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– One –

‘SE VENDE’

‘Look! The weather has come from Scotland to welcome 
you to Mallorca,’ beamed Tomàs Ferrer, blinking in delight 
at the rare sight of snow falling from Mediterranean skies 
onto the trees of ripening oranges.

‘Sí, sí, I see it,’ was all I could say, my courteous attempts 
to share our new neighbour’s enthusiasm failing with each 
fl uffy fl ake which landed on my upturned face. Surely we 
hadn’t migrated fi fteen hundred miles southwards only to 
be followed by the same freezing weather which we had just 
left behind?

Señor Ferrer wandered through the orchard, kicking 
up the snow and chuckling with childlike glee. I could 
hardly believe my eyes. A cold mantle of white was 
rapidly transforming our sunny paradise into a bizarre 
winterscape of citrus Christmas trees, cotton wool palms 
and snowball oranges.
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It had all looked so different only a few hours earlier when 
Ellie and I pushed open the shutters to reveal the trim rows 
of fruit trees lining the valley fl oor, already bathed in warm 
December sunshine. It was our fi rst morning on our newly-
acquired Mallorcan farm, and we were content just to 
stand silently by the open window, allowing our senses to 
be intoxicated by the magic brews of sunlight and shadow, 
by drifting scents of wild herbs and the soothing sounds of 
tinkling sheep bells which fi ll those secret wedges of fertile 
land nestling so peacefully between the deep folds of pine-
clad mountains in south-west Mallorca.

This was truly an enchanted island, and we were blessed 
to be looking out over our own little piece of it – a few acres 
of sun-kissed heaven.

A shrill ‘SEÑOR P-E-T-E-R… SEÑOR P-E-T-E-R… 
H-O-L-A-A!’ sliced through the tranquillity like a blunt 
knife.

I opened the front door to behold the diminutive silhouette 
of a woman surrounded by a halo of golden light. A host of 
smaller silhouettes with ragged, spiky outlines milled around 
her sandalled feet, and there was something so strangely 
saint-like about this vision, blending almost hypnotically 
with the feeling of abiding calm which pervaded the valley, 
that I was all but overcome by a compelling impulse to drop 
to my knees in obeisant homage.

I was brought back to my senses abruptly and painfully, 
however, by one of the little silhouettes levitating swiftly 
and embedding its claws fi rmly in my right leg. We were 
being paid our fi rst visit by Tomàs Ferrer’s wife, Francisca, 
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and her group of faithful disciples – eight moth-eaten, half-
wild cats and two skulking mongrel dogs.

The surprise cat attack on my leg turned out to be merely a 
diversionary tactic, allowing the rest of Señora Ferrer’s hairy 
bandidos to dive past me and disappear in all directions 
throughout the house.

Señora Ferrer giggled a coy ‘Bon dia’.
I managed a pained ‘Buenos días’ in reply, at the same 

time struggling to remove her fi endish familiar from my 
thigh, claw by determined claw.

‘Qué gato tan malo!’ Señora Ferrer chided gently, whipping 
the hissing rat-bag off my leg with a deft fl ip of her sandal.

The cat, mission accomplished, shot off, tail high, in search 
of the rest of its gang, who were now, I feared, occupying 
the entire house.

This was our fi rst meeting with our new neighbour since 
concluding the purchase of the farm from her some fi ve 
months earlier.

Although not accepted practice in Britain, both the Ferrers 
and ourselves had been represented during the lengthy and 
tortuous sale/purchase procedures by the same lawyer, a tall, 
laconic mainland Spaniard who spoke excellent English.

‘I must warn you about doing business with Mallorcans,’ 
he’d said on my fi rst meeting with him, revealing to me for the 
fi rst time the mutual animosity that exists between certain 
mainland Spaniards and their island-born countrymen. 
‘You will fi nd the typical Mallorcan a wily negotiator, 
not willing to give a centimetre, or, more importantly, a 
peseta. He applies the same attitude to signifi cant property 
transactions today as his forefathers did to haggling over 
the price of an old hen at market.’
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The lawyer had allowed himself a wry smile when I then 
observed that the Mallorcans, therefore, clearly had a lot in 
common with the Scots.

‘A Mallorcan and a Scotsman doing business,’ he’d 
muttered through puckered lips, arching his eyebrows as he 
commenced his scrutiny of the deeds to the Ferrers’ farm. 
‘Hmm, vamos a ver. It will be interesting.’

And true enough, the Ferrers had gone on to display a 
typical country canniness in their dealings with Ellie and me, 
but no more than we were used to at home, and not enough 
to prevent them fi nally accepting a price for the farm which 
was well below that originally asked. But any smugness 
which we might have felt about ‘out-wilying’ a Mallorcan 
was well and truly tempered when we ultimately discovered 
that the Ferrers had actually conducted negotiations in the 
accepted Mallorcan way, by asking a considerably higher 
price than they’d really be prepared to accept… if pushed. 
We awarded ourselves at best a draw, a gesture which all 
too soon we were obliged to concede may have been just a 
tad generous.

But there had been little time to entertain such misgivings 
during the ensuing few months, which were spent in a 
fl urry of activity, arranging and concluding the sale of our 
own farm in Scotland, organising immigration permissions 
from the Spanish Consulate, having our ‘good characters’ 
certifi ed by a notary for the Spanish military who, ‘for 
reasons of national security’, had to vet each foreigner 
wishing to buy rural land in the Balearic Islands, arguing 
about which non-essential bits and pieces should or should 
not be shipped to Mallorca, and fi nally saying our goodbyes 
to family and friends.
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Our two sons, Sandy (eighteen) and Charlie (twelve), 
would join us in a few weeks, when we hoped to be fully 
settled in. And although we couldn’t help but have nagging 
doubts about how the boys might eventually react to such 
a total change in environment and lifestyle, it was too late 
now. We had crossed the Rubicon, for better or for worse… 

Like so many others, we had often passed a bleak winter’s 
evening indulging in dreams of someday swapping the 
rigours of growing crops and raising cattle in the harsh 
Scottish climate for the unknown but decidedly more 
attractive rigours of running some sort of small farm in 
Spain… someday, when our two sons were older and settled 
into their eventual careers… someday, when we could really 
afford to take the risk… someday, when we had found time 
to learn Spanish properly… someday.

No doubt, that someday would never have come had we 
not literally bumped into the farm of ‘Ca’s Mayoral’ during 
a summer holiday in Mallorca.

We were driving north from the market town of Andratx, 
intending to escape the blistering heat of the coast by taking 
the road up through the mountains to the village of Capdella. 
But instead, Ellie’s unique navigational skills had led us into 
a hidden valley not even marked on the map, down a narrow 
lane meandering between sunbaked drystone walls which 
enclosed little fi elds of almond trees, their spidery branches 
and sparse foliage providing a porous canopy of shelter from 
the fi erce July sun for the small groups of skinny, lop-eared 
sheep lying panting at the foot of the ancient, gnarled trunks.

The lane was only just wide enough to take the car, and by 
the time we had realised our mistake, I was faced with the 
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choice of either driving on in the hope of fi nding a turning 
place, or trying to reverse all the tortuous way back to the 
main road. I decided to drive on… and on… and on…

‘How the hell can you still not read a simple map?’ I 
eventually blurted out. ‘I mean, there is only one real road 
in these parts, and yet you’ve managed to lose it and get us 
stuffed down this God forsaken donkey track on the road 
to nowhere. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again – I really 
would be better off reading the bloody road map myself and 
driving at the same time.’ The heat was getting to me, and 
besides, I was warming to my theme. ‘You go through life 
with your eyes half-shut, Ellie, that’s your trouble. After all, 
there’s nothing very diffi cult about reading a map. It’s only 
a matter of keeping your eyes open and being observant, 
that’s all!’

Ellie replied with a practised, smiling silence.
I piloted on, muttering at the sun while the passing chirrup 

of basking grasshoppers rose and fell on the oven-hot air 
from parched clumps of withered weeds rasping against the 
sides of the car with brittle and lifeless leaves.

‘There’s a gateway in that big wall – just up ahead on the 
left,’ Ellie indicated after a few minutes. ‘You can turn there.’

‘I know, I know!’ I snapped, screeching to a halt several 
yards past the turning place.

Ellie allowed herself a knowing smirk. ‘Look at that sign,’ 
she said as I reversed towards the opening.

‘What sign?’
‘The one on the gate that you just backed into, Mr 

Observant.’
I remained prudently quiet for a moment or two, looking 

over my shoulder at the large ‘SE VENDE’ sign. ‘U-huh 
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– For Sale,’ I shrugged. ‘So what? It’ll probably be one of 
those tiny postage stamp fi elds with a few stunted trees and 
a tumble-down stone shack in the corner like all the other 
ones we’ve passed on the way down this damned track. 
Let’s get the hell out of here before we melt.’

‘So you didn’t notice the house?’
‘Come again?’
‘Did you not observe the house? That’s what I’m saying.’
‘What house?’
‘That big, white farmhouse sitting among all the fruit 

trees. You couldn’t miss it. It was right there, just a hundred 
yards in front of us as you drove round that last bend. This 
is its gate. The house is in there. See?’

I cleared my throat. ‘Oh that house. Yes, very pretty. 
Anyway, let’s get back on the road to Capdella.’

‘No, wait a minute,’ urged Ellie. ‘There’s a woman in there 
watering the garden. Let’s go and ask her to show us round. 
It is for sale, so why not have a look?’

I started to suggest that there would be no point and 
that it would only be wasting the woman’s time, but Ellie 
was already through the gate and engaged in an animated 
exchange of one-word and two-word sentences.

As I approached them, it became obvious that the watering 
lady could speak no English at all, and as Ellie’s Spanish was 
only just approaching supermarket standard, I fancied that 
there might be an opening here for my ‘superior’ linguistic 
skills.

‘Ah, ehm… buenos tardes, señora. Ehm… como está 
usted?’ I bumbled fl uently, thrusting out my hand in greeting.

‘Hola,’ the woman smiled nervously. ‘Soy Francisca Ferrer.’ 
Her right hand moved hesitantly forward to meet mine, 



SNOWBALL ORANGES

16

and I felt a wet sensation spreading down the front of my 
trousers. She was still holding the hosepipe.

Ellie rolled her eyes heavenwards. ‘Just leave the talking to 
me, dear,’ she sighed.

Señora Ferrer offered profuse apologies, but could 
not suppress a fi t of girlish sniggers. She was obviously 
a woman with a sense of humour, but one I was unable 
fully to appreciate at that particular moment. My drenched 
trousers clung uncomfortably to my legs, dredging up 
sorry memories of a once-familiar sensation that I hadn’t 
experienced since my early days at infant school.

I waddled stiffl y behind Ellie and the Señora as they re-
immersed themselves instinctively in their mutual language 
of shouted monosyllables and fl amboyant hand gestures. 
My wife was soon able to inform me that this was the fi nca 
– or farm – of Ca’s Mayoral, the birthplace of Francisca 
Ferrer, and her family’s ancestral home.

Señora Ferrer was a fairly small woman in her mid-fi fties, 
I guessed, and although she was native to this valley of little 
farms, she had an appearance untypical of most women 
who spent their lives working in the fi elds. She had smooth, 
delicate hands, immaculately coiffeured hair, and an almost 
regal bearing which seemed to add inches to her modest 
height as she strolled elegantly between exotic shrubs and 
fl owers towards the house.

It ultimately transpired that she was the wife of Tomàs 
Ferrer, an upwardly-mobile man of his time who, in his 
youth, had left his own peasant family’s land on the 
other side of the island to embark upon a career in local 
government in Mallorca’s capital city, Palma. He progressed, 
and was subsequently posted some twenty miles away 
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to the country town of Andratx, where he met and later 
married the young Francisca, only daughter of one of the 
district’s most respected fruit farmers. Tomàs soon became 
an important offi cial in the area and, in the fullness of time, 
he was recalled to Palma, where his proven administrative 
skills fi nally elevated him to the position of El Director of 
one of the island’s most vital ministerios.

The Ferrers’ success story had become part of the folklore 
of Andratx, where Tomàs and his wife were still held in 
great esteem, particularly by the people of Francisca’s valley 
– a status in which the Señora clearly revelled.

During the week, the Ferrers lived in a smart apartment 
on one of Palma’s most fashionable tree-lined avenidas, 
returning to Ca’s Mayoral every Friday evening to spend the 
weekend with Francisca’s ageing parents. Despite their fairly 
high position on Palma’s social ladder, the peasant blood 
still ran strong in the Ferrers’ veins, and they delighted in 
steeping themselves in the almost extinct rural lifestyle of 
their childhood for those two precious days each week.

Tomàs would help his father-in-law with tractor work and 
some of the heavier farm chores that were becoming too 
much for the old man. Meanwhile, Francisca preferred to 
pass the time of day tending the fl ower beds near the house, 
where she could gossip in a suitably genteel manner with the 
old peasant women who walked up from the village to buy 
fruit at the farm gate and to hear the latest Palma scandal 
fi rst-hand from La Condesa. Her mother would divide her 
time between the kitchen and the fi elds in the age-old way 
of Mallorcan countrywomen, tirelessly and lovingly tending 
the needs of family and farm, yet always fi nding the time for 
a cheery chat with passing friends and neighbours.
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Then the old lady died, and not only had the hub of 
the little family been taken away, but Francisca’s broken-
hearted father began to lose interest in his once-cherished 
trees and land. Without his life’s partner, nothing could ever 
be the same again.

The old man’s health was already poor, and Francisca 
worried about leaving him alone all week in that big 
farmhouse with no one to look after him. There was 
nothing else for it – he would come to live with them in 
Palma. The farm would be sold, except for one fi eld by the 
lane where there was an old mill which they could convert 
into a casita fi n de semana, a weekend retreat to which they 
would return to enjoy the relaxation of growing fruit and 
vegetables, and where the old fellow could wander beneath 
the fruit trees and quietly recall a lifetime of memories in his 
beloved valley. The ‘Se Vende’ sign was reluctantly posted.

Ellie and Señora Ferrer entered the house, still conversing 
in their own improvised Esperanto, but I lingered outside 
for a while – partly to dry off my sodden trousers, but 
mainly just to savour the wonderful ambience of the place. 
An irresistible feeling of timeless peace was everywhere, a 
still silence broken only by the drowsy chirping of sparrows 
in the tall pines by the old wrought-iron gate.

I was standing in the yard behind the house; a gently 
sloping gravelled area, entirely hidden from the outside 
world by a massive high wall of ancient beige sandstone. 
Billows of purple bougainvillaea cascaded over its craggy 
face, the long, leafy tendrils weaving intricate patterns with 
their shadows against the cracked blocks of sun-beaten 
stone. The other side of the yard was bound by a pretty 
copse of fl owering hibiscus, oleander, mimosa and climbing 
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roses, living in a wonderfully abandoned harmony with a 
few olive, almond and carob trees which looked as if they 
had occupied the site for many centuries longer than their 
more colourful bedmates. It seemed that Señora Ferrer’s 
hand (and her hosepipe) had helped Mother Nature create 
a visual masterpiece. 

The yard narrowed towards the far corner of the house, 
and I had to stoop beneath drooping palm fronds and a 
tangle of wisteria to reach the west-facing terrace, shaded 
from the afternoon sun by a pergola of wooden beams 
draped in vines. Bunches of tiny young grapes were already 
hanging down through the translucent canopy which 
cast shimmering shapes of refreshing verdant light over 
the stonework of an old well standing foursquare below. 
But unlike the ‘wishing’ variety so popular in manicured 
suburban gardens, this old well had no quaint thatched roof, 
just a sturdy arch of weathered iron with a rusty pulley, a 
dilapidated wooden bucket dangling lazily on the end of a 
length of age-bleached rope.

Opposite the well, two rickety wooden chairs leaned 
eccentrically against the house wall, surrounded by a 
glorious scatter of hessian sacks, assorted fruit trays, an 
earthenware water jug and a clutch of empty wine bottles. 
A fat hen clucked contentedly in a battered wicker basket 
under one of the chairs, confi rming my suspicion that this 
terrace was a cool oasis where afternoon work might be 
undertaken – if absolutely necessary – but only the type of 
work which could best be tackled sitting down. The notion 
appealed to me.

Emerging into the full sunshine from the dappled light of 
the terrace, I had to shield my eyes against the glare from 
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the house’s whitewashed walls. The heat was intense – a bit 
too ferocious for my unaccustomed northern hide, but just 
right, it appeared, for a small colony of cicadas screaming 
happily in the swaying branches of two eucalyptus trees 
standing guard over the front of the building. I made for the 
long, open-fronted porche that sheltered the main entrance, 
and as I reached the welcome refuge of its shade, I could hear 
Ellie and Francisca Ferrer nattering away loudly behind the 
arched double doors.

‘Electricity or gas… the cooker, the oven… you know… 
it’s gas, yes?’

‘Ah, sí – butano – butano gas en botella.’
As their conversation had arrived at the basic female topic 

of cooking facilities, I suspected that a serious property-
purchase negotiation was either already in progress or 
dangerously imminent. Rapid preventive action was called 
for. I knocked urgently on the parched oak door, and it 
creaked open to reveal two smiling faces peering from the 
shadowy interior.

‘Aha, señor. Por favor,’ welcomed Señora Ferrer, ushering 
me keenly inside.

‘Peter, you must come in and look round this gorgeous 
old house,’ enthused Ellie, grabbing me by the elbow and 
brushing aside any attempted protestations as she whisked 
me on a lightning tour of every room.

I staggered back into the sunlight a few minutes later with 
no detailed recollection of what I had just seen – only blurred 
images of airy white rooms with shuttered windows and 
beamed ceilings, a stone staircase here, a big open fi replace 
there, an overpowering smell of cats, and the ever-present 
growling of unseen but patently unfriendly dogs.
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‘Oo-ooh! El sol, siempre el sol. Es terr-ee-ee-blay, horr-ee-
eeblay,’ wailed Señora Ferrer, throwing her forearm over her 
brow in exaggerated protest at the heat which hit us as we 
stepped out from the porche and headed for the fi elds. Ellie 
and I were used to moaning perpetually about the biting 
cold and driving rain of endless Scottish winters, so it was 
odd to hear someone actually describing the sun as ‘terrible, 
horrible’. Some people are never pleased, I thought to 
myself, rubbing the stinging streams of sweat from my eyes. 

For the next half-hour, we followed our chattering guide 
through lines of unfamiliar fruit trees, only half listening 
to her rambling descriptions of pomegranate and quince 
varieties, spray and fertiliser requirements, harvesting 
techniques and irrigation timings – all of which would still 
have seemed like double Dutch to us, even if she’d been 
speaking in English. Barley and bullocks we understood, 
lemons and loquats we didn’t.

But the valley was already casting its spell, and my 
resistance was on the wane. As we moved from one little 
stonewalled fi eld to another, our eyes were constantly drawn 
to the ever-changing aspects of the mountains which rose 
majestically on either side. Their steep slopes were covered 
in a rich green carpet of pine and evergreen oak, the trees 
clinging precariously to the narrowest of ledges all the way 
up to the sierras altas, the saw-toothed ridges high above 
where earth meets sky. Rocky outcrops shimmered pink in 
the warm glow of the sun – sheer cliffs and dark gorges 
completing a picture of wild natural beauty both contrasting 
with and complementing the patchwork of tiny fi elds and 
orderly plantations lying far below. We were enveloped in 
an almost tangible tranquillity that seemed to generate a 
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feeling of belonging in that near-perfect blend of the works 
of nature and man.

We gazed back over the fi elds to the farmhouse. Its white 
walls, faded wooden shutters and terracotta tiled roof 
peeped sleepily over the deep green domes of orange trees, 
while the mountains looked benignly on – secure, solid and 
serene. Without exchanging a word, we both knew that this 
was going to be our new home.

On the way back to the farmstead, what seemed like a 
whole herd of mangy cats materialised one by one as if 
from nowhere to follow Señora Ferrer, and as we neared 
the house, two scruffy dogs bounded from the front door, 
ignoring Ellie and me totally in a leaping, yelping, tail-
wagging welcome to Francisca, their returning leader.

We thanked Señora Ferrer for her time, informed her of 
our interest in buying the property, and promised to return 
next day with a bi-lingual lawyer. This piece of news sent 
the Señora into an excited fl utter of two-cheek kisses and 
(thankfully) hoseless handshakes. Backing towards the car 
under a barrage of hasta mañanas, we fi nally managed to 
say goodbye.

The cats couldn’t have cared less. They were too busy 
jostling for rubbing positions around their mistress’s 
ankles. But the two dogs were clearly delighted to see 
us leave. Until then, they had only appeared threatening 
from a strategically safe distance, but that wary hostility 
turned to matador-style confi dence as soon as we got into 
the car and closed the doors. The larger mutt strutted 
forward, gracefully raised a leg and, with a disdainful 
toss of his head, peed a bucketful over our offside rear 
wheel. Meanwhile, his little pal posed boldly in front of 
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the car and haughtily back-kicked sprays of gravel over 
the bonnet, as if covering a freshly laid turd.

Olé, and Adiós, amigós!

The battle lines had been drawn by the dogs back on 
that fateful July afternoon, but now that we had actually 
moved into the house, the cats appeared to have assumed 
responsibility for letting us know that we were not welcome 
in their home.

Francisca had brought us a housewarming gift of some 
of her home-baked almond cake, made from nuts from the 
trees at the side of the house, she assured us. And to add 
to the treat, she pulled from her basket a tub of her very 
own almond ice cream, made to a secret family recipe which 
had been handed down from generation to generation. This 
ice cream was muy especial and could not be obtained 
anywhere else, she stressed. We would never have tasted 
anything like this before. How true.

We sat down at the kitchen table and watched Señora 
Ferrer apportioning fair shares of her goodies proudly and 
deliberately, as if weighing out the most expensive beluga 
caviar. We prepared our tastebuds for amazement.

My mouth had scarcely closed on the fi rst bite of almond 
cake when the Señora’s face appeared right in front of mine, 
our noses almost touching, her eyes wide with anticipation. 
‘Muy buena, la tarta, no?’

‘Very good… yes,’ I spluttered, pieces of fl aked almond 
shooting out of my mouth and fi xing themselves fi rmly on 
the lenses of Francisca’s spectacles.

Ah sí, it was a little dry, la tarta, if eaten without the ice 
cream, she explained. It was necessary to take equal amounts 
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of cake and ice cream on the spoon at the same time. She 
gave me a slow-motion demonstration. Now I must try.

I felt like an overgrown baby being given lesson numero 
uno in basic spoonsmanship. Without even glancing at her, 
I knew that Ellie was trying desperately hard not to laugh, 
and that didn’t help to ease my embarrassment one little bit.

The combined spoonful technique certainly made the 
dust-dry cake easier to masticate, but despite Francisca’s big 
build-up, I thought her secret almond ice cream just tasted 
like watery milk laced with powdered nuts. But, in the 
interest of politeness, I couldn’t let her see me gagging. I had 
to persevere. Maybe this was an acquired taste, I thought. 
Indeed, how would a Mallorcan pharynx react the fi rst time 
it was confronted by a dollop of good old Scottish porridge?

Señora Ferrer’s expectant face waited for a sign of 
approbation. Realising that there was no escape, I took 
a deep breath and swallowed hard. ‘Mm-mm-mm-mm,’ I 
crooned, nodding my head and making a brave attempt at 
lip-smacking. I was learning to lie in Spanish without even 
speaking. My well-intentioned dishonesty was rewarded 
with another generous helping of the dual confectionery 
masterpiece. I had made Francisca’s day.

Just then, I became aware of a frenzied scratching noise 
coming from under the table and I felt a series of sharp 
needles scraping down my shin. It took a few seconds for 
the stark truth to sink in – but yes, one of her cats was 
actually sharpening its claws on my leg!

‘Ouch!’ I yelled, pointing frantically at my disintegrating 
trouser leg. ‘The cat, your cat… it’s… it’s…’

‘Ah sí, es normal,’ smiled Señora Ferrer calmly, adding that 
it was really the ice cream that the little dear was after. It 
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had a weakness for her ice cream, that one. Ooooh, and it 
was purring too. It liked me. It really liked me. She clapped 
her hands to her cheeks in delight, inclining her head to one 
side in dewy-eyed emotion at the sight of this violent love 
scene.

My mind was racing. My shin was bleeding. Then my 
besieged brain came up with one beautifully simple solution 
to my two pressing problems. I snatched my brimming plate 
off the table and transferred it rapidly to the fl oor. It did 
the trick. In an instant, my sadistic ‘admirer’ was off my leg 
and was lapping furiously at the ice cream. As if by magic, 
the cat’s fellow gang members appeared from their hiding 
places, and suddenly the pudding plate was buried under a 
heaving circle of waving tails and winking ani.

Señora Ferrer was visibly overcome.
At fi rst, I was afraid that I’d offended her. But not a bit 

of it.
Madre mía, what a kind man I was to give my ice cream 

to her precious little darlings, she simpered. She and Tomàs 
had not been gifted with children, so the cats and dogs were 
really their niños. I would understand, she was sure, because 
I was clearly an animal lover. I had a magnífi co rapport with 
cats. I was a real cat person. Sí, claro!

Fair enough, I did like cats all right, but at that particular 
moment, I felt more like a boot-up-the-cat’s-arse person. I had 
had one pair of perfectly good trousers and two reasonably 
good legs mutilated in the space of twenty minutes, and I 
knew deep down that what these cats really wanted was us 
out of the house – their house. Nevertheless, I couldn’t bring 
myself to tell Francisca that, and she probably wouldn’t 
have listened anyway.
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She continued to lavish praise on my ‘obvious love for 
animales’. Her patron saint from Assisi would have been 
proud of me, she said, then paused and crossed herself 
pensively.

I sensed then that I was being softened up for a patsy punch 
– being sweet-talked into something that I’d live to regret.

Francisca’s eyelashes fl uttered behind her Catwoman 
glasses. ‘Señor Peter… oh eh, y Señora,’ she said, fl ashing a 
diplomatic smile in Ellie’s direction, then concentrating her 
aim on the easy target. Would I be so kind as to feed the cats 
and dogs on weekdays when she and Tomàs were away living 
in Palma? The cats being cats were quite independiente, as 
I would know, and they would probably be happy to sleep 
in one of the outhouses. The dogs – they were mother and 
son, by the way – Robin and Marian, after Robin Hood in 
Inglaterra – what a lovely coincidence that they had English 
names – well, the dogs would spend most days hunting in 
the mountains, but at night… Robin was very sensitive, un 
poquito tímido, and his little mother was getting old and 
enferma with arthritis, the occasional false pregnancy, a few 
cysts, that sort of thing… perhaps we would allow them to 
sleep in the kitchen as usual? She would provide us with 
their food and they could live with her over at the casita at 
weekends. Her little ones would give us absolutamente no 
problemas.

I didn’t have the heart or, more accurately, the vocabulary 
to refuse. Señora Ferrer could not have been more delighted 
had she just won fi rst prize in the lotería. She gave us both 
a big hug, and there were tears in her eyes. Ellie gave me a 
surreptitious kick on my ripped shin, and there were tears 
in my eyes too.
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Promising to bring us some more almond cake and ice 
cream very soon, a contented Francisca assembled her 
troops and shooed them out of the front door, the merest 
glimpse of her raised sandal dissuading any maverick 
that dared to even think about sneaking back inside. The 
motley procession moved off, and the head lady shouted 
back that she would return in the afternoon to show Ellie 
how everything about the house worked. Tomàs would be 
coming too; there was a lot to explain to me about trees 
and things.

Robin and Marian were last to leave, creeping reluctantly 
from their treasured kitchen and glancing furtively at Ellie 
and me as they sidled past, tails fi rmly between their legs. 
At least they hadn’t growled this time, though. Perhaps they 
were beginning to accept us already?

With this benevolent thought in mind, we set about 
unpacking the few suitcases that had arrived on the plane 
with us the previous night. The rest of our things wouldn’t 
be delivered by the shipper for at least a couple of weeks. 
But not to worry. As is the custom in Mallorca, the house 
had been left ‘furnished’ by the previous owners. In truth, 
this meant that we had inherited a lumpy old bed with a 
grotesque headboard which was fi ghting for survival against 
an army of voracious woodworm; a tiny, threadbare three-
piece suite which must have been designed for comfort by a 
church pew-builder; and a wobbly kitchen table and chairs 
that had defi nitely lost their battle against the woodworm 
years ago. A basic survival kit of some chipped crockery and 
Uri Geller-type cutlery completed the ‘furnishings’.

None of this temporary discomfort mattered, however. We 
had made the big move, and we were thrilled to be the proud 
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dueños of our own Mallorcan farm – a dream for many, but 
a dream which we had actually turned into reality. Flushed 
with self-satisfaction, we started a leisurely exploration of the 
house. I began to make a mental note of all the things which 
would need to be done in the way of repairs and improvements, 
but although the old place looked a bit neglected, there didn’t 
seem to be any major defects at all. Certainly, it could have 
done with a lick of paint here and there, there were a few 
cracks in the plasterwork to make good, some broken fl oor 
tiles to be replaced and a couple of window shutters to be 
fi xed, but nothing too serious, I decided. The main thing was 
that the house had a really friendly feeling about it, and I was 
beginning to like it more and more.

‘You know,’ I said, descending the little staircase into the 
kitchen, ‘you were right about this place from the very fi rst 
moment you saw it, Ellie.’ I gave the old wooden bannister 
rail a pat. ‘Yes, there’s a good atmosphere in this house 
– good and welcoming. A lot of nice things must have 
happened in here. You can tell. It’s the same with all houses 
– the vibes are either right or wrong, and I’m getting good 
vibrations here.’

‘Glad to hear that you’ve come round to my way of 
thinking. Mind you, it would have been a bit too late if you 
hadn’t. Come on, let’s see if we can rustle up a cup of coffee 
on that old cooker.’

‘Good idea. But do me a favour – don’t give me any more 
of her ladyship’s almond cake. The best thing for that stuff 
would be to feed it to the dogs.’

‘Mm-mm, and talking of the dogs, I think they’ve left a 
little message for us,’ Ellie said, screwing up her nose and 
pointing under the table.
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And sure enough – there were Robin and Marian’s calling 
cards, placed side-by-side on the fl oor… one lumpy, one liquid. 
All of a sudden, the atmosphere wasn’t quite so welcoming. 
We got the dogs’ message loud and clear. Like the cats, they 
wanted us OUT, and although we didn’t know it, the friendly 
old house had a few surprises in store for us too.

The freak snowfall put an end to Tomàs Ferrer’s meticulous 
lecture on the intricacies of Mallorcan fruit farming. I’d had 
enough for one session anyway. My newly emigrated head 
was already throbbing from a concentrated bombardment 
of horticultural lessons in Spanish, my lacerated legs hurt, I 
had overdosed on almond ice cream, and the dogs and cats 
hated me. I was knackered.

Señor Ferrer shouted adiós and hurried off through the 
orange grove towards his casita – perhaps to indulge in 
some winter sports with Francisca before the inevitable 
quick thaw set in. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care.

I fl opped onto an uncomfortable chair in the kitchen that 
now reeked of agricultural disinfectant. Ellie said something 
about Señora Ferrer insisting on spraying the room after 
Robin’s and Marian’s ‘unfortunate tummy upset’.

‘I never really wanted to come to bloody Mallorca in the 
fi rst place,’ I muttered to myself, descending into a wallow of 
self-pity. ‘This place stinks like a public lavatory,’ I declared 
to Ellie’s rear end while she rummaged noisily in the nether 
regions of the cooker.

She stood up, sighed deeply, and turned round slowly. She 
was clearly in no mood to pander to any of my ill-natured 



SNOWBALL ORANGES

30

mumblings. ‘The gas bottle in the cooker is empty, it’s 
Sunday night, and the butano truck won’t be around again 
until Wednesday. We’ll have to eat out. Let’s go.’

I didn’t argue. In fact, nothing was said during the two-
mile drive into Andratx. Most of the snow had already 
melted, but the roads were wet, and slush lingered in the 
gutters of the town’s deserted streets. The locals were snugly 
indoors, I reasoned – probably laughing in large family 
groups gathered round dinner tables groaning under huge 
platefuls of hearty country fare. It was dark, and the dim 
streetlights were refl ected in puddles that trembled in the 
increasingly cold north wind. The dreaded Tramuntana was 
coming.

We cruised slowly through the old quarter of town, past 
a couple of charmless, fl uorescent-lit bars with steamed-up 
windows, but no welcoming restaurante signs were to be 
seen. It had been a long time since our last hot meal on 
the fl ight over; now hunger and fatigue were growing into 
despair.

‘Oh for a big bag of fi sh and chips,’ I groaned. But this 
was rural Spain, and such homely delicacies were simply 
unavailable – except in some of the infamous holiday resorts 
along the coast maybe? No, we weren’t that desperate.

A black cat ran across the street in front of us and darted 
into a narrow alleyway. Ellie peered after it, then nudged my 
arm. ‘Follow that cat. There’s a restaurant up there, I’m sure.’

We climbed the steep, cobbled lane to where the cat 
was sitting miaowing under a creaking hand-painted sign 
– ‘Ca’na Pau – Restaurante Mallorquín’. Bingo! We had 
found a source of sustenance at last, and we had been guided 
to it by a cat, of all things. The door opened, the black 
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cat scampered in and six other cats ran out. We couldn’t 
recognise any of them as being members of Señora Ferrer’s 
band of feline thugs, so we ventured inside.

‘I am Pere Pau, el patrón,’ rasped a voice as rough as 
sandpaper. ‘Benvinguts a mi casa.’ Our host stood gaunt 
and inscrutable inside the open door – a bony Jack Sprat 
of a man with the sceptical leer and calculating eyes of a 
Dickensian cutpurse. He beckoned us with a wide sweep 
of his arm into the smallest eating place I had ever seen. 
The glazed door clattered shut behind us, and Señor Pau 
grabbed my hand in a fi nger-crushing shake. Ellie cringed 
behind me. He was dressed in full chef’s rig-out, topped 
by the tallest of tall white hats which almost dusted the 
exposed beams of the low ceiling, a bent cigarette dangling 
from his protruding lower lip, and a tortoiseshell cat tucked 
comfortably under his left arm. He was already blocking 
the only visible escape route, so we were obliged to follow 
his direction to one of only fi ve tables that were crammed 
into the tiny room. Becoming ominously aware that we 
were Pere Pau’s only clients, we had to fi ght the feeling of 
rising panic that must grip every insect when it suddenly 
realises that it has fl own smack into a spider’s web.

The tables were draped in blue-and-white checked oilcloth, 
adorned only with a centrepiece ashtray emblazoned with 
the San Miguel beer logo. Harsh strip lighting illuminated 
the yellowed walls which were covered in an untidy collage 
of faded photos of past Andratx football teams, dog-eared 
posters announcing local sporting fi xtures, and el cine 
Argentina’s programmes of coming fi lm attractions – all of 
them years out of date. We seemed to have stumbled into 
some kind of cranky time warp.
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On either side of the door stood two tall fridge-freezers, 
their scratched white paint festooned with stickers 
advertising everything from fresh milk to drain-cleaner. 
A wooden stair, roped off with a Privado sign (yet going 
nowhere), rose from a dark corner of the room, and opposite 
was the open-plan kitchen – a cramped alcove half-hidden 
behind a high counter which was cluttered with heaps of 
assorted plates and a jumble of cutlery. Somewhere, hidden 
in the kitchen recess, a transistor radio honked out the 
latest Spanish pop-rock music… ‘BABY, BABY, SOY UN 
ANIMAL, UN ANIMAL PARA SU AMOR – PARA SU 
AMOR, UN ANIMAL CRAZEE-EE PARA SU AMOR… 
YEAH!’ An unseen cat wailed in unison.

We were seriously tempted then to make a beeline for 
the door as soon as Pere Pau’s back was turned. But what 
the hell. We were ravenous, and what was there to choose 
between dying of starvation and dying of food poisoning? 
We asked to see the menu.

‘Menu? La Carta? No, no, no!’ stormed chef Pau. No need 
for such frills! He made two completely different dishes 
each day – but no choice. You took what you got. And no 
sweet either, he emphasised. After two platos of his food, 
no one had room for postre, unless they had worms. Of 
course, the Germans usually demanded a sweet, he confi ded 
as an afterthought, but even they had to make do with an 
ice cream from the freezer.

And what were today’s platos, I ventured to ask?
He dragged deeply on his cigarette, which was now so 

small that he could barely hold its soggy remains between 
the tips of his forefi nger and thumb. For el primero, he 
declared, there was Sopa de Pescado – one of his famoso 
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specialities, and well known as the best fi sh soup in the 
whole of Spain – and we should consider ourselves fortunate 
that it was possible to sample it at all tonight, because his 
good fi shermen amigos down at the Port of Andratx had 
only managed to haul in a very meagre catch before today’s 
storm broke.

We visualised being confronted with a smelly concoction 
boiled up from the previous few days’ fi shy leftovers – 
maybe even stuff which his cats had rejected.

‘Then for the main course?’ I immediately wished that I 
hadn’t bothered to ask, but Pere had us where he wanted us 
and he was not to be denied now.

‘Ah, el segundo – un plato típico de Mallorca… El Lomo 
con Col! Fantástico! Estupendo! Mm-mm-wah!’ He threw 
his head back, intending to kiss his fi ngertips in true chef 
style, but succeeding only in grinding his glowing cigarette 
end into his melodramatically pursed lips. ‘MIERDA!’ he 
cursed, dropping the burning butt which fell like a well-
aimed incendiary bomb right into the turned-up cuff of his 
left trouser leg.

Several chairs were overturned in the wake of his mad 
dash towards the kitchen, and although we couldn’t see 
what ensued behind the high counter, the sounds of Pere’s 
demented fl amenco dance and the splash of copious 
quantities of water being hurled around conjured up 
vivid images of utter bedlam. By way of confi rmation, the 
panicstricken tortoiseshell cat – screeching like a banshee – 
bolted for cover under Ellie’s seat. Could we have wandered, 
perhaps, into the canteen of the local lunatic asylum?

Outwardly unperturbed, Pere made his reappearance. He 
trimmed the angle of his chef’s hat, dabbed his blistered 
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lip with his apron, shook the water from his left shoe, 
and squelched confi dently towards us, head held high. His 
dignity was being maintained… at all costs.

Would we care for a drink while the food was being 
prepared, he enquired? (It was now quite clear that Señor 
Pau was maître d’, chef and head waiter all in one – and 
possibly dishwasher too.) We were informed solemnly that 
there was a choice of wine. We could have either red or 
white. I opted for the red, and Ellie asked if she could have 
a coffee, un café solo, to warm her up.

An expression of shock spread over Pere’s face. ‘Un café?’ 
No es posible!’ he retorted, visibly hurt. If anyone wanted 
a coffee, they should go to a bar. This was a restaurant, 
his restaurant, and the purpose of the establishment was to 
allow his clients to enjoy his food, his fi ne food, made only 
from the best local produce – all totalmente natural and 
with no nasty preservatives. No, it would not be possible 
to have a coffee. A chef does not make coffee. He creates 
food… good food. Hombre!

Ellie ordered a glass of water instead.
A large earthenware jug of red wine and a bottle of mineral 

water were duly delivered to our table with a generous bowl 
of olives and a basket brimful of crusty fresh bread. The 
transistor radio was mercifully switched off, his cats were 
unceremoniously ejected from the premises, and our chef 
retired to his kitchen to create.

‘I cannot stand distractions when I am working,’ he 
announced, disappearing behind the kitchen counter in a 
cloud of smoke from a newly-lit cigarette.

We wolfed into the bread and olives while the sound of 
Pere singing and the surprisingly tantalising aroma of his 
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cooking wafted over us. The wine was strong, earthy and 
good – from Binissalem in the middle of the island, our host 
informed us, poking his head out of the kitchen to check 
on our welfare, or, as Ellie remarked dryly, to make sure we 
were still there. Whatever, the wine was from the bodega of 
another of Pere Pau’s amigos ‘who always saw him right’ – 
and it was going down well.

The effect of the wine on my empty stomach was 
predictable but welcome. The world, or at least Pau’s 
restaurant, seemed a better place with each sip.

‘UNA PALOMA BLANCA-A-A…’ Pere’s singing grew 
louder and the smells from his cooking more tempting, 
till at last the great moment arrived. A huge fl at-bottomed 
earthenware greixonera emerged from the kitchen, held 
aloft by Señor Pau, who made a dramatic pause, then 
strode majestically to our table, vapour streaming from the 
bubbling dish.

The contents looked delicious – chunks of white fi sh 
fl oating in a mouth-watering stock of tomatoes, wine, olive 
oil, onions, garlic and herbs. This was his Sopa de Pescado, 
and from the fi rst steaming spoonful, we knew it was no 
ordinary fi sh soup; and we needn’t have worried about the 
freshness of the ingredients. This was a masterpiece, and we 
told him so.

A smug smile played at the corner of Pere’s mouth. ‘Ah sí’… 
his fi shermen amigos always saw him right too. He watched 
us drain our bowls, then replenished them to the brim with 
more overfl owing ladlesful of his famous creation. By the 
end of this second bowlful, we felt so full that we wondered 
how on Earth we were going to cope with the next course. 
But some pieces of hake and monkfi sh still lingered in the 
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dregs at the bottom of Pere’s greixonera, and no amount of 
praise-laden protestations would persuade him that I just 
didn’t have room for any more. Ellie was spared a third 
helping. She was a woman, Pere observed, and did not need 
so much sustenance as a man; but I must fi nish the sopa. It 
was good for me.

At that moment, the door fl ew open and a chill gust of 
air rushed in, followed by a crowd of noisy young men and 
their girlfriends, rubbing their cold hands and shouting 
good-natured jibes at Pere Pau while they packed themselves 
round the cramped tables. It was like a rowdy game of 
musical chairs. Naturally, there were two losers, and they 
gestured enquiringly if it might be OK to occupy the two 
empty places at our table. We gestured back that they were 
welcome. What else? We didn’t really have much choice.

Pere ran the gauntlet of backslaps and banter as he 
dispensed bread, olives, beer and Coke throughout his 
full house. He was in his element – sparks fl ying from his 
cigarette with each insult that he mouthed at his boisterous 
guests. We had the impression that this little scene had been 
played many times before.

‘Good, maybe he’ll forget about our main course now 
that he has to feed this lot,’ I said to Ellie. ‘That fi sh soup of 
his was certainly fabulous, but after almost three bowls of 
it, I feel like a stuffed turkey.’

‘No chance, mate,’ chipped in the lad sitting opposite. 
‘Pere won’t forget you; and if you’ve okayed his grub, it’s a 
cert he gonna stuff you plenty more. That’s his game with 
new punters. No danger, OK? Ya wouldn’t coco.’

‘Oh, I see. Well, I… I’m really looking forward to that,’ 
I replied, slightly taken aback by the young fellow’s fl uent 
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English, and trying not to look too distressed at the prospect 
of eating until I burst.

Our new dining companion was clearly keen to practise 
his English on us, possibly to impress the young lady sitting 
by his side, who gazed adoringly at him through big brown 
eyes, her chin resting on one hand while the other hand 
popped olives into her mouth with the steady rhythm of a 
robot. Revelling in this admiration, her beau redoubled the 
outpourings of his English.

We were in the company of members of the Andratx 
football team, he confi ded. They were celebrating that 
afternoon’s victory over local arch-rivals, Calvià. He himself 
was el striker and had scored the decisive goal. Recognising 
the word ‘goal’, his chica squealed in delight and planted 
a big kiss on her hero’s cheek. He pushed her away half-
heartedly with that air of bored resignation which comes so 
easily to the bona fi de sports star.

‘I speak no bad English, eh?’ The Andratx version of 
Maradona seemed to be making a statement of fact rather 
than asking a question, but we nodded in agreement anyway. 
‘I never done no English at school. Nah – I learn it all from 
the Brit holidaymakers in the beach bar where I work along 
in Magalluf. They learn you good, them guys… better than 
a fuckin’ school teacher any day. No danger, mate.’ He took 
a huge slug of beer from his bottle, then belched loudly in 
the face of his besotted groupie. His Brit pals had taught 
him well.

A deafening cheer went up, heralding the arrival of the 
team’s fi rst cauldron of Sopa de Pescado. Pere Pau shouted 
an apology in our direction. Our main course would be 
with us soon, he assured us, but he had to get the soup out 



SNOWBALL ORANGES

38

to this bunch fi rst. As we would probably know, the only 
way to keep pigs quiet was to feed them. A cacophony of 
grunting fi lled the room as the youngsters took the bait, and 
Pere returned to his cooking area, plainly satisfi ed that his 
performance was being well received.

‘He treats us sumfi n’ shockin’,’ declared Maradona, 
waving his San Miguel bottle in the general direction of the 
kitchen, ‘but he really loves us. All that pigs stuff – just an 
act – same every bloody time.’

‘So you… you eat here quite often?’ Ellie enquired 
hesitantly.

‘Every Sunday night, darlin’ – win or lose. This is like our 
clubhouse, see. Been like that for years. Look – the pictures 
on the wall. It’s a bloody dump, innit? But the dinner only 
costs eight hundred pesetas each… three bloody quid. And the 
grub’s good. Yeah, no danger, missus, the grub’s well good.’

Ellie sipped her water, concluding that that little 
conversational interlude was over. I poured the last of the 
jug of wine into my glass, and el striker and his fan attacked 
their sopa. The steady slurping sound of team soup-work 
reigned throughout the little restaurant for a minute or two, 
then the wonderful din of uninhibited Spanish table talk 
started up again.

‘Hey, Pere, you miserable old bugger, how about some 
bleedin’ service here!’ shouted Maradona, looking over 
at us for signs of approval of his best English. But he was 
already getting all the approval he needed from his drooling 
señorita. How romantic this fl owery foreign tongue must 
have sounded to her.

Pere made an exaggerated show of ignoring his other 
clients as he marched from the kitchen and placed two 
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terracotta dishes before us. He closed his eyes, drew himself 
up to his full height and boomed theatrically, ‘EL LOMO 
CON COL!... Bon profi t, señores.’

We were still visually marvelling at the succulent contents 
of the piping hot dishes when Pere returned to our table 
with another jug of wine and yet more crusty bread. He 
stood behind Ellie, arms folded and cigarette jutting erect 
from his mouth while we made our fi rst incisions into this 
gran especialidad de Mallorca.

Tender young cabbage leaves had been used to envelop 
stuffed rolls of wafer-thin pork loin – each juicy package 
held together by a tiny wooden skewer. The bottom of 
each dish was smothered in a moat of rich brown gravy 
that sizzled around islands of baby potatoes, wild seta 
mushrooms, raisins and pine nuts. Whatever Pere Pau’s 
other secret ingredients may have been, the appearance and 
smell of his country classic were irresistible.

And the taste? We didn’t have to say anything. The 
expressions of ecstasy on our faces told Pere everything he 
wanted to know. He bowed in acknowledgement of our 
unspoken compliments and withdrew once more to his 
kitchen.

Meanwhile, over by the fridge where the beer was kept, 
our two young tablemates had joined a few of their chums 
in an impromptu action replay of the highlights of today’s 
football game. A bread roll was being headed, back-heeled 
and kicked about on a pitch not much bigger than the door 
mat, while an endless uproar of jokes and laughter rose 
from the tables, and from a hidden corner of the kitchen, 
Pere’s singing bellowed above it all… ‘VALENCIA-A-A, 
RUM-PI-TUM-PI-YUM-PI-TUM…’
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But Ellie and I were lost in his Lomo Con Col, growing 
more oblivious to the merry pandemonium that surrounded 
us with each fabulous forkful. In my own case, the Binissalem 
wine was another contributory factor towards this creeping 
oblivion. I had downed the second jugful without any assistance 
from Ellie, who had stuck sensibly with the mineral water 
throughout the entire protracted meal. I had now ceased even 
to bother about how I was managing to cram all that food and 
liquid into my body. Ellie groaned in disbelief as I mopped up 
the last traces of gravy with a large wedge of bread.

‘This has been a super feast,’ I slurred, ‘and I’ll never 
forget it.’

‘You’ve made a complete pig of yourself,’ said Ellie, ‘and 
you’ll probably be sick on the way home.’

The football team eventually started to leave, winding 
their scarves round their necks and disappearing into the 
windy darkness in high-spirited little groups. They’d all had 
a good day.

Maradona waved from the doorway. ‘See ya, pal… Nice 
to meetcha, doll, and may the skin of yer arse never cover a 
tambourine. No bloody danger, eh?’

‘Goodnight,’ called Ellie, suitably charmed.
El striker strutted into the night, an arm draped 

nonchalantly over the shoulder of his clinging vine of a 
girlfriend, who now appeared even more awe-struck than 
ever by her idol’s astonishing bilingualism. I just smiled the 
smile of the truly contented, and our young dinner partners 
were long gone by the time I was able to muster up the 
energy to wave goodbye.

The cats had started to drift back inside as the humans 
left, but it was a little dog that slipped in as Maradona 
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made the fi nal exit. Pere Pau chuckled and bent down to 
pick up the small brown waif whose decidedly curly tail was 
almost looping the loop with excitement. This was plainly a 
meeting of old friends.

‘Hola, Pepito, mi pequeño amigo!’ grinned Pere. Much 
head-patting, chin-tickling and face-licking followed, Pere’s 
cigarette pointing skyward like a Roman candle as he 
strained to keep it out of reach of Pepito’s busy little tongue. 
But Pere was fi ghting a losing battle, and rather than get 
rid of the essential cigarette, he elected to plop the little 
dog onto Ellie’s lap. That suited Pepito just fi ne. He said his 
hellos to Ellie and snuggled down on her knee.

Sensing a growing atmosphere of bonhomie, the 
tortoiseshell cat crept purring from its bolt hole under 
Ellie’s chair, climbed onto my outstretched legs, curled up 
and went to sleep.

I yawned and felt my head nodding, my eyelids growing 
heavy, my mouth falling open in readiness for a snore.

‘Come on! Pull yourself together!’ Ellie hissed. ‘We’re the 
only customers left. Señor Pau will want to close up for the 
night. It’s time to go home!’

‘Tranquilo, tranquilo, señores,’ Pere called soothingly from 
the kitchen. There was no hurry, he assured us, and anyway, 
he had a surprise for his two very patient and – above all – 
discerning guests. He placed a large metal tray on the table. 
For Ellie, there was un fl an – a glistening homemade creme 
caramel, a saucer of broken biscuits and some scraps of 
pork for Pepito, three cups of café solo, and a bulbous glass 
of coñac each for el patrón and myself.

At the sound of Pepito scoffi ng his little banquet at our feet, 
the tortoiseshell cat opened one eye, purred again, and went 
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back to sleep. Clearly, the mouse population of Andratx had 
already been reduced considerably that evening.

Before sitting down, Pere trundled a mobile gas heater 
over to Ellie’s side of the table. The señora had to keep warm 
on such a night. Find a cosy place indoors and stay put – 
that was the only thing to do when the Tramuntana was 
blowing. He pulled up a chair and raised his glass. ‘Salud, 
señores!’

It was already well past midnight, but Pere Pau wasn’t 
ready to call it a day yet. He had his life story to tell us. I 
noticed Ellie politely stifl ing a yawn, but another café solo 
would cure her drowsiness, advised Pere. She must feel free 
to go to the kitchen and help herself – and not many were 
allowed that privilege, he stressed.

Even before consuming the two pitchers of wine, my 
slim grasp of Spanish had been stretched to the limit in 
order to understand Pere at times, but now, in my more 
‘relaxed’ state, I found that I was catching his drift without 
too much diffi culty. I jumped to the attractive conclusion 
that the consumption of such quantities of wine was clearly 
benefi cial to one’s comprehension of foreign languages – a 
theory subsequently wrecked by my wife when she pointed 
out to me that Pere’s after-hours conversational Spanish 
had been spoken at a considerably slower pace and, for our 
further assistance, had been liberally sprinkled with English.

In any case, Pere Pau’s story was interesting and it 
confi rmed that he had the dedicated independence of the 
true eccentric. He had trained under several gran maestros 
de cocina, and he had himself served as head chef in some 
of the island’s fi nest hotels. Why, he had even cooked for 
the King of Spain on many ocasiones grandes at Palma’s 
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Royal Yacht Club. But his heart had always remained in 
the country, and when he fi nally grew tired of trying to 
please fussy and often-unappreciative tourists, he’d gladly 
exchanged the fi ve-star kitchens of Palma for this little 
place, his own little place, in his native Andratx.

Here he could recreate in his own estilo especial the 
traditional dishes of rural Mallorca, made from the 
wholesome local produce which had been used by his 
ancestors for centuries. He only attracted people who truly 
appreciated his food, he emphasised. (Why else would 
anyone come to his humble establishment?) And he didn’t 
have to put up with those fi nicky nuevos ricos who were 
more interested in posing and complaining than in enjoying 
the great pleasures of good food. ‘Ignorantes!’

Pere grimaced at the thought and poured another two 
brandies. The Tramuntana howled outside. Lighting another 
cigarette, Pere looked down at the tortoiseshell cat sleeping 
on my legs, then at the other cats clustered snugly in front of 
the gas heater. He thought for a moment, then proclaimed, 
‘The public health offi cers know nothing – absolutamente 
nada!’ How dare they suggest that his kitchen was unclean 
just because he allowed his cats in. Cats were clean creatures. 
How many public health offi cers could wipe their arses with 
their tongues? So leave cats out of it. Mice were the dirty 
ones. Mice spread disease – but there were no mice in his 
kitchen, thanks to the cats, of course. Cooks had encouraged 
cats in their kitchens for thousands of years before public 
health offi cers were even thought of. End of argument! Oh, 
and another thing – why should he not smoke while he was 
cooking? Smoke was created by fi re, was it not, and no germs 
could live in fi re. Hombre, if he cooked on a barbecue, there 
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would be much more smoke and ashes in contact with the 
food. None of his cigarette ash landed on his food. ‘Public 
health offi cers? BASTARDOS!’

Pere’s fi st thumped down on the table, causing the metal 
tray to take off and land with an ear-splitting clatter on the 
tiled fl oor. Startled cats fl ed in all directions, and the rudely-
awakened Pepito leaped from Ellie’s lap and landed squarely 
on the back of my tortoiseshell companion. I felt the now-
familiar pain of cat claws sinking into my wounded legs.

Now it really was time to go home.
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