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diorama (noun) b. A small-scale representation of a scene, etc., in which three-dimensional figures or objects are displayed in front of a painted background, the whole often being contained in a cabinet and viewed through a window or aperture in the front; hence, any small-scale model of a scene, building-project, or the like. (Oxford English Dictionary)









Whenever we came home afterwards, I had to read aloud from your favorite book about the changing seasons, said Vera, even though you knew it by heart from the first line to the last, and she added that I never tired of the winter pictures in particular, scenes showing hares, deer, and partridges transfixed with astonishment as they stared at the ground covered with newly fallen snow, and Vera said that every time we reached the page which described the snow falling through the branches of the trees, soon to shroud the entire forest floor, I would look up at her and ask: But if it’s all white, how do the squirrels know where they’ve buried their hoard? Ale když všechno zakryje sníh, jak veverky najdou to místo, kde si schovaly zásoby? Those were your very words, the question which constantly troubled you. How indeed do the squirrels know, what do we know ourselves, how do we remember, and what is it we find in the end?


—W. G. Sebald, Austerlitz (translated by Anthea Bell)


All that remains of The Iliad is a catalog of ships.


—Maria Stepanova, In Memory of Memory (translated by Sasha Dugdale)










Skunk Bone









IN 1857 AN ENGLISH PARSON PUBLISHED A BOOK ABOUT all the things you can find along the shore, and thousands of people started hunting for seashells: whelks, scallops, spiraled conchs, and clams that looked like razors. They scrubbed and polished those empty houses until they were shiny like porcelain. Souvenirs from the ocean, these pieces were sculpted in calcium carbonate, and lovers took them home as mementos while children kept them in trunks alongside marbles, cup-and-ball games, and miniature wooden cannons. Years later, shark jaws, tropical birds with glass eyes and wings spread wide, and massive display cases of numbered beetles would end up in museums, an obsessive classification of the natural world. Gorillas would be killed in Africa and then reassembled and exhibited in New York. No one would notice the stitches or nails.


I was nine years old in 1987 and still a long way from all that, surrounded by empty countryside on the dusty BR-473. I was sitting between Marco and my father on the truck’s long bench seat. Vinícius got the window. He looked out with his usual indifference for country roads and unpopulated places, his headphones messing up his hair, which he swore was just like the keyboardist’s in Depeche Mode. For me, those trips smelled of Minister cigarettes and were filled with the staticky sounds of milonga and chamamé on the radio. It felt a little eerie, like someone was throwing a party in the afterlife. Sometimes the DJ would interrupt a string of songs to give the weather report, sponsored by Jimo Cupim, tried-and-tested termite control. Dry conditions, with clear skies.


That day the radio didn’t bother me. I was distracted. An hour earlier, behind a gas station in a place called Torquato Severo, I’d found a bone. A small femur, maybe. Just the tip was sticking out, next to some empty oil cans. It was clean, like a dog had used it as a chew toy. I dug until my nails were black, then went to the bathroom to run the bone and my hands under water. There was a frameless mirror on the wall and three faded pictures of women with their boobs out and everything. I left. A man in a red cap was kneeling on the ground, tinkering with a bicycle. He looked older than my father. Shifting his gaze from the rear wheel, he turned to face me. “Whatcha got there?” I held the bone tight because I thought everything there belonged to him—the gas pumps, the greasy snack bar, the naked women, that little femur. He smiled. “Why, that’s a hog-nosed skunk,” he said, and went back to work on the bike.


A skunk. When I got home, I put the bone in the shoebox along with my other treasures, which included a piece of armadillo shell, four kapok seeds, some pine cones, and my own baby teeth. My mother was not a fan of my collection.


Now I was sitting in the truck with the femur in my lap. It would be twenty-one years before I mounted my first animal—a squirrel on a ready-made form in a basement in Kooskia, Idaho—but just eight months before my family made the headlines of every newspaper in Rio Grande do Sul.


My father was Raul Matzenbacher.


My mother was Carmen Matzenbacher.


Dad let the half-smoked Minister hang from his mouth for a few seconds and turned the wheel onto a back road even narrower and more potholed than the BR-473. I could hear the shotguns bouncing around in the back. We hadn’t passed a single house between that big sky and that dust-speckled green since Torquato Severo. He finished his cigarette and tossed it out the window, then adjusted the brim of his black gaucho hat, given to him by a worker in São Gabriel during his run for state congress (Dr. Raul, you saved my wife from a nasty case of pneumonia. Now go save Rio Grande!). He was forty, and the top of his head was practically bare, something he tried to hide with a gaucho hat, a wool flat cap, or a shooting club cap.


Faísca started barking in the truck bed. Marco and I glanced back at the same time. He was going around in circles. When he finished a lap, he’d stop and bark at the electric-blue sky. Two vultures landed on the side of the road.


“Hush, Faísca!” our father shouted.


The dog yelped and settled again, his nose touching the metal.


The truck started to go faster, leaving behind a cloud of red dust that swallowed up the vultures.


“Did you feed the dog?”


Vinícius didn’t hear the question. The night before, he’d finally completed his “Best of British Rock” mixtape, finger hovering over one of the buttons on the boombox from the moment the Rádio Ipanema DJ announced she was going to play a listener request—his!—“Just Like Honey” by the Jesus and Mary Chain. Now he was attempting to mumble the words of the chorus, which floated in a churning sea of distorted guitars. Marco reached up to try to rip off his headphones, but Vinícius ducked toward the door, as if all he needed was one small reason to jump. He took off his headphones.


“What the hell, Marco!”


“Dad wants to know if you fed Faísca.”


“Crap, I forgot.”


“The chart, man,” Marco said. “It was your turn.”


“I forgot to check it.”


I turned to Dad, waiting for him to say something. It looked like he was slowly gnawing the inside of his cheek. His boot slammed down on the accelerator, and everything started rattling even harder.


“You know what I like?” he finally said, his eyes fixed on the road. “Canine gratitude. Devotion. Loyalty. You think Faísca has a reason to be grateful today?”


“I can give him my sandwich,” Vini replied.


“Sandwiches are human food, not dog food.”


“Well, we could give it a shot.”


“Where’s the sandwich?”


A fence appeared on the right. Timber and barbed wire. Vinícius reached between his feet, took the lid off the foam cooler, and handed Dad a sandwich wrapped in a napkin.


“One day you’ll grow up and have to make choices, and it won’t always be easy,” he said.


He rolled down the window and flung the sandwich into the middle of the road.


The milonga and chamamé station was all static now, but my father was slow to turn the dial, like he thought an untuned radio was the best soundtrack for the pampas. He turned it off only after we’d crossed the rusted gates of Estância Minuano, or rather, estâ ci min ano, a ranch I’d never set foot in before.


We drove past the main house and then took a narrow path through the middle of a field. A friend of his had recently inherited the property. I don’t know how many acres there were or how many thousand head of cattle. According to my mother, most of that inheritance was debt.


In my mind, I chatted with the cows. Everybody was quiet. Dad saw a darker splotch on the horizon and made his way toward it. Ten minutes later, he was parking the Ford F-1000 under a fig tree—the dark splotch—its branches almost touching the top of the pickup truck.


He took out the two 12-gauge shotguns from his leather case and let out Faísca, who circled me a couple of times, then came to a complete stop, ears pricked to the sounds in the field. I didn’t have ears like a pointer’s, and that was the closest I’d ever come to silence. Years later I’d seek this scarcity of acoustic stimuli in deserts and forests, sleeping in motel rooms with dated neon signs—free cable tv, nonsmoking rooms—or campsites that felt like the last stop before the end of the world.


He had on a vest with tiny pockets for the cartridges, which gleamed in the sunlight. He fastened a leather strip to his vest, where he’d tie the partridges later by the neck.


My grandfather Wagner Matzenbacher taught my dad how to hunt before he could even read his own name. They’d go out and kill a couple dozen partridges, hang the birds on the rack of a Rural Willys jeep, and take pictures to show off to their friends later, in towns where it wasn’t uncommon for a man to die from a steak knife to the gut. In the pictures they’re smiling in that discreet, almost apologetic way that’s in keeping with the formality of 1960s portraits taken in the interior of Brazil. I never met that grandfather. He died in a car accident on a mountain road, a good ten years or so before I was born. But I still have pictures of him. There’s one in particular that I reach for about twice a year. The photo is proof of how, in the right pose, a simple man can seem almost mythical. The picture was taken from a lowish angle. Wagner, whose closed mouth hides the gaps left by his two missing incisors, looks away from the camera at some indeterminate point—not just any point, but high above the horizon. Wagner Matzenbacher has six dead partridges around his neck and nine rosybills hanging from a rope tied to his waist. His right hand holds the shotgun, which is propped on the ground; he looks like one of those marble sculptures that require a stump, a rock, or some other object to keep it from collapsing under its own weight.


On that hunting day, somewhere between São Gabriel and Bagé, my dad followed Faísca, and soon the boys went after them too. The field was a dry green color that eventually faded to gold, about knee height. I stayed behind looking for bugs. When I glanced back at them, Dad was reloading the shotguns. Vinícius shouldered his weapon, barrel trained on the high grass. I watched the partridge take flight and soar in a predictable diagonal line, but my brother didn’t move, so Dad immediately took aim and fired the first shot with the Rossi or the Beretta. The partridge tumbled through the blinding sunlight. I started running. I’d seen it before, the wings flapping and the bird plummeting from the sky like a sack of dirt. I’d seen Faísca run back, partridge swinging between his teeth. But that was the first time I saw my brother run his hand through his long hair and keep his eyes down as he dug a small hole in the ground with the toe of his sneakers.


“I bring you here with me. You let the dog go hungry. Then you don’t even shoot,” I heard my dad say.


Vinícius didn’t speak.


“All right, Marco. It’s your lucky day. You get to shoot your first partridge.”


He smiled with clenched teeth and slipped the pack of Ministers out of his pocket.


Marco was thirteen years old. Since the age of eleven, he’d been shooting at Coke bottles lined up on an umbu tree stump at Grandpa Wagner and Grandma Ondina’s ranch, both now deceased, near São Gabriel while I collected the glass shards. But he’d never shot an animal, unlike Vinícius, whose lucky day had come about two years prior. At the time, Marco was basically still a city kid who liked playing Pitfall! on Atari and engaging in drawn-out armed conflicts in Risk.


He brought the 12-gauge to his right shoulder. He looked so grateful. When we got back to the family ranch, Marco would take apart the shotguns for the first time and clean them with a horsehair brush, a bore mop, and a bit of oil.


Dad looked at me.


“Wait in the car.”


“I want to stay.”


“I said go back to the car, Cecília.”


“There’s nothing for me to do there. I want to stay with you.”


“Go play with your bone.”


Go play with your bone. That’s the kind of thing he used to say. As I walked back to the pickup, I found a beetle but left it alone. Then I opened the door and lay down on the seat with the skunk bone on my belly. I heard the gunshots but didn’t count them. I lay there for a long time, and I was still lying there like that when I heard their voices and laughter coming closer. I turned to look only after everybody had climbed in. There were six partridges in the back of the truck. I was always curious to see the dead partridges. They were the color of clay, sort of prehistoric-looking, with curved beaks and eyes wide from the shock of having made it this far through evolution. Now they were piled on top of each other, bodies twisted from a violent death, heads strung together with the leather strip, and streaks of blood spoiling their plumage. They deserved better.


“Our man Marco here got three of them!” Dad said, smiling and patting his shoulder.


The expression on my middle brother’s face couldn’t be more obvious; it was the same pure, dazzled grin he wore whenever he talked about a classmate named Clarice Nogueira. Then I looked at Vinícius. His mouth was half-open, like always, and he was running his tongue along his lips, which can get kind of dry when people feel embarrassed. He was staring out the window like the truck was already on the road.


That was the last time my family went partridge hunting—life got a little complicated—but there are no photos of that afternoon in the box labeled 1987. The famous Rossi shotgun, on the other hand, is in two photos. In the first one, Dad and three friends are posing after a duck hunt, there are around thirty rosybills hanging from a white Volkswagen van, the men’s rubber boots are caked in mud, and my dad has one knee on the ground, holding the shotgun diagonally across his chest. The second photo was published alongside a half-page spread in Correio do Povo. Lined up on a white table at the police precinct are several firearms that had been confiscated from the Matzenbacher ranch, a couple of long weeks after the assassination of Congressman João Carlos Satti.









IT’S 2018 AND I’M INSIDE A DIORAMA. I’M THE WOMAN IN boots, overalls, and a respirator who is airbrushing a stuffed baby caribou. This family of five caribou has been grazing on lichen and dwarf blueberries at the foot of the Cassiar Mountains for more than sixty years, underneath special bulbs that are supposed to simulate dusk in autumn. While the world outside this museum changes, the same piece of British Columbia, meticulously crafted by painters and taxidermists, can still be observed through a three-by-ten-meter pane of glass. How I wound up behind that glass is a long story.


I turn off the airbrush for a second and make sure Greg isn’t around. Stepping carefully onto the earthy tundra floor, I make my way over to the calf facing away from the glass. It looks like it’s watching a group of birds in the painting in the background or the twilight hues of the sky. Meanwhile, its mother and two siblings are preoccupied with more mundane things, like sinking their teeth into boughs of dwarf blueberries. The father is the only one with its head held high, staring down museum visitors with cervid righteousness.


I squat down in front of the calf and look it square in the eye. I’m probably the first person to do this since 1954, the year the Family of Caribou diorama was unveiled. I mumble a few affectionate words and stroke its muzzle, then apologize for taking these five animals from the wilds of Canada. A little ritual I’d rather not disclose to Greg (You’re the most sentimental taxidermist I know, Cecília). It’s a pretty common occurrence; somebody contacts me because they found a moose head in a garbage bag—I didn’t know my grandpa kept this thing in the basement—so I drive over, head down to the basement, and open up the black bag like I’m releasing some bewildered ghost. I stare at the moose for a while. I stare at the shabby mallard covered in dust on a garage sale table, at the pheasants in antiques stores, and the squirrel standing on an oak base in the back of a widow’s closet. You see the same sort of neglect in museums, too, where taxidermy has gradually been replaced with more interactive exhibitions or anything to do with dinosaurs. They sit buried and forgotten in storage. Some meet their ends in huge landfill fires. Every now and then I visit these museums and ask to see the old polar bears, the bald eagles, the jaguars, the zebras. When those discarded animals and I exchange glances after all those years, I feel obligated to apologize for my species’ conflicting behavior, killing to preserve, preserving to rebuild, and then abandoning these animal-objects after losing all admiration for them.


I slip the pot of Vaseline from my pocket and swab the little caribou’s eyelids, tear ducts, and velvety muzzle. Then I rub some Windex on the glass eyes to make them shine again.


Next, I pick the airbrush back up and keep working on the female’s coat, constantly comparing it to the samples I have with me. Almost there.


“Is that dwarf blueberry? The leaves should look crunchier.”


It’s Greg. He came in through the side door of the diorama and is inspecting the ground.


“I’m not sure I know what you mean by crunchy,” I say.


“You’d know if you were a caribou.”


I laugh.


“Seriously, do we have a budget for the bushes?” he asks. “I hate it when a rough old plant compromises the whole scene.”


“We can bring it up with them.”


Greg just stands there. He runs a finger across his eyebrow, then adjusts his scrawny jet-black ponytail. We’ve been working together at Norton Taxidermy, a run-down warehouse in Mid-City, Los Angeles, since 2011, but Greg got there long before I did. You could say we’re close. I’ve made glittery slime with his daughters over mojitos, and he’s been to more of Jesse’s gigs than he ever would in normal circumstances, given his taste in music, which usually ranges from gothic country to classical. The crazy amount of time we’ve spent together—I’m talking about having the same animal’s blood on our clothes—has led to a few inevitable heart-to-hearts, but I’ve always made it clear that my life began when I left Brazil, in 2002. Greg had heard me talk about all the places I’d lived in the U.S. and all the things I’d done to pay the bills: I’d cleaned houses, stocked groceries at a Brazilian market, sold watercolor paintings on a street corner until the cops showed up; I’d been a clerk at a kayak rental, a tour guide, a cashier at a cabinet-of-curiosities-style shop. Sure, he found my total silence about everything before the age of twenty-four kind of odd. Sometimes he insisted on knowing more than I was willing to tell, especially when the shop was empty and we were working until three in the morning with the Goldberg Variations playing in the background. One night Greg asked if my parents didn’t think my chosen profession wasn’t a little violent and gory. “You have no idea,” I replied, and went to wash my scalpels and pliers.


“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asks now, looking at me, for the third time today.


“Of course I am.”


“If you need anything, I’ll be in with the wolves, okay?”


*


I am not all right.


Jesse had gone on tour with his band, playing small, half-empty venues in the Midwest, and I’d been looking forward to it. I’d imagined long nights at work in the garage and the existential comfort I felt whenever I was alone. I’d always been that way, before him and then with him. But three weeks ago, as I watched his car disappear at the end of our street, after a farewell that felt undignified considering I’d always thought we were the world’s best couple, I knew it’d be hard to be apart. And almost worse than missing him was admitting my feelings to myself. Suddenly, I saw myself standing there on the sidewalk outside our rented two-bedroom house, and thought I was just another woman crying as she watched her man leave.


Other things just made me pissed off at myself. I wasn’t dogged enough to keep looking for a specimen of Paradisaea apoda, the greater bird-of-paradise, which I needed for a personal project. Alexander von Humboldt, the famous naturalist whose biography I’d been reading at an embarrassing snail’s pace, was forever trapped atop Mount Chimborazo in 1802, where he had his revelation about how nature was a unique and dynamic whole. I ate frozen dinners. I let bananas turn black. I went to Burger King once. Every now and then, Jesse would send photos, generic pictures of roads, hotel rooms, and breakfasts slathered in butter. All along I was convinced he wanted to break up with me, and I responded by texting him back in a friendly, cheery way. Any show of emotion could be a trigger. Every hour of every day, I wondered if when Jesse got back, we’d pick up the conversation where we left off.


One night that first week home alone, I wound up at my neighbor Rebecca’s door, apologizing for how late it was and saying I needed to talk. Luckily her son was already in bed. Over a cup of chamomile tea, she told me long stories about divorces between people I didn’t even know, as if deep down all breakup stories were basically the same and all you had to do to break the cycle was figure one of them out.


The second week without Jesse, I was even more unmotivated, gripped by that crippling anxiety that makes it so all you have the energy to do is scroll through social media like a lab rat. Until one night my boss called me: “I’m putting you on the Seattle project, okay? I’ll email you the reservations.” I was dying to work on that restoration, and it was a relief just to hear somebody tell me what to do. The hotel would have the mind-numbing generic comfort I needed so badly sometimes. I’d work all day on the dioramas, then swim in the heated pool until my fingers pruned. Nothing would seem out of place.


*


I’ve read a lot about dioramas. Why we make them and how. “Each diorama has at least one animal that captures the viewer’s gaze and holds it in communion,” Donna Haraway wrote. “The animal is vigilant, ready to sound an alarm at the intrusion of man, but ready also to hold forever the gaze of meeting, the moment of truth, the original encounter.”


Haraway doesn’t say this, but the animals that deny the viewer’s presence are just as fundamental as the ones that look beyond the glass. Both are part of the same artifice. The scene, in short, should always look like it was captured mid-act.


*


After restoring the yellowish tone of the five caribou, I cover everything with plastic. I pierce the plastic to let the two adults’ antlers poke out, and finish protecting the fur with pieces of masking tape. Caribou are the only species of deer whose females also grow antlers. Then I open the jars of special pigments developed by the museum in conjunction with Norton Taxidermy. I pick up a brush and go to work on the antlers. Like their fur, they eventually fade after decades under fluorescent lights. I love this kind of painstaking work, the idea that it takes a cross between a scientist, a painter, a sculptor, and an artisan to re-create what nature has accomplished over millions of years of randomness and evolution. Still, today is one of those days I’d rather be in actual nature. Sedona pops into my head, and I picture myself with a group of tourists pointing at the red rocks carved out in the Paleozoic and polished by thousands of years of patience. Yikes, looks like I’m starting to show dangerous symptoms of nostalgia. It’s been twelve years. Soon enough I’ll start forgetting all the times I called that place New Age Disneyland, barely able to hide my contempt for the constant peddling of crystals and amulets and palm readings and tarot cards and key chains with aliens and overpriced spas offering treatments based on supposed indigenous practices. On guided tours, I was forced to tell visitors where they could find the town’s four energy vortexes, a mystical hoax institutionalized by the tourism bureau, hotels, tour companies, and commerce in general. “People come from all over the world to experience the mysterious cosmic forces that are believed to emanate from these red rocks,” read an official town brochure. You had to give tourists the story they so desperately wanted to believe.


Sometimes, after a long day at work, I’d go back to the room I rented in the house of a lady who watched twelve hours of TV a day, and realize I was in no fit mental state to be inside those four walls. Not because of my issues with woo-woo capitalism, but because the purr of talk shows and newscasts jolted me back to the eighties and nineties, and it seemed like any attempt I made to move forward just pushed me right back. It felt like I was doomed to remember events that had already happened and, more than that, that everything had already happened. There was no possible future.


So I’d head out again and get in my car and go sleep somewhere near Oak Creek Canyon. Sometimes it was a campground or a secluded spot I found especially beautiful. Only once was I unlucky enough to be found by a ranger. I always kept a tent and a backpack with essentials in the trunk of my car. Some people do that to be prepared in case of disaster. In my case, the disaster had already happened.


“I’m going to lunch. You coming?”


It’s Greg again, poking his face through the diorama door.


“I’ll go later. I want to finish this antler.”


“Up to you. It’s looking nice.”


I work another hour and then leave the museum, grab my packed lunch, and walk to the park. It’s the first sunny day since I arrived in Seattle, and I wonder if it’s always like this around here. I people-watch while fishing for pieces of lettuce with a plastic fork. About twenty meters away, a guy is strumming a red guitar plugged into a small amp. He’s got a microphone stand and there’s an upside-down hat on the ground. Looks like he hasn’t started singing yet.


I never really paid attention to buskers until I met Jesse, who was always making me listen to them like we’d bought tickets to their show, standing under the Venice sun while some guy played Stevie Wonder to a backup track, or on a corner in downtown L.A. while a Mexican guy with a guitar sang something we’d never heard before. Jesse gave them money only after listening for a while, to make it clear he was paying for the music, that this wasn’t some kind of charity. He’d give an encouraging grin and leave five- or ten-dollar bills in the hats or cardboard boxes, then we’d walk away slowly, looking back now and then, as if those songs had changed our afternoon and we still hadn’t processed the transformation. One day, as we walked away from a musician with an affinity for the seventies, Jesse put his arm around my shoulder and said, “That guy could be me.” I let the topic fizzle, but his words lingered in my head for a long time. Did Jesse give money to guys who were bigger failures than him as a way of reassuring himself he was more successful?


In the park in Seattle, the guy with the red guitar starts to sing. Everything around him remains the same. People work out while listening to their own music on barely visible earbuds. A boy runs into a flock of pigeons and sends them scattering, like he’s testing out a newly discovered superpower. The pigeons return. What happened to the old folks who used to while away their days on park benches? The busker finishes a song and gets no applause. If only Jesse were here. Then the guy starts playing a familiar tune, something from the eighties, that cataclysm that danced into my life so prematurely. I can’t quite place it. My cell phone beeps in my bag. A message from Vinícius, of course. Hey, Ciça. Just wanted to let you know Dad’s in the hospital. Now the guy’s reached the chorus. He had a stroke, but he’s okay. It might be the Cure, but I can’t be sure until he starts singing. Maybe you should come down for a few weeks. Call me when you can? No. It’s the Smiths. Definitely the Smiths.


*


It was 2006. I was living in Oakland, California, where the streets smelled of wood. Sometimes I pressed my nose against the houses’ siding because none of the places I’d lived before then—Florida, New Mexico, Arizona—gave off that smell, the smell of redwood forests, felled and hauled away by trains and milled into boards and turned into cities. I was renting a room from a tattoo artist couple, on the second floor of a dilapidated Victorian house with a dark, mossy patio littered with broken things, including appliances. Raccoons would climb inside the old washing machine. Every now and then I’d come home and Matt would be tattooing Heather, or Heather would be tattooing Matt, then we’d cook dinner like there wasn’t a new fish on her forearm or a Celtic cross wrapped around his neck. I didn’t know a lot of people in Oakland.


This was right after Sedona. I’d finally managed to scrape together some money and come up with a lame hippie business plan: I was going to take Brazilian tourists to see California’s state and national parks. I was tired of the Arizona weather, and there was absolutely nothing tying me down to that place. I got a loan from the bank and moved. I’d find my clients online, or sometimes I’d go down to Pier 39 and look for Brazilians in the crowd and go talk to them. I started driving an unreliable dark gray van.


It was unusual for me to convince a group to sign up to visit the redwoods in the northern reaches of California, my favorite part of the state. It was at least a four-hour drive from San Francisco, which made the excursion at least a two-day trip with an overnight stay at some small-town motel, population two hundred. Hardly anybody wanted to see trees that badly—Petaluma’s outlet malls were more interesting to the average Brazilian tourist—and when they did, all they had to do was go to the nearby Muir Woods and elbow each other to snap photos of a small taste of what they could find in much grander form in the damp, underpopulated counties of Humboldt and Del Norte.


But occasionally, by some miracle, a handful of people would be up for going to places like Redwood National Park, people who were having a good time long before we reached our destination, chuckling at the chain-saw bear sculptures we passed along the roadside and the tourist traps that always looked one step away from financial ruin, seeing some value in the decaying charm of the cabins with windows boarded up to ward off wild animals and meth-head drifters. On one of those trips, my previous life intersected with my American life for the first time. It happened when we made our first stop at the park. There was a couple from Rio Grande do Sul in the group, Norberto and Alice. They hadn’t said much up to that point, but they gawked excitedly at everything, mesmerized. They wore hiking clothes that looked brand-new. They were about sixty-five, maybe older.


“Your last name is Matzenbacher?” Norberto asked as soon as I got out of the van. He was holding my business card. Norberto and Alice were the kind of people I found at Pier 39.


I said yes and tried to smile as a variety of spasms and pangs shot through my body. Norberto smiled back, turned around, and walked over to his wife. I could see he was telling her something.


It wasn’t the first time there were Brazilians from my home state on one of those trips. In fact, they were always around, and it only took a few words for me to recognize their accent. Most were old enough to remember our family melodrama, as if the so-called Satti case were part of their story too, a significant chunk of what it was like to live in Porto Alegre in the late eighties. But nobody had ever asked me anything or brought up my last name, so I didn’t think much of it and kept doing my job.


That day at Redwood National Park, not only did I feel ashamed to be named Cecília Matzenbacher, but I also realized how stupid it was that I’d never changed my name. Norberto and Alice knew who I was, but they’d been embarrassed to ask more. So there we were, three people in a remote corner of California thinking about the night of June 7, 1988, in Porto Alegre. It was all more than I could take. I walked around the massive tree trunks, trying to shake off my unease. They looked like they were made of muscle fibers.


The group went in and out of a blackened trunk, amazed at how these trees could catch fire, have their cores completely destroyed, and still survive. Not just survive, but thrive, thank you very much. Hollowed out like a cave. Norberto and Alice—I’ll never forget their names—stepped out of the redwood and approached me.


“Are you related to Raul Matzenbacher, by any chance?”


They both stared at me, waiting for an answer. I told the first lie I could come up with.


“He’s my dad’s cousin.”


The two grinned.


“I’m from São Gabriel too,” Norberto went on. “Raul went to high school with me. It was really nasty what they did to him back then.”


“What do you mean?”


“He was Satti’s friend.”


“The crime,” added Alice. “You remember, right? I don’t know how old you are.”


“Ah, right. Yeah, I remember.”


“Could you take our picture?” she asked.


They stood still, arms around each other’s shoulders, next to the roots of a fallen redwood, an impressive mass, thousands of years old, that looked like the aftermath of an explosion. Sequoia roots were surprisingly shallow, barely two meters deep, considering how tall they could get, about the height of a twenty-story building. The trick was horizontal growth. Their roots stretched far from the trunk, sometimes fifteen, twenty, thirty meters away, and then entwined with the roots of other redwoods, creating an unparalleled system.


I took the picture, the two of them looking tiny next to that wooden giant. We started walking again.


*


I call Vinícius only when I get back to the hotel, several hours after his text. He repeats that our father had a stroke and that he’s in the hospital. Vinícius flew from Rio to Porto Alegre as soon as he heard the news from Tio Werner. Marco drove four and a half hours from São Gabriel, leaving his wife with Enzo, five, and the newborn Sofia, only three weeks and four days old. After spending the afternoon at the hospital, convinced all they could do was wait, Marco drove back to São Gabriel, where he’s lived since 2005. (I like the countryside, Ciça. And besides, Porto Alegre has plenty of pulmonologists as it is.)


Vinícius is staying at our old house. He says the stars we stuck to the ceiling all those years ago are still there. Suddenly I see myself climbing the stairs, holding the C volume of the Encyclopedia Britannica so I can copy the illustration under the entry Constellations. I try not to get sentimental. I go to the window and look down. From there, I can see the pool and hot tub.


“I don’t know how long I’ll be able to stick around,” I hear Vinícius say on the phone.


“What do you think he does all day? I mean, what did he do before the stroke?”


“Probably drink, but that’s over now. I gathered up the bottles. I counted. Fifty-five empty and twenty-three full. I think he was buying them at the border.”


“Dear Lord, bottles of what?”


“Whiskey, mostly. Ciça, this house is the only one left on the block, the rest is all apartment buildings. He’s got to move, I’m always telling him, Marco too. It’s dangerous. Plus, it makes no sense for one person to live alone in such a big house. Do you know what he told me last time? The house can be whatever size I want, Vinícius. All I have to do is close a door.”


“Of course.”


“I think they’re taking him to his own room tomorrow or the day after.”


“He’s still in the ICU?”


“Yup. He’s pretty out of shape.”


“How so?”


“If he wants to stay in this house, I’m going to have to find a caretaker.”


Strangely, the first person to leave that house was my mother. It was 1995, the same year I went to college to study biology. Her departure was a foregone conclusion, decided long before, that wound up happening slowly due to the circumstances. After August 1990—the date of my father’s trial—the newspapers mentioned our name less and less. On local radio stations, there was no longer any discussion about Raul Matzenbacher’s temper, his cap, the gray Monza with a spoiler, or the reliability of the testimony of a deaf-mute woman who couldn’t sign. My mother, however, still felt an irrational urge to protect her family, and she couldn’t leave until every ounce of her loyalty had been depleted. When she finally decided to start over, in the summer of 1995, ditching her children and husband at the same time, as if she couldn’t separate those two things, she was planning to rent a small apartment and travel a lot, so she thought it made more sense for the three of us to keep living in our old house. Besides, we’d be on our own soon enough. Marco was in his second year of medical school. Vinícius was pretending to study history. “You’ll like college, you’ve always loved animals and plants,” said my mother, zipping the last suitcase and looking expectantly at her watch on a muggy March day.


Carmen and Raul’s divorce was reported by the social columnist Elisa Batalha just a few weeks later. The brief text mentioned the likely “exhaustion after a case that mobilized public opinion in the state,” and ended on a positive and somewhat feminist note: “This is a great opportunity for Carmen—now going by her maiden name, Bonacina—to make a fresh start.”


The newspaper clipping is stored in the box labeled 1990–1995.


On the phone, Vinícius lets out a long sigh.


“I don’t understand why I’m here and you’re not.”


“Yeah, I really don’t get why you’re there. I don’t think I ever really got that. There’s no way I can make it all the way to Porto Alegre, Vini.”


I wait for another sigh. Downstairs, a woman slowly enters the jacuzzi, prolonging the pleasure of her first contact with the hot water.


“You just forgot,” he says finally.


“What did I forget?”


“Oh, you left everything behind, started fresh. I can’t say you were wrong. Seems pretty smart.”


“Leaving things behind isn’t the same as forgetting.”


He laughs like he doesn’t believe me. “How’s Jesse?”


I’m relieved we’ve changed the subject. I’ve lived in the U.S. for sixteen years, and rarely go a week without talking to Vini, but in our conversations, we hardly ever mention what happened to our family.


“He’s good. He went on tour a few weeks ago.”


“I loved the last album. It’s so . . . mmm . . . sophisticated. That first track, damn.”


“Grandpa rock, you mean.”


He laughs.


“Jesse’s really good. You too, but I think it’s easier for me to rate music.”


“Sure.”


“I like your stuffed animals.”


“Gee, thanks.”


“Sometimes I wonder if it all started with the maned wolf we saw in that crappy museum in Jardim Botânico. You were kind of fascinated, I remember. You always wanted to go inside, and the place was pretty run-down.”


“What about you wanting to work at the attorney general’s office? Where did that start, huh?”


“I just wanted a steady job. Don’t overthink it, Ciça. But hey.”


“What?”


“Isn’t it weird that neither of us ever had kids?”









I THINK ABOUT PORTO ALEGRE ALL THE TIME, AND ALL these little snapshots feel like more than enough for me to deal with. I’m talking about Praça Horizonte, the way it looked in the eighties, with its scraggy treetops, some of them just spindles wrapped in protective netting twisted by the wind. It was a park-in-progress in a neighborhood-in-progress in a country-in-progress, whose main feature was a large water tower smack in the middle, a kind of twisted concrete chalice built in honor of some general or other. The street kids called it the castle. I played Rapunzel there, then Robin Hood. Ironically, once the park reached its prime, and the canopies of the sibipirunas and pink trumpet trees were finally tall enough to shade the water tower, the houses started vanishing one by one, their smashed bricks and roof tiles carted away in the backs of trucks.
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