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GENEii Category 1 
Runner Up 

AT THE CROSSROADS 
Amy Gordon 

I moved from Belmont, Massachusetts to the American Embassy in Rio de Janeiro in 1961. 
I didn’t realize it at the time, but I had left behind my childhood. 

In New England I had lived in a house where I made my own bed. I lived on a wooded hill in a neighborhood.  
My friends and I rode bikes, went ice-skating on ponds in the winter, and played Spud and Kick the Can back on 
a grassy patch of green we called the “Common.”  We were transcendentalists, finding God in the swirl of maple 
leaves. 

At night I curled up in the cocoon of a messy bedroom with a cat at my feet and a dog on the floor beside me. 
Somewhere in the house there was a mother and a father and two brothers and a sister.  

In my new life, it took me awhile to adjust to the fact that my bedroom had its own air-conditioning unit and its 
own bathroom. I had my very own door to the balcony that ran along the entire side of the house. When I 
stepped out on to it, I could see Corcovado, the rock mountain rising out of the hill that sloped up from the 
house, with the marble statue of Christ perched there, arms outstretched, protecting the city.  

On the very first morning of this new life, I ate breakfast at one end of the balcony. My skin against the warm air 
did not feel like my own skin, but I didn't know it was because I had molted. A servant in a white jacket and 
black trousers brought me a slice of papaya and a roll. His name, I learned, was Idvigus. The fronds of a 
flamboyant tree dripped over the balustrade, and just beyond were two royal palms and several banana trees. 

The Embassy residence was four stories high. The servants lived on the top floor, and my parents and I lived on 
the third floor. Double doors closed us off from the official part of the house; this was where we had our private 
family sitting room. Beyond the double doors, the hallway curved along endlessly, door after door opening onto 
guest bedrooms.  

In my new life, I quickly learned not to make my own bed. My bed was made by servants. My clothes were hung 
up by servants. The clothes were all new, designed for a hot climate: no more sweaters, jackets; no more wool. 
More dresses now. I did not feel like myself in these new clothes, but of course I was not my old self anymore. 
When the clothes stopped being so new, the servants sewed on missing buttons. If I moved a book from a 
bookshelf, it was returned the next time I came to look for it. 

Back in childhood, if my father wasn't home, we ate supper in the pink kitchen at the pink Formica table while 
my mother served up hot dogs and baked beans. If my father was home, we ate in the dining room, at a 
polished, mahogany table. I remember counting the peas because as the youngest, I could never follow the 
conversations. 

So the formal dining arrangements in our new life weren't entirely strange to me—but now, formal would have 
to be redefined; in the Embassy, there were, first of all, the place settings: The plates were bone white, with a 
gold, American eagle on top, gold stars marching around the rim. (And now, instead of counting peas, I counted 
stars.) And there were so many plates: large dinner plate, soup bowl, bread plate, salad plate, dessert plate. And 
so many utensils: Small fork, large fork, small spoon, large spoon, small knife, large knife. Linen napkins. And, 



yes, there were crystal finger bowls with a delicate scent of lemon rising up from them. 
 
I was uncomfortable being served by Idvigus while I ate. And who did all the washing up? I felt sorry for 
whoever it was. 
   
The marble floor of the second floor was covered with a carpet that was vacuumed every day, and it was 
populated by large crowds when my parents entertained. There were several sitting rooms off this giant space, 
and at one end, a ballroom, a grand piano in the corner. At the other end was the formal dining room, the long 
table stretching endlessly, where gowned and tuxedoed guests would find their names beautifully inscribed on 
folded cards with the Embassy seal. There was the smaller dining room where we mostly ate. The huge kitchen, 
separated by swinging doors, was off this dining room. The kitchen was more or less off-bounds for me. It was 
where the servants relaxed, and I could always feel their tension on the rare occasions I went in there.  

 
Just off the second floor was an enclosed garden. A one-hundred year old tortoise lived in it. The little garden 
was like a miniature version of Brazil: lush, exotic, dream-like, fragrant. The first floor consisted of mostly a 
vestibule of black and white marble. Doors opened on to mysterious storage rooms that smelled musty and 
damp. In time I turned one of these rooms into my own private hide-away. It was here I wrote in my diary.  
  
Every day when I got home from school, if I was unlucky, there would be someone in a white jacket to bring me 
up to the third floor in the Otis elevator. Often it was Idvigus, who would push open the brass, accordion-folding 
gate for me with his white-gloved hand and then press the button to the top. This was a trial. I longed to dispel 
the awkwardness I felt with gay chatter, but shyness, and my limited vocabulary in Portuguese resulted in 
blushing exchanges on both our parts.  

 
If I was lucky, and no servant was there to greet me, I could run up the marble stairs, pulling myself along by the 
brass bannister, (also polished every day), inhaling the scent of furniture polish and fresh flowers that were 
placed everywhere in giant vases. 

 
A dog and a cat had belonged to my childhood.  Now the only animals in the house were the ancient tortoise in 
the indoor garden and a lizard who appeared sometimes on the ceiling of my mother's bedroom. 
 
My mother wrote to my brothers and sister who were back in the States in college and boarding school: “I now 
have a small lizard in my bedroom—a great help—he is sitting under the floor lamp by my desk and reaches out 
to catch the mosquitoes which wish to bite me. Last night he was above my bed on the ceiling—quite high—but 
I had fewer bites than usual. He or she is a comfort.” 

 
Every now and then, I asked, “Can't we get a pet?” and my mother always said no, an animal would be too hard 
on the government-owned house.  

 
But one day, I spent the night with a friend. The friend's cat had produced tiny, black lumps, like living pieces of 
coal. I couldn't help it—I folded a lump against my chest and carried it back to the house. I came into my  
mother's bedroom and with outstretched arms, presented it to her in my cupped hands.  
 
My mother was the one who named the kitten, and she named her Exu.  

 
Exu is one of the gods of candomble, an Afro-Brazilian religion, passed down by the descendants of enslaved 
West Africans. The practice involves a ritual, often with the intention of healing suffering of some kind.  There is 
a priest who presides and an altar with candles. To the incessant pounding of drums, the people taking part in 
the rituals become possessed by the gods and are guided by them toward solutions to their problems. 

 



In any case, the servants were shocked; after all, Exu is worshiped in some traditions by offerings of miniature 
iron pitchforks placed in vases of blood before a devil statuette. It was as if Satan had been allowed into the 
house.  

 
Idvigus especially avoided the kitten. 

 
My mother had a social secretary named Daphne who was a dazzlingly beautiful and sophisticated Brazilian. 
Her English was perfect, but perfumed with an accent. And having lost my siblings in the move, Daphne became 
an older sister to me. 

 
One night Daphne spent the night because my parents were away. After eating supper brought up to us by 
Idvigus, Daphne and I sat in the family quarters, at the table playing a form of the Brazilian card game, Beriba. It 
grew late and the servants were off duty, but Daphne and I wanted something to drink. We crept downstairs, 
and it almost seemed as if we were trespassing as we opened the door to the kitchen.  No sign of anyone, but 
the light was on. There was a noise behind us. We turned to see the startled face of Idvigus.  
 
We asked him for soft drinks, and as we waited, a familiar smell wafted up into the air, and there, on the floor, 
shoved behind the door between the kitchen and the dining-room, was a pipe.  Idvigus came back with the 
drinks.  We carried them back upstairs and into my father's study. We sniffed the leather jar of tobacco on his 
desk.  
 
That night I wrote in my diary: 
 THE CASE AGAINST IDVIGUS 
 
Point A: The smell of tobacco we smelled downstairs was the same smell as upstairs in the study.  
Point B: It looked as if someone had removed tobacco recently from the tobacco jar because there was a deep 
dent.  
Point C: We counted the number of pipes in the drawers (spelled droors, in the diary). There were three, and 
another could have easily fit. 
Point D: Idvigus acted suspicious, and besides, there was the matter of the pipe hidden under the door. 
Point E: “We were able to gather up several grains of tobacco—evidence.”            
  
One morning I woke up to witness Exu panting, and in the next moment, out of her came a tiny being. In ten 
minute intervals, three more kittens were born.  Although the “nest” of mother cat and kittens was soon moved 
to the foot of my bed, for the next few months, I felt as if I shared with Exu the mothering of the kittens. 
 
And then: 
 Exu died. She wouldn't eat. She was emitting her insides. At least she’s out of her misery now. At least 
we found homes for all the kittens. I buried her on the hillside with an inscription saying, HERE LIES EXU, 
MOTHER OF FOUR KITTENS, IN RIO DE JANEIRO, BRAZIL. SHE WAS A GOOD CAT. 
 
After dinner that night, my parents and I went out onto the balcony and sat, sipping syrupy, sweet cafezinhos 
from tiny, porcelain cups. In the foggy evening, Corcovado was invisible; the illuminated statue of Christ 
appeared to be suspended in air. The sight startled me into being acutely aware of the moment, and I had a 
revelation: I was going to grow up. Soon I would begin wearing stockings and lipstick, and at some hazy, 
indeterminate future date, I was going to die. 
 
I later went down to the first floor, into my hide-away, to write in my diary. I did not write about my revelation. I 
wrote: “I got a purse yesterday. It is really nice. Tom G. came along and stole it from me. Then he kept on kicking 
me for the rest of the day. I'm hoping he will ask me to the dance that's coming up.” 



 
Exu is the trickster, compared sometimes to Hermes, the messenger of the gods:  he represents the child-like 
messenger between the divine and the human; he stands at the crossroads and opens the doors between the 
two worlds. 

 
A week after Exu died I wrote in my diary: Idvigus has been fired. I don’t know if it has to do with the tobacco. 
Now I am wishing he had taken all of it.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
 


