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			For my ancestors, stay well

			

		
		

	
		
			TIMELINE OF HISTORICAL EVENTS



	
		
				1575
				Portuguese Colony of Angola founded
		

		
				1730
				Alfonso de Castro born
		

		
				1755
				Lisbon Earthquake
		

		
				1757
				Veríssimo de Castro born
		

		
				1775
				Urbano de Castro born
		

		
				1798
				Angola Plantation established in Louisiana
		

		
				1800
				Garoto Bárbaro born
		

		
				1808
				The United States Congress bans importation of slaves from Africa
		

		
				1820-21
				The final voyage of the slave ship Ana-Margarida
		

		
				1821
				The pirate Jean Lafitte escapes prison and rejoins his flagship The Pride, anchored off the barrier islands of Louisiana
		

		
				1822
				Lafitte establishes a base off the coast of Cuba
		

		
				1836
				Portugal abolishes slave trade in Angola
		

		
				1901
				Louisiana State Penitentiary (Angola Prison) established
		

		
				1961
				Angola War of Independence begins
		

		
				1964
				Angola Prison Rodeo inaugurated
		

		
				1975
				Angola declares Independence from Portugal
		

		
				1975
				Cuba sends 25,000 troops to support the Angola government against the UNITA insurgency
		

		
				1985
				Cuba initiates cloud seeding programme in Angola
		

		
				1988-91
				Cuba re-intervenes in Angolan Civil War
		

		
				1992
				UNITA forces seize diamond mines in northwest provinces in Angola
		

		
				1992
				Hurricane Andrew strikes Louisiana
		

		
				2002
				Angolan Civil War ends, UNITA cedes control of diamond mines
		

	



			

	 
		

	
		
			PASTRIES FOR ARTIFACTS

			 
			Lunchtime, Military History Archives, East Wing of the Army General Staff Building in Santa Apolonia, Lisbon, Portugal, August 1, 1954

	
			Vicenta stole a hungry glance at the paper sack containing assorted pastries. The neat little man at her desk had brought them; an apology, he said, for taking up her lunch hour.

			Nuno Bárbaro de Castro tapped his foot on the parquet floor as he read. She looked over his shoulder. He was on the second of fifty-six pages of the final will and testament of Garoto Bárbaro.

			“It’s in remarkable condition,” he said, “given its age.” His hands trembled. Vicenta heard the lilt of African Portuguese in his speech.

			“I keep it in my refrigerator,” she told him. “In a humidor.” The breast pocket of her olive dress contained the business card he had handed her minutes earlier:

			 

			Mbálá Genealogy Research Services, Ltd.

			“Let History Change Your Future”

			Nuno Bárbaro de Castro, PhD 
International Association of Genealogists Certified

			Highly-skilled Staff ♦ Pedigree Charts ♦ Reasonable 
Hourly Rates

			 

			“How did you get this?” Bárbaro asked without taking his eyes from the document. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, though it was obvious he no longer had his own teeth. The dentures were yellowed and poorly set. His hair was cut in a short fade, and his cream linen suit was crisp despite the humidity.

			“It’s been passed down in my family. Along with this.” She touched the brass baptismal medal at her throat, the stamped features of São Bento d’Aviz worn from lifetimes of touch. Bárbaro wore his white shirt buttoned to the chin, concealing an identical medal. “Oh, and this,” she said. Vicenta removed the hawksbill comb she wore near the front of her skull as one would a tiara, and shook out a cascade of thick black hair. “Both the medal and comb are mentioned in the will.”

			“Passed down to you?”

			Vicenta nodded. “My great-great-great-great-great grandfather, Soldier Vicente, was Garoto Bárbaro’s jailer in the fortress of Sofala, in Mozambique.” Her father came from an unbroken line of Soldier Vicentes, but had been burdened with a wife who could only bear girls. Reluctantly, he had passed on the will to his youngest daughter. It was the beginning of Vicenta’s passion for historical documents, why she had become an archivist.

			“May I?” Bárbaro asked, taking the comb from her hand. The shell glowed under the fluorescent lights. “Lovely work.” He set the comb on the desk. 

			Vicenta glanced at the pastries. “And you must be descended from Garoto Bárbaro.”

			Bárbaro turned his attention back to the will. “A distant uncle.”

			A fly crawled across the desk. Bárbaro turned the page, and his index finger hovered above a peculiar passage: To my nephew, Fogo Bárbaro the Younger, I bequeath my father’s teeth embedded in a set of brass denture plates. Had Vicenta not been so focused on the pastries, she might have noted the sharp intake of breath. 

			She tried again to make conversation. “In the will there’s mention of a kingdom called Mbálá, but I couldn’t find any historical record of it. The name appears on your business card.”

			Bárbaro’s heartbeat quickened. “It’s a forgotten place.” There was a hitch in his voice. “A story for children.” He resumed his careful reading.

			Vicenta watched him turn another page. Her stomach grow­led. “I’ll leave you to it, then,” she said finally, snatching up the sack of pastries. She strode through the National Military Museum and out into a courtyard filled with obsolete weaponry, the walls inlaid with tiled murals celebrating eight centuries of war. The baroque building had once been an arsenal where cannon and statuary were forged. Vicenta sat on the cobblestones, her back against an artillery piece from World War I, and opened the paper sack. She wondered if it had been wise to leave the little man alone in her office.

			Nuno Bárbaro de Castro had phoned her that morning out of the blue, her ancestor’s final will and testament all but forgotten in the humidor tucked away behind rows of chilled beer. As a girl, she had read the document compulsively. Once, she caught an airbus to Maputo, Mozambique, then travelled by seaplane to old Sofala to camp on the foundations of the fortress where the original Soldier Vicente had served as a jailor. It might have been a dream induced by the homemade brandy she’d purchased from the pilot, but sometime during the night she found herself shivering on the banks of the Buzi River, its currents crowded with dhows laden with ivory, ebony, sandalwood, and slaves, the ancient Swahili market city of Sofala resurrected in its awful grandeur. Since then, the will had been left undisturbed inside the humidor at the back of her refrigerator, until Bárbaro’s phone call.

			Vicenta wiped the crumbs from her lap. When she returned to the archives, Nuno Bárbaro de Castro was gone, the final will and testament stolen. He left the turtle shell comb on the desk, perhaps because it complemented her lustrous black hair. Relics must serve a purpose if they are to resonate in the present.

		 
		

	
		
			THE FINAL WILL AND TESTAMENT 
OF GAROTO BÁRBARO

		 
			Translated from the Portuguese by Nuno Bárbaro de Castro


			I, Garoto Bárbaro, being in feeble health but of sound mind, memory, and judgment, this Seventh day of March, Anno Domini, One Thousand Eight Hundred and Seventy-Four, do make and declare this to be a true and lawful testament as to the final disposition of my worldly estate. Some items require explication, else they be lost amid the rubbish that carpets my cell.

			 

			First—I hereby appoint my jailer, Soldier Vicente, to be the executor of my will and trustee thereunder.

			There is an enlargement on the crown of Soldier Vicente’s skull that suggests an over-developed capacity for friendship. Each morning he arrives with his cribbage board and the enduring hope that I will at long last convert to Catholicism. We take up the playing cards and our endless argument, the years and prison bars falling away as we advance our pegs along the game board and reckon the worth of cards and souls. Each sunset he leaves my cell, affable in defeat.

			Yet I admit this at last; in the craven hour before daybreak, I search the imperfect blackness for some sign of Soldier Vicente’s God. But there is only the rustle of doves in the tower rafters, the ghost of a spider’s web in the false dawn, the faraway whistle of fish eagles hovering on invisible currents above the shoals.

			 

			Second—To Soldier Vicente, for his service, I bequeath with gratitude a baptismal medal stamped with the image of São Bento d’Aviz.

			Like all the slaves on the tea plantation, my mother wore this medal on a chain around her throat, as did tens of thousands along the coasts of Portuguese Africa—masons, carpenters, carriage drivers, laundresses, musicians, cooks, brothel girls, even the brightsmith who stamped the medals. An eternity of heaven in exchange for labour on earth, a golden promise forged in brass.

			It is all I have of my mother, save for a jumbled memory of a lullaby: Sleep now, sweet child, sleep now, here comes the cuco, and he’s going to eat you! I feel her roughened hand against my cheek, fingers sticky with sweet-smelling sap and thickened from a lifetime of plucking leaf shoots. The baptismal medal makes lazy circles above my eyes. Her face is lost to me.

			Keep the medal in memory of me, and of the mass baptism forced upon my mother and her sister slaves in the brackish water where the Buzi River empties into the ocean. This is my final argument against salvation.

			 

			Third—To my nephew, Fogo Bárbaro the Younger, I bequeath my father’s teeth embedded in a set of brass denture plates.

			At four years old, I was taken from my mother and apprenticed to the forge. Each dawn its brightsmith fanned the coal fire, breathing life into the hearth with his bellows while I lugged brass bars to the anvil. The old Malay slave tapped his tongs on the heat-softened metal to indicate where my lump hammer should be brought to bear and I swung it in a fluid arc, lifting my feet at the moment of impact to add my slight weight to its downward force. We immersed ourselves in our labour, our faces red as the superheated brick, our movements precise and mechanical, two jack-in-the-clocks striking the hour.

			After sunset the brightsmith quenched his tongs in the slack tub, his features obscured by the gloaming—God’s time, he called it—and I listened to him recite rough-rhymed quatrains on love as he cooked our dinner of rice and chicken broth over the cooling hearth. The fire of verse, he told me, tempers the heart.

			There was, across the street, a window bright with candles. The house belonged to a chandler and each night, as the beeswax set in his moulds, a boy my age would climb onto his lap and nestle against his shoulder. From the darkened door of the forge I often stared at that illuminated scene, my heart filling and emptying by turns.

			My own father was a physician by training but not practice, as he was repulsed by human frailty. He called himself Urbano de Castro Almeida, a small lie to suggest his mother was old nobility, and to mask his bastardy. His name appears in our family Bible simply as Urbano de Castro. His grandfather had secured for him the position of Crown Resident of Sofala, representing the interests of the Mad Queen Maria along the southeastern coast of Africa. 

			In those days Sofala consisted of two towns, one overlooking the other. My father owned two properties in the lower harbour settlement: an icehouse insulated with sawdust, wherein snow brought from the Kingdom of Swaziland was kept to make ice cream and chill the white port he drank as an aperitif; and a forge, along with its brightsmith, who hammered out hinges, ship’s bells, chamber pots, denture plates, and baptismal medals.

			On the higher, healthier ground of the upper town, overlooking his tea plantation, my father had built a villa in the Byzantine style of the Swahili sultans who ruled before him. In its gardens he received, in his capacity of Crown Resident, an endless queue of backwater prazeiros and petty functionaries. 

			His restive nature made him a poor host. When the afternoon sun threw shadows over the veranda, he placed his pocket watch on the armrest of his chair and glared from timepiece to guests.

			With the last petitioner ushered through the gates, Urbano de Castro instructed his driver to take him down to the lower town, there to join the stately parade of carriages that traversed the harbour esplanade, its broad pavement set with crushed abalone shells that reflected the oil streetlamps in infinite colours, past the forest of ship’s masts, the columned slave market, the long customs house built of massive stones brought by ships from Lisbon as ballast, and on to the four-storied bawdyhouse, its tiled façade depicting nudes in bucolic settings. 

			Inside the house, beneath leaded-glass chandeliers, the madam poured brandy into my father’s mouth while he chewed strips of flesh sliced from the shank of a suckling pig, a prostitute perched on each knee for luck as he played long odds on unlikely matches between multiples of diverse species: four hounds against a lioness, two leopards on five hyenas, a baboon facing three drunkards. My father’s sallow constitution was unequal to his appetites, and these excursions to the lower town left him bedridden for days.

			To support his massing debt, he assembled a stable of prizefighters aged eight to twelve, all bastards from his unions with the Shona slaves who laboured on his inland tea plantation. My brothers came to live with me above the forge, where the brightsmith worked them like they were metal.

			The boxing boys of Sofala were all the fashion then, fierce as fighting dogs and twice as difficult to separate once a bout began. Sportsters travelled from as far away as Havana to wager on the outcome, as there was no game in this world so pure in its happenstance. The boys entered the pit with fresh records and were retired at puberty.

			When my eldest brother Fogo grew sparse hairs on his chin, he was sent away to our father’s tea plantation. Shortly thereafter, the brightsmith led me up the hill, my wrist encircled in his thumb and forefinger, past the gates of my father’s villa, around the back through a kitchen with scorched, unpainted walls into ever smaller and shabbier hallways, until we reached a windowless surgery. The chart of a divided human skull hung on the wall above the mummified head of a Negro. Below, a zinc-lined cold closet packed with snow from the icehouse.

			It was the first time I saw my father, and though the brightsmith instructed me to lower my eyes I could not help but search the man’s face for some telltale sign of our kinship. He was tall and frail, with stooped shoulders and a pointed beard. A white butcher’s apron protected his trousers and waistcoat.

			Urbano de Castro palpated the area behind my ears. I tried not to stare at the arrangement of callipers and saws on the gleaming steel table. His hands froze as they passed over a bump at the back of my head. There was a sharp intake of breath, and he resumed his exploration of the contours of my skull, slowly now, his fingers atremble. 

			Fascinating, he said.

			My father stood me before a mirror and knelt, the crowns of our heads level. Touch here, he said, tapping his brow. His forehead was hot beneath my fingertips. Now yours. See how it bows out? Now here, he tapped a spot on the back of his crown. I felt a slight rise beneath the pomaded hair. Now you, he said quickly, and I passed my hand over an identical swell. Here, he tapped, eyes flashing, and here! He named each region as he directed my touch—Wonderment, tap tap tap, Curiosity, tap, Acquisitiveness, tap tap—and these attributes sprang into existence beneath my fingers.

			The brightsmith stood behind us in the mirror, staring at his hands. All night my father and I explored the twin topographies of our being, until at last he sat back on his heels, exhausted in his excitement. 

			We are bound together, young fellow, he called after us as the brightsmith returned me to the forge in the new light, mind and skull, our destinies intertwined!

			The night of my sixth birthday I awoke with the brightsmith straddling my chest, his left hand peeling my lips from my gums, the gooseneck tongs in his right. And there went my teeth, so I wouldn’t choke on them during the bare-knuckle fights to come. 

			For two years I trained as a boxing boy, sprinting along the tidal flats that fronted the mangroves, calves bulging, soles calloused from broken shells. I plunged my hands into the shallows and squeezed the black mud, my knuckles large and dense as musket balls. The remainder of my day was devoted to verse, that I might give voice to my rage, and cadence to my fists. 

			The brightsmith had distilled the sport to four maxims: the true force of a punch comes not from the arms but the legs; the bones of the hand are not as strong as those of the skull; air is fuel; each mouthful of food or drink consumed before a bout is a chain wrapped around one’s ankles.

			One day an artist came to the forge. I stood before him, fists at the ready, while he made a sketch for the posters that would paper the arcade of the bawdyhouse where I was to debut as “The Wild Boy of Sofala.”

			This first bout is a jangled dream, its details faceted in the leaded prisms of the chandeliers. The pit expands as I cling to my opponent for support, shrinks as we launch into a fresh assault, the gamers crowding in to lay fresh bets, odds changing by the minute. The room dissolves in a swirl of roaring colours, our faces slick with shared blood, flushed with the brutal intimacy.

			Afterwards my brothers and I feasted, our toothless gums tearing at the meat, precluding the growth of our man teeth. Even now I miss the convivial society of those boys as we mocked each other’s splintered ribs, blood-broke vessels, and addled brains.

			Come break open your mind with us! my brothers called out to me, but the brightsmith had warned me against this. I cleared the table as they took shredded iboga root, and watched them succumb. One shrank from some childhood boogeyman. Another spoke in an unknown tongue. Several fist-fought with unseen opponents. By the time I finished washing the dishes, my brothers were slumped in their chairs, staring at the ceiling as though it were the universe unfolded.

			Bouts were held every night at the bawdyhouse plus a matinee on Sunday, and I ended my debut week with eight victories. I named my right fist Hammer and my dominant fist Anvil. I dressed in sleeveless shirts and slit britches to accommodate my outsized calves and biceps, and my brothers and I walked the boulevard three abreast, elbows locked, sweeping gentlemen and slaves, constables and pickpockets, sailors and farmers into the street, making way only for the brothel girls who tousled our hair and cupped our scrotums. Over the next three years I would leave scores of boys wrong-headed, bereft of an eye or the use of a limb. In my dreams there exists a boxing pit carpeted with the bodies of children. They curl around my feet, shrinking into themselves, blood leaking from their ears. 

			I fought only for the house purse, as nobody would wager against me. This vexed my father because fortunes were won and lost on the side bets. As his gambling debts resumed their slow incline he arranged, for the first time, a prizefight between a boxing boy and a grown man.

			

			Ships crowded the harbour as word of the fight spread along the coast. Prices in the lower town soared, and soldiers roamed the streets at night to roust gamblers unable to find a proper night’s lodging. In the shaded arcade of the bawdyhouse, prostitutes distributed handbills advertising the match. Despite my age, the gamers bet heavily on me.

			On the hour of the fight, the brightsmith appeared in the room above the forge with a cup of mulled wine and a glass jar containing my milk teeth. Their roots were blood-black, the incisors small as a rat’s. Look at these, he told me. Think on the weak creature who let them be taken!

			We stepped out into the boulevard, the colours painfully bright. Gamesters jostled one another in the queue outside the bawdyhouse. The brightsmith led me through the foyer and into the vaulted hall. The madam played a toccata on an enamelled piano. The mayor rode a drugged zebra in lazy circles as he arced Roman candles into the gallery. The crowd stared, spellbound, as though they were watching their own souls streak into the galaxy of chandeliers.

			My opponent, a stevedore who fought on the docks for cigars, seemed not to recognise his name as it was announced, blocked as his ears were with scar tissue. His chest was muscular but his calves were spindly. A bear with rooster legs, the brightsmith said in my ear. I stumbled into the ring.

			The master of ceremonies was a tenor whose operatic voice filled the hall. Gentlemen, I give you The Wild Boy of Sofala, Garoto Bárbaro! He trilled the Rs extravagantly, and the crowd rose and stamped their feet, the makeshift colosseum rising and sagging beneath their weight. My opponent wrapped his hands around my fists and leaned in to wish me luck. The tenor exited the pit, a signal that the fight was begun.

			A blur of florid faces stared down on us. The stevedore whistled through his ruined nose as he circled me, shrinking the ring. I slipped his opening punch, peppering his ribs with jabs. Somehow my ankles crossed and I nearly went down. My opponent allowed me to regain my balance. I blinked, my eyes sweat-stung despite a sudden chill. The stevedore caught me with a slow roundhouse I should have seen coming and I reeled, my arms too clumsy to parry the hooks, crosses, and uppercuts that hammered my head and shoulders. 

			The floor fell away, the cacophony of the crowd now distant. The stamping of feet was replaced by a drumbeat of memories, my violent and loveless existence strewn across a dissolving universe, until there was only my mother’s distant voice, sleep child, sleep now, the smell of tea sap on her fingers, the lazy circles of her baptismal medal, here comes the cuco, and he’s going to eat you! Utterly alone, I faced the infinite void from whence I came. 

			I opened my eyes to flame and shadow. The great hall was deserted and stripped bare, its toppled columns reduced to rubble. Playing cards fluttered in the breeze that came in through broken windows. Flames rose up from the mahogany bar, bottles flaring like struck matches. I clambered over a billiards table wedged in the threshold.

			Convinced the fight was cooked the crowd had run riot, toppling the plaster columns and pulling the mayor’s britches around his ankles as they propelled him about the pit. My father had stripped to his shirtsleeves and lost himself in the mob that spilled onto the street.

			The rest of that night was a clamour of discharged pistols and wounded cries. Someone threw an oil lamp onto the icehouse, igniting its sawdust insulation, and the structure went up like a rocket. Sparks caught on neighbouring roofs, and a river of melted snow ran through the boulevard of burning façades.

			The gamesters of Sofala imposed their own raw justice upon the lower town. It took only three broken fingers to compel a bookmaker to confess what they already knew; Urbano de Castro had taken the long odds on the stevedore and ordered his brightsmith to lace my mulled wine with iboga root. 

			For the first time in memory, bravos from the lower side were seen loitering in broad daylight along the flowery lanes of the upper town. They threw a sack of flayed rats over the gates of my father’s villa, then the charred corpse of a baboon, a pair of bull’s testicles, the bookmaker’s nose and ears.

			Urbano de Castro could no longer rely on the protection of his office. The lower town gossips whispered that he was trying to make a quick sale of the villa, the tea plantation, the forge and its brightsmith, his slave-sons and their mothers, all for a fraction of their former worth.

			When I recovered from my beating, I took up the gooseneck tongs and climbed the hill to my father’s villa in the gloaming, God’s time. I found my father on the darkening veranda. He was alone, a half-filled bottle of brandy, his pocket-watch, and a pistol on the armrests of his chair. The grounds were empty, windows dark. 

			He looked at me without surprise. This will go easier if you let me finish the brandy, he said.

			

			I crawled onto my father’s lap, nestled into his shoulder, and waited for him to empty the bottle. His breath grew ragged against my cheek. When the morning sparrows took up the nightjars’ song, I took up the brightsmith’s tongs. The pain roused him as I worked a molar out of his jaw. He struggled to rise, choking on his own blood, but his frailty, the brandy, and my weight kept him from finding his feet as I filled my pockets with his teeth.

			On the day before he was sold, the brightsmith forged two sets of brass plates in which to set our dentures. You took them, the Malay slave said as he presented me with my father’s teeth, they’re yours now.

			The dentures were too large for my mouth, giving me the aspect of a donkey. My father appreciated the symmetry of my violent act and accepted the second set. He flashed me a lamprey smile, his gaping maw lined with tiny milk teeth. Thereafter we were bound together, each uttered word, our every expression, shaped by the other’s teeth. Even in death this part of me abides with my father in the Cemetery of Pleasures, interred in white marble.

			It saddens me to learn that my brother Fogo, in a failed attempt to revive the practice of boxing boys, took his own son’s first teeth. May these plates mitigate the damage inflicted upon my nephew.

			Deliver my father’s teeth to the forge on Rua Grêmio, where Fogo the Younger serves as brightsmith.

			 

			Fourth—I bequeath the cargo manifest of the Ana-Margarida to the master shipwright who built her. The vessel was commissioned by Urbano de Castro and paid for with the proceeds from the forced liquidation of his assets. The front and back covers of the manifest are made of teak from the hinterlands of India, the same durable wood used to construct that cursed ship.

			In Portuguese India, between the city of Goa and the broad Zuari River, is a walled compound two thousand paces in length and six hundred in breadth that swarms with carpenters, rope-makers, canvas-cutters, copper-platers, pulley-makers, caulkers, slave and convict labourers, ox-cart drivers, and elephant keepers, all working under the sharp gaze of a doorkeeper who holds the keys and ensures that nothing, not so much as a bent nail, leaves through the great teak gate decorated with a carved image of Peter, the patron saint of shipwrights.

			No detail went unnoticed by the Master Shipbuilder and his army of bureaucrats. Each bar of pig iron ballast was inspected for uniformity, the bowsprit set at the approved degree of inclination, every shroud rope weighed, measured, registered and stamped with the hot iron seal of the yard, all timbers, plates, rivets and bands harmoniously fitted into the immaculate whole.

			The purpose of the brig became evident as she took shape, wide abeam with an added shallow hold between the second and third flush decks, schooner-rigged for manoeuvrability, armed with eighteen pounders and long nines in the event she needed to stand her ground against the blockade the British had set along the coast of Africa to curb the slave trade.

			The few available seamen in Goa were malarial, choleric, or mad with syphilis, and Urbano de Castro was forced to recruit from the shipyard convict labourers. He found his captain, Francis Davies, at the rope house. 

			Davies was in the second year of a life sentence for murdering his Malay mistress. He was emaciated from a prison diet of rice and insects, and his strangler-hands were thick and filthy from separating worn cable. But the Welshman held a master’s ticket, so Urbano de Castro purchased his pardon. It was Captain Davies who chose the first mate, coxswain, and skeleton crew, all fellow convicts who owed him their allegiance.

			My father named the ship for a mother he never met. There was no portrait on which to model a figurehead, so the Ana-Margarida was launched with a naked prow, an ill omen. Propelled by elephants and pulleys, the brig slid down the rails and into the river. The coxswain sang out his orders—Clear away the bowlines! Raise anchor! Man the port head braces!—and there was the wind-filled pop of opened sails as the Zuari lifted the brig off the bank and into its current. As we left Goa, crocodiles lined sandbanks backed by a forest canopy inhabited by rose-ringed parakeets. Pockets of land rose and fell in verdant waves, the terrain a patchwork of neat villages, wild mangroves, and cultivated palm farms. Captain Davies piloted the brig out into the open Arabian Sea, turning the Ana-Margarida’s naked prow into the wind. Only then did he relinquish the helm and quit the aft deck to find his brandy.

			Arrange for the ship’s manifest to be delivered to the Master of the Yard, Ribeira de São Pedro, Goa. It is all that remains. 

			 

			Fifth—To the Superintendent of the Cemetery of Pleasures, deliver the de Castro family Bible. Its register page contains the birth and death dates of my ancestors, three generations of civilisers arranged top to bottom thus: Alfonso de Castro; Father Veríssimo de Castro; Urbano de Castro—the very order in which their coffins are shelved in the mausoleum. No maternal names are registered.

			Once, while anchored in Lisbon, I was allowed to leave the ship and accompany my father to a cavernous palace built upon the consecrated rubble of churches and tombs destroyed by the earthquake. Its reception room overlooked the trashwood shantytown built on the marshland of the Valle de Alcántara, where runty peasants of all races mined the cesspits for nitrates to make gunpowder, and wild dogs fed on the corpses of weak-hearted lovers who’d leapt from the aqueduct to their deaths. It was there that I was presented to my great-grandfather Alfonso de Castro in his final days of sanity, his eyes clouded as though he were staring across generations. 

			How do I judge the old degradado? Even now he watches through my eyes, resonates in my most offhand gestures. He had recently been made Knight Commander of the Order of São Bento d’Aviz and wore the badge of his order on a necklet, a gilt and enamelled Cross of Christ bestowed in recognition of his role as a civiliser, specifically his subjugation of Mbálá. Alfonso de Castro had installed a puppet king who provided slaves for import to Louisiana, trading his subjects for another year on the throne.

			The city, I’m told, had been laid out in concentric circles. I can only describe it from without. While my father paid court to the false king and assembled the vast coffle of slaves, I was ordered to remain with his Negro soldiers outside the great, impenetrable hedge that encircled the kingdom. We camped on the mud-cooled banks of a nearby river once mined by the outcasts of Mbálá. The diamond works were played out, yet the king’s lifeguards continued to search downstream for a new lode.

			The city gates were made from mangrove timber hauled hundreds of leagues from the coast, the royal seal of the Palm and Forge, symbols of fertility and productiveness, carved into the sea-smoothed wood. Once opened to my great-grandfather, the gates became the threshold of slavery.

			Alfonso de Castro’s life’s work continued, uninterrupted by his retreat into madness. My grandfather, Veríssimo de Castro, presided over the mass baptisms while my father and I marched the newly-christened in chains to the coast to be loaded into the yawning darkness of the Ana-Margarida. Such baptisms set the civilisers apart from common slavers.

			Captain Davies, the only outsider in the de Castro enterprise, grew fleshy and pink on meat and brandy. There was a depression at the back of his pate that suggested a contrary temper; he was as likely to break into song as strike the nearest sailor with the flat of his sword. Upon nightfall, the Welshman settled his broadening rump on the aft deck to drink and brood over a miniature portrait of his murdered mistress.

			Davies had surrendered his quarters to my father on the condition that we remain therein, as a ship cannot have two masters. Ten months a year I abided in that darkened cabin crowded with journals, cranial maps, skulls, and vivisected brains, assisting my father in his scientific inquiries into the human mind, combing lice from his scalp and beard, massaging his constipated belly, and staring through the bank of windows at an ever-receding horizon. 

			Ten times in as many years we made the middle passage from the coast of Angola to the barrier islands of Louisiana. The grated hatchways of the slave deck emanated heat and an incessant keening that reverberated through the bulkheads. The hold was opened only to lower buckets of water, corn and beans, or to remove a limp body which would be heaved into the sea.

			Our cargo did not travel well. Lice and dysentery swept through the shallow deck. Some slaves refused food and water. Others, in the belief they were crossing the great ocean that separates the lands of the dead and the living, folded their hands across their breasts, shut their eyes, and quit life. They crowd my dreams. One does not need a soul to know the difference between good and evil.

			

			On the return voyage we made port in Lisbon to bank our profits and lade on provisions, munitions, and iron bars for the ship’s blacksmith to fashion into shackles during the voyage to Cape Town, where Captain Davies would recruit some unwitting soldier to lead our next expedition.

			Four generations of de Castros bled the Kingdom of Mbálá until it was a ghost of itself. When there was no one left to enslave, we marched its king and his court away in chains, leaving the ruins to the rats and the beetles.

			In his final days, Urbano de Castro’s fevered mind would turn back to his childhood spent on his grandfather’s civilising expeditions. In one memory he was four or five, his narrow chest criss-crossed with canteens, hundreds of slaves reaching out to him as he walked the length of the coffle, pouring water into their parched mouths. It was the only time, he said, that anyone was ever happy to see me.

			Deliver the Bible to the Superintendent of the Cemetery of Pleasures, Praça São João Bosco, Lisbon, Portugal, to be interred in the de Castro Mausoleum. May their names be abandoned with their earthly remains.

			 

			Sixth—To Dulce Davies, I bequeath the pistol with a spring-loaded dagger that was impounded after my arrest. The weapon belonged to her blood father, Roland Stubbs.

			

			I first saw Roland through a bank of windows in my cabin prison. He was standing on the Cape Town harbour dock with his kit and weapons, one of the failed subalterns Captain Davies found in the taverns, a disposable officer to lead our native troops into the Angolan interior. We were returning from the shipyard in Goa, where the Ana-Margarida had been refitted for her tenth middle passage. 

			That night, and every night thereafter during the voyage to Angola Colony, Roland drank with Captain Davies and sang rude barracks songs and stomped about on the aft deck above our cabin in some tottering, reeling sort of dance. When the moon reached its apex and the first watch sounded four bells, I would eavesdrop as they picked up the thread of their previous night’s discourse. Invariably the conversation turned to Roland’s mistress, Ezadurah, and the Welshman’s voice became sober as he asked him to describe her every feature. Roland conjured his love on the aft deck for them both to admire. Perhaps Captain Davies grew to conflate Ezadurah with the Malay mistress he had murdered all those years ago. For me, listening in the darkness, she became a living, breathing presence. She might have been my first love, had I had the capacity for it.

			

			With no duties at sea, Roland paced the weather decks, gossiping with the dogwatch as to the identity of the mysterious passengers who occupied the captain’s quarters. Occasionally he peered down on us through the opaque skylight. Silhouetted against the glass, Roland’s broad forehead suggested a predisposition to view the world joyfully, and the pronounced rounding of his pate indicated a keen sense of curiosity. It was this last trait that finally drove Roland to throw aside caution and burst into our cabin. I easily floored him, yet even with my cutlass to his throat his eyes moved swiftly in all directions, noting the cut of my father’s clothes, puzzling over my father’s surgery and its implements, studying our faces.

			I would not see Roland again until the Ana-Margarida weighed anchor off the coast of Angola Colony. He accompanied my father and me into the jolly boat to be among the first ferried ashore, along with the marble crucifix I would erect overlooking the estuary.

			He trained his spyglass on a bluff above the beach. Is that where the savages cook survivors from shipwrecks? he asked. 

			Roland had been briefed that the coast was inhabited by cannibals who set fires on the bluff to confuse helmsmen into steering their ships onto the rocks in the belief that they’d reached the harbour mouth of Ambriz. No sailor worth his ship would be tricked by such nonsense. It was a lie Captain Davies told to all the officers that led our inland expeditions, a justification for what was to come.

			They were not cannibals, but rather a clan of escaped slaves. I felt for Roland on that expedition, the things we made him do. He’d wanted only to purchase his mistress’s slave papers so they might be married, their children freeborn. He continued to write to Ezadurah during the expedition, despite a growing realisation she would never receive the letters. 

			In the end, Roland’s conscience got the better of him and he released hundreds of slaves from our coffle to swell the ranks of the Wreckers. I let him believe this was the cause for his execution, that his death had some meaning, but in truth he was a dead man the moment he signed with Davies.

			As I dug a pit in the sand where he would be buried to his chin, he asked only that I make the grave deep, that he might face the incoming tide standing at attention. He gifted me his pistol, saying it was too fine a weapon to be lost.

			The Wreckers above lit their bonfire. They had not pushed the cross off the bluff onto the rocks below, as I had hoped; rather, the monument to Alfonso de Castro was incorporated into their ceremony, its obdurate marble delineated by fire. As he faced the drowning sea, Roland bade me swear beneath the shadow of the cross that I would deliver his letters to Ezadurah. For a moment, I was of a mood to join the Wreckers.

			The Welshman ordered the ship’s carpenter to carve a figurehead for the Ana-Margarida. It was Ezadurah, precisely as I imagined her from Roland’s description. I reckoned that when we completed the middle passage, Captain Davies would return to Cape Town to purchase her for his own, a replacement for the Malay slave he had murdered.

			Dulce Davies resides on a steam launch docked in Simon’s Town, Cape Colony. Roland would be pleased that she is a freewoman, the pilot of her own destiny. Instruct her to keep her father’s pistol loaded, and close by.

			 

			Seventh—To Doctor Pinho, I bequeath a physician’s bag made from Brazilian horse. It once contained my father’s implements of cranioscopy, may they remain undisturbed on the bottom of the ocean. The bag still smells of the sea, its clasp corroded by salt.

			Where does the universe end and the human mind begin? 

			Over a lifetime, my father had produced a series of correlative maps on onionskin: one of the known solar system, the sun, the planets and their moons, the lesser satellites, comets and nebulae gravitationally bound together, as the areas of the mind are bound by electricity; another a galactic chart of the constellations; next a plat that situated the regions of an afterlife derived from coffin texts, runestones, Plato’s Phaedo, Dante’s Inferno; then an overlay of the unseen world that exists within the radiant abdomen of a glow-worm; followed by a meteorological chart my father collated from collecting synchronous weather reports he received by mail; and beneath that a universal military cartography compiled from thousands of campaign maps from the Thirty Years War, its armies advancing and receding like ocean tides; and still more onionskin overlays charting the realms of time, destiny, space, and dream, the infinite superimposed upon the infinitesimal to create an aggregate Atlas of the Universe.

			The following is how my skull came to be criss-crossed with scars:

			In his villa in Sofala, Urbano de Castro had developed a craniometrics based upon evidence gathered from the autopsied corpses of monkeys and slaves. But the brains of the dead retain none of their former thermality, electricality, or nervosity. My father required a living test subject.

			I need only close my eyes to see the precise rows of lancets, bistouries, trocars, and tenotomes carefully arranged on the tray, the acuate glint of their blades. There is a poetry in science. Beneath the thick-glassed operating lights of his surgery in the captain’s quarters, Urbano de Castro searched the interior of my cranium for the secrets of an infinite universe. I remained conscious on the gleaming steel table as he removed sections of my skull, alert to each vivid probe on my exposed brain. As he conducted his investigations, I recorded the stimuli in a journal, identifying each region in my skull correlative to the induced state, my pen steady in my hand even as I wept and raged, simultaneously observing and re-experiencing my past, replete with all its attendant emotions, a sensation not dissimilar to the effects of iboga root. 

			Through a series of replicated forensic experiments, we drew up an onionskin chart with labelled sections, a translucent cartography of my mind to add to his Atlas of the Universe. Imagine the area of acquisitiveness above my right ear co-located with the planet Venus, which in the next sheet of onion paper is situated in the afterlife anteroom of Heresy, and beneath that a hurricane in Trinidad which is situated above the Battle of Fürth, and so on, each new overlay providing additional dimensions to a preceding realm drawn within shared boundaries.

			In Sofala, my father had proved empirically that the human brain has twenty-seven organs, each with a specific function. Although the Negro brain contains only nineteen, he was pleased to discover that I possessed twenty-three, counting the four I inherited from him: reliability, loyalty, combativeness, and acquisitiveness. He regretted to inform me that, due to my race, my skull lacked the capacity to house a soul.

			Unable to love, I am still capable of small affections. When the Ana-Margarida made port and my father went ashore, I would bring in a black, tailless cat that scratched at the cabin door with polydactyl claws. Its ears sharpened as it entered and surveyed Urbano de Castro’s surgery. I found great comfort in smoothing its fur, the pain and tickle of its foreclaws as they kneaded my lap, its soft purr. I never opened the door to the creature while we were at sea for fear it would be subjected to my father’s experiments. 

			Urbano de Castro grew ever more lethargic and constipated, save for brief bursts of fevered discourse punctuated by a rasping cough. He spent his final days doubled over the chamber pot, wracked with pain.

			

			One morning I woke to find my father staring into the rafters, lice skittering across his corneas. I stood over him, our noses almost touching, and peered into those unblinking eyes. He was still alive, for the moment. I picked up the bone saw, curious to look upon my father’s naked brain, that I might gain insight into the disposition of a human soul at the moment it is separated from
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