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For Marco Antônio, who has always wanted to hear these stories.






“When the children play, and I hear them playing, 

Anything in my Alma


Anything in my.


And all that childhood I never had comes to me, In a wave of joy That belonged to no one.



Who I was is a mystery, and who I will be is a vision; at least let me feel

this in my heart.”

––––––––
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Fernando Pessoa
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​Cringey Childhood
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I woke up this morning and, as usual, put the kettle on to make coffee. While I waited for the water to boil, I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth and take care of other personal needs. My PC—Personal Computer—is located on the way between the kitchen and the bathroom, so I took the opportunity to turn it on and let it perform its initial startup procedures until Windows was ready to help me access the rest of the functions a computer is designed for.

When I came back from the bathroom, I saw that my login screen was already open, which meant I could use Windows. I jumped right back in to finish the “project.” Finally, I called the rest of the family over for “breakfast”.

While waiting for what was never the last morning yawn from the other people at the table, I decided to “flip through” the online newspaper that was already open on my screen. The very first headline was a word I wouldn’t have imagined even in my wildest dreams.


“Cringe!”


And given how things happen these days, it seems quite obvious that the term went viral and spread around the world within seconds of being defined or shared in a live stream or on the timeline of some of these new, unlicensed journalists. Look, this isn’t a criticism, because many of these YouTubers and bloggers have more ethics and professionalism than many people who graduated from the “best” universities in the world.

Dear reader, realize this: I believe that in these four short paragraphs, practically every word or term I’ve used would be considered “cringe” by today’s generation. That seems to be the new trend on social media. In fact, the term “social media” has probably already become a cringe word itself.

But back in the early 1990s, that kind of news wouldn’t have made any sense to me and my friends. We were so caught up in our games and everyday nonsense that we didn’t even have time to understand what was happening in another city, let alone the rest of the world. In fact, that was our world. So much so that I don’t remember anyone ever saying they might one day leave T-3.

However, one by one, we drifted apart, and all that remained were the memories. There were so many phases and generations within that class that it feels as though I’ve lived about ten lives in just a few years. So many personalities, customs, and vastly different lives.

When I arrived there, I figured it would be like the other places: a few months, a year at most, and that would be it—as soon as we started to form a bond of friendship, the need to move would arise. Either because there were no jobs nearby or because the rent had gone up and my mother could no longer afford it.

But as the days went by, we made our first friends, and then Luc and Ed arrived, and soon after they brought their sisters to play with the twins. Everything was falling into place. My mom found a job nearby, and we were already enrolled in a school very close to Bueno.

A few days later, Mark and Lilo, the wealthy ones on the street, showed up. Spending time with them made me realize that life was about more than just surviving; perhaps it was impossible, but I liked to dream that one day things would be different and I would be able to wake up without having to hope for another dream, because victory would come—late, but it would come.

And just when everything seemed to have settled down and fallen into the proper hierarchies and castes, a group came along that turned everything upside down: “Os neguin.” Through them, I came to understand what it really meant to be
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deliver even though he's only nine years old. The indigenous heritage was evident there. No rules or moral codes. They were free, even though they had a strict mother and a father who had fought in World War II.

There were also supporting characters like Dudu and Cleo, but I can’t help but mention my good friend Doug. Even though it was late in the game—since I was practically about to leave T-3—I managed to form a friendship I never thought existed; I thought the bond between Mark and Luc was the limit.

Those were magical years that can’t be summed up with just one word: cringe. If what I had is what turned me into a cringe, then let me stay in the past with my memories, because once you get to know the stories and the characters that turned me into that crude definition, you’ll understand that it’s unlikely, in these times we live in, that another Jorjão, Mark, Luc, Doug, and so many others who made me the cringe I am today will ever emerge again.
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​Jorjão and the Coconuts

––––––––
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It was March; classes had just started, but since we had classes in the morning, we had the afternoons and even evenings free to have fun in the city streets. We played all sorts of games. When it rained, we’d play at building dams in the rapids that formed on the dirt roads. If it was sunny, most of the time, the repertoire was much wider: tag, hide-and-seek, capture the flag, “bete” (the Brazilian version of baseball), and the well-known “golzinho.” But for some of us, there always had to be a little extra adrenaline.

Usually, when someone suggested something that wasn't in the T-3 script, I knew it wouldn't end well. But that boy is complicated, especially between pre-adolescence and adolescence. So, even though I knew how it would end, I still wanted to be part of the script.

One night, a friend told us about a place where there was an abundance of coconuts from Bahia. You could drink about two liters of coconut water. And there was even the coconut meat left over for a final taste. Everyone was amazed by such an opportunity. After all, it wasn’t every day that you were treated to a tropical feast like that.

The place was quite a distance from where we lived, but just the walk and the games we played along the way were an adventure in themselves. We’d run, climb trees, pick wild berries, and make a racket as night fell over Bueno. Anyone who heard us would have imagined a flock of parakeets.

While everyone else was starting to head home, we were on our way to an unparalleled tasting. There were few places that offered or allowed you to pick coconuts in Bahia for free. It was a delicacy found on only a few tables. You couldn’t even find it that easily at the markets; in other words, it was something reserved for the elite or for those who wanted to keep up appearances.

When it was time to leave, some of them backed out. They were afraid their mothers would beat them—and those beatings were epic—or that the adventure would be too far away. Coming home very late was a surefire way to get a good beating. Such punishments were a privilege reserved for the few. Usually, a belt or even a white shower hose—the kind used in showers—was enough to do the trick.

Having separated the brave from the more timid, we set out on our mission. I confess I was a little scared, but since the others saw me as a leader, I couldn’t back down. I felt like a general heading to the front lines, but I was terrified of dying—yet I went.

That tendency to want to please others almost always got me into trouble. I got spanked many times for doing things my mother disapproved of, but which I thought were fine. In the end, she was always right.

The two boys who had decided to follow me and the one who had revealed the location of such an abundance of that delicacy were brothers. A little ladder. The older one, Jorjão, was the one with the “map.” He was the only one who had been to the place he had told us about hours earlier. A tough-guy type, he claimed to be good at fighting, but I had never seen him in action. The others were more or less like me—that is, filthy, with swollen bellies and malnourished. They were between 10 and 12 years old, but looked to be between seven and eight..


After walking for so long, Jorjão, like a hunting dog, stopped and said:

“It’s right there, behind that wall.”


Of course, I was surprised. There was a fairly tall gate, and it was locked. The wall wasn’t very high, but I needed a little help to get over it. I hadn’t expected any obstacles. At no point in the story had Jorjão mentioned that the coconuts belonged to anyone.


“Wait, didn't you say those coconuts belonged to someone...” — I asked Jorjão.
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“To tell you the truth, they're just waiting to be picked by anyone brave enough to climb the coconut tree—or to wait an eternity for them to fall.” — Jorjão was a bit of an improviser; he'd respond on the spot, even if it wasn't what the listener wanted to hear.

Anyway, we climbed over the wall and started the “harvest.” I wasn’t very skilled at climbing coconut trees, but you learn as you go.

I think there were about thirty coconuts in total. We had to open them right there. There was no way we could have taken that many home, even if we’d wanted to—the weight and bulk were just too much for us. I’ve never drunk that much coconut water in one day, not to mention all the coconut meat we had to eat; we couldn’t let any of it go to waste.

Those boys had a peculiar technique for cracking open coconuts with their teeth. They were the grandchildren of indigenous people, so they knew many of the skills of that culture. I didn’t even dare to try. My teeth were already in such bad shape that I knew any forceful attempt would leave me toothless—or at least with very few teeth left. I left that task to them.

As we were leaving—feeling heavy from having gorged ourselves on that feast—we were surprised by three “street kids”; I think they had the same impression of us, since they were much bigger. There was no way we could run; we were stuffed with coconut water and pulp. They lined up and started searching us. I was first. And they didn’t find anything. They started to get nervous.


—  “If we don’t find anything with you guys, there’ll be trouble...” said one of them.


The next ones to be searched were the two youngest. They were shaking like leaves, and nothing was found on them either. As they walked over to search Jorjão, they started to intimidate us even more. That made us even more afraid.


—  There's just one more... either hand over a gift or you're in for it!


We were going to get beaten up like stray dogs. Jorjão stayed on the lookout; he must have been hatching a plan—he was very calm. Although he always claimed to be a good fighter, you only had to look at him to see he didn’t have the build of a fighter. With his potbelly and a huge scar running down the middle of it, that alone disqualified him as a fighter. But he had an unbeatable look in his eyes, like a fearless Apache Indian who knows what to do at the right moment. And that’s exactly what happened.


When they started searching him, the rascal pulled out a pocket knife and let out a scream:

—  Check this out—I’ve got something for you!


Man, they were just kids running. You could have played a trick on them with their shirts—the fabric was so smooth from all that sprinting. Jorjão called out to them from behind to make sure they’d run far away. And we went along with them. In their desperate dash, they ended up dropping something. Jorjão went right over to see what it was.


When he picked up the package, he turned to us and said:

—  We already have my dad's coffee for tomorrow...


The boys had dropped a package of the best brand of coffee, the kind that’s freshly roasted. Jorjão realized that this was a reward for chasing the street kids away, and he took it with him to make breakfast the next day.

On my way home, I couldn't stop wondering where he had hidden that knife for so long. We didn't usually carry weapons.

“I had a knife with me the whole time and didn't even say a word... I almost broke my tooth trying to open that coconut.”

That was a lapse in judgment on the part of one of the gang members. But, ironically, it was that very lapse that saved us from that mess with those street kids. If it hadn’t been for Jorjão’s quick thinking, I might not even be here to tell the story. That day, I realized how close I’d come to death.

The days went by, and we ended up forgetting about what had happened. I couldn’t even remember what those boys looked like. The coconut harvest season had already passed, so we wouldn’t be returning to that place anytime soon. The guava and green corn harvests were already approaching in the fields near the city. The work for the coming months would be rewarding for our group.
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But, since not everything in the life of a kid from the suburbs revolves around searching for fruit trees in the nearby neighborhoods, there was also time devoted to electronics—yes, we had that “addiction” too—only it was much more moderate than the time today’s young people spend on cell phones, computers, tablets, and video games.

One fine day, as soon as I got out of class, I decided I should go to the arcade to play a few rounds. It was really close to school; my mom wouldn’t even notice I was late. I’d saved the change from the cars I’d watched over at the market the previous Sunday. It was enough for about four rounds—enough to “satisfy” my craving at that moment.

I arrived at the arcade and, as expected, my favorite machine—Street Fighter—was packed. I joined the line with about four kids in front of me. When it was my turn, I knew the fight wouldn’t last long. My opponent was the most hardcore gamer in the neighborhood. Roberval knew every move and combo ever invented for that game. I lost the first round and almost won the second, but in the end, it was a defeat after all.

Since I knew that staying at that machine meant I was sure to lose my other three tokens quickly, I had to go to my second choice, which was much less crowded. The movie *Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles* had been released in the United States quite some time ago. Generally, an arcade game based on a movie was released a year or two after the movie. As a result, the game arrived in Brazil much later. It even had a lot of fans, but at that moment, the most famous game was the one on the machine I had played earlier. Street Fighter was a success never seen before among kids and teenagers.

I played a game and made it to the second round—nothing to get too excited about, since that’s as far as the weakest players ever got. I tried one more time and was actually doing pretty well, but then I noticed someone was watching me. I figured he was admiring my skill at the game, so I showed off. When Donatelo finally lost his second-to-last life, the boy who had been watching me asked if I was enjoying the game.

	How's it going over there? Are you enjoying the game? — I naturally replied that I was. And he asked, in a sarcastic tone:

	You really don't remember me, do you!?


I was surprised by that question. I have an amazing photographic memory, but I really couldn’t remember that face. Maybe it was a school friend, since I had changed schools several times over the course of a few years. You know how it is—when you rent, that’s just how it goes; you’re moving all the time. Especially if the couple had a lot of kids, as was the case with us. My mom had six, including me.

While I was lost in childish daydreams, trying to figure out how that boy knew me, I was interrupted again.

	What about those two outside? You don't remember them either?


When I looked at the two guys standing at the arcade door, a flashback crossed my mind. And then, yes, I began to recognize those faces that had been watching me intently ever since I’d arrived at the arcade. They were the boys from the night of the coconut harvest. They were waiting for me in front of the arcade and were going to want to settle the score from that night. The bag of coffee would be paid for with my bruises. Since I was alone, I’d get four times as much—a beating for each of us who had been there on that fateful night when Jorjão chased those boys away and swiped their bag of coffee. Maybe I’d get a bonus beating for the knife Jorjão had pulled on them.

	“Don’t worry... go ahead and play your game; we’re in no hurry.” He said that and joined the other two at the arcade entrance.


For a moment, I didn’t know what to do. Hearing them crack their knuckles in preparation for what was to come made me even more nervous. I couldn’t even follow the game anymore. It was too much for a kid like me. There was little chance I’d get out of there unscathed. I tried to imagine what could save me from that situation.

I thought and thought, but nothing came to mind. I kept trying to come up with an escape route, something that could distract those three boys and give me enough time to get out of there as quickly as possible
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I looked in my pockets and all I found was a piece of candy wrapper and an arcade token. My snack money was already gone. I thought about talking to the arcade owner, but in that situation, knowing it would cause trouble for him, he’d kick me out along with the three “little thieves”—and that’s when I’d really get it.

Until I figured that the only reason they were there had to be the same as mine: to satisfy their addiction to some game at that arcade. I ran my hands over the pockets of my worn-out Tergal shorts again, almost tearing the back, and noticed I still had one token left to play.

	That’s it... it’ll have to be my salvation! It’s either that or getting beaten like a dog.” I mustered up the courage and went to face my tormentors. Despite my fear of being met with hostility—after all,

	they might start beating me right there, at the arcade door. Fights were a common occurrence in front of the arcade. But I was sure of one thing: I knew that video game addiction was a common problem among teenagers back then. As I approached them, I clutched my “salvation” in my hands, looked firmly at the three of them, and said the following:

	Do you guys want to play? There's another token here...


Their gaze was the “trigger” that allowed me to complete my “move” in that real-life arcade. It was like defeating the final boss of the hardest game with just one life left before I actually died.

I strategically tossed the damn thing into the air toward the three of them. I knew they’d fight over it. I’d already witnessed epic brawls over a game at the arcade, even between brothers. It wouldn’t be any different with them. That token would have to be my salvation.

They were so lucky that, in their desperation to grab the token, they ended up grappling with each other and dropped it on the floor. The “precious” token bounced a few times and luckily rolled under one of the machines, which was packed with kids waiting to play. It was total chaos. The machine, which had been contested by only three people up to that point, was now considered no man’s land, as the others in line also joined the scramble for that life-saving token.

When I realized that was my cue, I bolted from there like a madman escaping from the asylum. This time, my shirt was the one that could play tricks on me. I took off without looking back. I don’t even know if they came after me. I ran the nearly ten kilometers separating the arcade from my house in no time.

That was one of the most spectacular escapes I’ve ever experienced. Fear makes you create and believe in situations that you would most likely never have imagined in a comfortable setting.


After that day, I kicked my addiction to video games and coconut water.
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​The Kung Fu Masters
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In the Garavelo neighborhood, a legend emerged about a boy who, at not even 12 years old, was already a feared Kung Fu master. The “legend” began with a comment among a group of friends and spread throughout the neighborhood. The boy was so cunning that he didn’t even need to land a single blow from the ancient Chinese martial art—his mere presence was enough to make his opponents give up the fight and often run away from the battlefield.

Several disputes were settled with just a few demonstrations of katis—a solitary combat simulation widely practiced in Chinese martial arts—nothing more than a clenched fist, a strong stance, feet in an attacking position, a determined expression, and a few smooth yet resolute movements, was enough to leave the person on the other side of the “ring” worried about what would come after that demonstration.

It was something never before seen in a street fight. It usually started with an insult from one of the parties involved or even some unresolved issue on the playground or at school. The two were matched up; one would very stealthily take off his flip-flops and throw the dirty sandals at his opponent—and that was all it took for everyone to realize a fight was about to break out. Two shirtless opponents, fists clenched, circling each other, waiting for one of them to make the first move”.

The altercation that supposedly gave rise to the legend of the “Dust Kung Fu,” as they said, had begun inside the arcade. A man named Carlúcio felt cheated at the game, as he lost five tokens to a boy of Asian appearance in just a few minutes. When the young Japanese man left the premises, he was confronted by Carlúcio, who quickly caught up and threw his flip-flops at the Japanese man, who stopped them with a swift movement using just one foot.

Just the fact that a young man of average height was able to stop those Havaianas flip-flops so quickly as they spun in circles on the dusty ground of that avenue should have made Carlúcio suspect that this wasn’t one of the poor souls he used to humiliate at the arcade.

But pride is the mother of failure. And that bully was about to prove that he wasn't as brave as he thought he was.

The young Asian man, immediately after stopping those flip-flops with one foot, assumed a tiger stance and demonstrated his first kati right there on that dusty street. What was supposed to be a disadvantage ended up becoming an advantage for the young Asian man. With every drag of his foot on the ground as he performed his kati movements, the red dust of that neighborhood swirled around him, creating a unique image. He looked like one of those Kung Fu masters from the oldest films of this ancient art, in the “Iron Fist” style.”

It sparked the imagination of those grimy, sunburnt boys. They saw Bruce Lee himself in the young boy. And it was no different for Carlúcio. That feeling was perhaps even more realistic, because, after all, he was right in the middle of the “story”.

When the dust settled, only one opponent remained in the arena. He was wearing a white T-shirt with a print of a tiger striking a fighting pose, which by then was already almost red. The young Asian man had given one of the arcade bullies a run for his money without having to throw a single punch. There, on that dusty, sunny afternoon in the Garavelo neighborhood, in front of the local arcade, the legend of the child prodigy had begun.

And this phenomenon became even more apparent when some of those who had witnessed the “fight” won by that young master described the young sensei’s appearance.


“He looks like Bruce Lee...”

“Almond-shaped eyes, slightly yellowish skin, but sunburned...”
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“His hair is so black that it almost looks dark blue, and it’s as straight as the tail of a waterfall.”

“He wears a T-shirt with a picture of a scary tiger on it... it was given to him by Bruce Lee himself...”

“He has abnormal muscles... he doesn’t look like a 12-year-old boy...”

“I saw him make five grown men run 10 kilometers because they were beating up a defenseless boy...”

With these stories and sightings, the legend began to take shape, and everyone wanted to know who this Kung Fu master was. Even the older bullies in the neighborhood wanted to know who the twelve-year-old boy was who was giving the local bullies such a hard time.

Until one day, word spread that this so-called “myth” was in the Garavelo neighborhood. He had some relatives there, but he lived in another “province” where, naturally, everyone feared him too.  

It was school vacation time, and the martial arts academy where the Kung Fu practitioner trained was closed. So he was going to spend a few days in the area where the legend that he was unbeatable had taken root.

Knowing the day and the place where the myth was said to be, all the boys in the neighborhood were anxious about what might happen. The bullies, fearing they would lose their reputation as the strongest in the area, and the oppressed, realizing that once the neighborhood’s current oppressors were overthrown, the young master would take their place and become the new bully of that place.

The 8-E soccer field was where all the neighborhood squabbles took place and were settled. If you had a problem with a boy, that’s where the fight was set. Amid the dust, all you could see were arms and legs flying toward each other. Then, everyone waited for the red “smoke” to clear so the winner of the clash could be declared. But that day would be different.

It was 4 p.m. when the pickup game started. It usually went on until 7 p.m. It was already dark by the time the game ended on that dirt field. The game went on as usual—10 minutes or two goals—and the next team would take the field to try to beat the team that had won the previous game.

That day, the matches didn’t seem to have the same intensity or meaning as on other days throughout the rest of the year. Everyone wanted to know who this master was. It was common knowledge that he was at the field, since he was the cousin of a boy who lived in the neighborhood. In fact, that boy had been the one to start the Kung Fu legend.

“Yes, he’s my cousin... and yes, he’s a Kung Fu master! Even though I’m a karate practitioner, I was no match for him... with just one sweep, he taught me more than I’d learned in four years of karate...”

Since it was vacation time, there were several different kids on the field that day. Many were kids who were spending their vacations at relatives’ homes, and others were from neighborhoods farther away who, now that school was out, had more time to play for other “clubs” during the break. This made it impossible to know who the so-called “Chinese” coach was”.

There were some clues as to who he might be, since the characteristics described in the stories about the young master were quite different from those of most of the people there.

Among boys with curly hair, sun-bleached blond hair, dark skin, red skin, reddish-white skin, skinny, fake skinny, chubby, and other descriptions, there was one who resembled people from the East. Not as tall as they said, with fair, slightly yellowish skin, black, straight hair cut in the style of “Little Master”—a 1990s martial arts series—and a bit stocky, not as strong as they described, but somewhat exaggerated for a 12-year-old. It could only be him.

The whole class kept staring at the boy during that afternoon’s pickup game. They noticed that he was always talking to the young master’s cousin, so it had to be him—after all, he was someone they’d never seen around there before, and he fit every description of the martial arts legend.

The boys imagined that at any moment he would launch a flying kick to hit the ball or even a ninja-style slide tackle to take the ball away from his opponent. However, the boy with the Asian look was rather calm and extremely passive, even while playing soccer. No moves or katas during the pickup game. On the contrary, the boy seemed like a gentleman on the soccer field, because he had
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He was in a class of his own when it came to handling the ball. His dribbles were both smooth and effective, but they didn't look like the work of a Kung Fu master.

“He has all the physical traits of a Kung Fu master, but his demeanor is that of a very calm person... it's not him.”

““Look... Bruce Lee was also pretty calm during his fights... even when he seemed to be at a disadvantage, he still kept his cool, because he was confident in his strength and technique...”

“Maybe... that's why I didn't foul him. If it really is the little master, whoever hit him is going to get it in the end.”

““I gave him a good beating and I don’t care... if he really is that so-called Kung Fu master, I’ll show him who’s boss around here,” said Dri, one of the leaders of the soccer field.

“Dri, let’s go...” called Landro, Dri’s brother.

It was already getting dark when the soccer game ended. Most of the boys had already gone home. Some on their own, others because their mothers had come to drag them home by the ear. But a few had stayed behind. Either because they wanted to know who this “junior master” was, or to challenge this fighter.
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— Dri: And then Chiquinho... That's your cousin from Bueno? The Masters of Kung 
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Fu?

––––––––
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—  Chiquinho: That's right. Japan, show them your Kung Fu moves.

—  The young boy who apparently really was Chiquinho's cousin and, as a result, o



the young master spoke. He fell silent for a moment.

	Dri: Viu, Landro. I told you he was a nobody... he must be scared out of his wits. But it's too late now—I'm going to take him down and put an end to this charade.!


	Dri was already getting ready for the fight when Chiquinho interrupted his preparations. 	Chiquinho: Calm down, Dri... he's concentrating. Just wait and see—you'll definitely be running out of there once he finishes the demonstration.

	Dri: Come on... let's go then! Let's get this nonsense started!

	Landro: Come on, “let’s go” ...



	Despite his brother’s insistence, Dri remained firm in his resolve; he wanted to challenge that young master that very day, and nothing would make him change his mind. The boy was dark-skinned and stocky. Although he hadn’t trained at any capoeira, karate, or other martial arts academy, he still knew how to fight. He had already been in several street fights and emerged victorious in almost all of them; as such, he was a worthy opponent for Japão, the supposed Kung Fu master. 	Dri: Come on! Let's get started on this Kati thing... I don't have all day... I mean, all night!



	The young man with the slightly Asian features didn't answer; he just began to assume a fighting stance. He dragged one of them backward and left the other in a forward position, planted firmly on the ground with just his big toe. As for his upper body, his arms and hands moved in a way that resembled Bruce Lee’s own movements in that movie, *Enter the Dragon*”. In fact, everything he did was very well choreographed; it looked like a “dance of death” straight out of a collection of kung fu movies.

	Those hand movements, in perfect sync with her arms and feet, during a spinning footwork shift—where her torso twisted and her feet dragged along the ground like a snake slithering—left Dri quite impressed, and one might even say, mesmerized.

	The street-fighting kid was simply left speechless by that kati demonstration performed by the young man whose nickname was Japan—a bit odd for a practitioner of martial arts originating in China to have a nickname derived from his greatest enemy in the early centuries—who didn’t stop for a minute with his mock fight. He didn’t even take a breath.

	That was truly impressive. Cousin Chiquinho, who had already seen the performance several times before, was still amazed every time he watched the Japanese fighter intimidate his opponents with that “ritual.”

	After a few minutes of pure Kung Fu, Japan finished the kati in the tiger stance—which was the strongest stance practiced at the dojo where he supposedly trained—where he crossed his arms, quickly raised them overhead, and brought them back toward his opponent as if he were about to launch an attack right then and there. And to top it off, a shout in the style of the old Bruce:
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“Rauuuuuuoaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


Poor Dri didn’t even have time to defend himself; the sudden movement combined with the young master’s shout startled the young man, who ended up tripping on an uneven patch of the field—a common occurrence on a dirt field—and as he lay on the ground, he realized that would be an easy target for the Kung Fu master to strike, so even before the beating began, he ran off. He ran so fast that he managed to pass his brother Landro, who by then had already taken off a long time ago.

	Dri: Run, run, Landro! That little Japanese guy really knows Kung Fu!

	And so the legend grew with every “battle” won by the young Japão without him even landing a single blow. Dri himself began to tout the skills of his now close friend, knowing that it was best to ally himself with someone who possessed such ability.

	Challenges kept popping up every time the boy arrived among the crowd of kids in that suburb of Aparecida de Goiânia. The situation had grown to such proportions that he didn’t even need to demonstrate kati anymore. His friends themselves had already begun to intimidate opponents by recounting stories of the young master. Some of them were absurd, of course, but the tales had become so exaggerated that no one could tell anymore what was truth, legend, embellishment, or lie in the story of the young martial artist.

	“Don't even try... I, who used to be one of the best fighters in the neighborhood, lost to him. He beat me with just one finger...”


“They say he even made Nenezão run after just a second of kati...” 

“Jefão is taking lessons from him... check this out.”

“Even Zoreia watches him from a distance...”

They were the most feared guys in the neighborhood—maybe even in the whole city back then—and yet they were already the stuff of legends in the tales of the young Kung Fu master’s exploits. The whole thing had taken on a life of its own, surpassing even the myth of Kung Fu itself.

As is the case with all empires, the heyday never lasts forever; decline is only a matter of time. It may last for centuries, but one day it falls. It would be no different for our young “fighter.” Its downfall was about to occur, but unlike what happens with all long-standing victorious fighters, in Japan’s case, history would take a turn completely unlike that of those who came before and those who will come after it.

The fact that he had won every match without landing a single blow was beginning to raise doubts among those around him. Eventually, they realized that the young boy didn’t even need to perform the katis anymore, since they were already causing his opponents to give up before the fight had even begun.

Among his followers was a guy named Baianinho. He was pale, short, had frizzy hair, and was desperate to be the next Bruce Lee of the streets in that neighborhood, where only the main avenues were paved.

Baianinho had a brother, Zil, who claimed to be a good fighter and even scared some people, but that was all there was to it. In reality, he was just a tough guy, since he’d already been beaten up several times by Dri, who had previously slipped away from the fight with Japan on the soccer field.

But during a fight between brothers at the Baianos' house—the kind where broomsticks get thrown—Zil ended up giving Baianinho a good thrashing, and Baianinho swore he'd get him back..

— Baianinho: You’ll see! Japan is going to beat them soundly, you’ll see! That “num” doesn’t stay like that,

does it!

— Call that Japanese theater guy... all he does is keep doing that dance... “he” doesn’t hit

anyone.

And that’s exactly what Baianinho did. He ran down the street and called over the boy named Japão to settle the dispute. The boys were playing “Finca”—using a piece of iron with a sharp tip, like a needle, only the size of a whole pencil and thicker than a regular needle—there were two opponents; one would throw it on the ground first, and from there the two would trace a sort of triangle until it closed; whoever finished it first won.

	Baianinho: Hey, Japan! Run up to the street above—Zil is challenging you! He said you’re nothing.
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	Japão: Did he say that?

	Baianinho: Yeah, he did! Let’s go sort this out.

	Japão: Yeah, let’s go. But after I finish this game of “Finca”.

	At that moment, everyone present shot the young Asian man a sidelong glance. A remark like that would have infuriated any of those boys. Even those who didn’t know how to defend themselves were certain that such an insult had to be met with a fitting response, even though they knew a beating was inevitable.

	But the Asian boy nicknamed Japan wasn’t really the fighting type. On the contrary, he was extremely passive. On very few occasions did he strike someone hard enough to injure or knock down his opponent. Most of the time, he simply performed the katis, and that was enough to scare the other person off. Except for the sweep he had performed on Chiquinho—who fell flat on his butt while trying to attack the young master—but that didn’t count, since it was done for training purposes.

	But on that day, the young man of Asian appearance would have to act differently than he was used to, as he had been called upon to defend someone who was being oppressed. These are situations that cannot be ignored or sidestepped by a popular idol—and indeed, Japan was considered an idol by many young boys at that time. 	Baianinho: Hey, Japan! Are you coming or not!?

	Chiquinho: Calm down, man... he's coming. Tell Zil to wait up on the street above; we'll be heading up there in a minute.



	With that, Baianinho felt more relieved and ran up the street to tell his brother that his punishment was on its way. Before that, he stopped by the homes of about ten other friends and told them that his brother was going to be humiliated in front of their house by the young master. 	Japão: You get me every single time...

	Chiquinho: This one's going to be a piece of cake compared to the others, Japa... The Zil is all talk, just like the Beetle.



	He might be able to take on guys who don't even know how to fight, but against you, he doesn't stand a chance.

	Even if he didn’t want to fight or show off the skills he’d learned, there was no way Japan could avoid that fight. From the street below, you could already hear the kids shouting his name and making fun of his opponent’s name.


“Japan! Japan! Japan!”

“No, Zil! You weigh less than a   barrel!” 

“Oh, Japa's gonna get youuuu!”

Those calls only fueled Zil’s anger toward the guy he was about to face. The boy wasn’t much of a fighter, but he was very strong, since he was used to working as a porter at the neighborhood markets and, whenever he could, he’d weed some plots to bring money home. Japan had noticed this; he knew that if the katis didn’t scare him, he’d come at him and it would be harder to beat him.

Perhaps in a different situation he wouldn't even have agreed to fight the young master, but those insults gave him the courage, and when Japan arrived with his cousin on the street above, the place looked like a Street Fighter arena.

A bunch of dusty, barefoot kids were shouting and acting



















	Chiquinho: It looks like the capoeira guys saw us here... others are signaling to  
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	Japan: Are you crazy!? These guys don't even know who we are... it has to be part of the swing




	Chiquinho: What!? They want you.

	Pipoca: You're the so-called little master, aren't you!?

	Chiquinho: Yep, that's him.

	Japão: Yeah, but I retired yesterday. No more fighting around here. My sensei said I shouldn't use Wing Chun as a way to show off, let alone to hurt someone.

	Pipoca: No, the teacher just wants you to give a presentation—nothing too complicated...













	Pipoca: Master, it seems he refused... those who can't keep staging demonstrations.

	Master Jacú: I'll go talk to him... From Master to Master.



	Master Jacú: So you’re the young man who’s been striking fear into the neighborhood bullies...

	Japan: No... I'm not a master, sir... those kids really exaggerate things.

	Master Jacú: It is what it is... but come on, just show us what you've learned from your teacher.


	No matter how afraid young Japão was at that moment, he still couldn’t refuse that request, which was really an order. After all, Master Jacú was highly respected in the neighborhood, and besides, if he hadn’t complied, the charade would have been exposed, and Japão would likely never have been able to set foot in that area again. 	Japan: It's just a little presentation, No way!? Two cats... is that okay!?

	Mestre Jacú: Yeah, that's enough. Just an introduction.



	Mestre Jacú led the way toward the circle, with Japão close behind. Chiquinho followed as well, but kept his distance. It was a strategic move: if things went wrong, he would have enough space to escape, call for help, or even save his own skin, since his cousin’s fate was likely already sealed by the capoeiristas in that circle.
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