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            EL VALERO

         

         ‘Well, this is no good, I don’t want to live here!’ I said as we drove along yet another tarmac road behind a row of whitewashed houses. ‘I want to live in the mountains, for heaven’s sake, not in the suburbs of some town in a valley.’

         ‘Shut up and keep driving,’ ordered Georgina, the woman sitting beside me. She lit another cigarette of strong black tobacco and bathed me in a cloud of smoke.

         I’d only met Georgina that afternoon but it hadn’t taken her long to put me in my place. She was a confident young Englishwoman with a peculiarly Mediterranean way of seeming at ease with her surroundings. For the last ten years she had been living in the Alpujarras, the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, south of Granada, and she had carved out a niche for herself acting as an intermediary between 2the farmers who wanted to sell their cortijos in the hills and move to town, and the foreigners who wanted to buy them. It was a tough job but no one who saw her ironing out deals with the coarsest peasant or arguing water rights with the most stubborn bureaucrat could doubt she was the woman for it. If she had a weakness at all it was in her refusal to suffer fools and ditherers.

         ‘Do you bully all your clients like this?’ I protested.

         ‘No, just you. Left here.’

         Obediently I turned the wheel and we shrugged off the last houses of Órgiva, the market town where I’d been adopted by my agent. We bumped onto a dirt track and headed downhill towards the river.

         ‘Where are the mountains?’ I whined.

         Georgina ignored me and looked at the groves of oranges and olives on either side of the track. There were white houses covered in the scrags of last year’s vines and decked with bright geraniums and bougainvillea; mules were ploughing; boiler-suited growers were bent bum-up amid perfect lines of vegetables; a palm tree shaded the road where hens were swimming in the dust. Dogs slept in the road in the shade; cats slept in the road in the sun. The creature with lowest priority on the road was the car. I stopped and backed up a bit to go round a lemon.

         ‘Drive over lemons,’ ordered Georgina.

         There were, it was true, a hell of a lot of lemons. They hurtled past, borne on a stream of water that bubbled nearby; in places the road was a mat of mashed fruit, and the earth beneath the trees was bright with fallen yellow orbs. I remembered a half-forgotten snatch of song, something about a lovelorn gypsy throwing lemons into the Great River until it turned to gold. 3

         The lemons, the creatures and the flowers warmed my heart a little. We drove on through a flat plain quilted with cabbages and beans, at the end of which loomed a little mountain. After dipping a banana grove, we turned sharp right up a steep hill with deep cuttings in the red rock.

         ‘This looks more like it.’

         ‘Just wait, we’re not there yet.’

         Up and up we went, bend after bend, the river valley spread below us like an aerial print. On through a gorge and suddenly we burst into a new valley. The plain we had crossed disappeared utterly, hidden from sight by the mass of mountain, and drowned by the roaring of the river in the gorge below.

         Far below, beside the river, I caught sight of a little farm in a horseshoe-shaped valley, a derelict house on a cactuscovered crag, surrounded by unkempt fields and terraces of ancient olive trees.

         ‘La Herradura,’ Georgina announced. ‘What about that, then?’

         ‘Well, it’s nice to dream but the pittance we’ve got to spend is hardly going to buy us a place like that.’

         ‘With the money you’ve got to spend you could afford that place and have some left over to do it up.’

         ‘I don’t believe you. You can’t possibly be serious.’

         I was incredulous because this was so far beyond my wildest hopes. I had come to Spain with a sum of money that would barely stretch to a garden shed in the south of England, expecting to buy at best a ruined house with perhaps a little patch of land.

         ‘Well, there’s no point in going any further. I’ll have that one. Let’s go down and see it.’ 4

         We pulled the car off the road and tripped down a path. I was so overwhelmed with excitement and delight that I felt sick. I picked an orange from a tree, the first time I’d ever done that. It was quite the most disgusting orange I’d ever eaten. ‘Sweet oranges,’ said Georgina. ‘They’re mostly sweet oranges here – good for juice. And the old men with no teeth like them.’

         ‘This is it, Georgina. It’s paradise. I want it. I mean, I’ll buy it now.’

         ‘It’s not a good idea to be too hasty in these matters. Let’s go and have a look at some other places.’

         ‘I don’t want to see anywhere else. I want to live here, and anyway I’m your client. Surely we do what I want, not what you want!’

         We drove off, further into the valley, and Georgina took me to see a stone ruin that was slowly slithering down a hill towards a precipice. It was surrounded by rotting cactus, and groves of dead trees covered the dismal hill around it. A poisonous spring oozed from a clump of thorns at the bottom of the property.

         ‘Hell no, what did you want me to see that place for?’

         ‘It has its good points.’

         ‘It has the advantage of being a long way from the nearest golf course, but more than that I cannot see.’

         We moved on to look at a concrete blockhouse, a battery chicken shed, a filthy hovel infested with bats, and a sort of cave littered with turds and old bits of newspaper.

         ‘I don’t want to see any more of this sort of thing. Let’s go back to La Herradura.’

         So we did, and I sat on a warm stone in the riverbed, dreaming one of those rare dreams that suddenly start to materialise around you, until Georgina intruded. 5

         ‘I know it’s very nice, Chris, but there are problems with La Herradura. It’s owned by a number of people, and they don’t all want to sell – and one of those who doesn’t want to sell has access to a room he owns right plumb in the middle of the house. That could be inconvenient if not downright disagreeable. And then there’s the matter of the water…’

         Her words faded as we both turned our heads to catch a snatch of song rolling towards us along the riverbed. I made out the words ‘frog’ and ‘crystal glasses’ but the rest was lost in a gruff baritone. From behind a rock came a red goat with only one horn. It eyed us up for a moment, then performed that trick that has so endeared the goat to mankind since the beginnings of time, the simultaneous belch and fart.

         ‘Clever the way they do that, isn’t it?’

         Georgina ignored this observation. ‘The man you see approaching us now,’ she announced in an urgent whisper, ‘is the owner of the place across the river – and I think that he may want to sell it.’

         Following the one-horned goat came a huge man with a red bristly face, sitting astride a horse. He was doing the singing, presumably to amuse himself while he supervised the goat and its several companions, who included a couple of cows, a kid, a grubby sheep and a pair of dogs. He stopped, lurched forward in his saddle and surveyed us from beneath a filthy cotton beach-hat. With an oath he halted his entourage.

         ‘Hola, buenas tardes. Would you be Pedro Romero, he who owns the farm across the river?’ began Georgina.

         The man grunted.

         ‘I’ve heard you may want to sell it.’ 6

         ‘Maybe I do.’

         ‘Then we want to come and see it.’

         ‘When?’

         ‘Tomorrow morning.’

         ‘I’ll be there.’

         ‘How do we get there?’

         There followed a long-winded explanation of which I could only catch the odd reference to trees, brambles and stones. All rather unnecessary, I thought, as we were looking at the farm not half a mile away.

         ‘This foreigner wants to buy the place?’ He leered at me, assessing my worth.

         ‘Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t.’

         ‘Till tomorrow, then.’

         ‘Till tomorrow.’

         With which the little procession jangled its way back down the river. Romero had stopped singing and appeared lost in thought. I watched entranced as the lowering sun lit the little clouds of golden dust raised by the animals’ feet.

         ‘I know a thing or two about this business,’ Georgina said, ‘and that farm is definitely worth a look. It’s called El Valero.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Georgina considered me thoughtfully as we drank a morning coffee together before setting out for the valley.

         ‘Listen, you’re to keep quiet unless I prompt you. Leave the talking to me.’

         ‘Alright. But hang on. Have we actually established that I want to buy El Valero? I was under the impression, if you’ll forgive me, that I wanted La Herradura.’ 7

         Georgina looked me squarely in the eye. ‘I’ve given the matter some thought, and I’ve decided that El Valero and you are well suited. You’ll see when we get there.’

         We drove to the valley in warm January sunshine. The farmers were working their fields of vegetables, the dogs and cats had returned to their allotted places in the road. It looked familiar this time. As we passed La Herradura, I looked down at it wistfully, and then with some misgivings at the place across the river.

         After a while the road gave out completely, and we took our shoes off and waded through the river, which was knee-deep and fast-running in places, not to say cold. ‘This is a hell of a way to get to a place,’ I shouted, ‘if you’ll excuse my saying so.’

         We climbed up a bank by eucalyptus trees and across a field, and from there followed a narrow path through terraces shot with flowers and shaded by oranges, lemons and olives. Clear runnels of water flowed here and there, tumbling down stony falls and spreading to water terraces of fruit trees and vegetables. The path stepped across a stream and curled up through a grove of blossoming almonds. Georgina turned and smiled at me.

         ‘What do you think?’

         ‘You know what I think – I’ve never seen anything like it!’

         ‘Here’s the house.’

         ‘House?! It looks like a whole village. I can’t buy a village.’

         A couple of houses with some stables and goat-pens, chicken-runs and store-rooms, were spread at different levels on a great steep rock. Beneath this complex a hose dribbled feebly into a rusty oil-drum by a pomegranate tree. 8

         Pedro Romero stood beside what was either a house or a stable, rubbing his hands and grinning.

         ‘Ha! You’ve come. Sit down and drink wine, eat meat!’

         We sat on low chairs with our knees up by our ears, and enjoyed the spectacle of two dogs copulating enthusiastically in the centre of the circle made by the seats. I didn’t know whether it would be appropriate to offer some ribald comment upon this activity, or to pretend that it was not happening. Georgina glowered at me and I kept quiet as agreed.

         A wizened wisp of a woman appeared, Romero’s wife, Maria, and at an imperious gesture from the man of the house dispensed brown wine from a plastic Coca-Cola bottle and thumped a fatty lump of ham down on the box that served for a table. The sun shone down, flies buzzed. We drank the wine and ate the ham and considered the amorous activities of the dogs in an increasingly vinous stupor.

         Georgina and Romero talked animatedly about neighbours and boundaries and water and rates and rights while I rocked back and forth on my chair and grinned vacuously. The dogs were quiet now as a result of being stuck together, looking bashfully in opposite directions, wishing perhaps that they’d never started the whole wretched business. The wine and the ham came and went, and I nodded off, then opened a heavy-lidded eye as Georgina poked me in the ribs.

         ‘Slap this into his hand as if you mean it.’

         She passed me a fat wad of peseta notes of large denomination.

         ‘You’re now the happy owner of El Valero and that’s the señal – the deposit.’ 9

         It really was no use arguing with Georgina so I did as she said and bought the place. There was a deal of backslapping, handshaking and grinning all round.

         ‘It was a gift at that price,’ lamented Romero and his wife. ‘We’re ruined, really we’ve given our home away… you’ve bought a paradise for pennies, but what could we do?’

         I almost began to offer them more money but Georgina shot me a silencing look, and so, for a little under five million pesetas (£25,000, more or less), I had bought a farm that I would have hardly dared look at over the fence before. In a matter of minutes I was transformed from an itinerant sheep-shearer and tenant of a tied cottage beneath an airport landing path in Sussex, into the owner of a mountain farm in Andalucía. This would take some getting used to.
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         Barely able to contain my excitement I drove to the nearest bar to phone Ana, my wife, in England – and there pulled up short. How exactly was I going to explain to her what I had just done? I shuffled the coins about on the table and looked for inspiration at the dregs in my wineglass. Strictly speaking, my brief had been to check out certain places in Andalucía and look at the possibility of buying a house and plot of land where together we could carve out a future. I couldn’t help but feel that I had somewhat overstepped the mark. There comes a tide in the affairs of men, of course… but would Ana see it in quite that light?

         She didn’t. But then, in her position, neither probably would I. However, fortunately for us both, Ana has never 10been one for recriminations, and she soon shifted into that cautious line of enquiry that doctors employ after arriving at the scene of an accident.

         ‘How far is it from the nearest road?’ was her first question. It was a relief to be dealing with the practicalities.

         ‘Oh, it’s just about the distance from the cottage to the piggery.’ I tried to imagine Ana looking across the Sussex farmyard. ‘And that’s not far, is it? I mean it’s not very far to the piggery… No, there’s no running water… wait, I tell a lie – there’s a babbling hosepipe tied to an oil-drum about twenty metres below the house.’

         I talked at length of the scarlet geranium petals floating on the water of the drum, of the gentle beasts stooping to drink, and of the bright flowers that carpeted the ground around this lovely pool. But Ana was not to be sidetracked.

         ‘Yes, as a matter of fact there is a bathroom, and it has a bidet, too… No, admittedly the water doesn’t reach there … the spring’s not high enough, you see… if you raise the hosepipe above the drum it stops dribbling, er, running… No, you can’t drink it, it’s poisonous. They don’t wash in it either – they wash their hair in the river which is rather nice I think. They told me that if you water plants too much with it they die… No, I don’t know why they put it there in the first place! I can’t read their minds, can I? The beasts drink it – yes, that’s it, the beasts drink it. And no, I don’t know why the beasts don’t drink from the river – presumably because people wash their hair in it!’

         I was getting in deeper. I tried another tack.

         ‘It has electricity – a solar panel, so you have no electricity bills and you can use as much as you like. They have a television and some lights, including a switch that turns the 11light on and off from the bed, would you believe? Apparently you have to be a little sparing with it in summer…

         ‘In winter? Well, no, in winter I suppose it doesn’t work at all, but then you can’t have everything, can you?’

         Ana, although not quite convinced by my romantic view of El Valero’s charms, said she was prepared to accept all these nightmarish aspects just so long as it wasn’t windy. Wind was the worst thing in the world to her.

         ‘It’s snuggled into a nice little nook in a river valley,’ I assured her. In fact it isn’t. El Valero stands on a ridge, vulnerable to the winds of two rivers and two great chains of mountains. Still, with that tiny adjustment of the truth, I was able to arouse Ana’s enthusiasm to the point that she promised to keep an open mind when she arrived on the next available charter.

         I meanwhile stayed on, viewing my new property from every aspect. I scrambled up to the top of the twin-peaked hill across the river and looked across the dry scrub and pines to where El Valero appeared a little oasis with its dark fruit trees and bright streams of water. I could see Romero sitting in the riverbed on his horse, surrounded by his ill-favoured beasts, and his wife and daughter, backs bent to the planting of a terrace of garlic.

         I climbed up the steep ridge behind the farm, way up till I could no longer hear the river and was lost amid the rosemary and thyme, with just the sound of the wind in the broom and the cries of unfamiliar birds. From there I looked over the whole valley, which widened at one end to gently sloping green fields and orchards before disappearing altogether into the deep cleft in the mountain where the river came rushing through, and at the other narrowing to the rocky gorge at El Granadino, the little settlement at the 12southern end of the valley. The farm looked infinitesimally small at the foot of the great hill, with a hillock at its tip, like the horn on the nose of a rhinoceros.

         In the softening light of the afternoon I drove high up onto the Contraviesa, the great counterscarp to the southwest, and found a spot where I could see the whole valley, green and lovely and apparently inaccessible, lost amongst the dry hills of scrub and thorn.

         My head was whirling with excitement; wild ideas and dreams pouring in. It was an amazing prospect. Every way I walked, and from each approach, I wondered at the beauty of the two rivers pouring into the wide valley, and the tall narrow gorge at its mouth. Then something began to dawn on me. This was a natural spot for a reservoir. A dam just fifty metres wide at the mouth of the gorge would fill the whole valley in weeks – two rivers, narrow gorge, just a few illiterate peasants to re-locate; the coastal towns just twenty kilometres south were dry as bricks, people drinking salty water from drying wells. It all fitted together. That was why everyone wanted to sell their farms. They’d be under water in a few years.

         As this ghastly notion took hold, dark shadows started to shroud my new world. How the hell was I going to explain this to Ana? Even now, perhaps, she was scudding through the clouds towards the south of Spain. I ran dementedly down to the river to find Romero and his beasts.

         ‘Are they going to build a dam here and flood the valley?’

         My future – to say nothing of my marriage – depended upon his reply. He looked at me in some surprise, a cunning grin playing across his unlovely features.

         ‘Of course.’ 13

         ‘Do you mean to tell me,’ I squeaked, ‘that you’ve just sold me a place that will be twenty metres under the surface of a reservoir in a couple of years’ time?!’

         ‘Claro – naturally.’

         ‘How could you..?’

         ‘Oh, you’ll be alright, they’ll pay you a whole heap of compensation for the place.’

         ‘But I haven’t bought it for the damn compensation, I want to live here…’

         ‘That could well be difficult, under the water and that. But I must be off. I have to follow the beasts.’

         And so saying, he whopped his horse with a stick and disappeared up the river.
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            PARADISE SUBMERGED

         

         Georgina was leaning on a fruit machine, reading a book about alchemy, when I burst into the Bar Retumba at the far end of town. ‘Georgina, what the hell is all this about a dam?’ I erupted.

         ‘A dam? What dam?’ She seemed genuinely puzzled.

         ‘Pedro Romero has just told me that they’re going to build a dam and flood the valley.’

         ‘Oh, that.’

         ‘What do you mean by “Oh, that!”?’

         My look of anguish must have moved her, for she softened her tone a little. ‘Well, yes, there was a plan about twenty-five years ago to put a dam across the gorge and flood the valley, but the tests they did showed that it couldn’t be managed economically. The surrounding rock is like a sponge. And anyway, even if they do resurrect the scheme, you’ll be well paid for your trouble. It really isn’t a problem.’ 15

         ‘Can we be sure of that? I mean absolutely sure?’

         She mulled this over for a moment before shutting her book and reaching for her bag.

         ‘I’ll tell you what, we’ll go and see Domingo. He’s your nearest neighbour in the valley. He lives at La Colmena, at the north end. His family have lived there for years. He’s bound to know. I saw his car earlier so he must be around here somewhere.’ And she set off at her usual brisk pace along the main street of Órgiva, while I traipsed along in her wake.

         ‘Keep your eyes open,’ she ordered. ‘He’s easy to spot – one of the best-looking men you’ll see round here. He’s around thirty, short, but then so is everyone here, and balding a little…’

         ‘Not the most promising of portraits,’ I commented, feeling that I could be forgiven a little peevishness in the circumstances.

         ‘Ah, just you wait and see. He’s built like a prize fighter and has the loveliest smile you could imagine.’ It seemed that the man had certainly worked some magic on Georgina.

         Down we strode past the grandly named ‘Museum of Ham’, in reality just a small supermarket, past the town hall hung with its flags of Andalucía and Spain, and on to the main street and another cluster of bars.

         Here we found my neighbour, leaning nonchalantly against a lamp post talking to a gypsy. He was trying to sell him a cow, or so it appeared. We waited to allow the transaction to reach some sort of conclusion, but it seemed to be a long time getting nowhere, both parties refusing absolutely to be swayed. A few bystanders had gathered round, keen to involve themselves in the deal. Georgina 16guided me to a bar across the street and signalled an invitation to Domingo to join us when he had finished his negotiations.

         I watched Domingo from our table as he conducted his business. The other participants in the deal were listening with attention to what he had to say. He gave the impression of being accustomed to holding the floor. He was dressed in clean blue jeans, a white open-necked shirt and sneakers. The top of his head was, as Georgina had said, as bald as a shiny brown nut.

         Eventually he came over to join us. He shook hands with a shy smile, studying some spot below the table as Georgina introduced us.

         ‘Are you just going to come for holidays?’ he asked.

         ‘Hell no, we’re going to live here and farm.’

         At this Domingo smiled, momentarily lifting his head. Georgina was absolutely right. His expression was transformingly handsome.

         ‘What do you know of the dam in the valley of La Colmena?’ Georgina asked. ‘Pedro Romero has been telling Cristóbal about some plans…’

         ‘Don’t listen to Romero,’ said Domingo quietly. ‘There was a project many years ago but it came to nothing. There’s no danger of its being revived.’

         ‘Are you sure about that?’ I gabbled. ‘You see, it’s really very important to us. We want to live out our days there, not cash in on compensation.’

         ‘Yes, of course I’m sure, but if you want to hear it from someone official we’ll go and see the mayor.’

         With little more preamble we set out. In his sneakers and jeans Domingo wandered straight through the open door of the mayor’s office. 17

         ‘Hola, Antonio. This foreigner, Cristóbal, has bought the farm next to La Colmena, and he’s worried about the dam. I’ve told him, but I think he’d like to hear it from the mayor. You tell him.’

         Antonio repeated all that Domingo had just told me. But by then I was no longer thinking of the dam. I was congratulating myself on landing such an estimable neighbour.
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         With this load off my mind, I collected Ana from the airport, skimming back towards Granada in the biscuit tin of a car that I had hired. We watched as the snowy peaks of the Sierra Nevada appeared from a blue haze above the city and the winter sun set the tops glowing rose pink with the last rays of the day. Ana was enchanted and I too felt a bit dazed by the beauty of it all. What a place to come and live! We left Granada behind and climbed over the pass of Suspiro del Moro, the Moor’s sigh, where the last Muslim king had turned to weep as he was exiled forever from his beloved city. Little wonder.

         Pedro and Maria had invited us to stay the night and late in the evening we turned into the valley for Ana’s first view of our new home. In the light of the setting sun the fields along the road seemed even more beautiful than I had imagined. Ana seemed pleased with it all and I pointed things out to her proudly as we passed. Olives, oranges, lemons… cabbages… potatoes…

         We climbed up over the cliffs of the gorge and into the valley.

         ‘There it is!’ 18

         You get a brief glimpse of El Valero just as you enter the valley, before it disappears again behind a great curtain of rock.

         ‘Where?’

         ‘Over there, you see? Up on the rock over the other side of the river.’

         ‘That?’

         ‘What do you mean “that”?’

         ‘Precisely that – that.’

         ‘Well “that” is it. El Valero. What do you think?’

         ‘I don’t think at all from this distance. I’ll reserve judgement till we get a little nearer.’

         We drove on into the valley and stopped at a nearer vantage point. ‘Well, I think it really looks rather nice.’

         I looked at Ana in amazement and delight. She is not generally given to such outbursts of enthusiasm.

         We drove on a bit and parked the car where the road ran out. From here on we had to walk. ‘Piggeries?’ she asked. It was undoubtedly a question.

         ‘What?’

         ‘The piggeries?’ she asked again.

         ‘What piggeries? There’s no piggeries here!’

         ‘You told me that from the road to El Valero was just as far as the piggeries.’

         ‘Did I?’

         The light was failing and I knew there was a long, rather tricky walk across the valley to get to the farm. We set off along the path down the hill, navigating a patch of bog where the way forded a stream, and then through a thicket of huge eucalyptus, sweet-smelling and whispering in the evening breeze, and ringing with birdsong. We emerged on the bank of the river. It tumbled full and clear down a steep 19bed of stones, crashing and roaring over the falls of smooth rocks and gliding in and out of the stiller pools.

         I smiled and squeezed Ana’s hand as we set out eagerly across the pack-bridge, excited at the prospect of our first view together of our new home.

         An hour and a half later it was growing steadily darker and we were thrashing about in a bramble patch up to our ankles in wet black mud. Spanish brambles are more vicious than English ones. Each thorn is a curved barb, and once they’ve got you they don’t much like to let you go.

         ‘I don’t know how you had the nerve to say it was only as far as the piggeries.’ The matter was clearly preying on Ana’s mind.

         ‘Distances can be very deceptive in this sort of terrain,’ I said pompously, while slithering about in the mud and dangling rather inelegantly by one ear from a bramble bush. ‘But I can’t imagine what has happened. I only bought this farm a few days ago and now I can’t even find it.’

         ‘That is most unlike you.’

         I ignored the remark and peered into the bushes. ‘This looks like the way I took last time, but it’s got overgrown. Let’s go back to the big oleander and try the other way.’

         At last we burst through a wicked clump of pampas grass in the enveloping darkness, and Ana spotted the pale dust of a path leading through clear ground.

         ‘That’s it. I knew it was here somewhere.’

         And it was. As we puffed up the path with its rocky steps that had so delighted me when I first saw the place, I turned to Ana triumphantly and grinned at her in the dark. It was a warm night, the breeze scented with unfamiliar blooms, and as we trudged uphill a building loomed above us in the darkness. 20

         The scent of flowers gave way to that of dung and goats. ‘This is the house,’ I announced, indicating the murky outline with my arm, but Ana’s reply was drowned out by the yelping and snarling of the dogs. A door burst open and an ogreish voice cursed into the night.

         ‘Our host,’ I explained.
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         The door slammed shut again as we approached. I knocked and waited. The dogs growled and snarled around our knees. Once more the door opened and there stood Romero, with tiny Maria tucked behind his bulk. ‘Welcome,’ he beamed.

         ‘This is my wife, Ana.’

         ‘Good-looking wife,’ said Romero, looking her up and down with a lecherous glint.

         ‘How young you are and how lovely!’ enthused Maria, kissing her. ‘Come in, come in.’

         We entered the room. Romero dealt a deft boot to the dogs sniffing our bags and closed the door behind us.

         The sitting room at El Valero was small and square and all whitewashed but for the shiny cement floor. It contained a black plastic sofa facing two wooden chairs and a round table with a television. By way of decoration there was a plastic doll’s cutlery set hanging on one wall and a picture of Christ cut from a magazine on another. That was it – and there wasn’t a speck of dust. A bare bulb hung in the middle, feebly illuminating the scene.

         We were ushered to the sofa.

         ‘No, no!’ I protested in my rather stilted Spanish. ‘We cannot sit on the only comfortable chair; we must sit on the hard wood.’21

         ‘Alright,’ said Romero and slumped down onto the sofa, the better to leer at Ana. Ana got up and ratched about in her bag, pulling out an expensive tin of shortbread biscuits and handing it to Maria. Maria looked baffled and handed it to Romero. We all looked at one another in acute embarrassment, except for Romero who was busy prising the lid off the tin. He pulled out a biscuit, considered it and bit off a corner.

         ‘Arrgh! I can’t eat that. Tastes of cheese!’

         ‘They’re very popular in England, we thought you’d like them.’

         ‘No, we don’t.’ Romero grinned amiably.

         Maria took the tin and put it in a dark store-room nearby. They would put a nice finish on the pigs, those Harrods tartan-tinned Highland Shortbreads.

         We sat in silence for a bit, looking at each other.

         Maria was the first to crack. ‘Welcome to our humble home,’ she said. ‘It’s very poor and very dirty but we’re very poor people so what can we do?’ She spread her hands and looked mournful.

         ‘No, no, it’s wonderful, beautiful – and immaculately clean.’ I nodded at Ana, indicating that she should agree. She smiled at Maria.

         ‘We got lost, couldn’t find the way across the valley,’ I said to Romero, hoping that Ana would continue the conversation I had started so considerately for her about the cleanliness – or otherwise – of houses.

         ‘Of course you did. You didn’t know the way,’ replied Romero, showing little sympathy and not much inclination to continue this line of conversation.

         More silence. I coughed and pinched my leg, then grinned at everyone in turn. Romero grunted and lumbered over to 22the television and turned it on. The light bulb dimmed. A raucous hissing filled the room and something akin to the sound of massed frogs croaking in a distant pool. Eventually a blizzard appeared on the screen with shadows moving simultaneously up and down and from side to side. Romero moved to one side so we could all watch the screen and raised his head quizzically, inviting our admiration.

         ‘It’s a fine television,’ I offered hastily. ‘Incredible that you can have a television all the way out here. Hah! The wonders of the twentieth century!’ But nobody was listening to me; they were all engrossed by the programme – whatever on earth it was.

         Romero returned to the sofa and we watched the indecipherable nonsense on the screen for five minutes or so. I’ve known some long five minutes in my time but this outlasted them all. Then Romero got up and flicked a switch to change the channel. Another blizzard, more shadows accompanied by distant batrachian croakings, indefinably different. We all settled down to watch this new extravaganza.

         Another five long minutes and Romero had had enough of the second programme, so he got up and switched over again.

         ‘Marvellous,’ I said. ‘Absolutely marvellous. Tell me, how many programmes can you get on that incredible apparatus?’

         ‘Oh, just the two,’ he said deprecatingly. ‘This is the first one again.’

         So there we sat, the four of us, captivated by whatever scene was unravelling before us, occasionally nodding or grinning at one another in approval, until finally Romero got up and switched the wretched thing off. 23

         ‘Well, that’s enough of that,’ I grinned. ‘I’m not saying that I don’t enjoy TV… but really it’s no substitute for the – er – for the sweet milk of good conversation… is it?’

         A thick silence ensued. I felt like a dead pig in a tea-room. I pinched my leg again. I enjoy the sound of my own voice, but this was getting too much even for my thick skin.

         ‘Well, er… how does it feel to be going to live in the cortijo near the town? It’ll be very nice for you, I’m sure.’

         ‘It’s a nightmare,’ wailed Maria. ‘A death. We belong here in our beloved Valero. We are happy here. But we had to sell it and you bought it for less than nothing. We are poor people and now we are poorer – what can we do?’ And she spread her hands in that gesture of hers that indicated despair. All this she spoke with a warm and engaging smile.

         ‘Oh dear, I don’t want to drive you from your home. We’re not going to be moving in for a while. You can stay here all summer. No, for heaven’s sake, you can stay as long as…’ A fierce cough from Ana drowned the rest.

         We resumed the silence, Romero staring fixedly at Ana, until I was spurred into a fresh conversational gambit by a strong smell wafting through the window on the stiff breeze.

         ‘Goats! Got goats here, have you?’

         ‘Yes, goats.’

         ‘They’ve got goats here, Ana.’

         ‘How interesting.’

         ‘Would you like a glass of milk?’ asked Maria.

         ‘Oh please,’ we chorused, desperate for some event, some ritual to break the deadlock.

         Pedro and Maria both leaped up and shot outside with a saucepan and a torch, slamming the door after them. Ana and I looked at each other in silence for a minute.24

         ‘It’s going to be goat’s milk,’ whispered Ana. For some reason, she didn’t want to be caught talking while our hosts were out of the room. ‘They’re going to milk a goat and give us the milk in a glass as if it came from a bottle.’

         Maria and Pedro, however, had no such pretensions. Below us we heard a thumping and scuffling, a dark oath and the fart of a goat: then the metallic hiss as the two thin streams of milk spurted into the saucepan. Soon, but not too soon, for I think they too were trying to string the thing out as long as they could, our hosts returned with a saucepanful of white foam.

         ‘Ah – milk,’ I said fatuously. ‘Would it perhaps be goat’s milk?’

         ‘Of course. Now we must boil it.’

         Maria took a camping stove and placed the saucepan on it. We all gathered round to watch.

         ‘They’re boiling the milk, Ana.’

         ‘Look, apart from the fact that I can see they’re boiling the milk, I happen to have studied Spanish for several years. I can more or less catch the drift of what’s going on.’

         Maria explained that the milk had to be brought to the boil three times before it could be drunk. ‘Malta fever.’

         This entertainment spun things out for a good twenty minutes, then we drank the horrible stuff. Romero stretched and yawned. I found myself talking again.

         ‘Well, it’s been a truly wonderful evening but… well, we’re so tired we can hardly think straight. Time for bed, I think.’

         Everybody agreed enthusiastically. Down the hill, beneath the pomegranate tree, Ana and I cleaned our teeth with the water that dribbled into the drum. It was a clear night with a sliver of bright moon lighting the rivers below us. The pines on the hill opposite were roaring in a high wind.25

         ‘Lord in heaven,’ hissed Ana in the dark. ‘How long are we staying here?’

         ‘Five days, it was supposed to be.’

         ‘Well, I don’t think I can stand another evening like that. I suppose you enjoyed it because it was “the real thing”?’

         ‘Enjoyed might be too strong a word. Perhaps we’d better go to town for the next few nights. I’ll make some excuse.’

         That night the wind rose still higher. It roared through the open bedroom window and blew a chair over. On the chair were Ana’s clothes and her glass of water.

         
            [image: ]

         

         I had worried that the business of the wind and the chair might have been the end of our whole Andalucian escapade – that is if we hadn’t spent our every last bean buying the place and thus burned our boats. But no.

         ‘I think it’s wonderful,’ said Ana. ‘Though I do have certain reservations.’

         ‘And what, pray, might they be?’

         She then read to me from a long list of reservations she had prepared. It included recommendations regarding the road, the access, the water – which had not impressed her in its existing state despite the four-piece bathroom suite – and a number of other quibbles too petty to relate.

         ‘Very well,’ I muttered absently. ‘I’ll get all that seen to.’

      
   


   
      26
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            A SUMMER APPRENTICESHIP

         

         Back in England we had to splice all the fraying ends of the existence we were about to abandon. In practical terms this meant clearing our farm cottage and working out the last few months of our various jobs. This was an easy enough task for me as I had been leading a more or less itinerant life for the last few years. Most years, I would disappear abroad for two or three months to help research a travel guide – I had been sent to China and Turkey, as well as Spain. Between times, I made a bit of money strumming a guitar in a Russian restaurant in London, and shearing and looking after sheep on the local farms. Then each Spring and Autumn, when the coffers got low, I would take off to Sweden for a few weeks, pursuing more lucrative shearing contracts. 27

         Ana, however, had deeper roots to ease up – literally so, as she had been running a small horticultural business and needed to search around for someone to manage it in her stead. There was also a great deal of paperwork to gather – most importantly the sheaves of obscure documents that were needed for permission to take Ana’s beloved familiar, a black labrador-cross known as Beaune, and a few of her treasured plants along with us.

         All this we reckoned would take nine months. Just time enough to prepare our relatives and friends for the fact that we would no longer be living amongst them. After six months, however, I found I could wait no longer and, under the thin pretence of learning from the incumbent how to run the farm, I took a cheap flight to Spain to see if El Valero was really there.
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         It was August, a punishingly hot month that year, and, arriving on the bus at Órgiva, I picked my way out of town along an almost dry riverbed. I had a small bag – you don’t need much in summer in Andalucía – and, perhaps a little less practically, a guitar in a case.

         Towards noon I caught sight of the terraces of El Valero spreading above the riverbed. The farm looked wonderful – and this was the worst time to see it. In the middle of the day the August sun bakes all colour from the landscape. What appear in the slanting rays of morning and evening as misty hills, with clefts and pinnacles of glowing rock, reveal themselves as shadowless wastes of scrub and thorn. Best to ignore the evidence of one’s eyes and enjoy only the impressions at either end of the day. 28

         I made a meal out of crossing the river below the farm, drenching myself from head to foot in cool water before climbing towards the house to find Romero. I had written to him, telling him I wanted to spend a month on the farm learning whatever he could teach me about it, and I supposed that his daughter had read the letter for him, for few country people over fifty here have an inkling about their written language.

         As I climbed across the last terrace where the horses were tethered short in the shade of olive trees, I heard a familiar voice croaking out a song from the house. There was Romero sitting on his terrace, throwing stale bread to the dogs in the dust. He got up and lumbered towards me with a big grin. ‘You’ve come – and what’s this? We shall have music. Estupendo.’

         ‘It’s good to be here, Pedro,’ I panted, wiping away the sweat that drenched my face.

         ‘It’s good that you’ve come. My people have left to live in town and it gets lonely up here, though of course I have the beasts – and there’s always God. And then we have the rivers and the mountains – hah, this is indeed paradise – I shall never leave. Come on in, I’m just making lunch.’

         We ducked our heads and passed through a doorway into the gloom. It was cooler in the tiny dark room, despite a fire blazing on the hearthstone. The air outside was simmering around forty degrees as we pulled two low chairs up to the flames. I watched as Pedro dazzled me with his artistry in the preparation of his staple fare, papas a lo pobre – ‘poor man’s potatoes’.

         First he put a deep frying-pan, hideously greasy and blackened, onto a tripod over the flames and into it poured 29what I judged to be two coffee-cupfuls (after-dinner size) of olive oil. Then with his pocket knife he hacked up a couple of onions, without being too delicate in the matter of peeling them. As they fizzled gladly in the oil, he pulled to pieces a whole head of garlic and tossed the lot into the pan.

         ‘Don’t you peel the cloves?’ I asked.

         ‘Lord no! If you don’t peel them they don’t burn, and they keep their flavour better. Less work too.’

         He’s right as a matter of fact.

         He then took a bucket in which were potatoes hygienically swimming in water; these he had peeled. Squatting over the fire, sweat pouring from his huge body, he chopped them roughly – great coarse chips, straight into the spitting oil. When the pan was brimful he stirred it about a bit with a stick and added some twigs to the fire for a better blaze. In a basket hanging from a pole were green and red peppers. Taking five or six small ones, he again tossed them in whole.

         ‘Right, that can look after itself for a bit now,’ said Pedro, giving it a quick stir, and proceeded to the laying of the table. A wobbly wooden cable drum stood on the terrace. Upon this he placed an old fish-tin which he filled with a huge fistful of olives and a dozen pickled chilli peppers. From a paper sack he took a round loaf of bread like a riverstone and cut it into quarters, returning two to the sack. Then he put two bent forks and two tumblers on the table and went to check the main dish. I sat down and poured wine from the plastic bottle and ate an olive – pickled with lots of garlic, lots of salt and a little less of thyme, lavender and heaven knows what else. A swig of the thick brown wine washed it down. 30

         Gazing absently past the slobbering dogs and down the steep hill, I watched the two rivers curl from the gorge. The hills to the south were almost invisible in the haze of the heat. Another slug of wine and a deep, deep sigh. This was about to be one of those unforgettable meals.

         Pedro emerged grinning with the sizzling pan which he plonked onto a tile carefully placed to prevent it staining the cable drum. Then he fetched a huge greasy ham, cut two enormous fatty wodges, and put it back on a hook on a beam. He then sat down on the step, took a swig of wine, and sighed with contentment.

         I jabbed into the pan with my fork, gnawed on my ham, gulped my brown wine and chatted to my amiable host. The food was delicious. I did a lot of the cooking that month and it was almost always papas a lo pobre, which Pedro favoured for breakfast, lunch and supper, each time with the statutory two glasses of wine. But I never managed quite the same effect with the dish as Pedro achieved.

         ‘You’ve bought paradise,’ he sighed. ‘And for nothing. It was a gift. Here you have the finest air and water in the world. I’ve been around a bit,’ and he indicated various spots in the surrounding hills, all visible from the house, ‘but I’ve never found anywhere like this.’

         ‘If you love it like you say you do, Pedro, why did you sell it?’

         ‘My people. My people don’t like it here. If it weren’t for my people I’d stay here for ever. Here there’s the best of everything in the world. There’s rich soil – it’ll give you the best vegetables you’ll ever eat; there’s fruit drooping on the trees, sweet water from the spring, and all this glorious fresh air.’ 31

         We screwed up our eyes and looked out through the shimmering air onto fields baked by the ferocious sun.

         ‘Nobody will bother you out here; you won’t have to worry about the bad milk of the town.’

         ‘The what?’ I asked.

         ‘The people of the town, they’re rotten right through – not to be trusted, screw you soon as look at you. Nothing, let me tell you, Cristóbal, is as important as being honest and straightforward and treating people right… but what do they care? You just be careful of them. Play some guitar.’

         I needed no more asking. I took the guitar from its case, tuned it, and pottered into a flamenco piece. Pedro rocked back on his chair, listening with half-closed eyes, then started clapping and singing quietly. He sang badly, disjointed couplets delivered in a cracked groan of a voice, and the guitar-playing was all out of time and with the wrong chords. But we enjoyed it.

         Pedro was the first to break off. He hauled himself to his feet, picked up the hunks of stale bread and ham fat from his plate and flung them at the creatures surrounding the table. The meal had come to a close.

         ‘It’s too hot to walk with the beasts,’ he muttered. ‘I’m going to sleep.’

         I slept too, or tried to sleep, on a mattress on the floor of the big house, but the flies kept me awake. They were everywhere. I swatted at them and cussed and tossed and turned and all to no avail. I must have slept eventually, though, because I awoke in a boiling sweat to the sound of Pedro’s voice ringing round the hills. I hauled my sopping body from beneath the thin sheet and blinked into the blinding light. Seven o’clock, the afternoon gone, but now not only was the sun burning fiercely from high in the sky, 32but all the hills and rocks were giving back as good as they had got and radiating heat vengefully back into the air. The air, sandwiched between its tormentors, had given up and lay draped over the valley like a rag.

         Accustoming my eyes to the glare, I leaned over the terrace and spotted Pedro sitting motionless on his horse down by the river, surrounded by his little group of acolytes. He was singing.

         
      Somewhere in the valley a frog was singing
    

         Polish up my fine crystal glasses…

         
            [image: ]

         

         A couple of terraces below the house was to be found one of the miracles of El Valero, a torrent of water that rushed out from a rock and tumbled into a little pool below. I sat in the pool and poured bucketful after bucketful over my head and body. There was a soapdish and a bottle of shampoo and towels and some washing hanging from a wire strung between two acacia trees. Without needing to put shoes or clothes on, I could take just five paces and pick oranges, mandarins, figs or grapes, fresh from the trees. I cooled them in the waterfall and stuffed myself.

         From this vantage point I could see a farm in the shade on the west side of the valley. It was a low white building half-buried in surrounding clouds of olive trees. There lived Bernardo and Isabel and their children, a Dutch family fled from Rotterdam to farm olives and a few goats. That evening I went to introduce myself to valley society.

         A couple of flimsy poles spanned the river and led to the foot of the steep path that wound up the hill to the 33Dutch couple’s farm. As I stumbled across the stony lower terraces, an improbable procession emerged from the shrubbery of the terrace above. The motive force was a team of several goats, a mule and a sheep, all harnessed by the forefoot and connected by long ropes to a sort of human maypole: a large amiable-looking man who hadn’t shaved that day, nor the day before, clad in T-shirt, floral Bermuda shorts and Wellington boots. Two children were running up the grassy slope behind him, each swinging a brightly coloured plastic bucket. The whole scene was oddly reminiscent of a television advertisement for breakfast cereal.

         Suddenly they spied me. ‘Whooa!’ roared Bernardo, for it was he. The mule stopped, two goats passed it on the left, one passed between its legs, and the sheep darted down a bank on the right.

         I climbed up to greet him.

         ‘You must be the lunatic who’s bought El Valero. We’ve heard about you,’ he said with a chuckle, attempting to hold out his right hand but failing. ‘Welcome to the valley. Wait while I put these creatures away and I can greet you properly.’

         He set patiently about untangling the chaos of ropes and began distributing his animals among their various night quarters.
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