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Chickens, Mules and Two Old Fools
Tuck into a slice of Andalucían Life
Victoria Twead
‘Chickens, Mules and Two Old Fools’ was awarded the HarperCollins Authonomy ‘Gold Star’ in November 2008.
‘...laugh-out-loud funny...especially the Spanish women heckling over eggs from The English...hilarious...engaging...the interspersion of recipes is charming’ HarperCollins
Aleck Loker, author of 18 books including ‘Ancient Explorers of America’.
‘This is wonderful. I have tears in my eyes...the humor, the warmth, the joy...I love this book...the two of you sitting on the sofa in that dusty street listening to Spanish tunes on the crackly radio. What a sight you must have been...’
Danny Gillan, author of ‘Will You Love Me Tomorrow’.
‘I love the relaxed writing style and easy humour of this. Great stuff!’
Robin Bayley, author of ‘The Mango Orchard’.
‘Victoria Twead is a natural storyteller with a knack for charm and wit.’
Joe Twead, super-star of 'Chickens, Mules and Two Old Fools'.
'A great book to read, especially if one is the best character in the story!'
To the villagers of El Hoyo, young and old, whose
warm welcome, patience and generosity were astonishing.
I thank them all from the bottom of my heart.
And to Juliet and Sue, the Gin Twins.
May their bottle never run dry.
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Recipes
Grumpy’s Garlic Mushrooms Tapa
Bethina’s Ham, Tomato and Garlic Toasts
Crispy Potatoes in Spicy Tomato Sauce
Carmen-Bethina’s Poor Man’s Potatoes
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Beef in Fruit Sauce (Ecuadorian Recipe)
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“Hello?”
“This is Kurt.”
“Oh! Hello, Kurt. How are you?”
“I am vell. The papers you vill sign now. I haf made an appointment vith the Notary for you May 23rd, 12 o’clock.”
“Right, I’ll check the flights and…” but he had already hung up.
Kurt, our German estate agent, was the type of person one obeyed without question. So, on May 23rd, we found ourselves back in Spain, seated round a huge polished table in the Notary’s office. Beside us sat our bank manager holding a briefcase stuffed with bank notes.

Nine months earlier, we had never met Kurt. Nine months earlier, Joe and I lived in an ordinary house, in an ordinary Sussex town. Nine months earlier we had ordinary jobs and expected an ordinary future.
Then, one dismal Sunday, I decided to change all that.
“…heavy showers are expected to last through the Bank Holiday weekend and into next week. Temperatures are struggling to reach 14 degrees…”
August, and the weather-girl was wearing a coat, sheltering under an umbrella. June had been wet, July wetter. I sighed, stabbing the ‘off’ button on the remote control before she could depress me further. Agh! Typical British weather.
My depression changed to frustration. The private thoughts that had been tormenting me so long returned. Why should we put up with it? Why not move? Why not live in my beloved Spain where the sun always shines?
I walked to the window. Raindrops like slug trails trickled down the windowpane. Steely clouds hung low, heavy with more rain, smothering the town. Sodden litter sat drowning in the gutter.
“Joe?” He was dozing, stretched out on the sofa, mouth slightly open. “Joe, I want to talk to you about something.”
Poor Joe, my long-suffering husband. His gangly frame was sprawled out, newspaper slipping from his fingers. He was utterly relaxed, blissfully unaware that our lives were about to change course.
How different he looked in scruffy jeans compared with his usual crisp uniform. But to me, whatever he wore, he was always the same, an officer and a gentleman. Nearing retirement from the Forces, I knew he was looking forward to a tension-free future, but the television weather-girl had galvanised me into action. The metaphorical bee in my bonnet would not be stilled. It buzzed and grew until it became a hornet demanding attention.

“Huh? What’s the matter?” His words were blurred with sleep, his eyes still closed. Rain beat a tattoo on the window pane.
“Joe? Are you listening?”
“Uhuh…”
“When you retire, I want us to sell up and buy a house in Spain.” Deep breath.
There. The bomb was dropped. I had finally admitted my longing. I wanted to abandon England with its ceaseless rain. I wanted to move permanently to Spain.
Sleep forgotten, Joe pulled himself upright, confusion in his blue eyes as he tried to read my expression.
“Vicky, what did you say just then?” he asked, squinting at me.
“I want to go and live in Spain.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“Yes, I am.”
Of course it wasn’t just the rain. I had plenty of reasons, some vague, some more solid.
I presented my pitch carefully. Our children, adults now, were scattered round the world; Scotland, Australia and London. No grandchildren yet on the horizon and Joe only had a year before he retired. Then we would be free as birds to nest where we pleased.
And the cost of living in Spain would be so much lower. Council tax a fraction of what we usually paid, cheaper food, cheaper houses… The list went on.
Joe listened closely and I watched his reactions. Usually, he is the impetuous one, not me. But I was well aware that his retirement fantasy was being threatened. His dream of lounging all day in his dressing-gown, writing his book and diverting himself with the odd mathematical problem was being exploded.
“Hang on, Vicky, I thought we had it all planned? I thought you would do a few days of supply teaching if you wanted, while I start writing my book.” Joe absentmindedly scratched his nether regions. For once I ignored his infuriating habit; I was in full flow.
“But imagine writing in Spain! Imagine sitting outside in the shade of a grapevine and writing your masterpiece.”
Outside, windscreen wipers slapped as cars swept past, tyres sending up plumes of filthy water. Joe glanced out of the window at the driving rain and I sensed I had scored an important point.
“Why don’t you write one of your famous lists?” he suggested, only half joking.
I am well known for my lists and records. Inheriting the record- keeping gene from my father, I can’t help myself. I make a note of the weather every day, the temperature, the first snowdrop, the day the ants fly, the exchange rate of the euro, everything. I make shopping lists, separate ones for each shop. I make To Do lists and ‘Joe, will you please’ lists. I make packing lists before holidays. I even make lists of lists. My nickname at work was Schindler.
So I set to work and composed what I considered to be a killer pitch:
Sunny weather
Cheap houses
Live in the country
Miniscule council tax
Friendly people
Less crime
No heating bills
Cheap petrol
Wonderful Spanish food
Cheap wine and beer
Could get satellite TV so you won’t miss English football
Much more laid-back life style
Could afford house big enough for family and visitors to stay
No TV licence
Only short flight to UK
Might live longer because Mediterranean diet is healthiest in the world
When I ran dry, I handed the list to Joe. He glanced at it and snorted.
“I’m going to make a coffee,” he said, but he took my list with him. He was in the kitchen a long time.
When he came out, I looked up at him expectantly. He ignored me, snatched a pen and scribbled on the bottom of the list. Satisfied, he threw it on the table and left the room. I grabbed it and read his additions. He’d pressed so hard with the pen that he’d nearly gone through the paper.
Joe had written:-
CAN’T SPEAK SPANISH!
TOO MANY FLIES!
MOVING HOUSE IS THE PITS!
For weeks we debated, bouncing arguments for and against like a game of ping pong. Even when we weren’t discussing it, the subject hung in the air between us, almost tangible. Then one day, (was it a coincidence that it was raining yet again?) Joe surprised me.
“Vicky, why don’t you book us a holiday over Christmas, and we could just take a look.”
The hug I gave him nearly crushed his ribs.
“Hang on!” he said, detaching himself and holding me at arm’s length. “What I’m trying to say is, well, I’m willing to compromise.”
“What do you mean, ‘compromise’?”
“How about if we look on it as a five year plan? We don’t sell this house, just rent it out. Okay, we could move to Spain, but not necessarily for ever. At the end of five years, we can make up our minds whether to come back to England or stay out there. I’m happy to try it for five years. What do you think?”
I turned it over in my mind. Move to Spain, but look on it as a sort of project? Actually, it seemed rather a good idea. In fact, a perfect compromise.
Joe was watching me. “Well? Agreed?”
“Agreed…” It was a victory of sorts. A Five Year Plan. Yes, I saw the sense in that. Anything could happen in five years.
“Well, go on, then. Book a holiday over Christmas and we’ll take it from there.”
So I logged onto the Internet and booked a two week holiday in Almería.
Why Almería? Well, we already knew the area quite well as this would be our fourth visit. And I considered this part of Andalucía to be perfect. Only two and a half hours flight from London, guaranteed sunshine, friendly people and jaw-dropping views. It ticked all my boxes. Joe agreed cautiously that the area could be ideal.
So the destination was decided, but what type of home in Spain would we want? Our budget was reduced because we weren’t going to sell our English house. We’d have to find something cheap.
On previous visits, I’d hated all the houses we’d noticed in the resorts. Mass produced boxes on legoland estates, each identical, each characterless and overlooking the next. No, I knew what I really wanted: a house we could do up, with views and space, preferably in an unspoiled Spanish village.
Unlike Joe, I’ve always been obsessed with houses. I was the driving force and it was the hard climb up the English property ladder that allowed us even to contemplate moving abroad. In the past few years, we had bought a derelict house, improved and sold it, making a good profit. So we bought another and repeated the process. It was gruelling work. We both had other careers, but it was well worth the effort. Now we could afford to rent out our home in England and still buy a modest house in Spain.
“If we do decide to move out there,” said Joe, “and we buy an old place to do up, it's not going to be like doing up houses in England. Everything’s going to be different there."
How right he was.

Like a child, I yearned for that Christmas to come. I couldn’t wait to set foot on Spanish soil again. We arrived, and although Christmas lights decorated the airport, it was warm enough to remove our jackets. Before long, we had found our hotel and settled in.
The next morning, we hired a little car. Joe, having finally accepted the inevitable, was happy to drive into the mountains in search of The House. We had two weeks to find it.

Yet again the mountains seduced us. The endless blue sky where birds of prey wheeled lazily. The neat orchards splashed with bright oranges and lemons. The secret, sleepy villages nestled into valleys. Even the roads, narrow, treacherous and winding, couldn’t break the spell that Andalucía cast over us.
Daily, we drove through whitewashed villages where little old ladies dressed in black stopped sweeping their doorsteps to watch us pass. We waved at farmers working in their fields, the dry dust swirling in irritated clouds from their labours. We paused to allow goat-herds to pass with their flocks, the lead goat’s bell clanging bossily as the herd followed, snatching mouthfuls of vegetation on the run.
Although we hadn’t yet found The House, we were positive we'd found the area we wanted to live in.

One day we drove into a village that clung to the steep mountainside by its fingernails. We entered a taberna that was buzzing with activity. The bar was busy and the air heavy with smoke. The white-aproned bartender looked us up and down and jerked his head in greeting. No smile, just a nod.
Joe found a rocky wooden table by the window with panoramic views and we settled ourselves, soaking in the atmosphere. Four old men played cards at the next table. A heated debate was taking place within another group. I caught the words ‘Barcelona’ and ‘Real Madrid’. Most of the bar’s customers were male.
Grumpy, the bartender, wiped his hands on his apron and approached our table, flicking off imaginary crumbs from the surface with the back of his hand. He had a splendid moustache which concealed any expression he may have had, and made communication difficult.
“Could we see the menu, please?” asked Joe in his best phrase book Spanish.
Grumpy shook his head and snorted. It seemed there was no menu.
“No importa,” said Joe. “It doesn’t matter.”
Using a combination of sign language and impatient grunts, Grumpy took our order but our meal was destined to be a surprise. A basket of bread was slammed onto the table, followed by two plates of food. Garlic mushrooms - delicious. We cleaned our plates and leaned back, digesting our food and the surroundings. In typical Spanish fashion, the drinkers at the bar bellowed at each other as though every individual had profound hearing problems.
“We’re running out of time,” said Joe. “We can carry on gallivanting around the countryside, but we aren’t going to find anything. I very much doubt we’ll find a house this holiday.”
Suddenly, clear as cut crystal, the English words, "Oh, bugger! Where are my keys?" floated above the Spanish hubbub.
Chapter 2 - Judith, Mother and Kurt
We swung round, just as the owner of the voice found her keys and rattled them in the air triumphantly. She finished her good-byes to her drinking companions in perfect Spanish, loud and fluent.
This opportunity was just too good to pass. As she strode past our table, I smiled and said, “Hello, you're English, aren’t you?” Unoriginal, I admit, but it had the desired affect. She applied the brakes.
“I’m Vicky, and this is Joe,” I said. “We just love this area. Have you lived here long?”
Judith was unique. Stout, in her sixties, she had a thick plait snaking down her back. She was dressed in English country tweeds and sensible walking shoes.
We shook hands and she sank heavily into the chair Joe pulled out for her.
“Twenty-five years,” she said. “Good Lord, where does the time go?”
“Well, you’re obviously very settled here,” said Joe.
“Bloody nice place to be,” she said, leaning forward, knees apart, hands toying with her bunch of keys. “Climate’s much kinder to Mother’s rheumatism, don’t you know.”
Judith’s voice was cultured although often punctuated by colourful expletives. Although looking and behaving like an eccentric English aristocrat, she seemed entirely at home in this remote corner of Spain. And judging by her interaction with the people at the bar, she was accepted and respected by the villagers. To us, she was friendly and informative, answering all our tentative questions in her strident voice.
“Awfully laid back, the Spanish,” she said. “Our cleaner, Ana, needs a stick of dynamite under her before she gets going.”
“Do you ever think of going back to England?” I asked, feeling rather sorry for poor Ana.
“Good heavens, dear!” she said, eyes bulging. “Not on your Nellie! Don’t miss Old Blighty one bit!”
Eventually, she looked at the man’s watch on her wrist.
“Bloody hell!” she said. “Look at the time! Mother will be wondering where I am. Come back to my house, why don’t you, and meet Mother?” Joe and I agreed, hastily paid Grumpy and followed her out into the bright sunlight.
“Where are you, you little bastards?” she called when we were outside. Joe looked shocked and I froze on the spot. Several dogs slid out of the shadows and loped towards her, and we realised that it was not us she was addressing.
“How many dogs do you have?” I asked, knee deep in panting canines.
“Nine,” Judith replied shortly. “And that one over there is called ‘Half’.”
I must have looked blank.
"He’s the latest. We always said we’d never have ten dogs so when he joined us, we called him ‘Half’. So now we only have nine and a Half. Bloody Spaniards, don’t know how to look after animals!”
Judith’s house was just down the street from Grumpy’s. Huge double doors were unlocked by an outsize key and we were ushered into the darkness beyond. Our eyes adjusted and we saw we were standing in an Aladdin’s cave. The living room was crammed with huge solid pieces of antique English furniture, gleaming with age and history. Vast mirrors hung on the walls. Every surface was cluttered with knick-knacks and valuable bric-a-brac. Looking closer, the enormous sideboard and mahogany table legs were pale and splintered in places where the dogs had chewed them.
Shelves bowed with dusty figurines and piles of books. Occasionally, dark shapes shifted and we could distinguish cats sleeping on every level. One cat draped itself along the mantelpiece, another on the grand piano. A shaft of light sliced through a crack in the wooden shutter, spotlighting dancing motes of dust and cat fur.
“Let me introduce you to Mother,” shouted Judith, clicking on a Tiffany table lamp. A figure uncoiled itself from the ornate chaise longue, dislodging an orange cat that spilled to the floor. “Then we’ll have a little drinky-poo.”
We were mesmerised by Mother. She must have been eighty-five years of age but was draped in a lacy, diaphanous dress, low cut to reveal maximum cleavage and totally transparent against the light. She lay poised like a sex kitten, exuding glamour and wafting Chanel No.5.
“Pleased to meet you,” said the old lady, extending manicured fingers for us to shake.
Joe and I spent a wine-soaked hour or so with these welcoming ladies, perched on the antique sofa, wedged between cats and dogs.
“Got a dispensation from my Bishop in England,” boomed Judith. “Have to attend their church here, don't you know. Bloody Catholics couldn’t organise a piss-up in a brewery. Soon put the priest right, didn’t I, Mother?”
The village church-bells rang on cue, as if in agreement. Mother was admiring her nails and not listening. A small hairy dog resembling a floor mop began humping a cushion on the floor.
“Well, m’dears. If you’re serious about moving here, I suggest you have a chin-wag with Kurt,” said Judith, scribbling a telephone number on the back of a church newsletter. “Don’t go to any of the bloody estate agents in town. Crooks, all of ’em. Let me know how you get on.”
Eventually, we thanked Judith and said good-bye to Mother. We staggered out into the street plastered, both by red wine and pet hair, clutching Kurt’s telephone number.

With Judith’s voice ringing in our ears, “Straight as a bloody die, don't you know,” we contacted Kurt the next day. He was an unofficial estate agent to foreigners and very German. He spoke excellent Spanish, rather quaint English and was married to Paula, a Spanish solicitor. Also, his business partner, Marco, was on the local council. An irresistible package. We were confident he was the right person to help us find The House.
We met at the appointed time in the square of Judith’s village, outside the Town Hall. Several elderly Spanish men sat on benches and ceased their conversations to eye us. A group of women, all dressed in black, inspected us like curious crows. When we introduced ourselves, Kurt’s handshake exuded efficiency. Tall, fit and utterly Teutonic, his curly blond hair flopped when he talked as though punctuating his sentences.
“I haf three houses for you to look,” he said. “So I hope you are full of the beans.” He marched off down the street.
His muscular legs covered distances in long, swinging strides while we panted pathetically behind him. Desperately trying to anticipate his next move, we concentrated on his retreating back. Frequently he made unexpected left or right turns, resulting in Joe and me crashing heavily into each other in the frantic effort to keep up. It must have looked like some silly Laurel and Hardy scene.
The first house had no roof.
“Is this it?” Joe muttered to me from the corner of his mouth. I rolled my eyes, but didn’t reply. Kurt ignored our dismayed expressions and unlocked the front door with a flourish.
"This is a good house," he said. "All the rooms are very big."
Well, that was true. All the rooms were light and airy, too, as expected from a house with no roof. In the kitchen, clumps of weeds sprouted from between the cracked floor tiles. We halted in a bedroom and looked up at the sky above.
“It's, er, very nice,” I said, “but actually I think we might prefer a house with a roof.”
Kurt's flaxen eyebrows shot up in surprise, as though we had asked for an indoor sauna, or home cinema.
“Ja, but I think you vill like the next house. It has a roof.”
Relieved, we were taken over the mountain to the next house. It stood alone in scrub land, a single ragged palm tree standing guard.
“This is also a good house. It has a roof and a palm tree.” Kurt’s blue eyes challenged us to find fault this time.
To be fair, the front of the house looked quite impressive, but neglected. Joe disappeared around the corner of the building while Kurt fumbled the key into the lock.
Yes, it had a roof. And a palm tree. I couldn’t help feeling quite excited. Kurt finally unlocked the door and tried to push it open. The door resisted, so he shouldered it. Still it stood firm, forcing him to give it a hefty Germanic kick. Success. The door swung open and Kurt and I both jumped in surprise. There, in the middle of the room in front of us, stood Joe.
“How did you get in?” I asked, astonished.
“It's got no walls at the back. Or down one side.”
“No valls, but this is a good house. It has a roof and a palm tree,” said Kurt, recovering, clearly confident that we could overlook this minor flaw. Was there a glimmer of humour in those blue eyes?

We continued the tour. Joe was right, several walls had caved in, rocks lying where they had fallen. Birds flew out shrieking as we disturbed them in the kitchen. Soft rabbit and goat droppings squelched underfoot. Two feral cats burst out from a corner and slunk away over the hillside. A cold wind blew more debris into the house, depositing it on the mound that had already accumulated over time.
“I think we need a house that has a roof and walls,” said Joe firmly, and I nodded.
Kurt did not seem discouraged. We exited and he locked the door behind us again.
“What’s the point of locking the door when the house has no walls?” I asked, curious.
“Insurance,” he said, flicking the forelock from his eyes. “Now, I haf one house more. It is a very good house. It has valls, and a roof, but no palm tree. You vill follow me.” We climbed back into the car.
Perhaps just a kilometre away as the quail flies, but a good eight kilometres by road, was the next village, El Hoyo. The road was empty as Kurt steered the car up, ever up and crested the mountain. Without warning, he swung off onto a single track road that threatened to drop off the edge of a precipice. Fir trees clung to the mountainsides in deep green knots. Olive trees were planted in military rows on terraces excavated by farmers generations ago. Almond trees displayed their white blossoms.
Kurt slowed the car so we could take in the scene below. We peered down and were rewarded with our first glimpse of El Hoyo. That day it was shrouded in mist that cleared as the wind chased the wispy clouds away. A typical Moorish whitewashed village, El Hoyo was much smaller than Judith’s village. Deep in the fold of the valley, the village houses huddled together, protected on all sides by the ancient slopes. It was just a cluster of houses, most very old, many derelict. Narrow streets separated the rows of houses. In the centre was the square, boasting shade-trees, seats and a fountain. The church was imposing and astonishingly pink. On the outskirts of the village stood a few modern houses.
I found I was holding my breath, captivated by the painting below. Kurt revved the car up and we started to descend in a white-knuckle ride of twists and turns.

He parked the car by the square and we all got out. There was no sign of life apart from a couple of bored dogs and a feather of smoke curling from one chimney.
“It’s so quiet,” I breathed. A cock crowed somewhere.
“Ja, you haf plenty of quiet and peace. No person vill molest you.” He turned up a side street with Joe and me close on his heels, then halted suddenly causing us to crash into him from behind.
Alonso, the owner of the house for sale, stood beaming on the doorstep. Small of stature but strong and gnarled as an olive log, he greeted us. Joe and Kurt shook his proffered hand but I was seized and kissed on the cheeks, one, two, Spanish style.
Squeezed in the middle of a row of terraced houses, this house appeared unpromising from the outside. It looked tiny and cramped, as though it was trying to shoulder its neighbours aside for more space. The frontage was only as wide as the front door and a small window. Alonso and Kurt stepped aside and we entered.
Bethina's Ham, Tomato and Garlic Toasts
Standing in the living room, Joe and I looked around.
“It smells damp,” said Joe, wrinkling his nose.
“And it’s so dark,” I said. “Even with the lights on.”
“Well, at least it has walls and a roof.” Joe’s attempt at humour did not amuse me.
Kurt and Alonso had followed us in, still chatting. A hideous plastic chandelier hung from the low ceiling just above Kurt’s head, like a crazy Ascot hat. The fireplace was ugly and small, caked with old grease. On one wall a sinister looking crack zigzagged from floor to ceiling, like a lightning bolt.
“What’s that?” asked Joe, pointing.
“Terremoto,” said Alonso cheerfully.
“The earthquake made the crack,” said Kurt.
Joe and I exchanged glances. Earthquakes hadn’t even crossed our minds. Could it happen again? Was this house unsafe?
Alonso rattled away to Kurt, who occasionally interpreted for us. “He says he vill present you the television. It is German,” said Kurt. We tried hard to look excited at owning the ancient dust-covered television squatting malevolently in the corner.
We left Alonso and Kurt downstairs and climbed the stairs, holding onto the flimsy metal pole screwed into the wall that served as a handrail. The cement steps were cracked and filthy. Upstairs there were three rooms, each with a tiny, shuttered, barred window. Dust-laden cobwebs spanned every corner and alcove like tattered Victorian lace. Rusty bedsteads with mildewed mattresses sheltered more beetles and spiders’ nests.
“It’s awful,” said Joe. “Whoever takes this on has got to be mad. It would cost a fortune to put right.”
“I agree,” I said. “It’s horrible. I wouldn’t touch it with a barge-pole.”
We went back downstairs where Kurt and Alonso were still jabbering away in the living room. We carried on exploring. The living room opened onto another room, then another, and another. We lost count. It was a rabbit warren.
One room appeared to have been hewn out of the mountainside. It was a cave room, dark and windowless.
“This would make a good bedroom for someone,” said Joe. “Bet it stays really cool in summer.”
“Maybe, but not for us.” I said. Joe didn’t reply, and there was a peculiar look on his face, which I couldn’t quite read.
Like most old Spanish houses, this one was a veritable Tardis. Joe had to stoop frequently as the doorways were built for people much shorter than us. Dried hams and rusty agricultural tools hung from the ceilings. Sacks of potatoes leaned against crumbling walls.
The only bathroom was downstairs. It boasted a miniature green bath complete with plastic curtain and a chipped sink propped up at a crazy angle by bits of wood. An antiquated toilet with high cistern reminded me of my early schooldays in the sixties. Joe pulled the chain to test it, and it came away in his hand. Quickly, he kicked it behind the toilet to hide it.

“Well, at least it's got a shower,” he said and drew the plastic curtain aside. The whole curtain, plus rail, clattered to the floor.
“Don’t touch anything else!” I hissed. This house was clearly a disaster. We returned to the living room where Alonso and Kurt were still deep in conversation.
“Where’s the kitchen?” I whispered to Joe, and Kurt heard me.
“The wife of Alonso cooks here,” explained Kurt, flapping his hand at the open fireplace. Really? I was full of admiration.
The tour was not over; there was much more to see. Alonso showed us more rooms that we hadn’t noticed before. Another door opened onto an overgrown walled garden. He showed us two workshops and a fairly decent garage. Still there was more; a ruined building and a plot of fenced land planted with fruit trees – bizarrely on the other side of the street. Everything was run down and neglected, but in spite of myself, I was beginning to be charmed.

The tour had ended and Kurt turned to us, his blond eyebrows and shoulders raised in question.
“We love it! We’ll take it,” said Joe.
I swung round and gaped at him, open-mouthed with horror.
When it comes to shopping, even for houses, Joe is impetuous. I am far more cautious. I need to make lists. I need time to think, to weigh things up, to decide.
Buy this house? Was he crazy? I tried to protest but no sound came out.
I couldn’t speak because there was an unexpected battle going on in my head. Heart was fighting with Common Sense. It was a funny thing, but without warning, the house was growing on me. I found my mind churning with ideas for rooms. How to create a kitchen opening onto that walled garden. Perhaps have roof terraces to take in the stunning mountain views.
“Think of the work!” said Common Sense. “The place is a disaster!”
“Yes, but imagine how it could be... Imagine being part of this little village. Look at those views...” said Heart.
“We’re looking for a project,” said Joe. “I think we could do wonders with this cottage. And perhaps we could build a couple of houses in the orchard over the road. It’s just an overgrown eye-sore at the moment, and the old ruin up there is positively dangerous.”
“Permission from the council vill not be a problem,” said Kurt.
Common Sense gave up the fight. It didn’t matter about frayed electric cables sticking out of walls like discarded spaghetti. Never mind the heaps of grit like dusty molehills in every room where the walls were forever disintegrating in avalanches.
Yes, I could see past all the decay. I could visualise this place as our home and project for the next five years, maybe longer. My heart hammered.

So that was it. We had found The House.
If Kurt was delighted at our decision to buy the house, he didn’t show it. However, he wasted no time. We drove straight back down the mountain to the city.
“We must make all things lawful,” he said. “It is lucky. The paperverk is correct. Alonso already has an escritura for the house.”
I had read about escrituras, or deeds to houses. Very few owners bothered with them as most houses were passed down from generation to generation. Buying an old Spanish house with its paperwork already in order was a rarity.
Kurt marched us into the bank in Almería to open bank accounts and pay a deposit. The bank was large and airy. There were comfortable easy chairs, sweets in bowls, free coffee, ashtrays and magazines laid out on coffee tables for those waiting. I mentally compared it with the grim, unwelcoming banks I was familiar with in England. I knew which I preferred.
We were introduced to our new bank manager, Lola. Another surprise. Could this really be our bank manager? Lola was lovely; sable haired and sultry. When she spoke (in flawless English) her husky voice was like dark treacle running through sugar cane. I caught Joe gaping and kicked him under the table.
There were no formalities, we were on first name terms immediately. Efficient as well as beguiling, Lola beckoned seductively over her shoulder, led us to her office, then helped us sign on the dotted lines. I recalled the stuffy suited bank managers I had met in England. West Sussex suddenly seemed a long way away.
Joe stopped drooling long enough to hand over a credit card to pay the deposit, and that was it. The die was cast. We were going to live in a tumbledown cottage in a quirky little village in the Alpujarra mountains.
We were given four months to pay Alonso the balance for the house. Meanwhile, the papers would be prepared ready for the official completion of sale. Nothing more to do now except return to England.
“I can’t believe we’ve done it!” I said outside the bank. “We’ve paid a deposit on a house here in Spain! I wish we didn’t have to go back to England. I wish we could just stay here for ever.”
“Well, we can’t,” said Joe. “And don’t forget, when we do move out, life’s not going to be a picnic. We need to get that house up to scratch if we’re going to make a good profit in five years.”
“But if we love it, we might stay permanently,” I said, clinging to my dream.
Joe snorted. “We’ll see,” he said.
The holiday was over. Back to England to plan and wait for the paperwork to be completed. Time to exchange sapphire skies for steel.

Back in England we began preparations. We found a letting agent to handle the rental of our house. We transferred money through cyber space to Luscious Lola at the Spanish bank. We took crash courses in Spanish. We waited while winter melted into spring. And then, at long last, the phone rang.
“Hello?”
“This is Kurt.”
“Oh! Hello, Kurt. How are you?”
“I am vell. The papers you vill sign now. I haf made an appointment vith the Notary for you May 23rd, 12 o'clock.”
“Right, I'll check the flights and…” but the line was already dead.
Which was why, on May 23rd we found ourselves in the Notary’s office. Venetian blinds cut out the sunlight and bright fluorescent strip-lighting flickered above. We all sat round a huge oval polished table. The Notary presided in an important looking upholstered chair. The rest of us sat in red plastic ones. Besides ourselves, there was Kurt, his business partner Marco, Luscious Lola and Kurt’s solicitor wife Paula. Opposite us and dressed in their best clothes, all in a row like swallows on a telegraph wire, sat Alonso and his wife, his three grown up sons and their wives, his daughter and son-in-law.
The Notary straightened the stack of papers in front of him and raised one finger for silence. Alonso’s family stopped twittering instantly and sat still. Order restored to his satisfaction, the Notary began. Slowly, he read aloud the deeds of the estate, all sixteen pages of it. He may as well have been reading instructions on how to split the atom; we understood nothing. I entertained myself by watching the others. Kurt sat straight and tall, staring directly ahead, occasionally twitching the blond forelock from his eyes. His solicitor wife Paula nodded wisely every few moments. Marco looked bored and kept clearing his throat. Alonso beamed but was clearly out of his depth. His wife and daughter held hands and glanced at each other frequently. Only the son-in-law listened intently, head on one side, eyes furtively flicking from the Notary back to us.
Eventually, papers were signed and Luscious Lola produced several piles of banknotes from her briefcase. These were pushed over to Alonso. Before he could reach them, the son-in-law’s hand shot out like a trap-door spider, and intercepted the piles. More papers were read aloud to the accompaniment of ‘flip,flip,flip,’ as the son-in-law counted the banknotes. Paula and the Notary finalised a few small points and still the ‘flip,flip,flip,’ continued.
We didn’t notice who finally pocketed the money, but at last we were presented with a huge bunch of keys. This acted like a signal, and the atmosphere changed dramatically. The transaction was complete and celebratory smiles wreathed every face. Chairs scraped as everyone sprang to life. A fest of handshaking and back clapping commenced. All the women were seized, embraced and kissed.
Kurt and Marco were the last to leave.
“Thank you, Kurt,” I said. “Thank you for sorting out everything so efficiently.”
“It is no problem,” he said. “I haf arranged the electricity and the vater, also.” We shook hands yet again, and Kurt and Marco walked away.
No going back, we’d done it, we now owned a house in a tiny Spanish village. I tightened my grip on the bunch of keys then danced a little jig on the pavement.
“We’re moving to Spain! We’re moving to Spain! No more England! No more rain!”
Passers-by looked amused, Joe just shook his head.
“Don’t use up all your energy,” he said. “Remember what work we’ve got to do this week.”
As it was the school half-term break in England, we had allowed ourselves a week in Spain. Now we had the house keys, our week was going to busy. We wanted to move in the summer and planned to clear the house now, in readiness, but with only a week, it was a tall order.
First thing - buy a wheelbarrow in the shopping mall. All wheelbarrows in Spain seemed to be bright yellow with green handles. I took a photo of Joe wheeling it through the shopping centre but we were never to see that photo, or any of the others we took that week.
Our hotel room was on the third floor with a balcony overlooking the gardens. I was the first to wake one morning, and couldn’t find my handbag.
“Joe? Have you seen my bag? I thought I left it on the armchair, but I can’t seem to find it.”
“No, haven’t seen it. Wish someone would give me a euro for every time you’ve lost your bag! Huh! I’d be a rich man. Can’t be far. Have you been out on the balcony this morning?”
“No, why?”
“Well, the sliding door is slightly ajar.” Joe opened it further and stepped out onto the balcony. At exactly the same moment, the man from the room next door stepped out onto his balcony.
“Morning,” said Joe, stretching.
“Oh, hello, there,” said the man. “Just escaping the missus. She’s lost her bloomin’ handbag again.”
“You’re joking!” said Joe, amused. “So’s mine! She’s looking for it now.”
It took a couple of seconds for the penny to drop, then they both stared at each other, wide-eyed.
Crispy Potatoes in Spicy Tomato Sauce
Simultaneously, Joe and our next door neighbour gripped the handrail and peered down over the balcony. There were clear black scuff marks on the white wall below. Someone had scaled the side of the building in the night, using the balcony railings to hold onto.
Joe and the man stared at the shoe scuff marks, then at each other.
“Was your sliding door open this morning?” asked the man.
“It was,” said Joe. “I think we’ve been burgled.”
And so we had. My handbag containing mobile phone and camera were stolen. My purse had gone. Joe went and had a look outside and made a discovery. The thieves, probably kids, had hung the looted handbag on some railings outside, along with our neighbour’s bag. I suppose we were lucky; they hadn’t taken my address book, passport or return airline tickets, but it was still a blow. And such a waste of time as we had to wait for fingerprints to be taken from our room, and give statements down at the Police Station. Time much better spent clearing the house.
“So much for Spain having less crime,” grunted Joe as we left the Police Station. Of course the burglars were never found.
Every day we drove up the mountain to our new house. It smelled damp and neglected. House martins had built nests in the porch above the front door. Inside, cockroaches scuttled back into dark corners. Cobwebs draped from the ceiling. Each room was still stuffed with Alonso’s abandoned clutter. The weeds in the garden, celebrating Alonso’s absence, had grown to waist level. Like explorers in an Amazon jungle, we hacked a path through the garden from the back gate to the future kitchen door.
The wheelbarrow was well used. We crammed it full of clutter from the house: old pictures, rotten cupboards, wasps’ nests, weird tools, cages, mildewed mattresses and a chipped china statue of the Last Supper. We transported the junk to the orchard above. Then came the bigger furniture pieces. Dismantling the rusty iron beds wasn’t too bad, neither was shifting the broken tables and chairs. (The promised German television was nowhere to be seen - probably snaffled by the son-in-law.) But the yellow vinyl sofa was much more of a challenge.
The only way to dispose of it was to lug it out of the front door, along the street, up into the next street, and so to the orchard. The sun was hot, the sofa heavy and the street uphill. Sweating and panting, we rested halfway. Joe returned to the house and brought back drinks. Sitting on the sofa in the middle of the street, we refreshed ourselves with cans of Coke. Leaning back, we slowly regained our breath and admired the view. I fiddled with a decrepit transistor radio we were also dumping and, surprisingly, it crackled into life. Tinny music filled the air.
“This is the life!” said Joe, basking in the sun, sipping from his can.

I nodded, eyes closed, enjoying the break and the sun’s warm rays. I swung my legs off the ground and put my feet in Joe’s lap, stretching luxuriously, wriggling my toes.
And that was how we first met Paco.
About our age, short, dressed in working clothes, Paco rounded the corner and stopped in astonishment. Then his swarthy face split into a huge grin. We jumped up off the sofa, silenced the radio and shook hands.
“Los Ingleses!” he shouted, pumping our hands, slapping us on the backs and roaring with laughter. Next around the corner came his wife, apron-clad, round as a Teletubby, rosy-cheeked and smiling. More handshaking and Spanish kisses.
“Soy Paco,” he announced, pointing at himself with a horny finger. Then, poking his wife, “Bethina!”
We introduced ourselves likewise.
“Ah, Joe and Veeky,” repeated Paco.
In case he thought English people usually relaxed on sofas in the middle of the street listening to music, we explained using a mixture of bad Spanish and hand signals. Our Spanish lessons hadn’t prepared us for situations like this. Paco seemed to grasp that we were carrying the sofa to the orchard to be dumped. He nodded but cut us short.
“Come with me,” he said, and dismissed Alonso’s sofa with a wave of his hand.
The sofa was abandoned in the middle of the road. Joe was frog-marched back down the street while Bethina and I followed, my arm clamped in a vice-like grip.
Just before we reached our house, they stopped and pushed open the front door beside ours. It became clear that these were our next door neighbours, and we were herded into their little house. What a contrast! Where our house was dusty and damp, their house smelled of herbs and the white walls gleamed. Framed family photographs hung in neat rows and a vase of wild flowers stood on the table.
“You will have something to eat and drink, no?” said Paco and pressed us into chairs. “Here, I have something for you to try.”
“Thank you…” we said, watching him wrestle with an unlabelled bottle. He puffed and blew until the cork surrendered with a satisfying pop.
“Home-made,” he said, smacking his lips. “Taste the Andalucían grapes, taste the sun!”
“Delicioso,” I said, taking a sip. “This is delicious!” And it was.
“Last year was a very good year. Plenty of rain in spring, then a long hot summer. In September, I will show you how we make the wine, no? You will come with us to my cortijo, you will see how wine should be made.”
“Thank you, that will be lovely.”
“And now you must try this one, too.” His face turned red from the effort as he uncorked bottle Number Two. “This is from the year before, also a very good year.”
We quickly drained our glasses and held them out to be refilled. I couldn’t taste the difference, but it was very nice.
“Aha! Now you must taste this one! Tell me what you think… ”
He battled with a third bottle and finally won. Joe and I obediently drained our second glass and waited. Paco, still breathless from effort, splashed the red wine Number Three into our glasses. We tasted it and nodded at Paco.
“Delicioso,” I said again. It tasted the same as the other two.
“¿Delicioso?” said Paco, outraged. “¿Delicioso? This is the wine of my friend, Juan Pedro. It is rubbish wine! See how clear my wine is, then look at Juan Pedro’s wine! His wine is cloudy, no?”
Alarmed, Joe and I stared at the three bottles, comparing them. They all looked identical.
“Pah!” His fist slammed down on the table making me jump and the glasses rattle. “That Juan Pedro has no idea! He should take a lesson from me! I try to teach him how to make good wine, but does he listen? No!”
“Yes, I can see the difference,” said Joe, betraying me utterly. “Your wine is much clearer, and tastes much better.”
Paco beamed again, his outrage forgotten.
“Women!” he said, putting his arm round Joe’s shoulders. “What do they know about good wine?”
Bethina clattered around her tiny kitchen while the red wine flowed freely. She put plates of smoked ham, tomato, cheese and bread on the plastic tablecloth then joined us to sit at the table. A goodly amount of her body spilled over the edges of her chair.
And so our first serious Spanish lesson began. Although we understood most of what was being said to us, it was hard constructing sentences ourselves. I was grateful that the burglars had left me my Spanish/English dictionary, now ever present in my pocket.
Paco and Bethina were fascinated by us. They asked about our jobs in England, why we were moving to Spain and about our children.
“Nuestros niños,” said Bethina, “these are our children.” Dimples appeared in her round cheeks. She was pointing to three framed photos on the wall. “This one is Diego, he is thirty-two. He grows tomatoes, the best in Andalucía! Diego’s tomatoes are sent all over the world, even England! These tomatoes we are eating now were grown by my son, Diego.”
“They’re very good,” I said.
Joe and Paco were talking about cars. I heard them discussing Range Rovers, both nodding and agreeing that Range Rovers were excellent cars.
“And this photo is Sofía,” continued Bethina. She paused and shook her head sadly. “Sofía is twenty-eight, and does not have a husband.”
Sofía’s face smiled down at us from the wall. She was very beautiful. High cheek bones, big expressive eyes and glossy dark hair.
“She’s not married?” I asked, surprised.
“Pah!” yelled Paco, thumping his fist on the table again. Range Rovers were forgotten as he fumed over his wayward daughter. “She should be married by now! But always there is something wrong with every boy she meets.”
“Claro,” nodded Bethina sadly, “that’s true.”
“The boy is too thin, or too fat, or wears the wrong clothes… No boy is good enough!” Paco clearly felt strongly about this subject. “Many times she meets a very nice boy, but never does she want him for a husband!”
Bethina inclined her head. “Claro,” she said.
“And the third photo?” I asked, trying to change the subject. “The little boy?”
“Ah,” said Bethina, softening. She stopped herself and giggled coyly, stealing a look at her husband. Paco’s black mood instantly fell away. He beamed proudly and puffed out his chest.
“Our little surprise, our gift from God,” he said. “That’s Little Paco, he’s only eight.”
On cue, Little Paco came hurtling into the house. Dark skinned, dark haired, he had the same mischievous eyes as his father. Scarcely noticing us, he excitedly plonked his latest treasure on the tablecloth.
“Mama! Papa! See what I caught!”
It was a large, juicy green cricket. For just a moment, everyone stopped and stared, including the cricket. Then the poor creature sensed freedom, gathered itself and hopped sideways onto a plate of sliced ham. Bethina squealed in fright and leaped to her feet, knocking her chair backwards. The cricket glared balefully at us and tensed for its next launch.
Paco moved like lightening, seizing the cricket in one capable hand and his son’s ear in the other.
“Pacito! What do you think you are doing? We have visitors!” Both cricket and small boy were evicted, protesting, from the house and into the street.
Bethina was not pleased with her son. She followed, standing in the doorway, blocking the light and scolding her son outside. Our grasp of the language was weak, but Bethina’s meaning was clear. No entry. Small boys with crickets not welcome.
We learned much that day. We learned that most of the houses were only occupied at weekends and in the heat of the summer. That Paco was a lorry driver and related to most of the villagers in some way. That there were only three telephones in the village - luckily we had one. That the village Fiesta every October was unmissable.
Another fact that became obvious was that Paco’s wine glasses possessed magical properties. As fast as we drank, they were mysteriously refilled. Never did the level drop more than a centimetre from the top. This may explain why I didn’t remember the drive back down the mountain. I did remember the hugs and Spanish kisses when we left. I vaguely remembered dumping the yellow sofa in the orchard as planned. But the journey back to the hotel remains a blur.

And so back again to England for the very last time. Two frantic months of teaching, packing, arranging the removals, selling unwanted stuff on eBay. For me, it was rather like being pregnant. Outwardly you carry on with normal life, but inwardly you are secretly, deliciously obsessed with that new life inside. I could think of nothing but our new life in Spain.
At last July came, and the end of the school summer term. The assembly hall was hot and airless. Flies buzzed and bumped angrily against the windows. Little boys picked at their scabby knees. Girls, lanky in their outgrown school uniform dresses, played with their hair or with the hair of the girl in front.
“And so I’d like to ask Mrs Twead to come up to the front. She’s been filling in as a supply teacher for a number of years now and is leaving us to live in Spain...” The Head Teacher finished and waited as I picked my way between the lines of cross-legged children.
This was a sad day. I was only a lowly supply teacher but most of my time had been spent in this school. I knew every child’s name and the staff were close friends.
I reached the front and cleared my throat. I fear public speaking along with hairy spiders and quadratic equations.
“Thank you,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Thank you, and I will miss you all. This school is very special and I have really enjoyed working here and being part of it. Thank you for making me so welcome.” I meant it.
“However,” I added, pointing to my name badge pinned on my blouse above ‘Supply Teacher’ and the school crest, “I won’t throw this badge away just yet. You never know, I might be back and need it...” Below me, the sea of little upturned faces smiled back.
Silently I prayed to whoever was up on high that this would never be the case. I so wanted our Five Year Plan to be a huge success. I wanted Joe to love Spain as much as I did, to agree to live there even after our five years were completed.
That evening, relaxed with glass in hand at the end-of-term Staff Barbecue, I allowed my eyes to roam round the garden. I tried to freeze-frame the memory to be pulled out and cherished later, sometime in my new life. The young American teacher who deserved a Nobel Peace Prize for her ability to inspire seven year olds. The ‘in’ jokes and the teachers who’d made me laugh in the staff room until my ribs ached. The friends who’d joined me at belly dancing evening classes.... And not just the people; the very English flowers in the beds, the lush trees, the unmistakably English feel of it all...
I was exchanging all of it for strangers speaking a foreign language in a country whose customs I didn’t understand. Andalucían landscapes as different from West Sussex as hedgehogs are to bluebells. (Did they have hedgehogs in Spain? Or bluebells?) I was swapping a comfortable house and well-paid job with a derelict cottage and hard manual labour.
You bet I was ready to swap, and I couldn’t wait! No more endless grey, no more early morning telephone calls from schools inviting me to replace a sick teacher, no more traffic fumes, no more queues in Tesco. Bring it on!
The Staff Barbecue was in full swing and I drifted between groups. Conversations that evening followed roughly the same script:
“Hello, Vicky, you lucky thing! You must be so excited! When do you leave?”
“Sunday.” The boxes were packed, the ferry booked.
“So, do you know lots of people out there already?”
“Well, no, not really.”
“Well, you’ll soon make friends. And is your house nice?”
“We love it."

True, but I didn’t add that it had no kitchen. The toilet didn’t work and the bath was only big enough for a gnome. The floors were cracked cement or earth. The walls were a metre thick, made of rubble and disintegrating. The roof beams had woodworm. The electrics were disastrous and the plumbing a joke. Just to name a few little drawbacks.
A pause. “So you speak Spanish?”
“A bit. We’ve been going to Spanish classes. Enough to get by, and I’m sure we’ll pick it up.”
“Gosh, good luck to you, Vicky, I think you are very brave.” Privately, I agreed.
A shout came from somewhere in the garden behind me. One of my closest friends, Juliet, gin and tonic welded to her hand, yelled, “We’ll come and visit you, won’t we, Sue?”
Juliet and Sue, the Gin Twins I called them. I was going to miss them.
“Of course we’ll visit!” Sue was slurring just a little. “Get on the Internet tomorrow, Jules. Book a flight for October, half-term.”
I smiled to myself. They were more than welcome but had they forgotten our new house had no kitchen or working bathroom? I assumed it was the gin talking and forgot all about it. I was wrong.
Later that night I was presented with armfuls of leaving gifts. I unwrapped drawing pads, charcoal, pastels, tubes of paint, everything required for a hobby artist with plenty of leisure time. My lovely friends had obviously pictured me seated quietly on the mountainside, sombrero shading my eyes, painting Andalucían landscapes. I knew better. It would take years of intensive labour and stretching of our DIY skills to merely make our house habitable. I was far more likely to be mixing cement than delicately daubing paint on canvas. However, I promised myself that one day, when it was all done, I would indeed sit and paint the mountain scenery.
Meanwhile, one thousand five hundred miles away, in a tiny village in the Alpujarra mountains, a crumbling cottage waited for us, empty and decaying.

They say that moving house is equally as stressful as divorce and only marginally less traumatic than bereavement. With this in mind, I can give you some advice; never hire a Man with a Van. No, splash out - have it all done professionally. Choose a reputable company, sit back and let them get on with it. Hindsight is a wonderful thing.
It started off well enough. I got removal quotes from three separate companies, then suffered an attack of the vapours when I read the figures on the bottom line.
“Have you thought about asking Matthew's father, Dick Smithers?” asked someone in the staff-room. I wish I could remember who first made that suggestion so that I could stick pins in her effigy.
“Dick Smithers! That’s a good idea,” said someone else. “He’s driven lorries taking charity stuff to the Eastern Block loads of times. You know, humanitarian supplies for orphanages. Why don’t you ask him? I bet he’d do the move for you.”
“I know Dick,” I said. “He comes into school sometimes to help out, doesn’t he?”
“Yes, that’s him. I don’t think he’s got his own lorry, but you could hire one.”
“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll ask him if he’s interested.”
So I asked him the very next time I saw him. He seemed ideal, and he was enthusiastic.
“No problem at all,” Dick said. “You hire the truck, and put me down as ‘main driver’. I’ve got a mate who’ll come along to help.”
“That sounds brilliant!” I was delighted.
“You pack everything up in boxes in advance, we’ll load up, and Bob’s your uncle!” he said cheerfully.
“Right!”
“Then me and my mate’ll go in the truck, and you can follow behind in your car. No problem.”
“Excellent! That sounds perfect!” I couldn’t wait to tell Joe. We settled on a price; a huge saving compared with the professional quotes.
Joe was based at an Army barracks in the north of England and only came home at weekends leaving me with most of the packing. I didn’t mind, I was very organised. I made lists to my heart’s content. Gradually, all our possessions were packed. Boxes containing breakables were labelled ‘FRAGILE’ in huge red letters.
Of course, on moving day it poured with rain. Dick turned up but his mate did not. We let Dick take charge, assuming that his experience in packing lorries was far superior to ours. I suppose that’s when the warning lights should have started flashing.

Dick’s modus operandi was to load boxes and furniture as swiftly as possible, regardless of shape or size. Very soon, the lorry was in danger of being full and Dick was using my washing line to tie things down. To cram more in, we had to scramble like monkeys over chests of drawers and chairs to fill spaces towards the back. The load was precarious and frequently shifted, reminding me of Steptoe and Son’s cart. For me, as self-proclaimed Queen of lists and organisation, it was purgatory.
Then Dick’s mate turned up. Dressed in a fetching yellow tracksuit, Dale was an out-of-work actor from Brighton. An actor he may have been, a manual labourer he was not. While Joe and Dick strained, muscles knotted in effort, Dale skipped from box to box, always picking the lightest to carry. His half-hearted efforts were accompanied by “Oops-a-daisy!” or little girlish squeals until I could sense Joe’s blood pressure and temper rising at equal rates. Mercifully, Dale had to leave early to do his pizza delivery shift. He was not missed.
Dick chose that time to make a public announcement. “Can’t hang about in Spain,” he said. “Got another job. Gotta be back in the UK by Tuesday.”
Joe stared at him. “What do you mean? Are you seriously expecting to drive all the way across France and Spain, unload the lorry, drive back again, all by Tuesday?”
“Yeah, should be able to do it if we don't hang around.” Dick was defensive.
“That's ridiculous!”
“Nah, we just do it in one hit, no overnight stops.”
“You must be joking!” Joe was nearly speechless.
I agreed. Both Joe and I drive like geriatric tortoises. We are every young person’s nightmare; we never exceed the speed limit and stay glued to the slow lane on motorways. Our vision of tootling slowly across the Continent with the roof down on the jeep vapourised instantly. Gone was the plan to enjoy the scenery. No pausing awhile to take in the views. No leisurely meals in some French or Spanish bar. No nights spent in quirky hotels. Now we were destined to hare across France and Spain in the wake of the rattling, overstuffed lorry with a demented Michael Schumacher wannabe at the wheel.
“Right,” said Dick, impervious to Joe’s wrath. “I’m off then. I’ll pick Dale up in the morning, and we’ll see you on the ferry.”
That night Joe’s temper continued simmering just below boiling point. Our nerves were frayed and we turned on each other like cornered animals. We slept on an inflatable mattress (the bed was packed) in the living room, scarcely speaking. In the morning we locked up, packed the last of our possessions, and headed towards Portsmouth. I checked my list for the last time. All present and correct. Until the last item…
“Oh, no!” I wailed. “We’ve forgotten Great Aunt Elsa!”
Chapter 6 - Beware the Man with the Van
Forgotten Great Aunt Elsa? Joe’s forehead creased. We were a couple of miles into our journey and this was not good news.
“We’ll have to go back and get her,” I said. “We can’t leave her in England.”
Joe knew better than to argue. Great Aunt Elsa had been with me since I was a child. Not Great Aunt Elsa herself, of course, but the oil painting of her. Painted in 1897, she had stood the test of time. Still in her original frame, she smiled serenely down at me from every wall I hung her on over the years. She’d watched me grow, marry, raise children. She was part of my life. If I was leaving the country, so was she. And not in the removal lorry, either. She was coming with us, where I could keep an eye on her.

So we turned back, collected Great Aunt Elsa, wrapped her tenderly in a blanket and set off again. We still reached Portsmouth in good time, boarded the ferry and waved good-bye to England's grey receding shores.
As we stood on deck, I tried to analyse my feelings. Now that moving was a reality, was it a wrench to leave England behind? Perhaps I was unusual, but I felt only excitement, no regret. What would I miss? I could think of nothing except Marmite and Heinz baked beans. What about friends? Well, they were welcome to visit us and we were bound to make new friends in Spain. And the Internet ensured easy contact with all our family.
I recalled the neat modern house we’d left behind. Well, we would work hard and soon make our Spanish house into a home. I was fifty, Joe fifty-three, but we weren’t ready for Zimmer frames yet. I caught my breath, overwhelmed by the excitement of it all. Joe misread my sigh and his big warm hand closed over mine on the rail.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “If it all goes wrong we can always come back. Don’t forget, it’s a Five Year Plan.”
But I was sure we had made the right decision. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but I was utterly positive we were doing the right thing. And in five years time, I would try to convince Joe we should stay.
The ferry crossing was uneventful except that we avoided Dick and Dale at all costs. We ducked behind bulkheads, dived into rest rooms, anything rather than being forced to sit and chat with them. Joe insisted that we didn't need to drive in convoy. After all, we had the Google route directions and could keep in touch by mobile phone when necessary. Dick had Kurt's number just in case.
“Dick by name, Dick by nature,” Joe growled. “Dick and Dale - sounds like a bloody double act. I'm not going to break my neck trying to keep up with that pair of clowns. Huh! We'll go as fast as we comfortably can, but that's it!”
We were much more optimistic when we arrived in France. We didn’t see Dick’s lorry disembark, but we had the Google directions so we knew we weren’t far behind. However, I’d clearly overestimated my own navigation skills.
We were lost even before we left Le Havre. The Google directions were hurled out of the window amidst curses unbecoming to a lady. At the first service station we bought a map that covered both France and Spain, and chose the route we thought shortest. Mile after mile we drove, through rustic towns, past acres of vineyards, alongside fields of sunflowers and up into the mountains. On and on and on. By nightfall we were exhausted but had still not quite reached the Spanish border.
“This is ridiculous,” muttered Joe for the fiftieth time. “I’ve had enough! We're stopping, and that's all there is to it.”
“Perhaps we're ahead of them?” I said as we pulled into a particularly grotty service station that offered overnight accommodation. “My! This place looks awful!”
“You’re right, it’s horrendous, but it’ll have to do. I can’t drive anymore tonight.”
“Do you think they have a star system in France, like in Britain? You know, Five Stars for the best…”
“Judging by the outside, I’d say this is a Minus Five. Come on, let’s get Great Aunt Elsa in, have a wash and go to bed.”
We didn’t complain anymore, we were too bone-tired. Joe, Great Aunt Elsa and I put up with the grimy decor and moth-eaten carpets. In spite of the grey sheets, Joe and I slept the sleep of the truly exhausted.
Morning arrived too soon. Another day of solid driving. At least the jeep’s roof was folded back now and we could bask in the heat. It was a bit of a shock when we reached the edge of the map and realised that we were still four hundred miles away from Almería.
And then the mobile shrilled.
“This is Kurt.”
“Oh, hello...”
“Here is Dick and Dale.” The signal was weak, the voice faint.
“Kurt? Kurt? Where is Dick and Dale? I mean, where exactly are they?” It sounded like a comedy sketch.
“...unfortunate event...” The signal died.
“Kurt? Kurt! What unfortunate event? I can't hear you! Damn!”
But the mobile refused to connect us. Unfortunate event? Had they driven off the mountain road in their haste? Was the lorry upside down in the bottom of a valley, wheels spinning in the air, our worldly possessions strewn through olive groves?
“They beat us,” Joe said glumly. “They got there first.”
The rest of the journey was a game of ‘Guess the Accident’. It was nightfall when we reached the village but, being July, the village was packed. Children played in the square, people sat chatting on the benches. Everybody froze and heads swivelled to watch us pass. I smiled and waved, feeling like the Queen on a drive-past. Hearts racing, we pulled up outside our house, behind the lorry. It seemed intact, until Joe silently pointed. It had a huge dent in one side and heavy black scrape marks. No sign of the Dynamic Duo.
Then Kurt’s car pulled up and Dick and Dale leaped out, looking fresh and immaculate.
“What kept you?” said Dick. “We got here at lunchtime. Phoned your bloke Kurt. He showed us where to come and took us back to Almería. Booked in one of them ‘hostal’ places - had a meal and a bit of a siesta. So where you been?”
“Just driving,” I said. Why did I feel guilty? We had got there as fast as we could.
“And where did he get that tan?” accused Dale pointing at Joe. Joe’s face and bald head shone like a red pepper, burned by the sun through the jeep’s roof.
“Well, we gotta get this job done quickly,” said Dick and exaggeratedly rolled up his sleeves in readiness.
I unlocked the front door and turned back to speak to Kurt and thank him for directing the Dynamic Duo, but he and his car had vanished. It was then that I registered the lamp-post. Like an inebriate outside a pub at closing time, it leaned precariously, the lamp lolling loosely like a drunken man's head. That explained the ‘unfortunate event’ and the damage to the truck. I was mortified. This was not how I wanted to make an entrance to the village.
So began a night of work unloading the lorry. Dick and Dale exercised as much delicacy and care for our possessions as a pair of particularly bad-tempered airport baggage handlers. Boxes clearly marked ‘FRAGILE’ were crashed down. The washing machine was dropped. Drawers spilled out of chests and trails of debris began to mark the path from house to lorry. Dale got away with doing as little as possible. Dick checked his watch every few minutes. Joe was totally exhausted and pale under his sunburn.
Unlike us, Great Aunt Elsa had travelled well. She still looked as fresh and serene as she did in 1897. I carried her carefully to a safe, quiet place, away from the mayhem. I chose the bathroom.
Paco appeared from next door.
“Pah!” he said, thumping a box marked ‘Fragile’ and making the contents rattle. “We will soon finish moving these.” The only cheerful one of the group, he threw himself into the task and lifted boxes as though they contained feathers. We were overcome by his kindness and gratefully accepted his help.
“Veeky, do you have glasses?” he asked, hours later.
“Yes, but I don’t know which box they’re in.”
Paco disappeared for a few moments, then reappeared with a bottle of whiskey and glasses. Joe looked at Paco’s smiling face, then at the whiskey bottle. I witnessed his pallor change from pale to green as he bolted to the bathroom, his hand clamped to his mouth. Joe made it to the bathroom, but unfortunately Dale was relieving himself at the time. He was singularly unimpressed by the contents of Joe's stomach being sprayed forcefully all over his designer tracksuit.
Even more unfortunately, Joe’s outburst also drenched Great Aunt Elsa.
Mercifully, the lorry was finally empty. Manoeuvering it into the village had been no picnic, hence the lamp-post casualty, but getting it out was going to be worse. The streets were narrow, barely the width of the lorry. The corners were right angles, and at three in the morning, it was pitch dark. Paco took charge, and waved and signalled as Dick reversed. Apart from giving the poor suffering lamp-post another swipe, all went well until they reached the square.
Paco was doing a sterling job of directing but something important was lost in translation. With a sickening crunch, Dick backed the lorry into the village fountain. We could only gaze dumbly as the previously proud little spout of water wilted and became a trickle that puddled inkily at our feet.
Paco seemed unconcerned and went off to bed. Dick and Dale drove away and out of our lives for ever. I gently sponged Great Aunt Elsa, restoring her to her former glory.
Joe and I spent the first night of our new life on the inflatable mattress on the dirt floor of the cave bedroom, watched over by towers of swaying boxes.

I awoke that first morning and lay still for a few minutes. Utter silence, apart from Joe’s rhythmic breathing beside me. No traffic noise, not even birdsong. I cracked my eyelids open but could see nothing. I sat up and looked around the room, but it was absolute blackness. Never in my life had I experienced such complete enveloping blackness. In England, even at midnight, there were always streetlights, and dim light showing the rectangle of the window, even with curtains drawn. But here, in our cave bedroom, I felt as though my eyes were still closed.
Such a feeling of exhilaration washed over me that I had to catch my breath. We’d done it! We were in our new home, in an obscure tiny village in Spain! I left Joe sleeping and, arms outstretched like a blind woman, felt for the doorway.
Fumbling for unfamiliar light switches, I made my way between boxes to the back door. I pushed it open and stepped into the garden.
It was a brand new day. The sun still hung low over the mountain tops, but was climbing slowly, heavily. Shadows were long and deep, throwing the gullies and crags into sharp relief. The olive groves were bathed in golden light. A hairdryer breeze ruffled the leaves of our vine. A cock crowed, answered by another on the other side of the valley.
I inhaled deeply, savouring the pure mountain air. I was filled with such happiness and excitement that I found my fists were clenched.
“A brand new day, and a brand new life,” said Joe who had materialised beside me. He voiced my thoughts exactly.
We ate our breakfast alfresco. It was a poor affair of leftover motorway services sandwiches, but eaten alfresco it was ambrosia, food of the gods. Eventually the heat and our need to get sorted drove us back inside, but we never forgot that first breakfast.
We put aside the problem of the damaged lamp-post and destroyed fountain. We’d ask Kurt what to do about that. And we hoped that the insurance would cover the damage to the truck. For now, one of our first jobs was to set up a kitchen of sorts.

Bizarrely, at the foot of the stairs there was a sink with running water. We brought in a cupboard for crockery, a kettle and the microwave, and so a temporary kitchen was created. The microwave functioned perfectly, but the novelty of Spanish electricity proved too much for it. Mysteriously, the numbers vanished from the digital display, never to be seen again. We could cook but had to count the number of times we pressed the button to set the minutes required. A minor inconvenience we soon accepted.
Provisions arrived daily in small white vans which wended their way down into the valley. They announced their arrival to the villagers by hooting furiously during their entire descent into the valley, ceasing only when they reached the square. Bethina, starched apron crackling, marched me along to introduce me to the delights of buying from the back of these vans. Bread, fish, vegetables and fruit, all fresh, all local. On Sundays, delicious cakes came with the bread.
One afternoon we were taking a siesta when we were woken by urgent loudspeaker announcements. Joe leaped out of bed in terror.
“It's an earthquake warning!” he gasped. “Quick, get the valuables, we may have to move fast!”
An earthquake? I sat up in alarm as he pulled on his shorts (inside out) and raced towards the square and the source of the commotion.
Valuables? What valuables? Fuzzy from sleep, I couldn’t think clearly. What did one do in an earthquake? Drive away from it? Head for high ground? I didn’t know. I dressed quickly, grabbed Great Aunt Elsa, and was heading for the front door when Joe returned. He was looking rueful and carrying a crate.
“What was it?” I asked, still clutching Great Aunt Elsa.
“A van. Selling peaches.”
“Not an earthquake warning?”
“No.”
“Oh. What’s in the crate?”
“Peaches.”
“Peaches? A whole crate? How ever many did you get?”
“Four euros’ worth. That’s all I had in my shorts pocket.”
“But there must be 40 peaches in there! How are we going to eat so many peaches?”
“Don’t know. But when I ran into the square, everybody thought I was desperate for peaches. They all stood aside in the queue and let me go first. So I had to buy some.”
“But why buy a whole crate?”
“I showed him my four euros, and that’s what he gave me.”
We feasted on peaches for days, but couldn’t finish them. The fruit flies soon attacked, and we had to throw the rest away.

El Hoyo boasted one shop, or perhaps that was too optimistic a term to describe it. Years ago it was not only a shop, but a thriving restaurant. In those days, the village was home to lead miners and their families, but the mine now stood idle and the workers had departed. The shop remained but now stocked very little. The owners, Marcia and Old Sancho, were in their eighties and too old to be bothered much with it.
Marcia was a tiny sprightly lady, dressed in black and with eyes as sharp as a little bird’s. She smelt faintly of almonds and her white hair was scraped back into a bun held in place by countless silver hairpins. These hairpins frequently slid out when she shook her head, which she did often.
Old Sancho was much more relaxed. Most days he sat outside the shop grinning vacantly to anyone who spoke to him. His mind was obviously deteriorating, but his kind, simple eyes hinted of great wisdom in the past. Each evening he strolled around the village with his black cat. It was a familiar sight, the old man in his slippers and walking stick, the black cat scampering at his heels. We grew to recognise the sound of the tapping stick and Old Sancho’s ever-present flatulence as he passed our house. ‘Tap, tap, paaaarp! Tap, tap, paaarp!’
Buying food was no problem, but there is a limit to what one can microwave or barbecue. Paco and Bethina treated us like impoverished relatives and we often ate in their house, squeezed round their table alongside cousins, in-laws, friends and relations. Wine flowed freely. The food was always fresh, heavily laced with garlic but very strange to our British palates. Once we were served little roast birds not much bigger than sparrows. They lay upside down on our plates with their tiny feet in the air.
One Spanish delicacy we dreaded was pigs’ trotters. The Spanish don’t object if their food is cold, so by the time we were served, a trotter complete with knuckle sat on our plates in a pool of congealed fat and gravy.
“Thank you so much,” I said, “but I’m full already. I don’t think I could manage that.”
Bethina looked disappointed but took my trotter was away. The spotlight was on Joe and the atmosphere was electric with anticipation. Bethina stood poised, smoothing her apron, waiting expectantly. Paco refilled our wine glasses. Silence fell as the cousins and relations stopped everything to watch him taste.
Joe was brave. He seized the trotter as he had seen Paco do, and pulled off a piece of cold fat with his teeth. He chewed courageously and smiled at Bethina who beamed with pleasure and turned back to her cooking. Paco clapped Joe on the back and refilled everyone’s glasses again. The cousins cheered in approval and all started talking at once. Joe masticated valiantly, using the wine to wash down the rubbery lumps of fat. At last the plate was clear and Joe leaned back in relief.
Bethina appeared again with saucepan and ladle. “¿Te gustó? Did you like it?” she asked.
I couldn't resist. “He loved it!” I piped up. “He said he'd like some more.” There was murder in Joe’s eyes as yet again the ladle descended to his plate.

With Kurt’s help, we wrote a letter of apology to the Mayor. We offered to pay for the repair of the lamp-post and fountain. We never received a reply.
It was the end of July and the clock was ticking. In four weeks’ time Joe would fly back to England to complete his time in the army. August was going to be a frantic month of preparation before he left me, all on my own in Spain.
And August was an awesome month. The blue sky stretched to eternity punctuated only by swallows cavorting like Spitfires. Each morning the sun rose and bathed our world in warmth and the extraordinary light unique to Spain. Minute by minute the sun grew fiercer, forcing folk to take cover in the coolness of their houses. Until evening, the streets stayed deserted and silent except for the panting of dogs under cars. The mountain ranges, once so lush, now reclined, hot, dry and yellow, like lions resting in the midday sun. The olive trees stood bowed, silvery leaves shimmering listlessly in the heat haze.
“I know we hate talking about it,” said Joe, one day, “but at the end of August, I’ll be gone. There’s no way round it. I have to finish my last four months in the Army.”
“I know.”
“Well, you don’t have to stay here on your own. You could come back with me, and stay with someone in England until Christmas. Perhaps Juliet? Or you could stay with your sister, or Grace and Paul on their boat? Then we’ll come back to Spain together.”
“No.”
“Are you absolutely sure you’ll be okay on your own?”
“I’ll be fine. I want to stay here. I can get lots of stuff done on the house in four months.”
“But you’ll be all on your own.”
“I don’t mind.”
“But you’ve got no kitchen, or proper bathroom yet.”
“I don’t mind. I’ll manage.”
“Paco said it’s going to get much colder.”
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