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Author’s note


‘The reader may ask how to tell fact from fiction. A rough guide: anything that seems particularly unlikely is probably true.’


Hilary Mantel, A Place of Greater Safety


Brazilian Psycho introduces and completes the Sao Paulo quartet. Like each of the other novels — Paradise City, Gringa and Playboy — Brazilian Psycho is a standalone work. The books are in conversation with each other: there are echoes and repetitions; plot lines intersect; characters, themes and ideas recur. Quite deliberately, certain passages in Brazilian Psycho have previously appeared, in altered form, in one or more of the other novels.


Brazilian Psycho is a work of fiction based on fact: the historical-contemporary context is recognisable. The quotations that begin each chapter are attributed; fictional quotations are attributed to fictional characters. There are a number of articles, documents and transcripts included in the text, some real, some fictional. An Afterword follows the main text which acknowledges sources consulted and includes a list of all quoted material.




The favela is not the problem. The favela is the city. The favela is the solution.


Marielle Franco




Once upon a time in São Paulo –


1930: Getúlio Vargas takes the presidency of the Brazilian republic by coup d’état. He rules by decree, unbound by constitution, in a shaky, dictatorial, provisional government. The coup erodes state autonomy.


They don’t like Getúlio Vargas in São Paulo. Four students are killed by federal troops in May 1932, protesting against the government.


São Paulo’s motto: I lead, I will not be led.


In July, São Paulo responds. São Paulo rises, bears arms, goes to war, rebels –


It doesn’t end well.


The state government is counting on the solidarity of the political elites of the two other major Brazilian states, Minas Gerais and Rio Grande do Sul.


Solidarity that does not materialise.


Some allies.


Eighty-seven days of fighting; nine hundred and thirty-four dead; cities left reeling –


Surrender.


It doesn’t end very well at all.


But São Paulo learns a hard-earned lesson:


Rely on no one but your own.




V for Victory




São Paulo


7 October 2018


There’s fuck all to do, thinks Beto. Sunday night blues.


Nothing, nada, zip, which is why he’s bouncing about with his mates Andre and Fat Pedro on the day of the first round of the presidential elections.


The results are coming in already, and though Beto doesn’t much care for politics, he’s pleased that Bolsonaro appears to be killing it, romping home.


Killing it is a good phrase for old Bolsonaro, Beto thinks.


He’s heard he’s got a psycho edge to him, Bolsonaro, a killer instinct.


Ten years in the Military, a paratrooper in the 80s: Beto’s heard this means he’s hard as nails. He survived that stabbing attempt for a start, a few weeks ago.


Beto’s seen him on TV in the hospital, giving it the come on then.


Hard as nails –


Brazilian psycho.


Beto is wired tight, tense. And he’s afraid, too, frightened of something, something he can’t quite put his finger on.


Not that he’s showing it, mind.


His mates have a year on him, but he’s top boy in their little gang of three.


Sixteen years old and king of the jungle.


The Bixiga Boys.


Bixiga, the bladder of São Paulo. An old-school neighbourhood either side of Avenida Paulista. Born and raised there, and now out of school and on a retainer to keep the peace. That’s the remit: police the area for undesirables. Fat Pedro’s older brother got them the gig. Beto’s not sure who got him his gig, but there’s money coming in from somewhere.


Beto thinks it’s likely a neighbourhood-watch scheme approved by the Military Police.


They’re all three bumming smokes and kicking rubbish round the back of that junkie, faggot haven, the park off the avenue.


Looking for a hophead to roll, a rent boy to scare. Do their job right.


Fat Pedro’s prattling on about the election, the protests that have been going on for weeks, who’s right and who’s wrong, and what happens now our man’s in charge, or soon to be.


He doesn’t have a clue what he’s on about, Beto thinks.


Fat Pedro’s talking about getting organised, joining some skinhead mob or other, something about his brother’s connections, showing these lefty fucks what’s what.


Beto’s not listening. This new president-elect means there’s a green light to work, that’s how Beto sees it.


His eyes open, and wide, and looking.


It’s on now, anything goes, and that’s why he’s scared, a little jazzed, if he’s honest about it. The sense of power.


And yes, he is wound right up.


It’s been a miserable few days and he’s got the hump.


Life can piss you off in the bladder, in Bixiga, is what they say.


And doesn’t Beto know it. His mum on his case to get a real job, his dad beaten down and a shell of his old self, a sad sack who now clears tables and washes dishes at one of the Italian canteens up the road.


He used to be something, Beto’s old man. At least that was what it felt like, to Beto. Perhaps that’s the point: it was only Beto who thought he was something.


He picks up a rusting aerosol can. He grabs Fat Pedro by his fat throat.


He sticks the nozzle in Fat Pedro’s face.


Will you shut up? he says.


Fat Pedro’s got his hands up, trying to push Beto off him.


Leave it out, you twat, he says, you’ll fucking blind me.


Beto’s laughing, wheeling Pedro around, pressing down on the button.


I’m a graffiti artist, Beto is saying. Ele não! Ele não! he yells, laughing.


Ele não, meaning Not him, meaning vote anyone but Bolsonaro, a graffiti protest that’s popped up all over the city in the last few weeks. You see it sprayed on bridges and walls, inside tunnels and on the side of buses.


Beto’s laughing and Fat Pedro’s spitting, covering his eyes, but the aerosol’s not working.


Nada, fuck all – nothing.


A hiss of air is the only thing it produces.


Beto pushes Fat Pedro away and tosses the can.


Fuck this, he says.


Then: something to do.


The air crackles. There’s a shift. Beto can smell it.


He nudges Andre.


Hang about, he says.


What?


Queer.


Where?


Walking down the side road, see him? Carrying shopping bags, the thieving little cunt.


Where?


There, you twat.


Beto points.


Oh yeah.


Well then? come on.


What?


Come on, you know the rules: see a queer and you have a go at him. See what he’s got for us in those bags. Come on.


All right, slow down, I’m coming.


And then Beto sees the queer’s T-shirt:


EleNão


And that does it. You’ve got to stand up, he thinks, you’ve got to represent your boys, your side.


And they’re all three of them across the park and the queer sees them and he quickens –


This is not the first time Beto and his boys have gone after a flash-looking gay lad.


These queers need to know.


But it’s the first time one of them is sporting the EleNão business.


Which is really not on.


They need to know their place and it ain’t here.


Bolsonaro’s all about getting rid of these scumbags, ruining our great country and blah blah blah.


And Beto is moving quicker now and the lad’s done a right and gone into the park hoping he’ll lose them round the back of the hedges, so Beto sends Fat Pedro gasping off round the other way, and Andre loops round, and a couple of old drunks grunt encouragement from a bench, lift their cans, but Beto ignores them, he’s wound tight, he’s let loose, and then they spring the lad three-ways, all of them on him in a moment, and he drops his bags and Beto’s head is on his nose, and there’s a crack and a yelp, and Fat Pedro and Andre are sticking it to him in the ribs, thump, thump, crack, and Beto pulls his steel and he sticks it to him, right in the neck, he feels it go in smooth, and he watches it go in and then he watches it come out, he slides it out, and Fat Pedro and Andre look at him like what the fuck and they’re shaking their heads and they’re primed to run but Beto’s not going anywhere, he thinks, and he watches the lad bleed out, watches him stagger, watches him bleed, watches him stagger, and he gets a few yards, a couple of steps, and then Beto watches him fall.


And then, calmly, Beto walks over to him.


He lifts the queer’s T-shirt. He lifts the T-shirt with its slogan: EleNão


Fat Pedro is hissing at him to come the fuck on.


He waves him away.


Beto lifts this T-shirt, and he takes his knife, and he scratches lines on this dead faggot’s skinny chest.


He scratches two lines.


V for Victory.


He then scratches more, the six lines of a swastika, a clear, bloody swastika.


And he laughs and he laughs and he laughs.


Junior has been in the Military Police for six years now.


This doesn’t quite make him a veteran, but it does mean he’s been around, he’s seen some shit. Like any Militar who has lasted this long, Junior has trodden a few fine lines in his time.


He stands, now, next to the flashing lights of a police motorbike. He watches the road, listens to his younger colleagues talk big. They are on duty off Avenida Paulista, top end of Rua Bela Cintra.


Today was the first round of the presidential elections and it is Sunday night quiet. They’ve been placed here for a specific detail –


There’s been talk of a lefty protest, a gathering of students and radicals and other do-gooders on the main drag.


And if that happens, then the anarchist black blocs will turn up.


And they always enjoy a spot of decorating.


Smashing the windows of corporate businesses, spraying paint, throwing paint, leaving tacks on the road, smashing traffic lights, breaking into the secure cashpoints, sticking rubbish bins through the glass-fronted shops of the malls.


That kind of thing.


‘Anyone does show,’ one of Junior’s colleagues is saying, ‘it’s on, right? We use whatever means necessary to bring them in, certo?’


‘Whatever means necessary?’ says another.


‘Yeah, dickhead, force. We can use any appropriate force. It’s a green light. It’s done. We can do what the fuck we want to any mouthy prick who breaches the peace, entendeu?’


Junior says nothing. They’ve got enthusiasm at least, and the lad’s right, too, mais ou menos.


More or less.


Bolsonaro is romping home in this first leg of the election and this gives them a bit more room for manoeuvre. He’s got a pretty much hundred per cent approval rating with the Militars, unsurprising given his military career and his position on handling the criminal elements of society.


Which is: get the big Militar dogs to eliminate them.


There’s an old saying in São Paulo when a crook is ironed out by a policeman or a private security guy with a gun.


It is spoken with a shrug, with indifference.


The saying: Menos um.


Meaning: ah, well that’s one less then.


In a town like this, the only good bandit is a dead bandit.


Bolsonaro has that message nailed on, Junior thinks, and it’s no surprise São Paulo is voting for him. Despite all the lefties and students and radicals and do-gooders, Bolsonaro will get this city too.


And the reason for that, Junior knows, is because a good number of the liberal, left-leaning types here are so utterly fucked off with the Workers’ Party, with Lula and Dilma and all that went with it; they’d rather vote for the man Jair Bolsonaro or not vote at all.


Junior doesn’t understand this, himself. Voting is a legal obligation. Not voting is a bigger admin and bureaucratic ball ache than voting.


It is really making a point.


They’re going to regret doing that, Junior reckons.


His boys are still rabbiting.


‘Point is, right, the country’s ripe for change, this is a protest vote. This is a fuck Brasília vote, sabe? It’s a vote for us, for the systems that exist outside of politics that keep the country in any sort of fucking order, yeah?’


Junior’s listening and not listening, but he also thinks his younger colleague might be onto something. The lad’s name is Felipe and he’s a clever little fucker, and a ruthless one too.


He’ll go far.


‘See, what the lefties don’t get is that the attempted assassination of Bolsonaro, that nut with a knife who went for him at the rally, will make him stronger. What doesn’t kill you, entendeu?’


Junior reckons this is true too.


‘Bolsonaro is many things,’ Felipe’s saying now, ‘but he ain’t any good in a debate, in a formal chatter with other politicians. This way, he doesn’t even need to do it. It’s golden. And it shows how fucking serious he is.’ Felipe’s laughing. ‘No one can stop him. God, no less, has chosen him to rescue Brazil.’


‘You don’t believe that, do you?’


‘Doesn’t matter, a lot of people will.’


Junior sighs, shakes his head.


He’s senior man here and he’s decided to let them get on with it.


There’s no one about. The bars are all closed, the malls were done hours ago.


It’s a big space, Avenida Paulista, a monument to the financial muscle of the city, a great fuck-off symbol of power and wealth.


But on a Sunday night it’s deserted.


Junior can just about make out movement at the top of Rua Augusta across Paulista, the trendy end with the decent bars and padarias, wop canteens and pizza joints probably doing a bit of business. Further down the road it’s your street walkers and strip clubs, your students and your noias, those paranoid addicts.


Down a parallel road to Augusta on Junior’s right is the notorious bender’s paradise, the neighbourhood of Consolação. They’ll very likely be in mourning tonight, he thinks, in ‘Gay Caneca’ the shopping mall in the area, real name Frei Caneca.


Junior chuckles at this.


Funny thing is the nickname is used with affection by those who go there and as an insult by those who don’t.


Junior’s not sure what that means.


It’s not a neighbourhood he spends too much time in. He can’t afford the swank condos that dot the hill down from Avenida Paulista, all curved glass and painted concrete. And the roads around the mall – tighter, street-corner greenery, low-rise bars and clubs – are filled by drag shows and karaoke if they’re legit; and rent-boy pick-up joints at the seedier end if they’re not, neon signs flashing American Bar, or, the tell-tale Americana, the feminine ending indicating that this is very much a man’s world.


And the mall itself is just a fucking mall, so while Junior’s an open-minded young man, there ain’t much for him in old Consolação.


It is what it is.


Of course, now, either way, Bolsonaro’s made his stance on the LGBTQ community, as Junior’s now been told he has to call it, very clear.


The gist being parents should beat the gay out of their effeminate sons.


And yet, Junior’s seen there are gay groups publicly voting for him.


It is a headscratcher, all right.


A fucking mess.


Felipe’s still banging on. ‘Mark my words, lads, we’re in the right game at the right moment. We’re – ’


‘Okay, chega, ne, Felipe?’ Junior says. Enough already. ‘Why don’t you and your adoring audience of one take a turn round the block, eh?’


‘Calma,’ Felipe says.


Junior glares at him.


‘We’re going, Senhor, no need to get your knickers in a twist.’


Junior ignores this and watches Felipe and the other lad, Gilberto, wander off.


He’s left behind with the fourth member of their detail, Rubens, nickname Chatterbox, as he says fuck all.


‘You know what I like about you, Rubens?’ Junior says. ‘The fact you never shut up, falou?’


Rubens says nothing. Junior laughs at his little joke.


The gloom thickens a touch, cusp of night. Junior sniffs at the air. Faint dusting of smoke from fireworks, that trace of exhaust ever-present in the city –


Sunday night blues.


The evening flat, the odd sound of desperate people trying to gee themselves up a bit and finish the weekend on a high.


Good luck.


Junior turns and looks down the hill at the roads that make up leafy Jardins, an area that was as foreign to him growing up as anywhere in Europe. Swank restaurants and stores selling thousand-dollar jeans. Sedate streets. Rich couples ambling around with their tans and their smart clothes. Fast cars parked under roadside trees. The smell of decent food wafting about, Junior always notes. Not like the stench of fried meat and potatoes where he grew up. The place, Junior always thinks, smells like countryside. He wonders which way the political wind blows in the hotels and posh high-rise condos that flank the streets like a row of dominoes.


Maybe Bolsonaro is the guy to flick one and watch them all tumble down, one after another.


Domino rally. Political rally. Junior will work on this little joke, he thinks.


Then: shouting.


Junior turns and sees Felipe and Gilberto pulling a figure dressed in black: hooded top, trousers, shoes, rucksack, all black –


And Gilberto is holding up an aerosol can.


Junior sighs. Why did they bother picking this clown up? The paperwork will be a fucking ball ache.


‘Senhor,’ Felipe says, ‘we found this bitch defacing a prominent landmark with the words Ele Não.’


Bitch. Huh.


Felipe pulls the balaclava off. The woman’s eyes flash defiance.


‘You’ll see, Senhor, that she’s also carrying political leaflets and other contraband in her backpack.’


Contraband. Junior has a rummage inside. It’s kid’s stuff – knocked-off cigarettes. This is a total waste of time.


He rubs his eyes. ‘And you caught her in the act, did you?’


Felipe nods.


‘Where exactly?’


‘Two blocks down. She was giving the bookshop in the mall, Conjunto Nacional, a paint job.’


Junior nods. He doesn’t exactly trust Felipe.


‘She know anything about a gathering here tonight?’


Felipe shakes his head.


Junior breathes, heavy. ‘Okay,’ he says, ‘you two take her in. I’ll go and verify the damage to public property. Rubens, you wait here.’


Felipe smiles.


Rubens says nothing.


One hour later and back at base. Junior stalks the corridors. He’s looking for Felipe and Gilberto. They didn’t return to their position on Bela Cintra, disobeying orders.


There’s no sign of them anywhere.


Where the fuck have they got to?


He tries the locker room.


He tries the rec room.


He tries the canteen.


No one’s seen them, no one knows where the fuck they are, not since they brought that tasty anarchist back with –


And then that’s when it hits him.


He takes the stairs double quick.


He ignores the shout of the duty officer –


He’s down the line of holding cells, opening and slamming doors.


Last cell on the left.


The door closed.


The blind down.


Junior tries the handle.


The door locked.


Junior hears words –


You’ll do what we say, you miscreant bitch. Hear that? Nothing. Your cowardly fucking subversive no-good friends aren’t going to help you now.


Junior hears sobs –


I’m going to enjoy this.


Slaps –


That’s coming off. It’s all coming off.


He hears struggles –


This is V for Victory, sweetheart.


Junior shakes. Jams the door.


Barges, kicks – The door splinters.


It gives –


Junior sees Felipe, his fingers forming a V, his tongue flicking between this V –


He sees the woman, naked, sobbing, in a ball.


There’s Gilberto, his head down.


Felipe, smiling.




The Political Opinion: a blog by Ellie Boe


OLHA! Online magazine, 8 October 2018


Last night, hours after confirmation of Bolsonaro’s victory in the first round of the presidential elections, a young woman was caught by the Military Police spraying graffiti near Avenida Paulista, São Paulo. Her message: Ele Não. ‘Not Him’, a protest against candidate Bolsonaro. Meaning: anyone but him. She was arrested. At the Military Police headquarters, she was, allegedly, refused a phone call or lawyer, stripped naked, violently abused, thrown in a cell and left with no food and water for over twenty-four hours.


With a clear triumph in the first round now under his belt, the far-right, populist Jair Bolsonaro is campaigning to be elected as president of Brazil ahead of Fernando Haddad, the left-leaning Workers’ Party candidate, a former mayor of São Paulo, and the successor to Lula and Dilma. Bolsonaro holds deeply abhorrent views on women, race, the LGBTQ community, Brazil’s former military dictatorship, the use of firearms; these views are on show for all to see in his statements over the years. He is promising to unite the country, purge the corrupt leftists and fight crime with a ruthless and brutal no mercy, no leniency policy. Just weeks before the first round of elections, Bolsonaro was attacked and stabbed while speaking at a rally. He survived. It is predicted that he will win the second, and definitive, election in a landslide.


What, you may ask, is the connection between this situation and the fate of the poor woman in a Military Police cell? Or, perhaps, the answer is obvious enough.


More importantly, this question:


How did it come to this?


More to follow.




Part One


WHITE DEATH


São Paulo, 2003–2006




1


Money talks


January 2003


What was São Paulo like in 2003? Like it is every year: filled with a grandiose sense of its own worth, its own self-importance. Yeah, so Lula and the PT were elected and the left-wing buoyed, flying on the wings of hope and optimism, and the students and the unions and the lefties and gays and the anarchists and addicts and the dealers and pimps and the artists and aristocrats were pretty hopped up too. It was a good time to have a social conscience; it was a good time to be young and forward-looking. Who knew that the socialist paradise would mean cash-money and credit for all. Well, not all. There was still the little something known as the São Paulo elite, and they held the keys to the safe, a fortress in the jungle.


Assis, 54, businessman


Detective Mario Leme is on his way down to the swank old neighbourhood of Jardim Paulistano to figure out who has whacked the headmaster of the British International School in his own home.


Leme is green and he is apprehensive.


He knows the school; who doesn’t? It takes a serious amount of dinheiro, cash, to even consider sending your kids there.


The monthly fee is well over what Leme earns as a rookie detective in the Civil Police.


It is a closed community, in many ways, protective of itself and its interests, and he reckons they won’t be tickled pink to have him poking about the place, asking awkward questions.


And on top of this, Leme’s superior – Superintendent Lagnado, a squat man with a mean streak – has made it clear how this whole investigation is going to go.


‘Now, Leme,’ he said earlier that morning, ‘I think it’s pretty obvious this is a robbery-went-wrong scenario. Rich white guy tragically iced by nasty, opportunistic street thug. You shouldn’t need more than a few days to sort it out.’


Leme has a feeling that this won’t be the case, and he’s not sure why.


Ricardo Lisboa, Leme’s old friend and partner, drives. ‘This is loselose, son.’ He keeps his eyes dead ahead. A big man in a slovenly suit, he’s funny, Lisboa. ‘A couple of Catholic priests at a kid’s party,’ he says, ‘is what we’ll be.’


Leme doesn’t doubt it and says nothing.


‘Know who goes to this school?’


Leme shakes his head.


‘Maluf’s grandkids for a start. Mick Jagger’s boy. I think the word I want is elite’


Leme nods.


Paulo Maluf: one-time São Paulo mayor.


They coined a phrase for old Maluf: Roba mais faz.


He steals but he gets things done.


It’s what São Paulo has voted for time and again.


It’s more important that the city runs – the rubbish gets picked up, the metro works, the roads are repaired – than to worry about the kickbacks and shakedowns at City Hall.


But, of course, most of these kickbacks and shakedowns relate to the contracts that enable the city to run.


Though this might change, Leme thinks, with lefty Lula installed in office only the day before. It might change, yes, but when it comes to social transformation of any sort, São Paulo is a fucking mule.


‘Do me a favour,’ Leme says. ‘Don’t start.’


‘It’s a new beginning,’ Lisboa declares.


Leme shakes his head.


Lisboa continues, ‘The Workers’ Party begin their reign with a hard-on for rubbing out inequality and whatnot. And the very next day, a symbol of the, you know, the elite, is the victim of a nasty-looking snuff job.’


Leme nods, tries not to smile.


‘All I’m saying,’ Lisboa says, ‘is that it’s poetic, know what I mean? Symmetry.’


Lisboa pulls off Alameda Gabriel Monteiro da Silva and into the low-rise, green spaces of the roads behind the school. There are women power walking, clad in expensive Lycra, dogs trotting beside them on leads. Maids and nannies dressed in white, shoulders hunched, scurry between shops, home, school. Kids kick footballs. Kids fuck about. School is out.


Lisboa ghosts round shallow bends, eases past glittering SUVs.


Leme spies the private security booths on every corner.


It is this kind of a neighbourhood.


Security is business, after all, and whether or not the guys stationed in the booths have any idea how to prevent crime – and it certainly hasn’t helped in this case – the booths themselves, and the camera systems that flow from the booths, tend to be a pretty good deterrent.


Leme notes different security company names on different booths.


Leme clocks the house where the headmaster lives. It is big. The gate is green, heavy. Barbed wire bunched on top. Leme clocks the uniforms and the tape, the flashing lights and the neighbourhood gawpers, the local rubbernecks.


He points at a space. Lisboa nods, pulls over –


‘Deep breaths, old son,’ Lisboa says. ‘Walk in the park.’


Leme spears his door. ‘More like the fucking jungle, mate.’


Work. The sun beats down. Large trees form shadows on the uneven pavement. Leme runs his hand over his neck, under his collar. He wipes sweat; grime clings to him.


Leme flashes his badge. A uniform steps aside. Leme steps inside.


A dark hallway. A rectangle of light from the door. Keys on a small table. Silver cufflinks. Tasteful paintings on the walls. A small coat folded up on a chair.


Leme moves through. The back door is open. It is taped off to show this is how it was found, undisturbed by anyone since the night before.


Back garden. Chairs clustered around a metal table with a glass top. A barbecue in the corner, ash collected in the bottom. Leme runs his finger across the grill. Still greasy. Leme looks for signs of activity. There are light dustings of dried mud. There are small living quarters on the other side. The maid’s, he assumes. To his left, a side entrance from the street. This door is locked, from the outside, Leme thinks. No sign of a key.


A helicopter buzzes overhead. Leme lights a cigarette.


Lisboa stands in the doorway to the garden.


Leme nods upstairs. ‘What are they saying?’


‘Early hours. Single blow. Blunt instrument, most likely. Something heavy.’


‘No weapon then?’


‘No sign, as yet.’


Leme nods. ‘Who found the body?’


‘The maid,’ Lisboa says. ‘She’s in a fair old state.’ He gestures across the garden. ‘Her room.’


Leme nods. ‘Anything missing?’


‘His wallet is still on the dressing table.’


‘Full?’


‘For now.’


Leme snorts.


Upstairs. Three men in white flit around the body. They step back.


Elegantly furnished, the room is calm. The bed is ruffled. There are clothes scattered over it. On the dressing table is an open notebook next to a Louis Vuitton wallet. A stylish wooden chair lies on its back.


The light is on in the en suite. Damp towels hang over the shower rail. Toothbrush bristles damp. Clean and uncluttered.


Bedroom –


The body face down on the carpet.


A crumpled red dressing gown, slashed open and untied, revealing a pair of white Y-fronts. Thin, hairless legs bent like question marks. Arms halfway to his face.


His legs bound by a red tie at his ankles.


His hands bound by a blue tie at his wrists.


He wasn’t able to protect himself.


A pool of sticky blood from a wound to the back of the head. A hairy, rounded belly, a concave chest. An odd air of virility.


Leme is green.


What hair is left is matted and stuck down, plastered over the wound. Thin strands of it are stiff, as if they would snap like icicles.


Footprints in the spilt blood clotted on the carpet.


Leme is apprehensive.


Nausea hits and Leme doubles up.


He examines something on the floor.


The sickness eases and Leme straightens.


He scans the room. He notes angles, positions of limbs. He measures, with his eyes, the distance from doorway to bed, how far the victim has fallen. With a pen pulled from his shirt pocket, Leme turns pages of the notebook. Scribblings in English, what look like dates, to-do lists. He jabs the pen into the wallet, springs it open. There are swank-looking credit cards, a fairly hefty fold of notes. Not too shabby. The wallet’s clean lines and the smoothness of the leather suggest it’s new. There are no identifying features, no photos of loved ones, no business cards or memberships to any clubs, nothing like that.


Leme notes how the chair landed. It was, he thinks, pushed back as the victim stood. Supposing it was the victim who was sitting there.


He nods and heads back downstairs.


Kitchen. Lisboa fiddles, bent over a coffee machine.


He looks up. ‘How does this fucking thing work?’


Leme says, ‘No idea, mate.’


Lisboa shakes his head. He flicks his eyes at the ceiling. ‘What do you think?’


‘I think the intruder came through the side entrance,’ Leme says, slowly, deliberate. ‘He then came through the back door. It wasn’t a forced entry, though he might have jimmied the door without causing obvious distress to it. He goes upstairs. The victim is at his dressing table, writing in his notebook, or doing his makeup, counting his money, whatever the fuck he does before bed. Clothes all over it, so maybe he’s having some kind of a wardrobe spring clean, you know, as you do. The intruder steps into the room. The victim stands quickly, his chair falls behind him. He takes a step or two towards the intruder, who comes towards him. Maybe they exchange a blow or two, or tussle, though nothing too violent, nothing too forceful, entendeu? Maybe not. The intruder threatens him. Grabs the ties from the bed. Secures his hands and legs. Perhaps he has a weapon, uses it to keep him quiet. Perhaps he simply overpowers him. Then the victim turns to try to get away, flight instinct, and the intruder nails him with a heavy blow.’


Leme pauses.


Leme is green.


Lisboa says, ‘If he tied him up before the blow. Could have done it after.’


‘Yeah,’ Leme says, ‘though why he’d do that, I don’t know. Maybe he pulls the clothes from the wardrobe afterwards too, a cover.’


They stand, quiet.


‘So, victim falls,’ Leme continues, ‘bleeds out, and intruder retraces his steps to leave. Either the back door was open when he arrived and so he leaves it, or he forgets to shut it in his panic. That might tell us something about the cunt’s experience of breaking and entering. We’ll check with the maid what the lock-up procedure is exactly.’


Leme is apprehensive.


‘She says door’s normally locked, but sometimes it’s not.’


‘Helpful. Anyway, the intruder goes out the side entrance, locking the door from the other side. Though I haven’t checked for the key to confirm this.’


‘No sign.’


Leme sighs. ‘That sound about it?’


Lisboa nods. ‘Yeah, it does, once he’s in. Question is whether we can get any visual of him getting in.’


‘You can start with those private security booths out on the street then, mate. They’re looking at the CCTV back at the ranch.’


‘And what are you going to do?’


Leme leans over the machine, pulls the plug and grins.


‘I’m going to get us some coffee.’


Leme marches up onto Alameda Gabriel Monteiro da Silva. On the opposite side of the street, a padaria. A group of manual labourers hunched over coffee and shots of cachaça. Exhaust fumes from trucks, shunting through gears on the busy road outside. Leme orders two coffees pra viagem – to go – and sits tight, up at the counter. The waitress makes small talk in response to which Leme grunts. The waitress shrugs, Leme takes the coffees and leaves her a fat tip.


He crosses the road, the school on his left.


There are shouts, the sounds of children playing.


They don’t even know yet, he thinks.


Whose job will it be to tell them? Well, his. Or at least his job to decide who does.


This is a helluva first case, he can see that already.


Not so much a fish out of water as gutted, deep fried and served up on a platter with batata fritas.


He scoots past the school.


He notes the private bodyguards outside.


The kids are kidnap targets, many of them.


They are the sons and daughters of media moguls and politicians, of businessmen and construction magnates, of lawyers and hedge fund managers, of philanthropists and rock stars.


They are the sons and daughters of an awful lot of money, of an awful lot of wealth, inherited and made.


A bodyguard half-turns, faces Leme. Leme steps to one side to avoid him. The bodyguard shapes up to speak and Leme stops.


The bodyguard holds his hands over his crotch. He’s wearing aviator sunglasses. He smiles at Leme, a mean little smile. ‘You’re the detective, right?’


Leme nods. The bodyguard nods.


Leme holds a coffee in each hand. He gestures: I need to get on, son.


‘Do us a favour?’ the bodyguard says. ‘When you get anywhere with it, give us a shout. We’re all well up for helping out, yeah? We liked Senhor Lockwood.’


Leme nods. Leme scoots on. The coffees spill foam.


Paddy Lockwood, the man’s name. Sounds Irish, but without the luck.


Miami airport and Ray Marx sidles onto the concourse. Ray slides into a seat. The hall echoes – chatter and suitcases, heels clicking on the hard floor. Ray looks right and left, checks his watch. He sees: couple minutes until the handover, a good hour before his flight –


Ray settles and checks his pockets. Money, keys, passports, a first-class ticket, one way, São Paulo. A leather grip by his feet – stylish. Travel light, light on your feet. He shapes up into the middle-distance posture, the stare, of international flight mode. His shoulders back, his stomach flat, his chest – firm. He eyes the arrivals board. Flights look prompt, weather tasty, disruption minimal, flight conditions – picturesque. Sun floods the hall. Clouds thin. Ray scopes shifty holidaymakers. Their trolleys weave, heavy with boosted electronic goods. On their way home, Ray thinks. Late Christmas presents for the extended família, the dozens of tías and tíos, all their feral kids, all their kids. Or fence the lot out the back of a dirty van. The board flashes, blanks, rearranges itself. He clocks a name: Mexico City. Landed, on time.


Ray places a newspaper on the seat next to him. No one fancies asking Ray if it’s free. He’s perfected that look of don’t even think about it, cabrón. He needs the room.


Then someone picks up the newspaper, takes the seat. A squat man, sweating bullets. The man’s body odour sings enchilada.


‘Holá, Big Ray,’ the man says. ‘All good?’


Ray smiles. Big Ray. He’s not small, Big Ray, but he’s not big, either. He’s tall – at a push. But compared to his compadres south of the border, the Sinaloan cowboys and trigger-happy beaners like the young man now sitting next to him, Ray is a fucking giant. Slim as a bean and tough as old boots – and always looking down on you, is Ray.


‘Don’t say that,’ Ray says. ‘Don’t say all good. You’re not in a fucking movie.’


‘Okay, Señor Marx.’ The guy makes a face. ‘Como está?’ he asks.


Ray cricks his neck. ‘It’s all there?’


‘It’s all good, Ray.’


Ray smiles. ‘You’re a heartbreaker. Now beat it, mi’jo.’


The beaner punk beats it. Ray looks down. A leather grip, the same leather grip, except a different leather grip, is now at his feet. This new, same but different, leather grip has a false bottom, and under this false bottom is stored exactly two hundred and fifty thousand US.


Seed money.


Ray’s going to São Paulo to plant some seeds. And to plant these seeds, he needs some of the untraceable, out-of-circulation product that is not currently available at home. And as a former CIA operative, current associate, and now freelance fixer, Ray has ways of getting hold of uncut seed, as he calls it. Clean cash.


Ray’s two martinis in and digging the view from his window seat.


‘What brings you to São Paulo, hun?’


Ray turns his attentions to the stewardess. Ray is aware of what this scene looks like. He glances at the leather grip stowed at his feet. He grins. ‘Money,’ he says.


The stewardess fixes him another drink.


‘So you’re, what, a finance guy?’


‘Consultant,’ Ray says. ‘I make things happen.’


‘Huh.’ The stewardess hands him his drink. She dawdles, leaning over his seat.


‘How about some more of those peanuts?’ Ray says.


‘Coming right up, money man.’


Ray slurps martini. His teeth buzz with cold. The view stretches out and slips down –


The Atlantic coast pops.


Ray fast-tracked through gate and customs. The grip feels good, soft handles, well-balanced, nice ballast to it – excellent packing.


The airport hums. Ray’s name on a placard held up by a mean-looking young man in a decent suit. Ray digs his style. He clocks the other men holding up signs with names written on them. A slovenly crew. Great big fat guys with squat foreheads and thick monobrows. Oversized peaked caps and industrial cologne. Cheap-ass suits mean shit-heap transport. You pay peanuts, you get apes, Ray thinks.


Ray says to the driver. ‘Hotel Unique, amigo.’


The driver nods. Ray knows the traffic. Ray knows the route. This is opportune shut-eye time, and Ray leans back in his seat –


The Hotel Unique is aptly named.


Ray scopes the outside view. It’s the shape of a ship. Ship-shape. Curved round, a flat top and portholes for boudoir windows. Ray’s smiling as he checks in.


‘So you’ll be staying with us – ?’


‘Indeterminate,’ Ray says.


The receptionist looks a little panicky at this, perhaps she doesn’t understand the word, can’t find the right answer in front of her on the computer, her colleague frowning –


‘I – ’


Ray keeps smiling. ‘Don’t sweat it, sweetheart,’ he says. ‘It’s all good.’


A manager appears. The manager smooth-talks the receptionist out of the way. She furnishes Ray with an embarrassed, apologetic smile. Ray appreciates this. He appreciates the effort, appreciates the acknowledgement of her mistake. It says something.


‘If you’ll follow me, Senhor Marx…’


Ray’s room is made up. The cupboards are full. Shirts and jackets. Some jeans. T-shirts and shorts. Bathing costume. The right sort of footwear. The bathroom is kitted out exactly as he likes it. The bed is pulled tight, white and crisp. Ray stows the grip in the back of a cupboard, behind the false panel and pulls it shut with a click, feels for the lock and slips out the tiny key. He pockets the key.


Cocktail hour. The deck is teeming. Night moves –


A narrow swimming pool runs down one side. A red-purple underwater light-show gives it an exotic feel. An expensive feel.


Ray strolls the deck, which is, for once, actually a deck. A ship’s deck. It’s also a roof, and Ray gets his bearings. He’s in a low-rise, high-cost neighbourhood. North, he sees the high-line of Avenida Paulista, skyscrapers and electricity towers flashing warnings – incoming choppers, short-hop internal flights, a row of lighthouses on helipads. To the east, a dark patch of dark green: Ibirapuera Park, he thinks. West, swank-looking pads with pools and tennis courts, outdoor spaces. South, only thing he can see is the hotel sushi bar.


He finds a seat. He orders a caipirinha. Night settles. Ray breathes.


Back in his room, Ray slides open the cupboard door. Ray’s ready for bed, but he needs –


He has needs. He pulls the leather grip. He removes the false panel. He feels beyond the bricks of cash. There. He pulls a smart leather wash bag. He unzips it. Ray’s had three caipirinhas. The alcohol melts. Inside the leather case: a bottle of pure-grade, medicinal-level Mexican heroin – very high quality, very hard to get hold of, very strong, not for amateurs. Ray’s no addict, but he has needs, he uses –


This stuff is gourmet, right up Ray’s alley.


Ray inserts the slim syringe into the bottle. He loads. He removes it. He squirts. He takes a rubber tube from the leather case. He wraps it around his left arm. He finds a muscle and pulls the trigger –


That’ll do, son, Ray thinks.


Ray sinks into an easy chair under the porthole window. Ray feels very comfortably at sea, the waves lapping gently, the wind soft, the night air –


When Ray slips into bed, he wonders: Where am I going to find anything this good over here? He reckons he has a month – maybe three weeks – until he needs to start thinking about it.


It isn’t the first time that Renata Sanchez has been into a favela, but it is the first time she’s had to lie to her boss about it.


She stands outside a por kilo restaurant at a crossroads at the top end of Paraisópolis, a block down from the main road Avenida Giovanni Gronchi. She isn’t hungry – she’s had an early but substantial lunch with a client in Itaim not long before – but the smell of rice, beans and stewed pork is mouth-watering. She checks her phone; she is on time. The estate agent should be along any moment. He reassured her that she wouldn’t have to wait for him, and that, anyway, at this time of day it’s safe, of course, and, wait, don’t worry, safe any time of day, really, and what, you’ve said you’ve been here before so you know, right?


Well, she is waiting – standing outside the restaurant as it was friendlier than the bar across the road. Rusting tables and gnarled old men with blood-eyed persistence; mangy dogs batting fleas. Not a great spot for a quick coffee. The restaurant owner glares at Renata. She is a large woman with a no-nonsense expression and a grease-spattered apron. She stands with her arms crossed, shaking her head, clicking and sucking her teeth.


Renata smiles.


‘Quer alguma coisa?’ the woman asks. You want something? ‘I’ve got lunch, snacks.’ She gestures at the plastic tables on the sidewalk. ‘You can sit down then, too.’


‘I’ll have a coxinha,’ Renata says, nodding. ‘And a Coke.’ She digs into her handbag for change. She thinks: yes, chicken, cheese and potato pastry with Tabasco.


The woman raises a palm, shakes her head. ‘Sit down. I’ll bring it over. You can pay after.’ She smiles – ironic. ‘You look trustworthy enough.’


Renata sits down at a table that is dangerously wobbly. She watches maids and nannies dressed in white, carrying céstas of rice and beans. Are they going to work or back home? The céstas look small, which likely means going home. These are big enough baskets for a small family; a bit threadbare for a house up the hill.


‘Here.’


The restaurant owner dumps a tray with the coxinha, a bottle of Coke and a glass with a straw on the table.


‘Obrigada.’ Renata smiles. ‘You don’t have any hot sauce, do you?’


The woman raises an eyebrow and grunts.


A car is parked nearby, music blaring, and Renata glances at the flip-flopped men in dark glasses who stand around it, keeping an eye on the five dirt roads that join at the junction.


‘Here.’


Renata smiles. She picks up the snack with a rough napkin from the dispenser on the table. The pastry is stringy, and warm only in parts – it has been softening and stiffening up for a good hour on the hot plate, she reckons. It’s tasty though, the salt and crunch from the deep fryer, and the melted catapiry oozing, just about enough. She swallows Coke and the bubbles fizz inside her. This is pure hangover fuel; but she doesn’t have a hangover.


She watches as roadworkers heft by from the bus stop, trudging home beyond the tyre shops and burnt-out cars. They carry their white helmets, their orange overalls knotted round their waists. The stink of rubbish wafts. A cloud seems to hang above where she sits. Dopey-looking, long-eared dogs nose about in the garbage, pulling out scraps. The owner growls at them, lifts a broom in an unambiguous threat, and they soon lope off.


Renata wipes her mouth, checks her phone again. The estate agent is now fifteen minutes late.


Trucks rattle past up on the main road and Renata catches the scent of the heavy exhaust fumes. Two Military Police officers stand next to motorbikes, lights flashing, hands on the guns at their sides.


It is a shortcut, this favela thoroughfare, when Giovanni Gronchi – the main road – is jammed with traffic. A shortcut for the middle class, so there’s always a Military presence.


Renata isn’t sure this makes the place any safer.


The Military Police is rife with bad apples. A well-armed group of corrupt enforcers, they are as naughty as the drug gangs, if the stories are to be believed.


Renata doesn’t know if this is true, but the idea for the work she wants to do in the favela will certainly need cooperation from both sides.


It leaves her in an interesting position.


Life seems to unfold around her, to unwind –


Carrossos laden with rubbish, boys rolling tyres down the hill, men unloading wooden cases of fruit and beer from rusty, double-parked vans, schoolchildren meandering, slapping the bonnets of the better cars, waving into the darkened windows. Washing on lines drooped in the breeze, yellow and blue bin bags sweating, the low hum of hijacked electricity. Kids poking their heads through car windows, tongues sticking out.


She wonders if she could really come here every day. She wonders where she’d park. She pulls cash from her purse and gestures at the woman. The woman ambles over, less resentfully this time, Renata thinks.


‘Keep the change,’ she says, smiling.


‘Valeu.’ Cheers. The woman half turns, decides better of it. ‘What you doing here, anyway?’ she asks. Her smile is wry.


A man in a white shirt and black tie hurries towards them, waving an apology.


Renata nods at him. ‘I think that’s my appointment,’ she says.


‘Ha, good luck,’ the woman says, stuffing the notes in her apron pocket.


Renata watches the man in the white shirt and black tie sweat. The shirt looks cheap and the collar and armpits are doing some serious work.


‘Sorry,’ the man is saying, ‘this should be the right key.’ He mutters: vamos, porra. Fucksake.


They’re on the first-floor landing, and the sweating man is struggling to get them through the door.


Renata smiles, shakes her head lightly. ‘Worry not,’ she says.


‘And I’m sorry for being late. Traffic, ne? Nightmare.’


‘I know,’ Renata says. ‘I drove here from Itaim myself. Not far from your office, I think. Or did you come from the branch across the road?’


The man’s forehead shines. His cheeks drip, coitado. Poor lamb.


‘Yeah, I mean, of course.’ There is a click. ‘There. Got it.’


He opens the door, holds it for her.


‘This way.’


He smiles, flustered.


Renata steps in and immediately thinks, yes, this’ll do –


From one window the view rolls down the favela, down the crater of it, then back up to the highest point.


It is crawling, Paraisópolis, it seems, swarming.


The concrete, brick and wooden shacks bake in the heat, seething.


The place simmers, shivers in the fat sun, like a desert mirage, she thinks.


It is, this place, exactly what she’d imagined, hoped for.


From the other side, she looks down on the junction and up to the main road. It is like a conduit; she feels like she’s standing at the frontier, the final outpost before the wild west.


She feels, immediately, that she can help people, help someone, from here.


‘Wonderful views,’ the estate agent says.


‘Really are. Remind me how long until it’s available.’


‘Oh, a month, now.’


‘And remind me why not any sooner.’


‘Well,’ he says. ‘We call it local administration processes.’


‘You mean clearing it with the police and thieves, right?’


He nods. ‘That’s a good way to say it.’ He has regained a little composure. ‘You work for Capital SP, don’t you? The private bank?’ Private bank is one way of putting it. Renata is a lawyer in one of the biggest financial hitters in South America.


The reach of the hedge fund is legendary; they broker deals with private investors to secure involvement in lucrative public works, including the biggest construction projects on the continent.


Renata looks at him, sharply.


‘Oh, I looked you up. Agency policy, entendeu?’


‘Right.’


‘Funny thing,’ the agent is saying, ‘one of my friends works there, same department as you, and she said, so I thought – ’


‘One of your friends?’


‘A legal secretary, a coincidence, I mean – ’


Renata nods. The only legal secretaries at Capital SP work, one way or another, for her.


That settles it –


‘I’ll take it,’ she says. ‘You can start getting the paperwork together.’ Rafa watches the posh, fit, white woman leave the building with a spineless-looking fuck in a suit. He’s fairly sure they haven’t been inside boning. He doesn’t look like he’s got it in him, Rafa thinks, and, besides, the chick is way out of his league.


She’s world class, Rafa reckons, stylish and elegant, effortless –


You don’t get ass like that in the favela.


‘Rafinha! Fala aí, mano!’


Rafa turns. It’s his boy Franginho asking what’s up. Rafa jumps down off the pile of tyres he’s sitting on and they slap hands. Franginho follows Rafa’s eyes and nods down the road.


‘Who’s that?’


‘No idea. Pulled up about a half hour ago. Had lunch at Dona Regina’s. Went inside with that scatty-looking lad. Came back out.’


‘E daí?’ So what? What gives?


‘Nada, you know, just keeping my eyes peeled, entendeu?’


Franginho understands. They both go to school in the mornings, which means they’re done by one, which means that they can earn a little loose change as lookouts for the bosses in the afternoons. It’s a piece of piss: you take note of everyone that comes and goes, you report it at the end of your shift. And if it’s an unsolicited visit from the Military Police, you beep your lineman and set off a couple of fireworks.


Rafa has been doing this work since he was eleven years old, two years almost to the day, and he’s never had to set off any fireworks.


He’s been thinking, in fact, that things have been pretty quiet lately.


They’ve not seen a raid in a long time.


And there’s not been any punishment meted out by the boys up the hill for even longer, Rafa thinks.


It used to be a fact of everyday life –


Some moleque pulls some shit he shouldn’t, bit of thieving, maybe a drunken fight, maybe skimming a little from an income that wasn’t strictly his, maybe he’s bothered the wrong bit of skirt, either way, he’ll end up beaten to a pulp on the street, just about breathing, if he’s lucky, or dumped in the sewer, black and charred from a premature cremation, if he’s not.


Happy days.


‘You wanna help me out here?’ Rafa says.


‘Why not? I’m avoiding my grandmother.’ They hop onto their tyre-pile thrones. ‘That’s the only pressing engagement in my diary, I believe.’


Rafa laughs. ‘Well, you can just as well do that here as anywhere, ne?’


‘Ain’t that God’s honest.’


Rafa laughs again. Franginho has always made him laugh. His way with words, his bate papo – his chat – is world class.


‘You think I need to find out a bit more about the chick in the car?’


Franginho considers the question. ‘If it means you paying Dona Regina a visit, asking a couple of questions, picking us up a couple of coxinhas, then, yeah, I’d say that’s the correct protocol.’


Rafa sucks and clicks his teeth. ‘Fine. You stay here.’


Franginho stretches out, lies back. ‘I’m just kicking it at the beach, baby.’


Rafa jumps off the tyres and crosses the junction.


Yeah, Franginho makes him laugh, that’s for sure. His nickname, Franginho – Little Chicken – was one Rafa came up with himself, years back. They were playing football in the street when Franginho dropped a shoulder, sold a stone-cold dummy, an outrageous shimmy past this fat lad Jorginho, who was left face down in the dirt. When Jorginho eventually stood up, muddied and laughing, Rafa said, ‘He did the chicken dance on you there, mate. Cluck, cluck, cluck!’ flapping his arms and making pecking movements with his neck, imitating Franginho’s moves.


That and his stringy-looking chicken legs too, of course.


So Little Chicken it was. And here they still are, together.


A couple of old drunks at the bar wave hello, shout at him to stay out of trouble, cackle with laugher. He nods, yeah, yeah, pipe down, old man, fake smile, head lowered, flip-flops slapping on the rough road –


The little mercado is busy with women buying supplies for dinner. Even though he knows his mum won’t be there, he looks out for her. Anytime he sees a group of women he looks out for her face, something he recognises, a glance of affection, of love, a smile, a gesture, a movement that might be her –


But, of course, he knows he’ll never see her again. He’s not stupid, he misses her is all, and it’s been six years now, and his dad is doing his best and his grandma comes back to the favela every Saturday and Sunday and sorts out their little house and cooks for them and leaves their food portioned out for the week, so he’s pretty well set, it’s just it’s not always easy –


It is hard.


No time to think about all that now, though.


Rafa arrives at the little restaurant. The owner is nowhere to be seen.


He bangs his fist on the counter.


‘Dona Regina, bonitinha!’ he yells. ‘Where are you?’


She materialises, like a grumpy genie, in front of him, apron spattered with grease, hair pulled aggressively back.


She says, ‘Ah, leave off, Rafinha. Not in the mood, sabe?’


Rafa smiles. ‘You know you love it, Dona Regina.’


‘Hmm.’ She makes a face, crosses her arms. ‘Get you anything?’


‘Actually, Dona Regina, old Franginho and myself are in the market for a coxinha. Any chance?’


‘Don’t be cheeky, young man. That all?’


‘Well, a tasty tin of Guaraná to wash it down with seems a good plan, wouldn’t you agree?’


‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’


Dona Regina fishes two coxinhas from her hot plate and places them on napkins. She pulls two cans of Guaraná soft drink from inside her fridge.


‘School’s out for the day, ma’am.’


‘You should get on with your homework,’ Dona Regina points at Franginho with her chin, ‘’stead of working with that layabout for those malandros up the hill.’


Up the hill. The bosses tend to keep themselves well out of the way, right in the thick of the favela maze. Which is why the likes of Rafa and Franginho are needed down at ground level. The chain of command, Rafa realises, literally runs up.


‘They don’t set us homework anymore,’ Rafa says. ‘It’s child abuse.’ Dona Regina shakes her head. ‘Can you manage all this or am I going to have to lend you a tray?’


‘I can manage.’ Rafa winks. ‘Deep pockets.’


Dona Regina raises her eyebrows, makes a face. ‘You better have, son.’


‘Here.’ Rafa hands her the right money. ‘Keep the change.’


‘Vagabundo,’ Dona Regina mutters.


Rafa turns to go, stops. ‘One question. Who was that woman having lunch here earlier, you know who I mean? Just now. She was fine, entendeu? I would like to see her around a bit more often.’


Dona Regina’s expression hardens. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Come on, you weren’t talking to her?’


‘She asked if I had any hot sauce.’


‘That reminds me.’ Rafa picked up a bottle of Tabasco from the counter. ‘I’ll bring it back.’


‘You better.’


‘No idea why she was in the neighbourhood? Didn’t look like she spent too much time in the ghetto.’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Okay, good to know.’ Rafa turns away again, looks back. ‘So I’ll just pass that on, yeah? That they might need to ask you themselves?’


Dona Regina sighs, shifts from foot to foot. ‘Cheeky so and so,’ she says. ‘How old are you? Thirteen, fourteen? Too smart for your own good.’


‘Thirteen. I’m in my prime.’


Dona Regina snorts at this. She softens. ‘Look,’ she says, ‘the guy she met is an estate agent. The building they went into has vacant office space. You do the math.’


‘She didn’t say anything about what she wants this office space for?’


‘She did not. She likes hot sauce with her coxinha. That’s pretty much all I can tell you.’


‘Dona Regina bonitinha, you’re world class. A true heartbreaker.’


‘You bring that Tabasco back and tell your friend to get his scrawny ass over to his grandmother’s. She was looking for him earlier, that I can tell you.’


But Rafa is already walking away, his arm raised in farewell, thinking about the next bit of the day, his mouth watering at the thought of his snack and his drink, and excited to explain to his pal quite how clever he’s been in his investigative work.


Dona Annette, Paddy Lockwood’s maid:


Listen.


We work with knives, gutting the small gaps between the paving, cleaning up the dirt that has gathered there. Small pieces of mud and grass lifted out and swept away as we work. We need to finish before seven o’clock and the first arrivals at school; teachers and students don’t want to have to see the reality of our routine. Kitchen staff cross the enclosed area carrying large pans and singing love songs about Brazil.


‘Annette,’ one of the other cleaners, Maria Elisa, says. ‘How’s your son doing?’


I am bent over the concrete, my back aches. ‘He’s fine,’ I say. ‘Well,’ I qualify, ‘it’s been a little while since I‘ve seen him. He was working for a time, but he lost his job.’


‘What happened?’


‘He fell asleep when he was supposed to be watching the store. He was fired.’


‘That’s a bit harsh.’


‘Well, there’s plenty of people who could do the job and not fall asleep.’ I feel guilty for not defending my son.


‘Where was he working?’


‘A shop on Teodoro. A music place, sells guitars.’


‘Well, I suppose you can’t fall asleep at a place like that.’


‘No, you can’t.’ I want to continue, to feel pride, but it is impossible.


I blunder on. ‘He got the job through a connection with the band he was in. Now his friend won’t talk to him as he messed up the opportunity, so he has no band and no job.’


I don’t mention how talented he is.


‘He was playing?’


‘Occasionally. Bars in Vila Madalena, the odd free show in the Centro, nothing major, but it brought in some money.’


‘Samba?’


‘Yes. He plays guitar and Cavaquinho. They were good. Well, I thought they were.’


Maria Elisa nods. ‘Not much you can do then...’ she says. ‘And the kid?’


She’s asking me so I can feel better about myself.


I’m grateful and smile, though she can’t see me, bent over the ground as we are.


‘He’s great,’ I say.


‘Graças a Deus, my two are okay,’ Maria Elisa says. ‘I’m blessed with two responsible kids, adults now. Making their own way. Three beautiful grandchildren, God protect them.’


She fingers the effigy around her neck and crosses herself.


‘You’re blessed,’ I say.


She nods and we continue in silence.


Listen.


I’ve worked at the school for eleven years and for the last four I have cleaned the headmaster’s office as well as his house. We’re told not to talk to the staff – well, not to disturb them – but Professor Lockwood is always keen to chat. He’s very tidy, so there isn’t a great deal for me to do. He keeps his desk free of loose papers; I often see him filing things away in the wooden cabinets at the end of the room. His desk is glass-topped and often covered in small stains at the end of the day: fingerprints, drops of ink, larger areas where he has wiped his sweaty hands. The sun pours in through the open window in the afternoons, and I can see faint yellow traces on the underarms and collars of his white shirts. He must get awfully hot rushing around the school as he does.


He rarely sits still, fidgeting at his desk. On the phone, typing at his computer, writing notes with the old-fashioned pen he keeps in the top drawer of the desk. He’s amazing, they say. And I can see it. We’ve all heard the stories: the time he helped out a teacher with some money to pay legal fees during a difficult divorce; the administrative assistant he helped with a university place and offered to keep on as she studied; the understanding he showed at the death of another teacher’s father; the regular contributions he makes to leaving presents and baby showers; the dinners he throws for the staff, even us, the funcionarios; the politeness and respect he shows to everyone who works for him. Dashing about from classroom to meeting, talking to kids, parents, teachers, administrative staff, he is always cordial, always has time to listen and never makes you feel like you’re imposing. Of course, that’s only what I hear and what I see. My dealings with him are minor indeed. I clean his office, keep his house tidy, cook for him, that’s all.


But I’m proud to say that I do.


Nothing prepares you for death. The angle of the head. The nature of the wound. The shocked, disbelieving expression on a face. The pooling blood. The way the strands of hair and the crushed skull mat together –


A blur of procedure. Forensic reports, transcripts of interviews with the security guard and the maid, brief initial interviews with the Deputy Headmaster and Bursar at the school. No one able to illuminate very much. Private. That was the word they all use to describe Lockwood.


Leme thinks:


I wanted to investigate murder out of a sense of justice to the victim, doing what was right to honour their memory.


The victim is in no position to worry about all that jazz, it turns out.


The fact of death is brutal in this case. Brutal and final.


Autopsy. The doctor carves open the old man, inspects body parts, pulls him this way and that. Death is simple, relatively. Single wound to the back of the head, the blow strong enough to provoke massive haemorrhaging. Time of death placed at a little after 1 a.m. No signs of recent sexual behaviour. No signs of a violent struggle. And yet the deep marks on his wrists and ankles where he was bound by his own ties. No skin under the fingernails. No bruising. No relevant pre-existing health condition.


‘He was tied up after the blow,’ the doctor tells Leme. ‘It’s a quite different thing,’ the doctor says, ‘being struck when you’re already on the ground. This man died on the way down.’


Leme boosts his car and heads home. The clouds thicken and the sky darkens. An oppressive heat. Dampness in the air. Leme takes Cidade Jardim and the tunnel that runs underneath Faria Lima before the heavens open. Motorcyclists careen down the middle of the two lanes, beeping and shouting. Leme out of the tunnel into thick sheets of rain. Raindrops bounce violently, windscreen wipers unable to keep up. Lanes of traffic shuffle right and left over the bridge. Leme picks left, staggers forwards. The lights from the procession of cars headed down the six-lane Marginal endless. He brings up the rear, shunts forwards into an outer lane, accelerates quickly and brakes hard as some snide fucker in a silver Merc cuts him up. Leme beeps, shouts. They all crawl forwards.


Buses loaded with passengers, faces locked into grim smiles. In the pouring rain, men hanging from the outside doors. Men eat stringy meat on sticks, sheltered from the rain under inadequate cover. Leme passes the new, unfinished bridge. Great cables run down from its top, lit up by coloured lights flashing through the rain. The bridge is a fuck-up. Leme’s sure it won’t do a thing to ease the traffic, will worsen congestion, in fact. Looks good though. Leme queues and thinks empty thoughts. The radio plays classic rock. Leme engages, shunts forwards, brakes.


He passes hypermarkets and building supply stores. Scores of people soaked in queues for buses. Rain runs down from the favela onto the Marginal. The water level rises. Lightning flashes above the new hotels on the other side of the river. Helicopters are blown like flies in the wind. Leme does a right, heads off the freeway, joins another queue into Panamby. Expensive apartment buildings strut their stuff, peacocking about, towering over Parque Burle Max. The rain comes down. Cars wind up the slope past the park. Leme, favela-bound, swerves right in the darkness, the car jolts, jumps on the dirt road. Almost home. He’s into the garage as the rain eases. He nods at the condominium guards. He takes the elevator to the fifth.


Pulls a beer from the fridge and sits out on the balcony, watching the rain ease.


Another day.


The next morning, the sky bleeds.


Lisboa conducts interviews at the school.


Leme back to the crime scene.


No body. The space marked by dried blood on the carpet.


The clothes on the bed a crumpled heap.


In the wardrobes: clothes neatly lined up, spaces where others have been strewn about the bed. Looks like the old man was having a sort through, Leme thinks. He wonders why. If it means anything at all, new chapter, that kind of thing, like a drastic haircut.


Or the perp was using a form of misdirection, trying to confuse the scene.


Next to the bed a small table, an alarm clock and a book. The book lies open, spine out. Leme picks it up. A photograph falls from between the pages. Three young boys look up at the old man, smiling.


On the chair facing the bed, more clothes, ties. The wallet and notebook still on the dressing table next to the expensive after shaves and lotions. In gloves, Leme picks up the notebook. Numbers scribbled down on the first page.


He slips it into a plastic sheath, pockets it.


In the bathroom: faint dusting from fingerprints on the side next to the sink.


Downstairs –


The bookshelves bulge. Biographies and history; fat things with broken spines and yellow pages. The hallway dusty and empty.


Leme cracks the door. The sun pours in, heat on his face and neck.


A woman walks a dog. She stares, brazenly, into the space behind the door.


Leme glares at her, shakes his head. She looks away and hurries on up the road.


Leme and Lisboa sit in the headmaster’s garden. It is becoming an office from the office. They drink coffee at a glass-topped table. The garden is neat but lacks love: it doesn’t look like gardening was a hobby of this Lockwood fella. The plants look sad, the flowerbeds cleared –


‘It’s miserable over there,’ Lisboa says. He gestures towards the school. ‘I thought your British sensibility was all about a straight bat on a sticky wicket, keeping your pecker up, and that – what’s the phrase?’


‘Stiff upper lip.’


Lisboa sips coffee. ‘There’s a lot of wailing and gnashing of teeth going on.’


‘Mate, most of the students and at least half the staff are Brazilian.’


‘Still, you know, British imperialism.’


Leme smiles. ‘They know what happened yet?’


‘Do we?’


‘Fair point.’


‘And no,’ Lisboa says, ‘they don’t, not exactly anyway.’


‘Not exactly?’


‘Put it this way, I’ve not been shouting about the state of the old man’s bonce.’


Leme nods.


Lisboa says, ‘Though they might not be letting on, entendeu? Tricky balance, that – curiosity and fear. I’m not sure I’d be asking tricky questions, put it that way, if the boot were on the other arsehole, entendeu?’


Leme smiles, shakes his head. ‘You learn much else?’


‘Not really.’ Lisboa examines his notebook. ‘He was popular. He was good at his job. He lived alone. He didn’t socialise much outside of work or work-related events. His family never visited him. He had a good relationship with pretty much everyone in and connected to the school. No one seemed to know what he got up to in his spare time, his extracurriculars, as they say.’


Leme smiles.


Lisboa says, ‘General consensus is that when he wasn’t working, he was at home, living a quiet life.’


‘Your basic workaholic.’


‘É isso aí.’ Exactly that.


‘There’s got to be something more.’


Lisboa makes a face.


Planes crawl across the sky. The heat thrums above them. The garden remains cool. There is a crackle of electricity. Kids playing nearby.


It is, Leme thinks, peaceful.


Leme says, ‘Strikes me we’ve two places to start. First thing is find the murder weapon.’


‘Not turned up here?’


Leme shakes his head. ‘We’re going to have to widen that search.’ ‘Yeah, they probably took – ’


‘Do me a favour,’ Leme says.


Lisboa raises his palms. ‘You’re right, not helpful. Just thinking authorisations, departmental resources, all that palaver.’


Leme ignores him. ‘Second thing is find out why local private security didn’t see anyone going in or coming out.’


Lisboa nods.


‘And more than that, even,’ Leme says, ‘why no one can find anything on the fucking CCTV, both on the system inside the house and our public guardian outside on the street.’


‘Huh.’


‘Some sense of these questions and start thinking about motive, entendeu?’


‘What is missing, do we even know that?’


Leme nods. He cocks an eyebrow, nods at the back door. The maid approaches.


She’s wearing white and brandishing a piece of paper.


She keeps her eyes down and her back hunched.


‘She’s been doing an inventory,’ Leme said. ‘We’ll find out right now.’


‘Maybe we don’t widen that search, after all, ne?’


‘Yeah,’ Leme says. ‘I’m hoping item one is the family cricket bat.’


The maid leaves the inventory with Leme and goes back into the house to make coffee and pão de queijo – cheese bread – and then comes back and sits quietly, her hands in her lap, her head bowed, waiting to do what she is told.


Leme picks up one of the cheese breads. ‘It’s kind of you, but, to be honest, I never liked pão de queijo.’


‘I’m sorry, Senhor, I didn’t know.’


Leme smiles. ‘Of course you didn’t.’ He tosses the cheese bread to Lisboa. ‘Not to worry, they won’t go to waste.’


‘Easy, son,’ Lisboa says.


Leme continues. ‘No, I’ve never been partial. Part of the reason might be I had a friend once who didn’t like them either.’


‘Sim, Senhor?’


‘Yeah, we nicknamed him Pão de Queijo he hated the smell so much. Funny kid, he was, moleque, entendeu?’ A cheeky punk is the implication.


‘Sim, Senhor.’


‘Any time anyone had any, we’d chuck it at him.’


Lisboa laughs.


‘Rub them under his nose, that kind of thing. Drove the moleque crazy.’


‘Sim, Senhor.’


‘He was a good kid, gente boa, a real close pal.’ Gente boa: good people. ‘You know how it is when you’re kids. When you’ve got a little gang going, ne?’


‘Best time of your life.’


‘We ruled our neighbourhood. At least we thought we did.’


‘Sim, Senhor.’


‘Thing is, I moved schools, right. And we drifted, our little gang. You know how it is, it happens.’


‘It is what it is, porra.’


‘Sim, Senhor.’


Leme leans forward. ‘But I didn’t leave the neighbourhood, not exactly. And one day, when I was about thirteen, my old friend Pão de Queijo tried to rob me, mug me, sabe? Um assalto. He was with a new little gang and that was their thing, apparently, street crime. What they thought they’d get from a kid like me I do not know. But you know, something to do, ne?’


‘What happened?’


Leme looks at Lisboa. ‘Nothing, he recognised me in time. We had a good laugh about it.’


‘It’s a funny story.’


‘Yeah, it’s funny, it’s also profoundly depressing.’ Leme eyes the maid. ‘Know why?’


‘No, Senhor.’


‘We grew up near the favela, Paraisópolis. Know it?’


The maid nods. ‘Sim, Senhor.’


‘Well, you likely know they don’t appreciate petty street crime in or around Paraisópolis as it disrupts the rhythm of the rather more lucrative, and therefore rather more important, drug trade.’


‘Sim, Senhor.’


‘And you know who I mean by they, ne?’


The maid nods.


Leme takes a sip of his coffee. ‘Last I heard, old Pão de Queijo was relieved of his duties. Ironed out.’


‘A shame,’ Lisboa says.


Leme eyes the maid again. ‘I mean, you think you know someone, sabe? Then that happens, turns out your old pal is a two-centavo thug. People change; or perhaps they don’t.’


‘Sim, Senhor.’


‘Paraisópolis, sabe?’ Lisboa says.


The maid looks down.


The distant growl of heavy traffic. Sunlight clear, yellow skies. The judder of construction, the weighty cough of a heavy drill. Shadows move inside.


‘Cheap-ass favela kicks, what are you going to do, ne?’ Leme says. He shifts in his seat and faces the maid, square on. Jaw set, eyes dead ahead. ‘You’re from the favela. When did your patron here move you out?’


‘Four years ago, Senhor.’


‘You’ve lived here since then?’


‘Sim, Senhor.’


Stewed pork wafts. Onions sizzle.


‘Where’s your room?’


The maid points across the garden.


‘And that’s where you sleep, where you live?’


‘Sim, Senhor.’


‘What time do you normally finish in the big house?’


‘I cook dinner and leave it on the stove. I’m out of the house before Senhor returns from work. Six o’clock, most days, I’m in my room.’


Leme nods. ‘And in the mornings?’


‘I wake at 5 and straighten the kitchen and make breakfast. Senhor comes down at around 6.30. Yesterday morning – ’ she chokes back a tear ‘ – he didn’t.’


‘So you went upstairs?’


‘Yes.’


‘But you wouldn’t normally.’


‘Not when Senhor is in the house.’


‘From your room,’ Leme says, ‘can you hear anything? Is there any way of knowing if there’s anyone else in the house, if he has guests, parties, entendeu?’


The maid shakes her head.


Leme nods. ‘Well,’ he says, to himself, as much as anyone else, ‘we can test that out, of course.’ He pauses. ‘What about weekends?’


‘Weekends I visit my son, my grandson.’


‘He didn’t mind?’


‘Senhor insisted.’


‘Good for him.’


The maid heaves dry sobs.


Leme says, ‘And where does your son live?’


‘Paraisópolis.’


‘Alone?’


‘With his son.’


Leme breathes. ‘Well,’ he says, ‘I don’t want to seem insensitive, querida, but I suspect that you might have to move back to the jungle.’ The maid nods. Lisboa passes her a tissue.


‘But for now you stay put, certo?’


The maid nods again.


‘We’re going to need to talk some more. I’ll let the school know you’re not going to compromise the – the big house, okay? That way you’re on hand for the next couple of days, at least. Make sense?’


The maid nods.


They sit in silence for a beat.


Leme says, ‘How well did you know him?’


The maid looks down. ‘Senhor was very kind to me. That’s all I know.’


Leme nods. He glances at Lisboa whose expression says: it checks out.


‘Get some rest, eat something. We’ll talk again later today, go through the inventory.’


‘Sim, Senhor. Obrigado, Senhor.’


The maid shuffles off towards her room.


Lisboa says, ‘If she has any idea whatsoever about what might have happened, then I’m an Irishman.’


Leme laughs. ‘You hungry?’


‘Does the Pope shit in the woods?’


Ray’s first day is a cinch. The hotel breakfast: abundant –


They send a car and Ray sits back and enjoys the fifteen-minute commute. They set him up in an office and fetch refreshments. Twenty-third floor. The view spins.


Ray’s examining the refreshment tray when his point man and Capital SP region head Dave Sawyer walks in.


‘Hello, Huck,’ Ray grins.


‘I haven’t heard that one for a while.’ Dave nods, smiles – broad. ‘Everything okay, guy?’


Ray nods at the tray. ‘Not sure there’s quite enough pastries.’


Dave laughs. ‘You oughta be careful, the food here, I must have put on fifteen pounds.’ He runs his hand over his belly. ‘Well, you know, maybe a half dozen. It’s quite a spread. Wait until you see lunch.’


They both face the window. The city rolls away from them. Gridlock and chaos. Ray thinks: concrete jungle never felt so apt.


Dave says, ‘You get your bearings?’


Ray points. ‘Hotel’s down there.’ Ray points again. ‘My desk’s over there.’


‘It’s good to see you, Ray.’


‘Why am I here, Dave?’


Dave gestures at a meeting table and two chairs. ‘Coffee?’


Ray nods. Dave fixes them two espressos and they sit.


Dave says, ‘Why do you think you’re here, Ray?’


‘I’d say it has something to do with the shift in government that this fine country has recently undertaken.’


‘And?’


‘And you wanna know whether this change in direction is going to work, cash-wise.’


Dave nods.


Ray says, ‘My question isn’t so much why I’m here, it’s more like who’s idea was it.’


‘What do you know about the new government?’


‘Left-wing messiah, this Lula. Trade union guy, like a Teamster with a conscience. And some serious clout. Wants to change the world. He gonna?’


Dave takes a sip of his coffee. The a/c hums. It’s cold as a motherfucker. Though Ray is not ungrateful. The brief walk from hotel lobby to car – all of six or seven paces – caused his neck to prick with sweat and his crotch to melt.


‘He made a lot of promises. People make fun of him as his Portuguese is pretty, what would you call it, rustic, I guess. But he’s got the popular touch, that’s for sure. And his big beef is inequality.’


‘Which means cash.’


‘Yup.’


Ray nods. He fiddles with his coffee cup.


Dave says, ‘There’s word he’s going to implement a big antipoverty scheme, a conditional transfer type of deal.’


‘Cash for the poor in return for what?’


‘School attendance, vaccination, I don’t know what else, civic responsibility.’


Ray shrugs. ‘Clever plan.’


‘Maybe.’


‘It won’t cost much to make a lot of desperate sons of bitches feel pretty special.’


Dave grunts.


‘And,’ Ray says, ‘the conditional aspect – the terms – has some serious long-term growth potential.’


‘What we’re thinking.’


‘So why do you need me?’


Dave smiles. ‘It’s not your first rodeo, Ray.’


‘It is not. But that doesn’t answer the question, cowboy.’


‘We want you to solve poverty in Brazil, soldier. Why the hell else you think we brought you here?’


Ray laughs. ‘So the answer to my real question is it was you.’


‘Yup.’


‘And a left-wing messiah doesn’t preclude some heavy business, some major bank. You wanna know the cash ramifications in response to whatever political currents are flowing. And how we – how you, excuse me – can keep a step or three ahead.’


‘Like I say, it’s not your first rodeo.’


‘And I got complete access in here and deniability outside?’


Dave opened his arms. ‘You’re a consultant, Ray. A numbers guy, no one understands what it is you do exactly, you’re Russell Crowe in that movie.’


‘Gladiator?’


‘Ha,’ Dave stands. ‘Let me know there’s anything you need.’


Dave heads to the door. Dave turns back and says, ‘See you at lunch, on twenty-four, big dogs only. Trust me, the spread, it’s something else.’


Ray nods. This first day, he thinks, is a cinch.


Ray decides to skip the big dog lunch and scope the neighbourhood a little. Ray’s a wolf, after all. He’s only half-joking, but he knows it.


He pockets shades. The elevator whisks him down. He waves away reception’s offer of a car. Ray wants to figure his beat. He likes to vibe the street. Ray’s looking for a beer and a snack, and a sense of what they’ll make of him over here. The sun hits like the flash of a torch in the eye on a black-night tail-job. Ray-Bans on, Ray’s shades: Ray’s Rays.


He makes a left out of the office. He’s on Avenida Paulista, the financial artery of São Paulo, of Brazil, of Latin America. Glass and girder. Towers of power. To his right, the spider-legged red frame of the art gallery he’s heard about. People scurry underneath, selling tat, begging. Wide-berth it. He makes a left, aiming for a parallel road, trying to find some neighbourhood. He passes a dingy-looking park, thick trees and crap all over the ground. Looks a likely hotspot for cover-of-darkness deeds, not Ray’s bag that, though. He makes another left and heads so he’s pretty much facing the backside of the beast, the Capital SP building. He looks up. It is a long way up.


The first thing Ray’s noticed: people on the street do not look up.


Ray sweats. His white shirt is loose, cotton, two-buttons shy of the neck, sleeves rolled neat. And yet. It’s the kind of heat is the thing, Ray thinks. Comes from all sides, the smog and the sun, hits from the ground up. Concrete, Ray knows the science. Makes for a pretty fucking far from refreshing lunch break.


Ray spies a bar on a corner. There are red plastic tables outside, maybe four or five. Red plastic chairs. A handful of office workers lounge. Inside, the lights bright, harsh. Ray’s shades stay on. There are a couple of sour-faced drunks slurring in the corner, picking at a plate of fried something or other. Everyone’s drinking from these tall bottles. A greasy waiter in a dirty white smock appears.


‘Senhor?’ he asks.


Ray jerks a thumb. ‘Fora, okay?’ Outside. ‘Cerveja. Obrigado.’


The waiter mooches. Ray steps back out and nestles into a red plastic chair. The legs feel ominous. There’s a definite bend to them. Big Ray does not want to come a cropper at this early stage of proceedings, he thinks, only half-joking with this little running commentary, this calling of the game.


The waiter leaves a large beer and a tiny glass on the table. The table wobbles. Ray serves himself what is little more than a fucking shot of freezing lager. It tastes good. Ray pours another shot, lets it settle, tips it back.


Ray watches. There’s a light buzz in the heavy air. Laid-back chatter. That sacred hour off, Ray thinks. They hit the office early in this city, Ray’s learned that. A lunchtime beer to take the edge off seems a fair trade.


Ray clocks a Capital SP lanyard on the next table. The table seats two men, late-twenties, Ray guesses, though hard to tell these days, and a woman of around the same age, perhaps older: it’s hard to distinguish youth from actual youth, he thinks.


Ray pulls his own lanyard from the top pocket of his loose, cotton shirt. Ray holds it up. Ray says, ‘Speak English?’


All three at the table examine Ray from behind their own expensive sunglasses. The woman says, ‘Only American, actually.’


The two men laugh. Ray laughs. The power dynamic is clear, given Ray’s age and the distinction he carries about – and in – his person, so it shows some style, this woman’s joke.


Ray points at his bottle. ‘This the right one to drink?’


The two men jabber something about different beer brands. Ray doesn’t listen.


‘This a standard sort of a lunch?’ he asks.


‘Only when it’s hot,’ the woman says.


Ray smiles. He gestures at the street, the buildings. ‘The sun shines long on the concrete jungle.’
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