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The Alpujarras











‘Fui piedra y perdí mi centro


y me arrojaron al mar


y a fuerza de mucho tiempo


mi centro vine a encontrar.’





 




‘I was a stone and lost my centre


and was thrown into the sea


and after a very long time


I came to find my centre again.’











(Traditional song)
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PART ONE



















One





Jadus Golding pauses on the corner, finds a shadow and checks his watch. For an instant its indigo and bejewelled dial makes him feel good about himself, but then he remembers the price it came at. He looks from the time to the sky and sees a leaf, falling. The trees are heavy with leaves and he knows that if he catches the leaf, then luck will come to him. He could do with it.


He holds out his hand, spreading his fingers, then he sees Brandon, walking slow with his hands plunged deep down the front of his Sean Pauls. Jadus closes his hand into an empty fist. The leaf is on the ground.


Jadus runs a few steps, to keep Brandon in sight. He pauses when Brandon pauses to let the traffic go; crosses when Brandon crosses. They proceed in this ill-tailored tandem all the way up to Spitalfields, and all the way, the Limekiln estate comes in and out of view, like an island in a high sea. This makes his blood sluice. He is so close to Jasmine and Millie, but cannot call on his lover and their daughter.


The streets thicken and suits mix with jeans; summer frocks with salwar kameez. Brandon slows, turns into the entrance to the market, and stops. Jadus immediately recognises the man he is talking to, which gives him plenty cause for concern. Brandon, so long a friend, has been in hiding since he was shortlisted for the manslaughter of a nineteen-year-old student who just happened to be crossing the road in the aftermath of a job on the Seven Sisters Road – so why is he talking to a policeman?


A Cherokee Jeep slows up and Brandon nods at it, makes a circle in the air with his finger and carries on talking to DS Pulford.


As the Cherokee cruises towards him, its windows blacked out, Jadus pulls his beanie hat down. He gives the Limekiln tower a long, last look, and slopes into Flower and Dean Street, drawing shapes of what he will have to do, if Pulford doesn’t get off his case.


He scrolls through his phone, sees the name is still there: Staffe Work; Staffe Mobile. He deletes one and then the other, but knows that this particular policeman will always be there – everywhere he goes.
















Two





Slowly, he realises that he is not dead.


He is accustomed to this process but lately it has been complicated by the fact that gunshot awakens him. Birds flap up into the walnut tree, scared by Paco the Frog’s automated gun crow.


The pillows are wet on his neck and the sheets are knotted around his ankles. His fever comes and goes but it has been on the wane this last week. Tomorrow, his friend Manolo is taking him to the hospital in Almería where they will, hopefully, appraise his healed wound a final time. They will chastise him for rushing his rehab, but this latest setback will be his last, he promises himself.


The ceiling is high and the poplar beams are varnished. The house martins circle in the pale morning. Beyond the fringe of silver chains, hanging by the open door to keep the mosquitoes away, the low sun is becoming brilliant. It seems that winter will never come.


Near, mules clatter down the cobbled track that runs by his rented house and into the campo. The sweetness of Frog’s black tobacco swirls up through the leaves of the walnut tree.


He pushes himself upright in the bed and touches his soreness. It is less tender than yesterday. This time, he must let it heal completely, stay free from infection.


Frog calls to his dog and Staffe walks across his bedroom’s terracotta floor, warm already, and parts the silver chain cortinas, blinking. Beyond the walnut tree, wisps of cloud strand the sky and the massif of Gador is far away, between him and Almería. Tomorrow Manolo has promised him lunch at his tio’s bar – an Almerían institution, so he claims.


Staffe picks his phone from the crude, chestnut dressing table and looks for messages. Not a sausage. How his stomach pines for sausage, the English way.




*





A line of men lean against the thick, oak counter of Bar Fuente, arguing fiercely and banging fists. Some wear broad-rimmed straw hats, check shirts and drill trousers tied at the waist with rope; others, younger, are in blue cotton overalls and baseball caps sporting the logos of local plumbing and electrical suppliers. In front of them, on the bar, are rows of tiny white cups and saucers with ferocious coffee alongside small goblets filled to their brims with sol y sombre – a breakfast tipple of brandy and anis.


Staffe makes his way to the comedor and the locals nod and smile. He says to Consuela, ‘The usual,’ and she smiles sheepishly, her eyes darting to the floor. Staffe chides Frog, for setting his gun crow too early in the morning. Frog pushes back his dog-eared beret, says something indecipherable in reply, then looks Consuela up and down. She has a broad face, her bones are fine and she is taller than most of the men. She is not from these parts, but for some reason has stuck around – perhaps it has something to do with the child she has. She didn’t arrive in Almagen with the child. Frog says something else at her and laughs – like a frog, his big eyes bulging. She scuttles into the kitchen.


As he waits, Staffe looks at some new posters on the wall. They are handwritten in an ornate font with renditions of paintbrushes, books and musical notes as a border. The posters are all slightly different, but each advertises a final decisive meeting with the Junta to determine whether Almagen will be awarded its Cultural Academy. It has been the talk of the village. It will revitalise the place, secure its future.


Bar Fuente, like Staffe’s house, is in the lower barrio – the oldest part of the village. The Moors built it in the sixteenth century when they were banished from Granada. Later, the village spread up the hill towards what became a main road, the carretera. Each barrio has a square and a fountain. In these parts, where the melting snow from the Sierra Nevada flows, water is priceless.


Consuela brings Staffe his tostada with tomato and olive oil, a glass of orange juice and café con leche.


‘Hey, Guilli!’ says Manolo, picking up a sol y sombre, coming to join him. As he brushes past Consuela, Frog says something and Manolo blushes.


‘Guirri!’ calls another.


‘No, Guillermo, you idiot.’ It’s Manolo’s joke – to shorten Guillermo, the Spanish for William, to Guilli. A guirri is an outsider, implicitly unwelcome. ‘They’re idiots,’ says Manolo, plonking down a plastic bag on the floor and sitting heavily on the chair opposite Staffe, his torso broad and deep, as if he is not to scale. He nods and smiles at Staffe. His teeth are white and good, odd in these parts, but his skin is dark as stained oak and rough from the sun and the sierra winds. Manolo is the village shepherd – El Pastor, and probably a few years younger than Staffe, but the ravages of the sun and wind make him seem older. Frog calls him a stupid goat. Someone else calls him a goat fucker. Manolo ignores them: hurt, but seeming as though he has heard it all before. The lines on his forehead deepen and his shoulders hunch an extra degree. He says, ‘Tomorrow, Almería. You’re still good to go?’ as though apologising for something.


‘Of course,’ says Staffe.


Frog shouts across, ‘I hear your brother is back, the one who got all the brains!’


Manolo pushes the bag towards Staffe with his foot. ‘Tomatoes and peppers, from my huerta.’ He swirls his sol y sombra, the goblet like a thimble in his enormous hands.


‘Show my friend here your hole,’ calls Frog, imploring Staffe with his wide, bulging eyes. A cluster of the men from the bar turn, urging him, and Staffe reluctantly lifts his shirt. He has done this a dozen times but he manages a smile. One of the younger men comes across, tipping back his baseball cap, crouching, prodding the baby-pink tissue of his two scars: the one between his hip and the navel has healed well but the other, between his heart and the pit of his arm, weeps, having reopened a month ago when a bigoted chump from Mecina, the next village, had started on Manolo. Staffe stepped in, and so did the chump’s friends. Strong as Manolo is, they took quite a hiding.


He swallows away the memory of where the two bullets came from, how long it has been since the doctors at City Royal cheated death, saved the fugitive Jadus from becoming a murderer. It seems a lifetime ago now.


Today, he will do his physio and spend an hour brushing up on his conjugations, then he will meet his young nephew, Harry, from school. They will walk up the mountain together, to El Nido, his sister Marie’s cortijo where she lives with the ne’er-do-well Paolo. Meanwhile, he and Manolo sit together. Slowly, the bar thins out.


Staffe says to his friend, ‘Your brother? You never mentioned a brother.’


‘He went away. He is barely anything to me.’


‘Wouldn’t it be nice, to have some family with you – especially with your father away. The family line is what we call it.’


‘Some families are maybe best without a line.’


Frog bangs an empty glass on the counter, shouts something thick and fast to Consuela, who is in the kitchen. The other old goat still at the bar laughs, but Consuela looks hurt and Manolo stands, slowly.


Consuela shouts, ‘No. Lolo, no!’


Manolo walks towards Frog who says, ‘Sit down, you thick lump.’ Manolo reaches out with a big hand and Frog’s friend grabs his forearm, but Manolo gets Frog by the throat anyway, launches him into the wall with one hand around his throat. Frog’s beret falls to ground and his feet twitch in the air. Manolo puts his free hand to his hip, where Staffe sees the carved handle of a knife protruding from a plaited, makeshift belt fashioned from baling twine.


Staffe shouts, ‘No!’ as the colour drains instantly from Frog’s face. Salva, the bar owner, rushes in from the store room, throws himself at Manolo, grabbing him round the neck. But Manolo stands firm and still and Frog’s feet twitch. He squeals, high pitched, like air from a balloon.


Consuela walks through the hatch at the end of the bar and puts a fine hand on Manolo’s massive, taut forearm. She whispers, ‘Please. Let him go. For me.’


Frog drops to the floor, like a sack of beans from a mule. Manolo returns to the table, his eyes empty and cold. He reaches for his hip and pulls his knife, cuts open a tomato and offers a slice to Staffe. ‘My tomatoes are the best.’ The knife has a goat’s head intricately carved for its handle. Seeing Staffe looking, Manolo says in his little voice, ‘I carved it myself.’


Staffe nods at the posters, says, ‘You could get involved in the Academy.’


‘That’s not for us. This lot just want to make off with the money from the government. One man’s culture, another man’s crime.’ He runs his blade through another tomato and Consuela brings him a plate of bread. They don’t look at each other, nor exchange even pleasantries.




*





Staffe finds slim shade by the church in the middle barrio. He presses his back to the stone, which is warm. A couple of mothers stand by the fountain watching their young play. The bells peal and before the final ring echoes around the fringe of houses, the children rush through the arched, filigree gate of the school cloister and into the square. The mothers call out to their young but are ignored.


A nun brings a lone child to the ironwork gate. She pats him on the shoulder and points up the mountain, ushering him away. Harry looks sad and Staffe calls out to him. Harry’s face lights up when he hears his name, but becomes instantly glum. He walks towards his uncle briskly, head down. ‘I can walk home on my own.’


Staffe raises a bag. ‘I have tomatoes and peppers from Manolo’s huerta.’


‘His garden, you mean.’ Harry walks off up the steep, narrow alley that leads to the main road. At the top of the hill, he drinks lustily from a fountain. When Staffe catches up, Harry holds his uncle’s hand and they cross the Mecina road, take the goat track into the sierra.


‘You don’t know how lucky you are, living here,’ says Staffe.


‘Why can’t I stay with you in the village?’


‘Your mum and Paolo live up the mountain. And you have a new brother or sister about to come along.’


‘There’s nothing to do up there.’


‘What about the baby?’


‘It will only make things worse. You know how small that house is.’


Staffe wants to tell him that he will look back on these days and marvel. ‘You can learn the land. And you should ask your friends up to El Nido. You could make a camp and have them to sleep over.’


Harry looks up at Staffe as if he is deciding whether to confide a secret. He says nothing.


They walk briskly for twenty minutes, Staffe suffering in the heat, but when they reach the cortijo, Harry runs past the building, sits on the edge of the balsa, a circular, concrete pond that holds water for the land, and for washing. Normally, his feet dangle in the water, but not today.


Marie is chopping peppers outside the stone cortijo, which has a kitchen cum living room and a small bedroom either side. The shower is outside and the toilet is wherever takes your fancy. Paolo started on the building work with a vengeance, but as summer hotted up, his mission soon petered out into long afternoons sat on the veranda, smoking his way through his own supply and drinking the local terrano wine that comes by the five-litre. Marie fries the peppers, adds beaten eggs to a skillet and rustles up a revuelta.


They eat and drink and watch the shadowless enormity of the valley. Paolo talks about what he has planted and how it’s hit and miss but next year will be better.


Staffe thinks, ‘Yeah, right. Mañana,’ but says, ‘What will you do in the winter for fuel? The locals have started bringing in their wood.’


‘We’ll do it when it gets cooler,’ says Paolo.


‘Surely, when it gets cooler you’ll already be needing it.’


Paolo says, ‘They’ve thrown the towel in.’


‘What?’ says Staffe.


‘Can’t we let our lunch settle?’ says Marie, gathering the dishes and looking daggers at Paolo. ‘We’re away from the world here. That’s supposed to be the point.’


‘Who’s thrown the towel in?’ asks Staffe.


Marie takes the dishes away and as soon as she is out of earshot, Paolo says, ‘I saw it on the telly in Orgiva. It’s ETA. They have stopped for good.’


Staffe watches Marie at the sink by the door, scrubbing the skillet. When she is done with the pan, she fills a bowl for the dishes, starts singing a Pretenders song. She has a beautiful voice. He says to Paolo, ‘If Marie didn’t want you to say anything, you shouldn’t have said anything.’


‘But she says you’re . . .’ He lets the words drift to nothing.


Staffe goes to Marie, says, ‘Sing that song again. What is it?’


She removes the muslin from a cheese that Manolo had brought round last week. ‘He told you, didn’t he?’


‘What does it matter?’


‘It matters. That’s the problem.’


‘It will be winter soon. You can’t shower outside in the winter.’ He kisses her on the forehead and starts to dry the dishes.


Marie sings, ‘Though you are far away, I know you’ll always be near to me.’ She cuts a slice of cheese, reaches out to Staffe with a piece, pops it in his mouth.


It conjures a memory.


She must see it, because she says, ‘I feel it too, you know, Will. I miss them so badly. But you can’t get angry – that won’t do any good. And surely, if ETA are stopping – that has to be good.’


He chews on the cheese and she leans against him, rests her head on his chest, her ear pressing against his wound. He feels the pain, lets it come, thinks about the heartless bastard who killed their parents: Santi Etxebatteria, who, it seems, is allowed to see the error of his ways and put an end to bad activity. Just like that. Does that make their death even more worthless – that the cause is no longer fought? It is madness to think that way, he knows.


Marie holds up a slice of cheese, says, ‘This is good. Remember when Mum would tell you off for eating it straight from the fridge?’


He smiles, remembers how his teeth would leave their imprint in the waxy cheddar, always catching him out. ‘This is Manolo’s cheese.’


‘You were laid up when he brought it round. He came with his brother. I didn’t know he has a brother,’ says Marie.


‘Nobody tells you anything up here,’ says Staffe.




*





The setting sun catches Gador and brushes it pink and coral. Tomorrow, Manolo is going to take him towards it, but veering to the west, to where Almeria stands by the Med like a proud Moor, looking back at Africa.        


Staffe rocks in his wooden chair up on the roof of his village house, puts down Monsignor Quixote and swirls the mint tea in its nickel pot. He pours himself another glass, thinking back to when he had only a notion of Spain.


The three of them were waiting for the last call for boarding the ferry. His father was sporting his panama hat and wore a silly Hawaiian shirt. His mother had a floral summer dress that floated from its empire line and her face was sun kissed from the hot June. Twenty-five years ago, yet sometimes it feels like never – or as if it happened to someone else. Other times, it seems like yesterday: the only thing of significance that ever touched him.


‘Will,’ his mother had said, ‘You’ll be . . .’


‘All right!’ he had snapped. There was a party back up in Surrey and in his pocket he was touching the joint he had rolled ready for the drive back up the A3.


‘Will,’ his father said, wearily. ‘We know you’ll be all right. But one day, you’ll understand.’


‘I understand now.’


‘And you’ll be good to Marie.’


His mother had pulled down her hat too far on her head and she tilted her face up, peered at him. He waited for her to admonish him, but she just reached out and put a finger to his lips, said, ‘I don’t know what I would do, if anything happened to you, Will.’


He should have said, then, that he loved her. He should have said that to his father, too. Instead, he looked up at the Pride of Bilbao and said, ‘They’re boarding.’ He accepted the handshake from his father and stood limply as his mother hugged him. There were gulls in the sky and a faraway look in her eye. He waited for her to kiss him, but she didn’t, she just put the palm of her hand flat to his chest and said, ‘My boy.’


The next time he saw her, her freckles were gone and her eyes were closed. They had pulled a gown right up to her neck and when he looked down, there wasn’t the contour you would expect. They had put her hair up, in a bun, a way she had never had it. She was all gone.
















Three





Manolo stoops at the counter of the Quinta Toro, bending low so his elbow can rest on the bar. He is talking with his tio, Angel, and raises his hand the instant Staffe steps down from the blistering sun of Almería’s market and into the dark, empty bar. His smile is frail and his eyes are soft, but he is undoubtedly pleased to see Staffe – almost as if he has been counting the moments towards a loved one’s safe return.


Approaching Manolo now, Staffe sees his friend in a different kind of light. He is wearing a jacket for his trip to town and his trousers are clean with a sharp crease, his shoes shine and his skin sings from a good scrubbing. Today, his friend is almost dashing, but he is stiff, as if broom handles are stuck down the arms and legs of his clothes.


‘Papas a lo pobre,’ says Manolo, thrusting a saucerful of glistening potatoes at him. ‘The best. And how are things with you?’ Manolo looks at Staffe’s chest, his face sad again. He holds Staffe by the shoulder as he awaits the response.


‘I’m fine. The hospital said I’m fit to travel.’


‘You are going home? To England?’


The consultant had told Staffe his blood had tested well but he wouldn’t be able to work for at least a month, though he could travel – best not by air.


‘I might go back in a couple of weeks or so.’


Manolo looks glum. ‘Good for you but bad for us.’ He turns away, issues a rally of fast, blurring words and Angel glugs a glassful of wine into a goblet. Angel is older than Staffe, his forehead crinkled with lines and, unusually for a Spaniard, his head totally hairless, gleaming.


They clash drinks and Manolo tells him how long the Quinta Toro has been in the family and how proud they all are that Angel has kept it going – the old way. But the bar is empty. Its history looks spent.


Angel brings small dishes of chicken livers in rich gravy. Manolo tells Angel, ‘This is my friend, the guardia from England.’


Staffe nods. ‘Police. More like the Cuerpo Nacional, though.’


‘He is a detective?’ says Angel, looking suspiciously at Staffe, then Manolo.


‘Maybe I should take him by Adra on our way home.’


‘Why?’ says Staffe.


Angel talks impossibly fast, the words blurring into one another, and as he talks, he reaches down, produces more wine and pours it lustily, the wine spilling onto the counter.


Manolo puts a finger to his temple and taps it, nodding at Angel. He says to Staffe, ‘We have our own mysteries here. A murder.’


Angel leans forward, lowers his voice. ‘This one is a guirri. It’s nothing.’


‘His son, Jesús, is in the Cuerpo,’ says Manolo. ‘He’s down at the scene.’


‘He’s only a young puppy dog but he has seen many‚ many deaths already,’ says Angel. ‘This is no different.’


‘But he told me it is the worst,’ says Manolo.


‘How?’ says Staffe.


Angel shakes his head, which glints from the lantern lights above. He is suddenly earnest. ‘I cannot betray his confidence.’ He raises a finger to his lips.


‘I can take you, though,’ says Manolo, ‘A shame not to whet your appetite.’


‘You should leave Jesús to his business,’ says Angel.


Staffe slides a spoonful of livers into his mouth, presses his tongue to the roof of his mouth and the livers dissolve, leave a taste of something unmistakably foreign. ‘What is this spice?’ he asks Angel.


‘A secret,’ says Angel.


And Staffe gets it. Something you seldom taste in Spain, this is star anise, a cousin of fennel and the anis liqueur they swill for breakfast.


On their way out, Manolo says, ‘So, that’s my tio.’ He looks back at the bar, two large barrels out front and an ancient sign beneath a weathered, bronze bull’s head. ‘What did you make of him?’


‘He’s a proud man.’


Manolo puts his arm on Staffe’s back, pats his shoulder, firmly. ‘I’m pleased. I value your opinion. You know that, don’t you?’




*





As they drive to Adra, Manolo’s dog‚ Suki‚ constantly yaps and jumps from the foot well on to his lap and back again, but Manolo is expressionless, seems elsewhere. Staffe says, ‘Is something wrong?’


‘Wrong?’ Manolo shrugs.


They pass a restaurant, El Marisco, on its own opposite the field of vast plastic greenhouses that spill down to the sea. The restaurant is like an oasis, with beautiful cordobés tiles. A line of Mercs and 4x4s are parked out front.


Waiters in starched white tunics and slicked black hair tend the great and the good with straight backs and silver service. A man at the top of the steps meets and greets. He clocks Manolo’s van and waves, but Manolo ignores him.


Staffe says, ‘Angel said it was a guirri; a guirri like me?’


‘You shouldn’t think of yourself as a guirri. You live here. You have family who have moved here.’


‘They say if you’ve been a guirri, you’re always a guirri.’ Staffe knows that Manolo’s father, the one they say is mad and lives in Granada, went to Germany. They say he found himself a beautiful wife who deserted him, destroyed him; gave him a guirri son. Or two. ‘How do you feel?’


‘I’m from Almagen. I wish I wasn’t, but I am. God willing, that will be the end of it for us Canos.’ Manolo pulls Suki onto his lap, fusses with the dog’s fluffy white head. For a moment, disregarding the scale of him, Manolo looks free as a boy.


Staffe wants to ask Manolo if his mother went off and took his younger brother with her – the brother he has never mentioned. He waits for Manolo to say something.


‘You have your sister and your Arri. It’s a good family to have.’


‘I’ll tell you about my family one day.’


Manolo puts a hand under Suki’s body, lifts her up and kisses the top of her head. He places her down, gently, between himself and Staffe. ‘It’s all right, Guilli. I know about your parents. I’m very sorry.’ He stops the van.


Plastic greenhouses are everywhere, some the size of football pitches. This is intensive farming on an epic scale. Some of the greenhouses are new, but most are decrepit: dirty plastic sheets full of holes and tied to rusting metal frames. The sand blows up from the track and as he gets out of the van, Staffe can smell that they are near the sea. He looks into one of the greenhouses where the soil is like dust and sprinklers lie like snakes amongst the canes. He can’t recall ever having told Manolo about his parents, but doesn’t ask, instead says, ‘What grows here?’


‘Whatever you want. Whenever you want it. But the land is shit. Not like my huerta with my goats’ shit and the sierra water.’


‘Where is Jesús?’


Manolo points down a narrow track between the plastic structures. ‘You had best be quick.’


‘You’re not coming?’


‘I need to collect something.’


Once he is out of Manolo’s battered grey van, the heat intensifies – shimmering off the plastic sheets; even with his sunglasses on, Staffe has to squint against the glare. A chemical smell of unnatural nutrients mixes with the ozone. Staffe walks past a chest-high drum that says ‘NitroFos’. He goes deep between the giant enclosures and here and there, Moroccans mooch in ones and twos: some in hooded burnous, others in garish nylon track suits. Some exude menace, watching him carefully.


When Staffe looks back for Manolo’s van, a Moroccan, crouched on his haunches and wearing a hemp burnous, dyed yellow and blue, is staring at him. The hood is down and his eyes are heavy as pebbles. His shaven head is smooth as wet rocks and black as a bible. As he turns a corner, he senses that the man stands. Turning, he sees Manolo standing beside the Moroccan, holding an empty, hessian sack. Manolo ushers Staffe on with a flutter of the fingers and crouches beside the Moroccan.


Once Staffe is right in amongst the plastic, there are no points of reference. The sun is immediately above, and even mighty Gador is nowhere to be seen. He keeps checking for the sea, sees a thin, blue strip of it every now and again as he works his way left and forward, right and forward, all the time committing his moves to memory.


Staffe discerns human noise: a crackle of radio. He follows the sounds, coming from within a plastic-sheeted greenhouse right down near the sea. By its entrance, a Cuerpo Nacional officer leans against a quad bike. He is strapped up with a revolver and a lethal truncheon. His uniform is blue and he is handsome with slicked hair and bright eyes, his skin the colour of walnut. He gives Staffe a lingering look, not blinking. When Staffe gets to within six feet, the policeman says, ‘Stop!’


‘Where is the beach?’ Staffe asks.


The policeman laughs. ‘Beach? This is no beach.’


Staffe walks by, stands on the low shelf of scrub overlooking thirty metres of sand and wooden pallets and tin cans. Shopping bags flutter in the breeze. If life was this beach, you’d top yourself. He turns, ‘You’re right,’ trying to see into the ramshackle greenhouse. Inside, makeshift pinboards have been erected and an enormously fat man with a rush of curly brown hair walks slowly around a penned area, peering at the ground. His shirt is stained dark with sweat all down its back and in patches beneath each arm, the size of dinner plates. ‘What happened?’


The young cuerpo says, ‘You shouldn’t be here.’


‘What are they growing?’


‘Strawberries, but not any more. Are you German?’


‘Are you Jesús? You have a look of your father – Angel. He’s a friend of mine.’


‘My father doesn’t care for Germans.’


‘I’m English.’


Jesús’s lip curls, as if Staffe had said, ‘I’m a war criminal.’


Staffe takes a step closer, trying to see the subject of attention inside the greenhouse.


Jesús puts a hand to his hip, rubs his thumb against the butt of his revolver, poking from its holster. ‘Stop!’


The fat man looks up, makes his way wearily to the entrance. ‘Who is he, Jesús?’


Staffe says, ‘I have a house in the Alpujarras.’


‘You’re no Alpujarreño. Your Spanish is too clean.’ The two men laugh.


‘What happened?’


‘You must go.’ The fat man reaches behind him, pulls out a radio. ‘Jesús, take him away.’


Staffe jumps away from Jesús and waves his hands in front of his face, shouts, ‘Wasp! Wasp! I’m allergic. I’m allergic!’


The fat man and Jesús each take a step back and Staffe carves great swipes in the air at the imaginary wasp, focusing on the scene behind the fat man. The head and shoulders of a fair-haired man stick up from a hole in the ground. His skin is swollen‚ bloodied and torn‚ and his nose is askew. Staffe thinks an eye socket is lower than it ought to be.


Jesús walks towards Staffe, grabs his arm, leads him away from the entrance, and as they go, Staffe says, ‘Is it a bad one?’


‘It’ll be in the papers tomorrow.’


‘Don’t worry. I know how it goes. I’m in the police in England.’


Jesús wipes his mouth. ‘Like I said, read it in the papers.’


‘I could hear it straight from the journalist. There’s no law against that, is there?’


‘Why would you bother?’ Jesús looks at him and for an instant, Staffe thinks the policeman might expect a convincing response.


‘You’ve been in those mountains. There’s nothing to do if you haven’t got a mule.’ He laughs. ‘It can’t do any harm.’


Jesús sighs. ‘How do you know my father?’


‘Manolo Cano‚ your primo‚ is my best friend here in Spain. Tell me about the journalist. Like you say, it’ll be in the papers tomorrow.’


Jesús lowers his voice. ‘He’s with La Lente.’ He looks over his shoulder. ‘Now, you need to get yourself back to the hills.’


Staffe makes his way back through the plastic-sheeted greenhouses and all the time, he feels watched. He turns quickly, thinks he sees the blur of a darting body. A dog, perhaps. He stops dead, listens hard and thinks he can hear a scuttle. Maybe a snake.


He walks on as softly as he can, through the dust, and eventually spots the drum of NitroFos, close to where Manolo parked the van. He looks around. No Manolo, nor his van. ‘Manolo!’ he calls, peering all around. Twenty metres away, the African in the blue and yellow burnous is still on his haunches and staring right at Staffe.


Staffe beckons the African to stand, but he stays put, looking anxious, putting his hands together, as if in prayer, rocking back and forth, moving his lips but saying nothing.


‘Have you seen a man – my friend, the one with the grey van?’


He shakes his head vociferously, looking at his black feet on the white stones.


Staffe stands over him. ‘What happened here?’


The African man cowers and clamps a hand over his own mouth.


‘Tell me.’


The man removes the hand and says a word with his mouth, but no sound comes.


‘You are . . . ?’ Staffe has forgotten the Spanish word for ‘mute’ but the man nods.


Staffe sits alongside and motions over his shoulder with his thumb, towards the sea. ‘What did happen?’


The man pokes a finger into the dust. He works his finger round and round until a hole the size of a fist is made. He reaches into his burnous and pulls out a bottle of water. He puts his open fist into the hole and pours the water into his hand. The hole grows dark but the water soon disappears and the soil is light again.


‘My friend?’


The man shakes his head and draws a flattened palm slowly across his own throat.


‘What!’ Staffe stands, thinking about the fair-haired, beaten man with his head and shoulders planted in the Almería dust. The doctors prescribed against this.


‘Guilli! Guilli! We have to go.’


Turning, Staffe sees Manolo trudge from between a couple of greenhouses. ‘Where were you?’


Manolo holds up an old sack of seed, barely a quarter full. ‘The finest pepper seeds in all Andalucia,’ he laughs, weakly. ‘Now, we must go – quick.’


They drive fast, a different way that doesn’t take them back past El Marisco. Bordering an enormous, verdant gap amongst the plastic, between the motorway and the Med, signs for ‘GOLF TROPICAL’ have been defaced into the aerosol words of ‘GUERRA GOLFO’.


‘Golf war?’ says Staffe.


‘There’s only so much water,’ says Manolo. ‘Some people think it’s better to use it for food than for golf. Damn fools.’ Manolo is agitated and chomps away on a mouthful of sunflower seeds, spitting the soft shells out of the window. After a while, he says, ‘So, did you see anything?’


‘I got a glimpse of the victim. He was in a terrible state.’


Manolo looks ahead, squinting at the signs for the autopista. ‘What did he look like?’


‘Fair hair. That’s all you could say. The rest of him was a bloody mess.’
















Four





Staffe leans against the ancient, wrought balcony of his room in Almería’s Hotel Catedral, watches two young gypsy boys kick a football against the massive sand-coloured stones of the cathedral’s façade. Old couples promenade through the plaza in their Sunday best. The sun is low but the evening is sultry and the merest breath of the Med comes up from Almería’s port.


A couple of hours ago, he waved off troubled Manolo and asked the receptionist in the hotel if she could help him catch up with an old friend of his who writes for La Lente. ‘He uses a pseudonym these days, though,’ Staffe had told the receptionist. ‘I don’t know what name he goes by, but I know he’s covering a murder down on the coast.’


The receptionist embraced the challenge‚ phoning La Lente and coming up with the name Gutiérrez. Raúl Gutiérrez.


‘That story isn’t even out, yet,’ Gutiérrez had said when Staffe called.


‘What I know won’t affect the story you are running tomorrow, but it could lead to something bigger,’ Staffe had said.


‘This story’s big enough, don’t you worry.’


‘Murder always is.’


‘Who are you?’


‘I am police.’


‘You talk shit.’


‘Did you interview the African?’ asks Staffe.


‘Which African?’


‘He is mute, but he saw it all.’


‘Nobody saw it, and anyway, this is my story.’


‘Stories of murder aren’t yours or mine. They belong to the dead and their families and whoever might be next. Can you meet me? Café Tanger, at eight o’clock.’


‘You sound quite intent, Señor Wagstaffe.’


Staffe had tried to recall when he might have let slip his name to Raúl Gutiérrez. He was quite sure he hadn’t. He hung up, knowing that he really had no business with this killing. But if Gutiérrez showed up, maybe that was a sign. If he didn’t, he would let it lie: have a good dinner and slide between crisp linen sheets and get a bus tomorrow, back to the hills. Mind his own.


Now, making his way down through the hotel then walking down Calle Real, he feels bubbles of air trap in his belly; a slow rush in his loins. As the cranes of the port come into view and the sun catches the tops of the buildings, he feels kind of weightless. Every so often, he sees the battered face of the fair guirri, his shoulders like a dead tree stump in the ground.


What will he do if Gutiérrez doesn’t show?


Since his wound was re-treated, Staffe has grown a little stronger every day. But for all those weeks, he has dreaded going back to London and the Force – a little more each day.


Jadus Golding had looked him in the eye and pulled the trigger, rather than go back to jail.


Staffe had done everything he knew to help Jadus get clean. He invested his faith in a young man who had been a criminal since before he went to school. Now, he doesn’t know what he will be if he can’t go back to the Force, but he knows that a policeman needs one thing above all else. Forget courage and method and intelligence. If you lack judgement, your days are numbered. That night, his judgement had failed him.




*





In Café Tanger, a Muslim affair, he orders a mint tea, looks out towards the port. On the other side of the glass, Moroccan men sit in rows, facing Africa and stirring their tea, passing the hookah pipe.


‘Señor Wagstaffe.’


Staffe turns, jolted by the sound of his own name. ‘Señor Gutiérrez?’


Raúl Gutiérrez nods and lights a black cigarette.


‘Do you want tea?’


Gutiérrez shakes his head, sucks on his smoke. ‘You are a long way from home, Inspector. A long way indeed from your Leadengate home.’ Raúl sits down. He is fiftyish and clean as a whistling dandy, dressed for the ladies, Staffe thinks, and oozing expensive cologne.


‘You’ve done some homework,’ says Staffe, wondering what Gutiérrez has gleaned in the hours since they spoke. He thinks about asking Raúl how he knew his name, but decides to keep that card close.


‘And you, too. Now, tell me about your new African friend.’


‘How do you know he is a new friend?’


‘Information is my life. It is like the sun and water. Without it, I can’t live.’ Gutiérrez motions to the waiter, asks for water. ‘You nearly died. You should be more careful.’ When the water comes, Gutiérrez waits for the waiter to turn away and takes out a quarter bottle of J&B.


Staffe looks anxiously around.


Gutiérrez says, ‘I don’t mind Africans, but we are in Spain and if I want to drink whisky in my own country, I will. They know what is what. I don’t know why you said to meet here.’


‘The victim was in a hell of a state,’ says Staffe.


Gutiérrez drinks half his whisky in one, theatrically opening his eyes wide and blowing out his cheeks, smiling. ‘You saw nothing.’


‘In England, a crime scene like that would be crawling with journalists, but you’ve got an exclusive – right?’


‘You should concentrate on your convalescence.’


The waiter comes across to the table and speaks rapidly to Gutiérrez, clearly angry. He scoops up the whisky bottle and curses.


Gutiérrez calls the waiter a ‘fucking infidel’, and a group of four young Moroccans appear from what must be the kitchen at the far end of the café. Two of them hold chef’s knives and all of them smile, as if Gutiérrez might be a big enough shit to make their day. The four youths slowly advance and Staffe holds up his hands. ‘I apologise for my friend. We shall leave.’ He puts down a five-euro note and ushers Raúl Gutiérrez up by the lapel.


Raúl Gutiérrez says, ‘There’s a proper place round the corner. Come on. I’m buying.’


Casa Joaquín is one block back from the waterfront and populated by men between forty and fifty-five, all with their hair slicked back, picking at seafood and drinking copas of manzanilla. They stand in clusters and talk passionately about the red shrimp of Almería, the anchovies and the clams. Most seem to know Gutiérrez, who has two glasses plonked down for him on the counter where a space is made.


‘I suggest you get me drunk, Inspector. My tongue loosens. And I might even get to talking about Santi Etxebatteria.’


‘What!’


‘It seems I can be all kinds of uses to you, but what can you do for me?’


Staffe spears an anchovy, lets the salt make a delicious film in his mouth. He calls for two more copas, still reeling at the sound of the name of the man who murdered his parents.


‘There were only three English killed. It might have been a long time ago, but it’s a big thing in Spain, still. Paul and Enid Wagstaffe. They lie heavy on our conscience, like the memories of our two boys on yours.’


‘Omagh,’ says Staffe.


Gutiérrez clinks his glass against Staffe’s, says, ‘I think you have nothing. In which case, let’s get drunk and tomorrow you can be on your way back to Almagen.’


Staffe sips his manzanilla, considers the fact that he hadn’t told Gutiérrez he is living in Almagen. He leans close to Raúl, whispers, ‘He was killed with water, right?’


Raúl’s eyes flicker and he smiles. ‘What exactly did your African friend say?’


‘He drew me a pretty picture. Maybe I should see what you say in your newspaper and then I’ll know how deep you are in the Cuerpo’s pocket.’


‘And why should you care, Inspector Wagstaffe?’


He guesses that Raúl has built a career on people underestimating him, thinking he is some played-out libertine. He finishes the sherry and looks at the fish and crustaceans on ice behind the bar. ‘There must be a dozen tapas to be had here.’


‘To loosen my tongue?’


Staffe thinks to himself, that’s not on the menu. Not tonight.


Raúl must see this because he puts an arm around Staffe’s shoulder. His breath is malty as he says, ‘We’re going to get on fine, the two of us. I just know it.’ He slaps Staffe hard on the back and laughs. Behind the eyes, though, Staffe sees something familiar, glinting in the dark. Raúl is afraid.




*





Pulford watches Brandon Latymer leave Pearl’s. B-Lat, which is what Brandon goes by, swaggers out of the caff with his hips low and his jeans halfway down his thighs and as he walks past the window, he winks at Pulford and taps his chest, twice, to signify that he is carrying and there is nothing that an officer of the law can do about it – not when you take into account the shenanigans that Pulford is requesting Brandon to perform; even though he is supposedly in hiding from the likes of Pulford‚ on account of a hit and run up on the Seven Sisters Road.


DS David Pulford puts his head in his hands and sighs, heavy and long. His conscience will wrestle with B-Lat’s guilt later, when he has brought Jadus Golding to justice. He pushes his mug away and leaves enough money to cover his tea and Brandon’s can of Nurishment. He feels as though this goose chase is getting away from him and he takes another look at the warrant for arrest he had just shown Brandon.


Of all Jadus Golding’s e.Gang, B-Lat has most to lose by not fingering Jadus for the shooting of Staffe. Brandon wants his warrant for arrest for the hit and run withdrawn, on account of a new alibi he has discovered. Pulford told him he couldn’t do that, but he would help him remain at large. Brandon had said, ‘You must be a pussy, letting people like us take pops at police. He was your boss, right?’ He laughed. ‘Proper pussy.’


‘I’ll have you and your brother for manslaughter.’


‘And these conversations? You want that in the open?’


‘You couldn’t prove anything.’


‘Not according to my barrister.’


‘You’re talking to your barrister!’


That was when Brandon had got up, looking down on Pulford. ‘You know‚ they say police was on the Seven Sisters that night I was supposed to have mowed that poor boy down.’


Pulford knows where Brandon parked his Cherokee Jeep and he will know exactly where it will go, from now until whenever he finds the tracker. The device is unauthorised. In the eyes of the law it doesn’t exist, but if things work out, it won’t be necessary in any court of law.


On his way to the Limekiln, Pulford remembers the first time Staffe took him to Pearl’s. They had ribs, rice and peas, and corn bread. It wasn’t Pulford’s bag, but Staffe loved it.


Staffe’s Peugeot is parked up in the Limekiln car park and Pulford sits on its bonnet, looks up at Jasmine Cash’s flat. He waits ten minutes until she finally comes out on the deck, young Millie on her hip. She shouts down for him to ‘Fuck off’, which makes him ashamed because he knows Staffe really liked Jasmine. But Pulford figures that if Jadus knows he is harassing his girlfriend, he might come out of the shadows. Also, the more Jadus thinks it’s not safe to call on them in their own home the more he will want to.


Pulford gets in the car, starts it up and swings out onto the East Road. He makes his way up Columbia Road, seeing on the small monitor down by his gearstick that Brandon is making his way out on the Roman Road towards Stratford. He reaffirms the ethics of his approach, his faith in the many ways the goodness of the law can manifest itself.
















Five





Staffe reads Raúl Gutiérrez’s article, which made the front page of La Lente. He can ascribe sense to most of the words. He has been topping up his Spanish, layering new lumps of nouns and verbs onto his faded memories of the foreign language. Recently, propped up in bed with only cicadas and the slow arc of the sun for distraction, the language has become increasingly clear.


He drains the last bottle of soft drink from the minibar and douses his head in cold water again. Last night, he and Raúl went to a peña way out at the top of the Avenida Garcia Lorca, and after the flamenco, they drank with a guitarist friend of Raúl’s and went back to Gutiérrez’s place – an apartment somewhere near Casa Joaquín – but the cubatas had taken their toll and Staffe had fallen asleep. He was awakened rudely early by the sound of Raúl’s snoring – kicking at his temples like a stableful of mules. At dawn, he made his way back to the Hotel Catedral, picked up a morning edition of La Lente.


He reads Gutiérrez’s story one more time.


 


GANG EXECUTION IN THE PLASTIC


But Who Will Pay the Real Price?


Yesterday Almería saw another example of what happens when money and drugs come together.


A foreigner was discovered dead in the intensive farming greenhouses on the coast between Adra and Roquetas del Mar. Tourists on all-inclusive holidays played in the sea and relaxed by swimming pools drinking cuba libres as a man was viciously murdered. Police are certain the death is related to the importation of drugs from Morocco.


The dead man is a white northern European and police say that several witnesses saw a group of black men behaving suspiciously in the plastic shortly before the estimated time of the killing.


The price we ordinary people will pay for this terrible industry that is staining the city and province of Almería is that people will choose to go elsewhere for their holidays. It is imperative that we drive these greedy criminals back where they came from – to save our jobs and conserve the tradition of our unique Andalusian way of life.


Drug use amongst the young in Spain is already a problem and we must make it as difficult as we can for our youth to acquire these narcotics. As for the death of another trafficker or dealer – do we really care?


RAÚL GUTIÉRREZ


 


Staffe tosses the paper into his case and makes his way down to reception where he orders a two-litre bottle of water and asks them to find out what time the buses leave for the Alpujarras.


As he waits, he considers what Raúl might be up to. His story couldn’t have been written any better by the Comisario of police himself – if he wanted a free-for-all on drug trafficking. And he wouldn’t want to be a Moroccan, trapped down there in the plastic on twenty euros a day and taking the blame for all bad things that pass.


‘There is a bus at twelve-thirty but you have to change at Ugijar. Would you like a taxi to the station, Señor Wagstaffe?’


‘Yes.’ The way he feels now, dehydrated and sweating, he thinks he wouldn’t care if he never clapped eyes on Gutiérrez ever again. Then he recalls that the journalist knew about Santi Etxebatteria. The bile rises.


‘Guilli!’


Staffe looks around, seeking out Manolo, wondering what would have brought his friend back to collect him. He scans the Plaza Catedral for his grey van, but sees nothing.


‘Guilli!’ The call is from a table outside the hotel. Gutiérrez is clean shaven and wearing a crisp, lemon shirt and pressed, sun-bleached jeans. His hair is slicked back and he tips Coca-Cola into a tumbler of amber-coloured spirit. He clinks the ice and says, ‘Something for the ditch, before we drive to the mountains.’


‘The mountains?’ Staffe swigs from his bottle of water, plonks it on Raúl’s table. Fat beads of sweat pop on his scalp.


‘Like we said last night. It is years since I was in Almagen, when that English artist died. You know all about him, I suppose.’


‘Hugo Barrington?’ says Staffe.


‘It’ll be good to go back there.’


‘I read your article.’


Gutiérrez twirls the ice in his glass and drinks it down, taking his time. He regards the finished drink. ‘My car is just there.’ He points at a red Alfa Spyder, the hood down.


Staffe contemplates having to wait in Ugijar for two hours for his connection. He watches as Gutiérrez swigs his drink and walks jauntily to the Alfa. Staffe joins him, says, ‘So, you know Almagen.’


‘I’ve got primos in Mecina. Up in the hills, one old goat gets a flea and they all scratch. Yes, I know Almagen all right.’


‘Don’t you have to follow up on your story?’


‘The comisario will call me when they get their man.’


‘You’re in his pocket.’


‘I’m in no one’s pocket, Guilli.’ He gets in, revs the car and raises his voice. ‘A journalist works with what he’s got. If they change the music, you dance a different dance.’ The engine noise subsides and the sound of ‘This Is The One’ rushes forth. ‘I love the Stone Roses. Such a shame their spirit was slain by a million paper cuts. The damned law! Now, will you please get in.’


Staffe climbs in and reaches for his seat belt, but Raúl taps him on the arm, says, ‘No seat belts, not in my car – they’re killers. A man needs to be able to get out of a tight situation.’


They roar off and by the time they are driving down Calle Real towards the port and passing Casa Joaquín, Raúl is joining in with ‘I Am the Resurrection’.        




*





Manolo sits on the steps outside Bar Fuente, drinking gin and Fanta orange. He is due to go up the mountain for another stint with his flock. The goats spend their summers high in the sierra, it being too hot in the village; Manolo works to a rota of two weeks up the mountain and one week back in the village. His father, Rubio, used to spend the whole summer up the mountain with the goats, until one year he didn’t come down. They say his brain fried. Now, he lives with the nuns and the mad in Granada. When villagers talk of Rubio, they lower their voices.


Raúl parks the Alfa, in the shade of plane trees in the plazeta, and slaps Manolo on the shoulder as he goes into the bar, calling him a goat fucker. Manolo looks into his cubata, sheepish. Staffe thinks that perhaps Manolo doesn’t care for such fancy Dans.


Staffe orders mint tea and Gutiérrez calls him a ladyboy. Frog calls across to Gutiérrez, ‘You’re the ladyboy, you old dandy!’


Gutiérrez squints and says, ‘Frog? Is that you? Frog!’


Frog laughs, like a frog, comes across to Raúl, hitting him on the arm with a rolled copy of La Lente and muttering indecipherable dialect. He says to Staffe, ‘Just another dead foreigner – is that all they can come up with?’ He throws down the paper and calls out, ‘That’s his story.’ He grabs Raúl by the ear. ‘What have we done to deserve a bastard journalist amongst us? Aren’t there enough lies in this village?’


Raúl says, ‘I have no pen.’ He pulls out his pockets and says, ‘See! I’m not armed. You’re safe.’


‘It doesn’t matter, the shepherd can’t read anyway. He talks goat,’ says Frog.


Everybody laughs and Manolo looks ashamed, says, ‘I’m going up the mountain, where there’s beasts I can trust.’


‘He loves his beasts!’ scoffs Frog.


‘There’s nothing wrong with a goat,’ says Raúl.


‘If your wife is out of action, but that’s no problem for him.’


Raúl orders up a round in the twirl of a finger. ‘The goats, they’re in my blood, too. My grandfather was the shepherd in Mecina. I’d go up the mountain with him in summer.’


Manolo grabs his hand, says, ‘They’re ladies’ hands.’


‘Ladyboys,’ says Frog. ‘You should have taken the flock.’


‘And go mad?’ says Raúl, looking at Manolo. He realises he has said the wrong thing. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘None of you have seen a day’s work,’ says Manolo. ‘Doing the devil’s work is all you can do – writing his lies for him.’


Gutiérrez takes out his wallet, slams it on the bar, shouts, ‘How much have you got? I’ll prove it. I know more about goats than you ever will. It’s in my blood, I tell you.’
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