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KID’S CARDBOARD BOX





Ever since Nadine’s text message, Kid had been in a hurry to get home. Guess what, it said. It’s here. Don’t know where from, but it’s on the doormat with your name on it! Kid Cato it says, and some other stuff which I can’t read.


Business was dead that night, which meant that Kid was able to take off the specials grill earlier than usual, transfer the quarter-pounders to the main grill and embark on what everybody in Jet’s Burger Joint knew as ‘the close’ – that mysterious process by which machines were shut down and the establishment prepared for the following day.


If he could get through it all, Kid reckoned, then perhaps he’d be able to slip off even before the last customer was through the door. Maybe the floor would still need swabbing and the till cashing up, but those final things could be left to someone else. 


Kid checked his mobile phone again. It was almost as if he couldn’t quite believe what Nadine’s message said. Jet gave him his special ‘no phones at work’ look, but he didn’t care. He unclipped the Teflon clams, wiped them on both sides, pulled on a pair of rubber gloves and started attacking the grill with squeegee, scraper and a stack of cloths.


Under normal circumstances, Kid liked cleaning grills. It was the one job that everybody else hated, but he liked the uniformity of it. Liked the fact that, once you’d got the hang of it, you didn’t need to think. But then Kid liked hard work. On a good night, he’d have the floor swept and the cashing-up done before the last customer disappeared and the sign went up on the door. The knack was not to get dragged into helping with any last-minute cooking, otherwise everything would have to start all over again.


But not tonight, Kid thought, dragging the scraper back and forth until the grill was shining. Please God, not tonight. He finished off the second grill and peeled off his gloves.


‘That’s it, boys and girls,’ said Jet. ‘Shut the door and pull down the blinds. No one else comes in. We’re off.’


Kid didn’t need to be told twice. He headed for the door. ‘Hey, you slacker – have you put the buns out by the toasters?’ Jet called after him. 


‘Yes,’ Kid called back.


‘Have the pots all been returned to their stations?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are you bloody perfect?’ Jet called. ‘Yes, of course you are! Get out of here – I don’t want to see your ugly face again until tomorrow night. Six on the dot, or else you’re fired!’


Kid knew Jet would never fire him. Who else was going to do what he did for the pittance he was paid? Sometimes it really got to him how mean Jet was and he’d go home grumbling. But tonight he headed off into the south London night with better things on his mind.


The streets were still busy, even though it was late. Horns honked as he ducked and dived his way across roads, and late-night revellers swore as he pushed past them on the pavement. Leaving the main roads behind, he ducked into a network of back streets and alleys, taking a short cut up and down a couple of fire escapes and ending up at the top-floor flat where he was living these days with Nadine, his mother’s ex-boyfriend’s half-sister.


Usually when Kid came in, the flat would be in darkness and Nadine would be out somewhere partying. Tonight, however, there was a light under her door, which Kid knew meant she had a visitor and wasn’t to be disturbed. Not that Kid would want to disturb her. Nadine always had a short fuse, particularly when she’d been out drinking. Besides, Kid had better things to do.


He looked around. The box he’d come rushing home to open wasn’t anywhere obvious. He checked the hall. Checked the kitchen. Checked the sitting room, under the table and behind the sofa where his bedding was kept. Ever since the message had come down the long, convoluted line of his mother’s friends and acquaintances that, when she’d died, she’d left behind a box with his name on it, Kid had been trying to retrieve it. He’d gone round every last person he could think of, trying to find out where it was, but it had got him nowhere – until tonight.


Kid found the box at last – in the bath. One flap had been torn, as if somebody like Nadine had tried to see inside. The other had his name on it – the one he never used, printed in full beneath the name he was known by. Marcus Aurelius Cato. His real name.


Kid stood for ages, staring down at the box. All evening he’d been imagining what might be inside, but now just having it in front of him felt like enough. Opening it wasn’t necessary. In fact, opening it was only going to make his mother seem more dead than she already was, because then everything about her would be in the past. 


But then everything about her already was in the past, Kid told himself, and it had been for a long time. Kid closed his eyes, trying to track back in his memory past the sometimes frightening, sometimes endearing, strange, batty, unpredictable person his mother had become to the person she’d been when he was small. His memories were a warren of hidden byways and things he’d rather forget, but the ones he wanted to remember were all lost.


‘This is stupid,’ Kid said at last. ‘Just get on with it.’


He climbed into the bath and started ripping open the box. On top, wrapped in tissue paper as if it was fine porcelain, he found an old tin kettle which had a hole in the bottom and wasn’t even the plug-in sort. He put it on one side and lifted out another tissue-paper offering which turned out to be a squashed hat. He bashed it into shape. It was made of red, yellow and emerald-green feathers and resembled a flower-pot.


Kid hung it over the taps, unable to imagine his mother wearing any sort of hat, let alone this one. Then he dived back into the box and pulled out a pair of baby dungarees worn through at the knees, a steam iron burned out at the plug and an old toaster which smelt like the grills at work when they hadn’t been cleaned.


Kid shook the crumbs out into the toilet, then stuck it on the floor underneath the basin. The cardboard box was half empty by now, but so far he’d found nothing to get excited about. What he’d been hoping for were personal things – old photographs, letters, maybe even diaries which might unlock the mystery of who his mother really was and what had made her the person she became. He dived down again, pulling out a bag of tangled Christmas fairy-lights, a plastic angel and a box of brightly coloured glass baubles that he vaguely recognised from Christmases long ago when the two of them had had a proper home.


Kid threw the whole lot on the floor, then brought up a pair of ladies pyjamas and a thin cotton dressing-gown, a towel, some slippers, a crumpled dress which he recognised, a couple of blank postcards from exotic places and a wallet which had no money in it, but did at least contain a photograph of him.


Kid pocketed the wallet, but threw aside the rest. Then he dug down into the box one final time, coming up with his birth certificate and two envelopes, on one of which had been written the word MOTHER – which Kid guessed meant the grandmother he’d never met – and the other, on which was written the word KID.


That had been the only name Kid’s mother had ever used for him. His other, longer name had always been unspoken. It had been Kid, come here, or You there, Kid, or Hey, Kid, or, as now, just plain Kid on its own.


Kid climbed out of the bath. The box was empty now, but this was what he’d been looking for. Back in the sitting room he made up the sofa bed and climbed into it, then sat staring at the envelope as if afraid of opening it. Finally he slit it open and shook out a collection of pages covered in his mother’s handwriting, which went in every direction, ignoring all the lines. Kid spread out the pages on the bedcover, and sat before them. Every inch of paper was covered. There was scarcely any space between the lines. It was as if Kid’s mother had been trying to cram in everything she wanted to say before running out of pen or paper or time, but the result was that it was all completely unintelligible.


All the same, Kid read it through, trying to make sense of it. But his mother had never made much sense and in this, her last letter, nothing had changed there. Only at the bottom of the last page was anything legible, Kid’s mother abandoning her scrawl to print her words carefully.


‘It’s not very pretty,’ she’d written. ‘But there you are. He was a devil, that man. A charmer, but a devil too. I never wanted you to grow up like him. Never even wanted you to know he existed, let alone was your father and me his wife. God help me. What was I ever thinking of? I’m sorry Kid.’


A wife. Kid’s mother had once been somebody’s wife. Kid shook out the envelope again, hoping for another page to give him an explanation. There was no other page, but a photograph fell out of a black man with a flower in his button-hole, and a white woman who was a dead ringer for the mother Kid had been trying to remember earlier. The man was dressed in a pin-striped suit. The woman wore the feathered hat. It really didn’t suit her but she wore it with pride. She wasn’t dressed in white, but she too had a flower in her lapel and it was obviously her wedding day.


Kid stared at the photograph, taking in the man’s features, realising with a shock that he looked just like an older version of himself. He’d always known he must have a father somewhere, but it had never crossed his mind that his mother had married him and that Cato might be his father’s name as well as his.


Kid picked up the hat that, even all these years later, his mother had kept. Then he turned to his birth certificate, registered in the District of Wandsworth, and read it line by line. His mother’s middle name was Edith, which Kid had never known, and his father’s name was Marcus Aurelius Cato, just like his own. His occupation was recorded as ‘businessman’, which came as a surprise to Kid because he couldn’t imagine someone as otherworldly as his mother marrying some fancy, big-deal businessman.


But it was Kid’s father’s place of residence that came as the bigger surprise. Belize City, said the certificate. And where the hell was that? Kid knew where Brixton was, and Battersea, Brockwell Park and Balham. But up until that moment he’d never heard of Belize.
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A LITTLE COUNTRY ON THE CARIBBEAN COAST





It took time, but Kid tracked it down. He wasn’t much of a one for geography, but he knew how to use the internet. In the end, having expected to find Belize first in Africa, then Asia, he finally found it on the Caribbean coast, part of the thin cluster of nations keeping North and South America apart.


Zooming in on Google Earth, Kid looked down upon a strip of coastline covered with jungle. Occasionally the canopy of trees was intersected by sandy tracks or the line of a river, and occasionally a handful of villages emerged, or even a town. One of them, right on the coast, had to be the capital, Kid reckoned. But west, south and north of it, there was nothing but jungle except for the occasional green-clad mountain.


What sort of businessman, Kid wondered, hailed from a country like this? How had his mother met him, and where was he right now? Kid re-read his mother’s letter, trying to find out more, but with no success. Then he scoured the photograph, but he couldn’t even figure out where it was taken, England or Belize.


After that, however, Kid was obsessed with Belize. This was his exam year and his school work was piling up, but finding out about his father’s homeland seemed far more important. He’d stare at the postcards which were all of Belize, and wonder how they’d come into his mother’s hands. Had she been there? Had she even married there? And what was Belize like? Far more than toasters and burned-out kettles, it felt like Kid’s real inheritance.


Again and again, he returned to the internet, a picture growing in his mind of a lush, green country with white sand beaches and clear turquoise seas. A picture grew as well of a successful, wealthy businessman-father, living in a big white house with not only servants, lawns and a pool, but a family too. Out there in Belize could be half-brothers and sisters, grandparents, aunties and uncles who, if Kid could only find them, would welcome him with open arms.


One day, Kid thought, I’ll go out there and find out what it’s like for myself. Then he thought, I’ll go when my exams are over. Then, why wait? Once I’ve saved the money, I’ll just go. 


After this, Kid spent every available spare minute doing extra shifts at Jet’s. His teachers nagged him because he was always off school, but he couldn’t have cared less. Sometimes he started at Jet’s at eleven in the morning and crawled into bed after midnight. The savings were growing, but the cost of the trip was growing too. It wasn’t only an air fare that Kid had to save for. It was his living expenses once he’d arrived in Belize – buses, food and hostels. He already had a passport, thanks to a booze cruise he’d once been on with his mother and some of her friends, so he didn’t have to pay for that. But he did have to pay to be inoculated against all the terrible diseases that he read about on the internet – malaria, rabies and things like that.


Nadine thought the whole thing was a joke at first. It took her a while to realise that Kid was serious. When he started lecturing her like a professor on Belize’s geography or history, its mixture of different languages and religions and its racial types, she thought he’d flipped. So what if Mestizos spoke Spanish and had Indian blood, and Creoles were Afro-Europeans who spoke a form of English known as Kriol? What did it matter if the Garifuna people were descended from shipwrecked Africans who’d escaped their fate as slaves? Or that the Kekchi and Mopan Mayans were descended from a race of temple-builders who had all died out?


It mattered to Kid, though. He’d go from his father’s photograph to the mirror and back again, looking for clues in his skin-colour, cheek-bone structure, jaw line, nose, lips, eyes and hair. Was he Garifuna? No, he wasn’t black enough. Or Mestizo? No, he was too black.


While Kid agonised, Nadine acquired a new boyfriend who virtually moved in. His name was Kyle and before long the flat was full of his things. Suddenly it felt like a cupboard and looked like one too. Kyle had so much clobber that it was hard to get across the room. Even opening out the sofa bed became a problem, what with Kyle and Nadine lounging all over it, watching telly and making love.


Finally, Nadine had a little word. Romance was in the air and Kid was in the way. ‘Here,’ she said, thrusting wads of money at him. ‘This is for you. Find a room of your own. Or, if you’re really serious about it, blow the whole lot on getting out to Belize. I don’t care, but you’ve got to go. I’m really sorry, but we need the space.’


Kid stared at the money and didn’t know what to say. It was more than he’d saved even doing extra shifts. In fact, he’d never seen so much money in his life.


‘Cheers,’ he said. ‘Seeing as you don’t want me, perhaps that’s what I’ll do. I’ll pay you back of course, so don’t you worry about that.’


Nadine blushed. At least she had the grace to do that. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him, she said, and she didn’t need paying back. She was only trying to help. Kyle too. He’d chipped in as well. He was a good bloke. He’d give his last penny to help someone out.


The next day, Kid took the day off school and booked his flight instead – one way only because he’d no intention of ever coming back, no matter what Nadine had said. A sense of unreality hung over him. Only later in the day, bumping into Jaydene Lewis from his class at school, did Kid realise what he’d done.


‘I’ve done it all myself, flight, hotel, the whole thing,’ he said. ‘I’m off in a couple of days and I’m never coming back.’


Jaydene looked shocked. Posho Jaydene Lewis, with the wealthy parents who did everything for her, and the big house.


‘You’re doing what?’ she said. ‘What about your exams? And you can’t just go, anyway. You need visas and things like that.’


Kid said he could do anything he wanted, and nobody could stop him. He was free, he said, unlike her. That shut her up. 


Kid went home and told Kyle what he’d done. Nadine was nowhere to be seen. Kyle looked deeply uncomfortable. ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ he said.


‘I’ve never been surer,’ Kid said.


There was one last thing that Kid had to do, except for pack. That night he rode out to Richmond on the underground and tracked down his unknown grandmother’s address.


The house looked very grand, with a lawn in the front garden and steps up to the front door. Kid stood looking up at it. All he knew about the woman inside was that she’d thrown his mother out for hanging about with a wild crowd, drinking too much and having a baby – who’d been him, of course.


For a long time, Kid stood across the road, looking up at the windows. He knew he wanted to ring the bell but in the end he simply stuffed the envelope through the letter box instead and turned and fled.
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A ONE-WAY TICKET





After that Kid was shocked by the speed at which things happened. All next day he was plunged into a frenzy of last-minute preparations. There were possessions to be given away, because no way was Kid taking everything with him, and then there was shopping to be done, including everything from malaria pills to a rucksack. Kid spent a long time trying to pack his rucksack, forcing everything in, and then rushed off to Jet’s for a final shift that he was determined no one would forget.


It was traditional at Jet’s for food fights to take place when anybody left. Eggs would be pelted, bombs made out of bags of mayonnaise, and water-pistols fired with ketchup and tartar sauce. This time, however, Kid wanted to do something a bit different. Whilst everybody’s back was turned, he sneaked round the kitchen setting all the burger timers for eleven o’clock, then screwing them all away behind the grills where no one would be able to reach them to switch off.


Sure enough, next morning at eleven, Kid received a call from Jet. The timers were all screaming and nobody could get to them because the grills were at their hottest at eleven o’clock.


‘You’ve lost me all my bloody customers,’ Jet yelled. ‘You’re finished in the burger business. Don’t think I’ll ever have you back!’


Kid knew that Jet didn’t mean it. He was still laughing about it all when Kyle appeared, to drive him to the airport. As he’d been expecting to make his way there on public transport, this came as a surprise. So, too, did the present that Kyle held out to him.


‘Here,’ he said. ‘These are for you.’


Kid took possession of a pair of thick-soled army boots which, by a happy coincidence, happened to fit. ‘Cheers,’ he said, throwing away his aged trainers with worn soles.


‘You’re welcome,’ Kyle replied.


Downstairs – also to Kid’s surprise – he found Nadine waiting in Kyle’s car, ready for the airport too and looking decidedly guilty.


‘All this stuff you’ve been saying about not coming back,’ she said, ‘you don’t mean it, do you? You do know that you can stay with us again. Any time you’re stuck. You’ve only got to ask.’


‘Just don’t stay too long, hey?’ Kid said.


Nadine flushed. ‘Actually, I’ve enjoyed your company,’ she said, which Kid took as some kind of victory.


At the airport, Kid found everybody going places and in a rush. He was surrounded by backpackers, business people huddled over laptops, families making fond farewells, old people struggling with luggage, children dashing about and air hostesses in crisp uniforms heading purposefully down the great hall, looking as if they were the only ones who knew what was going on.


Feeling nervous and agitated, Kid attempted to run his passport through the automatic check-in machine but it kept on being spat out. After three attempts, a voice behind him said, ‘You’ve got the thing the wrong way round.’ Kid turned about to find a straggly, blonde-haired girl behind him, with startlingly green eyes and a rucksack just like his.


‘Here,’ she said. ‘This is what you do …’


Like an old hand, she took Kid’s passport, turned it round and shoved it back into the machine. Immediately everything started working properly.


‘Thanks,’ Kid said, thinking that if he couldn’t even get this right, what hope was there for him alone in Belize? 


‘No problem,’ the girl replied.


Later, Kid saw her again. By this time, he’d said goodbye to Kyle and Nadine and gone through security where his hand luggage had bleeped and he’d had to empty out its entire contents, including his mother’s hat, which had caused a few wry smiles. Now he was mooching round the duty-free shops, and the girl caught his attention, buying magazines and chocolate. She looked up, saw him watching her, smiled and walked away to join a group of friends.


Everybody else, it seemed, had friends to talk to, if not in person at least on the phone. Only Kid was all alone. He bought himself a Coke and waited for his plane to be called. It was the first time for days now that he’d sat down without something that needed to be done.


A couple sat next to him – an old man and his son. The old man was flying out to Hong Kong, where he’d once lived.


‘It was fifty years ago to this very day,’ he said, ‘that I sailed out. Sailed, mark you, not flew. And do you know how I chose it as my destination? I opened the map, and there were all the countries coloured in British Empire red and I thought which shall I choose, because all of them were mine. My inheritance, don’t you know. My birthright. Well, I went to Hong Kong and that’s where I met your mother. And the rest is history.’


It sure was, Kid thought. The British Empire – what was that about? When Kid’s gate was called, he found a group of backpackers ready to board, all reminding him of Jaydene Lewis and her noisy, show-off group of friends. His heart sank at the thought of being stuck with rich, spoilt types like these, but amongst them all he saw the blonde-haired girl who’d helped him with his passport. And, though he didn’t want to admit it, it was good to feel that someone on the plane wasn’t a total stranger.


Kid walked through the gate as if ordinary life had been left behind. His sense of standing on the edge of the unknown was overwhelming. He tried to imagine Belize waiting to greet him at the end of his journey, but all he could conjure up was blankness. Everything he’d read about the country was lost to him.


What am I doing? Kid asked himself. This is crazy. What does Belize mean to me? I hadn’t even heard of it until a few months ago. And as for my father – he probably doesn’t even live there any more. And, even if he does, how am I going to find him? I haven’t worked out a plan or anything.


Kid was on the plane by now, being greeted by the cabin crew. It was the first time he’d ever flown, and every instinct in him said to turn and run. But he walked down the aisle instead, checking the numbers and then stowing his hand luggage. His seat was right next to the window, and Kid sat and buckled up. The screen in front of him flickered into life, explaining important safety information, but he closed his eyes. He didn’t want to know about emergencies. Things like that were too scary to think about.


The cabin crew came down the aisles closing all the overhead compartments. Everybody was seated now and the jet’s massive engines had started to throb. Either this had to be the worst day of his life, Kid decided, or it was the best. But he didn’t know which.


The plane eased out of its berth and started taxiing. A strange calmness descended upon Kid. It was too late to turn back, wasn’t it? He looked through the window at the distant airport perimeter. Suddenly the moment he’d been planning for all this time had arrived. It was right here. Right now. It was happening.


The plane let out a furious roar, then started down the runway, hurtling ever faster, pinning Kid back in his seat. And this was the best day of his life, no matter how nervous he felt. Here he was, taking a risk, seizing his chance. No way could it be anything else.


Suddenly, in the single most beautiful moment of Kid’s life, the plane rose into the air. For an instant he caught a glimpse of airport buildings and of other planes behind theirs, queuing up for take-off, their tails gleaming like sharks’ fins in the wintry light. Then they were gone, and the airport was gone too. And then London was gone, because the grid of roads beneath him didn’t look like anywhere Kid recognised. And then the only world he had ever known was gone too.


He let out his breath. Up here in the sky, the air was golden. But the land beneath him lay wintry and dark. It was yesterday’s land and it belonged to the past. Yet here there was no past, or future either for that matter. Only a sun setting somewhere on the edge of the sky, and a plane chased after it, holding back time.
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WELCOME TO BELIZE





That sense of time being held back lasted for all seven hours of the flight across the Atlantic. Even after Kid had watched an entire movie on the screen in front of him, nothing much had changed – the sun, still evident in the sky, seemingly unwilling to set. Kid watched it through the window, reduced to a thin strip of red. He was determined to witness the moment when it finally disappeared. But, in the end, it beat him because he fell asleep.


Kid awoke later to find that darkness had fallen and the cabin crew were bringing round a meal. Unexpectedly hungry, he ate everything in front of him. There was something comforting about aeroplane food. It certainly didn’t look much, stuck inside its cellophane wrappers, but when he’d finished eating, Kid felt surprisingly full.


He watched another film after that. Then he listened to some music and tried to relax. The flight continued smoothly, cutting through the darkness with no end in sight. Even the rowdy backpackers were silenced by the length of the flight. Kid peered all around him. Across a sea of faces he could see the blonde girl looking bored. He willed her to glance his way. Her smile would have broken up the monotony. But it never happened.


Kid slept again until awoken by the pilot’s announcement that they were making their descent. The cabin crew came down the aisles, handing out landing passes and customs declarations along with dire warnings of what the US authorities might do if they weren’t completed properly.


Kid filled in his details, agonising over whether his handwriting was clear and his spelling correct. What would happen if he’d got something wrong? Would he be arrested? Kid had never met an American before. All he knew was what he’d seen on the telly – a nation of fast-talking men and women who carried guns and didn’t stand for shit.


An hour later, however, leaving the US Immigration area with his face scrutinised, his fingerprints recorded and his passport in his hand, Kid was a free man. A massive neon sign welcomed him to JOHN F. KENNEDY, NEW YORK but the enormous arrivals hall where he now stood looked remarkably similar to the airport he’d left seven hours before.


Kid looked round for somewhere to make himself comfortable until his connecting flight early next morning. It was midnight now. All the bars and restaurants had closed and the best seats for sleeping on had been grabbed by hardened travellers who knew the score. He found a bit of floor and curled up, keeping his belongings close for fear of being robbed. The hall was broken into sound zones. At one end he could hear a cleaning machine whirring as it picked up litter and polished the floor. Then, closer, he could hear the clack of a coffee machine. Then, closer still, he could hear the snoring of fellow travellers.


Kid wriggled on the floor, sleeping sometimes but sometimes wide awake, thinking not only about the long journey that had brought him here, but the one that had started years before this flight. He thought about his mother and all the places they had lived. There had been times when things had been steady for a while, with proper cooked meals and the two of them watching telly together and sometimes even sharing the same bed, as if he was still a baby.


But things had always gone wrong. There had always been some freak-out with his mother losing her rag and whoever they were living with wanting them out. Every time she’d sworn it wouldn’t happen again, but in the end it had been Kid who’d said never again. His mother could do her thing, and he’d do his. She could look after herself and he’d look after Number One.


Kid awoke at regular intervals to check the clock, but he still managed to oversleep and nearly miss his connecting flight. In a panic he dashed for the gate and was the last person to board the plane. By the time he’d woken up properly, New York was a thing of the past and so was the winter.


Kid shivered with excitement. Summertime lay ahead of him now and so did Belize. Even so, it took several more hours, flying over the strange wilderness of the Florida Everglades, before he finally sensed the world beneath him really changing. Khaki-coloured mud flats lay beneath him, and weird turquoise lagoons. The sun shone on them, making them sparkle like baked enamel.


Kid drifted off to sleep, waking once or twice to see what his neighbour said was the Gulf of Mexico glistening beneath him. Finally he awoke to find that the sea had disappeared and miles of jungle lay beneath him, stretching away to the horizon like a green tufted carpet. Occasionally a sandy track broke it up, then disappeared. In the distance Kid could see a mountain range. Once he glimpsed an empty road running straight as an arrow with not a car in sight. 


It took Kid a while to realise that this had to be Belize. Even though he’d seen the jungle on Google Earth, nothing had prepared him for how big it was, rolling on for what looked like ever. Only when the pilot announced that Belize City was approaching, and they were making their descent, did he really grasp that he’d arrived.


Kid saw a green river breaking out of the jungle, then beyond it the first real sign of habitation in the form of electricity pylons, a network of small roads and a smattering of tiny, matchstick buildings. The plane banked steeply and Kid looked down, unable to tear his eyes away. After such a long journey, everything was suddenly happening so quickly. There was the river again, flowing into the sea, and there the city centre and there, beyond the trees on the rim of the city, the airport.


In fact, here was the airport, not there, and the undercarriage was engaging with it, and the plane was tearing along the runway and finally juddering to a halt. And this was it at last, Belize at last. Kid had arrived.


Grabbing his hand luggage, Kid was amongst the first down the aisle, stepping out into a wall of heat that slapped him in the face like a hot wet towel. Kid had known that a tropical region like this was bound to be hot, but nothing had prepared him for how hot heat could be. He staggered down the steps to an airport concourse that sizzled like the fryers at Jet’s. Reaching the shade of the terminal building came as a relief.


Kid queued in a blissfully air-conditioned hall to hand in his landing papers, shuffling forwards slowly, in no hurry to return outside. Ahead of him he could see the Belizean flag with two men on it, one black, one white, sheltering in the shade of a huge green tree. They’d need it, he reckoned, if the weather outside was typical.


Kid handed in his papers and showed his passport, then collected his rucksack from the baggage recovery point and finally headed for the door at the end of the hall. He could sense the heat beyond it waiting to pounce. But something else was out there, waiting too.


Kid had noticed it the minute he’d got off the plane. A smell had hit him that he couldn’t find words for because ‘earthy’, ‘wet’ or ‘spicy’ wouldn’t have been quite right. And, caught up with the smell, Kid had heard a voice.


It was as if the two things were sides of the same coin, the smell and the voice. And now, as the doors slid back to allow Kid through, he heard it again. The smell was of trees, and the voice was theirs as well, whispering, ‘Welcome to Belize.’
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BELIZE
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BAD STREETS





As Kid stood squinting in the sun, a press of people rushed to greet him claiming to be taxi drivers and trying to get his luggage off him. He knew from life back home never to trust strangers, not even smiling ones with offers of help. But here, blinking in the sunlight of a strange country, he found his rucksack being taken off him before he could stop it happening, and bundled into a battered-looking car. Then he was bundled in too and, before he’d got his bearings, the car was pulling away from the curb.


‘Where yu goin’?’ his driver asked.


Kid hoped he hadn’t been picked up by some crook who’d charge him a small fortune and dump him if he couldn’t pay. He was booked into the Ocean Hotel, he said. Had the driver heard of it?


The taxi driver nodded. ‘Dat’s a good place, maan, good cheap, good sounds, good food,’ he said, tearing out of the airport complex, music blaring from his speakers.


Kid tried to relax. The sun was shining, so why not, the windows were down and the driver seemed genuinely friendly. Not only that, but the music he was playing couldn’t have suited its surroundings better. It was dusty music, sun-shining music, the music of dirt roads and sizzling heat.


The driver sang along, stopping occasionally to ask Kid questions. Where did he come from, England or the US? And how long was he staying?


Kid said he didn’t know. The driver said that was the best way. ‘See how tings go,’ he said, speaking what Kid realised had to be the Kriol language he’d read about on the internet. ‘Keep yu opshaans open, stay loose. Dat’s de way we do tings in Beleez.’


By now, the taxi was following the path of a river, the sunlight sparkling on its surface making it look a luscious emerald green. It wasn’t the only car on the road, but it tore along as if it was. At the city limits, a row of clapboard houses came into view, with shuttered windows and built on stilts. The taxi passed a couple of factories, followed by a cement works, and the streets began to narrow. Suddenly they were hemmed in by massive logging trucks and dusty four-by-fours with smoke-grey windows and huge chrome fenders. 


The taxi slowed down for the only set of traffic lights Kid would ever see in Belize, but didn’t stop completely. Kid just had time to see the ‘Jesus Lover of My Soul’ Baptist Church before the driver jumped the lights, and then he saw the ‘Jesus Lover of My Soul’ school beyond it, followed by a cinderblock supermarket and a nightclub with chains on all the doors and windows, and men sitting out front as if waiting for it to open.


Shops and bars were pressing in on either side now, but Kid told himself this couldn’t possibly be the centre of Belize City – not with broken sidewalks, pot-holed roads, stinking ditches and stray dogs wandering about. The sidewalks were crowded with people, mostly black- or copper-skinned, but Kid saw the occasional white skin too, and even glimpsed some pink as well, denoting tourists in the area.


The taxi made its way over what the driver called the ‘swing-bridge’, but even when they reached the commercial district on the other side, with its hotels, banks and shops, Kid had no idea that this was the city centre. The shops were too shabby, and the sidewalks too cluttered with vendors, their merchandise spread out around them. One stick-thin man stared into space as if he didn’t know where he was. Another had a few wares around him – packets of tea, a plastic doll, a pile of silver tinsel, a sliced white loaf.


The taxi turned a corner, just past this last man, and an empty alley stretched ahead of them. Kid stiffened like a dog sensing danger. Where was the driver taking him? There were no hotels down this alley, nor were there any people. What was wrong with sticking to the main road?


At the end of the alley, the driver turned again, and Kid found himself on the waterfront, caught between a suspiciously brown-looking sea and a run-down clapboard building with wonky-looking wooden steps and iron grilles at all its windows. The road was cracked and full of weeds. This certainly didn’t look like a tourist spot. For a terrible moment, Kid thought he’d been kidnapped.


Only when the driver said, ‘Dis is it – de Oshaan Hotel,’ did it dawn on Kid that he’d reached his destination. He tumbled out of the car, trying to hide the fact that he’d been scared. The driver dragged his rucksack out of the boot. Kid paid the fare, relief washing over him. But only after the driver had gone did he realise he’d paid twice the going rate by using US dollars instead of Belizean ones.


What did money count for though, compared to arriving alive and in one piece? Kid climbed up the hotel steps and opened a creaking wooden door. The Ocean Hotel didn’t look anything like its picture on the internet. Inside, instead of potted palms and colonial charm, he found a dusty reception desk and a sleeping receptionist who only stirred himself for long enough to sign him in, check his passport, and hand him his key, but whose duties didn’t extend to showing him where to go.


Kid found his room eventually, despite the number having dropped off the door. It was on the second floor, set back behind a wide communal balcony and bathed in the sorts of smells only to be expected from an ocean that was brown. The room was basic, but Kid reckoned it had everything he needed – a bed, a chair, a fan, a cupboard and a shower room and toilet. When Kid switched on the shower, though, instead of water a couple of geckos came tumbling out. Then, when he switched on the electric fan, nothing happened and when he lay on the bed, the mattress was so soft that he almost disappeared into it. No wonder the room was cheap, Kid thought. But too tired to care, he rolled over in the bed and fell asleep. It was as if he was a light and he’d been switched off.


A couple of hours later, Kid awoke to a din outside the hotel. It was so loud that he jumped out of bed. What was going on? Hearing whistles, trumpets, drums, shouting voices and even snatches of singing, he went and leant over the balcony. A group of young people dressed in red-and-white shirts were coming along the waterfront bearing banners announcing ‘VOTE UDP’ and ‘IT’S TIME FOR CHANGE’. When they saw Kid watching them, they waved and shouted up to him and he waved back. Change was fine by him, he reckoned. It was what he’d come here for.


The procession carried on past the hotel, only to meet another one coming the other way, this time dressed in blue and white. Each procession carried banners showing different men, but their warnings about what would happen to Belize if their party didn’t get in, were remarkably similar.


Kid left them to it, shouting at each other and waving their banners. He thought about going back to sleep, but hadn’t eaten since last night so decided to look for the hotel dining room instead. This, to his disappointment, had closed down two years ago, but the local supermarket was only two blocks away according to the reception boy and anything he bought could be eaten in his room.
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