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‘Scratch a Spaniard
and
start a fire.’
                —old Spanish saying





Part One






Chapter 1



When Luis Cabrillo awoke he did not open his eyes.


It was seven o’clock; the sunshine had just reached his face, easing him out of sleep and warming his skin most pleasantly. He knew what he would see when he opened his eyes: a sky of such a clean and tranquil blue that it would seem illuminated, lustrous, a soaring reminder that heaven was indeed more than a priest’s promise; not that Luis believed in heaven, but in Spain even agnostics acknowledge that God makes a good case for His existence. Good, but not good enough.


The sunlight bathed his eyelids while he enjoyed the excellence of the sky in anticipation. It was going to be another good day: no cares, enough comforts, all the enjoyment and entertainment he wished. His eyes opened and he saw, through the high, half-open casement window, a sky of infinite sweep and tenderness. He stretched his arms above his head, grasped the brass rails of the bed-head, and breathed the beautiful air deep into his lungs.


Luis Cabrillo was twenty-two years old. He was securely locked in an apartment on the third floor of a house in the middle of Madrid. It was 27th May 1941, and he was as happy as any young man who had been locked in a third-floor Madrid apartment for over two years could be.


Distant feet sounded on the stairs, climbing slowly. To Luis Cabrillo the sound was as comforting as an old, familiar tune: he recognised the steady rhythm, the pause for rest on the landing below, the slowing of pace as the stairs became steeper, the change of tone when linoleum gave way to wood. There were five steps to the board that squeaked, then three to the one that creaked, and two more to the top. (That final footfall always came slightly later and heavier, as if to celebrate its arrival.) Shuffle. Clink of crockery. Pause while one might count to six, before the key rattled into the lock. A click, a clank. The door opened. In came breakfast.


‘I finished Stamboul Train last night,’ Cabrillo said. ‘Excellent, most enjoyable. Get me more Graham Greenes if you can.’


The old man put the breakfast tray on the table, carefully, so as not to spill the coffee. His breath was whistling softly in his throat, and he could see little red sparks drifting across his eyeballs. ‘She told me to tell you something,’ he wheezed. ‘But I’ve gone and forgot.’


‘I still have a few of Ernest Hemingway’s short stories to read,’ Cabrillo said. ‘Try and get me some more of his stuff too. Hemingway. Can you remember that? Also a man called Joyce, James Joyce. Can you remember? I’d better write them down.’ He got out of bed.


‘I can remember, I’m not that stupid.’ The old man went over to the window and looked down at the street. His body, once thick and powerful from a life of labouring, was now thin and shrunken, so that the front of his trousers had to be gathered in a big tuck under his belt. Only his fists remained their old size, and the skin on his heavy fingers was mottled like the margins of an old book.


‘I’ll write them down,’ Cabrillo decided. ‘There’s a couple more I want you to look for. Russians in translation. You can’t be expected to remember them.’ He sipped his coffee. ‘Hey!’ he said. ‘No eggs. You forgot the eggs.’


‘That’s it. That’s what she told me to tell you. You don’t get no eggs today.’ The old man perched on the windowsill and rested his head against the glass. ‘I told you I’d remember it.’


Cabrillo looked for an explanation. None came. ‘What went wrong?’ he asked. ‘No eggs … That’s never happened before. Did somebody drop the bowl, or something?’


‘Drop the bowl?’ The old man chuckled wheezily. ‘Nobody dropped the bowl, my lad. We’ve got plenty of eggs downstairs. You’re the one without the eggs.’ He yawned as the sunlight warmed him.


‘What d’you mean? I don’t understand.’ Cabrillo split open a roll and buttered it. Rolls and coffee: that was all the tray held. ‘You know I always have eggs for breakfast. What’s up? What’s the matter with you all?’


For a long moment they looked at each other. Both were chewing: Cabrillo on his buttered roll, the old man on his gums. Cabrillo was puzzled, a little annoyed; the old man was thinking. ‘Nothing the matter,’ he muttered.


‘Well … For God’s sake go and get me my eggs, then.’ Cabrillo pulled off his pyjama top. A seam split. He bundled the garment and tossed it in the old man’s lap. ‘And get me some more pyjamas too, while you’re at it.’


The old man opened the bundle and found the split seam. His fingers clumsily fitted the edges together. ‘It’ll mend,’ he said. ‘Besides, you can’t have new pyjamas. That’s what she told me to tell you. The money’s all gone.’


Luis Cabrillo stopped eating. For a few seconds he stopped breathing. So did the old man, startled by the impact of his own remark. His words seemed to fill the room, expanding in power and meaning until they made him afraid of what he had said. ‘That’s why you got no eggs,’ he explained nervously. ‘No money, see. All gone.’


‘But that’s impossible!’ Cabrillo put down his cup without looking and slopped coffee over the table. ‘I gave you enough to last for three years, at least! What have you done with it all? Where’s it gone? You can’t be serious, I don’t believe you, it’s too …’ He began pacing about the room, searching the walls for an answer, pounding pieces of furniture with his closed fist. ‘Three years! God in heaven, what’s become of it? I gave you a fortune, you said yourself when … This is absurd, it’s crazy. How can you have the gall to try and tell me—’


Cabrillo turned angrily, accusingly, and saw that the old man was gazing absently at a little dribble of coffee running off the edge of the table. Cabrillo slammed his palm against the spillage and made it spatter everywhere. ‘Listen!’ he shouted. The old man twitched and turned his head. ‘What the hell’s going on here? Three years, we agreed! Now you wander in and park your ancient backside on my windowsill and casually tell me my money’s all gone! Where has it gone? Because it certainly hasn’t all gone on me, has it?’


‘Yes,’ the old man said. He eased himself from the windowsill and used the pyjama top to mop up the spilt coffee. ‘Yes, my friend, it’s all gone on you. Every last peseta.’


‘Gibberish! Junk! Poppycock! That’s utterly impossible, and you know it.’ Cabrillo found himself gasping for breath. His heart had started thudding like a badly tuned engine. There was a taste in the back of his mouth which he had almost forgotten: panic, or fear, or was it the excitement of risk? ‘Go and fetch my eggs, damn you!’ he ordered.


‘Every last peseta,’ the old man said. Slowly he refolded the pyjama top so that the dry part was outwards, and he polished the table. ‘See … things have changed while you’ve been here. Prices have gone right up. Food’s not as cheap as what it was. Oh no. Nothing’s cheap any more. It’s the war, see. Money won’t buy what it used to, not even yours, and you can’t blame us for that. Blame the war.’


‘Blame the war? You think I’m feebleminded?’ Cabrillo cried. ‘The silly bloody war’s been over for years, you doddering old fool!’


The old man licked a finger and tried to rub out a scratch. ‘No, no, no,’ he said patiently. ‘Not that war, not our war. I’m talking about the one they’ve got going on now. The Adolf Hitler war. The big one.’


‘My God,’ Cabrillo said. ‘Is that still happening? I thought the Germans beat everybody. I thought it was all over.’


‘Oh no,’ the old man said. ‘It’s still going on. They say it’s only just really begun.’


‘I’ll be damned.’ Cabrillo sat on the bed and massaged his face.


‘It’s your own fault, isn’t it? If you won’t read a newspaper or listen to the radio, how do you expect to know what’s happening?’ The old man shuffled towards the door.


‘Has the money really all gone? Truly all?’


‘Every last peseta.’


‘Jesus … You might have given me some warning.’


‘Well, funny you should say that. I’ve been meaning to mention it. As a matter of fact she kept asking me to tell you there wasn’t much of it left. Every morning she mentioned it.’


‘So why didn’t you?’


‘Must have forgot,’ the old man said. Cabrillo listened to the sound of his footsteps going downstairs: an old, familiar tune, being played backwards for the last time.


He went over to the mirror.


‘No money,’ he told himself accusingly. ‘So what the hell are you going to do now, idiot?’





Chapter 2



On this day—27th May 1941—Louis Cabrillo was certainly the best-read 22-year-old Spaniard in Madrid, probably in Spain, possibly in Europe. Throughout the previous two years and one month he had been in hiding, never leaving his third-floor apartment, and reading on average a book and a half a day, say ten books a week, which came to about eleven hundred books in all. The old man—he was the building’s caretaker—bought the books for him at secondhand bookstalls or from foreigners he accosted outside hotels or railway stations. All the books were in English; Spain’s censors automatically banned anything in Spanish that seemed interesting, whether it was subversive or not; or perhaps they defined subversion as anything interesting; so Cabrillo read whatever British and American books the old man brought him. The old man knew no English, so the result was extreme variety: everything from Zane Grey to Bertrand Russell, and from P. G. Wodehouse to Walt Whitman. In one memorable week Cabrillo read sixteen novels, plus an 1896 book on how to play rugby football, a veterinary guide to pig breeding, and the Royal Automobile Club’s Handbook for 1923. Of them all he found the pig-breeding manual by far the most interesting. He was impressed to learn that a boar’s penis is shaped like a corkscrew, and the more he read about the sexual habits of the domestic pig the more he came to understand that animal’s challenging yet-slightly cynical expression.


This two-year feast of reading was an attempt to repair his education, which (he now saw) had been a disaster.


Luis’s father had been a traffic manager with Spanish Railways: a restless, questioning, dissatisfied man who wanted to make sweeping changes in the running of the whole Spanish railway system. His ideas were good but his manner was abrasive; he was too impatient to spare the time to try to persuade people; he had a talent for turning a discussion into an argument and an argument into a scathing denunciation. What’s more, he was bad at his job. Routine work bored him. He let the daily chores pile up until the backlog created an exciting conflict which was worth tackling, at which point he tackled it with enormous skill and enthusiasm. Meanwhile, rail traffic in the rest of his section moved sluggishly in fits and starts. Whenever this poor performance was pointed out to him, Luis’s father struck back with an angry, brilliant analysis of how superbly the entire railway network could be operated once his ideas were adopted. He was not a popular man.


The trouble with Luis’s father was that he was too difficult to be tolerated and yet never quite incompetent enough to be sacked. (Also he had an uncle who was a director of the company.) So he constantly got transferred.


The Cabrillo family rarely stayed longer than a year in any one town. By the time young Luis was fifteen they had lived in Barcelona, Seville, Cadiz, Ayamonte, Badajoz, Cordoba, Bilbao, Madrid (twice), Valencia, Valladolid, Alicante and Zaragoza. Luis had been to twenty-seven different schools in thirteen towns, and he had been kicked out of twenty-three of them. The other four schools were actively considering expulsion at the point when Señor Cabrillo announced that he was transferred yet again and thus saved them the trouble of deciding.


What was wrong with the boy? ‘Luis is highly original,’ wrote one headmaster, ‘and this must be curbed if he is to make any progress.’ Many tried; all failed. Trying to curb Luis’s originality was like trying to train a butterfly to travel in a straight line.


He had inherited his father’s restless, questioning nature. There were many aspects of education which he refused to accept, starting with history. When he was nine he wrote an essay on the Spanish Empire which pointed out, amongst other things, what good luck it was that the U.S.A., not Spain, got California, because now America made all those terrific movies in California, and everybody agreed that Spanish movies were fucking abominable. This was a phrase which Luis had just picked up without bothering to examine its meaning too closely. His teacher beat him and burned the essay in the school yard. Luis was hurt, not so much by the cane as by the school’s refusal to discuss his case or even to define his crime.


From that day on, he knew that school was a battlefield, and he was determined never to surrender.


The battles were fought in every classroom. When he was twelve, Luis refused to read Don Quixote because, he told the teacher of Spanish literature, he found Cervantes unreadable.


‘How fascinating!’ the teacher said. ‘And how privileged we are! Luis Cabrillo, despite his inky fingers and his scabby knees, knows better than Spain’s greatest writer!’


‘I didn’t say that, sir,’ Luis replied. ‘I said I can’t read Don Quixote, because it’s boring.’


‘But this is a revelation!’ the teacher said. ‘One wonders how all those millions of intelligent men and women who have read and enjoyed Cervantes’ masterpiece could have been so mistaken, so misled, so misguided.’ The class tittered. ‘Were they all just poor hoodwinked fools, Cabrillo?’


‘That’s not the point, sir,’ Luis said. ‘What other people like is none of my business. All I know is Don Quixote bores me, and I can’t read a book if it bores me. Can you, sir?’


‘We’re not here to discuss my tastes, Cabrillo.’


‘There you are, then. If it bores you too, sir, why don’t we chuck it out and read something interesting?’


‘Because I’m not paid to be interested, Cabrillo.’


‘I’m not paid at all, sir.’


For that remark Luis was beaten; but he still refused to read Don Quixote.


Next year, at a school run by nuns, he got into deep trouble over the teaching of the Catholic faith.


The subject was the apparently miraculous revelations at Fatima in Portugal, in 1917. Luis’s class was told that the Blessed Virgin Mary appeared, in an oak tree, to three peasant children while they were tending sheep. She gave them important messages from God. Fatima, the nun said, had now become a place of pilgrimage for thousands, millions of devout Catholics, who attend the Basilica and Chapel of the Apparitions, which was built on the actual spot where—


‘Why didn’t God just tell the Pope?’ Luis asked.


Sister Theresa was elderly, heavy, benign except when opposed, and slightly deaf. ‘I beg your pardon?’ she said.


‘Why didn’t God just tell the Pope?’ Luis, repeated, more loudly. ‘If God had something important he wanted the Church to know, why did he send the Virgin Mary to tell three little kids in Portugal?’


‘Why does the sun rise in the east and not in the west?’ Sister Theresa replied, with a rather tense smile. ‘Because God knows which way is best.’


‘Yes, but they might have got it all wrong,’ Luis said. ‘I mean, they were only kids. Suppose they didn’t understand? Or maybe they had rotten memories. They might have forgotten the really important bits.’


Sister Theresa’s tense smile was losing its grip on her stony face. ‘God selects His messengers with care,’ she said.


She and Luis exchanged stares, while the rest of the class hid behind its hands and willed the argument to go on.


‘It still strikes me as a funny way to do a simple job,’ he said.


‘It strikes you as funny, does it?’ Sister Theresa said icily. ‘I hope you will remember that remark when you are older and you discover that God is infinitely wiser than you are.’


Luis grunted.


‘Now then. To return to the Basilica—’


‘What were the messages?’ Luis asked.


‘Don’t interrupt, you discourteous little thug,’ Sister Theresa barked.


‘I apologise, Sister. It just seemed to me that if God went to all that trouble, we ought to know what’s on His mind.’


Sister Theresa clenched her jaw and pursed her lips until her sparse moustache bristled. ‘When it is necessary for you to know, then you will be told,’ she declared. The class shifted restlessly and looked at each other. ‘There is no great urgency about the matter,’ she added. Luis shrugged his shoulders, and she could see that several other children were looking puzzled or sceptical or, even worse, amused. ‘Which is not to say that the divine messages were not extremely important at the time,’ she said sternly. ‘Our Lady announced the end of the Great War. She also warned us against the evil spread of Godless Russian Communism, which despite the valiant efforts of the Catholic Church has come about, and she predicted that unless men cease from sinning an even worse war will follow.’ Sister Theresa gave Luis a look of grim satisfaction: Make something of that if you can, you little fiend.


‘I heard there was another message,’ Luis said. ‘A secret one.’


‘That need not concern us,’ Sister Theresa said firmly, ‘as it was written down by one of the children, at the instruction of Our Lady, and placed in a sealed envelope which is now entrusted to the care of the Bishop of Leiria.’


‘Why doesn’t he open it?’ Luis asked.


‘The time is not yet right.’


‘Who says?’


Sister Theresa stiffened. ‘Cabrillo, I give you leave to reconsider your question,’ she said, snapping her fingers nervously.


Luis thought about it. ‘It doesn’t make any sense, Sister, that’s all,’ he said. ‘What’s the point of God going to all that trouble to send us a message in 1917 if some Bishop won’t tell us what it was?’


‘The Church knows greater mysteries than your weak faith can comprehend, my son,’ said Sister Theresa. Her finger-clicking grew louder.


‘Yes, of course,’ Luis agreed. ‘I have never questioned that, Sister. I just wonder who is really in charge: God, or the Bishop of Leiria?’


‘God through the Bishop,’ Sister Theresa ruled.


‘I bet he’s opened it,’ Luis said. There was a sharp intake of breath by the rest of the class, but Luis could not stop himself. ‘I bet he opened it and read it and it’s not a message from God at all, it’s just a load of old Portuguese rubbish, and that’s why he won’t tell—’


‘Foul-mouthed wretch!’ Sister Theresa shouted. She crashed her leatherbound Bible against Luis’s head and knocked him off his seat. ‘Evil, poisonous brute!’ Her large shoes kicked him to the front of the class. Another beating was on its way. Sister Theresa died of a stroke the following year, and all the other nuns blamed Luis Cabrillo; but by then Luis was in another town, another school, and another battle.


As he grew older, his conflicts became more dogged. He refused to learn any geography because the school could give him no good reason why he should memorise the principal rivers of Australia. He was in trouble in the art class, where his nude studies were considered too explicit. ‘Unhealthy’ was the word the art teacher used. ‘But this same human body was good enough for El Greco and Goya and Rubens and Raphael,’ Luis argued. ‘There’s acres of flesh hanging in the Prado, isn’t there?’ For once he was not beaten, but was sent out to play soccer. That didn’t work either. He tripped opponents and he handled the ball so often that the teacher who was refereeing threatened to send him off. ‘But tripping and handling are difficult skills,’ Luis claimed. ‘Besides, how can the game ever develop unless new techniques are introduced?’ ‘Shut up, Cabrillo,’ the referee said. ‘Free kick against your team.’ Two minutes later, Luis tripped the referee.


That was the day he left school for good. He possessed only one academic skill: he could read and write English and (to some extent) speak it, no thanks to any of the schools he had passed through. Luis Cabrillo had taught himself English so that he could get his moneysworth out of the American movies, which were his big interest in life. He was about thirteen when he realised that Spanish subtitles were far briefer than the dialogue on the soundtrack. This was not only a swindle but also an insult. In Luis’s experience the only things worth his attention were stuff the authorities wanted to hide. He bought a teach-yourself-English book and studied it all day in school: through geography lessons, algebra lessons, divinity lessons. The book was confiscated. He bought another. Eventually he knew enough English to identify what the Spanish subtitles were avoiding, and sometimes he took it upon himself to fill in the gaps for the benefit of others. When a cowboy punched a gambler through a saloon window, and the Spanish caption offered only a terse ‘Be gone!’, Luis loosely but loudly translated the soundtrack’s actual Beat it, you fourflushing sonofabitch or I’ll kick your teeth past your tonsils. He was thrown out of so many cinemas that he became known to the police. Also to the secret police.


At first that didn’t much matter. It was 1934, he was only fifteen, the disapproval of the police or the secret police meant no more to him than had the disapproval of a whole series of teachers and headmasters. And young Luis had no politics, unless chronic dissatisfaction with everything counts as politics. His parents had other things to preoccupy them: railway timetables for his father, piano-playing for his mother. She was convinced that she had talent, perhaps great talent, if only she could bully her fingers into expressing it. One of the perquisites of her husband’s job was that every time he got transferred the company moved all their belongings, free; so Luis became accustomed to travelling with her scratched and scarred grand piano. He never got accustomed to her tirelessly bad playing. Señora Cabrillo attacked the keyboard as if it were a lengthy combination lock, a bit stiff, a bit grudging, which had to be struck scientifically but ruthlessly in the correct sequence before it would deliver up its treasure. Day after day she kept striking it, year after year, with chords like village carpentry and cadenzas like heavy rope, and still no treasure showed itself. To Luis each of his parents was lost on some endless, pointless search. His father was the Flying Dutchman of the Spanish railway system, and his mother had a stranglehold on her piano if only she could find its jugular. They fed, clothed and housed him, but otherwise took little interest. When the incident of the tripped referee brought about angry and tedious repercussions, he decided to leave school and get a job. Neither parent interfered.




Chapter 3


They were living in Barcelona at the time.


The man who wrote film reviews for Barcelona’s biggest evening paper, Luis noted, was also the bullfight critic and sometimes covered football matches. The editor got a letter from Luis proposing himself as the newspaper’s first full-time film critic. Attached was a review of a film currently being shown in the city. It was a miracle of compression: Luis managed to libel the star, the director, the film critic of a rival newspaper, and the owners of the cinema, all in 250 words. But he had a certain style—‘the trouble with this film is that it goes on long after it has finished’, he wrote—and so the editor offered him a job as a copy boy. ‘I have a nose for talent,’ the editor said. ‘Work hard, learn all you can, and maybe one day you’ll be sitting in this chair.’


That was fine and very encouraging, except for one thing: Luis was fifteen and the editor (as he discovered by looking up his file in the obituary department) was fifty-three. Luis took the job but he wasn’t willing to wait thirty-eight years. For a couple of weeks he trotted about the building, carrying copy from writers to sub-editors, from subs to typesetters; taking proofs in the reverse direction; fetching coffee; finding taxis; listening to arguments over pictures, headlines, expenses; getting a sense of the way a daily newspaper gradually winds itself up from a slightly bleary sluggishness through a brisk professionalism to a manic, mannerless, get-the-hell-out-of-my-way rush, as if the paper itself were a wild beast which had to be set free; and then the slump, the anti-climax, the taste of flatness when there was nothing left to do but read the damn thing.


He quite enjoyed it but after a couple of weeks he was still just a copy boy.


The paper published its film reviews on Tuesdays and Fridays. The following Tuesday, as he picked up the cinema critic’s copy, Luis respectfully asked him which film he intended to honour with his comments on Friday. When Friday came round, Luis again collected the man’s words, took them to the entertainments editor, and hung around until he was given the pages to be set. He went away and hid them inside his shirt. The typesetters, he knew from observation, would need about twenty minutes to do their work. He delayed until the last possible moment, and then gave them his own film review.


It almost got through. The printers accepted it—Luis’s version looked convincing, even to the extent of a few corrections in the entertainments editor’s green ink—and after that, time was so short that nobody bothered to read the proof very closely. This was not unusual: the film critic was stiflingly tedious. In fact Luis’s rogue column was actually printed in a few thousand early issues meant for the suburbs. As the bundles were being loaded onto the vans, they were recalled for pulping. His headline had given him away.


New French Film Is Good News For Insomniacs, the editor read as he glanced through his rush copy. He read it again. It looked odd; not like the usual stuff: too crisp, too sharp. He read the opening paragraph and laughed aloud, twice. Then he picked up the phone, killed the column, (they put in a picture of swans at sunset instead) and fired Cabrillo on the spot.


Luis found out later where he had gone wrong, and it taught him a lesson. ‘You can be too good,’ he told his father. ‘Now if I’d written a dull, boring headline, the kind of thing they run every week, my piece would have gone through.’


‘So why didn’t you?’ His father never went to the cinema and rarely read a newspaper.


‘Because the whole point was to show them how much better it can be done.’


‘For God’s sake,’ his father complained, ‘I thought you said that’s why they sacked you.’


‘So it is,’ Luis said angrily. ‘And I lost a week’s pay.’


‘Well, serve you right. You knew your job, didn’t you? You should have stuck to it. Suppose I needed a locomotive—’


‘I’m not a damn locomotive,’ Luis said. His father stared. ‘Oh, to hell with them,’ Luis muttered. ‘It was a lousy job anyway.’


‘Then get yourself another. I can’t keep you in cinema-tickets.’


He went to work for a wine merchant and for ten days he corked bottles. Next morning he arrived with both hands heavily bandaged. ‘Broke my fingers in a boxing-match,’ he announced. ‘Can’t cork.’


The owner swore a bit, found him a fairly clean white coat and put him in the front office, to help attend to customers. At first the arrangement worked well. Luis was quick and courteous. He was old enough and grown enough to have the beginnings of a presence, yet he still conveyed some of the innocence and vulnerability of youth. And he was handsome as only a young Spaniard can be, with a trace of melancholy, a hint of tragedy, and a glimmer of amusement that anyone should be taken in by either. His eyes were a cool, dark brown. His skin was flawless, shaded olive and stretched over high cheekbones and strong brows in memory of some distant Moorish ancestor. He had a brief but brilliant smile for the customers’ wives which made them forget their boring husbands. For the husbands, sampling wines, he had an attitude of interest and respect which made them feel like Baron Rothschild. Luis rarely spoke, he simply attended; but he was a definite asset to the front office.


On the afternoon of Luis’s second day in the white coat, the owner received a semi-important local politician and his wife. For half an hour they tasted samples which Luis poured, holding each bottle in a white napkin and demonstrating a small flourish of pride, while the owner released his limited wine-vocabulary a word at a time, like toy balloons: mature … discreet … robust … challenging … brave …


He opened a fresh bottle and handed it to Luis.


‘Now this is something different,’ he said. ‘Those others are good wines, excellent wines some of them. But this I have kept apart for several years, awaiting …’ He leaned forward and watched closely as Luis poured. ‘… awaiting a palate which can appreciate the gift of time.’


Luis stiffened. The politician’s wife noticed this, and glanced at him. Luis finished pouring, but omitted the usual small flourish.


They raised their glasses and examined the wine. ‘Once in a lifetime,’ the owner said. ‘Perhaps, if God wills it, twice. Ten years ago, when I was privileged to make this discovery, it was so small and so rare that I made the decision that I must bottle it all myself, with these very hands.’


‘No you didn’t,’ Luis said.


Three heads turned and stared. The owner’s eyes were sick with rage. Luis tightened his grip on the bottle and breathed deeply.


‘Explain yourself,’ invited the politician’s wife.


‘He didn’t bottle this stuff ten years ago,’ Luis declared. ‘I bottled it last week. There’s enough of it downstairs to drown an elephant. ‘


‘Get out,’ the owner ordered. ‘The boy is feeble-minded,’ he told them, smiling savagely.


‘Two elephants,’ Luis said. His heart was galloping, squeezing all the air from his lungs.


‘Ignore him, the child is drunk,’ the owner said. He wanted to grab Luis but Luis had moved behind a table and the owner was afraid of a humiliating chase. ‘He is a halfwit, you see. I took him on as a favour, a halfwit, he says these things, stupid meaningless things.’ The owner was sweating like old cheese. ‘And when I am not looking he drinks. A drunken halfwit.’


‘I am not a child,’ Luis said evenly. ‘I am fifteen years old.’ He pressed his thighs against the edge of the table to stop them trembling.


The politician and his wife looked at each other. ‘Well, my dear,’ he said. ‘Shall we taste the wine?’ They tasted the wine and gazed past each other, lips pursed. The owner stood with his fingers curled and straining at his cuffs. His jaw muscles flickered with tension, and Luis could hear his teeth make a faint squeak. Luis began to be afraid.


At last the politician swallowed, and looked into his glass. His wife swallowed, and he glanced sideways at her.


‘The boy is wrong,’ she said quietly. ‘This is not fit even for elephants.’


They put their glasses on the table in front of Luis, and she gave him just the beginnings of a smile. They went out, escorted by the owner, who was thunderous with silence. As he closed the door behind them he turned and snatched up a walking-cane. ‘You stinking little bastard streak of whore’s-piss,’ he whispered in case the politician and his wife heard. ‘I’m going to cut your ass into strips for that!’


Luis showed him four bottles of the firm’s irreplaceable five-star brandy, each bottle individually numbered, dated and signed by a monk who was long since dead. He held two bottles in each hand, like Indian clubs. ‘You come near me and I’ll smash them all,’ he said.


‘I’ll kill you!’ the owner hissed. He realised that the politician and his wife were out of earshot. ‘I’ll kick your filthy guts out!’ he roared.


‘You were going to do that anyway,’ Luis said. His arms were starting to ache. The owner took a sudden step forward and Luis twitched, so that the bottles clinked. The owner froze.


‘I want a taxi,’ Luis said. ‘Get it outside the front door with the engine running. When I’m inside it, you can have these back.’


The owner cursed and stamped about the room, while Luis braced himself and prayed that his fingers would not lose their grip. Eventually the man stormed out and shouted furiously for a taxi. Luis followed, cautiously, and eased himself into the back seat, never taking his eye off the owner. ‘When I say go,’ he told the driver, ‘please drive like hell.’ He thrust the bottles out of the window and into the owner’s arms. ‘Go!’ he shouted. The taxi leaped forward with a scream of wheelspin, flinging Luis back against the cushions. The last he saw of the owner was a contorted figure desperately failing to stop one bottle slipping through his arms and smashing on the cobblestones.


Luis had to interrupt his mother’s piano-practice in order to borrow the taxi-fare. She wasn’t interested in hearing about his experience and she was annoyed at the interruption. She was also very annoyed at Chopin, who was resisting her with more than his usual stubbornness. To punish them both, she made Luis stand beside her and beat time. He wasn’t much good at beating time, so she soon had the satisfaction of correcting him. That left only Chopin to be overcome, and Señora Cabrillo was fairly confident that one day she would beat him too. She had the stamina, and Chopin wasn’t getting any younger.




Chapter 4


The following week Luis’s father was transferred to Valencia, where Luis got a job as a waiter and kept it for almost a month.


He quite enjoyed being a waiter, and he learned a lot, especially from serving tourists.


‘They say they want coffee,’ he complained to José-Carlos, the head waiter, on his third day. ‘I just gave them their soup and already they want coffee!’


José-Carlos identified the table. ‘Americans,’ he said approvingly. ‘Give them coffee now. Give them what they want. They ask for coffee, water, ketchup, ice-cream, more coffee, hot rolls, cold rolls, stale rolls, cheese before beef, fruit before fish, soup with jam—anything, as long as we have got it, you give it to them. Make ’em happy.’


‘Yes, but coffee on top of soup …’ Luis shook his head.


‘Listen: don’t tell people what they like.’ José-Carlos gave him a shove. ‘You give them what they want and they’ll give you what you want.’


The Americans got ample coffee and Luis got a good tip. Thereafter his whole attitude changed, and nothing was impossible. He learned to anticipate: hungry patrons need food at once, if it’s only bread and olives; when the steak is tough make sure the knives are sharp; to the man who pays the bill goes the tastiest portion. And so on.


Towards the end, Luis discovered a harmless little ruse which boosted his tips appreciably. He had just presented a bill and he was halfway back to the kitchen when he realised he’d overcharged them. Included an order of mushrooms which got cancelled. Tiny mistake. For a second he hesitated, looking back at the table where a large, bald man was laughing at somebody else’s joke while he spread banknotes over the bill. Luis knew what to do: say nothing, cross out mushrooms and pocket the difference. That’s what anybody else would do. So he went back and corrected the bill. At first the bald man was irritated; he thought Luis had forgotten something and was now adding it on. Then he was pleased—more pleased than the few pesetas’ saving was worth. In the end most of it went to swell Luis’s tip.


After that Luis regularly forgot to cancel the mushrooms.


José-Carlos observed how frequently Luis had to return to his tables and adjust the bill, and he commented on it. ‘I try to make people happy,’ Luis said.


‘I don’t mind that,’ José-Carlos told him. ‘Just make it eggs mayonnaise once in a while.’


It was neither mushrooms nor egg mayonnaise that got Luis sacked, however, but cherry ice-cream.


He had begun to make something of a personal crusade out of giving customers exactly what they wanted. Coffee between courses was too easy; he nagged the kitchen into stocking hot mustard for the English, pumpernickel for the Germans, escargots for the French. Most of these extras went to waste; too few foreigners used the restaurant. Luis ignored this. Just serving people from the menu was boring; he wanted to surprise them, to bring them the impossible.


One evening the kitchen was going full blast—the chef cooking with one hand and slicing with the other, worrying over what his girlfriend might be doing at that moment, sweat stinging his eyes—when Luis breezed in.


‘My friend the rich American wants cherry ice cream,’ he announced.


‘He’s out of luck,’ the chef growled. He began cooking an omelette while he sautéd some kidneys and tried to work out where the fish soup had gone wrong.


‘Come on, chef, I promised him,’ Luis urged. ‘He’s homesick, he said he bet we didn’t have cherry ice cream.’


‘He’s right. Hot plates!’ the chef bawled.


Luis stood and stared. He hated to go back to the American and lose face. On the other hand the chef was obviously choosing to be completely unhelpful. He saw him wince as he slid the omelette onto a plate which was so hot it made the food sizzle.


‘You’ve got cherries, haven’t you?’ Luis asked.


‘Yes.’ Kidneys came off, veal went on, another waiter claimed the omelette.


‘And you’ve got ice cream.’


The chef nodded and basted a chicken.


‘Well then, make me some cherry ice cream.’


‘Sweetbreads’ the chef shouted. ‘Piss off,’ he told Luis evenly.


Still Luis hesitated. He had thought the chef liked him, responded to his charm, was amused by his eccentric demands. How to overcome this new indifference? Be even more outrageous? ‘What’s the problem?’ he asked, half-grinning. ‘Even a tenth-rate dump like this can afford a spare mixing-bowl, can’t it?’


For an instant the chef was motionless, frozen in time. Then he turned with the tray of sweetbreads in his hands and hurled it at Luis. Lumps of bleeding meat rained against his face and splattered the kitchen. The tray just missed his right ear and smashed into a stack of serving-dishes. Luis gaped in astonishment while cold blood ran from his chin to his collar. ‘Piss off!’ the chef howled, and flung a chopping-block at him. Luis fended it off with his hands and the bruising pain aroused him. He backed away, dodging a small loaf, a half-cabbage, a coffee-pot, a ladle, not dodging a nearly-full tin of English mustard. The uproar brought the proprietor at a run. He hustled Luis out by a back door and kicked him—literally kicked him—into the street. ‘Imbecile!’ he shouted. ‘Maniac! Cretin!’


‘But you don’t know what happened,’ Luis protested. An old man, picking through a bin of kitchen waste, paused to listen.


‘You have enraged my chef! What else is there to know?’ The door slammed. Luis stood trembling with shock, pain, anger, shame.


‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ the old man reproached. ‘Good chef, he is.’ He held up the remains of half a roast chicken. ‘Have a taste of this, friend. Exquisite flavour. Out of this world.’


This time Luis said nothing to his parents. It was the beginning of his true growing-up: from now on he would make his own decisions without informing or consulting anyone. Luis had made the great adolescent discovery—not only do parents not know everything; if you don’t tell them, they never get a chance to find out.


During the next year he had seventeen jobs and was fired from all except three, which he quit.


He walked the streets, selling peanuts. Fired because he got into a fight with a rival peanut-vendor and lost. Worked as a window-cleaner for a few days until the paralysing boredom made him quit. Sacked for incompetence or insubordination as a stable-lad, bookshop assistant, roadmender, bellhop and delivery boy. Got a job gutting fish and rapidly came to hate the smell so much that he quit and went to work as a florist’s assistant, until one day a rich and elderly customer came in and ordered a dozen red roses for her dog.


‘When did he die?’ Luis asked as he wrapped them.


‘He isn’t dead,’ the customer said stiffly. ‘These flowers are for his birthday.’


‘His birthday?’ Luis stopped wrapping. ‘Flowers don’t mean a thing to dogs, you know, madam. Not a thing.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Dogs are colourblind. That’s a scientific fact. And they can hardly smell flowers at all. Food, yes. Roses … Well, you might as well give him a photograph. Or a book.’


‘Young man, you are being extremely impertinent.’


‘Madam, I’m only telling you the truth. I mean, if you want red roses because you like red roses, that’s different, that’s understandable, take these. But if all you want is to make your animal happy I can think of many better ways: nice juicy bones, scraps, perhaps hot gravy—’


‘All right, all right, Cabrillo …’ The florist had arrived, flushed and flurried. ‘I’ll take care of this.’ He thrust Luis into the back room. Luis didn’t wait to be told; he knew by now what that grating tone of voice meant. He moved on and got a dreadful job clearing tables in a sleazy hotel diningroom, quit after three days and was hired as a room-service waiter by a much grander hotel. There, at the age of slightly more than sixteen, he lost his virginity.


The event took place in an expensive suite on the fourth floor. Breakfast had been ordered. Luis took up the tray and found a youngish woman, still in bed. She was astonishingly beautiful, like the glossy stills of filmstars he’d seen displayed outside cinemas: lustrous red hair tumbling around a fresh, provocative face; brilliant eyes; shining lips; dazzling teeth. She told him, huskily, to put the tray on a bedside table, and as he walked across the room he felt enormously elated, as if a vast audience of tens of thousands was watching him.


‘Can you stay for a little while?’ she asked, turning towards him.


‘Yes, of course.’ Luis noticed that her shoulders were bare, and his heart began to hurt his ribs. ‘Do you want me to … Do you need something …’


She smiled so happily that he found himself instinctively smiling back.


‘Oh, I think so,’ she said. Her long, slender naked arm came out and tugged at his trousers. ‘I want you to take off those silly clothes.’


His fingers trembled and stumbled. The waiter’s uniform was disapproving and awkward. A button sprang off the jacket. A shoelace locked itself in a knot. Sunlight flooded the room, and street-sounds reached him distantly and harmlessly, as if from another world. Luis, trying to step out of his underpants, got his left foot caught and had to hop strenuously to save himself from falling over.


At last he was out of those silly clothes, shivering a little for no reason of temperature, breathing more deeply than necessary. He stood for a moment, toes worrying the carpet, and felt his skin make a million tiny shifts and adjustments to the touch of the air and the pleasure of her gaze.


The sheets were silky, cool as liquid. She was unexpectedly warm, almost glowing, and thrustful. Luis was not very good but that didn’t matter because she soon took charge, and she was more than good: she was astonishingly, outstandingly marvellous. She led Luis on a grand tour of her universe: first gliding, then flying, then falling, then climbing; diving, racing, strolling, teetering, shimmering, stalling, flaunting, brawling, storming, pounding, blasting, bounding, surging, soaring and, at last, bursting. It was magnificent but it was not what Luis had imagined it would be like. There were no overwhelming spiritual insights, for instance. He had expected a new vision or two, yet the image which swamped his brain at the end was of himself plunging into a colossal bowl of melting cherry-ice-cream. Still, he was grateful.


‘Are you hungry?’ she asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Good.’ She stretched that slender, naked arm again and touched the coffee-pot. Not hot. ‘Go into the bathroom and get dressed,’ she said. ‘I shall send for more breakfast.’


They ate together, she propped against a hill of pillows, he sitting on the side of the bed. He watched her all the time, seeking a flicker of animal passion in her delightful face and finding nothing but loveliness. They talked, but it was all about Luis: where he had lived and what he wanted to be. It was easy and utterly enjoyable, a taste of life at a level of luxury and confidence that Luis had never before known.


After half an hour she held out her hand. He stood, feeling adult and serious, and they shook hands. ‘Goodbye,’ she said.


And that was that. She had not told him her name, nor asked his. He went back to work, gave them some excuse for his absence which they clearly didn’t believe, but he didn’t care. He knew that he was utterly changed, his whole life was changed; he could think only of her, remembering and reviving every glorious detail. For the rest of that day he went about in a slight daze. The kitchen staff decided that he had fallen down some stairs and concussed himself.


He went home, shut himself in his room and indulged his impatience in an orgy of anticipation, mentally rehearsing their next meeting in every possible mood and manner—witty, intense, casual, noisy, brooding, friendly, dramatic. Each would be a wonderful, incomparable experience. He tried to sketch her and made such a hopeless hash of it that he burned the paper. He studied his face in the mirror, wondering which part she found attractive and testing different expressions for impact. He took a long, hot bath, scrubbing his body until it tingled with purity, and then he examined it in his wardrobe mirror. He suffered a moment of despair when he noticed that his legs were not quite as strong as his stomach and chest; but it passed. He lay on his bed and made glorious plans, while dusk slowly drained all the light from the room and his limbs grew cool as earthenware.


Next morning he was at the hotel early, before the other room-service waiters arrived. This reinforced the concussion theory. As the breakfast orders came in he worked with fearful speed, hastening back to the kitchen in a constant panic in case he missed the call from the suite on the fourth floor. Sweat made his shirt dank and his face sticky. Normally talkative, today he was silent. The kitchen staff watched him uncomfortably: if he wasn’t working he was looking for work. It was unnatural. They preferred the old, argumentative, back-chatting Luis.


By nine o’clock no order had come. Luis was in despair. He refused food and straddled a chair in a corner, chewing his nails and watching the telephone. His legs ached from pounding up and down stairs.


9.05. No call.


9.11. The telephone rang. Luis felt all his gloom and misery lift like a theatre curtain, turning the kitchen into a place of colour and light. A businessman on the second floor wanted breakfast. The curtain thudded down.


Luis took the man’s tray and was back by 9.20. No other orders had come in. He began to feel slightly lightheaded with uncertainty. The obstinately dumb telephone became a hateful object; the whole kitchen was oppressive, unbearably squalid. The thought of that sun-splashed heaven waiting on the fourth floor made him feel as if he were trapped in a greasy tomb.


Waiting and stillness were impossible any more. He slipped out and began prowling the corridors. His shoulders were hunched, his eyes were strained, his fingers kept up a running battle with his thumbs. For the first time in his life Luis was sick with love, and it had sapped his wits.


His legs carried him upwards, floor by floor; his brain was too swamped with desire to have an independent opinion. Groups of guests walked past him, talking of leisurely, pleasureful things; and when Luis met a curious glance from one young man—snowy blazer draped fashionably about the shoulders—he wanted desperately to explain that he didn’t really belong in this silly uniform, that he deserved to be one of them, if only …


The door to the suite on the fourth floor was shut. Luis stared, unblinking, trying to see through the wooden panel and summon the mistress of his delight who lived and breathed so easily on the other side. His stomach muscles kept clenching and relaxing and suddenly clenching again, as they used to do at school just before he went into a boxing-match. He raised an arm to knock, lost his nerve and walked away. Stupid feeble fumbling braggart! he shouted silently. Last night you were spilling over with big plans. Now look at you. Gutless. Brainless. Useless!


For ten minutes he paced up and down the corridor, thinking up things to say when she opened the door. ‘I was afraid you might be feeling unwell, and so …’ Or: ‘It would give me great pleasure to know your name …’ Or: ‘I just came to say thank-you,’ plus an irresistible smile which would add: Please …


The sound of a door opening made him twitch guiltily. It was the wrong door. Somebody placed a breakfast tray in the corridor and went back inside.


Luis walked over and looked at it. He had no reason to look at a used breakfast tray, God knows he’d seen plenty of them, but by now he was beyond reason. Grapefruit, boiled eggs, rolls, coffee. Rind, shells, crumbs, dregs.


These people had eaten. Why hadn’t his goddess eaten? She needed food. How could she give unless she also took? He shook out the napkins, covered up the debris, and lifted the tray. Without actually making up his mind he reached a decision; or maybe a decision reached him. He walked to the suite and knocked quite firmly, one-two-three. His balls ached pleasantly with desire.


The sound of the door handle raised a broad, brash grin to his face. Flowers, he thought, should have brought flowers! The door swung open and a black-bearded man with a wrestler’s chest stared down. He had gangster’s eyes and he was wearing only a bath-towel. ‘What?’ he snapped. Luis wet himself a little.


‘Room service, sir,’ he said in a voice which cracked. His grin had fallen off and left his face vacant.


The man’s black and heavy brows drew together: gun-sights searching for a target. Despair descended on Luis like a sudden sickness. He knew at once that the man knew everything: he knew when Luis had been here before and what had happened and why he had come again. The man reached out and Luis flinched, but all he did was lift a napkin, to reveal a gutted half-grapefruit. Inside the suite Luis briefly glimpsed the woman before she moved quickly away. She was still very beautiful but now she looked nervous.


The man took the ruined grapefruit in his fingers and collapsed it. His other hand clasped the back of Luis’s head. He rammed the grapefruit into Luis’s mouth, prodding the edges home until Luis’s lips were stretched and his cheeks were bulging. He dumped the dregs of milk and coffee onto Luis’s head and flung the sugar after them. He hooked his fingers around Luis’s belt, tugged savagely enough to bend his spine, and dumped a dish of marmalade inside his trousers. Then he placed one enormous bare foot against Luis’s quivering stomach and heaved him ten feet backwards until he hit the opposite wall with a mingled crash of body and crockery. The door slammed.


Even then, Luis didn’t think of giving up. He pulled out and spat out the tattered grapefruit, found an empty bathroom, cleaned himself up. And the more he thought about it, rinsing shreds of marmalade from his pubic hair, the more he saw that duty now reinforced desire. Obviously this big bastard was a bully and a brute; he kept the poor girl in a state of terror. If Luis could somehow liberate her, he would get his reward in heaven and on earth. He didn’t believe in heaven, but she might, and now he was doing all this for her.


Having the job was going to be a great advantage. It gave Luis access to the fourth floor at any time, and sooner or later blackbeard would have to let her out. Or else go out himself. That would be the moment for youth and gallantry to strike a blow in the cause of chivalry and true love. Luis dragged on his soaking trousers, combed his sticky hair and took the tray down to the kitchens. He was ready to begin his crusade. Instead, he got fired.


‘Cabrillo, damn you, where the hell have you been?’ an assistant manager demanded. ‘Every time you’re wanted you disappear. You’re sacked, get out.’


Luis was appalled. ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ he protested. ‘I … Something went wrong, I had to … I had an accident, that’s all.’


‘So I see,’ the assistant manager said glumly. ‘Oh God … You’d better tell the housekeeper when you hand in your uniform.’


‘Not that sort of—’


‘Look, I don’t care. I’m fed up, understand? Just clear off.’


‘No! You can’t do that!’ Luis cried. His voice was harsh and his eyes were leaking tears. If they fired him he would never see her again: unbearable: like being sent to prison. ‘Give me another chance. I’ll work for nothing. Please let me stay. Please.’


The assistant manager gave him a profoundly cynical look. Any room-service waiter who wanted to work for nothing had to be mixed up in some kind of racket. ‘You’re out, Cabrillo,’ he said.


Luis fumbled in his pockets. ‘Look, I’ll give you fifteen pesetas,’ he pleaded. ‘Twenty-five, thirty …’ The grubby notes trembled in his outstretched hands. ‘That’s all the money I have. Just let me—’


‘If you’re so much in love with this damned place,’ the assistant manager growled, ‘book yourself a room.’


Luis did just that.


He turned up an hour later, in his best suit and with all his savings, and took a cramped and stuffy room on the top floor. He calculated that he had just enough money to stay for three nights, provided he spent nothing on food. Hunger did not worry him: there were always scraps to be scavenged from trays, and besides, a little starvation would be a good test of his love.


Nothing rewarding happened on the first day.


The hotel was busy, which allowed Luis to stroll on or near the fourth floor without looking conspicuous. All the same it was not possible to keep a constant watch on the suite. He heard nothing as he loitered near the door. The couple failed to appear when he was nearby. The long, repetitive hours drifted past in a daze of resolute plans and erotic fantasies. Get a revolver, charge in and rescue her … Push him down the stairs and break his legs … Sound the fire alarm and when they got separated in the panic and confusion, gently steer her into a vacant room and …


No, smuggle a note: Meet me in my room at midnight. Pitter-patter; gentle finger-tap; trembling kiss; flimsy gown; silky skin; radiant embrace; liberty, triumph, sunburst! Luis let out a soft groan which was heard by a group of residents on their way down to dinner. He thumped himself on the chest and cleared his throat loudly, but they were not fooled: he looked as lovesick as he sounded. Lovesick and obstinate: it was 2 a.m. before he grudgingly gave up and went to bed.


On the second day nothing happened, except that Luis began staring after, and lusting after, every desirable woman he saw.


On the third day, privation and obsession began to tilt the balance of his mind. He had eaten very little, spoken to nobody, and continuously flogged his brain like an overloaded donkey up his mountain of infatuation. Still he heard nothing from the suite; still the couple did not appear. By mid-afternoon Luis was trembling with tension and anger, but it was boredom and hunger that drove him to action. Abruptly he abandoned his vigil and went down to the tea lounge, a chattering arena of potted palms and beige music. He saw her as soon as he went in.


She was sitting alone, reading a magazine; coffee and cakes stood on a sidetable. Luis did not hesitate, did not even think; he strode over, bowed and said: ‘Good afternoon. May I join you?’ He felt quite marvellous; exhilarated.


‘If it pleases you,’ she said lazily, and went back to her magazine.


Luis sat down and studied her. Even more beautiful than he remembered. Ravishing. Overwhelming. His unfed stomach made a noise like a distant lion in a cave.


‘My name is Luis,’ he said.


She nodded without looking up.


He rested his arms on his knees and wondered what to say next. Why was she behaving so coldly?


‘I am staying at the hotel at the moment,’ he announced. The lion rumbled again.


Without looking, she offered him the plate of cakes. He took one. ‘Have them all,’ she said. He took the plate. ‘Now let me read my magazine,’ she told him.


While Luis ate a cake he began to feel offended. ‘We have met before, you know,’ he remarked.


She turned a page.


‘Inside your suite,’ he added.


The magazine slowly sank to her lap, while a finger kept her place. She looked ahead and slightly upwards, over the crowd.


‘In those days I wore silly clothes,’ he mentioned, helpfully. Her expression did not change. ‘Only sometimes I didn’t wear them.’


She raised her left index finger as a signal of recognition. ‘Yes. From the florists. You delivered flowers.’


‘No.’


‘The electrician, then.’ The finger was still raised. ‘You changed a fuse or did something of that sort.’


‘No, I—’


‘As I recall, the young man from the dry cleaners had a moustache.’


‘I was room service,’ Luis said sulkily. ‘I brought you your damned breakfast.’


She retracted her finger. ‘I don’t remember. Have another cake.’


‘I don’t want your damned cake,’ snapped Luis. ‘I don’t suppose it interests you, but the only reason I’m staying here is that I want to save you from that raving gorilla of a husband.’ His face was stiff with dedication. A crumb clung to his lower lip.


‘Gorillas do not rave,’ she said, ‘and my husband is in Rio de Janeiro. Wipe your mouth.’


Luis dragged his knuckles across his lips. ‘Then who the hell was that?’ he demanded.


She looked at him as if he were ten years old and asking for more pocket-money. ‘Just a toy,’ she said. A waiter strolled by, paused, smiled enquiringly, glanced at Luis, and moved on, elegant as a shark. ‘And I suppose he’s just a toy as well,’ Luis said bitterly.


‘All men are toys.’ She reopened her magazine.


Luis heaved himself to his feet and trudged away. He felt hopelessly weighed down by disappointment and disillusion: everything he had lived for was wasted. His life was in ruins. At the same time the scorch-marks of insult and rejection hurt, they stung, they scarred. She hadn’t even given him the status of a toy. Blackbeard was a toy. Luis was nothing, nothing! He reached the door and turned for a final look. That flaring red hair glowed like the treacherous bloom of a poisonous plant. He marched all the way back and stood staring down.


‘The trouble with you,’ he told her in a low, thick voice, ‘is you can’t tell a toy from a man.’


‘And the trouble with you,’ she replied in a clear, calm voice which several other people could hear, ‘is you think a free fuck is as good as an introduction.’


Luis turned brick-red and walked from the room on legs that felt like stilts. He walked out of the hotel, and then he walked out of Valencia too. The whole town was a disaster, a shattering and humiliating disaster. Escape, escape! That was all he could think of.


Four hours of hard, unbroken walking took him deep into the countryside. From time to time he tormented himself by remembering in relentless detail exactly how she had delighted him and destroyed him, until the sunny suburbs blurred and streaked before his eyes and he had to blow his nose. Then at other times it was all remote history, and the day became blank and ordinary. But distressed or composed, he kept on walking, tramping steadily westward until his feet throbbed and his knees ached and the setting sun made him squint into a kaleidoscope of splintered reds and yellows.


The prolonged effort purified him. When he stopped, he felt empty and weary; but whole again.


It was a little village: San Luis de something; a good omen maybe. Church with a busted clock; white cottages; dirt square; fountain with a piddling, plashing jet and a tiny thicket of bamboo growing out of the water. He sat against a wall and uttered a long sigh of relief.


The village was coming to life in the early evening. Kids chased each other to the point of breathlessness; regrouped; plotted; chased each other some more. Orange blossom scented the air. Five black-shawled women sat around a threshold and cracked almond-shells. Their little hammers made a soft stuttering. Somewhere out of sight a donkey manufactured its painful eeee-aw, eeee-aw, sounding more like the rusty straining of a village pump than the real thing. Luis fingered the cool, fine dust and watched the sky grow purple, the deep smooth purple of an over-ripe plum. This, he knew, was where he wanted to live. San Luis de whatever-it-was had an easy, comforting atmosphere. Strength was seeping back into his limbs. Yes, this was the place to be. Luis gradually realised that he had left home. Good. He had grown up at last.


A man strolled over and looked down at him. The man was a strong, middleaged peasant: clumping boots, blue overalls, beret, a face as work-worn as old harness.


‘Why are you sitting here?’ he asked. There was no threat, only curiosity.


‘Because I am tired,’ Luis replied.


‘Your fine clothes will get dirty.’


‘True.’ His best suit made Luis conspicuous. ‘I don’t care,’ he said.


‘Are you from the police?’


Luis started. ‘Certainly not.’ He was half-flattered, half-alarmed.


‘The secret police, then?’


‘No, no.’ Luis glanced up nervously at the man’s powerful silhouette.


‘Then why have you come to our village?’


Luis quickly considered four or five dishonest explanations and fell back on the truth. ‘To escape a woman,’ he announced with dignity and feeling.


The peasant laughed and helped Luis to his feet. ‘That’s a good reason, a very good reason. Come and have a drink.’ Halfway across the square he paused. ‘If you had been from the secret police I would have beaten your brains out,’ he said.


‘If I had been from the secret police I would have had no need of brains,’ Luis replied. The peasant laughed all the way to the bar. That night Luis got monumentally and ecstatically drunk.


He stayed five days in the village. They were wonderful days. He had enough money to buy meals for himself and wine for anyone—money he owed for his hotel room—and he slept in the nearest heap of straw. By day there was always someone to talk to, some gentle job to help with: picking oranges, gutting fish, plucking chickens, collecting eggs. By night there was wine and food and more wine. He became unwashed, unbrushed, unworried, unhurried. Fifty or sixty villagers were his friends. He belonged there, like the piddling fountain and the rusty donkey and the church with the busted clock. Until his money ran out.


There was no question of living off his new friends; he knew how poor they were. The alternative was work. But work meant getting up at dawn and doing somebody else’s drudgery all damn day. Picking oranges for an hour was amusing. Picking oranges for a living would be deadening.


Luis gave it some thought, and next morning he said goodbye and set out westwards, away from Valencia. He walked steadily for an hour. His tongue began to feel dry, and his belly grumbled for food. He wanted a bath. His underwear itched. He felt lonely for someone to talk to. The world seemed huge, and hugely empty. A bus hurried towards him, destination Valencia, and roared past. He stood and watched it diminish in a cloud of dust and diesel fumes, until it twitched over a short bridge and was lost to sight. Now the countryside seemed even huger and emptier. A butterfly ambled down the road, also heading for Valencia. Luis gave in and followed it.


It was seven in the evening when he slipped through the back door. His mother was busy playing the piano—Beethoven, for a change—and there was no sign of his father. Luis went quietly upstairs and took a long hot bath. An hour later he came out smelling of half-a-dozen urban oils and unguents. The sheer luxury of fresh, crisp clothing made him smile at his reflection. He looked older, he decided. Older and stronger.


On his way downstairs he met his mother, coming up. She had a headache: he could tell by the way she pressed a handkerchief to her forehead. ‘We must get a better piano,’ she said, not stopping. ‘I simply cannot go on playing that thing, it’s intolerable.’


Luis watched her limp up the stairs. ‘Where’s father?’ he called.


‘Working late, I expect.’ She went into her room.


They had not missed him.


Later, Luis realised that this was not so very surprising: his life and theirs had ceased to touch at many points. If they failed to see him at breakfast or at night, they assumed he was working strange new hours at some strange new job. He had not sought out their company when he was briefly at home, so why should he expect them to seek out his? In a way perhaps it was flattering, perhaps it showed that they trusted him. Nevetheless he felt unexpectedly saddened. Of course he wanted complete freedom, but did it have to come so fast? Why could he not have a choice? Or a fight, even? He felt like going to his parents and saying Look I know I took my independence but that doesn’t mean you had to give it to me, does it? Anyway I’m not sure I’m ready to be a damned adult. I’m not sure I even like the idea …


But it was too late now to begin that sort of discussion.


His experiences at the hotel had taught Luis that it was possible to get more out of a job than just money. He did three months as a van-boy for a delivery company: boring work, jumping in and out of a truck all day and getting nipped by dogs twice a week and being raped by lovely lonely housewives never. After hours he hung around and helped the mechanics service the vehicles. That was the extra reward. In six weeks he knew how a truck engine worked and what to check if it didn’t. In two months he could drive around the parking area, slowly.


Then, in the summer of 1935, with their usual unsurprising suddenness, Spanish Railways transferred Señor Cabrillo to Granada. Valencia was glad of it and Luis was not sorry. There was little more for him to learn about the racketing guts of a delivery truck, and in Valencia the danger always existed that he might turn a corner and meet the demon redhead and her toy gorilla.


In Granada he talked a small garage into hiring him, and quickly mastered the basic secrets of Ford and Citroen and Fiat. On the strength of that he moved up to a bigger garage which specialised in Alfas and Mercedes. After six months there, he borrowed a sober hat and dark glasses, lied about his age, and got a driving licence. A week later he was a taxi-driver, specialising in English and American tourists.


Thus Luis Cabrillo: now seventeen and a half years old. taller than average, not unattractive, with no visible scars but plenty of invisible ones, mis-educated, self-taught, physically fit, few family ties, restless for change, impatient with authority, hungry for excitement, and eager to achieve … well, something, God-knew-what, anything, as long as it won him admiration, popularity and fame. Also money. Driving a taxi was better than draining sump-oil into an inspection pit, but it did not exercise his imagination, enthusiasm and courage which (he felt) were limitless. Above all he wanted to test his courage. He was afraid that perhaps courage decayed, like muscle, unless it got used. Sadly he saw precious little prospect of excitement and adventure in Granada, or anywhere else in Spain. He was thinking moodily of becoming a racing driver, or a diamond prospector in South America, or a deckhand on a whaler; when overnight the Civil War broke out and saved him.




Chapter 5


The car raced down the hill and slithered into the village square, its wheels carving out brown wings of water, and coasted to a halt. Luis Cabrillo played a cheerful tattoo on the horn. ‘Home of the heroes of Jarama!’ he announced. ‘A great Government victory! For you, this is big news.’


In the back, three newspaper correspondents peered through the rain at the broken buildings. A mongrel dog came to a doorway, looked once at the car, and went back inside.


‘You mean the dog?’ asked Milton Townsend of the Chicago Daily News. ‘I never interview a dog unless he comes from Illinois. Either that or he’s a wounded machine-gunner.’


‘Or, ideally, both,’ said Nicholas Barker, London News Chronicle.


‘For both, the dog gets his picture taken too.’ The American wiped mist from the window. ‘My God,’ he muttered. ‘I’ve seen some picturesque enchanting fairytale Castilian villages in my time, but this is one hell of a dump. No bar even.’


‘I told you war was hell,’ said Barker.


‘Listen, let’s go back to Madrid. Luis, drive us back to Madrid.’


‘Big story,’ Luis said enthusiastically. ‘Heroes of Jarama. In the church.’


‘Heroes of Jarama,’ Townsend grumbled. ‘How can you have heroes without a victory? What kind of a big story is that?’


The third journalist was a French-Canadian freelance named Jean-Pierre Dru. ‘Let’s go look in the goddam church,’ he said. ‘I need some heroes and there may be booze, too.’


They ran through the rain and shouldered open the creaking, iron-studded doors. The air inside was warm. The church was half-full of soldiers, sprawling on the floor or sitting against the walls. They seemed relaxed and happy. A fire shimmered on the chancel steps, wavering from soft red to light purple to gold as the draught from a shattered window played on it. There was no smoke: it had been good, hard wood from the broken pulpit which lay nearby. Except for the massive baptismal font, every other sign of religion had been destroyed or defaced long ago. An officer—the only man whose cap and trousers matched his tunic—stood on the font. He was making a speech.


‘… and this valiant attack,’ he said as the journalists and Luis came in, ‘was also preceded by a long and powerful artillery bombardment.’


The men cheered, drowning his flat, insistent voice. His face remained expressionless.


‘Latest reports confirm,’ he went on, ‘that the entire rebel fascist forces are in retreat at all points along the Andalusian front.’


Cheers again.


‘The situation in Madrid is extremely good. Fresh reinforcements of tanks, planes and artillery are arriving daily.’


More cheers.


‘Everywhere in Spain the illegal and anti-democratic forces of repression are bleeding to death on the bayonets of our courageous and freedom-loving fellow-workers …’


Prolonged, excited and deafening cheering. The soldiers lay on their backs and roared approval. They hammered their mess-tins against the flagstones. They hooked their fingers in their mouths and whistled until their eyes bulged.


The officer stood on the font and waited. Despite the uproar he was still boot-faced. He opened his mouth. The racket immediately redoubled. After a few moments he climbed down. At once the cheering subsided like a collapsing marquee. Within seconds it was just a gentle rumble of conversation. Soldiers began standing and stretching and walking about.


The visitors came forward and introduced themselves. The officer said he was Harry Summers, political commissar for the 2nd English Battalion of the 15th International Brigade.


‘Battalion?’ said Jean-Pierre Dru. ‘This is a battalion?’ There were fewer than two hundred men in the church.


‘Jarama was a severe test,’ Summers said.


‘Is that why they pulled you out of the line?’ Townsend asked. ‘Because you took such a beating?’


‘On the contrary. The battalion is being re-equipped and brought up to strength. As you must have noticed, morale is excellent.’


Nicholas Barker said: ‘Is it all right if we ask your chaps some questions?’


Summers hesitated. ‘I can tell you everything you wish to know.’


‘Tell us what it feels like to get hit by a bullet,’ Dru said, looking at a man whose arm was bandaged.


‘That’s not …’ Summers began; then he changed his mind. ‘You must remember they are still feeling the effects of the fighting. Very intensive fighting.’


‘Okay,’ Dru said.


Summers led them over to the wounded soldier. Luis edged his way to the front. He wished very much to learn what it felt like to get hit by a bullet.


The man was sitting on the floor and examining his left foot, which was bare and black with dirt. It was so uniformly black that to Luis it looked like a negro foot, poking out of the ragged brown-corduroy trouser leg.


‘What did you do at Jarama?’ Dru asked.


The man got to his feet, stood lopsidedly, and gave the clenched-fist salute. He was about twenty-five, short and skinny, and he smiled cheerfully at everyone. ‘No two ways about it,’ he said.


‘His name is Davis,’ Summers told them. ‘From Liverpool.’


‘What do you remember about Jarama?’ Nicholas Barker asked.


‘Solidarity, comrades.’ Davis saluted with the clenched fist again and gave a little, delighted laugh. Luis noticed that his head kept twitching, as if with eagerness.


‘We heard you were very heavily outnumbered,’ Barker told him. ‘So where did the enemy go wrong?’


‘They certainly did!’ Davis exclaimed. He rested his left foot against his right leg and began to fall over. Luis grabbed him. ‘See?’ Davis said. ‘Sol’dar’ty! See what I mean?’


Townsend came back, stuffing his notebook into his pocket. ‘All pissed,’ he announced.


‘Oh Christ,’ Dru groaned.


‘You really mean all?’ Barker asked.


‘Every damn one, my friend. Tanked up and ready to fly to the moon. Pissed as assholes, the whole battalion.’


‘Not really drunk,’ Summers put in quickly. ‘Just reaction after battle …’ Nobody was listening. Luis saw the discontented faces and realised there was no story here. Davis laid his head on Luis’s shoulder. His body jerked to a gentle belch, and Luis breathed the hot and fruity fumes of cheap red wine. ‘We’re gonna win,’ Davis whispered. ‘Gonna win ‘cus we’re right. Right?’ Luis lowered him gently to the floor.


As they drove back to Madrid the correspondents argued about Jarama. Townsend argued that it must have been a victory for the Government because Franco’s forces had failed to knock the International Brigade off the heights. Dru argued that any unit which lost two-thirds of its men was beaten, and it didn’t matter a damn who held the heights anyway. Barker suggested that maybe Jarama might not turn out to be a victory for either side, but the others flatly rejected that. ‘My paper wants a victory,’ Townsend insisted. ‘They didn’t send me four thousand miles to report a lousy draw.’ Luis listened, and learned.




Chapter 6


Two days later the weather cleared, the sun came out, and the correspondents told him to drive them to Jarama.


The countryside was calm and pleasant, with gentle hills and wide views. There was no sign of war. Men and women working in the fields paused, half-bent, to watch the car dash by. Mule-carts and donkeys made up most of the traffic, and left a tang of fresh dung in the morning air. Luis felt good. He drove briskly, spinning the wheel and accelerating out of corners so that his tyres sprayed gravel against the drystone walls.


Brigade headquarters was in a farmhouse at the end of a rutted lane. Two ambulances and a dozen motorcycles were parked in the farmyard, which also contained a group of soldiers washing their clothes at a cattle trough, a small boy plucking a chicken, and the wreckage of an aeroplane.


‘Jarama,’ Luis announced.


‘Horrifying,’ said Townsend, picking his way between the puddles and the cowdung. ‘Inconceivably dreadful. Look: dead chickens everywhere. My God, will this bloody war never end?’


‘Inside they can tell us,’ Luis told him.


‘That I take leave to doubt,’ Barker said. Luis looked at him uncertainly, but Barker did not seem displeased, and so Luis went over to the sentry on duty at the farmhouse door.


‘Correspondentes,’ he announced. ‘Muy importantes correspondentes.’


The man stopped trimming his fingernails with a clasp-knife and looked the visitors over. He had thick black stubble and bad teeth. He gave a grunt which could have meant anything.


‘Show him identification,’ Luis suggested. ‘Anything, it does not matter. This is just an ignorant peasant.’


‘Not true,’ the sentry said. ‘Ignorant, yes. Peasant, no. Beneath this dirty shirt there beats an indelibly bourgeois heart, I’m sorry to say.’ He put the knife away. ‘I know you,’ he said to Barker. ‘We were at school together. Templeton.’


‘Were we?’ Barker tried to stare beyond the stubble and the grime. ‘Wait a minute. You’re not Charles Templeton? The cricketer?’


‘None other.’


‘Good God.’


‘Ah, now there I can’t agree with you.’ Templeton gave a rueful grin. His teeth were not bad; just dirty.


‘Listen: can you let us in?’ Townsend asked. ‘We want to find out what’s happening in this damn war.’


‘Well, you won’t learn anything here,’ Templeton said. ‘They’re holding a brigade conference. It’s like the Chelsea Arts Ball gone wrong. Still, you can go in if you like.’


He led them into the farmhouse. ‘Weren’t you an artist? A painter?’ Barker asked.


‘I still am an artist,’ Templeton said with conviction. ‘But here in Spain I can fight for truth as well as paint it. Mind your head.’ He opened a door and they ducked into a long, dim room in which forty or fifty soldiers were engaged in half a dozen arguments.


The correspondents stood against the wall while their eyes and ears adjusted to the gloomy uproar. They could see a whole theatrical wardrobe of uniforms, ranging from khaki overalls to black flying jackets, and from red cavalry cloaks to blue tunics. They could hear most of the languages of Europe. Everyone seemed to be talking, no one seemed to be listening. They all had two things in common: fervour and sidearms. Every man present was wearing a large automatic or a revolver on his gunbelt.


‘This is a conference?’ said Barker. ‘It sounds more like a difference.’


‘Oh well, everybody is free to give his point of view, in the International Brigade,’ Templeton said. ‘We are, after all, fighting for democracy.’


‘What happens when they don’t agree?’ Townsend asked.


‘It depends. Sometimes the Brigade commander orders lunch. Sometimes the enemy attacks. Something always happens.’


‘Doesn’t sound very organised.’


Luis felt that the conversation was lacking spark. ‘Sir, how many fascists have you killed?’ he inquired.


‘Oh, hundreds. Hundreds and hundreds and hundreds. Perhaps as many as three. Of course, some may have been dead already.’


Luis flushed. He thought that Templeton was mocking him. ‘Perhaps it is so easy to kill fascists that you cannot remember?’ he said.


‘I can remember killing,’ Templeton said, looking openly and easily into Luis’s stiff face, ‘but thank God I can’t remember counting while I did it.’


Barker’s pencil skidded wildly off his notebook as the door swung open and banged his arm. A tall and very fat man with angry eyes and a shaggy, mistrustful moustache strode into the room, picked up a stool and hammered it thunderously against a table-top. He wore tunic and trousers of workingmen’s blue, with a giant pistol tugging down his belt, a flaring red kerchief, and an absurdly large black beret, so big that it fell over one ear, almost to the collar. Even before his table-battering had created silence, he was shouting. The language was French, but the style was universal. The fat man was hysterical with rage. His jowls wobbled, his nostrils flared, his voice and his gestures ripped the air.


This hulking, howling harangue went on for several minutes, while the atmosphere grew unhappier. Townsend nudged Dru and Barker. They backed out, Templeton following, and shut the door.


‘André Marty,’ Dru said. ‘Three hundred pounds of mouth. The moustache is camouflage. Low-flying aircraft mistake him for a horse’s ass, and fly on.’


‘Marty the Commissar?’ Townsend asked. Next door, the ranting seemed to have gained in fury. ‘I understood he was a horse’s ass.’
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