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			1


			There were times I felt I would always be death’s passenger. It moved one step ahead of me wherever I went, letting its shadow fall across me. It carried me on; shaded me from the world other people lived in. Whenever I tried to step into the light, it shifted, slipping its arm around me, draping its black cloak over me and bringing me home like an old friend. We were inseparable. Partners. I could never leave it behind.


			I walked in death’s shadow that morning – the morning I saw Costa’s men across the street – and I knew it was going to be a bad day as soon as I laid eyes on them. They weren’t the kind of men who brought good news. Standing out of the morning sun, watching my place, they hadn’t come to pass the time of day. They were there for a reason.


			I’d had nothing to do with Costa for at least six months but I’d always felt his presence. Just like that shadow, Costa was always there. You work for a man like that, you can’t just walk away. And now he’d come calling again.


			I stopped at the edge of the road, pretending to adjust my shirt, touching my fingers to the handle of the knife tucked into the back of my belt. I watched Luis and Wilson just a few metres away on the other side, considering my options, while they considered theirs.


			Nothing passed on the dusty red road. The morning was quiet.


			Luis shifted his weight and pushed back the peak of his cap. The early sun was already warming the day but there was more than just that to put sweat on his brow. He knew me, and he’d be wondering what I was going to do.


			Somewhere to my right, a car door slammed with a tinny, hollow sound. An engine started up, but Luis and I continued to watch each other. Behind him, Wilson looked in the direction of the disturbance. A small shift of his eyes and then he was looking back at me again.


			A pickup came into my field of vision, gathering speed, passing between us, blocking our view for a moment and then it was gone, moving away, leaving a cloud of dust in its wake. The dirt swirled, rolling out, falling, settling around my feet. I waited for it to subside, then crossed over to meet them.


			‘Costa wants to see you.’ Luis started speaking straight away, stepping back so he was just beyond my reach. He looked like a foreman, the way he wore his cap and stood like he was in charge, drawing himself to full height. He was at least a head taller than me, but I wasn’t worried about that. What concerned me was that he had one hand in his pocket, his fingers probably curled round the handle of some old revolver.


			Wilson stayed behind him and stared at me for no longer than a second, then ran his fingers over his moustache and glanced about, checking the street and alley, taking everything in. He was shorter than his partner, the beginning of a pot belly pushing at the cotton of his T-shirt, and he wore a straw hat pulled low against the sun.


			‘I don’t want to see Costa.’ I stared Luis right in the eye. ‘Anyway, I’m late for work.’


			‘You’re working now?’ he asked. ‘What kind of job you got, Zico?’


			‘You know what kind of job. You people are always watching.’


			‘Don’t need to watch you to know what work you’re doing. Just have to take a sniff. You stink like Batista’s place.’


			I put one hand on my hip, fingertips close to my knife. ‘What does he want?’


			‘Ask him yourself.’


			‘I’m busy. I haven’t got time.’


			‘Maybe you should make time.’


			‘And if I don’t? What did he tell you to do then?’


			Luis shook his head like he didn’t know what I was talking about.


			‘He tell you to use that?’ I nodded at his pocket, his hand stuffed hard inside.


			‘Use what?’ Luis showed me his smile; thin-lipped and tight-mouthed. He still had yesterday’s growth on his chin and there was a patch around the chest of his T-shirt where yesterday’s sweat had dried. It made him look road weary. Behind him, Wilson moved, his hand dropping out of sight.


			‘You think you could pull that pistol out of your pocket before I …’ I shrugged at Luis and patted my hip. ‘You know.’


			Luis narrowed his eyes.


			‘And with Wilson getting ready behind you,’ I said. ‘Nice and close like this. Who’s standing right in the middle?’


			Luis swallowed and I could see it all playing out in his mind. He was imagining his partner pulling his pistol, putting holes in his back just to get to me. He took a deep breath and his expression betrayed his feelings.


			‘All right.’ He took his hand from his pocket and spread his fingers. ‘No trouble,’ he said, turning to shake his head at Wilson. ‘No trouble. Costa just wants to talk.’


			‘Sure he does.’


			Somewhere out there, Batista would be cursing me for being late, thinking I was just what everyone said I was; a waste of time and only good for one thing.


			And right here, death’s shadow grew a little longer.
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			Luis and Wilson walked a few paces behind me, making my skin crawl. Even with the growing heat of the day, it made me cold to know they were there.


			When I came to the building on the corner, I paused to look back at them, then pushed open the heavy wooden door. The blue paint was cracked and flaking, some of it coming away on my fingers. I dusted it off as I went into the stuffy stairwell and climbed to the office above. Loose tiles rattled on the steps.


			The room at the top was drab and had a temporary feel to it. It had been that way since I first saw it a couple of years ago, and God knows how long before that. Nothing on the walls but stains left by age and neglect. There were drawers in one corner, a filing cabinet, and a broken fan hanging its head. A pile of boxes without lids had spilled their contents of papers and no one had bothered to pick them up. Some of the papers were yellowed, the corners curled in the incessant heat. There was a simple desk with an old, dusty computer, and an even older secretary – a woman who might have been a hundred years old. Her face was fissured like a dry lakebed.


			Costa was in the room, too, leaning over the desk, holding a sheaf of paper in his thick fingers. Fair skinned, maybe fifty years old, coarse black hair touched with grey at the temples. He was dressed like a city businessman – dark trousers and a white shirt – but he’d pulled the patterned tie loose and unfastened the top button.


			‘Ah.’ He straightened and waved the other two men away. ‘Good to see you, Zico, come in, come in.’ He dropped the paper in front of the secretary and held open the door to his office.


			I hesitated, approached, and he put his arm around my shoulder as if we were old friends.


			He walked me into his office and closed the door, sealing us from the others before moving round to the far side of the desk.


			There were documents on the scratched surface but Costa made no attempt to cover them. He knew I couldn’t read them even if I wanted to. I had never spent a full day in school and couldn’t even write my own name.


			‘Sit, Zico.’ He pointed to the only other chair in the room. ‘I have something for you.’ In the silence after his words, there was only the sound of his laboured breathing, as if the warm air was too thick for his lungs.


			I shook my head. ‘No, Costa—’


			‘Something much better than pig farming. A man like you shouldn’t work with animals – not that kind, anyway. I have something much more suited to your talents.’ When he spoke, there was an air of authority and education in his words.


			‘I haven’t done anything like that for a long time. Not for you, not for anybody.’


			‘But it’s in your blood, Zico, it’s what you do best. Men like you are rare. You can look a man in the eye and feel his last breath on your face, walk away and sleep like a child. It’s a rare talent.’


			‘I’d rather have another talent,’ I said. ‘An artist, maybe. Or a farmer.’


			Costa smiled and dabbed sweat from the back of his neck with a handkerchief. ‘I can offer you something better than that.’


			‘I don’t do this any more.’


			‘I know, I know. You say that, but you’ve said it before and—’


			‘This time I mean it.’


			‘But this time, the pay is more than you might think.’


			I looked away and thought about walking out. If I didn’t hear what he had to say, I wouldn’t be tempted.


			‘A thousand,’ he said.


			‘Reais?’ I turned to look in his eyes; to see the lie. It was more than I’d ever been paid for anything.


			Costa shook his head. ‘Not reais.’


			‘Dollars?’


			He nodded and grinned.


			‘A thousand dollars? American?’


			Costa’s eyes narrowed, becoming small and dark. He could read my indecision; my need for money. ‘Why don’t you listen to what I have to say?’


			His chair creaked as he lowered himself into it, then he waited for me to do the same. I let out my breath without realising I’d been holding it, then yielded, and sat down. If there had been any doubt in Costa’s mind about my willingness to work for him again, it was now gone.


			We remained still, studying one another, each knowing what the other could do – I had my skills and he had his connections.


			‘Who is he?’ I sighed, knowing I should have walked out. ‘What’s his name?’


			‘Not he. She.’


			I blinked hard and stared at the surface of the desk.


			‘Zico?’ Costa’s voice intruded.


			‘Hm?’


			‘You still with me?’


			I looked up at his serious face, his eyes shining like glass. ‘OK,’ I said. ‘Who is she?’


			‘Dolores Beckett.’


			I took a deep breath to clear my head and leaned back in the uncomfortable wooden chair. ‘I’ve heard that name. Why do I know it?’


			Costa averted his eyes. ‘I have no idea.’ He started to say something else but I wasn’t listening. The name had triggered a memory.


			Dolores Beckett.


			‘Wait.’ I held up a hand. ‘I do know that name. I’ve heard you complaining about her. But it’s not just Dolores Beckett, is it? It’s Sister Dolores Beckett.’


			Costa stopped and looked at me, his mouth open.


			‘Isn’t it?’


			‘Yes.’ The word was short. Tense.


			‘The American nun.’


			‘Yes.’


			‘The Indian rights nun.’


			Costa nodded.


			I put a hand to my chin, felt the day’s growth already beginning. ‘You want me to kill a nun?’
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			I didn’t know exactly how many people I had killed, but at least eleven of them had been close enough to blow their last breath in my face, just like Costa had said.


			All of them had been men, though – or male, if not yet men – and I had never lost a moment of sleep over any of them. They were all made from the same mould and they had all deserved it. But my life was changing and it was time to leave certain things behind. The work I did for Costa was one of those things, but I was tempted by the money, and I might have done it one more time for him. But this? A nun?


			‘She’s well known, so it needs to be quiet.’ Costa took out his handkerchief again. ‘Very quiet. No connections coming back to me or … well.’ He wiped the sweat from his forehead and made a show of almost letting something slip, but he was just reminding me he had knowledge I didn’t. Costa had city sophistication and links to people who gained him respect in a town like ours. He was more important than me, and he didn’t want me to forget it.


			‘It’s even better if no one knows she’s dead,’ he went on. ‘If you can make her disappear, that’s the best thing.’ He wiped the beads of moisture from his upper lip. ‘And you’ve always been so good at that.’


			‘Foreign nuns don’t just disappear.’


			‘I’m sure a man like you can—’


			‘Not even a man like me, Costa. Get someone else to do it.’ But he’d mentioned money, a lot of it, and a small part of me was tempted, drawing me back into the shadow.


			‘Is it because she’s a nun? Or because she’s a woman?’


			‘Neither. I’m finished with this.’ I was more than just a killer. I had other things now.


			Costa raised his eyebrows and gave me a knowing look. He’d heard me say it before and sometimes I felt like I’d been saying it or thinking it most of my life. I was going to leave the shadow behind, find honest work; let the blood fade from my hands. But the shadow was always close, and people like Costa had a way of seeing how it followed me. He was willing to pay for the kind of work I could do and, no matter how much I wanted to get away, there was always something to entice me back. I could tell myself the people deserved it one way or another, that none of them was a good person and any one of them would do the same to me or to someone like my sister Sofia.


			Sister Dolores Beckett, though; she was different.


			‘What if we were talking about a man?’ Costa asked. ‘Some cruel landowner who needs shifting from his land? The kind of work you’ve done before? What would you be saying to me now?’


			‘That I’m finished with this.’


			‘Zico.’ Costa shook his head. ‘That’s not true. You wouldn’t think twice.’


			I wondered if he was right; if he knew me better than I knew myself.


			Costa looked away, tightening his thin lips. ‘I need to get the air conditioning fixed in this office. I keep telling that woman to get it sorted but she’s damn useless. I don’t know why I keep her on. It’s hotter than hell in here.’ He stood and went to the window, staring out at the street.


			Sweat patches grew under his arms as the perspiration leached into the material of his shirt and darkened it. There was a fan in the corner of the room, its head rotating back and forth in a lazy arc, but it had no effect in the enclosed space.


			‘You know I can’t get anyone else to do this,’ Costa said.


			‘I don’t want to hear it.’


			‘Of course you do. That’s why you’re still in your seat. You want to know how much I need you; how much I can offer you.’ Costa turned around, face glistening. He’d never got used to the heat. All the time I’d known him, he’d been like that. He’d had his hair cut short, shaved off the moustache he wore when I first met him, and the way he smelled, you’d think he bathed in aftershave, but nothing worked.


			‘You know I can’t afford for some local pistoleiro to screw this up,’ he said. ‘Times are changing. People are watching now and they write things in the newspapers. Even about things that happen in shit-hole, middle-of-nowhere places like this. It’s not so easy to get away with things any more. That’s how much I need you.’


			When I was growing up in Rio, the few years of real childhood I had, my sister Sofia and I used to blame the saci pererê for anything that went wrong. We used to believe he was right there in the dust devils that swirled on the street in the favela, a one-legged mulatto ready to cause all kinds of mischief. If the milk soured, it was the saci pererê. If the meat was bad, or the keys were missing or the sole came off your shoe, it was him. Later, when Sofia was gone, if the knife’s edge was dull, or the cartridge misfired, the boys blamed the saci pererê.


			Right now, looking at Costa, feeling him draw me in, I saw something like the saci pererê trying to trick me with flattery and promises and clever games. Except there was something more cruel in Costa’s heart. The saci pererê was a creature of mischief. Perhaps Costa was more like Anhangá.


			The Indians said Anhangá was a shape-shifter who could look like a caiman as easily as he could look like a man. He was a protector of the forest but loved to torment humans, filling their heads with mistrust and misery and horrific visions of hell. When the Catholics came to evangelise the Indians, Anhangá was the name they chose for the Devil.


			The old man, Raul, said he knew people who had seen it in the forest, and some of the fishermen swore they’d seen men who walked to the river’s edge before transforming into a caiman and sliding into the murky waters. Some of them were afraid to take their children on their boats because they thought Anhangá would steal them in the night.


			My sister Sofia would have liked the stories just as she did when we were children and we sat on the steps to listen when the women talked about the orixas – the gods of the Candomblé religion. Once our father was dead, Sofia found comfort in Candomblé and its rituals, while I turned to more worldly things.


			When I thought of those things now, though, I remembered the shadow in which I had walked since Sofia had gone. Perhaps she would have known a name for that shadow. And I couldn’t help wondering what she would say about me now; about the temptation I was feeling.


			‘You know I need you, Zico,’ Costa said. ‘That’s why you’re still sitting there. Because men like Luis and Wilson lack your subtlety. They can be effective in their own way, but for something like this?’ He shook his head. ‘Luis and Wilson are like a hammer but you are like a filleting knife. They can move a man from his land or … deal with a difficult worker.’ He let that idea hang in the air for a moment. ‘But they’re too heavy-handed and loose-tongued.’


			‘And they’re on your payroll.’


			Costa looked surprised that I’d even thought about that. ‘This can’t come back to me,’ he said. ‘That’s one of the things you’re so good at. You keep it to yourself. There’s no proof you ever worked for me.’ He shrugged. ‘If you get caught …’ He turned around again and opened the window. The sound of samba music eased in from the street below, where the café was serving up breakfast. He took a lung full of air and came back to the desk, drying his sweaty palms on his trousers and sitting down.


			‘So who wants this nun dead?’ I asked him. ‘The Branquinos?’


			‘You know I can’t tell you that.’


			I was sure I was right, though. Costa was discreet, he never mentioned the Branquinos by name, but everyone knew they owned all the land round here. Some of the older people in Piratinga remembered when the Branquino brothers lived on their fazenda not far from Piratinga, but they had people to run their businesses now, they were too important to live in a place like this. Heat and sweat and the stink of cattle wasn’t their style any more. Now they lived the good life in Brasilia or Manaus or some other place that was far away, passing their orders down to men like Costa in towns all over this area.


			‘And what’s she done to upset them?’ I asked. ‘She causing some kind of trouble?’ I didn’t know much about land ownership or Indian rights but I knew there were people trying to bring some balance – little people who could put a barb into the big man’s fingers when he tried to grab more territory.


			‘Does it matter?’


			‘Not really. Like I already told you, I don’t do this work any more.’


			Costa smiled again. Always the same expression of knowing, as if he saw things I couldn’t. ‘Maybe if you say it enough times, you’ll believe it.’


			‘What?’


			Costa waved a hand, then eased back in his seat and fanned himself with a folder from the desktop. ‘You haven’t done any work for me for six months at least. You must be hard up, needing the cash.’


			‘I’m all right.’


			‘Of course. Because now you do … what? I heard you were working at Ernesto’s one time, the soya place, odd jobs for that old boatman you spend so much time with, and now you’re shovelling shit at Batista’s pig farm, is that right?’


			He dug a packet of cigarettes from the top drawer of his desk and took one out. Throwing the packet towards me, he reached for a lighter. ‘That’s what happens when you meet a woman,’ he said, thumbing the wheel a few times before sparking a flame. ‘That’s what they do to you, Zico.’ He breathed his smoke into the tepid air. ‘They take what you are and strip it away. Change you into what they want. Next thing you know, you’re shovelling shit on some pig farm.’


			‘What are you talking about?’


			‘I watch, Zico, I listen too, just like you do; only I listen better. I listen deeper. I know you’re friends with the old boatman. You have a girl, too. The one who works in the store. She’s very pretty.’


			‘You’re threatening me?’


			Costa held up his hands. ‘I don’t want it to come to that. I’m just saying they stop you from doing what you do best. Women, I mean.’


			‘No one stopped me. I stopped myself. I don’t want to do it any more. I have a different life.’


			‘No money? No real job? No place to call your own? Not much of a life, Zico – which is why you’re still sitting here, right? You need money. I could never persuade you to come and work full-time for me, but I could always call on you when you needed the money. For those special jobs.’


			‘It’s different now.’


			‘Is it? I can see you need money, Zico. I can see it in your eyes. If you weren’t considering it, you’d be out that door already.’


			‘You don’t know me as well as you think—’


			‘I’ve been instructed to go to two thousand.’


			For a moment the office was silent but for the swirl of the fan and the lilt of samba music from the street.


			‘Dollars?’


			Costa smiled. ‘It’s a lot, Zico. More than ever before. Probably more than you ever saw in your whole life. Think about it. You could treat your girlfriend. Do something nice for her. Or how about that old boatman? Raul, isn’t it? Just think, Zico, you could fix up his boat for him, give him a better life.’ He sighed and rose from his seat again, leaving a trail of smoke as he went to the flask that stood on a table by the fan.


			Costa pumped coffee into his cup and drained it, wiping the back of his hand across his lips before speaking again. ‘Two years ago a tenth of that money would’ve got me the bishop. And you would’ve organised it.’ He pointed at me, the cigarette wedged between two fingers, both adorned with wide bands of gold.


			‘That was two years ago,’ I said. ‘Things are different now. And you’re talking about killing a nun. A foreign nun. From what I’ve heard, she’s practically a saint.’


			‘She’s a pain in the—’


			‘Whatever she is, she’s obviously worth more than a thousand.’


			Costa smiled. ‘Ah, now we’re getting to it.’


			‘That’s not what I meant.’


			‘Of course it is, Zico. How much, then? How much is she worth?’


			‘I don’t do this any more.’ I watched his lips moving, hating him and everything he stood for. I hated being in this impossible position. I hated having no choice but to do what Costa wanted. Most of all, though, I hated the part of me that didn’t need to be threatened by this man. I could see a positive side to this and I wanted his money. I thought it would give me the life I hoped for with Daniella.


			‘We both know you’re going to do this,’ Costa said. ‘So let’s stop pretending you have a choice.’ His forearms were on the desk, across some loose pieces of paper, the cigarette smouldering between two fingers. ‘The only reason I’m allowing this game to go on is because I want to find a price that will make it agreeable to everyone. That way we all get what we want.’ He lowered his eyes for a moment, then looked back at me, his expression dark. ‘I can see you’re struggling with this, Zico.’


			‘I—’


			‘You want the money but you don’t want to admit it to yourself. You want to be noble, to do the right thing. You want to leave here and have nothing to do with me or Dolores Beckett. You think you want a different life where you’re someone else. Maybe a happy farmer with his wife and kids or whatever the hell it is people like you dream about. So let me make this easy for you, Zico. I’ll take the decision away. I’ll make you an offer you can’t refuse.’


			He spoke slowly and clearly, the words carrying such weight that I could almost feel them.


			‘If I were so inclined, Zico, I could make you do this for nothing. I couldn’t have done that a year ago, but now? Now you have ties. This girl. The old man, Raul. You have something more important than money to think about. There are people who matter to you. People who—’


			‘Don’t threaten me, Costa.’ I put my hands on the desk and leaned forward so our faces were close and the smoke from his cigarette drifted around us.


			‘Or what? There’s nothing you can do, Zico. You have too much to lose. If anything happens to me, there are people who will take action. And if I’m dead, who would protect the old man? Who would keep Daniella safe? You? Alone?’


			I leaned back, knowing he was in control.


			‘So let’s sort this out together,’ Costa said. ‘You can save yourself a lot of pain and make something out of this. Make it swing in your favour. Just name your price and I’ll see what I can do. I’ll have it waiting for you in that safe.’ He pointed to the corner of the room over my left shoulder, but I stayed as I was, staring into him, feeling the frustration build in me.


			‘Come on, Zico. Name your price.’


			I sighed and shook my head. ‘Something like this won’t be easy. She’ll have people round her—’


			‘She doesn’t have security, she’s a nun, for Christ’s sake. This’ll be easy for you, Zico. Just another job. How much?’


			‘Ten thousand.’


			‘Ten thousand dollars?’ He stubbed the cigarette into a full ashtray. ‘You’re serious?’


			‘Ten.’ I kept my expression set, my eyes directly on his, daring him to smile again.


			‘You really are trying to sway this in your favour.’


			‘And I want a piece of land with my name on it. Nothing big. Just enough.’


			‘Ten?’ he repeated, his expression becoming serious. ‘And you want land?’


			‘With my name on it. Signed over.’


			‘Enough for you and the girl from the shop … what’s her name?’


			‘None of your business.’


			‘You drive a hard bargain, Zico, I like it. You’ve grown since you first worked for me.’ Costa smiled a grin that showed me teeth straighter than any dentist in Piratinga could have made them. ‘I’ll have to check with my employers,’ he said. ‘See what they say.’


			‘OK.’ It wouldn’t be easy. The people he worked for were not well known for their generosity. Rich people don’t stay rich by giving away their land and money, and it would hurt for them to have to give anything to a man like me. I was nothing. We both knew they wouldn’t give me ten thousand dollars but if I went in high I stood a better chance of getting enough to make some choices. With enough money, Daniella and I could get married, get a place of our own or even leave town. Leave the shadow here. And the old man could move away to Imperatriz like he always wanted.


			I moved to the door, eager to escape the smell of tobacco and aftershave. The years of sweat and smoke ingrained into the soft walls. I pulled it open and turned to look at Costa sitting behind his desk. ‘You can find me when you have an answer. I’ll be around.’


			‘Where?’


			‘It’s a small town,’ I said. ‘You’ll find me.’


			Costa nodded. ‘And let me save you a trip. Your job at Batista’s farm is gone. It’s all been arranged.’


			I stared at him for a moment, angry at how easily he had backed me into this corner; angry at being owned by this man. He was no better than the men I had killed, and I would find it as easy to take his life as I had taken theirs, but there would be consequences; he had made that clear. I had more than just myself to think about now, and Costa had used that to his advantage.


			‘I’ll see you soon, Zico.’ He smiled and then looked down at something on his desk, as if I weren’t even there.


			I slammed the door and made my way down the stairs and out into the sunlight.


			


			Outside, I stopped and leaned against the wall beside the door. I took a deep breath of warm air and watched a pickup pass on the road, tailgate rattling.


			I closed my eyes and, for a moment, I was somewhere else. I wasn’t on the street in Piratinga, standing outside Costa’s office. I was nineteen years old again, hiding in Father Tomás’s room at the back of the church, listening to the pounding on the door, the boys looking for me the day I left the favela. Somewhere further up the hillside, in a small house occupied only by boys and drugs and guns, a body lay stiff and dead, and right here, right outside, right now, the others had come looking for me.


			Father Tomás’s footsteps were soft on the concrete floor of his small, empty church where no one came any more. I pictured him walking the length of the room, his robe rough and old around his thin ankles, his hands together, his back straight, his hair grey against his black skin. I heard him draw back the bolt, the sharp words of the boys outside, the sudden and familiar sound of gunfire defiling this place of worship forgotten by people with a terrible emptiness inside them.


			Wherever I went, whatever I tried to do, that shadow always slipped over me. And here it was again, smiling its wicked smile, a knowing glint twinkling in its dark eyes as it welcomed me back.
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			I went straight to the grocery store, hoping to see Daniella, but her mother was outside, in the plastic seat, waiting for customers. She was sitting under the awning, out of the sun, her thighs splayed out over the seat of the chair, her forearms flattened across the armrest.


			‘Zico,’ she said, looking me up and down. ‘You keeping out of trouble?’


			‘Always, Doña Eliana.’ I gave her my best smile. ‘How are you? Business good?’


			She sagged and made a noise like escaping air. ‘Ah, you know how it is. Why aren’t you at work?’


			‘Is Daniella inside?’


			‘She’s busy. Working hard. You shouldn’t disturb her.’


			‘I won’t be long.’


			‘And why aren’t you at work? You …’


			I missed the end of her sentence and went into the shop, allowing my eyes to adjust from the brightness outside. It was cooler in here, where it was dark and the air was being turned by a couple of floor-standing fans with red ribbons tied to the cages. Everything smelled of dry and fresh goods.


			The shop wasn’t much, just a square room with three or four aisles of shelves filled with tins and bags and tubes and packaging. Near the entrance, there were sacks of rice and beans and, at the back, by the counter, there was a fridge with Coke and a couple of brands of beer. There were cigarettes in a rack, and jars of sweet things for the children. Even a small section for hooks and lines and folding knives that could be used to cut and gut a fish.


			Antonio was there – the man who lived in the room above mine at Juliana’s. He was older than me, maybe in his late forties. The muscles in his arms and neck were tight and sinewy and his features were lined with experience. Dark skinned and grey haired, he moved as if life had been hard on him. He had drifted into town a few weeks ago, taken the room at Juliana’s and started working a few days at one of the fazendas, rounding up cattle from the back of a borrowed horse. Today must have been a rare day off. Or maybe he’d lost his job and was getting ready to move on.


			He was coming away from the counter with a plastic bag full of beer cans and acknowledged me with a nod of the head. ‘Oi, Zico.’


			‘You having a party?’ I asked, pointing at the cans of beer. They were already sweating in the bag so I could see the brand label through the plastic. Skol.


			‘Just a few to get me through the day.’ He raised the bag a touch and showed me an almost toothless smile.


			I clapped him on the shoulder and told him to take it easy, but when he moved out of the way, I saw who else was in the store.


			Wilson.


			As soon as I laid eyes on him, I felt my rage come to life, like a snake that had been sleeping inside me. My stomach went cold and my heart thumped and a surge of adrenalin flooded my muscles so they trembled in anticipation. It had been different when I had seen him waiting outside my place this morning. He had come for me, then, but now he was here, standing at the counter, talking to Daniella, while Costa’s threats were still fresh in my mind.


			‘What are you doing here?’ I could hardly disguise the tension in my voice.


			‘Hm?’ Wilson turned around and leaned back against the counter. ‘Oh. It’s you.’


			‘What are you doing here?’ I asked again, but I knew he was here to remind me who was in control.


			Wilson shrugged and lifted a hand to show me a packet of cigarettes. ‘I was running low.’


			‘Well, you got what you want, now get out.’


			‘Zico?’ Daniella asked. ‘What’s going on? You can’t—’


			‘Outside.’ I tried to stay calm.


			Wilson gave me a lazy smile and tucked the cigarettes into his pocket. ‘On second thoughts, maybe there were some other things I needed.’ He started to turn back to the counter.


			‘No.’ I reached out and grabbed his wrist. ‘I think you have everything.’


			Wilson tore free of my grasp and stood straight. He moved towards me so his nose was no more than a hand’s breadth from mine.


			‘Don’t touch me.’ His rancid breath washed over me, and flecks of his spit peppered my face. I could feel the heat coming off him and smell the stale sweat on his shirt.


			‘Everything all right, Zico?’ Antonio had stopped in the doorway and turned to watch what was happening. ‘You need some help?’


			Wilson raised a hand and placed it on my chest, fingers spread. ‘Out of my way.’


			Allowing him to push me back, I watched him saunter along the aisle, knowing there was nothing I could do. Nothing.


			When he reached the door, Wilson shoved past Antonio and stalked out into the sunlight.


			‘You OK, Zico?’ Antonio looked back at me.


			‘Who is that?’ Daniella asked. ‘What was that all about?’


			‘No one. It doesn’t matter.’ But I couldn’t just stand by. I had to do something.


			My head was filled with a vision of the last time I had seen my sister Sofia. I saw her dull eyes and her twisted expression of pain and anger and fear. It couldn’t happen again. I would not allow it to happen again.


			‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


			Daniella called after me as I left the store, Antonio too, but I didn’t hear the words. There was only one thing on my mind now.


			The sun was blinding when I moved from the darkness inside, and I lifted a hand to shade my eyes as I scanned the street for Wilson. He was only a few metres away, strolling along the street, opening the packet of cigarettes. He had dropped the wrapping into the red dirt, and was putting a cigarette between his lips as he passed the narrow alley between Rui’s café and Josalino’s hardware store.


			I jogged to catch up with him, my flip-flops slapping the soles of my feet and kicking up dust behind me. It wasn’t quiet, but I didn’t care if he heard me. He was too arrogant to think I would follow him; too sure that I was under their control.


			A couple of paces behind him, Wilson heard my approach and turned in surprise, but he was too late to stop me. I shoved him hard towards the alley and followed him in, hitting him once in the kidneys and then pushing him up against the wall.


			I gripped my left hand around his throat and slipped the knife from the back of my waistband, pressing the tip into the soft flesh beneath his chin. ‘If you go anywhere near her I’ll—’


			‘No one’s going near her.’


			I turned to see Luis standing just inside the mouth of the alley.


			‘Not yet, anyway,’ he said. His pistol was in his hand, but he hadn’t felt the need to raise it.


			‘Where the hell did you come from?’ I spoke through gritted teeth.


			‘Lucky for both of you, I just got back from running an errand for Costa. Someone told me Wilson had come to the store and I saw you push him in here and … well, here I am.’


			‘Keep away from her,’ I said.


			‘Whatever it is Costa wants from you, his orders are clear,’ Luis told me. ‘Your girlfriend is safe, but the moment he gives the word …’ He drew his finger across his throat. ‘And you know what? She’s a pretty girl. Whoever gets the job will probably have some fun. But if you press that knife any harder, I’ll shoot you dead right here, right now, then go round to the shop and find Daniella. That’s her name, right? Daniella?’


			‘Costa wouldn’t be too happy about that,’ I said.


			Luis shrugged. ‘Then we’re stuck, aren’t we? We can’t hurt you; you can’t hurt us. So what are we—’


			He stopped mid-sentence as Antonio grabbed him from behind. One hand came around to slap against Luis’s forehead and tip his head back, then another came from the other side to put a blade to his exposed throat.


			‘Drop the pistol.’ Antonio put his mouth close to Luis’s ear and spoke in a quiet whisper.


			Luis didn’t attempt to struggle. He remained perfectly still except for the movement required to open his fingers and drop his pistol into the dust. It landed with a dull thump and Antonio kicked it towards me.


			‘What do you want me to do with him?’ Antonio asked.


			Luis swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple rising and falling against the taut skin of his throat. When it moved, it came close to the gleaming blade of Antonio’s knife.


			‘Let him go.’ I kicked the pistol further along the alley so it was out of reach.


			‘You sure?’ Antonio asked.


			‘I’m sure.’ I nodded. ‘Just go, Antonio, you don’t need to be part of this.’


			Antonio hesitated, turning to look at Luis, their faces close together. Then he nodded to me, withdrew his knife and moved away.


			Luis turned to stare at him.


			He didn’t speak. He just stared.


			‘I’ll be all right,’ I told Antonio. ‘You can go. I’ll see you later.’ I still had the knife at Wilson’s throat, my knuckles white as I gripped the handle.


			‘Come with me,’ Antonio said. ‘We’ll leave together.’


			I stayed as I was for a moment, then released Wilson and stepped back. I stared at him, seeing the face of the first person I had ever killed. I had another glimpse of Sofia as I last saw her, and I knew that both Luis and Wilson deserved my blade just like the others had deserved it.


			‘You should go now,’ Luis said.


			I turned slowly and pushed past him, heading out of the alley, swallowing the rage brought on by my helplessness.


			‘Oh, and I went to Batista’s this morning,’ he said as I stepped out into the street. ‘Lost you your job, but I probably did you a favour. If it weren’t for me, you’d be shovelling shit on the pig farm right about now.’


			‘But instead, you’re in a different kind of shit.’ Wilson laughed at his own joke. ‘You and your girlfriend, eh?’


			I left without another word.


			Antonio collected his plastic bag of beer cans and walked alongside me as we returned to the store, asking, ‘Do you want me to hang around a while? I can—’


			‘I’m fine,’ I told him. ‘Thanks for helping but you need to stay away from those men.’


			‘I can handle myself,’ he said.


			‘I reckon you can. Thanks for your help.’


			‘Anytime.’ He shrugged and grinned, showing me the gaps in his teeth. ‘Hey. You want to come drink a beer?’ He lifted the bag to show me the cans perspiring against the plastic.


			‘Sure. I’ll meet you back at Juliana’s. There’s something I need to do first.’


			‘I can wait.’


			‘No, you go on. I’ll catch you up in a while.’


			‘My place?’ he said, starting to move away.


			‘Your place,’ I agreed.


			As I watched him go, swinging the bag, my mind was filled with a dust storm of cruel images and thoughts fighting for attention. I kept seeing my sister Sofia, cold and violated, but I didn’t want to remember her like that. Not like that. So I tried to picture the day we had sat on the hillside and watched the sea. The day we talked about what we would do if we could get onto one of the ships and sail away to find somewhere better. It was always about finding somewhere better. Something better. Even now, that’s what I wanted. It’s what had brought me to Piratinga in the first place, and now maybe Costa’s money would give it to me. I just had to hold my nerve, do what he wanted, and then everything would be different.


			Better.
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			Daniella and her mother were outside when I came back to the store. They were standing side by side watching me approach. Doña Eliana had her hands on her wide hips and she was shaking her head.


			‘What was that?’ she asked as soon as I was close enough. ‘I saw you—’


			‘It’s nothing,’ I told her.


			‘I know what sort of man you are.’ Doña Eliana pointed a finger at me. ‘Never holding down a job, mixing with the wrong people. If I had any control over my daughter, she wouldn’t look at you twice.’


			‘Shush, Mãe.’ Daniella gave her mother a serious look before turning to me. ‘What’s going on, Zico? Who was that?’


			‘No one. Just some guy who wants to cause trouble.’ I put my hands into my pockets so they wouldn’t see my fingers trembling as the aggression subsided.


			‘You’re causing trouble.’ Doña Eliana pointed again.


			‘Come inside.’ Daniella took my arm and turned to her mother. ‘And you stay here.’


			‘Don’t keep disturbing my daughter when she’s working,’ Doña Eliana said, still watching me. ‘She’s busy.’


			Daniella led me into the store, taking a can of Coke from the cooler and putting it down on the counter. She leaned back against the scratched plastic surface and crossed her arms over her chest. ‘You going to tell me what’s going on?’


			On the counter beside her was a fashion magazine with dog-eared pages, the paper soft and creased from the attention she’d given to things she could never afford. Things I could never afford to buy for her.


			‘Some guy who owes me money,’ I told her. ‘Look, I don’t want to talk about it; it’s not important.’


			Daniella’s hair was tied back in a loose ponytail and secured with a pink rubber band. She was lighter skinned than I was – canela we called it – a rich cinnamon colour against my darker chocolate, but Daniella loved the beach, so she lay in the sun until she was almost the same colour as me. Doña Eliana hated that – they were shopkeepers, she said, not peasants.


			Like mine, Daniella’s hair was brown and nondescript, but while mine was cut short for convenience, she had dyed hers a shade lighter and allowed it to tint in the sun with an underlying darkness of its natural colour. It looked good against her skin tone and emphasised her honey-coloured eyes that watched me from beneath dark lashes. Her cheekbones were high, giving her a good smile when she showed it, and hidden beneath a thin layer of cheap make-up, her skin was faintly marked with the spots of her youth. Her temperament could swing both ways, from calm to storm in a flash, but the calm always made it worth riding out the storm.


			The old man told me if you want to know what a woman is going to look like when she grows older, take a look at her mother, but it was hard to believe Daniella would ever turn out like the woman sitting outside on the plastic chair. Doña Eliana was like a diseased tree. A husk of what it once was. Rotten on the inside and gnarled on the outside.


			‘Your mother hates me,’ I said. ‘She thinks I’m worse than a dog.’


			‘My mother hates everyone.’ Daniella shrugged. ‘I think she even hates herself.’


			‘But she hates me most of all. Should I be honoured?’ I turned the magazine to look at the face of a model wearing too much make-up. ‘She said you’re busy. This is what she meant? Busy reading beauty magazines? You don’t need them.’


			Daniella smiled and I moved closer, putting my arm around her waist, pulling her to me and kissing her lips.


			Daniella glanced over at the door then returned the kiss, pulling my lower lip in her own as she broke away. She pushed the magazine out of the way and turned to lean her forearms on the counter, cracking open the Coke and taking a sip.


			‘You have a good time last night?’ I asked.


			‘At Kaiana’s? Yeah.’ She swallowed and put a hand to her brow. ‘Feeling a little fuzzy.’


			‘You drank too much? Meet anyone?’


			Daniella smiled. ‘Manuela met a man. He was nice, I suppose. Good-looking. Maybe I could have fancied him for myself.’ She watched for my reaction.


			‘Well, I know what you’re like when you’re drinking with your friends. I’ve seen the way you flirt.’


			‘You jealous?’


			‘Should I be?’


			Daniella fluttered her eyelashes at me. ‘I only have eyes for you, Zico.’


			‘Good. So who was he?’ I took the Coke and drank, the bubbles fizzing around my teeth.


			‘Some guy.’ She shrugged, deciding not to tease me further. ‘I don’t know. Passing through, maybe. He seemed OK, though.’


			‘They always do.’


			‘Don’t worry, they’re never as handsome as you. Not my Zico.’ She pulled a sympathetic face and stroked my cheek as if I were a child. ‘All my friends think so, too.’


			‘Yeah, yeah.’ I brushed her hand away and we looked at each other for a moment.


			‘So why aren’t you at work?’ She straightened and removed the rubber band from her hair. She combed her fingers through it, revealing the darker strands growing beneath the blond.


			‘That job,’ I said. ‘You can’t ask a man to do something like that. Shovelling—’


			‘You lost your job, Zico? Again?’ She scraped her hair tight, tying the rubber band back in place, then taking another sip of the Coke. ‘What happened this time?’


			‘I was late.’


			‘Late? Why were you late?’


			I couldn’t tell her about Costa, so I just shrugged and raised my eyebrows.


			‘Oh, Zico.’ She picked up the magazine and slapped my shoulder with it before putting it down again. She lowered her voice and came closer. ‘How are we ever going to get a place of our own if we don’t have enough money?’


			‘I’ll find other work,’ I said.


			‘Where? Where is there other work? You lost so many jobs already. In the six months we’ve been together, how many jobs have you had, Zico?’


			‘You sound like your mother.’


			‘Screw you.’


			‘And there’s always the old man.’


			‘He pays less than anybody.’


			‘At least it’s money.’


			‘And he hardly ever works these days.’


			‘I’ll find something.’ I reached out to touch her, pull her close. ‘I’ll find something, I promise.’


			I held her to me, putting my hand on the back of her head and pressing her into me, before kissing her again. I didn’t care if her mother was watching us. Right then I wanted to be with Daniella more than I wanted anything else in the world. And that feeling was one of the only two things stopping me from leaving this town.


			‘You’d better go,’ Daniella said, looking over my shoulder to where her mother’s small, squat silhouette was standing in the doorway. ‘We’re closing for lunch.’


			‘Sure.’ I counted out a couple of notes onto the counter and took four cans of Skol from the fridge. ‘I owe a man a drink,’ I said, thinking about Antonio waiting for me. The least I could do was buy him a beer.


			I drained the Coke in a long, fizzy gulp that made my eyes water. ‘Can I see you later?’


			‘Not today.’ She tilted her head towards the door. ‘Mãe made me promise to go to Valdenora’s this evening.’


			‘You know she’s trying to set you up with her idiot son, don’t you?’ I whispered.


			‘Valdenora’s?’


			‘Uh-huh.’


			‘If you don’t get another job, maybe I might think about it,’ she said with a smile.


			I left the store feeling a little better for having seen Daniella. She had a good effect on me. But the shadow hadn’t finished yet. It still had more to show me.
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			The smell of blood leaked out on the warm air as soon as I opened the door.


			The room was much like my own, except Antonio had not lived here long enough to make it a home. The only furniture was the unmade bed and a small chest of drawers with an open can of beer on it. There was a page from a magazine on the wall – a picture of a dark woman with naked breasts – and beside the door there was a pair of flip-flops and the same plastic bag he had been carrying when I last saw him. The beer cans were still in it.


			Antonio was slumped in the far corner of the room, beneath the shuttered windows. His legs were extended in front of him and his arms were splayed to either side as if he had come home drunk and collapsed there. He was not resting, though.


			He was dead.


			His head was tipped back so his face was angled towards the ceiling, and his throat was open, punctured with a sharp knife. It wasn’t cut from side to side, but had been pierced. Antonio’s murderer had slipped the narrow blade of a knife in and out, the same as I had seen Batista do to the pigs on his farm.


			Already the room was filling with flies, buzzing in their frenzied delight.


			The front of Antonio’s shirt was dark with blood that still glistened in the slats of sunlight cutting through the shutters. It had pooled around the place where he sat, collecting in a large puddle on the concrete floor. Small particles of dust had alighted on the surface of what was left of Antonio’s life.


			I remained at the door and stared at the body, feeling my anger rise as the shadow wrapped itself around me. However much I tried to turn my back on it, death was always there. Always. It was there in the shape of Luis and Wilson. It grinned at me from Costa’s eyes as he tricked me with his clever words. And it was in my heart, desperate for release.


			I had hardly known Antonio, but he had come to my aid when he thought I needed it, and this was the fate he earned for himself. When he had needed my help, though, I had not been here, just as I had not been there for Sofia when she had needed me.


			I closed my eyes and tried to crush the feelings that threatened to fill me, but all I could see was Luis and Wilson, coming into this building, to this door. I saw them knock and force their way in. I saw them push and punch and I saw Antonio’s fear grow as he realised he was alone.


			I felt his fear now. It welled up inside me like a paralysing drug as Luis drew his knife and raised it to Antonio’s throat.


			Only it wasn’t Antonio now, it was Sofia. My sister. She was the one who was dying. She was calling for my help. Terrified and alone, she was pleading for me to help her, but there was nothing I could do. She was gone. She was …


			I opened my eyes and shook the image away, trying to rid myself of the guilt that rose to mingle with the anger and fear. Blood was thumping in my ears, my whole body paralysed by those crippling feelings. And one thought pierced those emotions, just as the blade had pierced Antonio’s throat.


			I wanted to punish whoever had done this.


			‘Luis and Wilson,’ I said under my breath, and then I turned and headed back down the corridor.


			I didn’t know where they were but it wouldn’t be difficult to find them. Killing a man the way they had killed Antonio was a messy business. His blood would be on their clothes, in their hair, between their toes. They would have had to go home to wash themselves.


			I would find them.


			


			The flick and slap of my flip-flops was hollow in the cool passageway as I walked to the far end and descended the concrete stairs.


			Letting myself into my room, I went to the lopsided chest of drawers and yanked out the bottom drawer. The old man had helped me build the piece of furniture using wood from the forest and ancient tools that he kept on his boat. The saw blades had been as black as the Devil’s heart from use and oil, but they worked well enough. The same couldn’t be said for our carpentry skills, and the wood had warped so now the drawer caught on the runners and came out in spasmodic jerks.


			I put it to one side and reached into the vacant space to remove a bundle of oilcloth. I unrolled the cloth on the bed and looked at the two revolvers wrapped in oiled plastic bags. Taking the smaller pistol from its bag, I checked it was loaded, then slipped it into a slim nylon holster, which I clipped to the left side of my belt and hid beneath my shirt alongside a pouch containing a speed loader. The other revolver, this one much larger, I rolled back into the cloth and put away before forcing the drawer back into place.


			Sitting on the bed, I tried to gather my thoughts; to put some order to the guilt and anger. I was so filled with the need to punish Luis and Wilson that everything was muddled. The shadow had reached right around me and was shrouding my mind, confusing everything.


			I put my head in my hands and tried to concentrate. I forced myself to think through the consequences of what I was about to do.


			There was no doubt in my mind that Luis and Wilson deserved to die. Even before they had murdered Antonio, I knew they deserved it. And killing them would protect Daniella and the old man from them.


			That was it. I had to protect them.


			I stood and went to the door. I put my fingers on the handle.


			I had to protect them.


			I stopped.


			For every Luis and Wilson, there were two more men Costa could call upon. Men who would be just as ruthless.


			Daniella and Raul would not be safe. If anything, they would be in more danger. Costa would feel the need to make a point and he would know just how to do it.


			Perhaps he would take one life to show me that the other was in need of saving.


			For a moment, I imagined him driving the point home, giving me the chance to choose for myself. Raul or Daniella. Who would live and who would die?


			I punched the door in frustration, then returned my revolver to its place beneath the drawer. There was nothing I could do. Costa owned me. Wherever I turned, he was there, grinning like Anhangá, in league with the shadow, twisting my life to his own means.


			


			Costa was sitting at his desk when I pushed my way in. The old woman who filed his papers and answered his telephone barely even had time to lift her backside from her seat before I was at the door. She called out to me but I didn’t hear what she was saying.


			Costa looked up in anger but his expression changed the moment he saw me. His eyes widened and there was a moment of indecision before he reached for the pistol on the desktop.


			My hand was on it before his.


			I pinned it to the desk and placed my other hand a shoulder’s width apart from it, leaning over to stare into Costa’s eyes. ‘His blood is on your hands.’ But even as the words left my mouth, I knew Antonio’s blood was on my hands too. He had tried to help me. If not for me, Antonio would never have crossed paths with Luis and Wilson.


			‘What are you talking about?’ Costa leaned away from me and his words came with quick, sharps breaths.


			‘Those men are out of control.’ I straightened and picked up the pistol. ‘They’re … out of control.’


			‘You can’t do anything to me Zico … People will—’


			‘I’m not going to do anything to you.’ I removed the magazine from the pistol and tossed it back on the desk. ‘I’m not going to do anything.’ I wanted to, though. I wanted to shoot him dead and, if not for Daniella and the old man, I might have done it.


			‘What’s going on?’ Costa pushed his chair away from the table, trying to put as much distance as possible between us. ‘What’s happened?’


			‘Your men Luis and Wilson,’ I said. ‘They murdered Antonio. He tried to help me so they followed him home and stuck a knife in his throat.’


			‘Antonio? Who is that? Is he a friend of yours?’


			‘Yes.’ But I hadn’t even known his last name or where he was from. He wasn’t my friend, he was just a man who had tried to help me and been swept away by the shadow.


			‘I’m sorry, Zico, I don’t know who he is or why they—’


			‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘Just tell them to clear it up.’


			‘What?’


			‘He’s lying up there in his room with his throat cut. Tell them to clear it up. He deserves better than that. And so does Juliana.’


			‘Who the hell is Juliana?’


			‘My landlady,’ I said. ‘How do you think she’s going to feel when she goes up there to clean his room and finds him like that? Or what if her niece goes in there? She’s just eleven years old; what will that do to her?’


			Costa stood and held his hands in front of him. ‘Calm down, Zico.’


			‘Calm down? You’re lucky I am this calm. You’re lucky I am calm.’ I turned and walked to the door, stopping with my fingers on the handle. I paused and looked back at him. ‘Clean it up,’ I told him. ‘They’re your men. Control them.’


			Costa nodded and I pulled open the door.


			‘Zico,’ he called, making me look back at him once more. ‘You’re right about them.’ He watched me for a long moment, our eyes locked together. ‘If you do this job right for me,’ he said, ‘they’re yours.’


			‘What?’


			‘You heard me. Do this right, and those two are yours.’
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			I weighed my options for the rest of the day, but they felt light, so I headed down to Ernesto’s on the waterfront, keeping in the shade as much as possible. The sun was reaching its highest point now and it was unbearable to be under its angry glare for longer than a few minutes. Even the stray cats and dogs had left the street.


			The bar smelled of stale beer and tobacco, with a hint of fresh lime lying over it, and there was only a handful of people in there. Three or four of the boatmen drinking beer straight from the bottle, or sipping sweet caipirinha. They said Ernesto made the best caipirinha in town.


			Ernesto was leaning across the counter, laughing with another customer, but broke off his conversation and came over, taking a beer from the fridge.


			‘Zico,’ he said, snatching the cap from the bottle in one movement. He clinked it down on the tiled surface of the bar, beside the wooden board he used to cut limes. There was a single fruit on the board, sliced in half to expose the soft flesh. Looking at the knife, though, the steel shining in the sun, I couldn’t help thinking about Antonio.


			I fished the fold of small notes from my pocket and counted a couple from the top. ‘Let me know when this runs out.’ I pushed them towards him and poured the beer into a glass that was mostly clean.


			‘How’s things?’ he asked, looking at the cash sitting on the warm white tiles.


			‘Not good,’ I replied and raised the bottle. ‘Saúde.’


			Ernesto wiped his hands on the cotton towel that hung from his pocket and watched me take my drink to one of the plastic tables on the small terrace outside. It wasn’t anything special; faded terracotta tiles that were loose and broken, rusted metal railings that were tired of the constant sun and rain, the paint bubbled and split.


			The old man was at the table, under an umbrella advertising Brahma beer. Raul Perreira had the tranquil look of a labourer at rest after a hard day. Everything about him was weathered and seasoned like the bark of a savannah tree, as if he were part of the land. He had skin that was dark and furrowed, with deep lines running around the back of his sun-beaten neck; thick, strong hands, armoured by dry and cracked calluses. Grey hair was cropped right down, almost to his scalp, and there were heavy creases at the corners of his eyes from a lifetime of squinting against the sun. A slight upturn to his mouth suggested he was always on the verge of breaking into either a smile or a growl.


			He was leaning back, dusty feet up on an empty chair, hand around his glass, brown eyes staring out at the road. There was nothing in the street of any interest, though. There wasn’t much of a beach here, no shops to speak of, so there wasn’t any reason to come here unless you had a boat moored on the river, or were looking for someone who did. Further up, there were white sands and bigger, more comfortable bars. There would be people drinking, sitting in the sun, but here it was calm so this was where the old man liked to come. It was a second home to him and the other boatmen.


			I watched him for a while, thinking he looked as if he’d crashed right there at the table, his brain shutting down, but then he blinked. A long, tight blink, and when he opened his eyes again, he was looking right at me. ‘Zico,’ he said. ‘Arthurzico Alves.’


			The dog lying in the shade at the next table lifted her head and thumped her tail on the concrete terrace before snapping to her feet and coming over. She was about knee height to me, with dirty brown fur and a white patch on her chest. The scar across her muzzle made her look tough, but it wasn’t a war wound; it was the result of getting it stuck in an old tin when she was a pup.


			The old man was drunk when he found her like that; just a ball of skin and bone, whining because her nose was trapped in a half-crushed can of chickpeas. He took her home and called her Rocky, and it wasn’t until he sobered up the next morning that he realised she was female. It didn’t matter, though, he liked the name so it stuck.


			They made a good pair.


			‘Rocky.’ I crouched as she came over and turned in an excited circle in front of me, lifting her face to mine. ‘You been looking after the old man?’ I rubbed her head and looked up at her owner.


			‘You’ve been to see that snake Costa.’ The old man’s voice was raw, deep and raspy from a lifetime of heavy smoking. But there was a different quality to it today. He sounded more tired than usual.


			‘Nothing escapes you, does it?’


			The old man nodded. ‘He has work for you?’


			‘Maybe. Maybe not.’


			‘Is that right?’ he said, glass of beer in one hand, cigarette in the other, sitting so that the street was to his left and if he turned to look over his right shoulder he would see the river and the boats that were waiting for their owners. He put the cigarette in his mouth and squinted against the thin smoke which rose to his eyes and made them water. ‘Anything for me to do?’


			‘No. I mean, it’s not really your kind of work, but I might need the boat, who knows?’


			The old man took his feet off the empty chair and pushed it away from him, the legs scraping on the bare concrete.


			‘You look tired,’ I said, coming to sit down. ‘You feeling all right?’ Rocky put her chin on my knee and I reached down to scratch her ear.


			‘I have a job for tomorrow.’ The old man ignored my question. ‘To collect something from upriver, you want to come?’


			‘Maybe.’


			‘If this other thing doesn’t get in the way, you mean? The thing for Costa.’ The old man leaned forward on the table, sitting up as if he was making himself ready for an important conversation. ‘What’s the pay like for this other thing? This new job you might or might not have?’


			I took a deep breath and met his eyes. ‘Good. Very good.’


			‘Ah, but what’s the price, I wonder?’ He shook his head in disapproval. ‘I remember the day you first came in here. You remember that? What was it? Two years ago?’


			‘Two.’


			‘Just a kid, and now look at you. It’s like you became a man without me ever noticing.’ He coughed and wiped his mouth with the back of his left hand. The tip of the smallest finger was missing above the first knuckle – a fishing accident that had stripped the flesh right off. The local doctor had clipped the bone for him, sewn the end up and waited for it to heal.


			‘Took you under my wing,’ he said, telling it the way he always did. ‘I could see it in your eyes, the kind of shit you had in your past.’ He raised his hand, pointing the crooked index finger and using his thumb, bringing it down like a pistol hammer. ‘You smelled of violence – still do from time to time – but you told me you wanted something different, you remember that?’


			‘I don’t think you’ll ever let me forget it.’


			The old man drained his beer and called to Ernesto for another, holding up two fingers and throwing a questioning look at me. Ernesto didn’t wait for me to nod, he just went to the fridge for the bottles.


			‘ “That’s not the kind of thing I’m looking for”, isn’t that what you said, Zico? You wanted something honest.’


			I liked his direct nature, the way he saw straight through me. It made me feel like I was confessing my sins without having to speak them aloud. ‘Yeah, something like that.’


			‘But that’s the road you took. Someone pointed you in Costa’s direction and—’


			‘I needed to live.’


			‘You worked for me.’


			‘I worked with you, old man, and the pay was crap.’


			‘At least my money was clean, Zico.’


			‘Not exactly. Your work’s not always the honest kind.’ I made a show of thinking hard. ‘In fact, not ever.’


			‘But not as dirty as the Branquinos and their snake Costa. He saw what you were the same as I saw it, only he nurtured it. And once you’d done that first job for him, he had his hooks in you.’


			But his grip was tighter than ever now, and one of the reasons was sitting right in front of me. I knew the old man better than I had known my own father; I wasn’t going to let Costa hurt him.


			‘You don’t know what I did for him,’ I said.


			‘I know the kind of thing. And how many times did you do it?’


			I sighed and nodded, wafting away a fly that was taking too much interest in Rocky. ‘I changed, old man. I’m a farmer now.’


			‘At Batista’s place? You lost that job like you lost all the others.’


			‘You know about that, too?’


			‘I know everything.’ The old man watched me with red-ringed, watery eyes. ‘And now?’


			‘Now?’


			‘What are you looking for now? Going back to Costa? What you going to do for him that pays so well, huh? Blood money again? You’re better than that, Zico.’


			Blood money. For killing a nun. It gave me an ugly feeling that made me hate Costa and his people more than ever. Sure, I wanted the money, but for this?


			Raul stopped talking as Ernesto approached, bringing the smell of limes with him as he placed another two bottles on the table. Rocky had grown bored with my attention, so she went back to her spot in the shade at the next table and collapsed with a grunt.


			‘Talk about something else,’ I told him and he nodded his understanding, crushing his cigarette into a misshapen foil ashtray before refilling his glass. He pushed the other bottle towards me and when both glasses were replenished, we touched them together. Old friends.


			‘Saúde.’


			Two beers became three, three became four, and we spent the afternoon talking, neither of us drunk because the sun was so hot it sweated the alcohol out of us before it had a chance to make us woozy. We just drained our glasses, called to Ernesto each time they needed refreshing.


			Ernesto was pleased for the business and put a samba tape in the player behind the bar and let us get on with drinking.


			‘You never did move on,’ Raul said.


			‘I never made enough money. When I have enough, maybe I’ll move on. Just like you keep saying you’re going to do.’ But that wasn’t why I had stayed in this town. It wasn’t just about the money. It was him. I liked him. And now there was Daniella, too.


			Before coming here, I’d been through Belo Horizonte, Uberlândia, Goiânia, Brasilia … so many cities, so many jobs. And after those places, there hadn’t been much more than small towns and villages for me to wander through, and not one of them had anything that made me want to stay. Piratinga was the last town on the road. Small and quiet, sitting in the dust by the river.


			‘You decide where you want to go?’ the old man asked. ‘Maybe back to Rio?’


			‘No. Not there. Maybe I should go to Imperatriz with you.’


			Raul sniffed and took a sip of his beer, a wistful look falling across his face. ‘You know, I once heard about a man in Imperatriz who was killed by a Brazil nut. You ever seen one of those things fall from the tree? Tallest tree in the forest, and that great thing like a rock coming down onto you? Split his head right in two, is what I heard. Must’ve been something to see.’


			I smiled. ‘If I come to Imperatriz, then, I’ll remember to keep away from Brazil nut trees.’


			We sat in silence for a while before the old man sighed and shook his head. ‘Don’t do it.’


			‘Hm?’


			‘Whatever it is Costa wants you to do. Don’t do it. It feels like … like something bad is coming.’


			I looked out at the river, narrow here, at just five hundred metres from one bank to the other. The brown water was flowing past, always moving, always going somewhere. I wondered where it would end up; whether it would be better or worse than this particular stretch of the Araguaia.


			It felt like a lifetime ago that my sister and I had talked about moving on. We had sat on the hillside in Rio and watched the sea and thought about the things lying beyond our weary favela, Sofia saying there was something better out there.


			The old man, he dreamed too – about more money, moving on, a new life. I wondered if Antonio had dreamed about that; if he had come to Piratinga on his search for a better life but ended up lying dead in a rented apartment with his throat cut. Sofia’s dreams never came to anything either.


			I couldn’t let the same thing happen to the old man, or to Daniella. I didn’t want to be alone again. I would have to do what Costa wanted.
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