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The earth, this vale of tears.

Juan Rulfo

What life asks of us is courage.

Joao Guimaraes Rosa

The whole sadness was the fi re.

Simone Schwarz-Bart



ix is blank



x

Contents


	I.  Tupinambà Vengeance


	II.  Luzia of the Paraguaçu


	III.  Planting Manioc


	IV.  The Wild Soul


	    Acknowledgements




xi is blank





1The body’s rage grows more violent beneath the full moon.

Already she’d become absentminded about her daily chores. She found herself lying exhausted but wide awake on the woven mat. In an angry fi t, she had undone the thick braid taming her black, unruly hair, and she imagined her tresses like the aerial roots of certain trees. Before a terrible pain shot through her hips and her eyes grew cloudy. Before warm rivulets of sweat began streaming down her face.

She felt an uncomfortable desire to urinate. She placed her hand on her belly. This was the cause of her affl iction: life itself was twisting violently within, and she thought she’d explode from the force of what fought hard to break free. She could keep quiet and let her small body follow its own course, like a river; she’d seen other women do the same. Or she could ask for help, call for the midwife of Tapera do Paraguaçu, whose nails were long and dirty, who reeked of cachaça. She preferred to keep quiet. Finally, there was no longer any2choice to be made; the pain consumed her, tearing through her abdomen.

The night was hushed and humid, with just the occasional buzz of insects, not even the wind’s whistling through palms along the riverbank.

Her family members were sleeping near her. Occasionally, one would move a foot, turn to the other side, or, still asleep, shoo away a whining mosquito. She hoped this night would be over quickly if she simply focused on what needed to get done before sunrise, before the sleepers awoke. She knew how diffi cult life had been for her parents: feeding all the children, breaking up fi ghts, giving baths and dressing wounds. When food appeared on those old, enameled plates, it was never quite enough.

The rain had returned in recent months, but the men, dispirited, had already turned their backs on their modest parcels of land, heading out on sloops to sell what was left from the last harvest: small loads of manioc fl our, coconuts, and palm oil. They had promised to come back with money. They would return with nothing. Maybe a few bottles of cachaça. Until then, day after day, the women of Tapera kept an eye on the tide; it went out, then came in, rolling over the river, while the women waited. When the tide was low, they’d head out with canisters and spoons to harvest shellfi sh. The children, unconcerned about their fathers, cried to be fed, and so their mothers, growing old too soon, took on even more responsibilities.

They fi gured out ways to survive. They asked the monks for permission to gather fruit from the cashew trees belonging to the church. The monks would allow it; as long as the 3women brought back the best to the monastery kitchen, they could keep what was left. Carrying themselves with dignity, the women set up small tables in front of the houses facing the street and sold the fruit to passing travelers. Later, toward the end of the year, they’d sell unripe cashew, or maturi, the nuts without the false fruit, gleaned from the lower branches; they’d also sell ripe fruit left unpicked during the fi rst harvest because it hung high.

Some mornings, she’d observe her neighbors heading out with their baskets, gathering anything growing wild along the paths. She never joined them, not wanting anyone to notice her belly. Though her belly, a source of shame, seemed to her rather unimpressive, there was no way she’d fool the mothers of Tapera. They’d recognize the glowing skin and exuberant hair of a pregnant woman. They’d notice her nails, her sweet breath, a widening at the hips. They could tell, too, if a baby would be large or small; they could even guess the due date. Had she kept company over the past few months with those women, she would’ve learned that her baby would be arriving that very night, when the moon was full.

She sat up and then, trying to keep her balance, got into a squatting position. Her nightshirt, soaked in sweat, was sticking to her back and the curve of her breasts. The pain was increasing; so was her anger, though she didn’t quite know why she was angry. She had torn out whole clumps of hair while undoing her braid. She started shuffl ing across the fl oor of fl attened earth, heading out of the house, pausing at the curtain that separated their collective bedroom from the living room, then pulling it aside. When the others eventually awoke,4 perhaps the image of a woman sneaking around in the dark would seem to them a dream like any other.

She made her way toward the kingdom of the night: the moon, penetrating the gaps of the shuttered window, was a beacon. It invited nocturnal animals to leave their dens. She bit her lip as she removed the wooden bar that served as a door lock and hoped no one would hear the creaking hinges as she pushed the door open.

The breeze invited her to step away from the house.

She hadn’t thought ahead to this moment or prepared herself; her body had been startled awake after days of apathy. She obeyed her instincts. But she didn’t want this child. She couldn’t bring home another mouth to feed when her family had so little. She hadn’t brewed the teas that would’ve taken care of her delicate situation only because she lacked the knowledge. She didn’t know the spells the old women knew, didn’t know the secrets kept in the unfathomable recesses of their souls. Those secrets belonged to a distant time, a way of life now rejected by her people, who were slowly becoming something different from what they once were. They had put their faith in the words of foreigners. Nothing would stop the animal from growing inside the other animal. She heard the echoes of church sermons burying Tapera beneath the constant threat of divine punishment. Perhaps even this moment was part of the design of the Holy Spirit. As she walked, she felt the presence of other beasts scrambling from her path, climbing into the trees, stirring in the darkness, hiding in their dens or slipping into the river before she drew any closer.

She put one foot, then the other, into the water. The current5 quickly began pulling her downstream like a broken branch. And the pain, she felt it not only in her pelvis but in every part of her being, and she let out a long moan. The fish brushed against her legs. So as not to let herself be carried off into the bay, she dug her feet into the riverbed, the water’s level now reaching her belly. The movement of the river brought relief, but it wasn’t relief she was seeking. She wanted to move through the fl ow that was moving through her, get past this ordeal, then return to her life. She spread her legs, and the river invaded her, overwhelmed and almost drowned her.

She would surrender the child to the waters. Let the river look after her baby. Let the current carry it away.
6 is blank
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I. TupinambÁ Vengeance
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9
Whenever I disobeyed Luzia’s commands, challenging her authority with hostile retorts, she’d be quick to say, “You’re so wicked, giving birth to you is what killed Mama!” My mother suffered from depression after I was born and couldn’t even get out of bed. She died of “melancholy” is how my family later explained it. As for how Luzia really felt about me, given what had happened—I never knew for sure. While still a young woman, she got stuck raising me, and this explained why, according to Luzia, she couldn’t find a husband. “What man would tolerate a brat like you?” She was a bitter woman, and bitter she remained. After the death of our mother, and because none of my other siblings stuck around, I became the burden Luzia was forced to carry by herself. She also took care of the house, looked after our father, and earned a little money as the church’s laundress. She steered clear of our 10neighbors, who always gave her dirty looks. I suppose I was one more problem in her miserable life.

Unlike the other women of Tapera, Luzia had no interest in making pottery or farming. “Farming’s a man’s job”— that’s what she’d say. And if she noticed the women of our village heading out to the marshes of the Paraguaçu, she’d sing another favorite refrain: “Forage for shellfish. . . under this sun? Not me!” Luzia’s dream was to live in the city. When I was very young and couldn’t be left home by myself, I’d follow close behind her as she made her way to the monastery, at least a couple times a week, to gather up the monks’ vestments and other washing such as tablecloths and curtains. She’d balance the bundle of dirty laundry on her head, held in place by a circlet she fashioned from a hand towel or pillowcase. Before we set foot in the monastery, she’d warn me, “Don’t you touch a thing,” or “Don’t make noise; don’t run around the patio,” or “Ask for the priest’s blessing if one of them comes near, and always say thank you if they offer you something.” Of course, I could only accept their gifts if I had Luzia’s permission. In time, I’d dispense with the formality of nodding to her tedious litany of prohibitions and commands and immediately start scheming. I was eager to break the rules, especially her insistent demand that I direct my eyes to the ground and pretend to be invisible so I wouldn’t interrupt the monks’ prayers. Once, having lost patience with me, Luzia made it clear that her rules weren’t arbitrary: she needed to keep her job as the laundress, and she wanted to secure a spot for me in the church’s school.

11By then, my brother Joaquim had already returned to Tapera after a long spell in the capital, Salvador. Joaquim lived to wander, and he’d help Mister Valter load his sloop, the Generous, then accompany him back to Salvador, transporting sacks of beans and crates full of vegetables. They’d leave on Thursdays for the market, by coincidence called the Sao Joaquim Market, and we never knew exactly when they’d come back. In those days I’d sail, too, in the sloops of my imagination. I delighted in watching the Generous and other boats navigate the Paraguaçu and head out toward the bay. I’d tag along as my brother walked down to Mister Valter’s boat, and I’d hang around as they loaded all sorts of things: bags of flour, barrels of palm oil, boxes of yam and manioc. I kept hoping they’d consider me big enough and strong enough to lend a hand. What I wanted, really, was to sail away with them, to put distance between myself and Luzia’s frowning mouth, always reminding me that I was a burden to her. My other siblings had left Tapera before they got to know me. I didn’t have photographs of some of them, not even a memory. I’d been left alone in that house with only Luzia and my father for company.

Whenever Luzia took me on those long walks to collect dirty laundry from the monastery, she’d vanish into each of the many rooms, leaving me outside. Every time she passed in front of the altar, she’d bless herself, repentant before the saints, before the Lord of the Good Death, the largest of all the sacred statues. I’d wander off in silence, remaining in Luzia’s field of vision, trying to control my urge to vanish too, so I could explore without being bothered. I’d test the limits 12of her patience and look for insects around the courtyard. I’d catch treehoppers from the star fruit tree, place them on my arm, give them names and sometimes rescue them from those dark corridors where monks, passing in silence, might step on them. Sometimes, startled by my presence, a monk would place his hand on my head and bless me, maybe offer some star fruit that, had it not been for Luzia’s prohibitions, I would’ve plucked from the branches myself.

Looking back, I suppose I enjoyed those moments with Luzia in the monastery; she seemed more at peace there. Calmly, quietly, she’d gather items to be washed, always trying not to be noticed, her feet almost floating across the floor. I couldn’t even detect the sound of her beat-up sandals slapping the tiles. As for me, when left alone, I’d noisily shuffle down those corridors, my feet like two boats smashing against the current, disturbing the sacred calm.

When I didn’t find insects to play with, I’d sit on the stone bench, watching Luzia from a privileged position. I’d keep an eye on her as she made the rounds, weaving her way through the monks’ modest chambers, opening and closing doors, gathering their laundry. I could hear the creaking of the golden hinges. Sometimes, I’d peer into one of the rooms, but I didn’t have permission to step inside. Luzia would enter with head lowered, moving efficiently. She’d gather the items to launder, fold them and smooth the fabric with her hands. Her lips would move in hushed prayer as her eyes contemplated the many crucifixes and saints, but she wouldn’t delay. “This is the house of God,” she’d explain to me, “where we ask forgiveness for our sins.” When Luzia 13turned away from me, I’d notice her hump. My sister was a hunchback, and this embarrassed me. It seemed to embarrass her, too. When I was just a tot, I didn’t know it was a deformity; I didn’t understand much about anything, so it didn’t bother me. But as I grew a bit older, I began putting greater distance between myself and my sister whenever we walked together. I didn’t like hearing the children’s teasing. The naughtiest ones would draw close to Luzia when she wasn’t paying attention, put a hand on her hump and make a wish. They were imitating the behavior of certain travelers who’d pass through Tapera. After such incidents, when my sister arrived home, she’d head directly into the backyard, where she found a little privacy from me and my father. She’d stand alone in our vegetable garden, and there she’d swallow her tears.

Whenever Zazau, my eldest sister, came to visit, she’d tell me again and again that I shouldn’t make Luzia’s life more difficult: “She suffers from nerves.” I knew that the rest of my family preferred not to discuss what the locals had been whispering behind Luzia’s back, making her out to be some terrifying specter, a person to be avoided at all costs. The children in the street, then later at school, would repeat stories they’d heard from their elders: our house was cursed. Objects inside would inexplicably break. Items of furniture moved by themselves. Things mysteriously caught fire. It was fire, in particular, that worried folks. As rumor had it, under the full moon, wherever Luzia went, anything might suddenly ignite: clothes drying on the line; mattresses, which were typically stuffed with cornhusks; or the dry scrub 14around our houses and along the trails. Supposedly, our parents used to lock her up just so the neighbors couldn’t get their hands on her. The first mysterious occurrences happened when Luzia was a young girl; it wasn’t entirely clear when they stopped happening. Knowing that my sister had exercised these strange powers before I even came into the world troubled me, and stoked my curiosity.

One day, after Luzia had given me another whipping, I decided it was my turn to punish her. I’d never told her what I’d overheard in the streets of our village, what those kids had been saying about her. But my anger had made me treacherous. When I was alone in the kitchen, I reached into the stove and grabbed a piece of firewood, burning on one end. I held the small flame against the curtain separating our only bedroom from the rest of the house. I wanted to hurt her as badly as she hurt me when she whipped me with a wild vine we call cipó. It was her weapon of choice. Following her example, I’d never let her see my tears. I wouldn’t be broken. I wanted just one thing: vengeance. At six years of age, I didn’t understand that the fire wouldn’t stop with that old curtain, that it would travel up to the ceiling and consume the wooden joists holding up our tile roof. The flames moved quickly. I screamed “Fire!” and feared the worst.

Luzia was outside, watering the vegetables in our garden. Hearing my cries, she flew to the door, fast as an arrow, but didn’t seem to notice me. She stopped just inside the doorway, bewitched. She stared at the ceiling, admiring the bright red of the burning beams. She remained like that 15for some time, then suddenly grabbed my arm and led me out. Now the dark smoke was rising through gaps in the tiles. She must have figured I was safe where I was, for she went back in, leaving me alone outside. Luzia wasn’t yelling or screaming; she didn’t seem at all upset. I remained where I was, terrified, filled with guilt. God would punish me. Luzia would certainly punish me, and severely, if she were to discover the truth about that fire. I drew near the doorway and peered inside, but I couldn’t see Luzia through the smoke filling our small house. I thought maybe she was trying to rescue her rosary and church missal, items she carried with her everywhere she went. Instead, I found her squatting on the ground, unconcerned by the smoke she must have been inhaling.

Lying on the floor before her was a piece of wood, popping and crackling as it burned. Luzia couldn’t look away from it. Then she picked up that torch and carried it to the doorway. This is how I remember it. Before she stepped out, she opened her mouth and swallowed the flame, as if to hold it inside.



2.

My father arrived just after the fire was extinguished. He was accompanied by two neighbors who’d hurried to his parcel of land to fetch him. The water for putting out the flames had been brought in buckets from the Paraguaçu River—a bit too late, for the roof of our house had been completely 16destroyed. I wept that day, ashamed of the reckless thing I’d done. And because I was afraid of being caught. A couple of the local women walked over to console me. One said, “Don’t worry, they’ve already put out the fire.” The other said, “Before you know it, you’ll have a new roof over your head.” I knew that these were the very same women fueling our village’s hatred of Luzia. I wept, too, because I feared the women could sense my desire for vengeance; I had wanted to drive my sister crazy. Luzia, however, remained strangely calm, lost in thought, so unlike her usual demeanor. She stood before our house with a look of resignation.

As for my father, I can perfectly recall the expression on his face as he cast his eyes upon the wrecked roof, the way he broke through the circle of women to reach Luzia. Making the sign of the cross, with mouth agape, he stepped through the doorway to discover what had been spared. Fortunately, the damage, for the most part, was limited to our roof. I didn’t receive a beating, but my punishment was to see in dreams, again and again, the dark column of smoke rising into the Tapera sky, then spreading in every direction.

Later that day, I was taken to the house of our neighbor Dona Nadir; she lived beside the road that passed through our village. They left me on a mat in her living room. Our father spent the night in our roofless house in order to protect our belongings. No one offered Luzia a place to stay; our neighbors were afraid their own houses might catch fire. And so my guilt deepened. In the light of day, I returned home to confront the emptiness of our house. But instead of silence, I found a bustle of activity, for some of the 17neighbors who held my father in high regard had already begun sawing lumber brought over from the nearby woods. Luzia came and went as though nothing of great importance had happened. She cooked for the men building our new roof, continued doing the laundry for the monastery, and watered the plants in our vegetable garden. The plants, meanwhile, did their own thing, paying no attention to our good deeds, or our wicked ones.

Without a roof, our house wasn’t a home but a carcass; I’d dealt it a deadly blow, that’s what I was thinking as I watched those men—just a few of them—showing solidarity with my father, securing joists across the emptiness. Luzia and I sorted through the pile of fallen roof tiles, hoping to find some intact, but hardly any could be salvaged, and even the best ones had been badly singed. Old Dona Mira and her daughters, concerned about our situation, joined the men in their labor by making new roof tiles with clay they scooped from the riverbed. They shaped the clay using wooden molds, just as their ancestors had done.

When it was time to bake the tiles, the men made a giant bonfire on the riverbank. It took one day and one night for the tiles to cool. Then I joined Mira’s grandchildren in stacking them in the yard beside the house. The construction paused for a week, then it hummed along nicely again, and the house filled with the smell of cut wood and fired clay; later, we stopped noticing the strong scent. The walls of our house, however, would remain blackened.

Our neighbors who didn’t join the collective effort were, instead, gossiping about Luzia, their tongues quicker than the 18housebuilders’ hammers. The women claimed that Luzia’s wickedness had returned. They spread rumors from door to door, on street corners, even on their way out of church. They’d walk by our house, but keep a certain distance. They’d check on the progress of the renovation, just for a look-see, then bless themselves. Gossip runs faster than the Paraguaçu, spreads farther than any fire. In every part of the village, the same story was being told: Luzia was possessed by the Devil. Before the roof of her house caught fire, Luzia had been climbing the walls, hanging upside down from the ceiling like a spider. I’d been weeping, day and night, because Luzia, casting curses, had set her all-white eyes upon me. Her incantations were dark spells, a way of exercising power over others. Some of the women swore they’d seen Luzia along the riverbank at night, conversing with another laundress, a mysterious figure known in the region as “the woman with the bundle.” She’d only appear beneath the full moon, balancing a large bundle—of what?—on her head, then disappear into the woods, leaving no footprints behind.

Meanwhile, we returned to our renovated house. But it didn’t take long for the local children to start throwing rocks at the new roof. Sometimes we’d begin our day by discovering an ebó, food offered to divinities, the orixás, in a clay bowl at the crossroads closest to our house. Or one of the churchwomen sprinkling holy water in our general direction. Luzia pretended not to notice; she knew that if she responded things would only get worse. Perhaps she hoped that the rumors would fade away, as had happened before, and the fire would soon be forgotten.

19The hostilities directed against my sister usually occurred while my father was far from the house, working his plot of land. People respected him, even if, behind his back, they called him “the witch’s father.” Luzia’s resigned silence was shattered at last when one of the stones cast by the neighborhood children struck my forehead. From that small wound flowed a steady stream of hot blood, enough to cover my whole face. My sister usually seemed indifferent to my existence, but in that moment she turned into a ferocious animal, spitting furious curses. The neighbors watched the spectacle from their windows, and their account of it raced down the street like a spark burning up a line of gunpowder. Dona Mira, however, came over to us, hoping to defuse the tension. She took me by the hand and led me to the river, where she washed the blood from my face.

After Luzia released to the four winds all the anger she’d been holding inside, she began clearing dead leaves that had fallen from the mango tree, and it seemed to me that the hump on my sister’s back, if only for a moment, had disappeared. Luzia turned to take a good look at my face, wet from the river but no longer bleeding. She pressed her fingers into the flesh near my wound to see if the injury was serious. There was worry in her eyes—the look of a woman making sure something valuable to her wasn’t broken.
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Dom Tomás, abbot of the Santo Antônio do Paraguaçu Monastery, was studying me closely, while Luzia, her hands clasped as though in prayer, anxiously awaited his word. I was seven—old enough, according to my sister, to apply to the school. It was a dream of hers that I learn to read and write. Like so many others, Luzia had not been given that opportunity. It had been more than fifteen years since the church opened our very first school, though the monks had been around long before. According to the elders of Tapera, the old owner of a local plantation had agreed to donate land around the Paraguaçu to the monastery, on one condition: the Order had to provide an education to the village children.

The monastery had been built, way back when, between the river and the roads of Tapera, and village life revolved around it: the way we referred to things, how we marked time, our understanding of local history, as though nothing had existed before it. It was just the way folks in Tapera talked. Later, I’d gain a better understanding of why things were the way they were. The locals no longer remembered who had arrived first: the landowners, the monastery, or simple folk like us. In the end, what difference did it make? The monastery, it seemed, had always existed, and our lives would never change.

Dom Tomás was lord of the region, casting his shadow over everything—not just the monastery and school but even the houses of Tapera. I’m looking back across the years, 21and my recollections have become imprecise. On the day Luzia approached Dom Tomás to ask if I could be admitted to the school, I saw the abbot’s face close-up, his white skin. I listened attentively to his voice—he had the accent of a foreigner; it was a voice I knew well from attending Mass on Sundays and holy days. He wore a silver crucifix, enormous, luminous, resting against his chest. I knew well the abbot’s face, of course—its structure, its blemishes, the nose and mouth, eyes big and blue—but later, as I developed into a young man and lost touch with Dom Tomás, those features would be diluted. His face became a smear and, eventually, a blank space.

If his countenance faded like a portrait left to decay, or one of those faces we invent in dreams that later slip away, the same wasn’t true for the rest of his figure. His vestments— dark and heavy, too warm for the climate and suffused with a scent of mothballs—continued to appear vividly in my mind. So, too, did the drops of sweat trickling down a face that remained a blur. The abbot’s slow step and his gestures as he spoke would linger in my memory. His sermons were sometimes contemplative, other times fiery, and he’d ask us abrupt questions without ever waiting for a response. The way he spoke to me that day was calm yet unsettling. He asked if I liked the idea of studying at the school. I said yes. He asked if I was helping Luzia with chores around the house and—this was most important—if I feared God. Luzia interrupted to remind Dom Tomás that he’d baptized me, ensuring I wouldn’t grow up a pagan. “There have been so many children,” he replied. Then, no longer interested 22in chit-chat, he informed Luzia that I’d start school the day after Ash Wednesday, and she could pick up my uniform the week before Carnival.

I departed with a feeling of genuine happiness. Soon I’d be able to walk to school unaccompanied. I’d been given permission to enter an entirely new world, and to be with other kids. Most of the adults I knew couldn’t read. Those who’d abandoned Tapera for the city reported back that knowing how to read was essential, if only to navigate the many streets, figure out the bus schedules, and simply get by. What’s more, if you wanted a better job, one that wasn’t so physically demanding, you absolutely had to be literate. My brother Joaquim went to the capital looking for a better life, but got stuck loading and unloading crates at the docks.

Because of Luzia’s work, the monastery was a familiar place to me. When we walked there together, I’d often get distracted by the maze of alleyways, by the children running around and playing, and by birds and the myriad critters skittering away from me in all directions. I’d study the clouds, sometimes white, sometimes grimy-looking, like the laundry Luzia carried. Often, my eyes zoomed in on Luzia and lingered on her hump, rising from her back like a half-realized snail shell, something she’d bear for the rest of her life. The hump didn’t quite line up with her spine; it was more pronounced on the left side of her back, just beneath her shoulder. Sometimes my embarrassment gave way to anger, a desire to fight the kids who enjoyed mocking her. I’d pick up stones from the ground and threaten them. They’d run off screaming, taunting me. I felt pity for my 23sister, and every night, before falling asleep, I prayed for her. Luzia said that God could do all things, so I asked Him to ease her burden, the misery of her body. I asked Him to fix things so I wouldn’t be forced to keep her at a distance, so I wouldn’t feel ashamed to walk by her side.

But Luzia’s apparent weakness hid her power. I never saw her complain about her affliction. She wouldn’t respond when anyone asked if she’d been born that way, with that mound on her back; if her mother had experienced a very difficult labor, for perhaps Luzia had been born breech; or if witchery was to blame, if a curse or the evil eye explained her misfortune. At home, Luzia’s hump was a forbidden topic; no one spoke of it, and we had no way of explaining it. Referring to Luzia as a “hunchback” led to swift punishment; my father allowed no one to speak ill of any of his children in his presence.

When we’d walk together, if Luzia noticed that I was letting her get ahead of me, she’d drop her bags and circle back, still balancing the bundle on her head. “Why are you so slow?” She’d call me a sluggard, complain that I never paid attention—that’s why I was such a klutz, covered in bruises. She’d speak brusquely, looking me up and down. Then she’d pick her heavy bags back up and head down that same old road.

But whenever I slept beside her, I could feel how small her body was, how ill-suited it seemed to withstand those relentless forces rushing against her. Luzia would shut her eyes, freed from her work and her many prayers and other obligations, and in those fleeting moments, she seemed to 24give off a sort of glow, as if she’d been reborn. Whenever I’d climb out from the safety of her bed, still trembling from vague fears, I took a moment to draw close to her face and contemplate it in the dark, while threads of light pierced through gaps in our walls. I wondered what she was dreaming about. And I wondered if she was capable of liking me.



4.

I asked again, “Luzia, what was Mama like?” I was standing in the shallows of the river, holding a stick that served as my fishing pole. I never caught anything. I must have asked Luzia that same question a hundred times. And her answers never satisfied me.

“What was she like? Like her picture,” she replied, not looking at me, furiously scrubbing a wet sheet between her knuckles.

Luzia was alluding to the portrait that hung on one of our walls. Miraculously, that hand-colored photograph had survived the fire. It was the only portrait of our mother I’d ever seen; I doubt there were any others. In the picture, Alzira’s skin was the color of earth, and her hair came down to her shoulders. The portrait offered a glimpse of a blue dress. Perhaps it was green; the image had faded, and we weren’t sure how true the colors were.

My mother’s face possessed a certain stillness, a stillness not entirely explained by the nature of portraits. There was something about her eyes that made her seem indifferent to 25the world. Her expression revealed neither sadness nor joy. Beside her, in that composite image, my father also appeared, with a stern countenance and an elegant moustache I’d never actually seen him wear. He was dressed in a suit and tie, but Zazau pointed out, during one of her rare visits, that our father never wore such clothes; the photographer must have added these hand-drawn details. My father’s portrait, in fact, matched perfectly the one on his Work and Social Security Card, the only official document in his possession, so he hadn’t actually posed for the photograph on our wall. My mother and father, side by side, in that portrait—it was a union with many layers of meaning. My father had lighter skin than my mother, even when darkened by his labors under the sun. Zazau said that my sister Mariinha, who had left home before I
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