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CHAPTER ONE

The No mask fooled them all. They never saw the lacquered ceremonial face hiding her real one. They saw her Midnight Silk stockings and satin pumps, a black silk sheath, and her hair coiled at the neck with a jewel. No one knew her slow, exacting movements were an ancient Japanese dance, or that she had the visage of a supernatural being with a high white forehead and painted red cheeks and lion hair.

She was many things at once. Tonight she was also a swan. If she wished, she could unfurl her wings and, in a blaze of quilled snowiness, whip Jon’s head into ruby-spattered pulp.

“Five minutes receiving line, an hour of chitchat, another hour and a half for soup and filet mignon, a bunch of ‘brief’ remarks running twenty minutes each,” Jon said.

He was resorting to the intimate sarcasms married couples 

affect in public. His grumbling differed from the other times, and both of them knew it. She felt their separateness as a stranger who was always present and watching; they spoke their lines for this stranger out of wariness and exhaustion with combat, and sometimes out of hope they could be themselves again.

Jon went on, “The new man is going to say he’s happy to meet the troops down here and he always wanted to see Brazil, which he secretly can’t tell apart from any other country on the South American continent.”

She murmured something in agreement as they entered the wide glass doors of the Copacabana Palace.

“This is going to be a godawful night,” he said. “I can tell. The moment Roper came off the plane he started in on cutbacks and bottom lines. Why are we spending the money on this circus at the Palace? He could have saved a million just by coming down by himself.” He nodded a greeting to a couple across the lobby. “Can that be his wife? She looks younger.”

Several rejoinders crackled in Maggie’s mind; in confusion at their color and variety she spoke none of them. Keep floating, she reminded herself. Forget the Main. Hang onto whatever brain you’ve got left for tonight. It was the only way to get through the biggest company party of the year.

She said, “Where is that reception line? Let’s get it over with.”

They merged with the crowd going into the ballroom and began shaking hands, starting with a man Maggie had met before in the Michigan home office but couldn’t place; his wife, and more men whose names she couldn’t remember and their wives. Just as both realized they had started at the wrong end of the line, Maggie and Jon finished up with the new company chairman and his wife, who was covered in pink satin with a fringe of pink feathers all around the hemline.

“It’s really nice meeting you,” Mrs. Roper said, sweet and befuddled. “And I think Argentina is a lovely country.”

“I think so, too,” Maggie replied. “Are you planning to go there?”

Jon muttered in her ear, “The next time she goes to Peru.”

They moved on, with Maggie pinching his arm as hard as she could and he tensing his lovely ex-athlete’s biceps in Morse code. When they had moments like this, the grief hit her anew like a blow to the stomach. After ten years of marriage, she thought, their instincts meshed like gear and clutch, machinery running a robot car.

Then the instant of comradeship was over.

She felt a starburst of rage. Her clothes felt afire from the heat of it. Her skin was not skin; it was like a lizard’s, scales shot with purple-green reflections from the chandelier’s thousand facets above. Her limbs coiled, striking sparks, molten beyond heat. One touch, and Jon would be a blackened cinder.

“It is comforting,” he remarked, “to know the home office really cares to send their very best. I hope the Brazilian clients stayed home tonight. I hate looking like a damn fool.”

She continued her delicate glide, her feet scorching one paisley figure after another on the royal blue carpeting.

Dennis Browning, the chief electrical engineer, turned and saw them.

“Hi, Jon. You’re looking great, Maggie.”

“Say thank-you nice and pretty up there, Dennis,” Jon said.

Browning pulled a lugubrious face. “If the watch they give me tells time, I’m a lucky man.”

Dennis and his wife Sarah were old-timers in Brazil, having lived ten years in Sao Paulo before transferring to Rio de Janeiro. The two played golf every spare minute they had, and their complexions showed it, the color and texture resembling tanned calfskin. For some reason, foreigners believed the tropic sun in Brazil was moisturizing.

While their mutual troubles at work occupied Jon and Dennis, Sarah said, “I hope we’ll have small tables instead of one big one at the luncheon tomorrow.”

“Where is it?” Then Maggie remembered that Sarah had telephoned her with the information the day before.

Sarah blinked. “It’s the Yacht Club. At noon.” Kindly glossing over Maggie’s lapse she chatted on. “Betty Riddell sounded happy when I talked to her on the phone. They’re having their sale next week and they’re using Jorge to set it up. I told her he brought in some very strange people, but she said that was all right because he gets rid of everything. She’s all excited about buying brand-new things when they get back to the States.”

Maggie had seen many sales in her five years in Brazil.

“Everything” was certain to include odd packets of cocktail mix and purse-size Kleenex, leaky blenders, and even used pantyhose. Once, Maggie had bought a half-empty box of Kotex napkins to prevent Brazilians from seeing them on the rummage table.

You are talking to a skull, she wanted to tell Sarah. Look at the big empty sockets where my eyes ought to be.

She excused herself and left the three of them. She circled the ballroom, keeping Jon always in her sight. People sought him out; as the overseas representative of Cleaver & Fischer, Inc., engineers of worldwide renown, Jon Dalton was influential and a good man to know. He looked as if he was enjoying himself, but of course it was his job to shine for the local boys tonight. Women, many of them beauties, flirted with her strong, handsome husband. His confidence attracted people. He was a man who got things done in a society that did them in indirect and unusual ways.

Reeling, reeling her slow dance around the center where Jon stood, Maggie peered at him from hiding places behind people. She wondered if he would forget he had come with her. But no. He had just given the room a quick scan.

Maggie helped herself to her third caipirinha from a passing tray. She had never liked caipirinhas, a mixture of rum called cachaça and lime juice and sugar, but she drank it down. A pianist was playing a popular tune called “Margarida,” the notes dulled and absorbed by clusters of silk suits and overwrought dresses.

She paused in her prowling of this giant cage of the rich and leaned her forehead on the plate glass that made up one entire wall. Another party was going on out there around the swimming pool, informal, gay as the Carnaval just past. The glass was tinted and reflected figures in the ballroom behind her; she watched the figures walk across the lighted water of the swimming pool, pass like ghosts through fleshy bodies clad in the briefest of trunks and bikinis.

A male voice at her back said, “A lovely lady without company is against nature in Brazil.”

Maggie turned and greeted Rolando da Cruz, whose intelligent and liquid coffee eyes were filled as always with admiration. “I intend to make up for that at dinner, because we will be seated together,” he said. “What is the point of being company comptroller if I cannot arrange pleasant things my way as well?”

“No point at all,” Maggie murmured.

“I would like to ask a favor. Your husband says you play the piano like a concert artist. Would you, as a favor to me because I love good music, go to that one and play a sonata? Please?” he said, as she shook her head. “An etude, then, a little piece, just so I may see your elegance at that abused, much too grand piano.”

Those ardent eyes moistened, seemed to extend toward her on stalks. “I don’t play in public,” she said, and walked quickly from him.

She did not go in to dinner.

Jon finally discovered her in the lobby. She watched him pitch from side to side as he approached but that, she knew, was because she had drunk so many caipirinhas.

She said, as he reached her, “I feel sick.”

“Oh?” He was marvelous at hiding his annoyance. “Did you eat anything?”

“Not one, single boiled shrimp on a toothpick.”

“We’d better go home. I’ll have to make our apologies.”

He marched off. Despite her nausea she admired his broad back. A cold appraisal, which was a relief.

He returned and helped her out of the armchair.

“Mag the Hag,” she said. “So kind of you, Miracle Man.”

“Put your head down if you feel dizzy.”

“What if I throw up?”

“Wait till we get outside.”

The steamy air coming in off the ocean, hinting of candlewax and sewage, clung to her nylons and made them feel like damp woollen tights. Across Avenida Atlantica, night bathers were in the surf, their splashes glinting off the imposing white splendor of the Hotel Copacabana Palace. The moon was only an upturned sickle on the horizon.

Their company driver, Melo, was chatting with the uniformed doorman. At a nod from Jon he said, “Sim, Doutor Dalton,” and went to fetch the car.

She held onto her guts until they reached home.

Through the open window in her little room over the back yard, Tonia saw the bedroom and bathroom lights come on, then heard the bathroom door slam. The sound of her mistress being violently ill came next. Tonia stared at the ceiling with her one good eye. There was Senhor Jon, knocking at the door and calling out to Dona Maggie. In the dark, Tonia whispered to her spirit guide, Age Salugå. Things were happening in this house that filled her mind with frightening thoughts. Help us all, Age Salugå, my protector, keep evil from our door.

After he left for work, Maggie went downstairs for her morning coffee. She did not touch the toast Tonia kept under cover. The coffee attacked her headache, drowned it, replaced the pounding with a bitter taste of burning on her tongue. She wandered into the kitchen.

Tonia was removing lettuce leaves from a solution of water and chlorine bleach, the same chemical with which she cleaned the bathrooms. She had come to work for the Daltons already versed in the infirmities of foreigners, knowing their drinking water had to be boiled, and fruit scrubbed and soaked before it was peeled.

“The Madame says good morning,” Maggie said. “Will you put poison in my food, please?”

“Bom Dia, Dona Maggie.” Tonia continued to pat dry the lettuce leaves. Her African features were broad at the cheekbone, rounded throughout with a snub nose and wide lips that were normally agreeable in expression. Her left eye was glass, a mismatch for the socket and tending, when she was tired, to stare off toward her temple.

Maggie wondered if she had started looking for a new place. A mistress who was becoming a lunatic put a different light on things, no matter if she paid more than the Brazilians did.

She went upstairs to shower, performing the steps necessary to turn on the electric water heater without electrocuting herself. She had considered allowing herself to be electrocuted, but instead thought: let Jon electrocute himself, maybe with help from her. She stood under the skimpy drizzle of water, soaping herself and looking at the laundry hamper. Tonia must know what Jon had been doing. After all, she washed his clothes.

Was there ever a discovery of adultery that was not banal?

She had been separating her underthings for handwashing and a pair of his Jockey shorts worked to the top of the pile on the bathroom floor. The smell of them was fishlike, sending her straight back to her agonized, secretive teens, the one time she had experimented and gone home with drying semen in her panties.

The long, long brown hair caught in the front slit of his shorts now reposed in an envelope marked “Exhibit.” For what purpose, she did not yet know. A private museum, perhaps.

The sequence of emotions that followed was first the terrifying knowledge that her life had just spun off its axis, then jealousy, then grief, then, at last, at the graceless proof of exciting, furtive sex, a sense of profound insult.

With an effort she resented as much as she resented everything she had to do these days to be Mrs. Jon Dalton in the bosom of Cleaver & Fischer, she dressed again for show. A horse show or a dog show, it was the same. The irony applied: she curried her pale spaniel hair until her scalp smarted. A cursory swipe of shadow and mascara. A cotton dress today, no stockings.

She smiled at her teeth in the mirror. They looked radioactive.

She heard nails clicking on the landing and automatically looked around for Tess. Of course there was nothing there. Tess was dead, decomposing in the grave they had made for her in the garden. She had died biting air and foaming at the muzzle, her short mutt body convulsing while Maggie wept and tried to make her vomit up the poison that was killing her.

Calmly, Maggie went downstairs to tell Tonia she was going to the Yacht Club for lunch.

Since the ancient villa possessed no garage, her Volkswagen beetle was parked in the garden, straddling the path leading to the larger of the two gates. The villa dated back to the era of carriages and long-skirted ladies bearing parasols who promenaded along the beachwalk in Copacabana. A mango tree towered over the house; three months ago, on Christmas day, Maggie had delighted in picking the small yellow fruits. A broad-leafed rubber tree ruled the lower domains, buttressed by roots thick as the trunk itself. Amongst these roots moldered Tess. Maggie did not glance there.

She opened the double gates, unlocked her car door, and prepared to get in when she noticed a smudge blurring the windshield. A red liquid trickling from the smudge led to the sloped hood of the car. She looked at the object on the hood.

On the white paint, its half-severed neck still spurting blood, lay the corpse of a pitch-black cock.

CHAPTER TWO

When she squinted, she thought she could see the tiny people inside. They would be the usual miscellany of riders: those who found it exhilarating, those who were a little nervous, and those who were acutely frightened of being trapped in a gondola held up by nothing but a frail cable to keep it from crashing down onto the rocky foothills below. The ride to the Sugar Loaf peak was always the main event of the excursion.

Maggie had heard that wild goats inhabited the hills around the Sugar Loaf, and that priestesses held their rituals in those unvisited wildlands and elsewhere, in the poor sections of town. The candle-lit stompings by white-clad women on Copacabana Beach were for the tourists. Tonia had said so.

Her temples throbbed; it was very hard to concentrate on what was being said around the table. Their luncheon was being consumed outdoors, around a single table. Stroked by tropic breezes, sheltered by palms, favored by views of bay and peaks and a marina stiff with masts, the wives lounged amidst the suntanned, oil-massaged wealth of the Botafogo Yacht Club.

Next to her, Sarah said, “Frances looks a bit tired. She gave up half an hour into the game this morning, you know, and went back into the clubhouse. Mrs. Roper stayed to the eighteenth and hit a two-hundred-yard drive right to the green. She’s amazing.”

Maggie tried to make sense, without success, of yards and greens, something about Mrs. Roper.

“Look up there, over our heads,” she said. “The coconuts wear brassieres. I wonder if one got loose and brained Frances, would she know it?”

“Shhh,” cautioned Sarah. “Softly, softly, Maggie.” Under the table, she squeezed Maggie’s hand. Although Maggie had never taken up her overtures of friendship, Sarah continued to act as if she had. In the Daltons’ first year she had told Maggie to remember to think of Rio as a company town—which was what their Cleaver & Fischer community amounted to—and that it was a lot like an army post. Small transgressions by wives were noted and filed away. Big ones counted against husbands’ promotions.

Frances had not heard Maggie’s remark, but another woman shot Maggie a speculative glance. The honorable Frances, wife of Jack Groover, president of Cleaver & Fischer’s Brazilian subsidiary, sat grayly like a slab of granite, her dignity pickled in vodka tonics begun at breakfast. The guest of honor, Mrs. Roper, was being entertained by the coterie of lesser wives.

Appearing dazed from rich food and batidas of peach nectar and cachaça and the unrelenting sunshine, Mrs. Roper said, “I’ve heard Carnaval is such fun. I wish we could come down for it sometime. It’s in May, isn’t it?”

“It was last month, same time as the Mardi Gras in New Orleans,” a veteran named Betsy Miller said, explaining tactfully. “It does move around, though. Frances gave a lovely party one time and some of us went in costume.”

Maggie remembered that event.

An employee had staged a cookout by the pool and Jack and Frances sat side by side all night, drinking vodka tonics. When Jack did get up once, possibly to go to the bathroom, he tripped over Frances’ feet and belly-flopped into the pool. He made a small splash, being a thin man nourished almost entirely by vodka-tonics. His administrative assistant fished him out, took him inside, and got his clothes changed.

Of the Groovers’ solid status with the home office, Jon had explained to Maggie: “It’s the Good Old Boy system. He probably padded some contracts and made millions for them, so the Old Boys farmed out one of theirs to us hard-working bastards overseas.”

Mrs. Roper said to Frances, “I understand your daughter is graduating this year.”

Frances did not move her gaze from where it had rested throughout the coconut shrimp and dessert courses—upon some point between the stuffed marlin on the boathouse wall and the Yacht Club flag.

Betsy Miller answered for her. “She certainly is. “Cum laude, too.” She paused, while a waiter removed the empty glass in Frances’ fist and replaced it with a full one. Betsy tapped her nearly finished drink and the waiter murmured, “Sim, Senhora,” and went to fetch another. Her good friend, Esther Parkinson, nudged her with an elbow and they both giggled. The two were flushed and perspiring from two drinks apiece.

“We’re all finished with Carnaval,” Esther said, “but we won’t get a break from the heat and humidity until at least April. My baba thinks she has Americans figured out. Now she wants the whole weekend off, every week. I don’t know if I can survive with the kids until she comes back Monday.”

A woman named Doris was saying, “And this man in a nice suit walked up to me and said, ‘Madame, this is a robbery,’ and yanked the chain off my neck.” She had freshened her lipstick and her smile was brilliant in the sunshine.

Someone, a middle-aged blonde whose name Maggie could not remember, laughed. “We ought to put that in a play. Maybe we will, in our new show coming up in October. It’s going to be a frappe of comedy skits and songs. No set, just a variety show with lots of laughs and music. I’ve been working on costumes like crazy for weeks ever since we decided on what we were going to do. Watch for the notice in the Brazil Herald.” She glanced around the table in bright appeal. “I’ll expect everybody to buy bunches of tickets.” Her gold bangles rattled as she gestured with a tanned arm.

“Loligas,” Maggie said.

Under everyone’s sudden attention, Maggie found herself speaking out. Pink, all their faces swam in a blur of pink.

“League of Ladies Inventively Gracing Alien Scenes, you know, LOLIGAS…sometimes I play with acronyms, it’s a habit of mine…I know this one sounds silly.”

Even Frances was looking at her now. Sarah’s hand groped for hers. The silence held.

Slowly, the blonde leaned forward, her eyes narrowed. “I saw your husband the other day coming out of a restaurant downtown. He was talking so hard with a beautiful Brazilian lady he didn’t even notice me.”

The ring of faces watched Maggie. They all know, she thought. She wondered what she had done to make them hate her, and then, hardening, she thought: Very well. She said sweetly to the blonde, “I’m sorry. Have you always wished Jon would notice you?”

Everybody started talking, and Maggie sat in the midst of it, in a vacuum she had created. Quietly, she got up and walked away. Now they would comment on her behavior with genteel, false compassion, all the while enjoying the little diversion she had provided. And when their husbands got home: Honey, I swear that Maggie Dalton is losing her marbles. She acts weirder all the time.

An old pain stirred and made her gasp with the malevolence of it. People dirtied, cut you all the time. Some did it out of carelessness; most knew exactly what they were doing. Their voices hummed like bees in her head—always adding to the long-ago chorus already there—and she had a sensation of being bent, twisted out of the shape of the Maggie she had painfully taught herself to be when she grew up.

Hardly knowing how much money she pulled out of her purse, she gave an extravagant tip to the attendant who brought her car around. She noticed that cock’s blood still stained the hood vents and that some of it had splashed onto her cotton seatcover. She had picked up the carcass by one wing and carried it, using the alley along the side of the house, to the back kitchen door. The blood was not quite congealed; one blackish curd spattered the flagstones. The cock’s head swayed from a shred of skin.

“Look at what I found on the car,” she had said, and Tonia standing in the doorway stared at what dangled from her fingers.

“Why was it done. What does it mean?”

A shiver crossed Tonia’s face and seemed to leap across to Maggie and sink into her bones. The back yard was enclosed in a bowl, overlooked on all sides by apartment windows. At this hour the sun shone directly overhead. Green and copper lights glanced off the black wings, and the shred of skin suddenly parted and the head plopped at Maggie’s feet.

Tonia took the carcass from her hand. “It is a message from a bad person, Dona Maggie, to wish someone in this house something bad.”

“But what can they do with this thing? What is supposed to happen?”

“We cannot know. It depends on what that person asked for at a terreiro.” A terreiro, Tonia had once explained, was a ritual or “tent” where spiritists gathered under a priest or priestess. The Umbanda spiritists were the busiest in Rio de Janeiro. Sao Paulo had its share, that city that reminded Maggie so much of Manhattan.

“Do you think,” Maggie said slowly,” that it could be the same person who poisoned Tess?”

Tonia collected the fallen head and dumped it with the carcass in an old clay flower pot. “I am going to burn this. It could be the same person, Dona Maggie. Be careful.”

Be careful.

Be careful of whom?

At 7:30 Tonia served Maggie a solitary dinner. Tiptoeing around the back of her chair, setting before her titbits of fried plantain and arrowroot that she knew Maggie loved, urging her to eat dessert, she finally gave up and took everything back to the kitchen.

Maggie needed only one thing from Tonia, but she would not stoop to ask it. Did you carry tales from this house? 
Tonia prayed to a spiritual guide, a sort of guardian angel named Age-Salugå. Maggie had asked her once why Age-Salugå had not helped to save her eye. Despite glaucoma being epidemic among the country’s poor, the doctor at the municipal clinic had diagnosed a simple inflammation and given her a bottle of cleansing eye drops. When the eye worsened she found another doctor, who did the same thing. A year later, by the time she found a third doctor, she was blind in that eye and lost it, in still another free clinic.

Age-Salugå, Tonia replied matter-of-factly to Maggie’s exasperated question, had so many poor people to look after that he could not take care of everyone.

Maggie waited in the upstairs veranda in the wicker lounge chair, her coffee cup in a round depression woven into the armrest. No lamp backlit the veranda from the bedroom; she preferred the dark. On the sharp rocky summit of Corcovado thirteen hundred feet above the city, the lighted figure of Christ the Redeemer glowed through obscuring mist. That view and the lake across the street accounted for an extra two hundred dollars a month in their rent. They got no discount for the thick, polluting streams of vehicular traffic thundering by between the house and the lake.

The cushions were cool under her, smelling faintly of the suntan oil Jon used.

A taxi stopped at the small gate. Its door opened and shut; the gate creaked; then the sound of the front door and the heavy thump of it closing. So many doors. Steps came upstairs, paused at the empty bedroom, proceeded to the veranda.

“Maggie?”

“Out here, Jon. Sit down and have your expensive view, but take a shower first. Or not. I don’t care.”

“Nothing happened, Maggie. I’ve been working on the budget, as I phoned to tell you. Last year this time I slept over at the office, if you remember. You had to send me underwear and shirts.” He sounded exhausted. He got down and lay back in the other chair, loosening his tie. He had already shed his jacket on the way up.

“Last year this time you weren’t having an affair. Or were you?”

Her imagination supplied the scenario: Jon riding the company minibus all the way to their house in Ipanema, then walking back to the main street to find a cab back to her place, undressing, making love, putting his clothes back on, and finding a taxi to come home again. She almost told him all that trouble was for nothing because everyone knew, anyway, but instead thought, Let him work.

“I wasn’t having an affair last year. And this one has been over for two weeks, I guarantee you that. It was just a…glitch in my brain. It was nothing, Mag, for the thousandth time I tell you that.”

Below, Tess barked. Maggie corrected herself; the porter’s dog next door barked.

When she kept silent, Jon said, “I don’t love anyone else but you.”

More people died of grief than the world knew. It was a fact baked into her daily bread and tasting of her wretchedness. She was astonished that other people permitted themselves to fall in love as often as they said they did and still walk away alive.

He said nothing for a while. Then, slowly, “Remember how excited I was about coming out to Brazil? They were offering me good money, foreign experience, a shot at the top. I wasn’t naive. Jobs like this one don’t come for free. I already knew I’d dodged around the home office buddy system to get here. Listen, Mag, let me try to explain. Sometimes I feel like breaking things. Or killing somebody. But you weren’t…aren’t supposed to know that side of it, or me.”

She did believe he could kill, as she knew herself capable of killing. She wished that was all he had done. That was the madness of loving him as hard as she had; what he had done with his body with someone else was unbearable.

“Hon. Please.” He came to sit by her. His nearness was so familiar it was strange to think of being by herself again, the aloof, friendless, strange Margaret Johnson she had been in her first life. “Hang on, don’t leave me. One of these days you’ll start believing in me again. I love you a lot, you know. That doesn’t change. I’ve been asking myself if I ought to quit. But the money is hard to give up, and there are several other reasons. I put five years into this job.” He began to pound his knee, the anger throttled in his fist. “I will not let the system run me out. Not the Old Boys, especially. If I do, I will never know if I could have handled what they throw me.”

Against the glow of Christ the Redeemer, his profile was heavily masculine, like the strong body born to it.

There is no formula, she thought. Only undeserved good luck and random occurrence.

Her heard her whisper “…but how can things be the same between us?”

“You have to think they will, because I want it so much. Just stop tearing at it. Right now I’m worrying about you. No, really—listen to me. You get wild when you’re angry and you could hurt yourself when you’re out of control. I wish you’d get rid of that bug and buy a heavy model. Park it out on the street, who cares if somebody steals it? We can buy another, as many as you need. Will you do that?” 

Jon shook her arm. “Maggie. I’m asking you to stay with me.” When she did not speak, because she could not, he said, “Let’s let it drop for tonight. We can set aside weekends to fight or save it up for my vacation. That’s three whole weeks, maybe even a month. But I make the rules. No old stuff, and we always finish before bed.” With the touch of humor that she loved in good times, he said, “Our fights have to be creative. We could have a system of points for new ideas and penalties for backsliding. Now I’m getting the hell out of my clothes.”

They went to bed, and Jon fell asleep at once, while Maggie lay wondering if she would ever take sleep for granted again.

The thought of Jon and another woman having sex felt like fire ants devouring her liver, her eyeballs being pierced, a heart-pounding scare from a fall down the stairs. 

She crept from his side and walked barefoot down the stairs to the telephone. She dialed direct, and when the high-pitched voice answered on the other side of the world, she opened her mouth to say, Some people should never have been born, including me.

“Hello? Hello? Who is it?”

A surge of rage filled her mouth like a serpent’s egg; she pushed it down, back into her acid guts.

Your son has killed me. When you come down I won’t be here.

“Whoever this is, you’re going to be in trouble one of these days.” This was her pious you’ll-appreciate-me-when-I’m-gone tone, so often used on Maggie that it was as if she knew who was on the line.

I hate him. I wish I didn’t love him, too.

His mother had hung up.

His children would have dark shiny hair like that one hair she had found on his shorts, little Indians with huge brown eyes and Carioca complexions. She climbed the stairs, the marble cold under her bare feet, and slipped back into bed.

In his sleep, he turned toward her side and raised his knees, searching for the backs of hers. Automatically, she turned to oblige him, and there she lay, her buttocks fitting into his groin, and she felt an erection grow.

Why not, she thought. Let’s make a good old-fashioned triangle, he’ll like that. She pulled up her gown, worked him loose from his shorts, and wiggled down over him.

He groaned, drew back and pushed. He was awake now, his breath hot against her neck, and she felt him all the way, her Jon, slow and heavy and exciting. She tightened around him and lifted, tightened and lifted, pulling another groan from him. She thought: Don’t say her name or I’ll kill you. His arms went around her stomach to hold her still but she persisted, until he thrust deep and surrendered.

After a minute, he whispered, “Next time, take a sleeping pill.”

She pushed him away and moved to the edge of the bed.

In the morning they kissed at the door, a lovely picture of marital bliss for the men sitting in the minibus idling at the curb, and he said, “You can relax those bright eyes. Don’t worry. There won’t be any relapses.”

He walked down the path, swung the gate to with a crisp click, spread his hand in a quick wave inside the motion of releasing the latch.

She waved back to him, her terror disguised in loving farewell. She would exist today. When tomorrow came, she might get through that day, too.

She told him she was going to pick up a prescription refill, and backed the car out to the accompaniment of his wave. They were forever waving at each other these days, like self-conscious newlyweds.

She cruised the entire length of Avenida Atlantica twice. Finally, she saw what she was looking for and parked. Down the beach, near the edge of moon-stippled water, a ring of candlelight flickered. She stared at it for a while, then left the car and walked toward the light. Cool sand tumbled through the slats of her huaraches and packed under her arches. The wedges felt like concrete bridges under her feet.

Although she had gone less than ten yards, the growl of traffic on Avenida Atlantica faded and she heard the lapping of water and the flames hissing in the spray from the surf.

The black woman in the turban and full-skirted white dress looked up from her squatting position on the sand. The candles illuminated the lower part of her face; her forehead and eyes merged with the dark of the sea. Bead necklaces covered her neck and chest and gold earrings dangled from the folds of her turban. She smelled of sweat, incense, and beer.

“Good evening to you, Mother,” Maggie said. The title of respect welled from memory; her talks with Tonia had been useful. She would need her best Portuguese now.

The woman hawked high inside her nose and spat into the sand near Maggie’s feet. “You are not just out taking the air, American woman. But just because you didn’t come with a bunch of tourists, I’ll talk to you. What do you want?” It was a high, young voice slurring the words like an old drunkard. A sour odor of fermentation roiled up to Maggie’s nostrils.

“Can you tell me where to go for a terreiro?  For serious people. I know there are many such places.”

“Well, well. So you know to say terreiro instead of macumba, which is a silly word they use in hotels.” She wiped her mouth and neck with the hem of her dress. When the hem dropped, a yellow smile split her face. “I can tell you, but you wouldn’t want to go. Foreigners are afraid of going to Niteroi.”

“If you told me where, I would go.”

“You would, eh?” A belch exploded from her gullet. Her turban slipped over one ear. At this she clapped her hands, beguiled by her own drunkenness. The squall she made with her big skirt and clacking necklaces threw candleflames in every direction. “Rua Cesar Lopes,” she said, so quickly that Maggie barely understood she was giving an address. “Nine-thirty, Tuesday nights.”

Maggie thanked her, uncertain whether to give her money. In the end, she left without doing anything. The woman’s laughter followed her all the way back to the car.

Tonia was at the gate and began opening it before Maggie saw her. She parked and got out as Tonia swung the two sides shut. “Were you going out?” she asked, at the same moment she noticed the toweling bundled around the maid’s head. “Oh. You washed your hair and you’re drying it out here.”

“Sim, Dona Maggie.” She unwound the towel and began rubbing her hair with it. Already the great mass of it was frizzing around her head. She would sleep with it uncovered, and in the morning would have to tame it into shape with one of her kerchiefs. Maggie’s shoes made gritty noises on the concrete and Tonia looked down. Sand spilled out of the shoes and kept spilling as she walked to the front door. Tonia clutched her towel. She did not want to think of the reason for the sand, but it was there, whenever she dared to face it. #

CHAPTER THREE

Terezinha, TZ to her intimates, was having a good time. The assemblage of guests at her father’s sitio tickled her sense of witchery; an otherwise boring churrasco with his usual mixed bag of foreign businessmen and their boring wives promised spice for her day.

She knew the foreign men were bashful about her string bikini; their attempts to be casual about her nearly nude body induced chuckles deep inside the bronzed chest they were all trying so hard to ignore. TZ was magnificent. She was tall for a Brazilian woman, slim-hipped, limbed like a runway model, with breasts an American lover once described as sugar cones. Her  white cotton bra heightened their glowing ripeness.

“It may kill you to hear this, Chantal,” TZ said. “But she’s a very beautiful woman. I love her tallness. She has gorgeous legs and a wonderful straight back. Her breasts are bigger than mine, and yours as well. That’s a wonderful face too, heart-shaped, magazine-cover class.” She did not have to look at her sister; the turmoil her words produced was almost audible. TZ was having fun today.

“It’s oval like an egg,” snapped Chantal. “And she’s white all over like an albino rabbit, and she should have known better than to ruin her hair in the sauna. Pity she’s got that awful tank suit on. Maybe she’s ashamed of her body.” Chantal herself was fully dressed, down to pale opaque stockings to go with her designer dress. She did not care to be compared with TZ, especially today, though her own body was almost as good as her sister’s, and she was prettier. She sat gracefully in a canvas chair shaded by an umbrella.

Mischievously, TZ asked, “Are you having your masseuse work on your thighs? Seems to me you need a little thinning there.”

“My thighs are quite thin enough. What do you think of him? Isn’t he something? He has a face like a Roman centurion’s, you know, cruel, so perfect with the curly brown hair.”

At that, TZ had to release some of her amusement.

“What are you laughing at? I’m in love, don’t make fun.”

“You sound like it, and that, my darling, is funny because you’ve been in love—how many times?—once for every season since you left that prissy school in Switzerland.”

“You should have gone to that school; the least you might have learned was to have better taste in men.”

“Oh? Does sleeping with old men mean you have good taste?”

Chantal did not bother to answer.

Theirs was not a real rivalry. Nothing, so far in their lives, had been worth fighting about. The allowance each received to supplement her income was the same. Chantal worked intermittently as a model for tasteful TV commercials, and TZ as physical education instructor at the American School of Rio de Janeiro.

“I needed this weekend,” TZ said. “One more hot day in Rio working with overweight kids and I would have exploded. All I could think of was getting up to Teresopolis.”

“You’re expected to do something for it, though. Papai and his hordes of business connections.”

“I don’t mind helping entertain, except for some of them…” TZ rolled her eyes. Men new to Brazil didn’t always understand that pride of body wasn’t a summons to maul the goods. Bikinis like hers were common all over the beaches in Copacabana and Ipanema. Brazilian men looked and complimented. They did not touch unless invited to.

A man heaved himself out of the pool and flung himself,

streaming water, onto TZ’s terrycloth towel and shook himself like a dog.

“You’re spotting my dress.” In annoyance, Chantal began brushing at the drops already seeping into the French silk fabric.

Camilo was exactly her age, twenty-three, and a year older than TZ. His family was as good as theirs. Unlike the girls, he was expected to build a substantial career; a man eventually needed to support a wife and family. He had made several starts, all bad, at acquiring that experience, until his father had finally gotten him a job with Cleaver & Fischer in Rio. As a matter of fact, he worked for Jon Dalton, whom he disliked. The sisters had a private bet between them on how long he would last under Dalton. Camilo was famed for being headstrong.

He whispered in TZ’s ear and made her giggle. The effect upon her breasts became irresistible to the gaze of the foreign men. Poised on the diving board, Dalton also glanced over at her and looked away quickly. He brought his arms overhead, arched, fining down a handsome torso gone slightly to flesh, and jackknifed into the water. The dive was a work of art, and Chantal said so.

Camilo smiled and murmured more amusing things into TZ’s ear.

Chantal said, “You act silly when you’re jealous, Camilo. He’s a man, and you haven’t even been hatched, yet. Look, Papai is sending us a signal. He’s up to his eyes in Americans.” She left to join her father on the porch of the main house. She was acting as her father’s official hostess; her mother was still in Andorra closing up their lodge. During the hottest months in Rio, beginning in December, a large family of in-laws and uncles, aunts, and cousins sojourned at the snowy slopes in the heart of the Pyrenees. The location was central, if not easily accessible to Paris, Madrid, or Florence. Chantal’s mother often complained of the arduous traveling to and from their quaint Andorran village.

“I give them three months,” Camilo said.

“Who? Oh, you mean Jon and Chantal. He called it off already.”

“That’s news. How’s she taking it?”

TZ laughed. “You can see. She’s philosophical and rather intrigued, I think. The man never ended an affair with her before.”

“Then let me intrigue you. Should I end it with you?”

He received a glance of scorn. “End what?”

“End our fucking sessions, then.”

“Oh, I’ve offended you. Forgive me, Camilo. You fuck divinely. Look, you’ve made my nipples hard.”

“Shall I suck them and make you come? Give you an appetite for lunch? Come into the sauna. I’ll really steam it up. I will service the finest slut in Rio de Janeiro for free.” In good humor, Camilo could be described as handsome in a boyish way, his eyes and mouth wide and shapely. When angry, every feature in his face clenched and grew small.

TZ knew the signs. She said calmly, “I don’t see how you could do anything. Your pants are flat as a board. If you’re going to be childish, go take it out on somebody else. I have to get dressed for lunch.”

On the edges of the party, Camilo still sulked. TZ ignored him. The sisters moved among the guests, speaking French, English, taking several on a tour of the stables and their father’s experimental hardwood plantation. At an elevation of three thousand feet, some of the rosewoods, jacareuba, and santa maria taken from the Amazonian jungle were not thriving, but the jacaranda were spectacular. Masses of lilac flowers fairly smothered the prodigiously branched, thirty-foot trees. Upon the expected murmurs of admiration, Chantal said, In the house we have furniture made from jacaranda, but it is difficult to find pieces of solid jacaranda anymore in the shops.

They passed a low stucco building set behind a vegetable garden and an American woman asked what it was. Chantal told her the servants slept there. Oh, the slave quarters, the woman whispered loudly to her husband. Chantal pretended she had not heard. The opinions of North Americans meant less to her than the health of her manicurist.

She did not speak to Jon because Maggie was walking near him, in a group with Papai. She became angrier; her father was actually paying court to that woman. Scornfully, her skirts stroking her fine calves, she strode ahead and left everyone.

By threes and fours the others straggled across the vast lawn to the vine-enclosed court where the churrasco was being readied. According to laughing remarks in several languages, the aroma of roasting meats immediately sent taste buds into a frenzy. Eyes brightened all around; this was the famous Brazilian barbecue all had heard of.

Over a pit ten feet long skewers of beef, pork, chicken, and sausage cooked slowly over an ashy bed of hardwood logs. Happily, the guests seated themselves at plank tables and began serving themselves from bottles of Brahma Chopp beer. Conversation and laughter soon reached a pitch that placed a smile of satisfaction upon the host’s face. Chantal’s father had made fortunes in timber, construction, and manufacturing over these churrasco tables. Cleaver & Fischer had awarded him millions of dollars in subcontracting work.

Chantal avoided the table where Jon sat, but too late, as she took a seat, discovered it was two chairs away from Maggie. From a third table, TZ looked in her direction and made a comic grimace. Camilo, from the fringes, bestowed a smile full of malice upon Chantal. She made a face at him and stuck out the tip of her tongue.

How she despised the woman and her pale, smooth hair, like ashes. Curiously, Chantal eavesdropped, but all she caught were low monosyllables in answer to the remarks of the man endeavoring to charm the woman.

Chantal did her duty as hostess:

Yes, these linguiças are unusually good; Papai gets them from down south in Porto Alegre, where they make them gaucho style.

That cook is a master at churrasco. We always use him for special occasions.

Teresopolis was named after Empress Teresa Cristina, you know. The Emperor’s city is called Petropolis. They had separate bedrooms, ha ha.

To Chantal’s dismay, Jon had drawn an ornate silver dagger from his belt and was using it to cut his meat. The Brazilians at his table made no comment, but Camilo, of course, showed his glee. Churrasco knives were heirlooms, handed down through families with a gaucho heritage. However handsome and expensive, Jon’s dagger obviously had been purchased at a souvenir store.

Drop dead, Camilo. Stab yourself with your own stupid dagger. She could not fathom what her sister saw in him.

Dalton drove the big rented Opala with concentration. The mountain road often narrowed to a single lane and always there were the curves that coiled almost completely back into themselves. Here was a wilderness that resembled nothing of what he had grown up amidst in upper Michigan. Peaks went straight up like needles; the dominant vegetation on the slopes seemed to be trees with leaves like starfish that flashed silver undersides. He saw few birds. Each time he came out of a curve to face west, the lowering sun emerged from ambush and speared him in the eyes.

Maggie had not spoken since they left the sitio at Teresopolis.

“There’s no Brazilian like a rich Brazilian. What did you think of Paulo’s spread?” asked Dalton.

“I think my Volkswagen bug would have looked like an aphid amongst all those Mercedeses.” She was staring at the starfish leaves but seemed unseeing of their silvery winking.

Dalton laughed. That was why he had rented the Opala. “The watchword today was affluence. We have to keep the American end up for ourselves as much as for the company, though sometimes I feel that old carcass is beyond redemption. Between Roper and Jack the Sot, we have pretty well dug our grave.”

She said, so softly, he almost didn’t hear. “It’s Chantal, isn’t it.”

Inwardly, he sighed. He’d had his misgivings about today’s excursion, but had had no way to avoid it. “It was Chantal. I told you, it’s over.”

“It isn’t with her.”

“How—now, why would you say that. What makes you think so? Maggie, don’t build things up. You should learn to let things go.”

She didn’t seem to hear. The entire opposite slope shimmered like polished metal; bright reflections flew along the hood of the car and danced upon his hands. He felt an odd sensation, as if they were passing through mirrors. On a sudden he thought, changes, and wondered why he thought that.

She said, nearly whispering, “When the churrasco broke up. The women went to the big house to freshen up. I was standing in the living room—there are two fireplaces, did you notice?—and thinking how cold I felt and what it must be like with both burning away, and Chantal walked in. She looked as though she wanted to kill me.”

Her silence lasted so long Dalton thought she had finished. He said, “It was simple dislike; it’s no surprise you two didn’t hit it off,” but Maggie continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “I told her she shouldn’t have had Tess killed, or sent that black cock.”

The curve came upon them suddenly; Dalton took it in a wide sweep, his heart going straight down into his right foot. There was no oncoming car.

“You what? God, when did you…what did she say to that?”

Maggie did not answer.

A twist of the wheel, he thought, and freefall into eternity sealed tight in a metal coffin. He lightened his foot on the pedal and their speed dropped to 30…20. A horn blared behind; a Mercedes swept around them at a blind curve and disappeared. The Opala trundled along. He was not going to drive any faster to prove his manhood, whoever might stand on his tail.

“Maggie. You were way out of line. I want to know what she said.”

“Nothing, really. She looked me up and down and walked away.”

“She couldn’t have said anything to convince you differently. She’s from the upper class, Mag. They don’t do things like that. Macumba is the poor Brazilian’s religion.”

“You’d be surprised, Jon. Every Brazilian believes in it, whether or not the upper class admits it. Tonia worked for a rich white Brazilian family who paid a pai-de-santo to open the road for him in a business deal. He did it.”

Pai-de-santo. Open the road. Dalton recognized these terms. He was always reading them in the Jornal do Brasil, which relished the detailing of the latest human interest dramas of love and hope amongst the followers of Umbanda or Candomblé. The tragic results of greed, lust, and revenge made the journalists especially productive in newsprint.

“You listen to Tonia too much. Mag, I have to tell you something. Dennis Browning said he and Sarah are worried about you. He told me about the Yacht Club incident. You don’t have to say…all of it has been my fault, but it’s got to the point where I think you should take a Stateside vacation away from things for a while. I’ll be okay, I promise. Go to New York and hit the theaters. Why don’t you visit the campus, drop in on Barbara Steffens?” Anything but stay with her parents; even putting up with him in Rio was preferable to that. He had a sudden wish that she would leave him for a month or two. The time for facing up had come; it was now: get out of the grinder Cleaver & Fischer had thrown him in, sort out his prospects back in the home office, or cave in and put his nose down until he was handed his gold watch on the end of a walking cane. There was one other option. He could write off his hopes and bail out of Cleaver & Fischer to take his chances elsewhere in the United States. All he had to do was give up the money, position, and the considerable influence he had earned here in Brazil.

That was all he had to give up. He laughed bitterly to himself. Best that Maggie not be near him while he wrestled with his choices.

She had turned and was looking at him. The special shade of her eyes that he called morning glory blue wore a sheen of grief he saw too often these days. He wished he could afford to close his eyes.

“I don’t want to see anyone. Please, Jon.”

Despite himself, Dalton raised his voice. “That’s the whole thing! You’d rather cuddle up to a herd of elephants than a human being! Or if you talk to anybody it’s usually Tonia, and God knows what you do by yourself in the north end of town, like some kind of…of….”

“Lonesome polecat? Should I go out for golf? Gang up with the other women over kids and the PTA?” When he did not reply, she said, “I do Brazilian things; I talk to real Brazilians, not the upper one percent. If there was some kind of job I could get I’d do it.”

“I know, hon,” Dalton said, softly now. “And I’m sorry about Tess.” She had not whined about giving up the job that she had burrowed into like a woodchuck to come to Brazil with him. He remembered his first awe-struck sight of her on the campus of the University of Michigan. The graduate student, older and far more experienced than she, had almost lost his faculty of speech. “Tess was a good little mutt,” he said. “I miss her too, and I know what she meant to you. I don’t know what you saw in me, Mag, since I’m only a human being.”

“The Brazilians have a name for a mongrel like Tess. Viralata. That means an animal that turns over garbage cans. But she was an honest, smart, loving dog. As for you…” Maggie said, as if he were an abstract topic under discussion, “I didn’t think it would ever be possible, but I fell in love. It was like being made over, but maybe ten years isn’t enough time for it to take.”

“Of course it is,” Dalton said, more roughly than he meant to. “You are not to worry about that. And I love you.” He chanced a glance away from the road. He had never seen her look so sad. 

CHAPTER FOUR

Their desire for Margaret Johnson instilled a wordless panic in her; after a shake of her head, the men went away and did not ask again.

Barbara Steffens, who worked with her in the Continental Congress branch of the library, said, “If he comes in here one more time and you don’t do something about him, he’s mine. I’m warning you.”

One night she dreamed she was walking in a forest and came upon a unicorn. The animal turned its head at her approach, its large eyes glowing. She stretched out a hand to its alluring white flank, stroked its tender, nappy fell, and at that moment Jon walked into the glade. She dwelt upon the dream as she showered and dressed and ate her toast, hardly hearing her mother’s complaint about the class of people moving in next door or her father’s placatory reply. She drove to work still seeing that shining unicorn. It knew Jon was there and had not recoiled from him.

That Jon should come to the library that morning thrust the dream into the light of a portent.

At noon, he emerged from the reading room, his arms filled with books, and walked to Margaret’s desk. There was an inevitability in that approach; she could not have explained why she felt it. His hips were narrow in their chinos, his shoulders almost too broad though not bulky. A figure out of an Egyptian frieze. He had robust dark eyebrows; their strength stirred Margaret with a force that astonished her.

He said, “It’s the kind of day for people to be sitting on green grass in the sun. I was thinking of a picnic. Will you share it with me?”

Margaret heard Barbara standing up; she heard her take two steps and halt at her back. “Yes. Thank you,” Margaret said.

He drove with patience, weaving through the bikers on the campus; at the Nichols Arboretum he parked at the edge of the grass. “Pick out any place that suits you, and I’ll be right along.”

The Huron River narrowed here, becoming almost an inlet, but he had chosen well. She sat upon a gentle hillock, arms around her knees, and stared at the grove of trees on the opposite bank. The foliage reminded her of the dream. How did he know to bring her here? He could easily have spoiled everything by insisting on going to a coffee shop or a restaurant, where she would feel cornered. She had never known how to talk to men in such places; conversational gambits were a skill other women possessed.

He produced small miracles from the basket. First a light, fine tablecloth, then a platter of chicken sandwiches, a thermos of iced tea and lemon slices, glass tumblers, and finally, a bowl of perfect strawberries dusted with powdered sugar.

In the distance to the east a toy-sized locomotive and a long train of flatcars rolled on two sun-polished pencil lines of steel. 

“Your campus is magnificent,” John said. “I wish I’d gone to school there, but I’m your classic night-school grind. Actually, I haven’t stopped since I got my diploma.”

“Why are you here now? Not to read American History.”

“You’ve been peeking at my books.”

“Yes. Managerial and Engineering Economy; Strength of Materials; Business, Legal and Ethical Phases of Engineering.” They were not books one found in her branch of the library of the University of Michigan.

“You have a lightning, eagle’s eye. I’m going after my State Professional Engineering exam. If I pass I get to put P.E. after my name on a business card. It’s also the boost I may need up the usual corporate ladder.”

“Why are you reading them in the William L. Clements Library?”

He smiled. “You’re so shy, but direct as a killer bee. It’s simple. I saw you going in there. I think I must have spent a total of thirty minutes in two weeks in the engineering building. Do you mind?”

“No. I don’t mind.”

“Good,” he said. “Because I’ll take care of the rest.”

She wondered if a unicorn lurked in the woods across the river. And at last the warmth creeping throughout her being curled sweetly into her heart.

Jon told her about his father, Malachy Dalton, who died of a life spent farming cherries.

“Have you ever thought about the cherries you eat?” he asked. “Only one in ten makes it to market. If you get a nice, average rainfall in the winter and spring, you get a crop. But that’s average. Cherries bloom early in the spring, just after peaches and before apples. If it rains at blossom time, your crop is in trouble. If any fruit sets at all and it rains very late in the year, the cherries swell up and split.” His hands described acres of ruined fruit. “When I’d had enough of suckering the trees or picking split fruit good for nothing but pie stock, I’d dive into Traverse Bay and swim as far as I could for Lake Michigan. For vacations I worked on a salmon boat and it actually felt like a holiday. My sister got married and ran south.”

“Do you like engineering?”

“I wish I did it all the time. When you get to be a project manager, you have less and less to do with technical stuff and more with supervising. You become involved with the business side of it. That’s what happened to me. Corporate managers in firms like ours have less to do with the technical side than with dollars and cents.”

He was angry when he talked about his company.

“If I can’t design the biggest hydroelectric project in the world,” he said, “then I’ll be chairman of the corporation. Wouldn’t that surprise the boys on the eleventh floor! Might even throw their golf strokes off.” He looked at her. “I feel I can do it, because now I’m complete.”

She was frightened. “Jon…I’m not good with people. Don’t read into me things that aren’t there. Please.”

He kissed her hand and held it tenderly. “The moment suffices. Don’t worry. I will never hurt you.”

Terror vied with love in her newly alive heart. Trust, she had to trust this man, who had come to her in a dream.

“You will please join hands,” said the judge. “By the act of joining hands, you now take it upon yourselves the relation of husband and wife, and do solemnly promise to love, honor and comfort each other as such, as long as you are together.”

Jon slipped the ring on her finger and held both of her hands between his own. Her terror fluttered around the nearly windowless, book-lined chambers like a trapped moth.

“Therefore, in accordance with the laws of the State of Michigan, I do hereby pronounce you, Jonathan Luke Dalton, and you, Margaret Inge Johnson, husband and wife.” His kiss was only a touch, no more than to seal their covenant.

His apartment in Jackson, a lower flat in a duplex, was furnished with the starkest essentials. One room dominated the flat: textbooks filled bookshelves covering an entire wall; file folders littered a desk; foolscap paper lay in drifts on top of a typewriter. It was both his schoolroom and office, Jon explained, the engine room where he hauled coals nights since going to work for Cleaver & Fischer.

In his bed, Margaret endured pain on great, indrawn drafts of silence that Jon could feel if not hear.

“I’ll stop,” he said. “We will take this as slowly as you need. I love you so much, and I thank you for my life.”

She held him from leaving. “I will like it, I promise. Just don’t go away from me.” Her lips tickled his ear, and his whole body shuddered and his hands pulled her tighter to his groin. Something happened then. Like a blossom unfolding, she felt him for the first time.

“I love you,” she said.

The next afternoon, on Sunday, they drove back to Ann Arbor.

He was not prepared for the sight of her home—her parents’ home—Margaret reminded him. Bur oaks one hundred years old shaded the Norman-style peaked front and dormered sides. A third-acre of lawn swept to the sidewalk.

“How many rooms in all?” Jon asked. His shoe soles clicked loudly on the flagstones.

“Fourteen.”

“Big ones too, I should think. And only three of you. Did you misplace each other often? I mean that seriously.”

“Yes.” She was almost faint with tension.

Jon reached for her hand. “Well, whatever the situation is, this ought to liven things up a bit.”

Both her parents met them at the door. Her mother looked coolly at him as Margaret said, “This is Jon Dalton.”

Ritta Johnson held out a piece of paper to him. “I see you have a knack for getting into people’s homes like a burglar, Mr. Dalton.”

He read the note aloud: “‘I am getting married. Back tomorrow.’“ He grinned at the two stiff faces. “A bit abrupt, I admit. But we are here to make amends. Won’t you let us in so we can get acquainted?”

Margaret’s father said, “Come in, come in. He’s right, of course, Ritta. We have to make the best of things now.”

Her hand had grown icy in Jon’s own and he gave it a little shake: Nothing to worry about, Maggie my love. 
They assembled in the study, a bland room with one startling feature: a Japanese dance mask, carved of wood and painted with lacquer. Margaret’s great-grandfather had brought it back from a grand tour of Asia. In this room her father lived half his life; on a television set concealed in a cabinet, golf was always on in some part of the country.

Dirk Johnson was a tall reed of a man, with a complexion almost transparent and handsome blue eyes like Margaret’s. His thin-boned nose was thickened and veined at the tip. He cleared his throat, and a bouquet of rich malts wafted toward the couple.

“Why don’t we all sit down. Well. So. How long have you known each other?”

“Dirk,” his wife said. “What we wish to establish is that they are married.” She inspected Margaret. “I haven’t seen that suit before. Was that your wedding dress? It’s blue, not white. Well, never mind. Dirk, I do believe she has actually become a bride.” She was much shorter than either her husband or daughter, and full-bodied in her silk shirtdress. She sat with her high-heeled pumps canted at an angle flattering to her legs. Her features were dainty, Margaret on a small scale. “You are quite a bit older than Margaret, aren’t you?”

“Ten years older,” Jon replied. “Since we are all talking about Maggie as if she weren’t here, let me make my little contribution to the pool. She married a man named Jonathan Luke Dalton, who loves her, and she loves him. No harm has come to her, nor will.”

“Maggie?” A shaft of faint distaste toward Dirk.

“Maggie. And I am pleased to make your acquaintance. I come from a family myself, and there are no thieves or murderers amongst us.” He smiled at the Johnsons. “Now, with humble thanks I must refuse your kindly offer of refreshment. My wife would like to pack some of her things to take away.” He squeezed the hand he had been holding since they entered the house.

Margaret looked at her mother. “I have to go upstairs,” she said, as if asking permission.

“Why certainly you do,” Jon said. “And I will go with you, to help.”

Leaving Ritta and Dirk Johnson in the study, he accompanied her up the oaken staircase and then they walked upon a gleaming hardwood floor, passing five closed doors in the long hall.

In her room he stood looking around. “Did you ever think of homesteading one more room on this floor?” 

She became aware that the only piece of furniture not covered with objects was her bed, whose white coverlet she smoothed flat, squaring its corners, every morning of her life.

“I don’t know why I never moved. I kept all my things here.”

“And your parents stayed on their side of the Maginot line. I’m beginning to see the lie of the land around here. You’ve got your whole life to tell me about it, but right now, where do you keep your luggage?”

In shame, she said, “I haven’t got any. I’ve never been anywhere in my life.”

“If I’d known, I would have brought something. Somehow I don’t think we want to ask your parents to lend us anything of theirs.” He laughed quietly. “Know what? We’ll use this.” He pulled up the corners of the white coverlet on the bed. “Come on. Pile it on.”

When they finished, Jon knotted up the coverlet and hoisted it upon his back. He saw himself in the mirror and became almost helpless with laughter. “Gads! The Hunchback of Notre Dame!”

Margaret felt her cheeks tugging at her lips; a strange sensation. “No. Just the biggest snowball in the world.”

“Ah, you’re smiling! That’s my girl. The first smile, what next! It makes you more beautiful than a man’s heart can stand. Okay now. All together, troops, out the door and down the stairs of the witch’s gingerbread house we go.”

The bundle became wedged in the doorway, but Margaret pushed from behind and got it through. The Johnsons waited in the elegant foyer; Margaret avoided looking directly into their eyes.

“They say an immigrant’s son shows his true colors sooner or later, so you’ve caught me out.” Balancing the bundle, peering sideways up at Ritta and Dirk, he fumbled in his shirt pocket and gave them a business card. “This is where I am gainfully employed. Our home address and telephone number are on the back. You are very welcome to call or visit anytime. I would enjoy a new beginning with my in-laws. Come Maggie, love.”

It was a union of many marvels for Margaret which she realized must be ordinary to other people. After six months Barbara Steffens remarked, “Do you know what you used to be around here? A walking still life.” Her comely face conveyed both ruefulness and approval.

Margaret enjoyed her daily 80-mile round-trip drive to Ann Arbor and back; she shopped in Jackson and cooked the stews that Jon liked; she baked pies and cakes; she concocted desserts combining fresh fruits and ice cream. Jon sighed with satisfaction after each of these dinners, kissed her deeply, and staggered off to his labors. When he finished the work he had brought home, he turned to studying for his examination, an event two years away.

When at last he tumbled into bed, where she had been reading, he gave her pleasures that often flushed her with heat at unexpected moments during her workday.

Since she would not ask for the old Baldwin in her parents’ home, he rented a piano. It was a Bechstein, and in decent condition for its age. She played for him her favorite Italian composers, the melodious Scarlatti and Cimarosa, and the quiet minor modes of Baldassare Galuppi. She entertained him with minuets from an array of Suites by Bach and Handel. He lay on the floor listening, eyes closed, a foot cocked upon his knee. As always the music spoke for her.

“Sublime,” he murmured. “And all for me.”

They acquired a dog, a shaggy setter that she found on the street and no one claimed. On their weekend drives to Beaverton, about 150 miles from Jackson, Caddy insisted on sharing Margaret’s window, although they had rolled down the one in the back for him.

“You’ll knock each other silly one of these days,” Jon said, when he could not avoid a sudden stop and the two heads collided with a thump that made him wince.

“I wouldn’t want to get silly any other way,” she said, smiling her rare smile. She laughed even more rarely, because each time she did so a spasm of terror revisited her. Jon and Caddy were still tenuous gifts from a God whose benevolence had always seemed spare and distant. They were riches; she would never get used to having them.

In Beaverton they slept in a cottage rented for the night, and walked in the woods ankle-deep in bright-hued leaves and tried to count minnows in a tiny bight of the Tobacco River. Her favorite river was the Tittabawassee, purely for the pleasure of saying its name.

She struggled through the few company social events she was forced to attend, and did not tell Jon that she was glad he was usually too busy working or studying to see his friends, who were all culled from Cleaver & Fischer. Her parents invited them for Christmas dinner, and Jon happily bought wine and champagne to bring along. She knew what would happen; her father drank half the wine and most of the champagne. At table, Ritta’s back became stiffer and straighter as Dirk’s spine sloped and finally dissolved and his handsome blue eyes turned maudlin.

“It is only a touch of indigestion. I do not require your assistance,” she snapped, when Jon offered to carry him up to bed.

They left soon afterward. Jon was compassionate. “But why would she pretend it isn’t the drink?”

“She always has.” Margaret was trembling; Jon killed the engine he had just started and took her in his arms and rocked her. “She pretends everything is fine when it isn’t,” she said, quite dry of tears though he became alarmed at her harsh whisper and hugged her harder.

“You’re with me now, no one else, Scholahn my darling.”

She mumbled into his shoulder, “What did you call me?”

“Scholahn was a beautiful Irish princess. My father called my mother that whenever she was sad. And you are that, my very own beautiful Irish princess.”

“I’m a Swede,” Margaret said. “And I am plain and ugly but you can’t see that because you like me a little.”

“Now who’s pretending? I see that I have some missionary work cut out for me, and I cannot imagine a nicer prospect for the rest of my life.”

A month later they drove 200-odd miles north to Traverse City to visit his mother.

“I couldn’t wait to get out of there,” he said, staring at the small frame house. Settling, the car engine ticked for a few seconds before falling silent. “And every time I come back I can’t help feeling my father is going to charge out of the shed in back and tell me to get on with the mulching. He was a good man, you know, and I loved him. It was a terrible thing for him to work that hard. He never made enough to hire any help. He left Northern Ireland to find some peace and a patch of his land. Some peace. Some land.”

Margaret lifted his hand to her cheek and kissed it. Jealously, from the back seat, Caddy shoved his head between them.

“Damn dog,” Jon said, ruffling Caddy’s head. “He thinks he’s your husband.”

“Actually, he thinks you’re the dog.”

Gravely, he regarded her. “And are we learning to give a little lip, now? I think my lessons are proceeding too well.”

At the weather-bleached doorsill, Catherine Dalton said warmly, “I’ve waited forever for this minute,” and embraced Margaret. “What a lovely woman Jonnie’s found! I was so happy about your coming I couldn’t sit still, so the kitchen is full of pie and cake, but I think by the look of him Jonnie has found a good cook as well as a wife.”

She was only an inch shorter than Margaret, who was five feet nine, and she had a broad, soft face with blue eyes darker than Margaret’s. Her complexion and hands evoked a life spent in sun and wind, and she came and went with a purposefulness that made Margaret feel, more than she expected, that she would never know how to do things properly in this stranger’s house.

 Catherine Dalton had prepared her own room for them. A crucifix hung over the bed and on the dresser a delicate Belleek china dish held a silver rosary.

Jon turned a framed photograph by the bed toward Margaret. “And this is Dad, of course. Handsome devil, wasn’t he?”

It was true. He was the son distilled, his nose fiercer than Jon’s own, eyes very likely black to Jon’s brown. A hunger shone in them; it was exactly like Jon’s.

“Handsome, but not durable,” Catherine Dalton said, with a tragic dip in her voice. “He left me to get old alone, and I’ll never forgive him for that.”

Jon went around the bed and embraced her. Then he said, “Out of here, everybody. I need to wash the mulch out of my throat.”

His mother made a fuss over Caddy, who following his nose went straight to the kitchen. It was large, immaculate, and redolent with aromas from the array of sweets set out to cool. Jon found sodas in the refrigerator and the three sat down at a butcher-block table overlooking the orchard. Was this a breakfast nook? wondered Margaret. She mourned the bareness of her experience.

A spate of words rattled from the mother. Catherine seemed to be speaking simultaneously to her and Jon, though Caddy got his share.

“Well, there’s been nothing up here to worry about since you last came, Jonnie. I get my monthly check from the government, and the check from Frank—he’s the man who leases the orchard from me, Maggie, and am I ever glad to be free of the burden of it—and he always brings it to me, never puts it in the mail. Bad crop, good crop, he writes that check, I suspect he’s a doctor who writes it off on his taxes so he never really misses the cash. If only your Dad had that benefit.” Ducking her head to check on Caddy, “What’s that you’re asking for, you handsome doggy? Jon, his water dish is dry, I think you’d better see to it.”

Before Jon could get up she was up herself, getting the bowl and filling it at the sink. She continued talking, and Margaret stared at the row on row of trees that had sent her husband from home. The son fleeing, as his father had from another country.

In his parents’ double bed after a huge supper, Jon said softly so that his voice would not carry, “She’s been lonely since my sister left. That’s why she talks so much.”

Margaret had understood that. But she was helpless to bridge the talking or to join in the easy flow of affection in this house.

A week before Jon’s thirty-ninth birthday, Cleaver & Fischer assigned him to Rio de Janeiro as company representative.

“This is the break that will be the making of your husband,” he said, hugging the breath out of Margaret. “It’s about time it showed up. You know how much this will cut off maybe a lifetime of lateral moves in the home office before I wrench a real title out of those boardroom boys? Ten years. Plus more money, most of which will be tax-exempt.”

“How long do you think we would live in Rio de Janeiro?”

Brazil, she thought. Inexplicably, she shivered.

“Four, five, six years. As long as it takes. You won’t mind, will you?”

“No, Jon. You worked hard for this chance.” She grieved to herself for Caddy. But of course there was no question of choice.

He enrolled them both in an audio-supplemented course in Portuguese. They spent their evenings after work drilling each other in phonology, grammar, and vocabulary. The declension of nouns and adjectives nearly defeated Jon, but with typical determination he memorized one table of declension endings per day before a certain consistency in the pattern dawned on him.

“Romance languages,” he growled. “Why does a lamppost have to have a gender? Does anybody care? Will it be offended if we called it a she instead of a he?”

“That’s why they call them Romance languages.” She was absorbing Portuguese with an ease that outstripped him two to one. It was as though she had dreamed in it all her life without knowing the actual words. When Margaret was twelve, a dark-skinned woman had walked into the room where she lay sleeping and whispered to her. The sounds were enticing, a lilting of tongue and lips; they seemed to enter through her closed eyelids rather than her ears. 

Sometimes she raised her head from her studying of Portuguese and thought of the land of Brazil: perhaps she would find, there, fulfillment of the sinuous promise of those sounds made by the woman in the night. 

Her parents surprised them by offering to ship Margaret’s Baldwin to Rio de Janeiro.

Jon said, “When I finish up the tour and come back here, I could well be president of the shop we know and love.”

CHAPTER FIVE

General Alfonso Ribeiro had not only survived three military coups but emerged stronger than ever from each one. According to political columnists in the Jornal do Brasil and O Estado de Sao Paulo, the general was likely to become the next president of Brazil. All candidates for that office faced the problem that had grown into the problem of the ages: Brazil owed one hundred twenty billion dollars (and counting) to American banks and the American government. His rivals in the election slated for November thundered denunciations of the high rates of interest with which the Americans had stuck Brazil; one candidate said he would, when elected, straightaway tell the Americans to go whistle for their money; another proposed to nationalize all American holdings in Brazil and keep them until the debt was canceled.

But these were all puffballs from the mouths of windbags, and the bored public knew it.

The stark difference between the general and his rivals was that he was in a position to do something about that debt. The key was the general’s friendship with influential members of the Japanese government, the most prominent of which was the Minister of International Trade and Industry, Hiroshi Tatsuno. His only son was married to the general’s daughter.

Jon Dalton admired the man. He was tough, smart, and he ignored his critics. Looking at this living monument of tenacity, Dalton wondered why the president of the Energy Council had summoned him today.

“I am aware that you are well along in your preparations of the new budget,” said General Alfonso Ribeiro in his metallic voice. He held a little black box to his throat when he had to speak. His nose had been broken twice in his career; an assassin’s bullet had, incredibly, gone through his neck and damaged only his vocal cords.

“We have about a month to go; we are still evaluating the projects at Novo Horizonte and Ourinhos.” Evaluating. What a word to cover up the desperate juggling of costs one year hence when inflation so far had already hit three hundred percent. Dalton was expected to predict inflation as well as add on a profit for Cleaver & Fischer.

“I know,” said the general. “You are having problems with cost variables, and that is what we will discuss today. I have a few suggestions, guidelines you might say, for the future.”

Dalton waited. Whatever was coming from that agile brain under the gray thatch would no doubt complicate his life further.

“Ever since the United States Agency for International Development began implementing its programs in Brazil, my country has fallen more and more deeply into debt to your country. As a result, Brazil has mortgaged its patrimony to that debt. We will never pay off the hydroelectric and nuclear power plants American companies have built and are building.”

Why tell me? Dalton thought. I’m no politician, no USAID official. USAID has ben dead in this country for years, anyway.

“On the next budget your company will cut its reimbursable costs by thirty percent.”

The statement was out and fading away, and Dalton felt the impact of its flat finality at the same time he saw its implications: Alfonso Ribeiro fully expected to be elected to the presidency. And he was going to set Cleaver & Fischer on its financial ear when he assumed office.

Nothing was visible outside the window, but the general gazed outward as though he watched an eagle soaring the open skies over Brazil.

Dalton watched the jagged profile. So the rumors were true: Brazil had iron ore, coal, wood and wood products, wheat, and experience in the manufacture of auto parts. And low cost of labor. Japan had capital and dreams of overseas expansion. Alfonso Ribeiro was sad to have Japan’s secret pledge of a loan of five billion dollars per year for five years, interest-free, plus a ten-billion-dollar investment in Brazilian industry. 

That piece of gossip must have been planted, Dalton thought. Yes, he was sure of it. Alfonso Ribeiro’s extended family were bankers and industrialists, perfect personal rumor mills.

The general raised the black metal box to his throat.

“You are charging us a thousand dollars a day for each of the project engineers on the upper Paraiba River, and seven hundred for those at Tirite River at Novo Horizonte. Engineers serving in a general capacity are charged to us at an aggregate seven hundred dollars a day. I am sure you are aware for how much less other country nationals are willing to work.”

Like the Japanese, thought Dalton. And Canadian, German, and French, all lean operators, as the Americans no longer were. The immense salaries of Cleaver & Fischer’s Old Boys were not reimbursable by the client, like those of the engineers, and thus came out of the general overhead of the company.

And so, how do we make that overhead?

Like the man said, out of Brazilian pockets.

“It is a competitive market, General,” said Dalton. It was the strongest of the weak retorts he could think of, and it sounded miserable in his own ears.

“But not when the loans are American and the contractors must therefore be American. Is that free competition?”

Dalton’s head felt hot; he was certain his forehead burned. This was a conversation to be held between heads of state; yet here he was, and he was caught in the money squeeze. It was to be his privilege to convey the news to the home office: cut costs thirty percent next year and nevertheless turn a profit.

But why worry now? Why not wait until the elections before talking to the people in Jackson, Michigan? For shame, Dalton. Where’s that old company spirit? 

Curtly, he said, “No I wouldn’t say that was free competition. Have you thought of discussing this with the U.S. government?”

The robotic voice was very throaty. “I am, as a matter of fact, going to Washington next week. But not to the White House.”

…yet. The word might as well have been spoken.

Melo asked if he wished the air conditioning turned on and he said yes. The driver rolled up his window, shutting off the blare of Avenida Presidente Vargas.

The general was virtually selling Brazil to Japan, a foreign entity with a hunger for land and economic dominance that would make American banks look like lemonade stands. There were…what?…a million and a half Japanese in Brazil, most in the south and delirious over the spacious territories open for tillage. The trip to Washington…was it to talk the World Bank into waiving interest payments? The commercial banks would probably fall into line, glad to get anything back, if the World Bank agreed. If that happened, the five billion a year from Japan would start chipping quite a bit from the principal.

Geared up with Japanese money, Brazilian industry could well recover enough to pay off the rest of the debt.

And Dalton was, somehow, involved. Already next year was coming up too fast for his stomach. He caught himself grinding his teeth. Maggie had told him he did that at night. He had always thought he possessed an enormous tolerance for work. He was a mule—a bull; he could put his head down and haul and butt his problems into submission and had done it, year after year. He was only beginning to realize there were penalties to pay for that ability. One was the precious sense of humor inherited from Malachy, his father. And a gradual erosion of his idea of himself; when had he not known what he was going to do and proceeded in a direct line to that goal?

The car jerked, and Melo apologized. The boulevard had suddenly narrowed to a single lane and he was trying to cut into it. Nothing obstructed the left lanes at all, except for a cluster of burning candles stuck on the roadtop and a glittering scatter of broken glass.

“They removed that wreck fast,” Dalton commented. They had passed it going to the general’s office. “The candles mean somebody died in it, I suppose.”

“Sim, Doutor Dalton.” Dark-suited, sober Melo was the son of an Arab immigrant to Brazil, and he was engaged to a pretty mulata. “They were put there by friends or family. Maybe even the police officer who had to cart the body away.”

“Are they supposed to represent prayers?”

“Yes. But mostly to calm the spirit because it will be angry and confused.” Melo touched something around his neck, and Dalton knew it was his figa, the tiny carving of a fist with its thumb sticking out between the index and middle fingers. Melo had told him the figa had the power to bring luck and protect from evil, but only if it had been the gift of a friend.

Maybe what I need is a figa, Dalton thought. At the last it might protect me from more diseases like Camilo. Would he be the general’s pride and joy, or a liability in the family? Quite likely the latter.

Maggie had been so quiet this morning. Once, Dalton had had the power to coax that shy spirit to him; in his courtship

he had known how to beguile and win her, and in the certitude of his strength he had loved her so much, so much.

“I don’t want you to get me another dog,” she had replied, when he brought it up. “It might get poisoned too. And if I…” She stopped, but of course meant to say If I leave.

Who had poisoned Tess? The same person who tossed that black cockerel onto Maggie’s car? Chantal couldn’t have done either, no matter what Maggie thought. A woman of that social caliber did not stoop to the mumbo-jumbo tricks of Brazil’s dark side, like the candles they had just passed on the road.

When had the dark side to Jon Dalton begun emerging? These lovely, sensuous women of Brazil had attracted him from the first. What man wouldn’t have been? But he loved Maggie and had held steadfast to her. He could kid himself for his schoolboy fantasies, and did, but with the humor had gone the kidding. Chantal had been a lapse, as far from the notion of love as a wet dream. Never love, he had tried to tell Maggie. It was… A tantrum? she said. A tantrum. That had struck him. And he had built his own trap at work that maddened him now.

It goes back, he thought. He had not escaped his father’s cherry orchards. He had landed exactly where he had left, battling to stay in place.

At eight-thirty that evening, he and Dennis Browning and Roger Mickelhaus were still working over cash-flow spreadsheets for the budget. The figures changed daily, were printed out everyday the last thing before the economic analyst went home. Covering Dalton’s desk was a litter of paper: time sheets on personnel at Novo Horizonte, Ourinhos, and eight other locations; procurement schedules; schedules of payments to suppliers; estimates of construction labor; general overhead; specific overhead such as equipment rental costs and support facilities. It was curious how numbers, once so solid, a comfort in their constancy, had become as fluid as running water in Dalton’s hands.

Dennis added a new irritant. “Summer vacation time in the Great North coming up. The home office wants to send the chief engineer and the operations manager out in June with their wives for a tour of the jobsites. Nothing strenuous, just a couple, so they can charge part of the trip off to inspection costs.”

“How much a day for each man? How long?”

“A thousand. Two days each place,” said Dennis. “After which they plan to spend a week sightseeing in Rio and then down to the Falls de Iguassu for another week.”

“Any suggestions which sites we send them to?”

“Why bother? Who don’t we just let them come straight to Rio and put them up at the Copacabana Palace for those four days? Cheaper in the end.”

Sighing, Roger said, “Did you hear the government figures the rate of inflation for March will be only eighty percent? If we could count on that every month we’d come out winners.” Like Dennis, Roger, the head of the civil engineering department, was an old Brazilian hand. A couple of years ago he had purchased a house in the Sao Conrado neighborhood.

Dalton said suddenly, “Roger, what made you buy that house? You can’t take all the money out of Brazil when you sell.”

“What?” Behind the thick glasses his eyes looked magnified in their surprise.

“Don’t you expect to go back to the States anymore?”

Roger asked, precisely, “Do you mean back to the home office, or when I retire?”

“The home office.”

Smiling now, aware of Dalton’s bent, he flicked a glance at Dennis Browning. “Now why in the hell would I want to do that? Do you think we’d even speak the same language anymore? I don’t think they would know where to put me.”

“Nor me.” Dennis fingered the top of his sunburned, balding head, as if counting hairs.

“I see,” Dalton said.

Camilo Costa de Andrade hoped his father would not notice he had slid into the house at close to eleven o’clock. The party was well along, had passed from early sedateness to a level of noise bruising to his eardrums after the sweet susurrations of the bedroom. The waiters had long stopped circulating with their trays of hors d’oeuvres and cocktails, and Rubim was preparing to serve a late snack. The mordomo, who had worked for Camilo’s family since the marriage of his parents, asked discreetly if Camilo had eaten and if not, would he like a platter of beef stroganoff and rice?

“No, Rubim. Give me a Coca-Cola, well iced.” Its bite would help him through the tedious first minutes.

With fizzing drink in hand, he began to circulate. He detested this salon. Except for his bedroom and his father’s study, his mother had filled the two-storied apartment with ivory and gilt French Rococo furniture, thick, bowed pieces embellished with carvings. When he was five years old, the carved animal faces had given him nightmares. Rubim told him he kept screaming that the beasts were trying to eat him up.

“Oi, Camilo. You miserable scum.” The woman who said this smiled, however. She was the wife of a partner of his father’s, no longer young though still very handsome. When you described a woman as handsome, thought Camilo, that automatically placed her in a category of un-young, so-so attractive, but horny as hell.

They kissed, both cheeks. He noticed a slight swelling in her jaw and a bruised tinge, skillfully covered with makeup.

“My lovely Isolda. Who are you sleeping with these days?”

Even without the highlighting of the lids, she did have beautiful eyes, a hazel-green hinting at an exotic mix of ancestry. “No one. I had too much fun with you.”

Camilo murmured something gallant, kissed her hand and moved around the room, noting several more new chin tucks here, eyelid lifts there. The room was full of beautiful, reconstructed women. Also, he reflected, if a bomb should happen to be dropped on this room, half of Brazil’s brains and money would be wiped out. A small natty man, Ricky Cardoso, stood in a circle of men, talking about his next building projects. As usual, the women clustered separately from the men. Cardoso’s expensive wife was all ablaze tonight in gold tissue and a complicated, matching headband. Her husband had built apartment towers in Brasilia, the capital, and half the new buildings at Buzios, where many of the wealthy kept beach homes. He did it all on credit. Each new project paid for the last.

Carmen Cardoso put out a gilded arm as he passed and brought Camilo into her women’s circle. “A handsome male, all for ourselves, while our men talk business,” she said. The women smiled politely at this raillery. Camilo’s cousin Elena, who seemed to be getting stout (was she perhaps pregnant?) waved two fingers at him in greeting. Whenever her Japanese husband was in Tokyo on business, she and Carmen were inseparable.

Carmen went on, “We were just discussing the San Carlo Opera Company that’s coming to Rio and discovered that not a single one

of our husbands is willing to attend the premiere of Don Giovanni.” She pronounced it Giovuhni, in the Brazilian way. “So we have you, Camilo, don’t wiggle away. Will you escort us, all of us, to the premiere?” Bright lipstick, gold tissue headdress, a little tongue tip between parted white teeth. The circle of painting eyes flashed amused glances at one another. Camilo hesitated. Was she making fun of him?

“How I wish I could. But I have to confess that Don Giovanni bores me,” he replied, exaggerating with a grimace the correct Italian pronunciation, “and not a single one of you lovely ladies could keep me awake during the performance.”

“Really.” Carmen looked around at her friends and back at Camilo. One brow arched, almost disappearing into the headband. She said coldly, “Then instead could we take you to the circus? Little boys love it.”

“Please excuse me,” Camilo said. “I have to see to my other guests.”

He left them, annoyed with himself. He had mistaken flirtatious banter for derision. Now he had offended Carmen Cardoso, whose husband would know about it. His cousin Elena had looked embarrassed.

He walked past Wilson Marques without greeting him. The director of Banco Integral do Brasil, a large, calm man, was one of Ricky Cardoso’s creditors. Camilo had hoped to work for him some day.

The old unhappiness churned under Camilo’s pleasant exterior. These powerful people came to his home, used the family box at the Jockey Club, exchanged favors with his father, but Camilo had yet to take his place among them where it counted. He felt everyone knew it, as those women in Carmen’s circle must. He carried one of the best family names in Brazil, and what was he doing? Pecking away at the wretched duties of a despachante, recording documents and getting passports stamped, fetching and carrying for an American. He despised Jon Dalton, a mere company minion himself, who ordered him about.

He avoided TZ’s parents, Paulo and Gilda Guimaraes. He could not pass them by with a perfunctory greeting, and he was in the wrong mood for friendly chat.

TZ never came to these parties, but there was Chantal, dramatic in claret silk. A clip of emeralds shaped in a fleur-de-lys glowed at the deep V neckline of her dress.

“Well, Camilo.” She was the only woman in the large room not grouped with her own sex.

They touched cheeks with feigned enthusiasm. Over her shoulder, a pair of middle-aged men eyed him. “TZ never comes to these things,” he said, adding softly, “so you must be looking for a husband. Are those two of the candidates for your hand behind you?”

“I am not going to quarrel with you, so I will pretend you are a gentleman. Are you so surprised that men are interested in me?”

“No. I’m just still surprised that Dalton would stray, being married to a beauty like that.” It was futile, he thought. All the verbal barbs in the world could not relieve the pressure within him.

“You pig.” Chantal’s voice trembled; her eyes moistened.

“Why, you really care about him,” he said. Somehow her pain appeased his frustration a little. “I’m sorry I said that. It was a stupid joke.”

“It isn’t my fault she can’t keep her man. Perhaps she doesn’t deserve to have him.”

Camilo had heard that excuse before but he decided to restrain himself before he began another quarrel. He bade her a good night and escaped to his room in the penthouse. This room was to his taste; the dressers, side tables, and headboards of his bed were made of a nordeste hardwood that glowed a deep rose when he switched on the bedside lamp. He liked the heavy flax curtains to trail on the floor; they were exactly right for the iron grille, wrought in vines and leaves, which enclosed the balcony. He allowed no animal figures in this room.

Fifteen minutes later, his father knocked and entered. The shadow of Andre Costa de Andrade loomed high in the doorway; it created what seemed to be two of him. The disgust on his father’s face caused tears to spring to Camilo’s eyes. Did his father think he was the only one to feel discouragement?

“You did remember my telling you your uncle agreed to speak to you tonight? He would have gone home an hour ago if I hadn’t asked Wilson Marques to talk to him about the foreign debt. Would you do me the extreme favor of getting off that bed and going downstairs? He is in my study, waiting for you.”

When his father did not leave at once, Camilo said, “Papai, you don’t have to stand there to make sure.”

“Are you sure I don’t?” Sallow and tired-looking in the yellow light of the one lamp, Andre folded his arms and remained where he was. Downstairs among the guests he had been lively, a man of vitality and good humor. His ancestors went back in a straighter line to Portugal than did those of most of his guests. The Andrades had been plantation owners and had entered politics early; two had been senators.

Camilo combed his hair and tucked his shirt into his slacks, then together they walked down the private stairs to the study. Camilo’s shoulders and the back of his neck felt forlorn without his father’s arm draped there. When he was a youngster in school, the affection between them had been easy and unsparing. He felt almost sorry for his young brother Atilio, who was hard at finishing up his final year in PUC, the Catholic university at Gavea. But Atilio had the temperament to succeed; he would not disappoint his father.

Andre paused at the study door. “I should have followed my own instincts, no matter how your mother felt. You would have learned something from a little hardship, but we spoiled you, and I take the blame for it.”

“Sim, Papai.” He had heard this lecture so many times before; the best response was the simple one.

“Wait.” Andre stopped him as he raised his hand to knock. “In there, Camilo, if you ever possessed any good sense, I hope you will use it.”

“As you say, Papai, I have been spoiled. Maybe I never learned any sense.” Camilo regretted the outburst the moment it was out. But they grated on each other; he was tired of being on probation. “I do have a law degree,” he added, lamely. “Someone must have thought I had reasoning ability.”

“That is true. But you would have benefited more from an old-fashioned apprenticeship with a hard master. You are not a prince, Camilo, much as you have been raised as one—my fault again.” Wearily, Andre gesture toward the door. “Get this over with.”

He walked away, returning to the business of the party in the salon. His gray silk jacket was wrinkled at the back. For one blind second, Camilo forgot he was a grown man. He almost rushed after him, to grasp the tail of the coat on his father’s unguarded back.

Weighted down with sorrow and balanced on the edge of fleeing, Camilo knocked upon the door.

Ensconced in Andre’s black leather chair, General Alfonso Ribeiro gave Camilo the impression he had been asleep until an instant before. He raised the black box to his throat. “Was 

she nice, Camilo?” Spoken in that metallic buzz, the question could have been either sincere or sarcastic. One never knew.

“Yes, Tio. How are you? Sorry you’re being kept up on my account.” Camilo kissed his hand and drew up a chair. Between the rushing hum of the air conditioner and the general’s black box he found himself straining to distinguish between the two.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you. It’s been almost a year since you started working for the Americans. How are you getting on there?”

“How am I getting on?” Be careful, Camilo warned himself. Don’t upset the old boy, and don’t appear to be ungrateful. Don’t don’t don’t. “Quite well, Tio. I keep busy. Of course, I have no idea what my chances of promotion are.”

“I talked to Doutor Dalton today and asked him about that. I received a rather unusual reply.”

When inflection was important, its lack in his uncle’s speech was a nuisance. How could one know what was coming? “What kind of unusual reply?”

“He said that when he left the company he would be happy to recommend you for his position. Why do you think he would say a thing like that?”

…and also his habit of putting you on the defensive by forming his comments as a question.

“I couldn’t tell you what he meant. What do you think, Tio?”

“I respect Jonathan Dalton, as an adversary and as a partner in our work on the Energy Council. He has applied himself extremely well from the beginning to our problems while at the same time representing his company’s interests. But it is also a terrible job. Therefore I think that his remark, which was obviously facetious,” the general said, “could not have been meant as praise. Am I correct?”

But Camilo was sick of this line of hectoring. He had left his chair, was skimming the titles in Andre’s library. His father was also a lawyer though he had never practiced. And my sons will have law degrees too, Camilo thought, whether they need them or not. Perhaps they would be ashamed of their father.

His uncle, watching him, lifted the black box to his throat. “I care about you, Camilo,” he said, the words of affection toneless. “And I am trying to do my duty to my sister. This position with Cleaver & Fischer is your third. How many more chances do you expect to have before you make a permanent reputation with your temper?”

Camilo picked up a framed portrait of his mother, an artful, airbrushed rendition that removed all traces of her final illness. She looked both sweet and insipid. How could you leave me, Mamae? I thought you would love me forever.

He asked his uncle, “Why can’t I go back to work with my father? I should have my last chance there if I’m never to have another.”

“He won’t take you back until you have acquired a little humility. The refinement of your raw material may be called the development of character. Pride is a luxury few of us can afford. What we feel is one thing. What we show is another. He wants you to learn that on your own. You disrupted his organization, and because you made his employees resent him for your behavior you destroyed any loyalty they felt toward him. And he has to account to his partners, remember. He is still attempting to repair the damage you caused.”

“So he keeps telling me.” He perched on his father’s desk, his legs swinging a little, knowing he appeared insolent yet past caring what the general thought. A despair like death descending embraced him.

What we feel is one thing. What we show is another.

He could learn that. He was already proficient at it, working under Dalton. What he could not learn was how to deaden the humiliation.

CHAPTER SIX

Sarah Browning had been cunning; within twenty minutes of her telephone call she was at the gate, while Maggie inside the house was still wondering how she could escape from the program Sarah proposed. When Sarah arrived, Maggie had been standing at the top of the stairs leading from the bedroom, car keys in hand. An eerie blankness had overtaken her there, and it seemed the something she had to do had slipped away and hidden from her, like a descant air she could not pick up on any key.

At the first handclap from outside, she started, then went to a window in the tiny guest bedroom and peered out. Sarah was clapping her two hands together, as Brazilians did when there was no doorbell. Behind the bars of the gate, her little brown face looked monkey-ish, earnest and a bit anxious. Her clapping at regular intervals bespoke a patience willing to wait upon Maggie forever.

Tonia came up the stairs, her face wearing a question.

“Should I tell her the Senhora has gone out?”

Maggie stirred. “No. I’m coming down. I couldn’t find my sewing things, Tonia. Is it important to have your own supplies?”

“I don’t know, Dona Maggie.” Tonia had never heard of the Auxiliares de Nossa Senhora, though Maggie had gotten the gist of the organization’s function from Sarah.

Sarah smiled and waved hello with her fingers as Maggie came out of the house. “You don’t have to worry about a thing,” she said. “I’ll do the driving, just sit back and relax.”

She did the talking as well, about the golf tournament for women coming up in April, the engagement of a son and his anticipated visit, with fiancee, in June. She lamented the hours Dennis was putting in on the budget. He came home late if he came at all.

The last, Maggie perceived, was for her benefit. She concentrated on keeping her mind empty. Sarah swept on, one sun-spotted hand gesturing and at one point giving a pat to Maggie’s arm.

The lake they were skirting was gray under the hot metal of the overcast sky. At its top, the statue of Christ the Redeemer was completely lost in the haze. There was nothing to see on the surface of the lake itself; except for a few pedal boats, the Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas was shunned for recreational use. Its turbid water did not detract from the expensive properties around its long and winding shore. Sarah lived on its other side, opposite the Daltons. Very convenient to the Auxiliares de Nossa Senhora, she said.

She detoured around the Jockey Club, and Maggie glimpsed through the fence a reddish-brown horse. Its rider was a woman in blue jeans and very white shirt; her straight dark hair floated free as the chestnut trotted to the far side of the track. Sarah made a right turn, toward Santos Dumont. When Sarah drove down the Rua Jardim Botanico, where towering royal palms marched in a row along the boulevard, she asked if Maggie ever visited the botanical gardens inside. Maggie made a sound of assent. She had been to almost every park and museum in Rio, usually by herself. On the rare Saturday or Sunday when Jon did not go to the office or was traveling, he sometimes went with her. He had not done this for a long time.

The quarters of Auxiliares de Nossa Senhora stood at the top of a narrow cobbled street above the botanical gardens. It was housed in venerable brick and stone, and Maggie thought at first that Sarah had brought her to a convent. The front room was filled with women and a few men sitting on a bench running along the walls.

“That’s the dispensary,” Sarah explained, starting up a flight of stairs. “One day a week a volunteer hands out medicines to people who can’t afford to buy them. She is a real pharmacist—the volunteer would have to be—but the people expect her to be their doctor. She’s heard just about everything but their confessions, and maybe that, too. Does it do any good?” Sarah said, slightly out of breath, and answered herself. “She says she doesn’t know. They keep coming in. There are too many to keep track of.”

People like Tonia’s family, thought Maggie. Or Tonia herself, at the free clinic when she started to lose her eye.

Their task, where they were going, Sarah said, was to make clothes for the poor. The ladies brought their own fabrics and put them together here.

“But I haven’t brought anything with me,” Maggie said.

“We’ll find a piece for you that’s already been cut out, this first time.” Sarah opened a door and entered a cool, air-conditioned room where two women sat at a big table. “The others haven’t arrived yet.” She said “Bom dia,” and introduced Maggie to Zelia and Dulce. They were upper-class, perhaps in their thirties, and tanned in a chic way that was not Sarah’s. They were sewing by hand.

Maggie saw one sewing machine in the room, but no one was using it.

Sarah picked over some cut material on the table. “Here’s a pillow slip. That’s easy enough to do by hand.”

A pillow slip. Tonia said her family didn’t use pillows, which might mean they either didn’t have them or didn’t care for them. Out of a woven reed bag Sarah took her own bundle of sewing, a child’s cotton shirt, and selected a needle from a packet. She gave it and a spool of white thread to Maggie, who took these articles and didn’t ask if it wouldn’t make more sense if she used the sewing machine. She threaded the needle and put two pieces of the pillowslip together and commenced stitching.

The room was illuminated on three sides by windows, the natural light greenish where vegetation grew close to the panes. In between the windows hung picture of the Virgin Mary or the Virgin Mary and Child. The conversation of Zelia and Dulce was desultory, about children, someone’s illness, a recalcitrant servant. The air conditioner hummed.

Sarah made a knot and snipped her thread. “I’ve been working on this shirt a few hours every week for a couple of months. At first I’d hurry and finish whatever I was making, but it began to look as if I was trying to show up the others. Still, it’s kind of relaxing, you’ll see. Like American women piecing quilts.”

Maggie said yes, although she had never pieced quilts. This was not as bad as she feared; she hoped the ladies Sarah mentioned had decided not to come. She wondered how Sarah had managed to cross the barrier and make friends among Brazilian women—or perhaps they were still only acquaintances—but then Sarah had been in Brazil at least twenty years and spoke good Portuguese and perhaps would never leave. Like the Daltons, or…like Jon.

“This batch we are working on is for an orphanage,” Sarah said. “We take turns choosing a charity and give it six months of our time. The city pays the rent to this place, and volunteers collect donations of drugs from doctors and hospitals. And sometimes we get up a sale of our own things and hand the money over with the clothing we make.”

And Maggie was, apparently, Sarah’s private charity project. She was tenacious, this woman. What had she said once? “The men have their jobs to help them get their bearings, but the wives have a thousand adjustments to make in a big move, and lot of times they fail, trying.”

But I am mad, you see, Maggie thought. Madwomen adjusted their own way.

She felt the wilderness pressing against the windowpanes. This house also stood on the very edge of the Floresta da Tijuca, a vast park containing streams and waterfalls, a museum, and many confusing, twisting trails. She and Jon had walked away from the trails once, into the forest, and stumbled upon despachos of clay bowls, bottles of cachaça and burned-down candles. Some of the places were marked by ribbons tied around tree trunks. We shouldn’t be here, she had said, and insisted they leave, and Jon remarked that all he saw was a waste of perfectly good cachaça. Teasing, he had terrified her by pretending to drink from a bottle.

Female voices and laughter on the other side of the door; it opened, and three women walked in. A gust of hot air and scent rode in with them, and with their appearance the peaceful, convent atmosphere of the room vanished.

The foremost one said, “Chau, Sarah.” She and her companions exchanged greetings with Zelia and Dulce. “We would have been here sooner, but Elena had to pick up a load of maternity clothes from her dressmaker. She is getting big so fast she has nothing left to wear. And then we had to wait for Gilda to finish her beauty treatments at Eduardo’s.” In mock resignation, she said, “Once a Miss Brazil, always a Miss Brazil.”

Gilda returned an elegant shrug. “Make fun of me all you want. I was just having a leg-wax.”

All three dumped a torrent of packages and shopping bags onto the table. They carried a brilliance about them, of skins pampered in emollients and clad in silken undergarments, of hair groomed to a luster with conditioners and fine combs, of lips and eyes vivid with shimmering color. 

Maggie saw the women that way, though they wore no makeup at all, and their clothes were of daytime cotton.

Sarah said, This is my friend, Maggie. And this is Carmen, Elen and Gilda.

Carmen and Elena, smiling, said “Muito prazer,” and began distributing themselves and their belongings about the worktable. Gilda did something more. She stood back from Maggie and nodded, as if confirming a thought to herself. “Paulo was correct. He told me you were stunning,” she said, with the assurance of a beauty in her own right. “Oh. Of course you have no idea what I am talking about. My name is Gilda Guimaraes, and you came to our sitio a little while ago, while I was still in Europe. I’m sure my daughters were probably jealous of you, and I should be, because my husband sounds as if he is half in love with you.”

At Maggie’s side, Sarah was beaming. “Well, I told you she was special, Gilda. I’m glad I finally got you together.”

Slowly, Maggie turned her head and looked at Sarah. It was obvious she had no idea that this woman was Chantal’s mother.

Gilda tapped her cheek with one perfect finger. “My girls and I love to shop and we would enjoy having you come along with us. If men want to work so hard, why shouldn’t we get some satisfaction out of the money they make?”

“Oh, I agree,” Elena piped up. “My husband is abroad more often than he is home, and fast as I’m getting, nothing keeps me from shopping.”

Carmen laughed. “My dear, that’s about all I do, six days a week.”

Tonia brought her lemonade as soon as she came home. The fingers that took the glass from her were thinner than a month ago; so were the arms, and the pulse beating at the base of Maggie’s throat made Tonia touch her own to feel if it, too, was fluttering like a bird’s heart.

When Tonia left, Maggie peeled of her dress and lay naked in the veranda chair. A breeze came in off the lake, its cooling touch lasting a meager second before it died. Jon had called at six, seven, and finally, at eight. Was the alarm clock on his desk or at Chantal’s bedside? Her mother a Miss Brazil, the exotic touch passed on to her daughters, alluring to men.

She felt a spiraling, tearing…she was falling away…only empty space where Maggie used to live. She had never belonged there…false from the beginning. Jon had tried to show her a different way, but it had not worked.

The chair seemed to tilt, and she clutched at it in terror.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Ritta Johnson is doing something that Margaret hates; this time the ordeal consumes all of a week, from store to store, which get smaller and smaller and more specific. Finally Ritta drags Margaret to a specialty shop. The sign, done in a fussy pink scroll, says “The In-Betweens,” and with a tormented sigh Ritta says, “When I was your age I was a perfect six. I never needed an alteration done in my life.”

In the fitting room the saleswoman and Ritta tug and pull at the dress they have put on her.

“I don’t know. I just don’t know,” Ritta says. “The waist is too high. And the shoulders are too tight. Or is it here? I thought you could fit odd sizes.”

Te saleswoman has long, false eyelashes so thick they create a draft against Margaret’s arm where the woman is bent over squinting at the seam allowance inside the dress.

“There is an inch,” she mutters. “I can let that out. The shoulders, too.”

“And in a couple of months, what? She’ll grow out of it in less than that. Maybe you ought to wear cloth sacks, Margaret. Stand still.”

“But the dress is for her birthday,” the saleswoman counters, rapidly placing pins. “She’d grow out of it anyway, in time. And you’ll be beautiful when you do, won’t you, young lady?” The top of her head is puffed up with back-combed hair; it is much lighter than her eyelashes.

No matter which way Margaret sees herself in every one of the triple mirrors, as Ritta turns her around while the saleswoman pins, she is monstrous. The dress is jersey, a bright blue (to match her eyes), and too long (to cover her skinny legs), and it has a full skirt that droops like a curtain flung over a stick. Her neck protrudes from the “jewel” neckline like another stick. Her eyes are dots of pain. Ritta has a fistful of her hair, holding it up and out of the way as the saleswoman works on the shoulders. The words Ritta is speaking float upward and are written in cartoon letters inside a balloon over her head. When she says, grouchily, that she wants the dress delivered no later than the day before Margaret’s birthday, the balloon vanishes with a pop! as if stuck with one of the pins.

When they leave the shop, the saleswoman says with a large, lipsticked smile, “You are going to look like a lovely ballerina in that dress. Happy Fifteenth! I wish I had it to go through again.”

On the day before her birthday, a truck backs up the drive and two husky men unload a piano. Ritta has already cleared a space in the big living room for it. No one uses that room; much less do all three sit together in it, on the loosely grouped chintz sofa, love seats, and maple hard chairs with tapestry seats. The French windows opening onto the garden are always closed. There are other ways to reach the garden, never through the living room.

Ritta signs a paper and the men drive off.

Margaret has seen all of this from the top of the stairs. The fact that Ritta has not told her about the piano coming makes her uneasy. She is much more than uneasy. Fear and mistrust urge her to hide from her mother, and as she rises off the step to do just that Ritta looks up and says brightly, “Come down, Margaret, and look at the marvelous treat that just came.” She waits with uncharacteristic patience as Margaret descends step by step.

The piano is a Steinway baby grand, six feet of burnished black lacquer. “Doesn’t it look nice, right in the middle of that polished floor? The little Rya in front of the fireplace doesn’t do much for it…I wish we still had the big one, with all its florals, but your father…anyway, that would tone up a grand piano. It is a nice piano. I must get some lilacs for that Chinese vase.”

“But I already have a piano.”

“That old thing. Anyway, this one is only a rental. I want you to practice on it for awhile instead of the other.”

“Why?”

Ritta is all of a sudden exasperated. “Why? Why? Anybody else would love to play an instrument of this quality. Say it’s a surprise for your birthday, except you can’t keep a big piano a surprise, so I didn’t try to hide it from you.”

“But why did you rent it?”

“I just did. That’s all.” Ritta attempts to smooth the hair back from Margaret’s forehead but she is short of reaching it by a foot, for Margaret has stepped back from her. “Oh, child. What am I going to do with you.” Her mother’s lips screw up angrily; she looks away as if she cannot stand the sight of Margaret.

Dirk comes home late that evening, and makes so much noise revving his engine, cutting across the lawn and tearing up swatches of grass, that Margaret upstairs in her room knows it must be her father. She shuts her window and finds her place in the book she has been reading. The scene taking place downstairs nevertheless plays itself out in one corner of her mind. Ritta will be waiting for Dirk just inside the front door; she would never show herself, appearing to berate her husband, to the neighbors. Through the ornate peephole she will watch her husband stagger from the garage and up the steps, and then she will open the door and draw him inside.

There will be no loud words, no arguments, just a glacial calm which is Ritta’s supreme expression of hatred. Dirk and Margaret will sit and eat under that frozen silence of Ritta’s. No one else speaks. Then for some time Dirk does not stray but eventually he will do so royally, and then Ritta has to put him in a place where they treat his kind of problem, and another precious heirloom from her grandparents will be sold to pay for it. There is not much left. The ancient Japanese No mask and an eighteenth century Chinese rosewood footstool, and the small Swedish Rya rug, are all that remain of Grandmother Bertha’s and Grandfather Ula’s collection of fine things. The house is Ritta’s, handed down from Grandfather Ula, who owned a copper mine and traveled all over the world. It is the final bulwark of Ritta’s defense against Dirk’s “problem,” which is never mentioned by name.

But this time, in the morning, she is bright again, kisses Margaret’s cheek for her birthday, and supervises her dressing for school. Margaret must wear the new ballerina dress, and the black slippers bought to go with it. She doesn’t ask why, simply does as she is told. She tiptoes past her parents’ bedroom, where Dirk is sleeping, but Ritta raps her heels hard on the wood floor.

At school she catches side glances at her dress, and a distinct comment, “Oy!” from a pretty girl who is always dressed exactly right in pants and T-shirt, or short skirt and big shirt, exactly like everyone else but with her own distinction. Margaret’s classmates are unusually attentive today. It is the dress, of course. They must think it is hilarious, as they look at her and whisper and giggle. And of course, retelling all the old stories about her. Throughout the day, Margaret’s foreboding, her anxiety increase. By the time she has to go home she is hyperventilating so much she feels dizy.

The lawn has been mended, not well, but the larger patches have been put back.

She enters her house and walks quickly to the stairs, but before her foot is on the first step Ritta is there. She is wearing one of her nice dresses, smiling and pretty with her blond hair brushed to one side and held there with a tortoiseshell comb.

“Margaret, everything is lovely, come and see. It’s your birthday, after all, and you can make it a wonderful occasion.”

Her wrist firmly in Ritta’s grip, Margaret follows helplessly.

In one sickening glance she takes in everything: her classmates, at least a dozen, all looking at her, mouths framed to cry “Happy Birthday!” There are ragged flourishes of “Surprise!” and “Hey, Margaret” and “Marge” and one attempt at humor from a boy, “Merry Christmas!” They don’t know her well enough to agree on a name.

The greetings die away, and Ritta says quickly, “I wanted you to have a special birthday, Margaret. They all wish you well, and I want everyone to have a good time.” Raising her voice, “Sandwiches and cake are on their way, everybody, and while I’m getting them Margaret can play something for you.”

A pile of sheet music is atop the baby grand, and Margaret’s numb senses note that the French doors are wide open and their living room seems to stretch into and beyond Ritta’s formal hedgerows.

Ritta squeezes Margaret’s arm and whispers in her ear, “They are your friends, dear, be a good hostess.” A dazzling smile, and she is off to the kitchen down the long hallway.

Margaret is no longer breathing. The expressions around her have changed to embarrassment; the awkward postures upon the hard chairs and the chintz love seats are never going to relax, for her. The girl who made fun of her dress is not here. The boy who said Merry Christmas is saying, Hey, let’s hear you play. Your Mom says you’re good. He has auburn hair and freckles, and has attracted her furtive glances in class.

For an instant she hangs there, on the gibbet where her mother has hung her, and then she flees, out of the room, through the hallway, out the front door and around the house.

The bur oak at the far end of the garden where she takes refuge has laid a path of calluses where her feet touch as she goes up. She climbs like a squirrel, thirty feet up, as far as she can go. From here she cannot see the open French windows, nor can she hear anything from the living room, but all the same her hands cover her ears.

The sun makes tiny incisions in the murk at the top; eventually those bright cuts dim, and she is in almost pure darkness, with only the furry undersides of the leaves for company.

Her father’s voice rouses her.

“They went home long ago. You can come down now.”

Somehow he has known about this tree; the fact that he never told her mother does not make her grateful.

His voice comes up to her sadly, “Your mother only wanted to help you make friends, that’s all she tried to do, never to humiliate you. It isn’t easy for her, making do with what…I haven’t made it easy for her, but I really try…and I can’t… The worst part is what’s happening to you. The school counselor wants to refer you to a psychologist, but your mother says it’s too expensive and we all know it’s my fault, and it is my fault, but she also insists you don’t need to see anyone, it’s just growing pains.”

High in the crown of the bur oak Margaret is tempted to creep down low enough to kick him in the head and kill him.

“We don’t talk about things, do we, Baby? Your mother gets so ashamed of our problems. I happen to love you, though I can’t seem to tell you that to your face.”

Die, she thinks. Both of you die. Her contempt for him is like acid dripping through the leaves.

“I’m going in now. Dinner will be on soon. She won’t be angry. Just say you’re sorry, and she’ll come around.”

A long, long wait, until she is sure he is gone.

But when she enters the dining room, it is apparent at once that Ritta is in a fury. Ritta’s iciness slaps her in the face; the delicacy with which she handles her knife and fork is a declaration of a war that will last until she has tasted her bitter gall to satiety. Food will be bought and prepared; dishes washed, clothes laundered, rooms dusted, with Margaret’s help. But through all of it Ritta will not look at or speak to her.

Dirk’s long thin face is very white and he does not look at Margaret as he cuts his meat.

Margaret goes out of the dining room, up the hall; it is a march now, not retreat. Into the living room. She picks up one of the straight chairs and slams it onto the open keyboard. The crash is all jangling chords and cracking wood. White keys spray onto the floor like broken teeth.

Die. Die!

She lifts the jagged remnant of the chair and smashes it down again. Again. And again.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Without much thought, handling the steering and gearshift by fingertip as if all she needed to function were in those nerve-ends, Maggie got all the way to the Santos Dumont Airport; then unfamiliarity with landmarks began to fray the rims of her dreamlike state. She began to concentrate. The docks came next, then a boulevard so long she began to fear she had missed a turnoff. Finally she saw the Caju cemetery ahead; the approach to the Niteroi bridge began there.

By the time she reached mid-span, the fraudulent fairy-tale lights of Rio de Janeiro twinkled far off to her right. She did not know if she was fleeing, or seeking, but the darkness and her solitude she found surprisingly comforting. She looked on those lights from the moon; she depended entirely on herself. The water, when she thought about it at all, seemed hardly there beyond its spectral blackness.

A tollgate loomed up. She had not foreseen something so homelike on this dreary strip of concrete. Two or three miles farther, she had to stop to consult her map. But she was headed in the right direction; the dwellings grew poorer, the roads rougher and steeper.

She parked on a dirt slope. People chatting outside their shanty homes stared curiously. Men—two black and one with long blond hair—glanced at her in swift appraisal. She felt the edge of their eyes even after they looked away.

Maggie asked a young woman, carrying a child much darker than herself, if she could direct her to the terreiro.

The woman muttered, “Up the hill some more,”—the Portuguese alien, the r’s lost—and dipped her head to wipe her nose on the baby’s shirt.

Maggie trudged up a road so steep and slippery her feet felt bruised with every foothold she gained. The favela shacks were a map of man-made materials: tar paper, flattened beer cans, planking, canvas, sheets of Formica and plywood. Plastic buckets standing outside door openings stank of slops and excrement. Between shacks trails angled off and disappeared into darkness. A winking like stars; she realized more people lived inside, beside those paths. The few light poles on the road sagged to the four winds, their heads snarled in extension wires snaking out of the shadows.

Snickering and whispers.

The three men were following. One called out, “Over on your right, Madame.”

Maggie shuffled her way onto the footpath, the men close behind.

The terreiro vibrated in her teeth. A single male voice chanted, pursued by a murmuring of many voices. The male voice again, then the chorus, invocation and response louder as she neared the shack. Light wavered, danced with moving bodies.

“She doesn’t give a damn,” a man said in the dark behind her. “It almost doesn’t seem right…” Another laughed. “Be happy to take your share, Zezinho.”

Maria, mother of God, over and over from the shack, and beer and incense, powerful in the moist heat of the night, and strongest of all the sourness of old sweat.

She reached the open doorway. A sharp pain pricked her hand where she touched a splintery doorjamb.

…the backs of many people; all around the room stood tables covered in white cloth and on them were cheap statues before which stood lighted candles and little glasses filled with pale cachaça, and plastic flowers, crucifixes, sea shells. From nails driven into walls hung rosaries and colored beads.

Saint Sebastian, stuck with arrows and painted with streaming blood, turned his eyes heavenward in agony. Over there stood Yemanjå, the Umbanda Virgin Mary, her plaster gown painted blue, fresh flowers piled at her feet. A smaller statue of Christ flanked her, his face rosy white, his robes gilt and pink. His upraised right hand seemed to be reaching toward an open bottle of beer. The largest of all was Saint George astide a white horse rearing over a green dragon. A red satin cape as big as a bedsheet fanned from his shoulders and eclipsed most of the dragon.

Maggie recognized the Old Black Slave, his red lips carved in a jolly grin. He sat on a tiny wooden stool, and clenched between his thighs were cigars and a bottle of cachaça. More things…shells, bones, bare-breasted dolls with fish tails. Maggie looked at the priest and suddenly wished Tonia were here with her. This man exuded power, yet he was so small, with a skinny body curved like a letter C. His bare feet stood flat on the dirt floor, and he was looking straight at Maggie.

“Come in, daughter,” he said, but the welcome was delivered with…mockery? “We accept all creatures of God. Are you one of them?”

What did he mean?

Then he looked beyond her. “And others may either stay or leave, but Yemanjå knows your intentions.” 

A shuffling behind Maggie. She turned to see the three men who had followed her filing quickly out the door.

Maggie felt a hand on her arm; a woman drew her into a group to the left of the room. She saw now: all the men stood on the right side.

The priest nodded at his attendant, a small boy, who resumed swinging his censer.

“Beloved Saint George, our warrior who slew the dragon, defend us from those who would do us harm. Come to us, give us your courage and your strength, for we have need of your protection, for now and always. Amen.” The priest raised his right hand and drew the sign of the cross, and everyone blessed himself. Maggie hesitated; the moment for decision passed.

In a corner of the room, a young man, his bare feet cradling the base of a drum, hit a deep, resounding note.

Boom. Boom. Boom-boom. Boom. Boom. Boom-boom.

Stately, eerie, Africa in the bush. Something, his nails or knuckles, scratched a tiny obbligato on the drum, and suddenly the beat swung into a samba rhythm. It was a catchy beat, gay as the music of Carnaval parades. The acolyte tossed a pinch of powder into his censer and immediately he and the priest were enveloped in a puff of smoke.

Stage magician. Disappointment, disgust; Maggie hesitated, on the point of leaving.

The drumming paused, cutting off the Carnaval mood, and returned to its stately beat. The women around Maggie swayed in time, pushing her from side to side. Men and women, dressed in fresh white cottons, stepped forward, began to shuffle in a circle. The rest ebbed back to give them room. The one Caucasian among the dancers, a woman with greenish eyes, tilted her head and gaped as if receiving rain from the sky.

Drops of sweat flew off the drummer’s hands as he slammed them down upon the drumhead.

A dancer shrieked. Where…what? Almost hugging herself, Maggie crossed her arms over her chest.

The dancer flung up her arms and spun, her eyes rolling inside their sockets. She fell, convulsing all over her body, her tongue whipping around her teeth. Little spatters of blood dotted her chin and blouse. The women Maggie stood with clapped their hands, murmuring, “Yemanjå has entered her. Yemanjå has come!”

The Virgin Mary, Maggie thought. The Catholic Virgin Mary is supposed to be in this woman’s body.

Another scream, like a wolf howling in timber. A male dancer staggered, laughing hoarsely while his head shook from side to side.

Maggie asked a woman crushed to her flank, “Who has possessed him?”

“It is hard to tell. It could be the Old Slave, or maybe it is Yoin, the Indian,” she replied. “Yoin is a very bad spirit,so I hope it is the Old Slave.”

All the dancers were lurching, hopping, spinning. A black woman stood quite still and sang a snatch of Italian opera in a full-throated voice.

Excited murmurs from all sides: “It is Jurema! Jurema has come! Oh, she is a funny one, listen to her!” The song was from Carmen, full throated and gloriously sexy. In the next instant she was spinning on her bare toes like a skater on ice.

Dizzy, Maggie gripped the shoulders of the woman at her side. The woman nodded, Yes, yes, as if she were agreeing what a lovely party this was.

Maggie had forgotten the priest until he stepped between his disciples and took a cigar from the hand of his acolyte, who struck and match and lit it. The drumming stopped, Slowly, with enjoyment, the priest drew on his cigar, the red tip lengthened, turned ashy. No smoke escaped his mouth. His eyes were half-closed and drowsy. Still no smoke emerged. The little acolyte began to round up the dancers until they were more or less gathered in a circle around the priest. One dancer kept rotating her head and whimpering, “Mother, Mother.” The priest laid a palm on the top of her head and she fell quiet. He did this with each of his dancers, and finally the entire circle was calm and standing still.

The acolyte gestured toward the congregation.

For a few seconds nothing happened, then a man made his way to the priest, who embraced him, pulling him to his left shoulder and repeating the gesture on the right. The man was fair-skinned, young, dressed in good clothes. In educated Portuguese he said he was having troubles with his investments, and could the Pai-de-Santo clear the road for him.

The priest shrugged and looked bored. Night after night, his attitude seemed to say, and never an interesting case.

In Portuguese as cultivated as the young man’s, he said, “You must wait for the last three days of the crescent moon. Then on any of these days, early in the morning, take a small basin and fill it with sea water. Three times you will cast coarse salt into the water. With the first fistful, say, ‘In the Name of the Father’; with the second, ‘In the Name of the Son’; and with the third, ‘In the Name of the Holy Ghost, who will liberate me from my worries and open the road.”

Stammering, the young man began to thank the priest.

He’s white and upper class, Maggie thought. They all do it.

The priest had not finished. “Then you must pour the water over your own body—be sure to start at the head—and dry yourself with a brand-new white towel. Finally, wrap the towel in white paper and offer it to the sea with seven white roses. As you do so, pray for the assistance you wish.” He chuckled, jovial as a country doctor. “And it wouldn’t hurt to salute Yemanjå, who is also Queen of the sea, either. If your business doesn’t improve within a week of your offering, come back and see me.”

He sketched a brisk sign of the cross, embraced the man left, right, and pushed him away.

A woman in front of Maggie suddenly moved and blundered toward the priest. Once there, she could not find her voice to speak. Her mouth opened and closed several times.

The priest put his hand on her head and said, “Let it come out as it will, daughter.” The deep voice from his sunken chest was very gentle.

At his touch, the woman gasped and began to weep and tell through the weeping about her son gambling and consorting with bad people. The priest held her from falling to the ground. She had the legs of the terribly poor, scaled and blistered and raw where the scabs had rubbed off.

“Very well, child. This is what you must do,” said the priest. He is so gentle with her, Maggie thought. He loves this one as Jesus loves the poor.

“Find a frog and place a coin in its mouth. Sew up its lips with black thread, and as you are doing so you must say, ‘Devil, eat this coin and be full.’ Say it three times. Place the frog under your son’s bed, and next morning take it and throw it into the forest and leave without looking back.”

“Yes, Father,” the woman whispered. “And for my son’s bad friends?”

Maggie’s neighbor stirred and hmmmmphed. “I’d throw them in the bay,” she said, though softly. Her rustling sent an extra wave of armpit aroma into Maggie’s nostrils, but she was already feeling ill with disappointment. A frog, sewing up its lips, quackery for the ignorant and helpless, giving them false hopes. Tears trickled from her eyes. What good was love if it gave no strength?

The priest said, “You must make an offering to Exu of the Crossroads. He is the best devil for your purpose. Your offering must be of yellow manioc meal mixed with palm oil, a fat, healthy black cock, and a bottle of rum. Use a new clay bowl—mind, now, the bowl must be brand-new—and place your despacho at a crossing of roads at midnight of a Thursday. The spell is strongest if you can find a stream, under a tree. When you have killed the cock, drain the blood into the yellow meal. Then make your request to Exu.” Kindly, he asked, “Can you afford those things, daughter? If not, there are other ways you may gain good results, though this is the best.”

“Oh no, no, Father. I can do it. I have a little money.”

Embraced, blessed by the cross, happy as though she had just thrown away a crutch, she walked back to the group.

I’ve come on a fool’s chase. Swallowing rapidly to hold down her sickness, Maggie tried to get through the huddle of bodies to the door. She must get away…have air…

A roar from the priest shocked her, froze her.

“So the American wants to slink away! Ogum will not miss you! Oxalå does not need you! I, the Old Slave, dismiss you!”

Maggie turned. Smoke billowed, obscuring his head, the smoke that had not issued once from his mouth when he drew the cigar into ash.

She was heavy with weakness. She had no strength, no mind, no will. She stared at him, and he said, “Good.”

In a normal voice, he summoned his next petitioner, a man who grimaced and shivered in the embrace of a woman. He was protesting, arguing; the woman shook her head and pushed and tugged him toward the priest.

The priest took hold of him and performed the ritual of greeting. The woman spoke. “He has pain all the time. The doctors give him drugs but they don’t help.”

The priest nodded and began to pass his hands over the head and sides of the man, the hands not touching, only flowing downward over the outline of his body. Every foot or so they clenched and made a throwing gesture. He prayed, “Jesus, who has suffered on earth for the evil of men and perished on Calvary. Jesus, who sees the suffering of others without end. Jesus, save this man with your divine grace as no other remedy has the power to do. Jesus, glory to God, forever!” With a final pass over the man’s back and sides, he said, “Your kidneys are working again. Go home and rest.” He blew smoke into the man’s pale face.

The man stumbled away muttering, “There is no more pain. There is no more pain.” His woman ran outside after him.

Maggie made her right foot move. The left; she tried to push the other foot ahead. She discovered that each movement spiked needles into her knees and hips. She was shuffling now; it hurt too much to lift her feet. The candles were very bright. She felt a heavy silence in the room that enclosed her in a tunnel devoid of sound or light. In that tunnel she saw nothing, only the priest in his fiery white garments at the end of the tunnel, waiting for her to come to him. He stood far away, at the end of the world, and Maggie wept because he was making her walk miles and years before he might permit her to stop and rest. A scarlet Saint George swam by; blue and green snakes slithered down the walls; the blood of Sebastian poured from wounds cloven like grins. She smelled decaying roses, their corruption seeming natural and fresh.

She plodded on.

The priest watched her. His head looked huge now, the chin and forehead and cheeks tables of bald brown flesh. His eyes compelled her with their brilliance. She tried to hurry. When she was about to bump into his face, her feet stopped moving.

She coughed. Smothering cigar smoke; she doubled up choking and heaving for air.

When she straightened up, the priest was grinning. “What may I do for the American lady? Can it be possible she needs a gift from an Old Slave like me?” He was looking up at her, his back hunched over the curving chest, and still they stood face to face of an equal height.

“Need?”

“You must want something. Otherwise, the door is behind you. I am a busy man, Senhora. There are many poor waiting their turn.” The grin broadened.

“I…”

He crossed his arms in exaggerated patience. Someone tittered.

“My husband has a friend,” her mouth said. “I have to make sure they will never be together again.”

His irises swam in mutton fat streaked with blood. “Oh? And do you show no respect as you make your demand? Am I still a slave to the white man?”

“Father. Pai-de-Santo. I need…please make my marriage safe.

“I knew before you spoke.” He said softly, “I have read your deepest heart and was curious to hear how much you would tell. What you desire is more, much more, and I will not help you with it. Find yourself another slave.”

“Please. Please, Pai-de-Santo.” The heat of the room was melting her. Why hadn’t he embraced her as he had the other? It was terrible not to be blessed. It was terrible to be rejected. She was worthless.

“‘Please, Pai-de-Santo!’” he mimicked. “I will tell you, then. Go to Bahia and ask the Iya Mubi if you want it so badly. She is a great Mother and has more patience than I. Who knows, she might amuse herself with your yearnings.”

“Bahia?”

“The city of Salvador. The womb of us all.” Muttonfat and mischief…he told her, “Take her a gift to sweeten her mood. A vial of snake venom, but NOT purchased with your money. You must procure it with your own hands. Oh, I would give much to see you do it, American woman! You sneered, I heard. Go do it the hard way, don’t you love the hard way?”

“Father…”

“Next. I will see a poor woman, an honest one.”

Maggie was outside, in the darkness of shifting lights.

She sank down, on something hard and ridged.

Slowly, awareness returned. She was sitting on a slab of broken concrete, her skirts crumpled and trapped beneath her feet. The night air felt cold, and then she realized that she was soaked with sweat.

Get up. Leave.

Maggie pushed herself up by holding onto the wall, and stumbled toward the street. It was empty; nobody saw her walk shakily downhill to the car. The keys were in her pocket somewhere. She fumbled for a long time before she found them. She unlocked the door and almost fell into the seat. For another very long time, she sat slumped, without doing anything. At last she started the car. Her feet on the pedals were extensions made of wood, though instinct took over and drove for her.

It was nearly one in the morning when she arrived at the house in Ipanema.

She had not stopped trembling, and knew she looked as sick as she felt. She had to be very careful when Jon returned from Sao Paulo tomorrow evening. With luck, he wouldn’t notice.

But Tonia would. She was up, waiting for Maggie to come home. The light in her room at the back of the house still burned. #

CHAPTER NINE

If I am patient and sit long enough on the bank I will see the river carry past the bodies of my enemies, thought Dalton. The trouble was, the bodies could not be classified as enemies. They were all friends, or friends of friends, or nephews or nieces or sons or daughters, and even an old-fashioned ward or two.

Cleaver & Fischer was the biggest name in power engineering, ranging from nuclear to hydroelectric; they and the Brazilian government together expected to do away with the importation of petroleum and save four billion dollars a year. Big things were planned, were being executed despite the shortage of money. When had he stopped being excited and begun to think about rivers and bodies?

Soon after the first year. He now knew he might sit through eternity waiting for satisfaction, but nothing would float by, except all too often a live specimen like Camilo.

“This is a bill from Copiadora Rio Branco for 25,000 reais covering January and February,” he said, placing it before Camilo. “That is twenty percent more than the previous period, and thirty percent more than the period before that. As I recall, a third of our engineering staff was on home leave in February. Unless they sent requisitions back to Brazil while they were on vacation in the United States, a large amount of the print work Copiadora Rio Branco claims they did for us must be imaginary.

“But I will approve payment this once.” Don’t bother to thank me, Dalton thought. He had never learned to permit himself the luxury of a wardrobe like Camilo’s, but he would have given a year’s pay to snip the expensive bone buttons, one by one, off that beautiful coat.

He noted the slight smile on Camilo’s lips.

Cool it, or he wins. He pushed on. “Also, I happen to have here the job log from Engineering for the periods under discussion. It shows that Engineering requisitioned less than half of the prints for which we are being billed. And half of that could have been done in-house, on our own copier.”

“The machine broke down,” Camilo said.

“I know. It broke down fifteen times in six months. It broke down oftener than I have known any print machine to break down.”

“I did not break it. And Engineering needed prints of their drawings.”

“Why, of course. That’s what we are, an engineering company, trying to do a job for our clients, the Brazilian government. It’s a pity they have to pay for work that we didn’t happen to do. It’s embarrassing, you know?” Now the war maneuvers, thought Dalton.

They began.

“Are you accusing me of taking money from the copiadora?”

Next, the humiliating retreat. Camilo’s father was a contractor for Cleaver & Fischer, his status decreed by the general, or God, whichever was greater. No one joggled the superstructure, not Jack the Sot, even less the chairman Roper, whose sole concern was his bottom line. The hide of Camilo was sacrosanct. General Alfonso Ribeiro guaranteed it.

“Of course not. I’m only asking you to help me keep the bills under control Try to get Copiadora Rio Branco to straighten out their accounting.” Don’t get greedy, you obscene bastard. I can’t fire you, but I can light fires in your silk underpants.

Camilo allowed Dalton to see his young white teeth. “I will see what I can do, Doctor Dalton.”

Smile some more, and I’ll fire you regardless, by God. I’ll trade you my whole tax-exempt career for the satisfaction. 

“One more thing.”

Halfway to the door, Camilo made it appear that he was pausing to refresh himself in front of the air conditioner.

“Find out why Maintenance changes fixtures so much. You approved forty fluorescent bulbs last month. We use six floors here. We don’t own the building.”

“Yes. Anything else?”

“We are paying too much syrup money to get documents approved through the ministries. Maybe you should make more contacts, so at least there will be some competition. The price may get cheaper.”

That was all he had the power to do: administer one final, feeble tweak, which he would love to work into a full-bodied twist.

After Camilo left, Dalton got up and paced. This was just one of several differences between himself and Roger Mickelhaus and Dennis Browning. He was company rep; matters of internal politics and the patronage network were his responsibility. The budget was ultimately his to hammer out and make palatable to the client. For these services Cleaver & Fischer paid him well. 

But in the end he was on the same road as Roger and Dennis.

You can’t walk away, at forty-four. That’s already too late.

Camilo sat down at his desk and took a brand-new pencil out of a drawer and proceeded to break it into halves, fourths, and when he could no longer get enough of a grip to break the pieces further he threw them into his wastebasket.

Dalton’s secretary, of whom Camilo had to ask favors because he had no secretary of his own, walked by and said, “Oi, Camilo. Why the gloomy face? Have you had a fight with your girlfriend?”

“Nothing wrong. Just too much partying at General Alfonso Ribeiro’s last night.”

That should put her right, he thought, watching her walk back to her desk. But he knew it hadn’t. She refused to address him as “Doctor,” though he had a law degree. The girls made fun of him because he was only a flunky, but to them Dalton was “Doctor,” as he never would have been in his own United States.

He would die on the spot, go berserk, Camilo thought, if he did not do something.

A smile wandered onto his face.

How did you like the way I disposed of your viralata for you Doctor Dalton, old boy? And did your maid tell you what a black cock with its head cut off means?

The two pranks had saved him from exploding in Dalton’s ugly face; they had been all the more hilarious because they were financed from the “Doctor’s” office slush fund.

It had been amusing to watch his struggles to control himself. Camilo did not need the money that he made from his various enterprises. His contempt for Dalton had merely found a modest outlet. The scheme was pure genius, but did not salve his feelings enough.

Camilo found his scratch pad and began to write.

CHAPTER TEN

In March, Cariocas always told each other hopefully that summer was nearly over and soon there would be a break in the 100-degree heat. Maggie took two, three, and often four showers a day, and they had little to do with the weather. The cool water raining upon her head bought oblivion in fifteen-minute increments. With her eyes closed, almost asleep, she could empty her mind the way swimmers did underwater; it was the only way she knew how to relax.

Her depression frightened her. She tried to keep Jon from noticing, and found herself examining everything she did, thinking, I am doing this like anybody else would; or, I answered like an ordinary person; or, I am chatting with Sarah on the telephone and she sounds as if I sound normal.

She labored especially over her letters to her parents; every one was like the last in tone and content.

Not to burden Tonia with extra laundry, she dried herself with the same towels after each shower.

She was upstairs in the shower when Jon came into the bathroom, home from work.

“Hi, woman.” He put one foot on the step of their barbarous pink-and-black tile shower stall that had no door, and leaned through the drizzle to kiss her. “Let’s eat out and catch a movie or maybe you’d like to go out on the lake on a pedal boat. I’ll race you.”

“Your suit is getting drenched.” But Maggie felt her spirit, like a lost sheep, sidle out of its hiding place. She said shyly, “Tonia has started dinner, but if you’re really in the mood…”

He sat down on the toilet lid and watched her soap herself. It seemed years since she had looked at him squarely and now she noticed the slimming of his stomach and hips. His jawline was less burly, its edge sharper, well clear of his strong neck. When had this happened? Was he sick? But he was handsomer, his brown eyes clear and intent.

She became conscious of her nakedness.

He said quietly, “You’ve got lovely breasts, Maggie. Come here and put one in my mouth.”

“Don’t be silly. This soap will kill you.” She was breathless; she found herself standing with one leg angled at the knee, her pelvis thrust archly.

“Come here.”

Slowly she stepped out of the stall and moved to him. He did not lift his face nor touch her. She bent, and he opened his mouth and took in a nipple. Maggie had to close her eyes to bear it. He sucked, nibbled, took in the whole of her pink areola.

“Look at the size of it,” he said, nudging the swollen nipple with his nose. “Now we have to fix the other one.”

“I’m getting cold.”

He got up and wrapped a towel around her and steered her to their bed.

While she lay between the sheets, prickle-skinned, he closed the doors to their balcony and both windows. The street noises faded; Jon’s dark shape rustled as he stripped. He slid in beside her. “Which one was it? Oh, they’re both the same now. Shame on you, Maggie.”

It was true. A little shame performed miracles. She didn’t have to think about her responses anymore. She was lit with blushing heat, so when she tensed and softened under his hands and squirmed with a kind of irritation, he knew what to do with her. She came right away, and as it was happening he pushed himself inside and prolonged her orgasm.

It’s over, she thought, it’s over at last. No more faking. She would heal soon.

“Soap is so sexy,” Jon murmured. “It’s that brand you use, the carbolic one that kills fleas.” He rolled onto his back, still attached to her. “Do I remember running off at the mouth about racing you on the lake?”

In forgotten pleasure, her body gorged on him. He was still hard. Lifting her back, she stroked him and felt herself becoming tense and deliciously sensitive again. She spread her hands and legs out like a spider’s web pinning him down.

“Anytime you’re ready,” she said. “But let’s go dancing instead. There’s this terrific new nightspot, hot samba, strobe lights, a hundred sweaty couples, and it’s only on the other side of town.”

“Sounds like a ton of fun. Let’s think on it.”

Maggie increased her stroking. She climaxed, enjoying it with wild happiness, and when it was over she fell onto his chest. Jon began moving. His hands bruised her back as he came. Twice for him within a few minutes, she thought, was the second miracle.

Later she heard Tonia’s soft footsteps on the landing outside the door. They hesitated, then retreated downstairs. Sleepily, Maggie tried to picture the expression on her face.

Tonia’s dinner was surely spoiled, but Maggie hoped she was happy for them.

When she fell asleep, she dreamed their bed was glowing in moonlight. In her dream all the windows and doors were open again. She thought it quite natural that she could see the moon through every one of these openings. Like a family of have-a-nice-day faces, the great ripe orb beamed at her; she had forgotten how she enjoyed watching the moon from bed.

When Jon groped for her she was still seeing moons in her sleep. As he made love to her, she kept her eyes shut tight and clung to the moons.

The alarm clock going off jarred Maggie out of her dreams. Jon mumbled a protest.

“I love you, Jon,” she whispered. Simplicity, once more. She could say it as she used to, with no holding back.

He tumbled off the bed and made a comic show of crawling to the bathroom. “Love you too. Lots. Gimme coffee.”

Downstairs, in the kitchen, Maggie found Tonia had toast and coffee ready. “Bom dia, Tonia,” she said.

“Bom dia, Dona Maggie.” Tonia’s dark cheek grew darker, while Maggie covered her own embarrassment with a crisp spooning of sugar into Tonia’s brewed cafezinho before taking it up to Jon.

Between gulps, reviving, he dressed and finished with a sprint to catch the minibus waiting at the curb.

Maggie went back upstairs, pulling herself lazily by the handrail, and mused on the fantastic wisdom of the moon being perceived as female, the queen of ebbings and flowings, the spiritual mother of wombs and crops.

The bed invited her in. She snuggled into Jon’s place and, despite the sunlight on her face and the blaring business of the street, she fell asleep.

The sun slanted straight up the center of the bed when she woke up remembering this was her half day at the American School library.

“I’m really sorry, Cecilia,” she said, on the phone. “I didn’t get a chance to call until this moment. I promise to make it up next week.”

The librarian laughed. She had a glut of half-day volunteers; her second most important job at the school was providing something for overseas wives to do.

Hearing Maggie, Tonia brought breakfast. She had filled a big cup so that Maggie thought she was drinking an American brew and flooded her mouth with a powerful dose of the same cafezinho that had helped to wake Jon up. For no reason, she felt like laughing and then just as close to tears.

Cup in hand, she wandered to the window. The sky was so blue it seemed artificial. In the rubber tree whose low branches grazed the snout of her Volkswagen bug, a bird whistled a brave . above the perpetual cackling of babas pushing strollers and herding toddlers.

She had never minded the noisiness of Avenida Epitacio Pessoa. She liked the old villa’s crazy plumbing and miniature rooms, and the one good piece of jacaranda furniture—a sideboard which Tonia polished every week with Oleo de Peroba—and most of all the lovely parquet floor. The pattern, of five shades of hardwood, intrigued the eye. She always found herself tracing its angles and intricacies, squinting until she could see no more, when someone was talking to her on the telephone.

In the living room she lifted the lid of her piano and played a few chords. Decidedly in bad shape. This climate had its way with motley objects: rotting window frames, greening leathers kept in the closet too long, pitting the brass on women’s handbags. A rim of mold grew around the refrigerator door as if seeking to colonize their food.

Shortly after lunch, in a mood that had settled into a cautious calm, she collected Tonia and they left for Copacabana. On Avenida Atlantica, they scanned both sides for parking space. Where merchants had not placed concret planters in self-defense, cars covered every inch of the mosaic sidewalks. One street over, Avenida Nossa Senhora de Copacabana was thunderous with bottled-up automobiles. Eventually, persistence bore fruit. As Maggie backed into a tiny niche, an urchin wearing dirty shorts and torn shirt waved her into position. Grinning, he stuffed her single real note into his shorts. None of his friends would break into her car while she was gone.

Even at this hour on a workday, Copacabana beach was popular with sunbathers. Maggie had forgotten this. The sight of oiled buttocks everywhere nearly brought up her lunch. She swallowed, her hands clenched under her skirts. Two ways, she thought. Get hardened, or get out of Brazil. But she was yet too fragile for the first; she was like a patient just off the famous critical list, with half her organs mended or missing. Her convalescence was just beginning.

They both watched a mulata beauty walk by on the sand. Framed in the latest style of bikini bottom, her thighs seemed to rise to her waist, where a tight pink band of cloth cut them off.

As far as Maggie knew, Tonia had never worn a bathing suit in her life, nor gone to the beach. She had on her best scarf today, wound neatly over her whole head and the ends tucked out of sight. In Brazil, Black was not yet Beautiful.

They had not far to walk to Rua Santa Clara, a side street that accommodated some of the smarter shops in the Copacabana district. Ottica Margarida, the optometrist, was smart and expensive; its wares, nestled in gold-sprayed plants like a Christmas display, bore no price tags. Maggie had insisted on bringing Tonia here; it was her antidote to the free clinics of Tonia’s medical history.

The eyeballs presented to them in velvet beds were graded like Mikimoto pearls, from black to dark brown to chestnut to hazel. Tonia had said the optometrist was Portuguese, but she had heard he was honest. For reasons with ancient roots, Brazilians, though most had inherited Portuguese names, mistrusted immigrants from the mother country.

“Don’t look, Dona Maggie,” said Tonia.

But Maggie already had. In her ignorance she thought she would see inside Tonia’s head, but of course there was flesh, pink and moist, in the eye socket. With a pair of calipers the optometrist measured the old eyeball, then selected a new one and rinsed it in a sterile solution. His natty pink shirt and white linen slacks were topped off by rimless aviator sunglasses. Maggie wondered how well he could see through the heavy green tint.

He popped the new eyeball into Tonia’s socket and stepped back to view the effect. “It is made of top-quality plastic and will last her a long time, at least ten years,” he said, as if she were not there. “Her old one was glass and glass is always being scratched, and then it becomes so rough it inflames the inner eyelid.”

On their way home, Tonia grew tearful as she thanked Maggie.

“It was my pleasure, Tonia. If we’re still together in ten years, I will buy you another. Now, would you like some new teeth?”

At that, Tonia broke down altogether. She was thirty-five, a year older than Maggie. She had been raised in the hottest, poorest region of Brazil afflicted with land that turned into cracked stone during frequent droughts and killed all but a few of their bony cattle. People there, in the northeast, died of old age at forty-five.

Having come from a land God forgot, Tonia had fittingly chosen as her protector Age-Salugå, a spiritual nobody as powerless as herself.

“When I had the troubles with my eye and I took so much time going to doctors,” Tonia said, “the Madame sent me away.”

Maggie dug into her handbag and gave her all the tissues she had.

I can’t. I can’t stand this, Maggie thought. The world is shit, and people are shit. She almost missed their driveway, and bumped the car up the sidewalk several feet past the slope. The tears of others threatened her lately critical, mended person, and she was relieved when Tonia got out to open the gates to let her through.

Before Tonia went into the house, she told her she looked beautiful. The eye was a good fit.

A few minutes later, Tonia asked her something in the living room.

“Dona Maggie? Dona Maggie.”

Maggie heard her name, but she was reading and rereading the few words of the telegram she had found in the mailbox.

HE LEAVES WORK IN THE AFTERNOON TO GO TO AVENIDA RUI BARBOSA 1875.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Five years ago, or even last year, Dalton thought, he would have laughed. Instead, he stood in the hall struggling with a surge of temper that shocked him with its intensity.

This time he knocked, hearing an aborted snort and the creaking of leather as Gilbert Borders woke up. He pushed the door open all the way. The fact that it had been ajar while Borders took his nap had struck Dalton as a new height of shamelessness.

“Thought I’d remind you,” he said. The ends of Border’s belt flopped, undone, over the mound of his belly. Borders always ate lunch as if he planned to eat no dinner, which he did to repletion. For past services to Cleaver & Fischer which were unknown to Dalton, Borders’ title was Home Office Coordinator, and Dalton had to defer to him. The title was ceremonial; his true function in the company remained a mystery.

“Our meeting with the Energy Council is at nine Thursday morning,” Dalton said. “The budget is almost ready, though we’re still waiting for the cost figures from Vitoria.” He did not bother to tell Borders of the complaints from every department in Rio, Sao Paulo, and Vitoria when he slashed their allotments. They all had a right to their screams of anguish, but it was Dalton who had to justify their various added-on expenses caused by delays ranging from flood to faulty power lines.

The result would be six spiral-bound volumes two inches thick each, accompanying wall charts, and six more volumes projecting costs three years hence, as if it were possible to anticipate the twists and turns of the Brazilian economy. Dalton had done the projections without factoring in the thirty percent cut in reimbursable expenses. He had decided to spare himself a fight with the home office; the time for that would come soon enough, and who knew where he would be by then?

Dalton examined this last thought. It was the first time he had consciously doubted his staying power. Well, what if I get out?  At worst, he would start in another company a couple of steps down; at best, he might execute a lateral move. His early ambitions to be president were already laughable. I’m just a working mule, Maggie, nothing more. I shouldn’t have bragged to you.

Gilbert Borders was blinking and working on some eye matter caught in his lashes. His bulbous nose was surfeited with Brahma Chopp beer.

Let Borders tell the Energy Council that the projections were his best effort on behalf of Cleaver & Fischer. If the general was displeased with next year’s numbers, Dalton would explain that Cleaver & Fischer reposed authority in Gilbert Borders, not him. An internal matter, the general might be pleased to understand.

He was walking a line of danger, Dalton thought. From his petty, one-man angst, he was approaching full-fledged rebellion.

Borders asked, “Is General Alfonso, what’s-his-name, going to be there?”

“Ribeiro. Yes.”

Borders said indulgently, and Dalton gritted his teeth, “I think I’ll show him my Boulder Dam film”

Borders was fond of showing his Boulder Dam film, made in his days as a municipal utility company employee. The Brazilian clients, including General Alfonso Ribeiro, had taken to calling him Mickey Mouse and His 60 Minutes. Dalton had often thought of pouring a soft drink over the video tape, which he knew rested in Borders’ bottom desk drawer.

Dalton said, “We’ve only got three hours to present the budget, and we’re going to have a fight.” He turned to leave.

“Well…maybe we can fit it in,” Borders said.

Dalton did not answer. In the corridor he met Dennis Browning.

“What’s wrong? You look like pure stomach acid,” Dennis said.

“It’s nothing that a good mortician can’t fix. I would like to do my own work, though.”

Dennis nodded in understanding, while lifting a professorial finger. “But you don’t get it, Jon. What you do, overall, is your work. That is it. Not whether you’re screening Borders or Jack the Sot, or whether you’re cutting your own bait. The whole thing is the package you are being paid for.” He smiled wryly. “But I figured out how to fight back. I’m going to live until I can retire.”

Dalton stood at the huge picture window, thinking of what Dennis had said. Breezes he did not feel riffled the water and fattened sails heading for deep water, south of the slim arrow of the Niteroi Bridge. He had never been on that bridge, had never seen any reason to get a closer look at Niteroi. But the perks of his job led him frequently to the Yacht Club, which lay at the edge of the cove to his right. You could triangulate my main routes, Dalton thought, beginning with my office downtown to my left, my home, and the Yacht Club, and come up every time with my present position along the boundary.

Dalton had just left the office, or rather, barged out of it. He was not a drinking man. He wondered if it would have been better if he were. Either way, Maggie lost.

God, Maggie.

Two long, tanned arms came around his waist and linked hands. These hands fascinated him with their strong fingers and callused inter-digital pads. They could be tender as a bride’s, but they hurt him once and he had reacted instinctively. An apology for the ringing slap did not improve his new view of himself, and afterward he remembered how good it felt to hit living flesh.

So beat up Gilbert Borders. Tell Cleaver & Fischer you quit.

“I was supposed to coach after school today, but here I am. If I lose my job, will you get it back for me?” The clever hands began to undo his tie, moved to his shirt buttons.

“You don’t sound worried, as of course you shouldn’t be. Your daddy will take care of it. Or if not him, another relative.” Her cool palms grazed circles over his chest and immediately he felt himself responding. “I’m only a member of the school board with minimal authority over you, not a Brazilian millionaire.”

TZ made a clucking sound in reproof for the lapse in manners. “If you don’t like the way we do things here, why are you here?”

“Ah, that’s the thing. It’s good old filthy money, naturally. Aren’t we Americans supposed to love the stuff better than we do our mothers? According to everybody else in the world, we’re always chasing the buck. But do Brazilians? Never.” He stopped.

TZ’s blunt fingers had left a momentary pain in his midsection. She turned him around, and finally he allowed himself to savor the glow of her. She always reminded him of a loaf of bread warm from the oven. TZ’s eyes were black, wide-set and calm. She was not beautiful; her jaws were a little sharp under ears with sketchy lobes. The savage in TZ burst through in her bronzed skin and her hair, an abundance of it springing from her scalp and fanning down her back.

“No more talk,” TZ said. “That is not why we are both here.”

She walked ahead of him, and he followed, his lust already unbearable. She knew it, too; her hips swiveled with each step of those long legs. Her white cotton blouse, next her tiny skirt, left a trail on the polished parquet. He managed to get off his own clothes and reached for her at the same moment she reached for him, below the waist.

“No,” he said. Then, “Gently.” He was proud of being able to stand still while she teased him (I’m going to live until I retire…forget Dennis… figured out how to fight back)

He and TZ remained deliberate strangers. That understanding had sprung up without a word between them.

Soon he was inside. Her legs remained wide open. She did not even make love like other women; she liked to use her muscles to hold him, and this she did with a long sighing ahhhhhh, like a song she quietly to herself, to keep from wrapping her legs around him.

This private contest of hers made Dalton come so thoroughly that he had alarming visions of himself dying on the spot. TZ paid no attention to him. She summoned her own orgasm when she wanted it, and then her legs came around and clutched him in something like a death grip.

Afterward, they were playful, and that was when Dalton almost got his fill of this loaf of warm bread. The breasts, small and pointed, the slim waist and long slit of navel, the smooth legs and feet with bare toenails—all absorbed him and served to expend his angry energy.

Compared to him, Camilo was a nice guy.

It was past four when he showered and dressed. Neither made a pretense of kissing when he left. She was already half-asleep, anyway.

The flat, as Dalton walked to the front door, was more spacious than his toy villa in Ipanema and probably cost twice as much. He did not envy anyone, though. He was only sorry he was no longer the man he used to be.

He began to walk, on the alert for a taxi to take him back to the office.

Maggie watched him. She had watched TZ enter the apartment building and not long after, Jon.

He kept turning to look up and down the street. Twice, he pushed up his sleeve and glanced at his watch. When he disappeared for a moment behind a van, she started up her car and drifted. He appeared, still craning his neck every few yards. Suddenly he raised an arm. A taxi with passengers passed him, and he resumed walking.

Maggie shifted gears and steered out of Avenida Rui Barbosa into the rush traffic.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Maggie had time to start a cake before Jon arrived. The bee-hum in her ears was sometimes so loud it blocked out the pandemonium of motor exhaust going both ways in front of the house.

She began to crack eggs, not forgetting to break each first in a separate bowl in case it was spoiled or contained an embryo. Tonia always did it that way. Often there were tiny red veins in the yolks and Maggie never knew if that meant they had been fertilized.

Mute, Tonia set out flour, sugar, and other things. She attempted, without success, to tie an apron around Maggie.

When Maggie had placed the cake in the oven, she drove to Cobal, the covered market in the Leblon district. She bought precise servings: two chicken breasts, one bunch of asparagus, four new potatoes, one ripe papaya. Jon loved Papaya sliced and well chilled, with vanilla ice cream. At the flower stand she selected a dozen crimson roses, and inspected each one for blemises until the vendor muttered a sarcasm.

Jon had not yet arrived. She put a bottle of Chilean rose alongside the papaya in the refrigerator.

Then she went upstairs and brushed her hair until each strand was electric and stood away from her head. She studied her madwoman’s image, and finally she combed and tamed the strands into a thick, curving fall around her shoulders. The gentian-blue dress she put on was a favorite of Jon’s. Its style was vaguely Hawaiian, though fitted to her breasts and waist.

When the front door slammed, she went downstairs.

Briefcase in hand, he stood by the elaborately set dining table.

“Don’t you love my centerpiece?” she said. “That pewter bowl was born for red roses.”

“It’s not retroactive, for our anniversary, is it? I thought we celebrated. Are we having guests? No, there’re two places. It’s a date, then, Mag.” He bent swiftly and kissed her and whispered, “You’re gorgeous. Can I have you later?”

Maggie said, “I have to check on the dinner,” and withdrew. She called through the kitchen door, “Relax, Jon. The moon shines on everyone whether they see it or not.”

“What are you taking up now, astrology? What’s wrong with bumming around the docks, or wherever the hell it is you go when you’re communing with the real Brazilians?”

He was still staring at the table. Maggie felt a remote interest in Jon’s confusion. “Dinner’s on in fifteen minutes.” 

“I’m going, I’m going.”

He returned in good time, showered and in fresh clothes. He gave her that measuring look that always meant he was ready for sex. Why not? He had always had a huge capacity for sex.

They sat down, beginning with cucumber soup, which Tonia served when Maggie rang a silver bell. Tonia had brought the bell from her last place. Embarrassed, Jon said in private the gift was like a dog bringing you its leash and he, personally, felt rotten about it.

The soup had no flavor for Maggie, as if the soft light of two candles had also dimmed her sense of taste.

“Can’t you just see the roses opening? Don’t they look wonderful?”

“I wish I’d brought them, Mag.”

He seemed to be waiting for her to speak, but she was diverted by the roses. Their scent thickened with their unfurling; she smelled roses and ate food that tasted of roses.

Slowly she put out her right hand, noticed the apprehensive expression on Jon’s face, and plucked three petals and dropped them into her wine. The effect was marvelous. She twirled the crystal.

“See, Jon. Red rose petals in rose wine.” She sipped.

Jon tugged at his open shirt collar.

“Too tight?”

“No. Something scratching me.”

Maggie asked if his mother was planning to have a neighbor look after her garden. After five years, Catherine Dalton had finally decided to visit them.

Jon said she probably was. She had sounded excited when he had last called her. Had Maggie heard from her parents?

“Yes,” she said, although she couldn’t remember when that had been.

“Wonderful dinner, Mag. Thank you.”

A pause; she remembered what she had meant to say. 

“It’s a farewell dinner, for both of us. I’m leaving,” Maggie told him.

He stared, the tautness in the muscles of his face draining and the swiftness of thought flicking in his eyes, and then his head bowed, as if it weighed too much and he had lost the strength to carry it. When he looked at her again, his eyes were glistening.

As he began to speak Tonia brought the bowl of papaya, its pale orange slices smothered with a generous slab of ice cream, and the cake, the gold cake made with seven red-veined egg yolks. Maggie served him some of each. Jon just stared at the food on his plate. On quiet feet, Tonia returned with coffee. Clever Tonia. Maggie would miss her.

“I need only one thing from you, Jon. Would you get me my papers and ticket?”

“Oh, Maggie,” he said sadly. “Anything you want. Tell me what you need anywhere you go. I love you so much. I wish we’d never come to Brazil.”

There was a large stain on the tablecloth that was going to give Tonia trouble. Maggie was tempted to get her scissors and cut it out. It seemed a good quick solution.

“Have your coffee. Excuse me, please.”

Maggie lurched upstairs, her legs tangled in the long dress. She felt smothered in the cloth and strained for the zipper at the back and pulled it down, but the angle was bad. The zipper caught and stuck, and she worked at it with both her arms bent painfully, her panic spiraling as the stupid dress kept her trapped. Finally she gave a jerk that nearly dislocated her elbow and the metal ripped into her back.

She lost her balance and staggered against the bed. Panting now, she grabbed a handful at the shoulder and wrenched; it would not tear, would not come off. She grabbed the scissors from her drawer—they felt so good in her hand, so true and purposeful, slashing away at the sleeve, the bodice, the skirt, freeing her from the hateful dress. The cloth fell off her in pieces, and she sobbed ugly, brute words as she worked, and then the scissors turned on her and gashed the inside of her thigh.

Maggie went rigid, the scissor blade stopped in its track just under her skin. The pain burned. Blood oozed in a slender trickle to her knee, over the knee, down her leg. Just before it reached her ankle she straightened up and stood for a second, listening to her heart thrash.

The scissor handle felt driven into her knuckles. With difficulty, she pried them off and dropped them on the table.

In the mirror, she saw a woman with wild hair and tatters of blue cloth hanging all over her. The eyes were very queer, glaring, no color at all.

Maggie picked up the scissors again. Steadily now, she clipped the few threads holding the dress together. The entire thing dropped to the floor. She kicked it aside and went naked and limping to the bathroom to tend to herself.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Behind the doctor’s desk hung many framed certificates; one had been issued ten years ago in the State of Nebraska.

Most of Cleaver & Fischer’s employees were referred to Dr. Egidio Carvalho because of his previous experience in the United States.

In fluent, heavily accented English, he asked, “Have you had frequent colds or fever, perhaps difficulty in sleeping in the past several weeks or months?”

“Yes,” Maggie said.

“Which is it,” the doctor asked, “Colds, or fevers for no apparent reason. Or difficulty sleeping.”

“I haven’t felt well. It was a bad summer.”

“Just a general feeling of malaise?” Getting no reply from Maggie, he said sympathetically, “The summers here are hard for some people, because this climate is ideal for bacteria. I cannot find any obvious causes for the inflammation in your joints, and there could be several, probably transient and quite harmless.” He drew a prescription pad toward himself and began to write. “I think we should do a blood test. Then we will talk again. Have you, by the way, noticed a weight loss?”

“I haven’t much appetite.”

The doctor massaged his temple, took several deep breaths, and asked, “Well, what did you used to weigh?”

“I don’t remember.”

He sat up straight now, and stared carefully into Maggie’s eyes. He asked her to hold her hands out toward him, palms down, and when she obeyed, watched them for a time. Then he felt her pulse.

“Come back after the test. Don’t worry, I made it a rush order so you won’t have to put off your trip. The results will be delivered Monday. Make an appointment with my secretary.”

Maggie walked the few blocks to the laboratory on Rua Barata Ribeiro, feeling tired enough to lie down on the sidewalk. She would not have gone to Doctor Carvalho at all if Jon had not insisted. His worrying about her was the concern of a stranger. A stranger was safety, someone who could no longer hurt her. And when she was gone from Brazil, she would erase him completely from her memory.

At home, Jon asked if she had seen the doctor and she said Yes, everything is fine.

“Are you sure, Mag? You’ve been feeling so run down.”

“Can I have my ticket? You don’t have to keep it for me.”

“I wasn’t, Mag. Camilo just got it today.” He went to his briefcase, which he had dropped on the couch when he came home. “Here it is, but there’s still your passport and exit visa to get ready. God, Maggie, could you even look at me when I’m talking to you?”

“Sorry,” Maggie said. Nevertheless she was faster than he; her gaze deflected to a dead object, the lamp she had made out of a chunk of hardwood, the little orange TV set for the evening news. She did not want him to touch her eyes.

On Monday Dr. Carvalho told her she had syphilis.

“It is easily treated, Mrs. Dalton. Nowadays the course of treatment is very brief and quite painless, by injections of penicillin. I recommend a series of injections over a period of a week, because you might have an adverse reaction if you received all of it in one dose.”

Maggie heard him; she just did not look at him. She sat like a marble figure. Sores running pus, she though. Blindness. Madness. Filth.

“Mrs. Dalton. Do you know if you might be pregnant?”

“I can’t have children.” That was not quite correct. It was Jon who had the problem.

“Ah…I see. But you mustn’t worry, because your case was detected in the early stages. If only people saw their doctors often enough!” he said earnestly. “But that never happens. People say it is the flu going around, or it is the weather for colds and fevers. The disease afflicts huge numbers of the poor in Brazil. They have never heard of it and do not understand the consequences if they go untreated. A man infects his wife, his wife has six children, each of whom spreads it further, and then there are more children. Its proportions are critical, a very big problem in Brazil.”

“Say the word.”

“What?”

Maggie said, deliberately, “Syphilis. Say it. You keep going around and around. My maid lost her eye because of syphilis. She didn’t know she had got syphilis from her mother and father and that syphilis gave her glaucoma. She’s cured now, but she has no eye, because of syphilis.”

The doctor began rummaging in a drawer, and came up with a bubble pack of tablets. “Nobody can blame you for being overwrought, Mrs. Dalton. Please calm yourself. Take one of these pills—I’ll get water.” He stepped to the door, called for the water, and returned quickly to her side. Maggie allowed him to take her hand and hold it, though she did not want him to touch her.

“But you are exceptionally lucky, Mrs. Dalton, because you came to me in time. You are still only in the secondary stage. The disease then becomes latent for a few months to years, and you might have had no symptoms at all and therefore would not have found out until it was too late. You should begin the treatment as soon as possible, and I am afraid you must tell your husband to come in to see me as well.”

He gave Maggie’s hand a little shake and bent to peer into her face. The nurse brought the water, and the doctor broke open a pill and placed it in Maggie’s palm.

“Swallow it now,” he urged. “It will help with the shock. Keep thinking that the disease is absolutely curable. Medicine has improved so much we can eradicate it like the measles.”

“Measles,” Maggie repeated.

Propelled by his hand, her hand lifted to her mouth, but the pill remained between her fingers. She drank some of the water. No one touches my brain, she thought coldly. Not while I still have it.

No one would ever again tell her what to do, make her feel bad or ugly or that she wasn’t good enough. Love had not worked to save her but had turned out to be the greatest enemy of all. An instant of grief twisted like a harpoon in her guts—and then it was gone. She grew colder and colder, icier, bleaker than her mother could ever be. A corpse frozen with hatred.

The doctor kept nagging. “Soon you will be calmer. Relax, Mrs. Dalton. Would you like me to call your husband to come here and take you home? Before he comes—I must warn you to avoid sexual contact with other partners, and—this is very important—you must tell any sexual partner to see a doctor immediately.” To make her see him, he kept thrusting his slightly protuberant eyes and full purplish lips in her face.

“And will you give my husband the same warning?”

“Of course. The state of your marriage is not in question, here. I am speaking strictly in a medical sense.” 

“There is no need to call him. I’m perfectly fine.”

“Then everything will be well. Before you leave, please make an appointment with my secretary for your first treatment. Do not worry. And tell your husband to see me.”

Maggie rose from her chair, opened the door, closed it quietly, and walked past the doctor’s secretary out of the office.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“It’s the vendor for the gym flooring at the American School,” Dalton’s secretary said, over the intercom.

“Okay.”

“Querido,” said TZ’s low-pitched voice on the telephone. “I wouldn’t have believed, from the last time we were together, that you were tired of me.”

Resisting his impulse to whisper, Dalton said, “Don’t do this. An office telephone line is not secure. I’ll call you back later in the day. Are you going to be home?

“No, I am not going to be home. I only wanted to tell you this one thing. As the Americans say, see you around. Goodbye.”

He should be relieved TZ made it easy for him, Dalton thought. But all he felt was the sadness that had filled every minute of the past week. He had begged, in the barricaded quiet of their bedroom.

“I’m going to quit the company. Let me go home with you. This thing with women will never happen again. I was lost, Maggie, and frustrated and mad, and you were right. I was throwing a tantrum.”

She had asked politely, as if he hadn’t said anything, “Would the light bother you if I read awhile?”

He dialed his house, and Tonia answered.

“Dona Maggie is not home, Senhor.”

“Tell her I called, will you? Obrigado. Goodbye, Tonia.”

The light was on in the living room when he got home, and he was grateful for the sight of the colorful handwoven rug Maggie had found on one of her rambles. He followed the cooking smells to their source. Tonia was in the kitchen, alone.

“Dona Maggie has not yet come home, Senhor.”

“Did she call, or anything?”

“No, Senhor.”

“Well, she will be back any minute, I’m sure.”

He went upstairs, took off his hot clothes, and showered. Maggie’s toilet articles were still in the bathroom, but they would be the last things to go into the suitcase standing open in the bedroom.

“Only one suitcase?” he had asked.

“I don’t need anything else.”

He had let it go. Their conversations had become so brief and arid that Dalton preferred their silences. He worried about her going back to stay with her parents and had suggested, every word of counsel driving home the fact that he was again an outsider, that she rent a house with a good large garden. But she said neither yes or no. He doubted she even heard him. Nevertheless, he thought of ways of protecting her from Ritta and Dirk. A lawyer? Yes, he would find a lawyer in Ann Arbor, making him a guardian, something of the sort.

How could he have screwed up so badly? Fool. Fool. He wished he could weep.

Instead, he sat on the veranda, watching for the little white Volkswagen to come around the corner and turn into their driveway. An hour passed. He went downstairs, found a soda in the refrigerator, and returned to his station. A second hour passed. Nine o’clock. Tonia’s head, wound in a light-colored scarf, was visible at the gate; she had been standing there…how long?

Tonia’s head withdrew, and Dalton heard her in the kitchen doing something with pots and pans. He went downstairs.

“Tonia.”

She turned, a crease between her dark, newly matched eyes. She had been scraping the food out of the pot, putting it in a storage dish. Seeing that threw Dalton into a panic.

“She has never been this late. Where could she be?” He asked because Tonia was likely to know better than himself. And he had not, he realized, paid much attention the last few years to Maggie’s activities.

“I have thought of calling Dona Sarah, but…”

He understood. It was for him to recognize the moment to begin a search for Maggie.

He looked up Dennis Browning’s number and dialed. Sarah, who answered, said she hadn’t seen Maggie that day, nor had she for quite some time. She sounded unfriendly, and called Dennis to the phone without being asked. Dalton didn’t know what to say to him, but Sarah must have told him quickly, for Dennis got to the point immediately.

“Anything I can do? I could cruise around and look for her. Where does she like to go? Did she take her car out today?” Dennis asked.

“She’s out in the car,” Dalton said. “I don’t know where you could look.”

“Do you want to talk to the police? I’ll go with you. I know where the Ipanema station is.”

“It’s only nine-thirty!” Dalton burst out. “I’m sorry, Dennis,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean to shout. Look, thanks for your concern. I’ll let you know when she comes home, and I’m sure that won’t be long, now.”

Hanging up, he thought, And that is the sum total of Maggie’s friends. If Sarah could be called a friend. Maggie favored her piano, book stacks, and newspaper morgues, and the quiet corridors at the University of Michigan from which he had snatched her.

Morgues. He shuddered.

At eleven he was out walking, not knowing which way to turn on these streets that never went to sleep. Although the dozens of high-fashion boutiques on Visconde de Piraja were closed, some fruit-juice bars stayed open quite late, and around them clustered people who found things to do outdoors on hot nights. Despite the hour, Ipanema blared with life. Vehicles bucked and wove in and out of the congestion, and Dalton tried helplessly to single out Maggie’s car among dozens of white Volkswagen beetles.

He found a telephone token in his pocket (he had five or six, his stockpile for phoning TZ), and called the house. Tonia answered before the first ring died.

“Is she back?”

“No, Senhor.”

“Tonia, what shall I do?” he asked, in despair.

She did not reply at once. He waited for her voice, as if it were his lifeline, to come through the roar of automobile exhaust in his ears.

“If you think it will help you, Senhor,” Tonia said, “you must go to the police.”

As Dalton walked to the station house, he thought wretchedly, If he thought it would help him.

While the project coordinator talked, Dalton scribbled on his pad. Dennis was present at the meeting, as well as two other engineers,, and he was being garrulous, for Dennis. In his weariness, Dalton understood that Dennis was taking up the slack for him. He said, “Thanks,” in an undertone to the sun-weathered man at the opposite corner of the coordinator’s desk.

His notes, thickened by repeated overwriting, read: —Check with police again —Drag lake?  Car in lake too?

In thirty minutes that was all he could think of to write down. The police were on it, the oficial de policia told him earlier. They had Maggie’s photograph and license plate number, Doctor Dalton could be sure they were doing everything possible.

What the hell was “all-points alert” in Portuguese?

As soon as he could leave the meeting, he put in his third call that morning to the house. Tonia told him there was no news, no one else had called or come by. Dalton wondered how she could be so calm; with each fruitless exchange his irritation with her mounted.

He telephoned Dr. Egidio Carvalho. The doctor was making hospital rounds and would return his call. What time would that be? Dalton asked. In the afternoon, the secretary replied. Dalton had no idea how the doctor could give him a clue to locating Maggie.

The next number he dialed made his heart thud in his chest. This was worse than contacting the police; a United States citizen in trouble calling on the American consulate for aid held overtones of crisis for which he was unready.

A vice consul named Richard Wingfield listened to his story. It was so brief that the omissions echoed in Dalton’s recital of Maggie’s disappearance.

“You say she was planning a trip back to the United States? Could she have left?” Wingfield asked.

“She can’t have gone, because her passport and exit visa are still being processed. All she has is her ticket.”

“Have you got a company despachante?”

“Yes.”

“Get him to check around. Maybe she picked up her passport herself and for some reason decided to go without telling you. Might she have done that?”

“Yes,” Dalton admitted, struck by the idea. Maggie might have done it. He hoped so. If she had left, he was going to be on the next plane after her.

“Well, do that first,” Wingfield said. “Then get back to me.”

“Thanks, Mr. Wingfield. Maybe that’s what happened, that she left, I mean.”

“Could be,” Wingfield said. “Goodbye.”

Camilo left Dalton’s office, his perturbation well hidden. He had not counted on the wife disappearing without a word to anyone. Men had affairs all the time; in Brazil wives understood that fact of life, and the most they could be counted upon to do was quarrel noisily and eventually make up with their husbands. Camilo had only wished that kind of trouble upon Dalton, yet he realized that this development nonetheless intrigued him. Dalton already was a different man, brought down several pegs to where Camilo could tolerate him.

Camilo was an educated man, traveled, poly-lingual, and he had a degree in law. And a temper, he acknowledged with an uncommon pang of shame. Yet these Americans would come trampling over Brazilian feelings; no Brazilian looked down on a man who had patrons, men in powerful positions who saw to his welfare. It was done all the time, and guaranteed safety and continuity for everyone. At least, Camilo was an unmarried man; what did you call Dalton fucking around on his wife?

Upon his appearance in the outer office, the girls stopped talking and returned to work. Did the bitches think he had been fired?

Camilo walked over to Dalton’s secretary, Marta, and said, “Seems his wife has disappeared, nobody knows where. I’m supposed to find out, how about that?”

“Then do it,” she said coldly. “And with as little fanfare as possible. Doctor Dalton already told me, so I can sort out the important calls. He beat you to it, this time.”

He longed to slap her mulata face; she did not seem to realize that when Brazilians called beautiful mulatas their National Treasury, they meant as showgirls, or for bed.

“Fanfare? You were all chattering when I came out. I’d call that the worst kind of fanfare.”

“We were saying how sorry we were, and we meant it. Mrs. Dalton has always been pretty civil to us; she thinks we’re human beings.”

Camilo thought of some devastating things he could say, but changed his mind. He did have things to do.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

She waggles three sheets of copybook paper then fans herself with them, saying comically, “We can always count on Margaret Johnson’s work to entertain us. How in the world do you think of such things, Margaret?”

The class titters, but Margaret barely notices. She has managed to get Juliet Wheeler to say something special about her, and that is all she cares about. She has worked hard on her English composition, using words like sprang, leaped, vaulted, to vent the hankerings in her for a sign that Juliet Wheeler likes Margaret more than the others. Her characters screamed, ripped, raged, to get the attention Margaret wants for herself.

She knows she is going to be a fantastic writer, because Juliet Wheeler says one day after class that she has promise.

She loves everything about her English teacher, a tender strawberry blonde so delicate Margaret is tempted to pick her up and carry her the way a lover might. When she is around Juliet Wheeler, Margaret forgets she is too tall for a twelve-year-old, and that her small breasts hurt all the time, and she will have monthly cramps forever and ever, the rest of her life.

Everywhere Juliet Wheeler goes, Margaret trails like a bee after a luscious rosebud. Margaret has no words for what she wants to learn from Juliet Wheeler. The only grownup word her tongue can fine is grace. She wants it so much. Witout it, she is convinced she will grow up gawky; she will become the giraffe her mother is fond of calling her.

Margaret stands outside the English teachers’ room waiting to tag after Juliet Wheeler to the cafeteria, hugging the notes for her next composition, titled “If Chivalry Were Back.” She waits fifteen minutes, as students swarm up and down the hall and teachers enter and leave the room.

At her desk, Juliet Wheeler turns and sees her. Margaret smiles, but Juliet Wheeler scowls and turns around again, saying in a high, ill-tempered voice different from her normal contralto, “I’d rather have your randy seniors any day than a bunch of adolescents. Have you ever had a case this bad? I mean, one of these days I’m likely to find her in the john with me and I won’t know whether to scream rape or laugh. I am telling you, the kid gives me the creeps.”

The other teacher, not seeing Margaret, says, “Hang on another year. I promise it’ll get worse.” She laughs like a goose honking.

Slowly, Margaret moves away from the English room. The cramps that have been visiting her all day explode between her legs and her lower parts begin knotting and spurting. Pain locks her two feet to the floor.

Coming toward her is the principal. He bends to Margaret, his trifocals giving him eyes like a fly’s, and asks if she is feeling all right.

“I’m fine,” she tells him, giving him such a fierce look he jerks back as if she has bitten him.

As soon as he leaves, she hurries to the bathroom and finds an empty stall and sits down on the toilet. With her head down, heaving with nausea, she watches herself bleed in greenish-red strings. It goes on so long she wonders if the blood is coming, by now, from her veins. Presently the pain dwindles, and the bleeding stops. She puts on a clean pad, then stands dazedly in the stall, empty of blood, empty of love, her notes on chivalry wedged in the plumbing behind the toilet.

She washes her hands carefully, three times. The lunch period is nearly over but the thought of eating makes her gag.

There is nobody yet in the classroom. Without haste, she goes to the desk at the head of the room and opens the center drawer. It is untidy and dirty, full of stubby pencils and loose paper clips, erasers, a stapler broken in two parts, all the things that rattle mysteriously each time the drawer is opened in class.

Margaret removes her bloody, clotted pad from the paper towels she has wrapped it in and puts it in the exact middle of the drawer, on top of the garbage.

She looks up. Juliet Wheeler has come in and is walking to the desk.

As often as they ask her, Margaret tells her mother and father and the counselor she doesn’t know why she did it. She does not tell them she is glad she did it.

Juliet Wheeler no longer looks at Margaret directly. She looks past her, or over her head, the way people on TV stare straight at you but never get into your eyes.

Margaret invents a new game. She dares, silently, Juliet Wheeler to look at her. And Margaret wins, every time. Even if she herself suffers in the doing, her punishment of Juliet Wheeler is the only triumph she has ever experienced in her life.

But the pain attacks her like the stomach cramps every minute, every day, whenever she wonders if she can trust anyone in this world. She skirts people warily; she will never give herself to someone, ever again.

What she has left is rage.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The oficial de policia informed Dalton they had checked most of the bars in the Zona Sul that Americans frequented.

“She doesn’t go to bars,” Dalton said. “She used to—she likes to go to the Zona Norte to look at glass flytraps and hammocks. And places like Santa Teresa. You know, to ride the cable car. There are those old mansions there, and the museums.”

The oficial did not deviate from the point he was making. “What I meant by bars, Doctor Dalton, is that a certain element in those places might have information on your wife. People of that type share a great deal of gossip. But in this case, we found no one who had heard anything about Senhora Dalton.” He said sympathetically, “The Zona Norte makes our investigations much harder. It is a vast region where many foreigners disappear, though they are likely to stand out and be noticed.” He was middle-aged and not in uniform. Although a scuffle and shouting and cursing had erupted outside his office, his attention did not swerve from Dalton. He did not ask for more information; a kind of tired knowledge already lurked in his eyes.

Dalton said, “But she has the car, remember. You’ve got to range farther out.”

The oficial said just one word: “Where?”

It wasn’t the man’s fault. Dalton said, as quietly as he could, “All over the country. You know what to do, and you’ve done it before, haven’t you?”

“We have sent a bulletin out nationwide, Doctor Dalton. But the police in this city can’t do much if you can’t supply lists of people she knows.”

“I know you are right. I’m sorry for bothering you.” Maggie’s personal phone book had yielded numbers of libraries, museums, her parents, his mother, a shoe shop; no friends.

Dalton shook hands with him and wandered out of the station house. He headed for the American consulate, to keep an appointment with Richard Wingfield. Maggie’s passport, duly stamped with an exit visa, had been collected by Camilo from the Departmento de Policia Federal. Her plane ticket had not been used.

The moon shines on everybody, Maggie had said. Where did it shine on her, the last two nights?

Was it time to call her parents?

This morning he had called his mother and asked her to postpone her trip.

“Only for a while, Mom. Until things settle down. The police are looking for her, and I’m pretty sure they will find her. We have a few things to work out when she comes back.”

“Jonnie, I wouldn’t dream of adding to your problems. If I came at all it would be to keep you company, not to expect a tour of the city. You will tell me if you need me, won’t you?” As if to herself, Catherine said, “I had a strange feeling something wasn’t right, weeks ago, I couldn’t tell you when. I’m going to start a novena at Saint Columba’s right away, and I’ll be right here, on the other end of the telephone.”

“Yes, Mom. Thanks.” A novena took nine days to complete. The thought of nine more days like today gave him a chill. “Mom…I haven’t called Ritta and Dirk yet. I need some more time. I don’t want to worry them yet.”

Catherine made a contemptuous sound. “Don’t you worry yourself about them. Call when you feel up to it.” Her one meeting with Ritta and Dirk had been enough for her, she told Dalton afterward. The result of that encounter was an outflowing of affection toward Maggie, who shrank from it with alarm.

And so Dalton had still to decide when he would talk to Ritta and Dirk.

He had never been this tired in his life. He blinked, hard, to clear his eyes, and flagged down a taxi.

Wingfield was no more original than the oficial.

“We’ll put out a missing persons bulletin. Will you authorize a reward?”

“I was going to suggest it,” Dalton said. He hesitated. “What about TV? Do we go to the media?”

“I’m afraid that’s already out of your hands.” Wingfield’s accent was faintly British, like that of a man who had lived in large foreign cities most of his life. “They pick up these things here as fast as they do in the States. In fact, a TV Globo journalist phoned before you got here. I told him exactly what the police knows. They want a photo of her, and I promised it to them on condition they stay away from you.”

“I’ll get one to you,” Dalton said, dully. Already, in little more than two days, Maggie was being reduced to an image in snapshots.

He thanked the urbane Wingfield, who in his white linen suit made Dalton feel he was dealing with a Portuguese colonial, walked down the stairs to the lobby (a sign read, “Have a nice day”) and past the Marine guards onto Avenida Presidente Wilson.

It wasn’t far to the office and he decided to walk the few blocks. His mistake became evident within a hundred paces. In the noonday heat a wash of perspiration soaked his clothes; he saw black spots and stopped, uncertain if he was going to faint. Stupid to skip dinner and breakfast. He should at least drink a gallon of water a day to compensate for fluid loss. Too much coffee was probably what caused his heart to beat this fast.

He had to stay fit, had to keep going, had to find Maggie. The buses roared up Avenida Rio Branco and the clots of pedestrians moved around his still figure without a single glance. Nobody cares of course, he thought. He and Maggie had only each other; that is, if she would still have him.

The lightheadedness passed, and he resumed walking. At the office, his secretary told him he had just missed a call from Dr. Egidio Carvalho. The doctor said he would telephone again in the afternoon.

Dalton received a call from Jack the Sot. Got to stop calling him that, he thought. It might pop out of his mouth when he wasn’t thinking.

“I heard about Maggie,” Jack said. “Anything I can do?”

Like what, you asshole.

He covered his eyes with a sweaty hand. “Thanks, Jack. I’ve done all I can for now. But I’ll let you know if you can help.”

“Frances ran away, once,” Jack said, unexpectedly. “She was gone a week. She didn’t get far on the money she had, and finally she came back. I thought I was going to lose my mind, but afterward we got it together again.”

“Yes. Well, thanks, Jack.”

Dalton immersed himself in the final stages of the budget and forgot Dr. Carvalho, who did not call.

She was impervious to him, Dalton thought. All his protests sounded like a juvenile’s whining why, why?  and had the same effect. That dark face, more patient than a hundred moons (an unnerving echo of Maggie), waited him out.

“I feel like firing you,” he said, finally. “How could you want to take a leave, a vacation, at a time like this.”

“I have not seen my family for a long time,” Tonia said. “If the Senhor does not want me to return here, then I will not. But my friend Maria de Luz will watch in my place. She can do everything I do.”

“Somebody else might be living here when you do get back.”

But that was being juvenile again. Bitterly, he noted that Tonia was dressed in one of Maggie’s castoffs, and she had had her hair straightened. Was there a man behind the kitchen door along with her handbag?

He returned to the veranda upstairs. Once, a white Volkswagen slowed down and he was halfway out of his seat when the car speeded up and disappeared from view. If I could just see her, he thought, and know she was alive, I would never bother her again.

The gate opened and clicked shut. In half a second Tonia, carrying a cheap plastic suitcase, was gone, concealed by the wall fronting the house.

Have a great trip. No better time than when the Madame is away.

He remembered the evening news.

The TV anchor handled the juicy item gravely, though the facts were skimpy. Dalton stared at Maggie on the screen. She was just about to get into her Volkswagen when he had taken this snapshot, and she looked startled, hair in a blond swirl around her elegant head. All by itself, his hand reached out and switched off the set.

He trudged back upstairs to the veranda and sat in the lounge chair. One was his, the other, Maggie’s. On the mountaintop, Christ on Corcovado glowed in a pink nimbus of cloud cover.

The telephone rang. Dalton went downstairs again.

“Hello, Senhor Dalton? This Doctor Carvalho. I was unable to call you this afternoon, but I have just seen the evenings news and felt I had to contact you immediately.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The hummingbirds darted continuously, and they did not collide. Outside the big cage in a blur of wings, their needle beaks poking through the mesh, hovered wild hummingbirds. Were they courting or curious, or only trying to reach the feeders?

Even in the night, where Maggie lay near them, the bits of furious life were never quite still.

Do you want to hear a joke, little birds?

This Paraguayan man comes home and finds his wife with another man, so he shoots the lover—that’s allowed in Paraguay, you know. He decides to let his wife live. But she gets even with him. One day, when she finds him with another woman, she pulls out a gun and shoots herself. The law allows women to do that in Paraguay.

More hummingbirds arrived. New scarlet-green clusters were suddenly just there—zip!—braking dead in the air at the netting and clicking in a hootenanny of hummingbird talk.

“Thank you for putting me up, sweet babies,” Maggie said. “I have to go now, or I’ll be late again.” She knew her way now, and she would get there this time before they closed.

She stopped for another drink at the pond. Last night the ducks and geese were asleep in their nests; today they skimmed with excited, raucous cries toward her, expecting a handout of bread, as she knelt at the water’s side.

A little girl nearby made a gagging noise. “Mamae, look at that lady. How can she drink that? It’s all scummy and dirty!”

Maggie heard, but paid no attention. Intent on not being late, she scooped water and drank from her cupped hands.

In thirty minutes, only once stopping to look at her map of Sao Paulo, she was across the city and parked under a row of palms. She paid the fee and walked through the big pastel stucco entrance mounted with the sign, INSTITUTO BUTANTAN. A wooden board on a post announced SERPENTES PECONHENTAS and pointed the direction toward a gallery open on one side, like a porch.

Maggie walked along the gallery to a compound. A ring of people leaned over a walled enclosure. She found a space at the wall and looked down. There was no sign of life on the short grass, an area resembling a large playpen scattered with rounded huts of mud.

A delicate flicker at the mouth of a hut.

“There’s one. It’s coming out,” a man next to her said. “They feel the sun hitting the domes so they know it’s time to come out.” The sun had also found his hair, which was long and blond. He nodded to Maggie in a friendly way. “I’m from California. We have snakes, but not babies like these.” He readied his camera.

A narrow, club-like head emerged, paused, lifted slightly as if to test the heat of the sun, then slid fluidly over the grass to a patch of reddish bare earth, where it stopped and lay absolutely motionless. Its girdle of colors seemed to grow brighter, absorbing sun, the diamond-patterned skin shiny as tiles. The head was orange with black markings, then came narrow bands of black and yellow, then a wide black band, again yellow and black, and a much wider band of orange, repeated all the way to its tapering tail.

Another head emerged from a hut, and another. Soon, stripes of color were strewn all over the ground.

Several visitors speaking in awed-sounding German aimed a barrage of cameras.

“Lady,” the blond man said. “You shouldn’t lean down so far. They could jump, or you could fall in.”

How could she do it with this fool’s hand on her arm? She tried to shake him off; he gripped harder, and he was telling someone to call a guard.

At once, Maggie straightened up. She gave him a smile, and felt his hand relax. “What did you think I was going to do?” she said calmly. “I wanted a close look. They can’t jump, you know. So, please….” She shook her arm a little, and he let go.

In her pocket, her hand released the small bottle. Later, then, when this busybody was gone.

People began to look at their watches and move away, and Maggie knew the program was about to start. She lingered at the enclosure, leaning casually, one hip against the wall. But the blond man from California hesitated and glanced back at her. He told his friends to wait and went to the front office.

The little group, two young men in bright shorts and shirts, and one young, dark-haired woman in a T-shirt bearing the name of a university, stared uneasily at her.

The blond man returned. A guard, buttoning up his jacket, lagged behind. He approached Maggie and asked if she had a problem.

Maggie did not trouble to answer; she walked away from him, in the direction the others had gone. The German visitors stood along a rope barrier in the gallery. On a platform, behind the barrier, was a long Formica-topped table, and stacked beneath it were three wooden boxes with mesh fronts. A low, rustling sound came from the boxes. Everyone but Maggie shifted restlessly and talked in subdued tones and two pretty teen-age girls giggled, their heads together.

A male voice shouted in Portuguese, “Look out!” and everybody jumped, but Maggie heard him only after the other people had reacted. Slow-breathing, suspended in another place, she did not move. The prankster, a middle-aged Brazilian, looked around amusedly, but the woman who was with him had flushed very red; she hissed angrily at him to shut up.

The blond man from California had placed himself beside Maggie and kept glancing at her, but she was barely aware of him.

A man and a woman wearing white coats came down the gallery. The woman carried a tray of beakers. A red cellulose sponge on a stick was also on the tray.

“Good afternoon, friends,” said the man. He had a lined face and crinkly gray hair. “My name is Rodrigo Louzada. I am a biochemist. My partner is Leila Carneiro, also a biochemist. If you have toured our facilities you will realize how important the work of this Institute is. Not only do we manufacture antivenins used to treat people who may die from snakebite, but Butantan is one of the most important research centers in the world in the production of immune-biological serums and vaccines.” His English was clear though accented.

Why was he staring at her? The Californian, too.

“Among dozens of diseases the Institute studies and develops vaccines for are diphtheria, tetanus, tuberculosis, typhoid fever, even influenza. We are studying ways to combat gangrene and botulism. Our antidotal serums are shipped all over the world. You are probably aware that we extract the venoms of spiders and scorpions also. While their venoms seldom kill, they can produce severe illness.”

The crowd murmured, as if disappointed that spiders and scorpions were not as lethal as depicted in adventure films.

Louzada looked down at them with a wry expression.

“Butantan supplies sixty percent of all antivenins used in Brazil, and you, the public, help support the very vital function of this research facility with your entrance fees. The demonstration of venom extraction you are about to see is merely a token of the very large number of extractions performed each day in the Institute.” Gazing upon several camera-toting persons, he said sternly, “Do not take pictures during the demonstration. Flashbulbs or any sudden sounds may startle the animal and take it out of our control. I am sure you would not wish to see either of us bitten.” His scorn was now open-faced.

“And now—” he glanced at Leila Carneiro, who picked up the sponge by the handle, “—we will begin with the animal that causes nine percent of all snakebites in this country, the Crotalus, commonly known as the rattlesnake.”

The dry rattling sound began even as he lifted the box.

“Stay well clear of the rope barrier.”

There was a general retreat even before the box met the tabletop. Maggie was rapt; she forgot to move.

Louzada looked at her. “Please,” he said. He gestured. She finally understood, and took a backward step.

“God,” the Californian whispered to his companions. “Did you ever read Steinbeck’s stories about Cannery Row? She must be one of those weirdos.”

“The sponge,” Louzada said, “is to provide a focus for the animal, so if he wishes to strike he will hit the object held before him.”

Louzada opened the mesh door. Leila held the sponge steady, then began to tip it from side to side in short arcs, like a metronome. Louzada tilted the box, and the snake slid out onto the table. Immediately, the humped, broad head rose and faced the sponge. The body, brown with dark blotches, was thick. It looked bloated, stuffed with small furry victims.

Maggie admired the wonderfully neat rings of its tail, lifted inquiringly as if undecided where danger lay.

Louzada’s partner was not young. She was plain, with the long eyelashes many Brazilian women had. Her thin arm was bare to the short white sleeve of her lab coat; her hand covered half of the stick only a few inches from the sponge. Coolly, she swung it back and forth.

Maggie felt impatient. Should she go back to the pen in the compound? She turned and saw the guard standing by the low wall.

“Nossa,” murmured a woman, calling upon the Virgin Mary.

Louzada’s hands were on the snake. One held the head just behind the hinge of the mouth; the other gripped much lower down. The snake whipped its tail and rattled and rattled, its mouth yawning with pinkish membranes that looked both tender and muscular. There was a small popping sound. Louzada had pressed its hooked fangs through the skin of the beaker. A clear fluid ran down the side of the glass, which was marked with red horizontal lines.

The snake was returned to its box.

The next box had a glass lid.

“I have one or two spiders for you. They are venomous, but not as exciting as the snake,” Louzada said, sarcastically. Leila’s eyes gleamed briefly in Maggie’s direction, then the eyelashes hid them once more.

“The brown spider of the genus Loxosceles is responsible for more than six percent of spider bites. Its bite causes a severe lesion and kills the tissue around the wound. It can produce vomiting, fever, cardiovascular collapse, convulsions, and sometimes death.”

He slid back the glass lid and lifted out a white cylinder about three inches in diameter.

Louzada tapped one end of the cylinder. Nothing happened. He took a pair of long-handled tweezers and inserted the tips. Instantly a hairy creature darted out of the tube and Louzada grabbed it.

“Ugh,” said the young woman with the Californian. She turned her back to the platform.

Somehow all the legs were gripped in Louzada’s fingers, but two tiny fangs were in the clear, and a lot of shiny beads embedded in the reddish hair of the head. Eyes, Maggie thought. Like Louzada’s and the California man’s, all touching her. That woman, too.

Tiny as the spider’s fangs were, Louzada pressed them through the membrane and took its venom, then let it scuttle back into its cylinder.

“This next animal is a snake of the genus Bothrops,” he said. “It is extremely dangerous and causes ninety percent of all snakebite incidents.” With an inclination of the head to Maggie—”In English it is known as a pit viper, and is related to the rattlesnake. Both have a heat-sensitive pit midway between each nostril and eye. This helps to locate warm-blooded prey.

“Remember, do not use your cameras.”

Leila again took up the sponge, and Louzada’s hand was still opening the cage door when the snake burst into the open and hit the sponge. Under the sudden weight, Leila’s arm went down. The snake’s lunge passed over it, onto the edge of the table, over that to the platform. It landed with a meaty thud, then it twisted and rolled, several times over, back over belly.

The spectators recoiled. Someone screamed.

Maggie did not move. She was still seeing the spray of colorless liquid as it struck the sponge; it seemed important to mark the places were those drops had landed. Some were sliding down Leila’s arm and standing for an instant on her white coat before turning into blots in the cloth.

The two people on the platform moved very slowly, it seemed to her. Even more slowly, she looked down. The snake lay at her feet. It was enormously thick, its markings glossy. The body kinked angrily.

Its snout nudged her foot.

“Yes,” Maggie said. “Thank you.” The bottle was out of her pocket and she was bending, reaching out.

Louzada got in her way. He put one foot on the snake’s neck and then he bent and picked it up with both hands. The snake was strong. Muscles bulged, rippled its thick length, the head trying to turn back on him. The jaws gaped, and two drops of fluid ran down to the ivory tips. The snake had oval cat eyes, soft as caramel, hard as amber.

Maggie’s hand was still outstretched; the scales were laid so smooth she wondered if they felt like skin or sandpaper.

“Are you all right, Senhora?” said Louzada.

She frowned, but he did not wait and instead swiftly bore the snake back to the platform.

“Thus, the viper,” Louzada said humorously.

The tail, which never stopped flailing around his upper arm, loosed a gush of discolored water that splashed the whole front of his coat. A smell of hot ammonia struck Maggie’s nostrils.

With a shrug, Louzada announced the end of the demonstration.

The group broke up and drifted away, talking and joking in the release of tension.

A workman came to fetch the boxes. Leila had left. Louzada was leaving, the tray of beakers in his hands.

Maggie followed him.

She searched for the right tone and dimly recalled how another person was likely to speak.

“Doctor Louzada.” He turned. The smell came off him in an acrid wave. “What happens to the venom you are taking away?”

He considered this, and finally answered, “We process it, of course, in the manufacture of antivenins.”

“But how do you do it. I mean, what is the next step when you return to your laboratory?” She gestured at the tray, acting, acting. She hated talking to him and looking at his eyes. “These bottles. Where are you going to put them now?”

“They have to be refrigerated. Why do you wish to know? Are you in medicine? Or perhaps with the press?”

“No. No, I just wondered. It is…curiosity.”

Snake venom, not purchased with your money, but procured with your own hands. The priest had been amused. I would give much to see you do it.

“Curiosity.” Only hinted at before, Louzada’s anger flared. A flush rose and filled his lined face and seemed to tinge his eyes. “When I was a young man,” he said, “I found the curiosity of the visitors merely amusing. I was a scientist, you see, and I could not help feeling superior. I also believed all these people, hundreds every week, were coming because they wished to learn something. I would talk to them earnestly and perform my tricks and thank them for the money they paid to see the exhibits.

“Then one day I was bitten,” he said with soft violence. “I was bitten by a rattlesnake in full view of all the people, but I could not leave at once, you understand. I could not leave to inject myself with serum because I had dropped the snake, it was loose, and I had to put it away before it harmed someone. In those days I worked with no assistant, so I alone was responsible for the safety of our visitors. The pain was quite terrible.”

“I have to go, now,” Maggie said. The burden of his anger was unwelcome; she resented him for it. But he caught her arm. She hated him; she hated him to touch her.

“You must hear the rest,” he said. His grip was light, yet Maggie was held by it. “I caught the snake and asked someone to run for a technician and to tell him to bring the serum. I felt very weak and had trouble focusing my eyes—exertion spreads the venom faster, you know—my mouth was dry and I had a tingling sensation all over my body. I was afraid I would faint before I could get the snake into the cage…”

“But nobody left to call the technician,” Maggie said, coldly.

“Why, that is correct.” His high color had receded; he looked only weary. “Fifty people did nothing, but they did come closer—now that I had the snake in my hands—so that they might not miss what happened to me next.

“I managed to lock the snake into the cage and then made my way, with much difficulty, to the laboratory, where a colleague injected the serum. I was very ill for a week. I nearly died. Since then I have been bitten many times and I always work with a partner.

“As for yourself, Senhora,” he said, hardly pausing, “how may I satisfy your particular desire for knowledge?” He sneered, but Maggie was immune to him.

“The venom,” she said. “You told me it is refrigerated.”

“Certainly, and it must be done now. Accompany me, if you care to.”

He walked rapidly to a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. Leila sat inside at a worktable, her hair covered with a plastic cap. She appeared startled to see Maggie in the doorway. He did not invite Maggie inside. She glimpsed white cabinets and the broad door of an immense refrigerator. A padlock dangled from the handle.

The priest had said to procure it with her own hands. She had thought of stealing it. That was not the same as using money to get it, and she didn’t have much anyway.

He returned to her in the gallery. “Have you toured the museum?”

She shook her head.

“It will be my own pleasure to show you what you missed.”

He talked as rapidly as he walked. Maggie hurried to keep up with him. He opened a door and stepped aside for her to enter.

“You will enjoy this. Think of what you can tell your friends, or perhaps you like to dream about such things. Here are sixty thousand, the largest collection in South America. Some of the finest, the biggest, the most venomous. I put most of them up myself.”

Snakes, thin and fat, speckled, striped, diamondbacked, lovely forest greens and yellows, were coiled in foot-high jars, each neatly labeled. Pickled in sixty thousand voiceless deaths, they rested on shelves and shelves in metal rows down the length of a huge room.

Maggie stared, and felt a terrible grief.

He misunderstood. “Spectacular, no?” But you must not miss this special exhibit here. Gaze upon this—” his hand indicated a metal table. Something swollen and light brown, bleached and fuzzy on top, floated in a jar.

It was a human leg, Maggie finally made out, fat as a thigh, toes so puffed they seemed one flesh.

“In our hospital they are treating a patient who still lives and who still has all his limbs. It is possible he will lose a leg.” His words felt like stones hitting her, but they couldn’t reach Maggie inside. She watched him as if he were the exhibit.

“If you are interested in visiting the poor wretch, I can arrange it,” he said. “On the way I could show you the rats and mice bred in the vivarium. This facility is completely independent of outside food suppliers. Our snakes eat hothouse food. Not interested? Perhaps you would care to see our stable where the horses are injected with venom.” He said, with satisfaction, “Oh, this bothers you? I have a favorite, a beautiful old thoroughbred with bad legs. You may give him a carrot if you like. I have a fresh bunch in my office. Horses are very useful in the manufacture of antivenins, you know. A horse will yield fifteen liters of blood filled with antibodies, from which we manufacture the antivenin. Then he gets a good rest, until the next injection of poison. It is a pity the animals are not aware of saving so many human lives. But we are all worth it, wouldn’t you agree?”

He told Maggie to follow him and marched off at his fierce pace, but when she did not go with him he stopped and looked back. “There are many more good things, I promise you.”

Maggie hunted for his name, but she had forgotten it and no longer cared. Without a word, she walked away from him. Her footsteps crunched on the gravel in the compound; it was a good crisp sound, much friendlier than the man’s voice.

She was very tired, but thirst bothered her the most. Again, her bowels cramped; the pain was so bad she gasped and held onto a palm tree until it passed. Vaguely, she knew the cause was the water she had been drinking from the pond, but she had not cared about the danger then, and she did not now. The little money she had left was to be saved for what she had to do. She would endure her thirst.

Her white Volkswagen was all alone under the palms, like a horse waiting patiently for her. “I didn’t get it, it was too hard,” Maggie said. “But I know you need gas and I’ll take care of you, don’t worry.”

The seat felt like a griddle, but she bore it and even almost fell asleep, for the fear of waking kept her from going over the edge. If she stayed awake she would not have to remember all of it over again. And whenever she did, the hatred stabbed her like killing knives that she cried out from the pain of it.

She had failed. But there must be other ways. She could only go on, never back. The size, the heat of this thing that burned her frozen corpse would not let her stop.

She opened the glove compartment, found her big map of Brazil, and began to study the coastal route north.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The man had jumped at her so suddenly that Tonia thought she was being robbed. He’d had to say several times that he was a reporter from Jornal do Brasil before she understood and calmed down. He looked a little ashamed when she berated him for spying on the house and frightening people the way he had, and she refused to answer any of his questions.

Because of him she missed her bus on Visconde de Piraja and had to wait twenty minutes for the next.

It was already ten o’clock when Tonia arrived at the terminal of the Novo Rio bus line. Earlier that day she had purchased her ticket, and she had also stopped in to see her spiritual adviser, Dona Silvia. Dona Silvia had given her an amulet, a medal of Saint George the warrior blessed three times. Tonia hung it on a string around her neck but she was nervous, all the same, for Dona Silvia had told her to beware of the Mae-de-santo Iya Mubi, who had the power to call upon Exu as if he were a dog at her service.

Tonia was frightened of Exu. In all his forms, the devil was not a creature she felt strong enough to face. She almost wished Dona Maggie had not asked her, that night she returned shivering from the terreiro in Niteroi, about the Iya Mubi in Salvador, Bahia. Tonia had not known who she was then.

Now she did, and she had noy slept well ever since.

Thanks to her delay by the reporter, the bus was nearly filled when she got on; the best seat she could locate was on the aisle, in the middle. The smartest passengers always took the seats farthest to the back, for then they could sleep without being disturbed by lights coming at them. This one had to do. She had to push aside many parcels and bags to squeeze her own small one onto the overhead rack.

The passenger who shared her row was a well-dressed man who impolitely inspected her dress and then her hair, which she had taken pains to comb into a becoming style, in a big roll all around her head. She felt embarrassed, and then told herself not to be silly. Dona Maggie would have said—how?—in one of the sharp-tongued comments she often made—”It’s not how you look, but what’s in your bag that counts.” Tonia didn’t understand this at the time Dona Maggie had said it, nor did she exactly, now. It had a good sound to it, though.

The man looked impatiently at his watch and muttered to himself. Tonia simply waited. Her watch was safe in her purse: the bus would leave when it was time to leave.

At last the driver entered the bus and started up the engine. Since it was late, he dimmed the lights almost immediately.

Tonia composed herself to sleep, but it was a long time before she even managed to doze. She did not like the manner in which she left the Senhor, yet how could she have explained? He was a man who scoffed at things Tonia believed in; how to tell him what his wife was seeking? Tonia herself could scarcely believe it. From the first, a feeling that she must hurry took hold and grew.

Age-Salugå, my childhood friend, is it true? 

While Senhor Jon moved through the house, sleepless, turning lights off and on, or going to sit on the veranda, she had slipped out to Rua Anibal de Mendonca and lit a candle and placed it with a bowl of manioc meal on the curb.She heard only the far-off growl of automobiles, and a rock song turned up high on a radio somewhere. But gradually she began to tremble; a sense of urgency filled her like a sickness. Her lost eye ached as if it were still in her head, and soon her entire head ached.

She did not feel well even now.

The bus swayed, its engine a subdued roar. She hoped it was going fast.

Eventually she slipped into real sleep, from which she awoke from time to time, startled by contorted dreams. She wished she could remove her new eye; the ache behind it was bad tonight.

On one of her wakings, she noticed the man next to her had left his seat. Half dreaming, she opened her eyes later and saw he had climbed over her lap and was back. It was not always convenient to be in a window seat if you had to go to the toilet. She stopped paying any attention to him, and slept deeply.

The lightening sky or perhaps the bus slowing down woke her. Confused, she thought: We have arrived somewhere; then, The man next to me is gone again. The third thing she realized was that he stood at the door, waiting to get off. Instinct made her feel for her purse under her arm. It was gone.

At once, Tonia surged out of her seat.

“You thief at the door!” she screamed. “That man has my purse! Stop that ladrao! Don’t let him off the bus!” She lurched toward the front.

All the passengers looked around at her, and there was a concerted shouting at the bus driver to keep the door closed.

In a move too fast for the driver, the man jerked on the lever and with a loud sighing the door opened. He was down the steps, fell on the road and got up running. The driver slammed his foot on the brakes, and the sudden stop threw Tonia into the lap of a passenger. She pushed herself to her feet, dashed back and tore her suitcase out of the rack.

“He went toward the back,” someone cried. “That way, that way!”

Tonia almost fell down the steps but she recovered and ran the way the bus had come. She whimpered as she ran. What if he was gone? But no, she could see him, just a flash of his gray pants cutting behind some bushes. There was a village coming up. What was it. Where were they?

She aimed her good eye and kept running. Her breath hurt in her chest. The suitcase under her arm was killing her.

She ran on, grimly tracking the gray pants. They turned a corner of a street and she forced herself to run faster. There was no sign of him when she reached the corner only a few seconds afterward. This was a block of houses, each one cemented to its neighbor. How could he have run all the way down the street in the short time he had?

Carefully she examined every doorway, every crack in the walls. There was no way he could have got between the houses.

Tonia used her voice.

“There is a ladrao here,” she shouted with the little air

she had left in her lungs. “If he is in your house or your shop you must give him up. He is evil. You are helping to rob a poor woman and you will be punished for that. Ladrao, ladrao. Come out!”

Shutters began to swing open and heads emerged.

“What are you yelling about, you crazy woman?” said one rumpled woman. “It’s too early for acting so silly. Look, Polonio, she says we’re helping thieves.”

Tonia continued to shout. If she had time she would have cried. With her purse gone, she lost her strength to save Dona Maggie.

“Jesus and Exu,” groaned someone, “Somebody shut that woman up.”

She seized on it. “Exu! You believe in Exu? I will call him up if you take money from the thief. I am a Mae-de-santo and I can curse your entire village until you die and go to hell and Exu will have you forever, then.” She screamed into the sudden silence, “I will curse you. Give him up!”

One by one, the shutters slammed shut. Please, Tonia thought, Age-Salugå, make them do it. She began to cry. Her tears washed over the glass eye and she put her hand to it in case it slipped out. She wasn’t sure if that could happen.

A door creaked. Tonia held her breath.

From a house only a few yards from her, the ladrao was pushed into the street. Tonia advanced upon him. “Don’t run,” she advised him. “Exu will find you.” Age-Salugå, she prayed, keep him here.

The thief was a white man with pink skin, and in the light of the new sun his clothes looked very good.

“Give me my purse,” Tonia said. her hand extended. “If you give it back to me I will spare you from Exu.” She tensed, ready to grab him if he tried to run.

He backed slowly from her. “Your dress and handbag are not Brazilian,” he said. “Neither are your shoes. I couldn’t see them on the bus. But we can make more money than you have in the purse.”

“I don’t understand you. Just give it back to me.” She didn’t like the cunning expression on his face.

“In your purse is a picture of a beautiful white woman with blond hair. And telephone numbers and an address, a company on Avenida Rio Branco in Rio de Janeiro. I saw that same picture on television. Her husband wants her back. Did you kidnap her?” He kept backing away. Tonia thought of rushing at him but she wasn’t strong enough; he would escape and she would never find him.

“I’m only her maid. I didn’t kidnap anyone, and I’m on my way to visit my family in Bahia.”

“You know, I believe you. Have you ever thought you can stop being a maid? Why work for someone until you lose your strength and you are thrown into the street?”

They were almost at the intersection. He could fly in any direction if he got nervous. She stopped walking, and so did he.

Tonia unbuttoned her top button and held her medal of Saint George. “Age Salugå, listen to your child,” she intoned, nearly closing her eyes but not all the way for fear of losing sight of him. “Strike this thief with your anger. Give him a sickness, the worst in your power. Fill his bowels with disease and terrible pain…”

“Listen to me, daughter,” the man said, his pink face turning white.

“…so that when he shits, knives turn in his ass. But slowly, make the thief rot. Make his organs die, turn green and fall off…”

“Miserable bitch!”

The thief pulled Tonia’s purse from under his jacket and threw it at her. Clumsily she caught it, but kept her dignity and stared at him. She threw all her contempt into one word: “Ladrao.”

With an imperious gesture she commanded him to stay while

she opened the purse and checked its contents. The photograph was there, and Senhor Jon’s company address and telephone numbers that she had copied laboriously from Dona Maggie’s little book. Her small sum of cash was intact. The other cash, her savings drawn from the bank, was safely cached in her brassiere. Her voter’s card and aspirin were less important, but they were in the purse.

Tonia turned her back to the thief and walked to the highway, her right hand clasping the purse against her breasts, her left arm curled around the suitcase. The sun was well up. Nothing stirred in the houses of broken cement as she marched up the dirt street.

She did not look back as she crossed the highway and began walking.

The sun rose higher. She began to sweat. When she had put at least half a kilometer between herself and the thief, she stopped and wound a scarf around her head, crushing her nice hairdo. It had been a mistake to wear Dona Maggie’s dress; at least she could cover up her head.

Her scalp itched from being suppressed under the scarf. Her feet hurt, and she ached in various places from all the rough use she had put her body to. The highway was empty, the land dusty and barren on each side with nothing but a scabby tree or two for shade.

She had no idea where she was.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Dalton remembered that rhythmic step and the subtle roll of her hips. It was like examining a store mannequin; his senses had vanished into some winter place alien to humid, sensuous Rio de Janeiro.

She had seen him long ago but walked no faster. Her hair kept a tempo of its own, bouncing and floating in the wake of vehicles rushing past. Expressionless, TZ arrived at her apartment building door where he waited.

“There didn’t seem to be any other way to get to you, since you wouldn’t talk to me on the phone,” Dalton said.

TZ regarded him quizzically. “I was going to tell you to go away. What can you want from me?”

“Not shouting above the traffic. Will you let me in?”

“Why? Will you rape me if I do?”

“No raping, kissing, or even touching,” Dalton said, wearily. She was wearing a dress with no back, and no brassiere underneath. He’d had ample time to see it all when she was walking toward him.

She shrugged and unlocked the glass door and went in, letting it swing back upon his hand. The porteiro, coming into the lobby, greeted TZ and glanced at Dalton curiously.

Inside her apartment, TZ threw her sunglasses and bag on a chair and asked if he cared for a cold drink.

“No, thank you,” Dalton said. “I’ve just come to tell you this. If you haven’t seen your doctor recently, you should have a physical checkup.”

They were both still on their feet. TZ bent down to her bag and got out a cigarette. She lit it, drew deeply, and blew a stream of smoke toward the ceiling. The upward tilt of her head was calm, if theatrical.

“That must mean something serious,” she said. “Did you give me a disease?”

Dalton’s laughter shocked himself. TZ looked at him calmly.

“No, TZ. You gave it to me. And I gave it to my wife, who, as you may have heard, went missing. The only thing the media hasn’t discussed is why she went missing, because they don’t know it—yet.”

“I don’t feel sick. How could she find out so soon?”

“It works different ways in different people. The end result, if you don’t get treated, is the same.”

She sat down on the sumptuous white couch that once had nearly foundered under their coupling. “You wouldn’t be insulted if I suggested you might have picked up the disease from someone else? I don’t mean to quarrel with you about it, so don’t take it that way.”

“I’m not. I’ve only been with one other woman before you, and I think you believe ne, because we haven’t any reason to hide things from each other.” They certainly didn’t. He was reminded that hurt feelings were rooted in love.

TZ smoked her cigarette, seeming to think things over. “Do you want me to tell Chantal, just in case? There’s no need for you to get into a mess with her. You have enough troubles these days.”

Chantal, he thought, with a jolt. Why hadn’t he thought Chantal might have given it to him? Because she was more ladylike than her sister and wore designer clothes? He had grown no wiser; he was still a self-deceiving fool.

“What variety of sexual disease are we talking about?” TZ asked.

He was beyond sadness, beyond revulsion. “Syphilis,” he said.

The telephone was ringing when he got home. There was no sign of Maria de Luz, who seemed to prefer staying in her room whenever he was around. The caller was Wingfield.

“I couldn’t get you at the office,” Wingfield said. “An American came to the consulate this afternoon claiming he’d met your wife in Sao Paulo.”

“Sao Paulo! Tell me where.”

“He says she was at the Istituto Butantan.”

He took that in, casting about his memory for reasons why Maggie would be at the antivenin clinic, and found none.

Wingfield allowed him a few seconds. “He described her. It does sound as if it could be Mrs. Dalton. She didn’t appear to be…well. She looked tired and disheveled, You can talk to him if you like. He’s at the Luxor Hotel, on Avenida Atlantica. There’s a young lady with him.”

“But where did she go from there. Does he know that?”

“He doesn’t. He didn’t have any idea who she was at the time.” Wingfield’s dry delivery of fact kept Dalton’s nerves just within control.

“Should I tell the police about this?”

“I took the liberty of doing so when I couldn’t reach you.

Was that all right?”

“Yes, it was. I’m very grateful. Thanks, Richard,” he said, using his Christian name for the first time. Wingfield was a friend whether he wished it or not. “It helps to know you’re around.” He was about to say goodbye, then remembered to ask the name of the American.

“Chris Norberg,” Wingfield said. “He’ll give you the details.”

Dalton telephoned the Luxor Hotel and asked for Mr. Norberg. At this hour, nearly eight o’clock, Norberg was probably roaming Cobacabana, But he answered.

“My name is Jon Dalton. You’ve met my wife?” It didn’t occur to Dalton until later that he must have sounded curt to the other man.

“Oh, yeah. My name is…but I guess you know it or you wouldn’t have known to call. I did, we all met her, about eleven this morning and, er…” The voice, flustered-sounding, belonged to a man much younger than himself.

“May I come out there and talk to you? I can be there in fifteen minutes, Will you wait and talk to me?”

“Sure. I guess we can. We can’t go out, anyhow, until we straighten out something at the hotel. We’ll be at a table in the cafe in front of the hotel, having a drink. I have on a blue T-shirt, and Kate is wearing a…what?” His voice faded and returned, “She’s going to wear a T-shirt with UCLA on it.”

“Okay. Thanks. Be right there.”

He called up the back stairs to Maria de Luz that he was going out for a while and she should mind the telephone, Except for a chair scraping the floor, he heard nothing from her room. Damn Tonia for deserting. He missed her, as well. In just a few days the house had become a shell.

The TV and newspaper people sprang into life when he emerged on the sidewalk.

Two of them thrust microphones into his face.

Had he just received news about his wife? 

“Get the car started,” one said. “We’re going with him.”

Dalton turned so quickly the man stepped on his heel.

“You are going nowhere,” he said. It was useless. The man merely smiled. “I’m just going to have dinner at a churrascaria on Visconde de Piraja.” He continued walking. Behind him. the sounds of pursuit died.

When he got out of the taxi he spotted the couple at once, Norberg, in his blue T-shirt, was the athletic type. His girlfriend’s hair was dark and shorter than Norberg’s shoulder-length blond locks.

They both stood to greet Dalton and shook hands with him. Norberg asked if he wanted anything to drink and Dalton said no, would Norberg please tell what he knew.

Norberg launched into his story, with interjections from Kate.

“It was like she was asleep,” he said. “I kept wondering if she was tying to get bitten, you know, looking to get killed.”

“I noticed her hair first of all,” Kate said. “There were leaves and twigs in it, and she had such beautiful hair, I’d never seen ash blond before, I knew hers was real. And her white dress had grass stains all over it, or something.”

Distressed, she said, “I’m sorry.”

Dalton wished he could weep, and then he did weep.

Norberg said, “Sorry, man. God, I’m sorry.”

Dalton blew his nose and mopped his eyes. He didn’t give a damn about doing this in public. He and Maggie had gone colossally public already.

“I wish we could do something for you. If only we’d thought of keeping her with us.” Norberg’s blue eyes moistened and he and Kate clasped hands.

“You have helped, We know where she was today, at least. If you recognized her, somebody else might, too.” Dalton made an effort to show an interest in the couple. “How long are you staying in Rio?”

Norberg looked uncomfortable. “We were supposed to be flying home from Sao Paulo tonight. After I saw the story and her photo in the Brazil Herald I phoned the consulate in Rio but Mr. Wingfield was out or busy and they kept asking me to leave a message. I decided I couldn’t do this on the telephone, anyway. Our friends are leaving. Kate wanted to stay with me, and we took the bus to Rio.” He glanced at Kate. “What I mean is, we don’t know how long we’re going to be here.”

“That was terrific of you. Are you going to miss school or anything because of me?”

“No. We finished last year. We’re just…”

“Tight for money,” Kate said. She looked candidly at Dalton. “We’re both embarrassed about it and we didn’t want you to know, really, but the hotel is making things tough.”

“How do you mean?”

“We haven’t got enough for two rooms, and they won’t let us stay in one because we aren’t married,” Kate answered.

“I see.” Dalton knew the rates at the Luxor were low compared to the major hotels. Norberg and Kate were very broke. “You are very welcome at our house. We have a spare room, and I can put a driver and car at your disposal. Anything you need is yours. What do you say? Check out right now and come home with me.”

They looked at each other. Both smiled.

“Well, thanks,” Norberg said. “Just until we can get bookings on the next plane.”

At the villa one reporter was still on duty. Dalton ignored him as he filmed Norberg and Kate toting their luggage inside.

They murmured admiring comments on the little house as he brought them in. He fetched Maria de Luz from her room and introduced them to her. She said, “Muito prazer,” and retreated to the kitchen.

Dalton showed them their room, which had been outfitted for his mother. She had taken years to make up her mind to visit. And would she ever be coming now? he wondered.

“There’s only one bathroom, I’m afraid, and you have to work the plumbing until you get it just right. It’s a very old house.”

“But beautiful. I loved the carved mahogany hand rail coming upstairs,” said Kate. Her face held a sweetness that made it pretty, her dark eyes and hair in harmony with Norberg’s fairness, “We don’t want you to do anything else for us. We know our way around Rio because we stopped here first, before Sao Paulo. We’re going to wash up now, so you go ahead with your private business.”

“Thanks,” Dalton said, simply. He left them and went downstairs, gnawing a fingernail, to the telephone. The story was probably only a paragraph in the United States if it had been picked up at all, but he could no longer put off speaking to Maggie’s parents.

It was the middle of the afternoon in Ann Arbor. Ritta answered, She did not interrupt or make a sound as he talked, painfully. Her silence reminded him of the big, empty house in which Maggie grew up. Maggie should have had brothers and sisters to help her, he thought.

Ritta said, composedly, “Was your quarrel bad enough to make her run like that?”

“It was bad. I’ve done everything I can think of. The Sao Paulo police are scouring the city.” He had never used the word “scouring” before. That was Ritta’s influence. Her silence made him feel he wasn’t doing enough. “How is Dirk? Shall I call when he gets home from work?”

“Dirk is fine. No, I’ll tell him…Jon.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t blame yourself too much. Maggie can be difficult, we all know that. She has always taken things too hard, and I’ve never known what to do when she had one of her moods. This may just be one of them. She’ll come back soon.”

Dalton found himself shaking. His teeth clicked and he could barely speak coherently. “This is not just one of her moods. She’s a loving, passionate woman, not that you would know. She put everything she had into me, and nobody should be in a position like that and not have any net to fall in. I was thinking of myself…it’s my fault entirely. This is bad, do you understand?” He no longer cared about toning down things for their peace of mind.

“Don’t blame me for your marital disputes,” Ritta said. She was only a few years older than Dalton and she made him feel as if he were throwing a temper tantrum. There was that word again. He would be conscious of it for the rest of his life.

“I’ll call you when I have more news.” Dalton hated Ritta. He hated himself.

And you, too, Dirk, you boneless capon.

“Wait a minute. There was something you said back there, about it being your fault. This is over another woman, isn’t it? You’re having an affair, That’s what this is all about.”

“I will not explain. Goodbye, Ritta.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

The murmuring of many voices pricked at Maggie’s stupor, nagging her awake. When she opened her eyes, light and shadow flickered over walls and faces as if a bonfire burned in the street. But the fire came from candles; hundreds of people carried candles and filled the street, and they were all moving steadily in one direction.

Jesus, que sofreu na terra pela mao dos homens maus, morrendo no Calvario, Jesus, que nao esquece meus pedidos, que ve que sofro e desejo cura, Jesus, socorrei-me, porque so em mencionar Vosso Nome. 

The procession wound around Maggie’s car, shutting off her air, and in the thickened heat she opened her mouth wide, gasping. Her tongue felt like a club, and the cracks in her lips split again and bled. She licked at the droplets of salty moisture, which woke up her terrible thirst.

Far ahead, the candles combined into a single glow beneath the rising moon, a sickle moon, shallow basin over soft fire. The murmured prayers grew indistinct; Maggie strained to hear. At the very end of the procession a man labored upon a bicycle, and at that ordinary sight Maggie roused herself and got out of the car.

The bicyclist traveled so slowly that Maggie did not lag far behind.

Jesus, Criador e Redentor entrou no Mundo e saiu. ..”

Maggie walked after him, toward the sickle moon. She began to hum, “Wake, Awake, for Night is Flying,” the only hymn she knew. It was a piece of irreverence, coming from her, and she chuckled a bit in her sore throat.

She fetched up at a plaza, a circular patch of grass. In the center, surrounded by hundreds of townsfolk, stood a small mulato with an almost bald head and a worried expression on his face.

Several voices began a hymn. More joined in. The hymn became a tuneless bawling as it swept around the circle.

The man looked even more frightened. His fingertips clutched a crude wooden table. At his feet was a cane basket. People were laying objects on the grass around him: rosaries, statues of Catholic saints and statues of Yemanjå and Oxalå, crucifixes and garlands of flowers, opened bottles of beer and cachaça. A woman fussed with a necklace of cowrie shells, not rising from her knees until the necklace was arranged in a perfect O.

The circle swayed forward, stepping over the gifts, closing on the man in the center.

He wet his lips and clutched the table as if he hoped to keep it between himself and the mob. A young man pushed through the crowd and ran to his side. An expression of relief swept over the older man’s face.

The young man took charge. He raised his arms and the mob stopped advancing.

A great moan went up… Cabral…heal us…Cabral
Briskly, the assistant gathered an elderly woman and brought her, hobbling, to the older man. She told him, weeping, of bones that buckled and broke in spite of all the care she took.

Cabral…

Cabral bowed his head, his nostrils growing broader, his cheekbones flatter. His eyes became Asian, his lips grew upturned and full. Maggie’s tired dry eyes saw an Indian standing in the mulato’s place.

She sank to her knees upon the grass and rested. The grass felt cool; she put blades of them into her mouth.

Cabral skimmed his hands over the woman with the sick bones. His tongue emitted clicks, like Indian talk. He blew upon the woman. More clicks. The woman was led away. A tiny boy with a huge purple growth on his face stood before Cabral.

With a lunge that brought gasps from the faces above Maggie, Cabral attacked the boy with his fingernails. His hooked fingers raked at the growth; a moment later he dropped the bloody thing into a bowl.

The boy stood in a trance. Then he touched the place where the thing had been moments before.

Look Cabral. Can you see me? Do you know me? 

The voice in her mind pulled at him; he looked around and found Maggie and his eyes widened.

What did she see in his face? Was it revulsion?

A pregnant woman sat on the table. He placed one hand on the woman’s forehead and allowed her to clutch the other.

You are a peasant with a little spirit. I dare you to look at me. 

Cabral did not turn. He brooded by the woman’s body, his arms limp. His right hand came up, flashing metal, and plunged down into her abdomen.

Someone screamed.

The woman’s belly gaped open from sternum to pubis. The torn edges of her dress slid down her sides. There was no blood. Her uterus quivered; bluish viscera at its slashed lips swelled and receded as she breathed in and out. Blood vessels stood redly, embedded in yellowish fat, and did not bleed.

The woman blinked drowsily, unaware of the great cleft below her breasts.

With rough speed, the hand of Cabral plucked out the fetus from her womb. A towel, cradled in the hands of the young man, received the fetus. The young man raised the tiny body and slowly turned on his heel, showing, tilting the bundle so the bit of flesh, suffused with dead blood, was visible to all. The head lolled, no bigger than a turnip. Its male member protruded like a pencil tip.

The young man shouted, “See for yourselves. The child was dead in its mother’s womb. All of you here saw it was born dead. Cabral could not have revived the child, for that is God’s work, but he will save the mother!”

Behind him, Cabral wavered on his feet and caught at the table. He rested a moment. Then, clicking his strange language, he touched the edges of the great wound, drew them together. As if kneading dough, he stroked them smooth.

There was no seam, no scar, just the torn dress.

On all fours, Maggie scrabbled like a crab through the swarm of bodies until she found open air. A hand tried to stop her; someone said, “Daughter, wait for Cabral, you look so sick.” Maggie dodged the hand and got farther away until she was free of the people.

In her hand was a stolen bottle of beer. She put it to her mouth and drank great droughts of the warm liquid. The beer gurgled and overflowed, getting into her nose, her eyes. Maggie choked, but kept sucking down the beer. The bottle was empty, though she shook it and tried to get more liquid out of it. She dropped the bottle and sat, head down, waiting dully for a sense of relief.

Yards from her, backs turned, the crowd droned a prayer.

Jesus afasta esse mal, tira essa carga… 
Her head snapped up. Gouts of beer spewed out of her mouth, spattering the ground and her dress. Her stomach clenched and heaved, and Maggie wrapped her arms around herself, rocking frantically, as all of the beer flew out of her.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Jaca’s annoyance with his sister for having thrown him into the street did not last, though during those few minutes with that black witch he had been tempted to cut his sister out of his operations completely. Since he still needed her, that is, he needed a rat hole and his clothes that were stored in her home, he forgave her and her husband Rodrigo for caving in to the witch’s threats.

“Don’t you want breakfast, at least?” Miranda asked. “There’s never any time to get news of the family when you come by. How is mother, did Mirto graduate, and did you make up with Auria?” Miranda longed for Rio de Janeiro and hated her life with her husband in this boring village.

From Miranda’s pasteboard closet, Jaca selected a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He changed his sleek black shoes for cheap, scuffed moccasins. The gray slacks and fine white shirt he had worn on the bus from Rio he gave Miranda to have cleaned. They were his working clothes, so to speak, and they were very useful. Their good quality disarmed the suspicions of travelers, although the black woman had been sharper than he expected.

“Everybody is fine,” he said. “They send love, even Auria.” This wasn’t true; he hadn’t seen his woman since his latest six-month jail sentence, “Could you hurry up Rodrigo? I need a ride right away.”

“He’s getting dressed. But you know how he is, not too quick at almost anything.” Nevertheless Miranda went to the only other room in her home to see what he was about and shut her ears to his grumbling while he put on his socks and shoes. Finally he was ready and went to get the car. She knew he didn’t really mind. If it weren’t for Jaca, Rodrigo would never be the owner of a car, even a secondhand one.

The car was kept under a lean-to on a neighbor’s property. Few of the villagers owned an automobile; most traveled by bicycle or used the regional bus that came by at irregular intervals.

Rodrigo brought around the dark red Brasilia and Jaca got in, with Miranda, who refused to be left behind. A few of her neighbors made some unflattering remarks as Rodrigo drove past them, but Miranda only smiled.

“They’re jealous of you, Rodrigo,” she said. The flattery cost no effort from her, and it pleased her husband to be given some importance.

Jaca was quiet as she chatted. He was fond of Miranda, but she did lead a boring life tending her mother-in-law’s grocery store and had little to say that interested him. In Rio, he suspected, she would have been doing much the same thing. Jaca felt he had inherited all the looks and ambition in the family. He wished he could nap.

Then he was glad he wasn’t napping, for he recognized the skinny figure of the black woman walking on the side of the highway. She did not turn as they passed her,

“What us it?” Miranda asked when he laughed.

“It’s her. The one who was throwing you to Exu’s good graces for daring to hide me.”

Miranda said nervously, “Don’t joke about it. She was so convincing I’m going to church tonight. And as I recall, you got convinced yourself.”

“I was. In my business I don’t need to get tangled up with Exu. Eh, Rodrigo?”

Rodrigo’s unshaven cheek looked as if it hadn’t met water in a week. His brother-in-law belonged where he was, thought Jaca. Rio was too fast a town for a slow-witted man. But he was handy; Jaca had thought up his bus scheme because of this halfway village. He didn’t use it often; the bus company or the police might begin noticing where exactly on the highway he asked the drivers to make unauthorized stops. The reasons he gave were varied. Sometimes he said he felt ill and had to get out; a few times he simply tipped the driver.

When Rodrigo arrived at the terminal in the city of Vitoria, Jaca thanked him sincerely, stuffed money in his pocket, and kissed his sister goodbye.

“Lucky you, going back to Rio,” Miranda said.

“As a matter of fact, I’m not. I think I’ll go to Bahia for a change. Might be fun. Don’t tell anybody, though. I mean it, Miranda, not a word.”

“When did I ever? Have a good trip, bring some real news back next time, Or,” she added, glancing at the silent Rodrigo, “I might pay you a surprise visit one day, on my own.”

“Sure. Mamae will be glad to see you. Goodbye, maninha.”

Jaca bought his ticket and a newspaper and found a bench from where he could watch the entrance to the bus terminal.

A front page story with the heading SNAKE WOMAN OF IPANEMA STILL MISSING absorbed him, and he read it between glances at the entrance. The American woman was last seen in Sao Paulo, at the Butantan Institute. It was not known if she was still driving her white Volkswagen. A reward of the equivalent of ten thousand American dollars was being offered for information leading to her whereabouts. Jaca made a note of the license plate number of the woman’s Volkswagen. He did not intend to scan license numbers; cars of that model were too numerous all over Brazil, as the police well knew. The “equivalent” of ten thousand dollars would be at the official rate of exchange, which Jaca considered a joke. The black market gave triple.

He glanced again at the entrance, and chuckled. Over the rim of the newspaper, Jaca watched the black woman get out of a car and gather her possessions. He congratulated himself. “Jacare, you deserve a big Brahma Chopp for this.” He was vain about his full nickname, which meant alligator.

He felt like congratulating the servant woman too, for having the initiative of obtaining a ride. She had saved him a long wait for her to show up.

She showed her ticket to the employee at the gate and Jaca could see she was explaining what had happened to her. The man shook his head, refusing to let her use the ticket, and she turned and walked, somewhat heavily, to a ticket window to purchase a new one.

Jaca hid himself behind the newspaper. When she boarded a bus bound for Salvador, Bahia, Jaca let her settle herself, then folded up his newspaper and boarded the same bus, thankful that passengers boarded in the rear. She was a bit too near the back for comfort, but he managed to find a seat two rows behind her.

Did she think she disguised herself with that head scarf? The American dress stood out like the American flag itself.

For protection, he kept the newspaper near his face, in case she should turn around or come to the back to use the toilet. He was pleased with himself, all over again, for having had the foresight to change his clothes.

It was going to be a long ride. He relaxed, and finally put the newspaper over himself and fell asleep. Not even the occasional bump in the highway disturbed his sleep. The woman was safely aboard.

In the afternoon he bought a sandwich and an orange drink when the bus made a stop at Itamaraju. He amused himself by looking at bumper stickers. TRUST NEITHER YOUR BRAKES NOR YOUR WOMAN, read one, and another on a racy sports model proclaimed ONE BRAZILIAN MULATA=100 MISS AMERICAS. He saw a sentimental one: A CHILD’S KISS CONTAINS VITAMINS, on an old pickup truck.

The barren landscape, interspersed with scraggly mato, bored him. A glimpse of the Atlantic would have been nice, but this was a coastal road in name only. Jaca preferred big cities.

The head scarf in front of him was tipped to one side on the seat back. Good, she was asleep. Jaca speculated about the money-making possibilities of this servant woman. He took a piece of paper out of his pocket and studied the name of the husband that he had copied down. Big company in Rio, perhaps big money, if he used the servant right.

When night fell, Jaca slept again. As if he had a clock in his head, he awoke just as the darkness outside began to break up into clusters of lights. Jaca forgot boredom and felt a return of his normal, pleasant tension.

The bus slowed down and began threading a series of complicated turns on the edge of town. The splendor of Salvador, capital of the state of Bahia, was already visible to all the passengers. At night, the city was festooned with necklaces of lights zigzagging to mysterious heights. At the very top, the outline of a church blazed in jewel colors.

Jaca got off the bus ahead of the others and waited behind a post. When the woman descended the steps and started walking, he stationed himself behind and to her left, her blind side. That glass eye was the first thing he had noticed about her when she confronted him.

She left the terminal and Jaca shadowed her for a few blocks. He wondered if she was going to walk through town, perhaps to the upper level of the two-tiered city, and he resigned himself to a breathless hike.

The woman halted at the bus stop, set her suitcase down and sat on it. Jaca groaned. He would either have to go with her to God knew where, or give up. And how was he to keep her from spotting him if he boarded the bus behind her? As he thought this, several young people walked up to the stop and stood chatting to each other until the bus arrived.

Everybody got on, Jaca last. Again he thanked providence that one always boarded at the back. Camouflaged by the youngsters, he paid the fare to the ticket seller, went through the turnstile, and sat down. The destination sign on the bus had said BONFIM. Where the hell was that?

After what seemed hours, as city landmarks disappeared and the outlook became increasingly rural, and almost nothing could be seen but one hovel after another and banana trees and the mato growing right to the edge of the road, the woman pulled the signal cord and the driver let her off. Jaca rode on until the next stop and then he too pulled the cord. He walked quickly back, in almost absolute darkness, hoping she had not already disappeared into one of these miserable shacks along the road. This was a poor place, inhabited by squatters in what seemed to be half jungle, and being far out of the city, it was also inconvenient.

Well, he was here now. He would play a little longer.

There she was, walking, barely visible except for her light-colored scarf. He had found her just in time, for she turned off the dirt road and began picking her way over uneven ground. By the sound of her progress, she was walking through bottles and tin cans. She entered a shack and voices raised in surprise greeted her. The door closed and shut off the weak light inside the shack.

Jaca crossed the road and, his vision by now attuned to night, hunted for a likely hiding place. The scrub would do fine. He had done worse for himself before, and felt colder. The weather here was pleasantly mild.

He settled himself for the night.

He was awake before the dawn grew any brighter. He yawned, stretched, and got up to empty his bladder. If he had known he was going to camp out he would have bought an extra sandwich, but hunger usually sharpened his brain; certainly he was no longer bored.

A goat meandered toward him, chomping at whatever took its fancy among the garbage on the ground.

“Bom dia,” Jaca greeted him. “How are you today? You smell exactly like me, and that’s a compliment.”

He could be very patient. He chewed on a leaf and watched the clouds whiten against the deepening blue of the sky.

The door across the road screaked open; Jaca jumped back into the scrub. The servant woman emerged, wearing a different dress from yesterday. At least three children and four adults followed her out, talking and laughing. Jaca shook his head; he would not have been surprised to see another dozen persons come out of that junk box.

He could hear her calling goodbye and promising to bring back presents from the city. Quickly he scooped up a little dirt and rubbed his face and arms with it, not too much, and walked through the scrub to the nearest shack on his side of the road. He emerged onto the road as if he had just come from the shack.

Jaca’s posture had changed. His back was bent, his arms hung slackly, and he shuffled.

After a cursory glance at him, the woman proceeded to walk to the bus stop down the road. Jaca shuffled after her, toiling his way to the same bus stop. Neither spoke as they waited; Jaca scratched himself and stood to the back of her blind side, as if asleep on his feet. Though hungry, thirsty, and mosquito-bitten, he was having the time of his life.

The bus, when it arrived, was packed almost to the doors. Servants and laborers going to work in the city. It was the same in Rio. People of that class traveled hours to get to work.

He rode on the steps hanging onto a rail on the open door, and with each stop more people crammed onto the bus. Gradually, Jaca was pushed into the center. He kept an alert eye on the woman in front and tried not to think about the tempting pockets pressed right against his hands. The last thing he wanted was to get caught and lose the woman.

The bus began to empty. The city of Salvador in the morning sun was like a sheer cliff of buildings. They were high-shouldered, impossibly perched on each other’s backs. The sun mellowed their worn faces and made Jaca sentimental. Rio de Janeiro had the heart and Sao Paulo the head, but Salvador was the real Brazil. It had the soul.

As he had done last night, he got off a block after the woman alighted. They seemed to be in a working class neighborhood, perhaps by the docks. There was much foot traffic here, conveniently for Jaca.

He followed her to a street named Rua dos Espiritos. It was no more than an alley, sunless because of loaded clotheslines crossing window to window above. All the spirit shops were open to the street and hung, draped, decked in statues, beads, candles, shells, cigars, bolts of blue cloth, clay bowls, cheap framed pictures of a blond, girlish, agonized Christ, feathered Indian headdresses, and shrunken heads. Down the center of the alley, a gang of small children scrimmaged with a half-deflated soccer ball. They were plump and beautiful and very grubby.

Shop by shop, she went down the alley talking to the spirit merchants, many of whom were dressed completely in white.

By ducking into shops or keeping passersby between himself and the woman, Jaca kept close enough to hear her ask, over and over, where she could find the Mae-de-santo, Iya Mubi. For answer she got shakes of the head, sometimes shrugs.

To Jaca’s joy (good guess!), she opened her purse finally and took out the photograph of the blond American woman.

“Have you seen this woman?” she asked.

The shopkeeper looked at the picture and said, “If I had I would be a rich man.”

“You cannot sell someone for money when it has to do with matters of the spirit,” she said, sternly. “This would cost a soul, perhaps yours.” She fingered the amulet at her neck.

The shopkeeper looked away from her. “The Iya Mubi comes and goes, if you are that interested in finding her. She’s not around today.”

“I will be back tomorrow,” she said.

And so will I, Jaca thought.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Limber as a ballerina, a beautiful woman with long, Indian-straight hair swinging to her shoulder blades sauntered past the car. Her buttocks, tight and high, swiveled as if she were dancing to a samba only she could hear.

The dirty windshield was increasingly hard to see through, but Maggie watched her to the end of the street, where she rounded the corner and disappeared.

On the sidewalk next to her a big, dark woman carrying a tray of coconut sweets was setting up her stand. Her mountainous flesh and voluminous eyelet blouse and skirt and high white turban shadowed Maggie entirely from the low rays of the early morning sun.

Maggie returned her attention to the sweet seller. She asked, again, “Have you heard of this person?”

The vendor said over her shoulder, “Are you asking traffic directions? Do you ask about a Mother sitting in a car like you are royal?”

Maggie opened the door and got out.

The sweet seller had thick, shapely lips, and she pursed them as she looked Maggie up and down. “You are very sick. I could not see that very well when you were in the car. Doesn’t a white American woman know how to get an expensive doctor?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Maggie said. “Please help me find her.”

“I do not know her, myself. There are hundreds of Mothers of Saints in Bahia, because here is where Candomblé began.” She said proudly, “It is the oldest religion in Brazil. Umbanda and all the others came afterward. But you should go to Rua dos Espiritos and ask there, someone will know. Go along this road by the harbor, past the elevator to the upper city. At the end you will find Rua dos Espiritos. It’s a bit early, but some of the spirit shops stay open all night.”

Maggie whispered the directions to herself, so she would not forget. It was hard to concentrate.

“Take some candy.” The sweet seller put a lumpy disk of candied coconut in Maggie’s hand.

“I have no money.”

“It is a gift,” the woman said, haughty once more. “This is charity, for the sake of Yemanjå.” She returned to her work and did not look up as Maggie left.

Driving on city streets in tandem with traffic was draining the last of Maggie’s strength. Her limbs and stomach and especially her lower back hurt so much that sometimes she grunted in pain when she had to shift gears. After her first sight of the harbor and the jangadas with their small triangular sails, she did not look that way again. The candy fell off her lap to the floor.

She drove jerkily along the esplanade, passed shops and restaurants shaded by awnings and coconut palms, and finally entered a zone of broken concrete sidwalks. Odors and noises brawled in this sector; the sun’s rays were the color of curry and thick with spiraling motes. Maggie panted brokenly; there seemed to be no air to breathe.

There they were again.

The figures capered leering in the soupy light, but they were always on the edge of her vision; she never got a direct look at them.

The road narrowed.

Rua dos Espiritos, to the left. The car bucked; the engine died.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to,” she apologized to her friend. She knew she couldn’t leave the car here, on the street, and restarted the engine.

There: in an alley, where other cars were parked.

On foot, out of the alley.

All eyes. On the Rua dos Espiritos, all eyes on her.

No one knew, or would tell her.

The proprietor of a spirit shop grinned at Maggie, his teeth clamped on a corncob pipe. He lounged on a stool next to a life-size figure of the old Black Slave. The two looked alike as twins.

The live one said, “You haven’t bought a single bead from my shop. Why should I bother with you?”

She did not answer. She would hunt for the Iya Mubi until she died.

She took one step, and another. Her feet carried her back the way she had come.

At the head of Rua dos Espiritos, a woman stood as if she had been waiting for Maggie all along. She wore a loose cotton dress, a red flower print with big pockets. He skin was blue-back and her face came straight out of Maggie’s dreams. Sleeping in the car, she had awakened many times and been frightened by monster shapes of trees looming over her.

“Iya Mubi?” Maggie said. “Mother?”

“As ordens.” At your service.

It was a hoarse voice, deep like a man’s. She was lean and sinewy, without breasts.

“I need you,” Maggie said.

One large bulbous eye winked. “In the city there is a white foreign priest of a church that is not Catholic. He tells everybody that the practice of Candomblé in Bahia is bad and for uneducated people. Since you come to me, you must be bad and ignorant.” She said this with enjoyment, adding, “And I have had better-looking clients.”

Maggie’s knees buckled slowly; she was almost kneeling.

“Get up,” the Mother said, and Maggie made her aching bones stand. She saw her shadow. It was stunted, barely human.

“You should see Cabral, the famous healer, the Mother said. “I raised him as my foster child, did you know that? He left me to do his work in the south. The coward! He was afraid to stay in the same place, where I am stronger than he is.” Shrugging, contemptuous—”Not once has he sent me a message, a sign of good will and remembrance—but that is a child for you! Why don’t you go to Cabral?”

She smirked knowingly. “No. But I have what you want.”

“Mother.”

“Into the shop.”

At Maggie’s confusion, she snapped, “You don’t expect to talk about your troubles in the street, do you? We will go to my shop and sit down like civilized persons.” She led Maggie back down Rua dos Espiritos (all eyes on her, on Maggie) and entered a shop in which a lovely black woman had told Maggie she knew nothing of Iya Mubi. There was no one there now.

They passed through the shop into a small dark room in the back.

The Mother pointed at a stool and sat in a proper chair herself, at least a foot higher than the stool.

“Your problem, by the look of you, is not an ordinary one, although they are all ordinary to me. Why did you run away from your husband?”

Maggie said, “Exu. You can call him up.”

“Ah,” the Mother said. She leaned close, blew her cheesy breath into Maggie’s nostrils. “To get who? I can guess. It is your husband and another woman. Very ordinary.” She pulled a tissue from a box on the floor and noisily blew her nose. Next, she unwrapped a piece of hard candy and tucked it in her cheek.

“That is a big spell you are asking for. You could have settled for an easier solution. Any priest in a terreiro could have merely chased your man’s mistress away. Who told you about me?”

“A Father of the Saint in Rio. But I could not bring you the gift, though I tried. I really tried.”

“‘The gift’?” What is this gift?”

The snake venom. Gathered with my own hands, not purchased. He told me you were a great Mother and that such a difficult gift would please you so you would do what I want.”

“Ah, no. No. No.” Wheezing, she flung back in her chair. “Snake—!” Her coughing fit sprayed Maggie in the face. She slapped her kerchiefed head and did a sort of dance in her chair and seemed to be strangling.

Maggie sat like stone. She remembered agony…a welling of grief. She had worried so much about coming with empty hands to the Iya Mubi.

She could kill this scrawny witch; picturing it, she savored the pleasure.

The Mother wiped her eyes with the hem of her dress and gasped, “The spirits wouldn’t know what to do with such an offering. Do you think we are savages? He is a very funny fellow, this Father of the Saint who sent you to me. You must have done something to make him angry. I wish I could have seen you groping about with a snake, if you even knew which end was the proper one, and with your long white hands…oh! I haven’t enjoyed myself so much in years.”

Her hatred swerved, focused on this cackling human…that neck was old and brittle.

“He likes to have fun with some people,” the Mother said. “Once he told a man to bring me the head of a protestant missionary! The poor man climbed into the bedroom where the missionary was sleeping. He had an ax, but couldn’t bring himself to use it. What a character!” Again she wiped her eyes. Calmly she said, “What you want is illegal. That is crossing over into Quimbanda, and the practice of Quimbanda is forbidden. But—” in a new fit of chuckles, “—the police shit their pants when it comes to interfering in Quimbanda terreiros. They are more afraid of me than they are of their own superintendents. Once I told a sergeant that his cock was going to shrink and he sent his men away and begged me, on his knees, to remove the curse. It was so funny to see this snooty man in the dust—”

The clapping of hands woke Maggie from her killing dream. She cast about and caught the trail she had lost for a moment.

“I can pay.”

“And I certainly wouldn’t work for free, if I decide to do it. One doesn’t take money for works of Candomblé. But Quimbanda…when I work with Exu…what have you got?”

Maggie stripped off the heavy gold band on her left hand and dropped it into the Mother’s lap.

The Mother looped a bony finger through the ring. Twirling it she said, “Oh yes. A strong gesture, finishing with your marriage and all that, but Quimbanda costs money. Once, I took care of things myself, but now I buy them—modern life! And what if the police should find us? What will I bribe them with?”

“You promise their cocks will not shrink.”

The mother laughed delightedly. Maggie looked at her with loathing. “You can have my car. Afterward.”

“I have seen it. While you were looking for me high and low on the street. It’s just a pile of dirt, with license plates I can’t use.”

“It’s only dirt.”

In the gloom, the figure in the higher chair was silent and the voice, when it finally came, was very deep.

“Remember this. Once you have made your petition to Exu, it cannot be undone. If you back out, you must give him expensive presents to get away from him. You can die. Exu is real. Do you understand?”

“Do it,” Maggie said.

“Do you know the Cimiterio de Sao Bento?”

“I will find it.”

“It will not be in the cemetery because they lock it at night. Go to the right of the main gate and follow a stream into the bush.”

“When. What time.”

“Midnight, tonight. Don’t be late. Remember another important thing,” the Mother said. “She who uses the knife may find it turned against herself.”

Although Maggie was moving, or thought she was, all the shops glided past as though they were going backward by themselves. Achingly she turned and looked back. No, the street had not rolled itself up and vanished. It was there, but all the shops were closed. Every single one was shut down. Were they already closed when she found Iya Mubi? She couldn’t remember.

In the alley, her car was waiting faithfully, as always. A fresh grief stabbed her. “I have to give you away, baby,” she said. “You’ve been a good girl, but I can’t take care of you anymore. You’ll get a wash when you go to her, I asked especially.” Her hand shook and could not make the key enter the keyhole in the car door.

“May I help? Let me,” said a man’s voice.

The key was taken out of her hand. Gently, an arm encircled Maggie and guided her to the passenger side.

“You are a very tired lady. I’ll take care of you…now, there, sit here and you won’t have to—”

She came to life. She twisted inside the arm, which suddenly lost its kindness and gripped her so hard she cried out in pain. Both her arms were pinned. She tried to bend, to kick; her heel cracked against an ankle and brought an “Ai!” and curses.

But he still held her easily. He unlocked the door and shoved her down in the seat. Maggie’s hands flew out, to push him away so she could get out, and again he stopped her, simply chopped down her arms with one of his.

“You’ll be all right,” he said. “You’ll be all right. No harm. Relax.” He crooned, whispered, even kissed her on the temple, working fast with the seatbelt and his own belt around her wrists. She sagged against the seatbelt, panting. “My God,” he said, looking her in the face. “You’re sicker than hell. What do I do first?” He shut the door on her, locked it from the outside, and went around the car.

“First,” he said, “we get out of here. By the back streets, if I remember my way around town.”

He drove, talking all the while to Maggie. “Stay quiet, darling, darling, meu bem, Jaca has you, Jaca loves you, you’ll come to no harm, no harm…” She leaned her head against the glass, not looking at him.

The car stopped. There was a bungalow, a small front yard shaded with banana fronds.

“On second thought…” He restarted the car and drove to the side of the bungalow, trying to go around to the back, but shrubs barred the way. “This will have to do for now,” he said. He ran his hand under the seats. “Wouldn’t you have a handbag? What’s this?” He tossed the coconut candy into the shrubs and searched again, finding Maggie’s handbag wedged on the floor behind the front seat.

“Will you come out with Jaca now, please, and no trouble? You are going inside this nice house to rest, and you will have water and food, and all your troubles will be over.”

Maggie allowed him to unbuckle her seatbelt and help her out of the car. He guided her up two crumbling steps into the bungalow. As a precaution, Jaca kept her hands tied with his belt, and he walked on the outside, between her and the road. It was quiet here; the ringing in Maggie’s ears was very loud. Her legs gave way; Jaca held her.

“Good girl, goooood girl,” Jaca murmured in a pleased voice. “Clara. Clara?” He banged on the door. “Guess what? I’ve got her! Where are you?”

The door opened and a plump, dark-haired woman stood there; at once she took a step backward. “Nossa. She’s…what a mess…why didn’t you take her to the hospital?” She had pretty eyes and full lips, which pursed in tsk tsk noises.

Jaca half-carried Maggie into the bungalow. “I’ve been thinking all night how to beat that maid out of the reward money, and here it falls into our laps. Even you could have handled her. And am I lucky? She showed up before the maid did.”

He turned the key in the lock and pocketed the key.

Clara spread her arms to prevent Jaca from going any farther. “Not on my bed, you don’t. She can lie on the sofa, but wait until I get something under her.” She brought back a sheet and they spread it over the sofa. “Ugh. She stinks.

They lowered Maggie onto the sofa. Jaca raised her feet, and she let him. She lay under their gaze, her blurry eyes averted from theirs. Clara brought water and raised Maggie’s head to help her drink it.

“It’s too cold, you idiot,” Jaca said. “Tepid is what she should have. In her condition—”

“Idiot, yourself,” snapped Clara. “Remember where you are. I let you use my place, but it’s my place. Things can change in a minute, don’t think your cock is the world’s best.” She said, dribbling water from the glass, “Oh, look at those poor lips, they’re beginning to crack again. Do they hurt a lot, dear? I’ll put lots of cream on them when you’re done, and I’ll make something nice for you to eat, and maybe this man won’t get any.”

Jaca said nothing for a while; he was intent on Maggie taking in the water. “Ah, that’s good,” he said with satisfaction when the glass was half empty. “If you don’t mind, Clara,” he said with elaborate courtesy, “I think perhaps something plain, like a soft-boiled egg, would be best.”

“Of course I know that! Do you think I’d give her something hot and spicy? We should clean her up, too.”

“The egg. First, the egg. Washing comes later. You know,” he said, following Clara into the kitchen, “if it weren’t for that car of hers I wouldn’t have recognized her. Wonder what the hell happened?”

“It’s a man, or men. It’s always men. What do you think happened?”

Their voices dropped to murmurs. Through her slitted eyes, Maggie watched the two of them kissing and fondling each other. The water had brought back her thirst and the old pain in her lower back woke up in a flurry of knife-stabs. Suddenly her calf muscles contracted; she drew up her legs and thrashed from side to side in agony. After a while the pain eased; then her bowels began cramping. She lay still, shrunk into a pinpoint inside like an animal in hiding.

There was a cheap metal clock on a small round table at the foot of the sofa.

Midnight. Don’t be late.

Clara brought an egg, spooned into a cup.

Forced to swallow by Clara’s repeated shoving of the spoon into her mouth, Maggie retched; her throat convulsed.

“Oh, diabo!” cried Clara. “Look at me! She threw up in my face. Why don’t you make your phone call to her husband and get it over with!” She ran out of the room. When she returned Jaca was cleaning Maggie’s face with a wetted kitchen towel.

“Patience, Clara. There is risk in this and I am thinking very carefully. The husband and that reward—he might be good for double that ten thousand American dollars, maybe ten times, who knows? Patience pays, I’ve always found. The husband doubles, I double your share. If you had a telephone I could have made a start already.”

“I’m a masseuse, not a millionaire. And why can’t you go out to phone, then?”

“Because,” Jaca said, “the only transportation I’ve got is her Volkswagen, and obviously I am not going to drive that around the public streets. If I take a bus at this hour it will be coming on noon by the time I get to a phone that isn’t surrounded by a hundred people. That is lunchtime in most offices. Americans eat too, I presume. That’s why, Clara, my dear.”

“But suppose the husband refuses to pay more? Suppose he calls the police?”

“He won’t call the police. I’ll tell him she won’t come to harm as long as he keeps this to himself. And then I’ll work out where and when to deliver her to him. So, may we have our lunch, now? You were still asleep when I left: I haven’t eaten since I can’t remember, and that was quite a night we had.”

Clara broke into a giggle. “You poor thing. I bet you were dying for that lobster last night instead of me. You bring me one lobster after a year and…oh well…it could have been worse, like the cops on your tail. Couldn’t we give her a good wash, Jaca? Wouldn’t the husband appreciate it? I know I would, the stink’s terrible. Look, her wrists are all chafed from your belt. The husband wouldn’t like that much.”

“No, you’re right.”

Jaca undid the belt, and Clara began to unbutton Maggie’s dress. Clara’s hands felt heavy, like logs thudding on her chest. The living pinpoint crouched inside flared when Clara attempted to slip the dress down her shoulders.

Maggie went rigid; her hands pushed at Clara. “Nuh uh uh…” she protested.

“Leave it,” Jaca said. “Just wash where you can reach. How about that lobster? With butter, lots of butter. Have you got bread?”

While Clara was in the kitchen, Jaca dumped the contents of Maggie’s handbag onto the little table. He studied her things, pushing aside a compact, lipstick, some ticket stubs, and picked out her documents and put them in his pocket.

He glanced at her. “How are you feeling, my love? A little more water? No? God, I’m hungry.” He raised his voice. “How is that lobster coming along?”

“It’s coming! It’s coming!” Clara said, walking in holding the lobster. It was big, much more than a foot long. Held by the neck, it swam the air with its antennae and all its legs. Its tail arched inward, beating its own stomach. It was a female; clots of oily, orange-red eggs rained all over Maggie, the floor.

Playfully, Clara thrust the lobster at Jaca. “How do you like it this way?” She chased him around the room with the lobster. It slipped from Clara’s hand and fell; Maggie could hear the legs clicking, tap dancing to nowhere on the linoleum, far from the soft bed of its sea home.

Jaca scooped it up. “My turn,” he said. Clara fled laughing before him into the kitchen.

“Oh, thank God, the water’s boiling at last. Throw it in,” Jaca said.

Maggie put her hands over her ears; still she heard it, a high, thin scream, a long time dying. She felt it like a stab wound in her heart. More pain…but the haziness in her head lifted and she sat up, reached for the clock Don’t be late and lay down, the clock hidden in her skirt.

Jaca returned and bent over the table again, sorting through her possessions.

She rose from the sofa and slammed the clock on the back of his head. Jaca fell, striking the edge of the table with his forehead and taking the table over with him. Maggie’s handbag fell on his face and the things that were in the handbag rolled on the floor.

“What happened out there!” Clara called. “Are you breaking up my house?” She came in, saw Maggie with her hands in Jaca’s pockets, and screamed.

Maggie pushed Jaca onto his face and searched his pants pockets. The car keys were in the right pocket, with the key to the front door.

Crying, Clara said, “Did you kill him? What am I going to tell the police?”

Maggie stepped over Jaca and walked to the door.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Normally he thrived on this artful pale blue scene, a background piano, loud talk and laughter at other tables. Tonight Camilo was feeling out of sorts; he decided he disliked the smoky complacency of the Bar Le Saint Honore. TZ seemed impervious to his annoyance with her, and that irritated him further.

He said, “That’s a good one, your taking sick leave and going up to New York to shop yourself silly. It must be tough, loafing around in your father’s Park Avenue place. Don’t forget your little black book.”

“I am going to New York to stay by myself. The prospect of not talking to anyone for a long time appeals to me,” TZ said. “It really isn’t any of your business what I do, is it?” She lit another cigaret. She had been smoking a lot lately, Camilo noticed; this was the second pack tonight. “Don’t fight with me, Camilo. You’d never win. You’re nothing but a big cock, a bigger ego, and a tiny brain.” She smiled suddenly, “Can your doctor cure a tiny brain?”

“Go to hell,” Camilo growled. “I use my brain, not my muscles, jumping around a field. Aren’t you tired of being a lazy cunt? You surprise me, though. Aren’t you curious enough to stick around the scene of the Snake Woman of Ipanema? Dalton looks like he’s frying on a griddle; you wouldn’t know the man anymore. Do you miss him?”

TZ didn’t answer. As though he were dismissed from her presence, she listened to the piano music. She lit another cigarette from the last.

Camilo forced his hands to rest loosely on the table. He envied TZ’s poise and, to his chagrin, admired her as well. Sex between them was finished; he didn’t need to be told. His rear still ached from the doctor’s needle administered that afternoon, and thinking of it he grinned. So did hers, no doubt. So did Dalton’s. And Chantal’s, he suspected, though TZ refused to share that information with him. He would not have suspected TZ possessed a sense of loyalty.

“When are you leaving?” he asked.

“Next week, after the churrasco at Teresopolis on Saturday. It’s Germans, this time. Chantal and I are going up Friday around six and spend the night; you could come with us if you want. Papai asked me to invite you especially because you were in Salzburg for a year. I didn’t tell him you spent the whole time in bed. You speak some German, I presume.”

“Better than you, meu bem.”

He saw Chantal, accompanied by a man with slicked-down hair, enter the glass portals of Le Saint Honore. Chantal was all aglow, elegant in gray silk and with blond highlights in her hair. She scanned the room, no doubt well aware of the alluring figure she made. Camilo had heard about this new man, an industrialist from Curitiba. A marriage was likely. Chantal’s parents were ecstatic, and reported to be relieved that their older daughter had found so suitable a man.

“Here they are,” Camilo said. “He looks like he’s dying of tuberculosis. But then, he’s not getting such a bargain either, is he?”

TZ’s nostrils flared slightly, and Camilo was delighted. At last he had gotten under her mantle of indifference.

In the past year Dalton had not bothered to mask his disdain when he looked at Camilo, who swelled internally like a blowfish whenever he saw it. Oh yes, but Camilo had placed a few poisoned spines in strategic places himself, and the results had stunned even him.

Lately, nothing showed on Dalton’s face but inattention to whatever anybody was saying. From fanatical worker he had gone to complete unconcern about his job. Camilo had been present when the president, Jack Groover, had dropped in on Dalton.

“Say, Jon,” Groover had said in his boozy way, “I have a line on new business up in the south. Home office wants us to send someone to talk to the governor of Santa Catarina. Power station on the Uruguai River, maybe bigger. Canadians are sniffing around already.”

Dalton had simply stared at Groover as if he didn’t know who he was. Camilo was fascinated. He had been on his way out of the office, but stayed by the door pretending to scan some invoices, which Dalton had approved without checking first, as he usually did. Camilo knew he could add on as much as he wanted to now and get a signature on it.

“I don’t mean for you to go,” Groover said, at last. “Your problem, and all.” Standing there in his too-big tan suit, he reminded Camilo of someone applying for a job. The back of his neck was shrunken, crosshatched with a thousand lines.

“Send Borders.” Dalton began dumping file folders into his desk drawer. When he finished doing that, he put his feet up on the desk and began clicking his pen, in, out, in, out.

“Borders.” Groover sounded bewildered. He looked at Dalton clicking his pen, turned and saw Camilo at the door. Camilo decided to get out, and did so quickly. That was yesterday.

He was impressed by the speed of Dalton’s dissolution. Since the wife’s disappearance four days ago pounds had melted, the eyes seemed to be permanently reddened.

This morning he had apparently forgotten to shave.

The news Camilo brought to him got no more reaction than Groover’s appeal had. To Camilo’s disappointment, Dalton listened impassively, his gaze on nothing in particular.

“I don’t know how long it would have taken the airline people to get in touch with the police,” Camilo said. “The ticket was on somebody’s desk, probably lost in a shuffle of papers. I have a friend in the downtown branch in Rio. She told me, of course, that they were going to act on it right away, but she didn’t sound believable.”

“How did the ticket get back to them?”

Camilo had expected excitement, perhaps an expression of gratitude for his detective work. He had rushed to get to the office early when the idea of checking with the airline hit him.

“All they know is, a woman tried to cash it in. She could have done it; the travel date was two weeks off.”

“When did she come in with it. What did she look like.”

“They think yesterday,” Camilo replied. “She said her cousin was sick and couldn’t come herself. But you know regulations. She couldn’t produce identification; besides which, it was a ticket to the United States and cashing it would have been complicated anyway. The ticket agent was busy; he can’t provide details but says she had brown hair and was a little heavy.” A slight reaction to that, Camilo noted.

“The ticket agent didn’t recognize the name it was made out to and told the woman to come back the next day, which would make it today. That’s when it ended up on the desk.”

“Okay. Leave it with me. Check back with me later.”

Dalton picked up the telephone as Camilo left the office.

What he had found out was worth something, Camilo thought. Maybe the wife was still in Rio and had sent the other woman to cash in the ticket because she was low on money. She might turn up at home eventually, when she thought Dalton had been punished enough.

Marta was saying into the telephone, “He is in a meeting, sir. He will call back as soon as he returns from the Energy Council.” She hung up and said softly to Alida, the file clerk, “Second call from Mr. Neffers. I didn’t know what to say. The boss doesn’t want to take any business calls today.”

Neffers was vice president of South American operations, in Jackson, Michigan. Dalton was certainly throwing off his company bondage in style, Camilo thought.

It was nearly time to go home when Dalton summoned him.

“I thought you’d like to know, since you came up with the idea,” Dalton said. “The police picked up the woman. They had the ticket agent stationed outside the office, and he saw her walking up and down the sidewalk.”

Camilo put in, “Trying to decide whether to go in.”

“Possibly. Her story is that she bought the ticket from a service station attendant in Itaunas on the coast for a hundred reais.”

“Itaunas? Where is that? I’ve never heard of it.”

“It’s a small town north of here, between Vitoria and Salvador.”

Camilo saw his theory falling apart. On the other hand, the ticket might have changed hands a dozen times before it ended up back in Rio. But a hundred reais was only fifty dollars. That meant the service station attendant got it for even less.

“The state police found the attendant. There’s only the one station at Itaunas and it’s on the highway,” Dalton said. “He told them a woman in a white Volkswagen filled up two days ago and then said she couldn’t pay. She gave him the ticket and drove off. The attendant sold the ticket to another motorist, the woman who tried to cash it in. She said she hadn’t seen the newspapers for days.”

“But Itaunas,” Camilo said. “Which way was Mrs. Dalton heading?”

“The attendant isn’t sure, but maybe it was up the coast.” Dalton’s calm amazed Camilo.

“What are the police going to do now? Alert all the towns north of Itaunas?”

“That’s exactly what they are going to do. You have it figured out.” Dalton stood up. “I have something to say to you. You’re fired. Don’t come near me again.”

“What?” Camilo stared at Dalton, whose bloodshot eyes were deadly. “What for?”

“Do you remember poisoning a certain dog? She was my wife’s special pet, and her name was Tess. Then there was a black cock, delivered with its head off onto my wife’s car. Also a telegram, which I have here…” Dalton smoothed the paper on his desk for Camilo to see. “I’ve been too busy to think about who sent it.

“What do you think?” Dalton said. “Shall I put the whole thing in writing for General Alfonso Ribeiro?” His lips twisted in disgust. “Ah, get out of my sight.”

Suddenly Dalton strode around the desk and his fist shot out at Camilo’s mouth. Camilo flinched aside and caught the fist on his cheekbone. He backpedaled to the door, fumbled for the doorknob and flung himself out of the room. His last glimpse of Dalton was of a lowered head, as if he were going to charge.

Camilo walked quickly through the office, ignoring curious glances and questions. For all he knew, Dalton was coming after him. He took the elevator, and only when he was in the street did he touch his stinging cheekbone.

TZ. It must have been TZ who told Dalton. Camilo cursed himself for ever opening his mouth to a woman. His pranks had sounded funny when he recounted them, especially while they lounged side by side, after sex. TZ had not laughed, but she never reacted predictably to anything.

That lunatic would have killed him.

Raios!  Camilo said, under his breath. He was still shaking. What in hell was he going to tell the general? How would his father take this?

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Maggie sat on a grave as still as its tombstone, her eyelids a thin shield from the glaring white sun. She was afraid to sit in her car, for sometimes she floated away and did not wake for hours. Twice, while the car was in motion, she had felt consciousness dwindling. There was just enough left to steer to a shoulder and stop.

Only the hot bright core in the center of her mind stayed in place. It never left her, awake or senseless.

Miguel Luis Villela was the name on the tombstone of her host. Sometimes she leaned against it; once she lay face-down and slept, waking up when someone whispered near her head, “She must have loved him very much,” and left a flower at her feet.

At closing time the custodian made the rounds of the big cemetery asking everybody to leave. Maggie joined the file out to the dirt road but unlike the others she stayed by the cemetery gate after it was locked. When it grew dark, men and women came to the gate with candles and bowls of manioc flour and left bits of paper under the bowls. Some knelt to pray, scattering flower petals over their offerings. They paid no attention to Maggie sitting on the ground, her forehead upon her knees.

The smell of greasy candles and mold and wet leaves was very strong. She could not tell if the stars were out because of the hundreds of candle flames. She could not see the moon, either. Her friend was hidden behind the raggedy heads of tall palms, and Maggie was sorry to be without her company As soon as she thought this, the thought skittered out of her head, to be replaced by another that also leaked away from her.

It was late, late, and people stopped coming with their candles. The moon had soared above the palms.

She had no watch but the quiet voice in her mind told her to get up and follow the fence to a stream, and follow the stream into the bush.

The heat of the candles receded; she skirted the iron palings. The shadow she threw sidled like a lobster, and she puzzled over the absence of the ticking of lobster claws.

The dry shuffling of her shoes fell silent, bogged in wetness. This was the stream. Briefly she worried that she had made a mistake; it was only a trickle, could not be a stream. But it meandered toward the bush, and when she was inside total darkness enfolded her.

Lost, she did not know which way to go. Somewhere a dog yelped, once.

She stood motionless, her hot, dry heart laboring louder than the ringing in her ears.

Then she struggled toward the sound she had just heard. The bush was full of big leaves with edges that cut; her arms and legs glanced against bark and came away scraped.

Tiny lights are winking through the leaves.

Maggie pushes away some banana leaves, and steps into a clearing littered with tree stumps.

A brown man standing alone in the clearing says, “You are welcome. I am the Mother’s cambono, her assistant, and I will take care of you until she comes.”

To Maggie’s eyes, he seems to be covered with green-and-yellow blooms. A big one gapes, like a second mouth, near the corner of his real mouth. Flowers, Maggie thinks, confused, growing out of the man’s body.

When he approaches her Maggie smells his greasy hair and dirty white clothes. She knows she is dirty, too, somebody said so. She is very tired; to keep from falling she spreads her feet apart.

The cambono laughs and says over his shoulder to someone invisible, “Already she accepts me! This is a hot one!” His hands grab Maggie in the crotch; they pinch her breasts. His face comes close. Now Maggie can see the glistening pink center of the flower next to his mouth.

He kisses her. His saliva tastes of pure cane rum. When he is through poking his tongue into her mouth and withdraws, Maggie feels a cool wetness on her cheek near the corner of her own mouth, just like his.

For some reason Maggie thinks, My brother, and knows it is the filth in her blood talking.

The cambono bends low, and lower. As she wonders dreamily if he means to kiss her crotch he squats and pulls off her shoes.

“I will have you after the Mother finishes,” he says, and takes her shoes to the edge of the clearing and scrapes their soles on a tree trunk before putting them down. “Your flesh must be in touch with the earth. The spirits are in earth and sky and flow through our feet.”

He beckons, but when Maggie paralyzed by weakness does not move, he shoves her roughly ahead of him. Something in the stony dirt jabs her right foot. The pain throbs as though it is on someone else’s body.

He stops her; she would have walked forever, through brush and fire, on glass and rock, propelled by the mechanical forward motion of her feet.

She stands before a crude path worn in the ground. The path intersects with another, to make a cross. Around the cross, in a circle, are boxes of kitchen matches, black candles, bottles of rum, fat cigars. Seven of everything, arranged in a pattern.

The patterns form upside-down crosses.

The candle flames twitch and suddenly on each cross there is a tiny figure with arms outstretched, seven little Jesuses crowned with thorns. The upside-down faces all open their mouths, like kittens crying, and…red living blood slides down the living foreheads into the dark Jesus hair.

Frowning, and even the frowning an effort, Maggie looks, and the Jesuses vanish and again there is nothing but cigars.

The cambono bends, straightening cigars and rum bottles. Appearing to be satisfied, he nods into the darkness encircling them.

A slow drumbeat.

Tap-a-tap, tap-a-tap, tap-a-tap-a-tap.

The taps deepen to a booming, a second drum joins the first, and then a third. Maggie feels rather than sees them, three half-naked men sitting against trees, their skins like the bark.

The cambono begins to dance to the talking drums. He shuffles and hops, and beside him all at once appears a lovely black woman, the one who said to Maggie, “There is no Iya Mubi in this shop.” With her dance three more women, not pretty nor as clean. They whirl to the drumming, their bare feet pirouetting. One in yellow satin, one in dirty pink, one in purple, long gowns catching in their legs.

The drummers beat faster, they hammer as tattoo of blows so fast and hard the air rocks before Maggie’s eyes.

With a shriek the Mother bursts out of the forest, spinning in a blur of colors.

She comes to rest before Maggie.

The Mother is tattered layers of black and red satin, like Carnaval but never seen in Carnaval. A thousand necklaces of seeds and scarlet beads dangle from her neck. Tiny skulls nestle at her earlobes. Her bare feet stamp in time to the talking drums; her eyes glare with the joy of a devil at home in hell.

Her hands shoot out, trace an outline around Maggie’s head and shoulders. Heavy air like seawater ripples against Maggie’s skin.

“Red! Black! Green!” the Mother screeches. “I smell your sickness, but your hate is stronger! Your auras tell me everything. But are you willing! Will you run away, white American woman, from Exu! Tell me, will you run from what you have sought!”

Instead of bones, Maggie is knitted together by knives; her flesh is impaled upon them. She is a monster, just like the monsters in this devil’s dream. She has come a hard way to die; dying is the most wonderful gift she can think of.

The drums stop.

The Mother nods, as if Maggie has spoken. She raises her arms. The women chanting shrilly at her back, the Mother bays to the black treetops,

“The spirits of Quimbanda live in the lowest regions of the earth which both the old religions and the new religions call Hell. It is a place of suffering and pain. It is a place of no light and filled with a thick black fluid, inhabited by all the devils known as Exu. The Death’s Head reigns there. Creatures who were once human on earth wander there, condemned forever by heinous crimes committed in life.

“Murder is punished! Evil is punished! Exu is loathsome, Exu is delight! His henchmen are powerful spirits that even God sees! Take these presents, EXU PAGAO, EXU REI, EXU DAS ENCRUZILHADAS! Here me, Chief Joao Caveira, Chief Pantera Negra! Hear the intentions of this petitioner!

“Hear! HEAR! COME!”

The drums crash again and she whirls away, spinning, stamping, head-gyrating around the circle of upside-down crosses. The women dance in and out of her path; their shadows twine amongst the stunted trees. Drops of their sweat lighting on Maggie burn like hot oil.

The cambono busies himself lighting the black candles.

Something hangs, shiny blue-black and living, from his hand. Its dewdrop eyes wink on and off, appearing and disappearing like tiny magic tricks.

From his belt the cambono draws a thin knife. One slash sweeps off the cock’s neck and he tosses the cock and head in an arc of blood and flapping wings into the center of the intersecting paths. It hits the ground fluttering, wings sweeping dirt all over itself, feet bustling madly turning the torso around and around on the axis of the headless stump. The blood has a leaden metallic smell and spreads without soaking into the hard earth.

The cock scratches and turns, scratches and turns, bumping into its own head.

Maggie stares. In her dreams, she has seen the dancing figures in their celebration of hate.

The devils are here. She feels them in the voices of the drums, the screeching of the Mother and her Daughters.

The Jesuses appear again; they writhe on their crosses, ooze blood from impaled hands and feet. Eyes…black with agony…jellied pinpoints of blood.

Maggie’s strength is coming to an end. She moans, crumples to the dirt. She is eager for the promised rest.

A pair of filthy feet are splayed apart in the dirt near her eyes. Above them the Mother is laughing with a mouth like a cavern which she shuts only to drag on a big cigar or nurse on a bottle of rum. She stoops, half-smothering Maggie in the folds of her stinking garments. She blows smoke on Maggie’s crotch, then again on her breasts.

All the Daughters are on the ground, too, their skirts above their waists, legs splayed and hips jerking. They moan and cry out as devil ghosts penetrate them. The cambono is hunched over a Daughter, driving himself into her.

Maggie turns her head and vomits; not a trickle leaves her dry throat.

The Mother sprays rum down on Maggie, takes a fancy to that and pours more over her from the bottle. For good measure she urinates. Her water runs down both legs, cuts tracks over her dirty feet, which she wipes against Maggie’s clothes.

The skulls in her earlobes.

They have swelled; whitely they bracket her head as if she has three grinning heads upon her shoulders. The Mother lifts the bottle and pours from on high into each skeletal maw. The amber liquid streams in and nothing comes through.

In a bass like a hundred drums, the Mother roars:

“I AM EXU, WOMAN! YOU ARE WELL AT MY FEET! DO YOU FEAR ME? ALL YOU POOR CREATURES WHO CALL ME LOOK SO SORRY! BUT I DO NOT GO BACK WITHOUT A PRESENT! YOU HEAR! HEAR ME, YOU MISERY? I AM LORD OF SKULLS, KING DEVIL, BLACK PANTHER. YOU DO NOT PLAY WITH EXU!”

The voice quakes the ground against Maggie’s cheek. She is tired to death and ready to die. Do it…do it…do it…do it.

The cambono is dragging something into the circle. The object has a dull black coat, four legs tied together with a piece of string. It is a medium-sized dog of no special breed and it has a broad head and ears matted with dirt.

Its eyes meet Maggie’s.

A jolt courses through her, and she raises her head and looks at the Mother, the cambono,  and back to the dog.

Sensing that Maggie has noticed him, the dog raises his head and looks at her as if she might be of a mind to take away the string cutting into his legs. His bit of tail thumps the ground hopefully, but when Maggie does not make a single encouraging motion his head flops back and the tail becomes still. His eyes stay on Maggie’s; their brightness fades, grow dull, and they begin to close as if he is already dead.

The cambono drops onto the dog, his knees punching the breath from it. He clamps his hand over the muzzle and roughly pulls it backward to expose the throat. The thin knife is again raised.

All of Maggie’s parts come together; her brain is alive, an electric storm. She is screaming and scrambling to her feet; her body hits the cambono and knocks him out of the way. Screaming, she scoops up the dog and runs with him out of the clearing, blind in the sudden dark but wherever her body does not rebound from a tree she takes that way.

The dog is heavy. Maggie hangs onto him and fights through the whipping branches. Then something gives inside her; she can feel it, like a tearing, and all her new strength vanishes. She fights this weakness as if it is the same resisting jungle, but her legs do not work anymore.

She slides downward, against a tree trunk, is held up briefly by a rough obstacle, and finishes on her side. The dog flops out of her arms.

The rustle and snap of her fleeing stops, and all the jungle is soundless.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Except for his secretary having her lunch at her desk, the outer office was deserted. He did not particularly care, though he was aware these days of the staff watching him out of the edges of their eyes.

Dennis Browning was chatting with his secretary; both looked guilty when he appeared.

“I was just saying,” Dennis said, “You’ve got to eat properly. I bet you’re skipping lunch.”

“I’ll eat when I get home.” Dalton told his secretary, “I’m leaving for the day, Marta. Forward the important personal phone calls. I’ll be at home, okay?” He looked at her sorrowful face. “And thanks. Both of you. See you Monday.”

Dennis accompanied him to the elevator. “Sarah told me to remind you about dinner tonight. You’re liable to forget, these days.”

“I won’t forget.” Dalton had no desire to go and planned to phone regrets later in the day.

“It’s this country,” Dennis said, his sun-toughened face struggling to convey something to Dalton. “Brazil is strange on some people. I’ve lived here twenty years, Jon, and I tell you most foreigners are like…like water bugs skimming over the surface. Those who get down under…well, they can’t handle it.”

“Going native, you mean?” Dalton said. He felt a confidence coming. The elevator door arrived, to his relief. He murmured goodbye and stepped in.

Water bugs. Actually, it was a good metaphor, except the bugs were in Dalton’s brain. He thought about Camilo. Since Camilo’s departure the day before, no one had touched his desk. The light clutter on top left the impression that he had only stepped out and would be back any moment.

But he won’t, Dalton thought. Not if I see him coming ten miles off. Camilo had met his appointed end at Cleaver & Fischer’s, yet a sense of incompleteness nagged Dalton. Camilo had gotten off too cheaply.

And myself, he thought. Who punishes me?

It was safe to say he was already paying for his crimes, but he could not send himself a bill as he had Camilo. Since his minute-to-minute existence was pure wretchedness, living to at least ninety would be, perhaps, a fair sentence. Whether or not Maggie was alive. Recently, his thoughts had begun to add that footnote, as if he doubted he would find her.

In the lobby he passed Gilbert Borders coming in from lunch.

“Oh, Jon,” Borders said. “I’m calling a meeting on budget projections for the next two years. Is two o’clock all right with you?”

“Sorry, Gil. I’m on my way home. Ask Rolando da Cruz to step in for me. He’ll help you all you need.”

It was really too bad for Borders; he was probably cramming nights like a high school senior for his college boards. Dalton felt a remote sympathy; he had heard the budget presentation went badly. The projection costs did not please the Energy Council, specifically, General Alfonso Ribeiro. Dalton had briefed Borders about the general’s demand for cuts, and told him to say that they would be taken up with the home office. Borders, stammering, had not only failed to convince, his few words of Portuguese had degenerated into his few words of Spanish.

The general did not call Dalton, a kindness he noted but without interest. Dalton assured a shaken Borders that it would have gone just as badly or worse if Dalton had been there to make the presentation.

“We can meet later tonight at my place,” Borders said. For a moment he looked as if he were going to cry. He had never bothered with Rolando da Cruz; Dalton had been his entire reference point in matters Brazilian.

“I’m sorry, Gil,” Dalton repeated. “Rolando is a good man; trust him.” He left Borders quickly.

When he got home, Norberg and Kate were playing cards on the living room rug. Dalton was puzzled; he wondered why they did not use the table instead of lying in that uncomfortable position, on their stomachs.

“Don’t your elbows hurt?” he asked.

Kate looked surprised. “We always play cards this way.” She lithely shuffled the pack.

Dalton felt old. He remembered reading, even eating in that position on the floor, a hundred, a thousand years ago, when he was their age.

“We were going to the beach, but we’re glad we waited,” Norberg said. “Now you can come with us.”

“Not me,” Dalton said. “I was thinking of lying down, with a book. Got to watch the phone, too.”

“Then do it. I know you could use some sleep, man. Kate and I will stay in and watch the phone. Shuffle, Kate, and no funny tricks when you deal.”

Dalton sat down and propped his feet on his briefcase. He watched them for a while, thinking he would miss their healthy presence when they left. Their concern touched him. And he preferred their undemanding company to that of Dennis and Sarah, his kind, helpless friends.

“Maybe just a dip,” he said. Weightless, refreshed in the cool ocean, maybe free for a few minutes of his fear. Lately he had found himself having waking dreams, driftings of shadows in watery green light, and his breath became stopped in his throat. “I’ll go along with you, but then I have to come right back.”

It was only three blocks to Ipanema Beach; Dalton walked the city streets with his beach sandals slapping unfamiliarly against his heels. All his swimming things felt strange to him, especially the towel under his bare arm. Again he experienced a momentary vertigo.

Norberg and Kate chattered about their flight home that night and their brief separation while they visited their families. They were much in love.

Be strong and good, Dalton wanted to tell them. Watch out for ugly, hidden things in yourselves, like cockroaches that crawl out in the dark.

Several youths were playing volleyball on the strip of beach Norberg chose. He flung down his gear and ran, whooping, into the surf.

“Southern Californians,” Kate said, as one who had grown up in the saner, northern end of the state. “I’ll watch our things, so you go on in.” 

Norberg’s head bobbed up; his yodel reached them. Dalton waved. He did not plunge in like Norberg, but walked steadily in, up to his hips. The water shocked away his fatigue. He took a breath, threw up his arms, and arced forward. Dalton swam, kicking strongly, rolling from side to side for breath, his aim straight out from the beach. When he felt he had gone far enough he rested, treading water. Kate was looking out at him, her eyes shaded with a hand. Norberg emerged from the surf, ran kicking sand, and embraced her.

Horseplay done, they both turned to look over the water at him.

Dalton lifted his arm and waved. More leisurely now, he headed back for the beach. Its backdrop of apartments, paneled in green glass, flashed the sun in his eyes. Could he still do the butterfly? He tried it, found he was swallowing too much water. The backstroke was relaxing, and he did that for awhile. The chop was decent, appropriate for the average Ipanema swimmer.

Long, black talons.

Dalton halted his stroke. Did he actually see black talons break the surface? Was it a reflected bounced from sun on glass?

Again they appeared, like dragon claws, glistening with black water. Clamped together in a vice Dalton’s feet went down. He was submerged, eyes open but unable to see the thing that was holding his ankles. He hadn’t taken a breath; he was soon drowning. Down, down. His arms pumped; his legs refused to come apart and help him rise.

Something grabbed Dalton’s arm. It was Norberg, his other arm lashing the water, trying to lift. The thing on Dalton’s legs was winning.

More swimmers joining Norberg, surf, rolling in sand, a break into air.

Dalton was dragged up the beach by many hands, but he felt none of them.

The telephone rang, and Maria de Luz came from the kitchen to answer the call. She wished Tonia would come back soon; this was a house that gave her nightmares, and she was afraid of those men with cameras always watching the house. They were like the urubus wheeling in the skies looking for dead meat.

“Is Senhor Dalton at home?” a man’s voice asked. “I must speak with him.”

“He is not home,” Maria de Luz said. “Do you have a message?”

“Well, is he coming home soon?” The man sounded angry.

“Very soon. Any message? What is your name, please?”

“Never mind that. No message. I’ll call again. No, wait. Tell him this. I have his wife, and I can give him proof over the telephone. But if he calls the police, I will kill her. Tell him.” The man hung up.

Stones and dirt fell and rattled against the car; voices called to each other.

“You can see it, halfway down. It’s all crumpled up against that wild mango with the big trunk. Can you spot it, now?”

“…not a thing from here…nothing but forest. Get there as quick as you can…the grapple is tight, I’m watching it. God, lucky it didn’t burn, but be careful if you smell a bad leak.”

Camilo heard everything. He heard the smallest metallic creaking in the depths of the car, the hiss of a tire deflating, or was that his lungs? He even heard his blood seeping around the steering wheel crushing his chest. In the back, Chantal moaned; her fiancé kept mumbling Deus, Deus, Deus… TZ was wedged against Camilo, her hand resting on his lap as if she were attempting to fondle him.

He heard, but he could not believe what he had seen. A dog with a huge head and so many legs like a centipede. It was exactly like the thing that haunted his dreams when he was little and afraid of the carved animal faces on his mother’s furniture.

Doing fifty kilometers and swinging around the curve, Camilo had no time to make a decision. On the outside edge, he had three feet between himself and the drop.

He had gone through the beast. Its black coat had whipped his face through the open window. A horrible stink. The car flying.

He heard sticks crack, a man grunting and swearing. At the window a voice said, “I’m here, don’t worry, moço. We’ll get you out in no time. We have everything mobilized, don’t worry, don’t worry, now.”

Camilo did not answer. He couldn’t. The steering column was stealing his air as well as his blood.

The cracking noises retreated. Farther off, the voice said, “It’s bad, Sergeant. Ask Teresopolis for another ambulance, there are four of them. They’re so broken up maybe we need a helicopter to get them out.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The whining and twitching nagged and nagged. It would not let her alone while she perched on the edge of a delicious emptiness. Maggie yearned to reach that oblivion, but the noise and squirming kept plucking her back.

Unwillingly, she opened her eyes. She couldn’t see much. 

Dog smell, dog hair, under her hand. She breathed in little sips against the dense, slow pain in her stomach. She tried to lift the hand; nothing happened. The whining got louder and moved under her hand.

It wanted something from her. Maggie set her mind to divining what it was. Quivering under her fingers; the squirming intensified. Her groping hand fell on a taut string, and toes, dog toes. Automatically, her hand worked on the string. It was very tight; the dog cried as she fumbled.

She made her other hand move. Her two hands did better; she got the string off one foot. The string was loose now, but the dog’s struggles made a tangle Maggie could not fathom. She was exhausted, and had to rest.

Again, she tried. Another foot was freed. The legs scrambled against her. Its crying hurt Maggie and made her remember she had been responsible.

Sorry sorry…

The dog pushed away; leaves and sticks flew onto Maggie from the thrusting legs. He was going away. In the darkness, his whimpering faded and left Maggie alone.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

It was very hard to think, with the children asking questions all the time.

“Titia, is it true anybody can read as soon as you arrive in Rio de Janeiro?”

“Do you think Americans really went to the moon? Uncle Cango says the moon is a piece of round paper and the light comes from an electric lamp behind it.”

Tonia’s favorite was Bico, her dead sister Lurdes’ child, but she was sad to see that he had not grown much in the three years since her last visit. She liked the children of her other two sisters but always her heart was stronger for Bico, the orphan. She was careful not to let the family notice that she favored one child over the others.

Bico was the only one of her family who did not mind that she arrived without presents. Also, amid the tumble and confusion of the swarming household, he noticed how upset she was when she returned from town and asked her why.

“I did not find Dona Maggie,” she answered, “and I don’t know where else to look. I must pray to Nossa Senhora, Bico. Dona Maggie needs me.”

“She needs you to wash her floors and do her laundry,” her sister Imaculada said. She was jealous of Tonia, though she had disapproved of Tonia’s moving to Rio de Janeiro with the Brazilian family for whom she worked. “Americans don’t want Brazilians for anything else. Just because she bought you an eye and pays your doctor bills, you think she’s your friend? Why are you putting yourself out for her? Why don’t you help us, your family? We are all going to forage for firewood today. If you have forgotten how to find dry sticks, Bico will teach you. He’s good at finding bananas, too.”

All the children sniggered. Bico got his name because of his nose, which was fleshy and curved downward like a banana. His aunts complained that his nose was more like a kettle spout because it was always dripping.

Tonia knew she would not get far defending Dona Maggie and only reluctantly did she try to put her reasons into words.

“I can’t help it, because I think…because only I know what she is doing, and God will punish me if I don’t do anything to stop her.”

“She sounds like a meddler, always telling you things,” Imaculada said. “What business was it of hers to insist on meeting any man you liked?”

“She told me she would find out for me if he was a good man, or a thief.”

“So he wouldn’t steal from her house.”

“No, for myself. And things I should do to keep clean…” Tonia floundered at this part. She knew exactly what the reaction would be.

Her aunt Flora jumped in. “An unmarried woman should not know these things about men. And you have no right to preach to us all the time if you have never been with a man. Or have you?” Flora had been blind for years, but she fixed her eyes in Tonia’s direction as if she really could see.

Flora was much lighter-skinned than Tonia; all of her family were, and all had sharper features. Sometimes Tonia wondered if her mother had got her with a man different from her father. Also, each time she came to visit she felt more out of place. Perhaps it was the things she had learned, but also it seemed they didn’t like her as much anymore because she was becoming so different.

She had loved a man, but she was not going to tell her aunt. And with the knowledge Dona Maggie gave her she had avoided having a child, or getting sick again. It was impossible to teach her family. Though all had the sickness working in them, she mourned Bico the most.

“No, Auntie, I have never been with a man,” said Tonia. A lie was necessary, sometimes. She refrained from pointing out that her sisters continued to have babies even though their men had left them to work in the cities of the south.

She was relieved when her brother Edu and then her brother Cango stepped into the shack.

Cango had found some wild manioc roots in the mato, and Imaculada went happily to rinse them in the bucker of catch-all water outside the barraco. Then she placed the roots in the center of the burning twigs that were cooking their dinner of black beans.

It was the job of the next smallest child to feed twigs into the stove made of a gasoline tin, but because of the roots the fuel was soon gone. Both beans and manioc were only half-cooked, but everyone ate the beans, anyway, though there was much laughter about the consequences. They left the centers of the manioc, for these manioc roots were poisonous raw.

Tonia had one bite as her portion, and she felt guilty for taking that much food away from the family. In her pocket was a buttered roll she had purchased in town that she planned to eat in private. She needed the strength for Dona Maggie, she told herself, but still she felt ashamed.

It was late when the family bedded down. Her two brothers slept in their net hammocks; her sisters and aunt slept on the floor with the children.

Tonia left the shack, opening the door with difficulty because Imaculada slept nearly against it. She had gone a short distance before realizing that Bico followed.

“Can I come with you, Titia? Where are you going?”

Tonia took his hand in hers, and somehow felt comforted.

“Find me an encruzilhada, Bico. Any crossroad will do, if there is a tree. We will pray together, and may Nossa Senhora help me find her.”

“Do you think she will die, Titia?”

“I don’t know, Bico”

“But what if she does. What’s the use, then?”

Though it was a warm night without a bit of breeze, Tonia felt bumps rise all over her skin.

“Then I must save her soul,” Tonia said.

In the early morning she became anxious as her entire family prepared to desert her.

“There may be terrible danger; I felt it last night. Age-Salugå is never wrong. Please, Cango, can’t you come with me?” 

Tonia did not ask Edu because he was not very clever and given

to fits.

Cango sharpened his machadinha, which was badly dulled from chopping wood. Gaily, the other adults were gathering together their few pots and pans. A neighbor had dropped in to tell them that a dead cow had been found in the mato.

“If you wait, I can go with you afterward,” Cango said. “How often do we find meat, and practically at our doorstep? You’re holding us back, you know. Most of the cow will be gone by the time we get there. Hurry, Imaculada. Leave Tia Flora behind; she can’t walk fast enough.”

There was nothing Tonia could do. Even Bico was leaving her, though he was too little to be of any use in the city.

Her aunt put in a last word. “You are not going to the police, are you? They won’t listen to you, and they always make trouble for people like us.”

“I know, Tia, don’t worry.”

On the long bus ride to town Tonia prayed. The medal of Saint George hanging from her neck felt terribly light, no bigger or stronger than Bico.

As on the day before, the spirit shop merchants would tell her nothing. But Tonia knew from the sly interest in their glances that something had taken place since yesterday.

By ten o’clock, she had to rest. She had walked up and down Rua dos Espiritos asking, pleading, and only got that queer look in response. At the top of the street was an alley she had passed many times already. Five or six cars were parked there, two of them white Volkswagens like Dona Maggie’s car, but their license numbers were not hers. The license plates were the first things Tonia had checked when she passed that alley.

A man loitered in the alley, peering into one of the Volkswagens. He was familiar, despite the bulky plaster on the back of his head and the bruise high in front; she could not place where she had seen him before.

He looked up, saw Tonia, and at the instant their eyes met she knew where.

In the next second he was bolting for the other end of the alley. Puzzled, Tonia followed at a walking pace. She did not expect to see him and she was right; he had hidden himself in the streets on the other side.

Why was he interested in that car?

She went back to it and looked through the windows, and her fingers went to her mouth. She had made those cotton seatcovers for Dona Maggie, knew every stitch she put into the blue piping. There was the little splash of blood from the black cock. And there was the nick in the right rear fender, made when Dona Maggie had scraped the garden gate.

Had Dona Maggie changed the plates? If not, who?

Slowly, the answer came to her.

“I have missed her and I am too late,” she whispered. She trembled with both terror and relief.

Could she go home, now? She longed to return to Rio and pick up her quiet life again. Then she thought of Senhor Jon pacing, sitting on the veranda half the night, the television people always in front of the house and badgering her going and coming. There was no quiet life for her there, unless she found a new job.

Age-Salugå, what shall I do? 
Her fatigue, the alley, that pink-faced thief hiding somewhere, Dona Maggie’s car, Rua dos Espiritos, the hot sky without a cloud in it—all were shut out while she searched within herself.

She was so frightened! If only Cango were with her.

Tonia left the Rua dos Espiritos. She walked blocks until she found a church, Igreja de Sao Francisco. She blessed herself at the door, a very rich door, and entered a church that made her feel like a beggar. So much gold on the walls, painted tile, and grand statues!

She crept into a pew and knelt. Since she had never learned a formal prayer, she prayed with her heart, to Nossa Senhora, to Lord Jesus, to Age-Salugå. She also prayed to the Old Black Slave because Cango favored him; as long as Cango couldn’t be here, she felt a vague comfort in talking to Cango’s friend.

Nossa Senhora, ajude vossa criadura… 
Gradually, Tonia grew calmer. The truth looked her in the face no matter how she twisted and turned from it.

If she escaped her duty she would know, forever, that she had been bad. She could confess her sin to a priest, who perhaps might give her absolution. But she would always know.

Why did she have to be the one?

Because Senhor Jon would not have believed her; because she could not go to the police with such a story; because she knew without trying that no one else was willing to do it for her.

Was it better to face Exu now, when she might die but would see God in heaven, or later with the stain upon her soul, and burn forever in his hell beneath the earth?

She crossed herself and left the church.

She walked, her feet tired and burning, back to Rua dos Espiritos.

The car was gone.

Tonia berated herself. She should never have left the alley. What now? Her eye socket ached; her real eye did not see well today.

Nothing to do but begin her rounds again.

“I have information about a white Volkswagen that was parked in the alley this morning. Tell Iya Mubi. If she does not see me, I will tell the police. If something happens to me, my brother Cango will come in my place. The Rua dos Espiritos will never have peace. Tell Iya Mubi.”

One spirit shop proprietor, eating from a plate of rice and black beans said, disgustedly, “The Rua has already lost its peace, thanks to you.” He was an old man, a mulato with white hair, and had become more impatient each time she spoke to him.

She came again to a good-looking young woman with a slender straight nose and huge black eyes. Tonia was in awe of her, for she could not understand how a woman so black could have a thin nose together with broad lips. This woman always seemed amused at Tonia’s questioning. Now she lolled on the stoop of her shop in a flounce of white petticoat and stared impassively as Tonia recited her message. When Tonia made to move on she said, “Wait.”

Her heart quickening, Tonia said, “Here? I should wait here?”

The woman merely smiled and repeated the one word, “Wait.” She did not get up, but continued to smile at the consternation she had caused.

Tonia made up her mind. Wearily, she eased herself to the curb and stretched her legs. It was good to get off her feet. At home in Rio she wore thong sandals when she did housework.

Although her back was turned, she was conscious of the woman sitting. Why didn’t she do something, then?

All through the thirsty day, Tonia sat on the curb. A few times, the young woman went into the back of her shop; each time she did so Tonia strained to hear if she used a telephone or spoke to someone, but she could never hear anything.

Business on Rua dos Espiritos slowed in the late afternoon; the sun sank out of sight. A few shops closed.

Tonia asked the young woman, “What should I do, please?”

In the act of pulling down the steel gate of her shop, the young woman said, over her shoulder, “Wait.” She walked away, her feet in red plastic sandals kicking up her white skirts.

Dumbly, Tonia settled back. To keep from growing numb, she shifted her position on the curb or walked up and down. For the hundredth time she wished she had bought a bottle of water. If her sister Imaculada were to offer her that bucket of catch-all water Tonia would drink it dry and never again mention boiling their drinking water.

“Nossa Senhora save us!” Imaculada had cried. “We hunt for dry sticks all day long just to cook our beans, and you want us to use them up for boiling water to drink! The things you learn from your American woman!”

Tonia peered at her watch. It was past eight, then past nine, and many aches and sore muscles afterward it got later than that.

Leaning against a post, she cried a little, then she dozed.

She raised her head when a car, approaching, stopped. Coming out of a dream, Tonia saw a nightmare of a man at the wheel of a white Volkswagen. Was it Dona Maggie’s car…? She had to step closer to make sure.

It was. Tonia looked at the man in horror.

Seeing how she shrank from him, he grinned, making himself more repulsive. The pus in the sores on his face and arms seemed to melt and run, like warm butter, under the lamplight.

“Get in,” he said.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

From far away a drum rattled a fast, tinny beat. Nearer than that, a voice muttered, “This is a hospital, for crying out loud.” In slow English the speaker said, “Nurse, why are they beating drums in a hospital hallway?”

“Nao falo ingles,” was the reply.

Dalton knew what the drumming was; he had heard and registered the sound long ago. He knew who visited him, who stayed the longest, some of the things they whispered between them. Wingfield had held his hand for a moment; Kate had kissed him.

“I hate to leave you, but my Mom is hoping to get the family together for my visit home,” she whispered. “You’ll be okay. You’d better be, or I’ll call long distance everyday, collect.” A drop of warm moisture fell on his cheek and quickly cooled.

Norberg stayed.

Dalton burrowed inside long, deep sleeps. What dreams he had he forgot immediately, except that everything in them was a tiresome white. He missed the pea-greenness of his garden at home. The recollection alarmed him; he burrowed deeper to get away from it. In one dream, people argued in an undertone, seemingly at his ear. After a while the people went away and left him to his stark-white nothingness.

He did not like the touch of one nurse’s hand; it was clammy, like fish skin. This hand took his pulse quite often.

Wingfield and Norberg were softly arguing.

“Doctor Carvalho says let him alone until he comes out of it by himself,” Norberg said. “It’s shock and depression. You can’t blame the guy for wanting to escape for a while.”

“He can’t afford to,” Wingfield said. “The next call may be the last one, and there may be consequences. The man won’t talk to anyone but Dalton. The police refuse to take responsibility. He could kill her.”

“Well, if he does, that’s it. No more problem. I like the guy; he doesn’t deserve the kind of treatment she’s given him.”

His tone dry, Wingfield said, “All that you or anyone knows is that they had a quarrel. I’d reserve judgment for someone who has known them both a little longer than you have.”

Norberg yielded at once. “Bull’s-eye. The mature establishment speaks. Katie wouldn’t have said what I did. She can talk both sides till I start yelling at her to act like a woman.”

Dalton said, “It’s the cleaning man.”

“The what?” Norberg moved swiftly to Dalton’s bedside. “Glad you’re talking, but what did you say, man. Talk to me, say again?”

“Cleaning man with tin bucket, playing samba bateria.”

Norberg said, “I’m not getting this. Is he delirious or something?”

“That drumming,” Dalton said, patiently. “You complained about drumming in hallway.” He opened his eyes and looked at Norberg.

“Oh.” Norberg looked harassed; blond stubble showed on his chin. “What happened to you, man? Did you get a cramp? You fought me so hard when I had you I thought you planned to…you know.” The blue eyes held a smudge of resentment, and Dalton felt sorry for him.

“You missed your plane again, on account of me.”

“Katie went to the airport an hour ago. That’s half of us gone.” Norberg was not giving away any warmth; he seemed to expect an answer to his accusation.

“I didn’t do it on purpose.” Dalton’s heart began hammering and he found it difficult to speak.

Wingfield stirred, came forward. “Let’s table that discussion,” he said. “It certainly couldn’t have been enjoyable, are we all agreed on that? Look, here’s your dinner. This time you get to eat it.”

Over Dalton’s protests, the nurse fed him. Dinner was warm, slightly sour hearts-of-palm soup, spooned into him with mechanical efficiency. His throat was sore. Each spoonful wanted to go down the wrong way, into a windpipe or up his nose, and while he struggled with one dose, another waited at his lips. Wingfield and Norberg watch in silence. Norberg’s robust, outdoors physique dwarfed Wingfield’s slight features and shoulders. Dalton felt childishly grateful for the presence of both men.

He was exhausted by the time the bowl was emptied.

When the nurse had gone he said, “First thing, Chris. Thank you for my life.” He did not say that he was really thankful Chris had not lost his.

Norberg shrugged. “Katie was watching you because she had a suspicion, well, you know. She got the whole volleyball team in that surf after us. You weighed a ton. I don’t understand it.”

Swallowing, Dalton closed his eyes. He resisted an impulse to throw back the covers and examine his ankles. He wiggled his toes; so he still had his feet. Claws snatching and holding him as if he were an insect. The beast had to be big to handle him with such ease, yet nobody else had seen. In his youth, he had fantasized being grabbed by the legs as he swam, had sometimes had nightmares of a big, scaly thing in the water reaching for him. He shuddered. It had come true.

Alarmed, Norberg reached for the buzzer, but Dalton shook his head. When he was under control again he said, “I want to know about this man who called about Maggie.”

Wingfield told him. “He called while you were out at the beach. He wouldn’t talk to your maid except to say he could prove he had your wife. When he telephoned a second time, Norberg and Kate were home, getting a change of clothing. They weren’t sure what the maid was telling them, so they called me and I talked to her.”

“What kind of proof did he say?”

“He mentioned documents. Then he hung up on the maid.”

“When he calls, if he calls,” Dalton said, “I want to speak to him. As a matter of fact, I’m leaving this place now. What day is it? I feel I’ve been in space for months.”

Norberg said, “It’s still Friday, earth time. After they pumped you out, you kept on sleeping, and sleeping, and sleeping. But I’m an optimist. I brought clothes from the house.” He opened a small closet and produced socks, shorts, everything Dalton needed.

In place of words, Dalton gripped him above the elbow, hard.

A few minutes after they got home, the telephone rang. Dalton hobbled as fast as he could and picked it up.

“Thank God, it’s you, Jonnie. Your maid and I just couldn’t make any sense.

I called this morning, your afternoon.”

“Sorry, Mom. I had something to do. How are you?”

“Never mind me. I guess you would have called if you’d had any news. Father Hughes said a Mass this morning for my special intentions. I didn’t tell him what it was for, Jonnie. Nobody knows.”

That he should mind what the neighbors in Traverse City thought struck him as ridiculous, but his mother’s honest care touched him. “I always wanted to tell you this, Mom.” Dalton’s eyes filled; he was sure his mother could hear it in his voice. “Maggie isn’t a cold person. It’s just that she isn’t capable of showing affection to anyone but me.”

Why had it taken years for him to speak from the heart? A few words might have helped a little to excuse Maggie. He realized his mother’s feelings must have been hurt many times. Norberg had tactfully left the room; a soft drink can chuffed as it was opened int he kitchen.

Dalton’s mother said, “I’m sorry, Jonnie.”

“I could never tell you this, Mom. Maggie is…a very intense woman. It looks as though she dislikes you but she’s just scared to, to invest herself in anyone else.” He said hurriedly, before he dissolved completely, “I have to get off the line, Mom. I’m expecting a call.”

“Let me know. I love you.”

“Sure, Mom.”

He tried to collect himself before Norberg returned. He jumped as the telephone rang, almost under his hand. Norberg appeared in the doorway, his expression inquiring.

“Alo,” said Dalton.

“Is that you, Jon? Dirk here. Has that daughter of ours come home, yet? Ritta asked me to call because she’s downtown shopping.”

“Maggie has not been found,” Dalton said, pronouncing his words precisely. “It is good of you to ask.”

Norberg retreated back into the kitchen.

“I’m her father, after all,” Dirk said. “And I don’t appreciate the sarcasm. Ritta said you were likely to blame us. Sounds like it now, doesn’t it?”

“As a matter of fact, I do blame you. To be fair, you’re as much a bastard as I am, Dirk. We’re the kings of bastards, like Ritta is the queen. No, I take that back. I beat you both out. Tell Ritta I hope she didn’t get tired shopping.” He slammed the phone down and limped to the sofa. He was aching from bruises inflicted by Norberg and the volleyball players. They had wrested him from those claws, yet, though he could barely walk, his legs bore no marks.

He had felt its power. Why had it let him go?

“Come on out of there, Chris,” he said, wearily. “The sniping is over. It was only family; I presume you have a family, too.”

It was one in the morning when the telephone rang once more.

“Senhor Dalton?”

“Speaking.” He tried to sound calm.

“I called you twice today. Don’t you care what happens to your wife?” The voice was high-pitched, the accent Carioca.

“What is your proof that you have her?”

“Proof? Shall I read you her birth date from her Carteira de Identidade para Estrangeiro? The names of her parents?”

“Read them,” Dalton said grimly.

There was a flourish in the voice as it gave the information. Dirk Johnson was pronounced “Deerk.”

“Now I will give you the serial number of her Carteira, where she was born, and her driver’s license number. There is also an American license, with her picture on it in color, and the date of expiration. Her purse is tan leather. She has your photograph in the wallet, which is made of red leather. There are some house keys with a charm, a little silver hat. In the photograph you are riding a bicycle, and there is a small black-and-white dog next to you.”

Dalton’s hand scrubbed his mouth nervously. He had spent the hours thinking out every line of evasion from this man, if he ever called.

“Maybe you snatched her purse. You have to give me something more than the contents of her purse.” On the telephone notepad he slashed zigzag lines. He wished he could tape this conversation. Too late.

“Let me see…what can I tell you? She is wearing a white dress, very dirty, I must say. I have her car…oh yes, the seatcovers are white cotton with blue piping. Unusual, probably custom-made. She is a beautiful woman, your wife, though I think she must have looked better when she was well. She has a scar on her left breast.”

“Safado!” burst out Dalton. The epithet echoed, dwindled on silence. He struggled for calm. “Where did you find her?” he croaked.

Watching from the living room, Norberg leaned forward and began drumming his fingers on his knees.

“That is not important. Is she worth fifty thousand American dollars to you? You can’t call that greedy; I am a reasonable man.”

“You can have the money. You touch her and I’ll kill you.”

Amusedly, the voice said, “I won’t touch her, don’t worry. Now, listen. Do you know where Gamboa is? It is on an island near Salvador. There will be a rowboat on the beach, hear the jetty, at ten o’clock tomorrow night. The rowboat will have your initials painted on it, JD, correct? Do not go there before ten o’clock. Leave the money in the boat. Then go back to the mainland and wait. If you have been good, and there are no police around, you will have your wife back.”

He was scribbling on the notepad. “How will you bring her to me?”

“She will be on the beach, in place of the boat, at six o’clock next morning. But you must stay away until that hour. Do not bring anyone else with you and I need not tell you, do not inform the police.”

“This is Friday night! At least give me until Monday when the banks in the United States are open. You know I can’t get dollars in Brazil, but I already have enough Brazilian currency for the original reward money. Will you take that as part payment?”

“Americans always have cash in dollars. Don’t try to palm off Brazilian on me. Ten o’clock tomorrow night, by yourself.” “Wait! Give me a telephone number in case—”

The caller hung up.

At his side, Norberg asked, “He was giving you directions, I could tell that much. What else is going on?”

Dalton looked at him in panic. “I have to get started,” he said. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The route was familiar. Tonia had been this way before with her Brazilian mistress, but never had she felt for anyone a revulsion like this. The man sitting next to her exuded evil; his pus-running sores caused her to choke on every breath of air she was forced to share with him in the car.

He knew it, too, and seemed to be amused by her disgust. As he shifted gears, his filthy hand brushed her skirts oftener than need be. Tonia gritted her teeth, clutched her Saint George medal, and prayed.

The night contours resolved themselves into landmarks that became ominous. She knew exactly where she was. This was the Cimiterio de Sao Bento, and she knew that rites of the devil occurred in cemeteries at night. In horror, she was sure at last that Dona Maggie had found her way to this place and that this cambono, the creature driving Dona Maggie’s car, had helped the Iya Mubi destroy her.

Jesus de Nossa Senhora, ajude Vossa filha
To her surprise, the cambono passed the cemetery. The car bumped off the road, splashed through water, and stopped at the edge of utter blackness.

As if she had wondered aloud, the cambono said, “You people are full of ignorance and superstitions. Exu rules everywhere. Cemeteries are merely conveniences, because no one likes to go near them at night. Besides, would you have us climbing the steel fence?”

He told her to get out. Tonia did so, thinking that if he led her by the hand now she would faint. He did make a gesture toward her, and laughed when she shrank back.

“Stay close, or the mato will keep you forever going round and round,” he said, and immediately disappeared from sight.

By her ears and her nose, Tonia managed to stay with him. All the rest of her was blind as her lost eye. Once, when she lost track of the cambono, she believed he had deliberately left her behind, out of malice. She had no idea if the light of day penetrated this mato, should she be lost and have to grope her way out in the morning. But she found him by bumping into him and that, she knew, was the work of more malice.

She heard beating drums, screams; she scented blood.

She burst into a terreiro of living monsters.

A thin black woman leaped impossibly high; she bellowed in a chorus of men’s voices. Around an encruzilhada made of unholy things, shapes not human whirled. Already the cambono was among them. The shapes dissolved and spun into beasts high as the trees and their thick tails whipped the air and made the candle flames lean flat. At their feet scurried cockroaches with carapaces like black mirrors and as the clawed feet of the beasts crunched them black shiny blood spurted with a stench a thousand times worse than the cambono’s sores yet were exactly the same.

A crying like the wind moaned; it was everywhere, and Tonia thought that was how souls must weep in hell.

She fell to her knees, her hands so tight around the medal of Saint George that the string cut into her neck. Was this the last sight on earth for her? Would she die and become one of those crying souls?

Parts of jet-black cocks and dogs littered the encruzilhada; near her was a beaked, crested head with eyes still blinking, farther on a furry paw, and—Tonia started with shock—a dog’s head with its tail clenched in its jaws.

A man knelt and a woman lay on the ground. The man was white and he grinned while he watched the black woman dancing around the encruzilhada. His mouth stretched in the grin as if he forgot it was there, as if he hardly saw the spectacle of devils dancing with the priestess. The glare of his eyes was as terrible as the fiery eyeballs of the beasts of Exu. The grin stretched and stretched.

He is mad, Tonia thought, going mad herself.

The demons cavorted around the priestess, their burnished green scales clapping and slithering upon one another, and impaled on their talons were things that resembled human mouths, no, souls, thought Tonia in the confusion of her terror. That is what souls look like when they are caught.

Was Dona Maggie’s soul among these moaning phantoms?

Shapes lengthened, faded, bounded low to the ground, sprouted fur and sharp teeth. The man grimaced wildly, the cords in his neck standing like knife blades. What could have happened to make him seek such evil?

The woman on the ground rolled onto her back, and Tonia realized she was pregnant.

Please no Jesus Jesus Jesus gibbered Tonia’s lips. She tried to rise, to flee, and could not make her limbs move. Whirling by, the priestess uttered a laugh and threw her a knowing glance: Run if you can.

The priestess gestured to the man, whose lips grinned and eyes glared without understanding. She strode over and lifted him with one hand to his feet, and he flew so far up that his landing shook the ground where Tonia crouched.

The night swam and was suddenly still. The drums went silent. The beasts vanished. 

The priestess bayed SPEAK YOUR NEEDS! EXU MUST HEAR THEM FROM YOUR LIPS!

The mad grin crumpled. He looked dazed. He tried a word, faltered, started over. He lurched, and the priestess shoved him away from her.

“I want…Jorge Carneiro to…suffer what he has made me suffer,” he whispered. “I want him to lose the money he stole from me.” Gaining strength, he screamed his words, and then he spread his legs and stood shaking his fists and screaming, “Jorge’s wife must die, as he has caused mine to die. He must lose his children, one by one, by fire in accidents Exu shall cause. As each happens, he will remember that my boy and my girl died because of him. Everywhere he looks he will see his children dying every day every minute every second of his life!”

His eyes disappeared upward. Only the whites showed. His rantings grew hoarse while he staggered before the images of his hatred. “All his family must die first, before it is Jorge’s turn to go to hell. When he is dying, let him know his business partner has had just revenge! He must know it…Exu can have my soul…”

He collapsed, weeping.

Above the center of the crossing paths a small shadow spun darkly

Tonia’s heart jerked…Jesus no Jesus no…the shadow swelled…ah God!…she squeezed her eyes shut but there it was huge and head down upon a cross…green flames whipping out they sent a terrible cold into her bones what cold she had never felt so cold. Her brain shrieked RUN and she tried to make herself get up and she thought she did but found herself still on the ground must cover her face from the sight of Exu her hands weighed a thousand pounds, they were stuck together so cold, her bones, her guts were freezing, the hair on her head stirring like frantic worms

A faraway voice cried within the darkness hanging upside down on the blazing cross

The man lay still on the ground. His eyes stared at the treetops his mouth all glaring teeth

Tonia heard herself sobbing. He had lost his soul, she had seen it go to Exu damned forever…would God forgive her for seeing

The priestess strode between her and the encruzilhada 

…Tonia found she could move. She scrambled to her feet and ran and got halfway to the edge of the clearing before she stopped herself.

Remember Dona Maggie. That man, his soul lost to Exu. Such horror must not happen to her.

She had to finish beg she must beg face the encruzilhada of Exu once again. Weeping, certain this time she would die, she forced herself to turn back

She would not would not look at the center. The Iya Mubi was busy. A beautiful young woman was there now Tonia recognized her the one who had told her three times to wait and two other women they were swaying in their ragged gaudy clothes around the encruzilhada sprinkling cachaça from bottles with the cambono standing smiling she shuddered at sight of him why was he looking at her in that ugly way? Speak she had to speak

The Iya Mubi was bending over the pregnant woman and paid no attention to Tonia’s low pleas why could she only mumble please please give back Dona Maggie’s soul, soul soul

The woman on the ground moaned. Her legs sprawled apart she pushed with her hands at her own stomach strove with twistings and turnings her buttocks bumping and scraping in the dirt she grunted like a pig her shrieking tore at Tonia’s ears a thing the child slipped out between her legs

The young women and the cambono gathered around mother and child. Where Tonia would not look she knew the shadow within the green fire waited

The woman pulled at the cord pulled it out of herself birthed a mass of gray tissue splotched with red the Iya Mubi howled and pounced gathered up the veined blob cut it free of the child carried it like treasure was it pulsing? Tonia gagging from smells hot blood cachaça filthy bodies saw her drop it into a clay bowl 

“I have told you what Exu wants from you,” the Iya Mubi sound of her like growling dogs thick around them in the mato, “You must condemn your lover with your own hands.”

The woman crawled over her baby and got to her feet. She was a mulata, not so young as she seemed at first. Her panting bitten mouth was ugly with her struggles she found her balance. One leg of her newborn babe twitched, the tiny fingers of a hand curled and then opened like a small flower seeking the sun.

tap-tap tap-tap tap-a-tap-tap

The drums speaking again.

The woman, blood gushing down her legs bent…enough Tonia whimpered her senses turning white in her head enough she could not bear this horror…up again the infant dangling by one leg.

pretty pictures

Tender pink shells dotted the beach, and each wash of surf deposited more on the immaculate sand, for her, all for Tonia as a gift from Yemanjå of the sea. Laughing, she ran into the water and splashed herself. The sun warmed and lit her heart. Its purity cleansed the hideousness from her soul as the water had rinsed the dirt from her body.

When she waded out of the water, she found gifts of food from Yemanjå for Tonia the child. She ran from offering to offering. Red mangoes and fresh hot bread, slabs of her favorite creamy Catupiry cheese, and quindin tarts made of egg yolk and coconut. How did Yemanjå know the foods she loved? She had tasted quindin for the first time when she was small and picked up a piece someone had dropped on the street.

Greedily, she reached for the lovely quindin. In her fingers, the egg yolk began to run smearing her hand a stench of putrefaction filled her nostrils she screamed and tried to throw the quindin away but it stuck to her fingers no matter how she shook and scraped her fingers in the sand the quindin clung to them
She opened her eyes.

The cambono’s loathsome face was close to hers. He reached under her skirt and tugged at her pants.

She screamed and flailed her legs and body, why were her arms hurting? Two dirty feet were standing on them. The Mother peered down her foul-smelling skirts and said impatiently, “Get on with it, cambono, man of a maiden’s dreams. Maybe you shouldn’t have guzzled so much cachaça.” She sounded quite normal, like a woman talking about a cake falling flat.

Jesus kill me now. Tonia shuddered, could not stop shaking. The cambono sat on her legs and opened his trousers.

She gasped, “Mother! I have brought you money. Take it…in my brassiere.”

The Iya Mubi chuckled. “It isn’t there any longer, dear. You gave it to a good cause, already.”

His penis erect, the cambono scooted up Tonia’s legs and curved over her. Tonia’s mind worked frantically.

Think of something, give her something she can use but what  WHAT

CHAPTER THIRTY

Dalton’s first call had been to the company comptroller, Rolando da Cruz. His speech, in Portuguese, seemed to fall into a void on the other end of the line.

“…so, if you can advance what U.S. currency there is in the vault, Rolando, you would help to solve my problem.” He was asking the comptroller to disclose a violation of Brazilian law, and he didn’t care. Dalton repeated his apology for waking the comptroller up at midnight.

“If I told you there is U.S. currency in the vault,” Cruz temporized, “how much would you need?”

“I need fifty thousand, in any denominations you have. I wouldn’t be needing that much if I hadn’t just converted ten thousand dollars into reais for the reward. Trying to convert it back on a Saturday is a waste of time I haven’t got.” It was also futile to wish he hadn’t slept so much at the hospital; the half-day lost could have made a difference in his efforts to raise money.

“I will tell you. There isn’t more than twenty thousand in there. I’m sorry, Jon. But you can have that as soon as you want.”

Cruz had done him the honor of not asking him to omit this information from his subsequent calls to company personnel. This was a side of Cruz that Dalton never suspected. For a money man, Cruz behaved frivolously at company parties, performing gaucho dances with much stomping of heels and finger-snapping. His style toward the ladies, especially Maggie, inclined to be florid.

Close to tears, Dalton tried to express his gratitude, and Cruz told him to call anytime, day or night, if he needed anything else.

The second call had been to Dennis Browning, who counted his American cash and arrived at nearly one thousand dollars. He offered some traveler’s checks, but Dalton thought he would take them only if he did not succeed in getting enough cash. He hoped he wouldn’t have to. Why hadn’t he asked the kidnapper about traveler’s checks? They were very negotiable in the hands of a knowledgeable Brazilian. Dalton had tried to think ahead, but had not done so enough.

The night wore on.

As he had done more than a dozen times, Dalton checked his watch before dialing. He could not help it. Though he worked as fast as he could look up a name and dial the number, he always checked the hour before he put his finger in the slot. Knowing what time it was had taken on a dual, conflicting significance. The sooner he got the money together, the more time he had to fly to Salvador, rent a car, and find the rendezvous point.

The other reason was his instinctive embarrassment at waking someone up at two o’clock in the morning, or three o’clock, or whatever. At this particular point, it was a few minutes past three and, he hoped, his last call. He needed a pledge of one thousand, one hundred and twenty three dollars to reach his goal.

Gilbert Borders had come through with nearly two thousand; Jack the Sot with three thousand.

Thanks, Dalton had said, blank with exhaustion. Thank you all for pulling together for me. It was like war, and true men or false rallied and he would be forever grateful.

Interminable ringing. Wake up, Roger. Get up, man. It could be your mother or your father, about somebody you love who’s dead or dying. Instead, it’s only me. My wife may be dying. Please, for Maggie, answer your phone.

The head of civil engineering finally answered, sounding grumpy but alert. He was immediately sympathetic when Dalton identified himself. Yes, he had U.S. currency. He had the money on hand, to be picked up whenever Dalton was ready.

Thanks, Roger. I hope I can come by and thank you properly, with Maggie.

It must have been a night for you. Rough time all week. Good luck, Jon.

When Dalton hung up, he wandered dazedly into the living room. Norberg was stretched out on the couch, asleep. He had told Norberg to rest; he would have their routes divided up by the time they started their collections at the earliest decent hour in the morning.

It had rained, briefly; he could hear the tires swishing on the street. With a city map beside him, he worked on his route list. Give Norberg the easy Ipanema and Leblon neighborhoods; Dalton would do Catete and Botafogo, then go on downtown to meet Rolando da Cruz at the company vault. Thank God Americans tended to cluster together. Thank God Americans kept large supplies of cash on hand; they liked to be ready in case they had to travel to the United States on short notice.

Dropping his pencil, he rubbed at his aching bruises and leaned back in the armchair. Now he had time to think about Maggie in the hands of that man, and he almost called out to Norberg to wake him up.

“Talk to me, Chris,” he said softly.

Norberg slept on. The lamplight in his eyes didn’t bother him.

Was Maggie asleep? If that bastard knew about that biopsy scar on her breast… Dalton wrenched his thoughts away from rape. When did he snatch her? And—Dalton finally let the fear steal into his consciousness—would she be released, as promised? All through the night, he had made his own feverish promises: Maggie back safe would be kept safe. Cleaver & Fischer had defeated him, and they were welcome to it; in exchange he asked for Maggie’s return. Who was he talking to? A God he had not paid much heed to since he grew up. Thoughts swooped in and out of his dwindling senses. He would take them back to their days of courtship, filled with grace and hope…strong-hearted love. He would go through another semen count, donate a specimen in a fake bedroom supplied with plenty of raunchy magazines and hang the humiliation. Hell, he would conceive their child in a petrie dish. He would take her home to the Michigan woods and surround her with dogs.

What had she been after, driving more than a thousand miles from Sao Paolo?

Apparitions wracked his sleep, fell upon his limbs and slowly tore them from his body.

The ringing telephone caught Dalton just as he and Norberg were about to leave the house. It was the police inspector in charge of the case. Margaret Dalton had been found.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The pay was very little better than that of an army private, but Geraldo Sousa could one day expect “gifts” from the populace of which he was protector. He had considered the light side and the dark side of a modest career as a policeman, and decided the choice had been a smart one for a person of his equally modest education and family.

When they gave him a police car in this, his first year on the force, he thought he had made a mistake in his calculations. Rookie policemen in the State of Bahia did not usually get a police car—even if it was a decrepit Volkswagen—all their own.

His misgivings were borne out.

From daybreak until sunset his beat encompassed Praia de Caneta to the north, up to but not including the mansion-studded enclave of white beaches and fashionable cafes, and all the way through rat-infested favela communities to Deposito de Caxias in the south. In the middle was the Cimiterio de Sao Bento, an accursed place that all the senior policemen avoided. Geraldo’s orders were to “keep order,” whatever that meant, if he saw any activities near the Cimiterio that warranted his interference, whatever that meant. All he had done so far was to drive a little faster when he was in the vicinity.

He heard stories from his fellow officers. They told of human and animal body parts found lying on the edge of the mato. They said ghosts wandered the mato and caught living things after dark. They said pretty women tried to entice you to lie with them. One foolish policeman had been unable to resist; his revolver was found in the dust on the road, fully loaded. A colleague had reached into a drawer in his desk and encountered the policeman’s dried head and lustrous topping of curly hair.

His Sergeant told Geraldo these stories were true. He added that as long as such activities were confined to that area of the mato, it was best to leave things alone. The Africans who had brought with them the good orixas, divinities, of Candomblé on the slave ships had also brought the black arts of Quimbanda. These things were longer established than any single, lone police officer.

Geraldo was happy to agree, and became accustomed to pressing his foot harder on the gas pedal when he approached the Cimiterio de Sao Bento.

The budding sun was still below the heads of the dense green mato, but it was there, and coming up fast. Geraldo was always glad to see the light beat back the shadows: the lusty tangle of banana trees, jaca, scrub palm, and coconut palm became recognizable once more, the promised heat of the day accustomed if not welcome. The dirt in these parts was a whitish dust, and the passage of his little car always raised a great deal of it, which was why he could not be sure if he saw, in the rear-view mirror, something pursuing him.

Not only pursuing him, but waiving its arms and screaming.

“Caboclo sete flechas,” Geraldo whispered, to ward off evil, and plunged the gas pedal to the floor. When he had put half a kilometer between himself and the wraith, he stopped. He was curious to see if the thing was still there.

It was. The dust had settled, and the figure was now clearly a woman, a black woman whose hairpin-size in Geraldo’s mirror looked very dejected. It fell to its knees and clasped its hands in prayer, and then it made the sign of the cross on its bosom.

An evil spirit did not make the sign of the cross. He made a U-turn and approached with caution. The woman remained on her knees. Her dress was torn, her arms scratched, and she had no shoes. Her eyes stared and stared; Geraldo thought she might be crazy. He was ready to shoot away in an instant if she made a move toward him……

Her broad lips parted; a hoarse voice barely female said raggedly, “Please,, Senhor policial. I cannot carry her by myself. Nobody else would stop. Will you take us to the hospital? Please, Captain, please now, please now.”

When Geraldo did not move, she began to cry. He noticed she had a medal of Saint George around her neck. That decided him.

She was a thin little woman, yet Geraldo had trouble lifting her to her feet; she seemed to have lost her bones. “Sorry sorry sorry,” she kept mumbling. “I’m very tired. I had a terrible long night, terrible things…” But she urged him toward the mato, growing frantic when Geraldo hesitated.

“Who is in there?” he asked. Ordinarily he would have asked for documentos, but this woman clearly had nothing on her but her wretched dress.

“My mistress. I don’t know if she is sick or dead. We can’t waste any time!” In a burst of coherence, she supplied information that transformed Geraldo’s reluctance. “She is the American woman who has been missing; her name is Margaret Dalton, and there is a reward for finding her. You can have it. Only help me get her out.”

Geraldo was momentarily uneasy as they entered the thick bush. The woman would not let go of his arm; she fought the branches aside and pulled him along and kept talking. He understood just enough of her drift to consider backing out of the mato and making a run for his car. In here it was twilight again. Ghosts loved the dark, didn’t they? Geraldo’s part-Indian, caboclo blood resounded in warning.

Suddenly his arm was released. The woman fell upon the ground and began hauling at the body of a white woman propped against a tree trunk.

“Help me. Help me,” she cried pitifully, but to Geraldo’s shocked eyes, the other one looked beyond help. Her nearly white hair covered half of a still face smeared with dirt. Her long legs sprawled stiff as a corpse’s, and she had no shoes on, either.

He placed two fingers on her wrist. He could not feel anything, yet her skin was not cold, as the skin of a corpse should be. Perhaps she had just died?

A sharp scream from the black woman jerked him upright. Jabbering prayers, crossing herself in a fury, the woman glared at something behind Geraldo. Hand slapping his holster, he spun around.

He saw a dog. Thoroughly black, without a speck of white anywhere, as far as Geraldo could tell. Its eyes were sad; Geraldo could swear he saw tears in them. The dog whined, and limped to the feet of the white woman and began to lick them.

Geraldo said, “It is only a dog, and it is injured. Stop your screaming.”

Sobbing, the woman began tugging at the body more frantically than before. “You think it is a dog, but it could be anything. You don’t know…shoo! Go away! Please, Senhor Marechal, couldn’t you carry her?

The only way he could get this long body out of the mato without further damage was to hoist it over his shoulder. With help, he eventually managed this, and sent the other ahead to hold back the multitude of branches in their path. With a filthy skirt covering half his face, Geraldo finally staggered into the open. God, she stank like a cesspool.

The dog followed them, but stopped well back when Geraldo reached his car and clumsily loaded his burden in the passenger seat. He kept thinking of it as it, so inert did she feel.

“Get in,” he said, pushing his seat down for the servant to scramble into the back. “Now hold her so she won’t roll.”

She obeyed, gripping the shoulders. “Oh, Dona Maggie,” she whimpered, “I’m too late. If only I didn’t wear your dress, or had my hair done to look nice for the trip.” Tears streamed down her face as she muttered self-reproaches.

Geraldo started the car and carefully made a turn south. This one was for the big hospital in Salvador. He had seen her pictures in the newspapers and TV, though only the pale hair matched those images. He began to feel excited. Imagine, he, Geraldo Sousa the fledgling of the Salvador police force, being the one to find this American woman whom everybody had been hunting!

He glanced in the rear-view mirror. The figure of the dog was faintly discernible in the boil of white dust.

The woman in the back seat was a mass of nerves. She wept without pause all the way to the hospital. Geraldo attempted to ask how the American had come to be in the mato and how she, the servant, had become involved. But beyond giving her name to Geraldo, she babbled and sobbed and said nothing else that informed him any further. It was just as well. Geraldo did not really want to know much more about what had happened in the mato, not while he was in the presence of a person who may have been witched to death. That was for his superiors to find out.

Siren all out, he sped into the driveway of the Hospital de Santa Teresa, and at the emergency entrance was met by an efficient staff who took away the American woman at a run. The servant tried to go with them but was rebuffed.

“She is in good hands, do not worry, Dona Tonia.” Geraldo added kindly, “Do you have friends or family in Salvador? I can take you there if you like, but first we have to stop by the station house and see the Sergeant.”

“You must telephone her husband right away,” Tonia said. “He must know she has been found.” She seemed aware for the first time of her wild appearance and attempted to tidy her hair and dress with her hands. Her feet looked very flat and bare on the gleaming hospital floor. Geraldo felt sorry for her, because he knew that she was becoming humiliated. Did he not understand, himself? He was poor, too.

“They will telephone from the station. It is best if you come with me, now. The Sergeant will want to speak with you, and then I will take you home.” He had just remembered about the reward, and he hoped she would also remember that she had offered the money to him.

They caused a flurry at headquarters.

“Raios! ” swore his Sergeant, and hurried to report to his superior, the inspector of police. The inspector of police lunged for the telephone. Within a minute he was speaking to an official in Rio de Janeiro.

Geraldo brought a cup of strong coffee to Tonia, who huddled in a chair trying futilely to cover her knees with her torn skirt. His Sergeant, a plump man with a lighter complexion than Geraldo’s, questioned her. He had been a policeman more than twenty years, and often told Geraldo that interrogating poor people brought the same results as sucking on an empty bottle.

When he had elicited from Tonia her place of residence in Rio de Janeiro, her employer’s name and the name of the company where he worked, the Sergeant got very little more information in his questioning.

“Why did you leave Rio and come to Salvador?”

“To visit my family.”

“What was the reason you gave your employer?”

“I told him I had not seen my family for a long time.” Tonia’s demeanor was calmer than at any time since Geraldo had found her at the edge of the mato.

“Did you possess information about your mistress that you did not give your employer?”

“No, Senhor.”

“Then how did you come to find your mistress in a godforsaken place like that? You must have known something. Perhaps you helped to kidnap her. Be careful, do not lie to me.”

Stolid, her haggard face somehow impassive, Tonia replied, “I did not help to kidnap her.”

It was the way of the poor; Geraldo had known it in life sooner than the Sergeant whose skin was whiter than his.

The Sergeant prompted her, “And how did you know…?”

A second’s hesitation, then Tonia said, “My protector Age-Salugå told me.”

“Where? At a terreiro? Was there a terreiro during the night in the mato?”

“I don’t know, Senhor.”

In a gesture of exasperation, fatalism, defeat, the Sergeant’s hands slapped his corpulent thighs. “Always the same,” he said to Geraldo. “But why should I worry about things I can’t change? Not that I particularly want to, personally. Maybe your brave young generation will clean up that foul business in the mato, but I doubt it.”

“Yes, sir,” said Geraldo. He doubted his generation would make even a start.

The Sergeant said, “I’d better get a description of her from the American in Rio. If it fits, you can take her home. Make sure she lives where she says she lives, you know what I mean.” He left to go to the police inspector’s office.

While the Sergeant was gone, it occurred to Geraldo to ask if she needed to use the bathroom. Gratefully, she said yes.

Ten thousand American dollars, he mused as he guarded the bathroom door. How much was that in reais? Many more thousands? More than twice as much? His arithmetic was very poor, but his imagination waxed rich. The first thing he would do was retire his mother, who worked as a maid in one of those mansions at the north end of his beat. He would give some money to his sister, a maid in another house. His younger sister, who worked in a shop selling thread and buttons, earned less than maids did; he would give her a little money.

He allowed himself to think about Cristina. Perhaps, with money in his pocket, he would not appear so ugly to her. She had always made fun of the shape of his head, which was supposed to be flat on top, but his was not so bad though it pleased her to call him cabeça chata. He kept telling her, to no avail, that flat heads were more typical up north in Pernambuco, true nordestino country. Cristina came from the south and thought herself better than he. All southerners thought her way.

But how to remind that poor, distraught woman in the bathroom of her promise? It was made in haste, to get him to help. Why shouldn’t she keep the money? She had certainly earned it.

The money was not his, and probably never would be.

The bathroom door opened, and Tonia emerged. She had washed her face and apparently also her feet, for she left wet prints on the floor. She still looked tired, though definitely saner.

“Moço, I have not forgotten. I will ask Senhor Jon to give you the reward money,” she said.

At that moment the Sergeant came down the hall. He said to Geraldo. “The description matches. We’re still going to fingerprint her, but how many suspects are we going to come across in this case whose left eye is made of glass?”

Geraldo barely heard him.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Tonia’s bedraggled appearance on her family’s doorstep, escorted by a police officer, produced an alarm not immediately visible. Toward the policeman, they offered a muttered “Bom dia” and the sides of their faces. As soon as he left, they fell upon Tonia.

Imaculada was the most upset, first accusing her of bringing trouble to their home, then raving that if she had been raped she had herself to blame. What could she expect, after having her hair straightened and walking around the city streets at night? Aunt Flora clamored to know what everybody was talking about, couldn’t someone please describe Tonia’s condition? Her whitened blind eyes probed this way and that; her breakfast of corn starch gruel spluttered out between her gums as she pleaded.

Bico’s eyes were very wide, the dripping of his mournfully shaped nose quickened this early in the morning.

Tonia’s brother Cango put down the turmoil with one word: “Chega! ”

When he said “enough” in that way, even Imaculada paid attention. In the waiting silence, Tonia told her story. While she was riding home with the policeman she had decided to tell her family only a part of the truth. She could not bear to talk about the cambono. She could not think of him without becoming ill.

By the time she finished she was trembling and weeping again.

Everybody’s mouth hung open.

Aunt Flora had listened with particular intentness. She seemed exalted, her shriveled body rekindled with a hint of her youth as she heard Tonia’s story. She spoke first. “When I was a Daughter-of-the-Saint, I saw the things Tonia saw, and I tell you she was lucky to get away. Tonia, you did not tell us why the Mother let you go.” Aunt Flora had had some station once as a Daughter-of-the-Saint, but the family had been too poor to afford the costly gifts required for a full initiation and she was forced to drop out.

Those dead eyes can see, Tonia thought.

“I had my medal of Saint George,” Tonia said. “And I prayed constantly to Age-Salugå. I was very, very lucky.”

Aunt Flora did not look convinced. Before she could say anything else, Tonia asked Cango if she could have some bathwater. Cango told Edu to help him haul water from the communal tap and they left. Their sister Vera and the children went out to hunt for food and firewood. Bico refused to go and clung to Tonia.

Tonia ate some cornstarch gruel and drank some water. Though Imaculada gave her a knife, she did not have the energy to dig the pulp out of the jaca fruit the men had brought home yesterday. Eating jaca involved much work. Each section of pulp held a big seed, and one had to be careful not to touch the gluey sap surrounding the sections. The children were playing with the rough-skinned forty-pound fruit, rolling it back and forth between them on the dirt floor.

Imaculada offered Tonia her own portion of corn starch gruel and soon the reason for her kindness became apparent.

“The husband of your mistress will be very grateful. When he arrives, be sure to ask him for compensation. After all, didn’t you spend your own money on bus fare getting to Salvador? I’m sure you had a lot of other expenses.” With sudden suspicion she said, “Did you pay the Mother to return that woman to you?”

“No. I told you. I got away, and found her in the mato.”

She did not blame Imaculada. Her sister’s sharpness came of being poor all the time and hungry most of the time. If Tonia had not gone to Rio as baba with that family, if she lived here with her family, she would have become like her sister.

She would not tell Imaculada she had lost her savings to the Mother, because that was telling she had money on her when she arrived in this house and did not share it with her family. That she had kept the money for the Mother, to try to buy back Dona Maggie, would win no sympathy. Her soul? What was Tonia’s soul compared to the needs of her brothers and sisters and the children who were struggling to stay alive on this earth?

Aunt Flora felt her way outside the barraca and the sisters could hear her in the back, peeing and straining over the ditch. Tonia could handle Imaculada; her aunt was another matter, and she was glad the old woman was gone for the moment.

Cango and Edu came back with two buckets of water, which they tipped into a round plastic tub to mix with heated water. The tub was blue, of the kind used as a child’s wading pool.

Tonia gathered some laundry together on the line strung across the room so that it formed a curtain, and took off her torn dress. Her underpants had been left in that circle of hell. It was not the tepid water that caused her to shudder as she lowered herself into it.

She scrubbed her hair and all over her body with a small piece of laundry soap until it was gone. Washed, her hair curled up into its familiar woolly pile. She felt a little better and she put on the only other dress she had brought—Dona Maggie’s—and wearily prepared to take the bus to town. Hopefully, she asked Cango if he could come this time and to her joy he said yes.

“Good,” said Imaculada. “He will be able to talk to the American for you. If I know you, you won’t say a word.”

Tonia nodded and left with Cango. She looked back over the broken bottles and stinking garbage and saw Bico watching her go. His complexion was wan, yellowish in the sunlight, and she knew with a pang of grief that he would be gone the next time she came to Salvador.

Being alone with her brother was a pleasure Tonia had seldom enjoyed. He didn’t talk much; sometimes she wasn’t sure if he too disapproved of her. In Rio she had learned to think thoughts she could never ask him. Are you loney? Did you love your woman and did you tell her so before she died?

He would think she was crazy.

At the reception desk of the emergency ward she asked for news of Senhora Margaret Dalton, who had been brought in early this morning.

“And you are Dona…?” replied the receptionist.

“Antonia Almeida. I am her maid.”

The receptionist told her that Senhora Dalton was very very ill and being kept in intensive care. Tonia could wait outside the emergency unit if she desired.

She did not realize how tense she had been; the news that Dona Maggie was still alive made her gasp for breath. She clutched Cango’s arm. “She’s alive. She’s alive. Maybe I wasn’t too late. The Mother said…” The same heart-pounding weakness she had experienced at the edge of the mato filled her limbs and Cango had to hold her to keep her from falling.

In alarm, the receptionist asked, “Filha, shall I call a nurse?”

Tonia shook her head. She was embarrassed to be the target of stares; several persons sitting nearby were whispering loudly about the American woman who had run away from her husband to marry the devil. “The maid killed the Mother-of-the-Saint and rescued the American,” a woman announced excitedly.

Cango led Tonia away and they began their search for the intensive care unit.

It was not hard to find.

There was a little foyer for them to stand in, out of everyone’s way. People in white coats bustled in and out of a room with a swinging door; nurses pushed carts on which were syringes, bottles filled with liquids, trays and more things Tonia could not identify. Each time the door opened, she caught a glimpse of the rails of high, flat beds, gleaming metallic stands. All through the bustle she could not hear one single sound that could be from Dona Maggie’s throat inside that mysterious room.

A bearded doctor with a loop of stethoscope tubing poking out of his pocket strode through the swinging door into the foyer. The gaze of Tonia and Cango followed him down the corridor; she wished she dared ask him how ill Dona Maggie was.

“Should we stay here?” Cango asked. “If you cannot see her it isn’t any use waiting.”

“A little while more, please, Cango. Let’s say we wait until we know if she will get better—I can’t leave until I know. It’s already past one. Maybe Senhor Jon will soon be here.” She had no idea how long it took to fly from Rio.

A few of the attendants glanced at them. Tonia knew they wondered why she and Cango happened to be here and not at a municipal clinic, where poor patients were taken. Cango’s old shirt was not very clean; his pants had no belt, and his bare feet were thrust in dirty rubber thong sandals. So were hers, borrowed from Imaculada.

She had not thought about food. Cango had paid their bus fare; very likely he had no money for their lunch. He had not found much work lately clearing the mato for contractors on the north end.

They could do nothing but endure their hunger. He was sturdy, this older brother of hers, despite his puny size. Yet he had a tremor in his arms that was not there three years ago. That was a symptom of syphilis caused sometimes by the brain, Dona Maggie had told her. Tonia could not see if Cango also had sores on his body. Again, memory shook her as if with a chill.

She resolved to speak to Cango again about having penicillin treatments at the municipal clinic. None of the adults in her family ever took her seriously about this. People got sick, crazy, or blind, and they died. That was life.

The bearded doctor was coming back.

Timidly, Tonia raised her hand. He halted. “Yes?”

“Is she…how is…,” she stammered.

He considered her and Cango. “There are several patients in there, you know. Do you mean Senhora Dalton? Are you the woman who brought her in this morning?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bad.” For a moment Tonia thought he meant her. “She is unbelievably sick. I hope her husband gets here soon. Be patient,” he admonished, and disappeared through the swinging doors.

“I am patient,” Cango commented. “What you are not, Tonia. These people are all very busy, and it makes no difference what you say or do.”

“I know.” She did not tell Cango that the doctors could not minister to the real danger to Dona Maggie. What happened to her body was not so important; the state of Dona Maggie’s

soul yet depended on the Mother. Please, she prayed. Make good my promise to the Mother, so that Dona Maggie’s soul is safe from Exu.

Cango’s stomach gave a loud growl. She was very tired as well as hungry, and she told Cango they could at least sit in the receptionist’s area. They began walking in that direction and nearly collided with two men walking quickly into the foyer.

With a shock she recognized the dark-haired one. Ten pounds thinner, pale as death, eyes burning in deepened sockets: “Senhor Jon,” Tonia exclaimed, in sorrow.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

“They told me you found her,” Dalton said. “But I don’t understand. I need to know so many things.” As he said this he knew he would soon learn more than he wished to know. Every fear and question he had lived with for days would be erased or reinforced in the next few hours. And from the way she was looking at him, Tonia, incredibly, has most of the answers.

Fear, guilt, a daily growing perception of human accident and consequence had honed his nerves. He studied her, and lines from the Sunday Missal, forgotten since his days as altar boy, drifted like an ancient mist into his head: Neither let us tempt Christ, as some of them tempted, and perished by the serpents. 

Something had ravaged Tonia, sapped the final dark gloss of youth from her cheekbones. The flesh on her entire face had thinned and tightened and her eye—that poor glass orb—was again prominent and ill fitting as the old one had been.

In her turn, Tonia studied him. “We are near the end. We will know soon,” she said, and Dalton somehow knew she was not talking about Maggie’s life.

Forgetting Norberg by his side, only dimly aware of her companion, Dalton moved toward the emergency room. He suddenly turned back. “Will you stay? Don’t leave me, please,” he said, like a child.

“I will not leave,” she replied.

Dalton nodded and went in to Maggie.

Under a loose sheet she was naked except for a soft strap across her abdomen to keep her from moving. Both her arms were similarly imprisoned; an IV was threaded into a fragile blue vein and taped down. 

“Maggie love,” he whispered, and ventured to touch her still cheek. Her almost jerked his hand away. Her neck, shoulders and upper arms—carefully or so carefully he felt them behind the dangling tube—smoldered under his palm. He came to her right hand, lying at her side. The nails were broken, dirt embedded so deep in the quick that no one had yet attempted to clean them properly. Dalton slipped his hand under her hot one and stroked it; he kissed each long pianist’s finger, the little one twice.

At last his heart, bracing, urged him fully to her face.

He did not flinch, but tears started, brimmed, and fell down his cheeks.

Threatening, too clear under the Valentine shape glimmered her cheekbones, colored obscenely by fever. Sweet full lips scored by blood-dried cracks. Scratches everywhere, painted with a brownish antiseptic. Pale lashes like tired soldiers lying down to die; her whole limp unconsciousness expressing a weariness with living.

An ugly surgical cap covered her hair. Dalton lifted away the elastic from her temple. A snarl of twigs, leaves, dirt. Fingers trembling, he adjusted the cap in place. Was she too sick, then, to have her hair cleaned? Had she lived in the woods like an animal?

The bustle of attendants around the other beds broke through his absorption; a gurney burst through the swinging doors, pushed by staffers. A new emergency and new grief.

A nurse came to Maggie’s side, lowered the rail, skillfully administered an injection, and began changing the dressing on Maggie’s right foot. He had noticed the dressing on the sole.

“What happened there?” he asked.

The nurse did not look up from her work. “Infection. Something sharp through the skin.”

“Is it bad?” He searched the instep and ankle for signs of spread. God. There it was—discoloration of the skin and puffiness. “Is it bad?” he insisted.

The nurse threw the old dressing into a bucket and finally glanced at him. “Why don’t you speak to Doctor Barbosa? He’s in and out all the time—there he is. No, wait. He is attending the new patient.” Her round, attractive tan face wore an abstracted expression; she paused a few seconds, tried unsuccessfully to brush hair behind her ears with the back of her wrists.

Stay here and look after my wife, Dalton wanted to shout at her busy back, next to the broad one of Doctor Barbosa. Weren’t emergency wards always in an uproar? He did not feel comforted by that knowledge.

Gently he put his palm under the injured foot and cradled the heel. “Don’t die on me, love, please don’t,” he pleaded. 

As if Barbosa heard, he looked over his shoulder at Dalton. A few minutes later, the gurney was trundled out of the ward, an inverted bottle riding on a stanchion along with it.

Barbosa came over to Dalton. He was heavily bearded, and Dalton was offended by the quantity and length of the black beard. He opened his mouth to say, angrily, “Isn’t all that hair unhygienic in a hospital?” but didn’t.

In excellent English Barbosa said, “Mr. Dalton, will you come outside so we can talk?”

“Couldn’t we stay here? I don’t want to leave her alone.”

Barbosa dealt gracefully with the implied criticism. “Your wife is being watched over, believe me. Come, please.”

Dalton followed him out to the foyer. Norberg looked at him anxiously and Dalton told him he could hear what the doctor had to say. Tonia stood exactly where he had left her; the man with her stared at him curiously.

Momentarily, the problem of a common language harassed him; he wanted Tonia to be included. Barbosa continued speaking in English.

“Your wife has been badly dehydrated, to the point of heart failure, when she was brought in. She also has multiple severe infections to combat.”

“You mean the infection on her foot? It’s that bad?”

“That is just one. Ordinarily a strong dose of antibiotics would take care of that. But she has picked up a bacillary dysentery from eating or drinking something contaminated. The kind she has is called Shigella shigae, generally present in the tropics, and the most severe of all. If she had at least drunk fluids after she contracted it—but she must not have taken any for days, after she fell ill.”

Barbosa’s eyes were dwarfed by his fierce hirsuteness, but they were acutely observant. Dalton realized his hostility was ridiculous. “So you are pumping fluids into her?” he asked.

“Yes, but there is something else. Her kidneys are damaged, and that is another source of infection, why she has a high fever.”

“She’s burning up.”

“It is quite a bit over forty-one degrees,” Barbosa said, and Dalton floundered in the world of Celsius as if he had never lived five years in Brazil. Divide by five…multiply by nine… He bogged down.

Barbosa rescued him. “Nearly one hundred six.”

“God,” Norberg said.

“Is that why she’s unconscious?” Dalton asked.

He did not get an answer immediately. As if seeking an answer for himself Barbosa glanced at Norberg, Tonia, the man waiting by the wall. “There is no reason why she should not, after several hours of rehydration, show some conscious function. I would have expected her to be restless, disoriented, but at least awake some of the time.”

“Then she’s in a coma?”

“There is no reason she should be,” Barbosa said.

Dalton looked away from Barbosa’s eyes. He felt Norberg’s hand on his shoulder. Maggie was fleeing; she had not stopped fleeing him.

“Will she live?”

“She has every good chance to improve. Sulfonamide drugs and antibiotics are very effective for her condition. We have to hope there are no complications she must live with later, such as lung tissue and liver damage. I must go now,” Barbosa said. “We will speak again later. Excuse me.”

Norberg squeezed Dalton’s shoulder. “At least you found her,” he said. “And the doctor knows what he’s doing. Is this your maid?”

“Tonia,” Dalton said. “This is Chris Norberg. He saved my life in the sea.”

Forgetting manners, Tonia stared at Dalton. “What happened in the sea?”

I can tell her the truth and she won’t think I’m crazy, Dalton thought. “Later,” he said. In simplified terms he explained Maggie’s condition.

Tonia said, “I will pray for her, and I will not leave you. My brother can go home, I think. Cango, this is Senhor Jon, and Senhor Chris.”

The slight, poorly dressed man came forward. Close up, Dalton saw his undernourished frame, felt the calluses like pine knots on his hand and there flashed into him an understanding of Tonia’s family. Maggie had talked about them for years. He had been too sunk in his own troubles at work to agree, cursorily, that life was hard amongst the poor in Brazil. And here was the brother, come to help him.

Dalton was loaded with reais. He found a wad in his shirt pocket and pressed it into Cango’s tough little hand, all the while thanking him for everything he had done although he didn’t know what that was yet. He felt like crying again.

Cango looked at the money, then at Tonia, who said, “Take it. Thank you, Senhor Jon.” Cango put away the money, shook hands all around, and told Tonia he would look in again.

“I’m going back in,” Dalton told Norberg. “Will you be okay?”

“Of course, man. We’ll be around, don’t think about us.”

The room had settled down; the nurse was at Maggie’s side hooking fresh bottles to the IV.

Holding Maggie’s hand, Dalton began his vigil.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

That pest of a maidservant, thought Jaca. If she bothers me this time I will dispose of her permanently off a cliff.

He had a feeling that he was close to well-deserved triumph. Here was the car, parked again in the alley and wearing its innocent new license plates. Today he would learn who drove it, if not the American. He hoped it would be the American woman; that way promoted a richer vein of cash.

He winced. He had turned his head too quickly; although his head had stopped throbbing, the crust over the wound pulled on the tender scalp.

Who would have expected such a resurrection? She was like the dead on the sofa—and the next moment she had put him out. He admired such grit, which Clara did not possess. To wake up to her screeching and profanity was tolerable, but it was galling to lose his hideyhole. Clara had thrown him out without a trace of sentiment.

A room rented by the hour was falling back on the old days, when he was young and without sophistication. He didn’t mind bedbugs then; he did now, and was glad to get out early each morning. The only advantage was the public-privacy of the place, where couples went in with heads lowered much less looked at anybody else.

But there was romance, oh yes. Lasst night he had listened to guitar music through the slat walls, a soft male voice singing an unknown song.

Onde esta a verdade?

Onde esta a mentira?

Coraçao nao tem juizo

So coragem de amar… 

The serenade had made him lonesome. If things went well with this project he would look up his woman in Rio and set up house, in the Zona Sul if she insisted. She was worth it, being one of those tall, long-legged bikini beauties celebrated in Antonio Jobim’s song, “The Girl From Ipanema.” The Zona Sul, however, was expensive. It all depended on whether his quarry was Brazilian or American.

Four o’clock. He was getting a sunburn, and his head was beginning to ache.

Here came the driver. At his post next to a dented Brasilia three cars down, Jaca came imperceptibly to attention. Jesus, the man was ugly, and undeniably Brazilian. He wore a Panama hat, a rare thing to be seen anymore in ex-colonial Bahia. Shirt collar up, long sleeves. He was unlocking the door.

Jaca sidled over.

“Bom dia,” he said politely. “Are you enjoying your new car?”

The smell reached Jaca first before the impact of the man’s complexion. He managed not to recoil.

“I certainly am.” The man smiled. “And why do you ask?”

“Because I, because,” Jaca said, his rehearsed lines suddenly balky. “Because I knew this car when it had different license plates, such as RJ-6322. Only Thursday. Here it is Saturday, and you’ve got new ones, since yesterday I might add. You must have a very efficient despachante. Maybe the police would like to know about him.”

“Really.”

That green-gummed mauve-lipped smile looped through Jaca’s intestines. He couldn’t see the eyes too well, thank God.

“Simply a cash deposit, in my hand, of say…one thousand reais will guarantee you full ownership. No report, no police.” He had meant to say two thousand; his tongue must have thought otherwise. The American woman had slipped away from him, then. He was playing for practically beer money. The tantalizing image of his Ipanema beauty said a scornful goodbye, Zone Norte or Zona Sul.

“This car was not stolen,” said the man. “It was really and truly a gift. So were,” he added, his smile broader, “the license plates, in a manner of speaking.” He looked over Jaca’s shoulder and said pleasantly, “Yes, go ahead.”

Before Jaca had quite turned, multiple hands seized his arms and yanked them backward. He tried to kick the assailants behind and got a whack on the ear in return. His wrists were swiftly tied together, then he was being stuffed into the back of the Volkswagen. Now he could see his captors. They were two brown-skinned women, one of whom commenced lacing his ankles together.

“Search his pockets,” the man said.

Nearly voiceless with a premonition of terrible things about to happen to him, Jaca asked where they were taking him.

Nobody answered. His pockets were emptied, their contents reported. The man laughed. “Very good,” he said. “The Mother will be pleased.” He told the women to push Jaca to the floor and cover him up.

Laughing, the prettier one of the two stripped off one of her billowing white petticoats and threw it over him. They locked the door and walked off, immune to Jaca’s pleas to at least leave a window down.

His discomfort became immediately unbearable. They had left him on his side, face buried in the back of one seat, knees jammed against the other. The hump in the middle was killing his hip and squashing his hand and wrist. He squirmed, managed to raise his shoulders and get purchase with his hands on the edge of the back seat, and with a mighty heave flopped onto the seat. The relief lasted a moment. The petticoat was tangled around his neck and face and the little air he got was pungent with unwashed odors. He felt he was smothering. No matter what he did the petticoat refused to come loose.

He had to stop; he rested, panting, glad to get a few breaths of tainted, hot air.

The petticoat stuck to his sweaty face. As it got hotter in the car and his bad air got worse Jaca fought against panic.

He would not. He would not he would not. Panic. His feet battered at the window, again and then again. The glass stood firm.

“Bastardo!” Jaca panted, his feet pounding, his teeth grinding at the petticoat. He was all heartbeat and one gigantic pain all over his head.

The door opened.

“Are you having a problem?”

Jaca moaned.

Someone pushed his legs out of the way and sat down.

“Take it off. Please,” he whispered.

A hand obliged. The pretty woman smiled into Jaca’s stinging, salty eyes and began to wriggle into her petticoat. The second woman and the man already occupied the front seats. Without bothering to look at Jaca, the man started the car.

For a minute or so Jaca lay still while he got his breath back, then he tried to sit up. He wondered how long he had been left in the car; it had felt like hours.

“Be still,” the man said. His voice seemed to come out of a huge purple boil on the back of his neck.

Jaca saw they were entering the center of town. The car slowed, jinked through traffic to the curb and stopped. The driver got out and while the pretty woman pushed, the other two hauled Jaca from the back and hustled, dragged and without ceremony dumped him on the ground in front of a fenced compound. Jaca’s head crashed with pain as it hit the iron gatepost of the compound.

“The Mother has ways,” the man said. “Good luck.”

When Jaca could bear to open his eyes once more his captors were gone. Where was he? Cautious of his thumping head, he craned to read the brass plaque above the gate.

The police station. He was trussed up, helpless, outside police headquarters.

That woman in the back seat had replaced in his hip pocket all the American woman’s documents and laughing merrily stuffed his remaining pockets with more papers and objects. Jaca knew he was doomed. 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Whenever Norberg told her—signing with head and hands—that he was going to walk about the hospital grounds, which he had been doing all night, Tonia was glad to see him go.

Without him there she allowed her control to slip. She chewed on her knuckles in doubt and anguish. All night the evil faces of the terreiro had jeered at her in triumph. Each minute that passed left hope weaker. Had her poor efforts at redemption of Dona Maggie’s soul saved her own? Did failure—though she had fought as best as she knew how—still cost her the price of unthinkable eternal torment?

She dared not go to a Catholic priest for advice; she believed—because were not all Brazilians Catholic?—yet the Catholic priests who said the Masses she sometimes attended were so confusing when they preached. They condemned fornication, whose meaning she did not understand, and they condemned the practice of Spiritism, which gave her the only comfort she had ever had from religion.

It was terrible to be dependent upon herself. She was nothing; she knew nothing.

Tonia was sure of only one thing. If she was proved a liar Dona Maggie was lost. In her terror, her retching horror of the cambono, a single forlorn idea had rescued her. In that moment she was alone, without Age-Salugå and Saint George—any of the spirits who cared to bother with someone so poor.

And that was a new doubt, that she really had no spirit protector; that Saint George was a trick. Thinking this, she trembled in fear that she had committed blasphemy. But if the spirits and saints weren’t there—how could she bear being all alone in a hard world with nothing between God and the Devil to give her comfort?

The Devil existed, for she had seen him; therefore Hell existed. Did God exist? She had not seen much evidence of the presence of God.

“Nossa Senhora, Mae de Deus,” Tonia whispered, barely hearing herself pray to the Mother of God. She was getting very mixed up. No one, there was no one she could talk to, unless it was her spiritual adviser, Donia Silvia in Rio.

She was getting looks from the people in the waiting room; the receptionist was about to speak to her again. Shrouded in fear and grief, Tonia rocked helplessly in her plastic chair. Her soul, Dona Maggie’s soul, condemned to eternity in the horror of Exu. They would meet in the green flames, the black fluid filling their eyes and noses and mouths, drowning without end and never being able to comfort each other.

Forever.

Forever was not fair, not even for that crazy man who had placed such terrible curses on living people. It was not fair for that woman who had sacrificed her infant. Forever was too long a punishment for people who lived only fifty years on Earth, because life was hard and dying was hard; Tonia had seen for herself that even the rich were not always happy.

The hand on the big clock on the wall reached four. It was four in the morning. Was she losing her mind?

A shadow across the glass door: someone entering. Officer Geraldo Sousa, the young policeman of yesterday, approached the receptionist. Then he saw Tonia and veered toward her.

“I am on my way to work but I thought I would stop by in case you were here. My chief said she is alive. I’m sure you must be very glad. How is she?”

Tonia told him how things were.

“So the husband is here? Then you can relax. You have done enough, don’t you think? Shall I drive you home?”

He had Indian lips, rather square, and little sign of a beard. His small, flattish features were very earnest; his expression shone with a gladness from which Tonia flinched. The prospect of the money made him happy. To this man and her family her worries would be incomprehensible; perhaps she was crazy.

“Are you feeling sick, Dona Tonia? It’s no wonder, after the night you went through, and this one on top of it. Can I get you some coffee? Have you eaten?” Officer Geraldo Sousa seemed ready to fly to the moon for her. Save my soul, Tonia wanted to say. Do that one thing if you can.

“No, no,” she mumbled. Weariness crushed her bones. Death was her only rest and consolation, but Exu might be waiting for her! Utterly broken, she began to weep.

In alarm, Officer Geraldo Sousa looked toward the receptionist, who was already coming around her desk.

“No nurse, no doctor,” Tonia told the two. “Just let me stay, I won’t make any trouble or noise.” Give me a sign, if you want to do something. Can you do that?

Troubled, officer Geraldo Sousa promised he would look in on her again, and reminded her that she should leave a message for him at the station house if she needed anything. He said goodbye, then stopped himself before he had gone three steps.

“I forgot,” he said, indicating the envelope he had been holding. “Your documents turned up and I thought I’d bring them to you. Here’s your voting card, your residence card, your work book, and a picture of the American woman and some addresses. Your pocketbook is in here as well, but I’m afraid the money has been cleaned out.” He put the envelope in Tonia’s lap.

She stared at the envelope. She tried to swallow, and could not. Her fingers made a bungle of tearing the flap, but at last she had the envelope open. She did not care about losing her money. Was there anything else? She searched quickly.

“How did you find these things?” she asked.

“Well, it was rather odd,” Officer Geraldo Sousa said. “A man was found on the doorstep of the station last night. He was tied up hand and foot, and his pockets were full of interesting loot, including your papers. He also had the documents of the Senhora Margaret Dalton. That is either a remarkable coincidence, his having both your and her papers, or somebody planted them on him.” With apparent innocence he asked, “What do you think?”

“I…don’t know,” Tonia said. “Who is he? What does he look like?”

“He is a white man with a pink skin, and somebody has beaten him up about the head. His name is Alzamiro de Cravo. The Sergeant is sending his photo around to all the regional police headquarters, so by Monday or Tuesday we will know what kind of animal we got. The Sergeant says with all the kinds of things belonging to other people he was carrying he’ll be lucky to get out of jail in this life.”

Officer Geraldo Sousa asked Tonia to tell her employer to drop by the station whenever he could, and left.

For no reason Dalton remembered their last walk in the woods before his transfer to Brazil. Fall in Michigan, to become sultry tropic heat within a week in Rio de Janeiro. He kept thinking of Caddy, burr-coated and frisky in spite of his numerous years and heart murmur. He had not lasted long in his new home with the neighbors. When she heard he was gone, Maggie had said, “Just as well, isn’t it?” and had cried in Dalton’s arms.

Caddy had been too old to travel. Dalton unfortunately was not. What was it Dennis Browning had confessed to him? Brazil overwhelmed some foreigners and they were never the same afterward. Dennis had been trying to tell him that the opulence of life among the upper classes, the loosening of style and clothing and restraints on pocketbook, could overbalance middle-classs Americans brought up on more stringent nourishment. Lush climate, lush women, lush morals. That was Browning’s premise, perhaps his excuse. Dalton had no interest in adopting it.

He did, though, disagree. It is not Brazil, Dalton thought, watching Maggie’s unstirring face. We carry in us the cells of change, which is really not change but the emergence of truth.

Nothing we do is uncharacteristic.

Maggie my love.

Amid the exposed wretchedness of humanity in the other beds, the machines on wheeled carts, the dangling bottles and their umbilical cords, Dalton felt one with the beeping heart monitors: his whole life had been in preparation for this vigil over Maggie’s life.

His hands kept guard ceaselessly. They went from arm to neck to cheek. Maggie’s skin felt no worse. The nurse told him the reading was better—40.5—and again Dalton labored to translate that into Fahrenheit. This time he got no help. A hundred and five—could it be? It was! No icepacks for her, a recourse Barbosa had ordered if the fever didn’t break.

In relief Dalton shut his eyes, his cheek upon Maggie’s flank. He drifted into a limbus of shadow, jungle greenery…he was treading water, then suddenly in over his head. He awoke gasping, his knees drawn up to his chest, out of…reach.

He met Maggie’s blue eyes.

“Oh, Mag,” he whispered weakly. “I was so scared you’d leave me.” He kissed her hand, turned it over and nuzzled the palm. “This one’s nearly worn out,” he said, foolish in his gratitude. “Got to work on your left one sometime. Can you talk?”

He realized she did not recognize him. Her gaze moved away from his face, traveled to the next bed, the wall, across the ceiling. He pressed her hand. “It’s me, Jon. I love you, do you hear me?”

Her voice surprised him. “…tell you.” The sound of it stayed mostly in her throat, but he heard. She saw him now, knew him.

“What, hon? Tell me what?”

Under his fingers her pulse quickened; so quiet before, her arms shivered and became rigid; her hands fisted. She was speaking, or strangling; Dalton saw her immense concentration as she stared at him. In fear of the IV needle in her vein, Dalton frantically rubbed the straining arms. Don’t hon, he said, relax, be quiet. He raised his voice for the nurse, Barbosa, somebody.

She gasped, “Forgive me…don’t hate…” Her dark pupils grew bigger and bigger, almost obliterating the blue. 

Figures in green pushed Dalton aside and he stood trying to see over their heads. A nurse collided with him and brusquely propelled him outside the room.

Dalton paced. Forgive me don’t hate rode a treadmill in the pattern of his pacing. Barbosa strode past him through the swinging doors into the emergency room.

Pain jangled in someone else’s ankles; he rode that like a treadmill too.

At last Barbosa came out.

Always look at the eyes first, Dalton thought.

“She should have improved rapidly,” Barbosa said. “But something unforeseen occurred, shock, a disastrous rise in blood pressure. As far as we know now, it was a stroke, probably a major rupture of inter-cranial blood vessels.” He lapsed into Portuguese, his condolences registering on a remote Dalton by their unmistakable tone of sorrow.

“Leave matters with us for the time being,” Barbosa said. “I think you should be with a friend at this moment. Have you anyone in Salvador?”

“Yes,” Dalton said. He remembered to thank Barbosa. They shook hands. Barbosa returned to the room.

Dalton wandered down the corridor to the reception area. People stared at him; Tonia was not among them. Where was she? She had promised to wait. He noted his anger and thought it counted for a feeling.

The glass doors opened onto a surge of moist heat, even though it was near dawn. Clumps of shrubs on the grass near the ambulance driveway caught his attention; they were bursting with blossoms of a crimson so deep that the murk rendered it black. Undecided, he walked a short distance toward that oasis of grass and flowers, then stopped, repelled by their luscious scent. He bristled at the pace of the night and the serene orb of the moon. The sun rising would never touch Maggie again. From that cot in the emergency room his Maggie would move into eternal darkness. Wildly, Dalton looked around him.

There she was. Sitting with Norberg on the grass, a packet of food between them.

Tonia had just seen him too. She put down her bottle of water and stood up to meet him.

“Tonia,” he said, and began to weep.

She gripped his arm fiercely; she was saying something through his agony he couldn’t hear, didn’t understand.

She was saying, “The Mother put a note in my wallet, I didn’t see it at first, it was folded up. She said I told the truth and she has paid Exu—she wrote ‘E’ for Exu so the police wouldn’t understand. I was so frightened that the man wouldn’t go back and look at the car, but he did, and…listen to me, Senhor Jon. Dona Maggie’s soul is safe.

“Exu will not get her.”

They had washed her hair, and Dalton combed it with his fingers until it was spread out on the flat pillow. He didn’t know what this room was. It was kind of them to give him this moment with her, in privacy.

Her skin had cooled so much, but it wasn’t yet cold. He would make sure he escaped before she receded that distance from him.

She looked peaceful.

He stroked her forehead, to the ends of her hair, and noticed that some of the sheen had returned to its abundant sweep. Perhaps the natural oil from his skin had brought it back.

He kissed her wounded lips.

Goodbye, Maggie love.

Dalton left.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The husky female voice on the intercom announced Norberg’s flight and Dalton said, “That’s you. This time you’re actually going to make it.”

Norberg hoisted his multi-zippered satchel onto his shoulder. For once long pants covered his legs, and he wore a conventional blue shirt. “This is tough,” he said, awkwardly. “Kate would have known the right things to say. Now I’m sure she’d be good for me. I miss her more every day.” He flushed, his entire outdoors face a map of rue. “See what I mean? I’m stupid. I say stupid things. But thanks for the first-class ticket, Jon. If you ever come out West you know how welcome you’d be. And I’ll keep in touch. You do the same.”

“I will,” promised Dalton, almost meaning it. If he did communicate, he would do so by telephone. What would he say in writing? I am better, or I am not better but I’ll live, or I’ve decided not to live. Words on paper committed him to do something; though not obliged to abide by them he was nevertheless forced to make a decision, however spurious, for the benefit of Norberg. He was deeply sad to see him go.

They embraced. Everywhere in the lounge people were embracing. He watched Norberg’s welter of blond surfer’s hair until it disappeared into the maw of the boarding ramp.

He trudged out of the modernistic terminal of Galeao Airport to the accompaniment of the anonymous female voice announcing flight arrivals and departures. “People think she’s sexy,” Maggie said once. “But she’s really using a ventriloquist.” She had made him laugh with that.

At the curb the confusion of transportation, luggage, passengers, carts and porters sorted itself out with the usual turbulence. Late night flights to and from Galeao were especially busy. Dalton walked to the head of the line, where Melo the driver waited. Although he did not require Melo’s services every day, Dalton had first call on them. A company perquisite. Permission to escort a passenger past the check-in point to the lounge was also a special privilege procured through company contacts.

How would it feel to be an ordinary citizen again? He didn’t care. For the present, as the driver left swampy, weed-prickled Ilha do Governador and crossed the causeway to the mainland, Dalton kept his mind intent on clearing up business at the office in the morning. He could do more on a Saturday by himself, and he preferred solitude to the constant intrusion of inquisitive glances and drop-in condolences.

He would soon be free of all that.

The general had telephoned and made an unusual proposal. Would Dalton care to stay on as exclusive consultant for the Energy Council? They would match the salary he had been receiving from Cleaver & Fischer.

Dalton knew he had been paid a rare compliment. He had thanked the general and said he would think about it.

He had found a huge card on his desk, covered with scores of signatures and messages of sympathy. Marta, red-eyed, had quietly laid a red rose on his desk. She attempted, without success, to keep well-wishers away from him. After she told him about Camilo, she did not mention him again to Dalton. The funeral had made the newspapers. The prominent builder’s son and general’s nephew was accorded an entire column, continued on the back page and consisting mostly of the identity and social position of the attendees. Dalton read every word, and he thought: Was Exu in attendance, Camilo? Since your games started it all, the Devil should have been there at the end.

He thought it might be possible one day to stop hating Camilo. He needed first to digest, like a snail and at the same pace, the variegated nature of a Brazil more motley than he had ever imagined. And if he ever succeeded in ridding himself, in his snail castings, of the poisons ingested, he might even be able to stop hating himself. Almost pleasantly, he held that idea at bay. He liked being numb.

Tonia was waiting up. Because she refused to sit in the living room, Dalton had taken to sitting in the kitchen.

She almost never spoke anymore; but then, neither did he, after their nightlong session of talk he would never forget.

Chapters of Maggie’s odyssey would remain a mystery for the rest of their lives. Why did she go to the Butantan Institute? Why, as Norberg saw it, did she try to get into the snakepit? To kill herself? To capture a snake to kill Dalton? What happened between Sao Paulo and her meeting with death in Salvador? Had she actually been in that swindler Alzamiro’s hands? He knew about that biopsy scar on her breast. The police report on Alzamiro was expected to explain.

And how, where—Dalton thought in his arms-length- grief—did Maggie take that deadly water inside her? Early on, the doctor had said, for it to work its pestilence so thoroughly. In Brazil, drinking fountains did not exist; since she had run through her money…Dalton had a flash of her starving, lapping puddles, and felt the crack in his heart widen a little more.

What was Tonia thinking about at this particular moment? She did not look better than she had last Saturday in Bahia. She was gaunt, her skin the patchy hue of cinders. Did she have nightmares?

“Officer Geraldo Sousa telephoned,” Tonia said. “He thanks you again, and he said he will write. He sounded happy.”

And you, my poor Tonia, look and sound like an old woman, Dalton thought. Your Brazil has burned you in its crucible, but what has emerged is pure, untainted gold, no thanks due to Brazil.

“I opened an account for you in this bank.” He placed a bankbook in her hand. “No—don’t say anything yet,” as she shook her head and tried to give it back.

“I did it for my soul. I only care about my soul,” she protested.

“I know that. And now I want you to take care of the needs of your body. It would please me if you did not work anymore, as long as you live. There will always be money, every month, and if I die before you, someone will see that the money continues to be put in the bank until you die. If you do this for me, I will thank you with all my heart.” He had to stop, he was afraid the numbness might wear off.

“But what would I do? How can I sit in a room with nothing for my hands to work with?”

Dalton recollected his surroundings. This was Brazil; Tonia read only with difficulty, she was shy out of her class, she had no experience with strolling for the pleasure of it, going to the beach. What was there for her—a life in front of a TV set? She was right.

“Do as you wish, then. But the money is your security, remember that.”

Tonia said simply, “I will pray for you, Senhor Jon.”

“Yes. Do that. And one more thing. Would you sell everything in this house for me? Sell her piano, keep or sell her clothes. Use the money for yourself. She would like that. Good night, Tonia.”

Dalton fled up the stairs.

He knew he should have telephoned Maggie’s parents at least one more time during the week. They had kept an ominous silence themselves since his brief call from Bahia, and Dalton realized he could no longer put off talking to them.

Ritta said accusingly, “Dirk and I have been sitting, just wondering what in the world…. We couldn’t believe it when you called last week, just couldn’t. There was something in the papers here, Dirk saw it, a little piece. It said she was involved in voodoo, and got sick on something they made her eat. Why didn’t you tell us?”

“It isn’t true. I’m sorry you saw that story. Facts get distorted.”

“Then what are the facts?”

“She got an infection. That’s all that happened.”

“Well, you sound pretty smooth about the whole thing. You didn’t take very good care of our daughter, did you? Dirk, here, wants to say a word.”

“I have to go out right away, Ritta. I’m sorry. I thought I’d call to keep in touch for a minute.”

“Wait! What about Maggie’s piano? Dirk paid a lot for it, even if it was an old upright, but it’s still worth some money. Was she ashamed of it, do you think? We could never get her to play for anyone.”

“She wasn’t ashamed of the piano.”

“She never said, either way. All those years of lessons and practice…she was good, and she could have been popular, playing like that. I can’t tell you how difficult she was, growing up.” Ritta began to sob.

“She played for herself. The music was her friend.”

“Are you going to ship it back or not?”

“No, Ritta. Goodbye.”

He noticed a tremor in his hand as he replaced the receiver, but he soon stopped that. Suddenly he could not stand going to the office. Talking to Ritta had made him aware of the limitations of his self-made vacuum.

He made another call, and left the house. He noticed the grass was growing back where Maggie had usually parked her VW, and that the roots of the huge rubber tree had heaved up more of the paving and were marching under the house. Tonia said a rubber tree was a ladrao de calçada, stealer of sidewalks, and Dalton and Maggie had henceforth begun calling the tree Bandit.

“Feel free,” Dalton said. “Have the whole house, take it all, enjoy.” The landlady had telephoned, offered her condolences while subtly declaring herself open to any confidences on the real story of Maggie’s death. It’s all in the newspapers, Dalton had said. You can believe half of it.

No one pestered him with cameras; the media had moved on to fresh pastures.

He finally noticed a gorge-raising odor and realized how far he had retreated from external realities. Winking in the sun, a carpet of fish bellies stretched across the lake; sometime in the night the fish had died, suffocated by a habitation befouled by silt and algae. Whenever this occurred before, Maggie’s dog Tess had stood on tiptoe at the gate for minutes at a time sniffing, as if trying to find the source of the interesting smell.

By now Bandit must be twining its roots around Tess’s body, absorbing, taking sustenance in it. That was not so bad, Dalton thought, as he hailed a taxi. Few things in this world seemed so natural anymore.

When TZ opened the door he stood wordless. The right side of her face was discolored and puffy; casts covered both her legs to the knees. She gestured with her right hand for him to enter, and he saw that the fingers were bandaged.

“They are not all broken,” she said, stumping ahead of him on crutches. “The doctor found the good fingers convenient to use as splints. Luckily I have a maid, so you see Brazil is not all bad.”

“I didn’t come to denounce your country,” Dalton said. “Here, let me help.”

He saw where she had placed her leather pillows on the floor, and he eased her down on the couch and gently raised her legs onto the pillows. He sat in a chair opposite, and they looked at each other for a silent minute.

“You look as if you had died also,” TZ said. “I am sorry about her, believe me.”

“I do, TZ. You were always honest. I wish I could be sincere about Camilo.”

TZ lifted her good hand and swept her electric hair off the nape of her neck. Her head remained tilted, eyes downcast, pensive. The long sigh released seemed to signal a decision.

“Yes. I will tell you,” she said. “He lived a little time while we waited for them to take us out, and he told me something I have not told anyone else. He saw a…thing, he said, and that was why he lost control of the car.”

Convulsively, Dalton shifted his legs; he could not help it.

“He saw a big, hairy animal, maybe a dog, with dozens of legs. It stood in his way on the road. We were going around a curve at the moment. Camilo had no time to do anything. He drove into the dog and went through it and the car flew into the air, down the mountain.

TZ had started out calmly, but her breathing had quickened, and she stared at Dalton but not seeing him until he had to break contact, look elsewhere.

“I thought, you know,” she said, “that he was talking that way from shock. He had a terrible hole in his chest…” She twined hair around her fingers and shut her eyes. Her good hand patted her hair, consoling herself, soothed her own cheek. She needed comforting, but Dalton watched helplessly, paralyzed in his renewed horror.

“Then I read in the newspapers about the terreiro they said your wife had done, and I began to think Camilo was telling what he really saw.” TZ asked, “Did she do it? To kill Camilo and you?”

“No. There was no terreiro. Camilo was out of his head.” He spoke calmly, and did not flinch from her skeptical look. “Are your legs badly broken, TZ?”

“No.” With unknowing humor she said, “Only the ankles.”

“That’s pretty bad, for a physical education teacher.”

“I can be something else. After all, I have a rich father, as you were always saying.”

“I’m glad Chantal is okay.”

“Her head is still aching, but she will marry her man from Curitiba.” Presenting him with her unblemished side—a coquetry so unlike TZ that Dalton knew she was still shaken—she asked, “Are you going away from Brazil?”

“As soon as I can.” He got to his feet. “I wish you everything of the best, TZ. Send me a wedding card when you fall in love.”

“I have been in love many times,” she replied, looking straight at him. “But I never wanted to marry them.”

For some minutes he had wanted badly to leave. He leaned down and kissed her forehead. His final glimpse of TZ, propped on her cushions, must have been a mirror of himself: as if a nightmare walked by day, before her open eyes.

In the corridor, he waited shakily for the elevator.

… a big hairy animal, maybe a dog, with dozens of legs.

Tonia had said Exu had only been teasing Dalton in the water because the terreiro was incomplete. He was angry and wanted his prize, Maggie’s soul. Had exu teased Camilo, then? But Camilo had died.

Chills coursed through Dalton. The elevator arrived and he huddled in a corner, his teeth chattering, his flesh standing in goose bumps.

Tonia had told him another thing. Something the Mother had said.

He who uses the knife may find it turned against himself.

Camilo, the one who first used the knife, had died. At almost the same time, on the same day, the Devil had amused himself with Dalton. Why him? Because he had been both cause and object.

Maggie, delirious with betrayal, disgust, rage, running from the doctor, running from Dalton, had closed the circle of the prophecy.

She is safe. Her soul is safe.

Dalton had to believe Tonia; he had no other assurance.

Had Exu possessed Camilo’s soul? Dalton had wished it; now the thought of such a fate sickened him. Until now, he had not begun to comprehend the phrase Eternal Damnation. Unsteadily he made his way out of the building.

He yearned for home, but he didn’t know where that was.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

In the minute before the sexy female voice announced the boarding of Dalton’s flight, he experienced a moment of sudden dread. Had he left any business unfinished? Had he trusted Tonia too much? Should he have paid a call on the Iya Mubi himself?

He had had a Mass said for the repose of Maggie’s soul, and when he gave the priest his envelope of cash he did not feel even a twinge of irony at his duplicity. Instead, in that instant, he understood the Brazilian mind better than he ever had. The Africans, bound and stuffed into the putrid holds of ships that brought them to Brazil, had in the end won over their captors. More than four hundred years later, no Brazilian, white, brown, or black—if he did not embrace them—scoffed at the spirits of the Africans. That duality had become the national character.

Richard Wingfield had not been saying much. The regard of those hazel eyes, Dalton had discovered, could be as mannerly as the rest of him. He seemed to be waiting for Dalton to set the tone of his departure.

The hell with this, he thought, and embraced Wingfield. They patted each other on the back, Brazilian style.

“Did you know,” Wingfield said, “that this mutual patting began with Brazilian frontiersmen, who were really frisking each other for weapons?” He added soberly, “Don’t make up your mind about anything. For as long as you can.”

But you don’t know everything, Dalton thought. Only Tonia does.

Exactly like Norberg, he could not find the words for the struggle within himself. This man’s quiet guidance, his handling of press and police, had kept him from going crazy. With the irony that reflected his dual identities, his other voice mocked, Was that a benefit?

Wingfield’s surprisingly youthful lips smiled a little. Taking charge for the last time, he took Dalton by the arms, turned him toward the boarding gate, and gave him a mild push. “No need to say anything,” he said.

Dalton nodded and paced off. He had no more than a briefcase to carry aboard, and a box much taped with official seals and stamped with permits.

He had a window seat. Holding on his lap the box containing Maggie’s ashes, he stared at the ring of soaring white pylons lighting up the apron. No other last view could have been more untypical of the Brazil he had come to know.

“Better that way,” he said, as much to himself as to Maggie.

EPILOGUE

A year passed. Dalton took Wingfield’s advice almost too well. He drifted on the lowest level of consciousness. He had no job and refused to think about getting one. His qualifications were good; a civil engineer with his background in Brazil could have had his choice of top positions. In fact, several offers came in the mail every month, and Dalton let them lie on the secondhand card table that served both as desk and dining table.

The only thing he did on a regular basis was to send money to Tonia. Although she did not know it, she was continuing her work of rescue. The pledge he had made to her would eventually force him to seek a job, though when he spoke with Tonia he let her think he was working.

He ruminated over his telephone conversation with her, just completed.

Her nephew Bico had come to live with her. He ate all the time, she said, with a laugh, and kept her busy letting out his clothes because he was growing so fast. She had taken him to a doctor, who would soon begin his course of treatment for the sickness. Then she was going to find a good school.

“Maybe he could visit me here. Both of you could come for a visit,” Dalton had said.

The animation in Tonia’s voice lessened. “That would be nice,” she said politely. “But he is going to study very hard and may not have time to travel.”

Dalton understood, and backed off. She had no faith in mixing; and would Bico be the same, all hers, when he returned to Brazil?

Her good news had intruded in the passive hours of his days and made him restless. He put on his jacket and left the cottage for a walk. Outside, he found invasion of another kind; spring had stolen over the woods. The ice had melted from the lake, and in its place ducks were noisily celebrating. A woodpecker had left six holes in the pine by the door; a pair of goldfinches, their winter brown turning to gold, darted over his head and lighted on a young birch loaded with catkins and began feeding on the tiny, winged nutlets.

A splash and a long V rippled the water. That was one of a pair of beavers inhabiting the lake.

Dalton walked a long time, breathing deeply of smells compounded of moss, pine needles, sap released by industrious woodpeckers. He rambled off paths if he saw another solitary walker approaching.

After a week with his mother in Traverse City, Dalton had apologized for hurting her feelings and moved to Beaverton, where he rented the cottage. She was probably as relieved as he was. Ritta and Dirk had tried to locate him through her, and at Dalton’s request she told them she had no idea where he had gone.

In the distance a tall, slender figure was walking toward him, and his right foot halted in midstep. The figure moved through a shaft of filtered light and Dalton stopped breathing. Shoulder-length hair, angel fine and transparent.

When finally he could see it was a stranger he resumed walking, his eyes filled with tears.

He had never told his mother about the terreiro in Salvador. Sometimes, when the moon was full and luminous and dogs barked, spider legs danced upon his arms. Dalton was amazed that so many kinds of people existing in the one world could be unaware of its evil fringe where Maggie died. Some flirted with the notion of spiritism, but they did not know. They did not know. They were like children who take safety for granted because they are ignorant of danger.

A month after coming to Beaverton, Dalton went to Mass one Sunday and prayed desperately during the consecration of the bread and wine. He felt nothing then, but afterward had been haunted by all the somber tenets of the Catholic Church that had impressed his boyhood. Guilt and retribution, eternal punishment after death. He was tempted to tell the priest, whose name was John Welty, about his skirmish with Exu, about what Tonia had seen at the terreiro, about the beast that had taken Camilo. But one look at Father Welty’s fresh, confident face convinced him that any theological debates were likely to be one-sided, with Dalton struck into silence by weariness.

In this there was a contradiction. For, lengthy arguments aside, Dalton would have agreed with the priest: sin was punished by God. But not always after death, young Father Welty. He who uses the knife may find it turned against himself. In other words, young Father Welty, what goes around does come around. That was the sum of the lives of Ritta and Dirk and Maggie as each other’s victims, of what Dalton had done to Maggie in Rio de Janeiro, of what Camilo did to Maggie, and finally what Maggie did about everybody.

He did not attend another Mass.

The walk had tired him. In the antiquated kitchen whose chief product was mildew, he made himself a cup of instant coffee and carried it to the living room. Two big braided mats covered most of the hardwood floor; the couch wore a slipcover printed with pine cones. He had not noticed how grimy everything was becoming. Most of his days and nights were spent in this room. During the winter the fireplace had roared dangerously high from piled-on logs, and he had lain on the couch oblivious, his eyes uncomprehending of the writing on a newspaper or magazine or book.

As he often did, he touched the box on the mantel, said “Hi, babe. It was nice out there today,” then he sat down and really looked at it. The package was intact, the seals unbroken; he had never wanted to see the true container of Maggie’s ashes.

Yesterday he had read of President Alfonso’s Ribeiro’s death. The survivor of so many attempts on his life had died in bed, of pneumonia. Discernible amid the conventional expressions of regret by international heads of state was a tone of relief. Brazil would, at least for the time being, continue doing business as before.

Dalton had not responded to the general’s offer of a job. He wished he had at least written to thank him a second time.

Perhaps Tonia’s good news was an augury. In a year devoid of beginnings and endings, Dalton pondered his first important decision.

Could he do it? He would feel as if he were losing her again.

He made up his mind.

He would take the ashes into the sky and set them free over the woods Maggie had loved.

He wondered what he would decide to do afterward, and found himself marveling at the quenchless struggles of the human race to recast itself in new molds, good or bad.

In amazement that he had actually experienced a sentiment, Dalton thought, There is nothing new under the eyes of heaven, of course, but most of us don’t know that.

THE END

