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For my parents


This at least of flame-like our life has, that it is but the concurrence, renewed from moment to moment, of forces parting sooner or later on their ways.

—WALTER PATER, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry

I pray you, in your letters,

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

Speak of me as I am.

—SHAKESPEARE, Othello
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Bel Air, California

The early 1990s

Mara, age twenty-six

Prologue


THE ROADS OF LOWER BEL air, during the day, were full of beat-up pickup trucks and old cars of dubious colors. They belonged to the army of gardeners and maids who charged up the driveways and manicured the plots of roses and poppies that did not mind the California heat and cleaned the rooms that were already clean because they’d been cleaned the week before. There was often quite a bit of traffic, since the denizens of the San Fernando Valley sometimes used Roscomare Road as a shortcut between Westwood and the Valley, to bypass the ever-clogged, always-under-construction 405 freeway. They flew over the bumps, zigzagged over the winding, vertiginous cliff-side roads, and tailgated me so much that sometimes I pulled over to the curb for a moment just to let them pass. I didn’t like being rushed, but I also savored these moments of quiet, being outside and looking in, before my workday started.

I was officially a caregiver at Mrs. Weatherly’s house on Roscomare Road, but my duties also included cooking and cleaning. My routine upon arriving was always the same: I parked my car in the most visible corner of the street, wheels practically kissing the curb. Last time I’d left my vehicle vulnerable to the incoming traffic in the narrow road, my side-view mirror had been shattered.

Today, to my surprise, as I came in, I ran into my employer’s ex-husband, Mr. Weatherly. He was busy at the task of putting on his shoes, which back in my native Brazil was either an afterthought or a nonissue. I, for one, never understood how putting on shoes could be a task of its own, rather than a subset of another, or why it involved a piece of furniture, like a chair or a bench, or how it could possibly take more than three seconds. I glanced at Mr. Weatherly from the corner of my eye as he rose to his full size from the chair. He had that kind of imposing height that made me aware of where he was in any room in the house. He made little noises in tandem with his nose and his mouth, not grunts exactly, but sounds that suggested his satisfaction in the deed he’d just accomplished.

“Oh, good, Kathryn was just asking for you,” said Mr. Weatherly, on his way out. “She can’t find her nausea medication.”

“It’s on the nightstand. I’ll go help her.”

Kathryn Weatherly was a tall, blond woman in her early forties. She dressed almost exclusively in white, beige, or cream. All of her outfits had a lightness, an airiness to them. When I first met her, I assumed she was an actress. Not a famous one whose work you’d know, but someone who needed to be looked up, someone with an asterisk next to her name. The way I used to imagine people glanced twice at my mother, an actress of sorts, before their gaze moved on.

Kathryn once told me that she had lived in Bel Air all her life and attended elementary school at John Thomas Dye, where she’d been classmates with Ron Reagan and Aissa Wayne, the cowboy’s daughter. Nearby, at the Bel Air Country Club, Kathryn’s father would play golf on the challenging course while her mother would watch from the restaurant, where the food was not really that good, to be perfectly honest, she said. At the Hotel Bel Air up the street, there was nearly always a wedding, especially in June, especially on Sundays, and Kathryn wondered why there were people taking photos at what was, to her, like a local diner.

Kathryn shuttled back and forth between those two places for most of her childhood and teenage years, and though there was often talk of going somewhere else, it also didn’t make much sense to break her familiar routine. When she got older, Kathryn got a kick out of passing by Elizabeth Taylor’s house, maybe spotting Liz herself in a pink caftan and silk scarf, heavily made up in lavender, eyes drooping from either sleepiness or drugs. Or passing by the Reagan estate, a sighting as exciting and inevitable as Loch Ness for a Highlander.

Now, dying of stomach cancer, Kathryn rarely left her bedroom unless it was to go to the UCLA hospital down the street.

I saw no shafts of light escaping from under Kathryn’s door. Bright suns everywhere in the kitchen and the living room, but the master bedroom remained a stubborn Neptune.

“Kathryn, it’s Mara,” I announced with a knock. “I’m here.”

“How do you expect me to leave you this house if you’re not here to anticipate all my needs?” she bellowed.

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes a bit. She’d said this before, and often repeated it. Inside, her room was completely dark, full of stagnant air. Scarlet drapes bunched up on the ground, an abundance of Mulberry silk. Above the dresser hung a painting of ocean and pinery, like an open window, the view pristine. Kathryn sat up in the bed, a sea of creased, lumpy blankets keeping her moored.

“You’re not going to leave me this house. You’re just saying that so I won’t leave.”

Not that the idea was entirely far-fetched. Kathryn was only forty-four years old, had no children, a now-ex-husband, and her parents were already dead. She had no inclination for charity, not even cancer research.

“Of course I don’t want you to leave. You’re an excellent caregiver and the only person who cares about me,” said Kathryn. I could see that she’d found her Zofran, the bottle lying next to her on the bed, the glass of water half empty.

I busied myself opening the curtains. “What about Mr. Weatherly?”

“He just came to give me sex,” said Kathryn, awaiting my reaction. When she saw I looked properly appalled, she continued, “But don’t worry, we’re not getting back together. He says it’s the last time. So for sure I’m not leaving him the house. And I didn’t fight tooth and nail to keep it in the divorce only to hand it to him from beyond the grave.”

“You’re not going to die, Kathryn,” I said, as I removed the pillowcases to wash them.

“How do you know? Did you find a cure for cancer over the weekend?”

“No, but I’m a witch,” I said with a grin. “I have powers.”

Kathryn nodded in appreciation. “Okay, then find your broom and get thee to Bel Air Foods. Nelson said he was planning to stop by there on his way to work.” While she said this, Kathryn handed me a tie that I figured he must’ve forgotten. “If you leave now, you’ll probably still catch him.”

I didn’t want to catch him. “He’ll probably come back once he realizes he forgot it.”

Kathryn shook her head. “He won’t realize until he takes his first bathroom break, at eleven. I don’t want him to spend all morning looking like a hippie. I don’t want him to look slovenly in front of his patients. Be a helpful one, please.”

[image: Image]

Nothing made me feel more like an American than being in a supermarket. So much choice, so many different ways to fill yourself up. My first week in America, I’d marveled at the brightly lit, gigantic, air-conditioned Ralphs, with its wide aisles. Like an amusement park. Bright colors everywhere, the buoyancy of the products on the shelves, the neatly arranged rows of shiny fruits and vegetables. The Muzak turned up so high it could hardly be called background. I had been hypnotized by the sound of the scanner at the checkout, used as I was to clerks punching in numbers by hand. For many of my first years in America, I’d take a trip to the supermarket whenever I felt sad. Even if I didn’t buy anything, walking down the aisles gave me a sense of belonging. The task of perusing the products distracted me in ways nothing else could. Going to the supermarket was free; there was no admission price. Nobody questioned my right to be there. It was the most democratic institution in the city.

Bel Air Foods was not a typical grocery store, though. One of the few nonresidential buildings in the area, it was the smallest grocery store I’d ever been to. I could see practically all of it from the entrance. The aisles were narrow, wide enough for only one person at a time. There were none of the brands I was used to, but different ones, organic or all-natural, and in packaging resembling cosmetics, jewelry. There were entire sections devoted to spices, olive oil, and salad dressing, at prices that seemed mildly offensive. The produce section was actually the most bountiful, gleaming with bright red tomatoes, corn in mint green husks, and only fruits and vegetables that were in season, none of them packaged. Like a fancy farmer’s market. The store had a considerable wine section, located right in the middle, and unlike the Ralphs in Westwood, none of it was under lock and key—even the bottles that cost fifty, a hundred dollars. Bel Air Foods was so low-key the cashiers didn’t even wear uniforms, and there were no conveyor belts at the checkout stand.

I spotted Mr. Weatherly by the fresh meals area, presumably buying his lunch for later. He wore his white coat, in spite of the heat outside, and had his head slightly bent, studying the ingredients of a fussy-looking turkey sandwich. It was always a shock to see him exist outside the confines of his former house.

“Mr. Weatherly?”

He looked up. Before he could say a word, I held up his tie and said, “You forgot this.”

Mr. Weatherly reached for his collar, noticed the missing item. He shook his head in appreciation of his own absentmindedness. He took the tie from me and instead of putting it back on in his car in front of the rearview mirror, as I expected him to, he rested his chosen sandwich back on the refrigerated counter and started putting on the tie in the middle of the store. He didn’t have to think about what he was doing; his hands just moved on their own, making a knot, pulling it in. I watched him, feeling a little embarrassed to see him perform something so private in front of me.

“Obrigado,” he said, when he was done.

He’d said “thank you” in Portuguese. I said he was welcome in Portuguese, too. I thought it was sweet that he remembered that I was Brazilian. I hadn’t had more than one or two conversations with him in the past.

“I know ‘obrigado’ and ‘por favor’ in a number of languages,” said Mr. Weatherly. “You can get pretty far anywhere with just ‘thank you’ and ‘please.’ ”

I thought about that for a second. “Especially if you use different intonations. Like, ‘Por favor, don’t kill me,’ or ‘Por favor, give me a discount.’ ”

“Yes,” said Mr. Weatherly laughing, a sound that I found amusing. Americans laughed even when you weren’t that funny, but just to keep you company. It was part of their bigness, their largesse, part of what I liked about them.

Mr. Weatherly leaned closer to me, his eyes now serious, and said, “Listen, that was kind of awkward this morning, me leaving, you arriving. But, I want you to know that I’m not . . . taking advantage of her. I just . . . don’t know how to say no to someone in her condition.”

I didn’t know why he was telling me that. I hadn’t noticed any awkwardness at all. Awkward for me was the way he was sharing this detail of his relationship with Kathryn. It would never occur to me that he might possibly feel judged by—of all people—the caregiver. So they were divorced. So they were having sex. Who was I to comment?

“I think she was happy that you visited,” I said, it being the only thing I could think of to say.

“I know. And that’s the problem. She’s happy, I’m not,” he said, moving away from me, as though disappointed that I didn’t understand, as though disappointed that this minimum-wage-paid stranger hadn’t offered him the correct and necessary solace.

I wanted to tell him that if that was the case, he should stop leading her on, but I said nothing.

“Thank you,” he finally said, with a hint of dismissal. “For the tie.”

I felt relieved, and turned around to go. When I got to my car, a selfish and conniving voice inside me asked what made it more likely for Kathryn to leave her house to me—if she were to continue sleeping with her ex-husband, or if she were to stop doing so. As soon as the thought occurred, I shooed it away, and chastised myself for even allowing it.
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Back at my apartment, I helped my roommate Bruno circumvent the laws of the land and perform his clandestine video operations. Bruno ran a bootleg video store sharing pirated American movies, and after midnight was when he really got going. He had a sudden burst of energy and could go on for hours transferring video to VHS tapes. The store had a lot of members, most of them grateful, but some of them left messages complaining of video quality. Bruno would respond by cursing them. I offered to respond to customers for him, but Bruno said he liked letting out his aggression. More than that, though, I think he felt a real sense of pride in his work—in Rio, he’d dreamed of being a music video director—and took pleasure in calling the complaining customers “parasites.”

His business model was simple: Bruno paid his friends to go to the first screening of a movie on opening weekend, carrying a small but high-quality camcorder with them. I helped sometimes, though I found American movies a bit dull and sexist. The trick to getting a usable recording, I learned early on, had to do with where I sat.

I had to sit as far away from people as possible, so the mic would not pick up their sounds, and God forbid someone near me got up to use the restroom. The success of a recording depended on erasing all traces of the manner in which it was obtained, so the viewer would have the illusion of unmediated access to the images on the screen.

“Isn’t this stealing?” I initially asked. Bruno told me that the African and Latin American immigrants who came to his store didn’t have money to go to the movies and American culture—with all the ideals that went with it, individualism and freedom and the pursuit of happiness—belonged to everyone, regardless of their income level or country of birth.

“That is bullshit,” I replied.

“Which is not the same as horseshit,” Bruno agreed, scratching his blond-dyed crown.

Our third roommate, Renata, was also Brazilian, but unlike Bruno and me, she had a Green Card. She’d married an American man with the understanding that it was solely a business transaction, but he had other ideas in mind and wouldn’t let her alone. By Brazilian standards, he was pushy, but by American ones, he was a rapist. Renata had put up with it for a harrowing two years because she needed her Green Card and the day after she got it, she promptly moved cross-country from Florida to California. Renata worked as a manager in a Brazilian restaurant off Hollywood Boulevard, and though she was thin, she had the prominent belly of someone whose national cuisine included baked desserts for breakfast and deep-fried flour in everything.

Her restaurant was like Humphrey Bogart’s bar in Casablanca. All the Brazilians in town eventually made their way there, where they momentarily sated their homesickness with warm cheese breads fresh out of the oven and hearty portions of beef stew and fried pastries filled with hearts of palm. Bruno sometimes worked at the restaurant for extra cash, and came home with a newfound contempt for Brazilians who hadn’t been in America for as long as he had.

Of the three of us, I thought Renata missed Brazil the most. I could hear her sing popular Brazilian songs in the shower every morning, and she’d dated a string of Brazilian men who invariably went back. She decided to give her future American children Brazilian names, the reverse of the trend in Brazil of giving Brazilian children American names.

Renata actually made enough money to live on her own, but she was saving so she could have her own business someday. She looked up to the Mexican Americans who owned their own auto shops and restaurants and stores in Boyle Heights and Highland Park. Because Renata was the only one with pay stubs and a credit history, the apartment was rented in her name. She sent in the checks, and Bruno and I gave her cash for our respective shares.

Our apartment was a two-bedroom in the not-so-nice part of Hollywood, closest to the 101 freeway. There was a small dining table decorated haphazardly, covered by a cheap tablecloth with alternating white and red squares. Initially, I was struck by Renata’s silverware; it was strikingly similar to my mother’s. I’d searched for the same style for months upon my arrival here. Why had I assumed I could ever find again the same spoons?

My room had a bed and a desk, Renata had told me cheerfully when I moved in. It seemed obvious that the previous tenant didn’t want the bed anymore but hadn’t bothered to haul it to the trash. The desk was made of unfinished wood, an exercise in carpentry in need of paint and laminate. The carpet had some stains in it, and a few dust bunnies gathered near the door of the closet. The room was barely large enough to fit the twin bed and the desk.

But then I saw the view. It was only a partial view, a blocked view, but I could see a hint of sky, and the canyons beyond, from the canyons to the hills.

Bruno had screened off part of the living room where he slept on a twin bed. He didn’t mind the discomfort because he was in America, and he could run into “Weird Al” Yankovic in the grocery store. Renata had the master suite that she kept locked, which I found unfriendly. My own room had no lock. One day I noticed money missing from my own desk drawers. I was sure Bruno had taken it, but didn’t say anything because I didn’t want him to stop lending me his computer.

Ten years before, I had walked out of Los Angeles International Airport with only three hundred dollars and sixty-seven cents to my name. I didn’t know where to go, me and my bag, and I couldn’t even ask the cab driver for help, my English was that bad. The caramel-skinned old man kept staring at me through the rearview mirror. He left me in front of a sign saying “For Rent,” and I hesitated before ringing the doorbell. I only did so when I spotted some brown kids playing inside the complex, figuring they seemed too happy to be witness to malevolence.

The woman who answered sized me up, offered me a room in a two-bedroom apartment on the fifth floor, and told me that if I needed work, I’d better lie about my age. She said all this in Spanish, which was close enough to Portuguese. When I asked what kind of work I could do, the woman, without hesitation, suggested being a caregiver.

After a few years, I liked to play a game with myself in which I imagined the woman suggesting something else. Seamstress. Welder. Dance hall hostess. Waitress. And then, according to this game, I pictured myself, for the last ten years, doing that work instead. Two strangers—the cab driver and my landlady—had decided the most important aspects of my life: where I’d live, and what I’d do for a living. Later I’d move, but my job would stay the same.

Though I’ve been here ten years now, I’m surprised by America in new ways each day. When I first got here, I remember noticing how much of it was free: The doggie bags at the restaurants. The clothing catalogues. The public bathrooms. What else I noticed: The old and the disabled got checks every month from the government. Everyone drove cars, and they exchanged them for new ones more than once in a lifetime. Women were not allowed to be beaten by their husbands and it was okay if they didn’t cook every night. Sometimes they were even allowed to cheat. The women who were single were free to be friends with the women who were married, and sometimes the latter even introduced them to their husbands. The men worked, and instead of the women staying at home to cook and clean, they got jobs, too, so their families could live in houses instead of apartments. The men who were gay did not necessarily dress like women, and were not all prostitutes. The women who loved other women were not called “women with big feet.” They had their own special name, referring to an island that none of them came from. Nobody had servants. When hunger struck, a white man in a red uniform arrived with a square, flat box. Americans ate at mini-factories where the open layout allowed customers to see the assembly line. Everyone, not just the rich, went to restaurants, where they could pick and choose ingredients.

Americans were not all white, though it was hard not to use those terms interchangeably. Americans were black and brown and yellow and even orange. Some were considered hicks or ghetto, which surprised me because everyone looked expensive. Everyone had accents, and the white ones, the ones who didn’t know that they had accents, were the hardest to understand. Americans did not refer to each other as “my dear” or “my love.” They did not bring food to each other’s houses unless it was an event designated for that purpose. Grandparents did not live with the grandchildren. Doctors did not live above their offices. A doctor’s wife did not work as his receptionist. There were only two political parties, and neither was the Communist Party. Black hair for women was associated with malevolence in cartoons. No one ever opened their windows and everyone preferred canned air.

In America, there were no metaphors. If a woman trusted her partner, she didn’t say that she would set her hand on fire. When a woman had all the power, she didn’t say she had a knife and a piece of cheese in her hands. When she didn’t like an offer, she didn’t tell it to go back to the sea. A smart man didn’t have an ass made of iron. An awkward man didn’t stick his feet over his hands. A flirt didn’t sing. A shortcut wasn’t a parachute. An undesirable wasn’t a leftover. A whore wasn’t a creature of adventure. An awkward situation did not imply a tight skirt. A frugal man didn’t have the hands of a cow. A tattletale didn’t have hard fingers. A rubbernecker wasn’t waiting for the circus to catch fire. A lucky man wasn’t born with his behind turned toward the moon. A fragile person wasn’t melted butter. No one said that it was bad to complain with a full belly. Or that a pathetic man looked like a mutt that fell from the moving truck. Or that lying down with pigs meant waking up in the pigsty.

The Americans didn’t have a name for someone who took advantage all the time. They had words that came close, but without the right sting. Or a name for someone who had no shame, or had a lot of nerve. Or for someone who missed someone else very much. There weren’t appropriate labels, only approximate ones.

In America, I was constantly asked questions that weren’t really questions. “How are you?” “Were you able to find everything you wanted?” I was surprised to learn that I couldn’t knock on my neighbor’s door and expect a cup of coffee. I had to walk faster on the street. I had to wait for the glowing white flash of a stick figure in order to cross the street. The people I met sounded nothing like the English-language tapes I’d studied. The commercials were slick and clever and full of noise. There were no ads for condoms or sexual lubricants on TV. The boys did not congregate on the street to play soccer. No one, in fact, congregated on the street.

In America, I liked to ride escalators, elevators, walk past automatic doors. The rooms were enormous, the sidewalks generous. In parking lots, I liked to watch the kind and guarded couples coming out of their starship-sized vehicles, their obedient children in tow, wearing clothes specially purchased for the season. They glided over the blacktop, their minds on things lovely and sweet, utterly sure of what the next day would bring.

In America, I’d lie in bed at night and think of Brazil. I’d think about how much I wanted to talk to the woman I’d lost there, my own mother. I wanted to call her on the phone, but I knew she wouldn’t answer and she wouldn’t call me back.

In America, there weren’t ghosts everywhere.

It was all so different from what I’d left behind.
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Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

The mid- to late 1970s

Mara, age eight



chapter one


THE FIRST INHABITANTS OF COPACABANA were not the fishermen, or even the Indians. They were the two whales that washed ashore in the closing days of August 1858. No one knew how they ended up there. Some said they were beached whales, stranded, victims of rough weather and poor navigation. Others said they were free, healthy visitors, just resting on their bellies. Either way, hundreds of people pilgrimaged to see them, including the emperor and his retinue, braving the rough paths that led to the ocean. The emperor didn’t wear his crown and mantle, just a simple sooty tailcoat with trousers and a cravat. Some say he brought his wife, others his mistress. I would like to think he brought both.

Following closely behind, the members of Rio’s high society rode past the brushwood onto the beach, in horse-drawn carriages. They set up tents so the sun wouldn’t wrinkle their faces. Others came on horseback. Many on foot.

After two days, the whales disappeared. It is said that those who came to see them and missed them stayed anyway, and embarked on a long picnic that lasted three days and three nights. The views after all were magnificent, the beach fortressed by moss-covered granite hills on one side and infinity on the other. The white foam of the seawater bubbled and blistered, rose and fell, the rhythm as even and soothing as that of a mother rocking a crib. The sand mirrored the sun, gold-speckled powder. The breeze tasted of sea salt.

This wasn’t the last time the beach had unexpected visitors. In 1941, four fishermen from the drought-ridden Northeast, men of the humblest ilk, got on a simple raft and sailed for sixty-one days along the coast, without a compass or a map. They wanted to get to the capital and speak to the president. They wished to explain how unhappy they were that they had to share their catch with the owners of the rafts and the middlemen who sold the fish to the markets. As they crossed the length of nearly the entire country, a good 2,500 kilometers, the fishermen fought off storms, waves, and sharks. Only the stars guided them; only their patron saints guarded them. When word got around of their story, other boats began to follow and circle them as they neared Guanabara Bay, turning their arrival into a procession. Hundreds awaited them at the beach. They were greeted as heroes. Their raft was lifted onto a truck like a royal heirloom, as the crowd applauded.

Back in the 1970s, when I was eight, I knew of Copacabana only as my home, not a resting place for mysterious whales or fisherman on a political pilgrimage. I read these old stories in the library at school, but was more concerned with knowing the city itself. I knew how long it took for me to get to the subway station. Which padaria had the most flavorful café con leche. Which restaurant would give me a stomachache afterward, and just to be sure, I religiously took the pills that my mother gave me to prevent tapeworms. I knew which section of the promenade I could go to without running into one of the bullies who liked to pick on me. I didn’t set foot in the ocean for weeks or even months at a time. Its reminders were only the old men in tight swim shorts strolling down the avenue, true Don Juans, and the tanned teenagers dragging folding chairs on the scalloped limestone asphalt. It didn’t compute that someone, somewhere in America had written a song about a nightclub named after our neighborhood.

During the school year, which began in February and ended in December, I went to Getúlio Vargas Municipal School, where that year I was a studious and eager second grader. There was a single classroom, with the teachers coming in and out to lecture us. My favorite subject was Portuguese, because we got to talk about stories during class time. In the warm months, our classroom got as hot as the inside of a mitten. During our short breaks, the more nimble of us raced to the narrow counter of the cafeteria, where we waved our bills at the workers hoping to get their attention before the sodas ran out.

My best friend was a girl named Debora Amaral, and because we were seated alphabetically, she was always one desk behind me, Mara Alencar. I spent half of my classes turning my head so she could whisper in my ear, and not five minutes would pass without me feeling the tip of her pencil poking my back.

After school ended, at noon, we went to each other’s apartments to do our homework and once we were done, we watched American cartoons: the Jetsons, the Flintstones, and Scooby-Doo. We longed for the same American toys for Christmas and Children’s Day: the Easy-Bake Super Oven, a ballerina music box, the Girl’s World life-sized styling doll head that came with roller curlers, a plastic comb, eye shadow crayons, and hair color applicator pens. We often engaged in long debates as to whether the doll’s hair would grow back if we cut it. We never found out the answer, since neither of us had the money to buy one. When school was not in session, Debora went with her parents to visit her grandparents in the distant suburbs of Rio, three hours away, and because I didn’t have many other friends, I either played by myself or tagged along with my mother when she went to work.

My mother did many things for work—cleaning, waitressing, and temping as a receptionist—but then, she was largely working in the movies. Or rather, her voice was working in the movies. Inside a foam-covered, soundproofed booth that smelled of cigarettes, my mother dubbed the voices of American actresses into Portuguese. Our fantasies and daydreams came from that country, sometimes in color and sometimes in black and white, and they required a tribute to our essential differences.

The man who did the male parts had a paunch and too little hair, but his voice was that of a handsome man—a mellifluous instrument—and he knew just how much breath each syllable deserved. My mother and the man never looked at each other, their eyes bound to the phantom people on the screen in front of them, and I thought of how hard it must be to be in two places at once, inside that booth and inside that screen.

As my mother juggled different inflections and intonations, voicing women and girls, I wondered how she knew to match their lips. She had uncanny timing, and knew exactly when to begin speaking and when to stop. Within a single scene, my mother’s silken voice turned throaty or nasal, adulterous or matronly. All these people lived inside of her and took turns emerging from her throat. I was caught between being proud of her and being sad that no one watching the movie later would know who owned that laugh, who owned those cadences. They might even laugh along, not knowing who they were laughing with. My mother was talented, and for the talented mother, a child feels pride. But fear, too.

At the end of one session, I heard my mother talking to the sound engineer. He had long curly hair and wore a necklace made out of small bones. He wasn’t making eye contact with her, instead focusing on putting the earphones and microphones away. The other actor had already left.

“I’m starving, Raul. You can’t say no to me,” she said, standing next to him, in a voice so quiet she must’ve thought I couldn’t hear. “It’s my money, anyway. It just hasn’t made its way into my pocket yet.”

Raul brushed his knuckles against his beard and shook his head. “I can’t. You’re going to have to wait until the end of the month.”

My mother wouldn’t let up. She straightened her back, as if needing to make herself bigger, and crossed her arms. She wore a puffy bright neon yellow jacket, and a heavy, thick red bracelet on her left arm. On her cleavage hung a pair of sunglasses—giant round ones, meant for funerals and dramatic expressions of grief. She’d recently gotten a perm—thick black curls chasing down her round face.

“Did I do a good job or did I do a good job?” she asked.

Raul sighed. “You did an excellent job. As always.”

“And we finished early,” said my mother. “Don’t think I don’t know you pay for the booth by the hour, so I’m pretty sure I saved you some money today.”

“Ana . . .” He was already crumbling a little.

My mother shrugged her shoulders. “Well, you can hire some other girl next time, who’ll take twice as long and cost you twice as much.”

I knew my mother was bluffing. I’d heard her say how much she loved this job and would never let someone take it from her, and how much better it was than anything else she’d ever done. But Raul wouldn’t know that from looking at her face, a careful mosaic of confidence.

“All right, all right,” said Raul, shaking his head. He reached into a drawer and pulled out a pad. He wrote down a receipt for the cash advance, keeping a carbon copy for himself. At that rate, I knew my mother’s payday at the end of the month would be tiny, but what other option was there? Raul took ten five-cruzeiro bills and handed them to my mother.

Afterward, my mother and I sat victorious in a padaria, eating coxinhas. My mother ate ravenously, practically attacking the poor little chicken strips battered in crispy flour. I ate more slowly, savoring my food, gulping my Guaraná soda. My mother got one for me, but not one for her.

The night was a vinyl record, dark and full of scratches, in perfect sync with the needle of God. But in the padaria, our bodies were lit up too much under the fluorescent lights, as if none of us had earned the tenderness of shadows.

“Mom . . .” I said, getting her attention. “What if that man hadn’t given you the money? What would we do for supper?”

My mother looked up from her coxinha. “Have I ever let you go to bed without food in your belly?” she asked, with a hint of woundedness in her voice.

“No,” I lied, already regretting having asked. But when you live so close to the cliff, you wonder what resides at the bottom of it.

My mother pushed away her plate and stared straight into my eyes. “I will always take care of you. I don’t care what I have to do, and I can think of a degrading thing or two.” And at this, she made the sign of the Ghost and the Holy Spirit, “but you’ll always have a roof over your head and food in your belly.”

“I know that,” I said, embarrassed, wishing I hadn’t said anything.

“I may not have money or an education, but I’m not ugly, and I’m not dumb, and I have a big mouth and big ears, and that’s always served me well.”

I turned back to my coxinha, not entirely reassured. She reached for me and brushed her fingers against my hair. She smiled, pressing her cheeks against mine. My mother’s touch had a way of reaching into my heart and letting it beat more tranquilly, a musician turning a metronome.

“Drink your Guaraná,” she said gently. “You need sugar in your blood.”

I gulped from the bottle; it was only half empty, but I asked if I could have another one.

She did not hesitate. “Of course, girl, of course.” She waved grandly for the waiter, as though ordering at the Ritz-Carlton. “Everyone has a peak, and mine’s about to start,” she said with a grin. “Nothing beats the combination of skills and luck.”

On our way home, we walked hand in hand down the boardwalk of Copacabana. My mother strolled casually, taking in the breeze from the ocean. The beach at night wasn’t like the beach during the day; it slept, cocooned, a different kind of endless. Just because you couldn’t see it didn’t mean you couldn’t feel it—its throbbing, its breaths. Streetlights reached far up into the sky and lit our path like a thousand mini-moons. In front of us, we followed the quartz stones made to resemble waves, their sinuous lines making us move forward. The bodies around us walked slowly, the men with their big bellies and the women showing off their tans. The air smelled of beer and fried foods.

When we reached the driveway of the Copacabana Palace, my mother stopped and pointed to a group of tourists getting into a van. They were in town for Carnaval. They looked American, with their yellow hair and sunburned skin, their tight shorts and cameras around their necks.

“You know who they are?” asked my mother, lowering her head toward mine, our cheeks brushing against each other’s. She pointed at them. “They are from America. Everyone there is rich. Even the poor people. When you arrive in America, they hand you a magical plastic card that lets you buy anything you want.”

My mother grabbed my hand and we continued walking. She held me firmly, as though I were something that a pickpocket could take away from her.

“But don’t worry, my girl, one day I’m going to be rich, too, and live in a big house. A psychic once told me so.”

“What’s a psychic?”

“A psychic is a woman—or a man, I suppose they could be men—who tells you what you want to hear in exchange for money,” she said without hesitation.

I laughed, though I wasn’t sure I knew why that was funny. I never knew when my mother was being serious or not. When she was imparting a lesson or just thinking out loud. Either way, from early on, I believed my mother to be special. I suppose every daughter believes her mother to be special, somehow, but when I compared my mother to my friends’ mothers, or to mothers on TV, she really did seem a little different. She didn’t keep secrets from me, she swore in front of me, we shared everything. I knew she was beautiful because of the way men on the street turned to stare at her, making me feel that I wanted to hide her, to keep her for myself. She didn’t always feel like a mom to me. Sometimes she felt like an aunt who let me get away with things, or a friend just visiting for the weekend, one you could be really intense with because you knew they would soon be gone.

“But who needs money, anyway,” said my mother, looking at the beach. “How much do you think those tourists paid to come here?”

“A thousand cruzeiros?” I guessed.

My mother nodded. “Counting airfare and hotel? That sounds about right. Now how much did we spend to check out this view?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s right. A sale is good, a clearance is even better, but nothing beats free.”

When we arrived at home, I sat on my mother’s lap.

What better place was there? Where else wafted such fragrant air, filling my nostrils with the scent of azalea and jasmine? How large and constant and strong she seemed, though she was only five foot five, really not that much taller than me. She always seemed capable of handling my weight, my bones, my moods. Her legs never fell asleep, her feet were never ticklish. If I went to bed on her lap, she rocked and cradled me, and sometimes when I woke, I found her eyes fluttering, she returning from the same depth of sleep, the same place where I had been.

From as far back as I could remember, and I could remember pretty far back, she liked to nuzzle against the crown of my head and tell me, in a sing-songy voice, “I love you in the morning. I love you in the afternoon. I love you in the evening. I love you in the spring, in the winter, in the summer, in the fall. I love you when you’re good. I love you when you’re naughty.” And she would pause there, as if I needed time to fit all that love inside me. I could feel her breath linger behind my ears, the slight rocking of her body forward. To this day, when I think of my mother’s love, it is from behind me, it is from the parts of my own body that I cannot see: The corner where the lobe of my ear gives way to the jaw. The inches that separate the nape of my neck from my shoulder. She is there, always, whispering, singing, delivering prophecies and incantations.
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