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         ‘Fernanda Melchor explores violence and inequity in this brutal novel. She does it with dazzling technical prowess, a perfect pitch for orality, and a neurosurgeon’s precision for cruelty. Paradais is a short inexorable descent into Hell.’

— Mariana Enríquez

          

         ‘Melchor evokes the stories of Flannery O’Connor, or, more recently, Marlon James’s A Brief History of Seven Killings. Impressive.’

— Julian Lucas, New York Times

          

         ‘Fernanda Melchor has a powerful voice, and by powerful I mean unsparing, devastating, the voice of someone who writes with rage and has the skill to pull it off.’

— Samanta Schweblin

          

         Praise for Hurricane Season 

          

         ‘This is an inquiry into the sexual terrorism and terror of broken men. This is a work of both mystery and critique. Most recent fiction seems anaemic by comparison.’

— Ben Lerner

          

         ‘This is the Mexico of Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian or Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, where the extremes of evil create a pummeling, hyper-realistic effect. But the “elemental cry” of Ms. Melchor’s writing voice, a composite of anger and anguish, is entirely her own.’

— Sam Sacks, Wall Street Journal 

          

         ‘A brutal portrait of small-town claustrophobia, in which machismo is a prison and corruption isn’t just institutional but domestic ... Melchor’s long, snaking sentences make the book almost literally unputdownable, shifting our grasp of key events by continually creeping up on them from new angles. A formidable debut.’

— Anthony Cummins, Observer
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            ‘What will happen? Nothing will happen. Nothing could possibly happen. What will I do … Fall in love knowing that all is lost and there is no hope.’

— José Emilio Pacheco, Battles in the Desert (translated by Katherine Silver)

             

            ‘I hear those sirens scream my name.’

— David Lynch, ‘Up in Flames’

         

      

   


   
      
          

         It was all fatboy’s fault, that’s what he would tell them. It was all because of Franco Andrade and his obsession with Señora Marián. Polo just did what he was told, followed orders. Fatboy was completely crazy about her, and Polo had seen first-hand how for weeks the kid had talked about nothing but screwing her, making her his, whatever it took; the same shit over and over like a broken record, his eyes vacant and bloodshot from the alcohol and his fingers sticky with cheesy powder, which the fat pig only ever licked clean once he’d scoffed the whole jumbo bag of crisps. I’ll fuck her like this, he’d drawl, having clambered to his feet at the edge of the dock; I’ll fuck her like this and then I’ll flip her on all fours and I’ll bang her like this, and he’d wipe the drool from his mouth with the back of his hand and grin from ear to ear with those toothpaste ad teeth of his, big, white and straight and also clenched in rage as his gelatinous body wobbled in a crude pantomime of coitus and Polo looked away and laughed feebly and made the most of fatboy being distracted to swipe the bottle, light another cigarette and blow the smoke hard up into the air to repel the ferocious mangrove mosquitos. It was all just fatboy’s idea of a joke, just banter, drunk talk, or that’s what Polo had thought in the beginning, during their first benders down by the river, in the shadiest part of the small wooden platform that ran parallel to the water, just beyond the reach of the poolside lights and where the fig tree’s gnarled shadows kept them hidden from the development’s night watchman and residents, most crucially Franco’s grandparents who, according to Franco, would have a stroke if they caught their ‘little boy’ consuming alcoholic drinks and smoking cigarettes and God knows what other crap; and worse still, in the company of a member of ‘the service’ – as that idiot Urquiza called the development’s employees – the gardener, no less; an out and out scandal, an abuse of trust that would cost Polo his job, which didn’t really bother him anyway because he’d gladly never set foot inside that fucking development again; the problem was that sooner or later he’d have to go home to have it out with his mother, and while that was an awful – not to say downright chilling – prospect, Polo still couldn’t help himself. He could never say no to that lard-ass when he waved at him from his window; he didn’t want to put an end to their drinking sessions down on the dock no matter how much that prick did his head in, no matter how sick Polo was of his bullshit and his endless obsession with the neighbour, who fatboy had fallen for that afternoon in late May when the Maroños drove into the Paradais residential development to pick up the keys to their new home, Señora Marián herself at the wheel of their white Grand Cherokee.

         Polo remembered that day well: he had chuckled to himself on seeing the husband relegated to the passenger seat when the front window rolled down with a buzz and a waft of icy air hit his sweaty face. The woman raised her sunglasses, which otherwise completely obscured her eyes and reflected Polo’s face back at him, while she explained who they were and what they were doing there, her lips painted a scandalous red and her bare arms covered in silver bangles that tinkled like wind chimes when Polo finally raised the boom barrier and she thanked him with a wave of her hand. A run-of-the-mill doña, pretty standard, he’d never seen the appeal. Identical to all the other women who lived in the development’s white villas with those fake terracotta roofs: never without their sunglasses, always fresh and glowing behind the tinted windows of their giant SUVs, their hair straightened and dyed, their nails impeccably manicured, but nothing out of this world when you got up close; Christ, nothing to lose your shit over like fatboy had. Honestly, she was nothing special. You’d probably recognize her from the photos; the husband was famous, had his own TV show, and the four of them were always in the celebrity rags: the bald short-ass of a husband in a suit and long-sleeved shirt, even in the baking heat; the two prissy kids; and her, stealing the limelight with her red lips and those sparkling eyes that seemed to smile at you in secret, somehow both playful and malevolent, her eyebrows raised in coquettish complicity, taller than her husband in her platform shoes, one hand on her hip, her shoulder-length hair loose and her neck draped in eye-catching necklaces. That was the word for her: more than pretty she was eye-catching, striking, made to be looked at somehow, with her gym-sculpted curves and her legs bare all the way up to her thighs, dressed either in raw silk skirts or pale linen shorts that set off the bronze glow of her permanently tanned skin. A passable piece of ass, let’s say, each to his own; a decent piece of ass who did a reasonable job of disguising her mileage, the wrinkles and stretchmarks from bearing her two boys – the eldest now all grown up – with creams, designer clothes and that perfectly controlled, metronomic sway of hers, whether she was in heels, sandals or barefoot on her lawn, which made half the residents in Paradais turn to watch her as she passed. Which was exactly what she wanted, right? To be desired, lusted after, to put dirty thoughts into your head. You could tell she loved it, as did her follicly-challenged husband; as far as Polo could see, the guy never took his hands off her, was permanently clutching her waist or stroking her back or feeling up her ass with the smug satisfaction of someone marking his territory and showing off his conquest, while she just smiled away, lapping up the attention, which is exactly why Polo always resisted the urge to look at her, why he always overcame the involuntary twitch he felt in his neck, the almost mechanical pull that demanded he turn his head in the direction of that pert ass as it bounced around the development, mainly because he didn’t want anyone – not her, and not her husband or Urquiza either, but especially not that bitch – to catch him looking at her, peering through squinted eyes, drooling open-mouthed like that retard fatboy gawking at her from afar. It was so obvious he was crazy about her; he was useless at hiding it. Even Polo had noticed, and at that point, in late May, back when the Maroños moved in to number seven, Polo had yet to hang out with Franco Andrade; there had been no mention of any party for that brat Micky, and the pair of them had never exchanged a word. But it was pretty impossible not to notice fatboy when you came across him roaming the cobbled streets of Paradais, always alone, always dragging his feet, with that formidable belly of his, that rosy face covered in whiteheads and those blond curls that made him look ridiculous, like an overfed cherubin; a monstrous manchild whose soulless eyes only lit up when they hit upon Maroño’s wife, who he hadn’t stopped stalking since they moved in. You had to be blind or thick as shit not to see the desperate attempts the poor sucker made just to be near her. Any time his neighbour went out into her front garden to play with her sons – usually in Lycra shorts and a sports bra that ended up pasted to her skin from their water fights – that greasy white boy would fly out of his house to pretend he had to clean his grandparents’ car, a chore he actually despised, but which these days he did without the old pair having to yell at him or threaten to take away his phone or computer like before. And what a coincidence, too, that every time Señora Marián went down to the pool to sunbathe in her swimsuit, fatty fatso would magically appear three minutes later, squeezed into some trunks which he paired with a t-shirt the size of a tent, his attempt to cover the overspilling tub of lard of his belly, and sunglasses to conceal his fixated gaze on the sun-creamed flesh of Señora Marián lying two sunbeds away, oblivious to fatboy’s lubricious sighs and the clumsy prick’s fumbling attempts to rearrange his trunks and conceal his little stiffy. But most pathetic of all were his repeated attempts to befriend Señora Marián’s two children, reedy Andrés and the spoiled cry-baby Miguel, better known among the other residents as Andy and Micky, a grotesque display of tastelessness actually encouraged by the Maroños, who the fuck knows why when they didn’t have a gringo gene between them, the pricks just couldn’t help themselves; and fatboy was even more ridiculous, calling after the in the play area, panting away like a buffalo after the ball that Andy kept dummying, or squirming around Micky, pandering to his every whim, and all to earn the right to be invited to his neighbours’ house for afternoon tea and as such to enjoy, however briefly, the company of the woman of his dreams, queen and star of his filthiest sexual fantasies, the rightful owner of the gloopy torrent that gushed from the fawning creep every single night, sometimes well into the early hours, as he pictured her in his mind’s eye, her blow-job lips, her plump ass, her sumptuous tits; unable to sleep for the longing, the desire that had overwhelmed him since he first saw her step out of her white SUV, the bubbling sensation that reminded him of the champagne his grandparents drank each New Year’s Eve and that fatboy took little sips of whenever they weren’t looking; a dizzy feeling, which in her absence turned to anguish and emptiness, a tectonic rift that opened up in his soul every evening when he would be forced to leave his neighbours’ house because Señor Maroño had arrived home from work and the boys needed to have their baths and finish their homework and Señora Marián would ask him, in her sweetest, warmest voice, to head home, it was late and his grandma and grandpa must be wondering where he was, and she would give him a playful pat on the back before accompanying him to the front door with a smile, and fatboy would have no choice but to go home with his tail between his legs and Señora Marián’s scent – according to him, a mixture of Carolina Herrera, menthol cigarettes and the slightly sour smell of the sweat beads on her cleavage – still wafting around his nostrils, to try, in vain, to fill that growing void with reality TV shows and lewd cartoons that his grandparents disapproved of, and piles of processed biscuits and cakes and huge great bowls of cereal drenched in milk, to then slip away upstairs and lock himself in his air-conditioned room, farting and watching porn on his new laptop that the old pair had bought him for his last birthday and whose storage was already clogged up with smutty films that Franco downloaded from forums and select websites, images of tits, gashes and asses that had actually begun to annoy him, but which he looked at all the same, out of habit, for hours on end. What else could he do to cool the burning passion inside him?

         Because ever since Señora Marián arrived on the scene something strange had been going on with fatboy: all his porn suddenly seemed shit, grotesque, a sham; the little hoes who spread their legs, the guys who fucked them, all of them plastic and perfunctory in their moves, a complete and utter let-down, meaningless. The dark-skinned lady with the short hair, for instance, the one he’d lusted after for months – worshipped even, because of her supposed predilection for teenage virgins – now seemed like your average crack whore, too young to play a convincing cougar, but also devoid of the grace and class that positively oozed from Señora Marián, even as she performed the most mundane activities: he only had to see her lean against the kitchen counter as she spoke to a friend on the cordless phone, a cigarette balanced lightly between her slender fingers, the top of her bare foot gliding back and forth over the silky smooth surface of her toned calf. In another league entirely from those fake bitches who, until recently, Franco had lusted after with demented pubescent passion; like that other one, the first on a long list of porn stars that fatboy had obsessed over since he was eleven and his grandparents installed the Internet at home: the mature blond with blue eyes who would shriek and giggle, her pendulous pink tits swinging in the air while a group of thugs took turns to bang her. How many manic wanks had Franco devoted to that old skank, the same one who now, when he returned to those films, the oldest in his computer’s hard drive, looked to him like a haggard witch, terrifying and repulsive, her teeth chipped and her mottled skin streaked with greenish veins like a gecko! A world away from Señora Marián’s golden complexion as she sunbathed on her front beside the pool, the straps on her bikini top untied to avoid getting tan lines on her divine back, and that succulent rump, gloriously positioned in Franco’s eyeline, so real and so close that he would only have to swim to the edge of pool and reach out a hand to feel for himself its peachy smoothness: the most perfect ass, an ass that reduced all the world’s asses to nothing, and which, one day, who knew how or when, would be his, his alone to fondle and squeeze and bite and lick and pound without mercy until she yelped with pleasure and fright, repeating his name, Franco, his cock driven in as far as it could go, Franco, begging for him to give it to her harder, Harder, Franco, harder, papacito, until she exploded into multiple orgasms and he gushed warm semen all over her before pushing back inside her, nonstop, all night in his twisted head, and all day too when given the chance, when his grandparents went down to the club on the weekends and fatboy could shut himself in his room without anyone getting on his case, plug in his earphones and settle down to watch his porn, making little mental edits to his old favourites, adding scenes of his own nasty concoction, superimposing Señora Marián’s face onto the performers’ filthy mugs, his cock like a rod in his hand, his trousers down by his ankles, muttering her name over and over, invoking her, his thighs and his eyelids clamped shut, his teeth clenched, crossing the distance separating them like a ghost that suddenly peeled itself from the fat lump sprawled out on the bed and flew, weightless, through his bedroom window and the walls of the neighbours’ house, searching everywhere until he found her sitting in the living room with her husband and two sons: he at one end of the sofa and she at the other, the two squirts in between, propped up by cushions, the youngest’s head nestled into one of Señora Marián’s delicious tits, faintly visible under her light slip, the kid’s drowsy mouth almost grazing her dark nipple showing through the fabric, a button of soft flesh that goes hard when Franco touches it with his invisible hands, timidly at first, then harder when he hears her heave a sigh and shift in her seat, turned on by the tingling sensation that suddenly becomes rougher, wetter, an ectoplasmic mouth that greedily sucks and bites until finally she lets out an involuntary moan. What was going on? she would ask herself. Why was she suddenly dripping wet? Why was her chest pounding from this new pleasure when she was simply sitting in her living room watching a gameshow with her husband and children? And what the hell was that, forcing her thighs apart, penetrating her with delicious violence and making her clench her fists and wriggle in her seat and finally climax with a strangled moan before the stunned faces of her family? Franco’s cock would be throbbing and a ribbon of cum would squirt from the tip, wrapping itself around his numb fingers, which were suddenly no longer Señora Marián’s tight cunt or puckered asshole, but his own chubby fingers, covered in gunge and cheese powder; impatient fingers that would promptly creep back to his groin and resume their compulsive tugging, Franco this time imagining he was alone with Señora Marián on the Maroños’ marital bed, she perched on the edge, Franco standing with his hands in his pockets and his head cocked to one side having just dared confess his secret to her: his longing, his anguish, and the shame he felt admitting it to her, the feeling that he would die if he didn’t give in to his desire soon, while Señora Marián nodded away, sweet and obliging, and held out a slender hand to touch Franco’s penis through his clothes. He had nothing to worry about, she would tell him, rubbing his bulging erection over the fabric of his shorts. Of course she understood what Franco was going through: a beast like that, so big and so hard, had to be fed, and regularly, she explained to him in that sweet voice she used to soothe her boys when they threw tantrums. He’d done the right thing by telling her; she would help him any time he asked, and with her delicate hands she would undo his belt and take down his underpants and proceed to tug him off, gently but with gusto, wrapping her beautiful, manicured fingers around his entire penis, from the base of the shaft right to the tip, giddy with affection and excitement, while Franco clenched his teeth and his hips juddered in wild spasms that sprayed all over the smiling face of Señora Marián, whose deep-red mouth was half open, continuing on like that for hours on end, one fantasy after the other – he would take her by surprise, naked in the pool, or on the kitchen floor with her hands and feet tied-up, or fresh out of the shower, her pubic hair wet and her nipples hard – until the burning in his urethra would force him to stop all the rubbing and he would finally doze off, the anguish momentarily drained from his body, at least until the following morning when the first thing he always did on opening his eyes was to run to his bedroom window to catch his Lycra-clad neighbour leave her house and climb into her SUV to drop the kids at school, the two brats looking like a pair of drips in their uniforms and visibly disgruntled, before heading to the gym or the beauty salon to do her girly things, which Franco would’ve loved to have seen first-hand, keeping her company, or just following her in a car, like a spy from the movies.

         But there was no way his grandparents were going to lend him their car just like that, even though fatboy had a licence and everything; his father had taught him how to drive when he was really young. The problem was the old farts were still furious at him for having been expelled from school, so furious they even cancelled the trip to Italy his grandma had been planning for months, and in its place they now wanted to visit some horrific military academy in Puebla that promised to bring fatboy to heel in less than six months. They’d also banned him from going to parties and wouldn’t pay him his monthly allowance, although fatboy always found a way to squeeze something out of them, hunting around in his grandfather’s wallet the second the doddery prick looked away, or lifting items from his grandmother’s velvet jewellery boxes, safe in the knowledge that she’d blame their absence on the latest in a long train of housemaids who filed through that house, none of them putting up with the old sour-puss for long. Months would pass before she realised those cheap gold chains and tacky earrings gifted to her by some penniless relative were missing: tat that she never used and that fatboy would pawn on the sly at the nearby shopping mall where they occasionally went for a family breakfast; petty fucking theft, frankly, which fatboy talked up as if he’d held up a bank, possibly to impress Polo, to make him think Franco Andrade was a big tough guy who could do whatever he liked, a gnarly gangster, a rebel with no respect for social norms or decency, when in reality Polo’s sole opinion of fatboy was that he was a pain in the ass, a spoiled little rich kid who was only good for one thing: beating his meat all fucking day thinking about his neighbour’s ass, and she wasn’t even half as hot as the kid made out, although Polo never told him so.

         Polo never told fatboy anything during their drinking sessions; he never shared what he really thought of him or his ridiculous fantasies about Señora Marián, at least not in the beginning, during their first meetings down by the dock, when fatboy would get hammered and spend hours telling Polo whatever filthy shit went through his head, sparing no details and without a hint of embarrassment: about the porn he watched and how many times a day he masturbated, or the things he’d do to Señora Marián when he finally got his hands on her, by whatever means necessary, while Polo just nodded and chuckled along and shiftily downed three quarters of the bottle of rum that fatboy had paid for, humouring the fat prick but never opening his mouth unless it was to drink from his plastic cup or exhale his cigarette smoke up into the sky to chase away the mosquitos that swarmed in vertiginous clouds above their heads, occasionally nodding to give fatboy the impression that he was listening to him, that he ‘got’ him, and that he wasn’t just there for handouts, right? He wasn’t there for the bottle of Bacardi, the six-pack of beers sweating in the heat or the cigarettes, and certainly not to avoid going home sober with his mother and slut of a cousin still up and waiting for him.

         That’s why he did it, in fact. That’s why he always took his sweet time listening to the security guards gossiping instead of rushing straight home to Progreso. That’s why he agreed to fatboy hiding the money in the ixoras that grew around the Andrades’ front garden and then sending Polo a signal from his bedroom window to go and collect it. Sometimes it was banknotes Polo found; sometimes just coins. It didn’t make much difference either way because he’d pick up the money, jump on his bike and race down to the convenience store and return with something to get them wasted: a bottle of spirits with some mixers, plus plastic cups when the money stretched to that, cans of beer and filterless cigarettes when they were on special offer, or just a quarter litre of aguardiente and a big carton of orange juice when funds were really low. Polo’s poison was white rum and Coke, but once he got going he’d pretty much drink whatever was going, as long as it left his head buzzing and his body numb. When he reached that point, he no longer cared about the bullshit spilling from fatboy’s mouth, or the stifling air that seeped from the mangrove like sweat, or the blackflies’ and the midges’ sly onslaught, or the sinister presence of the mansion rustling at their backs, a rambling mass of bricks hidden in the undergrowth on the abandoned plot that Polo had to cross to reach the dock whenever he met up with fatboy, the only way to sneak back into the Paradais residential development once he’d clocked off for the day. Convincing the storekeepers to sell him alcohol without either a voter ID or a driving licence was a breeze, since Polo was tall and surly, and looked older than he was; the hard part was getting back in to Paradais without being seen by the cameras or guards, cutting across the neighbouring lot, overgrown with vines and all kinds of plants, until he reached the river, where the sturdy branches of a gnarled fig tree created a bridge for the dock that he could cross without even getting his shoes wet. The problem was that to reach the fig tree Polo had to walk past the Countess’s mansion – two storeys of mouldy ruin and the topic of countless stories in town – just as the sun would start to sink behind the strip of palm trees that ran along the opposite bank, stretching shadows all around him and filling the air with strange crackles and fretful shrieks from birds announcing their departure. And he would have to walk right beside the derelict black bay windows of that house, pushing his bike by the handlebars, the plastic bag full of booze swinging and clinking, his eyes boring into the carpet of dry leaves that crunched underfoot so he didn’t have to look at the house. He knew he wouldn’t see any ghost peeping out of its empty window frames, no spectral hand waving at him to come closer; he knew that mysterious clicking sound was the plaintive call of mourning geckos nestled inside the múcara stone walls of the house, and that the eerie rustling that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up was just the rattle of the guaje tree’s slim pods in the evening river breeze. He was fully aware there was no real menace lurking inside that ruin, no pit of hungry crocodiles hidden among its grimy walls and rapacious ferns, but, man, was it hard to get the stories out of his head, the stories about the Bloody Countess that the old gossips in Progreso had told him when he was little older than a baby, and the truth was that the only thing that ever stopped him from ditching the bike and plastic bag with the booze inside and bolting, terrified, from that place was how much of a fag he’d look if anyone saw, so instead he’d muster the courage to keep going and creep his way through the overgrown parcel until he reached the fig tree on the banks of the river, never once looking back or biting his lips like a coward: he wasn’t going to let any little snoops see him and piss themselves laughing at his gutlessness. That’s why he only ever started drinking once he was safely on the dock: he’d sooner endure that bitch of a thirst than the fear of being spotted by one of the residents or that prick Urquiza. Once there he would crack open a beer, or on a good day take a good glug directly from whichever bottle of hard stuff he’d been able to afford, and wait for the warm, cottony relief to envelop his entire body, cushioning him from the world’s sharp edges, and he’d pull out a cigarette from its fresh packet and light it with his eyes fixed on the Jamapa’s lazy course, on the dun waters periodically cut across by the early-riser bats, until eventually his heart would stop racing and Polo would finally pluck up the courage to turn around and take a quick, casual look at the ruin, partially hidden by the ceiba and avocado trees that grew wild there, to make sure that the broken windows were still just empty holes, that no bloody face was peering out from them, and after that he would give a little chuckle of relief, take another slug of his drink and notice, to his delight, that the lights in Progreso, on the other side of the river, were flickering on, and all the terror he’d felt getting across that abandoned parcel, all the tiredness in his aching muscles, even the bad luck that seemed to have followed him ever since his grandfather died, it would all vanish into thin air as he let out a long, deeply felt yawn. Leaning against the fig tree’s thick branch, he would close his eyes and breathe in the hyacinths’ faint perfume, at which point, never intentionally but unable to stop himself, he would make the same fucking mistake that he always did when he felt happy: the mistake of wishing that moment of solitary peace would never end. Because, of course, at that very moment fatboy would invariably make his appearance on the dock, panting like a pachyderm from the effort of walking down the development’s wooden steps, with that witless toothpaste ad grin spread across his face, spouting the same old shit, literally the same bullshit about how he planned to fornicate with Señora Marián, by whatever means necessary, drive it all the way in, no spit, etcetera, sad fucking delusions that hardly even made sense because it didn’t take a psychic to see that it was never going to happen, that it was totally ridiculous and impossible to imagine a woman that up herself spreading her legs for a revolting chump like Franco Andrade. Not in his wettest fucking dreams! Polo would think, choking on his cigarette smoke to conceal his laughter while fatboy just carried on running through his little fantasies, at which point Polo really would start caning the bottle, because the more fatboy chinned on, the more Polo could put away, and that was how it’d always been, ever since their first drink together, in the dying hours of brattish Micky’s birthday party, that evening in June when Polo had it up to his fucking neck with Paradais and the residents and that idiot Urquiza and he felt like jacking the whole fucking thing in, when fatboy offered him a swig of whisky down on the dock where Polo had escaped to get away from the commotion of the party and to smoke the magnificent cigarette end – almost an entire cigarette, cleanly stubbed out and with no disgusting lipstick marks on the filter – that he’d picked up off the ground, and above all so that Señora Marián couldn’t get him to jiggle the piñatas for the entertainment of the stupid kids. He needed to get away from the crowd for a while, smoke his cigarette in peace, take his time with it, but when he bounded down the steps and landed on the dock, he came upon fatboy hogging his favourite hideout, dressed in tight-fitting swimming trunks, his bare feet dangling above the water, and for a moment, for one awkward moment that lasted several seconds, Polo thought that porker was crying because his broad shoulders were shaking and his blue eyes – when he eventually looked up to find Polo looking back at him – were bloodshot and shining wet. And Polo was about to turn right back around and leave the guy to his nancy boy shit when he noticed the bottle on his lap and a wicked smile on his chubby face. Want some? fatboy asked in his jarring falsetto. I’ll give you a swig for a smoke, he said, but Polo didn’t reply, he just stood staring at the bottle, at the label that he’d seen before, on another bottle just like that one, a bottle he’d nearly tripped on getting into Milton’s pickup the last time they’d seen each other, before Milton skipped town again to go work with them. Best whisky on the goddamn planet, his cousin – basically his brother – had said when Polo picked up the bottle. Liquid fuckin’ gold, papi, Milton had said: the only brand his bosses would touch, which they imported by the boxload directly from England; a world away from the beer and Charanda rum that he and Milton used to drink out the back of Doña Pacha’s store, although with things as they were, Polo would have happily accepted any drink, literally anything, he might have even managed a few swigs of rotgut, the infamous aguardiente his grandfather used to make from pure alcohol and the fly-infested fruits from the nanche tree in the yard outside their house, because it had been nearly a month since Polo had touched a drop of alcohol, since he’d made the stupid fucking mistake of promising his mother he wouldn’t get drunk again, or rather, since his mother had made him promise that he wouldn’t drink again. And for twenty-six days he’d valiantly resisted, the main reason being that his mother pocketed his entire salary, but also because there was still no sign of Milton in town, and in any case his new life as a hard-working, responsible employee prevented him from hanging out at the back of Pacha’s, where he would’ve been able to sponge a few caguamas off someone even if he was broke; but the truth was that, for all his promises, not a single day went by when Polo didn’t think about getting on it, and that evening in early June, in the middle of that retard Micky Maroño’s party, he’d reached the end of his patience and all he could think about was sticking two fingers up to them all, quitting his miserable, piss-pay job and punching that idiot Urquiza on his way out, a quick one-two to his smug fucking egghead: who’ll wash your car now, you fucking faggot; let’s see which other dickhead agrees to stay late cleaning this shitheap for free. Fucking criminal, that’s what it was, being made to spend whole hours waiting for the residents and the shitty hangers-on to leave so that he could start clearing up their filthy shit: their empty beer cans, their greasy napkins, their paper plates full of leftovers, and all the cigarette butts they’d crushed underfoot or even left floating in the illuminated cobalt blue pool. What would it cost people to put their rubbish in one of the bins that were dotted literally all around the pool area? Nothing, the truth was it wouldn’t cost them anything, but why should they bother when Polo was around, their loyal muchacho, waiting in the shadows with a giant black bag in his hand, bored out of his brains, salivating over the peppery smell of grilled meat and the vision of metal buckets brimming with ice cubes and beers, waiting for them to leave so he could finally start cleaning up their mess. Urquiza had been quite clear since Polo’s very first day in that dead-end job: it was the gardener’s responsibility to ensure that the swimming pool was clear of leaves, insects and any other litter at all times, that the poolside was swept and tidied, that the furniture was put back in its place first thing in the morning so that the early birds among the residents – Franco’s ancient, fussy grandparents included, of course – could soak their pasty skin in the dew-freshened water, even if that meant Polo had to stay on until eleven or twelve at night on weekends, or whenever the beaming partygoers finally dragged their asses home, and Polo had had enough. And although it was true that on the whole he looked for any excuse to put off going home, Polo couldn’t stand the utter brazenness with which Urquiza broke the contract Polo had signed just weeks earlier in which it clearly stated that the services he would render for the Gulf Real Estate Company Ltd would correspond to the position of gardener, with working hours between seven a.m. and six p.m. with one hour for lunch at midday, and that any activity undertaken outside of those hours would be duly remunerated, a clause which that asshole Urquiza happily wiped his ass with whenever it meant he could save the Company a peso or two, or even pocket them himself if Polo was to believe the security guards, on whom, apparently, Urquiza regularly pulled the same stunt; you’d better keep your head down if you want to keep the job, Cenobio would say, so Polo just sucked it up, even though it meant slogging his guts out all day long, watering and mowing the lawn, pruning the trees and bushes in the communal gardens, strimming the hedges and flowerbeds, sweeping the dead leaves from the four cobbled streets of that gated community, thrashing away the sand that built up along the kerbs on windy days, scraping and repainting the salt-corroded lights, killing any gophers that dared dig up the lawns, taking care of the dog turds that the loafing residents were incapable of picking up themselves with their immaculate hands when they took their dogs out, keeping the pool and surrounding areas impeccable, and, on top of all that – and this really made Polo’s blood boil – every day without fail washing Urquiza’s car, all because he could make him, and because it gave the lazy prick a boner to see his red Golf sparkling like it was ‘hot off the forecourt’. But don’t take too long, yeah? Just give her a quick rinse when you get a chance, no rush, okay, no pressure, and then the grinning prick would throw Polo the keys so he could vacuum the inside as well. The urge Polo felt to smash those keys into his stupid face and tell him: wash it yourself, asshole, before whipping out the machete at his waist and bringing it down on that big bald head! Polo wasn’t a violent person, he wasn’t prone to angry outbursts, you could ask anyone: they’d all say Polo was an easy-going sort, that he had no beef with anyone and never got involved in other people’s shit; the thing was Urquiza really took the piss, he thought he had a monopoly on Polo’s time because he saw him as a little boy, an inexperienced hick, and the prick acted like he was doing Polo a favour giving him that gig, but Polo wasn’t falling for it, he knew it was a gross injustice; it wasn’t just in his head, he wasn’t just making up excuses to be lazy or stirring up trouble for the hell of it, as his mother insisted he was every time she heard him whine about the job, sometimes without Polo having said anything at all but because she found him sighing miserably in the kitchen, sitting at the table, watching two Alka-Seltzers dissolving in a glass of water, Polo’s breakfast of champions that gave him the strength to face another day of back-breaking work under the sun’s rays, in this, his new life as an employee of the Gulf Real State Company S. A. de C. V., where his mother had worked since she was sixteen, first as a housemaid in the chief engineer’s house, then as a cleaner in the company’s office development, and finally, after taking endless evening courses in the centre of Boca, as an assistant accountant. That’s what they pay you for, his mother would lecture him each morning, to do what they say and keep your trap shut; who cares what shit they get you to do, that’s what they hired you for: to do as they say not to drag your lazy ass around grumbling. You’ve barely got your foot in the door and already you want them to make you the boss, when you don’t have a clue.  Not such a tough guy now, eh, Polo? Oh, you’re the big man when you’re out on the lash, but when it comes to putting in the hours you never lift a finger. You should be ashamed of yourself. The world won’t just land at your feet, sunshine, you have to graft, really graft, and not turn your nose up at the first job you don’t like. Or I suppose you’ll tell me it’s my fault they kicked you out of school? Come on, tell me, was I the one who made you skive off and flunk every single subject because you were out getting legless? You had your chance to learn something, Polo, a better chance than me or your poor grandfather, rest his soul, and you fucked it up, sunshine, you fucked it up because you’re a born shirker, so now it’s your turn to break your back, and his mother would go on and on, the same shit, every single morning, whether he’d complained about work or not, she only had to get the faintest whiff of the pathetic resignation Polo gave off just thinking about getting up from the breakfast table, onto his bike and cycling over to Paradais.
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