

Zumbido gave me caffeine with sugar today (he thinks he’s important when he controls my perks). It’s a rare rainy day, perfect for snuggling up. Coffee, rocking chair, raindrops on the window. We know that rain isn’t common in Aracaju, so we spend hours enjoying this unusual day. The way this young man stares into space and moves his lips as if talking to himself reminds me of someone, but I can’t place the memory in my tired head. Today, he’s stranger, more distant, something is bothering him more than usual. So young, yet so prone to glumness, to looking for dust under every rug. Oh, my boy, don’t do that to your life, it will slip away so fast that you won’t have time to fix even a third of your mistakes.


However, I don’t want to waste the rest of my vitality philosophizing about other people’s unhappiness. Our agreement is that I tell my story. I’m not a psychologist, I just recount events, and he, obviously, disputes them. I should have added an exclusivity clause: only I speak, no debates. But with God inviting me to climb His ladder, I have no more time for delays. Let him keep his frown and protest as much as he wants; it’s his problem. We put down our empty coffee cups and journeyed into my enchanted life. It was the best thing to do: at least by listening (and arguing), he seemed less unhappy. We carried on.





I grew up, my eagerness grew, questions tormented my mind. I destroyed my creations because it was wrong for others, but it wasn’t wrong for me! Something was out of place. I felt so bad about destroying everything, in seconds what was once life turned into a shapeless mass of wax. God, how I suffered! It reminded me of a conversation I had with old Júlia:


“A mother always cries.”


“But you never cry, Mom.”


“There isn’t a mother who doesn’t cry, Ciuço.”


In reality, she never showed her tears; my eldest daughter inherited the old woman’s bad temper.


“You told me you never cry. You don’t like mutton, and you don’t like to cry.”


“And I don’t care for kids trailing behind me. Get lost!”


A mother’s fate is to cry; the romanticism of motherhood is fiction, basically. She was always doing that to me, talking to me like an adult, and my head would almost explode trying to understand. I think she realized I was smarter than my brothers. Who else could I talk to? My brothers, who were silly, my father, who was limited. I was left with the wisest person in the family.


“Of course.”


As I dismantled the wax figures, I felt like an unfortunate mother killing her children. And I cried. A crying mother, Dona Júlia. What could I do about this misfortune? How could I sculpt, sculpt, sculpt, and not destroy anything? Filling my room, the living room, the kitchen, the backyard, everything overflowing with wax figures without ever having to destroy them. When would that happen? Yep, I’d been delirious since I was a cub. 


Nothing seduced me more than my Magic, and nothing hurt me more either. Making and destroying, it wasn’t right, this guilt of being a murderous creator was causing a hole in my soul, a crack, a sadness. I would clench my chest, Luiza would come to my aid, but the wound continued to grow.


“Today we call this feeling depression.”


“Today I call it what I called it back then: cowardice. People meddling in my life, and me, like a scared kid, allowing it.”


But this whole thing of having a sad and broken soul wasn’t for me, and I needed to resolve my horror. I couldn’t keep creating fantastic worlds and then destroying them because people spoke ill of them. It was too cowardly, unstable, and ungrateful to the Magic God had given me. Why did I need to please those mediocre people who didn’t understand a young man making divine forms? What was wrong with that if I was happy and not hurting anyone? Why did such peaceful happiness bring unhappiness to others? God winked ironically at me, and I understood that humanity was a lost cause…


Another problem arose: the wax was running out in the region. I think the bees were upset with my arrogance; I felt more like the owner of the wax than they did. Or maybe God was angry with my weakness. After all, who are the mediocre ones, those who judge or those who submit? Does the “small-minded” person who accepts the abuses of oppression deserve to grow and be happy? I was just a fearful person dodging vulgar comments, I was just a coward disappointing God. Old Júlia didn’t even care about my sculpting anymore, it was just the gossip that intrigued me. Undo my work for fear of what people might think? What a weak character! I could even do it discreetly, as Luiza suggested, but I had to rebel, to disrespect the disrespect of those people.


“Did you become a revolutionary?”


“I became an anarchist…”


Anyway, whatever the case, beeswax was fast running out in the area around Glória, so how could I create my worlds, write my rhymes? A slight desperation began to haunt me. I dressed up, walked into the woods, talked to good souls (and bad ones too). I apologized to God and cried out for a solution. However, He had already done so much to bless me with Magic, now it was up to me. Me and Luiza, because I heard the Indigenous woman’s voice whispering softly:


“Your answer is scattered in these hinterlands, Véio. Look around you, my son…”


My father was carving doors, as usual, when I noticed the raw material he used to make doors: wood. The same wood that made up the random branch I had picked up in the woods and brought with me. So rigid and yet so soft. With the right tool, it became a spell. My father was a carpenter, a door maker, but he made doors that could never be entered. How ironic. I paid close attention to those beautiful curls of wood shavings. I saw the “log” turn into a smaller piece, then a rough board, and finally, a smooth door. Why not? With a small knife and my blessed head, I could make another kind of door, “the door” to my enchanted world. “The answer is scattered throughout these hinterlands.” Wood is abundant and damn strong. My sculpted world would remain, there would be no more fragility of wax, and my cowardice could no longer undo everything so easily. Who cares about wax running out? Now I would enter the world of grown-ups. A pocket knife and wood. A pocket knife stolen from my father, wood that nature gave me in abundance, my imagination running wild. Now they would be grown-up dolls, wooden dolls. I picked up the pieces of wood left over from old Maximino’s work and felt them in my hands, smelled them, that was it! I gathered scattered branches and every time I closed my eyes, a fire swept through my mind, my heart leapt. That was it, it always had been, I was just training on beeswax and didn’t even know it. That was my truth, Magic had trained me for that moment. Wooden dolls.


I once asked Mané Pedinho how he managed to grow such beautiful, abundant corn. Oswaldo’s cornfield, on the other side, was sparse. Did people from the capital come to teach him more modern techniques? I remember the old man’s answer well:


“City folk coming to teach me how to grow corn? Son, if God sends rain, I’ll take care of the rest.”
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	First penknife


And God sent rain for me, too, an almost endless storm. Mané Pedinho just needed water to plant his crops, I just needed an abundant raw material. God sends water for Mané and wood for me. I have the material, now it’s up to me, now I’ll figure it out. So many branches, trees, twigs, potential for a lot of work. Fertile wood, undoubtedly art. And from early on, I decided in my head: “I can’t be a usurper! I won’t take from nature, no way. I’ll take what she wants to give me.” I started collecting fallen branches, pieces of trees felled by time, termites, rot. And I gave Mother Nature the gift of rebirth.


It was never about something as fragile and scarce as wax; it was just practice, God training me. My heart was beating out of my chest, I was totally focused. What would be my first shape in wood? I can do anything, I never forgot my friend Luiza’s words, I can do anything, I just had to decide. It was a new reality, I had to learn how to use a tool. Difficult? But I can do anything, Luiza was right. The first attempt wasn’t so good, I didn’t get anywhere, in fact I hadn’t decided what to do yet. And how do you get anywhere if you don’t know where you want to go? Stopping is complicated…


I didn’t know what I wanted to carve, what to try to carve. My pride was shattered; working with wood was very different from molding wax. To create, I needed to focus on that, and only that, but the practical side of things can sometimes bring a person down. I went home exhausted and hungry. While I was having lunch, the Devil’s assistant wouldn’t stop talking:


“Ciuço…”


“Yes, grandma.”


“Is the meat too fatty?”


“It’s fine, grandma.”


“I thought it was very fat.”


She would not stop talking nonsense. I wanted to concentrate, to find inspiration, to have an epiphany, but the old woman wouldn’t stop talking:


“Ciuço, did you see Zé de Tereza’s distress?”


“No. What happened?”


“His cow died, he’s been sitting next to her all morning, there must be vultures already… A cow that sick, couldn’t he see she was going to die? If his wife was a hard worker, had the courage to dig wells with him, the cattle wouldn’t die, but she’s such a lazy woman!”


And I, who didn’t like listening to her at all, felt happiness well up in my heart. Without meaning to, my grandmother’s chatter had given life to my first sculpture: “Sadness”. A dead cow, Zé de Tereza, his lazy wife, vultures…
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	Tristeza (Sadness), 2024
acrylic and wood
Replica of the first work made in woodHomem (Man), 2024
20.5 × 5.5 × 7.3 cm


Mulher (Woman), 2024
19.5 × 5.2 × 5.5 cm


Boi (Ox), 2024
10 × 16 × 5.7 cm


Árvore com urubus (Tree with Vultures), 2024
29.5 × 15.5 × 7 cm



It also gave shape to the second piece, because I made an old woman with a pipe in her mouth, an angry look, and little devils on top of her head. I called this piece “Grandma’s Thoughts”. It was a tribute. 


After that afternoon, my head was buzzing. Pieces and more pieces, organized and disordered shapes, beautiful ideas, dark ideas, all steeped in the most intense happiness. I got a better carving knife. The instrument helped me bring everything to life. I didn’t carve wood, I created, I sculpted. Wooden dolls, dolls of God. Véio, the sculptor! That’s how I heard Luiza whispering in my ear: “Sculptor, sculptor, sculptor… Listen to the pain… No! Listen to the Indigenous woman: Sculptor…”
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	Pensamentos de vovó (Grandma’s Thoughts), 2024
acrylic and wood
37 × 6 × 6 cm
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	Luiza, 2024
acrylic and wood
20 × 6.6 × 5 cm





5


Adolescence





Since our last conversation, Zumbido has been acting strange. He seems distressed and I’m almost certain it’s because of the tremor in my hands. While we were talking, I tried to drink a cup of coffee (decaffeinated), but the shaking wouldn’t let me. Lately, I haven’t been able to do some trivial tasks, and he worries about that. But what does he want? They spent more than seven decades carving hard, unyielding wood with a small pocket knife. One day, it was going to take its toll on the body. I knew that, I’m not that utopian. The persistent and progressive tremor is a reminder that I didn’t give up, I didn’t hesitate, I didn’t stop for a moment. I carved every day of my life until old age took hold of me.


However, my young man regained his composure. I think he understands that it couldn’t have been any other way. I couldn’t have avoided muscle exhaustion, even if I wanted to. If my hands tremble today, it was my brain that had tremblemd before, expelling so many shapes. There was no alternative for me. He composes himself, his thoughtful expression disappears and he returns to our last conversation.


“So you became a boy sculptor.”


I wasn’t a boy anymore, I was entering adolescence, the phase when we want to learn to suffer, a time of drama, when small fears become grown-up fears. But with me, things were always a little different because I preferred to focus on the joys of childhood turning into the happiness of adulthood.


With age, I got hairier and bolder. Making wooden dolls in that harsh hinterland didn’t bring in money or respect, but it made me happy. And why would I want anything other than happiness? Well, my family was poor, I was poor, we needed to eat and clothe ourselves, so, besides happiness, I did need money. But what I wouldn’t allow myself was to work all day and not have time for my wooden figures, no way. Bosses wanted all of their employees’ time, but that wasn’t possible for me. Obviously, I needed to work, but I wanted to be happy too. I decided that I would never have a boss; I would be my own boss. I started washing cars, the few there were in town; I polished them, cleaned them, left them beautiful, smelling nice, shining. I wanted to have a car too, but I didn’t have the money to buy one, so washing them, besides being a way to earn a living, made me feel a little like I owned them. I cleaned them imagining they were mine. What a happy idea! God really loved me; to inspire me like that, He must have been in love with me! I was a unique car washer, mixing products, using my tricks, and the cars were left exceptionally spick-and-span. The rich people in town and the surrounding area only trusted me with their cars and were amazed by my work. But there was no contract, no fixed days or set hours. I just kept earning a few bucks and working as much as I wanted, leaving part of my day for sculpting. Part of the time I was making money, the other part I was being happy.
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I had dropped out of school a long time before. There was nothing there that interested me, and my parents didn’t care, because I was bringing home money. I was defiant, I wasn’t obedient, if they dragged me to school, I would jump over the fence and run away. Yeah, my rebellion wasn’t always as discreet as my friend Luiza suggested I make it. And so, without school, I divided my time between work and dolls, between soap and water and a pocket knife and wood, between the boredom of real life and the happiness of my imaginary worlds.


Zumbido’s eyes glistened like someone who feels sorry for someone else, but I don’t understand his pity. His life is the one that’s empty, not mine, he always sees everything in the worst possible light. He thinks it’s wrong for a teenager not to be in school and that I was harming myself (as if he understands anything about my youth). Besides, the teachers pruned and punished my imagination; my classmates mocked me, and that wasn’t my world. But this guy is sometimes stupid and antagonistic, he doesn’t see the poetry in things.


Around that time, a new brother arrived, Nailson José. He was born to Júlia’s sister-in-law, Valdete, who was married to Júlia’s brother, Odilon do Ralo. Valdete died thirty minutes after giving birth, but there was still time to ask her sister-in-law to take care of the boy. Enough time, in fact, for the dying woman to curse my family. My mother arrived with that ugly, skinny child in her arms. I think I sensed something, because I got a strange chill and felt sick. To me, that boy looked more like an insect, a cricket, and that’s what I nicknamed him. They forgot his baptismal name and started calling him Grilo[15]. This adoptive brother blinded old Júlia (later, the blindness became literal). She loved him and forgot about the others, including me. Dadá and Bilu also took on the maternal instinct and devoted themselves to caring for the insect; I lost the company of my sisters and closed myself even more in my enchanted world, never wanting to be at home. I was always working, sculpting, or wandering around town.


One day, during one of my wanderings, I caught a glimpse of a film on one of the few televisions in Nossa Senhora da Glória and saw something interesting: the houses in the film had this beautiful, shiny furniture. Was it varnished? It looked like it. And that’s how I started making more money varnishing furniture for the rich. I washed cars and restored and varnished furniture. I earned more money and still had time left over for sculpting. Time became a little more limited, but I still had some left over. And there was always someone loitering around, peeking at what I was doing. ‘Poor Mrs. Júlia, she has a crazy son.’ No one understood the magic of God.


“Júlia, they’re saying your son is a sorcerer, that he’s practicing voodoo. You reckon that’s alright, do you?”


(My grandmother never missed an opportunity.)
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	O ciúme (Jealousy), 2024
acrylic and wood
44.9 × 9 × 5.3 cm


They said the most absurd things, and for a brief period I stagnated, bowed down once again to mediocrity, grew tired of listening to people’s stupidity, started burning some of my pieces; anger took hold of me, and I set fire to everything. When someone made a rude comment, not about me, but about my sculptures, I got really angry. I couldn’t allow anyone to desecrate my magical world, so I made a sacrifice, built a bonfire, and burned my creatures. I stared at the fire with devotion, wishing I were as powerful as the fire that destroys everything without remorse. Tears flowed without my wanting them to, and I stopped sculpting for a while. Saturation, accumulated wounds, resentment. The cheerful young boy became a hurt young man. But who said that hurt is a good thing to have in your soul? Not in mine. I calmed down, started over, despised the miserly spirit of my people, and carved happiness again. Every now and then I still burned some sculptures, after all, I’m only human…


I turned sixteen and with it came all kinds of pressure: wisdom, money, devotion to Our Lady, maturity, studies, a man had to have everything. I was forced to go back to school because of the elections. Politics, always politics. Before long, I would be an adult and able to vote, and the vote of the poor is very important… I had to go back to school, to night classes, which were a real drag. I had to learn what I didn’t know and I had to elect politicians. I had to learn to read and write because illiterate people don’t vote. Yeah, right…
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When I returned to school, time became even more limited, and I had to use the early hours of the morning to sculpt. A gift from God is a gift from God, and I had to honor it; I couldn’t abandon my magic. Fill the lamps with kerosene! So many sleepless nights watching creativity bubble up, bringing pieces of wood to life. I made a piece called “Santinha”[16]. She didn’t look like a saint, but she made me feel devout. I spent hours admiring Santinha. I also made “Sequestro de Matilde” (Kidnapping of Matilde) — it was because of a vision I had. I saw a ball of fire crossing the Caatinga and I froze. Was it a fogo corredor[17]? No, because it didn’t run after me and didn’t seem to want to punish anyone’s shamelessness. It was a friendly, cozy ball of fire, and in the middle of its glow was a girl’s face, the most beautiful features I had ever seen. Then I fainted. I learned from one of my father’s friends that a long time ago, the daughter of a wealthy woman who lived near Mandacaru went out to play and never returned. She was never found. Her name was Matilde. After I saw the ball of fire, I developed a theory: an angel fell in love with the girl’s beauty and took her away. It was definitely Matilde I saw that day, no one can tell me otherwise. I don’t know where they are flying now, and I don’t know if she is happy with this game. The girl and the angel, the cherub who wanted Matilde all to himself (love sometimes exaggerates). Can we forgive someone who suffocates us with love? And everything else that came into my head, I sculpted and named; all the pieces had a name and a story. Baptism, birth certificate, and resumé. “Loves,” “Black-eyed peas”, “Bilu”, and so many more that my memory loses track of. I was very sleepy in the morning, very sleepy at night in class. But what is a sleepless night if you are awake with God smiling at you?


From varnishing, I moved on to making beautiful furniture, which I polished, painted, and sold. My earnings increased, so I hired an assistant and had more time available for my artwork. Work, wooden dolls, school. There was enough time for everything! I could even go dancing with my brother, see the girls, and maybe learn how to dance. I didn’t want beer because it was expensive and my brother would tell my mother, so I bought an umbuzada. But when I saw that girl looking at me, I was embarrassed about drinking umbu with milk, so I traded it for beer. Juranda. What a beautiful name, what a stunning brunette! She smiled without blushing, and I smiled shyly. “I’m going to carve a rose for her, a rose that will never wilt.” 


“You don’t dance?”


“I don’t know how.”


Optimistic as I am, I was sure that Juranda would take me by the hand and teach me how to dance forró[18]. We would enter another dimension, the musical notes would cling to my arms and legs and make me move with a heavenly cadence. Juranda would look at me, enchanted, and we would spin like two dancers from the sky, and a sudden shower of golden roses and angels (and Cupid, of course) would surround us, and I would have my hands wrapped around Juranda’s sacred waist. The brunette would be totally seduced, and our lips would touch…


O sequestro de Matilde
(The Kidnapping of Matilde), 2024
acrylic and wood
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	Feijão de Corda (Blackeyed Peas), 2024
6.2 × 7 × 6 cm
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	Mãe de Matilde (Matilde’s Mother), 2024
24 × 5.4 × 9 cm
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	Matilde, 2024
15 × 5.2 × 4 cm
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	Anjo (Angel), 2024
16 × 7 × 6.4 cm
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	Bilu, 2024
36.6 × 5.7 × 5.3 cm



	[image: ]
	Santinha (Little Saint), 2024
16 × 6 × 4 cm
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	Amores (Loves), 2024
19.4 × 15.3 × 6.4 cm


But not everything went as I had planned. I am delusional, as we already know. Zumbido didn’t think it was indecent, but it was. I just wanted to make that night the night of my life, hold her waist under the juazeiro tree and learn how to dance forró. It could even have turned into a love story, but the indecent Juranda went off to dance with someone else. It was disrespectful to my feelings.


“Why come to a forró if you don’t know how to dance…”


She led me on, and you don’t do that with a young man’s feelings. She looked at me, smiled at me, asked me if I danced. What could I conclude? Juranda wants to teach me, she’s going to dance with me, Juranda is going to be my teacher and my love tonight. However, the brunette didn’t want to embarrass herself, so she went off with someone else. That should be a heinous crime, to give hope and then mock someone. I was angry with Luiz Gonzaga[19] and never wanted to learn to dance again; however, anger is not a good thing to have in your soul either, so I made peace with Gonzagão and, when no one is looking, I dance, and I even dance well, I dance beautifully. I taught myself; I dance my forró alone. Ah Juranda, indecently beautiful girl, I swear, Juranda, I would have made you my muse, my Terpsichore. However, it doesn’t matter anymore, I learned to dance alone.


I saw Juranda again some sixty years later at the Glória market. Zumbido couldn’t believe that I recognized her after so many years. Along with the hurt from the dance, time had blurred my memory of that dark-haired woman, but one detail gave her away! I remembered Juranda from Juazeiro. She had a birthmark on her forehead, very exotic and peculiar, and that’s how I knew she was Juranda. Although the mark was camouflaged by wrinkles, I was sure it was her.


“Hi, Juranda.”


What a surprise for the old woman. Her eyes widened, her face turned pale:


“Véio, do you know me?”


“Do you know me?”


“Who doesn’t know Véio? Where do you know me from?”


Actually, I wanted to say that I knew her from a forró where she traumatized me. Such a beautiful night, full of joy, ruined by her cruelty. I wanted to say that she shamed me, thought she had the right to humiliate a wide-eyed young man just because she was the most beautiful country girl at the forró. From then on, because of the beautiful brunette’s snub, I only danced in secret. I wanted to say that I even thought about making a flower out of wood for her, a beautiful flower that, unlike her, would never wilt. However, there was no point in saying any of that, there was not a single trace on the old woman’s face that confirmed the beauty of the young woman of yesteryear. That lady at the market was Juranda, but also wasn’t. Juranda from the forró dance at juá? God help me! That wasn’t her, even though she was. There was nothing in that wrinkled being to justify my years of suffering. She wanted to know where I knew her from. Looking at that senile, worn-out lady, I had no desire to waste my breath.


“I know you from town…”


She wanted to prolong the conversation, but no conversation could make up for so many decades or fill so many gaps. If we could go through a wormhole and go back to that day, to that forró, to that juá tree, maybe it would be worth it. She still wanted to take a picture with me and insisted on sending it to me later. I never swore my love to any woman. To Juranda, under the juazeiro tree, I swore my hatred, but it wasn’t that serious. Young people need to learn this: don’t rush into suffering for love! It’s better to wait at least sixty years. Wait six decades before suffering over a passion, Zumbido. Was it over that withered Juranda from the Glória market that I suffered and remained so wary for so long?


“But she was once beautiful. You said it yourself.”


“Yes, Zumbido, but time is a real bitch!”


I showed him the photo she sent me, and
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	A rosa (The Rose), 2024
acrylic and wood
10 × 4.5 × 4 cm
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