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“Old men distrust the youth, for they too have been young.”
William Shakespeare

To the elements of the Burrow,
this subversive act of resilience against the in-store powers.
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I Turned 23 – Thursday, June 1st, 2000
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Yesterday I turned twenty-three years old, and it was, without a shadow of a doubt, the most spectacular of all my birthdays. Just like every year, I kept my tradition and only did what I enjoy doing; therefore, I did not go to class.
I woke up at nine in the morning and decided to go for a run to keep in shape, taking my uncle’s dog, Penguin. The day was excellent; it looked as though summer had already arrived, with a cloudless blue sky. I ran for almost an hour by the Agricultural School, got home, did some sit-ups, some push-ups, and took a shower.

Every birthday, I like to revisit my previous birthdays, and I was happy because yesterday I had gone running in the grove of cork and holm oaks instead of being stuck in a traffic jam, unlike in some other years, driving out of Cacém to get onto the IC19 to go to work as a security guard in a factory.

I had lunch with my aunt and cousin (who did not remember it was my birthday). We ate a delicious codfish meal and watched the news. After lunch, I took a nap; I think I deserved it.

I woke up lively and decided to start the festivities by going to the Burrow to smoke some pot. I went out of the house with no plan and decided to see who was in that nefarious den known as the Burrow and maybe have some coffee by the Society coffee house. I dressed up, as usual, in my climber pants, full of side pockets to stash hash, a lighter, my wallet, the shrouds, etc. I put on a green T-shirt and went out. When I was about to arrive at the Burrow, right by the corner, I saw Ricardo and Mike in a car, passing by to greet me.

“Hey, stop, pull over! Today is my birthday; let’s go for a joint.”

Naturally, they were immediately up for it. Those guys are always ready to smoke a little Mary Jane. We climbed up to the Burrow, and Elói was sitting alone, focused on the computer, as always. The rest of the guys were still at school.

Elói was surprised and, I would say, not actually very happy to see this bunch of junkies wandering into the place.

“Elói, today’s my birthday; I invited the guys over to smoke some grass.”

“Ah, right, happy birthday.”

I gave the hash to Ricardo, who rolled the joint. We were hanging out by the kitchen table.

“Where are the rest of the guys, Elói?” I asked.

“They’re at school. Have you been there?”

“No. What about you?”

“I only went to botany.”

Afterward, Ricardo started talking about the bird recovery center at the Agricultural School and how they had saved a black vulture and an owl. Elói looked quite interested in the subject and asked to visit the center sometime soon. I did not smoke much of the joint, because I expected it to be a long day and did not want to get crazy right at the beginning of the afternoon.

A while later, Ricardo and Mike took off, and I was alone with Elói, talking about some random subjects that by now I don’t even remember, because we were already high.

Around four in the afternoon, the other elements of the Burrow showed up: Boni, Joe Nights, and Bora Bora. Joe threw me a recriminating look, as if to say: “What is this guy doing here?”

“So, you skipped class, you bad boy?” Boni asked me.

“Looks like I did.”

Behind me, Elói was signaling to them that it was my birthday. They all greeted me.

“Fellows, since it’s my birthday, I’m here to smoke a joint with you guys.”

“This early!” Joe said, and I noticed a hint of judgment in his expression.

“Yes, I know it’s late...”

Both Boni and Bora never say ‘no’, so we went back to the kitchen and rolled another joint. Elói and Joe didn’t want to.

Afterward, the three of us went to the Society coffee house. When I got out of the Burrow, I felt that if I kept it going, I would be considerably high and wouldn’t be able to have dinner at home. I ordered a coffee, but, actually, I felt like drinking some beers.

In the Society, there was Teodoro, this great personality of the neighborhood. Always friendly, he talked for a bit about something that, at the time, I did not take notice of, but I cracked up laughing just at the way he was gesturing. After the coffee, we started to order some beers.

I read a bit of the Morning News, and it touched me significantly; the first pages were all about crimes and blood and I, since I was already a little shaken, thought I would be an easy target for killers. I set the paper aside and observed my surroundings in the coffee house. Everything seemed normal. Teodoro was talking to a client by the counter, some old women were drinking coffee, and there was a drunk watching the TV that was showing a summary of a random match.

Quite a while later, Joe Nights showed up, and he seemed to regret not smoking the playdough, asking Teodoro right away for a coffee and a beer.

“Yay, badass, you are thirsty!” Boni exclaimed.

“Your eyes are pretty fucked up, guys,” Joe affirmed.

“It’s just you, my dear friend,” Bora Bora said.

I kept quiet because I didn’t know at what point Joe would agree to smoke hash in the middle of the afternoon on a Wednesday. I wanted to ask if they all wanted to make a big dinner at their place. Even if they didn’t go for that, I couldn’t show up at my uncle’s house the way I was, looking crazy.

“What’s it gonna be, Gonga? Let’s smoke some?” Joe asked me, and only then did I realize he was up for some mess.

“Sure, go on,” I answered.

We came back to the Burrow kitchen, but before we got in, we met the landlady of the house. Missus Gabriela — a woman of advanced age already, who was very fond of Bora Bora — started talking about the weather and then about the noise upstairs, that is, in the Burrow. Bora Bora was very polite and even keen while dealing with her; I was surprised, for I figured he was already affected by the alcohol and hash.

When pulling the smoke up to my lungs on my third hash cigarette, I could feel I was getting really high. I pondered if I should stop; otherwise, the night was going to be short.

“Fellows, can I have dinner with you? I’m already kind of fucked up and I cannot show up at home like this.”

“No trouble, Gonga,” Boni said.

“Yeah, I’ll make the appetizer,” suggested Bora Bora. “The traditional hot dog rice.”

“Great, I will pick up some wine and some beer,” I said.

Joe was kind of disoriented on the couch, staring at something. 

There were four bucks in my wallet, and I wondered if it would be enough to pay for the drinks or if I would have to go downtown to an ATM. And how many bottles should I buy? It was hard enough to keep up a sober line of thought. When I was about to walk into the coffee house, my cell rang. It was my folks.

“Happy birthday.”

“Thank you, Mom,” I tried to make my voice sound as serious as possible.

“How was your day?”

“Well... everything is going fine.”

“I have called your aunt, but nobody answered. Are you at school?”

“No. I do not go to school on Wednesday afternoon.”

The conversation had only lasted for a few more moments, and my mouth had already started to feel dry. I tried hard to concentrate on the dialogue with my mother, but my mind would fly in a ghostly fashion. At times, I would look at a car that was passing by, then at a dove that sat and seemed to stare at me, then at someone who passed by, and I would wonder if they were an undercover cop.

I walked into the Society and waited for Teodoro to finish talking to a client and tend to me. When he did, I was blocked. What was I doing there? Ah, right, I was going to buy some wine and beer. I hesitated, not knowing what to do.

“So, speak up, boy,” Teodoro insisted.

“Yes... give me some bottles of Pelicano wine and some beers,” the voice came out hoarse; I needed to drink something right away.

“And how many do you want?”

“Wine bottles?”

“Yes.”

I couldn't help but notice that Teodoro was missing some of his front teeth, and the remaining ones were quite yellow.

“Give me, like, four.”

“Right, and the beers?”

Oh, so many difficult questions, I thought.

“Ten or fifteen.”

“Big or small? Sagres or Super Bock?”

Fuck it! This guy sounded like the KGB with all those questions. I was stuck. He went on:

“Is there a party? And I wasn’t invited?” – he let out a booming laugh while glancing at the other clients.

“Yep, today is my birthday,” I said in a low tone.

“And you weren’t gonna say anything? Happy birthday, buddy!” – he greeted me effusively. –

“You should take at least fifteen beers; you guys are like wild animals.”

He started laughing again, along with the few clients who were there, while I felt nervous and ashamed.

“Teodoro, can you open a beer now so I can drink it here?”

“Sure, and this one is on the house. Did you bring any bags?”

“Bags?”

“To carry the drinks.”

“Ah, no, I forgot.”

“Then I’ll get you some.”

When he handed me the drinks in the plastic bags, I asked how much everything cost, worried that the money I had wouldn’t be enough; I could already picture myself apologizing for having to go to an ATM.

He did the math on a piece of paper, and I tried to follow along with his twisted handwriting, but my mind felt sluggish. I took a sip of the beer he had opened and lit a cigarette.

“Fifteen eighty shields.”

Good, I had enough money. I gave him one of my two-buck notes. He handed me the change and told me to show up there after dinner.

I finished the cigarette, grabbed the bags, and took off. While making the short path between the Society and the Burrow, I worried that the bags were too flimsy and the bottles would smash onto the ground. I stopped. There were three bags and I only had two hands; that math wasn’t going to add up well. I thought of calling one of the guys from the Burrow, but my phone had no credit. I took the risk of walking slowly with the bags almost brushing the ground. I was afraid someone I knew would pass by and see me with so much booze. 

While climbing the stairs to the Burrow, I now feared Missus Gabriela would show up and start asking questions, but nothing happened. I climbed the stairs, walked down the external hall of the house, and stepped into the kitchen, where the door was wide open.

Boni was alone in the kitchen, having a snack.

“Shit, man! You took too long! What the fuck, so much beer!”

“Well, alright... If there are leftovers, we’ll save them for some other day.”

I had barely finished laying the beers in the fridge when Celia and Paula showed up.

“Happy birthday, young man!” Celia said, giving me two kisses; then Paula did the same.

They laid their bags on the couch, took off their coats, and sat by the table.

“How did you know it was my birthday?”

“We saw Ricardo.”

“Want a snack?” Boni asked.

They said no, and I offered each of them a beer. They took it, as did Boni, and I grabbed another for myself. I wondered whether we were possibly short on beers.

“So, can you make a joint?” Celia was always ready; for sure she had already smoked some with Ricardo or with Paula.

“You make it.” I handed her the hash. “I'm terrible at making the playdough,” I concluded.

They laughed, and I thought they were laughing at me for being clumsy.

The rest of the people living in the house, upon smelling the joint, came out of their rooms and drifted toward the kitchen like vultures catching the scent of dead meat. Soon there was smoke all over the house and beers scattered across the table. I was right: we were short on beer.

“You sons of bitches! So you’ve stolen some of the flowerpots from my building,” Celia shouted.

From what I understood, one of those nights, Joe and Elói had taken Celia home—since she was baked and could barely walk—and they had literally carried her inside. When climbing down the stairs of her building, they stole a couple of vases with plants that were now decorating the kitchen of the Burrow.

“Goddamn it! And I kept saying it wasn’t true, that no friend of mine had stolen anything, and in the end you’re a bunch of thieves!”

Celia has a heavy northern accent, and I enjoy hearing her say bad words.

Joe couldn’t even answer; he was laughing so hard. Elói, not hiding how proud he was of stealing the vases, claimed in his defense that the plants were fading and needed some care. He asked for my help, and I pretended I was knowledgeable in the field.

“Celia, my friends, Mister Elói—also known as Worm—and Joe Nights did a lovely thing. Take good notice of how those two plants fit like a glove in this kitchen, giving the apartment a wonderfully nihilistic aspect.”

A short time later, my sister called. She wished me a happy birthday and obviously heard all the noise around me.

“Are you at a party?”

“Yeah, kind of. I invited some friends.”

After the conversation, I stayed out of the kitchen for a few moments in the external hallway, answering friends who had sent me SMS. It must have taken quite a while, because when I was back, Celia and Paula were already gone; they had something to do at home, and Bora was already preparing dinner.

Bora has the best kitchen skills of all the guys. While he was cooking, I helped by opening another beer and offering some unnecessary tips on the preparation of the dish.

“Did you hear what Paula said, Gonga?” somebody asked.

“What was it?”

“That she has some pot seeds she’ll give us.”

“Really? Cool!”

According to some rumors that go around the underground, Paula has a friend from her homeland who is a dealer and hides hemp, hash, and chips at her house. Because of that, she is always stocked, and now apparently she even had seeds. We agreed that we were going to germinate the seeds, and afterward some plants would remain in the Burrow and I would take some to my home.

Dinner was served, there was no more beer, and two bottles of wine had already disappeared. Bora had a wine carboy from his homeland that he put to use. Celia and Paula had already returned, and Paula left the seeds by the television. We stopped with the joints; by then it was just alcohol.

Boni, the most knowledgeable guy in the music field, picked up a cassette and played Portishead. Even though I kind of like that music, it felt a little annoying. This year I’ve been listening a lot to a new rapper: Eminem, who released an excellent album — The Slim Shady LP. However, here in Castelo Branco, almost nobody cared for hip-hop. I think it’s due to the lack of a suburban environment in the region. There are still a lot of people listening to heavy metal from the eighties. On that same note, it seems like Guns’n’Roses are really through, and that’s a shame. However, it seems like nobody likes them anymore, and since they became mainstream, they are even considered tacky.

After Portishead, and at the group’s request, Boni put on some Moby, a new musician who released Play, an excellent album for background music among friends.

In the middle of dinner, my cousin Toxic showed up. He knocked hard on the kitchen door and screamed, “Police!” At first, the guys thought it was Missus Gabriela complaining about the noise.

“Ouch, check out this scum.” He got in, and we all cheered up, like a fish back in the water. “Happy birthday, Gonga, you’re already high!”

I got a little awkward; I must have had a baked face...

As soon as he sat on the couch, he began to make some playdough, and somebody handed him a glass of wine.

After dinner, the kitchen had turned into an authentic pigsty, there was no more alcohol, and I had promised Teodoro that I would have a beer at the Society. It was not easy to get those junkies to make their way to the coffee house.

Once out on the street, it felt like summer, an excellent windless night. 

We arrived at the Society making a big mess. We decided to stay on the terrace, since it was too hot inside and there was too much light. Teodoro was all glad to see us and took a seat with us. There was beer coming and going. I was really happy and having the best birthday of my life, the event still unfolding.

Bora decided to pick up his guitar back in the Burrow. These days, he teaches Sunday school in his homeland. He started playing songs from a band called Pólo Norte, and we all sang along, already drunk and high, the song Aprender a ser feliz (Learn to Be Happy). Teodoro was so cheery he would not stop bringing more beer.

“This one is on the house,” he would say.

“One more! You are a killer, Teodoro.”

“If we keep up this way we can't go to the Alternative,” Joe said.

“But you wanted to close down the Alternative disco!”

We all laughed, except for Teodoro, who wanted to know why the great Joe Nights wished to shut that hole down. Then Joe told the story of how, one night, he was utterly drunk and got himself into a mess in the disco, and the security guards—big as gorillas—dragged him out of the place. When he was already by the door of the disco, Joe swore aloud that he would go straight to the police and that the den would be closed down. However, when he reached the police station to file his complaint, in the middle of the night and clearly affected by a lot of alcohol, the officer advised him to go home and get some sleep, saying: “If your sweet parents knew you were around here at this hour and in this state, they would be very sad.” And thus, the Alternative disco is still open.

It was surely after midnight when Teodoro told us that the following day he would have to open at seven in the morning and asked us to continue the party somewhere else. We were far too euphoric to go home and too drunk to go to the bars we usually frequented. Someone suggested we head to Mércoles Mount, where we could carry on with the party without worrying about the noise. We took a case of beer from Teodoro’s. I don’t know who paid him—if anyone did. Today I’m going to have to go and ask him.

My cousin wanted to drop by home to pick up some more, in case we were short of beer.

“Short? You nutcase!” I replied.

“Yep, we never know, Gonga.”

Toxic really is a crude one.

I should have guessed that Bora Bora was in no condition to drive when he took his car and, going in reverse, bumped into Missus Gabriela’s vehicle. It was a minor hit, but enough to make the guys laugh like lunatics.

I was in the car with my cousin, who lately has been driving an old Ford Fiesta, a two-seater only. The car still doesn’t have a CD player, and Toxic put on a cassette of acid house music from a DJ no one has ever heard of.

“Hey, well, today I can't stay late ’cause tomorrow I have to work early.”

“Sure, just stay until about two,” I said.

The three cars went up the Mércules Mount, where tables were still remaining from the last party that takes place every year up the mount. Paula, who has a new Ford Focus, opened the trunk and put some music on at the loudest volume. 

It was crazy! Bring on more beer and more joints. It was unbelievable! I had a hash in my hand and on the other someone was already giving me another playdough.

Bora Bora wanted to go away. All day long his cell was vibrating and he was calling a friend he had met on an internet chat. But to be able to talk to her on that chat, he would have to go to the Agricultural School, which was the only place where there was an internet connection that late.

“Hey, well, leave it behind, Bora! Talk to her tomorrow,” I said.

“Nope, nope, I promised to go today. I’ll be there for a little while and then I can still come back here.”

“But the school security guard won’t let you in this late. Least of all in this condition.”

“I’m fine, he has to let me in, we’re students at that school.”

“Alright, it’s up to you.”

Charlie Big Potato by Skunk Anansie began to play. Those first chords are killer, and the guys went crazy, to the point that Elói climbed up on a table and threw off all his clothes. There he was, fully naked, dancing. 

Oh, well! I laughed so hard I couldn’t even stand up and just let myself fall. Already on the ground, I had such a fucked-up coughing attack that I couldn’t get back up. I looked around at the rest of the guys and they were all cracking up laughing.

A little after, Bora Bora showed up. I assumed the school security guard hadn’t let him in. The guys were happy to see him.

“Guys, I drove the car into a ditch, come over and help me,” Bora said.

I assumed he had thrown the car into the roadside ditch without any major damage. I followed him, along with Celia, with a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. I was relaxed, laughing at random silly things when I noticed we were going in circles around the mount and that Bora didn’t know where his car was. We got to a part of the mount where there’s a little convent, and rumor has it that some priests live there.

“But do you know where you left the car?” I asked.

“Well, I think it’s over here.”

After some more rounds, we saw some lights far down. As we approached slowly, we confirmed that it was Bora’s vehicle. The car was tilted against a sharp cliff about six and a half feet high. How did the dude manage to get the car in such a place?

The vehicle was a Seat Ibiza and was positioned perpendicularly toward the cliff. The front part of the car had hit the asphalt, where Bora had been heading. The back part was hanging over the bluff, and when we arrived the engine was still running, the driver’s door was wide open and the lights were still on.

There were all kinds of reactions. Celia and Elói were cracking up with laughter. Toxic became very dramatic and, with his hands on his head, kept saying:

“Oh, Bora, what have you done? Oh, Bora!”

I thought the responsibility was mine. It was my birthday. I was the one who bought so much to drink and smoked so much hash that, in the end, I was the responsible one.

“But Bora, how did you place the car like this? Did you lose track?”

“No, there was a road up there. I saw a road.”

“But there are only bushes all around. Where did you see a road?”

“Oh, well, I don’t know.”

As it seems to me now, he must have driven off the road and, without noticing, shoved himself into the middle of the woods and ended up on that cliff, with the hood of the car hitting the asphalt.

Celia, still laughing, was smoking a joint and offered some to Bora. He accepted it. It was only then that I realized my friend was in another dimension, in a galaxy far from the one in which I lived. If I had been through the same thing, I would have tried to recover my sobriety as quickly as possible. However, Bora was on another wavelength and leaned against the hood of his car, smoking his weed.

Meanwhile, Joe and Toxic had gone downtown looking for a tow truck. Yesterday it had seemed like the right thing to do, but today, already sober, where would they ever find an open garage at two in the morning?

There we stayed, the rest of us, around the car without really knowing what to do besides comforting Bora, who did not seem to be very affected by the accident. And that’s when the cops arrived...

There is no need to say that we all went into a state of shock when we saw the police jeep on the same road where Bora’s car hood was. Anyway, instead of coming toward us, they went up to where there was music and beer. We decided that all of us should go up as well, except for Boni and Bora, who stayed by the damaged car.

I was with Celia and Paula. Elói was about a hundred yards ahead, half-naked; he walked past the officers, said something, and kept going. We followed.

“Good night. What’s going on around here?” one of the cops asked in a harsh tone.

Celia and Paula seemed soberer than I was and began explaining that we had come to celebrate my birthday and that one of our friends had driven off the track. I didn’t say anything. I had the impression that if I did speak, they would notice how messed up I was, so the best thing to do was keep quiet.

Both of them went along with the officers toward Paula’s car, while I went back to where Boni and Bora were. When I arrived, I noticed that Boni, aware the police were coming, had been trying to get Bora to stand up, but he was helplessly drunk.

The police jeep came closer. Trying to show that he was fine, Bora pushed Boni away, took two steps forward, and collapsed on the ground. The jeep had to brake sharply to avoid running him over.

“Geez, what’s the fuss? It’s been a while since I’ve seen someone so drunk,” said one of the agents.

Once more, Boni was helping Bora to his feet, and he leaned against the hood of the jeep.

“Whose car is this?” the other agent asked.

“It’s mine,” he heard himself grunt.

He looked as if he were about to puke.

“Watch it! Don’t you throw up on my jeep...”

Too late—Bora vomited over one of the jeep’s wheels and collapsed a short distance ahead.

Meanwhile, Boni came closer to me and asked if I had seen his sandal. Only then did I notice that he had left home wearing sandals, and at this point he had only one on.

“Whose car was it that passed us when we came up here? A Ford Fiesta.”

“The car is mine,” Bora said.

“But isn’t this one your car? The damaged one?”

“Yes, it's mine.”

“I mean the other one that passed us a little while ago.”

“It’s mine,” Bora said again.

I tried to organize the conversation a bit.

“The other one belongs to some friends who went to get a tow.”

“This late?” the agent asked.

Then Elói, Boni, and Celia began speaking very gently to both agents. They said we had come up here because we wanted to avoid harming anyone. They explained that we were students from the Agricultural School and had been friends for quite some time. Elói, who is the oldest in the group and already somewhat bald, gave the impression that he was the most responsible one among us, and that we merely wanted to celebrate a birthday without disturbing anyone.

The two agents turned out to be very friendly and did not want any trouble either. They didn’t even search us for drugs. They gave us a long lecture about the dangers of wandering around the mount that late, especially to the two women who were with us, since there had been a rape case or something similar last month.

Around three in the morning, Toxic showed up along with Joe Nights, without a tow. Toxic, who already seemed sober, joined the conversation with the agents, and it was agreed that on the following day — which is now today — they would remove Bora’s car.

“Are you in any condition to drive?” one of the cops asked.

Paula and Toxic answered affirmatively and walked toward their cars. Celia went with Paula. I was somewhat stuck, not knowing what to do, and the agent walked me to the back door of the police jeep, along with the rest of the members of the Burrow.

The seats in the jeep were quite uncomfortable: three seats on each side of the van. The five of us sat down there, and I must confess that, for me, it was the most epic moment of all my Burrow adventures — the ultimate peak. There we were, the five of us, escorted by the police, with hash in our pockets and thoughtful faces. I noticed that Boni had recovered his sandal and that Joe was sending some message on his phone. I felt the urge to say something in that moment, something like: “Fellows, thank you for the magnificent birthday party,” or “This was the best birthday party of my life.” However, I remained silent, swept up in an enormous wave of happiness.

The jeep stopped near Missus Gabriela’s car, one of the agents opened the back door, and advised us to wise up.

I slept very peacefully, like a little angel, and woke up around ten, without any trace of a hangover. I had breakfast, and my aunt wished me a happy birthday and gave me a gift: a belt for my pants, which I genuinely needed.

I had promised to come over and do the dishes in the Burrow, so I showed up at that den before noon and spent an hour cleaning up the mess. I knew that Bora and my cousin had gone to pick up the car with a tow, and that it was already in a repair shop.

What a wonderful birthday!

​
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I Failed Physics & Portugal Lost to France - Saturday, July 1st, 2000
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Although I am on vacation in Cacém, I arrived with a bitter taste in my mouth. The end of the school year went really badly. That's not even counting that Portugal lost to the French chauvinists 2–1 in this year’s European Championship in France. With a penalty by Abel Xavier... but I'll talk about that later.

I could only attend the 4th year of my course if I had passed everything or, at most, left two subjects behind. However, I blew it with four, and it was particularly the subject of physics that delivered the announcement of this heavy loss. When my father got the news, he immediately said I should come back to Cacém in the 2nd semester, because I could not stay an entire semester in Castelo Branco just to pass one subject. He’s right. This way, in September, I can go back to Castelo Branco; I must get good grades in three subjects for the next semester, and in February I will be back in my beloved homeland of Cacém.

I was not even slightly prepared to take the physics exam, which was really hard. I should have asked for help or even paid for a tutor; however, I ended up counting on a miracle and got screwed. I got a four.

All the other members of the Burrow passed, which means that next year they’ll remain together in the fourth year and I’ll stay alone in the third... at least Celia blew it too.

On the day I got the news that I had failed, I went home depressed. Nelson was there and tried to cheer me up with a joint. Then he told me he had to go deliver some messages downtown, and I went with him.

He has a jalopy and missed a sign on the way; he was already kind of high and almost hit a water-delivery truck that kept yelling for a while. When he finished delivering the messages, we went to Dorali Café for some beers. While we were there, his girlfriend kept calling and he would either let it ring or reject the calls.

“Why don’t you answer?” I asked at some point.

“Oh, she is so boring; she’s going to ask too many questions.”

“Tell her you’re having a beer with a friend.”

“I don’t feel like it. You don’t know her.”

“But there’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Yep, but she’s a control freak and she knows I get lost easily.”

I stayed quiet; I didn’t quite understand the explanation. He must have noticed and said:
“Well, I’m a scatterbrain, and if I don’t have anyone to bring me back to earth, I remain adrift.”
Though I appreciate the honesty, I had the impression that Nelson saw in his girlfriend a kind of mother figure, someone who would take care of him and set boundaries. Next year he will not be in my uncles’ house anymore; he’s going to move into his girlfriend’s parents’ home, so she can control him at all times. It makes me sad to think about that. Nelson is really a nice guy, and we used to wander around with pot and alcohol. He is a guy with an excellent sense of humor. But life goes on...

After many beers, we went home. When we were going up to the attic of my uncles’ house, which is rented to students and is where I live, we heard the voice of Nelson’s girlfriend knocking at the door and shouting, “Nelson! Nelson!” 

What the hell! I decided to walk away, since I didn’t want to listen to the couple’s argument, much less with Nelson half-drowsy. I could end up getting dragged into whatever trouble he got himself into.

I didn’t feel like having dinner at my uncles’ place, nor did I feel like going to the Burrow to see my friends celebrating having passed physics. I went to the Society.

I pondered all my options for that night. I kept drinking beer and decided to call Célia.

“Hi, Célia, what’s up?”

“It’s good,” I noticed the lack of enthusiasm in her voice.

“Look, I already know you didn’t make it. Me neither.”

“Yep, I see. Elói, Joey, and Boni made it, right?”

“Yep.”

We sat in silence.

“I don’t feel like going home for dinner, wanna go somewhere?”

“Sure. Where?”

“I don’t know... There’s a taproom by the castle that’s cheap.”

“Oh, I know it. Nice. What time?”

“By eight, I’ll wait for you over there.”

I would rather not go to her house for dinner, because she lives with her boyfriend, and that guy rolls a powerful joint anytime he sees me and is always ready to party.

I arrived at the taproom at eight o’clock sharp, and she had obviously not arrived yet. She would take at least another half hour. While I was waiting, I remembered when I failed mathematics in prep school and, because of that, I had to take the subject again for a whole year at Gama Barros High School, in Cacém, at night.

When I was in prep school, I had bad grades in math and already knew I was going to repeat it. Since I would only go to class to be with my friends, I wouldn’t pay any attention to what the teacher was saying. One day, I was playing a game in the back of the classroom when Pinto (an inseparable friend) and I started arguing because he said that an octopus could be a domestic animal and I said that it was ridiculous. The teacher came by our table and said:

“Are you doing the exercises I put on the board?”

“We were just taking a break, ma’am,” I answered with a hint of attitude.

“Why do you boys still come to class? Gonçalo, do you know how many classes you’ve missed?”

“Well... around thirteen,” I replied without much conviction.

“Wrong. You’ve missed twenty-seven classes.”

“What? And what about the ones I justified?”

“Your mother’s signature is forged.”

I remained silent.

“And what about you, Pinto? How many have you missed?”

“Like ten.”

“It’s twelve. You’re two absences away from failing, and your last four exams combined don’t even reach ten points. Therefore... there is no scenario in which you could be approved.”

Afterward, she launched into some rigmarole I don’t remember very well, but I answered something like this:

“Look, ma’am, from what I can see, we’ve tanked math, but we’ll be approved in all the other subjects, which means next year we’ll be having loads of fun with only one subject to study.”

I laughed and expected Pinto to do the same, but he remained morose.

“It’s good, Gonçalo, that you think in such an easy and simplified manner. Life is so beautiful, isn’t it? I hope neither of you shows up to my classes again—and that means for the entire year.”

This memory didn’t make me comfortable at all, so I lit another cigarette, waiting impatiently for Célia to arrive.

She arrived an hour late, in her typical hippie style, with her face—as always—ghostly white and her black hair. We complained about the exam for a while and then ordered a meal for each of us, along with a bottle of white wine. While they were preparing the food, we went outside for a joint.

“Have you talked to them already?” Célia was referring to the Burrow.

“Not yet. They sent me some messages, but I don’t feel like answering.”

“By the way, have you planted the seeds in your parents’ village?”

She meant the seeds Paula had left us. At first, we germinated them in the Burrow and then most of them stayed there, but my cousin and I took some home. They grew so fast that, since we couldn’t keep them there, we decided to plant them in the Lentiscais, on our parents’ land. Our idea was that some cousins who lived nearby would take care of the plants and, in the end, we could share the product. We were firmly convinced they would accept because they lived alone and were our friends. However, when we knocked on their door, they said no immediately, with unfriendly faces. My cousin and I were stunned by their reaction—or better yet, looking downright dumbfounded.

Since things were as they were, we decided to go to an empty plot in the middle of nowhere, where there was a stream, and there we planted the pot. Afterward, we went to the People’s House to drink some beers and watch Portugal beat Romania 1–0 in the European Championship, goal by Costinha.

“We planted them in an ideal place; they had heat and water. However, fifteen days later, I went back there with my cousin and the plants were already huge, but some bird or animal had eaten all the leaves.”

“Fuck it... damn shit.”

“Yep, but wait... there’s more.”

“Don’t tell me.”

“Bora brought some sketchy compost from his little plot and said, ‘This is very good, they’re gonna grow a fucking lot.’ He laid down the compost and, a few days later, all the plants died.”

“Really!” Célia was angry.

“Yep, we don’t have any plants anymore.”

“That dude is a killer. How did you allow him to put down that compost?”

“I wasn’t there.”

“What a mess, that’s pretty unlucky.”

“Bora should go to jail. Straight, no trial.”

“Agreed.”

By the end of dinner, we had smoked another joint while walking through the streets of the old part of town and decided to go to Ti Jorge, as we were sure our rascal friends would be around.

When we arrived at the taproom, the door was closed; through the glass, I could see that the whole gang was inside. I opened the door with attitude, with a strong swing. I didn’t notice that behind the door there was a customer of Ti Jorge, who took the swing from the door right on his back. The man didn’t like it and retaliated by slamming the door shut again. I came back and opened it even harder, and this time it hit the client in the face, knocking his glasses to the floor. After this triumphant entrance, I opened my arms like thy Lord Jesus Christ and awaited the ovation of the members of the Burrow and the rest of the scum.

I couldn’t help but notice the reactions of the people around me. Joey, who was with his girlfriend, was intrigued, trying to read my emotions after losing one year. Elói, always such a bad actor, showed compassion—one might even say pity. Boni was already wasted.

“Congratulations, you pigs,” I said.

They fed me some clichés, like: “I don’t know how I passed; It was unexpected; I’ve had so much luck; You will surely get it next time; You weren’t the only one.”

I only managed to stay there because I was already loaded and tried to change the subject.

At that moment Isaura arrived and, unlike on other days, this time it felt like salvation. She didn’t even know anything about the exams; she was in another course and had only come to Ti Jorge to check if I was there. In general, I try to be nice to her and to shield her from Elói’s crude behavior, but this time I was even more welcoming toward her. I stuck close to her most of the time we were there, trying to unburden myself.

I am sincerely sorry for not liking her; I don’t find her attractive, either physically or intellectually. But she has been hitting on me since I was a freshman, despite my telling her many times that there is no possibility of a relationship. In the end, I could still have a merely physical relationship with her if I found her attractive, but truly, not even that. And it’s not as if she is ugly or fat; in fact, my cousin has already told me that if he had the chance, he would go for her, but she’s simply not my type.

The Ti Jorge taproom is quite small, and I stayed close to Isaura by the counter, while the rest of the group sat at the few tables along the wall.

“Hey, bald man, buy me a beer, will you?”

Isaura calls Elói “bald man” because she knows he doesn’t like it.

“Go get a job, you rusty keychain,” she said—Isaura is short and red-haired.

“Nobody gives me any work.”

“You could put that body of yours to some use; there’s a corner right over there.”

“You’re the worst kind of crude!”

“Calm down, calm down! Let’s not lower the level,” I said, still savoring those mockeries.

Isaura, a little annoyed, said to me:

“I can’t stand your friend; he is so stupid.”

“You started it.”

“Yeah, but I was joking. Besides, no one can convince me he’s not gay.”

Actually, a lot of people think he’s homosexual, though he doesn’t seem particularly feminine to me. Well, maybe when he laughs—his laugh can sound a bit girly—but otherwise he seems like quite a “normal” guy. Usually I defend him, saying he’s a big macho man and that I’ve seen him having fun with plenty of fine ladies, but it wasn’t a normal day, so instead I told Isaura:

“Yes, you’re right, he is quite a sissy. Spread the word—tell all your friends.”

“Yes, yes, I’ll put it in the news,” she said, laughing.

I was laughing too; I have always loved dragging myself through the mud.

“Isaura, you know what you could do? It would be funny to ask the DJ at the disco to play a song dedicated to your gay friend who’s coming out of the closet.”

Elói couldn’t hear us, but he saw us leaving, laughing and looking at him.

By two-thirty in the morning, Ti Jorge closed up. It was not worth it anymore to go down the avenue to Coffee and Milk nor to Rubro, so we went straight to the Alternative. It was only me, Joey, and Elói. Paula and Célia went to Célia’s; I don't know what for. Boni and Bora went home; they hate disco music. Isaura took off to find some friends, and we would meet again at the disco. Joey sent—or rather, urged—his girlfriend to go home.

We were going down Nuno Álvares Avenue, talking loudly, when a guy from the Agricultural School from the same year as us, who was in the Forestry course, approached. I don't know why he started provoking me. Although, later, Joey and Elói told me he was only joking.

“So, how come you two dudes from the north hang out with this southern bugger?”

On any other occasion, I would have ignored the insult. Those are usually commentaries I myself often make, but that night, I didn’t like them. It might have been the alcohol, the joint, or simply the fact that I’d flunked that made that joke boil me over like lava from a volcano. So I ran in his direction, jumped, kicked out my leg, and hit his back so hard that the guy sprawled out on the floor. The moment I started running toward him, he even tried to flee, but it was too late. Joey tried to help the guy up while Elói was saying:

“What the fuck, are you crazy?”

“Yep, I’m Crazy Gonga.”

We started laughing again as we headed to the disco.

“But the dude was only joking.”

“Fucking bad luck, I’m not from the south, I’m a bad motherfucker nigga from Cacém.”

And I started walking as if I were a rapper from a Detroit suburb. But, actually, I felt regret the moment I hit him. I’m not a violent man, and I’m certain that if he had been stronger than me, I wouldn’t have done it; therefore, that makes me a coward, a piece of shit.

It was Thursday, and like all Thursdays, it was Ladies’ Night, which means the women didn’t pay for anything and drank whatever they wanted, while we had to pay 500 shields and still pay for each drink. Life is not fair...

We held it as a tradition to stick around the women’s bar, grabbing some drinks and hitting on one of them. This night was no different. There we were, the three of us drinking everything we could get: vodka with orange, rum and coke, whiskey with coke, etc. Célia and Paula showed up and handed us more drinks. Afterwards, Isaura came around with some colleagues and acquaintances, and all of them gave us drinks of highly questionable quality. By about four in the morning, I was in a state of pitiful drowsiness.

Meanwhile, Joey started laughing at something and leaned against a table where two friends were sitting facing each other. When he leaned, he must have pushed or slid, which caused the table to shift, and he fell to the ground on his back. It was hilarious! Joey, when he fell, must have hit his head on a chair or the table, because he stayed for a few seconds lying on the floor without moving. Both ladies were stunned, staring at Joey on the ground. Elói and I, instead of helping our friend get up, were laughing ourselves silly. Joey tried to get himself up, but he was too drunk and couldn’t do it. He made me think of a crab with its carapace lying upside down. When he finally got up and rejoined his “friends”, his pants and shirt were filthy, stained with drinks, but he didn’t seem to mind. If it wasn’t him, Joey Nights, the Night Predator.

There was a moment in which one of them went to the bathroom and the other went for a dance, and I left. I couldn’t stand any more of the terrible music the DJ was playing; there were the Spice Girls and then Britney Spears. Currently, pop is going through its worst phase. However, I also took off because I wasn’t having fun. They could and should have fun; they’d passed physics. I had not. I made my way home alone, sad and with my head down. I thought I really had failed, and I was the only one responsible for that; it wouldn’t be worth blaming anyone else. I hadn’t prepared for the exam, and I expected that I could copy from someone or from my notes. 

Moreover, I’d expected the other members of the Burrow to have flunked as well, like I did, with the slight hope that I wouldn’t be the only loser. But no, they were all approved except me, which gave me even more of the sensation that I
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