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			Pernambuco, Brazil

			June 1877

			Some people have the Bible memorized; I have Dante’s Inferno memorized. I know all about the grief-wracked city of sand-swept spires of wind—Hell—and I know every punishment for every conceivable sin as laid down in its nine circles. I know about divine justice, and how the punishment always mirrors the sin. Sometimes, if I am distressed, I hear the sounds of Hell in my head, as described in the third canto: sighing, sobbing, moaning, plaintive wailing, discordant tongues, tormented words, the twang of rage, strident voices, and the sound of smacking hands, all in a cacophonous symphony. But if I cover my ears, shut my eyes, and count to ten, it goes away.

			“You shouldn’t want it to go away,” Mother told me once. “If you truly hear the sounds of Hell in your head, then all the more should you fear God.”

			Heat climbs up my spine and I fan myself with the sheet of hymns. Father Mateus reads from a thick gilt-edged Bible in a lethargic tone, as though he, too, is drained by the heat. The cream chasuble draped over his shoulders must be suffocating. But perhaps, being a holy man, he is above such things as physical discomfort. Don’t holy people lie on beds of nails and walk on hot coals and such?

			My chiffon dress clings to my damp back, the skirt’s lace tickles my knees, and a faint nausea has soured my stomach all morning. I regret forcing myself to eat the manioc porridge this morning. On the other hand, skipping breakfast altogether would have aroused suspicion. How many times can I blame the porridge for my condition?

			The woman in front of me shifts so she is blocking my view of Father Mateus, and I find myself staring at the back of her head, the dark creases in her veil that sort of look like a demon’s howling face. In the eighth circle of Hell, soothsayers and false prophets walk with their necks twisted, so their faces look back. That is their divine punishment: In life, they made false prophecies about the future. In death, they see only what has already passed, doomed to look forever backward.

			But that won’t be my fate. My sin would place me in the second circle of Hell, where light is mute. Where tormented souls spin in an endless whirlwind of vicious force without rest. In life they allowed themselves to be swept away by lust and committed carnal sin. In death they clash and roll and spin in the unyielding violence of a chafing wind.

			But at least Leandro would be there with me.

			It takes all of my willpower not to turn around and glance at the lower-right pews where Leandro’s family usually sits. Just the thought that he’s so close makes my fingertips tingle. I try not to think about the way he looks in his black brushed wool waistcoat and cravat, the hypnotic quality of his gaze when he gets really serious, how it makes everyone else around me disappear.

			A confession—coming from a place of true repentance—would spare my immortal soul from the infernal wind, but it would do nothing to solve the more immediate mortal problem I carry in my belly. As though on cue, my stomach lurches with a familiar queasy sensation. Oh no. Not here. Aside from Father Mateus’s droning voice, only the occasional cough or throat clearing can be heard. If I were to be sick here, my shame would be laid bare for the whole town to witness.

			A sudden movement and the sheet of hymns disappears from my hands.

			“Have you no respect!” Mother leans over my sister, glaring at me for using the sheet of hymns as a makeshift fan. I open my mouth to protest but she shushes me before I can speak, and stuffs the sheet back into its box.

			My one lifeline taken away, I feel worse. A burning sensation climbs up my esophagus and lodges itself in my throat. The words of the priest become hard to follow. Heat fills the pores of my skin. I press my clammy hands to my temple and draw a deep breath, but someone’s sickeningly sweet perfume coils into my nostrils. Each breath brings on a new wave of revulsion.

			I stand too quickly and my vision blurs. I stumble over many legs, mumble a string of apologies and excuse mes, then skirt along the wall toward the church doors, making myself small and shadowlike.

			Fresh air brushes my cheeks as I round the corner to the yard behind the church. I’ve never been here before. The backyard has an abandoned character with its weed-infested grass and bent vine-choked trees. A lone bench with peeling paint lines the edge, along with overgrown garden beds. There is not a soul in sight.

			I retch behind the farthest tree. Then I sink against the trunk, relishing the solitude. My temples feel damp.

			I cannot go back inside. I will wait here, then meet my family by the front steps after the service. The Igreja de São Domingos, with its majestic bell tower and colorful walls, is the main landmark of the town and borders the praça. After Mass the crowd spills over to the plaza for conversation, coffee, and sunshine before heading home. I resolve to regroup with my family after the service and accompany them to the plaza. I can’t take Communion before confessing, anyway. But what excuse will I give Mother for my absence? Surely not the porridge again. She’ll scold poor Eloisa for it. Influenza?

			Mother cannot find out, at least not before Leandro does. I already have all the plans drawn up: I will tell Leandro at the São João festival, when I will see him next. He’ll be a bit surprised at first, slightly out of sorts even, but once it sinks in, he’ll be happy. He’s already (all but) declared his love for me in so many rose-scented letters filled with sweet verses. His frequent visits, the light in his eyes when he looks at me, his tender affection, everything makes it certain. The proposal will just have to come a little sooner than expected, as will the marriage, and the dress will be a tad looser than planned, but otherwise all will be well. Perfect, even.

			Because we do love each other.

			And once I have a formal proposal, even Mother can’t complain. She’ll be less than thrilled about the pregnancy preceding the wedding, but as long as no one finds out, she will be fine. I saw the glimmer in her eyes when she learned, three months ago, that Leandro Neves was courting me. “One of the Neves brothers?” she asked. Everyone knows the Neves family, as the father, Comendador Ernesto, is a wealthy landowner who conquered both white and black gold: sugar and coffee. His mills export sugar and coffee overseas and are said to have over one thousand slaves between them. His father, in turn, was a distinguished district judge in Rio de Janeiro. All three Neves brothers studied law or the arts in Paris before returning to Brazil, and Leandro is the most charming of them all. Even though he’s only twenty-three, he already has his sights on joining the Imperial Order of the Rose. That’s why I was incredulous when he took an interest in me, and each time he paid a visit I thought it would be the last, but it never was. And then the letters started coming, each one longer and more embellished. And when he visited he looked straight into my heart and I started to believe it: Our connection is as spirit deep as if we’ve always known each other.

			“Madalena!”

			I jump. The familiar strident voice makes my blood curl.

			Mother marches in my direction, jaw set, the skirt of her white dress billowing with each step.

			“It’s the porridge,” I blurt out. “But you mustn’t blame Eloisa. I think perhaps I caught something. Influenza or—”

			“Who was it?”

			Her tone is sharp, and the bones at the base of her neck bulge like they want to claw out of her body.

			I swallow. “Who…what?”

			Her eyes drop to my belly, then narrow. I have no visible bump yet, but the way she looks at my belly makes me question my sanity. Am I showing already and didn’t realize it? Did I put on weight? Are there other visible signs, which all expecting mothers know except me?

			“Who was it?” she demands. “Leandro? Or someone else?”

			“Of course no one else!”

			Mother turns to stone and so do I. I inadvertently confessed. I could have at least feigned ignorance, but now it’s too late. We both know that the other knows it’s too late.

			Of course she suspected it. Mother lives in a constant state of predicting the worst. Even the slightest mishap—a nap at an unusual time, not finishing my carne de sol at lunch—would have led her to nefarious conclusions (which so happened, in this case, to be correct).

			“Did he force himself on you?”

			I freeze. In all the weeks I’ve spent fretting over this moment, I never once considered that this would be her first inquiry.

			I shake my head. I can’t face her, so I drop my gaze and brace for the raising of her hand. I hold my breath and my muscles clench in anticipation of pain. But Mother sweeps past me in silence.

			When she’s behind me, I breathe again.

			The silence is so unlike her. Her face is tight and red like she’s been holding her breath for an hour.

			“He’s going to propose, Mother,” I say in a shaky voice. “He’s genuine in his affections. You know how often he visits, the letters and poems, the way he treats me—”

			“I see the way he treats you, all right.” She casts a pointed look at my belly. “The odds were stacked against you before, with him being a Neves, and now…” She shakes her head, arms crossed against her chest. Then she stills, as though struck by a new thought. “He’ll say it isn’t his.”

			“He will not!”

			Her grim prediction catches me off guard a second time. I find myself repeating the same words over and over again to decreasing effect: He will know the baby is his, he will be happy about it, he would never deny it.

			Mother watches me with a somber expression. “How can you be so foolish?”

			“Because he loves me. I know it.”

			She turns away, muttering under her breath: “Only a mother could love you.”

			I shrink inside myself. The line is the telltale sign of her fury, and stings more than a beating.

			I am nine or ten years old. I’m in the crowded market, surrounded by loud, sweaty adults. The shopkeeper hands me the bag of yucca and stretches out his hand for the coins. I reach into my pocket but feel only loose fabric. I seek the cold, hard feel of the metal on my fingertips. Panic rises to my throat.

			Back home I confess to Mother, in between hiccups, that I lost the copper coins she gave me for the yucca. Mother sits in her rocking chair, gazing out the window. Dreadful child…only a mother could love you.

			“How could you allow this disgrace?” she barks, jerking me back into the present. “Have you no fear of God?”

			I press my palm to my forehead and squeeze my eyes shut as a wave of dizziness rolls through me. In my mind I see the souls in the second circle, rolling and clashing in that furious whirlwind. I have asked myself this, too: How could I have fallen prey to temptation?

			It was, as Dante says, a wind. We were on our way home from the circus, my fingers sticky with molasses-coated popcorn, my mind buzzing with laughter. He proposed a detour: Mere minutes off the main road, there was a secret spot with a marvelous sunset stretching over the river valley. A spot only he knew. The detour turned out to be half an hour’s walk off the main path, and the dirt road was deserted—not a single soul there or back. But he wasn’t wrong about the views. The secret spot was completely secluded, partly encircled by rocky hillside and dense woods. A narrow gap in the trees framed a view of rolling hills and fields amid swaths of pink-and-orange sky. I drew a breath in wonder. We sat together at the cliff edge and watched the sun’s rays deepen as day turned to dusk.

			When Leandro kissed me, he drew me into his arms and I floated into the clouds with the macaws. The clouds tasted like sweet apples with caramel sauce. Could the apple of knowledge have tasted this good to Eve? Euphoria laid waste to my mind, and an air lighter than light filled my body.

			I did not care about God then.

			Like the tormented souls in the second circle of Hell, I did not stop what came next. But the wind was extinguished almost as soon as the sin began. Somewhere between the unbuttoning of my dress and the merging of our bodies, a little seed of fear bloomed into dread. I found myself silently begging for God’s forgiveness, then I remembered that such a thing was not allowed—you cannot repent before the act.

			I cannot tell Mother any of that.

			“Arrangements shall have to be made…” Mother says, “if he does not propose.”

			“Arrangements?” I manage, swallowing the lump in my throat. I think of Santa Casa da Misericórdia’s overcrowded, disease-ridden yellow fortress, where the nuns have far more orphaned children to care for than they can manage. Death abounds there, though perhaps death would be better than growing up in such a place. When he wakes up in the middle of the night with a nightmare or a fright, who will comfort him? Who will remember to buy him presents on his birthday, or even remember his birthday at all?

			There’s no possible arrangement because wherever he ends up he will still exist somewhere in the world, in a physical space, thinking and breathing and interacting, and I will not be there.

			Mother starts fixing the sleeve of my dress. “Adriana and Caio may take the baby. I will pay them a visit this weekend. She’s been having trouble conceiving, so perhaps God has sent us a solution for both your troubles.”

			Mother continues talking but I cannot hear her. Tia Adriana, Mother’s sister, and her much-older husband, Tio Caio, the preacher who taught Bible class when we were kids. You never knew when he would call your name—it was always when you were least expecting it. The first time you got an answer wrong he’d cane you with a rod. The second time, he’d lock you in the utility closet until the end of the school day.

			This is even worse than Santa Casa da Misericórdia.

			“My baby is not a trouble.”

			“It will be if Leandro does not propose.”

			“He will. And it’s Leandro’s baby, too, and until he says otherwise, no one will take it from us.”

			By God, I found the angle she can’t argue with. I close my fingers around the cross that I always wear around my neck, even to sleep, and straighten my spine.

			Doubt flickers in her eyes. Could it be true, she’s thinking—could there truly be hope for this union?

			Despite all her plans for the worst, what she really wants is the same as what I want: a proposal.

			“Even if he proposes”—her voice lowers—“the child was still conceived in sin.”

			“I’ll see him at São João next weekend,” I say. I’ve learned that whenever Mother gets like that, it’s best to keep my responses practical. “I’ll speak to him then and you’ll see.”

			She silently deliberates for a moment, lips pursed tightly. I school my features into a mask of confidence, look her in the eye, and clutch my cross. As long as I have my cross in hand, God won’t let me down. Please, my angels.

			“Eloisa will chaperone you,” Mother finally says. “You shall not spend a moment alone with him from now on.”
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			The church bells announce the beginning of São João when night falls on the twenty-third of June.

			Eloisa and I shoulder past hordes of revelers to reach the praça where Leandro awaits us in the square’s center. Bonfires blaze at street corners and send curls of smoke into the air. Women wear colorful checkered dresses and paper ribbons in their hair while men wear checkered shirts and straw hats. Firewood and salt permeate the cool evening air. Paper flags and lanterns hang between building tops and pepper the streets with bright colors. Children set off little firecrackers that pop, fizzle, and crackle. But there’s a breeze in the warm winter air that sends shivers up my arms and feels at odds with the festive atmosphere.

			Leandro looks sickeningly handsome standing by a pamonha stall in the plaza, a head above the throng, dressed in all-black sharp elegance. Why must he be so handsome, with that lopsided grin of his? It almost pains me to see him.

			In the days since my conversation with Mother at church, I reread all of his letters, soaked in his sweet love language, breathed in the perfumed paper, and recited my favorite verses in my head. I forgot about Dante’s infernal circles and was instead consumed by the romantic sonnets of Álvares de Azevedo. I feel in my bones that Leandro loves me and we are meant to be together as a perfect family. But now that I face him, tasked to attain a proposal, apprehension grips me. What if Mother was right and I am mistaken about him? What if he does not truly intend to marry me?

			Arrangements shall have to be made. They will do it, I know. Father won’t put up a protest if this is Mother’s will. They will force me to give up my baby to the yellow-brick orphanage, to my aunt and uncle, to the neighbors, to anyone’s doorstep. The mere thought makes me sick to my stomach.

			Leandro takes off his wide-brimmed straw hat—his only nod to the traditional São João peasant attire—and beams at Eloisa as though he expected her all along. Others would be embarrassed to wear such a hat, afraid to look like a bumpkin, but Leandro makes it look charming and satirical. Then he unveils a bolo de rolo for me, thoughtfully wrapped in bread paper. I once told him that the seven-layer guava cake was my dearest obsession, better than a dozen flowers or chocolates, and now he never forgets to bring me some. He always comes with a gift.

			“I like your freckles,” he says with a grin.

			I drew in the freckles one by one, filling my cheeks with them, then braided my hair to create the classic São João peasant look. The winter solstice celebration of Saint John the Baptist, the last of the prophets, began with the setup of great bonfires. Now we eat as we stroll the plaza, Leandro making lively conversation, and me stewing in anxiety while silently debating at what exact moment I should break the news to him about the baby: earlier in the evening, giving us plenty of time to discuss it, but potentially ruining the evening if the conversation doesn’t go well? Or should I wait until the end, so that Leandro will be in a happy mood after much food and dancing?

			Should I just…tell him now?

			I glance back at Eloisa. She stands a few steps behind, giving us a measure of privacy, but potentially within earshot. I just know Mother told Eloisa to listen in on everything and report back to her. It irritates me. It makes me want to find a private spot so I can keep our conversation from reaching Mother’s ears. Why must she have such complete dominion over my life?

			It’s not her baby.

			“You don’t like it?” Leandro says, noticing I only took a few tiny bites out of my guava cake.

			“I don’t have much of an appetite.”

			This time, my lack of appetite has nothing to do with morning sickness. I love this baby that has taken root inside me, even though Eloisa said he’s the size of a pomegranate seed. But what if Leandro doesn’t feel the same way?

			Leandro continues perusing stalls with his voracious appetite. Pé de moleque peanut brittle, coconut cocadas, creamy cornmeal cakes. He’s always like that, so eager to try everything, even the unusual foods others balk at. His enthusiasm for life is sometimes hard to keep up with.

			We cross the square and come upon a group of quadrille dancers. A drizzle has started, but it’s light enough to ignore, and even offers some relief from the heat. “It’s raining,” I say when he starts to look like he wants to join in on the dance. “We should get moving.” But Leandro takes me by the hand and draws me into the fray. I try to resist, but it’s impossible when he’s glowing like that. I find myself drawn into his orbit of joy and succumb to the dance, though I hardly know the steps. He doesn’t know the steps, either, but moves so fluidly that he blends right in, and I start to have fun, too. After the dance is over, I’m exhausted but happy. Eloisa beams at us when we rejoin her.

			When I’m with Leandro I feel light as a feather. Everyone in my family is so uptight and rigid, I’m not even sure they know that this happier side of me exists. It only seems to come out when I’m with him and our friends. Perhaps we all have different sides to our personalities and certain people evoke certain sides according to the weight of their expectations, the gravity of their assumptions.

			But when we get married, this will be my new life. This happiness, this looser, blithe spirit will be the norm. I see myself walking down the aisle at church in a cream lace dress. Together we’ll go to the theater, balls, fairs, festivals, church events, opera, the beach, the Jaqueira Park. The kitchen will always smell like freshly baked cake, and we’ll fit together like rice and beans (I’m rice, he’s beans).

			“When will renovations at the sugar mill be ready?” I ask lightly, as though I’m making conversation, but I’m really probing for when the fazenda will be ready to house a family.

			For the past half year, the comendador put Leandro in charge of renovating one of the older properties, a sugar mill that had been abandoned since the moenda broke, which prevented the distilling of sugarcane. The Fazenda Santa Tereza was neglected for several years until recently, when the comendador decided to pour resources into the restoration of the mill. But I do suspect he’s doing this in part to give Leandro a path in life. At first, the comendador encouraged Leandro to pursue commerce, but Leandro did not take to it, feeling instead an artistic calling to music and poetry. Leandro even composed several songs in the style of modinhas, and penned the first chapter of a poetry book. None of this swayed the comendador, however, who finally assigned Leandro the oversight of the fazenda and its sugar mill. It’s not at all Leandro’s style to live in an isolated farmhouse alone, but once ready, it will become lively and profitable and will be a marvelous place to raise our family.

			“Maybe by year’s end,” he says and smiles. He explains that he already arranged for masons to mend the broken moenda and patch up the outbuildings, and procured the funds for the laborers to tend the sugarcane fields, making all the necessary provisions. He’s having glass shipped from Chile and Paraguay to install beautiful windows with navy-blue frames. The veranda railings and pillars will be painted in the same navy-blue shade, and the gardens will have topiaries.

			“Topiaries?”

			“Just like the emperor’s. Did you know, Dom Pedro II has topiaries in his gardens?”

			“Is that so?”

			“I have no idea, but it seems like something he would have, doesn’t it?”

			I laugh. “Shall we call it the Imperial Gardens, then?”

			“Consider it done. And in the parlor,” he continues cheerily, “we’ll have bright floral wallpaper and wall-embedded cabinets. They’re very fashionable nowadays, and we can fill them with polished china and coffee cups with mustache catchers.”

			“But you don’t have a mustache.”

			“Someday I will, and when I do, I don’t want it dipping into my coffee.”

			“Fair,” I concur. “A sugar baron ought to have a mustache that is entirely free of coffee drips.”

			He goes on about restoration and renovations while I calculate the timeline of events in my head. The wedding must take place before I start showing, in a few months perhaps. Surely, Leandro will understand the need for urgency. I can remain with my parents until the mill is operational and the fazenda is in good enough shape to house the three of us. Depending on the state of the Santa Tereza, I may even be able to move there right after the wedding.

			It can all work out.

			Suddenly, an explosion in the sky makes me jump. Bright light flashes from above, and a moment later, heavy rain gushes down on us, the kind that makes your bones shiver. I wrap my arms around myself. People start rushing in all directions, seeking shelter, elbowing one another. The group of quadrille dancers quickly disperses into the chaos.

			“Eloisa!” I cry. “I can’t find Eloisa!”

			I spin around, searching for her in the frenzy. I call her name, but the downpour drowns out my voice. Water pools on my eyelids and brows, and I have to keep blinking to see. My feet are soaked, my head feels icy. It seems like Leandro and I are the only ones not rushing to some determined location, the only ones standing still. Already a dense crowd shelters under the modest cover of the tram stop, while others head to their carriages to go home. Puddles start forming along the curb, and the few covered areas are already packed tight with people. The dying bonfires leave ashes and embers in their wakes. The stalls are quickly shuttering.

			Nowhere do I see Eloisa.

			“Poor Eloisa,” I mutter as a heavy feeling settles in my gut. When she arrives home without me Mother will scold her, even though she didn’t do anything wrong.

			The rushing bodies, the frantic energy, the disarray, all make me ill at ease. That’s when it starts. Underneath the din and disorder a familiar chorus echoes. Sighing, sobbing, moaning, plaintive wailing, discordant tongues, tormented words, the twang of rage, strident voices, smacking hands…

			Whimpering tongues, foul profanities bellowing across the wind, and a thousand shades writhe under the roar of thunder. The third circle, where the condemned are battered into the ground by massive hailstones of scorched rain. Some sink into the filthy mud of their own tombs, twisting the features of their already disfigured faces, reaching out their hands for help that will never come. Others run over the heads of the fallen who lie drowning. They are all guilty of gullet sins.

			I cover my ears, squeeze my eyes shut, and start counting: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven…

			A gentle hand lands on my shoulder.

			“Here.” Leandro’s voice is tender. I look up at him. His honey-brown eyes are earnest and kind. “Let’s find my carriage.”

			He points to the other end of the plaza where a line of carriages is moving along, with people rushing to take off.

			“I’ll take you home,” Leandro says. “Eloisa might already be on the tram headed that direction. If we keep running around in circles, we’ll catch our deaths.”

			He’s right. She might have already given up finding us. And besides, Leandro and I will be alone in his carriage. It’s the perfect time to finally tell him about our baby.
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			“Don’t worry,” Leandro says as we settle into the cabriolé carriage. “I’m sure your mother will understand.”

			I give him a tight-lipped smile.

			The open carriage is compact yet comfortable. But once we’re moving at high speeds the folding leather hood is no match for the furious rain and wind, which assault us from both sides. I don’t mind it terribly, as it forces us to lean closer to each other in the middle.

			The carriage rumbles through deserted roads, leaving the town behind. It is strange how only half an hour ago these same roads were so full of people, so vibrant with color and savory smells and warmth. Now the streets are empty, the bonfires are dead, and the paper flags cannot be seen through the torrents. The streetlamps flicker and hiss, as though fracturing under the force of the downpour.

			I shiver.

			“Leandro…” I start, steeling myself. I know now is the time. I curse myself for not saying it sooner when we were dancing and in high spirits. Now the setting is ominous. How was I to know the storm was on the way?

			Leandro doesn’t seem to hear me. He sits frozen, staring unblinkingly ahead. I trace his gaze and see that he’s staring at the driver. The man’s head is lolled to the side, his ear almost touching his shoulder.

			“Sir!” Leandro shouts.

			There’s no response from the driver. I sit up, and uneasiness rolls through me. The horse charges ahead at a steady pace, surely more by force of habit than any guidance from the driver. It swishes its tail and splashes mud onto the road.

			Leandro shouts the man’s name, but the rain drowns out the sound and there’s no response. Leandro stands and steadies himself by leaning on the seat facing us, then shakes the man’s arm. The man stirs, raises his head, and picks up the reins. But his movements are sluggish.

			Leandro sighs as he settles back in his seat. The lightness is gone from his demeanor.

			“What’s wrong with him?” I whisper.

			Leandro points his thumb toward his mouth. “Cachaça.”

			My stomach clenches. He’s drunk? That man ought to be fired, I think, then I realize that’s what Mother would say. I do feel sorry for him having to sit in the rain. We’re way past town now, flying through deserted roads, and there’s only the three of us. The driver appears to be pulling on the reins without much gusto.

			Vast fields and pastures pass by on both sides, enveloped in darkness. Somewhere in the distance, faint rumbling echoes amid dense clouds. The horse keeps snorting, shrieking, and throwing his head.

			“The horse seems agitated,” I say.

			“The fireworks spooked the animals earlier, and now the thunder…” Leandro laments. “I ought to go sit beside the man and help.”

			“Wait.” I squeeze his knee. If he goes off to sit with the driver, I won’t have a chance to tell him. It will be Hell facing Mother tonight.

			It has to be now.

			“Ihavetotellyousomething.”

			He takes me in with wide, curious eyes. God, his eyes are like honey. Freshly harvested, tantalizing, thick, and sweet.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong, it’s…it’s a good thing, a wonderful thing, I mean, it could be just as wonderful a thing as we want it to be. The best possible thing, really, when you think about it.”

			Concern is now firmly etched into his features.

			The carriage swerves widely as the road bends and I nearly fall out. Leandro catches me and I feel euphoric at his touch, even in these conditions. He helps me settle back into the center of the seat.

			“Hold on to this.” Leandro points to the metal hand support on the side. “I need to go up there—” He starts getting up and I stop him again.

			“I am with child.” I squeeze his arm. “Yours. Ours.”

			He stills, lips parting slightly. A light shines in his eyes. He’s looking at me as though nothing else in the world exists. The beginnings of a smile play upon his lips. His body and mind at work, synchronized in preparation to say something that will define the course of my life.

			He takes my hand. “You are certain?”

			“Yes, I—”

			A skull-splitting roar erupts from the heavens, accompanied by a blinding flash of light. Like the fireworks from town, but amplified a thousandfold in force and fury. A rage from a wrathful god that vibrates through the air and rattles my bones.

			The horse emits a deep, guttural sound and I fear he was struck by lightning. He bolts, and the sudden acceleration pushes me backward. The back of my head hits something hard behind me. I squeeze my eyes shut as pain blinds me.

			“Are you hurt?” Leandro shouts through the fierce winds.

			I open my eyes. We’re moving at breakneck speed, faster than I ever thought possible, as the beast runs for his life. The fields and sky are a murky blur and a pressure pushes me backward against the seat. I gasp in terror when I see that the driver’s seat stands empty.

			The driver fell.

			We’re at the mercy of the rampaging horse.

			I turn to Leandro and scream, pointing wildly to the empty seat before us.

			“Don’t move,” Leandro shouts. “I’ll go untether the horse.”

			“You can’t!” I shout, but it’s to no avail. I’m too afraid that if I stir, I’ll fall out, too.

			Another skeleton flashes in the sky, leaving a silver halo of itself in its wake. Purple clouds curl around it before fading to black.

			Leandro hurls himself forward and grabs the metal part of the driver’s seat. He strains to get his weight on top of it. Light flashes above us again, silent this time, but accompanied by a rumble that shakes the earth. The horse shrieks as it veers sharply off-road into dark woods.

			Into the hollow deep we plunge, air blackened and silent as a snake under a rock.

			The utmost deep, the darkest place, the farthest from the sky’s all-turning sphere…

			It’s suddenly so dark that I cannot see what lies ahead, whether tree or cliff or ditch. I cannot even see Leandro anymore.

			A violent force of impact and my body slams hard against something. The world spins on its axis. Pain explodes inside my head, and my hands grasp wildly at air. Darkness folds in on me.
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			I awake with a headache. I’m in a comfortable bed with soft white blankets, a cushy mattress, and fresh-scented pillows under my head. But I don’t recognize this room. It is a simple bedchamber with a window, a small dresser, and a nightstand.

			I start to sit up and pain radiates from every part of my body: shoulders, lower back, legs. I grimace as I remember the accident. The earth-shattering thunder, the heavy rainfall, the horse bolting into the night, trapping me and Leandro in the fast-moving carriage. The fear that cut deep. The final, icy spin when the horse veered off-road and led us into darkness, which felt like plunging into an abyss. We hit something and toppled over.

			I think of Leandro and am gripped by dread. Leandro was exposed. He was trying to climb up to the uncovered driver’s seat to free the rampaging horse. At least I was protected by the carriage, but Leandro…

			I look around me. There’s a full glass of water on the nightstand by the bed. My questions about my predicament become secondary to my intense thirst. Someone’s been thoughtful, anticipated my needs. I hesitate only a moment—I don’t know where I am, after all—before tipping the glass back and drinking it in full. Next I ring the bell that was left at the bedside and wait.

			I find that if I don’t move, the pain subsides. The water makes me feel replenished, and soothes the headache somewhat. But where am I? The room has ornate furnishings, a tall window flanked by floor-length drapes. Two glass donzelas sit on top of the dresser with unlit candles inside. A statue of Christ on the cross hangs on the wall. I note brass and marble wardrobe knobs, floral patterned Aubusson carpets. Sun-drenched fields peek through the window. This must be Leandro’s fazenda…Santa Tereza, the old sugar mill. They must have brought us here for medical treatment.

			I lift the bedsheets and examine my body for injuries. I’m not wearing my dress from last night but a simple cotton dress that I suppose is some kind of medical gown. There are no visible bruises or injuries, yet my whole body feels sore. I look around for my dress and shoes from last night—perhaps hanging on the back of the chair or folded neatly on the dresser. But I don’t see my clothes anywhere. My stomach tightens with anxiety when I think of the baby. I look under the gown at my thighs, searching for signs of bleeding. I recall reading a story in a periodical about a woman whose baby died in her belly—the only sign had been bleeding from between her legs.

			Santa Mãe de Deus…let the baby be well. And Leandro…

			The door opens and a physician strides into the room, wearing an unadorned black suit and Balmoral boots.

			“Madalena…” He beams. “You’re awake!”

			He has such high spirits about him that I immediately feel better. My situation must not be so bad. If Leandro had been seriously injured—or worse—surely this doctor wouldn’t be smiling like that.

			This man has sharp, striking features, piercing dark eyes, and a captivating smile. He is tall, broad shouldered, and has the physique of an athlete. His booming voice bounces through the walls and makes me feel at ease. He must be about a decade older than me, in his early to mid-thirties perhaps, with the confidence to match. If one were truly objective, he might be even more handsome than Leandro.

			I run my hands over my hair, suddenly wondering what kind of state I’m in. My hair feels frizzy and wiry. I must be a positive wreck.

			“I’m Doctor Lobo,” he says. “Physician and alienist. How do you feel?”

			“Everything hurts.”

			“Everything hurts?” His tone is one of mock exaggeration, and I smile. “You look good to me.”

			Heat climbs up my cheeks and I know even without a mirror that I’m blushing, which is silly because he doesn’t mean it as a compliment on my appearance.

			“Tell me, what hurts?”

			I start pointing to the areas that feel sore, filling in the details. Doctor Lobo nods while scribbling on his notepad.

			“Is this Leandro’s house?” I ask.

			He nods again.

			“Where is he? How is he?”

			“He’s resting in his room,” he says without looking up from his notepad.

			A huge weight lifts from my shoulders. So Leandro is alive.

			“He’s well, then?”

			He looks at me. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

			“We were on the way back from the Festival of São João,” I say. “There was a storm.” At the memory, the throbbing in my temples renews, and I feel a pressure pushing against the back of my eyes. “Thunder spooked the horse, and it bolted. The driver fell off, and we got dragged into the dense woods, where we must have crashed into the trees. I don’t remember the details or anything after that…I’m sorry, I…”

			“You are doing perfectly well.”

			I don’t know if it’s his gaze or his voice, but those simple words already make me feel better. He sounds like he means it, and I believe him: I am doing well. And he said Leandro is resting in his room, so clearly he is alive. All will be well.

			“Did…someone find us?” I rub at the back of my neck anxiously. I hate the thought of us lying there for hours, injured or unconscious. Some passersby finding us, then having to send for help. “And my baby, is my baby okay?”

			He looks up at me and goes very still. The way he regards me, surprised and alert…

			He doesn’t know.

			I hesitate. Not a soul other than me, Mother, and Eloisa knows about the baby. The last thing I want is for word to spread about it. But…

			“Madalena,” he says softly, “are you with child?”

			“I’m carrying Leandro’s baby. It’s early on, just a month or so into the pregnancy. I told him last night in the carriage. I suppose he must not have had a chance to tell you yet. Or…or maybe he doesn’t remember?” My voice trembles as the thought hits me that maybe I’ll have to break the news to him all over again.

			“Do you think the baby is well?” I ask. “You’ll examine me to make sure the baby is well, right?”

			He steps closer to me. “Do not be concerned. I didn’t detect any signs of internal damage, but I will examine you more thoroughly to be sure.”

			I nod. “Are you the Neves family physician?”

			He starts taking out medical instruments from his case. “You could say so.”

			Apprehension gnaws at my rib cage as I picture Eloisa getting home without me, confessing to Mother that she lost track of us. Mother scolding Eloisa for hours, getting angrier and angrier as the hours pass and I do not show up, until finally realizing something must have happened. Did someone send a messenger to her?

			“Does my family know I’m here?” I ask.

			Doctor Lobo appears not to have heard me. He’s staring at the door with a frozen expression. I become aware of footsteps just outside, getting closer. Someone is out there. My heart skips a beat. Could this be Leandro?

			Doctor Lobo’s demeanor has shifted. A line forms between his brows and there’s a fright in his eyes that turns my blood to ice.

			“Listen, Madalena,” he says, still staring intently at the door. “There’s something I have to tell you. Concerning, uh…Leandro.”

			A flood of horrible possibilities rushes into my mind: Leandro has a spinal injury and can no longer walk. He lost the ability to speak. Or hear. Or both. A shard of glass got stuck in his brain. He lost a limb. He’s like the “curiosities” in the circus now. Maybe he’ll spend the rest of his life working in a circus. Maybe he’s in pieces.

			Doctor Lobo’s throat works and he seems to hesitate. He’s become a statue of himself.

			The footsteps outside draw nearer. Thump, thump, thump.

			“Doctor…?”

			He glances at me—eyes wide with alarm. But it’s too late now; a shadow seeps under the door. I see the knob turning.

			Then Leandro stands before me.
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			I almost don’t recognize Leandro.

			There’s a sunken, hollow aspect to his cheeks. Dark half-moons sit under his eyes, which lack their usual brightness. His skin is pale and dull, and his lips are a grayish purple. His hair is combed too close to his head, and lacks its usual messy charm. He gawks at me with an expression I’ve never seen before, which frankly disturbs me, as though he’s both fear stricken and eager at the same time.

			I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but something is.

			“My dear Leandro!” I force myself to stand, even though pain shoots from every nerve of my body as I do. I strain to make my way to him, and Doctor Lobo comes to my aid. Leandro just stands there.

			The loving words I’ve been expecting—My dear Madalena! Are you well?—never come.

			Leandro is stonelike as I hug him. When my arms wrap around his shoulders, he takes a tiny step backward, and for a moment I fear that he will not return the hug at all. His body trembles slightly, and when finally he embraces me, I’m relieved, even though his hands barely touch me. His breath hitches, as if coming out in spurts, warm and moist on my neck. He doesn’t speak. I feel his shoulders shake, then I hear the hiccuping. When I step back, I see that he’s weeping. I’ve never seen him in such a state.

			“How are you feeling?” I venture.

			“I…” He starts and stops, seeming to choke on his words. I throw the physician a concerned look.

			Leandro is gaping at me, opening and closing his hands. His cheeks and lips are wet and the way he’s staring unsettles me. It’s an intense, unblinking stare, almost as though he’s not breathing. Like he wants to speak but can’t. Like if he speaks, he will break into a million pieces.

			I scan his body for bruises. His forehead is swollen and red, but besides that I see no other signs of harm. But some wounds are invisible, internal, and sometimes those are the worst ones.

			It’s my fault. He tried to go to the driver’s seat and I stopped him. I was so myopic about my own goals that I disregarded his safety, and the safety of the driver and the horse. If I hadn’t stopped him, if I had not chosen that dire moment to tell him about the pregnancy, maybe he would have reached the seat before the driver fell, and before the thunder roared above us and spooked the horse.

			“I thought you were—”

			“It’s the work of God,” Doctor Lobo interrupts.

			I’m overcome by an instinct to hold Leandro and soothe him, seeing him like this, and I reach forward to kiss him.

			Doctor Lobo clears his throat and I draw back, suddenly mindful of myself. I hear Mother’s censoring voice in my head: No touching! How improper it would be for me to kiss him with Doctor Lobo in the room.

			“Leandro,” Doctor Lobo says, “why don’t you go fetch some water?”

			Leandro nods, confirming that he at least can still be spoken to even if he can’t speak, then takes his leave.

			His demeanor is odd. Even the way he so quickly obeyed the doctor, seemingly unperturbed at being ordered about in his own house, head hung and eyes downcast—something about that strikes me as wrong.

			“Well,” Doctor Lobo says once we are alone in the room. “It’s been a stressful time for both of you. Madalena, will you please sit down so that I may finish the examination?”

			You had better examine Leandro instead, I think.

			Doctor Lobo takes out instruments from his case and gives me precise instructions. He places a cone-shaped device in my ear and listens. He presses a cold metal instrument to my back and has me take deep breaths.

			My brain is a jumble of half-formed simmering thoughts. I was inside the carriage, clutching at the seat, too terrified to move. But when I told Leandro about the baby, he held my hand and looked me in the eye, and there was pure love in his gaze. His whole body seemed to inflate. I felt it: He was about to propose.

			If the accident hadn’t happened, he would have proposed right there in the rain-soaked carriage.

			But the way he is now…Does he even remember our conversation? He’s curdled somehow, and it makes me ill to the bone.

			Doctor Lobo has me stand, raise my arms, lift my shoulders, bend down and touch my toes, all the while asking “Does it hurt here?” and “How does this feel?” and scribbling on his notepad.

			Images of the accident keep assaulting my mind, uninvited. The sickening feeling of the carriage moving so fast it bounced up and down, being dragged into the total darkness and the terror. How long did it take someone to find us? Was Leandro awake, suffering, taking care of me, and waiting for help in the darkness while he himself was also in pain or injured?

			I’m too afraid to ask, so I let the weighty silence hang.

			“So,” Doctor Lobo says lightly. He’s regained his larger-than-life demeanor. “What do you think about Prudente de Morais?”

			“Who?”

			“The politician.”

			I shrug. “Never heard. I’m not so into politics.”

			I can see that he’s trying to make small talk to lighten the mood, but Mother says that politics isn’t a suitable topic of conversation for proper ladies.

			“Do my parents know I’m here?” I ask, ignoring the throbbing in my head.

			“We sent a messenger over,” Doctor Lobo says. “I explained what happened, and that you are under medical care with only minor injuries.”

			I fight the urge to protest the “minor injuries” description.

			“…I reassured your family that you are expected to recover fully in a few days, and there is no need to visit yet.”

			“No need to visit?”

			Doctor Lobo finishes jotting something, then looks up at me. “You’ve experienced a traumatic event, both physically and mentally. The days that follow such events tend to be critical for recovery. I want you—both you and Leandro—to remain under strict medical observation for the next few days. You must avoid anything that could aggravate the symptoms and induce further shock or other side effects. To that end, you must remain here at the fazenda, in medical retreat. No visitors without my prior approval. You must also avoid any kind of strenuous physical activity—”

			“Mother will not like that.”

			I’m to stay here for several days, alone with Leandro, with no one other than the servants and doctor occasionally visiting?

			I can already hear Mother demanding to bring in an outside chaperone.

			“How is your relationship with your mother?” he asks.

			I hesitate. Since I told her about the pregnancy, she’s hardly spoken to me. She turns rigid in my presence, fuming with thinly concealed fury.

			I suppose I deserve it.

			Only a mother could love you.

			“Not very good.”

			“Hmm.” He presses his lips together. “Then perhaps it’s best not to see her until the medical retreat is over.”

			A part of me would like to see a familiar face as I recover, and maybe if Mother is worried about my health, she’ll soften. But the moment she sees that I’m well enough, her mood will darken. She’ll be furious that I did not manage to have a proper conversation with Leandro about the baby.

			Perhaps it’s best to have a few days alone with Leandro before seeing her. In a way, I got a lucky extension of time to attain a proposal. When the shock wears off and he returns to himself, I believe I can get the proposal. He was just about to say it, I feel it in my heart.

			But…

			“Mother is very willful,” I say with a sigh. “I don’t believe letters sent via messengers will suffice. She’ll be very concerned about my being…”

			Alone with Leandro.

			“Well. About my well-being.”

			The doctor nods thoughtfully. “I suppose I could stop by and speak to her in person.”

			“Would you, really? Thank you, Doctor Lobo!”

			This physician has a charm about him. Perhaps he can placate Mother.

			“Leandro seems unwell,” I say.

			“He’s in a bit of a shock,” he mutters. “Give him some time.”

			A bit?

			“Do you think he remembers what I told him about the baby?”

			“He may or may not. The moments post-trauma tend to be delicate on the psyche. You should wait until he’s more back to normal to talk to him about it. Although…” His voice fades, as though a new thought has entered his mind.

			“Although what?”

			“Sometimes with accidents like this, you see…” He presses his lips together. “Sometimes people do change in ways that are permanent.”

			The word permanent makes my blood go cold. I think of the hollow aspect of Leandro’s face, the sunken cheeks, the darkness under his eyes. His sullen demeanor. His unbearable silence and seeming inability to speak. His uncomprehending yet relentless gaze.

			“But it’s too early to worry about that.” Doctor Lobo waves a hand. “Just give yourselves some time and follow my instructions carefully.” He places a cold metal instrument on my belly and listens in from the other end. “There are no signs of internal damage.”

			I say a quick, silent prayer of thanks that the baby wasn’t hurt. But my relief is somewhat tempered by the Leandro situation. Sometimes people do change in ways that are permanent.

			I have a child now. My child’s future depends on Leandro. I need Leandro to be well. (And I need him to want to marry me.)

			“Doctor Lobo,” I say, “what were you going to tell me earlier? Before Leandro came into the room, you said you had to warn me about him.”

			“Right, that. I was merely going to tell you that he’s in a bit of a shock.”

			“Oh.”

			I nod, but I can’t shake the feeling that there was more to it. The way he talked about Leandro, it felt as if he was about to say something bad. And when Doctor Lobo stared at the door, as Leandro stood behind it, he looked…tense, frightened, even.

			I suppose I must have misread him. After all, I’m also in shock, aren’t I? My head hurts, my limbs are throbbing, and I’m utterly fatigued. He is a physician, and he is the Neves family doctor, so he must be among the best in the province.

			“Forgive my discourtesy,” he says, “but I’m afraid I must say this, as your physician. When I mentioned earlier that you must avoid strenuous activities, well, this includes…intimate activities as well.”

			I raise my brows. “I would never…!”

			“Of course not. Forgive me, my role as medical practitioner sometimes forces me to speak coarsely.”

			I am aghast. A lady should not have to be told not to be intimate with a man she isn’t married to. Is he saying this because I’m pregnant and unwed, so now he thinks of me as a woman of low morals?

			Leandro returns with a glass of water for me. Doctor Lobo gives medical instructions while Leandro stands there watching me, dazed and wordless. I wish he would say something. At times, it appears that he’s seeing through me, and his gaze is distant.

			Doctor Lobo prepares a sleeping draught, then hands it to me. It tastes bitter, but he says it will help with the pain.

			I settle back in bed, and Doctor Lobo picks up his suitcase and promises he will return later to join us for dinner, but he must see other patients in the afternoon.

			I lie back down and pull the sheets over my shoulders. My eyes close and I feel the sweet tentacles of sleep grip me. Then Leandro screams.

			“Wake up!”

			I sit up, pulse racing. Leandro stares at me, wild-eyed and feverish.

			“For God’s sake, what’s the matter?” I ask.

			Leandro shifts on his feet, cheeks crimson. He shakes his head. “Nothing, I…I am sorry.”

			I am at a loss. Doctor Lobo places a hand on Leandro’s shoulder and says, “All is well. Let’s give her leave to rest now.”

			He sounds as if he is speaking to a child.

			And then they are both gone.

			As I listen to their fading footsteps, I am still rattled by Leandro’s strange demeanor. Why scream at me to wake up? I wasn’t even asleep yet. Prior to this, Leandro said barely a word the whole time. His way of staring, too, unsettled me.

			He’s just in shock, I tell myself. He’ll recover.
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			A subtle movement and a warmth near my mouth. Gentle yet invasive.

			Breath against skin.

			I startle awake. It takes me a moment to orient myself, to remember where I am. This room…this place…I’m in Leandro’s farmhouse, recovering from the accident. He stands before me, by the bed.

			He steps back quickly.

			“Are you well?” Leandro asks, eyes wide.

			I rub my eyes. “Uh…”

			I sit up slowly. A sharp pain shoots up from my abdomen. The weight of a dozen rocks pulls on my muscles and a current of drowsiness tries to drag me under. I shut my eyes until the discomfort subsides. When I shift my legs, my lower back aches.

			“I feel unwell,” I say, pinching my brows.

			Leandro regards me, wide-eyed.

			“Doctor Lobo said this is to be expected,” I add. “Perhaps there is no great cause for concern.”

			I stare at Leandro, who’s staring at me. I pull the covers over my body, feeling awfully indecent. I’m still wearing the medical gown, and the physician isn’t here; it’s just me and Leandro.

			A moment ago he stood so close to me, I thought I felt something warm near my mouth or nose. As though he put his hand near my face. Then as soon as I opened my eyes, he stepped back quickly. Or did I dream that?

			“I’m not dressed.” My voice sounds thick, rusty.

			“Oh,” Leandro says, as though only just then realizing this fact. He clears his throat. “I apologize.”

			I’m relieved that my muscles don’t throb as much anymore and my headache is gone. But I want him to leave so I can get myself together. How wiry and disheveled must my hair be? Is my face puffy and swollen? This is so unflattering. I need to wash up and make myself presentable.

			“How long have I been asleep…?”

			“A couple hours. I didn’t mean to disturb your rest.”

			He asks me three times if there’s anything I would like—cafezinho, bolinho de milho, water, tea, a warm rag for my sore muscles, a servant to wait on me by the door—to which I reply in the negative, then says he left a fresh change of clothes for me and will have the servants bring up warm water for a bath.

			“You’re talking!” I say as the realization hits me.

			I didn’t intend to say that aloud. But he was talking, and before he had been silent as a mule.

			He gapes at me. I’ve stunned him into silence again.

			“I mean,” I start, “you weren’t talking much before. It just seems like you’re better, that’s all.”

			He doesn’t respond.

			I hesitate. Perhaps he doesn’t know how out of sorts he is. I need to choose my words carefully so as not to make him feel worse or self-conscious.

			I wave my hand. “You just seem more lively.”

			“I was happy to see you well.”

			“Doctor Lobo says you are recovering well, too.”

			He stares at me in a dull way.

			“Wouldn’t you say so?” I press.

			Leandro looks away sullenly. I can see his jaw squaring, twitching. The tension in his neck. Was it something I said?

			“Leandro.” I muster my softest, most unassuming tone. “Do you remember our conversation from last night?”

			“Last night?” he asks. “I…remember holding your hand.”

			“Yes!” I sit up straighter, hope blossoming in my chest. “So you do remember! In the carriage, what I told you…”

			He averts his gaze again. “I’m sorry, I…” He shakes his head. The silence stretches.

			I am unnerved. I see, from the way he rubs his face and shifts nervously on his feet, that I pressed him too soon. He is not well yet. Still in shock from the accident. I should not have brought it up.

			Yet now I can’t seem to stop.

			“I was referring to what we discussed in the carriage. Do you remember?”

			To say that he looks displeased is an understatement. His face falls, and I cannot tell if he does not remember or if he remembers but loathes the memory, then he suddenly spins and turns to leave.

			“What’s the matter, Leandro?” I call out.

			He stops, hand stilling on the doorknob. “I apologize for my abruptness but I must take my leave now. I have urgent matters to take care of. But I’m happy that you’re…” He pauses, then regards me. Really regards me this time: sincere, earnest, raw, and with warmth. “I’m happy you’re here.”

			The words sound genuine. It’s enough to make me feel hopeful all over again.

			His lower lip trembles slightly, and there are still shadows under his eyes. But he’s talking, and when he greeted me earlier he hadn’t said one kind word to me. A primal, warm feeling moves through me.

			“I’m happy to be here with you, too,” I say.
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			I feel much better after my bath. The headache has mostly subsided and my earlier fatigue is gone. Better still, Leandro seems livelier and more present, and is speaking again, even if his demeanor remains stilted. This must be lingering shock from the accident that will heal in time. He even said sweet words to me, though haltingly. It seems he doesn’t fault me for the accident, after all. My heart swells with love for him. Doctor Lobo was right: Leandro just needs time.

			I examine the clothes that were left for me, folded neatly on a wooden chair of woven straw. The first thing I notice about the dresses is that none of them are mine.

			I had expected that Leandro would have sent a boy over to my house to pick up clothes for me to wear during this retreat.

			Instead…it appears he borrowed clothes. From whom, I wonder? Perhaps a sister or a neighbor? I don’t recall ever hearing about a Neves sister.

			The dresses are quite nicely embellished, but I feel strange wearing another woman’s chemise and corset. Perhaps this decision resulted from Leandro’s unsteady state of mind, him not thinking clearly. But I will go along and not make a fuss over something so minor.

			The style is peculiar and gaudy. The bustle is quite small, the corset is longer than usual, and the bodice sleeves are wide and puffy. I settle for burgundy attire with a nice bell shape, and I’m happy with the fit despite the garishly large mutton sleeves. The skirt billows as I step out into the corridor. Mother would have chastised me for what I do next—peek into the empty rooms, one by one, looking for a mirror.

			Most guest rooms are small and modestly furnished, even Leandro’s room. But then I come upon a large, meticulously furnished room with an antique brass mirror upon a damask-covered wall.

			I hesitate in the doorway for a moment. A dull ache creeps up my leg muscles, and I still, waiting for it to abate. Something about this room feels lived in, though I can’t pinpoint what it is at first. The sun has sunk beneath the clouds, casting a fading gray light into the room. The bed is made up with plump pillows and floral sheets, and it’s richly decorated. But Leandro said he lived alone here. He moved here six months ago, when the comendador assigned him the restoration of the sugar mill.

			Of course he lives alone. This must simply be a guest room that has had some usage. Maybe it’s used by visiting priests, wayfarers, and travelers. I glance down the corridor to make sure no one is around. I hear only the distant sounds of pots clanking in the kitchen below. Surely if I go in for just a moment to examine myself in the mirror, no one will mind.

			I step inside and tiptoe toward the mirror. This room feels distinctly darker than the others, as though light doesn’t fully penetrate. Blue-gray shadows loom where wall meets furniture. The tall window sheds a hazy outline of fields beyond. A wall-mounted washbasin borders a tall wooden wardrobe.

			The most puzzling part of it is the vanity. A wood and leather jewelry box sits on it, with delicate bronze handles. Beside it, a handmade small cedar box and a bell-shaped perfume bottle.

			I now know what bothers me about this room. It carries the unmistakable imprint of a woman’s presence. The vanity, the jewels, the bed that’s big enough for two, with its soft, lovely sheets that are nicer than those of the room he put me in. I go to it and run my hand over the sheets.

			It’s not warm.

			Of course it isn’t. It’s room temperature. How silly of me. And yet…

			I look around, searching, and then I catch it: a sweet fragrance in the air. I pick up the perfume and spray a small amount onto my wrist. Lavender with notes of vanilla and rose.

			A cold feeling slips down my spine. I think about how Leandro always visits me, or we meet in town. How he told me not to visit him here yet, saying the Fazenda Santa Tereza was still in rough shape and that as soon as renovations were further along, it would be suitable to receive guests.

			And now, circumstances have conspired to bring me here against his design.

			Is there a woman living here with him, at the fazenda? If not living here outright, then perhaps someone who visits a lot?

			A woman Leandro has kept secret from me?

			Someone who comes so often that she left her belongings here and infused her scent into the room, left invisible marks on the bed?

			Could that be why he looked so out of sorts when he first saw me here upon my waking? Because he knew his secret would be discovered?

			Could that be why he hasn’t proposed yet? Because he loves someone else?

			A wave of unease suddenly spills over me. A deep ache shudders through my muscles from my backside up to my neck, and I squeeze my eyes shut. Chills climb up my spine and my insides go cold. A dizzy spell, a weakness, takes over my body and my knees buckle.

			The perfume bottle slips from my hand. It crashes with a loud clatter, and dark liquid pools at my feet. The pungent odor sucks all air out of my lungs, so potent as to sear my nostrils and make me dizzy to the bone. Like the sour fumes of the marshy River Styx, where mud-caked sinners rip one another to vicious tatters in the foam. My vision blurs and the world spins. I step forward to steady myself against the vanity, but my heel slides in the slick pool beneath and the floor caves. I throw out my arms and hit something on the way down. A sea of gold and silver glimmers about me as I fall. A tangled cry escapes my throat.
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			Leandro finds me on all fours, surrounded by scattered jewels, broken glass, and a pool of liquid, as I attempt to escape the nauseating miasma.

			He rushes to my aid. My mind has righted itself: Up is up, down is down. The dizziness, muscle pain, and vertigo are gone. But the nauseating scent still sours my gut. I take in the awful mess I’ve made. There’s glass everywhere, a spreading pool of liquid, and scattered jewels. As I fell, I knocked over the jewelry case and it hit the floor, spreading its contents all over: opal and ruby earrings, silver bracelets, a pearl necklace. I am appalled.

			“Are you unwell?” Leandro asks, wide-eyed, as I try to collect myself.

			The housekeeper hovers in the corridor behind him, hand to heart. Aside from the mess I made, the room is in order. The bed is made, the lace curtains are pulled neatly aside with a black trim. The only disordered element is me.

			“I apologize. I came in here for a moment, then felt faint, and accidentally knocked over the jewelry box and perfume bottle. Must be the…”

			Pregnancy. My sensitivity to smell must be because of the pregnancy. The muscle pain and backache were the same as when I woke up from the carriage accident. Doctor Lobo said these aches are to be expected for the next few days.

			“There’s nothing to be sorry for, sinhá,” the housekeeper says. “It’s normal to feel faint on a hot day like today. Let me get you a little sugar water, it’ll sort you right out.”

			She disappears into the corridor with bouncy steps, leaving me alone with Leandro.

			“Why…” Leandro starts, “why did you come in here?”

			I explain that I was looking for a mirror and the perfume scent made me ill at ease. I feel much better once we’re in the corridor and he has shut the door of the room. There was a palpable, heavy presence in that room.

			“Has your discomfort passed now?” Leandro asks.

			“Yes, mostly.”

			“At any rate, we must tell Doctor Lobo about it.”

			“Yes,” I say, not because of me so much, but because of the baby. Doctor Lobo said there should be no concern, but each bout of unease, each pulse of pain renews my fear: Is the baby also feeling unwell?

			“Leandro.” I place my hand gently on his arm and he stills. We’re now at the top of the stairs that lead to the first floor. “Those jewels, the perfume.” I make my voice as soft as possible, so as to not sound accusatory. “I was wondering who they belong to?”

			He bites his lower lip. I’ve never seen him do that before. I wait, and he doesn’t speak. He appears so deep inside his own head. Even though he’s a bit better, and talking, there’s no doubt he’s still disturbed. His eyes are still buggy. His voice lacks the usual animation and liveliness. There’s a guardedness, a troubled air about him.

			I almost regret asking the question. Leandro is not well. I should have waited. Now the terrible silence is making me fret that I’ve somehow broken him even more than the accident did.

			“They’re my mother’s. Passed down from her grandmother.”

			I think of Valentina Neves, Leandro’s mother, the elegant woman I’ve seen in church who’s always wearing rounded-toe heels and velvet gloves.

			She doesn’t live here. But I know it’s common for wealthy people to spread their valuables across many different properties for safekeeping. So it does make sense.

			“Same for the dresses?” I spread my arms to indicate the dress I’m wearing.

			“Yes.”

			I nod, but I’m uncertain. It makes sense that Valentina would leave some of her expensive jewels and dresses at this property. And if they were already here, it’s not so odd for him to lend them to me. My own dress, skirt, petticoat, and corsets must all be filthy from the accident, and I would not want to wear them anyway. I will confirm with the housekeeper later that they are being set aside for washing.

			I could almost believe Leandro, except for one thing.

			“When was the last time your mother visited?”

			“What?”

			“When was the last time your mother slept in that room?”

			I sense my questioning is becoming impertinent. Especially since he’s still in shock. And by now he must have heard the suspicion in my tone.

			But I can’t help myself.

			He stares at me for a long moment before answering. It’s a strange mannerism that seems to define his state of shock, taking so long to respond to every question I ask, as though solving an elaborate math problem in his head. But the questions I have been asking should be simple. His face is cast in shadows, the sun must have gone down by now.

			“Several weeks ago.”

			Now I know he’s lying. Because the scent of lavender rose permeated the air even before I broke the bottle. A woman slept in there recently enough that her scent still lingers.
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			Maria das Dores, the housekeeper and cook, starts the house tour in the drawing room. She has a stilted, guarded demeanor as if she was bit by the same bug that bit Leandro. She speaks haltingly, stiffly, and at times pauses her speech to look at Leandro, seeking reassurance. I try to smile at her, and she frowns. Leandro watches from the sidelines. The half-moons under his eyes look deeper under the flickering glow of whale oil lamps. The sun hasn’t completely fallen behind the clouds, but the pale light of dusk does little to illuminate the room.

			It’s disconcerting to see the inside of a place before the outside of it. I feel disoriented about what kind of spatial arrangement to expect as we move from one room to another.

			If Leandro was telling the truth about not wanting me to visit because of the state of the house, then I surely understand the sentiment now. The house has a dark, decaying air about it. The faded green wallpaper is peeling and cracking along its stripes. The orbs of the oil lamps are brown on the inside of the glass, as though they haven’t been polished in months. If there is a chambermaid besides the housekeeper, I haven’t seen one. The air is stale and musty. A layer of dust coats the paintings and thin cracks fracture the window glass. The sofa cushions bear rips that reveal the fabric beneath.

			This is supposed to be a relaxing medical retreat, yet I’ve already caught Leandro in a lie and it rattles my nerves.

			Because he is lying. As I listen to Maria das Dores go on and on—breakfast is served at seven, lunch at noon, and supper at six thirty—I think of more things that don’t make sense. He said the dress I’m wearing belonged to his mother. I doubt that, because the embellished style and fabric are not like the dresses of old. I know the older styles Mother and Grandmother still have in their wardrobes, and they’re not like this. Nor do the garish wide mutton sleeves match anything I can imagine Valentina Neves wearing.

			What is he hiding from me? Something about this fazenda, about his life.

			And his very state unnerves me the most. The way he stands now, watching me silently. His stance carries such a gravity around it. He looks at once alarmed and eager.

			I can’t help but feel the accident isn’t the only reason he’s acting strange.

			Is he afraid I’ll discover his secret? Something to do with the mystery woman who slept in the lavender-scented room? This could explain the tension—dread, even—I sensed in him when I awoke. Perhaps he never meant for me to end up here, and now that I’m here, he’s afraid I’ll find out about her.

			I feel a movement in my belly and draw an inhale. All this ruminating can’t be good for the baby. I try to calm myself. I don’t want the baby to absorb my discomfort.

			For the sake of the baby, I resolve not to jump to premature conclusions. That perfume alone doesn’t mean that Leandro has a lover. Maybe Maria das Dores sprays perfume in that room while cleaning it. Or there could be another explanation I’m not thinking of. Maybe his mother came to visit recently and in his disturbed, post-accident state, he forgot about it.

			I conjure to mind the look in Leandro’s eyes when, last night, he held my hand and I told him about the baby. The love that he felt for me then. The love I felt for him.

			I just need him to heal from his shock and go back to the way he was. I have only a few days here, then Mother will demand an answer. Doctor Lobo said Leandro’s shock would pass soon, and he’s already better than when I first saw him. Maybe not today, but maybe tomorrow, or the next day, he’ll be back to the way he was before the accident, and we can resume things where we left off.

			With a (near) proposal.

			Leandro doesn’t add anything to Maria das Dores’s explanation of the house rules. He’s so still that he could be a statue. I start to think that his mind has receded somewhere distant, but when I reach for the Jornal do Recife on the coffee table he moves so quickly that I jump. He snatches the newspaper before I can touch it. I stare at him, stunned. He’s like a caiman in a river: perfectly still, but active in its stillness, striking in the blink of an eye.

			“Doctor Lobo says you should avoid potentially distressing news,” Leandro explains. “And you know, newspapers nowadays are full of distressing news. Nothing but shock and horror.”

			“Of course.”

			I’m touched that Leandro is so concerned for my well-being, but still, I’m disappointed. Mother doesn’t allow me to read the newspaper, so this would have been a perfect opportunity to do it. She says if I read too much my facial features will turn masculine and I’ll start to look like a desiccated spinster. I resolve to find where the books are, and I’ll read everything Mother doesn’t allow me to—periodicals, romance, mystery, suspense…I wonder if he has Frankenstein here.

			“Any questions, Sinhá Madalena?” Maria das Dores asks, after reciting a series of rules I didn’t pay attention to.

			“No questions.”

			“Then I can show you the outside of the property next.”

			She starts toward the front door.

			“One moment,” I say. On the wall above the golden velveteen sofa hangs an oil portrait of Leandro’s parents: Valentina and Ernesto Neves. Leandro’s father, the comendador, has softer features and looks more like Leandro with his honey eyes, a slightly pointed chin, and a delicate nose. The Neves fortune comes from the father’s side of the family, yet it is the mother who has the more dignified air.

			Valentina is not, and clearly never was, a very beautiful woman. She strikes me as a strong woman, though, from the way she carries herself, and even her stance in this painting. Though perhaps not as domineering as my own mother.

			I must win over his parents. A month into the courtship, when I was crooning about Leandro, Mother reminded me that Leandro’s family would not like the idea of him “marrying down.” At the time it seemed a given that Leandro would fight for me. He would tell them how much he loves me, he would stand up to the whole world for us to be together.

			But now, this version of Leandro…this fidgety, silent, gawking man who allowed Doctor Lobo to take charge in his own house, doesn’t seem up to any sort of fight.

			Sometimes people change in ways that are permanent.

			I truly hope that’s not the case.

			“Do you think they’ll like me?” I ask. I try to infuse cheer into my voice, to sound casual. I expect Leandro to respond immediately, without hesitation: Of course they will. They’ll love you. He’s told me so many times that he’s already gushed to his parents about me.

			Leandro glances at the painting, then sighs. The sigh is laced with irritation, or something worse, something I can’t quite pinpoint…Dread? Disdain? He doesn’t like me bringing up his parents. Does he think I’m presumptuous to assume that I will meet them? Because underneath it lies the assumption that we will be together and we will marry.

			My heart sinks deeper with each passing second of silence. Am I wrong to assume I will meet his parents?

			He finally looks up at me. “Anyone who meets you should like you.”

			But he says it with the disposition of a mortician in a morgue.
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			Outside, Maria das Dores gives me a brief tour of the property. Leandro doesn’t come along, instead retiring to his study. I try not to take offense at that and fail. I’m still reeling from the way he handled my question about meeting his parents. The look on his face like he ate rotten fruit. The sigh riddled with irritation. The tension in his shoulders. And worst of all is what he said: Anyone who meets me should like me. A nonanswer if I ever heard one.

			Feels like it’s about me. He would not have acted that way yesterday. Perhaps he remembers that the accident was partly my fault and resents me for it, after all.

			Why couldn’t I have let him go to the cursed driver’s bench when he tried to? So what if I didn’t get the proposal that night; Mother would have been furious but I would have handled that. Leandro wouldn’t have brain fever, feeblemindedness, or whatever it is that he has, and I wouldn’t be left to decode the meaning behind his surliness. I was so careless to risk our lives.

			As Maria das Dores and I walk the path outside, I mull over the incongruence in his reactions. As sullen as he was just now, he was sweet in my room earlier. He told me how happy he is that I’m here, and seemed genuine.

			But there had also been the strange presence I felt as I awakened, the feeling of something right up against my face. But I think that was just a dream.

			Why did his mood sour? His moods keep shifting between nervous and haunted and resentful and sullen. Those who nurse sullen fumes…The hum from the Inferno pops into my mind. The sinners who nurse sullen fumes in life, in death waste away in the putrid fumes of the River Styx.

			Maria das Dores pauses before a patio that overlooks the valley and rolling fields beyond. The seats have no cushions, the bird feeder has no feed, and one chair is upturned, as though it got knocked over by a violent wind and no one ever bothered to set it back in its place.

			“It doesn’t look like this patio is used much,” I say.

			Maria das Dores smiles politely but doesn’t respond.

			“Does Leandro have guests over often?” I ask.

			She gives a slight noncommittal shrug.

			I suppose she is loyal to her employer and doesn’t want to cause trouble for herself.

			“Has anyone visited recently?” I pry, thinking of the lavender-rose room filled with jewels.

			Her face scrunches up. “Just Doctor Lobo…oh, and the police inspector.”

			“The police?” My brows go up. “Why did the police visit?”

			She looks instantly nervous, as though she regrets sharing.

			“I won’t tell Leandro about our conversation,” I say. “Why did the police inspector come?”

			“I don’t know, Sinhá Madalena.”

			“When did they—”

			“I don’t know.”

			She won’t meet my eyes. She turns away from me as though I’m a leper. Even for a loyal servant, her behavior strikes me as excessively guarded. Does she know something incriminating about Leandro?

			It is good, I suppose, that there have been no lady guests. But the police visited? That is concerning in its own right.

			We come to the top of a sloping hillside disturbed by rough, uneven shattered stones. The air is quiet, and the sky is dense and cloudy, as though pregnant with rain. A dozen gravestones jut out from the ground, shrouded in a thin fog and low-lying mist. The gravestones look like tombs from the sixth circle of Hell where heretics lie in flaming sepulchers. Their tomb covers are lifted halfway, only to be shut on Judgment Day. No holy words are spoken on such eerie land, where lie in unrest the spirits of the damned.

			“Did you say something, Sinhá Madalena?”

			“No.”

			“You must not go that way”—Maria das Dores points downhill, toward the cluster of weathered gravestones—“that way it’s dangerous.”

			“Is the Santa Tereza very old?”

			She shoots me a tight look. “Yes. They say it was built at the beginning of the century.”

			We pass guava trees and Maria das Dores says that she makes guava jam from scratch. She shows me a modestly sized stable with a solitary grazing horse and a demure old man laying out hay. I notice the weathered door at the lower level of the casa grande, with battered bolts on the outside. The senzala. She says nothing about it. This reminds me that I haven’t seen any mill workers walking about.

			“Are the men in the senzala right now?”

			“What?”

			“The senzala.” I point to the doors. “Are the men in there?”

			She traces my fingers and gapes at the senzala doors as though only just seeing them for the first time.

			“No one’s in there.”

			“Then where are the men?”

			“What men?”

			“The men fixing the mill, tending the fields…”

			She shakes her head, looking as baffled as I feel.

			“Maria das Dores,” I say slowly. “Are there no men at work here?”

			She blinks. “The mill hasn’t been operational in years.”

			For all that is holy, I could just slap Leandro right now. He hasn’t even started the renovations?

			“Take me to the mill.”

			It takes us a few minutes to reach an outbuilding with a slanted, shingled clay roof. There’s nothing in it but the old mill. Thick cobwebs stretch between the centerpiece gear’s teeth. The belowground compartments for the distilled sugar liquid are dry and covered in algae at the bottom. No one has even bothered to clean the space yet. Dry leaves and patches of invasive weeds blanket the ground. Not a single sugarcane stalk anywhere in sight, nor any hint of blackstrap molasses. The shingled clay roof is exposed from below, patchy and discolored. The posts holding up the roof are covered in white stains of varying sizes. The walls are a hideous patchwork of cracked stone with deep craters black as obsidian. The stone is so rough and broken that if I pull out any part of it, I’m sure the entire wall will collapse.

			“We should get going.” Maria das Dores hovers at the edge of the outbuilding, not daring to come any closer.

			I’m furious. What has Leandro been doing here all these months? He certainly made it sound like progress was well underway. I can’t recall if he said this in plain language or merely implied it, but there was a lot of I already spoke with so-and-so and we are going to build this and that. Yesterday he talked about wall-embedded cabinets and teacups with mustache catchers…Useless notions. Leandro is full of ideas, but—I fear—no action.

			It’s dire. We need the mill to be operational for the fazenda to be profitable. Surely he’s living off his father’s finances now, but what about when we have a baby and a family of our own?

			Has he been just having fun in town? That lavender-scented room. Has he been using this fazenda as a place to entertain women in private?

			I wipe my damp temples and try to dispel the calamitous thoughts. The mill’s gears look like they haven’t turned in twenty years. I lean over the large front gear to inspect it and my heart freezes in my chest. Three arrow-shaped heads stare at me with lidless, unblinking golden eyes. Their gray-scaled, limbless bodies coil into one another so tightly that they move as one. One hisses, flicking its forked tongue. Another rises up, unblinking eyes mesmerizing me so that for a moment I am transfixed. I gaze into its eyes, and there lies an alien expanse at once repellent and appealing.

			It rears its head back, about to strike.

			I scream and jump back.

			“What is it?” Maria das Dores asks, wide-eyed.

			“A nest of jararacas.”

			She lets out a breathy “oh” and we quickly put space between us and the viper-infested mill.
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			It takes all of my self-control not to march into Leandro’s study and demand an explanation for the sorry state of this place. Instead, I follow Maria das Dores back to the casa grande, where we end the tour in the kitchen. I wonder if the comendador knows how little his son has accomplished, or if Leandro has been telling him the same tall tales he’s been telling me. The more I think about it, the more certain I am that Leandro never outright stated renovations were underway, but rather implied it by painting a very vivid picture of his plans and vision.

			“Sinhá Madalena?” Maria das Dores says, bringing me back to the present. “Do you have any questions?”

			I look around the dense kitchen. Rows of wall-mounted shelves and dressers packed tight with ceramic mugs, tin colanders, spice jars, silver jugs, and canisters with preserved goods. A dozen pots and copper saucepans hang from the ceiling above the central table. A modest four-person table sits flush against the wall, where the servants eat their meals. Beside it, a narrow table with an array of cooking wares and…

			I stop in my tracks. Inside a cake stand, encased by an oval glass lid, lies a mottled white-gray cake, consumed with fuzzy mold. I freeze, unable to peel my eyes away from the sight. I’ve seen bread and fruit occasionally dotted with specks of gray, but this is something else…Maria das Dores turns away to fetch me an oil lamp, muttering that it’s too dark to go up without it, and I cannot believe anyone would talk about anything in this room while this abomination lies in plain sight. Just then I see the mass twitch. It shifts oddly, as though it’s alive. I blink. A fissure opens and an army of black dots bursts through, scattered here and unified there. Dozens of ants tunnel through craters in the mound’s collapsing body. They crawl freely through the mass, emerging from the insides in clumps, and my stomach turns. There is condensation on the inside of the glass lid, and I suspect that if the lid were to be lifted, the whole kitchen would be consumed by a nightmarish, foul odor. Nausea flares at the thought and I clamp my hand against my mouth.

			“Deus do Céu,” I mutter, “what is that, Maria das Dores?”

			I point to the mold monster.

			She turns to look at it. “Fubá cornmeal cake.”

			“Perhaps so, a decade ago.”

			She hands me the oil lamp.

			“You are the cook,” I press. “How can you keep such a thing in the kitchen? If Leandro sees—”

			“He ordered me to keep it.”

			I’m speechless. “Why would he do that?”

			She gives me the I-only-follow-orders shrug. “Now, if there’s anything else you should require…”
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			I head to my room, lamp in hand. Sometimes foods get forgotten for days or weeks, but not long enough to turn into that. Why has Leandro ordered her to keep a putrid, rotting cake lying around? Why did he make it sound as though renovations were well underway, when he hasn’t even started? It’s as if the house is falling prey to mold and slime and vipers and grime and whatever else moves under the earth.

			Why did he lie about whoever has been staying in that lavender room of late? Why was the police inspector here?

			Could it be that Leandro isn’t who I thought he was?

			A frisson rolls through me, a slight dizziness, and I almost drop the lamp.

			At dinner tonight I will speak with him, find gentle and tactful ways to ask about the renovation, about the guests. Leandro is a jovial person with a sunny disposition. He laughs easily and loves to sing and play the violão. At least before the accident, outside the peeling walls of the Santa Tereza. He once rode two hours in the rain to meet me in the plaza, and when he arrived drenched, he had a smile on his face. He is not the type to nurse sullen fumes. He threw himself at the driver’s seat to try to rescue us in the storm. He wasn’t cowardly, frozen in fear. That’s the real Leandro.

			As I cross the corridor that leads to the staircase, I pass his study. I hear the creaking of the floorboards as he moves around in there. Perhaps I should speak to him right now. Hi, I’m carrying your baby, in case you don’t remember me telling you last night. Also, why are you keeping a rotting cake in the kitchen for months on end? And whose perfume is in that room upstairs?

			I would like to speak to him openly about my concerns, to have him hold me and remind me of his love for me, if not in words, then in tender touch and smiles. But Leandro is still in shock. I’m not entirely sure what is going on inside that head of his. Doctor Lobo made such a point that we were to avoid anxious situations, even going so far as to forbid visitors. If I confront him too soon, will his condition deteriorate?

			The door of Leandro’s study is slightly ajar, just a palm’s width. The gap is small enough to give the person inside the illusion of privacy, yet big enough for a peeper to have full view of what’s inside.

			I shouldn’t.

			It would be wrong. An invasion of his privacy. And what if he catches me?

			I hesitate. I hear odd noises. Soft ripping. Shuffling, thudding. Subtle movement, hard to discern. He likely is just reading correspondence. Tearing envelopes, opening letters, folding them.

			I position myself so close to the door that it’s easy to lean my head in a little and gain view of the room within.

			The study is one of the nicer rooms in the house. The walls are covered in tall bookshelves filled with leather-bound volumes. I can smell the dusty paper from here. How I long to get my hands on some forbidden literature. Toward the window there’s a large desk topped with piles of papers, bookends, a cuspidor, a cigar case, and a heavy leather-bound manuscript. The window brings in the final wisps of blue daylight, and the thick carpet looks like it was imported from a far-flung country. A candelabra glows on the desk.

			Leandro stands before a bookshelf with his back to me. At first glance, it looks like he’s leafing through different books as though searching for something. But then I notice a large pile of papers on the ground beside him.

			He has a book in hand. He rips out a page, tosses it into the pile. Then he returns the book to its slot, hands moving quickly. He picks up the one next to it, opens it just as quickly, tears out a page, and tosses it into the pile.

			He does it again with the next book. Opens. Rips. Tosses. Replaces.

			And the next one.

			And the one after that.

			There must be dozens and dozens of pages in that pile. How long has he been doing this?

			And most important…why?

			Could it be to make a fire? I did see a fire pit outside, but who uses pages of books from the library as kindling?

			A chill sweeps up my spine. My finger goes to the base of my neck, but my cross is gone.

			This is the father of my child.
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			The whole house seems to come alive when Doctor Lobo joins us for dinner. His infectious high spirits, his booming voice which bounces off the walls. He is the total opposite of this sulking, brooding version of Leandro. His presence makes me feel better, infuses the house with a sense of normality, and I resolve to speak to him in private about my concerns. He may have some insight into Leandro’s personality or background that explains all this, or at the very least he can advise in a medical capacity. But how much can I reveal? How well does he know Leandro?

			He hangs his hat on the hatstand, takes off his gloves, and tells me I look astonishing.

			“Have you spoken with my mother?” I ask as we settle at the table.

			“She is a lovely woman, your mother,” Doctor Lobo says as he spoons boiled macaxeira onto his plate. He tells me how Mother was very concerned initially, and insisted on coming here in person, but eventually capitulated when Doctor Lobo assured her that I would be returning in two and a half days and under his close watch in the meantime.

			“You’ve performed a miracle.”

			I wish I could have watched this exchange. There is no one else in the world who could have convinced my mother to allow me to spend time alone with Leandro, medical retreat or no. But I also suspect that her relenting had little to do with concerns for my health. As far as Mother is concerned, the damage is already done, as I am already with child.

			Doctor Lobo carries the dinner conversation, first by divulging rumors that Dom Pedro I helped compose the old national anthem, and how some believe this makes it morally repellent to prefer it over the new one. I am reminded of Mother’s warnings that it is improper for a young lady to engage in political discussions, and am therefore glad when he switches topics to his time abroad. As with most men of his station, his family sent him to learn his trade in Europe as a young man, and he studied medicine at the University of Padua in Italy before returning to Brazil to open his own medical practice. I don’t mention that Mother says European cities are epicenters of godlessness and immorality. I find Doctor Lobo’s stories fascinating, but Leandro hardly speaks, stuffing food in his mouth with vague disinterest. I catch him eyeing me often, but when I meet his gaze he looks away.

			The old, pre-accident Leandro would not have looked away. He would have locked eyes with me, maybe even winked. He would have at least pretended he was interested in Doctor Lobo’s stories, would have laughed and joked. He would be the spark of the night, spontaneously reciting verses, and later when the moon aged he would play his violão and sing for us. The old Leandro would be eating a lot and not just picking at his bean stew, looking as though our company is insufferable.

			“What about you, Leandro?” I try, facing him from across the table between two tall candles. “Do you have stories to share from your time in Europe?”

			Leandro’s brothers studied law and the fine arts in Europe, but Leandro returned to Brazil as directionless as he was before. That is why his father, the comendador, assigned him the renovation of the Santa Tereza mill, in the hopes of seeing Leandro become a sugar baron. Given the current state of the mill, it’s looking more like the baron of jararacas.

			Leandro’s whole demeanor hardens. The same look comes across his face as when I asked about his parents. At the time, I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination, but now that he’s across the table from me, it is plain as daylight: He’s angry. His jaw squares. He shakes his head slightly and returns his attention to his food, stiff necked, and now I know that my question irritated him.

			I can hardly eat now. Why is he so ill-tempered? I try to recall the last time he was sweet with me. Right after the accident. Then, by the time we got to the tour, he was cold again. Is he mad because I dropped the perfume? No, he seemed kind then. And if he reacted this way to such an innocuous question about his travels in Europe, I most certainly won’t be asking about the rotten cake or the bizarre book-tearing ritual.

			Even the way he sits, shrunk into his seat like he doesn’t want to be seen or spoken to. But I do catch him eyeing me quite frequently out of the corner of his eye. At one of those times, I hold his gaze and work up my courage to address him again.

			“How are the renovations going, Leandro?”

			“The renovations?”

			“I visited the mill this afternoon.”

			He stares dumbly.

			“I was expecting to see carpenters and sledgehammers and painters,” I continue, “but all I saw were dead leaves and jararaca nests.”

			A loud silence falls again. He blinks, opens his mouth tentatively. His lower lip quivers. “I…I have to excuse myself. I must use the chamber pot.”

			He gets up and quickly disappears down the dim corridor.

			The moment he leaves, I turn to Doctor Lobo.

			“Doctor, I’m concerned about Leandro.” I keep my voice low but I speak quickly because I don’t have much time. “He’s much changed since the accident.”

			“How so?”

			I tilt my head, puzzled. “Didn’t you know him before the accident?”

			“Yes, of course I did.”

			“Well, don’t you see, then? He’s awfully ill-tempered and sullen. He’s not well at all.”

			“He’s still recovering from the shock.”

			“It is not merely that. Earlier today I saw him in his study ripping pages out of books, one by one, like a madman.”

			“Hmm.” He nods thoughtfully. “Kindling for the fire pit, perhaps?”

			“I thought so, too, at first, but think about it. Who uses pages of books for kindling? Old newspaper is what people normally use. And besides, no fire has been built in the outdoor pit.”

			He drums his fingers on the table, eyes narrowing. I want to throw more at him, to mention the decaying cake, the lack of renovations, the police visit, the mysterious woman-scented room. But those things all preceded the accident, so Doctor Lobo won’t be able to account for them. Leandro is the one that needs to explain them to me.

			“Ripping pages out of books, you say?”

			“Yes, for quite a while. There was a big pile.” I recollect his frenzied movements, the feverish aura about him.

			“From the same book or from different books?”

			“Different books.” I glance over at the hallway for signs of Leandro’s return. I watch the floor, expecting to see the blur of his shadow manifest before he does. “He moved quickly, as though he wasn’t even checking what book it was. There can be no sense in such behavior.”

			“I see.” He snaps his fingers. “I know what it is. This is a harmless thing, you see.”

			“What is it?”

			“Sometimes patients engage in repetitive behaviors to soothe their minds. Often when they are distressed. It helps calm their nerves.”

			It has never occurred to me before that repetitive behaviors can soothe one’s mind, but I suppose there is a ring of reason to it. This doctor, so self-assured and collected, could not be more different than this nervous version of Leandro. As he swirls his drink, my eyes float to his strong hands and his cryptic dark gaze. It stirs up a kernel of sinful desire from my depths. I crumple the napkin in my hand.

			“Now, tell me, Madalena…” His eyes pierce me as though he’s reading my mind and knows my darkest secrets. My skin grows hot yet I cannot look away. He evokes an intimacy that I have not felt with Leandro since I awoke in this place. “Why were you spying on him?”

			“Well, I was just…He keeps a rotting cake in the kitchen, a very vile thing, did you know this? Not that it can be blamed on the accident but most disturbing still.”

			“A rotting cake?”

			“Yes. How do you explain that?”

			“Perhaps it was forgotten.”

			“You don’t understand,” I say, frustrated. “He’s lied to me about one of the rooms. It smelled of a woman’s perfume, but he said there were no recent guests. He’s lied about the renovations, there’s been no work done on the mill. How can he live in this decaying fazenda, and have done no work on the mill? Was Leandro unwell prior to the accident? Some disease of the mind if not of the body, something which he managed to keep secret from me and others?”

			He frowns. I sense a resistance in him, and I fear I may have crossed a line. I know I have no right to Leandro’s medical history.

			I continue desperately: “Something isn’t right with him. Maybe it is merely the shock of the accident, but I fear it is a deeper matter.”

			“Perhaps you didn’t know him as well as you thought you did.”

			I am silenced. He echoes my mother’s words and I want to throw my plate at him.

			“He is in nervous shock, due to the accident,” he adds. “This is to be expected, a weakness of the nervous system following sudden fright. Madalena, I heard that you had an incident in one of the rooms.” Doctor Lobo appraises me. “That you nearly fainted and brought down a whole case of jewelry and broke a perfume bottle. Leandro and Maria das Dores were very much concerned about you.”

			I take a sip of wine, trying to hide my irritation that Leandro told him about that. “I just felt faint and dizzy for a bit, but it went away. It was nothing.”

			“I see. And have you felt any sudden bursts of intense emotion recently?”

			“I am fine!” I bang my fist on the table and the force rattles the plates, the wineglass nearly topples over. “Has Leandro received this same level of scrutiny?”

			He stiffens. In the silence, I realize that Leandro is standing by the table, eyeing me with no small amount of trepidation.
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			Maria das Dores replaces our dirty plates with fresh coffee and dessert. I gaze down at my food, reeling with shame. I can only imagine how Leandro feels about me now. Of course he had to walk in at the worst possible moment, the only moment where I (slightly) lost my temper. The very moment when I was speaking ill of him. I don’t have emotional outbursts, and I’m frustrated with Doctor Lobo for suggesting as much at the same time that he ignores all of Leandro’s painfully obvious issues. Still, perhaps my reaction was overly strong; surely Mother would say I should not speak to a man that way. I know Doctor Lobo is diagnosing me in his head with hysteria or a nervous disposition at this very moment.

			Worse still is that Leandro overheard me speaking critically of him. How much did he hear? Did he overhear me speaking of the book-tearing ritual? The perfumed room? The rotting cake? The absent renovations? I can’t even remember the last thing I said. If Leandro didn’t feel antagonism toward me before, he certainly does now.

			Leandro sips his coffee in silence, avoiding eye contact at all costs. When addressed, he nods and responds with one-word answers. Doctor Lobo describes the latest fashions and philosophies abroad, eccentric topics such as astrology, alchemy, numerology, Hermetic philosophy, animal magnetism, and séances. He describes recent developments in the field of alienism, ideas around the conscious and unconscious mind.

			“The unconscious mind lies outside our conscious awareness,” Doctor Lobo says. “The case was made in a recent book by physicians Freud and Breuer, based on clinical work on patients with hysteria. We have trapped, suppressed memories, latent knowledge, which we are not aware of.”

			Leandro stares as though spellbound. “Thoughts that are trapped in our subconscious?”

			“Often it goes back to things that happened in our early years of childhood,” Doctor Lobo says. “Which we no longer remember, but which continue to affect us. Trauma that solidified in the psyche as repressed memories and thoughts. These patterns of thinking, though unconscious, can cause diseases in the mind well into adulthood.”

			“Repressed memories and thoughts…” Leandro mutters. “What can be done about it?”

			“As a matter of fact…” Doctor Lobo sips his wine, eyes sparkling. “There is one technique most effective at retrieving repressed thoughts. The alienist induces a mesmeric trance, and the patient enters a state where they are neither awake nor asleep, neither conscious nor unconscious. It is called hypnotism. From this place, latent knowledge can surface.”

			Leandro’s eyes bulge with interest. I cannot believe that after ignoring me all night, this is what charms him.

			“And what is the treatment,” I ask, “for the affliction of modern men who worship knowledge instead of God?”

			They both look at me.

			“ ‘You were dead in your transgression and sins,’ ” I recite, “ ‘in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our flesh, and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature deserving of wrath.’ ”

			Doctor Lobo looks dumbfounded.

			“Ephesians,” Leandro says.

			I finally have his attention. “When people find themselves lost, it’s always because of separation from God. That is the cause of all ills, and love of God is the cure. The idea that lost memories from childhood have the power to cause diseases in the mind is only the folly of modern men who think themselves beyond good and evil.”

			Silence falls. Mother says it is masculine and ungracious for a young lady to voice strong opinions, but the impulse to speak my mind was strong, and I don’t regret it. In fact, I find it profoundly satisfying. Leandro regards me with silent intensity now, as though his soul is about to launch out of his body. As though I have come alive to him.

			Doctor Lobo sips his burgundy wine and switches topics to his hedonistic exploits in Paris after medical school, experiencing “joie de vivre,” chasing women, and generally wasting his father’s money.

			I bring my liveliest, brightest, most engaged self into the rest of the dinner conversation, but Leandro is once again glassy-eyed and taciturn. The intense spark of interest from the earlier conversation never returns, and he is like a candle that has been put out, watching us as though we are happening somewhere else.
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			There’s a thought trapped in my subconscious.

			I sit up in bed, feverish. It is the middle of the night. A thought lurks deep in my subconscious, like earth under the ocean. Like the slumbering monster at the bottom of the lake. Buried so deep, yet profound. A weight grips my veins.

			I try to remember what I was dreaming before I awakened. Vague, incomprehensible snippets float to mind: me lying in bed, frozen and naked against the mattress. My damp, sweating back sticking to the sheets. My mind a blur, neither asleep nor dead, neither dreaming nor conscious. A man bends over me, stretching out his hands to touch me. He is all shadow and no flesh, no form nor name. He smells like charcoal and bay leaves and cloves. The chilling noises I’m hearing come from him. He growls in a bestial nonhuman tongue, yet I crave his touch. From my deepest depths I crave him. Time unfurls backward.

			I try to shake off the unholy dream as I reach for the water by the bed. The physician is to blame. I fear he has stirred up a wickedness in me. I have not allowed myself to entertain sinful thoughts when I was awake, yet the thoughts found me through my subconscious, in a fashion hideous and grotesque.

			Perhaps the physician was right, and there are thoughts that can be trapped in our subconscious. I think of Mother, my childhood. The perfume bottle slipping from my absent fingers. Crashing, splintering into furious shards, unleashing a revolting stench. A little bit of the scent is sublime; too much of it is poison. A long time ago, my sister broke Mother’s favorite perfume bottle. I do not remember if Mother beat her for it, only that we spent all day fearing that she would, as we waited for her to return home. I think that she did beat her, and after it was done, we both felt relieved. What we so feared had already happened, and so we did not have to fear anymore. For a brief second, I feel a rift in my soul like an earthquake, and I tremble.

			Rain drums against the window. Distant whispers and murmurs mingle with the rain, as though lost in it. I listen, alert. Thump, thump, thump. The thudding comes from the walls and the floorboards, like a force rising upward in a steady march. A profound silence falls, and I start to think I can fall back asleep. Then I hear it again: thump, thump, thump. Footsteps just outside, coming closer.

			My heart slams against my chest. There’s something out there.

			I rise from the bed. I can’t sit still anymore. With trembling hands, I light a lamp. The room is hot and dark. I press my hand to my forehead—it’s damp. The flame flickers from my shallow breath and my trembling hands. The thudding continues, the source of it close by, whatever it is. A shudder runs down my back. I am not imagining it this time. The infernal chorus rises alongside it. Weeping, sighing, sobbing, moaning, plaintive wailing, discordant tongues, tormented words, the twang of rage, strident voices, smacking hands…

			My knees crumple and I clamp my hands to my ears: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten…

			Silence. The chorus of Hell subsided. The thudding also stopped, and all I hear now is gushing rain against the window. Is this house plagued by restless, evil spirits?

			I open the door a bit; the corridor is engulfed in heavy shadows. I try to pull my gaze from it, to turn away and go back to bed. But I can’t. I can see that the door of the lavender-rose room is wide open. I remember, earlier today, Leandro shutting it behind us.

			I step out onto the corridor, and the lamp’s glow spills before me. I wave it around me, listen closely, but I neither see nor hear anything. The corridor feels much colder than my room, despite the lack of windows or air circulation. I almost wish I could hear the wind or the rain from here. The stillness feels oppressive. The cold floorboards creak slightly under my bare feet.

			I pause at Leandro’s door. It is ajar. Could the thudding sound I heard be him moving about? Perhaps he is an insomniac or a sleepwalker. I am not sure which would be preferable. I nudge it open gently. I hold out the lamp and step forward into his room, one step, two, three steps. His bed is empty, sheets crumpled about as though he got up in the middle of the night.

			Where is he?

			I trace my steps back to the corridor, intending to return to my room, but the open door of the lavender-rose room seems to invite me in. I feel pulled to it, as though by an invisible string, or by a nameless force I cannot turn away from. Leandro could be there. A wild, mad thought occurs to me that maybe Leandro lies there entangled in bed with the woman who smells of lavender.

			I have an uncanny feeling as I enter the room that I cannot explain. It grows as I approach, until it solidifies into terror in my chest.

			“Leandro?” I call out at the threshold, holding the lamp before me. The flame nearly goes out, even though there is no wind. The feeble light is barely sufficient to illuminate the vanity and the bed with the canopy. The rest of the room is shrouded in darkness.

			I step inside. Leandro is not here. There is no one in here.

			Perhaps Leandro is drinking a glass of milk in the kitchen.

			The bed appears undisturbed. I am amused at my own silly theories that Leandro would be carrying out an affair here right under my nose, with a mystery woman who somehow disappears during the day.

			I start to turn around, to head back. This room makes me deeply unwell.

			As I turn, I catch a glimpse of the antique brass mirror and freeze in terror.

			I see her.

			A pale, foul woman stares hideously, her fury-marked face as faded as her hair and skin. Her edges blend in with the scratches and stains on the glass, as though the containing surface and image within are all one. As though she’s been locked in the mirror for ages, imprisoned in a gray and sepia-toned world. Her mouth opens wide in a silent shriek.

			I choke on my own scream, and I run.
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			Mirrors are channels into the spirit world, my grandmother used to say.

			I sit alone at the breakfast table, having arrived late. I barely slept. I lay in bed awake for hours, then my mind hovered in a hazy semiconscious state, wavering between slumber and consciousness for what felt like the remainder of the night. All I could do was pray.

			I feel as awake as a sleepwalker or a zombie. The breakfast table is set with cheese spreads, breads, and fruits, all covered with soft cloth to keep mosquitoes at bay, yet I have no appetite. Breakfast was served nearly two hours ago and Leandro is working in his study now. This fazenda needs a priest. But is there any amount of holy water that can fix this? I simply cannot imagine us raising our baby here.

			I sip the lukewarm coffee and force myself to eat a sweet bread. A dull ache tugs at my temples. I worry about my baby, and whether I gave him a fright. My poor baby. He is surely feeling all of my feelings, all of my worry and dread.

			I fear I am beginning to understand what has happened here. Why Leandro is a wreck. Why the renovations were never done. Why the police inspector visited. The foul woman I saw haunts this house. Leandro is haunted by a woman who was once his lover, and who died here. Maybe she killed herself. Maybe it was a fateful accident or tragic illness. She is haunting the house, sucking the oxygen out of the rooms and the life out of its dwellers, Leandro first and foremost.

			It explains everything, I consider as I chew on stale sweet bread. Why Leandro is normal when he’s at the fairs with me, far away from these haunted walls, but when here he is sullen. Why the police inspector visited—he’s investigating her death.

			This and the fact that the room still smelled of her perfume suggest that she hasn’t been dead for long.

			Doctor Lobo’s words come to mind: Perhaps you didn’t know him as well as you thought you did.

			Where was he last night?

			Maria das Dores bounces into the room wearing a white linen apron with wings. She wishes me a stiff good morning, glancing pointedly at the clock. “Did you sleep well, Sinhá Madalena?”

			“Not at all. I had a dreadful night’s sleep. I apologize for being late to breakfast.”

			“What happened?”

			I hesitate. What does Maria das Dores know about this house, exactly? She’s hard to read. Her eyes are shifty, as though she doesn’t want to look at me directly. As though she knows something.

			“Do you sleep here, Maria das Dores?”

			“No. I leave at dusk every night.”

			“I heard sinister sounds,” I breathe. “In the middle of the night.”

			Her eyes widen. “Sounds?”

			“Thudding, like footsteps.”

			“Perhaps Senhor Leandro was moving about—”

			“I saw a dead woman in the big room.”

			She gasps. Hand goes to her mouth. “Jesus!” Maria das Dores crosses herself. “A dead woman?”

			I nod. “Do you know if a woman died in this house?”

			Her face darkens. She hesitates.

			“You can tell me,” I say.

			Maria das Dores shakes her head stiffly. “I don’t know.”

			“You must know. She was here, she slept in that room, the one where the perfume broke yesterday, with the vanity.”

			Something creeps into her eyes. “What did she look like, the dead woman you saw?”

			“Hideous, but I think that’s because she was dead. I imagine she was beautiful in life.”

			Her features twist. “We must dispel such dark thoughts.”

			I lower my voice. “He had a lover, didn’t he? Until recently?”

			Her eyes widen. She knows.

			“I wouldn’t know.”

			“Is the senzala empty?”

			“The senzala?”

			“Yes, the senzala.”

			“Why yes, it’s empty. I never go in there, but it must be empty. Who would be in there?”

			“Her.”

			“Deus do Céu, Sinhá Madalena.” She starts to turn away, balancing a platter of breakfast cakes and fruits. She shakes her head. “You’ll give me a fright if you keep this up.”

			“What about Leandro?” I ask. “How long has he been like that?”

			“Like that, how?”

			“So taciturn and reserved.”

			She furrows her brows. I have made her uncomfortable, pushed too far. But there are so few people in this house to even ask. I think Maria das Dores knows about the foul woman. The way her face changed when I asked if a woman has died here. She knows about her.

			“I…I don’t know.”

			“What do you think of Leandro? Speaking honestly.”

			“Senhor Neves is a very good patrão. I am sorry that you did not sleep well. I will prepare a glass of warm milk for you to drink before bed tonight, that will soothe your nerves and give you good dreams. Now, if you will excuse me.”
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			The very good patrão manifests in the dining room just as I am finishing my coffee. He’s not back to his normal self yet. He still carries that gaunt look, his under-eyes hollow and shadowy. He looks startled to see me.

			“Good morning,” he says. “How do you feel?”

			“Quite fine. How do you feel?”

			“Quite fine.”

			“Did you sleep well?” I ask.

			“Yes.”

			“In your bedroom?”

			There is a pause. “Yes.”

			“Nothing disrupted your sleep?”

			“Did something disrupt your sleep?” he counters, alarmed.

			It’s like talking to a mule. I try another route. “Who were the previous owners of the Santa Tereza?”

			He stares at me blankly. I know that I’m being overly forward, as I was with Maria das Dores, but I need answers. And are my words really so complicated to understand?

			“I don’t know.”

			It’s my turn to stare at him. “You don’t know?”

			He shakes his head.

			I grit my teeth. “The comendador made you proprietor here, yet never told you anything about its previous owners?”

			He scratches his head and a shadow crosses his face. Hostility? Irritation? Disappointment? I don’t know. I seem to displease him a lot lately no matter what I do.

			“I don’t know anything about the prior owners.”

			Liar.

			“I am thinking about leaving early,” I announce.

			“What?”

			He looks like I just told him I’m planning to murder somebody.

			“This medical retreat. It’s been lovely being here and I’m so grateful for your hospitality, but I am feeling a bit better. And I miss Mother. Well, that’s not true, but I am sure Mother misses me.” That is also not true, but I deem it necessary to imbue my reasoning with an air of cordiality.

			I truly don’t know which option I loathe more: facing Mother without a proposal, or facing the foul woman again tonight. On second thought, I may prefer the latter.

			How will this version of Leandro react if I tell him about the baby? Mute staring followed by confounded gawking? Blank non-comprehension infused with vague disdain?

			I simply don’t think Leandro will propose while he’s in such a state of mind.

			My stomach cramps at the thought that this could become his permanent state. I can’t even entertain that possibility, it’s too awful. What will become of me and my baby then?

			But I do enjoy the utterly shocked look on his face right now. It gives me no small pleasure to see him so distraught at the idea of my leaving early.

			“Perhaps I will take an early dinner, then leave just before dark,” I say with a shrug.

			“You can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“Doctor Lobo said you must stay here to recover.”

			“I don’t see why I can’t recover at home. And you hardly speak to me and I don’t want to be any sort of bother.”

			His lips part slowly before words come out. “You’re no bother.” He pauses, meets my eyes. “I’d like you to stay.”

			“You would?”

			He takes a seat in the chair beside me and takes my hand in his. His hand is warm. “Yes, truly.”

			A frisson runs through me and I realize this is the first time he’s shown me any affection since the accident. I didn’t think this version of Leandro was capable of such intensity. Of caring about anything, even me. It’s not an I love you, but it makes me feel loved just the same.

			“Of course I’ll stay.”
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			I feel light after breakfast. Not happy exactly—it’s not possible to be happy in this fazenda—but less weighed down. It’s astonishing how much of an effect Leandro had on me, simply by taking my hand, looking me in the eye, and asking me to stay. Just like that, I feel hopeful all over again. Maybe the foul woman won’t appear at all tonight. If Leandro has managed to live here for six months, surely I can sleep here one more night.

			I decide to go for a walk in the yard, to get some fresh air and hear the birds sing. Maria das Dores hangs laundry out to dry on the clothesline. By midafternoon, a restlessness comes over me. I pass the weathered gray-blue door of the senzala, heavy and imposing, with bolts on the outside. Maria das Dores never showed me the inside of it. She looked baffled when I asked her about the absence of men at work. Leandro asked me to stay, but none of my questions have been answered.

			Morbid curiosity compels me to try the senzala door. The handle turns but there is no movement. I try again, this time putting my weight against it. The door budges reluctantly, opening slowly as darkness spills from within.

			The same wave of fright I felt in the lavender-rose room climbs over me now, as though this place carries a dark presence. The gray-faced foul woman in the mirror flashes in my mind. The wall vibrating with the thudding beats and the rushing wind. There’s nothing in there, I tell myself. There’s nothing to be afraid of.

			I peer in. It’s a musty, dungeon-like space with a low ceiling, pillars in the middle, and no windows. I must open the door wide for sunlight to pour in, then I go down a short set of steps that leads inside. The air is damp and dusty. There is no one here.

			Of course.

			The ceiling is so low that the crown of my head almost brushes against it, and I am not particularly tall. Various instruments of punishment and torture lie at the foot of the pillars: rust shackles, iron handcuffs, spiked collars, and others I cannot name. They make me shudder, but are to be expected in such a place. What is not to be expected is the long chaise longue positioned in the middle. It has a wooden backrest with Gothic carvings, wings, and bulbous finials. A cream cushion covers the full length of it.

			This fine French piece belongs inside the casa grande, not here. I remind myself that many people store old furniture in basement-level rooms. And yet, just then I notice a small round wooden table beside the chaise longue, with an oil lamp, a book, and a small cylindrical box on it. The oil lamp still has oil in its lower compartment, and when I turn up the dial, the wick rises. It is still usable, not a broken or discarded lamp. The book is The Three Musketeers. I am puzzling over this, picturing the foul woman attempting to read this book under the feeble light of an oil lamp, not knowing if it is day or night and having lost track of the days from being in captivity for so long. I try to shake away the awful thought, because that would mean Leandro is…

			I notice, hidden almost out of sight on the ground, a bucket and a rag. I do not have the nerve to check what’s in the bucket.

			I pick up the remaining item on the wooden side table: a small velvet box. I open it and a brightly feathered mechanical bird emerges. I turn the dial. The bird starts singing while spinning on its axis. It’s a singing bird box.

			Not something the slaves would have.

			This is something a woman would have, or a child. My insides crumble at the thought of being trapped in this place with only this singing bird as company.

			My eyes fall upon a bundle of sheets at the base of the chaise longue. A shiver runs down my spine. The sheets prove that this chaise was someone’s bed—someone slept here at night. It’s almost unthinkable, yet what else could it mean? I wrap my arms around myself and look about, trying to imagine such a dreary thing. I bring the sheets tentatively to my nose and draw an inhale, expecting the sweet fragrance of lavender rose. Because the foul woman was here, maybe even died here. But the smell is different, albeit familiar as well…

			Vertigo sweeps through me and I feel lightheaded and unwell. Doctor Lobo said I must avoid distressing situations, which can exacerbate my symptoms. Yet an even more disturbing thought enters my mind: Did Leandro make use of the chains and shackles lying about to imprison the foul woman here? The heavy ache grips my muscles again, as before, like a rock pulling my limbs downward. The infernal chorus starts as a low rumbling in the back of my mind, then higher and higher: sighing, sobbing, moaning, plaintive wailing, discordant tongues, tormented words, the twang of rage, strident voices…

			I am inside the carriage riding furiously in the wind. The horse gallops at breakneck speed, panicked, letting out a shrill scream as it veers into the dark unknown, the utmost deep, the hollow underbelly of the earth.

			One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine…

			I open my eyes. The sounds of Hell subside, as does the vertigo.

			But I am no longer alone.

			Leandro stands at the door, watching me.

			He is still. The sun is behind him so I can’t see the expression on his face. His hand rests on the door. It would be so easy for him to shut the door and lock me in here.

			“Leandro,” I say.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“I…” I hesitate. “I was just taking a stroll in the yard when I saw this door and I suppose I became curious to see…” I am flailing. I have no idea how to explain why I would come here, other than my own dark suspicions.

			“You became curious?” he asks.

			“It’s a very peculiar room.”

			I am at the foot of the steps now. But he still blocks my way.

			He stares at me.

			This would be a perfect time for him to speak. If there is a rational explanation for all this, if I am merely hysterical, missing something, then say so, Leandro!

			His gaze shifts to the little “room” behind me. I know he is looking at the chaise longue and the side table. I cannot bring myself to ask about it. My heart thuds in my chest and my blood is frozen in my veins.

			I start up the steps. If he wants to lock me in, he’ll have to push me with his bare hands. “I feel unwell.” I raise my hand to my forehead. “I wish to lie down.”

			He steps aside. I emerge from the senzala into the sunlight, avoiding his gaze, but still keenly aware of his stare.

			“I will send for Doctor Lobo,” he says.
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			I make up my mind to leave this evening. I do not know whether there is a reasonable explanation for what I’ve seen, but at any rate I am not recovering well here. This house makes me ill. Leandro, in his current state, makes me ill. I do not know how I will face Mother, but it is clear that no proposal will come of this retreat, no matter how long I stay.

			Once I am home I can get my bearings and think more clearly about the situation. If I confide in Eloisa and my sister, I may be able to determine if my fears are warranted or if I am jumping to premature conclusions. The idea that Leandro kidnapped a woman and held her prisoner is quite far-fetched. But even so…

			I have neither carriage nor horse of my own nor the faintest idea how to get home from here. I remember Leandro mentioning once that the Santa Tereza is in the interior of the province, a thirty-minute ride into town. I need either Leandro’s or Doctor Lobo’s permission and assistance to leave. I cannot do it on my own.

			I head downstairs for dinner once the clock strikes six. I find Leandro sitting alone in the parlor. The dinner table is made up with fine china and crystal glassware. A cream-colored linen cloth has been starched and ironed, replacing the oilcloth one used during the day, and a flower vase sits at the center. The food is not yet served, but the wall clock indicates it’s nearly time for dinner. Long candles flicker on the table and mantelpiece.

			Leandro doesn’t notice me as I approach. He has a burning cigarette in one hand and a glass of liquor in the other. Only when I stand right next to him does he look up at me, almost startled. He stands abruptly and asks me how I’m feeling. Then he takes my hand and kisses it gently.

			“How was your afternoon?” I ask, noting the bottle of cognac and the overflowing ashtray.

			“I…” He starts and stops, as though there’s something stuck in his throat. It is then that I notice the glassy, unfocused quality of his eyes. His forehead is damp and his hair messy. His shirt is untucked. Beside him sits a glass with ice cubes next to a half-empty bottle.

			“I added a new lie to the box of lies,” he says.

			I start to laugh, thinking he’s joking, then I stop.

			“Is that some sort of a riddle?” I smile politely.

			His features contort, then he grabs the glass and tips it back. He stands and goes to the window. When he passes me, I catch a whiff of alcohol. He is drunk.

			He’s smoking by the window now, juggling the cigarette and the drink in one hand. Has something happened since this afternoon? He cannot possibly have just started drinking, given his state now. He must have started hours ago. If so, what prompted it? His mental state has declined from earlier, and that sets my heart on edge.

			I fear how he will react when I propose to depart early. Best to wait for Doctor Lobo to arrive.

			“Leandro…” I move to stand beside him. “Is everything all right?”

			He’s gazing out the window so intently that I look for something he might be seeing beyond the glass. But I only see the driveway, the yard, and the stable. The groundskeeper is hacking away at weeds in the distance. Macaws circle the low-lying clouds on the horizon. There’s nothing of note.

			Leandro’s eyes may be looking out, but his gaze is turned inward.

			“I’m invisible,” he mutters, then takes another sip of his drink.

			“I don’t understand.”

			He doesn’t look at me and I wonder if he even heard me. If he’s even speaking to me at all.

			It’s the hour of waning sunlight just before dusk, the hazy twilight when the sky is a dull gray-blue. And while I can still see what’s beyond the window, I can also see a faint reflection on the glass. Leandro’s own reflection is barely visible, but it’s there.

			Leandro is staring ahead, but I’m not at all sure what he’s seeing in the screen of his mind. There’s a schism between us that’s been there since the accident. There’s a line between his brows, a poignant look in his eyes. It’s like sometimes I talk and he doesn’t hear me. His reflection in the window is an unblinking figure in the shape of a man. Unlike the real Leandro, his reflection seems to be looking at me.

			“It’s my fault,” he says to the window.

			“What is?”

			“Everything.”

			There’s so much pain in his eyes now. What is he talking about? What terrible thing happened here to make him feel this way?

			“Who are you talking to?” I say.

			He doesn’t look at me.

			I am certain of one thing now: Whoever he is thinking about, it’s someone from his past. Maybe it is the foul woman. The presence I’ve felt in this fazenda all along. I saw her in the room, I smelled her in the sheets. The lavender-rose perfume. The jewels. The singing bird box. There is so much left of her in this house. She’s in the walls, in the windows, in the air, in the mold, in the shadows. I can almost see her in Leandro’s glassy eyes now.

			Is she who he’s seeing in the window?

			The chaise longue in the senzala. The cold, dark, damp, dungeon-like senzala. It’s his fault, he says. What did he do?

			“Leandro…” I start, edging closer to him. “Did a woman use to live here with you?”

			He looks at me, finally. There is a light in his eyes, a flash of presence, as though he’s seeing me. As though I’m finally speaking a language he can understand.

			I know I’m right. He said that he’s been here for only six months, but what if he lied about that? Maybe six months ago is when she died.

			“Did she die here?” I ask.

			He regards me. He is present, understanding. My question broke through to him, and I sense that I am on the right track, that perhaps I will finally have an answer.

			Just then, trotting horses usher a carriage into the driveway. Doctor Lobo has arrived. Heavens, Doctor Lobo, not now. I’m so close to having a breakthrough with Leandro.

			“I just want to be seen…” Leandro says, once again focused on the window. “Just once before the end.”

			A cold feeling grips my bones. “What end?”

			He doesn’t respond.

			“Leandro,” I press. “What do you mean by ‘the end’?”

			There comes a loud knock at the door, three in a row. Leandro startles, steps around me, and heads to the foyer.
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			Leandro sits beside me at dinner, mute and dead eyed. He’s too drunk to maintain a conversation anyway, I suppose. He put only a sliver of steak on his plate and a meager portion of farofa. He reminds me of the inscription at the entrance of Hell in the Inferno: Abandon all hope, ye who enter.

			I’m still rattled by his disturbing words. All this talk about the end. There’s a dark cloud around him. Is it just the alcohol that caused his mental state to deteriorate so much since this afternoon? Or is something else going on?

			The end. God, is he planning to do something terrible? In the middle ring of the seventh circle of Hell, souls guilty of committing suicide inhabit trees and are fed upon by harpies. They destroyed their physical bodies in life, and thus in Hell they lack bodies of their own.

			I shudder. I must not jump to conclusions. I try to conjure memories of us at the São João festival, and even before that, the day we spent at the circus, how happy Leandro was then. Surely he’s not thinking of doing anything so dire.

			Doctor Lobo, either oblivious to or unconcerned about Leandro’s mental state, carries on with his grandiose manner. Passes the salt, pours pepper over the carne de sol. And did I tell you about the marvelous cafés in Vienna? Oh, thank you very much, I shall have some more macaxeira. How I love Maria das Dores’s boiled yucca, have you tried some?

			“You’re barely eating, Leandro.” I motion to his plate with only a sliver of steak and a small portion of farofa on it.

			Leandro side-eyes me, then spoons a small serving of yucca onto his plate without a word. I sense he is only doing it to silence me. He could be so much nicer about it. He is so entirely unpleasant with me, as though I’ve done something to upset him, when this whole time he is the one who’s been upsetting me, lacking the minimum grace owed to a guest, let alone one’s beloved.

			“You know what they say,” Doctor Lobo begins with a smile, “one must eat breakfast as a king, lunch as a prince, and dinner as a beggar. That is the secret to preventing nighttime indigestion.”

			“I suppose.” I shrug. His disregard for Leandro’s nonsense is truly remarkable. If I were to voice my misgivings about Leandro again, Doctor Lobo would dismiss them. (It’s only been two days, trauma is very hard on the nerves, and after all, you’re not yourself yet, either. How have your emotional fluctuations been of late?)

			He infuriates me, this doctor, yet also charms me at the same time. When he turns his piercing gaze in my direction, I feel strangely healed. Not only healed, but whole. I feel beautiful.

			I look away from him. I must avoid these feelings, for they lead to the place of no return. The gray whirlwinds of the second circle of Hell fill my mind, Francesca and her lover, Paolo, spinning uncontrollably for all of eternity.

			I turn my attention to Leandro, with whom I have the opposite problem. He used to charm me, and now he does not. His hand rests on the table beside his plate, so pale and fragile. So unlike Doctor Lobo’s strong hands. It stirs up an uncanny feeling within me. I’m suddenly seized by a strong mix of emotions, a suffocating desire to at once love and punish him, and I seize his wrist.

			He whips his head around to face me.

			“Those who wreak strife upon others in life”—I fix my eyes on his—“simmer in a river of blood at the bank of the alpine crag, in the upper ring of the seventh circle of Hell. They stew in a shore of boiling vermilion, these shades. So take care how you tread in this world, Leandro.”

			The table falls silent. I’m still holding Leandro’s wrist.

			“Who do you think you’re talking to?” Leandro says.

			His tone is flat, devoid of any trace of anger, but his eyes bore into mine and a ripple of defiant pleasure shoots through me. Then the heavy feeling lifts, and I let go of his hand. My cheeks burn with shame for the way I spoke to him, for the way he spoke to me, for the secret pleasure I took in the interaction, and because I know Doctor Lobo will tsk-tsk me. A textbook case of hysteria, he’ll say. Mother would chastise me for it as well. (How can you speak to him that way? He’ll never marry you now.)

			But I’m not wrong to admonish him. Leandro’s sullen demeanor, his inebriation, his lack of attention to his guests, his lies about renovations, all of it is wayward, and that is assuming him innocent of the other, more significant transgressions that may have occurred. It all cannot go unacknowledged. It is about justice, and punishment is an essential part of God’s love. Leandro should know better.

			“I’ve decided to return home after dinner,” I announce, softening my tone. Now is as good a time as any. “I truly thank you for your kindness in opening this wonderful home to me, but I am feeling much better.” I repeat the same lie I told before. “And Mother must be worried sick.” I turn to Doctor Lobo. “I was thinking you could give me a ride home, Doctor?”

			Both men stop chewing. Leandro stares at me as though I’ve announced I will murder everyone tonight. Doctor Lobo’s expression is inscrutable. In the background, the seconds tick on the wall clock.

			I have this peculiar feeling that maybe they don’t want me to leave.

			“Why, of course, Madalena,” Doctor Lobo says. “If this is your wish, I can give you a ride home.” He resumes cutting his steak.

			Relief washes over me. I was expecting more resistance, and am pleasantly surprised the doctor agreed so easily. But Leandro looks pale.

			Dessert arrives. Doce de leite flan, pooled in a sweet sugar glaze, and a fruit cake with a white layer of frosting, raisins, citrus, and the smell of molasses. Delicate small porcelain plates with floral details, little spoons that glimmer in the candlelight.

			Leandro looks somehow even more distraught than before I announced I was leaving, and I almost feel sorry for him. Have I given offense? He has not tried to prevent my leaving. I do not know what he is thinking, if he loathes me or not, if I should loathe him or not, but I am leaving tonight. I have had enough.

			Doctor Lobo licks his lips. “Madalena? Would you like some flan or fruit cake?”

			I regard the fruit cake, dressed up in raisins, served for consumption. For satisfaction. Then it hits me: There is something the foul woman left behind. Something concrete, which Leandro keeps against all odds.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			15

			
				[image: ]
			

			Maria das Dores startles when she sees me in the kitchen.

			“Do you need something, Sinhá Madalena?” she asks tentatively.

			I regard the moldy mass that once was a cake. In the dim kitchen lighting, I cannot see the critters moving within it, and it almost seems innocent. I imagine when it was first baked, it was fresh and still gave off the aroma of molasses and citrus.

			“Sinhá Madalena…?” Maria das Dores ventures.

			And then, just as expected, Leandro appears in the doorway. His face is a mask of alarm.

			“What are you doing?” he says.

			Finally, the sullen man speaks. And this time, there is no pretense. It’s the real Leandro. I see it in his face, the mask has come off. I feel so close to having the real Leandro finally talk to me. I’m on the edge of a breakthrough.

			“This is connected to her somehow,” I say, looking between Leandro and the moldy cake. “It is why you cannot dispose of it. Perhaps it was the last thing she ate before she died. Maybe you two shared it as a last meal. It is some kind of remnant, a symbol…”

			My own voice sounds like it’s coming from someone else. I realize as I speak that of all the terrible suspicions plaguing my mind, the one that bothers me the most is simply that Leandro loves someone else. That Mother was right, and he never really cared for me at all.

			Maria das Dores takes a step back. Doctor Lobo appears behind Leandro, looking so large in comparison with the other two. They’re all thinking I am hysterical.

			“What’s the matter?” Doctor Lobo asks.

			Don’t make a scene, says a voice in the back of my mind. Just go home quietly and like a lady. Swallow your reservations, repress your emotions, never step out of line.

			“Is that why you’re so distraught here?” I say to Leandro. “You’re haunted by her?”

			“By who?” Doctor Lobo says.

			“Who was down in the senzala?” I press, ignoring Doctor Lobo.

			Leandro doesn’t respond. His gaze floats to my hand. I see the intensity in his eyes, in the way he looks at the cake. I can almost see his pupils enlarge.

			“No one’s haunted, Madalena,” Doctor Lobo says. “Just come back to the table.”

			His placating tone infuriates me. I’m not a child and I’m not a patient in his asylum.

			How can he speak for Leandro anyway?

			“I would believe it,” I say, “if only it were Leandro saying it.”

			Leandro doesn’t take the cue I’ve offered. He just continues his campaign of tortured silence. How easy it would be for Leandro to say, No, you’re wrong, there is no woman from my past. Yet he won’t say it.

			“And you’ve decided that based on what…” Doctor Lobo says, “a moldy cake?”

			I suck in a breath. Now that he says it like that, it makes me look like a lunatic. I know that’s what they’re all thinking, Madalena the deranged woman, touched by the moon, and I almost pull my hand away from the dome.

			Almost. Because Leandro hasn’t denied it. And his gaze is still fixated on the cake, which makes me certain I’m right.

			“Let’s just go back to dinner,” Doctor Lobo says. “Come now.”

			But I cannot. As long as Leandro doesn’t speak, he wins, and I have nothing. I will pry him open, tear him apart, break him if I must.

			“If I’m wrong,” I say, “then surely it’s fine if I discard this cake right now?”

			“I…” Leandro starts. “I simply forgot about the cake. It slipped my mind. I’ll take care of it later.”

			His voice is breathy, halting. But the simplicity of the explanation sears me. Doctor Lobo and Maria das Dores are thinking the same: Leandro has admitted his mistake, and I am making a huge fuss over nothing. I don’t know how I can go back to the table. I feel so humiliated.

			Maybe I’m wrong about everything, after all.

			“What of…what of the renovations?” My voice trembles. “Who slept in the room upstairs? Who slept down in the senzala?”

			His eyes widen at the mention of the senzala. But still, he doesn’t speak.

			“Madalena…” Doctor Lobo says softly. With pity. They all pity me. Doctor Lobo clears his throat, then starts toward me.

			“You’re just going to stand there silent?” I say to Leandro. “Letting him speak on your behalf? Coward. You were full of sweet words the day we saw the circus together, when you led me to the cliff and put a child in me!”

			“What?”

			“I am with child!”

			“It’s not mine!”

			My brain buzzes inside my skull. He emphasizes not mine like he wants nothing to do with the baby. Like it’s not his problem. Next thing I know my palm is stinging from how hard I’ve just slapped him.

			The room has stilled. Leandro doesn’t stir, doesn’t touch his red cheek. But his jaw is set and his breathing is rapid and shallow. I pick up the entire cake stand, carry it to the wood-burning stove, lift the dome, and hurl the cake into the flames.
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			I’m sitting in Doctor Lobo’s carriage, sobbing into my hands. The driver asked me a question, but when he realized I was crying, he turned away. I refuse to be inside that house a minute longer. I need Doctor Lobo to come out soon and take me away. I have nothing of myself there anyway, even these clothes aren’t mine. I’ve never been so humiliated in my life.

			Mother’s voice pulses in my mind, red and hot: He’ll say it isn’t his.

			It was her very first thought. So odious. Her immediate assumption and expectation, which had seemed so preposterous at the time.

			And it turned out to be prophetic.

			How dare he. I am a fool.

			He just stood there and watched the cake be engulfed by flames, then scooped up the ashes into a pail. No doubt he’ll keep the ashes and never dispose of them. I mean less to him than the ashes of that cake, and the baby means even less still.

			I’d like to toss him into the flames.

			A silhouette of a man appears at the front door. Before I can make out who it is, a little bit of hope flares within me: Maybe it’s Leandro, coming out to apologize. Maybe this has all been a big misunderstanding.

			But the figure is tall and broad shouldered. It’s Doctor Lobo. Of course Leandro isn’t coming out to talk to me. I start sobbing again.

			A moment later, Doctor Lobo opens the carriage door.

			“I’m not staying in this house a moment longer,” I say. “Take me home.”

			Just like that, I’ll be gone from Leandro’s fazenda, and maybe from his life forever.

			I cry the whole way, as we traverse the moonlit roads under a blanket of stars. But at least this time there is no storm threatening our lives.

			I am now at Mother’s mercy. My baby’s fate is no longer within my control. I am powerless to protect either of us. The despair is all-consuming, envelops my whole being in a pit of black. I start to feel that I’m falling, and a familiar, sickly pain comes over my muscles. The corners of my vision go dark, and my limbs feel weak, my head spins. I welcome the pain this time, and I wonder if I die, will the baby die, too, or if they can—

			I feel an arm wrap around my shoulders. I open my eyes. Doctor Lobo presses me gently to him, and this simple, soft touch brings me back to the present and makes me feel better. I let out an exhale; the scent of bay leaves wafts over me and I allow my head to rest on his shoulder. Warmth spreads through my body and I almost feel good.

			“All will be well, Madalena.”

			His voice is comforting because there is no sadness or pity in it. It carries just the right amount of lightness and is sure of itself.

			“It is Leandro’s baby.” I look up at him. “I’m not lying.”

			“I know.”

			“So you believe me?”

			“I believe you.” He brushes the tears off my cheeks with his thumb.

			He sounds like he means it, too. It makes me feel less alone, knowing that he believes me. That he understands how I have been wronged.

			“Look,” he says, “we’ve arrived.”

			My body goes rigid at the prospect of having to face Mother. But as I look around me, I see a row of houses I don’t recognize. Then the carriage pulls into the driveway of a mansion I’ve never seen before. Regal glass windows with their own individual porches line the polished lime-white walls.

			“This isn’t my house.”

			“I know. It’s my house.” Doctor Lobo steps out of the carriage and opens the door for me.

			“This is…your house?”

			“Your mother will be worried if you show up at such a late hour and with swollen eyes,” he explains as we cross a stone-paved path toward the front porch. “And this affords you time to cool your head prior to speaking with her.”

			He opens the door and I glimpse an elegant foyer with a bronze statue of a Minotaur and a lustrous rug. It is vibrant and brightly lit; the opposite of the dreary Fazenda Santa Tereza.

			“Do you mean…that I would stay the night?”

			“If you wish. Your mother is not expecting you back until tomorrow.”

			I hesitate. Mother would be furious to know I went into a man’s house without her knowledge or approval, but that fills me with rebellious satisfaction. A fire burns in my gut, the kind that wants to consume all in its path. The fact that Mother’s abysmal predictions about Leandro came true only makes me resent her all the more.

			My heart wants nothing more than to escape into this bright, lovely mansion for the night.

			“If you prefer,” he adds, “I can have the driver take you home now.”

			“No. I’d like to stay here, thank you.”

			We step inside. Doctor Lobo speaks to an ancient woman who looks to be a governess or housekeeper. She hardly acknowledges me, which makes me wonder if him bringing a lady guest over at this late hour is a common occurrence. This mansion has a European feel with its numerous oil paintings depicting bare-chested river nymphs, epic celestial battles, pastoral scenes, and stale fruit; velvet fabrics lined with tassels; statuettes of Greek gods; rugs with complicated patterns; and a defunct fireplace. A dog with one blue eye and one green eye looks up at me from a regal cushion. Probably a snow-sledding breed. Doctor Lobo starts up the stairs when I spot what appears to be a life-size sarcophagus.

			“Is that a sarcophagus?” I ask.

			He nods. “It also doubles as a cabinet.”

			Upstairs he leads me to a guest room that is much nicer than my parents’ room in my own house. The walls are covered in a ruby patterned wallpaper and heavy drapes brush the ornamental rug. At the center of it all, a tall bed with a canopy and the softest blankets I’ve ever seen. Doctor Lobo is offering me a beverage—Tea? Water? Wine?—and asking how I’m feeling, and all I can think is that I don’t want him to leave just yet.

			“You told me that Leandro just needed some time,” I say. “But you saw how he disavowed the baby?”

			“This has been a challenging time for both of—”

			“Why do you keep making excuses for him? He is the problem, not me.”

			“I don’t see you as a problem at all.”

			“Sometimes it seems that you do.”

			“But you did hit him.”

			I reel back. I almost forgot about that.

			It felt so right at the time. And I don’t regret it one bit. Maybe tomorrow I’ll regret it, maybe next week, or next month, but right now I only wish I could go back and slap him again. I want to slap Doctor Lobo while I’m at it, to shove him with both fists and back him against the wall. There’s a terrible pressure building inside my body.

			“He rejected our baby. What am I going to do now? I am ruined.”

			“It may seem that way,” he says gently, “but you can never be ruined.”

			I look up at him. “What do you mean?”

			“You are so much more than those things. A husband, a suitor, approval of your family, your church, society…When I look at you, Madalena, I see someone torn apart by the demands of the world around her. Someone who’s been living by external rules for so long, she no longer knows herself. She no longer remembers who she is or what she really wants.”

			The words sink slowly into my bones.

			After a moment I say, “A woman does not have the luxury of wanting things outside of what’s expected of her.”

			“If you did have the luxury”—his voice lowers, as if he’s about to share a secret—“what would you want?”

			Yesterday, I would have said I want Leandro to propose. But now I know Mother was right about him.

			“I want to keep my baby,” I say, “and have a good life. Not the life of an ostracized woman, a woman who brings shame to her family, a mother without a husband. I don’t want my child to be called an illegitimate bastard and I don’t want to be at the mercy of my family…”

			I run out of breath, suddenly realizing that he’s right: All my wants and fears are wrapped up in the world.

			I sink onto the bed, and the mattress is soft. “I don’t know what I want besides that. There is no me besides that.”

			“Of course there is.”

			“If there is, then I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

			He sits beside me. “It does matter. Knowing yourself is the most important thing of all.”

			He looks so tender and thoughtful. Sometimes when he looks at me, his bright umber eyes bear into me in a way that makes me feel truly seen. I don’t know what he means by this, yet at the same time I do. I don’t think I have ever been asked what I want before, nor have I even asked myself that before. It has never mattered what I want.

			What I want…

			A thought slips through. I gasp and push it back down, back into the abyss from which it came and must never be allowed out. There are some thoughts that must never be permitted to surface.

			I feel him watching me, and I get the sense that he can read my mind. That he knows even my darkest thoughts, the ones I dare not think myself. At times like this I can’t bear to look at him.

			“Sometimes,” he says, “we censor a part of ourselves so severely that it becomes repressed in our minds, trapped in some deep crevice of our subconscious. This is our shadow self. Without knowing, we destroy our true spirit to become someone who is accepted, respected, and admired in society.”

			“What about you?” I ask. “You are a man admired in society. Do you have a shadow self?”

			His eyes widen slightly in surprise. “Yes.”

			“You do?”

			“To some extent, we all do, but…” He pauses for a moment, pensive. “Yes, I do.”

			I smile at his honesty. I did not expect this answer. “So the person you are as you walk around in your daily life isn’t the real you?”

			He considers this, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “I suppose you could say so.”

			“Then how can I meet the real you?”

			He laughs. His smile is brilliant, and there is a slight flush to his cheeks. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this expression on him before, it’s almost coy.

			“May I?” He lifts his hands in my direction. I have no idea what he’s asking, but I nod and say yes. My blood tingles in anticipation.

			He brings his hands to my shoulders. His touch is gentle as he takes off my coat-basque. He pulls my hair aside, carefully, as he does. I become aware of my own breathing. Then he gets down on his knees before me and slowly takes off my shoes one by one. I stare in stunned silence.

			“Take off your petticoat.” I do as he says, trembling. I wonder what he must think of me, of my body. When I have my petticoat in hand, I hesitate awkwardly, unsure what to do with it, then he takes it from my hand and sets it on the chair by the wall. Now I’m down to my chemise. I can’t even look at him.

			“Sit.”

			I perch on the edge of the bed. He tells me to sit back against the pillow and drop my shoulders. I then realize that my shoulders were almost to my ears. Then he sits on the bed, too, facing me. I can’t help but notice he hasn’t taken off any articles of clothing.

			He pulls a copper watch from his vest pocket. He clicks open the cover and holds it up by the chain. The watch’s hands are thin, delicate silver spades pointing to black, rounded numbers. He swings the watch gently and directs my gaze to the steady side-to-side motion. He draws my attention to the ticking sound. There is something different about his voice. It’s quieter, fuller. It makes me feel that we are the only two people that exist in the world.

			No…It makes me feel that he is the only one that exists in the world.

			“You hear nothing but my voice.”

			His voice is like a breeze, a soft light in a dark room.

			“Imagine that you are ascending a staircase…”

			A dark expansive place where I am ascending a staircase. At the first level, I see myself sitting in Mass a few days ago, nervous and scared that everyone was going to find out my secret. I resume my ascent, leaving that version of me behind. At the next level I see myself as a teenager, in my community, sitting in lessons. I leave that version of me behind also as I go up, and I know it is gone. At each level I see a new version of me, which I leave behind. I come to a level where I see myself as a child, playing, and everything I learned in school falls away, gone forever, as I move up the staircase. At almost the top level, I see myself as an infant with my parents, being baptized. They are giving me a name.

			That name, too, stays behind as I move up.

			At the top, what is left is the real me.

			“You feel different,” he says. “The images and voices of the past do not have the weight on you they once had. They are more like faded photographs. They are distant. You are untethered. You feel an urge to follow your instincts. Your legs and hands lead the way. And you hear my voice. You hear nothing but my voice.”
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			He’s here.

			He’s always been here. If not always, then at least for a very long time.

			The room is dark. He stands by the bed, watching me.

			It seems right that he should be here, like I’ve been waiting for him my whole life.

			“Doctor Lobo?” I whisper.

			He doesn’t speak. The candles have all been put out. He’s still, a solid dark silhouette against the window. Then he moves in my direction. His long arms stretch toward me like tentacles.

			He climbs into bed, underneath the covers. My blood pulses with excitement. It’s not him—I realize this as he gets closer, as he lies with me and wraps himself around me. It’s not him at all. His hands are not hands but claws, and they feel rough against my skin, though pleasant as it sears. His body is wide and strong as it fills my pores. His warmth envelops me from all angles. Twice the size of a man, and still his body merges with mine. His cloven tail rises up behind him. His gaping mouth reveals cavernous depths with long rows of sharp-pointed teeth and a massive tongue which splits in two. The rest of him metamorphoses before my eyes like the thieves in the eighth circle of Hell. His skin is made up of smooth blue reptilian scales. His golden caiman eyes are lidless and unblinking with a slitted pupil in the center. His forklike claws lock my arms against the bed and prevent my movement as fangs descend upon my flesh.

			He carves into my jaw and neck. Warm blood drips on my skin. My cry of pain is laced with pleasure. He runs his lizard’s tongue along my neck and makes me quiver.

			What you want is not love, he says, but destruction.
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			With a gasp, I wake up.

			I sit up in bed. I’m shaking slightly, my forehead clammy. It was only a vivid dream. I touch my jaw and my ear. They are still there. There is no blood nor wound. Yet something of the dream lingers. A searing ache, a strange longing. I shudder. I think it was wicked, but it is only a thought. I was taught that one can sin in dreams but that, too, is only a thought, a faded memory, something I used to know that doesn’t carry so much weight anymore.

			I don’t remember Doctor Lobo leaving the room. I must have fallen asleep during his mesmerism. I remember how tender he was when he told me that what I want matters. That finding myself matters. When he told me that he, too, hides a part of himself from the world. I remember earlier, in the carriage, he held me as I cried into his shoulder, brushing my hair with his fingers. Kneeling before me and taking off my button boots in the most gentle way.

			I light the candle on the mantelpiece, though I don’t mind the darkness so much. There is an eerie stillness. I listen. I think I hear a faint noise coming from downstairs. It sounds vaguely like footsteps. At this hour, it wouldn’t be a servant out and about. It must be him. The thought of him moving about the house at such a late hour makes me feel wide-awake. The buzzing sound I hear, it could be his voice. Every particle of my being feels called to it, wants more of what he offered.

			I recall that Leandro was up and about last night as well, and not in his room when I checked. I never did find out what he was up to, and where he was in the middle of the night. I suppose now I will never know.

			Guided by the flickering glow of the candle, I slip into the dim corridor. I grasp the banister as I climb down the stairs in slow, careful steps. The floor is cold on my bare feet. The flame of the candle falters, as though fighting against a light wind, but I don’t feel anything. A faint stale smell hangs in the air, like champagne and perfume and wine, remnants of recent gatherings. Doctor Lobo seems the type who likes to entertain, and who would be at the center of his lavish parties.

			There isn’t a soul in sight.

			I hear the noise: a faint buzzing. Perhaps it is only air moving through wooden panels, or bats trapped in the attic. Some wind tunnel playing tricks on my mind, just like the vision of that reptilian beast that plagued my dreams earlier. Mother says I am prone to idle fantasies. I can’t discern the true nature of the sound, but I have an instinct to follow it. I feel the hum of his voice under my skin, pulsing, calling to me.

			I notice an old-fashioned daguerreotype photograph framed on the wall. It depicts a group of people dressed up, at a party of sorts, in this house. For all his talk of travels, medicine, and philosophy, he speaks surprisingly little of his own personal life. I don’t even know his first name. I’ve assumed him a single man, but maybe he is married with children. Maybe he has another house somewhere. That is what men do, isn’t it? Mother said one of my uncles on my father’s side has a separate house that he uses only for his mistress, and his wife knows about it. I always picture this second home being in Boa Viagem, facing the ocean. If I were a man and I had a secret love shack, it would face the ocean.

			As I peer at the photograph, I notice something peculiar. Several of the women wear dresses with wide mutton sleeves similar to the dress Leandro gave me. Which I suspect belonged to the foul woman…I don’t know what to make of this. Are these people from a different country? It makes sense, considering how well traveled the doctor is. I bring the candle close to the image to inspect it. I look at the women’s faces, searching for something special, a je ne sais quoi about any of them. Wondering if one of them could be the mysterious woman from Leandro’s past. But they’re just…women. There are three of them and nine men. Doctor Lobo stands in the center, beaming. In the bottom corner, there are words written in tiny letters. I bring the candle closer to it and read: The Hermetic Order of the Shining Light.

			I look around for more pictures, but don’t see any others along the wall. I slide into the nearest room, his study. Study is perhaps the wrong word; it is a spacious library with tall ceilings and plush Persian rugs, towering bookshelves filled with heavy volumes. I wave the candle over shelves of books that look like they have been here for generations. There are also all manner of peculiar and interesting artifacts: a small rosewood compartment chest filled with thin bags of loose-leaf tea, a tea caddy of sorts, a glazed redware crock and a carved wood candle box, another wooden box filled with pine cutlery. I shake a brass oilcan in my hand, not even sure what I’m expecting to find in it.

			A leather-bound manuscript on his desk grabs my eyes. It has a peculiar cover with no title or images on it. When I open it, the first page is blank except for a handwritten line at the bottom, which reads: This manuscript is forbidden to all but the initiated members of the H.O.S.L. The letters within almost seem to be inscribed by hand, like the manuscripts of the past, but it is hard for me to tell under the feeble candlelight.

			I hesitate. Mother says ladies should not fill their heads with useless knowledge. But the memory is stale as a decades-old pamphlet. What is she so afraid of me learning? Following her rules, following all their rules, has led me only to ruin and misery.

			Perhaps it’s time to break the rules.

			I do not fear the unknown. I feel called to it.

			I inspect the contents. Parts of it are written in a foreign tongue while other pages contain symbols and drawings with inscriptions. There are diagrams of the world, the spheres of Jupiter and Saturn inhabited by the hierarchies of the angels, astronomical charts, depictions of the fall of Adam, cosmic eggs, and cryptic geometric engravings. There are charts for solar and lunar eclipses, mystic enneagrams, ornate hieroglyphs, and the universe depicted as a river of space and time. I find myself sinking into the images. When the concepts are too esoteric for me to understand, still they draw me in, like obscure verses that transcend the intellect and speak directly to the spirit.

			I come upon a striking image that makes me still. It is a circular ladder like the one in my dream, depicted in brilliant shades of gold and orange. There are angelic beings on the ladder, which ascends to Heaven. The attribution reads: William Blake, Jacob’s Ladder, c. 1800. And beside it, a biblical quote: A ladder appeared to Jacob in a dream, and the top of it reached to heaven: and the angels of God were going up and down on it. Genesis 28:12. This is accompanied by an image of the anatomy of the inner ear. Juxtaposed against Jacob’s ladder, it is clear that the spiral shape of the ladder mirrors the spiral shape of the inner ear.

			I shift my attention to some highlighted passages:

			The truest magic is not what takes place within the bounds of the Flaming Pentagon, but the transformation that occurs inside the Convert, and that is inner alchemy.

			Most people seek to understand the truths of their world and find their place in it. But the visionary is one who creates truths and who carves the reality of their world by the power of their vision.

			One section is heavily annotated, titled “Ascension Through the Ranks.”

			Just as the soul rises through the nine steps of the empyrean ladder to reach the heavenly realm, so, too, do the members of the H.O.S.L. ascend through nine ranks to achieve mastery. To ascend to a higher rank, a member must prove readiness before two witnesses. Members of the inner circle must bear witness.

			Only the truly worthy reach the final ninth rank, which is that of Magus. It is at this level that admittance to the inner circle occurs, and the ancient secrets are made known.

			At the bottom, there is a handwritten annotation:

			Feb 5: Witnesses have been notified.

			My reading is interrupted by the sound. A buzzing like before, only this time slightly louder and more distinct. It’s not in my imagination, it’s real. I stand and listen. It seems to be coming from inside the walls. I follow the sound, my feet guiding me to the far corner of the room. I come to a bookshelf and run my fingers over the dusty spines. If there ever has been a house which is the type to have a secret room hidden behind bookshelves, it’s this one. I probe between rows of books and behind them, feeling for latches or notches, searching in every crevice for disturbances in the wood. I search along the perimeter, but I don’t detect anything. Yet as I wave the candle over the bookshelf, searching, I become more and more convinced that the buzzing sound is his voice.

			You hear my voice.

			I am so close. I pull books off the shelves, but find only empty spaces. I swipe my finger on the back panel and it comes off dusty and makes me sneeze. I hear his voice; I am certain of it. He is behind this wall. I bang my fist against the wall, drop the candle, and the light goes out.

			Darkness fills the room.

			I feel my way back to the writing desk. Given the oil lamp on the desk, there must be a matchbox nearby. I pull open the drawer and feel all the objects in it, one by one, until I find the matchbox. I strike a match and a thin flame comes to life. I light the candle.

			From this angle, I see something I did not notice before. Next to the bookshelves stands a row of lush deep-green wide-leaved houseplants. Could it be? I spring to my feet. I move all the plants out of the way, one by one, frantically. Now I see it: the frame of a small door, shorter than a normal door, the kind you might find in an attic. It is painted the same dark green as the wallpaper, so it almost disappeared behind the houseplants. The handle is discreet, too, but when I turn it, the door opens. I step inside.
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			I am in a chamber that is unlike any place I’ve ever seen before. It is dark all around except for the center, which pulses with light from a ring of a dozen brilliant burning torches. They surround a pentagram drawn on the floor in white and blue chalk. I see now why the book called it a flaming pentagram. The massive torches are the only light source in the room and greatly illuminate the center; but the edges of the chamber, where the light doesn’t reach, are so dark that I cannot make out any walls. This creates the illusion that the flaming pentagram is rising out of an abyss.

			He sits on the pentagram, robed and hooded, with his back to me. Before him, a podium bears a heavy book. The flames cast dancing shadows all around him.

			He doesn’t turn around. I’m not sure he knows I am here. I open my mouth to call out to him, then suddenly the door falls shut behind me. I startle. From the inside, it doesn’t even look like a door. I don’t discern any handles. I am puzzling over this when I hear his voice.

			“Don’t come any closer.” He speaks without turning around.

			“I-I apologize,” I stammer, unsure what I am apologizing for. I feel foolish. My voice sounds nervous and out of place. What makes me think he even wants me here? “I don’t mean to disturb you, it is only that I…couldn’t sleep. I had troubled dreams.”

			What a flimsy explanation for why I came here, having gone to such lengths to find him in the middle of the night.

			“Your dreams are a window into your subconscious,” he says. His voice sounds deeper than it was last night. “What did you dream?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			He is still. I bite the corner of my lip.

			“This is not your mother’s house or your church,” he says, still not turning around. “This is not a place where you pretend to be someone else. This is a sacred place, a place where you become your true self. You have no need to lie here. So speak the truth. What did you dream?”

			“I dreamed that a beast came to my bedside.”

			“A beast?”

			“Like a demon from the underworld. It had reptilian scales, a forked tail, claws, lidless eyes.” I pause. “It climbed into bed with me.”

			“Were you afraid?”

			“No…” I pause. “I welcomed it.”

			At this, he finally rises to his feet. He turns around and regards me. I feel the beam of his gaze, appraising me.

			“Come forth.”

			I feel as though I’ve passed a test. Perhaps the test was simply to tell the truth.

			I step toward the center of the room, the ring of fire encircling the pentagram. My eyes are drawn to the radiant blaze, while the edges of the room are indiscernible, dark and fluid. In my peripheral vision, something moves deep in the shadows. I shift my attention away from the firelight and look where I thought I saw movement. But I can make out nothing but darkness. I must have imagined it.

			I approach the flaming pentagram. I feel the warmth of the flames on my skin, and discern a faint scent of copal. From up close, I realize the pentagram covers a wider area than I thought. There are drawings carved between its straight lines, alchemical symbols of sulfur, salt, lead, and mercury. At the center, a kabbalistic cross bears a rose and an entwining serpent. I saw this pentagram in the book, two side by side, one with a circle around it and the other without. This pentagram has no circle around it.

			From here I can also make out a table past the podium, shrouded in shadows. It lies beyond the light, where the flames cannot reach.

			“What does it mean?” I ask. “The dream?”

			His eyes shine like obsidian gems. “It means that you are ready.”

			A frisson runs through my body.

			He steps over to the podium. He picks up a golden dagger, which sat beside the large open book, and a cloth. I remember seeing a depiction of a golden dagger in the book. It was called a ceremonial dagger, said to be used to banish or invoke spirits.

			“What is this?” I ask.

			He steps around the torches, toward me. He’s carrying the dagger and the cloth.

			“An invocation ritual.”

			“What is that?”

			He comes very close to me. I meet his eyes, and he watches me for a moment.

			“The forces of the outside world have no power here,” he says. “They will fall away once you step into the flaming pentagram. You will then know yourself, and you will know your heart’s desire. That’s why you’ve come, isn’t it?”

			Movement in the corner of my eye. I turn in the direction of it, but in the far-flung corners of the room there is only darkness.

			“Are we alone here?” I ask.

			“Yes.” He starts unfurling the cloth. “Let the ancient spirits guide you.”

			He starts wrapping this cloth around my eyes, blindfolding me. It is a thin, semi-sheer fabric, and I can still see the outline of his body and the glow of the torches to my left. Everything else is blurry.

			“Before you enter the flaming pentagram, you must release the old you.”

			“How?”

			“I’ll show you.”

			He takes me by the hand and guides me forward. I feel the heat of the flames, and see their glow pass me by on my left. We move past the podium. The flames are behind us. I remain oriented, and I know when we reach the table behind the podium. It is cool and dark. The blindfold seems unnecessary.

			He lifts my hand and presses an object to my palm. I close my fingers around it and find it is smooth and round at the edge. The handle of the ceremonial dagger.

			He stands close to me on my right side.

			“What lies before you is an effigy of you,” he says. “This ritual effigy is a wax and mud doll that represents the old you, the one called Madalena. It symbolizes your past, your attachments, the identity assigned to you. Raise the dagger to it.”

			I reach for it with my free hand. I feel the upward tip of the doll’s nose, lips, then my hands pull outward slightly, and I feel the straw-like texture of the doll’s hair.

			I raise the dagger with both hands. I conjure to mind all my life’s attachments, the old me, which is inseparable from the world around me. Then I think of Leandro and his rejection of the baby. I think of Mother and her threat to take the baby away from me. I feel nothing but spite for all of them, and I bring the dagger down, furiously, again and again. I want to be free, and now I’m starting to feel an inkling of freedom. The scent of copal makes my head buzz.

			Breathless, I spin around to face him. He whispers words I don’t understand, but there is a music to them, a resonance. His hand caresses my cheek and brushes my lips, then lingers there for a moment. I close my eyes. I can feel that he is looking down at me, though I cannot see him. I instinctively reach toward my face to remove the blindfold, but he stops me.

			“No,” he says.

			I follow him back to the edge of the flaming pentagram. I stand on the outer perimeter of it, feeling the blaze on my skin. It is so bright. I hear his voice: a soothing, low chant in some other tongue. He stands on the outside, too, waiting for me.

			I step inside. My feet touch the chalky, warm surface of the pentagram. The flames rise all around me, engulfing me in a vortex. I am the light rising out of the abyss. I am the ancient spirit who has been invoked. I spin around, laughing, free as a newborn. I know what I want.

			I stretch my hand toward him.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			19

			
				[image: ]
			

			He crosses the threshold and a profound wordless communication passes between us. He stands over me, so close that I can see him even through the cloth. His eyes lock onto mine and for a moment he is very still. Then he takes me by the wrist and pulls me to him abruptly and holds me from behind. He moves my hair aside with the back of his hand and brings his lips to my neck. He holds me close as he kisses me. I feel it resonate through my body. He moves up, planting soft kisses on my ear, jaw, and cheek.

			I spin around to face him. His eyes are full of knowing, soft and focused as a pure light beam. His arms wrap around my back and he draws me to him, then our lips meet. Slow at first, then deep and lingering. I squeeze strands of his hair between my fingertips. He draws me into a tight embrace and my heels lift off the ground. My body fills with air.

			Had I never come here, had I chosen not to come inside this house, I would have gone my whole life without knowing this feeling. That is the final thought that passes through my mind before it folds into itself.

			He slides off my chemise and casts it aside. He lays me down on the ground and runs a gentle hand over my skin. The flames shimmer and flicker like a constellation of stars. I smile, laugh, as he whispers secrets into my ears, and I hear his voice. I feel the chalky lines on my back, warm and slick. Slick with something else, too, just beginning, hovering in the periphery of my awareness, and no more.

			He is powerful. His grip on my body is firm and sure of itself. His strong hands, which I secretly coveted from afar, I now bring to my lips. He could be the reptilian beast devouring me, shivering, making me sigh. Whispering: What you want is not love, but destruction. No matter what happens from here on, know that this feeling is real. This feeling is true. All else is false. This is what you must return to.

			We are rising. Above us there is no ceiling, around us there are no walls, no boundaries to give form or shape to our surroundings. We have no past or names, just this. We are particles of light and vibrating sound waves and darkness. I’m rising.

			I am at the center of the pentagram, vast, and my hair is wet. The floor is slick and metallic. Even when he’s not talking I hear his voice. I disappear inside of it. There is no I, only him, and it feels good. He pulses deep within my blood.

			Lumps of my hair are sticking together. Sticking to my shoulders and arms. My back and the backs of my arms are wet. He draws me up to his lap and I straddle him.

			There is never a moment when I pull down the blindfold. I simply notice the red on the floor, at the edge of my vision, at the outer perimeter of my awareness. I don’t care. I don’t stop. I don’t stop when I register shifting figures in the distance, shadows moving, or the dangling hand beyond the flames.

			The fire burns bright and exquisite. Time slows to a crawl, stretches taut into a space of utter stillness, stops, then crawls again, with no end in sight.
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			I wake up feeling good. My body feels strong, and all of the aches from the carriage accident are gone. The room is dim, but a little bit of sunlight filters in. As I look around me, for a moment I do not know where I am. Doctor Lobo is nowhere in sight. At the far end of the room, there is a single boarded-up window through which meager wisps of sunlight filter in. The podium is now bare, and the long table has a large tarp over it. It is only from these that I understand this is the same chamber that I spent the night in. Only now, without the flaming torches, it looks completely different. I see the bare walls at the far end, and no other furniture.

			Something isn’t right. My hands and hair are wet. As my eyes adjust to the dim lighting, I discern that the floor around me is slick. I wipe my finger on it and smell blood.

			I examine myself, searching for wounds or cuts. Did something happen in the night without me noticing? Was something done to me while I slept? I don’t believe I slept for very long. I feel my body, searching for wounds, but I find nothing.

			I slip on the chemise, restless. Why did he leave me here alone? Suddenly, I gasp in horror. The table before me, with the tarp covering it…A hand dangles from beneath the tarp. Long feminine fingers. Round pink nails. Blood drips down from it onto the floor. The front legs of the table are coated in blood.

			For a moment, I am paralyzed. My thoughts are jumbled. I remember now glimpsing this dangling hand last night, but my mind didn’t register it fully. But this table is where I stabbed the wax and mud doll, an effigy of me.

			Only…I don’t see the doll anywhere now.

			I was wearing a blindfold. I never saw the doll even then. I only touched her straw-like hair.

			Oh God. My blood turns to ice as a terrible realization strikes me: There never was a doll.

			What I stabbed was…

			I turn away from the table and scramble desperately for the exit. I move so fast that I slip on the blood-soaked floor, and then I’m crawling on all fours, scrambling for purchase. Why did Doctor Lobo leave me here alone with that thing?

			I make it to the far wall, where I remember entering last night. But there is no handle or knob to turn. I see the outline of the doorframe, but I don’t know how to open the door. Yet he left, so there must be a way out. My hands move frantically around the frame, feeling the texture of the wood and seeking a secret latch of some kind. The boarded-up window is all the way on the opposite side of the room, so it is dark and I can hardly discern what I am looking at. A terrifying thought occurs to me: What if the mechanism to open the door has been purposely removed?

			What if I was left here on purpose?

			I open my mouth to call out, then something stops me.

			I hear my name. From beyond the wall, voices.

			“…Examination bears positive results,” says a male voice I don’t recognize. It isn’t Doctor Lobo’s voice. It is grave and serious. “…Successful execution of one of the most difficult spells of ritual magic in the tradition. We commend you, Lobo.”

			Spells? Dread runs through my spine.

			Another male voice says, “Your application of mesmerism on the subject was highly effective. The sex act, as well, seemed to enhance the effect of the mesmerism, as you predicted.”

			The subject…me? These men were present last night? I shudder as I think of the shadows moving in the distance. A line from the book comes to mind: Members of the inner circle must bear witness. And the annotation beneath it, in Lobo’s own handwriting: Witnesses have been notified.

			No. This cannot be happening. I press my ear to the wall, palms up against it.

			“It will be recorded in the Book of the Golden Cross…” His voice lowers and I cannot make out the next sentence. “…Your initiation ceremony into the inner circle will be held at the next full moon. Where then you will receive your new name.”

			Doctor Lobo murmurs something I can’t hear.

			My mind is running in circles. The heavily underlined and annotated passage in the book depicted nine ranks in the order, and specific rules for how to advance within the ranks. It said that in the final level one enters the inner circle, attains the highest rank of Magus, and all the ancient secrets are revealed. This has been Lobo’s goal all along. But for him to advance within the ranks, certain spells must be executed, spells of dark magic no doubt. Were demons summoned last night? There was no circle around the pentagram. I remember seeing both depictions in the book: a pentagram with a circle around it and one without. With a circle around it, it is a spell of banishing and protection. Without the circle, it is an invocation.

			Let the ancient spirits guide you, he said.

			“The only problem now,” says one of the male voices, “is what is to be done about the subject. Your blindfold idea didn’t work. It fell off.”

			There is a terrible silence. Now I know for sure they are talking about me. I don’t remember at what point the blindfold fell off, but I remember glimpsing red everywhere, shadows, the dangling hand.

			“You noticed it, didn’t you?”

			“It is why I left her there,” says Doctor Lobo. Hearing his voice now almost startles me. “My hope was that the blindfold would stay on. I gave her a light sedative. I’d planned to move her to a room upstairs and she would wake up never having seen…” He trails off.

			The thing on the table. Never having seen what lies on the table.

			“…None the wiser.”

			There is a pause in which I wonder if my hearing stopped.

			“That is unfortunate,” says a male voice.

			“Lobo.” The elderly voice carries a note of warning. “She cannot leave that chamber.”

			Something clicks in my mind. I spring into action. I must find a way out of this chamber, and I must do it quickly before they come for me, while they still think I’m asleep. I pause in the middle of the room, looking for some sharp object I can use to break the window. But there are no pieces of furniture, no objects lying around. There are only the podium, the table, the pillars where the torches sat, and…

			I swallow. I tiptoe over the blood, careful not to make a noise, not to slip again. My senses are on high alert. I stop before the table, heart pounding in my chest. I draw an inhale, then I lift the tarp.

			It’s a girl. Gray skinned, purple lips, and deathly still. Long hair parted in the middle. Looks my age. The dagger is still lodged in her chest.

			The reality of it—this is a real person, a real human—makes my knees tremble. But there’s no time to think. I seize the handle and wrench it free. The blade comes out crimson. The stench takes my breath away. I run to the boarded-up window on the far end of the room.

			I know this will make noise. The noise could alert them to me, so there is no room for error. I muster all the focus and strength I have, then hammer the blade to the wood. The planks start to yield. I slide the blade between the edges to loosen the pieces, then the boards come apart. I shield my eyes with my free hand to protect against flying shards, and with the other hand I strike the glass. It cracks, severs, then shatters.
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			I run past the gardens, past the stable and a shouting groundskeeper, past a stone fountain and a small orchard. My arms sting where the glass cut when I jumped through the window, but I don’t slow. I hop a stone gate and stumble upon the road. I don’t stop to catch my breath or look back. I do not know if it is the will to live, but my body feels stronger, lit up with an internal fire that propels my legs forward.

			I reach the sidewalks. Doctor Lobo’s house is behind me, and I don’t dare look back. I have no plan but to leave the house far behind me.

			When I can no longer run, I walk. If I could no longer walk, I would crawl. On all fours like a louse looking for a hole in which to hide. I imagine he is behind me, fast on my heels. I pass a yellow house where a couple sit on their front porch, reading aloud to each other. I try to shout out to them for help, but the noise that comes out of my throat is hoarse and feeble. They see me, point, and stare.

			My vision starts to blur. The sun rises high in the sky, blazing. Every muscle in my body burns. I fear I am moving achingly slow.

			A carriage rolls to a halt beside me. I try to recall what Doctor Lobo’s carriage looked like, but I cannot be sure. Nor can I tell which direction it came from—Doctor Lobo’s mansion?

			The door opens and I start to turn away in terror, but to my surprise, it is Leandro who steps out. He helps me up, then tucks me into the seat.

			“You’re bleeding!” he says once we’re in the carriage. “What happened?”

			“Take me far away from here. Make haste!”

			The carriage takes off. I look out the window and don’t see Doctor Lobo anywhere on the road. I do not know if he chased me. I do not know if he ever even noticed I escaped. The road looks eerily deserted now. Flowering trees sway in the wind as if nothing bad ever happened. The couple that was reading on their porch now stand on the sidewalk, book in hand, looking out.

			“What’s happened?” Leandro repeats. He tears off a piece of his shirt to bandage my cuts.

			“It’s not my…” I trail off. It’s not my blood, I don’t think, but I’m not sure. (No, I am sure, I am sure I killed her.) But I have cuts on my arms from squeezing through the broken window. The blood drips down over my arms and elbows. They are superficial wounds, but some of the blood is mine.

			“My baby…” I press a hand to my belly. A sickening feeling comes over me. Will my baby be harmed by all this? I hope to God that my baby wasn’t injured in the process, yet I can’t imagine that he wasn’t. This is all punishment because of what I did last night. I try to calm myself, to remind myself that I wasn’t actually harmed in the ritual…Was I? No, no, if I had been, how would I have been able to run so much? However, that girl…

			“I never should have allowed him to take you away,” Leandro says. “I wasn’t thinking straight last night, I drank too much. But this morning I came as soon as I rose. For God’s sake, what happened? Did he hurt you?”

			I swallow. I can’t even begin to imagine how I can explain myself—what version of events I can offer that doesn’t incriminate me.

			“We need to get you to a doctor,” Leandro says.

			“No more doctors!”

			“Why not?”

			“Doctor Lobo is a dangerous man.” I pause. “How did you know I would be here?”

			“What?”

			“Last night he was meant to take me home. How did you know he never took me home? You knew to come look for me here.”

			Leandro pales. “I…Last night while you waited in the carriage, he told me he planned to take you to his house. I told him not to. In my inebriated state, I believed him when he acquiesced. But this morning when I woke up sober, I remembered what he said and had a bad feeling about it. Did he hurt you?”

			“I agreed to stay in his house overnight only so I wouldn’t show up at Mother’s door so aggravated. He was meant to take me to Mother’s house today. But I woke in the middle of the night.” I pause. “I heard a noise. I went downstairs and I came upon a dark chamber where…there was a secret ritual of sorts. It was some sort of black magic ritual, I believe.”

			His jaw drops in shock. “A black magic ritual?”

			I nod. No one must ever know what I did. I shall take that to my grave. But what of the men? Will they come after me?

			“I saw something I wasn’t supposed to see.”

			This part is true. I was not meant to see the dead girl. I was supposed to believe I was stabbing a wax doll, a ritual effigy. If the blindfold hadn’t come off, Doctor Lobo wouldn’t have left me in that room to wake up alone, imprisoned. Now I know about the girl who was murdered in their sacrificial ritual, and I am a liability to them.

			I curse myself. God. I killed that girl. But she did not react at all when I stabbed her…She must have been heavily sedated. Doctor Lobo is a physician; it would be easy for him to arrange such a thing.

			“What did you see?”

			I shake my head. “Don’t ask me, Leandro, I dare not speak of it.”

			Leandro doesn’t press. But I feel him staring at me. I know he’s wondering how I came to be in my underpinnings. Or is it merely my guilt that makes me think so? Guilt not only for what I did to the girl, but what I did with Doctor Lobo.

			“I escaped by breaking a window and climbing through it. I cut myself in the process.”

			I wonder if Leandro will point out that this doesn’t explain why I have blood on my hair and my back as well.

			Leandro says, “Before Doctor Lobo, my family physician was Doctor Amado—”

			“Leandro, what I need is the police.”

			“The police?” Leandro sounds disturbed.

			I bite my lips. I want to go to the police inspector and tell him these men may be hunting me. But what version of events will I tell them? And what if they find out I killed a girl?

			I rub my temples. The murder weapon, the ceremonial dagger…I left it there. After the window broke, I dropped the dagger and left it there.

			“Never mind,” I correct myself. “Don’t send for the police inspector yet. Just…just take me home.”

			Heavens, if I show up at home like this, how will I explain my current state? Bleeding and semi-naked, disheveled. My stomach tightens. I look around me, and I notice familiar terrain. The carriage pulls into the driveway of the Fazenda Santa Tereza. I sit up, confused.

			“Why are we back at your house?” I ask.

			Leandro stares at me blankly. His face is a mask of confusion and it tells me he’s still not back to his usual self. He’s that shell-shocked version of himself that infuriates me.

			“Leandro, pull yourself together!” I cry, and he looks frightened.

			“I-I’m sorry,” he stammers.

			Perhaps it is for the best that we’re back here. If I clean myself up, I can arrive at Mother’s house looking composed, dressed up, and clean. All I have to explain are a few bruises on my arms. Yes…that is what I will do.

			“Maria das Dores will clean my wounds,” I tell him, “then you’ll have the driver take me home.”
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			“You must be careful, Sinhá Madalena,” Maria das Dores says, pressing the gauze to my arm. She moves meticulously slow, as if to purposely irritate me. “You must listen to Senhor Neves and Doctor Lobo.”

			“Must I?”

			I draw a sharp inhale. She wants me to listen to Leandro and Doctor Lobo.

			It is because of the incident with the cake yesterday. She was looking at me the same way when I tossed the cake into the flames. As if I am out of control. But it’s not only that. Maria das Dores has always looked at me askance, from the very beginning. From the moment I met her three days ago. Why does she hate me?

			It doesn’t matter. I have cleaned the wounds, washed myself, and put on a dress. It is enough. I rise.

			“The bandages aren’t fully done—”

			“This will do, thank you. Is the carriage ready?”

			“What carriage?”

			“The carriage to take me home!”

			She blinks.

			I look out the window. There is no carriage waiting. Astounding.

			“Did Leandro not…” I sigh, exasperated. “Go tell the driver to get the carriage ready.”

			She nods and scampers off.

			I go to Leandro’s room to see if he is there. I have no more patience for his slowness, his deranged manner. Especially now that I know his true nature—that he rejected our baby. Looked me in the eye and pretended it wasn’t his. It was nice of him to come look for me this morning, but he still did not say anything about the baby. He did not take back what he said last night.

			“Leandro?” I call out.

			Leandro is not in his room.

			I deduce he must still be downstairs. A small pile of glossy photographs on his nightstand catches my eye. Not the older daguerreotypes, but more modern, smaller ones. I pause. I see the outline of a woman. I pick it up.

			In the photograph, a young woman sits gracefully in the drawing room with her long dark hair high up in a ponytail. Her hair is lustrous and velvety, her skin smooth and sun-kissed.

			Her face is cast in shadows.

			I recognize the drawing room of this very house. These photographs were taken here. By Leandro, no doubt.

			She holds flowers in her hands, has a hibiscus tucked behind her ear and one in her hair.

			She is barefoot. In another photograph she wears pointed heels. There are many photographs of her, all inside this house. But in all of them, her face is obscured. At times, it is simply cast in shadows or she looks away. I can see the delineation of her jaw. Other times, she wears a veil. Sometimes she’s facing a dark corner of the house. It is peculiar, as if the photographer angled it this way on purpose.

			These must have been taken by Leandro, but he himself doesn’t appear in any of the photographs.

			I recognize the pearl earrings and silver bangle bracelets from the vanity in the lavender room. She must be the mystery woman from Leandro’s past. The one who smells of lavender rose. The one whose dresses he gave me. Maybe even the foul woman who appeared in the mirror.

			I flip through the photos faster and faster. A deep discomfort burrows in my gut. I search for Leandro in the photos, for anyone else, but they’re all of her.

			It appears that he couldn’t get enough of her.

			Her wearing a purple pendant around her neck and opal rings on her knuckles. With her knees on the carpet, with her head resting on a pillow, with the window as a backdrop, with the wall paintings as a backdrop.

			Most of the time she wears a simple gray dress, the kind one might wear around the house. I recognize it—it was amid the pile Leandro gave me to wear the day I woke up here.

			I come across a series of photos that make me sick.

			She tips a bottle of liquor toward her mouth, wearing an underskirt and nothing else. She lets the drink spill onto her exposed neck and chest. She lifts her skirts and rests a hand on each knee, spreading her legs for the camera obscenely, wearing stockings and high heels. She sits on a bed littered with rose petals. Bustles and veils and corsets are strewn on the floor alongside men’s pants and shirts.

			She beckons to the camera with her fingers and a vicious smile.

			I sweep my arm over the dresser and hear the clattering, breaking, and scattering. Shards of glass and clay litter the floor, water spills from a broken vase, and I revel in all of it. A blazing fire rips through me from head to toe. Maybe I have hysteria, but I was right. I was right about him having an affair, I was right about his deceitfulness, about his betrayal, about his lies, and all of them yesterday, all of them looked at me like I was a madwoman.

			Footsteps thunder up the stairs, then Leandro appears at the door. He gawks at the mess on the floor. “What’s wrong?”

			“It’s no wonder”—my voice is icy—“you denied the baby. No wonder…”

			“What…?”

			His face. Leandro’s gawking face inspires a primal rage within me. I seize the candlestick from the mantel and lash out at him.

			“You ruined me, you vile, disgusting coward!”

			Leandro cowers against the wall, raising his arm protectively over his head as I hit him with the candlestick.

			“You sent me all those letters, while this is what you were doing this whole time. You’re a disgrace, you should be ashamed of yourself! You walk around composed and reserved, but then you do vile things in this house and you lied to my face when I asked if someone had slept in that room recently.”

			“Sinhá Madalena, stop!” Maria das Dores says from the hallway.

			Her voice breaks me from my frenzy. I draw back from Leandro, out of breath.

			“You’ve always been against me!” I point a finger at her. My head is hot with fury. She is just like Doctor Lobo, always taking Leandro’s side. Why does everyone take Leandro’s side? Even Maria das Dores, always looking at me sideways…Wait…Is this why she’s always been so guarded around me?

			“Did you know about this?”

			“Know about what?”

			“Does he bed you, too?”

			“What?”

			“Does he photograph you naked, too?”

			Maria das Dores clasps a hand to her mouth, black eyes wide with horror, then slowly backs away from us.

			“She is innocent,” Leandro says. “She is old enough to be my grandmother.”

			“And still I wouldn’t put it past you.”

			Even now, she’s looking at me as if I’m a wild beast. But Leandro deserves so much more than this. Leandro cradles his shoulder, but there is not even a bruise. Two lives he ruined, mine and my baby’s.

			I toss the candlestick to the ground. Already my life-giving rage is deflating into a hollow, abject desolation.

			“It was all lies. Everything you said in the letters, all lies. You lied and lied and lied…”

			“I didn’t!” he cries out.

			“I have the proof right here.” I spin on my heel and reach for the photographs. Already I feel the satisfaction in my veins of knowing that I will hurl the photograph in his face, and he will pale when he sees proof. I scan the mess of photographs quickly for the obscene one.

			I find it. “Look at this and tell me—”

			The words die in my throat. As I pick up the photo, I notice something I failed to notice before.

			Her nakedness, her obscene posture, so shocked me at first that I had hardly noticed her face. Here she is looking at the camera head-on, laughing at the photographer, like Leandro is her plaything.

			Her face is youthful and oval, her lips heart shaped, her nose tiny and straight.

			I know this face.
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			The air feels thin. My knees give and I sink onto the bed. I am painfully aware of Leandro watching me.

			I thought maybe she had been long dead and was haunting these walls. I thought Leandro kept her a prisoner in the senzala. I thought Leandro might even have killed her, but it wasn’t Leandro who killed her. It wasn’t even Doctor Lobo who killed her.

			It was me.

			But it’s not entirely my fault…she was already unconscious when I stabbed her with the ceremonial knife. She didn’t cry out or move. Doctor Lobo must have done something to her. He tricked me.

			So…these past few days, while Doctor Lobo was visiting us, taking care of us, this whole time he had her locked up in his secret chamber.

			My forehead feels clammy.

			I look at Leandro. Does he know that Doctor Lobo kidnapped his lover? It doesn’t seem like it.

			“Leandro,” I say carefully. “Where is she now?”

			Leandro shakes his head, as though he fears I am going to seek her out. Perhaps he doesn’t know.

			“Leandro,” I repeat. “Do you know where she is right now?”

			“I…don’t know. At her house, I suppose.”

			So he doesn’t know. Or he knows and is lying, and if there is one thing I know about Leandro it’s that he is a very good liar.

			“When did you last see her?”

			He narrows his eyes, thinking. “Maybe four days ago. Why?”

			Four days ago. This explains the lavender perfume. I wasn’t wrong, she slept in this house recently.

			It’s possible then that Doctor Lobo had her captive in his house the whole time.

			From the conversation I overheard this morning, it was clear that Doctor Lobo’s aim was to perform the ritual spell. But why did he involve me in it? Maybe his plan was to have me wield the dagger so if the police ever find out, he can blame me.

			I recall the three women in the daguerreotype photograph of the order. They were wearing the peculiar dresses that resemble the dress Leandro gave me to wear. Maybe she was one of them. Maybe she was a member of the order, and it was Doctor Lobo who introduced her to Leandro in the first place. Somehow Doctor Lobo, Leandro, and this woman are all interconnected. And now I am involved, too. Doctor Lobo lured me into his web.

			“Why are you asking about her?” Leandro says. He looks nervous.

			I can’t reveal that I saw her and she is dead. He’ll tell the authorities, and they will investigate. And if they investigate…No, it is best not to tell him, at least not yet. I need to think about this.

			Suddenly, I hear horses outside. I rise, relieved that my carriage is finally here. I am desperate to leave this place and return home, even if it means facing Mother.

			“Finally, good heavens,” Maria das Dores remarks, looking out the window. “Doctor Lobo has arrived.”

			“What?” Leandro and I cry.

			“I sent for him,” Maria das Dores says. “When I saw how bruised you were, Sinhá Madalena. Is there a problem?”
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			I bolt down the stairs without waiting for Leandro’s reaction. I pause briefly in the parlor, assessing. Through the window I see, in the driveway, Lobo’s carriage. The carriage door swings open and Doctor Lobo starts to climb out. I see, too, another man in the carriage with him. My blood runs cold. They’ve come for me. I thought they might eventually, but not so quickly. Curse Maria das Dores! I recall the chilling words she cannot leave that chamber. I saw the dead girl and now they mean to kill me.

			There is no carriage other than Doctor Lobo’s. They never prepared the carriage for me to leave.

			I sprint through the kitchen, heading for the service exit. I run past a gawking Maria das Dores, through the back door. I frantically call out to her to send for the police, but I don’t wait for her response.

			I step outside, onto the back of the property where they can’t see me. The sky is a swollen whitish gray. I must make for the trees and take cover there, where they won’t find me.

			I dart toward the back woods. I pass the guava trees and hibiscus bushes, heading through the open field and the back patio with the upturned furniture. I am surprised at the newfound strength in my body, and can only imagine it is the adrenaline, the will to live which is invigorating me to such ability. I pass the narrow weed-infested path that leads to the graveyard that Maria das Dores said was forbidden. I push through ankle-length brush, no longer sure if I’m on a path of any sort, but hoping the winding twists will provide me some cover. I’m too terrified to look back.

			The ground shifts beneath me with the weight of a presence fast approaching. I hear someone, though I cannot see him. I hear snapping twigs and branches, grunting and heavy breathing, closer and closer.

			I reach a clearing with a dozen weathered gravestones. The graveyard that Maria das Dores warned me about. Clouds hang heavy above us, dense and gray. The only farmhouses within view are way down in the valley past the river, tiny as dollhouses, many kilometers away. I scream for help anyway.

			The hillside grows steeper and rockier, making it hard for me to keep up the pace.

			A crushing force tackles me from behind. It slams against my back and I collapse, arms flailing and scraping dirt and wet grass. Pain freezes my senses, then the man’s weight is on me, rendering me immobile. His knee digs into my back. He pushes my face so hard into the ground that I taste soil, and a protruding rock chips my tooth.

			He pulls my wrists behind my back, then I feel a rope bind them. The realization takes me to a deeper place of dread: They brought ropes. My efforts to break free only manage to scrape my skin against the rocks. I feel the rope tighten around my wrists, then he binds my ankles. The mangled scream I hear is so hideous, I hardly recognize it as my own.

			“I won’t tell anyone what I saw,” I say, panting. “Why would I do that? It would incriminate me as well. It was I who killed her. Why would I tell a soul about it?”

			“You should have left the blindfold on.”

			Though I can’t see him, from his voice I realize this is the stranger, the one who came with Doctor Lobo.

			Doctor Lobo comes down the hill at a brisk pace. Leandro follows a few steps behind. Leandro is my only hope now.

			“Get off of her,” Leandro says.

			I have to twist my neck and scratch my cheek against the rocky ground to see them, and even then I see them only at an angle.

			“We won’t hurt her,” Doctor Lobo says.

			“You’re already hurting her.”

			“He is only restraining her so she doesn’t run off into the woods. We wouldn’t want her getting lost out there and hurting herself, would we?”

			“They’re lying,” I cry. “They’re going to kill me!”

			“Who is he?” Leandro says.

			They approach us, kicking dust in their wake, pebbles and twigs. I cannot see the man who is restraining me. I can feel that he’s on my back, with both his hands on my wrists.

			“A physician friend of mine. He’s just going to help me restrain her, then offer a second opinion. Of course, we won’t hurt her.”

			“Why is he wearing a mask?” Leandro says.

			“They abducted your lover,” I shout before Doctor Lobo can respond. “I saw her in his ritual chamber, unconscious. They used her as a human sacrifice for their black magic ritual!”

			The color drains from Leandro’s face. It gives me hope that he believes me.

			The man strikes the back of my head. Leandro shouts something in protest. I press on, swallowing the pain: “The girl in the photographs, she was there. She was sacrificed, I saw it with my own eyes!”

			“You saw?” The man sneers, and I hear his voice for the first time. “Is that all you did?”

			His voice sounds older than his physical stamina would suggest. I recognize the voice—he is one of the men that were in the library with Doctor Lobo. Surely one of the witnesses, one of the members of the inner circle who were present last night, shadowy figures moving along the far walls, watching us. “You did far more than watch—”

			“Silence,” Doctor Lobo says, and the man obeys. Lobo turns to Leandro: “Madalena is not well, and presents a danger to herself and others.” His tone is calm and assured. “Do you remember my one instruction? I said that she was to avoid distressing situations. Madalena”—he lowers his voice as if speaking to a child—“we just need you to calm down. That is all. We are only going to evaluate you.”

			“Leandro…” I breathe. My neck hurts from craning, but I must look at him. He is my only hope. “Leandro, please.”

			“She was covered in blood when she ran from your house,” Leandro says to Doctor Lobo. “What happened there?”

			There is a pause, a moment of silence in which I understand that they are going to kill Leandro, too.

			“I’ll explain everything to you,” Doctor Lobo says calmly. “But as a physician, I’m afraid I must sedate her.”

			“Leandro!” I scream. “They are going to kill us!”

			“What’s that?” Leandro says.

			Doctor Lobo lifts a syringe to his eyes, then flicks it with his fingers, clearing the bubbles. Leandro doesn’t understand the danger we are in. He suspects Lobo, but not enough. He is still, as he has been since the accident, passive. He doesn’t move at all when Doctor Lobo jabs the needle in my arm and injects me with some substance that will put me to sleep, maybe forever.

			“Leandro,” I continue to plead. “Send for the authorities. They are going to kill me.”

			“I will not hurt you,” Doctor Lobo says. His gentle voice reminds me of the other side of him. I want so badly to believe him that for a moment I do. For a moment I allow myself to imagine that this is all one massive misunderstanding. I am only a woman with hysteria, and he is right after all. And later, when this is all over, he and I will be together again.

			A wave of drowsiness rolls through me. My body feels heavy. I feel the other man stepping off me and the pressure easing. Doctor Lobo adjusts me into a sitting position. “Just relax now…”

			I feel my mind slowing down. Before me I see the abandoned, solitary gravestones jutting out from a sea of weeds. A thin layer of fog spreads over them. Prayer is all I have left, so I pray under my breath, calling God, the angels and saints.

			My gaze starts to feel unfocused. My fear abates, but I know that’s only because of the sedative. One of the gravestones catches my eye, as it bears a familiar name: Leandro Neves.

			I blink. The name is written in indented, solemn letters. The gravestone is partly covered in moss. Leandro’s father, Comendador Ernesto Neves, is alive, so this must be his grandfather, or another descendant even older. Yet underneath, the dates read: February 8, 1854–June 23, 1877.

			I stare at the dates, gears turning in my mind. June 23 is the eve of São João.

			The night of the carriage accident.
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			I’m in a dark place.

			I’m submerged in a deep abyss that stretches back for eternity. A man who is all shadow and no flesh burns a charcoal incense. His voice pulses through my bloodstream. He smells like bay leaves and cloves and he caresses my bare skin.

			A single claw runs down the length of my body, from my neck and breasts to my belly button. His touch is so light that it makes my whole body tingle and shiver. It is barely a graze, yet it resonates in every particle of my being. And if his claw is so close, the rest of him must be close as well. Looming over me. Watching me. Breathing close to me.

			A demon from the underworld. Cerberus with bat wings, three muzzles, and ravenous growling. The ferocious Malebranche in the boiling black gunge. I gave myself to him before, now his mark is seared under my skin. Hovering between wakefulness and eternal rest, I feel the bond that has been created between me and him—the one made of shadows, who pulses in my depths and promises to fulfill my yearning. He kisses my knuckles. Covers my skin with his wet, quivering lips. A fire burns where he touches me and I moan.

			A creaking, like an old ladder bending under someone’s weight. The claw stills. Footsteps, then another presence—familiar, yet distant.

			A charged stillness. I am left with only my yearning. The heavy air presses on my skin.

			Then thunder cascades all around. The earth shakes low and high, like an earthquake bent to destroy all. The walls shriek and roar and split my skull.

			Howls of rage, eruptions of madness, the rip of tearing flesh, the gurgle of choking, the pang of clashing bones.

			Blood rains from a fiery sky, pungent and metallic. Wet drops and splatters touch my belly, cheeks, eyelids, brows, arms.

			Then silence.
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			My belly is hollow.

			I know this—deep in my bones—before I even open my eyes.

			I sit upright in bed. I am in a dim room, and the first thing I notice is a pungent smell. There are no candles nor lamps, and the window is open only a sliver, letting in a faint wisp of cold gray dawn. My hand goes to my belly and my heart is seized by terror. It’s a feeling, not a thought, but it’s a feeling I cannot shake: There is no baby inside me.

			Not anymore.

			A sob catches in the back of my throat.

			I attempt to stir out of bed, but I am so groggy, so heavy. He drugged me. It is as hard to think as it is to move. As if I am still inside the nightmares of my troubled dreams.

			I remember the man tackling me to the ground from behind. My elbows barely breaking the fall. My forehead pushed against the dirt. I can still taste the soil on my tongue, can still feel the sharp edge of my chipped tooth.

			I recall Leandro telling my assailant to get off me. Doctor Lobo telling me to calm down. The syringe.

			The fact that I am awake at all is a miracle.

			As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I see a shift in the shadows. I am not alone. A figure sits in a chair by the far wall. It is too dark for me to make out his face, yet I can tell that he is watching me.

			“Where…” It is difficult to speak. The drugs Doctor Lobo injected me with make every movement, every thought an effort. I must clear my head.

			“Where…is…my…baby?”

			He stands and starts in my direction. In his hand he holds a weapon. I see the sharp glint of the blade.

			I muster all my strength to sit up, despite my body feeling like a bag of stones. That is when I feel the rope around my wrists. I yank my arm, then feel the resistance. My arms and legs are tied to the bed.

			Panic bubbles up in my chest.

			“No…No…Please…”

			He comes closer. Leandro, where is Leandro? Did Lobo kill him?

			“Leandro! Help!” I scream, hoping that Leandro is within earshot somewhere in this house. Leandro was trying to help me, was my last hope.

			Then I remember. My screams turn into a choking sob. Leandro is dead. Died on June 23, 1877, and is now buried in the graveyard.

			Then who was the impostor?

			It is written in the Inferno that sometimes a person becomes so corrupted by sin that his soul is sent to Hell even before his death, and a demon from Hell is sent to take over his body as a proxy. Is this what happened to Leandro? His soul was sent to the underworld before the death of the physical body. A demon from Hell took over as a proxy, which explains why Leandro was so changed since the accident. But it doesn’t explain who is buried in the graveyard. No…None of it makes sense.

			In the darkness, the man made of shadows comes forth with murderous intent. I can barely make out the weapon in his hand. He comes to carve my heart from my chest. I pull on the ropes so hard that my wrists bleed. I manage to stagger off the bed, slamming my hip against the floor, but cannot move any farther. The ropes impede me. My bare feet meet the cold floor and find it sticky. I drop my gaze to the ground and notice the dark pool that covers almost the entirety of the floor. My insides lurch. The pungent, metallic smell. My own blood? My baby’s blood? Or…

			An arm.

			An arm sticks out from behind the bed. The hand, five fingers at rest. It is not a baby’s arm at least, but the arm of an adult. The remainder of the body is obscured from view. Leandro…?

			I sob, wail, weep. My terror is so great that I wish he would kill me already, put an end to it.

			He looms over me, unmoved by my screams.

			He bends over me. I cower against the bed. There is nowhere left for me to hide.

			He raises the weapon high above his own head, clasping it with both hands, blade pointing downward. His chest inflates with the intake of breath.

			I look at him.

			I see him.

			Now I see him.
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			Four Weeks Earlier

			The knock at the door comes harsh and loud. So jarring that I drop the newspaper I was reading. It’s been a while since I’ve received visitors. Doctor Amado is the only person who has visited of late, and I’m not expecting him, neither does he knock with such aggression.

			I try to think if I owe money to any creditors or gambling mates. A salesman should go away if I simply do not respond. It could be a traveling priest seeking a room for the night. I could use the company of a priest.

			When the knock comes again, it is decidedly aggressive and not priestly. Whoever is behind that door is demanding to come inside as though they own the house, and I dislike them already. I make my way to the door slowly, just as I hear Maria das Dores shuffle over from the kitchen at last.

			“It’s all right, Maria das Dores.” I wave her away. The woman only gets slower with age. “I’ll get it.”

			I open the door and a tall, broad-shouldered officer holds up his badge. “Polícia Civil. Are you Leandro Neves?”

			My gaze travels from the black badge to the pistol at his waist. This police officer already knows my first and last name.

			“Yes.”

			“Mind if I come in?”

			He walks in before I can collect myself from the surprise. His boots leave a trail of dirt on the floor as he scans his surroundings: the shadowed walls and heavy drawn curtains, the peeling wallpaper, the broken piano. Maria das Dores peeps from behind the kitchen door.

			My first thought is that a relative of mine died. This would be good news; people in novels always receive unexpected inheritances from distant relatives, and the news is sprung upon them by a police officer or a lawyer or some official third party. I no longer have any living relatives I care about, other than, of course, the one who is already dying.

			“How can I help—”

			“Do you live alone here?”

			He stands between the foyer and the drawing room and does not look at me as he speaks. His gaze travels up to the second floor, almost like he already knows the answer. Almost like he knows about her.

			I rummage in my vest pocket for a cigarette. No, later. If I drop the cigarette or if my fingers shake as I strike the match, my nerves will show.

			“Yes,” I answer. I catch myself and guilt descends on me. What a horrible thing to write her off like that, as though she is dead.

			As though she doesn’t exist.

			But I don’t correct myself. Too complicated. It is easier to say I live alone. And at times it feels that I do. The hollow emptiness that overpowers me some nights, the deep anguish. The solitude.

			Except when I’m with her.

			He moves into the parlor, appraising his surroundings. I become aware of how little sunlight filters in, even at high noon. Was it always this dark in here? I should have had Maria das Dores open the curtains and clean the windows. I don’t like the way he keeps turning his back to me, and come to think, has he even said what his name is?

			“So there is no one else in the house?” he asks.

			My breath catches. No, it is not a matter of a distant relative dying and leaving me an inheritance.

			“We have servants.” I wave a hand toward the kitchen, where Maria das Dores has retreated and is no doubt pressing an ear to the wall.

			“Besides the servants,” he says.

			“What brings you here, officer?”

			“Routine investigation.”

			“Investigation of what?”

			He ignores me as he moves through the first floor. He peeks inside my study, the parlor, the alcove, and several other rooms, somehow always a step ahead of me.

			My mind races. Legally and officially, he ought to have paperwork. But what do men like him care for paperwork? For legality? No, that is not the way things are done in these parts. Appeals to legality will not work, will only get me beaten up. If anything, what might work is…

			“I am a Neves. I want to know what cause or incident brings you here, or I’m afraid I must ask you to leave.”

			The Neves name. It’s a card I try not to play, but it’s also the only card I have.

			Or don’t have. It depends on who you ask. And that is the danger of invoking the Neves name, but I hope he doesn’t know all that business.

			I am the tainted Neves, you could say. The long-neglected black sheep.

			He slows, glances over his shoulder at me, and smirks.

			I know his type. He reminds me of the bullies from school. He thinks little of me, thinks he can do whatever he wants with me. Thinks he can walk into my home with no explanation, trample over my rights with the mere threat of authority.

			He takes a few more steps and stops at the base of the stairs. We are now almost back where we started. He turns to face me, eyes simmering with disdain. I wish he wasn’t so much taller than me.

			“Very well, Leandro Neves.” He says my surname with exaggerated emphasis. “A former maidservant reported an incident to us a few days ago. Does that spark any memories?”

			Former maidservant. My stomach tightens. The chambermaid hasn’t showed up to work in two days, not since the night when…

			“She claims you are keeping a woman locked up in a room here, in this house,” he says. “She saw this woman unconscious in bed, with you beside her. So why don’t you show me the upstairs rooms next?”
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			The glowing orbs of the oil lamps light our path as we move up the staircase. Shadows usher us into the upstairs corridor, which is even dimmer than the first floor. The air is silent and desolate. The darkness, the silence: All of it I am accustomed to. They are almost comforting. But I wonder how it must all appear to my guest, the police inspector.

			We cross the corridor in silence. He stands too close to me. I’ve never liked it when people stand too close to me.

			I turn into my room first. I open the top drawer of the nightstand by my bed and withdraw the skeleton key. He raises the oil lamp so that it’s a palm’s width from my face and I can feel its heat on my cheeks. “What is this?”

			“The key.”

			His face hardens. Up until now, he did not believe the chambermaid’s account. He came here as a formality, maybe even felt irritated that his time was being wasted.

			I suspect if he had believed her, he would not have come alone.

			But now, seeing me holding up a key, he is thinking perhaps I am a madman, after all.

			I find it enjoyable, the way the confidence drains from his face. Doubt flickers in his eyes.

			“This way, please,” I say as I turn my back to him and glide into the corridor.

			I feel him following closely behind me. He’s silent and on edge. At one point he jerks his head as though alarmed by a sudden noise, but I hear nothing. There is no one on this floor but the three of us.

			When we reach the final door at the end of the corridor—her room—I stick the skeleton key into the keyhole and turn. The hinges groan and we step inside.

			The air is always musty in this room no matter if I open the windows.

			The dark orange of the setting sun streams in and faintly illuminates the bed at the center of the room, where she lies. She almost looks like she could be dead, and for a moment I wonder if maybe she is. Maybe I am a madman, and she has been dead this whole time.

			She’s wearing her gray wool dress. Hair carefully combed. The white blanket is pulled up to her shoulders, just one thin sheet, for the nights can get hot. Her hands are as I left them last night, resting by her sides. I always check for movement, and sometimes there is a slight shift, which gives me hope. Doctor Amado said subtle movement could be a sign that she’s about to wake up. She may wake up any moment, but she may also die any moment. That’s what he had said.

			But she never shifts by much. Always lying on her back like a vampire in a coffin. I detest it.

			I take my seat on the stool by the bed. “This is my mother. She is very ill.”

			“Your mother?” He approaches tentatively, holding the lamp before him almost as a shield. As though afraid of Mother. People often are.

			“Yellow fever. The condition deteriorated until she fell into a deep slumber from which she has not yet awoken.”

			“A deep slumber?” he echoes. He leans in and looks down at her, frowning. Then presses a finger to her pulse.

			A weighty silence falls as we both await confirmation that I didn’t murder her. I’m struck by an irrational fear that there will not be breath. Maybe she died this very afternoon.

			There was a time when I feared what I would find when I came into her room. During the day I listened for sounds of movement upstairs, footsteps against the floorboards, shuffling or coughing. Any signs of life. But I never heard anything, not since Mother fell into the slumber. And each passing day my hope dwindles.

			The officer looks reassured as he draws back his hand. I sigh in relief.

			“She lives still, as you can see,” I say, “though barely; that is why I told you I live alone, because in a sense I do. But the doctor says she may yet awaken. Only he cannot say for certain.”

			He looks uncomfortable. “So you are her caretaker?”

			I nod.

			“Have you no sisters? This is a daughter’s job.”

			“I have no sisters.”

			“So when the chambermaid saw you…”

			“Caring for an unconscious person involves several tasks. Movements so the muscles don’t stiffen. Sponge baths. A nurse taught me how to do these things.”

			“Why lock her in?”

			“The lock is not to keep her in but to keep people out. I do not like the idea of a maid coming in to dust and sweep while Mother lays there. I told the chambermaid to stay out of this room, that there was no need to clean here. I didn’t tell her why, I suppose you’re going to say I should have. But do you see, she must have disobeyed my order and tried the door. Otherwise, how would she know that it was locked? This goes to show how meddlesome the servants are. Mother was right—”

			I catch myself and stop short.

			“Right about what?”

			“You know,” I say, “I was not the one who had the lock installed on the door. It was Mother herself who did so, years ago.”

			He frowns. “Why?”

			“She believed the servants were stealing her jewels and other belongings while she was out.”

			“Were they?”

			I shrug. I never really thought that they were. She spoke often about the theft of the crown jewels some years back. The jewels were eventually found in the house of palace servants, hidden in cans of butter. If such valuable items could disappear from the royal palace of São Cristóvão, if thieves were bold enough to steal from the empress herself, then what would stop our servants from robbing us? I was only four at the time, but Mother repeated this story on a monthly basis, whenever she became convinced a chambermaid was stealing from her. She would accuse the maid directly, a terrible row would ensue, and the girl would walk about with swollen eyes and glistening cheeks for days after. The maids looked hurt but none ever spoke up, and neither did I. As for Mother, installing the lock greatly pleased her. You can never trust the servants, she would tell me. And she was right, I see now. Were it not for that spying chambermaid, I wouldn’t be having this unpleasant conversation with this officer right now.

			“I do not know,” I answer.

			“So you never told the chambermaid about your mother’s existence in the house,” he says. “One day she sees a woman inside, when the door remains locked throughout the day. Surely you can’t blame her for finding it suspicious.”

			A long silence stretches. “Is there anything else I can help you with, officer?”

			His dark eyes narrow. “There is something else the chambermaid mentioned that I can’t quite make sense of.”

			“What’s that?”

			“She said you were speaking to her. Why speak to an unconscious person?”

			I shift in my seat. The silence bears down on my pores.

			Finally, I say: “Perhaps she was mistaken. Why should I be speaking with her?”

			A crease forms between his brows, then he rises to his feet, drawing a handkerchief from his vest pocket and pressing it to his temples. “Are you able to provide paperwork to verify this woman is your mother? Identity card, birth certificate, and such.”

			“Of course.”

			He takes out a pen and notepad from his vest pocket. “I shall also need the name and address of the physician to verify the medical condition is as you described.”

			“That won’t be a problem, senhor.”
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			How dare you?

			“It’s only temporary, Mother.”

			Mother looks ghostly here in the senzala. I pull the blanket up to her shoulders. I set the book beside the oil lamp on the wooden table. All of which I brought down from her room. It took me a while to carry everything down here, not least carrying Mother herself. I even brought down her singing bird box to play the chirpy tune from time to time. She doesn’t need a sponge bath today, just the exercises, and then I’ll continue our reading from The Three Musketeers.

			This is undignified. Hiding me in the slave quarters to fester along with the mice and spiders.

			“I have no choice, Mother. I have no wish for further visits from the police, nor the spying eyes of servants.”

			I can hear my own voice so much louder here than in her room.

			The senzala was the slave quarters decades ago, back when this farmhouse was an operational sugar mill. Since then, it has been forgotten. Yesterday I spent the whole day cleaning it, mopped the floor and scrubbed the cobwebs and mice droppings. I brought down a chaise longue from upstairs for her to lie on, a comfortable antique one, and padded it with two large pillows.

			But even with the oil lamps, it still feels dim here. Haunted. I can understand why Mother wouldn’t like it, but this is a necessary evil.

			Darkness aside, the senzala is perfect, and I feel much better having Mother here than in her room upstairs. No one ever comes in here. It is only accessible from the exterior entrance, and does not connect directly to the interior of the house. Everything about it was built with the intention of keeping the goings-on here private. I can count on my fingers the number of times I’ve been in this room, despite living in this farmhouse my entire life.

			I look down at her. Mother’s eyes are shut. Her lips are thin and rest in a slight frown, as if her life’s discontent is etched into her skin. Sometimes if I stare at her eyes, I can almost see them open. They stare back at me like two shiny moonstones. Then I blink and see her unmoving, slumbering face again. Mother fell ill with yellow fever several weeks ago. There was a brief recovery, but this was followed by a terrible relapse. Her condition deteriorated until she fell into this deep sleep.

			I place my finger underneath her nostrils often, to feel the light air and reassure myself that she isn’t dead. Not fully dead nor alive nor asleep. But here in this senzala it feels as though we are both inside a coffin, a dark damp box, might as well be, and if something were to happen to us here, no one would ever notice. Not for a long time, at least. It would be the last place anyone would think to check.

			It’s a dungeon. You’re keeping your mother in a dungeon. There are still torture devices lurking in the corners. How could you do such a thing?

			I glance over my shoulder at the iron shackles and chains in the corners. The instruments lie in the edges of my vision, and though I have been ignoring them, I’m always aware that they’re there. They have a gravity to them, a dark aura, like a demon hovering in the corner, watching me. I shudder at the horrific cruelty of slavery that so recently touched this land.

			“It’s only temporary,” I repeat as I turn up the dial on the lamp, and the flame grows.

			You’re not sorry. You like it here.

			I am silent. Because she’s right. I do. I can speak without risk of being overheard. I like the isolation. I can even spill the water without worrying about making a mess.

			And what if I wake up in this dungeon? I shall be terrified.

			“The door is not locked. There is no need to lock this door since no one ever comes in here. You could simply walk out.”

			You should have told that chambermaid about me. You keep me hidden from everyone, as though to erase me from the world. Are you ashamed of your mother? Will you be glad when I die?

			Sometimes—and guilt overcomes me at the confession—I want to shut off her voice, but I can’t.

			“It is only that the servants can be such little spies,” I say. “The thought of telling them about your condition makes it so permanent. And why should I? It’s none of their business.”

			I remember the exact moment when the chambermaid saw us. I was speaking with Mother while giving her a sponge bath. The door was only slightly ajar. I thought the maid was gone for the day. I saw, out of the corner of my eye, movement from the dim corridor. When I looked up, I saw a figure staring. Eyes blazing gold, shoulders raised to her ears, mouth agape, and a feline posture. She was so still, she looked like a painting on the wall. A vicious creature. I almost dropped the rag. I didn’t say anything, and a moment later she vanished.

			That was it. When she did not show up to work the next day, I had a feeling that she had misconstrued what she saw, but I did not imagine the degree of her error. Nor that she would go to the police about it.

			That chambermaid is going to tell everyone that you kidnapped a woman and are keeping her a prisoner in the house. And that at night you strip her naked and do unspeakable things to her.

			“But that’s not true. It’s not true!”

			For a moment I can only hear my own shaky, unsteady breathing and the faint crackling of the flames. Then Mother’s voice comes again, low as a whisper: But it’s not so far off from the truth, is it?

			I clamp my hands over my ears, shake my head.

			Because deep down you want to do terrible things. You heart is darkened by sinful cravings. You’ve even imagined yourself carrying out heinous acts. You think that God doesn’t know or doesn’t see it, but He does. Sinful thought always turns into sinful action. You nurse these thoughts before bed and upon waking. And one of these days, you’re going to do it.

			“No.” I shake my head. “No, no…”

			One of these days…

			One of these days…

			That night, lying in bed, I think of the terrible things. It is the only way I can sleep these days, by imagining myself doing terrible things and how good it would feel. I am not the one thinking the thought; rather the thought is thinking me, seizing me until it wears itself out. At times I am shocked at myself and how I could entertain such wickedness—other people do not, I am sure—but I would never act on it.
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			A week later, I’d been out running errands in town and arrived home just past dusk. As the servants leave at sundown, I expected the house to be empty. Yet as I reach the second-floor landing, I hear a woman’s humming.

			I freeze. I listen. Could it be my imagination? Then I hear it again. I follow the sound, and it leads me to Mother’s room.

			I can hardly believe it. She must have awakened in the senzala, then made her way into the house and up the stairs to her room. And now she’s in there, humming. I am beside myself with joy; Mother is back.

			I hesitate just outside her door, which is slightly ajar. The humming is eerily upbeat. I’ve never heard Mother hum before. Could she be sleepwalking? I have never known her to sleepwalk, either. There is a levity to the tune that seems unlike her. I recall something else Doctor Amado said by way of warning: Even if she does wake up, she may not be the same.

			I gently nudge the door open and step forward.

			She sits at the vanity facing the mirror, with her back to me. She is powdering her face, unaware of my presence. Her hair is pinned up so that the back of her neck is exposed. Small ornate hair clips I have never seen before are tucked into her hair. Her things are spread out on the walnut vanity: pearl earrings, sparkling bracelets, ruby necklaces, and powders I could not name. Her arms, knuckles, and earlobes are adorned in gleaming pearls and bright gemstones. Even more disorienting than that is the lavish dress she has on. Not any of her normal gray dresses, but an extravagant golden-red evening gown with details of lace. Red high heels. Golden rings and bracelets. As if she’s going to a ball.

			I freeze with dread. Mother has woken up mad as a hatter. Or perhaps it is her ghost I am looking at; she’s died and now her spirit is humming and putting on jewels. If I were to go to the senzala now, would I find her corpse lying on that chaise longue?

			She picks up a rouge. I step forward and my heart stops in anticipation of seeing her reflected in the mirror. It is then that I see her face.

			She sees me, gasps, drops the rouge, and springs to her feet. The chair nearly topples over.

			“How long have you been standing there?” she cries.

			The voice is awfully wrong. Too high-pitched and abrasive. Her face, too, is wrong. This tall, thin stranger is not Mother at all. It is not even a woman, really, but a girl my age. My disappointment sinks deep into my bones.

			It takes me a moment to recognize her.

			“Joaquina?”

			Joaquina, the new chambermaid. When we found ourselves without a chambermaid a week ago, Maria das Dores recommended some distant relation, her friend’s cousin’s daughter, I think, who turned out to be this young woman. She wore her long wavy hair parted in the middle and tilted her head down so her hair curtained half of her face. She had no prior experience or references other than Maria das Dores’s friend’s cousin’s daughter, but I decided to take a chance on the girl anyway.

			“I thought you were out,” she mutters. “I am terribly sorry.”

			When she stands before me, Mother’s golden dress looks even more dramatic as the skirt flares out in a wide radius.

			“What are you doing wearing my mother’s clothes?”

			“I know how it looks, but I swear I wasn’t going to steal anything.” She bites her lip, looks everywhere but at me: at the vanity, at the bed, then behind her, at the open wardrobe where the dusty dresses hang, as though the inanimate objects will intercede on her behalf to rescue her from this predicament. “I only wanted to try on a beautiful dress. I’ve never worn anything like this in my life. I thought you had gone to town, thought you would be back later. I didn’t think there would be any harm in just trying it on.”

			“Luckily for you, it wasn’t Mother who found you.”

			She laughs, thinking I’m joking. “I’m sure your mother is a kind woman.”

			Mother would be pulling her out of the house by the earlobe and batting her with a shoe.

			“Maria das Dores said your mother is sick and was sent away for treatment,” she says, echoing the half-lie I told Maria das Dores. They don’t know Mother is still in the house, slumbering down in the senzala.

			She returns her attention to the vanity and starts putting the jewels back into their cases. Her slender fingers move in a frantic manner and the small items keep slipping from her grip.

			She takes off the rings, then the bracelets and necklace come off. Then the white velvet gloves and the chest pendant come off. She glances over at me, flushed. I have a vague sense I should leave now, but I can’t look away. The scent of rose and lavender wafts over me and I spot the round glass bottle with a balloon spray on the vanity. Mother’s perfume.

			Suddenly it is Mother I see taking off her earrings and gathering her jewels into the case. I had felt happy for a brief moment but now I know she still lies in the dark below, unaware. I feel her absence like the pit of a plum taking up space in my middle, pushing into my organs.

			The light from the setting sun settles upon Joaquina and highlights the gentle curve of her neck. There is something poetic, something pleasing about her—she emanates softness if not brightness necessarily, and her skin is a perfect golden hue. How have I never noticed how lovely she is? The very first time I saw her, in the kitchen, she seemed plain and dim like a dull painting. Her eyes were downcast. In the days following, I suppose I must have never really looked at her. She would glide silently through the hallways carrying a bucket and a mop or a duster. It is startling to think that underneath that was such a gem. Perhaps the glamorous clothing brought out her brightness. The longer I regard her now the more mesmerized I am. Her collarbone, her long neck, her cheekbones, her chestnut hair and bright eyes…

			“Senhor Neves?”

			“Uh…the hairpin.” I point to the crown of her head.

			“Oh.” She startles, then pulls out the hairpin. Her chestnut hair falls down in cascading waves over her shoulders, long and full. Mother does not approve of unmarried women wearing their hair down, saying it is the way of harlots. I see her meaning now, judging from the way it makes me feel. Joaquina sets the hairpin down on the vanity carefully, with the other objects.

			I’d like to freeze her in this moment in time, with sunlight falling over her bare neck and shoulders and soft-knuckled hands. With her face turned away, just slightly so. I imagine her delicate hands on her knees and her chin pointed away. She can become ephemeral as a moment.

			“I will change now,” she says. “I will leave the room as I found it.”

			“Don’t.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“I don’t want the room as you found it.”

			“I don’t understand—”

			“I like it with you in it.”

			I am as surprised by the words as she is. But Joaquina has changed something about this room, filled it with life and light.

			“I’m sorry,” I add quickly. “I didn’t mean…”

			She stares at me and I can’t take it. I turn around abruptly and leave without a word.
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			A life, a person, a memory, are inherently imperfect. But a single moment in time can go from ephemeral to eternal, all it takes is the right vantage point and the curved glass of a camera lens.

			“Look toward the far wall and lower your chin,” I instruct.

			Joaquina obeys. Her body faces me, shoulders squared, face turned away, cast in shadows. Her hands and eyelids are soft.

			We are in the drawing room. The lighting is best here, at once bright and soft, with the natural golden warmth of the pre-midday sun. I watch her through the camera lens. I like the way the pearl necklace sits around her neck. The earrings are a pale gold against the grays of the background. Her smile renews with each pose. A cheery tune from the cylinder music box plays in the background.

			Photography can capture the perfection of a single moment in time. I feel it in fleeting bursts of inspiration when I am behind the camera: in the gentle curve of her neck and the way she arches her back when posing, and the sharp ridge of her collarbone above her chest. The air shimmers around her when the sunlight strikes just so. Little by little, I enter into the right mindset. Joaquina herself disappears and a platonic ideal of a woman emerges.

			Click, click, click.

			I can almost imagine my lips grazing her soft skin—but only in a gentlemanly way, of course, and I remain completely in control of my senses. What I feel for her is merely an artistic appreciation for the picturesque.

			“A photograph freezes a moment in time for all of posterity,” I say. “To behold at any time. Isn’t it such a marvel?”

			“Is that what you do with my photos?” she chimes, one eyebrow cocked. “Marvel at them when you’re alone?”

			She’s overly familiar, Mother hisses.

			Over the past week since we have been taking photos, Joaquina has gradually dropped the pretense of demure obedience in lieu of her talkative, impulsive, and borderline impertinent self. But I don’t dislike it.

			“On the lonely nights you gaze at my photos,” she continues, “admire my beauty?”

			“Sometimes I wonder what you must think of me.”

			She shrugs. “I think you’re a young man like any other one. When will I get to see the photos?”

			“They still need a little more time in development,” I lie.

			She narrows her eyes. “You’ve been looking at them.”

			“Only to check the development. They’re still too dark.”

			“I’d like to see them anyway.”

			Her tone is pleading, yet there is enough demand in it to give me pause. She is almost unrecognizable from the person I used to think of as a chambermaid. The quiet, demure girl who looked ashamed when I caught her wearing Mother’s clothes. At times she brims with utter certainty of herself. She stopped calling me Senhor Neves and now calls me Leandro.

			You should have put her in her place long ago, Mother rails.

			“Leandro?”

			“You can see them when they’re ready.”

			“When will that be?”

			“Soon.”

			She purses her lips. “That’s what you always say.”

			From the beginning I made it clear to Joaquina that the photography sessions weren’t part of her paid duties. She was not to feel obliged, neither was this something I could require of a servant. It would be an off-duty activity which she should consider outside the boundaries of her work. She seemed eager to comply, which I initially found curious. But now I realize that having her portraits taken engaged her fantasies of being a different woman, someone glamorous and high-class, someone who wears such dresses. It was an extension of her original fantasy, what she had pretended the day I caught her donning Mother’s clothes and jewelry in the room: the fantasy that she had a different life. That she went to balls and wore gowns, and this time, she had an audience to admire her: me. Altogether, it did not take much convincing on my end.

			I’ve never met anyone quite like Joaquina. Although, I suppose I haven’t met so many women in total. A couple years ago I befriended the daughter of a neighboring family, a girl my age. It was a close friendship, but Mother disliked her because the girl sometimes came here unchaperoned, and even talked back to her father once. Mother said she lacked decency and chastity as most girls nowadays do.

			At Mother’s insistence, I stopped going to the fairs, carnivals, and other public gatherings where I might find temptation. Mother said she would find me a suitable match when the time was right for me to marry. But she is wrong about one thing: She won’t easily find me a “suitable match” because we are not members of high society, despite her clinging to this fantasy. Everyone has a fantasy they can’t let go of and that is Mother’s, I suppose.

			“I don’t understand the perfume,” Joaquina says. “It isn’t going to show up in the photographs, so why must I wear it?”

			“You were wearing it that first time.”

			“Back then I was only playing dress-up. Like a girl plays with dolls.”

			“Aren’t we playing dress-up now?”

			She laughs. “Now we have a purpose.”

			“What’s that?”

			“The photographs.”

			“Maybe the point isn’t the photographs.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“The fantasy. You are a rich socialite and the papers have been writing about you.”

			She’s still for a moment. “What does that make you?”

			I smile. “An artist at work.”

			The lies you tell yourself, Mother sneers. This isn’t about art; this is about wickedness. Whoever heard of a man photographing his female servant?

			Twenty minutes later, Joaquina sinks onto the sofa with a dramatic exhale. “My back aches.”

			I lower the camera and tell her we can take a break. I don’t voice the thought that posing for the photos is far easier than her paid duties as a chambermaid, although she is also bad at those.

			“I don’t understand,” she says as she rolls her shoulders. “Why can’t I wear the red dress now? Or the floral one with the high neckline and double puff sleeves? I tire of this worn gray one.”

			“As I explained before, those are too big for this room. They don’t belong here.”

			“Then perhaps we go outside.”

			“For the groundskeeper and the stable master and Maria das Dores to gawk at us?”

			“They have already left for the day.”

			I sigh, irritated.

			Do not argue with a servant, Mother scolds. It is beneath you. You give her far too much lenience, now look how she undermines your every word. A servant should be neither seen nor heard.

			“I wouldn’t want to dirty Mother’s gown by bringing it outside,” I say.

			“What if I wear my hair down with flowers in it?” Her voice goes up at the end and she straightens in her seat, as if rejuvenated by the notion. “It’ll look lovely in the photos…”

			This strikes me as indecent. Hair down like a harlot. What will be next? She will want to be photographed naked?

			“No.”

			“No?” She blinks.

			“I mean…I like your hair up like that. It reveals your graceful neck.”

			She blushes, smiling. Her shoulders relax. Joaquina is quick to obstinance but also easily placated. All I have to do is pay her a compliment.

			She remains quiet for the next moments as I take more photos. But her expression indicates that she is dangerously close to protesting again. Then she poses in such a way as to face the camera directly, as though determined to find me behind it.

			“Joaquina,” I say slowly. “Remember what I said about how I don’t want you to look directly at the camera? And your expression is not right. Keep your face neutral.”

			“I’ve seen portraits, people often do look directly at the camera.”

			“That’s enough for today.” I start shutting down the camera. “Why don’t you go prepare me a bath?”

			I feel her staring at me as I fiddle with the camera. I wonder if she’ll protest this, too. Maybe she’ll say she won’t prepare me a bath until she sees the photos. Maybe she’ll say she’s off duty, not currently working as a housemaid, and I should prepare my own bath. Irritation starts rising within me—why must she be so difficult?

			She gets up stiffly. “Of course, Senhor Neves.”

			Senhor Neves, now? She stomps away.

			It takes Joaquina a long while to prepare my bath. I read today’s Jornal do Recife front to back, then register the distant whistle of the kettle on the stove. Finally I hear footsteps as she carries the bucket of water up to my room, where the tub is.

			Then—silence.

			I head upstairs. As I reach the door of my room, I don’t hear a single sound. That in itself is strange. Evidently, she is in there—where else would she be? I heard her carrying the water up some time ago.

			“Joaquina,” I call from outside the door. Then I knock softly. “Are you done?”

			There is no response and a strange feeling comes over me. An image manifests in my head of Joaquina soaking in the tub, naked, having prepared a bath for herself.

			“Joaquina? Are you done preparing the bath?”

			No response.

			It is my room. I don’t need her permission to enter. I turn the handle and open the door.

			Joaquina stands by the bedside table, still as a statue, and does not react when I come in. She is looking down at something in her hands.

			“What’s the matter—”

			I realize it then. She’s poring through a small stack of grayscale images, transfixed.

			Joaquina found her photographs.
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			“Well?” I lean against the doorframe. “What do you think?”

			It’s almost as if she does not hear me. She looks like she’s trying to solve a math puzzle in her head. Like she just tasted a new food she never tried before and doesn’t quite like. She frowns as she flips through the photographs, head tilted inquisitively.

			“I don’t like them,” she declares.

			“No?”

			“I don’t know…” She hesitates, as though searching for the right sentiment. “Something feels wrong.”

			“The photographs are somewhat abstract, but that doesn’t mean they’re not beautiful.”

			“Wait.” She’s flipping through them faster. “It’s my face.” She looks up at me.

			I say nothing. She returns her attention to the photographs, squinting, searching. “My face isn’t showing in any of them. It’s always cast in shadows or turned away.”

			“As I said, they are abstract. It’s artistic. It’s about capturing the perfection of a moment—”

			“Why have me be the model?” Her tone borders on hysteria all of a sudden, and I freeze. “Why not use a mannequin? Why bother with me at all?”

			I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

			I knew she would not like it. She always wanted to make herself more beautiful. Prettier dresses, flowers in her hair, shimmering paint on her face. She doesn’t understand the point was not to enhance her beauty, because the photographs were never about that. They are about capturing her beauty. Her beauty is fragile, ephemeral, and the light needs to hit just so. When everything around her is mundane, that’s when her beauty shines through.

			“It’s…it’s art,” I manage.

			“I don’t want to do this anymore.”

			She sinks onto the bed and crosses her arms over her chest. Lips pressed tight in a pout. She stares hard at the wall in front of her.

			I sit beside her. If she were really incensed, she would have left. Still, she refuses to meet my eyes. From up close her hair is so lush and velvety. The lines of anger between her brows seem at odds with the softness of her skin. I wish she could understand what I see in her.

			“There’s an old tale of a poet who journeys to the underworld,” I say.

			She looks at me sideways.

			“There he encounters a woman called Beatrice. He can never look at her directly because her beauty is so divine and incandescent. He cannot face her head-on, you see. She’s too divine and he is too earthly. He only catches glimpses of her.”

			“Is that…?” She rounds to stare at me, eyes wide, cheeks flushed. The anger melts off her face. Her arms uncross. There’s the hint of a smile on her lips, but she won’t allow herself to smile, not before my eyes. The sudden closeness between us is like rain on a scorching hot day. It’s a new, strange feeling.

			“It’s like how you cannot stare directly at the sun,” I say, feeling unsteady. “It shines too bright.”

			She leans forward and presses her lips to mine.
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			Who will be next? Will you marry a prostitute? Will you court a beggar? Shall you look for the future mother of your children under the Boa Vista bridge?

			I rock slightly back and forth on the stool. The air in the senzala feels humid and damp. Water drips in slow drops from somewhere along the low ceiling. A few days ago I spent hours searching for the source of the leak, but could not find it. I hear the dripping sound every five seconds, ceaselessly.

			I warned you, yet you did not listen to me. Sinful thought always leads to sinful action.

			“I felt so inspired when I took her photos. It felt as divine inspiration—”

			Listen to yourself. The seductive words Satan whispers in your ears. Do not mistake rationalizations for truth. The real purpose of these photo sessions is to nurse your lust. You sit there and you watch her, craving and desiring. Then you convince yourself that you’re experiencing divine inspiration!

			Could it be? I think of the rush of inspiration I felt when I photographed her…Was that all just lust?

			The kiss felt good, like a wave of something new and wonderful. I did not expect it, did not know what to do. Her soft hands brushed my shoulders and the back of my neck, and the feeling was outside the bounds of everything I thought I knew. The world, no, the universe itself, became more expansive and vaster than I could have imagined. Like my life could be different. She and I could discover this new path together. It felt pure and right and whole.

			Could that have been the allure of Satan? Merely the trappings of sin and lust?

			She is no Beatrice. She is a vile temptress who sees your weaknesses and your innocence. Was it not her who initiated the kiss? Any decent woman would not have agreed to be her employer’s private model. She has the devil in her skin.

			The devil in her skin…I try to conjure Joaquina’s grating voice, her demands and impulsive requests. I try to remind myself how irritated I had felt earlier today. Yet the quarrel feels so distant now, so unimportant, almost like it never happened. Everything prior to our kiss feels like a lifetime ago. All I can recall now is the sweetness of our embrace. It is so vivid.

			I don’t want to believe it. Sweet, willful Joaquina, with her tender eyes and her reckless abandon—has the devil in her skin?

			Mother’s pressure weighs on me even with her eyes shut. Eyes, lids, lips, always shut, hands that never move. Yet her voice rings clear as the church bells in town.

			Well? Mother says. What are you going to do about her?
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			Joaquina sits at Mother’s vanity again, humming and smiling at herself in the mirror while putting on jewels. Her knuckles glitter with gemstones and she already has an evening dress on. I detect lavender-rose perfume as I enter the room, and a sickening feeling coils in my gut.

			I do not know if I can get rid of her, as Mother demands. She has such a hold on me.

			That is the work of Satan.

			“Shall we go downstairs to the drawing room for the photos?” she asks lightly. “Maria das Dores has already left for the day.”

			I stand still. Conflicting emotions pull me apart in opposite directions. I wonder what Joaquina will do if I never move again, if I stand here like a boulder, uncomprehending, transfixed for eternity.

			She gets to her feet. “I noticed a funny thing earlier while getting dressed…” She pauses before the dresser and opens the small wooden box that sits atop it, next to the cylinder music box. It’s a rosewood trinket box with mother-of-pearl on the lid.

			“What is this?” she asks.

			“Don’t—”

			Too late. She has already opened it and is now inspecting its contents: dozens of tiny folded notes. She opens one of them and it’s only about a quarter of a full sheet of paper. There is a child’s handwriting on it, a single sentence. She peers at it, head tilted to the side.

			Dread curls up inside me. No one’s ever read these notes other than me and Mother. They’re not meant for anyone else.

			Servants are such prying little things.

			“It’s nothing,” I reply. “Just little notes I wrote for Mother as a child.”

			Put it in the box, Mother would say when she caught me telling a lie. Even accidental lies and lies of omission. I would then write the lie on a little piece of paper, fold it, and tuck it into the box. Mother called it “the box,” but I call it “the little box of lies.”

			Even a tearful apology didn’t feel quite complete until I had sealed it by putting the lie into the little box of lies. Only then did I feel a sense of atonement. It appeased Mother as well. The confession must be in writing, she would say, or else it doesn’t count.

			I haven’t opened the little box of lies in years. I am an adult now, so I don’t lie to Mother anymore.

			Joaquina squints at the little note.

			“Dear Mama,” she recites in a mock-childish voice, “last night I wet my sheets. Please don’t punish me!” Her laugh echoes through the room, jarring and cruel. Then I remember that Joaquina is illiterate; she is only pretending to read it. Those are not the words in the note…She is inventing words just like she invents music when she pretends to play the broken piano. Like a child, always playing make-believe. She drops the note back into the box without bothering to refold it, face brimming with glee.

			A hot, aching pressure digs into my skull. What kind of a man allows himself to be ridiculed by his own servants?

			“Oh, don’t look so serious,” Joaquina says. “I’m only joking.”

			“I think it’s best if you go.”

			“What?”

			I pause. But the words have a life of their own. “It’s time to end our photography sessions. And your employment here as well. There is no need to finish cleaning. I will post your final payment tomorrow.”

			All traces of amusement vanish from her face.

			“You can’t mean that.”

			“I do.”

			“Is this because of my joke just now?”

			“No.”

			“Is it because of yesterday?”

			Yesterday…The kiss. I don’t answer.

			“But I thought you liked it.”

			“It does not matter if I liked it. What matters is that it is wrong for us to engage in such a way.”

			“But you said I am Bea…”

			“Beatrice.”

			“That I shine so bright you can’t bear to look at me directly.”

			“It wasn’t poetry. It was only lust.”

			Her eyebrows shoot up. “Lust?”

			“Yes.”

			She seems to have no response to this, so I leave the room. While I cross the corridor, no sound comes from Mother’s room. When I reach my own room, I still don’t hear anything. Why isn’t she leaving?

			Then I hear her footsteps, light and rushed. She appears at my door with ruby-red lips. I don’t know why she’s still here. She steps toward me. A wordless warning rings in my ears, like a buzz.

			She takes my hand in hers, and they are warm. I catch a whiff of lavender rose.

			“Then let us take just a few more photos,” she says, voice soft and cajoling. The smile on her lips is not entirely convincing.

			I raise one brow. “Why?”

			“As a goodbye measure. Just a handful. What’s the harm in it?”

			What’s the harm in it—she said the same thing about putting on Mother’s clothes that very first time.

			I find no grounds on which to deny this strange request, so I acquiesce. But deep down I sense a trap.
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			I go to get the camera ready with a share of misgivings. Yet it is no doubt easier to go along with just a few more photos than to quarrel. On my way back to Mother’s room I hear the tune from the cylinder music box, then the sound of a bottle opening and liquid pouring into glass. This all seems excessive. Does she really think she’s going to change my mind with these antics? Alcohol, music, perfume. I almost feel sorry for her. I also don’t understand. Judging from her disdain, her condescension, the way she laughed at me, she cannot really admire me at all. So why bother with these efforts? She must only be doing this for the job, though the pay is meager, and she seems not to care much for her maid duties.

			Satan seeks to corrupt, that is the end in itself.

			It won’t work.

			When I return to the room I nearly drop the camera. Joaquina sits with her long hair down over her shoulders, still as a painting, wearing nothing but a petticoat underskirt with eyelet embroidery. Hands languid on the armrests. The top half of her body is exposed.

			Her lips curl and she tilts her head as if striking her first pose.

			“What are you doing?” I say when I find my voice.

			“Posing for the photos.”

			“You’re indecent.”

			I try to turn around so as not to look at her, but I cannot.

			“Is that such a bad thing?”

			“I can’t photograph you like that.”

			“I think you can.”

			I stare, stunned that a woman would speak to a man this way. Mother was right about women nowadays lacking decency and propriety. Joaquina laughs again, filling the room with triumph and derision. She is mistaken if she thinks I am going to photograph her in this state. I would then have her indecency captured forevermore. I could always look at it at any point in time. Even if she was dismissed and I never saw her again, I would have this fragment of sin captured and within reach.

			My shock melts into something else. The edges of my mind soften. Despite being a wicked beast, she is beautiful. The gold of her skin gleams against the plumeria petals and the hazel of her hair. I think her beauty makes her feel entitled to cruelty. She laughs because she knows my true feelings, my nature. The image of her before me is so precious and ephemeral, I might never see her again—I must not let it fade.

			I must capture it.

			I already have the camera in hand anyway.
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			I do not sleep that night.

			I spend all night with Joaquina in fits of passion and terror. Each time I thought we were done, she lured me into it again, in a new way I never knew was possible. I wake up the next morning surrounded by empty bottles and glasses, flower petals, her hair and limbs wrapped around me. The room reeks of alcohol, stale perfume, and sex. I slip away from under the bedsheets in disgust and attempt to avoid her throughout the day. She simply moves from the bedroom to the kitchen without bothering to pretend she had arrived in the morning. No regard for the rumors people might spread. The harder I try to not think about her, the more intrusive and obscene the thoughts that pop into my mind: her lying naked on my desk in my study. Her leading me by the hand across the kitchen into her cot.

			Her barging into my study without knocking and straddling me on my chair wasn’t an intrusive thought, but reality. She did this before sundown when Maria das Dores was still in the house. Joaquina didn’t make any attempt to stifle her screams, either.

			I do not visit Mother that night.

			The next day I lock myself in my study and I pray with the rosary. I forbid myself from thinking about her. When I try to read a book, my mind is assaulted by memories of her spreading her legs for the camera two nights earlier. I look out the window to distract myself and spot her outside, chatting with the washerwoman, who comes weekly. I imagine her telling the washerwoman about me, laughing. Then she picks guavas from the tree, and sucks on the fruit languidly while sitting in its shade. That night I do not find her in the servants’ quarters nor in Mother’s room, and I think by some miracle, I am saved. With her gone I have a chance to think clearly, a treasured reprieve from Satan’s influence. But then I go into my room and find her naked in the bathtub, rubbing milky cream on her legs and beckoning me to join her—which I do.

			I do not visit Mother for the second night in a row.

			On the third day I lock myself in my office again. I fantasize about running away from the house. Imagine myself packing a suitcase, mounting the horse, and riding off into the fields. But that is where my fantasy dies, for where would I go? I do not have other relatives to take me in, or even close friends I could confide in about the situation.

			Get rid of her, Mother says.

			I fantasize about whipping myself like a medieval monk. There would be such relief in inflicting pain on my own flesh, in the self-chastisement, yet I am too cowardly to do such a thing. Still I dream about living in an isolated monastery where I could have peace.

			I am frightened to leave my study. All day I’ve heard fragments of Joaquina’s shrill voice bossing the other servants around, her contemptuous laughter, her humming that dreadful tune, no longer pretending to sweep or dust. I am shocked to walk into empty rooms and smell lavender rose. I am afraid to walk into a new corner of the house, afraid to bump into her, ready to pounce. I am the servant and she is the master, and every night she proves that to me.

			It cannot go on like this.

			My whole body is shaking as I go down to the senzala. I freeze before the door, seized by a terrible paralysis and a burning in my chest. I hear Mother’s voice: Now you have the devil in your skin as well.

			I spin around, gripped by an unbearable thirst. Joaquina corners me on the veranda and throws her arms around my neck. As her mouth presses into mine I close my eyes and see maggots writhing out of Mother’s decomposing mouth, mice gnawing at her fingertips. I tell Joaquina we need to end this. She laughs in my face.

			The next day I stop hearing Mother’s voice inside my head.

			I know it is because of Satan’s influence. I have the devil in me; I am separated from God and cannot hear what is right and good.

			I look down at the letter I have been writing and hardly recognize my own handwriting. How long have I been writing this letter? Minutes? Hours? Days? The ink bleeds on the warm surface, smudging where my hand meets paper. I hardly even recall writing it. I know only that a terrible fever took hold of me as I worked, and although the account is incoherent, these are the truest words I’ve ever penned.

			I have confessed everything.

			I wrote about Joaquina and our shameful sins for pages, then I finally confessed the worst part: my neglect of Mother. She has been alone in that dark dungeon without medical assistance or food or water for several days. Whenever I try going in, I am seized by a paralyzing dread. I cannot face her while I have the devil in my skin.

			Doctor Amado would not understand. He would ask all sorts of questions about why I neglected Mother and also why she has been down in the senzala. I have no neighbor, friend, relative, or acquaintance who would understand.

			Except one.

			The clock ticks on the wall. My stomach roils and churns. I ring for Maria das Dores.

			A moment later, there’s a soft knock at the door. “Senhor Neves, you called me?”

			“Come in.”

			Maria das Dores regards me warily, hands twisting the edge of her apron. She eyes the tall pile of empty glasses and the bottle of cognac on my desk, and pity comes into her eyes. She knows me for the sick creature that I am.

			I hand Maria das Dores the sealed envelope. I do not know how it ended up being so many pages. I should have reread what I wrote, but I cannot.

			“Have the houseboy deliver it straightaway.”
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			What kind of a man cannot even fire his own servants? Mother says.

			I stir awake. I fell asleep at my desk. A noise comes from above like the thump of footsteps. For a moment I’m dazed, unsure how long I’ve been asleep. I haven’t left my office in a long time. The window shows dark skies; night has fallen. At this hour, everyone should be gone except Joaquina. The footsteps upstairs must be her.

			I rise, resigned to my fate, but also excited by it.

			The house is dim, shadows hang in every corner. A faint glow emanates from the drawing room as I head to the staircase. Putting out the candles and lamps is Joaquina’s job, but she stopped attending to her duties when we started our affair. I veer toward the drawing room to put out the lights, then pause when I hear a different sound. A faint moaning.

			I am confused—I thought I heard footsteps upstairs, but the moaning comes from the drawing room.

			I step through the corridor into the drawing room. She lies on the sofa dressed only in shadows. She turns her head to look at me, eyes blurry black diamonds, wisps of hair falling over her face, hand lost between her legs.

			“I’ve been thinking about you.”

			A feverish thrill engulfs me as I climb on top of her. She giggles and helps me shed my clothes. I used to rush my time with her, fearful of my own thoughts intruding. But I’ve learned to let the moments linger.

			Then I hear it again. A creaking of the floorboards above. Wood groaning under the weight of a heavy thump. The movement of a person, not a small critter.

			We both still. The confusion in her eyes mirrors my own.

			“I thought it was you upstairs,” I say.

			“I thought it was you,” she counters. “Maria das Dores has already left for the day.”

			And she would not be hanging about upstairs anyway.

			Then…

			“Oh my God.” I pull myself up.

			“What?”

			I can only think of one person it could be.

			“Get dressed,” I tell Joaquina. “You need to go home.”

			“Home? What are you talking about?”

			“Go to your own house.”

			Her face turns crimson. “At this hour? I shall do no such thing. Have you lost your senses? Who is up there?”

			Her volume is loud enough that Mother could hear her.

			“Go.”

			“No.” She crosses her arms defiantly.

			We glare at each other. She spins on her heel and heads to the door. My relief is short-lived, because she turns sharply at the bottom of the staircase and starts going up.

			“Wait.” I catch her by the elbow. She spins around to face me.

			“At least go down to the servants’ quarters,” I say.

			“Who is up there?”

			“My mother.”

			Her eyes widen. “I thought you said she was dead?”

			I sigh. I never said she was dead. I said that Mother was ill and sent away for treatment. Joaquina simply does not even remember, that is how little regard she has for Mother or me. I open my mouth to correct her, then suddenly a new idea strikes me.

			“Yes, she is dead.”

			Joaquina gasps. “Truly?”

			I nod.

			“And haunting the house?”

			Just then there is another thump and Joaquina jumps.

			“Go!”

			Joaquina moves quickly now. We rush through the kitchen to the servants’ quarters. She shuts the door behind her once we’re in the room, then crosses herself. “Is this why you always look so haunted and tense?”

			“You’re safe here. Try and get some sleep.”

			“What if she haunts me here? Where are you going?”

			“I’m going to investigate. Stay here, no matter what you hear.”

			I am profoundly relieved to leave Joaquina behind. My head is abuzz with the thought of Mother being awake after all.

			In my rush to drop Joaquina off, I forgot to take a candle, so I stumble in the darkness, grasping the walls with outstretched arms. I hear footsteps from above and am seized by fright. What if Mother knows? What if she remembers what I have told her and knows the terrible things I have done in this house, with Joaquina? I can’t shake the feeling that she will know somehow, will read it on my face. I have never been able to keep secrets from her. It is this fear which makes me slow my steps as I approach the bottom of the stairs.

			I look up and come to a halt.

			A figure stands on the upper landing. My eyes adjust and take in the broad shoulders and looming silhouette of a tall man. He wears a dark-gray coat, bears an oil lamp and a walking cane.

			“Leandro?” he says.

			Slowly, his appearance crystalizes before me. I note the carved ivory head on the handle of the cane. “Lobo…?”

			“Forgive me, it was not my intention to startle you. I received your letter. Given the medical urgency you described, I saw fit to come at once.”

			I met him several weeks ago, in the gambling parlor. I was drowning my sorrows because Mother had recently fallen into the slumber, and Doctor Amado said there was nothing to be done but make her comfortable. He said she might never recover. He said I should “learn to live with this new reality.” He said I should “mentally prepare for the worst.”

			That night, in the smoky air of the gambling parlor, I played truco with a regular by the name of Lobo, who was known for winning against everyone. His catchphrase was: There is nothing in life that a game of truco can’t fix. He had the look of a well-bred gentleman with his knee-length frock coat of imported wool, a brocade waistcoat, and shiny, impeccably polished Balmoral boots. His pocket watch had an engraved golden chain. His walking stick was made of snakewood and the handle had a miniature engraving of his own head carved in ivory. This struck me as the sort of frivolous detail only wealthy people spend money on. He smoked expensive cigars out of the corners of his mouth, smoke trailing from the tip. They said he spent some time abroad and now lives in a lavish house on the wealthy Rua Imperial, though nobody knew exactly what he did for a living. Some said he was an alienist, others said he was a retired landowner, yet others said he was an ex-soldier and a government worker.

			Lobo ensorcelled me with talk of poetry, philosophy, and politics. Later, as more drinks were consumed, he talked about the hidden laws of the cosmos, which he said are known only to a select few, and of this he can share nothing. He called God “the Divine Architect,” spoke of twelve planets revolving around the sun, twelve signs in astrology, twelve brothers in a brotherhood. At no point did I really understand what he was saying, but there was an undeniable resonance to his words. I learned he worked as a physician, alienist, and occultist. A three-dimensional healer, he said; a physician heals the body, an alienist heals the mind, and an occultist heals the spirit. At the end, as we said our goodbyes, he told me: “It will come, what you seek.”

			When I wrote him the letter, I went on and on about Joaquina and how tortured I felt. I do not know what kind of help I sought, only that he seemed like the sort of man who had solutions to problems, the sort you can confide in. He seemed knowledgeable and worldly. I hardly remember talking about Mother in the letter, but I must have. I was not expecting him to come so quickly, or to take an interest in Mother.

			But now, it brings me profound relief that he did. Perhaps fate interfered on my behalf, my prayers were finally answered.

			“Thank you very much for coming.” I start up the stairs. “We heard noises, we thought…So it was you up there all along?”

			“Yes.”

			“Oh.” Disappointment crushes me: Mother is not awake after all. It was only wishful thinking on my part, yet again.

			“I have your mother.”

			“What?”

			He lifts up the lamp as I ascend the stairs, casting a shimmering glow on the side of his face. “When I arrived and did not find you, I set about looking for her. You stated in the letter that you had neglected her care for four days, so I deemed the situation medically urgent and resolved to take matters into my own hands. I knew from the letter that she was in the senzala, but it was too dark for me to examine her there, so I moved her up to a room here.”

			“Oh…So, you examined Mother?”

			“Indeed. And it is a good thing I came when I did, Leandro. Come.”

			He leads me across the corridor toward the guest rooms. I suppose he did not know where her actual room was, and simply put her in the first room he saw. Mother is there now? A bad feeling settles in my veins.

			He enters the room first and falls silent as I reach the door. I do not fear seeing her because nothing I see can make me feel any worse than I do now.

			Mother slumbers as always, eyes shut, but her skin is a dull gray and her lips are paper-thin, white, and slightly parted. Her cheeks appear to have sunk into her skull. The bulging veins on her hands and arms look green against her gray skin. She’s shrunken and shriveled and misshapen. She looks to have aged ten years in the past four days.

			Doctor Lobo stands beside her wearing a grave look. “There is still a heartbeat, but it’s very weak,” he says. “I fear she does not have long.”
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			I killed Mother.

			One night, or perhaps one more day. That is all she has, he says. The dehydration was too much for her already-weakened state. It is my fault.

			Mother had asked for a priest in her final weeks before falling into the slumber. I never called for one. It felt premature, impossibly so. I believed that she had time, that a priest could be brought later. I clung to this belief the whole time.

			Mother never had a chance to confess her sins before the end, to purge her soul and repent. That could be the difference between Hell and Purgatory.

			Doctor Lobo stands beside her bed, looking grave. The silver moon beams in the window, which brings in a cool breeze and the buzzing of crickets and cicadas. I see specks of stars in the sky. When I was little our farm dog Trigo died, and Mother pointed to the clouds and said Trigo became a little star in the sky.

			“Leandro? Are you listening to me?”

			I look at him. “Yes,” I say, though I did not even realize that he was talking. He does not look at me with pity like the others do, and that I am grateful for.

			“As I was saying, you must not blame yourself. It is the natural course of an illness with a high fatality incidence.”

			Empty words spoken only out of kindness. Of course it is my fault. Doctor Amado had said there was a possibility she could awaken and recover. It was I who robbed her of that possibility, because of my neglect.

			“Tomorrow you must speak with your relatives about burial procedures.”

			“Burial?” The word carves a hole inside my chest. “There won’t be a burial.”

			“Pardon?”

			“She will remain here, in the senzala.”

			Yes, that’s it. All will be just as it was. Nothing has to change. She’ll remain in the senzala and I’ll still visit her at night. In some ways, it will be better, because I won’t have to do the exercises or give her sponge baths or any of the other things. Yes, it will be the same, only simpler.

			Minus the hope.

			Minus the hope that she will ever wake up again.

			It’s not the same at all.

			I killed her.

			“Her body will decompose.”

			“Aren’t there chemicals that can stop the decomposition process?”

			He stills. But he doesn’t tell me I am mad. He looks down at Mother, then at me again, and I can see him deliberating. His hesitation is enough to give me hope. He’s not shaking his head and averting his gaze, unable to face me, like all the other doctors.

			A primal despair grips me. “Is there truly nothing that can be done?” I ask. “There must be something.”

			“Well…” He sighs. “I studied medicine at the prestigious University of Padua. Your other doctors were right in that this case is beyond the reach of medical science. We must look to other, non-medical arts.”

			“I-I don’t understand.”

			“All illness springs from a lack of balance in the spirit. The solution is to return to a state of harmony. And then, even extreme cases can be cured, I have seen it happen. The key is to understand that it is not enough to heal the body. The spirit alignment must be restored.”

			“How do we do that?”

			“Through magnetic healing, a three-dimensional healing that restores the fundamental harmony of the spirit. It cannot revive one who is already dead, however it can bring someone back from the precipice. I don’t believe she has more than one night, so if we are to do it, we must do so tonight.”

			“Oh.”

			My mouth has gone dry. His talk of magnetism sounds unorthodox, but traditional medicine has already given up on Mother. Maybe this…this three-dimensional healing could work. He is a well-bred, successful man, and besides, what is the alternative? Mother dies as a result of my neglect. He is not lying about her condition, I can see it. I can see that she is on the brink of death. Doctor Lobo can do no greater harm than what I have already done…

			If Mother dies, there will be no one left alive who loves me.

			“Do it.”

			He nods, a shadow crossing his face. He looks around the room. “The house will need to be purged in its entirety, of course.”

			“The house…purged?”

			He nods. “To clear the dark spirits that fester here.”

			I shudder. “There are dark spirits here?”

			“Oh, yes. There are dozens of devils festering in this house. They are attracted to your restless aura, your intense inner turmoil. Joaquina’s as well. These dark spirits feed on your destructive energy.”

			I think of Joaquina, and can only imagine what he must think of me, given the things I confessed to in the letter.

			“I…I tried ending the affair. I tried dismissing the girl, but she refuses to leave.”

			The words sound pathetic when spoken aloud. He frowns, no doubt judging me a coward for being unable to assert myself against a girl servant. For letting her rule the house in my stead.

			“She may look innocent,” I say defensively, “but her true nature is beguiling and feral. She cares not at all for what is right and proper. She lives in constant pursuit of hedonistic pleasures. She likes fancy fabrics and fashions, gemstones, gazing at her own image in the mirror, and the pleasures of the flesh.”

			“Does she have many relatives? Friends?”

			“She has six siblings and they live in poverty. The parents work all day and the children roam in the mud, picking through abandoned building sites and such. I suppose that explains why Joaquina behaves as she does.”

			He nods, scratching his beard thoughtfully. “You feel an unbearable compulsion to sin when you see her, don’t you? Almost as if it’s coming from outside of you?”

			“Yes, exactly!”

			“Because it is coming from outside of you. There are devils, dark spirits, in this house, and they will lay waste to you as they already laid waste to your mother. You can feel them, can you not?”

			“Yes, I can!”

			“Right now they are still thought-forms, invisible to the naked eye. But in time, they will solidify and gain corporeal form, especially if Joaquina remains here.”

			I swallow. “Corporeal form?”

			“That means you will be able to see them. You will start hearing strange sounds at night. Flames convulsing, cold gusts of wind, erratic sounds. And if it keeps going, you will see them. When they become solid, it is almost impossible to purge them, as is the case with all manifestations of thought into matter. We must reverse course while they are still energetic.”

			I shudder. Yet I feel deep down that he is right. This house and its shadowed corners, its sinking darkness that seeps into every piece of furniture, is haunted.

			“The girl must be dismissed,” he pronounces. “I will take care of it, but you must promise never to seek her out again. You must not go knocking on her door later.”

			“Of course not,” I say. “Never again, never.”

			“You must understand, even the thought of her will attract the spirits to return. Speaking her name will send forth a powerful wave of intention that may undo my work here. After tonight, you must not think of her, you must not utter her name, and you must not acknowledge that she ever existed. Can you do that?”

			It sounds excessive, but a clean break from Joaquina is perhaps what I need. I have tried it my way and it hasn’t worked.

			“Yes.”

			“Very good. Now tell me, where is she?”

			“Asleep in her maid’s cot down in the servants’ quarters.”

			He takes out an hourglass from his suitcase and plants it on the nightstand beside Mother’s bed. “Keep your mother company. The chance of success is low. Say your goodbyes if you need to. You have until the sand spills in this hourglass. After which time, you will return to your room. You will hear some troubling sounds, feel some disturbing vibrations. These are the spirits being stirred up. No matter what you hear, you will not interfere. Do you understand?”

			I nod. The sand in the hourglass has already started slipping through to the bottom, which gives me the sense that it has already begun, and I feel unprepared.

			“Excellent,” he says and turns away.

			“Doctor Lobo, I must warn you…Joaquina can be very persuasive.”

			He smiles. “So can I.”
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			I always knew you’d be the death of me.

			Mother’s face glows in the moonlight. Her eyes are open, unseeing, unblinking, clouded by a white film. A dozen candles of varying heights gleam atop the dresser. The rushing wind sporadically knocks the window sash back against the wall. I am holding her hand in mine. It feels cold, colder than I remember it feeling before, as if her life force has started to slip away since I abandoned her down in the senzala. But at times it feels to me that she holds my hand back—it’s a subtle pressure, but I am almost sure it is there. She is present still, though this may yet be the final sign of life I get from her.

			“Don’t leave, Mother. I won’t let them take you away.”

			I would rather rot under the earth than see you consort with a demon.

			“All that is over now. Doctor Lobo is purging the house of the evil spirits. He is a brilliant man, and he is helping us. I will be rid of her, of the influence of Satan.”

			I repeat the lines over and over until it becomes a chant, an incantation. I repeat them until I believe them.

			The sand slips through the hourglass. Traces of a deep male voice reach my ears from below. Curls of laughter, sporadic hushing. I cannot make out a single word. Perhaps that is for the best. A cold spiral of wind enters through the window and the candle flames quiver. A slight shaking, a reverberation beneath the soles of my feet. In the hourglass, half of the sand is now at the bottom.

			I hold Mother’s hand tightly and repeat prayers under my breath. When I can no longer endure the ache in my legs, I kneel. I rest my damp forehead against the bed frame and continue the prayers. Alone in this house, the solitude will be so complete, so devastating. My mind will shed its sanity as a serpent sheds its skin.

			Then: sporadic whimpers and weeping. The faint, broken sounds escape through cracks in the wallpaper and gaps in the ceiling. An old oil painting vibrates against the wall so hard that its frame cracks. I smell a faint burning, like charcoal, though this house has no fireplace, only the kitchen hearth.

			The whimpers soon turn into moaning, wailing, sobbing. My heart jerks in my chest. Is it Joaquina in tears, or is it the evil spirits I hear?

			You must not interfere no matter what you hear.

			I shut my eyes and try not to think.

			A cold chill sweeps up my spine. My teeth chatter uncontrollably. My hands grow so cold, though my forehead feels hot. The whimpering and wailing last an eternity, turning my blood to ice. Out of my peripheral vision I see shadows dance in the corner of the room like distended, twisted figures. They shift and pulse, closing in on me. They hover like figures cloaked in black, and I want to face them head-on but I cannot. I want to rise, but a heaviness permeates my insides, a deep fog in my mind, obstructing my thoughts. Inhuman whispers crawl through the floorboards and fill me with terror. My neck is too stiff to turn. It feels as though a chorus of infernal demons are present in the house. Maybe they are, maybe they stir in the depths below, speaking an evil tongue that seeps into my skin through my pores. Their force pulls me downward, whispers my name, seeks me. A pressure in my skull, like a voice turned inward, searing and scraping and burning. Reviled. They make me bang my forehead against the bed frame over and over again, and I can’t stop even when it hurts. My thoughts scramble, my vision blurs, the agonizing pressure twists and turns in my brain.

			Mother groans. It’s a continuous guttural croaking emerging from her throat. The sound breaks me from my trance. I manage to draw away from the bed frame, and my forehead throbs with pain. I try to sit up, to look at Mother—why is she making that terrible noise?—but I collapse on the floor instead, facing the ceiling where lines stretch in the wood, and a dark liquid gathers in the cracks. I am struck by the pressure again, and a terrible, harrowing thirst. It is what I did to her, I neglected her and left her dehydrated. My insides twist but I cannot leave the room no matter what. My teeth gnash, and I bite my tongue and taste blood.

			An unnatural, deep silence falls.

			Then a skull-splitting scream.

			I push myself to my knees. I take Mother’s hand in mine and feel a subtle pressure, as though Mother is holding my hand back. I look at her. Her eyes are open as before. The scream comes again, and this time it seeps through the floorboards, like wind rushing through a crack in the window.

			“Joaquina,” I mutter, blood pulsing in my head.

			I have a sudden instinct to go to her, but Mother doesn’t release my hand. She squeezes it with a bone-crushing grip.

			He is doing what you could not.
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			I wake in my own bed, a headache pulsing in my skull. I raise my hand to my forehead, and it feels swollen. My skin feels tender and hot. Last night, I followed Doctor Lobo’s instructions to the letter, and after the sand finished pouring through the hourglass, I left and went into my own room. I did not expect to sleep at all, between the pressure in my skull and the throbbing in my forehead. Yet somehow I fell into a shallow and tormented sleep.

			And now, hideous flashes of last night return to me: the evil whispers, the vibrating painting, my head uncontrollably banging against the bed frame, the voice whispering a backward tongue. Bloodcurdling screams.

			It is strange. As I sit up, I hear birds chirping outside and pots clanging down in the kitchen. Downstairs, Maria das Dores is cooking. I smell fried eggs. The sun shines in the window and the blue sky is clear. Perhaps it worked; the darkness was stirred up during the purge of the house, and maybe the dark spirits are gone.

			Maybe it worked.

			And if this did not work, then there is no more hope.

			As I step out into the corridor, my heart pounds inside my chest. I brace for unnatural sounds. The wooden floorboards creak beneath the soles of my feet as I make my way to the room where Mother sleeps. My mouth and throat feel as though I have eaten sand. I desperately need water. I cannot recall when I last drank water.

			I slow as I reach the room. I hear Doctor Lobo’s voice and freeze in my tracks.

			I do not allow myself to hope this time. I won’t allow my wishful thinking to deceive me a third time.

			But he is speaking, Doctor Lobo. He speaks in a normal, conversational tone, though I cannot make out the words.

			Then everything is utterly still. The silence feels endless, as if my presence is already known. A burning sensation pushes between my stomach and my chest. My hand trembles as I reach for the door handle.

			I open the door.

			Mother sits up on the bed, awake. Watching me.
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			Alive.

			Awake.

			Mother sits in bed. Brown eyes wide open. Not the white pupilless eyes of the dead, of last night, but the bright eyes of the living, shining and full of life. Her skin is not gray and ashen but warm hued and healthy. She is not lying down face up like a corpse. She sits up against the bed frame, posture upright and relaxed. Her hair the same dark hazelwood waves, brighter than when she slept. Her head tilts as she regards me, and she blinks, then lifts her brows, as if equally stricken by the sight of me as I am by her.

			“Leandro!” she calls out.

			I am unable to react.

			Mother endeavors to push the covers off her, wincing with pain. Doctor Lobo assists her while I watch in total dismay. Each micro-movement stuns me completely: swiveling on the bed, raising her arms up for the doctor to help her, pushing her legs out so they hang, and finally standing on her own, albeit with Doctor Lobo’s help. I am beside myself. I fear that it will all go away if I blink, so I stare.

			Slowly, with effort, she steps forward, in my direction. I hold my breath, terrified that she’s going to collapse, that her pupils will roll backward into her head, that her head will slump limply on her shoulder, that her heart will give out.

			I glance at Doctor Lobo, and we exchange a look. He looks placidly pleased, as if this is all expected, as if she is simply one of his patients awakening from a routine procedure.

			She takes slow steps toward me, eyes filled with emotion. She reaches out her hands, smiling. I don’t know when I last saw her smile. She looks utterly unlike the ghostly creature I’ve become accustomed to. I almost forgot what she looks like—the real, living her. Healthy. Breathing. Conscious. Thinking. Behind her eyes, her soul, her mind, her living consciousness flows.

			When she embraces me, she’s not cold and languid but warm and firm. I cannot return the embrace, for fear that she’ll break into pieces at my touch.

			I thought I would never see her alive again.

			I thought I killed her.

			But this time, it’s real.

			Emotion clogs my throat and a sob erupts.

			“Oh, my dear Leandro…”

			Her hands cup around her mouth. She and Doctor Lobo stare at me. I’m racked by uncontrollable hiccups and streaming tears. A lump forms in my throat. I taste salt on my lips.

			“How are you feeling?” Mother asks me.

			“I…uh…”

			I start, then stop. I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hand, try to collect myself. It feels like a rock is lodged in my throat, making it hard to speak. I also don’t know how to answer the question: How do I feel?

			I cannot possibly say.

			I start: “I thought you were—”

			“It’s the work of God,” Doctor Lobo interrupts.

			“My dear…” She starts bringing her face to mine as if to kiss my cheek, but Doctor Lobo speaks abruptly and she draws back.

			“Leandro”—he clears his throat—“why don’t you go fetch some water?”
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			Maria das Dores looks startled to see me in the kitchen, and even more shocked when I embrace her.

			“A miracle has happened, Maria das Dores.” I wipe the corners of my eyes with my knuckles. “A miracle!”

			It is a miracle. Mother was so close to death that Doctor Lobo was talking about her funeral yesterday. It seemed inevitable. But now she is awake!

			This doctor, he is a miracle worker.

			“Mother has recovered! She’s moving, speaking, as living and conscious as you or I!”

			“This is great news, Senhor Neves! So you visited her?”

			I remember she does not know Mother has been in the house this whole time, in the senzala. Instead of answering, I kiss her on each cheek, and she laughs.

			“You are wonderful, Maria das Dores! Wonderful!”

			I fill a glass with water and drink it all. Then I fill another for Mother. As I climb the stairs my hands shake and I spill most of it. I return to the kitchen to fill the glass once more.

			Not only is Mother alive, but her affectionate way of greeting me shows she’s not angry with me. She has no idea of the things I’ve done. She doesn’t remember any of what I told her, doesn’t know what has taken place in this house while she slumbered.

			I feared she would just know, in a mother’s-instinct sort of way.

			When I return to the room, Doctor Lobo is examining Mother. He speaks with such ease, as though she is a regular patient and this is a routine examination. I am amazed at his self-mastery and presence of mind. He has her raise her arms, bend down and touch her toes, and a number of other tasks, all the while asking, “Does it hurt here?” and “How does it feel?” and sometimes she says it feels fine, but most of the time she says that it hurts.

			Doctor Lobo speaks of her having experienced a traumatic event. I suppose he means being so deathly ill, then being in the deep slumber for so long.

			Mother glances at me warily, then looks away.

			Something feels different about her.

			It’s strange that she’s hardly addressing me. She hasn’t asked the questions I would expect her to ask upon awakening: How long has she been asleep? Is she recovered from the yellow fever? Why is she in the guest room and not in her own room? What procedures were done to her? What happened while she slumbered? How much time has passed?

			Maybe she has already had this conversation with the doctor while I slept, before I came in. They were talking when I arrived. Or maybe she’s still getting her bearings.

			I remember the warning that Doctor Amado gave me initially: Even if she does wake up, she may not be the same.

			“I’ll give you some laudanum for the pain,” Doctor Lobo says, “which can be supplemented with willow bark tea and hot baths infused with eucalyptus and hortelã leaves.”

			Mother drinks the draught, then lies down. The back of her head rests on the pillow, eyes facing the ceiling. Then she closes her eyes.

			Her face takes on the ghostly appearance it had when she slumbered. The shadowed cheekbones, the squared jaw and flat lips. The heavy-lidded, gaunt cheeks, the shadows beneath the brows. That spiraling, endless, tortured sleep that never ends.

			“Wake up!” I cry. I startle even myself. Mother’s eyes fly open as she sits up. She and Doctor Lobo gape at me, alarmed. My whole body is shaking. I cannot help it, though I know my behavior is bizarre. Still I am relieved—she was only sleeping after all.

			“For God’s sake, what’s the matter?” Mother asks.

			“Nothing, I…I am sorry.”

			“All is well,” Doctor Lobo says in a reassuring tone, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s give her leave to rest now.”

			I am reluctant to leave Mother alone, but Doctor Lobo practically drags me out of the room.
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			“Why is she going back to sleep already?” I ask as we head downstairs. It doesn’t sit right with me that she should go back to sleep so soon. It makes my blood squirm. “What if she doesn’t wake up?”

			“She needs rest after waking up from such a deep sleep. Nothing to worry about.”

			“How do you know? Are you absolutely certain? Did you check her pupils?”

			He laughs. “She can’t stay awake forever. She must sleep.”

			In the kitchen, Maria das Dores prepares a cafezinho for the doctor. Doctor Lobo reassures me repeatedly that Mother is merely resting and will wake up before dinner, that he examined her fully. He said it will take a few days for her to feel better, and she may have bouts of unease in the meantime. But he assures me she will not fall back into that terrible deep slumber, and that the pains and ailments she’s experiencing will subside eventually.

			I look around the kitchen. Joaquina is nowhere to be seen. The door of the servants’ quarters is ajar. “So Joaquina’s been dismissed?”

			He regards me flatly. “Who?”

			I blink. Then I remember what he told me last night. I must not acknowledge her, I must not think about her. The mere thought can attract the evil spirits.

			I shake my head. “Never mind.” I suppose this means she’s gone. Doctor Lobo did as promised.

			What a relief. He solved all of my problems at the same time. The terrible noises I heard…They must have been him purging the dark spirits.

			“So you see,” he says, “there is nothing in life a game of truco can’t fix.”

			“I don’t have much money, but whatever I have, it will be yours—”

			“I did not ask for money. Now”—he pats his vest and puts on his graphite bowler hat—“let’s go for a walk. There is something important we must discuss.”

			We stroll in the yard amid the guava trees. Most are overgrown and cast a blanket of shade over our heads. We pass the stable on the right, the log warehouse with its slanted shingled roof, and the carpenter’s shed. Lobo starts speaking only when we reach a safe distance from the house, where there is no risk of anyone overhearing us.

			“The night we first met, in the gambling parlor,” he says. “You told me your father passed away. That you’ve never met him.”

			This sudden mention of my father catches me by surprise. “Yes, a long time ago.”

			“Did he die when your mother was pregnant with you?”

			“Yes…”

			“In a carriage accident?”

			I round to stare at him. I am quite sure I never told him about the carriage accident that killed my father.

			“How do you know—”

			“Your mother survived,” he repeats, as if reviewing the events in his head. “As did you, a babe in the womb. But your father died that night.”

			“What does this have to do with anything?”

			“Without him she no longer had a father for her son, or a family who would claim her. Isn’t it so? How did her family take it?”

			“Not well. Her family cut ties with her when she decided to keep me against their wishes. They wanted her to give me away, but she refused.”

			“So then, without a father to provide support, and now a single mother without her own family or support structure, her life slips into poverty and social isolation.”

			He finishes his cigar, lets it drop to the grass, and stomps on it. “Your mother slept for a long time. It is quite a shock to wake up from such a state. It is not uncommon for people to wake up disoriented, confused. Or even…”

			“What?”

			“With memory loss.”

			“Memory loss?”

			“It happens not infrequently.”

			I think of how her demeanor was different. All the questions she didn’t ask me.

			“It seems the carriage accident,” he says, “and subsequent loss of your father caused a rift in your mother’s life, a great trauma that changed the course of her life forever.” He pauses. “It appears she has forgotten all the years since the carriage accident.”

			I stare in dismay. “No, that can’t be. That was two decades ago.”

			“Maybe not.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“If the last thing she remembers is the carriage accident, then maybe it wasn’t such a long time ago to her. Maybe in her mind, it was only yesterday.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			39

			
				[image: ]
			

			I make him repeat himself several times, and each time it sounds more preposterous than the last. Mother has awoken from her slumber with severe memory loss. She has forgotten—“repressed,” he says—the past twenty years. My entire life. She thinks the fateful carriage accident of 1877 only just happened.

			“But why?” I say. “Why did her mind return to that particular event?”

			“People sometimes experience memory loss surrounding moments of great trauma. And I believe that carriage accident, and the subsequent loss of your father, was a massive trauma that split her world in two. Before that, she was a member of society, and after that, her life slipped into isolation and disgrace. With the loss of your father, her life changed dramatically for the worse.”

			“But she remembers me. So she can’t have forgotten the past twenty years entirely.”

			“Unless…” He rubs his chin.

			“Unless what?”

			He gives me a wary look. “I will venture a guess that you were named after your father?”

			He raises his brows meaningfully.

			A cold, oily feeling runs down my spine. “Are you insinuating that she’s confusing me with my father?”

			“Do you remember the very first thing she said to you when she saw you? After calling out your name?”

			I press my clammy palms to my temple, trying to think. My thoughts are in disarray, cluttered and jumbled. But then it comes to me. “She asked me how I was feeling.”

			“Why would she ask you how you’re feeling? She is the one who has been sick, not you.”

			I don’t answer. I wondered the same at the time.

			“Because she thinks you were just in a terrible accident.”

			“No.” I shake my head. “No, that can’t be right.”

			“Did she address you as you would expect?”

			My mind races, poring over every moment with new eyes. She greeted me. She said my name, but it is also my father’s name. She embraced me, but she could have done that to him as well. What’s concerning is what she did not say. She never asked why she was in a guest room rather than in her own room. She never asked about the yellow fever. She hardly even addressed me, which is peculiar. She kept glancing at me out of the corners of her eyes, as though aware of my presence but not fully at ease.

			My vision blurs around the edges. Mother forgot me?

			“Before you walked into the room,” Doctor Lobo says, “she had been asking about your father, how he fared in the accident. I was about to tell her that he died, but just then you walked in, cutting our conversation short. I didn’t manage to break the news to her that her beloved suitor had died. She appeared to recognize you, which didn’t make sense; she thought you were a baby in the womb. I thought perhaps her memories returned upon seeing you. But after you left to get water, she asked about her mother as though her mother was waiting for her to return home. It didn’t seem right. So I set up a test. I asked her about the president of the country. She knows nothing of Prudente de Morais or our civilian government. She doesn’t even know Brazil is a republic. She thinks it’s still an empire, as it was in 1877.”

			A sinking feeling forms in the pit of my stomach. “Oh no…Then we must remind her.” I pick up my pace as we head to the casa grande. “We must—”

			“Wait.” He is following behind me now. “It is never a good idea to attempt to force traumatic memories back into someone’s mind. Especially one who so recently emerged from this deep slumber. It can backlash, trigger an even greater shock. It is best to allow the memories to return on their own.”

			“Are you certain?”

			“There is a famous case study in the medical literature of a woman who, newly awakened from a deep slumber, was forced by relatives to confront traumatic memories she had repressed.”

			“And?”

			“She fell into a permanent stupor.”

			My blood drains from my limbs. I don’t know what that is, but it sounds dreadful.

			“She never spoke another word. Unable to take care of herself. Needed help even to eat meals and drink water.”
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			I sit on the straw-backed chair by the window, watching Mother sleep. She lies not on her back but on her side, and I watch the gentle rise and fall of her chest. That is how I know it is a normal sleep. Still, every so often I get up to reassure myself by placing my hand in front of her mouth until I can feel her breath on it.

			I desperately need a cigarette, but I am afraid the smoke may rouse her, or irritate her lungs.

			I refuse to believe that Mother forgot me.

			She never would. Doctor Lobo does not know her. Perhaps she does have memory loss, and in her disorientation is confusing me with my father. But she must remember me in some way, I simply cannot believe otherwise.

			The next time I rise to place my hand before her nose, to reassure myself that she is not dead, her eyes flutter open. She catches me with my hand by her face. I step back, startled.

			She rubs her eyes, then pushes herself into a sitting position, groaning and grimacing.

			“Are you well?” I ask.

			I avoid the temptation to call her Mother. I am not sure what she remembers, and if Doctor Lobo’s warnings are true, then she could fall into a permanent stupor. I cannot allow anything bad to happen when she is only just returned. I must be careful in the extreme.

			Once seated, she looks up at me. She pulls the covers over herself with modesty.

			“I’m not dressed,” she says, averting her eyes.

			“I apologize,” I mutter.

			But she is dressed. She is wearing a simple cotton dress.

			I consider this, unnerved. She is not dressed, perhaps, to entertain guests…But I am not a guest.

			I take another step back. I tell her I’ve left clothes for her, and the servants will bring water for a bath. That she’s been asleep for a couple hours.

			“You’re talking!” she calls out, as though only just realizing.

			I’m baffled. Why shouldn’t I be talking? I don’t know what to say in response. She continues to regard me in silence. Her eyes widen slightly and her posture straightens.

			I see it now. The look on her face, the shy manner in which she regards me. It’s not like her.

			Is she seeing my father instead of me?

			The thought makes me want to retreat, to put space between us, but I remain frozen in place.

			I feel a little afraid of her, as though I’m looking at a stranger.

			“You weren’t talking much before,” she adds. “It just seems like you’re better, that’s all.”

			Better? Is she referring to the fact that I was crying earlier?

			“I was…” shocked to see you alive. “…happy to see you well.”

			I hesitate. I remember Doctor Lobo’s warnings. I can’t speak freely without knowing for certain who she thinks she is speaking to.

			“Doctor Lobo says you are recovering well, too,” she says.

			Recovering? My stomach sinks.

			“He said that?” I feel a surge of irritation at Doctor Lobo for feeding her delusions.

			“Wouldn’t you say so?”

			I look away, silent. I don’t know what to say; I have nothing to recover from.

			More uneasy silence passes between us, in which I seek familiarity, a spark of recognition, but all I see is a startled and demure person wearing my mother’s body. It is more unsettling by the second. I want her to say a single word to show she is seeing me. Mention the priest. Mention her own room. Give me an order, scold me. Not the small smile and side-eyes. For her to come back after all this time and somehow not see me is harrowing.

			“Leandro,” she says softly. “Do you remember our conversation from last night?”

			“Last night?” I feel hopeful suddenly. “I remember holding your hand.”

			She sits up straighter, beaming. “Yes…so you do remember! In the carriage, what I told you…”

			The carriage. She doesn’t remember.

			I rub my face.

			“I’m sorry,” I mutter, bereft.

			“I was referring to”—her voice is tentative and too high-pitched—“what we discussed in the carriage. Do you remember?”

			The air feels too thin to breathe.

			It is unbearable. I spin around and make to leave.

			“What’s the matter, Leandro?”

			I’m caught between a desperate urge to leave her presence and the awareness that my behavior is frightening her. I can’t leave the room like this.

			“I apologize for my abruptness but I must take my leave now,” I say. “I have urgent matters to take care of. But I’m happy that you’re, uh…I’m happy you’re here.”

			She smiles. “I’m happy to be here with you, too.”

			I light up for a moment, seeing a flicker of warmth in her smile. But her sugar-sweet voice is wrong. And I am not the one she is beaming at.
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			I smoke in my office, listening to the sounds of movement upstairs. I keep thinking of the way she talked to me. I’m happy to be here with you, too. Neither the words nor the manner in which they were spoken sounded like Mother. The dumbstruck look on her face. The openness of the smile. There was something absent. A sharpness that wasn’t there. The more I think about it, the more it rattles me.

			She was looking at me and seeing my father. A ghost. A dead man. Her warm smile was for him. She was talking to a dead man and I was, without realizing, playacting as him.

			It is worse than when her eyes were closed.

			I think about my father, this man she was beaming at. I never really think about him. He is a stranger to me. All I have of him are his name and his looks, according to what Mother says. He is the only person from her past that she seems to be fond of. When she speaks of him, it’s only ever to say how wonderful he was. How delightful, how enchanting, how good-humored and handsome, and how utterly in love they were. When she’s in good spirits, happy with me, she points out that I am like him, not in personality so much, but in my eyes and height and the way I walk sometimes. But when she’s angry with me, she makes a negative comparison. Your father would never speak to his mother that way, and so on.

			I don’t know what it’s like to have a father. I don’t even feel sad that he’s dead, although I pretend to when people talk about him. I know that our lives would have been so much more prosperous if he hadn’t died. As a child I felt his absence when I saw other families in public, with mothers and fathers and siblings all together as a happy unit. Our family always felt so small, just Mother and me.

			Mother’s family abandoned her when she chose to keep me. My father’s family, the Neveses, never publicly acknowledged that I was his child. When severe droughts turned much of the province into arid backlands, once-prosperous estates became run-down wastelands. Slavery was abolished, finally putting an end to the evil institution. Laborers migrated from the sugar and cotton plantations in the Northeast to the coffee plantations in the Southeast. Old, decaying, far-flung, and no longer profitable with its broken mill, the Fazenda Santa Tereza was abandoned by the Neves family, suffering much the same fate as many other fazendas and engenhos did. Mother told me the Neveses gifted us the Fazenda Santa Tereza because deep down they knew I was their legitimate heir, and I believed that for a long time. But eventually I understood that the Fazenda Santa Tereza had been abandoned when Mother and I took residence.

			Even so, I don’t miss my father. You can’t miss what you never had.

			But now, seeing Mother beaming at my father so vividly—through me—he feels more real to me than ever. It’s a strange reminder that he once was a concrete, vivid part of Mother’s life. He isn’t just a memory or a dream. And she never beams at me like that.

			A sudden cry erupts from above, along with the clang of crashing objects. My heart somersaults in my chest as I run up the stairs. Once on the upper landing, I hear movement coming from her room. Not the guest room where she woke up, but her actual room.

			I rush there as fast as I can, but still feel as though my body is moving slowly, like I’m underwater. I find Mother kneeling on the floor, grimacing. She’s surrounded by broken pieces of glass, pooling dark liquid, and scattered jewels. A pungent odor of perfume wafts over me.

			“What happened?” I say. “Are you unwell?”

			She looks up at me, wide-eyed and stricken, then at the mess around her. Maybe the shock of seeing her own room was too much for her nerves, in her fragile state. Doctor Lobo warned me she may not be ready to be confronted with the memories of the past yet, that the mind represses traumas to protect itself. I’m struck by a terror that she has fallen into a permanent stupor like the patient from the case study. Already, so soon after awakening, she’s reverted to a state reminiscent of her former ghostliness…?

			“I apologize,” she says, a tremor in her voice, and I’m relieved to hear her speak. She is not in a stupor after all. “I came in here for a moment, then felt faint, and accidentally knocked over the jewelry box and perfume bottle. Must be the…”

			“There’s nothing to be sorry for, sinhá,” Maria das Dores says, wearing her white apron and standing just beyond the threshold, as if not wanting to enter. “It’s normal to feel faint on a hot day like today. Let me get you a little sugar water, it’ll sort you right out!”

			I told Maria das Dores earlier that Mother was brought here to recover at home, and that she was confused and still getting her bearings.

			“Why…” I cough. “Why did you come in here?”

			I am hopeful that she wandered in here because she recognized her room.

			“I…” She looks around, lids fluttering. “I was just looking for a mirror.”

			“A mirror?”

			I glance at the mirror behind her and feel a surge of dread. I forgot about the mirrors! She’s going to see that she doesn’t look like the nineteen-year-old girl she believes herself to be.

			She is out of sorts and unwell. Being in this room hasn’t brought back her memories, as she still doesn’t remember me. On the contrary, it seems to have destabilized her.

			It pains my heart that she didn’t recognize her own room. She’s slept in this room for the past nineteen years. How could she not remember it? I usher her away from the room before she has a chance to look in the mirror and fall apart. Once we’re all back in the dim hallway, I close the door. Maybe it’s for the best if Mother avoids her room for the time being.

			She’s only been awake for a couple hours, and already there has been an alarming incident. I must be more vigilant. I must keep an eye on her at all times.

			“That perfume scent made me ill at ease,” Mother says.

			Lavender rose. I shudder, as that scent also brings me nauseating memories.

			“Has your discomfort passed now?” I ask.

			“Yes, mostly.”

			“At any rate, we must tell Doctor Lobo about it.”

			“Leandro.” She lightly touches my arm. “Those jewels, the perfume…I was wondering who they belong to?”

			I feel dazed for a moment. Her face is a mask of innocence. She truly doesn’t remember.

			But she wants to remember. She wants to know.

			Perhaps I should tell her right now. Can she handle it?

			I’m suddenly furious that Doctor Lobo left me alone with her so quickly, and with so little direction. I am no physician. He best come back tonight as he promised. I scratch the side of my head.

			“They’re my mother’s,” I say, hoping that this phrasing will spark a memory without shocking her further. “Passed down from her grandmother.”

			She looks disturbed.

			“Same for the dresses?”

			“Yes.”

			“When was the last time your mother visited?”

			“What?”

			“When was the last time your mother slept in that room?”

			This sends a cold shiver down my spine. The familiar burning feeling creeps up my insides. I cannot orient my mind to anything other than the truth. The last time she slept here was weeks ago, before I moved her down to the senzala.

			I despise lying to Mother, so I don’t.

			“Several weeks ago.”
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			It was Doctor Lobo’s idea to give Mother a house tour. I initially thought it a foolish notion, giving Mother a tour of her own house. But then it occurred to me that it might trigger her memories. So I pulled Maria das Dores aside and explained that Mother has not yet gotten her bearings and has memory loss. Maria das Dores has worked in the house for many years, and if she thinks my instructions odd, she does not show it.

			I watch the tour with a sickening feeling. I had thought surely Mother would recognize Maria das Dores, the cook and housekeeper she has known for so long, but she does not. Mother listens attentively as Maria das Dores shows her her own house, explains our meal schedule, where the washbasins are, when the washerwoman arrives, when the lamps and candles are lit and the servants retire. Mother simply nods and smiles politely. It’s absurd, tragic, unsettling, and with each passing moment my heart sinks deeper into dread. At times I almost wonder if Mother is merely pretending, playing an elaborate joke on us. But her face is innocent.

			If she doesn’t remember her own house, her son, her servants, then…who is she? Is this person before me really Mother?

			Suddenly Mother reaches for the Jornal do Recife. The newspaper! It will have today’s date on it!

			I spring forward and snatch it before she can. I mutter something about Doctor Lobo not wanting her exposed to distressing news, and she seems to believe it. But I’m rattled. How close she came to possibly another shock. Is it really this easy for her to unravel and end up in a permanent stupor?

			Which reminds me of something else…the periodicals. They’ll all have the publication date imprinted on them. And even the books in my study, they will have the publication year printed on the copyright page. It’s not likely she will notice, but what if she does?

			I scan the room and see no periodicals or books lying around. I must excuse myself and go to my study and hide the periodicals. I cannot hide all the books. If only my study had a lock, I could keep it shut, but it does not. The only solution is to go through each book, one by one, and rip out the copyright page. It would take some time…But on the other hand, if I do not, she could fall into the silent stupor, just like a moment ago when she stood in her own room and experienced vertigo. Who knows what would have happened if she had looked in the mirror. Judging by the state of her when I walked in, I suspect something bad would have ensued.

			I must do something about the mirrors as well.

			“Do you think they’ll like me?” Her voice, too high and off-putting, brings me back to the present. Her hands are clasped before her. Her posture is too formal and polite, like her voice. Her gaze is tentative.

			It takes me a moment to understand. She’s standing by the portrait of my grandparents, the Comendador Ernesto Neves and Valentina Neves. They are my father’s parents, so I suppose she thinks they’re my parents. That portrait has been in this house all my life. I am not close with my paternal grandparents. When my father died, there was no way to prove he was my father, and they never publicly recognized me as a Neves. Valentina even comes to visit on rare occasions. After her visits, Mother laments her air of judgment laced with pity, and rants for days about the Neves family and how little they’ve helped, and how they don’t give us any money, and how they don’t care about us, and how they don’t care about me.

			I rub my forehead, feeling suffocated. I hate so much the question, the undeniable proof that she is seeing only my father, that I’ve been erased from her mind. They’re not my parents, I want to shout. But her face crumples as I hesitate to respond. Even Maria das Dores is staring at me uncomfortably.

			“Anyone who meets you should like you,” I manage. It’s the best I can do—not a lie, but not a corroboration of her false beliefs, either.

			Then I excuse myself, unable to stand in the room a moment longer.
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			When Doctor Lobo arrives for dinner, I’m waiting for him in the driveway before he even steps out of the carriage. I rushed out as soon as I heard the horses. The sky is the heavy blue that precedes nightfall, and the cicadas have started their relentless screeching. A light chill permeates the air.

			“Good evening.” Lobo steps down from the carriage wearing a dark-blue frock coat over a crisp shirt and white gloves. He straightens, pats his coat. “How are things—”

			“Not good. Not good at all. She nearly fell into stupor.”

			“Did you tell her—”

			“No, I said nothing of what she’s forgotten.”

			I tell him about her foray into her own room, and how she had vertigo and a fainting spell, but luckily recovered.

			“Hmm…” He rubs his head. We’re standing on the veranda now, just outside the door. Here, there’s little danger of her overhearing us, but we still keep our voices low.

			“Don’t fret”—he waves his hand—“the mind is a powerful engine of self-confirmation, ever ignorant of notions that run counter to its own beliefs. She won’t fall into the stupor as easily as you think. Just remain vigilant…and maybe get rid of those mirrors.”

			The mirrors! I forgot to remove them. But there are only a couple in the house, and I make a mental note to remove them or cover them with something in the morning.

			“She didn’t even recognize her own room.” I wring my hands. “She’s so deep in her amnesia. She looked at my grandparents’ portrait and thought they were my parents. She asked me about them, even. Maria das Dores gave her a house tour—of her own home!”

			He scratches his beard thoughtfully but looks altogether nonplussed. “I can understand how difficult this must be for you. Sometimes these things are harder on the relatives than on the patients themselves.”

			“What do we do?”

			“Nothing for the time being.”

			“But she’s like a different person. Her demeanor is not like Mother’s.”

			“This is to be expected. Certain behavioral changes can occur with cases of memory loss. You might perceive them as minor personality changes. Since she only remembers her life until the carriage accident, in some ways she may revert back to her nineteen-year-old personality.”

			I gape at him. “Her nineteen-year-old personality…?”

			“Perhaps. Her personality may adjust to her new frame of reference, her current state of mind, if you will.”

			I think of her higher voice and softer demeanor. Her polite shyness around me. The way she ends sentences with a question mark. Walking about the house like she is a guest and not the mistress of it.

			I don’t like it.

			“There is no need to panic,” he says. “This is probably temporary.”

			“Probably?” My panic deepens.

			He glances at the house cryptically. Through the window I see the silhouette of Mother sitting in the parlor, faintly illuminated by a brass lamp.

			“Allow me to assess her condition tonight, at dinner. Then tomorrow I shall stop by again and we will speak in private further. But you must try and remain calm. She can sense your distress, and she won’t understand it. It will make her uneasy. Try and act like”—he snaps a finger, as though gripped by a sudden notion—“how your father might have acted.”

			I stare. “Are you serious?”

			“Right, I almost forgot you’ve never met him.”

			“I will not pretend to be my dead father.”

			“Fine, then simply try to act calm, as if nothing is wrong.”

			“But something is—”

			He’s already swung open the door and stepped inside.
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			Doctor Lobo kisses Mother’s hand upon greeting her, and she smiles brightly at him, cheeks flushed. My soul leaves my body and hovers near the ceiling, and that is the place from which I watch her bat her eyes at him.

			As we head to the table, Doctor Lobo tells of visiting my grandmother in such a convincing way that for a moment I wonder if he really did. As I listen, I am more and more confounded. This can only be a lie. Why go so far with the charade? It’s like this is entertainment to him.

			As I watch Mother make her plate, I’m terror struck that she’s forgotten how to chew or swallow or that if she does swallow, her digestive system won’t work properly. Will the food become lodged in her esophagus, or fail to break down inside her body?

			But she barely pays attention to the food, being instead so focused on Doctor Lobo’s stories about Vienna that she hardly seems to notice what she’s putting in her mouth. She eats and chews and swallows without problem, while nodding and smiling at Doctor Lobo. She sits up with a straight posture and covers her mouth when she laughs, which is distinctly unlike Mother, who doesn’t laugh much at all.

			The two of them fall into a natural rapport. In fact, they are entranced with each other, brazenly flirting at times. I cannot fathom how the same woman I knew could behave this way. What if Mother never returns to normal? The passion fruit juice goes down the wrong pipe and I start having a coughing fit, which halts their conversation, and after a bout of hacking, I regain my composure. My silence, that is.

			Because I don’t say much. I am frightened to open my mouth. I sit there and watch them, vexed by the spectacle before me. I know I am being unsociable, unpleasant perhaps, but it is better this way. If I say the wrong thing I can trigger the stupor. Besides, what have I to say to this stranger who wears Mother’s body like a cloak?

			This strange Madalena.

			“What about you, Leandro?” Strange Madalena turns to me with a frozen smile. “Do you have stories to share from your time in Europe?”

			Stories from Europe. Father completed advanced studies in Europe because he had the means and station in life to do so. But that would never be in the cards for me, and Mother, the real one, would know that. I open my mouth, and nothing comes out but air. I take a sip of the wine and let the silence hang. I know the smile has faded from her lips, and everyone is watching me.

			“Oh, and have I told you about…” Doctor Lobo deftly changes the subject, picking up the conversation where they left off before she spoke to me. They carry on as though I was never addressed in the first place, as though I am merely a candle at their private dinner for two. When, later, she asks me how renovations are going—I have no idea what she’s talking about—I excuse myself to use the chamber pot.

			When I return to the table, I catch Strange Madalena whispering to Doctor Lobo about me. She startles when she sees me and stills. It is uncanny to see her confiding in this man she barely knows over me. I sink into my chair and stare at the ticking seconds on the pendulum wall clock.

			Doctor Lobo veers into a discussion about recent developments in the study of the mind. He talks about the “unconscious mind” and the idea that people often have suppressed memories and latent knowledge they are not aware of.

			“Trauma that solidified in the psyche as repressed memories and thoughts. These patterns of thinking, though unconscious, can cause diseases in the mind well into adulthood.”

			“Repressed…” I mutter. A shiver rolls through my flesh. That is the word he used to describe Mother’s missing memories.

			Patterns of thinking lodged deep within the inner world, inaccessible to conscious awareness.

			The past nineteen years of her life are trapped in her subconscious.

			And me. I am the repressed thought.

			“What can be done about it?” I ask.

			“There is one technique most effective at retrieving repressed thoughts. The alienist induces a mesmeric trance, and the patient enters a state where they are neither awake nor asleep, neither conscious nor unconscious. It is called hypnotism. From this place, latent knowledge can surface.”

			I lean in. Could this possibly work on Mother?

			Mother’s expression darkens as she listens. Maybe this will trigger something, a fleeting recognition, a spark of self-awareness. When she speaks, it is with an intensity I recognize. “And what is the treatment for the affliction of modern men who worship knowledge instead of God?”

			She pauses to let the forceful words hang, and fixes us with a stare that stirs within me deep-rooted feelings of guilt. Her voice is now full of conviction, harsh and terrifying. Her eyes flash with might. Her jaw squares.

			She sounds like herself again.

			“ ‘You were dead in your transgression and sins,’ ” she recites, “ ‘in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient,’ ” she continues, reciting a biblical passage. “All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our flesh, and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature deserving of wrath.”

			I am stunned. For the first time, it feels that Mother is here.

			“Ephesians,” I mutter, having memorized all of her favorite Bible quotes from how frequently she recites them.

			She nods. But her gaze scrapes over the surface of me.

			“When people find themselves lost,” Mother says, “it’s always because of separation from God. That is the cause of all ills, and love of God is the cure. The idea that lost memories from childhood have the power to cause diseases in the mind is only the folly of modern men who think themselves beyond good and evil.”

			When she looks at me there isn’t a spark of recognition, though I seek it, hope for it still. Her real personality flashed, yet the memories remain absent.

			Doctor Lobo switches topics and Strange Madalena returns with her polite smile, and soon she’s back to laughing at every little comment he makes.

			I am shaken to the core.

			Now I know—Mother is still in there somewhere.

			It is not only the past nineteen years of her life and me that are trapped in her subconscious. It is Mother herself.
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			I watch the flickering candle on the mantel, its long narrow flame licking at the air. I’m in my room, restless. My thoughts are racing. Strange Madalena’s dramatic laughter echoes in my mind and reminds me of Joaquina. She sat across from me at dinner and stared right through me. I didn’t exist. Her smile seems more joyful than Mother’s. Why? What does she have to be so happy about?

			She seems happy enough believing that I am my father. If I were not here at all—if it was just her and Lobo and the servants—she would be plenty happy.

			Happier than if she remembered, maybe.

			Lobo said her mind reverted back to an easier, less turbulent time. Why did that bother me so? The feeling tugs at me, a dull ache.

			A less turbulent time…A time before me.

			Is that why her mind erased the memories? To give Mother a second chance at happiness?

			I sit up, suddenly wide-awake and feverish.

			What if when Mother finally remembers me and the forgotten years, she feels worse? Like waking up from a lovely dream, only to be crushed by the weight of reality?

			What if it wasn’t simply the accident that ruined her life but me—choosing to keep me instead of giving me away to the orphanage like her family wanted?

			I take the candle and step out into the corridor. I go into Mother’s room, expecting that by some miracle Joaquina will be there, sitting at the vanity, brushing her hair. Tucking hibiscus petals behind her ear. Glancing over her shoulder at me with flushed cheeks and eyes full of adoration.

			Joaquina cared for me. Her feelings were real. I tried so hard to be rid of her, I didn’t really believe I ever would be.

			The room is encrusted in deep shadows and cobwebs. But the lavender-rose perfume scent lingers. I spin around. I cross the corridor, descend the stairs, and step through the kitchen. I knock on the door of her quarters.

			Nothing. There is no response. Of course there isn’t, but a small part of me had imagined Joaquina was still down here. Waiting for me.

			I open the door and find the small room empty. Her little cot is made up. Her favorite clay coffee cup sits on the nightstand, with caked bits of dry coffee on the bottom. Her butterfly metal hair clip sits next to it.

			Gone without a trace.
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			The next morning at breakfast, Strange Madalena quizzes me about the fazenda’s former owners. I have no idea about them since that was way before I was born. When I tell her I don’t know, she seems incredulous and antagonistic, then announces she’s leaving early. My anxiety spikes, and I beg her to reconsider. I can see her softening as I sit beside her and hold her hand. This time I am not foolish enough to think she’s seeing me. It’s Strange Madalena and she’s seeing my father, with love in her eyes.

			I feel like an impostor, like I’m impersonating my father, but I can’t let her leave. She has nowhere to go.

			I must speak with Lobo urgently. What will we do if she asks to go home again, if her memories do not return?
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			I sit in the drawing room, on my third glass of cognac, tapping the cigarette ash into the tray. Joaquina once played the broken piano for me. She does not know how to play, and was only pressing keys at random, and most of the keys made no sound at all because the piano is broken, like the mill, like everything else in this house. But I enjoyed it when she pretend-played. She was delightful, amusing. Wearing a dress far too lovely for her, like a lady in a novel. I even took some photos of her playing the piano in this very drawing room.

			If Lobo paid her to leave, perhaps I can still prevail upon her to return.

			Just then, as though by divine will, Mother hovers beside me. She has that gravity about her, a sharpness to her gaze that makes me think that although it’s Strange Madalena, Mother is not far off.

			I ask her how she’s feeling. I stand, then, not knowing why I stood, I kiss her hand. She glances meaningfully at the bottle of cognac and asks me how my afternoon was.

			I want to pry her lids open so she sees me in front of her.

			I scour my brain for something that will remind her without shocking her. Some detail about the past, specific and meaningful, yet subtle.

			“I added a new lie to the box of lies,” I tell her.

			The little box of lies. Yesterday, when she asked me whether someone has been sleeping in her room recently, I could not think of a way to avoid lying. But afterward, I wrote the lie on a little piece of paper and slipped it into the wooden box.

			Her expression is blank and uncomprehending. “Is that some sort of riddle?” she asks, voice taut and foreign.

			It crushes me. Even the little box of lies doesn’t mean anything to this person who stands before me…Mother is buried so deep, I don’t know how to bring her out. What will it take to pull Mother out of Strange Madalena?

			I go to the window, reeling. I know I can no longer scheme, because I can no longer think clearly. The alcohol has dulled my thoughts too much.

			“Leandro, is everything all right?” Strange Madalena stands beside me. Her polite aura is suffocating.

			“I’m invisible,” I say, watching my own reflection in the window.

			It doesn’t matter what I say or do, she is not seeing me. I am this glass window. She sees through me to something else, someone more interesting. Someone her mind didn’t see fit to erase.

			Is she like this because of how close to death she came? All because of my neglect?

			“It’s my fault,” I mutter.

			“What is?”

			“Everything.”

			“Leandro,” Strange Madalena says. Her voice sounds firm, but it’s still Strange Madalena. “Did a woman use to live here with you? Did she die here?”

			I look at her. It’s almost as if Strange Madalena is becoming aware of Mother. Can she sense Mother’s presence in the house, even as she can’t consciously comprehend it? The thought makes my head spin and suddenly the whole room is spinning. I drink more to steady my nerves, and it works.

			“I just want to be seen…” I start. I want a glimmer of recognition, if only for a moment. “…Just once before the end.”

			“What end?” Strange Madalena says.

			I ignore her. In the distance, a carriage crosses the gates. A cloud of red dust swirls around it as the horse’s canter slows to a trot. The sound of it faraway.

			I slip away from Strange Madalena and go outside. I intercept Doctor Lobo on the front steps. I want to speak with him alone.

			“Leandro,” he says. “Is something the matter?”

			“She’s still not seeing me.”

			“It’s only been a few hours. Have you been drinking?”

			“She didn’t even remember the little box of lies.”

			“The what?”

			“Did you pay her off?”

			A crease appears between his brows. Then, when he realizes I am not talking about Mother, his jaw squares. I see the glint of disapproval in his eyes.

			“I’m not saying her name. I’m not even thinking about her…How did you persuade her to leave?”

			A shadow crosses his face. “Come smoke with me for a moment.”

			We lean against the railing on the veranda, facing the woodlands beyond the gates. Night makes its ascent, and the crisp moon is a pale silver above us. I imagine that Mother watches us from inside the house, wondering, appraising. Mother’s gaze is relentless. I see the hazy outline of her figure against the window, peeking from the lace curtains. But through the eyes of Strange Madalena, she will make sense of nothing.

			“I know you cared for the girl,” he says, after taking the first drag. “She was lively, young, beautiful. I know you probably even miss her now. That’s natural. But you must not forget how much she tormented you. How miserable you were after your relationship became intimate. How desperate you were to be rid of her.”

			Light rain starts to fall. Just sporadic drops on my arms, but possibly a signal of angrier skies to come later.

			“You were an unhappy man if I ever saw one. You were embroiled in sin and despair and could not get out of it. You wrote to me begging for my help.”

			“Yes…Yes, you are right.”

			He gives me a look that makes me ashamed of myself.

			“I’m not going to visit her or anything,” I say.

			“Don’t you see the real reason you are missing her now is simply because you are distraught and lonely? Your mother isn’t quite herself yet, so you are upset. If Joaquina were here, she would likely take advantage of your sorrow.”

			I rub my face. “That night…” I start, tentative, “I heard terrible noises. I know it was the purging of the spirits, but at times, it almost sounded like—”

			“This voice in your head that makes you miss her, do you think that is coming from God or Satan?” He pauses to let the words sink in.

			I sigh. I often feel that no matter what I do, I will end up in Hell. That sin is so difficult to avoid, and perhaps I am not strong enough to do it.

			“It’s time to let go of her now. Do you think you can do that?”
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			Dinner passes in a haze. I am now too inebriated to follow the conversation, and even if I weren’t I would be in no mood for idle chatter. But it is good that I cannot think anymore, so I am spared my own thoughts.

			Strange Madalena sits beside me looking vaguely distraught, and once again she and the doctor carry most of the conversation between the two of them.

			Suddenly and without warning, Mother seizes my wrist. I recognize the look on her face even before she starts speaking in a threatening tone. She recites an Inferno passage about the souls in Hell stewing in a shore of boiling vermilion.

			It’s Mother now. The Inferno passage is a telltale sign of Mother’s presence. Even as a young woman, Mother was always fascinated with Dante’s Inferno and its vivid renderings of the nine rings of Hell. When I was little, she frequently reminded me of possible punishments I could suffer for different sins. She spoke often about the nature of divine justice, wherein the punishment mirrors the sin. Over the years, she infused her rhetoric with teachings from the Old Testament as well.

			I am caught between vague terror and a pleasing familiarity of Mother’s presence. I don’t know if she’s seeing me or not. I think maybe she is seeing me, at least somewhat. She wouldn’t talk to my father that way, would she?

			Unwisely, I say: “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

			I mean it as a simple question and not as an affront, but the words leave my mouth ripe for misunderstanding.

			Mother lets go of my wrist and looks away, fading back to the soft expression of Strange Madalena.

			Once again, Mother has flashed for a moment, briefly come to life, then disappeared inside the alien mind of the younger Madalena. I feel myself deflate. Will this be the rest of my life? Living with Strange Madalena? Death, the fate that seemed so horrible months ago when Mother first fell ill, now seems peaceful and preferable to the situation we find ourselves in, and the life that stands before us now.

			I should have done as Mother asked: called for a priest and accepted her natural death. I would have been parted from her only temporarily, only in the four or so decades that are left of my time on earth. Doctor Amado was right—I should have learned to live with my new reality.

			Mother rises from the table abruptly. There’s something robotic and strange about the way she moves, almost like she’s sleepwalking.

			She goes into the kitchen.

			I sit up, alert. What is Mother doing in the kitchen in the middle of dinner?

			I overhear Maria das Dores speaking to her. “Do you need something, Sinhá Madalena?”

			I don’t hear a response.

			Alarm bells ring inside my head.

			A moment later, Maria das Dores’s voice rings again, this time louder and laced with concern: “Sinhá Madalena…?”

			I push back the chair and rush to the kitchen.

			Strange Madalena stands with a firm grip on the glass dome that encases Mother’s fubá cake. Mother made the fubá cake when she first got sick. It was always my favorite. Then she fell ill, and I set it aside for us to eat later when she recovered. But she got worse. I told Maria das Dores not to discard it, hoping that Mother would recover. Each day I hoped that the next day she would turn a corner. Weeks passed. As I hardly come into the kitchen, I didn’t notice how putrid the cake got. One day Maria das Dores came into my study and asked about discarding it. It irritated me and I snapped, saying, “Why must you bring this up again?” She hasn’t brought it up since.

			Strange Madalena shoots me a hateful look as she clutches the dome. I don’t know what she’s thinking, but it can’t be good.

			With whatever faculties remain of me, I try to choose my words carefully. “What are you doing?”

			“This is connected to her somehow.” Strange Madalena’s voice is full of poison. She’s breathy and shaky and there’s a broken thread in it that makes my heart twist. “It is why you cannot dispose of it.”

			She is hovering in the vicinity of the truth, yet she’s not there. It wasn’t the last thing she ate before she died, and we didn’t share it as a last meal, and I don’t intend to keep it forever. It’s so much more mundane than that.

			But the cake could have reminded her, and it didn’t. I fear she’ll never come to remember who she is, or who I am. Her mind will twist and turn and reframe events forever, according to the framework of June 1877. She understands herself now as a separate person from Mother. Even though she doesn’t know, still she knows.

			Doctor Lobo comes up behind me now, watching the spectacle.

			She starts asking me pointed questions. “Is that why you’re so distraught here? You’re haunted by her? Who was down in the senzala?”

			Doctor Lobo tries to placate her. “No one’s haunted, Madalena. Just come back to the table.”

			“I would believe it,” she says, “if only it were Leandro saying it.”

			She looks at me, as though daring me. In the silence that follows, I can feel Doctor Lobo and Maria das Dores watching me, waiting, wondering why I’m not saying anything.

			But I can’t. I won’t keep lying to Mother. I won’t pretend to be my father, rattling off lie after lie without conscience, like Lobo does. I won’t add another lie to the little box of lies.

			The room spins. Her asking about herself without realizing, past and future going around in circles in my head like a spinning wheel. I’m not sure what is true anymore, what is a lie. What might be a subtle hint or what might give everything away and trigger a terrible stupor.

			“And you’ve decided that based on what,” Doctor Lobo says, “a moldy cake?”

			She bites her lip and looks between him and me. I search for Mother in her expression, but don’t see it. There is only the anguish of the more naïve Madalena. And she doesn’t seem at all appeased by Lobo’s cajoling words.

			“Let’s just go back to dinner,” Doctor Lobo says. “Come now.”

			“If I’m wrong,” she insists, “then surely it’s fine if I discard this cake right now?”

			“I…” I start. “I simply forgot about the cake. It slipped my mind. I’ll take care of it later.”

			Doubt creeps into her eyes. “What of…what of the renovations? Who slept in the room upstairs? Who was down in the senzala?”

			The mention of the senzala makes me freeze.

			“You’re just going to stand there silent?” Her voice rises. “Letting him speak on your behalf? Coward. You were full of sweet words the day we saw the circus together, when you led me to the cliff and put a child in me!”

			“What?”

			“I am with child!”

			“It’s not mine!”

			Her features contort into a hideous grimace, and in a flash she’s struck me hard across the face. My cheek starts stinging. A burning feeling climbs up from my gut and squeezes my chest. Why did she hit me? The unfairness of it burns through me.

			She tosses the cake into the open flames. I see it unfold as if in a dream: the cornmeal, partly disintegrated already, grinds to ash quickly amid the flames. Silence falls as we all watch it burn, like revelers watching the bonfires on the eve of São João. The occasional pop and crackle, the vague smoky scent.

			But Mother doesn’t remember. It’s not her fault.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			45

			
				[image: ]
			

			After the cake burned in the hearth, Mother marched out of the house, and Doctor Lobo went after her. I burn through two cigarettes in the parlor before Lobo returns. Alone.

			“Where’s Mother?”

			He sinks onto the sofa with a heavy sigh. “Why couldn’t you just say it wasn’t true? The whole business with the damned cake?”

			I shake my head. Already an ache edges between my temples. “I won’t keep lying to her. You shouldn’t, either.”

			He regards me with a cool analytical expression. Then he says, “Just get some rest. Sleep off the alcohol. I talked to her, she’ll be fine, but I’ll be taking her with me for the night. She needs fresh air. It is best for you both to be separated for a bit. To get some perspective.”

			My nerves tighten all through my body. “You’re taking her with you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Like Hell you will.”

			His lips form a joyless smile. “I’m going to try to fix this mess that you created because you refused to tell one little lie. She’s displeased with you right now and she doesn’t want to come back to the house at all, do you understand? We can’t let her wander off into the night alone.”

			I picture Mother meandering in the dark woods like a sleepwalker, thinking she’s nineteen. A kind Samaritan picking her up only to discover she thinks the year is 1877. She’d end up in the asylum.

			She’s displeased with me, he says. But she is the one who hit me for no reason.

			“I haven’t done anything wrong.”

			“You said the wrong thing.”

			“I said the truth. I’m not to blame for whatever my father did twenty years ago. Why can’t you just convince her to come back inside?”

			“I tried, it was to no avail. She insists on going home.”

			“This is her home—”

			“You know what she means. Her mother’s house.”

			My gut twists. “She can’t.”

			“I know, I know. That’s why I’ll take her to my house. I’m a physician, who better to take care of her than me? I’m going to try that mesmerism technique I mentioned earlier. It might help the memories resurface. In the morning, she’ll be rested and you’ll be sober, and she can come back. Trust me, your mother was in the grip of death and now she walks and lives and breathes, thanks to me.”

			“Someone lives and breathes, but it sure isn’t Mother.”

			He tilts his head. “What do you mean?”

			I’m too drunk to explain to him the difference between Strange Madalena and Mother right now. And what difference will it make? He doesn’t know Mother.

			My head hurts when I try to think, clouded by the fog of liquor. I could go out there and talk to her. I know I could persuade her to come back inside, but only by impersonating my father. I loathe the notion. If by some miracle her memories do return, how will she feel about me having playacted as my father, encouraging her romantic delusions? She won’t like it one bit.

			But without lying, silence is my only recourse.

			I reach for the glass of liquor and he snatches it from my hand. He drags a blanket over my shoulders and I lean against a cushion, feel my lids closing. Maybe I’ll allow my eyes to close for five minutes, that’s all.

			“You can try the technique here,” I mutter as my eyelids grow heavy. “I’d sooner have her sleep in the stable than at your house.”

			“Very well”—he pats his vest and puts on his hat—“I’ll set up a nice bed for her in the stable.”
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			When I next open my eyes, the early-morning azure of the sky peeks through the curtains. I hear birdsong in the distance, and voices speaking in the kitchen. I fell asleep on the couch. My heart lurches—where’s Mother?

			As I sit up, I’m hit with a hammering in my head and indigestion. I steady myself, drink a full glass of water, have my coffee-and-cigarette breakfast as I step outside, where the morning sun makes my head spin.

			Squinting against the sun, I go to the stable. Mother is not there. I’ve been played for a fool. Lobo, that scoundrel! I ride to Lobo’s house in the carriage at full speed.

			The sun is newly risen and the streets are empty at this hour. I remember hearing at the tavern that his house stands out for its extravagant design and architecture, and its lavish gardens. I do not know his exact address, only that he lives on the wealthy Rua Imperial, so I make my way down and appraise my surroundings. I have a terrible instinct about it. He took Mother away against my wishes. No good can come from that.

			Rua Imperial is lined with opulent two-story homes. I soon spot a woman on the ground. I tell the driver to halt, already knowing it’s her, even though I can’t make out her face. It is a frightening sight that stuns me to my core. She is in her underpinnings, covered in blood. There are wounds on her arms and legs, and her hair is unkempt. Terror rips through me. Something terrible has happened.

			The carriage pulls over and I leap out. She startles when she sees me, as though taking a moment to recognize me…Is she in the permanent stupor?

			I help her to her feet. Her face has a haunted, weary look. The palms of her hands are blackened with dirt, and she’s shaking. Her eyes are wide and fear stricken. She sweeps into the carriage and demands for us to take off right away. Hearing her speak is a relief—at least she’s not in a stupor.

			“What happened?” I tear off a piece of my shirt to bandage her wounds.

			Her features twist, but she doesn’t respond. She mumbles incoherently about the baby. I press again: What happened? Did he harm her? But she avoids my gaze, staring at the air in front of her. Her arms are bruised and there is dried blood all over her. The fact that she’s only wearing her chemise disturbs me as well.

			“We need to get you to a doctor.”

			“No more doctors!”

			“Why not?”

			“Doctor Lobo is a dangerous man,” she says. “How did you know I would be here?”

			I blink. “What?”

			“Last night he was meant to take me home. How did you know he never took me home? You knew to come look for me here.”

			It takes me a moment to orient my mind to what she’s saying: By home, she means her mother’s house, not our home. I want to shout that she has no other home, but in her current state, I don’t think she can take it.

			“Last night while you waited in the carriage, he told me he planned to take you to his house. I told him not to. In my inebriated state, I believed him when he acquiesced. But this morning when I woke up sober, I remembered what he said and had a bad feeling about it. Did he hurt you?”

			She tells me she agreed to stay the night in his guest room. But in the middle of the night, she heard a noise and went about the house. Then she came across something she wasn’t supposed to see.

			“What did you see?”

			“It was some sort of black magic ritual, I believe.”

			My stomach falls. “What happened?”

			She shakes her head. “Don’t ask me, Leandro, I dare not speak of it.”

			She shares no more details, other than that she escaped through a window. I am stunned. What could have been so bad that it required her to break through a window? I recall Lobo’s esoteric interests, his penchant for the occult. But black magic…?

			Her eyes are dazed, glassy. What is so terrible she can’t even talk about?

			I feel her silent despair, and I am furious with Doctor Lobo. What did he do? And why?

			I am at a loss. I even consider taking her to her mother’s house, as she asks. If Doctor Lobo is not to be trusted, then who? Doctor Lobo was my last resort. My last hope. Perhaps my grandmother would take pity on her and help somehow, but they were estranged. If she wanted nothing to do with Mother when she was a young and healthy girl, she surely will want nothing to do with her now that she’s a thirty-nine-year-old woman who believes the year is 1877…She will send her to the asylum. And being treated this way by her mother, the shock of it will destroy her.

			“Why are we back at your house?” Mother asks as the carriage rounds into the entrance of the Fazenda Santa Tereza.
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			I am pouring myself another drink as Maria das Dores bandages Mother’s wound. After that, Mother will demand to be taken home. I cannot keep up the flimsy house of cards. I do not know where to take her when she demands to be taken to her mother’s house. And what of Doctor Lobo? If what Mother said is true, then…The liquor helps my nerves, makes me think clearly, at least the first one. Mother spent the night at Doctor Lobo’s house. She came out in tatters, bloody, unkempt, and in her underpinnings.

			She said the blood was from breaking through a window.

			Beyond that, she refuses to tell me what exactly took place. If he did hurt her, why not tell me? Why the secrecy?

			Is her mind falling apart? But something happened to her physically, I can see the bruises on her body.

			Upstairs, I hear her call my name. She says something about preparing the carriage to take her home.

			I drain the glass, then start pouring another when I hear a violent crash erupt above.

			Objects crashing and shattering. I run up the staircase as fast as I can, passing Maria das Dores on the way. And I know, before I even go in, that Mother is present. And she’s in one of her rages.

			Mother is neither in the guest room nor in her own bedroom. She’s in my room. It’s my belongings that lie broken on the floor. I don’t know what she’s doing there. There are broken pieces of ceramic, clay, and glass on the floor. All the objects that were sitting atop the dresser, by the looks of it. She stands between the mess and the bed, glowering at me. What triggered her rage? It seems particularly bad this time.

			“What’s wrong?” I ask.

			She seizes a candlestick from the mantel and comes at me with it, shouting curses. Mother has found the photographs of Joaquina.

			I kept them in my nightstand drawer, but the night I felt lonely, they were my only solace, and then I took them out of the drawer. I didn’t think Mother would come in here.

			She knows now the terrible things I’ve done.

			I knew it, I knew this moment would come.

			I cower by the wall, shielding myself from her relentless attacks. I know at times like this it is best to not say anything because whatever I say only makes it worse. I am baffled as to how she suddenly became so strong.

			Yet a part of me relishes it. Alongside the familiar dread of being chastised I feel also relief, even pleasure. If she were to remember me, she would chastise me also, and it is right that I should be punished.

			Maria das Dores tells her to stop, and it only causes Mother’s ire to turn against her. She even accuses Maria das Dores of having an affair with me, and I vouch for the woman’s innocence.

			“It was all lies,” Mother—or Strange Madalena—says, anguished. “Everything you said in the letters, all lies. You lied and lied and lied…”

			It’s not fair, not when I’ve tried so hard not to lie.

			“I didn’t!”

			“I have the proof right here!” She seizes a photograph from the bed. “Look at this and tell me—”

			Her voice dies as she stares at the photograph. Her face goes slack. Then she sinks onto the bed, her face the color of ash.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			Her bottom lip quivers. I don’t understand.

			When she looks up at me, her emotions have shifted. A moment ago she was livid, now she looks…frightened.

			She asks me about Joaquina. Where is she now? When did I last see her?

			Mother’s sudden interest in Joaquina baffles me. Her expression and demeanor remind me of the way she was in the carriage, the dull countenance of fright and tension, the way she looked when I asked her what happened in Doctor Lobo’s house.

			Could Joaquina have something to do with whatever unfolded in Lobo’s house?

			Chills run up my arms. He made me promise never to seek her out again.

			“Why are you asking about her?” I manage.

			She averts her gaze. She’s so guarded now that I can’t even tell if it is Mother still or Strange Madalena.

			We are interrupted by the sound of horses outside. Maria das Dores runs to the window and announces Doctor Lobo’s arrival.
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			Mother runs down the stairs, and I follow. When I reach the first floor, she is nowhere to be seen. I hesitate for a moment, unsure whether to look for her or to intercept Lobo. Through the window I see Lobo’s carriage in the driveway, the doors opening. I run out, throwing the front door open. I’m surprised to see another man stepping out of the other side of the carriage. This man is wearing a mask over his face, like a masquerade or carnaval mask. A bag is slung over his shoulder. I don’t like it.

			“Leandro,” Doctor Lobo says, “I received a message that she attacked you. Where is she?”

			“What happened last night?”

			“Look!” The masked man points toward the woods. “There she goes!”

			“Go!” Lobo says. “I’ll catch up with you.”

			The man takes off at a run.

			“What are you doing?” I stare between the man and Lobo.

			“Your mother has become violent. Did you tell her? About the past?”

			“No!”

			“Come, we must find her before she disappears in the woods.”

			He takes off in the direction the masked man went, without waiting for me to respond.

			I catch up to them in the south-facing clearing by the graveyard. Mother is flat on the ground, face planted on the dirt. The masked man restrains her, pulling her wrists behind her back. He binds her ankles and wrists with rope, like she’s a criminal. Beside him, the shoulder bag sits open. This sends a choppy ringing into my eardrums.

			“Get off of her,” I say as I approach. The ground beneath my feet is rocky and uneven.

			“We won’t hurt her,” Lobo says in a condescending tone.

			“You’re already hurting her.”

			“He is only restraining her so she doesn’t run off into the woods. We wouldn’t want her getting lost out there and hurting herself, would we?”

			“They’re lying,” Mother cries. “They’re going to kill me!”

			Kill her?

			“Who is he?” I demand.

			“A physician friend of mine. He’s just going to help me restrain her, then offer a second opinion. Of course, we won’t hurt her.”

			“Why is he wearing a mask?”

			“They abducted your lover,” Mother screams. “I saw her in his ritual chamber, unconscious. They used her as a human sacrifice for their black magic ritual!”

			Joaquina…Human sacrifice. Black magic ritual.

			Mother’s face when she saw the photograph, her strange questions about Joaquina.

			The man strikes mother’s head. My hands curl into fists at my sides. He can’t do that. I hear the choppy ringing in my ears again, this time louder.

			Mother continues: She saw the girl in the photographs unconscious at Doctor Lobo’s house, in a dark chamber, in a ritual sacrifice.

			Doctor Lobo is saying something about Mother being a danger to herself and others. I can hardly hear him. He said that he would dismiss Joaquina. I never saw the girl after that night. He made me promise never to seek her out or speak of her again. Was it because he planned to kill her?

			Doctor Lobo continues, “Do you remember my one instruction? I said that Madalena was to avoid distressing situations. Madalena, we just need you to calm down. That is all. We are only going to evaluate you.”

			“Leandro, do something!” Mother screams. “They are going to kill us!”

			Us? I look at Doctor Lobo.

			“Do you see how deep her hysteria is?” Doctor Lobo says calmly. “She thinks we are going to kill her. This is, sadly, not uncommon in patients like this.”

			Doctor Lobo flicks his syringe and says he must sedate her.

			He’s taking charge of her. He did not ask me for my permission to do any of this to her. He did not even ask me for my opinion. He doesn’t care what I think.

			Mother begs me to help. Her strained voice aches with despair. She’s so frightened. Tears stream down her cheeks.

			My right hand twitches.

			He jabs the needle into her arm. Her eyelids start drooping.

			Her eyes close and she slumps forward. Her shoulders hunch and her hair falls over her face. Her head is limp. She’s unconscious. Again. He’s making her go to sleep again, after all the trouble we went through to wake her up.

			The ringing in my ears starts up again.
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			They took Mother to the same guest room as before, the one closest to the stairs. At this point I think Lobo neither knows nor cares which room is her actual room.

			Doctor Lobo instructs me to gather hot water, a warm compress, and gauze to clean up her scrapes and bruises. While I’m in the kitchen, I send Maria das Dores away. Doctor Lobo says that Mother will wake up in a couple hours.

			I hear them moving upstairs, their voices low. The masked man, there’s something threatening about him. There’s two of them and one of me.

			I go up to the room, carrying the warm compress, hot water, and gauze. I slow as I approach the door. I listen.

			“Nothing to be concerned about,” Doctor Lobo says, unperturbed.

			“The boy knows!”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“He doesn’t care about the dead girl. He cares about…”

			Silence. In the distance, the clock ticks on the wall downstairs.

			Doctor Lobo’s voice comes again, louder than before: “Come in, Leandro.”

			I hesitate for a moment, then I go inside. I hand him the warm rag and the water and the gauze. He thanks me and sets them on the nightstand beside the bed. The curtains are drawn. Mother slumbers as before, face up toward the ceiling, eyes closed. Arms resting carefully at her sides. The gray walls close in on me. I am taken back to the weeks I spent alone in the house with Mother slumbering, before the police inspector came, before Joaquina came, before Doctor Lobo came.

			The masked man stares at me like a hound, his posture slightly hunched.

			“Have a seat.” Doctor Lobo motions to the rocking chair in the corner of the room.
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			The room is enveloped in gray shadows even though it’s still midday. I take a seat in the rocking chair.

			“This must all be confusing for you,” Lobo says. “Allow me to explain. Fundamentally, you understand that there is a cost to everything in life. There is an inherent balance of all things in the universe. When something is out of balance, it must be returned to a state of harmony. For something to be given, something of equal value must be taken away.”

			“Joaquina was the sacrifice required to return Mother from the brink of death.”

			He smiles.

			“You told me you used a…three-dimensional healing technique.”

			“To bring someone back from the brink of death, there is only one spell so powerful. It was fortuitous that we met in the parlor, you see. I had been looking for someone like you and your mother. Someone I could perform the spell on.” He pauses and looks at the masked man. “Mastery of an advanced spell like this is a requirement for advancement in my order. When I received your letter, I realized your mother would be a perfect candidate for this.”

			“But Joaquina didn’t die the night that Mother was revived.”

			“This is because the spell requires the subject to wield the blade. I cannot be the one to do it. It must be the subject.”

			“The subject meaning…Mother?”

			“Correct. But she was unconscious. So I first had to perform a weaker spell to restore her to consciousness. That is what I did that night, after subduing Joaquina. After you returned to your room.”

			“So that night, the noises, disturbances, and screams I heard…You weren’t purging the house of evil spirits. It was the opposite; you were summoning spirits.”

			He nods. “Then, I brought Joaquina to my own house. As for Madalena, she awakened. But as you saw, her illness wasn’t healed. She had muscle weakness, body pains, aches, all symptoms of yellow fever. She thought these were from the carriage accident, but of course, there was no carriage accident. Not in recent history, at least.”

			“And her mind didn’t fully return,” I say. “She didn’t remember me. She didn’t remember herself.”

			“Her memory loss was a blessing in disguise.”

			“A blessing in disguise?”

			“If she had come back with her memories intact, and her identity and personality intact, I never would have managed to persuade her to step foot in my house. But as she was, with the more docile mind of a nineteen-year-old girl, she was easy to charm. More receptive to hypnotism and mesmeric trance.”

			My right hand twitches. “Are you saying she…”

			“She did wield the dagger. I was there.” He motions to the masked man. “He was present as well. That’s how we got the spell to work.” He smiles. “A happy ending. A win for all of us.”

			I stare at him.

			He lights a cigar. “So, Leandro, we know that it wasn’t your mother who really killed Joaquina. Or rather, it wasn’t her fault. But a police inspector wouldn’t understand that. To them, it would just look like your mother killed her. We still have the dagger in my house.”

			Silence stretches for what feels like eternity.

			“I won’t say anything.”

			The masked man points to Mother in bed. “What about her?” His voice is jarring and accusatory. “What if she tells?”

			“She thinks the year is 1877,” Doctor Lobo says to the man calmly. The implication is clear: No one will believe Mother. Mother is a madwoman.

			“Ah.” The masked man sounds appeased. “Then she should be in an asylum.”

			“She can be,” Doctor Lobo says, “or she can stay here with you, Leandro, if you prefer. But regardless of where she lives, she must be medicated.”

			I frown. “Medicated?”

			“Just something to calm her nerves. This is standard treatment protocol for women like this. Without it, she may become violent again. She may try to run away, as she already has. She will remain a danger to herself and others. I will send an assistant regularly to check in on her and help you with the medical care. It will keep her calm.”

			“Calm as a corpse.”

			Doctor Lobo flinches. For a split second, his mask of composure falters.

			“She’s alive, she’s healthy, and she’s with you. You don’t have to be alone anymore.”

			They both watch me, in silence.

			“If the healing spell worked,” I say, “and she is healed of yellow fever, then why haven’t her memories returned?”

			He sighs. “The memory loss may be a side effect of having been unconscious for so long, or perhaps a side effect of the first, weaker spell I performed that night to restore her consciousness. But in truth, the healing arts are not a precise science. Sometimes we fix one problem only for something else to break elsewhere.”
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			I stand on the veranda, watching the groundskeeper trim bushes in the distance. The most bewildering part of all is that Doctor Lobo thinks it worked. Happy ending, he said. As if he healed Mother. As if I should be grateful to have Mother trapped inside the subconscious of this other woman, this Strange Madalena, who killed Joaquina, and who is to be sedated in a zombie-like state for the rest of her life, an invalid for me to take care of.

			At times Mother flashed through Strange Madalena, and for a moment it felt that Mother was present, but she won’t break free anymore if she is permanently sedated.

			It worked for him. He managed to complete the spell and will advance in his order.

			A thought has been playing in my mind vividly, over and over again. Getting brighter and brighter, until my fingers twitch with zeal and blood clamors in my veins.

			The sun lies low in the clouds. Its rays weaken, soften, and turn blue. The masked man, apparently satisfied, takes off on a horse, and Maria das Dores has left as well. Now it’s just the three of us.

			The groundskeeper pulls out gnarly weeds from the garden bed. He chops wood with a long axe. I go to him and tell him to leave for the day. He thanks me, taking off his straw hat.

			He leaves the axe planted in the chopping block.
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			I pause at the threshold, seeing without being seen.

			Coward, you’ll never do it.

			I hear a faint ringing in my ears, distant and fragmented. You have the darkness in you.

			Mother saying: Deep down you want to do terrible things. Your heart is darkened by sinful cravings, and one of these days…

			One of these days…

			Doctor Lobo is bent over her. He’s whispering things under his breath. His voice sounds just like that night, satanic whispers, inhuman. He’s so focused, he doesn’t notice me turning the handle slowly.

			She’s not in a deep slumber now; I can tell from the way she turns her head, she’s in a light sleep. As if the sedation is starting to wear off. The room is warm. Her eyelids quiver and flutter. She turns her head slightly, as though on the verge of waking.

			She wielded the dagger. She was bloodied and in her underpinnings. A blessing in disguise, he said. Docile and easy to charm.

			Doctor Lobo isn’t aware of my presence. He’s standing too close to her. There are no sheets covering her body. He stripped her down partly so that the upper half of her body is exposed. He runs his hand over her skin, breathing heavy. He moans as he touches her. His fingernails are long and yellow and scrape her skin. He mumbles under his breath and licks his lips.

			She moans softly, forehead glistening with sweat. Her eyelids open halfway, then close again. Her right knee twitches, her chin lifts.

			I step forth, making no attempt to be quiet. By the time he turns around, the axe is already raised.
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			People think that Hell is a pit of hot, blazing flames, and for the most part they are right. It is the pit that was created by Lucifer’s fall from Heaven, and within its rusted iron walls the steam-thick air is plagued by a rain of fire, and the rivers are of boiling mud and blood. But the deeper, lower circles of Hell are frozen. There is only stillness, and a vast lake of ice where sinners lie submerged with only their heads jutting out like the tip of an iceberg. In the epicenter, Satan flaps his wings and grinds his teeth upon Judas, Cassius, and Brutus.

			The chill of lower Hell seeps into the room. It seeps into my bones and limbs, into my fingers and toes. Tremors rock my body. I wipe down blood splatter from Mother’s cheeks with a wet rag. She stirs but doesn’t wake. In a moment, her cheeks are clean again. I wipe her shoulders, chest, and stomach. Soon all the blood is gone. I roll the dress back on, then cover her with the sheet.

			She will be dead soon, but not without dignity.

			The ringing in my ears is gone. The tremors pass and I feel calm as a windless ocean. I take my seat in the straw-backed rocking chair by the wall. I am content to just sit here and wait.

			All will be made right that was wrong.

			All will be made whole that was broken.

			I am going to set Mother free, once and for all.

			Time passes. Night ascends.

			Then, finally, Mother sits up in bed. The room is a kaleidoscope of shadows. A fever burns in my head. I am wide-awake.

			She stares at me. “Where…where is my baby?”

			My baby. She remains imprisoned in 1877, but I will free her. When I rise, I hear blood drip from the axe onto the floor.

			Mother attempts to get out of bed but the ropes hold. She panics, pulls, and twists. She manages to cry and howl, even sedated. She rolls off the bed and gets tangled in the ropes.

			I hold the axe in my right hand, feel the weight of it pulling downward. Each step feels like effort. It was easy with Doctor Lobo. I wanted to slice him open, to shred him to bits. But with Mother, it’s different. The act carries more weight.

			She screams my name, as though she thinks I’m elsewhere. Maybe she thinks I am Lobo. She collapses by the bed frame and notices that she’s sitting in a pool of blood—Doctor Lobo’s blood—and then notices his arm peeking from the bed frame. She finally stops struggling as I hover over her, as if accepting her fate.

			Her eyes go blank.

			I raise the axe high over my head.

			Light comes into her eyes.

			“Leandro,” she says, clear-eyed. Fear replaced with awe. In the way she says my name, I recognize the profound shift that has taken place.

			There it is, at last: the glimmer of recognition.

			I drop the axe.
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			The first rays of dawn slip through the narrow crack in the curtains.

			Mother tilts her head as she regards me, as though I am a work of art, an idol hanging above an altar. She reaches out a hand toward my cheek, lips slightly parted.

			She stares at the air, eyes distant, processing. Like a motion picture is playing in her mind. She then touches her own cheeks, furrowing her brows. Her mouth tilts downward into a slight frown.

			“Mother?” I say.

			“It was a brook,” she says, gaze turned inward, but in her own voice. “The utmost deep, the darkest place…”

			“What…?”

			My heart is on the edge of a knife. If her mind is still broken, I do not think I have the courage to pick up the axe again.

			“Our carriage fell into a brook,” she says haltingly. “A shallow swamp. There was a stench of a marsh. Your father was caked in the mud, partly sunk in the black ooze. It was so dark. I waded through murky waters, freed the horse. I went to him and held his hand. He couldn’t lift himself up. But he laid his hand on my belly and said: ‘Our baby.’ And he smiled. Those were his last words: ‘Our baby.’ ”

			She smiles weakly, eyes glistening. Even now, so many years later, this memory brings her emotion.

			Perhaps this is what her mind did not want to remember—his loss.

			She continues: “The wind brought gushing rain and I trudged up to the road and waited. I don’t remember much after that, but I remember that when a carriage finally came by and picked us up, I was barefoot. And my hands were cold.”

			She waves her hand at the air. “Then nobody cared if he was going to propose or not. Nobody believed me. But he was going to propose. He loved us.”

			“I believe you.”

			She smiles. She looks tired.

			She looks down at Lobo’s body, face down behind the bed. I stiffen, afraid of how she will respond. Now she knows all the things I have done: my affair with Joaquina, my use of black magic to bring her back, and the murder of Doctor Lobo.

			“I wish you hadn’t done that,” she says, looking at Doctor Lobo. But it’s almost as if she is speaking to herself. I don’t quite know what she means.

			I untie all the knots. She gets to her feet, steps around Doctor Lobo’s mangled body, and stops before the antique brass mirror. She removes the cover I had placed on it.

			She faces the mirror, regarding her own image. Her face is placid, reflective. Her fingers touch her cheek. Even in this tired state, there is a fierceness to her gaze that was absent in Strange Madalena. She gives a half laugh, almost a snort.

			“I was her all along,” she mutters.

			“Who?”

			“The foul woman.”

			“What foul woman?”

			She doesn’t respond. Just shakes her head.

			She sits back on the edge of the bed. “I look like my mother.”

			As the first rays of morning fill the room, my mind clears somewhat. I am in a room with a dead body, drenched in blood, and my right hand is trembling.

			“Oh God,” I croak. “That man, that masked man. What if he comes back looking for Lobo?”

			“He won’t.”

			“But—”

			“He doesn’t want to be incriminated. He’ll never show his face here again.”

			Suddenly, I hear horses outside. I pull open the curtains and the pale light of dawn pours in. I squint, and I make out the shiny black horse and the official uniform of the police inspector. I stare in dull horror.

			“Who is it?”

			“The police inspector. I don’t understand…I never sent for him…”

			Mother makes a tsk sound with her mouth. “I told Maria das Dores to send for him earlier.”

			I round to stare at her. “You did?”

			Mother does not look frightened. She’s scanning the blood-drenched room. The floorboards and the sheets are blood soaked. The walls have blood splatters on them, the vanity, the carpets, and even the washbasin.

			I am entirely drenched in blood. My shirt, pants, face, and arms are red. I could change quickly into clean clothes, but my skin is stained as well, and now my heart pounds in my chest in panic. It would take hours to scrub the blood off my skin.

			Then comes a knock at the door: familiar in its aggressiveness.

			Mother shakes her head. Don’t answer.

			I don’t stir. We listen, then the knock comes again, this time louder.

			Then I hear the front door opening.

			“Hello…?” he calls out. “Senhor Neves?”

			I recognize the voice; it’s the same fellow who came by the other day.

			“Your housekeeper sent for us,” he says. I hear the creaking of the steps as he comes up the staircase, slowly. He remembers the layout of the house.

			Mother places a finger to her lips, wordlessly telling me to not stir.

			I press my back to the wall and shut my eyes, afraid of making a noise.

			“Senhor Neves? Are you here?”

			He’s now on the upper landing. We are in the room closest to him. If he decides to check the rooms, he will see us.

			I look meaningfully at the axe. Desperation makes me consider it. I did it once; I can do it again. But will it bring more police officers here? I can’t think straight…

			Mother makes her way to the door. She steps out, then shuts the door behind her.

			Mother is clean because I wiped the blood off her.

			“Good afternoon, senhora…” The officer sounds surprised. “Oh, it’s you…” A pregnant pause. “I am glad to see you recovered.”

			“Have I met you?” Mother says.

			“We’ve never been introduced. I saw you when I last visited, but you were sleeping. I spoke with your son, Leandro.” He pauses.

			“What gives you the right to enter this house uninvited?” Mother says.

			“We, uh…received a note to check this location—”

			“The housekeeper has an unfortunate penchant for the dramatic. Leandro and I had a minor argument yesterday, that is all. He is resting now, not to be disturbed. As you can see, there is nothing amiss here. Now, why don’t I walk you to the door?”
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Epilogue
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				Madalena

			
			I stand on the veranda drinking a cafezinho while in the distance, Leandro digs. I told him to dig at least a dozen meters past the cemetery of forgotten Neves ancestors. Torrential rains waterlogged the soil and we were forced to wait weeks to bury him. There can be no headstone, no grave for Doctor Lobo. Weeds will cover the soil, and they will turn into wayward trees and branches and wild brush, and eventually there will be no hint that the earth there was ever disturbed.

			The newspaper Jornal do Recife reported that the body of a girl was found in the house of a respected local physician. Although there has been no official report, word on the street is that he killed her. No one has seen him since two days after her disappearance, and officials believe that he is on the run. In town, flyers with his photograph are plastered on posts, and a reward is listed for his capture.

			They’ll never find him.

			Maria das Dores never turned up to work again. I have already found a suitable replacement.

			Tonight is the first night of the full moon. It’s a special night, one I always look forward to. I tell Leandro I am going to Midnight Mass.

			I wear a mask as I enter the house on Rua Imperial. It is not as large as Doctor Lobo’s house. There are twelve people here in total. Twelve planets revolve around the sun, twelve signs in the zodiac, twelve members of the brotherhood.

			It is not a room; it is negative space. I leave my past at the door, along with my face, name, and everything else. The space within has no boundaries.

			I am engulfed by warmth as we chant, dance, pray, and exchange secrets.

			He died, but the one that I am bound to can never die. He is the one whose power opened my eyes again; the one made of shadows, who pulses in my depths and promises to fulfill my yearning. The prince of the kingdom of air, whose mark is seared under my skin. Our bond can never be undone.

			Every full moon I remember what he said: No matter what happens from here on, know that this feeling is real. This feeling is true. All else is false. This is what you must return to.

			So I do. I return again and again. And when I step into the ring of flames, I rise.
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