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PROLOGUE

Belize City

I land from Miami and score right near the airport. We pick up a guy on the side of the road who rides with us and goes into the Coke House to buy for me. The taxi driver asks if I don’t wanna check what he bought while he’s still in the car, and I just say I’m sure it’s OK, not wanting to be distrustful so soon in a new country. When I get to the hotel it tastes bitter, barely even coke. I’m very disappointed, ya know? First night, and your expectations are all up and ya got a jones for it? Fuuuuck!

I wake to bird screams. SHUDDUP! This giant mynah bird – retarded, ’cos it can only say the same word over and over: SHUDDUP! Ya don’t complain if it’s a Noise of Nature, but the cage is right outside my window. The superfox Belizean girl at reception doing her nails says “it a she”, and that the bird had just laid an egg. “Wanna see?”

So I go over and it’s all waddling friendly, wagging its tail like a dog to fool ya it’s nice and coming right up to ya and bending its head down like, scratch it, we’ll be friends, which’d be cool, to have a bird pal – and then it fucking bites me – hard!

“Oh, she just playing,” says Superfox. “She moltin’. When it’s her time, she feisty.”

Yeah, well, fuck that – I need a DRINK. Superfox gives me directions into town, but it turns out to be a Caribbean coffee shack with a twenty-deep queue. I ain’t waitin’ no hour – need liquor now. Serious, my legs are like LEAD and I know liquor will cure that, but there’s nowhere for nothing open in sight and I don't wanna whine in the streets ’cos it’s like 90 already.

I feel kinda weird out in the street asking for a liquor store at 7.30 AM, but then fuck that and shout to a bum perched up in a tree: “Where beer?”

“Way down the road, my brudda,” he says, and could I bring him back “a cold one”? There are all sorts of gringo tourists around when I finally reach way-down-the-road. They’re off on boat trips lugging lots of water-activity gear. Where is that liquor store? My taxi driver from yesterday appears on foot at my side. Do you need a lift? He’ll drive me wherever I say.

“To an open liquor store.” He says “the China one” is the best and cheapest and open now, and I say, “Cool bananas.” We walk to his taxi. He’s on foot hustling up his business, gotta like him for that – means he’ll probably be industrious about other things too, like getting me some coke, good coke this time. Providence has put a local with wheels in my path; why not roll with him?

Belize City’s very breezy, right on the water, not what I was expecting at all: not hot and hateful modern squalor, but charming Caribbean plantation-style structures. You can breathe, and don’t feel in danger of being Big Central American City Mugged, like in San José, Costa Rica. I didn’t know anything about Belize pre-trip, nothing at all, just had the good Air Miles deal come available for it. Why not go?

Once you hook up with a local they’re gonna be hard to shake, so ya gotta decide if this is the kinda guy you wanna be with potentially for the whole time you’re in town. But Juan takes me to a twelve-box, so he’s my man in B-City now, ’cos cold beers … oh my God, they taste so good. Belikin’s the local brand here. I’m a fan when it’s 90 at 9.00 AM – ahh!

Now I’ve got my morning energy, equalised and fine and ready for the day, I ask Juan if there’s a beach in town – no. All swimming places are outside; the closest is fifteen minutes’ drive, $10 admission for gringos. I decide to let him be my guide for the day. Two hundred Belize dollars, what the fuck. He’s nice and pudgy and thirtysomething and non-threatening. The Fates have put him in my path with a car … don’t resist, boy!

We drive back to the Great House, my colonial-style hotel, to get my beach shit. Juan flirts mercilessly with Superfox. Not a chance, Juan, not with that paunch – or that empty pocketbook. She really is pretty. Regal black-swan neck. Are there any Belizean supermodels? Are there any famous Belizean anythings? I’ve never heard of Belize, nothing, no songs about it, no fruits it’s famous for … nothin’.

SHUDDUP!

I thought mynahs were supposed to be the most eloquent birds with the widest range of vocabulary – ha! Juan makes me disinfect my hand with soap and hot water before we leave the hotel. The Great House is 1850s authentic, with balsa wood walls and floors, rattan chairs and ceiling fans. Juan is impressed, says he loves the place, best in town!

Back in the taxi, Juan tells me he has to go out of town to get the good coke. We stop at a beach resort for breakfast and beers: a strange harbour for yachts, with a waterslide. He motions for me to wait at a table in the sun while he goes off. I am the only person there, ’cos it’s on the ocean and WINDY. I see gringo families on holiday being brought here as part of an escorted tour. This seems to be a place where you’re safe from locals hassling you, ’cos you have to pay to gain access. Juan returns with the ‘cola’ less than an hour later. Better, bigger, cheaper than yesterday’s rip-off. But nowhere near as good as Colombia prices or quality.

Juan phones his wife, Flicka; I take his picture. He is bland but pleasant enough and harmless, safe. I say hi to Flicka over his mobile. We agree to meet her later at a friend’s bar.

Me and Juan enjoy the morning in the sun by the swimming area, doing the good blow in the shack-on-the-sand toilets. He says, what about driving to Belmopan? I say OK, and we’re off. We drive and drive – it’s a countryside day! Sightsee, mutherfucker, that’s what you’re here for. Socialise in the car, yakety-yak – him too, not just me. I can’t remember a thing he fucking said. Pretty scenery, lush and green-jungly, yet quite different from Guatemala, though it’s so close. Trees are tighter together, somehow. Maybe it’s just the coke.

Juan told me about his life, his big family, twelve brothers and sisters. Has two kids of his own, or five, but anyway, yeah, so he really needs the cash from this outing, 200 Belize dollars for the day and all he’s gotta do is drive, talk and party – sweet deal! Just driving for driving’s sake and having cold Belikins and good coke, and he’s delighted to partake of both, and it’s an easy day.

But then I realise the destination is his own property, out in the middle of fucking nowhere. It seems all Belizeans have been distributed some property from the government, as part of land reforms to compensate for corruption in previous governments. Probably the size, desirability and quality of these properties have varied depending on a family’s clout and political influence. But listening to Juan, I begin to wonder whether or not this land is actually his legitimate parcel. Is he part of a Belizean pastime, a tradition, of trying to sell gringos their ‘jungle allotments’, like New Yorkers selling hillbillies the Brooklyn Bridge? But it’s hardly downtown Manhattan here. Location, location, location, Juan. I compliment him on his nice trees, and say, let’s get back to Belize City.

We’re the only customers when we get to his friend’s bar back in town. Juan wants to know about stuff in Europe and the US, like Madonna and Obama. And Britain – lots of questions. He’s very interested, which is interesting in itself; usually it’s Spain Central Americans are curious about, but Britain is the more recent conqueror here.

Flicka shows up. She’s a college grad in something Grim and Worthy – I can’t remember. But she’s bright and friendly. She doesn’t do coke, and I intuitively realise she doesn’t want Juan doing it either, by the way her eyes follow Juan when he goes to the toilet. I like her though, and she’s no dummy. I don’t want to insult her intelligence, and just tell her right out when she asks that he’s gone to do a line because it’s obvious. She’s not thrilled, but continues to be pleasant and a good sport. There’s nothing she can do about it anyway, ’cos he’s already done it. So, like I said, she’s smart not to hassle it. We’re In Control, no big deal, not Whacked Out … and we party with Cuba Libres, too. I buy them dinner and we all have a merry time: she does drink Cuba Libres alright – Ándale!

I suggest we move on to the Great House for more drinks and maybe more dinner, why not? Civilised to sit at a table with a cloth, straightens ya up somehow. My idea appeals, as the Great House is the best hotel in town and probably a don’t-do-it-every-night treat for Juan and Flicka. The Radisson across the street’s supposedly the next best hotel, but please. Who would come all the way to Belize and do the Radisson? Same price as the planation fun across the street, but you’re more comfortable with that Cleveland feel? People suck, man.

There’s a Tom Cruise lookalike in the bar of the Great House when we arrive. Tom’s with the Red Cross and he’s a doofus American, digging ditches for Goodness and hating it, been away from his wife nine months. He wants me to join pickup forces with him to get this Belize hooker at the bar to have sex with him – that’s how inept a dimwit we’re talkin’. The manager of the Great House comes up to a very-oiled Juan and Flicka, and says there’s been an emergency: Juan’s taxi services are needed elsewhere. It’s obviously been decided that they need to be moved along, that I may be tiring of them – which I am, but I truly haven’t let that on. I would never instigate that kind of tactic myself, but I am delighted it was done for me. Let’s be top-class hotel management and discreetly help when a guest doesn’t know how to get rid of his taxi driver and wife. Works for me.

Idiot Red Cross Boy is going to strike out with the prostitute – how is that possible? Cross the world’s dumbest prostitute with the world’s dumbest john, and they both end up just talking and paying for their own drinks and going home alone! They don’t deserve to have me intercede. Do I have to stick his dick in for him, take the money from his wallet for her? I’m off to bed with the rest of the coke. The waitress wants to talk to me and find out Who I Am; goodnight, Gracie, that’s for me to know …




San Pedro

I take a boat for the island of San Pedro. I don’t look for Juan, just take the first taxi outside the hotel and split. The new taxi driver confirms what Juan and Flicka said: that San Pedro is the most upmarket of the Belize cayes; it’s the “I fell in love with San Pedro” of Madonna’s “La Isla Bonita”.

There are boats leaving for San Pedro all the time. On mine, there are hardcore hippyish backpacker types, and the ride is longer than I expected – nearly two hours just to Caye Caulker, the stop before San Pedro, where most of the passengers disembark. I have a quick cigarette on the dock ’cos it’s fucking impossible aboard ship with that wind blasting: I lost my cool wigwam resort cap, even though it was on tight. When I finally arrive in San Pedro, my hair’s all stringy-tangled, no joke with long hair.

I let the turtles – the backpackers – and other passengers head off down the jetty. I’m in no rush. I take a seat at Wet Willy’s on the end of the pier to work out my snarls, check out my Fodor’s, have a chilly beer or four and ask the bartender what’s happening, what’s cool in San Pedro?

After blah from the unhelpful bartender and blah blah from two Spanish queen tourists I don’t want to get started with, Baron, a local Belizean, sidles up to me on a barstool. I quiz him on hotels, and Ramon’s Village is the first thing out of his mouth. It’s in town, not a posh boutique in the middle of nowhere. Can he show me the way? Of course! It’s his job and duty to point me in the right direction, says Baron. I get his Belikins goin’ as he tells me how important it is that foreigners report back home that there are no hassles and no muggings in Belize. I’ve heard this line of collective local thinking before: if only tourists, especially Americans, could be taught not to lump all Central American countries together as one big civil war-ravaged, Noriega-kidnapping-type hell – like the Costa Ricans have managed through good word of mouth and tourism brochures … yadda-yadda.

Baron helps me drag my case down the beach. There are golf carts you can rent to get around this place: they’re zipping around everywhere. But me drinking equals no to dat. You should see those drunk’s legs after a wipeout in shorts on gravel. Baron’s doing the huffing and puffing for me here; I offer to drag, but he won’t have it – thank God.

He knows all the beach vendors and says hi, so proud of his find: Baron’s caught a Live One, the lucky! He introduces me to Tracey, an island lady with enormous hips. She’s with her friend Devonais, a real hoochie-coochie girl, baby, who does a little yippee-ki-yay bump-and-grind as we pass.

Tracey and Devonais decide to follow us, their kids trailing behind. So I invite everyone to lunch at Ramon’s Village, told ’em all to just sit down at the beach restaurant. Right away security was on ’em, but I explained it was cool, they were my guests. Security says to Tracey, OK, as long as you all stay in the common area, and don’t go to the rooms. This is common practice at hotels worldwide with locals: they just don’t want no room-robbery bullshit goin’ on. Me neither!

I go to reception to make sure they have a room for me and how much it’s gonna be. What’s the worst? If they’re full, I’ll just have lunch and move on. But it’s not the case – one room left! Lucky, but its $175 a night, $75 more than tops I was gonna pay, but the place is great and central and me wanna stay! So I say OK for one night and join the others for lunch.

I’m buyin’ drinks and burgers all around, and it’s nice to have people to talk to, people enjoying themselves. Plus, these guys are gonna be able to get me coke and magic mushrooms and of course ganja if I want it – which I don’t, ’cos of my Paranoia Unsocial-ness on it, but I’m sure it’s good, and it can work as a nice boost in combo with the other goodies. But I gotta remember: ganja straight on its own, no way: makes ya Steve La Dork, who thinks everyone’s talking about ya – which they are, because you’re La Paranoid Dork. Also, I am not really a fan of ganja ’cos it takes six to eight hours to wear off, so if you’re not having a good time you’re stuck on it.

Baron’s wife, Toothless, shows up with their four-year-old boy and they get fed and watered as well. Then the President of Belize shows up. True story! Tracey and Devonais tell me he’s that kind of president: everybody’s seen him out and about in person at some point in their lives. He travels with minimum security, it seems; I mean, he’s at the next table with nothing but kids in bathing suits, and they can’t exactly be Secret Service. I grab my camera and tell Tracey and Devonais, table hop, photo op, go do themselves some good! I don’t know what good it’ll do ’em, but it can’t hurt havin’ pictures of you at lunch with El Presidente. Go, go! I tell ’em and they do, and they’re right – he doesn’t care, cool as a cucumber, just smiles as they put their arms around him, not nervous about assassination. Maybe he’s not the president? Who says he is, aside from them? I pull out a Belize note, and it does look a bit like him. What
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