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Translator’s Preface


On April 25, 1974, a military rebellion triggered the downfall of the Estado Novo, the dictatorship that had ruled over Portugal for almost fifty years. The socialist government installed after the “Carnation Revolution” had three declared objectives: democracy, development, decolonisation.


Portugal’s grip on its African colonies was unravelling. Under pressure at home, and after defeats abroad, the new regime granted most of its “overseas provinces” their freedom.


In the turbulent run-up to formal statehood, half a million Portuguese citizens were forced to flee their homes and farms in Angola, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau and Mozambique. In the weeks before Angola’s independence, up to four thousand of these evacuees landed daily in Lisbon and Porto as Angola prepared for its formal independence.


Because labels such as “colonists” or “settlers” were too politically charged, too redolent of past colonial sins, they were referred to instead as os retornados, the returned – even though many were born on African soil, and had never before set foot in Portugal. Dulce Maria Cardoso, who was eleven years old at the time, was among them.


The new arrivals felt unwelcome in a “Motherland” they had once idealised. They felt shunned by a population that considered them tainted through their involvement in Portugal’s disastrous colonial venture. Their possessions languished in crates and containers piled up near the ports. They carried with them the memories of African landscapes, and the music of African languages. Their plight shamed a country, and changed it forever.


Drawing loosely on memories of the author’s own childhood and adolescence, The Return tells the story of one of those uprooted families, and its efforts to make itself at home in an upturned world.


ÁNGEL GURRÍA-QUINTANA


Cambridge, 2016




 


For the uprooted
For Luís, my ground




 


But there are cherries in the Motherland. Big, glossy cherries that the girls wear like earrings. Pretty girls like only those from the Motherland can be. The girls here don’t know what cherries are like, they say they are like the pitanga fruit. Even if they are, I’ve never seen them wearing pitangas as earrings and laughing with each other the way the girls from the Motherland do in photographs.


Mother tells Father to help himself to the roast. The food will go bad, she says, this heat ruins everything, just a few hours and the meat starts going off, when I put it in the fridge it becomes as dry as a shoe sole. Mother is talking as if we weren’t going to take an aeroplane to the Motherland tonight, as if tomorrow we’d be able to eat the leftover roast in a sandwich, during the long break at school. Leave me alone, woman. As he pushes away the platter Father knocks over the bread basket. Mother picks it up and arranges the bread rolls with the same care with which she arranges her pills every morning before taking them. Father wasn’t like this before it all began. By all I mean the gunfire ringing out around the neighbourhood. And our four half-packed suitcases in the living room.


We sit in a silence so solemn that the breeze sounds unusually loud. Mother helps herself from the meat platter with the restrained gestures she used when we had visitors. When she puts the platter back on the table her hand lingers over the tablecloth with the dahlias. Now there is no-one to visit us but even before it all started visitors were rare. My sister says, I still remember the day when that cockerel, the porcelain cockerel on the marble countertop, fell on the ground and broke its comb. We like to revisit insignificant anecdotes because we are beginning to forget them. And we haven’t even left home. The aeroplane leaves a little before midnight but we have to be there earlier. Uncle Zé will drive us to the airport. Father will come later. After he puts down Pirata and sets fire to the house and the trucks. I don’t believe Father will put down Pirata. I don’t believe Father will set fire to the house and the trucks either. He probably says it so we won’t think that they will be laughing at us. By they I mean the blacks. In the meantime, Father has bought petrol cans and stored them in the shed. Maybe it’s true, maybe Father will go through with putting down Pirata and will set fire to everything. Pirata could stay with Uncle Zé who is not going away because he wants to help the black people build a nation. Father laughs every time Uncle Zé talks about the glorious nation that will rise by the will of a people oppressed for five centuries. Even if Uncle Zé promised to take care of Pirata it would be no use, Father thinks the only thing Uncle Zé is good at is bringing shame on his family. And maybe he’s right.


Despite this being the last day we spend here, nothing seems very different. We have lunch sitting at the kitchen table, Mother’s food is still bland, we’re hot and the moisture of the dry season, or cacimbo, makes us sweat. The only difference is that we are quieter. We used to speak about Father’s work, about school, about the neighbours, about the vacuum cleaner Mother saw in magazines and longed for, about the air-conditioning system that Father had promised, about the BaByliss to straighten my sister’s curls, about a new bicycle for me. Father always promised we’d have everything the following year and almost never kept his promises. We knew the score but we were happy with Father’s promises, I think we were content with the idea that the future would always be better. Before the gunfire began the future was always better. But it’s not like that anymore and that’s why we have nothing to talk about. And we have no plans. Father doesn’t go to work, there is no school and the neighbours have all gone away. There will be no air conditioning, no vacuum cleaner, no BaByliss, no new bicycle. Not even a house. We are silent most of the time. Our trip to the Motherland is an even more difficult subject than Mother’s illness. We never talk about Mother’s illness either. At most we refer to the bag full of medicines on the kitchen counter. Whenever one of us has to prepare anything, we say, careful with the medicine. Same with the gunfire. If one of us goes near the window, careful with the gunfire. But we soon fall silent. Mother’s illness and this war that makes us leave for the Motherland are similar in the silences they bring about.


Father coughs as he lights another cigarette. His teeth are yellow and the house smells of tobacco even when Father is away. I always saw him smoke A.C. cigarettes. Gegé, after returning once from a holiday in the Motherland, said that they didn’t have any A.C. cigarettes there. If that’s true, I don’t know how Father will cope. I’m certain it’s the last thing on Father’s mind now and I don’t know why I even think about it, why I waste my time thinking about uninteresting things when there are so many important things I should be thinking about instead. But I have no control over my thoughts. Perhaps my mind is not too different from Mother’s, she is always getting lost in the middle of conversations. Every now and then Mother asks Father to smoke less but Father doesn’t take her seriously, he knows that after some time Mother will forget her request the way she forgets almost everything. The neighbours used to get annoyed by Mother’s absent-mindedness, if Dona Glória were not the way she is we’d have had to take offence at some of the things she does. But Mother is how she is and the neighbours couldn’t hold a grudge against her, even if they had wanted to. But it was not only her absent-mindedness. The neighbours also thought that Mother did not take good care of me and my sister, whenever they saw us playing in rain puddles or running behind the T.I.F.A.’s fumigation truck they would say, pity those children growing up so wretchedly. The black children ran behind the truck, opening their mouths to gulp down the spray that killed malaria, but the white children never did this, the neighbours knew that the spray was dangerous and forbade their children from doing that just as they forbade them from splashing in puddles because of the roundworms. Dona Glória, those black people are different from us and nothing in this hellhole does them any harm, but we have to take care of our own, the neighbours warned.


It’s because of this country that Mother is the way she is. For Mother there were always two countries, this one, the country that made her ill, and the Motherland, where everything is different and where she was also different. Father never talks about the Motherland, Mother has two countries but Father does not. A man belongs to the place that feeds him unless he has an ungrateful heart, that is what Father replied when he was asked if he missed the Motherland. A man must follow work like a cart follows the oxen. And he must have a grateful heart. Father only got as far as second grade but there is nothing he doesn’t know about the book of life which, according to Father, teaches us the most. Lee and Gegé used to make fun of Father when he started talking about the book of life and I tried not to be embarrassed. It’s in parents’ nature to do and say things that embarrass their children. Or in children’s nature to be embarrassed by their parents.


Everyone has gone away. My friends, the neighbours, the teachers, the shop owners, the mechanic, the barber, everyone. We should no longer be here either. My sister accuses Father of not caring what happens to us and if it were up to Mother we would have gone away a long time ago, even before Senhor Manuel. I don’t think it’s true that Father doesn’t care what happens to us although I don’t understand why we haven’t left when something bad could happen to us at any moment. The Portuguese soldiers hardly come this way anymore and the few that do have long hair and untidy uniforms, their shirts unbuttoned and their boots unlaced. They go skidding into curves on their jeeps and they drink Cuca beer like they’re newly demobbed. Father calls the Portuguese soldiers lousy traitors but for Uncle Zé they are anti-Fascist and anti-colonial heroes. If Mother and my sister are not around my father says to Uncle Zé, instead of anti-fascists and anti-colonialists they should be anti-whores, anti-beer and anti-liamba, and an argument flares up between the two.


I don’t know how Uncle Zé can continue to stand up for the Portuguese soldiers after what happened to him. Perhaps things happened differently in his mind, people can easily change their minds about what happened even when their minds are not as feeble as Mother’s. It was only this morning, in my own mind, that today stopped being today. Mother was making rice pudding and, for a brief moment, this day became like any other earlier Sunday, one of those Sundays before there was any gunfire. The smell of rice cooking, the half-opened kitchen blind, the spots of sunlight on the green kitchen tiles, the buzzing of flies against the window’s thin netting, Pirata wagging her tail as she waited to lick the pot lid, everything was just like one of those Sunday mornings. My sister thinks it’s disgusting when Pirata licks the pot lids, so gross. She pulls the same face when my hands are dirty with bicycle oil but she doesn’t mind the avocado and olive oil mush that she puts into her hair to straighten out the curls, a revolting green mush that makes her look like an alien from Mars. I don’t know if I’ll ever understand girls.


Mother poured the rice pudding into pink glass bowls and wanted to write our initials with powdered cinnamon but her hand was shaking. She blamed the pills and tried again, the cinnamon powder dropping from between her thumb and index finger to make our misshaped initials and even that was the same, our initials were never properly shaped on those Sunday mornings when we came back from the beach and rinsed ourselves off with a hose by the water tank. Pirata slipping on the water as it ran into the flower beds, the beach towels hanging on the soursop tree, Mother calling from the kitchen, careful with the flower beds, remember that salt water kills the roses. Mother doesn’t like the sun or the salt water. She likes roses. Mother’s flower beds have roses of all colours that Mother rarely cuts, the neighbours paid no attention to what Mother said and simply shook their heads, Dona Glória is so odd, what’s wrong with cutting the flowers, they look so beautiful in a vase. Don’t let the salt water kill the roses, Mother said, but even though we tried our best to wash it away there were always a few small specks glinting in the flower beds. The salt always killed off some of the roses.


Mother licked the cinnamon off her fingers as if it were a delicacy and went to the sewing room to retrieve a tablecloth from the suitcase where she kept her linens. The morning was still like any other Sunday morning. So much so that I felt like going out into the back garden for a sneaky cigarette. I was certain that everything was going to be the way it was before and that in the other gardens the neighbours would be lighting up barbeques and slathering olive oil onto the meat using cabbage leaves and the neighbours’ children would be swinging on car tyres that hung from trees and licking the ice lollies they had just made. But Mother returned with the tablecloth, the one with the dahlias, and started crying once more, I’ll never see my linen again, I’ll never see this tablecloth again. And once again our morning became our last morning here, the gardens are empty, the barbeque grills are filled with old rain, the tyres hanging still from the trees like inquisitive eyes suspended in the air. Our last morning. So quiet despite the gunfire. Not even the gunfire can undo the silence of our departure, tomorrow we will no longer be here. Even if we like telling ourselves that we will be back soon, we know we will never be here again. Angola is finished. Our Angola is finished.


Pirata raises her head and then lays it back on my foot. The black spot around her right eye is the only spot on her short and bristly white coat. Pirata always welcomes us by jumping up and down, the way all dogs do, and has her ears folded back, as if someone had creased them forcefully. Father puts his lighter on the tablecloth with the dahlias, it’s a Ronson Varaflame, we bought it at Mr Maia’s jewellery shop when Father turned forty-nine. Mr Maia must also be in the Motherland. Father knows I smoke but I have never smoked around him, you need to be respectful, when you turn eighteen you can do whatever you want. I don’t really like smoking but girls prefer boys who smoke. Girls also prefer boys who have motorcycles but Father will never give me a motorcycle, I need to knock some sense into you, just look at how a motorcycle left my shin. The scar is ugly as hell, the skin all bunched up around the bone, but it won’t make me change my mind, the first thing I’ll buy when I earn some money is a motorcycle. The girls in the Motherland must also like boys with motorcycles, girls are the same everywhere, at least where these things are concerned.


I’m feeding Pirata the leftover meat, says Mother, as if Pirata did not eat our leftovers every day. My sister pulls off the elastic band that holds her hair in a ponytail and puts it around her wrist, at least Pirata won’t complain about the meat being bland, says my sister as she bunches up her hair, her gestures well practised, the elastic sliding off her wrist and onto her spread fingers, twice around the bunched-up hair, my sister never manages to get the smaller curls, the layer of curls closely attached to the dark skin of the nape of her neck, blonde curls, they are pretty but my sister hates them, you have black girls’ hair, the neighbourhood children used to say to wind her up, except that black girls don’t have blonde hair, girls take everything too seriously, it’s as if they want to take offence.


Apologise to your mother, Maria de Lurdes, Father orders. The electric fan starts screeching, Father gives it a good whack and the emerald-green blades go back to their usual whirr. Apologise to your mother, Maria de Lurdes, when Father is cross he calls my sister Maria de Lurdes but the rest of the time she is Milucha. At least she tried the food, Mother almost always defends us. Father gets cross, how can I educate them if you always take their side, he bangs his fist on the table, the cutlery clinks on the plates, clink clink, Mother blinks, it sounds as though it might be a happy sound, like a clinking of glasses at a party, parties in the Motherland must sound just like that, clink clink, parties are similar everywhere, Mother gets up from the table, clink clink, trips on her high heels, skinny legs, the pills diminish her appetite, the neighbours are no longer around to laugh at Mother’s clothes, clink clink, the neighbours packed into tight dresses copied from Burda magazine that exposed their thighs and their fat knees, let’s eat the rice pudding, says Mother putting the bowls in front of us, clink clink, she sits down again, lips invisible beneath the pink lipstick, eyes sombre beneath the blue powder she puts on her eyelids, the neighbours used to comment on it, Dona Glória certainly uses a lot of make-up, the neighbours with their plain washed-out faces and the layers of lacquer applied at Dona Mercedes’ salon and which made their foreheads so high they looked like extraterrestrials, the neighbours with their poisonous tongues, Dona Glória is too old to have long hair, it will give people the wrong idea, surely Dona Glória doesn’t want people speaking ill of her, clink clink. In front of me, the bowl of rice pudding with an R badly written in cinnamon powder, R for Rui, L for Lurdes, M for Mário and G for Glória. Clink clink.


Father lights another cigarette and stubs it out immediately on the ashtray with the Cuca logo, he grumbles, not even cigarettes taste the same. It was Dona Alzira who gave him the ashtray, Dona Alzira’s husband had been a distributor for the beer factory for over twenty years and got ashtrays for free even though he had never smoked a single cigarette, there were ashtrays in every room of Dona Alzira’s house, who knows, maybe she and her husband had taken a suitcase full of ashtrays to the Motherland. Maria de Lurdes, my father says again, annoyed, my sister knows she has to apologise to Mother, I bet she is plotting some revenge in her mind. Girls from the Motherland must also be vengeful. They wouldn’t be girls if they weren’t.


I’d like to go to Brazil or to South Africa. Even better would be to go to America like Senhor Luís. It must be good to live in America. The flight to America would take many more hours, though, I’m worried about being sick on the aeroplane like Gegé when he went to the Motherland on holiday. When we were children, Father took us to watch the aeroplanes, we sat in the airport’s observation deck sipping fizzy drinks, it was the closest we’d ever been to riding on an aeroplane. We even liked the aeroplanes’ noise. In the car, on the way home, my sister asked me to pretend we were in an aeroplane, just imagine the car is flying through the air, only girls could think up such silly games. Gegé vomited on the aeroplane, it is so common that they even had bags for it, Gegé is a liar but I think he was saying the truth about that, if I am airsick I wouldn’t even want to catch Father’s eye, it would be shameful, a man only vomits when he’s drunk or if he’s eaten something bad.


The sun appears behind the mango tree’s lowest branches and chases away the shadows that covered the deckchairs. We will never again take our siesta in the deckchairs, Father will never sit on the wooden stool while the barber gives him a haircut and a shave, a white barber, because only someone crazy would let a black man put a razor to his neck. My beard doesn’t need a barber yet, at my age Father already had the beard he has today, we became men sooner, the barber used to say, I bet all that studying is holding them back, there was a hint of disdain in the barber’s voice, studying is the best tool we can leave them, my father replied crossly bringing the conversation to an end. The barber is gone, he must be in the Motherland telling the joke about the midgets, a drunk man sees a group of midgets leaving a bar, hey, hey, the table football figures are running away, Father must have laughed the first time the barber told the joke and the barber told it every time he came here, the barber always laughed at the same joke, just make sure your hand doesn’t shake and you slit my throat, Father scolded. The barber must be in the Motherland telling the joke about the midget table football figures, perhaps we’ll find him there, Father says the Motherland isn’t big, perhaps it will be easy for all of us to find each other, perhaps I will find Paula. On second thoughts, I don’t want to find her, Paula is not so pretty and not even that much fun, the only thing in the world she cares about is window-shopping, the hours I spent with her looking at dresses through Sarita’s shop window, they’re pretty don’t you think, do you prefer the blue or the green. I didn’t know but Paula insisted, tell me, tell me. The green. And Paula says, but the blue is much prettier, boys are all the same, they have no taste. I need to meet the girls from the Motherland, lovely girls with cherry earrings and dancers’ shoes.


Mother doesn’t try the rice pudding, it needs some lemon, she says, running her fingers over the tablecloth’s embroidered dahlias, I never thought a day would come when I wouldn’t be able to find anyone in this neighbourhood to borrow a lemon from. The rice pudding seems overcooked but I keep this thought to myself and swallow it as if it were medicine. Mother begins making the small talk she used to make when we had visitors, this is one of the tablecloths from the suitcase where I keep my linen. Perhaps it is the best kind of talk to have since we are now like visitors. Except that we are sitting around the kitchen table and visitors never entered the kitchen. When I came over to be with your father I brought the yellow suitcase filled with linen I had embroidered myself, I was in such a hurry to come over, I worked in the fields during the day and embroidered in the evenings, I was in such a hurry to come over that I hardly slept, I couldn’t believe I would have a house with running water, it seemed impossible, I was in such a hurry that I had to unstitch this dahlia three times, you can still see the damaged fabric here, a house with running water meant I would never have to carry water from the well again, how I hated those blue water jugs, one on my head and one in each hand, from the house to the well and from the well to the house, the path seemed endless carrying all that weight, not a single house in the village had running water, a house with taps from which water ran on demand was only possible far away from that misery, in a place so far away that not even the cold could reach it, I couldn’t believe that it would never be cold here, I put two thick woollen blankets in the suitcase with the linen, and at this point Mother always laughed but today she doesn’t laugh. The yellow canvas suitcase with the black lozenges in which she brought the linen is next to the sewing machine and will stay there. Today Mother cannot bring herself to laugh at having brought woollen blankets to such a hot place as this. Out of the contents of that suitcase, Mother will only be bringing her linen tablecloth. It is not the one she likes most but it is the one she can sell more easily if necessary.


I won’t be able to take my collections of The Adventures of Kit Carson or Captain America but I can take my poster of Brigitte Bardot and my signed poster of Riquita. I rolled them up carefully so they will arrive in good shape. When I was a boy I used to kiss Brigitte Bardot’s poster, I used to seek her mouth and close my eyes, enormous kisses, I never told anyone about that, there are things not even friends can know about. Gegé says that in the Motherland all girls wear shorts and knee-high boots like Riquita, Riquita, you are so pretty, Riquita, you are our queen and Angola believes in your beauty. I once asked for her autograph after she paraded down Marginal Avenue, it was difficult, there were so many people I could barely reach her. Riquita has also gone away, I’m sure.


My sister can’t decide if she should take her two special-edition photonovels, The Lady of the Camellias and Romeo and Juliet, or her Percy Sledge and Sylvie Vartan records. I should take my “La Décadanse” record, there is no better music for slow dancing than “La Décadanse”, it’s like a spell, when “La Décadanse” is playing we can feel up the girls and fumble with their bra hooks. Lee says girls are easy to persuade as long as the right record is playing and that they are as keen to show us their tits as we are to see them, if they weren’t they wouldn’t wear such tight jumpers or lean forward the way they do. I miss dancing to “La Décadanse” with Paula, and going with Lee and Gegé to spy on the girls in other neighbourhoods, and watching the films shown at the Miramar cinema through binoculars from Ganas’ balcony. Gegé says they have no open-air cinemas in the Motherland, I can’t understand how it’s possible that everything in the Motherland is better than here and yet they have no open-air cinemas.


Father takes the carving knife and uses its sharp tip to rip one of the dahlias that Mother embroidered. Deliberately, as if there were a proper way of ripping the dahlias and Father had learned it just as well as Mother had learned to embroider them. Mother stretches out her hand to stop him but then gives up. We’re not leaving anything behind, says Father, thrusting the knife’s point towards the centre of the dahlia that Mother embroidered in dark brown, not even the dust on our shoes, they don’t deserve anything. By they he means the blacks. All of them. The nameless ones we don’t know and the ones we do who have names like people in the Motherland except that they can’t pronounce them properly, Málátia instead of Malaquias, Árárberto instead of Adalberto, you have to be a real idiot, a matumbo, not even to be able to say your own name properly.


Father used to call them matumbos for any old reason but it was always jokingly. Father has tanks filled with petrol in the shed and swore that the last thing he’ll do in this place is burn everything down but I don’t believe he’ll actually do it. We should all go to the airport. We should go now, without waiting for Uncle Zé. Father can’t stay behind to burn everything down, it’s too dangerous, any property left behind by colonists will automatically belong to the future Angolan nation, no colonist can destroy the property he has amassed, if Father is caught burning down the house and the trucks they will kill him, they will kill us, they will chop us up with machetes and throw the pieces into a ditch, or they will stick us on poles by the roadside, just last week a white man’s head was found impaled on the road to Catete. We won’t leave anything behind, says Father as he begins ripping into the next dahlia.


Mother looks away, her eyes worried under the blue powder, she must not mind Father ripping her tablecloth, she won’t take it anyway, she must be worried about Uncle Zé’s delay, it was always difficult to guess what was happening in Mother’s mind. Since this all started it has also been difficult to guess what is happening in Father’s head, and my sister’s, and mine, it’s as if we have all become like Mother. Father rips the dahlias and Pirata turns belly up, she must be dreaming because she’s moving her legs quickly as if she were in an upturned world and running behind the children in their push karts. We remain silent but don’t leave the table. The knife, large and sharp, looks small and blunt in Father’s large and furious hand. Father is almost two metres tall and weighs nearly one hundred kilos, wherever Father is everything looks smaller, the seat of Father’s chair is sagging, who will sit in Father’s chair, who will take our places, how long before they occupy our house, from what side of the street will they arrive, will they enter by the front door or through the garage door, how long before they discover they have to give the electric fan a good whack to make the screeching stop, the electric fan also stays behind, we don’t need an electric fan in the Motherland. It’s summer there right now but Mother says it won’t be warm for long and autumn will be cold.


Mother would know. It was autumn when she came here aboard the Vera Cruz with ribbons tied around the tips of her plaits, the way she wears them in the photograph that hangs in the living room. Mother won’t ever be able to look at the photograph and tell us what it was like, it was raining when I left my country, my parents took me to the train station in a rented car. Here no-one rides trains, the blacks all hang on to the wagon doors, but that isn’t riding a train. I last saw my parents on November 30, 1958, the station clock showed ten past seven, my parents said their goodbyes, they didn’t hug me, it wasn’t something we normally did, they gave me a bag with Terrincho cheese, some bread and chopped-up chestnuts to eat during the trip, may God bless them. If Father doesn’t burn everything down what will happen to the photograph when Mother isn’t here to tell the stories about when she left the Motherland, the nine-day journey by boat, the arrival, it was so windy that the dust whirled as if the devil himself were blowing it around, reddened dust, she had never seen anything like it.


We should have gone by boat, Senhor Manuel was more cunning, if we were going by boat Mother could bring the suitcase in which she keeps her linen back to the Motherland. There are no places left on the boats, there is nothing left. Two hours before the Vera Cruz moored Father was already waiting on the dock, Mother disembarked wearing a grey skirt and a white blouse instead of a wedding dress. There were two other brides on the boat, proper brides, with veils on their heads. It was so windy that the brides had to clutch the veils, they were worried that the veils would fall into the water. When she disembarked Mother searched the dock for the boy who had fled the village’s misery many years ago, the boy in the photograph that hung from her neck on a gold chain. Instead, a man waved discreetly from the dock’s furthest corner. The new shoes hurt my feet so much, Mother never forgot to tell visitors about the new shoes and the blisters on her feet that made her take the shoes off even before she reached Father’s side. Perhaps Mother already was like she is now, perhaps it is not because of this country, this heat, this humidity, Mother arrived at Father’s side with her shoes in her hand and instead of greeting him she said, you don’t look like you. Father must still be jealous of the boy in the photograph that Mother carries on a chain around her neck even now. The veiled brides hugged their fiancées so hard that they almost suffocated them, but Father was not like the other men who had scampered onto the stacks of crates in the middle of the dock to wave at the brides and who had put on dark polyester suits and slicked back their glistening hair, your father was wearing a new white shirt, the red dust stuck to him as it would stick to a dog’s coat.


Perhaps Father was disappointed that Mother was not wearing a fake diamond tiara like the other brides, or carrying a little bouquet of orange blossom, Mother greeted Father without embracing him, I didn’t even remember your father’s voice, I was a girl when your father moved here, I never thought one day he’d write to ask for my hand in marriage. Mother with her back to the sea, not recognising Father, knowing nothing about the land in front of her, the cranes seemed to loom higher than the clouds, the port seemed so large, there must have been one hundred mooring bollards. Mother was scared of the birds that shrieked like the ones in Lisbon, your father told me they were called seagulls. I wasn’t scared of black people, there was nothing special about them, they were just black. The port had a sour smell, as if the sea had curdled, in Lisbon the port didn’t smell that bad.


Father took Mother to the old house in the green Dodge, the one I learned to drive in before Father gave it to Malaquias, it was falling to pieces, Malaquias was never able to fix up the Dodge, I’d be surprised if anyone can repair it, Father said when Malaquias took it away, but Malaquias seemed happy anyway, he finally owned something, the problem is they don’t think straight, by they I mean the blacks, the ones we know and the ones we don’t. The blacks. No-one ever bothered trying to explain who these people are, it was always just the blacks, blacks are lazy, they like to lie in the sun like lizards, blacks are arrogant, if they walk with their heads down it’s only so they don’t have to look us in the eye, blacks are stupid, they don’t understand what we say to them, blacks are greedy, give them your hand and they’ll want the whole arm, blacks are ungrateful, no matter how much we do for them they are never happy, people could talk about blacks for hours but the whites didn’t like to waste their time on that, it was enough to say, he’s black and we know what that means. A few months after the military coup back in the Motherland Malaquias’ brothers said to Father, go to shit, you white shit, Malaquias’ brothers also worked for Father at the shop and that day when Father told them they shouldn’t drink during working hours they said, go to shit, you white shit. Malaquias would have apologised to Father but he never came back to work, his brothers were delinquents and must have stopped him. Go to shit, you white shit, they can’t even swear properly, if I see you around here again I’ll blast a bullet into those horns of yours, niggers, you little pieces of shit, Father knows how to swear. Go to shit, you white shit, it makes you want to laugh.


Father took Mother’s hand as they walked to the Dodge parked by the entrance to the port, the sun beating down on them, Mother was amazed that Father owned a truck, I was amazed by everything, the seagulls, the truck, the palm trees, I had never seen trees like that, the red mountains, here they call them hills, Father corrected, people don’t use the word like we do back in the Motherland, you don’t say a hill of hay, or a hill of laundry to press, they are different things. The heat made Mother’s bare feet swell even more, the neighbours had not yet met Mother or else they would have said, only Dona Glória would be a barefoot bride, the neighbours at the old house remember Father arriving with Mother and carrying her in his arms down the road, they remember Mother with her shoes in her hand, the road was unsurfaced, it was a red earth path, as if someone had meant it to be the road to hell.


Pirata goes and sits by the wall in the living room. In the beginning, she was scared of the sound of gunfire but she isn’t any longer, she trusts us, she trusts that we won’t let anything bad happen to her. Father is already fed up with ripping the dahlias, where is your brother, he should have been here hours ago, Mother gets up without answering. Uncle Zé is late and lateness these days can mean someone’s full name being read out in the list of the disappeared on radio before and after “Simply Maria”. My sister likes that radio soap opera so much that a few nights ago she dreamed that Alberto from “Simply Maria” was waiting for her as she got off the aeroplane at the Motherland. How could she not be embarrassed to tell us something so childish, my sister coming in all happy and telling us, I dreamed that Alberto from “Simply Maria” was waiting for me at the airport. I never dreamed about the girls with the cherry earrings. I keep their pictures between the mattress and the bed frame but no-one has ever found them, not even Mother who moves the beds around every week to sprinkle cockroach poison.


Father knows, I mean, he doesn’t know I keep the pictures of the girls from the Motherland but he knows what I do. He never talked about it with me but I know he knows because on Sunday afternoons, when Mother complained about me staying in my room too long after the siesta and making everyone late for our outing to the Ilha, Father would wink at me and stand up for me, the boy needs to give his brain a rest from all that studying. Father and I are in the same club, whenever I took too long in the bath and Mother needed to use the bathroom to curl her hair or apply blue eyeshadow, Father would say, bathing properly takes time, or if at night I emptied the contents of the fridge because doing it made me so hungry Father would find an excuse for me the following morning, the body grows when it’s resting and a growing body needs food. I should stay behind with Father and help him burn everything down but Mother and my sister can’t stay alone with Uncle Zé, Uncle Zé is not like us, he doesn’t belong to the same club as Father and me, there must be a club for people like Uncle Zé.


But in the Motherland there are beautiful girls. Girls with cherries for earrings, satin ribbons in their hair and skirts up to their knees like in the photographs from the magazines I bought at Senhor Manuel’s tobacco shop. Senhor Manuel had the best idea, he embarked with his family on the Príncipe Perfeito on December 31 of last year, back then you could hardly hear the gunfire or the clatter of containers being loaded onto ships, I give it less than a year before you’re all doing the same, God willing by then there will still be some ships left and enough wood to pack your belongings into crates, God willing.
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