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      Gray clouds smothered the city, from the plinth of the broken statue of Cristo Redentor, to over the beach at Ipanema and far out to sea. Waves crashed the beach in a ponderous rhythm. The sound echoed into the neighborhood, broken only by the cool wind rustling the leaves on the silver trumpet trees angling over the narrow streets.

      No car engines or blatting horns echoed off the picture windows and balconies of the midrise buildings. Ten days since the declaration of the República Democrática Popular, and gasoline could not be had. The americano blockade, or hoarding by counterrevolutionaries. So said the officials of the new regime. If one wished to go about the city, one must do so on foot.

      Mirabella rounded the corner. Alone on the sidewalk, less than a block to her building. Ahead down the gap between midrise shops and apartments, she glimpsed a sliver of pale sand and the bubbling gray-white lines of cresting waves. Youthful, sunny days came back to her, along with melodies of bossa nova tunes from the bars between her parent’s house and the beach.

      Those days lay far behind her. Her feet ached after trudging from shop to shop. Her hand clutched a paper sack with a dry loaf of bread, a hard cheese, and a small bottle of red wine. She harbored a hope that her husband and her son had made it home waited in their apartment, would share the wine. She knew the hope was foolish. But she kept her shoulders back and her chin up. The bloom of youth had faded from her looks, but she carried herself with grace. She always would.

      Revving grunts sounded from a cross street. A truck burst into view, military green with a tarpaulin stretched over a cargo bed spacious enough to hold a dozen men. The former army logo had been painted over and the new slogan, Liberdade e Prosperidade, stenciled on the side in runny white.

      Mirabella stared straight ahead. She walked with a measured pace of soles tapping the pavement. The truck of the new regime would go past her. Eventually life would return to normal⁠—

      Beside her ear, brakes squealed like pigs bound for slaughter. Boots clattered to the pavement, from men jumping out of the back. Two of them blocked the sidewalk in front of her. Young men, playing at soldiers in mis-sized green uniforms, wisps of not-yet mustaches and beards on their faces. Their automatic rifles slung over their shoulders, though, looked real. “Citizeness Carvalho,” said one, his voice deeper than she’d expected.

      Her heart pounded. She covered her reaction with cool politeness. “My name is Mrs. Ferna⁠—”

      “The República Democrática Popular does not recognize the bourgeois institution of marriage,” he said. “Come with us.”

      The truck loomed in the corner of her eye. She glanced behind her, long enough to see more young men of the new regime had climbed out of the truck’s cab, cutting off any line of retreat.

      She raised the sack closer in front of her chest. “Very well.” She took a step toward the back of the truck.

      The one who’d addressed her by her maiden name stepped in front of her. He yanked the sack from her grip. “I’ll take charge of this.”

      “Young man, perhaps you’re unaware, the shortages⁠—”

      “The República Democrática Popular will ensure you are fed while you are its guest.”

      Her stomach growled. But a lady would not admit hunger.

      She walked behind him, with the other boy from the back of the truck trailing her. The first young man lifted one booted foot high, reached for a grab bar, and pulled himself into the back of the truck. He turned, hand negligently holding the sack. She waited for him to extend his free hand to help her up, until he smirked and the boy behind her muttered “Move it, lady.”

      The breeze picked up, played at the hem of her dress. She moved as demurely as she could, one hand between her knees to keep her dress modest while she strained with the other. Finally she climbed up.

      Benches of bare wood ran along the sides of the truck. She was alone with the two young men of the new regime. She went to the bench on the left and found a splinter-free spot to sit. The boys sat opposite her and watched her with calculating eyes.

      She kept her face impassive. Did they plan an outrage against her virtue? Impossible. When she was younger, trimmer of figure, clad only in a bikini and a gauzy wrap, she’d walked these exact same streets and no one had laid a hand on her. Leering eyes, wolf whistles, yes, but those did not harm her. She’d even secretly enjoyed the attention as she went past.

      Though the streets were the same, this was a new age, of new people and new mores. She pressed her knees together.

      And as the truck grunted away from Ipanema, her fears proved unfounded. The boys ate her bread and cheese, drank her wine, but the calculating look soon left their eyes, replaced with a diffidence. She was not to be touched.

      Looking out the back, she glimpsed her neighborhood fall behind. The truck grumbled uphill, away from the beach, past favelas and into thicker native forest. The road turned from asphalt to rutted dirt that jostled and swayed her. The sentry who’d spoken earlier followed her gaze, then jolted up. Keeping his balance like a sailor on a rough sea, he went to the back and unfurled a flap that dropped down to the truck’s gate.

      Eventually, the truck slowed and stopped. A gate clanged and men shouted at one another. Another short drive which, judging from the echoes of the engine and the final squeal of the brakes, entered a courtyard with buildings on perhaps three sides.

      The sentry lifted the flap and guided her out. The clouds had thickened; the daylight did not trouble her eyes after the gloom in the back of the truck. They walked in file, the spokesman in the lead and her in the middle. Perhaps her demeanor had rubbed off on them. All three walked with eyes resolutely forward, despite clumps of men of the new regime lingering in the courtyard and casting curious gazes at the new arrival.

      The new prisoner, Mirabella corrected herself.

      The building they went to bore peeling white paint and hinges creaking with rust, reminders of the relentless heat and humidity of the surrounding jungle. A macaw screeched in the distance as they entered.

      The complex had been a school, she realized. The air smelled of chalk dust and the disinfectant the janitors used to clean up children’s vomit. Cheap plastic tile squeaked under her feet. Not a prison or a place of torture. She sighed out a slow breath.

      With a double clomp of boots, the sentry halted in front of a door slightly ajar. He snapped a salute and said through the opening, “We have brought Citizeness Carvalho, as you ordered.”

      “She may enter,” said a male voice from inside. He meant to sound nonchalant but his tone wavered.

      Mirabella was not a name on a next file on a stack. She’d been plucked from her neighborhood for some special purpose.

      But what? She waited. The male inside the room spoke in a low tone, got a few muffled words in reply. Then the sentry swung the door open.

      She could not delay any longer. Good, get it done with, feign an oath of loyalty to the new regime and she would go home. In she strode, remembering the poise with which she’d walked to the beach two decades earlier.

      Seated behind a flimsy folding table heaped with sheaves of clipped-together papers, the man had pasty skin, and stringy brown hair pulled in strands across his bald pate. He regarded her with soft brown eyes through small round glasses with wire rims. She imagined a lepidopterist, professing the beauty of a butterfly he was about to pin in a display case.

      The woman seated next to him regarded Mirabella too. Her skin was oily and deeply lined, and her hair bobbed in a rough cut. She wore a green jacket of the new regime, baggy enough to obscure her figure. Some makeup, some tailored clothes, she would never be pretty but she could age more gracefully than this.

      A third item also watched Mirabella’s entrance. Behind the two people, a video camera stood like a sighted-in small artillery piece. It aimed its lens over their shoulders at an empty chair in line with the center of the table. A low whirr came from the spooling tape in the cassette. On a rolling cart behind it, a television set showed a live view of the empty chair, with the date and time superimposed in blocky white letters along the bottom of the screen.

      “All interviews between officials of the República Democrática Popular and citizens will be videotaped,” said the man. “Unlike the former military dictatorship, we have nothing to hide. Sit. Please.”

      She had no choice, and everyone knew it. But perhaps the officials of the new regime still had a sense of manners. She acceded to the polite fiction that she was an invited guest, and sat. Knees together, shoulders back, chin up.

      “For the record,” said the woman, in a voice as rough as the wooden bench in the truck, “your name?”

      “Mirabella Fernandes. Née Carvalho.”

      “You were married to Agostino Fernandes, the plutocrat, extractor of the people’s resources and profiteer of sales to support the americano war machine?”

      Mirabella plucked a single word from the woman’s speech. “Were? What have you done with him? Is he dead?”

      “The reaction of counterrevolutionary forces prevents us from determining his whereabouts, let alone reporting them to you,” the woman said, as if her missing husband were of no more consequence than a stray dog.

      He was dead in a ditch, somewhere in the jungle, with a bullet of the new regime in his brain. The truth exuded from this foul woman’s pores. Mirabella struggled to keep her poise. “And where is my son?”

      The woman pressed her thin lips together. The man spoke, his voice kinder than his female comrade’s. “We don’t know the whereabouts of military academy cadet Fulgencio Fernandes.”

      Did he speak truly? The woman next to him scowled and sniffed out a breath. Yes, he did. Mirabella’s spine softened a tiny fraction. At least her son lived⁠—

      “We have established,” said the woman in her voice in need of sandpaper, “that the man with whom you dwelled in bourgeois cohabitation served as an agent denying the people’s prosperity, and your son trained to deny the people’s liberty.” She slid a sheaf of papers in front of her and scrawled a note with a blue disposable pen.

      Mirabella said, careful to keep her tone questioning and not challenging, “Is it a crime to be a wife and a mother?”

      “If those acts continue a pattern of disregard for the people’s cause that has continued for decades.”

      A frown creased Mirabella’s forehead. “Decades? How could I have opposed the República Demo⁠—”

      “Not the RDP,” said the woman. “The cause of the people.”

      The cause of the people? Decades? Mirabella shifted her weight back in her chair, as if the table were a precipice and the two people beyond it, snakes writhing in the pit. “Of what crime do you accuse me?”

      The man’s face fell, accentuating his jowls. “From the month of December 1964 through the month of March 1965, multiple witnesses saw you on the beach of Ipanema when helicopters of the military dictatorship flew overhead on bearings directly to sea.”

      The summer of ’65. Mirabella thought back. Her father and mother would half-watch the black and white television set broadcasting the official news from Brasilia while she changed into her bikini and walked the few blocks to the beach. On the beach she thought even less of politics. The sun glowed orange through her closed eyelids, and tinted her skin with gold. The waves of summer rustled up the sand like a lover’s sighs. There was always city noise, the rumble and honk of cars, the calls of vendors selling beer and sugarcane liquor, traces of bossa nova coming from bars in the neighborhood. Perhaps rotor blades had chopped the air, who could remember?

      “What helicopters?”

      “The ones carrying the people’s fighters for liberty and prosperity out to sea,” the woman said. Her teeth were like a cage, holding back a snarl. “Where the oppressors would truss their hands and feet, then throw them overboard to drown.”

      Mirabella crinkled her eyes and carefully picked words. “Which months? Which beach?”

      The man spoke. “Do not try to deny it, Mi—Citizeness Carvalho. We are those witnesses.”

      Mirabella inhaled sharply, flaring her nostrils and lifting her eyebrows. She imagined these two people, once as young as she had been, and racked her memory for names. “Tonio?” To the woman, “Rosa?”

      “You will address me as Citizeness Ribiero,” Rosa said from under scowling eyes.

      Tonio, in contrast, looked almost pleased. He cleared his throat and put on a solemn face. “I am Neves.”

      Ghosts from the past. Rosa—the other girls at school had called her the ugly duckling—Mirabella had been too polite to insult her, Rosa couldn’t help her looks. And Tonio, gaping at her from three blankets over on the beach, but not once had he worked up the nerve to talk to her. These ghosts, now arbiters of her fate.

      “The sentry will take you to your quarters,” Tonio said. “Where you may reflect on your actions and how to atone for them.”
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        * * *

      

      The sentry led Mirabella to a dormitory room out of another time. Two twin beds, scratchy blankets, starched white sheets. She chose the bed to the left of the door. Each bed had a matching desk at its foot and a wardrobe flanking the room’s only door. Each wardrobe held a baggy black outfit, one tunic and matching trousers.

      She would stay in her dress as long as they would allow her.

      The new regime had left its mark on the space with a propaganda poster on the back of the door, where resolute people from all walks of life stared into a future of liberty and prosperity. And on a gridwork of metal bars fixed on the outside of the single window.

      The sentry exited and shut the door. A key rattled and a bolt slammed home like a distant gunshot.

      Scents brought her to a table under the window. There lay a bowl of black beans, still steaming, and half a loaf of the freshest bread she’d tasted since
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