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SANTA CRISTINA

Nestled in the rolling hills of the Algarve, in the south of Portugal lay the sleepy village of Santa Cristina. Seemingly uninterested in the passing of time, the village evolved at its own pace, several decades behind the world around it. It boasted a population of roughly five hundred souls, the focus of social life a bar and café serving drinks, sandwiches, home-made cakes and a dish of the day, the only hot food available. A pool table, a scruffy dart board and a battered table football game provided entertainment and adjacent to the café stood a small shop. Owned and run by the same family, it provided the community with basic tinned or dried foods, seasonal fruit and vegetables and bread baked weekly on the premises.

A small church stood opposite the bar on the other side of the village’s central square, shut and unused for years, as most people, although Christian at heart, still associated the Roman Catholic church with the previous regime of the dictator, Salazar, who’d been toppled in the early seventies in a peaceful military coup when soldiers lined the streets of Lisbon with carnations in their rifle barrels, the only recorded casualty having been an unfortunate drunk crushed to death after falling beneath the tracks of a passing tank.

Life here was slow and basic, but predictable and most subsisted on the food they grew, the firewood they collected and the husbandry of livestock. The people here knew no other way of life and despite their limited existence and lack of education they were content and uninterested in the world outside their secluded environment. Despite the odd long-running family feud, most people got on with their neighbours and those who didn’t simply chose to ignore each other. In short, it was a peaceful community, functional and lacking for little. Everybody had a roof over their head and friends and family in close proximity. There was always food on the table, home-made wine in the barrel and most households had a pig which would be slaughtered at Christmas, the resulting meat being preserved, made into chourico sausages or presunto, smoked ham. Chickens provided fresh eggs and, when they stopped laying, a decent pot roast. Fruit trees were an integral part of local agriculture as well; oranges, lemons, olives, almonds, figs, peaches and plums graced the tables of the local inhabitants. Honey was cheap from local bee keepers and travelling fish salesmen from the coast came twice a week to sell their surplus catch.

With the exception of a few modern brick and concrete structures on the outskirts, the houses in Santa Cristina were built using methods employed since time immemorial; basic, organic, single storey dwellings, constructed of natural stone and clay, lime-plastered, whitewashed inside and out and topped by eucalyptus pole rafters, bamboo ceilings and handmade clay pan tiles. 

Occasional paid work in construction or agriculture helped supplement incomes, but it was an ageing population, many of the younger people having left to work abroad where the wages were higher. Situated fifteen kilometres inland, the village remained unaffected by the growth of tourism which had transformed coastal areas. The more adventurous traveller would sometimes stop at the café for a refreshing drink or a bite to eat, but besides the recent arrival of electricity life went on as it had for centuries.

Outside the main enclave, isolated farmhouses dotted the hills, built by those who wished to live closer to their farmlands or to escape the intrusiveness of nosey neighbours that comes with any tight-knit community.

Pedro lived in one of these cottages, passed down through the family over generations, it was a solid squat box, half embedded in the hillside and constructed in the traditional manner. An outside well was the principal water source, backed up by a concrete tank that collected rain water from the roof during the winter. A few metres from the main dwelling Pedro had built a wooden barn from scavenged shuttering timber, with a corrugated iron roof it wasn’t a work of architectural genius but served its purpose well enough, providing shelter for his animals and storage space for hay and other crops as well as agricultural tools and fuel.

Electricity had been connected for less than ten years and life in his cottage still centred around a large open fireplace in the kitchen, the only source of heat during the cold winter months. Some two hundred metres to the east Pedro owned another property which was almost a ruin, in a state of sad disrepair and neglected for many years, separated from Pedro’s abode by a stand of eucalyptus trees and then another of pines, it had lain empty, unused and forgotten since his earliest childhood memories.

After Pedro’s father had passed away his ailing mother had wandered off on several occasions looking for her husband, unable to grasp the fact he was permanently gone. On the last of these occasions she’d been missing until sunset and the police had been called in to help search for her, she was discovered unharmed, but after this incident it was decided she could no longer cope with the primitive existence in the hills and needed constant supervision. So she was sent to live in a retirement home in one of the larger coastal towns, close to the ocean, where she could be properly cared for and nursed in the twilight of her life and Pedro and his family were relieved of the constant worry that came with trying to look after her at home. The previous winter she’d passed away in her sleep and Pedro had, as a result, inherited both of the houses, several acres of farmland and a large vineyard.

Pedro had married his childhood sweetheart, Paula, and a year later she’d given birth to their one and only child, a son named Paulo, after his mother, and her father and, indeed, his father before him, a family tradition carried on through nobody knew how many generations. Although the baby was born healthy and strong there were complications and Paula had to undergo a post-natal operation which left her incapable of bearing any more children. So, a family of three it was to be and Pedro began to build up great hopes for his one and only son and heir.

Pedro was old-fashioned, even sexist and violent in his approach to life, but this was how he’d been raised and he couldn’t be blamed for his attitude, it was the only way he knew. He worked hard to provide for himself and his family, when paid labouring work was available, he always took it and the rest of his days were spent constructively, whether tilling the soil, gathering firewood or making occasional building repairs.

He grew most of the fruit and vegetables that ended up in the kitchen, planting amongst other things, potatoes, cabbages, and fava beans during the cooler winter months and in the summertime tomatoes, peppers, melons and pumpkins. Any surplus produce was bartered, fed to his animals or sold to market traders who did the rounds of the remoter villages and hamlets on a regular basis.

Pedro tended his vines with care, they were his most precious crop, he cut them back religiously each year in early springtime, harvesting the fruits during the summer months. Some of the grapes he sold, but the majority were used to brew his own potent home-made wine. In the little spare time he had, he’d built the barn over the last few years, sectioning off part of it with welded steel bars to accommodate his animals; the obligatory donkey, a couple of pigs and half a dozen chickens. Along with these he also owned a dog, the family pet, a scruffy ageing mongrel named Benfica after Pedro’s favourite football team.

Pedro was a hard-working, simple, uneducated man, devoted to his family and the only way of life he knew and like many of his compatriots, he not only worked hard, he played hard too, drinking each day at the café whilst enjoying a game of cards or dominoes with his friends and passing the evenings with an always full glass of wine at home.

Paula, on the other hand, had a more philosophical approach to life and, having married at an early age, she’d become disillusioned over the years with the man she’d once adored. Social protocol, however, favoured very much the family unit. In a society where divorce, or even separation was almost unheard of she, like many other women, carried on with life as if nothing was wrong. Grin and bear it was how Paula lived, never dreaming of complaining or attempting to change anything, just accepting her lot and getting along as best as she could.

During the first years of their marriage she’d accepted his mumbled apologies after a drunken outburst or a fit of violent temper, but as time passed her generous forgiveness became mere tolerance. For Paula her son became the only person she truly loved, her reason for being, and she was determined he’d get a decent education and advance himself in life rather than follow in his father’s footsteps. She had aspirations he may become a lawyer, a teacher or a doctor, opinions she didn’t share with her husband for fear of retribution. She, herself, could barely read or write but this didn’t make her unintelligent, merely uneducated.

Paula was kind and compassionate, caring for others more than herself and finding her happiness in doing so, despite the routine drudgery of her day-to-day chores and the abuses of her husband. She worked part time for the Red Cross, delivering meals and helping to look after the needy or elderly who had no immediate family and were incapable of caring for themselves. This work was often unpleasant and gruelling, but, given her charitable nature, Paula took not only pride but also pleasure from helping those in need. From changing oversized nappies for the incontinent to bathing and feeding the physically challenged, she took these tasks in her stride, taking personal satisfaction from whatever she could do to alleviate pain and suffering in the world around her. In short, she was empathic, one of those rare people who somehow grew by giving. Her wages were minimal, but the love she gave and received in return made her life outside her dull existence at home a reward that couldn’t be measured in mere financial terms. She cooked, cleaned and washed at home, never complaining even when she was unhappy, but her husband’s unpredictable and often violent mood changes filled her with dread and his drinking was getting out of control, further fuelling his fits of temper.

Paula stoically put up with his lack of respect and affection, emotions he seemed to have abandoned over the years, as she concentrated her love and attention on her young son. When he turned six years old, it was time for Paulo to start going to school. The village of Santa Cristina itself had no school, so the local children were collected daily in a minibus and ferried to and from the larger village of Marcos, six kilometres away, where they were educated in rudimentary mathematics and reading and writing by a single teacher for all ages, before being returned to their respective homes.

Until he started school, Paulo had little contact with other children, or indeed the world outside of the small farm on which he’d been raised. On occasion the family would attend a market or a village dance, but these were local affairs, Paulo’s interaction with the world at large had been minimal indeed until he was plunged into the rigours of full-time education, away from his beloved mother for the best part of the day.

Paulo had of course witnessed his father’s tantrums, he was no stranger to anger or violence, but at his tender age it was just another part of life and not something he’d formed any sort of opinion on, one way or the other. Now though, attending school five days a week, he was immersed in a new and alien world, in a class of twenty children he was one of the youngest and most vulnerable, and he found the whole experience terrifying. In any group of children there is a pecking order and Paulo was pretty much the new-born chick. He was a timid child to begin with and an inherent fear of his unstable father had made him even further introverted and ill equipped at socialising. He didn’t understand the boisterous behaviour of the other children and found it intimidating, so he was often picked on and bullied by older boys and even some of the girls, much to the amusement of his classmates.

There were two brothers in particular who made his life hell, they came from Marcos and were called Bruno and Jose. Age-wise there was barely a year between them, Bruno being the elder of the two. These two boys were hated by most of the other children and the teacher, but they had a hard core of admirers backing them up. Given their brutish mentality, it was the younger, more vulnerable children, such as Paulo, they picked on most and, in the absence of adult authority, when the teacher wasn’t around, they ran the place. They were in charge, along with their goons, and nobody dared argue with them. Often it was only a matter of foolish pranks, but sometimes they forced other kids to hand over their pocket money or the food they’d brought with them for lunch. In reality, their bullying was only a way of satisfying their warped, sadistic minds; handing out physical abuse for personal gratification, because it made them feel important, without realising the extent of the suffering they were inflicting on their fellow students.

The level of education provided at Paulo’s school was basic and many of the children considered learning a waste of time, so lessons were often disrupted by noisy and uninterested pupils. As a result, Paulo’s doting mother encouraged him to learn at home, buying him books when she could afford them and sharing what little knowledge she herself possessed. Paulo often felt he learnt more from these books and television than he did in the classroom. He did learn basic mathematics and how to read and write at school, but what fascinated him most was science, he could never satisfy his hunger for physics and chemistry but his greatest obsession was biology and the study of animals, plants and nature in general.

By the time he reached the age of twelve, manhood approaching, Paulo realised not only how kind, forgiving and generous his mother was at home but also how much of her life she dedicated, for a miserly wage, to alleviating the suffering and hardship of those less fortunate than herself. Pedro’s ranting and raving became an almost daily event during Paulo’s formative years and this, coupled with his constant fear of harassment at school, left him an insulated and quiet young man, not depressed, but cautious of the outside world and the dangers he perceived it to hold. 

He spent a lot of his spare time alone, often pondering what a wicked and cruel place the planet had become because of the greed and selfishness of humankind. He dreamt that if he studied hard enough, one day he could help change things, if only a little, and this would make his life meaningful and lend it purpose and reason. Through learning he hoped to improve himself enough to make a contribution to mankind, not for his own prestige or glory but to better the lives of his fellow human beings.

Paulo spent as much of his spare time as he could taking lengthy walks, partly to get away from his father’s bad temper, but mainly because he loved to spend as much time as possible studying nature in its raw state. He learnt to identify plants and spent hours watching birds, snakes, insects, any animals, even less attractive species such as slugs, rats or scorpions. He also collected unusual rocks and stones and kept a small box under his bed containing several fossils he’d encountered on his forays into the surrounding countryside. 

Pedro neither understood nor approved of these pastimes though, he was of the opinion his son’s time would be better spent helping around the farm and learning how to run the place. Pedro’s life revolved around working, sleeping, eating and drinking, he knew no other way and had no experience of life outside of these parameters.

At the end of the summer holidays with a return to school looming in the not-too-distant future, Paula and Paulo sat at the kitchen table on a Saturday afternoon going over a list supplied by the teacher of what he needed for the autumn term. The list included obvious items such as pens and stationery but also the required text books and an expensive scientific calculator. Paula had worked out how much it would all cost and, realising she didn’t have enough to cover it, she was now waiting for Pedro to come home so they could go over it together and she could ask him for some money.

Pedro, as was his habit, had been working hard all week and was spending the weekend rewarding himself for his toil with copious amounts of alcohol. Paula had been hard at work all week too, but catching up on household chores took up all of her spare time, she couldn’t afford the luxury of relaxing for a couple of days each week. Despite the constant drudgery, she never complained but took life in her stride, always the happy optimist. Pedro had gone to the bar after lunch and by the time the sun began to dip below the horizon he still hadn’t returned. His wife and son ate supper without him before settling down to watch a nature documentary.

Half an hour into the programme a noisy, boisterous Pedro came stumbling through the front door. He had a couple of friends with him and they raucously swore, joked and laughed as they seated themselves around the table. Without consulting his family, Pedro turned the television off and ordered his wife to bring them food and wine. She complied, as normal, without comment or complaint. To their credit, Pedro’s guests were quiet and polite as Paula went to the kitchen and returned with bread, olives, choriço and a jug of Pedro’s wine. He turned the television on again but switched channels to watch a quiz show in which contestants guessed the prices of goods sold in a Lisbon shopping centre. Paulo, in the meantime, had sneaked off to the privacy of his bedroom and engrossed himself in a book about ancient civilizations. Pedro cut a large chunk of bread and half emptied his glass of wine in one gulp before staring into his wife’s eyes as if he’d only just become aware of her presence.

“Where’s Paulo gone?” He demanded, his false joviality of a moment before evaporated in an instant. “There’s something we have to discuss as a family, the three of us, together.”

His companions, sensing his mood change and not wanting to get involved in a domestic argument, thanked Paula for her hospitality and left. Paula was becoming ever more fearful of her husband and dreaded these proclamations of his, with which she nearly always disagreed. Pedro, as the head of the family, always got his own way in the end though, so Paula rarely even questioned his judgement, preferring to keep the peace and shield her son from his father’s outbursts. She hated her husband’s authoritarian ultimatums and his mood swings had recently become ever more common and irrational, often resulting in angry or even violent scenes.

“I’ll go and fetch him right away,” she answered submissively, “just be a minute”.

She scurried to Paulo’s bedroom and knocked, “can you come please?” She asked. “Your dad wants to talk about something, he says it’s important.”

Paulo opened the door and followed his mother into the living room, afraid of whatever was about to happen, knowing from experience his father wasn’t often the bringer of good news when he’d been out drinking. When they entered the room, Pedro was outside saying goodbye to his friends, he sauntered back in and waved at them to sit down before seating himself. Cupping his hand over his mouth, he cleared his throat as if about to make an important announcement.

“I’ve made my mind up and it’s not for the changing,” he pronounced, “we’re cash-strapped right now and I’m not getting any younger and I need some help around the farm. The crops and the animals won’t look after themselves.” He belched and took a deep breath. “From now on, there will be no more schooling for you,” he pointed a beefy finger at his son, “no more studying or reading of books, now,” he intoned in an even more assertive manner, “now you are to become a man and work the soil, till the land and live as your family has for generations.” Silence reigned as he cleared his throat once more. “You’ll be a proper son to your father and I’ll teach you a lot more than any pompous arse in a classroom can. At the end of the day at least you’ll be able to take pride in your achievements and eat and drink the fruits of your labour. This is real nature, it doesn’t come in books, but from the plants and animals you care for and tend.” There was still a stunned silence. “Those people you so admire, in their flash cars, with their air-conditioned offices and fancy clothes, they’re nothing but frauds,” he said, banging his fist heavily on the table. “Who do you think grows their food or builds their houses, eh? Those people are parasites son, good for nothing but taking what others produce and giving nothing in return. So, I’m telling you boy, you’re going to come and work with me from now on and I promise you won’t regret it.”

Pedro took a large draft from his refilled wineglass, his eyes were glazed and, although seated, he was swaying from side to side. Now he was silent too, not the usual behaviour you’d expect when he was under the influence. After a few seconds he seemed to compose himself and stared into his son’s eyes.

Paulo was afraid but tried to hide his emotions. This can’t be happening he thought, trying desperately to comprehend the full meaning of what his father had just said. Paulo was scared of his father, he’d always found when Pedro was in one of his moods the best thing to do was to simply agree with him, to placate him. This time, however, things were different, Paulo loved and respected his dad even if he didn’t really understand him, he was his father after all, but he also hated farming and the repetitive nature of the work involved. He was determined to continue studying and create and live his own life as he saw fit. He was trying to compose a reasonable argument against his father’s plans, but no words came to his lips. He turned his head and stared, pleading into his mother’s eyes.

Paula rose to her feet, standing beside her son. She was shaking, for a change not out of fear or dread, but because of the anger coursing through her veins. Trembling with emotion, she pressed her son’s head against her bosom as tears began to roll down her flushed cheeks.

“He’s going to school if he wants to and that’s the end of the matter,” she stammered bravely. “I know you need a hand with the farm work, but you can get one of the local boys to help and we’ll muck in when we can. One of those big strong country lads will be a lot more use to you than Paulo ever could be and they don’t exactly demand the earth for their labours. What you gain from the extra help will far outweigh what you have to pay in wages and maybe you’ll make some money for a change and contribute something towards your son’s education.”

Pedro was gobsmacked. His wife had never answered him back, let alone laid down an ultimatum as she just had. He stared at her, a confused, baffled expression on his face as he tried to understand this unusual scenario. In his drunken state he rose unsteadily and stood there, stock still, for nigh on a full minute. He scratched the side of his head, pondering what he was meant to do next, then grinned like someone who’s just solved a difficult or complicated problem, he took a step forwards, refilled his wine glass once more before draining it and wiping his lips dry on his shirt sleeve. Then he knelt down on the floor, directly in front of Paulo, and stared manically into his eyes.

“He’s my son as well as yours,” he said, quiet and calm, “the only son you’re ever going to give me.” A wicked sneer crawled across his face. “I’m the head of the family and I decide what’s best for us. The decision is final, the boy will follow in my footsteps and have a wholesome and happy life working the land.” He continued to stare, stony and hard into Paulo’s eyes, his face not a foot away.

Paulo stood up and backed away a couple of steps but Pedro leapt to his feet, took a step forward of his own and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. Suddenly the reasonable debate of but a minute previous had deteriorated into chaos. Pedro had snapped and now he was shouting right in Paulo’s face, flecks of spittle hitting his cheeks as the terrified boy froze in the face of his father’s onslaught.

“You’re not going to school any more, do you understand me? From this moment on you are going to be a man. You will help to pay the bills and put food on the table and keep the fridge full. I hope you hear me, because that’s the end of the matter.”

By now Pedro had grabbed a fistful of fabric on either side of his son’s shirt. He began to shake him, not violently, but slowly, almost rhythmically, from side to side. He looked like a mad man, a sliver of drool crawling from the corner of his mouth.

Paula abandoned her fear and screamed at her husband. “Leave him alone you pissed bullying bastard! You think you can do what you want, but not this time, believe me.” Then she lapsed into silence, amazed by her own bravery, but also terrified of the consequences. Pedro relinquished his grip as she marched across the kitchen, positioning herself between the two of them, she stared Pedro squarely in the eye, “this conversation is over,” she announced.

Pedro just stared back at her, stunned, his world threatened, he didn’t know what to do or say, his brain foggy from booze, then a red mist descended and animal instinct took over. He lashed out, reaching around Paula and slapping Paulo across the face, sending him sprawling to the floor, Paula screamed, a primaeval howl as her motherly instincts kicked in and she moved towards Pedro, muttering under her breath. She was, for the first time in her life, standing up to her husband. She propelled herself forwards, towards him as he jumped a foot backwards before lashing out with his fists. The first punch knocked her off balance, but she managed to stay on her feet, gazing at the man she’d once thought she loved. She bent down and helped Paulo to his feet, stroking his hair with her hands. As she straightened up Pedro moved closer and delivered a vicious kick to her stomach, she doubled over, gagging and he pushed her to the ground before kicking her again and again as she lay sobbing and pleading on the floor. 

Meanwhile Paulo, unsure whether to intervene and attempt to help his mother or to flee his father’s wrath, teetered on the verge of the ongoing dispute, trying to decide what to do. His head was still reeling from the blow he’d already received, but he staggered towards Pedro, trying to divert him and protect his mother, he wagged a finger at him, “Leave her alone, you hear me, leave her alone you stupid prick.”

This time Pedro didn’t slap him, but punched him square in the forehead, sending him to the ground again. Then, consumed now with rage, he turned his attentions once more to his wife.

The following morning Paula rose stiffly from the sofa where she’d spent the night. Her face was black and blue and her lips swollen and bloody, she ached all over and was bruised on her ribs and back. Pedro had left her crying on the floor the night before and, without a word, retired to the bedroom where he was still asleep, snoring away, either unaware of or unconcerned with the events of the previous evening. Paulo wandered into the kitchen and embraced his mother. He had a black eye too and they tried to joke about it as Paula fussed around the stove, making some breakfast and coffee.

Pedro got up just before lunchtime and without a word or even a glance, left the house, presumably on his way back to the bar. He slammed the door on his way out and even in the closed house they could hear him mumbling about how he’d make a man out of his son yet and, worse still, cursing his wife as if it were her fault she could no longer bear children. He didn’t return until after dark, not for the first time feeling remorseful and filled with regret, but what’s done is done and as he well knew, there was no turning back the clock. He slept alone, careful not to disturb his family, who’d already retired for the night. Paula and Paulo were sleeping together, curled up on Paulo’s bed with the door firmly locked.

The next day Pedro was humble and apologetic. He gazed at the floor, embarrassed to see for himself the damage he’d done to those he was supposed to love, reluctant to take in the reality and the consequences of his behaviour. They all knew it wasn’t the first time he’d committed such atrocities and his mumbled excuses were ignored by his wife who didn’t even deign to acknowledge his presence. She’d called in to work first thing, saying she couldn’t come today and probably not for the rest of the week, she’d said she’d twisted her ankle. However, as she worked for the Red Cross, a medic and a nurse were duly dispatched to come and take a look.

So, the truth of what had happened became public and, as is the way in small communities, the news spread like wildfire and Pedro’s humiliation was complete. The bush telegraph ensured everybody knew and although nobody said anything outright to Pedro, the dirty looks and the inevitable behind-his-back chatter made sure he knew such scenes of domestic violence, although not uncommon, were disapproved of. Paula didn’t talk to him for more than a week, almost acting as if he didn’t exist. She still cooked his food, but didn’t take too much care over its preparation and banged the plate down on the table in front of him without uttering a word. A stony silence reigned in the cottage, his wife and son eating together, talking in whispers to exclude him and leaving him to suffer on his own, they continued to sleep together in Paulo’s bedroom until her physical injuries were fully healed.

The first time she spoke to him again was ten days after his outburst. During this period, she’d ignored his sniffling, pleading attempts to say sorry, by now sorry wasn’t enough. Her statement to him was simple, direct and to the point. “Paulo is going back to school, whether you like it or not. If you wish to remain my husband you’ll agree and never raise the matter again. Otherwise I’m going to leave you for good and take Paulo with me and make sure he gets the education he deserves. If you ever raise your hand against either of us again it’ll be the last time you ever see us, do you understand what I’m telling you?”

Pedro nodded his head in assent, his eyes downcast, at that moment he would’ve sold his soul had she asked him. Still unable to look the woman he loved in the eye after his terrible behaviour, he began to shake and unwanted tears rolled down his cheeks. Choking back his grief, he gratefully accepted her terms and promised, not for the first time, that it would never happen again. Paula was trying to work out how on earth he could feel sorry for himself.

So, it was decided Paulo’s education was to continue. Pedro’s behaviour improved as he made a serious effort to re-establish his relationship with his family, despite the fact that he still wasn’t content with the way things stood, he realised this could be his last chance. Paulo was still expected, in his spare time, to help with the farm work as often as he could, which left him with little time for studying, let alone the sort of social life your average teenager would take for granted. He became estranged from his father, speaking to him only when necessary, whilst still showing respect and obedience when required. His love and affection for his mother, however, was reinforced following the beating and they became closer than ever. With his time constantly occupied, Paulo often felt friendless in the world, his only soulmate the woman in whose womb he’d grown.

Although Paulo was delighted at being able to continue with his studies, there was a down side, the two nightmare boys, Jose and Bruno, who were committed to making his life as miserable as possible. For them of course it was just a bit of fun, they didn’t realise the extent of the pain, suffering, fear and torment they dispensed on a daily basis. They pushed other kids around, stole their money or food and doled out abuse whenever they could in order to both impress and intimidate the other children. Paulo did his best to keep to himself and in doing so became even more insular and isolated. He drowned himself in his studies, indulgent and committed, wanting only to be left alone to get on with his life in peace and quiet.

His father, following his recent tantrum, remained subdued and polite for a few weeks, but he was a creature of habit and soon began to slip back into his old ways. He scoffed at Paulo’s interest in anything scientific, if you couldn’t eat it, drink it or drive it he wasn’t interested. “If you are so obsessed with plants and animals,” he asked, “why don’t you become a farmer like me, as I said you should, and then you’ll really learn about such things?”

Paulo’s interest in the natural world lay far deeper than the breeding of pigs or the growing of broad beans and cabbages though. Such activities could not quench his insatiable thirst for learning, he was fascinated by the natural world, on this earth or beyond, from the tiniest single celled amoeba in the depths of the ocean to the brightest star shining in the night sky, he lapped up creation in all its glory and still couldn’t get enough.

He didn’t play with other kids but immersed himself in his studies, intrigued more by the magnificence of nature than the trivial day-to-day activities of his fellow men. Unwittingly he became a social pariah, almost an outcast, because of his growing reluctance to integrate and this attitude left him even more open to abuse and bullying, which led him to become more introverted than ever. His social life became almost non-existent and the further he shrank back into his shell the greater his dread of mixing with others became. 

The following year, his mother began to suffer from intense, painful headaches. At first, they didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary, but as time went on a couple of aspirins didn’t suffice and she sought medical help. Stronger painkillers were prescribed and for a while did the trick, but the headaches became so bad her doctor sent her to a diagnostic clinic for a scan. The scan revealed she had an inoperable tumour in her brain, the cause was a mystery to the doctor but it was, nevertheless, real and life-threatening. Because of the intolerable headaches, Paula became bedridden and sedated, she passed away in her sleep less than six months later and was buried in the cemetery just outside Marcos. Pedro’s grief appeared genuine as he promised, through his tears, to look after Paulo and let him continue with his education, as Paula would have wanted.

And may God bless her soul, thought Paulo, listening to his father’s sorrowful litany after they’d laid his mother to rest and the funeral party had dispersed. And God damn the man that was responsible for her death, he reflected as an afterthought. For, despite the lack of any proof or evidence, Paulo was, in the back of his mind, convinced she’d died as a direct result of the systematic beatings she’d received from Pedro over the years. Although he didn’t dare voice his suspicions, he was secretly certain his father was responsible for killing the person he’d loved most in the world. Paulo felt an unfamiliar coldness inside as his hatred of his father grew like the uncontrollable cancer that had killed his mother. He felt as if he no longer had any friends or anyone he could turn to in the whole world.

Besides fond and precious memories, Paulo had little to remember his mother by, but he did have one memento of her short and tragic life that was his prize possession. It was a present she’d given him, just before he started school in Marcos, a magnifying glass, a plain and simple scientific tool, but for Paulo it was the most valuable thing in the world. He carried it with him wherever he went, a reminder of his loving mother who he’d never see again. He studied all sorts of things with it, using the glass to amplify the natural world. He looked at leaves, flowers, the bark of trees, insects, spiders, but above and beyond all of this, he cherished his magnifying glass because his beloved mother Paula had bequeathed it to him. He missed his mother so much, sometimes he seemed to physically ache inside when he thought about her, and along with this emotional stress, his hatred for his father grew exponentially. By now Paulo was convinced Pedro had been responsible for her death and swore to himself that one day he would exact his revenge.

At this point in time he was depressed and introverted, finding himself alone in a cruel and insensitive world that didn’t seem to have been created with him in mind. This situation was about to change though, Paulo was about to make a new friend, a friend who’d teach him a very different way of looking at life, a boy called Jamie from London, about the same age as himself, who was soon to become his neighbour.
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CHAPTER TWO
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LEWISHAM, LONDON

Billy had grown up on a council estate in Lewisham and he still lived on one with his long-term partner Willow and, although unmarried, they were a dedicated and loving couple. He was a bricklayer by trade but, in harsh economic times, turned his hand to any work available, whether temporary factory jobs or plain unskilled labouring on building sites. He was a caring father and a good family man, always managing to provide for himself, Willow and their two children, Jamie, who was fourteen years old and his younger sister Hazel who at eight was the youngest member of the family.

They lived in a part of London the police didn’t care to patrol, you’d see them in large numbers at a football match or screeching to a halt in a van to bundle a suspect into the back before leaving in a hurry, but the streets belonged to the gangs. Crime was intrinsic, part of the local economy, but Billy was an exception, an enigma. Most people here lived by any means possible to supplement their meagre incomes, for many, breaking the law was an occupation in its own right, a normal, legitimate and necessary way of topping up their bank balances.

Having grown up here, Billy was well indoctrinated in the ways of the world around him. He knew drug dealers, fences, burglars, gangsters and crooks of all types. He knew prostitutes, car thieves, alcoholics and junkies. In this downtrodden part of the biggest and most vibrant city in England, such contacts were inevitable. Billy, despite his rare honesty, wasn’t judgemental, he’d had little experience of anything else, he kept himself to himself, looked after his family and did his best to avoid trouble.

Life was a constant struggle, trying to make ends meet and pay the bills, there was little room for any luxury or comfort in their lives, but they managed on what Billy could scrape together. He was often tempted over the years to stray from the straight and narrow but never succumbed, his unusual conscience and friendly manner enabling him to get along with the crooks without actually joining them in their nefarious endeavours. The rent they paid for their flat wasn’t excessive, but together with the weekly shop it swallowed most of what Billy earned, so it was always hard, just about breaking even before the next bill came through the letter box. This year though life had been kind to Billy for a change.

He’d got a long-term job for a subcontractor who was re-tiling several London underground stations. It was well paid and there was plenty of overtime for those who wanted to work longer hours, a fast as you can job, attempting to avoid disruption or delays for passengers, to be finished as quickly and discreetly as possible. Billy worked all the hours he could, missing time with his beloved family, but building up a decent stash in his bank account. The job lasted for over nine months and when it was finished Billy had saved a sizeable amount, for the first time in many years he had a surplus, a chance to splash out on something frivolous, so he decided to take his family for the first foreign holiday of their lives.

Billy himself had only travelled abroad once in his life, on a day trip with his school to Calais in France. Hardly a great adventure, but one of his fondest memories. He and several classmates had bought a bottle of red wine and, being only eleven years old and inexperienced at drinking alcohol, they’d ended up totally sloshed. Their antics had upset the locals and it hadn’t been long before the Gendarmes had arrived to find out what all the fuss was about. Once their teacher had been located, they’d been taken back to the ferry and remained there until it sailed and the next morning at school they’d been summoned to the headmaster’s office and severely reprimanded for their outrageous behaviour and for tainting the school’s reputation. Even though this brief sojourn overseas had ended in disaster, it had made Billy aware that, outside the poverty, crime, violence and day-to-day problems of inner-city life, the world held unforeseeable opportunities and experiences.

Now he had the chance to travel once again, he was both excited and proud to take his family on a week’s holiday to a beachside apartment in the south of Portugal. Billy had already booked the package before springing the surprise on his family, only a week before they were due to depart. Their excitement mounted as the days went by until it was time to go the airport and board the plane. 
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