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It was late, and I was dreaming of fire when she came banging on my door. She was shouting and whispering at the same time, pounding like she was never going to stop. The sound of her voice saying, ‘Sam! Sam!’ and the padded thud of her palm slapping the cracked paint, rattling the wood in its frame. ‘Sam! Wake up!’

Blinded by the night, I pushed myself up with one arm, turning my head towards the insistent, unfamiliar voice.

‘Sam! Wake up, Sam!’

I squeezed my eyes shut and pinched the bridge of my nose. I breathed hard to clear my head.

‘Sam!’

I threw off the thin, discoloured sheet and dropped my feet onto the cool concrete floor. The room spun in darkness when I stood up, and I put out a hand to steady myself against the warm air, stumbling until my palm was flat on the powdery, whitewashed wall. Leaning like that, I shook my head and cleared my throat. My heart was thumping, my senses were dull, the taste of my dream still in my head, the smoke still running in my blood. I always remembered my dreams; especially the bitter ones. The ones that showed me fire and pain and death.

I steadied myself for a moment longer, hanging my head, breathing hard from the effort of having risen from my bed.  The hammering on the door continued, jarring my brow like the steady beat of a drum, her voice biting into me. I had to make the sounds go away, so I took another deep breath and moved to the door, pulling back the heavy bolt which was the only thing keeping it shut. ‘Stop banging.’ I tugged at the handle, pulling the door over the spot where it stuck against the floor. ‘For God’s sake, stop—’

‘At Manolo’s. You have to come,’ she said, crossing herself. ‘He’s dying.’

I didn’t recognise the young woman, but she knew me. Everybody in São Tiago knew me.

I leaned one hand on the door frame and looked down at her, feeling the cool draught on my half-naked body. ‘What? Who’s dying?’ The drying sweat made my skin tighten into pimples. Somewhere behind her, beyond what was visible in the night, I could hear faint voices and music, the sound of samba coming to me, stretched and crackling because the tape had been played over and over. But even as I listened, the music stopped and the sound of the cicadas folded in to fill the void. They seemed loud that night.

She didn’t answer my question right away, her eyes not knowing where to look, so I asked her again, ‘Who’s dying?’ and as I began to focus, I could see that she was quite beautiful. Young. Dark-haired. Not much more than a girl. The whites of her eyes were clear in the half-light of the cloudless night. One strap of her cheap red vest had slipped down to touch her upper arm. Her skirt was short, her legs were bare, and I could see one or two healed sores on the dark skin. She wore shabby green flip-flops on her stained feet. When she looked at my face, she said, ‘Please. You have to come now.’

I ran both hands through my hair and rubbed some life into my face. ‘OK, OK. Calma.’ I moved back into the room and pulled on a pair of old jeans, asking again, ‘Who’s dying?’

‘Come,’ was all she would say. ‘He’s at Manolo’s.’

I picked up a shirt, throwing it over my back, leaving the buttons free at the front, and the girl grabbed my hand in hers.

I knew the way to Manolo’s café, it was less than a minute’s walk and I could even see part of it from my place, but I let her take me by the hand, pulling at me like a mother leading her child. My shirt opened as we went, each side wafting back in the breeze that came off the river during the night. It was refreshing after the stale heat of my tiny room.

As we came past the old bakery and rounded the corner, I saw the lights from Manolo’s. Bare bulbs hanging from the steel skeleton which supported the awning over his café, the raised concrete floor grey and worn. The lights were on, so I knew it was before midnight, because that’s when the electricity went off. If I’d stopped and listened over the sound of the cicadas, I might have heard the faint chugging of the diesel-powered generator which I had learned to ignore.

A small group, most of them men, was gathered by one of the tables, and I recognised all of them, though I didn’t know all their names. Voices babbled in confusion.

‘He’s here,’ shouted the young woman who was dragging me. ‘He’s here.’

The group looked over to watch us arrive, their voices becoming silent. I could hear the whisper of the river as the girl pushed me forward at the last moment, the people ushering me amongst them and directing me into the café. I allowed their hands to be on me, to push me in whichever direction they wanted, and then I stumbled under the Coca-Cola awning and stepped into the dark blood.

It was at least an inch deep by now and had already begun to solidify like pudding. My foot broke the rubbery surface and sank into the thick liquid. It crept over my flip-flops and slid between my toes. It was still warm. My stomach turned and alcohol-tainted acid jumped into my throat. I swallowed hard to keep it down, and wondered what they expected me to do.

The people parted in front of me, giving me a route to the man who was lying on the floor. He was on his side with his knees pulled up towards his chest. His face was buried in the folds of material where his shirt had ridden up. Both hands were pressed into his abdomen, making it impossible to see where he’d been hurt. The smell was strong and metallic; just like it was on the days when the fazendeiros butchered their cattle.

An overturned chair lay behind the man, its steel frame splashed silvery red. On the table there was a deck of cards dealt into four hands, a bottle of cheap cachaça with a red and gold label, brand number Fifty-One. The seal was broken, the cap missing, and there was no more than an inch of liquid left in the bottle. There was also a pile of money and a knife. The knife was stained with blood.

‘What’s his name?’ I said, kneeling down and turning the man’s head so I could see his face.

‘Eduardo,’ said a voice. ‘Or Edson, maybe. He works for Da Silva, I think.’

‘You think?’

‘Just give him his rites.’

I lifted my eyes and saw it was Manolo who had spoken of rites. ‘You know I can’t do that, Manny. Anyway, this man needs a doctor,’ I said, ‘not a priest. He doesn’t need rites.’ I looked around. ‘Any of you people call for Paulo?’ I watched their silent faces but nobody answered, not even a blink. ‘You,’ I pointed at the girl who had dragged me to the café. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Alicia.’

‘Alicia, find Paulo. You do know who he is, don’t you?’

She nodded.

‘Then find him and bring him here. And hurry.’

She turned and ran; glad to be away from the smell of the blood.

I watched her disappear into the darkness beyond the lights and then I looked back at the dying man, saying, ‘Manny, bring some towels.’

Manolo disappeared into the building with the corrugated roof at the back of his café and returned carrying a handful of linen. It wasn’t clean but it would do.

‘Press them here,’ I told him, pulling him down to kneel beside me in the blood. I placed his hands on the man’s abdomen. ‘Hold it tight,’ I said.

Manolo hesitated, held back for longer than he should, but then nodded once and did as he was told. I leaned over so my mouth was close to his ear.

‘What happened, Manny? Who did this?’

Manolo refused to look at me.

‘What happened?’ I said through clenched teeth.

Manolo spoke in a quiet voice. ‘There was a game, Sam. He was cheating.’ His eyes wouldn’t find mine. Instead he focused on my nose and then on my chin.

‘And this is how we punish a cheater in São Tiago?’ I said. ‘We stick a knife in him and give him his rites?’

Manolo shrugged.

‘Whose knife is it?’ I asked.

His eyes met mine for a second and then flicked away, so I looked to those standing around us. ‘Whose knife is it?’ This time louder, but still no one replied. ‘Who did this?’

‘There is no knife,’ said Manolo.

‘What?’ The words caught me by surprise and I let my eyes linger over Manolo’s face for a moment before I looked back at the empty table. Only the cards and the cachaça remained. No one spoke inside the café. The only sound was the gentle sigh of the river behind us, and the constant chorus of the cicadas. When I turned back to Manolo, our eyes met and I knew, right then, what he had done. ‘Manny?’

Manolo leaned across the bleeding body and whispered in my ear. ‘Forgive me, Father; I have sinned.’

But forgiveness wasn’t mine to grant. ‘I can’t. Manny, I . . .’ Just as rites were not mine to give.

‘I acted in anger, Father.’

‘Manolo—’

‘I struck a fellow man. He may die. Forgive me.’

Just the river. The cicadas. No words from me.

‘Absolve me,’ Manolo said. ‘Forgive me.’

I shook my head and looked down, looked away, looked anywhere but into Manolo’s eyes. Then I turned away from him, showed him my back as my throat tightened and my hands trembled. I shook my head again and searched my mind for an answer I didn’t have. I couldn’t forgive Manolo for what he had done.

And then the moment was broken by the sound of footsteps bringing Alicia and Paulo out of the night. Paulo was still drunk, looked worse than I felt, but he sobered up when he saw the blood. He had to. He was the only one who could save the man’s life.

He went straight to work, kneeling in the jelly, feeling for a pulse, searching for a wound, asking me, ‘What’s his name?’

‘Eduardo, we think.’

Paulo glanced at me. ‘Well, we can’t move him far, he’ll die for sure.’

I swallowed hard. ‘You think we can save him, though?’ I was trying not to think about Manolo’s confession.

‘A doctor and a priest,’ he said. ‘How can we fail? Together we’re more or less God.’

I raised my eyebrows at Paulo and shook my head, but he just put his bag onto one of the tables and pointed at two old men, saying, ‘You two, pull those tables together. And you,’ he  pointed at Alicia. ‘Go back to my house. There’s another bag by the door. Bring it straight here.’

Alicia turned and ran but Paulo called after her. ‘Bring  everything,’ he said. ‘Bring everything you can find.’

She hurried into the darkness.
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We chased the people away and hung sheets from the awning to keep out the dogs and the dust. Only Manolo waited, staying back, perched at the table in his room behind the café, leaving the door ajar so he could watch us work. He remained silent, doing nothing but sitting, his gaze like a weight on my back.

Between us, Paulo and I lifted Eduardo onto the tables which the men had pulled together, and we tore off his shirt and his trousers. Paulo took a scalpel from his bag and began to cut. Eduardo didn’t mind, he was dying anyway.

Paulo’s face was firm and concentrated like I’d never seen it before. I’d known him since he’d come to São Tiago, and I was used to seeing my friend drunk, dancing and laughing by the barbecue, but as I watched him work - pressing, cutting, searching and stitching - I did everything he told me to do.

‘Put your finger here,’ he’d say. ‘Not too tight,’ he’d say. ‘That’s it,’ he’d say. And all the time, his eyes were down, looking inside the dying man.

When the electricity gave out on us, I called to Manolo to bring storm lamps, as many as he could find, and he blundered around us, clanking the metal bottles and lighting the mantles. He muttered about forgiveness, about confession, but I ignored his words. The hiss from the gas drowned the other sounds of the night and brought strange insects to lurch around our heads and hands.

We worked under the Coca-Cola awning for hours and the sun was orange around our makeshift tent when Paulo was finished.

‘Will he live?’ I asked.

Paulo was stitching the wound in the man’s abdomen and he looked up with reddened eyes. His shirt was washed in blood. ‘I’ve done my part,’ he said. ‘Now you do yours.’

‘Mine?’

‘Pray for him.’

I managed a half smile. ‘But will he live?’

Paulo returned his focus to the wound and shook his head. ‘I doubt it. Maybe with rest, but . . .’ He cut the stitch and stood back from the table. ‘We’ll take him to yours. He can sleep there.’

‘Why not yours?’ I needed to sleep, too. ‘Why mine?’ I only had one room; just one bed.

‘Yours is closer.’ Paulo glanced up at me over the body.

I hesitated, and then gave in. ‘Of course,’ I sighed.

So we carried him back to my place.

It was more or less as I’d left it when Alicia came to me. The door was still open and the bed was still unmade. There was a skinny white cat asleep on the pillow but it wasn’t mine, not sure I’d even seen it before, so I woke it up and shooed it away. On another day I probably would’ve let it stay.

My room was small, with a bed at one end and a table and chair near the door. A bookshelf, half empty; a fridge, rusted and clunky; a stove, blackened and almost useless. It smelled of concrete dust and whitewash, maybe even a hint of garlic and sweat. A bare bulb hung from the ceiling and the top of the wire was matted with spider webs and dead mosquitoes. On the furthest wall hung a calendar with a tasteless representation of Christ printed on it. Standing with his arms outstretched, his fingers in the nailed position, a wide, gold halo shining around the back of his head. Every year it was replaced when Father  Mateus sent a new one from São Felix, the only contact I still had with that part of my life.

We laid Eduardo on my bed and left the shutters closed so he could rest. We washed his blood from our hands in the cracked corner basin, and when we were clean, I found a couple of T-shirts in a drawer, and threw one to Paulo. On the front it had a picture of giant red lips and a great rubbery tongue lolling between them. On the back there was a list of The Rolling Stones’ tour dates. It suited Paulo’s heavier figure better than it had ever suited mine, and it gave him the appearance of a roadie, the way it matched with his moustache and his unshaven cheeks.

I took a couple of bottles from my old fridge that hummed and rattled louder than it should, and went outside. I sat down, opening the beers on the edge of the step, slamming the palm of my hand down on them so the golden lids flipped off onto the ground. I left them to lie in the dust, the words ‘San Miguel’ staring up at today’s new sun.

‘Saude.’ We clinked wet bottles and drank.

Paulo wiped beer from his thick moustache, took a dented packet of cigarettes from his pocket and offered it to me. I thanked him and put one in the corner of my mouth, sucking it unlit, tasting the dry tobacco. He scratched a match on the step, the first waft catching in my nose, and he reached over to light my cigarette, cupping his hands around the flame even though there was no wind to blow it out. A habit almost as hard to break as smoking itself.

I accepted the light before Paulo lit his own and flicked the match onto the street where it died. ‘What is it makes someone do that?’ he said. ‘Stick a knife in another man, I mean, just because he’s cheating at cards?’

I told him it was the cachaça, saying, ‘Everybody knows that.’

‘Yeah, but I wouldn’t stick a knife in you no matter how drunk I was, Sam. And sometimes you really piss me off.’

I smiled and leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, wondering why Paulo even needed to ask such a question. He had been here almost as long as I had. Came from Brasilia to work as a doctor in a small hospital near Vila Rica, set up by one of the banks to service some of the initiatives it was running. But Paulo drank too much and they fired him. For a while he drove around the frontier towns offering advice and treatment from the back of his car. When his money ran out and the supplies were gone, he sold the car and bought a place in São Tiago where he did what he could for whatever money there was to be had. And here he stayed; in a place that grips you like a dirty drug. So now he was just like the rest of us. São Tiago was his home, and here it didn’t matter whether you were a doctor, a murderer, or a priest. We were all just faces in a town full of people who had no reason to go back. And Paulo knew the way things worked as well as I did.

We enjoyed the early morning warmth in silence for a while until Paulo said, ‘The top of his liver was sliced off.’ He tapped ash onto the dirt between his feet and followed it with a ball of spit that soaked into the dust. The night had left a bad taste in his mouth, just as it had in mine.

From where I was sitting I could see between two small buildings and across the empty main road to Manolo’s café. I could see the pale blue hut with the corrugated roof and the letters across the front. Faded pink capitals, telling us Bar e  Restaurante and underneath the words Café São Tiago. There was one end of the Coca-Cola awning, too, protruding from the light green bakery which blocked the rest of my view. The canopy was a happy and shameless red against the caramel river behind it, where the sun was teasing the surface of the water. Manolo was there, under the shade, clearing away the thick, bloodied dirt with a shovel, and I could hear the scraping as the metal dug into the ground. The sounds reached me a fraction of a second after he made them. I knew that later he would be  serving food again; preparing it in his kitchen behind the café. He’d sit at the unwashed table, slicing tomatoes and cucumbers, cutting them even thinner than his conscience. I wondered if he’d use the same knife.

Paulo sniffed hard. ‘You know, don’t you?’

His words surprised me and I turned to him. ‘Know what?’

‘Who it was. You know who did it, don’t you?’

I stared down at the step.

‘So, come on then, who was it?’

I was quiet.

‘What’s wrong? He threaten you?’ Sitting forward now, turning his face towards me.

I looked back to the café, saying, ‘No, nothing like that,’ and allowed my eyes to settle on Manolo.

‘What, then? What . . .’ he followed my gaze and stopped. ‘Manny? No way. It was Manolo?’

I half laughed, blowing smoke through my nostrils, and squinted my eyes against the glare of the sun. ‘He confessed, if you can believe that.’

‘Shit, what did you do? Did you absolve him?’

‘What d’you think? Of course I didn’t absolve him. I have no more right to do that than you do.’

We were quiet for a moment, thinking about what had happened. Both of us seeing the blood.

‘So.’ Paulo broke the moment. ‘You going to tell José?’

‘He can’t do anything.’

‘Still needs to know.’

‘He already does.’ I stood up, stretching my legs and taking a few steps out onto the road in front of my place. ‘He was there. Drunk as usual.’ In one direction, the red dirt track limped its way to Vila Rica and beyond, but in the other, it was at a right angle to the main drag through São Tiago, the empty street which lay parallel with the river. I had a better view of the café now, and beneath the awning, Manolo stopped what he was  doing for just a second and glared over at me between the other low-roofed buildings. He touched his hand to his forehead, a movement which hung there in time, a freeze-frame, and then he turned away and went back to shovelling the sand which he’d used to soak up the blood.

I shook my head and crept into the darkness of my room to take another beer from the fridge. When I stepped back out into the sunshine, I closed the door behind me. ‘All José has is a bike and a rusty gun,’ I said, sitting down beside my friend. ‘He doesn’t even have a jail, where’s he going to keep a murderer? In his house?’

‘That’s his problem. He’s the policeman.’ Paulo shifted, uncomfortable on the concrete step. ‘Maybe he’ll go up to São Felix, tell the police up there.’

‘So they can come and beat Manolo to death?’ I snorted and a little beer went up my nose, making it sting. ‘More killing? Throw him in the river with a concrete block tied to his feet? Or maybe hang him from a tree and light a fire underneath him? You know what those people are like.’ I thought for a second, looking down at the bottle I was holding in my hand. Then I shrugged and said, ‘Maybe I should’ve just forgiven him. He is supposed to be my friend.’

Paulo shook his head. ‘Let him go to hell. Make him sweat.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Just think what would’ve happened if we hadn’t been here.’

‘But we were here.’ I slapped Paulo’s shoulder and drank from my bottle. This wasn’t the conversation I wanted right now. ‘If we hadn’t been,’ I said, ‘then I guess he’d be buried by now. Dead or alive.’ It was my second beer and already it was nearly empty. ‘Like Sandro, poor bastard. Buried him alive.’ The alcohol was going straight to my head now I was more relaxed and the adrenalin from last night had subsided. ‘Found him in a coma and stuck him under the ground.’

‘We don’t know that. Not for sure.’

My mind slipped back a year, to the day Paulo and I returned from a fishing trip, a weekend on the river, to hear about Sandro. He wasn’t a friend, just another face in São Tiago, but we knew who he was and we knew how much he liked to drink. Paulo himself had found Sandro one morning, passed out on the main street, lying face down in a pool of vomit and blood, his nose broken because he had fallen on his face when he collapsed. I imagined him falling like a tree, stiff and straight, no attempt to protect himself, face first with a wet slap onto the hard road. Paulo brought him round, helped him recover, only to see him do it again, more times than he could remember. That weekend, though, the weekend we were away, José found him. Our policeman found him lying on the beach, said he’d choked on his own vomit and pronounced him dead. It was the dry season, temperatures rising to forty-two degrees and no one wants to leave a body for too long in that heat, so they took him out to the cemetery and they dug a hole for him. No box, no ceremony, just a hole in the ground and red dirt piled on top of him.

‘You know, I still think about that,’ said Paulo. ‘Makes me feel . . .’

‘Let’s not think about it,’ I said. ‘Let’s drink and relax. Forget it all. I don’t know why we care so much about these people.’

The sun was well up now and its light bounced off the scruffy whitewash that was painted on almost every building I could see. I scanned out towards Manolo’s again. He’d finished clearing up and was preparing the tables, wiping them with a dirty cloth.

‘I bet this kind of shit never happened in England,’ Paulo said.

‘I can hardly remember,’ I told him.

Paulo and I drank more beer and our conversation turned in a hundred different directions. We talked about São Tiago,  about Jose, about women and sex and football. We talked as the sun climbed in the sky, minute by minute, second by second, until it reach its centre point and focused on us like ants trapped under a magnifying glass. And when all the beer was gone, Paulo stood up and swayed a little. ‘It’s too hot here,’ he said. ‘Why does it never rain?’

‘It’ll rain when it rains,’ I said. ‘And then you can complain about that.’

‘We should go check on Eduardo.’

‘If that’s even his name.’

‘Yeah. And after that, we’ll go to Manolo’s and get another beer. Maybe something to eat.’

I touched the bottle to my forehead, but it was empty and warm, the coolness long since gone. ‘Manolo’s?’ I said. ‘After what happened last night?’

‘Was it last night? Shit, it feels like it might’ve been ten years ago. Anyway, he’s cleaned it up, we saw him.’

‘Hmm.’

Paulo waited for me to say something else, tell him what I wanted, but I stayed quiet so he asked me, ‘Look, do you want another beer or not?’

‘Of course.’

‘And do you have any left in your fridge?’

‘No, but you’re talking about Manolo’s, and after what happened . . .’

‘OK, then if we can’t go to Manolo’s let’s go somewhere else, how ’bout that?’

I looked up at Paulo. ‘You’re trying to be funny now?’ There  was nowhere else and he knew it. Manolo’s was the only place to drink in São Tiago. One hardware shop, one baker, one mechanic, one general store, one café. People didn’t come here to start a business, they came for other reasons. It was the last place to run on a long and lonely road, and I’d never met a man in São Tiago who hadn’t been running from something in his  life - or maybe from life itself. In that respect, we were all the same.

‘Then come to mine,’ Paulo said. ‘I’ve got some steak in the fridge and a handful of beers. We can get some more from Manolo tomorrow. How’s that sound? Today we boycott his café, tomorrow we forgive him.’

I wondered what had made him choose that word. Forgive. It made me think of all those eyes watching me in the café, seeing me turn my back on a friend, and there were a hundred things I thought I should say to Paulo, but what I said was, ‘You forget I’ve tasted your cooking.’

That made Paulo snort. ‘Then we’ll barbecue. You can bring your special seasoning.’

So we checked on Eduardo, left him sleeping, and went to Paulo’s house. We barbecued outside on the street using a blackened oil drum which had been cut down the middle and welded to a thin metal frame. By three o’ clock we were fed and drunk. We sat side by side under a golden San Miguel parasol, on chairs made of metal and wound with electric-blue plastic. When people passed us, we smiled and waved. People waved back.

We drank Paulo’s beer until there was nothing in his fridge but a slice of baitfish, half a cup of cooked rice and a container of farinha. With nothing left to drink, I closed my eyes and dozed for a while, forcing myself awake when I began to see blood in my hazy daydream.

I stretched my arms and nudged Paulo. ‘Eduardo,’ I said. ‘We better check on him again, don’t you think?’
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I put my palm flat against my front door and shoved. It always stuck a little in the frame and I half-thought I should fix it. The white paint was blistered from the heat and it flaked onto the sleeve of my T-shirt, some of the cracked edges scraping against the skin of my arm.

The door swung in halfway and then caught on the uneven floor. Dust swirled up into the fingers of late afternoon sunlight which crept through the slats in the shutters, and the stale air rushed to escape around me. It smelled worse than usual. I reached in and slid my hand along the wall until I found the light switch.

I didn’t need Paulo to tell me Eduardo was dead.

He was on the floor, lying in much the same position as he had been in the café, except now he was still and made no sound. Naked, but for a pair of shorts, his face was turned towards me but he wasn’t seeing anything. His eyes were rolled high in his head and only the whites were visible. They were dry, like they are in the severed head of a baitfish in the bottom of the canoe. His lips were parted slightly and I could see the tip of his pink tongue.

Paulo pushed past me into the room, going straight to Eduardo and kneeling beside him, touching his fingers to the pale neck and lifting a wrist. He shook his head and dropped the hand, allowing the knuckles to rap the floor. He pulled at  the skin under Eduardo’s eyes and leaned closer to his face, while making a tutting noise like a mechanic about to tell me I needed a new carburettor. Paulo shook his head again and heaved the body over so he could inspect the wound. ‘Shit, he tore the stitches.’

When Paulo took his hands away from Eduardo, the body flopped back against the fridge door.

I sat down on the corner of the bed and put my elbows on my knees. I covered my face with my hands and breathed in the smell of barbecue which was still on my fingers. A smoky blend of charcoal and cooked meat.

‘Maybe he was looking for something to drink,’ said Paulo, still squatting by the body, undisturbed by its closeness. ‘Trying to open the fridge. Who knows.’ It wasn’t the first time either of us had been this close to a corpse, but even though I had seen much worse, I had to force myself to focus on Eduardo.

‘We should have left some water for him.’ I sighed and removed my hands from my face. ‘Why isn’t there more blood?’

Paulo looked round at me, the sweat on his forehead and cheeks shining in the strange orange mixture of sunshine and electric light. He shrugged and stood up. ‘There wasn’t much left, I guess. Manolo emptied most of it and shovelled it away.’

I lit a cigarette and offered one to Paulo, who shook his head and gazed down at the corpse. ‘It isn’t our fault,’ he said. ‘There wasn’t anything we could do. Not really.’

‘Except leave some water. And maybe check on him a little earlier?’

Still watching the body, Paulo told me it didn’t make any difference. Eduardo had been dead a while now. If we’d come an hour earlier, two even, he still would’ve been dead. ‘We didn’t kill him,’ he said. ‘Manolo did that when he slid the knife into his belly.’ He’d lost too much blood, there never had been much hope for him.

‘So much for the doctor and the priest.’ I stood up and went  to the door, wondering if Eduardo was married, if he had children, and if he did, who would tell them he was dead. I tried not to care, not to think about it, to push it from my mind just like I did with everything else, but even when I closed my eyes, I saw the blood. It made me think about Roraima; about the bodies strewn amongst the ashes. Many of them had borne the same white-eyed stare Eduardo now had. ‘Why does everything have to be like this?’ I said in a breath. ‘Everything turns to shit.’

‘It wasn’t our fault.’

‘It never is, but it still always ends in blood.’

‘We didn’t kill him, Sam.’

From where I was standing, I could just about hear the river, and I wanted to see it, knowing somehow it would make me feel better. But Manolo’s café was in the way and that angered me. It was Manolo’s fault I couldn’t see much more than a glimpse of water now all the tables were set up. The white paper covers held down by a few half-empty bottles of ketchup, all the tables free except one. Gringos, probably Americanos from the look of them, with their red foreheads and their money. Three of them. They were lounging in their seats, their feet in the spot where Eduardo’s blood had drained away, and they were stuffing themselves. Steak, the smell of frying coming from the café. One or two tourists sometimes came at the beginning of the dry season when the waters were low and the temperatures were still bearable for their pale, puffy bodies. That’s when the fishing was best. They never stayed long, though; a week was always enough for them. Seven days of adventure and then back to civilisation, high-rises and patent-leather loafers.

In the still afternoon, I could hear the murmur of their voices but no words.

Paulo put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Sam, there wasn’t anything more we could’ve done.’

I took his hand away and sat down, so he pushed past me and stepped out onto the road. He turned around to give me one of his looks. Him standing, me sitting.

‘Don’t,’ I said and lowered my head to stare at my feet. I noticed there were still traces of dried blood between my toes, and I spoke to them, saying, ‘You really reckon he would’ve died anyway?’ I squinted up at my friend, standing there in my Rolling Stones T-shirt, that big red tongue still lolling across his belly. ‘If we’d come earlier, I mean?’

He dug his hands into his pockets, ‘I don’t know, Sam. Maybe.’ His arms were tight against the side of his body. ‘Maybe not.’

‘Ah, what difference does it make?’ I stood up and walked away, my head full of beer and blood and death. I didn’t know where I was going or what I was going to do, but I knew I wanted to see the river. Seeing the water always made me feel calmer. But as I headed towards the sandy bank, Manolo came out of the hut at the back of his café, catching the corner of my eye, a flash of yellow and green. Manolo in his football shirt. He owned a number of identical shirts and no one had ever seen him wear anything else.

My flip-flops slapped at my heels and I felt the dust flicking up against the back of my trousers as I crossed the road. Manolo didn’t see me, he was too busy with his customers, laying down a fresh plate of beef and fritas. The fritas golden, and smelling of cooking oil. There was salad on the side, the tomatoes sliced thinner than cigarette papers.

The Americanos at the table stopped eating as I came under the awning, the sound of my flip-flops clicking. They must have seen what was in my eyes because they sat up in their seats, ready to watch the show. Manolo saw their reaction and turned to me.

‘He’s dead, Manny. The poor bastard died in my bed because you stuck a knife in his guts and bled him dry.’ I tightened my  fingers into fists, wanting to hit him, feeling the rage building. ‘That makes you a murderer.’

‘Most of your friends are murderers,’ he said, making me stay my hand. ‘Or whores. You forgive them.’

‘They don’t make me a part of it,’ I whispered through clenched teeth.

‘It’s your job.’

‘It’s not my job to make you feel better. I’m not here to give you a way out. You’re going to have to live with what you did.’

‘You’re no better than I am, Sam. Look at you. Look at what you’re doing right now.’

I glanced across at the three Americanos, seeing the way they watched me. The one nearest to me had reached down to put a hand on his own hip, an unconscious reaction to the violence being played out in front of him. A man who was accustomed to seeking the reassurance of lead and steel in the face of danger. All I saw was the expression on their faces, as if I were the threat. I was the one intimidating another man, my fists raised. I was the aggressor now; the one intending to draw blood.

I thought about Manolo’s words. He was probably right. Acting this way, I was no better than he was. I lowered my fists and took a step away from him. ‘Screw you, Manolo. Screw you and damn you to hell,’ I said. ‘You murdered that man and you made me a part of it.’ Then I turned my back and walked away.
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‘I thought you were going to hit him,’ said Paulo. He was leaning against the door frame of my place. The door was open, Eduardo was on the floor.

‘So did I.’

‘What stopped you?’

I didn’t answer. I stared at Eduardo. Paulo had turned him onto his back, straightened him, closed his eyes and his mouth. He looked more peaceful that way.

‘We should call Jose,’ Paulo said. ‘Have the body removed.’

‘No. Leave him where he is. I’ll take him to Da Silva’s place in the morning.’

‘The fazenda?’

‘Someone said that’s where he worked.’ But no one had come for him. No one had asked about him.

‘It’s not your job, Sam.’

‘I want to,’ I said. ‘It’s the least we can do for him.’

Paulo shook his head and sighed. ‘We need to move him, then. Until morning.’

‘And put him where? In the street?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe—’

‘It’s late,’ I said, looking away. ‘And it’ll be dark soon. We’re tired and half-drunk. This man is in no hurry. Let him rest here. I’ll sleep at yours tonight.’

Paulo tried to argue, but I’d made up my mind, so I took the  sheet from my bed and threw it over the body, then we went back to Paulo’s place and slept a few hours, leaving Eduardo laid out in my room. When we woke, we went back and opened the windows and the door to chase out the flies. Paulo helped me dress the body in some of my clothes. A T-shirt and trousers, both of us struggling with Eduardo’s rigid limbs. After that, we wrapped him in old sheets and left him on the floor while we went round to Papagaio’s place. Papagaio was the only man I knew who owned a car, and I was going to need one to take Eduardo back to where he belonged.

Together, the three of us lifted the body into the back of Papagaio’s white Beetle. Eduardo was not a big man and we could easily move his dead weight, but the car only had two doors and the sheets kept snagging as we struggled to lay him on the back seats. By the time we had finished, Paulo’s breathing was heavy and the front of his shirt was dark with sweat. He wasn’t labour fit like Papagaio, nor was he lean like I was, so hard work and hot weather always conspired against his heavier frame.

‘Thanks for this,’ I said to Papagaio. The car was his pride and joy.

‘You sure you want to do this?’ he asked. ‘It isn’t your job.’

‘What else can we do?’ I pulled the sheet back over Eduardo’s sunken face and stood up to wipe sweat from my brow. ‘Leave him for the insects?’

‘Someone will come for him.’ Papagaio pushed the battered straw hat back on his head. ‘You leave him by the road outside town, and someone will come for him.’

‘Who?’ I said. ‘His wife? Maybe his children?’

‘Some of Da Silva’s people.’

‘They won’t come,’ I said, and Papagaio knew I was right. He used to work for Da Silva, he knew how little care they had for their people and he knew the kind of people they employed. Drifters, pistoleiros, anybody who came seeking work. Nobody  cared much for these people, their lives meant next to nothing. A man could be shot, cast into the jungle and forgotten. ‘I have to take him there.’

‘It’s not a good place, Sam,’ Papagaio insisted. ‘The Da Silvas are not good people.’

‘I know.’

Papagaio sighed. ‘OK. Well, make sure there’s no blood on the seats.’

‘There won’t be any blood,’ Paulo told him. ‘He doesn’t have any left.’

‘And come straight back,’ said Papagaio. ‘If you’re not back in two hours, I’m coming to get you.’

I reset the front seats into position and slammed the passenger door. ‘I’ll be fine.’

‘Let me come with you,’ said Paulo.

‘No.’ I glanced over at the river. Beside it, on the bank, Manolo’s café remained closed, not yet open for the day.

‘Then at least let Papagaio go with you, he knows those people.’

I shook my head and continued to watch the café. ‘I know them too,’ I said. ‘People like them are all the same.’

‘You sure?’ said Papagaio. ‘You don’t want me to come?’

The red Coca-Cola awning was rolled into a tube, the end hanging loose over the steel skeleton which supported it. ‘I hope he had trouble sleeping last night.’

‘Sam, let—’

‘I’ll see you later,’ I said and climbed into the driver’s seat. I closed the door and started the engine, but before I could move away, Papagaio ran around the front of the car and yanked open the passenger side.

‘Take this,’ he said. ‘It’ll make me feel better.’ He pulled a pistol from under his shirt and offered it to me.

‘No, Papagaio,’ I said. ‘Thanks but no.’

[image: 001]

With the windows down, I drove out of São Tiago and negotiated the narrow plank bridge at a crawl. Two unconnected and unsupported beams spanning a gully several metres deep, crossing it always put me on edge. If I turned even a few inches to either side, the car would lose its grip and the wheels would be spinning on air. There weren’t many vehicles on the roads around São Tiago but, at least once a year, someone would pitch into the channel. Someone from out of town usually, one of the salesman who came here from time to time selling drinks or cigarettes from the back of his truck. Broken bones, bruises and dented pride were usually the worst injuries, and people would rally around to help pull the vehicle from its early grave. No one had ever thought to build a stronger crossing, because no one ever thought to make anything better. Progress was not a word that was uttered often in São Tiago. Here, we just accepted things the way they were.

On the other side, one or two kilometres from the bridge, the road split and I took the right turning. This road was much the same as the one which ran on to Vila Rica, except this one veered north, in the direction of Marabá and Imperatriz. It would never reach either of those places, though, because the Da Silva ranch was the sole destination of this path of muck threading its way through the flattened landscape. I didn’t know how much of the scrub here had been forest and how much of it had always been this way, but it stretched as far as I could see, nothing but yellowed grass on red soil, the dirt road lined with bleached fence posts. It was grazing land but I couldn’t see any cattle; the expanse of nothingness reserved for the animals to roam was too wide and too open for them, the soil becoming barren soon after deforestation. Within a few years of burning, nothing could grow in the dust.

For twenty minutes I saw no sign of life except a small gathering of vultures sunning themselves in the crook of a solitary tree. They were shabby birds, unmoving in the sun,  wings spread amongst the stripped branches. I passed them without turning my head, my thoughts fixed on taking Eduardo to the ranch and erasing him from my life.

Eventually, I came towards a low, whitewashed wall, behind which stood trees and dusty palms, a hint of faded green against the scorched land. As I approached, I could see a break in the wall, a gate wide enough for three trucks to pass side by side, with an arch rising over it. Across the top of the arch, in weathered letters, the words Fazenda Da Silva told me where I was.

I passed under the arch, overtaking a couple of riders slouched in the saddle, small hats secured with tight chinstraps, well-used rifles slung across their backs. They held up a hand in a lazy gesture of acknowledgement.

Just beyond the trees, away to the side of the main building, there was an extensive run of wooden fences and metal gates, a maze of corrals where one or two cattle were being prodded and jabbed by men like Eduardo. To one side of them, a hut built from uneven pieces of wood crouched like a tired animal.

The main house itself was by far the biggest building I had seen since coming to Mato Grosso. Like everything else, it was whitewashed to reflect the sun, its brightness stark against the deep red of the earth.

There was a large circular drive at the front of the house, the centre of which was planted with yellowing grass. In the middle of the grass, a grey stone fountain stood idle. An old man, his skin like elephant hide, his orange trousers torn down one side, was aiming a hose at the ground. He had one finger jammed over the end to make the water shower onto the grass. As I approached, he stopped and pushed back his battered leather hat, glancing our way, but saw nothing that interested him, so he moved the hat back over his brow and continued.

The front of the house was lined with freshly dug beds, the  flowers colourful against the whitewash, and tall palms offered limited shade.

I stopped the car directly at the bottom of the wide concrete steps leading to the front veranda, and switched off the engine. I waited for a moment, the air quiet now, and listened to the gentle ticking of the car, the song of the cicadas, the spray of water falling on the grass behind me. I closed my eyes and tried to forget the past hours which had pushed all other thoughts from my mind. I wondered if blood and death was all I would ever know.

I was roused from my thoughts by a voice at my side and I turned to see a young man’s face leaning towards the open window.

‘What you got there?’ he said, moving to one side and peering into the back seat. I turned to follow his gaze and stared at the bundle of sheets. Paulo and I had tried our best to cover Eduardo, but the roads were uneven and the car was old. One of Eduardo’s feet was now visible; a dark, dusty, hardened foot, the toes crusted with flaking blood.

‘I brought him from São Tiago,’ I said. ‘There was a fight.’

The man nodded his understanding and moved away so I could open the door and climb out of the car. I popped the catch and slid the front seat forwards while the man shouted to some of the other vaqueiros to help.

The old man with skin like an elephant dropped the hose and sauntered towards us, while two other men came across from the corrals, none of them in any hurry.

The man who had first spoken to me climbed into the car and pulled the sheet to one side so he could see Eduardo’s face. His skin was waxy and pale now, it had an unreal quality to it. His eyes were dry and dead.

‘It’s Eduardo,’ the man said. ‘Come on, let’s get him out.’

I stepped back while they dragged the body from the car and heaved it onto the ground at my feet. There was no respect for  the dead here. They stripped the sheets from him and rolled him onto his back by the tyres of the car. They studied him for a moment, talking among themselves, lifting the red T-shirt we’d put on him, pulling down the top of the trousers, inspecting the torn wound in his abdomen.

‘Is he married?’ I asked. ‘Does he have a family?’

‘What happened to him?’ A woman’s voice this time, making me turn to see who had spoken.

Senhora Da Silva was standing at the top of the steps to the main fazenda building, one hip dropped, a hand placed upon it, manicured nails at the end of long fingers. She was wearing jeans which were cut off high on her thighs, a shirt with no sleeves, white shoes with straps snaking around her ankles and creeping up her calves where they were tied in a bow. She had all the coveted colouring of a pale-skinned morena clara. Light brown hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, lips painted, olive skin tight around her cheekbones. Not beautiful, not ugly, a little weight around her stomach and thighs, but just enough to suit her and not make her heavy. She didn’t have the appearance of a person who could order an execution, though I wasn’t sure such an appearance existed, but I knew there was no way to count the deaths she and her husband had caused.

As soon as she spoke, the men who were busying over the body stopped and became quiet. They stood as if to attention and turned their heads towards her but lowered their eyes.

I went to the steps to meet her, putting a hand to my brow, shielding my eyes from the glare of the whitewash as I looked up. ‘Senhora Da Silva, I’m—’

‘I know who you are,’ she descended the steps and came close. ‘You’re the gringo priest.’ She didn’t offer her hand or any other form of greeting. Instead, she waved her fingers in a dismissive gesture at the men by the car. They lifted the body and carried Eduardo away.

‘What happened to him?’ She was unafraid to stare right into me.

‘A fight,’ I said. ‘There was a fight over a card game.’

‘So you killed him?’

‘No. We tried to save him. The doctor and I.’

‘Do you know who did kill him?’

I glanced back at the men carrying Eduardo, watching them take the body into the hut by the corrals. I wondered what such men might do to Manolo if they knew it was he who had put the knife into their friend. ‘No. I don’t.’

‘So you just gave him his rites and brought him to me.’

‘Something like that.’ They closed the door behind them and Eduardo was gone.

‘Well, you must know by now that people die here every day. It’s nothing new.’ A bored expression came over her and she stifled a yawn. ‘I have other vaqueiros.’

‘Was he married?’ I asked. ‘What about family?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Does it matter? He’s dead, like this whole place. There’s nothing anyone can do about it now. Not even God.’ She looked at me again and tried to show concern. ‘You think me callous.’ It wasn’t a question and she didn’t give me time to reply. ‘No matter. The men will take care of it,’ she said. ‘If he has family, they’ll take him to them.’

I glanced over at the wooden hut and wondered how these men took care of each other.

‘But perhaps we should talk about it further,’ she said, changing her tone. ‘You should come in, have a drink. You must be tired.’

‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I have things to—’

‘I insist.’

‘Really, Senhora Da Silva—’

‘Catarina,’ she said, looking me up and down like she was inspecting me.

Her interruption made me falter. Catarina was an  unassuming name for a woman with a fearsome reputation. I tried to smile. ‘Really. I have things to do.’

‘Another time, then.’

‘Maybe.’ But I came to São Tiago to avoid people like her. I didn’t want to drink in her house any more than I wanted to be bitten by a jararaca pit viper.

Catarina Da Silva followed me back to the car and waited as I climbed in and shut the door. Then she bent down, placing her hands on her thighs and peering through the window. ‘You must come again,’ she said. ‘It would make a change for me. A  gringo priest. I bet you have some stories to tell, eh?’

‘Perhaps,’ I said and started the engine. I raised my hand in brief farewell and pulled away without another word.

As I passed the corrals and headed out onto the road, the door to the shed opened and the old man with the elephant skin came out. He was wearing my old trousers. The man behind him was wearing my red T-shirt.
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Coming back to São Tiago, I kept the speed up and the windows down, so when I arrived, my face was dry from the warm wind. I dropped the car back at Papagaio’s place and threw the keys into the glove compartment where they lay amongst the cassettes and .38 calibre pistol cartridges. I walked away from the river, towards the back of town, and within a few minutes I was standing outside Ana’s place. It was larger than mine, a two-roomed, flat-roofed house with a porch at the front. The building was painted pale green and there was faded black lettering stencilled across the front. Costureira.

I paused for a moment, standing across the street and looking at the building in which Ana lived and worked. I remembered the first time I’d come here, brought some old jeans with holes in the knees, paid a few coins for the seamstress to patch them up. She did the job quickly and with pride, and she was so friendly when I collected them, I found myself searching for other clothes that needed to be fixed. She had an air of calmness about her that made it a pleasure to be in her company and as time passed we became close friends. I was drawn to Ana in a way I found hard to understand, and as a man who had lived so close to God for so many years, I told myself my interest was only in friendship. But, of course, everything changes and I had come to understand that, more than anything else, I was just a  man. And as a man, my needs were as primitive or elevated as any other man’s.

Everybody knew who Ana was, what she used to do, and almost everybody wore clothes which she’d made or mended in one way or another. She had been in São Tiago longer than I had, a product of unmarried parents who never wanted her. Her father was a drifter whose name she didn’t know; her mother long gone, hidden under the soil of the cemetery between here and the airstrip when Ana was just fourteen. Ana’s life had been hard and she had sold herself to survive. She started by giving men the only thing she had that they wanted. She had no money and no alcohol, so she gave them her body in return for their cash so she could make something else of herself. Now she took care of São Tiago’s men in a different way. She kept them clothed.

I patted a dog that was sitting in a doorway, and then crossed the deserted road to the green building. I went into the shade of the porch and knocked on the screen door. Her face appeared at the netting almost immediately. Her features blurred behind the gauze.

‘Ana,’ I said, and she swung open the door.

She was dark, morena, her skin the colour of sweet mocha. Her black hair hung in loose curls, falling about her shoulders which had borne so much weight. She stood straight, proud, her head up, her brown eyes hard but kind, her mouth always threatening to twist into a smile. Perhaps not conventionally beautiful, Ana carried a light about her that made people feel good. She had a way of making things seem better than they were, and it was always easy to be with her.

The pattern on her dress was faded to almost nothing, scrubbed so many times between soap and stone, but the worn cotton sat well on her slender hips, tight around her narrow waist, hanging loose above her darkened knees and bruised  shins. Her feet were bare, as they always were when she was in the house.

She stepped back to let me in and I moved past her, waiting while she closed the door behind me. The familiar two-room house carried the smell of cooking and concrete dust which immediately made me comfortable. Ana led me to the kitchen. The rough wooden table in the centre of the room was busy with rolls of cloth and piles of clothes waiting to be mended. Needles and scissors. Tins containing reels of cotton. An old iron and a lopsided ironing-board lay idle beside a well-used sewing machine.

‘Busy as always.’ I gestured to the materials.

‘I’ll never be rich.’ She took two small cups from a cupboard and filled them with coffee as she spoke. ‘But all these men without women . . . I think some of them treat me like their mother.’

She handed me one of the cups and we went outside onto the small porch. Ana asked me to sit and pulled out a chair for herself. She sat beside me, close, her knees touching mine. We were in the shade, but a single shaft of sunlight found its way through the roofing above us and settled over Ana’s hair, turning it from black to brown.

‘I thought you might come,’ she said. ‘Nilva told me something happened at the café last night. There was fighting this morning, too. They say you threatened Manny.’

I told her what Manny had done, how the girl had come to drag me from my bed in the middle of the night.

‘You should have called me.’

‘No one should have to see things like that.’

‘It wasn’t your fault, you know, Sam. You and Paulo did everything you could for that man. You’ve done nothing wrong.’

I told her how I refused last rites, how I’d rejected Manolo’s confession. ‘It would have been enough for him,’ I said, ‘for  both of them maybe, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Manny wasn’t sorry for what he did; you don’t find forgiveness by muttering a few prayers.’

‘You couldn’t do what he asked, Sam, you were in no position.’

‘Was it right of me to want him to burn in hell for what he did, though, for making me part of what he did?’

‘Anyone would be angry, Sam.’

‘Not just angry, Ana. I wanted to punish him. To beat him with my fists. But I stopped myself because I know I’m no better than he is.’

‘Of course you are.’ She put her hand on mine.

I wondered if Ana’s opinion of me would be changed if I told her what happened in Roraima; if I would risk turning her away from me. Many times I had wanted to tell her. Many times I had held my tongue. But any thoughts I had now of confiding in her were interrupted by a familiar voice.

‘So this is where the priest comes to dip his holy pica?’ Without thinking, I snatched my hand away from Ana and turned to face Manolo. Standing just beyond the low porch wall, he was wearing green shorts and his customary yellow football shirt.

‘You like the girls, eh?’ he sneered.

Everyone in São Tiago knew about my friendship with Ana, even Manny. There was no secret that she and I spent much of our time together, but now I felt like a child who had been caught stealing, and I stood up with such haste my chair fell back with a crash.

Manolo curled his lip and shook his head at me.

‘What are you doing here?’ It was all I could think of to say. I was confused by my emotions. The pangs of guilt at having been caught with a woman were giving way to anger.

‘I was passing,’ he said. ‘Going to work.’ He sneered at me  with distaste. ‘Something you know nothing about. Odd jobs; catching fish? That’s not work.’

‘Manny, leave us alone.’ Ana stood, too, coming to my side.

‘The pure priest who can’t stomach another man’s confession. ’ He leaned to one side and spat. ‘The priest who never led a funeral, never performed a marriage, never gave a mass. But here he is, getting intimate with a whore. Mula sem cabeça.’ It was an old myth. Mula sem cabeça, the headless mule. A woman cursed by God for her love affair with a priest.

I felt my hands tightening at my sides, and my breathing quickened. ‘Go away, Manolo. This is not the place.’

‘Why not?’ said Manolo. ‘What other place is there?’

I glanced around without moving my head. Two men I didn’t recognise had stopped to watch. They were Indian, Karajá from across the river at Bananal, probably. Their dark, lined skin like cured animal hide, their eyes small and slow. Drunk on the local liquor.

‘Manny . . .’ I spoke through gritted teeth and stepped towards him so the only thing keeping my toes from touching his was the low wall of Ana’s porch.

Manolo looked at Ana. ‘I like your whore. She’s pretty. A bit old, but pretty. Maybe I can make an arrangement with her. When she’s finished with you, I can have a go. It will make her feel better, to be screwed by a real man instead of a crying priest. As long as she’s not too expensive, that is.’
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