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We are here

on this side

of the garden fence.

The world

on the other.

Entire days

have battered the fence

and now we see its pieces

among rotten mushrooms

on the ground.

Birds return from winter

it’s a time of new beginnings

and the garden has survived

the churn of the seasons.

We too

have risen again

over ashes and bombs and cadavers.

No garden

is innocent.

Things and words

that don’t translate one another

don’t go together:

it’s futile to place a pebble where a name

used to be

or adorn a verse

with an orange blossom.

The ice that once destroyed the garden

left this poem intact.

Silent

strangers

we walk beside

the fence

feeling on our shoulders

the new weight of summer.

We use ancient words

rock leaf and night.

Only in them

do we still trust.

ANA MARTINS MARQUES,

“A Garden for Ingeborg”




And once it has sprouted in the spring, the die is cast. From that point forward, the seedling is bound to this little piece of earth for the rest of its life and must take whatever life hands out.

PETER WOHLLEBEN,

The Hidden Life of Trees
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They know so much about love. If only they knew less, they could get rid of me quickly. They think they know a lot about poisons, but they can’t know more than me.

My big, thick branches reach over the house, my shade’s the best on the property. Years ago they attached a little swing to my lowest branch. Despite everything, they also know about childhood.

There’s nothing for a tree to do all day but spy on humans from above. It’s a bit of an unsavory angle, because they think the only thing watching them from above is God, if that.

Maybe there is an upside to being a tree, of all the things you could be, because from up here I can see a long way off, while down below I see the family whenever they relax against my trunk. It’s customary under tree canopies to love someone a lot, even if it looks like hatred, just as the two sisters love each other. They also come here quite often to suffer, those quiet or exhausted tears they cry from time to time.

What I mean is that it’s rare for someone to stand beneath me feeling indifferent. The downside is that I can only hold their joy, misery, or exhaustion in my shade, nothing more. Try as they might, my branches have no record of an embrace.

Everyone knows how important trees are to humans, but little is said about how important people are to us. And the fact is, I love this family so dearly, and want to nurture their future and prosperity so much that I’d much rather be a genealogical tree. A genealogy of what is to come.

In this land there are limits to happiness and limits to days—the tobacco season. It’s time for them to start transplanting now. Each seedling must be tended to, their little hands like baskets of love, they know about love. I watch them all together, farther and farther from me in the crop rows, the children outside my shade, the sun in their little eyes, but it’s August and here in the South the sun is still cold.

It’d be better to do this under less sun, a little more cloud cover, a bit of rain, but the tobacco season doesn’t always line up with other seasons. After everything that happened in the last two years, it was best for them to wait until now.

Another upside of being a tree is eating light. They can’t live on light, not even after a whole day in this sun.

I would give them all my food if I could.

My favorite season is the one before this, the tiny seeds in tarpaulin-covered seedbeds behind me. Every day one of them comes and uncovers the beds for a few seconds, then covers them again, like babies being checked on in their cribs, they’re breathing, good. Meanwhile the family goes on plowing the land and preparing the bed. This year they rented a yoke of oxen from a nearby farm, I think, for the flatter areas. Either they rented it or maybe borrowed it, but that seems unlikely, one man’s beautiful crop can be another’s misfortune when the time comes to sell. Although anything is possible, they know so much about love.

When the animals scamper about beneath me, I remember that the humans really ought to cut me down. The tiny goats have their fill of my seeds, then writhe about on the ground, I’m afraid they’ll heave up even more than their insides and wind up wrong side out, more out than in. When we had calves, it was even worse.

No one can know the pain of being poisonous, people may know about all other kinds of pain, but not this one, which is mine.

Maybe Guerlinda could imagine it if, every day, instead of the lentils that steam out of the chimney and into my branches, she cooked something putrid that spurted painfully from her children’s guts, with lots of tears. But inevitable, a natural poisoning. The next day, more lunch and more vomiting. Though maybe Guerlinda wouldn’t understand me then, either, because dishing out poisons is not the same as producing them. There is a code of evil running through my sap.

Then they find the animals agonizing on my roots and call to one another by the same old names, it’s a merry-go-round of the same old names, and Carlos walks out of the house with the injections. The children jump over the puddles of stomach chunks to get to the nanny goats and gently stroke their little ears.

The animals nearly always return to normal sometime later, and my foliage is red and wilted with a shame so complete it sends a shudder through every pod. And Carlos still pats my bark twice as though I were an old friend who’s let him down again, a noxious incontinence that he can forgive every month thanks to a love neither of us understands.

Later, the animals come back to my toxins, I couldn’t say why. They look up so sweetly and perhaps with this look they’re asking if it’s all right this time, if I’m going to spare them, and my screams are in reality treacherous winds blowing through my leaves and knocking down new poisonous goodies.

The more people grow, the more they’re afraid of tripping and falling from their tiny heights. Not me, I’ve been fantasizing about falling for some time now, I’ve grown so much that I’ve developed vertigo. And I beg them to tear me right out of here, my upended roots finally innocent, but love, they know so much about love, love makes one do these things, like keeping next to the house a poisonous tree that wants only to stop living.
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Alice is in good spirits today, she filled the room with her euphoric pirouettes, dressed for the fields, and even fed her brother. Now she looks at herself in my reflection and asks, as always, if she is beautiful enough. Beautiful enough for what? For a Portuguese mirror, simple, unadorned beauty is enough, in my day and in my land, girls didn’t parade in front of me like this, they had other things to worry about, didn’t they?

She leaves me and turns to her father, who is coming out of the bedroom on one of his bad days, having spent another night in the throes of insomnia, now he’s struggling to get the day started. There are days when Carlos is better and days when I’d rather he didn’t even pass in front of me so I wouldn’t have to reflect such a figure.

Maria comes into the house, inspired by her lessons at school, her round face flushed from the cold,

—Dad! Today the teacher gave me a ten and a star in science. Can I show you the test?

and Alice’s good mood sours in the face of her younger sister’s peskiness, besides, what’s her father going to see in a science test,

—Hey, silly, can’t you see Dad’s tired

and Carlos really is having one of those days when only half of him gets out of bed and every movement costs him a year of his life,

—I’m gonna show you

—Ugh! Go show the goats

then Carlos drops a spoon on the floor, the tiny spoon he was using to scoop erva mate out of the tin, and there’s a discreet metallic clatter, and the girls glance over, they do it instinctively, Carlos isn’t exactly startled, but he can’t seem to collect himself, he’d have to bend over to pick up the spoon and his body can’t bear the arc of this movement today, he stares at the spoon with great displeasure, and a strange weeping begins to seep out of his features, hesitantly at first, but it quickly develops into unrestrained sobbing, yes, that’s right, Carlos is crying over a fallen spoon,

—Dad! It’s nothing, what’s the matter

—Dad, Daddy, sit down

—Look, here’s the spoon, I’ve got it, there, there …

Maria wraps her arms around his neck, Alice takes his hand, they fuss over their father as best they can even though today he’s unable to respond with anything but more weeping,

—Dad, Mom’ll be out soon and she’ll freak out if she sees you like this

—Come here, come lie down again, there, it’s okay

—It’s just a spoon, Dad

They lead their father back to the bedroom, which he should never have left today, especially not to pick up a spoon and drop it mercilessly on the floor. They come back out bewildered and somewhat united by their father’s collapse, then they look at themselves in me as if to confirm that they’re still the same, and they’re off to the fields.
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The girls come with little Pedro to the tobacco seedlings, the ones behind me, making the most of my shade. I’m very rarely a useful tree, so I like to celebrate every triumph.

According to the tobacco calendar, now is the time for transplanting, and this makes me think of a surgery where tiny seedlings are retrieved from a sterile tray and carefully inserted into a moist, open body in holes exactly the same distance apart. In the end the transplants look like miniatures in a graveyard dug by children, and it’s the children who put the plants in the holes and fill them with soil, making cushioned mounds. In fact, in this transplant the soil is the body that receives the organ, a graveyard in reverse, the body as the hole.

I’ve been thinking a lot about graveyards and death, I’m not the same anymore. I’ve become like this alongside Carlos, who’s not the same anymore either. I don’t feel the pain, but from the look on his face it seems that it hurts him to try to be happy.

So many days like this one. The ritual is so precise and identical that it’s hard to keep track of the days, even for a tree. Maybe that’s why I have a diary. I don’t write a diary, but I am in a way a huge roll of paper, books and I are made of the same substance, my thoughts come written on the paper that I am. Recording my impressions of what happens to me is as natural as unfurling a green leaf. In other words, a tree’s every thought is already in writing, no tree is free of the commandments of writing.

And so I record part of this family’s story, my only family, though I’m sure they’d be my favorite anyway. In fact, this is only a very small part of their story because, sadly, they will never take me into the house. Another downside of being a tree.

Alice stands holding the heavy tray, while Maria, almost two heads shorter, takes a tobacco seedling from the tray and passes it to Pedro, who still doesn’t say much, only mumbling the odd word from time to time, fistfuls of soil or sand always mixed in with the drool on his face. Pedro is the perfect height for the job and he also likes to squat, so he pushes each plant into its hole and then strokes the earth with his little fingers, his nails always black.

First, in order to dig the holes the right distance apart, they carry out a sibling calculation of arms and legs. Half of Alice’s arm is equal to the whole of Pedro’s, and Maria, who hasn’t been assigned proportions, gets the job of digging in the places her brother and sister have marked. She complains about her knees in the dirt and her bent back, and before she’s done complaining, Pedro tosses soil in her hair and laughs.
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The other spray suits are older, I’m only eight years old, the youngest by far, there’s this one that’s pretty elderly, from back when Uncle Carlos was still single. I never go on Aunt Guerlinda because she’s a grown-up and can’t run fast enough to get to me first, grown-ups don’t run, except for when a kid’s in danger, but here no kid’s ever in danger, the kind of danger where they need to run. So I’ve never sprayed with a grown-up, I love spraying, it’s the best!

The two girls race to me, I don’t know which of them is going to pick me, it’s always whoever gets here first. Maria’s slower, a bit tubby, Alice always says that when Maria puts me on she gets stuck. I’m the favorite because I haven’t got any tears, all the other suits have holes in them, and a hole’s the opposite of protective. I mean, it’s not exactly the opposite, but anything with a hole is less of a thing than a whole thing with no holes.

Alice gets here first and reaches for me, then hugs me for a few seconds since she’s out of breath. She complains a lot about my skin, this thick, heavy plastic, and says that in the sun I’m so hot, I’m like forty-seven degrees Celsius, she always says that, forty-seven. We sweat a lot together. Sometimes they wake me up before dawn to avoid the sun, but the medicine really needs the heat.

Uncle Carlos tosses the suit with little tears in it to Maria and then another to Aunt Guerlinda. The plastic on his suit’s already worn thin. We walk like this until we see the new seedlings, we’re slow together, Alice’s arms can’t lift right inside me and I think it’s funny, we look like astronauts in the tobacco leaves, I like to joke that we’ve landed on the moon and the moon is like this, covered in plants.

The spray pack is pretty heavy, Maria can barely handle it, but because she needs to prove that she can, she complains the least out of all of them. The spray pack has the medicine in it. Alice complains a lot. The sun leaves us fogged up, the mask dripping wet. We’re going to leave the tobacco squeaky clean, not a single bug will get on it, we’re four bundled-up superheroes squirting jets of power.

Sometimes Uncle Carlos scolds his daughters because they need to be careful with the drift, which is when the medicine falls where it shouldn’t. Sometimes it drifts over from the neighbor’s land, which is pretty far but it still falls here and bothers the chickens and there’s the risk that it could reach the well, so this is a very serious time.

Maria aims at the row on the left and Alice at the one on the right. Their little arms go up and down aching on the lever and sometimes I get caught and tangled and then Alice hates me. She also hates me when my hood falls over her eyes or doesn’t cover her hair all the way. Their levers go up and down, and the grown-ups’ go even faster, I don’t know if it’s because they have more strength or more willpower.

Uncle Carlos signals for Maria to lift her arm holding the nozzle a little higher because she’s shorter and it isn’t far enough from the ground. The spray pack with the medicine is so heavy, poor thing. She calls it poison, and so does Uncle Carlos, but some people prefer to say medicine. I say medicine.

Even with me, and I haven’t got any holes, sometimes the spray pack, that’s the backpack with the medicine, sometimes it jiggles and tilts and a bit of the medicine dribbles down their necks, or runs from their gloves onto their arms, and Alice tries to scratch herself, but I’m really unbearable and don’t let anybody move an effin arm, any day now she’ll tear up this whole thing and ditch this crap, they’ll see, this useless piece of shit, because now she’s stinging all over. Her voice has changed a lot now that she’s older, but she has always talked like this, it hurts my feelings, but she doesn’t really mean it.

They were supposed to finish way before the grown-ups because their packs are only half full of medicine, but after pumping their arms up and down for ages they want to stop for a bit, it’s boiling inside this suit, according to Alice, and the suit is me, and I’m still no good, but Uncle Carlos, their dad, makes a sign that’s supposed to encourage them, but it doesn’t.

There might have been goggles as well as the cap, I think, in the package I came with a cap, but mine’s already torn, and it must be impossible to see anything or even breathe all covered up like this, I came in a package from Minas Gerais and I came with a cap but I don’t remember if there were goggles too. Aunt Guerlinda’s eyes are so light blue that sometimes it looks like she’s got no eyes and all you can see are her eyeless eyes above the mask amid jets of medicine, with the white cap, she looks like a ghost in dark rain. The mask covers her nose but also her smile but that’s all right because I bet she isn’t smiling, not now at least, I don’t think.
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The best time is this one. After so many identical days, the four of them lying in my shade, spray suits in a corner, drenched in sweat and poison. My shade’s still too cool in August and they breathe together, heads against my roots, I blow them a caress of loose leaves. I am a firm, branchy shelter. We all relax.

The transplant was a success, a surgeon would say about the tidily buried seedlings, shimmering from the spray and sun. It rarely crosses their minds where Pedro could be, if I strain my highest branches over the chimney I still can’t see him, but through the back windows, yes, there he is, little Pedro so mucked up with dirt that he looks planted in the bedroom floor, toy in hand. Pedro is so good that they don’t need to wonder where he is because he’s always where they left him, a tree-boy.

This is why Guerlinda’s mom went away, to look after her other grandchildren, these kids look after themselves.

Maria lifts and folds the hood with a shudder, then sprays water on the plastic clothes and it all trickles to the ground. I know a lot about poisons, so I can see how the bitter slop burns the grass.

The best time doesn’t last very long, they start getting up one by one. I wait to feel a tug on my little swing, but no one comes. Carlos collects the stiff clothes and trudges off, he’s slower and slower every day, the fear is that one day he will become as still as me. Maybe this is what poison does to humans, it makes them treelike. 

Guerlinda goes to see to dinner. Maria likes to say she’s going to do her homework, she says it more than once, because even though Alice is still young she doesn’t have homework anymore, she finished middle school a couple years ago and that was that. The sun gradually slants and loses effect, my foliage mad in the wind.

They all go into the house, where I will never be.
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They come into the house with an air of mission accomplished, but I see in their eyes how much the frosts are weighing on them, they don’t even need to face my reflection, I know all too well, they won’t say a thing, at this stage no one’s going to go and bring up last year, no, not last year, the year before, in any event, no one’s going to say that the danger now is if the frosts come, and what they don’t say stays in this room, it bounces off the light and off me and I reveal it in an irrefutable image, you can’t hide something big from such a well-travelled Portuguese mirror. Fear of the frost ripples across their faces.

August should be the safest time for transplanting in this region, and if that’s what they’ve been doing out there, it’s nice that they did it in the safest way possible, but two years ago there were frosts in August and here I am to remind them, and even though I don’t know how the crop turned out, I could tell from the faces in front of me when they were ready to admit defeat, I could tell from the conversations, the shouting, they hardly ever shout in this house, so when they do it’s something serious, and amidst the shouting I learned that the insurance wasn’t enough, or didn’t cover it, or worse, the association’s annual premium was overdue, how could they not know that, and for the first and only time Carlos slammed his fist down on the table, the sound muffled by the lace doilies, cause they shouldn’t all go sticking their noses into things that are none of their business. 

I’m not a mirror given to puns. The only exception being that I like to say that I reflect a great deal, I reflect everything, and I reflect deeply on this family, which is the family I have today and the one I can reflect. If you look at my rocaille frame with its birds and curlicues, topped with a richly patinated and gilded floral crest, my bevelled crystal, you might well call me a relic, and if you took me to an auction or a pawn shop, you could walk away with half a year’s worth of meals, or at least a month’s worth, nevertheless, I value these people far more than they value me, human, human, wee and tall, who’s the fairest mirror of all? Not even over the seven jewelled hills et cetera.

Now Carlos is sitting at the table and Guerlinda is ladling stew into the bowls, silence, just the television in the background with the usual drama, at this stage no one’s going to go and say something like, Good God, what about the frosts? To which someone else would counter that the frosts are in the past, why talk about frosts now? No, it wouldn’t be like that, Maria would lift her head from her exercise book, as if she’d done a sum and arrived at a possible result, Dad, what about the frosts? And Alice would want to slap her sister in the face, as if the frosts were something to be ladled into the bowl through the mouth, a stew in reverse. Carlos would tell everyone to stay calm, that there were no frosts forecast for this time of year, and Guerlinda would remind them that there hadn’t been a forecast two years ago either and yet …

Now they’re all having their stew in silence, and I know it’s a frosty silence, maybe I’m the only one who knows it, because these simple folk might each think they’re alone in their thoughts of frost when clearly the entire family is paralysed with fear.

Maybe Carlos wouldn’t say anything to reassure them, it’s true he speaks less with each passing year, a single word clearly costs him four times as much effort as it does anyone else, so it really is best that no one airs their thoughts of frost because Carlos wouldn’t say anything and the frost would hover there in front of us, chilling the air, a fear brought to light, which would make them even more afraid that it might come true since a fear so externalized seems like something that might just seep out the door willy-nilly and quickly freeze the crop, and I’m not a mirror who can do sums, but it doesn’t take many numbers to understand that a second frost at this point, especially with the debts from that first one still piled up on Carlos’s brow, one more like that and this family won’t survive, which happens, it’s normal, just as it does with animals, now and then nature decides they can’t survive, unlike others in the forest just next door. And then the only thing that endures will be the mirror, unyielding, hanging firm from up high almost down to the floor, to reflect another family.

They finish the stew and there will be no frosts, now that they’ve been fed it’s clear that everything will go well, and now they’re taking turns washing the dishes, they place the little lad next to me, the boy who puts down roots wherever he’s placed, an easy child, slow with words, maybe the poisons out there interfered with the pregnancy, he likes to look at himself in my reflection, but not like the others, he seems to see in me a deeper layer of myself, he sees his own eyes in my tarnish and something beyond that too, sometimes it looks as if he’s about to laugh, at other times about to cry, and I’m left wondering what on earth he sees so deeply beyond his sweet face, he’s a good lad because he’s quiet, that’s what he thinks, the quieter he is the more he hears he’s good, the others wash the dishes and he sits here staring at something very important in me.

Maria returns to her homework, no longer thinking about the frosts, I’m positive she’s not thinking about the frosts anymore because that’s what these people are like, as soon as their bellies are full all their instincts subside, and she’ll spend the entire evening with her pencil gliding gracefully across her little exercise book, feigning indifference to the soap opera on the telly. Every night she leaves her exercise book on the table in the hope that someone will take a peek at her homework, furtively, that her mother will cast her eyes over the last few paragraphs of her essay, first anxious, then smiling, but Guerlinda wouldn’t show it to Carlos, because he has too many thoughts of his own, he wouldn’t have the capacity to take a stickybeak at his daughter’s work, plus he can barely remember how to read, or maybe Alice, bitter, no longer at school, will randomly leaf through the part with the drawings, or the maths problems, maybe having forgotten how to decipher them, and feel a little hurt that she isn’t her sister, isn’t the youngest, and this is why the notebook stays almost open on the doily every night, but I’m right here in front of it and no one, I can guarantee you, no one has ever touched those pages.
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The morning sun, still so cold, can’t warm even the highest of the few leaves I have left among my still-green pods. Now Guerlinda tends to the corn and potatoes, just for a minute. She likes the corn and potatoes, but she can’t stay long because here we live by the tobacco calendar. And also by tobacco spaces, which are always the best or else the supervisor from the company comes and scolds everyone, as though they worked for him, he puts on his know-it-all airs, criticizes this or that decision, orders them to raise more and more plants because he’ll pay good money for this harvest. Sometimes humans have the downside of believing one another. Although we trees do too, we just don’t trust the eucalyptus. And so Carlos sacrifices more onions, corn, does away with nearly all the chickpeas, expands the tobacco crop, and the supervisor is more than satisfied. Then, it’s the same old, they hear rumblings, it was a bumper harvest this year, they were foolish, now prices are plummeting, the growers over that way blame the ones over this way, the ones over this way blame other regions. 

Guerlinda keeps a quiet eye on the corn, God forbid the tobacco thinks she’s spending too long on other crops, which are hardly any, enough to fill the table, that’s all, sometimes there’s a little left over to sell at the market, especially peaches, but nothing the tobacco needs to see, because here tobacco is king.

[image: images]

When Guerlinda’s mother lived with us, they paid more attention to every crop, another pair of working hands, the potatoes were happy, the kids too, even Guerlinda. I don’t know if it was because of her mother, I don’t think so, though maybe, deep down, the only thing any mammal wants is their mother.

Now Guerlinda comes walking from afar with her hat and snuggles up in my shade for a little while, her back against my trunk mealy with ants, and she talks to me, or maybe not to me but to herself. Though if she talks to herself with her hand on my trunk, it’s only natural for the sum of her words and her touch to be a kind of affection. That things are going really well this year, they’ve made up so much ground, even despite last year’s frost, it’s amazing how they’ve pulled themselves together. Her breathing’s heavy from tending the corn, but if she were to talk more, she’d say they’re all doing pretty well, maybe not so much Carlos, who years ago caught a worry that hasn’t left his brow, chatting with him isn’t even much fun, and she also doesn’t know what they’d talk about at this point if they tried.

The bad part is that Maria can talk at school, if she has friends, and Alice has these neighbors a little up the way, a kind of boyfriend who comes over to cover up the fact they have nothing to talk about, and little Pedro, who even though he’s nearly three years old doesn’t feel the need to talk, no matter how hard Maria tries to teach him. But what about Guerlinda, who will she talk to? She stays here with me, planted in this silence.

When her mother lived here Guerlinda had somebody to argue with over recipes, maybe criticize the evening soap. She could always drop in at another farm in the area, say hello, but it’s been so long that she’s lost her touch. She wouldn’t even know where to begin with an idea like this one, no, the idea’s mine, the idea of trees with a habit of dropping fruit on other properties, it doesn’t pop into Guerlinda’s head, and she stays planted here in silence. At least back in the day they used to come drink erva mate after dinner, Carlos, Guerlinda, and her mother, but now it seems they don’t even turn the light on all the way because it troubles something in his head. 

Alice appears at the front door in her pajamas holding Pedro’s little hand, squinting

—Mom, Maria can’t find her pens

squinting at me, eyes groggy against the light. Guerlinda pats down her pants to brush off my foliage, she doesn’t know about pens

—She says she can’t leave without them, the teacher won’t let her borrow any, so

she only knows, this she knows, about corn and potatoes and even more about the chickens that Alice ought to go feed and the poor pigs that are hungry too, but there’s no sign of Alice sticking her face in the sun to do her part, this family doesn’t work unless everyone pulls their weight, she’s a grown woman now and it’s exhausting for a mother to have to repeat herself all the time. Guerlinda goes to the front door stepping out of my shade, which isn’t very wide at this hour, almost all of it behind the house, 

—But, Mom, she’s driving everybody nuts with all this pen nonsense, turning over cushions and whatnot

—And do you have anything to do with your sister’s pens, Alice?

—Oh, please! What have I got to do with her stupid pens, are you kidding

—Then leave your brother and go see to the chickens, why don’t you

—If I’m looking after the kid, then it’s not like I can be dealing with pens and chickens and pigs too, hell

—Just leave the boy, Alice, dammit, you know he’ll stay put.

At the bedroom window, the sun finally starts falling between the shade of my leaves and draws a lovely picture, the pink mud walls and behind my picture Carlos’s face staring at the fields and seeing nothing, hearing the women and hearing nothing.

—You’re a good boy aren’t you, Pedro? You’ll stay where Mommy tells you to, right?

Pedro is such a good boy, he doesn’t like shouty conversations, he sits in front of the house and digs at the earth with a trowel

—Maria, honey! The van’s on the road, I just heard the horn!

and while the little boy digs, Maria comes out with her backpack, her sloppily wrapped lunch rushed into a bag, face sniffly with tears, she gives Alice a shove

—I hate you

and runs through the thicket down the dirt path, kicking up dust with her sneakers, backpack bouncing on her shoulders

—Alice, did you have anything to do with your sister’s pens disappearing?

and Alice is already on her quiet way to the pigs, then the chickens, because if she does it like this, then she gets to feel she’s doing it her way, if she flips the order, then she’s done it just as she wanted, not as her mom wanted, first the pigs and then the chickens. Her sister won’t take any notes in class or complete any exercises, Pedro digs a shallow opening with his trowel, trying to copy the holes where they tucked the tobacco seedlings

—What a good boy!
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Alice comes back from the pigs and chickens all covered in mud, lets the door slam behind her, she knows she looks pretty adorned in clay and stands before me like that, trying to stare very deep, beyond my reflection, like her brother does, but her eyes stop at the spectacle of her hair hanging over her shoulders, her freckles from the sun, her full lips. She arranges her hair on top of her head around the imaginary crown, from here to Candelária it’s about five or six hours of nonstop driving, I heard Alice doing the maths with the lad from the neighbouring property, he’s already eighteen and knows how to drive, he’s taking the lass from the next town over, and he’s going to take Alice too, because he says she’s the one most likely to win the Sun Muse, I honestly don’t know, he says these things so she’ll think they’re more or less boyfriend and girlfriend, but Alice still needs to fill out a bit to win the Sun Muse, work on her hips, that’s what I think, I don’t know, a trip to Candelária will cost too much, she’s already raised a bit of money at the local market, she did the maths here at the table, computing the numbers while computing in me the proportions between her nose and mouth, optimistic, if not about the numbers, then at least about her pouty lips, then she jumped for joy and went off to mess around with Otávio. It’s still a few months until summer, maybe Alice’s hips will fill out, these things change quickly.

Now she pushes her breasts upward, analysing her chances there too, and looks satisfied. My only basis for comparison is Maria, who is still young and a little plump, and Guerlinda, who is already thirty-five or so, all worn out from the sun, they want Sun Muses, not what’s left of them. I could also compare her to Carlos’s sister when she was a girl, not in this room, but in the other one they moved me from, she was also very pretty and far more obliging when it came to the crops and the pigs, and she didn’t rehearse a mouth like that in front of me, she probably didn’t even dare look at her breasts in the mirror.

Back then Carlos’s sister would gently wipe my entire surface with a cloth, for years I lived unblemished, even more radiant than when I was purchased by the bride’s family at the antique shop to be given to Carlos’s grandfather as a dowry, I, who had once reflected classic tiles in Lisbon now found myself reflecting cheap, poorly laid tiles of fake porcelain and hearing all about the regalia of the offering, the bride’s family falling over themselves to describe my worth, a Dom José–style mirror, backing in jacaranda.

Once Carlos was married and hung me up on this wall, if it weren’t for Alice I wouldn’t exist for anyone. Perhaps we’ve all been forgotten here, temperatures can dip below zero, every now and then even something resembling snow falls, the European cold forgot itself down here at the bottom of this country, they must have thought they were in Europe and that they’d get rich with the land and all the tobacco business, right? Guerlinda bursts into the room with four beetroots in the fold of her long skirt

—Didn’t I ask you to go get firewood, Alice!? At this rate lunch’ll never be ready

and Alice doesn’t even try to hide her exercise in sensuality, she lets her hair fall languidly, the strands giving way slowly perhaps because it’s a bit dirty, not to mention all the times she runs her hands through it,

—And while you’re at it, go get your dad from the onions, will you

—What’re you gonna kill this time?

—I’m gonna kill you if you don’t hurry up and fetch me that firewood

—If you guys kill Jackson, I don’t know what I might do

—You won’t do anything, as if

and when her hair finishes falling from the heap on top of her head Alice looks at her mother in me, she doesn’t turn, she looks at her mother in me and then, yes, this time it seems that maybe she does see something deeper, maybe the infinity that Pedro sees when he looks at me: his own family behind and before him at the same time.

It would be best if they didn’t kill any animals, only half the year has gone by and I’m sure they’ve already spent much more than half the money that was left from last year’s sale, sooner or later they’re going to have to sell the pigs

—Off you go, tell your dad to kill any one of them except Jackson, it’s already been ten days since we’ve eaten an animal in this house

Alice goes out to the onions

—Get the firewood on the way back

and slams the door, it isn’t clear if she has gone to fetch firewood, Guerlinda drops the beetroots into the sink and slumps forward with a sigh, face buried in a tea towel.
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Alice heads over to her pops by the onions, she hugs him from behind and he kinda hugs her back, hands fulla dirt, and then they come over to me. She sits on my hood with her feet on my headlight, the right one, the one that’s burned out, I get why they don’t fix it, I’m not upset, a pickup truck old as me can’t be gettin used to no luxury.

Carlos didn’t wanna kill a hog, not today when he’s awful tired, he scratches his neck with the dirty trowel but if Guerlinda’s countin on it well it’s not like they can go without lunch can they, since she’s probly just fixin a lil somethin to go with the pork, and what if she put aside the afternoon for them to butcher the hog and now the two stop yappin so it looks like they came up with some kinda solution but they didn’t and they stand there like lizards in the sun, the sun that in a winter like this doesn’t even warm my bodywork. Carlos kicks my tires a couple times, my wheels closer and closer to sinkin down in the earth.

Alice needs to see to the firewood they’d best get a move on but her pops I dunno what’s got into him, he’s not the same Carlos he used to be, don’t even laugh no more does he. Back in the day he’d climb on into me with the whole fam and the fruit in my truck bed and he’d sing or joke with the kids, Maria was still knee-high Pedro didn’t exist yet Carlos was a different man when we went to Tchê Parque for the day, to play on the slide, the girls didn’t know how big it was and Carlos kept tellin em the slide was as tall as a building so then they compared their imagination with all the buildings they remembered from near the town market, and they got to singin real loud and excited about the slide as they bounced around in my truck bed. Guerlinda with her hair streamin out the window eyes closed in the sun and a big open smile and Carlos askin for a peach that he bit into skin and all, dribblin on my steerin wheel and laughin. 

Now Carlos stands in fronta his most grown-up daughter, not wantin to kill the hog cause it’s not like he’s got a will to live does he and it feels weird to do somethin so fulla death, maybe that’s what Carlos thinks in fronta my busted headlight and his prettiest daughter, the two in silence, he thinks on how when he wasn’t contaminated like this he used to have a will to live but didn’t even notice, it wasn’t the kinda thing a guy woke up thinkin on, the will to live. But not havin a will that’s somethin you notice the whole time. Everybody notices, it’s like folks say, you can tell by someone’s face when they got worms.

How can he kill a hog that’s got so much will to live, how can he finish off a hog when he ain’t got the will to finish anythin or when he’s got the will to finish off much more than a hog.

Soon as they peel away from my hood, it’s gonna be days before they come near me again unless somebody comes down this way to water the onions or pull em out, it’s been a long time since they dreamed up some reason to go to town and piled into me through the doors happy as can be and Maria askin to ride shotgun Alice askin to ride in the back like a box of fruit, what good’s a Ford Rural that can hardly run, less good than a man that’s hardly alive, at least that’s what I reckon anyhow. 

If they park me too long and don’t run my engine they risk gettin stranded, it’s like they say, there ain’t no knot that don’t snap or ring that don’t wear out.

Early this year I went with Carlos and the neighbor to sell tobacco, my bed stacked with bales, on the way back the neighbor

—They’ll do you better next year

and Carlos with the devil in him, poundin the wheel

—Everything was perfect, one leaf better than the next

—I know, the pack of thieves

—They’re robbing me, they’ve been robbing me for years, next thing you know they’ll be offering fifty centavos on the kilo, chicken feed

—Hell, one of your leaves is worth more than all them fools together

The money little as it was money for practically the whole year sat in a lil box in the glove compartment weighin next to nothin, Carlos’s desire to live weighin hardly anythin too cept at the time he still had the strength to cuss now he ain’t even got that

—There’s more tobacco coming, next time we can raise hell

—Next week’s leaves are perfect. If they don’t give me a B1F I don’t know what I’ll do

and the neighbor laughed

—You won’t do anything, but God’s got your back!

—Us growers gotta band together, hold back the tobacco, then you bet they’d pay B1F rates even for lugs.

The neighbor had got a good grade on his leaves but that was the only time cause sales had been bad every year up to then, didn’t matter how pretty his leaves they coulda been dipped in gold,

—Then someone loses it and sells a heap to a fence …

—Not me … Those guys’ll slap you with a massive fine if you’re short any tobacco.

Now Carlos smooths his prickly beard Alice says she’s gotta see to the firewood and walks off, her pops stands in fronta me awhile, I get the sense he’s gonna open the door and drive off for good. He pats my broken headlight and slouches over to the hogs.
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Alice sits dramatically on the floor in front of me, the firewood already in her mother’s stove, and covers her ears as best she can, but she doesn’t stop staring at her reflection in me with her ears covered, she doesn’t want to hear the pigs and wants to show that she doesn’t want to hear the pigs, and she wants to see in me how pretty she looks with her ears covered so she won’t hear the pig being slaughtered, every time a pig squeals and her father comes back covered in blood she is certain the people in this family are the worst in the whole region, monsters. A dubbed film with talking pigs is playing on the telly. Carlos comes into the room with no blood on him and no pig, a dead chicken dangling from his gloves, pecked all over from fights in the coop, still dripping blood onto the floor,

—But, Carlos!

—I couldn’t

—I already got the meat grinder out, there’s the market on Saturday, I was gonna take salami, and I promised Maria cracklings, why this now, I don’t understand you, Carlos

and he says nothing more, places the chicken in the sink, and Guerlinda starts plucking the feathers before she’s even finished protesting. Alice races out of the house, probably to see the pigs and try to guess which one was spared today by her father’s pain.

Carlos notices me, something he hasn’t done in a long time, he’s even startled by his own face in my reflection. He comes closer, he must have aged ten years in three or four, what is he now, forty, forty-something, he’s a wreck. Suddenly, two very dense tears fall, so fast he doesn’t have time to catch them before they run down his whole face and vanish into his beard, he’s so startled by these uncalculated tears that he comes even closer to see if they belong to the man in the reflection, not to him, but then come two more, four, and he quickly wipes them away, what are these tears, which can’t be his, which came without warning?

If Elvira, his mother-in-law, still lived here, she’d let out her sudden belly laugh and march off to the barn herself, she’d even take Alice along to help kill the animal, because Alice always obeyed her grandmother. How I miss that woman.

Now Guerlinda is cleaning the chicken, very agitated,

—You know, Carlos, they were talking on TV the other day about how lots of folks are like you because of the poison, and you work with the strongest ones, that’s gotta be it, it’s got into your veins

Carlos is still engrossed in the overflow of his eyes, maybe it’s my fault, he wasn’t ready to see himself like this in my reflection, but I’m here for the truth of things, nothing more, nothing less,

—Now, I don’t know how it works, but you need to go to the clinic in town and ask for some medicine, cause you can’t keep going on like this, getting worse and worse, you can’t even kill a pig anymore … That guy Antônio, he went to see a doctor before he

Antônio went to the clinic and took medicine and it made no difference, Guerlinda knows this and regrets it somewhere amidst the chicken gizzards that have slopped into the bucket,

—It’s just that Antônio was kind of on his last legs already, wasn’t he, there’s still hope for you

and the sound of the goats draws closer to the house, the bleating, the tiny bells on their necks, Carlos still in shock from the silent deluge dripping from his face,

—And then there was that hospital, how on earth, they sent back a scrap of a man, poor thing

—Mom! Madonna wants to come inside

—No, I’ve just mopped! The family … Imagine sending a man back in that state …

the little goat, more determined than ever to get onto the window ledge and peek inside, manages to wrest a smile from Carlos, who says

—It’s okay, Guerlinda, I’ll mop again

and because Carlos finally wants something, Carlos who never wants anything anymore, Guerlinda says nothing when Madonna frolics across the room, takes Carlos’s shirt in her teeth, and pulls him down, where he stays, stooped over at her height. Alice goes outside to milk the older goat, called Aurora, which is the most beautiful name in the family, I haven’t seen Aurora since she was little, she must be far too big to come inside now.

—Good God, careful with that goat around the TV!

Carlos is already lying on the floor, shielding his head from the little goat’s hoofs as she joyfully prances about in that helter-skelter way, and Guerlinda hides her amusement in the beetroots

—Ha, I’d like to see you mop the floor

and Carlos collects himself after rolling around with the goat and, still sitting on the floor, smooths his hair down. He joins the lament about the neighbor:

—They shouldn’t have sent Seu Antônio back like that, he can’t even get enough air into his lungs

—I heard it even hurts to speak

—Would’ve been better to let him get what he wanted

and Guerlinda makes the sign of the cross with her wet hand, holy water splattered on her chest,

—You can’t let a person die, Carlos. A pig, yes, we can kill a pig.
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Maria dashes home from the road, so excited that her backpack falls and she has to turn to pick it up. On dry days like this she comes and goes from school without a care, but when it rains the van can’t cross the bridges. From my canopy I see the first ones, so many low wooden bridges all the way here, and from here to the school. At this pace, it must take over an hour, an hour and a half, she leaves so early.

Sooner or later they’ll climb up here and give me a good trim, then I won’t see past the curve ahead, though it depends on whether they prune my top leaves this year. 

Maria told me her plan, that what happened to Alice won’t happen to her. As soon as she’s thirteen or fourteen and the van stops picking her up for middle school, she’ll move somewhere else, someplace with a rural school, or she’ll move to town, possibly even the nearest town. I asked her how, but she didn’t hear me. I asked so many times that I planted the question in her head and her eyes welled up, even on my swing. So then I wanted to tear the question out of her mind, which is exactly what they should do to me, turn me roots up, but it was too late.

She began to entertain other possibilities, if not in the nearest town, then there was a place she’d heard of called São José dos Ausentes, it’d be amazing to live in a town with a name like that, a town for people who are gone, that belongs just to the people who flee, to those who are absent. The moment you get there, the town stops being yours. Or there’s Paraíso do Sul, she said, maybe the best town of all, a southern paradise. The only one she doesn’t like is Agudo, because it has a pointy name.

Aurora is loose and trots over to say hello to Maria, but she’s so big, her head practically wallops the girl in the stomach, good thing she’s polled. As Aurora butts her head she also bleats and tip-taps her hooves in Maria’s lap. Only an enormous love can accept the affections of a goat. They know so much about love. 

Alice shows up and beelines to my swing, just so her sister can’t sit there, and Maria comes as well, just to be with her sister, given that there’s no other reason to stand right next to me, it isn’t even that sunny today,

—Dad didn’t kill the pig, Maria

—I don’t believe you

—I found your pens. They were on the floor

—Were not, liar

and even as they argue Maria begins to gently push her sister on the swing. It’s chilly in my shade, and Maria sets her backpack on the ground so she can push Alice better.

—You won’t believe what the teacher said

—I don’t care, Maria

—I can be a junior councilor next year

and Alice lets out a big laugh, head thrown back, just the way her grandmother laughs,

—I’m serious! It’s called the Junior Council, if I’m elected I get to suggest projects, they take photos of me with a microphone and a sign with my name on it

—And who’s gonna vote for Maria from the boonies?

—I don’t know how it works exactly, but I’m gonna campaign down every dirt road in the region, you bet I’m gonna win

—Fine by me, you win the council prize and I win the Sun Muse pageant, and maybe they’ll even start buying more tobacco from us

—Don’t be stupid, they already buy all the tobacco

—Then they’ll buy it better

—That’s one of my plans, to have a judge grade the leaves when they’re sold, not just the company. A judge who knows all about tobacco

—You’re the stupid one if you think they can buy all the tobacco and not buy one dumb judge

—I’ll make that illegal too, won’t I!

Maria gets tired of pushing the swing, grabs her backpack, and goes into the house. Now that Alice is alone, my swing somehow feels heavier. Very slow, until it stops. She slips her phone out of her pocket and tries to take a bunch of photos, but she’s unhappy with my shade. She gives up and scrolls through pictures from another day, almost all in the same clothes, the same place, a merry-go-round of the same images as always.
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The chicken has yielded a reddish stew of tomatoes and onions, and the only reason Maria doesn’t show her frustration at the absence of pork cracklings is that she’s pretending she’s going to be a junior councillor next year, and as she speaks, she even glances at herself in me, maybe to see if her junior councillor voice fits with her reflection, but they barely pay her any attention and Alice brings up the Sun Muse pageant again, which is also early next year, to which Guerlinda replies that the hard part is getting there, but Alice already has it all sorted, even I know that, there’s nothing she can’t achieve lying on that sofa, is there?

—But what about the outfit, Alice, where’re you gonna get one

—It’s almost nothing, a bikini, something like that, it’s for a Sun Muse after all!

Maria tries to bring up the Junior Council thing again, her father’s beard is already grubby from the stew, which is very thin and, consequently, runny, I’ve no doubt it tastes like nothing, bland, Guerlinda didn’t have time to let it thicken because she hadn’t planned for this, she’d planned for pork, but apparently no one follows plans in this house anymore, it’s also hard for little Pedro to eat something so watery, the boy is soaked in stew,

—It could do with more seasoning, Guerlinda, are we out of chili peppers?

—There wasn’t time for the flavors to take, I told you

—Hey, Dad, I just need to know how to get into town for the Junior Council event

—If it’s only once, I can take you, sweetheart

—It depends on the day, Carlos, cause there’s always work to be done around here, we can’t afford to lose four arms on the same afternoon, not to mention the diesel for the Rural, you know that thing’s a guzzler

in fact, today is the day to burn the rubbish and the twigs from the pruning, Guerlinda won’t let them forget, as soon as lunch is over they’ll have to go do it. I don’t know where they burn the rubbish, it must be pretty far off because they always take a long time and no smoke comes in through the windows. If Alice wins the Sun Muse, maybe her parents will feel some satisfaction, her picture will be in all the local papers, it’s all people will be talking about in the towns with internet, maybe the youngsters will want to do something actually youthful, not just plough soil and spread fertiliser around, then they’ll all come here to eat cake, maybe someone will bring a guitar, find something to drink to celebrate, and everywhere, in all the towns and even on the other side of Candelária, everyone will know that here in this far-flung bit of country lives a beautiful girl.

Little Madonna bleats outside, she wants back in the house, maybe it’s too cold out there for a baby goat, Maria wanted seconds but the stew’s all gone, she manages to scrape some boiled onions from the bottom of the pot, I wonder if there’s any ripe fruit to be picked out there, seems unlikely, with this cold, if Alice helps mill the wheat tomorrow, they’ll be able to make bread, an enormous loaf, or maybe even later this evening, if they finish up earlier.

Carlos gets up and goes outside to drink erva mate, without a word, I don’t know if he’s already forgotten about the rubbish, everyone is quiet as they watch him leave, even Pedro. Leaving the house in silence suddenly seems like a grandiose act, and the eloquence of it begins to disturb Maria, who tries to hide it by wiping Pedro’s mouth, there, now they’re not all looking at the door anymore, if she’s cleaning up Pedro, everything is fine.

—Dad’s poisoned, Mom

—Quiet, Alice

—I’m serious, it must be because of all the pesticides, didn’t you see Seu Antônio, there’s quite a few others like him, you know, Otávio actually counted

—Honey, keep your opinions to yourself.

They wash the dishes in silence, because ultimately it’s the most contagious thing here, silence, it spreads quickly from one person to the next.
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The same wind that jostles my branches and knocks down my pods whips up the hair on their three heads, then scatters the bonfire smoke. From up here I see them debating something in the distance around the garbage, which isn’t much, they don’t burn the plastic, they take it to the city along with bags of empty bottles of poison. Huge black bags of empty bottles piled near the Rural’s tires. They look to me like a nuclear waste buildup, a mound of danger. If it wasn’t dangerous, then they wouldn’t need to rinse every bottle three times, it has to be exactly three, carefully counted, three times for each bottle of poison before it gets bagged with the others. It must be that all those dregs together in one bag could escape in a chemical explosion. 

The garbage they’re going to burn now is so innocent that the only things up for debate are whether to move it by hand or wheelbarrow, and if there’s time to turn it into a nice fire to sit around and tell stories. These must be the only questions. Maria makes sweeping gestures with her arms, Carlos sips his erva mate quietly, he looks attentive, Alice’s eyes flit between the bags and the wheelbarrow in the distance.

These garbage events aren’t for Pedro, who stays indoors with his mother. The three of them were also burning garbage when Pedro started coming into the world, that was maybe two and a half years ago, yes, over two and a half years because it was around the girls’ birthdays. The three kids have their birthdays all together, perhaps because there was never time for Guerlinda and Carlos to sow their seed before the harvest was done and the crop sold, here we live at the beck and call of a single plant.

Two and a half years back, smoke in the distance and the girls singing, Guerlinda screamed from the living room, then Aurora bucked and screamed too, and the more the woman and goat screamed, the more the other animals huddled together, each in their own little corner of alarm. And the chickens were in a state of agitation, like a living blanket bobbing up and down, and the pigs grunted, and the ruckus sped toward the fire, until finally the rest of the family showed up, wet from running in summer and covered in soot. They packed Guerlinda into the Rural and only returned three days later, and the garbage went on burning alone. 

Guerlinda was only in labor for one day with both girls, the eldest in the morning. The family wasn’t gone a single night. Even though three days is nothing in tree time, those were so hard on me.

A neighbor came to feed and water the animals, that’s it, he didn’t tell me anything, didn’t say why one day after another went by without anyone coming home, I started to believe not all five would make it back. That there wouldn’t be five of them when they took the road home. The Rural would roll in slowly, engine choked, reluctant to arrive, and it would park right over there, by the onions, and the first person I’d see get out would be Maria, who back then still had to jump down nervously. Then I’d change my mind and it’d be Alice I saw getting out holding a baby, followed by Carlos, and they’d close the doors behind them, there was no one else in the truck, that’s how it would go, a motherless baby, or the four with no baby at all. Or, worse yet, father and daughters alone.

Something caused a stir in my leaves and the smoke from the garbage waned, the bottom of the sky still fouled up, I thought maybe one of the animals had eaten some of my toxins a few days earlier, not a lot, just a nibble, and the critter didn’t even get that sick, so no one noticed, maybe a runaway hen, a goat, then Guerlinda went and drank the poisoned animal’s milk or ate the hen, and that was it, she started pushing the boy out early, all shot up with poison. 

This is what happens to trees when they’re left behind in a hurry, especially the toxic ones, they start producing nightmare fruit, and there’s no one to comfort a rotten fruit, no one to give it news. With the farm empty as it was, a fear crept into me that the hungry or lonely animals might eat my toxic pods and agonize beneath me and there’d be no one around to save them, and when the people—whoever and however many—finally returned, they’d find all this death here too, a massacre around me, and just as they hadn’t given me news I wouldn’t be able to ask for forgiveness.

I don’t know what happened with little Pedro, but I counted the family one by one as they got out of the Rural, it took them a while to help Guerlinda out of the truck with the baby, who wasn’t brought here to be buried beneath me, no, the boy was alive, his cries softer than a kid freshly fallen out of his mama goat, tiny, wrapped in a blanket even in the heat.

Now smoke rises calmly from the garbage pile, they’re all bundled up, we haven’t gotten much sun today, which leaves the light cool and foggy, a nagging wind tangles my thinner branches, the air a loaded thing, a feeling like peace, which for this reason is unsettling, it’s dangerous, an afternoon that tries to mimic peace. 
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They walked away from me carryin trash in their arms, didn’t bother with my bed or the wheelbarrow neither, every day I’m more and more like an abandoned truck, at this point I may as well be an outdoor sofa or a metal patio. Been a while since they took music and had a good laugh round the trash pile starin at the fire, I dunno what Maria’s sayin right now but by her serious look I reckon she ain’t tellin em to bury the trash till it turns to oil, the time she said this Alice didn’t laugh maybe cause she didn’t understand but Carlos laughed and felt prouda his girl who was still so young

—Okay, sweetie, let’s bury it, then head on home and tell your mom that we’ve just gotta sit tight a few years and we’ll be rich!

It didn’t make sense to me, I thought we were already rich back then before the droughts and the frosts, fields that stretch into the distance. When they started this business the tobacco men said we were rich as could be.

Now the three of em burn trash in silence just waitin to get back to work, they’re blotted out in the smoke and that makes em go real quiet. There was a lot more trash in the wheelbarrow the time they walked past me with Maria gabbin about producin oil, could be they ate more then or composted less, who knows, the trash about yea high in the wheelbarrow and just a few minutes later the fire leapin so tall the clouds looked like coughs of charcoal, no one saw it comin, them needin to leave that big fire so soon, Alice asked if she oughta stay and tend to it but who tends to fire at a time like that, they all jumped into me and Carlos who only ever drove me nice and slow tried to get me to go at the fastest speed in the world jammin his foot down and there I was thinkin God almighty I haven’t got it in me, but it’s like they say run when you want to, and you won’t ever get tired, and the potholes in the dirt road my tires thumpin body rattlin Guerlinda shoutin that she couldn’t be bouncin like that the way she screamed in pain and her belly water on the floor the girls huddled together in my bed with their arms through the window not knowin if they oughta help keep an eye out for potholes or fan their mom windows rolled down in the heat and the dust stickin to their mouths and eyes, what a thing to be a Ford Rural pickup made to haul and run only to go and let the whole family down on the most important drive.

Now they burn the trash in silence, I dunno if it’s cause the smoke reminds em there’s always a chance somebody could call for help, beats me, the family just ain’t the same, they weren’t the same two or three years back either, they even quit goin to the water park. If Pedro was a girl they were gonna call him Virgínia, they were sure he’d be a girl cause they was always havin girls, Virgínia on account of Virginia tobacco, the very best, nothin but our Virgínia tobacco for gringo cigarettes, Virgínia’d be the girl who was most involved in the tobacco business, and she’d hate it so much when folks asked how she came to be called Virgínia that she’d spit out somethin rude, like that her name was Virgínia cause she was gonna die a virgin, then again nobody ever asks bout the name Virgínia so it woulda been fine, but in the end out came Pedro, such a good kid, a boy who knows there ain’t no room for more trouble in that house, that his pops wouldn’t manage if on top of the tobacco and the poison he had to deal with a kid blubberin nonstop cause he don’t like his diaper or don’t like his food or cause he’s tired and can’t sleep, no, Pedro knows this and so he picked up the others’ silence. Such a good boy. 
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It’s rained for four days, on me and on everyone. So much rain that even after it stops falling, I’ll go on dumping the water I’ve pooled in my leaves and it’ll be a long time before the family comes under my canopy again.

In the morning Maria gets her backpack, snack, and umbrella ready, she’s sure the van will make it this time, it has to, it must’ve rained less than yesterday. But from up here I can see at least one bridge underwater, and who knows about the rest, the road a muddy track snaking through the hills. It hurts to see the girl bundled up, hooded, shielding her backpack and coursebooks from the rain. She waits over half an hour, she knows that the other students, the ones who don’t live in these parts but closer to town, that they, yes, they will get to attend class. They must be learning so much, she’ll never make up the lost time, she’ll always miss class on stormy weeks, she’s always a lesser student.

She told me that, according to a girl in her class, beaches smell sweet when it’s about to rain. At first Maria didn’t believe her, but then she decided that the reason this happens is that the air has a salty smell before it fills with rain, so people think it’s become sweet by contrast. The same classmate also told her that the beaches in Rio Grande do Sul are ugly.

If Maria came under me now, I’d try to explain this to her, that she understands the beach even though she’s never been, so she can understand school even if she misses class today.

Carlos watches the fields from the window, sucking in his lips every time the water pounds the earth and not letting up his pointless vigil, like if he turns his head or goes to the kitchen for something to drink all the tobacco will wash away. This heavy rain, just as the reentry interval’s up, the poison settled in the plants, the fertilizer ready, then the soil gets waterlogged and the plants wilt, you’d think we of the natural world were at odds with every plan. No plan can be followed to the letter or we get annoyed, it has to be our plan. It isn’t quite like that, though, because if lightning strikes me and I fall and wreck the roof of the house that’s not a part of my plan. The truth is, not everything in nature can love humans. 

If there’s a frost, I don’t know, I may die of shame. I’d tell them I don’t belong to the same god as the god of frosts, that we aren’t made of the same stuff. If need be I’ll say I’m more human, that I don’t share a taxonomy with something so cruel, what sense is there in belonging to this kingdom of atrocity.

The rain will end in another day or two, I promise, it’s the most humidity the air can carry at one time, the firewood’s safe from the rain, there’s plenty to eat, warm the house, wash. It’s the animals I’m not so sure about, poor things, the sodden damp they’re stuck in, and soon Carlos and Alice brave the rain to check on them, they’re tenacious things, plans, forcing people out into the freezing rain. Afterward Alice will probably sit by the fire in the kitchen dripping sadly. Guerlinda also passed through here in the rain and still isn’t back. When the days get like this I can’t tell if they don’t talk to one another or if I just can’t hear them, there’s the constant sound of something powerful dragging soil, possibly the worst thing you can hear in this place.

Pedro was still nursing. Guerlinda alternated breasts and used her free hand to deal with something or other, you can’t break from a plan even for a minute, then an impossible cold set in, the wind felt like it would finally yank me from the earth, ending this cruel, worthless life. I’d like to put in the record that there’s no use in being a tree when people can’t hear you scream, and in that wind no one would’ve heard anyone scream. Then instead of water there was ice, my leaves frosted white. Inside the house all their little faces in the windows desperate to do something, they needed to do something fast, pull a giant blanket over the whole tobacco field, wipe ice off every leaf, race through the cold along each row drying every last tobacco leaf, only for them to freeze again a minute later.

If this is nature, my God, what good is it to be a tree. How can I hold my roots firm in the soil when I know this is how we are. Their heads pressed against the window, warm breath drawn on the glass. I was so afraid they’d hate me, I wanted to tell them this isn’t who I am, or maybe it is, I don’t know, just kill me right here.

That night, Pedro was a baby then, no one slept, as if there was any use in watching the ice fall nonstop. When it stopped the sun hadn’t come up yet, nor had the shivering rooster crowed, and the four of them were already outside, even Guerlinda, Pedro asleep indoors sheltered from the world, the four of them wandering the fields salvaging what they could. So many frozen leaves, frost-burned, Guerlinda on her knees tearing out fistfuls of dirt and then raising her hands, furious at the earth and furious at the sky. Maria cried hugging her father, who’d realized there was no point in running around in the dead of night to warm the leaves, only the plants on the side out of the wind were spared, because the ice blew gentler there. Carlos didn’t cry on the outside because his whole self was already a pent-up sort of sorrow.

Even amid all the cruelty of nature, Alice came over and stroked the ice off my lower leaves and the few branches within reach. Even amid all that ruin, Alice dried my furrows and warmed my freezing bark,

—Poor tree.
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Maria comes into the house soaking wet, she no doubt waited for the school van at the stop as if school might solve something, who knows what they teach in the schools here, they certainly haven’t turned out any presidents, she pulls her notebooks out of her backpack to see if they’re dry, and even gives her history book a little pat, Alice comes in a bit wet too, casts a brief glance at my reflection, then bolts to the sofa and wraps herself in the blanket making cold noises and posing in front of her phone for two or three photos,

—I don’t know why you bother, what’s the point of studying so hard for another three years if afterward you’re gonna have to stop too, just pack it in already

—In a few years there’s gonna be a van that takes kids to the high school too

—What for, if you’re gonna spend your life here puking on leaves

—Or I’ll get a spot at one of those schools where you sleep some of the time, and I can spend a week there and a week here, and Dad can go get me. And then I’ll take everything they teach me there and plant it here and boom, we can quit tobacco, even though that’s pretty far from now, but by that time they’ll have made another school like that and I’ll get in

—You’re so ridiculous. Good thing I don’t go to school anymore or they’d tease me about being your sister

— …

— …

—It’s raining buckets, Alice

and Maria goes and huddles on the sofa under the same blanket, which her sister stretches out to cover her whole body, she’s just a girl, but at the same time she seems so big up close. Alice helps her sister warm her hands, rubbing the blanket on them,

—It’s just normal rain, it’s gonna be fine

—But do you think it’s okay that it’s raining so much

—It’s not for you to worry about, you worry about crunching numbers, go do your math lesson

—It’s history today.

Alice reaches over for the textbook in her sister’s schoolbag, opens it on the page marked with a clip, sees a photo,

—All right, then, who’s this here?

—I don’t know, they’re gonna tell the class today!

—Don’t cry, silly! It’s all written here, you don’t need anyone to tell you. Go on, read what it says next to the photo

—Carlota Joaquina

—Even I remember this one, she ran away from Portugal and came here, spent her whole life trying to stab her husband in the back, the end

and Maria stares at the book for a while, realising it’s true, that she really can open her textbooks outside of class, then she goes to the bedroom to check on Pedro, he’s always so quiet that you never know if he’s actually asleep or just sitting there on his own thinking, you shouldn’t leave such a small child thinking for so long.

Alice comes over to me now wrapped in the blanket, corrects some imperfection on her chin, shapes and presses it with her fingers, then does the same with her nonexistent belly under her shirt, now she wraps the blanket around her as if it were a posh dress, she looks good as an Ice Muse, maybe better than a Sun Muse, because she’s very fair and her skin burns easily.

Carlos comes into the room dragging his Wellingtons, looks for the umbrella so he can go out to the animals, doesn’t find it, the search exhausts him, it’s impossible to be happy and at the same time have to hunt for an umbrella so you can go someplace you don’t want to go, only to not find the umbrella, no, happiness and this vicissitude don’t fit in the same man and that’s why he collapses onto the sofa still warm from his daughters, and Alice, who is standing, doesn’t ask what’s wrong, because she knows, her father has come down with a deep sadness that has no cure, it just gets worse because there’s always a new poison to put on the plants, and not many tobacco farmers would be able to endure so many years without smoking, but this one keeps only the ugliest leaves for himself, the ones that would get in the way of the sale, he keeps them in a corner, it gives him some twenty or thirty cigarettes for the whole year, and that’s enough,

—Dad … we left the umbrella outside, it’s all wet, it would’ve dripped everywhere

Carlos is confused by this sudden solution, he had already resigned himself to the idea of the sofa

—Dad, do you want me to go?

And he remains silent, sometimes something pleasant comforts him inside his head, or maybe everything outside his head is what’s uncomfortable,

—Dad! I’ll go see to the animals, Maria’ll start lighting the stove for Mom

and Maria comes back from the bedroom without Pedro, who must really be asleep,

—What’s wrong, Dad?

And Alice shrugs and gestures for her to be quiet, but Maria ignores her and keeps talking,

—Dad, what’s wrong, is it the rain? Oh, no, I told you it was pouring!

And he finally emerges from a shifting underworld, he’s just tired, that’s all, the rain will stop soon, it’s not even that cold, Alice isn’t even wearing socks,

—It’s just that it’s wet

besides, the animals get really scared, we need to spend some time with them, who wants to come with Dad to feed the animals, yes, in the rain, the piglets get all muddy, I wonder if they remember? Who wants to come? Carlos’s voice is so full of enchantment that it seems to come from that other place he was in for five minutes, a deep, faraway place, Maria says Alice will go with him, that someone has to stay here with Pedro and light the stove and drain the beans that have been soaking, and even with the plan made, he still doesn’t get up.

—You go with Dad, Maria, I’ll look after the fire, Pedro, the beans. Quick, go on

the youngest daughter holds the door, a current of cold air, the large umbrella flaps in the wind, Carlos has a really hard time getting up.

They leave at last, and Alice goes back to studying her reflection. She comes so close that her breath clouds me, then she lets the blanket fall like a towel that accidentally slips off after a shower, retrieves it from the floor and lets it drop again, she must be imagining herself naked, or perhaps on the runway at the Sun Muse pageant, she comes closer again, both hands spread out on my glass. She stands there for a long time gazing at me from up close, tilts her head and leans in, presses her mouth against me and gives me a noisy kiss, first soft, affectionate, and then with lots of tongue, tilting her head this way and that, I taste of frying oil and tarnish and still she licks me more, presses up against me, I’m covered in her smudges, if someone were to walk in they would catch me in this ridiculous state, all slobbered on and groped by Alice, I don’t know when this will end because she’s getting more and more excited, she even pulls her face back to watch herself bring her mouth to the other mouth again, mine, a mouth that’s fake and cold and bitter, her eyes so near she can no longer see them and then she closes them, because that’s how you’re supposed to kiss, with your eyes closed.

She eventually tires of it, wipes me off with the blanket until her traces are rubbed all over me, what do I know about what a kissed mirror feels, even though that’s exactly what I am right now, a kissed mirror, I don’t know what I feel, I don’t know if she wanted to kiss herself, or Otávio—the neighbour who is kind of her boyfriend and already old enough to have a driver’s licence—or the other, taller neighbour who was also here once, I wasn’t the one she wanted to kiss, and in any case if there’s anything a kissed mirror can feel, it’s the girl’s loneliness, a loneliness that is doubled and then split and smudged and later disinfected with a rough cloth unsuitable for mirrors, all of this very unsuitable for a mirror, Alice ought to know that loneliness laid bare like this is more painful, every time she looks at me again she’ll know that I know too, that both Alices know, it’s too much knowing for just one loneliness.

She pours oil on the firewood under the stove, tosses in two matches, fans the air. Then she drains the beans.
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Finally a dry day, they settle little Pedro on my swing and then all go lend a hand with the tobacco. Guerlinda steps back to tug the chains and check they’re secure on my branch, she tells Pedro again that he mustn’t go anywhere, if he continues to be so obedient he may really turn into a plant.

Fertilizing is done by hand and they’ll have to spend all day hunkered down, crawling along every row as they tamp the soil. Carlos said they’re to put in new plants to replace the damaged ones, there are always a few that don’t take, the hard part is deciding which ones. At first they’re exacting and replace every eyesore, after a few hours they shrug most things off, this one’s small but it’ll grow, this one tipped over but if it comes up crooked, so be it. 

When Guerlinda’s mother, Elvira, lived here, she told her granddaughters that their parents would’ve replanted them too if they’d been as strict with them as they are with the leaves. She said this with a very straight face, then broke into a belly laugh that excited the chickens, who cackled with her. Alice laughed, planting a kiss on her grandma.

What must Pedro be thinking under my canopy, in his ugly sweatshirt, as he watches his family crawl around, feeding plants while no one feeds him. The boy can’t help with this task because he might very well stick his hand in his mouth and what if he swallows a bit of insecticide. Maybe this is what humans are to him, even after learning to walk, they revert to crawling from time to time and spend the day roaming the property on all fours, it’s normal.

The sun’s breaking through, the cold makes no difference, the sun always makes them suffer. Good thing I’m still the best shade even with only half my leaves from winter, Pedro’s safe. They used to leave Maria with me too when she was little, not on this swing, on another that rotted out, it used to hang on this branch here, I still have the marks. But she didn’t sit quietly like Pedro, the swing zipped forward as no one watched and I stood here terrified it’d snap and the girl would fall, as is customary for things in trees. Later the four would shuffle back: husband and wife, Elvira and Alice, tired out from whatever farmwork they’d been doing all day, and rest against my trunk. Guerlinda would ask Carlos if everything seemed all right and he’d assure her it did, everything was always going great. Same thing when he came home from selling tobacco, everything’s great, and he’d stroke her hair, which he doesn’t do these days, it’s important that he move his arms and head less and less, Carlos has started down a path of slowness and quiet. Becoming treelike. 

It’ll be a few hours before Pedro can leave this swing, and if he gets off, I don’t know, the family’s so far down the row that no one would see it, sometimes I feel like they really have entrusted him to me. Aurora and Madonna clomp toward us, the boy kicks his little feet to greet the nanny goats, the swing totters, Madonna tugs at the hem of his pants with her teeth and Pedro laughs, holds on tighter, his small hands gripping the chains. I want to alert the family, but I can’t, hey, everyone, maybe one of you should come back. 

Aurora knows she’s enormous, so she only plays with her head, nuzzling his belly, it’s a good thing both goats were born polled. Pedro can’t let go of the swing, so he doesn’t return the affection. He laughs his baby laugh, which is kind of a nervous giggle, unsure if the goat will pull him harder, unsure of anything, even what a goat is. I too am unsure how far the goat would drag him if he fell off the swing, back scraping the ground, head whipping back against my roots, neither Pedro nor I know how far things could go. A breeze rustles and drops some of my leaves, leaves still wet from the rain I always hold inside me. Boy and goat are distracted by the leaves on their heads, my toxic pods threatening to scatter.

Aurora and Madonna wander off, but this doesn’t make Pedro settle down, no, he’s discovered a new sensation, a taste for danger. Not for danger exactly but for an eager, wayward affection that has unknown limits and leaves a howling emptiness like the one after a rush of adrenaline, which is a chemical that plants don’t have. He mumbles something in the direction of the goats, they don’t come back, maybe this is a kind of falling in love. Pedro’s clearly not the same boy he was before the fear, he wants the goat to nip at his pants again, he knows how it goes now, his grip will be firmer and everything will be fine. He needs the nanny goat to come back and tug even harder this time, he isn’t sure why. 

Now the sun is so strong that I can’t make out the family at the very end of the tobacco fields, knees aching, next year Pedro will be able to help and maybe because of his height he won’t even have to crawl. I spy Guerlinda on her feet stretching her back before reaching for more fertilizer, I don’t know if they’re talking, I don’t believe so, they probably spend all afternoon listening to the patter of their own feet on the ground, a flock or two warbling in the sky, nothing more.

Aurora and Madonna turn back to us, Pedro tenses on the swing, the nanny goats hop giddily, and he responds with a cautious giggle, his heart probably racing. This time the two goats frolic over only to walk straight ahead and lie down in a sunnier patch of grass away from my gloom.

Pedro breathes out, all of a sudden a little more grown-up.
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The three of them with their hair wet from showering, knees rubbed raw and backs full of knots from working in the field. Alice combs her hair in front of me, spraying droplets onto my glass, then lies down on the rug. Guerlinda’s entire body sways as she stirs the polenta, I don’t know how she finds the strength for yet another sequence of circles, Maria sets the plates on the table. Alice lies sprawling on the floor next to Pedro, the news broadcast filling everything else.

—Alice, go help your sister

—Not now.

The firewood crackles and at this hour the noise and heat of the flames fill the house with drowsiness. Maria tries to see her teeth in the knife’s reflection,

—Mom … What if they don’t buy all the tobacco?

Carlos emerges very slowly from the bathroom, noisy flip-flops over his socks, I don’t think he’ll say anything because it’s so hard for him to speak, especially since it’s always the same daughter, the same barrage of questions, his wife stirring the pot without offering an answer, but he does, his voice high-pitched at first,

—It was all sold even before we planted it, sweetheart, all the plants out there have already got an owner

and Maria sits quickly in front of her plate, obviously embarrassed,

—And if you get it in your head to take care of everything, what then, you reckon your Dad isn’t taking care of things, that’s gotta be it, right?

—No … I just wanted to understand

—And I already told you, you’re the one who doesn’t understand

and Alice decides to get up off the ground,

—She’s gone dumb cause the rain’s kept her outta school for so many days

—What about you, huh, after not going for two years

—Enough, Alice, grab the cloth there, quick

they sit Pedro on the cushions on the chair, Maria wants to cry, her mouth twisting ever so slightly in both corners, so she eats a forkful of food to ward off the tears. Alice sits at the table,

—Otávio invited me over to watch a movie on his TV cause it’s way bigger.

The walk to the neighbour’s property is long and the night is cold,

—So I’ll be back a bit late

—We’re pruning the peach trees tomorrow …

—What’s that gotta do with me, Mom

—We’ve got a full day, don’t we

—You guys do, I don’t if I don’t want to

—Where’s this coming from? I’ve never seen a farm girl talk like this.

—It’s just that, I’m gonna see a movie, and it’s you guys that’ve gotta work, not us, right …

The cutlery starts clinking furiously on the plates, against the glasses,

—Well, that’s rich! Her Majesty wants to live the easy life and leave the hard slog to everybody else

—I’m gonna help, but I’m also gonna watch the stupid movie, cause it’s parents who’re supposed to put food on the table, not kids

—If that’s the way it is, give your food to Maria and hurry off to Otávio’s, see if his mom’ll feed you.

Pedro has recently taken to tossing out a few syllables when he doesn’t like the tone of a conversation,

—O’oh!

It’s not that he wants attention, not at all, that boy was born knowing that people’s attentions are already spoken for in this house, a single word to signal what he wants, milk, sun, juice, tomato, and it always works, they don’t even answer him anymore, they simply pause the conversation in honour of the miraculously uttered word, they understand that what he’s really saying is I want you to stop that, and since he’s such an obedient boy it’s only fair that they obey him now and then too.

They’re eating quietly now, there wasn’t enough room for everyone at the table in my last house, Carlos’s childhood home, the table was even bigger, but there were so many of them, as time passed they dwindled, and when Carlos announced he was getting married his mother was already so ill that her joy came out as a cough, rice flying out of her mouth, but by then there weren’t as many of them and they could all sit together, his much older siblings having already forged their own paths, and his father greeted Guerlinda part in Portuguese, part in Pomeranian, he was fond of her.

On the day of the move they leaned me against this wall without a second thought, assuming they’d find somewhere better to hang me later, but sixteen or seventeen years have passed, and things easily become final in this house, so they just nailed me to the same wall, afraid I might one day fall onto their offspring. Carlos and his father brought everything in from the truck and piled it up on the floor in front of me. After they went out again, Guerlinda began unpacking very slowly, running her hand over the objects that couldn’t possibly be the same, in a different house, even her own things felt unfamiliar, so young, she eventually noticed me, she wasn’t searching for any allure in her reflection, no, she was checking to see that she was still the same girl, and she must have told herself very seriously, that now she had plans, lots of plans, and would pursue them with discipline, day in, day out, and that very night she skillfully worked the stove and the pot and listened to Carlos give her a rundown of how things would go, not much in the way of machinery, the company will finish building the curing barn in a few days, the steel table and hooks were arriving tomorrow, along with some safety gear and the machine for sewing the tobacco leaves together, at the end of the year the sale would be immediate, nothing could go wrong, all the supplies, pesticides, everything would be there soon, she smiled, proud of the lad who had studied all those things for so many months, she only married him after everything was certain, he’d had a knack for farming since he was a child, worked the land as if it were obvious, the fire crackled the same as it does now, and Guerlinda adored that young Carlos and this house with its lovely mirror propped against the doorframe and later nailed to this very wall, and the vigorous fire under the stove and now all these plans, it was far more than she could have dreamed of, and yet, whenever she was alone she would come and stare at me for a long time, breathing deeply, maybe wanting to preserve what she was, that almost-child, maybe she knew that what she was would fade far too quickly, so at every opportunity she came to check if she was still the same, or to memorise what she was, nowadays she avoids me almost completely, but back then the watery blue of her eyes would gaze at me, sometimes she would stare so long and so still that I feared someone who wasn’t really there might appear behind her, someone who could only be seen in the room, not in the reflection, which is a mirror’s greatest nightmare.
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Spring could be prettier here but even I, a plant, don’t cooperate. My flowers aren’t especially pretty. In fact, there are hardly any flowers on this farm, except for when the bracatinga perks up. Oh! And the peach trees, those are heavy with blossom. And the seasons can’t seem to decide whether it’s winter or summer, which are mostly markers for the passing year. The family goes on tilling, fertilizing, spraying, irrigating, every day there’s a different pest to fight off, I don’t know where they keep track of what gets used for what, they’re never wrong, there isn’t one bite mark on any leaf and thousands and thousands of perfect tobacco plants. No family is more talented, I’m sure of it.

The girls race to the spray suit room, I don’t know why Maria bothers, she never gets there first. The poison only sets in right when the sun’s hot like today, when spring has decided to be more like summer.

Back when Dumbo was alive, every time Alice ran off he ran right after her barking like mad. Maria didn’t run, she was still too little to handle the pesticides, she’d sit on my swing four, five hours at a time talking to herself, then hunting for ants on my bark, surprised by their panic when they came across one of their tiny corpses, hands raised, a silent commotion. Curled up in my shade next to Maria, Dumbo enjoyed running to the tool house with Alice but wanted no part in the poisons, so he’d shoot back here the minute they started spraying. Maria had the smallest hands in the family, and Dumbo didn’t feel that her touch counted as petting, so he bunted his head closer to her.

The harmless dog was a different sort of creature from the rest, the only one with no purpose, which is why they could love him more than anything, perhaps back then they knew even more about love. Maria was four when Dumbo died, and no one knew what to tell her. They held a quick wake with a candle, then buried his body in an oversized hole that Carlos had dug angrily. I’d never seen Carlos dig so angrily, furious at the hard ground, furious at the dog, who hadn’t been old enough to die, furious that he had to tell his two daughters their dog was dead. 

Maria snuffed the candle out after the burial and then kept asking why. Guerlinda said it was probably some animal sickness, Carlos said he must’ve wandered too far afield and eaten rat pellets, Alice said for no particular reason that it was tuberculosis. But they didn’t seem to understand that Maria wasn’t asking why this death but why death at all, it was the first and only one she’d ever felt, the pigs and chickens didn’t count, it always hurt, sure, but this death was different, it was of the one animal who had no purpose and so held the full meaning of love, he was there only to love them, which he did so well, and they had nothing to gain from him dying.

Elvira lived here at the time and didn’t like Dumbo because he startled the chickens and dug up the cornfield, but she was the one who spotted his body in the distance—they hide to perform the shame that is dying—and carried him back. She got there out of breath, choking on the news she had to deliver to her son-in-law, the weight of the body still warm and soft in her arms, then she smothered her tears in the dead dog’s fur, everything about them is soft, people and animals, a power of softness I won’t ever have no matter how much fuzz or dew I cover my leaves in. 

They never could let another dog in this place. Tossing dirt over Dumbo’s body was the hardest thing they ever had to do, and they do so many difficult things. Knowing that his vigorous little tail would never wag again to celebrate a person simply waking up. There was nothing else in that place that could celebrate the mere existence of each and every one of those humans, a little part of all of them died with him and so they probably decided that no, they would never bury another dog.
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It’s the season for topping the plants and only applying medicine after, Alice keeps insisting to her father that they don’t need me at first, but they do, Uncle Carlos says, Maria explains that the leaves make her sick, she pukes a lot and gets a thumping headache, but Alice says that’s got nothing to do with it, that Maria gets sick because she can’t handle the work, she’s an intellectual, then she starts mimicking her sister’s voice, and in the end, she puts me on, but actually now I’m going to stay on Maria since she’s the one who says she has the green tobacco sickness, the others wear the suits with more tears in them, and Uncle Carlos doesn’t even put one on for this because he’s already used to the nausea, and it doesn’t look good for a grown man to protect himself from a few little plants, I don’t think.

But my arms really are bad, I get it, they’re too long, the girls twist their wrists to pull the tops off, and they have to break off the flowers too, the flowers are so pretty, but they have to break them off, and I really am annoying, they end up rolling up my sleeves, and then the leaves brush against their little arms like I don’t even exist, mixing with their sweat, I know they shouldn’t, so I pull the plastic of my sleeves back down again and again and they push them back up and swear at me, and we go on like this all morning, they only pay more attention to me when it’s time for the medicines.

Even though nobody here likes me, I love them so much, when I was mailed from the factory in Minas Gerais I was really scared about where I was going to end up and little Alice took me out of the package and smelled my fresh rubber and hung me up gently and even gave me a little pat, because she still didn’t know how unbearable I am and I felt like the happiest spray suit in all the world.

I don’t know what their house is like, but it can’t be as messy as this little room and it can’t be full of pecking, runaway chickens, fallen brooms, when they hang me back up in this place I go into such a slump that I have no purpose, all I do is get in the way and make everybody hot, I don’t protect anybody. It could be that they’re all already sick, after all the medicine I let drip down their necks.

If I could, I’d be different, maybe a spray that’s spritzed all over somebody’s skin to block all the bad stuff, or I could be a bubble around them that doesn’t stick when they move, a beautiful bubble that shines in the sun like a giant soap bubble that doesn’t pop.

In the place where they keep me I go for days on end without anybody visiting, they only come get me for more serious jobs and that’s when I let them down the most, they don’t hide it. They leave massaging their wrists after pinching off suckers and finish the afternoon bent into the shape of the plants, their backs must take a while to straighten out again, their legs stiff from dragging their feet across the soil and sometimes they kick little clods of dirt and grumble. The thing is, they can’t keep standing up if they want to sucker the whole crop, so they go along in a crouch, never lifting their feet off the ground.

It’s a pain I’ll never know. You can’t be happy inside a spray suit like me, I think years could go by without them ever really showing me what happiness is.
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Maria and Pedro play in my shade, the family’s done topping for the day. Maria’s still barefoot, airing out her cuts. She spent hours pinching the tops off the seedlings, the flower buds need removing, sad isn’t it, without flowers the tobacco grows stronger. Tougher. To do this they have to crouch and drag their feet along the ground, which is good because that way they also fluff the soil a little, though sometimes they stub their toes, a pain my fibers can’t even imagine. 

I hope that whoever harvests these records someday doesn’t resent me for not understanding calluses and sprains, since I alone know about the holes the larvae dig in my bark. Deep down, we’re all isolated in our own private pain, and so no one had better say, Oh, well, that’s the problem with a tree telling a story about people, a tree could never know what it means for a child’s foot to be bent up from kicking the ground, as if my roots weren’t feet bent up from kicking the earth.

I didn’t note down when it was, my time is nebulously slow, my trunk a tangle of decades. The fact is that at some point they left me alone here, maybe they thought the way humans always think, that I’d grow much better with all this soil to myself, no competition underground. Could be they isolated me out of love.

There aren’t any other trees around to warn me of danger. When one of my leaves gets bitten, it’s always a surprise. I don’t react at the same speed as humans, my defenses need a minute per centimeter to reach my leaves. At that speed, I’m a whole meal for beetles and caterpillars. But I still try to say hello to the bracatinga, who’s so far away I barely manage a small wave underground. 

Our desire to be together and alive is so great that if one of my stronger branches fell the other trees would keep it alive for many more years, pumping sugar. No one grows better than anyone else, the nutrients all shared in precise and powerful synchrony. But it must be out of love that they decided to isolate me, all this land here just for me. They’re the ones who know about love.

Pedro sits on my swing, now a school chair. Maria adjusts her make-believe teacher’s apron, the boy pays all the attention asked of him, baby eyes on his sister,

—Open your books to page one thousand eight hundred and ninety-four. Good, now read. Why don’t you start us off, Pedro

the boy gets shy, thumbs the huge, nonexistent book in his little hands and waits for approval from this teacher, a figure he isn’t familiar with but who emanates authority, and he so loves to be obedient,

—I can’t hear you, do these kids not like studying or something?

Maria is playing some teacher from her past, I know this story, she told me about it at the time. She was still so small, just starting to learn arithmetic, now she says again to her little brother with some exaggeration,

—Children have to study because adults need them badly. Your parents didn’t study hard enough, so you’re gonna have to help them with everything at home, everything grown-ups can’t do themselves.

The swing shakes softly with the little boy, who wants to go back to his adventure of coming and going through the air, but Pedro the student is completely focused, it’s important to study to protect the home,

—Now, kids, did you hear about the local farming family who came this close to making a terrible mistake? Ângela, pay attention, let go of Paula’s hair! As I was saying before I was interrupted, the adults miscalculated the hole for the cesspit. They dug and dug, and they were about to hit the groundwater! The family was going to have to shower in that water and cook with it. They were all going to be drinking that water, contaminated with sewage, can you imagine?

Pedro reacts to his sister’s tone, he copies the theatrics on her face,

—If it wasn’t for their daughter, who was just eleven, eleven, you hear, such a studious girl, if it wasn’t for her, they would’ve probably all died from infection. While the girl’s dad was busy with the cesspit, she drew the path of the well and water table under the house, measured every angle, the distance, then went and shouted to make them stop digging. No one wanted to listen to her, but she kept nagging them, and her father studied her drawing, then took a look at the well and put an end to it right then and there!

Alice is walking over from afar, in what sort of mood I don’t know. Maria’s back is to her,

—That’s why you’ve got to study hard, children, and learn all the things your parents don’t know

—Run, Pedro! Get away while you can. Before Maria makes you crazy.

Maria winces and briefly steps out of her imaginary teacher’s apron. Alice lifts her brother so she can take him out from under my canopy and into the house, where sadly I can’t see them or keep a record of what they’re doing. Maria steps back into the teacher character,

—Alice! Did you wash your hands before picking Pedro up?

—I had gloves on. You’re such a pain in the neck

—It only takes a second, or else he’ll get queasy like me from the green tobacco

—Like you? Then he’d have to be a big fussy liar too, wouldn’t he

Alice gives up on taking Pedro with her, maybe because she doesn’t like the thought of her little sister standing there alone under my big canopy. Or maybe it’s just that Pedro’s heavier now. She sets him back on my swing, starts walking toward the house, but gives up on that as well,

—So, what’s class about, miss?

—That’s sir to you. And it’s math

—Snoozefest

—Is not

—I had this substitute math teacher once and he was, like, zero fun

—But, Alice, teachers aren’t paid to be fun, are they, even the substitutes

—One time, he was handing back our tests after marking them and everything, he called out my name and looked at me, then down at the grade in red pen, and up again … And there was this huge circle around my grade and everybody could see it, it was that big,

—Okay, I’ll be you and you be the substitute math teacher!

Maria plunks down on my root next to her brother, suddenly very student-like, anxious about her grade, the teacher’s on his feet looking weirdly at the test, which is actually a big leaf he picked up off the ground, though not a tobacco leaf, because even though Alice doesn’t believe in green tobacco sickness, she isn’t about to go around touching tobacco for no reason. The teacher begins,

—Alice! Come get your test

and Maria makes a big show of standing up in the role of Alice, then she slowly walks through the students, who’re all staring at her and she doesn’t know what it’s like to walk through a classroom when you’re as pretty as her sister. Instead of handing back the test, Alice—as the teacher—steps back, stares down at the leaf again, then looks Maria in the eyes,

—Such a shame

the teacher says

—I guess you can’t have it all, beauty and brains.

The student grabs her test, stands there gawking at the imaginary red grade, the teacher turns and walks into the house.
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Leaning over the table, Guerlinda has just made croquettes for supper—in this house no one ever specifies the kind of croquettes, they just call them fritters, and they must have all of yesterday’s leftovers in them, the smell of oil lingers in the air and over the years a crust has formed along my edges, it’s hard being a mirror in a tiny house where there’s hardly any separation between the kitchen and the living area, my bath is the steam from the wood-burning stove. The television alternates between two crimes and two agricultural problems.

Alice comes in quietly and slowly, which is unlike her, she’s only come in like this one other time and it was after the trip to her paternal grandmother’s funeral, as for Carlos’s father’s funeral, he was the only one who went, hardly anyone had met the old man, and there wasn’t much point meeting him either, he was always barking orders, mixing Pomeranian with broken Portuguese, and so Alice came back from the trip to her grandmother’s funeral quiet like this without so much as a glance at me and I learned she’d argued with her mother about something in the car, something to do with little Pedro, who was still a baby, I lie, there was another time she was like this, well before Pedro was born, Maria was about three and a half, maybe four, Alice seven-something, Maria was anxiously awaiting Father Christmas, but anyway, none of that matters now.

Guerlinda is arranging the last of the croquettes on a tray lined with paper that instantly becomes greasy, I think she’s about to tell her daughter to do something, but even she, who isn’t a mirror, can sense that Alice is carrying something disjointed in her soul, something that happened outside by the tree with Maria and Pedro and that, at the same time, matters to no one, no one asks, and she wouldn’t tell them anyway, these people are all like that.

Now it’s Maria who bursts into the room, anxious for the croquettes, I assume, but she races to the bathroom, where she begins heaving into the toilet bowl, nauseous from so much contact with the tobacco leaves, then she returns looking woozy and Guerlinda says something in a tone that is meant to sound compassionate but that comes across as curt, and Alice emerges from her personal tragedy,

—Well at least you’ll lose weight this way

they settle Maria on the sofa, mouth sour, eyes rolling back weakly, Carlos comes in holding Pedro, feels his daughter’s forehead with the back of his hand, Guerlinda sits beside her and lays the girl’s head in her lap, gently stroking her sweaty hair, Pedro, concerned, goes over to his sister and mimics his mother’s gesture.

—Could be something you ate, honey, I don’t know where you find so much food, cause it’s not from me, that’s for sure! Go take a shower, it’ll help wash the nicotine off you

—It won’t make any difference, Guerlinda, if it’s the tobacco, then it’s already in her, isn’t it.

Carlos has no patience for innocuous remedies. Little Pedro doesn’t like the atmosphere and utters one and a half syllables of ice cream, which serves as a cue for the conversation to end, Maria gets up, steadier now, and goes off to shower, even if the water doesn’t help, it’s time for a wash anyway. Alice grabs a croquette and eats it without a word, it’s strange for a member of this family to take a bite of food and not immediately deliver a verdict or let out an mmm of contentment.

Then they have supper, barely speaking, murmuring about the qualities of the meal, nothing worth a mirror’s reflection, Maria worried about her bouts of feeling poorly,

—No one dies of it, don’t worry

they make more plans for the peach trees, then retreat to their rooms, except Alice, who’s going to spend the evening with Otávio, much to everyone’s disapproval, because in this family they get up with the sun and she knows it all too well, nevertheless, Otávio comes and everyone quickly shuts themselves away so they don’t have to greet him.

Otávio comes in without anything to say and the two of them begin their entanglement on the sofa, a movement that might seem exaggerated were it not for this tendency of the young to expand on every potential of the libido, they appear to derive the most absolute pleasure from recognising and reaffirming their own voluptuousness.

Otávio leaves, and Alice looks at me in the dim light, dishevelled and sweaty, her lips swollen from chewed kisses, bumping teeth, and smiles with a hint of mischief, this is happiness, she must be thinking, and it’s hers alone, she fantasises about it and smiles even more jubilantly, no one else in this house knows how to produce this elixir of pleasure.
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Everybody’s with me here in the peaches even though it ain’t time to harvest yet or else they’d be packin my truck bed with boxes to sell at the market, what it’s time for is pickin a few here and there for preserves that’re the prettiest things, peaches shiny with juices turnin in the syrup as my engine shudders over rocks and potholes on the road they’re a beauty those preserves, and it was on their account that Guerlinda and Carlos first met at the market, I don’t reckon she was eighteen yet, he was sellin cured meats and she was sellin the same peach preserves she still makes today better and better each time, it wasn’t at this market but another farther away near the fields that used to belong to Carlos’s pops. 

Back then I was already his family’s pickup but I was all power and brawn and colorful too he came back kinda spellbound by the jars of preserves propped up on the dash, he brought some jams and peaches in syrup turnin turnin sun blurrin the orangey syrup, he couldn’t help himself and pulled over right there on the road, opened the jar, it was stubborn so he used the edge of his shirt then drank the syrup straight from the jar and shoved half a peach in his mouth, tongue in the hollow sugar dilatin his pupils that he checked in my rearview to make sure they were the same, they weren’t. After that I made one trip to Guerlinda’s parents’ house, she was so young, Carlos wangled a way to get the girl, her pops looked near death, he played dumb, patted me twice on the side to approve the marriage, cause the old man was scared he’d die before marryin off his daughters, Elvira looked relieved to be marryin her girl off too, see it’s like they say, no matter how good the leaves, erva mate never tastes the same when you drink it alone.

As for Carlos’s pops I can attest that he asked if his old man didn’t wanna come live with em too once they got the land from the tobacco company, but the clod wasn’t the least bit interested. An old armadillo never leaves his burrow.

Peach blossoms are pretty and all, but it’s even better when there’s fruit. Maria picks the middle ones lil Pedro the bottom and Alice the top, Guerlinda walks along the other side prunin and when the baskets are full she makes em stop cause that’s plenty enough for preserves, now the rest of the peaches got more time to sweeten up and so the kids put their baskets on my hood and race back to the trees and start squabblin over who caught the most bugs in the traps they build and hang from the branches, Maria’s section has a bunch more dead flies, which Alice argues about without really mindin, maybe she built hers as sloppily as usual takin half-serious selfies by the blossoms, squinch-eyed in the sun, then a video of herself bitin into a peach that dribbles down her neck and she laughs and hits stop, lil Pedro tries to count the same flies Maria already counted but he only knows three numbers. 

After they’re done countin they dump out the traps far away from the tree, lil Pedro stays over there tossin dirt on the flies and spoiled fruit in the trap, sometimes his hat falls off and he gets startled by the big ole sun and heat in his face, somebody picks the hat up and fits it back on his hot lil head, the girls race over to me and grab a few peaches to muddle again in the traps, all this ends up takin em more than an hour, now just a couple drops of insecticide and a splasha water, string threaded through the holes and another two slits under the bottle and they’re off to fight over the best branch for fly-trappin, Alice takes the trees in the back and Maria the ones over this way, then a week later they’re gonna count the flies again and Maria’s gonna write it all down in her lil field notebook that she says is important, case there’s ever an inspection that there never was, but anyhow she’s the one who gets up onstage with her notebook when peach season starts at the town market and clears her throat at the mic before announcin that their homemade traps were a big success, a hundred somethin dead bugs and folks think she’s adorable this little girl who’s still cute and funny but not for much longer, before they know it she’s gonna grow into an ugly young woman, and it’s okay cause it’s like they say, the uglier the stream the better the water, and for now she can race up to the mic and everybody claps and one time there was even fireworks. 
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After another full day of pruning tobacco they breathe heavily sun-drenched in the balm of my shade, I like to see the patterns my leaves make on Guerlinda and her daughter’s faces. Maria pulls Pedro onto her lap and strokes his hair, his tiny ears, his smooth cheeks, and it hurts me not to know softness, the touch between two tender bodies. She says her own name ten times, begging her brother to repeat after her.

Guerlinda massages her own hands, moves her achy joints in circles. Human gestures are always inaccessible to branches.

When her mother, Elvira, lived here, the two women used to lie in my shade as well, and Guerlinda felt so much like a daughter that she gave fewer orders. Daughter’s head sinking into the mother’s sweaty lap as the latter twisted her achy wrists, which meant she couldn’t stroke the daughter’s head, no, all she had to offer was a lie-down and a lap. Then they would talk in low voices about what to cook, they never could agree on the dish or the preparation, and Elvira always won. Now that Guerlinda only has her children with her at my foot, she hurries to the house to quietly think about dinner alone. 

Carlos has been asleep for hours on the other side of my trunk, or maybe he’s just resting his eyes. His daughters only noticed him now. He’d been on his way to do something when he leaned back, legs always give first. It seems less like he wants to be lying down and more that he lacks the will to stay up. More than a tree, Carlos may be turning into a fallen trunk, utter stillness.

I’d lie here too if I could, who knows, maybe we’re both poisoned, every day I care less and less about pumping my own food. It’d be better if my roots were torn out and I keeled over once and for all, then the family would have even more space for their crops.

It’s bad in the day, but we’re even more beaten-down at night. For Carlos, night brings insomnia. He comes here so often in the small hours with all the agitation he doesn’t have in the mornings, and I get agitated with him, we don’t sleep. I’m no good for perfumes or calming teas, I’m no good for anything. 

The children crowd around their father, who breathes noisily and rolls onto his side. Maria rests her head on his thigh and gingerly tries to touch him. They watch the ants, there was a time when I felt the path the insects made and got irritated. I’ve lost some sensation in my bark, so many years of wind, rain, frost, the chafing swing, I know there are ants because Alice points them out,

—Look, Pedro, each one’s carrying its own little leaf

The children are always in awe of how methodical and hardworking the ants are, and I’d like to tell them that their human family is just as methodical and so, so hardworking, but the three are busy listening to ants, not trees. Whenever someone’s sick, the others stop to help, and whenever they’re hungry, Guerlinda stops to make lunch, and, when it’s time to fertilize the crops, they do it together, and together they spray the poisons. From up here I can see them in the distance, they are my little ants.

—Alice, we need to figure out some other future for ourselves

Most of the time when Maria talks big, Alice loses what little patience she has, but this time she just laughs, prodding my bark with the garden shears.

—I mean it, Alice, there’s so much beyond these hills, without poison, or tobacco … Doesn’t it bother you to be like this … sort of unhappy?

—I am not unhappy, Maria

—But you aren’t suuuuuper happy either, are you … I mean, what good is it to be beautiful when you’re trapped here with animals and that creep Otávio. I don’t know how that can be enough for you forever

—Well, Miss Mopey, I’m gonna win the Sun Muse pageant, then take my beautiful self all around the South while you’re stuck here being smart, beats me why you try so hard.

—You’re so determined not to see anything sad

—Why’re you so hung up on this, Maria? Just look at the ants, they work nonstop, do everything for the group, they’ve always lived like this, haven’t they, it’s the only way they can live. The growers around here are the same, and us too. Don’t tell me ants would be better off finding out that there are three hundred, four hundred other ways for an insect to live. That some of them can fly, others get to eat whatever they want and don’t owe anybody anything … Look, if I put my finger in the middle of a line of ants, they’re gonna run scared to tell the others, it’s the only life they know. If they found out there are other ways of being a lot happier, nothing would change, they’d still go on living like they always have, except they’d be sadder, you know, unfulfilled, like you are. Deep down, that’s what you keep trying to do, Maria, you keep trying to make the ants unhappy for the rest of their lives. So don’t you start with me, junior councilor, go bother somebody else. 

Carlos finally got up and slouched away, dragging his feet. He didn’t say anything to anyone, he just left. Still on the subject of ants and the future, the sisters give each other knowing looks.

Alice lies back and raises her feet like a chair, lifting Pedro. He acts like he’s riding a pony, he must’ve seen it on TV, since we don’t have horses here. A short gust of wind sprinkles my leaves on them, tiny sounds of peace.

—You’ll wind up staying, Alice, and maybe you’ll raise your kids in tobacco too …

—Sheesh, Maria. What kids, who said I’m gonna have kids

—Listen to yourself, sometimes I don’t know what you’re good for …

—Don’t you remember when this kid here was born? That stuff’s a nightmare

—Pedro? But that was just the birth, Alice, it’s not like Mom’s been making babies nonstop since

—Pedro, look at me, you almost killed your mother

—Shut up, Alice

—And you almost died too. Good thing you’re such a nice boy, you’ve gotta be worth the trouble

Maria grabs her brother and cradles him in her lap, she starts singing loudly, covering his ears, as he sits there, not laughing, just soft and snuggly.

—So there you go, Maria, since I’m never having kids, who’ll do for me everything Mom’s always making us do for her, I can’t be expected to help out all the time. There won’t be anyone to look after my crops when I’m old, so Mom had better choose just two or three things for me to do every day

—Where are you going?

—To chop wood for supper

—So is that one of the two things Mom can make you do today?

Alice goes to the bracatinga now blossoming with yellow flowers and starts debarking her with machete blows that send a shudder through my ducts and drains, but they never do this to me, when it comes to me they rarely even lop off an old branch. Must be out of their love for poisons and poisonous trees, it’s the only explanation. Maria keeps talking to Pedro in a low whisper, because he still won’t say if he understands, so the volume doesn’t matter,

—Pedro, please, talk to me. Say my name. Say Maria, go on

and the little boy smiles quietly, distracted by the ants marching in line,

—Go on, say something, Ma-ri-a …

she always tries, but he must be poisoned too, in some way,

—Pedro, when God comes down here, he’s gonna ask if I’d rather be really, really pretty and totally stupid, or super smart, the smartest girl in the world, and ugly as sin. I don’t know what I’d choose, I mean, it must be really nice to be beautiful, people go quiet when you walk in the room, everybody wants to be your friend, and boys stand in a circle just to talk about you. But I don’t want to be really dumb, even being as dumb as Alice would be the worst thing ever, one more person as dumb as Alice in this family would be pretty dangerous if you think about it, but I don’t wanna be any more horrible than I already am either, I’m ugly enough, kinda chubby, sure, but my face is okay, I think, Mom says that if I get any fatter I’ll be too heavy for the horse to carry, but we don’t have a horse! 

Little Pedro gets tired of sitting in his sister’s lap and toddles over to the swing, but he doesn’t get on, he still can’t get on without help, so he just stands there listening to his sister, hands wrapped around the chains, and that’s enough.

—So I’m gonna tell God to go away, like he was never here, and I won’t change a thing.
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The room expands in the steam from the stove, the walls boiled in the sun all day, summer isn’t even here yet and I dare say my vision’s worse because there’s a layer of heat beaded across my surface. At the table among the already-set plates Maria is reminding Carlos how to write, she says her father reads worse than the kids in her class, he’s ashamed, in times past he might have become annoyed and given up on the pencil, but now he continues, perhaps lacking the strength to abandon the lesson, he fumbles his way through the sentence, stammers in the middle of words, stresses the diphthongs, then he very slowly traces the letters he wants to write, and Maria reads them, straining her eyes as if it’s the distance from the paper that’s making it hard when in fact it’s the decades of hoes and sprayers that have stiffened her father’s handwriting,

—My … daughters are … lindas!

Maria smiles, looks at Alice, who doesn’t return her glance, then looks at herself in me and grows sad, she doesn’t really believe she’s pretty, her father only wrote linda because it’s too hard to write My daughter Alice is linda and my daughter Maria is inteligente. She whispers in his ear and tells him to write Guerlinda is linda, then she draws a heart beside it and he smiles, remembering that there’s a linda in Guerlinda.

They leave the paper with linda Guerlinda in a corner of the table where she’ll see it later and now Maria writes something for her father to try to read, This year we’re going to sell lots of good tobacco, he starts reading it aloud, then lets his voice taper off, if the men don’t think it’s the best tobacco Maria wants to go with them to the protests, there will be protests again this season, won’t there, maybe they’ll give the rowdier tobacco growers higher grades so they won’t protest, Maria says something else and already her mother and sister are looking at her, willing her to stop, Pedro, sitting on the floor with a little pig made of toothpicks stuck into a potato and a chayote ox, is ready to interrupt with some strategic request to distract them, but it’s Maria who puts an end to the issue because her father didn’t even come close to being one of the loudest voices in last year’s protests and what she meant to be comforting is turning into a provocation, and at any rate there will more likely be reprisals than rewards for any such flare-ups.

Guerlinda hurries over with the pot, careful, hot hot hot, and Maria quickly places a tea towel underneath, everyone sits down, Carlos pushes the notebook aside and even though the food smells so good he asks his wife for just a small serving, again the feeling of not wanting to eat, but with today’s heat what would have gone down well was a dinner of peaches, even though it has cooled off a bit, and the children eat eagerly, pouring broth over the chickpeas and fishing out the boiled eggs, piling on the beans, a feast. Guerlinda scolds Maria with a glance and she stops filling her plate, she must serve herself only a little at first, then if she’s still hungry she can have seconds.

In a sudden blast of bad temper, Carlos scolds Guerlinda for the quantity of beans, the money came in at the start of the year and now they’re scraping through till the next, they can’t afford to splash out all year long, who’s going to take care of the future, there are twelve months in a year.

Alice starts chewing and talking at the same time, her way of tempering the information in the broth,

—Otávio’s coming over today

—Again, Alice?

—What’s the big deal, Mom, you and Dad see each other every night and no one thinks anything of it, do they

Carlos intervenes, but no longer with the same vigor and his logic veers off, not in the direction Guerlinda was aiming for,

—Everyone in this house likes me, sweetheart, so I can be here all night if I want, but we don’t like the neighbour’s son

—Why not? What did he ever do to you, you just don’t like me and me being happy, that’s it isn’t it

and Guerlinda, nervously sipping the broth, taps the edge of the plate repeatedly with her spoon, I see tremors of fury in her hands, but what does a mirror know of a mother’s love? I know about glances, I know how that woman looked at me when she was young and then in each pregnancy, the gaze of a pregnant woman that was different and increasingly dull, her children out in the world, they were much easier to love before, in the womb, her contented husband warming her belly with his big hands by the fire in winter and fanning her in summer until they came back from town with yet another little bundle swaddled in muslin, which is why, since I know nothing of love, I can tell from her eyes that now, at this supper, they are eyes of fury, I don’t know if it’s the heat on my glass, or the lingering steam from the stove, but a little bit of water begins to curtain her eyes, and she speaks slowly, in a calculated way, just so it’s clear between the beans and eggs that this isn’t a slipup, something in her throat,

—You’ve never respected me, Alice, not even as a baby. I’d sit you on the sofa and you’d throw yourself off, just to humiliate me

and Carlos looks at Guerlinda with eyes that I can’t see because he’s facing away but I see them in her eyes staring steadily at his, Alice calmly eats as the talk of sofas and humiliation goes over her head, no matter what they say, she’s going to see Otávio today, they’re just jealous because they don’t know how to feel what she feels anymore, there comes a time when young women need to rise above the envy of old people ruined by poisons and the stoop of farm labour,

—Otávio’s the one who’s taking me to Candelária for the Sun Muse, so you’d better treat him nice or I’ll keep the prize money all for myself.

Little Pedro more or less says the word potato, and there are no potatoes today, they weren’t ready to be harvested, so they only pulled up one to make the little pig with toothpick legs, which is why it’s time for silence.

Alice was a five-month-old baby the day she threw herself off the sofa and embarrassed her mother, Guerlinda’s sister was living here to help with the baby, but she ended up helping more in the fields, because the tobacco was greater and more urgent or more silent than the baby. It was the sister who came and not Elvira because back then Elvira was still young and had a job of her own, because if it was up to us, it would only ever be Elvira, always Elvira.

Overwhelmed in this room, pacing back and forth with her first daughter, puzzled by the weight in her arms, the rawness of her breasts, Guerlinda began to find her sister exceptionally beautiful, younger than her, free of children, her hands available among the leaves, the shadows of the plants rippling across her face as she walked through the tobacco rows and perhaps asked Carlos: Is this how you prune them? Is this the right way to apply the fertiliser? And he would shyly nod, his head finally rested from the baby’s wailing, and the sister would walk through this door at the end of the day, beautiful, covered in sweat, dying for a shower, sometimes still laughing at a joke Carlos had made because back then he took the piss out of everything, and the two of them would find Guerlinda with her eyes swollen from crying, foggy with sleep deprivation, smelling of sour milk, hunched over her daughter, who kicked her little legs in indecipherable discomfort, forever broadcasting the fact that Guerlinda was now this, a mother.

One day, she was so unsettled by her own reflection in me that she covered me with a cloth nappy and left it there all afternoon, I could only see the shadow that was her, fraught with jealousy, restlessly pacing the house with a baby in her arms, shifting the baby from breast to breast, groaning with pain, and now and then a song to soothe the little one or simply to pass the time, there was one in particular that she always repeated like a mantra until the baby was asleep, Santa Luzia came by this way while her little horse was eating hay, Santa Luzia came by this way while her little horse was eating hay, Santa Luzia came by this way while her little horse was eating hay. When Carlos and Guerlinda’s sister came in tired from a day’s work in the fields, gentler now after tending the goats and the piglets, they removed the cloth from my face without asking questions, perhaps assuming Guerlinda had been protecting me from the steam from the stove.

And on an afternoon like that, between breastfeeding and nursery rhymes and nappy changes, the polenta forgotten on the stove clumping together and the vegetables soggy from overboiling, Guerlinda set Alice down for a moment on the sofa, humans need more arms, they ought to have eight long and efficient tentacles so they can be mothers and anything else at the same time, she stepped away just for a moment to go check the pots and remove them from the heat, such a tiny baby, who would have guessed she’d make her first movement precisely then, an experimental twist of her little torso, her tiny hands groping the air until they found the unforgiving floor, which doesn’t yield even for a baby who only knows the softness of laps and a mattress, her brow, with its abundance of blood vessels, burst open in a stream, mother and daughter screaming, Carlos and his sister-in-law rushing in suddenly, covered in dirt as if they’d come running from the world of the dead, an apparently mortified Guerlinda bent over the baby she still hadn’t picked up from the floor, the incredulous father hollering above the crying that she had only one job to do, which was look after her daughter, and then this, her stunningly beautiful sister swiftly and rationally taking charge, the same sister who years later married a man with a job in a faraway city and was never heard from again, only to have twice as many children as Guerlinda and monopolise Elvira, who was with her now, but if you ask me they really were having a fling, Carlos and the sister, in the middle of the tobacco that must’ve been tall back then, the clandestine couple luxuriating in poisons and fertilisers while in this room a baby obstinately humiliated her mother.

They’ve already finished everything and cleared the plates, Maria washes the dishes very slowly because she wants to see Otávio, who’s neither handsome nor ugly, but is almost grown-up and treats her a bit badly, but just a bit, in a way that leaves her obsessed, each plate delicately washed to drag out time forever. Alice has no patience for the lad’s tardiness or her sister’s stalling and gets very close to me to touch up her makeup, holding her breath so she doesn’t fog my surface as she does her lipstick, she’s already done her eyes in detail and they’re starting to go red, maybe she’s just tired.

Otávio opens the front door without knocking and startles Maria, who drops a plate in the sink, but it doesn’t break. Alice and he share a long, inappropriate kiss right in the middle of the room,

—I’m feeling really queasy

—Quit this queasy nonsense, Maria, go to your room

and Otávio’s way of paying Maria attention is to talk about her but not directly to her,

—That there’s green tobacco sickness, that’s what she’s got, you know

—No, I’m pregnant, look!

Maria lifts up her blouse and puffs out her belly, conspicuous from meals and childhood, running her hand over her swollen abdomen with maternal affectations as Alice looks on in horror,

—Cover that up, Maria, you lunatic, and scram

she tries to use her own body to hide her sister from Otávio, who stands there perplexed, stifling a laugh but unable to hide his astonishment, perhaps thinking this is the kind of house where someone like him can’t be seen without earning a bad reputation.

Maria is shooed off to the bedroom by Alice, whose gaze darts between her sister and Otávio, more unsettled than I’ve ever seen her, she’d like him to think she’s oblivious to his opinion but she falters, not knowing what’s wrong with her sister, she’s never been one to talk about these things, maybe a friend made fun of her belly, Maria doesn’t even know how the whole pregnancy thing works,

—From the look of things you don’t know yourself

—What do you mean, Otávio

—I mean, like, the way you’re so scared

—I’m not scared

—Well, prove it, then

—Don’t be stupid

—You’re the one that’s stupid, too scared to fuck

and Alice hurriedly covers his mouth before anyone can hear, there has been no copulation in this house, probably not since little Pedro was made. Otávio takes advantage of her charming prudishness and grabs her by the waist, which grows slimmer by the day in preparation for the Sun Muse, and the two of them turn in a ritual straight out of a film or soap opera he must’ve copied and their hips stay pressed together like that against the wall, she fumbles until she finds the light switch, turns it off, and the room is lit only by the moonlight pouring through the window and the last embers of the fire smouldering under the stove, the sloppy smacking of their kisses is unbearable, when will they learn how to kiss, he presses his pelvis into her harder and she appears to feel something she believes is otherworldly, something that makes her a special being in this house and the two of them a pair unlike any other in this whole region, she either pretends or truly feels a dizzy passion and rests her arms on his shoulders, while he finally lifts her up and carries her to the sofa, where they lie desperately writhing, the dark heat beads on my surface and I don’t understand what’s going on, I only see him being pushed off the sofa after a brief row, she sits up in a huff and repeats no, not today, he grabs his keys and mobile from the table, furious, and leaves, the door slams, but not before revealing that the other one, the neighbour girl from a farm down the road, that she, at least, knows how to do everything

—That’s what I get for dating a silly farm girl like you

and in fact just before slamming the door he switches on the light just to leave Alice even more demoralised and pale in front of me, and I can tell from her uncontained little smile that she is happy because he said he was dating a silly farm girl, so there you have it, they’re boyfriend and girlfriend.
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Today we’re going to the cassava, Maria takes me to the cassava every year, puts me on without fastening anything properly, and so I kind of hang off her and Alice gets mad because she’s already told her one million nine hundred and eighty thousand times that you don’t need a spray suit to deal with a cassava infestation, but Maria puts me on anyway because she’s really, really, really grossed out by caterpillars.

The medicine to kill the caterpillars is really interesting, let me explain, it’s got nothing to do with poisons, Uncle Carlos told the girls about it years ago, from back when his parents were farmers, they freeze the contaminated caterpillars from the previous year in a plastic bottle and make a soup full of virus, but it’s a virus just for caterpillars.

This is when Maria puts me on, when they’re going to spray the soup on each one, and afterward too, when they go collect their bodies, they’re huge, sometimes as big as her hand, hanging upside down, very intoxicated, and the two girls go collect them to freeze for the next year. Maria doesn’t like touching dead animals and she believes caterpillars have the right to eat cassava too.

Once, when Maria was still very little and I was hanging off her a caterpillar fell inside my sleeve and she started jumping up and down screaming, bawling her eyes out, and Alice slapped her so she’d stop making a scene before their parents heard, then she grabbed a caterpillar and held it really close to Maria’s mouth, then ordered her to open up and stop being such a baby. I don’t think Alice would have the courage to shove a caterpillar in her sister’s mouth, but at the time it seemed like it. But it’s okay because Alice was also little back then, and these things happen.

The cassava plant is actually really pretty except that once it’s harvested it looks like the swollen fingers of a giant witch, I don’t know how anybody can eat that. If I ever got to eat anything in my life I think I’d rather eat a caterpillar than a cassava.

Now the two of them sprinkle a bit of medicine over the cassava, their eyes are stinging, I think, but maybe it’s the sun, they do everything really quietly like grown-ups and I guess that’s what happens as the years go by, grown-ups get very quiet.

On the day the caterpillar went up my sleeve and almost into Maria’s mouth, she wouldn’t stop crying and later didn’t want to speak at all, so Alice invited her to go sit for a bit near the cassava plants, so we sat down, and Alice pointed out a really tiny ant walking alone and said the ant was probably looking for food so she could go tell the others she’d found some. Then Alice took a piece of candy, gooey from the sun, out of her pocket and put it on the ground, the ant came over all excited to lick the candy, then it raced off and Alice picked up the candy and put it back in her pocket, she said she’d read about a prank like that on the internet at school and now the ant would come back with all her friends except the candy would be gone, then they’d all yell that she was dumb and nobody would believe her anymore and she’d have to find a whole new insect colony to live in.
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It’s Sunday today and the kids decided that since Carlos won’t take em to the park no more or even to the markets in town cept for when they gotta sell salami, milk, cheese, and preserves lotsa preserves and fruit, and nobody’s headin out for a drive in the meantime, they arranged to hang out in my bed when it’s in the shade, and Maria scrawls her finger through the dirt on my back window and writes: Morning in the Rural. 

Maria scrambles on first, then Alice lifts Pedro up to her and he gets comfortable on my metal body that creaks from goin unused for so long and the three kids sit down with sandwiches and silverware that they use to drum on my roof like it’s music, cept Pedro gets scared. Time rusts me up and scuffs my upholstery but it marks them even more, how’s it they’re this big already back when we had lil Dumbo maybe it was weird for him to see baby Maria growin into a person that walks and talks how do dogs go about knowin a baby and kid are the same person when they don’t even understand their own age, cept Dumbo never did get old, he used to climb into my truck bed with em, truth is he couldn’t get up on his own he was always needin help, then he’d sit there tongue lollin in the wind happy as can be.

Soon as they finish their sandwiches and the fritters Guerlinda musta made the day before yesterday cause they don’t look so nice anymore Maria says recess is over it’s lesson time, but Alice says there’s no lessons cause it’s Morning in the Rural ain’t it and there’s no reason to pretend they’re in school, so Maria rubs out Morning spreadin the dust around and writes Lessons over the top so it reads Lessons in the Rural and Alice turns and takes a selfie with the fields in the background, after that she’s probly gonna walk down to get signal by the road and then type under the photo Another hard day’s work, Pedro don’t know what school is yet he probly thinks a lesson is when his sister explains stuff in her bossy voice. 

Maria straightens her neck, dress, and shoulders and starts teachin Pedro, who’s the most interested, his lil eyes narrowin at the sun movin up the sky, first she tries to get him to say Maria five times in a row but that don’t work, it never works but she always tries anyhow. Then she changes the focus of the lesson and explains how durin the French Revolution they passed a law that made it illegal to give water to folks dyin in the streets impaled on spikes cause the water made em live longer and that qualified, that’s what she said, that that qualified as torture, the revolutionaries thought it was too much so if somebody that was impaled on the street begged for water you couldn’t give em any and just think how thirsty they musta been from all the blood they were losin. Lil Pedro looks a bit frightened but that’s life out there! You want easy then eat worms cause they ain’t got bones.

Alice wrinkles her nose on account of the folks bleedin on spikes and says her sister oughta leave school already but then Maria says she read it online actually but if it was on the school computer then same difference right, she really needs to quit school already, Alice’s been a lot calmer since she stopped goin.

The weight of the three kids on my bed kinda feels like the tobacco bales only with a different consistency, a softness that my metal body and the leaves ain’t got, and on those trips the bales threaten to roll over cause I’m always seesawin down the dirt road and if a leaf falls then the family’s the one that goes hungry, it’s like they say, you can tell the weight of the yoke by the ox’s gait. 

Besides I’m lighter today than on the day of the hospital, the rush of us not knowin if Pedro was gonna come out dead or alive with his mom screamin in the back, it’s like they say a horse trots with its hooves and gallops with its lungs, Maria with that terrified look she had when she was eight and that she never lost, Alice who was almost grown-up and started gettin this other look, the two spend the nights in my truck bed lyin on some blankets they musta got at the hospital, plain awful, Carlos sleepin with Guerlinda and the baby this tiny and me not knowin if he’d been born, Carlos would come out now and then wonderin if he oughta take the girls home by themselves, there was no knowin how many more days they’d be there, the animals all alone, and there was the tobacco bales sittin in the shed still waitin to be sold, cept back then they used to start the crops sooner and most of it was already gone so it was more about the girls sleepin in a real bed and chattin with the hogs, but they didn’t wanna go home maybe cause they felt that if they crossed the bridges they’d be leavin behind their mom, so weak, they’d never been away from her for so long.

They musta been happy on the way back cause there was five of em and five was the exact number of people I’d planned on takin home, but there was this tiredness on their faces, they laid Guerlinda down on the blankets in my truck bed and Maria sat there too starin at her, it was like she was askin herself if it really was her mom, if somebody in the maternity had switched Guerlinda for another woman who was just the same only thin and green, Alice rode up front with her pops, she was holdin Pedro who was such a delicate lil bundle, she didn’t take her eyes off her brother the whole way back, her muscles hardened to cushion the jolt of my clumsy wheels and stop her arms from jigglin, she didn’t like the idea of holdin somethin so breakable let alone almost dyin to bring a kid into the world, I saw all this in Alice’s eyes when she looked in my rearview to try and find her sister’s face and also to check that their mom was still alive, or else that baby was gonna end up hers and that wasn’t somethin that could ever happen. Never.

Carlos was the first one to talk and his voice scared Alice who’d been so absorbed in holdin the baby that she forgot all about human voices and what he said was some gripe about the hospital bein rundown, a kinda political sorta grievance that didn’t go with all five of em headin home in one piece, Guerlinda in the back with her belly sliced open after hours of tryin to give birth the regular way like goats, that’s what I heard Carlos say that first night outside the hospital, that it hadn’t worked the whole givin birth thing’s more natural to goats, they were gonna have to pry the baby out, still so tiny wantin to come out then wantin to stay put then not comin out.

Now Maria carries on teachin lessons to her lil brother who makes up for all the trouble of his birth by sittin nice and quiet right where they leave him, obedient as a stiff ole tree or an abandoned car that don’t get taken out no more, a splotchy antique mirror hangin in the livin room, a hazmat suit on a small family farm smack-dab at the tip of a country smack-dab at the tip of the world or the bottom end of the world that nobody’s lookin at, he’s a good quiet boy like no other and he claps every time he thinks his sister’s finished an explanation, truth be told Pedro doesn’t even know what a lesson is yet so he just claps and claps.

—For centuries, Europeans brought people over from Africa to be enslaved, and on the way over they threw so many dead bodies into the ocean, so many bodies over so many years that sharks started changing their route, there was a new shark route, cause they’d go and eat the humans that were thrown overboard, and that changed the ocean’s currents too!

Currents and sharks lookin for their next easy meal that sank down from the waves not knowin where it came from or carin to know cause truth is the only thing that mattered was gettin those bodies and stayin ignorant, that part’s from me not Maria but nobody listens to me anyhow, Alice says that stuff’s not appropriate for lil kids like Pedro who’s got a scared look on his face not on account of the enslaved folks and dead bodies he can’t really understand but on account of the sharks he understands a lot even though he ain’t ever seen the ocean. 

But then Maria slaps my back window which is the chalkboard and insists it’s very important that everybody pay attention cause she’s spent years and years researchin this stuff on the library computer durin recess, the person meant to watch her trusts her so much that she leaves for lunch without kickin her out, and Maria shares the stuff she learns with anybody that shows up there cept nobody ever does.

—Hey, Maria, after the Europeans stopped throwing so many people from Africa into the ocean, did the sharks and currents go back to normal?

—I don’t know, but that’s not the point, is it!

Then Maria says that the growers way down the road are Black and the company always gives their tobacco bad grades and pays them a lot less, they get paid less for their leaves and nobody does nothin about it, then Alice says that their pops always brings home less than he oughta and nobody does nothin about that either it’s something new every time the curin barn the defects the texture, and that’s got nothin to do with sharks.

Morning in the Rural is over in fact the mornin’s over too and they climb down even gloomier than before. Alice hangs back with me on her own, she takes a few pieces of clothin off and lies down to get some sun for the beauty pageant. Every time a bird darts across the sun makin a shadow she half opens her eyes.
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Guerlinda’s been in the chicken coop for over an hour, sitting in the middle of all the hens and chatting, it’s not her first time talking to them. She doesn’t talk to me anymore, I don’t know what bit of humanity she sees in hens that she doesn’t see in trees. First she bends to collect the eggs, I get the impression it’s one of the slowest things she does, it’s so easy she could almost have Pedro do it, but even so she takes all the time she needs, and there isn’t a lot she takes all her time with. She wipes the eggs with a damp edge of her apron, and the chickens start perching on top of her, they climb up and down clucking like mothers accustomed to this ritual.

The chicken coop’s too small to be called an aviary. A simple roof held up by bits of wood, including my fallen branches, some set so the chickens can climb to safety whenever they get it in their collective heads that some animal is here to snatch them, even though that never happens. And Guerlinda makes sure to quiet their fears and console them for the constant loss of eggs. I think she spends so much time in there because it took a while for them to settle in, one of them was always getting sick and spreading it to the rest and a whole family of chickens would waste away, to the point that Guerlinda worried theirs would be the only farm in the South that couldn’t produce its own eggs or relax to what she calls their song, even if the noises they make are nothing like a choir, maybe they sound more like a party full of young people and that’s why Guerlinda loves it so much. Could be she hasn’t been to that kind of party since she and Carlos got married.

For all these reasons, or something else beyond a tree’s comprehension, Guerlinda is practically lying down with the hens now, basking in their feathery affection and fork-taloned trampling. Sometimes she laughs from all the tickling and that hilarious riot of cackles and clucks. But I’ve also seen her weep, perhaps comforted by the fact that her cries are never louder than the sounds they make together, they are in a sisterhood of noise and I’m saddened by the pointlessness of my silence.

Alice is on her way over from the house wondering why her mother’s taking so long or maybe hoping to catch her in one of her weird habits. She spends a few minutes listening to her mother chat with the hens and all of a sudden voices rise, the two of them have started bickering. Now Guerlinda sits, arms wrapped around the egg basket, which she swings around as the argument heats up. Alice tries to grab the basket without really knowing why, then decides against it, I hear something about plucking, they must have to kill a chicken today. 

Guerlinda is a force, she can love the chickens so much while living with their routine slaughter. Years ago she bent a paint can into a big funnel, now it’s nailed to a piece of wood. When she has to, she studies the brood and picks one, tucks the bird under her arm, even strokes her little head, then turns the hen upside down mid-stroke, shoving her into the funnel so fast that there’s hardly any time to flap or resist, upside down and snug in the can. A sharp knife slices the head clean off, the bloodbath trickles nearly all the way to my soil. Her little feet twitch a couple of times, it seems a hen’s life isn’t only in her head, it lingers in other nooks of her body.

That’s Guerlinda for you, all this strength, and even me, holding fast through storms and steady through frost, even all of me, packaged in bark and leaves, even I don’t have that kind of power. Like Maria says, when God comes down here and asks if I’d rather be the smartest tree in the world or something else entirely, I’ll say I want to be Guerlinda, only with a bit of each daughter mixed in, and with a sense of humor like Carlos used to have. And I’d want big hands like Carlos, who stroked everyone’s heads with them, even my trunk. I’d ask for some of Pedro’s serenity as well and the softness of his cheeks, and God would tell me no, that I had to choose between being one person or the smartest tree in the world, which I frankly believe I already am. Then I’d do the same as Maria, I’d tell God to go back where he came from and leave us alone. 

Alice is on her way back with a basket of eggs and Guerlinda sits on the floor of the henhouse again, maybe to prove she doesn’t care that her daughter saw that she’s friends with the chickens. Maria runs excitedly toward her sister and they meet under my canopy,

—Look what I got at school, Alice

—Mom’s lost it, she’s talking to chickens now

—I talk to them too, but wait a sec, look, I got a bunch of chamomile seeds, we can grow it again to make tea and sell at the market

—I wonder what they say when you tell them about your homework

—They don’t say anything, Alice, that’s the nice thing about talking to chickens, you should give it a try someday

—Where are you gonna plant it, is there time for me to wear some in the pageant?

—Help me plant it, in that empty space in front of the Rural

—Will it be ready in time for the Sun Muse contest?

—When’s that?

—Ugh, I’ve told you a million times, early next year

—Then, yeah, it should be, after it flowers, we can cut a few stalks and have Mom embroider it on your costume

—It’s not a costume, it’s a bikini

—In this place, a bikini’s a costume

—I dunno why I bother

—Put away the eggs and come help me plant chamomile before we lose the sun

—Go get the hoe

—We don’t need it, I watched a video, it just wants really shallow holes

—But I’ve got a surprise for you, Maria, I’m gonna go get it from the house, and water too. Bring the hoe.

The girls leave, two little winds under my canopy, only they’re soft winds, that’s exactly what people are, soft winds. Guerlinda is sitting there now maybe deciding which of the hens will die, I don’t know how she does it, whenever I see her walking to the funnel can with a hen in her arms I have to look away, and it’s not because of the bird’s pain, which I know nothing about, but because of Guerlinda’s, since only I know the horror of killing something you love, me with my poisons that the animals adore. The truth is that if God gave me a choice I’d ask him to make my fruits nontoxic, to make them nature’s best meal, then the family would gather at my foot every day to pick my pods, so grateful, and they’d hug and fertilize and water me because I’d be their lunch and dinner. But I know that when God comes down here he won’t give me that choice and I also know that it’s pointless for a tree to dream of another tree’s fruits, even if it’s out of love, maybe to God it’s actually a sin. 
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Alice finds her father sprawled on the sofa, more sunken than usual, his whole body surrendered to the act of lying down, eyes fixed on the ceiling, hands resting on his chest, as if he were merely waiting for a coffin to hold him. She hesitates in the doorway, then kneels with resolve and leans over Carlos,

—Dad

who makes an effort to breathe more deeply, without focusing his gaze on anything but a comfortable spot on the plaster above him,

—Dad …

and she whispers,

—Oh my God, Dad, how long has it been since you’ve showered? Mom’s gonna kill you.

A discreet layer of water forms on the surface of his eyes,

—A shower in this heat is so nice, you used to like it so much …

—It hurts

—What hurts?

— … My skin

—It hurts when the water falls on your skin?

He gives a barely perceptible nod, which sends two small tears trickling down his cheeks

—You need to shower, Dad … Don’t you have that meeting today, with the guys? Maria said you’re going.

Carlos squints, as if by squeezing his eyes shut he could squeeze that chore out of his life,

—Come on, Dad, get up, I’ll turn on the water for you, it’ll be just a trickle, and cool too, it won’t hurt at all.
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Maria digs shallow holes for the chamomile seeds that’re already ready for plantin, they’re gonna look real pretty followin the onions right up against my tires, there’s also the chickpeas that they’re done pickin and they’re probly gonna use the chamomile for heartburn and insomnia or even nerves, back in the day there was chamomile growin all over the property and they’d pick it on Good Friday, the lil flowers deckin out the fence, but then years passed and nobody replanted it and the frost came and everythin died back, Carlos and Guerlinda are gonna be happy as can be when the flowers start poppin up, maybe they’ll reckon it’s a sign that the old days are comin back.

Alice gets here with a surprise bouquet of erva mate seedlins and says the neighbor, meanin Otávio’s family, has started growin the stuff now and it’s a chance for them to surprise their pops who hasn’t grown erva mate here for a while on account of them never rememberin to replant it, but Maria doesn’t get excited cause that’s not really how it works, could be years before they can use the leaves.

Alice needs to step real hard on the shovel to make sure the hole’s deep and damp enough for the seedlins, and Maria laughs at what a big effort she’s makin cause it doesn’t go with the whole Sun Muse thing and Alice nearly lets her sister rile her up but then laughs instead cause it’s a fact that she’s sweatin buckets and she’s not even done plantin three of the ten seedlins yet, I hear a louder squawk comin from the hens and wonder what it’s gonna be, it’s too hot for chicken soup, maybe stew or chickpeas with shredded chicken breast, back when we used to have lunch at spiffy restaurants in town, Carlos brimmin with pride, Maria singin the same ole songs, Alice readin out the menu top to bottom cause she wanted everythin and Carlos cheerfully tellin her to go crazy, she could order the whole thing, then they’d get back in my cab with their arms fulla doggy bags, it smelled of pasta and bread and meat too and Guerlinda was happy that she got to look nice without any smoke from the stove cause she hadn’t cooked and truth be told that was the only reason they went out, really, so that she didn’t have to cook since her food’s probly better than the restaurant’s.

Alice throws her weight on the shovel pushin it into the earth, her hair hangs down swishin prettily in the sun, Maria finds beauty mystifyin she probly thinks on it a whole bunch cause whenever her eyes fall on her sister she immediately finds her reflection in the parts of my windows without dust, checkin that no, she still ain’t pretty, and what’s it gotta be like knowin all the time, while you’re walkin or diggin or struttin around, what’s it like knowin all the time that you’re pretty and that you take up the amount of space in the world that you got a right to take up, no more no less, and your presence is a miracle for the eyes, how many privileges does a girl pretty as Alice have, Maria checks her reflection again in my window then touches Alice’s hair swishin round the shovel handle and she’s not old enough yet to accept the truth, that she ain’t ever gonna know the pleasure of lookin like that. 

There, Alice’s finally done with the seedlins and Maria’s done with the chamomile seeds too and they plunk down in my shade slick with sweat against my front wheels, Maria reckons the tobacco’s lookin amazin, better than last year even, and she also reckons Alice oughta do a course so she can learn bout tobacco finances and ask their pops to explain it all to her startin with the first loan, they gotta pitch in cause their pops’s head seems real stuck, but Alice can’t take any courses, not unless somebody drives her to town every day and besides they need her out in the fields and then there’s the diesel too plus nobody’s askin for help with no numbers anyhow, it’s just Maria wantin to control everythin as usual, but Alice could always take an online course since the internet over at Otávio’s is fast, but things are great Alice has said so a thousand times, they’re gettin back on their feet and none of this is their problem, Maria’s gotta learn to enjoy when things ain’t her problem. 

Suddenly they remember somebody’s gotta watch Pedro cause Carlos probly fell asleep, he was nappin earlier right in the middle of the afternoon the boy there with him, but they don’t rush cause they know Pedro stays where he’s told and so they take their sweet time, shovel draggin on the path.
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Guerlinda places the pot on the table, Alice sets the table for five, and they all shoot glances at the door sensing that this time they might be having supper without Carlos, something practically unheard-of. He left hours ago in the neighbour’s truck, he didn’t want to call it a meeting, no, if he were an educated mirror, he’d have called it an initiative, an initiative by people who like to discuss these matters on the internet, it was Guerlinda who read the comments on the page: they needed to get together to talk about issues with the harvest, or else they’d be cheated again this year, because there’s talk of buying all the tobacco without stripping it, but then when you look into it, it’s all a lie, et cetera, et cetera.

They lift Pedro onto the chair, where he sits on the large cushion, everything slower than usual to give Carlos time to arrive. The end of the news and the beginning of the nightly soap loom closer. Maria looks at herself in me, anxious, no doubt wishing she’d gone with her father, as if it were her business.

If Dumbo were still alive, he’d be at the door and at the faintest sound of Carlos’s footsteps outside he would twirl around five times and finish with an ancestral howl and then the whole family could let up their vigil, for there wasn’t the slightest chance that Carlos could be nearby without Dumbo’s ears pricking up with pack instinct to let us know that the group was about to be whole again, but now there’s a missing member from the table, and no dog to divine his arrival.

Suddenly Carlos appears in the doorway and they all start acting casual, we were just about to start serving dinner, they pull out his chair, Maria studies the details of her father’s downcast expression, Guerlinda holds back her questions, probably wanting to know if he’s been drinking with the neighbours. They excavate their plates, remove the bone from the chicken drumstick for Pedro, the sounds of the house now the clinking of crockery, chewing, and a chatter that is also swallowed like unfinished conversations,

—Folks got into a massive argument …

Maria dips her bread in the broth, masking her disappointment at not having been part of the discussion, then straightens up in her seat, kind of junior-councillor-like,

—Some folks wanted to start the harvest right away and sell all the lugs as is, others wanted to band together and hold the tobacco to put pressure on the company

Guerlinda is distressed by that whole business of banding together, because in all likelihood people probably won’t band together and will hand things over to a fence on the sly,

—And then it didn’t go anywhere … The folks carrying debt aren’t interested in holding the tobacco, and then it’s no use to us here holding it if a hundred kilometres down the road folks are handing over everything the company asks for, and that’s us stuck here with no one to sell to.

So nothing came of the neighbour’s initiative and Carlos spends the evening working out a schedule to go fetch Elvira from the town where her other daughter lives and bring her to live with us again for a few months to pitch in with the harvest and help sew the hands of tobacco, since this year they can’t even afford to pay just a few seasonal workers, the girls are thrilled at the idea of being with their grandmother again, and Guerlinda pictures her twisting her almost elderly wrists around the stems, it isn’t possible that they can’t afford to pay one or two men, the ones who would accept meals as part of their pay, but in any case, having her mother back home feels like a celebration, that booming, hoarse voice studded with charming insolence. Elvira is my favourite, I’m terribly fond of her.

Maria and Alice were even younger, and it was before Pedro came along, when they lost their maternal grandfather and Elvira came to live with them, sharing a room with the girls until Carlos managed to build the extension out back. She arrived in a solemn silence that I assumed was widowhood, but it was simply her delightful way of weighing her words to let fly only the sharpest and most withering ones, I found everything she said amusing, poking fun at her daughter, who was always barking orders, and at Alice, who was always getting away with things, and the more she pointed out how ridiculous everything was, the more aware we became that none of this is serious, they’re just a family of humans who will one day die and that’s that.

They wore Elvira out with farm labour to the point that she didn’t think twice, as soon as the other daughter had twins, on top of her two or three other children, Elvira took off to go give a hand in the busy nursery that was burgeoning on the other side of the state, the sister Guerlinda has never seen again and with whom she competes for their mother in an indiscreet duel that Elvira herself might well win, very cleverly giving both daughters the slip.
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Alice comes and goes on the swing under my branch, I can feel her grimace when she tilts her head back to make her hair tumble down. Arm stretched up high, she films herself hanging from me so seriously, lens focused on her eyes, behind her the ground rushing along with the swing. She sits up and watches the video again and again, satisfied. Now she films herself seated, very didactic, the tobacco’s ready in the fields, she says, they’re about to start picking the sand lugs. She turns the camera to the rows in the distance, I doubt the lens captures everything, then turns it back to herself smiling broadly in my shade, maybe the video’s just the sun glaring in the background and Alice an anonymous silhouette. 

She walks to the road to get signal and post the video for half a dozen people, maybe she could also get internet if she climbed to the top of my branches. In the video she says they’re going to bring her grandmother out to help with the harvest, then everyone will get to see videos of Dona Elvira. I don’t know who everyone is, it must be hardly anyone. Elvira will despise this cell phone nonsense, though in the end she’ll go along with it, at the end of the day she’ll give her granddaughter a squeeze and blow the camera a hammy kiss.

Alice comes back from the road and does a series of painful squats, she wants to fill out her hips for the Sun Muse pageant, and she’s been at it for weeks without progress. It’s possible my branches have already grown thicker than hers. I want to give her a caress of leaves that doesn’t dump toxins on her, all anyone does here is dump toxins on things, there’s no one to lay a hand on Alice’s head and say everything’s all right. At the end of the day she’d be better off without a mirror, even beautiful as she is, it would be easier if she were like us in the natural world, flowers aren’t aware of themselves. 

Maria comes wandering over with Pedro, I don’t know if they’re ready. I feel for them, for the season that’s beginning, if I could I’d give them some of my vast expanse of time, their human days so finite, consumed by farmwork, if I could I’d lend them my watchfulness for the furnace, because I don’t dream when I sleep. It isn’t good for people to wake constantly from their dreams.

Then Maria can barely get up in time for school, I bet she falls asleep in class, the other students too, here we live by the tobacco calendar. The weather’s so dry that they’ll have to wet the leaves before loading them in the furnace. I want to do my part in the fields, but the most I can manage is to send electrical impulses to the bracatinga’s roots, just so she knows I’m here and that I care. She’s not one to reply.

Now up ahead in the grass, Pedro tries to do roly-polies so that Alice can film him. She has this idea of filming him between the tobacco ridges, he tries three times in a row, very slowly, and tips over at the end. The video doesn’t come out well, Alice tells him to try again and he does, like it’s a mission. 

I don’t love this peace and quiet where they all look like plants rippling in the breeze, because it’s the kind of atmosphere that precedes chaos. We have our storms, but they have theirs too. Human storms start shortly, during the harvest, and don’t end until next year after the last bale of tobacco has left in the Rural and Carlos has settled accounts in his ledger, deducting the materials and the interest and the installments on the land and the furnace they’ve been paying off for over fifteen years, I don’t know if they can afford to go to the beach. Even to the ugliest beach, as that girl in Maria’s class put it, because only here do we manage to make ugly beaches.

Maria picks up one of my twigs from the ground and uses it as a microphone. Even though it’s a microphone, she talks in a low voice, she doesn’t want anyone to hear,

—And if you vote for me, I promise to fix all the bridges and roads across the county, and I’ll order the company to drive their own trucks here to get the tobacco from our sheds, no more making us take it to their city.

she sits on my swing and gives a formal ahem, not a genuine one,

—And the start of the peach season will be televised all over the country!

She ducks behind me to pick her nose, away from the cameras and spotlights. Then she lets herself notice the stuffy quiet, she doesn’t like it either, the sluggishness that precedes the worst things. She goes to Madonna behind the fence and the two of them jump, my roots laid out as obstacles, while Alice films in the distance, only the goat, I assume, who’s much bigger now and practically tears Maria’s clothes with her small-toothed love, the love of animals is clumsy.

—Everyone, remember what it says in your textbooks: on cloudy days, sunflowers turn to face each other. Turn to your classmate. Who’s exhausted, nodding off? So many of you work the harvest. Turn to each other and help.

The nanny goat doesn’t care about tobacco or arithmetic or people’s futures, Maria and I want to be goats frolicking, happy just to be alive in summer, soft and carefree. Pedro is done with his roly-polies and runs this way, Madonna runs toward him like a loose-jointed, sharp-angled dog. Alice captures them coming together in a long video that will later get posted, unedited and without context, a showcase of possible love, their own soap opera.

Carlos finishes retreading the Rural’s tires, perhaps ahead of an upcoming trip to where Elvira lives. The evening fades into watercolor under the clouds, finally a sweet gesture from us, from nature, to them. A soft farewell to peace and quiet. 
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That lad turning up at the house again after supper, Alice brimming with the good news that her grandmother’s coming to live with them again, Otávio shrugging his shoulders, the more he shrugs, the more she’s drawn to him, there are serious flaws in the way humans are made, and I’m always trying to show them their inconsistencies, but they see something else entirely.

What’s happening here before me is the present but it’s also already the past of this girl, who will grow up in a flash and won’t understand this former passion, this scene that already seems faded from the time that will pass. But she doesn’t know it. For Alice, today is all there is, and it’s too much.

While Alice pours two glasses of juice, Otávio pops a terrifying pimple on his chin that splatters directly onto me. Pleased, he smears the leftover pus across his prickly peach fuzz and deems himself handsome, checks his profile, his proportions really are quite decent, one day his jaw will be that of a man, but for now he’s still scrawny and has a subtle underbite that reminds me of a tiny dog, the kind whose bottom teeth stick out and whose brain is so small it thinks its reflection is another dog identical to itself skittering about on the other side of the mirror. There was one just like that, with some kind of genetic mix that did it no favours, at Carlos’s parents’ house many decades ago.

He begins his little act of indifference, flings himself onto the sofa, and crosses his muddy Wellingtons on the armrest, then he remembers to take them off and they fall to the floor with a thud. Alice squeezes into the remaining space on the sofa and sips her juice, alert to any movement in the back of the house, hoping no nosy parker comes to spy on them in their ritual of exuberance.

She wants to take a photo with him or make a video to post, but he hides his face under a cushion, pretending he’s just messing with her but it’s a test, he knows, Alice takes offence and insists on the photo, but he doesn’t want people to know they’re seeing each other, with all the other girls in these hills vying for this lanky, hairless shih tzu.

Otávio pretends not to notice the discomfort he’s caused with the business of the photo, with his head on her lap, he runs his hand along her little waist, feeling his way up to her shoulder straps, Alice tilts her neck to the side with a shiver. This is what she lives for, I bet she lies in bed thinking about this guy, in the afternoon in the fields she thinks about him, in the morning among the chickens, when she’s washing up, angry that her mother has asked her to do it, she’s thinking about the power she now holds over Otávio, something so all-consuming it makes him cross two bridges in the night and then pump so much blood as things heat up, she really is a miracle, as he reaches for her chest Alice throws me a look that’s a rehearsal of voluptuousness, approving of what she sees.

If people could truly watch themselves through my eyes, track the effects of time so meticulously, growing taller by the day since they were babies, cartilage eternally swelling, skin blemished from the sun, the absurdity of dreaming, if they saw themselves with the keenness with which I see them, they would surely, in dismay, do away with adolescence altogether.

When Alice was younger Elvira would sit on this very sofa threshing corn, bent over a basin between her feet, while Alice braided her hair,

—It’s prettier like this, Grandma, this way you’ll even get a boyfriend

—Ha! Who wants a man, you’re pulling my leg, right

the corn pattering at the bottom of the basin, Elvira steady with the knife and with her convictions, a woman of dignity, someone like that was never a teenager,

—The best man doesn’t hold a candle to the worst woman, Alice

—Oh yeah? So the lot of us are all better than Dad, I’m gonna tell him

—Don’t … Where the bull bellows, the ram stays silent

but now the girl is on the sofa without her grandmother, Otávio has straightened up and places her on his bulging crotch, straddling him, Alice, ever so flattered by what she can provoke in a man, tilts her head back and lets her features melt as her small hips make circular movements, pressing down on everything beneath her.

Otávio seems to deliberately keep a blank face, staunchly feigning indifference, which she is most likely scrutinizing, suspecting it’s some kind of act, since a whole lot of difference is swelling up at this very moment beneath her skirt, and with each new gesture, each advance, she concludes she’s seducing him once and for all into her kingdom of wonders. Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest, et cetera.

He glances over his shoulder, surveilling the silent corridor, then suddenly hoists Alice and, standing, brings her over here in front of me, turns her around so her back is to him, her sweaty little hands flattened against me, the chipped pink nail polish on her fingernails with traces of dirt under them, I see Alice’s face and right behind her Otávio’s face with his overshot jaw as he gropes around below, the sound of the zipper on his fly, Alice leans over me and hitches her skirt up, everything to help the incursion.

At the first thrust Alice sucks in her lips and her eyes bulge, she tries to compose herself and timidly suggests they do it lying down, but he says that if someone appears and they’re standing they can cover it up quickly, and then her hands slip across my glass, and it’s all nonsense, I tell her, people are full of holes and time is passing, later on so many young men will be allowed in there, she moves her hips once more, her mouth still taut from biting the sweaty strands of hair stuck to her tongue.

Suddenly she gives a little start,

—I don’t want to

she lasted not even three seconds, he probably didn’t get inside her at all, undocked now, they don’t move, it’s ridiculous to pant over so little, her hands warm against me, her breath fogging me up, what a thing it is to have a body, a body that is able to appear in a mirror, what a thing it is to be a body and not a mirror able to reflect only a body that isn’t its own, to have this body and be so at its mercy, Otávio pulls his zip up noisily and pulls on his Wellingtons and Alice doesn’t take her eyes off me, Otávio leaves, the door slams, Alice still arched with her skirt lifted up, in the half-light two tiny tears glisten.
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The sun’s already smudged its pinks across the edge of the sky, the roosters know that today is when the toil starts, it’s hell. I can almost smell the furnace working day and night to devour the bracatinga and company firewood. They think we don’t have a sense of smell, but we do, if I were in the woods with my friends I’d pick up the smells they sent me every time a beetle began to chew on a leaf, threatening to lay their disgusting larvae in our grooves. It’s a slow sense, we are slow.

I try to warn the tobacco: get your sand lugs ready because today they’re going to twist and tear off what they can. But cultivars are unseeing, unhearing, their roots don’t communicate with me or anyone else. Nature has a bone to pick with humans, one way or another we reject this new god. When people carefully arrange seeds in the ground, they’re sowing third-rate copies of us.

It’s because of their fussy breeding that the plants need so much poison, they don’t know what a caterpillar bite tastes like, how to identify it by its saliva and alert their neighbors, they don’t know how to get underground messages from fungi, they know even less about love.

They also need their makers’ hands for everything. Unless someone removes their blossoms, they waste energy and become stingy. Once Guerlinda and the children have topped the tobacco and primed the sand lugs, there’s a good chance it will grow even more. Always awaiting human counsel.

Maria comes out sleepily, she’s the first to leave the house on her mission. She probably wants to give it her all this Sunday, or else they might try to keep her here during school hours. So long as she doesn’t sweat and the sun doesn’t burn, she may not need the spray suit. The dry leaves aren’t ready yet to make the humans nauseous with an overdose of nicotine, another of nature’s spectacles of ingratitude.

She gets the wheelbarrow. They’d be better off renting another yoke of oxen to haul the leaves, I don’t know about the backmost row, with this wheelbarrow. Maybe they’ll get hold of one for the farthest ones. There’s also the neighbor’s three-wheeler which they could hitch the bigger cart to. But I am an isolated tree, I can’t know this about the neighbors. Insulated, we experience less than we could, that’s just how it is.

Maria starts at the first row, right there in front. I imagine how it feels to crouch by the first tobacco plant, the first of several hectares. Not even when I pump nitrogen from the tip of my farthest-flung cell do I have this much work ahead of me. She twists her wrists around the lowest stems, back arched, feet dragging on the soil contrary to ergonomics. She bows to the plants, to the whims of nature.

She strokes the first leaves, officially inaugurating the harvest. She smiles at them like they’re a doll nestled in her arms. She says a short prayer, asking for less debt this year, that the leaves be better, that her father learn to smile again. What does a tree know about the prayers of an ostensibly ugly child forgotten in a corner of a forgotten country in a world that will end because we in nature insist on being at odds with humans. A little girl priming tobacco, a plant that isn’t edible but that she strokes now, because it’s the best they can do in this place, the surest thing at the end of each year. Here we live by the tobacco calendar. 



Part 2
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It’s awful excitin, one day there and another back, been years since I done anythin like it, last time was when Carlos and me drove Elvira to her other daughter’s house, I know the way now, but that time there was potholes from the rain and a whole lotta boggy stretches cause it takes half a year for a road grader to show up here, the bridges crumblin to pieces, and on top of that there was holes in conversation cause Elvira was flyin the coop, see, she couldn’t handle workin the fields no more, she was leavin to be with her new grandbabies the children of that woman who maybe fooled around with Carlos that one season in the corn and tobacco, so Elvira and her son-in-law went buckin and skiddin and there wasn’t nothin I could do, so I carried on makin my regular ole noises. 

The other trip that was long but still much shorter was to Carlos’s mom’s funeral, the girls went grudgingly to bury a granny who didn’t remember them and they didn’t remember either, the way back was harder cause everythin they said was like the barbs that punctured my tires, lil Pedro was just a baby and Alice refused to hold him and Guerlinda had sore arms and was hungry for a sandwich and there I was judderin through the sludge, Maria was still too small to be holdin a baby and Alice dug in her heels sayin they couldn’t make her cause she didn’t wanna hold him and no one could believe it, their granny dead and buried, Carlos with no mom or pops no more, Pedro on the verge of tears cause he was carsick or maybe cause of his sister,

—Since I’m not having kids I don’t have to help anyone with their kids cause I won’t have anyone to help me after

Carlos huffed in a foul mood on account of all that talk and of his daughter who’s different from every other daughter in these hills, all of em so lovin and closeknit, but also on account of the potholes in the road and how I kept pitchin into em, and Alice rantin,

—Why have a son if he’s just gonna get married and his wife’s gonna complain about going to my funeral!

I thought for sure Guerlinda was gonna slap the girl, give her daughter a good tannin but then, maybe on account that she was holdin Pedro in her arms, she burst into tears, which just spurred Alice on,

—And since I’m not having kids I won’t have anyone to work the fields for me, so it’s not fair to make me do it now.

This time the drive’s gonna be quieter, at least on the way there, seein as it’s just me and Carlos, we’re gonna listen to the radio, when we’re able to tune it in, but only if he turns the knob to switch it on cause there’s days now when human voices make him irritated and sad, but before he got like this he used to sing along to the radio with one hand on my wheel and the other drummin me on the outside, and he’d be happy drivin me.

The hens woke raisin Cain and the goats too with their bleatin and my engine rumblin to warm me up, the kids all come say goodbye to their pops like they’re gonna miss him forever and Guerlinda tries to give him a long hug and a kiss, but Carlos’s head’s always achin or off someplace else, poisoned.

Good thing it hasn’t rained buckets yet or we’d be skiddin in the mud, though I bet the tobacco plants would appreciate some decent rain. We’re near another district far from the hills when Carlos pulls me over and puts my seat back and I think he’s gonna get some shut-eye but then he just stares up at my roof without a word, he’s exhausted and we’ve barely got started.

Sometimes cars need ten minutes or so to warm up before they get movin, maybe humans need that too, but Carlos didn’t used to need it, now his eyes’re glued to the stains on my roof, radio off, chest hardly movin, I keep thinkin he’s forgot to breathe, I wanna say we’re in this together, that I saw him grow into a strong lovin man and my seat’s molded to the shape of his body, that my seat can just about feel his shoulder and back pain from workin hard day in day out and then needin to drive, I wanna say a buncha things that a Ford Rural could maybe say to her owner, like how there’s no place else I’d rather be or any family I’d pick over this one cause this one’s my favorite in the whole wide world, but we just sit in an uncomfortable silence and my engine’s shut off and there’s not a thing I can do. 
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Alice has breakfast, already dressed for the fields, barely any sunscreen, the Sun Muse will get to January raw and peeling, Guerlinda rummages through the dishes in a hurry, hunting for a cake tin

—The one that doesn’t stick in the middle

and the noise doesn’t suit the mood of the girl still hurting from Otávio’s last visit, aching far more in her chest than in her body, for her body wasn’t hurt at all, it closed, I know,

—Hey, Alice, have you seen that cake thing around

and the tinware clatters under the sink, if Alice were to answer it wouldn’t be heard anyway

—Your grandmother’s gonna have to go without any cake

—Mom, relax, Dad left yesterday, they won’t get here today

—What! Really?

Silence at last, excited little birds in the canopy of the tree next to the house,

—Nah, he’s gonna have to sleep there, relax. They could be another two days even

— … I hadn’t done the math. Anyway, find the cake tin for me, cause nothing in this house stays where it’s put

—Maria went out really early to pick lugs …

—What’s up with you?

—Me? Nothing, what do you mean what’s up with me?

—I don’t know, you’re being nice …

Alice picks up Pedro, who comes toddling out groggy with sleep and nestles contentedly into his sister. Even at this hour the heat is warming the walls and nails behind me, the family’s perspiration clings to me even without them touching me, and when summer settles in for good they won’t be able to keep that water contained in their bodies, there will always be these human vapours.

—Honey, I don’t want that boy here while your dad’s away, it’s not right us being alone and

—And what difference does Dad make

—You’re never nice for long, life’s gonna teach you a lesson, Alice. Me, I’ve given up.

Pedro slides off her lap and asks for water in his barely audible morning voice, Guerlinda reaches for his blue plastic cup and sniffs the boy’s hair while he drinks, it needs washing, Maria’s the one who gave him his last bath, today is Alice’s turn, Guerlinda leaves the order hanging in the still air of this little room and starts pulling on her Wellingtons,

—Mom

—Hmm

—Nothing, forget it

And Guerlinda gathers her hair right at the top of her head, looks at her daughter sitting at the table, but she looks at her in me, and she stands there like that for a moment, caught in this optical triangulation of mine, her cup resting on the doily and Pedro trying to grab it simply because there’s nothing else for him to grab,

—Mom, when did Dad say he loved you for the first time?

The triangle in my reflection is broken, Guerlinda is already on her way to the door, and even when her voice is fretful with vulnerability, Alice appears to move as if through a warped mirror that distorts her intentions, her mother always seems to assume she is acting out of spite

—Let’s get a move on to the fields now, Alice.
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At the end of the row the three women come this way picking sand lugs. I can hardly see them, curved under the tallest leaves. They drag their feet, and the soil forms clods, just to make it harder for them to walk. I hear the regular snap of plants.

It hasn’t rained. I’m fine, I’m luxuriant and cautious too, but I can already hear the trees up ahead shouting. People don’t know about our voice because we shout at a frequency that doesn’t interest them. When we run out of water to send up from our roots, the emptiness causes vibrations, and the air sends a tremor through our ducts like vocal cords. The trees shout that they’re out of water, but who do they shout to?

Maybe to me, a warning that I am next in line to suffer, in case there’s anything I can do about it now. A useless warning, to provoke anxiety in other trees. Or, who knows, maybe they hope I’ll send them my water, sometimes it happens that there’s a small pool where my branches fork, a birdbath.

Pedro swings back and forth. The nanny goats approach him, he swats Madonna’s ear and laughs. The goat has grown, she’s much bigger than Pedro now, who’s grown too, no longer the little boy afraid of goats on that cold afternoon on my swing. How can they have grown so much in so few months? 

Although without instruction, a tree can grow very tall very fast and recklessly pierce the sky. In the woods, mother trees cover their seedlings, the little ones so well hidden under their sprawling canopies they get hardly any sun. A person might see this and think we’re contemptible. How could a mother claim all the sun for herself and leave her children to languish diminutive for decades?

A human might look at the daughter tree and think she’s so short and skinny, poor thing, she won’t flourish because her mother won’t let her, a mother devoid of maternal instinct. A mother’s silent labor is precisely to contain time, to quiet her child’s rage against time. If the baby tree grows slowly, she will be a thousand times stronger as an adult, her wood cells more compact, resistant to fungus.

Underground we are the source of everything children need in the half-light, but no one sees that.

Pedro tries to plant a kiss on the head of the nanny goat, who gambols between my roots. The goats will grow as fast as they want, like motherless trees. Motherless trees grow with very little guidance and all the light at their disposal, deluded, they shoot up so much every year that they come to think the world’s too small for them—I myself was one of those children. We get heavy with great side branches that sprawl out eagerly. We don’t follow forest etiquette. Our lower branches should be slender or nonexistent.

Alice knows about etiquette, she needs to control her body’s growth for the beauty pageant, her sit-ups in the grass with her phone propped up to film her exertions, the peach fuzz beneath her belly button dampened at sundown. Then on the runway there’s an etiquette to how she should walk, maybe in a pair of high heels, her gaze above the shoulders, a muse-like smile at the end.

Then again, if I hadn’t grown like this, precocious and branchy, where would they hang this swing.
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You coulda fried a steak on my hood in the sun we been havin today but it’s cooler now, we were at the market for over an hour Guerlinda decided to send along some of her peach preserves, which turned out to be a good thing cause they just about sold out and that’s my diesel covered. Carlos forgot to turn on the stereo, all afternoon we rode in the silence of my metal rattlin, pebbles hoppin, dust risin cattle greetin us from the fences dogs chasin us.

Now he’s parked in the dark here starin up at the stains on my roof not gettin out or honkin my horn neither, not sure if I oughta let my engine cool cause he’s gonna sleep at his sister-in-law’s or if he wants to drive through the night. There’s the glow of a TV behind Elvira’s curtain, across the street an ole man’s sweepin the sidewalk and if it wasn’t for a motorcycle shootin past and startlin Carlos with its racket I’da been sure he was asleep cause he sure wasn’t movin.

Guerlinda’s sister’s house is at the end of a cobbled street right before it turns to dirt, it’s a nice place each wall a different color and a clothesline on the side with a gajillion kids’ clothes cause this woman’s got a whole pile of children, we lost count of how many and I bet she’s asleep already, if Carlos plays it right he won’t have to say hi to her cause she starts early at the store or wherever it is she works, who knows what kinda employment there is in this town for a woman with a gaggle of kids.

I dunno how long we’re gonna sit here listenin to the boys and girls laughin in the play park in the square cause they oughta be home by now with supper in their bellies cause it’s a school night. Suddenly Carlos starts gatherin the crumbs of food from my footwell and throwin em outside cause his mother-in-law won’t appreciate the filth, there’s a whole lot his mother-in-law won’t appreciate but definitely not the crumbs he collects one by one then wipes off his hands outside. Then he finally grabs his droopy backpack with a change of clothes and two jars of preserves and climbs out slammin my door to see if he can get away with not ringin the bell cause a car door slammin outside your window that late on a Sunday’s warnin enough. 

A shadow comes outta the house and reaches up high to turn on a light that’s all blotchy on account of all the dead bugs on the bulb, it’s Elvira, Carlos slowly goes over to her and they stare at each other awhile until Carlos steps into his mother-in-law’s arms and they stay like that for a whole minute, then Elvira reaches for the light switch cause it’s too bright and they stand in the pitch dark huggin and now Carlos drops his backpack on the ground and holds her tighter, his shoulders heavin a little then a lot and I think that what’s happenin is that Carlos is cryin, an orphan who’s suddenly found somethin of a mother.
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Maria is getting ready for school, her uniform pouchy around her waist, which she checks briefly in my reflection before running her hand over the fabric as if she could do the same with her whole body, smooth out the creases, there, she wraps a sandwich in tinfoil and puts it in her backpack with her schoolbooks,

—Alice, where’s Mom, is she already out in the fields?

and Alice, much slower with her cup of erva mate, tries to change the subject so that her sister won’t take an interest in it, the truth is that Guerlinda was in front of me earlier putting on her makeup, in a rush because someone was already clapping their hands outside to call for Carlos, and now she’s with the supervisor and another guy from the company, yes, this time two of them came, there’s nothing ominous about it, they just came to see how things are going,

—It’s nothing serious, Maria, off you go to school

and at that very moment Guerlinda bursts into the room with the two individuals, who stand there staring at Alice in her scant clothing, but she is unfazed and raises her cup to offer them some tea, which they refuse, suddenly pragmatic, and Guerlinda shoos Maria out

—Honey, I heard the van, run

and the room remains in suspense for a few moments, the heat, the smell of erva mate, the men out of place in the scene, clearing their throats, their eyes searching for Carlos behind the furniture,

—That’s a shame, we really need to talk to him

—But you saw how well everything’s going, the lugs almost all

—With the firewood we just dropped off for the curing barn and the latest pesticides, the debt’s getting pretty hefty, isn’t it

and they pause dramatically, fingering random items of decor like pawnbrokers looking for value where there is none, they notice me, their eyes tracing my scrollwork,

—You need to deliver a perfect crop this year, the leaves have to be the most beautiful in all these hills

—It’s just that with this drought

Alice’s voice suddenly cuts off her mother

—The leaves could be pure gold and they still wouldn’t cough up, would they.

—Alice!

—Well it’s the truth, isn’t it, if I wanted to buy your jacket there, mister, I’d say it’s old, it’s ugly, then pay you whatever I felt like, wouldn’t I

and the throat-clearing man, who isn’t the one in the blazer, begins his sermon about the tobacco-grading criteria and Alice starts mimicking him, making faces as she watches herself in me, irredeemably complicit, and the man in the blazer glances at Alice, who masks her mimicry with a gentle smile, so very Lolita in her scant attire.

—Don’t pay her any attention, sir, it’s a phase.

—Last of all, we need to inspect your pesticide stock

the men start towards the kitchen, and Guerlinda takes the opportunity to check her lipstick, her teeth, her skirt in me

—And see how much financing you’ll need for this last stage …

—Yeah, but only Carlos can help you with that, see, cause the poison’s locked away and I’ve got no clue where he keeps the key

—You don’t know?

—He’s always hidden it, on account of the kids …

The men glance at each other with something between pity, confusion, and annoyance, Alice stands, and her body on display unsettles Guerlinda,

—Alice, put some proper clothes on and go to the field. Now. I’ll catch up in a minute

—How are you handling the labor, seasonal workers?

—Well, that’s what Carlos went off to do, he’s gone to get my mom to help out, and we’ve got the girls working too, we just can’t afford to hire outside help this year, you saw it yourself, sir, what came in last year didn’t cover everything, Carlos reckons we’re better off doing it like this … in the family

—Well, it’s a shame he’s not here today of all days, we didn’t mean to trouble you with all of this, ma’am

—Oh, but things are going really well, we planted even more this year, even extended it to where the potatoes used to be and

—Quality, Dona Guerlinda, that’s what counts in the end

—Oh, but the plants are looking beautiful, you saw them, sir, if it gets too dry in the field, we’ll give them a bit of water before they go into the curing barn, don’t you worry

—Right, we’ll have to leave the matter of the pesticides for later. Just sign here, ma’am, it’s about the firewood I dropped off today. It’s a shame. Waste of a trip.

Guerlinda wipes her hands on her skirt even though they’re dry, a habit from wearing an apron. She signs the paper handed to her, firewood from reforestation, it’d be nice if the furnace could be fuelled all month with the bracatinga, that way they could keep it all in the family, with no interest, or numbers, another signature, no key to the pesticide cupboard that she searches for with her eyes among the spice jars, where could Carlos be hiding it, she is belittled before them in her ignorance of everything, she wants to sit down, I can see it, to collapse onto the sofa and wait for her mother to finally come to her aid.

She walks the two men to the door, the taller one locks eyes with himself in me and looks away. He’s realised that I’m a witness to it all.
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Elvira cranked the knob to a crazy volume to light a fire under Carlos and now she talks over the music as I clang over holes and the wind don’t cool us one bit, this sun, and every now and then she grips my grab handle and laughs, then grows very serious, the great thing about Elvira is that she laughs real loud and stops all asudden like she’s seen a ghost, she lets out all her laughter in one go so that there’s none left to fizzle out.

The radio interrupts the music to advertise a medicine and Carlos turns the volume all the way down till it’s barely a whisper, but I bet he regrets it cause then his mother-in-law uses the silence to bring up some thorny business.

—Carlos, you know don’t you … the ugliest thing a man can do is get between two sisters.

Even the road went quiet.

—That there, it’s all in your head, Elvira, it’s nothing to do with me … They never got on. Not since they were kids.

—I bet it’d break your heart to see Maria and Alice vanish from each other’s lives …

—And that’s exactly what’s gonna happen too. You left to look after your other grandkids, and since then the two of them just hate each other more and more.

At the gas station they give me a sad squirt of diesel and some air in my tires, Carlos comes out with a coupla snacks and a Coke. He leaves the food on the seat and splashes some water on my windshield to get the dust off, the squeegee’s a nice caress that they haven’t given me in a while, if it was up to me we’d stay on the road till the end of the world with Elvira laughin then unlaughin and the stereo blastin that tape she bought a decade ago and that lives in my glove compartment, we’d never have to hear the squeals of hogs bein killed or the singe of poison spillin on the soil.

We start drivin again and there’s still so many hours to go that we might stop to eat again.

—So how’s the farm, Carlos? Any setbacks this year?

—Ah. Things are good, we got started later, missed the frost … Only problem is it’s all a bit dry right now, but the rain’s gonna come soon enough, the girls are probably picking lugs as we speak …

Elvira gets a lil lost with her eyes on the road, she tries to tune the radio but ain’t no signal in these backwoods.

—Carlos … Tell me the truth now, the real truth. You tried something with her sister didn’t you, out in the fields.

—Christ, it’s been fifteen years, why can’t you let it go

—You did didn’t you

—It was just a kiss out in the corn, didn’t last two minutes. Happy now? I was nervous about the baby, my head was full of numbers. If I knew you were gonna give me grief I wouldn’t’ve come to pick you up

—Right, cause I’m just dying to mess my back up in this old tin can, then spend hours bent over in your fields, there’s nothing I want more, you’ve done me a real favor, taking me away from my peace and quiet

—Elvira, your daughter almost died giving birth to Pedro and you haven’t even met him yet. The boy can walk now, he’s almost talking, and here you are bellyaching about coming to see us

—I’m not cut out for farmwork, Carlos. I miss you all like crazy, but I sure don’t miss the country, not one bit

—You keep acting like it was all cause of a kiss, that I got between the sisters, that it was this or that. But you picked one daughter over the other, and that’s the whole truth.

The sun went down right in their eyes, Carlos put on a serious voice and then softened, it’s like they say, if you’re ridin on reason you don’t need spurs. Elvira finds a radio signal but now they’re runnin ads, so then to my delight she opens the glove compartment and there’s the homemade tape bought at the market that I don’t even know if I can still play on the tape deck they had installed and that after so many years nobody gave a second thought to, I pray and next thing I know Roberto Carlos’s croonin Ave Maria in a whole nother language.

I reckon Elvira might squeeze out a tear if not outta insult then on account of the sun and how much she’s missed that Roberto Carlos tape, but instead it’s Carlos’s gray eyes that well up half-closed in the sun, and he sniffles then wipes his nose with his hand and maybe this is a kinda cryin and we go on drivin toward the sun as I lurch around, it’s so excitin to be out on the road again with two folks I love and Ave Maria on the tape deck, I just wanna hang out with em forever.

His hand on the gear stick coaxin me across the bridge and Elvira’s sun-spotted hand on his in a firm kinda affection and he sniffles harder in a way I’m not sure counts as cryin, but I reckon he’s cryin, he is.
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Alice and Maria with their sacks already full of leaves. They put them in the wheelbarrow, which wobbles between the tobacco stalks and the human feet, sore from dragging across the soil. All I can see are their big hats as they bend down by the lower leaves twisting their wrists, the constant snap of the harvest. Guerlinda drags an enormous hamper of sun-bleached clothes into the house. 

The Rural is on her way up, the unmistakable groan of her engine wakes the birds in my branches, it reaches Pedro’s slumber in the heat of his room. The truck rumbles this way, Roberto Carlos blasting on the stereo, they hadn’t played that tape in ages, and the sisters drop their sacks and race through the tobacco, if this isn’t a movie then I don’t know what else it could be. They sprint through the leaves, eager to welcome their grandmother and yet careful not to damage the plants, because here we live for the tobacco. It takes them a couple of minutes to get here, gasping, golden at sundown, hair matted, tainted with nicotine, smiles wide and arms open, there’s no music in the parked Rural anymore, they practically jump on Elvira.

Their grandmother aged while she was away, and the granddaughters have changed so much that I feel a strain in their intimacy, maybe Elvira thought they’d still be little kids. Even so, they laugh together amid my roots in the grass, perhaps giving no thought to the time that’s gone by, I’m the one thinking about it.

Trees grow old too, they shed, change their skin. I have wrinkles, the moss on my bark betrays my age, my buds are smaller and fewer than in previous years. Little by little my branches gnarl, one day they’ll look like arthritic claws.

I won’t be able stay this tall for many more decades because I’ll lose strength, I’ll no longer be able to feed my uppermost branches, which will start to die. Trees shrink like old people. Elvira is two centimeters shorter, or maybe it’s the difference in height between her and her granddaughters that has me confused.

Pedro’s coming this way with his mother, he’s bringing a maimed doll whose little cloth foot drags on the grass as they walk. Guerlinda brings a precut cake covered in a dish towel. The three beneath me stop laughing and sit up straight, Elvira’s eyes follow her daughter, who lays the towel on the grass and sets the cake on it. Pedro timidly holds his mother’s knee, hiding his face.

—Getting old, aren’t you, Mom? Your grandkids about ate you alive, didn’t they

—You’re the one all eaten up by sun and poison. Sit, give your mom a kiss

—I’ve gotta go fix Carlos a plate or he’ll forget to eat

—Sit, woman! Let me get a look at that boy.

Guerlinda sits on my root with a groan, her lower back destroyed by the harvest. She hugs her mother from behind, taking Elvira’s gray head onto her shoulder, her plastic pearl earring, her leathery neck dewy from the heat. Pedro is pulled into his grandma’s lap, and the three stay like that, in a pile, quickly getting to know one another again or for the first time, they know about love.

—Grandma, next year I’m gonna be a junior councilor

—Maria, don’t talk with your mouth full

—And I’m gonna win the Sun Muse pageant and bring home a huge bag of money

—And I’m gonna pass a law that says that a van has to pick up the kids in these hills and take them to high school so that I don’t wind up dumb like Alice

—No cigarettes, huh. All holed up in these hills and you don’t even set a smoke aside for your grandma.

Alice props her phone up on a bucket, sets a ten-second timer, and runs back. We pose for a picture that will come out dark because of my shade, their obscured faces smiling in vain.
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Carlos comes back from the shower sopping wet, he doesn’t bother with towels anymore, his hair drips onto the sofa. He looks up at the ceiling, perhaps bothered by signs of damp, fly larvae, cracks in the paintwork. Or maybe he’s staring at the ceiling without seeing anything, his body still jiggling from the highway. Guerlinda stops folding clothes for just a moment to hand him a little plate,

—At least have a bit of cake

which he accepts but then just balances on his knobby knee and pushes the food around with his fork. Guerlinda sits at the table, facing my way, behind Carlos. They don’t look at each other,

—Carlos … The supervisor and a man from the company came round yesterday morning

she carefully folds her daughters’ clothes, then the sheets, which are more challenging, the pile already taking up the whole table,

—They talked about the debt, that stuff with the interest … They talked a bit more about the harvest not covering everything, and about the quality …

Carlos closes his eyes because even the ceiling isn’t worth looking at anymore, let alone the cake,

—They kept saying that this year the quality needs to be yada yada …

he lets out a sound that falls somewhere between scorn and hatred, and it means what they already know, that it’s not the quality that matters, the men are the ones who are going to decide how much they’ll pay for the tobacco, which is, from the outset, a death sentence.

—And that wasn’t even the worst bit, it was the humiliation … cause they insisted on seeing the poison, and they went on about the amount, and if we needed a top-up, they wanted to see if we’d used too little, too much … And I kept saying I didn’t have the key. They didn’t really understand. It was weird, Carlos, it isn’t right, I don’t think. I need to know where the key is. It looked bad.

Not even the birds outside are making their noises, now it’s just the muffled sound of tea towels being folded, the fabrics stiff from the sun, slapping against one another in Guerlinda’s quick hands.

—I’m not gonna do anything with the stuff, but it was embarrassing for me not to know where the key’s kept.

Carlos gets up slowly, leaves the plate with the cake on the sink. He massages his wife’s shoulders for two seconds and sighs deeply, maybe he’ll shout to hell with the poisons, sales, interest, it’s over and all that’s left are ghosts toiling away forever to no avail. She tries to kiss his face, but he starts walking, in my direction now, Guerlinda finally ends her stubborn folding and follows him with her eyes, over the piles of laundry.

With the same movement he used on her shoulders, he takes my frame with both hands and lifts me gently, away from the wall, then sets me down to one side, you can no doubt see a lighter rectangle of clean paint in the place he took me from, where I imagine there’s a key taped to the wall, I know from the sound it makes as he sticks and unsticks it each time he comes to get the key and then return it.

Guerlinda nods solemnly. I notice a flicker of jubilation at the corner of her lips, honourable bearer of this scrap of information, the worthy governess of this pale, toxic smallholding. Carlos grips me again by my carved shoulders, his coarse fingertips feeling my gilded patina, slots me carefully onto the nail, his breath fogging me up, it must smell of stomach.

Just now the two girls come barging in, their voices shrill, Maria races lurching to the bathroom, and I hear her emptying her stomach.

—It’s cause she sweats like a pig and the leaves get wet under her arms

—Alice!

—But it’s true, Mom, she needs to wear the spray suit, there’s no way around it, now she’s gonna turn herself inside out

Elvira comes in, splendid, the grey of her hair glinting in the kitchen light. She leads Pedro by the hand, but she has no talent for these niceties, she is quickly distracted by her own reflection and comes over to me. She shakes the dirt from her clothes and checks her crumb-free teeth. She smiles at me.

I can hardly wait to hear the voice that must be even raspier with age, cheap cigarettes, hot erva mate tea on her vocal cords, exhausted from shouting at the five or six kiddiwinks at her other daughter’s house, Elvira is magnificent. She starts carting the piles of clothes to the bedrooms before anyone can ask her to do a chore.

Carlos can’t find a space where he makes sense here, so he leaves, probably to feed the goats.

Maria staggers out of the bathroom, feverish, and her grandmother abandons the laundry scene to come steady her on the sofa. She brushes the hair from her face,

—Only in this house does a kid fill up on nicotine while an old lady can’t get a single cigarette!

Her perfect voice ripples across my surface and I shudder. Elvira, Elvira, love of mine, is there a fairer mirror than I?

—Mom …

—What, Maria … But don’t talk too much, you need to get better

—Alice picked lots of leaves that weren’t ready yet

—Shut up, dummy, go puke your guts out again cause nothing good comes out of your mouth

—Quiet! Is that how you greet your grandma?

—Don’t worry, Guerlinda, I’m used to feuding sisters.

Alice leafs through a magazine that has been sitting beside the telly since yesterday, left there by the company supervisor,

—What’s this, Mom?

The pressure cooker begins its hot whispering and Elvira resumes sorting the piles of clothes,

—It’s the company magazine, they left it here, about more successful tobacco families of course, down here in the South. Fancy ladies, handbags with silver whatchamacallits, and all the rest.

Alice flips through the pages faster now, laughing, showing the photos to her grandmother, who glances at them from afar, uninterested,

—Look at how hideous this girl is, honestly, I should be in here

and Alice strikes a pouty pose as she admires herself in me, one arm lifted to perk up her tiny breasts,

—Stop talking like that, Alice, for God’s sake, no one can stand you

—My looks really bother you, don’t they, Mom

—Oh, Alice, so many things about you bother me.
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Elvira’s back pain would’ve been unbearable if she’d had to harvest sand lugs, so it’s her job to push the wheelbarrow back and forth transporting sacks of tobacco. Then she stays over there on the porch near the furnace looping leaves to huge sticks where they will dangle like hanged men to dry.

It’s time for a break and Guerlinda brings out milk and sandwiches. She goes to have a word with the hens and leaves Pedro on my swing next to the snacks that he guards from the goats who roam free and stick their muzzles in the food, buzzing with curiosity. Carlos takes a roll and collapses on the grass while Alice and Maria gather under my shade with their grandma, who is tuckered out from the sun.

Alice fetches her phone from the swing and starts filming her grandmother, Maria laughs and hides her face,

—Elvira’s rocking a cute farm-girl outfit. Check out the knee-length shorts and mosquito bites on her ankles

Elvira reaches for the phone, but Alice twirls around and sidesteps her,

—As you can see, her hat is held in place with a rag made of an old T-shirt, which soaks up sweat without ruining her look.

Elvira barks with laughter and Alice points the camera inside her grandmother’s open mouth, which snaps shut and then recovers its usual seriousness. Elvira steals the phone from Alice and keeps filming,

—Here comes Alice in her highwater jumpsuit that used to be her little sister’s jammies. She doesn’t believe in deodorant, you can smell her all over these hills

—Grandma!

Maria laughs and Alice shoves her armpit in her sister’s face, the two flop on the grass by their father, who doesn’t move. He’s rehearsing being a plant, his roots seeking the earth. The two girls lie there beside him, Pedro hurries over to the trio and gestures to his father to let him climb on his legs. Lying on his back, Carlos lifts his son on his ankles and pretends to be a motorcycle that is out of control. The way Pedro laughs is so loud and gaggy that Guerlinda runs over to see what’s going on. 

Elvira pokes around her granddaughter’s phone until she finds the camera again. She takes several photos, though maybe she wanted to record a video to bottle her grandson’s laugh.

They devoured their sandwiches with relish. There are so many nice things about humans, including that they talk about the food they eat. They talk affectionately, it’s important that everyone knows just how much they’re enjoying their meal, all of them together and individually, even when it’s just a quick sandwich.

They make throaty, contented noises, which suggests that Guerlinda is an incredible cook, that she adds a special touch to even the quick hunks of bread they eat during breaks from the harvest. Maybe I could taste Guerlinda’s food too if they’d started teaching me when I was little, or else taught my ancestors, seeing as I can taste an insect’s saliva perfectly well and tell it apart from the others.

Every insect that gnaws on me is so distinct that I know which one it is just from its drool. Then I summon an army of predators that are suited to that pest. I use some scent or other to call up a wasp, who lays eggs in the caterpillar, and ta-da, the larvae eat the caterpillar from the inside, and I’m saved. Alone, everything is harder, if I were surrounded by my friends, my call would be much clearer and my plea much greater. 

Another thing about people is that they know how to tackle every problem, maybe not with their palate, or taste, but with all their other skills. But I think humans have a dark side too, which is knowing what’s right, what’s best, and still doing the opposite. Like when they see a plague taking hold and get lightheaded. Somewhere in the back of their minds they want that plague, they want to let themselves be devoured.

Maybe it’s like when a motherless tree shoots up so fast that she becomes weak and hollow. The thrill of climbing to those heights, maybe we all have our vertigoes.
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They spend the evening immersed in their own activities, Maria in the bathroom again throwing up her meal, and Guerlinda lounging on the sofa

—Honey, there’s no way you’re not wearing the spray suit tomorrow, look at her, poor thing, wasting away from throwing up so much

watching the soap opera with Elvira, who’s simultaneously doing crosswords in front of the noisy fan. Elvira whispers to her daughter,

—Oh dear, she isn’t gonna manage in this heat

—If you take her place in the lugs, she can stay in the barn hanging the leaves

—Oh, no, I can’t handle that, it’ll break my back and shoulders right there, you’ll end up harvesting an old lady bent in half

and she bursts out laughing only to fall silent immediately afterwards. Alice has left the house with her phone to try to get a signal, which is better near the bend in the road, Carlos went to feed and check on the goats, who’ve been acting strange again and, from what I gather, are back to eating the seeds or fruit of some damned tree out there and have vomited more than Maria with her nicotine sickness, it’s toxin season.

Maria locks herself in the bathroom to shower, and we’re left with the sounds of the soap opera, two wealthy sisters served a lavish breakfast, the table by a window facing the sea, but they’re sad and tense, something between them isn’t right, I’ve lost track of the plot. The flat in the soap opera is airy and the orange juice exuberant, even with our noisy fan you can hear the ice clinking in the jug, one sister serves the other in silence, despite the juice and the toast, they hate each other.

—Guerlinda … You see that, how sad

—What’s sad, Mom

—Two sisters, so young, look at them, living by the sea and all

—What about them?

Carlos returns from tending the goats, they’re perfectly fine now, recovered, now he’s the one who’s not fine at all, he goes to bed early, in no mood to be with family, he used to bring them card games, and a lad from the choir would bring a guitar, and there was that too, Carlos in a choir, who knows what his voice would sound like if he were to sing now.

—Carlos, take the little one to bed, will you, he fell asleep right there …

The scene of the sisters at breakfast continues, and the room falls into the same silence as the one on telly, just without the fancy pitcher of juice, one of the sisters says something about an inheritance and there’s a jolt in the music as the camera zooms in on the wide eyes of the one sipping juice,

—Hey, Guerlinda, isn’t it weird … that two sisters can be so at odds with each other?

—Mom, don’t go using the soap to drum up conversation, okay, I’m not a kid anymore

—Well, you sure act like one, whoever heard of such a thing, you won’t even ask for a photo of your nieces and nephews, not even over text … no Merry Christmas or Happy Birthday

—Then just say it, if you wanna talk about family stuff, just spit it out, or what, are you gonna wait for a scene with a ruined farm to come on TV to tell me we’re all screwed?

Elvira doesn’t take her eyes off the crossword puzzle and counts the available letters, pen tapping against her teeth. The soap opera has switched to another plotline, a half-naked couple waking up in love.

—It’d be weird, Mom, the small talk, asking for photos of this and that … I don’t like it when things are forced

—You know, right

—What?

—That it was just a little kiss, a peck …

Guerlinda takes her eyes off the telly and whips her head around to look at her mother, and Elvira turns to her, lowering the magazine. Guerlinda bursts into laughter, a sound that hasn’t been heard around here in months, and throws a cushion at her mother,

—Listen here, Mom, Dona Elvira, listen to me, for heaven’s sake. That was girl stuff, I’d just given birth, it was taking me a while to get used to Alice. Carlos was no good and he was still drinking, sure, it was a huge blow at the time, but I’m not hung up on it. These days, it’d be a miracle if Carlos wanted to kiss anything at all …

—But then why don’t you talk to each other?! A mother raises her two daughters together in the same room, sharing all their toys so nicely, throwing birthday parties, then they grow up and do a thing like this to their own mom …

—I dunno, we didn’t have much to talk about to start, the conversation dried up, she moved far away, end of story. Like a neighbour who moves house, a childhood friend who leaves town … And that’s that.

The couple in the soap opera have rolled themselves up in the duvet for some morning lovemaking, Guerlinda complains that they didn’t brush their teeth when they woke up and now they’re kissing, things like that seem so fake,

—You could stand to be a little fake yourself and call your sister, tell her you miss her

—Mom, it’s been over a decade since either of us wrote to each other, we’ve got nothing to say, it’d be weird

—I’m gonna have to get sick for the two of you to sort things out, then you’ll have something to talk about for plenty more years!

Alice comes back from the main road, a bit of dust still coming off her ankles. She looks awful, like she’s been texting nonsense to that fool Otávio with nothing to show for it. She downs a whole glass of water without taking a breath and fiddles excessively with her phone as if she could squeeze out of it something that was never said,

—Honey, go see how your sister’s doing, she was feeling sick again

—You go … What’ve her little dramas got to do with me, huh … I started early in the morning, touched the same leaves she did, and she even got to start after school.

Elvira looks at Guerlinda and says nothing because she is the only person in the house who knows when words aren’t needed, a mother of two sisters looking at another mother of two sisters, on a summer’s night like any other in the far south of a country full of sisters who really do love each other, how hard it is for some people to maintain the simplest of bonds, if I, who am a mirror, had been made alongside another mirror and we were cut and carved and ornamented together and then placed facing each other, all we would do is mirror the other in an infinite reflection, each forever contained in the other without either one feeling inclined to put an end to the other’s reflection, and we would stay there, tiny, almost invisible in the reflection of the reflection of the reflection, two siblings that never stop mirroring one another and can’t even tell themselves apart, even though they don’t truly know how to be together either, but that isn’t necessary.

They’ve all gone to bed and the house is dark and eerie, on hot nights the sky is lit by stars that shine through the windows and cast unfriendly shadows, if there were anyone here they would blame me, everyone’s afraid they’ll see a figure in the mirror, something that can’t be seen outside my frame, but a mirror has no one to blame for the terrors of the night.

I hear noises in the field. If I were a mystic on the telly, I’d assume it was an extraterrestrial, something paranormal. Sounds of muffled hammering, interrupted by brief silences.

Maria gets up and goes to the living room window, hidden behind the curtain, without turning on the light. She doesn’t dare meet her own eyes in me, because even when there is an actual noise my dangers in the dark are truly the worst.

She narrows her eyes and in sudden panic bolts out of the house barefoot, letting the door slam behind her, waking Alice, who is far less inclined to heroics and shuffles to the window without much urgency, apparently failing to see her sister or anything at all.

Maria comes back with dirt up to her ankles,

—What was it, Maria?!

—Dad didn’t lock the goats up properly when he went to bed and they were playing in the middle of the field for I don’t know how long!

So the enchanting pitter-patter echoing through the leaves was Aurora and Madonna enjoying the night, free,

—Oh my God, did they destroy the leaves?

—I don’t think so, but they were prancing around in the middle of the field! They’re not even interested in the tobacco when we see them during the day

—How could he have forgotten the gate like that

they wonder how it could have happened, but they already know, their father is somehow broken, he’s not the same as he was two or three years ago. When they were younger, the two girls enthusiastically made a scarecrow for the cornfield, they wanted to put one of their father’s hats on its head, and from what I saw they also took an old shirt of his, and they started calling it Scarelos, so great was its resemblance to Carlos.

What we have today could very well be a Scarelos who has come to life—a bit of life, not much, just the barest minimum—and taken the place of the original. We have an impostor with vacant eyes, who on top of everything now sets the goats loose to wreak havoc on the tobacco with their shenanigans.

Alice steers Maria by the shoulders to go wash her feet. Perhaps she feels something for her in this moment, a very specific kind of love, the sort young women feel only when they find their little sister alone in the middle of the night trying to save the family in whatever way they can still be saved.
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Maria took me off the hanger all upset, apparently she got really sick because the nicotine from the tobacco leaves gets inside her and she can’t take it, some people can, but she can’t. We’ve come to work the harvest together, but the sun’s so strong she’s already drenched in sweat inside me and I’m kind of plasticky, so I stick to her and bunch up, I really am unbearable.

We’re picking the last of the bottom leaves, so she has to stay bent over and I get in the way a lot, except she’s nice and doesn’t swear at me like Alice does when we spray the medicine. Little Pedro comes along holding the sack so his sisters can place the leaves in it, and he’s so small he fits perfectly in the shade of the tobacco above him.

Maria and me, we’re about fifty degrees Celsius in the sun, she twists off the leaves and puts them under her arm, but I’m kind of thick so she doesn’t really feel the leaves and could end up squeezing too hard, which will ruin them. Alice is right, I’m a useless piece of shit.

After an hour in this sun I must be over a hundred degrees Celsius. Maria is starting to feel dizzy, she suddenly kneels and places her little hands on the ground. The leaves that were under her arm in my sleeve all fall to the ground and little Pedro runs to pick them up and put them in the sack.

Alice laughs, asks if she tripped, but Maria can’t even answer, stuck inside me. Now we’re lying down, the sun blasting in her eyes, her hair all soaked with sweat is stuck to her mouth. Alice comes running and starts pulling me off quickly, and I’m afraid of ripping, I’m the youngest of the spray suits, and if I get a tear I don’t know what’ll happen when it’s medicine time.

I’ll be left lying here in the middle of the field, Alice tries to drag her sister to some shade, grabs a big leaf and fans her a lot, tells Pedro to bring the water canteen, and they dump it on her. Uncle Carlos comes running from the other row with his little sack and takes me off Maria more gently, she’s sitting up, breathing, she’ll be fine soon, this time they say I’m the biggest piece of crap under the sun.
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From my tallest branches I can see Elvira in the shed arranging leaves in what I like to call a noose. They lie looped together on a long stick so they can be strung up later, meeting their fate in the curing barn. Elvira sweats, even in the shade of the porch.

I also sweat when it’s humid, and my wet leaves against the walls of the house make an embarrassing, permanent stain. It’s even worse if I sweat while touching the roof, because then there’s moss, which the rain washes off in chunks, clogging the gutter. I don’t know why they don’t cut me down already, one day not long ago the nanny goats ate my poisons again and started wailing, turned wrong side out.

I spy a commotion in the fields, they’re tearing off Maria’s spray suit, and now they’re fanning her with leaves. Carlos tries to lift her in his arms, but he can’t. They drag the child down the row, Alice cradling her head. By the time they get here she’s awake, soaked with sweat. Pedro snuggles against her body in my shade, he celebrates his sister’s life with no real sense of the danger it was in. Maria laughs, charmed by his cuddliness,

—Love you, little brother.

They know so much about love.

Elvira approaches slowly. She’s like me, never in a rush. Carlos gets back to work, there isn’t time for a lot of breaks now and he’s having a good day. I get the sense that this leased, weather-beaten land is no longer viable, but I sense this alone in the earthy quiet of my roots. Humans are prone to get attached, consumed by something plants know nothing about, maybe hope.

Sometimes it seems they have more roots than me. Even trees need to take care to adapt to the future. To fling seeds little by little into the distance on the wind. If you look at us from above on a map, you’ll see that we’ve migrated over the centuries, settling in new regions, and none of us are left where we began. If we don’t take care to do this, nature will stamp us out, because nature is ruthless, even toward herself.

I don’t know if hope is the thing they have that I don’t. And I don’t know for sure that I don’t have it, a tree hopes that winter will be as hard as winter and that summer will be as scalding as summer, we prepare for both. If we get a fungus, we make sure to drive it out, but none of this counts as hope.

People start their crops at the recommended dates and all they can do after is trust the frost won’t set in off-season, that the harvest will be promising, that the tobacco companies will pay good money. But I don’t know if this is what people call hope, maybe the roots they put down here are called fear. Maybe they’re called debt. 

I’d like to leave a record of one more thought: another thing trees don’t have is illusions. An illusion is a concept that I get a little mixed up with hope. At a glance, I think illusion may be a reckless hope.

When Maria was little she had an illusion, which was Santa Claus. She needed this illusion above all else, because it was simpler than God. There were gifts purchased in secret, and while the furnace was under construction Carlos still had time to put on the pillow-stuffed costume. Maria was a good girl because all year long she pictured Santa Claus keeping an eye on her and making a list of her virtues, so she was never alone.

If someday one of them did something terribly wrong, something they couldn’t take back, Santa Claus would step in, give them a big talking to, and deprive them of presents at the end of the year, though he wouldn’t go too far. Santa Claus was a kind of omniscient mother who was compassionate and rich.

We of the natural world have no illusions. What we have is reasonable expectations that things will follow their usual cycles, but we don’t understand how someone can come up with an impossible idea, cultivate it, and propagate it to their children, perhaps so that they are happy for as long as they can be. 

Maria’s so queasy from the green tobacco that they spend longer in my shade. Guerlinda brings out erva mate and a precut cake as well as a photo album tucked under her arm. She gives it to Elvira,

—Take this, will you, Mom, it’s gonna fall

and they lean against my trunk, fanning themselves with their hats. Elvira is surprised by the album

—Looks like someone woke up feeling lovey-dovey.

—Oh, whatever, Mom, it’s just something for you and the girls to distract yourselves with

—Look, it’s Dad!

Alice laughs at how young Carlos is in the photo, adults aren’t allowed to have ever been this young. Maybe it has to do with the embarrassment of illusions stamped across their faces now that the future has scrubbed them clean. In the photo Carlos is holding a huge, freshly caught fish, Guerlinda can’t remember the context, it was a huge irrelevant fish that filled him with satisfaction.

On the next page, a very young Guerlinda sits in the back of the Rural stroking her belly. The girls stare at the photo in silence because it’s all so impossible, that that young woman is their mother, that she’s a mother-to-be, that she’s already married, all her illusions signed and leased to this land. They couldn’t bring themselves to laugh at that photo. 

—That was the day, Alice. Pregnant with you.

—What day?

—The day your father said he loved me … Or the day I believed him. And said it back.
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We head to town with my bed fulla peaches and Guerlinda’s preserves, Elvira rides shotgun dribblin fruit and laughin and wipin her hand on her clothes while Carlos passes her a rag that she turns down cause it’s the one he uses to dust my mirrors.

The girls are in my bed holdin on to boxes and the boxes are holdin them, lil Pedro asks to ride in the back with em all dressed up for the church gatherin, and Maria holds a pretend microphone to rehearse for the start of the peach festival

—Shut up, Maria, you’re not a kid anymore, it’s not like they’re gonna call you onstage are they

and I reckon this year could be her last chance cause she’s gettin real big and nobody’s gonna wanna see the start of peach season announced by anyone other than a cute lil kid.

Elvira turns on my stereo and the tape that’s already been played on both sides is back on Ave Maria and instead of takin the tape out Elvira sings along to the bit that says Maria so Maria can recall that when she was a lil girl she thought the song was for her, there wasn’t a happier kid in the world when the family rewound the tape just so they could sing again Maria! Mariia! and she’d smile a big smile and look puzzled and her granny would cross herself on account that it was kinda sinful to pretend the song was for our little Maria when it wasn’t.

By the time we get to town the kids are covered in dust but it’s all right cause they don’t care and Guerlinda’s stayed behind to work, it’s been a long time since they all had a day off together, there’s always somebody breakin their back to make sure not one day goes to waste, it’s a hard life but that’s okay, the more you knead the dough the better the bread.
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An exhausted, deflated Guerlinda lies on the hot sofa, her whole face flushed from the sun and sweaty from the harvest, the house is slow to cool down at the end of the year, I myself am sweating, if one of the youngsters were here they could draw on me with their fingers in this humidity, they’d probably even draw something indecent, because youngsters today, I know what they’re like and I don’t find it funny at all.

She sits up on a sudden impulse, which she immediately masks, needing to hide from herself and therefore also from me the flash of an idea that neither she nor I can identify. For this reason she takes a few more seconds before it’s safe to stand and act in accordance with the initial impulse. She struggles to open the drawers under the telly and pulls out as many papers as she can in two armfuls, sits on the floor to examine them, doesn’t understand, convinces herself it’s the lack of light, and moves closer to the window, the words are small and the pages many, there are papers dating back over a decade, Carlos’s signature on every page, there’s no way he could have read them all, he hasn’t been able to read a sentence at the necessary speed for years, men handing him contracts, papers flapping in the wind of their fidgety hands, an excellent deal, and it may well be, but what it no doubt says somewhere in those lines is that it may not be an excellent deal after all, in which case we don’t know if the handshake will still be there, such a pity.

Guerlinda doesn’t understand what the papers say, they’re words made precisely not to be understood, so she returns them to the drawers in even more unintelligible piles, presses them firmly back inside as if they were urns of old bones dug up by the council, repackaged in a new format and sealed in vertical wall niches, a few lines with the name of the deceased and that’s that.
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When they’re about done unloadin the boxes that jackass Otávio comes over to offer his useless help, up until now he was mindin his own family’s peaches and now he’s here pretendin he cares about ours, actin the cross-eyed piglet so he can suckle at two teats. At the church gatherin there’s a clown tossin candy at kids and monkeyin round with a horn, but nobody laughs, Elvira fans herself with a saint brochure and holds hands with Pedro, who wants to be picked up cause he’s scared of the clown, but she doesn’t know how to calm him down

—There, there Pedro, Granny’s scared of him too.

Maria claps real loud for the clown, maybe she feels sorry for him, she laughs a big ole laugh at a trick he does pretty half-heartedly, the crowd even looks back to see where the laughter’s comin from and there’s Maria with cotton candy stuck to her cheeks and in both hands. Alice gives Otávio a long wet kiss, his hands on her tiny waist peekin out from her crop top and a tired Carlos lookin the other way while settin out the peaches for sale, but anyhow all he can really do is pretend he can’t see em, what other option is there, the kiss wet wet wettin the outside of their mouths cause they’re not so sure they wanna be kissin in that heat. Elvira prods them and hands Pedro to Otávio, who holds the boy with no clue what’s goin on, but all he can do anyhow is hold im, what other option is there when somebody passes you a cryin toddler, specially one that hardly ever cries, such a cute kid. Alice sticks out her arm and takes a photo of em together and Pedro looks at her weepily cause he knows it’s a photo and that you gotta look at the camera for photos.

Then Alice takes her notebook and heads from person to person askin for a small donation toward the registration fee for the pageant, she’s gonna represent the whole municipality and whatnot, she’s been raisin funds all year long makin videos of herself sittin on my hood hair billowin in the wind, blowin kisses and sayin she’s gonna bring home a Sun Muse medal for the town. Otávio stands there awkwardly with Pedro, unsure where to put him.

Some kid already announced the start of peach season on the mic and Maria didn’t even notice, the bang of firecrackers scared Pedro even more but it’s over now. Elvira gets back in my passenger seat so she can smoke starin up at the roof, she just loves starin up at my roof.
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Dinner is served, the children bathed and drowsy, lazily sipping the broth that is far too hot for this weather,

—And, Mom, there was a clown that wasn’t funny at all, Maria was the only one who liked him

—I did not like him, I’m just polite

And with a hunk of bread in her mouth Elvira chews and says that Alice could easily not have noticed the clown at all, since she had her whole face in the neighbour’s mouth, and she lets out a brief belly laugh, bread still on her tongue, how could you not love this woman, then she suddenly stops, Alice is hurt but can never bring herself to be harsh with her grandmother, she tosses a boiled quail egg at her, unpeeled, and Elvira grows serious,

—Actually, girls, that clown is proof that you need to choose a job you can do even when you’re in a bad mood or very, very sad

and the room fills with this wisdom, the air dense, little faces enlightened, that’s it, the comedian’s profession is torture because he can never have a bad day or everyone will notice. The room is immersed in the sounds of spoons on bowls, tongues trying to pry bread from the roofs of mouths and a heated argument on the soap opera, it’s enough time for Maria to think through her whole life and weigh the advantages and muster great esteem for her future,

—On the farm it doesn’t matter if you’re sad when you work.
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Today Guerlinda doesn’t sit in my shade for her afternoon snack, she leaves the sandwiches and takes over from Elvira stringing the leaves that will later hang on nooses in the curing barn. The women are hungrier than usual, and the thing about human sweat is that it gets in their eyes, so they eat with them closed. This makes them seem even hungrier. 

With the year drawing to a close, I wonder if they’ve used up all the money from last year’s harvest, I’m starting to worry that Guerlinda is skimping on meals. They don’t buy extra potatoes from the neighbors anymore, and given all the jars of preserves they took to the market, judging by the quantity of peaches they picked, a person might wonder if they’ve been watered down. They’re just not the same, this is what happens when you prioritize quantity over quality, their customers will say.

—Grandma, do we get to have Christmas this year, since you’re here and all?

—What do you mean, Maria? Don’t you celebrate Christmas when I’m not around?

—She wants Christmas with Santa Claus and the works doesn’t she

—Gah, that’s not it

—She’s right, Alice … Santa’s good … Santa Claus’s the only god that never frightened me.

They chew the ends of their sandwiches, today’s sun is confusing me, the bracatinga cries hysterically with thirst. I already told her there’s nothing I can do, she should’ve saved some water during the floods.

—But why, Grandma … what you said … fear of God

—Now that I think of it, I was scared of Santa too, just like the two of you should be … I don’t know, putting your trust in powerful, bearded men that know everything you’re up to, it’s not my bag.

The girls laugh in that sheepish way they sometimes get when their grandmother’s talking.

—Grandma, Maria used to be, like, totally obsessed with Santa Claus …

No one else remembers, just Alice and me, maybe Maria. We’re the only ones who were changed that evening. The two little girls dressed up for Christmas, Maria gleeful about the sweet old man who was going to bring her the pencil set she’d been asking for all year, with every color in the world. It wasn’t calculated, Alice was little then too, she couldn’t have foreseen the damage,

—It was almost time, I called her over, right here, under this tree … I said, I’m gonna show you something secret, so you’ll quit being so silly

and she took her little sister by the hand to their parents’ bedroom window, then lifted her up all solemn, like a professor lifting a disciple toward an epiphany. From what I could see, Carlos was already dressed in a hat and red pants, pillows strapped around his midriff to make a nice big belly, all that was left was to button up his shirt and a couple other details. It took Maria a while to believe her eyes, her father looking flustered as he groped around for the white beard and fake glasses and made a mess of the bed,

—Then I thought that maybe, who knows, she’d pretend she already knew … Or think it was really nice of Dad to be doing all this just for her.

But Maria’s eyes just welled up slowly, which is a hard thing to see in a little girl. She didn’t let out the raw, melodramatic tears of childhood but a slow kind of pain that a tree doesn’t know how to feel, probably disillusionment. They’d lopped a big branch off her and her slow tears were just that, a kind of end.

—You remember, don’t you, Maria?

—I don’t …

—I’d never seen anyone believe in anything as hard as you, I mean, how was I supposed to know … Not even the priest believes in God like you believed in Santa Claus …

Now Maria quietly ruminates on that first pain, she probably thinks she learned something important about the world that night, but she didn’t. It was Alice who, seeing her sister so distraught, understood something that never left her again, maybe it was cruelty.
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The walls of the room transpire, the vapours from the food on the stove cling to us all, nothing will ease this heat, not even the rain that’s been pouring down the last few days to avenge the drought, there’s never any peace, it’s either frost, or hail, or drought or the deluge that no doubt floods the fields now. Maria’s face at the window lights up with each flash of lightning, little Pedro dozes, clinging to his bottle, warm milk dripping slowly from the teat, because ever since he was a baby he’s only ever fallen asleep with the bottle in his mouth.

The noisy fan riffles through Maria’s notebook, each time the breeze passes over the table it’s the same dance of the doily’s edge and the pages of drawings and junior councillor projects, there’s no more school now, it’s the summer holidays, and in any case the school van wouldn’t make it here in this weather, the bridges must all be submerged under rivers of mud, we’re cut off, if someone’s appendix were to burst they’d be dead.

On Sunday they all got dressed up to go to mass, a bus was supposed to come take every family in these hills to the seventh-day mass of some bigwig from the tobacco companies, Guerlinda was looking forward to praying in her best dress and ran her hand over her freckled face leaning into me, smiling, her thoughts half on Christ and half on some flicker of youth that she didn’t explain to me, she quickly turned towards the first thunderclaps as if they were literally coming from the window and not perhaps from the very God she longed to visit,

—See some people, pray a little, you know

and the sky came crashing down and there was no bus and perhaps no mass either and they’ve all been holed up here ever since, making the most of every break in the rain to pick whatever’s still standing, they come back with mud up to their knees, it must be quite the bog out there.

It’s bucketing down and the wind is so unruly that the family hasn’t even been able to prepare the curing barn to start drying the lugs. There was a brief dry spell and Otávio came by to bring them some tea at mates’ rates and parade his underbite in front of Alice, and in the end he sat down next to me with his face buried in his phone playing something that emitted a steady stream of little beeps.

Guerlinda is at the stove boiling yesterday’s chicken bones, the aroma is what I imagine hospitals smell like, essence of chicken soup.

Carlos has made the most of the torpor from the storm that’s further ruining their finances to take a midafternoon nap, as if he were Pedro’s age. Alice pretends the floods are nothing to worry about, she’s been rehearsing her runway walk in front of me for at least a quarter of an hour, arranges her hair on the side, works her tiny hips, disapproves, redoes the catwalk, checks to see if jut-jawed Otávio has looked up from his phone, but no.

A louder crash of rain shakes the windowpane, and Maria recoils in fright and nearly falls onto the telly, which is quietly playing an afternoon talk show full of family intrigues. She goes to sit at the table with her perfect grandmother, who is absorbed in the task of peeling quail eggs.

—In the time it takes you to peel one, Maria, I do four

—You’ve got magic hands, Grandma, cause this thing just won’t come off.

Pedro wakes up sweaty, toddles to the table with his milk, and gestures for his sister to pick him up, now she’ll have even more trouble with the quail eggs, thanks to the little nipper nestled in her lap.

—Grandma … If the rain ruins too much … what’s Dad gonna do?

Elvira glances at the window crackling with flashes and claps, wipes the sweat away with her wrist,

—Look, put your nail here like this, and push it in, deeper. Go on! Push harder, Maria, like you mean it.

Pedro picks up an egg and starts pulling off lots of tiny bits of shell, which stick to his fingers,

—Stick your nail in, in one go, deeper, and pull it all off like this, with this little bit of skin here

and the boy immediately sticks his whole finger into the boiled egg, Elvira lets out a single impatient laugh and keeps talking to her granddaughter, confiding,

—You can’t leave anything to men. Watch me, like this. It looks like it’ll ruin the egg, but it won’t, you just have to get the pressure right.

—Grandma, what’s gonna happen if this whole side of the crop gets ruined

—See, the shell comes off right away, look at how perfect it is. No man, Maria, don’t you ever let any man handle your affairs, that’s what I always say, there’s some things we only learn when we’re old. I told your sister once: the worst woman will do more than the best man

—Poor Pedro, he’s not even a man yet. Go on, gimme a kiss, Pedro … You’ll learn everything soon, won’t you.

Alice sucks in her nonexistent belly, pushes out her breasts, also small, puckers her lips for a photo that is yours truly, there’s nowhere she would rather be, no one has mastered quite like she the art of not wanting anything that the eyes can’t see, she fills herself with the vastness of her reflected image and perhaps she truly is very beautiful here in this dark room crimped by lightning, the noises from Otávio’s mobile, the heated argument on telly, if I could, I’d become a photo of her on this afternoon that will never return.

—Grandma, what you said about the worst woman and all

—What about it, Maria

—Is it true?

—Course it is

—What if Dad hears you

—Let him hear it, if he wants to prove he’s better than us, then he can go and get better

—But can I say it at school?

—Huh! Say what?

—What you said … Even the worst woman does more than …

—Bah, Maria! Course not, sweetie, maybe I got it wrong and it’s the other way around, us gals are just a bunch of fools! Good God, kiddo …

They keep peeling the little eggs, Maria’s faster every time, in one go, two at the most, the shell is completely off, even with Pedro in her lap distracted by his bottle and the quarrel on telly.

—Say it at school … Goddamn it, girl …

Maria laughs at her grandmother’s exaggeration, no doubt she’s already planning to use it in her speech when she is sworn in as junior councillor: ladies and gentlemen, the worst woman does more, et cetera, et cetera.

Guerlinda returns from her shower refreshed, hair dripping across the room despite the towel she is drying it with,

—Helluva downpour … Alice, I told you to watch the stove, the lentils are all dried up! That girl’ll be the death of me, I swear!

And the live debates on the telly mingle more and more with the ones in the room, muffled by the rain, Alice doesn’t take her eyes off me frozen in the photograph that I am, everyone pretending Otávio doesn’t exist despite the little noises from his phone, probably worried the rain won’t let up and he’ll have to stay for dinner, which is already meagre, but before the dread settles in Alice tries to force an affectionate gesture that makes him lose his game and he leaves in a huff without waiting for a break in the rain, and everyone sits speechless, hoping his phone gets drenched on the way.
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The rain’s barely let up and the men with clipboards appear in the fields again, these small farmers don’t get a single day of quiet do they, the naked tobacco stalks droopin on account of the flood, the bottom section down this way is done for, it looks more like a field of green broomsticks stuck in the earth, when the family needed them to come help with their poison headaches or fix the wheelbarrow the men didn’t come did they.

Next thing you know it’ll hail and the leaves’ll take a pummeling.

Guerlinda didn’t ever hear what was goin on cause she was down in the clay pit pickin sedge for the chickens that were starvin after three days of rain, Carlos in the sun scratchin the nape of his neck, and the two men with their clipboards takin notes and shakin their heads, now Carlos with his arms in the air beggin for somethin.
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The chickens cluck giddily in the tall grass, the goats frolic in celebration, if it were up to the animals we’d all be happy. From up here I can see the men from the company wince at the noise as if they weren’t farm folk themselves and knew nothing of animals. With their clipboards they blame the floods, the storm, but from their gestures, they blame Carlos.

They walk the length of the row logging the damages. They head in my direction and I remember that I am nature, my complicity hangs over me again, but they still don’t seem to notice, right under their feet, my toxic pods knocked down in one fell swoop, my foliage raided by the wind.
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Guerlinda came back from the chickens not long ago and went straight to the bathroom to splash water on her face, now she adjusts her mud-splattered apron in front of me, hurriedly applies some pink lipstick, and hides it in her pocket just as two men come into the room, the two men from the tobacco company, with their clipboard and a haggard Carlos trailing behind them like a Jurassic tail, Guerlinda pretends to be focused on the pot of food but pulls herself up tall so she will be seen by the men, who seem able to see right through her, she’s already a ghost of a woman, the pair spits out numbers and interest rates, and Carlos laments

—This side here is all scrappy now, but the lugs alone were this big, real beauties

and with this, Guerlinda jumps into the conversation

—And the corn, it was all beautiful, starting to tassel, now it’s just shreds

and no one reacts to the sound of her voice, the three of them carry on with their matters, Carlos draws a breath of optimism,

—But the wind didn’t touch that whole lower part, and right up at the top where it didn’t flood, that’s safe, it’s gonna be a good yield, first thing in the new year, we’ll deliver only the good stuff

and they say all the words that Guerlinda probably buried in the urn-drawers of the dresser under the telly, lease, repayments, interest, their speech thickens and grows weighty in their beards, they shake their heads regretfully, as if they truly do feel sorry for the family, and perhaps they do, it’s with pity that they slowly raise the point that things aren’t looking good for the crop and haven’t been for some time. They feel compassion, no doubt, they just work for a boss who, in turn, only wants what’s rightfully his without intending to hurt anyone, let that be known, a crop failure would be regrettable for everyone, so let’s set this aside and get to work, because the lugs are safe in the shed and there’s still the whole plot to the right of the bracatinga and if they keep their heads held high they can still deliver the finest tobacco, and anyone out there who places a cigarette made by this family between their lips will feel the triumph of warrior farmers who don’t surrender before a bit of bad weather. So let’s go, warriors!
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Elvira and her grandchildren walk this way with whatever they managed to harvest from the rows spared by the rain, the rise and fall of the land saved all the rows on the other side of the bracatinga. They place the sacks in the tobacco shed and spot the men who are leaving the house now giving Carlos two pats on the shoulder. Maria’s fingers tighten around the leaves, Alice elbows her sister softly, and they head back out to the fields.

Elvira stays in the shed, bent over the tobacco binder strangling the leaves for the curing process. Like an old woman in a fairy tale darning a kind of gold blanket for the nobles in the castle.

The rain stopped yesterday, but I’m still raining, that’s how much water there was on my leaves. At one point I couldn’t see a thing, only feel the mud sloshing over my roots, maybe like when the Rural is on the road, her windshield streaked with rain. My branches lashed by winds, the fear Elvira and I share of our implacable God. 

I didn’t keel over this time, nor did the windows shatter or the roof cave in, a good part of the crops even managed to stay upright by the miracle of the slopes, maybe that’s where God is, not in the rain.

As I figure it Carlos should be lighting the furnace early tomorrow, the storm set us back. At least the bracatinga’s done crying with thirst. The silence is almost complete, except for the birds reliving the joy of being birds, and the faint hum of engines on some other bend in the hills. The opposite end of the row is so far I can barely hear the phone in Alice’s pocket playing songs about love and rodeos.

I want to be at ease with the silence, but I always get the feeling that this is the kind of silence that comes before great tragedies.
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They went to bed very early today, because it’s their last full night of sleep this year, for the others, that is, since Carlos no longer has full nights, tomorrow the furnace season begins, the worst phase in the lives of these people and their neighbours, I worry that Elvira may be woken in the early hours too, I think she’s too old for this, nor did she sign up for this curse, she was pressured into coming from another place, where she might have been quite fine, buried in nappies and screams and the mischief of a whole bunch of kiddiwinks, and perhaps she’d reached a point where she was smacking them on the tush in moments of chaos, but even so she must have been better off there.

Not everyone has gone to bed, that airhead Alice stayed behind with Otávio and his underbite, turning my living room into a juvenile boudoir with their laughable rehearsals, their pathetic forays into parodies of sexual gestures that are more about flaunting their boldness than the pleasure of rubbing up against each other.

Alice stands suddenly and begins to undo her dress, fumbling with the buttons,

—You need to practice more, when you’re up there, you’re gonna have to get it off quickly

says Otávio, they’re actually talking about the Sun Muse pageant, the idea being that she unbuttons her dress moments before her turn, positions herself in the spotlight, steals the attention meant solely for the girl already strutting down the runway to applause. Alice has just unbuttoned her dress too slowly and begins walking across the room, her swimsuit rather worn, Otávio got it goodness knows where, the stitching is coming undone at the ends of the ties,

—Slow down, babe

but the colours are pretty, every two seconds she glances at me to see how she looks and approves, or not, she melts when she hears babe, which is so rare, only when they are truly in sync during the rehearsals or their sofa routine. He’s the one who comes to his senses first and decides it’s time for bed, on his farm the curing barn is in full swing and his shift starts at dawn, See ya, babe, and she’s left standing there in her bikini, alone in the dark room, all the lonelier for being in front of me, and I’m very experienced at causing embarrassment and exposing mortifying solitudes, only Elvira looks at me and remains whole.
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Last night of the year without smoke from the furnace touching my highest leaves, last moment of peace before the tireless vigil. The family needs to tend the fire every two hours, feed it like a newborn baby, the only difference being that the fire won’t weep or cry for help, if they forget to go to the fire, it will die out in silence and imperil all the tobacco, here we live by the tobacco calendar.

Carlos visited the goats again in the middle of the night, yet another of his insomnias, or maybe the dread of another season beginning. I heard their glee, they’re so happy to have a visitor, there’s no bad time for them, we have so much to learn from the temperament of goats. Things would be infinitely better if they were the ones the family had to rain attention on every two hours without stopping until next year. Our tenderness for goats is tireless. 

The only problem would be if Carlos forgot to close the gate properly and they got out, because the friendliest creatures have this shortcoming, spontaneity. The love that spills out of them can wreck everything around them, even if unintentionally. It can’t be that Madonna wants to cause devastation when she stomps on the tobacco, there’s a profound dissonance between the love of people and animals.
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No sooner do I hear the chaotic trotting of the goats nearby than Maria appears in distress, her nightdress too tight around the hips, making it hard for her to run and save the crops, her father’s head no longer up to the task of even properly locking the goats in. She flings open the front door in a fury and freezes, the moonlight illuminating her astonishment.
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Maria probably thought she was about to save the family from ruin by locking up the goats her father had supposedly let out again. Now she steps back uncomfortably, Carlos is at my foot hugging the two goats, rolling over my roots. Aurora licks the tears from his face, Madonna tries to make him laugh as usual, but Carlos sobs louder and louder now, choking up, his chest heaves, one year or several of tears mixed with the two goats’ bleating. 

He lies on one side and then the other, hugging one animal at a time, maybe he’d let out the chickens and pigs too if he could. Maybe he’d bring back Dumbo, who loved to jump into the pigpen and play with them, letting the piglets warm their cold snouts in his belly, those were the days.
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The girl shrinks in the doorway, now I can hear the agitated goats and a man crying louder and louder, the door closes slowly, Maria had no business going to protect the crops, we suffer all manner of castigation and weather and the girl thinks the family depends on her small act of heroism. And now she’s here probably processing the realisation that it’s her father thrashing about on the ground with the goats.

A daughter this age, seeing her father having let himself go so completely, must feel emptied of any future, because the future belongs to adults, it is drawn and planned by adults, and here we have a daughter who takes on the plans and fates of all these people, yet there are always two or three older people around to ensure that in reality what she does is just child’s play, the very serious idea of becoming a junior councillor in the town has no doubt already come to nothing, the calculations she thinks she’s making to try to guess the debts and value of what remains of the crops aren’t real calculations, they’re abstract sums that only serve to comfort her that things aren’t so bad after all, the fancies of a worried child, but now, with her father rolling around in dirt and despair, Maria must be imagining an anomalous kind of future held in the tiny arms of young children who cradle their parents, don’t cry, there, there, it’s over.
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When they heat the barn there’s no goin back, when the day comes we know the year is comin to an end and so is our peace and now it’s just work and fire work and fire, and in a week or two they’re gonna pile me up with all the bales of the first primin, and we’re gonna head over the bridges all the way to the company warehouse, and Carlos is gonna come back fumin that they didn’t pay him enough and cussin out the other producers, badmouthin their tobacco, but as for me myself, Ford Rural, frame number this, license plate that, I reckon if you made your bed you lie in it, and nobody listens to me, but, truth is, you’re better off goin to bed without supper than risin in debt, that’s what they say.

From here I can already see the orange flames of the furnace and Carlos crouched next to it measurin the temperature and measurin it again, and Elvira back and forth in the shed with the girls pickin up the sticks with the leaves hung ready for curin.



63.[image: images]

I don’t have the energy for what’s beginning. If it were up to me, Carlos and I would keel over on the grass, uprooted and free, and enjoy the relief of finally succumbing.

But, let the record show, we don’t keel over, because here we live by the tobacco calendar and there is no free time, not even to give up.

They take turns coming to the furnace to stoke or tame the fire every two hours on the dot, and at night it’s Carlos who gets up every two hours to take care of our fiery, fussy baby, one small slip and there goes all the yellowing. Alice, Maria, and Pedro are far down the row harvesting, only Alice’s head bobs up above the highest leaves. Today’s sun could dry the tobacco on the plant, we’re all in a giant curing barn, I sweat and my branches closest to the house make the walls moldy.

They lie in my shade to have their erva mate and the bread rolls soaked in milk that Guerlinda leaves wrapped in a cloth before going to help Elvira, who struggles with the first measurements of the furnace. Maria eats nearly all her rolls in one go,

—Maria! The food’s not going anywhere

and Alice puts on noble airs, her mouth small and pursed as if she isn’t hungry, Sun Muses aren’t greedy. It’s important for her to pretend she’s indifferent toward food, I don’t know if nature employs any of these ruses with food.

—Did you see how Scarelos looked after the rain?

—Don’t talk with your mouth full. Yeah … Worse than the real Carlos.

—I dunno what you’re laughing at, Alice … Mom’s right, you probably are a bit evil.

—She never said that!

—She didn’t, you’re right. But I bet she thinks it.
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Little Pedro and the four women are hunched over a huge tub on the table shaking the chickpeas in the water until the skins rise to the surface, Elvira claims it’s to prevent flatulence, the children snicker at this, they don’t care about gases, either because their youthful guts can digest anything or because they think it’s funny to let out what’s gone wrong on the inside, but the older ones are horrified by the exposure of their decrepitude, they can no longer eat legumes without their bodies protesting with rottenness.

Alice wrestles with some skins that won’t come unstuck, her grandmother tells her to leave them alone, the stubborn ones will come off in the morning after a soak,

—It’s just that now it’s my will against theirs

—But it’s you on the one side versus a chickpea on the other

quips Elvira, who opens her enormous mouth in a brief laugh, her head whipping back, then stops suddenly, Maria also laughs at her sister, probably thinking Alice has the maturity and emotional intelligence of a chickpea.

The alarm clock on Alice’s phone goes off to tell her that two hours have passed and it’s time for someone to go tend the furnace, after which Carlos’s shift starts. Maria hurries off, bumps the telly with her hip, making it wobble, and slams the door, perhaps convinced the fire truly is a baby in distress.

—There’s no hope for that girl, poor thing. If she doesn’t watch what she eats she’ll wind up alone …

—Guerlinda! Look at the horseshit you come out with, and in front of her sister no less

—Oh, Mom, but that’s how the world works isn’t it. I’m not the one who decides what folks consider pretty

—And now Alice gets to hear that her mom thinks she’s prettier than her sister

—Oh, like you bothered to hide the fact that you thought my sister was prettier … My whole life, you worried about my ears sticking out, my funny eye, if I’d ever get married

—What’s this nonsense about your eye? I have no idea what you’re talking about, sweetie, that’s the kind of thing a girl gets in her head when she wants to fight with her sister. With her sister, with her mom, the whole world …

—You used to tell one daughter to study and then stand there fawning over her homework … And the other one, the one with the wonky eye, that one had better get married quick cause … I don’t know about that one, you used to say.

—I never said anything of the sort, Guerlinda, I already told you it’s all in your head. Besides, the two of you really were different, and if a mom treats two kids who’re different exactly the same, she’s gonna wind up being a bad mom to one of them … But that’s not the same as going around telling one daughter that the other one’s ugly, is it.

Alice looks at herself in me, hands resting in the chickpea water, the fan dragging some of the loose skins through the air, I thought she might give a jubilant smile, but she remains very serious now with her hands feeling around the chickpeas,

—I’m gonna win the Sun Muse, Grandma. Bring home some money

—Tell me, honey, how’re you planning on getting to Candelária? The Rural’s so old it won’t make it, and there’s no one to drive it either

—I already told you I’m going with Otávio. He’s taking me and the girls from the next hill over

—Keep your wits about you, okay, no funny business

—What funny business?

—If you get pregnant, it’ll ruin us

—Why? Was it so bad getting pregnant with me? You didn’t want me, did you

—Alice! Not everything’s about you

—Actually, nothing’s about me. It never is

—Good God, this girl …

—Don’t worry, I’m not gonna have kids, I don’t want to be bitter like you, giving orders, bossing everybody around all day.
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Maria comes back from the barn cheeks aglow and sits on my swing waiting for a breeze, the chain choking my branch. I love it.

Carlos fed the furnace and now lies back on the grass gazing at the moon, or maybe he doesn’t even see the moon. Forehead black with soot. He must’ve wiped the sweat off with the hand he uses for the firewood. Everyone’s always covered in soot this time of year.

Carlos leaves the house again to tend the fire, dazed from his interrupted sleep. The confused rooster crows softly, but then realizes it’s not time yet. Or maybe it is, here we follow the tobacco calendar.

He comes out of the house again, the full moon high in the sky makes the lantern unnecessary. He appears to be taming the fire this time, he can’t let the temperature get too high, the tobacco calendar is slow. Before he came down with this great sadness, Carlos used to joke that the furnace had a fever, little Maria would look worried, and they’d play at bringing the fever down.

Two hours later, Carlos is back, unhappy with life, shorts covered in leaves and grass, tattered nightshirt all sooty. I hear the logs rolling over one another and the wind from the bellows. He takes the fire’s temperature, feeds it more wood. The leaves hang strangled in the barn.

Still not a ray of sunshine and Carlos is back, the rooster gets confused again, the pigs stir, nature likes its routines and this one with the firewood is hard to get used to, it takes the animals a few days to accept the madness.

The ball of sun is already peeking out from behind the tallest rows, Carlos doesn’t even see the most beautiful time of day, he gets straight to work. Now the rooster crows with less hesitation. Dawn lights up the faded clothes on the long, long clothesline. Everything is under a lens of new colors. When Carlos finishes tending the furnace, he turns his back on the clouds streaked with tangerine, perhaps angry at this unreasonable beauty.

Now it’s Maria who tends the fire, Guerlinda must be busy fixing food so they can start the day, Alice and her grandmother are already moving through the field with the wheelbarrow.

And then it’s Guerlinda who goes to the fire. Little Pedro rests in the shade on my swing, these are his last few years of rest, but he doesn’t know it. Or maybe he does, and that’s what his look is about.

Alice and Maria go check on the furnace together, Elvira fans herself in disbelief. The days can’t possibly be like this now. More heat on top of heat, more control over something already so meticulous.

Elvira goes to check the temperature, but she still hasn’t learned how, she goes to the pigs, calls Guerlinda. They argue a little, they don’t have the energy to fight. Elvira goes inside with Pedro, no doubt to give him a bath, a sweeter chore.

For them, these are interrupted times, a fiery kind of motherhood. For me, it’s the beginning of a melancholy season, they rarely visit anymore, or let the goats out, or have time for longer snack breaks, maybe they don’t have snacks at all. If I could hibernate and then wake up a month from now, things would still be like this, only the shed would be fuller of bales, the family exhausted, and everything the same as today. The next month of my life won’t make the slightest difference, I will see the same things.

They know so much about love, and now all they have time for is devotion to the furnace. And their lives don’t make the slightest difference to the fire.
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Maria comes into the house dragging the huge scarecrow, all tattered and dismembered, and lays it down on the floor in front of me, it looks like a wake, Carlos’s hat is still attached to its fake head with two knitting needles, but its straw hair has thinned, its clothes, also Carlos’s old rags, have faded in the sun and become muddied by the rain, one of its arms, which used to be a hoe handle, is missing.

Carlos passes in silence, steering around his fallen totem, indifferent to it, and leaves for his miserable shift at the furnace. Guerlinda comes into the room and lets out a shriek, it’s not advisable for anyone to catch sight of a body stretched out on the floor,

—What’s that thing doing here, for Christ’s sake, Maria

—It needs fixing, a bird was already using the arm as a perch, poor thing wasn’t scaring anyone anymore

—Good God! What a fright … Call your sister to come eat

—She’s at Otávio’s …

Elvira comes in with a huge pile of straw, she’ll probably sew it into the scarecrow’s clothes, fill him out with a human thorax. The birds will think it’s Carlos brought back to life, the old Carlos, strong, towering, unshakable in the middle of the fields, not this semblance of a farmer whose vitality has been entirely corroded by the poisons, all the poisons listed in the long contracts that only I was able to read, just barely. Now the scarecrow will no longer be a harmless farmer, his passions annihilated by sulfentrazone, pyroxasulfone, imidacloprid, triflumuron, thiamethoxam, and debt.

They leave the body in front of me and go serve themselves directly from the pot over the fire, little Pedro spills the glass of juice made from mandarins that had almost rotted on the ground, and his grandmother quickly mops it up before Guerlinda sees.

Maria starts in with her uncomfortable topics, that Alice said that Otávio said that a grower down on the last hill tried to kill himself,

—Another one? Soon there won’t be any left …

—They got to him in time, now he’s on meds … The company supervisor even brought him flowers.

Maria keeps pushing her food around with her fork, which is unlike her and can only mean she is biting her tongue,

—Hey, Mom, Dad should go get himself some medicine, see a doctor …

—Those folks have their own problems, Maria, your dad’s just a bit down, but he knows what he’s doing. You shouldn’t be listening to those stories.

—People are talking about doing something, I dunno. Holding the tobacco in the shed …

—Go on, let your father hear you say that, you and your sister’ll be sorry if you put something on the internet, Maria, then they’ll cut us off and

—I know! But if everyone did it …

With her special gauge for Guerlinda’s outbursts, Elvira takes matters under control, all while continuing to help her grandson eat.

—Come on, how much do we owe?

—It’s not like that, Mom, it’s the installments, the land, everything, the pesticides, the curing barn they built, they deduct it all … Every year we sell to them and get paid for the year, Carlos has the accounting, it’s all good … Don’t you know your granddaughter? She reckons she’s gonna save the world, she even reckons she’s a doctor now, right, Maria?

—But the man’s worn to a frazzle, Guerlinda, there’s no denying it. Poison or not, I don’t care, but if the clinic’s got meds to give …

—Yeah … first they poison you here, then they poison you there. It’s up to you. If you go into town with him, go for it, no one’s stopping you. I’d like to see you get it.

Carlos walks in all singed and eats with his hands exactly as they came in from outside, but no one objects, because this man eating at all is a stupendous feat, Maria reaches out her little hand and tries to pat her father’s left hand, and he is startled by the human touch, it isn’t a leaf or fire, it’s his daughter’s hand, perhaps he and the scarecrow have slowly become of a likeness.
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It’s a good night, at least there’s a breeze, my leaves are cool, the tobacco ripples slowly to my right. The moon has started to wane, though it’s still like a lantern lighting Carlos’s path each of the five or six times he gets up and walks over to the furnace.

Dear Diary, Carlos wakes up and walks, et cetera.

A cricket chews on my root, chirruping loudly in the small hours.

Carlos returns to the furnace, et cetera, et cetera.

He adjusts the fire again and this time heads out to the harvest, he must bring in everything he can before the sun gets too harsh. Even Alice joins him under the moon and the fireflies, shooting stars of the insect world. When ants see the tiny lights rising and falling, they must make a wish, that someone will spill peach jam on the table and the floor.

Carlos returns to tend the fire and heads back to the fields, et cetera.

Et cetera.

Et cetera.

Et cetera, et cetera.

They will spend so many nights and days like this, calling each other to tend the animals or the fire, to stitch up the tobacco, to prime what’s left, to hang clothes on the clotheslines or take them down, to tend the fire again, to bale the tobacco, they call out to whoever is inside the house, or burning garbage, they call out to whoever is there to go over to the chickens. The same old merry-go-round of names. It makes my time, which is already so slow, seem infinite.

I see the revoltingly beautiful rays of morning sun and Carlos goes into the house.

Et cetera.
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As soon as the room is rosy with the first rays of dawn, Maria heads out to the furnace and barn. She takes the washing with her while she’s at it. At this time of year, they wash clothes much more often, some from sweat and some from soot.

Alice left for the fields very early, in summer it’s much easier to harvest before dawn, they no longer have to work through until the evening soap operas.

Elvira wakes up rumpled and majestic, she doesn’t even take off her nightclothes before beginning to prepare breakfast. Guerlinda prepares the iced tea and pours fresh water into the thermos they take with them for the day’s work. With a childish smile, she places a long, dark cigarette next to her mother, made no doubt from leaves that couldn’t be sold but that were still attractive, Elvira glances sideways suspiciously, thinking it’s some kind of bad joke. She sniffs it and begins praising her daughter, the room still dark, but neither of them dares turn on the light and ruin the colours coming through the window.

—Hey, Guerlinda, how about we kill a piglet, what do you reckon?

—We can’t, Mom. At the end of the year, if I kill one, I can give you a few trotters at the most, the rest I’d have to sell in town. Just leave them alone, let’s see if they get it on and have a bigger litter next year …

Elvira lights the cigarette right here,

—Is it true, Guerlinda? What you said the other day …

—About the debts?

—No … that I thought your sister was prettier

—Oh, Mom, you tell me. You used to smack me a lot more than her

—I know I didn’t think she was prettier

—Nonsense …

—No, it isn’t. If a mother has a favourite, she’s gotta keep it a secret. Don’t you go making that mistake again.

—Oh, you reckon Alice’s my favourite just cause she’s pretty? Ha! There’s times that girl hates me …

—She doesn’t hate you, it’s like you’re turning into a teenager with her. You had to bring your mom over from the boonies to come take care of the five of you.

Elvira bites into a peach, which hangs from her mouth while her hands are busy, the left one with the cigarette and the biscuit, and the right one spreading the margarine with a knife,

—Truth is, Mom … You never should’ve left

and Guerlinda takes what’s left of the peach from her mother and puts it in her mouth while talking, breaking her own strict etiquette about full mouths, perhaps wanting to act a bit childish,

—I used to get really sad when I wanted to lie on your lap and you weren’t around … That’s when I realized I was just a mom. I had to be a mom the whole time, there was no more time for me to be a daughter.
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Carlos goes straight from the fire to the fields to start the third priming before the pretty rays of sunlight come out to mock his disintegration. From here I’ve seen the women in the shed hurriedly sorting leaves for days. Once they have a nice pile, of the same quality, their arms draw a quick circle in the air and, ta-da, the hand’s ready, the leaves bound with another leaf: a tobacco bouquet.

Alice stands her phone against the sewing machine, then leaves it to record for an hour. Later she’s probably going to speed the video up and post her family hard at work. The circular gestures they make together at high speed will be like an old movie, except with a contemporary soundtrack. Later Alice will watch it again and again, leaning against me or in my swing.

The hands are multiplying in the back of the shed. Little Pedro very slowly places them in the boxes for the tobacco press. He carries one bouquet at a time, so poky that he looks like one of Alice’s videos but in slow motion instead of fast.

Guerlinda feeds the furnace, since part of the third priming’s already hanging in the barn. She wipes the sweat with her forearm and gets soot all over her forehead. I thought they’d laugh at her, but we’re still silent.
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The weight in my truck bed just about drops me to ground but I’m a Ford Rural now for sure with the look of a Ford Rural, piled high with tobacco bales and Carlos drivin me glumly and Elvira sittin beside him for two reasons: to see if an old granny workin the fields will sway the graders and also to make sure Carlos goes to the doctor about how he’s lost the strength to live, she says it like that the strength to live and then he can take the medicine like the other tobacco growers and he oughta have the doctor look at those blemishes on his neck too cause there’s two other folks in the area with skin cancer and there’s the issue of the sun and maybe of the poison who knows, it’s about time they did somethin about it and got better, that’s why they brought in another mother cause just one wasn’t enough. 

We skid a lil on some curves still flooded with water and I’m scared of drownin in the mud on the low bridges but I make it, the tobacco’s doin just dandy in my truck bed, the real dark circles under Carlos’s eyes closin against the sun, Elvira bracin her back and askin how come the company don’t come fetch its own tobacco, cept they do for the farms near them, in these parts we’re plain screwed.
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Alice and Maria come in to grab something to eat since no one actually stopped to make lunch today, maybe there isn’t enough food. Alice cracks eggs into the frying pan and wrestles with the wood to get the fire going. Maria stretches and looks at me, a rare occurrence, both the stretching and the glance in the mirror, she tilts her neck one way then the other, her entire body sore from hunching over and focusing so much on matters of tobacco.

Alice leaves the eggs frying and comes over to pose behind her sister, her eyes on her own eyes in me, they’re happy, the two girls, how is such simple happiness even possible when everything around them fights it, Maria turned inside out with nausea, their father more ragged than the scarecrow still lying in the corner by the telly like a drunk who collapsed on the floor before he could make it to bed, Alice underappreciated by her sorry excuse for a boyfriend, the family riddled with debt, and yet the two girls are still excited about the youth they’ve got left, if a mirror had to sum up what humans seek when they look into its reflected surface, the answer is always youth, the less they have the more they try to find it and no longer see it, but these two still have youth in abundance and maybe that’s why they don’t fall apart under the weight on their shoulders, no, on the contrary, now Alice massages her sister’s aching shoulder, taking advantage of the fact that there’s no adult around to smile at the sight of such a gesture, so she gives what affection she finds in herself, and goes back to the fire to finish making the eggs.
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I waited a long, long time and they’re only just back and Carlos immediately gets to drivin, he don’t even wait for Elvira to put her seat belt on, then he says he’s not too bummed about what he got for the leaves cause they was all sand lugs anyhow so it’s not like he was expectin much, besides it’s as they say, if cryin was any use then hogs wouldn’t die. The second primin’s a real beauty and it’s gonna fetch a good price, Elvira pressures him about the medicine and he obeys, drivin in a direction that she can’t know if it’s the right one though he’s not the kind to play tricks, it’s like folks say, a donkey’s hitched to its owner’s will. 
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These days the sun burns so hot on my leaves that it feels like I’m smoldering in the curing barn with the tobacco. At the end of the day after all that care the tobacco nearly attains a state natural to humans and animals, softness. The family strokes the leaf that will hold the hand and I get the feeling it’s also a kind of skin.

Carlos already delivered the first lot, now he’s melting between the ridges as he harvests with his wife, it could be a scene from the soap opera I sometimes hear through the window they leave wide open for a breeze that never comes. In it a romantic song would lift the couple up over the leaves, hats shading their faces, and they’d lock eyes and smile, remembering that they love each other. Some days ago, maybe a week, Carlos came back from town with medicine to treat his inner devastation, the hope is that we’ll get back half the man we used to know. According to Elvira, the doctor said it takes a while to kick in, and they’re to keep an eye on him. 

With little Pedro sitting on the ground beside her, entertained by the goat, Elvira goes on darning the leaves for curing, she may have aged two years in just a few months. Every day she looks more like an old woman in the back of a castle weaving whatever she is commanded to by the nobles with their diabolical plans for pomp and dominion.

Alice and Maria struggle out of the house with the giant scarecrow, reinvigorated and commanding, which is how they hope their father will turn out. One girl holds the feet and the other the head, giving the impression that they are solemnly bearing a body on a plank of wood. The hat can’t fall and Alice pins it under her hands, gingham shirt stuffed with straw, grass, rags, woodchips, perhaps a handful of the pods they gathered from under me some evening not long ago.

The head is burlap from the tobacco sacks, and drawn in marker pen, probably by Maria, the face recalls the father’s unsmiling features. An unhappy scarecrow must be so much scarier.

The girls attached two stuffed gloves to the horizontal ends of the cross, menacing hands raised against the birds. The only bit missing is the boots, they must not have any footwear to spare. They stick him between the corn and the cassava, and the effect is of a man who’s been crucified. They take pictures of themselves hugging him, they laugh. This is also a scene in my soap opera. 

Alice goes to feed the furnace. Soon it’ll be time to clean the ash from the pipes.

Maria joins her parents in the harvest.

Now and then—it’s very rare—I gaze at everything from up here, and I think I’m better off this way, it doesn’t pay to be human.
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Christmas is approaching. The usual thing would be to pad Carlos out with cushions and stick a white beard and red suit on him so he could pretend to be Father Christmas for Pedro, but little Pedro doesn’t know who Father Christmas is because the family no longer has the time nor desire for such whimsy. No matter how many sensational things a mirror knows, it can’t know what doctors know to help them determine whether a person’s sadness has become pathological, I don’t know what they asked Carlos at that health clinic before prescribing the pills he takes methodically every morning by the cupboard, but if I were the doctor, I’d certainly have asked something

—Are there children in the house?

—Yes, doctor

—And do they believe in Father Christmas?

—Well … we’ve never actually mentioned it, we don’t have a lot of time, the little one understands things but he doesn’t speak, it’s not worth the hassle

—You’ve crossed the line, you’re depressed. Here, take your prescription and don’t miss a single pill. Next!

Maybe Pedro’s grandmother will come up with something to entertain him at Christmas at least, since Elvira has never been short on enthusiasm, the woman is pure energy, the only one who looks at me without a trace of self-doubt.

Here I only receive wary, uncertain glances, there’s Maria, who barely looks at me, either because she hasn’t reached the age for it yet or because she hates what she sees, Guerlinda only comes to me when she wants to put on makeup and she does it so quickly that I sometimes wonder if I’m running on batteries and my image is about to fade, she glances at me fleetingly, searching for the girl she can no longer be, then there’s Carlos, who only looks at me by accident and it’s always a shock, he never quite registers that he’s seen himself, and on occasion a few tears slip out and he doesn’t know where they’ve come from, and there’s little Pedro, who always looks at me like he is actually looking much farther beyond, a reflection that’s neither him nor the family, he looks at me as if at a window he doesn’t understand, and, finally, there’s Alice, who looks at me as often as she can and still doesn’t believe she truly exists, consistently, she isn’t convinced her beauty is the same as yesterday or will be tomorrow, she always needs to check that she hasn’t changed in the last few hours, that she is enough just as she is, and, in her eagerness to enchant me, she exhausts me, I no longer know if I’m capable of showing her what there is to show when she examines me.

Elvira’s the only one who looks at me in one piece, fixes whatever needs fixing in her hair or clothes without a fuss, comes closer to inspect marks that for a moment I’m not sure if they’re on my glass or her face, and then I’m surprised by a careful touch followed by a quick rub that quickly removes a bit of spit from Alice’s visits. She looks at me without doubting a thing or letting her gaze drift to some object reflected in the background, she looks at me as much as she needs to and then leaves me be the rest of my day, and now I am the one who is fragmented, bereft of a spectrum able to handle so much light.
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So far as a tree can understand, today seems to be Christmas Eve, only there’s no miracle.

Guerlinda is out in the fields, Elvira and Pedro are in the shed darning leaves. Carlos is at the furnace, it’s been a month since he slept more than an hour or two at a time. Taming the fire may demand more than nursing a newborn. 

[image: images]

Maria and Alice bring out the old box of Christmas lights, but they’re out of batteries, so the girls can’t even check if the lights are working before going for my bigger branches. Alice scrambles to my tallest one with no shoes on as Maria wraps the wire around my trunk, it’s a kind of affection.

Everyone wants me to take part in their festivities, I’m an old lady who doesn’t go to the party but who the family decorates anyway. An old woman on the top floor of a house. An old woman who can’t get downstairs, won’t see the guests, there may not even be any guests, and yet they quietly dress her up anyhow.

Carlos fed the fire and now he’s gone to pick some corn for Christmas. He stands in front of the scarecrow for a long time.

I think he’s fallen down, but he’s actually kneeling at the foot of a padded version of himself. The two face each other with their arms in a cross, I don’t know if it’s Christmas madness or just an urge to be saved. If I could I’d spread out my branches with him in a pagan prayer, and together we’d beg for a higher power to save us, even if it’s just a god stuffed with straw.
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Otávio came by with batteries so Alice could string up some fairy lights on the tree outside, we don’t have any fairy lights inside and even if there’s a Christmas dinner, it’ll be in here, not out in the fields. Guerlinda quietly reasons with Carlos about their right to kill at least one chicken for the occasion, Maria has gone out with Pedro for the harvest, Elvira asks to borrow Alice’s phone and goes to the gate to have a little chat with her other grandchildren and her other daughter, you can tell she really misses them.

Alice picked some chamomile flowers and left them in a glass of water on the doily in the middle of the table, she wants them to make a pudding at least, something with peaches, so Guerlinda tells her to go and pick some, but this time she gives the order with tenderness, as if she were indulging her daughter’s request because it’s a holiday, as exhausted as she is she will throw together a quick dessert, because with each passing day Guerlinda drags more and more, bowed over her former spirit, if she does put on makeup for Christmas dinner, she’ll look at me almost apologetically.

It’s an afternoon like any other in December, the sky has become hell in this unspeakable heat, smoke from the furnace darkening the day through the square of the window, people busy with chores bump into each other, only pretending to be more charitable, either pretending or fooling themselves that they are elevated by a fleeting aura of kindness.

Alice even suggests that her mother join the call with Elvira, a way to break the ice after so long, as well as to make her sister a little envious because she’s the one spending Christmas with their mother this year, they don’t say the part about the envy, because today they’re being kind, and Guerlinda doesn’t even pooh-pooh the idea, maybe it really is a good way to ease the awkwardness that has formed between her and her sister like a milky curtain of time through which they can only make out shadows living their lives, but it isn’t easy to reach out, the nerve isn’t there, an urge in the depths of what stayed behind the curtain.

Then Guerlinda goes out, maybe to the curing barn, or perhaps to quietly take part in Elvira’s phone call with her other daughter.
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Yesterday they tried to turn on my string lights, but either the battery they found wasn’t good or the lights don’t twinkle anymore. We’ll have to make do with fireflies. Christmas Eve was the same as any other night, except this time they took a plate out to Carlos, who was holed up in the shed incessantly nursing the fire and baling tobacco, exhausted. Now and then, one of them would go keep him company, all dressed up for their Christmas photo, and ask if they really couldn’t stop just for one night, only to return defeated and ashy from the fire. 

They were going to slaughter a chicken, but in the end they feasted on eggs, I’m sure Guerlinda made something spectacular with them and used the rest for dessert, there’s no doubt in my mind. Now that it’s day, they pile into the Rural for Christmas Mass. Only Carlos stays behind to mind the fire and the leaves and all the rest. Maria offered to stay in her father’s place, he needs God more than she does, she said, but he didn’t even answer.

I keep wondering if I get tired, if trees get tired. I don’t know if I can be tired the way these humans are tired. When there isn’t enough water my work is grueling, when the insects eat my leaves, when the wind and rain try to knock me over—because this is nature too, this constant and harmonious annihilation—all of this tires me out, obviously.

But if life made me struggle like this and then threatened me with the futility of my efforts, maybe I’d give up. Little by little, each of my layers would dry out, slow, abandoning the strength of my ducts, no longer gazing high up at the sky. My foliage would be tousled, I’d drop leaves on the roof, clogging the gutter. I’d give up on my branches, brittle and thin. I wouldn’t fight off the fungi that came to take advantage of my apathy, the hungry beetles on my leaves.

And alone like this, with no network of trees to support my tired stoop. Forgotten here at the end of the road at the end of these hills at the bottom end of the country, how do they go on, and still they pray. If I spoke so often to a god who doesn’t answer, I’d give up on him too.



78.[image: images]

Guerlinda never learned to drive, Alice’s the one hangin her bones off my steerin wheel and doin as she learned from the neighbor and her pops too when she was younger, the pedal heavy underfoot and flip-flops swimmin in my well. But she can only drive when the road’s this dry and it’s a short distance, otherwise she can’t cause she might get stuck.

The church entrance is buzzin with people and there’s a children’s choir on the steps. Alice races back to grab the erva mate cup she left on my seat here and Guerlinda thinks it looks bad to slurp tea durin mass, but also she’s not sure if it looks bad or not so they take it into church with em anyhow.

And the public square sweatin in the hot sun, my whole body sizzlin, the church bell ringin loud in their heads remindin em it’s Christmas and it’s beautiful out and we’re all happy. 
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For the past few minutes I’ve been hearing Carlos’s alarm clock ringing persistently in the bedroom, it would be his second trip to the furnace tonight, but I didn’t notice if he came back from the first, I have a feeling he stayed outside and didn’t come back with his usual shuffle of feet slipping around in worn-out flip-flops, the door that he used to close carefully so as not to wake the family and that he doesn’t even bother with anymore, letting it blow shut with the wind, and now the door is closed while the alarm keeps going off.

Confused, Maria goes into her parents’ room and comes out moments later, alarm clock in hand, switches off the noise, and races out of the house, no doubt looking for her father, who isn’t in bed and therefore probably hasn’t gone to check the furnace in the curing barn or tend to the life of the leaves, which is the life we most care for around here.
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Diligent and resolute, Maria goes to check on the fire and on her father, clutching the alarm clock between tense fingers. I see that Carlos has been snoring on the porch by the furnace for two hours now, it’s an impressive sound, the booming of human cartilage and cords slack from exhaustion. Hearing that unmistakable noise, Maria first tends the fire, feeding it the lightest pieces of timber she can find in the half-light. She sets the alarm for two hours from now. She’s unsatisfied with the wood and tries to wake her father, but his is not a simple sleep. 

Carlos pushes away his daughter’s hand and rolls onto his side. Maria wedges a few empty tobacco sacks under his head. She isn’t so sure about the fire, she puts in more wood, flinches when a spark lights up the furnace, her little eyes red and narrowed from the fierce heat and tiredness.

I don’t know if it’s that she’s worried she overfed the fire and overheated the curing barn, or if it’s just that it hurts to leave her father on the ground like that, but she lies down beside him. She gives him a hug he doesn’t register, though he accepts it. They sleep until the next alarm.
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It’s been ages since anybody came to put me on, because in this heat nobody can stand me and there was even that time that Maria fainted. But then picking leaves isn’t even the best part, the medicine part is much better, it’s a pretty rain, a bit dark, and sometimes the sun hits it from the side and the water, even though it’s not really water, makes rainbows. There are times when it’s the only rain we see, with the drought out there it’d be nice if they came to water the spray suits too, but nobody comes.

I don’t like the end of the year because some folks let off fireworks now and then, but just a little because nobody wants to scare the animals and here everybody has animals, but I also don’t like it because nobody comes to get the spray suits and we get a bit stiff, the plastic just hanging here, drying out from the heat, it’s really not nice, not at all. I get very lonely, look at the girls over there crouched down picking leaves, little Pedro behind them with his hat looking so small, one day Pedro will be the one to wear me, and he’ll be strong and able to stand the heat, and we’ll spray the best medicines together, and he won’t complain about me because he’s a good boy, when he learns to speak if he learns to speak he’ll say, I love this spray suit, it’s the best, definitely the best there is.



82.[image: images]

The passing of the old year can be sweet if you truly believe you’re moving from one year to the next. The haggard bunch gather under the lantern that they hang from my branch and dig into Guerlinda’s festive sandwiches. Little Pedro eats on the swing, aware he’s the only one who will probably change in the coming year, I don’t sense a desire for renewal in the others, let alone myself. 

Scattered fireworks crackle across the region. Otávio only stayed a little before heading back to his family, maybe he noticed how few sandwiches there were, we haven’t exactly been gifted with abundance.

—Gimme more samich!

Everyone quickly turns to look at Pedro, maybe they imagined his words amid the din of fireworks and frightened animals, maybe they’re so eager to celebrate a new year that they’re hallucinating,

—Gimme more, Mama

but soon it becomes clear that this is a belated Christmas miracle, perhaps because the rest of the family doesn’t have time to talk much anymore. The tray is empty, so Guerlinda rushes over to the swing with her own sandwich and hands it to her son, then she can’t help herself, she weeps as she scoops him up in her arms, kisses his soft cheeks—they must be so soft, cheeks—and nuzzles Pedro’s tiny face with her own. A tearful Elvira gets up and joins them, Alice self-consciously chokes back her own emotions, Maria swallows and starts singing and twirling as she tries to get her father to engage, she’s overjoyed, she’s waited so long for this moment.

Carlos goes up to his son and kisses his wispy hair washed clean with coconut soap. I don’t know if Pedro understands what he’s given them this night, what his sudden voice, until now so contained, monosyllabic, you could say delayed, has showered on their hopes for the new year.

There’s been a change, not much, maybe the only one, maybe he won’t speak again for a long time. But now we have something to look forward to.
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—I’m gonna pick up the other girl first … the one I told you about, from the other town, a bit out of the way. Her dad’s gonna give me some gas money, then I’ll come back and get you, real early. We’ll pick up the other two on the way to Candelária.

—But why don’t you pick me up first, and we can go get her together.

—Cause it’s gonna be super early and you need a good night’s sleep, otherwise you’ll look like crap and lose the pageant

Alice hurls the cushion at Otávio’s face, feigning coquettish indignation, and he guffaws with laughter, exhibiting his unfortunate underbite.

—Mom, I need a party dress, for the contestants’ dinner dance on Saturday

Guerlinda is folding the sun-stiffened sheets, her arms not quite long enough for the material, which is longer than she is tall, and the end trails on the ground, she doesn’t reply, so Elvira comes to her granddaughter’s aid,

—The dress your mom wore at your baptism still looks brand-new, I saw. It should fit,

Alice casts her best look at her mother, making eyes that seek to hold the lustre of the best of daughters, but I know that for Guerlinda this look is diabolical, as if a girl her age could merely simulate an emotion without feeling it anywhere. Perhaps Guerlinda doesn’t know that if a teenage girl applies herself daily to the task of pretending not to love, then she will invariably love, or so said the great Fernando Pessoa, who wrote only of sorrows, but if the poet had been a mirror gazed at day and night by Alice, he’d have written better, he’d have written like a mirror, he’d have said that the girl’s so good at her act that she even fakes the feeling of the love she feels in fact.

—Could do. It’ll be too loose up top, around the chest. Go try it on, Alice, then your grandma can take in the sides. But be quick about it cause it’s nearly time for you to go tend the fire

and the rest of her words come out indistinct and broken by the rise and fall of sheets, Alice already burrowing deep into her mother’s drawers

—since all you do it sit around yapping with your boyfriend, the only person in this house who’s got time for guests.

No one ever taught Guerlinda how to be an adolescent, she went quickly from girl to mother, and so this mother was never taught how to love a teenager, but maybe this is just how it’s supposed to be, an adversarial love.

Maria comes inside sun-kissed from the harvest, holding Pedro by the hand, even though he doesn’t need it, there’s no need to hold his hand because he follows his sister of his own volition, more obedient than her own shadow. She collapses, exhausted, onto the sofa, hugging her brother in a forced embrace that he immediately accepts.

Ever since baby Pedro came through that door cradled in his parents’ arms Maria seems to have gained decades of wisdom, deciding then and there that he was her baby, for she was no longer the youngest and wouldn’t be cruel to her brother the way Alice had been to her. All day long she would rock the little boy, the most blessed thing she’d ever seen, practising how to hold him when the priest wet his forehead and hair, lifting him slowly towards me as I baptised him.

—Pedro, say something again. Talk to me. Go on, I’ll count to three and you say something really big

The boy’s silence always gnaws at her, it had to be the pesticides used in the fields, or the long preterm labour, but perhaps it was because of that one day, how can anyone be certain. I observe her from many angles and know she can’t even admit her anguish to herself, Mom, how old was I when I started talking, Dad, at what age do children start to speak, Mom, from what height can a baby fall on its head and not get hurt, how many months old do they have to be before they can they bump their heads.

It was nothing, don’t worry, Maria, I was watching everything from here, you were pushing the pram a bit more enthusiastically than you should have been, that’s all, you were seven or eight years old, you shouldn’t have been looking after a baby the entire time, at any rate you just wanted to entertain him a bit more, since growing up on the farm wasn’t a whole lot of fun, you tilted the pram back once and the baby burst out laughing, you were moved, it’s normal,

—Go on, Pedro, I’m asking you, what have I ever asked of you? This is the only thing I’ve ever asked. Just say something, will you

you tilted the pram back again and again, more laughter, you were a little bolder than you should have been and his little body quickly slid headfirst down the tilted pram, you tried to swiftly return it to upright, which only increased the distance of the fall, but I saw it, you managed to place your foot at the exact spot where his little head hit, or did you? The loud crying that immediately followed must surely mean that nothing more serious happened to your brother, it was just the first betrayal of his life, the sweetest of all.

I don’t worry too much about Maria or Pedro, or any of the little ones running about the place, but I do feel for Maria, hiding the accident from everyone, if an adult had seen it they’d have known it was dangerous but not serious, there, there, it’s all better, but no one saw it, which is why Maria is still trying to figure out how much a bump on the head might interfere with a baby’s speech, and the internet at school no doubt provides a whole host of terrible answers, no adult comes to sit on this sofa, take the girl by the hand and tell her something scientific, about long labour, oxygen, life’s traumas, about it being too hot or too cold to be bothered to say anything, or the poisons his mother used in the fields while she was pregnant. Each of them quietly bears their own guilt, maybe even a tree outside believes it was her toxic seeds or fruit that caused Pedro’s speech delay. Listen, Maria, listen closely to your mirror while you look at me like that with your brother sitting quietly on your lap, you have nothing to do with this, do you understand? Accept this voice, you have nothing to do with the fact that your brother isn’t talking yet, with your family’s poverty, with your mother’s desolation, your scarecrow father, your sister’s feigned hatred, your sister who’s so good at her act that she even fakes the feeling of the hatred she feels in fact.

—It looks great, doesn’t it, Mom? Hey, where’s Mom?

Otávio shrugs, pretending not to care about anything, unlike me, who truly doesn’t care, and yet I still know that Guerlinda went off to do something more useful outside and spare herself the sight of her daughter breathing charm back into her dead dress, creased from being stored so long, or maybe not, maybe she left simply because she needed to and it doesn’t mean anything at all because there’s no more room in her for bitterness. When she’s exhausted, Guerlinda has no time for anything more human than tiredness.
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Maybe it isn’t true that the worst scares always come after a suspicious peace, a quieter silence than usual. It was an ordinary night with crickets and bats chirring and a darkness not so dark, because the moon’s out today, and now a sudden glow appears in the curing barn, a flame leaps up accompanied by a constant rumbling.
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The wall at my back boils in this sudden heat, the room softens, tepid, how dangerous for the metals, this smelting. Sparse wisps of black smoke drift in through the window, still hesitant and vague, not enough to rouse the humans, who have discovered how to make fire, but not yet how to master it perfectly.

Along comes Guerlinda, groggy with sleep, stumbling in her nightdress twisted up from tossing and turning in bed, first she smells it, then she feels the heat, now she looks out the window and bolts out of the house with a scream I haven’t heard since she was in labour with Pedro, which, coincidentally, was also a day of fire, though that one was controlled, only for burning rubbish, but this time, with the smoke so close and the heat sweating the brickwork, it’s clear that something is happening out there that is out of our control.

The rest of the family wakes up with the scream, each reacting at his or her own pace, and when Maria sees the window she comes back to grab Pedro and they take off in a mad scramble, no one comes back to rescue the mirror.
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There are few things more flammable than a tree, probably only a dead tree, its leaves parched and incendiary.

All it takes is for one tobacco leaf, dry and strangled in the barn, to come unstitched. And to drop onto the old flues and lie there on the steel before succumbing to the heat and twisting into a timid little ember. Then maybe the steam will send it dancing around the curing barn, a fiery ballet, until it touches the other leaves so strangled and dry, almost ready to be stitched into hands.

And then the hungry glow tears through the curing barn and the family quickly springs into action, Elvira to save the tobacco lying ready in the shed in a futile effort, the heat closing in every time her back curves toward the bales, Maria sets her brother in the Rural’s truck bed away from the smoke, at least from the actual smoke, and joins the others in their efforts to hose down the fire. 

Carlos still can’t escape his condition as a tree, rooted and unmoving. Although his back is to me, I can picture his glassy eyes. Chaotic instructions are called out that get lost in the roar of the fire, no one could’ve imagined how powerfully the fire would roar, mixed with the buckling of metal in the curing barn, the shrilling of birds just recently asleep, and the clamor of chickens and goats and pigs, all witness to the devastation. The bats disband from my canopy and from the roof tiles, they each fend for themselves as is customary in nature when there are humans to save, no rain clouds ever gather or creeks overflow or wells gush on the fire.



87.[image: images]

Elvira bursts into the room and rushes to the sink to fill two enormous buckets of water, no doubt to add to the ones they’re drawing from the well and to the hose that I hear spraying insufficiently over the curing barn.

On her way out she sees something on the sofa and sets down one of the buckets to tuck Alice’s phone into her clothes.
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The fire gathers strength, explosive and disheveled, indifferent to these small people, it advances insatiably toward the tobacco storeroom, the roof buckles noticeably, the flames cast the tiles off the barn and rise in a radiant crown. I’ve never seen a fire so hell-bent on its annihilating wrath.

The fire has already reached the tool house, which is all wood and bursts into flames without resistance. Chunks of twisted plastic fly through the air and pieces of spray suit dance across the sky until they sputter out, minuscule.

Elvira pours two futile buckets of water on the raging spectacle of flashes and volleys, then sprints to the road waving her phone around to try to get a signal. The fire has grown mightier and more robust and now spews its anger into the sky, which may actually be a good thing because then some insomniac in town gazing absently through the window might catch sight of this destruction.

On my bark I feel the heat that is my worst nightmare, if I could, I’d shrink my branches away from the flames because if they were to reach my tips, I’d spread terror through the house.

Weak and defenseless against this vulcanization, Carlos finally unfreezes and races to the Rural.
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Carlos takes Pedro outta my bed and leaves him blubberin in the goat pen and now we’re off to the shed, I shouldn’t drive this far into the building, my tires catch on the floor and my headlight bursts, and here comes the music cause nobody ever remembers to turn the knob before cuttin my engine so now I’m playin tunes without meanin to and everybody starts tossin bales in my bed, as many as they can manage plus some loose hands in my cabin too and we reverse and take it all far away from the fire but there’s a bunch more cause the ember’s already caught on that end over there and it’s a matter of minutes now, the second primin of all things catchin fire like that in the barn, a bit longer and the flames are gonna swallow some of the third primin sittin there in the shed all sewn up, all of it on its way to turnin into tobacco soup.
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I hear the firefighters saving whatever is left of this farm. The muggy, dark air has settled into this room in a way that feels permanent. When they come home they may not be able to look me in the eye, it’s imperative that they don’t recognise themselves, that they don’t stare at me and therefore realise, My God, this is me coming back from a fire on my land, it really did happen to me.

The truth is, the poorer people become, the poorer they tend to stay, because in this case, it’s money they don’t have for machinery, for seasonal workers, for an ox cart, the family wears itself out alone, stooped over in the fields, immersed in this lack of everything, and then it’s an old pipe that’s never replaced in the curing barn, when a poor man looks at me, this is the prophecy I deliver, Mirror, mirror on the wall, am I the poorest of us all, no, it’s you two years from now.

Maria comes in with little Pedro, who is still bawling, she’s covered in soot and, contrary to what I expected, she looks at me with fierce resolve, cheeks flushed, then crouches to her brother’s height and looks at him in me, hugging him, as they cough in the smoke,

—Repeat after me, Pedro. Look at yourself, look, like this, straight ahead, look in the mirror, and repeat after me. We …

— …

—We

— …

—We don’t deserve this.

— …

—Say it, Pedro, please, just once, we don’t deserve this.

I want to tell her that now her brother really might never speak again, but I don’t say anything, if he doesn’t speak, neither do I, his little lips stuck together with saliva and tears.
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In the sunlight you can still see the haze over the devastation. The ruins of the curing barn and the tobacco shed are like a pyre still smoking from a pile of indistinct bodies. The damage was total, an obliteration.

In the small hours of the night, after a towering rise, the fire was cowed by the first strike from the firefighters, it shriveled and dwindled until finally relenting, mollified, like the whole thing was just a flare-up, a violent outburst from a man who’d been drinking and comes to his senses surrounded by broken dishes.

The family stood here next to me, coming to terms with the fire. Frozen before the skeletal heap of leaves, the morgue that the tobacco shed has become.

Two men from the company and another with a clipboard come through the gate and stride heavily toward our ruins. Then they turn to look at the fields where the stripped tobacco stalks are like spears rammed in the dry earth, they point at the Rural piled high with bales and loose leaves.

—That all you saved?

Carlos doesn’t quite nod, but his response is noted anyway. They hand him a document filled with words and show him where to sign, which is anywhere on the court order, it doesn’t matter anymore.

For the first time ever Guerlinda takes the paper from Carlos, who walks into the house alone and shuts himself away, it seems the lawsuit has been in the works for months, but the court order is from today, probably because of the fire. The speed at which the men make their way to the Rural, one of them stands facing the family a few minutes longer, if he had a hat he’d probably hold it gravely at his chest.

Alice slumps onto her mother’s shoulder, they’re all still too shocked to wrap their heads around a document, to understand how they can be holding a document that says whatever it says while some man makes himself comfortable among the leaves on the Rural.

—Seizure,

Alice reads in the document, it’s the only bolded word, that’s not true, other words stand out, like product and vehicle, and assets of value. There wasn’t time to understand the fire, now they have to understand this seizure, Alice takes photos of the man, who if he had a hat would cover his face to avoid being recorded.

The man with the clipboard asks Guerlinda to accompany him into the house.
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Carlos has hidden himself in the bedroom, and now a man scans the room, it’s clear there’s nothing here, just everyday belongings. He’s about to leave when he looks back at me and runs his hand over my Lusitanian frame, centuries old, my delicately carved scrollwork. Guerlinda hurries to my rescue,

—That’s not worth a thing, for the love of God, it has sentimental value

I am at once offended and flattered, the process server takes two photos of me,

—We’ll see about that later. Sign here, you can’t break this mirror or sell it.

My faithful custodian signs, resentful and incredulous, tiny tears sliding quickly down her cheeks, and now I see it, maybe her left eye really is a bit crooked.
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Guerlinda is back from the house, she is herself vacant.

Maria tugs at the jacket of the man turning to leave,

—Where are you taking the Rural?

—Your dad knows, he’ll explain everything later.

—Where are you taking it, mister, where is Seizure?

—It’s going toward the debt. The harvest and the truck

—No, mister, please, not the Rural! Not our car!

—Later we’ll see about the other repayments on the land, your dad can explain.

The man with the clipboard walks around the property, perhaps jotting down the number of chickens, goats, pigs, he’d jot down the number of daughters too, if he could.

The men start the Rural, it takes them three tries, because they don’t know their way around her, and she immediately starts playing Roberto Carlos, Mother of God take me in your arms watch over my heart.

—Grandma! The tape, get the tape, Grandma!

The Rural trundles down to the road with the tobacco, music still blaring, it seems they don’t know their way around the radio either, Over my path watch over my life. Alice films the back of the Rural, already driving through the gate.

—Leave it, Maria … Leave it … This way the Rural will have something to remember us by.
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Carlos wakes up lively and hysterical for the children’s birthday, there’s no more furnace to tend to, perhaps that’s where his sudden vigour has come from, or maybe it’s the pills, the medication has soothed his soul, albeit belatedly.

It isn’t enough that they’re siblings, that is, it isn’t enough that all three share the same father and mother, which is the most precious thing for everyone, or at least the mother, it just so happens that they were all born on dates very close to one another, so the family always celebrates all three birthdays together, maybe it’s a way to ensure that they receive the same love, no distinction between celebrations, as if it were truly possible to love identically, it’s obvious that two or three people cannot be loved with exactly the same intensity, and therein must lie the dilemma of all siblings.

So today is the children’s agreed-upon birthday, in the past they used to invite people who lived nearby, or relatively near, maybe one or two of Maria’s classmates, but for some years now it’s been a forlorn affair, just the three children clapping their hands behind a rustic corn cake.

So today of all days their father woke up cheerful and exuberant, he’s already brought in several bunches of chamomile to decorate the room, and Guerlinda is beating cake batter with all her might, and it isn’t corn cake, and there are balls of brigadeiro cooling on the dish on the table, maybe what they don’t have is enough time, in January they only had time to give birth, three times over, and beyond this inevitable act they couldn’t rest easy.

Slowly the children come into the room, expecting wrack and ruin, only to find their parents ready to celebrate, still surrounded by the smell of fire. Maria is unable to wipe the expression of hardship and destitution from her face, all of us one great fiasco, but she brightens at the sight of the brigadeiro.

Alice smiles to herself, no one sees the smile, not even she does since she doesn’t look at me, which makes it her most sincere smile. Carlos gives each of them a kiss that’s a little too hard and leaves the room with an air of resolve.

Elvira walks with difficulty, sore from the battle with the fire and then the battle with the mattress, because surely no one sleeps after a scene like that, when humans try to fall asleep, they’re left in silence with themselves, eyes closed, focused on relaxing, and while one part of Elvira was saying, You’re exhausted, sleep now, the other part was no doubt sending images of every spot fire she had failed to extinguish and rehearsing what to say to her daughter to help her recover from this irreversible defeat, and what to do with this family that is more hers than ever, when an adult child falls, the mother becomes the most primal of mothers again, but without the energy of youth. At last, Elvira emerges in the morning with all this written across her face and when she sees the circus being rigged for her grandchildren’s birthday she goes over to the window and lights a cigarette,

—I picked up some torn leaves that fell off the Rural …

Guerlinda evens out the cake batter by spinning the baking tin,

—Roll a cigarette for Carlos, Mom

and Elvira smoking with her elbow on the windowsill pulls two more little cigarettes from her pocket and raises them triumphantly, she’s going to drop the butts into her glass of water and leave it on the windowsill, driving her daughter mad. Alice wavers like I’ve never seen before, testing the waters to make sure her plans won’t be thwarted,

—Mom, Otávio’s coming to get me at six in the morning.

—Give that dress to your grandma to iron, I’m worried you’ll burn it

and the girl breathes a sigh of relief, maybe the family really is counting on the prize money.

Maria’s face is full of questions, but even she knows that you don’t ask What now? at a moment like this. So she busies herself, suffering the trivial pain of being the sister who doesn’t enter beauty pageants, at most the municipality will choose her as their junior councillor, but the same municipality will never look at her and say, There she is, our beautiful representative for the Sun Muse, and no matter how she tries to convince herself that it doesn’t matter in the slightest, that she must study hard to save herself from this land that is so easily taken away, to escape the contracts, that being pretty means nothing when the wreckage of her life is still smouldering outside, it’s no use because I am here to show her the opposite, she looks at me and hates me, drowning alone in her freshly turned twelve years of age. I don’t do anything to stop it either, of course I look at her and hate her back, and so we go on.

The pigs start up with a series of high-pitched squeals and for a moment we all think it’s cattle rustlers, though these days we fear repossession more than robbery, or maybe the sun has only just risen and yet they’re already repossessing the pigs, surely they’ve realised my worth and will come back to the house to take me away, but then the squeals mix with the sound of blows and soon afterwards Carlos comes in covered in blood, calling Elvira and Guerlinda to come butcher the animal, and the adults head out excitedly towards what must be a colossal slaughter, while the birthday girls stare at each other in disbelief.
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Leaning against my trunk Maria sings in Pedro’s ear, her love is so great that she kisses and slobbers on his soft cheeks, human softness is legendary, perhaps the whole problem and solution to humankind and other mammals resides in their softness. Tender bodies open the way for love but also for slaps, punches, they’re easy, inviting access for a knife, this must be how people see one another, as soft receptables for touches and blows.

The sun goes down and the day cools, there’s the whoosh of birds flapping their wings, my favorite sound after human voices. Alice comes out with a giant pork sandwich, sits on my swing, and hands out sandwiches to her brother and sister,

—Grandma says we’re gonna make salami for you and Dad to sell

—But we don’t have a car

—I think she’s gonna ask her sister for help, she’s always borrowing my phone

—But she doesn’t even know us … What I’m scared of is Grandma leaving again

—I would if I was her. Hey, Pedro, wouldn’t you leave if you could, right in the middle of the fire, you wouldn’t even bother to put it out, would you, you’d let the house burn down, the tree and the nanny goat too, you’d leave and never come back, isn’t that right, little brother.

—Pedro isn’t going to talk anymore, Alice … He talked that one time, then stopped

—Don’t give him a sandwich for a while and he’ll ask for another, you’ll see

Alice laughs backward and wobbles on the swing, Maria steadies her by the chain, reaching up to grab it without standing, then whispers,

—I … dunno, I think maybe it’s my fault …

—You? Are you nuts?

—Swear you won’t tell?

—I swear on the whole chicken coop.

Maria gets up and starts cautiously acting things out,

—The baby carriage was sort of like this, I used to play with him like this a lot, and he slipped down over the top and bumped his head on the floor and cried a bunch, really loud, louder than the pigs.

—How old was he? Like a year or so?

—Yeah

—You just love a problem, don’t you, Maria, I dropped you too, stupid. I dropped you just like that, you were around the same age, you cried loads, I covered your mouth so no one would hear, you bonked your head, it made a big ole thump, and here you are, a junior councilor with lots of thoughts and the biggest chatterbox.

—Seriously?!

—Yep

—No way

—Why would I make it up? So you can sleep better at night? Since when do I care? Stop looking for problems, the boy doesn’t talk because there isn’t a lot to say here.

—Did you see that Scarelos got burned? He’s all charred on one side.

—When I bring home the prize money we can make a better one.

The adults come over with a towel and a cake and three candles.

Alice hugs her dad, hands greasy from the pork, and they hold each other a long time. The softness. She whispers, suddenly shy, which is unlike her,

—Dad, I’m gonna bring home the prize money, you’ll see. Everything’s gonna be okay.

Carlos holds her closer, I think he’s crying.
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Guerlinda and Carlos are so festive that perhaps all they ever truly needed was to become unmistakably poor, the problem lay in the struggle not to be so, they look at each other in a way they haven’t for a long time, or perhaps they’ve never looked at each other like this, there’s a kind of unprecedented surrender, the two of them feeding off each other’s energy. Alice connects her mobile to the blown-out speaker, and the music clashes with everything that’s actually happening here, and the girls dance, pulling their grandmother and Pedro up to join them, Carlos is still hugging Guerlinda so tightly that I think she might crackle like a scarecrow in a bonfire, and then he stares deep into me, still holding her, I am a kind of betrayal, no one expects a husband embracing his wife like this to look at the mirror with such defiance.

Otávio shows up pretending there isn’t a thing in the world that affects or concerns him, he has come to wish Alice a happy birthday, as is expected of him, and to arrange some trifle to do with the Sun Muse, then he ventures a few words of condolence about the fire, brings erva mate as a gift for the family, gives Carlos some manly pats on the back, and spouts some rubbish about the song mangled by the speaker damp from Alice’s musical showers. Yes, her bag is packed, yes, she’s got her bikini and dress, et cetera.

Guerlinda grabs Pedro and smothers him with an infinity of kisses, they sit down to eat more pork, even offering some to Otávio, Elvira is the most sceptical of them all, she can’t fully immerse herself in these festivities, outside, the curing barn and furnace are no doubt in ruins, she’s not the type to fall apart for any old reason, but neither will she go along with this madness.

The wisdom of the elderly, as it’s called, strikes me as something more objective, in Elvira I see that there’s a limit to how much life a person can endure before growing weary and, even more so, a maximum capacity for emotions, and at this stage one must choose what is allowed in, for every new thing stored, something old that is no longer useful must be let go, or even something from last week, the elderly become selective, not because they have less time left and need to be strict, but because there truly isn’t space and they need to choose—and wisely—what is allowed in and what isn’t. Tonight surely means little to my Elvira.
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Some of my loneliness has seeped out in this hot predawn, I even shed leaves to a wind that doesn’t come. Maybe it’s the stripped tobacco stalks, stuck in the earth like deathly spears. Or it could be the sight of this scorched land and the patch of grass where the Rural used to sit, now empty, except for the oil that had leaked from the car into a puddle, a puddle that beautifully reflects the moonlight. Even charred and wrecked, this place keeps giving us its disconcerting beauty.

Maria told me something last year, she saw it on the internet at school, and I’m only realizing now how significant the information is, I don’t know how I skipped over it in this record. More than a century ago, someone planted a tree on an uninhabited volcanic island in New Zealand. Humans call it the loneliest tree on the planet. I imagine how it must feel to spend a hundred years looking at the remains of volcanoes on the one side and far-off grassy fields and bushes on the other. No bracatingas crying with thirst, not even a sign of human softness.

That tree shouldn’t even be so isolated, because she looks like a Christmas fir, and Christmas solves everything. Her wood also makes for great guitars.

Oh and if the loneliness weren’t enough, she also contains traces of radioactivity, they tested thermonuclear bombs in the area, which contaminated her. Radioactive things are even more toxic than my pods. More poisonous than the thousands of tobacco poisons. I don’t know if that poor tree knows this, since there isn’t another tree on the whole island to send her a sign. Maybe she doesn’t know she’s a tree, let alone a reference for all trees when they are lonely.

So that’s the story, there’s a tree out there who is the loneliest tree on the planet and she’s radioactive.
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Guerlinda woke up before it was time to tend to the animals and whatever else might still need caring for and is now obstinately composing some sort of note, hunched over the table with the strain of writing, which is constantly interrupted as she tries to contain sobs that shake her, then she muffles them, pulls herself together, moves the paper closer to the light, still faint, from the first hint of sun.

She must be writing to her sister, Dear sister, I’m sorry the years have got away from me, I don’t know how we’ve ended up spending so much time apart like this, Mom is doing great, better every day, it must have been your company all these years.

And then perhaps she asks forgiveness for something she did at the age of eight, sorry I told on you for stealing coins from the church, you got a proper beating because of me, I know you hate me, still, we’re sisters, we’re united by our love for the same mother, and listen, everything I used to tell Mom about the wonders of the land, well, I was a little mistaken, Carlos didn’t keep me up-to-date on everything, you know what our men are like, he’s been suffering alone all these years and now on top of it he’s depressed because of the poisons, one of his legs doesn’t move quite right, there’s something peculiar about the way he walks, an extra twist in one of his thighs before he takes a step, anyway, we’re completely broke, they’ve seized our truck and the tobacco, even the magnificent mirror is at risk, they may well come seize the land, but there’s a solution for everything, please, take my children in, if you look after five you can look after eight, the youngest is no work at all, he doesn’t speak, it would be good for Alice to go back to school, I’ll reach out to Carlos’s brothers, maybe they’ll take us in on their land and we’ll switch to corn and potatoes and onions, though they’re all older, I don’t know if they’ll understand, but you’re young and understand everything. The other problem is that without the car we’ve no way of getting to you, I can’t bring Mom back.

The letter, or maybe it’s a note, just a note because there isn’t a whole lot written on the page, doesn’t match the speed of the reflections and inflections of a mirror, the paper is already wet with her tears, with one or two sentences at most. She sits there gasping in the chair. It starts to look like the note is a farewell, she’s leaving this farm, or going far away. She looks like she might change her mind about leaving the note, or change her mind about whatever it is, some things live so far beneath the surface that mirrors aren’t meant to grasp them.

She looks at me suddenly, startled, pushes the chair back abruptly and stands, unconcerned about the members of the household who are still asleep, even though I can already hear Alice dolling herself up in the bathroom to wait for Otávio.

Guerlinda notices me on the floor, leaning against the wall, off my usual nail, propped up in a rush, just as I was left not even a quarter of an hour ago, and she no doubt sees the tape that holds the poison cabinet key to the wall behind my back, and I imagine the tape is half loose and the key is missing, and now Guerlinda realises that if Carlos took the key in such a hurry that he couldn’t even put me back, then she should now be in the same hurry too. Some escapes occur prematurely and without notes.

She bolts out the door and five seconds pass before I hear the loudest scream ever let out on this land.
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I tried to stop it with my branches and leaves at the ready, arms raised in alarm. It’s late, and the night’s too quiet, nature doesn’t watch over people, we’re here to burn, poison, flood, dry out, plants don’t have an instinct to protect human softness.

Dregs of poison still trickle from the bottle at my foot. Carlos’s head lies against my tree skin as if I were soft, my huge root could be a mother’s lap cradling him. Until recently he was still in spasms, froth on his lips and all over his beard. It’s possible those men will come charge them for this bottle too.

Guerlinda screams, still too afraid to kneel, here comes Alice now, running toward us, her mother grabs her by the waist, then falls to her knees, and Alice has to hold her head because she looks like she’s about to faint, the two women kneel together. Then comes Elvira, slower, she has already caught on, she kneels beside them and joins their embrace, this pile of fallen women, impossible to tell if when they hug they’re falling further or helping each other up.
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Alice comes back into the house, ashen but swift, just in time to stop her sister, who was about to go out with little Pedro by the hand

—Sit down, Maria, don’t go out there

—Why not?! What’s out there? Let me out, Alice

—It’s an order, Maria, listen, look at me, this is the last time you ever have to obey me, I promise

She bends down until her nose is nearly touching Maria’s face, holding back the force of the tears in her eyes, ageing twenty years, then murmurs with utter conviction

—I’m going to the bedroom to get my phone, then I’m going out to the road to make a call, and you’re gonna promise me you won’t leave this room, I need you to promise me, trust me, trust me just this once, don’t even look out the window, Maria, I beg you, it’s the last thing I’ll ever ask you to do for me.

Maria begins to cry and Alice comforts her with a hug that quickly turns into an embrace on their knees, maybe this is what it means to be sisters.
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Elvira feels his pulse, she strains,

—He’s still alive, if Alice calls an ambulance fast, maybe

they’re sitting next to the body, or perhaps next to Carlos. There still isn’t a body, but they can’t bring themselves to look at him. There’s a hard blue tint to his frothed lips, and an unusual calm.

A car rolls cheerfully through the gate and comes to a stop right in front of me, music blasting from the radio, it’s upbeat and singing about so many things that don’t match this scene. Otávio is driving and there’s a pretty girl in the passenger seat, they must be on their way to the Sun Muse. Alice races past the gate to the car, leans in the window and quickly turns the knob on the radio. 

—Go on, go get your bag

—Shut up, Otávio, come help!

Guerlinda and Elvira sit Carlos up against my trunk, his head lolls. Otávio stands there, possibly looking the way humans do when they see a sudden corpse. Alice lifts one of her father’s feet, he’s still her father, not a body,

—Hurry up, Otávio, he’s alive!

He’s still stunned, people aren’t quick to adapt to death’s plans, they get stuck, he doesn’t know what to do

—But, Alice …

Even the young woman in the car has come out and has Carlos’s other foot, they stagger with him to the back seat, no one else can drive, Otávio’s conveniently catatonic and they don’t have time to snap him out of it, Alice jumps into the driver’s seat and reverses, the engine doesn’t stutter once and she maneuvers fearlessly over the remnants of fire and tobacco. Guerlinda’s in the back, she must be adjusting Carlos’s head on her thigh, a thigh that can hold human softness, only I don’t know if there’s time, I don’t believe so.

Elvira goes into the house to comfort her grandchildren, she doesn’t look at me, they will never look at me, I am complicit, bottle overturned on the ground beside me. 

Otávio and the young woman leave on foot through the gate, they don’t say anything that I can make out. The car is far away now, and Guerlinda’s probably touching her daughter’s shoulder, grateful for her stubborn, teenage driving. Every so often, the daughter will glance at her mother in the rearview mirror, the mother will glance at her daughter, and they will drive on bumpily until they get to the hospital and know they’ve done all they can.

The sun finishes rising and shines brightly, as though it were a beautiful day.

Men will come take the land, seize the animals, even the goats, who bleat nonstop, upset by the human cries. The women will disappear in a vehicle with Pedro. I will stay here with my branch raised holding the swing.

I keep imagining a scene in which people are like a network of trees in a large, centuries-old forest, and before the sun sets I will start seeing little heads at the end of the road, first there are tens of them, then I will see hundreds, all the tobacco farmers in the area, in the neighboring hills, in the entire region. They each bring one bale of tobacco and leave it in the shed, forming a huge pile.

Then I interrupt myself because the scene would only make sense if we were alone in this, if there weren’t whole forests of devastated families.

Besides, at this point, what do I know about forests and families. Please let the record show and update accordingly: this is now the country with the loneliest tree in the world.
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Voice, Viewpoint, and Mirroring

A NOTE FROM THE TRANSLATORS

Narrated by four nonhuman entities—each with its own voice, age, and perspective—The Loneliest Tree in the World was never destined to be a straightforward translation. But it’s exactly the kind of puzzle that literary translators relish. Fortunately, there were two of us, bringing our own sensibilities and variants of English to the table.

We divided the work by narrator for the first draft. To stay anchored in each voice, we dismantled the novel entirely, creating four separate documents containing only the chapters belonging to each speaker. This wasn’t just a practical strategy for maintaining consistency; it became a fascinating experiment in perspective. Working in isolation within each narrator’s consciousness meant we knew only what that narrator knew, saw only what they saw. For a book built on shifting vantage points—where each voice holds a fragment of the truth and only the reader can assemble the whole—this method felt fitting. When we finally reassembled the text and began revising together, we experienced the story anew, watching the different parts come together like movements in a symphony.

Each narrator posed its own challenges. The tree speaks in the most neutral register. The spray suit, the youngest of the four, bubbles with breathless enthusiasm and long, tumbling sentences. The old Ford Rural draws on the colloquial speech of farm workers from southern Brazil. And the mirror—alone among them—does not speak Brazilian Portuguese at all. A native of Portugal, it retains its European Portuguese, which is markedly different from its South American counterpart. Reproducing this distinction in English required invention. To signal the mirror’s Europeanness, we translated the other narrators into North American varieties of English and reserved a non–North American, Commonwealth-inflected English for the mirror. It’s an artificial construct, of course, and not a perfect analogue to the original, but it allowed us to preserve the essential contrast.

Beyond the four narrators, the human family at the heart of the story also needed distinct voices—from little Pedro, who barely speaks, to his tween and teen sisters, their parents, and their grandmother. Their dialogue had to remain consistent across all chapters, regardless of who was narrating. We spent considerable time shaping their speech patterns: their slang, their registers, their terms of endearment.

The mirror and the tree’s syntax presented a further challenge. Their narration is discursive and frequently interrupted by dialogue, dropping midsentence without punctuation and resuming only after the spoken interlude, as though their obligation to reflect and observe the world overrides their roles as storytellers. We preserved this stylistic quirk in English.

There is a moment of mirroring of our own in the line “the girl’s so good at her act that she even fakes the feeling of the love she feels in fact” on page 236, which echoes the structure of a stanza from Fernando Pessoa’s “Autopsicografia.” Our translation nods to Richard Zenith’s brilliant rendering of that poem:


The poet is a feigner

Who’s so good at his act

He even feigns the pain

Of pain he feels in fact.”1



As it so often is with translation, the world depicted in The Loneliest Tree in the World is far from our lived experience as translators, and we’d like to thank Morgan Giles and her People of Tobacco Experience in Kentucky for helping us fine-tune the more technical language of tobacco growing.

—Alison Entrekin and Julia Sanches



1. “Autopsychography” in Fernando Pessoa and Co.: Selected Poems by Fernando Pessoa, translated and edited by Richard Zenith, Grove Press, 1998, p. 262.
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