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            Love is a fire that burns unseen,

a wound that aches yet isn't felt,

an always discontent contentment,

a pain that rages without hurting.

—Rimas, Luis Vaz de Camões. 1585. 

 

 

En cel an qu'ai dist orendroit,

Je ne sai à tort ou à droit,

Furent li Templiers sans doutance

Tous pris par le royaume de France.

Ou mois d'ocembre, ou point du jour,

A un vendredi, fust le jour

Que furent pris, si com j'ai dict,

Au jor de Diex en crois pendist.

—Chronique Métrique de Godefroy de Paris, 1313.
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When you read this story keep in mind that these fictional events happened in the early XX Century, and mores were different from today’s. I tried to stay truth to that as much as possible. 

Rio Grande do Sul, the setting of this story, is the southernmost state of Brazil. It borders Uruguay on the south and Argentina on the west. It is the land of the proud Gaúchos, tough cowboys honed by the wild coxilhas and the freezing Minuano wind.

We take for granted words with which we grow up, and so did I with Gaúcho (Gaucho in Spanish). As I started my research for this novel, I realized I had no idea of that word’s origin. According to a study by Uruguayan author Buenaventura Caviglia Hijo there are thirty-six possible origins of the word! Portuguese, Tupi, Guarani, Arabic, Spanish, Araucanian, Charrua, Latin, Gypsy, Fench, and Hebrew are just a few.  

Since the 1600s Rio Grande do Sul has witnessed bloody skirmishes and even a war that, for ten years, turned the state into a country: the Guerra dos Farrapos, the Ragamuffins War. The ragamuffins counted among their ranks with Indians and freed Black slaves. Subjugated, the state was returned to the Brazilian empire in 1845. Later on, came a civil war, lasting from 1893 to 1895. It is considered one of the most barbaric revolutions in Brazilian history, for the brutality of the conflict that included the elimination of most prisoners, who were beheaded, and sometimes previously castrated. 

When this story starts—1933—Cristina is living in Rio Grande do Sul for a few years. Revolt was rampant around the country and the state. With the worldwide Depression the price of Brazilian coffee, which represented almost 70 per cent of national exports, had fallen more than 50 percent. Brazil was highly indebted and in 1932 a terrible drought ravaged the country’s northeast region. As the President, the Carioca Washington Luis, insisted in pouring money into the coffee industry, states like Rio Grande do Sul rebelled and started to hold strong influence in the country’s politics. Upon losing the 1930 presidential election, Getúlio Vargas, a native of that state and its former governor, led a coup d'état and ruled provisionally until 1934, when a new constitution was written and he was elected president. Vargas, who originally believed in the autonomy of the states, later became an advocate of centralized government. And for nineteen years (between 1930 and 1954) he held power—until his suicide.

Among the changes in Brazil at that time, one of the most significant, perhaps, was that in 1932 Brazilian feminists saw their dream become reality: women were allowed to vote. But not without some restrictions; these were removed in the 1934 Constitution, at the influence of biologist Berta Lutz, appointed for that task by the government in 1933.

The city in which this story develops is called Bagé, very near the border with Uruguay, where my father was born. The fictional Fazenda Minuano (Minuano Farm) is located several miles from the city of Bagé, in an area called Arvoleto (Arvolito, or Arbolito), where my paternal grandfather’s small farm still is. It has a little cemetery surrounded by whitewashed walls that sits on a gentle slope I remember visiting when I was a child. It is the last resting place of my grandfather, Higinio Rosa, and my grandmother, Rita Urdangarin—who died when my father was born. The views Cristina sees from her windows live in my memory. Describing them brings back loved ones long gone.
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Life with its narrow round

Day after day

Widened and perfected

By one sweet ray.

—In Linnæa; The Story of a Friendship, Girl’s Own Paper Vol. XX, No. 999, February 18, 1899.

Dear Diary:

Mommy told me to start riting when I got to the farm in Brazil. We arrived today. It is a city called Bajay or something, and there are no asphalt roads to the farm but I liked the ride in Uncle Robbie truck. Auntie Cris drove the truck and I sat in the front wid mommy, Cousin Donny and Bacon, his dog that I like very much. Papa and Uncle Robbie drove the two seeter that belongs to Auntie Cris because our luggage and mommy trunks was sent in advance so they didn need the big car. They put the two bags mommy brot in the back of our truck, and it all jumped up and down wid all the holes in the road. Mommy said they are pot holes. Donny was mad because he wanted to ride wid the men, because he is a man. His mommy said your just a baby and we all laughed at him and Bacon barked weech I believe is laughing too. Everybody is sleeping now. I am riting under the sheet wid my flashlight. I mean I am writing wid my pen, holding my flashlight so I can see wat I am riting. I hear noises and wonder if these are animals or wind outside. Maybe I can see the animals from the window. Wait, Ill look and come back. I saw no animals and I am sure the noise is from the wind in the windows. Donny took Bacon to his bedroom and I got mad because I wanted the dog to stay here in my bedroom! He said he is going to find another dog for me. If he does I will call him Picolo like the little monkey I saw in a circus once and Ill take him to the school wid me. Tomorrow Im going to ride a horse! I cant wait until it is morning. I dont think I can sleep tonight, because I am so ekcited aldow Im so sleepy and. . .

Here a long scratch from the pen marked the page: eight-year-old Anne Marie had fallen asleep. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Gaucho, cha (of uncertain origin) – 5. m. A mestizo who, in the 18th and 19th centuries, lived in Argentina, Uruguay, and Rio Grande do Sul, in Brazil, was a nomadic horseman and skilled in livestock work.

—Diccionario de la Lengua Española, Real Academia Española.

I

t was early morning, still dark. The surrounding darkness delineated a farmhouse, on top of one of many undulating hills. Its solitary, long bulk was like a brushstroke of white paint on a dark canvas. Invisible roof tiles mated with the obscurity, while the stained-glass windows and blood-red front door were like colorful interruptions against the whitewashed walls. The Corinthian columns that flanked the windows and door were not visible yet. A balustrade encircled the tiled roof and held twelve urns that matched each column below. The trees at the back of the house and the tall umbú​[1], that formed the orchard, had not yet awakened their color to the morning. In daylight the house would reveal the many shades of its rosy tones, like the cheeks of a shy lady of times past. 

Slowly, as if reluctantly, the starless sky started to waver and pale, as dawn pushed its way through. Things started to take shape. A line of narrow, short pillars became visible: these ghosts are concrete supports that held iron rails and formed a fence that surrounds the house. The arch atop the entrance gate—where no gate existed—held, with fancy ironwork, the name of the farm and the date of the house’s construction: 

Fazenda Minuano​[2] - 1790

Daylight would reveal a path made with large slabs of stone leading to the front door, culminating on three steps, flanked by two exquisitely-elaborate benches of the same material. Above the door, on the fanlight, the same delicate ironwork of the gate, that held pieces of stained-glass, awaited the sun to be brought back to life. A profusion of flowers and vegetation populated the house’s front yard. In the back was the walled kitchen garden—or as the Laughton’s friend, Spigot, would call it, the jardin potager. 

There vegetables, tubers and herbs grew together with an ornamental orchard. Plum, apple, pear and peach trees grew against the brick walls, in the espalier method brought from France by Mlle. Héloïse Jacquet, the first owner’s wife, creating decorative designs that were even more appealing when the trees were in bloom. A fig tree proudly held the center of the kitchen garden’s attention, stretching almost twenty feet tall, as if proclaiming its independence to her fructiferous rivals crucified on the garden brick walls. 

––––––––

[image: ]


CRISTINA WAS RESPONSIBLE for three additions to the first chatelaine’s vegetable menagerie. From a neighboring farm she obtained seedlings of three banana trees. The guava tree came from one of the farm hands and was placed among the herbs, to benefit from many hours of sun. But her pet was the maracujá roxo​[3]. She placed that vine with the climbing roses that ornamented a little white gazebo, where she enjoyed sitting with her husband on warm evenings.     

Inside, the house was silent, except for the noises that houses make, even when no one is there to hear them. Cristina loved this time of the day. Now at thirty, she had three children and was as much in love with her husband as when she first met him in her early twenties. She opened the kitchen door at the back of the house, and stepped outside. A somnolent Bacon had sneaked out of Donny’s room and walked past her. He sat down on his back haunches and yawned mightily before going out to his favorite spot to do his matutinal business. From inside the kitchen, the light of the electric bulb filtered through the window and painted golden parallelograms on the ground. 

Cristina heard a shrill keek-keek somewhere nearby, the call of the Quero-Quero​[4]; probably a mother defending her nest from some predator. Why the silly birds built their nests on bare ground she could never understand. They kept finding vestiges of destroyed nests and little mangled bodies, and it pained her. 

Slowly, as if reluctantly, the starless sky started to waver and pale, as dawn pushed its way through. In the East she could see a ribbon of light slowly widening. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. It had rained a good part of the night, and the scent of the wet soil and vegetation was invigorating. Then she opened her eyes and, turning to the right, beheld the rough beauty of her surroundings. The ground rolled smoothly down, a soft, green sea, to then rise up to the next hill and repeat that undulating movement a thousand times. These grass-covered undulations were called coxilhas by the Gaúchos and formed the campanha, the Pampas region near the border with Uruguay. Here and there clusters of trees could be seen, cutting the monotony of the landscape; they looked like silhouettes of people huddled up close together. It would be several months until July, when winter and its companion, the Minuano wind, would lay frigid hands upon the coxilhas. The humid night air had left behind a hint of fog, that looked like tightly woven spider webs, lying low on the ground. All the plants were still covered with a patina of last night’s rain, and seemed to gleam under the aurora’s light touch. 

––––––––
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ROBERT FOUND HIS WIFE doing what he called her ‘daily devotional’ and stood back watching. She was still wearing a light cotton house coat. During winter, when she went out to work on the farm, she adopted the farmhands’ bombachas: trousers with baggy legs gathered at the ankle by cuffs, that were tucked into leather boots. Instead of the Gaúcho’s broad-brimmed hat, she preferred a beret. When horse-riding, Cristina wore a very large poncho, that covered her to her feet, as protection against the cold. It was made with wool from the farm’s sheep that she washed, carded, and spun. It matched thick gloves of the same material. 

Summer would find her leaping from bed before daybreak, when she bloomed like an exotic flower, while the cold weather kept her longer in bed. Cristina missed the sea. There was never a more pleasant time than a perfect day at the beach. Her body abandoned itself to the flow of the waves, gently cradled in a rhythmic to and fro. Then slathered in tanning oil, she would lie unmoving, stretched on the beach towel, the soft warm sand under her. And as the sun rays made her skin tingle, she would rush to the water, and plunged into it with open eyes, marveling at the blue sea and the multitude of foamy bubbles exploding all around her. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Every sword that is drawn against Germany now is a sword for peace. 

—The War to End War, H. G. Wells. 1914.

B

ut Cristina had no regrets. Her love for her husband and children was such that it compensated the loss of her beloved Copacabana. Her family filled that void so perfectly that she seldom thought of those days. And it was her husband’s voice she heard, greeting her in German.

“Guten Morgen, mein Liebling.”

“Good morning, to you too. Don’t let your cousin hear you!” she admonished him.

The cousin was Desiree, Robert’s childhood companion, who he used to call ‘Little Scourge of God’ when they were children. She acquired a visceral hatred of anything related to Germany after her parents and brother died during the bombing of the Lusitania by a German U-boat in 1915—the cause of the United States joining in that ‘war that will end war’​[5]. The German-descendent Maria, who helped raise Cristina, was an inexplicable exception.

Robert gave his wife an impish grin and turned his cheek to her for the expected kiss. She patted his closely shaved face, but kissed his lips instead, and nestled in his arms while Bacon tried to get his attention by jumping on his leg. Robert and Cristina stood there for a few minutes, watching the day slowly chasing the darkness away. The dog turned away from them and left the kitchen in search of a cozy nook; after a whole night slumbering in Donny’s bedroom, he felt refreshed and ready for another nap. Bacon would be waiting for the call to join the children in their daily exploits around the farm.

“Love you, babe,” Robert whispered in his wife’s ear while holding her tighter in his arms.

She snuggled a bit longer, then started to disengage herself, telling him that coffee was ready.

“I’ll make breakfast for you.”

She turned to get to the kitchen when her husband stopped her.

“Oh, you ain’t getting away so easily. One last kiss, frau,” and he followed his words with action. “Where’s Alcina?” he asked, as Cristina busied herself in front of the stove.

Alcina and Alcino Christensen, twenty-eight-year-old twins, had been living on the farm and stayed when Robert and Cristina acquired the property, a few years ago, in 1929. Alcino worked with the horses and managed the farm, and his sister Alcina assisted in household duties. The high cheekbones and slightly slanted eyes betrayed the young man’s Indian​[6] descendance. And while his sister also had a similar bone structure, she inherited her looks from her Danish father. She was much taller than her twin, had deep blue eyes and light blond hair. Alcino lived in a little house on the farm, with their widowed mother, Alice, and Claes, his teen brother. Alcina lived in the main house. Together with young Claes, the twins were the younger and last of Alice’s children, that lady having begotten two pairs of twins before. Alberto and Alberta, and Adélio and Adélia perished with their father, Claes, in a train wreck several years ago.

Young Claes was the apple of his grieving mother’s eye, who spoiled him rotten. The boy seemed to have a grievance with everyone. Other than his mother—who had concentrated all her love on him—and his sister—who had sense enough not to waste it on such undeserving brother—he adored “Miss” Cristina. The boy simply refused to address her properly. The rest of the world, and particularly Robert (who ignored his existence, a high offence in the boy’s eyes), were a constant target of his scorn.

“Alcina went to Cine Coliseu with Bunky and Maria last night,” Cristina reminded him.

“Bunky went to the theater with them? O-ho, I see! The Coliseu is right at the Jardim. I bet he went to the Sorocabana for some giggle juice!”

Sorocabana was a bar where, traditionally in the morning, men congregated for a daily coffee, smoke and gossip, and, later in the day, for something stronger. It was within shouting distance of Praça do Jardim, a square in downtown Bagé, that a few years later—in 1938—would be renamed Silveira Martins.

“Nope. He went to watch that new film, The Miracle Woman.” And at his surprise she explained with a meaningful expression, “With Barbara Stanwyck.”

“Of course. I must make sure I’ll tease him,” and a merry glint lit his blue eyes.

“When we got home from the train station they were not home yet, so I left them a note telling them to stay longer in bed.”

At that moment Mr. Valentino, the rooster, let out his morning call. Cristina thought of the irony of the skinniest, ugliest cockerel she had ever seen, named after the handsome Rudolph Valentino. Donny’s idea, of course. He had wanted to tease Alcina, who idolized the deceased actor. She never referred to the animal by her idol’s name. Many a time she had threatened to have “that scrawny lizard” stuffed into a large pan for a rice and chicken dinner. But that never materialized, since the bird was under the patronage—and close surveillance—of his champion and godfather, Donny.

What a sense of humor her child had, Cristina mused, thinking of his dog, who he had named Bacon. Their boy had inherited not only the looks, but also his father’s mindset.

“A bit late, that gentleman gives us his warning that the day is starting. Maybe I’ll put an alarm clock in the chicken coop for Mr. Valentino,” Robert suggested.

“Come inside, kid, and close the door after you.”

As he came in, Cristina kissed his cheek as he stood behind her, and stuck his head past her shoulder, inhaling the air.

“Since you’re a good boy I’m also making pancakes. And we have maple syrup your cousin brought from the States,” she motioned with her hand to a cupboard to her left. “Can you get it to the table? Right there, second door on the left.”

They had been there for several minutes when they heard a light scratch on the outside door.

“Probably Donny’s friend,” Cristina said. Robert’s eyebrows went up a fraction while he watched her. “Don’t just stand there, hon, open the door.”

Robert was not prepared for this visitor.

“What the...”

“It’s your son’s latest acquisition.”

Standing outside, his muzzle turned up, a strange little animal analyzed Robert with little round eyes. He had the face of a large squirrel with tiny ears and long whiskers. The body and its thick fur were those of a beaver, but ended on a thin mouse tail. He stood up on incongruent duck feet, while the front paws resembled those of a squirrel. Brazilians call it ratão do banhado​[7], swamp rat.

“You ain’t coming in, you freak,” Robert admonished the animal and got a bizarre, wavy whistle for answer.

“He won’t. He’s Donny’s new friend. Your son feeds him; that’s why he’s here. Close the door,” she told her husband. “He just wanted to let us know he is here.”

“What does he eat?”

“Oh, little peels and scraps from veggies and fruits we use during the day and keep there,” she pointed out to a corner of the counter where sat a glazed bowl covered with a napkin. “The next day Donny gives it to him; it’s his breakfast.”

“Nice of him to show up bright n’ early.”

“The farmhands told me that they stay tucked away in their houses by the river when it’s light out. They make holes at water level and live there.”

“I’ve seen those from afar and they look just like a beaver, but on closer inspection it’s more like a fat, hairy rat.”

“That’s why we call them rato,” his wife told him.

––––––––
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CRISTINA FINISHED HER breakfast.

“Well, since the kids are still in bed, I’m going to fix our bedroom,” she told her husband and started to get up.

“No need, princess,” he stopped her, between two mouthfuls of bacon and scrambled eggs, “I’ve already done it.”

“You know, I don’t care what everybody else says, you’re a swell guy,” and she tousled his hair. “I’m going to check on the twins.” She turned to him, eyes sparkling: “Or have you already seen to them too?”

“God forbid! Dr. Jekyll and Miss Hyde are still sleeping. I tiptoed when I passed that den of iniquity! Let sleeping children lie! But don’t go yet, young lady. Come to papa,” he patted his lap, “and tell me what you’re up to today, you gorgeous li’l armful.” And he went back to working on his food.

At that moment their first-born burst into the kitchen, cutting short his father’s romantic intentions. He was followed by his cousin; both looked very sleepy.

“Mom, where’s Leonidas’ food?”

“And a good morn to you too, young master,” his father chided him, then turned to Anne Marie, “Did you sleep well, young mistress?”

“Like a log, Uncle Robbie,” the girl muttered then yawned.

“‘Morning,” said a contrite Donny to his father; then turning to his mother, “‘Morning, Mom.”

“There’s Leonidas’ bowl, darling,” Cristina indicated the container while giving both children an affectionate peck on the top of their heads.

Donny got hold of the bowl and Robert watched as the boy and his cousin left through the kitchen door. “And who in blazes is Leonidas?” he asked his wife.

“You met him not long ago.”

“The soggy rat? Named after a Spartan warrior! I must see that,” and Robert went to the door. The two children were squatting outside.

“Hello, Leo,” Robert heard Donny say. The little animal answered with a series of grunting sounds. “This is my cousin Anne Marie,” and he gestured to the girl. “We call her Annie.”

“What a darling,” she said. “Can I pet him?”

“I think not,” said Robert, coming out from the kitchen.

“Yeah,” his son ignored the command, “he’s quite tame.”

Robert watched, bemused, while the kids lavished the little creature with awkward little pats on his back. The beast’s little eyes closed and he seemed to enjoy the attention.

“Here’s your breakfast, Leo,” and Donny put the dish in front of the little animal.

After a few little grunts the kids took as expressions of thanks, it started to quickly eat.

Robert went back into the kitchen to see his wife putting their dishes in the sink.   

“They are on nickname basis already—it’s Leo,” he chuckled. “I bet our son will want a lion next,” he mused.

“If he does,” that lady answered with a humorous glint in her eyes while pouring Quaker Oats in a pan containing milk, “the lion better watch out for the ferocious Leonidas.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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BAGÉ, a town and municipality of the state of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, about 176 m. by rail W.N.W. of the city of Rio Grande do Sul. Pop. of the municipality (1890) 22,692. It is situated in a hilly region 774 ft. above sea-level, and is the commercial centre of a large district on the Uruguayan border in which pastoral occupations are largely predominant. This region is the watershed for southern Rio Grande do Sul, from which streams flow E. and S.E. to the Atlantic coast, and N.W. and S.W. to the Uruguay river. The town dates from colonial times, and has always been considered a place of military importance because of its nearness to the Uruguay frontier, only 25 m. distant. It was captured by the Argentine general Lavalle in 1827, and figured conspicuously in most of the civil wars of Argentina. It is also much frequented by Uruguayan revolutionists.

—In 1911 Encyclopædia Britannica.

T

he city of Bagé in Brazil's southernmost state, Rio Grande do Sul, was several miles away from the Minuano Farm on dirt road. At the beginning that change had seemed too radical to Cristina, accustomed as she was to asphalted thoroughfares, cable cars, and big cities. Life on a farm is filled with hard work, but she quickly fell in love with it, the hands, the animals. Even Donny enjoyed it and, despite his young years, helped in the stables—which actually meant he spent most of the time chatting with the men when he was not pampering his horse Bucyrus.

Robert also seemed at ease, although never having been on a farm before. He worked as a consulting engineer for the town of Bagé, but most of his day was absorbed by farm chores. He had quickly mastered the art of lassoing. He also became so fast at shearing sheep, that he gained the admiration of the hands, who already respected his drive. But the honor of the fastest shearer was still held by the skinny, redheaded Mercúrio, who got his nickname from the Brazilian spelling of mercurochrome—Mercúrio Cromo.

The regularity of nature and farm chores, the tending and feeding of animals, everything that involved farm life, Cristina found it all stimulating, challenging at times, but enjoyable. And then, there were her very active children, Donny and the twins, Alex and Loulou. With them she had no time for boredom: they made sure one day was never like the prior!

Cristina’s life story was unusual. From an infant she had been raised by Vasili and Sonya Abramov. She was born in France in 1903, the daughter of Helena Sergeievna Dobrinsky, then a widowed Russian countess. The Abramovs had been the countess’ playmates in Russia and accompanied her in her travels when she retired from the world after being widowed. Cristina’s real father, Alexandre Rebelo de Oliveira, belonged to a traditional and wealthy Brazilian family. He and Helena were not yet married when urgent family business called Alexandre back to Brazil. While he was gone, Cristina was born, and not long afterwards life gave Helena a harsh blow: Alexandre died in a car accident in Brazil. The news devastated her and she fell ill. While recovering, her mother, an overwhelming personality who directed the young woman’s life, convinced Helena to travel to Brazil to find Alexandre’s family and get them to recognize the child. It was decided Cristina would be sent to Brazil ahead, while her mother convalesced.

So, the trusted Abramovs took baby Cristina to Brazil, while Helena and her mother remained in France. They were to contact Alexandre’s family, ahead of Helena’s arrival, and introduce the infant. The Abramovs arrived in Brazil safely, but were unsuccessful on their mission. Meanwhile in France catastrophe struck: Helena’s mother died in a shipwreck while on a pleasure trip on the river Seine. Utterly alone, inexperienced, and almost mad with grief, the young woman fell ill again. By the time she recovered, she had lost contact with the Abramovs.

Twenty years later, with the help of John Laughton, Robert’s father, the ex-countess found her daughter as well as her friend Sonya, Vasili Abramov having passed away. Cristina was told of her parentage, and reunited with her real mother. At that time Helena, who had married a second time to a friend of John Laughton, was once more a widow. 

Upon her marriage to Robert, Cristina moved to New York, but frequently visited Sonya in Rio de Janeiro, accompanied by her mother. On one of these trips, Cristina found Sonya out of sorts. She and Robert decided to move to Rio de Janeiro to be closer to her. Helena, who had married John Laughton, did not rest until she moved near her daughter and her dear, childhood friend. So, early in 1929 father and son decided to sell all their property in New York, converting it to gold, and move to Brazil. Theirs was a lucky move because at the end of October of that fatal year the world took a terrible economic blow that would be known as the Wall Street Crash, that caused a worldwide depression.

John Laughton had extensively visited south of Brazil and Robert had also been in that area​[8].  Learning of a farm for sale, they bought it. At first, they had not intended to move in, but as they spent a few weeks in their new state, the desire to move grew. Sonya insisted that she would be fine staying in Rio, promising to visit them soon—a promise she never fulfilled—and so her move to the farm was accomplished. With electricity in the farm, Robert equipped the rooms with electric fans for the sweltering months of summer. And in the kitchen, a ceiling fan, a very costly contraption, was installed.

The Laughtons did not change anything in the house, except for the addition of a generator, an exception in the area, which, initially, made their neighbors think of them as excentric. With acquaintance, they realized the benefits of electricity and some farmers decided to follow suit.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Article 1: From the date of this law, slavery is declared extinct in Brazil.

Article 2: All dispositions to the contrary are revoked.

—Lei Áurea, May 13, 1888. 

T

he little cottage stood at the end of a small slope, under the protection of a very tall and wide-spread umbú tree. The location was advantageous on hot days, but as winters in south of Brazil are wet, a potbelly stove had to constantly work to compensate for the tree shade during the cold season. Unlike the houses of workers in other farms, with roofs covered with corrugated metal, this one—like all the houses in the Minuano Farm—had ceramic tiles. The front door was painted a dark red, almost brown, repeated on the window shutters, that, now open, let one see gauzy white curtains—one of the many little touches Cristina had bestowed upon this little dwelling.

The low walls were made of stones that had been recently whitewashed. The rustic appearance of the little house was softened by flowers. Rows of tall daisies, rosemary and lilies lined up all along the front of the house, flanking the door. When the weather was too dry, Cristina would come by to water them, carrying water from the little pond that stood in the backyard, that was also used for bathing. Today the water was so still it resembled a mirror, perfectly reflecting the tufts of furry clouds lazily navigating the sky. Nature seemed to be asleep. Even the leaves on the umbú were silent, unmoving. All animals seemed to be taking a siesta that day. Only a lone turtledove calling in the distance broke the feeling of solitude.

Uncle Benedito opened the door to find Donny and Annie waiting for him. As he got outside, he took a little branch from the rue planted in a vase near the door, lightly rubbed it in his hands and tucked it behind the left ear. According to the African religions brought to Brazil by the slaves, this herb represented an African deity—Eshú—and would keep him and the ones around him safe. He then lowered himself to a little stool made from a wood stump that stood near the front door, that he left wide open. After the greetings, he started his story, which was one of the reasons why the children frequently visited him. 

“At the time of my story, the fields were still open. No borders, no fences and you could catch wild cattle, and deer and ostriches ran free.”

He took a long puff from his new corn cob pipe, a gift from Desiree. He wore an immaculate white cotton shirt with soft collar, and a pair of pristine white linen pants, also her gifts. But on his feet, he had his old espadrilles—the alpargatas, or alpercatas, made of canvas fabric sewn on soles of twisted cord Gaúchos liked to wear informally. His abundant white, crinkly hair was cut short, parted on one side so straight it seemed done with a ruler. Benedito had been born on September 28 of 1861. Or, as he liked to joke, ten years too early, referring to the Rio Branco Law, the Law of Free Birth, enacted exactly ten years later. 

The Lei do Ventre Livre—as it is called in Portuguese—established that children born from slave mothers would be free. The final chapter of slavery in Brazil was written on May 13 of 1888. With just a few words, by a Princess with a long name—Isabel Cristina Leopoldina Augusta Micaela Gabriela Rafaela Gonzaga—daughter of the last Brazilian Emperor, Pedro II. Isabel, the Redeemer. She died at seventy-one in France, where she and her family lived since November 17 of 1889, having that day been exiled by a military coup.

On the right side of seventy, Benedito still carried traces of the tall, handsome man, with a powerful carriage he was in his youth. A few little creases around the eyes and the constant wide smile attested his mild disposition. Yet, throughout his youth, he was thought of as a bit of a Don Juan. Gossip had imputed to him the parentage of some children born with skin a shade too dark, or hair curlier than their forefathers’. All gossip, of course.

Donny and Annie sat on the ground, facing Uncle Benedito. Their childish faces raised to the old man, drinking each word he enunciated in his strong, yet suave baritone voice, between puffs from the pipe. His little pet fox, Peludo, made a sudden appearance. He was a Pampas’ Fox, what Gaúchos call graxaim. He came from behind the house, where he had probably been hunting. He had been raised with Benedito’s fowl—chickens, pigeons, and geese—since he was found hurt as a cub, becoming their fierce defender. 

Little did Peludo know, but Max, ignorant of the customs of the place, had brought a copper hunting horn, hoping to put it to use hunting foxes; he was quickly undeceived: no such thing as a British hunt took place in those parts. Besides, the robust pet took care of any intruders of his or any other species that dared disturb his fowl friends. 

But the little fox had a champion: Desiree, who abhorred the hunt, was overjoyed. “A bunch of grown men on horses, and blood-thirsty, crazed dogs running after a defenseless little animal. I’m glad it won’t happen here!”

“But foxes are vermin,” her husband argued, “that’s what they are, vermin!”

“No matter. It’s not fair!” 

“What, you want us to give it a horse to ride, old gal?” And that question went unanswered.

Peludo sniffed the children who greeted and petted him, and walked to his master, at whose feet he laid down and curled up. Following on his steps came Demosthenes, a duckling who the fox had saved and followed his benefactor everywhere. The name was a courtesy of Donny—who had never read the Greek’s orations, but hearing his name, immediately thought of the duck. 

“There was a rancher, very rich, but he was bad, oh, very bad,” the old man continued, shaking his head in disapproval. “The door of his house would not open to anyone in need, even with the frosty Minuano blowing outside. One day he asked one of his slaves, a li’l boy, to take some hosses to pasture. He told him to watch them hosses careful like, but one of them escaped.” 

A stressed ‘oh’ came from the girl. 

“That night,” uncle Benê continued, “the rancher saw the bay hoss was missin’. Furious, he sent the little slave to find the hoss. The li’l boy prayed to his godmother, the Virgin Mary. With a li’l candle stub to help ‘im see, he started the search, all alone. It was pitch black. The whole night he searched and found nothing. Tired, he fell asleep and the rancher found him like that in the mornin’. He thrashed the boy till he was almost dead then threw him on an anthill!” 

Here both his listeners gasped in horror. 

“But the next mornin’ the rancher came across the boy, and the child had no injuries on his body.” Donny and Annie cheered with joy. “And the boy was ridin’ the lost bay hoss, and the Virgin Mary was with him! The farmer dropped to his knees and asked for forgiveness while the boy galloped the bay hoss to heaven. That’s why they say that when you lose something, if you light a candle near an anthill and ask for help, the Li’l Black Shepherd will help.”

“Tell us another story, Uncle Benedito,” Annie asked him. Her Portuguese was without fault and she was proud to show off to her cousin.

“Tomorrow Uncle Benê will tell you one I never did before to Master Donny. About some soldiers in France, a very, very long time ago. They were warrior monks,” a statement that surprised the children. “They were called Templars and their order was created to defend pilgrims in the Holly Land—where our Lord Jesus Christ was born. They say there is a treasure from these Templars in these parts.” 

“Here?” the children exclaimed in unison.

“Seems so. Miss Tória’s grandpa tole me stories of them Templars when I was a kid. He event went overseas to visit their places,” Uncle Benê explained. “And Master Bernardo inherited that angst to find the treasure,” the old man shook his head deprecatingly at that memory. “But not so Miss Tória. She jess liked roaming these hills with her hosses. Didn’t care ‘bout treasures.” 

The old man always enjoyed his chats with the two children, but he realized how stiff his joints were, from sitting too long in that position. He decided it was time to let the kids go back home. “’Tis a long story. Come back some other day and I’ll tell ya.” And as they started to protest, he added, smiling, “This ol’ man needs his rest, children.”  

After Annie kissed Uncle Benedito and Donny shook hands with him, they were preparing to leave when he told Donny the library in the house had books about the Templars. “From the old master and Miss Tória’s father too. Both the father and the son was keen interested in them Templars.”
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