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"Dare to break through those portals

[image: image]




Of whom each fears the black terror;

It' s time to prove that, at the peak of the immortals,

In no way does man's high pride yield,

Not to tremble at the sinister cave

Where the imagination creates eternal torment.

To throw oneself into this abrupt opening,

In whose narrow mouth hell burns, aflame,

To, placidly, take this journey,

And even risk slipping into Nothing.” (710-9)"

Excerpt from Goethe's Faust
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First formation of the R&W Band Club
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(Richard, Thomas, Ambrósio, Jonas and Valdo) 

––––––––
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– Are you mr. Joseph Cole?

The elderly man lifted his head from where he was sitting and gave the suspicious look.  

– That depends on who you are.

– I am Ernesto Picinim, a humble journalist who has been doing a lot of research on old music. Precisely jazz, soul, rhythm and blues or properly blues in Brazilian lands. It would be about black American music and its influence in Brazil. Specifically and at this moment I'm looking for an iconic band that many people talk about, but few people remember and even fewer have heard. However, there are those who affirm that it existed. Everything that is not repeated empties and time consumes and, at a certain moment, annihilates it once and for all. I am here, therefore, for a rescue attempt. 

– What the hell are you referring to anyway?

– Well, I will be explicit. I am talking about the Rebel and Wild Band Club, the only one. I was told that you were the lead singer. 

– Do you have a cigarette?

– Can you smoke in this place?

– Bah! You can leave. I have better things to do.

– Hey! I have one. Here you go. 

– Great! I'll take it. Let's go to the garden. 

Joseph got up with the help of his cane and showed the way among others to the old people and to that old people's home.

– Which newspaper did you say it was?

– I didn't say.

– Then which one is it?

– You don't know it. It's not that famous.

– That's too bad. It would be a chance to become famous.

– That can't be so easy.  

– That's for sure. I'll say. You know! I hate this place, but they have wonderful soup. So, I accept to stay. But only for one more day. But that was a long time ago. 

Ernesto shook his head, forcing an understanding or agreement. They sat down on the isolated bench in the garden, which was somewhat hidden from the other boarders by the bushes. In front was the dry, waterless fountain that was unfortunate enough to be broken and would not be repaired any time soon.

– Nothing works very well around here except the kitchen. Otherwise there would be no way to stay.

– Of course. 

– What do you want to know?

– Whatever you have to tell. But first I'd appreciate it if you could tell me if I'm really with the right person.

– Ah! So you came to me without knowing me properly?

– Would your father by any chance be Little Louis Brother?

– With absolute certainty.

– But how?

– Throughout my life I have often had this gesture of astonishment. I've gotten used to it. You mean because I am almost white and light-eyed?

– I confess that I expected someone of color.

Joseph turned his face away and spat on the ground.

– You don't know anything about the band and my family.

– That's why I'm here.

– Do you want me to tell you?

– Yes, yes.

– What do I get?

– Sorry, but I don't have the resources for that. I am independent and I hope in the end to have excellent material to rescue the music. I intend to at least have a chapter in the book with you.

– Bah! You are insulting me. I must leave.

You were already making the effort to get up and go.

– Wait! I have more cigarettes. 

He took out his pack and showed it to me. Joseph took the pack from the journalist's hands. 

– I think this will do. Now light it. 

– And you can smoke here?

– Bah! Are you going to keep repeating the questions?

– So, can we go on?

– As long as the cigarettes last, yes. 

He took the small digital electronic device out of his pocket and put it on the bench.

– What is it?

– A tape recorder. Is there a problem?

– Whatever. 

– Can we first of all clarify the color of your skin? Sorry, but it is known that your father was black and so there is always the obvious and the possibility that you are an adopted son.

– That crap again. My whole life explaining. Almost everyone gets skeptical like you. I even doubted my parentage and I won't even talk about what my father must have thought. The fact is that all my siblings came out as dark-toned except me. The explanation I had was that my mother was as white as snow. Mom was Brazilian, but of German origin, from the Baden-Württemberg region. So that explains the color of my skin and my blue eyes. You could say lucky or unlucky, since my older brother Richard perhaps hated me for it. 

– Good and sensible explanation. And did you really get to play and be a member of the band?

– The band was our family's dream and liberation through music. So perhaps our old father said. But, my friend, the band was never consolidated and despite its various formations or attempts to recreate it. With me along it was also something of a flash in the pan, but it was the closest thing perhaps to what we could have done right.  

– Incredible.

– Who told you that I would be in this abandoned place of old people?

– Come on, I'm a good journalist.

– I doubt it. 

– And the song "The river of solitude"?

– Ah, you know that one?

– Yes, and also "Cruel Woman" and "Sweet little bar".

– Are you trying to hit me?

– I did some research and got lucky.

– I even got nostalgic about that time. But these songs are buried and forgotten by time. Nobody knows about them or around here sings them, and even more after they found out we were Brazilians. The idiots believed the opposite and that we were gringos. How did you discover these songs? And don't give me that good journalist stuff. It will not work.

– I will be honest. At the record company I was searching for old recordings. I found some rarities and demos. I was amazed and that's when I was told about you guys and heard the Rebel & Wild Band Club for the first time. Don't you remember this recording?

– Ah, it must have been the time we went to the record company. The bastard secretly recorded us and didn't say anything. It was our big chance, but it all went wrong. We were supposed to be famous, recognized and to record many records. It didn't work out. And neither afterwards, and as always, it never came to anything. The point is that we were not in blues or soul country, but in samba country. We should have chosen another rhythm if we intended to be successful. But you are mixing and confusing everything. Starting from my father?

– You are wrong. I know of him and that he played in New Orleans and played in bands with real legends and famous people. 

– Dad talked a lot. Some things must not be true. Is that what you found out?

– Yes, and a little more, but not so much from the Rebel and Wild Band Club.

– That's right, that's what the old man used to say in the corners of bars. What is your name again?

– I am better known as Picinim. You can call me that.

– That's fine. Well, Picinim, do you really want to know the whole story?

– That's why I came.

– It will be long and maybe a little tiring. I'll tell it to someone from the outside. 

– We can try. I have the whole afternoon free. Tell me the whole story.

– Hm! Okay. I don't even know what it's for. I don't even know what it would be good for. Fame was once a goal for me, but today all I care about is surviving and securing the next soup for dinner. And what a fantastic soup they have in this house. You have to try it.  

– I imagine, but then we have nothing to lose. I can stay until soup time.

– That's fine, but I'm not a fool and I don't like to be taken advantage of.

– Nor do I intend to. But if it is, a rescue of something forgotten and that I suspect is a find, it will never fit in with advantage. Allow the world to rediscover who you were and of a bluesman, if not the only one, who lived and died in a tropical country.

– My father was a scumbag, but it won't further denigrate him. What we had bad I don't think is worth the price. 

– Far from it, I intend to listen and disseminate what fascinates me and that is what you did, that is, simply the music. Tell me about that time.

– Give a reason.

– Hm. For the cigarettes?

– Okay, I'll talk as long as the cigarettes last. 

– Fair enough. 

– And which part do you want to know? 

– Everything! I mean the music, the origins and how your father came to Brazil, your family, your brothers, where you live. In short, whatever you want to tell and without limits and if it is from the beginning, a lot better. Especially about the Rebel & Wild Band Club.  

– I will tell, then. But maybe not everything. I can't know the exact part of my father and his torments, exactly the evil that he allowed to cultivate.

– I've had enough of whatever it is.

– So be it.  

––––––––
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Fifty years before...

– Thomas! Go get your father.

– Me again?

– It has to be someone.

– Sorry Mom, but I'm not going. Last time I almost got beaten up by him even when I was drunk.

– For heaven's sake! Thomas, please, my son. Go to the bar and bring your father home before he can't even find his way. Do this for your mother. 

– I'm not going to risk an upside-down.

– Now, then, we'll stay and all go without dinner. I refuse to serve the food if your father is not present.

Glances were given to Richard, my older brother, who in turn looked back at me. Then I was directly summoned:

– It's up to you. You owe me. 

Yes, it was a fact. Richard had saved me in a street fight. I suspect that he had done so precisely in order to charge me later. A condition that was happening at that very moment. With Richard nothing was given for free, and even if it was with me.  

– That's right! I get it. I'll call dad. 

With no option I got up from the sofa, ready to execute the severe mission.

– Make sure it doesn't take long. Be quick. I'm hungry. 

Let him see your finger. Mom noticed and, stunned, was pleased:

– What's going on with you guys anyway? What is there that I don't know?

– Not at all, Mom.

replied Richard, who was watching me as I left the house, a small careless and peeling house with two rooms, a living room and a kitchen, which housed my entire family of a father and mother and three male children and a little girl, Mia, my little sister. So I crossed beyond the block, and along the cobblestone street and behind the docks I came to the bar where only the strong frequented, or so it seemed to me. I soon saw the owner of the establishment, Mr. Derico, with his shirt open to his chest and clacking his mouth with the obvious toothpick that he thought was always the same. Arg! It was a horror. For a change and seeing me, he questioned my presence:

– What do you want, kid?

I pointed to the table where my father was, Little Louis himself, with a bunch of beer bottles on the table and a glass of liquor, performing an almost endless monologue with himself, but having the eyewitness Zezinho Aguiar, who, sitting in the front chair, kept his eyes wide-open and in a mixture of hypnosis or deep overdose by some accidental drug without the least opening his mouth or giving any visible bodily reaction. His Derico scratched his hairy chest.  

– All right! Go on. Now I doubt you will interrupt the old man. I assume you know the consequences and for a serious outcome. I don't want any confusion.

The sentence generated an internal heat in my body, but that didn't stop me. I sneaked up behind the table. Without having the courage to interrupt, I just listened.

– That's what happened, Zezinho. I'll tell you more.

He paused and Dad took a sip from the remaining glass. He still didn't understand me and continued his speech:

– Famous in the glory fame, that night the blonde who had been in front of the stage came looking for me. She told me all that bullshit and of the wonderful show we had and precisely of my performance on the trumpet. I impressed her. Yes! I was the best in the damn band and the star of the song. Almost single-handedly I made that bar boil. There wasn't a soul alive who didn't get excited and shake his skeleton. I sang, played, danced on the table and made the joint almost collapse. Complete delirium and ecstasy. Those who have not been there and have never experienced it will never understand what I am trying to say. You can't reason with idiots. You always lose. So I grabbed the hot blonde around the waist and kissed her. The woman sighed. I dragged the slut into the uncivilized room where I lived across the street. We had the wild sex and took the white pills of excitement. It was just another one in my life. Every night there was always one who volunteered to sleep in my flea- and lice-infested bed. Nothing compares to American life. It is not like it here, which is ignorant of good music. Nothing against samba and batuque, but where there is no room for a trumpet, of the African root and spirit and that accompanies all of us its descendants. Ah, my good friend. 

Dad remained inert and took the other glass. He was saying nothing with nothing. His gaze became vacant and lost. That's when he understood me.

– Who are you?

– I am his son, Joseph.

At what I said I believed I would clarify the obvious, but Dad remained, and clearly still in the mist. I forced the situation:

– You must come with me. Your family is waiting for you for dinner. Mom was the one who asked me to pick you up.

I was ignored. Dad turned back to Zezinho Aguiar and continued on with his stories:

– You must be in doubt as to why I came here. I don't blame him. This is something different and a misadventure. I came by ship. It was not deliberate. It could have been any port. So as we docked I decided to go down. It seemed to me to be a good city and that I wouldn't stay, but upon meeting the Polish woman, who is German, the whole thing got out of order or out of my control. Children never held me back. They attest that I had my children and even that I left a family in the United States. Worse, that I killed a man and for that I fled my country. Well, I tell you Zezinho, it's all lies. In the name of God...

He thought for a moment:

– ...Or maybe the devil, but maybe it's the other way around. The fact is that I don't know anymore.  

Dad stood up angrily and undid the slap on my face with the opposite hand. It hurt, but I didn't react.

– What in the hell do you want with me, you bastard, who I don't even know is my son?

He foamed hatred out of his mouth and his eyes turned red. I started to cry, and at great length for his fiery words that struck a chord in my heart and hurt me. Nothing else mattered. Derico approached me fearing a possible riot in his bar.

– I told him, boy, not to provoke. 

I ran on and left the accursed establishment. Only the strong frequented Derico's bar. It was a conclusion. I didn't go home and fatally missed dinner. And that was if my father showed up at home and by any chance still had dinner. I went to the docks. An empty place far from my private world. The sea in its bowels and the bowels of the sea, which not even the dark horizon of the night revealed. However, this was enough for me. I sat on the wall and from the small stones I threw into the water. Where I was there were no waves and nor could there be, it was just the quay. Ships from unknown parts of the world were docking and telling stories of distant and magnificent places. I did not know them, nor would I have the slightest hope of knowing them. My life and my origins would never make this possible. We were poor. Perhaps my father, from the truths and lies he told, would have known them. As for me, never. Only if I were someone, or because I was or had been in a famous music band, and who knows, it might happen in the near future. I was daydreaming and not so much when I lay down on the wall and fell asleep or dozed off until I was shaken by someone, which I thought was my end by the mistaken presence of a thief or murderer. But no, it was only my brother Thomas.

– I knew I would find him here.

– Wow, I slept.

– That I realized.

Thomas was the conciliator and the rational one, the non-impulsive one. And he liked to be on good terms with everyone.  

– What I didn't understand was his attitude.

– What do you mean?

– What do you think you were doing? Did you really intend to spend the night sleeping outdoors?

– Hmm. That wouldn't be a bad idea. Did Dad come home?

– Yes. More drunk than the last time. They had a fight and Richard interfered when Dad was about to hit Mom. They almost hit each other, but not this time. Then Dad went into the bedroom and blacked out, but first he threatened our brother. I don't know, but I thought it was a little more serious. Richard left the house and said he would sleep in Thaddeus' basement. At least maybe there he would have peace. 

– And Mom?

– Well, she went out crying in the little backyard and stayed there with Little Wolf. Sometimes a dog is our best company. 

– Mom doesn't deserve this.

– None of us. 

– Thomas! Do you think Dad might have another family? I mean back in the States.

– I wonder who knows.

– And that he killed a man?

– Joseph, sometimes I don't know who our father is.

– What about his stories, for example, that he played with great blues guys?

– Brother, I know nothing and all I know is that our father is an excellent musician. Maybe you have not seen him, but I have seen him play. A rare thing, because I don't even know what motivates him in life, but I don't doubt anything. 

– I heard him talking in the bar.

– Don't take him into account so much. He lies and makes things up, maybe even in his delirium. Nothing can really be said about our father.

– Yes, I learned about that. But what are we? I mean about our family.  

– Survivors or dreamers. Joseph! We'll have a chance. 

– What do you mean?

– I bet Richard didn't tell you.

– Richard didn't tell you.

– He got a slot. We'll play in the Capital.

– Really?

– Yes, I'm serious. 

– But what about me? Why wasn't I invited?

– I'm sorry, but you're out.

– How come? I can play better than anyone.

– Sorry to what I am about to say, but Richard thinks you are an amateur or immature and that you should have a little experience instead. He doesn't want to take any risks. We are going up the mountain. It will be Richard, me, Ambrosio and Jonas. If we are successful we will do it again and then we will include you.

– What a bastard! 

– Don't take it that way. You can't risk it, and you look like a child. 

– I'm going to be sixteen.

– So what? You don't even have a beard. 

– Are you teasing me?

– Maybe I am.

– You can't exclude me from this. I want to be a part of it too.


– And you will. Just give it some time. I'll help you with this.  – Does Dad know?



– You shouldn't. Otherwise everything goes to hell. For now it's a secret.

– Oh, boy!

– Yes. I'm excited. 

– And what is the name of the band?

–Rebel & Wild Band Club. We will sing only in English.  

– Who came up with that name?

– It was offhand. We had to have one.

– Who was it?

– Why, it was Richard. Now can we go home?

– Tell me. Did Mom miss me?

– Why, she was the first to miss me. I was going to come anyway, but she practically forced me to look for you. Now come. The room is all ours today. We can watch TV until later.  

– Hmm, interesting. 

––––––––
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I went to school, but I wasn't very excited that day. My mind was on the band. I had to be in it anyway. There was only one solution. I would have to ask Richard directly. So when I left the school I took a detour and headed for the harbor, to the terminal where I knew my older brother would be working that day. I had no trouble at all. Richard was quite well known, but not necessarily by that name.

– Go on, kid. The Black Samba is in the Santa Helena, which has just docked. It was a total hassle to unload and I am glad I escaped this.

I went ahead along the pier and soon I was pointed out exactly where he was. I reached the providential moment of a pause. He was smoking in the corner with a group of colleagues from his environment and shift. Richard saw me and what was smiling, immediately turned serious.

– What are you doing here?  

– I need to talk to you.

– And it was so urgent that you had to come at my work?

– At home it would be difficult.

– Okay, okay. Spit it out.

– I know you're reorganizing the band. I want to be part of it.

– Bah! No way. You've got to be kidding.

– I can play the guitar better than anyone. 

– There is no room in the band for guitar. This is a soul band.

– I play anything with a stringed instrument and you know it.

– I can't. 

– Why not?

Richard, who was already nervous, let it slip:

– You're white. 

He had never spoken so openly and explicitly. The fact is that my father was black and so were my three brothers literally, except for me. But Richard was the darkest of them all by skin color and looked a lot like our father. The suspicion that he was bothered by this and full of prejudice was occasionally confirmed there in that informal conversation. I was unresponsive and he understood. I think he tried to remedy it:

– It's a black band. You can't accept a white guy. They expect something rooty.

– I am your brother and the son of a black man.

– But your skin is white.

– But you know the truth. 

– What does it matter? It doesn't. 

– Am I not our father's son?

– Of course you are, I guess.  

– But Dad doesn't even recognize me as his son. He can't even look at me, let alone talk to me. You tell me. Is it true that he beat our mother when he saw me at birth in the hospital?

– Damn it! You know the story. Don't make me repeat what you already know.

– Did he deny me?

– Daddy is that and that's it. Don't try to decipher him. 

– But do you think his stories are true?

– That I will know. I hope I will soon achieve my dream and travel to the good land. I will walk his path and discover his story for myself.

– Even if he has another family?

The whistle blew and Black Samba cut the conversation off:

– Enough! Now I have to get back to work. 

– And the band?

– Forget it. It doesn't belong to you. 

He turned his back on me. Black Samba was aloof. He was never social. His nickname Black came about when they found out about our father. Richard gave a straw to what he knew of an old Little Louis Brother blues, but in the group what they wanted was a samba. So, by provocation, the name Black came about, and because he hated samba he got the wrong complement. The story goes that my older brother got into a fight with the joker and that's why the nickname stuck. Nobody else knew him as Richard, but Black Samba.

––––––––

[image: image]


I was in a state of introspection. I was fingering the strings of my guitar in search of a draft or outline of a possible song. Then I repeated to the riff of a famous blues that would not leave my head. All this while sitting on a stool in the cramped hallway of my house. That's when I saw the figure of a ghost. It was my father, and he rarely spoke to me, but that day he made the exception.  

– Everything is wrong.

– What?

– Give it to me, kid. 

He took the guitar from my hands and played a sloppy but sublime solo. Then, from his mouth he let out a voice that was almost inaudible and words that were pronounced, but not understandable and not in English or in a Creole language, which caused distortions of his face and physiognomy. He suffered along with the music and until he ignored me and realized that he was ignoring me when he inevitably saw me in front of him. He stopped and with wide eyes threw back in my lap my guitar.

– Take it! Make sure you do it right from now on.

I almost did the improper thing and asked him if he considered me to be his son, but I thought too much and delayed. By the time I realized it was late. My father was already leaving through the street gate down the long corridor and surely for yet another escape and furtive act. That's what I thought and assumed. Poor my mother.  

––––––––
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Mom worked for her own money, since Dad's money from an early retirement due to disability from an accident was for his own exclusive use to support his addiction to drink and other recriminable situations and for a selfish behavior that no one openly condemned. Precisely, it would be the fateful fight and death. That's why it was better to ignore and of the children to collaborate to cover the missing amount, which sometimes gave other months not. They said that once a month Dad went to the brothel, but this could be speculation and also, Mom never sought to know and condemned anyone who did this in her name. Despite being an excellent mother, Dona Helga was still a sufferer, but I tried not to judge her. Those who love do not judge. It was a premise. For the rest of the upkeep of our house, Richard paid for a good part of it with his work as a stevedore, and Thomas, who had also recently entered this field. It so happened that my middle brother was not so much given to manual labor, but much more inclined to the intellectual side. However, he never had the chance to evolve to the so-called easy side of life. Mia, the young lady of the house, helped out with the housework and I did odd jobs and my studies, which my mother didn't accept that I should give up, she paid what she could for me, even in the public school system. She said that at least one of her children would be a "doctor". That's why her chores were complemented with sweets and snacks that she made to sell in the neighborhood. From imperfect world to imperfection. Of course, the envy for my privilege was generated and mainly came from Richard. Being in this world, I hoped Mia would also have a better way, or at least the same way as me. So the pressure for me to work was great, invisible but still great. Out of all this there was the commonality and the dream, for all of us, except Mia, of being immersed in and having the passion for music. A due or undue inheritance perhaps from my father, or so it should be and if only and in fact his Louis Cole was worthy to be called a father, a condition that was always a huge doubt. 

On an afternoon of disappointment I looked for the beach because I was upset. Thomas told me about the show in the capital, high in the mountains and in São Paulo and how crazy it was to see the Rebel & Wild Band Club play and how incredible it was. Precisely, I wish I could have gone. He told me about the huge success, the packed bar and that they were booked for other gigs. I asked him about my joining the band, to which my middle brother declined. So hopelessly I looked for the liberator and for a place to sit on the sand and to listen to the ocean waves. In this moment of introspection I received a slap on the back from a well-known colleague on the beach.

– Little poet! You lost around here.

I looked and disbelieved, but not for him. The intent was just to be alone and I had been interrupted. However, I was friendly and social:

– You were the one I least expected to find.

– That's right, it's the circumstances of fate.

– And what did fate bring you?

– Why, loitering and just like you.

– That's right. I skipped class. A wrong move, but necessary. I'll catch up later. It's still the beginning of the school year. 

– That's right, my classes haven't started yet. They won't be until next week, but I'm already worried. 

– You? How worried can a rich person be?

– You underestimate me.

– Far from me. It just seems like an obvious conclusion.

Jean Carlo was someone I hooked up with last summer. It was an accident of fate. We were each lost and wandering and continued to do so, but after our meeting, together. It was in a granfino and "imported" music bar with imported vinyl records and real rarities. My trumpet had won him over. Jean was very enthusiastic when I told him I played the trumpet and also the guitar. He introduced me to several of his colleagues and those nice young ladies and then made me do the presentation. I was the center of attention and a night without equal. I was elated and saw Jean with a glow in her air and being happy to show me off to people as his friend. And, even more so when I talked about my father and about his New Orleans origin. I regretted it later, but I confess that I enlarged and made up quite a bit of things about my old dad and his wanderings in music. Fair enough, Jean turned out to be a fan of mine. Afterwards, I reviled him and only occasionally spoke to him again in those sporadic encounters on the beach. I didn't mean any harm, but Jean was rich and I was poor. I guess I got tired of lying to those people who always had the need to exalt and boast about the latest vacation in Europe or the latest imported car of the year that their parents had bought.  

– You can see that you still know so little about me. 

– And what would that be?

Jean Carlo stared at the sea ahead and the ship crossing to the entrance to the channel. 

– I'm seriously thinking about something bigger. 

– What do you mean?

– I don't think you remember what we talked about that night. You were too drunk, but so was I. 

– Could you say that again?

He turned his face away and looked at me sternly.

– Nobody knows. If I tell you, you will be the first.

– And that's bad?

– Not necessarily. But it's already been decided. I am just waiting for the exact moment when my father ends his stay here on the coast and goes back to the capital. I will stay and since I am already registered at the school. They are waiting for me there with the documents, but I will never go.
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