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A sequel to the shocking novel about young drug addicts, Hera, My 
Love. It covers the diffi cult process of rebuilding the shattered lives 
of the family of a girl who underwent intensive detox. The Flight of the 
Comet is a story of the experiences of the two main characters, girls 
lured into joining a sect. It shows how cunning sectarian mechanisms 
destroy the personality of an individual, and how positive actions are 
subject to drastic manipulation. A novel of quality, it is targeted at 
young adults. 

Distinction in the literary competition Book of the Year, 2005 

The Flight of the Comet 
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[EXCERPT]

Comet’s Flight

Nowadays Comet introduces herself differently, as Ala. 
She looks different and she behaves differently. Comet 
has changed.

It’s a miracle, says her mother, and runs to church 
to thank God for the miracle. Comet’s father doesn’t 
believe in miracles. He’s on his guard.

Dorota gets weird e-mails from her sister. She 
doesn’t know what to think of them. She hasn’t seen 
Ala for almost six months, since she started studying in 
Spain.

“The main thing is that since her detox she has 
changed her social environment and she isn’t doing 
drugs,” writes Dorota to her father, who tries to get 
information out of her.

Even if I knew what Comet has got herself into 
I wouldn’t tell you, she thinks. All she needs is to grass 
on her sister. 

Comet’s taking her high-school graduation exams 
this year. “It’s a miracle,” her mother keeps saying. 
Like her father, Comet doesn’t believe in miracles. If 
it weren’t for Nonarkon, she’d still be up to her ears 
in shit. They picked her up off the street, all covered 
with blood. She kept scratching herself, she couldn’t 
stop. They had to tie her up and immobilise her for 
two days. She spent half a year at the unit.

She knows what she owes the sect and she intends to 
pay back her debt. With interest. “You’re our brave little 
soldier,” says Janas, and she just smiles. She’s noticed 
it works on people. Her smile. You don’t have to say 
anything, you only have to have a permanent smile on 
your face. And think your own thoughts.

Comet still has terrible dreams. Some of them recur. 
Especially often the one where she’s bald. She’s sitting 
by a river, and there are sticks fl oating along in it. It’s 
empty, but there’s no peace in that emptiness. A funnel 
forms in the water, the sticks disappear into it, and she, 
Comet, knows she’s heading after them. To stop the 
whirlpool from swallowing her she has to recite a spell, 
but she can’t remember it. Her feet, knees, stomach 
and arms already belong to the river, it’s terribly cold. 
Her own scream wakes her, and she’s covered in sweat. 
Sometimes, half conscious, she’s still trying to call out 

the spell, as if it’s the only thing capable of driving away 
the nightmares for ever. 

One night, when she opened her eyes, she saw her 
father sitting on the edge of her bed. She felt even 
more frightened, because it reminded her of Dorota’s 
fantasies.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.
“I heard you scream. Several times.”
“I thought I only did it once…”
“You only screamed once yesterday night.”
“I wake you up, do I?”
“Only me. Nothing can wake Mum, as you know.”
“It’s nothing. Leave me alone…” mumbles Comet. She 

can feel the spell was close by, but her father barging 
in has scared it away for good. She can also feel that 
the words Dorota once spoke are becoming fl esh, 
and that her father’s closeness makes her nervous. It 
doesn’t matter that Dorota was lying. What matters is 
why, and that Comet doesn’t know. She can guess, but 
she doesn’t know for sure. It’s not easy to ask about it 
straight out.

She closes her eyes, trying to form in her mind 
a question for her sister. “Why did you tell Jacek that 
our father abuses me?” She imagines Dorota’s face, 
the model twin sister. Well, of course she can’t ask her 
that sort of question in an e-mail, she’s got to see her 
face and her eyes. One day I’ll ask you that, you can be 
sure, she thinks, shifting as far away from her father 
as possible. He has never made a move towards her 
that he might be ashamed of, but Comet feels as if he’s 
always following her.

“Can you remember the dream?” asks her father.
“No. Go away now…” she says, and when he leaves, 

she slowly gets out of bed and slips into the bathroom.
She wants to freshen up a bit and change her 

sweaty nightshirt. The mirror takes her into its 
frame; above her left breast there’s a letter H in 
a heart made of leaves. I wonder if when I get to 
seventy the leaves in the tattoo will wither along 
with my skin… She thinks about Jacek again, and 
remembers another night, light years ago, the night 
of the tattoo and a scream. She sometimes passes 
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Jacek’s mother in the school corridors nowadays, but 
Grażyna always walks past her without reacting.

“I’ve got the same mouth, eyes and nose, but you 
don’t recognise me...” she whispers to the mirror. “Was 
a change of haircut and clothes all it took?” She glances 
at the mirror again. A clean shirt covers her body, and 
her well-cut hair rests on the infantile little collar. What 
a good little girl.

“What are you doing in there?” comes her father’s 
voice under the bathroom door. There’s a crude answer 
on the tip of her tongue, but she replies in a sugary 
tone: “Wee wee.”

And comes straight out – she knows that if she 
doesn’t he’ll hang around like that. He must suspect 
I’m shooting up again, or something 
of the kind, she thinks angrily. That Dorota’s got 
it good – she got the hell out of here straight after 
school…

She was properly awake now, and the worst thing was 
to start thinking – that could mean tossing and turning 
sleeplessly till dawn. She could have surfed the net now, 
or read a bit, but fear of another visit from her father 
stopped her from doing it. 

She had a tough day today. Even though she’d run 
round half the district she’d only sold two books. And 
earned fi ve zlotys in four hours. Fabulous. I must tell 
Janas they’re too expensive, the idea lingers in her 
head. “You’re our brave little soldier.” Brave maybe, 
but not very effective… For now she has more income 
from the questionnaires. She’s already managed to 
encourage ten people to take part in the courses. That’s 

a lot. She gets a percentage of each person’s payments. 
She can only hope they don’t back out too soon. The 
longer they keep improving themselves, the greater the 
profi ts for Comet.

She should earn a lot on Grażyna – everything points 
that way. Thanks to the money she’s already earned 
she’s become a student. That’s what the instructors call 
all the participants in the courses.

I wonder how Jacek’s doing? That’s the third time 
tonight she’s thought about him. She doesn’t even 
know if he’s alive. Maybe he drugged himself to death. 
It happens. She’s never tried looking for him. Because 
even if he came out of it, what would they have in 
common nowadays?

In the box of keys that she keeps in the linen basket 
there’s a key whose look she remembers extremely 
well. Not just its look, even its weight and the sound it 
makes when Sesame opens. The garden Sesame. The 
kingdom of the moles. No one has tended the grass 
here for ages… Other locks in the Niwickis’ house have 
been changed, but not this one. She checked, out of 
pure curiosity, as she tossed Grażyna’s questionnaire 
into the letter box, or rather several copies of it, 
because Jacek’s mother fi lled it in and only sent it 
the fi fth time. Fifth time lucky. Sometimes even tenth 
time. You should never give up, if you know exactly 
what you’re after. And Comet knows. She has a clearly 
defi ned goal she’s aiming for.

No one’s going to get in my way, she mutters, partly 
into the pillow, and partly in the direction of her parents’ 
room.
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This book consists of ten stories from different parts of the world. The 
heroes are fi fteen-year-olds from countries such as India, Ukraine, 
Finland, the USA, etc. Growing up, they all face their problems, related 
to their place in the society, their religion, the country they live in. 

The Columbian girl Cesaria is a prostitute involved in the drug trade, 
but she dreams to become a samba dancer.

Emma’s mother is preparing for the fi rst Danish homosexual 
marriage.

Anla from Senegal is a maths genius, but she cannot study and has 
to work as a servant.

The Palestinian boy Madhid is forced into a suicidal terrorist attack.
In Tokyo, Aki tries to help his brother, who is addicted to the internet 

and has lost touch with the world.

Ten Parts of the World

[EXCERPT]

CESARIA

Queen of Samba

Cesaria is a brilliant samba dancer. 
She has no equal in rocking the hips, 
feeling the rhythm and in sheer 
stamina. I will break out of this 
dump one day, she thinks, and be 
someone.

For a year now Cesaria has been 
Rodrigo’s girl. He is the owner of 
the bar she works in. Her friends 
don’t understand why she has stuck 
with him for so long. He is no hunk, 
it’s true, he isn’t fun either, but he 
almost never hits her, gives her 
a roof over her head and keeps her 
stomach full. Rodrigo also sees to it 
that her clients treat her decently, 
once or twice he even got into a fi ght 
over her.

Cesaria believes that she couldn’t 
have hoped for a better fate. She 
likes dancing and she likes making 
love. Yeah, OK, maybe not with all 
those guys, as some are really ugly, 
but then every job has its ups and 
downs.

If not for Rodrigo’s bar, Cesaria 
would have to work in the street, 
which is no way to earn regularly, 
plus it does get dangerous. And if 
not for Rodrigo, she wouldn’t have 
met Manolito. Ah, Manolito… The 
day when she fi rst saw him is her 
favourite memory.

Sometimes she picks her clients’ 
pockets. She’s careful not to take 
too much, the most important thing 
is that they don’t notice. She has 
nicked fi fty dollars from the last 
one: the biggest money she’s had in 
a long time. Half of what she makes 
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goes to her family back home: she doesn’t want her 
younger sisters to end up doing what she does. “Work 
hard at school,” she tells them as often as she can. 
Paola is doing fairly well, but Manuela doesn’t seem to 
care. Cesaria herself can barely read, but Rodrigo likes 
her to be stupid. That’s what he sometimes calls her.

She resents it, as she’s not stupid. She’ll show him 
one day, just watch her.

Rodrigo never pays her at all, but he does take her 
out shopping once in a while, and sometimes he is 
even quite generous. Cesaria has to look pretty so 
he buys her lipstick, nail varnish and bars of fragrant 
soap, shoes, tights, underwear and bright-coloured 
clothes. He always picks these things himself. She 
can’t decide about anything at all: she had tried early 
on, but now she knows that having her own opinion is 
perceived as insubordination, and Rodrigo punishes all 
guilty of it.

What she minds most, though, is that she is never 
allowed to go out on her own, never. It’s just like prison.

‘I’ll drive you anywhere you want to go, when I have 
the time,’ Rodrigo offers, but she would like to chat with 
her friends in the street, and it would hardly be possible 
with him standing there.

She hadn’t been home for quite a while. No one had 
visited her for a month. They probably can’t afford the 
bus fare, that’s all, she consoles herself. But she would 
like to know if everything back home is all right.

It is a languid afternoon, the bar is empty. Cesaria 
is sitting on a bar stool and looking out of the window. 
There is a ginger dog lying on the pavement, someone 
passes by on a bike once in a while, an old lady in 
a straw hat is tugging an enormous basket. Suddenly 
there are cries and gunshots not far away. Cesaria 
springs up and rushes to the door to close the bar, just 
as Rodrigo does when these things happen, but it’s too 
late. A boy barges in, his wet shirt stuck to his torso, his 
eyes bloodshot and wild.

‘Hide this, quick.’ He pushes a large packet into her 
hands and runs out again.

The blinds are now lowering with a whirr. Through 
a narrow slit she can see men chasing the boy, then 
there are gunshots again. 

The packet is wrapped in a paper and weighs about 
a kilo, maybe just a bit more. Cesaria goes up to her 
bedroom, shuts the door and peers inside. Little 

plastic bags of white powder don’t even try to look 
like something else. They’re worth a fortune. 

Someone is banging on the front door so Cesaria 
hurriedly buries the packet in a drawer, under her 
underwear.

‘Coming!’ she shouts.
The blind is jamming as usual. It’s really lucky it 

doesn’t do that when you lower it, thinks Cesaria, her 
heart thudding. Rodrigo should be back by now. It can 
also be Carlos, the bartender, or one of the clients. 
Unless it’s the boy, come to get his stuff back. Or 
someone who saw him go in here… She gets scared.

She can tell by now that it’s a girl. White shiny boots, 
fi shnet tights, a short miniskirt…

‘Look at you!’ She is angry. Even though she had 
missed her sister, now she feels like spanking her, like 
a little brat.

Manuela laughs and makes a loud pop with her 
chewing gum.

‘I told you to study, you get enough money from me…’ 
Cesaria steps back as Manuela walks in and sits down 
on a stool. Stupid girl, thinks Cesaria with a pang of 
regret. She’s not getting another cent from me. 

‘When did you leave home?’, she asks.
‘This morning,’ says Manuela, eagerly looking around.
‘How’s everyone?’
‘Mum’s grown a bump…’
I wonder who the father is this time, thinks Cesaria. 

She has lost track of her mother’s boyfriends.
Manuela turns the radio on, shimmies off the stool 

and begins to move her hips to the samba. 
Cesaria is looking at her sister’s bold makeup.
‘Get out of here,’ she says gently. ‘I don’t want Rodrigo 

to see you.’ And then, against her better judgment, as 
she doesn’t believe the money will go to her mother, 
she hands her sister ten dollars. ‘Go on, take this 
home.’

Manuela laughs again.
‘You jealous, huh? Afraid that he’ll like me better than 

he likes you?’
If I didn’t know you were thirteen, I would think you 

were at least eighteen, maybe even older, Cesaria 
thinks and then remembers that, starting outm she too 
had tried to look more grown-up than she was. Now, at 
fi fteen, she is just the right age; fi fteen is what all the 
men are most keen on.
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‘I’m not jealous,’ she replies truthfully. ‘But this is 
not your turf. When the other girls come back, you 
could be in trouble.’

The music from the radio is muffl ed by the sounds 
coming from the street. Cesaria walks up to the 
door. A huge battered limo with a loudspeaker on 
top has stopped at the crossroads. ‘Qualifi cations for 
the queen of samba contest are going to be held in 
Cartegena de Indias on the fi fteenth of September. 
Girls aged between fourteen and eighteen are 
requested to…’ The car drives on, taking the rest of the 
announcement away with it.

It’s a sign from heaven, Cesaria thinks. I am going 
to be fi fteen on September the fi fteenth. Two lucky 
numbers, I can make it work. Only what the hell are 
the girls requested to do? I must fi nd out, she decides, 
and takes a look at the girlie calendar on the wall. It’s 
just two weeks away… I have forty dollars and, if all 
goes well, I’ll have enough not just for the journey. 
Suddenly she remembers the packet sitting in her 
drawer. If only she sold that…

The sign from heaven must be her grandma’s doing. 
She had almost won such a contest once.

‘The girl who wins can have anything in the whole 
wide world…’ Cesaria remembers her saying. She also 
remembers seeing such a contest on the TV once, she 
can still see the girl who won, her shiny costume and 
dangling earrings. The face is a blur, but she can still 
hear the soft clinking of the earrings and the snaky 
movements of the oiled body to the music.

She had almost forgotten her sister was there. 
‘Uhm, look who’s come to visit.’ Rodrigo’s voice 

wakes her from the reverie.
He’s ogling Manuela drinking her beer. Cesaria feels 

a sting of fear, he may think that the beer had been 
her idea… Rodrigo slams the empty cash register and 
slowly looks from one sister to another. Cesaria knows 
that leer and cringes inwardly.

‘Time for a siesta,’ he says, lowering the blind with 
one dexterous move and pointing with his thumb to the 
bedroom upstairs.

Cesaria is shaking her head in protest, but Manuela 
is laughing: she seems all for it. She is climbing the 
stairs slowly, swaying her wide hips. 

‘Don’t do this…’ Cesaria takes Rodrigo by the hand, 
but he fi rmly shakes her off. 

 ‘I want you both, understand?’ he whispers and she 
knows that pleading will be no use.

In the evening Rodrigo is nicer to her than usual, 
he lets her watch a soap opera on TV and offers 
her a beer. You won’t bribe me, thinks Cesaria 
vengefully, I’m leaving you soon anyway. Even if 
I don’t get to be the queen of samba, I’m not coming 
back to you.

‘Want to go for a ride?’ he asks, dangling the car 
keys.

You won’t bribe me, repeats Cesaria in her head, and 
nods.

It is hot and sultry outside. They get into the lemon 
Ford, Rodrigo pushes back the roof and reaches for 
a cigarette. When he starts the engine, the radio 
automatically starts playing. Neither of them speaks, 
the car is moving slowly, rolling down the street and 
then is stuck in a traffi c jam.

The lively music suddenly stops. ‘Qualifi cations for 
the queen of samba contest…’ Cesaria is blushing, but 
luckily Rodrigo doesn’t pay attention to her, he is busy 
cursing some guy in a sports car who cut in front of 
him. ‘Girls aged fourteen to eighteen are requested 
to pay an enrolment fee of twenty dollars to the bank 
account…’ Cesaria takes a blood-red lipstick out of her 
handbag and notes the number down on her thigh. 
Rodrigo had gotten out of the car, she watches him 
have a go at the driver of the sports car. With the horns 
honking like mad, Cesaria has to turn the volume 
up so as not to miss anything. Now that she knows 
what she’d wanted to know, she pulls her skirt down, 
breathless. The two men are fi ghting and a small 
crowd of onlookers is standing by. Cesaria notices 
a hunched fi gure in a gaudy dress, there is something 
familiar about her, could it be…? The fi ght is in full 
swing so Cesaria feels free to get out and approach 
the young woman.

Natasha is no longer the blue-eyed, rosy-cheeked 
blonde that the clients used to fi ght for. She’s pale and 
thin as a rake now.

She must have lost her job, Cesaria thinks, smelling 
cheap perfume. That’s how they end up sooner or 
later, the girls who do drugs. She herself would never 
try that shit, she knows only too well what the effects 
might be.
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‘Do you know, Juan is in jail’, her friend tells her in 
a teary voice.

‘Juan?’ Cesaria frowns. She can’t remember anyone 
by that name.

‘My boyfriend,’ says Natasha. ‘Remember? We 
popped into your bar once.’

Cesaria recalls it only vaguely. Natasha did visit her 
once, it’s true, but she can’t remember the boyfriend’s 
face, let alone the name. It’s nice of him to still want 
you… She isn’t pleased with herself for that thought, 
but she can’t help wondering, looking at the girl’s 
scabbed veins.

‘He was supposed to deliver the stuff to someone. 
The dogs got wind of it. He escaped, but they got him. 
If they’d found it on him…’ Natasha is sobbing. ‘I don’t 
need to tell you.’

‘Yeah,’ nods Cesaria, trying to sound casual. ‘When 
did this happen?’

‘This afternoon,’ says Natasha with a moan. ‘I’m 
terrifi ed.’

I’m terrifi ed too, Cesaria thinks. Just as much as you 
are. If it was him, he can bring the dogs to my door. 
Unless he is afraid to name any names. It’s very likely 
that he should keep his mouth shut. Maybe he will get 
released for lack of proof? Either way, he’s fi nished. 
He’ll get hammered. And of course they will want to 
reclaim the stuff. It’s just worth too much.

Natasha has wiped her nose and is looking from 
Cesaria to the yellow Ford.

‘You’re so lucky’, she says. ‘What a life. You’ve made it.’
Not yet, thinks Cesaria. But I will.
‘Can you spare a few dollars? I’m hungry’. 
Natasha is looking at her pleadingly.
Cesaria shakes her head but then she feels bad 

about saying no. She gives her friend a coin and goes 
back to the car.

The fi ght isn’t over yet.

‘I was afraid you have forgotten all about me.’ Cesaria 
puts her arms around the man in a white jacket. 
Tenderly, she touches his hair, stiff with brillantine. He 
smells so good, the very smell makes her knees go weak 
and she leans into him. ‘You’ve been away all week!’

Manolito laughs. He has beautiful teeth, he is all oh 
so beautiful; Cesaria would give anything to belong to 
him and no one else.

‘I’d like that too, baby,’ he says, taking off the silk 
tie and unbuttoning his shirt. ‘But you know what life 
is like. It’s no fairytale, baby. Maybe one day, when we 
have enough money…’

‘I do have money.’
Cesaria makes sure the door is locked and takes the 

stuff out of the drawer.
Manolito’s smile fades away, little drops of sweat are 

forming on his brow.
‘Where did you get this?’ he whispers.
‘I was alone in the bar yesterday in the afternoon…’ 

Cesaria begins. The man is listening carefully while 
she’s telling the story; she could always speak her 
mind in front of him. ‘Do you think I stand a chance 
in a queen of samba contest?’ She is looking at him 
pleadingly, afraid to hear “no”.

But he nods and sits her in his lap.
‘What are you going to do about this?’ He points at 

the packet.
‘Sell it,’ she purrs.
‘No, baby, don’t do that.’ They lie down on the bed. 

‘Take it to the police like a good girl.’
Cesaria sits up, astonished.
‘Are you crazy? I thought you would help me.’
‘Help you how?’
‘Sell it. You could keep half the money.’
‘I’m not than keen to die yet.’ Manolito gets serious 

and sits up too. ‘Have you told anyone?’ Cesaria is 
shaking her head. ‘Rodrigo doesn’t know?’

‘No.’
‘Good. When does he usually leave you alone in the 

bar?’
‘At two.’
‘OK then, I’ll be waiting for you round the corner 

tomorrow at two. Take this stuff and pack all your 
favourite things. Do you have a large enough bag?’

The girl is staring at him.
‘I’m not coming back here?’
‘If you want to take part in the contest, then you’d 

better not. We’ll hand the stuff over to the police, you’ll 
receive a big reward and you’ll be safe. Then you can pay 
for the contest and I’ll put you on a bus to Cartagena.’

Cesaria closed her eyes: it all seems so absolutely 
impossible. She doesn’t want to talk about it now, all 
she wants is to be close to Manolito, as close as she 
can, so it can be as always when he comes to visit.
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‘All right,’ she says. ‘Now come here.’
‘Easy, baby.’ He laughs again and plays with her hair. 

‘We’ve got plenty of time.’
No, we don’t, thinks Cesaria, her heart is bleeding. If 

I go away, I’ll never see you again. Right now is all we 
have.

There are loud voices coming in from the bar, 
Rodrigo is mad at someone again, something gets 
smashed. A glass? A bottle? Cesaria turns the radio 
on and there’s samba. They make love to it and 
then dance to it, what a shame that contest is a solo 
contest, oh, how Manolito dances!

‘Remember, baby, tomorrow at two round the 
corner,’ he whispers as he’s ready to go, pushing a few 
banknotes into her hand.

‘No,’ protests Cesaria. ‘You don’t have to, I told you 
…’

‘But I want to.’ He is straightening his tie in front of 
a mirror. ‘Make sure Rodrigo doesn’t suspect you want 
to get away.’

After he’s gone Cesaria locks the door carefully and 
opens her wardrobe.

She had shoved the duffel bag under her bed. At night 
she couldn’t sleep, she just lied there, motionless, 
looking at the artifi cial roses Manolito had given her 
once.

‘They’ll never wither,’ she remembers him saying. 
And then the words he said today: ‘Life is no fairytale, 
baby…’

Oh, but it is a fairytale, Cesaria thinks, smiling to 
her thoughts. You’ll see for yourself, Manolito, just 
you wait… She imagines herself in the limelight, in 
a diamond crown. There will be no man who wouldn’t 
want her then. She imagines calling Manolito the 
second she gets off the stage, and what she would tell 
him. His astonishment and his joy.

 Rodrigo is snoring softly. Cesaria looks at his strong 
masculine neck, remembers yesterday’s scene with 
her sister and balls her fi sts. You won’t be seeing me 
again, she mouths to that neck, to the greasy hair, to 
the disproportionately small ears with ridiculous tufts 
of hair sticking out.

She nodded off for a bit when it was already 
dawning. In her dream she was running away, 
clutching a newspaper-wrapped packet under her 

arm. A pack of dogs was chasing her, mongrels big 
and small. ‘Give them that thing or they’ll never stop 
the chase. They can smell blood,’ advises Rodrigo, 
going alongside her in the yellow Ford. ‘No!’ she 
shouted, the packet slipped away 
and the torn paper revealed its content: Manolito’s 
head.

She was woken by her own scream, drenched in 
sweat.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Rodrigo, yawning.
‘Nothing,’ she said hoarsely. ‘I had a nightmare.’

She thought he would never leave. The minutes 
seemed to stretch into eternity, a few times she felt 
that time must have stopped, she put the watch to her 
ear to see if it still works, or looked at the hands to 
make sure they keep moving.

‘Are you in a hurry? Off somewhere?’ Rodrigo 
noticed her doing that in a mirror.

She shook her head.
‘No. Just bored.’
‘I’ll try to think of some entertainment for you.’ 

He winked. ‘ A few mates are coming over, they’d be 
happy to meet you. Get ready.’

She was relieved to see him reach for the car keys. 
Carlos was already out for his siesta, now if Rodrigo 
leaves, she will be free.

She waited to hear the door shut before packing her 
cosmetics from the bathroom and taking the duffel 
bag downstairs.

She left the bar at two thirty, terrified that 
Manolito had already left, or that he might not have 
made it at all.

But he was there, sprawled comfortably in the 
driver’s seat, reading a paper.

‘It’s all right, baby, it’s all right.’ He laughed as she 
wet his shirt with tears of joy. ‘You’ve got the stuff, 
yeah?’ he asked. 

She nodded.
‘Untouched?’
‘Yes.’
‘Clever girl.’ 
He started the engine and soon they were moving 

slowly in the busy traffi c.
‘Rodrigo always used to call me stupid,’ she 

blurted.
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‘He was wrong, baby.’ He took his right hand off the 
wheel and patted Cesaria on the thigh. ‘He was dead 
wrong.’

At the police station an overweight man is typing 
something on the computer. Next to him there are 
piles of paper; those on top are slightly ruffl ed by the 
rotating ceiling fan.

‘Hi, Fernando.’ Manolito holds Cesaria by the hand, 
as if afraid that she might leg it, or as if to reassure 
her. She is clutching the packet tightly. ‘The lady here 
has something for you. Could we go somewhere more 
private?’

Fernando is slowly looking from Manolito to
 the packet and back again. He whistles softly 
and shows them to a small room in the back. An 
older man with a moustache replaces him at the 
keyboard.

‘Tell him, baby. Tell him how you got this,’ 
encourages Manolito and Cesaria sits close to him, as 
close as she can, and begins to tell the story.

They are back in the car, only instead of the packet 
Cesaria is holding a wad of banknotes.

She had never seen so much money before. Even at 
the bar at the end of a particularly good day. 

‘Here, this is for you.’ Manolito hands her a small, 
fl at wallet embroidered in tiny beads. There is a heart 
and fl owers, and a bird of paradise.

Cesaria is close to tears; she puts the banknotes 
carefully in, and then caresses the pink lining with her 
fi nger.

‘It’s absolutely lovely, thank you.’ She sighs and 
suddenly sounds serious. ‘If I win the contest, we’ll 
have even more money.’

‘I’ll buy you a new one then, as this will be far too 
small,’ says Manolito, laughing.

Now they are laughing in unison. ‘He’ll buy me 
a new one, he’ll buy me a new one,’ sings a voice in 
Cesaria’s head. That means I will see him again! There 
is samba playing on the radio, life is beautiful and rich 
in delicious surprises.

They’re close to the bus station now; Manolito is 
glancing at his golden watch.

‘Your bus is leaving in fi fteen minutes, we have 
to hurry,’ he says and when they pull over, he takes 

a carefully folded piece of paper out of his pocket. 
‘Here’s the name and address of a hotel.’

‘But I have an aunt who lives in Cartagena.’
‘Forget the aunt. No one should know where to fi nd 

you. At least for some time.’
Manolito gets out of the car, takes her bag and 

starts toward the station. Cesaria can barely keep 
pace with him. They make their way through the 
crowd. The bus is there, ready to depart.

The mirror in her tiny room is not big enough to refl ect 
her from head to toe. She tries on the feathers fi rst: 
green and peacock blue, they are swaying over her 
head, as if saying “you look fi ne, baby.” Then the bikini, 
glittering with sequins, setting off the dark skin of her 
body. In order to see her feet in the brocaded shoes, 
Cesaria has to climb on a chair.

The shoes were the trickiest part of the costume. 
She had tried on fi fty pairs or so: after all, they had 
to go well with the whole outfi t and be comfortable 
enough to dance in for hours.

‘A dancer must feel comfortable in what she’s 
wearing, nothing can pinch or hold her up,’ she 
remembers her grandma saying.

She hops off the chair and starts moving her body 
to the sexy rhythms. It doesn’t matter that there is no 
radio: she has listened to enough samba to know the 
music by heart.

‘Incredible competition. Over fi ve hundred 
contestans…’ she complains aloud, imagining Manolito 
by her side. She had tried to phone him, but didn’t 
succeed.

‘Five hundred isn’t that much, baby.’ She can easily 
picture him saying that, but she badly misses the smell 
of skin. ‘You’ll do fi ne…’

All the girls are wearing a lot of makeup, their 
bodies are shiny, their heads adorned with feathers. 
They are standing in a big hall, clicking impatiently 
with their high heels.

‘You’re not from here, right?’ A dark-skinned blonde 
in a pink outfi t asks Cesaria.

‘No,’ she admits. She can sense that the other girl is 
as afraid as she is. And as eager to win. ‘How did you 
know?’

The blonde’s answer is drowned in the din of drums 
and pipes.
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‘You should never pay attention to the other dancers, 
if you want to stay focused,’ her grandma used to say. 
And Cesaria is doing her best not to notice anyone or 
anything around her. There is just her and the rhythm.

After each series of dances a group of girls is 
eliminated. The tension is building. Today is my 
birthday, Cesaria keeps saying in her mind; she also 
takes the number she was given for a good omen: fi fty 
one, yet another one and another fi ve.

The blonde in pink is still around. They both hold 
their breath and then sigh with relief when it’s other 
girls’ numbers that are being read out and they are 
asked to leave the room.

For the grand fi nal there are to be only ten of them left.
It would be great if we could both make it to the fi nal, 

thinks Cesaria, smiling to the other girl. Her right shoe 
has started to pinch a little, but she tries not to think 
about it.

There are only fi fty dancers.
‘They’re going to play batucada now,’ says the 

blonde, wiping the sweat from her brow.
‘How do you know?’ Cesaria wonders.
‘I did this last year. I got as far as this too, but…’ She 

shrugs.
After two hours only the best of them can keep up 

with the lively tempo.
‘What’s your name?’ asks Cesaria, taking off her 

right shoe and massaging the hurting toes.
They are all offered a glass of water, a quick respite.
‘Concha,’ says the girl, watching Cesaria’s foot. 

Then the drums start rolling, now they’re in for fi fteen 
minutes of the most diffi cult samba. 

Cesaria is woken from her trance by sudden silence. 
The music has stopped as abruptly as it had started. 
Has it really been fi fteen minutes? Only the aching 
foot suggests that indeed it may have been that long. 
Cesaria is looking around for Concha.

She sees her sitting in a chair, a man in a white coat 
leaning over her. Waiting to hear the jury’s verdict, she 
limps over to her friend.

‘My ticker’s conking out…’ Concha says tearfully, 
gesturing at her heart.

Through the loudspeakers come the numbers of the 
dancers who haven’t qualifi ed to the next round, but 
fi fty one is not among them.

Concha is quickly taking off her shoes.

‘Go ahead, try them on,’ she offers. ‘See if they’re 
a better fi t than yours. I’m out now anyway.’

The shoes are heavenly.

‘I wouldn’t have done it without you…’ Cesaria is 
shaking her head.

The girls are lying down on the grass in the shadow 
of a palm tree and eating chocolates.

‘Yes, you would. You’re brilliant. You’ll be the queen, 
you’ll see! You’re famous already.’

No, I’m not famous yet, thinks Cesaria, but I soon 
will be. She is invited to a TV show for tomorrow. Along 
with her nine rivals.

‘Today is my birthday,’ she confesses suddenly.
‘Happy birthday, then,’ says Concha, giving her 

a peck on the cheek. ‘How old are you?’
‘Fifteen.’
‘I thought you were older.’ Concha smiles. ‘I’m 

seventeen. That was my last chance…’ she adds sadly. 
‘I’ll be serving soup for the rest of my life. Unless 
I meet a rich guy.’

‘So you’re a waitress?’ asks Cesaria and Concha 
confi rms with a nod.

‘If you were interested in a job, I mean…’ she 
stumbles. ‘If you somehow don’t get to be the queen 
of samba, my boss is looking for a new girl. He’s just 
fi red one.’

But I will get to be the queen of samba, thinks 
Cesaria, and then feels tremendously tired.

‘With such strong features you hardly need makeup.’ 
Cesaria feels the delicate touch of the powder brush 
on her cheeks.

She will step in front of the cameras any minute now. 
And she will dance.

She had let Manolito know.
‘Congratulations! I knew you would make it, baby!’ 

he said, promising he would watch.
She wanted to ask about Rodrigo, how he was doing, 

but the connection was broken.
She imagined her ex-boyfriend sitting alone with 

a bottle of beer, deeply regretting that he hadn’t 
always been nice to her. Missing her.

One last look in the mirror: it’s such a lucky 
coincidence that Concha’s shoes match her own outfi t. 
She is such a good friend.
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‘Oh come on, you’ve nothing to thank me for,’ Concha 
cut het short last night when Cesaria voiced her doubts. 
‘It’s the only way for a piece of me to go on the telly.’

Every girl is dancing solo tonight; they are eyeing 
each other coldly: after all, the stakes are very high. 
The contest is still a week away, but this is an important 
prelude.

Someone is touching her arm. ‘It’s your turn,’ she 
hears, and then someone says her name and she is 
bathed in bright light. 

Looking into the cameras, she’s smiling at Manolito, 
at Concha and a bit at Rodrigo too. Manolito is surely 
wearing the pink silk shirt, the one she likes best, light 
trousers and no shoes. Concha is probably stuffi ng 
herself with chocolates, fretful and excited. Cesaria is 
wondering how Rodrigo will react to seeing her on the TV.

Rodrigo, slumped on the bar stool, is picking his teeth 
with a toothpick, a beer sitting on the counter in front 
of him. Next to him Manuela is lazily chewing gum and 

moving her body to the samba. I am no worse at it than 
those girls on the TV, she thinks. What a shame I’m too 
young to take part in the contest…

A mate of Rodrigo’s comes in, they have some 
business to do and leave the girl alone in the bar. Seeing 
the next contestant, Manuela freezes. So that’s where 
you were off to, she thinks with a mixture of anger and 
awe. I hope you don’t even think of coming back, ever.

Fortunately Carlos is busy in the kitchen and Rodrigo 
is out with that mate of his. She doesn’t want them to 
gawk at Cesaria. Reluctantly she admits that her sister 
is looking fabulous.

The samba over, Cesaria takes a bow and turns back 
to go offstage. Rodrigo has suddenly put his arm around 
Manuela; she hadn’t heard him come over.

‘Who was that?’ he asks, his eyes on the screen.
‘How can I know? Just some girl. They all want to 

become the queen of samba, you know.’
‘Another stupid one, then.’ Rodrigo laughs and 

reaches for his beer. 


