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			Praise for Kea Wilson’s

			We Eat Our Own

			“[A] canny, funny, impressively detailed debut novel . . . [Wilson is] a novelist of real substance and promise.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Joining the ranks of recent hotly anticipated crime novels such as The Girls, Kea Wilson’s We Eat Our Own steps back to the 1970s with a bloodcurdling horror story about making a movie in the Amazon.”

			—Playboy

			“An exciting, impressive debut . . . One of the pleasures of We Eat Our Own is its attention to the inner workings of horror films. Wilson’s novel is a kind of all-access pass to the movie set.”

			—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

			“Like Cannibal Holocaust, Wilson’s debut wrestles with real versus simulated violence, with Velluto getting the punch line: ‘There’s no such thing as murder in the jungle.’ This is the smartest kind of horror, one that understands and employs the trappings while making us squirmingly aware of the moral contortions required to enjoy them. A highly unusual breath of fetid air.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“In Wilson’s gripping, ambitious debut novel, a struggling actor flies to the rain forests of Colombia to star in Jungle Bloodbath, a grind-house horror film directed by an eccentric Italian auteur. . . . The drama builds palpably and haphazardly, drawing the invading crew and invaded population together until, in a moment of cathartic bloodshed, reality and fiction collide. . . . The story never flags thanks to the ferocious momentum of [Wilson’s] prose. This is a vivid, scary novel.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Inspired by actual events, Wilson shows impressive command of a narrative that weaves back and forth and back again in both time and locale; much like the viewer of a pseudo-documentary horror movie (ever seen The Blair Witch Project?), you wonder throughout whether you should trust whatever it is you’re told—and jumping to the end won’t help at all. You shouldn’t anyway, because Wilson’s writing style is hypnotic, tightly wound, and harrowingly evocative of the story’s stifling, bug-heavy atmosphere. Even the sunniest skies of this ill-starred shoot are thick with menace and portent. Keep telling yourself, ‘It’s only a novel, it’s only a novel’ . . . except an author’s note at the end says it’s inspired by actual events.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“A smart, sly debut novel set in the Amazon jungle that reads like a Tarantino remake of Heart of Darkness.”

			—Shelf Awareness

			“Kea Wilson has written an ambitious, multilayered novel that follows a director’s dark vision into the depths of the jungle, and into a secret world of political anarchy, murder and war.”

			—Atticus Lish, author of Preparation for the Next Life, winner of the PEN/Faulkner Award 

			“This is a big, fast novel—bigger than it looks, full of surprises—and it never rests. It launches into the South American jungle and finds trouble there in the form of layer upon layer of perilous and tenuous reality: in the midst of a movie and in the movie inside that movie, in a village overrun by the landscape, among tribes real and fabricated, and in the middle of a power struggle between drug cartels and guerrilla groups, under threat of a war that may be only as genuine as the cannibals. Kea Wilson writes beautifully from a wide range of perspectives. This one is hard to put down.”

			—Marshall Klimasewiski, author of The Cottagers and Tyrants

			“The jungle is alive and everywhere in Kea Wilson’s remarkable debut novel, gorgeous and indifferent, its ravening appetite the very real horror unleashed by human heedlessness and hubris. Denied all explanation of motivation by his Kurtz-like director, a young American actor finds himself on a harrowing journey, taking us with him—spellbound, resistless—into ‘one of the dark places of the earth.’ ”

			—Kathryn Davis, author of Duplex and The Thin Place

			“Reading We Eat Our Own is like floating down a long, dark, twisting river, the jungle closing in. You know you should turn back, but as in any nightmare or horror flick: you can’t. Wilson’s whip-smart prose tugs you on, ever deeper into the book’s bloody heart. A daredevil debut by a talented young writer.”

			—Danielle Dutton, author of Margaret the First and editor of Dorothy, a publishing project
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			For Herbert and James

		

	
		
			RICHARD

			

New York

			You get the call during a rainstorm. It is 1979.

			Your agent doesn’t have offers like this for you often—six weeks at two hundred and seventeen dollars a week to fill in for a guy who has just quit the production of an Italian art film with American characters that’s shooting right now in the Amazon rain forest somewhere in, I don’t know, Brazil or Colombia or Peru, but don’t worry about that. We’re talking good odds on European and American distribution here, we’re talking international exposure here, and we’re not even talking supporting cast here, guy: this is the lead role. Plus the script’s in English. Plus they’ve already seen your 8 x 10. And did I mention it’s an art film? Because God knows I’ve heard enough already about how much you need to be doing art films, even if that commercial I got for you would have paid SAG union rates—but you know what, never mind now, it’s water under the bridge, it’s water under the fucking bridge because we have got this. We have already got this if you would just get yourself up and out that door and onto the train and make it down to this address for a screen test right now, I mean it, kid, right goddamned now or not at all.

			Yes, I said the Amazon rain forest. Colombia. That’s it, I remember now.

			No, I don’t know anything else about the part.

			Yes, I said two hundred and seventeen dollars a week. Six weeks. Do the math on the goddamned train.

			Pack a suitcase. You may not have time to go back to your apartment.

			The plane to Bogotá leaves in six hours.

			• • •

			Let’s repeat some things:

			You get the call during a rainstorm. It is 1979.

			You live in a studio apartment in Queens with your girlfriend, Kay. She won’t find out that you’ve left until she gets home from the architecture firm where she works, half an hour later. Even then, she won’t have any idea where you’ve gone. She’ll tug the lightbulb chain in the entryway, her wrists still stiff from the drafting table, a long stripe of charcoal streaked through her blond hair. The bulb will buzz on, hum. She’ll call out your name into the single empty room.

			You’ll have written her a note: four hastily scrawled sentences on a scrap of drafting paper, tossed on the coffee table, where you’re sure she’ll see it. Three minutes after you leave for the casting agent’s office, the radiator will rush on and blow the note into a cobwebbed corner just behind the couch. Kay won’t find it for two days. She’ll set down the broom. She’ll kneel, exhaling hard as she turns the paper over and reads.

			Agent called, last minute out of town job. Big deal. I’ll call when I know more. I love you.

			Even before she finds the note, Kay will know you’ve left her. She’ll know it because you’ve left her before: fill-ins for commercial jobs, student productions, all the times you got cast as a last-minute swing on a Midwest musical tour that paid next to nothing. She can recognize it by all the new space that’s suddenly opened in the apartment. The hangers swaying on the closet rod. The clean square on the desk where you’ve dashed aside her pyramid of neatly rolled blueprints in search of a stray résumé. On the floor, there will be a single trail of dustless hardwood, wiped clean by your shirtfront as you belly-crawled to where the suitcases were kept under the bed.

			Kay will lie down there, too. She will try to understand what she sees there: crumbs and dust and glittering change, the wide parabola of the bedsprings as they sag under the weight of nothing.

			• • •

			Here is something you will never know:

			The name of the Italian casting director who regards you as you sprint into that glass-walled Manhattan office. You slough rainwater off your shoulders. You grin as you stammer your apologies, wipe your wet palm on your pants pocket, and thrust it out to him. You do it just like you’ve always practiced in your audition classes: you enunciate every syllable of your name.

			But the casting director keeps his eyes on his lap. He is staring at a 8 x 10 photograph of you, printed in glossy gray-scale. You are grinning in three-quarter profile. You’ve always been proud of that head shot: it has a Mona Lisa quality to it, the eyes sad and coy in equal measure, a mouth that could double as a smile or a frown. The casting director tosses it to the side table with a hushed sigh. With his other hand, he draws a cigarette to his lips.

			You offer him the soaked résumé.

			Non importa, the man says.

			A second man’s voice behind you clucks: Eh. Va’ là.

			A piece of white butcher paper has been taped to the wall. You don’t understand what the men are saying, but you know you are supposed to stand in front of it and you do. The casting director’s assistant tugs at all the lamp cords in the room, snaps portrait lights on, fiddles with the tripod. You glance quickly around the room, rushing to get a look at them before the room goes dark: two emaciated men in gray suits, thin lips and pronounced temples, expressionless eyes. The casting director smokes a cigarillo, filling the room with a smell like burned cloth. The assistant curses in Italian, adjusting the portrait lights so they blind you more directly.

			You’ve never done a movie before, not really. Student films and commercial screeners that went nowhere. Nothing like this. The assistant touches the lights more than he touches the camera, angling the bulbs to highlight your bone structure, your posture, your eyes. You make yourself stare straight into the lens. You try to project your thoughts silently through the air, to issue telepathic promises.

			You turn left to three-quarters and think:

			I will learn Italian if you need me to.

			I will sleep for weeks under lean-tos in the jungle with whatever poisonous reptiles you’ve got.

			I will do whatever you need. Just please. Please. Give me this.

			You turn full forward. You don’t blink. The casting director smokes and murmurs, his fingertips moving on the rim of his ashtray like marsh grasses drifting around the mouth of a sinkhole. The assistant holds a tea saucer behind the bulb and angles it to create a halo of shadow around your head.

			Basta, the casting director says. Then, in English: That’s enough.

			The assistant snaps off the light and shuffles his camera into an equipment case. For a moment, the darkness is total: no one moves to turn the lights back on. There are zips and clatters, the smell of rising smoke. You stay in front of the square of butcher paper, and you could swear you feel it: the casting director still staring, his gaze landing like a throwing knife along your shoulder seam.

			Here is something you will never see:

			The contact sheet filled with twenty-eight frames of your face, none of them smiling. In some, you are a reverse jack-o’-lantern: the flash flattens the bridge of your nose and shadows clot in the line of your mouth and the hollows of your eyes. But in others, the lighting is straight on. Your dark hair falls to your cheekbones, which your modeling agent back in LA used to call “boyish.” Your eyebrows angle toward the fluttering pulse point between your eyes. Your mouth is tensed in that expert Mona Lisa nonsmile, the one that could lean toward agony or laughter with a millimeter’s motion of the lips. You trained yourself to smile this way, to look mysterious and indecipherable, to make the casting agent hungry to hear the photograph speak. You located all the minuscule muscles around your mouth and eyes and learned how to use them.

			The casting director speaks slowly, his words crowded by an accent like a thick liquid. No, he doesn’t have a script. No, he has no more information. He says, You will go here—a vague gesture to a map on the side table—the rain forest. Today.

			Thrill is beating in your chest and down your arms, but you try to keep your voice calm. I really don’t mean to bother you. I’m sorry. I’m so grateful for the opportunity, it’s just—

			He stubs the cigarette out and exhales. His smile stuns you. It is full of angular gray teeth.

			You tell me now, he says. What is the size of your shoe?

			• • •

			Here is what you do not know:

			The name of the film (Jungle Bloodbath).

			What the film is about.

			What the name of your character is (Richard Trent).

			Who the director is.

			Anything about the script. (You haven’t seen a copy.)

			What is out there in the rain forest.

			The name of the actor whose place you’re taking. (You will never be told.)

			Why he quit.

			Where he is now.

			And, most important, that he was your exact height and within five pounds of your weight. That he had seen the script, because this same casting director was the one who gave him a ride to the airport, and the actor had begged it off him on the drive. The actor read the whole thing in the miles between Manhattan and JFK, the pages jolting as the town car swerved onto the shoulder to pass slow traffic. The actor kept reading anyway, a heaviness gathering in his throat.

			You don’t know anything. No one tells you anything.

			No one tells you that the first actor didn’t even get on the plane. That he hung back as the rest of the crew handed over their tickets and lined up on the jet bridge, the script clenched in his hands, the last page facing up. When everyone else was through the gate, he grabbed the casting director by the elbow, steered him over to the long sweep of window. He said, simply, shaking, Man, you’ve got to drive me home. I can’t do this.

			You weren’t there.

			You couldn’t have seen the director at that moment. He was six paces past the ticket collector and through the door, leaning against the jet bridge wall and studying his watch. Even if you’d been there, you wouldn’t have realized who he was. He is shorter than a director should be, his nails too clean, his clear-frame aviators too cheap. When he turned and looked over his shoulder, his expression was inscrutable; you wouldn’t have been able to tell that he was listening.

			His name is Ugo Velluto.

			You did not see the careful way Ugo set his suitcase down, or the suitcase, hard-shelled, dark green. No one in line noticed as Ugo turned and started to make his way back up toward the gate, though a few crew members leaned out from their desks and stared. The gate agent chirped, Sir, you’re not allowed! The director kept walking. Beyond the window, a plane tore through the cloud cover with a sound that shook the air.

			The actor braced himself, stammered. I’m sorry, sir, I just—

			Ugo walked right past him.

			Ugo didn’t have to tell the casting director to follow him. He didn’t have to raise his voice for the actor, for everyone, to overhear. They stood in front of a newsstand, silhouetted by the frantic colors of a dozen magazine covers. He did not murmur when he spoke.

			He told the casting director to find someone who wants this: someone who will take anything that’s offered to him, no questions asked.

			I want young.

			I want unknown.

			Check the acting schools.

			Avoid anyone unionized.

			And don’t show him the script, he said. We need someone who is desperate.

			The casting director nodded, his gaze avoiding the twitch in the center of the director’s left cheek. The actor stared at the balding whorl of hair on the back of the director’s head, until he turned around, and then he struggled to find anyplace else to look. The gate agent picked up her blue telephone and murmured something hesitant about a suitcase left on the jet bridge, but when Ugo turned back toward the line, she set the receiver back down.

			And make sure he wears a size ten and a half, Ugo added, walking away. We’re over budget as is, and I’ll be damned if I pay for another pair of boots.

			• • •

			Here is how the film begins:

			A black screen, white text: What you are about to see is real.

			A frizz of pink static. Then: a silent blond anchorwoman in a shoulder-padded suit jacket, pressing her third finger to her earpiece.

			The footage is pixelated, a recording of a recording. You can hear the faint echo of a PA in the background yelling dead air, dead air, and the anchor shushes him. We have new reports incoming from Colombia, the anchor pronounces. Government officials have recovered evidence that our own reporter, Richard Trent, is—

			But then she pauses again.

			The ticker tape at the bottom of the screen unspools. No, the woman says, I’m sorry—we’ve received evidence that missing journalist Richard Trent may have died. Just—hold on—

			The ticker capitalizes: CHANNEL 8 JOURNALIST RICHARD TRENT AND TWO CREWMEN HAVE BEEN MISSING FOR SEVEN MONTHS IN THE AMAZON RAIN FOREST PRESUMED—

			The anchor leans forward, her eyes still jogging offscreen. Wait, wait, she says. She enunciates: While Trent remains missing, it seems his footage has been located. We will warn the viewers that this may be disturbing and young children are not advised to watch. Let’s go to it now.

			A smash cut to black.

			And then we are in the jungle, and we are with you. We are with Richard, the man you will play, and he is full-screen and full-definition.

			He is running as fast as he can.

			It could be night or it could be day. The leaves around him are so dense. He is ducking under the overhang, razor-edged palm leaves and webs of vines, looking over his shoulder every third step. An animal screams from the canopy. The audio is full of these sounds, the rustle of running thighs, the suck of the mud on the ground, breathing. Richard’s pants leg snags and he falls, facedown, palms down. He pushes himself back up and keeps running. He looks over his shoulder again, at whoever is filming him, this person who is getting so close.

			There’s blood in his eyes, blood running down his neck. The camera is close enough to see that now. The way it’s filmed makes the wound look so real. Whoever is holding the camera sprints close, cranks the zoom, gets a tight shot of his face. The nick is on the left eyelid, no place to hide a squib, no way the actor could have struck the blood balloon right there and made a gash that looked like that, no. This is his blood. When the people who love you watch this film, they will gasp. They will whisper to each other—Jesus, he’s really bleeding.

			Please! Richard yells, Please, don’t—

			But halfway through the next word, whoever is holding the camera catches up.

			• • •

			When you are gone, Kay will sort through the closet. She’ll find the lumberjack shirt with the threadbare elbows, balled in a corner behind the laundry basket; she’ll find the picture in the tin frame.

			There’s nothing else. You didn’t know what to pack, so you took everything you could grab.

			The frame is dented at one corner. The picture is of Kay herself: you took it, and your index finger is a pink flare along the upper edge of the shot.

			She will lie down in your bed and listen to the radiator rush. The rain will turn to sleet and cling to the windows. You will not be there to see it, and you will never wonder how she must have felt: if this was the moment when she realized that you weren’t coming back. The last time you left, you took this picture with you. She will wonder what it means, that this time you left it behind.

			She will look at herself, standing on a shoal.

		

	
		
			GIUDICE A LATERE: Signor Velluto, you stand accused before the Corte d’Assise of three counts of murder in the second degree, criminal negligence, obscenity, incitements to violence, and conspiracy to commit violence. Do you understand that you will be tried by a panel of eight giudici—

			VELLUTO: Yes, yes.

			GIUDICE A LATERE:—two of whom have been selected from the primary judiciary and six from amongst the popolari in order to deliver an unbiased judgment—

			VELLUTO: Well, if it were unbiased, you’d throw the popolari out.

			[Whereupon the procuratore capo whispers to his supporting counsel.]

			PROCURATORE CAPO: Is he drunk?

			GIUDICE A LATERE: Avvocato, please instruct your client to remain respectful of this court.

			AVVOCATO: I will, signore.

			VELLUTO: He will try, signore. I can’t guarantee he’ll succeed.

			GIUDICE A LATERE: That’s enough. How does your client plead?

			AVVOCATO: We believe there is insufficient evidence to support these charges and request an immediate mistrial.

			GIUDICE A LATERE: The Pubblico Ministero has already issued his decree, signore.

			AVVOCATO: But there are no bodies.

			GIUDICE A LATERE: We have a list of three actors who are presumed dead.

			VELLUTO: Presumed.

			GIUDICE A LATERE: Teo Avati, actor and known associate of the accused.

			VELLUTO: “Known associate.” Like I’m a mafioso.

			PROCURATORE CAPO: Swiss national Irena Brizzolari, actress and—

			VELLUTO: You can’t confirm this. The film has no credits. You can’t confirm.

			PROCURATORE CAPO: We have numerous testimonies from relatives, friends, crewmen on the film—

			VELLUTO: But no bodies.

			GIUDICE A LATERE: I understand that these three actors die on tape.

			AVVOCATO: A feature film, sir, a simple—

			[Wherein Signor Velluto laughs loudly.]

			VELLUTO: Listen to the man. There’s tape!

			AVVOCATO: What my client means is—

			VELLUTO: That’s beautiful. Who needs bodies when there’s tape?

			GIUDICE A LATERE: Signor Velluto, are you done, or may we proceed?

			VELLUTO: Of course. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, just let me . . . Let’s watch the tape! Come on, Giudice, let’s see where those bodies are!

		

	
		
			TEO

			

Ovidio

			Three days after he arrived in Colombia, Teo Avati saw his first anaconda.

			He wasn’t sure what it was at first. His skin was hot with rage and he was walking fast down the riverbank, but then he glimpsed it. Ten meters off into the shallows. Something twisting. Brown scales and muscle. A shining knot, wide as a sidewalk and moving almost too slowly to see.

			He made himself stop. He made his breath still. The snake was half underwater and coiled like a stacked rope pushed over in a rush. Every twist of its body was as thick as a man’s waist and squeezing.

			In the center of it, something was still alive, one black eye staring out from the center of the coils.

			He stared into it, fascinated. He realized why: it reminded him of Anahi.

			• • •

			He finds Anahi later that night, like he has every night since he came here. He tells the woman at the front desk that something in his room needs fixing. He requests that Anahi be the one who comes. But what he really wants is to ask her about the snake.

			Are you sure it was brown? Like that? She nods toward the band of his wristwatch. She says it in Spanish: Teo studied it in school and can puzzle out cognates for the words he doesn’t know.

			She is standing on a chair, rigging mosquito netting over the door to his room. He wanted her to put it back up over his bed, but she refused. It is night. The darkness over the clearing they use as a parking lot is its own deep blue. She holds her breath to keep her balance, raises an arm over her head. He watches the knot of muscles move in each of her shoulder sockets.

			He shrugs. Close to it. The water made it look darker.

			And very long?

			I don’t know. It was muddy.

			But thick as your waist? You’re sure.

			It was coiled. He takes a pull from his San Tomás and sets it down on the wood chips they’ve got carpeting the lot, leans his head back against the wall. I think so, but I’m not sure.

			Anahi slips a nail out of the pocket of her jean shorts and holds it against the wall, taps lightly with the hammer so she won’t wake the other guests. The hotel walls are tissue-thin, plywood, no insulation. Teo can hear the voices of the rest of the crew murmuring in Italian, quiet televisions, toothbrushes moving in mouths.

			The humidity beads over the bridge of his nose. He drinks again.

			But if it’s the snake you’re thinking of, he asks, what is it called?

			Anahi searches for the name. In my family we call it mata toro, but we aren’t from here. I think for most of the people here, it is anaconda.

			How long are they, usually?

			Sir, I don’t really—

			You know. Come on. I know you know.

			She lowers her hammer to her side. She squints, deciding what she can say to him.

			Why were you out there alone, anyway?

			• • •

			He could tell her the truth:

			Because the director told him to shove the Indian as hard as he could into the tree, to jam his shotgun into the triangle of skin under the Indian’s jaw and put as much pressure on it as he could stand. Because Teo did it, and the Indian yelped and screamed something in frantic Ticuna, and Teo pressed the gun harder into his jaw to close the man’s mouth. The Indian writhed under the pressure, the grass skirt slipping open over his hip. Teo could see the bit of wriggling pink in his mouth where the man was biting the edge of his tongue. He sneered and laughed, let the full heat of his breath push into the Indian’s face.

			Teo could tell Anahi that he liked this part. But he doesn’t want to scare her away; not yet.

			The director nodded. Okay. Okay. That’s enough.

			Teo pushed the sweaty hair out of his eyes and let the gun fall to his side. He knew it was only a rehearsal, but still, his breath wouldn’t slow, his nerves wouldn’t relax. The cameramen were still clustered in the lunch tent, just visible through the trees. He watched one ladle a mound of what looked like meat onto a plate and laugh at something. The Indian put his hands on his knees and spat a pink rope of saliva onto the ground.

			In his periphery, the director said: Di nuovo. Again.

			It was the eighth time they’d done it. Teo had worked with Ugo on a dozen films before, but they’d never rehearsed like this—and of course, Teo had never rehearsed with Ugo at all, not as an actor. In Italy, he’d worked as a grip, hoisting cameras up ladders and onto tripods and taken them down again as Ugo’s mood dictated. They’d shot on soundstages that rented by the hour, wheeled wax palms in on dollies and knocked out every frame on a schedule drawn up to the minute. Ugo fed his actors their lines, and Teo had watched these men and women arrange their faces into expressions of horror or exhaustion or lust and pronounce the words straight to camera. And that was it; cut to print, no second takes. Getting out of character was as easy as shrugging off a thin coat, or at least it looked that way from the top of the crane. They’d make another one in six months, basically the same film but a different title, Jungle Something, Something Massacre, Revenge of the Whatever the Fucks.

			But then Ugo had called Teo two weeks ago, at a weird mid-morning hour: I want to do another jungle film, fifteen thousand lire a week, are you in? His voice had sounded strange, muted, like the volume had been turned down on the receiver somehow. He was offering three times what he’d ever paid Teo in the past. When Teo asked why, Ugo had said he wanted Teo to act in the film. When Teo asked him what the hell he was talking about, Ugo had hung up.

			Eight days later, a plane ticket arrived in the mail, Bogotá, one-way. No address on the envelope. No script, no mention of the role.

			Teo called Ugo’s flat and listened to the phone peal thirty-­two times.

			He hadn’t gotten a gig for three months, not since the union had gone on strike. He’d spent the time smoking in his apartment and watching the news reports on the Red Brigades station bombings, waiting for something better to do. He had never really asked Ugo questions about what they were filming, not even when he was on set—never What do we shoot next, or Why is that character supposed to be killing that extra, or What’s on the green screen now? He had the script. He knew how to mount a camera and dismantle a backing and break down a lighting setup. Ugo had the entire production planned to the minute; what more did Teo need to know? And acting, he suspected, was probably the same way. The actors Ugo hired in Italy were runners-up in rural beauty pageants or last year’s conservatory grads or old-timers who survived off bit parts on cop dramas and shlock films like this. The women always brought their own wigs. The men were always ten centimeters shorter than their résumés said and needed apple boxes to stand on during kissing scenes. To Teo, the work they did seemed to take as much insight as being a plumber, and maybe half the skill. And anyway, he’d be kicked out of his apartment soon when he didn’t make rent, and where else would he go?

			But it was different to puzzle out passport restrictions and vaccinations, to show up at the airport at five in the morning with no idea why you were there. It was different to sit next to the director on the plane: thirteen hours of pressurized silence, Ugo stirring his cocktail straw, occasionally tilting his chin up to sleep.

			The director had been mostly silent on set, too, besides those two words that had become a mantra over these last days: Di nuovo. Again. For the last week, they’d spent every day running through chase scenes in the mud, over and over, until Teo’s quadriceps burned and the skin on his knees was raw from falling, yelling the same lines until the words morphed and lost all sense. Right away, he could tell: this was different from the soundstages. The point of all this wasn’t to block the scene or frame the shot. Some days, they didn’t shoot at all. Ugo just stood on the sidelines with his arms folded, a crease in the center of his forehead and his eyes scanning behind his aviator-frame glasses. The best Teo could tell, Ugo wanted to exhaust him: wanted Teo to hear the direction so many times that it became a voice in his own head, a nerve impulse in the fibers of his wrist.

			He would let the cameras roll only then—when Teo was tired and furious.

			He was tired and furious. Ugo said, Marks.

			The Indian’s shoulder landed too hard on the bark. The scrape it left was faint pink and looked too complicated to be random, like a rune. Teo shoved his face close to the man’s ear and said, in Italian, I’m going to kill you.

			Too early, Ugo called. Wait for my signal.

			The man murmured something at a high pitch; it could have been a prayer.

			Di nuovo, the director said. You know what, fuck it. This time with film.

			Teo could smell something leafy on the man’s skin, the sour breath the man was holding inside his mouth. He leaned back and smiled, lowered the gun. He adjusted his grip.

			But before the cameras were set to roll, something happened: the Indian shoved Teo back, both hands hard and flat against his ribs. The air left Teo’s lungs in one rush. The Indian pivoted and ran, stumbled in the mud, his bare heels carving deep pits into the earth and his knees bowing out in a way that looked painful.

			And then Teo’s body was moving, too, without signal or warning from his brain, chasing after the Indian, the gun swinging in his fist. The Indian’s head craned over his shoulder and that was when the butt of the gun hit him, hard, the pain sudden between his shoulder blades. Teo felt like he was watching himself from above. A man with a gun, dark-haired and lunging; a quick grunt, and the Indian was down.

			The cameramen barked something from the lunch tent and started to run. Behind Teo’s back, the voices came closer.

			Basta! Hey!

			But Teo kept his gaze down on the Indian. Kept hitting. The butt of the gun, the barrel, and when the gun wasn’t fast enough, his fists. The bone at the back of the Indian’s neck looked painful and strange. It wasn’t broken, but it was one of those bones in the body that looks fractured even when it’s not. It bulged and shifted as the Indian curled into himself, as the Indian covered his skull with his hands.

			Then the voices were right behind them, telling Teo to stop.

			Then Teo made himself stand, made himself watch the way the Indian winced and drew one shaking hand forward and crawled, just an inch. His knuckles were white, gripping at slick earth.

			Then Teo picked up the gun. Before the cameramen reached him, he bit his tongue to still the itch in his trigger finger and strode straight east, into the trees.

			• • •

			He doesn’t tell Anahi any of this, of course. He doesn’t want to scare her off.

			Instead he pulls on his beer, squint-smiles at her, and says, You didn’t answer my question. How long are those snakes?

			She winces at the innuendo. I can’t—

			Come on. Answer mine and I’ll answer yours.

			The girl is sitting on the chair now. The mosquito net is hung up behind her, breathing in the breeze from the fan inside the room. A lightbulb is on in there, too, 15 watts under a heavy lampshade. The net filters the glow down to a strange dim wash.

			Why did you do it? she says. Today, when you hurt the Indian?

			His beer pauses in its arc to his lips, How the fuck does she know? She wasn’t there.

			If you’re acting, she says softly, couldn’t you fake it?

			Stop changing the subject, Teo says, his voice still bristling. He hasn’t told Anahi that he isn’t really an actor yet, and he decides instantly that he never will.

			I’m sorry.

			How did you even hear about that?

			The maids gossip.

			And here is where Teo recovers, softens his face and his voice back into a tone she can trust. Well, then, he says, tilting his head so his hair falls away from his eyes. The maids shouldn’t gossip.

			She hesitates. I know.

			He narrows his eyes and takes in the size of her: smaller, now, than she seemed when she was standing on the chair. The span of her hips is probably no wider than the width of his hand if he spread his fingers out. He puts a laugh in his voice when he talks, to relax her: I was supposed to stay in character.

			Anahi is biting the edge of her thumbnail, her posture rigid against the back of the chair. When she speaks, it’s slow and careful: I don’t think the Indians understand this.

			Understand what?

			What the movie is about.

			I don’t really know, either.

			She looks at him. You don’t?

			Teo pulls the beer off his lips, makes a blah-blah motion with his hands. I think it’s a play on an exploitation film, bloodthirsty savages, all that. You know. A teenage girl gets captured by the filthy natives. A journalist comes down to look for her, slaughters about a hundred of them. Blood and guts and grass skirts, all that bullshit.

			From the way she’s looking at him, he can tell she hasn’t understood half the words he said. Her lips move so carefully when she talks: What happens to the girl?

			Teo grins at her. I have no idea. We don’t even have an actress to play her yet.

			But you could ask the director, at least. You and the director at least understand each other.

			He drinks, tries not to let on how much he’s bullshitting. That’s still not how it works.

			You said he was your friend.

			That’s not exactly true. We work together.

			But you speak the same language, at least. At least you can say no.

			Immediately, Anahi looks like she regrets the words.

			Teo stares at the side of her face, a feeling like hunger growing in his stomach. He smiles, glances up at the mosquito net: I don’t think that net will stay up.

			It will.

			Check it.

			I don’t—

			Stand on the chair and check it again for me.

			She does. As she steps up onto the seat, he watches the sinews in her ankles move. The wood creaks as she shifts her weight onto it. He can hear her holding her breath, trying not to fall.

			There’s no script, Teo says.

			What?

			That’s why I don’t know what happens in the movie. There’s no script.

			She takes out the hammer, holds it as close to the claw as she can so it won’t make much noise.

			He doesn’t usually work this way, he says. Ugo. Usually we shoot on soundstages. They have every frame of the thing on a schedule and we just knock it out, bam, bam, bam. We shoot the whole film in a weekend. Can you believe that?

			Anahi rises onto her toes. He stares at the muscles above her knees, bracing.

			That’s how we shot Vacation in Hell, he says. Psycho Venom, Four Hundred Teeth, all of them. They rent out a trained monkey and spritz all the actors down with water so they look malarial and add some jungle sounds in post. That’s how we always worked. Hell, that’s how all of these jungle exploitation movies are made. It’s a genre.

			She taps. Teo can’t see her face from where he’s sitting, but he can see it in the rest of her body: she is trying so hard not to look at him.

			But something happened, he says.

			She doesn’t respond.

			Something happened to Ugo, and now he’s got this whole vision, wants to make this new kind of film.

			He wants her to ask—what kind of film? He wants her to say anything, but then the hammer stops sounding, and Anahi starts to climb down, careful, like she’s stepping down onto ice.

			She does it so quietly. Teo can’t help himself.

			He leans over and rattles the legs of the chair.

			She stumbles, yips. He laughs and shouts, Boogeyman! but she doesn’t laugh back. The chair clatters and settles, and she finds her footing on the ground, takes a step back into the parking lot, covers her face with her hands. She catches her breath while Teo laughs himself breathless.

			Why did you do that? she says, meek.

			I was just kidding! Come on.

			I could have broken a leg.

			You’re fine, he says, the first time joking, easy, pushing himself to a stand and tossing the bottle on the ground, ambling into the lot. But when he says it again, he is right next to her. His hand is on her waist and his words are a command.

			You’re fine.

			Anahi stares at the ground. The lot is so dark, but Teo’s close enough to see the fine creases at the inner corners of her eyes, her short eyelashes, and the little blood vessels in the white.

			Now tell me about the snake, he says. You promised.

			She looks up at him once, long enough to take in the curl of a smile at the corner of his mouth. Then she strides out into the lot, finds a branch, drags it through the wood chips they’ve put down over the mud. He listens to them clatter. The line she makes must be six meters and curves like a tilde. He cocks his head as he watches her do it, her body moving in the orange light of the mosquito coils that are burning all along the perimeter of the lot.

			It’s this long, she says, when it’s stretched out.

			She stares at the line. She stays on the other side of it, away from him.

			In the dark, Teo looks straight over the line at Anahi and thinks of the mata toro, the way he looked at the animal in the mata toro’s grasp and thought instantly of her. He’s not sure why they evoke each other, except that there is a thrill to this kind of looking that he hasn’t found elsewhere. Even when she walks away from him, she can’t stop him from looking: he can still see the tiny globe of her jaw joint shifting as she grinds her teeth just a bit, the way the skin darkens over the bone when she does it. He knows how her skin works. He saw how the snake’s skin worked: the way its lower jaw unhinged when it had corkscrewed all the air out of its prey and was ready to swallow, how the scales drifted apart as the skin stretched around the body of the animal. When he looks at Anahi, he thinks of that new flesh between scales: that shocking pink, petal-delicate. The whole continent of the jaw joint moved and then separated, unhinging into its composite bones, drifting farther apart until the skin at the corners of its mouth stretched white. The snake put its lips around the head of the animal and pulled itself over, over, slow, a sleeve.

			He had the shotgun in his lap, the barrel hot from the sun, a bar of pure heat. It was the exact thickness of a light pole shaft, and something about this made Teo feel powerful, like he was capable, like he knew exactly how to use this thing, though he’d never held a gun before in his life. He liked the feeling of holding it, of knowing what he could do and not yet be doing it. He liked how it felt to wait up above on the bank.

			Teo looks at Anahi and thinks of how easy it is: he is looking at her, so she can’t move at all.

			She says, now: Who is your character in the movie?

			Her feet are rooted, her posture rigid. Teo leans against the wall again, tries to sharpen his gaze so he can see her in the dark.

			I don’t know anymore, he says.

			How can you not know?

			Like I said, we don’t have scripts. The director feeds us our lines, a shot at a time. He changes things around.

			But your character has a name.

			Well yeah, it used to be Mike, Teo says. Now it’s Joe, I think. But then an actor quit, so everything might change again.

			Who was it that quit?

			You didn’t meet him, Teo says. The American. He didn’t even get on the plane.

			The American?

			We need at least one American in the cast. It makes international distribution cheaper. We’ve got a new one coming to replace him in a few days.

			What part will he play, the American? When he gets here?

			Probably Richard, but who knows? He could be anyone. Teo laughs. Who knows what part I’ll play, hell.

			But how can you shoot a movie like that?

			Fuck if I know.

			Why do you want to shoot a movie like that?

			He hesitates. Directors recast all the time, it’s not—

			That’s not what I mean, she says.

			When did her voice get so bold? It’s too dark for Teo to see her face. Her little hammer is clutched in both hands in front her, dangling like a golf club. He takes a step into the lot, grinning.

			What do you mean, then?

			I mean the violence, she says, bracing. I mean the blood and the killing and the guns. Hurting that Indian.

			What about it?

			She bites her lip. Never mind.

			No, tell me. He walks a little closer.

			Anahi looks off to the side. What I meant was . . . Doesn’t it bother you? To even pretend to do things like that?

			Teo is close enough, now, that he can hear the simmer of the mosquito coils. There is less than an arm’s length between him and her and he can see the glint of her silly little hammer, the way her hands are trembling.

			Look at you. He smiles. So worried about me.

			The first time Teo called for maintenance, Anahi told him that she couldn’t go inside his room when he was in it. The owner would get angry if she did, she said; Teo would have to rehang the rest of the netting over his mattress himself. She offered to call one of the male employees, but Teo said no: he wanted her. Even if she could only hang the netting over the door, he wanted her.

			He had said he wanted her the next night: a smashed lightbulb. And the next: he torqued his room faucet until water leaked out of the base. As far as he could tell, she wasn’t allowed to say no.

			Teo smiles once at her, then turns around, ambles through the curtain of netting and back into his room. He kneels and rifles under the bed for another warm beer, cursing as his elbow strains. His vision is blurred from the alcohol, but he can see the shape of an empty T-shirt under there, an untied shoe.

			He hears her voice, hesitant behind him and far away.

			You should be careful. Sometimes there are animals underneath.

			• • •

			Here is something else Teo does not tell Anahi:

			It took him an hour to get back to set after he left the snake in the river, a half-kilometer walk with elephant grass thrashing at his ankles. He beamed himself in the forehead on low branches. The heat dropped and the humidity rose, every trunk he steadied himself against slick with mist like the trees were sweating, too. For the last half kilometer, Teo lost the trail he’d made going in and had to follow the sound of voices through the black. He could hear the cameramen best, loading in the equipment, planning a joke they wanted to play on the lead actress, a twenty-year-old girl from southern Switzerland who they all thought was sexy and took every opportunity to tease. They’d stolen a fake skull from props, and they were going to bury it in the mud near the makeup tent, ask her to come take a look. They mimicked it: Irena, Irena, what’s that over there? They said it in exaggerated accents, mocking her inflected Italian. Teo couldn’t see them, but he could imagine them pantomiming the face they thought she’d make when she saw it, laughing in whispers. They’d unhinge the jaw of the skull and make it laugh, too.

			Teo focused on the laughter as he lunged over something wet and soft and wide on the ground, maybe a soaked sheet of bark or a body. The voices were so close, but he had to keep his eyes on his feet. It was so dark he couldn’t have seen the silhouettes of the cameramen, even if he’d searched.

			So then how did the director see him, pushing through an unexpected gap in the tree line and onto the black mud of the beach? Ugo didn’t have a flashlight. His cigarette was lit and that’s what Teo saw: a fleck of orange, moving from his mouth down to his side.

			He winced when he heard Ugo say his name. He braced for the director’s curt, quiet anger: Where the fuck were you, where have you been all this time?

			Instead, Ugo issued one emotionless laugh into the dark. You smell like shit.

			Teo murmured, I went for a walk.

			It was like the director’s gaze had its own magnetic resonance, the kind of look that could vibrate a cell at fifty meters. Ugo had always been intense but this was different: that look felt different here, in this country that smelled like mud and sweat and iodine, the river plashing out there somewhere in the dark.

			I upset you today, Ugo said, a statement of fact.

			We’re fine.

			You don’t like this new process I’m trying.

			He didn’t ask Teo whether he liked acting, period.

			Teo said nothing. He heard Ugo swallow, saw the vague shape of him folding his arms in front of his chest as he spoke.

			What happened today—maybe it’s a sign.

			Teo flattened it from a question into a statement: A sign of what.

			That maybe you’re not right for the part of Richard, Ugo says. I was considering you for it, you know. For the lead.

			I—

			When the American quit, I thought, why not, let’s try Teo in the lead? But I think now, I need someone more—what’s the word.

			Teo could feel sweat creeping through his scalp like insects, nosing under individual strands of his hair. 

			Someone more raw, Ugo said. More naïve.

			Teo laughed. I’ve never acted a day in my life. I’m not sure how much more raw you can get.

			That’s not what I mean.

			Then what do you mean?

			I mean I want to take the script in a different direction.

			What script?

			Ugo coughed. The story, then.

			Teo wanted to ask: Why no script? Teo wanted to ask what happened, why he was in this fucking country at all?

			But something about the rough edge to Ugo’s voice told him not to. Instead he clenched his back teeth, tried to find Ugo’s face in the dark.

			I can try to play innocent if you want me to. If that’s the question. I’m new at this, but I can try.

			Come on, Ugo said. We’ve done, what, eleven films together?

			Teo paused, surprised Ugo remembered. Twelve.

			And that last one in Milan, with the teenage girl, what was her name, the one who worked craft services?

			All the muscles in Teo’s face went slack.

			And all that bullshit you put us through? All that hush-hush business, paying off the parents so we wouldn’t have to stop production? You didn’t think my production manager wouldn’t tell me all about that, did you?

			I—

			You cost me money on that, Teo, Ugo smiled. Come on, don’t tell me you don’t remember.

			Teo looked at a point on Ugo’s cheek, above his mouth and below his left eye, and said nothing.

			You can play innocent. The director laughed. Huh. Come on, Teo. We may not know each other well, but trust me, I know you better than that. And besides—

			Teo will not tell Anahi what the director said next:

			The way we’re going to shoot this film—I need someone who’s not just playing.

			• • •

			Teo doesn’t flinch when Anahi mentions the animals under the bed. He pushes himself off the hotel room floor and stands, the beer warm in his fist. He puts a laugh in his voice, looks straight through the mosquito netting when he speaks: And what big scary things are under my bed?

			Anahi is so still. He can’t make out the particularities of her features through the netting, her nostrils or her eyes. Her eyebrows are thick and perfect. Her shirt is white and he thinks it says HOTEL OVIDIO on it in black block capitals, but he can’t be sure. She is crossing her arms over her chest.

			Insects, she says. Rodents. They get under the beds.

			Not snakes?

			Not this far from the trees, no.

			Teo puts his beer on the corner of the bedpost and slams the bottle cap off with the heel of his hand. Are you sure?

			Anahi doesn’t say anything.

			He smiles. I don’t know. I think I hear something in here. I think it’s hissing.

			Her arms fall to her sides.

			I’m scared, Teo teases. I think you better get in here.

			She says, I don’t get paid more if I work late.

			Save me, Anahi.

			I need to go.

			But I need your help.

			I can’t—

			He shhs her. He hisses. Ssssss. Listen. Did you hear that?

			Teo cups a hand around his ear.

			Hey, hey. I think it’s coming for me.

			He stares at her through the net. He keeps hissing. He will keep doing it until she breaks down and moves beyond the curtain, until he can see every part of her up close. There is a part of Teo that hopes it will take hours to wear her down. There is a part of him that loves this part best, that wants for it to take all night.

			• • •

			Anahi stands as still as she can in the dark of the parking lot, looking at the actor, waiting for her behind the curtain. The humidity whirs against the nape of her neck. For a reason she can’t name, she thinks of her father. She thinks of the last time she saw a mata toro.

			It was on the table in the middle of her father’s kitchen, carved into hunks of wet, black steak. Her father and three of his friends were picking out the bones, drinking cachaça and laughing over a joke. Two were from the cartel: they’d brought back crates of liquor and clean shirts from the capital, cases of them layered over the kilos of coca paste in the speedboat. Half the liquor would be a gift to her father for putting them up on the trip north. The third man was an Indian named Unay who had been expelled from his village a year ago; her father was trying to teach him Spanish.

			Unay dug his hands wrist-deep into the body of the snake and squealed at the sensation. He was laughing so hard he was weeping. The tears drew dark rivulets into the filth on his skin, and his mouth kept moving in an aimless way. She could tell he was already too drunk to talk.

			Anahi stared into the pile of meat. It had so many parts inside: black tissues that came off in long strands, a yellow fluid that got under the men’s fingernails. She saw a blue something that looked like lung fiber. She could not see anything like a heart.

			How did you kill it? she asked her father.

			One of the men from the cartel looked up. You’re not afraid of the big snake, are you, girl?

			She swallowed. No.

			I think you are. You need us to protect you?

			Anahi held her breath. The man walked closer. He was very fat and, she knew, more powerful than the other men. Maybe even the boss. She could tell by his watch, silver and leather flecked in snake blood, and by how close he got to her, and because when he did it, her father said nothing.

			I used a great big gun, he said. It’s out in the truck. Thing is this long, and the kickback is crazy.

			When he laughed, she could see the grains of raw meat in his molars. She could smell the carcass steaming all over him.

			Just say the word, baby. He licked one of his back teeth. I’ll protect you.

			Her father glanced up, but he kept slipping pieces of rib out of the meat like sewing pins, didn’t tell the man to stop. The man was breathing into her face, her mouth. There was a wet, blue-black smear on the floor, some organ that had been dropped or thrown, and she focused as hard as she could on that.

			Finally, her father put down the snake. It was already dead, he said. These assholes just found it out in the road.

			Unay let out a sudden laugh. He shouted something in mixed Spanish and Ticuna that Anahi couldn’t understand. She heard the Spanish words for afraid and girl. She heard her father tell him to shut up.

			In the lot, Anahi looks through the mosquito netting at Teo. She wets her lips to make her mouth work.

			You know, snakes aren’t what you should be afraid of, she said.

			She is thinking of the men in her father’s house. She is thinking of the mosquitoes clinging to the mesh, working their way under the gaps at the doorframe. She is thinking of the larvae that clot in the mosquito’s belly, the parasites that travel along the proboscis and into the blood. She is thinking of how they must look as they unspool in the glands, microscopic ribbons, pure white and silent. She is thinking of Unay’s leg under the table, mottled with dark blood, swollen huge with elephantitis.

			She can see Teo’s shape edging closer to the net, closer to her. He says, Why? Is there something bigger than an anaconda out there?

			Anahi thinks of a tiny worm in the center of Teo’s heart, working.

			No, she says. There isn’t. You’re safe in there.
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