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A shriek halts the midmorning chatter. Shop owners and customers flood Rua Isabella, looking towards the piazza. Esmeralda stomps her feet, cursing in the middle of the traffic circle. Three of her friends leave their seats to aid her from Oliveira’s Cafe. Mariana is first to respond and yells, “Esmeralda, are you okay?”

She waves for them to stop while pulling out a tissue. Her face distorts as she pats her head. Then she holds out the tissue and cries out, “Disgusting.”

Guilia steps up behind Mariana chuckling and proclaims to the piazza, “It’s good fortune!”

Everyone laughs. They will have a good story to talk about for a few days. Esmeralda laughs too. She finishes dabbing her head and steps off the traffic circle median. Two birds stop her by swooping down and pooping on her neck and shoulder, then they flap their wings, floating in front of her. She bats at them with the tissue in her hand, and they fly off. Shaking her fist at the birds, she steps back into the median. Again, she waves her girlfriends to stay where they are and she turns to walk back up Rua Isabella into the Burgo to clean up at home. She barely lifted her foot for her second step when a flock of twenty or thirty crows descends. They hover in front of her, fluttering their wings, cawing, blocking her way. When she turns to run to Oliveira’s Cafe, another mass of cawing crows descends and prevents her from leaving in either direction.

Roberto, from the Stationery shop shouts, “The birds! They have her trapped! They are attacking her!”

As if on cue, a noisy black wave drops from the sky, engulfing Esmeralda so only her calves and feet were visible.

Roberto grabs his broom, as does Enzo, from Oliveira’s. They rush in from opposite sides, swinging the brooms overhead and in front of them. A few women join, swinging their purses, others their hats, in an effort to aid her. The crows counterattack, swooping at their faces and stop their advance. It is impossible to get to Esmeralda. The mass of birds has swelled and now swarm around her in a circle. The fluttering of their wings creates a thunderous sound made more frightening by their raucous cawing.

When the crows break their living tornado, they ascend in unison, filling the sky with massive waves reminiscent of a lava lamp before breaking into smaller groups. Everyone is watching the crows sure they are eyeing them from high above.

Enzo swallows hard, steps forward, holding his broom above his head, waving it. From the edge of the traffic circle, he sees Esmeralda on the ground, covered, surrounded from head to toe in white with black specks. He’s never seen so much bird poop in one spot. His heart sinks as he moves closer, realizing she is lifeless. The irony of Esmeralda being killed by a murder of crows both sickens him and makes him want to laugh. His hands drop to his sides, forgetting the birds overhead. A loud plop breaks his fixated stare. For a moment, he isn’t sure if he is looking around the piazza or if he is turning. In his peripheral vision, black things descend from the sky. It’s the birds.

“Everyone get inside! Hurry!” Enzo runs toward his cafe, swinging his broom overhead and corralling whoever he can along with him.

Everyone on his side of the traffic circle runs for the safety of his cafe. Others take refuge in the church, while others on Rua Isabella run into the stores along it. They watch the birds descend, but they aren’t descending, they are dropping. Falling out of the sky, dead.

A hundred birds fill the piazza and streets when Roberto takes his first cautious steps from his shop some minutes later. Instead of crows descending, they continue to break up into smaller and smaller groups. He moves fast, but doesn’t run down the street. Nearing Esmeralda, he stops. He squeezes his broom handle and mutters a prayer before stepping closer and in the white and black speckled goo. The poop is slippery and makes him slip. If not for his broom, he would have fallen down, possibly onto Esmeralda. Enzo and a few others grow nearer. He signals for them to stay where they are and takes the two remaining steps.

The acrid odor stings his nose and churns his stomach as he looks down at her. Damp spots mark the broom handle when he repositions his hands. Esmeralda doesn’t respond when he prods her with his foot. Guilt chokes him because he can’t bring himself to kneel and grab her. He jabs her with the broom handle. Still no response.

Inhaling and exhaling before squatting, he tightens his hold on the broomstick as if his life depended on it. He clears a patch on her neck to check for a pulse. Several birds hit the ground making him hop up. He slips again, but fast footwork and pressing down against the bristles of the broom keeps him upright. Sweat drips off his face. He looks around, unable to think of anything. He casts his eyes down and somehow the swirls his feet made in the blanket of poop make it look worse. Fussy about his shoes when he sees them caked up with poop, he curses.

Someone in the crowd coughs, making him gasp involuntarily. It is a horrible mistake. Now the acrid odor isn’t just in his nostrils, it is metallic and stings his tongue. He looks up and forces down. Ready, he bends over, thinking only of looking for signs of life. His actions are jerky, but fast. When he goes to clear her nose and mouth, he can’t because they are packed full of it. It’s more than he can stand. His stomach rumbles and ejects his morning coffee. He holds it back with his hand while he turns away from Esmeralda. Recovered, he must determine if she is alive or dead. This time while clearing her face it’s clear her eyes are gone, her sockets are pools of white goo.

Squawking makes Roberto stand erect. The few remaining birds are circling, moving faster and swooping lower. The piercing caw gets louder. Scared, Roberto backs away, careful not to slip or step on any of the crows laying on the ground dead. He backs up the hill, waving his clean hand over his head, keeping an eye on the birds all the way back to his store. Inside, he tears off his shoes and tosses them outside. He runs to the bathroom to wash up. He drenches his face and head with cold water. Esmeralda’s eyes, the acrid scent in his nostrils, the dryness of his mouth. His stomach grumbles, making him dry heave since he’s empty from before.

The police car comes to rest at the western edge of the traffic circle, their lights and siren blaring. Unsure what the white mass in the middle of the circle is, they approach it with the utmost care. The officers duck at the loud plopping of three birds close behind them. Relieved it is only birds hitting the ground, they see the remaining mass of birds expanding and contracting several times, before dispersing in every direction, until the sky is clear of them. Residents approach making them focus on being a policeman instead of a spectator at the scene. They aren’t sure of what’s happened, but their job is to control the scene for the investigation teams.

They scan the piazza. One woman is pouring water over her arm, another is wiping her neck, another cries while patting a red blotch on her face with a wet towel. The officers call for medical personnel and a supervisor.

Guilia yells at them, “Esmeralda is there!”

The officers shake off their moment of confusion and grasp she is pointing at the white blob in the middle of the traffic circle. Officer Borba dons a pair of rubber boots and approaches her. He slips, but fast foot work leaves him standing. Enzo offers him his broom to steady himself.

Officer Motta, has the three women sit on the raised flower beds in front of the school, instructing them to stop touching their blotches. He asks Enzo and Mariana to bring more water, and to keep rinsing the blotches until medical personnel arrive. He directs everyone else to remain in the cafe and yells up the street for everyone else to remain where they are until his supervisor arrives.

The officers share a concerned look, knowing this situation isn’t normal and their years of experience didn’t cover a chemical or biological goo-covered dead woman.
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Inspector Dario Cristiano-Diego is savoring the aroma of his Açorda de Bacalhau, the traditional Portuguese bread soup with cod, garlic, olive oil, and fresh herbs, topped with an egg. The cod is mashed, giving the soup a creamy texture, just the way he likes it. Lunch is his favorite meal of the day.

His phone buzzes. It’s the first time this week he’s been able to visit his favorite restaurant and his only chance to speak with Francia. He mulls not answering it, but the commissioner will have Jao call two more times, then track his phone and call the restaurant. If he ignores the call, the commissioner will get bent out of shape and order him to his office, ruining what little joy he will have left if he takes the call. Besides, Antonia wouldn’t disturb him at lunch unless it was something important. It’s what he thought until this call.

Francia, the waitress, his waitress, sees the cords in his neck tense and his thumb tapping the table. She knows he will answer the call. She sidles up next to the table, knowing in a few minutes he will ask her to pack the rest of his meal to go.

“Inspector, there has been a death. The call-in is unclear regarding the manner of death.”

“Unclear? Why don’t you call me when, you are sure?”

“Inspector, the Commissioner specifically said for you to take a look.”

Diego turns his head until it cracks, shrugs his shoulders, rolls his eyes, and waves his index finger around his food, the signal for Francia to wrap it up to go. He smiles and mouths thank you as she picks it up.

“I see. Where is it?” The caller hesitates. Deigo lets out an audible, “Pffft,” followed by, “Monserrato. Where in Monserrato?”

“Augustus Braca Piazza. It’s the traffic circle on Rua Dom Dinis. They reported a woman dead, but the cause of the death is vague.”

“What the hell does that mean? Vague?” Jao doesn’t answer him. “I hope the crime scene techs arrive before I do.” Francia sets his meal pack down. He hands her twenty euro and mouths for her to keep the change. 

It’s 1430, he won’t be sleeping at home tonight. He texts his partner, Sergeant Inspector Inacio Ebo, telling him he will pick him up in front of Judicial Command in twenty minutes and to be prepared to stay overnight.

After being picked up, Ebo explains, “The village is one of those walled Roman Burgos. The kind you can’t drive in.”

“And, let me guess, it’s on a hill?” 

Ebo nods his head and continues reading the village information online. “Crime stats are negligible. The last murder was in the early 1900s.”

Diego flips on the lights and steps on the gas. 
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Arriving in record time from Vila Real, a police officer directs them to park in front of the pharmacy. They assess what they see of the scene before stepping out of their vehicle. Movement behind the window blinds in the cafe catches their eye. A small group clusters under a tree overlooking the pharmacy parking lot. The residents have been waiting for them to arrive.

Mayor Bernardo Antunes rushes toward them, arms flailing before they close their car doors. Ebo’s hand rests on his weapon, Bernardo announces he is the mayor and holds out his ID card for them.

“How long will it take before you can tell me what happened here? This is such a tragedy! We need to get poor Esmeralda out of the street. It is horrible for to see her laying there all this time.”

“Mr. Mayor, we just got here. We need to assess the scene, then discuss it with the crime scene techs, and the first responding officers. It is nothing you want us to rush.” He is glad the crime scene and hazardous material teams are on scene and putting up the privacy screens. “We want to get the victim,” Ebo whispers her name in his ear, “Esmeralda Lagano, out of the street as soon as possible too. The screening will protect the scene and afford her the respect and privacy she deserves. I will let you know as soon as I can tell you something, Mr. Mayor.”

The mayor tugs at his jacket lapels, annoyed he is getting the same answer he received from the crime scene team leader.

“Do me a favor Mr. Mayor, please ask the school principal to allow the use of the auditorium for the witnesses to wait in until we are ready to interview them. It will be beneficial if they don’t watch the scene. The technicians and us doing our jobs will add to their anxieties.”

The mayor never had to deal with the Judicial Police before, so he refrains from telling him he isn’t his messenger. After he steps away, he thinks the Inspector is crafty getting him to agree without asking him directly. He is the only one who can authorize the school for such a use. By the time he talks to the principal to open the auditorium, he is annoyed Deigo didn’t just ask him.

Before entering the tent, they put booties and gloves on. It’s hard to comprehend. The techs are scraping guano off the victim and ground into bags. They step inside, in time to watch a tech clear the guano out of her mouth. It makes Ebo gag. Diego throws him a glance. Ebo shakes his head and rolls his shoulders. Deigo introduces them.

“I’m Alva, lead tech out of Novo Tamaca.”

“Any ideas as to what happened here?”

“An autopsy is needed. This is a massive amount of guano. I can’t imagine how many birds it would take to produce this much. I own two Grey Parrots, about the same size as a crow, and they come nowhere near filling the cage paper in a week. I can tell you she was horrified and may have died of cardiac arrest induced by fright. See the red blotching on her skin,” pointing to several clear areas on her face. “The skin, her body, had time to react to the guano, and the suspected substance in it before death overcame her. She remained alive during most, if not the entire attack.”

Diego circles the inside of the tent taking no pictures or notes, trying to imagine the scene. Then announces, “Alva, I am going to take pictures.” She gives him a thumbs up and he circles the tent again, viewing the scene through the lens of his phone while Ebo makes notes and sketches the scene.

“The hazard material response team is analyzing a sample, and will decontaminate the site when we are done. They said the field test has the guano showing an extraordinarily high level of alkaline.”

“What does alkaline tell us, Alva?”

“It means this isn’t your run-of-the-mill guano. Several tests will need to be done. The HazMat team hasn’t ruled out poison. This high a level indicates it, but we won’t know for sure until the lab tests are done.”

Their first interviewee, Mariana, is red- eyed from crying, but enough time has passed for her to have calmed down.

“You are Mrs. Mariana Oliveira?” She shakes her head yes. “You live at 20288 Rua Dom Dinis, correct?” Diego smiles when she nods her head again. “Please tell us what you saw?”

She speaks fast, anxiety replacing the fading adrenaline, eager to tell her story. It’s a matter of time before the grief sets in. Losing a friend is hard enough, watching them get killed in front of you is traumatic. Mariana needs to recount the story, to lessen the blow of her friend being killed.

Deigo tries to remember what PTSD was called before it became the catch-all description for everything. It comes to him, Traumatic Shock, or Shock.

“I just wiped a table for Mr. Serra when I heard her scream. It was funny, a bird pooping on her head. Guilia said it was good luck. Esmeralda waved at us, letting us know she was okay. Everyone was laughing, even Esmeralda.” She gulps hard and squeezes her hands. “Then a mass of birds, at least twenty or more, prevented her from crossing the traffic circle. She backed up, tried to come to us, but another group of birds dropped down and prevented her from leaving the circle to get to our bar.” She points in the direction of the traffic circle. “The other birds were still there, squawking and fluttering in the air. At first it was fascinating, but it was so very horrifying Inspector. I couldn’t believe it was happening. The birds were going to attack her, for real.” She breaks down in tears, muttering, “Poor Esmeralda.”

Diego refills her glass of water, and Ebo hands her a tissue.

She continues after wiping her eyes. “Then, Roberto, he owns the Stationery store, yelled out, ‘The birds have her trapped.’ He darted back into his shop. At first I thought he ran inside to hide, but he came back with a broom. He ran towards her waving it at the birds, and when he got to the end of the paved sidewalk.” She blinks thrice and stares at them. “It must have been a thousand birds surrounding Esmeralda.” She pauses, reliving the moment, the incredibleness of it. “Our old grandmothers used to tell us stories about shape-shifters turning into birds to get away before the sun rose, but this was the opposite. They attacked Esmeralda. Attacked her!”

Diego pours her more water and they wait for her to sit back in her chair. When she does, she slumps, muttering, “I couldn’t do anything to save her.” She looks at them with pleading eyes and a taunt face. “I couldn’t.”

Deigo isn’t one for emotion, but he knows how she feels. He pats her clenched hands, softly saying, “We know.”

Ebo has worked with Deigo for ten months. His display of compassion surprises him.

It struck Mariana right then, neither has asked a question. “You aren’t asking any questions. You don’t believe it, do you?”

“At this point, we want to hear what you saw. I don’t know what happened. You were here. Please continue.”

“Yes. No, you weren’t here. You didn’t see. The birds! So many, you couldn’t see Esmeralda. A moving mass of black and gray. So many. We couldn’t do anything.” She shreds the tissue in her hand. “My husband Enzo yelled for everyone to get inside.” She sits up a little. “He reminded me of Moses, the way he stood with the broom overhead, calling out to everyone. Everyone,” she chuckles, “there was four of us. We ran inside and closed the doors. Birds pecked at Roberto. He hit a few, but more attacked him. He had to run for cover, too. The women at the hair dresser never made it past the door. I don’t remember seeing Massimo, our butcher, or his wife. They may not have heard anything if they were in their back room working.”

“Have the birds been aggressive this year?”

“No. We have a few nests in the trees. We feed them in the winter, but Enzo is going to get rid of those as soon as we get done here.”

Diego thinks, [And so it begins.] He wonders how many birds they will kill before they find out what happened. She sobs for a second time. He remembers the story of 200 years ago. A nobleman’s daughter was mauled by a falcon or hawk. For his remaining thirty years, he hunted and killed every hawk and falcon until none were left in Portugal. He died before he began hunting them in the mountains of Spain. The nobleman spent his fortune hunting them, paying a bounty for their heads and tail feathers. It took 100 years before Portugal would see either a falcon or hawk again.

Mariana blurts out, “It’s witchcraft. People don’t believe anymore, but witches are real. They live in these mountains still today.”

Ebo asks, “Do you have any witch in particular that may have had a problem with Mrs. Lagano?”

“No. I don’t know any witches. They live alone in the woods. Out there.” She points out the window to the wooded valley and mountain in the Southeast.

“So, you don’t know if Mrs. Lagano was in contact with a witch or witches living out there?” He points his thumb over his shoulder where she had pointed. She shakes her head no. “Is there anyone who has a problem with Mrs. Lagano? Property dispute, family, someone else?”

“She was nice in her own way, but wasn’t very popular. Always came off as if she was better than us. Then two years ago she helped the state Arborist condemn our tree. All they had to do was trim a few branches and it would have been fine. But, no, Esmeralda went on and on about branches dropping and how it interferes with traffic because people slow down to look at it. It was a Holm oak, stood there for 300 years. It shaded the entire plaza. Now look. We have a lovely metal pole with directions in the center of the circle. Disgusting. They could have replanted a new one, but they had to put these new sidewalks in front of the school. The new traffic circle causes more confusion than ever. Everyone blamed Esmeralda for making it happen. To be truthful, the engineers in Vila Real have wanted to remove it for years.”

“So many people in the village had a problem with Esmeralda.”

“It wasn’t like that, Inspector. No one would hurt her. She is,” pausing, “was always a difficult person. The town provocateur, and at times her tongue could be sharp. Sharper than it needed to be. You know the type.”

“I don’t. I am relying on you to explain her to me.”

They finish their interview and hear the identical story from Mariana’s husband Enzo, Guilia Rosa, Violetta Viega, and a few others who were at the Cafe Oliveira.

“For the record, your name is Roberto Ribeiro, and you own the Stationery Shop on Rua Isabella, number 5, correct?” He nods his head yes. “Mr. Ribeiro, please tell us what you saw today.”

He clears his throat, tells them to call him Roberto, and continues to tell them what they already heard four times before, until he adds something different.

“I didn’t see the birds that made her shriek at first, but before the mass of birds prevented her from going up the hill, two of them landed on her back. They pecked at her right shoulder and flew back up to the larger flock. As soon as they reached the flock, the others flew in front of her. It was as if they were making sure she was the one they wanted. I grabbed my broom, but by that time the second wave of birds had appeared. When I reached the last car parked at the end of the wall, twelve or more birds attacked me. They kept going for my face. I backed up and by then hundreds, if not thousands, surrounded Esmeralda. You couldn’t see her. I remember she had a white and blue floral dress on.”

Roberto admitted to being angry when she helped get the tree cut down, but maintains the same as Mariana and the others: No one would harm her for it. He was there. He saw the birds attack her.

“I can’t believe crows did this. Why?” Roberto's eyes fill with tears as he stares at Diego, hoping for an answer.

“I have no answers. You want to prepare yourself, Roberto, we may never know the answer.”

They confer with the officers who took statements from people in the Hair Salon, Pizzeria, & Post Office, and the street heading to the Roman entrance of the burgo. The story is the same. They had two officers interview the owner of the grocery store and pharmacy on the level below Rua Isabella. A retaining wall blocks their view of the traffic, but you never know. This leaves canvassing the houses with windows facing the plaza. From in front of the school the long steep road to the burgo entrance is formidable, then they crane their necks to look up at the burgo wall counting the windows they need to check.

“There are sixty steps to the Fernando Pessoa Plaza. There you will find Lugar de Augusto, a restaurant with outside tables, but you don’t have a view of this plaza unless you stand next to the wall.”

They spin around to find the Mayor. “How many apartments are there?” Diego sweeps his hand across the wall.

“Not as many as you think. Most of these residents have been here a long time.” He points to the balcony above where the restaurant is. “That is all one family, but they are not here. Most of the time, they live in Lisbon.” The mayor points out the various apartments where people are home and those who may have been looking out their windows. There are only ten apartments with residents present at this time.

Diego and Ebo trudge up the steps. When they reach Lugar de Augusto, they speak with the few customers and staff. The people present during the attack all have the same story. They heard a yell, then some more yelling. By the time they looked over the wall, they saw a man waving a broom, Roberto, retreating to his shop. They did see a mass of birds flying up and down in the air, but weren’t able to see the traffic circle clearly because of the trees.

They split up and canvass the ten apartments. When they meet after they compare their notes, as expected, nobody saw or heard anything different. Most of the residents in their apartments didn’t know anything was going on until they heard the sirens, and then saw the commotion below.

“We’re done here, Ebo. Mrs. Esmeralda Lagano’s death will need to be determined by the medical examiner, and we may never know or understand what happened here. Death by crows? The bigger question is, can it happen again?”

“Maybe we can contact an ornithologist?”

“We could, but this appears to be out of our purview. This is a strange act of nature. Wild animals, birds, killed her. We will turn the case over to Section 4. They deal with this type of case. They should have been sent here to begin with.” He turns and mumbles, “Let’s leave it at that.”
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Santiago steps up on his chair to see out the high semi-circle window when he hears a police siren. He sees Enzo, and hears Roberto yelling, but can’t make out what he is saying. He pulls himself higher on the ledge, and a small group in front of the cafe comes into view with many crying. His chair teeters under him and he hops to the floor before it makes him fall. The glass rattles in the door as he flies out of his office. He slips twice, going down the steps he has walked thousands of times. His shoes slap against the pavement until he slows down as he nears the traffic circle. The white and black speckled mass intrigues him at first. Then he looks at Roberto’s ashen face and Mariana’s red eyes and knows something grave has happened.

“Esmeralda was attacked by birds. By crows. She’s dead.”

He isn’t sure he heard Roberto correctly, but the tears, frowns and covered mouths tell him what he thought he heard, is what he heard. Esmeralda is dead.

Nico sees Santiago’s name and considers not answering. He is a patient man, but Santiago tests it at every turn. The man is always scheming, flitting about, incapable of savoring a moment. It pains him, but he picks up the phone. When he hears him say, “Esmeralda was killed. In the traffic circle.” He jumps to his feet, not waiting to hear the rest, telling him it will take him twenty minutes or fewer to get there.

It takes him eighteen minutes because he used the back roads to avoid the police in the main parking lot. He parks in the parking area near the Clock Gate entrance on the other side of the burgo. He walks the 200 meters along the outside wall to the traffic circle. Santiago is in front of the school with half the burgo and village residents. The police have the area cordoned off, blocking the traffic circle. He hears a delivery truck driver yelling he has enough room to get around. The officer motions for him to turn around. It’s only a 5 kilometer detour, but to those making deliveries in the mountains, any deviation is a calamity.

Santiago sees him. Nico chuckles to himself, watching him scurry through the crowd. His movements are quick and short, but he doesn’t move fast. Santiago turns continuously, as if expecting to be picked up by the police at any moment. His actions remind him of growing up in his country where they had a very real and deadly secret police snatching people off the street. He never devoted a lot of energy to looking around. If the Secret Police snatched him up, what could he do? There was no point in running. They would torture his family to find him. Santiago is a necessary alliance, but he has no patience for him.

“Esmeralda is dead. They say birds, crows, attacked her. She is covered in a blanket of poo.”

Nico takes in the scene, the crowd, the tent, the police, and other officials. He sees the mayor giving directions to an officer, not realizing the officer’s job is to keep him out of their way. It is serious if they are keeping a mayor at bay. “Esmeralda, she’s the one who helped get rid of the tree?”

Santiago nods his head yes. He knows Nico is formulating a plan, so he remains silent.

“What do you think, Nico? Our time has come?”

Nico glares at him and puts his finger to his lips. Santiago’s head shrinks into his shoulders and takes a baby step back. They have a long-standing rule, never discuss their business where others can overhear. Nico intentionally keeps him scared of him. He smiles to himself. Thirty years ago he was something to fear. Today, he has gotten soft living in a soft land. Santiago doesn’t utter another word.

When they load Esmeralda into the coroner’s van, Nico signals Santiago to meet him in an hour. A police officer is asking him his name at the same time. Santiago doesn’t respond, but Nico knows he saw him. They will meet at the restaurant later.

When he tries to walk off without answering, the officer asks his question again, “What is your name and address? Did you witness anything? Were you here during any portion of the attack? Why are you trying to avoid my question?”

“I’m not. I received a call and came to see what happened.” He shows him the message, {Esmeralda was killed.} He doesn’t hide it came from Santiago. “I was curious.”

Satisfied, the officer continues to search for straggler witnesses who may have seen someone or something before the crowd disperses. It appears the Judicial Police on hand makes everything run more efficiently. He hopes they are gone in a few days so he can begin to use this event to his advantage.

O Passarinho is a small restaurant in Novo Tamaca, a thirty-five minute drive from Monserrata. It can be difficult to find if you don’t know it so it’s perfect for private meetings.  

Nico’s new life began at this restaurant when he arrived in Portugal after escaping from Romania. It was both his first job and his first construction job site. The cigar smoke floats above his head as he looks out over the valley below when Santiago enters the restaurant. Nico sensed his tense presence and signals the waiter to bring the three orders of Petiscos, the Portuguese version of Tapas. He pours Santiago a glass of wine while he makes his way across the floor to his table on the balcony.

“Boa noite, Santiago.”

Santiago slides into his seat, resting his elbows on the table. This makes his shoulders haunch and his head sink between them. It makes Nico think of a vulture perched on a limb.

He doesn’t allow him the opportunity to speak and says, “My friend, inhale the wine’s bouquet. Savor its bouquet, its taste. We have the best seats, with an unobstructed view.”

Santiago breaks into an extra wide closed smile. His seat is positioned so his back isn’t to the door, allowing him to monitor who is entering. It has been thirty years since Nico escaped from his wretched communist hovels, but he still suspects everyone and trusts no one. It irritates him. “We must savor the things life affords us.”

Santiago licks his dry lips, revealing how chapped they are.

“You’re always so tense. Relax. How long have we worked together. It is always the same with you. Drink some wine. I’ll pay your taxi fare home.”

“Your generosity proves hope for mankind exists.” He takes a gulp of his wine. Nico’s right, it is good. He should have savored it before drinking it. Worse, he knows he is being impolite, but dives right into their talk of business. Nico doesn’t ignore him, but continues to discuss the moonlight in the valley, the wine, and food.

After a few bites, Nico feels the table vibrating. He knows it’s because of Santiago’s leg bouncing up and down like a jackhammer. He sets his fork down, shakes his head, and intertwines his hands on his elbows. “So — do you think Esmeralda’s husband will want to stay in the apartment? Did they have children? Will the house weigh on him?”

“I know Pedro. He won’t stay by himself. They have a daughter who lives in Madrid. I don’t see her coming back here. She didn’t grow up here. Pedro sent her to be raised by his sister, in a district on the outskirts of Madrid. He wanted something better for her.” He shrugs his shoulders. “I heard Esmeralda drove her there. I wasn’t here when this took place. I spent that year in Milan studying fashion photography.”

“Fashion photography.” He raises his eyebrows and bobs his head.

“I don’t know why I do business with you. You are the proverbial sore thumb.”

Nico inhales, remembering, Santiago is just being Santiago; he has to find fault in everything. It protects him if something goes wrong. This way, he is never the cause of his many failures.

“The daughter should be no problem then. Who lives in the apartment above and below, Pedro?”

“Below is Carolina Nascimento. Her husband lives here for one week of every month. He works for a big company in Madrid. She has no incentive to leave. They have three children.”

“Everyone will attend the funeral. Will they village be in mourning for a few days?”

“Carolina will attend for sure, but the entire village will also attend.”

“You think the kids will go to school?”

“I don’t know, Nico. Death, while shocking, is a part of life. This is a shock for me too. I knew Esmeralda.”

“I know, I know, very tragic.” He leans over the table. “My deepest sympathies for your loss.” He lingers, leaned over the table, then says, “This weird thing with the birds. We shouldn’t let the opportunity pass. We can capitalize on it, but we have to be smart. I don’t - we don’t - have a lot of time. We must be smart and not act too soon.”

Santiago knows Nico will tell him what to do, eventually. “They will hold a memorial in the next few days. The funeral won’t happen until they release the body.”

“That will be too soon. We need to wait until the police leave and then several days after her funeral. So long as they don’t keep the body for a month. If they do, then we will reassess the situation.” Nico picks up his glass of wine. They finish their meal discussing their favorite soccer teams and players.
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The steps aren’t high. Each of the stone treads has a different angle and height, with one long enough for a normal stride and the next shorter, making them tiring to walk up. The Romans designed them for a donkey to pull carts up. They are wide enough for a car to drive to the top, but motorized access is limited to a few small four-wheel-drive transport vehicles to bring in everything you can’t carry. The council approved two licenses in 1922. Two families have retained them since. The permits are passed on from family member to family member. The companies are in competition, but their wives are sisters. The council which created quite a commotion among the residents when they approved a third license. They announced it on a Monday and the bidding for it ended on Wednesday. The mayor needed to move the archival library to the new building. Both of the existing companies were too busy to get it done on the day he wanted. The council approved his request and issued the new license. They rumbled and grumbled about it, but Eduardo was relieved. Old enough to retire and his son doesn’t want to take over the business. He wants to move to Lisbon, so a new license would need to be issued soon, anyway.

Diego looks at the steps. Not wanting to climb them again tonight, he checks the time, it’s 2100. The sign on the restaurant door says the main kitchen closes
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