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This is pretty much exactly what happened.


A few things have been left out, but nothing’s been added.



















CONTENTS











	Title Page


	Dedication


	1 If At First


	2 London


	3 London Zoo


	4 Bad Trip


	5 Goodbye


	6 Paris in the Nude


	7 Barcelona


	8 Pain in Spain


	9 Pigswill


	10 Guten Morgen


	11 Inside Out


	12 Outside In


	13 Once Bitten


	14 Work Shy


	15 Joint Effort


	16 Ward X


	17 In the Bag


	18 Last Night


	19 Head Case


	20 What’s in a Name?


	21 Pigs Will Fly


	22 Midnight Special


	23 Underground


	24 Hasta la Vista


	25 Ink Spots


	26 Girl of the North Country


	27 Harm Wrestle


	28 Daisy Chain


	29 Reverse Gear


	30 Con Todo


	31 Try Again


	32 Back to Square One


	33 Back to the Future


	Acknowledgements


	About the Author


	Copyright




























[image: ]





1. IF AT FIRST





I tried to get into art school twice.


The first time was in the summer of 1968, when I was eighteen. My shadow rippled up the wide stone steps of Leeds College of Art as I weaved through the trendy students sitting in the sun. They could probably tell by my emulsion-spattered trainers that I was a painter and decorator trying to look like an artist. I’d put on a striped collarless shirt with a pink chiffon scarf. It floated over the wide lapels of the pale blue granny coat that I’d cut down to make into a jacket. The stitching around the hem was lumpy and the velvet turn-ups I’d sewn onto my jeans were as frayed as my nerves.


My artwork was tied between two sides of a cardboard box, and the string snagged awkwardly on the handle as I heaved it through the door of the imposing Jakob Kramer building.


The principal cleared a space on a large, untidy desk. His long, pale fingers leafed through my drawings, carefully picking up each corner as though the paper might fall apart. He had dark hair that almost reached his collar and he wore a soft, black leather jacket with a paisley tie and jeans. He looked halfway between a hippy and a straight.


His hand stopped over a portrait of my brother’s motorcycle mates. I’d drawn them with pen and ink, then used a wet brush to bleed the outline for shading. The principal looked up at me through a straggly fringe:


‘I presume you have Art O-level. What other qualifications do you have?’


It was the question I’d been dreading.


‘Er… none. I left school at fifteen and just started painting.’


Mild interest flickered in his eyes. ‘Oh? What did you paint?’


‘Houses, mainly.’


He smiled, and leafed through the rest of the drawings. Then he leant back in his swivel chair.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘If it was up to me, I’d accept you. Not just on the strength of your work’ – he waved his arm at my pile of drawings – ‘but on the sheer volume of it…’ I wanted to walk out so I didn’t have to hear what was coming next. ‘… however, there’s little point in me offering you a place. Without qualifications, Leeds Council won’t give you a grant.’


There was an embarrassing silence as I struggled to reassemble the cardboard and string. In the end I just crammed it all together so I could escape into the corridor before the rising blush hit my cheeks.




 





I borrowed a proper portfolio for my second attempt. This time it was 1972, at David Hockney’s old college in Bradford. I found an empty table in a hall full of students and began to lay out my artwork. My figure drawing had improved and I was hoping they’d be impressed enough to overlook the business of qualifications and give me a grant.


A tall, thin tutor stopped to look at the nude drawings I’d done of my girlfriend, Hanna. He seemed to find them interesting so I summoned up the courage to ask, ‘What are my chances of getting in?’


The tutor’s moustache bristled at my impudence. ‘You’ll have to wait until all the interviewees have been assessed – then you’ll be notified in due course.’


He stalked away and I thought, God, if they’re all like him, I don’t stand a chance.




 





I didn’t wait to find out. I split up with Hanna just after the interview. We’d been living together for two years so the fallout was heavy. She spent most nights crying outside my new flat with two family-size jars of aspirin stuffed inside her handbag. It drove me frantic, but there was nothing I could do to help her.


I couldn’t even talk things over with my best mate, Daisy Dave. He’d just left for Morocco. We’d both been working for Leeds Parks Department and had formed an art movement called the Avant Gardeners. It was meant to be a joke, but it wasn’t funny. After five years of painting, we hadn’t sold a thing.


Leeds had nothing to hold me any more, so I packed in my job, grabbed my guitar and hitch-hiked down to The Smoke.
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2. LONDON





It was almost dark when I arrived in Kilburn, but the pubs on the High Road were already packed. The Gaumont State Cinema towered above me against the twilight sky. It was modelled on the Empire State Building and its silhouette made this seedy part of London look like night-time New York. The streets were just as violent. A bunch of Irish navvies laid into each other as I jammed my finger on the intercom to my brother’s top-floor flat.


After buzzing me in, Jeremy talked me through the details of our arrangement while I listened attentively to the Kinks playing ‘Lola’ on his kitchen radio. Basically, the deal was that I could have his boxroom cheap if I babysat his girls, got a job and didn’t indulge in my old habit of arguing with his wife, Kathryn.


I had a great time with the kids and found work stacking shelves in a supermarket. But I failed miserably on the rest of the deal.


A couple of weeks after I’d arrived, Jeremy shoved a letter under the door of my room. I picked up the heavy, embossed envelope and peeled it open with nervous fingers. The thick, folded paper revealed the impressive crest of Bradford School of Art. I could hardly focus my eyes as I scanned the neatly typed letter. When I read that they’d offered me a place, my whole world turned around. I’d been waiting all my life for this moment, but the emotional rush only lasted until the next line – without qualifications Bradford Council wouldn’t give me a grant. There was no way I could save enough money to get through a term, never mind a year. I turned back to the nearest thing to being an artist I could think of – hanging my pictures every weekend on the railings at Hyde Park with the rest of the no-hopers.




 





Things could have stayed that way, but one day after work, something happened that changed my life. I’d just got home and was sprinting up the wide staircase of Saint Lawrence Mansions when I hit an invisible wall on the fourth floor. It was the familiar smell of old chip fat mixed with the Arabian tang of burnt hashish. I knew immediately that Daisy Dave was back from Morocco.


Daisy was lounging on the double bed that filled my tiny room. His sun-bleached denim shirt matched his faded tan cords and his blond hair looked like it had been zapped by a Van de Graaff generator. The Moroccan suntan made his eyes appear a lot bluer. It also made him a lot better-looking, if that were possible. He tapped his joint into the desert boot he was using as an ashtray and flashed me a smile.


‘Have you missed me?’ he said.


Daisy bounced as I dropped onto the bed.


‘Desperately. What happened to your hair? You look like Florence of Arabia.’


He nodded at my figure drawings, stuck on the wall.


‘I see you’ve joined the tits and bums brigade. Have you sold anything?’


‘Nope, nothing. Got offered a place at Bradford, though.’


Daisy stretched to pass me the joint. Even the hairs on his arm were golden. ‘What happened with Hanna?’ he said.


‘We split up.’


‘Is that why you aren’t in college?’


I took a long drag and held it in.


‘No… they wouldn’t give me a grant.’


‘Bastards.’ Daisy reached over the side of the bed. He pulled up a tooled Moroccan leather bag and tipped out its contents. A colourful avalanche of oil pastel drawings slid out onto the yellow counterpane.


Smoke drifted from my open mouth as I stared at the vibrant tones. The pictures were of bold, simple figures with dark purple shadows that pushed them out of the sugar paper like bas-relief sculptures.


‘Wow… they’ve got a Fauvist feel, like Vlaminck or even Matisse….’


‘Yeah, I’d been looking a lot at Derain. The light’s bouncing around all over the place. You never know what ambient colour will be filling the shadows.’


I studied a stylised head of a young man. The thing was, Daisy could really paint. We’d both left school at fifteen, but even then he already had what all artists crave: a style of his own. He had a voice of his own too. It was Yorkshire, but it wasn’t thick.


‘Everything’s different out there – the architecture, the clothes, the faces. The kasbah’s incredible. Plus, you can live on bugger-all and draw all day long.’


I was still in shock from the portraits.


‘Who are these people?’ I said.


Daisy plucked the joint from my numb fingers. ‘Lush hippies. The place is full of them – and they’re all loaded.’


That perked me up. ‘Did you flog any pictures?’


‘Nah. All they want to buy is acid.’


I picked up another drawing. Just looking at the colours made you feel stoned.


‘They must be tripped out of their skulls.’


Daisy shook his head. ‘You can’t get the stuff out there. They don’t have the labs to make it.’ He kept talking as he put his pictures away. ‘You should try painting in Morocco. It’s not going to happen for you here.’


‘I know, but a holiday would be too short…’


Daisy stopped packing and his blue eyes stared into mine.


‘What if you were there for a year?’


I pictured myself with a bronze suntan in a floppy white shirt, standing next to an easel. The image quickly faded.


‘Yeah, but… catch-22. I couldn’t get the money together.’


Daisy smiled knowingly. ‘What if you had something to sell?’


I sat up slowly when I realised he didn’t mean paintings. Daisy looked serious now – he’d obviously worked it all out.


‘You could live off one tab a week. Fifty would keep you painting for a year.’


The image of me in a white shirt came back, stronger this time.


‘We’d have to save up. My mate Clive can score the acid for us. Then we’d need art equipment: brushes, canvas, pens, paper…’


Daisy knocked the ash from his boot into the bin.


‘How much are you getting at work?’


‘Twelve quid a week. Fourteen if I do Saturdays.’


He pulled his lace tight and gave me a smug grin.


‘I’m getting seventeen at the zoo.’


I laughed. ‘The zoo?’


‘Yeah. I got a gardening job at London Zoo.’ Daisy stood up and slung the Moroccan bag over his shoulder. ‘And if you’re really nice to me, I might get you in there as well.’


I bounced off the bed.


‘Far out! It’ll be the Avant Gardeners all over again.’
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3. LONDON ZOO





My alarm clock stared back at me in horror.


Shit! I was going to be late – again.


I yanked skintight jeans over my feet while I yelled to my brother,


‘Jeremy! Can I borrow your bike?’


‘Yes, but you have to give me my bus fare!’


I ran down five floors of brown lino with his Carlton racer on my shoulder. Then I snaked through the packed Kilburn traffic up to Primrose Hill. The song that had been playing all summer span around my head to the rhythm of the pedals.




Don’t you know we’re riding on the Marrakesh Express They’re taking me to Marrakesh…





My eyes were still streaming from the blast down the hill as I skidded past the zoo gates. When I slammed my card into the clock, it didn’t punch. I bent down to call through the gateman’s window.


‘Hey! It’s not working.’


He looked up slowly from his paper.


‘It cuts out at five past. You’re late.’


‘It wasn’t five past! I clocked in on time!’


He sneered at me.


‘It’s automatic. Your pay will be docked fifteen minutes.’


‘That’s bullshit! You must have turned it off.’


The bastard ignored me and went back to his paper.


‘You! Out here! Now!’ I yelled, and yanked open the door.


He backed away.


‘I’ll get you sacked!’ he screamed. ‘You’re finished here, you are.’


Hedges and fences passed in a blur as I ran to the yard. I swung round the gatepost and nearly crashed into my gaffer. George listened to my garbled story with his balding head bowed down. He looked up wearily when I’d finished.


‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he said.


I cursed myself while he walked back to the gatehouse. That gateman had been pissing me off ever since I started, but it was stupid to pick a fight when I needed all the cash I could get. My mate, Clive, wanted fifty quid up front to score the deal, and I still had my art stuff to buy.


George always looked miserable, so it was hard to read his expression when he came back.


‘What did they say?’


‘It’s all right. They’re not going to sack you. But they’ll dock your wages.’


It wasn’t until I picked up my litter bag and spike that I realised I’d forgotten to thank him.




 





The howler monkeys’ calls echoed in the treetops high above the empty-belly roar of the lions. The sounds helped to calm me down as I stabbed up sweet wrappers along the winding path between the camels and the sad old onager. He was really just an exotic donkey who kept trying to shag the wooden post they’d hammered into his dusty yard. London Zoo was like a jungle in the early morning, and its musty smell reminded me of the farm I grew up on. I was going to miss all that, but after working at the zoo for three months, Daisy and I were itching to leave. Each time I pushed my spike through a piece of litter I went through The Plan. Buy the art equipment. Score the deal. Get my jabs. Check out my teeth. Book the hovercraft. Find a place to stay in Paris…. That was down to Daisy. He knew a couple of French girls, Annie and Brigitte, who might let us crash in their flat. We decided he would go over a week before me, just to make sure it was okay.


There was never any rubbish on the lawn surrounding the wolf enclosure, but I always jumped its low outer railing and headed towards the shrubs. The pack was waiting behind their chain-link fence for our morning ritual. First they pushed their wet noses through the wire and rubbed them onto mine. Then they pressed against the fence, their rough coats bristling through the gaps so I could scratch their backs. The one I’d named Wily Coyote turned in a sly circle so my fingers worked their way towards his tail. Suddenly he whipped round and snapped at my hand like a steel trap.


‘Yah! Missed me you bastard!’


Eager eyes watched me pull their chewed-up stick from its hiding place under a bush. They attacked it as soon as I shoved it through the wire. Angry snarls bubbled through their teeth as we pulled each other backwards and forwards till they yanked me into the fence. Then we ran flat-out around the perimeter, as though they were chasing me through a forest. I yodelled like Tarzan and tried to wrong-foot them, but they were on to me in a second. In a real hunt, I wouldn’t stand a chance.




 





It took another two weeks of pruning, mowing and watering before I could start ticking stuff off my list. By that time Daisy had left the zoo, which meant the moment I’d been dreading couldn’t be put off any longer. George always rolled a fag by the depot gate at knocking-off time, so I took out my tobacco tin and joined him. The gate was a nice place to rest because it overlooked the giraffes – or rather, they overlooked us.


Eventually I got my courage together:


‘George, I’m going to hand in my notice.’


He shook his head as he licked his cigarette paper. ‘


Come on, lad. It gets a lot easier when the summer holidays are over.’


‘No, it’s not that. You know I got offered a place at art school?’


George frowned as he struck a match.


‘I thought they wouldn’t give you a grant?’


‘No, they wouldn’t… so I’m going to go and paint in Morocco with Daisy instead.’


I couldn’t look at George. He’d taken me under his wing and I’d never had the heart to tell him I didn’t really want to be a gardener. We smoked in silence, watching the giraffes’ heads float over the treetops.


Eventually, George said, ‘You could have done well here, lad. Lots of scope for promotion if you put the hours in.’


I nodded meaningfully, as though I’d missed out on a great opportunity, but in reality I was staring at the giraffes, thinking, No wonder Dali painted them. They look so surreal with those weird bobbly horns…


George turned to me with one of his sly expressions. ‘So what will you do in the kybosh when your money runs out? Sell your bodies?’


I didn’t tell him it was called the Kasbah, and I wasn’t about to tell him we’d be flogging acid. He thought we were daft enough already. So I just said, ‘That reminds me – I’ve got to get to the Camden art shop before it closes.’


It was true, but I still felt bad.




 





My purchases looked beautiful when I spread them out on my bright yellow bedspread. The three black Rapidograph pens had coloured bands around the tops, and shone like magicians’ wands. The nibs were amazing – like a hypodermic syringe with a fine wire running through the needle. There was a heavy weight attached to the wire that slid when you rocked the pen, cleaning the nib with a satisfying click. I placed the Rotring inks next to the long tin of Derwent crayons, then laid the big Bushey sketchbook alongside my pencils and brushes.


The black sketchbook felt heavy as a Bible as I opened it up. I unscrewed my 0.5 Rapidograph and wrote:
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I was so into the pen, I almost missed the intercom buzzing.


It was Clive. A couple of minutes later he lumbered through my door in his black biker gear and dumped himself on the bed.


‘Why do you have to live so bloody high up?’ he said.


His eyes looked stoned behind his wire-framed glasses and I wanted to catch his expression.


‘Keep still, you’re going to be the first person I draw in my book.’


I’d almost finished his face, but as soon as he got his breath back he stuck out his hand.


‘You can have a hundred tabs for a quid each, but he wants fifty up front. Now.’


Clive jammed his helmet back on as I took the money from my sock drawer. He shoved it into his oily Belstaff pocket and headed for the door with a muffled, ‘See you tomorrow.’


I watched him descend into the murky stairwell like a deep-sea diver. As he disappeared, I couldn’t help thinking, Too late to turn back now.
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4. BAD TRIP





Stray beams of sunlight filtered through the canteen window and sparkled in the sugar bowl in front of me. I looked up as the rickety café door scraped open and glimpsed wild blond hair through the steaming tea urns. Daisy edged past the crowded tables with a duffel bag slung over his cord jacket. It was strange to see him at work in his street clothes. He pulled up a chair and hunched over the table.


‘Well, can he get ’em?’


‘He’s bringing them round tonight,’ I whispered. ‘Are you coming?’


‘No, I’m just mildly aroused.’


I held out my hand.


‘Just give me the money.’


Daisy tore open his final pay packet and counted fifty quid into my palm. Kathryn had shrunk my ice blue jeans, so I had to stand up to stuff the cash into my pocket.


Daisy laughed.


‘There’s nothing like advertising!’


‘What do you mean?’


‘There’ll be a queue halfway round the kasbah when they see your special offers!’


‘Bollocks!’


‘Exactly!’


Daisy reached into his bag and began to line up brand new tubes of oil paint on the wooden table. Just reading the names inspired you to paint: rose madder, viridian green, Prussian blue, lamp black, yellow ochre….


Daisy said, ‘Feel the weight of that!’ as he dropped a fat tube of alizarin crimson into my hand.


It felt like an artillery shell in its thick lead casing.


‘Wow! It’s a colour bomb.’


Daisy reached for the tube with a mad grin.


‘That’s what you want in a painting – a bit of blood!’


He started to stuff the tubes back into his duffel bag and I said,


‘Do you think we’re mad?’


Daisy paused and frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Isn’t it going to be a bit dodgy? Flogging all the stuff in Morocco?’


A flash of anger passed over Daisy’s face. ‘If you’re worried, go and paint in Switzerland.’ He got to his feet. ‘But nobody’s ever done anything worth looking at there. They’ve had five hundred years of peace and love, and all they’ve got to show for it is the cuckoo clock.’


I followed him to the door, bursting with questions:


‘Hang on… what about meeting up in Paris – is it okay for me to stay at Annie and Brigitte’s?’


Daisy stepped into the dusty yard and called over his shoulder, ‘We’ll talk about Paris tomorrow. Au revoir, mon ami!’




 





Paris was the last thing on my mind as I steered my trolley towards Guy the gorilla. Guy was a full-grown silverback and absolutely terrifying, which was probably why George looked grim when he told me to cut the grass around his enclosure.


Luckily Guy was kipping inside his cage, so I lugged the little hand mower up onto the narrow strip of turf in front of his entrance and got to work. My shoulder brushed against the wire mesh as I gently pushed the mower so the rattle of the blades wouldn’t disturb him. But I was disturbed. I didn’t like the idea of carrying drugs through customs on my first time abroad, and how would I find Annie and Brigitte’s flat when the only French I knew was bonjour, merci and one verse of ‘Plaisir d’Amour’?


I reached down for the long handles of my edging shears to trim the sides of the lawn. My old gaffer in Leeds taught me how to keep the blades moving in a smooth, continuous line by stepping one foot across the other, ballet-style. It was such a Zen occupation that I didn’t see it coming: the sky went black as Guy’s giant body slammed into the mesh right next to me. His roar was stupendous, curved yellow teeth in a hot red hole, inches from my face. My whole being went into shock and my joints turned to water. Mothers and children stared in horror as I dropped down onto the path and staggered away like a drunk.




 





I flopped backwards onto my boxroom bed and gazed up at the lumpy, custard-coloured ceiling. Daisy had painted every inch of the room’s woodchip wallpaper with his trademark yellow when my brother had first moved in. It was like living in a box made of scrambled eggs.


The familiar whine of Clive’s Honda floated through the open window. It was quickly followed by his nerdy voice hissing out of the plastic intercom: ‘Engine room to bridge, full steam ahead.’


I buzzed open the door, then leant over the stairwell as Clive plodded up the faded lino steps. He looked up with a toothy grin.


‘How’s the zoo? Are they going to let you out?’


I grabbed the banisters like a monkey in a cage.


‘Course not. I’m their biggest attraction.’


We squeezed into my miniature room and sat on the bed. Jeremy and Kathryn were out with the girls, so I got straight down to business.


‘Did you get the stuff okay?’


‘Yep. No problemo.’ Clive snapped open the poppers of his Belstaff pocket and pulled out a looped strip of Sellotape with tiny, pale pink tablets sandwiched between the layers.


‘They’re all there. A hundred. You can count them if you want.’


‘Wow – look how small they are. You wouldn’t think they’d have any effect.’


‘Well, he did give us a couple to sample….’


That threw me. I’d kind of let on I was something of a drughead. I’d smoked a fair bit of weed and stuff, but my last acid trip had been so bad I’d vowed never to touch it again. Ever.


I slowly counted Daisy’s fifty quid while I tried to think of a way out, but Clive had already popped a tab and was pushing one towards me on the end of his finger.


‘Here you go.’


Clive droned on about his university course as he looked through the drawings in my book. I wasn’t really listening. My mouth was getting dry and metallic as the acid began to take effect. For some reason I went into the hall, then couldn’t remember why I was there. I turned back and opened my bedroom door to a blaze of yellow light. The walls were breathing slowly in and out. I could hear them. A wave of my hand sent ripples of colour floating through the air. They looked amazing as they bounced off the undulating wallpaper, but all I could think was, Oh God, here we go again….


My legs swayed like circus stilts as I entered the room. I managed to keep calm when my body sank into the bed next to Clive, but his huge head unnerved me as it turned in my direction.


‘Hooowsssittt goooinggg, maaan?’


I couldn’t answer. His face filled my vision like a landscape of flesh. Bloodshot veins ran through the cracked pores below his mountainous nose and his bulbous lips were almost dripping off his face. It was strange that I’d never noticed just how ugly Clive really was.


I rolled across the swampy mattress and felt my arm fold underneath me like a deck chair. My fingers fumbled back my sleeve to reveal a spindly limb that bent in the middle like rubber. Reality was rapidly unravelling and so was my mind. I plunged my head into the gap between the bed and the wall, but there was no escape. Hideous entrails began to squirm in the dark canyon below me.


I heaved myself back up into the scrambled-egg room.


‘Clive, you’ve got to stop it!’


His monstrous head loomed towards me.


‘III caaantssstopittt…. Whaassswronggg?’


‘It’s horrible!’


‘Whaasssuppp mannn? III thoooughttt youuu weeere heavyyy!’


‘Well I’m not. I’m not heavy. I’m fuckin’ freaked out, man.’


I grabbed my notepad and held on tight as the pencil spun my hand in manic spirals. The familiar act of drawing gave me a glimmer of comfort, so I scrabbled up a fistful of crayons and circled faster and faster. A whirlpool of colour sucked me into a cartoon world where superheroes flew in and out of the spinning lines. It was only by concentrating on their every move that I could hold back the insane fear that threatened to destroy the dwindling speck of dust that was me.




 





When I got up the next morning, I knew that something was seriously wrong with my head. Reality had returned, but the terrifying feeling of the night before kept coming back on me in waves. Now there was yet another thing in life I had to beat.


I named it The Freak.


I thought about giving up the whole plan there and then, but after years of dead-end jobs it was my only real chance of becoming an artist. I forced myself out to the Kilburn High Road and bought an old white suitcase in the Oxfam shop. There was a concealed pocket in its tartan lining that was the perfect place to hide the acid.




 





Later that day Daisy Dave came round and fired up a fat joint of red Leb. I sat next to him on the bed, taking long, deep drags, hoping the dope would mellow me out. It didn’t.


‘So, we meet up at Annie and… Brigitte’s on Tuesday? Right?’


Daisy’s eyes pierced through the spaced-out atoms in my body.


‘What’s up with you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


I should’ve told him about my bad trip, but it was getting hard to string sentences together.


‘Have you got the address… of them?’


Daisy rolled his eyes and pulled out his little black book.


‘Twenty-six Rue Vavin. V –A – V – I – N. That’s Paris Six. S – I – X.’


I’d scribbled it down while Daisy rambled on about his girlfriend.


‘Penny’s coming down for the party tonight. That’s going to be difficult. She thinks I’m only leaving England….’


I closed my address book and looked up.


‘What? What are you going to tell her?’


Daisy shrugged as he blew out a stream of grey smoke.


‘What difference does it make?’ He took another drag. ‘All words are lies.’


Daisy’s nicotine-stained fingers shoved the joint towards me. The only way to avoid it was by pulling his share of the gear out of my sock drawer. I handed him the curled strip of tape.


‘Do you know what Metro station they…?’


Daisy yanked open his shirt and unzipped his stomach. My heart lurched, before I realised he was stuffing the acid into a flesh-coloured money belt. The other important questions I’d planned to ask slipped away as Daisy swung open the door.


‘See you later.’ He patted his money belt. ‘I can’t wait to sample the merchandise!’


The last thing I wanted to do was go to a party. The acid had given me a sort of X-ray vision. It had mostly faded, but if I looked closely I could still see people’s skulls, grinning beneath their faces.
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5. GOODBYE





The keeper’s room was deep below the rocks that surrounded the polar bears’ pool. It was like the Batcave down there. The only source of light came from a thick glass window set high in the wall. Through it you could see ripples of sunlight in the deep blue water. I could hardly make out the keeper when he called from the shadows.


‘All right, Billy Boy?’


I wasn’t. Daisy was supposed to be in Paris by now, but he’d run away from the party like a madman and nobody had seen him since. I managed to smile and said, ‘I’m fine, thanks.’


‘So, you’re leaving us today?’


‘Yeah. I’m going on the Marrakesh Express.’


‘I thought you was taking the hovercraft?’


Deep laughter came from the silhouettes around the table and I felt myself blushing.


I walked over to the window before my burning cheeks started to glow in the dark. The glass was unbelievably thick, like a huge ice cube stuck in the cave wall. The keeper picked up his chair and brought it over.


‘Did you wanna say goodbye to Barney?’


He stood on the seat then stretched up to rap a coin on the glass. Seconds later there was a flurry of bubbles and a massive white head hit the window with an underwater thump. The beast pawed the blue water as it gazed down on us with an intelligent eye. However many times I saw it, it was always an awesome sight. Barney floated away.


‘Thanks for that…’ I said. ‘I’ll be seeing you, then.’


The keeper’s voice rang out of the cave as I stepped out into the sunny stream of tourists:


‘Don’t do nothin’ I wouldn’t do!’


That made me smile. I didn’t think the keeper would do what I was about to do.




 





Minutes later I was sitting in the canteen with a slab of cake and a mug of tea. I’d adored cakes ever since the mobile baker parked his van full of sugar-dusted buns in our farmyard. Soft glaće cherries burst through the thick sponge and I sank into a warm zone of pleasure until the strong tea swirled away the last of the crumbs and, with them, the last of my days at the zoo.


An invisible crane lifted the world off my shoulders as I slipped out through the iron turnstile. I walked around the perimeter fence to take a final look at the wolves. It seemed wrong to abandon them after all the fun we’d had, but this was a big turning point in my life. I was 22, it was 1972 – and the Sixties were gone for good. I’d spent most of the last seven years either covered in paint, paste and plaster, or shoving my mower through clouds of dried-up dog shit. I waved goodbye to the ragged wolf pack and headed home.


At last my life as an artist was about to begin.


The little people thought differently. Two blonde pixies climbed all over me the moment I opened the door. They screamed, ‘You’re not going! You’re not going!’ as their nails dug into my skin. I was going to miss them more than the grown-ups.


‘But I’ve got to go! I’ve had the jabs and everything….’


I clumped into the flat with a niece on each foot, then stopped dead in my tracks. My mother was sitting in front of me, filling up the whole armchair in her bulging kaftan.


I’d completely forgotten Stella was coming down from Leeds. She beamed me a big smile with her usual, ‘Hello, son!’ Then she frowned straight back to her crossword. I knew why. She was supposed to be slimming for an operation and she didn’t want me to mention it. The doctor had said the weight of her fat would pull the stitches apart, but even that gruesome prospect couldn’t keep her jaws together.


Jeremy and Kathryn brought in bowls of food while I laid the table, doing an impression of a faulty robot to entertain my nieces. The girls burst into giggles at every silly mistake I made, but as soon as Mum sat down the whole mood changed.


‘Stop that!’ she snapped, glaring at me.


I knew exactly what she meant, but I said, ‘Stop what?’


‘Stop making them laugh at the table.’


I sat down, feeling like a stupid kid again. ‘But that’s what I do here….’ My voice had even taken on its old, sulky tone.


‘Well, don’t.’


Jeremy quietly put down the last of the bowls. Bollocks to this, I thought, she can’t order me around in my own place when I’m twenty-two years old. Surreptitiously, I made the girls giggle again.


Mum’s fist swung out of nowhere, thumping into my head like a car crash. I staggered away from the table, dimly aware that my chair had fallen over.


It was weird afterwards. Nobody said anything. We just ate in silence, trying to pretend nothing had happened. I sneaked a quick look at the girls’ faces. Their blank eyes were locked onto their plates.


I thought, They’re as scared of her now as I used to be.
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6. PARIS IN THE NUDE





The hovercraft was more like a bouncing bomb than a boat. The crashing waves made my first trip out of the country feel like an adventure. Packing had been easy. I’d abandoned all my stuff in Leeds when I left Hanna, so all I had in the world was a suitcase and a guitar. I looked down at the ivory-coloured cases, admiring the way they matched right down to the brown plastic trim and rusty chrome locks. They gave me an exciting sense of completeness and freedom I’d never felt before.


The fat, black inner tube of the hovercraft finally collided with the coast of France. An owl-faced customs officer flicked his eyes over my long hair and the jewels pinned into the seams of my Levi jacket. I tried not to think of the microdots zipped into the tartan lining, in case he could read my guilty mind. Eventually he waved me through.


I headed down the exit corridor, thinking, At last! I’m on the road!
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But I wasn’t. The connecting train to Paris was hours late, so night had fallen long before the sulphur green lights of the Gare du Nord platform slid to a standstill.


The crowd of passengers swept me towards the exit while garbled French announcements echoed around my head. I stumbled down a dark stone stairway into the cavernous underworld of the Metro. Its warm sewer smell seemed like the breath of Paris itself, as yellow toy-town trains rolled silently through its black, gaping mouths. Even the freaky clouds of acid that had followed me from England couldn’t kill the thrill of actually being in another country.


I sat on the train’s slatted wooden seat and tried to pronounce the station names as they slipped past the window, ‘Arts et Métiers…. Châtelet…. Odéon….’


The complicated chrome door handle almost threw me when I fumbled my cases out at Montparnasse. A minute later, the view from the street stunned me to a standstill. Before me was a lamp-lit cobbled street with glowing cafés and circular hoardings covered in posters. I blinked my eyes like a camera, taking a mental photograph to draw in my book later.


It must have been around midnight when I finally found 26 Rue Vavin. I knocked on the barn-sized doors of Annie and Brigitte’s building. An ancient concierge beckoned me through a tiny inner door into a dusky courtyard. She pointed a bony finger at the rising tiers of rusting balustrades that ran around the U-shaped building. I heaved my cases up the worn stone steps, hoping to God Daisy hadn’t forgotten me.


He had. The apartment was dark. I rechecked the number and knocked again. Nothing.


It was too risky to sleep rough with the drugs on me, so I crept along the silent balconies, peering through the windows and doors for a likely place to crash. The apartments all looked pretty straight until I saw a Hendrix poster half-hidden by pots of spider plants and ferns.


I knocked and waited under the watchful eye of Jimi, wondering what the hell I was going to say. The door swung open to reveal a dark-haired hippy crouching in the hall. The reason he was bent double was to hide the fact that he was naked. He held a joint to his unshaven face as his pop-eyes furtively scanned the balcony. Then he hissed in English. ‘Come in, man!’


‘I’ve just arrived from….’


‘Yeah, yeah. Come on in!


He waved me inside, then beetled off down the corridor like Groucho Marx. I followed the smell of incense into a large brown room with L-shaped sofas around a low coffee table. A cluster of fat candles threw a warm glow over a slim Japanese guy sitting on a couch. His long black hair hung over a Fender Telecaster that was pressed against his high-buttoned waistcoat. Lying next to him in a gipsy dress was a pretty girl with tangled blonde curls. I could easily have fallen for her, but they were obviously together.


The unshaven guy hopped back into the room, pulling on a pair of velvet flares. He yanked his joint from a row of smiling teeth and jabbed it in my direction.


‘Here, take it… my name is Maurice.’


‘Thanks. I’m William. Pleased to meet you.’


I took a slow draw while Maurice waved towards the Japanese guy.


‘This is Bird.’


Bird leant over his guitar and offered me a slender hand.


‘Hi. This is my girlfriend, Monique.’


Something about the soft way she said, ‘Bonsoir, William,’ made me want to explain myself.


‘Listen, I’m sorry. I was supposed to be staying with….’


Maurice interrupted. ‘Hey, no problem. You can stay here.’


‘Really?’


Maurice grinned, ‘Sure, really. You’re English. From London?’


‘Yeah.’


Maurice grinned again. ‘Far out!’


I’d only meant to stay for a night, but I was still there a week later. Maurice taught me how to cheat the Metro and the four of us span around the streets of Paris in a blue haze of diesel and dope fumes. One afternoon we ended up in a bourgeois salon with everybody but me speaking French. Without my book and guitar, I was bored. Then, from nowhere, a beautiful dark-haired girl threaded her way through the brocade furniture. No one seemed to pay her any attention, even though she was completely naked under an open shirt. The moment our eyes met, we both knew we had to get together. But that was impossible – she obviously lived with the owner of the apartment. When Maurice began to bundle out Bird and Monique, I managed to hang back long enough to catch her breathless whisper: ‘My name is Sylvie.’


All I could think about on the way back was how desperate I was to see her again. But my money was running out fast, and every time I knocked on Annie and Brigitte’s door it was as silent and as dark as a crypt.


The next day I got a big shock when the door actually opened. I’d met Brigitte once before in London. She’d seemed happy then, but she wasn’t now. A faint smile flickered across her face as she recognised me.


‘Ah, William. Come in. Daisy is here.’


I began to feel uneasy as Brigitte led me to the end of the hall. She stood aside and I entered a small dark room. Daisy was lying on a bed. He looked like a patient in a mental hospital. His face sagged as though lead weights were dragging it down, and his voice was just as heavy.


‘So… You made it to Paris.’


I tried to sound cheerful.


‘Yeah. It’s true what they say about the French. Everybody’s naked! I just met a girl called Sylvie. All she had on was a….’


Daisy cut me short.


‘Where’ve you been staying?’


I pointed through the grey window, but his eyes were locked on me.


‘Just over there. I knocked on a door and they let me move into their spare room.’


Daisy jerked up like a zombie.


‘You can’t just turn up at a strange place and move in!’ he yelled.


His staring eyeballs really freaked me out.


‘It wasn’t like that. They asked me to stay.’


‘Yeah, but you can’t expect to freeload forever!’


‘It was only till you showed up. Where were you, anyway?’


Daisy picked a roach out of an overloaded ashtray and snapped his lighter at it.


‘It’s not about where I was….’ He sucked the burning joint deep into his lungs and coughed through the smoke. ‘It’s about where you are now!’


I headed back to Bird’s apartment feeling like shit. If I’d told Daisy about my bad trip, then maybe he wouldn’t have dropped so much acid.


Bird stuck his head around the door as I slammed my guitar into its case.


‘Hey man, what’s happening?’


I kept on packing. ‘Nothing. Listen, I’m sorry for hanging around so long. I couldn’t leave without Daisy and he’s only just turned up…’


Monique slipped into the room as I stumbled through my apology. The touch of her hand on my arm was enough to shut me up.


‘It’s okay, William. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.’


Her simple gesture took away my voice and all I could do was nod behind the safety of my hair.


As soon as they left, I reached for my book. Everything seemed to be going wrong and I was too stoned to think straight. My pen moved so fast it was like watching somebody else draw. First came a cartoon of Maurice dressed as a magician. He threw a circle of playing cards around a caterpillar that was smoking a hookah on a mushroom. When my pen finally stopped, I studied the omens on the cards I’d drawn. Sunshine shone under a dark cloud on the ace of diamonds. That was pretty clear: stormy times ahead for acid and money. It got worse: the jack of hearts held an axe over my head while I clutched at straws with my neck in a chopping block on the ace of spades.


Something heavy was about to come down, but I thought if only I could get The Plan back on track then everything would be okay again. I snapped my book shut and headed back to Brigitte and Annie’s apartment.


The metal knocker felt cold in my hand as each blow shook the woodwork. A blonde figure rippled towards me behind the glass, but instead of Daisy opening the door, it was Brigitte. She looked worried.




[image: ]





‘Daisy’s gone,’ she said.


‘But he’s only just arrived….’


My words hung in space. Annie drifted out of the shadows behind Brigitte; her dark eyes looked out from a pale thin face. ‘He took his bag but he didn’t say goodbye.’


I looked over the balcony, half-expecting to see him splattered on the courtyard.


‘Where did he go?’


Annie tapped her forehead and crossed her eyes to show that she thought he’d gone crazy.


‘I think he’s gone back to London.’


I felt lost. Daisy was my best friend. We were always making plans to be famous painters. Okay, most of them were stupid, but this one was going to work. We’d spent months saving the money. We’d bought the equipment, scored the stuff and Daisy had sussed out the scene in Morocco. And now he’d bombed out before we’d even started. I went back to my little room and scrawled in my book:




See each path to the end.





That was exactly what I did. Maurice hooked me up with Sylvie in a chateau commune on the outskirts of Paris. This time we were both naked, slowly recognising each other through the rainforest steam of the communal shower room. I tried to draw it all as three weeks flashed by in a carousel of drink, drugs, songs and sex. It was terrible. This wasn’t what we’d planned. There was only one thing left to do. Go on alone
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7. BARCELONA





Maurice had told me you could get whatever you wanted if you waited outside the American Express building long enough. I hung around in the sun, wondering if leaving was the right thing to do. Sylvie had cried so much that I could taste the salt on her wet face. I kept rereading the piece of paper she had pushed into my hand. It had a half-finished poem in broken English on one side, and on the back she’d drawn her lips in place of a dot under a huge pink question mark. My answer was parked across the road. It was an old campervan with a handwritten sign stuck in the window saying: ‘Marrakesh Express’.


An Italian called Mario eventually turned up and managed to pack eight of us inside. We rolled heavily across Paris, then broke out of the suburbs into glorious countryside. I was squashed in the middle seats with two Canadians, Michael and Steve. Steve snored into a rucksack with a red bandana pulled down over his unshaven face, but Michael was fresh-faced and talkative.


‘So how long have you been on the road?’


The only roads I’d seen were hitching in and out of Paris, but I said, ‘About a month. How about you?’


Michael’s Beatle haircut bounced every time the wheels hit the lumpy tarmac.


‘We’ve bummed around Europe all summer. Now we’re gonna do Spain and Morocco before we head back to university.’


We were almost shouting above the noise of the engine, but nobody else said a word. The weird English couple sitting behind us looked like they’d been to a wedding months ago and hadn’t taken their gear off. He wore a scruffy black suit with a bowler hat jammed over his blond curls, and she was swathed in a long white dress like Miss Havisham. The other couple in the back seats couldn’t keep their hands off each other and their long kisses kept reminding me of Sylvie.


The angry blast of a car horn spun my head around. Mario was propped up on the steering wheel by his elbows and he didn’t look too good. He’d got a streaming cold and kept taking swigs of medicine from a brown hexagonal bottle. He was driving so fast that I found myself gripped by my childhood compulsion: lifting my foot as each tree flashed past as a way of preventing us from crashing.


It was almost dark when Mario swung over to the side of the road and twisted round to face me.


‘Hey William! You take first watch. Okay?’


We shifted the gear around so I could sit up front. Every time Mario began to veer across the lanes I gave him a shout and he jerked up and took another swig of medicine. Eventually a pale blue dawn broke and I began to make out cypress trees through the early morning mist. Smoke rose from farmhouse chimneys in a thin grey line. No wonder they came down here to paint, I thought. It’s like a dreamland.


I must have drifted off because, the next thing I knew, Steve was shaking me awake.


‘Mario wants us to get out before we reach the checkpoint.’


I blinked in the daylight.


‘Why?’


Steve shrugged. ‘He wants to talk to us.’


We staggered into the rocky countryside and formed a ragged line in front of Mario. The air smelled sweet and clean, which was more than you could say for us. Mario blew his nose and addressed us in a bunged-up Italian accent.


‘Okay. We are about to enter Generalissimo Franco’s fascist police state.’ He looked slowly at each of us in turn. ‘So, if any of you is carrying drugs, you better take them now – or throw them away.’


That took me by surprise. I looked around at the others. Mario swigged the last of his medicine and theatrically tossed the bottle into a bush. ‘If you got anything, you better do the same.’ He stared at us again. ‘Or you’re gonna get six years and a day for possession, or ten years and a day for dealing.’


Shit, I thought. Daisy never told me about this.


Michael patted his pockets and turned to Steve. ‘I’m clean. You?’


Steve nodded and everything went quiet. Mario kicked a rock and gave us a hard stare.


‘Come on. Somebody must have something. Don’t forget, the Spanish cops are armed and heavy. If one of us gets caught, we all go down.’


Steve wearily raised his hand. ‘Are they the guys in the shiny black hats?’


Mario spat, but not because of his cold. ‘No, they’re the Guardia Civil. Franco’s version of the Gestapo.’


The bloke in the bowler cracked first. He began to skin up the last of his stash while everybody else pulled the fluff out of their pockets. I kept quiet. I didn’t want to land anybody in trouble, but if I didn’t get the acid through the border, all my plans would be wasted.


I sat down on a rock to think while they passed around the spliff. All I had ever wanted to be was an artist. I was obsessed by painters and painting. I admired Michelangelo and adored Augustus John – not just their work, but the artists themselves. I wanted to learn how to draw and paint like Modigliani and Toulouse-Lautrec. I wanted to discover the secrets that made de Chirico’s work so enigmatic and Chagall’s so poetic. But I didn’t want to spend ten years in a Spanish jail.


Mario took a final toke on the joint and stubbed the roach into the sandy ground. I was still struggling to make a decision as the others drifted back to the bus. They started climbing aboard and I stepped over my suitcase and followed them in.




 





The other side of the Pyrenees, summer suddenly returned. Mario wound down the window and the warm vanilla breeze lifted my mood. I looked at the wide cowboy landscape and wondered how much hotter it was going to be in Morocco.


I felt great until we pulled in under the high rocks of the Spanish border. The sight of the guards’ guns in their black leather holsters made my palms sweat. They ordered us out of the van and I wished I’d stuffed my case under all the rucksacks. Our clothes must’ve stunk of hash and were scruffy and crumpled next to the guards’ smart uniforms.


I tried to read their expressions as they stared through the windows of the bus. It was packed with hippy gear and there could easily have been a ton of dope stashed inside. A car rolled past, its chrome mirror glinting in the blinding sunlight. It seemed like everyone was driving straight through the barriers and it was only us they’d stopped.


Mario said a few friendly words to the guards, but they didn’t respond. One leaned inside the open door. My heart began to beat fast. My case was right in front of him and I cursed myself for not throwing the stuff away when I’d had the chance. What was I thinking of? The secret pocket wasn’t so well hidden. If they found the zip, they’d find the drugs.


Suddenly the guard span round and shouted in rapid Spanish to Mario. Instinctively I looked around for an escape route as he marched towards him. It was pointless. We were trapped in the compound.


Mario turned towards us and gestured with his thumb.


‘Okay, everybody. Back in the bus. We’ll grab some food when we get to Barcelona.’


I dried my hands on my jeans. He was welcome to it. I felt too sick to eat.




 





By the time we reached Barcelona there were so many bugs stuck to the dusty windscreen that I could hardly make out the tops of the tower blocks above the shimmering traffic. But what I could see was disappointing. It looked just like London. Where were the haciendas and sombreros?


Mario had perked up enough to give us a few Spanish lessons. We had to say, ‘Dónde está?’ to find out where something was and ‘una cerveza’ for a beer. As long as we stuck ‘por favor’ on the end of everything, we’d be fine.


The camper’s tyres crunched off the highway into an ancient square and we pulled up next to a palm tree. It was the first truly foreign thing I’d seen in my life. I peeled myself out of the sticky seat and stared and stared at it until I went snow-blind. By the time we stumbled into the dark hotel lobby I could barely make out if I was handing my passport to a senor or a senorita.


For our stopover in Barcelona I was shacked up with Michael and Steve. We couldn’t wait to go out and each time we returned from the baking streets I’d make quick sketches of the things we’d seen. Wild cats creeping through spiky cactus. Our long silhouettes in the shadows of de Chirico arches. A careless blob of ink turned into flamenco guitars, swirling dresses, a waiter’s face and moonlit kisses. Michael looked over my shoulder as I drew the cowboy train that had taken away Veronica. Veronica was a Swedish woman who had surprised me one night by kissing me passionately while we were talking on some steps. She gave me a pretty string of love beads when she left and told me to take care. I was writing about the strange look she had in her eyes when Michael interrupted my thoughts.


‘What’s the book about?’ he said.


I talked Michael through The Plan and let slip about the acid. Instead of freaking out, he said that he and Steve had been trying to score some for ages.


We went out into the midday sun looking for a place they could trip. A gaudy poster for Barcelona Zoo caught my eye. It would be a great place to keep them off the streets if they lost control, so I waved them over.


‘Hey, look at this. I used to work at a zoo.’


Michael said, ‘You’re kidding. What was it like?’


‘Full of tourists. I used to talk to the tigers.’


Michael tipped up his sunglasses to study the list of attractions.


‘What did they say?’


‘The keeper taught me how to say the tiger’s greeting. I’d walk up to their cage when a pretty girl was looking and go, Harrough! They’d go, HARROUGH! right back to me. It was great.’


Michael pointed at the list.


‘It says here they’ve got an albino ape that looks like a human.’


Steve grinned. ‘Oh man, we’ve gotta see that!’




 





Barcelona’s fleapit was ten times worse than London Zoo. I hadn’t dropped anything, but I picked up on the weird vibe the guys got from seeing all the manky animals.


Michael and Steve wandered about in a trance as I tried to herd them across an area of scrubby grassland to see the human ape. We’d almost reached the other side when a zoo official ran up, shouting and waving. He stopped us with his uniformed arms outstretched, trying to push us back in the direction we’d just come from. I ignored him, but he blocked my path and pointed to a sign. Michael guessed it said: ‘Keep off the grass’.


My temper started to rise and so did my voice.


‘So why does he want us to tramp all the way back over it?’


I tried to walk on, but the official stuck his hand out and shouted: ‘Passaporte! Passaporte!’


I dodged around him and he started yelling:


‘Policia! Policia!’


People were staring at us, but I kept going. Michael quickly caught up with me. He put his arm round my shoulders and whispered in my ear.


‘Listen, we’re hippies tripping in Franco’s police state, where you get an instant six years for possession. We’ve got to cool it, man.’


He went to work on the zoo official. Moments later, Steve was taking a smiley photo of them with their arms round each other. I took a long look at Michael Schneider, wondering how on earth he’d been able pull that off while tripping on acid.
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8. PAIN IN SPAIN





We’d spent our last day in Barcelona looking at trippy Gaudi architecture in the hot sun and we needed a cold drink. Michael and I headed down the Ramblas, then turned down a street that led into the Plaça de George Orwell. Michael bought a couple of rum and cokes, and we stretched out on metal chairs overlooking the square. I watched a group of English sailors trying to form a human pyramid as I asked Michael about his home.


‘So your bedroom in Canada. Is it big?’


Ice cubes clinked as Michael sipped his rum. ‘Bigger than the hotel room, that’s for sure.’


‘Have you got a stereo?’


‘Sure. And a TV.’


‘Far-out! Car, pool, slot car racetrack, TV, stereo….’ I ticked a list on my fingers as the sailors fell about in the distance. ‘I bet you’ve got money in the bank too, yeah?’


Michael couldn’t help smiling and we leaned over the table to touch our glasses. He took a long swig and settled back into his chair. ‘So what have you got to go back to?’ he said.


I held out my arms. ‘Nothing. All I have is what I’ve got with me.’


Michael’s eyes opened wide. ‘You’re kidding. A suitcase and a guitar. That’s literally all you’ve got?’


I smiled at the heap of drunken sailors. Michael made being poor sound cool. Then he looked serious for a moment. ‘What about your folks? They must have something?’


‘All my mum’s got is a load of old books.’ I laughed. ‘She still hasn’t paid back the money she borrowed off us when we were kids!’


Michael tipped his head back to suck the last of the rum out of his ice cubes. ‘What does your old man do?’


‘Dunno. He used to play piano in pubs and clubs. Then he ran off with a barmaid called Ruby. We never saw him again.’


Michael began to strum an air guitar and drawled, ‘Sounds like a Country and Western song.’ We laughed as the sailors stumbled into the mysterious alleyways that led off the Ramblas. I swigged back my rum and we went to join them.




 





Michael sat on a barrel. The cellar we were in was old – more of a cavern than a bar – with wine casks cobwebbed to the walls and red candles that had turned their bottles into volcanoes of molten wax. Michael must have drunk the same amount as me but he still managed to sound sober.


‘I don’t really want to go back.’


I rolled Veronica’s love beads against my neck with my fingers. ‘What, to the hotel?’


Michael smiled. ‘No. Back home.’


Neither did I. I wanted to stay on the road forever.


‘Yeah, you get used to the freedom. It makes you feel you can do anything.’


‘Or go anywhere….’


‘Or be anybody….’


We fell quiet for the first time that evening and it made me realise that we were the only two left in the bar. Michael broke the silence.


‘That’s the difference between you and me. You’ve got nothing to tie you down, but I’m so locked into my life that I’ll never really be free.’


That made me laugh. ‘Hey, if I had your life, the last thing I’d want to be is free!’


Mike grinned and his hand weaved towards mine until our glasses clunked together. ‘Here’s to your art school in Moroccococo….’


‘And here’s to your university in Canadadada….’


We finished our drinks and carefully stepped up the uneven stone stairs to the door. The booze only hit us when we got outside. I jumped onto a car bonnet and started walking over the roofs of parked cars like a human rollercoaster.


Michael called up to me. ‘Hey, man. It’s probably not a good idea to do that.’


‘It’s okay. My shoes have got rubber soles, so they won’t damage the paintwork.’


I walked along until we came to a line of motor scooters.


‘We should head back to the hotel,’ Michael said. ‘We’ve got a long drive in the morning.’


He was right. Only I had a better idea. One of the scooters had keys in the ignition. I jumped onto the fat saddle and offered him a ride.


Michael shook his head. ‘That’s definitely not a good idea, man….’


I turned the key. The engine started with just one kick and I rocked the bike off its stand.


‘Come on! Let’s go!’


Michael looked around wildly. ‘This is crazy. Turn it off before somebody comes.’


I revved the engine. Michael wasn’t up for it, but I was.


‘See you back at the hotel!’


I twisted the handgrip into gear and eased out the clutch. Michael’s calls faded away as the bike surged out into the wide Barcelona Boulevard. A silky breeze blew over my face. I thought, This is so cool. Michael was mad not to come.


After a few blocks I leaned into a right turn, then from out of nowhere a couple of policemen on huge Moto Guzzis roared up alongside me. They forced me into the curb, so I decided to act drunk and fell in a heap on the road. They heaved me to my feet, snapping my arms into handcuffs behind my back. I smiled in a friendly sort of way, as if to say, ‘Hey, guys. I’m only drunk. Take it easy!’


Suddenly a police car squealed up beside us. They stuffed me inside and we sped away into the night. There was something serious about the chipped white paint on the grill in the back of the car, but it still all seemed a bit of a laugh.


The police car jerked to a halt, throwing me forward into the grille. Doors flew open and rough hands yanked me out. They dragged me across the road and the beads around my neck broke, falling to the ground in a tiny shower of colours. I thought, Shit, my lucky love beads. I wanted to keep them forever.


An officer loomed out of a doorway. He wore a peaked hat and a smart grey uniform with a black holster on the leather belt. He rapped out a question in Spanish and I answered him with a shrug and a dopey smile. Immediately three backhanders smacked my face from side to side, Nazi-style. I instantly hated him. Anybody could act tough to someone in handcuffs.


The cops holding my arms rushed me down a long, narrow corridor lit by dim overhead lights. We were going so fast I hardly needed to use my feet. The corridor led to a brick courtyard with a metal staircase running up one of the walls. They hauled me up the steps, round a corner and we burst into a wide, scruffy office.


My Levi jacket was almost yanked off my shoulders as the officers rifled through my pockets. The face-slapper tried to rip open the seams, obviously looking for drugs. They got excited when they found my tortoise-shell plectrum and sniffed it as though it was dope. It seemed crazy that people in the land of flamenco didn’t recognise a guitar pick. I didn’t like their vibe and their guns, but at least I knew I was clean.


They hauled me to a desk and I recognised that they were shouting for my passport. I said, ‘Hotel, hotel,’ and tried a small smile of apology.


Thankfully, they seemed to understand me. The face-slapper asked me the name of my hotel.


Suddenly I was sober and my thoughts crystal clear. The acid was in my suitcase at the hotel. The front desk would hand it to the police with my passport when I didn’t check out in the morning. They’d find the secret compartment and I’d be banged up for ten years. That was it. Checkmate. It was over.


They kept on relentlessly. ‘Hotel? Oye, hombre, cuál es el nombre del hotel? No entiendes?’


All I could do was pretend to forget the name to give me time to think.


They’re not going to let me go without seeing my passport. When they get my passport, they’ll find my drugs. I’m handcuffed so I can’t run away. I’m totally fucked. I can’t do ten years. I’ll be over thirty when I get out! My life will be finished.


The face-slapper was filling out a form and I realised it wouldn’t be long before they locked me up. The only option was to get the handcuffs off. If I could get them off I could escape.


I turned round with my back to the desk and twisted my hand towards a pencil. One of the officers put it in my grasp and I managed to draw a dick pissing into a pot on a yellow notepad. I figured they wouldn’t want to pull it out for me, so they’d have to take the handcuffs off. The policemen laughed at the drawing. That’s good, I thought, they think I’m a funny drunk.


The cuffs came off with a welcome click and the cop who’d hit me escorted me back down the metal staircase into the courtyard. At the bottom of the steps I glanced down the long corridor we’d come through on the way in. At the end I could see people in the street and cars flashing by. Freedom was so close I could almost feel it. We turned left and crossed the yard to the toilets. As I’d hoped, I went through the heavy door alone.


The toilet was an absolute fortress. There was no way of escape. A plan formed in my mind as I stood at the piss-stained stalls.


I’ll knock him out, then leg it down the corridor. He deserves it for hitting me first. But he’s got a gun, so I’ll have to hit him hard or he’ll shoot me.


I’d knocked people out before, and I was sure I could do it again. Also, I was a fast runner and the cops wore heavy boots. All I had to do was twist and turn through the back streets till I found my hotel. Then I’d get my hair cut, change my clothes and in the morning I’d be off to Morocco, hiding behind a pair of shades.


I zipped up and walked to the reinforced door. Then I paused to take a deep breath and gather my strength. ‘Okay,’ I said to myself. ‘This is it.’


I pushed the door open with my left hand and walked out ready to punch him as hard as I could with my right. But he wasn’t there. He was standing behind the door. I hadn’t expected that. The door slammed shut and a shove in my back got me going. As we crossed the yard towards the steps, I sneaked another glance down the corridor. I could still see the street, but if I turned to hit him he’d see it coming and shout for help. I started up the metal steps that led to ten years in jail. My whole life seemed to be falling down on top of me.


I’ve done nothing in all my years. I’ve never even tried to accomplish anything. If I don’t act now my life will be lost forever.


We were approaching the point where the stairs turned a corner. After that it would be too late. It was now or never.


I span round and grabbed the iron railing with my left hand, drawing my right foot back at the same time. I had a perfect view of the cop’s surprised face as I aimed the sole of my shoe at his head. It connected with a heavy slam and he fell backwards. His skull banged hard against a concrete lintel before he landed on his back on the floor. Unbelievably, he reached for his pistol. I dived headfirst down the steps and punched his head as I landed on him, but instead of losing consciousness he started to shout. I jumped up and ran down the corridor, expecting a shot to crack out at any moment.


The corridor seemed to go on forever. I’d almost made it to the end when suddenly a whole team of cops piled out of a side door next to the exit. There was nothing I could do. I froze with my hands in the air.


They shoved me back into the courtyard and this time the cuffs went on really tight. A blow landed on my shoulder and I instinctively ducked. Then another hit the back of my head. Suddenly they all piled in and their nightsticks rained down on my back like hammers. I doubled over. Judging by their legs there were around six of them, shifting around, trying to get a better angle. I yelled out in pain as they beat me in a frenzy. Then my head was yanked up by my hair. I looked into the bulging face of the cop I’d kicked and saw him reach for his gun. He was about to shoot me! I turned away like Lee Harvey Oswald did when Jack Ruby pulled out his pistol. There was a sharp crack on my back, but it wasn’t a bullet, they just started to beat me again. I’d been gang-bashed before – booted by black-suited navvies dancing around to get a good kick in as I rolled on the tap-room floor – but nothing like this. The blows thundered down until they were too tired to hit me any more.


The handcuffs tore into my wrists as they dragged me to the corner of the stairwell. I collapsed on the stone floor, but hairy fists hauled me upright and a truncheon jabbed into my face. I stood as best I could as they jabbered away to each other back down the corridor. I desperately wanted to lie down, but I didn’t dare. The corridor that led to the street was right in front of me but I was too afraid even to look at it. My body was in shock and my mind was empty of everything except pain and fear.


I waited in a wilderness of time until a distant commotion roused me. A new shift was coming in and they were being told what I’d done. Their voices grew louder and louder, becoming hysterical outbursts that filled me with dread. A new group of cops clattered down the corridor towards me. I crouched as they yanked me from under the stairs and began hitting my back and arms. It was more than I could bear and I heard myself crying out in agony with each blow.


Yet strangely, somewhere in my head, a calm voice spoke. It said, ‘This is okay. It’s just a beating. If they stop soon, you’ll recover and be all right.’ But they didn’t stop. I could feel my arms turning to pulp and my spine cracking. The blows exploded in my mind; I had a vision of how I’d draw the pain if I got out alive. It was a complex partition of boxes packed with jagged machines, snapped cables and mechanical medieval weapons. The voice came back: ‘Now this is doing some harm, maybe permanent harm. You have to do something.’ I jerked myself upright and shouted wildly, ‘STOP IT! I’M ENGLISH!’
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