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      This collection of short stories was written over a period of twenty-five years. Some, like Eladio and the boy and Zapa, the fire child, were part of my first book, Keepers of the House (which began life as a series of short stories on a theme), but were then excluded to streamline the contents. With the exception of Dom Leopoldo, which is set in Brazil and was inspired by the great Latin American classic, Pedro Paramo, all the South American stories are set on or around the Hacienda Santa Rita, the sugar plantation in the Venezuelan Andes where I lived and worked between 1972 and 1979. 

      All the characters in the hacienda stories are based on real characters, dead or alive, but then roam out into the realms of fantasy as all stories do there in their recounting. Some of the stories were written at night in my study in The Big House on the hacienda, others were written in Italy remembering it. 

      The title, Southpaw, reflects the awkward, unexpected elements of these South Americans; each a survivor, each a fighter in his or her own way, and each both dogged and shaped by their different approach to life within the narrow parameters of the rules of their ring. As in boxing, their excellence is shown as much in their ability to receive blows as to administer them and the rarity of their southpaw punch obliges their opponents to adapt their own strategies in the fight. 

      The latter part of this collection are all stories set in Italy. Like the earlier South American ones, they evolve around a small, isolated rural community in which I have chanced to live and chosen to become enmeshed. 

      The fields around our small Umbrian village are planted mostly with tobacco. There is no sugar cane there or tropical plants. But the lore and legend, the customs and even the landscape that surround it are in many ways reminiscent of my years on the hacienda, as are the sounds of the cicadas bleating through hot summer nights. Just as the place and people in the Andes became a mainspring of my writing, they have come to be so in Italy. In each, I am an alien observer. In each, in the absence of anywhere else to specifically claim as home, I have found an emotional home in other people’s roots. 

      All the Italian stories were written over the last ten years. They have grown out of an oral tradition (like so much of my work), centring around the quirky southpaws of another south. Antonio Mezzanotte is the least fictional of them all, being the factual account it purports to be. After writing Nocturne, a novel drawn from the seed of the Mezzanotte story, the true character kept thanking me for having told the story of his life. The novel is a fantasy, the short story here is a homage to Antonio Mezzanotte himself. 
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      I wondered what the line would be like without the heat, but I couldn’t imagine it. I’d been on the train from Campo Grande for eight hours, stopping and starting, needing a drink and needing a shave. My new suit was stuck to the plastic covering of my seat. I was sweating like all the other passengers and, like them, swatting mosquitoes against the sides of the carriage.

      I knew the stations – Ribas do Rio Pardo, Mutum, Garcias, Tres Lagoas, and all the others en route to Taveiras. The train was taking me through the tracks of my childhood; not because I have ever been away from the town where I was born, but the names were all on the timetable that faded from year to year on the noticeboard beside the lavatory shed that it was my mother’s job to keep clean. Passing through them, I was aware of having expected them to smell of urine and disinfectant and diarrhoea, and I was surprised that they didn’t. Beyond that, I knew that I had no other expectations for my journey. I was heading for Taveiras and nothing else could interest me. So I passed through the Mato Grosso do Sul like a ghost. It was only outside Garcias, passing a cemetery with its blue tombstones and crosses that I felt a chill, and that was when I tried to imagine how it would be without the heat. When I was a boy, an ice lorry turned over in our street and we rolled in the cold blocks. There was no ice on the train though, and my childhood had gone with its last string cut by my mother’s death.

      I already knew Taveiras, as I knew the places that led to it, secondhand. My mother had left her village carrying me in her womb, and she never returned, but she had pined for it, for the two bars on opposite corners of the main street, for the pumping station with its cattle fence, for the avenue of jacaranda trees, for Rosaria’s miraculous mango tree with its thousands of kilos of ripe fruit that fell like a carpet overnight, burying the ground around it knee deep in orange sludge. I knew the schoolhouse with its four windows and sky-blue shutters painted at the end of the rainy season by the children in the top grade, and I felt I knew the peeling shutters and the shacks of every cane-cutter and cattle-herder whose huts lined the long street that stretched out from the centre of Taveiras, from the station.

      My mother’s name was Nelida Cardosa. She was old and thin and her hands smelled of creosote. The doctor who signed her death certificate asked me her age and I was ashamed not to know it. She had a friend, an engine driver from Agua Clara who sometimes came to lunch. Each time he came, my mother would send me out to strangle one of our hens, which made him a special friend. He was sixty last year and his elder brother drank himself to death at the birthday party.

      ‘How old is your mother?’ the doctor had asked me.

      ‘Sixty,’ I lied, thinking of her friend.

      The doctor had little use for our street and no respect for my grief. He cuffed me round the side of my head and sent me reeling, ‘What sort of shit did they teach you in school, you useless thing… Look at her! She can’t be a day over forty!’

      I looked at her wasted corpse on the high iron bed. She looked old and thin. She looked older than her friend and older than the drunk. She looked shrivelled and grey and I wanted the doctor to take her away.

      That was when I realised that I knew all the people from her village, her mother, her father, her sisters and her friends, but I didn’t really know her. I had grown up beside her in our one dark room; I had carried cans of kerosene for the stove, fetched rice and yucca, waited for her at the station while she finished her work, helped her sometimes to swill out the corrugated iron cabin with one hole in the floor for men, one for women. I had mended the wire catch of the doors innumerable times. I had memorised the timetables from Miranda to Bauru. I knew the dates of all the worst derailments and crashes along the line, but I didn’t know either her birthday or her saint’s day and I didn’t know her age; I only knew mine: I was nineteen.

      As the train moved nearer to Taveiras, I tried to remember all I could of my mother, partly for me, and partly to be able to give some account of her to her family. Perhaps they would not accept me if they realised how little I knew of the thin woman who had raised me. She loved green things; she kept a shrine of flowers by the window of our room. She grew plants in milk tins and they trailed into each other. Sometimes she seemed to live in a trance; in the evenings, after her work was done, she would sit for hours with her hands in her lap, ironing out the creases of her print frock with her palms, staring into the darkness without paying any attention to the chorus of radios from along the street or the cries or fights from other rooms. Sometimes the day would end like that and I would eat whatever food I could scavenge from the wooden box that served as a kitchen to us. Sometimes, though, my mother would begin to speak into the twilight or the night like a travelling storyteller, imposing her voice, raising it slowly until it could be heard above the background noises. Hers was an incantation of nostalgia, a telling of years and faces. My mother could talk for hours like that. I think she noticed when I stayed by her and listened to her tales. I think she wanted me to know. It was a subject she never brought up later and nor did I. I would have liked to ask questions. If her father had a special boot weighted with stones which he wore at the end of his leg where his own foot was missing, I wanted to know how he lost his foot. Was it an accident in the cane fields, a fight, or a snake bite? And if so many women in Taveiras carried a black mark on their face criss-crossed with lines like the lines of destiny, a black growth on their cheek, why didn’t she have one? She called it the devil’s cross; but why? And why had she left her village and sought out the loneliness of our lives? And why did she blend such bitterness in her voice with that hint of happiness, almost passion; an elusive quality lost to all but her potplants and her stews of boiled fowl and occasionally a pull at my arm which was the nearest she ever came to affection? A gecko was trapped in the compartment, staring warily down at the lethargic passengers. I had been watching its tiny transparent hands, willing it to approach me. It did, darting towards my window. I grabbed it, neatly dividing its body into head and tail. When I threw the head out of the window, it was still staring. Its hands waved like a child’s. Once, remembering still my mother’s ways, our room was so plagued by heat I couldn’t swallow my supper and I took my tin plate of beans out into the yard to eat under the relative cool of the sun without the intervening pressure of our corrugated iron roof. We shared our yard with three other families who filled it so totally; eating, sleeping, making love, fighting and gossiping there, that our only claim to it really was as a scrabbling place for our five hens. That day, I remember, the yard was empty; there was fever in the neighbourhood and fever round our yard. I was seven or eight and used to being shouted at by all and sundry, but my mother had a gentle voice which she kept to herself, rationing her use of words as though saving them for her occasional monologues. I learnt what I could and couldn’t do by instinct and by watching closely to see what would and wouldn’t please. Usually we ate on our laps in our room, but that day I strolled out with my plate. The next thing I knew it was knocked from my hands and the chickens were eating my beans.

      ‘Don’t ever let me see you eating in the yard!’ my mother screamed at me and dragged me back inside.

      Pedrinho Urupes had died in that yard, why couldn’t I eat there? I never had the courage to ask her. I never really asked her anything, not even her age.

      Before she was taken ill, one rainy season when the whole town was swallowed up by noise and mud and mildew crept over everything including our feet, she pined more than ever for her family. She talked night after night about her friend Teresa from Taveiras, about missing her and wondering how she was. I thought I’d found a chink in her loneliness. I had noticed that when the refugees poured in from the villages to Campo Grande, looking for work and hiding from hunger, their friends and relatives followed them via the station-master. Anyone could receive letters at the station and there were stalls at the market where scribes could be paid to write back, once again, to whoever it was, care of the station-master of whatever village in the outback.

      Given our penury and her loneliness, I thought we too could write, care of the station-master at Taveiras. I suggested it. She took the wooden cross down from above her bed and made me kiss it, ‘Promise me, on my life and on this cross that you will never contact the station-master of Taveiras. Never. Dom Leopoldo has nothing to do with our lives!’

      I promised, but I remembered. Dom Leopoldo was the one name she had never mentioned from her past, from which, rightly or wrongly, I deduced that he was my father. From that moment, secretly, I felt drawn to that place. I had asked when I was too young to know better, ‘Who was my father?’

      ‘You never had a father,’ she would say and turn away from me as though threatening me with the loss of my mother too if I were to insist.

      Dom Leopoldo was a grand name, as grand as a car or a cinema, as grand as a new saddle or a house with a balcony. My promise died with my mother. Without her job I had no money; my own work was seasonal and I had recently been laid off. I had enough to buy myself a one-way ticket to Taveiras and enough to keep myself in bread and drink for a while. The rest was a dream of Dom Leopoldo and whatever fortune or future he might give me. At worst, I thought, he can give me a job in a place where I belong.

       

      I had to keep changing trains. I didn’t mind, I wasn’t in any hurry. I had waited nineteen years to go home. I waited on the wooden benches of dusty stations along the way, sipping guaranà fizz and watching the girls go by with their bundles of goods and babies. Everywhere I stopped, I noticed the station-master was the grandest person around. His uniform was fit for a military band, his braids shone in the sun. At Val Paraiso, since I had to wait for some time, I got talking to a little boy naked from the waist up but as fat and glistening as the babies I’d seen in the air-conditioned trucks parked outside the stores on the main street in Campo Grande, babies from another breed. Such a one was the little boy who sat with me, shifting his rolls of flesh from side to side as he informed me that he was the station-master’s son.

      I talked to him eagerly, happily, imagining future steaks and ice-creams heading my way as they must have done his. At one point I was aware of the station-master himself coming towards us, ready to shoo his boy away back to the protection of his own. But, seeing me treat the child so respectfully, he halted the curse that was halfway out and asked me my business instead.

      ‘I see you didn’t want the express to Bauru so you can’t be heading there or on to São Paolo, but you look lost, where are you heading?’

      ‘I’m on my way to Taveiras.’

      ‘Indeed!’ he said, and laughed. ‘You say it, you know, as though announcing that you were on your way to the court of the Emperor Dom Pedro.’ He paused and pulled his son to him, stroking the boy’s bare shoulder with pride. ‘I almost thought you were about to announce that you had business with the Emperor of Taveiras, with Dom Leopoldo himself.’

      I didn’t know what to say. I was caught unawares and blushed like a girl.

      ‘People used to come through this station looking for Dom Leopoldo, but no one ever came through without carrying a gun, and no one ever came back again. There’s a prize cock for you: he won his spurs.’ Having said this, the station-master turned on his heel, and left me not knowing what to make of his speech.

      After all my hundreds of miles of track, there was no train for Taveiras from Aracatuba that I could make out for days. My impatience was burning me up. I made my way around the town, telling anyone who would hear me that I was Nelida Cardosa’s son on my way home with a message for Dom Leopoldo. My mother was unknown there, which didn’t surprise me, she’d been gone nineteen years and I had no evidence that she had ever been out of the village before. There was no reason why she should be known in the town, but I had thought that it would be enough to cross the plain and bear the heat and say her name for a family to gather round me and draw me in. I couldn’t give up, I had nowhere else to go and no other dream beyond Taveiras. So I insisted, and through the name of the man I wanted to be my father, I found myself a ride in an ox cart.

      ‘Dom Leopoldo!’ the carter told me. ‘There’s a name to reckon with. I fear no good will come from carrying messages to him. You’d do better to go back to this Nelida.’

      ‘She’s dead,’ I told him.

      He tipped his straw hat and dipped his head towards the floor of the cart and grunted.

      ‘I see. Well, I see too that you have the look of Dom Leopoldo about you. Perhaps you are one of his sons?’

      ‘Did he have so many then?’

      ‘As many as there are hairs on a stick of cane.’

      ‘And did he recognise any of them?’

      ‘Dom Leopoldo said once to the whole gathered village of Taveiras that he was the biggest bastard in the world and therefore he’d be hard put to share his own bastardry with any others, but once a year, all his bastard sons were welcome to come and eat in his yard.’

      ‘And did they?’

      ‘Certainly, all hoping for a part of the Leopoldo inheritance; you see, Dom Leopoldo made money hand over fist. Tariffs here and his own taxes there, protection money and levies, there was a time you couldn’t raise your head around these parts without finding the heel of Dom Leopoldo’s boots on your throat and his hand held out for money.’

      The carter drove on, with his painted wooden cart bumping along the dusty road between an avenue of high sugar cane feathered grey above. The red earth rose and settled into my skin, but I was not displeased; I thought of it as a baptism of dust, a mark of being part of the place.

      Remembering my mother’s so recent death, I felt suddenly guilty to be sitting beside an old man rocking and jolting in such contentment as he unravelled the very stories I longed to hear. I had acquired a new skin of red dust, a film that covered my city clothes (for I had dressed smartly for my journey) and underneath it I was changing like a snake ready for its next season. The carter smiled at me and I smiled back as though from a great height, it was the height of the one son who had never waited in Dom Leopoldo’s yard. I began to feel that my father was waiting for me and had been waiting for me for years. I wished I had my own horse and some fine Bauru boots and a hat and a pair of silver pistols to ride into Taveiras with, rather than that worm-eaten cart. But, as the road passed and my eyes clogged up with dust, I felt the grit on my teeth and I felt that Dom Leopoldo would recognise me no matter how I came. Nothing that the carter told me of my father’s meanness did anything but inflate his image in my mind. I was jolted from my trance by the carter nudging me.

      ‘This is Taveiras,’ he said. ‘I’m driving on, this is your last chance to ride on with me. Whatever nonsense you have in your head, no good can come of it.’ I shook my head and clambered down, thanking him. Instead of any further words, he crossed himself and drove on.

      The street was less than I had expected. It was unpaved, a dirt road. But it was lined, as my mother had told me, with huge jacaranda trees. I stood staring into them for so long that when I looked around the carter had gone. I wondered how he could have left so quickly and without leaving a cloud of dust, but I had no time to think about it more because a dog had come to worry me and seemed set on biting off one of my new shoes.

      Not three paces behind me, by the side of the road, a woman was sitting shelling beans into a chipped basin. Her fingers kept opening the dried pods, but her eyes were staring at me in such a way that I could not tell whether or not it was in welcome.

      ‘Good day,’ I called to her.

      ‘Eh!’ she either answered or coughed.

      ‘I am the son of Nelida Cardosa,’ I told her, calling still despite being near enough to touch her.

      ‘Are you indeed!’ she said. ‘I knew Nelida… it must be twenty years since she took the train…’

      The woman was sitting on an upturned oil drum with her legs apart and her lap full of beans, her skin was a strange shade of grey, highlighted by a raised mole on her left cheek.

      ‘I, too, had child by him,’ she told me.

      ‘By…?’ I knew whom she meant but I wanted to hear it spoken and acknowledged.

      ‘Am I to believe your mother never spoke of Dom Leopoldo?’

      I kept my silence, hoping to draw her out and also to conceal how little I knew about him.

      ‘Surely you know how he loves calamity? He thrives on it! He’d get the poor crippled boy who served him to polish his spurs every time a field crop failed or a stream burst its banks and flooded a hut or plot of yucca. Dom Leopoldo would pace up and down the platform with his panama hat pulled forward and his riding crop in his hand waiting like the vulture he is.’

      The dog had taken up guard beside her, following her words as though he understood them all, with his skeletal rib cage heaving. For a moment she stopped both her story and her shelling and smiled up at me, a broad toothless smile.

      ‘I am Nelida’s aunt, Maria Cardosa. Come closer.’ She beckoned me to sit on a log beside her. I sat down and a tightness in my chest made me feel suddenly far away and alone. I wanted to stand again and see the devil’s cross on her face for comfort, but her big rough hand waved me back to my log.

      ‘Dom Leopoldo gives tickets away on his trains, tickets to the cities; but they are never free. The girls have to pay for them in favours. He keeps a bed behind the ticket office. He keeps a busy station. He makes no secret of it. Daughters, fiancées, wives, widows, he boasts of them all. What isn’t given willingly is taken by force. He used to be a man without any weakness, and then, to everyone’s surprise, he developed a weakness for Nelida. He began to court her, to send flowers and coffee and frocks. He sent her a heifer and a fine black mare. She was fourteen, she was shy, she had been poorly as a child and rarely went beyond the confines of her house which was why he’d never seen her before. Perhaps he fell for her because she was the only girl in the village untainted by his bad ways.

      ‘At night, he serenaded her, standing in the middle of the street with his guitar and a heap of songs I’d never heard before. The more Nelida ignored him, the more he took it out on the rest of the village.

      ‘For two years he courted her. He offered her all that he owned to share; his sugar plantation, the estate house, his corral of horses. He offered her fine clothes, a cart to drive in, a life of ease if she would only acknowledge his love.’

      ‘Why didn’t she then?’ I had to ask, seeing my birthright retrospectively squandered.

      ‘Nelida hated him, and when she saw him weaken she despised him. She would laugh in his face. When he came to our house, she would refuse to see him. Her father beat her for it, but she didn’t care, she took pleasure in defying Dom Leopoldo.’

      ‘But in the end…?’

      ‘Ah, in the end, as you can see, you are here and Nelida is dead.’

      I was surprised that this woman could know of my mother’s death so soon after the event; none but the carter had known and he had not paused to pass on any news. She looked into my eyes, almost, it seemed, defying me to ask her about it. I felt vertigo. I kept my peace. She ran her hand through the beans in her lap and I fancied they were a pile of maggots. She smiled again and tipped them all on to the ground where the dog began to nuzzle them.

      ‘I have things to do,’ she said abruptly. ‘Come back later. If you’re looking for the station house it’s that way, by the garden.’

      I followed her directions. A humming bird had settled on an acacia blossom at the edge of a tangle of flowers. I looked in and saw a confusion of colours and my nostrils filled with the scent of jasmine. The garden was overgrown, it had the look of somewhere that is sporadically tended. Lacing over most of the other plants was a trellis of morning glories. I walked along the wicket fence to its gate, turning off the main road. Ahead of me, I saw the pumping station with its high barbed-wire fence. To my left there was a run-down shed, to my right, the gate, more garden and a station house fronted by a platform.

      I climbed on to the platform and made my way straight to the ticket office window. Above its arched aperture was a painted sign, but inside was a heap of empty rum and cachaza bottles. I looked around me trying to get my bearings. Beyond the platform was the track with the railway lines stretching out north and south through banks of high grass and wild cane. Strung between its posts and signals was a rope washing line with a few tattered clothes flayed by the sun.

      There were several doors, heavy, ornate wooden doors, but they all seemed closed and the heat and rain had beaten them to a uniform cracked grey. From inside, I could hear the familiar hum of a radio. I knocked on the biggest of the doors. Nobody answered, so I knocked again and waited. I could hear the tree frogs around me and the cicadas whining into the twilight; I had not noticed the sun going down. I knocked again and called out. I could hear breathing on the other side of the door and someone had turned the radio down.

      ‘I am Nelida Cardosa’s son,’ I said. ‘I have come from Campo Grande, I have a message for the station-master.’

      ‘We don’t take messages,’ a woman’s voice informed me.

      ‘I’m Nelida Cardosa’s son,’ I repeated. ‘She’s dead.’

      The door opened a crack and a broad black face looked me over. A woman opened the door and then turned her back and lumbered away into another room. I went in cautiously and found myself alone with an old man propped on a chair in a corner between two doorways. He had grizzled white hair and his hands were resting on a walking stick. His eyes stared at me but they were blind and pale blue with cataracts.

      ‘Have you eaten?’ the woman asked me.

      ‘No, but I’m not hungry, thank you.’

      ‘Eat,’ she said, and shuffled around behind me in a makeshift kitchen. She served me a plate of beans. I sat down, relieved to be accepted, but puzzled by the mixture of railway things and her own inhabitation of the station building.

      ‘I was looking for Dom Leopoldo.’

      ‘He isn’t here. He’ll be back with the rains. He always comes back with the rains. Carlos and I make do here, as you can see, but it isn’t easy now that everyone has gone from Taveiras.’ She brought me a glass of sugar-cane juice and pushed it across the formica table to me, slopping some as she did so. I noticed that she too bore the devil’s cross on her cheek with its grey-edged fissures weaving a pattern on the growth.

      ‘I’ve been talking to Maria Cardosa,’ I told her, hoping to get her talking again.

      ‘Maria Cardosa died fifteen years ago at the edge of the road. She died like a dog. What did she have to say?’

      ‘She was shelling beans,’ I told her.

      ‘Carlos was soft on her once. After she died, he wanted Dom Leopoldo to do something for her daughter. It took him a long time to pluck up the courage.’ She lowered her voice. ‘It’s only really since he lost his sight that he’s felt man enough to confront him. You see, he doesn’t fear what he can’t see… unlike some.’ I looked out towards the waiting-room and old Carlos in his corner.

      ‘So he’s waiting for Dom Leopoldo too?’

      ‘Well; he says he’s waiting for the train, but it’s more the man he’s waiting for. He always comes back with the rains.’

      ‘And when will the train come? Some of the timetables along the way had trains to Taveiras four times a week, but when I tried to get one at Aracatuba the station-master told me he couldn’t tell when there’d be another.’

      ‘That’s been the trouble here for years, those changing timetables. Teresa Ruiz, your mother’s friend, used to walk along the tracks sometimes, she said it tempted the trains off from the junction. She was never very sound in the head, that one. Not that she was the only one to walk the tracks; you see, the railway lines are a clear road through the undergrowth, you get less mud and less snakes and less dust in the heat. We’ve all walked along them in our time.’

      The woman moved her unwieldy body through the kitchen, brushing past Carlos who swayed in his seat but said nothing. She continued talking to me, but her voice trailed so I got up and followed her; she’d gone into a room beyond the waiting-room. It had high rafters hung with cobwebs. There was a large desk in the middle of the room, an imposing solid piece with many drawers. On either side, against the walls, were two beds.

      ‘Where’s the ticket office?’ I asked her, interrupting her dirge for the order of things past. She pointed towards a pile of clutter shored up against a narrow door.

      ‘It’s through there, this is Dom Leopoldo’s office. He used to have five or six men working here, but now there’s only Carlos. After your mother left Taveiras, Dom Leopoldo lost himself in rum. He was drinking two or three bottles a day. He let his affairs go, his estate, his crops, his horses they all went to ruin. He didn’t seem to care so long as he was at liberty to wander around moping after Nelida Cardosa. I’ve heard him at night weeping like a woman for the return of that girl.’

      She paused to think, muttering under her breath and counting on her fingers. ‘She’d be thirty-five about by now, that’s a long time to love someone when you think about it.’

      I could think of nothing else, my head was entirely filled with this talk of my mother and her suitor. I tried to imagine how the thin person I had known, the shadowy voice, could have inspired such passion.

      ‘I want to see Dom Leopoldo now,’ I blurted out. ‘What’s all this nonsense about waiting for the rains? It’s nearly two months still till then. Tell me where I can find him, please.’
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