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ONE



No one stopped him as he disembarked. He looked for police waiting on the runway but it was empty. Benito Juarez airport sprawled beneath a petrochemical sunset, and Belsey paused at the top of the mobile stairs to fill his lungs. The stewardess grinned as if she was in on the joke.


‘Buenos noches, señor. Bienvenido a Mexico.’


Everyone went to collect their luggage. Belsey had no luggage, which made him feel curiously purposeful, strolling through the corridors alone, empty-handed. A bored-looking immigration official glanced at his passport and nodded him through. So he was first out into the glare of the arrivals hall, greeted like a celebrity by the taxi scammers and luggage handlers. Belsey realised he was smiling at them, amused that they took his existence seriously, the idea he had money and somewhere to go: an Englishman arriving in Mexico City on a Saturday night with nothing but the suit on his back. He was smiling because his life as he knew it was over and he was in Mexico and it felt beautiful.


Shutters started coming down on the airport’s facilities. He checked the signs fast: autobús, cambio de moneda, polícia, cerveza. He emptied his pockets onto a ledge by a closed café and tried to figure out what resources he had. Twenty-six pounds in sterling and several cards of dubious credit. A cleaner mopped by his feet. An old man came up to him and opened a carrier bag, as if furtively revealing his shopping. It was filled with cartons of duty-free Marlboro. Belsey gave him a tenner and took a carton, put it under his arm and walked on.


Sixteen pounds, three debit cards, four maxed-out credit cards, two hundred Marlboro. But a few things in his favour: the weekend, time difference, the fact that most businesses processed transactions in batches at the end of the day. All this created a fissure of opportunity between expenditure and consequence that might be wide enough for him to slip through. At least two of the cards would let him go over the limit at the risk of heavy fines attached to billing addresses he no longer remembered. The concept of financial penalties felt weak. He tried a cash withdrawal but that didn’t work. Nor did the bureau de change, but he managed to buy a bottle of water from the 7-11 using an old Amex, which meant the card was alive. He had credit.


He skipped the international car-hire companies and went to the last on the row: Optima Auto Rentas. A sleepy kid roused himself and turned his computer on. Belsey asked for the most expensive car they had and was offered a Dodge Charger for forty dollars a day. He requested use of it for six days, gave his address in Mexico City as the Hilton.


‘Hilton Reforma?’


‘That’s the one.’


Belsey watched with a mounting sensation of weightlessness as the boy typed it in, took a carbon paper copy of the Amex, had Belsey sign a couple of forms, then found keys in a drawer beneath his desk. He led Belsey down to the car park, and ten minutes later Belsey was on the road.


This was the real test. The slip road fed into a crowded dual carriageway. Eight lanes of traffic poured into town with an attitude somewhere between a race and a carnival procession: high end SUVs and cars held together with string, all weaving and nudging, everyone driving like they were on the run a thousand miles from home, which was an edgy kind of incognito. Indicators weren’t a thing. Sometimes they came on but whatever it meant it wasn’t what he’d previously understood. Neither were lanes. If you opened up a gap between you and the car in front someone would cut in so you had to become one with the flow. People threw the hazard lights on before braking. Traffic cops stood on every corner, watching this communal death-wish without judgement. Belsey’s adrenalin pumped, everything very vivid now, a plan becoming real even if he wasn’t sure what it was.


A carpet of concrete slum homes stretched up the hills either side towards a night sky dulled by light pollution. The silhouette of a volcano came in and out of view. Cars heading east had a coating of ash. He kept an eye on road signs. Mexico City didn’t exist. On the signs it was Distrito Federale. ‘Federales’ was the name painted in white letters on the paramilitary trucks tearing through the traffic: open-backed jeeps with men in black combat fatigues stroking their assault rifles. They were something different from the Policía Municipal, who cruised in convoys of seven or eight vehicles with lights and sirens on. Belsey kept alert, but after a while he realised there was no emergency: that was just how they moved. Or it was all an emergency. He stopped checking the mirrors every time they flashed.


The city grew around him, street-level chaos closing in: little cafés next to glass blocks with armed guards; heavy churches sinking crooked into the ground. No one was ever going to find him here. He reached the centre of town on a big, buzzing avenue called Insurgentes. Everything was fine. He let himself breathe.


What did he look like? Just some caballero heading home from work. No one even glanced at him. So this was exile, he thought, like a lucid dream. He could move through it. He could breathe in it, and it felt like being able to breathe underwater. What was the catch? Just keep going, stay out of trouble. He needed to switch vehicles, get some cash, that was all. The plates on the car were still tagged to his name, and while he couldn’t imagine a transatlantic manhunt leaping into effect any time soon, it cramped his sense of freedom. There was no such thing as half escaping.


He kept heading south into a lot of cheap construction with wiring feeding into homes from pylons. Isolated pools of yellow streetlight caught curtained doorways. The stop lights in this part of town flashed continuous red as if they had a dark sense of humour.


Belsey stopped when he saw a cantina called Salon Casino. Maybe he could win some money, he thought. What games would they have? He parked right outside so he could keep an eye on the Dodge through the doorway.


Salon Casino had no casino, it turned out, but sold a beer called Techate at ten pesos a bottle. The place was small, low-lit, with football memorabilia on the walls. Men stopped drinking to watch Belsey enter. The barman had a deep crease up one side of his bald scalp. Belsey offered a box of Marlboro in return for a couple of drinks. He tried to rustle up some of the Spanish he’d been learning.


‘Uno box, dos cervezas. Sí?’


The barman reflected, then tossed two beer mats in front of Belsey and set down the bottles, beaded with condensation. He placed the pack of cigarettes in his top pocket. Belsey lifted a bottle in thanks.


The man seated on a stool beside him laughed. He wore overalls, had greasy hair and high Aztec cheekbones. He’d been glancing at the Dodge outside with quiet curiosity. Now he raised his own beer in a respectful ola.


‘Cheers. I just got here,’ Belsey said.


‘Doctores?’


It took Belsey a while to understand what he was saying. It turned out he was in an area called Doctores and that wasn’t a good idea. Not for tourists anyway.


‘I’m not really a tourist,’ Belsey explained. He offered the man his second drink. The man accepted. He spoke good English. He said he’d spent several years in California.


‘Would you like to buy some cigarettes?’ Belsey asked.


‘Why not?’


The man paid for the cigarettes out of a roll of grubby, untaxed notes.


‘You’re a mechanic?’ Belsey asked.


‘Sure.’


‘Perhaps you can help. I’ve got a car outside that I’d like to trade. Drives beautifully – a Dodge Charger. Not many miles on the clock. Just too big for my needs, and I could do with some money fast.’


‘It’s a nice car.’


‘Any idea where I should go if I wanted to sell it quickly? For cash?’


‘How long have you had it?’


‘About an hour.’


‘How much do you want?’


‘Say a hundred dollars and some alternative wheels. Nothing fancy.’


The man laughed, sipped his beer. When the beer was gone, he surprised Belsey by getting up, glancing out through the doorway again. ‘Come,’ he said.


They went out. The mechanic asked to see inside the Dodge. Belsey gave him the keys. He stuck his head in, checked the mileage, the upholstery, breathed deeply. He came out, circled the vehicle, crouched and dug a thumbnail into the tyre tread. Then he straightened and they crossed the road to a breakers’ yard with big metal gates. The road sign next to it said ‘Dr Lavista’. The man unlocked the gates and dragged them over the stone pavement, firing sparks. He went inside, hit the lights. A neonlit cave appeared, filled with jacked-up cars, the sides piled high with rear-view mirrors, windscreens, radios and steering wheels. There were more cars at the back, in a high-walled yard, a lot with US plates, a lot with identifying tags burned off.


‘Any of these drive?’ Belsey asked.


‘Sure. You used that car in a crime?’


‘No. I’ve only been in the country a couple of hours. I just need some cash.’


‘It’s a hire car.’


‘It’s a hire car, sure.’


The mechanic’s eyes cut to the front. He sucked air through his teeth, then led Belsey to a 1970s Maserati, chocolate brown apart from the front passenger door, which was a black replacement. If you squinted, it had a profile like an old Jag.


‘This one drives. I give you this, hundred dollars, we shake hands.’


‘Two hundred.’


‘One hundred.’


‘Okay.’


The man gave Belsey some more sticky notes and the keys for the Maserati. He seemed happy enough. ‘Make sure you pump the brakes. Give it plenty of time. And the steering will need a bit of muscle.’ He mimed steering vigorously. He looked a little concerned.


‘I’ll try my best.’


‘Any more I can do?’


‘Which way’s the sea?’ Belsey asked.


The man brought up a map on his phone.


‘There’s a lot of sea. Where do you want to go exactly?’


Belsey touched his finger to the screen and moved the territory around until he saw what he wanted. ‘Acapulco,’ he said.










TWO



He was out of the city by daybreak and felt safe enough to park for a few hours behind a service station and sleep. When the heat woke him, he got out of the car and stretched, and felt like he was in exactly the right place for the first time. He bought three litres of water, sunglasses and a fold-out road map. It looked like Highway 95 would take him to the coast. He could make Acapulco in a few hours if he floored it, a couple of days if he went more scenic.


The car drove for now. The radio worked. He played rock music as he accelerated out of a national park, keeping the volcano to his left, which meant he was going south. Onto Highway 95, through villages with stone houses, into the state of Guerrero. Get to the sea, he thought. There would be space to think there. Then, once he’d decompressed, he could work his way back into something. But he needed to fully escape first.


He met Esmerelda at a petrol station where Highway 95 met a toll road heading north. She was standing in the shade of the canopy, watching Belsey as he filled the tank and paid. When he walked back to the car he gave her a nod in greeting and she walked over.


‘Buenos días,’ Belsey said.


‘Americano?’


‘Inglés. Need a lift?’


‘Where are you going?’


‘Acapulco.’


She smiled. ‘Me too.’


She had long black hair, sandals and shorts, a canvas overnight bag with tassels. She put the seat back so she could stretch out. He wondered what her eyes were like behind the shades.


‘What’s your name?’ she asked, when they were on the road.


‘John.’


‘Johnny B. Goode.’


‘That’s the one.’


She said she was Esmerelda, and had been on her way to visit her sick mother when her previous ride broke down. She didn’t try to make it convincing. Belsey thought back to when he first saw her and realised she was on the watch for something. Their click was the encounter of a police officer and a criminal. He didn’t give a fuck. He had eighty dollars, a Maserati and quite possibly an international arrest warrant on him. She could only enhance the situation.


‘Are you on holiday?’ she asked. ‘On your own?’


‘Holiday of sorts. I’m taking a break from things. Needed some space.’


‘What is your job?’


‘I’m between jobs. I’m an actor. I do bar work. Whatever’s going.’


‘Are you famous?’


‘Not yet. Getting close.’


He gave her a pack of Marlboro and she lit a cigarette for him. They drove, chatting about life, its twists and turns, through Iguala, with its tamarind trees shading the road, then into the mountains, rising above industrial grime and more ramshackle buildings. They passed Zumpango del Río, where she said there were abandoned silver mines but he didn’t see any. The hillsides were lush with greenery now. Belsey stopped and they got lunch from a roadside restaurant with a terrace overlooking the valley, which used up a lot of his currency. But it was nice to have company. His passenger took her shades off and her eyes were chestnut brown but deep with a knowledge of things that could happen and were to be avoided. He checked her bag when she went to take a picture of the view and found six cheque books in different names, none of them Esmerelda.


They were still on the road when it got dark.


‘Let’s get dinner,’ Belsey suggested. ‘Then we can rest and start again in the morning. Can you do that?’


She took a second to consider this. ‘Sure. It’s a good idea.’


So they stopped at Chilpancingo, a decent-sized town which promised nightlife. Belsey found a motel. He offered to pay for two rooms. Esmerelda said one would be fine, which made the dinner a lot more relaxed. They went on to a club decorated in the style of old taverns with a mechanical bull in the centre of the dancefloor.


‘I’ve never seen one of these in a club before,’ Belsey said. ‘It’s a great idea.’


The tequila was cheap. Esmerelda had pharmaceuticals: sky blue rocks of crystal meth and something like codeine in white pills. They smoked the meth from a glass pipe and dropped a couple of the tranquillisers and walked around Chilpancingo, checking out other bars, dark ones where they had to lean close to see each other’s eyes.


‘In the car park, where I picked you up,’ Belsey said, ‘you were looking for something.’


‘Was I? Maybe I was looking for you.’ She smiled.


‘You looked like you were going to steal a car.’


‘Me? Steal a car?’


Crossing the forecourt back to their motel room Belsey felt the earth rising up towards him, lifting his feet. Mexico was just another place, but a new one, and the thousands of miles between him and the UK swaddled him, just like the night air did. And he was heading to a twenty-dollar motel room with a woman whose real name he didn’t know, less than forty-eight hours after arriving in the country. What greater sign was there that all was well in the universe?


They hit the road early the next day, stopping for breakfast and then a couple of remedial cocktails. He was starting to hurt – little stabs of pain in specific organs. But he put it down to a hangover. Esmerelda introduced him to something she called a Michelada, which was like a Bloody Mary with beer instead of vodka, and he introduced her to the Easy Flip with stout, bourbon and black coffee. The caffeine was valuable. By the time they reached El Ocotito, a town with two bars, a post office and an industrial park, they were low on money. She told him to stop outside the post office. Belsey watched her go in, and after five minutes she left again, climbed back into the Maserati and Belsey drove fast.


‘I’m good at gambling,’ he said. ‘Poker, slots, whatever. If there’s a casino I reckon I can double what we’ve got.’


There was no casino. They passed villages of pink stone, then larger towns with small demonstrations going on in their central squares. Against corruption, Esmerelda explained. It seemed like something was kicking off in Guerrero state. They did shots of white rum at roadside bars and smoked the rest of the Marlboros. Fifty miles north-east of Acapulco they hit a checkpoint.


Men in ambiguous uniforms with unambiguous weaponry stood across the road, manning a roadblock constructed of concrete sections from the side of the highway. Esmerelda told Belsey to put away any valuables, to approach slowly and not make any sudden movements. She’d do the talking.


‘Police got issues?’


‘It’s not the police.’


She was right. The cars were faded and they wore trainers.


‘Who are they?’


‘People. Maybe soldiers.’


When it got to Belsey’s turn the men stuck their heads in, walked around the car and made Belsey get out and open the boot. He realised he hadn’t looked in the boot but all it contained was a flat spare tyre and someone’s snakeskin boots. Esmerelda smiled sweetly, talked about visiting her family and her cousin’s first communion, and they got through, but it felt lucky. After that they stuck to toll roads. Most of the time it was mesa either side, rugged with low peaks. When they passed a church ringing its bells Esmerelda put her fingers in her ears. She said she couldn’t stand the sound of church bells.


‘Why?’


‘Have you heard of the earthquake in Manzanillo?’


‘No.’


She told him about her childhood, further up the coast in a small town called Manzanillo. There had been a terrible earthquake when she was eight, she said. Took most of her family. She held back tears as she described waking up in the middle of the night and all the church bells were ringing on their own. She never forgot the sound. ‘My life would have been different if it hadn’t been for that earthquake. I would have gone to college.’ She said she’d never been in a nice hotel, never really been on holiday.


Belsey checked the map and decided on a diversion. Hotel San Luis Lindavista was by an archaeological site on the Río Papagayo. It was only a couple of kilometres out of their way. ‘One night,’ he said. ‘Let’s blow the rest of my money.’


She smiled, and slid a crooked finger behind her sunglasses to wipe each eye in turn. ‘Let’s do it.’


The hotel greeted them warmly. Belsey did the talking this time, and they signed in as Mr and Mrs Cash. It had a pool and a restaurant. They wore the bathrobes, opened the minibar, ate the chocolate and Pringles and drank the miniature bottles of wine.


Belsey stood in the light of the bathroom mirror wondering if his skin was yellow or if it was the light. He had a dawning sense that he wasn’t well, in a profound way; that he hadn’t been for some time. The drugs helped temporarily, but he was putting something off. The medication he needed wasn’t the kind he was getting. They finished the wine, smoked the rest of the meth. Belsey considered telling her he’d started urinating blood. It felt like a big confession when they’d known each other only a day or so.


When he woke up she was gone. He was in a very bad way then. The sheets were bloody, and there was a sharp reek of bile. He thought at first she’d left because he’d vomited blood over the bed, which would have been understandable. His belongings were strewn everywhere, wallet gone, along with paperwork and car keys.


That stung, but he could look back and see it as the conclusion of a far more elaborate hustle, one he’d wandered into before he could remember. Life was a con. It was worth every penny. He laughed and a white pain cut through him. He sat down on the bed and held his head in his hands.


After a few minutes Belsey had the strength to get to his feet and mop up the last of the drugs from the bureau. This gave him the presence of mind to take the clothes iron out of its little linen bag and empty the rest of the minibar into the bag. He left the hotel, nodding at the receptionist, saw his car missing, made it to the road where he hitched a lift.


The first group that picked him up took offence when they realised the state of him. It was a crew of four men, drunk, driving a van. They tried to rob him but couldn’t find anything to rob, so they kicked him out of the vehicle, then got out and started kicking him in the head. When they were done, Belsey remained curled up for a while, letting his new injuries throb.


Next lift was a serious guy in a brown suit, who seemed to understand something about Belsey’s situation. He gestured solemnly at the passenger seat without taking his eyes off the windscreen.


The man drove steadily. His car was falling apart. The exhaust system rattled beneath them, and both wing mirrors had departed. He had a handsome, unevenly shaved face, and elegant fingers, which he drummed on the wheel as if to music Belsey couldn’t hear. He asked Belsey for help reading signs and Belsey realised he was partially blind. They shared drinks. Belsey gave the man some of his minibar haul. The driver had mezcal in a litre Coke bottle, crazy moonshine that tasted of burning tyres. Belsey felt momentarily fortified and lucky. He imagined the two of them helping each other as they made a slow but important journey across the decimated surface of the earth. The man said he was going to see his son, who worked in a hotel and whom he hadn’t visited in twelve years. He hadn’t driven for a while also, he said. Belsey persuaded the man to let him drive and they swapped places. The man talked more from the passenger side. He had been driving many days, he said. He was a Jehovah’s Witness. He fell into a stupor. Belsey put the seatbelt on him to stop him falling face first into the dashboard. At some point Belsey must have blacked out too because when he next opened his eyes they were parked at the side of the road, the man asleep beside him. It was night. Belsey could smell the sea.


He took the remaining pesos from his pockets and put them into the man’s jacket along with a couple of miniature Smirnoffs. Then he stumbled out of the car and walked the remaining distance to the coast, each step a victory against whatever was going on inside him.


After a couple of hours he got to a beach with small boats lined up on the sand. Houses made of corrugated metal and raw concrete faced the sea. Waves glittered in moonlight. It wasn’t Acapulco but it would do. He stood right by the water so he couldn’t see anything else and had a sense of having arrived at the far shore of his life. His peripheral vision was gone. The sea was in his shoes. He let himself sink down until he was kneeling in the amniotic warmth of the Pacific, salt water lapping his thighs, and everything within him said good night, game over, and he understood now why he had been coming here, what he was here to do.










THREE



For a long time there was darkness. He felt dull pain, but had no sense of who he was or where. Then there were voices: children laughing, a woman speaking Spanish. Sometimes she was joined by a man. They stood over him, muttering, concerned. When the man left, the woman spoke for a while on her own and Belsey realised she was praying.


The next thing he was aware of was the voice of a TV presenter followed by applause. Belsey opened his eyes. A picture of the Virgin Mary hung on a roughly plastered wall. It looked like a chapel, but a chapel wouldn’t have a TV, he reasoned. He was in someone’s home.


He turned onto his side. His clothes were folded on a crate beside the bed. Belsey reached under the blanket and felt someone else’s T-shirt and pants on him. He lifted himself up and saw he was in a small home with a low roof and uneven walls carefully decorated with prints of saints and flowers. A middle-aged woman stood in the doorway watching him. She called over her shoulder and the man joined her. The woman was small, with a kind, attractive face and hair tied in a long plait, the man wiry and deeply tanned. He wore a baseball cap and a frayed blue polo shirt with the Ferrari logo on the breast. They looked concerned and apologetic, which seemed wrong in the circumstances.


‘I don’t know what happened,’ Belsey said. ‘But thank you. I’m fine now. I’ll get out of your way.’ He swung his legs out of the bed and stood up.


Everything moved sideways. He felt a splinter of pain straight through him and went down heavily, reaching for the bedside table and spilling it onto himself.


‘Sorry,’ he said.


They moved the table off him, helped him onto the bed again.


He slept. Occasionally the woman gave him water. Then she brought some bread, and when she saw he could eat this, she brought him beans and eggs on a tin plate.


‘No sabíamos a quién . . .’ The man and woman both had attempts at saying something. Eventually they fetched a teenage girl who spoke some English.


‘They don’t know who to tell,’ she said.


‘No one,’ he said. ‘Please. No persona. Por favor. Gracias. I’ll be gone soon. I can give you some money. I’ll get some money.’


There were other kids: a young boy and a girl, possibly more boys – though they might have been from other families. Belsey would open his eyes and they’d be there. They helped him as he staggered between the bed and the bathroom. Eventually, the kids began to speak to him.


‘Americano?’


‘Inglés.’


‘Cuál es su nombre?’


‘John.’


‘Juan.’


‘Juan sounds good. Don Juan.’


He lay in the house, recovering. The woman fed him spicy broth with corn, sometimes chicken and plain tortillas. He drank cold, minty tea. She placed an egg in a glass of water beside the bed, which she said he shouldn’t drink. There was a towel she’d lay across his forehead with rubbing alcohol or something on it, from a bottle with flowers floating inside.


He could walk a bit further now. A TV took up half the front room, which had a bare bulb, an electric fan. There was one room in the back where they all slept. He realised, horrified, that the parents had moved there because of him.


‘Really, have your bed back,’ he said.


‘Soon.’


At night, the lights all flickered when the wind blew, and there was a sense of the world entering and flowing through their home. Sometimes there was no electricity and they lit candles.


When he was strong enough Belsey went to the front and looked at the sea. The front door opened straight onto the beach. The kitchen was outside, with a thatched roof and a clay oven. On the other side of the house an open-fronted workshop was filled with boat parts. The path to the front of the house was marked by piles of swept-up palm leaves, fragments of coconut shell and plants in soil-filled tyres. He got into the habit of sitting on the tyres as it became dark.


The kids wanted to play with him. He learned their names. The thin, intelligent-looking one was Francisco. Then there was cherubic, golden-skinned José, silent Arturo, the twins Rosa and María Isabel, and the older María Luisa, who showed him English textbooks and got help with her homework. They called him Juan and he liked it. In his own mind, Nick Belsey became someone he’d heard of but couldn’t place, and sometimes he struggled to recall the name altogether. He liked the idea of being on a continent where no one knew him. He saw the concept of Nick Belsey float away over the ocean, like a helium balloon.


He didn’t want to be nursed, didn’t understand who these people were or why they were helping him, but knew, with a deeper instinct, that he wasn’t fixed, so he didn’t have a choice. This was survival: waiting, suffering their generosity. He would find a way to repay them. That was what he had lost, he realised, the means of repaying debts. That was what a life was. He needed nothing himself, but sometimes life sprang debts upon you and you had to be prepared. That gave him something to think about.


Eventually he could walk for ten minutes at a time. The place he’d arrived in was thirty or so homes of varying degrees of solidity, arranged along a sandy cove with rocks piled at either end. The fishing boats that went out each morning ranged from new motorised ones to old wooden crafts with peeling paint on the hull, but none big enough for more than three or four men. There was no hotel, no bar. A real place, for living and fishing.


He explored more as his strength returned. A dirt track ran up the hill to the main road, where a bus passed every hour carrying workers and tourists between the bigger resorts. A faded sign advertised ‘Sport fishing’. Behind it was a small cemetery, the graves all horizontal slabs painted in pastel colours. There was a statue of the Virgin Mary, eyes covered with children’s stickers. Concrete fragments of abandoned building projects choked the palm trees either side. Fields of rock and cacti led towards mountains.


The men went out to sea at 4 a.m., came back at six or seven, running the boats up over sticks laid out on the sand. Belsey was usually awake so he’d go out and help pull the boats up, untangling the nets, unloading the ice boxes of fish. The father’s boat was called Tigresa del Mar. Birds circled above them: longbeaked herons, small grey seagulls. Men gutted the fish on tables at the back of the beach. People carted off the day’s haul in plastic beer crates, balanced on mopeds, blood dripping. A van went out each day to the local towns, piled high.


Sometimes a few tourists came down in the afternoon from hotels further up the coast. They dived or sunbathed – German students, elderly American couples, travellers with the optimism of the happily lost. A couple of times a week a battered bus pulled up with backpackers hanging on, tattooed and tanned. The father would take out divers and anyone who wanted to fish but there weren’t many. They enjoyed the picturesque poverty, then got out of there before night fell.


Games of football began once the sun was safely behind the hills. The sea retreated, leaving an expanse of glistening wet sand so it looked like the boys were playing on water. After a week Belsey was able to join in with the kick-about. They were good. He’d get a heat up and go for a swim. That became his thing: swimming under the stars. They seemed brighter than the lights of a city. He liked floating on his back, watching them, listening to the electric hum of cicadas.


One time he was sitting on the sand, drying off, when María Luisa came over and asked him why he swam at night.


‘Why not? We don’t have this where I come from. I think it’s good for me.’


She sat beside him, hugged her knees to her chest.


‘What is England like?’


‘Cold. Frío. A lot of rain.’


‘It rains here.’


‘The rain here is warm.’


‘You have the Queen.’


‘That’s true.’


Other kids gathered – his football crew. They asked him about London. María Luisa translated for the younger ones.


‘When do you go back?’


‘Not sure I can.’


‘You live here now?’


‘Maybe.’


‘You will fish,’ José said.


‘I could learn.’


He was hit for the first time by a sudden wave of emotion: a response to the beauty of the place or grief for his old life, or the two entangled. It caught him by surprise.


The daughter showed him a magazine with pictures of people in London on a red carpet.


‘You have been here?’


‘Yes. That’s Leicester Square.’


‘It is very beautiful.’


‘Very beautiful. Right in the centre of town.’


‘Everyone is rich.’


‘A lot of them. Not everyone.’


At the children’s prompting, the younger María sang him a song called ‘La Golondrina’. The children explained that it was about a bird that had migrated across the ocean, but was missing its homeland. Belsey asked her to sing it again the next night, until he knew a few words. She seemed shy when she saw how carefully he listened.


Sound took over when it was dark: dogs barking, men laughing. The breaking of the waves gained a deeper tone, of something ominous but too far away to touch you. The night air was oppressive, like being chloroformed. A crescent moon appeared on its back, flattened by the heat.


Belsey started hanging out more with the other men. At night, they sat at the edge of the boat shed playing cards. They drank bottles of Pacifico beer, ate little dried fish, smoked a brand called Delicados, which had sour tobacco and sweetened paper. They gave Belsey a beer and raised a toast.


‘El higado no existe.’


‘What does it mean?’


‘The liver does not exist.’


‘That’s brilliant. More a diagnosis in my case.’


They clapped him on the back, raised their bottles again.


‘Dios esta borracho.’


‘God is drunk?’


‘Sí, sí.’


‘Es verdad. For sure.’


They called him John Wayne. He watched the men play cards by the light of a bulb buzzing with insects. They played poker with a Spanish deck. The kings wore big floppy hats, the jacks were women. The poker itself was a variant of five-card stud, with no eights, nines or tens and a single joker. People played it like lottery poker, loose and passive, chucking the cards impatiently.


One day he helped carry an extra big load up to the main road and was surprised by a couple of notes being pressed into his hand. It bought him into the card game. The trick, he soon saw, was to stick to playing pairs: pound aces and pairs and fold everything else. Only bluff if you knew no one had the joker. He won a few dollars, tried to refuse the money, but this was bad etiquette. They slapped him on the back again, toasted, laughing.


El inglés afortunado. Johnny de la suerte. Un hombre muy dichoso.


That night he lay with the money in his pocket feeling different, not sure what it meant.


The next day Belsey hitched a ride into town. He sat in the back of the fish van clutching ice boxes. They passed through urban sprawl, shanty towns, houses built with waste from other construction projects. Cattle and goats grazed the steep rocky slopes. There were shrines set back from the road, pine trees a pale chalky colour from the dust.


He got out at the junction where the highway met the road for the nearest town, La Cada. Barefoot squeegee merchants plied their trade, kids hawking packets of Clorets, people selling indistinct items off trays strapped to their bodies, faces scarved against the carbon monoxide. The driver said he needed to make a delivery to San Marcos a few miles inland but would be passing back through in a couple of hours and would wait for Belsey here. He sped off once Belsey was out of the vehicle, as if finding the place distasteful.


Belsey headed into town. The air filled with the cloying sugar and smoke smell of distilleries. He passed several fabrica de mezcal, then anonymous factories, into the town itself. La Cada was ten or so long, straight roads forming a grid, each road leading to a view of brown and yellow hills. The day was bright and silent. Clouds hung in the sky, stranded there as if something had broken.


A lot of the shops appeared to have closed down. Others had simply drawn their shutters against the heat. Signs were hand-painted onto plaster above dark, uninviting entrance ways: Dentisto, Funerales. The police station was a block of peeling pink stucco with white bars over the windows. Cantinas hid behind beaded curtains, interiors unlit, histrionic football commentary echoing off the tiles. But the most unnerving two places were the luxury car dealership and the designer fashion boutique, conspicuous as blood at a crime scene. Someone in this district was making money.


An army truck passed through, sending up dust, men in fatigues and helmets on the back staring out. It was closely followed by Policía Municipal, Policía Estatal and Prividad Securidad. Finally armoured vehicles with no windows, like squat tanks, trundled down the narrow road as if somewhere just out of sight was a war zone. A moment after the tanks, Belsey heard music approaching, and a convoy of flashy cars sped past, driven by chubby men with shark eyes. They almost ran him down, and one passenger gave him an evil stare as he jumped back onto the pavement. He watched them park outside a pool hall with black windows covered in mesh. On the roof there was a giant rack with billiard balls. Outside were shiny pick-ups, a gleaming black Cadillac Escalade, a white Mercedes Grand Marquis. A man in sandals guarded the entrance, with a long-barrelled rifle slung across his body. Belsey decided not to make it part of his itinerary.


He walked past. The man with the rifle called something. Belsey kept going. He called again and Belsey turned.


‘Ola.’


The man stepped closer, studied his face. Maybe he didn’t like new people around. He lifted his phone and took a photo of Belsey.


‘You want my photo?’ Belsey said.


‘¿Quién eres tú? ¿De donde eres?’


‘Inglés. No hablo español. Adiós.’


Belsey backed away and the man watched him go. He didn’t turn his head, didn’t raise the rifle either. Belsey crossed the road to an arid square of park, and when he was sure the man wasn’t following, he sat down on a bench. There was a bandstand, a few sickly looking trees with their trunks painted white, ornamental rocks lining the path. Someone approached, carrying what looked like a tool box. Belsey tensed, then saw it was a young boy.


‘Señor. Buenos días.’


‘Buenos días.’


‘¿Limpiabotas?’


‘¿Qui es limpiabotas?’


‘Shoe shining.’


‘No, gracias.’


‘Where are you from?’ the boy said, setting his box down and starting to unpack his kit. The box was full of crap: old rags, rusted tins. The kid’s own shoes were in a bad way.


‘England.’


‘You need this, señor.’ He showed Belsey a torn cardboard box.


‘Yeah?’


‘Very special liquid. For rain. Para lluvia. Sí?’ He wiggled his fingers, whistling softly. ‘En inglaterra hay mucha lluvia.’


‘Sure. I’m wearing trainers, though.’


‘No problem.’


He set about his work protecting Belsey’s shoes from a London downpour he was never going to feel again. After he was done, Belsey gave him some pesos.


‘Where’s good for booze around here? Alcohol? ¿Comprar alcohol?’


‘No ahí.’ The boy waved in the direction of the billiards hall. ‘No ahí. Ve allí. Muy barato. Over this way.’


‘What’s going on in that place?’


‘Mala gente.’ He shook his head. ‘Bad people. Bad things.’


Belsey followed the boy’s directions into the sanctuary of the back streets. Grandmothers sat in front of their homes on fold-out chairs selling homebrew: tequila, pulque, corn beer. He got a lot for his money. Then he went to the supermarket and bought fruit juice, bottles of lemonade, some coloured syrups, limes, plastic cups, candles.


When he picked Belsey up, the delivery driver appeared impressed by the bags. He looked glad to be getting out of there. He kept checking the mirrors and Belsey saw a black Cadillac Escalade behind them, keeping its distance. It was the car from the billiards hall.


‘¿Problemos?’ the delivery man asked nervously.


‘I hope not. I think maybe they don’t like visitors.’


The car stayed behind them for a mile or so. Then they turned off towards the beach and it didn’t follow. Both Belsey and the driver swore quietly in their own languages, shook their heads and laughed.


Back at the beach, Belsey set up two sticks and strung old netting between them, a card table beneath it, punctured holes in some old tins, lit the candles and put them inside. He unfolded a cardboard box and wrote up a cocktail menu. As it got dark he stepped away to admire his work from a distance and was impressed. He waited for tourists.


Eventually a Dutch couple wandered by. They’d been out fishing, asked if he had water and took a couple of beers instead.


‘This is great,’ the man said.


‘Thanks.’


‘You sound English.’


‘I am.’


‘How long have you been working here?’


‘This is my first day. This is the bar’s first day.’


‘Well, good luck with it. You’ve got a great spot.’


They paid for the drinks, then had to go for the bus. Belsey packed up, feeling the eyes of the locals on him. He wondered if he was going to try again. It was a lot of stock to drink by himself.


The next day the Dutch couple came back with seven friends. Belsey watched the crowd arrive and whistled softly.


‘What drinks do you do?’ a woman in her twenties asked.


‘What do you want?’


He got inventive with tequila-based cocktails. Tequila Sunset, he called one – tequila, triple sec and orange juice, with some pomegranate syrup for the sunset effect. Margaritas with fresh lime juice were popular, and he could bang them out in seconds. He garnished the rim of the glass with salt, which impressed people. Tequila and ginger beer worked, tequila and pineapple juice for the sweet of tooth.


‘You’ve got pulque?’ one guy said, looking across the bottles. ‘What do you do with pulque?’


‘Let’s see.’


What he did was mix it with lime juice, cane syrup, mezcal and ice. Finally, like he knew what he was doing, he tossed in some roasted habanero chilli.


‘This is wild,’ the man said. ‘It works.’


‘I just invented it.’


‘What are you going to call it?’


‘I don’t know. What’s your name?’


‘Rudi.’


‘Let’s call it Rudi’s Dream. Enjoy it while it lasts.’


Locals watched in wonder. They brought out snacks: the dried fish, bowls of nuts. They brought a tape player and then someone with a small guitar began playing along to the music. There was dancing. The tourists hung around for three hours, drank him dry, left Belsey with a wad of over three thousand pesos.


Belsey tried to give it to the mother. She refused. The kids took a few notes each, with smiles.


‘Buy something for your parents, okay? Persuade them to take this.’


He went back into town the following day with the rest and topped up supplies. Maybe this was it, he thought. Maybe he was here for a while.


That evening the kids helped him arrange the place. Some of the women grilled fish for tacos. Belsey had twelve customers in total – two different parties. They were up for it, had heard about the pulque cocktail and the live music. The kids helped Belsey serve, running to get ice from the cool boxes. By 9 p.m. he had exceeded the previous day’s takings. Then the men turned up.


Someone had made a joke about a flambé cocktail and Belsey said he could do it. He’d seen someone using a blowtorch to fix their boat, so he went to borrow it, and when he was halfway back to the bar carrying the torch he saw the black Cadillac Escalade driving down onto the beach.


It stopped and two men got out. One was fat, in a red Adidas vest and red shorts, one taller, darker, in polo shirt and jeans. They went straight to work, trashing the bar, pulling down the netting, smashing bottles. Women screamed. The tourists fled to the main road. Belsey ran towards his bar. As he got closer, he saw the fat one grab María Luisa. The mother took hold of his sleeve and he pushed her off with a hand in her face.


‘Hey,’ Belsey said. They turned towards him. Both wore a look of dumb cruelty. Both moved languidly, their pupils dilated. They were drunk and drugged. In his experience that meant anything could happen apart from fast responses.


‘What’s the problem?’ he said.


The fat one tossed María Luisa aside and walked towards Belsey.


Belsey read his swagger and decided this wasn’t time for a negotiation. Which meant he needed at least one of them out of action fast. Belsey took a step towards the man, which made him stop. Made his knees lock. Belsey stomped on his kneecap and the man collapsed, howling. Belsey took advantage of his friend’s shock to fire up the blowtorch. By the time the second man had tugged a gun from his waistband, Belsey was aiming the flame at his gun hand. He yelped and the gun fell to the sand. Belsey aimed the blue flame in his face and he staggered backwards, tripping over remnants of the bar.


Belsey threw aside the torch and dropped on the man with all his weight, turned him while he was winded and got a knee into the small of his back, reaching instinctively for handcuffs that weren’t there. What was he doing? He was conscious of people watching. He got to his feet, kicked the gun away.


‘Get the fuck out of here,’ he said.


The taller man pulled his friend up, staring at Belsey. There was a moment of calculation, but they’d lost their flow. And, Belsey suspected, they knew this wasn’t their last chance. The two men moved towards the car.


‘¡Puto! Estas muerto.’


A few seconds later the engine started, wheels spinning momentarily on the sand. The Escalade reversed away.


‘Hasta luego,’ one of them shouted.


Then they were gone. Everyone went to check the daughter was okay. The father had a bleeding lip. The mother cried. Others watched Belsey with a degree of awe but also as if a mask had slipped. Belsey looked around: upturned tables, broken glass, candles guttering.


‘What the fuck was that about?’


People shook their heads.


‘What did they want? A cut? Mafiosi? They want pesos?’


‘No lo sé,’ the father said.


‘What did they say?’


‘Nick.’


‘Nick?’


‘Un nombre. Señor Nick Belsey.’


‘Nick Belsey? Really?’


‘Sí. Nick Belsey.’


He glanced down at the ground where a sheet of paper lay among the broken glass. Belsey picked it up. It contained an enlarged copy of his own passport picture.


The father stared flatly at Belsey now. ‘¿Quíen es Nick Belsey?’




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		One



		Two



		Three



		Four



		Five



		Six



		Seven



		Eight



		Nine



		Ten



		Eleven



		Twelve



		Thirteen



		Fourteen



		Fifteen



		Sixteen



		Seventeen



		Eighteen



		Nineteen



		Twenty



		Twenty-One



		Twenty-Two



		Twenty-Three



		Twenty-Four



		Twenty-Five



		Twenty-Six



		Twenty-Seven



		Twenty-Eight



		Twenty-Nine



		Thirty



		Thirty-One



		Thirty-Two



		Thirty-Three



		Thirty-Four



		Thirty-Five



		Thirty-Six



		Thirty-Seven



		Thirty-Eight



		Thirty-Nine



		Forty



		Forty-One



		Forty-Two



		Forty-Three



		Forty-Four



		Forty-Five



		Forty-Six



		Forty-Seven



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Nick Belsey is-back.
And this time,..
he's in realtrouble ..

OLIVER.
HARRIS





OEBPS/images/title.png
A SEASON
IN EXILE

OLIVER HARRIS





