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Luisa was scratching mad, bouncing around the flaking kitchen like a tarnished pinball, lifting lids, sweeping stuff from shelves and scoping every surface for the legendary lost wrap, that mythical forgotten line. She cursed the Spanish in German, the Germans in Spanish, and everyone else in the most universally understood monosyllable after Coke. She couldnt believe this place. She couldnt believe me, and she couldnt believe that there wasnt just one little rainy-day wrap stashed somewhere among our tattered belongings.


Bastardos, she spat, coos, shaking her scraped-back ponytail as she fumbled furiously through the pockets of a pair of my dirty jeans.


Scheisse!  She hurled the ragged Wranglers against the crumbling wall and turned her desperation to me. Id been trying to ignore her, head down in last Junes Marie Claire, but now I realised that Id have been better off nipping round to Dieters Place as soon as she started pacing the room.


You sure you have nothing? she hissed, pushing her fringe back from her brown face and scaring me with her haunted eyes. If I had been keeping a little back, then I might even have given her half having seen the pain and frustration in those bloodshot eyes, but I had nothing, nada, so she would just have to wait. It wouldnt kill her. Not yet. Me, I could always scrounge a line or two from Theo, but Luisa didnt get along so well with people these days and would have been hard pushed to find anybody willing to cut her a share of their stash.


She sniffed. What about Theo?


I stared at her like a lamped rabbit, deeply alarmed at my apparent inability to tell the difference between thought and expression.


What? I spluttered. Who? I scratched my scalp to hide my eyes, but she had already seen the gleam of guilt.


What about Theo? she repeated slowly, almost patiently. He always saves a bit.


Not this time. I shook my head emphatically and stared at the floor. I asked him last night. Hes completely out.


Go and ask him again. Tell him youll give him back doubleuncutand bring it straight back here. Her eyes were alight now, burning with the optimism kindled when her quest began.


Go now! she urged, pushing me towards the blanket that hung across our doorway. I shuffled along with herI wasnt going to argue. I told her that I would try my luck elsewhere if Theo had nothing. That would give me more time.





Every time I stepped outside I wished I hadnt sold my shades. The late-afternoon sun was like the core of an arc welders flame, scorching the whitewashed walls and searing the shiny tin cans we used as flowerpots. A sidewalk of shadow lay slowly widening across the strip of rocky dirt that ran between the houses and, blinking out my blindness, I stumbled along in its shade. A left turn down a narrow alley took me past another row of tiny medieval hovels built more for security than comfort by a long-displaced people. Everyone should have a castle to run to in times of danger, and this one had provided shelter for the past eleven hundred years. Its position atop a plug of rock high above the farmland of coastal Andalusia assured its continuity as a sanctuaryonly the refugees had changed.


Out in the empty square there was no shade but for the slowly turning finger of shadow extending from the base of the tower. Once, this parched and dusty quadrangle was the centre of castle life, the place where the ambulantes, the wandering salesmen, would have knocked out their stuff to the honest occupants of the village within the walls. Out here in the square is where disputes would have been settled, taxes exacted, declarations made, beneath shades and awnings of Moorish design stretched from roofs and balconies, tributes paid, whateverall that El Cid stuff. I did some mandragora root one day a couple of years ago and wobbled up onto the walls, walking around like a stoned sentry, looking down into the square and across the campo. Mandragora can be risky stuff to put in your tea, but sometimes its worth the stomach-tearing abdominal pains and the long, dark depressions that can follow a trip. This had been one of those times, for as I patrolled the perimeter, surveying the wide, sunburned fields of the Guadarranque Valley on the one side, and the narrow, bone-dry streets of the castle on the other, I saw it all in Hollywood Retrovision, and it wasnt so different. The people I had met in the thirteenth century were the same as those whom I encountered today in the streets and plazas of the villages at the foot of the mountain. Same faces, same language, same gossip, same goats and same burros. It was all a bit disappointing, especially since I had been looking forward to one of those Jim Morrison-type flashbacks in which I soared over Moorish Andalusia as the untamed eagle spirit of a warrior king.


The brown-eyed descendants of those busy ghosts would have been living here now had it not been for the lure of the cosy self-contained flats and maisonettes that had been built down there in the valley. I had once read that the diminishing population of goatherds and grandmothers still living in the castle in the fifties were evicted from their ancient homes and moved to the new town in the valley as punishment for their participation in acts of socialistanarchist resistance during the war years. It was said that the castle proved to be such a thorn in the side of the railway track that runs through the valley that upon its bloody subjugation by a brutally superior nationalist force, it was declared a forbidden zone and forcibly depopulated. That was probably true of somewhere, but not here. Up here theres no running water. Theres no TV, no telephone, and no chance of buying a lottery ticket. The nearest bus stop is over an hour away by burro and the nearest real doctor even further. In the winter the Poniente blows around the castle like ragged yachts around the Fastnet Rock and theres no wood worth cutting for an hour in any direction. Hombre, there isnt even a proper bar. The wrinkled Spaniards who left this ancient monument to the rooks and the hippies were old and their health was failing, but at least they were still alive, due partly to the fact that they played for the winning team in the Civil War. Those who didnt were either in the ground or had long since moved to the north where their faces didnt stand out. These days the couple of dozen or so remaining houses that stood within the Moorish walls were occupied by a suntanned and unhealthy mixture of perpetrators and victims, all of whom were running from something. We were subjects without an object, and Theo, imprisoned in the tower by his dope-induced paranoia, was our impotent king.





The ladder that led up into the tower was much, much older than me, so I always treated it with respect. Its base was anchored in the rubble of a stone staircase that had once spiralled up to the eyrie and it creaked like a rickety bridge as I took it one step at a time. I paused a dozen or so rungs from the top, the ladder bent like a longbow, and, as custom demanded, announced my arrival.


Theo! I called. Its Martin. Can I come up?


Er, yeah, yeah, he replied after a moment. Come up.


Leaning close to the wall I stepped off the ladder and mounted the few stairs remaining, my legs trembling with vertigo and exertion. Theo met me at the curtain, his hand extended and his shoulders squared in an attempt to prevent me seeing past him and into the room. Sadly for us both he was too skinny and I caught a glimpse of Mamout stood with his back to me on a pile of cushions, his hands fumbling with his belt.


All right, Mamout? I called cheerily. He half-turned and nodded weakly. I looked back at Theo, meeting his eyes and ignoring the tiny insect crawling across his brow. He was the palest man I knew, because he never went outside. He always entertained at home, balancing his agoraphobia against the vertigo of his visitors.


How you doing, Theo? I greeted him, smiling the most charismatic smile in my collection and squeezing his hand. This was an important moment. It was Friday afternoon and everyone knew that the only person in town with even a sniff of the white stuff was Theo. Theo knew that everyone knew that, but it was essential to my well-being that he didnt get it into his weird German head that I was up here to scrounge a line from him. It wasnt just a matter of necessity, but equally a matter of pride. I had always enjoyed a special relationship with Theo, making up for my lack of money and commodities with a surfeit of wit, intelligence and charm. I wasnt like all the other no-hope chancers, coming up the ladder with their spurious sob stories and appeals to his sympathy and social conscience. I always made an effort, often calling round when I didnt need a favour, just to see how he was doing and laying the groundwork for my next visit, when I probably would want something. I made a point of occasionally coming up with a quarter of a gram or something and hitting him with a line like:


I havent got much here, Theo, but, hell, whats mine is yours! Lets split it down the middle. Nine times out of ten he would refuse to take the last of my stash and insist instead that I assisted him in the disposal of his ten-gram bag, but even if he did it didnt hurt too much. Lets face itI would never have taken my last quarter-gram up to his place if it really were my last.


People like Mamout, on the other hand, traded their bodies for drugs, but then Mamout was only sixteen and didnt have much else to trade. He was sat on the cushions now, having adjusted his baggy jeans, and was rolling a joint. Theo seemed disappointed, like a man in a power-cut cinema, but sanguine. He put his hand on my shoulder as we crossed the room to stand at the tall, arched window.


Before us, beyond the square some hundred feet below, beyond the gatehouse and the thick walls, the campo shimmered in the late-afternoon sun. The lengthening shadows of the boulder-strewn sierras crept across the land like a dark tide flowing across the golden beaches of wheat that grew on the western banks of the sea-bound Guadarranque. Beyond the river the fields were still sunlit, their whispering heads of grain nodding in approval as the land rose in the gentle folds of the coastal hills to muted groves of citrus and olive. A smudged line of smog hung above the coast road and the ribbon city of the Costa and further still, rising out of the Mediterranean like a fat middle finger of colonial belligerence, the Rock of Gibraltar.


Behind the Rock the sea had turned to silver, its dazzle bleaching out the tankers and containers steaming through the Straits, and on its distant shore rose the mountains of the Atlas, the coast of Morocco, the African continent. Theo was stoned.


Its amazing, he breathed, incredible! To see so much, so far, to see another continent! He pronounced another as annusser.


I nodded. Yeah, its a shame we cant see Helmut and Mickey driving back from Los Molinos with my stash. I checked his face for a reaction. He smiled.


Yes, I think maybe they are having problems down there with the Guardia Civil. Maybe they have one truck or something parked crossing the road.


I bloody hope not, I grunted, turning from the window. Ive got a load of money invested with them tonight.


Theo raised his wispy Aryan eyebrows. Dont worry. I think they are not stupid, Helmut and Mickey. They will come. So Helmut is working for you, now.


I couldnt tell whether that was a question or not, so I ignored it. Theo took the joint from Mamout and passed it to me. I took a long pull, and then another. I could do with something a little stronger than this. I passed it to Theo. He sucked, talking out of the corner of his mouth.


You want a line?


My heart leapt. I loved to hear those words. I loved him, up here in his beautiful tower with his dreadful Tangerine Dream collection, his long fingernails, his books on ley lines, the astral charts he had inherited from one of his mothers and his teenage smackhead rent boy.


Hmm?



He moved to the bookcase and took down an aluminium film tin.


I ask if you want a line?


I shrugged. Oh, go on then. I might as well. Like I couldnt care less. Ive seen people drag themselves through the gutter for a line of cokedebased and freebasedsucking the rocks from some scum-tongued dealers mouth and licking the dust from his boots for a toot, but I wouldnt sink that low. Not yet. I treated the offer of a line like I did the offer of a cerveza: I accepted graciously and nonchalantly, scarcely missing a beat, but as Theo fussed over the preparation of the cocaine I noticed that the white streaks arranged on the marble slab were of unequal sizes. Theo was saying something as he rolled up the 1000-peseta note, but I wasnt listening. I was studying the three lines like an incompetent space cadet, trying to decide which of the dusty white ridges was the longest and the fattest, for I knew that Theos Teutonic upbringing would oblige him, as a matter of courtesy, to offer the slab to the guest first. This essential etiquette would be spoiled if I accepted the slab and then spent even a moment surveying the lines, for it would appear that I was taking advantage of my hosts generosity in order to take for myself the largest portion. My duty, therefore, in this illegal ritual was to have the good manners to decide which was the largest line before the slab was offered so that my choice would appear to be but a random selection. I licked my lips. Theo passed the slab and the straw.


Cheers, I nodded in a matter-of-fact way.


I think the line on the left is slightly bigger than the others, said Theo, in a matter-of-fact way.


I sighed and snorted the middle line. Rubbing the specks that were left into my gums, I looked up and passed back the slab.



You have the big one, Theo, I smiled, and there werent many people around here who would be polite enough to do that.


With numb gums and cold noses, watching a distant firework display through a crystal cascade, we sat around on Theos cushions and talked crap. I couldnt help wondering how much higher I would have been if I had snuffed the left-hand line, but all things considered, I couldnt complain. Mamout paced the room, tracing the outlines of the rocks with which the tower had been built by his Muslim forefathers, staring out across the plain to the snowcapped mountains of the Atlas that were his ancestral home, getting off on a real cultural buzz by the looks of things and unable to get a word in edgeways to describe it. Eventually the surging energy in his veins defeated his desire to hang out with the big boys and he whispered a giggling excuse before skipping out of the room. Theo twisted his neck to watch him leave and then looked at me, a wistful, almost fatherly smile widening his blond moustache.


Now he goes to play football with the other boys, but he is too fast for them and scores many goals! I stood up, crossing to the window and looking down into the square. Yeah, I thought, a real little Maradona, but whats he going to do when he gets old, like eighteen years old and too aged for Theos fickle tastes? What was he going to do when Theo slipped him his final payment and dropped him back on the barrio with an expensive habit and no hope of feeding it? Maybe it wasnt worth worrying about. Maybe it was best that he just lived for the day and enjoyed his waning childhood while it lasted. Theo certainly was.


How much of your money have you trusted to Helmut and Mickey? asked Theo as I stood reflecting at the unglazed window. I shifted my gaze to the middle distance, across the wheat fields and along the river bed until it met the road, its assignation screened by a thicket of pine and cork oak. That was where the Guardia would be lurking, smoking Ducados and sweating as they zipped and unzipped their dark green flak vests, whispering into walkie-talkies and peeing against the trees, slipping off their safety catches and thinking up good reasons to let loose with some of those 9-mil sleeping pills. I turned away from the window and sprawled on the nest of cushions.


Entrusted, I sighed. Its entrusted. And its one-eighto, I muttered. Some people wouldnt presume to ask such an indiscreet question, and most of those who would were best avoided, but Theo was different.


Thirty grams?


Yeah, something like that.


Maybe it is better for you to have other people to take the risks for you, suggested Theo, as though it wasnt.


I shrugged. Helmut wants to learn the business. I dont mind teaching him. Simple as that. My voice said, Dont push it, hippy!


I picked up the joint and relit it. Ill make ten into thirty and knock it out on the Costa for twelve thousand a gram. It wasnt much, but thats the way I like to do business, and I made a good living, turning one-eighty into three-sixty in three days.


The British ravers down on the Costa were happier dealing with one of their own than with some shady local who would probably rip them off. Not that I didnt rip them off, but at least I did it with an English accent, and even if I stepped on my ten and made it forty the outcome would have been better than the crap they were used to at home. It would have been easy to expand my operation, buying fifty, a hundred, even five hundred grams at a time, but then I would have been out of my depth and would probably have ended up in the ashtray, or out in the weeds. I passed the joint to Theo. He grinned.


Martin, my friend, you must calm yourself. You are all wound up like a brass band He frowned and looked at the ceiling.


I giggled, rubbing my eyes, then my temples, then my eyes again. Rubber band. Its wound up like a rubber band, I think. Im sorry. I looked at him, blinking hard. Its just this bloody waiting around. I was buzzing like a chainsaw and I needed to divert the coke-induced nervous energy towards some more positive end. I jumped to my feet, swaying slightly from the effects of the joint.


Theo, Ive got to get out of here. Its doing my head in sitting up here. Im going to try and make it to Dieters Place and see if anyone knows whats going on. Coming?


Theo pouted and pulled on one end of his moustache. NoooI think not, he finally decided.


I put my hand on his agoraphobic shoulder. You should get out more, man.





A psychiatrist might have suggested to Theo that his phobia was rooted not in the great outdoors but in the route he was forced to take there. The shiny, spindly ladder curved away into the darkness, its rails seemingly held together by my white knuckles alone. Reaching the bottom weak-kneed and trembling, I crossed the square and walked down the alley to the bar. The sun never reached this low-ceilinged, flagstone-floored cavern dug out of the castle walls with its view over the reservoir hundreds of feet below. Dieter had run the place for nearly two years now, and the only sunshine in his life was reflected from the metallic strips in the notes that the rest of us passed across his bar. He did okay, too, selling cold Cokes and cervezas to the growing number of sightseers who stopped by on their whirlwind tour of the Real Spain by day, and by keeping the locals happy by providing music, electric lighting and cold beer at night. He was no great shakes as a barman, nor as a human for that matter, and his taste in music was worse than Theos, but he had a generator, a refrigerator, a pretty wife whom I felt could have done much better for herself and a mature understanding of the importance of credit.


Pulling the Moroccan curtain to one side, I stepped into the bar and stood blinking for a few moments as my eyes became accustomed to the lack of light. Dieter was sat at the bar, hunched up on a stool and reading some German news magazine. To his right, at the end of the bar, staring at a point two feet from the end of his nose and picking at his teeth with a fingernail, sat a campesino. To his left, under a table with his back to the wall and his worried nose pointing towards the door, was Carlito, an unfortunate dog of the parish. Apart from the whirring of the fan and the tired, wet-biscuit snap of the pages, the three sat in churchlike silence. I approached the bar and sat on a stool between Dieter and the Spaniard. The latter smiled, grunted and returned to limbo. Dieter studied a black-and-white photo of an autobahn pile-up. I lit a cigarette with his lighter and broke the silence with a cheery greeting. He turned the page, glanced at a shot of a weary fireman in a white tin hat standing beside a row of coffins, turned the page again, then turned back to the picture of the fireman. He bent low to inspect the coffins, then tossed the magazine onto the bar and looked up.


What do you want?


Beer, please, Dieter, I smiled.



He pushed his hair back from his face, pulled himself to his feet and dragged himself around the bar. Presenting the cool bottle of Cruzcampo with a sullen thud on the oaken bartop, he slouched back to his stool and dropped his head into his hands.


The Earth turned.


Down on the Costa, people were making the most of their holidays in the sun.


I looked at the Spaniard. He was still staring into space, still picking his teeth.


I sipped my beer. Any chance of some music?


Too early, growled Dieter. Anyway, the likes of you should be out earning a dishonest living somewhere instead of lurking around in bars.


If you didnt know Dieter, you might have taken that as a snide remark.


Youd have been right.


Its the likes of me that keep bars busy on sunny afternoons, I reminded him.


He grinned and braced his arms against the bar, leaning close enough for me to smell his reply. The likes of me dont need the kind of business the likes of you bring in here.


Oh, I said. At least he was smiling when he said it, and he was still smiling as he turned away to celebrate his victory in private.


The fan whirred round and little droplets of moisture gathered on the brown bottle before sliding down the bartop. I took another mouthful, glancing at the Spaniard.


How long has he been in here?


Who?


I looked around the sombre cavern. Him at the end of the bar.


Oh, him, he grunted. On and off since Wednesday. He comes from Santa Ana or some other place over there. That damned dogs in here somewhere as well.


I snuck a look at the Spaniard. He had a creased brown face and a gold tooth, thick, shiny black hair and three days growth of beard.


Whats he doing here? I asked. Dieter sighed miserably and mined his left ear with his little finger.


He comes from Santa Ana and he is here because he has lost many of his goats and he cannot go home until he finds them. All right? Anything else you want to know? People are always losing their goats around here. I like to help by butting in.


Senor, I began, breaking his thousand-yard stare, where did you lose those goats? Down by the reservoir?


Still staring at his fading thoughts he smiled and swayed a little on his stool before snapping his eyes to me and shaking his head.


No. He wagged his finger. Loma de la Fuente. He winked, but I didnt get it.


Thats kilometres from here, I said. Its right over on the other side of the mountain, isnt it?


Claro, he nodded, but there is no bar there. He lifted his thimble of thick glass and held it high as though proposing a toast to the barman. Uno mas?


I could read his mind.


He was thinking, That Ingles speaks bloody good Spanish, and he was right. My fluency in three major languages put me in the top half per cent of the population of Europe, according to Theo. I caught the bloodshot eyes of my reflection checking me out from behind a mirror at the back of the bar. The top half per cent. I hid it well. Dieter sighed and did his death-row walk around the bar, snatching up a corked lemonade bottle from a hidden shelf.



Gracias Patron!  The goatherd beamed as Dieter refilled his tiny glass with the viscous home-brewed spirit. He took a sip and turned to me, his sun-cured face creased with an exaggerated expression of satisfaction and guilty well-being.


Aguardiente, he announced. Take a little one with me?


I accepted the offer graciously while Dieter glowered. It seemed that the goatherd was enjoying an unnegotiated period of unlimited interest-free credit, and Dieter, like a kid lighting matches at the corner of a wheat field, could see himself getting burned. I ignored him, proposed a toast and we introduced ourselves. Francisco herded goats, tended a small finca, and knew, as most people around here do, where there was buried a hoard of Arab gold. We tipped back several more, suddenly bereft of conversation, and as I helped myself to one of the goatherds Ducados I felt the draught from the wing of the Angel of Death chill my spine. I felt my stomach squeezed in the grip of an icy hand and a dull heaviness behind my eyes as the aguardiente attacked and killed my buzz. I stubbed my cigarette, rose and wobbled towards the lavatory. I could feel it coming: I was going to start worrying and it would ruin the weekend. In my line of business its good to be worried, but not the way I get worried. I locked the door and stood over the bowl, pushing my head into the crumbling white wall and breathing deeply the acid fumes of the piss-stained floor. There were serpents, said Theo, that lived in the deepest, darkest valleys of the mind. He claimed that they were blind, but found their prey by homing in on the stench of fear and paranoia secreted by a lost soul as it stumbled sobbing and whimpering through the undergrowth. If you were bitten by one of these snakes, it was imperative that you remained calm and didnt worry. If you worried, said Theo, then the venom would kill you. If you stayed cool, then you would be okay. You would be okay. I concentrated on the texture of the wall against my forehead, cool and powdery, and tried to build another inside my head behind which to hide. It was okay, no problems. Just the mental effect of a chemical reaction. Within the space of ninety late-afternoon minutes I had snorted up a quater-gram of coke, smoked an eighth of that blinding kif, and then knocked back half a pint of 80-proof home-grown aguardiente. It was reasonable to expect that I might be feeling a little off-centre, that my mind might take advantage of my befuddled state to play a few tricks on me. As long as I didnt worry about it, I would be fine.


I pushed myself away from the wall, wiped the cold sweat from the stubble beneath my nostrils and sank to the seat of the lavatory. Breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth, I shuddered at the reverberation of the tremor that had shaken me out there on my barstool. It was like a shadow falling across your world on a cloudless day, an eclipse of the sun unseen by anyone but yourself, a personal and specific portent of impending evil. In through the nose and out through the rnouth. I felt a fresh scorch of sweat break out along my spine and across my upper lip, my pulse thumping in my ears as the venom surged through constricted veins. I couldnt keep thinking like this. Jesus, Id already told myself why it had happened. Too many substances inhaled and ingested in too short a time. That, and my mental state at the time. Id gone out worried, wound up with Luisas pacing and scratching, my head swollen with cold turkey, and Helmut and Mickey were six hours late. No big deal. In through the nose and out through the mouth. The flood of panic was beginning to recede, leaving stained and broken thoughts stranded high and dry in muddy brain. There was no need to worry. In through the nose and out through the mouth. Give it a few minutes and it would all fade away, provided that I didnt worry.



But I was worried. Worried that I wouldnt be able to stop worrying, worried that perhaps I was wrong to tell myself not to worry, worried that there might be something lurking just around the next few hours that I should really be worried about. I ran through a mental list, scratching out everything that didnt matter. There were two entries left: Luisa, and my increasingly overdue thirty grams of cocaine. I stood up and rubbed my face. Maybe Id stay away from the Costa tomorrow night. I pushed open the bog door and walked wearily back into the bar. Handclaps like tapshoes accompanied my entrance, but they werent meant for me. They were for El Camaron, accompaniment to his smack-cracked voice and frantic guitar. Francisco had fallen across the bar, his glass out of reach, but he managed a wave in the direction of the big speakers.


Frequencia de la Revolucion Andalus, he announced. Hes playing El Camaron de las Islas! He pushed himself up from the bar, a beatific smile splitting his face and his eyes closed in stupefied ecstasy. Dios de la Nada!


The Frequencia de la Revolucion Andalus, or the FRA, was a pirate radio station hidden high in the hills with an impeccable, if somewhat dated, record collection, no apparent political agenda, in spite of its moniker, and an unusual advertising policy.


The God of Nothing, I nodded weakly. Wheres his church?





I sat at the bar and finished my beer. When it was all gone, I ordered another, since I had no intention of going home now. I was wound tighter than El Camarons top E and I needed a little time for the bile to subside. The record ended with a hiss, and with a crafty glance at the now snoring goatherd, Dieter rose from his stool and switched off the radio. I sat at the bar for another hour, fretting over the future and worrying about my health, making plans and drawing maps of my destiny in the beer spilt on the bartop. Id never meant to stop here long enough to be identified as one of the crusty old regulars, never really meant to stay with Luisa. I hadnt liked her much in the first place and I liked her a lot less now, but we needed each other, like symbiotic parasites, two leeches joined end to end, endlessly feeding the one from the other until a better host came along and the stronger of us could drop the other to dry up in the weeds. We tolerated each others presence because we both knew that for the time being it was the best thing on offer, and something was better than nothing to our starved egos. It wasnt just us: I saw the same situation in every supermarket, in every restaurant and in every lighted window I passed in transit, and every sorry compromise sat on every dusty porch like a locked-out dog, hanging its head in disappointment and confirming that love didnt live here. Inside their houses they writhed under damp sheets, making love where there was none, and making babies from whom to learn it. No wonder we took drugs. The only thing we agreed on was getting high on our own supply, and the effect left us unable to concentrate on improving any other sphere of our trivial existence. My life, it seemed, had slipped into a rut, but I knew that it took only a few weeks of hard work and discipline to get it together and split. Maybe wait until the high season, then do one big hundred-gram run, buy a decent bike, and go. It was possible.





I looked down at the bar. The abstract symbols signifying the motorcycle and the hundred grams were still recognisable as wobbling pools of cerveza. Those representing the hard work and discipline, however, had defeated the surface tension that held them together and had merged to become another soggy spillage on the bartop. I shrugged and smeared my future across the uneven surface. I was always like this on Friday afternoons.


I started as a heavy hand slapped me across the shoulder.


I think you buy us a drink, hombre, snarled a garlic voice, and I whirled around to behold the florid, sweating face of Mickey. I jumped to my feet and grabbed his fat, wet hand.


Mickey! I gushed. Nice one, hermano! Take a seat and Ill get the beers in.


Mickey, however, was covered by yet another subsection of Dieters highly selective customer services policy, for as I turned to shout up the cerveza, I found that he had already seen to it. I thanked him, but he didnt hear. He was too busy cueing up the C90 Mickey had tossed him.


Mickey was the kind of bloke that people name bad-looking dogs after. So fat that he looked short, with a ZZ Top beard and rotten denims held together by decomposing organic compounds, he amused children and frightened grown-ups. Club-footed and one-eyed, he wore a discreet steel plate in his head and matching pins in his nearside leg. These heavy metal accessories were affected by extremes of temperature, but the fat biker was said to control the consequential pain and confusion with huge doses of vodka and speed. It worked for him, he claimed.


In Bremen, where he was still remembered as the citys ugliest bouncer, Mickey had accidentally killed someone out of whom he had merely intended to beat the living daylights. Fleeing from the Bundesrepublik in the oft-quoted, inaccurate and somewhat cheesy belief that he was never going back inside, Mickey had bought a Belgian passport and fled to Spain, where he was quickly arrested for beating up a cop from whom he had been trying to steal a car. Now rehabilitated, his idea of a useful life involved sitting around smoking hash with Helmut, going over and over his plan to rob the casino in Marbella. It wasnt even his plan, but that of a bag-snatching market trader from Ubrique with whom he had been incarcerated in Malaga. The bag-snatcher had been released, and by the time Helmut had introduced himself as Mickeys new cellmate, it had become Mickeys plan. Just how rudimentary this plan had been before Mickey adopted it is unclear, but in its latest refined form it seemed to involve running into the casino, shooting everybody down with automatic weapons, nicking the money and running for it. On Harleys.


Helmuts wary approval of this scheme in the early days of his sentence for car theft on the Costa ensured his survival both inside and out, for far from stamping all over his head, as he felt compelled to do to all educated liberals, Mickey handed Helmut full intellectual control of the plan and devoted himself to the protection of his cellmates brain. Two hours after his release from prison, Mickey had stolen a rental car and driven straight up to the castle, to join Helmut in his workshop.


Helmut and Mickey: Butch and Sundance for the Pepsi generation.


Helmut stooped as he entered the bar, stretched his lanky frame and wiped his oily hands on the seats of his pants. His smile was warm and genuine as he crossed the room, his hand meeting mine in a firm shake. He exhaled expressively and shook his fingers in the peculiarly Spanish gesture that signifies a close-run thing.


Que pasa? I asked.


He shook his head, pursing his lips. Many coppers today. Too many bloody coppers. He glanced at the bar. This is mine?


I nodded and he took a long pull on the dripping bottle. Skol! He wiped his mouth and took off his little round spectacles, rubbing his eyes with the back of an oil-stained hand. Too many bastards. Helmut had clearly had a hard day.


We drove first to bloody Christobals house, park the truck, knock on the door and his mama comes out and tells us that hes hiding down at the Puente Nuevo because the police watch the house. So then we drive out of town with two, sometimes three police cars, unmarked, behind us. I say lets go home, but Mickey says no, we carry on, so we stop, and we argue, and then Mickey jumps out of the truck and starts picking up oranges and throwing them at me. He shook his head slowly. So I have my hands up against these oranges and I look behind me and all these police cars are parked, watching us. He raised an eyebrow and cocked an eye at Mickey, but Mickey had his boot in Carlitos mouth and wasnt listening to the story. Helmut frowned. He always attracts dogs, this Mickey, do you notice this?


I had noticed, although I wasnt as surprised by the observation as Helmut seemed to be.


Anyway, we drive across country to Puente Nuevo and these pigs cannot follow us in their little Spanish cars. When we get there Christobal is very nervous and has many guys with him. He is also very he rubbed the side of his nose suggestively, you know, what is the word, agitated, and angry that we have come and he says we must not leave until he says so. So we give him the money, and he gives us the weight, and then he sends some kid off on a motorbike to check if the beach is clear


Coast, I interrupted, to check if the coast is clear.


Helmut frowned. Ja, ja, ja, he said impatiently. Anyway, the little bastard did not return until five oclock. He drained his beer. Anyway, I have your package in my pocket.


I grinned like a delighted crowd. I had been dreading the denouement of this tale, expecting to hear some terrible punchline that involved my stash being lobbed from the window of a pursued vehicle into the river, or being eaten by Metal Mickey. Losing both your money and your drugs was a risk you had to accept when you sent someone else to do your dirty work. If you didnt like it, then you could always go and get it yourself and take your own chances. I gulped back a couple more mouthfuls of beer and slammed the bottle onto the bartop.


Lets go round to my place and take a look at it. I slapped down a note, pulled back the bead curtain, and two nasty surprises arrived at once: in the foreground, Luisa, like a widowed mamba, and behind her, at the top of the alley, a face from the past.
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I sidestepped and Luisa rushed past like a rocket-propelled grenade aimed in self-righteous indignation at Helmut and Mickey, but I missed the explosion. My attention was focused upon the sunburned grin of the figure leaning breathlessly against the crumbling wall at the top of the alley. There was a better than average chance that I had mistaken this road-soiled biker for somebody I once knew, but as he raised his hand in the casual greeting you might expect from some bloke you played pool with two or three times a week, I accepted that the odds had gone against me.


Tas la pche, mec? he called, squinting against the falling sun.


Bloody hell, I exclaimed, Yvan!


I fixed something indicating pleasant surprise to the front of my face and strode through shadows of doubt and foreboding towards him. I had travelled a long, long way for a long, long time in order to be confident of avoiding exactly this sort of unexpected visit, and it clearly hadnt worked. I took his hand and pumped it in a firm, sincere shake, then turned to introduce him to the others, but they had already gone back to my house to examine my purchase. I was reluctant to bring Yvan in on such a private scene as this, but nor was I going to take him into Dieters Place for a beer while they were all sitting around on my couch poking their noses into my business.



Cmon, I smiled, well go to my place.


He pushed himself away from the wall, wincing as his weight fell onto his feet.


Are you the king of this castle? he asked, his leather armour and his mock seriousness reminding me of some medieval French interloper. I made a face like a grin, then looked down at his leg.


Whats the matter with the leg?


I have fallen from my moto down there on the corner. He shrugged. S okay, nothing broke.


Wheres the bike?


Its okay too. Its at the gate. A smile burst across his face and he hopped a little closer to me, laying his hand on my shoulder.


Man, its good to see you again! he cried. I bet you think I never come and find you in your castle.


Ill drink to that! I chuckled, playing the game. The truth of the matter was that I hadnt even thought about him in the whole time I had been here, let alone considered the possibility that he might turn up injured and out of the blue at the start of the working week. I had a feeling that he was probably sin dinero, broke, and I was certain that Luisa was going to hate him.





Only the uppermost orange tiles on the shallow roofs were illuminated against the deep blue of the cloudless sky as the setting sun sank beyond the sierras. Below, dusk crept through the overgrown streets as we made our way along the dirt path to my place. To my relief the others had only just arrived as I pushed through the blanket and stepped into the room. The FRA was playing 2000 Light Years from Home.


Right, I announced, first things first: Helmut, Luisa, Mickey, this is Yvan. Hes French, hes a bastard and thats all you need to know. Surprisingly, everybody laughed politely, enabling me to press my advantage. Luisa, if you would care to attend to our guests every need, I will rejoin you all in a momentito. I smiled at her and shot up the ladder that led to our bedroom like a rat up a drainpipe. Helmut followed, dropping my packet on the dressing table and crossing to the window to let in the last of the light.


You believe in God? he asked, sweeping aside the blanket that served as a curtain and revealing a sunset so exhilaratingly beautiful that, in the time it took a late pigeon to cross the frame, my usually fluid atheism had been turned into a pillar of salt.


Course I do, I replied, clearing a space on the dressing table. This is the altar at which I worship.


Dios de la Nada.


The cocaine had been weighed into the severed corner of a white carrier bag, a neat, bowl-shaped receptacle that sits nicely in the palm of the hand. The edges had then been gathered together and sealed with a flame to form a bud-shaped package about the size of a drought-shrunken mandarin. I sliced through the molten tip and the bud began to unfurl, exposing the icy white pollen within. I smiled at Helmut and switched on my electronic scales, breathing hard into the dish and buffing the acrylic before scooping the crystalline powder into it with the tip of my blade. When the digits were agreed my little pile of livelihood weighed in at twenty-seven and a bit grams, nearly ten per cent short. Somebody had taken their cut somewhere along the line. I sighed. What could I do?


Its okay? asked Helmut, poker-faced.


I smiled. Yeah, its fine. A little under, maybe. My words said, Unconcerned. My voice said, Pissed off.


Maybe Christobal weighed it out in its wrap, suggested Helmut.



I shrugged. Yeah, its possible. It was also possible that the missing weight had gone up the noses of the two muchachos I had engaged to do my fetching and carrying, just as it was possible that they hadnt seen a cop all day and had spent it getting wrecked on my rocks and playing pool with Christobal. I dragged my knife tip through the edge of the pile, separating enough for a quartet of decently sized lines.


Maybe the quality will make up for the quantity. I glanced up at Helmut and he nodded. I started chopping. It was a crying shame, but the most dangerous side effect of this otherwise wonderful substance was that it turned the habitual user into a lying, conniving, cheating, thieving, smarming, scheming, suspicious paranoiac. Helmut, for instance, was a thoroughly decent bloke. An educated, cultured polyglot with scarcely an ounce of ego on his lean frame, he was friendly, helpful, polite and made exceedingly good cakes. Introduce the cocaine alkaloid to this winning formula, however, and see how the shade and the structure of the character is changed. I divided the chopped pile into lines and beckoned to him.


Here, I said, passing him a rolled-up lottery ticket, have a toot on this. If he had any conscience, he wouldnt enjoy it.
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As darkness fell and a sliver of moon hung like a silver cradle before Venus we stumbled like lost goats through the smoky alleyways of the castle and fell into Dieters Place. My mood had improved as my intake of stimulants had increased, and the anger I had felt at the shortfall had since been outweighed by my wonder at the excellent quality of this weeks purchase. It had been heavily cut, but it had been cut well. Tomorrow morning I would turn ten into thirty and head down to the Costa, no problemos, but tonight I would party with my friends. The ambivalence I had felt towards Helmut had been dissipated by my admission to myself that had I been in his position, and he in mine, then I would have ripped a few lines from him. Furthermore, the fact that if I had stolen cocaine from his stash I would have made up the missing quantity with Dextrose, Mannitol or chalk made me more insidious than him and thus reaffirmed my faith in his overall decency.


Yvan, too, had excelled, being in possession of both money and hash, but I was right about Luisa. Hanging from my arm she whispered that there was something spooky about my French friend, that he unnerved her. She looked up at me, her eyes already like full moons but widening further still in terror, before exploding in a fit of the giggles and scampering off to disrupt the Danes. Yvan limped across with a couple of Scotches and glanced over to where Luisa was reminding a party of Danish hippies of their exact position in the European Superiority League Tables.


Shes okay, he smiled, like he had the right to comment. Behind him a lost tourist, all catalogue leisure wear and sunburn, pushed his head into the bar like a man probing a rats nest. He gave me a look that said it was all my fault before retreating into the night. I chinked Yvans glass with mine in appreciation of the drink and the compliment.


Wanna buy her?


Like nearly everybody here but me, Luisa had missed her vocation. She should have been selling landmines in sub-Saharan Africa, or conducting medical experiments in Stuttgart. She was wasted as a hippy, although she had a reputation for kindness to animals. Eight out of ten of the cats living in the castle owed their lives to Luisa, but only because she was planning on wearing fur next winter.


Somehow, on a subconscious, autonomic level, the very thought of our relationship brought about a subtle, unwelcome change in my blood chemistry, so I changed the subject. I tried hard to entertain Yvan with tales from my eccentric life in the castle, and he tried hard to be amused. Cocaine had made me think I was interesting. I shrugged and changed the subject again.


Like the music in here?


He hadnt really noticed. He came from a big city with so much music in the air that one tended not to notice it, and a local golden-oldies station with an announcer who sounded like a sedated Eeyore didnt raise his pulse by much.


We drank and stayed high until the eastern sierras rolled back round to the sun. We spoke of the day we had first met, our backs bent beneath a burnished Bordeaux sky as we struggled up dusty slopes between rows of twisted, stunted vines, our baskets on our hips. Born and ill-bred in Bercy, Yvan knew about as much about grape-picking as I, and he implausibly explained his presence in this ancient and isolated rural valley by way of a general disenchantment with city life. We had been employed by a small cooperative, and due partly to the paucity of the harvest and principally to the unwillingness of the viticulteurs to spend any more money on the outrageous twentieth-century salaries demanded by itinerant agricultural workers, we were the only outsiders engaged. This and our mutual horror at the terms of our contract served to bond us together in something that was initially an alliance, developed into a friendship, and, over the weeks we were together, like a pot plant bought from a garage forecourt, became a bit of a disappointment. He never trusted me enough to admit his heroin addiction and I never respected him enough to tell him that I knew. Our eyes didnt meet as we said our farewells.


The next time we met was two years later, on the other side of the same country. I was kicking my heels behind an Alpine bar, and he was stalking skiers with an Olympus OM-1. It seemed to me, as we celebrated our chance encounter, that he knew everybody in town. Not everybody, he had laughed as I refilled his glass, but those he did know were always pleased to see him. Before the week was out I had joined him, adding ecstasy and weed and hashish and speed to the other intoxicants on offer behind my bar. At first I worked on a commission basis alone: taking the orders to Yvan and delivering the goods to the customer, but as soon as I had saved enough sous to buy in we became equal partners, sharing the risks and running the town, or so we thought, for three and a half glorious, affluent months. Unfortunately for Yvan, it emerged that it was the gendarmerie who ran the town, and although they were never able to prove his involvement in any criminal activity, their investigation and interrogation were intimidating enough to scare him off. He lost his job at the photographersnot much of a job but a great way to meet people who want to buy drugsand found it impossible to find another. It seemed that everybody in town knew him, and nobody was pleased to see him. Although shaken by the police investigation, my interests had remained undetected and unaffected, for I dealt exclusively to foreignersBritish, mainly. I could charge a little more than they paid at homethe altitude premiumsell them a little less for their moneythe metric systemand tell them to sod off if they didnt like it. British tourists were the ideal customers: nobody wanted to end up in a foreign jail for drug possession, so they were always more cautious in their consumption than they might have been at home. Furthermore, since they were only in town for a fortnight at most, and had spent the best part of the first week trying to find somewhere to score, they were never around long enough to be a threat to my security.


In the meantime, however, the knives came out for Yvan. He lost his apartment when the owner called the letting agent from Paris and insisted that his property was vacated by the end of the month due to unforeseen holiday arrangements. Yvan moved in with mewhat else could I have donebut his reputation and his freedom to deal were severely impaired by an official ban placed on him by almost everyone in town. There remained a couple of bars on the edges of the resort where he could count the bottles and sip a trente trois or a cinquante et un of an evening, but they were hardly where it was happening, so as the season matured and the days lengthened, Yvan stayed in a lot, watched TV, and smoked a lot of smack. When he did go out, it was in the late morning or the early afternoon, but I never asked him where hed been or what hed been doing. I already knew. It was only the discovery at the bottom of my airing cupboard of a carrier bag stuffed full of chequebooks, ID cards, passports, cashpoint cards, driving licences and other such items of which he had been loath to dispose that turned my misplaced, confused sympathy for this pilfering little junkie to outraged indignation. It was snowing hard when I dragged him from the apartment, the flakes whirling around the streetlights like a plague of Arctic moths as I dropped his feebly protesting body in the road. It was still snowing in the morning, the cars in the street buried beneath huge drifts, but Yvan had gone.


And now he was here, and the past was all sunny. Maybe we really had been mates: maybe the likes of Yvan were the only sorts of friend I could expect to have; and maybe the likes of Luisa were the only sorts of girlfriend I deserved. Far off, in the overgrown, abandoned corner of my mind where I had dumped my childhood, I could still see the ruins of my destiny. The future was not what it used to be. I rubbed my eyes and tipped back my aguardiente. Yvan was still rattling on about all the good times we had shared, and when, splashed by his wave of drunken nostalgia, I tried to apologise for tossing his halfclothed, smacked-out, semi-conscious body into a snowdrift in the middle of a howling Alpine blizzard, he just smiled a weteyed smile and draped a limp arm around my shoulders.


You did me a great service, my friend, he slurred, a great service.


A sunny Saturday morning had laid siege to the castle by the time Yvan decided to call it a night, and leaving him grunting and wheezing on the sofa in my house I rolled down the mountain in the Transit, my stash cut and pasted into thirty tiny envelopes for posting on the coast.




I spent a searing day beneath the smog of the N340, drinking brandy and coffee in the sophisticated squalor of the Torremolinan tourist traps. Fortune shook her head in pity and left me an expensive pair of sunglasses on a barstool in the Bar Salsa. I experimented with them in the mirror behind the bar. Without them, I looked seedy and illegal, like a friendly Glaswegian in a foreign bus station. Wearing them, I looked seedy and illegal and rather cool. I left them on. Trigger, the barman at the Bulldog with whom I had a trading agreement, said they made me look like a drug dealer.


Its not just the shades, he explained. Its the general Freak Brothers look that goes with it. You must be the only bloke on the coast who still wears cowboy boots!


That wasnt strictly true, but I took the glasses off anyway so as not to upset him. With the charter jets circling
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