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For Alice.

	For adventures come from the most unexpected places.
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Knock, knock.

	 

	
THE ANNUAL TRIP

	 

	We are taking our annual trip.

	My hand is outside the car, palm opened against the wind. I can feel it moving through my fingers.

	I always do this.

	For a moment, I feel like I could fly. Free. Sometimes I close my eyes and imagine myself in the sky, looking at the car from above.

	“Put your hand back in the car,” says mom from the passenger seat in front of me. I realize that her face was studying me in the rearview mirror. “It's dangerous.”

	I obey and return my hand into the car. She looks at me through the rearview mirror again and notices my frown face.

	“Be,” that's how she calls me. Short for Bernardo. “Don’t be sad. You know mommy doesn't mind that you put your hand out of the window when we're in town, but here is different. You don't want to lose your arm, do you?”

	Mom and dad always tell us that if the car is too fast and your hand is hanging out, a sign or a bus can rip it off.

	“Okay, Mom,” I answer. But it is not okay. 

	She smiles and I see it through the mirror. We have been in this car for almost three hours.

	Dad is driving while Mom is fiddling with her cell phone.

	David, my older brother, is on the other side. He's also using his cell phone. They are inseparable. I hear giggles and watch their smiles as their fingers type frantically.

	In the middle – sleeping – is Sofia, my younger sister.

	We all are three siblings. David is fourteen, almost fifteen. I’m eleven. And Sofia is seven.

	This year, we're going to a place with waterfalls. Paraíso Perdido. Lost Paradise, in English. And I don't like that name at all.

	The word “paradise” always reminds me of something beautiful or sacred, almost impeccable. But that word coming after “lost” scares me. Nothing so good would be lost.

	“Mom, I'm bored,” I tell her.

	“Why don’t you sleep?” David asks softly from my side.

	“Don't be annoying, David,” scolds mom. “Let your brother use the cell phone for a while. Or play a game or something.”

	“Play travel games,” says dad after a long time of silence.

	Daddy's travel games are extremely dull and boring. Like guessing what he's seeing or counting cars of the same color. Sofia loves it, but I don't like it and David hates it.

	“I prefer sleeping,” I say, crossing my arms.

	 “Where's your video game?” asks David. I bet he wants to distract me from the idea of borrowing his phone.

	He has a girlfriend at school and they talk to each other all day.

	Mom doesn't know it, but I've seen them kissing. Gross.

	“Why do you want to know? Don't you want to lend me your cell phone?” I ask, puckering up and blowing kisses to irritate him.

	Davi blushes and lightly punches me on the arm. He has a habit of leaving his middle knuckle higher so it hurts more as the punch seems harmless.

	“Ouch.” I cry right away.

	“Davi, don't hit your brother,” says mom turning around and slapping him on the wrist.

	Sofia continues to sleep, even with the sound of my scream. Mom is mad.

	She only slaps us when she's mad.

	I look at Davi and he looks at me. We raise our eyebrows and stay quiet.

	As much as I nag on him and he is always hitting me, we are brothers. I think we love each other, like mom says. That's why everything is always fine between us, even after ugly fights.

	But when Mom is mad, we always choose to be quiet.

	A truce.

	Dad is also quiet and it is precisely because of how mom is. However, being quiet makes her nervous and then he gets even quieter.

	Dad tends to be very talkative when traveling. Sometimes he sings those old rock songs that only the two of them know. But he is always quiet when he does something wrong and mom gets nervous.

	Today it was the shortcut.

	Paraíso Perdido was dad's idea. We've never been there before. At least my mom, my siblinds, and I haven’t.

	He said he had already been there three times when he was younger, in his youth, and that it was easy to get there and he could do it with his eyes closed. He's a stubborn old man. Mom told him to set the destination on the cell phone's GPS, but he refused to do it and said he would never get the route wrong. Thus, because mom didn’t want to make hime nervous or upset, she didn’t change the destination. However, I bet she hoped - with all her heart- that he went the wrong way.

	We are all afraid of mom.

	He started to get quiet when the four-lane road turned into a two-lane one. And he got completely silent when the two-lane road became bad and potholed, with some dust parts or bad paving.

	“Are you sure of this track?” mom asked an hour ago.

	“Sure. It's a shortcut,” he said in his salesman voice and chuckled. Dad was capable of fooling anyone with his shrewd, calm way. Mom even says that he was able to sell prescription glasses to a blind man.

	But we knew him.

	When his words quieted down, it meant something was wrong. That was when mom took his place and started to talk.

	Now, after one hour, we are still on the shortcut while the dark night, without stars and moonlight, makes our speed decrease over the difficult journey.

	“Damn it,” said Davi. “The signal has completely dropped out now.”

	“Mine too,” says mom.

	I could see Davi moving his cell phone around, trying to get a signal so he could send his messages to his girlfriend. But nothing happened. They didn’t have signal and, therefore, they didn’t have Internet connection.

	“Dad? How long until we get there?” Asked Davi, putting his cell phone in his pocket.

	Dad didn't answer.

	“Dad?” Continued Davi.

	“Honey?” Said mom, touching his arm.

	“Yes?” He replied, absently.

	“How long until we get there?” Questioned mom, reinforcing what Davi had asked before. “The children are tired.”

	In fact, Sofia was still asleep and kept sleeping for almost the entire time since she got in the car. Davi wasn’t paying much attention to the trip until his cell phone lost signal. I was bored from the begining. I don't have a cell phone because mom thinks I'm too young for that. So I'm almost always reading or playing something. I love reading because the car ride goes by faster simply because when I start reading I polish off the pages quickly and dive into the story until it ends. Unfortunately, I can't read in the car because I get motion sickness.

	My video game is in the seat back pocket, but its battery is low and I'm trying to save it.

	A weekend in the middle of the bush can be problematic and we may not even have a place to charge it. Mom says that it is impossible a house not having any plugs. However, I have my qualms about that.

	Dad sighs deeply.

	“I think we're lost.”

	“‘Lost’ paradise,” I say to myself in an inaudible whisper.

	“I knew this was going to happen...” Mom starts a speech about knowing the way dad is, saying that he's always doing that kind of thing. She throws lots of things in his face. Things that don't even have to do with the trip.

	Davi looks at me and comes closer to reach my ear over my sister's head.

	“Sofia is the lucky one,” he says quietly.

	I giggle and make sure our parents don't notice.

	I reach into the seat back pocket and take out my mobile video game. I turn it on and notice the light it makes in the dark. Sofia mumbles and turns to the other side, leaning over while her belt keeps her upright.

	I go to the settings and reduce the brightness. I start playing.

	In this game, I have to make my character stronger and clear the levels by killing several monsters and hateful creatures that show up along the way.

	“Can I play?” Davi asks quietly. He knows that the video game is mine and the cell phone is his.

	He doesn't insist. He knows he was mean to me before when he didn't lend me his cell phone to distract myself. He also knows that if he complained to Mom, she would be on my side. She always does.

	However, we both lose to Sofia. She has mom in the palm of her hand. She is the only one who isn’t afraid of her. I think maybe it’s because she is the youngest.

	I go back to my game and ignore my brother. Mom and dad continue to argue.

	“The tank is almost empty. I need to find a gas station quickly.”

	Mom gets furious and very worried when she hears dad's words. She’s trying to get the phone and turn on the map. However, there is no Internet.

	I look at Davi and see him with his face against the cold glass of the window. I feel sorry for him.

	“If you want to you can look,” I tell him. He smiles.

	“There's nothing better to do, anyway,” he answers getting closer. He is the tallest one and can see over Sofia’s head. He looks at the video game and watches while I kill countless monsters. Sometimes he gives me tips like "use the whip" or "spin with the sword".

	After a while, I let him play a stage of the game and I watch, almost leaning over my little sister's lap.

	Dad and mom are worried and looking all over the road for some way out. No car, or gas station, or phone, or hotel. The road is in the middle of slopes and ruts, with nothing around, just speed and road signs. However, we are calm. This uses to happen every year. Dad always gets us into trouble, but in the end, with mom's help, they solve everything.

	That's what parents are for.

	The video game goes out. I finally ran out of battery.

	We both get upset and lean back in our seats again.

	The road is cleaner now. You can see the long plantation fields on both sides, but I can’t tell what is planted in this darkness and in the fog that was forming.

	Mom says I am m the smartest one of us. That's because of the number of books I've read, even though I'm only eleven. I have read books that neither my brothers nor parents have. They would have difficulty with the language if they tried. 

	“What is that?” Says Davi pointing to the left side of the simple (now all dirt) track.

	"It looks like a big, crooked house," I tell them. And that was exactly what it was. Dad got closer and passed by the house. We couldn't see it very well, it looked really big, but old. However, it was possible to see the lights on. He continued until he saw a kilometer sign. Then, he turned around and went back down the track, on the side where the house was.

	“What are you doing, Rogério?” Asked mom in distress.

	She didn’t get like that easily.

	“We need to ask for help. See if there is any phone or gas. Maybe even a map”.

	Mom snorted angrily at the word “map”.

	Dad kept driving closer to the house. He parked in a empty dirt field. It was next to the house.

	It was really big and old, but it seemed smaller as we got closer. It was possible to see the lights on, but most of the windows were closed or covered. At the back of the house, covering part of its sides, was a huge cane field lit by the car's headlights.

	“This place is scary,” said mom, looking at her cell phone again to confirm that she still didn’t have signal. “Do you have signal?”

	Davi checked and shook his head. Dad did the same. He pulled the handbrake and turned off the car. He kept the headlights on, though.

	“Are you sure about this, darling?” Asked mom.

	“Keep calm, honey. It is just a house and I’m strong,” he said, winking at her.

	He opened the door and got out of the car.

	“I want to go with you!” I said. I was curious and bored.

	"You can come," he answered. “Davi, stay with your mom and your sister,” Sofia was still sleeping.

	I got out of the car and went around it. I hold dad’s hand and we walk to the house.

	As we were getting closer, I started to count the windows. There were five windows in front of the house. On the first floor, there was one on each side of the door - those windows were the ones that had the lights on. And so far so good, it looke like a normal, simple house, with front steps and a porch.

	On the higher floor, the house didn’t follow the lines of the ground floor. It seemed that the top part, which was a little bigger, was crooked and a little to the right compared to the first floor. There were only two windows in its entire length. One was rectangular and the other was round, both different from the others. This floor ended about six meters beyond the lower floor, creating something like a veranda supported by two rigid pillars. There was yet another floor above that one. A smaller one, closer to the right edge, with a long narrow window. There was no light on in that floor, but something seemed to make the room inside a little less dark than the other two. As if a weak candle lit up the place a bit.

	The house had a gable roof with a very steep slope on the right side and a low and very long slope on the left side. Each part of the house had a different painting; it was like it has been built at different times.

	Our shadows became smaller and clearer in contrast to the headlights when we got close to the door.

	We couldn't see what was inside the house. The glass in the windows was frosted, almost opaque. We could only see the light on and the rest covered by curtains.

	Dad tried to see something while I was looking at the flowering bushes in front of the house, under the windows. They looked like daffodils. I think it was because I always remember that it looks like a flower on top of another flower. Yellow and vivid.

	We went up the front steps of the house and stood under a small covered part, where there was a folding metal chair against the wall. Dad let my hand free and walked in front of me, standing close to the threshold and the big door.

	Knock knock. He knocked on the door and put his hand on my back as he pulled me close to his leg.

	That’s when I got scared.

	Knock knock. Again.

	“Dad?”  I called him hugging his legs.

	“What is it?”

	“There are no utility poles near here”

	He looked around and saw that I was right.

	That was the first thing I noticed and I thought he did, too.

	But when dad looked around to check it, I realized he didn’t.

	“That's good,” he said smiling. “It means that he must have a generator, and for that he needs some fuel. It can be gasoline.”

	Knock knock. It was the last one.

	 


THE LIVING ROOM

	 

	One of the lights went out. The one on the left.

	We heard creaking sounds for a few seconds. Weak and distant. I squeezed dad's legs and hid my body behind him.
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