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Isabel


         

         It arrives with the storm, approaching floodlights bruising the desert night. Yellow dogs raise their heads, their eyes glittering then going black with the passing lights. The Lincoln Navigator blasts across the wasteland, impaled plastic rustling from its passage, frantic to escape the snare of barbed wire.

         The shriek of braking tires sends the dogs scattering into shadows. Trash circles in anxious eddies then disappears with the headlamps. The animals quiver in the sudden silence, pawing the ground, greedy and afraid.

         Two men get out, silhouetted against desert hills that tremble with the nervous kick of lightning. They open the cargo hatch and heave something into the darkness. There is the crash of cans spilling.

         Doors slam shut and the car pulls away.

         The dogs nose the storm-crumpled air then cautiously re-emerge, padding silently towards the whisper of settling dust.
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Pilar


         

         Sunlight forces its way through the grime of the windows, disturbing a man in his sleep. His arm scouts for a companion, but finds only an empty pillow which he gathers close to his face.

         A shower runs in the adjoining bathroom, steam escaping through the open door, examining the detritus of the night before: an empty bottle of tequila, a crowded ashtray; the silver foil of a torn condom pouch.

         Hotel rooms.

         Contained universes.

         Hidden histories for everyone except the people caught within them. The man on the bed is the past. The woman in the shower is the future.

         Pilar soaps her black pubic hair, the hot water running out. She turns it off to build up the pressure of the cold jet, tensing her muscles under its challenge; feeling alive again.

         Another morning.

         Another chance to make things right.

         She stands in front of the veiled mirror, her hips tilted in contemplation as she pats her small, muscular body dry, water pooling at her feet. Toothpaste. Hairbrush. Deodorant. Her life has always been composed of modest needs combined with a desire to change the world. Paradox is not a word she uses. She glances at her watch, curses; now dresses hastily. Plain briefs, fraying bra, jeans and a tunic with a company logo on it. She pockets a pack of cigarettes and opens the door, letting traffic noise in. The man in the bed stirs but Pilar’s already gone.

         The room shifts with her absence, reconfigures into a dormitory, solitary with slumber. Noises retreat into the amber world of sleep – the neighboring room’s radio, car horns, the hum of a distant vacuum cleaner all vanishing as he falls into a deeper cycle, lost in dreams of his childhood, of stealing watermelons from the fields before the factories came. Esteban turns away from the sunlight which does its best to wake him. The lost power of Nature in an urban environment. Proud but futile.

         In an hour, maybe less, the killers will arrive.

         Ten years ago, it would have been just a warning. Routine. Punches to the gut, slaps around the face. Maybe a broken finger. But that was ten years ago. Things change fast when people die for no reason. Fists had been replaced with razor blades. Knives with guns. Now they don’t even bother to mask their faces. Immunity destroys prudence.

         And murder becomes mundane.

         In an hour, maybe less, the door will be kicked open. Three strangers will enter, will douse the bed with gasoline, flick a flaming match. The mattress will leap alive, Esteban sitting up, already dead, his scream lost in the roar of combustion, the flames inside his lungs, feasting on his oxygen. The killers will walk away, just one step ahead of the smoke.

         The desk clerk will see the license plate of the blue Ford pickup and immediately forget it. But it won’t make any difference. They’ll come back later and kill him anyway.
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Isabel


         

         The sun-blistered cinder block of the maquiladoras stretches across the arid landscape, forming a chaotic monument to free trade, special border incentives and tariff exemptions. Like all the other raw materials they consume, the factories swallow young women and transform them into viable merchandise: sweatshop workers. The logic of exploitation is too profitable to resist. Dummy corporations are established in tax havens. Earnings are shifted to overseas accounts. Pension schemes are improvised, then plundered at will. Toxic by-products are vented into bereaved streams filled with poisoned wildlife.

         Or simply dumped in communal garbage.

         A janitor hoses down the front entrance of the factory, the plump gush of water drowning out the whine of machinery from behind barred windows. He hates the nocturnal dogs and leaves traps for them. Occasionally he discovers the tip of a paw or a sun-inflated corpse, but mainly he just finds tipped-over trash cans and refuse colonized by humming flies. He moves along slowly, tugging at the heavy hose, the pressurized blast loud against the wall. Normally he would never waste water like this, but the bosses are on alert. Sindicalistas from Europe are heading their way, to create trouble about hygiene and safety. Fire hazards and health. Profits and pay slips. Pinche foreign assholes, making more work. For what? There were no trade unions for people like him. Uneducated. Unskilled. Aging and aching. Lucky to have a job and angry that it can only be this: hosing down shit.

         A pack of dogs darts out from behind a dumpster, the janitor opening the jet so hard that it knocks over two of the scavengers as they flee. He trains the water back on the trash, and a woman’s shoe skitters away fast as a rat. The janitor peers behind the pile of garbage, then drops the hose and runs; the water snaking backwards and forwards on the ground, the dead woman’s hair writhing to its punch.
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Pilar


         

         Just like when she was a teenager, Pilar sits with the bad girls at the back of the bus, all of them smoking cigarettes. Maria looks Pilar up and down. ‘So tell us, how was Esteban?’

         Pilar glances out the window, the bus slowing in traffic. ‘He snores.’

         Maria slaps at Pilar playfully. ‘You know what I mean. How was he?’

         Pilar pauses, the other women gathering close for the verdict. ‘I only had three minutes to find out before he started snoring.’

         The women all laugh. Only Maria can keep a straight face. ‘But were they a good three minutes?’

         ‘For him!’

         The girls erupt. At the front of the bus, the driver stares in the rearview mirror. Laughter is like money. You hate people who have it. He grinds the gears in irritation and turns his radio up.

         Pilar looks out the window, at the traffic jam swelling the way it does every morning: an exercise in collective torment. Esteban was a nice guy, as far as guys went, but Pilar had expected more from him. His selfishness in bed was something he shared with too many young men. Quick gratification on the horn tip of alcohol. She remembers the things that led her to want to sleep with him. The way he spoke to her, never raising his voice in a town full of shouts. The way he made her laugh. He was a friend in the cantina, but a stranger in bed.

         Pilar will be spared any guilt from her postcoital assessment of Esteban. She won’t even see the first news reports of the killing, before Esteban is identified. Later the police will contact his family in La Angostura and then forget about him, the way the media will. In the old days murder was front-page news. Banner headlines rare and raw with evil. Now it is an embarrassed side-glance, a hurried step over another drunk on a crowded, ugly street. Distasteful but routine. By the time Pilar finds out that Esteban is dead, too much will have happened for her to even cry. Her main emotion will be selfish relief. She’ll know what Esteban could never have known: that the killers were really after her. And she will also know that with every miss, you become stronger. Statistics don’t lie. If they’re going to get you, it’s on the first attempt. If not; the second. This is her fourth, counting that time in Tijuana. She is on her way to becoming immortal.

         In Ciudad Real, that’s a very favorable condition.

         Pilar leans her head against the glass of the window and is rocked into a shallow sleep. Car horns sound not with fury but with mournful resignation, like church bells at a country funeral. For a glorious moment, Pilar is able to forget where she is and what is expected of her in only a few days …

         Then there is the lurch of arrival, Pilar suddenly awake and embarrassed, brushing away the trace of saliva from the corner of her lips.

         She follows her friends out, holding her breath through the haze of diesel fumes as they hurry past rows of idling buses, hundreds of other women emerging ghostly from the clouds of exhaust, moving together across the barren fields, like soldiers in a gas attack: ready for slaughter.

         The regular thump of machinery grows louder as Pilar approaches the perimeter fences of the maquiladoras. She breaks into a run when she sees the police cars and ambulance already circled by a crowd of women. ‘We’ll be late!’ Maria shouts after her, but Pilar doesn’t even glance back. Cursing to herself, Maria runs after her, more workers from the buses darting forwards in a spontaneous wave of curiosity.

         Two municipal policemen try to keep them away. A short woman in her twenties grabs Pilar’s arm, steering her to the front of the group. ‘It’s Isabel!’ Lupita’s voice is husked with disbelief. The ring expands with the new arrivals, pushing past the ambulance, outflanking the cops, who give up trying to hold them back. The workers take turns looking at the body lying between the trash cans, crying out with sobs of horror and crossing themselves when they see it.

         A young detective, Gomez, takes a pen out of his jacket and gingerly lifts something with it. It’s the high-heeled shoe, still dripping water as Gomez holds it by the ankle strap, displaying it to his partner, Fuentes. ‘Wearing shoes like this, what did she expect?’

         Fuentes looks at the young man. He feels like slapping him for the sheer fucking ignorance of the remark, but what good would that do? He is stuck with Gomez, whether he likes it or not. So far, it’s all not. Gomez has the bullying swagger of all athletic men who come into power too early. The question is: what will Gomez do with all that power? Fuentes likes to believe the answer is up to him. He opens an evidence bag and Gomez drops the shoe into it. ‘Whatever she was expecting, it wasn’t this.’

         It never is.

         Getting off a bus at night; walking out a front door; waiting for friends who are late, who got distracted with a drink too many or an unexpected kiss in the shadows of an awning. Hurrying to pick up a child from school or do the shopping before the miscelánea closes. The last thing on anyone’s mind when they’re running for the first bus of the day or stepping outside to have a cigarette is I am about to die.

         This is the basic fault not just of Gomez’s comment but of the arrogance of his logic. Routine implies continuity, not eradication. Everyday habits, whether good or bad, make you blind to the unexpected. The dead girl had strapped on this shoe with the certainty that she would unstrap it at the end of the night. Just because she has no future now doesn’t mean she didn’t have one yesterday. And it is Fuentes’ job to make sure that the people who stole her future will pay for it with their own. He wants to take their future out into a dark alley and execute it against a graffiti-stained brick wall. Fuentes doesn’t believe in God but he believes in Yin and Yang. Light and dark. Give and take. This is why he requested the transfer to Ciudad Real. To be the one who finally makes a difference. The one who finds and punishes the killers. Who smashes their fucking complacency. And if he can teach a dumbass hotshot like Gomez how to think intelligently on the way, so much the better.

         Pilar stares at the body of the young woman, at the trickle of water still coming from the nearby hose. She doesn’t make the sign of the cross like the others. She doesn’t retreat behind the protective blanket of prayer. She prefers the chaos of the clenched fist raised in an angry crowd. She calls out to the two plainclothes detectives standing just a few feet away from the corpse. ‘It’s a disgrace! You should take her away, instead of just standing there doing fuck all.’

         Fuentes and Gomez turn and look at her. The intensity of Pilar’s gaze unsettles Fuentes. It’s familiar in its defiance. He rolodexes faces fast in his mind, screeching to a stop under T. ‘This is a crime scene,’ Fuentes says to Pilar. ‘Please, just let us do our work.’

         ‘If you did your work, she wouldn’t be lying there, dead.’

         There is a chorus of agreement from the women. Gomez gives Pilar a smirk of hateful admiration, like a mark who’s just been suckered by a short-con artist. He nods in the direction of the maquiladora. ‘Don’t you have dresses to make?’ He turns to one of the uniformed policemen. ‘Get the goddamn chicas out of here.’

         The uniformed cops begin to shove the women around the breasts, happy to hurt as they push them away. But Pilar rushes past them to the garbage cans, snatching up two lids and crashing them together, chanting with the beat: ‘Protection for the women! Justice for the victims! Protection for the women, justice for the victims!’

         Maria and Lupita join in, also grabbing lids. The bystanders pick up the chant. More women from the buses come running across the field. The two detectives watch the spontaneous protest growing larger and louder. They exchange looks. ‘That’s all we need,’ Gomez shouts over the clamor. ‘Fucking ballbreakers.’
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El Santo


         

         Three black Suburbans and a red Dodge Ram pull up outside a fancy brick house with large windows looking out onto a low wall – as far as security goes, a fatal combination. It’s a snooty new neighborhood. Actual lawns. Sprinkler systems. Audis and Mercs in driveways. A setting unused to the crisp snap and click of semi-automatics being racked.

         The killers are already eight hours late. El Santo had told them they’d hit the house just before midnight, but then they’d all gotten wasted at Mary-Ellen’s place after the barbecue and the next thing he knew the sun was leaching through the smog and Mary-Ellen was making her breakfast specialty – not that any of them ate that shit, particularly in the morning. El Santo peered over her shoulder as she drizzled maple syrup over the pancakes or waffles or churros or whatever the fuck that thing was that she cooked. He had to think of an excuse, fast. ‘Jesus, look at the time.’

         ‘Sit down and enjoy your breakfast.’

         ‘I’m late.’ At least the coffee was drinkable. ‘I’ll have someone drop you at the airport.’

         ‘No need. I’m driving it in via El Lobo.’

         Driving? ‘Wait a minute, the airport is secure.’

         ‘This way I can take in forty K, easy.’

         She was getting greedy. It never takes long. ‘I have a funny feeling.’

         ‘I can do something about that, you know.’

         ‘Why is sex always on your mind?’

         ‘Maybe because I hang with a crew of moron males?’

         ‘Well, this male’s no moron. Airport or drive, I want the normal tax.’

         ‘No way! We have a deal.’

         ‘An airplane deal. It’s different.’

         ‘Why is it different?’

         ‘Lower freight. Higher risk. And I like you.’

         ‘You’ll make me cry. Airport tax. Besides, you just said driving over was a risk, a huge risk you said.’

         ‘I said you have to be more careful.’

         ‘Ten.’

         ‘Fifteen.’

         ‘Ten.’

         ‘Twelve.’

         ‘Ten! Keep it simple for Christ’s sake, you know neither of us is good at math.’

         Why even bother arguing with a hard-ass like Mary-Ellen? El Santo accepted ten and got away without eating breakfast.

         So by the time they left, they were running eight hours late. And when they do finally arrive, in broad fucking daylight now, it doesn’t feel right. ‘Where are all the motorcycles?’

         ‘Probably out being serviced,’ El Feo says. El Feo is the kind of guy who makes all the other crew members feel smarter than they should.

         ‘Are you sure this is the right place?’

         ‘Fuck yes, positive, boss.’

         It’s been almost a year since El Santo participated in an operation. He hates them. It isn’t the killing, or the risk he might be killed, that bothers him. It’s the way everything is always the same. The stunned looks on the victims’ faces; the reaching for the weapons and the break for the back door. The chaos of screams and then the simmer of silence. A video loop with the same images, the same sounds, playing over and over again. It reminds him of what that priest with the bleeding hands used to lecture about when he was preparing them for Holy Communion: ‘Heaven is change, children, but hell is the horror of repetition.’ Go figure: hell turns out to be Groundhog Day. But he needs to be here in person for this operation. This one is special: a rare chance to take out a Tijuana crew stupid enough to invade his home turf.

         One, two …

         The front door explodes off its hinges.

         He makes sure El Feo goes in first, just in case they’re expected.

         They all stream inside after him, a toxic tide in ski masks and ballistic vests, holding gunmetal black in their hands. In the microsecond after they enter, El Santo knows they have screwed up bigtime.

         It’s not the Happy Birthday sign. Or the balloons hanging from the ceiling. Or the pile of empty Coke cans crowding the ruins of a cake.

         And it isn’t the teenage couple lying stoned in each other’s arms on the sofa, or the boys around the TV screen, playing World Cup 98, or the bored girls smoking cigarettes as they watch them play.

         It’s the sight of the maid coming out of the kitchen, a garbage bag in one hand, a dustpan in the other. She could be his mother. She is ordinary; already tired at the beginning of the day. Pissed to find the place looking like this. And kind enough never to tell the parents.

         Two words scream inside his head.

         Three words actually.

         Wrong fucking house.

         He turns to El Feo but already there’s that telltale red orb burst and then the white bloom of combustion blast.

         Too late.

         The massacre has begun.

         Shrieks. Screams. The explosions of screens, windows, furniture. The thump of bullets through walls, hollowing craters out of the facade of domestic harmony. No one goes for a gun. There aren’t any. No one even has time to run. He looks at the couple on the pockmarked sofa. They haven’t even moved and they’re already dead.

         Fifteen seconds, give or take. Fifteen dead, give or take. The maid slumped on the floor, her dustpan still in her hand. Faithful to the end to her mission: to clean up after others.

         And a traumatized boy trapped in El Feo’s arms. At least El Feo has got that right: make sure there’s at least one survivor they can question. ‘What’s your name, kid?’

         The kid tries to answer, moving his mouth, but nothing’s working. El Feo slaps him. ‘Lay off!’ El Santo says, then turns back to the boy. ‘We’re not going to hurt you. What’s your name?’

         ‘Tomás.’

         ‘Okay, Tomás. What were you doing here?’

         ‘Celebrating …’ His voice cracks and he has trouble finishing the sentence. ‘Gerardo’s …’ His face is lost.

         ‘Birthday?’ Tomás nods. ‘Where are his parents?’

         ‘In Monterrey.’

         There’s a burst of gunfire from upstairs and a jolt runs through Tomás’ body, like someone’s just hooked him up to a car battery. Plaster dust drifts from the ceiling, covering them in surly white. ‘Tomás, hey, listen to me, hombre. You ever heard of Los Toltecas?’

         For the first time Tomás looks at him. ‘Sí.’

         ‘What did you hear about them?’

         ‘They were like the Mayans?’

         ‘I’m talking about the motorcycle gang. Do you know them?’ Tomás shakes his head. ‘Listen carefully, Tomás: when the police come, you tell them it was Los Toltecas who did this, understand?’

         The kid could have nodded. Three of his men stomp down the staircase, one of them holding a fistful of jewelry. ‘Do we do him?’ El Feo says, pointing to the kid with a gun.

         ‘Were you even listening?’ He pushes El Feo towards the front door. ‘We need the kid to tell the cops who did this.’ El Feo grunts the way he does when he doesn’t understand a fucking word you tell him. ‘Who fed you this crap information?’

         ‘My contacts.’

         The way he makes it sound, it’s like he said my aircraft carrier. El Santo checks the neighbors’ houses through the windshield as he drives away. Not a single sign of life. There will be no witnesses. There never are, these days. Legally speaking, that is. But El Santo knows the look the maid gave him just before she died will be testifying against him for the rest of his life. Of course he’s killed kids younger than these. Hell, he was younger than some of them when he first killed. But the maid looked like his mother, and the kids were …

         He leans over and punches El Feo so hard in the face that he knows he’ll need to ice his hand.

         ‘What was that for?’ El Feo whines, as though he didn’t know. He probably doesn’t. El Feo’s cell phone rings and he stops his sniveling enough to answer it. He turns to El Santo like a dog to the master who mistreats it – forever hopeful of change. ‘Good news.’

         ‘I could do with some.’

         ‘It’s done.’ The snort is supposed to be a laugh. ‘Pinche unions.’

         ‘At least someone did their job right.’

         ‘Come on, boss. One out of two’s not so bad. They turned him into toast.’

         ‘Fuck, did you say him?’

         El Feo looks at his cell phone, as though it’s just stung him. ‘That’s what they told me.’

         ‘The target was a fucking chica!’ He’d hit him again if his hand wasn’t so sore. So instead El Santo steps hard on the accelerator, imagining it’s El Feo’s face. They roar towards the highway, the other vehicles speeding after him, fanning out on either wing, as though all of them are racing each other, trying to get as far away as possible from that fucking birthday house.
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Pilar


         

         Inside the hangar-like room, scores of women bend over rows of sewing machines but there’s nothing domestic about this scene. It’s more like something out of a military field hospital. The hum and stutter of sutures. The grind of saws. The slap and slash of retaining belts and the machine-gun percussion of automatic needles firing thread through welts of leather. The savage sounds coalesce into a furious chorus of repetitive noise made worse by the certainty of its rhythm. The torment of hell is not the pain itself, but the knowledge that it will never stop.

         Sunlight lances through large openings in the roof, creating a contrasting patchwork of brilliant solar glare intercut with cubes of cold shade. Why pay for electricity when you can use desert flare for free? The lights only come on for the night shifts, when the electricity rates go down anyway.

         Pilar works against the puzzle of the irregular natural lighting, passing hems through an arc of darting needles. A single slip would cost fingers, maybe the whole hand. But Pilar has the concentration and reflexes of the young. Ten, maybe fifteen years in a factory like this and then you are through, whether you like it or not. Twenty years, max. In most countries, that’s a life sentence.

         A uniformed guard taps her dangerously on the shoulder, startling her, Pilar’s fingers almost slipping across the line of mutilation. She pulls away angrily, her shout of protest lost in the noise. The guard indicates an elevated office in the back of the building. She exchanges glances with Maria and Lupita as she’s guided towards the stairs. Pilar feels like a prisoner suddenly being escorted out of her cell on Death Row. But is she heading towards reprieve or execution? The steps she’s mounting sure feel like a scaffold.

         The guard closes the door behind them and immediately the noise level is halved. Pilar feels like sagging with relief, but instead makes sure she straightens her back as she stares defiantly at the sweatshop manager, López. The buttons of his expensive shirt strain under pressure from a belly that has grown with the size of his bonuses.

         Standing to the side of the room are Fuentes and Gomez, the two detectives from the crime scene. López points to Pilar. ‘Is this the one?’ Fuentes glances mildly at her, then nods. López turns back to Pilar. ‘You’re fired.’

         Pilar stands there, stunned by the arbitrariness of the action, her face flushing with anger. She takes a step towards the desk, the security guard yanking her back. She pulls away from his touch with disgust. ‘You think firing me is going to stop the killings?’

         ‘Keeping you here isn’t going to stop them, that’s for fucking sure.’ López nods and the guard grabs her by the arm. She tries to pull free from his clutch but he’s not letting her get away again. He opens the door, noise racketing in. Pilar twists around, staring back at López.

         ‘And my pay?’

         ‘Fuck your pay. It’ll go towards making up for all the time wasted by your little demonstration this morning.’

         Pilar turns to the two detectives. Gomez shrugs. Pilar’s eyes blaze with cynical confirmation. What the hell is she expecting from these two cops – support? She must be out of her mind. ‘You stand by the bosses when they fire us, and you stand by the killers when they murder us.’

         Gomez whistles with mock trepidation, and Pilar is yanked out of the office. She manages to slam the door hard behind her.

         ‘Doesn’t she realize there are thousands like her, just waiting to take her place? The stupid cunt.’

         ‘Hey! She’s somebody’s daughter, show some respect.’ Fuentes crosses to the desk, making a money gesture with his fingers. López looks at him, feigning bewilderment. ‘Hand it over.’

         Sighing theatrically, López pulls some bank notes out of his wallet. ‘I suppose you’re going to give it to her?’

         Fuentes snaps his fingers impatiently. ‘All of it.’ López hesitates and Fuentes snatches his wallet from his hand, pulls out a wad, then tosses the empty wallet back.

         López stares at the bereaved wallet as though it has a bullet hole in it. ‘You’re exaggerating!’

         ‘So the fuck are you.’ Fuentes shoves the money inside his jacket and leaves. Gomez blows López a kiss, following his partner out.

         López thumps the table, shouting after them, ‘Motherfucking thieving cops!’

         The staccato of needles and heave of heavy machinery recedes as Pilar walks out through the doorway, towards a vaulting desert sky. She puts a hand up against the dazzle and heads towards the bus stop on the highway, walking across an enormous field of obliterated glass glittering like cheap trinkets in the sunlight. Without the buses, the improvised parking space outside the factories is transformed into a huge wasteland, empty now except for a cluster of a dozen cars surrounded by men drinking beer.

         One of the men calls out to her as she passes. ‘Hey, chica, come and have a beer.’ Pilar moves on, not glancing in his direction. The man begins to follow her. ‘Come on, baby, all I want is a black kiss.’ His friends laugh. Pilar increases her pace, passing another man urinating between two cars. He turns to Pilar, exposing himself, still pissing. ‘Hey, nalgona, want to suck me?’ Pilar mutters an insult as she swerves away. She can hear footsteps behind her. She glances back. The first man is following her. ‘Be nice or we’ll make you be nice.’

         The man who was pissing also starts following her, his fly still undone. ‘We know how to make you be nice.’

         Pilar wheels on them, pulling out a set of door keys and waving them menacingly. ‘Try anything, you assholes, and I’ll take someone’s eyes out, I swear!’ She glares at the other men standing around the cars. ‘Whose eyes will they be?’ She points to the man who was pissing. ‘Yours, motherfucker?’ The man takes a step back, zipping up his fly, watching her. Pilar feigns masturbating like a man. ‘Not you. You’ll go blind without my help.’ The other men laugh and he shoves one of them angrily. Pilar surveys the group. ‘Take a look at yourselves, drunk in the morning while your wives and sweethearts work themselves to death in the maquiladoras to pay your rent. You’re fucking pathetic, all of you!’

         As soon as she says it, she knows she’s gone too far. Their eyes collectively harden. They’re no longer lazy, dishonest men lounging around their cars drinking beer.

         They’re a pack.

         Pilar turns and marches off, breathing hard to control her anger and her fear. One of the men shouts after her. ‘Come back and suck us, you fucking whore.’ Behind her is the ominous growl of a car engine starting up.

         Pilar fights the urge to break into a full run. Approaching fast from behind is the sound of tires crushing gravel. She can feel the heat from the engine. The car brakes hard, sending dust blooming all around it. She picks up a rock and turns, facing a black sedan.

         Two doors slam as the dust settles, revealing Fuentes and Gomez standing on either side of their car. Gomez holds up his hands in mock surrender. ‘Please, lady, don’t hit us.’

         Pilar glares at him, taking a step back towards the highway. ‘Leave me alone.’

         ‘I’d like to offer you a lift back to town.’

         She turns to Fuentes. ‘Do I look stupid enough to accept a lift from the police?’

         Fuentes sighs. ‘All right then, I’d like to offer you a choice. Either you accept a lift, or I arrest you. But one thing’s for sure: I’m not going to leave you alone with those sad motherfuckers back there.’

         Gomez opens the front passenger door with a flourish, smiling sarcastically. Pilar hesitates, unable to disguise her fear. She looks from the detectives to the beer drinkers around the cars, all watching intently. She turns back to Fuentes. ‘You two get in first, then I’ll get in the back. On my own …’

         Fuentes and Gomez exchange pained looks but obey, shutting their doors with exaggerated slams. Pilar stands there, not moving, listening to the tick of the engine block in the heat. She glances back at the parked cars. The man who was pissing smashes a beer bottle against the ground, staring at her.

         Gomez sticks his head out of his window, slapping the door with his hand. ‘Hey, señorita? Your taxi is waiting.’

         Pilar circles around the car, dropping the rock as she climbs into the back, the car lurching forwards before she even closes the door. She turns, staring out the back window, yellow dust rising behind them, blocking her view of the jeering men. She straightens, looking ahead. Fuentes’ eyes are framed in the rearview mirror, watching her. Gomez turns, his arm across the back of Fuentes’ seat. ‘What the fuck is wrong with this country when a woman can’t accept a ride from the police without being afraid?’

         ‘I didn’t make this country, I just live in it.’

         ‘So do we, chica, so do we.’ With a sigh of disgust, Gomez turns back to the road. The slur of gears tests the uneasy silence as they hump up onto the highway. Pilar looks back at the rows of maquiladoras, all the anger and fear now replaced with a flooding despair. How could she have let this happen – at the worst possible time?

         The ring of a cell phone makes Pilar jump. Gomez speaks brusquely, then hangs up. Fuentes looks at him as he drives. ‘Fucking nothing,’ Gomez says. ‘Someone turned into toast at a hotel. I told them to leave it for the delegación to handle. Probably a drunk with a cigarette. Nearly happened to my father. I woke up in the middle of the night once and the house was full of smoke, only I was too young to even know it was smoke. Know what I thought it was?’

         ‘No, but I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.’

         ‘I thought it was ectoplasm. Some kind of spiritual shit. I was so excited, I just about pissed myself. I thought I was going to see a real live ghost.’

         ‘Only ghosts are dead.’

         ‘That’s the trouble with you. No sense of humor.’

         ‘Ghosts are not funny.’

         ‘See what I mean? You’re a literal kind of man. Nobody likes it when you’re so fucking literal. Ghosts are dead. Ghosts are not funny. Technically you’re right, but who cares?’

         ‘Technically I’m wrong because there’s no such thing as ghosts.’

         ‘There you go again! Lighten up, man, I’m just trying to tell a story.’

         ‘So tell it.’

         ‘I will when you stop interrupting me …’ He turns to Pilar for a response but she’s staring out the window. She feels his eyes on her and glares at him, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it. ‘Those things will kill you,’ Gomez says, looking at her hands. They’re shaking. ‘Like this sorry drunk at the hotel. Like my old man.’ Pilar holds onto the door handle, going back to staring out her side window. Gomez gives a fast snort of frustration. He’s a man who’s used to people listening to his stories. And here he is, stuck in a car with two people who may as well be asleep. Gomez sulks, the car slowing as they enter the city center.

         ‘So what about your old man?’

         Gomez stares at Fuentes, trying to decide if he’s just riding him or not. ‘My old man? I found him downstairs, asleep on the sofa, right next to a cushion that was burning.’

         ‘And he was dead?’

         ‘Why do you say a thing like that?’

         ‘You said: like this sorry drunk at the hotel and like my old man.’

         ‘Well, what I meant was one burnt himself to death, and one – my old man – died of lung cancer.’

         ‘That’s not the same as what you said.’

         Gomez turns to Pilar. ‘Come on, please, just for once help me out here. Tell him that’s not what I meant.’

         Pilar looks at him. ‘I wasn’t listening.’

         Fuentes smiles. ‘She’s got sense.’

         ‘And you don’t – is that what you’re saying?’

         ‘I don’t have a choice, is what I’m saying: you’re my partner.’ The car pulls over on a busy street. Fuentes turns in his seat, gesturing extravagantly to the crowds. ‘Plenty of witnesses. You should be safe.’ Pilar goes to open the door, but Fuentes taps the lock down. ‘One more thing …’

         Fuentes turns and motions with his chin for Gomez to get out of the car. Gomez is surprised but obeys, shooting Pilar a resentful look. Fuentes shifts in his seat, staring at Pilar. She meets his gaze at first, but then looks away. Fuentes reaches into his jacket and pulls out the money he took from López. He holds it out to her. ‘Your pay. I made him hand it over.’

         ‘After making him fire me …?’ Pilar stares at the money, not touching it. Her voice breaks with anger. ‘He’d give it to you, but not to me? The person who earned it? That motherfucker!’

         Fuentes waves the notes in front of her. ‘Hey? My arm’s getting tired.’

         Pilar hesitates a moment longer, then snatches the money. ‘Don’t expect me to thank you.’

         ‘It never crossed my mind.’

         Pilar leafs through the bank notes. ‘It’s way too much.’

         ‘Must be your birthday.’

         ‘Claro.’ Pilar goes to pop open the lock but Fuentes puts his hand over it. ‘I used to work in Tijuana.’ Something ripples across Pilar’s face, then is gone. ‘You’re good, you know that? Real good.’ She glares at him defiantly, trying to brazen it out. ‘You heard what I said: I was in Tijuana.’

         ‘What did you do there, line up girls for gringos?’

         Fuentes doesn’t react to the insult, his eyes studying her face. ‘I arrested you. For organizing an illegal strike.’

         ‘You’re mistaken.’ Pilar’s voice wavers. ‘I’ve never been to Tijuana.’

         Fuentes shakes his head, pulling up the shirt cuff of the hand over the lock, revealing the back of his wrist. There is an unmistakable scar: a set of tooth marks. ‘You left a calling card.’

         Pilar looks from the scar up to Fuentes’ face. She is remembering him. He smiles when he sees the recognition in her eyes. ‘That’s right …’ He pops the lock and Pilar gets out fast.

         Fuentes follows her, catching her by the arm. ‘I want you to know. I’m not here for labor disputes.’

         ‘What else would you be here for?’

         He lifts his head, indicating the building he parked in front of. Pilar glances up at the sign. City Morgue. ‘What can you tell me about the girl they found this morning?’

         ‘Her first name was Isabel. She was paid less than five pesos an hour. And nobody came when she called for help.’ Without another word, she turns, walking quickly away.

         Gomez comes up behind Fuentes, staring after Pilar. ‘Boss, you’re so desperate you’d fuck a maquiladora girl?’

         Fuentes rubs his scarred wrist. ‘She’s no maquiladora girl. She’s a CTON union organizer. One of the best.’ He looks up, watching her disappearing. ‘She’s a goddamn stick of dynamite.’

         Gomez smiles, staring down the street with renewed interest, but Pilar is already lost in the street crowd. He turns back to

         Fuentes and motions to his chest. ‘Really nice tits.’ Fuentes pushes past his partner, going up the steps into the morgue. Gomez smiles. He knows he’s scored. He lights a cigarette, watching a pretty young woman passing by, feeling pleased with himself for the first time that morning.
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Ventura


         

         Ventura drives the Mercedes 280 SL through the old town, heads turning as she passes. It’s the third car Carlos has bought since they moved up here from Mexico City fifteen months ago. He got it on a whim but kept it mainly in the garage, preferring his Hummer for country trips and the Bimmer for the city. The convertible has become Ventura’s by default. She loves the way it makes her work when she drives it, paying her back with reliability and a throaty purr.

         The rhythmic hum of tires ribbing the cobblestones begins to cede to the fast smear of blacktop and the roar of eighteen-wheelers as Ventura leaves the colonial center for the new airport; stone, stucco and hand-painted tiles giving way to plywood, cardboard and cinder block.

         Much of what Ventura drives through just didn’t exist when she was born here in 1973. She spent her childhood amongst the churches and patula pines of the old town, with weekend excursions to the tennis and pony clubs out at Las Altas, a chic colony built for the new breed of businessmen arriving with MBAs, maids and Mercs. The clubs’ manicured lawns with their outdoor piped music were her only memory of the outskirts of Ciudad Real before her family left for Mexico City at the height of the ’82 crisis; certainly not these shantytowns she’s passing – blue plastic sheeting and rusted corrugated tin fashioning a tattered patchwork of poverty across a sheet of hard yellow desert.

         A shadow rushes over the road and she peers up at Carlos’ plane coming in to land, dust trailing behind it, plastic bags ballooning fast into the air.

         Carlos is on the phone when he comes out of the terminal, but still manages to kiss her – on the cheek. They’ve been together for almost three years: sufficient time for the first passion to have faded, but not long enough to stop believing it might return.

         Ventura pulls away from the curb, the windsocks pointing her back to the city, Carlos alternately cajoling then pleading with someone on the phone. Neither seems to work because they hang up on him. He curses with a savage laugh. She waits in the hot silence for what seems like an eternity. ‘Hello,’ she says.

         He actually looks at her for the first time since he arrived. ‘Sorry.’ He leans across and kisses her on the cheek again. ‘New York is having a shitty day. Don’t slow,’ he says, leaning over and tapping the horn, the street vendors moving out of the way. ‘A really shitty day. I should have known. The Hang Seng and Tokyo were both down five percent last night.’

         ‘How was Culiacán?’

         ‘Rough. Try explaining even basic fund management to morons like them. They were all shitting in my milk just because the Nasdaq is down. Big deal. Tomorrow it’ll be up again, but no, they’ve got to panic. Did they want to pull their money last year? They were begging me to take it. They couldn’t hand it to me fast enough. But now …’ His phone rings. He glances at the number. ‘Like this one, harassing me morning, noon and night.’ He folds the phone. ‘They’re like fucking animals.’

         ‘I know you’ve been under a lot of pressure lately.’ His laugh’s a bite. ‘Maybe you should think about scaling back.’

         ‘You sound like one of my clients. Now is exactly not the time to scale back. I thought you of all people would understand.’

         ‘I’m just saying—’

         ‘Don’t interrupt. This is unique; a once-in-a-century chance. Millions are being made right now. And if you’re not making them, you’re losing them, because this opportunity is never coming back. Never. Take the next left.’ Ventura follows the sign pointing to the border, then looks at him, not understanding. ‘I have to drop by the bank.’

         ‘Don’t you want to go home first?’

         ‘It can’t wait.’

         Ventura stares at the border crossing coming into view, long lines of cars stretching way beyond the bridge. She looks at her watch with exasperation. ‘Well, I can’t drive you across, I have an appointment in an hour.’

         ‘Cancel it.’

         ‘I can’t. It’s with Felipe Mayor.’

         His phone rings. He glances at the screen. ‘Who the hell is this?’

         ‘Don’t answer. We’re talking.’

         He hesitates, then takes the call. ‘Bueno?’ He grimaces like he’s been kicked in the shin. ‘Señor Santiago? How are you?’ A furious voice shouts across the electromagnetic spectrum, filling the car with its substantial anger. ‘I’m only just boarding now …’ Ventura glances away from the lie. ‘I know, but a passenger was sick. Today? It’s going to be difficult with this delay. How about tomorr—’ Ventura turns, shocked at the violence emanating from the phone. Carlos looks faint from its force. ‘Thirty percent? Are you sure?’ Carlos swears weakly, defeated by the response. ‘I understand your concerns but it’s really nothing to worry about. These movements are normal. It’s just part of a minor correction … I know I promised, but—’

         The caller hangs up, the relief of silence flooding the car.

         ‘Who the hell was that pendejo?’

         ‘The person I’ve been trying to avoid.’ Carlos curses. ‘That’s what I was getting in Culia-fucking-cán. They trust you enough to make them money, but they never trust you enough not to lose it.’ His phone rings.

         ‘Don’t answer it.’

         Carlos sees the number. ‘I’ve got to take this one. Sí …?’ There’s a long, painful pause. Then he hangs up.

         ‘Carlos, what’s going on?’

         ‘The same shit, baby, always the same old shit.’

         Ventura pulls up a block before the footbridge. ‘Have you got your papers?’ Carlos nods. ‘Leave your luggage in the car. It will only slow you down.’

         Carlos gets out. ‘Look …’ His phone rings. He answers it and, without so much as a wave, heads off towards the crossing.

         She fossicks irritably for a pack of cigarettes hiding somewhere deep inside her camera bag … Looking up suddenly as footsteps hurry towards her; her smile already fading as he covers his phone with his hand. ‘Mayor’s loaded. Try and set up a meeting with me, okay.’

         She watches him trotting back towards the border, the phone against his ear, then she pulls out into the traffic, accelerating away from the wail of horns.
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Fuentes


         

         Fuentes hurries through the keening odors of bleach and vinegar that saturate the public section of the morgue, as though death were just another microbe that could be scoured away. He stops a passing intern in a soiled smock just outside the autopsy area. ‘Do you have the results from the homicide this morning?’

         ‘Which one?’

         It’s always hard to hear that question. ‘The female they found outside the maquiladora.’

         The kid starts to glance down a clipboard but then he remembers. ‘They haven’t done her yet.’ Fuentes looks at his watch, the only outward sign of how irritated he is. But it’s enough for the intern to pick up on. He steps back defensively. ‘It’s not our fault. The first priest we brought in wouldn’t perform Last Rites. He said she was a whore.’

         Fuentes lets out a barely audible curse. Partly, it was the tendency to allow sentimentality to get in the way of forensic science. But mainly it was the Church itself that fed the fear and the superstition; that grew strong and rich on ignorance. The Church was supposed to be there to help its faithful, but too often all it did was torment its own believers. Most priests seemed to prefer playing devil to angel.

         Millions of Mexicans were already being denied the other sacramental blessings – the communions and the confessions and the marriages and the baptisms – simply because they were using contraception or were divorced or gay, or sympathetic towards the Zapatistas. And now they were even punishing the dead. The PRI should never have allowed the Church to reacquire its power and influence. It was like a cunning henhouse thief: once bitten on the heel, he starts to wear boots – not just to protect his ankles but to better kick the guard dog next time. ‘Luckily Padre Márcio came by.’

         Fuentes stares at him. ‘The Padre Márcio? I thought he was in Juárez now.’

         ‘He visits all the time.’ Fuentes turns. It’s Gomez. ‘He has an orphanage on the other side of town. If it weren’t for him, half the girls would never have received final blessing.’

         It takes a moment for Fuentes to realize that Gomez is not being sarcastic. He follows Gomez through the doors to the autopsy room. The body of the victim lies naked on a stainless-steel mortuary slab, a yellow label hanging from her left ankle, marked NN with the day’s date. A man in a black suit stands over her, his back to Fuentes, the clerical collar just visible.

         The priest turns when he hears them. He is a tall man in his early sixties. Arctic gray eyes are framed by the snowy abundance of a thick beard and flowing hair that is part messiah, part Manson. He is the legendary general of the Army of Jesus.

         Gomez steps forwards and kisses the ring on the priest’s finger. Padre Márcio bows, more with embarrassment than approval. Fuentes goes to shake hands, but the priest only offers the tips of his fingers. The palms of both of his hands are covered by mottled fingerless lace gloves. ‘Your Grace,’ Fuentes says deliberately.

         ‘I am a mere priest.’ I know, Fuentes thinks, so why did you let Gomez kiss your fucking ring? ‘But I try to do what I can.’

         ‘Father, I need to examine the body …’ Márcio glances back at the corpse, not stepping aside. ‘I’m sorry, Father, but I have to ask you to leave.’

         Ignoring Fuentes, Márcio makes the sign of the cross over the body, whispers something, and then bows down and kisses the foot of the dead woman. Gomez crosses himself, as surprised as Fuentes by what the priest has just done.

         Márcio turns away from the corpse, tears warming his cold eyes as he stares at Fuentes. ‘Find the man who did this.’

         ‘We will do our best, Father.’

         Padre Márcio turns to Gomez, his voice brittle with disdain. ‘God does not require one’s best efforts, God requires one’s total, sincere devotion. Faith must be absolute or it is not faith.’ Gomez bows his head, chastened. Who would have thought? The fucking kid has a soul if not a conscience. ‘You must have faith in yourself; in your ability to find this monster. You must believe. Otherwise, you leave the door open.’

         ‘Open to what, Father?’ Márcio turns back to Fuentes, and his look sends a chill down the detective’s spine. It’s not the look of a saint. It’s the look of a killer. Perhaps that’s what a good priest is: a stone-cold killer of sin.

         ‘The devil himself,’ the priest says.

         They both watch him leave. Gomez shivers. He must have felt it too. The power inside the man. All that pissed-off, godly wrath. ‘You see those hands? He’s a fucking saint. You can tell. The way he kissed her foot. Like Mary goddamn Magdalene.’

         ‘Mary Magdalene was a prostitute. And that’s what the first priest called Isabel. But she’s no Mary Magdalene. Isabel was a hard-working young woman.’ She was so much more than that. She was innocent. She was exploited because she was poor. And then she was raped and butchered and thrown out with the trash.

         Fuentes stands over Isabel’s body. ‘It’s just like the man said …’

         ‘Padre Márcio?’

         ‘The boss in the maquiladora this morning: There are thousands like her, just waiting to take her place.’

         The doors burst open, making Gomez jump, and a forensic pathologist and the young intern enter.

         Fuentes turns to Gomez. ‘You can go if you want.’ Fuentes puts on latex gloves, watching Gomez walking away on the other side of the glass panes in the door until the sound of an electric saw brings him back to reality.
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Pilar


         

         Pilar waits in a plaza crowded with buses disgorging the women coming back from the maquiladoras, the next shift already pushing impatiently past them, desperate to board. There are fewer buses in the afternoon, and that means many of the workers will have to stand all the way out to the factories.

         Some of the women getting off the buses recognize Pilar, moving quickly out of her way lest she contaminate them with her latest condition: unemployment.

         Pilar spots Maria and Lupita in the crowd and shoves her way towards them. They all embrace. ‘Did they talk to you?’

         Maria shakes her head. ‘We’re both safe.’

         Pilar wants to burst into tears of frustration but she’s stronger than that. She smiles. ‘That still leaves two of us!’

         ‘It’s not enough,’ Lupita says, too quickly to be anything but the truth.

         The three women cross the square, past the boys selling cartons of illegal cigarettes and boxes of paper tissues and little bags of pumpkin seeds, and turn a corner, entering an apartment building constructed in the 1960s, when the whole town was optimistic about the future; when everyone still believed in the Mexican Miracle.

         In those days, the people of Ciudad Real considered themselves fortunate. They lived on a border with the most powerful and attractive nation on earth. There were plenty of jobs on the other side too; jobs that the gringos would never dream of doing themselves.

         Back then there was easy credit, low inflation and full employment. US politicians were focused on oil subsidies, military contracts and the Cold War, not on illegal immigration, collapsing manufacturing and the War on Drugs. That 1960s Yanqui optimism spread south.

         Times were good.

         Before the killings.

         Before the narcos.

         Before the economic crises and the currency collapse; the devaluations and the inflation and the recessions.

         Before NAFTA.

         Now most of the decorative tiles on the front facade of the building are missing and rust stains from broken guttering streak the exterior. Now times are not so good, and it doesn’t look like they’ll improve in this generation. The women take the stairs. The elevator is broken. For good.

         Pilar taps twice on a door and sees the light from the peephole eclipsed for a brief moment. There is the sound of a chain unslotting, two deadlocks turning and then the door springs open, afternoon sunlight blinding them, Juan Antonio ushering them in quickly, then locking the door. Pilar tries to speak but he silences her with a finger to his lips. ‘Not without a drink.’

         The women look at each other as he rattles beer bottles out of an ancient refrigerator, passing them along. ‘I don’t know about you but, puta madre, I need one.’

         ‘It wasn’t her fault,’ Lupita says.

         Juan Antonio snaps the cap off against the edge of the kitchen table, foam erupting in outrage at the violence. He takes a long swig of beer, then sighs. ‘It was entirely her fault.’

         ‘Fuck you!’ Pilar gets angry the way she always does when she’s made a mistake. ‘We still have Maria and Lupita in there.’

         ‘I wanted you! That’s why we brought you in from Tijuana. We need you here.’

         ‘What else could I have done?’

         ‘Shown some discipline for once and stuck with the plan.’

         ‘They dumped her body outside – was that part of the plan?’

         Juan Antonio takes another long drink, then slams the empty bottle down on the table. ‘A year’s work, fucked in a single morning, wasn’t part of the plan either.’

         ‘She was just lying there, in the trash.’ There are tears welling in her eyes. ‘I couldn’t just …’ Leave her there like that; pretend not to see her. Pretend it didn’t happen. ‘She was put out like garbage. You want us to ignore that?’

         ‘Jesus, Pilar, that’s not what I’m asking you to do.’

         ‘It sounds like that to me.’

         ‘There’s only one way to stop the killings and that’s to humanize the maquiladoras. Once the women have unions, they have protection. Cause and effect. Until that happens, they will never be safe because no one will fear harming them. You of all people know that.’ Pilar gives him an agonized look and turns away.

         Lupita gestures behind Pilar’s back for Juan Antonio to calm down. He goes over to Pilar, putting an arm around her shoulders, his voice softening. ‘I understand how you feel, but we have to be strong. We have to be exemplary at all times. We have to prioritize our actions.’ Pilar nods, martyred to the logic of the Cause. Again. ‘But now we have no choice. We have to bring the strike forward.’

         Pilar glances helplessly at Lupita and Maria. ‘That’s impossible.’

         Juan Antonio takes the untouched beer from Pilar’s hands and pops the lid. ‘Emotion renders our tasks more difficult, but it should never stop us from reaching our goals.’ He pauses, staring out at the balcony, spider web phosphorous in the glare of the sun. ‘We need to take the force of all that emotion and make it work for us.’

         ‘How do we do that?’ Lupita asks.

         He takes a sip of beer, thinking, then smiles with the answer. ‘We find out when the funeral is …’
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Ventura


         

         It’s the last place you’d ever expect to find Mexico’s most famous writer eating lunch. Raw concrete floors. Corrugated-iron roof; next to a wholesale automobile accessory store. Felipe Mayor is more Michelin than Goodyear.

         Mayor was born into a wealthy family with land holdings in Jalisco, Sonora and Chihuahua and banking interests across Spain and Latin America. His father had profited from close contacts with dictators on both sides of the Atlantic in the period after the Second World War until his mysterious death in Santo Domingo in 1964. The trust fund he’d established for his only child kept Felipe Mayor at a safe legal distance from the origins of the family’s fortune, allowing him to turn his antiseptically clean hands towards more interesting occupations than making money: writer; diplomat; international libertine. A perennial candidate for the Nobel Prize for Literature, some see him as too controversial to win, others as too commercial. He’s been poured into the same middlebrow alphabet soup as Mailer, Moravia and Malraux.

         But here he is, sitting in a steak house in Ciudad Real wearing jeans and riding boots, looking more like a ranchero than a literary aristocrat. The only outward sign of his true identity is the neatly maintained, elegant moustache – a fastidious monument to the vanity of a silver-haired man content to spend hours of his life in front of a bathroom mirror.

         A flash of sunlight slaps his face as a door opens, the restaurant going quiet with the intrusion. Ventura is younger than she sounded on the phone, with long, sun-bleached hair carelessly pulled back into a loose ponytail. She wears a white tank top, the air-raid siren of jungle camouflage pants and the surprise of a gold Rolex. Taking off her sunglasses, she surrenders her eyes to the restaurant’s gloom. When she spots Mayor she gives him a relaxed smile. She’s been behind the scenes of enough fashion photo shoots not to be intimidated by fame.

         ‘Ventura Medina, I presume.’ Mayor rises from his seat with a courtly bow.

         ‘Thank you for seeing me, Señor Mayor,’ she says, sitting down opposite him. ‘I really appreciate your time.’

         ‘When you get to be my age, you’ll appreciate it even more.’ Her laugh is a relaxed caress. He smiles, pleased as any author who has found his audience. ‘I was very impressed by your portfolio. Especially your portraits.’ Mayor holds up two fingers to the waiter. ‘You mentioned that you’re a friend of Francesca Ellis?’

         ‘We went to art school together in Italy. She was the one who gave me your contact details.’

         ‘Of course. I spent a lot of time with her parents.’

         ‘Francesca told me all the stories – especially the outrageous ones.’ She gives him a knowing grin.

         He sighs nostalgically. ‘Times were different back then. Everything seemed so … innocent.’ He leans back, nodding thanks to the waiter who places two large frosted glasses of beer in front of them. ‘Every generation makes its choice about the way it wants to live – and it doesn’t always have to be with war.’ He raises his glass and they toast. Ventura doesn’t normally drink at lunch but her parting with Carlos makes her grateful for the icy needle of alcohol puncturing her annoyance; her concern about him, and the way he has changed. She looks up, realizing that she hasn’t been listening. ‘… brings you to Ciudad Real?’

         ‘Apart from you?’ He grins, pleased with her mocking fearlessness. ‘I recently moved back here from Mexico City.’

         ‘Your first mistake.’

         Again that caressing laugh, a flutter of lightness in a heavy city. ‘My partner’s business is based along the border. I wanted to spend more time with him.’

         Mayor is disappointed to hear mention of a companion so early in the conversation. ‘It’s a typical story, I’m afraid: a woman forced to sacrifice her own career so that her husband’s can flourish.’

         ‘I know, only we’re not married, and—’

         ‘And you are not a typical woman.’ He smiles with perfect teeth. ‘I can see that from your work. You mentioned an interview and taking some photos?’

         ‘It would help me enormously.’

         His eyebrows rise with feigned modesty. ‘May I ask what magazine it’s for?’

         ‘It’s not for a magazine, it’s for a book … And to be frank, I need your name to help me sell it.’

         He laughs, delighted by the confession. Unlike most powerful people, Mayor still values honesty. ‘Splendid. That makes us partners.’ Two rare steaks appear, the meat overlapping the rims of the plates. Mayor picks up his knife and fork, carving with gusto. ‘My father bought land up here. Not for the proximity to the border. Not for the incentives. For this. The finest steak in the world.’ He takes a bite and gives a hum of satisfaction. ‘My father would cook it straight on the coals. Just toss the meat in and watch the flesh char black.’
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