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Through the Arc of

The Rain Forest



I have heard Brazilian children say that whatever passes through the arc of a rainbow becomes its opposite. But what is the opposite of a bird? Or for that matter, a human being? And what then, in the great rain forest, where, in its season, the rain never ceases and the rainbows are myriad?
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Author’s Note

 The story that follows is perhaps a kind of novela, a Brazilian soap opera, of the sort which occupies the imagination and national psyche of the Brazilian people on prime-time TV nightly and for periods of two to four months, depending on its popularity and success. This is not an exaggeration. The prime-time novela in Brazilian life is pervasive, reaching every Brazilian in some form or manner regardless of class, status, education or profession, excepting perhaps the Indians and the very isolated of the frontiers and rural backlands. In traveling to the most remote towns, one finds that a single television in a church or open plaza will gather the people nightly to define and standardize by example the national dress, music, humor, political state, economic malaise, the national dream, despite the fact that Brazil is immense and variegated. Yet even as it standardizes by example, the novela’s story is completely changeable according to the whims of public psyche and approval, although most likely, the unhappy find happiness; the bad are punished; true love reigns; a popular actor is saved from death. Still, the basic elements must remain the same. And what are these elements? Claude Levi-Strauss described it all so well so many years ago: Tristes Tropiques—an idyll of striking innocence, boundless nostalgia and terrible ruthlessness. I thank you for tuning in.



    Para o Ronaldo: a tua estória





Part I
The Beginning




CHAPTER 1: KAZUMASA ISHIMARU

    BY A STRANGE QUIRK OF FATE, I was brought back by a memory. Memory is a powerful sort of thing, although at the time I made my reentry into this world, no notice at all was taken of the fact. In fact, everyone was terribly busy, whirling about, panting and heaving, dizzy with the tumult of their ancestral spirits. This was one of those monthly events under the influence of the full moon on a well-beaten floor of earth on what had once been known, many years before, as the Matacão. That I should have been reborn like any other dead spirit in the Afro-Brazilian syncretistic religious rite of Candomblé is humorous to me. But then I could have been reincarnated, if such things are possible, into the severed head of that dead chicken or some other useless object—the smutty statuette of Saint George or those plastic roses. Instead, brought back by a memory, I have become a memory, and as such, am commissioned to become for you a memory.

But, of me you will learn by and by. First I must tell you of a certain Kazumasa Ishimaru to whom I was attached for many years. It might be said that we were friends, but although we were much closer, we were never referred to as such. I met Kazumasa quite by accident when he was still a young boy, recently born on the back side of Japan, on the shores of the Japan Sea, waves cast away in long arms out to Sado Island.
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In those days, a child racing across the sands in a band with others, Kazumasa felt the Divine Wind ripple through his hair and scatter with the clouds over the ocean’s mercuric mantle. One day, on such a race at the shimmering edge of the tide, the wind swept unusually quickly, raising the sand in changing drifts, a heavy comb through the white granules and the stray kelp. Suddenly, an enormous crack of thunder echoed across the shore, and a flying mass of fire plowed into the waves, scattering debris in every direction. There was a sudden burst of steam and sizzle as when tempura dipped in batter is plunged into hot oil. The children ran excitedly in two directions: away to their homes in fear or into the waves with curiosity. Kazumasa could do neither. A tiny piece of flying debris had plummeted toward him and knocked him unconscious. By the time any of the children had noticed his mishap, he was struggling, stunned, up the shore to his home, his bruised forehead a pulsating purple lump of raised skin and blood.

Alerted by some excited children, Kazumasa’s mother sped off from her Yakult route, jamming her little red motorbike into third gear and leaving a befuddled grandmother with three six-packs of cold Yakult.

Having fainted at the gate of his home, Kazumasa next felt himself rudely awakened, his head jerked up off the ground. His mother had thrown herself over her wounded son, rested her head on his heart to assure herself of its beat. But there, close to Kazumasa’s face, a small object buzzed between the mother and son. She swatted at the object irritably, and, coincidentally, Kazumasa’s head was swiftly flung to one side. Stunned, she examined the buzzing thing which was not, after all, an insect, but a tiny sphere whirling on its axis. With the instinctive duty and fearlessness of a mother, she grabbed the thing, wrenching it to one side. Kazumasa’s head was wrenched away also, as if by some magnetic force attaching itself to the whirling sphere. Kazumasa’s mother drew back in horror, but Kazumasa himself awoke, apparently with no side effects and none the worse for his bruised forehead. He spoke with wonder about the incident on the shore. His mother, not wishing to frighten her son, made no mention of the strange ball whirling a few inches from the center of his forehead and carefully avoided it as she washed and bandaged him.

That evening, she spoke excitedly but quietly with her husband, who was a plant manager in a local dried-fish company. They were simple people who did not wish to have their lives come under any special scrutiny. However, Kazumasa’s father wondered if he should not, for reasons of national security, alert the National Space Development Agency. Maybe there was more to this than met the eye, but Kazumasa’s mother was cautious. She did not want her son made into a national phenomenon, a guinea pig for experiments. She wanted her son to be like the others, get solid grades in school, get into a good university and then a good salaried job. All of a sudden, a ball, a tiny impudent planet, had come between her and her son, destroying the bonds of parent and child, literally setting them a world apart.

But to Kazumasa, who had gradually discovered the thing in front of his nose, the ball became something of comfort. It was the sort of comfort a child derives from his thumb or an old blanket, and in that respect, his mother’s sense of Kazumasa’s sudden independence from her was perhaps true.

As the days passed and Kazumasa’s head wound cleared, leaving only a slightly pink spot of skin, Kazumasa and his parents began to accept the ball which continued to float before his forehead no matter where he went or what he did. They began to forget their early anxieties as Kazumasa seemed to draw confidence and security from the ball. Like other parents bemoaning their loss of independence when rudely pressed into parenthood, Kazumasa’s parents, too, began to depend on the ball, accepting and justifying it as they might a pacifier or a battered teddy bear.

Kazumasa’s father forgot to call the proper authorities, and his mother began to readjust her projections for her son’s future and to accept those readjustments as mothers usually do all their lives.

Kazumasa was never again in his life alone. During the day, the ball bobbed and bounced and jittered merrily before him in the same wandering pattern of the boy following the intuitive dance of his growing muscles. After school they galloped madly home together. At night, the ball murmured and whirred sweetly near his pillow like a protective buoy. The ball was his pet and his friend, but it required no special attention nor any sort of responsibility on Kazumasa’s part. When he felt no particular impulse to do or accomplish anything, he simply followed his ball. On the other hand, when he was busy at work or play, on some new project or activity, the ball was always, faithfully and uncritically, there.

Curiously, the ball had a strange effect on everyone around Kazumasa. It was a source of wonder, and never, as his parents had feared, of derision. Perhaps this was because of Kazumasa’s comfortable acceptance of his difference, his obliviousness to the ball as a special attribute or oddity. He was a happy child, and everyone he came in contact with felt a general necessity to encourage that happiness.

Kazumasa was genuinely proud of his ball. At his suggestion, his mother sewed tiny caps and hats for the ball to match Kazumasa’s own. Kazumasa and his ball went everywhere, to school and outings, in matching hats. Even on rainy days, the ball was appropriately dressed under a shiny yellow plastic cap.

The years passed, and Kazumasa’s ball became a thing of general acceptance. Most people forgot it was there, just inches from his face, although people avoided looking Kazumasa straight in the eye. They felt the uncomfortable presence of an intruder or even a third eye, and many people struggled with the compulsion to go cross-eyed when talking to Kazumasa. Girls shied away from him; they smiled and waved from a certain distance. This was of no apparent concern to Kazumasa, who was intimately attached to his ball. He did not yet fathom how the opposite sex might supersede such an intimacy.

After high school, Kazumasa took a job with the railway service. He punched tickets and hauled bags of mail. He found things for people in the Lost and Found and waved appropriate flags for passing and stopping trains. He posted train schedules and closed gates and kept the kids behind the yellow line on the station platform when the trains passed. But one day, his true talent in the railway service was discovered.

Occasionally, he was sent on short runs to the next town to collect passenger tickets, wading down the aisles on the moving train, accepting tickets and greeting the passengers. Whenever the train ran over a certain place on the tracks, he could see his ball jerk suddenly, lurched into inexplicable chaos. He decided to mark this place where the train passed and his ball went wild. After several such trips, Kazumasa reported the phenomenon to his superior.

His superior was skeptical but careful, and one day had the train stop just at the place where Kazumasa’s ball became visibly agitated. Together, Kazumasa and his boss stepped off the train to examine the tracks below. To their surprise they discovered that the tracks had worn dangerously thin at that point. The train would no doubt be derailed if those tracks were not replaced.

All of a sudden, Kazumasa was the man of the moment. His ball had saved possibly hundreds of lives. Such a person was indispensable to the safety of Japan’s national rail system. Immediately he was given a substantial raise and a new title, Superintendent of Track Maintenance and Repairs, and he was called upon by national headquarters to make a complete inspection of the entire national system. From that moment on, Kazumasa rarely saw his home on the backside of Japan, but on the other hand, he saw, peering around his ball, every part of Japan where a train could pass, from snowy Hokkaido in the north to the sunny port of Nagasaki in the south. Kazumasa and his ball rambled, rolled and sped through the Japanese countryside, along the seascapes and through the clutter and crowd of urban Japanese life.

As Kazumasa traveled, he became familiar with the idiosyncrasies and precision of his ball and developed, with amazing exactitude, a system of standards and measurements to calibrate even the most imperceptible deterioration in any length of tracks. Kazumasa, carrying a detailed map and a notebook, would study, with tedious accuracy, the fluctuations of his ball over every inch of track throughout Japan. It was no small task. The Japanese national rail system could now boast of increased safety as Kazumasa and his ball carefully erased the margin of error.

As the years passed, Kazumasa became a sort of one-man/one-ball institution. He required only one assistant, who arranged his daily traveling schedule and punched his records into a central computer. Kazumasa and his ball would appear promptly at the scheduled hour for travel in his national railway uniform, his ball neatly clad in its matching cap. He was treated with extreme respect and care. Boxed lunches, dinners and snacks were always provided for his comfort and convenience.

But one day, the national rail system was dismantled, and the private sector scrambled with contracts and bids to take over portions of that lucrative travel business. At the same time, someone invented an odd-looking device, a sort of electronic box with a ball attached to it by a rod. The box had an LCD digital window which displayed positive and negative readings as the ball balanced delicately. This electronic gadget was sold with a five-year parts warranty and a renewable repair policy—all considerably cheaper than hiring the services of Kazumasa Ishimaru.

The Tokyo City Circular Railway Service, however, took Kazumasa on at a considerable cut in pay, and Kazumasa was relegated to making a continuous circular tour of Tokyo, which he repeated every hour.

One day, Kazumasa and his ball descended from the Tokyo Yamanote circular with a dizzy unfulfilled feeling of repetition. To be a bobbing horse on a merry-go-round was, Kazumasa thought, a better situation than this circular tour of Tokyo. He knew by memory every stop on the line from Shinjuku to Shinjuku, and he even knew many of the people who made these stops. The recorded high-pitched voice of the woman saying, “Wasuremono nai de …” and the crowds pressing upon him and his ball, sardines-in-a-can fashion, had never really bothered him, but now he felt weary, and his ball, too, seemed to hang sadly over his nose. It was time for a change.
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Well, by now, perhaps, you may have realized that I was that very ball, that tiny satellite whizzing inches from Kazumasa’s forehead. Growing up in Japan was for Kazumasa and me a rather predictable existence, compared to the life we would share from that time on. While I could not, of course, control the events that were to come, I could see all the innocent people we would eventually meet. All of them had a past and stories to tell. I knew their stories as you will also know them. There was old Mané Pena, the feather guru, and the American, Jonathan B. Tweep. There was the man they called the angel, Chico Paco, and there was the pigeon couple, Batista and Tania Aparecida. But I am getting ahead of myself.


CHAPTER 2: BATISTA AND
 TANIA APARECIDA DJAPAN

CHANGE CAME TO KAZUMASA ISHIMARU as suddenly as I had come into his life. Kazumasa realized that as long as he had me for a companion, he would never be alone in life. He would always share the adventure of life with his ball, and with that strong sense of support, Kazumasa stepped away from all his years with the Japanese railroads and took the first flight out of Haneda for what he believed might be a distant but familiar place, São Paulo, Brazil.

Kazumasa had seen an NHK documentary about the Japanese in Brazil. Most of the Japanese who had immigrated there seemed to live in a quaint clump in an urban setting much like Tokyo. Then there were those who lived in the countryside growing Chinese cabbage, daikon and tea. But it was not just the idea of gravitating toward other Japanese outside of Japan nor even that he had seen just about everything there was to see in Japan. Something drew Kazumasa and me irresistibly to Brazil.

Kazumasa had a cousin who had been traveling in South America after passing his college examinations and before entering college. This cousin had stopped in Rio de Janeiro with his backpack and sat out on the beach at Ipanema. He sat there all morning and afternoon and evening, the balmy breeze caressing his thick hair and the sand and salt air peppering his face and arms. The bronzed women and men sauntered by, wet, warm and carefree, and Kazumasa’s cousin began to weep. He sent his regrets to the University of Keio and never returned to Japan.

Kazumasa’s mother kept in touch with her nephew in Brazil because Brazil seemed to be the sort of place that might absorb someone who was different. Not that her son Kazumasa had not done extremely well for himself in Japan. Kazumasa was, after all, the man who had saved hundreds, perhaps thousands, of lives by his painstaking and accurate calculations of track deterioration. But Kazumasa’s mother worried about her son’s happiness, about arranging a happy marriage, about the future and the nature of true happiness. While others in the family sneered at her nephew’s decision to abandon his studies at Keio for an uncertain future in Brazil, Kazumasa’s mother privately praised his courage. It was she who noticed me hanging sadly over Kazumasa’s nose and realized that her son’s possibilities for happiness in Japan had exhausted the limits of those tiny islands. “Your cousin Hiroshi, remember?” She pulled the address out of a small notebook. “He lives in São Paulo now. Go see him.”

Soon after arriving in São Paulo, Kazumasa and I got a job with the São Paulo Municipal Subway System. Hiroshi had arranged the interview and had pulled some strings with somebody who knew somebody else, but considering our background and experience in the field, the São Paulo Municipal Subway System was more than fortunate to retain our services. We also began to get freelance jobs in other states to check out their railways. Once again, Kazumasa and I had the opportunity to go out on the road. Unlike Japan, Brazil was massive, inefficient, encumbered by bureaucracy, graft and poverty. Kazumasa took me, his precision ball, into this tropical and elusive mess like a beachcomber with a metal detector on Coney Island on the Fourth of July. I did not, of course, complain. I was as oblivious to the heat, the humidity, the insects and the stink of sweating humanity as I was to graft and poverty. And Kazumasa met this sudden change in our lives with optimism and resilience; anything was better than that circular Tokyo train.

Kazumasa took his cue from his cousin Hiroshi who seemed nonchalant about the mess and calmly walked Kazumasa through the bureaucratic arrangements of renting a comfortable apartment with a maid on the fourteenth floor of a high-rise, not too far from the subway offices.

Kazumasa was drawn to the sunlight flooding his apartment through the large windows. We stood there together in the window looking out, a prism of light spinning off my shiny surface. Kazumasa looked down at the scenes on the street and in the tenements below. The activity down there was a clutter of street people, children and dogs, women hanging wash from their windows, lovers snatching caresses in the shadows, workers restoring brick walls and tile roofs, men and women playing cards and drinking, dancing and swearing, loving and fighting. As the days passed, Kazumasa found himself observing one scene in particular—the back porch at one end of a tenement house. He found that by focusing beyond me onto the continuing saga of what he soon came to think of as “his” back porch, he began to feel a special intimacy with this new country, to share his cousin’s gentle but continuing passion.
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Kazumasa’s back porch happened to belong to Batista Djapan, who had rented the room and the porch it opened onto for the past five years. Batista worked in a document processing service as a clerk-runner, which the Brazilians call despachantes. Batista caught buses and subways and scurried all over the city with a vinyl briefcase filled with documents needing signatures on as many as ten pages of their forms. He always had a little extra money and a joke to bribe a slow bureaucrat into signing something at the bottom of the bureaucratic stack. Batista handled business for lawyers, small companies and individuals. He knew all the side doors, how far the laws could be bent before they would break, and what anyone from a clerk to a delegado might consider enough to buy a beer. Batista considered his business a craft by which he survived, paid his rent, gave Tania Aparecida and her mother some spending money, and had a few coins for a cafézinho in the morning and a beer after work.

Batista was a man with a joke on the tip of his tongue, a penchant for gossip, cynical about politics, passionate about soccer, and painfully jealous of Tania Aparecida. He could turn a phrase, sing a song, play the guitar. He was Catholic, cursed the priests and practiced Candomblé. He was an observer of the philosophy of life in the tropics summed up by the statement “There is no sin below the equator.” Despite the scarcity of food in the cement metropolis, he continued to live as if mangoes and papayas could be had from the trees, fish from the rivers and manioc from the red earth, all in the abundance of a continuing Eden on earth. Batista was a mellow and handsome mixture of African, Indian and Portuguese, born on a farm near Brasilia in Goiás and raised in the urban outskirts of São Paulo. He was childish and heroic, genuine and simple. He was the sort of man every Brazilian knew and sensed in their hearts.

Batista’s wife, Tania Aparecida, came and went as she pleased. When she did not live with Batista, she lived with her mother a few tenements down the street. Her coming and going, however, did not please Batista, who could be seen dragging his wife home at some odd hour of the night or prodding her toward her kitchen with the end of a baguette at dinnertime. “When a man comes home at night, he should have a supper waiting! I’m nearly dead from hunger.”

“I took Mama to the movies, poor thing. It was a scary movie. She didn’t want to be alone at night, Batista,” Tania Aparecida protested.

“It’s your fault for taking her to the movies in the first place!”

“Oh, Batista,” Tania Aparecida cooed. “You would have liked this movie.”

Batista relented, “What was the movie about?”

She grabbed the baguette and jammed it in Batista’s stomach. “So you’re hungry are you?” she taunted and scurried up the stairs.

“Crazy woman!” Batista yelled after her.

Batista and Tania Aparecida were passionately in love, but they were also always fighting. They had no children, and Batista continually accused Tania Aparecida of never being home long enough to have children in the first place.

Every day, Kazumasa and I peered down from our window on the fourteenth floor to observe Batista’s life. We saw Tania Aparecida in the afternoons, washing bundles of clothing and hanging them to dry on the lines on the sunny veranda. We saw Batista struggle out on Sunday mornings, heavy with a hangover and cursing his team and that idiot player Pedro-Paulo who overshot the goal on an easy penalty kick. We saw Batista and Tania Aparecida dance on the veranda at night and scream at each other in the morning. We saw Tania’s corpulent mother hit Batista on the head with the side of her bag. We saw everything—the friends, the good times and the bad—but one day Kazumasa and I saw Batista arrive, balancing his vinyl briefcase on his head and carefully carrying in the palms of his hands a single pigeon.

Batista had found the wounded pigeon on the sidewalk as he stepped off the bus on his way home. The pigeon trembled helplessly as people scurried in both directions without noticing the grey thing on the pavement. Batista instinctively scooped the pigeon up from the ground just before a bicycle would have pressed its delicate head into the concrete.

At home, Batista examined the pigeon carefully, taped its ailing foot and tucked it to bed in a box in a warm place above his refrigerator. In the morning he remembered to buy a bag of birdseed and to invest in a small cage. As the days passed, the pigeon grew stronger, hopped around Batista’s veranda and took short running flights to the window sill. Soon it was strong enough to fly again, but it did not leave Batista’s veranda.

After awhile, Tania Aparecida would come to take down her wash only to find that the pigeon had managed to seat itself on the clothesline and oblige her labor by soiling her clean sheets. “If you don’t put that pigeon away, I’m going to cook it for dinner!” she would yell at Batista, but Tania Aparecida did not mean it. She had noticed a change in Batista since the pigeon had come to live with them. Batista no longer tarried so long in the bar after work, but hurried back to their veranda to look after the pigeon. He was always occupied now with the pigeon, giving it a bath, grooming it, mixing some new concoction of vitamins and meal for its supper.

“Isn’t this the most beautiful pigeon you have ever seen?” he boasted to Tania Aparecida as if it were his own child. That was it. Tania Aparecida brushed aside a tear. The pigeon was the child they could never seem to have. What a difference a simple bird made to their lives now.

As the days passed, Batista became more and more involved in caring for his pigeon. He wandered into bookstores looking for books about pigeons. He spent evenings in the city library reading everything he could find about pigeons. He searched out and spoke with other people who cared for pigeons, observed their methods and listened to their ideas. He became so immersed in the study of pigeons that Tania Aparecida, who had welcomed the change in him, began to have feelings of envy. Occasionally Batista remembered his old habit of dragging Tania Aparecida home from her mother’s, but now he seemed to do it as an afterthought, without the old conviction. Batista, once an avid conversationalist about soccer and women and politics, could now only think, live and talk about pigeons.

One day, it became more than Tania Aparecida could take. Batista had forgotten her birthday and spent the day with a fellow pigeon enthusiast. Tania Aparecida stomped down the steps of the veranda with Batista’s pigeon in a cage. She took the pigeon on a bus to the end of the line in Santo Amaro and tossed the pigeon out of the cage. That was the end of her competition, she thought crossly. She was ready to have the old Batista back.

Tania Aparecida took the long bus trip home with a muddled sense of relief and fear. By the time she got off the bus and walked up the stairs to the veranda, she was remorseful. It was only a poor pigeon after all. She met Batista at the bottom of the steps and cried out her apologies. She had really meant no harm. She had been jealous.

Batista looked quizzically at Tania Aparecida and led her up the stairs to the sunny veranda, where the pigeon was flapping around in a pan of bath water after a long flight from Santo Amaro. The sputtering water around the pigeon seemed to bathe it in a soft mist of colored light. It looked at Tania Aparecida forgivingly, nodding its head from side to side. She wrapped her arms around Batista and wept with shame.

“It’s all right, Tania.” Batista was not angry. “I haven’t been able to summon the courage to do what you did. I mean,”—he kissed her lightly on the forehead—“to try the pigeon out in flight. I didn’t have enough faith that it would return. Now we know. It is a good carrier pigeon!” Batista was joyful.

From that time on, Batista and Tania Aparecida and the pigeon went everywhere together on the weekends. He would put the pigeon it its cage and she would would pack a lunch. They would board buses and head to the seaside or travel to the hills and fish in the streams. Sometimes they would visit Tania’s cousins in the rural interior and spend the day picking fruit and chewing sugar cane. And from every place they went, they sent the pigeon flying home to the tenement veranda in the city.

Batista then got the idea to time the pigeon’s flights, making note of the time he let the pigeon free, while Tania’s mother and the neighborhood children waited excitedly with a watch on the veranda at home. Batista always sent a message—a riddle or joke—home with the pigeon which the children clamored around to read with laughter and wonder. As the flights became a regular event, Kazumasa could see on any Saturday or Sunday the children gather from every end of the tenement to read the notes brought by the pigeon. For some reason, no matter how simple nor how silly, the messages brought by the pigeon were more wonderful and exciting than a voice on a telephone.
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    So it was that Kazumasa and I had come to live in Brazil. Kazumasa had no idea at the time how this simple pastime of staring out his window on the tenement scene below might affect his own future. These things I knew with simple clairvoyance. I also knew that strange events far to our north and deep in the Amazon Basin, events as insignificant as those in a tiny northeastern coastal town wedged tightly between multicolored dunes, and events as prestigious as those of the great economic capital of the world, New York, would each cast forth an invisible line, shall I say, leading us to a place they would all call the Matacão.


CHAPTER 3: MANÉ DA COSTA PENA

IN 1992, two years after torrential rains washed away the tillable earth in one southern region of the Amazon Basin, Mané da Costa Pena discovered the feather. In the years after his discovery, the soil over his small farm and for miles in every direction was scrubbed away. It had begun with the fires, the chain saws and the government bulldozers. Before that, Mané Pena had wandered the forest like the others—fishing, tapping rubber and collecting Brazil nuts. One day, in the usually dark forest, he wandered through a strange tunnel of light in which the damp forest humidity seemed to churn in changing colors. At the end of the tunnel, he found himself in this clearing where one of his rubber trees used to be, and this goverment sort hands him some papers and says, “We’ve done the clearing for you, sir. Now it’s all yours, from that tree yonder to that stick yonder.”

“Got nothing on it,” observed Mané.

“Couple of weeks, we’ll send an agronomist ’round. Get you started; show you how to plant. Whole new way of life, Seu Mané. Meantime, if I were you, I’d get some barbed wire, fence it properly. Congratulations. Just sign here.”

The agronomist never did come, but the rains did and the wind and the harsh uncompromising tropical sun. Even Mané’s mud-and-thatch house was eventually washed away. What was uncovered was neither rock nor desert, as some had predicted, but an enormous impenetrable field of some unknown solid substance stretching for millions of acres in all directions. Scientists, supernaturalists and ET enthusiasts, sporting the old Spielberg rubber masks, flooded in from every corner of the world to walk upon and tap at the smooth hard surface formerly hidden beneath the primeval forest.

    That the primeval forest was not primeval was hardly news to old Mané. He and others had been telling tales of the impossibility of tapping underground water sources for as long as he could remember. Years ago they had even told this to TV reporters when the national network had come over to tape sections of a documentary about the Amazon. The reporters visited Mané’s poor farm—the paltry stubble of manioc in an un-weeded and eroding garden—and put him and his family (his second wife and all her children and the younger ones of his previous marriage) on national television. Mané complained awkwardly to the cameras about the underground matacão, or solid plate of rock that always blocked well-diggers. Mane’s old cronies and even Mané himself laughed at the sight of his wrinkled face, eyes dancing about and peering suspiciously into the camera lens. That Mané had said all that in a regional tongue, consonants lost between a toothless grin they could all understand, on real TV seemed to settle the complaint in everyone’s minds, and the reporters, who were used to interviewing illiterate, backward and superstitious people, filed the videotape under fantastico and let it collect dust until the late 1990s.

    There were odd theories about the Matacão, as it became known—that it was the earth’s mantle rising to the surface or the injection of a cement layer by a powerful multinational. It was indeed strange that the Matacão was made of some sort of impenetrable material, had a slick shiny surface and seemed to glow in the dark on moonlit nights.

Mané, having discovered the feather, was more fortunate than others who farmed the area and who subsequently lost everything. He had put it this way: “We thought when we came here that we’d farm virgin soil, but her tubes had been tied long ago.”

    Mané and others did not have much choice. He and his family accepted the government’s offer to live in low-cost, riverside condominiums built on the edges of the Matacão, but the government condemned those buildings just five years after they were built, and a private real estate company came in and bulldozed them under, replacing them with American franchises wedged between and under exclusive penthouses with heliports and hotels. Tourists stomped over the Matacão, billed as one of the wonders of the world, and it was considered chic to get a tan on the field.

    That was when Mané’s feather started to take hold. By now, Mané, his wife and all those children were living in a shack built of construction residue and making a living working on the bulldozing and construction sites along the Matacão. His wife did hand-laundering for hotel guests while the older children slipped off one by one to odd jobs nearby and as far away as Manaus and Rio de Janeiro.

In the evenings, Mané would wash up and lounge around the street bars, sitting at a table in one of the sidewalk cafes, stroking his ear with his feather and cracking jokes with the other old-timers. The others teased him, calling him “Mané feather,” but the feather, he claimed, was better than smoking or drinking. Of course, it was not as good as sex, but what feather could compete with that? It had worked wonders on his sleepless children and was completely natural. It was like those copper bracelets everyone used for rheumatoid arthritis: if it didn’t help, it sure didn’t hurt.

    The second time the national network people came by, having pulled out their decade-old tapes on the same geographical area for a historic foothold of some purposeful and continuing saga, old Mané was again a poor, barefoot regional type on national television with another uncredited statement, this time about the feather, which again would change his life forever. To have one’s life changed forever, three times, amounted in Mané’s mind to being like one of those actors on TV who slipped from soap opera to soap opera and channel to channel, being reincarnated into some new character each time. One story had nothing to do with the other except that the actor was the same. The disjunction of each stage in Mané’s life seemed as divisible as the Matacão and as incomprehensible as the magic of the feather. Still, the feather, Mané concluded, was the only tangible evidence of coherence. Like the remote control and the buttons on his new TV, it made things happen.


CHAPTER 4: GGG

MEANWHILE, FAR AWAY IN NEW YORK, I could also see that the great mechanisms of the business world were churning furiously on the twenty-third floor of a smoked-glass high-rise. The conference room for nonsmoking executives was buzzing symphonically. On the other side of the corridor, the conference room for smoking executives was dangerously close to setting off the overhead fire alarm and sprinklers. Nonsmoking and smoking executives communicated between conference rooms via closed-circuit TV. Unknown to anyone, an inconspicuous cable had been hooked by a courier in the interoffice mail run to a private television in the basement. The janitors and the mail couriers drank cokes and ate chocolate chip cookies during quarterly reports and cheered on the opposing teams—smokers vs. nonsmokers.

On the street below, union members paced the street in front of the revolving glass doors with the inevitable signs. A bouquet of helium balloons with the messages “Unfair to Employees” and “Strike!” and “Equal Pay for Equal Mentality” floated in a mass up to the windows of the twenty-third-floor conference rooms. The strikers cheered hysterically. In the basement, the couriers and janitors saw the balloons and cheered too.

Secretaries and administrative assistants rushed to and fro over the spongy carpets outside the president’s office, exchanging copies of the same memos and drawing breaths of impatience while queuing up before copy machines. Several fights had already stirred the last hours before lunch break, when certain secretaries had had the audacity to cut in line to make urgent copies for their own files. Consequently, the Human Resources Department was in an additional upheaval, trying to handle the delinquent employees while preparing the paperwork for reopening negotiations with the union after the inevitable and eventual loss of zeal by union members in the hullabaloo over the strike.

Research marketers on the tenth floor were busily putting together their new packaging proposal, along with smaller, sample giveaways and a sleek new brochure. In another room, a couple of managers were editing a series of one-minute commercials while an assistanxt anxiously pressed the fast-forward button.

A few floors down, dressmakers were hemming gowns on models, while a designer swept around with a clipboard and made monosyllabic comments and gave orders. A woman in tricolor hair coaxed the models to sashay into line and hurried them up the elevator to do their show for the board of directors during dessert.

The Accounting Department was busily printing checks and sifting through and stamping invoices. Their computer spreadsheets had fiscal plans for the next ten years, and the director of fiscal management was wiping coffee off the FY 2002 spreads.

The Research and Development Department was deep in conference over a five-year proposal to move into accessory areas—everything from clothing to cars—that would enhance and complete the desired look. The department had drawn up graphs to show where and when infiltration into the domestic and international markets could be expected to peak.

The research theorists had prepared extensive personality breakdowns of potential buyers, their attitudes, credit histories, morals and life philosophies. These theorists had also formulated a new philosophical makeup for potential users based on a combination of computerized biorhythms and earlier editions of Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care.

The commissary was shuttling crepe pans and peach brandy up to both conference rooms, and employees enrolled in the aerobics program were rushing to the showers from the badminton courts. A phys-ed instructor employed by the company was hustling in the 12:30 bunch for stretching and muscle-toning. A sign said, “PHYSICAL EXERCISE FOR GOOD MENTAL EXERCISE. —GGG Fit Employee Program.”

All in all, it was a normal day at GGG. Except for the strike, the secretaries’ tussle and the board of director’s luncheon on the twenty-third floor, business went on quite as usual. GGG was one of those business miracles springing from a small one-computer office with two pushbutton phones into a multi-million dollar operation with 100,000 employees in branch offices across the nation, all this in a period of five years. The founding couple, Georgia and Geoffrey Gamble, had already been kicked out of their own business in a simple vote of stockholders and upheld by the board of directors. The chairman of the board looked sympathetically at Georgia and Geoff: “I’m sorry, it’s just gotten bigger than you can handle. That’s the way of the free market, you know.”

Georgia and Geoff Gamble were hardly surprised by the decision. Georgia adjusted her Dior spectacles, and Geoff pushed his hands into the pockets of his tweed coat and smiled blandly. GGG had certainly surpassed their mad brainstorm over alba-core at a sushi bar one afternoon in 1990. Georgia had even predicted their forced resignation, but Geoff had sneered at the time. Even so, Geoff had, early on, decided to keep in the pocket of his tweeds a single card, to which he now turned with a vengeance. Georgia looked at Geoff significantly, and the couple took the elevator down twenty-three floors to the revolving glass doors. By the time they reached the bottom, the computer had already deleted their names from the company hierarchy. However, the card in Geoff’s pocket was not only deleted but irretrievable, and, although its absence could not destroy GGG, it could wreak its own particular havoc. It was more than the missing microchip in a personal computer—it was the pea under twenty-three mattresses in the bed of a princess, the missing product.

The marvelous thing about the card in Geoff’s pocket was that GGG had gotten along without it since the very beginning. In fact, according to Georgia’s calculations, GGG could probably go on almost forever without it. That had been the very brilliance of GGG’s conception. Geoff tore the card in half and tossed it into a nearby gutter; it was gone forever.

Meanwhile, on the third floor, in one small understaffed department, cryptically titled “Development Resources Research and Viability,” a single director and his clerks waded through papers and filed everything in steel cabinets, which were in turn locked in an enormous walk-in vault. Monthly, a manager would wade through the files and remove those containing discarded or rejected subjects and shred them.

There was a second vault with boxes and boxes of junk—everything from silver-plated hole-punchers to quartz shopping-list calculators. At this point, most of the objects were small enough to put in a handbag. The Viability Commission, an outgrowth of Development Resources Research and Viability, had narrowed down product viability to handbag size, and the clerks had had to get the maintenance men to remove the large equipment, such as personal copy machines and chairs with heated seats. The department director was relieved because his request for warehouse space had been denied in the last fiscal budget, and he did not relish the idea of giving up his office space for storage.

Actually, he was not yet aware of the commission’s plans to remove even things like the silver-plated hole-punchers because of the price of silver on the international market and costly overhead for insurance and freight. Every week the commission had some new strictures on product viability. They had finally, after five years, however, narrowed the retail price to $9.99 with latitude for inflation. At $9.99, silver-plated hole-punchers were out.
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