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      Tomorrow, I’ll be dead.

      Four floors below, the tarmac on Zócalo Square buzzed with life. Tiny dots strolled around the touts who tried their best to outshout the off-key street organ. There lay a promise of anonymity, the luxury of instant freedom. All I had to do was merge with the crowd, but I stuck to my hotel room, as if it offered more than a bed, free coffee and tiny bottles of shampoo.

      Is this really the only way out?

      Part of me wanted to abandon the plan, go back home and do what Jimmy asked, but I’d come too far to give up. Betrayal didn’t come cheap, especially not within the family. If Jimmy found out what had happened, he’d track me down. Nino would help him, no doubt, like an obedient little brother. My name and picture would blast the news until the message would sink in. There’s only one way out for a Morretti.

      That’s why I had to shed my old skin. Changing my appearance was the easy part. New clothes, a different haircut, a new name. What about the rest? Could I change what’s beneath my skin? The things I’d done? Who I’d become? The closer I came to breaking away, the stronger the tug in my gut.

      Once a Morretti, always a Morretti.

      I emptied the miniature shower gel into the bathtub and opened the tap. Bending my knees, I buried my face in the foam bubbles, a warm liquid hug that smelled of honey-dipped cereal. The water twirled around my legs, reminding me of the endless canals that snake through my hometown. I’d miss Amsterdam, my beloved Mokum, but Mexico City had a lot to offer, too. A blank page, for starters. When I walked the streets, no heads turned, no words were exchanged under the breath, no prying eyes searched for a different, better version of me.

      The memory of home made me scrub my skin so hard my fingernails left long, reddish marks on my arms and legs. I submerged my face and surrendered to the warmth. The water didn’t care about my name or Jimmy’s drug business. I soaked in comfort until the water turned tepid and my fingers wrinkled like wet paper.

      Once out of the bathtub, I wrapped myself in a towel and took out my make-up kit. I’d done this often enough, so my movements became effortless. The thrill of putting on my secret armour hasn’t diminished. With each new layer, I blot out a part of the old me, mould it into something else, someone else.

      First, I put in the lenses, a dull brown, the colour of mud. Blue would have been nicer, but too memorable. Next, I hid my eyebrows under a thick layer of powder. I worked my pencil to change their shape and enlarge the space between my eyes.

      I slipped plumper into my mouth, a piece of silicone that makes my jaw appear wider. Then, I dabbed cosmetic glue over my chin and jaw and stuck on a curl of my hair in its natural colour, a mousy brown. I cut it to size and repeated it, till it all came together in a simple stubble beard, the ‘carefree’ kind, popular among hipsters.

      For the final touch, I put on a Panama hat I’d bought at the market. A young guy’s face blinked back at me from the mirror. I had to make an effort not to smile. It’s the first give-away, when you’re pretending to be a man.

      ‘Hello there,’ I said, lowering my voice. ‘Will you keep my secret?’
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      Before I left the room, I wiped the man off my face. Going out in my disguise would have been careless. Hotel cameras are hungry for such mistakes. The last thing I wanted, was for someone to check the footage and notice a man who’d never entered. This was exactly the kind of thing that would fuel Jimmy’s paranoia, his conviction that I was planning to sell him out.

      With all the essentials in my backpack, I gave the room one last glance. After I closed the door, there’d be no more bathtubs, fancy hotel rooms or free coffee. There’d be no more late-night calls, money laundering or arguments over guns, either, because the next day, there’d be no more Antonia Morretti.

      In big cities, people vanish all the time, but that’s not the only reason why I chose Mexico City. I was more or less fluent in Spanish and wanted my new home to be as far away from my family as possible. This way, I could at least feel free, if not safe.

      The sun was high, as I headed towards the place where I could buy my new life. First, though, I’d take basic precautions to avoid being recognised, or worse, remembered.

      I stopped at a breakfast place and gobbled up a portion of fried eggs in spicy sauce. Afterwards, I went to the toilet, changed my clothes and gave myself a pixie cut.

      Despite the heat, I kept the brown leather jacket on. Every so often, I patted the side to check that the money was still there. My savings, almost seven thousand euros, sewn into the lining. A credit card would have been more practical, but easier to trace.

      As I reached Santo Domingo Square, I couldn’t help feeling smug. There I was, visiting a lucrative forgery market, while my brothers probably thought I was drinking beer and writing postcards. They had no clue I wouldn’t come back.

      I stopped at the fountain and shielded my eyes. Under the stone arches were several print shops. Quite a few among them could print the ticket to my new life. Which ones, though? I knew I had to find someone in front of a shop. Someone who looked bored, but was paying attention.

      The tourists were easy to eliminate. Some were taking selfies at the fountain, others were flashing their wallets, as though they wanted to prove their worth. Then, there were a few men in jeans and T-shirts hanging around.

      Bingo.

      A couple of tourists approached one of them, a guy in a white polo shirt and a baseball cap, and asked for directions. As he spoke, he kept his eyes on the square. Afterwards, he moved into the shade and started to flick through his phone. Every so often, he checked what was going on around him.

      This is your guy.

      ‘Disculpe, Señor,’ I said. ‘Do you know where I can get a document?’

      He skimmed over my Adidas trainers and must have concluded I wasn’t a cop.

      ‘What kind of document?’ he asked.

      ‘A medical certificate.’

      He pursed his lips. ‘Come.’

      We entered one of the print shops and passed the stacks of old books and colourful bindings. The man went for the door in the back and pushed it open. Inside, it was dark and smelled of mould.

      ‘After you,’ he said.

      I held my breath and entered.

      ‘You need a proof of injury?’ he asked. ‘For insurance?’

      The sweat that had gathered on the back of my neck started trickling down.

      ‘Not injury, accident,’ I said. ‘Fatal accident.’

      Without a blink, he moved over to a shabby-looking desk with an old computer. The shelves above it were stacked with cartridges and piles of papers. He took one of them and fed it into the printer.

      ‘Three thousand pesos,’ he said.

      I laid the banknotes on the table. He counted them, then took the money.

      ‘It’s best if you write down the details,’ he said and pushed the wonky office chair away from the desk. ‘Less chance for mistakes.’

      I filled in the blanks with my name and data from a recent car accident. He skimmed over the text.

      ‘Come back in half an hour,’ he said.

      ‘Can’t I wait here?’

      ‘Sorry.’

      Reluctantly, I left the shop. Waiting in front would have drawn attention. There was always a chance I’d been swindled, but that was a risk I had to take. Faking your own death came at a price. One thing I could avoid, though, was getting sunburnt.

      On the square was a nice-looking church, a modest building made of reddish-brown and grey volcanic stone. Inside, the church was more luxurious than it appeared, though just as cool as I’d hoped. I sat on a bench, not far from an old man kneeling. His hands were clasped together, his eyes fixed ahead, his lips moving in silent prayer. At least he had someone to count on.

      God and I were never close, but I said my own prayer, a run through my plan, the one that would grant me a new life. Tomorrow, I’d visit the civil registry and report a death. If they accepted my fake document, they’d inform the consulate. They’d register the death certificate and send word out to Jimmy and Nino. If something went wrong, though…

      I patted the side of my jacket. There’d be enough money to grease the wheels. Not quite enough to buy a new passport, but I’d sort that out once I was dead.

      The back of my throat tingled.

      Is this for real? Am I almost there?

      The irony of my actions didn’t fail to escape me. I could live a life away from murder, fraud and whatever else came with Jimmy, but I could only get there through fraud, forgery and bribes.

      I returned to the print shop and walked straight to the back. When I pulled the doorknob, the door stayed shut. There was a roar in my ears.

      Inhale, exhale, repeat.

      I pulled again. Nothing. I knocked. Nothing. Then, a faint voice called from inside the shop.

      ‘Señorita.’

      The woman at the counter waved at me. In her hand was an envelope.

      ‘Señorita’s paper is ready,’ she said.

      I opened the envelope and checked the certificate. The text confirmed that Antonia Morretti had died. The data about the burnt-out car was correct.

      ‘Would that be all?’ she asked.

      I flinched. ‘I already paid.’

      ‘Yes. So, this will be all?’

      My shoulders dropped. ‘For now, yes.’

      A passport with a new name costs twelve million pesos. I wouldn’t be able to afford that for a while, despite the fact that I’d saved some money by renting a dump on the outskirts of Mexico City.

      Once outside, I drew in a long breath. The city smelled like popcorn and coffee, sweat and smoke. A sweet, metallic taste settled at the back of my tongue. This was it, I decided. This was the taste of freedom.

      

      For a moment, I indulged in a daydream, the same one I’d had for years. What would it be like when the news of my death reached my brothers? The message from the consulate would be impersonal, using limp words and cold sentences to inform them about the “accident”. Phrases like “regret to communicate”, “unfortunate circumstances” and “further proceedings” would fall like the fat raindrops of a summer storm. There’d be no funeral. The medical certificate would state the body was too badly damaged to travel. Besides, Jimmy wouldn’t have spent that much money just to have my body buried. They’d hold a fake ceremony, arrange some sort of closure. Then, with some luck, my face and name would fade.

      The thought brought a smile to my face. I’d celebrate that night, in my new room, with a pizza and a cold beer. A modest celebration seemed in order, because my new life would be a discreet one. Tara Jenssen, my new self, would live the life that Antonia Morretti had always wanted. Quiet and reserved, following the rules, staying away from trouble. That’s why Tara would be Danish. The language was somewhat similar to Dutch, not impossible to understand and, if necessary, I could string some words together, enough to give the impression that I could speak it. Most importantly, though, the Danes are supposed to be the happiest people in the world. Maybe some of that luck would spill over from my new name into my new life.

      Keeping my eyes on the square, I took off my jacket, peeled the sweat-soaked shirt from my top half and tied it around my waist. My flat chest didn’t raise any eyebrows and the pear-shaped birthmark under my breasts remained hidden. One can never take too many precautions.

      I took off my rucksack and shuffled the contents around to make space for my jacket. As I was stuffing it in, someone screamed not far away from me. A short man sprinted away from the square, but all the attention was focused near the fountain.

      People started to gather around what appeared to be a lifeless figure on the ground. My stomach sank. Whatever was going on couldn’t be anything good. An attack of some kind, a robbery perhaps, something Antonia Morretti wanted to stay away from. Wouldn’t Tara Jenssen want to help, though? If I couldn’t change my old habits, how could I ever change who I was?

      I grabbed my stuff and rushed towards the fountain. A small group of bystanders gathered around a woman lying on the ground. Her eyes were closed, her face sunburnt, her yellow top stained with blood.

      Shit.

      I dropped the rucksack and checked the woman’s pulse. If I was fast enough, I could get away before the police arrived. The woman was breathing. She was alive but unconscious.

      ‘Call an ambulance!’ someone shouted.

      The side of her top was soaked with blood. I removed enough fabric to locate the cut. Next to her was a bag strap, but no bag. She must have been stabbed by accident, when the thief cut her bag loose, or maybe stabbing her was a way to buy enough time to flee.

      I’d seen enough stab wounds before to know that this one wasn’t very serious. It would end up in one or two stitches, a scar and a story to tell. I pulled my jacket out and dug around for paper tissues and disinfectant. Afterwards, I cleaned the wound and pressed a few tissues against her skin. Then, I checked the bystanders.

      My medical certificate would be of little use if my name appeared in any kind of official reports. I could hardly use my new one, since Tara Jenssen had no documents or any other proof of existence.

      A young guy made eye contact.

      ‘You,’ I said and pushed the tissues into his hands. ‘Make sure you press.’

      He appeared startled, but eventually took over. I turned to grab my rucksack when I realised something was off.

      My jacket!

      An ambulance siren grew so loud that it would only be a matter of seconds before they arrived. As I ran from the square, my eyes frantically searched for my jacket but without success. The jacket was gone.
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      I sprinted away from the square. I didn’t know where I was going, but I kept on running till I was far enough away to stop. Nausea pushed up from my stomach and as I panted holding onto a streetlight by the side of the road, my mind tried to piece together what had happened. Someone had picked up the jacket, perhaps to move it out of the way. They must have heard the rustle and if they checked, they would have seen the banknotes. Foreign currency, but money, nonetheless. A lot of money. It didn’t take a genius to figure out the rest.

      Fuck.

      I shook my head in a vain attempt to try to escape the overwhelming sense of panic. What the hell was I going to do? I sat down on the pavement and buried my face in my palms. Just a few moments ago I had a plan and the means to support it. All I had left, was…

      Nothing. Absolutely fucking nothing.

      The inside of my head thudded from the heat. Without the money, I was back to zero. There’d be no second chance, no second try, no second anything, and all because I was so fucking stupid.

      I turned my rucksack around, hoping I’d stored away more than about twelve thousand pesos somewhere in it, but I hadn’t. Defeated, I stood up.

      Now what?

      Dusk started to fall. I couldn’t stay out, not when it was getting dark. Exhausted, I started walking towards the metro. Tomorrow things might look different, but right now there was nothing to do but go home. New home, a cheap room in the suburbs that consisted of a stained mattress, a chair with a loose leg and a bathroom barely large enough to fit the toilet and a shower-head. I had to close the door if I didn’t want to flood the whole room.

      That night, I stared at the ceiling, thinking about Jimmy telling me that only stupid people think doing good deeds will lead them to a good life. Was that why he never bothered trying? As we grew up, he often made a point of reminding us that we were of the same blood, that there was no difference between him, Nino, and me. That whatever we thought ourselves incapable of doing was but a matter of time. That even thinking we were different would be a betrayal.

      Once a Morretti, always a Morretti.

      My limbs were heavy and my eyes tired, but I wouldn’t sleep. I didn’t want to, either. I knew only too well what happened when I closed my eyes, so I didn’t, even though they felt like sandpaper.

      My last dream was over ten years ago when my father died. It wasn’t as much of a dream as a snippet, an image of my hand floating in space, holding a grain between my fingers. As I dropped it, energy returned as an echo, forcing my palm to open.

      My father’s death put a stop to my dreams. The best I got since then were fragments of the past, replayed and spoon-fed in small doses. None were the things I wished to remember.

      Soon, my eyelids started to pull down, and I could no longer resist closing my eyes. I thought of my brothers.

      Why hadn’t I left sooner?

      Instead of an answer, memories from my father’s wake unfolded behind my closed eyelids. We weren’t allowed to the funeral, which is understandable given what had happened. But the wake imprinted itself in my mind with frightening clarity. The scent of burning candles, the subdued chatter merging into the background, the stink of sweat and wine lingering in the air. Dad’s cousin insisted that we should be there when people came to pay respects. The few guests that came, wrapped their cold palms around our faces and dispensed glances of pity as if they were candy.

      After the wake, we held hands, Jimmy, Nino and I, as any normal family would. At the time, I believed that was what we were. Normal. We need to stick together, Jimmy had said. The family must come first, always, no matter what. We must protect what we still have. No one can know the truth. No one can find out what happened.

      I held on to this memory as though it was a tiny fragment of normality that held the pieces in place. It would have been better if I’d let the image shatter.

      Don’t think about home. Inhale, exhale, repeat.

      Time bent and stretched. Outside, the streets turned silent.

      Inhale, exhale, repeat.

      Traffic grew louder and birds began to chirp. Just as I started to drift, a noise from the traffic light pulled me back.

      Inhale, exhale, repeat.

      The birds sang their morning praises. I let the melody wrap around my mind and carry me into the shadows.

      

      I find myself in Rivierenbuurt, in front of our run-down house with tall windows and a crumbled, brown facade. Smudges of red paint mark the place where there used to be graffiti. One glimpse at the blotch is enough for the missing shapes and curves to emerge, spelling out the erased word.

      Filth.

      The stairs creak as I climb to the first floor. The smells of mould and cigarettes are ingrained into the walls, but no one dares to ask Jimmy to smoke outside. No one tells Jimmy anything, because no one can.

      I run my fingers through the battered surface of my old desk, a hand-over from one of Jimmy’s friends. There are too many to remember which one. My initials are still carved on the top. I’d crossed them out later when I figured what Jimmy’s gym was actually selling. Above the desk, there’s a yellowed postcard with a picture of Van Gogh’s Café Terrace at Night.

      My eyes pause on the drawer, wobbly and discoloured. I don’t open it though. I don’t have to. The gun is still there, waiting. Through the open window, I hear footsteps coming closer, then the key turns and the front door opens.

      ‘Are you there?’ Nino shouts.

      I rush downstairs to meet my brother. People like to imagine that all twins share a bond, a special connection, that lets them know what the other is up to, or how the other feels, but this has never been true for Nino and me. The only thing we share, apart from the genes, is curly hair and a love for pizza. Being born a few minutes earlier absolved him from taking the blame for our mother’s death. And all Jimmy’s jokes that come with it.

      As he sees me, Nino slips his phone back into his pocket.

      ‘You got my message?’ I ask.

      Nino has none of Jimmy’s casual manner, nor his scheming abilities. My twin is careful yet tense, like a jack-in-the-box, wound up and ready to pop.

      ‘How sure are you?’ he asks.

      ‘That someone’s skimming the till? Pretty sure.’

      ‘You double-checked?’

      ‘Triple.’

      Nino strokes his downward moustache, his eyes fixed on the floor. It makes him look both spontaneous and philosophical.

      ‘How much?’ he asks.

      ‘So far? A couple of thousand.’

      He rakes his hair with his hands, forgetting perhaps that it’s tamed by a generous amount of hair gel.

      ‘Jimmy will lose it,’ he says.

      ‘That’s why we should handle this,’ I say. ‘Quietly.’

      He rubs the back of his neck.

      ‘I would, but at the moment my hands are full,’ he says.

      ‘With the Delstras?’

      He folds his lips. ‘They’re pushing us out.’

      For a moment neither of us speaks.

      ‘Maybe, if we let it blow over…’ I say.

      He twitches. ‘You know Jimmy,’ he says. ‘He doesn’t forgive.’

      ‘Fine. Then I’ll do it,’ I say.

      He holds my gaze, as if unsure about my offer. ‘You sure?’ he asks.

      I think about the gun in the drawer. ‘I’ll handle it my way.’

      Nino looks as if he wants to say something else, but he doesn’t. He walks to the fridge, opens it, leans back to examine the contents, then takes out a beer, just like Jimmy.

      ‘About Friday,’ he says.

      I frown. ‘Friday?’

      For a second, his face becomes serious, then he smiles.

      ‘You’re screwing with me.’

      ‘Don’t worry. I didn’t forget about Mila’s birthday.’

      ‘Good. You’ll take her there at seven, right?’

      ‘And I won’t tell her about the party.’

      ‘What party?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘She probably knows anyway. Knows me too well, I guess.’

      He gazes ahead, absent-mindedly, perhaps remembering something about Mila, or how they met.

      ‘One year, huh,’ I say.

      ‘Tell me about it. Didn’t think she’d stick around for so long.’

      The first one who has.

      His gaze drops. Jimmy never believed that relationships and business mix. That’s why he keeps his affairs brief, his lovers distant. Sooner or later, Nino, too, will have to choose. If not, Jimmy will choose for him. After all, we owe Jimmy. We owe him our lives.

      Even I am not naive enough to believe we can change Jimmy’s plans, influence them in some way. No one can jump into a raging river and swim against the current.

      

      I woke up, panting into the damp pillow. The picture of our house in Mokum began to fade as I blinked the sleep away. My stomach remained clenched, though, a reminder that I might have left home, but the home would continue to haunt me, wherever I was. Staying in Mokum meant playing by Jimmy’s rules, and eventually, dying by them. If I had to die, I’d rather go on my own terms.

      I wriggled my feet out of the bedsheets and opened the window. The air was warm and smelled of coffee. The tap, tap, tap of footsteps echoed from the street. My breathing slowed and my eyes adjusted to the light.

      The first thing I did was count the money I still had left. I straightened each note, almost hoping that some of them had stuck together, that I’d find some secret stash or a crumpled note that I’d overlooked. What I had amounted to a bit over twelve thousand pesos, the money I had taken out to get me through the first week. Would it even be enough to buy the death certificate?

      I needed a job, but to get one, I needed papers. Without a passport or ID, the best I could hope for was something under the radar, something illegal. If I get caught, though…

      First things first.

      My death needed to be made official. If I didn’t get caught bribing whoever was responsible, then I’d worry about getting a job. Before I did anything else, I needed to fix my disguise. I slumped onto the plastic chair, folded one leg over another and placed the cosmetic mirror in my lap.

      My new haircut needed some adjustments. After I fixed it, I dyed my hair dark brown and corrected my eyebrows with a pencil. Whether it was the impending sense that the stolen jacket had jinxed my luck, or the fact that my plan might fail, the ritual brought no sense of relief or joy. I approached it with a full sense of duty, almost as if I had to follow through. I fixed a stubble beard and put on a pair of cheap fake glasses.

      I stared at my reflection. A young man, believable enough to report the death of his friend, Antonia Morretti. I might have changed my appearance, but the sense of nausea, the prickling in the pit of my stomach, didn’t wane.

      Will this ever change?

      Brushing away my thoughts, I put the medical certificate into a tote bag and left the room. I had imagined this moment a gazillion times, always with a sense of thrill and excitement. Once faced with it, I couldn’t wait for it to be over.

      It will be, soon. One way or another.
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      The official at the civil registry did not appear amused. His fat finger rubbed the thick fluff of his beard, as he measured me with cold curiosity. He then turned back to the medical certificate on the table and examined the paper against the light.

      ‘Yesterday, you say?’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘What’s the rush?’

      I tried to remain composed, despite the fact my knee was twitching. As the official glanced at my leg, a slight tremor sneaked into my voice.

      ‘It’s the family, Señor. They want to hold a ceremony.’

      The official raised his eyebrow, sending pinpricks down my spine.

      ‘Without a body?’

      This is a mistake.

      Pushing doubts aside, I said, ‘As the certificate explains, the body is too damaged to be transported. It has to be buried here.’

      A long pause as he skimmed over the certificate. Once. Twice. Three times, as if he was searching for something.

      He knows it’s a fake.

      He put the certificate on the table and leaned back.

      ‘Hm, yes, an unmarked grave,’ he said in a strange tone, crossing his arms over his chest. ‘You’re sure this was your friend? Not some stranger?’

      My tongue stuck to my palate and I eyed the glass of water on the table. The electric fan didn’t do much to cool down the room, it only added a nervous beat that sped up the rhythm of my heart.

      ‘Her phone, Señor. I was the last person she talked to, so they called me. Her passport was found at the site with some of her belongings…’

      ‘She burned but not her phone?’ he asked.

      ‘The phone fell out, Señor.’

      The official stroked his beard, his eyes absent, as though he’d already made up his mind and he was only listening to check if I’d come clean. He glanced at the phone on his desk, then back at me.

      ‘What was she? Italian?’ he asked.

      ‘Dutch, Señor.’

      His eyes narrowed. What if men like him couldn’t be bribed? What if he was only dragging out to get proof. Once again, he glanced at his phone.

      Is he recording?

      He held my gaze. Beads of sweat trickled down my buttocks.

      ‘I suppose you need this for the consulate?’

      I nodded.

      ‘The family authorised you to make arrangements?’

      Another nod.

      He uncrossed his arms and picked up the certificate from the desk, rubbing the paper in his hands as if checking its thickness. Then, he took his phone and scrolled through the screen. He started to type something and grinned as he did. He turned back to me with a slightly dazed expression, almost as if he’d forgotten I was there.

      ‘I doubt this certificate will be… sufficient,’ he said.

      My head thudded. ‘How come?’

      He’s just stalling till the police arrive. Make an excuse. Get out.

      He tapped his fingers on the desk. ‘I assume the consulate will need more information. More paperwork. This means there’ll be calls, inquiries, additional costs.’

      Is he asking for money?

      I struggled to read his face because he displayed no particular emotion. The next moment would be crucial. If this was a trap, I’d be walking right into it. Then again, what choice did I have?

      ‘Could I contribute to cover some of those costs?’ I asked, meekly.

      His face remained stern, only the forehead wrinkled. Then he cocked an eyebrow. ‘Contribute?’

      My stomach shrunk to the size of a marble and the thumping in my head felt like a giant drum that someone was hitting with both hands.

      Run.

      The whole plan crumpled like a piece of plastic thrown into a bonfire. Back home, bribing was easy. A few transfers here, an inflated fee there, a double transfer now and then, as if by mistake. Jimmy took care of whatever needed to be handled in cash.

      The chair squeaked as the official stood up. He walked to the window and looked outside.

      He’s checking for the police.

      I couldn’t move. It was as though my limbs had stuck to the seat. The official raised his hand.

      He’s giving them a sign.

      Any time, the police would storm in and arrest me for fraud and corruption. The consulate would contact Jimmy to tell him I was in jail. Once Jimmy found out I’d tried to trick him, he’d make me suffer, way more than I could ever imagine. I’d never get another chance to get out, not unless it was in a coffin. In the end, Jimmy would get what he wanted.

      After what seemed like many minutes, the official returned to the desk and opened the drawer. Tiny, blurry dots danced in front of my eyes.

      ‘Ten thousand.’

      He said it so fast that I wasn’t sure I’d heard right. I took out my wallet and put the notes into the drawer. The last of my money.

      ‘And the certificate?’ I asked.

      ‘We’ll send it by the usual channels,’ he said.

      ‘When?’

      ‘Soon.’

      Pushing down nausea, I unpeeled myself from the seat and stood up. My head was light and still throbbing, as though I was both drunk and hungover.

      Now what?
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      Before heading to the campus, I changed my disguise and took my cheap, possibly stolen, burner phone with me. I created several Google alerts to keep track of any mention of me or my brothers. If anything popped up, I’d know.

      Looking for work on the campus seemed like a safe bet. UNAM’s brown building was covered in drawings and had two eyes painted on the facade. I searched for a while before I found the pinboard which was full of faded pieces of paper, many yellowed by light and age, some ear-marked or damaged. I tore a piece off a leaflet and scribbled: Foreign exchange student looking for work and affordable accommodation.

      I jotted down my new phone number, stuck the ad up and got some coffee, a sad brown concoction from the vending machine. I contemplated getting lunch from the same place. Cookies, chocolates, crisps, nuts. After some dawdling, I got a chocolate bar and went out to find a comfortable spot on the grass to eat my lunch. Before I took the first bite of chocolate, my phone rang. A private number. I cleared my throat.

      ‘Yes?’

      A man’s voice.

      ‘You put up an ad,’ he said in flawless English.

      ‘Yes?’

      This was fast.

      I was pretty sure that my death hadn’t been made official yet, which meant that Jimmy couldn’t have known about it. Most importantly, he wouldn’t have had the time to react.

      Shielding my eyes from the sun, I checked the surroundings. A fluid feeling in the small of my back, the sensation of eyes on my skin. There was no doubt. Someone was watching. But who? And where?

      I turned. A few people passed by. None were looking in my direction.

      ‘You’re a student,’ the man said.

      Was this a question?

      ‘Mhm.’

      ‘Of what?’

      Up until then, I knew neither who he was nor what he wanted. Pushing my irritation aside, I said, ‘Spanish and English.’

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Tara. Tara Jenssen.’

      ‘I might have a job for you.’

      ‘What kind of job?’

      ‘There’s a museum on the campus. Contemporary art. Meet me there.’

      I drew in a long breath. I was more a beggar than a chooser. If it turned out to be too fishy, I’d walk away.

      ‘How will I recognise…?’

      No answer. He’d already hung up.
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      I hurried towards the building with a shallow pool in front. Its glass wall tipped slightly to one side. Meeting this man in public was reassuring. However weird he or his offer was, I could always count on getting out. The fact that he chose a gallery did make me wonder if it was some sort of a secret meeting place to exchange information. If so, then I could understand he didn’t want to discuss the details over the phone. If not, then maybe he was just a weirdo who wanted me to sit on a chair and ask people not to touch stuff. I doubted my basic knowledge of Vincent Van Gogh would have gotten me much further than that.

      As soon as I entered the gallery, my phone rang. Again, a private number.

      Weird.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘See the first two paintings on the left?’ the same voice as before asked. Had he seen me enter?

      I scanned the room. A few people were looking at the paintings, one of them making notes. They all seemed like students, much too young to belong to the voice on my phone.

      ‘On the left,’ he repeated.

      My heart kicked. I turned in the opposite direction towards a set of two abstract paintings.

      ‘The two blotchy ones?’

      ‘Yes. Go there.’

      I checked the only two men in the place. One had an unruly haircut and wore dark clothes and make-up, the other looked like a tourist in a tropical shirt.

      Where are you, weirdo?

      If the privacy was so important to him, then the job couldn’t have been about warming some chair in the gallery. As long as it wasn’t completely illegal, and had a decent price tag attached, I could live with it. At least for long enough to save for the new identity. This man’s reason for secrecy could work for me, too. Clearly, he cared about keeping things under the radar, which to me, was not only needed, but essential.

      I moved closer to the two blotchy paintings on the left. “Untitled”, a colourful mess, looked like something rich people would hang in their living rooms. I leaned to the side in an attempt to discern a shape or a pattern. Behind me, something moved.

      ‘It’s like a road through a kaleidoscope, don’t you think?’

      A man in his forties stood behind me, hiding his eyes behind a pair of Ray-Bans. Shaved scalp, barrel chest, a yellow and orange tropical shirt with coconuts. No one else stood within my earshot, yet I couldn’t be sure. The man had an air of disinterest around him.

      ‘Is it?’ I turned back to the two paintings. ‘To me, it looks more like a pizza dumped from a rooftop.’

      He suppressed a chuckle. ‘You must be Tara,’ he said. It’s situations like these that can ruin months of careful preparation. I couldn’t slip, not when reality was lurking around the corner.

      ‘Yes, Tara Jenssen,’ I said.

      ‘I’m Carl,’ he said in a way that made me unsure whether he was clearing his throat or telling me his name. He moved a few steps away and stopped in front of the next painting. I glanced over towards the other people in the room. Had they noticed anything weird?

      ‘You mentioned a job,’ I said when I caught up.

      One of the students looked in my direction. How long could we keep talking before things started looking suspicious?

      ‘You’ve given English lessons to a Spanish speaker before?’ Carl asked.

      ‘Of course.’ I caught a loose hair and forced it behind my ear.

      Carl smacked his lips and walked over to the next painting in line. Maybe he saw through my lie, or maybe he just wanted to give the impression we were there for the sake of art. The truth was, I hadn’t given any lessons. I’d learned Spanish in secret, so neither Nino nor Jimmy knew I was more or less fluent. I wanted them to believe all I could do was repeat a few phrases from soap operas or order drinks. As long as they didn’t suspect my plans, they couldn’t ruin them.

      I followed Carl. For a few seconds, we just stood there and observed a cluster of colourful blotches titled “Self-portrait”.

      A few students left the gallery. We were almost alone there.

      ‘Did you say your name was Jenssen?’ he said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Where are you from?’

      He didn’t turn towards me, as he spoke. Why did he want to know all these details? I stuffed my clammy hands into my pockets.

      ‘Denmark,’ I said.

      The air of secrecy, the care with which he asked questions. If I was right, then this job could bring in serious cash. Certainly enough to keep me afloat for a while. After that, I could find something better.

      With long, slow steps, I moved on to the next painting, a large yellow canvas with random drops of brown, red and black paint resembling something from a crime scene. This time he had to follow. He stepped to the side, as though studying the composition.

      ‘What’s the job?’

      ‘Not your typical student thing.’

      ‘Doesn’t say much.’

      ‘I’m looking for someone, with… shall we say specific skills,’ he said. ‘And technically, it’s not just a job.’

      I braced myself for a bullshit storm. I’d play along for as long as this smelled of money.

      ‘What is it, then?’

      ‘A deal. You get work and a place to stay.’

      He walked across to the other side of the room with me trotting behind him.

      ‘What I’ll need from you, is reports,’ he said. ‘Detailed reports.’

      ‘On?’

      ‘The visitors. I’ll want to know who’s coming. How long they are staying. What cars they drive. I need the details.’

      Jackpot.

      It’s not that I had particular moral concerns about spying on others, but I didn’t want him to know that I didn’t, either. If I played naive, did as though I wasn’t sure what he was asking of me, the pay might go up.

      ‘You want me to spy on people?’

      ‘Observe and note. That’s all I ask.’

      He moved a few steps away. He didn’t come across as a husband with a cheating wife, nor the kind of man that worked with Jimmy. The authority he radiated wasn’t fake, either. I’d squeeze him for small print before I committed though, so I folded my arms and moved closer.

      ‘I need to know more,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to get into anything dodgy.’

      ‘It’s all legal. This much I can say. Legal, but sensitive.’

      ‘And safe?’

      Carl paused, as though forming an answer in his head. ‘The place itself isn’t dangerous, but the people who come there might be. Under certain circumstances.’

      ‘So, they’re criminals?’ I asked.

      ‘Businessmen. Suspected of fraud and corruption.’

      Exactly like Jimmy.

      ‘I’d be collecting evidence?’

      ‘We need proof before we can take action.’

      ‘Who’s we?’

      ‘All I can say at this point is that everything is above board.’

      ‘And I suppose I should just trust you?’

      ‘Only if you want this job.’

      ‘Depends what you pay.’

      Carl let out a ‘hmm’ and moved to the middle of the room, as though trying to examine the paintings from a different angle. Reluctantly, I joined.

      ‘Won’t make you rich,’ he said, ‘but you get four thousand a week on top of the room.’

      ‘Pesos?’ I asked.

      ‘What else?’

      ‘I’ll do it for six,’ I said.

      He laughed. ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘Do a good job, and I’ll give you seven.’

      ‘What
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