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FOR RAUL CABRA ESTRELLA

. . . O dar-vos quanto tenho e quanto posso, 
Que quanto mais vos pago, mais vos devo.

—Camões






Arrival at Santos

[image: 002]

[NOVEMBER 1951 - JANUARY 1952]

Here is a coast; here is a harbor;  
here, after a meager diet of horizon, is some scenery:  
impractically shaped and—who knows?—self-pitying mountains,  
sad and harsh beneath their frivolous greenery,

 

with a little church on top of one. And warehouses,  
some of them painted a feeble pink, or blue,  
and some tall, uncertain palms. Oh, tourist,  
is this how this country is going to answer you

 

and your immodest demands for a different world,  
and a better life, and complete comprehension  
of both at last, and immediately,  
after eighteen days of suspension?

 

Finish your breakfast.
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THE SHIP CROSSED the equator sometime in the night. Elizabeth sat on deck among the crates of cargo bound for South America, taking shelter from the damp wind. The sky was vast, with half a moon and masses of soft, oily-looking stars.

She was middle-aged. It was her first trip to the Southern Hemisphere.

Storms and rolling seas had followed them ever since they’d left New York. Each morning when she came up from her cabin, gray rainsqualls surrounded the freighter. They seemed to tease the ship, coming close on either side, then retreating, ahead, then behind. Among the black waves appeared glittering silver sheets where the sun broke through the clouds, roving across the water’s surface like searchlights. The captain, a reticent Norwegian, had said it was the roughest trip he’d made in years, but it was certainly not so rough as to dissuade her from lounging on deck long past midnight. Better still, not so rough that it had prevented her from working. At last she’d finished those reviews that had weighed on her mind for months.

Miss Lytton, however, had not fared as well. Seasick in her cabin most of the time, she emerged from below only at meals to attempt a few spoonfuls of broth. Poor thing, though she really was too stupid for words.

All of them, so immeasurably stupid. Miss Lytton and Mr. Richling, absolute torture to be stuck on a ship with those two. Just this evening at dinner, the petty boastings of the Uruguayan consul could not have been borne with good grace for five minutes more. The even-tempered captain had retired from table with the most brusque of good evenings. One simply couldn’t compete. The only passenger Mr. Richling didn’t successfully brutalize with narrations on the superiority of his intellect or physical courage or haberdashery was the thoroughly green and nauseated Miss Lytton. She managed to hold her own in spite of her debility, luring Mr. Richling away from the subject of himself with her own tantalizing accounts of the latest society-page improprieties, or, when she’d exhausted that topic, of the lowbrow scandals of common folk. Elizabeth supposed she should be happy the two of them had found one another. Savaging people who were not currently onboard the SS Bowplate kept them occupied and, for the most part, out of the private lives of the people who were. Tomorrow, there was to be a shipboard Thanksgiving dinner for the lot of them. The thought of that communal meal, rather than the constantly rolling ship, was enough to make Elizabeth grow nauseated herself.

I ran away into shifting weather, swaying walls. Squalls day after day.

Still, in spite of her fellow passengers, Elizabeth could imagine no more pleasurable way to travel than by sea. She could gaze at the ocean for hours and never grow tired of it. No looking forward or back, no thoughts of what you’ve taken leave of, what you hope to find when you arrive. Just this perfect suspension.

At the railing not twenty feet from her deck chair, a figure appeared out of the dark.

Recognizing the tall, angular form, Elizabeth was instantly upon her feet. When the shifting deck caused her to lose balance, she held fast to the cargo of tractors and combines. Fortunately, the hulking farm equipment was lashed down and crated, unlike the miniature vehicles constantly rolling about underfoot, endangering passengers and crew alike. The missionary had managed to teach his three young boys to  speak a foreign language; was there some impediment to teaching them to put away their toys? It really could be hazardous, one’s dealings with humankind, to body and to mind.

So as not to startle her, Elizabeth softly called the elderly woman’s name.

“Elizabeth,” Miss Breen answered. The scarf she’d tied over her head was unable to contain the nimbus of white hair that floated ethereally around her angelic expression. “Why am I not surprised to find you here?”

“You’re up too, I see.”

“I’ve never been able to sleep much past four o’clock.”

“And I’ve never been able to sleep much at all.”

Miss Breen smiled in her hazy, enigmatic way. Why Brazil, Elizabeth had asked early on in the trip, why’d you decide on Brazil? and Miss Breen had answered simply, You of all people asking me that. What Elizabeth hadn’t admitted was how haphazard her own choice had been. When she’d gone to the shipping agent, intent on booking a passage to Europe, there’d been only one ship sailing on the day she hoped to depart, the Bowplate bound for Argentina, making a stop at Santos harbor near São Paulo, and so that was the voyage she’d booked instead.

“We’ve just passed over the equator, I think,” Elizabeth said. “I came on deck to see if there was any notable change.”

“And how does this hemisphere look?”

“Much the same. The fact is, one is stuck with oneself wherever one goes. Understanding myself or the world any better will not come as easily as the price of a freighter ticket.”

“No,” Miss Breen said mysteriously. “But it will come.”

“Is that the voice of experience?”

“Not at all, of hope for myself!” She added, “But then, Ida always tells me I’m a Pollyanna.”

The freighter dipped roughly to the side; Elizabeth held the railing with both hands as a laugh escaped her, of surprise and physical pleasure. She faced the warm ocean wind, inhaled the equatorial air.  Where the ship split the sea, a froth of luminescence. She felt nearly a child beside the towering Miss Breen, who was willowy but not stout, probably just short of seventy, with hair so fine and billowy you wanted to pet it. Knobs of bone stuck out from her elbows. Her eyes were large and expressive, of the bluest blue. They seemed to have no age at all. One felt certain there was quite a bit more going through Miss Breen’s head than she let on to the immediate company. The few personal details Elizabeth knew—that she’d been a police lieutenant, now recently retired from directing a women’s prison in Detroit for over twenty years, and that she’d even played a part in solving a number of murders—had been extracted during the voyage bit by bit, after much pressing by Miss Lytton & Co. When asked the most rude and intrusive questions, Miss Breen consistently refused to lose her patience. She was extremely kind to everyone onboard, and so gentle that Elizabeth found it difficult to imagine her overseeing a stable of criminal women. A number of times, Miss Breen had referred to her friend Ida, but Elizabeth noticed it was only when the two of them were alone that she spoke of Ida as her roommate.

“Do you suppose Reverend Brown will teach his children to sing hymns on a Buenos Aires street corner?” Elizabeth asked.

“They all will sing, I imagine. Isn’t that why they’ve come?”

“Yesterday his wife asked me to read to her about Argentina from my guidebook. She knows nothing whatsoever about the place they’re going to, hasn’t read a thing about it. And I thought I was traveling in the dark. I almost feel protective of them, they seem so lost and pitiful. Though no doubt she thinks the same of me.”

“About both of us,” Miss Breen said. “We’re fallen women.” She turned her gaze upon Elizabeth, as if her blue eyes could see directly into Elizabeth’s thoughts.

They had discovered over the days, shyly and slowly, that in their daydreams they’d imagined the same Brazil, the same tapestries of green forest, the colors of birds and flowers.

“They are all more and more annoying,” Elizabeth said, with a surge  of bitter feeling. “They’re more like caricatures of people than real ones—”

“Dear, it doesn’t matter.”

This hatefulness, this poison. She couldn’t escape; it had followed her out to sea. Yes, one certainly stayed what one was—that was the lesson, cross as many latitudes as you liked. Or was it possible, could she hope, that this was no more than the toxic vestiges of the last two years at last getting out of her system, like water from an unused pipe spewing rust before it ran clear? “You’re right,” Elizabeth said. “It doesn’t matter one bit, it really doesn’t.”

She and Miss Breen looked at one another.

Boldly, Elizabeth asked, “Wouldn’t Ida have liked to come with you?”

“I’m sure she would have, but she’s had to go to South Korea.”

“South Korea! So you’re both intrepid explorers.”

“She’s helping to set up a women’s police force there.”

“And you’re both in law enforcement! Your neighbors must feel extremely safe.”

“Oh, yes,” Miss Breen said, smiling, “everyone feels very safe around me.”

 

THE TINY CABIN was not unpleasant, but in the dark it was reminiscent of other rooms in other places where Elizabeth had felt too keenly her distance from any living being. Attempting to settle on the bunk, she was nearly tossed to the floor each time the ship pitched over a wave. Some sort of strap or bunk belt was called for. She was thankful, at least, that for once her own body, unlike the unfortunate Miss Lytton’s, did not betray her.

It was nearly dawn, yet her mind raced along with the ship’s engines reverberating through the cabin wall, surging, slowing, surging again. I’m doing well, the engines repeated, I’m doing well, I’m doing well. It was in still moments such as this that her craft showed itself to be the most useless. Why couldn’t her thoughts fill with soothing scraps, with lines and rhymes, or images she’d seen that day, the  flying fish and refracted light in the ship’s spray, storm clouds, the missionary’s children in a row singing a hymn? Why could her imagination not reach, as it had so insistently when she was a child, to capture in words all the world’s unfolding marvels? Instead, her brain was in a tempest, like the rainsqualls that tossed the ship, churning in every direction, erupting with incoherent thought. A brainstorm, night after night. That’s exactly what had happened at Yaddo last year. Her mind would not alight and rest. Yaddo, the utopian dream of some mad millionairess, where the squalor of the real world was kept briefly at bay so that artists could roam at their leisure, chew their cud, and sculpt, compose, finger paint, what have you, without interruption. Elizabeth, too, had strolled the tranquil grounds, watched chipmunks scamper in the garden, fed buttered bread to the chickadees, blown soap bubbles from her balcony as an afternoon diversion, and gone quietly mad. All of it so perfect; it was only Miss Bishop that was wrong. The nervousness, the dizziness, the little splinter of panic working its way deeper and deeper—one thing alone fended them off. Each afternoon she walked past the scummy ponds and into town, directly to a trustworthy trader, then returned to her room and proceeded to drink herself numb. She slipped the bottles into the trash bin outside the kitchen, but the others knew, of course. So nice and pleasant and young, the whole herd of them, they smiled and said good morning, which was even more sinister than if they’d avoided her glance altogether. Somehow, throughout, she’d managed to keep writing, but it did not matter, not really. The weeks passed.

The night the hurricane struck, Elizabeth watched from her window as a fantastic wind uprooted the great old pines. One came crashing down across the roof of the painting studio next door. The destruction thrilled her. Then came a sharp report like a gunshot, and the wall of Elizabeth’s room lifted away from the house. A few strips of lathing stood between her and the wind and lashing rain. In her drunken state, she’d either fallen and hit her head or else been conked on the bean by a wayward piece of plaster. A draft of cold air upon her face brought  her back to consciousness. Opening her eyes, Elizabeth looked directly outdoors upon the devastated scenery. It was morning now, a sky of clear blue.

Her head was in terrible pain; her decision, absolute. Elizabeth checked herself into a hospital, stayed there for a time, and that did her good. It was a start. This trip had done her even better. Since leaving New York, she’d felt stronger, saner, more productive, certainly more sober than she had in ages. She was being very good. One drink a day, that was the limit, and if she could manage, not until evening.

Dimly visible on her cabin table was the pot of white chrysanthemums Marianne had given her as a bon voyage present, still keeping after two weeks onboard. The only friend to see her off. She had to laugh thinking of Marianne’s gruff Goodbye, Elizabeth before the ship left. Elizabeth concentrated on the white flowers, which swayed and trembled with the rolling ship. They looked just like the huge foggy star visible from the ship’s deck, on clear nights, in the southwest.

 

SOUTH OF RIO, they sighted land. An outline of high, jagged mountains, and then, as the ship came near, ruffled green foliage on the slopes and a white knife-edge of beach. Dark clouds hovered over the coast.

After dinner, they entered the port of Santos, navigating among the two dozen big ships in the harbor. It was raining heavily, and Elizabeth went below to prepare her luggage. Before retiring for the night, she stood outside Miss Breen’s cabin door, having come with no real purpose, no offering of any sort, like a suitor without flowers.

Miss Breen filled the doorway, appearing rather monumental in the tiny cabin. Behind her stood an open trunk, half-packed, and a small dressing table with her perfumes and toiletries, neatly arranged.

“Your cabin is even smaller than mine,” Elizabeth said. “I wish I’d known. I would have asked you to switch.”

“But I’ve liked it,” Miss Breen replied. “I’ve felt as snug as a snail in its shell.”

Elizabeth thought she might have offered one of her own books as a  gift, but it was such an embarrassing thing, being a poet. Thank you for living so gracefully. That’s what she would have liked to say, if you could actually say that to a person. Thank you for showing me it can be done.

In several days, at the São Paulo railway station, she will kiss the cool, powdery cheek of Miss Breen and bid her goodbye; the two women will never see one another again. But for many years, the image will remain vivid to Elizabeth of Miss Breen in the doorway of her cabin: the kind guard at the gate, inviting her to reenter the world.

 

BY MORNING, THE rain had ceased. It happened that she and Miss Breen were the only passengers leaving the ship at Santos; the rest would continue stupefying one another all the way to Buenos Aires. Misses Breen and Bishop waited on deck for the immigration officials to board. Under low, gray clouds, the harbor was full of activity, with men hauling big canvas sacks and metal drums along the wharves, and little dinghies crossing the oily water here and there, while a variety of smells assaulted the senses—diesel exhaust, coffee, and something rancid—rotten fruit, perhaps. A shark fin appeared among a pile of floating garbage, but when Elizabeth pointed it out to Miss Breen, the fin submerged in a whirlpool. The warehouses along the water were fanciful colors, pink, yellow, and blue, but the paint was faded and peeling, the buildings unkempt, some of them close to collapse. Rusted tin roofs ascended the hillside, then mountains soared up, how high she couldn’t see, their peaks were enshrouded in mist.

The sad industry of a port, a dirty and dispiriting place.

The tender was there; she saw it skirting around a ship toward them, a buoyant, battered little craft bearing the Brazilian flag, piloted by an elderly black man in a white cap.

Elizabeth gripped the railing like a bird on a branch. She wore her usual tan slacks and shirt, while beside her, Miss Breen looked elegant in a black linen dress and a scarf with blue polka dots. Why was it that a seventy-year-old prison director carried herself with greater style than Elizabeth could muster? This morning, she had discovered a scrap of  paper on the cabin floor, a receipt from Macy’s in New York for $9.32, something she’d bought right before the ship had left, she could no longer remember what. She was about to throw the receipt away when she saw words on the back, in her own chicken-scratch handwriting, a note she’d scribbled in the dark the other night when she couldn’t get to sleep. Beginning of a poem—begins before the beginning—it anticipates the beginning—the act of preparation for what will come, though one doesn’t know what will come, the preparation to make a leap of faith.

Two days in São Paulo with Miss Breen, then on to Rio, where Mary and Pearl would meet her at the train station. In the midst of a thousand strangers, those two would recognize her; each would take her arm. She needn’t worry that she’d have no anchor, that she’d lose her bearings, end up in a bar somewhere.

And she would see Lota again.

She and Miss Breen peered over the railing as the customs official climbed the ladder and came aboard, and then again as their luggage was lowered on ropes into the tender.

Elizabeth felt a leap of excitement, followed by a wave of foreboding.

Miss Breen took hold of her hand.






2

Paulo and Julinho returned with their arms full of grass, long yellow-green bundles that brushed the ground like sweeping horsetails. Lota showed the men how they were to load the rocks that she and Mary had chosen from the streambed into the back of the jeep. First a thick layer of grass, then the rocks placed upon it, like prehistoric eggs in a nest. Another bed of greenery, then more rocks. The grass was still green and aromatic from the rainy season. When they were girls, she and Marietta had tried to dry the grass and roll it in cigarette papers they’d stolen from their father and smoke it. They had rattled their bones from coughing. Her sister used to be so devilish, and now—such a bore! That’s what happened when you married a brute.

You are very smart, Dona Lota, Julinho said as he watched her arrange the rocks in the grass. Look how you protect the car.

Surprise! It’s not the car I’m protecting. Come here, coraçao.

He was a youth, his brown neck so delicate it was like a girl’s. Lota chose a rock and showed him the ruff of lichen on its underside, the play of grays and soft greens. This is what I’m protecting.

Julinho said nothing, simply turned to her with the look she’d seen so many times on the faces of men that she’d become inured to it. She  ignored the look, his and others’, except on the occasions it triggered her rage. They might give her the look that said she was crazy, but afterwards they always did what she commanded. Just wait, she told the boy, you’ll see what a beautiful wall we will make.

She sent the men to gather more grass while she and Mary carried the rocks they’d selected from the stream up the hill to the car. Mary was a strong worker. She could probably haul a sack of these rocks on her back, though she looked as though she were put together with little twigs and chicken bones you could snap with your finger.

This is the last load for me, Lota, Mary said.

What are you talking about? We’ve hardly begun.

I have to go to Rio, remember? Don’t be obstinate. I know you haven’t forgotten that I’m meeting Elizabeth’s train.

Oh yes, our American friend. But must you really leave now?

In fact, Lota was excited by Elizabeth’s upcoming visit. Of all the people they’d met in New York, she was by far the most perceptive, the most brilliant. In a roomful of people talking, she would stay quiet for half an hour, then make one comment that cut through all the merde. But someone had hurt her terribly, that was plain to see. Why else did she act like a mouse scurrying along the wall? She needed to be cared for like a flower; then she would bloom. And what better place for a flower to bloom than here at Samambaia?

Lota could still remember the moment she had first set eyes on Elizabeth, in the Museum of Modern Art in New York. She had gone there with Candido Portinari to meet her new friend Elodie, and the three of them—Lota de Macedo Soares, arm in arm with the preeminent Brazilian painter and the director of Moma’s circulating exhibitions—had strolled through the galleries, talking of how they might put together an exhibition of these paintings to send to Brazil. After a time, Lota noticed they were being followed at a discreet distance by a woman who pretended to look at the paintings but was actually eavesdropping on their conversation. The woman was small and very neat, her clothes put together with an excellent eye, everything of bom desenho. At last,  Lota addressed her directly. She raised her voice and said, Would you like to come closer so that you can hear me better? The woman turned, and for an endless time they held one another’s stare. Her face was a perfect doll’s face, her eyes a pale northern blue. Lota smiled—she did not want to scare this little bird away, but she already had. In a fierce voice, the woman said, Oh, no thank you, and hurried off. In the way that fate worked, it was less than a week later when their friend Louise brought someone new to dinner, and Lota recognized her immediately, the woman of bom desenho.

At that dinner, Elizabeth claimed to have no recollection of the incident at the museum. It will become a joke between them, a game, to admit or not to admit remembering that first encounter, the jolt it had sent through them both. When did you mark the beginning, the moment the wheels were set in motion? At the first meeting of eyes, the formal introduction with names? Or later, when the inevitability of something more could no longer be denied, when it had to be spoken aloud?

After Mary left, Lota drove the jeep full of rocks up to the house. She arrived just in time. The workmen pouring the floor had begun marking square divisions in the setting concrete, and she had to scream, Leave it smooth, you clowns! This is not a sidewalk!

Yes, Elizabeth would bring a breath of fresh air to their mountain. And more than that: the spark of her genius. Lota could hardly wait to show her all this, all that she had made.

But still, how annoying to be interrupted!
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HER HEAD FELL back against the taxi seat. Out the window, a parade of sights. Skyscrapers, a harbor circled by mountains, ships going back and forth, Christ atop a cliff in a swirl of clouds with his arms spread wide, speeding cars, men chasing after a soccer ball. A cobblestone street with sunlight beaming through the foliage of great big trees. “Here we are,” Mary said as the taxi slowed. Tall apartment buildings, and tree limbs laden with vines and flowers. It was like New York a bit, but with orchids growing on the telephone lines.

In the apartment, they settled into chairs, and a maid set a tiny cup of coffee in Elizabeth’s hand. Her luggage was shuttled down a back hallway. Then the three ladies were making small talk, just as if she’d popped over for a neighborly visit. The typical back-and-forth rhythms: How was the ship, oh it was wonderful and dreadful; and how was the train, such impractical scenery!; and how was São Paulo, total chaos I must have gotten lost a thousand times. Mary, after all these years in Brazil, still sat as stiffly as if she possessed a steel rod for a spine. No doubt it would be a greater challenge to one’s expectations to have discovered otherwise. Lovely woman, though. And Pearl, one of her  favorites from Yaddo, so pretty and impetuous, but really too young to be down here on her own, or practically on her own.

Mary expressed surprise to have heard Elizabeth was coming by train; she’d been led to believe the route from São Paulo had been discontinued.

“I did get the impression the service is erratic,” Elizabeth said. “My friend Miss Breen knew people in São Paulo who tracked down the information for me.” She’d loved traveling by train, the view of lush mounds of mountains with cows perched on their steep slopes. Elizabeth hadn’t slept a bit all night, she was utterly exhausted, and yet she felt truly awake and alert. A film of perspiration lay over all her skin, but it made her feel right at home, it was that Key West feeling. “This coffee is delicious,” she said.

“Would you like another?”

“Yes, please.”

Mary spoke to the maid. Mary of all people, the proper Bostonian, speaking Portuguese in Rio de Janeiro! “You said you were lost in São Paulo?” Mary asked.

“At least twenty times in two days. The city is a labyrinth.”

“You were on foot?”

Elizabeth nodded.

“That was brave,” Pearl said.

Abruptly she stood. She couldn’t sit still a moment longer. She’d been sitting down for the last twelve or fourteen hours. She’d been sitting the last twenty days, perhaps that many years. Across the apartment a wall of glass beckoned, and Elizabeth moved toward it. From there she took in the wide blue planes of sea and sky, exactly as she had on the ship, and down below, a yellow stretch of beach. Behind her, Mary murmured polite questions to Pearl. How long have you been in Rio? Oh, really, not even a year? You seem so at home already. Then Mary was standing at Elizabeth’s side with her hand upon the window latch. The entire wall slid open, not a window after all but a door, and the sea breathed into Elizabeth’s face. The terrace offered  an even more impressive view. To the left, a mountain, with another mountain peeking up over it—was that the Sugar Loaf?—and to the right, the great sweep of Copacabana. “This is magnificent,” Elizabeth said. “I didn’t realize you were quite so in the clouds.”

“If you like being in the clouds, wait until you see Samambaia.”

“That’s your place in the mountains?”

“Yes, it is.”

Mary’s intent presence seemed to expect further inquiry, but in the face of Elizabeth’s silence the other woman returned inside. It was extremely hot. An iron lid of cloud clamped down, steaming them alive. Below, hundreds of men were running around on the beach, kicking and lobbing balls back and forth, on the sand, over nets. How they were able to do so in such weather, Elizabeth couldn’t fathom.

“I’d love to explore a bit,” she said when she rejoined her friends.

“Yes,” Pearl said brightly, with a touch of desperation. “I can’t wait to show you around.”

Mary reached for her purse. “I’ll be heading back to Samambaia, so I can’t join you. The apartment is yours while you’re here, of course. Lota will come down to Rio in a few days and fetch you back, as we discussed. If you call tomorrow, we’ll arrange the time.”

“Yes, I’ll do that.”

“Good, then. Pearl, a pleasure.”

As soon as she’d gone, they both fell back in their chairs with relief. “What a dry stick!” Pearl said. “I thought I was going to slap her.”

“She’s never been anything but gracious to me, but I always feel I have to hold my breath.” With Pearl, of course, who’d seen her at her absolute worst, it was the exact opposite.

“You’d think Brazil would have loosened her up. God knows it’s loosened me, and I was loose already. You have to wonder why she even came.”

“The story is, she met Lota on a ship, trumpets blared, and that was that.” In fact, that was as much detail as Elizabeth knew herself. It  was too bad you couldn’t ask what had really happened, how the first conversation had gone, what had signaled what to whom, how they had known, so quickly, that Mary would move to Brazil. She added, “That was ten years ago. Now they live together quite openly, or so I hear.”

Pearl picked up her coffee cup and looked into it, a sour expression on her pretty face. Perhaps, Elizabeth thought, she should have kept that last bit to herself.

“Would you look at this apartment?” she said. “That’s an actual Calder hanging there. Lota knows him. You’ve got to meet Lota. She’s magnetic, unbelievably sharp and funny. She speaks multiple languages. It’s been five years since I spent any time with her in New York, but some people you remember with utter clarity.”

“Shall we go out?”

“Yes, of course. Are you able?” At the train station, when Elizabeth had expressed horror at Pearl’s swollen, bruised ankle, her friend had explained she’d only twisted it stepping off a curb. But you had to wonder. No one understood at all why she’d come down here to marry Victor Kraft. He was notorious.

“It doesn’t feel as bad as it looks. The doctor said I should try to walk on it a little every day.”

“Then we’ll walk. You can lean on me for a change.” She stood and held out her hand. “Maybe we could go someplace close by where I might find just a sip of something.”

“Elizabeth!”

“I don’t need it.”

“It’s only noon.”

“Really, don’t worry. I allow myself one a day, and then I’m not afraid of it. Like an inoculation.”

 

ENORMOUS GREEN WAVES crashed on the beach, and swarms of people floated in the water or stood shin-deep in the surf. On the beautiful black-and-white mosaic sidewalk, people of all ages were strolling past and riding bicycles. Every few paces, a kiosk sold drinks  and some sort of fried fish, and a number of people sat around these stands in plastic chairs, chatting and drinking beer or sipping from straws stuck into coconuts and wearing practically nothing, even the women. They had dark, thick hair and white teeth and skin a beautiful ochre or even darker, and all the colors of people appeared to intermix freely. In every group she passed, one or two were laughing. The men, in their tiny bathing suits and with their legs splayed out, really left very little to the imagination. Many of them had no shame about staring right at you. They were very curious about her and Pearl, watching them with their glittering black eyes, though not threateningly—more like cows you passed on a country lane. One man, in conversation with his friends, very baldly slipped his hand into his bathing trunks and rearranged himself.

They turned from the beach into Copacabana, where a few blocks in they came upon a street market. The stalls were heaped with produce and fish and meats. It wasn’t as if Elizabeth were not a woman of the world; she’d been to the markets of tropical America, she recognized papaya and passion fruit and even the one that looked like a pangolin, the cherimoya, and mango, of course, which she couldn’t eat because she was allergic to the skin. But some things did astonish her—figs the size of apples, tiny glossy peppers on little plates, more varieties of fish than she’d ever seen, even when she’d lived in Florida, striped black and silver, vermilion, yellow. There was a grouper as big as a full-grown man, ten varieties of shrimp, piles of octopus, and great big spiny crabs on ice, slowly moving their legs.

“What is that lewd thing?” She pointed to a pyramid of yellow-orange fruits the size of her fist. From the top of each one extruded a green flaccid phallus.

“Cashews,” Pearl said. “Too sour for my taste. The green part is the nut, but you can also eat the fruit.”

She steered Elizabeth to a derelict little bar that opened onto the street. A few elderly men sat on stools in front, intent on a sports match broadcast over the radio. Pearl spoke a few words of Portuguese  to the man behind the counter, and he produced two glasses of clear liquid. Pearl slid one toward Elizabeth. “Here’s your inoculation,” she said. “You can’t have more than one, or you’ll become catatonic.”

Elizabeth lifted the glass to her nose. Not at all an enticing liquor, she was pleased to discover. “What is it?”

“Cachaça,” Pearl said. “The national pastime, after soccer.”

The taste was harsh at first, then mellowed. “Pearl, I meant what I told you. I’m doing well.You saw me in terrible shape two years ago, and it got even worse. Last winter, I had to put myself in the hospital again. I wanted badly to stop drinking, but I couldn’t do it on my own.”

“Yes, you wrote me all that.”

“It was a wretched time—” Elizabeth broke off. There was a pressure in her eyes that was as close as she came to tears in the company of another person. “But I’m through it. I’ve gotten to the other side, I’m not sure how. I could feel it on the ship. I was even productive again. I’m sick of being a fake poet who never writes anything.”

“I saw your last poem in the NewYorker. Elizabeth, it was very good.”

The liquor gave her courage to ask what she’d been dying to know. “So tell me. How are you and Victor?”

Pearl’s eyes flicked away, and she smiled. She was happy with Victor, that was apparent. Perhaps she’d hurt herself falling off a curb, after all. “He loves it here.”

“And you?”

“It’s very loud. I’m a bit at loose ends, to be honest. I haven’t managed to find any work in six months. But I have become quite a cook.”

“I’d take cooking over writing any day. You’re brave, I think, getting married. I considered it myself once, but I couldn’t do it.”

“Victor’s not the easiest man in the world. That’s no secret. But there’s something different about me since I’ve been with him. He can stretch my patience to the breaking point, and still I feel, in some deep part of myself, at peace.” She smiled again. “I can see by the look on your face that doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, I’m not the one who has to live with him.”

“So it’s true what I heard, that you’ve broken things off with Tom?”

“Decisively. That’s one of the few sane things I’ve done lately. He’s been a true friend, but honestly, I think he’s unbalanced. But that’s not even the reason. I have no business being with anyone, I have so little to give. I just barely get by on my own. The people I try to love always end up extremely unsatisfied and angry.” She took another taste of cachaça. “They end up either wanting to kill me or killing themselves.”

“That’s completely untrue! You’ve only driven one man to suicide.”

Elizabeth laughed aloud, truly shocked. “You’re as horrible as I am. That must be why I like you so much.”

Pearl left her there and hobbled across the street to the market. It was Elizabeth’s first opportunity since she’d left the Bowplate simply to be still, to watch and listen. At least a dozen men lounged under the trees nearby, several of them in bathing trunks, a few without shirts, eyeing the women going past. All of them were quite dark, Elizabeth noted, and two or three were very good-looking. The men at the bar commented to one another about the game on the radio, their Portuguese unlike any language she knew, with no similarity to Spanish or French, a production of somewhat comical sounds from the nose and back of the throat. Across the street at the market, adolescent boys sang out the names of their produce. In the shade, it wasn’t too hot, it was just right. The light was strong but was filtered through the leaves of the trees. Elizabeth felt as though she were looking at the world through a green lens.

She finished off her cachaça and noticed that Pearl had left hers virtually untouched. The glass was still warm from Pearl’s hand. Elizabeth held it, but she did not raise it to her lips. She was testing her resolve.

Why on earth had she brought up Bob Seaver’s suicide? No doubt her recent break from romantic attachment had refreshed that old well of guilt. So many years ago, and yet how clearly, and alarmingly, Bob still came to mind. A lovely, earnest boy, whom she couldn’t possibly have married. That would not have done him any favors, though at the time she hadn’t been able to explain to him why—she hadn’t  understood it clearly herself. Of course, he’d believed his polio to be the reason for her rejection, his own infirmity rather than hers; any normal self-loathing person would have. She’d had to be so firm, but she hadn’t been firm enough to prevent the second proposal, and refusing that was the absolute worst. And then that awful postcard arriving just days after his death, with the one line scrawled across it. Go to hell, Elizabeth. The only request of his she’d been able to comply with. He’d be pleased to know that’s exactly where she had gone.

Gone there on multiple occasions, in fact. A repeat visitor, a regular tourist. She’d tried to have a normal life since then, a life of work, friends, love, but something in her was off. And yet the problem was not as easily identifiable—if, fortified by the cachaça, she could be so blunt with herself—as that she simply preferred intimacy with her own sex. Her experience with women was no less marred by disappointment and misunderstanding. Constant, Marjorie’s refrain: All you give is scraps. She couldn’t deny it. That was all she had to give, little scraps with a few words scribbled on them. Sometimes you found them on the floor where they’d fallen, gathering dust.

Well, well, well. Had things really changed so much? Here she was again, a woman drinking alone at a bar and laughing to herself. Thank God Pearl was crossing the street again, greens and fishtails sticking out of her bag, before she ordered another round.

“I’m cooking dinner tonight,” Pearl said. “You don’t have other plans, do you?”

Even if she had, Elizabeth said, she would cancel them instantly to spend the evening with Pearl and Victor. Then the world took a little slide sideways, as if the public conveyance on which Elizabeth rode had accelerated with a lurch. She said, “I think I’ll go home and have a rest first.”
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She awoke in an unfamiliar room, disoriented. Her luggage, three pieces, lay open and rummaged through on the floor. It was some moments before Elizabeth recalled where she was, that she’d arrived the previous day in Rio, had passed the night in a smoke-filled samba club with Pearl and Victor. She had been dreaming of her mother. The two of them were both adults, roughly the same age, chatting over tea, just as she’d done with Mary and Pearl. It’s a good thing you didn’t perish in that fire, her mother said, and poured another cup for herself. She was wearing a purple dress.

Even while dreaming, Elizabeth had been appalled at her mother’s nonchalance. Yes, but you were supposed to have saved me! she wanted to shout. Now she rose from the bed and wandered into the bright, empty apartment. It was only a few minutes past eight and already hot as blazes. From the kitchen sink, Elizabeth splashed water on her face and the back of her neck. She opened the sliding glass door to the terrace, thinking a bit of sea breeze might cool things down, but outside it was even hotter.

The radio in the maid’s room behind the kitchen produced a low buzz. Lucinha? Rocinha? Elizabeth couldn’t remember her name, or  even if they’d been formally introduced. She knew she ought to put on more clothes rather than drift around the apartment in her slip, in case the maid emerged, but it was simply too hot. Besides, she wouldn’t disturb Lucinha, nor Rocinha, for that matter. Preparing a cup of coffee was not outside her range of competence. It came out just as delicious as the cup she’d had yesterday, though honestly it was hard to screw up anything so inherently good. At last she spread out her papers and notes on the table, determined to finish a draft of the last review she was obliged to write.

She worked in her undergarments. It really was impossible any other way.

Before her journey, this review of Marianne Moore’s most recent poems had proved intractable. How did you write about the work of someone who had been as close to a mentor and poetical guide as you’d ever had? There was so much Elizabeth admired in her poetry, so much she was indebted to, and, frankly, so much that infuriated her. But the review was for the Times, and no one in her right mind said no to the  New York Times. She’d spent more hours writing apologies to the editor explaining why the review was so late than she had on the review itself.

But now: two hours of good solid work, then it was time for another coffee.

The apartment was wonderful to write in, full of light, with that spectacular view, spare and modern. Lota’s hand was so evident, it made Elizabeth impatient to see her in person again. In New York, Lota had been fascinated by everything, books and art and fashion and politics and gardens and sewing. There was no end to what captured her interest; she’d wanted to see and do it all. You had to stand in awe of a woman with so much energy. Such a funny couple: Mary, the tortoise to Lota’s hare. The tortoise never won the race, though—that was pure fable.

Sipping her coffee at the window, Elizabeth watched a freighter pass out of the harbor’s mouth, heading toward open ocean. The landscape was too ludicrous, these mountains and islands jutting up everywhere,  the ocean, the jungle, all those dark men running around on the beach kicking soccer balls, and the women with lovely caramel skin.

Alone in an exotic city, staring at the world from behind glass.

One night, sitting in the dark with Miss Breen on deck, Elizabeth had said, I lost my way for a while. She’d seemed to exhale the words, as naturally as breath, and then was unsure she’d spoken them at all. Miss Breen had simply murmured, Mmm. This last year or so had been possibly the worst ever, the very worst so far, but she had never contemplated killing herself. Drink, yes, suicide, no. Not as the solution. Even at her lowest, at her most self-despising, she’d been determined to emerge from the wreckage. But she’d gotten a glimpse. She understood now why some people arrived at the decision that all this stupidity, this stupid struggle, must cease.

She returned to the work. Pleased with the draft of the review, Elizabeth began to sketch out the poem she’d been working through in her mind during the train trip. The image of her and Miss Breen standing together on the ship’s deck, looking over Santos harbor. The feeling that had come over her as the tender approached, a hope for a new kind of life for herself—wasn’t that what travel was for? And the fear that she was not up to the task.

 

LOTA ANSWERED the phone, her voice husky, unexpectedly alluring. “Elizabeth,” she said. Direct, no dancing around with any pleasantries.

“What time tomorrow should I expect you in Rio?” Elizabeth asked, coming straight to the point as well.

“The architect has just arrived. We’re waiting for a delivery of materials this afternoon, for the roof.” There was a note of irritation in Lota’s voice. In the background, the shrieks of children, an adult admonishing them, clatterings and clangings, the life of a household.

“Is this not such a good time to come?” she said brightly, though she felt the collapse of some secret, inner hope.

“You’re welcome to come now. I can tell you how to take the bus. It’s quite simple.”

“I’m happy to postpone until it’s more convenient.”

“Come if you want. It’s up to you.”

Elizabeth wrote down the instructions for the bus, but she already knew she wouldn’t go to Samambaia. At least not today. She recognized something excessive about her desire to see Lota again, as well as in her disappointment when the prospect dimmed.

Pearl set her straight. “That’s a very Brazilian thing to say,” she advised when Elizabeth called. “They can be very loosey-goosey about things like this.”

Loozey-goozey, Lota will say later, rolling the words around on her tongue, yes, we Brazilians can be very loozey-goozey.

“I did want to go, and Lota told me I was welcome.”

“Then you absolutely should,” Pearl said. “They invited you, and they meant it.”

“‘It’s up to you? Come if you want?’ If she really wanted me to come, she’d have said, ‘Darling, you absolutely must get your American behind up here this instant.’ That’s what I would have said.”

“Elizabeth, just go and call me when you get back.”

It was late afternoon by now, too late to depart. Dithering did make one lose opportunities. Action of any sort was the corrective.

Elizabeth left the apartment and began wandering through the streets with no destination in mind, turning here, turning there, whenever something caught her eye, a little park or shop. Shanties ascended the nearly vertical hillside that separated Copacabana from the rest of Rio, so close to the balconies of the apartment buildings that the rich and poor could practically shake hands. It really was a mad sort of place, half jungle—with bromeliads and orchids and tangles of vines in the branches above and ginger and flamboyan trees blooming furiously everywhere, so much green, and native people dancing to drumbeats from their radios—and half twentieth-century megalopolis, with the most modern skyscrapers of glass and steel and buses threatening to run you down every time you stepped off the curb.

That people wore hardly any clothes was beginning to seem sensible.  You didn’t have to possess a body like a clothespin. The heat was infernal. It was crazy to be bound by the custom of clothing.

The sky began to spit sporadic raindrops, and just as Elizabeth ducked beneath the awning of a fruit-juice bar on a corner, the heavens opened up. She was instantly pressed against the humanity stranded there by the deluge, a businessman on one side, a twenty-year-old beauty in an extremely tight dress on the other. Elizabeth couldn’t help but notice that the skin around the girl’s eyes was perfectly unlined. It was remarkable. The girl caught Elizabeth staring, and she smiled. The placard over the bar listed the names of mysterious fruits: Abacaxi, Maracuja, Fruta de Conde. When the boy behind the counter spoke to her, she pointed to one and attempted to pronounce it. For a while she sipped the juice—deliciously tart—and watched Copacabana go by. The rain lessened, and her fellow refugees drifted from beneath the awning back into the street. When in doubt, Elizabeth thought happily,  take action. That should be written on her hand in indelible ink. There was a moment after you’d arrived in a new place, after you’d lived there for a time—it didn’t matter where, as easily Paris as Mexico City—when the great map of it finally snapped into place in your mind. You no longer remembered the initial period when you hadn’t known precisely where you were, how you might be placed in relation to historical landmarks or the apartments of friends, or when it was really fifty-fifty if right or left would bring you to your destination. But Elizabeth loved that early time before the switch, when the place was still outside her grasp.You wandered in a maze, and every turn brought something new, a constant surprise.You didn’t know where the streets might lead you, you were constantly lost, but you didn’t mind, you had no reason not to feel lost, because of course you were lost, how could you not be?

She’d worried over nothing. In the morning, she’d take a bus to Samambaia. It would be an adventure, and what’s more, she’d bring an offering, something for the children, too. She’d bake a cake.

The rain ceased, and Elizabeth polished off her suco de maracuja. It  was time to act like the tourist she was. She dug around in her purse for the Portuguese phrasebook, walked into a pharmacy, and asked, word by mispronounced word, and with many apologies, where was located a seller of dry goods.

It was hell not speaking the language. Later, recounting the episode to Lota, perhaps embellishing a bit to amuse her, Elizabeth will translate what she’d asked the young man at the dry-goods store as something like, Excuse me, sir, do I have a lighthouse? Yet somehow he understood the basics of her request, if not the precise quantities, and she walked home along Gustavo Sampaio street with an enormous bag of flour, at least a pound of sugar, a dozen eggs, baking powder, and coconut shavings. The rest she hoped to find at the apartment, and if not, she’d improvise. In the culinary arts, she had no lack of confidence.

The wind was picking up. Turning the corner of Lota’s building into a little plaza, she was hit by a wet blast square in the face, the force of it so powerful she felt it might pull off her dress. She got inside the apartment just as another storm broke.

To work in the kitchen while it rained had always been an unparalleled pleasure. The maid, whose name turned out to be Lucia, helped Elizabeth demystify the lighting of the oven, then made coffee for them both. Now she remembered what Mary had said: Lucia was from the north of Brazil, a superior human being. Neither could understand a word the other spoke, so they sipped their coffees and communicated through the ingredients. Skeptical at first, Lucia began to hum in approval as she watched Elizabeth mix the batter. The storm over Copacabana grew stronger, and rain lashed at the windows. After they’d set the cake to bake, Elizabeth was drawn back to the glass by flashes of lightning over the sea. The enormity of blackness pulsed white. As she looked down at the beach, a great gale lifted up a handful of the sturdy plastic chairs from one of the kiosks. Five or six of them came sailing upright into Avenida Atlântica, where there was a momentary break in the traffic. Propelled by the wind, the chairs raced up the empty street, several men in bathing trunks chasing after them.

ELIZABETH ROSE EARLY, planning to take the eleven o’clock bus. Her bag was packed, her dress folded across the chair beside her. She worked on the new poem in her slip. Lucia had prepared coffee and a plate of fruit. In an hour or so, she’d put on the dress and hail a cab.

And gingerly now we climb down the ladder backward,  
Myself and a fellow passenger named Miss Breen,

 

Descending into the midst of twenty-six freighters  
Waiting to be loaded with green coffee beans.



Miss Breen felt physically close; she seemed to dictate into Elizabeth’s ear. Capturing Santos harbor was more difficult. There was so much on which the eye had caught, on land and in the water.

Around ten, as she was pulling her papers together, the door to the apartment flew open with such force that it banged loudly against the wall. Elizabeth yanked her dress from the chair and held it before her. There was Lota in the entranceway, lugging several canvas bags full of what looked to be electrical cables. “If I wanted you to come to Samambaia,” she said, grinning, “I guess I had to come get you myself.”
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ELIZABETH HELD ON tight to the cake in her lap. Lota concentrated on the road, taking corners at high speed and yelling after the pedestrians she’d nearly flattened. The car zigged and zagged up the hillside behind Copacabana, Lota accelerating into the cobblestone curves until the tires cried out, while the force of it pressed Elizabeth’s shoulder against the driver’s. Only as they crested the mountain did the car pause, balanced momentarily upon the ridge like an eagle surveying its realm. The convolutions of Rio lay before them, the rise and fall of hills populated by slums and apartment buildings, the modern high-rises at the center, Christ above, the harbor, the far ring of mountains. Then, launching into air, down they swooped in a rush. Lota’s hand, shifting gears, repeatedly brushed Elizabeth’s thigh. The contact happened so many times she could not help but feel there was intention behind it. She tried to rearrange her legs, but there was no room at all to maneuver. The car was hardly more than a capsule. Near the bottom of the slope, Lota came to a stop at a crossing where a streetcar passed before them. Decaying nineteenth-century mansions lined the avenue.

“This neighborhood is Santa Teresa,” Lota said, apparently oblivious to the fact that her knuckles had come to rest against Elizabeth’s  skirt. “It was once very rich, as you can see. The aristocrats fled up the mountain to escape yellow fever. Now the buildings are decadent, abandoned to artists and thieves.”

Before Elizabeth could respond, off they roared, descending further into the steaming, noxious mess of Rio de Janeiro. The fumes, the heat, the traffic, the blaring horns—it was all more than a little disorienting. No doubt the comments Lota was shouting into her ear pertained to this or that aspect of the city, but they were drowned out by the whine of the engine and the noise that came from every quarter. In such close proximity to Lota, Elizabeth felt acutely the fact that they were strangers to one another. Never mind the many afternoons she’d spent with Lota and Mary in New York, or the letters that had passed between them since. She hadn’t set eyes on the woman in at least five years, and even then there’d hardly been a moment shared alone. In fact, she seemed to remember someone altogether different in appearance from this madwoman at the wheel of the convertible. The Rio version of Lota was darker, for one thing, and a bit stouter, her hair was longer and had a vivid streak of white running through it, like a comet. Elizabeth was certain that when they’d first met it had been pure, jet black. One thing she recalled with utter clarity, however, was the voraciousness of Lota’s interest in all things, her constant, alert looking. There’d been one afternoon in particular, searching the city with Lota for linens she would take back with her to Rio. Brazilians just don’t understand the art of stitching, Lota had said, scrutinizing the fabrics. Elizabeth and Mary had followed her from store to store until Lota’s eye was finally satisfied.

It could have been that in New York, Lota simply hadn’t had the chance to exhibit other colorful qualities, such as her reckless driving. There’d really been no opportunity for them to go flying through the city streets in a red convertible Jaguar.

At last the road opened up and Lota blasted out of Rio’s orbit. The wind whipped Elizabeth’s hair around her head like Medusa’s coils. Still, the highway allowed a respite from the constant gear changing  and thigh touching, so she could finally shift her attention from the hand upon her knee to their route. On Rio’s outskirts, a settlement of ramshackle houses—if you could even call them houses, these shacks constructed out of cardboard and crates and other discarded materials cobbled together—went right up to the barricade of a petroleum plant, another hellish landscape of billowing gaseous clouds and sulfuric flames leaping out of tall pipes.

“Not the most favorable view of a city,” Lota yelled, “its entrance or exit.”

Elizabeth nodded. Odd, the things that prompted Lota to speak. Interesting, always, but impersonal.

She turned slightly to study Lota’s profile. Even as she drove, Lota grinned, as if dominating the roadway were a source of intense satisfaction. The workman’s shirt she wore was rolled up on her forearms. She was a diminutive person, but there was heft to her, strength, and also an ease with that strength. You would not mistake her for a delicate woman, nor one whose habit it was to bend to another’s will. Now that she was on Lota’s home turf, Elizabeth was desirous to know more, to ask some of the personal questions that came to mind: Where had she grown up, where was her family now—and most of all, what was the real story between her and Mary?

Mountains popped up from the plain, and they began winding steeply upward. Elizabeth had to keep turning in her seat to look at what they’d passed, the unbelievable variety of plants and trees—the mangos, bananas, and papaya, of course, those she’d expected, but also the thousand others she didn’t know the names of, so many of them in flower, flowers of every color and size, and great, glorious old trees bearded with exuberant mosses. Underneath them, little roadside stands sold drinks and rugs and purses fashioned out of scraps of brightly colored fabric.

“Look at that,” Elizabeth cried. They had slowed enough on the sinuous road that conversation was at last possible. “They’re selling old rusted metalwork.”

“They’ll sell anything,” Lota said. “Almost all of it’s trash.”

Elizabeth had been about to say she found the birdcages charming.

“But I like the bird jails. I bought a very old one for my house. I’m building a house. Did Mary tell you?”

“Yes, she said you were completely obsessed.”

“Absolutely! You must be obsessed, or else there’s no point. Do you know modernist architecture? Le Corbusier, Oscar Niemeyer?”

“Le Corbusier, I know. I remember now we spoke of him in New York. But I don’t know the other one. Is he German? My ignorance is vast.”

“Niemeyer is a genius, but of course you Northerners know nothing about him because he is Brazilian and we’re just savages! To you, Brazil is coffee and bananas and cannibals and piranhas. Modernism may have started in Europe, but it is pure Brazil. Le Corbusier came here, he influenced our architects, but what they are making now is a uniquely Brazilian form of architecture. Elegant, sophisticated, organic, and slightly insane. It will show the world what Brazil really is.”

“Is that what you are? I’m beginning to understand the insane part.”

“It’s a modernist house I’m building,” Lota said proudly.

“I gathered that.”

“I hired a young architect. He’s very up-and-coming. However, to be honest, the best ideas for the design are my own. It is really like no other house that’s been built in this country. Four materials are used: concrete, stone, glass, and metal. All of them are visible. A modernist building does not hide how it’s constructed, it prefers to reveal itself to you, it blurs the boundary between inside and outside.”

“I’ve known a few people like that,” Elizabeth remarked.

The joke appeared to go right past Lota. Then, smiling, she said, “And those people can be very exciting. Just like my house.”

The road climbed higher, up and up. Tendrils of mist began to encircle them, and soon they were driving through dense fog. In the car’s cocoon, Elizabeth could see little of their surroundings beyond the latticework of branches over their heads and the screen of thick foliage  on either side of the road. She’d have to write a note to Miss Breen. I’ve come to the Green Mansions, just as we pictured them.

Meanwhile, Lota continued her lecture on the subject of Brazil’s modernist architecture. No matter what she spoke of, you could not help but be impressed by the expansiveness of this woman’s mind. Lota was so passionate about the house she was creating that Elizabeth began to wonder at her failure of passion for her own work. Poetry, when she was young, had seemed to be an open gate into the most lush of landscapes, as lush as that through which they were traveling now; nothing else had compared to the excitement of discovering her growing powers or the reaches of her own imagination. Somehow, that had changed. Poetry had used her up. It had left her desiccated. She’d dedicated her entire adult life to the craft of writing, and yet even with the praise she’d received, the admiration of a number of people she herself had long admired, and the envy of a handful of others, it had given so little back, even less in times of real need. It was like indentured servitude—or no, like faith in some particularly dry, ascetic, self-castigating religious sect. The reward lay in the devotion itself. It did not relieve her of her thirst.

“Do you read much poetry?” Elizabeth interrupted.

“I read everything,” Lota said, as if affronted by the insinuation that she might not. “Manuel Bandeira, I love especially. Do you know him?”

“I know the name but not the work, I’m afraid.”

“He’s one of Brazil’s foremost poets. And a friend. Carlos Drummond de Andrade?”

“Nor him.” Elizabeth added, “But I enjoy Camões.”

“He is not Brazilian, he’s European! How can a poet such as yourself not have read the Brazilian masters of the Portuguese language?”

“I suppose because I can’t read Portuguese.”

Lota was quick to beam her beautiful smile. “Then I will introduce you to them.”

It was unclear whether Lota meant to the work or to the poets themselves. They continued to gain elevation, Elizabeth could feel it  in her ears. The mist, dissipating, transformed into a bright, luminous haze. The sun began to warm her skin. Then she saw that the fog had not simply evaporated but that they had risen above it and were now at such a great height they looked down upon the clouds. Jungled mountain peaks lay all around, the valleys below turned to rivers of pillowy white. A surfeit of feeling bloomed in Elizabeth’s chest, a moment of breathless pleasure.

They still had a ways to go, Lota assured her. They were nearing the town of Petropolis. Samambaia was a bit beyond. Just then, they nearly collided with another automobile. A taxi pulled onto the road, and Lota had to brake quickly and swerve into the oncoming lane to avoid it. She screamed something at the taxi driver as she zoomed past, an epithet that Elizabeth, without knowing an ounce of Portuguese, understood to be exceedingly offensive, and immediately resumed her relaxed good nature. “We’ll go around the town so we can get to my house more quickly,” Lota said.

Elizabeth saw that her thumbs had been digging into the base of the cake. Still shaken by the near accident, she said, “That was a fine how-do-you-do.”

For another ten miles or so, Lota kept repeating the phrase and chuckling to herself. That’s a fine how do you do, she murmured, ha ha ha, as she flew along a terrifying stretch of road beside a river, Elizabeth clutching the car seat and still trying not to upend the cake in her lap. Gashes in the hillsides revealed the deep red earth, much of which had washed over the roadway, big splashes of red as though an animal had been obliterated by a truck. They turned into the hills, where eventually the road vanished altogether. They stopped at the bottom of an incline facing a nearly vertical mud track. “Sergio won’t drive up here,” Lota said, gunning the engine. “He has no balls.”

Whoever Sergio might have been, he struck Elizabeth as a man of sound mind. Lota didn’t hesitate. Bouncing among the ruts and potholes, she maneuvered the tiny car up the hill from one dry patch to the next like a little wren hopping up a tree trunk.

At the top they reached solid, level ground, and there Lota parked in front of a cement wall. “Come,” she cried, leaping out. As Elizabeth struggled to stand from the low seat, Lota was already there to take the cake out of her hands and say, “Leave that for now and come.”

 

SO HERE WAS the famous house. Introduced by a concrete plane that nearly bruised your nose. Lota entered through a hole in the wall, and Elizabeth followed her host through a number of long concrete rooms, one communicating with the next. When they stopped, they’d made a loop back to where they’d begun. As promised, the boundary between inside and outside was blurred beyond recognition. There appeared to be no inside at all. The house was open to the sky, and at present it had no external walls, just great gaping holes to the out-of-doors. Thin steel trusses, almost delicate, were being fitted over their heads and would soon, Lota said, support a roof made of aluminum sheets; the trusses called to mind the latticework of tree branches Elizabeth had just seen on the mountain road. Here and there labored dark little men in beaten-up straw hats. One carried stones in a wheelbarrow, a second chipped them with a chisel and mortared them into a wall fifteen feet high. Several more lifted the trusses onto fittings set into the concrete.

“My house is the first in Brazil to incorporate this style of roof,” Lota said. “The workers think I’m mad. They’ve never seen anything like it before. Of course they haven’t—it’s revolutionary. If I’m not watching them every minute, they build things their own way, as many times as I tell them otherwise. Then they become furious when I have to yell at them to tear down what they’ve done and start over. We spend the whole day screaming at each other.”

She laughed as she reported this, as though the process of altercation and deconstruction were another aspect of the work she heartily enjoyed. As if to prove her point, Lota approached the foreman, and within moments her voice began to rise while a knot of men looked blankly at the ground and shook their heads. At one particularly strident point, the men’s voices objected in a chorus. Lota immediately cut them off.

Elizabeth backed away from the argument and stepped outside through one of the enormous holes in the wall. The house was odd, it took some getting used to. She sympathized with the workmen; it was like nothing she’d ever seen before, either. At once solid and light, serious and cheerful, like Lota herself. She squinted her eyes and imagined what Lota had described—a house sheathed in glass, a glass jewel box on the mountainside, inviting nature in from every side—and she glimpsed just how immensely beautiful it would be. From the concrete slab where Elizabeth stood, the view was only the most recent in a series of breathtaking sights. A lush green valley spread before her, forested mountains rising on the other side. Behind the house, a sheer face of black granite shot vertically upward for at least a thousand feet, like something out of Edgar Rice Bur-roughs. You half expected a pterodactyl to glide across the face of the cliff. Long streaks ran down the black rock, like the tracks of gigantic snails, while clouds cascaded over the lip, creating a waterfall of mist that was constantly evaporating and regenerating. The sun was hot on her skin and head, but before she began to feel she’d had too much, a cloudlet passed over and cooled the air to ease any discomfort. Lota was building a house in paradise.

The argument grew more heated. Elizabeth turned to watch, the men gesticulating while Lota imperiously held her ground. Just as Elizabeth feared they might come to physical blows, they all began laughing and embracing each other. Lota joined Elizabeth outside.

“They are wonderful,” Lota told her, “but they’re like children. They’d sit here all day scratching themselves if I didn’t give them a little push.”

“Why is that? If you watch any Brazilian man for five minutes, you’ll see him scratching and adjusting himself. It’s as if they’re constantly arranging flowers in a vase.”

“Those aren’t flowers,” Lota cried. “Those are the jewels of Brazil! If they didn’t keep grabbing their balls, they’d forget they were men. That’s the problem with this country: The men have to keep reminding  themselves they are men, and the women are even worse. They have no balls, either!”

Elizabeth couldn’t help laughing, though she was scandalized to hear a woman speak so coarsely. Lota continued to look directly into her eyes, without shyness or embarrassment, like the men who’d watched her from the kiosks at the beach. Only two hours had passed since she’d whisked Elizabeth away from Rio, yet several times already, at different pauses and shifts in the conversation, Elizabeth had found herself thinking, I’m going a step deeper. There was a different timbre to their interaction here than in New York. Lota was playful, perhaps even a bit suggestive, but her hostess gave no sign that they were conspiring in anything secretive or untoward. Elizabeth had to suppose that was merely the Brazilian way. There was really nothing more going on here than an interesting, attractive, and high-spirited woman showing an American friend her new house.

“Right where we’re standing is one of my favorite places,” Lota said. “A patio nearly as many square meters as the house itself. Can you see how the inside, the world of domestic life, what you might call our ordered world, will reach out to greet the natural world, the exuberant world we have no control over?”

“Like a big mouth with its tongue sticking out.”

“Or else,” Lota said, “like a hand extended.” As she spoke, she made the gesture. Her hand, palm up, reached toward Elizabeth.

Stepping back, Elizabeth peered over the edge of the patio. Below lay rubble, rocks, metal scraps. “Are you camping out here? I don’t see any furniture. You don’t even have a roof.”

“We’ve rented a friend’s house down the hill until we can move in. But that will be soon. It’s a tradition to have a party when you raise the roof, and I’m planning this party in two weeks’ time. You’ll be here to celebrate with us.”

More a command than an invitation. Elizabeth failed to break from Lota’s gaze.

“Mary’s down there now,” Lota went on. “We’re having a lunch today for some friends. My sister will also come. She’s a terrible bitch, but she will be polite to you, it’s only me she hates. Of course, all of them are eager to meet you.”

“All of them?” It was absurd, her instantaneous panic, but truly she found it difficult to breathe among such a group of strangers and their expectations of her. At the same time, she was angry that Lota had so quickly snatched away this brief moment of peace.

“You’re the guest of honor. I promised to bring them a famous American poet.”

“Yes, why don’t you go out hunting and shoot one?”

Lota held Elizabeth’s eyes with her kind look. “Instead, I think I’ll call one from the trees.” Gently, she took Elizabeth’s arm. “But never mind that now, Elizabeth. Let me show you the rest.”

They left the construction site behind. There is the vegetable garden, Lota said, there is the donkey, there is the gardener who once bit the donkey. And here, pass under this bough, let’s enter the forest, let me show you all its new and strange pleasures.

Elizabeth watched Lota’s solid back as she followed. Climbing the hillside through the trees, Lota pointed out what Elizabeth, even with her trained eye, might otherwise have passed: a lichen that looked like a crater on the moon, an armadillo’s burrow, a nearly microscopic bloom. They came upon a stream and followed it back down the slope as it carved out a series of small pools. Lota stopped at an especially lovely one. A waterfall cascaded down, and moss and ferns grew among the rocks. For a while, they sat on a boulder by the water, side by side, in silence. Before today, Elizabeth had never seen Lota outside of the city. Lota had been fixed in her mind as an urban creature, her dynamism necessarily linked to the city’s own electricity. The museums, the parties, the galleries, amid the city’s great architecture—that was where Lota shone brightly. But here, among these trees and rocks and butterflies, with the city’s cacophony  a million miles away, Lota was obviously every bit as much at home, if not even more so. She sat as still and quiet, as much in repose, as the stones in the stream.

“I’m going to enlarge this pool,” Lota said. “I want to make a bathing place here. It will be a secret place.”

“There’s no end to your plans.”

“That’s true. I have many plans.”

“They’re all perfectly beautiful. Everything you’ve shown me is beautiful.”

“There is even more to show you, Elizabeth.”

The noises of construction had faded behind those of the stream and waterfall, the wind, a bird chuckling in the brush. Some minnows nibbled at the debris speckling the pool’s surface. The branches hanging low over the pool were covered with bromeliads throwing out scarlet spikes, and all along one branch bloomed small yellow orchids with brown spots; they looked just like a leopard’s coat.

“My friend Pearl and I went to the orchid house in the botanical garden,” Elizabeth said. “Do you know it?”

“Yes, of course.”

“It’s funny how they present orchids in a public display, as if they were some overly fussy, Victorian sort of flower, don’t you think? Look at those. It’s a tough plant, living on the nourishment it derives from nothing more than air. It hardly even has roots. And the leaves, they’re almost like a succulent’s, something that lives in the desert, without water. Then it produces such an exquisite bloom.”

An odd, tight emotion, nearly like anger, strained Elizabeth’s voice. Lota was watching her. Before Elizabeth turned away, she thought she may have recognized something of Miss Breen in Lota’s eyes, the gentle assurance that Lota could see past her mask and didn’t disapprove of what was revealed there, that it wasn’t detestable.

“Should we go back?” Elizabeth said, suddenly worried the moment might turn malignant somehow.

“If you’d like.”

Elizabeth crouched by the pool and slipped her hand into the water. It was colder than she’d expected. She looked upward into the trees. “Are there parrots here, too?”

“If you’d like,” Lota said softly, as if it were a promise.

The two of them fell silent. Elizabeth sensed Lota’s eyes on her. She let her hand drift in the cool water, and then she cried out in childish delight, “Look, there’s a little fish biting my finger!”
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