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A Note About the Translators




diorama (noun) b. A small-scale representation of a scene, etc., in which three-dimensional figures or objects are displayed in front of a painted background, the whole often being contained in a cabinet and viewed through a window or aperture in the front; hence, any small-scale model of a scene, building-project, or the like. (Oxford English Dictionary)




Whenever we came home afterwards, I had to read aloud from your favorite book about the changing seasons, said Vera, even though you knew it by heart from the first line to the last, and she added that I never tired of the winter pictures in particular, scenes showing hares, deer, and partridges transfixed with astonishment as they stared at the ground covered with newly fallen snow, and Vera said that every time we reached the page which described the snow falling through the branches of the trees, soon to shroud the entire forest floor, I would look up at her and ask: But if it’s all white, how do the squirrels know where they’ve buried their hoard? Ale když všechno zakryje sníh, jak veverky najdou to místo, kde si schovaly zásoby? Those were your very words, the question which constantly troubled you. How indeed do the squirrels know, what do we know ourselves, how do we remember, and what is it we find in the end?

—W. G. Sebald, Austerlitz (translated by Anthea Bell)

All that remains of The Iliad is a catalog of ships.

—Maria Stepanova, In Memory of Memory (translated by Sasha Dugdale)




Skunk Bone




IN 1857 AN ENGLISH PARSON PUBLISHED A BOOK ABOUT all the things you can find along the shore, and thousands of people started hunting for seashells: whelks, scallops, spiraled conchs, and clams that looked like razors. They scrubbed and polished those empty houses until they were shiny like porcelain. Souvenirs from the ocean, these pieces were sculpted in calcium carbonate, and lovers took them home as mementos while children kept them in trunks alongside marbles, cup-and-ball games, and miniature wooden cannons. Years later, shark jaws, tropical birds with glass eyes and wings spread wide, and massive display cases of numbered beetles would end up in museums, an obsessive classification of the natural world. Gorillas would be killed in Africa and then reassembled and exhibited in New York. No one would notice the stitches or nails.

I was nine years old in 1987 and still a long way from all that, surrounded by empty countryside on the dusty BR-473. I was sitting between Marco and my father on the truck’s long bench seat. Vinícius got the window. He looked out with his usual indifference for country roads and unpopulated places, his headphones messing up his hair, which he swore was just like the keyboardist’s in Depeche Mode. For me, those trips smelled of Minister cigarettes and were filled with the staticky sounds of milonga and chamamé on the radio. It felt a little eerie, like someone was throwing a party in the afterlife. Sometimes the DJ would interrupt a string of songs to give the weather report, sponsored by Jimo Cupim, tried-and-tested termite control. Dry conditions, with clear skies.

That day the radio didn’t bother me. I was distracted. An hour earlier, behind a gas station in a place called Torquato Severo, I’d found a bone. A small femur, maybe. Just the tip was sticking out, next to some empty oil cans. It was clean, like a dog had used it as a chew toy. I dug until my nails were black, then went to the bathroom to run the bone and my hands under water. There was a frameless mirror on the wall and three faded pictures of women with their boobs out and everything. I left. A man in a red cap was kneeling on the ground, tinkering with a bicycle. He looked older than my father. Shifting his gaze from the rear wheel, he turned to face me. “Whatcha got there?” I held the bone tight because I thought everything there belonged to him—the gas pumps, the greasy snack bar, the naked women, that little femur. He smiled. “Why, that’s a hog-nosed skunk,” he said, and went back to work on the bike.

A skunk. When I got home, I put the bone in the shoebox along with my other treasures, which included a piece of armadillo shell, four kapok seeds, some pine cones, and my own baby teeth. My mother was not a fan of my collection.

Now I was sitting in the truck with the femur in my lap. It would be twenty-one years before I mounted my first animal—a squirrel on a ready-made form in a basement in Kooskia, Idaho—but just eight months before my family made the headlines of every newspaper in Rio Grande do Sul.

My father was Raul Matzenbacher.

My mother was Carmen Matzenbacher.

Dad let the half-smoked Minister hang from his mouth for a few seconds and turned the wheel onto a back road even narrower and more potholed than the BR-473. I could hear the shotguns bouncing around in the back. We hadn’t passed a single house between that big sky and that dust-speckled green since Torquato Severo. He finished his cigarette and tossed it out the window, then adjusted the brim of his black gaucho hat, given to him by a worker in São Gabriel during his run for state congress (Dr. Raul, you saved my wife from a nasty case of pneumonia. Now go save Rio Grande!). He was forty, and the top of his head was practically bare, something he tried to hide with a gaucho hat, a wool flat cap, or a shooting club cap.

Faísca started barking in the truck bed. Marco and I glanced back at the same time. He was going around in circles. When he finished a lap, he’d stop and bark at the electric-blue sky. Two vultures landed on the side of the road.

“Hush, Faísca!” our father shouted.

The dog yelped and settled again, his nose touching the metal.

The truck started to go faster, leaving behind a cloud of red dust that swallowed up the vultures.

“Did you feed the dog?”

Vinícius didn’t hear the question. The night before, he’d finally completed his “Best of British Rock” mixtape, finger hovering over one of the buttons on the boombox from the moment the Rádio Ipanema DJ announced she was going to play a listener request—his!—“Just Like Honey” by the Jesus and Mary Chain. Now he was attempting to mumble the words of the chorus, which floated in a churning sea of distorted guitars. Marco reached up to try to rip off his headphones, but Vinícius ducked toward the door, as if all he needed was one small reason to jump. He took off his headphones.

“What the hell, Marco!”

“Dad wants to know if you fed Faísca.”

“Crap, I forgot.”

“The chart, man,” Marco said. “It was your turn.”

“I forgot to check it.”

I turned to Dad, waiting for him to say something. It looked like he was slowly gnawing the inside of his cheek. His boot slammed down on the accelerator, and everything started rattling even harder.

“You know what I like?” he finally said, his eyes fixed on the road. “Canine gratitude. Devotion. Loyalty. You think Faísca has a reason to be grateful today?”

“I can give him my sandwich,” Vini replied.

“Sandwiches are human food, not dog food.”

“Well, we could give it a shot.”

“Where’s the sandwich?”

A fence appeared on the right. Timber and barbed wire. Vinícius reached between his feet, took the lid off the foam cooler, and handed Dad a sandwich wrapped in a napkin.

“One day you’ll grow up and have to make choices, and it won’t always be easy,” he said.

He rolled down the window and flung the sandwich into the middle of the road.

The milonga and chamamé station was all static now, but my father was slow to turn the dial, like he thought an untuned radio was the best soundtrack for the pampas. He turned it off only after we’d crossed the rusted gates of Estância Minuano, or rather, estâ ci min ano, a ranch I’d never set foot in before.

We drove past the main house and then took a narrow path through the middle of a field. A friend of his had recently inherited the property. I don’t know how many acres there were or how many thousand head of cattle. According to my mother, most of that inheritance was debt.

In my mind, I chatted with the cows. Everybody was quiet. Dad saw a darker splotch on the horizon and made his way toward it. Ten minutes later, he was parking the Ford F-1000 under a fig tree—the dark splotch—its branches almost touching the top of the pickup truck.

He took out the two 12-gauge shotguns from his leather case and let out Faísca, who circled me a couple of times, then came to a complete stop, ears pricked to the sounds in the field. I didn’t have ears like a pointer’s, and that was the closest I’d ever come to silence. Years later I’d seek this scarcity of acoustic stimuli in deserts and forests, sleeping in motel rooms with dated neon signs—free cable tv, nonsmoking rooms—or campsites that felt like the last stop before the end of the world.

He had on a vest with tiny pockets for the cartridges, which gleamed in the sunlight. He fastened a leather strip to his vest, where he’d tie the partridges later by the neck.

My grandfather Wagner Matzenbacher taught my dad how to hunt before he could even read his own name. They’d go out and kill a couple dozen partridges, hang the birds on the rack of a Rural Willys jeep, and take pictures to show off to their friends later, in towns where it wasn’t uncommon for a man to die from a steak knife to the gut. In the pictures they’re smiling in that discreet, almost apologetic way that’s in keeping with the formality of 1960s portraits taken in the interior of Brazil. I never met that grandfather. He died in a car accident on a mountain road, a good ten years or so before I was born. But I still have pictures of him. There’s one in particular that I reach for about twice a year. The photo is proof of how, in the right pose, a simple man can seem almost mythical. The picture was taken from a lowish angle. Wagner, whose closed mouth hides the gaps left by his two missing incisors, looks away from the camera at some indeterminate point—not just any point, but high above the horizon. Wagner Matzenbacher has six dead partridges around his neck and nine rosybills hanging from a rope tied to his waist. His right hand holds the shotgun, which is propped on the ground; he looks like one of those marble sculptures that require a stump, a rock, or some other object to keep it from collapsing under its own weight.

On that hunting day, somewhere between São Gabriel and Bagé, my dad followed Faísca, and soon the boys went after them too. The field was a dry green color that eventually faded to gold, about knee height. I stayed behind looking for bugs. When I glanced back at them, Dad was reloading the shotguns. Vinícius shouldered his weapon, barrel trained on the high grass. I watched the partridge take flight and soar in a predictable diagonal line, but my brother didn’t move, so Dad immediately took aim and fired the first shot with the Rossi or the Beretta. The partridge tumbled through the blinding sunlight. I started running. I’d seen it before, the wings flapping and the bird plummeting from the sky like a sack of dirt. I’d seen Faísca run back, partridge swinging between his teeth. But that was the first time I saw my brother run his hand through his long hair and keep his eyes down as he dug a small hole in the ground with the toe of his sneakers.

“I bring you here with me. You let the dog go hungry. Then you don’t even shoot,” I heard my dad say.

Vinícius didn’t speak.

“All right, Marco. It’s your lucky day. You get to shoot your first partridge.”

He smiled with clenched teeth and slipped the pack of Ministers out of his pocket.

Marco was thirteen years old. Since the age of eleven, he’d been shooting at Coke bottles lined up on an umbu tree stump at Grandpa Wagner and Grandma Ondina’s ranch, both now deceased, near São Gabriel while I collected the glass shards. But he’d never shot an animal, unlike Vinícius, whose lucky day had come about two years prior. At the time, Marco was basically still a city kid who liked playing Pitfall! on Atari and engaging in drawn-out armed conflicts in Risk.

He brought the 12-gauge to his right shoulder. He looked so grateful. When we got back to the family ranch, Marco would take apart the shotguns for the first time and clean them with a horsehair brush, a bore mop, and a bit of oil.

Dad looked at me.

“Wait in the car.”

“I want to stay.”

“I said go back to the car, Cecília.”

“There’s nothing for me to do there. I want to stay with you.”

“Go play with your bone.”

Go play with your bone. That’s the kind of thing he used to say. As I walked back to the pickup, I found a beetle but left it alone. Then I opened the door and lay down on the seat with the skunk bone on my belly. I heard the gunshots but didn’t count them. I lay there for a long time, and I was still lying there like that when I heard their voices and laughter coming closer. I turned to look only after everybody had climbed in. There were six partridges in the back of the truck. I was always curious to see the dead partridges. They were the color of clay, sort of prehistoric-looking, with curved beaks and eyes wide from the shock of having made it this far through evolution. Now they were piled on top of each other, bodies twisted from a violent death, heads strung together with the leather strip, and streaks of blood spoiling their plumage. They deserved better.

“Our man Marco here got three of them!” Dad said, smiling and patting his shoulder.

The expression on my middle brother’s face couldn’t be more obvious; it was the same pure, dazzled grin he wore whenever he talked about a classmate named Clarice Nogueira. Then I looked at Vinícius. His mouth was half-open, like always, and he was running his tongue along his lips, which can get kind of dry when people feel embarrassed. He was staring out the window like the truck was already on the road.

That was the last time my family went partridge hunting—life got a little complicated—but there are no photos of that afternoon in the box labeled 1987. The famous Rossi shotgun, on the other hand, is in two photos. In the first one, Dad and three friends are posing after a duck hunt, there are around thirty rosybills hanging from a white Volkswagen van, the men’s rubber boots are caked in mud, and my dad has one knee on the ground, holding the shotgun diagonally across his chest. The second photo was published alongside a half-page spread in Correio do Povo. Lined up on a white table at the police precinct are several firearms that had been confiscated from the Matzenbacher ranch, a couple of long weeks after the assassination of Congressman João Carlos Satti.
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