spotted Ricardo conversing with her father in a corner of the living room. Both men were drinking. Elisa hoped to find Ricardo a little more sober than his wife.

Nha Célia spotted the two of them and intercepted before they reached the physician. She was the Monteros’ longtime domestic. The Sanvicentina had grown exceptionally fond of Elisa and the newborn. Elisa had plans to recruit her as a nanny once her own house was complete. It was Célia’s maternal nature that won her over, but now was definitely not the time.

“Dona Elisa!” Célia scoffed. “What are you doing out of bed? You’re not well yet.”

“Célia, this party is out of control! You were told to stick to the list. Angelina is looking for her husband. She’s not herself tonight.”

“Oooh, Elisa, I’m fine! Hic!”

Elisa heard the doorbell ring above the noise. She rolled her eyes at the thought of another guest and handed Angelina over to Célia.

“Get her to Ricardo now!” she commanded, then made her way to the foyer.

Her breath caught when she opened the door. Newlyweds Chico and Barbara Almazán had opted to spend their honeymoon on the islands. They were family to her, but that was another world away in America.

“Soor-PREH-zah!” the couple declared in unison.

Elisa felt her knees buckle. She collapsed into Chico’s arms. 

*******
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NHA MONTERO CALLED an end to the celebration when he saw his daughter being carried to the sofa. He rounded up all of his guests and showed them to the door. The house was in disarray, but Célia had left for the evening. Diogo insisted. His daughter was ill. They needed their space.

Elisa wept as her mother fanned her with the beautiful leques she’d taken down from the wall. It was all too much. Barbara had the baby in her arms. Nha Maria brought her down for the couple to see. The Monteros had known Barbara for years, but her husband came as a surprise to them. Elisa had never mentioned João having a brother.

Chico’s eyes went from the child to Elisa as he paced before her in the living room. They were all waiting for an explanation.

“Sinto muito!” was all that Elisa had to say for the past ten minutes.

He stopped suddenly, staring into her doleful eyes.

“You have to tell him. This isn’t right. What if we had not come at all?”

“It is God’s will that we are here!” Barbara said.

“Besteira!” Diogo shouted. “Your brother abandoned them.”

“My brother did no such thing!” Chico replied. “He doesn’t even know this child exists. It is a surprise to us.”

The elder shooed him then turned away. Maria’s eyes were on Barbara.

“Our daughter told us they are no longer man and wife,” she said.

“Yes, this is true, Tata. But I’ve known João for almost as long as I’ve known Lisa. He would never abandon this child. That’s not in his heart.”

Maria looked to her daughter again. She looked embarrassed for herself. Her eyes were pleading with Barbara.

“Please don’t tell,” she said softly between sniffles.

“Elisa!” Maria scoffed.

Barbara kissed the baby and kept pacing behind her husband. Chico sighed and shook his head.

“Elisa, I’m trying to understand. This is what you both wanted. Why wouldn’t you want him to know?”

“He asked for his freedom, Chico. I gave him that. This is what I wanted. You will never understand until you’ve had a child of your own and lost it. This one lived just for me!”

“Well, my brother does know. It was his children you lost, senhora. What kind of brother would I be to keep this from him?”

“Chico, please, I’m begging you! I did not have this child for your brother. We never agreed to it. How do you think he’ll react now that he’s involved with someone else? Allow me to handle this. I will tell João in my own time.”

Chico held himself as he rolled his eyes toward the ceiling to think for a minute.

“All right, dear, have it your way,” he said.

Barbara turned her face toward him sharply. He ignored her and met Elisa’s gaze again.

“But just remember, the eyes of your Lord are in every place.”
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THE VOYAGE TO CABO Verde had been a wedding gift from Barbara’s parents. They’d been saving up for it over the years. Barbara promised to return with gifts and tales from the islands. She held true to her word.

The couple stopped over in Dartmouth on the way home. Her parents owned a house at 321 Hayden Park Drive. Rafael Sanches was a svelte, bespectacled, dark Creole from Fogo. He still worked as a professor of African Studies at a local university. His wife Sofie had shifted from homemaker to a private nurse. She received her training in Providence where the family originally settled.

Barbara adored her mother. She went a step further, earning a master’s in gerontology. Her parents were proud of the accomplishment but hadn’t expected her to move so far away. There was always a celebration whenever Barbara came to town; dinner at some nice restaurant or a small soiree at home. Her parents’ Christmas parties were always the liveliest on the block. But this time was special. She had returned to them a married woman.

Rafael uncorked a bottle of Ginginha and poured for three. He served his in-law a glass of sparkling water, then raised his share of wine for a toast.

"To my beautiful Fofo and her beloved. We wish you good health and happiness in your new life together. Saúde!"

“Saúde!” the others echoed in unison. They clinked their glasses together with laughter.

Rafael kept his eyes on Francisco. Both were tall men. Francisco had a bulkier build. He hadn’t known the gent for long, but Rafael knew his brother well. His daughter brought him home shortly after their engagement. She insisted that he was Mindelense. Francisco looked Portuguese to him. He spoke the language beautifully. There was only a thirteen year age difference between Francisco and himself. Inwardly, Rafael was glad that his daughter had settled for an older man. Francisco was well-established. There were write-ups about him in local Portuguese publications. The largest spread had appeared in O Jornal. It featured the story of his journey from Lisbon to the States. Rafael had even found a few American critiques online. He smiled and nodded proudly at his daughter’s good fortune.

“Your grandfather was quite a character in his day!” he said. “I’ve heard so many colorful tales about him from the New Bedford community. But I never got to know the old man personally. We all attended his funeral out of respect for João. After his death, I learned that he arrived on the Ernestina and worked as a longshoreman until retirement. The tavern he frequented is still standing, you know. Nho Valério was a much-respected mornista there. His playing brought joy to many of the regulars. They all have fond memories of him. The proprietors have Valério’s cavaquinho on permanent display.”

Francisco leaned back, reveling Rafael’s precision.

“Nossa!” he declared. “My wife told me you were an aficionado of history. I’m flattered.”

“Well, this has been my occupation for many years, Francisco. My hat is off to Valério. He raised a fine young man in João. Your brother was at Bishop on scholarship. He graduated with honors. It was a struggle for Barbara. We hired him as a tutor. They grew very close; almost like brother and sister. It was quite the surprise when he up and married Elisa. We didn’t know what to make of it at first.”

Francisco shrugged and smiled politely.

“Well, we can always expect the unexpected in life,” he said.

Rafael laughed as he thought it over.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right. So you are Muslim! This was our first time witnessing a Muslim ceremony. And to think, it was our own daughter’s wedding. We found it very engaging. I was pleased that you added a bit of our culture as well.”

“Well, it is our belief Rafael that every soul is born in submission. It is up to the individual to return to Creator in that original state. The Holy Qur’an is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. But I know many Christians who are excellent Muslims. This is what drew me to your daughter.”

Rafael smiled appreciatively and he patted Francisco’s shoulder.

“Come along! We’ll talk more out back. We’re having Galinha Grelhado for dinner.”

He guided his guest towards the patio. Their wives were already curled up on the sofa, ready for an intimate talk. Sofie smiled proudly at her likeness as she stroked Barbara’s pretty face. Her daughter had worn the same stylish pixie cut for years. It suited her tiny frame. Most people assumed that Barbara highlighted her hair. Her sandy brown locks and blue eyes had even surprised her parents when she was born. Francisco was smitten by her at first sight.

“He resembles your father so much!” Sofie said. “I know that’s your attraction to him. You’ve always been a daddy’s girl.”

She laughed when Barbara flashed her a bashful smile.

“So how’s everything in Fogo? You were a small girl when we joined your father in the States. Did you remember anything at all, Fofo?”

“We didn’t stay for long, Mama. Francisco made reservations for us in Sal. But I bought you a brand new panu di terra before we left. There’s an ojo to go along.”

Sofie reached for her hand and squeezed gently.

“You really shouldn’t have, beloved. Your father and I have been talking about returning to Sao Filipe. We’re trying to make it happen soon.”

The breath rushed out of Barbara.

“Mama, why?” she managed to say.

“It’s home. There’s really no reason for us to remain abroad. Our work here is done. We’re still Cabo Verdianos in our hearts.”

“Well, what about me?”

“Barbara, you’re a married woman now. Don’t think we haven’t done our homework. Your father and I have asked around! Francisco is a very reputable man. He’ll take excellent care of you.”

Barbara looked away and sulked. Her mother turned her face back around and studied her for a long while.

“Something else is troubling you, girl. You’re unusually somber today. Speak on it!”

Barbara swallowed back the lump in her throat and tried to speak without crying.

“It’s Elisa. She gave birth to a baby girl in Santiago. We stopped by to surprise her, but it was us who got the shock of our lives.”

“Oh that!” Sofie laughed again. “Girl, I thought you two had been fighting already.”

“So you knew?”

“Well, I thought everyone did by now. Maria called us on the day Mia was born. Ai, ai! She was so elated!”

“And you’re just now telling me about it?”

“Honey, Lisa is your best friend. We figured you already knew.”

“No, Mama, I didn’t. Neither does João. She hid the pregnancy from him.”

Sofie gasped.

“Oh Nha Deus!” she said while crossing herself. “So what happened when you showed up?”

“Elisa begged us not to tell. Can you believe Francisco actually promised not to say anything? I just stood there in disbelief.”

“So will you?” Sofie asked with raised brows.

Barbara looked away again and sighed.

“Chico told me not to.”

“Fofo! Let’s remember how you got your name. It is short for fofoqueira. Girl, you had the biggest mouth in town – knew everybody’s business from here to São Filipe. With your nosy self!”

They both laughed.

“Mama, this is serious. We shouldn’t be making light of it. That child deserves a father.”

“Well, honey, if your husband told you not to, I don’t think you should interfere. I’m sure he has his reasons. João is his brother.”

“But that’s just it, Mama; he told me not to say anything! Marriage is supposed to be fifty-fifty, right? I care about João as well. What kind of friend am I to keep something major like this from him?”

“You are also a wife!” Sofie cautioned. “If you call yourself a Christian, then you will submit to your husband. His place is over you.”

“Oh, Mama, really?” Barbara scoffed.

Sofie gave her the look that always made her back down.

“Now, I want you to tell me something,” she said. “Did you hold the baby?”

Barbara nodded, prompting her to smile again.

“Well good! I’m hoping for a grandchild of my own. Maybe this will encourage you. Your father likes Francisco. I think you’ve chosen well.”

Barbara knew she’d chosen well.

“Si Deus ké,” she answered drably. “I can’t believe you’re leaving me. Those islands were used as a slave port, Mama. They were never meant for habitation. Half the population starved well into the fifties. Fogo is a land of fire and brimstone. Thank God we made it out of there.”

“Girl, don’t make me raise my hand to you! I don’t appreciate you downing our land like that. Evacuation plans have been implemented in case of emergencies. There is always something to be proud of no matter the struggles we’ve endured. When you have made it to the top, you reach back and fix what you can. Don’t ever forget where you came from, menina.”

Barbara kissed her on both cheeks, hoping the gesture would grant her impunity.

“Diskulpa,” she offered softly. “I didn’t mean to upset you. But I wish you’d reconsider. I still need you.”

Sofie glanced at her sideways.

“Hmm. Let’s see if we can find something to go along with those steaks,” she said.

Barbara stood with her and shadowed her to the kitchen.
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ONE MONTH LATER



JOÃO GAVE UP HIS LAKESIDE condo at Whitman’s Bluff. It sold for a nice price with all the renovations made on it. He shared a home with Nicole now. They’d been committed ever since her grandmother’s passing.

The couple lived in Rosewood. It was a quaint suburban community further down the Yanabe River. João still owned his boat. They went sailing on weekends. Nicole quit her job at the local nursing home to focus on her studies. She’d been accepted at Bethania, a private college in the area rooted in the Moravian tradition. The school’s nursing program was highly regarded. Nurse Barbara, her former supervisor at the Grove, was an alumna. She recommended Nicole for the scholarship and continued to mentor her.

Nicole was working towards a Bachelor of Science. The curriculum was challenging, but she’d managed to stay on the dean’s list. João, a general practitioner, tutored her in his spare time.

The couple had been invited to dinner at Chico’s house. He lived with Barbara in the mountains along the outskirts of Rivers County. It was an hour’s drive from Rosewood, depending on the traffic and route. They took João’s new Saturn VUE. Nicole asked to drive, but he was still trying to get used to the thing. She brought her textbook along to study. There was a major exam coming up before the next school break.

Baby aired over the radio. João suddenly broke into song. His loud, off-key singing annoyed Nicole. She finally covered his mouth.

“Baby! You’re not Jeffrey Osborne. Stay focused now.”

The solemnity in her voice made him laugh.

“Okay, here’s another one,” she began. “I need to know how children’s pharmacokinetics and pharmacodynamics compares to that of adults.”

“Hmm. Well, that’s simple enough,” he said. “There’s a variance in absorption, distribution, metabolism, and excretion of drugs. Consider the age and size, Nicole. Duh!”

“All right, smart ass. How about this one? Explain how the absorption of medications differs in children.”

“Easy peasy!” João teased. “The gastric pH is higher in infants, of course. That affects absorption depending on the drug. Their gastric emptying time is slower. It delays the onset of meds taken orally.”

Nicole gasped and grabbed his arm when he hit a large pothole, jolting the crossover. They were in the mountains now. He’d been trying to be cautious going up the steep hill.

“Don’t worry, baby, we’re good. Now, here’s a question for you. Why am I answering all the questions? It’s supposed to be the other way around.”

“It’s called active learning, João. I retain the information better this way. How do you know so much about pediatrics, anyway? You’re an internist.”

“Well, I see kids, too. I need to know all of these things. It allows me to communicate more effectively and arrange proper care for them.”

Nicole smiled warmly as she studied him.

“You know what?” she said. “You’re gonna make a wonderful father someday.”

“Yeah, well, hopefully that’ll be with you,” he said. “Call Barbara. We don’t wanna catch her in an awkward position. I know that brother of mine. He wants it around the clock now that they’re married.”

“Ah! So that’s where you get it from,” she teased.

João laughed. He got a thrill out of chasing her around the house.

“João, they’re still newlyweds. That’s what lovers do.”

“Well, call anyway,” he said. “Tell ‘em we’re almost there.”

“Ten-four!”

Nicole removed a cell phone from her purse and dialed.

*******
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IT WAS THE FIRST DAY of Barbara’s week-long vacation. She decided to hold a family dinner for four. They hadn’t seen João or Nicole since the wedding. Their work schedules hadn’t allowed for it.

Chico cooked picanha steaks on an indoor contact grill. His wife made Portuguese Parisienne potatoes to go along and then got started on the Caldo Verde. She cracked a wooden spoon across his knuckles when he tried to steal a taste.

“Ai, ai, ai!” he shrieked while shaking off the sting.

“Chico, you know better! This is for our guests.”

“Well, are we supposed to starve for them?”

“The polite thing to do is wait!”

“I was only checking for flavor, dear.”

Chico grabbed her before she could walk away. He held her close and smiled at his good fortune. It was hard to believe, but they’d been married for a month without a single argument between them. He found her beautiful, all decked out in a mudcloth boubou with golden trinkets.

“My beautiful Creole queen!” he professed.

Barbara’s mind was elsewhere. His flattery went unanswered. She turned away when he tried to kiss her.
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