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For Yara, who gave me the Island of Mozambique
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THE FIRST DAY




In the beginning there was chauta (god) and the motionless earth


one day a huge lightning-flash drew in the skies


the rain


which brought man to the earth and all the animals.


ANA MAFALDA LEITE, “The Creation Story”
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The sea still hangs from the living-room window, like a slightly crooked picture, but it’s no longer the same sea that Daniel Benchimol found when he first arrived on the island, three years ago. He has swum in it countless times. He’s familiar with its currents and tides. He knows where the wrecked ships lie, and the galleons, the dhows and the pangayas. He has visited the beaches and the islands. He has looked the whales in the eye and watched them leave.


After we have come to know them intimately, places become different. The writer pulls his chair over to the window and sits facing the light, drinking iced tea. Moira is still asleep, holding her swollen belly with both hands. She too is no longer the same woman he first met, on a splendid April afternoon, on the broad veranda of a colonial mansion in Cape Town.


Intimacy is paradise – and hell. We fall in love with something we do not yet know. Love is what happens to passion once intimacy settles in. With any luck. And he, Daniel, has been lucky. With Moira and with her island.


He puts on a pair of trainers and goes out into the salty morning air. He runs down Rua dos Combatentes, by the railings, and then along the beach, as far as the Santo António church, pursued by some kids shouting encouragement – “Keep going, tio Daniel!”, “Faster, tio!” He doubles back and returns home. Moira is waiting in the kitchen, with the table already set. She holds a glass out to him.


“Juice from our lemons. Drink it!”


Daniel does just that. Then he takes a quick shower and joins her, at the table.


“Have they all arrived, our writers?” he asks, as he breaks open a mucate, one of those local bread rolls made with rice flour and coconut milk, and spreads it with peanut butter. “They’re going to cause us a lot of trouble.”


“It’ll be fun,” replies Moira. “And no, they haven’t all arrived yet. We’ve got a good team. It’s going to go well.”


She is wearing a wide boubou, which can’t disguise her nine-month belly. She has hidden her thick dreads inside a tall red and yellow turban, which seems to lengthen her face.


“And the baby? How’s she doing?”


“Or he! Sleeping just now.”


“It’s a girl. I’m sure of it. She’s going to be called Tetembua.”


“Boy or girl, you’ve got to say goodbye now – I need to head off to work.”


Daniel kisses her bellybutton and then her lips. Moira leaves. He goes into the study and sits down at the computer. He writes for half an hour. His telephone announces the arrival of a new message. It’s from Uli Lima Levy:


“What are your plans for this morning?”


“I was waiting for you to wake up,” the Angolan replies. “I’ll come and meet you.”


Uli had arrived on the island the previous day. He was tired, after a long tour through Spain, France and Germany. They’d had dinner together at Karibu, a restaurant serving honest food, as Moira put it. Dishonest food, to her, was any industrial cooking, which used vegetables treated with pesticides, battery chickens and fish bred in farms. They’d eaten tuna in ginger sauce, and then Daniel had accompanied his friend to the hotel, the Villa Sands, which was housing two other writers, both of them Angolan: Ofélia Eastermann and Luzia Valente.
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Ofélia Eastermann wakes up with four lines dancing around in her head:


“On Friday midnights, Ofélia took the sky, / and wove it with infinity. / Meanwhile, the breeze flowed between palm fronds, / like the spirits’ river-sounds.”


She gets up and jots them down in a small red-covered notebook, on which she has written in coarse black letters: “Dream trash”.


Whenever somebody asks her politely “Where are you from?”, Ofélia shuts her eyes and sees the rough stone beds of the watercourses down which, in the rainy season, sudden rivers flow. She sees the slow gravel paths between the brambles, the rusty carcasses of the ships, the wild dogs hovering over the dunes. She sees a woman with skin dyed ochre-red, thick braids, with a little boy in her arms. “I’m from the South,” she answers. On other occasions, hoping to shock her interlocutors, which she does often, she chooses a different formulation: “I am from all the beds where I’ve been happy.”


On one occasion, during an interview, she got irritated by one of the interviewer’s questions (“You were born in the south of Angola, you were brought up in Lisbon and live in Rio de Janeiro. So really, do you feel more Angolan, Portuguese or Brazilian?”), and, since indignation is a kind of intoxication, she lost her cool, frightening the journalist with a shout that now appears on hundreds of literary sites, good and bad and terrible ones: “I come from the palm trees – fuck it! Not Angolan, or Brazilian, or Portuguese! Wherever there’s a palm tree, that’s where I’m from! I’m from the sea and the forests and the savannas. I come from a world that hasn’t arrived yet: with no god, no kings, no borders and no armies.”


Ofélia hates the line, but can do nothing to stop it spreading. People who have never read her poetry, and never will, share that lyrical outburst, like conspirators exchanging watchwords and passwords. Her Brazilian publisher commissioned a T-shirt with the words “I come from the palm trees – fuck it!” to put on sale in bookshops and at literary festivals. Ofélia earns more from the T-shirts than from her books. She gets up, thinking about all this, and looks out the window. She sees Daniel arriving, hurriedly – he’s always nineteen to the dozen, as if he has a permanent gale at his back, pushing him on. Uli Lima is waiting for him on a chair by the pool. Unlike the Angolan, Uli radiates a natural calm, he lives in perpetual Sunday. The two friends exchange a hug, and when she sees them, the poet thinks she’d like to have a writer friend. Male or female. Though a woman seems even more unlikely, she’s always got along better with men. She misses having someone with whom to swap books and opinions, to show crooked lines of verse. She knows what people say about her: she’s arrogant, envious, vain and crazy. Crazy’s fine. Crazy doesn’t offend her. Being crazy means rebelling against the norm, and the norm is corruption, flattery, obsequiousness. As for vanity, she’s perfectly well aware of what she’s worth, and sees no reason to hide it, modesty is a virtue for the mediocre. I’m also not arrogant, she thinks, what I am is direct. Many people confuse boldness with arrogance. Envious, oh yes, that’s true, she can’t help that. She does get irritated at the success of morons. Daniel, for example, was a decent journalist, she remembers reading one of his reports, really interesting, about a village that disappeared during the civil war. Since people liked reading his reports and gave him lots of little pats on the back – “Hey, nice one, you write really well!” – the good fellow convinced himself he could be a writer and published three novels that were naïve, almost childish, yet also unbearably pretentious. They sold very well. This hadn’t surprised her. People appreciate simple-minded little stories disguised as complex fables: talking giraffes, ludicrous mysteries, ready-made life lessons straight off the shelf. Uli annoys her even more because, well, he really does have a tremendous talent, a sense of rhythm, a prodigious facility for creating plots. The guy writes effortlessly. He triumphs without breaking a sweat. He’s like those cowboys from the old westerns, who’d confront fifteen bandits in a saloon, punching and kicking, and finish the fight with his hat still on his head and not so much as a crease in his immaculately white shirt. Somebody really should have wrung his neck at birth. On top of all that, he is a handsome man, charming, with a deep, slightly hoarse voice, which can turn even the cold heart of the rocks into throbbing flesh. Yes, she envies him – but she’d sleep with him most willingly.


She looks at herself in the mirror. She’s gained fifteen kilos in recent years, and she’s lost her waist. On the other hand, her breasts have filled out. She has thick, dishevelled hair, which makes her look fierce, and wide eyes that shine like mirrors. Her eyes have not grown old. She still uses them successfully to attract the unwary. She smiles at herself. Then she chooses a light dress, in pitanga-red, she paints her lips the identical colour and goes down to the bar, beside the swimming pool, in search of a coffee to bring her back to life.
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The Hotel Villa Sands art gallery occupies a rectangular building, painted white, opposite the fish market. The entrance opens into a spacious atrium, very well lit, in which canvases and photographs are displayed, and this hall gives access in turn to a small inner garden. This is where the bar is located. Cornelia Oluokun, seated at one of the tables, is drinking a coffee while using her phone to exchange messages with her husband. Standing opposite the Nigerian writer, looking at her in bemusement, is a girl. The child has followed Cornelia from the hotel where she’s staying, the Terraço das Quitandas. Her very white hair, tall and curly, floats like a soft cloud above her head. If somebody were to enter at this moment and see them like this, one opposite the other, the Nigerian woman in a large boubou in various shades of blue, the girl in a little white dress, they could easily mistake the whole thing for an art installation. “The goddess and her angel”, that could be one possible title.


“I don’t know why I’ve come,” writes Cornelia. “The plane hadn’t even landed and I was already regretting it.”


“You always say that,” Pierre messages back. “Your presence is important. We’re always complaining there aren’t many literary festivals in Africa. We’ve got to support the ones that do crop up. Besides, I’ve been looking at photos of the Ilha de Moçambique. Colonial mansions, wonderful beaches. History and nature all together in one space. Reminds me of Zanzibar. I should have gone with you.”


“No. I should have stayed with you, writing.”


“You said you were going because the journey would take you out of your comfort zone and that might get you writing again – remember?”


“Terrible idea. I want to get out of here.”


“But why?”


“Half this city’s in ruins. The other half is a slum.”


“So?”


“There’s an albino girl following me everywhere, like a puppy.”


“Really?”


Cornelia takes a photo of the girl and sends it over.


“You thought I was hallucinating?”


“She’s so pretty! I still think she’s a hallucination.”


“Hallucinations don’t let you take their picture.”


“Most don’t. But you’ve always had some really solid hallucinations. I think this one’s marvellous. Aren’t you in a café? Buy her a croissant.”


“You think they make croissants in this dump?”


“A toasted sandwich, then. Something. What’s her name?”


“How the hell should I know?”


“Ask her.”


“I don’t speak Portuguese.”


“Ask in English. Even if she doesn’t speak the language, she’ll understand.”


Cornelia puts down her phone and looks at the girl.


“What’s your name?”


The girl shakes her head, making her magnificent crown of clouds tremble.


“Ainur,” she murmurs.


Cornelia picks up her phone again. She writes:


“Her name’s Ainur.”


“Now order something for her to eat.”


The girl turns around and runs out.


“She’s run away,” writes Cornelia. “Kids are scared of me.”


“She doesn’t look frightened in the photo. She looks fascinated. I had that exact same expression when I first saw you myself.”


“You didn’t run away when I asked your name.”


“I was amazed. I was terrified. I really did want to run away, but it was impossible. If I remember correctly, there were eight hundred people in front of us – and they were all there for you.”


“Ha ha! Leave it to you to make me laugh.”


“It’s my profession, and my destiny. I live to make you smile. Don’t forget I’m your official enlightener.”


Cornelia Oluokun’s face breaks into a genuine smile. She gestures to the waitress, a thin, shy girl, who walks over slowly. She asks for another coffee and a croissant. Yes, they do sell croissants there. And they’re not at all bad.
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More than the old Indo-Portuguese furniture, brought over centuries earlier from Goa, what really enchants Jude D’Souza is the light. The air that supports it seems much older than the venerable armchairs, the tête-à-têtes, the tables and writing desks that fill the spacious halls of the old Palace of the Captains-General. The soft splendour that gilds the floorboards and sweetens the angles of the furniture must have been stored there ever since they built the place, in 1610, as a school for the Society of Jesus. He makes a note of the date on his phone, while he listens to the guide, a curious lad, who speaks decent English and shows an interest in what a Nigerian man – the first he’s met – has come to do on the island.


Jude asks if he can take a photo of him standing next to one of the windows, looking out to sea, the features of his beautiful Arab face in that ancient glow. The young man laughs (his name is Juma) and strikes a pose, pulling in his stomach and puffing out his chest. The writer takes the Leica out of his rucksack and clicks three times. “OK!” he says, and when Juma relaxes, he clicks again. Then he takes a photo of a writing desk. He sends the two photos to his iPhone, and uploads them to Instagram. “Juma, guide at the Ilha de Moçambique Museum, showing me the light from a dead time” is the caption of the first photo. Under the second, he writes: “If I had a desk like this, I’m sure I’d write more. I’m sure I’d write better.” When he leaves the Ilha de Moçambique Museum, an hour later, he can’t resist opening Instagram. Each of the photos already has more than three thousand likes and hundreds of comments.
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“I’m going in,” Luzia announces, taking off her skirt and blouse. She removes her sandals and sits, in her bikini, with her feet in the calm darkness of the water. Ofélia releases the straps of her dress and stands up, letting it slip down to her feet. She isn’t wearing a bra. She kneels down on the deck, next to the young woman.


“Well, girl, are we doing this or what?”


“I’m just summoning up the courage.”


“You’re welcome to go in, as far as I’m concerned,” says Daniel. “But if a bolt of lightning hits the water, it’s very likely you’ll die of electrocution.”


“Daniel’s right about that,” Uli agrees. “I didn’t think you’d be wanting to swim when I arranged the thunderstorm.”


Luzia takes her feet out of the water. She gets up.


“You people are annoying,” she says, pretending to be irritated.


Ofélia does go in. She swims towards the storm.


Abdul has worked at the bar at the Hotel Villa Sands for five years. He’s already seen many women stripping off on the deck, next to the pool. Some of them are only topless. Others take off all their clothes and stretch out on the loungers, their skin damp and very white, like panna cotta. Jan had warned him: “If any woman takes her clothes off, don’t just stand there, like an owl, with your eyes glued to her body. Pretend nothing’s happening. In Europe we like taking our clothes off, and not just in the saunas, but also on beaches, and in parks, whenever we get a bit of sun.” Abdul would make a huge effort not to look at the European women’s dazzling asses. As he’d explained to his grandmother, Dona Cinema, that morning while they were breakfasting, his job was not an easy one.


The darkness opens up suddenly into a quiet radiance.


Uli smiles at Luzia.


“I know I shouldn’t boast, but this really is a very beautiful night.”


The sea is still smooth. The biggest swimming pool in the world, that’s what Luzia called it. And then another lightning-flash, and another and another, without the rumble of the thunder ever reaching them.


“You’ve clearly put a lot of work into it,” Daniel smiles.


Then he falls silent. They all do, the three of them, as their eyes follow Ofélia’s silhouette, cut out against the black gleam of the water, as she returns towards them now with elegant strokes.


“That woman is brave!” remarks Daniel.


Luzia looks at him angrily.


“Because she’s swimming with lightning or because she’s too old to be showing her breasts?”


“She’s not old,” Daniel defends himself. “You’ve got to be really young to swim with the lightning.”


“And to show your breasts,” adds Uli. “I, on the other hand, really am exceptionally old. I won’t go into the sea under any circumstances, rain or shine.”


“I’ve never understood that,” says Daniel. “Why are you so afraid of the sea?”


Uli has a recurring nightmare: he watches himself dropping dead in the sea. He’s never told this to anyone. Nor does he tell anyone now. He points at Ofélia, who is coming up the ramp, shaking the water from her hair. Abdul waits for her with a towel, eyes fixed on the floor. The poet smiles.


“You are allowed to look at me, Abdul.”


Abdul does not. She wraps the towel around her torso, above her chest, and returns to the company of the other writers. It starts to rain. Ofélia remembers the lines of poetry she’d woken up with. She thinks about her grandmother hugging her, she feels her scent, the scent of damp earth, of green grasses, of berries. She says the words out loud, but it’s as if to herself:


“All that is liquid calls to me.”


“Are you a poet constantly, Ofélia?”, says Daniel.


The water is falling more heavily now, but there, beneath the white awning, they are protected. In the days that follow, it will not rain on the island again.


“If you aren’t being a poet the whole time, you’ll never become one,” Luzia replies, pre-empting Ofélia. “Being a poet is not a job, it’s a condition.”


It is Luzia’s youth that makes her stand out from the others. Nevertheless, she gives no sign of being intimidated. She grew up in a house that was frequented by artists and writers, friends of her father’s, Camilo Valente, himself a poet, with half a dozen books he’d published during the stormy years of the Angolan revolution. He had been Minister of the Interior, and was now a deputy for the ruling party and professor of African History at the Agostinho Neto University.


Ofélia smiles, like a mother showing her approval of her teenaged daughter. To her, being a poet is like being born with an extra sense – the sense of wonder.


“All poems are a cartography of wonder.”


“Assuaging the pain, that’s why I do it,” murmurs Luzia.


“You talk like a Portuguese writer,” Daniel teases. “It’s mostly the Portuguese who write because they suffer and suffer while they write. It’s like a whole cycle of pain.”


Uli laughs.


“Oh, we’ve all got a bit of Portuguese in us, and a bit of craziness.”


“Well, I’m just crazy,” insists Ofélia. “I haven’t a Portuguese bone in my body.”


“‘I haven’t a Portuguese bone in my body’,” Luzia recites, in a serious voice. “‘Except the one of this poet’s profession.’”


Uli recognises the lines:


“Pedro Calunga Nzagi! The great mystery of Angolan literature . . .”


“The father of us all,” says Ofélia.


“Even mine,” Uli acknowledges. “He died, didn’t he?”


“He didn’t die!” Luzia says firmly. “He disappeared.”


“How can a ghost disappear?” says Uli, amused. “Has anyone ever seen him?”


“Oh, yes,” insists Daniel. “I did a report about him.”


“Makes sense,” says Uli. “After all, you basically made your name writing about the disappeared and disappearances.”


Daniel tells them what had happened. In 1998, the judging panel for the National Literature Prize, in a decision that was very bold, some thought, and very irresponsible, according to others, decided to award the prize to Pedro Calunga Nzagi. They were living through tough times. The war was dragging on forever. The regime was pretending to have become democratised, fraternising with deputies from opposition parties in a sham parliament, while at the same time persecuting the more impertinent journalists. Pedro Nzagi had published his first book of poetry, Insurgency!, in 1965, with a small publishing house in Luanda. The book was immediately seized by the Portuguese political police. Half a dozen copies were saved, however, from which hundreds more were made, which would circulate from hand to hand for years afterwards. Nzagi’s poetry was read at clandestine evening gatherings. Some pieces were set to music. In 1973, a new title appeared, with a Portuguese publisher, under Pedro Calunga Nzagi’s name: Arson. This book managed to dodge censorship, winning one of the most important literary prizes in Portugal. Its author, however, did not show up to the award ceremony, nor did he grant a single interview. Five years after independence, a third collection of poems was published, again in Lisbon: That Wasn’t What Was Agreed. The book provoked a protracted controversy in Angola. Nzagi was condemning the new Marxist regime, in verses that were acidic and ironic and, at the same time, deeply lyrical. Writers close to the regime who had praised him in colonial times hurried to condemn him, accusing him of defending reactionary, neocolonial ideas. By awarding him the National Literature Prize in 1998, the jury, made up of five young writers, Ofélia Eastermann among them, knew they were provoking the regime’s more conservative wing. The following day, the Minister of Culture released a very brusque statement, withdrawing the prize from Nzagi and appointing a new panel. Daniel Benchimol realised he had a good pretext for investigating the life and whereabouts of the mysterious writer. He talked to Insurgency!’s publisher, Mario Melo, an old Benguelan freemason, who claimed to have a clear memory of the young poet who, one afternoon, had knocked on his door with a manuscript under his arm: “He was a tall fellow, big, very personable. I was struck by the look in his eye, which was so direct and firm, and even more so by the confidence with which he discussed any subject. At the time he can’t have been more than twenty-five, but he talked like somebody who’d lived eighty years already. He was on first-name terms with life. I agreed to publish his book without even having read it. I lost money, of course, because the police collected up and destroyed most of the copies we printed, but I never regretted it.” Later Daniel talked to the Portuguese publisher. He, too, remembered the Angolan poet: “A small chap, skinny, rather dull, who handed me his manuscript as if apologising for something. I knew him already, of course, I’d read Insurgency!, a legendary book, and I said yes at once.” The journalist also talked to three writers, who claimed to have met Nzagi in different places and circumstances. One of them described the poet as a doctor from Moçâmedes, a white man, by the name of Alberico da Fonseco. Another laughed at the first’s description: “Nzagi was black. As black as me. He was a maths teacher at the Huambo High School. He died five years ago.” The last writer, Rufino Pereira dos Santos, had been a member of the National Literature Prize jury in 1998. He recounted how Nzagi had sought him out, in the middle of the controversy resulting from the awarding of the prize, to thank him for the gesture and entrust him with the manuscript of a novel entitled The Three Lions. He was, according to Pereira dos Santos, an elegant mixed-race man of few words. Santos had set up a tiny publishing house, Soyo, which had been publishing very beautiful books that were practically handmade. He was overjoyed at the possibility of publishing The Three Lions for the first time, a book that won a number of prizes, in Portugal, Brazil and France. Its author didn’t show up at the launches, nor to receive the prizes. There isn’t a single known interview of him. No newspaper has ever published his picture. Daniel is convinced that Pedro Calunga Nzagi is a pen-name, and that the man who uses it employed other people to deliver his manuscripts to the publishers.


They are waiting for their dessert to arrive when Jan appears. His hair is wet, down over his forehead, and his shirt is soaked.


“I went for a bike ride. The rain caught me when I was over by the fort. If I was in Switzerland I’d have to change clothes. But it’s not worth it here, whatever happens I’m wet all the time anyway, if it’s not the rain it’s the heat. But I’m not complaining, I like it. So tell me, how’s the festival going?”


“The discussions and talks start tomorrow,” Daniel explains. “Most of the writers have already arrived. It’s all gone smoothly. Just the occasional little alarm, the odd difficult writer.”


“Not us!” cries Luzia. “We’re the easy ones!”


“Well, since I can eat your tiramisu every night, I’m happy, I don’t cause any trouble,” said Uli.


“The only person who’s complained about our tiramisu was the Nigerian woman,” says Jan.


“Well there you are!” says Ofélia. “I believe that’s who Daniel was referring to when he mentioned difficult writers.”


“I can neither confirm nor deny. By the way, I do need to talk to her. Unfortunately I’ve got no signal. Do any of you?”


Nobody does.


“The internet’s not working either,” says Jan. “Must have been the storm.”


“So, are we cut off?” asks Luzia. “We really are on an island?”
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That is how it all begins: the night splitting open in a huge flash, and the island separating from the world. One time coming to an end, another beginning. Though nobody realised it then.









THE SECOND DAY




“What is fire, Antonio?” asked Margarida.


And she herself replied: “Movement.”


“Movement?” Antonio was surprised.


“Yes.” Hell, meanwhile, seemed to her


a static condition. An apathy. A total tedium.


Before the big bang, before even the word.


But then came matter in movement, and time,


and hell disappeared forever.


DANIEL BENCHIMOL, Brief History of Fire
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Daniel is walking through a city in ruins, his bare feet sinking into the mud, hands pricked by the sharp-pointed grasses, taller than a man. A soldier, beside him, gestures at the tower of an old church, still just about managing to remain standing, bullet-pocked, and says: “There’s a flying snake that lives in there.” The snake pierces the air, whistling past like a shell, through a forest of trees that bleed and cry and wail, and then Daniel opens his eyes, frightened, and sees a faint glow coming in through the skylight.


He lifts away the sheet, soaked in sweat. Nobody believes in time travel, he thinks, and yet just moments ago he was in Bailundo, in 1996, during the civil war, and now here he is in 2019, in another country, two thousand miles away.


The AC had stopped working. The lamp didn’t come on. He remembers why he has no plans to go back to living in Luanda. He’d tired of dealing with the inefficiency of the public services. When there was electricity, there wasn’t water. When there was water, the electricity went down. And that was on the good days. On the bad days, there was neither. Rubbish on the streets. The noise of generators making the walls shudder.


On the island, the streets are swept early in the morning, first thing, by hard-working ladies wrapped elegantly in colourful kapulanas. The islanders rarely have to deal with problems with the electricity or water supply. Generators are few and far between, because they’re not needed. They’d bought one, thanks to his own stubbornness, but Moira was totally against them. As for water, most of the houses have vast cisterns, built two or three centuries earlier.
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