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    For my mother Carol


  




  

    and my father Paulo

  




  
Chapter I






  They were three years of intense passion: from 1915 to 1918. It was in the final year of this period that the physician Miguel Pereira passed away, in the land that had become the embodiment of all meaning in his life, without having ever entertained the thought that the eternally grateful Vila da Estiva and parts of the surrounding area would, after 1920, take after his name. This man– who researched and fought against tropical diseases; who in his youth took up arms to fight for a Republican Brazil; who, in a fit of insanity, burned the original version of his Medical Clinic Treaty when he was stricken by an incurable disease– this man would become immortal. It is best that we stop there, as this is not a biography, but a necessary record of a viscerally mortal sentiment. Loving the earth more than man: this is the start of a war that ends only when we are finally transformed into rotting flesh to be consumed by worms, whose task it is to decompose the tissues that we, for a few short moments of our lives, dare to believe are eternal. For the air that we breathe safely and for which we are grateful, we will become vile-smelling gases; for the earth,we’ll do less harm by becoming nutrients.




  On that basis, we must not be deceived by the idyllic and easy-going nature of these pauses: we sensitive souls understand that within lie the entrails that for centuries have digested history’s dark past, which is stored as excrement in the fountains, springs and lakes, entrenched in the furrows of the earth, and raised again on countless occasions. The Tinguá highlands have difficulty breathing, but they will not be mummified. Fresh air, at times icy, comes from the mountains’ large nostrils, and it lightens the burden carried by the almost naked coastal range.




  The ranches of the Tinguá highlands and the whole Paraíba Valley have names: the Our Lady of Pity of the True Cross Ranch, Alegre, Palmeiras, Pau Grande– some remembered, others forgotten. However, in the 1840s, the region was so fresh, so clear that it became synonymous with the song of the blue-bellied parrot, with its striking green chest, seeking tender flowers from which to feed; the chirp of the brightly-coloured Aracari flying joyfully over the banana grove; the rustling water washing over rocks; the capybaras bathing in the river; and on dry land, the pebbles stuck in the teeth of a rake.




  A drum beat opens the mournful song of tortured voices, swollen throats, gasping breaths – with wounds and blisters visible on the skin. The scabbed black feet tread the red earth, loosening it. They plant coffee– muddy feet, feet that meet the stones being washed, with sharp edges leaving small and painful cuts. It is the blood that feeds the richness of the cycle, which for some was just as beautiful as those fields of wild plants that are calming to the eye and that relax souls inclined towards leisure.




  (***)




  The large church doors of carved wood open onto a marble porch. She hears the voice of her sweetheart: Leopoldo Gusmão de Castro. He laughs gently and kisses the mouth of Luana de Albuquerque Dacotta, a girl he met when he was seventeen. Armed with backpacks or suitcases, they climbed mountains, ascended hills, relaxed in cafés on Italian Boulevard, smoked hashish in the port of Amsterdam, and tucked into hamburgers on 55th Street. Love is an animal, but a playful animal: a gazelle, a deer, or small monkeys from condos in Rio de Janeiro that die of thirst at the edge of swimming pools, where blissfully happy young lovers bathe naked. There behind the wall, you can see through the window or peek through the bars– society is blessing this union. The priest, rejoicing, invokes the word of the Lord:




  “ Rise up, my loved one, my pretty little thing, and come. My dove, hidden in the folds of cliffs, sheltered from steep slopes, reveal your face, and let me hear your voice. Your voice is gentle and your face enchanting. My loved one is for me and I am for him. He tells me: stamp me like a seal on your heart, because love is as strong as death and passion as violent as the abyss. Your ardours are arrows of fire;they are the Lord’s flames. Torrential rains cannot extinguish love, and rivers cannot drown it.”




  The Church of St Francis of Paola is brimming with guests. Ladies of society show off Chanel hats; the younger generation, so full of themselves, wear bright socks and short skirts that barely cover a third of their thighs– they’re funk chicks without a favela. All are blessed, and the men in black and grey suits, briefs and flashy ties, looking jovial. And the girls’ knees. Did you see that mixed-race mulatto girl? A creature of perfection to rival Valentine’s masterpiece, the high altar.




  A desperate cry of splitting pain echoes in the dancehall of the Leblon hotel. Leopoldo, so childish, pretends a little too realistically to hang himself with the knot of his own tie. His friends roar with laughter and play along, lifting him off the ground. The white wine from Reno, the German beer, the English whiskey, the French mineral water, all washing down the feast. Luana, while admiring the almost infantile joy of her groom, who would soon turn 30, wants to rescue him. He is a character: quirky and cool. This is the person she has married – handsome, fine lips, orangey complexion and reddish blond hair. It won’t be long before they’re sleeping in the room at the ranch hotel, laughing at the night, enjoying life, erotically entwined in each other’s arms. Miguel Pereira awaits them the following day, with its cosy country charm smelling of fruit-flavoured jams and sweet compotes. The bride’s body relaxes just imagining the scene: rose petals floating in the hot tub.




  Leave the country? Not a chance. The taste of blue Fanta in New Zealand, the unbearable heat of the viewing galleries at the pyramids in Egypt, the green grass and vegetation of the Montevideo beaches– from the most exotic to the most ordinary, Leopoldo and Luana had already done it. New York, Paris, Madrid, Tokyo, and never-ending airport immigration queues. What for? Do you know anyone in this neck of the woods? Do you have a reservation? Which hotel are the lady and the gentleman staying in? When’s the return journey? The hand luggage, the shopping list of presents: perfumes, electronic gadgets, and Victoria’s Secret moisturisers. Never. Not a chance.




  “ No way. I do not have the patience for that kind of thing. Enjoy yourself, OK? I’m going to have a word with Leopoldo before he decides to hit the town with his friends. Good luck with the bouquet of flowers!”




  Luana flashes smiles around the room. She extends a slim arm and takes a glass of champagne from the silver tray, which is so beautiful it seems to have a life of its own. Alongside the rest of the set - the glassware and tableware - it zigzags harmoniously in time as part of an unlikely choreography. Delicate canapés of every colour: red shrimps aflame; oysters au gratin, of no particular tone; the black caviar. The groom is having fun dancing in his close circle of friends. She approaches her loved one, runs her hands along his shoulder and draws him in by his arms. She kisses him softly, a seal, to persuade him to go and visit the tables of admiring glances, little kisses and courteous embraces. Leopoldo resists as much as he can, claiming to be a little high, suggesting calling the father to complete this annoying ritual. Luana threatens to call off the marriage in a mocking tone. And they laugh a lot. Arm-in-arm, the couple go from table to table to display the happiness that, from that day onwards, would become adult-like and fecund.




  At least that’s what Leopoldo’s paternal grandmother thought. There are people without water– Ilka was proof of this. It had nothing to do with the skin drying naturally, the accentuated wrinkles, the loss of strength and the rebirth of cells. The dehydration of the soul in that woman had been clear since her youth. Perhaps, to make up for it, nature had endowed her with two eyes like swimming pools that, every minute, twitched frenetically. Clara married her only son, Felipe, who bore her only grandson. This fact justified the daughter-in-law’s existence.




  “What a foolish idea to go to Miguel Pereira on the honeymoon!”




  Clara agreed with the old woman, also pointing out that Felipe had been the one who had encouraged Luana and, consequently, Leopoldo to visit this strange destination. The husband liked to talk up the family’s rural past whenever he had enjoyed a few too many aperitifs at the Brazilian Yacht Club in Urca. It was pure fantasy talk, because Clara did not agree with the ranch version as told by Ilka’s son.




  So many great places to explore: Madrid, London - Paris or wherever. In fact, recalled the mother-in-law, she and the late Miguel Neto stayed in a fine villa in the Languedoc-Roussillon region, in southern France. The stone house had been a hamlet. It was so idyllic– perfect for newlyweds on their honeymoons, despite having eleven rooms. It was the height of elegance. Clara then added that she had suggested Marseille, Côte D’Azur, even Miami. However, Felipe’s seductive tales had won the day and, the following morning, the married couple would depart for the Fluminense Mountains with the aim of rediscovering who-knows-what. The family ranch had been sold in 1928.




  Leopoldo’s great -grandfather, Felipe’s grandfather, Miguel’s father, Mr Leopoldo Gusmão de Castro Neto, had been very well connected in the federal capital in those days, Rio de Janeiro, and in the city of São Paulo. The Our Lady of Boa Hora Ranch, located in the heart of the Tinguá Mountains, had been one of the major players in the region’s coffee boom. The plantations expanded greatly throughout these lands beginning in the third decade of the 19th century. The fortune made was, in large part, reinvested in the purchase of houses and businesses in Rio de Janeiro. At the beginning of the 20th century, the lands began to show signs of depletion. Leopoldo Neto– due to divine intuition, according to many– anticipated the Crisis of 1929, got rid of the ranch, and decided to treat himself to the privileges of the emerging urban lifestyle. Truth be told, we know that he predicted the crash by receiving insider information from prominent politicians in São Paulo. He would never return to the Estiva region, where, at that time, suicide’s shadow hovered like a low-lying cloud. In Rio de Janeiro, he surrounded himself with politicians and opened an engineering company, and the boy Miguel studied in the Polytechnic School. They would continue to ride their luck and earn money for decades through public works.
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