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  About the Book


  In January 1997 Miranda Innes’s life did an unexpected somersault.


  Tired of London, becalmed in her career, disenchanted with her long-standing partner, she decided that she wanted to start afresh. She took her younger son to Andalucia, found a romantic ruin and fell in love with it. She made an offer  all that remained to do was sell her London home, rearrange her work and slip away to the sun.


  But she had not anticipated either the appearance of a new man in her life, or the struggle involved in rebuilding a house and creating a garden in the hostile terrain of southern Spain  even with the kindly guidance of Juan, their builder, and an array of local eccentrics.
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  PROLOGUE


  FOUR YEARS ON, and there is nothing more to build. The cement-mixer has finally rattled off to a new site, and we are poised on the brink of total ownership, peace and privacy. All that awaits us is the pleasurable task of settling in, of assembling the habits that fit the place.


  At long last I have a cool blue-grey room in which to work, with its own shaded cloister where roses twine, and I can sit and ponder, looking out onto a paved courtyard with a fountain in the middle and four citrus trees, neat and festive. They fill the air with neroli, the aromatherapy scent of orange blossom. My Alhambra.


  Dan has an airy white studio perched at the corner of the courtyard on the edge of a slope, from whose north-facing window he can watch the piebald cloud patterns on El Torcal as he paints. His room looks out expansively, confidently, at the rest of the world; mine is introverted and safely contained.


  For my money, this is pretty close to heaven. But the route has not been easy.
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  SOUTHWARD BOUND


  ‘WHERE ARE MY football boots?’ Spigs, in anguish.


  ‘Mum, I need five pounds forty to get to college,’ Leo, gravely.


  ‘I’ve got exactly enough to get to work,’ I groaned. ‘Not a bean more. See if Spigs can lend it to you.’ Deaf to the mutter of grumbling sons, I made a dash for the front door, late for the Tuesday progress meeting at the office.


  I slithered over the football boots, thoughtfully placed across the bottom stair, and laddered my tights on the tangle of bikes in the hall. A brief expletive, and I decided to ignore the growing stripe of winter-white flesh in my regulation black legwear. The post consisted of three unappealing sodden brown envelopes. Rain. Where was my umbrella?


  Oh, God, I thought. I’ve had enough of London!


  Every day, for what seemed like centuries, I had stepped outside my front door braced for rules, fines, impenetrable and punitive bureaucracy, prohibitions, schedules, deadlines, beggars, tube-train gropers, crowds and rain. Above all, it was the rain that got to me, the heavy grey lid of cloud bringing with it that dampmac smell, shoals of drying umbrellas, rained-out barbecues, rained-out Guy Fawkes, rained-out weddings, funerals, May Day, school fêtes, the Chelsea Flower Show, concerts in the park.


  Survival seemed such hard work in London, and damned expensive for what you got.


  In my eagerness to leave the city, I had looked out for suitable country places in East Anglia and around Bath for a year or so, but it gradually became clear that anything I could afford had some major problem of location or construction. Also, the more I looked, the more disenchanted I felt with the prospect of adding to the complexities of English life.


  But there must have been something in the stars in January 1997: what had looked one minute like an endless monotonous plain flipped suddenly into a sheer precipice, and within a week my life had changed completely. Until 7 January I inhabited a world of apparent certainties. For fifteen years I had lived in a large house in Highbury with my two sons, Leo and Spigs, whom I had brought up alone. For nine years I had persevered with a low-key relationship with a man who had art-directed a handful of my books. For over a decade I had been garden editor for an upmarket magazine, under two editors for whom it had been a pleasure to work. I had also written a dozen or so books about the meaning of cushions and the joy of curtains that supported us all and paid the mortgage. I was fifty-two, but as sprightly as a teenager. But somehow if you looked a little more closely, things were not as solid as they seemed.


  My relationship with Edward was ebbing in a slow and painful diminuendo. Every time I looked there was a little bit less, until finally all that remained was the scowl. I think he saw me as a dangerous and unpredictable wild animal. I hung on, trying to make it work, because that’s the sort of person I am, while he tiptoed discreetly towards the exit, leaving his tiger-prod by the door. There was a seam of mutual incomprehension in our affection for each other, an accumulation of no-go areas, questions that were never answered, and it affected me in a simple way. It awakened in me a craving for physical warmth.


  Having tried grey for a couple of decades, I wanted to wake up to a blast of sun and tropical colour. Every year, around October, I would debate Seasonal Affective Disorder with my friend Hester, the houses editor on the mag, and we would ponder whether to buy one of those lamps. The debate continued until March, April, sometimes May. We never did buy a lamp, finding instead more exotic ways round the problem of winter gloom: we went to India, Barbados or the South of France on press trips. We got a flash of sun, the magazine got a surprising peacock of a feature about backstrap-weaving in Guatemala or patola-production in Ahmadabad, which had no obvious relevance to jam-making in Guildford but everyone was happy. Then came the day when our editor’s own wanderlust got the better of her and she packed her rucksack and left. She was replaced by someone who did not encourage foreign forays.


  There was a history to my passion for Spain. My first enjoyable holiday abroad, aged fourteen, had been to Villa Joyosa outside Alicante, in a village with dusty dirt roads hedged with jasmine. Jocasta, my elder sister, was staying at the villa while her husband produced a period film that required multiple galleons to float on the twinkling Mediterranean. I accompanied my parents there on our only family holiday; we stayed three weeks. My inexperience of this kind of trip was reflected in my baggage: I took a checked sundress that made me look like a sofa, and a mandolin. The latter languished untouched, but I fell under the spell of the heat, the dust, the cool expanses of marble in that otherwise humble house, the staccato comments uttered by the village elders unused to seeing a sofa parade in their midst, the solid blocks of sunlight flung through tiny plant-wreathed windows and, above all, the sweet wafts of jasmine. Even that particular sour smell of Spanish plumbing always evoked dreamy nostalgia whenever I came across it thereafter.


  Years later Leo and Spigs disappeared every summer to holiday in the south of Spain, staying with their best friends and London neighbours, Kenrick and Kit, in a house by the beach in Conil. There the four boys made their first blushing experiments in the adult world of drink, drugs and girls.


  One summer, finding I was unexpectedly wealthy, I rented a house there too and took my boys, a friend of theirs, Paul, and my mother. This was a brave thing to do, since she was beginning to lose her memory. In fact, she was fine with us, but it caused problems on her return flight as an Unaccompanied Geriatric: she refused point-blank to leave the baggage carousel, and indignantly ignored the Tannoy messages put out by my sister, who was on the other side of Customs attempting to collect her. But for three weeks with us her company was a pleasure. She played endless games of rummy with the boys, read the solitary book that had come with the house over and over again  shrieking with surprise every time in the same place  and sat on the beach like an old lizard, sunning herself and contemplating her legs. ‘Beautiful legs,’ she would muse, as she stroked them appreciatively.


  She and my father had once reconnoitred with a view to buying a house near Alicante, but for some perverse reason they had elected to buy a pig farm in Essex instead. Her antecedents were Irish and had settled in Argentina where she grew up, so she spoke Spanish although, unaccountably, with a German accent. She would grandly roll off a convoluted and impressive sentence to some luckless Andalucían waiter or shop owner, who would look at her with incomprehension and alarm. I now know that people do not speak actual Spanish in Andalucía, but a laid-back local argot, usually dispensing with consonants and certainly not delivered with clipped Germanic precision. Like me, my mother loved Spain.


  The idea of buying a house in the sun had a bit of history for me too. I had already toyed with the fantasy and had had meetings, several years previously, with a couple of slick opportunists posing as estate agents. In each case, my heart had beat faster as they spread out their portfolios of badly photographed ruins, simple white houses, black shadows, tall cypresses, bleached by the midday sun. Both were public-school wide-boys, whose oleaginous pushiness had put me off the places they were trying to sell in the Italian Marches and the south of Spain.


  This time, however, my need was acute. So I did what any sensible person would: I went to Manchester, to a property fair, and jostled with blue-rinsed ladies and anorak-clad men in a bleak sweat-and-cabbage-fragranced school hall as they debated the comparative allure of golf courses in Orlando and the Costa del Sol.


  The possible choices were France, Italy, Spain, and a motley ragbag of war zones where property was cheap. I dabbled briefly with Turkey, Morocco and Slovakia, then settled on Spain, remembering balmy evenings under the palms watching the sun set over the sea. I pictured a rural finca, whitewashed and roofed with old red tiles, standing alone and secluded among ancient olive and almond trees. It became obvious within two minutes that I could never aspire to France or Italy: I didn’t have enough money and never would, although those dignified photogenic stone houses with wine cellars, stables and intimate courtyards were fabulous. The Greek islands tempted me, but I could not bear the thought of having to learn not only a new language but a new alphabet too.


  I was especially drawn to the south of Spain where the calm, seductive Moorish influence still remained, where raw flamenco music knocked the English primness out of you, and where the food was mostly garlic with judicious and economical additions of pig’s ear and chicken’s knee, tripe and chitterlings.


  The landscape of Andalucía was dramatic and comfortingly domestic at the same time. Great jagged peaks towered over little fields edged by necklaces of white stones, where every inch was cultivated with wheat, olives, almonds and chickpeas. White villages tumbled like sugar cubes down the sides of hills and white houses grew room by room in a puzzle of rectangles, topped by corrugated cinnamon-brown tiles moulded on a man’s thigh. I liked the sound of the language and look of the people. I only needed to hear words like sierra, duende, flamenco, mesa, aceite, almendra, rincón, chorizo, to feel cheered that such things existed. I loved the ladies in their solidly flounced spotty dresses, their shining black hair swept back and studded with roses, the men in their skin-tight, madly glamorous bull-fighting suits of light. I persuaded myself that the streets and supermarkets would be full of people thus clad.


  And, of course, the climate, hot, dry and dusty, was like Cairo where I took my first breaths. I spent November screwing up my courage, and December squeezing out my wallet. One of the Manchester agents had given me a thick Xeroxed wad of possible properties, smudgy black and white photos, and Leo, Spigs and I spent hours debating the virtues of each one, and trying to find tiny and probably misnamed hamlets on a map of Spain. We discussed numbers of rooms, sizes of patios, the availability of water and electricity, as though the vague descriptions were the Ten Commandments. I spent hours in Stanford’s examining maps and guidebooks.


  We brooded over the merits of this muddle of adobe buildings over that, carefully weighing up each snippet of estate-agents’ blather. The catalogue was full of tantalizing possibilities: this place had a collection of disparate satellite buildings that the boys could use for rowdy joshing purposes; that one had views down the mountain valleys to the distant sea; another was ready to move into, with all conveniences. Finally we picked out an old property consisting of two sizeable buildings in a valley ‘needing improvement’.


  The following morning, heart thumping with excitement  and terror  I rang the estate agent and booked a week for myself and Spigs to explore. When I put the phone down, I knew that I had turned a page and was about to stumble into a new story.
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  BESOTTED


  ON 7 JANUARY 1997, a cold, drizzly evening, Spigs and I eventually landed in Málaga, and were whisked to our hideous rented flat in Fuengirola by Robert, the agent. There I spent a freezing, miserable night, wrapped tightly in my solitary blanket, cursing the whole insane idea. Just one thing kept hypothermia away: the thought of a man I had just met, whom I found totally captivating.


  I tried to read the improving tome about North American Indians that Edward had given me for the trip, but my attention wandered continually to Dan Pearce, his laugh, his kindness, his generosity, his big square sculptor’s hands, and the sonorous confidence of his voice. These obvious merits I weighed up against his well-attested status as a hopeless depressive, and his tenuous grasp of the banal business of surviving. He still believes that the groat is legal tender. It was all there from the beginning, and I chose to ignore what I did not wish to see. He was also the sexiest man I had ever met  always cheering, but especially so when you have resigned yourself to a life of knitting bobble-hats for distantly related babies.


  Spigs and I awoke to an endless arc of blue sky and a huge sun that warmed our grateful bones, and when Robert fetched up in his Mitsubishi Big Bollocks it all seemed like a good idea again. We went to the agency, where our eyes were drawn to a fuzzy picture of rambling low buildings huddled on a gentle slope with hills beyond. This was fortunate: Robert dismissed all our homework with the brochure, casually announcing that all those properties had been long sold, and any that were still on the market were so because the torrential rains that winter had washed the roads away. We found this to be alarmingly true. Even the brand-new coastal road had large bites out of its six lanes. The Spanish are parsimonious with their cones, as apparently there are only six in the entire country, they improvise with either a white-painted rock or a large stone wrapped in a carrier-bag. Certainly there is no nonsense with cone help-lines.


  My idea was to take a crumbly, characterful, cheap old building, and DIY it to make it habitable. Buy a ruin, I thought, put in a bathroom, friendlier electric lighting than the solitary strip of greenish neon that is in vogue with rural Spaniards, and build a kitchen consisting of a bit more than an open fireplace and a bucket of water fetched from the well. Perhaps even fling prudence to the winds and have a roof, functioning doors, windows with glass. We wouldn’t need much, I thought, just a few essentials, and we’d keep the rest as it was. A couple of thousand quid should do it, I told myself. I could see us tinkering happily in an arthritic old building, bringing it at last  with the aid of my Black and Decker  to triumphant life. After all, it was the rustic simplicity I loved, which was sadly missing from my London life.


  Christina, a big, sensible German woman who had settled down there and worked with Robert, was delegated to take us on our first foray, to the environs of Competa, a bijou little town infested with Brits, Germans and craft shops. The journey silenced even Spigs. We clung to the seats of the car, looking down into swirling mists, and going very quiet when Christina made a run at an escarpment where there had once been a road, but now, since the rains, there was only a vertical cliff-face. At one point I suggested feebly that it might helpfully lessen the load if Spigs and I got out.


  ‘If I go, we all go,’ Christina roared. So far she had shown no evidence of a sense of humour, so she probably meant it. When we finally reached Competa’s main square we had a necessary drink in the sun by a tinkling fountain, after which we too became charged with devil-may-care courage.


  We looked at a house belonging to an English herbalist. It had lots of rooms and land, with steep slopes on which summer grapes were laid to dry. There was a scruffy, dishevelled garden; bougainvillea twined round the terrace.


  The house was an astonishing bargain. In an arty part of Andalucía, it had everything up and running  electricity, gas, water, even a tiny, claustrophobic study. There were proper bathrooms, and extra bedrooms with en suite showers and a kitchen and a vine-covered pergola outside. Spigs was taken with the quaint directive attached to one of the loos: ‘If it’s brown, flush it down. If it’s yellow, let it mellow.’ So what was the problem? It just was not love; and what little the owner had done, I did not like.


  Christina gave no quarter. During our afternoon with her, we must have looked at a dozen houses, mostly two-room fincas rusticas  simple country buildings  in various states of dilapidation. There was one up a valley looking towards the sea, distantly shimmering, with roses, lavender and a level terrace  level ground is a source of exultation in a vertical country  which was tempting, but tiny. There was another that overlooked the herbalist’s house, a minute two rooms, with no cons, mod or otherwise, and a scrap of vertiginous land. What you got for your money varied wildly.


  We also checked out a bunch of houses further out, which mostly belonged to Danes and Swedes. They were all very small, and there was something annoying about each conversion. Some of the unconverted places were lovely, down peaceful sandy tracks, the air resinous with sun-baked pine  even in January  but all were minute.


  Finally we visited a claustrophobic house on the edge of a pretty village in the Sierra Nevada National Park, which we reached at dusk. It had a minuscule internal courtyard stuffed with plants, and to enter some rooms you had to bend double. There was no garden, no space at all, and I felt like a bluebottle trapped in a matchbox. What it was like at midday in high summer I hate to imagine.


  That evening we got back to our dank brown flat, damp and disheartened. We wandered aimlessly along the Fuengirola seafront, and had plates of stunningly dull paella  Spigs’s was not only dull but grey: I’ll never understand why Spaniards douse paella with squid ink. He then braved the night-life, and was accosted by a group of leather-jacketed Spanish boys who intimated that he might like to hand over his money. Familiar with this kind of situation from his secondary school in north London, he returned unscathed with his money intact.


  The following day Robert took us up into the hills around Almogia, fifty minutes directly north of Málaga. Again, the journey was terrifying. He drove competently, confidently, and insisted on asking questions. Frequently, answer came there none. The road whiplashed around the furrows and wrinkles in those red hills, and below there was just space  a whizzing empty arc of nothing, with occasionally a mangled vehicle at the bottom. Sometimes there would be a jagged rip where rain had torn a chunk out of the road. Even where the pitifully thin veneer of asphalt was hanging on, there was no defined edge to the road, no barrier, wall or white line. When we arrived at our destination, a little blessedly flat hamlet called Pastelero, it took me a while to regain my composure. I was convinced that if I did buy a place here, I would never, ever, be able to get to it  or once, by some miracle, having arrived, I would never be able to leave.


  There were, however, compensations for being marooned there. Tiny white houses were sprinkled fetchingly down clefts and valleys and the countryside was sumptuously sexy, with bosomy hills in all directions, red earth strewn with great blond hunks of limestone, and the Sierra Nevada glittering in the distance on that clear day. Frowning over the lot and close at hand was the wrecked grey dentistry of El Torcal, a mountain of glaciated wind-sculpted limestone, with fantastic stacked piles and tottering peaks of rock. And, as I eventually discovered, among the rocks bloomed the most wonderful spring flora  wild single pink peonies, sheets of little blue and purple irises, verbascum, thistles of every kind, hellebores, wild roses and flowers whose name suggests something rather more beautiful than the dirty pink spikes diagnostic of uncultivable asphodel steppe.


  The ground in January was the brilliant green of the west of Ireland. The winter wheat was as rich as emerald chenille, and the breeze stroked it lovingly, making it flatten and glisten like the fur of a pampered cat. Grey-green tufts of olive groves and black winter scribbles of almond trees decked the hillsides, while the precious flatter ground bore seedling chickpeas and broad beans.


  Robert feigned reluctance to show us the house we fancied. ‘There’s no point in showing you that,’ he said, with consummate cunning. ‘It needs a lot of money to do up. Too much for you.’


  So, we visited three or four little fincas on a steep, south-facing slope, wedged in by rocks, jammed up against the bare earth road. They sat on perilous ledges carved from the hill, and we couldn’t make any sense of the whimsical layout  rooms led from one to another with enormous drops between them. While negotiating the lurches, you had to avoid clunking your head on doorways three feet high, or getting wedged in entrances eight feet high but narrower than your hips. Haphazard bedrooms opened chummily into the kitchen or each other. Tiny iron beds with red or green cretonne covers were dotted around at random. Most worrying of all were the many unexplained buckets. And if you were unwise enough to step outside, you might hurtle down a perilous slope to land in some farmer’s pig yard way below.


  The inhabitants, silent Spanish families, watched us with what I took to be hostility. But I was wrong. Although the sun was shining brilliantly, at this altitude of 560 metres it was very cold, and Spigs and I had dewdrops at the end of our noses. We were very grateful when we were handed one of those leather bottles that have inspired many a hideous key-ring, and motioned to take a slug. Well, to pour a stream of sticky, sweet, Málaga wine all over our chins and down our fronts. But it was warming and reviving, and all of a sudden our silent audience seemed friendlier. Soon we were clapping the owners familiarly on the shoulders, and greeting each house with excited ingenuity. ‘We could put the kitchen where the buckets are, make a bedroom out of the pig shed, turn the breeze-block hut into a bathroom, and make the smoke-blackened room into the sitting room. Perhaps put a terrace where the chickens are roosting in the car with no wheels . . .’ Spigs and I squeaked, but it was an uphill struggle to envisage the glory of the finished building in every case. We went through this exercise about ten times, until Robert bundled us into his car for lunch.


  Paco’s bar in the hamlet of Pastelero, to which we repaired, had a chunky palm tree on each side of the entrance, across which lounged a lazy husky with ice blue eyes. Inside, there was the usual deafening clatter of hard surfaces, marble, plaster, metal, a thundering billiard table, a bellowing television. Row upon row of amazingly ugly gilded plastic football trophies flashed on the wall like a full set of gold teeth. Dusty sunlight filtered through nylon curtains, and all was as it should be. Old men fell silent and stared. Serrano hams hung on hooks, exuding something sinister into upturned cocktail umbrellas; rabbits’ feet were nailed to a board in testimony to the local passion for hunting. The floor was obscured by a tide of cigarette butts and paper napkins. The neon strip glared, and a couple of huge logs burned in the fireplace. We had more drink, Rioja this time, and a plate of what tasted and behaved like ham-flavoured rope.


  While I was discreetly choking, Robert relented. ‘OK, the house you saw is just up here, we’ll go and have a look at it. But it will need a lot of money. It’s not right for you.’


  Warmed, fed and unaccountably sleepy, we bumbled back into his car, and shot off in a hazardous switchback ride up and down and up, past enraged chained canines and huge rubbish bins leaching plastic bags, apparently going nowhere.


  Suddenly Robert jammed on the brakes, and we stepped out into a blinding love affair. This was the house. This was it  and both Spigs and I knew it. In front of us lay a jumble of whitewashed rectangles, with a sagging roof of old pink Roman tiles: fifteen rooms in all, including goat and pig sheds, with tiny barred windows, low peeling doors, and an old stone threshing circle. El Torcal beetled to the north, the Sierra Nevada to the east, El Chorro gorge to the west, and a rounded almond- and olive-covered hill rose between us and the sea to the south. The immediately surrounding land was almost bare of trees, carpeted only with electric green wheat. We can plant trees, I thought, gazing mistily at the only sizeable one, a broad evergreen transparente (Myoporum laetum), a weed in any right-thinking Spaniard’s view, but a handsome one, which cast a protective branch towards the house.


  From the edge of the field behind, the buildings looked like a tiny Moorish village built in the shelter of the tree. We loved the view, the clutter of little rooms, the rough walls, eighteen inches thick. We loved the smell of the place, even the breeze-block animal sheds with their corrugated-iron roofs and little goat stalls.


  The house had been empty for nine years, we were told. No-one had a key and we were unable to go inside, so we got overexcited about the stable, the pigsty and the goat-house. Finally Robert, exasperated by our babble, hustled us into his car. In the pink and fluffy light of love, even Fuengirola seemed charming, quaint, and Spigs’s continuing monologue about my parental shortcomings  a surprising number  sounded fair and just.


  Two days later Spigs and I went back to have another look. This time Barbara Stallwood  the redoubtable power-house and queen of Almogia real estate who worked with Robert  and her business partner, Juan the builder, came too. This time, we met Mr Alcohalado, the vendor, who had apparently walked the five miles from Villanueva to open the doors and let us in. In this, he was only partly successful. We congregated in the sun at midday. The doors were so swollen with rain and disuse that keys were useless. I was standing by the holding tank when I heard the most extraordinary grunts and inarticulate shouts coming from below. On investigation the noise came from Señor Arrabal, his wife and sister-in-law, our prospective neighbours, who are all profoundly deaf. This, though, did not deter them from roaring friendly greetings, and proffering vigorous and incomprehensible advice as they thrust Spigs’s legs through a small high window. Once inside, he shoved open the front door.
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  There were six rooms with thick mud, stone and rubble walls and tiny windows; four had a strange patchwork of randomly tiled undulating floors. Two families of Alcohalados had lived in them until they abandoned the house nine years previously. At the south end two solidly and roughly constructed animal rooms had flattish floors of smooth stones and soaring, angled roof beams. Attached to them were two breeze-block and corrugated-iron goat sheds. They were eventually demolished with a single swipe of a JCB’s arm.


  It confuses me still that south is up the hill, and north is down below, but so it is. To the north, therefore, there were four more-recently constructed rooms, made of breeze-blocks, which were sliding, like an ark, gently down the hill. The floor in this bit, of polished mortadella-effect tiles, had heaved, the asbestos roof had shifted and split, the doors and windows were rotted and buckled, the walls had severed, leaving three-inch gaps. I loved it. Demolished and rebuilt, these I envisaged would become one huge cool room with a view of El Torcal.


  Most of the old part was roofed with sooty terracotta tiles, laid on bamboo, over wooden beams with the load-bearing capacity of Edinburgh rock after decades of beetle-work. In one room the soaring roof was exposed; elsewhere there were low false ceilings, which generated gloomy forebodings about what horrors lurked on top. I kept remembering my parents’ house in Formosa, and their resident rat-catching python in the roof.


  Additionally there were two free-standing rooms, casually built with old chipped breeze-blocks and topped with asbestos. Fifteen months later, in April, they served us as bedroom and bathroom, graduating to kitchen and storage when we returned in June. Bees had nested in the roof of the ‘kitchen’, but they were generally peaceable.


  Finally at the top there was the water-holding tank, with its Mexican-looking bucket tower, like a tiny campanile. Cracked beyond repair, it was a fecund environment for a large mosquito population. There were also two, maybe three, wells, inhabited by frogs.


  Spigs and I stomped around the too-expensive finca muttering appreciatively. Juan the builder then took him to have a look at the wells and the animal houses, and they communicated effectively with body language. God knows how Spigs understood Juan to say, ‘We just have to level this off and lay down three inches of hardcore, screed and tiles, and Bob’s your uncle,’ when his entire Spanish vocabulary consisted of ‘Dos cervezas, por favor,’ but I accepted it as a miracle in this land of miracles.


  I struggled and panted up the vertical olive and almond plantation at the back of the house (south), and was knocked out by a magnificent view to the north, of crenellated hilltops crowned by the jagged crest of El Torcal and a wedge of luminous blue sea to the south. The sun was intense, the air crystalline, the sloping fields brilliant green, the almond trees beaded with swelling pink buds and I was lovesick. I took a couple of rolls of photos of the house, mostly showing rooftops decorated with empty beer and vodka bottles, which suggested that there had been riotous chinks in its abandonment. These sorry pictures became my hopes, passions and most precious possessions over many months, and I showed them to anyone fool enough to talk to me for three minutes. Spigs and I were in total and unusual agreement, and told Robert without a shadow of hesitation that this was the house we wanted.


  The plan was to raise £1,000 as a deposit, and pay the rest on the sale of my London house. On the eve of our departure for Spain, I had stayed up until four in the morning, painting window-frames and doors in an attempt to transform the house from crumbly to des res for the estate agent to show people in our absence. An offer had been made, but I knew it was worth substantially more. Ah, how different things would have been, had I accepted this first offer.


  I was apprehensive at the massive life-changes ahead of me, and bemused as to where they were leading. I had not yet accepted that my partnership with Edward was moribund, although we had been spending progressively less time together. But I had realized that my career had hit a scummy patch, and I was frantic at the thought of writing yet more books about cushions. I was obsessed with escaping. The boys and I needed some space and distance, and each had said gravely to me: ‘Mum, this house is too big for you. You should sell it.’


  But something else was about to happen, the biggest thing of all, as I was to discover on my return.


  In the early evening of 14 January 1997, Spigs and I returned to Highbury. As we came through the door, the phone was ringing. It was Dan.
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  A CHANGE OF HEART


  MY RELATIONSHIP WITH Edward had never been a full-time shared sort of thing. It was more like the visiting arrangements of a divorced parent  I’d go to him on Wednesdays, and we would swap weekends. I would fidget, eat and fall asleep in his flat in Richmond, and he would fidget, eat and fall asleep in my house in Islington.


  Given his reluctance to socialize, I had worked up an independent social life, centring mainly on my friends Joyce and Nick, whose generous welcome and support became more and more necessary to me. There was always something happening at their little house in Hackney, no judgement, no criticism, just unstinting hospitality and laughter. The autumn of ’96 had had an extra sparkle, due to the frequent presence of a man whom I had previously met long before with Edward.


  Dan Pearce, a painter and, as Edward described him, ne’er-do-well, brought flashes of warmth and life to the bleak scrubland that our dying relationship presented. The previous year, Dan’s marriage of twenty years had come to an amicable though painful close, and he had left his home and family in Suffolk to seek his fortune in London. Although cast down by his separation from his wife, Elly, and two children, Doris and Ted, things were looking good: he had found a flat, and was doing weekly strip cartoons for Punch. Unusually for him, he was earning money.


  The possibility of meeting Dan had been embarrassingly magnetic, and I had invented all kinds of excuses to visit Joyce. And if he happened to walk through the door, my knees would tremble and the hairs on the back of my neck would prickle. As a grown-up, you know that this is altogether a bad thing, and can only result in grief, a tawdry peccadillo of the flesh leading inexorably to some Tolstoyan or Balzacian nightmare, culminating in me being hosed off the wheels of a train or joining the mangy queue of Have-It-Away-Day ladies behind London’s King’s Cross. Yet despite these forebodings, the sun burst out when I clapped eyes on Dan, and the birds sang. I felt warm all over, and transparently excited and wanted to laugh all the time. What can you do?


  So, at 7.30 p.m. on 14 January 1997, when I put down the telephone, I said shakily to Spigs, ‘I think he’s just asked me for a date.’


  ‘Go for it,’ Spigs’s face said, and I did. And whatever happens, whatever poxy luck or betrayal the gods sling at me or us, I shall never regret it. Dan unknotted his red-and-white-spotted handkerchief and laid out before me warmth, humour, reckless generosity, tenderness, caring, dollops of humanity, practicality, Scrabble, sex, a shared future, shared dreams, and said, ‘Take it. What’s mine is yours.’ Not that he had much. The sum total of his possessions consisted of a chest of drawers and a large mirror.


  So we went out together. Whatever uncommitted future Edward intended, he was obviously unaware of how lonely and disillusioned I had become, and the revelation that I had fallen in love with someone else shocked him very deeply  so deeply in fact that eighteen months later he bought the cottage he’d dreamed about in his beloved Cornwall and got married, which he had sworn he would never do. Well, certainly not to me.


  When I came back from Spain, buzzing with excitement about the house, Dan’s response was to get out pencil and paper and start to plan, using my scrappy back-of-envelope notes as guidance. He joined in everything with heart and head, and even managed to make friends with Leo and Spigs, who were suspicious, gave no quarter, and were going through difficult crises in their own lives. I love most things that Dan says or does, but when he said, ‘Your children are my children,’ and showed by his endless patience and generosity that he meant it, I felt my passion was well founded.


  The ensuing months were a frightening emotional tornado, complicated by paralysing back pain. I think that this was caused by my new and incredibly smart leather suitcase, which I had bought in the Jaeger sale especially for my trip to Spain. The trouble was that I had apparently filled it with rocks, and managed to slip a disc on the return journey. From the moment Dan and I got together, I was in constant and acute pain until 16 June 1997, with no hint of improvement. I know this because some time in April I had entered ‘Better or dead’ in my diary for that day in June, having been told by a consultant rheumatologist that mine was a standard slipped disc, and would take six months to heal.


  I thought my condition out of the ordinary, probably terminal, and I didn’t want to go on living if it was going to be that painful. Sitting down was impossible, getting out of a car could lock me into a spasm so painful that all I could do was freeze and weep. I had to write standing up. The silver lining to this particular cloud was that being unable to sit down meant that I lost a lot of weight. It’s just no fun eating on your feet.


  But my ailment revealed a wonderful side to Dan that I would otherwise never have guessed at or given him a chance to show: I had got used to being bolshy and independent after twenty years of being more or less on my own, with two sons to provide for. Dan was endlessly obliging, patient and positive. I couldn’t shop, cook, eat, drive, walk, lie down, get up, put my tights on, bathe, carry anything, lift anything or function usefully at all, and he did everything for me without complaint. I would get stuck on the escalator, in a chair, in my car, or shriek and sweat with pain when a particularly vicious knife twisted in my lower back. Dan helped with everything, and if now he occasionally balks at chopping firewood or picking up his crusty socks, I need only remind myself of those dependent days, and my indignation vanishes. I really don’t know how I would have survived without him. The most healing thing of all was his resolute conviction that I would recover  I felt no such certainty.


  In the first six months of 1997 whenever I wasn’t with Dan, I was visiting an osteopath, two physiotherapists, an Alexander teacher, an acupuncturist, a cranial chiropractor, a rheumatologist, and a sort of reflexologist who massaged my feet while yawning spectacularly, which she ascribed to my stale energy. ‘Some people are so bad that I just throw up all the time,’ she told me. At least I wasn’t one of them. For a while I went to see a psychotherapist because I had a suspicion that there might be a psychosomatic component to my sudden inability to move.


  At the time the phrases that ran like a circular mantra through my head were paralysis, ossification, crippled by guilt, stuck in a rut, pain in the butt, pain in the neck. I felt as vulnerable as a hermit crab caught between two shells. There was such a landslide of change going on that jamming on the brakes probably seemed like the best defence, which was what my predicament mimicked. Dan seemed too good to be true, and I kept waiting for the feet of clay to show.


  One of the physiotherapists told me that my body was reacting to twenty years of tension, of adrenaline-flooded flight or fight, and that the solution was simple: ‘Give it all up,’ she advised. ‘Ask yourself, “Do I want to do this?” about everything.’


  It was the most startling thing anyone had ever said to me, and the truth of it still shocks me. ‘You can’t live like that!’ I expostulated. There is, of course, no other way. Having lived a dutiful grey and anxious life, I now proselytize when I see friends struggling with theirs. I have a missionary need to tell them that as far as I know this is the only life there is, and that every second is precious. ‘Grab it by the bollocks!’ I want to yell.


  Or more politely: No guardes nada para una ocasion especial, cada dia que vives es una ocasion especial. Don’t save anything up for a special occasion  every single day, hour, minute you live is a special occasion.


  I’ve never really believed in Fate, but something had nudged Dan and me together during a brief moment of change in our lives. I am still incredulous that I stumbled across the only man on this planet who would be brave enough and mad enough to dive with me into my dangerous dream. But there he was, and we were standing on the brink together, beaming at each other and thrilled by the adventure to come.


  We were to stand on that brink for much longer than we expected.
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  LOW FINANCE


  HE WAITED PATIENTLY, but in April Robert, the estate agent, started muttering that he could not keep the Spanish property indefinitely for me and that I must come up with the balance of the purchase price. Once again, I was on the brink of selling my London house, so I asked my other sister, Judy, if she could lend me the money for the two or three weeks between buying the finca and selling Highbury Hill. My new buyer was committed, the deposit imminent, and there could be no possible problem. Fatal assumption. Very generously  insanely, actually  Judy agreed, sent me a cheque, and Dan and I went off to Spain, in June 1997, to buy the finca.


  Even Luton airport could not dampen our spirits. Dan and I kept clutching each other in disbelief. ‘It’s really going to happen, we’re really going to buy the house,’ we repeated. We were like a nightmare soap opera that you cannot switch off  air hostesses, shop assistants and passing dogs, they all got to know about the house in Spain as out came the pictures, the drawings, the documents. We bored everyone but each other. For weeks, close friends had crossed the road rather than encounter our double tsunami of incoherent enthusiasm.


  Everything was going so right.


  With a little help from our trusty estate agents, Robert and Barbara, and a lawyer, a camel-coated, silver-streaked Marcello Mastroianni clone, who reproved me for my paranoia about the efficacy of the white boundary stones  ‘We Spanish are an honourable people,’ he said, with lofty dignity  we managed the business of buying with uncharacteristic efficiency.


  For the week of the purchase, Dan and I stayed above La Loma, the bar at Almogia, one of the two nearest villages to our finca. It was very hot, and my skirts stuck to my bum  I had to walk backwards, lest people should think I was incontinent. The room we stayed in was infinitesimally small and the tininess of the en suite meant that you sat on the loo with your feet in the bath. We laughed like successful bank robbers, scorned the tiny problems and, confident that someone benign was watching over us, were entranced by everything from mosquitoes to menu misspellings. We visited the house just once, sat in the tawny wheat-stubble, and watched the sun go down, which it did at nine thirty precisely on 21 June, the longest day. It was Dan’s first sight of the house, and fortunately he thought I was brilliant for making the perfect choice. Our neighbour Señor Arrabal’s horse pranced about in the field and ribbons of pink oleander flowered far below in the dried river-beds. It was all magic, and we flew back to London smiling smugly, too pleased with ourselves even to babble to the other passengers.


  When we got to London, everything fell about our ears. We arrived back on the eve of exchanging contracts on the sale of the Highbury house. We were due to meet at my solicitor’s at ten thirty the next morning, and that night, as I did an uncharacteristic spot of tidying, I glanced at a piece of paper that had probably been shoved through the letterbox months earlier. It announced that Arsenal Football Club wanted to pull down my house and another eight in order to expand their stadium.


  All-consuming rage and impotence ensued. I rang my buyer, who predictably disappeared from the face of the earth. All our plans ground to a halt, and I had to let Judy down. I could not repay her loan until my house sold.


  Dan worked hard on the anti-Arsenal campaign, did posters and cartoons, talked to radio journalists, appeared in the local paper and attended tedious meetings galore. In fact, I have rarely seen him so happy: he had a Mission, and there is nothing that excites him so much as being Superman.


  A battle committee had formed of all the local architects, lawyers, professors and vociferous housewives, but after months of being loud middle-class nuisances, we had achieved nothing. We realized that Arsenal could do what they liked, and take as long over it as they liked. We became miserably inured to the situation, and I resigned myself to the conclusion that we would never be able to do anything further with the house in Spain. From being our dream palace, it had become a decomposing albatross around our necks. I felt a hundred years older and deeper in debt  I had been counting on the sale of my London house to pay off all kinds of loans apart from Judy’s.


  As the year wore on, our bad fortune continued. My ex-husband’s wife died of cancer, which was a source of such grief for Spigs that I expected him to go mad. She had been his support and ally, she had encouraged him with his huge, angry paintings, and had listened to him with respect. It was the most agonizing of several deaths he encountered that year.


  Leo, my elder son, finished his graphics degree at Brighton, came home, and began a career as football observer with special responsibility for sofa and television.


  I was continually reminded of the source of our troubles by the view, from the back of my house, of the stadium in all its megalomaniac turpitude. It loomed malevolently, shutting out the sun, and I turned into Nutter, North London, writing steaming letters to anyone connected with football in any way  rather that than expire from bootless rage.


  Although my back was recovering, and Dan was still the best thing since chocolate, my job became more and more demoralizing under the management’s new accountant-pleasing regime. The magazine was a phenomenal success, and as such, attracted voracious competition. It was a difficult predicament: it had to be eternally fresh, new and ahead of the crowd, yet the ingredients that the established readers loved must remain unchanged.


  Then, on top of everything
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  Former garden editor of Country Living, author of too many books on the finer points of cushions, and previously unacquainted with the world beyond the M25, Miranda Innes now lives on a frequently inaccessible hillside in Andalucia surrounded by olive groves and almond orchards. With her are her partner, Dan Pearce, an assortment of dogs and cats and a changing cast of friends and family.
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