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			Chapter 1

			The phone vibrated. I thought about not answering it. After all I was still recovering from the trip, but I decided to take a chance. Calls from Brazil were not so frequent.

			“Mom?”

			“William? Your father is gone, son, forever.”

			“What are you talking about, mom?”

			“The plane crashed into the sea. The world isn’t fair, son.”

			“Airplane? Speak clearly, mom”

			“Hector was learning to fly, he went into free fall, I implored your dad so many times.”

			“What plane? Put dad on, you’re not making sense, let me talk to him.”

			“He’s not with us anymore, son. Take the first flight back to Brazil, I don’t want your father to go away without your saying goodbye, forget what happened, and do it for me.”

			I’ve just got here and you want me to get back to Brazil, what kind of madness is this, mom?”

			“For God’s sake, son, no more questions.”

			“Mom…”

			I hung up the phone without saying goodbye, I thought about the surfing tournament, a year of preparation for nothing. Hard to believe, but in less than forty-eight hours, my father had just died. 

			In a fit of rage, I ended up kicking the armchair in the room, almost breaking my toe. It would be difficult to bear the pain of failing to say goodbye to my father after all that happened. If I didn’t return, I might never forgive myself.  “What did you do, dad?” I asked quietly.

			After two intense weeks in Brazil, I was back in San Francisco. One thing I was certain, it was that my place could be anywhere in the world, except by my father´s side. The last conversation we had was not easy, there were many differences between us, but that didn’t give me the right to say the things I said.

			Authoritative as he had always been, the last word was always his, and that drove me mad.  As much as I wanted, it was impossible to erase the hurt. I had no cold blood and it was difficult to take it all. For these and other reasons, our relationship was volatile, on one side, demands, on the other, aggravating tempers. My father was a businessman, which mattered little to me. My business was a different one. 

			The previous day, as soon as I got into the apartment that I rented together with my friend, Johnny on Lombard Street, and this after sixteen hours in flight and in transit, I felt a remorse I just couldn´t explain, I felt like crying, I don´t know, out of rage or regret. What I really wanted was to ask my father to forgive me and tell him how important he was to me. But I needed to calm down and put my ideas in order. How many times did I pick up the phone and then backed away? My pride was even stronger than my own desire. For my part, I have to say that there was an unnecessary competition between the two of us, but it was real. 

			I contacted some friends, checked out the details on the surfing tournament that would take place the following week and tried to get some rest. It was the first tournament of my life, I didn’t want to lose the competition in any way, I had prepared the whole year. I confess I really got shaken.

			Annoyed, I turned on my MacBook and went straight into flying.com. I couldn’t think straight, my mind was a gallery of contradictory truths. I spent some minutes on Google while, outside, streams of water poured down mercilessly.

			For some reason, the Internet crashed. Impatiently, I pressed the keyboard with disproportionate force to the need, my desire was to throw it against the wall, I swear, but I needed it to search for flights. “Where will I get a last minute ticket?” I thought.

			Amid a whirlwind of thoughts, I got a photo out of the drawer, in which I was on my father´s lap during the summer Holiday in Praia da Rosa. Sitting on the bed, with my back against the headboard, I tried to reconnect, having to fight the tears at the same time. For a moment, I forgot about the flight.

			Conversations with my father were always difficult. When there was any chance, they didn’t last more than five minutes and, in most cases, they ended up in claims and promises. The indifference and rudeness were mutual and stifled the admiration that both of us felt for each other. In spite of all that, not going to his funeral would be a disappointment to my mother. Addressing the past would mean going over a lot of things, but she represented a lot in my life.

			[image: ]

			Soon afterwards, I managed to restart the MacBook and got back to searching for flights, all full. There should be seats available on each flight for emergencies. Probing non-stop, I found a seat available in first class on American Airlines The price would cost an arm and a leg; almost three times my allowance. I confess that I felt uncomfortable, without much to do, I ended up using the entire card balance to buy the last ticket on the 10.30 pm flight.

			The surfing tournament never left my mind. I thought about calling my mom to remind her of the event the following Sunday, then I thought better not to risk it. Maybe I already knew the answer: your father is dead here and you think about surfing.

			 In recent times, we wasted a lot of chances to get closer and we seldom parted with a kiss or a hug, worthy of father and son. We never generated the ideal atmosphere to get deep into the reasons why we were away from each other, something very difficult to deal with. 

			My father was a reference to me. However, in recent times, the distance was the only thing that brought us closer. Far from the eyes, close to the heart. I admired him so much, but I wouldn´t bulge. His way of imposing things had created an impassable abyss between us. 

			On the Sunday prior to his death, we had a conversation longer than usual. He sat in his wicker chair on the balcony and I barely settled on the floor of the dining room, near the door. It was one of the few times when we controlled our voices. He seemed less authoritative.

			Very clear in my mind are the final moments of that conversation, beginning with his life story, then alternating between his pains and triumphs. He used to look anyone in the eye. It intimidated me. It was his striking feature.

			“I need you here, son, it’s hard to take care of everything alone.”

			“Not my cup of tea”, I replied, dry.

			“You are my only son, one day all this will be yours.”

			“I have no calling for business, dad, nor do I want any of it.”

			“I didn´t either, but I learned. With a little effort, you´ll also learn. You are far more intelligent than me.”

			“Maybe one day, when you die.”

			He paused for a moment and took a deep breath.

			“It’s hard to understand this generation, you don´t care about anything, you take no responsibility, you create nothing, you have no cause, no war or life project. What do you want?”

			“You’re kidding”, I muttered.

			“I’m serious, most of you are happy with little, you think it’s normal to live life on an allowance. And you have also got stuck with this damn surfing. Where do you think you are going that way?”

			“Go to hell! Leave me alone!”

			If he was not my father, I would have jumped on him; it hurt more than a swearword. I looked at him for a few seconds and took it our conversation was over. Ah, if regret could kill.

			He stood there, quietly, swinging his legs in his wicker chair, with the same stare as in the beginning when I left the room, taking with me only my wounded pride. Any retreat would be to admit defeat in a duel that neither of us wanted to end.

			I left home without saying goodbye. My mother was very displeased, she hated that kind of behavior. Robert, a family friend and my father’s driver, was the one who took me to the airport.
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			Johnny was always out and about. Sometimes he showed up to sleep, and the two of us lived our lives the way we wanted it. Before calling a taxi, I decided to relax a bit on the couch. “What’s done, is done”, my grandma used to say. It was hard to be bombarded by annoying reflections, demanding answers to questions that I had no idea how to solve. 

			“Maybe one day, when you die.” I wish I had never said that. Where was I with my head, my God? What makes us do things we do not want to the people we love the most?

			An indescribable feeling came over me. “I should be in his place right now”, I thought. If the world only knew how much it consumes me, everything would be different, I swear, but at that moment, it was impossible to change the facts.

			I closed my eyes and blacked out.

			Chapter 2

			I almost fell off the couch, only two hours to board. Alarmed, I called a friend who had been living in San Francisco for years and is the owner of a fleet of vehicles for transfers and tours. Being Brazilian, he would better understand my plight, I needed to see my father for the last time.

			 “Jay? I need a car urgently; I have to go back to Brazil.”

			“How come? I sent someone to pick you up yesterday morning at the airport, have you gone nuts?”

			“My father died, bro.”

			“You´re kidding, right” 

			“Seriously, I ended up falling asleep, can I count on you?”

			“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

			Then followed the longest twenty minutes of my life, the delay made me bite my nails down to the root as I waited in front of the building. When Jay arrived, I threw the suitcase on the back seat and threw myself in the front seat.

			“My condolences, William.”

			“Thanks, Jay”, I answered without paying much attention. 

			It seems that everyone had decided to catch a plane that day. A little longer, and I would jump out of the car and run to avoid another disappointment.

			Near the entrance, I turned to Jay. He only shrugged. There were about five hundred metres to the main entrance.

			“I’d better get out and walk”, I suggested.

			“With the security barriers and all it could be more than a kilometer”, Jay warned.

			I was reasonably fit and then there was time to rest on the plane. I decided to risk it, said goodbye and left, dragging my suitcase, which at the end of the path seemed to weigh one hundred kilos. The annoying thing is that I forgot to pay Jay the fare and he didn’t really bother to remind me.
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			An endless line greeted me at check-in, I could hardly believe it. The usual buzz of the airport seemed to have tripled. An American Airlines attendant looked at me and seemed to guess my plight.

			“For God’s sake, please, help me. I’m going to my father’s funeral in Brazil.” I ventured in English. 

			“Please, come with me”, the assistant said without hesitation.

			To my surprise, she opened the way and took me straight to the priorities desk, amongst dozens of embarrassing glances. With a first class ticket in hand, the treatment was different. 
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			In the second to last row of the plane, an American couple enthusiastically celebrated their first trip to Brazil. At the end of an intense day, I finally managed to lay my head on the headrest and tried to find some sleep. From time to time tiredness overcame me, my head dropped, sometimes to one side, sometimes to the other. Stuck between the turbulence and the couple´s endless chatting, it was hard to divert my thoughts from Brazil.

			From the airplane window, I saw the face of my father floating among the clouds. Maybe one day, when you die, I remembered. Damn it! I thought of my mother. What would become of her now? What would become of the company and the employees? My father couldn’t have done that to us.

			With the passing of time, she had become an excellent housewife, despite having higher education. My father never allowed her to get involved with the business. He used to say that he had good employees and never hid his desire to see me in charge of the company, something I found unthinkable.

			In the immensity of the sky, I remembered the day we talked about his childhood dream. He had repeated it a thousand times, but from the second time onwards, no one had objected. When my grandmother asked what present he would like to get, the answer was always the same.

			 “An airplane.”

			“Are you crazy, boy? You’ll never have a plane.”

			“I´m talking about a toy, mom. But when I’m rich, I’ll buy a real one.”

			“First of all”, my grandmother said firmly, “you´ll have to study and work work. This airplane business is very dangerous and, moreover, where will you get money for it?”

			“One day I’ll have my plane, you’ll see.”

			“Keep on dreaming, maybe one day. Before that, you have to study and earn some money.”

			Now, I can understand all that and can’t change anything. A phrase of my father’s still echoes in my ears: it’s never too late to be what you always wanted to be. In that, he was worthy of admiration, a determined person.

			Shortly after that, I woke up startled by the voice of Captain Lee wishing us good morning and sharing information on the landing.

			My neck throbbed, a stiff neck in the making. At last, I was back in Brazil, although against my will. I had managed to get some sleep during the flight although I was feeling tired, it didn’t seem I had left the same airport less than two days ago.

			From above, Rio de Janeiro was still unbeatable.
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			In the corridor leading to customs, a new battle began to take shape. it was difficult to see the beginning of the queue, and the end looked far away. I calculated around two hundred tired people, most of them complaining. With my father’s ceremony scheduled for five o’clock, I began to pray for everything to be all right. As the queue progressed, I was getting more impatient. After my passport was stamped, I tried to pick up the pace in order get rid of that ordeal.

			As I was leaving, an agent of the Federal Police invited me to accompany him to the baggage check. It wasn’t my lucky day, I thought. Damn!

			“Please, my friend, give me a break”, I suggested in a thoughtless way.

			“What do you mean, is there something I shouldn’t see in your luggage?”

			“I’m going through a hard time, that’s all.”

			“So am I”, replied the agent, already pointing the way to a reserved room, “it’s been more than ten hours here without a break.”

			During the first minutes of the search, I tried to argue in every way, but he was unmoved.

			“Am I clear for my father’s funeral?”

			The agent’s eyes widened.
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			In the domestic check-in area, it was necessary to recheck the bag and, once again, I had to resort to the BLA attendant, amid a new chaos, typical of Brazilian airports. At the desk of the airline company, I met a not so welcoming voice. The suffering had just started. 

			“I’m sorry, sir, this flight has closed.”

			“How come? I´ve been waiting for more than two hours in this damn airport. I have to board.”

			“Sir, this flight was closed and nobody will board. According to ANAC  1regulations, every flight should be closed thirty minutes in advance.”

			I looked at the clock, there still remained twenty-seven minutes to board.

			“Gabriel”, I fired after checking his name on the badge, “I want ANAC to go to hell! I spent the whole night on a plane and my dad is waiting for me in a coffin in Curitiba.”

			Next to us, another attendant, by the way, much more experienced, asked me to calm down and promised to take the matter to the supervisor. Given my dilemma, my bad mood just dominated the surroundings, and I became the centre of attention, I confess that it was embarrassing.

			“Unfortunately, it is impossible to put you on this flight, we are trying another, leaving in an hour, please remain calm.”

			My desire was to jump over the counter and check myself in. One hour would be too late. Again, I tried to call my mom.

			“My goodness, son, where are you?”

			“Still in Rio, mom, right in the middle of a mess, I can´t explain right now. Can you hold the ceremony a bit longer?”

			“Everything here follows a schedule, son.”

			“I can’t work miracles. Send someone to pick me up at the airport. That way it´ll be easier when I arrive.”

			“I’ll ask Robert to pick you up and see what I can do here.”

			I hung up again without saying goodbye. I remembered Johnny with his sayings. Reality is what it is, not what you want it to be. He was right, it was too much for me.

			By the check-in desk, I was hoping to avoid the worst. After some minutes, I was given permission to board. Before heading to the departure lounge, I used my middle finger to show a very unfriendly sign to Gabriel.  He deserved it. 
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			At the entrance to the departure lounge, towards the x-ray equipment, two agents grabbed me by the arm, accompanied by poor Gabriel. I had no idea what was going on.

			“What you did back there is not worthy of a gentleman who received help from the airline despite being wrong”, fired one of them, with his hand firmly placed on my left arm.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about”, I said, scared.

			“If you prefer, we can see the video in the security room.”

			“I was nervous”, I reasoned with the officer.

			“Apologize to my colleague here”, the agent suggested ominously, referring to Gabriel, “unless you want to join us for a few more minutes.”

			Again, I thought about my father, and although he had never supported my choices, I had to swallow my pride. At that moment, he was the most important person in my life. I sweat cold for a moment. After all, I was putting my goal at risk. The agent stared at me.

			 “Sorry, man, it was bad”, I shot back grudgingly.

			Chapter 3

			At four twenty in the afternoon, as the plane approached the city of Curitiba, in the South of Brazil, the pilot announced that he was awaiting permission from the tower to land. The weather looked awful, it was frightening just to look out the window. As far as faith was concerned, I was a bit rusty, and in that moment I closed my eyes and silently asked God to help me be in time to hold the handle of my father’s coffin. We had been flying over the city while a downpour was going on below. After twenty minutes longer than planned, the plane landed.
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			My bag was second to last on the belt. I was really going through a trial! 

			In the arrivals area, there was a lot of people, some happy, others not so much. Robert waved his hand, I felt safer. Besides being a family friend, it was him who took me to school when I was little, our connection got back a long way.

			 “My condolences”, Robert said, followed by a hug.

			“Thank you, my friend.” I answered, moved.

			“Did you have a good trip, champ?”

			“More or less, I’ll tell you on the way.”

			Robert had the habit of calling me champ. He was black, tall, strong, with thin whitish hair, in his late sixties, someone I held enormous respect for, since I was a boy. In terms of conversation, in the absence of my father, he took the place very well. 

			“Hector was too good”, said Robert, paying attention to the traffic. “He will remain forever in my memory and in my heart, I´m really sorry!”

			The sense of loss was the same between the two of us, maybe more for him than for me because he was someone who had followed the growth of my father as a businessman from the times of the Aviation School, where they started together. I hadn´t realised, yet, how serious the matter was. All I wanted, then, was to be able to look at my father´s face for the last time.

			 “We’re late, champ, it´s over twenty kilometers to get there, the route is full of road works, plus the rain.”

			“Speed up as much as you can.”

			“Your father left a fantastic legacy, champ; he said he would do anything for you to take over the company. He was proud of you and he was unhappy with the fact that you were away from home, stuck with this surfing thing. He only talked about that recently.”

			“I don’t want to talk about it, Robert.”

			“Everything he´s built will be yours now.”

			“I couldn’t care less”, I replied harshly, wanting to put an end to that unpleasant conversation.

			Robert was right. By the age of thirty, my father had already become a prosperous trader of fruit and vegetables on the outskirts of Curitiba, the city that he had adopted at the age of seventeen, when he ran away from home for no longer bearing the pain of my grandmother, Evelyn, and the fights with his stepfather. Gradually, the dream of becoming a pilot was stifled. 

			He didn’t get to know his father. When he was still kicking inside his mother’s belly, my grandfather died in a car accident and the family situation got worse. My grandmother was a simple housewife, who barely managed to pay the basic bills by washing and ironing clothes for friends and neighbours. 

			Over the next ten years, she tried a new marital relationship twice in a row. In the first case, the union collapsed under the weight of financial instability and her partner´s taste for gambling. He was a good guy, a joke teller, easy smile, but he couldn’t control his impulses in the underground gambling houses. The relationship didn’t last long.

			As for the second one, he strove to be a good husband, but was a mess with the stepchildren. He used to arrive home late at night, drunk, kicking everything he could find in front of him, and screaming, he got my grandmother out of bed and forced her to cook something for him to eat before falling asleep.

			My father was a witness to that situation and also to the neglect of the older siblings. Countless times, under the bed, he suffered in silence, listening to his stepfather´s rantings throughout the night. 

			One occasion, while he was trying to intercede, he took a blow that cost him two teeth in the lower jaw. When he told me that, he cried a lot. Needless to say that it moved me too.

			“Leave my mother alone, you monster”, my father used to say.

			“Cheeky brat, get out of my way, before I go crazy!”, threatened his stepfather.

			“I’m going to report you to the police!”

			“Do it, brat, and you’ll never see your mother again, I’ll put everyone out of the house.”

			My grandmother always stood strong. Time and again I say that she will go to heaven, including her guts and all. I don´t wish what she went through not even to my worst enemy. When he died near the house, stupidly, I may say, it was a relief to us all! 

			I don’t think my father ever recovered from it all. I felt proud of him and angry at the same time for all that happened; I admit, however, that one thing doesn´t justify the other. It was complicated to deal with that, our stories were different, maybe I should´ve taken into consideration everything he´d gone through. 

			“We’ve just arrived”, informed Robert, interrupting my thoughts.
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			Vehicles filled the place everywhere; the sky looked as mournful as the situation I was going through. An intermittent light rain kept on falling. It was hard to find a place to park. Everything conspired against me. When Robert found a place, I got out of the car and sprinted, like it was my last mission on earth. I barely closed the car door.

			In the chapel there was no living soul. I left the same way I entered, not knowing where to go next.  There were so many people coming and going, I failed to locate the ceremony. Bewildered, I got into the crowd, asking to go through. As soon as I found myself at my mother´s side, she collapsed into my arms. In the middle of a little bit of a turmoil, I managed to hold her, and thankfully she got back to her senses, surrounded by uneasy glances. 

			My grandmother seemed to be in a trance; no doubt it is hard to bury your child when at the right time your child should be burying you. She shed the last tears as Father Dario´s speech went on, a family friend, pouring praise and claiming divine mercy for my father´s soul. It was hard to accept that an active and determine man like him, with no history of illness, had left this world in the middle of the way. I confess that I was sorry for him, but furious at the same time.  

			My grandmother came over and put her hand on my shoulder. As I looked at her, I saw my father´s face, and got scared. §my heart shot up to two hundred beats per minute.

			“Dad!”

			All eyes turned to me, my legs were shaking.

			“Where’s my father?”

			“In the arms of God”, someone answered.

			“I need to talk to him, even if it is for the last time.”

			“It was not possible to wait”, my mother replied.

			Down on my knees, hugging the tomb, I tried to convey all the pain I felt at that moment. For a while, I wished I could´ve been there, instead of him.

			“Damn, I will never forgive myself!”, I muttered.

			“Don’t say that, grandson.”

			“You shouldn’t have done that to me, dad.”

			A powerful lightning lit up the skies of Curitiba, the rays began to multiply, and the rain got heavier. Robert knelt beside me and put his arm over my shoulder.

			“Come on, champ, what’s done is done.”

			Not being able to see the face of my father for the last time was the worst punishment I had ever received. The last memory of him, frozen in that wicker chair, when we argued the previous Sunday: “Maybe one day, when you die.” What did I have in mind when I said such a nonsense? The world isn’t fair.

			Robert helped me up. As I looked around, I noticed that none of my uncles had come. My father was the only brother who did well in life. Maybe there was a disagreement among them that I didn´t know about, and I found that an enormous lack of consideration.

			When we were leaving the cemetery, a lady approached and greeted everyone. My mother and my grandmother greeted her back.

			“Do I know you?” I asked with a vague memory.

			“I´m Isabella, a friend of your father´s.”

			Robert and my mother looked at each other.

			“Your father was the most generous person I have ever met in life”, she said with eyes full of tears, “that coffin took a piece of me, a beautiful story.”

			Isabella was the great mentor early in my father’s career, according to my mother, for whom he harboured admiration and respect. For years, no one had heard of her, which is why both of them appeared so moved. I realised that the bond between them was strong.

			Chapter 4

			After more than twenty hours, with no rest and no shower, I couldn’t take anymore. I wanted to bury myself under the covers and not get up so soon. Before that, I had to convince my mother to agree with my going back to San Francisco, otherwise, she wouldn’t know the consequences.

			Inside the car, a silent self-centeredness came over me, I could only think about the surfing tournament. I had never wished so much that my father was alive as I did at that moment. My mother remained silent along the way. I avoided addressing her. The timing was inappropriate. At home it would be different, there was little time to decide and my future was at stake. Robert said a few words of consolation and ended up talking to himself. My grandmother seemed entranced, despite her life experience.

			“I’m glad you came back to help me with the things of the company, son”, my mother suggested as we got out of the car.

			I wondered what she meant by that, I thought of replying, but I held my tongue. After all, she was still numb with my father’s death.
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			After dinner, I tried to start a friendly conversation. The anxiety was consuming me.

			“Why not now, mom?”

			“Not today, son, I don’t want to talk about anything else.”

			“Please, mom”, I insisted.

			“Go take some rest. Goodnight.”

			Although I was very tired, I dismissed the thought of going to bed and went straight to the office. I wanted to access the Internet and find out about the tournament.

			When I opened the browser on my MacBook, I ran into a headline on the main page: Fruit King loses his life in a plane crash. I had little idea of his reputation. My father worked like crazy, then just like that, his eyes would never open again. No one would ever contemplate again that enigmatic smile. His rude and inquisitive manner would never be put into practice again. His stare was disconcerting. A few seconds were enough to understand what was not to his liking. I felt it myself a few times, which increased further the barrier between us.

			Sitting there, in his chair, my brain was plotting. My mother would have to agree with me, I thought, I was leaving anyway. The last thing that could cross my mind was giving up on my dream.

			I glanced over the top of the desk and saw a few scattered documents that didn´t mean much to me. On the right side, there were several photo frames: my parents in Paris; me, him and my mother on the beach; all the family together; and another one with him, Robert and uncle Benjamin. Scattered over the walls, there were certificates of appreciation, awards, trophies, photos with businessmen and politicians, an aerial view of the company, in addition to decorative frames with fruit and vegetables. I gazed upon that scene for a a few minutes and I wanted to throw everything in the garbage can. The photo frame with the whole family smiling was cruel. It brought me back to the past, and it tortured me.

			A pile of bank statements caught my attention. I had never worried about anything concerning my father’s business. In the latest, the negative balance was evident, millions. My father had an aversion to debt, loans and things like that. I found that strange. If the balance proved correct, it would be worrisome. Intrigued, I thought about calling mom, but I decided not to bother her. I could approach her the next morning. So there I was, sitting, swinging the chair side to side, as my father always did. That damn phrase tortured me: maybe one day when you die. Why should I have to carry that pain for the rest of my life?

			I started thinking about getting back to San Francisco. I wanted to forget about it all and resume my life, instead of wasting time in Brazil. It was hard to think of something other than surfing, even though I was still struggling to make money out of it. I would have a week to prepare myself better and that tournament would be a great turn in my life, I thought. I counted on my mother´s understanding, although she didn’t give the slightest sign of support.

			On the wall, the old cuckoo clock showed ten. This was Uncle Kurt’s present, a German watchmaker. I loved that machine. When I was little, I climbed on the chair and moved the hands forward just to see the bird sing, cuckoo, cuckoo, cuckoo. The clock still worked, but the bird had already retired.  

			The less I wanted to think about my father, the more things flowed from my memory. Between his desk and the counter there was a small coffee table with an envelope on it. Inside, I found an old photo of the family, with my father, my uncles, my aunts and my grandparents on my father´s side.

			He was the youngest of eight siblings and was always closer to my grandmother, a strong woman, who divided herself between housework and the preparation of sweets and pastries for bars and eateries where they lived, Lake City, a pleasant village in the countryside. When he decided to leave home, my grandmother cried for three days straight.

			For some time, he hesitated to stay in Curitiba, torn between the desire to make money and having regrets. He, my grandmother and aunt Celine were all very close; the two siblings were the only ones who had the courage to interfere in the violent outbursts of their stepfather.

			At night, my father was always attentive and when the gate creaked, aunt Celine ran to warn them. My grandmother pretended to be sleeping so as to avoid any type of harassment, but even so, to their children´s despair, she ended up being molested, although she appealed on their behalf.

			“I want them to die!” my stepfather used to scream out of control.

			“Don’t say that!” my grandmother retorted.

			“They are your kids, not mine!”

			“For God’s sake!”

			“They´re good for nothing, they´re just bums! I´m outta money because of them!”

			“Never call my kids bums!”

			Slapping everyone around was frequent and painful. My grandmother took it as much as she could, aware of the drunk state he was in. The next day, it was as if nothing had happened, he sat at the breakfast table with a sorry face and, despite the crap he´d always done, he never missed bringing a lollipop for each stepchild. Some accepted by fear, others, by starvation.

			One day, out of despair, she decided to hand the children over to their closest friends and relatives for care, as the family situation deteriorated. In less than a week, she got a place for Little Mary, Luana and Thiago. Joseph, the youngest one, was given to a couple, and after that day, he just disappeared. Adam got married early and took off. 

			David, the eldest, had long since left home. Once or twice a year, he´d made a quick flying visit with some cheap gifts at hand to please my grandmother. With a smile hard to decipher, he always showed up wearing an impeccable suit, starched shirt, silk tie and shiny shoes. He didn’t care for his siblings, he turned a blind eye to everything. He went in and out of the house with the same coldness that his stepfather treated him.

			When the time came for aunt Celine and my father, grandma Evelyn was in doubt. My father was eight years old, and aunt Celine, ten. The only family that was willing to take care of them, recommended by a neighbour, lived across the state. With no money to cover the basic needs, my grandmother decided to give the two in exchange for housing and food.

			On the appointed day, my father cried a lot, and aunt Celine joined the chorus of tears. Irritated, the couple decided to take just one, and the option was for the boy, to my grandmother’s despair. Together, they could comfort each other, she said, but the woman was adamant.

			“For God´s sake!” begged my grandmother, “they are very attached to each other!”

			“If that´s the case, then we won´t take either”, replied the woman. “You decide, we are doing more than our situation allows.”

			“My heart is tight”, my grandmother insisted.

			Faced with this dilemma, she asked the couple to come back later, claiming that she needed a little more time to think and not regret in the future.

			“We’ve come from afar, Mrs. Evelyn, make up your mind, quickly, we have no time to lose” the woman retorted rudely, making my grandmother even more apprehensive.

			Lunchtime was decisive, according to what she told me in tears.

			“I looked at Hector, I looked at Celine, both of them on their knees, leaning over the table like two innocents awaiting their final sentence, and I asked God for a light. I wanted to die.”

			At the appointed time, the couple showed up.

			“Have you made up your mind, Mrs. Evelyn?” Asked the husband, under his wife´s inquisitor eyes. 

			“If you don’t take them both, neither is going”, my grandmother replied.

			“So, there’s no way”, retorted the woman. “No one is going.”

			“Better this way.”

			“What a bad joke, Mrs. Evelyn, I’ll never come back here again!” the woman muttered.

			My grandmother was relieved, she knelt down and cried right there, in the living room.

			When I came to my senses, it was already midnight. My head was boiling. I tidied things up as much as I could and went to the bedroom. If the conversation turns out to be unpalatable tomorrow, I thought, I‘ll take a radical action. My mother would have to accept it.

			Chapter 5

			I mulled over that not so blessed bank statement all night, and the best way to deal with that matter. Was my father broke or did he conceal debts? Was there was another woman in play? Maybe he was diverting money to accounts overseas without the knowledge of my mother.

			My scheduled flight back was Monday evening. With time passing, everything would return to normal, so I imagined. My mother was a secure woman, my father’s right arm, she would have no difficulty in taking the business forward. Moreover, a company like The Fruit King could count on top executives, except my uncle, that miserable man.
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			In the morning, while my mother slept, I returned to the office in order to find something to justify that bothersome number. In one of the drawers, more bank statements. Why did my father keep those documents at home instead of keeping them at the company? By analysing one extract after the other, I realized that the problem had started long ago. That didn’t sound good to me.

			“How was your night, son?”

			I almost fell off my chair, and hit my knee against the drawer, when my mother entered the room quietly.

			“Goodness, mom, you could have knocked!” I told her while I rubbed my knee with my hands to ease the pain.

			“I’m sorry, son, I didn’t want to startle you.”

			“I was thinking about what happened. It is as if life imploded within us; one day you´re arguing with someone, suddenly that person disappears from your life.”

			“It´s no use thinking like that now, we have to move on, I want you to get the lowdown of what´s going on with the company.”

			“You´re getting me worried.”

			“Leave your worry for when you take over your father’s place.”

			I stopped everything and moved the chair back straight away.

			“What do you mean? Who said I will take his place? That was never in my plans. I’ve already said that my world is surfing. On Monday I’m going back to San Francisco.”

			“Breakfast is ready. We´ll talk about it later. Your grandmother is already up. Be patient, she´s very distressed.”
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			I sat at the breakfast table, without any desire to eat. I drank some juice and ate a piece of cake, just for show. My mother wasn’t well, neither was I, nor my grandmother. How had my father gone so far by having so much debt? Did they know anything about it? I tried to mention the subject, taking a different approach.

			“How did dad start the fruit business?”

			Every time he tried to let me know, my patience to listen was close to nothing. In that sense, I confess that I was rude to him.

			“It’s a long story, son”, my mother replied.

			“I´d really like to know”, I insisted.

			“When he came to Curitiba”, my mother went on between cups of white coffee, “he found a room at the regional center of fruit and vegetables warehouse, like so many young people at the time.

			“How old was he?” I asked her, getting more interested.

			“I don´t remember very well, maybe fifteen or sixteen. Most of them came from the countryside, searching for jobs in the big city. At the fruit and vegetables centre, Hector looked for Isabella, a well-known trader, and got along with your father. She lent him some money, got him some clothes, food, a place to live, some books and even helped him with his teeth treatment. 

			“Just like that?”

			“Let your mother talk, son”, my grandmother scolded.

			“Hector worked hard. He knew how to captivate people. He had no social security number, the salary was reasonable even at his age. He made sure to send it almost entirely to your grandmother, so as to help with the household expenses. He kept almost nothing to himself.

			“And you, did you just end up accepting the situation, grandma?”

			“The day Hector left home, I thought the world would fall on my head and he would never return, your father was the only thing that still kept me living. That day, I saw a single tear fall from his left eye, Hector seemed tough, but he had his moments of surrender.”

			“I agree”, I pointed out.

			“After that, we exchanged a long hug and said goodbye with a kiss and a longer hug. Your father tried to hide the tears and said something I never forgot. “You will be proud of me”, and I said to him.” I already am”. Later on, I couldn’t utter a word; from the window, I saw Hector disappear down the street while I was torn between feelings of pain and joy. I spent many sleepless nights, imagining that one day he would knock on that door, but it never happened.”

			“When you were gone”, my mother added, “I, too, was distressed, and scared that you would never come back.”

			“We raise children to the world”, my grandmother said, “fathers and mothers are mere instruments of each generation; then they grow up, get wings and fly away, sometimes they forget about you.”

			“My case is different; everyone makes their own way.”

			“One day you’ll have children”, my grandmother warned.

			“I don’t want that joy so soon, grandma.”

			“Now you say that, later on you´ll change.”

			“Maybe for that very reason he never insisted on your staying in Brazil”, my mother added. “He must have felt on his skin the same sense of freedom that you felt when you went to the States.”

			That conversation was an inspiration. Talking about my father kept his memory alive, despite the differences between us. Somehow, I learned to know him better. Terrible to admit it, but it is difficult to repair the past. 

			“How did you manage to move on, grandma?”

			“For everything there’s a way. Two months later, my husband was killed near home, they beat him up until his last breath. Nobody wanted to help, everybody was afraid; when the police arrived, he was not breathing anymore. His face was completely disfigured. 

			“How can that be?”

			“He had no money on him and must have insulted the thugs. After so many disappointments, I decided to live alone. His death freed me from suffering, but I never wanted him any harm. I learned to forgive.”

			“And how did you make a living?”

			“I worked my fingers to the bone”, my grandmother continued under the watchful eye of my mother. “With the help of your aunt Celina and the money your father sent, I started making and selling cakes, sweets and snacks, I worked overnight in order to keep up with orders. Varicose veins were the result of all that. In Lake City, everyone helped, people were more receptive than in the capital, After all I´ve been through, I still miss that nice little place.  If it depended on me, I would´ve never left it.”

			I remember a bit of that story, I heard dad tell it at dinner on Christmas and New Year’s Eve, which he made sure to spoil by bringing back those memories. I used to be mad as hell, but I never gathered courage to interrupt him; well, sometimes I left the table, but mom always made me come back.”

			“Christmas has always been sacred here at home”, my grandmother said, “it was one of the few moments of the year when we could get together for a family meal, however simple it might be, in an atmosphere of peace.”

			My grandmother was clearly moved, so she decided to take a break. My mother returned to the subject of the company. It was hard to hide my dissatisfaction.

			“You have to stay to help me decide the issues of the company, son, the situation is bad. Your father took several loans, and the company has some serious cash flow problems.”

			“The company’s been in the red for two years, did you know that?”

			“Your father never went into details”, my mother explained, “I think, deep down, he hid the figures, and preferred to keep up appearances in front of friends, while he thought about a solution; he always found a way.”

			“Millions in one bank only, we don’t even know the rest. How did you let it get to this point? You’re also a partner, mom, you ought to know. Why didn’t you ever demand to see the accounts balance?”

			“I trusted your father”, she answered raspy, “I never had reason to doubt. Moreover, we´ve got lots of assets. We can easily pay off the debts.”

			“Well, mom, if you know what to do, there is no reason to batter your brain. I won’t be missed.”

			“It´s difficult to understand how insensible you are when it comes to family matters. How can you think that I´ll be able to cope with all that by myself? Do you want to see me in the graveyard just like your father?”

			“Stop that drama, please, mom.”

			“If you still have an iota of consideration for me and your father, stay and help me.”

			“My mind is made up, mom.”

			“If you go away, I’ll sell the company.”

			“No way!” I answered, punching the table.

			“You’ve already made up your mind, son, I´ve just made up mine!”

			“I forbid you to do something stupid like that!”

			“You´d better lower your voice.”

			Chapter 6

			I spent the afternoon in the bedroom with my MacBook on, seeking a way to dissuade my mother from the absurd idea of selling the company in order to preserve the memory of my father and the family wealth. If he were alive, he would never agree. At the same time, I wanted to read news about the tournament, take a look at Facebook, and unwind a little. Messages filled my inbox, thousands of likes on the news of my father’s death. Pure insanity, I thought. Why would they like my father’s death?

			As it turned to dusk outside, my grandmother entered the bedroom holding a tray with a sandwich, some cake and juice. I was very hungry and decided to pretend that everything was fine. I tried to free myself from the MacBook for a few seconds, but kept the screen open.

			“Try to eat a little”, she advised.

			“I’m not hungry, I swear” I answered, going against my own nature for a moment.

			“You were very hard on your mother. You know very well that she has no one to count on. Put yourself in her shoes.”

			“I was here wondering how dad managed to succeed without any money”, I said, to change the direction of the conversation.

			“Did you hear what I said?” My grandmother persisted.

			“I heard you, grandma.  Please, no sermon now. I want to know a little more about dad.”

			“Hector was articulate and soon won Isabella´s trust. He opened and closed the balance every day, he negotiated with suppliers, he got customers, he swept the floor and he decorated the place. He did a bit of everything. Occasionally, Isabella trusted him with the banking and that’s how he learned to handle money. Everybody liked him there.”

			“I can’t understand how he could go from employee to boss in such a short time.”

			“Are ten years a short time?” She asked.

			“Perhaps, grandma. I know a lot of people who remain in the same place for even longer.”

			“Hector was determined,” she continued. “One day while savouring a piece of leftover watermelon, your father confessed to Isabella that he wanted to open his own business, to employ a lot of people, give a better life to me. He used to write down everything in a notebook. Before proving to the world, you need to prove to yourself that you are capable, Isabella used to say. I don’t need to prove anything. I’ll do it, and that’s it, he to retorted.”

			“So typical of dad”, I observed.

			“Isabella noticed your father’s business skills and didn’t want to lose him. She felt responsible for him, so she helped him. Sooner, or later, she knew Hector would leave to change the course of history. She did not have any children, so maybe that’s why she got so attached. She enjoyed doing business, helping friends in need and she was detached from material things. When I saw her at the cemetery yesterday, my feelings were of extreme gratitude.”

			“Dad didn’t even attend secondary school.”

			“What difference does it make when we want something? I know many business people who don’t even have elementary school. It is important, son, but not decisive.”

			“That’s not what most people think”, I said.

			“What does it matter? Hector was ambitious and had good character. Isabella was like a second mother, concerned with your father’s physical and moral condition. He was always willing to take free advice into his business. I had direct contact with her by letter and phone. I never had the chance to tell him that.”

			“What a crazy thing”, I said without thinking.

			“There’s nothing crazy about it.”

			“I’m sorry, grandma. Go on.”

			“Hector wanted to do things with his feet on the ground. He saw opportunities where most people saw obstacles. He was a regular reader and observer, things that later made him a good negotiator, excellent in dealing with people. His father was a fan of Khalil Gibran and Fernando Pessoa. While pushing the boxes side to side in the corridors of the fruit and vegetable centre he was heard reciting verses of the poet.  Was it worth it? Everything is worthwhile if the soul is not small. Occasionally, he hastily ate sandwiches, leftover fruits and pieces of bread so as to enjoy the rest of the lunch break reading books borrowed from Lighthouse of Knowledge Library.”

			“It never crossed my mind.”

			“One day, your father returned to the store with ten books under his arm and was scolded by Isabella, what is that, boy, aren’t you going to work anymore? He replied, I have ten days to return them, until then, I’ll read everything.

			My grandmother´s account moved me. Reading wasn´t still my forte, I admit. I know people who have never read a book in their life. I wish I could have taken after my father on that. I envy those who can read at least one book a month.

			“As he learned more and more, through books and discussions with traders, he felt stronger. In that lonely room, books were inseparable companions for those who came from a place where reading was a privilege for the few.”

			My mother entered the room and sat at the bedside. Can it be that she will bring it up again? I thought. But she held back for a while.

			“Hector sought inspiration in Steve Jobs´ ideas”, my grandmother continued. “At first, I thought he was a fruit trader. His room was filled with apple stickers. I never quite understood this, but what really mattered was that he liked him.”

			My mother chimed in, and when I realised she was trying to get close to me, I avoided looking at her.

			“Your father was always criticised by a trader, because of all the books he borrowed, but he quoted Jobs, ‘Don’t let the noise of others’ opinions drown out your own inner voice. And most importantly, have the courage to follow your heart and intuition. Somehow they already know what you really want to become. Everything else is secondary.” 

			“Your father didn’t care about criticism”, added my grandmother, “his speech was the same to everyone around him: each person has to deal with their pain, with their dream. It was an instinctive statement, the result of reading and the learning from the positive influence of the character, Arkad, from The Richest Man in Babylon, a book that Paul Fortune gave to him. 

			“Paul Fortune, who is he?” 

			“He’s a successful entrepreneur, who owned several stalls at the fruit and vegetables centre, and what a character!”, my grandmother explained. “I read that book because your father insisted so much! That story made me think a lot about everything we went through, but now, at my age, I find it hard to chance anything.”

			“In the beginning, he lacked money, but he had huge determination”, my mother said, “there was always somebody mocking your father, trying to make him change his mind, with comments like ‘work hard, boy, for the poor don’t dream’.”

			In the middle of the conversation, I felt even guiltier for failing to say goodbye to my father. Maybe one day, when you die! I remembered. Is there anything worse than to remember something you wish you had never said?

			“When he turned twenty-one, your father decided to change his life”, my grandmother continued. “With the help of Isabella, he rented a space at the fruit and vegetables centre, twenty-something square meters. In a dreamer’s mind, it seemed ten times bigger. Sitting on an old wooden stool, he remembered the phrase that changed his story: “You’ll never know until you try.” Her encouragement made all the difference. 

			All of it made little sense to me. I wondered what my grandmother was getting at.

			“Besides being his guarantor, my mother went on,” Isabella ensured that he had the initial stock by negotiating directly with suppliers, and taking responsibility over the payment of the invoices. She taught him to value material goods without being a slave to money, to honour the contracts, to seek a sense of justice and to build alliances based on solid principles and values.”

			“If that was the case, he wouldn’t be in debt”, I observed.

			“That’s why, son, I don’t want to take care of the company by myself. I wouldn’t even know where to start. If you don’t help me, the only way is to get rid of the business while we can.”

			“We won’t argue again, mom. It would be a tremendous lack of respect for dad’s memory. You are not thinking straight.”

			“What’s that again?” My grandmother scolded me for the second time. “How on earth can you speak to your mother like that?”

			“Lack of respect”, my mother concluded, “is running from responsibility when I most need your help. Think very carefully: if you leave, for my part, you can stay there and never come back.”

			“If that’s what you want”, I replied.

			Chapter 7

			My mother had never talked to me that way. I took a deep breath and, for a few seconds, I saw my dreams dissolve like fading waves in the sea. The situation couldn´t continue like that, otherwise, how could I survive in San Francisco? It was a difficult mission. She has always proved more energetic than my father.

			“That’s not the way to solve things”, my grandmother softened up.

			“Pay attention to what mom’s saying.”

			“We’re a family, it’s time to get together.”

			“We are not a family at all!” I said, pushing the chair back.

			“Stop acting like a kid”, my mother snapped. “As long as it depends on me, it´ll be my way!”

			In respect to the memory of the old man, I kept quiet and went upstairs to my bedroom. Mom and grandma looked at each other. From then on, my mother and I avoided each other for a long time, in a game of unnecessary will.
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			Loneliness was worse than undesirable company. From hearing the two deifying my father so much, the pain and remorse was inevitable. My feeling was contradictory. While he was proud of me, even without my having done anything in life, my sense of pride waxed and waned the more I found out about him.  My story was just beginning, and I never liked being compared to anybody, something that happened more often than I thought.
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