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CARNIVAL OF HOPE 

"Compelling and intelligently written." - Marilou George 
(Confessions Of A Reader) 

"Heartbreaking in its portrayal of just how poor these people 
are" - Joo (KUF Reviewer) 

A poor idealist forced to teach in secret, and reluctant to abandon 
his mother. A determined young woman, desperate to escape the 
struggles and tragedies of a dangerous Brazilian shantytown. A 
carnival competition offering hope of a better future in the 
South... 

But what lies behind the sinister practices of carnival? 

What’s become of former winners who have disappeared? 

The route out to a new life is not as easy as it appears, and as the 
competition spirals into a corrupt and perilous deception, it 
plunges the young loves into a fight for their lives.  

George Hamilton studied at the University of East London, 
majoring in development economics. He likes to know what’s 
going on around the world, to delve into the customs and 
practices of different cultures, and in Carnival of Hope, he turns 
his sights on the Nordestinos of North-Eastern Brazil. He 
currently lives in London, England. 



 

 

Reviews: 

5/5* 
I found this book extremely compelling and intelligently written. 
I highly recommend this book to all readers who want to be 
immersed in a story that will take you on a journey that you 
would otherwise never have taken. (Marilou George’s full 
review at Goodreads) 

4/5* 
In the end, CARNIVAL OF HOPE is a love story that examines 
a society, warts and all, with an ending that allows room for the 
reader’s imagination and sense of wonder. I would recommend it 
to anyone who wants to be immersed, not only in a love story, 
but in the culture of the Brazilian favela during carnival season, 
the superstitions and longing of its people. (Susan Russo 
Anderson’s full review  at Goodreads) 

5/5* 
Tomas in his heart is a good person, but who knows how far we 
would be pushed before we do bad things like he reluctantly has 
to… . I was thinking of Tomas and Thereza long after finishing 
the book. (Joo’s full review at Goodreads) 

http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/242547278
http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/242547278
http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/261266372
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To those who take the risks that change our lives 
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Chapter 1 

 
Tomas recited verses about the drylands of the Sertão as he 
strode the one thousand and forty-three paces from his home to 
the shack at the crest of the hillside. The delicious precision of 
each word helped him ignore the blasting sun and the grumbling 
in his stomach. He rapped three times, waited, and then twice 
more. Jovial hymns already floated out into the alleyway of 
wooden shacks. That’s how he had planned it at different hours 
twice a week for the last three years to avoid attention. Dona 
Menzies, an unusually stout woman with severely tied back hair, 
waved him in and shut the door in a hurry. At the stone grate 
where they cooked, her two teenaged daughters sang at the top 
of their voices. They returned nodded acknowledgements to 
Tomas whilst continuing to sing, and he stepped past the three-
legged table balanced against the wall of the only room and into 
the space hidden behind the heavy curtain. 

On the floor sat three youths, their scrawny backs resting 
against the wooden pallet on which Dona Menzies and her 
husband slept. Two had empty hands, but Tomas averted his 
gaze, as it might discourage them from coming. The feral-faced 
girl, Rosina, pushed two withered ears of corn towards him, and 
then gazed at a wall to hide her embarrassment. A younger boy, 
Salgado, played with his soiled toes. ‘I’ll get you some rice or 
beans later,’ his neighbour’s boy Fabricio said. 

From a flap sown to the inside of his pants, Tomas pulled out 
two books and handed one of them to Fabricio, to share with 
Rosina. She repeated the words as Fabricio ran a finger along a 



 

2 
 

page and read aloud in a stutter. Salgado was less advanced than 
the other two, having only been in the classes for a few weeks. 
Tomas folded his gangly legs beneath him, and opened the other 
book to pump Salgado full of the basics. At most, he had a few 
more weeks with the boy, as the average street-child who 
showed interest would only stay for several weeks. After that, 
the pressure of searching questions from their friends and their 
need to make enough to live on each day—legally or 
otherwise—dragged them away from his lessons. But if nothing 
else, he believed that in those few weeks he could feed them an 
appreciation of words, which on some days could offer a respite 
from their lives of roaming.  

He pointed to a word Salgado would remember, and the boy 
thought for a moment before saying it in the two syllables he had 
taught him. By the time Tomas pointed to the next word, the 
boy’s attention dangled on the string of hymns being reeled out 
from the other side of the curtain. He shook the boy’s bony 
shoulder. ‘Come on, Salgado, you remember why you want to 
read?’  

‘So that I can travel to Rio or São Paulo for work, if I can 
afford the fare,’ the boy said, with a flicker of light in his 
cavernous eyes. For Salgado’s sake, Tomas nodded in 
agreement, and continued with the lesson.  

When he had finished with Salgado, he spent some time with 
Rosina and Fabricio, reinforcing their most recent words. ‘Can I 
borrow the book to practise some more?’ Fabricio said when his 
lesson was over. 

Tomas glared at him with inky eyes. ‘No, Fabricio, it’s too 
dangerous for you to be walking around with a book.’ 

‘I’ll hide it and only read it at my mother’s house, Seu 
Tomas. Then I’ll bring it to your house.’ 

Though the boy had mastered the meanness of the alleyways, 
Tomas liked the way he always slipped from his friends and 
made it to the lessons, which, unusually, he had been attending 
for more than six months. But the book was one of only a few 
that he owned, even if he did decide to ignore the risks. ‘If you 
want, you can come to read it at my house, when Mama isn’t 
there.’ 
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‘Okay, I’ll come tomorrow,’ Fabricio said with a grin, and 
then he darted from behind the curtain and out the door.  

‘None of them could pay you again?’ Dona Menzies crept 
behind the curtain as Tomas organized his things. He held up the 
two ears of corn and she tut-tutted.  

‘It doesn’t matter. Maybe one day when I’m old and grey 
they’ll remember.’  

‘You’re a young man, Seu Tomas. If I was still in my 
twenties, I’d leave this place and try to make it in one of the 
cities. Your talent is being wasted here.’ 

‘From what I’ve heard, the cities are no better than here.’ 
‘Does Thereza believe that?’  
Tomas shrugged.  
‘If you don’t do something, that girl of yours may risk 

everything and leave this place on her own, then you never know 
what trouble she might get into. I’ve seen it happen.’ 

‘Where else is there to go?’ 
‘As soon as my two are old enough, I’m sending them south 

to find work.’ 
‘Then I’d better prepare them the best I can.’ 
Dona Menzies turned to go, then stopped. ‘I just 

remembered. Are you able to take on two more students—
friends of mine?’ 

‘I’m always in need of more paying students, Dona Menzies, 
but I have to be careful and vet them first.’ 

‘I haven’t told them who you are. Their house is halfway 
down the hill, opposite the woman who bakes bread.’ 

The sound of food made his stomach groan. ‘Say nothing to 
them. I’ll investigate and let you know in a week.’  

Already long and narrow, Tomas’s milky chocolate face had 
stretched rigid with caution. He had to be careful. Because of the 
risks, he taught no one too young, as they failed to realize the 
dangers and might babble about what they had learned and from 
whom. But also, he taught no one too old. Many in their senior 
years were chained to the rituals of their ways, and if it were 
suggested that there were things they did not know but should, or 
that they had lived through fifty or more years of ignorance, for 
many the shame could quickly turn to a spiteful indignation, 
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which might cause them to squeal on the person who had shed 
light on the limitations of their world. And some, he had no 
doubt, would take pleasure in turning him over to the men who 
kept order. So he only selected those in their teens to late thirties 
for his lessons. It was that group which still possessed a thirst to 
seek out a solution to their predicament, by learning to read and 
write, and perhaps then borrowing the funds to travel south in 
search of work. But he always told them that learning had a 
value in itself, so that if they found no work, they would not be 
plagued by disappointment.  

 
*** 

A lone cloud crept across a desert of blue sky by the time Tomas 
finished teaching Dona Menzies’ girls, work for which he had 
already spent the payment. He stood on the steps outside her 
shack. Smoke from charcoal and twig cooking fires billowed 
from scattered locations across the shanty of almost three 
thousand homes, crammed into a bowl spread down the northern 
hillside, across the valley floor, and up the southern hill before 
him. He tipped onto his toes and looked halfway across the 
valley, for signs of any cooking coming from the hut he shared 
with his mother. It would have eased his ten-minute walk home, 
not having to think about finding more food. But no smoke rose 
from that part of the shanty.  

He braced himself on his heels as he hiked down the hillside. 
There were residents chattering through shuttered windows and 
children chasing each other in and out of the alleyways. Here, 
the shacks were slightly larger than homes in the rest of the 
shanty, some raised on stilts to protect them from mudslides 
during a rare downpour. A few of the residents even boasted two 
rooms.  

‘That’s a nice broom you’ve got there,’ he said to a woman 
slouched by her door. ‘I traded one like that last week for a 
chicken and a kilo of staples; and I only charged a small bag of 
beans.’  

‘And what do you expect me to use once you’ve sold it off?’ 
she said, grabbing hold of the broom leaning against her shack. 
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He raised a hand to reassure her that he understood, as he hadn’t 
traded anything for more than a month. 

At the bottom of the hill, he crossed the loosely cobbled 
square towards the open-sided market. A low-sided truck sat 
outside, and the vendors from outlying towns were loading their 
baskets of rice, beans, and other staples for the trip home. He 
crossed the main dirt road, which ran east to west through the 
centre of the shanty—a major artery, which rarely saw 
vehicles—and peered into the market. A dozen children had 
already cleaned any scraps that had been left on stalls or fallen 
onto the concrete floor, and they were sorting and trading their 
meagre pickings in a corner.  

Satisfied there was nothing to be had there, Tomas went back 
to the road and headed away from the crumbling colonial church 
and municipal offices that dominated the western end of the 
square. At that hour, a sizeable queue still waited at the water 
pump, but there was no sign of Thereza. Once he had gone by 
the pump and left the square, the road narrowed as it wound 
through the densely packed heart of the shanty, where the shacks 
shrank into mud huts.  

He thought about heading for the dump when he neared the 
footbridge over the trickling stream, which could have been 
waded through at most times of the year if it wasn’t for the 
sewage, which oozed through it with the glutinous consistency 
of diarrhoea. The last thing he had eaten was a piece of couscous 
simples for dinner the previous night, and a piece of steamed 
cornmeal cake was hardly enough to keep a grown young man 
going for more than a few hours. It was unlikely his mother had 
earned enough to feed herself, but it was too hot to be searching 
through the dump, and at the last moment he decided to go 
home. He went past the footbridge and turned left into an 
alleyway before going four rows of huts back to the mud hut that 
his mother, Dona Maria, had built. 

He entered, his head brushing the seashell-eyed figure of 
Eshu, which his mother rubbed in dendê oil and the blood of 
sacrificed animals when she could get it. Then she hung it inside, 
to cast a curse onto any uninvited bagaceiras that might try to 
rob them of their few possessions.  
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After pushing the door up tight, he tossed the ears of corn 
onto the squat log table that sat next to the clay burner, where his 
mother would see them when she came in. Then he took three 
shortened strides to the round of tree trunk in the corner of the 
room. On top of it sat small statues of the Christ, the Virgin, and 
two orisha deities. The deities had been brought all the way from 
Africa by one of the priests who occasionally made the trip from 
there, in order to reclaim their old rituals, which had been 
forgotten in their homelands but preserved with the care of aged 
wine here. 

 He shifted the tree trunk and dug away three inches of the 
dirt floor. His papers were wrapped in plastic. He took them out 
along with the third book, which his father had left him. After 
sweeping the dirt into the hole with a foot and pushing back the 
tree trunk, he took the papers to his hammock, kicked off his 
sandals, and climbed in on his side.  

Slithers of light leaked in through the thatched roof and 
cracks in the door. Using a charcoal pencil and pieces of paper 
scavenged from the dump, he planned another lesson for that 
evening, the way his father and grandfather had done before him. 

The door of the hut scraped the floor and Tomas shoved his 
notes and the books behind him in the hammock. It was only his 
mother, and he sipped another dusty breath in relief. ‘Hello, 
Mama,’ he said to the wiry but agile woman, whose growth had 
been stunted in her youth, so that she fell below his shoulders. 
Dona Maria raised her shrunken head and grunted, and then 
pulled the strand of black hair she saw hanging from the figure 
of Eshu above her. She rolled it like tobacco between her fingers 
to release its odour and smelt it with her expert nose. ‘This is 
yours, Tomas?’ 

‘Yes, Mama.’ 
‘You disrespect Eshu and one day he’ll do you harm.’ 
‘A little more harm won’t kill me.’  
‘Hmm, you continue tempting fate. If you believed, then 

maybe we’d have some good fortune and not have to live like 
this.’ She gestured at the room with her pitted chin. It was 
mostly taken up by their two hammocks. Tomas ignored her, and 
she shut the door and slumped onto the tree-trunk stool by the 
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table. She dropped a purse-sized bag of brown beans onto the 
table and snatched up the two ears of corn. ‘This is all you 
have?’ 

‘I’ll teach two lessons tonight; maybe I’ll get more.’ 
‘You’re risking your neck when most of your students can’t 

pay now. Why do you continue with this foolishness?’ 
‘Because they need it. Papa would have—’  
‘Papa would have what? You have no papa, like most of the 

children here. When it gets tough what do they do? Run away 
and leave their women with many mouths to feed.’ She blinked, 
as though a tear had stung her eye at the thought of the five she 
had been unable to save. But Tomas, her third, had lived—and 
the eldest girl, who had taken off with a man from another 
village, whom she often called “a low life bagaceira.” 

‘Papa didn’t run away,’ Tomas said. ‘He wouldn’t have 
sought his freedom from this place and left us and the 
community behind.’ 

‘You still think a big strong man like him could have been 
killed without trace of his body?’ 

‘Many are killed in the Sertão and their bodies are lost.’ 
‘Then if you think that, why don’t you stop? When you were 

just into your teens in the eighties your father almost got caught 
by the military.’ 

‘But he got away, Mama.’ 
‘What do you think they’d have done to him and us if they’d 

found him with books that were meant to be burnt? Do you 
know what happened to communists?’ 

‘Neither Grandpa or Papa were communists.’ 
‘Do you think those soldiers cared?’ 
‘We’re supposed to have had a democracy for more than ten 

years now, Mama.’ 
‘Says who? What happens to the funds for schools, Tomas? 

It goes into their pockets. And you know the mayor says anyone 
who can read or write should register.’ 

‘Sure, so that they can keep an eye on them.’ 
‘It’s better than them finding out from someone else—then 

what will happen to you?’  
‘Stop worrying so, Mama.’ 
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Dona Maria twisted one of the cobs between her callused 
hands, to dislodge the pale yellow kernels. ‘If I’d burnt those 
stupid books of his when he went and brought you to work with 
me on the plantation, we may have had enough to save the 
others.’ 

‘They all wanted to keep them too, to continue the teaching.’ 
‘Teaching!’ Dona Maria snaked her head towards the roof. 

‘What good is it to anyone if you have to hide it all the time?’ 
‘It’s the only thing which makes some people feel alive here, 

Mama.’ 
‘Then go south searching for your pot of gold like the others; 

I’m not stopping you.’ 
Tomas got up from his hammock, reburied some of his 

papers, and stuffed one of the dog-eared books down his pants. 
He slid his foot into his sandals and pulled back the door. A 
barefooted girl with dry, brittle hair, the fleshless skin on her 
legs hanging in folds, stood outside with her bowl—one of their 
neighbour’s seven hungry children. He flicked his head for the 
girl to go in, and she crept past him, her eyes burrowing her 
shame into the ground. ‘I’ll eat at Thereza’s later; you can give 
her mine.’ 

‘I’ll be delivering Dona Rosa’s baby this evening,’ his 
mother said. 

‘Won’t she need the doctor this time? She always has 
difficult births,’ Tomas said, concerned that because his mother 
was untrained—though she had years of experience—if she 
made a mistake there could be trouble. 

‘The crook wants eighty reais, and she has no money.’ 
‘Wish her and Javier my best,’ he said, knowing his mother 

would do it alone whatever his opinion.  
‘I will. And if you do decide to return and I’m not here, can 

you throw out the rubbish?’ 
Tomas smiled as he headed out the door. ‘Like I keep telling 

you, Mama, I’m not planning on leaving.’ 
‘Don’t make promises you’ll come to regret.’ 
 

*** 
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Two more lessons took an hour, for which Tomas received fifty 
centavos in payment. In the dim moonlight, he crossed the 
square behind a solid-wheeled ox-cart grinding over the 
cobblestones. To his right, two trucks pulled up and disgorged 
dozens of stiff-backed plantation workers by the church. Many 
of the mainly spare-bodied men leapt from the beds of the trucks 
and headed straight for the leaning wooden slat bar that sat next 
door to the market. 

Tomas joined the queue by the water pump at the eastern end 
of the square. When he had washed the dust from his fine-boned 
hands, face, and feet, he brushed back his hair, straightened his 
clothes, then strolled through the alleyways to Thereza’s hut. It 
was in the opposite direction to his hut, three or four minutes 
from the water pump, close to the base of the northern hillside. 

He pulled back his shoulders and knocked. Dona Benedita, 
Thereza’s mother, opened the door, and when she saw his empty 
hands, a scowl drew in her plump peach face. ‘What can I do for 
you, Seu Tomas?’ 

‘Good evening, Dona Benedita. Is Thereza in?’ He could see 
Thereza’s shiny black hair flowing down her slender back at the 
table, but he often treaded as if barefooted through cactus with 
Dona Benedita.  

‘She’s having her dinner, which we all worked hard to put on 
the table.’ 

‘Mama!’ Thereza swung around with a swollen stare. ‘Come 
in, Seu Tomas.’ 

Dona Benedita threw the door ajar and marched back to her 
seat at the head of the table. ‘Good evening, Seu Jacques,’ 
Tomas said, nodding at the widower that Dona Benedita had 
taken up with after her last man left. Seu Jacques raised his 
wrinkled head from his food and acknowledged him with half a 
mouthful of blackened teeth, then went back to sucking on the 
macarrâo, which Dona Benedita always cooked extra soft for 
him. ‘Good evening, Dona Thereza.’ 

Thereza’s eyes flitted up as she greeted him and then back to 
her plate. Her two younger sisters sitting opposite her mouthed 
Seu Tomas’ words to each other and then burst their guts 
laughing. 
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‘Mama, Thereza kicked me,’ one of the girls whined, but 
Dona Benedita told her to eat her dinner with a firm stare. 

Tomas sat on the rough wooden chair pushed up against the 
wall, his hands folded in his lap as if to hide their barrenness. 
Seu Jacques waved him over with his tight-skinned hand. ‘Join 
us for dinner, Seu Tomas.’  

‘When did you become so charitable?’ Dona Benedita asked. 
‘Some say it was when I took up with you, Benedita … But 

you’ve made me a better man for it,’ he added in time, ‘and 
others are fortunate enough to reap the rewards. Come, Seu 
Tomas, we cannot let a hungry man leave unfed.’  

‘Thank you, but I’m not hungry,’ Tomas said. The rolling in 
his stomach would just have to start again, though there was only 
the usual rice, beans, farina, and macarrâo on their plates. 

‘Have you had much work lately?’ Seu Jacques asked. 
‘Look at Seu Tomas’ hands; they’re finer than a well-kept 

woman’s. Anyone can tell he’s never worked a day in the cane. 
Isn’t that right, Seu Tomas?’ 

‘The cane’s killing our people for less than the minimum 
wage.’ 

‘You see. A man who’s afraid of hard work cannot support 
anyone.’ 

‘I haven’t found work either, Mama,’ Thereza said.  
‘There are suitors who’ll make sure you don’t need to.’ 
‘Oh, Mama!’  
‘Don’t oh Mama me. Seu Jacques here does the work of 

three men. That’s how we survive.’ 
‘I still trade goods for people,’ Tomas said, gazing first at 

Seu Jacques, who had aged some in the eighteen months he had 
been with Dona Benedita, and then turning his eyes on Thereza, 
for some sign that she still believed in him. 

‘I’ve seen the junk you peddle, Seu Tomas, and when those 
people run out of money, they give you back the same rubbish to 
sell for food.’ 

Tomas pointed at the dining table, fashioned out of pieces of 
driftwood. ‘Isn’t that the table you gave me to sell before you 
started seeing Seu Jacques?’  
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A mouthful of farina caught in her throat. She coughed it 
clear. ‘Well, I told you to make sure it went to a good home. The 
family who had it don’t know how to take care of good furniture 
… Anyway, does all this peddling mean you’re no longer giving 
free counselling to the ruffians who sleep in the market?’ 

‘They’re mostly unfortunate children who’ve lost their 
parents, Dona Benedita.’ 

‘Seu Tomas, when your unfortunates have robbed me and 
other decent women of their groceries, they take half of it to 
share with their mothers, who live on the southern hills … Most 
men with ambition go south, to help themselves and their 
families.’ 

‘Seu Tomas thinks that one day things here may change, and 
all will be equal, don’t you?’ Thereza said. 

‘Is that right, Seu Tomas? So that means you won’t be taking 
part in the carnival competition again this year?’ 

‘No, Dona Benedita.’ 
‘Oh, then perhaps you plan on running for mayor to get 

things here changed?’ Seu Jacques roared with laughter, and the 
two girls giggled at their mother’s caustic humour.  

‘I’m considering other ideas,’ Tomas said as he held her 
stinging gaze. But he was wringing his hands, because if she 
asked him what they were, he would be at a loss as to what to 
tell her this time. Thereza knew that he taught and made a scanty 
living, which he hoped might grow, but he had asked her not to 
tell anyone, not even her mother. What Dona Benedita didn’t 
know could not endanger her, nor could she trade the 
information when she was desperate. 

Dona Benedita got up and started to clear the table. ‘Always 
you have ideas like your father, hey Seu Tomas, but they stay in 
your head.’ 

Thereza pushed her plate away and stood up. ‘I’m going 
outside to talk to Seu Tomas.’ 

‘You’re staying in here. You can help me to wash up, and we 
have to go out this evening.’ 

Thereza’s cheeks puffed but quickly deflated. ‘Yes, Mama.’ 
She dished some rice, beans, and farina onto a metal plate and 
handed it to Tomas. He shook his head. Once again, she would 
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think his silly pride had prevented him from eating in front of 
them. She put the food in a bag and left it by his side while she 
helped her mother. Half an hour later, Dona Benedita was still 
finding things for Thereza to do. Tomas mouthed that he would 
see her tomorrow, picked up the bag she had left him, and bid 
them goodnight. 

 
*** 

The crumbly mud walls of another hut concealed Tomas when 
Thereza and her mother ventured out into the darkness later, 
carrying two empty sacks. They walked towards him along the 
dirt track, and he backed into the alleyway with his shoulder 
tight against the hut. They strolled past talking in hushed tones, 
and Tomas gave them two alleyways start and then trailed them. 
They stopped at a shack where the roof was sliding off over the 
crooked window, and a hunchbacked woman with white 
candyfloss hair invited them in. Light seeped through the thumb-
wide cracks as her kerosene lamp bloomed into life. They were 
there for minutes, and then the door creaked open and they left 
with barely-filled sacks slung over their elevated shoulders.  

They made several more stops, and each time Tomas’ 
faltering hopes rose, because they had not stopped at the homes 
of any of the men Thereza’s mother had in mind for her. The 
sacks over their shoulders grew fuller, but judging by the 
straightness of their backs, no heavier.  

Halfway up the northern hillside, they stopped at the home of 
Seu Carlo, the bachelor pensioner who Dona Benedita said had 
worked in the northern cities. But he had always kept a house on 
the hill, so that he could return to the town of his birth when he 
retired. They were there for longer than it took a patient man to 
empty a half bottle of rum, and Tomas paced the alleyway 
opposite the wooden shack. The beat of bongos and Seu Carlo’s 
grating voice rose from the shack, like the crackling of flames in 
a chimney breast. Tomas abandoned his cover, ran across to the 
shack, and planted his face up against a shrunken gap in the 
shuttered window.  
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The bongos tight between his thighs like some swollen 
phallus, Seu Carlo was seated on a stool. Dona Benedita 
sambaed to his beat, but his rum-hot eyes pored over Thereza, 
with the sole intention of melting her frozen poise. Every now 
and then, Dona Benedita reached out and pulled at Thereza’s 
rigid arm, as though the bongo player needed the leggy 
suppleness of a dancer not too long past her teens to entertain 
him. But Thereza sat on her side with her legs clenched, sipping 
her cachaça without returning Seu Carlo’s glare, and made her 
hand slip away.  

‘Seu Carlo, is that you?’ The call came from behind Tomas, 
and he ducked down into the wild onions that grew stunted in 
clusters around the edges of the shack. The tall, lean, silhouette 
of a woman stood in the doorway of the shack opposite, and if he 
could see her, then surely she could see him. ‘Seu Carlo?’ She 
peered further into the dark. When there was no answer, she 
grabbed a pan from inside her doorway and beat it with a spoon 
as she ran down into the yard screaming, ‘Seu Carlo, Seu Carlo, 
o assalante, a robber!’  

Tomas scrambled to the back of the hut on all fours. 
Doorways and shutters on several shacks flew open, to uncap a 
well of shouts, barking dogs, and rattling pans. Two men 
charged into the yard, machetes raised, and Tomas jumped to his 
feet and ran. 

 
*** 

Dona Benedita and Thereza must have declined Seu Carlo’s 
offer to walk them home, because with a man as escort, a woman 
was often no safer. But they took the long route down the shanty 
town’s main alleyways. Most of the residents had turned off 
their kerosene lamps to save oil, and anyone out could only see 
two shacks ahead of them. When shuffling filled the silence 
around them, they drifted closer together. Thereza strung one 
arm through her mother’s, each still bearing a now filled sack 
over their backs with the other. The footsteps continued to stalk 
them like a curse. Dona Benedita unstrung Thereza’s arm and 
came to an abrupt stop, and so did their ghostly escort. ‘Who’s 
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there?’ Dona Benedita asked. There was no reply. ‘I carry a 
knife and I know how to use it,’ she said as she felt for the blade 
in the pocket of her frock. 

‘Come, Mama,’ Thereza said, and she took her arm and 
broke into a gaping stride, which became a run.  

Thereza dropped her sack, spilling some of its contents, and 
they pulled up with a jolt. Dona Benedita whipped out her knife 
and stood guard as Thereza scooped the contents back into the 
sack. ‘Come Thereza, hurry,’ she said, and when she had scraped 
all the contents up, they watched each other’s backs as they ran 
in the direction of home. 

Tomas waited until they had run on and then crept up to 
where Thereza had dropped the sack. He stooped onto his 
haunches to examine the ground by touch, and there he found 
what Thereza had missed. 
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Chapter 2 

 
Before the cocks had crowed, Dona Maria rolled out of her 
hammock. Tomas watched her from where he sat on his, his 
head cradled in his hands. ‘Dona Rosa had a girl last night,’ she 
said. ‘She slid out like a ripe mango right after I got there.’ 

‘That’s nice,’ Tomas said. ‘I’ll pass by to see them later.’ 
‘What are you doing up already?’ she said as she hastened to 

crack the door to capture a wedge of the dawn light.  
He held up the white chicken feather he had picked up. 

‘Thereza and her mother were out buying them last night.’ 
‘And that’s why you haven’t slept and are looking worse 

than a dog without a feeding?’ 
‘Mama, you know what this means.’ 
Dona Maria pulled a frock from a small but neat pile of 

clothes stored in a corner on the floor. She slipped it on and 
wriggled out of her frayed nightshirt, which was now 
underneath. ‘I’ve always told you that Dona Benedita thinks her 
girl is too good for you.’ 

‘Thereza doesn’t think so; it must be her mother’s doing.’ 
Dona Maria tipped the bucket on its edge and scooped water 

into both their wooden cups. Then she used the last of it to wash 
her arms and face. She scrubbed her teeth with some of the ashes 
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from the clay burner, swilled out her mouth and spat the contents 
outside the door. ‘Do you want to wash?’ she asked Tomas. He 
shook his head, and she swirled round the bucket and threw the 
last drops of water outside. ‘We’ll need some more.’ 

‘I’ll get it later,’ Tomas said. 
‘Maybe Dona Benedita won’t get enough feathers to make a 

costume for the carnival competition,’ Dona Maria said. 
‘They bought two sacks-full last night.’ 
Dona Maria whistled through the gap in her tooth. ‘Dona 

Benedita always finds herself a new man to help her. Who’s she 
along with now? Seu Jacques, is it?’ 

‘Yes.’ 
‘And he works in the cane for good money.’ 
‘He does the work of three men, Mama.’ 
‘He needs to. Two reais a day cannot feed one.’ 
‘The six that he makes is still not enough, and it’s killing 

him.’ 
‘It’s more than you make risking your neck—for what?’ 
Tomas turned from her and licked his drying lips. ‘Dona 

Menzies may have found me two more students.’ 
Dona Maria grunted and walked away. He wished she would 

stop cradling the blame, because she had discouraged him from 
manual work as a child. Sickness had inhabited him with 
regularity in his youth, and she had not wanted to lose another 
child, she had complained. She picked up the plate of food he 
had brought home. ‘Thereza?’ she asked. 

‘Yes. You can have it all. I’m fed up of the same rice, beans, 
and farina all the time.’ 

‘You don’t have much choice but to eat it if you want to 
live.’  

‘I’ll have a drink.’ Tomas mixed a heaped spoon of sugar 
into the water she had poured for him and went back to sit on his 
hammock.  

‘You’re lucky you don’t have to eat the mata or cactus as if 
you’re a grazing cow, the way we did when I was a girl.’ Dona 
Maria lit the charcoal in the clay burner and put the food in the 
Dutch pot to warm. ‘She’s a good girl, that Thereza.’ 
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‘Do you think she’ll win a job in the city if she dances in the 
carnival competition?’ Tomas asked. 

Dona Maria expelled air in a burst from her nose, as though 
she had inhaled a spoonful of dust. ‘Do you still think that 
anyone really wins the carnival competition, Tomas? They want 
us to believe in it the way children believe in Claus de Santa.’ 

‘I’m not a child, Mama.’ 
‘You’re the only one I have left, and so you are to me.’ 
‘You still have Gracia, too.’ 
‘No child of mine runs off with a bagaceira and forgets she 

has family,’ she said, refusing to mention the girl’s name. She 
took the pot from the burner and ate the lukewarm food straight 
from it. A light stream of smoke from the charcoal rose through 
a hole dug into the roof, but the pull was weak, and fine strands 
broke off and snaked across the hut.  

‘What do you mean when you ask does anyone really win the 
carnival competition?’ Tomas said. 

‘Haven’t you heard of the way they draw blood before the 
dance?’ 

‘Yes, Mama, but that’s part of the ceremony, to make it more 
interesting.’ 

‘Bah! You take in nothing of any consequence; all this 
learning of yours has made you blind. That’s why I wanted you 
to keep practising the faith.’  

Tomas clenched his mouth in a refusal to gift her further 
openings with which to quarrel with him. He disliked fighting 
with her. ‘They taste the blood to decide,’ she said, as though 
passing on a simple recipe.  

Tomas turned towards her with a smile, more satisfied now 
he knew she was floating off into one of her mystic fantasies, the 
prerogative of a candomblé priestess. ‘To decide what?’ 

‘The sweetness, Tomas … The dancers with the sweetest 
blood are the ones who are chosen.’ 

‘Mama, if you speak like that people will think you’re 
louco.’ 

‘Me, crazy?’ She beat a hand over her flat breast. ‘It’s the 
ones who enter carnival thinking they’ll win a good paying job 
in the South who are crazy. They kill us North-easterners and 
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use us in their ceremonies. Ogúm has allowed me to see the war 
they wage on our people.’ 

Tomas kissed her cheek. ‘Don’t speak like that in the square, 
Mama; you’ll scare the children.’ 

 
*** 

The sun had near burned off the morning mist when Tomas 
crossed the footbridge. It was the quickest way to the dump, and 
he slung one hand inside his shirt as if cradling the shaft of a 
knife. He hurried up through the alleyways, which wound their 
way past the huts that clung to the southern hillside like broken 
teeth. When he reached the top of the hill, where he no longer 
felt surrounded, he unfurled his sweating grip.  

Below him, garbage littered the excavation in slag heaps, and 
there were men, women, and children crawling over it like a 
colony of ants. Tomas scuttled into the gaping landfill. He 
climbed a pile of garbage that wasn’t being worked and started 
to forage like the other scavengers. It was more rewarding to 
search the mountain of rubbish in the early morning haze. At that 
hour, the cooler temperatures held down the stench, and the most 
edible of the refuse could still be plucked from the hillside, after 
trucks from surrounding towns had filled in the land with 
garbage during the night. But this morning, it would also give 
him time to consider what to do about Thereza. 

He negotiated a pile, balancing on his toes, and clawed away 
at paper, plastics, cans, and rotting waste. It was pointless him 
collecting any of these materials to fashion into cups or pots to 
sell, as most on the hillside made their own. Some food or 
clothing was all he wanted. He straightened his limbs to wipe his 
sweating brow with the back of his hand. Three youths standing 
above him proclaimed ownership of the plot with their riveting 
stares. He gave them a wide berth and climbed to the top of the 
pile and over the other side.  

A swarming group had gathered at the base of the mountain 
of rubbish opposite. It was unusual for so many to share a find, 
and Tomas watched them jostling for space before starting 
towards them. The putrefying stench collided with him halfway 
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down the mound, and he stopped. The limbs of a man, caked 
with blood, jutted from beneath the onlookers. His was the third 
body that month which Tomas knew of. He backed off, his face 
ashen. How could they stare at the corpse in reverential silence, 
as though it were one of the idols they worshipped at altar? Were 
they eager to see themselves as they would be in their own 
deaths, and thereby lose their fear of dying? It didn’t matter; he 
would have no part in it. He hurried past them and climbed 
another mound at the edge of the dump, only inhaling again 
when he had skirted another hill of garbage and they were out of 
sight.  

After he found another place in which to search, he dug a 
metre into the waste, but found nothing. When he came up, he 
saw several men and youths trekking along a path fifty strides 
below him. He recognized the broad frame of Seu Giomar, who 
controlled much of the shanty for the mayor. Two of his men 
pulled an empty cart in the direction of the mayor’s plantation, 
and they hadn’t yet seen him. There might be more to be gained 
where they were going. He gave them a head start, crossed to the 
blind side of the mound, and trailed them.  

Soon, Tomas had left the perimeter of the dump and tracked 
the men from the top of a rocky hill. The path the men were 
taking joined the dirt road for vehicles, which wound the longer 
route around the hills. After ten minutes, they stopped outside 
the huge hardwood gates of the plantation, and Tomas settled on 
his forearms between large boulders. Two sun-bleached goat 
skeletons hung from ropes at the top of the gates, to frighten off 
crop thieves. For some, the ancient superstition was still 
effective in doing that, although Tomas had long felt such 
displays were for the uneducated. 

The road turned to the right, through the closed gates, where 
the land changed from rocky dust bowl to tall grassy fields of 
cane. The contrast in fertility was mainly a natural occurrence, 
but had been improved by the landowners diverting and draining 
water from a river or underground in times of drought, which 
was never far away. By those means, the plantation and others 
like it had deprived the shanty and a few dozen others dotted 
about its outskirts of sufficient water—all to allow the plantation 
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owners to continue to grow cane and move into other crops, such 
as soya beans, which they mainly exported to rich foreigners.  

Tomas peered down at Seu Giomar, who cradled a melon-
sized bundle, and his eight henchmen, there to carry and protect 
their payment. One of the men walked further on to gaze through 
the twelve-foot barbed wire fence, which was electrified in some 
places, and snaked east to west across the Sertão scrub, as far as 
Tomas could see. Erected years ago to prevent residents from 
nearby shanty towns—who were not afraid of sorcery—risking 
buckshot to supplement their diet with stolen crops, it enclosed 
tens of thousands of acres of the plantation. But there had long 
been rumours that some still knew how to slip inside. 

An ear-splitting creak signalled tons of hardwood gates being 
pulled back, and Tomas swung towards them. Six plantation 
guards rode out on horseback, three with shotguns resting on 
their thighs. An open-topped jeep pulled up between the riders, 
and the short, paunchy mayor sat next to his pale and slight wife 
in the vehicle.  

Giomar took his bundle over to the jeep and handed it to the 
woman, and she unwrapped the cover to examine a sleeping 
child. She nodded as though satisfied, and smiled with relief at 
her husband.  

The riders made way for the jeep to turn back inside the 
gates, and three plantation hands wheeled out a cart piled with 
food. After his men had transferred the load, Giomar directed 
some to pull their cart and others to post guard at the sides. 
Tomas shook his head. Their crops weren’t the only things he 
had heard were being sold abroad. Although the child was 
probably destined for a better life, its mother would only receive 
a tenth of the supplies, if she were lucky. What then when she 
ran out next time—would she simply sell another child, 
sometimes the only ones who could lift their spirits in the 
shanties? But maybe he was being selfish in wanting them to 
stay. 

A piercing squawk punctured the air and Tomas gazed up. A 
snake eagle flew overhead. It dipped low to inspect the goat 
skeletons hanging from the gates, and then it banked to continue 
its scouting along the fence. Tomas stopped following its flight 
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and shifted to his side. He struck a loose rock. It slid from under 
his foot, gathered pace, and pushed an avalanche of stones ahead 
of it. He ducked behind a boulder.  

‘Up there, on the hill!’ someone shouted. Then urgent breaths 
closed in on his position. Tomas scrambled on all fours between 
the boulders like a sand crab, making for the hilltop. 

‘We’ll slice you open and use your guts to make sausages, 
you bastard!’ Giomar screamed.  

Tomas vaulted over the hilltop and slid down the other side. 
With no time to make it across open ground, he stooped between 
two boulders. To rein in his breaths, he tightened his shallow 
chest. A blaze of dust rushed down the hill, and a youth raced 
by, but Tomas dared not turn to follow his path. His thighs 
quivered, but not from fatigue, because he had been there only a 
minute. Then deep breaths emerged behind him, and he turned 
towards the sound. 

‘Seu Tomas, what are you doing down there?’ the youth said, 
with a houndish gleam to his skeletal face. 

Tomas stayed wedged between the rocks and stared up at the 
youth. ‘Joseph, it’s you.’ 

‘Seu Giomar gets angry when he’s watched doing his work. 
He thinks one of the other gangs may try to rob him.’ 

‘You know I’m not with a gang, Joseph.’ 
‘Yes, but why do you watch?’ 
‘We’re all hungry. Maybe some scraps will fall from the 

cart.’ 
‘Hey!’ The call came from well above them. ‘Seu Giomar 

wants to know if you’ve found anything?’ 
‘No, but it may have been a goat.’  
‘What makes you think that?’  
Joseph squatted, scooped up a few dark stones, and held 

them up. ‘Do you want me to bring you the droppings?’ 
‘Eat it for your dinner, you little vermin.’ A rock crashed into 

the ground by Joseph as he hopped out of the way. 
‘He’s gone now,’ Joseph said. 
Tomas peered above the boulder and then stood up. ‘Thank 

you, Joseph.’ 
‘You owe me now, Seu Tomas.’ 
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‘But you know I have nothing.’  
‘Maybe you can help me to go to the cities.’  
‘I don’t understand what you mean.’  
‘You’ll help me on my own,’ Joseph said.  
There was the rugged outline of a demand and not a request 

etched into the youth’s sunken eyes. Tomas swallowed the 
dryness at his throat. ‘We can’t discuss it here. Meet me at the 
market later.’ 

‘Okay, I’ll see you tonight,’ Joseph said. 
‘I accept payment in food.’ 
Joseph turned back. ‘Giomar gives me just enough for each 

day, and sometimes he forgets.’ 
‘Then how about letting something fall from the cart?’ 
‘I’ll try. We go back into town from behind the church. If I 

can I’ll drop something at the side of the path.’  
Tomas watched him plough back up the hill. What was the 

use him being in a gang if he still had to struggle? They only 
added to people’s problems. When the youth was gone, he 
brushed the dust from his patched, ill-fitting clothes. Had 
someone told Joseph that he taught?  

The selection of his students had always been a protracted 
affair. He still used methods his father had taught him, only 
approaching those whom he had seen displaying an unnourished 
curiosity. Like a man fingering a sign across a door. A girl who 
had spent too much time gazing at the label on a discarded can. 
Those were the most telling of signs in a town where open 
expressions of inquisitiveness could cost them dear. But he had 
to be sure of their silence. To that end, he would spend weeks 
befriending them, before reading aloud a sign or a label when 
they were alone. So good had he become at targeting his students 
that most asked to be shown how, though their eyes darted about 
them in search of anyone who might overhear. To those who 
expressed alarm or doubts, he would pretend to have been 
playing an elaborate confidence trick, like a conjurer or magician 
able to summon up the meaning of words. Then soon both would 
agree to drop the game because of the danger that it posed. But 
he made few contacts that he thought suitable now, and of those, 
he hadn’t had to play the conjuring trick on any of them.  
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After giving Giomar and his men a reasonable start, Tomas 
followed the thin tracks their cart had gouged into the dust, but 
when he rummaged behind the church, he found nothing. He 
stood there wondering again, just what did Joseph know? The 
thought, on top of the hunger gnawing at his insides, gave his 
tongue an insipid taste, but he could not afford to push this 
question aside. 

 
*** 

A long queue weaved out from the water pump, and at the front 
it bulged to form a cobra’s head. Tomas dawdled the nearly six 
hundred strides there and joined its tail, behind a barefooted 
woman waiting with two of her runny-nosed children. They 
stood in the same place watching shadows shorten, with the 
morning sun beating down on their backs. ‘Santa Maria, what’s 
taking so long?’ the woman said.  

Tomas snapped out of the swaying hallucinations, brought on 
by his hunger and the heat, as if water had been poured over 
him. He stepped out from the queue and craned his neck. There 
was an argument by the pump, but no breeze to carry the sound. 
Then he saw Thereza leaning as if exhausted near the front. He 
hurried to her side, a bounce back in his stride.  

‘Good morning, Dona Thereza.’ 
She sprang upright and smiled. ‘Good morning, Seu Tomas. I 

thought maybe you’d already fetched water.’ 
‘I had to run an errand, that’s why I’m late,’ he said, not 

wanting to tell her he had been digging through the dump. 
‘What’s going on?’ 

‘Seu Pedro’s mother has walked to the front and wants to 
fetch water first,’ Thereza whispered. 

Tomas peered through the crowd to where the matuto 
woman, a mixture of African, Native Indian, and European, like 
his mother, stood struggling over the handle of the pump with a 
stubborn old man. When Seu Pedro arrived and his mother 
stepped away, straight-backed, her arms folded through the 
handle of her bucket, the man still refused to give way. With one 
of his dwarfed legs on the base-stone, Pedro locked arms with 
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the man, who seemed to think that because he stood a foot above 
Pedro’s shaved head he was entitled to a bout of bravery in his 
advancing years. Two of Pedro’s gang came out of nowhere, 
wielding blades, and a stab to the thigh was all the persuasion 
the old man needed to let the woman go first.  

‘At least they’re no longer trying to build an empire out of 
shithouses,’ Tomas said, remembering how they had knocked 
down the latrines after the residents refused to pay the entrance 
fees they demanded. But Giomar killed two of Pedro’s men for 
that, to remind them of how far they could stray, and life in the 
shanty had soon calmed again. ‘Maybe he wants to charge us for 
fetching water now,’ Tomas said. 

‘Do you want to tell Seu Pedro that?’ a rabbit-toothed 
woman challenged him.  

It was probably better not to answer, as there were many who 
would trade a careless word for a bowl of food. ‘Can you save 
her place,’ Tomas said to the woman, and he signalled to 
Thereza, who followed him. They drifted towards the market, 
where the vendors had already chased away the children who 
slept under canvas awnings on their stalls at night. Now they 
were laying out their stocks of beans, rice, and overripe fruits 
and vegetables.  

‘I have another two students,’ Tomas whispered, ignoring his 
need to vet them after the feather he had found. 

‘That’s good news,’ Thereza said, clutching his arm. Then, as 
though she remembered the watchful eyes in the shanty, she let 
her hand slip away. ‘How much will that make now?’ 

‘Three-quarters of a minimum wage … But if I get another 
four, that’ll make one minimum wage, plus whatever I can get 
by trading goods.’ 

‘I wish I could tell Mama.’  
‘It’s too dangerous for many people to be told.’ 
‘I know. But I think if she knew you were educated and that 

you’ve taught me, she’d think of you differently.’ 
‘After we’re married and have children, then she’ll have an 

interest in telling no one.’ 
‘But you haven’t asked me to marry you yet. How do you 

know I’ll say yes?’ 
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‘Because I’ll chase you to the ends of the earth if you say 
no.’ 

She released a smile and cast her eyes from him. ‘I won’t let 
you work that hard. Have you asked your mother?’ 

‘She won’t mind us living in her hut.’ 
‘You must ask; we can’t surprise her with this.’ 
‘I will, as soon as we’ve decided a date. Come, the queue is 

moving.’ 
They slipped back in front of the woman. ‘It will be of help 

to Mama when I’m gone, as one of my sisters can have my 
hammock and she’ll have one less mouth to feed.’ 

‘We might have more to feed,’ Tomas said with a hopeful 
grin. 

‘Only when we’re earning enough to live on. I’ll have to find 
a job too.’ 

‘What about your mother? She thinks you should find a man 
who’ll take care of you.’ 

‘Mama has odd ideas, Tomas. I don’t mind working.’ 
‘As long as it’s not in the cane,’ Tomas said, though there 

weren’t many jobs around apart from those on the plantation.  
After Thereza had filled her bucket, Tomas helped her to 

carry it home, and then he returned to fetch his own water. She 
still wanted him, that much was obvious, but he didn’t know 
what to make of her buying feathers, and he didn’t want to ask 
her outright. It meant he would have to vet the new students with 
more haste than he would have liked.  

 
*** 

At sunset, when Fabricio came to see his mother with her share 
of his stolen food, Tomas made sure he was sitting outside his 
hut. He whistled at the boy. ‘Fabricio, when you’ve finished at 
your mother’s, come here.’ 

He was waiting inside when he heard a knock. ‘Fabricio?’ 
Tomas asked. 

‘It’s me,’ the boy said.  
Tomas let him in and they clasped hands and then touched 

knuckles. ‘Did you make much today?’ 
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A smile crept over Fabricio’s face, as Tomas was well aware 
of how he made his living. ‘I got some beans and a little rice to 
help Mama.’ 

‘Good,’ Tomas said, slapping his arm. ‘Did you tell your 
cousin Joseph about the teaching?’ 

‘All I said was he should see you if he wants to go to the city. 
He wants to enter the carnival competition.’ 

‘I found him and some other boys sniffing stolen kerosene 
and glue behind the market this afternoon,’ Tomas said. 

‘That’s why I wanted him to learn, it might help him to stop.’ 
‘They’re the type most likely to squeal, Fabricio, you know 

how it is.’ 
The boy gazed at his bare feet. ‘I’m sorry, Seu Tomas.’  
‘Never mind, but don’t do it again.’ 
Fabricio nodded. 
‘Anyhow, I need your help tonight. I can’t teach at Dona 

Menzies’, so I wanted to know if you could take the lesson?’  
‘Me, take the lesson?’  
‘Yes, you’ve done it before. All you have to do is go through 

the book the same way you do with Rosina. There’s twenty-five 
centavos in it for you.’ 

‘Twenty-five! Sure I’ll do it, Seu Tomas. No problem.’ 
Tomas took the book from his hammock, where he had 

concealed it under a shirt. ‘Put it in your pants, and don’t take it 
out until you reach Dona Menzies.’ Fabricio grinned at the heart-
thumping exploit and stuffed the book down his pants, turning 
with his arms outstretched to show that it was well hidden. Then 
when he received the nod of approval, he swaggered out the 
door. 

 
*** 

Tomas waited for the cover of darkness before trudging up the 
hill towards the shack across the way from the baker. He carried 
a stool from his mother’s hut, and stopped at a couple of shacks 
close to the one he was heading for and attempted to trade it for 
food, knowing he would be unsuccessful. But that was simply to 
allay anyone’s suspicions that he might be an organizer for the 
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Workers Party. That was what anyone peddling education in the 
shanty was usually suspected of, and if they weren’t, then the 
argument of Giomar’s men, who were sent to bust the teacher’s 
knees or worse, was that one of the students would soon become 
an organizer for the Workers Party. They were being well 
rewarded by the mayor and other plantation owners to ensure 
that didn’t happen, because they were convinced those 
communists were intent on making everyone poor.  

When finally he knocked on the target door, a woman 
wearing a clean, un-torn dress, her bunched hair under a net, 
opened it. ‘I have a well-made stool here that’s lasted ten years 
and will last ten more in the right home, and all for five reais in 
cash or food.’  

‘I don’t need a stool,’ she said, her eyes glazed over as 
though she were watching a conjurer at work on her doorstep. 

‘Maybe your husband needs one. Is he in?’ 
‘No. I mean yes, he is, but he doesn’t need one either.’ 
 ‘Who is it?’ a voice yelled from inside. 
She pushed up the door and stepped back inside. ‘It’s a man 

trying to peddle a stool. I keep telling him we don’t need it.’ 
The door swung open, and a squat, hairy man stood there in a 

string vest. His eyes darted to both sides. ‘Who sent you?’ he 
said. 

‘No one, I just thought you might be looking for something 
new.’ 

‘That old thing is not worth—’ His mouth dropped, with all 
the appearance of him having bitten on a revelation. ‘Come in, 
come in,’ he said, stretching an arm across Tomas’ back. Tomas 
stepped through the door into a larger than normal shack. A 
foam mattress lay in one corner, and in the centre was a log table 
with benches on either side. The woman sat in the middle of one, 
cracking nuts into a bowl. ‘I’m Seu Dilmar, and this is my wife 
Dona Isadora,’ the man said as he took Tomas’ hand. The 
woman slipped him a pinched smile and a nod without making 
their eyes meet too long. 

‘I’m Seu Tomas.’ 
‘So,’ Dilmar said, ‘you’ve come to sell that stool?’ 
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Tomas looked down at the stool he held and back at their 
well-crafted bench. ‘Yes,’ he said anyway. ‘And food is as good 
as cash.’ 

‘Go on, sit down,’ Dilmar said, waving him to the bench 
opposite his wife whilst he brought out a bottle of cachaça and 
two mugs. He poured two fingers for Tomas and three for 
himself. Then he sat beside his wife and slid a mug towards 
Tomas with his mole-blackened thumb. ‘Is there anything else 
that you sell?’ 

‘I can get most things,’ Tomas said. ‘What do you want?’ 
‘Depends what you have. You look like a man of learning; 

what do you think could make my life more comfortable?’ 
Tomas swallowed a mouthful of rum. They must have been 

in their forties, which was older than students he would normally 
take on, because a lifetime of struggle had usually wiped any 
trace of optimism from their worn out faces. But Dilmar seemed 
different, ready to work too fast for his liking, as if he was in a 
hurry for an engagement. It wasn’t safe going at such a pace, 
even if to prove to Thereza that he could earn at least one 
minimum wage. ‘Me, a man of learning!’ Tomas laughed. ‘I’ve 
never once seen the inside of a schoolroom. Even if the mayor 
and Giomar’s men allowed it, I still couldn’t afford to.’ 

‘Bastards they are all,’ Dilmar said. ‘You know they still get 
a small amount from the state government for schools here, but 
we have none?’ 

‘No, I didn’t,’ Tomas lied. 
‘What did they bribe you with at the last elections, eh? Was it 

the promise of a job, maybe a bottle of this stuff, or did they hire 
you as one of their campaign workers on the last two days?’ 

‘My mother got a loaf of bread. She said we couldn’t stop it 
so we might as well eat.’ 

‘If we got rid of that lot we’d eat every day.’  
Who was doing the recruiting here? The man was speaking 

as if he was one of those Workers Party members that Giomar 
hated. Their champion had already lost two presidential 
elections, and many said he’d soon lose a third, in spite of the 
ongoing economic crisis. He said that he had heard some of them 
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speak before when they came in large groups from other towns 
or the cities, so that they couldn’t be intimidated.  

‘You stand out in the square?’ Tomas said.  
‘No, my friend, I listen from my cousin’s house.’  
The last time they came, he said he was there, but Tomas saw 

no reason to tell him he had spent the day helping a friend on a 
market stall, and he had heard it all from there. Throughout the 
meeting, he had wondered who was to say they wouldn’t govern 
like all the other parties. The speaker had been a fiery-talking, 
grey-haired man, who sometimes took on the gentle tone of a 
grandparent. He told them how to identify the worst of the 
politicians on their plantations, driving foreign cars, and with 
bags of notes to dish out come election time. ‘But it’s your own 
money they’re stealing and returning only a fraction of it to you,’ 
he had screamed. He urged them to unionize and join the 
Workers Party, in secret if necessary. That was the point at 
which the handful of military police there to ensure the safety of 
the event retreated. Then the mayor’s riders with flailing whips 
and Giomar’s men broke up the meeting, rounded up the 
protestors, and drove them back onto their buses and out of the 
shanty.  

They were still laughing at their memory of the spectacle 
when Dilmar poured him another mug. Already they were 
repeating themselves. He liked the man’s conversation and his 
rum, but didn’t want to drink until he became as free with his 
words as his host. He noticed now that his wife had been 
watching him all along. She hadn’t had a drop to drink, and had 
sat there shelling the nuts and packing handfuls into paper bags 
with her eyes all over him. Maybe they worked as a team, him 
doing the talking and her netting the clues that he goaded out 
into the open. Her eyes dropped to the bowl when he saw her. 
They had him at a disadvantage. He set his hands on the table 
and pushed himself up. ‘I have to go now; I still have a stool to 
sell.’ 

‘Stay for one more, my friend,’ Dilmar said, resting a hand 
on his shoulder. 

‘You know the saying; one more can unlock many doors.’ 
‘But what does it matter if you have nothing behind them?’ 
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‘Why not stay and have some nuts?’ the woman said, 
breaking her silence. 

Tomas hurried to the door to sidestep their persuasion. 
‘Thank you for the drink,’ he said as he felt his way down the 
step with Dilmar watching him from the door. Dona Isadora 
stood at the window. He shuffled down the hillside, but stopped 
like everyone else in the alleyway when he heard the roar of an 
engine. The small jet was landing at the plantation. They had 
only ever seen the infrequent light plane come and go from 
there, and it had never made such a racket before. Some 
residents were peering out of their shacks, and before they fell 
asleep, they heard it roar again as it took off. 

 
*** 

Thereza sat around the table with her mother and godmother, 
stitching white feathers onto calico, which they had cut into the 
shape of a cape. She had jumped and hugged her godmother 
when the woman told her that she had borrowed and invested all 
into winning the carnival competition and earning herself a job 
in one of the southern cities. ‘Mama’s promised that I can have 
five reais from what you’ll pay us, Dona Fernanda. I may see if I 
can buy some cloth to make a dress and sell it,’ she said to the 
grey-streaked woman sitting opposite her. 

‘That’s a good idea,’ Dona Fernanda said. ‘You can sell it to 
one of the women on the north side. They’ll like the neatness 
with which you sew.’ Thereza’s lips cracked into a smile as 
Dona Fernanda rested both of her water-worn hands on the cape 
and smoothed back the feathers. 

‘You’re going to look really beautiful in it, Dona Fernanda,’ 
she said. 

‘You really think so, Thereza?’ 
‘Of course; how can you not look wonderful in a cape that 

Mama and I have made?’ 
‘She’s right, Fernanda,’ Dona Benedita agreed. ‘And you’re 

a mulatto—that’s like the cream at the top of a pail of milk, the 
most desirable part.’ 
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‘Any milk that a man can get would be desirable in these 
times,’ Dona Fernanda said. Thereza and her mother looked at 
her, and then all three screamed in laughter at the double 
meaning she had intended. Dona Fernanda wiped a tear from her 
eye with the passing of a knuckle. ‘But Thereza, you’d do well 
dancing in the carnival competition too; you’re much fairer than 
I am.’ 

‘Thereza has no place dancing in carnival; her home is here,’ 
Dona Benedita said. Thereza stiffened her lips and gazed at her 
mother, but Dona Benedita ignored her with a well-cultivated air 
of refinement. ‘Stand up, Fernanda, and try this on.’ Fernanda 
stood up and extended her arms, and they hung the cape over it 
with the care of dressing a padre in vestments. Thereza pinned it 
at her throat, and her mother felt her way around its girth, 
deciding the best places to fix the most feathers. Her decision 
made, she slipped the cape off Fernanda. 

‘Thereza’s old enough now, she could be of help to you if 
she went to the city. I hear some women can earn as much as 
five minimum salaries cleaning houses and cooking.’ 

‘They do a lot more than cleaning and cooking for that, 
Fernanda.’ 

Thereza winced as Dona Fernanda narrowed her eyes at the 
bunk where her mother had slept with so many over the years, 
over which hung a picture of the Christ. She prayed Dona 
Fernanda would have the sense not to mention that. ‘It would be 
good to have a friend in the city with me, and you never know, 
she might find herself a coroa to marry. I hear those rich white 
men are very generous. Your family would be well cared for.’ 

‘You have no one here, Fernanda, so you can afford to go. 
But I haven’t done all I have for Thereza for her to run off to the 
city and never be heard from again. Besides, there are good men 
who are interested in her here.’ 

‘I’m not marrying any of those fools,’ Thereza said. 
‘You’ll do as you’re told.’ 
‘No, Mama, I won’t.’ 
‘What men? What men?’ Fernanda waved a hand to attract 

their attention. 
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‘Well, there’s Seu Augusto. He has a job in the municipal 
office.’ 

‘And bad teeth,’ Thereza added. 
‘How about Seu Zezinho?’ 
‘He cackles like a fool when he speaks to a woman, Mama.’ 
‘It’s not conversation that men want, you know.’  
Thereza shook her head and pouted her lips at Dona 

Fernanda, as if to say that wasn’t the help she wanted from her. 
‘Then how about Seu Felix? He has two rooms and one of 

those radio things.’ 
‘He can’t walk, Mama. How is he to play with his children?’ 
‘So?’ Dona Fernanda said. ‘Take a lover if you want an 

energetic man.’ 
Why couldn’t Dona Fernanda stop joking as usual? Had she 

forgotten that, as her godmother, she had promised to be an 
additional guardian of her care? Their plan was that if her 
mother thought the choice was between Tomas, who would be 
earning at least one minimum wage by the end of the year, or 
going south, she would finally relent and accept that he was the 
man for her. Then once she was married to him, she would have 
little trouble in persuading him to go south, or at least that’s 
what Dona Fernanda had said. 

‘One man will be enough for me,’ Thereza said without 
thinking, but it was too late to take it back. Then she kept her 
eyes firmly on the stitch she was about to sew, because she could 
feel her mother’s gaze burning the side of her face. 

‘Love alone cannot feed you in a place like this, Thereza. All 
the men I’ve had, except three or four, have helped us to get by.’  

‘Men!’ Dona Fernanda said, as though she too felt the tremor 
as the tension took to the air. ‘You’ve been lucky, Dona 
Benedita. The disasters I’ve had. Sapping my energies more than 
the droughts of the last ten years.’ Then she went on to lay bare 
the tales. 

 
*** 

In the late morning, Dona Dora charged into the yard, screaming 
like a cane-whipped child as Tomas came down the alleyway 
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with a bucket of water. She burst into their hut ahead of him, 
yelling Dona Maria’s name. When he went through the door, his 
mother was holding the shrieking woman by the arm. ‘Slow 
down, Dona Dora, and tell me what it is.’ 

Tears were gushing down her cocoa face, and she pulled her 
arms free and flung them about as she screamed, ‘They kill him, 
Dona Maria, they kill my Fabricio and throw his body over the 
hill as if he’s garbage.’ 

‘Ave Maria,’ Dona Maria said, holding her hands aloft to ask 
the Virgin for answers, and then she embraced Dona Dora, who 
slumped into her arms like a heaving bag of bones.  

A sickening thought bolted through Tomas, and he dropped 
the bucket of water, so that a pot of it splashed over his sandaled 
feet. Had the book he had given the boy the previous evening got 
him killed? He straightened himself and strained to find another 
cause; he couldn’t be the reason for Fabricio’s death. Had he 
even gone to Dona Menzies’ to take the lesson? 

‘How am I to live without Fabricio’s help now, Dona Maria? 
Tell me that,’ Dona Dora said between her howls. 

Dona Maria patted the quivering woman’s back. ‘You still 
have six left; you’ll find a way for them.’ 

Dona Dora’s wailing bloated thick as gruel, and Tomas 
slumped onto his hammock and stared at the wall, unable to bear 
the weight of watching them. The boy hadn’t lived with his 
mother, finding it easier to get by if he roamed the streets and 
alleyways with the other children, but they were still his family, 
and he visited most days to give them a cut of all he stole. 

Dona Maria held her until the crying had abated, which must 
have been when she realized she had coped with hardships 
before. ‘Where’s he now, Dona Dora? You must claim his body 
and bury him before they get their slimy hands on him.’ 

‘He’s in the cells at the municipal offices,’ she said, dragging 
the tears away from her face with the back of her crinkled hand, 
as if to show how wasteful they had been. 

‘Tomas,’ Dona Maria said, ‘can you come and help us to 
claim Fabricio’s body?’  

His mind as blank as fresh cut slate, Tomas got up and 
followed the women down the main dust alleyways to the 
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municipal offices by the church. A bent-nosed man, one of Seu 
Giomar’s, towered over the women at the entrance. ‘What 
business do you have here?’ he asked. 

‘We… we’ve come to claim a body,’ Tomas said. 
The man looked them over, seeming to recognize from Dona 

Dora’s trembling state that she was the true claimant. ‘Wait 
here,’ he said, and went inside. When he returned, he flicked his 
head for Tomas to take the position against the wall and patted 
him down, saying he didn’t want any trouble from grieving 
relatives. ‘He’s in the cells,’ he said, and allowed them to pass. 

Inside, the breeze block building was hot, airless, and reeking 
of sweat. To their right, a group of residents queued on benches, 
and to their left, Tomas saw Dona Benedita talking to the 
receptionist outside the mayor’s office, which the mayor never 
visited, as his assistant performed his administrative duties. 
When Dona Benedita saw him, she shifted her chair to cast her 
back towards him. They walked past the quack of a doctor’s 
office straight ahead of them, it being well known that he was no 
more than a plantation vet whose main skill was to prescribe 
expensive medicines or questionable potions for a lot less. The 
policeman on duty was chewing on a stick when they reached 
the jail. ‘Which one of you owns the body?’ he said.  

‘This is his mother, Dona Dora,’ Tomas said.  
The wisp of a man looked her up and down, as if assessing 

her for other reasons, and wiped his brow with the back of his 
hand. Then he held out a tattered list for her, which already had 
several X’s to it. ‘You sign for the body here.’  

‘Shouldn’t she identify it first? How do you know it’s hers?’ 
Tomas said, hoping that somehow they were wrong.  

‘Who are you?’ the policeman said. 
‘A friend of the family.’ 
‘Do you know my job better than me?’ 
‘No, but—’  
‘Then shut your trap and let me do my job. We could have 

sent the body to be dumped in the common grave along with two 
others this morning.’ 

‘Where do I sign?’ Dona Dora said, her shoulders sagging a 
fraction lower. The policeman pointed at the spot with a pencil, 
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which she took and marked her X with as precisely as if she 
were threading a needle. 

‘You hiring the municipal coffin? If you have it for one day, 
that’ll only be fifteen reais.’ 

‘No, I didn’t think …’ Dona Dora admitted that she wouldn’t 
be able to afford a pauper’s coffin of plywood, cardboard, or 
crepe paper that could be fashioned by the carpenter, either. 

‘You can use your hammock,’ Dona Maria reminded her. 
‘Tomas, can you run back and fetch Dona Dora’s hammock for 
me?’ 

‘It’s the only one I have, Dona Maria. I can’t afford to lose 
it.’ 

‘No, no.’ Dona Maria patted her shoulder as though she 
knew her neighbour was too consumed with holding back her 
tears to think clearly now. ‘We’ll just carry him in it, and then 
wrap him in an old shirt or sheet to bury him.’ 

Tomas was already on his way, and when he returned, he had 
the hammock and young Joseph, Fabricio’s cousin, to help him 
carry it. There was no one at the entrance to the cells, and a 
muffled whimpering drifted from the end of the dark corridor. 
Like a dumbstruck child, he crept towards the sound, and a 
rotting stench like the eviscerated carcass of a dog assaulted his 
senses, making him want to fold and retch. His mother, Dona 
Dora, and the policeman were standing over the corpse in the 
windowless cell, but Doctor Cunha, the quack, was bent over it, 
describing something in elaborate detail. ‘I can stuff the cavity 
with straw and sew him up. Two marbles and a little wax to fill 
in here and there, and no one will ever know.’  

‘She can’t afford the twenty-five reais,’ Dona Maria said. 
‘Then I’ll reduce it to twenty. Surely she can pay over twelve 

months to make him look presentable?’ 
‘She can’t afford it!’ Dona Maria shouted, never having had 

much use for the man. Doctor Cunha stood up and pulled his 
dandruff-speckled jacket over his curved-in shoulders. 

‘If you change your mind, I’ll be down from the plantation in 
the morning,’ he said, and retreated from the cell in a fluster, 
leaving behind a whiff of stale alcohol, which was an unusually 
welcome smell.  
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Tomas looked down to where the policeman was shining his 
torch and snatched back his gaze in revulsion. The boy’s right 
hand and left foot had been hacked off, his eyes gouged out, and 
some of the entrails were missing. What manner of Quimbanda 
had been practised on the boy? Joseph stood behind him, 
snivelling back tears. ‘I’ll kill anyone who did this or made it 
happen; I’ll kill them,’ he said.  

Tomas swallowed his concerns like a mild dose of purgatives 
and turned back to the policeman. ‘What happened to his 
clothes?’ he asked, remembering that Fabricio had hidden the 
book in his pants. 

‘You’re lucky you have something to bury,’ said the 
policeman. ‘Sometimes we don’t even get this much. Hurry up 
and get him out of here. He’s stinking up the place.’ 

Tomas eyed him with distaste. He wore his scruffy uniform 
with a swagger meant to frighten lesser men, and who was to say 
that he could be excluded from involvement in the boy’s killing, 
or any of the other “pest control” measures, as they liked to call 
it? A number of other young black men had, like Fabricio, been 
in trouble with the law for theft—none of which was seen as 
petty here—drunkenness, vagrancy, and kerosene sniffing. Many 
imagined they could shield themselves behind the protective 
euphemisms of describing themselves as sunburnt or coffee-
coloured. But those defences had been trampled, and some had 
been seized from their homes or the streets where they slept by 
unidentified men, some in uniform. Later, their bodies had 
turned up slashed and battered on the rubbish tip, as a warning to 
others. But Fabricio’s murder was something else altogether. 

Two old shirts, which Tomas had brought, wrapped the 
corpse, and they placed it in the hammock. Tomas and Joseph 
carried it by its strings across the shanty to Dona Dora’s hut for 
the wake, knowing they would have to bear it back to the 
graveyard behind the church.  

So that a priestess of the candomblé in her official guise 
could prepare Fabricio’s body for burial, Dona Maria went home 
to put on her white robe. While Tomas batted off flies and 
watched with Joseph and Dona Dora’s other six children, his 
mother helped the grieving woman to bathe what was left of her 
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son. They wiped him with seven leaves to remove any evil 
spirits that might reside in him, and then they wrapped him in an 
old sheet.  

Meanwhile, one of his aunts improvised a triple-tiered altar 
by placing boxes on a borrowed table. Their grandmother had 
come from the Caribbean, and they were carrying out the rites as 
best they could remember from what they had seen her do when 
they were children, the woman said. The ceremony was similar 
to the ones Dona Maria practised in the house of candomblé, and 
so she was able to help. Both agreed that the rituals must have 
the same roots in the land across the ocean, from where some of 
their foreparents had been shackled and transported.  

Like a novice seeking to learn, Tomas’ eyes followed his 
mother, though he had walked out of the house of candomblé 
when he claimed he had become a man, and he could no longer 
please her by pretending to embrace her religion. In between, he 
eyed every corner in Dona Dora’s hut to see if Fabricio had 
hidden the book there before he was killed, as like a fool he had 
left in the page on which his father had signed his name. If it fell 
into the wrong hands, then he would surely receive visitors in the 
middle of the night. 

The women placed twelve black and white candles on each 
tier of the altar, a glass of water on each level, and a cup of dried 
twigs and grasses—a substitute for the flowers that they couldn’t 
afford—in the centre of the top tier. They worked with stern 
faces and a mechanical familiarity, as if they had decided long 
ago that they wouldn’t allow these things to disturb the slow, 
monotonous drum roll of their lives. One of Dona Dora’s 
youngest pulled at her dress. ‘Mama, when’s my party?’ the girl 
enquired. 

Dona Dora patted the girl’s wiry head. ‘Tomorrow we’ll 
celebrate your birthday—tomorrow.’  

Tomas gazed at her rigid face. How did she, like the other 
women of the shanty, find the strength to continue day after 
spirit-sapping day like this?  

Near midnight, Dona Dora’s tiny hut was sweltering with 
mourners, and the candles on the altar were lit. One of Fabricio’s 
uncles pronounced his name three times, and he gave a short 



 

38 
 

account of his life. Then the women sang and prayed until the 
early morning, when Tomas and Joseph gathered up the strings 
of the hammock and hauled it down to the graveyard, followed 
by Dona Dora, her children, and the other mourners. They buried 
Fabricio in an unmarked pauper’s grave, but within months, his 
remains would be cleared to make room for another, and 
dumped into the deep well that was the bone depository. But 
how could his spirit be set free when the world still harboured 
his hand, foot, heart, and eyes? his mother kept asking. 

 
*** 

After the funeral, Tomas carved a doll out of a piece of wood for 
Dona Dora’s girl, whose birthday it was, sensing it was 
something Fabricio may have done. He also felt an 
overwhelming need to do a good deed for the family.  

The exhaustion of two days caught up with him, and he 
grabbed a little sleep in which he dreamed of a night patrol 
rummaging through their hut before dragging him away with his 
mother weeping on the floor.  

The clucking laughter of children woke him from his sweaty 
nightmare. When he looked outside, Dona Dora’s children were 
chasing a balloon and eating cake, which some kind patroa had 
given to her. He handed the doll to the birthday girl, and she 
smiled her sticky mouth at him and ran away.  

Some of the other children played football with a small stone, 
kicking it in the dust with their bare feet. Tomas thirsted for their 
ability to forget with such single-minded ease while they played, 
and he went back inside for a piece of shirt that his mother used 
for dusting. When he came back, he gathered up handfuls of 
withered grasses and weeds at the edge of the stream, crushed 
them into a crude ball, and wrapped and tied the shirt around it. 
He threw the ball into the middle of the patch they had carved 
out as a pitch, and the children turned their attention to kicking it 
without halting the frenzied flow of their game.  

‘Come, Seu Tomas, you’re on our side,’ one of them yelled. 
Soon he found himself running back and forth with them, the 
way he had done as a child. Back then, his father had been able 
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to collect strips of leather from a friend who worked at a tannery 
on one of the plantations. Then, with his fists pressed into his 
cheeks to avoid blinking, Tomas had sat and watched him as he 
spent an evening outside their hut wrapping the strips into a tight 
ball. After, he would play with Tomas and his other children, 
sometimes sweeping them off their feet and running the length 
of the alleyway where they then lived, with them giggling in his 
arms.  

Tomas grabbed the birthday girl, dribbled the ball towards 
the goal, and held off a horde of screaming children as she 
kicked it into the goal. She turned with the sweetest of grins, and 
he brushed a crumb from her dirt-stained cheek. 

‘Look at me, look at me,’ one of the boys shouted. All the 
children flocked in his direction. He lay in the dust with two 
stones covering his eyes like shutters. ‘I have no eyes, like 
Fabricio,’ he said. ‘They’ve been plucked out by birds.’ Many of 
the children laughed and cheered, and a few ran to find stones of 
their own so that they too could play the eyeless game. Tomas 
watched them from a distance. Like most of the shanty’s 
residents, they saw no harm in making light of all pain. So a 
robbery, rape, and murder would find their way into the lexicon 
of crimes that were joked about before items were replaced, 
wounds had healed, or blood had dried. Because how else could 
people live under the weight of a catalogue of cruel events 
without attempting to cast them off? And the easiest way they 
found to do that was to laugh them off, because laughter was the 
narcotic to dull their pain. 

His mother’s voice drifted from inside Dona Dora’s hut, and 
he poked his head in the door. Both she and Dona Dora were 
watching the last of the wake candles burn down. When they 
were all extinguished, Dona Dora took the three cups of water 
from the altar, brushed past him, and threw them out into the 
alleyway with a blessing from his mother, so that the boy’s spirit 
could run free. His mother returned to finish mixing a drink for 
the children out of some oranges she had scrounged. Tomas 
hurried into the hut behind her back and shifted a bundle of 
clothes in the corner, but there was no sign of his book. 
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‘If I die, Tomas, you must make sure all of me is in the 
ground,’ Dona Maria said, without looking at him. 

‘I know, Mama,’ he said, as she trundled out the door with 
the drinks for the children. 

He continued to search whilst the children laughed as if at a 
show outside. His mother must have been prancing and puffing 
contorted faces to entertain them. ‘What are you looking for, Seu 
Tomas?’ Dona Dora said, causing him to jump. Both she and 
Joseph had slipped through the door like a silent breeze. 

‘Ah … Fabricio borrowed something from me; I thought he 
might have left it here.’ 

‘What was it? Maybe I can help you find it.’ 
‘It doesn’t matter; you have more important things to do.’ 
Dona Dora turned from him without protest and started to 

clear away the candles in order to get on with her life. But 
Joseph stood against the wall, gazing at him. Tomas turned away 
from the youth’s clawing stare. ‘When did you last see 
Fabricio?’  

‘Two days ago. He brought some food to share with us,’ 
Dona Dora said. 

‘I’ll bring you food now, Aunty,’ Joseph said, stepping 
forward to confirm his succession in their kin. Dona Dora let out 
a weighty sigh, as if his words hadn’t penetrated. ‘Seu Giomar 
has promised a reward of five hundred reais for anyone who 
finds out who this man is, and I’ll share it with you,’ the boy 
continued. 

Dona Dora’s eyes widened with disbelief. ‘Five hundred?’ 
Joseph nodded. 
‘What man’s worth that much?’ Tomas asked, attempting to 

inject a doubtful nonchalance into his tone, though his legs 
swayed on Joseph’s announcement.  

‘Maybe one who hasn’t long to live,’ Joseph said in a 
snarling defence, and glared at him as if to say, do you think I’m 
foolish enough to tell you the name so that you can find him and 
claim the reward? 

‘If two of us are searching, maybe it will be easier to find this 
man.’ Joseph didn’t respond, and then he turned and slipped out 
of the door. 
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Tomas licked his drying lips and ran a hand through his hair. 
Was the man they were searching for his father, whose name had 
been written in the book? Most in the shanty had known him by 
his nickname, Scorpion, but sooner or later they’d come across 
someone who knew his real name, and before long that would 
lead them to his mother’s hut, and him. But maybe the fact that 
Joseph and the other searchers were afraid to reveal the name, 
for fear of being beaten to the reward, would slow them down. 

‘Federico always said how much of a help to him you were, 
Seu Tomas,’ Dona Dora said, dragging him out of his reverie.  

‘Thank you. We were neighbours; it was the least I could 
do.’ Tomas waited, wondering if it was the right time to ask. 
Then, ‘Do you know what he was doing, why anyone would 
want to kill him?’  

‘Are you so old that you’ve forgotten what it’s like for a boy 
to wander these alleyways?’ 

Tomas bowed his head when he saw the moistness fill her 
eyes. He had been chased often enough when he had stolen a 
bread roll or two, and if he had been caught, he would have 
gotten a severe beating too.  

‘They even took his clothes,’ Dona Dora said. ‘He still had 
that soccer shirt he was given for the last World Cup. It had the 
number eight on the back. One of his brothers would have liked 
that.’ 

Tomas vaguely remembered seeing the shirt when he had last 
taught the boy. Dona Maria was standing in the doorway, 
watching them. ‘What can you do to help Dona Dora find the 
rest of him, Tomas?’ 

‘I don’t know, Mama. I’ll have to see,’ he said, and then left 
them to surf through their grief. 

 
*** 

The molten sun sapped the will of the shanty’s residents, and 
most of those not toiling in someone’s field were inside for the 
afternoon intervalo. Tomas trudged up the hill to Dona Menzies’ 
shack. He counted all one thousand and forty-three strides, 
which he had first done as a child to block out thoughts of 
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hunger. She was outside, hanging washing on a barbed wire line. 
‘Good afternoon, Dona Menzies,’ he said. 

‘Oh, Seu Tomas, how are you?’ She raised her bulk from 
over the pile and threw a skirt over the line. 

‘I’m well, Dona. Did you hear about Fabricio?’ 
‘Yes, the poor boy. He was trying so hard, if you know what 

I mean.’ She intensified her stare to convey their hidden 
knowledge. ‘Can you pass on my sympathies to his mother?’ 

‘Yes, I will,’ Tomas promised, knowing she was afraid to 
come to that part of the shanty. ‘Did you see him Tuesday 
night?’ 

‘No, I didn’t. The last time I saw him was when you were 
here,’ she whispered, ‘and you didn’t turn up the night before 
last. I thought it might have something to do with the boy’s 
death, that’s why I didn’t trouble you.’ 

‘I gave Fabricio one of my books and asked him to come.’ 
‘You what …?’ She stepped back and looked around the 

alleyway. ‘Come inside, we can’t discuss this out here.’ She 
opened the door for him and followed him into the room. Beads 
of sweat clung to her forehead and she wiped them with a rag, 
glad to get out of the heat. ‘Why did you do such a foolish 
thing?’ she asked. 

‘I went to vet the two people you told me about, so I didn’t 
have time to take the class myself.’ 

‘Well, surely only those who come for the lessons knew 
about the boy? They won’t say anything.’ 

‘It’s not as easy as that. The book had my father’s name in 
it.’ 

She stared at him a while, as though defusing the 
combustible words on her tongue before setting them loose. 
‘Why in heaven’s name didn’t you remove it?’ 

‘It was left to me by my father; I wanted to keep something 
of him.’  

‘Well, you’ll have to stop coming here.’ 
‘You’re my best customer; I can’t afford to lose the income.’ 
‘You should have thought about that before you gave the 

book to the boy.’ She started towards the door, a sign that she 
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wanted him to leave. ‘I have two young daughters; I can’t afford 
for your actions to get them killed, too.’ 

He was outside and she had shut the door. His legs were 
unsteady from the blow and his mind still reeling. Had his 
actions really gotten Fabricio killed? It had also set him back 
three years. That was how long Dona Menzies had been a 
customer. She had allowed him to use her home for lessons, not 
only for her girls but for nieces and nephews too.  

He started down the hill in a daze. Why had those who killed 
Fabricio and who surely had the book not come for him yet? 
They must have known someone who recognized his father’s 
name and, as he was now dead, could link it to his son. There 
were also many hungry mouths in the shanty that would gladly 
trade a piece of food to point out which hut he lived in. Maybe 
he was endangering his mother by staying there. If they came for 
him whilst she was home, she might try to fight them off, a 
mother protecting her cub, her last child, as she was so fond of 
reminding everyone, though he felt sure his sister Gracia must 
still be alive somewhere. The kind of men that were involved in 
the night-time visits would have no hesitation in killing an old 
woman who stood in their way.  

Suddenly, he turned and surveyed his surrounds as a 
primeval sense of being stalked drifted over him. The alleyways 
were still largely empty, but he gazed at each of the few out 
treading them, to judge whether they were the ones. Maybe they 
were waiting for him to lead them to his students, so that they 
could get rid of them all in one explosive night of carnage, as a 
warning to others.  

He made it to their hut unchallenged and shut the door, his 
back against it. His mother wasn’t there, which relieved him, and 
the stuffy but cooler air eased the pressure of his anxieties. He 
peeped outside the door, to check if he had been followed. There 
was no one there. He clutched his churning head and climbed 
into his hammock. Sleep was turbulent for an hour or two, but 
when it did calm, he slipped under to its deepest depths. 
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Chapter 3 

 
They say Antonio the Counsellor led twenty thousand poor 
north-east into the Sertão to create the city of Canudos in the 
late nineteenth century. On their streets there had been no rich 
or poor. All were equal and had worked for only five hours a 
day, as it had been modelled on Thomas More’s Utopia. But 
some said paradise was only for idealists, and Canudos had 
eventually been destroyed.  

 
When Tomas woke, the sun had lain down and a meagre 
calmness had returned to him. All he had to do was avoid 
staying in one place for more than a few hours. That way he 
might learn if anyone was searching for him before they found 
him, and also keep his mother and friends safe. He drank a mug 
of water and then trekked across to Thereza’s hut, using back 
alleyways and looking over his shoulder once or twice. Dona 
Benedita peered out of the cracked door with her usual foul face. 
‘Thereza’s busy,’ she said. 

‘Will she—?’ 
‘What, don’t you believe me? Do you want to come in and 

see?’ She pulled back the door.  
‘No, Dona Benedita, I’ll speak to her another time.’ 
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Tomas turned and left. She was standing guard at the door 
because they were making the carnival costume. They would 
have gone to any lengths to make sure no one saw it and stole 
their idea, though come the day of the competition, dozens of the 
costumes would be the same. The worry was eating him raw 
from the insides. He went to wait at the side of a hut behind 
theirs, as he knew Thereza had heard him, and if she could, she 
would find some errand to run and come out to see him. 

By the time she came, carrying a blanket over her arm, his 
pacing had worn a scar into the dirt. She walked a few strides 
one way then spun in another direction, darting into the alleyway 
where he was waiting. A wave of gratitude that she had made the 
effort rushed over him, as he was now in need of her support. 
His lips brushed against her cheek. ‘Thanks for coming.’  

‘I can’t stay long. I told Mama that I was taking the blanket 
to lend to my godmother.’ 

‘Come.’ He took her hand and led her further behind the hut. 
‘What’s the matter?’ she said. ‘You look odd.’ 
‘Nothing, I just woke.’ She continued to gaze into his 

watchful eyes, and he looked away. ‘What’ve you been doing?’ 
he said. 

‘Helping Mama to do something.’  
Making a costume, she meant. ‘Are you taking part in the 

carnival competition?’ he said. 
‘Why are you asking me that?’ He dug into his pocket, pulled 

out the feather that he had found, and held it up. She took a step 
back with the deepest of breaths. Then her fists pressed into her 
gently rounded hips as if she had sprouted wings. 

‘Was that you following us the other night?’ 
‘I wanted to make sure you were safe.’ 
‘You frightened Mama and me.’  
‘Are you taking part?’ he demanded. 
‘What if I were? There are only jobs on the plantations for 

you men. Then when we have children you leave us to fend for 
ourselves.’ 

‘I wouldn’t do that, Thereza, you know me better than that.’ 
‘Mama thought she knew some of the men she was with, 

Tomas, and look at her.’ 
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‘That won’t happen to you, I promise.’ 
‘You can’t promise anything. Seu Jacques is sick and he’s 

been laid off. Mama wants me to marry one of the men on the 
hill to help the family out.’ 

‘Who? Did you tell her I’ll be on a minimum wage by the 
end of the year?’ 

‘Did you get the new students?’  
He looked away and breathed a deep sigh. ‘I’m not sure 

about them.’ 
‘Maybe we could manage on what you make now while I try 

to find work. I could cook or clean for some of the ladies on the 
north side.’  

‘Do you know anyone?’ 
‘Not yet, but someone may be hiring.’ 
‘I’ve lost all my students, Thereza.’ 
The blanket fell loose in her hand and dragged in the dirt. 

‘All of them, they’ve left?’  
‘Yes.’  
He explained to her about the missing book and Dona 

Menzies giving up on him. They were silent then, as a full moon 
hung in a vast sky littered with stars. Tomas gazed over her head 
at them. How could such enduring beauty exist alongside their 
suffocating lives? 

‘If I take part in carnival, I may win enough for both of us to 
go. You can’t stay here now.’ 

‘I can’t leave Mama, Thereza, Papa wouldn’t have wanted 
that.’ 

‘Did you really make a promise to your father, Seu Tomas, or 
are you afraid?’ 

‘What do you mean by that?’  
‘You don’t get to decide if or when to eat most days, so how 

can I expect you to make such a big decision?’ 
‘I’m trying, Thereza, just give me some time.’ 
‘There’s more for both of us to choose from down South. I’ll 

find it easier to get work.’ 
‘Because there’s more doesn’t mean it’s any better.’ 
‘Well, I want to try.’ 
‘But … what about us?’ 
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‘What about us, Seu Tomas? What are you doing to help us? 
I’m hope for Mama and my sisters.’ She snatched up the blanket 
and made to go, but he grabbed hold of her arm. 

‘Mama says they decide the carnival winners before the 
dance … and the life of workers in the South is hell.’ 

‘It’s our lives which are hell. I’ve heard that they have 
everything they want.’ 

‘You’ve never been there, so how do you know?’ 
‘I’ve seen them on the TV in the municipal offices, and in the 

magazines.’ 
‘Thereza!’ Tomas laughed. 
‘Then how do you suddenly know that life there is hell? 

What about the people you’ve helped?’ 
The clatter of cans and boxes caused them to fall silent, 

staring at each other. Tomas signalled to her to stay and 
wandered down the alleyway, searching between the huts, but 
there was no one there. When he came back, he took her arm and 
led her to the other side of the alleyway. ‘Is it all right?’ she said.  

‘I think so,’ Tomas said, his eyes and ears pricked like an 
animal on alert. He watched for a while longer before returning 
to their conversation, dampening his tune. ‘Look, Thereza, the 
people I’ve helped may do better to stay here and help their 
families instead of chasing what they think may lie in the South.’  

‘None of us knows what’s down South waiting for us, 
Tomas, but whatever it is must be better than this. Don’t you 
want to find out?’  

He didn’t believe in their dreams. The dreams of the women 
going south and finding a rich coroa, of the men finding high 
paying jobs and buying their own homes. It was all the same as 
the wishful incantations of the candomblézeiros to their orisha 
deities, and nothing had changed. How could moving south put 
more on the table for them, when they would find men like the 
mayors and Giomars of this world wherever they went? He had 
taught those people in the hope that when enough of them were 
educated and ready to stand up as equal men and women, it 
would be impossible for the few to deny them, and then they 
might be able to develop their own towns and villages; that 
would be his perfect solution. But he had no time for the 
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anaesthetic of dreams, which had prompted the young, fit, and 
healthy to seek him out in the first place, to learn to read the few 
words that some said would secure them a job in a car plant, or 
caring for the children of a rich family, leaving the old and sick 
in the countryside to fend for themselves.  

Thereza clutched at his hand with the force of a man. ‘If I 
take part and win enough, we could both get work there.’ 

‘What about our mamāes and all the young ones? When we 
leave what will become of them?’ 

‘We can’t feed them on the ideas which remain in your head. 
We can help them by going.’ 

‘Is that what your mother says?’ Tomas prised his hand free 
and slid his fingers through his curled hair, black as the Sertão 
night. He chuckled at the thought of all those migrants having 
become as fat as the landowners, and once they had secured their 
places at the tables of the rich, forgetting about the people they 
had left back home. ‘Thereza, how you love to dream.’ 

‘At least I have seen the life I want to live in my dreams and 
can tell you what it looks like; have you ever seen this equality 
and dignity that you talk about?’ 

Tomas’ back stiffened. ‘Has anyone you know sent enough 
back to help their families, or returned to visit with all this 
wealth of theirs?’ 

‘We could do better than them. That’s why I worked so hard 
when you taught me.’  

 ‘I don’t know.’  
He bent to lift the hanging blanket from the dirt, but she 

snatched it from him. ‘If we spend all our lives here, then our 
minds will never be opened the way you said; I can’t accept that 
now, Seu Tomas.’ She turned to go, tainted with bitterness now. 

‘I cannot make you change your mind?’ Tomas asked. 
‘If you want me you have to do something to help yourself 

and us. You need to try something new.’ 
‘What the hell do you expect me to do in less than two 

weeks?’ 
‘Nothing, like you always do,’ she said, and retreated down 

the alleyway leading to her godmother’s hut. 
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*** 

There was no answer when Thereza knocked at Dona 
Fernanda’s. She pushed the door open, ducked under the effigy 
hanging above it and, in the cool embrace of the dark, went to sit 
on her godmother’s hammock. Dona Fernanda had warned her: 
You look as if you’re losing your head for him, Thereza. But 
how was she to know he would have kept her in the shanty?  

She was already planning her escape from the North-east 
when he had first spoken to her. He must have been watching for 
a while, because he said he had seen her flick over the torn page 
from a magazine three times with a foot. At first she denied it, 
but then he stood on the page and whispered the woman’s name. 
It could have been a trick, but the slight incline of the woman’s 
head, the precision of each pencil line, and the firm intent on her 
made up face meant Dona Betina Moriantes slipped over her 
elevated shoulders like a well-cut blouse. 

A flutter rose in Thereza’s stomach as he turned and walked 
away, and her breaths shortened. She hurried to catch him. 

‘Seu, can you show me how?’  
‘We’ll see each other again,’ was all he said. And they did. 

She noticed him at the market, and sometimes walking across 
the square. Always, he acknowledged her with a smile or a nod. 
Sometimes she hid beside a shack until she saw him join the end 
of the queue at the water pump, and then she went to stand 
beside him. By the time she learned his name and where he 
lived, her mother had noticed that she was combing her hair 
more often before she went to fetch water. 

‘Thereza, I hope you’re not speaking to any of those ruffians 
in the square,’ she warned. 

‘No, Mama,’ she said, and she was telling the truth, because 
Seu Tomas wasn’t like the other men who whistled at her in the 
alleyways, or shouted what they’d like to do to her when in the 
company of their friends. And when he called her Dona Thereza, 
it was as though he was addressing the woman she longed to 
become. 
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On the second occasion he offered to carry her bucket home, 
they were by themselves long enough for her to ask, ‘Was the 
woman’s name you said real? Did you really read those words?’ 

‘Why do you want to know, Dona Thereza?’ he said. 
‘Because I’ve always wanted to learn. I want to live in a big 

city one day.’ 
He stopped and gazed into her wide, almond eyes. ‘I’d be sad 

to see you go.’ 
She smiled. Only Dona Fernanda and her mother had cared 

before, but mostly her mother had been absorbed with unreliable 
men. Now she had reached marriageable age, her mother was 
already talking about her catching a good earning man, and 
Thereza still felt she owed her something. But not that! 

‘If I were to teach you well, it could take three years, because 
we’d have to do it in secret.’  

‘I can’t afford it,’ she said, suspecting that he had added on 
two years to keep her close to him. 

‘I had no intention of making you pay.’ 
That had been almost four years ago, and sometimes when 

she could get away from cleaning and cooking around her 
mother’s hut, she helped him with lessons, believing him when 
he said one day it would pay. But there were also many days 
when she asked herself if she had taken the right path in staying. 
Was it because he had helped her that she had sacrificed two 
more years of her life than she had intended? Still, he had only 
asked her to become his woman a little over a year ago, as 
though he had been waiting for her to ripen, and she had gladly 
said yes, as long as they delayed it until they were earning 
enough to keep themselves. 

The door of the hut squeaked open, there was ruffling in a 
corner and the strike of a match, and Dona Fernanda turned 
around holding up her kerosene lamp. 

‘Thereza! What are you doing here at this time?’ 
‘I need to talk to you, Aunty. Tomas isn’t earning anymore, 

and I need your advice about what to do.’ 
 

*** 
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There was more to be lost by hiding out now, and Tomas threw 
his energies into finding paid work, any kind. For days, none of 
the plantations sent gangmasters to hire additional cane cutters, 
and he spent his time wandering through the shanty hustling for 
items to trade. But it was a futile search. The hunger had pulled 
its knot tight by the day the gangmasters turned up. He spat air 
and stomped through the dust as he made his way to join the 
vine of a line that trailed around the church. Why did he have to 
put himself through this, to break his back cutting cane, when all 
he wanted to do was teach? It wasn’t only Thereza’s biting 
criticisms which had driven him there, as he was also becoming 
convinced of his responsibility for Dona Dora losing her main 
provider, and his mother’s nagging didn’t help. Dona Dora can’t 
sleep knowing that Fabricio’s heart and eyes aren’t in the 
ground with him. If you can’t get any work, then can you spend 
some time trying to find them for her, so that she can bury them 
with him? Of all the chores that he could be pursuing, especially 
when whoever killed the boy probably harboured the same plans 
for him. And they had nothing to eat. What was it about the dead 
that spoke with more appeal than the living for some?  

The other men in the queue clung to shady outcrops cast by 
the church’s steeple to escape the morning heat. They mostly 
kept their silence and avoided eyeballing each other, as hungry, 
unemployed men, competing for the same low paying, limb-
aching jobs, were as volatile as overproof rum in the shanties. 
He would probably be there for hours, and it wasn’t a sure thing 
that he would be hired for any work, because he had never cut 
cane.  

‘Hey, didn’t you trade a pot for us?’ a fidgety man, burnt 
brown from hours under the sun, said to him. 

‘Yes,’ Tomas admitted, in a voice thinly diluted. 
‘Things must be bad,’ the man said, and turned away as if 

bearing heavier worries across his back. 
A couple of gangmasters strolled down the line, examining 

the men as heavy-handedly as horses. Near the front, Seu 
Jacques struggled to stay on his buckling legs. But soon he was 
spotted, and one of the gangmasters shouted at him to get out of 
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line, they were only looking for able-bodied men, no matter how 
much frigging experience he had in the cane.  

The fluttering in Tomas’ stomach soared the closer they 
came, because men better equipped than him to do the job were 
being refused. In less time than it took to wash a pot of rice, they 
had nearly reached him. Then someone moaned, ‘They’ve cut 
the wages below minimum again, and expect us to cut more 
blasted cane.’  

‘Who was that? Was that you?’ The loudest of the 
gangmasters, a sprightly, barrel-chested man, pointed his stick 
into the crowd. The fidgeter shook his head and shifted, and the 
gangmaster leaned forward and grabbed the rake of a man 
avoiding his gaze. ‘You won’t be cutting anything today—piss 
off.’ He kicked him in the butt and gave him the thumb, and the 
grumbler slinked off, cursing under his breath.  

‘Does anyone else think this is Canudos and want to join 
him?’  

The men fell silent and straightened their lines with the speed 
of soldiers on parade. The gangmaster continued his inspection, 
and the fidgeter in front of Tomas leapt out of the line with relief 
when given the nod. 

When the gangmaster reached Tomas, he pulled back his 
short sleeves to his shoulders and clamped his fingers around his 
thin arms. ‘Have you ever cut cane?’ he asked, staring past him 
to better prospects down the line. 

Yes was the answer he should have given, but the clumsy-
fingered prodding he had to endure made him want to resist. 
‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m usually a trader.’ 

‘A trader, hey!’ The gangmaster hawked and spat into the 
dust. ‘Let me see your hands.’  

‘There’s not been much work lately.’  
‘You’re no good to us,’ the gangmaster said after a glance at 

his unblemished hands, and then he marched on. Tomas watched 
him parade down the line as though he had sergeant’s stripes 
emblazoned on his vest. These middlemen, who had been 
plucked from the shanties and leased a few hours of the 
landowners’ powers, wielded it with a relish that made him 
wonder if all men became gluttons for control once they had 
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been starved of it. With a few eyes still on him, he raised his 
shoulders and drifted off towards the square. Maybe like his 
father had said, no matter how many avenues had been closed, 
life always left open doors. 

He hadn’t eaten for almost three days now. The dizzying 
hunger mixed with his worries made the mind-twisting insanity 
creep up on him, further than it had ever reached before. He 
avoided walking past the market, to prevent himself snapping 
like the fine string struck on a berimbau player’s bow as he laid 
down a discordant beat. A few of those who had been overtaken 
by the hunger madness hallucinated that the market was in fact 
an oasis overladen with fruit. Then leaping into a rage, they 
charged to sack it, to steal food for themselves and their families. 
The vendors all carried machetes hidden under their stalls, and 
they joined forces and fought those rabid with hunger off, 
sometimes chopping them to death.  

Two days earlier, his hands had begun to shake. At first he 
thought it was because of his visions of Fabricio’s eyeless corpse 
in his sleep, but his mother had spotted the speckled 
pigmentation of the starving rising on his cheek. She had 
implored him to eat some of her ten spoonfuls of farina, but he 
refused to take food out of her mouth.  

Exhaustion sapped his limbs as he climbed the hill to Dona 
Menzies’ shack in the boiling sun, carrying a bucket. Her 
husband worked at a sugar mill, which was two hours’ travel 
away. Only on a few occasions had Tomas seen him, as he slept 
most of the time he was home in the shanty. But his job meant 
they were better off than most. Her goat was tethered outside, 
feeding from a tin tray. Pentecostal hymns seeped from inside, 
this time at a genuine service, as that branch of the church had 
swept through the shanty like a virus, to compete with 
Catholicism and the various forms of candomblé.  

Under the shade of the overhanging roof opposite Dona 
Menzies’ shack, Tomas slumped back onto his haunches, to wait 
for them to finish their doubtful pleadings. A street child crept 
up to steal food from the goat’s tray and hid behind a hut to 
gorge on it, oblivious to his delirious observer. A grey shadow 
blurred Tomas’ vision, and he imagined that the goat’s bleating 
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was an invitation to join it at a table piled with foods that he 
didn’t recognize. He squeezed his eyes shut and chewed an 
ounce of comfort from his gums as he swayed in time to the 
rhythmic clapping booming from inside the shack.  

Another five hymns interspersed with praying nibbled away 
at the afternoon before the congregation trooped out. Dona 
Menzies bade them farewell at the door. Seu Dilmar and Dona 
Isadora, the two whom Tomas had visited to vet as prospective 
students, stopped on the steps for a moment. Then they went on 
their way as if the heart-stopping glance of recognition had not 
darted between them. Tomas stood up and stumbled against the 
side of the shack. Dona Menzies shielded her eyes from the sun 
to seek out the source of the clatter. She waited until the 
congregation had left the alleyway, and then, ‘What are you 
doing here?’  

Tomas shuffled across to her shack, raised his bucket and 
lifted the frayed shirt and pants that were on top. Underneath 
were the last two books of his father’s. ‘I wanted to trade them 
and thought of you, Dona Menzies.’ 

‘Are you mad? What if Giomar searches the houses?’ 
‘I’m sure you’ll find somewhere to hide them.’ 
‘My answer is no, and I want you to leave, Seu Tomas.’  
 ‘Then … could you pay me an advance on the next time I 

work for you? We could leave it several weeks.’ 
Her face contorted like tomatoes left to dry in the sun. ‘What 

do you take me for? Do you think because my husband isn’t here 
you can take advantage? There’ll be no next time.’ 

‘But Dona, you’re my only patroa … There’s no one else I’d 
come to like this.’  

‘I’ve been more than good to you, Seu Tomas.’ She gathered 
up her dragging skirt, worn especially for church, and swung 
back inside. 

‘We’ve nothing to eat,’ Tomas said to the slamming door. He 
stayed where he was, swaying in the heat, knowing she could see 
him from behind the wooden slat window.  

After a short stand-off, she stomped back out and slapped 
two reais on the steps to be rid of him. ‘There’ll be no more 
where this came from,’ she said. Tomas waited until she had 
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scuttled back inside to pick up the coins. If he bought supplies 
for Dona Dora too, it would only be enough to see them through 
one day. So he would have to come up with some other way if 
they were to survive. 

  
*** 

Tomas returned the books to his hut, relieved that he had not 
been forced to part with them. They were the only items of his 
father’s he had left.  

On his way to the market, the fleeting presence that had 
accompanied him for some of the previous days trod a path 
through his consciousness again. When he looked over his 
shoulder, he glimpsed the youth who had stolen food from Dona 
Menzies’ goat watching him from between two huts. His fraying 
golden-yellow shirt glinted in the sun, and Tomas stopped. The 
youth averted his gaze, turned, and wandered down the 
alleyway. Tomas found the number on the back of his shirt hard 
to decipher, because his eyes were still clouded with hunger. 
‘My friend, come here,’ he said. 

The youth swung towards him with a wide stance, as though 
he had been challenged. ‘What do you want?’ 

‘I like your shirt. Where did you get it?’ 
‘What business is that of yours?’ 
‘Maybe I’d like to get one like it.’  
Tomas strode towards him, and the youth dug his heels into 

the dust and lifted the hem of his shirt to reveal a rusted knife. 
Tomas slowed and slipped to the side of him to peer at his back. 
The number eight was scrawled across it in bold green. ‘That’s 
Fabricio’s shirt.’  

‘Well it’s mine now,’ the youth said, his seething eyes daring 
Tomas to try to take it from him, so that he could draw his blade. 

Tomas backed off a step to reduce the threat. ‘Who gave it to 
you?’  

‘I earned it. It’s more than you do, going begging Dona 
Menzies for money.’ 

Tomas blinked back the sting from the slight. ‘At least I 
don’t kill for my keeps.’ 



 

56 
 

‘I haven’t killed anyone. … But I will if they touch me and I 
get my chance.’  

‘Which gang do you run for?’ Tomas asked. So many of the 
youths thought there was no future but to join one of the gangs. 

‘I run for no one but myself.’ 
‘So, you’re going to be like little Pedro one day, hey?’ 
‘I’m going to be like Giomar, he’s …’ He realized he’d been 

channelled into a trap, and grabbed the collar of the knife, as if it 
offered more comfort than words. ‘You can’t say I told you 
anything. You tricked me.’ 

‘Maybe if you played less with knives you wouldn’t be so 
easy to fool,’ Tomas said, only because he felt the youth had no 
intention of drawing the blade.  

The youth kissed his teeth as if sucking every last morsel of 
marrow out of a bone. ‘You’ll get yours soon enough,’ he said, 
then turned and swaggered down the alleyway as though he had 
at least drawn the first round.  

Tomas watched until the youth was out of sight to raise his 
own nerve. He hated to think that one so young would kill and 
gut another child, but the youth and many like him were more 
than capable, and some experienced at it too. So what if he ran 
for Seu Giomar? But if Giomar was involved and had the book, 
then …? He didn’t want to think of the consequences.  

He made sure the youth was no longer watching before 
continuing to the market. There he bought a bag each of rice, 
beans, and macarrâo. As he turned to leave, two men bustled in, 
and one of them snatched a ladle from a stall and banged it 
against the side of an oil drum. All in the market, including 
Tomas, turned their attention towards the men. ‘We have an 
announcement to make that might make one of you wealthy,’ 
one of them said. All drew inches closer at the sound of this, but 
Tomas held his ground. ‘We’re looking for Rudolfo Serrano. 
Anyone who can lead us to him will receive a reward of one 
thousand reais. Come to the municipal building and report it to 
me or my friend here.’ 

Tomas’ insides sunk as though melting. He knew for sure 
now that they were searching for his dead father because of the 
book, and they had doubled the reward. His mind numbed so 
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that he didn’t hear the questions some of the eager bounty 
hunters put to the men before they left the market. He found 
himself at home and wondered how he made it there, as his 
limbs were spent. Going through the motions, he gave a share of 
the food to Dona Dora, and then cooked the rest and ate his 
without the taste nourishing him, leaving a plate for his mother. 

The food alone hadn’t filled his hunger or relieved his 
concerns. What he craved now would ease the stresses he had 
been shouldering, and Thereza wasn’t yet ready to satisfy that, 
despite them promising themselves to each other more than a 
year ago. The last time had been shortly before that, and it had 
long been rumoured amongst the peoples of the Sertão that if a 
man went too long without eating in that way, the sperm would 
rise to his head like a sickness and drive him crazy. Tomas 
chuckled. What fool came up with that piece of superstition? 

He lay on his hammock and settled into reliving the last time 
he had visited Dona Lena with that in mind. He had waited until 
nightfall to head in the direction of her hut. There was no light 
inside, and no sobs coming from any of her hungry children, so 
he knocked. He had to knock again before she opened the door, 
standing in her nightshirt and wiping sleep from her permanently 
startled eyes with the back of her hand. ‘Seu Tomas … what is 
it?’ she said, yawning and pulling the door up to her back. 

‘I was wondering if I could come to see you, Dona Lena.’ 
‘At this time?’ 
‘It’s still early; no one else has gone to bed yet.’ 
‘I’ve nothing to give the children to eat. When they sleep 

they’re not hungry.’ 
He grabbed hold of her wasting buttocks and pulled her into 

him. ‘I have something to feed you with.’ 
She pushed him off. ‘I’m not hungry for that.’ She peeped 

inside at the children and then turned back to him. ‘How much 
have you got?’ 

‘Twenty-five centavos.’ 
‘Ah ah, a quarter real! What sort of sucking do you expect to 

buy for that? I need real bananas to feed my children, Seu 
Tomas. I have no time to play with the one dangling between 
your legs.’ She had then spun back inside and shut the door in 
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his face. But not even that thought could raise his smile, and he 
drifted into a light sleep, with his ear still alert for the sound of 
Giomar’s men coming for him.  

 
*** 

When Tomas woke, he trundled through the alleyways across the 
square and into the bar. The leaning shack was crowded with 
men from the shanty and held the rancid odour of a work gang. 
He bought a quarter bottle of cachaça with the change he had left 
and wound his way through the smoke, which clung to the low 
ceiling in an impenetrable mist. He fell onto a tree-trunk stool in 
the corner, and his first sip of the rum bit his tender stomach. 
The mostly short, wiry men, with high cheekbones and thin 
noses, slouched subdued, as not even cachaça could lift them out 
of their submission to fate in the backlands.  

Tomas downed two glasses in quick succession. Having to 
beg Dona Menzies had cut a thick slice through him, and he 
never wanted to go through that again. Seu Pedro sat at the table 
nearest him with three of his gang. His heavy-boned legs 
dangled off the stool, and they all leaned into the centre of the 
table, so that they couldn’t be heard over the muted chatter. They 
appeared better fed and healthier than most, so somehow they 
must have stolen enough food to get by. How he would have 
liked to slip from his stool to join them in whatever plot they 
were hatching, as it would help him to provide for basic needs, 
the way a man was expected to. But though they were not 
thought to be as violent as Giomar’s gang, or to be in the pockets 
of any of the politicians, it was a sure thing that they had killed. 
That, and harassing the poor people of the shanty to extort 
payments, was not his idea of making a living.  

He filled his glass and drained it again. The rum and the little 
food he had eaten opened the door on his hunger, his insecurities 
about Thereza, and his still raw grief for Dona Dora, as though 
inviting him to live in that room overcrowded with commotion 
and strains. So when a man agog with urgent news stood in the 
doorway and signalled Pedro and his men, Tomas waited until 
they had all left, and then he followed them out of the door. 
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Secrets From The Dust: 

 
Snatched from her family during the 1960s, Margaret, a 
headstrong Aboriginal girl, is fostered by the McDonalds, in the 
Australian outback, under the government sponsored 
assimilation policies. She stubbornly fights to maintain her 
culture until she can escape or her real parents find her. But soon 
she discovers that she is growing to like many of the customs 
and material possessions of her captors, throwing her into an 
identity crisis, which rips another fault line through her world. 
 

By the time she grows into a beautiful young woman, she has 
already suffered the disappointments of unrequited love and a 
forbidden desire. Encouraged to hide behind the identity of a 
Southern European, the highly charged political environment of 
the time, and her love for a political activist, forces her to 
confront her true identity. 

Reviews: 
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‘Harrowing, beautiful and thought-provoking, Secrets From the 
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didn’t want to put down.’ (Joo’s full review at KUForum) 

4/5* 
‘The characters in this story all form a connection with the 
reader. You don’t just read this book, you live it, and that is due 
to the amazing writing of George Hamilton. ...this is an eye 
opener book that should be read by lots of people as a way to put 
some sense into them.’ (Guta’s full review at murphyslibrary) 
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‘A fabulous read. Wonderfully written and well researched. I 
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‘I loved how the author painted the vastly different experiences 
of Aboriginal history between rural and urban Australian life in 
the 50s, 60s and 70s… The book would make great discussion 
for a bookclub.’ (Megan’s full review at Goodreads) 

4/5* 
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Doctor Ludmilla Toropov is a Gold Cross bearing Daughter of 
her Nation, a champion advocate for President for life, Emile 
Sakovich. Her estranged daughter, Olga, has joined the student 
dissidents. When a deadly virus sweeps the world, wiping out 
millions in weeks, her repressive East European nation, under 
sanctions from the international community, becomes the first to 
develop a vaccine. But with their antiquated production 
facilities, they are only able to satisfy the demand of a small 
section of their population. Doctor Toropov can either watch 
hundreds of her patients die, or defy the state that nurtured her 
by attempting to smuggle the drug out to the West to be 
synthesized. One choice will pit her against her daughter, the 
other could unearth unpalatable secrets, and land her in a gulag 
jail. 
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impossible to put down. (Kathryn Romeo’s full review at 
LivingInAFictionalReality.com) 

Connect with George Hamilton: 

 
Website: http://browsingrhino.com 
Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/browsingrhino1  
Twitter: https://twitter.com/browsingrhino 

http://www.amazon.com/review/R3DE7P30TXDJ38/ref=cm_cr_rdp_perm?ie=UTF8&ASIN=B00ASCJGHS&linkCode=&nodeID=&tag
http://www.amazon.com/review/R3DE7P30TXDJ38/ref=cm_cr_rdp_perm?ie=UTF8&ASIN=B00ASCJGHS&linkCode=&nodeID=&tag
http://www.amazon.com/review/R1BCFTUH2M8MH9/ref=cm_cr_rdp_perm?ie=UTF8&ASIN=B00ASCJGHS&linkCode=&nodeID=&tag
http://livinginafictionalreality.blogspot.co.uk/2013/01/the-disease.html
http://livinginafictionalreality.blogspot.co.uk/2013/01/the-disease.html
http://browsingrhino.com/
http://www.facebook.com/browsingrhino1
https://twitter.com/browsingrhino



