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			‘The Prince of Darkness is a gentleman, Modo he’s called, and Mahu.’

			– William Shakespeare, King Lear, Act 3, Sc. iv

			‘The sea was wet as wet could be,

			The sands were dry as dry.

			You could not see a cloud, because

			No cloud was in the sky:

			No birds were flying overhead – 

			There were no birds to fly.

			The Walrus and the Carpenter

			Were walking close at hand;

			They wept like anything to see

			Such quantities of sand.’

			– Lewis Carroll, ‘The Walrus and the Carpenter’, from Through the Looking-Glass
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			On the morning that the phone calls started, I dreamed that Carlos and I were back in Poza Rica, back in that place where nobody had asked us to go, back where nobody had asked us to look. This was where my mind lived at night – in a bar with riveted portholes for windows, a slow ocean of fog breaking against the panes, the river slopping black against the glass leaving a thick drag of foam. An oil derrick clanked behind the bar, pumping stout into a pyramid of glasses, while the dead kid we’d found, Julián Gallardo, lay on the bar at the centre of an altar we had made around him.

			It’s like I told you before: nobody had asked Carlos and I to look at that body. But we had, and then everything had fallen apart. Julián had been an activist, murdered by corrupt local police. We’d never known him when he’d been alive, never even met him, but nobody had changed my life more. Carlos and I had found him lying dead and faceless at the bottom of an alley, and only I had lived to tell the tale.

			There’s no need to tell you how big a news story that had been. That story was the reason I’d had to leave Mexico.

			Two shots, the forensics technician had told me, outside the apartment where Carlos had died, the first between third and fourth rib on the right side, fatally puncturing a lung.

			In the dream Carlos stepped up beside me. Smoke crinkled out of the bullet-holes in his chest.

			‘Jesus’ – his fingernail clinked against my glass – ‘of all the ways to crack, you pick Carlsberg? No mames, vato.’

			Three years since my last drink or line, six months since I’d gone around dosing my grief with swigs of diluted LSD from a dinged metal water flask, and yet here I was, a pint in my hand, saying, ‘Hey, come on, man, it’s a premium lager.’

			‘Doesn’t taste like it, vato.’ He lifted the pint and took a deep gulp. Something hissed wetly inside him as he swallowed.

			The second shot between fifth and sixth rib on the left side, destroying the heart completely. 

			Carlos tucked his shirt back in and leaned forward to reach for one of the glasses in the pyramid. A poppy collar of bruises ringed his neck. In the creamy whorls of reds and browns I saw oil, blood, smoke.

			A reverse chokehold fractured the hyoid bone.

			‘Try this instead, vato,’ he said, and held the glass out to me. His vibe was different from before, stand-offish, cold, like those white marble statues of Ancient Greece, of Orpheus or Eurydice or someone, I don’t know. ‘It’ll kill you. But gently, you know?’

			The fizz spritzed my face like drizzle.

			‘It could all be over if you just let yourself drown, vato,’ Carlos said. His voice was gentle, his fingers were broken, and his eyes were pinkish with petechial haemorrhaging.

			Three years.

			Six months.

			But now my mouth was dripping with the thirst, and my throat became a long ache. A sob rose and fell in my chest. My hand was lifting the glass all by itself.

			Then gravel crunched. A siren cut through my skull. Police-car lights washed over Carlos and me and Julián Gallardo, red and blue and halogen white, and Carlos’ killer – half his head missing, his police-uniform stained – stepped out of the light.
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			My eyes opened. Maya’s knuckles were rapping the car window.

			‘You said you’d be at Arrivals!’ she said and swung open the door.

			‘And where did I park?’ I swallowed the cobwebs in my mouth, pointed at the red sign glowing above the airport door. It was a foggy night. There weren’t many cars.

			‘As in, standing at Arrivals.’ She slung her bag into the back seat and sat in the front.

			‘Ah, no, that was a bridge too far.’ I yawned and started the car. Coffee cups and donut boxes rattled at my feet. But, as I was about to turn around, I saw a white face standing beside a jeep, a white face wearing wraparound sunglasses and a square beard.

			‘You going to drive or what?’ Maya said.

			‘Huh?’ I blinked. The face vanished. It could have been anything – frames from a dream, a flash of bad memory, whatever, I saw stuff that wasn’t there all the time these days. ‘Oh. Yeah.’

			‘You spaced out there,’ Maya said.

			‘Occupational hazard.’ I drove us away from the airport, turned us onto the highway from Montevideo back to Colonia.

			‘What occupation?’ Maya said. ‘You haven’t been doing shit since you moved here.’

			‘I don’t know, managing trauma, or whatever. Speaking of which: you ready to talk yet?’

			‘Not really, no.’ She reached into the back seat, rummaged for a second, then pulled out a giant orange candle shaped like an elephant. 

			‘We’re good for candles,’ I said, and then I saw the needle as thick as my finger that was stuck in the elephant’s flank, and the note – ‘GET OUT OF HERE, WHORE’ – that the needle was holding in place.

			‘Oh, right,’ I said.

			‘This was in my hotel room,’ she said. ‘In Poza Rica.’

			You remember all this – Maya had been due to stay with us while she did the write-up of the investigation into what Carlos and I had uncovered in Veracruz, all about how the state government and oil companies had been using gang members and bad cops as death squads to drive indigenous people off their land, to silence activists, and to threaten journalists into silence. The governor and his people would launder their money by paying companies that didn’t exist for public services that wouldn’t happen.

			After all that stuff had come to light, it had seemed a lot safer to dig around, and so that’s what Maya had been doing. Yeah, well, there’s safe, and there’s Mexican safe.

			Meaning Maya’s editor had called you and I the night before, saying he’d paid to change her flight, and would be sending her down on the first plane that could get her to us.

			‘Any idea why?’ I said. The road’s broken white dividing line flicked towards me through the dark. My heartbeat was starting to quicken.

			‘Those shell companies.’ Maya eased her seat back with a click. ‘I went to their addresses – you know, all these fake places. Taxi-ranks. Old peoples’ homes. Oxxos. Last one I went to was in an open-air car park. Guy was sitting there, this old guy, a few curls of hair left. And so I ask him, “Are you the CEO of this company?”, and I hold up the piece of paper I had printed out from the Freedom of Information request, and he spits and says, “I look like one for you”, which sounds like a fucking “Yes” to me, quite frankly, but whatever, I go back to the hotel, and the manager’s at reception, and he waves me over, and he lifts this candle out from behind the desk, and this enormous valet comes up behind me with my bags. Y ya.’ She did jazz-hands at me. ‘So here I am.’

			‘Thought you didn’t want to talk.’

			‘Nature finds a way,’ she said, easing back against the seat.

			‘That’s terrifying, though. Jesus.’

			‘Occupational hazard. How’re you, anyway?’

			‘Oh, you know. Happy. Quietly so. But happy.’

			Maya looked at me sidelong. I could never get anything past her.

			‘Is that code for “bored”?’ she said.

			‘No comment.’ I flipped the indicator. ‘It’s just new, you know?’

			‘I’m still hearing “bored”.’

			‘“Bored” is good,’ I said. ‘“Bored” means safe. I wish I was bored. But I’m still too scared.’ The roadside lamps striped the inside of the car with white light. ‘Yeah,’ said Maya, staring out at the dark. ‘I hear you.’

			‘Could do with all of that stuff being ten years ago already. Like a dog snapping at my heels.’

			Maya didn’t say anything.

			I pointed at the elephant. The needle was stuck fast in a divot of wax. ‘They let you fly with that thing?’

			‘Told them it was an art project.’

			‘Fair.’ 

			The night was clear, quiet – no light pollution blotting at the glitter of the stars, no chug and thud of cumbia from the clubs, no kids trying to sell us knock-off Marlboro Red at the lights. It was basically the opposite of Mexico City around here. Sometimes I hated that.

			‘You hungry or anything?’ I asked, as we slowed towards the Old Town. The orb lamps on the main square made me feel like I was back in Mexico City’s half-wrecked Centro Histórico backstreets. The nick of woodsmoke on the air briefly became the tang of beer-suds, the just-fucked musk and rained-on leather of the clubs became mine and Carlos’ sweat-run aftershave, but I shoved the memory away.

			‘Not really, no,’ said Maya. ‘Wouldn’t say no to a cheeky cigarette though, yeah?’

			‘Get thee behind me, Satan.’

			She nodded off not long after that. Shock’ll do that to you. The sallow bones of a right whale glowed in a display sunk into the wall of the fortress, and I turned past it and slowed towards home. Maya woke at the snapping-bone noise of the brake.

			‘Wow,’ she said when she saw the house. ‘Nice place.’

			‘Ah yeah,’ I said, and got out to carry her bags. Inside I got her settled in the spare room downstairs.

			‘Right so,’ I said, and gave her a hug. ‘Sleep well.’

			‘If I can,’ she said.

			‘I believe in you,’ I said. ‘You need anything, just scream.’

			‘Blood-curdling or standard?’

			‘Oh, standard will do.’ I shut the door and climbed up the stairs.
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			‘Those are getting really bad,’ you said, at the sound of me coming into the room.

			‘What are?’ I sat down on the edge of the bed and took off my shoes.

			‘Those nightmares of yours,’ you said. 

			My hand stopped in mid-air. ‘You mean I had another one?’ I said. ‘Huh. Can’t even remember it.’

			‘You should see someone,’ you said.

			‘What, like an affair?’ I lay down. ‘There’ll be no polyamory in this house.’

			‘Like a therapist.’ You swatted me with the back of your hand. ‘You’re still seeing him, aren’t you?’ You’d been good about the Carlos dreams at the start. But it’s hard to stay patient with someone who’s just not getting better, I suppose.

			You checked the time on your phone, then flopped back down again. ‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ You folded the pillow around your head with one arm. Your Peñarol jersey had ridden up, so I smoothed it down to cover your back, but you jerked away. ‘Your fingers are freezing!’

			‘Alright, alright.’ I swung my legs from the bed to pull on my track-pants. 

			Your alarm went off. You flailed, batted the mattress with your fist.

			‘Let me get that.’ I reached under your pillow, found the phone, pressed Snooze, then zipped up my hoodie.

			‘How is she?’ you said.

			‘Yeah, OK. And excited to meet you. I’ve been bragging.’

			‘Liar.’

			Bluish 5 a.m. light threw the shadows of firs against the blinds of your bedroom. The dodgy floorboard creaked as I laid my foot down.

			‘How did you wind up upside-down?’ I rubbed your chest. 

			‘Your bad dream. You yelped.’ You wiggled a little, scratching yourself. ‘Thought it was the alarm. So I sat up. But then I fell back asleep.’ You yawned and stretched, kicking, then squeaked like those otters whose Instagram you followed. ‘And then I fell over. Now quiet.’ You pulled my pillow over your head. ‘Too early for speech.’

			A plump cinnamon blur zipped past the glass, cheeping insistently, as I climbed down the ladder from the loft room.

			‘Alright, alright,’ I said. ‘I’m coming.’

			After shoving nuts into the plastic feeder by the door, I went downstairs to light the stove. Maya was sitting at the kitchen table, her laptop open.

			‘What, no sleep?’

			‘Too wired.’ Her chin rested on both her hands. ‘There’s coffee.’

			‘Nice one.’ I heated water for your yerba maté and turned my phone on.

			A missed call popped up from a Mexico City number and the breath went steam-hot in my nose.

			‘What?’ Maya said.

			She looked at me.

			Like I said – there was nothing I could ever get past her. My knuckles rapped the table.

			‘Anyone after you?’ I said. ‘Like, specifically.’

			‘That I know of?’ She shook her head.

			‘Nobody who’d, like, follow you here. For example.’

			‘Don’t think so.’

			‘Alright.’ I held up the phone. ‘Like, I could be just being paranoid. But I got a wrong-number call, and, well. I don’t know.’ I blocked the number. ‘Maybe it’s nothing.’

			Maya looked at me over the rim of her mug.

			‘Shit.’

			I started doing my stretches – hand against the wall, leg raised, everything like that. ‘It’d be worse if you weren’t here.’

			Maya bobbed her head from side to side.

			‘I mean, for me, maybe.’

			The kettle boiled, and I stopped stretching to fill your Thermos and to tamp yerba into your favourite maté gourd. The rumble of the boiler and the slap of sud-thickened water were filtering down from upstairs.

			‘Don’t think about it.’ I lifted the Thermos and gourd. ‘Just going to feed the kraken now.’ I went upstairs.

			‘Maya OK?’ you said, from inside the shower, when you heard me come through the door.

			‘Ah, yeah.’

			I opened the door and held the straw through the gap so you could sip while you shampooed yourself. 

			‘Maybe you should ask her how she’s dealing with all the stuff she’s got going on.’ You turned away from me, into the spray.

			‘What stuff?’

			‘I don’t know. The stories she does. They’re a bit like yours.’

			‘Yeah. Maybe.’

			The anger surged through me, then the shame. All you knew of the story was what everybody knew – that Carlos’ killer was dead, and so was the owner of the company responsible for all the horror we’d uncovered, a man called Roberto Zúñiga. What you didn’t know was that I’d been there on the night that Zúñiga had been shot, and that I’d been sent there by his killers as a diversion tactic.

			The wrong number I’d seen on the screen of my phone flashed in my head, my chest went tight again, and I sat down on the toilet, huffing as much as I could of your menthol shampoo, your Carolina Herrera 212 body-wash, your pH-neutral face-soap, into my lungs.

			‘Is she seeing anyone?’ you asked after a minute or so.

			‘Like dating?’ I said, even though I knew where this was going.

			‘Andrew.’

			‘Right. I’ll ask.’ I left the gourd beside the sink and opened the door and leant in to give you a kiss on the back of your neck. There was no point saying anything else, and that’s not because we were speaking Spanish: it’d be hard in any language, because there are things you can see, and there are things that happen to you, and there are things you can talk about, and they’re really never the same set of things. ‘Back in a bit.’

			‘OK,’ you said. ‘Love you too.’

			Maya had gone back to her room when I got downstairs. Outside, I left my hood down so the drizzle could freshen me awake. The tang of rain on fallen pine-needles gave me a shiver. My breath smoked in the air. All of that was more real than the dreams, I tried to tell myself, but none of it was more real than the stuff that was still following Maya and me around.

			The firs were a thin black cursive against the white fog. Red-bibbed degollados were hopping around the ruined fortress, and the sky was fishbelly-grey, with thunderheads massing in the east. The air stank, though, a dog-food odour of rotting sargassum weed. For weeks now, brown clumps of the stuff had been coming in with the tide, killing the beach-wedding industry. Some papers said that an algal bloom had fed the weed. Other papers said that the algae had only bloomed because the sea was up half a degree from this time a year ago.

			‘Guess you just warmed this place right up,’ you had said one morning, kicking a clump of the stuff as we walked along the strand. ‘My warm-hearted European.’

			‘That’s not the stereotype at all,’ I’d replied, but you just laughed. Today a small yellow digger was clearing a track through the heaps of seaweed that covered the place we’d been walking that day.

			A chunk of wall loomed up to one side of me as I ran, the words UNIVERSO PARALELO ENTRADA AQUÍ beginning to fade from the whitewash. The black dog who lived on the beach sprang from his tussock of grass and jogged over to rub himself along my trailing hand.

			‘Buenos días, güey,’ I said.

			He warbled, tossed his head so hard that dirt and gravel flew from his moustache, then began to run alongside me. Drifts of mist cooled my shins and darkened the hairs on his legs. Razor-shells and pebbles crunched underfoot, and I hopped a sea-darkened plank of wood, dodged a vodka bottle sunk past its neck in sand. A gull squawked at me from a nest of toothbrushes, clothes-pegs, and old combs, her head blotched and her eyes reddened by whatever was in the sea that morning.

			‘So much for her,’ I said to the dog. ‘How’re you getting on?’

			He just panted.

			‘Yeah.’ I was starting to pant as well. ‘I feel you.’

			The Mar del Plata was a grey shimmer that slowly ignited to white as I ran. When my watch beeped a count of ten thousand steps, I let myself drop onto the sand, my eyes shut, my legs shaking, my breath a raw scorch, too tired to be scared any more. Moments like that, they’re what I used to drink for, that emptied-out clarity, where all you are is what’s happening around you – the salt nick of the air, the cool sand under your nape, the crash of the ocean loud and rhythmic and pouring into your ears. 

			The dog stood over me, his tail beating the strand.

			‘Mind these, won’t you?’ I stripped off my T-shirt and shorts and stepped out of my shoes.

			The dog sneezed.

			I launched myself into waves gone reddish with leaf-shred. Tapes of sargassum wrapped around my shins. Six waves out, the water was so cold that it felt like a scald. When I was done swimming, I let the tide drag me shorewards.

			‘Much appreciated,’ I said to the dog as I retrieved my things.

			He didn’t pay much attention: that fat brown Labrador, the one who slept in your hotel’s driveway, she’d showed up to sniff him, and he was trying to play it cool.

			The café had opened. After getting a three-chili brownie and a flat white to go, I headed past the pier, and another flash hit me from the previous night’s dream – a boat slowing towards the dock, a man with a scar down the middle of his face chucking a mooring rope, Carlos’ corpse pulling the blanket from his face – and I had to close my eyes, lean my forehead against a wall, wait the pictures out.

			A tinny whirr lowered in behind me, and I turned, saw the lens of a small white drone glinting back at me, the red dot of its recorder beady, red, insect-like.

			For a second it was hard to tell whether the drone was really there or not, and I just stood there gawping in my shorts, with a coffee in my hand, while the drone yawed off towards the fortress.

			A vein ticked in my temple. The coffee was lukewarm by the time my legs felt steady enough to walk home.

			That’s how it is, this reporting thing.

			Sometimes you find out the truth.

			Sometimes the truth finds out where you live.
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			A tallow fog had settled in, leaving nothing visible below my knees. My breath smoked in the cold, and a metal tang of fallen leaves cut my nose, light slicing the mist above the screen of poplars around our garden. After the drone, after the flashes of the dream, I wished those trees had been a wall topped with broken glass instead.

			Inside, you’d left a Post-It on the kitchen table, sketched with a heart (‘For the tea,’ you’d written) and a middle finger (‘For the wake-up’). Maya was standing in the middle of the kitchen floor, worrying her lip with her teeth, a coffee cup steaming in her grip.

			‘What happened?’ I dabbed the sweat from my forehead with one of your old SlimFast facecloths.

			‘You’re not going to like it,’ she said, and pointed to her laptop, which sat on the low maple table by the couch.

			A story from the Guardian was open on the screen. The headline read ‘Veracruz governor flees to Guatemala as lawyer fights assets freeze’, and I felt myself dry up and scatter like styrofoam pebbles across the tiles. I saw my hand swing up, flinging my coffee against the ground, and heard the rattle of the cup against the floor, but I couldn’t feel myself doing it.

			‘Fuck,’ I managed to say. ‘I just.’ I swallowed. ‘I was really looking forward to that trial.’

			‘You and all of Veracruz.’

			‘Yeah, well, you know what I mean.’ I crossed the room to fetch some paper towels, then knelt to the creamy brown spill, attacking the grouting before it could stain. ‘They keep getting away with it. These rich fucks.’

			‘Zúñiga didn’t get away with it,’ Maya said.

			‘One isn’t enough.’ I flopped onto the couch. 

			‘True,’ she said. ‘Plus, you know, the governor, he’s the one who made it all happen – the deals with the companies, the deals with the gangs.’

			‘All that shit,’ I said. My voice was tight. I was thinking of Carlos, of the morning I’d watched the paramedics carry his body down the stairs, of his brown hair overhanging the red blanket, each wave of it stiff with blood. ‘It’ll never come out in court now.’

			‘There’s no court hard enough for that kind of thing.’ She put her hands over her face, massaging her forehead with her fingertips. ‘This is going to be so bad for my book. Does that sound bad?’

			‘Not at all.’ I carried the cup to the sink. The thing was crumpled, I’d thrown it so hard. I sat down on the couch again. ‘Let’s have a proper gawk, shall we?’

			‘You’ll get an ulcer,’ Maya said, a warning arch in her voice, but she sat down beside me anyway.

			The article’s top picture was of the governor himself, Janiel Uruchurtu, adjusting his tortoiseshell Burberry specs as he stood before a mic’d-up podium.

			‘I covered that press conference,’ Maya said. ‘After another journalist got killed. It’s the one where he said “If you keep quiet, nobody will get crucified”. Just grinning at the press pool, yeah? Like a shark.’

			‘Fucker.’

			The next photo is the governor’s lawyer jogging up the steps of the Procuraduría General’s office, an iPhone at her ear, her hair auburn, coiffed, enormous.

			‘God, I even hate his lawyer,’ I said. ‘Anytime I wear that much black, all you can see is dandruff.’ 

			‘They really go to town on the governor,’ Maya said, flicking down through the text. ‘An account of his wine-cellar.’

			‘Fifteenth-century Lebanese vintages,’ I read. ‘Jesus. A million dollars.’

			‘They left out his sandwich helicopter, though.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘Oh, he kept sending it to collect tortas from, like, this tiny roadside puesto. The helicopter literally wore out, yeah? Crashed and killed the pilot.’

			‘I suppose that’s one way of bankrupting a state.’

			‘Literally.’

			The third photo showed where all the money had come from: a six-year-old girl in a hospital bed, the frame holed with rust, the sheets coffee-coloured with dirt, the saline drip in her arm patched up with a Band-Aid.

			‘That’s a photo of the cancer hospital,’ Maya said, tapping the screen. ‘They said they were giving kids state-of-the-art chemo treatments, but it was just saltwater.’ She shook her head. ‘Fuck, I mean, nobody ever pays for this.’

			More photos followed: Uruchurtu and his wife and his mistress at their executive box in the Bernabéu stadium; their collection of Matisses and Boteros and Picassos; his Oxford student son decked out in full Bullingdon-Club regalia; their lush ranches in Texas, Chiapas, Guatemala. The last one caught my eye, an English-style mansion complete with mansard roof in a foggy highland nowhere. La Faena, it was called, according to the caption. Fog streaked the front of the stonework, dripping from the eaves. 

			‘A whole lot of bodies paid for that house,’ Maya said, then moved on. She stopped at a photo of the Torre 1521, ‘the unofficial security headquarters of the whole administration.’ 

			‘This is one of the places I went,’ she said, tapping the screen, which showed a fifteen-storey prow of steel and glass built by one of the governor’s pals, looking right out at the dirt-coloured sea beyond Boca del Río, the windows sepia with pollution. A bald lot was on one side, and a half-wrecked fairground on the other, where Goofy, Mickey Mouse, and The Beatles shed their paintwork to the sea air. 

			‘He had all these right-wing nerds working there,’ Maya said. ‘They’d been setting up whole armies of Twitter bots to threaten activists. They’d publish this clickbait, yeah? About Communist activists turning militant, and stealing oil, or whatever, but they’d touch up these old ’90s photos of Zapatistas as, like “proof”.’

			In my head I could see all the things that I’d seen in Veracruz, all the horrors Uruchurtu’s money and power had made happen, and I was there again, outside Poza Rica, with an indigenous Totonaca couple I’d interviewed, Tomás and Apolonia, and their house surrounded by poisoned banana-leaves, a smell of petrol rising from their well, telling me about the Zeta gang members dressed as police who’d tried to scare them off their land.

			‘That tower’s where Uruchurtu’s cops would send the drones from.’ The text of the article scrolled down Maya’s glasses, flipped around as if in a mirror. ‘One-point-six-million megapixel cameras flying over activists’ houses.’ 

			In my head I saw Carlos kneeling above the kid we’d found, saw an ant picking across the wet red mask of his face.

			‘Plus the jeeps, and the police cars, roaring around the town,’ Maya went on. ‘Signal-jammers to silence protests – these little blue boxes that you can put on a car-bonnet. Phone-tapping stuff from Israel.’

			In my head I saw Carlos and me on our knees in the white glare of the police lights, hands above our heads, glass pricking my knees through my jeans.

			‘You don’t happen to have any smokes, do you?’

			‘For you?’ Maya looked at me sidelong, her mouth a crease. ‘No.’

			‘Alright, alright.’ I leaned my head against the couch and let a groan leak out of my mouth. ‘Forced to bare-back reality, once again.’

			Maya rubbed her eyes. ‘I’m so fucking tired.’

			The front door opened. You appeared in the doorway. Maya and I both jumped.

			‘Wow,’ you said. ‘It’s only me, c’mon.’ You were holding paper bags. ‘Do I need to worry?’

			‘No!’ I said, too fast.

			Maya punched the couch for emphasis. ‘Absolutely not!’

			You looked back and forth between us. ‘That’s extremely reassuring.’ You saw the mess of kitchen towels on the floor, you laid the bags down on the table and kneeled to pick the towels up.

			‘Ah, crap,’ I said. ‘Sorry. That was me.’

			‘Oh, I know,’ you said. ‘Maya, was he always like this?’

			‘Worse, if anything,’ Maya said. 

			‘You two met, what, an hour ago?’ I said. ‘And already you’re ganging up on me?’

			‘Yes,’ you said.

			‘A hundred per cent,’ said Maya.

			‘Oh, whatever. Here, let me bin those,’ I said. ‘Let me cleanse my shame off.’

			‘Nah. I’ve got it.’ You pitched the wad of papers overarm. It bounced against the cupboard door, dropped through the flap of the inorganic waste bin.

			‘Three points,’ I said. My body was tense all over from the news, but just to see you come through the door, from that normal world you helped me pretend we were living in – I don’t know, it sent relief rinsing down through me.

			‘Nice you’re home early,’ Maya said.

			‘Yeah, I haven’t got anyone staying today. Even the restaurant’s super quiet – think the seaweed effect is beginning to hit.’ 

			‘Uh oh,’ Maya said.

			‘No, no, it’s good. I’m exhausted.’ You eased down onto my lap. ‘“Embezzled billions”,’ you read from the screen. ‘God.’

			‘Don’t read it,’ said Maya. ‘It’s too depressing.’

			You scrolled back up.

			‘Oh, but this is your guy,’ you said. ‘The big boss.’ You got to the top, saw the headline. ‘Oh. Oh no.’

			‘Yeah, well, what can you do?’ I pressed a hand to your back, moving you off my lap and away from the laptop. A police photo was beaming out from the point in the article where you’d scrolled back up to, one that showed a man with a scar running down the centre of a face I’d last seen in the front seat of a Veracruz State Police car, telling me when and where to be on the night he planned to kill Roberto Zúñiga, his eyes lasering two spots of heat into my back as Maya and I followed you over to the kitchen counter.
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			To go with the food you’d brought from the hotel, Maya and I pressed and deep-fried some quesadillas, filled with the potato and green pepper mix I’d made the day before. After eating, you sat back in the chair beside mine with a satisfied groan, patting your stomach.

			‘Oh, wow,’ you said. ‘And you can get these everywhere in Mexico?’

			‘Pretty much every second block of every city,’ Maya said. 

			‘They’re far better than this, though,’ I said, looking at the fried curl of dough between my fingers. 

			‘So you do miss Mexico.’ You spooned up a little salsa and tasted it from the end of your finger. ‘Wow. Hot, though.’

			‘Oh, that’s just a mild version,’ Maya said. 

			‘The chilis here are for babies,’ I said. ‘Impossible to get a good one.’

			‘We do our best,’ you said, a little defensively.

			‘Chimichurri doesn’t count,’ Maya said.

			‘Chimichurri’s from Argentina.’ You pointed at me. ‘That’s like confusing England and Ireland for him.’

			‘Oh, but he loves that,’ Maya said.

			The curl of fried dough between my fingers had come out golden-brown and crispy. It reminded me less of food-stalls than it did of a video I’d once seen, at a soldier’s house somewhere outside Acapulco. Half-way through the video, a brownish shard of someone’s vertebra had struck the camera.

			You swooped in to collect my plate.

			‘Ah, thank you. Sorry, just reminiscing.’ I swabbed the end of the quesadilla through a stain of salsa roja as you lifted away the plate. ‘Heavily.’

			‘It’s that story about the governor, isn’t it?’ you said. 

			‘Love, you don’t need to worry,’ I said, as that Mexico City number flashed in my head again, the number and the drone.

			‘Yeah, why would you?’ Maya said. ‘You’re not the one writing a book about it.’

			‘Well, you both seem to know an awful lot about it. And you’re both here.’ You were running water.

			‘We’re just voyeurs.’ I tipped the salsa into a plastic tupperware and clicked shut the lid.

			The cordless home phone shrilled from its cradle beside the table. 

			‘Andrew, could you get that?’

			‘Yep.’ I crossed the room, lifted the phone and put it back without lifting the receiver to my ear. You gave me a sour look.

			‘What?’

			‘That was rude.’

			‘To who?’

			‘To me. Someone’s trying to call my house and you hang up on them?’ You clanked a plate onto the drying-rack.

			Maya was looking around the room, trying to find an excuse to get out of there, but then her own phone rang and rescued her. 

			‘Ah, fuck.’ She looked at the screen, where her editor’s name was flashing. ‘Right, back in a bit,’ she said, then scooped up her laptop and went into her room, shutting the door behind her.

			‘You really need to see someone.’ Another plate clanked onto the rack. ‘This is paranoia. Pure and simple.’

			‘Yeah. Maybe.’ I scratched my neck. Photos from that year you spent at sea hung on the walls of the room I was in – the lighted galleries of a passenger ferry near Bermuda; a helicopter’s shadow racing over waves; shoreline pyramids and a violet dawn somewhere in Southeast Asia; a legion of Portuguese Man-o’-War, the fins gelid and electric purple, the entrail-coils of their tentacles dragging behind for half a mile or more. I saw the whole room trashed and destroyed, just like my apartment back in Mexico City – your maple table, your neat black lampshades, your photos from your big sailing trip pristine in their frames, I saw photos, all of that toppled, all of that ruined – the fridge tipped over, my failed salsas dribbled across the tiles, clots of broken glass on the stones of the Nikken water-filter, ‘Z’ for Zeta slashed into the couch. My chest felt tight and hot. I had about two hours until my Narcotics Anonymous meeting, but you didn’t even know what day they were on, let alone what time. I took out my car keys and let them spin in circles from the end of my finger.

			‘You just going to stand there?’ You took the tea-towel from the handle of the oven door and waved it at me. ‘Come on, there’s loads to dry.’

			‘Ah I think I’ll go out, actually.’ Carlos’ Fidel Castro key-ring whipped around and around. ‘And talk to someone, you know?’

			You dropped the towel and turned around. ‘Fine.’ 

			I went to the car and slid on Carlos’ jacket, the sleeves still bandy-armed from the memory of his shape. Death has a dozen different smells: Carlos’ was oxter-sweat, Armani Code, stale Delicados – a ghost trapped in the folds.
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			The car looked fucking stupid – a ’98 Subaru Impreza, picked up on the cheap from Sancho, an agronomist who’d learned his English from Deep Space Nine and Xbox Live, and who was tonight’s chair at my Narcotics Anonymous group – with its double red stripe travelling bumper to bumper, leather seats that Sancho had told me, in a voice as grave as Picard’s, had ‘cost the lives of six Argentine steer’. But I loved it anyway, especially that subwoofer, the one that shot little puffs of air against the sides of my calves whenever I put the volume all the way up. 

			The glove compartment had a good lock on it, too, which was useful – I kept all the things there that I didn’t want you to find, all the things that reminded me of Carlos, of Mexico, of everything I’d never be able to get back. 

			For a while I just drove around until my head was more or less quiet, zipping around the ring roads, past the blur of the petrol-station forecourts and the blue-lit diners and those little Alpine-lodge restaurants stationed beyond the treeline, memories of Carlos scattered on the passenger seat, playing in my head. On top lay the printed-out photo of the kid Carlos and I had found, his face a skinless mask, his teeth bared in a grimace of pain without end. That photo lay beside the copy of Proceso that had Carlos’ face on the cover, and beside that was an acid blotter printed onto the face of Gustavo Díaz Ordáz, who’d been president at the time of the 1968 Tlatelolco Massacre. Carlos and I had bought it on his first day in Mexico City, after he’d moved down from El Paso. In my hands was the cardboard envelope of Carlos’ ashes, given to me by his mother. The first time he and I had met, he’d talked about wanting to move to this very town, because he’d visited here with his mother when he’d been a teenager. He’d daydreamed aloud about shredding his photos into the surf, forgetting everything he’d seen, everything he’d photographed, everything that had destroyed him. Maybe he’d have preferred me to scatter his ashes here, but the thought of his last atoms greying the waves, darkening some random rock-chunk off Antarctica, it froze me up too much to do anything but keep him with me, so we could both live out his dream of a quiet life far from all the murder. 

			My knuckles rapped the envelope, and my mind went back to the day when me and Carlos had bought the acid, on his first Saturday in Mexico City. All afternoon, we’d smoked our brains out on the UNAM campus, bought sushi en route to mine, and we stopped to look at my favourite mural – the one that decorated the front of the Teatro de los Insurgentes, the one that was all smoke and fumes and scarlet drapes twisting above a cast of yelling revolutionaries and indigenous men, women glammed up like European duchesses – the one that I’d seen in my grandfather’s house in Bagenalstown, the one that I’d spent my whole life waiting to stand in front of, the one that I’d lived two blocks away from when I’d first moved here, the one that I’d been so desperate to show him, lit up white against the blue evening. Carlos had been pretty hungover, so we didn’t spend long, just cruised home along Insurgentes, under the chilly gleam of the malls and the topless bars’ warm neons, the brake lights of other cars twisting in ribbons along the windscreen.
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