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ONE

	 

	 

	The town is planned for romance, all those vistas – no other word for them – all those buildings in between them. They become the backdrop of your romance. What if you live in an ugly village, though? Where’s your backdrop, and what’s in it? What, trees? Then there is no romance, only relationships. And because there is no romance, those relationships have a good chance of breaking down. On the bright side, though, there will be no sadness at the vista, at the buildings, no regretful thoughts of how you once walked there, and experienced romance.

	There is romance on the Metro: an office chair left on a Metro train, an opportunity for a couple in love to amuse each other and charm strangers around them, leave an impression of the romance of the city. At North Shields, though? Sort of. Paris would be better, though, or Berlin, Budapest perhaps. Madrid might do too.

	If you live in a village, you can saunter along the street to see your love. You can do it at the last minute, in your stay-home clothes that stink. You don’t do that in a town. You need to plan; you need to sort out your route – the trains, or the buses – the Metro – or parking, you have to take the time to anticipate. It’s the difference between phoning up a talk radio station to make a comment or going on a TV show to do so; one is the real truth, spur-of-the-moment, with your icky teeth and in your stained pyjamas, and the other is all artifice, making an impression that is extra-curricular and, to be honest, off-topic, in your fancy clothes and bright grin and the hope that your mam will tape it. Romance needs its parties to make an impression.

	When the strings swirl with city lovers’ hearts, there is a fine backdrop of old and venerable buildings to echo them. This won’t happen in the village square, or in the car park of its only pub. You can pass them any time. Who cares what memories are left in places like that?

	 

	After a month in Madrid, Alex Dante felt like a Madrileño, landlocked and far from the sea, sun and sky that usually conjured up the idea of Spain. It had taken just as long for Alex to see that teaching English to Spaniards was not for him. He hated the whiff of children’s unwashed hair when he bent to check their work and hated the thick sense of agitation from the hormones leaking from teen pores. And adults didn’t go to language schools because they were serious about learning a language; they wanted to make friends, or better still, meet the love of their life. Alex decided not to stand in their way with his stupid lesson plans. He reverted to what he thought of as his default career, behind a bar. 

	During his degree at Newcastle, he had often felt that his most successful venture on the trudge towards his two-two had been his part-time bar work in the Hedgehog, an off-city-centre pub. Bored while livening up his CV with his Urban Planning BA, he had frivolously added the abbreviations BD, for Bishop Desmond Tutu, and BM, for barman. He noticed to his horror that he had forgotten to remove them before sending it off to accompany a hundred job applications. He had hoped to return to his native London to work, but there were complications in the shape of a radiant, retro-styled hairdresser called Eileen, who did not want to live among the people she referred to jokingly, at least sometimes, as soft southern bastards. Fair enough, but Alex had felt torn. The Tyne Tees Town Planning Department had ignored his rogue abbreviations and come to his rescue with a job helping to adjudicate on the placement of street furniture. Dreary meetings led to notifications generating storms of correspondence, demonstrations and lawsuits, from transport officials, small businessmen, decidedly non-small businessmen with great sweary voices and great hairy fists, shouty pressure groups and apoplectic motorists.

	Alex had been living with Eileen for three months before it became clear that one of them was controlling, petty and scary. He had sometimes been successfully gaslighted into thinking it was him. It took them a few months to extricate themselves from their relationship and its toxic labyrinth of a flat, utility bills, loans, possessions and friends. 

	With the expenses of life minus Eileen’s income and driven out too by his solitude – the friends had unsurprisingly rallied around Eileen – Alex supplemented his day job by returning to work a few evenings at the Hedgehog. He liked the simplicity of it: people wanted a drink, and for an agreed price, he gave it to them. They did not discuss the issues around it – well, the odd mentalist did – nor did they attend meetings about it… well, not until they enrolled in AA, but that was a long way along from Alex’s part in their fate.

	He could not jack in his career as a thorn-in-the-side of urban interest groups to do full-time bar work though. Could he? His dad had been an old-school shirt-and-tie barman, a relic from the days when bar work wasn’t just what students and Australians did till they found a proper job. Jeffrey Dante had carried a whiff of his trade on him – beer and tobacco and wood polish – and had taken pride in his work, but he had been anxious for Alex to do something better. 

	One slow night at work, Alex was half-listening to a customer home on a break from teaching English in Poland. As she held court with the friends she had left behind, it was clear that she was disdainful of people who went off to teach in places like Spain – Eastern Europe was the place, she asserted. Several, in fact, thought Alex the pedant, but he kept the remark to himself. He also thought that if you were in Newcastle, you really would not want to go anywhere colder. One aspect of life as a TEFLer intrigued Alex: it seemed that you could answer an ad on Monday, have an interview on Wednesday, fly on Saturday, and be living a different life in a different country by the following Monday. That had a cool ring to it that never quite let him escape it.
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	Lesson 1, Unit 1

	 

	What is your name? Possible answers:

	My name is…

	I am…

	Who wants to know?

	 

	What is your friend’s name? Possible answers:

	His name is…

	He is…

	Alas, I have no friends.

	 

	What is the essential misery at the heart of your existence that brings you to my class?

	Answer freely and continue on a separate sheet if necessary. Or a blanket.

	 

	Alex would not have minded a different life. Newcastle was like a foreign country to him anyway. And it was hard to love either of his jobs, with two sets of colleagues to be irritated by. Perhaps it was time to find a proper foreign country? It was definitely time to find another girl. He was twenty-five, and loneliness did not suit him. He had always liked the Mediterranean look; a señorita could be perfect.

	On his degree, there had been a funding requirement for students to cram an EU language. He had chosen Spanish. Back in school he had not been good at French, and he did not like the way German sounded. Spanish was difficult but, sometimes, almost enjoyable.

	He had been to Spain once, accompanied his dad to Mojacar on the south-east coast. In response to a family emergency in Ireland, Alex’s mum had dropped out of the holiday. Alex had somewhat reluctantly gone in her place, and yet it had been the best thing to happen to him. He had not spoken to his dad properly since embarking on his tediously rebellious teenage years, so catching up had been intriguing. Alex had fond memories of Mojacar: the sight of his dad free of cares, their frequency of the English bars there and his dad’s sometimes embarrassing assertions that they could do with somebody to show them how it was really done. His dad had succumbed to renal cancer within a year.

	Perhaps Alex had the coast in mind when he fixed on deserting his stuttering teaching career and Madrid’s Cambridge College, whose sole Cambridge connection was that one of the school owners – three women called Marguerita – had taken a day trip there years before. The fact that it was January had given him pause. A town like Mojacar, he assumed, closed down in November and opened again in April. He was sketching out his vague plan to his colleague Math, who reminded him that there were a thousand bars in Madrid. 

	“Can you speak Spanish, though, mate?” Math wondered.

	About to say no, Alex realised that he could, a bit. His meagre social life had been passed among his fellow-teachers, but he negotiated his shopping in Spanish, bought bus tickets, had his hair cut and, just once, mercifully, got through a root canal filling – the receptionist lied when she said the dentist spoke English. 

	“Of course I can,” he told Math and he nodded, smiled on the outside and panicked inside as he wondered if he really could.

	 

	[image: Image]

	
	 

	“Were those beers in the fridge yours?”

	“Yes.”

	“We wondered whose they were.”

	“Yes?”

	“Yes. If they kind of belonged to anybody, you know? We wondered.”

	“Then you drank them.”

	“Yes – soz.”

	“That green mould on the saucer is also mine.”

	“Yes? Oh. Okay. Thought so.”

	“You didn’t eat it, though.”

	“No.”

	 

	The school’s director of studies had been pissed off with him. They had paid his airfare, he reminded Alex, sorted his accommodation and launched his new career. Alex had raised his eyebrows at the last part then calmly negotiated two weeks’ notice. He agreed to pay half the airfare back; if the idiot director really wanted to get into the micro-economics of it, Alex had been their minion for nearly four months, a chunk of his life in exchange for a one-way on Easyjet. He would not miss the run-down apartment in Las Rozas, a share with two guys whose hygiene, kitchen habits and haphazard approach to personal space and property had left much to be desired. He promised to vacate the place the day after he finished teaching.

	His plan was to flop in a cheap hotel and spend his waking hours trying to nail a bar job. If he failed and ran out of money, he would go home, stay at his mum’s, work in a local boozer for a while. Or find another town to mess up with badly-thought-out planning. Or do more TEFL, possibly in Poland.
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	I am Dante. Dante.

	Not the Dante. A Dante.

	Do you see the difference?

	 

	You can stay over. 

	To make a negative example: you can not stay over.

	 

	You can use the guest toothbrush.

	You can use a guest toothbrush.

	Which of these is the best option?

	 

	People sometimes asked Alex if he was Italian – at least educated people who had heard of Dante Alighieri did. Alex finally had to give in and take their word that Dante had been as great a poet as they said. Despite his occasional spurts of reading, he could not get to grips with Dante’s works. It was not his fault, he decided nor, he allowed, Dante’s, who probably just worked best in medieval Italian.

	If Alex was in the mood, he told the story of his surname. His great-great-great-grandfather, emancipated from slavery in the southern states of America, refused to bear the surname of his former master. Being a reading man – or a pretentious one, Alex’s dad suggested – he had named himself after the author of the one thing he had taken from the slaver’s house, a copy of Dante’s Inferno. 

	“Lucky he didn’t nick an ironing board,” Alex’s dad was fond of saying. Then Alex’s great grandfather, following a life as a sailor, brought the name to Trinidad. Alex’s granddad Carlton had imported it to England. 

	The first person to ask Alex, “Dante – what, like the poet?” was a secondary school history teacher. Alex came home and asked his dad, “Why didn’t you tell me Dante was the name of a poet?”

	“Of course it is.” Jeffrey had laughed. “Don’t ask me which one, though.”

	“Well, it was – honestly, Dad…” Alex had unconsciously adopted a new gravity, sometimes charming, sometimes annoying, since starting secondary school. “It was Dante, of course,” he spluttered.

	“Oh yeah?” Jeffrey Dante was a wind-up artist; his job behind the bar, his contact with both wise men and fools, imbued him with a wit that was sometimes erudite, sometimes crude, but always quick. His eyes sparkled as he rummaged in the bookcase, pulled out a copy of the Inferno, blew some dust off of it a little ceremoniously, and therefore facetiously, and handed it to Alex, wishing him luck with it.

	Alex had swept uncurious eyes over it before, he remembered. It was not the copy liberated more than a century before from a slave exploiter’s mansion, but an edition Carlton had bought in the nineteen forties. Even so, with its covers etched in gold leaf and its marbled endpapers, it was a breath of antiquity: a thing of proper beauty.

	Jeffrey Dante did not appreciate the delicate arts of rhyme in any language. He drummed the importance of education into Alex at any opportunity, something practical, the path to a job that was not behind a bar. Though neither of them could know that it was Alex’s destiny to tend a bar, he was immune to poetry anyway.

	“You don’t look Italian,” some people told Alex. He had to work out from the nuances whether they were being genuinely cosmopolitan or disingenuously racist. Others said, “I knew you were Italian.”

	“My mum’s Irish,” Alex’s story continued, if he wanted it to. “I don’t look Irish, either.”

	“Ah, you do so, now,” one Irish wit had said.

	The other oddity in the naming of Alex Dante was that he was simply Alex, not Alexander. He sometimes hankered after being an Alexander – the regality of it, the history – except when he had to write his name out. He appreciated his short name’s snappiness then. 

	One of the last things he did at the Cambridge College was to type those names at the head of a hasty CV update, some of it in his best Spanish. He printed one out and checked its lack of superfluous abbreviations. Realising that no bar manager would be arsed to read it, he screwed it up and whizzed it into a bin. He picked up some of the menus the teachers had collected, either for delivery orders or teaching aids and, as was their habit with almost anything, dropped as soon as they were finished with them, wherever they happened to be standing. He checked that they had translations and slipped them into his bag.
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	In Madrid there is a woman who bears a name I will like. Not just one – lots of women whose names I like, all those… Spanish names. As the old song nearly says, and ought (if I may make so bold) to say, hallo and greetings, you fair Spanish ladies, greetings and hallo, you fair ladies of Spain.

	 

	Alex had a parallel CV. The last entry on it was not Eileen, but a girl with the unappealing name of Mog, short for Imogen. That had lasted four of the five weeks of their TEFL course in Bilbao. He had never felt a true spark strike with her. And anyway, she had been set on Barcelona. He would fall in love in Madrid, he hoped, with a girl bearing a name he liked. Along with getting a job, that was his only plan. Both came true for him just a week after leaving the Cambridge College.

	All Alex’s brain-challenging affairs had been with dark-haired, petite, nervy women. The sex had always been frenzied and intense and had pushed almost everything else – plans, friends, decorum – into second place. Its intensity was sometimes matched later by paranoia and accusations, or simply a void that just could not be filled. He thought of avoiding such women – go for blowsy, busty blondes, perhaps – but then fell into the orbit of Maria Betancur at work at Madrid’s biggest mixed gay bar, the Solano, and immediately abandoned the idea. 

	She was short and dark, with the kind of spare, bony body that Alex would worship if given the chance. She was wavy-haired, had big eyes holding a promise of amusement, was indeed funny, and kind. She dressed unflashily well, a little formal at times, and smelt subtly fragrant. Maria was exactly his type – she was the one, his optimism convinced him. He was young enough to be lovelorn, and, in some perverse way, to enjoy it. Maria knew that Alex loved her, the first time she found herself trapped in his over-frank gaze.
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	At the club, everybody is ecstatic on the outside. On the inside they are not, despite the ingestion of actual ecstasy. They are faced with their actual hopelessness. The music drowns out the voices inside that scream and accuse. The smiles and the nudges, the movements of the dance, edge the cares away. Not just the cares, death and relatives and money worries, but the nags: clear out the wet stuff under the sink, get that intermittently aching tooth seen to, the stain on that door is not going to go away of its own accord, and needs painting, and then you have to do the whole door, and then, probably, the frame, and then, quite possibly, the other doors. Curse that three-beat rest that allows
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