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Tonita and Pamela,
this book is for you






But you, why do you return to so much woe? Why do you not climb the delectable mountain, the source and cause of every happiness?

—DANTE ALIGHIERI, Inferno




A silence so great that hopelessness is shamed. Mountains so high that hopelessness is shamed.

—CLARICE LISPECTOR, Soulstorm
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Uno

——————
THE GIRL WHO APPEARED
IN A TREE

When Salomé finally wrote to her daughter—by then a young woman, a stranger, thousands of miles away—she said everything that disappears is somewhere, as if physics could turn back time and save them both. It was a maxim she’d learned in school: energy is neither lost nor created. Nothing truly goes away. People are energy too, and when you cannot see them they’ve just changed places, or changed forms, or sometimes both. There is the exception of black holes, which swallow things without leaving even the slightest trace, but Salomé let her pen keep moving as if they did not exist.

Her skirts were wet and clung to her legs and her pen moved and moved without her hand seeming to push it, forming the spires and spikes and loops of cursive words, sharp t’s and j’s, y’s and g’s with knots at their base as though to tie themselves together, tie women back together, and as she wrote the loops grew large, as if more rope were needed to bind what had blown apart inside her, and not only inside her but around her, and before her, in her mother’s days, her grandmother’s days, the hordes of stories Salomé had not lived through but that came to her as stories do—copiously, uninvited, sometimes in an easy sprawl, sometimes with a force that could drown you or spit you up to heaven. Other stories had never come; they went untold. They left hollow silence in their place. But if it was true that everything that disappeared was somewhere, then even those still breathed and glittered, somewhere, in the hidden corners of the world.

———

The first day of a century is never like other days, and less so in Tacuarembó, Uruguay, a speck of a town, known for starting centuries with some peculiar miracle or another. And so the townspeople were primed that morning, ready, curious, tingling, some drunk, some praying, some drinking more, some stealing gropes under bushes, some leaning into saddles, some filling gourds of mate, evading sleep, peering at the slate of a new century.

A century before, in 1800, when Uruguay was not yet a country but just a slice of colonial land, huge baskets of purple berries had appeared at the altar of the church. They came from nowhere, succulent and perfectly ripe, enough to feed the town twice over. An altarboy called Robustiano had watched the priest open the door to find the gift sweltering under Christ’s feet. For years Robustiano would describe the priest’s face when he saw those berries sweating in the stained-glass sun, three baskets as wide as two men’s chests, the fragrance rising to intoxicate God. Robustiano spent the rest of the day, and the rest of his life, describing the way it happened. “He just turned white, white as paper, then he went pink, and his eyes rolled into his head, and—páfate—he collapsed onto the ground! I ran over and shook him, calling, Padre, Padre, but he was like a rock.” Years later, he would add, “It was the smell that was too much for him. You know. Like the smell of a woman who’s been satisfied. El pobre padre. All those nights alone—he couldn’t take it, those berries hot from the sun, in his church, too much for a priest.”

Women, gauchos, and children came to feast on the berries. The pews were not accustomed to such a crowd. The berries were small and bulbous, ripe and tart, different from anything that had been seen growing in these lands. As the town lay down for a digestive siesta, an octogenarian stepped up to the altar and told the tale she’d heard in her youth, of the miracles that came to Tacuarembó on the first day of each century. “I’m telling you,” she said, “this is our miracle.” Her bearded chin was stained with convincing purple juice. Miracles are miracles, she said; they come unannounced and unexplained and have no guarantee of giving you what you want; and yet you take them; they are the hidden bones of ordinary life. She told them the story of New Year’s Day one hundred years prior, in 1700, exactly as it had been told to her, and no one had a decent reason to doubt this: on that very day, songs in the old native Tupí-Guaraní language had haunted the air, from one sunrise to the next. Though most tacuaremboenses had native blood mixed in their veins, even back then many had lost the tongue. But still, the sounds were unmistakable: the guttural clips, the lilt like a stream shocked by stones. Everyone could hear them but no one could find the singers; the music rode, disembodied, potent, broken, on the wind.

Pajarita heard all these stories as a little girl—the berries, the songs, the purple-skinned woman. She had no idea what Guaraní sounded like. All she heard at home was the Spanish of Tacuarembó, the hum of fire, the staccato of knife through onion, the low rustle of her aunt Tita’s skirt, the bright lament of her brother’s battered guitar, the crows outside, the hooves of horses, the chickens quibbling, her brother berating the chickens, Tía Tita’s constant fold and clean and stir and cut and sweep and pour. Tía Tita barely spoke a word, except when she told stories, and then she was unstoppable, exhaustive, demanding of uncompromised attention. She told them as she cooked. They purled and flowed and rushed from her, spilling everywhere, filling their one-room hut with fluid spectres of the dead.

“You have to know,” she’d say, “why your brother is called Artigas,” and this was Pajarita’s signal to come and cut beef for the stew. She knew the contours of the story just as she knew the knife’s shape before she grasped it. She nodded and came and stretched her ears so wide they felt like the openings of wells.

“He’s named after your great-grandfather. I know some don’t believe it, but José Gervasio Artigas, the great liberator of Uruguay, is my grandfather—it’s true. Yes, he led the fight for independence, with gauchos and Indians and freed slaves. Everyone knows he did that and next time I’ll tell the story. But he also sowed his seed in the belly of a gaucho’s daughter with hair down to her knees. Analidia. She made the best blood sausages this side of the Río Negro. She was fourteen. No one will believe you, but you can’t let that matter, you have to be relentless to keep history alive. Mira, Pajarita, cut the meat a bit smaller. Like this.”

She watched Pajarita until she was satisfied, then bent over the cooking pit and stirred the coals. The raven-haired girl holding blood sausages hovered behind her, translucent, wide-eyed, palms opening and closing on the meat.

“Pues, that José Gervasio, he spent one night in 1820 sweating on fresh hides with Analidia, right before he was defeated by the Brazilians. He fled to the Paraguayan forest and was never seen again. Analidia gave birth to a perfect baby girl. Esperanza. My mother. Remember her name? She was stronger than a bull in a stampede. When she grew up she fell in love with El Facón, that crazy gaucho, your grandfather. He was born Ricardo Torres but it didn’t take him long to earn his real name. Nobody wields the facón knife like he did. I’d like to see the angels try.”

Pajarita, chopping, chopping, saw her grandfather, El Facón, as a young gaucho, holding his own facón up to the sky, blade glinting, dripping fresh red bull blood to the ground.

“In those early days, before your father and I came along, El Facón was famous for his sweet voice, touchy temper, and deadly aim. He roamed the land freely with his facón and his bolas and lasso and he chased down cattle and took their flesh and hides south to the ports. He brought home gifts for Esperanza, jewels from India and Rome, fresh from exotic ships, but she didn’t care much about them. They piled up in the corner of their hut. She wanted him next to her, more than anything, and so she suffered. When I was born she was alone. She made herself sick reading the leaves of her ombú and ceibo tea, which bore terrible warnings. Obvious warnings. War was everywhere. Every season a new tyrant came through, gathering an army, killing an army off, gaining power, losing it. Young men cut one another up and threw the pieces to the dogs. So much blood was shed the earth should have turned red. Don’t make that face, Pajarita. Look, the water’s boiling.”

Pajarita squatted at the red-hot cooking pit and heaped the beef into the pot. It was flesh from a cow, not youngman flesh. Late sun lacquered the dirt floor, the table, the sleeping hides; soon it would be time to light the lamp.

“So there they were, El Facón and Esperanza, living in a countryside torn apart by fighting. And then the Saravia brothers came. Aparicio and Gumersindo—he was doomed, that Gumersindo—and grew their army here in Tacuarembó. They were hell-bent on independence from the latest tyrant, they were sure that they would win. Your abuelo, El Facón, he believed everything they said. He followed them out of Uruguay, to Brazil, into the battlefields. There are things he saw there that he never uttered, that he swore he wouldn’t say even in hell. The devil couldn’t stand it, he said. So we don’t know. But we do know he buried Gumersindo with bare hands, then watched the enemy dig him up, cut off his head, and parade it everywhere. Well, after that, three years after, El Facón trembled back to Esperanza. They built this ranchito, this very one we stand in now, and your father was born here, and so was your brother Artigas. And that’s how Artigas got his name.”

Tía Tita stirred the stew and fell silent. Pajarita teemed inside (with severed heads and long long hair and gems from overseas) as she cleaned the bowls and knives.

Pajarita’s brother, Artigas, remembered exactly when Tía Tita moved in: it was 1899, when Pajarita was born the first time, before the tree, before the miracle.

That year, he had turned four and his mother, La Roja, had died in childbirth. She left nothing but a sea of blood and a baby with big black eyes. The birth before that had ended in death also, but it had been the baby who had died, and Mamá who stayed to cook and sing another day. This time she stopped moving. The blood soaked the pile of hides the family used for sleep and they were clearly ruined, so Artigas was afraid when he saw his father, Miguel, rubbing them against his face, weeping, staining his skin red. The baby was crying. Miguel ignored her. There was no sleep that night. In the morning Tía Tita came, and looked around the hut. La Roja’s cow-skull stool had been taken from its place at the table. Miguel held it with both hands, sitting still, facing the wall. Behind him, Artigas sat on congealed hides, holding a writhing baby. The cooking pit was cold and empty; Tía Tita filled it with wood. She scoured the bloodstains from the walls, made tortas fritas, hauled out the ruined hides, and cleaned the clothes. She found a young mother four hillocks over to nurse the unnamed baby. Esa bebita, that baby, they called her over the wells of Tacuarembó.

Tía Tita stayed with them, and Artigas was glad; his aunt was like an ombú tree, thick-trunked, alive with silence. He curled into the shade of her. He slept against the warm bark of her body. The seasons churned from cold to heat and back to cold. Miguel grew hard, like beef in smoke. He didn’t touch the baby. One night—as the winter wind swept through the cracks in the walls, and outside the treetops arched and swung against clear sky in which the moon looked big enough to spill a calf out of its belly—the baby girl cried in Tita’s arms.

“Shut her up, Tita,” Miguel said.

“It’s the wind. And her teeth are coming in.”

“Then kill the little whore!”

Artigas crouched into the shadows. His nameless sister gazed at her father with large eyes.

Tita said, “Miguel.”

“Shut up.”

“Miguel. Calm down.”

“I’m calm. I said kill her.”

Tía Tita tightened her arms around the baby and stared at her brother, who stared at the baby, who did not look away. Artigas felt the need to defecate; he couldn’t stand the expression on his father’s face, a look that could have slashed a man to pieces. The fire ebbed and crackled and his father turned and pushed through the leather curtain at the door. Artigas imagined him standing outside, alone, under a bowl of stars, and heard him slide onto horseback and ride out over flat earth.

The next morning, the baby was gone. Though they all slept on the same hides, the Torres family hadn’t felt her leave. A thorough search of land around them yielded absolutely nothing: no crawl-marks, no clues, no miniature corpse. A week after her disappearance, the gossips of Tacuarembó proclaimed her dead—or, as the devout Doña Rosa put it, carried off by angels into heaven. She had died of starvation. She had died of abandonment. She had died under an owl’s claws, unnamed, unwanted. Miguel said nothing to this, neither agreed nor disagreed, neither wept nor smiled.

Only Tía Tita kept searching for the baby, with a mare’s tireless pace. She looked everywhere: green fields, low hills, thick bushes, tall or deep or shady trees, the sun-drenched slope that led to town, the plaza, the church, the three stone wells, and the homes—ranchitos peppered sparsely along the landscape, small cubes with cut-out windows, the women inside ready to cluck their tongues and gesture no. At night, Tía Tita brewed a tea of ombú and ceibo leaves. She stared at hot, wet shapes for a sign of the girl’s whereabouts, or at least a sign of her death. None came. The search went on.

She took Artigas on some of her quests. One of them changed him indelibly (and he wondered, years later, as an old man toting rifles through the jungle, whether without that day he might have aged uneventfully in Tacuarembó). It happened on a Sunday that began with mass at the town church, a place Artigas hated for reminding him of the last time he’d seen his mother, enshrouded in black cloth and wildflowers. The priest spoke with a passion that edged his mouth with spittle and Artigas’ knees got sore. On the way home, his aunt pulled the bridle and changed the course of their ride without warning or explanation. Artigas gazed around him at the grass, the tall eucalyptus, the distant sheep. No sign of his sister. They rode in silence, the sun’s hot liquid all around them.

An hour passed. Artigas grew restless. “Tía,” he asked, “how much longer will we look?”

She neither answered nor slowed down. Her skirts sang swish, swish against the horse’s skin. The detour might be for a special sprout or crooked leaf or bitter root for one of her healing teas or balms. She was always gathering and gathering. In town she was notorious for hitching her skirt up to her thighs so she could carry weeds she’d ripped out of someone else’s ground. The Gardel boys teased him about it, I saw your tía’s legs covered in mud, your tía’s crazy to chase dead babies. Artigas had come home scraped and bleeding and victorious.

When Tía Tita finally stopped, she slid off the horse and didn’t move. He slunk down behind her.

They stood in an unfamiliar field. There were no cows, no sheep or people, no baby girls falling out of the sky, nothing at all except grass and a couple of ombús. Empty. Empty. Sisters can’t be found in empty space. Little girls do not survive the wild. Even if they found her she would be mangled, all white bone and gnawed flesh, like the carcass of an abandoned sheep. Artigas sat down and stared at Tía Tita’s back, with that long, dark braid running down its center like a seam. She stood impossibly still. He waited. Nothing happened. The sun bore down. He was hot and he wanted to slap something. This bare, dumb field. This heavy sun. That strange, unmoving back of Tita’s. He leaped up. “Tía, what are we doing here?”

“We’re listening. To birds.”

Artigas opened his mouth to protest this absurdity but nothing could come out because in the time it took to draw his next breath it had occurred, it was too late, the sound of the field flooded his body, birds sang in the sky and in the leaves, his bones were bursting open, there were birds in his bones, singing, small and loud and delicate, hidden in flesh, hidden in foliage, saying the unsayable in keens and croons and cries, almost unbearable; the field, the fierce little throats, the open world, beyond his understanding, and the sound shimmered open and spilled a secret music that could steal him and never bring him back. He filled with terror and something else and had to pee or cry but couldn’t, and so he buried his face in musky grass and listened to birds.

They found no baby that day. In fact, on New Year’s, it was neither Tía Tita nor Artigas but young Carlita Robles who galloped to the plaza with the news. Artigas saw her walnut braids flying behind her with the exact same hue and gleam as her horse, as if they had been soaked in the same dye. Her timing was perfect. The century was nine hours old. The plaza’s cobbles sizzled from the stare of morning sun. Stragglers still clung to the site of the party: snoring drunks, young lovers, stray dogs, Artigas with his worn guitar (with which he strained, against all reason, to enter the hidden lairs of sound). The devout Doña Rosa still hadn’t emerged from church. She’d been there since midnight. She’d been fasting since Christmas so that God would not make their miracle a bad one, like a massacre or cholera or a flood of infidelities (though nobody took her campaign too seriously, as three years earlier, when her son had disappeared with Aparicio Saravia’s rebel forces, she’d become obsessed with fasts and prayer and if her husband couldn’t find her he simply rode to church, where he’d invariably catch his kneeling wife and bring her home to cook his dinner. Such a patient man, people said. Not an easy lot, to be cuckolded by God).

“I found it—the miracle!” Carlita called. “There’s a baby in a tree!”

Artigas stopped strumming, the couples stopped kissing, and Alfonso the shopkeeper lifted his groggy head from the bench.

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure.”

“Let’s go see.”

They went to the chapel first, to tell Doña Rosa. Stained light eased over their heads and sidled to the pews, down the aisle, over Doña Rosa’s pious back. Carlita dipped into holy water and made a rushed sign of the cross. Artigas followed suit for her sake (she was so pretty).

“Doña Rosa,” Carlita whispered. “The miracle. There’s a baby in a ceibo!”

Doña Rosa looked up from her rosary. “A baby?”

“Yes.”

“Ah.” She frowned. “What a blessing.”

They rode the dirt path toward the eastern edge of Tacuarembó. Artigas settled into the hot equine muscle beneath his legs. The sleepless night had left a veneer of alert exhaustion and he didn’t want to rest. He would ride his horse to the edge of town; he would ride his horse to the edge of the world; it was a new century, he would ride and ride, and a baby could be, no it couldn’t, impossible, but if it was. How bright the colors were around him, the green and gold of summer grass, the hot blue of morning sky, the dark-wood brown of the ranchitos out of which more people came to join their travels. Kerchiefed women craned their heads through curtained doorways for the news, then left embers glowing alone in cooking pots. Men drinking mate in the sun untied their horses and scooped their children into saddles.

The group doubled, and doubled again, growing the way armies do as they sweep through towns. By the time they arrived at the ceibo tree, the sun had brushed its zenith and begun to slide. The tree towered over the eastern well, and at the very top, thirty meters from solid earth, grasping a slim branch, there perched a girl.

She was not quite a year old. Her skin was two shades lighter than hot chocolate and she had high cheekbones and chaotic hair that spilled to her naked waist. Her eyes were round and moist like birthday cakes. She looked neither afraid nor eager to descend.

Artigas threw his head back. He burned to catch her eye. Mírame, he thought.

“She’s a witch!” one woman said.

“A bruja sent us a brujita!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” snapped Doña Rosa. “She’s an angel. She’s here to bless Tacuarembó.”

“With what? A rain of baby caca?”

“That’s no angel, it’s just a child.”

“A dirty one.”

“Maybe she’s one of the Garibaldi kids. They’re always climbing trees.”

“Only the Garibaldi boys climb trees.”

“And they only climb ombús.”

“That’s true. How could anyone get up this trunk?”

The necks of fifty tacuaremboenses craned up at the girl. The tree looked impossible to scale. If it had been a native ombú, with its low, inviting branches, there would have been no miracle or legend or ninety years of carrying the story. But here was the tallest ceibo known to Tacuarembó, its lowest branch many meters from the ground. No one could imagine an adult shimmying up with a baby in her arms, let alone a baby’s lonely climb.

“Very well. Doña Rosa, you’ve got your miracle.”

“Our miracle.”

“Miracles are miracles, what more can we say?”

“Only thanks be to God.”

“If you say so.”

“I do. I certainly do.”

“I meant no harm.”

“Hmm.”

“Look, everybody, let’s not quarrel.”

“We’ve got to find a way to get her down.”

“A ladder!”

“Let’s shake her out.”

“There’s no ladder big enough—I know, I made them all.”

“I could climb the tree—”

“You can barely climb onto your horse, hombre!”

“We should wait for a sign—”

“And what? Leave her up there for another century?”

The infant sat high above the din, impassive, barely moving. Artigas thought: Mírame. She turned her head, this way, that way, and their eyes met. You. You. Their gaze had flesh, their gaze had strength, their gaze was a branch between them, invisible, unbreakable, bound to last forever, or so it seemed.

“I know her,” he shouted. “She’s my sister.”

Fifty faces turned toward the boy.

“Your sister?”

“What sister?”

“Ay … he means …”

“Poor thing.”

“Look, Artigas.” Carlita Robles knelt beside him. “This can’t be her.”

“Why not?”

“She’s been gone too long.”

“She couldn’t have survived.”

“Little girls can’t survive alone.”

“But she did,” Artigas said.

Carlita and Doña Rosa exchanged a glance.

“Besides,” he added, “if it’s not her, where did this girl come from?”

Doña Rosa opened her mouth, then closed it. No one spoke. Artigas looked up again at the infant in the treetop. She stared back. She was far away, close close to heaven, yet he could swear he saw the texture of her eyes: dark pools, wide awake, red veins in the whites. He imagined himself soaring up to meet her.

“Wait for me,” he called into the foliage.

He mounted his horse and galloped down the hill.

He found Tía Tita outside their hut, plucking a chicken. He dismounted in a rush and told her everything about the morning plaza, the crowd around the ceibo, the child up on the branch. She listened. She tilted her face to the sun. Her lips moved without making any sound. She wiped her wide hands on her apron and untied it. “Let’s go.”

By the time they arrived at the ceibo, most of the town had formed a ring around it. Women had brought their children, children had brought their great-grandparents, men had brought wives, the stray dogs from the plaza had brought one another. Horses grazed. Doña Rosa had sacrificed the front of her dress to kneel on the ground and pray intensely with her rosary that had been blessed sixteen years earlier by the pope. The shopkeeper’s son brandished a wooden flute. Dogs barked and brayed. Several mate gourds and baskets of empanadas circulated from hand to hand. Arguments rose and broke and rose again, about the girl, about the pastries, about who drank how much and did what with whom last night in the plaza. The infant stared at them from the high foliage, which held her like an adoptive guardian’s arms.

Tía Tita and Artigas slid from their shared saddle. The crowd grew quiet. Tía Tita was not tall, but she was large somehow, hard-jawed, commanding. “Leave us alone,” she said, looking at the baby but speaking to the throng. No one wanted to miss the story, break up the party, let someone else fix the problem. But Tía Tita—odd, unfathomable, needed for the cure of old men’s creaks and the froth on soldiers’ mouths—could not be easily denied. Slowly, grudgingly, the crowd dispersed.

“You too, Artigas.”

He did as he was told. Horseflesh moved damply below his thighs. The air was hot and thick and heavy. He joined a cluster that had formed in the shade of an ombú, and turned to watch from his saddle: Tita and that high speck of a girl, still and dark against a ruthless sky. Tita raised her arms and seemed to wait, and then the treetop shook and rushed with leaves and sudden-downward-streaking and her arms closed around a thing that thudded against her chest. Artigas watched his aunt walk from the tree, away from town, returning home on foot. By the time the moon had risen, all of Tacuarembó knew the story of the fall that turned to flight or flight that turned to fall.

They called her Pajarita. Little Bird.

———

Not all lives begin that way. Look at Ignazio Firielli. He never disappeared or reappeared or had a village call him miraculous. He did have his day with magic, once he was a grown man far from home, but even then it was for a single day that only served the purpose of forcing him toward love. That’s how he told it, anyway, years later, to his grandchildren—especially to Salomé, listening, smiling, fatal secrets tucked away. He would say the sight of a certain woman made magic spring from his hands. It was only as a carnival performer, bumbling through tricks in a gaudy suit. But memory is an expert at sleight-of-hand: it can raise up things that glitter and leave clumsiness and pain to be swallowed by the dark.

Before Ignazio knew a thing about magic, or Uruguay, or women born from trees, he knew Venezia. He held Venezia in his body: the canals, vast, veinlike; the lilting brass of his language; the smells of brine and basil and freshly cut wood in his family home. Above all, he knew gondolas. It was the family business to make gondolas of every size and style. Arcs of wood leaned beside the window; he could trace them with his hands and eyes and know where he belonged. Their shapes could keep a person gliding on the surface of the water, he could not drown, he would not drown, surrounded by planks and prows, gondolas for fishing, for coupling, for heading to the market, and, most of all, gondolas for taking the dead to the tomb-ridden Isle of San Michele.

Gondolas linked Venetians to their dead. Gondolas linked Ignazio to his dead. A history of death and gondolas lived buried in the corners of his home. When Ignazio was eleven, his grandfather revealed the past as they sat alone in the workshop. Nonno Umberto was not usually loquacious. He spent long hours by the window, bony hands at rest, swaying in the rocking chair he’d carved as a boy. He stared out at the houses reflected on the water, at linens on clotheslines, calm, quiet, no matter how loud the shouts got in the kitchen. He was deaf. He pretended to be deaf. Ignazio was never sure which one was true. He came and sat on a low stool at Nonno’s feet, in search of calm or at least a pretense of it, and finding, one day, the telling of a story, slippery, secret, as furtive and as heated as confession.

Long ago, said Nonno, the Firielli family made a modest living building simple gondolas. They had done this for centuries, and assumed they would do it for centuries to come. He was born into the business. He grew up. He married. He had seven children, and his family also lived among saline slabs of wood in raw states of formation. It was a bad time for Venezia. Cholera ran rampant; no one had enough to eat; corpse after corpse swelled the cemetery of San Michele. “The Austrians.” Nonno Umberto gripped a fistful of the quilt on his lap. If the quilt had been alive, Ignazio thought, it would be choking. “They had blood on their hands. They took from us and let us rot.”

Sun streaked the walls and fell on the skeletal boats around them. Nonno stared out the window. Ignazio stared out also, and he saw the old-time Austrians, big men with monstrous faces, wearing crowns, reclining in a gondola and laughing at beggars on bridges and shores. In the kitchen, the shouting continued, his mother, his father, a slap, a fall, more shouting.

Nonno went on: the revolution came. It was 1848. Venetians chased out Austrian rule. Umberto and thousands of others danced on the cathedral steps until the sun came up. The city churned with hope: freedom was theirs, they were independent, Venezia would be restored. For a year that was true, and then the Austrians returned. Cholera flared back up and burned across the city. Within six months, six of Umberto’s seven children had died of cholera. Four daughters and two sons. Only Diego survived (“your father, Ignazio; your father was the only one”). On the night that his last sister died, nine-year-old Diego went silent and said nothing for two years and thirty-seven days. On that same night, Umberto sat beside his silent son, empty as a rag that has been wrung over and over. The undertaker arrived, shrouded in black, his face masked in a hood with slits for eyes. He stared at young Diego through the slits.

“Don’t look at my son,” Umberto said.

“It won’t harm him.”

“Don’t look at him.”

The undertaker raised his hands. Umberto punched him and the man reeled back and Umberto punched him again until the hood lay flat and crushed against his head.

“May fever take your house,” the undertaker shouted. “May you all rot.” He stumbled out without the girl’s body.

Later that night, Umberto woke up to a rustle at the foot of his bed and saw an angel (“I swear it,” he told Ignazio, “an angel, with wings and all!”). Umberto sat for a minute in the glow of silence. Then he asked the angel how his last son might be spared. The angel said God hears what crosses the water. A wing tip brushed Umberto’s head, and he fell back asleep. The next morning, he entered his workshop and stayed for three days and three nights without sleeping, and built a funeral gondola that shocked him with its beauty. Four pillars held a ceiling upholstered with lush velvet. He carved his prayers into the wood: ornate crucifixes on each pillar, rolling vines and grapes and fleurs-de-lis, cherubs with their trumpets, a witch tearing her hair out, sylphs engaged in coitus, Hercules weeping on a mountain, and, at the helm, Orpheus with his golden lyre, poised to sing the way to Hades. The day that gondola crossed the water with their last daughter’s body, it caught the eye of a duchess and she commissioned one for her husband, who had died of syphilis. After that, Firielli gondolas carried the corpses of Venezia’s finest dead.

That’s how Nonno Umberto told it. Ignazio listened, surrounded by wood chips, sure that Nonno was a liar. He could not accept his grandfather hammering at a gondola three days straight—when now his arthritic hands barely brought fork to mouth. He could not accept an angel perching anywhere. Nor could he see his own father, Diego, as the small boy mute with pain, when now he was the farthest thing from silent, the farthest thing from small. There always seemed to be too much of him: too much volume, too much hair, too many wine bottles emptying too quickly. Too much laughter at the wrong times (his laugh had claws; it unfurled sharply). He eclipsed everyone—Ignazio himself, his brothers, his sisters, his mother with her broad hips and bullheaded love, and Nonno, with his rocking chair, his window, his corrugated skin, the loosened hold on life that caused him to stop carving, stop trying to shape things, just let them float or sink in their canals.

One summer night, when dinner was over and heat thickened the house, Ignazio reluctantly left childhood behind. It was a Wednesday. He was twelve. From the kitchen came the clanging watersong of his sisters washing pots and pans. His father slid his arms into his coat sleeves. His cheeks were red with wine. Ignazio’s older brothers followed suit and waited, hands in pockets. Diego Firielli turned to his youngest son and crooked his finger in the gesture of come. The brothers laughed. Ignazio flushed and rushed toward his coat.

Outside, their gondola sat, dispassionate, on the water. Ignazio stepped in last. The wind curled on the surface of the canal, and they glided along the water in silence. Diego turned to look at Ignazio with a strange expression, expectant, mocking. The thick bush of his hair blocked out the city behind him.

It was late, even for Venezia, but the house they went to brimmed with light, noise, and women. Red velvet drapes hung to the floor; wine poured freely; languid chords pushed out of an accordion; the women laughed and swayed and rubbed their bodies against men. Ignazio stood in a corner between a curtain and an ornate oil lamp and tried not to look at anyone. He wished the lamp would darken so he could melt into the wall. He stepped farther from its sphere of light, but his father approached, a girl on each arm. “Here,” he said, thrusting one toward Ignazio.

Upstairs, on the stale mattress, Ignazio’s hand shook as he touched the girl’s knee. It was cool and smooth. Her shoulder preened with freckles. Black ringlets fell around her face. She sat, half reclined, on the thin bed. He was afraid of her, uncertain, humiliated by the fact of his own fear. She drew his hand to the hem of her skirt and he did nothing and she rolled her eyes and reached to unbutton his trousers. Two minutes later, as he pushed into her body, he heard his father’s voice through the curtain to his left, grunting rhythmically, and realized that his father could hear him too. What if he made an audible mistake? He groaned in time, his sounds overshadowed by his father, and the girl lay still. She felt like a crushed peach, soft, moist, alarming. His father finished and Ignazio bit the girl’s neck to climax in absolute silence.

It began soon after that. The unraveling. When Ignazio turned thirteen, his voice deepened and his father broke his mother’s ribs. At fourteen, he went to the kitchen one night and saw a thing that itched his skin: his father, seated at the table, sobbing. He made no sound. His glass was empty. His chin dripped with snot and tears. Ignazio crept out and raced to bed, where he lay in the sea of Nonno’s snores, itching, until the sun returned.

Fifteen: Ignazio cut and sanded, carved and built, until his hands grew raw. He rose for work before dawn, and kept on into the night. One night, in his exhaustion, he sawed the tip off his ring finger. Still, the Firielli business teetered on the edge of disrepute. Orders arrived, Diego ignored them, half-made gondolas lay naked and deserted. Funeral dates came and went, their commissioned vessels unfinished. Customers grew wary; the family soups thinned. By the time Ignazio turned sixteen, his brothers and sisters had married, gondola orders had fallen to half, and hunger felt as familiar as the pulse of water under wood.

One night, at the brothel, Diego shattered a chandelier and two wooden chairs. He was thrown from the building and told not to return. The next night, at his father’s insistence, Ignazio brought their gondola to dock at the brothel’s steps.

“Come with me.”

Ignazio shook his head.

His father stepped onto land, drunk, unsteady. He banged the brass ring against the gilded door. He yelled that he would enter. Three guards came out and punched him and then dragged him down the steps. They pushed him into the gondola, which swayed beneath the pressure.

Diego said, “You can’t—”

“Shut up,” a guard snarled. Ignazio could not see his face; his massive silhouette turned toward Ignazio. “Can’t you control your father? For God’s sake. For your family name.”

Ignazio felt a hot and creeping slime beneath his skin. He longed to leap into the dark canal and swim very far and never come back. He nodded and pushed the gondola out onto the water.

Six months later, on a cold winter night, Diego cracked his wife’s skull against the wall and loped outside. The canal growled under the wind. From the window of his room, Ignazio saw his father’s shadow teeter on the edge of the canal, then fall as if thrown from an invisible fist.

Ignazio lay silent until he heard his sister-in-law’s cry from the kitchen—dead, dead, Mamma is dead. He closed his eyes. His mother flooded across his mind: embracing him at six years old when he’d scraped his knee, her thick breasts covering his ears so that they filled with sounds like the inside of a shell; humming, tenor-low, while kneading dough for gnocchi in the kitchen; watching him as he put his coat on with his brothers, flesh swollen around her eyes. His chest burned. If his father had not thrown himself into the water, Ignazio could have killed him with bare hands. He heard Nonno sit up in the bed across from his. “Eh? What happened?”

Ignazio spent the next five hours cleaning blood from the walls and the body.

Two days later, Diego’s body washed up at the front steps of a count whose gondola order had never been completed. He surfaced just in time to make the journey to San Michele with his wife.

The corpses crossed the water, thronged by the living. The sky was pale with shock. A fleet of mourners—sons, daughters, wives and husbands, children, great-aunts, uncles, drenched in black—rode their gondolas in an entourage behind the coffins. San Michele loomed before them, with its township of tombs, soaking in the prayers and wails that ebbed over the water.

Ignazio rowed numbly. The world was not the world but a mere painting of itself; apart; impenetrable; all the grieving people only brushstrokes; he in the midst of it, pretending to be real, wearing a life of someone else’s making. Only Nonno Umberto still seemed viscerally true. His breath labored as they disembarked, audible through the drone of Hail Marys. He leaned on Ignazio’s arm. He smelled of soap and vinegar and a bitter trace of sweat.

Sepulchral rows, priestly mutterings, aunts weeping, slate moved aside to lower caskets into ground. Ignazio watched the remains of his parents (man and wife, he thought, killer and killed) sink slowly, together, into the dark. The stone slab groaned as his brothers pushed it back into place, shutting in the dead.

“Ignazio,” his grandfather said. “Take me for a walk.”

They escaped the praying crowd and walked the cobbled path. The tombs of the rich loomed around them, edifices twice the size of the Firielli kitchen, wrought with statues. Sylphs and ancient gods and grieving angels gazed their way. They moved past them to a row of simple tombs, unadorned boxes submerged in the ground. Nonno stopped at one of them. Ignazio read the names etched into marble: PORZIA FIRIELLI. DONATO FIRIELLI. ARMINO FIRIELLI. ROSA FIRIELLI. ERACLA FIRIELLI. ISABELLA FIRIELLI. He chanted them, one after the other, in his mind, Porzia, Donato, Armino, Rosa, Eracla, Isabella, his aunts, his uncles, frozen children, unknown ghosts.

“Your father,” Nonno said. He stared at the ground. “You can’t be like him.”

“No.”

“But you have to accept him.”

“He’s dead.”

“Exactly.”

Ignazio kicked a pebble. He nodded blankly.

“Are you going to leave?”

“Leave?”

“You know you can’t stay here.”

Ignazio felt transparent. He did know. Or he had wondered. His mother was gone; the family business was dead; his older brothers fought like vultures for its remnants; his sisters had married away. The house was a hull of shadows.

Nonno Umberto looked immensely tired. “You should go. Our name is cursed. And soon Italy will be at war again.” He bent in closer. Ignazio smelled the tang of his white hair. “Listen. I have a little money in the floorboards, and I’ll send you to the New World if you swear you’ll build something. Gondolas, maybe, or something else, something useful over there, something worth building. Anything. Swear.”

It broke, then, the canvas stretched over the world, and Ignazio was not numb, not in a painting after all: he stood in a raw, unfinished world, surrounded by the dead, exposing a fresh layer of living skin.

“I swear,” he said.

As they turned back toward the burial, Ignazio looked across the water at Venezia. The city sprawled in all its dense, corrosive beauty. Gondolas split the water with their motion, with their silence, with their prows that aimed at faraway lands, at long-backed rivers and broad-backed seas that led to God knows where, to something new.

———

Four days later, Ignazio bought a ticket on a steamship. It was February 1, 1911. The boat was headed to Montevideo, a city he’d never heard of, but he was restless to embark, and in any case, the more anonymous, the better. He boarded and stowed his scanty possessions, then found a sailor and asked what Montevideo was like.

“The whores are cheap. Fishing’s good. It’s on the Río de la Plata.”

Ignazio nodded and tried to smile.

They crossed the vast blue dazzle of the Atlantic. The Italians reeked and retched and bent their hopeful words to sound more Spanish. Babies shrieked and grown men wept like babies. Ignazio would have shriveled from loneliness if it had not been for Pietro, a Florentine shoemaker, the kind of man who could talk a statue into dancing. When they first met, Ignazio watched him roll a cigarette: he flicked the paper just so, as if it had been waiting to bend to his will, then twisted the ends, sealing all escape routes (surrender, tobacco, no fate for you but smoke). He brought it to his lips, the sun setting into the sea behind him as if slowly falling to its knees. Ignazio cleaved to him. He wanted to be like him, light, confident, disdainful of discussions of the past, swaggering across the deck as though the future were a naked woman, waiting, open-limbed.

They spent long afternoons leaning on the rails. They stared at the ocean. They smoked, stared, lit up, and smoked again, until the tobacco ran out and they just stared and gnawed on substitutes—fish scales, shreds of cloth, errant twigs from the homeland. Pietro treated Ignazio like an entertaining little brother (he was ten years older, twenty-seven or so), though he softened once Ignazio beat him at cards. Nights in brothels had made Ignazio a good gambler. Pietro laughed when Ignazio showed him his twelfth winning hand.

“Not bad. You’ll need this skill in the New World.”

New. World. It sounded fresh and large and daunting. Ignazio shuffled the cards and stole glances at the horizon, thin and blue and pressing at the sky.

Three months later, Ignazio—stinky and exultant—disembarked at the Montevideo port. A strange and satisfying stench assailed his nostrils: a mix of cowhide, sweat, piss, and the brash alkaline wind. The port burst with ships bearing flags from all over the world: England, France, Italy, Spain, the United States, and dozens of unfamiliar design. His fellow travelers poured around him like dazed children. He had thought Pietro was right behind him, but now he turned and turned and saw him nowhere. The air was heavy, humid. Voices rattled and screeched out singsong strings of Spanish words. People bustled everywhere: sailors, vendor women, grimy little children picking at dead fish. A boy looked up at him from the fish bins he was scrubbing. The boy’s nose sloped widely to either side, and black eyes looked out of a face more darkly hued than he had ever seen. Pietro had assured him that Uruguay was full of Europeans and their descendants. A civilized place, he’d said. Ignazio’s eyes met the boy’s. He felt a surge of—what? fear? fascination? shame? It struck him, then—the obvious and unthinkable fact that he was in a strange land, worlds and worlds and long blue worlds away from home. His ribs tightened inside him. He longed for his only friend. He searched, pushing past women’s wide baskets and sailors’ hard smiles, until he finally found him, smoking a cigarette (how had he found one?) and leaning nonchalantly against a stucco wall. “Don’t worry,” Pietro said. “We’ll get used to it.” He laughed. “Here, have a smoke. What do you say we find a place to eat, a woman or two? We can think about jobs and rooms in the morning.”

He slapped Ignazio’s back, and they began to navigate the brackish din of Montevideo.

Monte. Vide. Eu. I see a mountain, said a Portuguese man, among the first Europeans to sight this terrain from sea.

Monte. Vide. Eu. But Ignazio saw no mountain at all, just flat, cobbled streets.

Monte. Vide. Eu. City of sailors and workers, of wool and steak, of gray stones and long nights, biting-cold winters and Januaries so humid you could swim through hot air. City of seekers. Port of a hundred flags. Heart and edge of Uruguay.

It was El Cerro they’d been talking about. Those Portuguese. They had glimpsed El Cerro from their ship, and spawned the city’s name. Monte. What an exaggeration. Ignazio beheld it every day from his work at the port: a mound the shape of a huge fried egg, spread long and low across the other side of the bay. It was absurd, barely a hill, pathetic, and he should know, coming from a nation with true, majestic mountains, the Alps, the Dolomiti, the Apennines, Vesuvius, Presanella, Cornizzolo, real mountains that he himself had never seen but could be trusted to exist, to have weight and height and substance, not like this thing they called El Cerro he stole glances at all day as he worked, aloft on a steel crane, remembering those first fools to have seen Uruguay from sea.

Many things looked different from the top of a crane. Boats. Mountains. Smooth water below. The long, heaving arc of a day’s work. Cranes were new to Montevideo; the first ones had arrived the same week as Ignazio. He quickly learned their language, the hoist of pulleys, the lever’s growl, the careful gait along their big steel snouts, exposure to damp cold and scorch of sun, the metal muscle of modernity, the thrill in lifting giant crates into the air.

At dusk, Ignazio walked on streets lined with wrought-iron balconies and ornate doors to Calle Ejido, where he lived in the shadow of cannons that had once guarded La Ciudad Vieja when it was not just the Old City but the whole of the city itself. Strange, that the first settlers here had built their little town with an armed wall around it. They’d built a port wide open to the waters, yet closed to surrounding land. What had lurked in the earth around them? What lay around them now? Just across the wall, in the newer part of the city, roads turned into packed earth, lined with huts like humble boxes made of wood, surrounded by wild and sudden space. There were strange things about this city. Amethysts used as doorstops, leather used for everything, a stone wall between Old City and New. An obsession with the president, a man called Batlle y Ordóñez, who had promised schools, and workers’ rights, and hospitals (secular ones, scandalously so, with crucifixes banned from the walls). All the laborers Ignazio worked with—even the immigrants, of which there were many—spoke of Batlle the way Italians spoke of the pope. These men were also obsessed with mate: a brew of shredded leaves and hot water, concocted in a hollow gourd, then drunk through a metal straw called a bombilla. They drank it as if their lives depended on it, and maybe their lives did, sucking at bombillas on their high steel beams, pouring water while awaiting the next crate, passing the gourd from hand to calloused hand. The first time he was offered mate, Ignazio was shocked by the assumption that he should share a cup. He was eighteen, after all, a grown man. He thought of refusing, but didn’t want the others to think him afraid of tea. The gourd felt warm against his palm. The wet green mass inside it gleamed. The drink flooded his mouth, bright and green and bitter, the taste, he thought, of Uruguay.

He was able to find morsels of Italy: fresh pasta, good Chianti, the reassuring cadence of his language. El Corriente, the bar downstairs from his dingy rented room, brimmed with the sweethard liquor grappa miel and music from an out-of-tune piano and the company of immigrant men. He headed straight there after work. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, he crept downstairs to hear Italian spoken in loud and slurring voices. He needed them. They filled something even whores could not fill.

Pietro worked for a brilliant but arthritic shoemaker. He met Ignazio at El Corriente a few times a week until, three years after their arrival, he married a Sicilian girl with placid eyes and solid bones. Ignazio stood by him at the altar as the organ sang and the silky bride approached. The priest mumbled, made signs in the air, and gave his blessing for a kiss. Outside, on the steps, Ignazio threw raw rice at them and called his congratulations as the couple ran to their carriage. They rode off without looking back.

He saw less of Pietro after that. Some nights, loneliness and exhaustion wound together in a slow noose around Ignazio’s neck. He lay on his thin mattress, hour after hour, staring into blackness, forcing canals from his mind. He had food, cash, work, a room, everything he needed to survive, and yet his days felt like mollusk shells with the bodies scraped out—empty, useless, ready for the trash bin. It was not what his grandfather had sent him for. He tried to recall his grandfather’s face, painting it on the black canvas of the ceiling. Its details had grown hazy but he could not let it fade. He reconstructed it with his mind, hovering, enormous, sometimes young and angular, sometimes absurdly scarred. The face shifted with the seasons, with the texture of the nights, and Ignazio fell asleep watching it, as a man underwater watches light on the surface of the sea.

One November night, as the rays of his fourth Uruguayan spring swept the chill from the air, Ignazio met a group of men at El Corriente. They were playing a raucous game of poker when he came in. He was struck immediately by their bright clothing and odd appearance: a burly giant with a curled mustache, a man in gold hoop earrings and a red bandanna, two robust, blond identical twins, a hairy Spaniard in ostentatious jewelry, and a shark-eyed midget who stood on his chair to reach the top of the table. The laborers at other tables pretended to ignore them. The midget looked up and caught Ignazio’s stare.

“In the mood to gamble?”

Ignazio pulled a chair up. The giant dealt the cards with delicate precision. Ignazio felt the Spaniard’s dark eyes resting on him, the way a man sizes up flanks in the market. He did it subtly, but Ignazio noticed. He had learned to notice everything when gambling: the shift of eyes; the drop of temperature around the table as cards were cast against it; the exact tautness of muscle and breath in fellow players. They were his secret weapons, and his thrill. He spread his cards on the table. The giant, having lost the most, grunted peevishly. The others laughed.

“Come on,” said Hoop Earrings Man. “Let’s play again.”

The Spaniard dealt this time. Ignazio won another round. Then another. He felt the shift around him: the rise in heat, air tightening like wire. Less laughter, more glances, more swigs. Ignazio used his winnings to buy a round of drinks. The air eased. Muscles relaxed. He won again.

The midget glanced at Hoop Earrings Man. The Spaniard watched Ignazio more intently. All but Hoop Earrings left the hand. Ignazio raised the stakes; Hoop Earrings stayed. Ignazio spread his hand on the table and met his opponent’s eyes. They were dark green, surrounded by laugh lines; the man reminded Ignazio of a pirate, although he’d never seen one. Hoop Earrings put down his hand: a royal flush. All eyes turned on Ignazio.

A moment like this could turn into a brawl from one blink to the next. He’d seen it happen. He bowed toward the winner and pushed the cash toward him. “Congratulations.”

Hoop Earrings fingered his new coins. “What’s your name?”

“Ignazio. Yours?”

“El Mago. El Mago Milagroso,” he added dramatically. “But people also call me Cacho. You Italian?”

“Venetian. From where the gondolas are.”

Cacho exchanged a blank look with the giant. Ignazio opened his mouth to explain, but the Spaniard leaned in close. “Che. You. Gondola.”

Ignazio turned toward him. He smelled the pungence of his beard.

“How about you work for me?”

“Doing what?”

“As a stable boy. These men”—he gestured around the table—“are part of my carnaval. We’re leaving next week for our summer tour.”

“Our stable boy was shot last night in a duel.” The midget sneered. “Over love.”

The Spaniard smiled, revealing three gold teeth. “I pay well.” He fanned the cards on the table. “So?”

Ignazio gazed at the cards, with their red and white backs. He longed to turn one over and crawl into it, searching for himself in stems of spades or diamond slopes. He was greedy, he wanted them all, hearts and clubs and jacks and aces, but life and poker are not like that. You have to choose and follow the road you open. You step on the boat and Venezia fades and the ocean is everywhere, you can’t go back. You give up on a flush and keep your mouth shut if the deck gives you the right card a round too late. You weigh your city life against an offer that glitters, rustic, foreign, unassayed, an adventure in the hands of total strangers. It was a gamble. It was always a gamble.

“Bueno,” he said.

The Spaniard sealed the deal with a nod.

Six days later, Ignazio set out eastward with Carnaval Calaquita, which consisted of a dozen men, a few of their women and children, and several horse-drawn wagons packed with tarps, poles, circus-style tents, wood planks, awnings, collapsible stages, bright game wheels, weighing scales, twisted mirrors, garish masks, flour, rice, trumpets, smoked beef, coops of pigeons, coops of chickens, coops of rabbits, and trunk upon trunk of costumes. The road thickened with the dust each horse kicked up, so that they clattered through low brown clouds. What a road. Ignazio had lived all his life in the city, and had not known that urban bricks could fall away to reveal such open earth. He had known that it existed but had not been prepared for its lush quiet, its immensity, the soaring urge within him as he rode. They rode and rode, and land unfurled, abundant, immodest, naked, fragrant, endlessly green, peppered with sparse huts, full of heat and thorns and animal sounds.

Their first stop, Pando—a few buildings clustered around a plaza—received them with all the enthusiasm of its early Christmas fervor. The crew slung together a little world of games, mystique, and spectacles. Ignazio sweated and hauled and cleaned up horseshit, and then he stood in a sequined blue suit and watched the carnavaleros ply their trade. In that world they could do anything. Make a saint thrill with urges and a sinner drop the burdens of tomorrow. Make grown men beg, at the edge of humble wagons, for them not to pack, not to go, not to disappear as they did along the wide, hot road.

Town after town embraced them. They traveled all over the countryside—west to Paysandú, east past Rocha to the Brazilian Chuy, north toward Artigas. Ignazio loved the way he imagined that he looked in people’s eyes: untamed, free, a little dangerous. He felt that way, leaving towns behind, gazing fondly at bright-eyed children, men riding over fields, sturdy women carrying water buckets home. He wondered what home was. He sought it that summer in the horse’s back, the wagon’s shake, the stars’ cacophonous light, mate and liquor drunk by the campfire. He made friends with Cacho Cassella, the magician-not-pirate, with his bright bandannas and round laugh. Cacho had descended from gauchos in the east, who ate Brazilian baurús and spoke the hybrid border dialect portuñol. He and Ignazio shared a penchant for long, firelit nights. Over orange embers, Cacho sang gaucho ballads and taught Ignazio tricks that made a man seem to command esoteric powers. He also taught Ignazio how to gamble the old Uruguayan way, using cow vertebrae, white chunks of bone cast on dark ground. Sometimes they fell con suerte, with luck. Sometimes they fell pa’l culo, like ass. Sometimes, the two men sat in silence, passing the mate gourd, stoking the fire, watching the sky turn from black to velvet blue hemmed by a pink ribbon of dawn.

“These are real gaucho nights,” Cacho assured him.

It seemed like magic, to Ignazio, that you could put a culture on like clothing, button it up over your body as if it were sewn for you, as if nobody would notice the disguise.

In the third month of travel, Cacho woke in the afternoon with a hangover so acute he couldn’t stand, let alone lead El Mago Milagroso’s magic show. It was their first night in Tacuarembó. Scores of townspeople waited in a throng at the door of the tent.

“Damn him!” the Spaniard swore behind the stage curtain. “If we have to cancel I’ll—”

“You won’t cancel,” Consuelo, Cacho’s wife, assured him. The pink sequins on her leotard winked as she spoke. “Gondola can take his place.”

Ignazio stared at her. “What do I know about magic?”

“What does Cacho? What does anyone? You’ve watched the show plenty of times. And you’d fit into his clothes.” Since she was the resident seamstress, her claim on this was irrefutable. In the tents they called her Mistress of Disguises. She tilted her head to a sensuous angle. “I’ll whisper instructions from the coffin while you cut me in half.”

“She’s right,” the Spaniard said. “You’re the best we can do. Get into costume. Hurry.”

Twenty minutes later, Ignazio parted the velveteen curtain with trembling fingers. Hands applauded; trumpets blared. The stage felt infernally hot, and the reek of sweat and peanuts almost overwhelmed him. The crowd blurred into a sea of color. He raced his way through the opening speech, attempting the jokes and dramatic flourishes he’d seen Cacho use night after night. To his surprise, laughter and shouts rose from the audience. Consuelo joined him onstage and winked in encouragement.

He was halfway through his second trick when the crowd came into focus (he was calmer now, it would be all right): and from that mass of human color, she emerged—a young woman with high cheekbones, steady eyes, and long black braids that ended in green bows. She seemed as if she’d just landed on Earth from a stranger, better planet. She sat alert, attentive, solemn. When he looked away, the imprint of her face floated before him, like a ghost.

His nascent stage presence began to crumble. He stuttered. Three boys snickered in the front row. It was time to solicit a volunteer from the audience. “Who can help me?” Many raised their hands up high, front-row boys included, but he pointed at the girl in the back. “How about esa morochita in the corner?”

She came to the stage. Years later he would not recall the murmurs of surprise, arms crossed in disappointment, the peanut shells that grazed his calves, but only that she came to the stage. He placed a yellow silk scarf in her hand. The trick was simple. He would impress her. The scarf would disappear and he would retrieve it from her ear, and then his sleeve. He waved his arm and the scarf disappeared. The crowd moaned appreciatively; the young woman gazed in a still, unsettling way. She stood so close. Ignazio leaned toward her (oh her smell) and pulled the scarf out from behind her ear. The crowd clapped. The young woman smiled—slightly, a soft tug of the lips, but she smiled. The scarf disappeared again. He drew himself up and said, “Where do you think it is?” His volunteer cocked her head. He grinned victoriously and reached into his sleeve. Nothing there. He reached again, fumbled. Nothing. The spare yellow scarf, hidden in the lining, was gone.

He heard giggles, mutters, he saw bodies leaning forward in expectation. He looked at the young woman in panic. Opening his mouth, he could not speak. She stepped close and reached into his sleeve with fingers that scalded him and left too soon with a yellow scarf captured between them like limp prey.

The room erupted. The crowd laughed at him and praised the girl, called to her by name. Pajarita. The name flew from their mouths, up his empty sleeve, into the middle of his hollow chest. Pajarita. It roosted there for the rest of the show, through the sawing and the rabbit and the pigeons careening from their box. It fluttered as the sea of people finally ambled out. It flapped and furled between his ribs as he lay under the stars, trying to sleep, eyes wide open. Pajarita.

When he drifted off, Ignazio dreamed that he lay by a canal, pulling scarves out from under a woman’s skirt, more and more scarves, until they enfolded him and he rocked and rocked and yellow silk was all that he could see.

The next morning, his mouth twitched as he gulped his bread and mate. He wandered distractedly about the camp. He groomed horses that evoked her carnal grace. He hauled ropes that launched his mind toward sleek black braids. He pressed poles into deep sleeves of earth—he had to find her.

This was not difficult; it was a very small town. That afternoon, Ignazio knocked on the crude opening of the Torres hut with hat in hand, praying he looked calm and respectable. A woman with a weathered face and pendulous breasts emerged to meet him.

“Good afternoon,” he said.

She gestured him through the doorway, past the leather curtain, into her home. She gestured again to offer him a seat at the table. He moved to accept, then saw that all the stools around the table were not stools at all, but animal skulls with hard, pale faces and black pits for eyes. Flames shone from a pit in the dirt floor; the skulls leered at him in the flickering light. He didn’t sit. He tried not to shudder. The woman eyed him, then crouched down at her cooking fire.

Silence swelled between them. The woman broke it first. “You’re here for Pajarita.”

“Yes.”

“She’s at the market.”

Ignazio scratched his nails against the rim of his hat. “Will … your husband be home at some time? I would like to speak to him about your daughter.”

“Her father will come.” She threw chopped parsley into boiling water. “You want to marry her.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

The woman looked into his eyes as if they were tubs of dirty linens she could wring dry. “What else?”

“I don’t know.” A wisp of yellow silk flashed through his mind. “I—I want a wife. Look, Señora, I’m a good man. I come from a good family, back in Venezia. We made gondo—boats, we were boat makers.”

Her eyes did not leave his face. “Pajarita will be home at dark. You can wait here.”

He sat on a log outside the house and watched the light deepen slowly over the landscape. Chickens everywhere, clacking terribly, pecking the air in his general direction. One hour. Two. Or was it more? He shifted, stood, walked a few steps and came back again. Dust gilded his only pair of patent-leather shoes. He was ridiculous, a man whom boys saw fit to accost with peanut shells. An impostor. A sad and lonely man. It was stupid to wait here, he would leave, any moment he would leave.

He stayed.

She came.

She carried woven baskets at the flanks of her horse. The green bows were gone from her braids, and her dress looked like it had been made to fit a woman twice her size. She swam in it. She swam in the air. She was perfect.

Ignazio stood and removed his hat. All the brilliant things he had thought of saying were gone. She was closer now. An ache rushed through his body as he watched her dismount. He wanted to leap forward and crush her to his hips, but instead he bowed and said, “Good evening, Señorita.”

Pajarita stood with the dusk gathering around her like a darker and darker skirt. She looked at the woman, who had appeared in the doorway. “Tía Tita, what’s this man doing here?”

Tía Tita, Ignazio thought, must have been born before humans learned to blink. She wiped her hands on her apron. “You bested him at magic, and now he wants to marry you. Maybe you should let him stay for dinner.”

Ignazio sat at the crumbling kitchen table, having finally surrendered his backside to a skull. Tía Tita and Pajarita chopped and cleaned and stirred. He folded his hands together, raised them to the table, laid them flat, folded them again and dropped them to his lap. Should he start a conversation? Silence seemed so natural and familiar to these women. They wore it like a cape. He raised one hand, tapped on the table, stopped. Pajarita glanced at him. He smiled. She glanced away.

The father came just before dinner, sat down on his skull, and looked at the stranger in his house.

“Good evening, Señor, my name’s Ignazio Firielli.”

The man nodded. “Miguel.”

Ignazio waited for him to say something more, but he said nothing.

Dinner was served. Ignazio had expected a boisterous country family, bustling with children whose favor could be curried with card tricks. There were none. The four of them ate, their silence punctuated by questions from Tía Tita—what’s Montevideo like? how far is Italy? what can you possibly mean, water for streets? Ignazio’s answers were simple at first, then grew more embellished, and he was in the midst of a description of the unrivaled pragmatic grace of gondolas that surely would persuade the father to look up and see his guest in a new light, or so it seemed, when the father stood and left.

Ignazio stopped in midsentence. He heard Miguel’s horse snort and lope away. The women said nothing. He could have punched the wall, only it looked as though it would break and crash if he did, and then where would his bid for marriage be? He had lost the chance to speak to the father, and yet it had begun to occur to him that this family’s rules did not adhere to the standards he’d imagined, or to any standards he had ever fathomed.

The fire in the cooking pit had faded to an ebb. It was time to go. He rose, hat in hand.

“Thank you so much for dinner.”

Tía Tita nodded.

“May I call on you tomorrow?”

Tía Tita looked at Pajarita, who cocked her head and stared at him. He felt exposed under her gaze. She nodded.

He left and walked through the grass toward the carnival encampment. He turned back for a last look at the ranchito, and glimpsed—he was sure he glimpsed—a face in the doorway, an exquisite face, before it darted back behind the walls.

———

This, Pajarita thought, is not the world. It is home: over there is the table, and here, to my side, the breaths of family sleeping. There, through the window, the soft slash of the moon. There it falls, making silver light on the ground. This place is home. And it is good. But it is not the world.

The thought surprised her. It felt fresh, an unknown herb against the palate of her mind. The world held many things that were not Tacuarembó, and Pajarita knew this: that Tacuarembó was only part of Uruguay; Uruguay just a sliver of the continent; the continent one of many to be found across those waters called The Seas—and she had always known about The Seas because her abuelo, El Facón, had ridden to their shores and traded for exotic things that came from other lands. She had a bracelet, inlaid with jade, that he had brought for her abuela. She knew, she had been told, that Tacuarembó was a forgotten speck that did not even merit a dot on maps of the world.

And yet, in the rhythmic shapes of days, there was little need to recall this. The world, on a normal day, held the same paths through the same fields and smells and hums and crackles, each season, as a turn of the seasons before, and that was her world, her lived one, the only map she needed.

But today was not a normal day. This man had come to her door. She couldn’t sleep. It must be the moon, spilling in light, keeping her up. What a strange feeling: dizzy, thrilling—like those times when, as a child, she had spun and spun until she stopped and looked around at a world that whirled before her eyes. All things danced, nothing stayed still. The man carried another country in his mouth. His Spanish emerged in odd shapes and sounds. He knew about faraway places, like that city riddled with rivers for streets—who could believe it? And his pink skin had gone pinker as Tía Tita launched her questions. But he answered. For me.

Men had looked at her before. Of course. In the plaza and at the market, along with the plump hens. Boys vying for manhood tried to carry her basket. And yet, at sixteen, she still had no serious suitors. She was the miracle child, strong enough, as a baby, to survive out in the hills or trees without a family. What would this mean for a husband? No one had tried to find out. The moon was pooling whiter. It looked like fallen milk. Beside Pajarita, Tía Tita shifted in her sleep. Her broad back was turned to Pajarita, her face turned toward Pajarita’s father. She always slept between them, a human wall. Tía Tita had not married, and she could carry two large buckets full of water. She could skin a bull in three swift strokes. She could make a tea or balm to cure all ailments, teaching Pajarita as she went. Marriage was not vital. It could even harm. Look at Carlita Robles, worn down by the rough edges of her husband, too broken to come to market anymore. Look at her own mother, dead from giving birth (to me, to me). Marriage could mean death; or children; new places; the close flesh of a man. This stranger would not take her to a palace, nor streets of water, nor faraway lands. But maybe he could carry her toward something, toward another little stretch of the world.

No. She longed to throw a blanket over the relentless moon. This was home. She knew things here, and she was known. Life was familiar, like the shape of her teeth against her tongue. She needed teeth. She needed home. She did not want to leave. That was a lie: there was something ravenous inside her that pushed constantly to stare at the horizon and wonder what would happen if she galloped to the edge of her small world and kept going without ever turning back, riding and riding, past fields and hills and rivers that drenched her skirts, tasting the dark intensity of nights that blazed with stars, the way Artigas had done, that bastard, how she missed him. He had always been a force that kept her on the ground. His company formed a sphere, a raw keen humming place, that encompassed them and all their hidden thoughts, so that she had known before he said it that he planned to leave. He loved his music and was restless and the countryside was changing, estancias spreading, with their rich owners and long land wrapped in barbed wire. It was harder each day to stay a gaucho. The future here held work under a patrón on hemmed-in land, a hemmed-in life, a nightmare for her brother. And they both knew, though neither would say it, that he would be even more constricted by their father’s gloom. She couldn’t blame him. She accepted it, the loss of him, the way she accepted dry wells in times of drought.

“I know where you’re headed,” she’d said, handing him wood behind the house.

Artigas swung his ax and cracked a log.

“Brazil.”

“Por Dios,” he said. “No secret is safe from you.”

Pajarita’s braids hung like ropes of lead down her chest. “I suppose I can’t come with you.”

“Ha! It’s dangerous on the roads. Outlaws, jaguars, jungles.”

“That’s exactly why you need me to protect you.”

“I think the bandits”—he raised his ax—“need protection”—he swung—“from you.”

“Will you send letters?”

“Of course.”

“Artí, promise, or I’m coming to the jungle to find you.”

He picked a splinter from his hand. Behind him, the land stretched its green and gentle way to the horizon. “Pajarita,” he said, and there it was, their sphere, the hum of close exposure, in which they glimpsed the depths of their own minds. “I promise letters will come.”

They never did. Two years had passed. He couldn’t be dead. Any moment now, a letter would come, strangely stamped, bearing good news. Or Artí himself would arrive at the door, dusty, glowing, telling tales, inviting her to cities full of music. Or he would not and she would lie here, night after night, completely alone, awake on the old family hides. Unless she left—for where? Montevideo? The stranger’s home? Montevideo had rock-solid roads and ships at dock from everywhere. A city beyond the Río Negro, which she had never crossed; there were stories of travelers who’d drowned, horse and all, trying to ford its waters. Even now, with a bridge in place, very few tacuaremboenses had ventured over it. But this man, this stranger, this fumbling magician, had.

He had looked at her as if she carried sunshine in her body. As if he’d wanted to get under her skin to taste it.

Tía Tita’s breath came steady, steady, deep in sleep. Pajarita reached her hand beneath her nightgown. She let her fingers feather along her belly, her thighs, the silky hairs between them. The heat beneath.

The moon poured milk into the room, lush, familiar, and she thought of all the rooms and lands and bodies being washed by the same light.

Ignazio strode, urgent, through the grass. Its fronds brushed sultry heads around his knees. It was his second visit, and tomorrow he had to leave Tacuarembó. My last chance, he thought, and rolled up his sleeves, then remembered propriety and rolled them down again. He arrived at the ranchito, knocked, and crossed the leather curtain. Tía Tita and Pajarita squatted at the cooking fire. He removed his hat.

“Pajarita,” Tía Tita said, “we need more firewood. Show our guest the woodpile.”

He followed her along a foot-worn path, through air still fecund from the heat. She stopped at a pile of cut wood that reached her waist. Don’t think about her waist, he thought, stop shaking. He held out his arms. She gave him a log. She gave him branches. More branches. Twigs. It was a gamble. It was always a gamble.

“Pajarita.”

She looked up at him. Her face filled with dusky light. “¿Qué?”

“Will you, you know, will you marry me?” He wished he could kneel, but his arms were full and he feared that he’d send kindling flying everywhere. “You are so beautiful and perfect and I’m tired of being, well, I want you with me, in Montevideo. Come with me. Be my wife.”

He could not read her eyes; they didn’t waver. All around them rose the musk of summer grass.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you love someone else?”

“No.”

“Do you love me?”

“I don’t know you.”

“I love you, Pajarita. Do you believe me?”

She paused so long he thought she might never answer. “Yes.”

“Yes—to what?”

“Yes, I believe you.”

“Oh.” He faltered. “We leave tomorrow. I could save some money, visit in the fall. Maybe then you’d have an answer?”

“Maybe.”

He strained for something else to say—something gallant, captivating—but she was already walking back down the path. He followed her, spilling twigs. Dinner sped by, and much too soon it was time to go.

Ignazio slept fitfully that night, and woke up queasy. He could not ingest a thing, not even mate.

“Ay.” Cacho passed the gourd to Bajo, the midget. “No mate. I see it’s serious.”

They took apart the tents, booths, and stages. It was a rapid process; they were flimsy, makeshift edifices, after all.

The Spaniard slapped his back. “Don’t worry, Gondola. There’s plenty of other women.”

Ignazio said nothing.

“Look,” Consuelo called from her wagon, pointing to the western hills.

Ignazio turned and saw two horses on a green crest, one carrying Tía Tita, and one carrying Pajarita, poised amid bags of belongings, looking like a savage angel. They rode up to Ignazio. Pajarita looked down from her saddle. Her eyes were dark waters he could drown in. “The priest is at the church,” she said. “If we go now, he can have us married in an hour.”

Ignazio glanced at the Spaniard, who nodded his permission. He mounted her horse, his thighs against her hips. They rode together into town, with Tía Tita, Cacho, Consuelo, and Bajo on horseback in their wake. By the time they arrived in the plaza, three dozen tacuaremboenses had joined their caravan. In the church, the pews crackled with attention as Ignazio and Pajarita exchanged vows. For better or for worse, the priest intoned, almost melodically. In sickness and in health. Yes, they said. Yes, again. A sigh rippled through the pews. Cacho wiped his tears with leather rope. An infant next to Cacho howled in satisfaction (she had made terrific tooth marks on a Bible). The priest pronounced it done: man and wife.

They rode back to the campsite, where the blond twins blared their trumpets, wreaking havoc among the horses.

“Señora Firielli,” the Spaniard pronounced and, carried away by the moment, bowed. “Welcome to Carnaval Calaquita. We’ll escort you to your new life.” He reached for her bags. “We’ve made room for your things.”

She moved his hand. “This one stays with me.”

“Of course,” he said uncertainly, and took the remaining bags.

Ignazio beamed at Tía Tita over his bride’s head. “Doña Tita, don’t worry. I will treat your niece like a queen.”

“You will. You must.” Tita reached across the divide between their horses, and pressed Pajarita’s palm. She touched the sack her niece had guarded. Ignazio felt his new wife’s breathing deepen, and tightened his arms around her. Tía Tita seemed to drink Pajarita with her eyes. Then she pulled her reins and rode up the path and out of sight.

The company rode for many hours that day, all the way to the tranquil shore of the Río Negro. That night, before crossing into the southern half of Uruguay, Carnaval Calaquita camped at the edge of the river. Consuelo, the magician’s wife, Mistress of Disguises, found a secluded grove and made a nuptial bed of cowhide, wildflowers, and the blue velveteen that had curtained the stage the night the couple had met.

Ignazio lay down with Pajarita under the round light of the moon. He kissed her shoulders. He untied her braids and shook her hair loose and it poured into his hands, dark, rich, as smooth and dangerous as water. She reached for him. He meant to touch her with slow reverence but urge propelled him into her and she was ready, wide, sighing. Afterward they slept an opulent sleep.

He woke. She was in his arms. It was still night. He listened to the low, wet murmur of the river, and breathed the scents around him: sex, grass, eucalyptus, leather, and, above all, her. His mind roamed to the sack she’d kept with her. It lay a few paces from their bed, plump with whoknowswhat inside it. He crawled out of the hides and carefully opened the bag. Out spilled armfuls of ceibo leaves, ombú fronds, eucalyptus, plants he did not recognize. Rough barks. Black roots. Sharp little kernels. Their acrid smells deluged his nose and imagination. He felt a surge of horror—he had married a stranger; his life was entwined with a stranger’s life. The thought struck him like a slap, both harsh and thrilling, like the moment he’d first left Italian land. When he finally fell asleep, Ignazio dreamed of gondolas full of ceibo leaves, gliding down the Río Negro, perturbing the dark waters in their wake.
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