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I MISSED Piá Mané. I leaned my body back in the chair with my legs stretched out on the cushion. Everything was almost perfect, really almost perfect. Clear sky, no clouds, and a soft breeze blowing. Under the parasol my eyes were searching for the infinite blue sea. I became distant and my thoughts even more so. My brain became lethargic and my eyes became heavy. It was a state of trance. Disappointment, for I was interrupted:

– Sir! Is everything in order?

– Yes, yes.  

– Would you like another drink?

– Not at the moment. Thank you.

I was slightly distracted by the two young girls with tanned bodies who were passing just ahead. No older than fifteen, maybe sixteen. They were smiling and happy. They showed the youthfulness that I had forgotten. I thought about their ages and mine, about the years that were mine and that I carried with me and the possibility that I might be their father. From beneath my glasses I followed them and without moving my neck. I didn't lust after them for sex. It wasn't about that. My lust was for something else and much more expensive. I mean the irrecoverable, the irreversible. They just reminded me of a distant time and a time that I missed. I was a nostalgic for sure. Of course I was. But I was also facing the sea. I let my thoughts flow again. My eyes slowly ran over the beautiful and rich people around me, the white sands that reflected the sunlight, the waves that broke almost silently, the blue of the sea and the sky. The breeze blew gently in my face. It was pleasant. A clear air invaded my body through my nostrils. It seemed to transport me. I blinked my eyes slowly and slowly and slowly and once I opened them I saw Piá Mane as he was in those days and so I began to retrace his story.  

– Beto!

He paid no attention. So he repeated with more intensity:

– Beto!

– Stop shouting, I'm listening. 

– But you don't answer. You seem flighty.

– So say Marcola.

– Are you going to the funeral? 

– I don't know, but I don't think so. I don't like to see dead people.

– But it's Piá's mother. Aren't you his friend?

– Yes, but not so much. And friend for friend you are more.

– That may be, but you were the one who was going to eat the cookies his mother made.

– Cut the crap. It's not funny. By the way, what a silly discussion.  

The two boys stood for a moment in silence and awaited the passage of the voluptuous woman with her market cart full of vegetables and with a huge watermelon on top.  

– I know why you don’t want to go.

– And what would that be? 

– Because of Teobaldo. You're afraid of being seen with Piá.

– Garbage.

– That’s it.

– And do you think Teobaldo would go after him at such an ungrateful hour?  It's even cowardly.  

– I don't know, but after that beating on Alex Boy. Teobaldo swore him to death and you were with me and you listened very well too.

– Yes, it did. It resonated.

– What is this crap? It resonated! You are full of tough talk.

– It's my way. Will he want to get us? We have nothing to do with the duck. We were only together by chance. And the one who fought is Piá.  

– I don't think so, and if I were, I would have done it already. And what will become of Piá Mané?

– I don't know, but this one has never run away from a fight.

– But with Teobaldo it is different. He has already killed. Do you know? The little black man from the gas station. I know that they didn't prove anything against the crook, but I'm sure it was Teobaldo. That's what everyone said. He doesn't deny it.

– But he doesn't confess either.

– Teobaldo is no fool. He gained fame with the fact. 

– It was, but Piá won't run away. 

– Is it? With this guy it is different.

– It is nothing.

– The silliness was the kick to Alex Boy's head while he was already down. The poor guy fell to the ground and was foaming at the mouth. He was squealing like a pig at the slaughter. I thought he was going to die. Alex Boy was not to blame. It was in the heat of the fight and also, nobody knew that Alex Boy had epilepsy. 

– Poor guy? Before you were the first to call him a slacker, and now he's poor! They came to pick on the girls of the piece and you were bitter with rage because of Martinha. You just didn't have the courage to face him. And besides, the guy was treacherous, because he pulled out his pocket knife and hit Piá in the face. A man who is a man fights on his hands. You know what? We're both going to the wake. We owe it to Piá. 

– That's it! You go if you want, but I'm staying.

– It is not correct.

– What the hell. Then I can't sleep. I don't like to see dead people, and even more if I knew them.

– Ah! So that's it. You coward!

– That's it, and what's the problem? Do you want to fight?

– Fake! You fight with me, but with the outsiders you run like a chicken.

The two friends stood up from the wall and on their feet stood pushing each other. The fight seemed inevitable when a stylish black sedan car of wealthy people not common in that humble neighborhood appeared. The vehicle stopped beside them. The dark window came down automatically and the man whistled calling to the two young men:

– Hey! Are you friends of Manuel do Nascimento?

– Manuel? I don't know you, young man – Marcola nudged his friend.  

– It’s Piá, you jerk – Beto spoke softly and then replied loudly to the stranger – Yes, we are. Who wants to know?

– Myself.

He smiled amiably. He complemented:

– I represent a friendly person.

– What kind of bullshit is this? – intruded Marcola.

– Be still – scolded his friend – And what do you want from us?

– Just find his house. Can you help me?

– You came at the wrong time. His mother died. She is being mourned.

– I know and that's why I came. How do I get there?  

The two boys looked at each other.

– It is that way – pointed out – Down the street.  

– Sorry. I have the address, but I still can't find it. These curvy street surroundings are confusing. Could you be more specific?

– Who said we are his friends?

– The salesman. He told me that you would know and that you could help me.

– Just go down the street. In the second block turn left and go straight ahead. Before you get to the climb is right at the curve. It is the wooden house and painted blue, but now it is faded and peeling paint.  

– Thank you. 

– On second thought... Wouldn't you like to join me?

– No, not really.

Beto spoke with such conviction and decisiveness that he didn't even have an argument.

– Okay. Thanks anyway for the help.  

The stranger went ahead along the indicated path.  

– You see? Everybody knows that we are friends of Piá. We are screwed with Teobaldo. He might think it's a small bill to have to finish off just one of us.  They'll turn us in and blame you for stopping the other one, his friend, from breaking up the fight.

– And what did you want me to do?

– Bah! Let it go if it's gone. It's good to take a break at least until the dust settles.  

– Then you better not even leave the house, you turd.

– It might even be.

His friend smiled as if he liked the idea. 

– What is it? Why are you looking down the street like that?

– I don't know. I thought it was weird. Who do you think was this cool guy behind Piá?

– I have no idea, but he must be a tycoon, that's for sure.  

– And why would a tycoon be after Piá?

– True. I hadn't even thought about it. What if we went there to snoop?

– Bah! Now the scared chicken wants to go snooping around?

– I'm not a chicken.

– Cluck, cluck, cluck...

– Stop it or I'll rip you apart.

– Cluck, cluck, cluck...

One ran after the other, but without reaching him, he gave up chasing him. He saw his friend, still in the distance, imitating a chicken again.

The man got out of the car and looked at the house that showed no sign of life. He was slightly in doubt, but since there was no other option to what was signaled to him, he decided to take his chances right there. He was clapping at the gate, because there was no bell in the house, when he providentially took advantage of the help of an elderly man with gray hair who was slowly walking down the hall towards the street.

– Please, is this where Ms. Cida's wake is being held?

– How? I am deaf.

– The wake? - he shouted. 

– Yes, it is. You can come in.

So he did, and already in the backyard he closed the small rusty iron gate, which creaked when it was moved. On the street, the kicked ball came to rest in front of the house. He stopped for a moment. The guri came and picked up the patched ball and looked into the eyes of that very distinguished gentleman in a suit and tie. He did not smile, much less set any expression on his face. A call in the distance brought him out of contemplation:

– Dida! Where is the ball? Come on!

The boy disappeared up the street and he, the distinguished gentleman, finally entered that humble abode. The first sight he saw was the room with three women, an old man and a young boy beside the coffin, and nothing else. He stopped respectfully at the door, but instinctively aroused attention. He made a senile gesture of greeting with a slight shake of his head and went to respectfully greet the dead woman. Pia Mané rose from her chair and broke the funeral silence:

– Who are you?

– My name is Sandro. I’m a friend.  

– Whose? Mine that is not.

– I assume you are Manuel do Nascimento.

– I am myself.

– Can we talk in private?

The boy was undecided for a moment, but agreed.

– Follow me.

They went to the bedroom, which, like the living room, the kitchen and the rest of the rooms, was all very simple and poor. Sandro sat in the wooden chair that was offered and Piá in the bed. Sandro observed on the wall the picture of a child, who appeared to be about six years old. The boy was sitting on the seat of a cart pulled by a fluffy sheep.
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