










blazoned with the letters “LG,” the logo 
of its corporate sponsor. He wore a 
huge gold-link chain and pendant 
around his neck, oversized gold rings on 
most of his fingers, and a heavy gold 
wristwatch. Everything sparkled with 
diamonds. 

He was white, boyish-looking, of  
medium height and build, with close-
cropped brown hair. He greeted me ami-
ably. He suggested that we go to his 
home for a chat. His bodyguards moved 
with us. They were all teen-agers, and 
they carried AK-47s and AR-15s. We 
went down some stairs, then an alleyway, 
made a couple of turns, entered a house, 
and walked along a narrow hallway, and 
into Fernandinho’s bedroom.

It was not particularly large; his bed 
occupied most of the available space, and 
it was covered with a cartoon-character 
bedspread. There were shiny religious 
stickers, and several framed Psalms on 
the walls. In one corner was an aquarium; 
in another was an exercise bike. A big 
plasma television dominated the wall op-
posite the bed. Fernandinho sat on the 
edge of the mattress and cleared some 
clothing off a small sofa next to it, so that 
I could sit there. His bodyguards stayed 
down the hall. 

A pretty young pregnant woman 
came to offer us something to drink. 
After she left, I asked Fernandinho if 
she was his wife, or if she was preg- 
nant with his child. No, she was just a 
friend—his wife wasn’t there, he said, 
and then corrected himself. “We haven’t 
been properly married.” He had six chil-
dren, with two more “on the way.” He 
said that his wife, who was pregnant 
with their first child, didn’t know about 
any of the children except the oldest 
one, a boy who was in primary school, 
in the asfalto. He looked at me ques-
tioningly, and said that he’d been con-
sidering telling her about the other chil-
dren after she’d given birth. I said that it 
would probably be a wise move.

His function in Morro do Dendê 
was not that different from a mayor’s, 
Fernandinho said. “People come to me 
with their problems and I look after 
them.” He handed me the gold pendant 
he was wearing. It showed a palm tree—
dendê is Portuguese for the African oil 
palm—and a few houses clinging to a 
hill. It was the symbol of his office. “I 
designed it myself,” he said. “It weighs 

going to see the chefe. “No. I’m only com-
ing this far,” he said. “He knows why.” 
They looked nonplussed, but nodded. 
Pastor Sidney said that he wanted some-
one “responsible” to take me to see Fer-
nandinho. The men conferred; one went 
away and spoke into a radio. Then a cor-
pulent, bare-chested man in his late thir-
ties stepped forward. Pastor Sidney told 
me, “It’s O.K., you can go with him. 
You’re in your own home.” He drove 
away. 	

The man led me up a steep street, past 
curious onlookers. At the top of the hill, 
he stopped and motioned for me to wait 
for him, and then vanished. There were 
a few armed men in sports clothes across 
the street; people were coming up and 
buying cocaine from them. Baile funk 
lyrics blared: “You’re not worth the dick 
you suck,” and then the refrain, repeated 
over and over, “Pau que chupa, pau que 
chupa.” “Dick you suck, dick you suck.” 

Fernandinho appeared. Six body-
guards holding assault weapons 

fanned out around him. I recognized 
him from a photograph; he had the 
Jesus Christ tattoo on his right fore- 
arm in big Gothic letters. He was wear-
ing a baseball cap and shorts and a 
sleeveless São Paulo soccer jersey em-

drum—at the entrance to the alley. The 
guard had a weapon, too, and a large 
plastic bag open in front of him, filled 
with packets of cocaine. It was a boca de 
fumo—a “mouth of smoke,” Brazilian 
slang for a spot where drugs are sold.

We drove slowly down the alley- 
way, past men and women who had to 
squeeze against the walls for us to get 
through. I smelled marijuana and, once 
or twice, the burning-rubber whiff of 
crack. We were stopped again; Pastor 
Sidney repeated his exorcism ritual. We 
drove into a big dirt plaza—we were in 
Praia da Rosa, and there were gunmen 
everywhere. The atmosphere was tense; 
something was going on. (I found out 
later that the Rat, one of Fernandinho’s 
sub-gerentes in another favela, had come 
to seek justice that night from Leo, one 
of Fernandinho’s gerentes—and Iara’s 
direct boss—because one of Leo’s sol-
diers had gone to his turf and pulled a 
gun on him. Leo made his man apolo-
gize to the Rat, averting bloodshed.) 

After three more checkpoints, we 
came to a junction where the street di-
vided, running along both sides of a wall 
painted with messages about Jesus. We 
had arrived in Morro do Dendê. 

The drug dealers greeted Pastor Sid-
ney with deference, and asked if he was 

“I want a doctor I can relate to—someone who’s at least  
fifteen pounds over his ideal weight.”
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half a kilo.” He was a trafficker, yes, but 
he sold drugs only because others con-
sumed them. I mentioned the murders 
for which he was notorious. He said 
that he did not have to kill people him-
self—there were people who carried 
such things out on his behalf. 

“As a boy, I wanted to be a soccer 
player,” he said. “Eventually, I realized 
that was just a fantasy.” He had joined 
the gang as a runner and a lookout when 
he was eight or nine. I asked him if he 
could imagine his life being any different 
from what it was now, whether he could 
be capable of changing it. “No,” he said. 
“I have so many arrest warrants against 
me, I can’t even leave the favela.” He had 
not been out of Morro do Dendê for two 
years, and had been out only twice before 
that since 2003. 

What crimes was he wanted for? “Ev-
erything, even if it isn’t true,” he said. 

Fernandinho kept his television 
switched on. It was tuned to the Brazil-
ian version of the Discovery Channel, 
which was airing a true-crime docu-
drama about the so-called Sleepwalker 
Killer. A reënactment in which a man 
walked into a bedroom and bludgeoned 
a sleeping couple was played repeatedly 
in slow motion. Eventually, Fernan
dinho flipped to a local news station. It 
was broadcasting live footage of a shoot-
out between criminals and policemen in 
São Paulo.

“Is that what’s it’s like?” I asked. “Yeah, 
sometimes,” Fernandinho said. But he 
tried to avoid confrontations with the 
police, he said. Whenever possible, he 
and his men went into hiding when the 
police invaded the favela. 

Fernandinho opened the door of his 
wardrobe and rummaged around. At 
length, he produced two bottles of men’s 
cologne, still in their boxes. One was 
Issey Miyake, and the other was Givenchy 
Pour Homme. “Take them,” he said. 
“They’re yours.”

He prayed a great deal, he said, and  
he even prayed for his enemies. As if to 
demonstrate the truth of his claim, he 
closed his bedroom door, went to the 
edge of his bed, and got down on his 
knees. He prayed like a child, with his 
hands clasped, his eyes closed, and his 
lips moving in murmured prayer. He 
went and found his Bible and, sitting in 
front of me on his bed, he opened it to a 
page where he had a tassel marker, about 

a quarter of the way in. He said that  
he was determined to read all the way 
through. 

I congratulated Fernandinho for his 
effort. But then, pointing out the contra-
diction between his religious faith and his 
continued life as a drug trafficker, I asked, 
“For you, where is the dividing line be-
tween right and wrong?” 

Fernandinho smiled, and said, “Who’s 
deciding?”

A couple of days later, I returned to 
Parque Royal to see Pastor Sid-

ney. He invited me to a meal of feijoada, 
a traditional Brazilian stew of pork  
and black beans, in a tiny restaurant he 
owned on the square of the favela. He 
asked me how the meeting with Fer-
nandinho had gone. I said that Fer-
nandinho had spoken a lot about his re-
ligious faith.

Pastor Sidney nodded. I sensed that 
he might be willing to talk more ex
plicitly about his feud with the gang- 
ster. “What happened?” I asked him. “I 
thought Fernandinho had promised to 
stop the killing.”

“Yes, and that’s why I am staying 
away from him, because he’s broken his 
word.”

He blamed Gil, Fernandinho’s dep-
uty. Gil had been in the hospital, and 

while he was gone things had been good. 
Then Gil had returned. Pastor Sidney 
said, “He’s very bloodthirsty. I foresaw  
it, and told Fernandinho that within a 
week the killings would start again. And, 
within a week, they did.” Pastor Sidney 
had heard through the grapevine that 
four informants had been captured and 
condemned to death. He had rushed up 
to Morro do Dendê to try to save their 
lives. He had gone to see Fernandinho, 
but his bodyguards had said that the boss 
was resting, and couldn’t be disturbed. 
He had asked about the detained men, 
and they had told him, “Don’t worry.” 
He went away. 

Later, he heard that they’d been 
killed, and he felt betrayed. “I went to 
Fernandinho and told him that the alli-
ance we had made was broken,” Pastor 
Sidney said. “For two years, they had 
made a vow that no one would be killed. 
I reminded him that during that time 
none of them had been killed or been ar-
rested.” Pastor Sidney went on, “I pre-
dict some of them will be killed soon.”

“What did Fernandinho say?”
“He didn’t respond at all. I could see 

the demons coming back into his eyes.”
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