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AUTHOR'S NOTE 





Most of the local vernacular used in this book is in the Mallorcan dialect. Although Mallorcan is derived from Catalan and is believed to have been spoken for more than five or six centuries, it varies greatly when written. During the Franco era, Mallorcan was forbidden in Balearic schools and this has made it an oral language, reliant on Catalan when transcribed to print because no dictionary in Mallorcan exists. Today, Catalan is the main language used in Mallorcan schools with the Mallorcan dialect being spoken in the street and in the home. The vocabulary and spelling often varies greatly from village to village in Mallorca. I have taken advice from local language experts and so hope to have accurately transcribed the Mallorcan language to print. However, I apologise unreservedly to any fervent linguists who may care to differ! 


Some of the names of those appearing in the book have been changed to protect their privacy but most are authentic – in fact local Mallorcans positively encouraged me to use their real names and that of their businesses. One error of judgement was in giving my friend Sari Andreu the fictional name Catalina, rather than calling her by her real name. She has never quite forgiven me. Well, almost. 
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ONE 





POETIC JUSTICE 





At the far end of the orchard a white bird, possibly a dove, appears to be caught in the higher branches of a lemon tree. It's seven in the morning and I am standing at the bedroom window of our finca in Mallorca in yawning mode but the sight of those limp wings fluttering helplessly from behind a clump of leaves has me wide awake. I'm puzzled. How on earth has a bird got stuck in one of our trees? It's surely not the sort of thing birds generally do. If that were Orlando up there, our terminally dim though lovable grey cat, I wouldn't turn a hair. Despite my having to rescue him several times from the clutches of a predatory shrub, he continued to try his feline paws at more ambitious and vertically challenging leafy projects. It was on the spikes of the enormous cactus by the front lawn that he finally came a cropper. Now the only thing he tends to navigate is the duvet on our bed. My husband, Alan, commonly nicknamed 'the Scotsman', is running water from a tap in the bathroom and is none too happy to be summoned mid shave. He joins me at the window, a halfrobed Santa with a frothy white beard and a razor poised in the air. 


'What's up?' 


'I think a bird's stuck in a tree.' 


He pulls open the window, allowing cool autumnal air to waft into the room. I give a little shiver. Summer is certainly over even though September has not quite past. He surveys the dewy orchard beyond with some impatience until his gaze rests on the tree with the bird. He leans out of the window to take a closer look. 


'You're right, although I think I can see several wings fluttering. Maybe it's a group orgy of doves?' 


I tut. 'At this time of the morning?' 


'It has been known. Why don't you get the binoculars?' 


With some impatience I don a pair of old flip-flops and head for the stairs. There's only one way to find out what's going on up in that tree. As I leap over the assault course of cats on the staircase, Minky, brother Orlando and the queen of the house, Inko, I find a loud chorus of felines on the patio beyond the back door. These are the local feral cats that have recently formed a Wailing Wall day and night outside the kitchen. Word seems to have got out in the local cat community that we're a bunch of mugs, willing to feed any feline within a ten-mile radius. Rather like a fugitive under fire one has to prepare oneself for the onslaught when exiting the house, zigzagging through their midst and clapping loudly until out of the danger zone. I've christened them all and, much to the Scotsman's fury, I've been known to slip them the odd morsel. There's Scraggy the tabby, albino Baby Boris, his black brother, Demonic Damian, a stripy bruiser named Tiger the Terrible, and Tortoiseshell, a flirty female with Cleopatra eyes and smoky pelt. Now as I make my way hurriedly across the back terrace, clearing the cats from my path as I go, they start up a terrible din which has the Scotsman huffing and puffing from the open upstairs window. 


'Damned cats!' he curses to the breeze. 


I descend the stone staircase into the field and scythe a path through the wet grass, my feet slippery with dew and my nightdress damp at the hem. I pass the corral on my left and see that Salvador, our indignant cockerel, is already on the march. He lifts his head and turns it right and left in small jerky moves, his eyes blinking fretfully as he steals a backward glance at his uppity harem behind. Last year our hens, Minny and Della, disappeared one night without trace. There were no feathers in evidence, so I like to think they made a break for freedom and are living happily on some other paradise isle frequented by holidaying fowl. In truth, a tear in the corral netting indicated that they were carried off by a genet but I don't like to dwell on that. Salvador now has some new feathered female companions, a trio of sisters christened Goneril, Regan and Cordelia. There's a good reason why he watches his back. It's only Cordelia who cuts him a little slack while her bossy sisters give him a good pecking and an earful if he oversteps the mark by attempting to snaffle their grain or shadowing them too closely. 


I reach the lemon tree and peer up through the branches. The white fluttering wings have taken a new form; that of paper. I potter off and find our wide, old orchard ladder leaning against a wall and drag it over. Carefully, I climb to the top rung and hoist myself onto a thick branch. The papers are almost within my grasp when a party of curious ants tickle first one then the other leg, prompting me inadvertently to shake both flip-flops to the ground. I lose my balance and the ladder goes tumbling after them. I lunge at the tree trunk and curse my stupidity. Now I'm going to have to take my chances at leaping to the ground barefooted. There's a loud rustling in the long grass and heading purposefully towards me across the orchard are the Scotsman, clad in pyjamas, and Ollie, fully dressed in his school uniform. How humiliating is this? 


'I always wondered what a tree hugger looked like,' sniggers the Scotsman. 


'Why are you always so impetuous?' huffs Ollie. 


'That's a big word for a twelve-year-old at this time of the morning.' I say. 


He narrows his eyes. 'Give me a break.' 


'So it's not a passionate trio of doves?' asks Alan. 


'No, just some sheets of paper that have got wedged in the branches.' 


'How boring,' sighs Ollie. 


He hauls the ladder up and perches it against the trunk. 'Can I come up?' 


'There's hardly room, Ollie, and besides you'd better get ready for school.' 

He hunches his shoulders. 'It's such a waste of time. I could do more useful things at home.' 

'Such as?' I say. 

'Sorting my stone collection, getting my football cards in order or trading my coins on the Internet.' 

Alan tousles his hair. 'All in good time.' 

He shakes himself loose and heads back to the house, muttering as he goes. Alan steadies the ladder until I manage to grab the papers and make my descent. I slip on my flip-flops and straighten out the sheets of crumpled paper. There are four pages in total, all a little damp and streaked with tears of maroon ink. The blurred writing that remains is tiny and compact, elegant and elaborate and written in Catalan. 


'Bother, I can't make out a word. I'll have to consult the dictionary.' 


Alan looks over my shoulder. 'What is it? A letter of some kind?' 


I shrug. 'It's hard to tell. I'll just have to try to decipher what little handwriting remains.' 


He removes a pair of secateurs from his pocket and begins snipping fruit off some nearby trees. 'Might as well pick some lemons while we're at it.' 


I'm trying to make head or tail of the small writing when he calls to me, pointing at the far wall. 


'Come over here! There are more sheets of paper stuck in the brambles.' 


I stride through the long grass, a pale sun now glimmering overhead, and see to my delight that the Scotsman has a good clump of sheets in his hand. Better still the writing appears to be intact, probably because they have been sheltered by the wall. 


'It's a little voyeuristic to read other people's mail, isn't it?' he asks as I take them brusquely from his grasp. 


'Well finders keepers, and besides they are on our property.' 


He laughs. 'Oh well, I suppose it'll be good for practising your Catalan. The paper's quite thin and yellowed. These haven't been written recently.' 


What sort of historical treasure might we have stumbled upon on our very own patch? I leaf through the pages and with growing excitement see that the first random page I study is dated 26 November 1936 in tiny Roman numerals – the year that the Spanish Civil War began. Since early childhood I have had a passion for antique books and historical letters and at one time was a collector. Alan holds a pile of lemons to his chest. 


'You've got a dangerous gleam in your eye, as if you've just found treasure.' 


I fold the letters carefully and give him a wink. 'I do believe I have.' 


I gaze up at the towering Tramuntana mountain range beyond our land with its bald grey torso, bushy midriff of pine and holly oak trees and dense citrus and olive orchards at its feet. At this time of the morning when the sky turns from ink to a soft pallet of blue, diffusing pale light across the valley, I wonder if I have somehow stepped into a live canvas, rather like the children in the Mary Poppins film. I follow Alan slowly across the orchard, past the corral and back up the steps to the terrace. The swimming pool is a hive of activity. Tiny ripples of water scour the surface as if hit by raindrops but the culprits – or victims – are insects that every morning dive unwittingly to their deaths. I suppose if your entire life cycle lasts but a few days, it's not such a bad way to go. Ollie appears, the corners of his mouth betraying evidence of my home-made chocolate mouse. 


'You'd better come quickly,' he giggles, 'Orlando's just got stuck up the chimney.' 
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I'm huffing back up the track which leads to the finca, our stone-built country house, when I hear an urgent 'toot toot' behind me. I pull over to the side, wondering why on earth I continue to assault my body with daily runs but there's an inherent worry that if I stop the whole thing might dissolve into blancmange. Besides, running a marathon each year, as I do, has meant that I can raise funds for one of my favourite charities so at least I know that it's all for a good cause. I am currently training for the Athens marathon, which I have been warned is somewhat challenging. Catalina leans out of her car window, the engine running. Her short, glossy dark hair is tousled and her brown eyes full of laughter. 


'Hey! Crazy woman. Where you been this morning?' 


I catch my breath. 'Believe it or not, I've just been up to Fornalutx.' 


She rolls her head back with laughter. 'If you'd knocked on my door, I could have given you a lift!' 


She elbows Miquela, the companion sitting in the passenger seat next to her. 'She runs up to my house and runs back again. How mad is that?' 


Miquela juts her head forward and gives me a grin. 


'Actually, Catalina, that's the whole point of the exercise,' I say. 


She shakes her head and drives on ahead of me up to the house. This is Monday when Catalina, like a whirlwind, works her magic transforming our muddle of a home into a shiny, clean palace. Her army consists of bleach, washing powder, copious amounts of hot soapy water and all manner of brushes and floor cloths. In the last few months she has brought reinforcements in the form of Miquela, a cheery young mother of three from a nearby village. She is lean and willowy where Catalina is curvy and of moderate height. Catalina and I have been firm friends ever since the time she au-paired for my sister back in the UK, and it was thanks to her that the Scotsman and I originally decided to holiday in Mallorca. That idyllic summer break inspired us to buy and renovate an old wreck of a finca in the Sóller Valley and when it was habitable we upped sticks from London for a new life in Mallorca. So for the last eight years I have happily subscribed to a dose of Catalina's cheeriness on a Monday morning and her news-gathering skills, which keep me abreast of gossip in the valley. 






The front gate is wide open and Catalina's car is parked wildly across the gravel as I trudge into the courtyard. The Scotsman hasn't arrived back from dropping Ollie off at his school near the university but is due any time soon. I survey the wild profusion of blood-red bougainvillea that hangs in heavy bundles over our old rock wall, shedding silky sepals on to the gravel below. The dry and delicious tones of rosemary pervade the courtyard, mingling with the sweetness of the lavender. The front doors are thrown back and just as I am getting into my painful stretching routine Catalina appears like a scowling fairy godmother, brush, not wand, in hand. Her eyes are narrowed and hands are placed firmly on hips. This means trouble. 


'What have you been doing with the chimney? Hi ha molta brutícia!' It's filthy! 


'Orlando climbed up it this morning and got stuck.' 


She shakes her head. 'There's soot everywhere. That cat is a menace!' 


'I can help clear it up,' I say lamely. 


'Per favor!' Please! She chortles loudly and plods back to the kitchen. 


I slip up the stairs, shower and head for my office. Miquela is doing battle with our sitting room on the top floor. Rugs have been draped over windowsills, cushions plumped and the vacuum cleaner, like a demonic Dalek, is being guided by Miquela about the room, gobbling up dust and spitting out errant marbles and sweet wrappers secreted under sofas and chairs by Ollie. I creep by and close the office door softly behind me. Glimpsing the large calendar above my desk, I note that I am due back in London in November. Despite my desire to cut loose from the frenetic world of public relations, I continue to commute back to the UK every month or so to meet with clients and catch up with my staff in my Mayfair office. My dream is to find a like-minded agency with which to merge so that I can devote my time to setting up a cattery on our land and freelance writing, but it hasn't proven easy so far. Rachel, MD of my PR company, and I continue to keep tabs on potential buyers in the offing, while carrying on with day-to-day business. Much as we have received business offers, none of them so far has fitted the bill. 
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The computer screen is awake, revealing a huge stack of emails in urgent bold print awaiting a reply. Rachel has sent an email about a new client she's signed up called the Chelsea Mad Hatter, not surprisingly a hat emporium, owned by a couple called Marcus and Pippa Darley. A long report follows about some other potential PR business, including a couple with a country estate called Frithington Manor in West Sussex. Quickly scrolling through the pages, I read that the manor's visitors have tailed off since a new family attraction arrived nearby. She doesn't specify what it is. Frithington Manor's owners, the Claverton-Michaels', appear to think a dynamic PR programme is needed to get them back on track. I decide to visit the estate's website but a shrill ring from the phone stops me in my tracks. It's Rachel, she who must be obeyed, and the world's greatest slave driver. 


'Are you tailing my every move? I've only just switched on the computer.' 


'I assumed you'd have packed in a few hours work by now,' she tuts. 


'Very funny. Actually I've just been reading your PR report about the Claverton-Michaels'. Are they normal?' 


She gives a little giggle. 'Of course not. They're completely barking!' 


'Great. Well, don't involve me in the account.' 


'Too bad, I've fixed up for you to visit the estate with me next month. A weekend in the country.' 


I groan. 'Thanks. So what's this rival family attraction that you mentioned?' 


'Oh, some grim labyrinth of plastic tubes that visitors crawl through. It's called an interactive assault course and, unfortunately, it's only a five-minute drive from Frithington Manor.' 


'Why interactive?' 


'God knows, just marketing speak I imagine. Still, the Claverton-Michaels' have got a huge USP.' 


Unique selling point – more marketing spiel. 'What's that then?' 


'You haven't read my report that thoroughly, have you?' 


I've been rumbled. 'Go on, dazzle me.' 


'It appears that Frithington Manor is haunted.' 


'And you're asking me to stay there for a whole weekend? Are you completely nuts?' 


She gives an exasperated tut. 'You don't seriously believe in ghosts? It's all a load of codswallop but we can create a great PR story around it. The media love haunted house stuff.' 


'I despair of you, Rachel. Anyway, I hope for your sake that it is a load of old tosh because if I see one medieval white sheet gliding towards me down a musty corridor I'm out of there.' 


Her voice ripples with laughter. 'Look, the Claverton-Michaels' say that since they bought the house ten years ago they've never seen or heard anything disturbing. The previous owners probably made it all up to attract interest in the property.' 


'What sort of history does the house have?' 

'Oh, the normal sort of thing; murder, mayhem and suicide – nothing too sinister.' 

I let her rattle on about other business for some minutes and finish the call. It doesn't matter what Rachel says, I've an uncomfortable feeling about my future sojourn in the English countryside. I shall most definitely check out that Frithington Manor website. Forewarned is forearmed. 


I get up and wander over to the window just as the Scotsman pulls into the courtyard. I watch him swing open the car door, peering surreptitiously around before lighting up a puro, one of his stinky, large cigars. He saunters up the small flight of stone steps to the front lawn, inspecting the peachy roses by the boiler house and his collection of old terracotta pots teeming with seedlings. Crouching down to feel the soil, I notice a scowl suddenly cross his face. He looks around and catches sight of Damian, the black feral cat, creeping behind a bush. With some passion he begins remonstrating with him before stomping towards the house. Oh dear, I feel a gardener's rant in the making. I sit back at my desk and, as if on cue, he bursts into the office. 


'Those wretched cats have peed in my seedling pots!' 


'Surely not?' 


'It's true. There's soil everywhere and several seedlings have been uprooted. Those cats can't stay.' 


He plonks himself heavily in an office chair. 'And another thing, they're eyeing up your beloved frogs so be warned.' 


This is a clever move. If there's one thing the Scotsman knows will grab my attention, it's the welfare of our frogs. In our small pond by the front lawn, which is forested by lily pads and tall rushes, we have at least forty frogs and one corpulent toad that I've christened Johnny. They are my constant companions during the day, chirruping and croaking up at my open office window. 


'What do you mean?' 


He taps the arm of his chair. 'That devious little black blighter is stalking them. I've seen him lurking by the side and dabbing a paw in the water whenever a frog is about.' 


I throw out my arms. 'Oh come on, the poor creature might just have been having a drink! Besides, this is a cat-friendly zone.' 


He gives a little groan. 'Ferals are different. They're just a nuisance. It's like walking the gauntlet for our own poor mogs. They're frightened to step out of the house.' 


He has a point. I worry that a sign I bought in Gruyère that reads 'Bienvenue Chats' and which I hung by the front porch might have encouraged the onslaught. Of course, the irony is that for the last year we have been trying to set up a small cattery in our field. After one attempt at a modest wooden structure, which proved too flimsy for the cold weather, we have employed a British cattery manufacturer to come up with a custom-made building that will withstand the bitter winds and rains that hit us in the hills during the winter. It will be some months before the finished design is agreed and ready to construct. Alan, my poor beleaguered Scotsman, has gone along with the idea in good faith but when he retired from the corporate world and stress of London I imagine he thought he'd be in for an easy time of it in rural Mallorca, tending his gardens and relaxing out on the terrace every day. The reality is proving to be a little different, given my compulsion for new business schemes and constant activity. 


A fly buzzes noisily by. 


'That's another thing,' says the Scotsman, pushing a hand through his grey hair, his tall frame blocking out the meagre sun. 'There are flies everywhere. If I'm not tormented with the damned ferals, it's the flies.' 


He bats one away with his bronzed hand. 


'What you need is a comforting cup of coffee with Catalina downstairs.' 


He nods his head. 'You're right. I might just do that.' 


On that note off he trots, leaving me to contemplate my workload. 


Out of the corner of my eye, I see the crumpled sheets of paper that I rescued from the lemon tree. I push them in front of the computer and stretch down to pick up my Catalan dictionary, which sits permanently on the floor by my desk. Surely the work can wait for a little while longer? 
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Ollie is sitting at the desk in his bedroom with a perplexed expression. In front of him is a piece of paper. 


'How on earth am I supposed to learn this?' 

'Well, what sort of a poem is it?' I ask. 

He stands up and in thespian mode holds the paper before him and begins reciting. 

'Mon cor estima un abre! Més vell que l'olivera, més poderós que el roure, més verd que el taronger…' 

He pauses. 'Still with me?' 

'Hang on. It's something about loving a tree that's older than an olive tree. Who wrote it?' 

'Who cares?' 

I give him a dark look. 'Come on, don't be silly. Your Catalan teacher must have given you the poet's name.' 

He stares at the paper begrudgingly. 'He's called Miguel Costa i Llobera. The poem is "El Pi de Formentor".' 

'The pine tree of Formentor? That sounds rather nice. Well, if your Catalan teacher says you have to learn it you'd better get on with it.' 


'It's not fair!' 

'Life isn't, I'm afraid.' 

He tosses the poem on his desk and stares out of the window at the darkening sky. 'Did you like going to school?' 

An interesting question. 'I liked aspects of school life.' 

He laughs. 'That's the sort of answer a politician would give.' 

'Touché. I liked the Classics and English. I hated maths and made no effort in science, which I now regret.' 

'Why?' 

'Because it's a fascinating subject.' 

He shakes his head. 'The best thing about school is sport and break time.' 

I give him a wink. 'You see, there's always some aspect that's likeable.' 

He looks at his watch. 'If I finish my homework on time, can I watch some English TV?' 

'Maybe.' 

'It's been a funny week starting ESO. We're getting far more homework than in Primaria.' 

ESO, Educación Secundaria Obligatoria, is the Spanish equivalent of secondary school and Ollie has just returned from his summer holidays to take up a place in ESO 1 at his all boys Spanish school. Unlike the British system, there's a graduation ceremony on leaving the primary school. Ollie and his classmates were given a grand send-off and each awarded scrolled certificates to show that they had passed their end of year exams as well as mortar boards which they threw in the air for an end of term school photo. Returning to 'big' school has been a little daunting for him, especially as he's the only British boy in his class. 


'You'll get used to it,' I say as cheerily as I can. 'There can't be many English boys who could recite a Mallorcan poem.' 


'No, you're right about that,' he mutters. 'There wouldn't be any mad enough!' 
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A gale is chasing the plant pots about the front porch and rain spills down in torrents from a scowling sky – so much for the prediction of a mild September. The electricity has died and the entrada, our large entrance hall, is gloomy and dark. A stray shutter is thumping against a wall somewhere in the house, screeching like a tormented banshee as it swings back and forth against the window. I try to work out which room is hiding the culprit but can't be bothered to hunt it out. It's only ten in the morning and yet it feels as if the night is setting in. Alan has gone off to Palma to buy new supplies of potting compost and Ollie is at school. I am waiting impatiently for the lights and computer to turn back on so that I can get on with some work. This weather is predictable, though. Every year, la gota fria, as it is known, arrives with the regularity of snails, the postman and the equinox. As freezing air passes over the warm waters of the sea, the climatic reaction is dramatic with storms, terrific downpours and flash floods. It usually occurs after the first week of September and there's nothing to be done but wait patiently until it passes. 


There's the muffled sound of a bell clanging from the front gate. When the rainy weather starts and electricity cuts occur with some frequency, we keep a bell by the gate in case the electric buzzer stops working. I walk over to the front door and peer through the pouring rain. There's no car in evidence but a large black umbrella is battling to stay erect in the gale. Without engaging my brain, I run into the kitchen and push the button that activates the gate mechanism, forgetting that of course there's no electricity. I hear the distant ring of the bell above the rain. Hell! Who can this be? I push on some old espadrilles by the front door and, grabbing a brolly, rush out into the courtyard. In a few moments I am pretty drenched. At the gate it takes me some time to operate the manual lever but finally I get it moving. The raincoated figure hobbles in, stick grasped firmly in one gnarled hand, his face obscured by a dark beret and the umbrella. I beckon him to follow me across the gravel and up to the porch which he dutifully does, albeit slowly and painstakingly. When he arrives, he shakes out his umbrella, stands it by the stone pillar and with a quivering hand wipes some drops of rain from his pale face. 


'Please come in,' I say above the howling wind. 


He gives a grateful nod and follows me into the entrada. 


'It's wild out there,' he says quietly in Spanish. 


'Yes, it's terrible. I'm sorry it's so dark but there's no electricity.' 


There's a sudden burst of light and the house is illuminated like a giant Christmas tree. 


'I am a magician,' he replies. 


I laugh. 'So it seems!' I throw off my soaking espadrilles and push back my wet hair. 


'I apologise that, thanks to me, you are now drenched.' 


'I'll dry off in a minute,' I say with amazing good humour. 


'May I remove my hat and coat and sit down?' he asks. 


I still don't know who my guest is or what he wants, but he is old and infirm and hospitality seems the name of the game. I wait until he laboriously unbuttons his coat and then usher him to a chair in the kitchen. He places his polished wooden stick on the floor at his side, his beret on the table and blows his nose with a large white handkerchief. I'm not quite sure what to say. After a few moments, he turns his snowy head and surveys the kitchen and the entrada beyond. He strokes his chin and then fixes a pair of penetrating brown eyes on me. 


'I think you have something that belongs to me.' 

I feel my brow crease. 'Really? I'm not sure what that could be.' 

'Some letters and poems.' 

I look at the floor. 





Dear José, I have heart-breaking news. For several days the city has been under siege. Elena, impetuous as always, was in the university quarter with Durruti and the others… 





He gives a little cough. 'By your face, I know you have found them. I am a poet. I read faces like a palmist, a hand.' 


What do I feel? A little guilt but also disappointment that I will have to part with the fragment of a story that I have only just begun. Despite poring over the letters for the last few days, I have only been able to decipher a few sections. The pages I've glimpsed are written in Catalan by a woman in Madrid named Sofia. The recipient is named José. 


'Are you José?' I ask. 


He observes me for a few seconds. 'Today, yes, I am José.' 


I walk over to the coffee machine. 'Would you like a coffee?' 


'Thank you. Black, one sugar.' 


He sighs heavily. 'So you understand Catalan?' 


I give a snort. 'Well, I can read it better than I can speak it.' I wait by the coffee machine while it warms up. 'I'm sorry to have looked at the letters but they landed in our orchard and I didn't think anyone would ever claim them. I had no idea where they'd come from.' 


He shakes his head sadly. 'It's a foolish thing. I was in my brother's old orchard. It is beyond the small path at the bottom of your field. I go there sometimes for a little peace. I simply fell asleep and when I awoke my Pandora's Box was open and the contents had taken flight.' 


I pour the coffee and join him at the kitchen table. 


'I like this table,' he suddenly says. 'It is made of oak and hand-turned.' 


I smile. 'Yes, it's from a small family firm in Barcelona.' 


'So, you kept these letters in a box?' I ask. 


'Last week was the anniversary of a terrible event. Like a fool I opened the box, reliving memories that have scorched my soul for decades.' 


There's a scraping at the back door and Minky's sodden and startled face appears at the pane. I'm rather glad to see him. He enters the kitchen and shakes himself down. 


'I'm so sorry to hear that,' I say feebly. 


'Are you?' he replies. 'What can you possibly know of such suffering?' 


I bite my lip, wishing I had better Spanish. My words sound so wooden. 


'Let me get the letters.' 


I jog up the stairs and remove the transparent file from my desk. José is on his feet when I return. 


'What do you know of the Spanish Civil War?' 


I pass the folder to him, which he places in front of him. 


'I've read some books on the subject. Anthony Beevor's The Battle for Spain and several others.' 


'Have you read Homage to Catalonia by your countryman, George Orwell?' 


I nod. 


'He was a fool. What did he understand of democratic socialism?' 


I take a glug of coffee, wondering whether I've inadvertently opened my own Pandora's Box. Perhaps I should have pretended not to have seen the letters at all. 


'I'm afraid I'm no expert in these matters. I fear many young idealists fought in the war without fully understanding the politics at play.' 


He opens the file in front of him. 'Thankfully my nephew helped me recover nearly all the other lost pages, but we couldn't get access to your orchard so I decided to pay you a visit.' 


'Well, I'm glad you did and I'm happy to return the pages I found.' 


He takes a last sip of coffee and places his beret on his head. 'Thank you for your kindness. Now I must be off.' 


He picks up his stick and slowly walks over to the front door. I take his raincoat from the banister and help him into it. 


'Before you go, can I just ask one thing?' I ask. 


He hesitates at the front door and nods. 


'The letter I was partly able to read talked about someone called Elena. Who was she and what happened to her?' 


A little grin suddenly plays on his lips. 'She was beautiful and a would-be revolutionary. Elena was the sister of my girlfriend, Sofia.' 


Then his smile curdles and he frowns. 'She was killed in crossfire on the nineteenth of November 1936. It was during the bombardment of Madrid by Franco's forces.' 


I feel suddenly miserable. 'How old was she?' 


'Twenty-three.' 

He opens the front door. Tears well from a swollen sky but the wind has abated. 

'Would you tell me more about that time?' I ask, startling myself. 

José takes the black umbrella from the porch with a shaky, translucent hand and regards the sky with a contemplative expression. 


'I feel we may meet again.' 


He walks slowly away with a faltering step, as if in great pain, across the gravel and through the gate without glancing back. 
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The afternoon brings milder weather. The Scotsman is shooing the strays away from the front garden as I potter on to the front porch. The sun has now appeared and perches high on a ribbon of white cloud, shedding honeyed light on the silvery leaves of our old olive tree on the front lawn. I remember the time when this verdant grass was nothing more than a patch of parched terrain dotted with old abandoned chicken coops and bales of barbed wire. Our pond was formerly home to an ugly cisterna, a cement water tank filled with flotsam, moss, insects and dead rats. The facade of our old finca, now partially covered with tentacles of dark green ivy, was pitted with holes and loose mortar. The Scotsman strides towards me, beaming. 


'That's put paid to their antics!' 


I give him a quizzical look. 


'I've put pepper all over the plant pots to keep those pesky strays at bay.' 


'Do you ever give up?' I ask. 


'No, this is war.' 


I stroll out onto the gravel and stare up at the house. 


'Do you ever think back to the days when we first bought this?' 


'Frequently,' he replies. 'I can remember seeing the sunken roof and barred windows and thinking we'd be mad to take on the project.' 


'We've certainly come a long way.' 


He sighs. 'Yes, but there's still lots to be done. I want to get the old stone sink up on the patio and get the little outhouse built.' 


'We should think about getting Stefan up to have a look at it.' 


Stefan is Catalina's brother, and our local builder. When we originally bought the house, there were some dilapidated outhouses at the rear of our property that our builder cleared. We'd now like to use the space for a barbecue and dining area as well as a small outhouse in which to keep the washing machine and freezer. All in good time or as the Mallorcans say, poc a poc, little by little. 
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There's a commotion going on by the lawn. I snap out of my reverie to hear the Scotsman cursing and clapping his hands together in fury. 


He is standing by his beloved plant pots which have been spilled onto their sides. Three mischievous feline heads – black, white and tabby – pop up from the bushy shrubs at the side of the lawn. 


'They did it on purpose! They haven't just peed in the pots; they've deliberately overturned them all. I was keeping an eye on the blighters, but all of a sudden I heard a thud and have just caught them red-handed,' he blusters. 


I try to stifle a grin. 'Well, you weren't very kind putting pepper in the pots. It's poetic justice.' 


The Scotsman turns them upright and scrapes up the soil with his hands. 


'This isn't the end of it,' he growls. 'I'll have their whiskers yet.' 


I watch as Boris the white kitten yawns and does a little somersault on the lawn, perhaps in celebration of winning round one. 
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TWO 





DONKEYS AND DON QUIXOTE 





A hearty fire of wild amber flames crackles in the hearth of our entrada, while rain tumbles down outside. Friends back in England sometimes find it odd that our entrance hall serves as a general sitting room but it isn't an entrance hall in the British sense of the word. For one thing old Mallorcan houses are generously proportioned and the lofty ceilings are often vaulted or beamed, giving the room a rather grandiose feel. When we renovated our finca it made sense to knock down the wall that divided the roomy entrada from a pokey dining room and kitchen that lay towards the rear of the property. We created a large open space and installed French windows that open out on to the front patio to let in more light and added an old traditional Mallorcan hearth to give the room character. 


Tonight we are entertaining our great Mallorcan friends Juana and Pep, who with their teenage son, Angel, have become part of the family. It was quite by chance that we met Pep some years ago at the local Sóller football pitch while Ollie played in a match. Familiarity comes at a price though, because Pep does not mince his words and is always happy to show us the error of our British ways. 


He and Juana sit in un-matching chairs in front of the hearth nursing glasses of herbes, the local Mallorcan liqueur. Alan is mumbling darkly over the coffee percolator in the kitchen while I place some chocolates on the coffee table at their side. 


'A wonderful dinner, if I may say so,' compliments Pep with a small smirk. 'Although, one day you might venture towards a starter without a salad base.' 


Ollie is sitting like a cross-legged little elf on the rug and flicking through some playing cards. 'She was a rabbit in her last life. She'd live on lettuce if she could.' 


'Per favor!' exclaims Juana. 'What's wrong with you men? Always complaining about us and yet totally inept when it comes to cooking!' 


Pep's eyes bulge. 'Inept? Who, cariño, prepares the suckling pig every Christmas?' 


She taps the arm of her chair. 'If you couldn't do that much when your own father reared them at home, I'd throw you out!' 


Alan potters over, a cup of coffee in his hand. 'I still haven't got to grips with that wretched machine, you know.' 


Pep explodes with laughter. 'You bought that new coffee-making contraption a year ago! Don't tell me you still can't work it?' 


'It's very complicated, Pep,' I say, sitting on the floor next to Ollie. 'You have to press a big green button and let the coffee pour into the cup. Mind-blowing stuff.' 


Alan pulls over a chair. 'Aye, well you might laugh, but it's got a mind of its own.' 


Pep observes me on the floor. 'For goodness' sake, when are you two going to buy a sofa?' 


'It hasn't been a major priority,' I retort. 


'Maybe not for you, but it matters to your guests. I mean these wicker chairs should be on a beach, not in the entrada, and much as I enjoy talking down to you it would be nice to have a level playing field from time to time.' 


Juana reaches across and thumps Pep on the leg. 


'No, it's true,' sighs Alan. 'We keep saying we'll find time to buy one. It must be done.' 


'But it has to be the right one,' I counter. 


'Absolutely,' agrees Juana. 


Pep gets up and walks over to the window. 'Can you believe this rain? I thought we might have some respite after last month.' 


'Yes, it's not a normal October but, then again, it's good for the garden so I'm not complaining,' Alan replies. 'By the way, Pep, have you seen the algarroba tree near the front gate? It's covered in beans.' 


'Yes, but don't get excited, mi amigo, those beans are practically worthless.' 


'I wasn't thinking of selling them,' he laughs. 


'Good, because you can't give them away these days. I was up at the local cooperativa and they're re-selling them for only twenty cents per kilo. Can you imagine?' 


'Terrible,' laments the Scotsman. 'To think of the labour involved, too. I was watching a couple only the other day beating the beans down with long sticks. It looks like back-breaking work.' 


'Algarrobas are only good for pigs. No vale la pena.' They're not worth the effort, Pep adds. 


Juana gives Alan a quizzical look. 'What do you call them in English?' 


'St John's bread tree or carob.' 


'That's where we get the word carat from for measuring the purity of gold,' says Ollie as he creates a tower of cards on the rug. 'It comes from the Arabic word, kharrub.' 


'Clever chico,' says Pep. 'The carob seed always keeps the same weight so it's a useful measure for small objects like jewellery. Did you learn that in school?' 


Ollie rolls his eyes. 'Don't be ridiculous. You don't learn anything useful at school.' 

'You'll be an entrepreneur one day,' giggles Pep. 

'Maybe I'll just find a rich woman and do nothing.' 

'In your dreams, sunny boy,' scoffs Juana. 'Anyway, you could be a vet. You've got enough livestock.' 

'Actually, we're thinking of getting some donkeys. You wouldn't happen to have a good contact?' I ask. 

Pep hits his forehead. 'Madre de dios! Cats, hens, goats and now donkeys. Are you completely loca?' 

I turn to him. 'What's mad about buying a couple of donkeys? They've always been one of my favourite creatures ever since my aunt Minny bought me a toy donkey called Pepito while on a holiday in Spain. I might have only been five, but I've loved them ever since.' 


Pep sniffs loudly. 'All this emotion. I think I'm going to cry.' 


Juana hisses at him. 'Shh... you oaf! It's a lovely story. Carry on' 


'Well, there's not a lot to add except that when we moved here Alan promised that one day we could have some donkeys.' 


Pep regards Alan with amusement. 'Mi amic, you only have yourself to blame.' 


Alan shakes his head. 'You know what she's like. Once we acquired that small bit of land by the orchard I knew she'd have some crazy scheme up her sleeve. I thought she'd forgotten all about the idea.' 


'But wait a minute that land is for the cattery, isn't it?' he asks. 


I nod. 'Yes, but with a fence there'll be plenty of room for two donkeys. I want to name them Minny and Della, after my favourite maiden aunts.' 


'Isn't that a bit ominous? Those were the names you gave your hens and they were carried off by a genet,' snorts Pep. 


'Maybe, but I'd like to see a genet trying to make off with a donkey. Besides, I want something to honour the memory of my mad aunts and they both adored donkeys. I've also heard it's best to avoid buying males.' 


'Si, you don't want machos. They can be vicious,' adds Juana. 'Minny and Della, those are nice names.' 


Pep plonks himself back down onto his seat, patting the cushion to make himself comfortable. 'Pues, if you're serious, I do know a man.' 


'Not Antonio from Can Vespa? His donkeys always get sick,' warns Juana. 


'Hush,' says Pep. 'No, I'm thinking of Jacinto. You know, we call him como dice – how do you say it – the donkey whisperer.' 


'You mean horse whisperer!' the Scotsman cries good-naturedly. 


'No, this man is a donkey expert. He talks to them and knows their innermost feelings.' 


'Really?' I ask. 'I'd love to meet him.' 


Alan groans. 'Oh, Pep, I'm not sure this is such a good idea.' 


Ollie is grinning. 'I must see this!' 


'That's settled,' says Pep. 'I will arrange a meeting. This man is most unusual.' 


'Si,' says Juana diplomatically, 'He's a little raro.' In other words, strange. 


Ollie gives a big yawn, a cue for us all to drain our glasses. 


'Here's to the donkey whisperer!' I say. 


The others chink their glasses and then rise. 


'Time for bed,' says Pep. 'Tomorrow will be a wonderful sunny day, just you see.' 


We follow Pep and Juana onto the porch and wave them off in the drizzling rain. 


'Donkey whisperer indeed!' exclaims Alan. 'Pep really is a wag.' 


'For once I think he's not spinning a yarn.' 


'Seriously?' 


I give him a slap on the shoulder. 'Well, there's really only one way to find out.' 
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As I set off for Sóller town I have to admit that Pep was right, it's a beautiful sunny day. Living as we do in the craggy northwest of the island, a hop and a skip from the imposing Tramuntanas, the views are spectacular on a bright, clear day. One of the greatest attractions of living in the rural Sóller Valley is the close proximity of both mountains and sea even though the island's capital of Palma is only forty minutes away by car. I jump into the driver's seat and am only just through the gate when I glimpse a little black face staring back at me in the mirror. I give a small, involuntary scream and stop the car. Damian the stray has somehow got himself a free ride. I open my door and a nimble streak of black fur leaps over my arm and makes a getaway over our nearest neighbour's wall. I watch him scrabble up the branches of some purple bougainvillea before disappearing from view. The finca next door is owned by Wolfgang and Helge who live in Berlin for much of the year so the shutters are fastened tightly and crisp leaves have invaded the front terrace, sitting in defiant huddles like unwanted squatters under the eaves of the porch. I settle myself once more in the driver's seat, wondering whether Alan's preoccupation with the strays has some basis. I have hardly driven twenty metres along our winding old track when my neighbour Rafael leaps out in front of the vehicle. Whatever next? 


He is dressed in gym gear and his dark, curly hair has been clipped so short that he resembles one of his newly shorn sheep. 

'Hey! Vecina, where are you going?' Rafael always likes to keep tabs on the movements of his neighbours. 

'I'm off to town to do some shopping – and what about you?' 

He props a muscle-bound arm against the side of the car. 'I go to the gym. When you do the Athens marathon?' 

'In November.' This is like a red rag to a bull. 

His face lights up. 'Ha! Only another month or so and then you try the hardest marathon in the world.' 

I give him a pert smile. 'Hardly the hardest.' 

'It's true,' he remonstrates. 'It's all big hills and much sun. Think what happened to that English runner, Paula Radcliffe.' 

'Thanks, Rafael, I'm feeling better by the second.' 

He jumps up in the air and deftly pulls a fig off a nearby tree and begins tearing it in half. 

'You know, the man who did the first marathon in Athens is now dead.' 

'Well he died about two and half thousand years ago so it's rather old news, Rafael. Anyway, the whole Pheidippides running from Marathon to Athens story is probably apocryphal.' 


'No, I think it's true. He died a hero.' 


I turn off the engine. 'Perhaps.' 


Dark green leaves tumble to the ground around him as he plucks another fig. 'I hope you're training hard. I don't see you running much these days.' 


'That's because I'm going late at night with Tina the traffic warden. She doesn't knock off duty until nearly nine.' 


'Tina the traffic warden? You're kidding me. She was the number one women's tae kwon do champion in Sóller. You'd better not upset her.' 


He takes a bite of the fig and dissolves into giggles. 


I start up the car. 'Don't worry; I don't intend to get into a fight with her. We spend too much time chatting.' 


The wonderful thing about running with Tina is that we don't race along and therefore have a chance to catch up on local news. We take our time in true Mallorcan poc a poc manner. I often wonder whether I'd ever have run with the local traffic warden back in London but of course that's a ludicrous thought. In our square in Pimlico traffic wardens were the enemy; the people who slapped fines on our cars and revelled in writing out a ticket even when we were only a matter of minutes over the due time. Tina is different. For one thing her dazzling white smile would light up the deepest mine shaft and, although conscientious at her job, she plays it fair and square. She doles out tickets to hardened offenders but shows leniency to those of us who occasionally slip up. Tina and I first met at the town car park where I had sought her help with a faulty ticket machine. She had shown infinite patience and good humour as we repeatedly inserted coins, only to find them falling out of the bottom slot without issuing a ticket. 


She had shrugged cheerfully. 'It's roto. You go free.' 


That broken machine marked the beginning of a friendship. Soon our habitual greeting of 'Hola!' in the street graduated to long chats and finally runs together. Our route is normally a big loop around Port of Sóller and gives us ample time to catch up on life and gossip while we run. 


I carry on along the track and finally past the home of Pedro and Silvia, our neighbours at the mouth of the track. Opposite their finca on the right-hand corner is the white chalet which belonged to Margalida; Silvia's mother and my beloved elderly neighbour who died a few years ago. The house has remained unoccupied, although Pedro and Silvia's cleaner pops in most weeks and the garden is kept neat and orderly. Every day I see Margalida's tabby cat prowling forlornly about the plant pots and shrubs at the bottom of the steps leading up to the finca's front door. It's as if he's the custodian, carefully inspecting each plant to ensure that it is thriving and maintained in the manner his owner would have wanted. Margalida's favourite old jacaranda tree sits wearily by the garden wall, its wide green leaves remaining stubbornly in place despite autumn having taken its hold on the valley. 


Once on the road to the town my mood lightens, especially at the thought of a double espresso and a moreish croissant at Café Paris. I have some food shopping to do but like to reward myself with a little treat first. I find a parking space in the Gran Via and stroll towards the town centre. Many of the houses in this part of town are large Gothic affairs created by prosperous Sóller merchants, who having emigrated to France in the late eighteen hundreds to make their fortune selling oranges and olive oil returned to the valley with their pockets full of gold. I pass the recently opened British-owned L'Avenida Hotel, an elegant contemporary hotel that seems to attract an affluent brigade of visitors. I reach the post office and see Tina standing outside in her traffic warden get-up. She kisses me on both cheeks. 


'Free for a run tonight?' 


'Sure. What time do you knock off?' 


She grimaces. 'Eight-thirty. Is nine too late?' 


'If it's dark, we can always wear head torches.' 


She laughs. 'That would be funny! I'll meet you at the Monumento roundabout.' 


A minute later she is tickling a couple of toddlers and chatting breezily with their mothers. Every town needs a Tina. In Café Paris, I see Senyor Bisbal huddled in a corner with a chum. This hardy veteran in his eighties might appear stooped, shabby and, at best, understated but is in fact one of the wealthiest men in the valley. He has a finger in every pie and has invested in bars, restaurants and construction companies that stretch as far as Palma. He has a coterie of elderly retainers that do his bidding, usually assisting with irrigation and maintenance of his land. Today he has one of my favourite old companions with him, whom I've nicknamed 'Barney Blue Eyes'. A half-chewed puro is forever cemented to his lips and a black beanie hat seems glued to his head. He is tiny and hunched with a small wizened face like a wrinkled prune and thin, delicate hands. There is something endearingly vulnerable about his large watery blue eyes and diminutive frame. In marked contrast, Senyor Bisbal is tall and wiry with a thatch of strong white hair and intense almond brown eyes. José greets me from behind the counter, and a couple of minutes later places an espresso, glass of water and croissant in front of me. I exchange nods with Senyor Bisbal who soon rises to his feet and ambles over to the bar. I hear the spring of the till and imagine he's paying for his coffee but no, I am the recipient of his generosity today. 


'I've paid for your breakfast,' he says in a quavery voice. 


I remonstrate but he holds up a large leathery hand and indicates with a stubborn chin that there's to be no argument. I thank him and watch as he returns to his companion – Goliath and David passing the time of day together. The door whines and in steps Antonia, the owner of Hibit, the local computer shop. She raises her eyebrows at José who immediately sets about making her a cortado, a small coffee with a dash of milk. She pulls out a chair. 


'Can I join you?' 


'By all means. Funnily enough I was going to pop by later for some new ink toner.' 


She shakes her head and lights up a cigarette. 'Forget the toner. We can't get any from Palma until next week.' 


'That's a pain.' 


'You're kidding me! We have the same printer as you. We're going crazy waiting for supplies. Why does life have to be so complicated? Anyway, how's work?' 


'Fine, except that my MD's asked me to stay at a haunted house next month. The owner needs some PR.' 


'Sure, I bet he does. No wonder. Who wants to stay with spooks? Don't go without a big crucifix.' 


'Good advice, Antonia. You think that would ward off any bad spirits?' 


'Who knows but you can always use it to thump the ghost over the head.' 


She drains her coffee cup. 'Listen, Albert's manning the shop, so I'd better go. He's got to head off for a computer job in Palma.' 


She stubs out her cigarette and scuttles out of the cafe, leaving me to pore over a copy of Ultima Hora left on the table. When I do take my leave I give a wave to Senyor Bisbal and José, musing on my good fortune to have had a free breakfast and read of the daily newspaper. As they say, the best things in life are free. 
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Greedy George, my thoroughly roguish client, owner of Havana Leather and based in New York, is bellowing down the telephone receiver. Whenever he calls me from the Big Apple he seems to think it necessary to shout. He has cultivated a cockney twang, which he thinks sounds cool and trendy, and likes to sport the latest Armani gear even though it looks a little incongruous on his bulky frame. If I close my eyes, I can visualise him jabbing a stubby finger animatedly at the receiver as he speaks and pushing a fretful hand through his ultra-cropped spiky grey hair. 


'So look, guv, the thing is I've got this mate who wants a bit of PR and I said you'd give him a call.' 


I hold the phone from my ear. 'What sort of business does he have?' 


He gives a loud cough. 'He's opening a Chinese restaurant.' 


'Oh, that sounds like a winner!' I snigger. 'In Chinatown, no doubt?' 


'Don't get all snooty with me, guv. Listen, it's not just any old Chinese. It's going to be a really upmarket joint based in Mayfair. It won't be serving the usual naff old fare. I mean their signature dish is going to be pigs' cheeks.' 


'Mmm… that'll be a cheeky little number.' 


'Yes, well, Miss Sarky, if I told you my mate was a Chinese multimillionaire, you might change your tune.' 


I sit on the stone wall beside the pond, distracted by the pirouetting baby frogs plopping into the sparkling water. They'll soon be gone for the winter and I'll no longer have my amphibian choir serenading me below the office window. 


'Are you listening, you dozy woman?' 


'Yes, I'm all ears. Now don't you think this is more Rachel's cup of tea?' 


'Not so fast. Rachel told me that until you'd merged the company you'd be handling my account and that goes for any of my mates.' 


'I doubt she said that.' 


'Well, Mr Chan has invited us to a pre-opening tasting next month so that's that.' 


I stand up and wander over to the porch. It sounds like destiny has decreed that Mr Chan and his piggy chops will feature on my next London trip. 


'By the way, did you get my release about your new Chicago store?' 


'Yeah, yeah, all in hand, guv. Our PR agent over here said she lurved it. Mind you, she's as thick as a brownstone wall so don't get excited.' 


'I rarely do. Anything new to report?' 


'There is just one thing. It's about donkeys.' 


'Donkeys?' 


'How much do you know about donkey hide gelatin?' 


'Are we heading towards George joke territory?' 


'No we're not, Mother Superior. I'm talking about a Chinese medicine.' 

'Sorry, George, I've never heard of it. What has this got to do with Havana Leather?' 

'It was Dannie who told me about it. She said it comes from a rare black-skinned donkey in the mountains of east China.' 

I take a deep breath. Dannie Popescu-Miller, one of my other New York-based clients, is the owner of Miller Magic Interiors and possibly a latent vampire, being related to Vlad the Impaler of Romania. The idea of these two convening over donkey gelatin is too wearying to think about. 


George is chirruping on. 'It just so happens that Dannie takes this gelatin donkey whatsit as an anti-ageing cure.' 


'You surprise me. That accounts for her milk-white skin.' 


'No, guv, don't get confused,' he guffaws, 'that's because she's a vampire.' 


'Very droll, carry on.' 


George is enjoying himself. 'So I asked my Chinese mate about this stuff and he says it's fantastic. He takes it every week. Better than that though, he thought this rare donkey hide might be good for an exclusive new product range for Havana.' 


I don't like the sound of this one little bit. 'They wouldn't need to kill the donkeys?' 


He's quiet for a moment. 'Course not – the hide would merely be a by-product from donkeys that are already dead.' 


'Would they be dead because the Chinese have already killed them for the gelatin?' 


'Don't be stupid.' 


'How sure are you?' 


He exhales loudly. 'Oh don't go all Mother Theresa on me. Look, my mate's hardly going to handle murdered goods is he?' 


'Do you know what they do to cats in China?' 


'I don't give a monkeys', guv. They can eat them for all I care.' 


'You're disgusting.' 


'Coming from you, I'll take that as a compliment. Anyway, gotta run. Invited to some benefit do with Bill Clinton tonight. Tickets cost an arm and a leg.' 


When he's gone, I consult the Internet and discover that it's true – there is a rare donkey hide gelatin. This immediately starts me fretting about the welfare of the black-skinned donkey. Perhaps it's quite opportune that I'll be meeting Mr Cheeky Chan. I have a few pertinent questions I'd like to ask him. 
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It's nearly eight-thirty in the evening. The darkening sky is marbled with fine, wispy streaks of grey cloud that envelop the higher peaks of the Tramuntanas so that they appear like small, pointy sails floating in a serene and bottomless sea. Orlando and Minky are curled up on a chair in the entrada while Inko sits adoringly at Ollie's feet. Hunched over the kitchen table with a bright desk light at his side, Ollie studies a typed text. After some minutes he pushes back his chair and puffs out his cheeks. 


'This is such a load of old rubbish. I mean, compared to Shakespeare it's hopeless.' 


I sit down next to him and look at the paper. 'You know this book was voted one of the best works of fiction ever written.' 


'Give me a break.' 


'It's true. Don Quixote is the best example of writing from the Spanish Golden Age. Just think, it was written by Miguel de Cervantes way back in the early sixteen hundreds.' 


He picks up the paper. 'But what's so great about it? This bit is all about Don Quixote thinking a bunch of windmills are giants. That's so ridiculous.' 


'Yes but then things in Shakespeare could seem silly to a Spaniard. I mean, Puck turning Bottom into a donkey in A Midsummer Night's Dream is a bit odd.' 


'Yes but that's all about magic, so it makes perfect sense.' 


'Then there's mad old King Lear running around a heath thinking his friend Gloucester is his daughter Goneril with a white beard.' 


Ollie remonstrates with his hands. 'Of course he does because he's going bonkers.' 


'Ah, but so is Don Quixote. He's living in a world of fantasy, thinking he's some amazing hero, helping the less fortunate and vanquishing imaginary enemies. He's obsessed with chivalry.' 


I jump up and consult the bookcase. 'I've got two copies of it somewhere. To my shame I've never quite finished it.' 


'For once you've done something sensible,' he retorts. 


A moment later, I find an English translation of it on the bottom shelf. 'I must revisit this.' 


Ollie groans. 'Don't expect me to read it. It's bad enough having to do a comprehension in Spanish about one section. Then there's this annoying old man in the story called Sancho Panza who rides on a donkey.' 


'Ah yes, he's Don Quixote's squire. Isn't his donkey called Rucio…?' 


There's a sharp tap at the front door. Pep is standing on the porch in the dark. I switch on the outside light and greet him. 


'Turn it off! I have Jacinto at the gate. He prefers natural light.' 


I flip the switch off. 'You've brought the donkey whisperer? Already?' 

He leans in closer. 'Look, I passed his field this evening and he offered to pop round to say hello.' 

I look over his shoulder. 'You could have rung first.' 

He gives me a disarming smile. 'I wanted it to be a surprise. You know how spontaneous we Mallorcans are.' 

I jog into the kitchen and release the catch for the front gate. Ollie follows me outside. 

'It's a donkey!' he hisses in my ear. 

'Perhaps it's Sancho Panza and his Rucio.' 

Ollie shoots me a withering look. 'Don't even go there, mother.' 

The gate opens slowly and an elderly man walks into the courtyard, followed by a chestnut donkey. Pep leads us down the front steps of the porch to meet them. He slaps the diminutive figure on the back. 


'This is Jacinto.' 


Ollie and I hold out our hands. He reciprocates the gesture. 


'Encantado,' he says. In other words, he's delighted to meet us. 'And what is your name, chico?' he asks, turning to my slightly awed son. 


'I'm Ollie,' he replies shyly. 


After a moment he gestures towards the donkey and smiles. 'This is Rosa. She is a magical donkey, Ollie.' 


A small grin plays on Ollie's lips. 


'This donkey can understand everything we are saying,' the old man continues in a low, husky voice. 'Every word.' 


Ollie finds it hard to keep a straight face. 'Really? Increíble!' Incredible. 


The man bends close to the donkey's ear and whispers something quite urgently. The animal looks up and gives a little whinny. 


'She says she likes you and would be happy to live here.' 


I give Pep a pointed stare. 'Si, pues, as Pep probably explained we're not quite ready to buy a donkey yet. We have to sort out the field first.' 


Pep skims the air with his hand. 'Jacinto understands all this. I have explained. Don't worry.' 


In the half-light, Pep's donkey whisperer resembles a little goblin with his short compact form and cropped grey hair. He is wearing a pair of faded brown trousers and a hand-woven tunic. Despite the cold, he has on a pair of open-toed sandals. He leans close to the donkey. 


'She'd like to be properly introduced to you and your son.' 


Ollie and I come closer, finally putting out our hands to stroke the soft, warm fur. Rosa gives a demure nod of the head and seems quite happy to be fondled. She juts her neck towards Jacinto. He mutters something to her. 


'Now she'd like to see the house.' 


I step back. 'The house? You don't mean inside?' 


'Just the entrada. She is curious.' 


Rather unhelpfully, Pep just shrugs sheepishly and indicates with his hand that we should head towards the front door. 


I'm relieved that the Scotsman is at his Spanish language class in Sóller. I fear he wouldn't be too pleased about entertaining a donkey in the house. The donkey clip clops up onto the porch and, as if on cue, turns to Jacinto and brushes his ear. The old man mutters something to her and then allows her to step into the house. Minky and Orlando, wrapped up together on a wicker chair, give a start when they see Rosa lunging through the doorway. For a second she stands there before bending her head and performing a delicate and sure-footed about turn. I give a sigh of relief. She walks calmly back down the steps and rather gracefully trots over to the far wall of the courtyard, which overlooks the orchard and field below. With head raised she wiggles her long ears and gives a little grunt as if clearing her throat. Jacinto scuttles over, appearing to converse with her in a low voice while animatedly pointing to the Tramuntanas beyond. Rosa shakes her ears and whinnies as she contemplates the moon peeping up from behind the dark mountain peaks. For a brief second I almost forget that Jacinto's companion is in fact a donkey until reality takes a hold. Is the man stark raving mad? Long streams of ghostly white breath rise up from the donkey's nostrils and for an insane moment I almost fancy she's having a sly cigarette. I resist the temptation to catch Ollie's expression in the gathering dusk, knowing that he'll be surveying the scene between Jacinto and Rosa with his usual cynicism. Pep appears fairly pleased with himself and has an inane grin plastered on his lips. 


'Thank you for coming,' I say as Jacinto walks slowly over to the gate with his donkey. 


He shakes my hand goodbye. 'Rosa likes this place a lot. She thinks her daughter would too.' 


'Her daughter?' 


He smiles sweetly. 'Of course. If Rosa came to live with you, her daughter Bella would have to come too.' 


'I might have to change their names. Would they mind that?' I ask. 


He smiles. 'What would you call them?' 


'Minny and Della, in memory of some special aunts.' 


He leans towards the donkey and mutters a few words. The donkey waggles its ears. 


'She says that would be OK. She'd like to be called Minny.' 


Pep is suddenly at my side, a large puro now glowing between his fingers. 'You know donkeys get lonely. Jacinto's right. You'd need to have two.' 


I give him a knowing look. 'I'm sure that's the case but for now we've rather a lot to sort out with securing the land before we can introduce any donkey to it.' 


Jacinto gives me a crooked smile. 'Muy bien. Rosa says she looks forward to meeting you again. Adeu!' 

Pep kisses me on both cheeks and with a surreptitious wink follows Jacinto and Rosa out of the gate. I give a little wave as they head off. 


Ollie leans towards me. 'What a joke,' he whispers. 'That donkey didn't have a clue what we were saying.' 


The small party, now silhouetted against a silvery moon, stops in its tracks as Rosa turns her head and silently trots back towards us. She fixes her gaze on Ollie and then buts him gently with her nose. He totters back and gives a gasp. 


Jacinto roars with laughter beyond the gate. 'Be careful, Ollie,' he calls out. 'As I told you before, Rosa understands every word you say.' 


Stunned, Ollie stands on the spot and watches as the donkey, with a quick snort, makes a second departure through the gate. The sky is swaddled in a blanket of inky cloud and the high-pitched cry of the screech owl echoes from the higher branches of the algarroba tree. I give a little shiver. 


'Let's go inside.' 


'Wow, that was weird,' Ollie says, as we retrace our steps to the house. 'Do you believe all that about Rosa understanding what I said?' 


'I'm really not sure what to think,' I reply, 'but one thing's for certain, I shall never look at a donkey in quite the same way ever again.' 
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