





[image: image]












Also by Gayl Jones


FICTION


Corregidora


Eva’s Man


White Rat


The Healing


Mosquito


POETRY COLLECTIONS


Song for Anninho


The Hermit-Woman


Xarque and Other Poems


OTHER WORKS


Chile Woman


Liberating Voices:


Oral Tradition in African American Literature









Copyright


Published by Virago


ISBN: 978-0-349-01523-1


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2021 by Gayl Jones


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Virago Press


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









ALMEYDITA









Mexia


MEXIA, HALF BLACK AND HALF INDIAN, was said to be the concubine of a Franciscan priest, Father Tollinare. It was a rule that Franciscan padres were to take only old black women for their housekeepers, but Father Tollinare had taken a young woman, and not a preto, and so it was said that she was not only his housekeeper but his woman, his mistress. She was beautiful, more beautiful than a caboclo, with dark smooth skin of both the black and the Indian, so that her complexion was like red clay. She was plump but small-waisted, the ideal for a woman then. She wore a black string around her plain muslin dress, to show off her small waist and accentuate her hips. Her hair was shiny like the Indian’s, but stood tall and thick on her head like any preto’s. Her cheekbones were higher than any I’ve ever seen, and her large, round eyes were mostly melancholy, but sometimes they’d sparkle. She never spoke to anyone. I had never heard her speak even to the Father. Perhaps if what people said was true, she spoke when they were alone together, at those intimate times, but what if not then? What if she did not speak even at those moments? What of it?


To me she seemed a good woman, and I’m sure she knew the Portuguese as well as anyone in Bahia, better than most. I heard Father Tollinare once call her Silent Spirit.


Father Tollinare lived in rooms attached to the chapel of the casa grande. The walls were thick and white and there was little furniture, only a hard bed, a table, a long rosewood bench, and many chairs. A painting of a longhaired, dark-skinned Christ was on the wall, his eyes large and melancholy as Mexia’s. In looking at the painting one is drawn to the eyes first and then outward to the rest of the man. He had long dark lashes, dark curly hair and beard, and a high forehead. He could have been a dark mulatto or an Indian. His nose was medium sized and rounded, not sharp and pointy like the Europeans’. When I first saw the painting, I thought the eyes were Mexia’s, but then Father Tollinare explained to me that that was the Christ. He didn’t explain then that his own Christ was as pale as himself and that the dark one was to better lead us dark ones to Christianity.


I was too young to understand the tale of the priest and his concubine, but no one on the plantation showed any moral outrage toward either Father Tollinare or his woman – it was only outsiders. It is said that once, for instance, two of Father Tollinare’s superiors from Rio came to visit and stayed there expecting to be angry and offended, but had ended up themselves developing some attachment to the woman and respected her reserve and dignity. When they left, it is said, they both bowed carefully to the woman and had looked at Father Tollinare with what could only be described as envy. I’d not seen this for myself, but had heard my mother and grandmother and other women who sat about in a hut in the senzala smoking long pipes and talking.


‘They looked at her as if she was something sacred,’ one woman said.


‘Yes, and at him with envy.’


‘It wasn’t envy. Priests don’t have envy. They don’t have emotions.’


‘Love of God then.’


‘I’m no Christian. They looked at her as if they wanted to take possession of her their own selves. What’re you looking at me for? I’m no Christian.’


‘What’s the matter with her? She never talks.’


‘But she does no harm to anyone.’


‘You can see in his eyes how he loves her. Not like a senhor de engenho.’


‘He couldn’t. Priests are only supposed to love God. It’s just an evil tale.’


‘I know a priest who sent his sons to Europe to study.’


‘Sons did you say?’


‘Sim. He can’t bear it when she’s not there. He has to see her, even if she’s silent as a fig.’


‘I bet she talks to him. I bet she talks to him those times of sim sim sim sim.’


‘I wonder if she loves him.’


‘Look at Almeydita, how she’s watching with her ojos grandes. Come and sit beside me, menina. What d’you think?’


‘I think he loves her.’


‘She doesn’t know what it all means.’


‘Sim, she does. You know sim sim sim sim. Here’s coconut milk and cinnamon.’


I was seven and I was a slave. I liked Father Tollinare because he had taught me how to read. He brought black, Indian children, and white ones from the casa grande into his rooms and taught us all together the catechism and how to read from the Bible. Sometimes the woman Mexia would be there, sweeping or making a sweet out of manioc flour. But she never spoke.


Once I entered the room early and alone. Father Tollinare had not come yet. But Mexia was there mixing something with molasses, Brazil nuts, manioc paste, cinnamon, clove, and fruit. I stood watching her, and when she finished, she gave me a little bowl of it to eat. She handed it to me with such gentleness, but didn’t speak to me.


I learned to read and write between the ages of seven and nine years. I learned some geography and all the Bible stories and lives of the saints. Some places in Bahia not even the children of the brancos are taught anything, so I considered the years with Father Tollinare to be fortunate ones.


Father Tollinare was a tall reinol, born in the Old World, with a high, broad forehead, and big hands sticking out of the sleeves of his cassock. During the studies, he’d pass one worn Bible around and we’d read the stories, and he’d shake his head when we dropped letters off the ends of words, and he’d say, ‘In Portugal they say it this way.’


‘But here we say it this way,’ I protested once. He looked at me sternly. He told me to give the book to Rafael. I did, swinging my legs and string down at the dust on my feet. Rafael read the passage over and put in the missing letters.


Father Tollinare smiled and said, ‘That’s the way it should be done.’ I started to say again ‘But that’s not how I hear them say it in Bahia. The pretos or brancos either.’ Instead I said nothing. I was afraid that if I spoke a second time, he might scold me and send me out. I was silent because I wanted to know how to read and write the words, even if I continued to pronounce them a different way.


In dreams I would always hear myself challenging him, though.


‘If you were in Portugal, how’d you say that?’ he’d ask.


‘I’m not in Portugal.’


‘Read that word.’


‘I don’t know it. I’ve never heard it.’


‘What’s the meaning of it?’


‘If I heard it, I’d know.’


But mostly it’s the woman Mexia who stays in my memory. When I was seven she was the image for me of what it might mean to be a woman in this world.


I remember when I was sitting in the corner eating my bowl of sweet mixture that Mexia had given me, the Father came in and tapped me on the forehead.


‘What’s good, Almeydita?’


‘This is.’


‘I mean what does it mean to be good? What does it mean to be good in the world?’


I looked up at his round gray eyes but said nothing.


‘How do you know what is good for life and for the soul?’ he persisted.


I admitted I didn’t know.


‘Do you think you’ll find your spiritual place in this world?’


I didn’t answer and he tapped my forehead again. Then he went and sat at his long wooden desk and opened his catechism. He had a slender, delicate nose. Mexia left the room and came back bringing him a washbasin and a linen towel. He said nothing to her. He didn’t say thanks. He didn’t even smile. She handled his big hands in the washbasin, massaged the tips of his fingers and his palms. She looked at him but didn’t speak. As I watched her, I could see myself as a tall, silent woman, but I couldn’t picture a place for myself. I kept watching Mexia standing over the huge man in the dark cassock. His nose seemed too slender and delicate for his size. I watched them and pictured them in a field of sugarcane. She stood with her back to him. He had his hand flat against her back and was whispering something close to her. At first I couldn’t imagine what he was saying, then I heard him say, ‘Sim. Sim. Sim. Sim.’


When Mexia finished washing his big hands, she turned, saw me and looked as if she’d forgotten I was there. I wondered if that was what the Father meant when he spoke the word ‘epiphany.’ She turned her eyes from me and went out.


As soon as the other children came inside and took their seats, Father Tollinare got up from his desk and stood in front of me first with the huge Bible. He said my name several times before I took the Bible and began to read, leaving off the end letters. He shook his head, but this time he didn’t scold me. Instead he simply passed the book to a young Indian girl who kept all the letters as she saw them. I felt he must’ve understood that I could have done the same thing if I’d wanted to. I felt arrogant in my small defiance.


After the schooling, I entered the hut of my mother. The hut was in the senzala some distance from the big house, behind the cinchona trees. My grandmother was sitting in her hammock making a basket. My mother sat in the corner cutting cassava and shelling ground nuts.


I asked my mother, ‘Do you believe Father Tollinare makes love with the woman Mexia?’


My mother frowned deeply, then she said, ‘Priests don’t make love with women. Priests make love with no one.’


My grandmother laughed. ‘They love the holy virgin,’ she said. She laughed again. ‘I haven’t known one priest who didn’t love the holy virgin.’


My mother went on cutting cassava. My grandmother kept laughing. ‘Is Mexia a holy virgin?’ I asked.


‘No,’ said my mother.


My grandmother laughed again. I looked at her and smiled because people said my grandmother was a crazy woman.


‘Hush and come help me shell these nuts,’ said my mother. ‘Hasn’t the priest been good to you?’


I smiled at my grandmother, then I sat on the ground beside my mother, who pushed the basket of ground nuts toward me.


‘Tomorrow we’ll go for a walk, Almeydita,’ said my grandmother, ‘and I’ll tell you all about sim sim sim sim. I’ll tell you all about what takes place between a man and woman. I’ll take you to the place of the men and women.’


My mother gave her a scolding look.


‘I’m a crazy woman. I can take her anywhere,’ my grandmother said.


That night, in my hammock, I dreamed I was Mexia. I washed his hands in the basin but they turned as dark as my own and then he took my little hands in his big ones. His face was still large and red with the delicate nose that quivered and he was wearing strange clothing like the wings of butterflies or some rainbow-colored fish, but his large hands were my color and he kept holding mine in his as he whispered to me.


‘Mexia, why don’t you ever speak to me?’


I, as Mexia, said nothing.


‘Why’re you such a different woman? Why’re you so strange? Why’re you so contrary? Why don’t you ever talk to me?’


Still I didn’t answer.


‘You know why you’re here, don’t you?’


I looked up at his gray eyes.


‘Because of all the others I felt that you had a greatness of spirit. But now I’m not sure. Now I’m not too sure. Now I’m not so sure at all. Say something. Eh, you’re just a creature like all the others. But I love you. Don’t you believe that? I love you so much. Why don’t you say something to me, woman?’


But I kept standing there, saying nothing. Then his look changed.


His nose still quivered, but it was a different sort of quiver. ‘Well, I’ll sell you to Father Cordial. He wanted you. I’ll sell you to Father Cordial or Father Conto. I can’t abide strangeness.’


All that I heard in my dream, although he’d never said a word to her in my presence.


‘Talk to me, Mexia,’ he snorted. Then he said the same thing tenderly.


I remained silent.


‘What’re you doing here? Don’t you know you’re a danger? Don’t you know you’re a danger?’


He put his hand on my shoulder. It was a soft hand, as white as lace. ‘Every day you become more dangerous. But every day more wary and elusive.’


I’d never heard him say a thing to her, nor had I ever heard those words before, yet I heard him say them in my dream, as clear as day.


‘Speak to me, Mexia. I know you’re an intelligent woman. I know you’re not a dumb creature, like the others.’









The Place of the
Men and the Women


TOMORROW WHEN YOU GO to visit Pao Joaquim you must say nothing, you must observe silence before him. You must be like a little sphinx, do you hear me? A little sphinx. And he’ll give you a blessing.’


I said yes that I’d be just like that.


‘Today I’ll tell you a little tale. Come, help me gather palm leaves for your mother. The priest selected you as one of the bright ones, so you’re seeing another little world. You’ve got nothing to do but smile at strangers and curtsy and let all the women with loose hair lie in your lap while you rub lice from their hair. Isn’t that your only little experience in this complex world? Rubbing lice from the heads of white men’s daughters?’


I grabbed at the low branches, she at the tall ones. She’d only a string of cloth across her belly. I looked sideways at her hanging breasts and the rippling muscles in her thighs as she reached up on tiptoe.


‘And to run with their little chamber pots and to fill the whale oil lantern and polish rosewood. All you’ll remember of this age is a big goose-faced man in a cassock and a whale oil lamp.’


I jumped when she said ‘goose-faced’ because I’d never thought of Father Tollinare as anything but a big handsome man, except his nose seemed too small for his face, that’s all. Well, perhaps he wasn’t handsome. Perhaps he was a funny-looking man after all. Then what did Mexia see in him? Did she scratch the lice from his head while he lay in her lap?


‘That’s all you’re remember of this age,’ she repeated, reaching to a taller branch. ‘And stories of enchanted Mooresses with charms hidden in their hair.’


I grabbed a palm frond and dropped it in my apron.


‘Ah, when you grow up, though, you’ll wander from place to place, an old storyteller perhaps? But tomorrow, my dear, you must say nothing. Absolutely nothing. You must stare at him with your large, soft eyes and say nothing. You must be the truly silent one,’ she said shaking the palm leaves.


She shook one down at me and I stuffed it in my apron. Mine was a tiny apron, almost full now.


‘He’ll give you a blessing.’ She looked at me closely. ‘You won’t be afraid of him, will you?’


‘Afraid?’


‘Of Pao Joaquim. You won’t be afraid?’


‘No.’


‘Some fear him. They’ve learned not to fear the old priests, but they’re afraid of their own healers.’


I looked around in the palm grove. Here at a long bench and a clearing encircled by palm trees, I imagined lovers meeting secretly.


‘Is this the place of the men and the women?’ I asked because I’d never been here before and it did seem like a magic place. Now I looked around at it expecting magic. She laughed softly, and sat down on a rock.


‘To you,’ she began, ‘I seem like an ordinary old woman, don’t I? But there’ve been some times in my life when others have seen me with fascination, with enchantment, as if I were invested with some magic, that magic you’re seeking now, and I’ve entered their imaginations.’


I looked at her, holding the palm leaves in her own large apron. I didn’t know how I saw her. Some said that she was only a crazy woman, but a crazy woman who knew magic, which made some difference. Me, I’d never seen her work any magic.


‘Ah, and I’ve also been a valueless thing. I’ve had no value for some, while others I’ve carried through fascination and terror. But listen, menina. The imagination is broad. It ranges. But everything happens in this complex world, and some say it’s all right.’


Now I felt sure she was playing with me, and I laughed. Because at other times she’d shown me her special craziness in her stories, and I’d laughed. But now she didn’t laugh along with me. She looked at me in a hard silence.


‘Every woman wants a man who values her,’ she said and added, ‘Even in these circumstances. We may be slaves but we don’t have to be slaves.’


I looked at her, my eyes still round with delight, but I felt that in my laughter I’d missed something, that there was something that she’d told me while I was laughing and that this completed it. I wondered why we sat on a mere rock and not on the long bench.


‘Listen. I have been everywhere, from Tamararca, to Pernambuco, to Ilheos, to Rio, to Bahia. I’m like cane. I’m everywhere. What you see though is an ordinary woman, a basket maker, but didn’t you see me tell Ainda that it was that bone keeping the circulation from her feet? Didn’t you see me work on her? Didn’t I heal her?’


I nodded because I’d seen Ainda rise and dance the batuque with the others, and in the morning she’d gone to the cane fields with a red rag tied around her head, telling everyone how something had stopped the circulation in her feet for a whole year.


‘Didn’t I chase the devil away?’ she asked.


I nodded.


‘And didn’t I touch Goncalo’s forehead and cure him of his craziness?’


I looked at her. She smiled.


‘You want me to cure my own? Ha. Ha. Shall I cure yours?’


I shook my head and smiled and kicked my feet in the grass. I shook the palm leaves in my apron and stared at the distant hills, the dark and green land, one of the ridges jutting out like the head of a green cobra.


‘Here we’ve got the best fruit in the state.’


The master and a stranger passed. The master glanced at my grandmother, the stranger at me. I smiled. Or perhaps it was not at us they were looking, but merely in our direction.


‘You dry the leaves first, and then you tear them apart, like this,’ my grandmother said. ‘And when you’re out in the field, you chew on a cane stalk and it’ll give you energy … and kill the hunger.’ The last thing she said softly so the master wouldn’t hear.


‘Have you found out who’s been setting the fires?’ asked the stranger.


‘Quem e aquele desconhecido?’ I whispered.


Grandmother shook her head, but she cocked her ear to listen.


‘No, not yet,’ replied the master, ‘but mulher or homem …’


He said something so softly that he couldn’t be heard.


The two men left the palm grove. I saw the stranger turn to look at me, again. Yes, it was at me he looked.


‘I’ll show you how to make bowls out of palm nut shells,’ said my grandmother in an ordinary voice, then she closed her eyes and leaned against a palm tree. ‘I see a black man sitting on a horse.’


‘Pretos can’t ride horses. It’s against the law. I know that.’


‘Hush. All black men and women will gain liberty here. Between the rocks I see abandoned plantations, but there’s a white man lying on a hammock. Oh, there’s a white man lying on a hammock, eating a mandacaru.’


I knew that only brancos rode horses, but anyone could lie in a hammock and eat a mandacaru but pretos couldn’t do it just anytime they wanted. Abandoned plantations? Freedom? Was that why they called her a crazy woman, to speak always of such things? I stared at the hill that stuck out like the head of a green cobra. A tapir peeked out at me from under a low branch.


‘I see people dancing in the streets of Bahia. Pretos and brancos dancing. But there’s one old crazy woman going around saying, “Is it true I’m a free woman? Is it true I’m free?” And an old crazy man comes up to her and says, “As long as you’re with me.” Then they dance the batuque. And there’s a white man lying in a hammock eating a mandacaru. There’s a white man eating a mandacaru.’ She sang the lines, then she said, ‘But me? I’ll tell you what I’ll remember. A slow whisper without any tenderness and the penitents of St Sebastian slashing themselves with pieces of broken glass.’


‘Will you be there on the day of our freedom?’


‘We’ll all be there,’ she answered. Then she laughed. ‘“Is it true I’m a free woman?” Oh, I’ll be out in the street with everyone dancing the batuque to the sound of African drums.’


I laughed at her. I rubbed the large soft leaves of the palm tree and stared at the hill.


‘There’re a variety of snakes,’ she said, as if she’d seen my mind. ‘I’ll show you the magic that can be done with a magical one.’


I looked at her and frowned. I looked again at the strange place she’d brought me to, waiting, holding onto the palm leaves in my apron.


‘That man behind you,’ she whispered suddenly, pointing, and leaning into my ear. ‘He’s the one I brought you here to tell you about. His name’s Rugendas. I wanted to tell you about me and Senhor Rugendas.’


I looked behind me, but there was no one standing there. I looked back at her. She was still leaning into my ear and staring back over my shoulder at him. I looked behind me again, but I still saw no one.


‘His name’s Senhor Rugendas,’ she said, still looking behind my shoulder, but leaning forward now. ‘Your mother would remember him. It took me a long time to make any kind of peace with his world or his spirit. But still it’s no kind of peace. I did my duties, but I did them without any feeling. You hear me laugh, don’t you? But I’m without laughter. I’m an old woman without any laughter. But I have laughed. I have held laughter and fear in the same fist.’ She picked up one of the palm leaves from her apron and held it in her fist. She shoved her fist out in the direction where Senhor Rugendas was, then drew it back. But still I saw no Senhor Rugendas. ‘Haven’t I, Rugendas?’ she asked the man who wasn’t there, or whom I didn’t see.


She waited though as if he would answer, then she looked back at me. Then she turned her eyes on Senhor Rugendas again. Her eyes threw daggers at him, then she looked back at me.


‘Yes, he’s seen me hold laughter and terror in the same fist. Rugendas came here feeling that it was a land of promise and wasn’t it that for you, mapmaker? But me, I wanted nothing from this place. I’m an old woman without any laughter, but I can still bite blood from an onion, can’t I, Rugendas? Yes, he knows I can. See how he loves me and fears me too? He’s looking at my breasts now. They’re not so high as they once were, Senhor.’ She moved the upper part of her body; her breasts shook gently. ‘“You’re a strange one,” he told me. “You’re a strange one,” he said. “No,” I replied. “I’m like any other woman.” But to him, he couldn’t see me as the men in my own country would have. He saw a strange, exotic creature.


‘No, he didn’t see me as a full and human woman. “Pick one and I’ll bring her to you. See how quiet she is. She’s yours. You hear that? Come to the land of gold and women. They’re always open, these women. Do you hear that? Everything comes from God.”’


She shook the palm leaves again and her breasts gently. The nipples on them jutted out and looked like fruit. ‘He asked me if I felt like I was a new woman here. A new land, a new woman. No I didn’t. Not my land of promise, I told him. I walked with the other women. They let him see me plainly. Didn’t you see me plainly, Rugendas? Couldn’t you draw a map of me?’ She pinched her nipples and they jutted out more. ‘But it was me you chose. I kept all my feelings away from you. I hid them. A new world for you, Rugendas. A new brave world for you. And this one wants me to tell her about tomorrow. Do you want me to tell her I’m not tomorrow’s woman? But I’ll be dancing with all the others. I was afraid to be a woman, then, afraid of my breasts and belly. Afraid of the touch inside my hand. I see you laughing. They’d open your mouth so they could look inside. They’d open your mouth and pinch your nipples.’


I started to pinch my own nipples, but she struck my hand away. ‘In those days too I was afraid to look at myself, afraid of my own eyes.’ She looked at me. I encircled my apron with my hands.


‘I’d travel with him. He went around drawing maps and I’d travel with him into the interior of the country. I’d ride behind him on horseback, holding onto his back. Only in the interior of the country. He liked my silence and detachment. I was silent and detached. That was me and he liked that, as he went about his work, his drawings, his calculations. He’d look at me and say all the time, “The woman isn’t talking. Why does the woman not talk?” But he liked it. And me, didn’t I stare into the face of the monster. Oh, I don’t mean him. By their standards, he’s a handsome man. Aren’t you, Senhor? I mean the monster of time. Yes, and tomorrow … Rugendas is displeased when I speak of the future. He only wants me to speak of the past. Isn’t that so, Senhor?’


She looked at him. I tried to see him but could not. I twisted and turned on the rock, but he was perfectly invisible to me.


‘The final act is always an act of mutilation and blood. No? Of recognition and tenderness, he wants me to say. Ha. He knows it’s not so. What do I want from you, Senhor? Nothing. What does a woman like me want from a man like you? Nothing, Senhor. I would travel with you, wouldn’t I? Lean over your shoulder and study the new maps. You don’t want me to leave you? I’m yours anyway, aren’t I?’


She leaned over my shoulder as if to listen.


‘He says that we’re close now, spiritually close. Ha. Do you hear that? That now he acknowledges the spirituality in this creature of God like any other woman. Ha. Hear that? But now he doesn’t want me to tell you about the future, and he claims the past too.’


She straightened her shoulders and looked at him. Her nipples no longer jutted out. They were rounded. But her breasts were no longer hanging. They were round and firm. Was it magic?


‘He doesn’t want me to speak of the future and he claims the past too,’ she repeated. ‘Do you believe, Rugendas, that a man and woman can be made perfect?’ She cupped her hand to her ear and listened. ‘He wants me to tell him I love him. No, I don’t say such things with ease and I won’t say them, not to the likes of you, Senhor.’


She wrinkled her forehead and stood up. Really, she was not an old woman. She was only thirty years older than me, thirty-seven then, but she called herself an old woman, and my age made me agree with her.


‘I’ve introduced you to Senhor Rugendas,’ she said, as we left the palm grove and entered the road leading toward the senzala. ‘Ha. Ha. He feels that we’re spiritually close. Spiritually close, did you hear that?


‘Those are his words. He acknowledges my soul. When we entered the palm grove, he said, “The beautiful woman has come.” Did you hear him? I know charms. I carry charms in my hair. He thinks I’m the same dark stranger I was then. But I’m not the same menina I was when the mapmaker bought me and tried to make me say sim sim sim sim. Did you hear that? Listen. He said he’d be pleased if the old woman would stop talking. That’s what he liked in those days, my silence. But I talk now, don’t I, Rugendas? Don’t I, Senhor? Spiritually close. Ha. Ha. That’s for you.’


She touched my hair.


‘This is my gift to you, Almeydita,’ she said, as we stood in the road.


She touched my hair and my forehead. ‘And tomorrow Joaquim, Pao Joaquim will give you a blessing.’ I looked up at her and smiled. ‘Rugendas. Ha. Ha,’ she said, nodding her head and staring in front of her. We continued walking. ‘He’s displeased when I talk of the future. But I’ve stood in the face of the monster of time. I’ve stood in his face, Rugendas.’


I wanted to look back to see if he was following us, to see if I could see him more easily on the road, but I was afraid to. I feared to see him and I feared that again I wouldn’t see him.


‘Is he a spirit?’ I whispered.


‘Is who a spirit?’


‘Rugendas.’


‘Rugendas a spirit? Ha. He feels we are spiritually close. Ha. Ha. That’s what he feels, that’s what he says he feels.’


I laughed too, stroking the large soft leaves.


‘Rugendas a spirit,’ she kept repeating and laughing. ‘What maps have you drawn on your new world of the spirit?’ she inquired. ‘Well, perhaps we’re closer now in spirit,’ she added with a chuckle.









Pao Joaquim


IN THE HUT OF PAO JOAQUIM I’m silent. I stare across at him and he stares at me with his strange eyes. I hold my hands in my lap staring at him, then he motions for me to rise and I do. He is wearing a mask. He stares out from it with his strange eyes. As I go out, my grandmother lowers her head and enters. When she returns, she touches my shoulder. ‘Come and go for a walk with me,’ she says.


In the road a black man comes riding by on a horse. He sits very tall and straight in the saddle. I’ve never seen a black man on a horse before, because here it’s against the law. So why is he sitting up there? I’ve never seen a black man sit on a horse before, and I’ve never seen any man sitting on a horse like he does. He’s wearing a white muslin shirt and ordinary cotton pants, cotton they call Sea Island cotton, cotton they call Egyptian cotton. His skin is dark and smooth and he has a beard, a beard like the one on the mask of Pao Joaquim. When he gets to us he stops and holds his hand down. My grandmother takes it and he tries to pull her up on the horse. ‘No, it’s not the time,’ she whispers.


He sits tall with his shoulders back and says nothing. I think he’s looking at me, but can’t tell. He jerks the stirrups and rides on. I start to look back at him, but my grandmother holds my head forward and we keep walking. We walk on a flat wide road.


‘He always wore a wide hat and he gave me a smaller narrower hat,’ my grandmother said.


She picked up two small stones from the road to jingle them in her hands as we walked. ‘I’d hold onto his waist and ride with him that way all the way into the interior. We didn’t travel into the city, because then there’d be evil stories, and he thought he could shield me. But no man has such power. In the interior, in the solitude of forest and jungle, that was my place. I was his woman, but I was my own too. He knew I was my own with my own power, different from his compasses and mathematical reckonings.’


‘Who? That man?’ I asked. I wanted to look back, but stared ahead.


‘Rugendas, I meant.’


‘And that one?’


She ignored my question. ‘One day we were riding and I was holding his waist, Rugendas, and the horse was prancing. And we came to this enclosure, like a huge stable, and there was a black man inside sitting on a donkey. He was wearing a vest and no shirt and a wide straw hat and leaning forward with his back hunched. The donkey’s ears were pricked up like he was listening for something. Then when the black man saw us – we were well upon him before he saw us – but then when he saw us, he turned his back to us. Rugendas tried to lead the horse into the enclosure. Was it a slave pen? I don’t know what it was. A barn or a slave pen out in the middle of the forest. Every time Rugendas tried to lead the horse in, the horse wouldn’t move. Smart horse. He stood with his leg up, with his knee pointed, as if he’d go inside, but didn’t. I held Rugendas tighter around the waist. I felt as if there was something inside the enclosure I couldn’t see.


‘Something beside the man on the donkey. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, the man with his back to us. Now he was sitting straight and tall as an arrow.


‘Then the black man began to turn his horse around – yes, in the time we were looking and not seeing, the donkey had turned into a horse.


‘There was a woman with dark eyes sitting in front of the fire looking up at the man on the horse, a white man was lying in a hammock, a black man was leaning against a bale of hay putting the finishing touches on a saddle that he’d made. The white man in the hammock saw us and started rising to greet Rugendas. And the black man turned around slowly, but before he got completely around, Rugendas’s horse took fright and galloped away.’


We were walking in the wide road between the casa grande and the palm grove, but we didn’t enter the place of the palmeira trees where she had taken me before, where there was the man that only she saw. We walked back and forth on the long road, and she didn’t speak for a long time, and then as we neared the banana grove where the black men were working, I was sure she was saying things not meant for me. I watched the men bare to the waist and wearing only their cotton trousers. Some worked on the ground while others climbed into the banana trees.


‘Then we went everywhere. I could never learn that tongue though. He called me something that meant black girl. Was it the same? Nigger. And it could be said to anyone, not just me in particular, but he came looking for me that time, not just anyone. Mr Rugendas they called him in his country, not Senhor. Have you seen her?’


‘Seen who?’ I asked. I imagined myself climbing to the tip top of one of the banana trees.


‘I left her with the woman who owns the place. No. I have her papers. What’s been done with her? Not just any woman.’


She was talking that talk now. I listened, looking from her to the men in the trees, but I could understand nothing. It was all nonsense to me. A peacock strutted near us with its bright feathers.


‘No, not just any woman.’


‘Pavao,’ I mumbled to the bright bird.


‘What place did you bring her from? It doesn’t matter. We have a woman here. But Mrs Dumpling has taken her into town with her. Mrs Dumpling, the English woman, she told me about all her husbands, all along the way, what this one was like and what that one, but still she was a free woman and always would be, as free as a duckweed. She liked this new country, she said, it was just like her. Is that your man, the one that left you with me? She asked. We saw him, waiting. As we got nearer she kept saying what a free woman she was, rubbing it in, you know, because I wasn’t. Rub the lice from her hair. Rub rub rub rub. Do you want me to buy you from him? I was thinking I’d like to. You’re a good companion.


‘But no, he wouldn’t sell me because I was the one he was waiting for all that time. And she told him too the country was just like her. And they ate together, while I stood in the kitchen. I watched them from the kitchen. I kept watching them. She was a handsome woman in a green silk dress and wearing a hat with feathers and red shoes. I’d never seen a woman dress like that, except the whores in Rio, but she wasn’t a whore, she was a free woman. She’d look solemn at some moments and burst into laughter at others. She had a space between her teeth, but it didn’t distract from her handsomeness, it added to it. Handsome I’ll call her, because she was no beauty, not even by their rules. I could tell he found the woman interesting. Oh, yes. And there was wine on the table, which they drank freely. The solemn expression, and then the laughter. She swore something by St Thomas, but I couldn’t hear exactly what it was.’


‘St Thomas?’


‘Santo Tomas.’


‘“I ain’t always such a reveler,” I heard her say, again solemn. He asked her why’d she come to that country. She was silent, then she talked about all her men, how all of them enchanted her.’


‘Enchanted Mooress.’


‘Then Mrs Dumpling said, “I don’t dally, I give myself whole, but not to any every man.” He was silent and she looked solemn for some moments, then she burst out laughing again. She could see me in the doorway, I knew it. “See how jolly I am,” she said loud where I could hear. “And I sing like a nightingale.” She sang him a ballad, a romance, about the English countrysides and lovers and mystical creatures that appeared and disappeared. When she finished she said she wished God would bless his soul. I thought he’d stay with her.’


‘Pavao,’ I said to the bright bird who strutted near my feet. I reached down and touched his feathers.


‘I kept thinking when we first rode up to the inn – they had inns in that part of the country – I hadn’t liked the eyes of the woman. He was talking to her now and suddenly she just sat staring at him. The innkeeper, watching them too, came up and asked, “What’s wrong with the woman?” Rugendas said he didn’t know. But I knew exactly what it was. She just kept staring. “I don’t know,” said Rugendas. “She just started staring like that.” “Come and look at the woman,” the innkeeper said. “She’s gone mad.” Someone touched her forehead and the side of her face. Everyone was looking at her, except for Rugendas who was looking at me. A doctor was sent for, but even he couldn’t discover what was wrong with the woman. The doctor claimed it was called epilepsy, that she’d had herself quite a fit. Oh, he said a number of strange words for it. But Rugendas just kept looking at me.


‘“What weed did you give her?” he asked when we were alone. I didn’t answer.


‘“Is that what you’ll do to me?” he asked.


‘I was silent. In the morning, she recovered and food was taken to her room, she was quite famished, and Rugendas and I rode into a new territory, where there weren’t any inns at all.’


‘Tomorrow they’re going to send me away from here to a Negro asylum,’ my grandmother announced matter-of-factly to my mother and me. She sat in her hammock eating a mandacaru while my mother was spreading manioc paste on banana leaves, and I stood in a corner of the hut slicing bananas. In another corner of the hut were baskets woven from palm fronds.


My mother looked toward her, waiting for her to explain. ‘They say I’m the one whose been setting the fires.’


My grandmother’s own hut had burned down and that’s why she had moved in with my mother and me. I couldn’t imagine her setting fire to her own hut. One of the fields had burned and they had to put out a small fire at the side of the master’s house, the casa grande. One man claimed he saw my grandmother sitting inside the hut while it was burning, and furthermore, he said he saw her light the fire and then go inside and sit.


They might have believed the first part of his story, if it had not been for the second. He was sold with some slaves on their way to North America, for the crime of telling lies and my grandmother was brought to the hut of my mother. Then a cane field burned and next, one side of the master’s house.


The next day they put my grandmother into a wagon. I ran up to her. ‘When I first came here, I was a crazy woman,’ she explained. ‘They said when I first came to this land I was crazy. Ha ha ha ha. They wanted to put me into a Negro asylum then. Now look at me. You have to be crazy in this land.’


She kissed my forehead and jaw. My mother came up behind me and held my shoulders and kept me from plunging forward, into the wagon too.









A Disillusioned
and Sadistic Man


WHEN I SAW THEM TOGETHER, it was as if the dreamed had stepped out of itself and plunged into the world. They stood with their backs to me, and so instead of coming out into the clearing I squatted in the bushes. She seemed taller than him, her back broader and darker than it had seemed whenever I’d see her inside the chapel. He held his hand, as I remember, fist against her back.


‘I beg you to understand,’ he was saying. ‘I’m not a sadistic man, I’m a disillusioned man. I beg you to understand me.’


She did not answer, nor did she turn around. Was it really her, I wondered then, or was it some other woman? No, the muslin, the small waist.


‘I don’t know what kind of woman you are,’ he said with anger, his hand still on her back. ‘You’ve become a symbol of something to me. You’re like a religion.’


She said nothing.


‘Why do you make me say absurdities? I enjoy no favors, none, except what the eyes see.’


He put his hand against her small waist. The other hand disappeared in front of her.


‘What will you fix for me tonight, Mexia?’ he asked. He looked like a man in fever, but it was a fever that he relished. ‘Something with a fine flavor, something made with almonds and lots of sugar and lots of cinnamon …’ He sniffed at her hair as if it were that sweet thing. ‘I’m not a sadistic man,’ he repeated softly, whispering against her back. ‘You won’t make any sound, will you? Nothing. Something smooth and mouth-watering and full of flavors and yams and meat. I know it’s you who’s been setting the fires. Some delicacy to preserve a man’s spirit. Something wholesome and delicious. I’m disillusioned. Rolls with jelly mango, coconut. I know it’s you who’s been setting the fires. I know it’s you … I wanted you to come out and enjoy the air with me, but always you’re silent, and you begin to disappear. I can’t bear to have you away. You’re like some rare, nocturnal bird. Why do you lead me to say such things? You’re a woman of nobility and dignity and energy. Mexia, ah Mexia, Paixao. These are the rules of the game? But there’s an exception to every rule. Estas são as regras do jogo? Noco ha regra sem excecao. Ah, Mexia, no harm done, is there? I’m not a sadistic man, I’m disillusioned. I know it’s been you setting those fires.’


As she was about to turn, that was when I fell flat on the ground.


When I raised myself up again, they were gone. After that, she seemed even more mysterious too, and there was a mingling of fear mixed with affection for her. For him, I felt suspicion and pity. But I told no one it was her setting those fires.


And still sometimes at night as I lay on my hammock, I’d make up my own conversations and actions for them, but always they’d have their backs to me.


‘Am I more understandable now?’ he’d ask. Silence.


‘I’m not a sadistic man; I’m a reminiscent man.’


Both words I’d heard, but I didn’t know their meanings.


Silence. He touched her small waist. ‘You’re so callipygous.’


I’d seen the word once in a romanceiro. Father Tollinare took the book from me and handed me a catechism.


‘I like the way you’re constructed. I like a woman built just so.’ Silence.


‘I tell you you’re not a wench, you’re a lady. Your Negro and Indian ancestry is not imaginary, but that’s got nothing to do with worth. It’s insignificant. You belong to the better class of mulheres.’


Silence.


‘I like the aroma of your hair, like cinnamon.’ Silence.


‘Will you fix me coconuts and oranges, mangoes and cacao, yams and cinnamon, and coconuts, coconuts, coconuts, coconuts? Mexia, you’re a sacred being. I don’t have the same feelings about color as the other senhores. To me you’re a sacred being. Perhaps it’s my theological upbringing and my … the fact that I’m from the Old World. Please forgive me. I’m a disillusioned man. Why do you keep so quiet? Why are you such a danger?’


At this point in the dream of daydream, whenever she’d turn I’d wake up. But somehow whenever I saw the woman, I’d stand in affectionate awe of her, and yet feel at the same time that she was dangerous, ‘spiritually dangerous,’ a phrase I heard Father Tollinare say often. How all those words entered my dream I don’t know.


‘I know you’ve been setting those fires,’ he’d whisper against her hair.









The Book Room


THERE WAS A ROOM in the back of the one we learned to read in. I used to imagine that it was the room where Mexia and Father Tollinare spent time alone together and where she talked. Once I dreamed that I opened the door of the room and instead of finding Father Tollinare and the lovely Mexia there, I discovered the ugly sea monster hipupiara with his sharp teeth and pointed ears and claws. I stood still, almost as if I was in a trance, unable to speak or scream, staring at the water devil, who had large, almost human eyes but a horrid pointed animal’s face, breasts like a woman, but the rest of him a hairy fish. And then Mexia placed her hand gently on my shoulder and pulled me away and shut the door. I knew it was Mexia even though I did not turn to see her. The animal brayed behind the closed door.


‘Come away,’ said Mexia. ‘You’re not the captain’s son; you’re his slave. Do you think you’re Baltesar?’


Baltesar Ferreira, the son of the Captain of Sao Vicente, had killed such a monster over a hundred years ago. My grandmother had told me the story of the water devil who ate the secret parts of children. Of everyone, but especially he liked the secret parts of children, she said. ‘They killed one in 1564, but do you think that was the only one? Do you think in the big, mysterious sea there was only one hipupiara?’


I found a sword in my hand and shook Mexia loose. ‘I may not be the captain’s son, but I’m as brave as he!’ I declared and opened the door, but the monster was gone.


But on waking from my dream I was not so brave, and the dream kept me for a long time from discovering what was behind the door, until one day when I was there early, and both Mexia and Father Tollinare had left the room. So I dared to open the door. But there was no monster, only walls and walls of books, more books than I’d ever seen or imagined in the world. Then it seemed so to me.


I walked down the two wooden steps, entered the room, and turned in circles. Shelves and tables of books. I lifted one and then another.


Among the titles were Robert Boyle’s The Skeptical Chymist, Rene Descartes’s Discourse on Method, Galileo’s Letters on the Solar Spots, Moliere’s Le Misanthrope, Milton’s Paradise Lost, John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, Gine Perez de Hita’s The Civil Wars of Granada, Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quijote, Soror Maria Agreda’s Mystical City of God, Pero de Magalhaes’s The Histories of Brazil. There were so many books I can’t name them here, but there were hundreds of volumes, not only in Portuguese, but in French, Italian, Latin, Greek, and English. I opened the book by Magalhaes to see what he said of our country, but on the very first page I read the following:




I have read the present work of Pero de Magalhaes, at the order of the gentlemen of the Council General of the Inquisition, and it does not contain anything contrary to our Holy Catholic Faith, nor to good morals; on the contrary, many things well worth reading. Today, the 10th of November, 1575.


Francisco de Gouvea


And beneath that was written:


In accordance with the above certificate, the book may be printed and the original shall be returned with one of the printed copies to this council, and this decision shall be printed at the beginning of the book together with the above certificate. At Evora the 10th of November. By order of Manuel Antunez, Secretary of the Council General of the Holy Office of the Inquisition in the year 1575.


Liso Anriques  Manual de Coadros





I stared at the approbation almost as long as I’d stared at the monster. Then as I began to read the verses and the prologue to the reader, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned to look up at Mexia whose look was solemn, worried, afraid. She took the book from my hand and put it down on the table, then she drew me out of the room and closed the door.


‘Those aren’t for you,’ she said softly, the first line of words she’d ever said to me. ‘If Father Tollinare had found you, it’d have been your time of troubles like it was mine.’


‘Did Father Tollinare find you in there?’


‘Yes.’ She looked down at her fingers.


She sat down on a bench and I sat down beside her. ‘What did he do to you?’


She wouldn’t answer, but continued to stare at her hands. Her fingers were very long and delicate, but the fingernails were short and ragged.


‘I want to read more than the lives of saints,’ I said.


‘So did I,’ she said gently.


‘Do you suppose if I asked him kindly, he’d allow me to read some of them?’


‘You wouldn’t understand most of them,’ she said.


‘Well, I’ll learn to understand them,’ I protested.


‘Not so loud,’ she whispered. ‘If he ever knows you were there, there’ll be trouble.’


I pouted. She stroked my head.


‘Even he thinks the books are dangerous.’


‘Like you.’


‘Like me? What like me?’ she asked.


‘Dangerous,’ I said.


She clucked her teeth. ‘Some of them belong to him, but others belong to his uncle, Father Froger.’


‘Then I’ll ask Father Froger.’


‘He was burned over fifty years ago in France, for witchcraft.’


She was looking at me oddly now, but when I caught her at it, she looked away.


‘What did he do for witchcraft? How can a holy father be a witch?’ She looked as if she wanted to laugh.


‘I don’t know the whole story,’ she said. ‘Perhaps he was angry only because when I was in there I discovered the wrong book. There are right books and wrong books. The one I found was an unpublished book by his uncle. He talks about witches, but claims that there are no such things, that witches, or rather the things that witches declare they do and see are merely the hallucinations of melancholy women. That’s why they burned him, as a witch and a friend of witches. That’s why Father Tollinare …’


I waited, but she wouldn’t continue.


‘Do you think his uncle was a witch?’ I asked.


‘He was a strange and different man, that was his only crime,’ said Father Tollinare entering the room and spying us. But he didn’t look at me; he looked at Mexia with hard eyes. ‘One can believe anything, no matter how impossible.’


He kept staring at Mexia as if he were trying to discover something hidden at some depth. With a look of fright, as if he were the sea monster hipupiara, she got up, holding her skirts and ran. She wore a full dress, like the brancas. Father Tollinare looked at me fiercely, then threw the book he was carrying down on the bench beside me. It was the life of St Mary Magdalen, the beautiful woman who washed the feet of Jesus. I’d already read the book many times. It was illustrated, but the Christ inside of it was a white man with blue eyes and blond hair, not like the man on Father Tollinare’s wall. But my grandmother had already explained to me by then that the Christ on the Father’s wall was to attract the Indians and Negroes to Christianity. ‘Either that,’ she declared with a laugh, ‘or the white one in the book is to attract the Englishmen and Frenchmen and Dutch and Finns to it.’


I stared at the longhaired penitent kneeling at the feet of Christ. Did I hear him whisper, ‘Why are you crying? Don’t you think God knows who to bring together? Don’t you think he knows what to arrange?’


I sat there in silence, for it was then that I discovered places that Father Tollinare would not allow me to go in my learning, and I wondered what my real education would have been if he’d allowed me to be alone in that room of books.


The next time I tried to get into the room, the door was locked. ‘Almeydita, you sly one, read from the life of St Mary.’


I began, ‘To know what great love is … ’









Lorraine Alsace


DO THEY BURN WITCHES HERE?’ I asked my mother.


‘What do you mean, burn witches?’


‘Mexia just told me that Father Tollinare is the nephew of a priest they burned for witchcraft.’


My mother gave a short hum. Sitting in the corner of the hut, she wove a large hammock with cotton threads. I had taken over the task of weaving the baskets from palm and banana leaves, and sat on the floor with one between my knees. I wondered whether my grandmother was weaving baskets at the Negro asylum. I’d asked my mother about the place but she’d refused to divulge any information. I knew that there were many Negro asylums scattered about Brazil because slaves were always going ‘off’ in one way or another. Slaves who weren’t crazy, but simply intractable were sometimes shipped off to a Negro asylum. Sometimes, I learned later, women slaves who were ‘unapproachable’ were sometimes sent there.


‘Mexia talked?’ my mother asked.


‘Yes. But I think she got herself into trouble. I never saw Father Tollinare look so angry.’


‘Priests get angry. But the son of a priest burned for witchcraft.’


‘Nephew.’


‘I bet he’s the son,’ she mumbled.


Then she gave a short hum.


‘In England they hang them,’ she said.


‘What do they do here?’


‘The Portuguese, eh the Portuguese, they don’t do anything, here or in Portugal. They’re like the Spanish. They’re too busy hunting Jews and Moors. In Spain, a witch wears a Jew’s hat.’


‘Are we Moors?’


‘We’ve got a touch of Moorish blood. We’re Sudanese with a touch of Moorish blood.’


My mother gave another short hum.


‘Is grandmother a witch?’ I asked, for that hum sounded exactly like hers.


‘A witch?’ she repeated.


It was then that grandmother peeked her head in the door. I’ll swear it’s so, but mother says I was merely daydreaming.


‘A witch? I wouldn’t be a witch,’ she said. ‘A sorceress is the thing to be. A witch is nothing.’


‘Mother, don’t talk so,’ my mother said, but she swears it’s not so, that I was merely daydreaming.


But I remember it exactly like that. I kept looking at my grandmother.


She winked at me. She said, ‘But a curer of those who have been bewitched is the best thing to be.’


‘Belief in witches is unchristian,’ said my mother.


‘Well, I’m no Christian,’ said my grandmother. ‘Old or new.’ Then grandmother laughed and hummed. ‘Witches is how Christians settle unsettled times.’


I asked her what she meant.


‘May I tell her about Lorraine Alsace?’


‘I don’t believe there was such a woman.’


She looked at her mother, frowning, then went back to twisting the cotton threads, her fingers quick and agile.


Why does she insist it’s not so?


‘The hallucinations of a melancholy woman,’ my grandmother explained and winked at me. How could she have known?


‘Your mother doesn’t believe anything,’ she said to me. ‘Doesn’t she know there are things in this world which she hasn’t seen and doesn’t have any knowledge of? Doesn’t she know there are wonders in the world, strange and frightful wonders?’


‘I know the difference between possible and impossible things,’ said Mother.


‘Would you say it was impossible that the horse trader could have found you again, without my magic?’


My mother bit her lip in silence. I look from one to the other. Was that why she insists it’s not so, because Grandmother mentioned the horse trader? She lifted up the hammock she was making. She pulled on it to test how strong the threads were.


‘Alsace,’ I said, to remind my grandmother of the tale she promised.


‘Alsace was a Moorish woman who turned up in Bahia de Todos os Santos many years ago, a traveling woman, an itinerant singer and very beautiful. I was a young woman myself then. As soon’s she showed up many strange things began to happen. But only natural things, heavy rains, storms, fishing troubles. But because the woman was there and from one of the dark corners of the world, they blamed the occurrences on her.


‘Then one night someone claimed they saw her rubbing devil’s grease on her hair and body, and they captured her and imprisoned her. When she was in prison, a guard swore that he saw a big, black bearded man in the cell with her, kissing her on the lips. When she was confronted by the fact that the devil was in there, she told them, “Indeed, there was no man there, but if one was, wouldn’t it’ve been natural for him to’ve been a black man with a beard?” They took that to mean a confession that the devil had indeed been with her. I myself was standing on the street when they were taking her to be executed. I myself. She saw me and touched my hand. I was standing on the street, because I’d been sent by my master with some ambergris for …’


‘I don’t believe the woman passed on any powers to you, Mother.’


‘Don’t tell the ’nina that.’


‘The horse trader’s here, isn’t he? Didn’t he know the exact place and time?’


My mother was silent.


‘How was unsettled times settled?’ I asked.


I’d stopped weaving the basket to listen. Now I sat up in my hammock that had become too small for me.


‘Ah, after her execution, there were more heavy rains and storms and fishing problems, but there was no Moorish woman to blame for it, so they blamed it on the laws of nature.’


‘But your grandmother claims that she caused things this second time, with powers that Alsace had passed to her.’


‘She was only the medium of the gift, not the source of it.’


Mother hummed then she said, ‘I don’t believe she was here. I don’t believe in Alsace, because they don’t let Moors in the country.’


‘Don’t you think she’d have her ways?’


‘Did the black bearded man come to you?’ I asked. ‘Is that the one we saw?’


‘What black man?’ My mother looked at her. My grandmother jumped in the air with excitement.


‘Your mother doesn’t believe in the invisible world,’ she explained, ‘or the powers of anyone except the Portuguese and the Dutchmen. Maybe an Englishman or two.’ She twisted her hands in her hair and went out.


I swear it’s so, but Mother swears it’s not. She does say I asked her about the witch and the black man.


‘We saw a black man riding on a horse,’ I told her. ‘Who is he?’


‘It’s not for you to know,’ she scolded. ‘Some way she’s gotten you to share her visions.’


‘Then she is a witch!’ I exclaimed, clapping my hands.


‘Hush. Come here and hold this.’


I went and held the new hammock while she twisted the cotton threads.









The Gathering of Turtle Eggs


BUT THE GIRL WITH THE TURTLE EGGS, she said was real. It was before my grandmother had been sent off to the Negro asylum. We found this young girl. Years later, when I saw my grandmother again, she told me that the young girl was Alsace, come round again, but then I only knew that she was brought to my mother’s and grandmother’s hut. She was found wandering alone on a beach and she was very sick. She was very thin with dark skin and glossy hair and huge black eyes, and indeed did look like the enchanted Mooresses in the storybooks. My grandmother – did she recognize her then? – placed her in her hammock, but with all her magic she couldn’t determine what was wrong with the girl – or refused to tell us.


Anyway, my mother went to the man who’d found her and asked him where she was and what was around her when she was found. He said, ‘On the beach, just the beach. Piles of sand and bits of rock and little dead fish and a basket of broken turtle eggs.’


Grandmother came back and said that maybe the girl had been with a crew who’d been gathering turtle eggs.


‘To eat?’ I wrinkled my nose up. I liked nothing with turtle, not even turtle soup with garlic.


‘No,’ she said. ‘They make oil out of it. Turtle butter. Very expensive and very good. She must’ve been traveling with them, the poor dear, and got sick and they left her behind.’


She treated the girl not like some stranger, but someone she knew. I didn’t know the tale of Alsace at the time though and Father Tollinare didn’t believe in reincarnation, claiming it to be a devil’s trick. Anyway, the girl stayed with us till she got well. My grandmother never discovered what it was she had, or never told us. She just gave her soups, even turtle soup, and herbs till she got better. But the girl never spoke and she’d back away whenever anyone but Grandmother came near her. Even when my grandmother would hand her a plate of rice and bacon she would go into the corner and away from everyone and eat it. Her eyes were as shiny as pearls. I saw her touching my grandmother’s hand, but I didn’t give it any significance then. I thought it was merely to thank her for the help she’d given. Did my grandmother need more powers? New ones? Was that why Alsace had come again?


Master Entralgo – some people swore behind his back that he was not a branco but only considered himself to be one – sent someone to inquire of the health of the girl. When she was well, he said, I was to bring her to the master. And so when she was well, she walked with me in silence, and kept her arms folded.


‘What’s your name?’ Entralgo asked.


When she didn’t answer, I spoke up for her. ‘I don’t know her name, Sir,’ I said. ‘She’s spoken to no one.’


‘I’m asking her what’s her name.’


She refused to answer.


‘And how’m I going to tell if you’re dangerous or not,’ he said with a snorting chuckle, ‘if you don’t speak?’


The girl still refused to answer, her hands hugging her arms. ‘Whose slave’re you then?’


No answer.


He watched her with annoyance. I thought he would swoop down and strike her. ‘Well, if you belong to no one else I’ll take you.’


‘I belong to me,’ she said in a little voice.


He laughed. I waited for him to swoop down on her. ‘And did you belong to you before we found you?’


The girl wasn’t much older than I myself, perhaps ten. But I liked her.


No one had ever spoken to Entralgo like that. Not anyone I knew. ‘Where’re your free papers, wench?’


She said nothing. Wasn’t she too young to be a wench?


Still she didn’t answer, and still I expected him to swoop down on her with his anger, but he merely laughed. Why? What power did she have? I had no idea that this was Alsace.


‘You’re an uppity little wench,’ he said.


‘I’m not from the same world as you,’ she said.


‘And what world do you come from, wench?’


I kept staring at the girl, who was looking at him directly, not out of the corner of her eyes, as I only looked at brancos.


‘If it’s the devil, then he owns you,’ said the man.


‘No, I’m from a place there.’ The girl pointed eastward.


Entralgo said, ‘Take her back to your grandmother till I decide what’s to be done with her. A Negro asylum for this one, I’ll guess.’


The girl turned a moment before I did. I’d been expecting him to swoop down on her, but he hadn’t. Whatever he planned to do to her, I wasn’t sure, but I knew he planned something. The girl and I walked back. I wanted to ask her why she behaved in such a manner, but I didn’t dare. When we got back to the senzala, to our hut, I told my mother what had taken place. She shook her head and clucked at the girl, saying that it was a wonder Entralgo hadn’t stripped her bare and beat her there and then.


When I told my grandmother what had happened, she merely looked at the girl and smiled.


Now I was sure that since she’d spoken, she’d continue to speak to us, but she didn’t. She seemed more withdrawn than before, taking her food into a corner away from us. She spent whole days alone and in silence. I kept waiting for Entralgo to decide what to do with her. When he did not, my mother began to give her bits of laundry to take down to the stream and wash, which she did expressionless.


And when I took her to school with me, Father Tollinare had started to pass her the catechism, then realizing that she was not a regular student, was about to take the book from her, when she took the book and began to read, quickly and intelligently, as if she’d been born to it. She read in a manner that Father Tollinare much regarded, leaving all the endings on all her words.


‘Where’d you learn to read like that?’ asked Father Tollinare, in amazement.


The girl hunched her shoulders but didn’t answer. Mexia, who’d been in the room, had stopped and looked at the child.


‘That was wonderful,’ said Father Tollinare. I’d never heard him fawn over anyone so, not even the brancos.


Although I was said to be a quick and agile reader, still Father Tollinare complained that I exaggerated some of my words while leaving whole syllables off of others.


‘That is perfect, child,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’


‘She doesn’t have a name,’ I answered quickly. I don’t know why I said it. It just popped out, as if someone had impelled me to.


Father Tollinare looked at me with impatience, then back at the child.


‘I am called Selvagem,’ said the girl.


‘Savage! Who’d call you that? You’re very intelligent.’


‘She’s from Sudan,’ I said quickly, before she could say anything. ‘From East Africa.’


Father Tollinare looked at me. You could say that I was looking at myself too, for in truth I didn’t know a thing about her.


‘I want you to come here again and again,’ he said to the child. ‘Do you write?’ he asked eagerly. ‘Do you know how to copy the scriptures?’


The girl nodded. Father Tollinare clapped his hands. ‘But come tomorrow and show me what you can do. I can see you’re a very intelligent little girl.’


She came the next day and copied the scriptures, but Father Tollinare scolded her for putting things in there that weren’t there. She kept putting things in there that were … well, forbidden. He couldn’t understand why she didn’t copy what she saw. What it was she put into the scriptures, he wouldn’t tell us, but he began to look frightened by it, and quickly took the writing papers away from her and tore the papers up.


‘I can see you’re very intelligent,’ he proclaimed. ‘But such things are forbidden. Such things are dangerous.’


‘That part and that part are my own creation,’ she said.


He extolled her intelligence, but he said again that such things were forbidden, were dangerous, were unholy. He told her what was in the scriptures, and if she saw anything else there, why she imagined it, or it was the work of the devil. The girl replied with nothing, but she didn’t return the next day nor the next; she refused to speak to anyone and drew further into herself.


Once I asked her what turtle oil was used for and she said for light. I asked her if the ship she’d sailed on was a pirate ship. I’d heard tales of pirates.


‘Your master, was he a pirate?’ I asked.


She’d come with me to the palm grove where we gathered palm leaves. She didn’t answer, but looked at me as if I were a fool to ask such a question. But I liked her anyway.


And Grandmother treated her with a special kind of tenderness. Once she commented that if the girl were from anywhere it was from her own country because there it was considered a virtue for a woman to be quiet, but she admitted that now in this New World she didn’t consider silence very virtuous among women. ‘Ah, but then wasn’t I the truly silent woman?’ she said. Was it Rugendas she spoke to?


The girl’s eyes seemed to get larger whenever my grandmother spoke to her. I knew now it was because Grandmother shared the secret of her identity. That is, if she’s to be believed. I know my grandmother would stare at her often. ‘What should we do?’ she’d ask. I thought then that she was asking what we should do with the girl, because she couldn’t be fathomed. But now I suspect that she was addressing the girl. Once when she asked that, the girl came and kissed my grandmother as if she recognized her suddenly, then she went out into the yard.


When the girl didn’t return for a time, my mother went out to find her. She found her, she said, but she didn’t bring her back; she took her instead to Father Tollinare. My grandmother said that she’d committed suicide, that she’d eaten earth, so much of it, and in that way had committed suicide. Some others believe that it was Entralgo that stuffed her with earth and killed her.


‘But why?’ my mother asked, believing I suppose the first thing.


But my grandmother was again the truly silent one. She refused to explain, nor did she tell us who the girl really was, but when we were alone she told me that that was the way that lessons were learned in the world. I had no idea what she meant.









Antonia Artiga


I SUPPOSE THE FIRST THING was true, because when Master Entralgo discovered he couldn’t have his way with the girl, he took things out on Antonia Artiga. Everyone said she was a drunkard and a thief, although what she stole or continued to steal I don’t know. My grandmother swore that it was one thing she stole and only one thing, but that Entralgo (she never called him ‘Master,’ not even when speaking face to face with him), but as soon as he learned about the girl, Entralgo beat this Antonia Artiga. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t beat her before. He’d always beat her for this one thing she’d stolen as if she’d stolen it again and again. And if anything else drove him to annoyance, he’d beat her for that too.


We were sitting in the palm grove where Grandmother had first spoken to the invisible Rugendas. This time, however, she spoke to no one. We sat in silence until we could hear the woman scream. It was loud and long. That’s the way she’d do it. One loud long scream and then she’d be silent for the rest of the time. He’d beat her publicly, once a week, and like I said, any other time that he was irked. The rest of the time she’d go about her work in the cane field, like any other woman. In the evening she’d sit in front of her hut, sitting very straight and proud, chewing on a cane stalk and drinking rum she’d made herself. Then she’d commit some crime again or someone else would do a thing that riled him and he’d go and grab Antonia.


After her beating, my grandmother would visit her or some other woman who knew about medicine and rub salve on her wounds, then the next day, early in the morning, she’d be out in the fields cutting cane with the other women, as if she’d never been beaten.


‘What did she steal? What does she keep stealing?’ I asked.


‘She doesn’t keep stealing. What she stole she only stole one time. Such a woman only needs to commit one crime. He goes on beating her for the same one. But that’s not why he’s beating her now. A man like that can take one reason or another.’


I looked at her, but she wouldn’t explain in words that I could understand. After a moment, she got up and began picking certain leaves, and then I followed her out of the palm grove and among the cinchona trees. She scratched off some of its bark and drew sap from it.


‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I’ll go see about her. She’s more stubborn than a goat, but a man like that can take one reason or another.’


I walked beside her up the road. We stood in the senzala watching while they untied the woman from a post. My grandmother left me standing there and walked with the woman into her hut. I went into my mother’s hut.


‘Why does he beat her in public?’ I asked.


I knew he beat other women, but none of them in public. Besides Antonia, only the men were beaten in public. When my mother didn’t explain, I climbed into my hammock.


After a long moment, she said, ‘It’s considered indecent to beat a woman out of doors.’


I waited for her to explain further, but she wouldn’t, as if she wanted me to make the connections she refused to make. ‘Make the understanding for yourself,’ was a phrase I often heard my grandmother say. But I sat there with my mouth open waiting for her to make the understanding for me.


Grandmother came in smelling like cinchona salve and told me to shut my mouth before I swallowed a goat.









Entralgo Comes to
the Medicine Woman


HE KEEPS PROMISING HER he’ll ship her to Corricao’s,’ said Grandmother as she climbed into her hammock and took up a basket to weave. I shuddered, because I knew that Corricao’s was the place where they breed slaves. A few of the slaves on our plantation had been born at Corricao’s and disgusting things were whispered, even into the ears of children. I started to ask Grandmother why some slaves had to work harder than others, and why some were even forced to do disgusting things. Perhaps Corricao wouldn’t buy Antonia, I was thinking. Perhaps he wouldn’t buy a drunkard and a thief, as she was called.


As I was about to speak, a tall house servant loomed in the doorway. I eyed him because they had just started talking to me about going to Pao Joaquim and I knew that Pao Joaquim could be any of the men, behind his mask. But this tall house servant didn’t look fierce at all. Still, it was the mask that could make anyone fierce.


‘What do you want?’ my mother asked the man.


‘Master Entralgo wants the other woman.’


Mother looked at Grandmother, wondering what she’d done wrong again. Grandmother sat on her hammock weaving, looking nonchalant, then she looked up.


‘What does he want?’ she inquired, not of him, but of Mother.


‘You must come,’ the man told her.


Grandmother shrugged. ‘I’ve done nothing,’ she said. Then she got up from her hammock. ‘Almeydita, I want you to come with me and carry my basket.’


I picked up her basket which had various medicines in it, as if it contained treasures.


‘He didn’t send for Almeydita,’ said my mother.


‘No, he didn’t send for the little one,’ said the man.


‘What little one?’ I pouted. I straightened my shoulders and placed my hands on my hips. Could this be Pao Joaquim? You don’t defy Pao Joaquim.


‘But I want her to come with me.’


‘All right. Do what you will. You’ll do it anyway.’


I walked behind my grandmother and the tall man, carrying the basket of charms and potions. When we reached the casa grande, we were taken into the music and sitting room. Entralgo was surrounded by all kinds of musical instruments and paintings. Indeed, I hadn’t noticed Entralgo at first. But he had hung a hammock up and was lying in that and eating a mandacaru.


‘Why’ve you brought that little girl?’ he asked with anger.


He looked as if he were ready to swoop down on me. Did I remind him of Selvagem?


‘She won’t understand what language we speak in,’ retorted Grandmother. ‘Or why you’ve sent for me.’


‘Then tell me why I’ve sent for you, Old Witch?’ he asked, throwing the mandacaru onto the carpeted floor. A servant whom I hadn’t noticed came and scooped it up and put it in a basket. He waved the servant out and raised up somewhat to look at her out of hawk’s eyes.


‘For a gift I might give,’ she replied, looking at him steadily, and not from the corner of her eyes.


‘There’s no gift that such a woman as you might give to such a man as me.’


‘So you have no need of me,’ she said, turning.


‘What did you bring?’ he asked, motioning toward the basket.


‘Do you think I can touch the eye and heal it without medicines?’


‘What eye?’


‘I thought it was the eye that needed to be healed. Isn’t it the eye that’s somewhat bloodshot?’


‘No, it’s not the eye,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard that men go to you for such problems, though, and though you’re not exclusively concerned, not wholly concerned with such matters, you’ve been very helpful and have cured such problems. And that many times after you’ve healed the eye it gives no more trouble. It works as it should.’


I looked at him, wondering why he was now talking about the eye when he had just said it was not the eye. And he looked like he had two good eyes.


‘Yes, that’s true, yes,’ she said. ‘I recommend coffee mixed with clots of menstrual blood of the desired woman, very strong coffee, much sugar. Some say it’s the blood of a mulatto woman that’s the best, but I don’t agree.’


He sat looking at her with his mouth slightly open. ‘Do you want to poison me?’


‘If you have trouble getting the menstrual blood, the other remedy I’d recommend is fresh air, plenty of exercise, not the kind you get beating Antonia … ’


‘Careful, Witch.’


‘A change of food, plenty of vegetables and fruits. But besides that, Sir, I don’t know what to recommend. As far as magic goes, Sir, I’m not very skilled.’


‘And not at all crazy either, I wager. Send the girl out.’


‘Sir, I’m not one of those magicians who can simply touch the eye and heal it.’


He tossed his hand into the air and told my grandmother to get out, although after that one began to see him walk more and ride around less in his hammock, carried by servants. And I recall that Antonia began to be beaten not so frequently as before.


‘What did that devil want?’ my mother asked when we got back inside.


‘Me to teach him how to be the master.’


‘What? What craziness is that? I’ve never seen more master. Has Antonia seen more master than that one?’


‘To teach him to conquer himself,’ said Grandmother, going back to her weaving. ‘To teach him to master himself.’


Mother shook her head. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘He believes I have some sexual magic, but I told him I hadn’t any.’ My grandmother gave a deep laugh.


Mother, silent, looked at me then at her. ‘He wanted you to cure him?’ She looked at me again.


‘No bad blood,’ my grandmother said. ‘A lack of power.’


My mother gave a sigh of relief. I didn’t know what it was about then, but learned later that the superstition was that only virgins could cure bad blood, and only black ones, though myth had it that there were very few of those.


My mother nodded, but still kept looking at me.


‘She stayed outside,’ Grandmother said, although she did not explain that it was only in understanding that I’d been outside.









Gold


WHAT’RE YOU SELLING, SIR?’ my grandmother asked the itinerant peddler, whom we met as we walked along the road gathering cashew nuts.


‘Wigs, silk stockings, wine, olive oil, and wheaten flour.’


‘Wheaten flour?’


‘Yes, and tobacco, brandy, rum.’


‘I’d like some wheaten flour.’


The man, who was wearing high boots and a broad-brimmed hat, didn’t move to get her any of the wheaten flour that was in the cart that he pulled along behind him. Finally, she reached into a hidden pocket in her skirt, took out a little bag and sprinkled bits of gold powder into her hand. When he saw it, his eyes lit up and he jumped down from his horse and went quickly to the side of the cart and got a bag of wheaten flour. He opened a bag that he carried at his waist, and she emptied the gold powder into it.


‘You see me today but you won’t see me tomorrow,’ said the man.


‘And why’s that?’ asked grandmother, holding the bag of wheaten flour in her fist.


‘Cause I’m on my way to the gold mines at Minas Gerais. If I don’t find gold I’ll still be a rich man.’


‘How will you be a rich man if you don’t find gold?’ I asked. ‘How’s that?’


‘Cause he’ll charge outrageous prices,’ said my grandmother. ‘Isn’t that so, Sir?’


‘Sim, I’ll charge outrageous prices,’ he said with a laugh, going his way.


‘Where’d you get the gold?’ I asked as we walked back to the senzala.


She explained that when she’d gone into the interior of the country with Rugendas, into the sertao, they’d met Indians who lived in cities, not like the tiny mission villages along the coast, but real cities, and these Indians made many things out of gold, except that gold meant nothing to them.


‘Were they Tupi?’


‘No, the Tupis live near the coast. I don’t know what names they have in the interior. Gold didn’t mean a thing to them, though. They saw the tools that Rugendas carried, and exchanged their gold for his tools.


‘Gold didn’t mean a thing at all to them.’


I asked her why she’d spent some of it on wheaten flour.


‘It’s enough for wheaten flour,’ she said, ‘but not enough to buy freedom. Did Rugendas have to buy his?’









A Conversation with Antonia


WAIT A MINUTE, LITTLE GIRL,’ she called. ‘Come here, menina.’


It was a Sunday and a holiday and she was sitting out in front of her hut, drinking rum. I’d been walking along the road as I always did on holidays. I’d gone to the palm grove where my grandmother had taken me. I’d still discovered no mysteries there nor had I seen the invisible Rugendas. I was on my way back to my mother’s hut.


‘Come over here, menina,’ she called again.


I went over and stood in front of her. She was a tall and big woman but not a fat one. She wore one of her breasts covered but the other free. A hard-drinking and hard-working woman, she took no nonsense from anyone, and I wondered why she took it even from the master. Although she was a slave and he was the master, she still seemed to me, even then, a better woman than he was a man. She took a gulp of rum and stared at me in silence. Her eyes were bloodshot but sparkling.


‘I’d like to invite you into my hut to talk to me,’ she said. I shook my head and backed away from her.


‘I like you, menina,’ she said. ‘Hasn’t your spirit ever been attracted to someone?’


I nodded, though I only guessed at what she meant. She stood up and I followed her inside. She took her clay jug of rum with her. Her hut was very small with only one short hammock, which looked as if she couldn’t stretch out fully in it, many multicolored mats that she’d woven from pieces of Sea Island cotton, clay jugs along the wall, some decorated with pretty designs. She motioned for me to sit down on one of the mats, while she sat on another one. She lifted the clay jug and took a swig of rum.


‘Sim, who knows why the spirit attaches itself to someone?’ she said. ‘It’s just the way and you don’t know why.’ She took another swig of rum. ‘What do you think of my face? Do you think it’s ugly or beautiful? Or can you tell?’


Another one for the Negro asylum, I was thinking, as I watched her.


She didn’t frighten me, but I stood as far away from her as one could in that tiny hut. It was true she had one of those faces that could be different things for different people. Was she ugly or beautiful? It was difficult to tell. Her most generous features were her ears, which stuck out from puffs of fluffy black hair. The rest of her was cat-like, a small nose and mouth, slit-like but attractive eyes. And there were little marks on her face, like scratches, patterns that I’d mostly seen on the faces of old people and newly arrived Africans.


She gave a little laugh as she looked at me. ‘What d’you think of me? Do you like me?’


‘Sim.’


‘He thinks I’m in the hands of the devil, that Entralgo. He thinks I’ve bewitched him,’ she said. She tilted her head to the side and gave a short jerk. My eyes widened. ‘That’s why he sent for the Old Witch … That’s what he calls her, not me.’


I stood against the wall of the hut.


‘You don’t know whether I’m ugly or beautiful?’ she asked.


I shook my head no.


‘And don’t you know whether I’m good or evil either?’


‘They say that you’re a thief and a drunkard.’


‘Oh, do they? Yes, they do, don’t they? So am I good or evil?’


I said that I couldn’t decide.


‘Well, after you have decided that, you must decide what punishment or what reward you’ll give me.’


‘How can I reward or punish you?’ I asked. I felt like the little one the tall servant had called me.


She looked at me for a long moment.


‘No, I’m not beautiful,’ she said suddenly. ‘And I’m not ugly either.’ She drank another swig from her rum, then she gave me a look like Entralgo had Selvagem when I thought he would swoop down on her. Then she wiped her right hand across her mouth, then up and down her right thigh. Her thigh had scars and scratches on it too. Her eyes seemed to grow smaller as she looked at me.


‘D’you think I’d bewitch a man?’ she asked. ‘D’you think I could do it? I’m not very beautiful. But he thinks I bewitched him and so he got your grandmother to unbewitch him … Do you think the master takes care of me?’


I asked her didn’t he take care of all of us, since he owned us.


‘Owns us, eh? We’re in a foreign land, menina. It’s not our own. We’re in a foreign land that’s not our own. What land d’you live in?’


‘The same as you.’


She clucked. ‘Why my spirit’s attracted to you, I don’t know. But you won’t be able to forget about me, either. He thinks I’ve enchanted him and so he got your grandmother to disenchant him. It’s she wanted me to tell you that, as if she couldn’t tell you well enough her own self.’ She swallowed more rum. ‘I’m a generous woman and I’m not wicked. I’m only unmanageable. There are things I won’t swallow. Things I won’t swallow, you see. No, not a bit. I’ve got no magic charms.’


She arched her back.


‘I heal fast, only because of the help of your grandmother, but me, I have no magic charms. I’m just an ordinary mulher, not wicked. There are just things I won’t swallow.’


She leaned toward me and I backed into the wall. If I could have become the wall, I would have.


‘See that woman?’


I peeked out her door. It was Mexia there in the road. Yes, I nodded that I saw her.


‘Her eyes are as meek as a cow’s, as meek as a cow’s. Do you know what relationship there’s between her and the old priest?’


‘Sim,’ I said meekly.


‘Is she good or evil?’


I tried to remember Father Tollinare’s question.


‘Yes, you know it, but you won’t say.’


I tried to remember how Father Tollinare had phrased it.


‘She’s got some power over the old priest or he’s got some power over her. But she’s a fool and a simpleton. Nobody should be as yielding and pliable as that.’


I felt as if she were talking about a different woman, not the Mexia that I knew, but I nodded anyway.


‘She doesn’t know she’s in a foreign country that’s not her own. She thinks it’s hers too. They call me a drunkard and a thief, but I’m not so drunk as that, and I can’t steal a land that’s not my own.’


She took a new swig of rum, swirled it in her mouth, and swallowed. She put her hand to her lips and belched, without excusing herself. ‘I don’t know why, but the spirit’s a funny thing. Mine’s very jolly when I see you. Do you know why everybody calls me a drunkard and a thief?’


‘No.’


‘Because he started it. Entralgo. He started it so everyone took it up, whether they knew it to be true or not. I drink, yes, because I’m in a foreign land that’s not my own.’


I stared at the scratches on her thigh.


‘But I’ve stolen nothing,’ she continued. ‘Now he’s got two new names for me. Now he calls me a madwoman and a murderer, but I dare him to spread that about. I dare him to.’ She slapped her hand across her thigh.


We looked at each other for a long time. She arched her back again, then she came forward and caressed me and said again that she didn’t know what moved one spirit toward another.


‘Your grandmother told me to tell you all this. I wouldn’t have otherwise. Of my own nature, I don’t speak such things.’


Then she apologized for keeping me too long, although I felt I could have stayed longer then. ‘May God keep you,’ she whispered, then took her eternal swig of rum.









Dr Johann


ACAIBA, BRING ALMEYDITA.’


My mother brought me outside. I stared at the green hills but not at the white man who was standing in front of us.


‘Is this the one?’ Entralgo asked him.


The stranger was a young man, about twenty, although he seemed older to me then. I stared at the green hills and then at the man from the corner of my eyes. He had high cheekbones and full lips, his dark eyes slanted downwards. I looked at him fully. He was more beautiful than handsome and there was something womanly about him.


‘Yes,’ he nodded, looking at me. He wasn’t really smiling, but he looked at me in a full way that made me feel he was not from this country.


Now I might describe his look as a mixture of curiosity and tenderness. Still I’m not sure. It was one of those kinds of looks that changes meaning with time and place. Certainly, he was not from this country.


‘Dr Johann wants to paint her,’ Entralgo said to my other. ‘Bring her to the veranda.’


We went onto the veranda and then followed them into the place with thick white walls and oriental carpets and Dutch chandeliers. I was taken into the interior of the house, the part of the house where the doctor was staying, toward the back, a room with Dutch windows facing the orchard.


Most of the house was dark and damp and I was glad for the sunshine. ‘Do you want the other wench to stay?’ asked Entralgo.


Dr Johann looked at my mother. He gave her a different look. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I might want to include her too.’


I’d never seen a man like him before. A master would give you a bold look but not a full one. I assume now that it was not simply because he was not from this country, but because he was an artist. He explained to my mother and me – he spoke to us directly – that he had seen me in the yard and that my face had interested him, particularly the huge eyes – he called them ‘dark, intelligent’ eyes, not the sort of eyes that you’d describe a slave as having, and he had wanted to paint me. But he added that I had a miserable body, so skinny. Entralgo interrupted to say that I was fed well and lazy enough – ‘All of them are lazy enough,’ he added, meaning both my mother and grandmother too. He said that we were all useless as field hands and too haughty for our own good so he’d set us to weaving baskets and making hammocks and such. ‘But a more well fed or lazier bunch you’ll never see,’ he said.


Dr Johann didn’t reply to his harangue, he simply told me where to stand to get the best of the light, while he stood behind a long board, a canvas I learned, and held a brush and a smaller board full of an assortment of many different colors. He told my mother, who stood back watching me, that she might stand closer near me. Entralgo stood by looking serious, then bewildered and curious, then disgusted.


‘But, Senhor, there are so many white women in the house,’ said Entralgo.


‘I have seen so many white women,’ replied Dr Johann. He put on a bored expression.


Entralgo stood by watching, then grunted and left. Every now and then as he worked, Dr Johann would come to me and touch my hair and run his hands along my jaw and touch the lids of my eyes. His hands were soft and I found myself waiting for him to stop painting and come and touch me. My mother stood in silence and watched him with some wariness until he finished that day, and then the next day and the next I was taken there, while my mother would stand waiting. Then one day it was not me that Dr Johann wanted but my mother.


‘Leave Almeydita here,’ Entralgo’s messenger said when he came to our hut. ‘Dr Johann wants you alone today.’


‘Almeydita can watch as he paints me,’ my mother hastened to say.


‘He wants you alone,’ repeated the messenger, looking at her sternly.


Mother left with him. When she returned she was very silent.


‘Did you see the painting of me?’ I asked with excitement. ‘Has he finished mine?’


She stared at me, then she said, ‘He wanted your face and eyes, but my body.’


Her solemn face had made mine turn solemn.


‘Will he paint you tomorrow?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ she said. Then she knelt in the corner of the hut, lifting rice in her hands.


I pictured Dr Johann coming to her and touching her as he’d done me, her jawline and her eyelids. She was silent, standing stiffly and solemn. I wanted to ask something, but she was too silent, and she wouldn’t look at me. I watched her preparing the rice. I peeked out the door of the hut and saw Dr Johann sitting on a rock painting a man who was standing holding a basket and a woman who was balancing a basket of bananas on her head. I tried to imagine the painting he’d done – with the face and eyes of a young girl and the body of a woman. Dr Johann looked over his canvas. I half-imagined that he saw me, but his eyes returned to his canvas. I pulled back inside and my mother handed me a plate of coconut and rice and onions.









Tempo, the Horse Trader


HE WAS A MAN WHO KEPT HORSES, not for white men but for himself. He lived outside of the plantation in a square hut made of mud bricks and straw. Whenever I’d go with my mother to the stream with the other women, I could catch glimpses of Tempo on the side of the hill with his five saddle horses, or four or three, that he rented out to people, or exchanged with men who were traveling distances on the road and needed fresh horses.


Because he wasn’t a branco, he couldn’t ride them his own self, although he was free. At the stream, I’d kneel with my mother, rinsing clothes after she’d washed them, wringing them and putting them into a basket. I’d beg my mother if I could race up to the hillside and see him.


‘See who?’ she’d always ask, although she knew who I meant.


‘Senhor Tempo, Senhor Tempo,’ I’d say impatiently.


‘Go ahead,’ she’d say with a slight smile.


I’d rush up to the hillside and he’d be waiting for me and smiling.


Always he wore a loose gray-white shirt and gray-white trousers and carried a pole or stick. He’d help me up on one of the horses, and he’d hold the bridle and we’d walk around the small barn where he slept in straw alongside the horses. Because I was a menina, he thought he could bend the laws for me.


‘How old are you now, Almeydita?’ he’d ask, although I kept telling him the same thing, or it seemed like I always told him the same thing. He knew perfectly well my age.


‘I’m eight,’ I’d say, stroking the horse’s mane. Once it had been seven, once six, once five that I’d said, but it was always the same question.


Then he’d be silent and we’d walk around and around the barn until my mother lifted her arm and waved. Then he’d help me off the horse, holding me by my thin waist.


My mother had never come up there with me and had never that I could remember spoken to the man, yet whenever I would leave he’d say, ‘Give Acaiba my best thoughts.’


I’d smile and he’d nod at me and I’d rush down the hill to the woman gathering up laundry. Then we’d go to another place and I’d help my mother hang the wet clothes on bushes and low trees. If I’d been older I might have noticed a certain look my mother had whenever I’d return from Tempo. She’d be silent but there’d be that certain look, and once when we returned to our hut she spoke aloud.


‘He’s the only free man I know,’ she said. She was silent, then she said, ‘Or maybe he just thinks he’s a free man. Maybe he just thinks he’s free.’









A Man Comes to Ride a Horse
and Work on a Dictionary


AFTER DR JOHANN ARRIVED, my mother was brought to work in the household, in the casa grande. I was many times there working along with her and so got to see many visitors. Since there were no inns in our part of the country – and indeed in most of Brazil there were no inns – those with letters of introduction and visiting dignitaries were allowed to stay at the casa grande; those without letters of introduction, if they were not thieves or ruffians were allowed to camp on the outskirts of the plantation or in the fields surrounding the senzala. Therefore many of the visitors were not even relatives of Entralgo, but having letters of introduction from noblemen and viceroys and other senhores de engenho, a caudilho or cornel, fazendeiro, or ouvidor – more were welcome as if they were, as plantation owners did in those days, and were given guest rooms. Rubber gatherers, cowboys, muleteers, slave-hunters, bushwhacking captains, tropas de resgate and the like had to camp on the outskirts of the plantation or near the senzala.


Well, this one senhor was a short, dark-haired man with blue steel eyes. When we first saw him, everyone was told to come out into the yard and even the family of Entralgo was brought out sitting in hammocks, except the women and the girls of course were in covered hammocks.


Immediately the visitor jumped onto one of the horses and began to ride. Grinning like a lunatic, he stood up on the horse’s back as it galloped at full speed. Then stepping down as if he were falling, but holding onto the horn, he pulled himself up again. Next he jumped from one side of the horse to the other, climbed under its belly to the other side, disappeared several times behind the horse and appeared again. He did other stunts and acrobatics. His expressions brought laughter, his tricks delight. My grandmother had once told me that her mapmaker, Rugendas, was capable of such stunts.


When he jumped down from the horse, everyone applauded, the master most raucously. I went with my mother to prepare the meal. After dinner I was told to bring the visitor water, a glass of strong beer, and a Portuguese cigar. He was sitting at a mahogany writing table bending over some papers. I was surprised to find a man doing such stunts bending over papers. He didn’t look like a simple licenciado. Most scholars had squinty eyes, and his, though they squinted some to look at the papers, flashed clear and generous when they looked at me. He wasn’t exactly a polished man either, but he wasn’t as coarse as a muleteer. He motioned for me to set the water, beer, and cigar on the table. His look was cantankerous.


‘I tell him that a dictionary of the Brazilian language should not be only academic Portuguese words, but should include Indian words and contributions to the language by Negroes and others.’


I look at him. I’d never heard a branco speak to me in such a way, not even Dr Johann. When he noticed I didn’t understand him, he explained.


‘Father Tollinare and I, you see, are working on a Brazilian dictionary. He feels I’m making it imperfect by the impure words I wish to put into it. So we finished it in the strictest most unadulterated Portuguese, but now I’m doing my own supplement, you see. Now I’m collecting as many of the “impure” words and phrases as are common only to this New World. When one is in a new world one must have new words, you see. Certainly the contributions of the first Brazilians should be here, at least the first ones that we know about, and what the Negroes brought here along with the Portuguese. You see what I’m saying? Why are you looking at me so? Do you think I’m a funny man?’


I shook my head.


‘Do I look like a man of learning, then?’


I shook my head again.


He said he was a self-taught man and he mentioned places he had traveled to, places in New Spain, and in the Old World too – Paris and London. I wondered if self-taught meant that he was a man of as much learning as Father Tollinare. I wondered whether he had read forbidden books.


‘Did you like my riding this morning?’


‘Sim.’


‘Well, you’ve seen the only two things that I’m good at, putting together dictionaries and doing stunt rides. Well, in New Spain I’m good at juego de canas. Do you know what that is?’


‘No.’


‘Jousting, my dear. It’s done on horseback and it’s like throwing javelins, except it’s done for sport at holiday and we only use lightweight canes.’
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