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Three of the characters in this volume are highly fictionalized versions of real people whose lives I’ve found inspiring. However, only their goals and the fact that their lives were difficult have been retained in these stories. All of the events described in achieving these goals are fictional. The first of these characters is drawn from my late father-in-law, Pedro Cardoso. In his early teens he traveled, alone, far across Brazil in search of a place where his family could escape a drought. The second is a version of my late mother, Kathryn Burke, whose childhood was cut short by the death of her father. And the third was inspired by a former student of mine whose real story is mostly hidden from me. Knowing only the beginning and end is enough to make it the most extraordinary tale I have ever believed. (I hope she is still alive and serving her community.) Any other resemblance of any of the events or characters in this story to any actual event or person, dead or alive, is purely coincidental. In particular, while the Assembléia de Deus is a real church, nothing in this book other than Sister Luiza’s religious instructions, all taken from church publications, is in any way representative or characteristic of the church.
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Auzileia, 

who showed me something of poverty in rural Brasil

and

Colleen, 

who showed me how easy it can be to be a parent.
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About the Glossary
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The occasional PORTUGUESE words in this book can be easily understood from their context and similarity to English cognates. For no more than they matter, they can be skipped over. However, out of an abundance of caution and just in case, there is a GLOSSARY at the end with definitions. (There are even a few definitions of English words.)
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Clarification
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My effort to capture Caribbean English is in no way meant to belittle its speakers. I always found Caribbean English to be a perfectly satisfactory language and note that, during the twelve years I lived on the island of Dominica, each of the three weekly newspapers ran columns that attempted to replicate that beautiful speech in the same way I have.
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Book 2
~
Maria
~
Brazil - 1933
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I am Maria. At my daughter's insistence I am going to write about part of my life. I don't know why we're doing this. All I do is clean houses, and I can't even support my children. I don't think I'm a whole person.

I can write a grocery list in English, but Portuguese is still my only language. So Layla will have to translate. Frankly, I doubt she'll ever get around to it, but if you're reading this in English, I guess she did.

If you are one of my grandchildren, I'm sorry we never met. I hope your life is productive, and... Well, lots of other things.

And so we begin.

Don't expect me to be even a whole person.

***
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When I was a child, I was not as rebellious as my father was when he was a child. However, I certainly had a mind of my own, especially when it came to what was permitted to boys that was not permitted to girls. Of course, all that rebellion was just inside my head and made no practical difference. When I was a child, I was just a child, and like all children I had no control over my fate. The story of my childhood is the story of the adults around me. And how much does a child know about the adults in charge? Only a few lies told in that insulting voice they reserve for children.

For reasons I will explain, I think I remember my early childhood better than most people. I even remember being happy, but the memory is a fabrication. My circumstances should have made me happy, so I remember being happy, but I doubt that I noticed any happiness at the time. I will tell what I remember of events, and you can make up how I felt as well as I can.

My Grandparents

As for my maternal grandparents, it is best if nothing is said. That they were poor immigrants from Portugal is already too much. I’ve never visited their graves as I should. If I did, I’d bring a shovel and use it to wish the worms great happiness.

My paternal grandfather, Bernardo Almeida, is altogether different. I imagine someone has already written about him – at least in some brief commentary about his role in the affairs of our city, Belém. We did think of it as our city, not just because we lived there, but because Avô Bernardo was so well-known. If I had lived longer in Belém, I'm sure I would have grown tired of hearing, “Oh! You're Senhor Almeida's granddaughter!” but I only lived in Belém as a child, and I liked being noticed.

People used to tell me my Avô Bernardo could be mayor or governor as easily as eating his breakfast, but every election year he turned down every offer. The closest he came to politics was as a deacon of our church, which sometimes brought him minor troubles that vexed him as though they were battles in the Great War. Had there ever been real conflict, I'm sure he would have resigned at the first raised voice. Still. He was a power in our city, and he showed me how power can be polite and generous.

He supported almost as many charities as existed in Belém, and he frequently spoke as an advocate for the poor - studiously avoiding offense to the class prejudices of the truly rich. Our church's charities were kept well-funded by his knowledge of theology and, possibly, the diplomatic way in which he reminded people of his connections in a more practical world.

It was from Avô Bernardo that I learned the poor are not entirely responsible for their poverty. I heard him quote Anatole France so many times: “The law, in its majestic equality, forbids the rich as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread.”  This was at a time when a great majority of the members of our class believed the poor were poor because of sloth, stupidity, recalcitrance and, of all things, greed. How easy it is to recognize one's own vices in others.

Avô Bernardo was educated by the standards of our time. He'd been apprenticed to a lawyer, though I don't think he ever practiced at law. He exercised a measure of power, but his real desire seemed to be to know things just for the sake of knowing them. He sometimes went for a walk with me while I was still small and would try to teach me the names of all the interesting plants we passed. I forgot most of them, but by the age of seven I remembered enough to be able to bore the Great Sphinx of Giza.

Most of his knowledge came from reading whatever fell into his hands - not the disreputable magazines, but journals of all kinds. While he would read indiscriminately, his knowledge was not obtained indiscriminately. He was a skeptic. It was a rare day when it would not have been possible to hear him mumble, “Very interesting, if it's true.”  

We discussed what I read, and so I enjoyed reading and often kept what knowledge children’s books offer. He gave me to understand that, even though I was a girl, I was to be educated. I would become a teacher of small children in a public school. I was also to find a husband who would endure the ridicule that would come from having a wife who continued to work after she married. I kept this perfect ideal in my heart my whole life, and did not keep it a secret from my mother who expected me to earn my living by bossing servants around.

Our family had been in Belém since the Pleistocene. They came from Portugal even before sugarcane's ascendance in the nation's economy - when brasilwood was still exported for the red dye extracted from it. Avô Bernardo was among the richest men of the city. He was raised in a formal household by ever-changing governesses, and in turn, he was as formal with his own family as with his business associates. I never thought he loved me. At least, I never thought so while he lived. I did understand I was important, perhaps like a teacher's best student or a prize-winning turnip.

Every year, Avô Bernardo took a trip to the United States. The trip was often quite long, up to two months, and had something mysterious to do with his business. I was summarily removed from Belém at the age of eight, so I  am mostly left with questions about this business. I know  he owned the largest print shop in the northeast of Brazil, and he published a newsletter that circulated to no more than a couple dozen people but still provided a large share of his income. When it was time for a new issue, my grandfather might awaken my father in the middle of the night, and until the newsletter was in the hands of the subscribers, phone calls from the print shop, and a lot of rushing back and forth, transported palpable amounts of chaos into our home. The children shared the sense of urgency of the adults by feelingt an urgent imperative to stay out of the way.

All I ever knew about the newsletter is this: It contained financial information, and Senior Almeida only got paid if the information it contained reached his clients before anyone else. Until this very moment, I always suspected it had something to do with the coffee markets, but as I write this I'm less sure. When I think about who his closest associates were, especially the American diplomat, it still seems possible, but... Well, he knew scads of people, and his quiet generosity left many of them feeling indebted to him.

***
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I think my grandmother, Vovó Leticia, was a good match for my grandfather. She was good-natured about going with him on that long, arduous voyage to America, enduring dinner at the captain's table and Caribbean sunsets reflected in her cocktail glass.

She was also (so far as I know) the last committed Victorian, and she was just as formal as my grandfather. She knew exactly how things should be done and taught me most of the rules, herself. I know that a proper soup spoon is round rather than oval, so the soup may be poured into one's mouth rather than slurped into it. I know how to fold a napkin so the waiter can pick it up by one corner, and with a deft flourish, drop it into the client's lap. I admit to a bit of heartache as those rules disappear. (However, I am thankful we no longer change our clothes three times each day.)
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My  Father
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My father was Senhor Bernardo da Silva Almeida, Jr. I was never permitted to call him anything other than Senhor or Father but, secretly, whenever I thought of him I used the diminutive my grandparents used - Bernardinho.

It came as a surprise to everyone, including myself, that my father turned out to be a model parent. There was nothing about his life, before I was born, that suggested he would be even an ordinarily decent father - that he would provide, that he would smile at his wife, that he would have a moment's patience for a child, that he would be happier coming in the door than going out of it. I knew he’d been a bad boy, but I so admired that boy.

The details, if I was foolish enough to get into them, might be about running away at age ten because he wanted to hang out with the street children in Manaus. Just getting to Manaus was comparable to Tom Sawyer rafting up the Mississippi to Minneapolis. He used his last cruzeiro to send a telegram informing his parents how much the bus ticket back home would cost.

At age seventeen, he returned from the military academy that was supposed to correct his behavior with a much older wife. Neither of them was well received.

To be fair, among the world's gold diggers there are occasional women who are honest miners, content to trade their youth for some stability in their chaotic lives. Such women can be quite loyal, but no one suspected That Woman of being an honest miner, and by the next afternoon the marriage was annulled even without all of the Church's considerable bureaucracy having been notified. This miracle is attributable to the large number of unrepaid favors Avô Bernardo found in what he called his “securities account.” The whole affair could have been kept a better secret had the amount withdrawn from his bank account been larger - say, ten times as much. That Woman was escorted out of town by the police, and a whopping good story sprang up about why you ought not mess with sweet old Senhor Almeida. The story was still popular when I was dragged out of Belém kicking and screaming.

There was a lot of discussion about what should be done with the rapscallion, and that discussion was not confined to Avô Bernardo's house. My grandparents had less to say between themselves than any pair of gossips around town.

Avô Bernardo knew from the beginning what had to be done. My father had to be brought into the business. It was a Victorian solution to the problem, and it's hard from today's perspective to understand why it was the right thing to do, but Avô Bernardo knew what he was doing. We now think of an emotional, loving environment as a requisite for healthy psychological development. We think of the only alternative as parenting by threat and abuse. Perhaps, when you have a child who is difficult to love, the distant formality of a Victorian upbringing can avoid the deepest hurts. My father prospered in the trust Avô Bernardo showed him.
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My Mother
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Nothing about my father ever suggested he would look among the wealthy belles of Belém for a proper wife. My mother came from a poor and bitter family. Still, she quickly became well-liked even by the skeptics in our circle of well-off friends. When she danced, she somehow attracted stares without attracting a vote of condemnation from the Wobbly Old Puritans Caucus. She flirted across the room and with an unintended touch under the table. She flirted with a look she gave the whole room when she stepped into it, or with a look she gave you over her shoulder as she began a conversation with someone else.

And it never mattered that you knew she was flirting with everyone in the room just as she was flirting with you. At least it never mattered enough to keep you from half-believing you were so special you could hope to make her love you. But for me, even before Gabriela did any real harm, all this glamour was over-shadowed by the daily drudgery of her family dramas. She was used to having things her way and thought she put enough effort into charming people so that she deserved to have what she wanted.

The dramas did not often involve my father's side of the family. It wasn't that Gabriela didn't try to incite conflict. She often wrote incendiary letters. However, these letters caused no difficulty for the simple reason that, once my family had seen a few of them, they all agreed not to open letters from Gabriela. I always thought of my father's family as my family, and of Gabriela's family as that family.

Gabriela was of that generation of women who, though they could not see anything like women's liberation in the future, thought of Victorian virtues with contempt. Accordingly, my grandparents saw no reason to like her, and as it was perfectly obvious from the first minute what sort of charmer she was, she failed to charm them. However, she did have the one virtue she needed to get their blessing. She was not already pregnant when Bernardinho brought her home.

My mother's feelings toward my father were as random as a child's attitude toward dinner. Still, I'll admit there was some sort of intermittent convergence on what I think was honest love. My father was tightly wrapped in Victorian virtues, but the very tightness of the wrappings squeezed out aneurysms that broke and bled rebellion. He obviously offered a combination of adventure and stability that would have attracted Gabriela, but there was more than that, and it wasn't Father's financial prospects. Gabriela assumed whoever she married would have financial prospects, and as for adventure, it was the roaring twenties. She found something else in my father that most people hadn't seen. He'd been the child who liked living on the street and became the adult who never seemed to mind giving up his own interests for someone else. It worked well for Gabriela and, for a while, even better for his children.
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Their Decisions, My Memories to Age Eight
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My first brother was Daniel. He was born when I was not quite four, and shortly thereafter I announced that I had wanted a sister. I repeated myself, regularly for two years, until my mother became pregnant again. Then I repeated myself with the maddening insistency of a six-year-old on a mission until I was promised a sister. The fact that my mother could make such a promise made me believe she could control the sex of her children and, when Roberto arrived, my first thought was, “How could they name a girl Roberto,” but the coin dropped, and the rage broke out, and I went rampaging through the neighborhood shouting how stupid my mother was.

A sister did arrive after another two years, and I was certain she was the most beautiful child ever born, but by that time I was many years older than baby Lara, and I feared being caught alone with her and a dirty diaper. I then had two brothers and a sister, and that was as large as my family ever got.

***
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Because I was their first child, my parents thought they had enough money to send me to a private school. In our culture, private schools were mostly for the sons of the upper class. I was not only the smallest pupil in my class, I was also the youngest – and a girl! Accordingly, I was always the one with cooties. An unbiased observer, clocking the amount of time I had to spend as “IT,” would have concluded there was something especially horrifying about the Maria Almeida clade of cooties.

My first day in school may be the strongest of my early memories. I had a new, yellow, gingham dress. My father paid attention to important days. So he took the day off from work, and Vovó Leticia came to look after Daniel while my parents walked me to school, one on each side holding a hand. When the day was over, my father was there to walk me home again.

Waiting for my first day in school, I had been seriously worried about getting in trouble. I was afraid of being unable to follow all the rules - especially the one about remaining quiet and attentive to the teacher with my hands folded on my desk. I imagined this torture went on on for hours at a time, but I was willing to try to endure it because my grandfather had absolutely convinced me that I wanted to know all there was to know. So with a lot of trepidation, I went to school. Of course, I didn't get in trouble, but I was disappointed, and then angry. After all the fears I had overcome, I came home screaming, “They didn't teach me anything!”

***
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My sixth year saw my first ride on a train. My mother wanted to spend Christmas with her family, but my father insisted we spend Christmas in Belém. So the day after Christmas my mother and I got on a train, without my father, and set out for Codó where my mother's family lived. I thoroughly enjoyed sitting on the blue cushioned seats and watching the countryside fly by. I especially liked the relaxed atmosphere in which it was possible to start up a conversation with people you would never speak to otherwise. As a child I had rules about being a seen but not heard. However, my mother started lots of conversations with people, and when she was done with them and moved on, I moved in.

As soon as we arrived in Codó, the trip stopped being fun. The children in the family compound were an unruly lot who wouldn’t play with me, and the adults told me to go play with the children. At that time, I was starting to acquire a vocabulary of naughty words, and I spent a lot of time trying to think of someone I could safely tell what I thought of my relatives in Codó. In my grandparents home, words like "ugly" or "stupid" were thought to be naughty enough, but in my own home I was learning worse words from my mother. Had I known what my next trip to Codó was going to be like I might have used some of them in front of my grandparents.
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And Then I Was Eight
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There was a day that precipitated a change in my personality and defined a new relationship with my mother. The change took away most of my mother's interest in charming me, which was sad, but it also put an end to her parenting me in ways I knew were wrong because they didn't happen when my father was around. It was the day my internal name for her switched from being Mother to her given name, Gabriela. Of course, it was only in my thoughts that I used this silent sign of disrespect. It wasn't that she was so bad on that singular day, what happened was just the straw that gave the camel insight.

Humans are secretive and deceitful. We lie. When the social situation is a little difficult, we make up little white lies so automatically that we fail to notice that white lie is often more offensive than the truth.

We lie. We cannot tell a personal anecdote without exaggeration. Having a disagreement, we make up whatever facts we think might be true to sustain our position. We know lying is bad because it is deceitful, but we deceive by omitting relevant facts and think that's not bad because it isn't lying.  

We lie so routinely that a whole suite of social graces is needed to keep the lies from causing as much trouble as perhaps they should. Unless we're looking for trouble, we avoid challenging one another's white lies.  

This unique summer day was just like any other boring day spent at home instead of Vovó Leticia's house - until a moment in the middle of the afternoon when my mother told me to answer the telephone and tell the caller she was out. I said, “No, I won't do that. It's a lie.” The telephone rang until the caller gave up, and in the silence that followed I understood the power of holding the moral high ground. It was defiance, and Gabriela couldn't think of anything to do about it.

And it took less than a day to catch Gabriela in a lie.

“You're lying.”

“Don't you ever call me a liar!” There she stopped because we both knew she had lied, and what was she going to do to me for calling her on it?

I made up my own set of social responses to lying. I didn't think, “Oh, it's just a white lie” and let it go. If I was told a lie, I looked straight at the liar, silently, with a perfectly neutral expression on my face, just looking, and if it was my turn to speak, silence.

Given this new insight, little white lies weren’t common enough to suit me. So I found other times and places where the moral high ground could be seized. In those days women were expected to make a lot of the clothes for their children, even if they could afford a housekeeper. One boring afternoon, Gabriela was measuring me for a dress. I suppose I kept squirming and making it difficult, so she told me to stand still and slapped me hard. I didn't let myself cry, but I could feel the tears well up in my eyes, and I said as distinctly as I could, “You should not have done that. It was wrong. We will continue this discussion when you are in better control of yourself.” The line about continuing the discussion was not original, I'd heard something like it from a teacher speaking to a child, but I knew when I heard it that it was a line I should save for an occasion, and I'd found the occasion.

I worked at strengthening the moral ground I occupied. I accepted the Victorian rules of my father's family as though they were truths. I also started paying attention in church, but I was disappointed with the result. Even Catholic rules were never as useful as Victorian dicta.

I have long since learned that holding the moral high ground sometimes works for a child facing an adult. However, moral arguments are useless for either an adult facing another adult or a child facing another child. Still, I have remained wholeheartedly for the truth and eschew even little white lies. No one believes your excuses, anyway.

***
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One day, when I was still eight, my family was sitting at the dinner table, or most of us were. Sister Lara, being only one year old, had been fed before dinner and given over to the housekeeper. I think everyone wanted to leave the table, and so the conversation came to a halt. I was waiting for my father to tell us we were excused when he looked up at the ceiling and said, as though musing to himself, “I think it's time we got a car.”

We were electrified. Cars were common enough in Belém at that time, but they were not easy to come by. The countries that built cars were all going to war with one another, again, and weren't making cars anymore. It was probably easier to buy a tank than a new car, and people who had cars were holding onto them.

My father probably should not have spoken out loud before he had found a car to buy and asked the price. Every time the poor man came home from work, his children would crowd around him demanding to know what progress had been made that day. Then at the dinner table Gabriela would begin the conversation with, “Have you done anything about the car.”

About three weeks into this harassment I was dining with my grandparents and Avô Bernardo said something like, “Ah, your poor father, Maria. He can't find a car he can afford. I think I will have to make a withdrawal from my securities account.”

A week later my father drove up in the middle of the afternoon with an old, but serviceable, Model A Ford. The car had belonged to the Municipality of Belém but was somehow unneeded and had been declared surplus. When it was auctioned, my father, my grandfather, and one of the pressmen in Avô Bernardo's shop were the only bidders.

The car was handed over to my father on a Thursday, and on Thursday night we took it out for ice cream. On Friday morning, I called Vovó Leticia on the telephone as soon as I woke up and talked her into inviting me to breakfast. Breakfast at my grandparents' house was never typically Brazilian. In Washington, D.C., they had developed a taste for American breakfasts, and I shared their preferences in all things, no matter what.

Vovó Leticia may have owned the only waffle iron in Brazil, and we were playing Rummy over the remains of bacon waffles when the telephone rang. Vovó Leticia answered it in the usual way, and then was silent for a long time.

Then I heard her say, “Will he live?” After another silence, she realized I was standing behind her, and turning to me, she shooed me out of the room with a gesture.

I stood in the hallway on the opposite side of the door. I'll suppose it was ten minutes, but I have no real idea of how long. The telephone call was over for a long while and I was not sure about standing in the hallway when Auntie Livia finally came for me. Auntie Livia was the only member of the staff who was accorded a courtesy title. I believe it was because she was a favorite of Bernardinho, but she was also a favorite of mine. I do notice, for the first time as I write this, that she had the diminutive courtesy title - Auntie, and not Aunt.

Auntie Livia came and asked me to read aloud to her. Reading aloud was something I liked to do. I thought I read better than any of my relatives, because I did so dramatically and with different voices for all the characters. Auntie brought along a book I had been reading to Vovó Leticia the preceding week. I followed her into the study and began to read, bewildered.

I did not read well. My attention was on my memory of the telephone call which I kept searching for clues to what was happening. I tried to make myself remember a different tone of voice than the one I was reacting to. I wanted to remember a “Will he live?” that was less somber and intimate – a “Will he live?” that might apply to a pet cat. I tried to imagine a message that would just fill the silence before she spoke. I tried to remember where in the silence there had been a quick inhalation that might have marked word of an accident, or a long silent sigh to accompany bad news long expected. I couldn't remember any such thing.

Frustrated, I put the book down and announced I was tired of reading. At a loss for what to do with me, Auntie Livia tried to interest me in another book.

It was difficult. She knew I knew something bad was happening, and I needed to know what it was, but she was not permitted to tell me. I knew there was no point to asking questions. So to spare Auntie Livia an impossible task, I said I would read to myself. I chose a book I had not begun, found the first page, and sat staring at it until I thought she might notice I hadn't turned a page. Then, I went on to the next page and sat staring at that one.

This went on for an hour before my parent's housekeeper finally arrived with my siblings. I traded looks, but no information, with Daniel. I assumed I knew more than he did, and “Will he live?” being all I knew, I thought it best to keep what I knew to myself.

Gabriela went through so many housekeepers I remember only one of their names. Mariah was our housekeeper that day. She came in carrying Lara and, after dropping Daniel and Roberto with us in the study, she started to leave with Lara still in her arms. I suddenly felt it important to know where all my siblings were and shouted, “Wait! Where are you taking Lara?!”

She stopped without otherwise reacting - as though she were trying to figure out why I was shouting or wasn't sure, herself, where she was headed. At last, she replied in that awful but well-meaning voice adults reserve for children, “I think we'll go to the kitchen to see if there are any of Lara's crackers.”

Auntie Livia was left to keep the the rest of us entertained. She did her best.

Eventually, dinner arrived for us. It consisted of rice and beans, and day-old lettuce salad. It didn't even rise to the level of leftovers in my grandparent's house. There was no sign of a sit-down dinner for the adults. There was hardly any sign of the adults, themselves.

I wanted to tell Daniel that I was afraid our father was dying, but I dared not do such a thing. I could hear comings and goings through the backdoor, but I knew I wasn't going to learn anything until the adults decided what I should be told. I knew things sometimes happened that children were not supposed to know about, and I began to hope this thing was one of those, and that it would forever be a mystery. Everything I could think of that the adults might have to tell us was worse than something never to be told. Will he live? Who was it Vovó Leticia wanted to know about? Where was my mother?

The time after we ate was unlike any time I've ever experienced. I asked to go to bed early. It must have been a relief for Auntie Livia. I was put to bed with Daniel and Roberto at Roberto's bedtime. Roberto kept wanting to talk. It just annoyed Daniel and me. Sometimes Daniel hit Roberto, not hard enough to make him cry, but not hard enough to make him be quiet, either.

I did sleep that night. I think I forced myself to sleep just because being awake was intolerable. The guestroom we were in had heavy curtains that completely shut out the light except for a tiny slice that the morning sun sent in sideways along each edge of the window. When I awoke to go to the bathroom, those tiny slices were bright with the glare of a cloudless day. The hallway between the guestroom and the bathroom was empty, and the house was silent, but I knew my escape from the future was over. There was no point to looking for someone. They would come and tell us when we could take a breath and resume our new lives, whatever they would be. I lay back down in bed, still as a mannequin, next to Roberto and Daniel.

Eventually, there were two quick raps on the door, as though we were ever accorded any privacy, and Auntie Livia stepped in. We were told to hurry down to breakfast. The hurrying part helped a little.

My mother was already waiting at table and told us to sit down. We were promptly served the kind of breakfast we expected in Avô Bernardo's house – scrambled eggs, bacon, freshly baked coconut buns, and freshly made pineapple juice. When we had finished and were starting to get restless, my mother spoke, saying she needed our strict attention.

“I would give anything if I did not have to tell you this, but I must. Your father died last night. He had a stroke.” Then she was silent.

I watched little Roberto's face. Tears started to well up in his eyes, and then he said, “It will be all right. Some good fairy will come and make him well again.” We all just sat in silence. Then my mother said a soft “No” and got up and walked over to Roberto. She picked him up and kissed him and walked out of the room with him in her arms.

Daniel and I were alone.

***

[image: ]


I still haven't fully forgiven anyone. My mother said, “No, you cannot go to your father's funeral. Funerals are not for children.” I appealed to Avô Bernardo who gave me the same answer. I don't know whether he truly believed I should not go, or just believed it was my mother's decision to make. I knew it was hopeless to appeal any further, but I did, and got an unexpected hug from Vovó Leticia. The hug just made me uncomfortable. We didn't hug.

While our father was being buried, his children were at the park - expected to play. I sat on a bench with my knees drawn up underneath my chin. I don't remember which poor servant was assigned to entertain us.  

I spent the time going over every memory I could dredge up of my father. I rehearsed memories like the lines of a play to make sure I didn't forget. For many months thereafter, I continued to rehearse my memories, especially while going to sleep at night. But memory is fragile, and most of what I rehearsed is gone.

Over the next few months, I spent a lot of time in the park, and I spent a lot of it sitting on that bench with my knees drawn up underneath my chin. I suppose it prepared me for a time I'm not going to write about when I did not dare to allow myself an emotion. Daniel and I both had birthdays while I was sitting on that bench, and then we were six and nine.

***
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That time was also when I first began to think in a more adult way about religion. I was not taken in by all the excuses people were making for God taking my father away from me. I did not think God needed my father in Heaven, and when I was told we could not hope to understand the mind of God, but that he always has the best interests of the faithful in his plans... I think that was the first time it occurred to me that we have as much obligation to judge God as the other way around. What if God is evil? Then we would be obliged to work against Him even if He is God.

Avô Bernardo had begun taking walks with me more frequently, and I put that question to him on one of them. “What if God is evil?” He must have thought well of the question, because he suggested I put it to the priest when I got the chance. I think I remember the tone of voice in which he said, "Why don't you ask the priest...?" His voice seemed to admit to a sardonic pleasure in the events he might be unleashing.

The chance came a month later when the priest made one of his rare visits to our Sunday school. I have to admit he tried to be kind – but he failed. He repeated all the clap-trap about knowing the mind of God and then went on to say something like, “I know you are troubled by the death of your father, and it must be hard for you to see much good in the world right now. But we are all just tiny specs in God's plan, and what happens to us individually may not be so important. Here is what I promise you. That when you are older, and these days are deep in the past, you will be able to look around and see so much good in the world that you will know as a certainty that God is good.”

The priest does not have much time left to make good on his promise.

***
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I wondered what a “stroke” was. It sounded as though someone hit my father, but I didn't think that was what happened. Again, I asked Avô Bernardo, and he explained what an aneurysm is, and that my father had one in his brain that broke. He told me my father arrived at work, hung up his hat, and put his hands to his head as though he felt a terrible pain, and it was over in seconds. He collapsed on the floor, and while he continued breathing for a few hours, he was never conscious, again.

Other than the absence of my father, the changes in my life seemed small - at first. I knew Avô Bernardo was still paying some of my father's salary to my mother - not the whole thing, he didn't think we needed a housekeeper, anymore.

I had the usual invitations to dinner with my grandparents - often twice in a week, and Avô Bernardo began taking Saturdays off from work to “take a little walk” with Daniel and me. I would have given him the liar look, but I understood that the word “little” is relative, and it probably was a little walk compared to joining a Roman legion on their way to Gaul. We usually took some random streetcar to the end of the line and then spent all day walking back.

The city became an impromptu classroom that revealed the scope of my grandfather's knowledge, and the skill with which he could casually share it with children. Probably the first thing Daniel and I learned was not to try eating anything just because it was red or purple and Avô Bernardo said it was edible.

A long series of these walks focused on a fountain in the center of the city. Like most of the fountains in Belém, the one we studied was dry except for a small, disgusting puddle of water we thought must be witch's brew because the sun was unable to dry it up. The fountain that was supposed to be spouting water looked like a cast iron wedding cake. We argued, but I am still certain it was topped by an actual unicorn horn.

We observed mosquito larvae in the witches brew, but that was only the beginning. We used the fountain to learn about concrete, beginning with the history of how the technology was lost during the Dark Ages and rediscovered. Eventually, we got around to the fact that ordinary concrete is porous and doesn't hold water, and how that seemed a piece of information that could have improved the construction of every one of the fountains in the city.

Our walks were not all just roving lectures. Once, Avô Bernardo accidentally dropped a small coin in the grass. He wasn't sure whether it was an older coin called a “real” or a new “cruzeiro,” but he claimed it was one of the four thousand réis gold pieces from the nineteenth century, so the three of us spent no less than an hour on our hands and knees combing through the grass, grunting like pigs, and laughing like hyenas.

I remember more of those walks than I do of my father but, perhaps, he would be happy to know I learned the one lesson all the walks were about. Once in a while, just as I was expecting to hear Avô Bernardo say, "Very interesting, if it's true," he would substitute, “It is only knowledge gained for its own sake that makes a mind worth having.”

***
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For some weeks after my father's death, I noted each Sunday that Avô Bernardo was not in church. I thought he might be going to early mass, but when a couple months had gone by I asked him about it on one of our private, after-dinner walks. He said he was trying to figure out what he thought about God.

“Whether He's good or evil?”

“Or somewhere in between, or just doesn't care.”

“Do you believe in God?”

He paused a long while. I began to think the answer must be no, but he was afraid to say so. Then he said, “I don't think so.”

When I asked it, I hadn't thought I was asking a real question, and that answer! I had never doubted the existence of God for a second. I'd heard of doubters, but I just thought they were crazy.

“But everyone believes in God.”

“Of the two of us, one has his doubts, and the other has already got as far as considering the possibility that God is evil."

“But if there is no God, then Jesus Christ could not be the son of God. But people who knew Jesus and saw the miracles wrote about him.” I thought myself as clever as a Jesuit.

“None of the men who wrote the gospels ever met Jesus.”

“But it was Mathew, Mark, Luke, and John.”

“In those days, it was thought arrogant to sign your own name to anything you wrote. The people who wrote the gospels signed the names of anyone they wanted to. The gospels were all written many, many years after Jesus was dead.”

After a while, he added, “John was written by several different people.” Looking back on that conversation, I think he must have used the long pause to consider whether he should discourage my religiosity even further. He settled for telling me that someday we would talk about the origins of the various Christian canons. I understood that he was going to explain Christian cannons.

And after another long silence, I commented idly, “Vovó Leticia still goes to church.” And Avô Bernardo said something with a bitter edge I would never have thought possible. “Vovó Leticia is welcome to go to church even if I am not welcome to forego church.”

***
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In the absence of a housekeeper, I found myself acquiring some of our housekeeping chores. I can't say they were more burdensome than was appropriate for a nine-year-old. However, some of them came to me, not because they were assigned to me, but because they were going undone. My mother got behind on the laundry and, when I tried to help out, the laundry became my chore.

Then there came a month when my mother did not quite make the money from Avô Bernardo last. Gabriela raved on about how my grandfather's stinginess was making us go hungry. I suppose it was true that he could have afforded us more, but there had been enough - she squandered it on clothes.

I thought I was supposed to join the drama by going to Avô Bernardo and begging for what Gabriela thought was an adequate allowance. Of course, no matter what Avô Bernardo might have given her, there was that remote possibility she would still find it inadequate. Sharing my grandparents' distaste for drama, I fed us rice and beans for a couple days and said nothing to Avô Bernardo about these things.

Instead, I developed a plan for her new clothes when they showed up in the laundry. I would wash them carefully and iron them. Then I would give them away. When Gabriela confronted me, I would say, "You have already worn them once. Naturally, I thought you were done with them." It was too clever by half, and I never screwed up the nerve.

Gabriela's new clothes turned out to be necessary because she was going dancing. She put my siblings to bed, told me I was in charge, and then made sure I had Vovó Leticia's telephone number. She assured me there would not be an emergency, she was just giving me the number because that's what responsible parents did. I thought I was capable of judging for myself what responsible parents did, and I judged Avô Bernardo would have a fit if I told on her.

There was nothing to do after she left but put myself to bed. Lying there, looking out a window at the darkness on the other side, I made myself afraid. I stopped looking out the window, but the plaster on the walls held shapes I knew were there even in the dark.

After Gabriela went dancing, again, the next Saturday, I told her I didn't want to be in charge anymore. It didn't do any good. She explained that adults need to have fun sometimes, too, and that I was perfectly all right with my siblings, and that I would probably be in charge the following Saturday as well. It was too much. I told my Avô Bernardo what was happening, and he had the fit I expected. It was enough for him to know she was already going out in public only six months after my father's death. When abandonment came up in the next sentence there was no place further for his outrage to go. My grandparents jointly summoned Gabriela to their house. I was glad, for once, to be excluded from adult affairs.

The recurring look I got from Gabriela over the next few days made me fear that vengeance was to be hers. She began to talk about moving us to Codó to be near her own family. I reported this talk to Avô Bernardo who promptly warned Gabriela that if she moved his grandchildren away from him, he would cut her off financially.

Gabriela grew progressively grouchy and indolent, arguing one day that she needed a housekeeper, and the next that she could get along in Codó without Avô Bernardo's “damn money.” I got more chores coupled to an order to explain to Avô Bernardo that we had to have a housekeeper. I wanted to ask her why she needed a housekeeper in Belém when she wouldn't have one in Codó without Avô Bernardo's “damn money,” but I didn't have the nerve to use the word “damn,” and it wouldn't sound right without it.

What amazes me, today, is that I managed to swim in the edge of her drama while Avô Bernardo got sucked into the vortex.

When I missed an invitation to dinner because I had to feed my siblings, my grandparents’ only immediate response was to stop giving dinner invitations to us one at a time and start inviting us all together. However, Avô Bernardo soon went further. There were men associated with his “securities account” with whom he dared to speak confidentially, and Gabriela began to receive letters. I know that some of those letters came from law offices.

I was sniffing around in her business as much as possible, but she had fits in which her rage was almost enough to destroy those letters without the match. I never got to see them. The bright, charismatic light that won people to her flickered on and off during those dark days. When she received a letter, it shone a cold, black vacuum that sucked sour sweat out of the walls.

She started hiring a child-minder when she went out at night, and I was told I didn't have to do my chores anymore. It would have been more accurate to say I could choose which chores I would do. I could stop making Gabriela's bed, but I couldn't very well stop doing the laundry or the dishes after meals. When the dishes were all dirty, Gabriela would have turned them over to eat off the other side.

Avô Bernardo paid for both Daniel and me to continue in the private school. Being out of the house five days each week made life better for the two of us, but poor Roberto and Lara. They heard nothing but Gabriela's constant grumbling and almost sub-vocal promises to move us to Codó. When Gabriela got tired of children, they spent the rest of the day in their rooms. I did what I could for them. As soon as I got home from school, I played some game with them. Then, unless Gabriela was having an all-consuming rant that made it up to me to fix dinner, I read to them - dramatically and doing all the characters.

***
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Then there came another month in which Gabriela came home from a dance without a cruzeiro left and a week to go to the first of the next month. She confronted Avô Bernardo in his office at the print shop. As I understood it from Vovó Leticia, she had to review every disagreement they'd ever had, starting with imagined slights from before her marriage to my father. Avô Bernardo met her scorn with the silence of a will as old as his Silurian ancestors who crawled out of the sea. When Gabriela finally found herself with no more to say, Avô Bernardo just swiveled around in his chair and went back to work.

Two hours after their confrontation, one of the pressmen arrived at our house with a box of groceries and some cash that he slid into my pocket while whispering instructions not to tell Gabriela that I had any money (as though I would have been so stupid). On the first day of the next month, the pressman delivered Gabriela's usual check along with a letter that explained she no longer needed to worry about paying for our groceries. He had made arrangements with the greengrocer, the butcher, and the baker to give her whatever she wanted on credit. At the end of each month, he would pay the bills and deduct their sum from her next month's check.

Gabriela reacted the way a Tasmanian devil might react to a stick being poked down its burrow. Unfortunately, the check was large enough to pay for train fare to Codó and she ordered us to start packing.

I ran to my grandparents' house where Vovó Leticia explained to me that there was nothing they could legally do to prevent Gabriela from taking us to Codó. However, she reminded me that Avô Bernardo would cut off her allowance, and that would soon bring her home, again. Four days later we were on the train to Codó.

***
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On the train, Gabriela bought us all treats and told us how great it was going to be with her family in Codó. She said the public schools in Codó were so good they were better than the miserable private school in Belém, adding how concerned she had been about the poor education we were getting. Of course, I'd seen Gabriela's family, and even though I’d been very small, I knew that at least some of them were illiterate. I mostly just thought about how the treats we were getting probably only meant greater poverty before the end of the month. There was the hope that the more precipitously we fell into poverty the sooner Gabriela would give up and take us back to Belém.

I could tell that something was not going right for Gabriela - something more than the fact that in trying to get more out of my grandparents she had argued her way out of everything. Now her pride was taking her down a rat hole and she knew it. All I knew was that I was about to learn what a rat hole smells like.

When we finally arrived in Codó, we were met by a cousin with a donkey cart who was to take us and all our gear to the Compound – the collection of houses about three miles from Codó where most of Gabriela's family lived. The cart was not adequate for all the boxes of clothing and other paraphernalia we'd brought, but Cousin Diego piled boxes on top of trunks until I began to fear we would tip over and some of us would be crushed. As it turned out, I think the only creature that suffered much was the donkey who had to be struck with a quirt at regular intervals.

I kept quiet about my own dread, and for a fugitive moment a lighthearted mood survived in the cart. There was laughter from my siblings. They were on an adventure. And then, we arrived - home. Roberto started looking around for whatever Gabriela was calling home, but I could see from the way Daniel's mouth gaped open that he knew we were looking at it.  

The “home” in front of us had been a two-room clay house with a hard-packed floor and a thatch roof. The roof was still recognizable if not of much actual use. The remains of doors and shutters hung uselessly akimbo, and that was the best part of it. We were soon to find out that the house had been emptied of furniture along with anything of potential use such as a pot to cook rice in. It was empty of everything except insects, cobwebs, musty air, and chicken droppings. The droppings grimly suggested that the house had held chickens quite recently.

Gabriela explained that we were only sheltering there for a few days while her family built us a new home. Had we come with more warning, she said, her family would have had our new home waiting for us. She was cheerful about how we would have it all cleaned up by nightfall. That cheerfulness made me think of the sound the wet globs of clay must have made as they were piled up to make the walls. All of the neighboring houses were clay, so my brothers understood as well as I did what our “new” house was to be.

I can't say that Gabriela's family came rushing to our aid. The houses were no more than fifty paces apart, and I sometimes saw someone looking out of a window at us, but no one came. There were some toddlers and slightly older children playing in the dirt, but they ran home when I looked at them. I have no doubt the expression on my face made me look as though I were about to grow snakes for hair and turn everyone to stone.

Cousin Diego had a look on his face that seemed to say, “Nobody warned you?” I understood that his efforts in getting us to this particular level of Hell had been meant to be helpful. He seemed, with his unassuming manner, to be a decent lad about twenty years old, and I thought him rather handsome in a torn-clothes, straw-hat, sweaty-from-honest-labor sort of way. He asked whether we had brought any food, and when Gabriela said, “No,” he offered to go back to town to get some staples for us - if we had any money. I looked at the sky in a sort of prayer that we still had a cruzeiro, and when Gabriela started to get into her purse, I gave Diego the combination mouth-and-shoulder-drop, whole-body-sag, negative-head-shake look that means, “Thank heavens, and thank you so much for saving us from starving because we're led by a lunatic.”

***
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When Cousin Diego left, we were by ourselves with a house to clean. Gabriela took us to a nearby house where she said her grandmother lived. There we all got an excited welcome with warm hugs, but surely her grandmother had seen us arrive. We borrowed a broom, and my new great grandmother followed us to our new home. Gabriela began sweeping. There was really nothing much to be done to the place other than sweeping, but a lot of that was needed. As she worked, Gabriela kept extolling the virtues of the broom her grandmother had made out of a stick and a bundle of some kind of leaves. It looked like a chicken being swallowed by a snake. Gabriela pointed out that it was a wonderful broom which, like many of the useful things we were going to discover in the next few days, came free from the bush. I supposed the useful things included the kind of berries we learned not to eat from my grandfather.

I had some urge to help, for the sake of my siblings, but there was only one broom. I pulled one of the shutters off a window and propped it up against the doorway to keep the chickens out. After my mother swept the floor, my great grandmother left for a few minutes and returned with a great aunt who had a broom on a longer stick that could be used to brush around up in the rafters and among the coconut leaves that made up the roof. A cloud of insect and spider laden debris came scuttling down on us, and everyone who was not sweeping abandoned the house. The floor needed to be swept all over, again, and because it needed to be swept with a little vigor, it showed itself to be less hard-packed than I'd thought.

As evening approached, Cousin Diego returned with rice and beans, salt, a pot, and a large spoon. Other relatives began to make their appearances. Most gave Gabriela an excited hug and then, backing up, looked at us and our situation with a Humph. A few were more helpful, Cousin Diego especially. As darkness descended on us, he went home to his mother's house and returned with what turned out to be our dinner. It was meant to be celebratory. There was rice and a feijoada. I think I could have pushed the pigs' feet around and eaten the rice if it were not for the snout. As it was, I ate standing up and walking around, and when I was out of sight, I dumped it all on the ground.

Eventually, I have no idea how late it was, someone arrived with a hammock that got strung for Gabriela. The children just got coconut fronds to sleep on. There was no bath, no change of clothes, just collapse on the ground. I didn't care.

***
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As I knew the stories of my father's travels when he was scarcely older than I was, I thought I had some independence baked into my genes. I hardly slept, and spent the night reviewing a decision. I would wait until there was some food, other than the feijoada, and as soon as I had eaten I was going back to Avô Bernardo. I intended to spend two days going cross-country in order to make it harder for Gabriela to find me if she bothered looking.

In the morning, a prescient Gabriela woke me in order to tell me that, if I tried to run off to my grandfather's house, the authorities would return me so fast I wouldn't know I'd been in Belém. She said they'd even put Avô Bernardo in jail if he didn't send me back as soon as I arrived. I thought to myself, “Very interesting, if it's true,” but I did know my mother was my legal guardian, and I was intimidated by her anticipation of my thoughts.

***
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When breakfast arrived, it was cuscuis, a spongy mound of cornmeal cooked with tapioca. That was okay, except we ate it with our fingers. There was nothing unusual about people eating cuscuis with their fingers, it was a traditional food for working people. I just wasn't used to eating much of anything with my fingers. Gabriela promised we would have spoons the next day. I wanted a knife and fork, and I didn't know how Gabriela was going to make good on all the promises she was making.

It's impossible for me to describe all the things that were wrong during the next few days, or to explain the smaller infinity of things that would remain wrong for years. We slept in the dirt for three nights, but things like hammocks began, slowly, to arrive. For a while, we slept two to a hammock, but that improved as well. We did get spoons, which is all anyone in the Compound used  (other than their fingers) to eat. There were other problems, worse problems, that just would not go away.

In my family, sanitation was important. The staff was trained in some detail about how infectious diseases are spread and knew that their employment depended on their following the rules. I went to a school where the lavatories were kept clean. Eating food prepared by people who did not wash their hands after they defecated nauseated me. I could have coped with an outhouse, but the one we were told to use was filthy. I didn't want to touch anyone.

I found myself charged with taking care of Lara. I'm sure I got the job because Gabriela didn't like changing diapers. I hated the diapers, mainly having to wash them, and of course, we didn't have enough of them.

There was no sign of Gabriela's family starting work on the promised house. Eventually, Cousin Diego repaired the roof of the place we were in. It was interesting to watch him do it. There was a kind of technology involved – knowing how to cut and process the coconut leaves. Once our roof was repaired, he started cutting tree limbs into shapes needed for the someday house, but as soon as it became clear that he wasn't going to get any help, he quit. I thought it was noble of him to do what he did.

Without Cousin Diego I don't know what we would have done, but what he did wasn’t enough. I was determined to run away. I thought about running away every night, but I knew I had to be patient because I had to make a go of it on the first try. If I failed, I didn't know what Gabriela would do, but locking me in a cage didn’t seem beyond possibility.

Were there really authorities who would return me to Gabriela? I doubt it, but when I was a child I believed in authorities who enforced the rules. Unlike my father, I only tested rules in my imagination, and I had no way of knowing any better.

Looking back after all these years, I think Vovó Leticia should not have told me there was nothing a lawyer could do. It contributed to my belief in the existence of malign authorities, a belief that made me timid. Could my grandmother have been as naive as I was about these things? Surely she knew money was as important in court as anyplace else, and my grandparents had a lot of it while Gabriela had none. It's possible I had no insight into what was really going on, and I am left, today, with only that child's understanding. Adults, especially the adults in my family, often thought it best for children to know nothing of the winds and weather that controlled their lives.

Aside from escape, the only thing that much occupied my thoughts was my concern, as big sister, for my siblings. Free of school or any other supervision, Daniel and Roberto went wild. As soon as they'd eaten whatever stood in for breakfast, they headed into the bush. They usually appeared for lunch and then disappeared until sunset. I thought I saw my father in them, but that seemed less likely to save them than destroy them.

As for myself, the heat in Codó was unbearable, even in the morning. By afternoon, it sent me searching for the deepest shade and best breeze. There I sat with Lara in my lap for hours at a time.

Lara got her basic needs met while Gabriela went from house to house gossiping with her family. She had plans she shared with everyone – plans that seemed to involve going dancing and meeting someone with money. I'm not sure where she was going to find someone with money who wanted four children - even if it was just a mistress with four children.

One day my brothers talked me into going with them into the bush. I had to do so with Lara on my hip, so my brothers promised me they knew interesting places near by - and they did. We spent most of the morning by a frog pond. They caught tadpoles, and I lay on my back and watched a vulture ride the currents in the air. The day's heat drove updrafts so strong they made me think of Avô Bernardo's lesson about furnaces that would smelt iron ore. There were plenty of vultures to watch, but there was one that caught my eye sailing back and forth through the up-welling heat, slowly rising into the cold upper air. He was not looking for food as I'd been taught in school. No matter how good his eyes might have been, he was too high for that. He was doing what Avô Bernardo would have said he was doing. He was a bird that could ride the currents, and he found pleasure in doing it. He rose until he was just a dark spot against a white cloud, a thin line that contracted into a dot, and then expanded into a faint line, again, as his wings turned toward me. When he disappeared, I couldn't tell whether he was just so high and far away I couldn't see him, or had flown into one of the fluffy white clouds that patterned the silky blue of the sky. Cumulus clouds. I thought about what I'd seen vultures eat and thought I could easily eat pig snout in exchange for that freedom.

***
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As a child, I think I was less judgmental than I am now. I kept no book against any of my mother's relatives, but I avoided them. They were subsistence farmers who had found a way to include some laughter, but not much kindness, in their lives. There were children-a-plenty among them, but there was only one girl anywhere near my age. Sophia told me the only thing boys needed to be able to read and write was their names, and girls didn't even need to be able to do that. I wrote her off.

Among Gabriela's close relatives, her grandmother was all right. She expressed some sympathy for my descent into poverty, but of course, that was all she’d ever known, so she didn’t think it was the worst thing that could happen to a person. For that matter, I suppose she was right.

Gabriela's mother was hopeless. She was just a crazy lady who spent hours each day wandering through the Compound picking leaves off the ground and stuffing them into the torn pocket of a dirty house dress. The dress was worn so thin that, when the sun was behind her, you could see the outline of her scrunched-up body through it.

I did like Cousin Diego. He was illiterate, but he was clever in his way, and he never made fun of anyone. He was a little shy and didn't judge me or my siblings. There were a few others who were not so bad. In particular, there was a cousin of some degree who lived in Codó but often visited on Sunday afternoons. Gustavo earned a decent living in town repairing electrical equipment. This often required some ingenuity because replacement parts were almost never available. He liked to show off how much he knew about science, which was mostly about electricity and how to make paint. He seemed to think anything else was unimportant, but he at least admitted I was smart.

There was a bad moment with Gustavo that pretty well fixed our reputation in the Compound. Gustavo was trying to persuade Daniel to take up his trade. He said anyone who was my brother was probably smart enough. Daniel pointed at Gustavo's hands, black with grime that could never be thoroughly scrubbed off, and said, “I'm going to have a profession that doesn't get my hands dirty.” Gustavo just replied quietly, “It's honest dirt,” but there were relatives present who recognized a bit of gossip that would echo for a month.

***
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My life in Codó came, first, in two threads, and then in three. At first, there was just Monday through Saturday except for Wednesday night. That thread was almost entirely about being poor and friendless in a world of histrionic drama, a world where hypocrisy was the normal way of making sure you had all the bases covered, a world I should have been able to get out of by clicking my heels twice and making a wish. The rest of the time there was religion. Later, there was a third thread - school.

On the first Sunday after our arrival in Codó, we went to church. It was a Sunday that began Saturday night when Gabriela ordered us to get out the best of the good clothes we brought with us. That seemed like an ordinary demand until Gabriela tried to dress her mother and grandmother in some of her own clothes. They would have none of it, and Gabriela's grandmother told us to put what we'd dug out of the trunks away. The adults began arguing over what clothing was appropriate for church. Neither her mother or grandmother seemed to much appreciate Gabriela's insistence that she knew what was appropriate, but Gabriela, being both our mother and Gabriela, got her way. We went to church dressed for Saint Paul's Cathedral.

I had no good evidence that Gabriela was trying to show off, only a meanly colored hypothesis that suited me. There were those among her relatives who expressed doubt that she had married into money. If she had married into money, they giggled to one another, what was she doing living in what even other residents of the Compound saw as poverty? I speculated that the need to show these gossips the contents of our trunks had everything to do with getting us dressed to the nines. To tell the truth, at the same time I was grousing to Daniel and Robert about our mother's motives, I secretly approved of the result. I was glad to be doing something classy.

I was of two minds about going to a protestant church. I was of two minds but neither of them cared. I was comfortable with Catholic ceremony and didn't see why I should have to change. On the other hand, I had not been enamored with the Church since my father's death, and I was open minded about protestants. As I had never been in a protestant church and had never even heard of the Assembléia de Deus, I was slightly curious about what I would find when we got there - though not curious enough to justify walking a mile past the Catholic Church to the far side of Codó.

An usher greeted us at the door without the enthusiasm I thought was commensurate with our being five new members of the congregation. Perhaps, he was put off by my entrance. As we walked in, I was not done objecting to being compelled to go to church, and he heard me throw in a complaint about the extra mile. I thought he could have ignored that, but instead he intervened. “Do what your mother tells you, Madalena.” I couldn't imagine where he got the idea I was called Madalena, but even after my mother corrected him, he continued to call me Madalena, and that became a problem for me.

His name was João, and in church it was always João this and João that. I never saw him be anything other than an unfriendly usher on Sundays. That, and the fact that he couldn’t remember my name, made me think he was at least mildly retarded, but that isn’t what the  congregation thought. The Assembléia de Deus didn’t have saints, which was fine with me, but that means I don’t know what to call this man. Maybe, “HERO OF THE BENIGHTED WORSHIPERS.”

I didn’t pay much attention to the whole story, but I thought the summary was this: During the founding of their hopelessly small church, Hero João was to Pastor Vinicius as Paul was to Jesus. His mind-bogglingly dull personality somehow brought in a couple cartloads of adherents to the faith.

In any event, what became important from my point of view was that he had so much influence that most of the congregation called me Madalena. A few seemed to think I just didn’t like my real name and had decided, in some childish way, that I wanted to be Maria. So sometimes I was Madalena, and that was wrong, and other times I was Maria, and that was just condescension as though I were a child.

I hated being called Madalena, but when I complained to Gabriela about it, she only said it didn’t matter. It was so frustrating. How is it possible to explain that what you are called does matter? Even in the Compound, where everyone should have known I was Maria, it was about a fifty-fifty split.

I also never liked the way Hero João looked at me. He was skinny in a land of fat men, so he looked like a bird of prey.

***
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Once we were seated, Hero João informed us that the congregation had just been forced out of the building where they had met for several years, and glory be to God, the Lord had led them directly to this apparently abandoned, half-finished building that would seat as many as two hundred people. Unfortunately, they did not have two hundred chairs, and as we had not brought our own chairs, the children were required to sit on the floor.

I looked around at what passed for Sunday best in the congregation. The women, except for Gabriela, were all dressed in various kinds of gingham with long sleeves and hems that skimmed the floor. There was more variety among the men, but nothing that a pressman would not wear to work. Under the circumstances, I thought some consideration should be given to us for the finery Gabriela had dressed us in. Specifically, I thought I should be given a chair rather than having to ruin my dress by sitting on the dirty floor. The gingham congregation seemed to think I was more in need of a lesson about the perils of vanity. It wasn't my vanity!

I gave the Catholics five points for having a decent place to gather, and the protestants five points for being willing to meet in an abandoned building. I wasn't sure how I was going to feel about the absence of the Latin mass, so I had already decided on a split decision before Pastor Vinicius began what they called “preaching.” Five points each.

But the man was a lunatic! Okay, half the saints were lunatics, maybe more, but the Catholic saints were just bits and pieces kept out of the way in reliquaries. Here was a living, raving madman, and unless God was neither good or evil, but also just a raving madman (a possibility I had never considered and would have to think over) I was in the wrong place to be getting any religious instruction. I deducted the five points I'd previously given the protestants.

I was less certain about the sanity of the choir and what I thought about their music. I'd never thought much about the organ in the cathedral in Belém, except to occasionally think that organs did not deserve to be tortured any more than people. The protestant choir, unlike the Catholic organ, had an effect. It accomplished something. There were about a dozen people in the choir, their music obviously got them moving about, and I felt it might do the same for me. However, I was not comfortable with the idea that moving about was what should be encouraged in church. I could not score a contest between our organ and this choir, so my mental score remained ten to five, an edge for the Catholics that could have been just two to one if I hadn't been awarding five points at a time.

The preaching and the choir did get people on their feet with their arms in the air, and waving their hands about as though they were fending off spider webs. With a little effort, I was still able to remain neutral. It was when people started falling on the floor and shouting gibberish that I stood up and backed up against the wall.

***
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When we were home, again, I asked Gabriela whether we could talk about the church service. She said, “Yes,” and then we stood there looking at one another. Then she said, “Well?” And I said, “Well?” And finally, not knowing what to say, I said, “Can you explain it to me?”

And she said, “What do you want me to explain?”

“Everything.”

We went on in this way for a while with Gabriela trying her best to be the adult who understood the world, which meant keeping away from any question that had an answer. She didn't have any answers. I could see her problem and almost sympathized. I thought she would make something up and I would have to give her the liars' look, but we were too far out in the water for her to even try to explain how we got there.

I tried asking what those people who were thrashing around on the floor were saying. She didn't know. Having heard that the missionaries who started the church were from America, I asked whether they were speaking English. Gabriela thought I might be right.

Once that conversation sputtered down to its entropic death, I didn’t expect any resumption of our theological intercourse, but shortly before we went to bed, she gathered us together and told us there was a Bible study group on Wednesday nights. There Pastor Vinicius would explain the religion of the Assembléia de Deus to us. She assured us that they were the real Christians, and that we would understand. I pointed out that the Catholic Church was closer and asked whether we could go to the Catholic Church, instead. She said “No,” and when I pointed out that we could wear our good clothes, she still said “No.”

***
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I had to watch Gabriela's transformation into a holy roller, the genuine article. I was not surprised that it took only a few weeks. I knew what kind of charmer she was, and I could see it coming out, transformed, in church. Services at the Assembléia de Deus were a kind of audience-participation theater, irresistible to Gabriela. She wiggled her toes and bumped her knees together waiting for the rise in pitch of Pastor Vinicius's voice that signaled he was ready for the coming ecstasy. As his words became meaningless except for the emotion they contained, Gabriela rose with her arms in the air and her hands shaking with their fingers splayed. She paraded, dancing through as much physical space as the unruly arrangement of chairs permitted. She led her section of the congregation like a cheerleader, each uplifting wave of her arms getting more of them to their feet. I don't think she'd ever heard of ululation, I think she discovered it on her own.

I was not surprised the first time she collapsed to the floor and began talking in tongues, I had been dreading it from one week to the next. It was amazing how her ululation acquired consonants, first, and then more conventional vowels until it did sound like a language. I was mortified and impressed all at the same time.

Watching Gabriela speak in tongues was not all I dreaded, and worse was soon upon me. Gabriela persuaded one of the women in the church to make two dresses for me. I'd feared one of those gingham dresses that I would have to wear on Sunday, but two meant I could wear them every day. At the time, I thought that was absolutely the worst thing the Assembléia de Deus could do to me. I could not have been more mistaken.

***
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We had been in Codó two months when someone showed up from the public school wanting to know why we were not in attendance. No one had ever worried about the attendance records of the children of the Compound, before, so course I saw the hand of Avô Bernardo in this. And so did Gabriela who screamed that we were none of his business. And what’s more, the school required uniforms, and no girl in the Assembléia de Deus was going to wear those heathen uniforms. I suspected that having Lara back in her lap while I was in school had more to do with her harangue than the godliness of the uniforms.

She deserved the liars look. Hadn’t she, herself, told us we would attend a public school in Codó better than the private school in Belém?

The school official returned two days later and informed Gabriela that, because it was a religious matter, I would not be required to wear a uniform. Gabriela still raged. Nevertheless, she had read the documents from the lawyers in my grandfather's securities account and had to accept that I was going to school. My punishment was meted out at school without any effort on my mother's part. It consisted of the daily ridicule that came with having to wear an eighteenth century peasant's costume.

There was no alarm clock, and it was up to me to admit, even before sunrise, that there was light in the sky. Then it was my task to turn my brothers out of bed. Breakfast our first morning was what it was to be every morning - whatever was leftover from dinner that wouldn't spoil over-night – in other words, beans and rice. Fortunately, lunch was better right from first day. Cousin Diego's mother gave me a covered pot with a convenient handle from which the pot swung. That pot was for carrying our lunch to school, and knowing the diet Gabriela fed us was nutritionally doubtful, I made an effort on that first day to have a lunch in the pot that included something attractive purloined from the Compound's garden.

On our first morning, Cousin Diego showed us the way to school. The three mile walk got us to a school that was its own level of hell. Every sensation had the word “yuck” emblazoned on it - everything from the smell of urine in my classroom to bullies being the only people who paid any attention to us. I had to share a broken desk with a girl who was put in the back of the room because her parents didn't give her the money to buy her own pencil and paper. When she “borrowed” mine, she just scribbled on the paper. None of the greasy, childish books were of any use to me. It was all hideous - but it wasn't the Compound.

The school had morning and afternoon sessions. Because I was older, and there were fewer older children, I managed to get into the morning session, but Daniel and Roberto were stuck in the afternoon. They could have walked to school long after I did, and I could have returned to the Compound while they were still in school, but I insisted right from the start that Daniel and Roberto were too young and unreliable to be trusted to get themselves to and from school alone. For some reason, Gabriela's grandmother backed me in this, and all three of us got a full day away from the Compound. There wasn't much to do during most of our day, but I wasn't going to give up my precious few hours of boredom for more time in the Compound for the Insane.

School started at half-past seven in the morning and effectively ended about ten o'clock when I broke a sweat. The climate of Belém, one hundred miles from the equator, was hot and humid. and Codó was another two hundred miles farther south. But Belém was on the coast, and Codó was far from any moderating ocean breeze. Only two hundred feet above sea level, it was too hot for school even in the early hours before sunrise.

We were dismissed at eleven forty-five. There was an hour-long break before the afternoon shift began their four hours and fifteen minutes. I don't know how Daniel and Roberto managed to learn anything.

In school, there was a strict divide in child society between town kids and country kids. We were assigned country kid status by the town-kid bullies. When we objected, one of the town kids just pointed out that we ate with our fingers out of a common pot. Then second-tier bullies pounced on me for wearing Assembléia de Deus dresses, and that was that.

My name continued to be a problem for me. Assembléia de Deus kids didn’t come to school often, but a couple times their presence led to shouting matches that attracted other kids hoping for a fight. They would tell me my real name was Madalena and back it up with the claim that their parents had told them it was my real name. So, of course, the bullies picked up on my sensitivity and regularly tormented me with the name Madalena.

The teachers also distinguished between town and country kids, believing the town kids had a pretty good chance of learning to read, possibly even to memorize a date in history. They hardly knew what to do with us because we could not only read and write as well as some of the teachers, on our second day in school we wanted books from the school's library - which did not exist.

***
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We were in school less than a week when a letter from Avô Bernardo arrived for me. It came addressed to me in care of the school's principal who delivered it to me, personally. It caused a minor stir among my classmates. A week later a man I didn't know, but whom I learned was a vice-mayor of Codó, came to my school. He waited patiently in the hallway until we were dismissed, and when my classroom was empty, he took me back inside where no one could see us and gave me an envelope with a small amount of money in it. He told me it was from my grandfather and gave me his own telephone number at the Municipality in case of an emergency. The visit may have lasted less than three minutes, but it was a three-minute ride in a balloon to me. I felt joy walking home. I felt like I had a hawser and bollard holding me to Belém. I knew better, but at least I was held by a thread and a thumbtack.

There was no way I could use much money. Had I bought anything and brought it home, I would have needed some plausible explanation for how I came by it. Still, the money eased our lives in little ways. On our way home from school, there was woman who had a freezer in her house, and she paid for the electricity to run it by selling Popsicles. She made them, herself, and we did not get to pick our own Popsicles, she picked them for us. Sometimes a Popsicle had an undesirable smear on it from something else in the freezer. I almost always thought it was blood, and when that happened we just threw it away, and I paid for another.

I wanted us to have plates and cutlery for our lunch, but we could not take anything like that home, and I feared that hiding them somewhere along the way would get them stolen. I did not know my teacher, Senhora Sousa, as anything but a strict teacher who had no patience with the chaos that was the default state of my school, but I had always been a teacher's pet, and I hoped I knew how to approach her. I asked to speak to her after school and told her of my father's death and our fall into poverty. I emphasized that we were the only children from the Compound who attended school. I explained that we were not used to eating with our fingers, and I asked whether she had someplace where I could store three plates and a little cutlery. Of course, Senhora Sousa fussed about the problem of giving us special treatment but, of course, she emptied out a drawer for me.

I made an effort to make our lunches attractive, as I had seen my grandparents' cook do. The Compound's garden always provided a colorful salad and decorations for the plates. Sometimes we had nothing but a salad arranged in layers of color. It was lunch at Vovó Leticia's, and eating at a wobbly table in the shade of a cashew tree was close enough to eating at the Pão d'Arco table in Vovó Leticia's dinning room. My attempt at elegant little lunches attracted the attention of some of our peers. It was not positive attention at all. It got us bullied by some of the town children, and it did not get us out from under the country-kids label. It didn't matter to me. I was keeping us from forgetting the world the way it ought to be, or so I hoped.

Eating decent meals at school renewed our disgust at the meals we were becoming accustomed to at home. So I got some help from Cousin Diego and built a table out of the old door to our house (which had been replaced because it was rotting around the hinges). I then bought some old cracked plates, used cutlery, and some jelly glasses, and got Senhora Sousa's permission to tell my mother they were a gift from her. I think it was the first lie I'd told since early childhood. When I tried to persuade Gabriela to let me prepare dinner, we argued. She wanted to pass Lara to me the moment I arrived home, and what was wrong with the dinners ordinary people ate? I asked whether she could remember how we ate in Belém and wound up carrying Lara on my hip while giving directions for dinner to Daniel, but we ate better.

My letters to Avô Bernardo were often about the steps I was taking to inculcate some sense of aesthetics in my siblings. In one of my letters I used both “inculcate” and “aesthetics” and thought myself quite articulate. My grandfather often wrote about how proud he was of what his nine-going-on-ten-year-old granddaughter was doing to cope with our situation. I wonder, now, whether my letters might have dissuaded him from taking action to get us away from Gabriela. He might have thought we were going to be all right. Being unable to see the future, I might have thought so, myself.

***
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There is so much to tell, and it is hard to do because of the way the threads stretch past one another but intertwine and then snarl together so events from different time periods are adjacent.

The day after I received my first letter from Avô Bernardo, Gabriela already knew about it, and the moment I got home from school she demanded to see it. I told her I threw it away, which was the truth. What else was I to do with it? I wasn't going to bring it home for her to see.

She wasn't quite prepared to call me a liar, but she made it clear (clear in the sense of hot glass meant to brand your skin) that I was to show her any letter I got from my grandparents, or any others of that family, or anyone connected with them, or on second thought, I was to show her any letter I received from anyone, period. I was also to show her any letter I wrote to anyone, whom-so-ever I think she said, before I mailed it.

So my grandfather began writing two letters each time, one for me and one to turn over to Gabriela. I also wrote two letters, one at school and one at home. For the letter I wrote at school, I bought the postage. For the letter I wrote at home, I hounded Gabriela for a stamp sometimes even threatening her with whatever the lawyers in Avô Bernardo's securities account had threatened her with. I had no idea what that was, but I had figured out I could get a reaction by referring to Avô Bernardo's lawyers. I sometimes fantasized about those lawyers getting custody of us for our grandparents, but what judge in Codó, not owing Avô Bernardo a favor, was going to take a mother's children from her?

My letters to my grandfather were as objective as I knew how to make them. I wanted him to know how things were, but I did not want to alarm him by getting hysterical. I thought it would make him unhappy about a situation he was trying to make tolerable. I should have gotten hysterical. I had no idea how seriously I needed rescuing.

***
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There were a dozen children in the Compound of school age, and a couple times during a week a few of them would decide to go to school with us. We didn't like this because we couldn't show we had money and that meant we couldn't get a Popsicle on the way home. I was particularly afraid little Roberto would say something that would set our secret afloat in the river of gossip that flowed around us.

There came a Tuesday when Sophia, the only girl of my age in the Compound, decided to join us on our way to school. She walked briskly up from behind us and called me Madalena. I was immediately irritated and asked her why she was coming with us when girls didn't need to know how to read or write. She didn't answer my question, she just said, “You're the smartest person in the Compound, and you're a girl, and girls are stupid." That was all.

As we spent hardly any time together, I challenged her - rudely, “How would you know how smart I am?”

“Sometimes, I listen to you when you sit outside at night talking to your brothers.”

I don't know why I didn't warm to what Sophia was saying. I only replied, “At school they only teach you how to read and write. They don't teach you much else.”

“So you went to another school before you came here, and they taught you?”

“No. Well, I guess a few things, but once you know how to read, you have to teach yourself,” and then I added, “Or else you have to have a grandfather who teaches you. That helps, too.”

Sophia continued along with us, seeming not to notice that I was still being rude to her. I have often felt guilty about the way I treated her. I was pleased to have someone almost my age notice that I knew things, but I bet myself that one day of school would be enough for her.

On the way home, she said she liked the books. I didn't know whether she meant picture books or that someone had read a story to her. However, it was a good enough day for her, and I lost my bet with myself. It took two days to be enough for her, or so I thought.

Sophia stayed in the Compound on Thursday and Friday. Then on Monday she was with us, again. She said she'd talked to her mother about going to school, and her mother told her that if she were a boy, she'd be old enough to start growing food to sell in the market, and pointed out that the boys her age were all helping their fathers. However, as she was a girl her mother could let her go to school for a while. Her mother offered to help her with the laundry after school on Wednesday, but she would have to do the whole laundry on Saturday. The way Sophia put it, “Wednesday” and “Saturday” rather than “Wednesdays” and “Saturdays,” I thought  she was being allowed to go to school for one week.

When she lasted through the whole week, my brothers and I decided to wait to see whether she would show up on Monday, and if she did, then we would decide what to do.

She showed up.

And something had to be done. I hate to admit that my first impulse was to tell her she wasn't one of us, and she couldn't walk with us, anymore. Daniel and Roberto took up her cause, and I tried to make a case for telling her she could walk to school with us but not back home. I knew I was beaten, because I thought it was a stupid idea, myself, but the question remained, What to do about the Popsicles?!

That night I put Lara to bed, and my brothers and I had a secret meeting at the frog pond. In the end, we decided on a plan that was so full of risk that it tripled the amount of time I spent worrying about getting caught. We decided to tell Sophia the Popsicles were an absolutely secret reward our grandfather provided for being the top students in our classes. I said I had written to Avô Bernardo to explain that Sophia could not be expected to start out at the top of her class. I told her he agreed to provide her with a Popsicle as long as she made progress every month toward the top of her class. Then we pounded her with the need for secrecy every way we could. We started by telling her that if she told any of the other children, they would start coming to school, and they could not all be at the top of their classes, so they couldn't get a Popsicle, and the whole scheme would leak out, and when it did, Gabriela would take the money, and we would stone Sophia to death, and no one would care because she was just a bastard, anyway. She was, in fact, illegitimate at a time when there were fewer such children and their status was often hidden. She was sensitive to it.

Part of the plan concerned damage control if she talked. We agreed we would steadfastly maintain that there was only enough money for the Popsicles, and that it came from the vice-mayor, and he did it for all the top students. Not only that, we would claim that Gabriela should have known about the arrangement. So I began creating the evidence that she should have known. The next time I wrote to Avô Bernardo, I included a vague reference to rewards for our success in school, something that would not alert Gabriela, but which would allow us to deny having kept anything from her. There was more, but what did it matter? Popsicles?! I was twelve. I was already whistling in the dark.

***
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It turned out that we were completely wrong in assuming the Popsicles became the light that instinctively drew Sophia to our flame. We discovered our mistake on a day when I said she couldn't have lunch with us because she was sick. She cried. The lunches we shared with her were what drew her to us. She liked the formality of the table setting. She had made dolls out of corn cobs, but she had never thought of having tea with them, and then, suddenly, she skipped past playing at having tea to being grown up and having high tea with us.

***
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I found myself in a peculiar social position at school. Individually, both the town and country children liked me, but socially I was uncategorized and unacceptable in either group. One time I was sitting behind a maintenance shed, talking to a girl I judged to rank fourth or fifth in the social hierarchy of the town girls - just below the bullies. Our class had been let out earlier than usual for some reason. (Teachers who were not paid regularly often did not attend class dutifully.) Let out early, the girl didn't seem to have anyplace to go. So we talked animatedly for a long time while I waited for Sophia and my brothers to show up for lunch. Suddenly, four of her friends came around the corner of the building. In the instant they appeared, she stood up and slapped me as hard as she could, seemingly out of the blue. I was surprised, but as soon as I thought about it I understood. She liked me, but her social standing was at stake.

In spite of the way the bullies laughed at us and our elegant lunches, we acquired a couple friends. They were all smart, low-status kids who were attracted to the bonhomie around our elegant lunches.

***
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There were times when I begged Gabriela to take us back to Belém, to let us live with Avô Bernardo even if she wanted to stay in Codó. She just said Avô Bernardo wouldn't have us, which was nonsense, but it ended the discussion even if I gave her the liars' look.  Sometimes, when there was nothing left to say, I threw rocks at our house thinking that, if I knocked it down, we might have to move back to Belém.

Our descent into poverty started me on the road to feminism long before “feminism” was a word. At first, I just kept asking what right Gabriela had to keep us in poverty and a terrible school because her ego would not let her give in to Avô Bernardo. I had always sought the moral high ground, and the idea of “rights” had plenty of appeal to me. As I grew to think of myself as a woman, I began to think of women's rights along with children's rights. Then I mostly skipped over parents' rights, which I thought were adequately enforced, and went on to grandparents' rights. I thought about how poverty stripped people of their rights. I thought about these rights with an intensity that, in some other time and place, could have taken me to the barricades. To this day the anger is trapped inside my head.
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After I Turned Thirteen
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When I was thirteen, we had a new house. It was no larger than the old one, it still just had the two rooms. It did have a concrete floor and walls made from bricks holed-out like concrete blocks - “tijolo.” The roof was still made of coconut leaves, and it still sagged. It was still a dark and dirty place. Many of the tijolo bricks had been broken before they were put in place, and the concrete that held them together began to crumble before the house was finished. Even I could see what the men who built our house were doing wrong. They mixed great piles of concrete in the morning, and as it hardened during the day, they just kept adding water to keep it workable. By the end of the day, it still looked like wet cement, but I knew it would set without any strength. Indeed, the upper walls shed powdered concrete that settled on us at night. Ironically, when the day came that I needed the walls to fail, they stood as though they'd been built by Roman soldiers.

When I was thirteen, Gabriela still did not have a rich lover, but she did have a job she liked. She was a clerk in a pharmacy. In this job she was free to give advice to people who were ill. At first, her guesses were completely random. She sold sulfa powders for asthma, antacids for the grippe, and cocaine syrup for anything that did not respond to her first recommendation. As her “patients” often improved in spite of her treatments, she was certain she was doing exactly the right thing. She had a good reputation, probably because of the amount of cocaine she dispensed.

She earned enough money to actually buy small beds for Daniel and myself, and we hung the hammocks for Roberto and Lara above them. She paid for a few other improvements to our home, but most of her money went for clothes and cosmetics for herself. Those clothes and cosmetics did improve all our lives because they improved her temperament.

Daniel was eleven and had begun talking about when he could quit school and start earning money. I asked him whose son he thought he was, and he just stared at me. So I asked him whose grandson he thought he was, and he still just stared at me. I did succeed in getting him started corresponding with Avô Bernardo, and I wondered why all of us had not been corresponding with him all along, and well, I prayed for Daniel. I suppose it was a real prayer, it had the form of a real prayer. What else was there to do?

Lara had just started school and was still an unknown quantity, but Daniel was at the top of his class in spite of his lackadaisical attitude, and Roberto was in Senhora Sousa's class, and Senhora Sousa swore he was the best student ever to pass through our school.

***
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Not long after I turned thirteen there came a month when Avô Bernardo's letter was late. That was not a cause for concern because the postal service was unreliable. If a letter written on the first of the month did not arrive until the next month, that was just life. Still, I always hoped for his letter well before the third week of the month. Sometimes, a few days after that, the vice-mayor, who was now the ex-vice-mayor, would appear with a little money and sometimes an additional message. I knew he was the ex-vice-mayor because of the new instructions he gave me for contacting him in an emergency.

On the fourteenth of March, the ex-vice-mayor was waiting for me in the hall. We walked back into the classroom as always, but instead of handing me the envelope in his hand, he sat at a desk and motioned for me to sit down.

“Senhor Almeida had a stroke. He can't speak and the right side of his body is paralyzed. He refuses to eat, and cannot last long if he does not. He wants to see you.” The ex-vice-mayor was just that blunt. It was okay, I have always preferred bad news in short sentences. There's never  more to say, and it gives me permission to respond in short sentences.

The envelope contained train tickets and what seemed like a lot of money. He told me my grandmother had made arrangements for me to be met at the station. Her arrangements assumed I would depart on the sixteenth. Then he said, “If your mother gives you any trouble about traveling to see Senhor Almeida, tell her you have a lawyer who will be interested in her refusal, then come immediately to me.”

***
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I had never traveled on a train by myself, so my worries about changing trains and keeping my tickets and baggage claim checks in the right place spared me from thinking constantly about Avô Bernardo. I understood that a stroke killed parts of his brain, and that brains can’t regrow like a bone, so I knew better than to listen to any of the people who were telling me my grandfather would get better. No one needed to explain that the damage was so great that Avô Bernardo no longer wanted to live. Why else would he refuse to eat? When I thought about him on the train, his impending death was all tangled up with my father's death, and I wondered whether strokes were hereditary, and would I die of a stroke?

I tried to distract myself by doing the things I enjoyed the first time I'd been on a train. I walked from one end of the train to the other trying to enjoy the scary places where the cars join. I looked out the window, but I was bored, and some small dramatic voice in my mind kept telling me it should be raining. What I had most enjoyed on my first trip was talking to strangers, and I would have liked to tell someone what a wonderful grandfather I had, but I wasn't interested in talking about anything else a stranger might talk about, and I wasn't going to walk up to someone I didn't know and ask if they wanted to hear about my grandfather.

It was one of those trips in which you feel the agony of ever-slowing time, a trip in which there is no neat mathematical escape from Zeno's paradox. It was one of those trips in which you so prepare yourself for the never-ending, asymptotic approach to the last train station that you expect your boredom to outlive you.

Auntie Livia met me at the station with a driver I didn't know. As soon as I saw her I started to cry. People in my family did not show their emotions much. No matter how closely or how frequently I came to crying when my father died, I didn't. This time, I began to think I would cry for a long time, but my own crying reminded me of the constant keening of the women in the Compound when one of the babies died of diarrhea. That stopped me. It was too much drama.

I think that was when the fantasies I had of someday returning to Belem lost their appeal. I knew that if I returned to Codó, I would be alone and adrift in the creation of a God who knows nothing of mercy. There would still be people in the world who shared my sense of aesthetics, a Senhora Sousa or a Vovó Leticia, but someone who swam in knowledge of the world as though it were his seawater self? No. Senhor Bernardo Almeida would be gone.

***
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I was told Avô Bernardo could understand what was said to him, and Vovó Leticia told me what to say. She told me to tell him how well we were all doing. That was what I already intended to tell him, but then I saw him. It was the first time I ever saw a stroke victim. In fact, it was the first time I ever saw anyone who was seriously ill. It was his right side that was paralyzed, but his quavering effort to raise his left hand when he saw me started me crying, and there was nothing to stop it. I had been told his face was spared, but the lopsided grimace that had replaced his smile made me want to believe in God, again, so I could hate Him. Avô Bernardo tried to speak, but the sounds were unintelligible. I thought that, if I could stop crying and try hard, it would be easier to understand him, but I was wrong.

I took hold of his hand and lowered it to the sheet. It was weak and clammy. Never mind that it was warm and could still move, it seemed already dead to me. Tears were forming in his eyes, and I didn't want him to cry.

Vovó Leticia pushed a chair under me, and I sat down still holding the repulsive hand. I think it was five minutes before I could speak.

“We're doing fine Avô Bernardo.” And I told him all of his grandchildren were number one in their respective classes – except for Lara who was just starting school but would be number one in her turn. I told him I was still going to be a teacher, and I was still going to teach after I was married. I told him I thought Roberto would be the real scholar in the family, perhaps even a professor at the university. Senhora Sousa had taught him to play chess and said he was already almost better than she was, and she was the one who said he would be a university professor.

I said Daniel was getting to be too handsome for his own good and asked whether my father was like that. Avô Bernardo grunted and nodded his head, yes. I told him I thought Daniel was a lot like my father, but I didn't think he would run away because my mother couldn't pay his way back home.

I told him we were the healthiest crew anyone ever saw. I gave him cheerful news and had no way of knowing my happy predictions for the future sitting next to me were so horribly wrong.

As bad as my first impression was, it took a day for me to understand just how bad things were for Avô Bernardo. I was told he stopped eating when it became clear he could not feed himself and would be on pureed food for the foreseeable future. However, I knew that was just the last straw. There were worse problems. It was so difficult to get him out of bed that he had to use a bedpan, and then it was so difficult to get him on the bedpan that he frequently soiled his bed. He couldn't clean himself and had to submit to the ministrations of Auntie Livia. He had to wear a diaper at night, and this was a man you could have told was fastidious from across the street.

The evening after the day I arrived, Avô Bernardo started to refuse water as well as food.

It would have helped me if I could have participated in his care, but I could not make myself help with any of these awful things, and in any case, I was the last person Avô Bernardo would have wanted to help him. So I made it my task to think of questions he could answer with a nod of his head. It wasn't like engaging him in a conversation, but it was better than hours of silence. Good yes or no questions are hard to come by, and sometimes it seemed to take an hour to think of another question. We had no choice but to believe silence in one another's company was good and meaningful.

It was not long before the silence lasted so long that I asked him whether he wanted to die, and he nodded yes. I said I understood, and we both cried, again. Then there was a time when it was especially hard for me to think of a question because the question in my head was, Would you commit suicide if you could, and I was not going to ask that question. Committing suicide was what he was doing in the only way he could, and the question that disrupted my thinking became, If I could find a faster way for you to commit suicide, would you want to do it.

For a while, I got a pretty good run out of questions about God and religion. None of his answers suggested his impending death had turned him the slightest way back toward believing.

“Suppose there is a moral God you stopped believing in. If you later started saying you believe in him, because you face death and fear there might be a Hell, would that be offensive to God?” I waited a long time before he shook his head no. He'd obviously thought seriously about it, and I got in a good dozen questions working out how he reached that conclusion.

I took my meals with Vovó Leticia. I told her I didn't want to go back to Codó.  One could say I begged her to let me stay. Of course, I knew before the first word was out of my mouth, she had to tell me Gabriela would never allow it. I argued that when Avô Bernardo was gone she might relent. I argued for letting me stay until Gabriela came after me, but Vovó Leticia still answered, “No.” She allowed for a remote possibility that, with Avô Bernardo gone, Gabriela might relent. She told me to wait a month or two, and then beg. It seemed like good advice, even wise advice. She asked whether I might be able to enlist someone like our pastor to help persuade Gabriela. Pastor Vinicius?! I knew that Pastor was not going to let one of the handful of souls he was saving go back to the Catholic Church.

***
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On the third day, I asked Avô Bernardo whether there was anything more we needed to say, and he shook his head weakly and for emphasis waved his hand weakly, no. Later in the day, Vovó Leticia came into the room and asked Avô Bernardo whether it was time for me to go back to school.

Yes.

I went out of the room with Vovó Leticia and told her I wanted to stay until he passed, and to attend his funeral. I made it clear that I still harbored some anger over missing my father’s funeral. She said Avô Bernardo didn't want me there when he died. She said she'd asked him.

I've never quite convinced myself that she really asked him, but I did ask him myself, "I want to be here until the end. Is that okay with you?" He shook his head, no, and then looked away from me. It had taken me a long time to decide how to word that question. I didn’t get it right.

I began packing to leave the next day, but as it turned out, he was gone before the next day came. I didn't actually see him take his last breath, but I was there when he went to sleep for the last time.

Vovó Leticia said he wanted me in school, not at his funeral, and I believed her. It was what he would want even if he didn't really say it. Still, the survivors have some rights, too, and in the end, she relented. Attending the funeral would only delay me by three days, and there were things we needed to do.

We needed to ransack Avô Bernardo's library for books for me. We began after dinner the day he died, and decided we were finished when the handle broke on the suitcase we were packing the books in.

The only other thing we needed to do was talk to one another in a way we had never done before. Vovó Leticia said she was sorry he died with no faith even though her own attendance at church was mainly habit – not even that so much as reluctance to part with anything that had been part of her life for so long. Then she said, “I assume he told you why he never used the word ʻlove.'”

“You mean he never told you he loved you?”

“No. He never said it, but I knew he did.”

“We never talked about it.”

“He never used the word. He said words had two properties, meaning and power. Some words have more of one than the other. ʻLove,ʼ he said, was all power and no meaning. So he saw the word as being all about manipulation. I'm surprised he never told you about that, because the example he always gave was the way priests, and especially missionaries, use the word. He always emphasized that word ʻmissionariesʼ  because he was thinking about the Assembléia de Deus.”

Vovó Leticia told me one other story I have been unable to forget. While my father was working for him in the print shop, Bernardinho often said to Avô Bernardo that they should encourage their employees to unionize. Avô Bernardo said it was silly nonsense because he already paid his employees more than any other shop. Avô Bernardo was a generous man who looked after his employees' families, but after my father died, he changed his mind. Vovó Leticia thought the change involved an appreciation of his own mortality and how, without my father, his death could change the shop.

Of course, the house became crowded with relatives, some of whom I supposed were more important to Vovó Leticia than I was. She had children other than my father. But I continued to have her full attention whenever she could give it. I think she did it for my grandfather, because maybe I was his favorite.        
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