
    [image: ]

  
    
       
         
            
               [image: ]
               

            
 
            A SORT OF SEQUEL TO
 DRIVING OVER LEMONS
 AND
 A PARROT IN A PEPPER TREE
            
 
            WITH AUTHOR INTERVIEW
            

         
  
         
            
               [image: ]
               

            

         
 
      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            THANKS
            

         
 
         The longer I live the more I realise how much we depend upon one another to do everything. All the usual suspects know who they are, and I hope they are aware of my gratitude, but just in case… 1001 thanks to Nat Jansz, my miraculously understanding and skilful editor, without whom this book would not have been possible, and to Mark Ellingham, publisher and long-time friend. MOROCCO wouldn’t be half as nice without the hospitality and generosity of Mohammed Benghrib. In Spain, José Guerrero remains a constant source of inspiration and fun; Matias Morales and Manolo del Molinillo keep me rooted, and continue to show me how to get things done; Fernando and Jesús of Nevadensis (www.nevadensis.com) have got me out of more tricky situations than they’ve got me into; Michael Jacobs makes me laugh and think; Paco Sánchez and José Pela have been the finest tertúlia companions; my sisters Carole and Fiona have been sterling supporters; and above all I owe everything to Ana and Chloë, who live these books with me, and are always there when I need a little comfort and joy.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         In addition, CHRIS STEWART AND SORT OF BOOKS thank our invaluable design and production team: Peter Dyer, Henry Iles, Nikky Twyman, Miranda Davies, and to Paul Nobbs at Clays.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         BLACK AND WHITE PHOTOS by David Aspinall, Chloë Stewart, John Mullen, Mark Ellingham, Nevadensis, Pepe Vílchez, James McConnachie, Carl Sandeman and Chris Stewart.
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            PROLOGUE
            
 
            ON CLOSER EXAMINATION OF A DUNG BEETLE
            

         
 
         AT THE BEGINNING OF THIS YEAR, my daughter Chloë and I decided that we had to get fit, and that the best way to do this would be to create a running track in the riverbed. We go there every evening now and our pounding feet have marked out a fairly clear circuit.
         
 
         The grass is long and makes a pleasant thripping noise as you race along, and in spring the ground is sprinkled with dandelions and daisies which grow so dense that, through half-shut eyes, you might be running through a field of cream. The track, however, remains just a bit too rustic for a good sprint. You have to be careful to hop over the thistles, skip to avoid an ankle-cracker of a stone, and cut in close to the gayomba, or Spanish broom, on the third turn, while ducking your head to avoid a poke in the eye. The second turn is between the third and fourth euphorbia bush and the start and finish is at the tamarisk tree where we hang our sweaters, and afterwards, if it’s sunny, rest in the wispy shade. The going is soft sandy turf and sheep turds.
         
 
         As we returned from our run the other night Chloë called me excitedly to the gate: ‘Quick, Dad! Come and have a look at this!’ I turned back and looked where she was pointing. There, battling its way across the track was a dung beetle doing what dung beetles do, rolling a ball of dung. I was instantly captivated: a dung beetle is one of the great sights of the insect world, the determination and purpose of its Sisyphean labour putting you in mind of the crazed industry of ants, except that Scarabaeus semipunctatus operates in pairs or alone.
         
 
         This particular beetle had lost its jet-black shine under a thick covering of dust. It was steering the ball with its back legs, while it scrabbled for purchase with its horny front legs. Progress was unthinkably difficult as the ground was rough, and, of course, it was quite unable to see where it was going, head down, facing away from the desired direction of travel, with a huge ball of shit in the way. The ball kept going out of control and rolling over the poor creature, yet without so much as a moment to dust itself down, the beetle picked itself up and patiently resumed rolling on its intended course. Chloë and I marvelled at its dogged persistence, and felt sorry for it, and tried to suppress our giggles when the dung ball rolled over it time and again.
         
 
          Now the presence of a dung beetle in our valley is a matter of some symbolic importance, being a direct result of our policy not to worm the sheep more than absolutely necessary. The sheep are fine; they have a few intestinal parasites – all such organisms do – but they live with them in a reasonably harmonious symbiotic state and as a result produce dung that’s safe enough for the humble beetle to deposit its eggs in.
 
         I know about this because I once had the privilege of chatting with a world expert on dung beetles – Jan Krikken, a Dutch entomologist whom I happened to bump into one afternoon in the valley while he was staying in our neighbour’s cottage. He had been creeping along on all fours by the edge of our acequia, the irrigation channel, stopping from time to time to suck on his pooter – a strange device like a jamjar with two tubes sticking out of it, one with gauze at the end which you put in your mouth, and the other an open tube which you place above an insect under study. By giving the first a spirited suck, the specimen is whooshed painlessly and undamaged (if a little surprised) into the jamjar to be examined at leisure. Suck on the second, however, and the surprise is all yours.
         
 
         Dr Krikken had been employed some years earlier by the Australian government to reintroduce dung beetles after decades of excessive sheep worming had all but eradicated them. There was a fear that without the beetles’ help in rolling and burying the dung, it would fail to decompose and the continent would become caked in a mat of excrement. Fortunately, he had been able to save the Antipodeans from this fate. ‘If you ever doubt the importance of organic farming,’ he suggested to me, ‘just spend some time looking at dung beetles.’
         
 
          It seemed good advice, and I follow it as often as I can – and, indeed, here I was, head down and deep in contemplation. Yet, the longer I looked at our specimen, the more it seemed that something wasn’t quite right. I thought about it for a bit and then the full, astonishing truth dawned on me. ‘You know what, Chloë?’ I announced. ‘That ball is not a ball of dung at all. It’s a squash ball.’ I paused to let this dramatic revelation sink in.
         
 
         ‘What’s a squash ball?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Well, it’s a ball you play squash with.’
 
         ‘Yes, but what’s squash?’ she persisted, as any Spanish schoolgirl might.
 
         ‘It’s a game, where you hit a ball… with a racket… in a court… and it bounces off these three walls…’
 
         It was at this point that I started to realise the utter fatuousness of my conjecture. The nearest squash court would probably be two hundred miles away in Marbella or Sotogrande. How, then, did a squash ball come to be rolling around in our valley propelled by a dung beetle? It made no sense. However, I’d got started on this tack now, and I wasn’t about to stop. I dug down deeper into my hole.
 
         ‘You see, Chloë,’ I continued, ‘this particular ball is just too perfect to be the work of a beetle. Look, it’s absolutely spherical and perfectly uniform in colour and texture. How is a creature as ungainly as that going to create a thing so perfect from a heap of sheep shit? You tell me that. It’s a rubber ball.’
 
         Chloë looked closely at the beetle and its ball. ‘It’s dung, Dad. I’m sure it is. I know dung when I see it.’ ‘No, it’s a rubber ball, child. And the awful thing is that, when this poor benighted bicho gets its ball home, after all that terrible effort, it’s going to find that it’s made of rubber and not dung, so it will neither be able to form it into a pear shape, scoop out a hollow and lay its eggs in it, which is what they do, nor eat it. It’s going to break its little heart.’
         
 
         ‘It’ll be alright, Dad. It’s dung, really,’ Chloë reassured me. ‘It’s not what you think it is. Its little heart will be fine.’
 
         I had to differ. ‘No, Chloë, I know I’m right and I’m not just going to sit here and watch the poor thing being deceived like this. I’m going to take its ball away. At least then it will still have the time and energy to make itself a proper ball and get the job finished.’
 
         Chloë was appalled. ‘Don’t do that, you can’t do that. The poor thing will be devastated if you take it.’
 
         ‘It’ll be a lot less so now than after all that futile effort of rolling the cussed thing home,’ I insisted.
 
         ‘Dad – don’t!’ cried Chloë, as I crouched down next to the insect and its ball.
 
         But I, with my fifty years of experience of the world, was adamant. I reached out a hand to pick up the dusty squash ball… and my fingers sank into the soft dung.
 
         ‘Oh God, it is dung.’
 
         ‘I told you so. Now look what you’ve done! You’ve gone and ruined it.’
 
         I looked at the once-perfect dung ball. It was split right open, the moist dung in the centre temptingly displayed. It looked like one of those delicious chocolate-dusted truffles, with a moist greenish filling. I tried to mould it back to its earlier shape, to emulate the beetle’s perfect craftsmanship, but to no avail.
 
         ‘Put it back, Dad. You’re only making it worse.’
 
         I was filled with a terrible remorse. The tiny creature looked up at me disconsolately from way down on the ground. Chloë stared at me as if I were some sort of half-wit.
         
 
         Gingerly I returned the squidged mound of dung to the beetle and straightened up. There was an awkward silence.
 
         ‘Why?’ I asked, falling back on a little wordplay to try and defuse the tension. ‘Why is a beetle called escarabajo in Spanish?’
         
 
         ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘Why is an escarabajo called escarabajo?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know. I thought “scarab” was a really old name for beetles. Why do you ask?’
 
         ‘Because it’s es cara bajo – it’s face down.’
         
 
         My daughter considered me thoughtfully for a moment, shook her head and set off up the hill to the house, no doubt to tell her mother.
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            THE BOSTONIANS
            

         
 
         ONE OF THE GREAT CULTURAL CONTRIBUTIONS of Spain to the world is the carmen. Now a true carmen is an enclosed patio garden on the hill of the Albaicín in Granada, and to qualify for the name it must have a view of the Alhambra and the peaks of the Sierra Nevada beyond. Apart from that, a number of essential elements can be deployed more or less at random: these include grapevines, tall slender cypresses, orange and lemon trees, a persimmon or two, perhaps a pomegranate, and myrtle – whose scent was believed by the Moors to embody the very essence of love.
         
 
         The surface of a carmen should be cobbled in the style known as el empedrado Granadino – a grey and white pattern, again devised by the Moors, using the river stones that occur in abundance throughout the province. There should also be a fountain and a pool and preferably a number of runnels and rills leading the water hither and thither in a fashion perfectly conceived to make you feel cool and contemplative on a hot summer’s day. If the thing has been done right, the interplay between light and shade, the mingling scents of the flowers and the chuckling of the water in its channels will induce a profound contentment and sense of peace as you wander the cobbled paths, perhaps hand in hand with a good friend, musing playfully, the pair of you, upon the mysteries of the universe.
         
 
         If you are really fortunate, a nightingale will come and nest in your cypress tree and then the pleasure becomes sublime. But that can’t be counted on, so most carmen owners make do with a canary in a cage. I personally rather like the sound of caged canaries – it is one of the essentials of a Spanish street – but it hardly compares to the nightingales and, besides, the song of the caged bird should be more a source of distress than pleasure to sensitive, modern man.
         
 
         Halfway up the Cuesta del Chápiz, between Sacromonte and the Albaicín, is the Carmen de la Victoria. Owned by the university, it is one of the prettiest carmenes in the city. I pushed open the gate and stood for a minute adjusting to the deep shade after the brightness of the street with its glaring white walls. I was passing through the city on the way home from a trip to Málaga, and had come here partly to visit the carmen – but mainly to see my friend Michael.
         
 
         Michael Jacobs is an art historian, a writer, a traveller and a scholar and a formidable cook, as well as being one of the most entertaining people I know. Somewhere within the confines of the carmen he was holding court to a group of English tourists who had paid good money to be guided around the cultural monuments of Andalucía. Michael had doubtless dazzled them that morning with his erudition and somewhat unorthodox views on the Alhambra: he likes to point out that, given how much of the Moorish palace was rebuilt after a fire at the end of the nineteenth century, it is about as authentic as the Alhambra Palace Hotel down the hill. Now there would be a slack period while they wandered among the delights of the carmen, sinking a drink or two before lunch.
         
 
         I came upon Michael pacing to and fro along a rose arbour, talking agitatedly on his mobile phone. He was gesticulating wildly and occasionally clapping his free hand to his head. Some catastrophe was clearly assailing him, as it tends to do, for he is a person who hovers happily on the very verge of chaos. An ordinary mortal’s carefully laid plans, meticulous organisation and unsurprising results would be hell for him – even if he were able to aspire to such a mode of existence.
 
         I waited, sat on a bench and watched as two tiny white butterflies wove in and out of a trellis of dusty pink roses. At last Michael was finished. We embraced in a sort of manly Mediterranean bear hug – a gesture by which we seek to confound the stiffness of our Anglo-Saxon upbringings. ‘Ah yes, Chris… That’s w-wonderful… Just the man… It’s good you’re here, actually, because… W-would you like a beer, yes you must have a beer…’
         
 
         We moved to the bar where I ordered a wine; I’ve never much liked Spanish beer. ‘Well, actually,’ resumed Michael, ‘what I was thinking w-was… have you ever been on one of those… it’s just that… I know there are people who… w-why don’t you?’ He was saved from having to commit himself to anything more substantial by the ringing of his phone. ‘Excuse me, Chris’ – he looked at the screen – ‘Ah, it’s Jeremy again. Ah… H-hallo, Jeremy… Yes Jeremy…’ There followed a conversation if possible even more inconclusive than the one I had just been involved in.
         
 
         Michael has the energy, proportionate to his size, of an insect, and races about at great speed on unpredictable courses full of hesitations and volte-faces, but somehow manages to achieve a great deal, in much the same way, I suppose, as the insect does. He has published, I think, twenty-six books, and never more than three, he says happily, with the same publisher. And all these books are the sort of books for which you need to do immense quantities of research and have reams of arcane knowledge at your disposal. He forever has some new project on the boil. As well as his copious output he has the most terrifying capacity for drinking and socialising that I have ever encountered. He will stay out carousing in bars and knocking back gargantuan quantities of wine until four or five in the morning and then wake at seven to hurl himself into the next day with not the faintest trace of a hang-over. One imagines that an organism that receives such constant and merciless battering would soon fall to bits, but no – at fifty, Michael is as vital and lively as ever.
         
 
         ‘Ah yes… Chris, I’ve got a bit of a problem with this group… or not so much this group as another one. You see I’m… erm… double-booked… well, not exactly double-booked but I was supposed to stay available in case the itinerary changed and it… erm… has, and I’m… erm… not…’ He looked decidedly sheepish. ‘I’m booked in to lecture to a whole load of college students instead. Jeremy’s having a nervous breakdown over it.’
         
 
         ‘Who’s Jeremy?’
 
         ‘Ah, Jeremy… you’d like Jeremy… Well, actually he’s quite a strange sort of person… Very… erm… organised.’
 
         ‘Yes, but who is he?’
 
         ‘Ah yes, well, Jeremy runs these tours for well-heeled Americans…’
 
         ‘Oh, I see now,’ I said, although in fact I didn’t.
 
         ‘As a matter of fact…’ said Michael, studying me with an odd intensity. ‘Yes, you could be. I mean, w-why not…?’ I returned the stare, as the meaning of Michael’s look and meandering words began to dawn on me. It was maybe a not very striking coincidence that we both happened to be wearing black jeans, white collarless shirts and black leather jackets that had seen better days. But the resemblance went beyond that. We both wore round glasses, both had thinning curly grey hair and rather rubicund complexions, and although Michael loomed half a head taller, we were of similar build.
         
 
         Michael was by now smiling complacently, with the look of one who has resolved a mathematical conundrum. ‘You d-don’t by any chance fancy spending a few days in Seville do you, Chris?’ he asked, in a tone that seemed deliberately casual.
 
         ‘You mean, impersonating you – and taking round one of your groups?!’
 
         ‘Er… yes, that’s more or less what I had in mind.’
 
         ‘They’d rumble us. I mean I may look a bit like you and even dress a bit like you, but I know bugger all about art!’
 
         ‘Oh, that doesn’t matter a bit. I’ve got some books you can borrow right here in my bag and you’ve got all of the ones I’ve written on Andalucía. And there’s some pamphlets about the group, too – they’re inside the b-books.’
         
 
         Michael’s head almost completely disappeared into an ancient, scuffed leather briefcase. He emerged clutching a couple of books, and a few nondescript twigs which he stared at in amazement and then tossed aside. ‘You’ll be fine,’ he assured me, handing over the haul. ‘You’re used to giving talks and you read Spanish, don’t you? So at the worst you can just translate the gallery’s captions.’
 
         There’s something immensely encouraging about Michael, which makes a madcap scheme, coupled with the offer of an all-perks-included midweek break in Seville, seem oddly attractive. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’m on.’
 
         ‘Well, of course you are,’ he clapped me on the shoulder. ‘That’s w-wonderful. They’ll be meeting me… um… you in the foyer at the Hotel Alfonso XIII at 10am on Monday and the first trip’s to…’ He rummaged among the papers. ‘Ah yes, the Giralda, quite exquisite and easy to explain. You just turn up and talk about the Moors. I’ll square it all with Jeremy, who’ll go with you.’
 
         And so it was that I found myself launched on a new career path, as lecturer on Andalucían art and architecture, shepherd to wealthy American art lovers, and Michael Jacobs impersonator. I strolled down the hill to the city and turned in at the doorway of the Librería Urbana to pick up the tools of my new trade.
 
         A slight feeling of nausea crept over me there, confronted by a shelf full of art history books, but I forced myself to get a grip and limit the search to the buildings we would be visiting in Seville. I would bone up on each subject the night before – a tried and tested measure that had got me through school (though admittedly not through any actual exams). Still, I had a whole four days ahead of me to get up to speed. It would be fine. These wealthy Americans were bound to have more money than erudition. And thus I comforted myself as I drove out of Granada towards the provincial town of Órgiva and the remote patch of mountainside that I call home.
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         ‘Who are these people, then, Chris?’ asked my wife Ana, leaning over my shoulder as I pored over the brochures that had spilled from Michael’s book. Porca, our parakeet and Ana’s familiar, seemed to echo the question in squawks from a new perch he’d made on the top of my art history pile.
         
 
         ‘Um, well, they’re all Americans and…’ I scanned the printed sheet again as if unwilling to take in the import of the words. ‘Well, it seems that they’re the Trustees of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. Hell’s teeth! And they’re not just ordinary trustees either… They’re a sort of elite – they all cared enough about fine art to donate over a million dollars to the museum, which is what seems to have qualified them for a place on this jaunt.’
         
 
         Ana fixed me with one of her steady looks. ‘You can’t do it, Chris. It won’t work. You’ll just have to phone Michael and tell him it’s impossible. You could offer to help out a bit, but you surely can’t go through with this stunt!’
 
         She was right, of course. I needed to talk to Michael, and soon. But then again, I hate to let a friend down and I really do believe that most things will work out in the end if you sit back and let them. So I put the phone call off, got on with other chores and leafed casually through the odd art book while waiting for the kettle to boil or for Chloë to get ready for school. And before I knew it Sunday night had hurtled along, leaving me with no other choice but to do some last minute homework and present myself to the good Bostonians.
         
 
         Now, I pride myself that I can absorb books as well as the next literate being. But I am constitutionally unable to swot. As soon as I have to glean information for any real purpose, my eyes glaze over or rake the room for a distraction, and before I know it I’m either asleep with my head on the book cover or replacing the strings on my guitar and tuning them up. That night it was sleep that got me and at ten o’clock Chloë took pity and woke me with tea and an offer to test me on the differences between Almoravid and Almohad motifs. However, we soon gave it up for a bad job and went out to lock up the sheep and chickens instead.
         
 
         It was a beautiful night. Bumble and Big, our dogs, rocketed down to the river, barking the trail of a wild boar. The air was light and balmy and suffused with the summer scent of jasmine and wild lavender. It was a night for having not a care in the world and yet I was bowed down with foreboding. A feeling that returned with double intensity when I rose the next morning, slipped on my one respectable outfit and set off to Seville.
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         The Hotel Alfonso XIII, I portentously explained to my car windscreen, is a somewhat overblown nineteenth-century building in the neo-Mauresque style – as evidenced by the blue tilework  juxtaposed with the fancy bricks. It is also one of the most expensive hotels in Spain, and as I pulled into the forecourt, and stated my purpose, I began to feel sweaty, sticky and distinctly out of place. All the more so as I walked around to the imposing front entrance, where a group of hoods in shades and dark suits milled around a fleet of black Mercedes with smoked windows, waiting for a meeting of Andalucían captains of industry to end.
         
 
         There seemed an edginess to this gathering – a visible hint of the murky underworld that supports the super-rich. Shuffling through them I was nearly at the steps when something small and white caught my eye. There on the ground, between two gleaming black Mercedes, lay a tiny white pigeon. Some of the hoods were peering down at the bird, not at all sure what to make of it. One of them fidgeted beneath his sharp suit jacket, perhaps itching to whip out his revolver and take a pot shot.
 
         Somehow the plight of the creature resonated with my own predicament, so I muscled my way nonchalantly in amongst the heavies and demanded to know what was going on.
 
         ‘It’s a baby. Fallen off a roof. Can’t fly.’
 
         ‘Well… what are you going to do about it?’ I asked, fixing the nearest hood with a stern eye.
 
         ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘The cats can get it, or Tonio can run it over for us when he pulls out.’ He sniggered nastily.
 
         ‘Oh, come on now!’ I expostulated. ‘Have you no hearts? Look at the poor little thing shivering with fear.’
 
         The hood looked nervously at his colleagues and shrugged, nonplussed perhaps as much by hearing a foreigner speak with a strong country accent as by my championing of the bird. I stooped to gather up the terrified creature in my cupped hands.
 
         ‘You really don’t want to do that,’ suggested one of the suits, who had crowded around, eager to see what was going on.
         
 
         ‘And why not?’ I proferred pugnaciously, holding up the bird so everyone could see. I felt pretty good – sort of heroic – amid this assembly of gangsters.
 
         ‘They got diseases – and fleas. Aerial rats they are, pigeons. And the little babies are just as bad.’
 
         ‘Nonsense,’ I said, but looked cautiously down at the tiny creature in my hands, all the same. Sure enough, on each wrist was an army of the most infinitesimal insects imaginable, swarming in their thousands up my wrists, heading for my shirt cuffs and the warmer parts of my body. I suppose they had figured that their previous host’s number was up and now would be a good time to jump ship. I yelped and ran over to the garden, where I dumped the pigeon in a flowerbed. Sure as hell the cats would get it there, but it was, after all, only an aerial rat, and I needed to get something done about these lice, and quick.
 
         I barged through the throng of sniggering hoods and raced up the marble stairs three at a time. The lice were moving faster now. I shot past the top-hatted flunky, spun through the revolving door, and hurtled across the vestibule. There, arrayed before me like a wedding line, exquisitely groomed and composed and shining with expensive unguents, were my Bostonians. I stopped in mid-flight, raised my seething hands and opened my mouth, but the right words eluded me. With a strangled croak, I continued my headlong dash to the cloakroom.
         
 
         Once inside I tried to calm myself down by focusing on the task at hand. The first thing was to try and scrub myself down, then make some attempt to dry shirtsleeves that were actually dripping. And finally, I needed to psych myself into the infinitely knowledgeable, professorial persona of Michael Jacobs.
         
 
         I managed the scrubbing part, at least, and emerged from the cloakroom more or less devoid of insect life. I smiled at the assembled Bostonians, who had turned towards me with a look of surprised but good-natured enquiry. I decided not to offer an explanation of my unorthodox entrance and sopping cuffs. ‘And you must be…?’ – the tall lady at the front of the group asked with a slight tilt of her well-coiffured head.
 
         ‘Erm, I’m, erm…’ I had rehearsed this part of the proceedings hundreds of times but instead of answering I just stood there mouthing silently like a dying cod. It was the sight of a tall, curly-haired, bespectacled man striding towards me across the lobby that had provoked this apparent identity crisis. He bore an uncanny resemblance to Michael Jacobs.
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         ‘Ah – Chris,’ Michael shouted across the remaining expanse of carpet. ‘This is Chris Stewart, everyone!’ he announced. ‘That’s w-wonderful, you’ve come early. Chris is leading the group this afternoon and I’m going to join you all at dinner at the Torre del Oro – sumptuous fare.’ There were pleasant smiles of approbation all round. ‘Just one word, Chris.’ And he neatly spun me to one side just out of view.
 
         I felt my body sag with relief. ‘You haven’t introduced yourself to anyone yet, have you?’ Michael whispered. ‘Thank God for that! Jeremy threw an absolute f-fit when I told him our plan, but he’s squared it with everyone now, and the great news is that you can guide them around as yourself. They’ve all been most w-wonderfully sympathetic, and curious – I’ve been handing out that book of your’s to them.’
         
 
         ‘You mean I do the tour of the Giralda and Museo de Bellas Artes as me?’ I asked, amazed that they’d actually want such a dilettante at the helm.
 
         ‘Er… no. Jeremy managed a change of schedule. You’re taking them to the carriage museum. You can do carts and horses, can’t you?’ he asked, suddenly anxious again. I could – but perverse as this might sound, I was rather deflated by the idea.
 
         We rejoined the reception. It seemed as if there were Bostonians everywhere: a murmur of cultured American tones filled the room along with the rustle of expensive clothes and the clink of ice in glasses. Throughout that day, the Bostonians were continuing to gather; private jets touched down at Seville’s airport; long limousines sped into the city. 
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         A luxury bus, the size of a smallish aeroplane, pulled up at twelve to herd us all to the carriage museum. I don’t think I’d ever been in such a plush, well-upholstered vehicle before, or one with such ferocious air-conditioning. Cardigans, if not fleeces, were essential rig for travelling round Seville on that summer’s day.
         
 
         Jeremy joined the group just before we set off. He waited a respectful step or two to one side before springing up, checking surreptitiously that no one had been kidnapped on the walk from the kerb, and sat beside me. A suntanned man with impeccable white hair, he wore a dark blazer, quiet silk tie and smiled with great ease. But you could tell he was nervous.
         
 
          ‘Things have to be got right,’ he muttered to me as the bus moved gently into the flow of traffic. ‘Just one call to a lawyer and we’d be done for. Can you imagine if they heard about that stunt Michael was planning to pull!’ And he leaned forward with eyes closed and rubbed his temples. Apparently it helps with the frown lines.
 
         At the museum the idea was to drink fizzy wine, eat tapas, get addressed by local dignitaries and, time permitting, look at some of the exhibits before departing again for lunch. ‘All you have to do, Chris,’ explained Jeremy, ‘is keep things pleasant, and if they want to know anything about Spain and the Spanish, you tell them. Okay? And, oh-dear-lord, can you do anything about those shirt cuffs?’
         
 
         Apart from the cuffs it was an easy enough task. These were people groomed in the well-bred, polished manners of Boston’s patrician class and keeping them pleasant was a bit like asking a group of teenagers to be moody. They even smiled graciously while I paraphrased and embellished captions they had already just translated perfectly competently for themselves. To be honest, I couldn’t work up too much enthusiasm for the horse-drawn coaches; it was nice that somebody was keeping them polished, but the truth is that Americans do that sort of thing much better than anybody else.  
         
 
         Later that evening the luxury bus was again purring outside the hotel, waiting to drive us a half-dozen blocks to our destination for dinner. I suggested we left it where it was and made use of the beautiful night to work up an appetite. Everybody enthusiastically agreed and we set off, in one of the most improbable crocodiles I’ve ever been part of, along the palm-lined river bank of the Guadalquivir, marvelling at the luminous glow of leaves in the light of the streetlamps. ‘Now this is a worry,’ whispered Jeremy, through the corner of his mouth. ‘If someone so much as loses a heel or steps in donkey shit, we could be in serious trouble, you know!’ But I could tell that even he was starting to relax a bit, swinging his blazer over his shoulder.
         
 
         Michael managed to join us for the tail-end of our dinner in the courtyard of a fabulously furnished sixteenth-century palacete or mansion. Just as the waiters were circulating with plates of petits fours, he burst in and, hovering around the tables with the trajectory of a bee in a lavender bush, plonked himself on a chair beside me.
         
 
         ‘Ah, Chris,’ he intoned, craning his neck to study the beautifully carved marble fountains and scan the aftermath of the feast, ‘what a sybarite you’ve become!’
 
         It turned out that he had hot-footed it from dinner with the university students. In fact, he had been on a binge of double booking all day: two large meals and as many pre-and post-prandial drinks as could mathematically be accommodated. A lesser man would have gone under, but Michael was in his element. Indeed, as the Bostonians were seen safely back to the Alfonso XIII, he clearly felt the night was young. ‘W-what we need, Chris, is to w-wind d-down a bit. An extra glass or two would do us good.’
         
 
         Michael knew Seville well: he’d lived for years in the city and had many friends. We drank with most of them that night, in the sort of bars you’d never normally find – let alone go into. Returning to the Alfonso XIII at five in the morning, I stood in the bathroom, swaying slightly and trying to focus on the haggard face staring back at me through rheumy eyes. It looked sorely in need of some plain country living.
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         Next morning Michael seemed, if anything, rejuvenated, and as we arrived at the Bellas Artes museum, slipped back into the persona of art expert. In we trooped, about twenty of us, our rubbery trainers squeaking on the marble floors, as he hurried us at great speed through room after room – ‘You don’t want to b-bother with any of this stuff – constipated, sycophantic, depressingly conventional’ – until at last we reached a sculpture or painting he thought worthy of our attention.
         
 
         It was a figure of a kneeling Saint Jerome, carved by Torrigiani. Michael then launched into a virtuoso display of art lore and gossip (‘…and to think that the man who sculpted these delicate features should have broken the nose of Michelangelo and been hounded from Florence!’) before whisking us upstairs to admire Zurbaran’s panel of Saint Hugo presenting a joint of lamb to Carthusian monks. ‘The world’s first icon of vegetarianism,’ Michael declared, pointing out how the lamb had spontaneously combusted to prevent the monks breaking their vow to eschew the eating of meat.
 
         It was a real tour de force and I felt privileged to be a part of it. But it was the evening’s visit to Seville’s massive cathedral that most strongly encapsulated the trip. The cathedral’s builders boasted that successive generations would regard them as mad, in their ambition of scale. But they could not have imagined the true strangeness of the scene that was to unfold. As we arrived at the northwest gate, where a stuffed crocodile known as the Apothecary’s Lizard hangs from the rafters, it took a while to grasp that uniformed security guards were actually clearing the public from the building. Shortly, one of the guards came over and addressed us in deferential English: ‘If you’d like to come this way, please…’ The cathedral authorities had emptied the building, the largest church in Europe after St Peter’s in Rome, for less than two dozen visitors. I wondered just what sort of donation Jeremy must have put in the poor-box.
         
 
         The emptiness was all the more disorientating when we were assembled in the choir stalls, and the cathedral organist, dressed impeccably in a grey suit, stepped across the marble tiles to put his instrument through its paces. ‘This is the highest note – that little pipe up there,’ he told us, pointing to a tiny pipe nestling miles above among at least four thousand others. He pressed the key and from the tiny pipe came a peep so high and thin that you’d imagine only the keenest-eared bat could appreciate it. ‘And this is the lowest…’ It seemed that the very chasms of the earth were being sundered open somewhere deep in the crypt.
         
 
         Then he played a few pieces, doubtless full of nuance and emotion, though I couldn’t really enjoy them. Organ recitals remind me inescapably of school: first they depress me a little, then send me into an uneasy doze. The Bostonians, too, began dropping off in ones and twos, and it was a relief to be suddenly jarred awake by the organ’s last shuddering bass notes and to be ushered out again into the fresh air and light, by our secret entrance. Looking back I noticed the congregation reforming to take up their private devotions again, while tourists streamed along the main aisles. It was good to be back amid the bustle of the Sevillian throng ourselves, off in search of an evening’s pleasure.
         
 
         Against my fears and expectations, my role as tour guide had been an easy one – Michael had miraculously appeared for all the big numbers and had managed to appear at all the dinners. However, the final evening set a challenge even he could not defy. We were to be treated to the best seats in the house for the Seville Opera, to see La Traviata. But the musicians had gone on strike. They did so at the last minute, so there we were, the Bostonians in their evening wear, all dressed up, with nowhere to go.
         
 
         ‘W-well, this is an opportunity,’ declared Michael to everyone. ‘We can’t have opera, but we can have literature. Chris has most kindly agreed to read to you from his m-marvellous book.’ It was hardly on a par with Verdi, I felt, and nor did it seem right, somehow, to be offering this black-leg labour. But we headed to a bar in the Barrio Santa Cruz, ordered a dozen bottles of house wine, and had a genuinely jolly evening of it.
         
 
         We read the next morning, however, that the conductor at the Opera, exasperated by the intransigence of the musicians, had walked onto the stage, swished his tails over the edge of the piano stool and played the entire work of La Traviata as a solo piano recital. The crowd were ecstatic and the press proclaimed it one of the city’s greatest ever cultural events. I don’t think I was the only one who felt a bit short-changed. 
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             FENCING FOR BEGINNERS 
            

         
   
         NOT LONG AFTER I RETURNED from Seville, I was standing beside the cooker, gathering the nerve to flip a frying pan full of tortilla de patatas onto a plate, when the phone rang.
         

         ‘Telephone…’ Chloë called out.

         ‘Well it won’t be for me, so I’m not getting it,’ said Ana.

         ‘Nor am I – I’m busy,’ I muttered, pushing some bits of potato back into the amorphous mound.

         ‘Well, it won’t be for me, as everyone calls me on my mobile,’ Chloë noted smugly.

         ‘Well it’ll just have to ring, that’s all,’ I insisted. And so it did, bleating from its place in the draughty corner by the door.

         ‘Look,’ argued Ana, ‘if it’s really important, then whoever it is will ring back, won’t they?’
         

         The phone finally stopped ringing, and with a simultaneous sigh we turned our attention to the neat round disc of egg and potatoes that I had plonked on the table. Then it rang again. Everybody looked at one another accusingly. At last, Chloë broke the silence: ‘It must be important; they’ve called back.’
         

         ‘Aha, but how can you be sure it’s the same person? It might be someone else,’ I suggested.

         It was Ana who finally snapped. Glaring at us she pushed back her chair and went over to the telephone.

         ‘Hola, dígame,’ she growled in the grumpy tone she uses to intimidate time-wasters. Then, turning towards the phone with a surprised smile, she relaxed and her voice took on a new note of warmth. From this subtle shift in tone, Chloë and I deduced that it was Antonia.
         

         ‘That was Antonia,’ she announced when she finally rejoined us. ‘She was ringing from Holland to say that Yacko has escaped…’ Antonia was the Dutch sculptor who had been living for the last six years with our neighbour Domingo, in the farm across the river. Yacko was her parrot.

         ‘How could he, though?’ I asked. ‘I thought she clipped his feathers.’

         ‘They grow back. You have to keep doing it regularly. Anyway, she’s desperate. Domingo, apparently, has spent all day trying to capture the bird, but whenever he gets close Yacko just flits away to the next tree. It was partly his idea that she phoned. They think I’ll be more successful.’

         It was hard to imagine Domingo abandoning his flock of sheep for a day to wander about the hillside looking for his girlfriend’s parrot; and from what I’d gathered, he had never been very keen on Antonia’s parrots in the first place. But it was his fault that Yacko had escaped, and Antonia was frantic, saying that she would have to fly back early from Holland if the bird wasn’t recaptured. Antonia had gone back to visit the foundry she uses, near Utrecht, to have some models cast in bronze – one of them a rather fine centaur that Domingo had posed for (the top half, of course).
         

         ‘She must be crazy,’ I hazarded. ‘For the cost of a plane ticket she could buy herself half a dozen African Greys and much finer specimens than that one.’

         ‘That’s hardly the point, though, Chris,’ Ana replied frostily. And, as if to echo her words, Porca, who had been sitting on my shoulder, leaned forward to take a pull from my wineglass. (Those who have read before of my abysmal relationship with Ana’s parakeet will note that we have reached an uneasy truce – he is willing to tolerate me in order to enjoy my facilities, such as broader shoulders for a perch and a more readily available glass of wine (I top mine up more frequently than Ana.)

         ‘I promised I’d give it a try,’ said Ana, ‘but how I’m going to find a grey parrot amongst the olive groves of El Duque, let alone catch it, is anybody’s guess.’

         She had a point. A grey parrot amongst all those silvery leaves would be pretty well camouflaged.

         ‘Oh, well. We’d better turn in early and start at first light before he gets restless,’ she concluded, with a note of resignation.

         It didn’t seem worth commenting on, but I couldn’t actually recall having volunteered for the expedition. 
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         At a quarter past nine, which is as close to first light as Ana gets, we shut the dogs in the house and set off across the valley. I wasn’t quite sure what my role was supposed to be; I’m blind as a plaster cat, as the Spanish would have it, and thus was hardly likely to spot the errant bird. But Ana seemed to think that an extra pair of hands and eyes, however short-sighted, might turn out to be useful.
         

         As we crossed the river I looked up at the great expanse of terraced hillside that rises from El Duque up to Cerro Negro, at what must be a couple of thousand silver-grey olive trees, growing amongst the greyish rock and stone and the dusty grey vegetation. It seemed impossible that we’d find a small grey parrot in all that lot. He could be anywhere by now.

         ‘I can’t see how we’re going to find Domingo,’ I mused as we left the path and struck up the hill. ‘Let alone the parrot.’

         ‘Don’t be so feeble… There’s Domingo anyway.’ And there he was, wandering amongst Bernardo’s olive groves, a muscular figure, in old jeans and a threadbare shirt, scanning the horizon with one hand shading his eyes. He saw us and beckoned us over, a brief smile of relief flitting across his features.
         

         ‘Hola, Domingo. How’s it going? Any luck?’
         

         ‘Nada, nada… Every time I get near him he ups and hops off into the next tree. I was trying to catch him all of yesterday, and today I’ve not caught sight of him. Trouble is, he doesn’t like me much – but then, I don’t like him so much, either. I tell you, I’ve had it with parrots. Maybe you’ll have more luck, Ana,’ he said turning towards her. ‘Your voice is similar – if you call him, maybe he’ll fly to you.’
         

         So we split up and ambled to and fro amongst the olive trees, Domingo and I keeping quiet, and Ana calling every now and then ‘Yacko, Yacko’, in imitation of that peculiar way the Dutch have of speaking with the tongue cloven to the roof of the mouth and the lips not moving. It sounded quite authentic.
         

         After ten minutes or so, we regrouped.

         ‘Tell me some words in Dutch, Chris,’ Ana demanded.

         I’d lived in Amsterdam during a mis-spent period of my youth and could still summon up something of the language. I reeled off obediently one of the few phrases that had somehow stuck in my mind.

         ‘So what does all that mean?’

         ‘Not too much mayonnaise on the chips, please,’ I confessed.

         Ana raised an eyebrow. ‘Chris,’ she said with an exasperated look, ‘can you just try and take this seriously?’
         

         The morning drew on with the sun moving high over the hills of the Contraviesa, casting deep shadows among the olive trees and glinting off the Cádiar River as it snaked along the gorge below. I sat in the shade, drowsily following my wife’s voice calling in a slightly stagey accent from the terraces below. ‘Yacko, Yacko, kom hier, Yacko. Kom hier, alsjijblieft’ (Yacko, Yacko, come here, if you please), she cried – a dull but courteous admonishment which suited the bird rather well.
         

         Antonia actually has two African Greys. One is an ancient bird who has been in her family for over thirty years, and who can’t fly at all as he has lost most of his feathers. He seems content to scuttle about behind the fridge, imitating the radio, which he does uncannily well, and muttering the word ‘Yacko’ to himself – Yacko being his name. Then there’s the younger one, the escapee we were looking for; his name is Yacko, too. Yacko, apparently, means ‘African Grey’ in Dutch. Luckily this was unlikely  to cause any confusion here, as Yacko was probably the only Dutch-speaking African Grey loose in our valley at the time.
         

         It struck me, as I waited for the bird to respond to his lacklustre tag, that the Dutch approach to choosing a name was not so very far removed from that of the rural Spanish. People here take a similarly literal approach: ‘Mulo’, for example, is the name of choice for a mule, and ‘Burro’ (meaning ‘donkey’) for a donkey. And if those names are taken, then there is always the colour of the beast to fall back on: ‘Pardo’ (‘brown’) or ‘Negro’ (‘black’), for instance.

         At least that is how it has been for generations, although changes are creeping in. I know an Irish architect who lives in a village in the high Alpujarras and keeps a mule called ‘Preciosa’. He told me that his neighbours were so taken with this name for a mule that they’d followed suit and given more imaginative names to their own dogs, mules and even (in one instance) goats. And then there was Manolo, who helps out with the farm work at El Valero. He told me that he was thinking of buying a mule from an English couple in the town: ‘It’s called Pinfloy,’ he confided, looking baffled, wondering if I could shed some light on the matter. I couldn’t, though some time later I met the couple, who asked fondly after their mule, ‘Pink Floyd’. Manolo had by then renamed the animal ‘Tordo’, which is the traditional name for white mules. ‘It’s a lot easier to shout than “Pinfloy”,’ he explained.
         

         My reverie at this point was suddenly interrupted by an urgent call from Ana. She had spotted Yacko. He was sitting contemplating the fruits of freedom from the branch of an olive tree not a stone’s throw from where I was sitting. We all crept silently towards the tree from our respective places. There he was, grey as dust with a flash of bright red tail… Now to catch the bugger. I was told to stand stock still, being the likeliest to balls up the operation, while Ana took up position below the tree and began to coax the wretched bird down in her faux-Dutch.
         

         The dim-witted creature seemed to be fooled, and edged closer to Ana to get a better look. Meanwhile Domingo, in accordance with our prearranged plan, crept out along the branch towards the parrot. Beneath his weight the branch lowered towards Ana, who held out the special stick that Antonia uses for training parrots (not to hit them with, but as a portable perch). Yacko stepped meekly onto the stick and thence to Ana’s shoulder, where he stared at her fixedly for a bit, wondering if he might not have made a mistake. But, too late – at that instant Domingo leapt and flung his jacket over the foolish bird.

         We’d done it. The mission had been a success. With the infuriated creature squawking and screeching from inside the jacket, we walked down towards La Colmena, Domingo’s house. We were all feeling rather pleased with ourselves, and the usually phlegmatic Domingo seemed almost light-headed with relief. Suddenly he could look forward with pleasure, rather than dread, to his partner’s return. I could sense, too, that Ana, a person of normally modest demeanour, was rather proud of her own part in the adventure.

         ‘We should celebrate,’ I declared, although my own part in the triumph was slightly harder to discern. ‘A glass of wine is just what we need.’

         ‘I really should be taking the sheep out. I don’t like to leave them penned in too long,’ Domingo demurred. Then in an entirely uncharacteristic change of heart: ‘Well, a glass or two first won’t do any harm.’ 
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         Domingo spends most of his time walking in the valley and hills with his sheep. That’s what you have to do when your flock grows too large to graze on your farm, and at getting on for three-hundred-and-fifty sheep, he has built up one of the largest flocks in the area. On rare occasions – when he needs to drive to Málaga to pick up Antonia or drop off a sculpture at a gallery, for instance – he will let the sheep loose for a few hours in a field of sorghum and forage maize that he’s fenced off specially for those occasions. But he has simply too many sheep to leave grazing in the same place for long.

         Now, there’s a certain romance in ranging the hills all day with one’s flock, getting to know intimately every rock and tree, and Domingo takes a real pleasure in the beauty of the landscape. He loves to amble amongst the cliffs at the top of Campuzano, and on summer nights, when Antonia can join him, to sleep beneath the stars high in the wild meadows of El Picacho. But there are also serious drawbacks to having to graze sheep in this way. When you’re out walking with the flock, that’s more or less all you can do; you can’t linger at home with your partner, or read, or finish a piece of sculpting, or mend your tractor. And although Domingo and Antonia rarely complain about their lot, I know that there are days – especially when Antonia is about to leave for Holland – when they long to spend more time together.
         

         Antonia also worries that Domingo is neglecting his considerable artistic talent. She’s convinced that he is a gifted sculptor in his own right – he is certainly the only shepherd we know who exhibits bronzes in prestigious galleries in Granada and on the coast, but he insists that the flock must come first. ‘We don’t own this piece of land we live on; these sheep are the only security we have,’ he explains in his gentle but firm manner. ‘Maybe people want bronze sculptures, and maybe they won’t, but they’ll always need lamb.’
         

         And there is an end of it.
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         Although I was the one who introduced sheep into our valley, I had always assumed that I would keep a modest flock and fence them in. There are, after all, only so many sheep a farm can sustain without being turned into a dusty desert and I knew I couldn’t take them grazing – I don’t have the sort of fortitude to stick with it and ignore all other temptations. Had I known, though, what a Herculean task the fencing of El Valero would become, I might well have shelved my pastoral plans altogether.

         Our farm sits on a steep fold of mountainside that slopes down from a lower peak of the Sierra Nevada, through wild scrubland and almond groves; from there it drops into a river valley on one side and a sheer gorge on the other. This is an awful lot of perimeter to cover, so I limited myself to fencing the riverbed edge to stop the sheep from paddling across the ford and tucking into the orchards and vegetable crops of our neighbours. Few at the time would have bothered with fences other than to keep the wild boar out of their maize or alfalfa. The land at the bottom of the farm is flat, with a decent track running alongside to transport wire and poles, so in just a few days I managed to string together a more or less serviceable fence and position some appropriately Alpujarran bedsteads as gates.
         

         To my great surprise the sheep seemed impressed by the barrier and kept away from it. Too far away, in fact, because they upped and disappeared instead over the topmost part of our land to roam across the wild scrubland at the foothills of the Sierra Nevada. Time and again I’d have to slog all the way up to the lower peaks, aptly known as Los Peñones Tristes – The Sad Rocks – to try and coax them down. Eventually, I resigned myself to the fact that I would have to fence the hillside as well.

         Now, the hillside above our farm is not just steep, but is made up of uneven and broken rock covered with barely an inch and a half of topsoil. It would be hard to imagine a worse place to try hammering in fence posts. But I was younger then, and full of enthusiasm about creating the first sheep enclosures in the Alpujarras. So I plunged myself into the work with a will, loading five thick steel rods onto my shoulder, trudging up the projected fence-line, and dropping a post off every half dozen paces.

         It was heavy, back-breaking work that became significantly harder with each load. By the end of the third day I was scrabbling up an almost perpendicular quarter-mile with the rods before I could even begin to pace out the land and drop them off. At the end of the week both my shoulders were bleeding and raw, and my thigh muscles were as hard as bones.
         

         Next there was the business of making holes and hammering in the posts, more often than not into solid rock. That took me a good day, and a bit of the next morning. Then I decided I deserved a day off, before I got started with setting up the strainers and stringing the wires.
         

         Including the day off, it took me two full weeks to fence from the slope by the house up to the top and then along the upper border of our land. On the fifteenth day, in order to admire my handiwork, I walked up the completed side and along the top and sat down in the scrub to contemplate the long run down to the river on the south side of the farm. It was the roughest, most tormented piece of hillside I had ever seen; it made the part I had already done seem like fencing a children’s playground. I looked at it long and hard, thought about it for a bit… and decided to have nothing further to do with the job. Maybe the sheep wouldn’t like the look of the land, either, and steer away from that side of the farm.

         When Ana found out that I had fenced just two sides of the farm and left the third side to chance, she gave me a withering look. ‘Surely’, she had the temerity to suggest, ‘an unfinished ring-fence is no fence at all?’ She did have a point, but when I suggested that perhaps she herself might like to get up there and finish it off, she backed down.

         The very next day the sheep ambled up the hill, keeping close to the fenceline, which they regarded with some curiosity. When they got to the top they turned around the last fence post and continued their inspection, this time ambling downhill on the other side. Then, after fifty metres or so, they dropped straight down into a steep barranco, and left the farm, spending the day ranging to and fro on the heights above the Trevélez River. Of course, when they returned in the evening they couldn’t find their way back in. I had succeeded in fencing them out.
         

          So that was the reward for my labours: a hard day rounding up the flock and marching them back up the mountainside in order to guide them back around the fence. However, over the next few weeks and months, the sheep gradually got the measure of the farm’s limits and a contentment to stay within it. These days, they very rarely take it into their heads to make a sortie far into the hills, and when they do they usually find the right way back, using the now rather slack pieces of wire as a half-hearted visual prompt. They have developed what hill farmers call ‘heft’, a flock’s communal knowledge of its grazing boundaries.
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         A couple of days after Antonia returned from Holland I met her on the road walking back from town. You can tell her from a distance by her slight frame crowned by a large floppy hat. She waved me down for a chat and asked with her eyes crinkled into a smile, ‘Have you seen Domingo?’

         ‘No, not today,’ I answered. Then, glancing across the river, ‘Isn’t that him on the rock beneath the canebreak, talking with Jesús?’ For the last two decades Jesús Carrasco has walked his three hundred goats down through the olive groves to graze in our valley, and on the odd occasion when their paths coincide, he and Domingo stop to fill one another in on local gossip.

         ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘He’s got something to show you, a present I brought him from Holland. I’ve been plotting it for ages.’

         ‘I’ll go and inspect it right away,’ I promised, smiling back; not that I had a clue what Antonia was talking about, but she seemed so pleased with herself it was infectious.
         

         By the time I reached Domingo, Jesús and his flock had begun to move up the hillside, the goats daintily skipping from rock to rock. Domingo’s horse, tethered to a clump of coarse grass, was contentedly munching on a bramble, and its master was sitting on a rock gazing at the hill above. He was listening to the sound of the bells of his flock, and picking it out from the orchestral bongling of Jesús’s departing goats; once you’re used to them, each set of bells is as clear and as subtly different as birdsong.
         

         I sat down beside Domingo to pass the time of day. ‘Want to see something good?’ he asked, watching the hill.

         ‘I don’t mind,’ I responded, in the phlegmatic way of locals hereabouts. ‘Always nice to see something good. What did you have in mind?’

         Domingo ignored this bit of playful banter and pointed up. The hill is steep and rocky and overgrown with the sort of maquis that grows in this part of Andalucía – low bushes of genista and anthyllis and tall wispy-fronded retama. It was quite hard to make out amongst this scrub Domingo’s enormous flock of sheep, spread far and high across the hillside. But I could hear the bells, busy with some concerted movement, and occasionally I could glimpse a gaggle of sheep, bobbing like rocking-horses as they scuttled down the serpentine path that led to the bridge. Soon the first few of them showed up, galloping down in a cloud of dust, then another sheep and then some more, until little by little the whole flock was gathered around us, smelling sweetly of hot wool and rosemary, coughing and farting copiously. Finally there came a few stragglers, followed by Domingo’s scurvy pack of dogs: mad-eyed Mora, three-legged Curro, and several curs without names… and then, something I’d never expected to see amongst Domingo’s menagerie, a beautiful, shiny black-and-white Border collie. The dog moved low and slow through the flock and came to a halt by our rock, where she looked up at Domingo.
         

         ‘This is what I meant,’ he said, tousling the dog’s head. ‘This is Chica.’

         I was amazed, partly by the way he was showing affection towards the dog – Domingo had always seen his pack of dogs as more of a necessary evil than as potential pets – and partly because of the fact that, years before, unimpressed with the way his motley assortment of curs worked the sheep, I had offered to get him a proper sheepdog from Britain. But Domingo, as always fiercely independent, had declined the offer, saying that he could manage perfectly well with the existing pack. I resisted the temptation to remind him of this, and confined myself to asking where he had got his new dog from.
         

         ‘Antonia brought her from Holland,’ he explained. ‘She’d been planning to get her since meeting the mother the year before, but had kept it as a surprise.’ Chica put her forepaws on his knee and looked up at him adoringly. ‘I’m going to train her,’ he continued. ‘I’ve never seen a dog as intelligent and willing to work as this one. She’ll be wonderful with the sheep.’
         

         ‘Well, Domingo,’ I said. ‘Enhorabuena – congratulations – she’s a real little beauty.’
         

         From then on I hardly saw Domingo without Chica trotting by his side. And around three months later, when I returned after a trip to London, I came across the pair of them, surrounded by sheep, sitting by the bridge. Domingo had seen my car and was waiting for me. He beckoned me over. ‘It’s still early days, and she hasn’t practised this much, but watch,’ he demanded.
         

         Some of the flock were heading across the bridge, probably with the idea of having a crack at Juan Barquero’s olive trees while Domingo wasn’t looking. He gave a low whistle and a click of the tongue and nodded his head in the direction of the recalcitrant sheep. Like a flash Chica was gone, round the edge of the flock, down the bank and across the river – which needed a bit of swimming. Then she slipped up the steps on the far side of the bridge and confronted the offenders. The sheep took one look and doubled back to the flock. Chica crept quietly over the bridge and lay down on it, and there she stayed, her head between her paws, eyeing the sheep with an occasional glance at Domingo for approval.
         

         I was staggered – as much by Domingo’s skill as a trainer as by the dog herself. It also made me feel a little nostalgic for my previous life as a shepherd in England. To enter a huge field rolling across the downs, and with a quiet command send your dog racing low across to a distant flock of sheep and return, driving them before her, is a truly wonderful experience. Our own dogs, Big and Bumble, are both good and loyal pets, but they’re not worth a light when it comes to sheep work. There’s a lack of professionalism about them, an excitability that gets in the way. It’s not their fault: they weren’t designed for the job, and besides, with a little flock that’s used to going in and out of the stable morning and night, there’s not much call for the virtuoso stuff.
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