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Cancún, Mexico, 1989

Mexico was Danny’s idea. Harriet was unsure at first – they had bought a house and were trying to make it beautiful – but she came around. ‘It’s the Caribbean,’ she told everyone. ‘Totally unspoilt.’ It was expensive, but they saved money on their wedding where they could because they wanted to have tales to tell of their exotic honeymoon and to have memories to carry them through the trials of married life ahead.

The look on Harriet’s face when she caught her first glimpse of Mexico made Danny’s gamble worthwhile. The sun was setting and the Caribbean sea took on the pinks and purples of the sky above, the islands dotted in the endless ocean like buttonholes, the towering hotels of Cancún glinting with the promise of modern luxury in the timeless blue. A delighted gasp escaped from her cupid’s bow mouth and her sharp eyes melted at the edges, softening the angles of her face so that she looked more radiant than ever. Danny wondered once more how he had persuaded such a beauty to marry him.

‘It’s gorgeous,’ she said.

‘You’re gorgeous.’

She rewarded him with the kind of smile he lived for, the kind of smile that made other people suppose that although Danny might be a little bit rough around the edges – his grey eyes were too serious for his boyish face and his thick sandy hair refused to conform to anything approaching a style – he could still make Harriet happy. He had asked her to marry him so that he could spend the rest of his life conjuring more smiles just like that.

The plane came in with a fierce bump and the roar of heavy brakes. The force of the landing pinned them back in their seats. His heart beat a rapid tattoo until they came to a complete stop. Harriet was shaken, her smile had faded, but the cabin crew seemed unfazed as they prepared the doors for opening and they disembarked.

The newlyweds shrank away from the armed police who patrolled Cancún Airport smiling and chain smoking Delicados, their AR-15s hoisted under their arms. They were bombarded by offers of taxis and hotels and stood firm at the official taxi rank, accepting a price only slightly above what they felt was fair.

Danny liked that his new wife held his hand for the entire journey to their honeymoon hotel. ‘It’s an adventure,’ he said.

She stared out of the window as the sleek new taxi carried them down the main boulevard. ‘An adventure?’

‘A few years ago there was nothing here,’ he said, ‘not even an indigenous community to resettle, just bugs and dunes, and now look. Don’t you think it’s amazing they could build a whole resort, a whole city, in the boring part of nowhere?’ The sky was gathering darkness, and the dust from the construction outside the arrivals hall coated the back of his mouth.

‘It’d better not be boring, Danny,’ she said, and pinched the soft flesh of his thigh.

‘Look!’ He pointed out of the window to where the aqua Caribbean Sea fluffed over grey rocks to dance on the pale sand and her spirits were once more revived.

Cancún was a Mexican success story. Within a decade it had an airport, a handful of top-class hotels with planning granted for many more, a highway, and mile upon mile of beaches to rival the very best in the world. Within twenty years it was as if it had always been there and people started to forget that less than a lifetime ago it was a dangerous swamp called Kan-Kun, or ‘nest of snakes’, and that danger was still everywhere.

‘Welcome to paradise,’ said Harriet. ‘Watch you don’t trip over the locals.’

Danny started to wind down the car window but their driver tapped the air-conditioning vents on the dashboard of the taxi and Danny stopped fiddling. They raced past slender palm trees in the centre of the road, planted in earth that was pristine and free of weeds. The white-painted concrete bollards, the very road beneath their wheels was shiny and new. Above them a frigate circled and Danny wondered if the lonely bird was confused by all this change.

Their hotel had made a small effort to blend in with the natural surroundings, but it was a monster of concrete and steel and no amount of tropical planting could disguise that. They were checked in without too much ceremony. Harriet told the reception staff that they were on their honeymoon. ‘Why did you do that?’ he said as he unlocked the door to their third-floor lagoon-view room. The night had closed in and he could barely make out the dark outline of the inky water.

‘It makes it less bizarre. Can you believe that we’re married?’ she said. ‘It doesn’t feel real.’

Their room was simple and clean, pretty tiles covered the floor and continued halfway up the wall. He was gripped by the odd sensation that it should be the middle of the night.

‘It feels real to me,’ he said. ‘Come here, Mrs Featherbow.’ He locked the door behind them and pulled her onto the bed.

Later that same night they emerged with jet-lagged hunger and walked down to the beach, hoping to find some authentic Mexican food but settling for a burger and fries from the hotel bar. They talked about finding a nightclub. In the corner a group of Mexicans were gathered watching a televised poker game from Las Vegas. She saw him staring at them.

‘Gambling is illegal in Mexico, Danny.’ There were no casinos in Cancún. It was one of the reasons she had agreed to come. She put a hand on his arm and willed him to turn back to her. If they could make it through a fortnight without having an argument about gambling, then it could still be the honeymoon of her dreams.

‘I know it is,’ he said. ‘But they play cards everywhere.’

‘No, you play cards everywhere.’

‘They’re watching a bit of sport on telly, Harry, don’t get so tetchy.’

‘Don’t call me Harry.’ She finished off her burger in silence and didn’t suggest another drink. The possibility of going to a nightclub was not mentioned again.

He came back downstairs after she had fallen asleep. Just as he crept from their bed back home if there was late-night sport on the television. She was a deep sleeper, his new wife, and would sleep anywhere. It was the most laid-back thing about her.

He spoke to the men with his schoolboy Spanish and got invited to a card game by pretending he was richer and more drunk than he was. He returned to the hotel room several hours later, up three hundred dollars, and when Harriet asked him why he was exhausted the following day he spent most of the money on distracting her by buying a solid gold necklace with a small pendant; a star of gold and a creamy, iridescent opal in the shape of a crescent moon.

And so their honeymoon continued. By day Danny was an attentive new husband: they stayed in bed late and went to bed early; spent the time in between on the beach, eating in the restaurant, drinking cocktails at sunset. But at night Danny crept downstairs to seek out the illegal card games that ran the length of the Hotel Zone until at last it was 4 a.m. and he was sitting around a table with seven high rollers and a straight flush in his poker hand.

‘Your wife doesn’t mind you playing cards on your honeymoon?’ asked one man.

‘If she did, I wouldn’t have married her,’ said Danny, instead of admitting that he was scared of the very thought of what his wife would do if she found out that he was unable to control his addiction.

Over the course of his week, Danny had amassed almost two thousand dollars. When his grandmother taught him to play poker, she had pronounced that Danny was born lucky. He played cards whenever he could for the rest of his life and soon realized that luck had nothing to do with it.

His straight flush came at a pivotal moment in the game. The two biggest spenders were still in the hand: a Mexican hotel guy and a Canadian builder. The Canadian dropped out as soon as the amounts became dizzying, which left Danny and the hotel guy, whose name was Paco.

‘Raise,’ he said, and pushed his cash into the centre of the circle.

Danny was fairly certain by now that Paco had a full house. He would lose. The question was: how much? Danny needed to draw him in. He needed to use the skills that he could never use back home in his regular Friday night game because the guys he played against knew him too well. They had all been in the same school, found jobs in the same town, and lived with the same small disappointments and vast dreams. They knew who he was. Here he could be anyone. There was only one person in Cancún who thought that he would never make much of himself and she was sleeping in the hotel room upstairs.

He stared directly into Paco’s eyes almost like a dare.

‘Call,’ said Paco.

The tension in their corner of the bar stepped up a notch. A few of the hotel waiters had gathered, watching, and he prayed that the game would not be noticed and shut down just when it was getting interesting. He flipped over his straight flush and Paco made a sound as if he had been punched. ‘Fucking gringo,’ he said. But there wasn’t any menace behind his words. Danny smiled and raised his eyebrows, pulling all the money in the pot towards him and calculating there must be close to four thousand American dollars. In addition to the fifteen hundred he still had rolled up in the pocket of his trousers. And the traveller’s cheques.

Maybe his grandmother had been right. Perhaps he was lucky after all.

‘Another hand?’ said Paco, riffling through the cards and being gracious in defeat. Paco had been working on a coconut farm offshore when they started to construct Cancún. He had set himself up as a human resources hotshot and found people from all over to work in the bars and hotels. He was rich man on the Yucatán Peninsula; he could afford the chance to win his money back.

‘One more hand,’ said Danny. He had never had so much cash on him in his life. He could feel the burn in his pocket. He wanted to get it back upstairs before he did something stupid.

But it was too late. The euphoria of his last win clouded his judgement and he went in for too much too soon and before he knew it he was facing up in the final round of betting and there was nothing he could do except bluff his way to a possible recovery. His pair of sevens probably wouldn’t beat whatever Paco was holding.

The Mexican went along with it for a while and the amounts started to climb.

Danny’s better judgement begged him not to throw good money after bad, but he did anyway, as if in a fever dream, listening only to the surge of endorphins that made him take illogical risks. Win, lose, it barely mattered – it was the rush of the gamble itself that he couldn’t live without.

‘Raise,’ he said, putting everything that he had won back on the table again to join the enormous pot there. Real money. His money. Their money. For richer or poorer. ‘All in.’

Paco leant back in his chair, studying Danny’s face. ‘You don’t have anything,’ he said. ‘I want to call. But you’ve cleaned me out.’ He pulled some keys out of his pocket. ‘You want my car?’

‘I fly home to England in three days. Why would I want a car?’

Please fold, he willed. Put down your cards, go home, have sex with your wife. We should all go home. England shone brightly in his mind, more brightly than he remembered, and suddenly he wanted nothing more than his own bed, his own job, and all the safe, solid things he had built his life around.

‘Maybe you don’t go back,’ suggested Paco. ‘Maybe you stay here in Cancún and drive around in my car.’

‘If you want to call me, call me. If you don’t, then fold.’

‘You take a – what is the word? – an IOU?’

Danny laughed. ‘You take the Mick?’ It was lost in translation. ‘No, amigo. Cash is king.’

‘You seem very confident,’ said Paco. He tapped his cards on the surface of the table. ‘I have an idea. I own a house, a little beach house, on Des Amparados. The island with the big coconut farm?’

‘That’s not a beach house,’ the Canadian chipped in, amused. ‘Don’t listen to him. It’s a shack, and if the land was good for growing anything it would be part of the farm and it isn’t.’

‘It’s a valuable piece of real estate, Danny. I’m serious. It may not be worth much right now but in a few years . . . There’s only way one this city is going and that’s up and up.’

‘Okay,’ said Danny.

‘Okay?’

‘Yeah, why not?’

Danny’s heart was pounding and the bitter taste of adrenalin flooded his mouth. He was about to bet four thousand dollars on a hunch he had that Paco was trying too hard to win. He recognized the trace of a confident desperation that he was trying so hard to hide. It was a mirror. They were playing the same game, both trying to scare the other off the pot, which likely meant they both had the same hand. He just wanted to get on with it. Suddenly his pair of sevens didn’t look so bad. Everybody in the bar knew what was going on by now. The amounts being counted in thousands, the talk of cars and farms and houses. He felt like a gangster. He had to see what Paco had. He had to play until the very end.

‘Call,’ said Paco.

What would they do, Danny wondered, if he grabbed the money, more than ten thousand dollars in nonsequential bills, and ran? He breathed.

‘A pair of sevens,’ he said.

The men watching each beat of the game unfold with undisguised intrigue swivelled their heads towards Paco.

‘Shit,’ said Paco. ‘I thought you had nothing.’

Danny shrugged. ‘A pair of sevens, that’s nothing.’

Paco turned over his hand. Some random cards. The highest was a queen.

‘Nope,’ said the Canadian cheerfully. ‘A pair of sevens wins the night.’

Danny exhaled with a puff of air strong enough to lift some of the notes on the table, ruffling the money that now belonged to him.

And a shack on a beach somewhere. He couldn’t roll it up and stuff it in the pocket of his trousers. How would he explain that one to Harriet?

He would take a look.

A beautiful house. Just like she always wanted.

The shallow metal hull of the small fishing boat trembled as the engine opened up, taking the thud of each rolling wave as the prow lifted and fell, splattering them all with spray.

‘You still haven’t told me where we’re going,’ said Harriet.

‘It’s a surprise,’ said Danny. ‘Relax.’

At first the island was no more than a dark green mass on the horizon, but as they drew nearer it became more clearly defined, an expanse of palm trees stretching across for five miles or more. A thin line of rocks was obscured by the hazy rainbows above the curling surf and so the waves appeared to roll directly onto the trunks of the palms as if the trees were growing out of the ocean. To the south of the vast island the same limestone rock bed swept upwards to become cliffs, and then broke into three jagged rock formations, each progressively smaller, thrusting out into the distant sea.

Paco seemed prepared to honour his end of the deal and considered it to be a deal between men. He said nothing of cards in front of Harriet. He had taken Danny aside as Harriet boarded. ‘We’ll cruise over to Des Amparados, you see what you think. If you feel cheated then we can talk,’ he promised. ‘I am not a cheat.’

Their boat pulled past another headland and then drew into a deeper cove, sheltered by the currents so that the water was as still as glass and the silvery sand was clean and soft. The boat lulled in the shallows and Danny jumped out, his first steps ungainly and waterlogged, jarred by the feel of solid ground after forty minutes at sea. His senses were filled with a feeling of space, the air was clear and fresh, the light that tumbled through the palms and onto the sand was sharp and crystalline. Two white butterflies collided above him.

Harriet clambered from the boat and looked around in confused wonder.

‘This way,’ said Paco, leading them off the beach and into the trees, brushing invisible flakes of sand from the shoulders of his white suit, and felt profoundly glad that he no longer worked picking coconuts.

They walked for a long time, through the trees and ferns at the edge of the beach, the sound of insects humming loudly in Danny’s ears, and the heat pressing down on them with an almost physical heft; then they climbed, until at last they emerged into a clearing where a small wooden shed was built on a bluff overlooking the vast ocean that stretched out to the east without end.

‘That’s it?’ said Danny.

‘That’s it,’ said Paco.

Extruding from the modest home were two dramatically unfinished wings of painted concrete block, dazzling white in the hot afternoon sun. Behind them was the view back towards the city of Cancún and its ever-changing skyline.

‘Parts of the house need to be completed, as you see,’ said Paco, with a shrug towards the beautiful dancing waves, ‘but, you know . . .’

Harriet, who had been struggling in her hugely inappropriate wedges and was breathless and something close to scared, felt an insect on her shoulder; when she turned to flick it away she saw something that made her scream. The sudden noise disturbed a pair of egrets and they flew off in the direction of the sun.

Standing a few feet away was a shirtless man with a long beard and skin like leather. He had a bucket in his hand and looked as if he might have been shipwrecked here a hundred years ago, were it not for the old Sony Walkman that he had strapped to the waistband of his shorts. He ripped the headphones from his ears when he saw Harriet scream. A silver earring in his left ear winked in the sunlight.

‘Lo siento,’ he said. ‘I am sorry.’

‘This is Hector,’ said Paco. ‘Hector watches the place for me.’ He spoke to Hector in rapid Spanish, their conversation dragged on, and after a while both men were laughing.

‘Where the hell are we?’ said Harriet. ‘Is your friend thinking of buying this place? What’s going on Danny?’

‘Do you like it here?’ said Danny.

‘There’s nothing here,’ said Harriet.

‘But do you like it?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s okay.’

‘It’s ours,’ he said.

Her brow furrowed as she started to understand. ‘Oh, Danny, what have you done?’

‘I played poker,’ he said, and rushed to apologize as her face fell. ‘I know, I know, I said I wouldn’t do that any more, not once we were married, but I couldn’t sleep.’ There was no need to tell her that he had been up every single night. This was Cancún, it was 1989, he wanted to have some fun. ‘And I won, Harry, I won big. Ten thousand dollars almost.’

‘Ten thousand dollars? Jesus, Danny, what if you’d lost?’

‘I didn’t though. I won. Ten thousand dollars and this.’

‘What do you mean: this?’

‘The house.’

‘Danny, come on. Be serious.’

‘I am serious. You’re always going on about being bored back home. We could live here . . .’

‘Live here? In a shed? Danny, are you mad? What are you talking about, live here?’

‘You say you want me to change.’

‘I mean get a new job or stop wearing trainers, stop playing cards, not live on the other side of the world.’

‘A holiday home, then. Come on, Harriet. Open your mind.’

‘Open my mind? Danny, for the love of God, listen to yourself. Can we leave? Can we just leave now please?’

She didn’t say a word all the way home and then later, after they had gone to bed incredibly early, he lay awake for a long time and so did she. He wanted to reach out to her but he didn’t know how. And she was his wife.

Eventually her breathing slowed and he slipped from the bed.

It wasn’t very late. Instead of heading straight for the nearest poker game, he approached one of the hopeful old men who lingered across the street from the hotel with their old Ford cars as big as boats. Some had the word ‘taxi’ crudely painted on the side; most didn’t bother.

‘Food?’ said Danny and made a knife and fork gesture with his hands. The old man smiled but seemed confused. Danny wished that he spoke more Spanish. ‘Tacos? Burritos?’ he said, hoping that he had pronounced it right. ‘Good food, yes? Not hotel food, Mexican food.’

The old man nodded firmly and heaved open the back door of his car, whisking a spotless handkerchief from his pocket to brush away nonexistent crumbs. He gestured towards the broken window and was embarrassed that it didn’t close. Danny jumped in, undaunted.

They drove away from the lights of the Hotel Zone, down a stretch of deserted coast road and into a small grid of streets that were lined with plain single-storey buildings, identical, one after another. Then he saw signs of life emerging like spring. Children playing in the dark streets, a house that had been painted a brilliant jade green, then another in crimson, another in white, with a border of hand-painted pink flowers; another strung with paper chains as if it was Christmas. More children, so many children, women standing in doorways with babies on their hips, old men sitting on the concrete benches at the side of the road.

He heard the shouts of children and some distant music and his senses sparked. They stopped and the smell of roasting corn hit his nose and his mouth watered instantly. The house, and Harriet’s reaction to it, seemed unimportant. What was important was eating that smell, putting that inside him to see if it filled up the emptiness within.

At the side of the road a man stood behind a rattling old cart. He was juggling two pans over a single gas burner. The house behind him seemed to overflow with people, one or more in every window, children running in and out of the front door, circling the taco stand and laughing.

Danny got out of the car and watched in wonder as his chef twisted a lump of dough down onto a sizzling pan to make a thin wheat tortilla the size of a child’s hand and smearing it with dark grey beans which turned into paste at the merest touch of the back of his knife. Then he sizzled strips of ugly chicken thighs with onions and peppers in another pan before daubing it with a muddy sauce, wrapping the whole little tortilla parcel up and starting the process all over again. It took three minutes at the most. Danny bit down on the sweet, moist chicken and his mouth skittered with excitement. The melting beans were the perfect counterpoint to the yielding meat and the crunch of the well-seasoned vegetables. In a couple of bites it was gone. He heard the scrape of metal behind him and saw an old woman wrestling with a chair for him and immediately he stood to help her but she would not let him. She was embarrassed that he would try.

She stood back and watched as he ate another, like a mother would watch her toddler, and gradually a small crowd started to gather, surrounding him in a respectful, curious circle, smiling and offering the occasional culinary suggestion. Would he like a squeeze of lime? Some roughly torn herbs? Radishes sliced so thin you could see through them? A block of white cheese that could be crumbled like chalk. He took these things with a clumsy ‘Gracias’ and felt self-conscious. He resolved to learn proper Spanish if he ever came back to Mexico.

A table was produced, a pile of napkins for his greasy fingers, and he searched for the words or gestures to ask for hot sauce. ‘Chilli?’ he tried and the chef laughed, producing a small dried chilli and crumbling it into the pan. The next taco was spicy and he wafted his hand in front of his mouth to indicate his approval. ‘Picante,’ said the chef and Danny repeated the word – ‘Pea-can-tay’ – to the obvious approval of the crowd. He enjoyed a good curry back home as much as the next Englishman; he could take more than a little heat. A small boy came running over with a bottle of hot sauce, no lid, a thick crust of dried goop around the neck. He tasted it and his tongue wilted, but seconds later he wanted some more.

His head was spinning and his taste buds danced. He saw his taxi driver sitting down outside the house opposite, talking animatedly with a woman who wore Nike Air on her feet and a baby on her hip. Two teenage girls giggled when he caught their eye. They were both beautiful. Everyone was beautiful. He remembered what his guidebook had said about there being no indigenous community here before the hotels came and, startled, he realized that all of these people were new here just as he was. No wonder the houses looked so uniform and clean – they were little more than a decade old; the very streets they stood on had been built on sand, and everyone here – the old men, the women, the children, the chef who was turning out these delicious morsels faster than he could eat them – were all here searching for something. Tears came into his eyes and the people watching him thought it was the chillies.

After he could eat no more, he pulled the pack of cards from his top pocket and saw the faces of the gathered men spark with interest.

When he got back to the hotel he slipped his key into the door and tried to make as little noise as possible as he pushed open the door.

Harriet was awake. She was packing a bag. She had been crying, he could tell from the way her eyes were swollen and her lips were dry and cracked.

‘What is it?’ he said. ‘What’s going on?’

She just looked at him and shook her head. A kitten-lick of fear scraped the back of his neck.

‘Danny,’ she said finally, and her voice was as tender as a recent wound. ‘I’m leaving.’

‘What do you mean?’ His stomach turned. ‘I don’t have to keep the house, Harriet. Don’t let one stupid idea ruin our honeymoon.’

She choked out a strangled half-laugh. ‘It’s not the house, Danny.’

‘The cards? I’m trying babe, I swear to you I’m trying.’

‘Did you win tonight?’

‘I couldn’t sleep,’ he protested. ‘I went out for food.’

‘Did you win tonight?’

He considered lying but she knew him too well. He nodded. ‘I always win,’ he said in a half-whisper. But she looked at him with disgust and he felt like a loser. ‘Give me one more chance,’ he said. ‘Please? Come on.’

‘It’s too late,’ she said. ‘It’s not the house. It’s not even the cards. That’s not it.’

‘Then what?’

‘I’m in love with someone else,’ she said. ‘I’ve been in love with someone else since last summer. I’m leaving you.’

His chest hurt and his vision started to narrow until looking into his wife’s face was like looking down the barrel of a rifle. The silence was unbearable.

And it felt as though he had been shot.
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Catalina hoisted her drowsy child onto her hip and pushed her hair back from her face with her free hand. She pinned the raven curls back more tightly and left the hotel through the kitchens, past the dominoes and cigarettes of the busboys. If Catalina wanted to flout the hotel policy by bringing her son to work with her, that was none of their business.

Catalina thought about going home to her mother every day. Tonight, as ever, only the sound of sea stopped her from getting on the stinking train and heading back to Veracruz. When she heard the sea she felt lucky. She trained her ears towards the surf but what she heard instead of their gentle lull was the sound of voices raised in anger. Two of the voices spoke Spanish. But a third man was speaking English, the same word over and over again.

‘Please.’

She looked down the beach where the white line of breaking water caught the light of the moon. She saw their shadows and knew that the foreigner was begging them to stop. He was on the floor and it looked as if his ankles were lashed together, maybe his arms too. She drew a little closer and could see that they were piling sand and rocks into his pockets and into a sack by his feet.

‘Hey!’ She put little Ray down in the sand with his bag and marched towards the men. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

The larger of the two men looked up and shooed her away with a quick insult, but she was not deterred. As she drew closer she could tell that they were little more than teenagers. ‘Untie that man,’ she demanded. If this fight broke out between a Mayan and an immigrant labourer, Catalina would have tried harder to hold her tongue. This was not the local violence of the streets, this man was a tourist. He was the money that would keep this part of their country afloat. Hurricane Gilbert had cost Cancún dearly last year, and now it was 1989 and the economic downturn was starting to bite.

‘We won’t hurt him,’ said the second assailant. ‘We are only trying to frighten him.’

Catalina immediately translated this for the man on the floor so that he would no longer be frightened. She had been taking every language class the hotel offered and her English was pretty good.

Both the Mexicans turned towards her with angry faces. One called her a whore and the other spat on the floor.

She stood with her hands on her hips and her feet firmly planted, shoulder-width apart. ‘Go!’ When they looked at her they were both reminded of scoldings from their mothers and muttered to each other before aiming a final kick at the weeping man with his face in the sand.

She stood strong until they were out of sight, but the moment they were gone she raced back to Ray, who was entirely unconcerned by the brief drama. She took him with her back to the man on the floor and together they untied his ankles. Ray thought it was some kind of game.

‘Thank you,’ slurred the foreigner, ‘gracias.’ He was very drunk. He tried to twist his own arms out of the loose rope around them but got into a tangle and thrashed around so much that Ray started to laugh.

‘Be still,’ she said.

‘Is your mum always this stern?’ asked the man, and pulled a face. Ray laughed, even though he barely knew any English and he couldn’t have understood.

‘Only with fools who drink too much,’ she said.

Her tone subdued him and he sat there quietly until he was free.

‘Which hotel are you staying at?’ She would point him in the right direction and then leave him to it.

‘No hotel,’ he said. ‘An island.’ He pointed out into the dark ocean. ‘I have a boat. Somewhere.’

‘You are drunk,’ she said. ‘You need a hotel.’

‘No hotel. Don’t need one. Here …’ He fumbled at his waistband and pulled out a small cotton bag on a string; from this he produced a wad of pesos and another of American dollars. Her eyes widened. She had never seen so much money before in her life.

‘My name is Danny,’ he said. ‘Help me get home?’

They went to Punta Juarez. She found a friend of hers who was happy to let her borrow his boat, for a price. For a few more pesos his wife was happy to watch Ray while he slept, and soon Catalina set off into the inky blackness with the stranger who promptly fell asleep across the planks at the bottom of the boat. They crossed the choppy waters towards a string of lights on the little island. He said that he owned it, so she knew beyond all doubt that he was rich. The moon came out from the clouds and she could see his face more clearly. He was handsome. More handsome than he had looked when he had cowered on the sand, believing every threat those thugs made.

She opened the throttle and let the boat skip over the waves, her spirits lightened by the thrill of the unexpected. She had never been out on the water at night. But then, she had never rescued a man before.

She pulled around the island to the safe cove on the north-eastern side, raised the engine from the water and paddled in as close as she dared. Then she climbed back in and wrapped his coat around her legs and sat next to The Englishman, reading her paperback romance until eventually he stirred.

He looked up with bleary eyes which immediately filled with tears. He scrambled to his feet, the boat tipped wildly, he yelled and then he grabbed on to her for balance and then they locked eyes and his disappointment registered plainly on his heartbroken face. The boat rocked and then steadied. ‘You’re not her,’ he said. ‘I thought …’ He slumped back into the boat. ‘But you’re not.’

She dropped her paperback. ‘I’m Catalina,’ she said. ‘I brought you home.’

‘Home?’

She smiled awkwardly, not knowing if her English was exact enough. ‘You live here?’

‘Do you smoke?’ he asked.

She shook her head.

‘I don’t either. I thought I might try it.’ He laughed gently. ‘I think I’m still fairly drunk, Catalina. I never had tequila before.’

He jerked up suddenly and started patting at his waistband. She wished he would stop his sudden movements. She realized that he was looking for his money bag and pulled it out of her own pockets. ‘I was keeping it for you,’ she said defensively, handing it back.

They were sitting next to each other now, on the pontoon seats at the side of the boat.

‘Did I pay you for the ride?’

She nodded.

‘Did I pay you enough?’

She nodded. The half-moon reflected a ribbon in the sea, rippling like a bridal train.

‘And I said I wanted to come here?’

‘Des Amparados. We all know it. It has coconuts and a Mayan ruin, but nobody comes.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know. Bad fishing, maybe?’

‘I’m Danny,’ he said. ‘Three days ago my wife left me.’ He stood up and jumped over the edge of the boat into six inches of water. The motion upset the boat again and Catalina was knocked sideways.

He stood disconsolately, looking down at his feet. ‘I should have taken off my shoes.’

‘Is she coming back?’ She held out her hand so that he could help her over the edge and together they dragged the boat up onto the sand.

‘It’s my own fault,’ said Danny. ‘The whole time she was seeing another man. Our neighbour.’

‘So how is that your fault?’

‘Because I’m an idiot. I like playing cards for money. She hated it and I knew she did and I didn’t do anything about it.’

He spotted a coconut lying a few yards away on the beach and took a short run at it before booting it towards the ocean. It wasn’t much of a kick and his shoulders slumped as it landed short of its target. He kicked the sand instead and thrust his hands into his pockets.

‘She said that marrying me has made her understand her heart’s desire more clearly. Her heart’s desire! Where was her heart when she was in bed with the man across the street? Hey? Where was her heart?’

‘Take it easy,’ said Catalina. ‘She can’t hear you.’

‘She wants a divorce. She wants the house. Her parents lent us the money, she always brings that up. I hate the house, she can have the house. I never want to see that house again for the rest of my life. I didn’t want the house in the first place.’ He kicked the side of the boat and Catalina’s heart lurched. Even good men are capable of bad things when they are angry.

He was ranting. ‘Do you think she went back there or do you think she went to him? How long’s the flight? Do you think they’re …’ – he choked – ‘… celebrating? She said it started last summer. Do you think that means last summer or the summer just gone?’

He was talking so fast now that she couldn’t keep up with his English. She kept her face neutral but her hand, busy twisting the hem of her skirt on her knees gave her away.

He stopped and she could hear the sound of his breath as he came back to earth. His eyes glanced at her white knuckles. ‘I’m scaring you,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

Her body was riddled with nerves. Nobody had made her feel this way since Ray’s father. Oh, she knew that being turned on by the outdated machismo was a betrayal of the modern Mexican woman, but she didn’t care. Catalina’s life was hard work. She liked to be pushed around. Of course, Ray’s father had left town the minute she revealed she was pregnant, but this man would never do that. He was a good man, an Englishman.

Danny looked out at the veil of stars laced across the sky above him. She felt the heavy eye contact break with a snap.

She didn’t want him to look at the damn stars. She had seen the same stars every night of her life, but not once had she been on a strange island under the moonlight with a heartbroken millionaire. She stood up and smoothed down the front of her skirt, wondering if he could tell that it was a maid’s uniform. Wondering if he would care.

She walked over to him and placed her hand on the side of his face. His eyes were still wild with anger and she licked her lips. ‘You can kiss me if you like,’ she said.

He stared at her. She knew that she was beautiful. She didn’t know that she was the exact opposite of the woman that broke his heart. Dark and sultry where Harriet was so blonde and cool.

He kissed her.

She put everything she had into it, grazing her breasts against him and letting her head fall back into his cradling hand. When he pulled away she let out a small, calculated sigh and kept her eyes closed for the count of three. If he was looking at her when she opened them then she knew that she was in with a chance. One. Two. Three.

Her eyes popped open and met his unfocused gaze, before he pushed himself on her for another kiss. Harder this time. Both his hands were on her shoulders. The rough touch of his jaw as his kisses fell to her neck made her arch her spine in delight.

‘You see those rocks out there?’ whispered Catalina, pointing at the jagged limestone formations to the east and then taking his hand. ‘They are the last of Mexico. Beyond them there is Cuba and then there is nothing. Those rocks are the first place in Mexico to see that every day brings a new dawn. The Mayans built a temple there, covering the rock in honour of the Goddess Ixchel, so that she would have the pleasure of the sun’s freshest rays on her body. Doesn’t that sound romantic?’

They kissed again, and soon they were starting to undress each other with a lazy, exhausted calmness, and in the first of the gentle silver light, feeling close to God, Catalina did the only thing she knew that made men love her.

He was quick, angry, almost vengeful.

The moment that it was over he called her a mistake.

He wouldn’t stop apologizing. The stillness of the dawn exploded in his frantic explanations. She scrambled for her clothes, ashamed of her nakedness, the coquettish flirt deserting her in the face of such obvious regret.

‘I’m still married,’ he said, holding his head in his hands. ‘Christ, my head.’ The excuses tumbled out of him: he was drunk, he was upset, he didn’t know what he was doing.

‘You could just say thank you.’ She snapped her bra closed and pulled on her skirt. It rasped against her sandy skin as she forced it over her hips. It never happened like this in the romance novels she loved so much.

‘Here,’ he said, pushing something at her. ‘I want you to have this.’ His face was ashen. ‘I don’t want it. I feel terrible.’

It was the bag with his money in. She had counted it, of course she had, and knew that there was something close to ten thousand dollars in there. But if she took his money then she really was no better than the women who clustered on the streets around Lopez Portillo, earning dollars on their backs.

But how could she not take it? It was the kind of money that her family could only dream of back when she was a girl.

She couldn’t look him in the eye when she reached out for the bag and tucked it deep inside her clothes. She felt the rough stitches of the bag against her skin, and thought of it as her own cilice. She reached up to kiss his cheek then turned and ran. He called her name once but he did not come after her.

Catalina climbed out onto the rocks. The small pile of boulders there looked unimpressive until you were close enough to see that each grey stone had been placed with such precision that not a single shaft of sunlight entered the womb-like interior. Women worshipped Ixchel – the goddess of the moon and fertility – when they wanted to get pregnant, or wanted strength during childbirth, or needed to commune with the women in their lives that they had lost.

Catalina knelt at the entrance of the miniature temple and prayed. She thought of her mother back in Veracruz and how ashamed she would be of her daughter selling her body. She couldn’t send this money back to her: it was immoral. She prayed for guidance.

Then she prised one of the sacred rocks out of place, took the cotton bag from her waist and buried the bag and its money in the damp earth before putting the rock back on top.

When she got back to her boat Danny had disappeared. She left without him.

Danny stumbled through the trees, blind with shame. The sun climbed higher in the sky and by the time he reached Hector’s cabaña on the edge of the property he had recovered his thoughts, the day had come, and those few moments of madness in the dawn with Catalina were already starting to take on a dreamlike quality.

The old man was sitting on a stool in the shade, pinching the flowers from a springy young tomato plant. ‘Welcome back,’ he said.

‘I’m hungry,’ said Danny, scratching his beard and trying to think more clearly. Hector crossed over to the crude outdoor kitchen and ladled huge bowls of simmering rice soup, rich with chicken stock, and scattered it with chopped lettuce. He warmed some torn stale tortillas in a pan with tomatoes, salt and a slug of golden oil, filling the air with a waft of garlic when he stirred it. Immediately Danny felt a little bit better.

‘Where did you learn such good English, Hector?’

‘I’m from Belize,’ he said. ‘We are all English there. I haven’t been back for many years.’

Danny asked for his story and Hector told him how he had been one of the first crews to tackle the jungle, to cut through a road so that the rest of the city of Cancún could be built. ‘At night we had to sleep buried up to our necks in sand or be eaten alive by mosquitoes. We all buried each other.’

‘Who buried the last guy?’ said Danny.

‘What?’

‘If you all buried each other, who buried the last guy?’

Hector scratched his beard. ‘I don’t know. I suppose he must have got bit.’

The two men sat in silence and ate the rest of their meal.

‘I think I might stay here for a while,’ said Danny.

‘You should,’ said Hector. He crossed to the dark, rickety shelves at the back of the cabaña and tipped out a jam jar full of coins and buttons. He searched through them until his fingers closed around a small steel medallion of a saint.

‘St Joseph,’ he said, and pressed the metal disc into Danny’s hand. ‘The patron against doubt and hesitation, the forgotten father of all hopeless cases. A gift for you. They say that when you buy a house you should pray to him and he will bless it. This is a special place, Danny. I dream of a day when everything is as it could be. The land calls to me and asks me to make it so. St Joseph will help you to build your home.’
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When he thought about going back to England, Danny felt tightness in his chest and a sense of doom. Better to be here, where the slate was as clean as the air. He swung his legs up over the side of the bed and onto the damp floor. He regarded his face in the mirror with some surprise. The Mexican sun had left its mark on his pallor and a four-day beard made him look like some kind of hippy, a leftover relic from an era of free love and happiness. He decided not to shave.

Danny let the island heal him. He bathed in the ocean, he bathed in the sun. He picked out pages from the Spanish paperback that Catalina had left behind and used it to improve his Spanish. Hector made him a big lunch every day; always the same thing, the soup and the chilaquiles, which they ate in his palapa kitchen. He stopped wearing shoes. He did not sleep, not properly. He would lie in his bed and feel himself drift closer and closer to it, but at the last moment he would pull back, as if he was afraid of falling.

He made small improvements to the house and tried to tame the garden. He cut back some of the undergrowth and built shady palapas over the concrete blocks. On Hector’s advice he extended the covering of thatched leaves out across the back of the property to make a covered terrace that stretched all the way to the white bougainvillea that might one day trail across it. He hammered a strong nail into the solid wood of the door frame and he hung the small medallion of St Joseph on it and let the saint guide his hand as he tried to build the house of his dreams. When a day’s work felt done he liked to sit on the porch and watch the lights of Cancún flicker and kid himself that he would never have to go home.

He named the house Featherbow in his mind and was proud of it in a way that he had never been proud of anything before. He decided that he would get a sign so that all who came here would know that it was his.

The rest of the island intrigued him. His own holding was a postage stamp compared to the coconut farm, which stretched all the way up to the northern coast. Hector had said very little when asked about it, only that the nuts were harvested four times a year by a crew from the mainland. If he climbed up to the highest point, before the cliffs fell away to the sea, he could sometimes see right down across the middle of the island and make out a tan-coloured pick-up truck lumbering across the trenches cut between the endless rows of palm trees. Sometimes at night he could smell burning. There was no fence between the farm and the boundaries of his own land. He wondered if he should build one, or if that would be a terribly English thing to do.

One day he saw a white sailboat glide into the next bay along. He watched and waited and when the boat failed to emerge after an hour or more he decided to go exploring and use the presence of day trippers as his excuse, should he turn out to be trespassing beyond his boundaries.

At first the going was simple. The rocky eastern shore was easy enough to walk, and to scramble across where necessary. The tide was turning favourably out to sea and he knew that he would be safe. But gradually the walking got less and the scrambling more until he was clinging, almost vertical, to a cliff face and realized that he could go no further. The only problem was that he was not sure he could climb back down again either. He found a better toehold and assessed his situation. He felt like a fool for getting into a fix but then he spotted a twisted tree branch a couple of yards up where the land did appear to level out and with an enormous grunt he threw up his left arm and pulled the rest of his body up quickly. He collapsed, pumped with the effort, and rolled over to stare at the blue sky above him. He felt a million miles from any life he had ever known.

Then he heard the sound of a woman’s laughter.

He sat up and looked down into the next bay along. The sailboat was bobbing at anchor and on the white sand beach a small group of people clustered around a stooped palm tree. The focus of all their attention was a woman sitting on the low-slung trunk of the palm, swinging her feet. Behind them were bags and blankets and a crate of cheap Mexican beer.

He wasn’t sure whether to approach them; he wasn’t sure if the beach they were on even belonged to him or if he had already gone further than his own land. But as he stood up his feet caused a minor landslide and the group in the bay turned to look up at him.

The woman raised a slender arm to shield her face from the sun and the silver bangles that she wore reflected the light and momentarily blinded him.

‘Hello! Are you lost?’ she shouted.

Danny was captured at once by the lightness of her tone. It sounded as if she was on the brink of laughter. Until everything fell apart and went bad it always seemed as if she was privy to some infinitely amusing joke. As if she alone knew that life was to be enjoyed, to be relished. It was all there in her very first greeting.

He waved a casual hello, as casual as it was possible to be when meeting by chance on a remote island, and clambered down to join them.

The woman was called Lucy. She was the indisputable leader of their little gang of five, Lucy and four jovial young men, all exhilarated from a day’s sailing in the Mexican Riviera. They pronounced him marvellous. They didn’t seem to notice or care that he wasn’t like them – moneyed and carefree – and continued talking about people he didn’t know and places he had never been to, assuming that he would be able to follow the conversation.

She would have been considered beautiful if only seen in a still photograph, but she was as mercurial as the glittering surface of the sea and just as compelling.

He told them that he owned a house around the bay and looked at Lucy for her reaction. She had seemed simultaneously impressed and nonchalant, her almond-shaped eyes widening just a fraction before she pulled on a pair of sunglasses and lay down along the length of the tree trunk, relaxing her slender limbs so that she looked as comfortable as a snake stretched out in the sunshine.

‘You’ll join us for lunch?’ she said, with only the merest hint of enquiry, as if she was stating a fact.

‘Yes please,’ he said, regardless of whether or not he sounded like a sycophant. He wanted to be near her. Maybe some of that blithe spirit would rub away his troubles.

He could barely take his eyes off her for the rest of the afternoon. She quickly bored of sunbathing and organized a makeshift game of quoits which she promptly won. One of the men made her a crown of frangipani flowers as a prize. When one of the men asked her to sing, she launched into a bawdy dance-hall tune without hesitation, making them laugh and accepting their good-natured criticism of her terrible singing voice.

‘You try then,’ she commanded, and they fell over themselves to do her bidding.

He wanted to know if she was sleeping with any of the men, and for a few moments in the sun with his eyes closed he imagined she was sleeping with all of them, expertly, and that’s why they so clearly adored her.

She stripped down to a bikini and announced that she was going for a swim and for a while they all just watched her until she bored of that too and started back towards them. She walked as if she was a single chord away from dancing.

‘Remarkable, isn’t she?’ said one of her friends. His name was Sawyer. He was a lot younger than the rest of them, at eighteen, and he didn’t talk as much as the other two.

Danny nodded.

‘You’re her type, you know,’ said Sawyer. ‘Better watch out, Luce likes a bit of rough.’

‘I’m married,’ said Danny.

‘Really? Where’s the missus?’

‘Back home.’

Sawyer raised a boyish eyebrow and grinned. ‘Like I said. Watch out.’

‘Watch out for what?’ said Lucy, returning to the group and batting Sawyer across the head with her sun hat.

‘Watch out for you,’ said Sawyer. His brown eyes twinkled with mirth.

Danny thought she might be embarrassed, but instead she sat down in the sand behind him and wrapped her damp legs around his waist and her arms around his chest so that he felt as if he was trapped in the most pleasurable deadlock he could imagine.

‘I’m harmless,’ she said, and then wrestled him down onto the ground, twisting so that she sat shamelessly astride him. He blushed.

‘You’re scaring him, Lulu,’ shouted one of the other two.

‘Then he scares too easily,’ she said.

When it started to get dark, he wondered briefly how he would find his way back home, but then after a brief twilight the moon rose, full and splendid, and it didn’t really get dark at all. The mood of the cavorting friends softened as the men drank more of the beer and turned melancholic.

‘Only a few more weeks,’ said one of them. ‘Then it’s back to the real world.’

‘Don’t,’ groaned another. ‘What say we just don’t go back?’

‘I like it,’ said Lucy. ‘We’ll live on the boat, eat tropical fruit and catch fish.’

‘Trade seashells for gold.’

‘I’ll have babies,’ she said, ‘lots of babies. And when we grow old, we can live in a cave by the sea.’

They were quiet for a little while, contemplating the future.

Under that moon he fancied that he grasped a fundamental truth, that happiness was found in moments like this – strangers by a campfire under the stars – and that all the choices, those life choices he kept getting so magnificently wrong, meant nothing.

‘Nothing at all,’ he said aloud.

‘What’s that?’ asked Lucy. ‘What did you say?’

‘Nothing,’ said Danny and then he laughed. ‘Do you feel like a swim? I never swam at night before.’

‘Idiots. You’ll freeze,’ said Sawyer.

‘Sawyer thinks I take too many chances,’ said Lucy.

‘It’s called risk addiction, Lucy. I might be young but I know when to be cautious; it keeps me in the game.’

Lucy stuck her tongue out at Sawyer like a schoolgirl and took Danny’s hand in hers. They padded across the sand down to the water and he let the waves crash into his legs as they waded deeper into the chilling embrace of the sea. She broke free of him and swam a few yards out. He followed. He was not a strong swimmer and was glad when she stopped and faced him, treading water.

‘This has been a quite perfect day,’ said Lucy, tipping her head back to let the water smooth her hair off her face. In the moonlight her face glistened wet and clean; she looked like a siren sent to enchant him.

‘So what happens now?’ he said.

‘Guy and Leo will drink too much and have an argument which Sawyer will have to settle. Alex will fall asleep. And I will bemoan the lack of a decent glass of chilled Sancerre.’

She made everything sound as if it could be so simple.

They fell asleep next to the fire, under a pile of blankets so big and so scattered that it was impossible to tell if they were sharing. In the middle of the night she pushed herself back into the comforting shape of his sleeping form and, without waking, he curled an arm around her waist and pulled her closer. His mouth found the tenderest point of her bare shoulder and he kissed her there.

He heard her whisper as if it was inside his dream. ‘Are you sleeping?’

His eyes snapped open. He kissed her shoulder again and she trembled. ‘No,’ he said. Her buttery soft skin felt like heaven under his lips. He brushed her shoulder with the tips of his fingers and realized that she was naked beneath the blankets. His hand continued, over and under, until he felt the gentle swell of her curves and the little bump of her hipbone.

Everybody else was sleeping soundly a small distance away. He could only hear the lap of the ocean and her hot sweet breath as she turned into him. He kissed her fiercely, losing himself, and when she climbed on top of him and arched her back her long, loose hair trailed across the tops of his thighs and he caught sight of her like that, offering herself to him and to the stars, and she looked like a goddess.

Afterwards she flipped onto her back, breathless, and he did the same, and they both lay there panting, gazing at the chaotic, star-scattered sky.

After a while she could speak again. ‘I didn’t plan to seduce you,’ she said.

‘Are you sorry?’

‘No, I’ll probably do it again tomorrow,’ she said.

‘Where did you come from?’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘How did you know I needed you?’

Lucy propped herself up on her elbow, draping herself over him with such casual familiarity that he wondered if perhaps she could feel as certain about their connection as he did. It was more than sex, it was the island: it had enchanted them both.

‘Keep watching the stars, Danny,’ she said. ‘There are patterns up there to help you find your way.’

When he woke up the next morning, Sawyer and the rest of the men had gone; the boat had disappeared and it was just him and Lucy.

‘Where is everyone?’

He was not unhappy that they had the beach to themselves. The memory of last night was ever present in his mind and could do with refreshing.

‘They had to take care of some business,’ said Lucy, waving her hand airily.

He didn’t think to ask what kind of business it could be, out here in the middle of nowhere, and instead he threw himself into the day with Lucy. The thought of going home stabbed at his mind again; home where everyone would have to watch as his marriage was dismantled. Why couldn’t life be like Lucy – uncomplicated, happy and free?

He showed her his house. She loved it.

Harriet’s reaction faded in the force of her obvious delight. ‘You could put another room here,’ she said. ‘And this could be the master bedroom so every morning you could see the sunrise.’ She danced around the space as if the walls were already built and it was a ballroom and not a shack on the edge of a cliff.

He made a mental note of everything she said and then threw a rug on the tiled floor and made love to her in the old stone kitchen.

Later, when the heat became too heavy to bear and dusk brought out the mosquitoes, they swam together out as far as they dared before the currents of the open sea tugged at their bare legs like a warning.

‘Stop!’ he yelled. ‘It’s too dangerous.’

Lucy swam further out then turned back to him, flicking sea water into his concerned face. ‘Scaredy-cat,’ she teased, but she swam back in all the same.

When dark fell and cloaked them in secret shadows, he thought to ask about her friends and the yacht.

‘They’ll be back,’ said Lucy. ‘They wouldn’t leave without me. It’s my boat. Maybe they’re back already.’

‘Okay.’ He didn’t move.

‘Are you scared of me, Danny?’ she said.

What could he say? She was like an angel fish, flitting around in the shallows, impossible to see closely for even a moment, impossible to hold. She terrified him.

‘What is this?’ he said. ‘I have to know, what is this we have here?’

She grinned. ‘This is love, Danny. Don’t you recognize it?’

It was impossible to tell whether or not she was joking. He felt his heart twist like an anxious pair of hands.

‘Do you play cards?’ he said.

‘Only for money,’ she replied, quick as a bounce. And they went inside.

In the middle of the night he woke up, certain he had heard something. Beside him, Lucy stirred.

‘Did you hear that?’ he said.

‘Go back to sleep.’

The following morning her friends were back. He watched her barrel into their embraces and cavort from bear hug to bear hug. He remembered with a sharp pang that he was not with her, they were. He felt her slipping away like sand in an hourglass. She belonged to them. But then Sawyer called out to him and dragged him in to the general back-slapping that accompanies a gang reunited. Was it possible he had a gang? He invited them all up to Featherbow for breakfast and went ahead to warn Hector.

At breakfast, Lucy fetched drinks for everyone and was up and down to the kitchen. She was the finishing touch that the house had been lacking and with Lucy there it truly felt like a home. He raised his juice glass and shouted ‘Amigos!’ and they all laughed and raised their glasses, except Hector, who had filled his plate and tucked himself in at the far end of the table.

‘So where have you guys been?’ said Danny. He caught the moment’s pause and the odd look that passed between Alex and Guy.

‘Taking care of business,’ said Sawyer. He too sensed the tension and tried to diffuse it by giving Hector an ill-advised compliment. ‘Cool earring, man.’ The silver hoop had a small white tooth on it. ‘Is that a shark’s tooth?’

Hector said something in Spanish and Alex looked rattled. Lucy had mentioned something about him speaking fluent Spanish.

‘What was that?’ said Danny.

Hector looked up. ‘I said, there is only one business out here. When are your friends leaving?’

Danny frowned. He didn’t like the atmosphere that had descended. He didn’t understand it.

‘There’s a storm coming in from the Atlantic. We leave straight after breakfast,’ said Alex.

‘Good,’ said Hector. His face was tight and unforgiving.

Danny started to apologize for Hector’s rudeness and then realized what Alex had said. They were leaving. She was leaving. But it didn’t really matter. He waited until they were alone and then he asked her to stay.

‘My life is very complicated,’ she said. ‘You can’t imagine.’

‘It could be simple, here with me.’

‘I’ve had a beautiful time,’ she said. ‘I’ll never forget it. But I like my life, Danny. I like my stupid, complicated life exactly the way it is.’

He looked out to sea and wondered what on earth he was supposed to do now if Lucy was not the answer.

‘But I love you,’ he said, stumbling over the words, crying in a way that he hadn’t cried since his parents died, and all the sadness he’d felt then came rushing back in like the inexorable tide. ‘All my life I have been pretending and with you I don’t have to. You feel it, you must feel it. I think we are supposed to be together. You can’t leave. You can’t.’

Thick gulps came from his swollen throat as he pleaded with her to stay. He fell to his knees. He begged. His desperate grey eyes were the exact colour of the thick line on the horizon before a storm at sea.

‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘Please.’ She looked away, embarrassed for him.

He stumbled to Hector’s cabaña after their boat was out of sight. Hector came out with a gun in his hand.

‘It’s me,’ said Danny. He stared at the glint of the gun and thought it looked quite beautiful. ‘I just needed someone to talk to. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I’ll go.’

‘Sit down,’ he said.

‘She left,’ said Danny.

‘I know.’

‘Why did you hate her?’

Hector sighed and put the gun down on the table. He pulled the door closed behind him, righted the chair that Danny had overturned and helped him to sit down. ‘Lucy was lovely,’ said Hector. ‘But her friends were drug dealers.’

‘You know them?’

‘I have seen them before. You don’t know this island like I do.’

‘So tell me.’

Hector looked at him and then went back inside and he came back out with a bottle of cheap Sauza and two shot glasses. He poured them both some of the golden tequila. Somewhere out in the early morning there was a screech, a bird or an animal or something, and the sound made Danny’s teeth clench. The wind shook the palms and dried leaves floated onto the ground like dark snowflakes.

‘The cocaine is from Colombia,’ said Hector, knocking back his drink. ‘It has been passing this way for many years. Long before they called this place Cancún. The coconut farm? That’s no farm. It’s a cover. You think they will stop now that the city has reached the sea? No way. They will pay off the police. It makes it easier for the drug dealers, all the people passing through the airport, the highways. The shipments are controlled. Your friends, they are taking risks you don’t understand. They are buying directly before it reaches the port. To sell. It is an incredibly stupid thing to do. They are stealing from the dealers and from the police. From both.’

‘Those guys? Leo, Guy, Alex? Sawyer? You’re wrong.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Hector.

The tequila hit him hard. He wished that he could concentrate on what Hector was saying but it sounded absurd. And somewhere out there among the coconut palms there came another screech. He shook his head rapidly and licked his dry mouth. He didn’t like what was happening in his head. It was more than just the tequila.

Hector shrugged. ‘There is crime everywhere. But Mexico is not England, it is not America. There are poor people here, poverty you can’t imagine, and with poverty comes crime.’

‘So why do you stay?’

‘The island,’ he said. ‘The dirty side of this place makes it more beautiful, like a woman with a scar so you know that she has lived, so that you know she is not hiding behind cosmetics, so you know that she is real. It is the most beautiful place on earth.’

‘I used to think so,’ said Danny. ‘But either the island is cursed or I am.’

‘Things have gone wrong for you, compadre,’ said Hector. ‘That is true. Maybe you will not grow here after all.’

Danny pushed his tequila aside. ‘I have all the papers from the bank to transfer the ownership of this mosquito hole,’ he said, spitting out the last word. ‘I should give it to you: at least you love the place.’

‘You love it. Deep in your heart.’

Hector patted his chest and Danny had a sudden certain feeling that if he were to do the same there would be only a hollow sound where his heart should be. He was the tin woodsman from The Wizard of Oz; he was a robot from Star Wars, he was nothing. He had no family. Harriet had been it for him and that wasn’t love at all. Lucy had felt like love. Lucy.

‘Is there anyone you love, Hector?’ he asked. ‘That you know for sure you love?’

‘I love my son.’ He pulled a photograph from his pocket. At some point it had been folded in half so that a cracked line wounded the little boy from ear to ear. ‘He lives in America with his mother. He’s older than that now.’

‘This is your son?’

‘Luis.’

Danny took the photograph and saw an address scrawled on the back. The boy was not smiling. He looked into the camera lens as if he was looking at a spot on the horizon with deep concentration. The boy was handsome and when Danny looked for a family resemblance in Hector he realized that Hector was not as old as he had once thought. Without his beard, without the suntan, they might even be the same age. Hector had love. Danny had nothing.

‘Do you see him often?’ said Danny.

Hector laughed softly and looked off towards the low morning sun. ‘I have only seen photographs,’ he said. ‘It is my one true regret, Danny.’

‘Why don’t you find him? Make it right.’

‘I am a coward.’

Danny knocked back what was left of his tequila. ‘I mean it. This house. Featherbow. You should have it. Harriet will divorce me. She can’t force me to sell this place if it isn’t mine.’

‘You are drunk.’

‘Not yet,’ said Danny. ‘And before I am I will put your name on those papers and I will sign them. For you.’

‘What about when you have children of your own?’ said Hector, humouring him.

‘That’s true,’ said Danny. ‘That is very true.’ He swallowed to try and focus his thoughts. It was the tequila. He wasn’t used to it. ‘So if I have children the island goes to them, when you die. Deal?’ He tried to imagine a world where he was a father, but he could not. To be a father there must be a mother and for there to be a mother he would have to fall in love again and he had had enough of love. He had had enough of everything. Suddenly, giving Hector the island he loved seemed the answer to everything. If only he would accept it then Danny could start over. Alone. The way that it should be. The way it was always meant to be. Trying to love people had been his downfall.

He stuck out his hand and Hector shook it.

‘Go back to the house,’ said Hector kindly. ‘You’ll feel better tomorrow.’

‘I think tomorrow I might be leaving,’ he said. He pushed back his chair. ‘Do you want to stay on as caretaker? I like what we did with the terrace. You could do some work on the house. I have about two thousand dollars left: you could have it.’

‘Money as well as the house?’ said Hector, smiling indulgently, for he had grown fond of the Englishman. He knew how it felt to have nowhere that you particularly want to go.

Back on his side of the property, Danny started to pack his things into a suitcase. Just one suitcase; Harriet had taken the other when she left him. He included the paperback that Catalina had left behind, for he had grown fond of its hopeful story. Finally he thought of Lucy and began to wonder if it had been real. Any of it. Or if any of the women had loved him, even if only for a moment.

Harriet

Catalina

Lucy.

He fell back across his bed and the heat and the gentle shushing of the waves gradually overcame him until he was fast asleep.

He woke with a start, certain that he had heard a gunshot. He sat bolt upright and heard another one. It was coming from the direction of the garden and Hector’s shack. He jumped from the bed, still fully clothed, and started running towards it. The sound of a man’s voice shouting made Danny drop to the ground, suddenly aware of the risk he was taking, and he started to crawl forward on his hands and knees, lost in the ferny undergrowth. He knew that Hector had a gun. Perhaps he was using it to shoot quail with some buddies from the mainland. As he got closer he could see the tan pickup they used on the farm parked in what could conceivably be called Hector’s driveway. Next to it was a gleaming vintage Indian motorbike, chilli-pepper red, spotlessly clean and totally out of place on this island. The keys were in the ignition and the old-fashioned chrome mudguards reflected dazzling silver pinpricks of the searing noon sun.

He slithered round the back of Hector’s cabaña, on his belly now, keeping as low as he could. He could see a shadow moving about inside the shack. But he couldn’t see if it was Hector and he couldn’t see a gun. He pressed himself down into the sandy earth, keeping perfectly still, tasting gravel, praying that this brush with death would pass him by. The moisture that was left in his mouth drained into the soil and he felt his vision narrow alarmingly; he closed his eyes tight as a knot of dread closed over his heart. He began to have a silent conversation with God. This could not be the end.

It was not Danny’s life that flashed before his eyes but the dazzle of Lucy’s smile when she told him this was love.

The sound of the final gunshot echoed across the island.
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