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For my father




The land, the wheat, the bread, our table, our family
(the land); within this cycle, father would say in his
sermons, there is love, labor and time.

Raduan Nassar
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I. EDGE OF THE BLADE

 

1.

When I opened the suitcase and took out the knife, wrapped in a grimy old rag tied with a knot and covered in dark stains, I was just over seven years old. My sister Belonísia, at my side, was about a year younger than me. We’d been playing outside of our old house with dolls we’d fashioned from corn harvested the previous week. We’d transform the yellowing husks around the cobs into dresses, pretending the dolls were our daughters, the daughters of Bibiana and Belonísia. When we noticed Grandma Donana in the backyard, walking away from the house, we turned toward each other to give the nod: all clear. It was time to find out what she’d been hiding in her leather suitcase, among threadbare clothes that smelled like rancid lard. It wasn’t lost on Grandma how quickly we were growing up; curious girls, we’d push into her bedroom and interrogate her about conversations we’d overheard and things that piqued our interest, such as the objects buried in her suitcase. Our parents would reprimand us constantly, but Grandma only needed to give that firm look of hers, and we’d shiver and blush as if we’d drawn too close to the fire.

So when I saw her walking through the backyard, I immediately looked over at Belonísia. Determined to rifle through Grandma’s things, I decided I’d tiptoe over to her room and open the suitcase, its worn leather tarnished and covered in a layer of dirt. That suitcase had been hidden beneath her bed for as long as we could remember. From the doorway I spied Grandma making her way toward the woods past the orchard and vegetable garden, beyond the old roosts of the chicken coop. In those days we were already accustomed to the way Grandma would talk to herself, muttering the strangest things, like when she’d ask someone—someone we couldn’t see—to stay away from Carmelita, the aunt we’d never met. Grandma would tell that ghost dwelling in her memory to leave her girls alone. She’d utter a jumble of random, disconnected phrases. She’d talk about beings we couldn’t see—spirits—or people we didn’t know, distant relatives and comadres. We were used to hearing Grandma ramble on like that in the house, at the front door, on her way out to the fields, and in the backyard, as though in deep conversation with the chickens or withered trees. Belonísia and I would glance over at each other, laugh under our breath, and draw closer without her noticing. We’d pretend to play with whatever was at hand just to eavesdrop on her, and later, in the company of our dolls and the plants and animals, we’d repeat what Grandma had said with great seriousness. We’d repeat, too, what our mother whispered to our father in the kitchen: “She was talking up a storm today, she’s been talking to herself more and more.” Our father was reluctant to admit that Grandma had been showing signs of dementia, claiming she’d always talked to herself, she’d always recited her prayers and incantations aloud with that same distracted air.

On that day, we heard Grandma’s voice fading into the distance amid all the clucking and birdsong, as though her prayers and chants, meaningless to us, had been chased off by our own excited panting, triggered by the wicked thing we were about to do. Belonísia squeezed herself under the bed and pulled out the suitcase. The peccary hide covering the rough, earthen floor bunched up beneath her body. I opened the suitcase now lying before our eyes. I pulled out a few pieces of old clothing, mostly threadbare, and others still quite vibrant and made brighter by the sunlight of that dry day, a light I could never accurately describe. Among the disordered clothes lay something mysterious, covered with a filthy rag, and it attracted us like a precious stone. I was the one who undid the knot, listening for Grandma’s voice. I saw Belonísia’s eyes catch the metal’s radiance, as though she’d been presented with a gift still glowing from the forge. I picked up the knife, which was neither particularly large nor small, and my sister asked if she could hold it. I wouldn’t let her; I wanted to examine it first. I sniffed the blade. It didn’t have the rank odor of the other objects in my grandmother’s suitcase; it wasn’t stained or scratched. At that moment, what I wanted was to study my grandmother’s secret in depth, not squander the chance to discover the meaning of the gleaming blade in my hands. I saw part of my face reflected back at me, as if in a mirror, and I saw the reflection of my sister’s face behind mine. Belonísia tried to wrench the knife from my hand, but I jerked it backward. “Let me hold it, Bibiana.” “Just wait,” I said. It was then that I put the metal in my mouth, so intense was my desire to taste it, and just a moment later the knife was snatched violently away. My puzzled eyes locked on those of Belonísia, who was slipping the blade into her own mouth. Along with the lingering taste of metal came the flavor of the hot blood that began to run from a corner of my half-opened lips and drip from my chin. The blood further darkened the grimy, blotted cloth that had covered the knife.

Belonísia pulled the blade from her mouth, too, then brought her other hand up, as if trying to hold something in. Her lips reddened, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the excitement of tasting the silver blade or from wounding herself, for she was also bleeding. I swallowed as much blood as I could. My sister was wiping her mouth frantically with her hand, her eyes squinting with tears as she tried to stand the pain. I heard my grandmother’s slow steps approach, then she called out to me, to Zezé, Domingas, and Belonísia. “Bibiana, can’t you see the potatoes are burning?” I became aware of a smell of burnt potatoes mingling with the smell of metal and the blood wetting our dresses.

There was a curtain separating Grandma Donana’s room from the kitchen, and when she opened it, I’d already picked up the knife from the floor and wrapped it haphazardly with the soggy cloth, but I’d not yet pushed the leather suitcase back under the bed. I saw my grandmother’s startled eyes, before her heavy hand struck the side of my head and Belonísia’s in turn. I heard her ask what we were doing there, why her suitcase was out from under the bed, where did all that blood come from? “Say something!” she demanded, threatening to tear out our tongues. Little did she know that one of us was holding her tongue in her hand.

2.

Our parents returned from the fields to find Grandma out of her mind, plunging our heads into a large bucket of water and screaming: “She lost her tongue, she sliced her tongue!” She kept screaming it over and over so that the first thing Zeca Chapéu Grande and Salustiana Nicolau must have thought was that their two daughters had deliberately mutilated themselves in some obscure ritual. The bucket was a red well. The two of us were crying our eyes out, and the more we sobbed, embraced by our parents and wanting to plead for their forgiveness, the more difficult it became to figure out which of us had lost her tongue and urgently needed to be taken to the hospital, many miles from Água Negra. The manager of the plantation showed up in the Ford Rural, green and white, to drive us there. The landowners used the Rural when visiting the plantation, and Sutério, the manager, would drive it to town or around the vast fields when he wasn’t on horseback.

My mother grabbed blankets and towels from various rooms to soak up the blood. She shouted impatiently at my father, who was gathering herbs from the garden with trembling hands. Her bulging eyes and shrill voice betrayed mounting despair. The herbs my father picked would be used during the ride, with prayers and incantations. Belonísia’s eyes were red from weeping; as for my eyes, I couldn’t tell, and my mother, bewildered, kept asking us what had happened, what had we been playing with, but we’d only answer in long moans impossible to decipher. My father was holding the tongue, wrapped in one of the few shirts he owned. Even then, what I feared was that the tongue would cry out on its own to tell on us. That it would turn us in for our meddling, our stubbornness, our transgression, our lack of concern and respect for Grandma and her things. And, worse, our irresponsibility in putting a knife in our mouths, knowing very well that knives bleed the beasts we hunt and the animals in the pen, and they kill men.

My father dressed the tongue with the herbs he’d collected. From the car window, I saw my siblings gathered around our grandmother while Dona Tonha, our neighbor, took her by the arm to lead her back into the house. Years later I’d come to regret what I did to leave my grandmother in tears, with a mind so confused, thinking herself incapable of looking after anyone. On our way to the hospital we could hear my mother’s anguish in her whispered prayers, and her calloused hands, usually so warm, felt as though they’d been soaked in a bucket of water left out in the cool evening air.

At the hospital, we sat waiting for someone to attend to us. Our parents huddled in a corner of the room. I looked at my father’s pants, caked with soil, which he hadn’t had time to change. My mother was wearing a brightly colored kerchief around her head, the same one she’d wear in the fields under a hat to protect her from the sun. She wiped our faces with random items of clothing, constantly pulling out some musty article I couldn’t identify. My father was still holding the tongue, wrapped in the shirt. He hid the herbs in the pockets of his pants, afraid, perhaps, of being singled out as a witch doctor in those unfamiliar surroundings. It was the first place I’d ever been where I saw more White faces than Black. I noticed people looking at us with curiosity but without drawing near.

When the doctor led us to the consulting room and my father showed him the tongue, like a wilted flower in his hands, I saw the doctor shake his head. He gave a long sigh when we opened our mouths for him almost in unison. This one’s much worse. She’ll have difficulty speaking and swallowing. There’s no way we can reattach it. Now I have the words to explain what was happening, but, at the time, none of it made sense to me; it could hardly have made sense to my mother and father. While the doctor was speaking, Belonísia wouldn’t look at me, but I knew we remained united.

Our wounds were sutured, and we spent two more days at the hospital. We left with an assortment of antibiotics and painkillers. We’d need to return in a couple of weeks for the stitches to be removed. We’d eat only porridge and purées, various kinds of mashed food. My mother would abandon her work in the fields for weeks and devote her time to caring for us. Only one of her girls would have serious problems with speaking and swallowing. Nevertheless, both of us grew silent.

Before the accident, we’d never ventured beyond the plantation. We’d never seen such a wide road, with cars traveling in both directions. A road leading to the most distant places on earth, that’s what Sutério said. On the way to the hospital, we were overwhelmed by our own suffering, by the smell of clotting blood and the prayers of our stunned parents. Sutério just laughed, telling our parents that kids are like cats; one minute they’re here, the next they’re off somewhere else getting into all sorts of trouble, giving their parents headaches. He had children, he explained, so he knew all about it. On the ride home, the two of us were still in terrible pain, one even more than the other, both of us exhausted, though our injuries were different. One of us had cut off her tongue completely; the other had a deep wound but wasn’t in danger of losing her tongue.

We’d never ridden in the Rural before, or in any automobile. How different it all was, the world beyond Água Negra! How different it was, the city with its houses pressed one against the other, sharing the same walls. And the roads paved with stones. The roads around the plantation and even the floors of our houses were just flattened earth. Made of mud, nothing else, the same mud we’d use to make pies for our corncob dolls, the same mud from which the plants would grow, the plants that fed us. The same mud in which we’d bury the placenta and umbilical cord of each newborn child. The same mud in which we’d bury the mortal remains of our dead. The same mud into which we’d all descend one day. No one escapes. We only noticed that new world outside our window on the way back home, sitting on separate ends of the back seat, our mother between us absorbed in thought after the mess we’d made of things.

When we arrived at the house, Zezé and Domingas, the little ones, were there with Dona Tonha. My father asked where Grandma was, while my mother stood at the doorway holding our hands. Tonha said it had been a couple of hours since Grandma headed down to the river. By herself? Yes, and carrying a small bundle.

3.

My mother, Salu, once told me I was the eldest of four living children and just as many who didn’t survive. Belonísia arrived shortly after me when my mother was still breastfeeding, disproving the theory that a woman couldn’t get pregnant while nursing. My mother gave birth to me and then to my sister without any stillbirths in between, unlike what would happen later. After Belonísia, my mother was delivered of one dead child, then another, and then, two years later, my brother Zezé arrived, and Domingas was last. But between Zezé and Domingas my mother had two babies who didn’t make it. Grandma Donana assisted my mother each time she went into labor. She was a midwife, or what folks around here call “a mother who catches babies.” In a sense, Donana was both grandmother and mother to us. On leaving the womb of Salustiana Nicolau, all of us—the living children, the dead ones, and those who would soon die—were welcomed by Donana’s small hands, the first space we occupied outside of Salu’s body, those cupped hands I’ve so often seen filled with earth, with shelled corn and picked-over beans. Small hands with clipped nails, just what a midwife’s hands should be, Dona Tonha would say. Hands small enough to enter a womb and skillfully turn a baby who was breech or otherwise facing the wrong way. Grandma assisted the pregnant women on the plantation when it was time, and she continued to deliver babies until she was quite old.

When we were born, our parents were already working in the fields of the Fazenda Água Negra. My father had gone to fetch Grandma Donana weeks before my birth. I grew up listening to Grandma grumble about being so far from the plantation that had been her home, betraying a longing she half suppressed. She would never demand to go back, she understood her role at her son’s side, but she’d continue muttering her lament. The day my father went to get her, back at the place where he was born, Grandma was alone in that old house. Her children, one by one, had left in search of work. My father was the first to leave, then Carmelita. She ran away one day without telling anyone where she was going, just after Grandma had become a widow for the third time. Grandma wouldn’t have tried to stop her.

By then, the fields of the Fazenda Caxangá, so abundant in fruit trees, had been carved up by ambitious men who took possession of large tracts of land. The long-established tenants were being evicted, and more recent arrivals had also been told to pack their bags. The big shots, accompanied by armed thugs, would show up bearing obscure documents and announce that they’d bought a section of Caxangá. Some of these transactions were confirmed by the foremen; some weren’t. After my father had arrived at Água Negra, he’d occasionally go back to visit his mother. Salu told us these stories as we grew up. They’d allowed Grandma Donana to stick around the plantation out of respect for her advanced age; they’d grown used to her presence. But there was another reason: word had traveled from house to house, from tongue to tongue, about the strange powers of the old witch, her cycles of marriage and widowhood, the cross she’d had to bear in life, along with rumors about her son, the boy who’d lost his mind and hidden for weeks in the woods, in the company of a jaguar.

Belonísia and I were the closest of Salu’s children, and maybe for that reason we quarreled the most. We were almost the same age. We used to wander together around the backyard of the house, gathering flowers and scooping mud, picking up stones to build our stove, collecting branches to make our jirau—a sort of outdoor kitchen counter, very primitive—and tools to till our imaginary fields, imitating the movements our parents and ancestors had handed down to us. We’d argue about what went where, what we were going to plant or cook. We’d squabble over the shoes we made from wide, green leaves gathered in the surrounding forest. We’d straddle wooden sticks, pretending they were horses. We’d collect the extra firewood to make our furniture. When our disagreements turned into full-fledged fights, our mother, who didn’t have time for foolishness, would intervene, refusing to let us out of the house unless we behaved. We’d promise not to fight, then go back outside and start playing our games again, inevitably scuffling and scratching and pulling each other’s hair for good measure.

But during those first few months while we healed from our wounds, we felt a powerful bond between us, impervious to quarrels and infantile squabbling. A great sadness had descended upon our home. Our neighbors and godparents often visited, wishing for our speedy recovery. The women in the community looked after our younger siblings while my mother made a special porridge for us, or a salve to help with scarring, as well as purées of yam, sweet potato, manioc. Our father continued going to the fields at daybreak. He’d leave with his farm tools, but first he’d put his hand on our heads, whispering prayers to the encantados, the spirit beings. When eventually we went back to our children’s games, we forgot all about our past quarrels, because one of us would have to speak for the other. One would be the other’s voice. From then on, when we interacted, one of us would need to become more perceptive, read more attentively a sister’s eyes and gestures. We’d become one. The sister who lent her voice studied the body language of the sister who was mute. The sister who was mute transmitted, through elaborate gestures and subtle movements, what she wanted to communicate.

For this symbiosis to occur and endure, our differences had to be put aside. We devoted our time to gaining a new understanding of each other’s bodies. At first, it was hard for both of us, very hard—the constant repetition of words, picking up objects, pointing here and there so that one sister might grasp the other’s intention. As the years passed, this shared body language became an extension of our individual expressions until each of us almost became the other, but without losing herself. Sometimes one of us would get annoyed with the other, but the pressing need for one sister to communicate something, and for the other to translate it, made it so that we’d both forget what had annoyed us in the first place.

That’s how I became a part of Belonísia, just as she became a part of me. In the meantime, we were growing into young women, learning to cultivate the fields, studying the prayers of our parents, caring for our younger siblings. And so the years went by, and we felt like Siamese twins, sharing the same tongue to make the words that revealed what we needed to become.

4.

Grandma Donana came home with the hem of her dress soaked. She said she’d gone to the riverbank to leave the wickedness there. I understood “the wickedness” to mean the knife with the ivory handle, and even from a distance its radiance blinded me to what had just happened. Grandma returned downcast and pale, her eyelids drooping, swollen. She came toward us to pet our heads with the same hand with which she’d struck us. After her knobby fingers had caressed our faces, she went to her room without a word. She didn’t come out until the next day.

My father headed to the room where he kept the saints, and lit a candle. My mother led us into her bedroom, asking us to lie still in her bed. She tied up the curtain at the entrance to the room so she could keep an eye on us, wary that we might try something else. She told us she was going to wash the pile of clothes, soaked with blood, that she’d taken to the hospital. From the bedroom I heard Tonha asking for the clothes so she could wash them herself. My mother was a tall woman, taller than our father, with strong limbs and large hands. There was something distinctive about her that people admired, that endeared her to them. But that day, slouching and exhausted, my mother seemed to have lost her noble demeanor.

Belonísia reached her hand toward mine and held it tightly. Unable to talk, we began learning, in an instinctive way, that our gestures could communicate what couldn’t be said. We fell asleep in that position.

Grandma Donana never recovered from the events of that day. She hardly left the house to go outside. She’d sit on the edge of her bed, packing her old leather suitcase and then unpacking it. She’d take out all her things, her clothes, an empty perfume bottle, a small mirror, an old hairbrush, a missal, sheets of paper, documents of some sort. She regretted not having a single portrait of her children. It no longer annoyed Grandma when we entered her room, even during those private moments when she was packing and unpacking her suitcase. It was her way of killing time. It had been a while since she’d gone out to the fields; she limited herself to puttering around the vegetable garden. But she showed little enthusiasm even for the garden that had been one of her few pleasures in later life. She lost all interest in her plants, in the root tinctures she used to prepare for us and for the neighbors. My mother took charge of these domestic tasks Grandma had once considered her responsibility. She tried to stir Grandma’s interest, calling her into the backyard to see how big and strong a certain plant had grown, to check if the umbu tree had blossomed yet or if any pests had appeared amid the chaos of greenery. Grandma, indifferent, would glance at the garden and mutter something under her breath, then return to her room, picking up where she left off, removing things from her suitcase, putting them back in, as though at any moment an invitation might arrive asking her to return to the plantation where she was born, the only place that held any interest for her.

In the months that followed, while the two of us were recovering from our wounds, as one learned to express the desires of the other, and the other made those desires legible through her facial expressions, only one thing could draw Grandma Donana away from the realm of memory and from her daily ritual of packing and unpacking: a crippled dog that Belonísia had found by the roadside. The dog would wag his tail like the frond of a palm tree and hop around on three legs because one of his hind paws was fractured. It was heart-rending, watching the dog hold one leg off the ground and struggle to walk. Something about this creature broke through the silence that had, for months, enveloped our family. We noticed how often Grandma would call one of us over to point out any slight change in the dog’s movements. For a time, she forgot all about her suitcase and spent her days gazing out the window at Fusco. She was the one who named the dog, and it was only Fusco’s company she seemed to want.

Soon after, however, she asked Belonísia and me to sleep in her small room, so she wouldn’t be alone. We agreed. Grandma would tell us stories that never ended. She’d fall asleep somewhere in the middle. Knowing that no story would reach a conclusion, I’d sometimes fall asleep before Grandma did. In the early morning, I’d hear her get out of bed and open the back door while it was still dark, and she’d go and talk to Fusco, almost whispering, but I could make out her voice. Grandma had never raised her hand against us—except on that day when we’d violated what she considered sacred, intruding into her past, bringing back what she didn’t wish to remember. She didn’t want our innocent hands touching the source of her anguish; at the same time, she didn’t want to let go of her memories completely— they were keeping her alive. Those memories gave meaning to the days she had left to her; by the same token, they reminded her that she had never surrendered to the difficulties life had put in her way.

One morning, Grandma Donana awoke and started calling me Carmelita, explaining that she’d come up with a solution and I shouldn’t worry, I wouldn’t have to leave. I was twelve years old at the time; Belonísia would’ve been almost eleven. Later, I’d sometimes hear Grandma call Belonísia, too, by Carmelita’s name. My sister would just laugh at the mix-up. We’d glance at one another and make fun of the confusion that had overtaken her mind. In Grandma Donana’s eyes, Fusco had changed into a jaguar; she advised us to be careful. She kept asking us to walk the trails with her in search of my father, who could be found, she’d heard, at the foot of a jatoba tree, sleeping beside the tame jaguar into which it seemed our dog had been transformed. We knew our father labored in the fields every day, so the things my grandmother was saying didn’t make sense. Even so, my mother asked us to go with her, to keep an eye on her so she wouldn’t get hurt or lost in the woods. “Don’t let your grandmother step into the stream. Watch out for snakes. And don’t laugh at your grandmother.” We’d walk beside her and then, as it was already December, we’d stop here and there to collect ripe fruit. We’d end up forgetting about Grandma, sometimes we’d lose sight of her completely; but then we’d keep quiet, and soon her voice would ring out from the middle of the woods calling for Carmelita and her other kids to help find Zeca, and we’d run to meet her.

When my father returned home from the fields and we tried to explain to Grandma that Zeca was standing right there in front of her, she always said it wasn’t him, and that the only thing she wanted from that man was his hat.

One afternoon in February, while we were nodding off in the summer heat, Grandma slipped out. When my mother, farming a plot of land closer to the house, came back home to drink some water, she noticed that her mother-in-law wasn’t there. She told me to find her. I wanted Belonísia to go with me, but I didn’t know where she was. I went down the path Grandma usually took with her other “kids” when searching for my father. Along the way there stood a large buriti palm, and the ground was covered with fallen fruit. Before resuming my search for Grandma, who should have arrived by then at her usual spot, I gathered all the fruit I could carry by lifting the skirt of my dress and improvising a basket. The copper-colored globes had thick, scaly skin; you would never guess at the succulent flesh whose juices stained the bodies of the women carrying the fresh pulp to sell in town. The money it brought in allowed us to buy necessities when our crops were destroyed by drought or floods. Carrying the buriti fruit in the fold of my skirt, I arrived at the shallow part of the Utinga River where it fed into a marsh near the path to the fields, and there in the shallows I found Grandma, floating face down like an animal. Her white hair, like a luminous loofa sponge, reflected the sunlight in the clear water. I recognized her faded dress; it was so old, it might have been the same dress Grandma was wearing when she first arrived at our house in the back of a truck, my father at her side, just before I was born. Terrified by the vision before me, likely the first time I’d seen death up close, I let all the fruit fall and roll into the shallows. I shook my grandmother—might she wake up?—and turned her small, frail body over, then tried to pull her out of the water, but I wasn’t able.

I ran home for help, suffocated by what I’d seen. Along the way I found Belonísia crouching by the same buriti tree where I’d stopped just minutes before. She was gathering the fruit I’d been unable to carry with me to the river. She looked up and saw the terror on my face. One of us would tell the others what had happened.

5.

No one touched the suitcase Grandma Donana had spent the final months of her life packing and unpacking day after day. We were by then familiar with every item of clothing, every object, having watched Grandma conduct her endless ritual. My mother suggested that perhaps some passing traveler, in search of work and needing clothing for his family, might accept the suitcase as a gift. But my father didn’t have the stomach to give away what had belonged to his mother, so Salu didn’t bring it up again. No one mentioned the knife; no one had any idea what happened to it or why there was so much mystery around it. No one ever got out of Grandma why the knife had been wrapped in that bloodstained rag, or why such a handsome blade had not been sold when we were facing financial hardship. My father, with the knowledge he’d acquired on his travels, had judged the pearly-white handle to be real ivory.

My father embarked on a long period of mourning. He suspended the festive rituals he’d always organized at our house to honor the encantados. He continued attending to people who’d arrive at our door with their afflictions, in need of help, or a prayer, or a root tincture. Zeca Chapéu Grande only revealed his grief in subtle gestures, for people like my father didn’t have the luxury of shutting themselves away to mourn. His eyes turned misty; he didn’t speak much. And he kept on tramping out to the fields to work.

A few weeks after the burial, I noticed my mother standing in the doorway, her face turning suddenly pale as she looked out at the road. I went to her side; Belonísia and Domingas were in the front yard running around with Fusco, our crippled dog who, when playing with us, seemed to forget his infirmity. Something my mother saw made her say, “Lord have mercy.” Belonísia, Domingas, and even the dog stopped what they were doing, alerted now by the strange howls that had reached their ears. A man was leading a woman by a rope down the road, the two of them accompanied by another woman. They were still some distance away, but I could see they were struggling as they headed toward us. The woman being pulled along was screaming the most disturbing and venomous words I’d ever heard.

“Isn’t that Crispiniana I see there? Or is it Crispina?” my mother asked, referring to Saturnino’s daughters, the twins. They were our neighbors at Água Negra. Saturnino was walking in front of the crazed daughter who was tied up with rope, crying out across earth and sky things we couldn’t make sense of. The other twin, either Crispina or Crispiniana, was walking behind her, helping her father on the journey, pushing her mad sister and no doubt suffering from the harsh blows she dealt her, her sister’s wild body lassoed as though she were an animal, her arms bound by knotted rope. Another piece of rope had been tied around her wrists. She was barefoot, and her disheveled hair wasn’t tucked as usual beneath her kerchief.

My mother asked us where our brother Zezé was. “He’s with Papa,” Domingas responded. “So go, you and Belonísia, go find your father and bring him back. Tell him compadre Saturnino is here with his two girls. It’s something for your father.” My sisters ran off while I drew closer to my mother’s powerful body, dewy with sweat like the fields at dawn. From the doorway we could see the young woman’s red eyes, her contorted face, spit foaming at the corners of her mouth. The sight transfixed me with curiosity and dread. As the three figures approached, my mother asked Saturnino what had happened, and, again, which sister this was. He looked spent, exhausted from dragging his daughter along the banks of the Santo Antônio to our house, near the Utinga. Taking off his hat respectfully, he replied, “It’s Crispina.”

“Ah, so you found her?” My mother’s voice was trembling.

“She was hiding in the cemetery, they found her there asleep,” Saturnino said as he stepped into our front yard.

Just the previous week, Crispina’s father and siblings, including Crispiniana, had gone out searching for her. Many years earlier, their family had been welcomed at Água Negra; in fact, the first men who arrived at the plantation looking for work were Saturnino, Damião, and my father Zeca. Crispina and Crispiniana were the only twins in our community, the only identical twins I’d ever met. There was something mysterious about the sight of these two young women, little girls no longer. Mirrors were rare in those parts. Grandma Donana owned just a shard of mirror, and once in a while we’d get the chance to marvel at it as she packed and unpacked her suitcase in that ritual of her delirium. But a real mirror, something we could see ourselves in? All we had was the calm surface of the ferrous river where we saw ourselves, Black in a mirror also black, a mirror brought into being, perhaps, so that we could find ourselves. I’d not forgotten, after all that had happened, the shimmering mirror of the knife with the ivory handle. I’d caught a glimpse of our faces in that unyielding blade that in a flash sliced off a tongue and all the words it was capable of producing. Often, Crispina and Crispiniana would walk together side by side, each the double of the other. Like a mirror but with depth, width, and height, and without the broken edges of Grandma’s mirror, or the sand and trees that framed our image on the water’s surface.

As they neared our front door, Crispina tumbled hard to the ground. She was dirty and emitted a foul smell of sweat, urine, and dead flowers. I saw the terror in my mother’s eyes. It wasn’t the first or second or even the third time someone with a troubled mind had arrived at our door. And Crispina certainly wouldn’t be the last to take up residence in our house, a house like one of those hospitals in the city, or so I’d heard, that take in people who’ve lost their minds. These people were neither guests nor visitors; they hadn’t been invited. They were those who’d been unfastened from their own “I,” unrecognizable to family members and to themselves. Possessed by a pernicious spirit, they were at once familiar and strange. Their families placed their hopes in the powers of Zeca Chapéu Grande, the Jarê healer, whose mission was to restore a person’s body or mind when needed. We’d always had to live with this magical facet of our father’s life. He was in most ways a father like any other we knew, but his paternal
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