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	To all the human and non-human people 

	that I have loved and are no longer here.

	And to those that I love now and for always.

	 

	 

	To Life
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	The aeroplane came over the rim of the mountains and nestled in the crater below was the city. La Paz, the highest capital in the world where the rarefied air could leave a man breathless after walking up a few stairs or strolling along the street, and where the locals advised new visitors to rest awhile and acclimatise and drink coca tea. It was a pilgrimage of sorts. He had travelled before in South America and it was Bolivia which now drew him back. Landlocked and poor, and ranging from the might of the Andes and the flat, high, Altiplano in the west; to the rich, lush, jungle valleys of the central Chapare and Yungas; and then onwards to the lowlands and the Jesuit missions in the east.

	Steve Turner was heading to the Yungas. A place of rich, fertile, green valleys and hillsides, the beginning of the Bolivian Amazon. A land of rushing rivers and steaming jungles filled with the cries of gleaming parrots and macaws, the howl of monkeys, the roar of the puma and the jaguar. He wanted to spend some time there. Rent a small room in a rural village and become at ease with the local people so that they valued his presence. Hone his Spanish and get away from civilisation for a while and clear his head.

	He took a taxi from the airport to the central bus station, the smell of diesel inside the cab, the clang of loose metal with each pothole and bump on the road. Cars on a concrete racetrack round the hillside, hurtling towards the downtown centre with horns blasting and the screech of brakes and the jangling of bumpers held on with pieces of wire.

	He sat back in the taxi, closed his eyes and thought about what had happened the previous week in Rio. The young boy he’d found sprawled in a back alley, a child, the instant waste of life. He relived the sound of sobbing that disappeared to a thin gurgle of staring eyes and a pool of dark blood spreading out beneath the body from the knife wound, twisted like a tree root exposed by a tearing wind. He had tried to help but it was in vain; too late, the life already extinguished. He felt he had failed this street urchin boy in his hour of greatest need.

	He looked out of the window again and now they were in the suburbs, street vendors lined the road selling fruit and honey and fake artefacts. This was the South America he remembered from long ago. 

	At last the taxi pulled into the bus station, diesel fumes thick and dark in the air. Indigenous women with brown red faces and billowing skirts with rainbow shawls and top hats carried bundles of clothes and children on their backs. One stopped and squatted in the gutter, a steaming pool of urine trickled across the concrete and then she stood and, shaking herself like a dog, hurried on her way, three children following behind, hair tousled and matted, and mango juice on their chins and on their cheeks. There was the smell of cooking from a cafe, coffee fresh and pungent, with the sweet smell of syrup, swirling and mixing.

	‘Gringo. Gringo,’ someone called, not with malice or dislike but with expectation that he might want to buy the bright cloth that she thrust at him. On another day in another month perhaps, but now he was travelling light and so he waved her away with a smile and she, though disappointed, smiled back and offered her wares elsewhere.

	He joined the queue to the ticket office and bought a one-way ticket to Guanay. The date was August 13th 2001. The 13th, his lucky number. Some people were scared of it but for him it had always been his friend, a magic number that had brought good luck and happiness whenever it occurred. He was pleased to be travelling on the 13th and he bought an iced Coca Cola to quench his thirst and he noticed suddenly that he was breathing faster and so he found a seat and held his rucksack on his lap so that it could not be taken by the many hands and watching eyes that were all around him.

	His bus was due to leave in two hours time and so he let his eyes close but kept tight hold on his rucksack with his forearm curled around it pressing it into his lap and the shoulder straps folded against his chest. The groan of engines slowing and quickening, air brakes hissing and the grind of gears and differentials, and the sun grew hotter in the rarefied air and the sweat glistened on his bare arms and on his face so that his hair stuck to his forehead and he wiped the drops of sweat from his nose with the back of his hand.

	A dog with a limping leg foraged in the gutter for dropped scraps of food, each rib defined, the prongs of a fork pointing downwards and then forwards to its breastbone. A mongrel beast with scabby ears and the lassitude of ill health and hunger, something to pity as it avoided a kick from a young boy who had tempted it with an outstretched hand and a welcoming face.

	Chickens lay on the ground at the feet of their owners, their legs tied with string so that they flapped on puny wings and then lay still, sprawled in the sun, beaks open and panting to cool themselves, their sharp pointed tongues lifted clear of the floor of their mouths, bright eyes watching for danger though escape were impossible.

	A one-legged man with a crude wooden crutch and ragged trousers, the empty leg pinned up behind him, rocked along the pavement, sheaves of lottery tickets dangling from his free hand, offering them to everyone he passed. Steve did not catch his eye. Too many times in the past had he been fooled by sellers dropping their wad of tickets as they rushed past him and being overcome with thanks as he bent and picked them up and then called after them.

	‘Gracias, gracias, Gringo,’ they said. ‘Would you like to buy some? A reduced price for my thanks.’

	It took several minutes to convince them that he wanted none and he had been caught many times but now he looked away so that the trap could not be sprung. The one-legged man moved away, hitting the dog with the crutch and it yelped and ran across the road in front of a leaving bus. The one-legged man laughed a brown toothed laugh and offered his tickets to those that stared.

	When the bus came it was older than Steve had expected. Older and dirtier and it smelled inside of sweat and animals and the smell of people unwashed. He found a seat about halfway down its length and sat by the window. Slowly the bus filled with jostling laughing people with straight, deep black hair, and brown, gently elongated eyes that could open wide and big, exposing the thoughts of those behind them to the Gringo that was in their midst. Amusement, suspicion, jealousy, interest and anger. Yes he saw anger in one or two of the men’s faces; those faces with the prominent aqualine noses of the indigenous South American; curved and strong and proud; preserved through centuries of persecution and prejudice. They were not the ruling class, not the ones with power and money. That privilege fell to the aristocracy, those people that could trace their ancestry back to the Conquistadors. 

	A woman with a small child sat down next to him. The woman was wrapped in a shawl, a top hat on her head and long black platted hair. She had a basket of tangerines and some green leafy herbs and she smelt of the earth and smoke and of cooking and her hands were rough and ingrained with soil. She fed a peeled tangerine to the child on her lap. Steve smiled at her and she risked a smile back and she said something in her native tongue to the woman across the central gangway who leant forward to look more clearly at Steve, nodded and laughed. He was used to being a curiosity in South America and so he smiled back before turning to look out of the window.

	The bus left La Paz and onto a dirt road that was rough and potholed, and they passed by the rough and ready houses of the poor with rubbish strewn along the highway and puddles of water with scum and diesel inspired rainbows on the surface. It was mid-afternoon and he felt tired and he closed his eyes again and listened to the whine of the bus engine and the chatter of the passengers and he slowly drifted to his own world and wondered what his friends and family were doing back home. The sun sank below the horizon and the night arrived quickly like only a tropical night can arrive, and he gripped his rucksack on his lap with tight fingers and felt the bus stop and some passengers disembark. He dozed with his head on a rolled sweatshirt against the window and he wondered what the woman next to him was thinking.

	The bus stopped. Sudden and violent and he heard excited voices in his dream and then he was awake and it was black outside the window save for some torches flashing. He heard the bus driver open the door and then some men got on and the woman sitting next to him wrapped the child tighter in her shawl and when she glanced at him he could see fear in her eyes.

	The men at the front of the bus were shouting now and the bus driver had switched on a light and Steve could see that they carried automatic weapons slung from their shoulders and they used them to prod the passengers as they shouted at them. One of the passengers said something and pointed down the bus. One of the men with guns nodded and smiled and called to two of his companions. He pointed down the bus too, dispelling any remnant of doubt in an instant. He wasn’t pointing at random. He was pointing at Steve.

	‘Americano?’ the man demanded.

	‘No,’ said Steve. ‘I’m not an American. I’m British.’

	The man shrugged as though to say there was no difference. He came down the central aisle of the bus followed by his two companions, ignoring the other passengers. The men stopped by Steve’s seat and one of them said something to the woman sat beside him. He didn’t understand the words, but he knew that it was an order and the woman stood and with a nervous glance at Steve she moved further down the bus, clutching her child and her basket.

	‘Now Gringo,’ said the man. ‘What are you doing here?’

	Steve looked at him and tried to smile. Not with contempt, but in the way anyone might smile at a stranger who might become a friend.

	‘I’m on holiday,’ he said. ‘I’m going to the Yungas. I want to stay for a while.’

	‘You are in the Yungas,’ said the man dismissively. ‘Americano?’ he repeated. He seemed to resent the word.

	‘No, I’m British. See, look at my passport,’ Steve said, and he handed the man the maroon coloured booklet and he snatched it and looked at it by the light of a torch. He shrugged again. American or British it was all the same. He was a white wealthy foreigner.

	‘Stand up,’ the man said, putting Steve’s passport in his pocket. 

	Steve stood up slowly. He looked at the man’s eyes; they were hard and unemotional; a poker player’s eyes that with a good or bad hand remained the same. But the man with the gun held a good hand. The very best of hands. An M16 automatic rifle and some friends with M16s, and Steve had nothing. Nothing at all with which to bargain or bluff or win the game. He had nothing and the realisation that his life meant nothing to the man holding the rifle pointing at him twisted his insides so that he felt physical pain. Was this how he was going to die? he thought. Shot in the back of the head in the dark on a dirt road in Bolivia surrounded by strangers and men that laughed at his lifeless body?

	‘I’m a tourist,’ he said. ‘I’ve come to see your country. I’ve not come to do any harm.’

	‘To see our country?’ said the man and he spat on the floor of the bus. ‘This is not our country anymore. The Americans own this country. They and the politicians that are in their pockets. The Americans tell us what we must do; what we must spend our money on; what we must and above all must not grow in our fields. They have so much, and the people here have so little and they tell us that we must not grow coca. That we must let our children starve instead for the sake of those rich mothers in the United States who want to snort our cocaine because they do not understand the curative properties of the coca leaf when used wisely, and instead want to escape from their own existence.

	‘The country that has everything tells the country of Bolivia that has nothing that we must stop growing our most valuable export; the very thing for which there is an insatiable demand. Where is the Free Market philosophy so beloved of the Americans in all this?’

	‘I’m not an American,’ Steve repeated. ‘I’m British and I’ve drunk coca tea and I’ve never snorted cocaine in my life. I’m not here to change things,’ he repeated. 

	The man spat again.

	‘Get off the bus,’ he said.

	Steve stayed where he was, looking at the man with the M16 pointing at his face and the hard eyes with no emotion.

	‘Get OFF,’ the man shouted. ‘NOW.’

	Clasping his rucksack close to him Steve inched his way into the central gangway. He glanced down the bus at the woman with the child who had sat next to him. She turned away quickly with fear and shame in her eyes. Fear for me, thought Steve, and shame for her country. Did she know what was to happen to him? he wondered. His knees felt weak and he stumbled.

	‘Take care that you do not fall Gringo,’ said the man and laughed out loud. ‘And hurry up, we do not want to wait all night. Don Pablo will be pleased when we bring you to him.’

	Steve relaxed. They weren’t going to shoot him just yet at least. The man noticed the change.

	‘Dead or alive, Don Pablo will not care,’ he said. ‘No one will know whether you are dead or alive, so it makes no difference.’ 

	He jabbed the point of the rifle hard into Steve’s back.

	‘Move faster,’ he ordered, and Steve stumbled down the steps of the bus and fell onto the dirt road.

	‘You may go,’ the man said to the bus driver. ‘And tell everyone that Don Pablo has an Americano prisoner. Tell the whole world so that they will know that we have the power to resist them. We will not lie down like pigs in our own filth. We have the power and the strength and above all we have the will to resist. Tell that to the whole world.

	‘Now Gringo, get into the pickup. And if you want to live for the rest of tonight do exactly as I say.’

	Steve climbed into the back section of a twin cab Toyota pickup. He could see now that there were five men and they all wore shorts and flip flops and coloured football shirts, and they smelt of sour sweat and cigarette smoke. They spoke quickly and with much excitement so that he found it hard to follow their conversation and it was black outside the window so that he could see nothing all around him, only feel the bumps of the road and the tension in the air within the cab. 

	They had turned off the main dirt road and the driver drove like a rally driver and every now and then Steve was able to glance through the windscreen to see the trees of the rainforest pressing in on the narrow mud track before his head was pushed down roughly by one of his captors. He was grateful at least that they had not gagged and blind folded him. He decided to sit quietly and compliantly in case they changed their mind.

	After what he judged to be a couple of hours the pick-up slowed, and they came to a halt. He heard voices outside the cab and saw the flash of torches too. The man sat next to him grabbed him by the hair and bent his head back so that he was forced to look into the man’s eyes.

	‘We have arrived Gringo,’ the man said. ‘I think we will be well rewarded. Get out slowly and I will take you to meet Don Pablo.’
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	He climbed out of the cab and heard the thud of a diesel generator and saw electric lights lighting up a series of wooden huts. There were four pickups parked next to the huts along with stacks of oil drums and the trees of the rainforest encroached over the roofs of the huts, a living canopy that provided shelter from rain and shade from the sun. But now it was the night and the place was lit with electric lights and he could see a group of people standing and talking and looking across at him. He stood next to the cab and then the man that had ordered him off the bus pushed him roughly in the back towards the group of men.

	‘Over there Gringo,’ the man said. ‘Over there is Don Pablo. Stand up straight and perhaps he will let you live a while.’

	This man is enjoying this, thought Steve. I must let him enjoy it without showing that I’m afraid even though I am more afraid than I have ever been. He walked carefully and resolutely towards the men.

	‘So Fernando, what have you here? An Americano?’

	‘He says not,’ the man replied. ‘He says he is British. His passport is British at any rate.’

	‘Do you know David Beckham?’ Don Pablo asked. ‘Very fine footballer. Every British person will know David Beckham, no?’

	‘I am British,’ said Steve. ‘I know of David Beckham of course. Perhaps he will win the World Cup for us next year.’

	The man laughed.

	‘I like your sense of humour Gringo. Maybe I will let you live, for now at any rate. Maybe you are worth more to us alive than dead. You are not the first Gringo to be taken off the bus. The others are no longer with us. The authorities would not agree to our demands that our coca fields are left untouched and our laboratories permitted to work. The Americans tell our Government what they must do, and our Gringo prisoners are no longer with us as a result. That is the way the world works and I Don Pablo have no control over that. It is a war that we are fighting and in war the innocent die as often as the guilty. That is the way it has always been and the way it will always be.

	‘But here I have control. Here I do as I please and the others you see around you also do as I please. If they do not, then I kill them because that is the way that I can make things work here. Everyone here has a full belly and a place to sleep. The children are happy and smile a lot and the women are happy too because they have work that is not too hard and their stomachs are full, as are the stomachs of their children. Even the dogs here are happy because their stomachs are full too.

	‘So what were you doing on the bus Gringo?’ he asked suddenly, a change in his mood. Less jovial and more suspicious. ‘Have you come here to spy on us for the Americans? Is that what you are here for?’

	He stepped out of the shadow of the light and Steve could see that he had a pistol in his hand. A pistol that with a calm, almost surgical movement of his fingers he cocked the hammer on and raised the point of the gun so that it was pointing at Steve’s forehead just a couple of feet away from him.

	‘Are you a spy?’ he demanded.

	Steve felt the sweat on his forehead, felt it run down his nose and drip onto the floor in front of him. Was that it? he thought. Was his life worth nothing more than this? How would his family and friends know what had become of him? How would anyone know what had become of him once Don Pablo had stripped him of his clothes and fed him to the pigs or the piranhas or the turkey vultures?

	‘I’m a tourist,’ said Steve. ‘I’m not a spy, I’m a Veterinario.’

	Don Pablo looked surprised, as though something as bizarre as a British vet on a bus to nowhere could not be a lie. He seemed taken aback, confused.

	‘A Veterinario?’ He considered it out loud. ‘You’re lying to me. What would a Veterinario be doing out here in the jungle? There is nothing here for you. Just mosquitoes and the heat. Why would a Veterinario come to this place?’ he said.

	‘I’m a tourist,’ Steve repeated. ‘I’ve come to spend some time here. To see the land and the birds and the people. To get away from my own kind for a while.’

	He looked down the barrel of the gun, a black hole with light radiating from it where the lamplight reflected from its black, shiny casing. He concentrated on the black hole, trying to stay calm and suddenly he saw the Virgin in the hole surrounded by a halo of yellow light. She was looking at him and she was smiling and she held the baby Jesus in her arms and she looked at Steve and held up the baby to him but he dare not take it for fear that Don Pablo would misinterpret his motives and pull the trigger.

	The Virgin nodded to him as though she understood and she placed the infant to her breast. She lifted her free hand and made the sign of the cross as though she knew what was to happen to her child. She smiled at Steve again and then the blackness of the barrel returned and she was gone. 

	He was calm now. The vision had steadied him and he felt that everything would be alright. Whatever happened, he felt that the outcome would not be a bad one even though Don Pablo’s finger was still resting on the trigger. This man is very steady, very cool, thought Steve. Clearly he is used to handling guns. Used to killing people too thought Steve. He looked into Don Pablo’s eyes and saw nothing that could help him. His life was in Don Pablo’s hands. It was in his hands and in his head. What was it that Don Pablo was thinking?

	‘I think that I will let you live a while,’ Don Pablo said. ‘You may have a use yet. Bring me a bottle of Casillero Del Diablo,’ he shouted turning his head to one side. ‘A bottle of Casillero Del Diablo to share with my English friend.’ He uncocked the hammer and slowly let it fall still pointing the gun at Steve’s forehead. And then he lowered the barrel.

	A young girl, a child of thirteen or fourteen appeared with a bottle of red wine, holding it by the neck. She was of mixed heritage, though clearly predominantly indigenous South American. Long, straight, the blackest of hair; high cheek bones with large deepest brown eyes with a mild narrowing that told of her Asian origins many thousands of years ago. Her skin was smooth and brown with a tinge of red ochre. She was thin and she wore a cotton dress that was stained with mud and her feet were bare and covered in mud and she looked at Steve but did not smile.

	Don Pablo took the bottle from her and stroked her hair. She did not move.

	‘Bring me two glasses Isabella,’ Don Pablo said to her. ‘My English friend cannot be expected to drink from the bottle. He is an educated man. A Veterinario. We must have glasses.’

	The girl ran off and was back in two minutes with a couple of glasses. She gave them to Don Pablo and he stroked her hair again. 

	‘Go and warm my bed for me,’ he said. ‘I will be along in a short while.’

	The girl did not smile. No emotion of any kind showed in her face and she slunk off to the largest hut, glancing back furtively before she entered and closed the door.

	‘Something for later,’ Don Pablo said, and the other men laughed. ‘But I am tiring of her. You must look out for another,’ he said to the men surrounding him. ‘Something more cheerful and grateful. And more voluptuous,’ he laughed. ‘She is too thin. In spite of all the food I give her, she is too thin.’

	He poured two full glasses of wine and handed one to Steve.

	‘Salud Gringo,’ he said raising his glass. ‘Welcome to the encampment of Don Pablo. Do as you are told and you will be well fed and we will see what our American friends have to say for you. I hope that they will think that your life is worth something. If it is worth nothing to them then it is worth nothing to me.

	‘Eva,’ he called. ‘Eva. Come and meet the new arrival so that you can learn the scent of him and so that he can see what it is that guards me at night.’

	A dog came forward out of the shadows from where it had been quietly resting. A heavily built dog like a mastiff but with a head and muzzle more akin to a Great Dane. It was dark brindle in colour with pale amber eyes that looked at Steve without blinking. Hypnotic amber eyes that stared through him into the darkness, consuming him as certainly as if it had taken a hold with its mouth that was partly opened to reveal glutinous strings of saliva that hung from its teeth and lips and glinted in the lamplight.   

	‘You see him Eva?’ said Don Pablo. ‘Look at him and let him know that you are here. On guard.’ He ruffled the bitch behind her ears and she raised a growl in her throat and chest, staring at Steve and he wondered if she was preparing to attack him. He would have no chance he thought. She must have weighed 120 pounds or more and her jaws were like those of a lion with the crushing power of a hyena. If she so desired she could rip his throat out he thought and even if he fought back Don Pablo would almost certainly shoot him.

	Slowly and carefully he took a sip of his wine. ‘A Fila Brasileiro,’ he said. ‘A fine dog. Very loyal. A good guard too. A fine specimen.’

	‘You know the breed?’ said Don Pablo as he continued to ruffle the bitch’s neck. 

	Steve nodded.

	‘You are interesting Gringo. Now lie down Eva,’ he said, and the bitch immediately returned to her place in the shadows, pausing at the corner of the hut to drink from a bucket of water. She drank for a full minute, her flanks heaving in and out as she lapped the water.

	‘You were thirsty Eva,’ said Don Pablo. ‘Fill the bucket again,’ he said to a young man on his left side. ‘Make sure the water is clean. Eva must have clean water.

	‘Now Gringo,’ he said turning again to Steve. ‘Drink your wine and then I will pour you another. And then Manuel here will take you to your quarters. Whilst you are here your hands and ankles will always be bound unless you are being watched. We will feed you and sometime in the future we will see what the Americans, and yes the British too, have to say about you.

	‘Do not try and run away Gringo. There is only one track out of here and my men know it like they know their wives and lovers. And if you try to leave you also have Eva to contend with. She has a very fine nose. She has never failed to find a Gringo who tried to run away from here. And they have never survived to tell their story further afield.

	‘My advice Gringo is to relax and to try and enjoy your stay. In that way you will do us all a favour.’

	He poured Steve another glass of wine and then raised his own glass towards him. He smiled, the smile of a man who knows that he is in full control. 

	‘Salud Gringo,’ he said. 
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	He knew it was dawn because he could see dust particles rising and falling in a thin beam of light that entered through a crack in the door frame. There were no windows in the hut so it was dark save for this one thin sunbeam that told him that the sun had risen and was shedding its light and warmth on the encampment outside. And he could hear birdsong and the sound of monkeys in the jungle canopy overhead.

	The air inside the hut was hot and heavy and he was grateful for the mattress on the floor which had enabled him to have some sleep at least. The leather ties that secured his wrists in front of him cut into the skin and those securing his ankles did the same. He had started to complain when they first tied them and Manuel had simply tightened them further so he had shut his mouth and steeled himself to the pain and now they were numb rather than painful.

	He was hungry and thirsty but thought better than to call out lest they decide to gag him in future which would not be so pleasant. He listened to the sounds from outside the hut; the grunts and squeals of pigs; children laughing; the sound of a pickup reversing and then heading away from the camp.

	He sat on the mattress and pressed his back and shoulders against the side of the hut. He thought of Don Pablo and what he had said. He did not trust Don Pablo. Last night he had seen fear in the eyes of some of the men when Don Pablo spoke. Steve thought again that he was well used to firing a pistol. Well used to killing too. It was that that the men were fearful of, thought Steve.  And now he was Don Pablo’s prisoner.

	He heard voices approaching the hut. A man’s voice and a girl’s. He heard the rattle of a padlock and then the sun was shining through the open door onto his face and he looked quickly away from the brightness and saw the inside of the hut for the first time. The walls were painted a dirty terracotta colour and there were dead flies stuck to them and spider’s webs in the corners. The floor was of plywood. Dried mud footprints of boots and of dog’s feet and bare human feet too. There was a stool in one corner and the mattress he was sat on was along the back wall opposite the door. He could see that the mattress was old and dirty and with what looked like blood stains in one corner.

	As his eyes adjusted to the light Steve glanced across at the door. A man he had not seen before was standing in the doorway and beside him was the young girl Isabella who had brought the wine the previous night.

	‘Good morning,’ said the man. ‘We have brought you some breakfast with Don Pablo’s compliments.’ He smiled and motioned to the girl to enter. She held a tray in her hands, there was a jug of water on it with a glass and two plates. On one were piled slices of fresh mango, papaya, avocado with a lime cut in half. On the other were three white bread rolls and what looked like butter and slices of cheese and ham.

	‘Don Pablo likes his guests to be well fed,’ said the man smiling. ‘He likes to be thought of as a good host until the point when it becomes necessary to kill them.’

	The girl came forward, timid like a fawn, the whites of her eyes wide with fascination at the Gringo sat on the mattress before her.

	‘I could do with some fresh air,’ said Steve. ‘And the toilet.’

	The man helped him to his feet and tried to lead him out of the hut.

	‘Wait there,’ he said to the girl.

	‘I can’t walk with my feet tied,’ said Steve. ‘Or use the toilet.’

	The man nodded. He motioned to the girl to put the tray on the stool in the corner of the hut and then to untie the leather thongs that bound his ankles. She squatted down at Steve’s feet, her black hair fell forward revealing the nape of her neck and a love bite on the top of her left shoulder.

	She is a child, thought Steve. She is a child and Don Pablo is a monster. The world is an unjust place he thought. Her abuse and the abuse of tens of thousands of children daily the world over were a human disgrace he thought.

	‘Thank you,’ said Steve as the girl removed the straps. She looked at him startled. She had clearly not expected gratitude. He looked into her eyes and he saw the lost life of a child that has experienced things not meant for one so young. He saw in the girl’s eyes children starving; he saw orphans suffering from HIV/AIDS; he saw children in factories and workhouses working long hours with little food and no education; he saw young girls and boys living on the streets begging for money and food and scavenging rubbish bins and tips for something of value. Worst of all he saw children being sold for the freshness of their bodies by those who did not care for them to those who cared for them even less, yet had the money to pay.

	Steve smiled at the girl again and followed the man to a small hut at the edge of the rainforest. Children, women and a few men too, stared at him. The sun was warm on his back, the scent of the air was exotic; of tropical fruits and the music of samba and lambada. I didn’t expect to see this side of Latin America when I came here, he thought. I hadn’t expected to be held hostage by a cocaine baron. I don’t know what my chances are of getting out of here alive, but I must try to build up a rapport with those that live here. It is not so easy to kill a friend as an enemy. I must become the friend of all of them and especially of Don Pablo. Though I don’t think that Don Pablo would let the small matter of friendship get in the way of what he desires. No, I will need to think again about Don Pablo.

	‘I need my hands free too,’ said Steve as he stood at the door of the little hut. ‘I can do nothing with my hands tied.’

	The man accompanying him seemed to agree.   

	‘Sit down,’ he said, and he placed a pistol on the ground a few feet behind him and quickly untied Steve’s hands. The man picked up the pistol and swung it around. 

	‘I will wait for you just here,’ he said.

	Steve went into the hut. There was a wooden bench at the back with a hole in it to a pit latrine below. The smell of human excrement was very strong, splashes of urine clung to the bench. He glanced around and was grateful to see a roll of toilet paper on a nail on one wall. He pulled off a couple of sheets and wiped the bench and then dropped his trousers and pants and sat down. He was getting the feeling back in his wrists and ankles and he wanted to prolong the time he remained untied.

	Flies buzzed around and he felt one settle on his backside, and he brushed it away. A cockroach scuttled across the floor by his feet. He felt relief as first he emptied his bladder and then his bowels. He wiggled his toes and his ankles and his fingers and wrists, encouraging the circulation to return and remove the creases that the leather straps had made in his skin. He tried to stay calm and keep his spirits high. It was an experience he told himself. An experience that few others had felt. He must take the positives from it. Self-knowledge and strength of character. It was a bit like going to a retreat where the comings and goings of the real world were suspended albeit for a brief time. But in this case with the threat of death hanging over him. It would open up to him a knowledge of many other emotions that would otherwise remain hidden. He knew that from pain and suffering could come empathy and understanding. 

	He wiped his bum hole and stayed seated for as long as he dare and then pulled his trousers up and came out though the door. The man was standing a few feet away, his gun poised.

	‘Is there water to wash my hands?’ Steve asked.

	The man pointed to a tap on a post and Steve walked across and rinsed his hands under the water and then splashed water onto the tap itself to clean it. He shook his hands dry and walked slowly back to the hut where he had spent the night. He was hungry now and the food that the girl brought him had looked fresh and appetising. The girl was standing by the door of the hut watching him. Her body was waif like, skinny, with the small breasts of an adolescent. She really is just a child, thought Steve.

	‘Can I eat outside?’ Steve asked the man. ‘I’ll bring the stool and sit in the shade of the roof.’

	‘Do that,’ said the man. ‘Then I will tie your feet again. And when you have finished eating I will tie your hands.’

	Steve entered the hut and picked up the tray with one hand and the stool with the other. He came back out into the sun and put the stool in the shadows against the hut so that he could lean back against the wooden panels. He sat down and the man bound his ankles, not quite so tightly and he said nothing lest the man be persuaded to tighten them in protest. The girl sat down on the floor a few feet away from him.

	‘How long have you been here?’ Steve asked her. 

	She looked startled to be asked a question like that. A question that showed an interest in her.

	‘Six months,’ she replied.

	‘Where are you from?’ Steve asked her as he ate a piece of mango, savouring the rich silky flavour of the ripe flesh; perfumed and moist.

	‘From La Paz’ she said. ‘I was born on the Altiplano by Lake Titicaca but my family travelled to the outskirts of La Paz when I was ten. My father built a small shack from wood and boxes but we had no money so I was sent to the city to beg for money and food. My brothers and sisters too.’ She glanced across at the man to see if she was permitted to speak but he ignored her look.

	Steve smiled at her and squeezed the lime onto the slices of papaya and avocado, before taking a bite from one of the bread rolls. He left the cheese and ham untouched.

	‘And how did you come to be here?’ he asked.

	‘I began to sleep in the city instead of going home. It was easier and my father took any money I made and spent it on singani. He was always drunk and he beat my mother and sometimes he would beat me and my sisters. So I started to live on the streets in the city, sleeping in doorways and sometimes,’ she hesitated and lowered her eyes. 

	She sat quiet for a few moments and then it seemed that she had decided to continue. She lifted her head high and looked at Steve with pride and defiance; a look that he had never before seen in one so young.

	‘Sometimes I slept with men who gave me more money than I could earn in a week by begging. Their beds were softer than the hard floor of a bus shelter or the inside of a piece of concrete piping. I did not like it but I was able to survive for a while like that and it was only rarely that a man would beat me and even then it was no worse than at home.

	‘I lost contact with my family and then six months ago Don Pablo found me in La Paz and he brought me here. It is not so bad. It is only one instead of many and I have good food and a soft bed. And Don Pablo is often away,’ she added as an afterthought.

	The man with the pistol looked up.

	‘But he is here now,’ he said. ‘You have spoken sufficiently. Go and change Don Pablo’s sheets.’

	The girl stood and made her way across the packed earth yard. She glanced back at Steve and he smiled at her. Her story is probably repeated a thousand times a day across Latin America he thought. The difference was that she was here, now. And so was he.

	He watched her go and then beyond her, outside another hut, he saw the massive form of Eva, the Fila Brasileiro. She was stood drinking profusely from a two-gallon bucket of water.
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	He had been there a week and he was getting bored. He was well fed though Don Pablo had expressed disbelief when he had explained that he was a vegan and requested that no meat or dairy be offered to him. He had said that he would be more than happy with beans and rice instead, along with bread, fruit and salad. Don Pablo had refused to believe him at first but eventually had accepted it with a wry smile and a shrug of his shoulders. If that was what the crazy Gringo wanted then so be it.

	He did not feel threatened daily, but he knew that at any time Don Pablo could tire of his being there and order him killed. Or do the job himself. He suspected that Don Pablo had grown used to killing and perhaps even to like it. There was something about taking a life that caused a thrill in some men and Steve suspected that Don Pablo was just such a man. It is probably in most of us he considered as he thought about the long history of man and his so called civilisations. And taking the life of another human is probably the greatest thrill of all, something one has to struggle against. 

	He had spoken to Isabella many times during that week. As the week wore on she had begun to smile more and to talk more animatedly. For some long time no one had spoken to her in the manner that Steve spoke to her. Spoke to her as a human being with feelings and emotions and self-worth. She began to dare to dream. To dream of leaving the place where she was captive and instead to be living in freedom and comfort. To dream of giving her body to a man only because she desired to and not because she was made to. She did not tell Steve this. She felt it in her heart but she did not tell him her dreams because she was ashamed to think like that because she knew that she did not deserve it. She was just a mixed heritage kid from the Altiplano and there were many like her and it was only the pale skinned Bolivians of European descent who deserved the freedom of which she dreamt. She knew that deep down, and she was ashamed of her stupidity and naivety in thinking that such things could happen to her.  Not just think, but to want that such things could happen to her. She was foolish indeed and so she kept her foolishness to herself because she did not want the kind Gringo to laugh at her and perhaps dismiss her as a fool.

	She did not hate Don Pablo. He was not too bad and it did not usually last long and he was soon asleep and she could close her ears to his snoring. But she knew that she was only there until he found another and then what? She did not know if she would be glad to be turned away or if she would be scared because she did not know what she would do if she had to leave the place. At least here she was well fed and apart from Don Pablo’s desires her work was not so difficult. Beyond here her future was unknown.

	And so it continued until early one morning Don Pablo came to see Steve. 

	‘Gringo,’ he said, the stubble on his chin glistening with beads of the honey he had eaten with cheese at breakfast. ‘You say that you are a Veterinario?’

	‘Yes,’ said Steve, wondering what he wanted and if it were a trick. Don Pablo had the look of a man about to request a favour but who was too shy to ask for it straight out; instead approaching the matter in the manner of a fox about to stalk a rabbit; pretending not to have seen it but moving closer all the while, an eyebrow raised, a look of cunning on his face.

	‘What sort of Veterinario are you?’ asked Don Pablo, rubbing his stubble with his hand. ‘Do you know about dogs for example?’

	‘I worked in a small animal hospital in London for many years,’ said Steve, wondering what Don Pablo was leading up to. ‘So yes, I know plenty about dogs. Why do you ask?’

	‘It may be nothing,’ Don Pablo replied. ‘But Eva is unwell. She has laid on the floor of the hut these last two days hardly moving. She gets up from time to time to drink water. She drinks much water these days and she passes much urine also; sometimes in the hut where she lies which she has never done before. And she does not eat,’ he added, ‘though her belly is getting larger. And today she has vomited. Not once but twice. A sour, brown vomit. She hardly responds to her name.’

	‘And what do you want me to do?’ asked Steve. He could be cunning too. He could tiptoe around the issues if that was how Don Pablo wanted to play it. He feigned disinterest though already he was wondering how he could turn this to his advantage.

	‘Eva is important to me,’ said Don Pablo. ‘Perhaps you would take a look at her for me. There may be something you can do.’

	Steve shrugged and held up his bound hands.

	‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But like this I can do nothing. If I look at her will you leave my hands unbound from now on?’

	A darkness appeared around Don Pablo’s face which he dispersed with a smile.

	‘Of course Gringo,’ he said. He pulled out a knife from his belt and in an instant it was against Steve’s throat. ‘But remember this Gringo,’ he said putting his face close up to Steve’s so that he could see each glistening bead of honey. ‘Remember that here you live or die at my command. Do not try to trick me. You will not live to regret it.’ He smiled and with a deftness of touch slit the ties around Steve’s wrists letting the blade of the knife run gently up against the skin.

	‘Take me to Eva,’ Steve said. ‘You must hold her and I will examine her.’

	Don Pablo cut the ties around his ankles and led Steve to a hut on the edge of the clearing. Eva was lying on some sacks on the concrete floor, the smell of urine in the hut was very strong and there was a pool of vomit the colour of creosote in front of her. 

	‘Eva,’ called Don Pablo. She did not move.

	Steve instructed Don Pablo to secure her head and then lifted up her top lip. Instead of rich pink her gums were a mucky purple colour and dry to the touch. She scarcely registered that it was a stranger that was touching her in this way.

	Steve lifted the skin at the scruff of her neck and let it fall back down. It stayed tented for several seconds, gradually sinking back to its normal position.

	‘She is badly dehydrated,’ he said out loud. ‘In spite of all the water that she is drinking. She is vomiting badly too.’

	‘So what does that mean Gringo?’ asked Don Pablo.

	Steve ignored him and instead ran his hands slowly down Eva’s back to behind her rib cage and then down over each side of her belly, gently palpating the swollen abdomen. Eva groaned slightly before vomiting a dirty brown fluid onto the floor of the hut.

	‘What is the problem with her Gringo?’ asked Don Pablo, a threatening edge to his voice that caused sweat to appear on Steve’s forehead and which ran in a stream down his nose and dripped onto the floor. Again he said nothing, merely lifted her tail to look at her vulva. There was no discharge. Even worse he thought.

	‘When was she last in season?’ he asked Don Pablo.

	Don Pablo considered the question.

	‘Four weeks ago,’ he said. ‘I know this because I had to shoot two dogs that came calling here. Mongrel dogs of no worth that were no good for Eva. I paid much money for her. Too much to allow mongrel curs to contaminate her. Why do you ask Gringo?’ He was suspicious.

	Steve felt his mouth grow dry at the news that he was about to give the man. Not only with what he thought was wrong with Eva but about the solution too. He must be careful how he broke the news.

	‘I think Eva has a pyometra,’ he said. ‘An infection in her womb. That is why her abdomen is swollen and why she is not eating. And why she is drinking so much water and why now, she is vomiting. Her body is toxic now and with the vomiting she is dehydrating badly. That is why she looks so sick.’

	‘So what can we do for her Gringo?’ asked Don Pablo, uncertain whether to believe Steve. ‘What does a Gringo Veterinario say we should do for her?’

	Steve swallowed to free off his throat. He knew that what he was about to say would not be best received. His skin prickled as he realised that his own fate was now almost certainly linked with that of the dog’s.

	‘She needs an operation,’ he said quietly. ‘She needs an operation, a hysterectomy, otherwise the infection will kill her. She is already very sick and she will die in the next few days. You must take her to a vet.’

	Don Pablo spat. ‘You are lying Gringo,’ he said, his face close up to Steve’s. ‘You are lying,’ he was shouting now, ‘and you will pay for lying to me.’ He took his pistol from his belt and waved it in the air as he was shouting and then pointed it at Steve. 

	‘Now tell me the truth Gringo,’ he said in a cold deliberate voice.  ‘Tell me the truth.’ His lips were curled like those of a dog, the gleam of distended pupils looking directly into Steve’s.

	Steve stared back at him, a hotness in his chest rising up his neck and into his throat, the pale weakness of his knees seeming to say that they could not support him, a life cut short at the hands of a cocaine baron. He saw his
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