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CoLD MoOUNTAIN POEMS, #12

In my first thirty years of life
I roamed hundreds and thousands of miles.
Walked by rivers through deep green grass
Entered cities of boiling red dust.
Tried drugs, but couldn’t make Immortal;
Read books and wrote poems on history.
Today I’'m back at Cold Mountain:
I’ll sleep by the creek and purify my ears.

Gary Snyder’s translation of the Cold Mountain poem of the
8™ Century Chinese recluse, Han-shan.






Mad

adj. 1: disordered in mind, 2 a: completely unrestrained
by reason and

judgment, b: incapable of being explained or accounted
for, 3: carried away by intense anger, 4: carried away by
enthusiasm or desire 5: marked by wild gaiety and merriment,
6: intensely excited, : 7: marked by intense and often chaotic
activity. Merriam Webster Dictionary.

Jag n, (informal) 1. Period of intoxication by drugs or alcohol,
2. the state of being intoxicated by drugs or alcohol, 3. A
binge, a prolonged period of intoxication. (Late 16" Century,
origin unknown) Encarta World English Dictionary.

Mad Jag, 1. Rogue jaguar inhabiting Mazatzal Wilderness,
Central Arizona. Most northerly sighting of largest cat of
Americas. 2. Strain of sinsemilla (seedless cannabis) cultivated
in the Mazatzal Wilderness of Central Arizona. Awarded best
Domestic Sinsemilla by High Times Magazine. December
1980.






part one
the canyon

in







wenty-one years after we rode out that jag, I checked

I in on Geoft at the QE hospital in Birmingham, that

filthy, fabulous nub of our once sceptre’d isle, as he

lay dying. The emphysema had savaged him such that the two

ten of his rugby days were now a withered one forty; the broad
boat race now a Dachau mask.

“Eh-up Stylor, you old sod.” His words rattled from froth-
corrupted lungs.

“Eh-up Geoftrey. How you feeling? You look like dog
shite.”

“Count on you to gild the lily.”

“Actually it’s ‘paint the lily””.

“Ever the pedant.” He strained to raise himself. I hoisted
him by the armpits, flinching at the soggy flaps of skin under
the pecs. “Come back from New Mexico to get a grip of my
wife again?” He gasped.

“If she’s willing. How’s she look these days?”

“Bollocks.” He groped for his fags on the nightstand,

knocking them down.
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I picked up the pack, shook one loose, lit it, handed it
to him.

“So, you chanced flying even though those darlings just
knocked down the moneylenders” temples in New York?” He
locked me with a glare.

“They’ve got enough infidels to kill in Afghanistan right
now.”

“Shame you didn’t book a flight on September 11th.” He
held my gaze.

A beat. He took a long drag; his chest heaved feebly as a
bout of coughing wracked him.

“Puffing yourself into an early grave?”

“Doctor says they make no difference. Emphysema is too
well set. Basically, I'm fucked. Pretty soon you’ll have Emma
all to yourself. Haven’t the strength to get between you two
nowadays.” The listless eyes searched out mine. “Ever get the
cactus out of your arse?”

The memory of the last night I'd seen him, twenty-one years
previous, mid-winter eighty, eighty-one, was vivid yet. I'd just
made the long drive to Arizona from Oaxaca, where, in the
southern Mexican highlands and in the company of Geoff’s
wanton wife, Emma, I'd delivered fifteen thousand cannabis
indica seeds to a cabal of Mexican marijuana smugglers and
where I'd just got out of a rat’s arse of a Mexican jail and where
his wife had left me after a lust-lined odyssey through some of
the loveliest coastline on earth. Back in Arizona I had found
Emma at Michelle’s little wooden house in the arroyo outside
Jerome, the lovely ramshackle mining town, where we'd all
lived and loved and fought, and where we'd all changed
forever.

“Jean, Jean, tu arrives trop tard. Geoff vient d'arriver de
'Oregon.” Michelle had leapt up and down in her excitement.



The Year of the Mad Jag 5

Only the French could take such delight in a scandale. How
this darling spirit could, twelve years later, drive out to a spit of
land above the Verde River, jam a hose in the exhaust and
choke oft her life is another story. That night, thrumming with
life, she urged us, in scrambled franglais, to flee to Old
Mexico, New Mexico, Tahiti (‘Oh those plages noires, so
wonderful for the making love.”) as I glanced up the gulch for
headlights.

The headlights came; I walked out to meet them. Geoff
slewed the pick-up to a halt and came fast through the cactus-
strewn yard.

“Don’t think you’re fucking off with my missus, Stylor,”
he barked, and came on hard, swinging wildly, backing me
against the porch rail. I ducked under a haymaker and
scarpered away. But he crushed me into the hard, desert dirt
with a kidney-bruising tackle. Gasping with pain I twisted to
fend off the fists.

“Don’t do this, Geoft, please.” Emma ran from the house.
Geoft, fist high, turned to his wife. We staggered to our feet,
chests heaving. “It’s no good Geoft. I've decided.” Emma said.
“I'm going with Jem.”

He slumped, spent with the effort of the brawl and the
realization of his wife’s infidelity. When Emma turned towards
the house his gaze followed her for a second before he came at
me again and I went down under a hail of fists and crashed
into a cholla cactus. Yelling with rage and pain, the chunks of
cactus swinging from my back, I hurled myself at him and
forced him down before Emma ran back.

“It took a while to get all the spines out, yeah. “I settled into
the bedside chair. “But I had some help.”

“You don’t have to remind me, ya wanker. The missus had
a soft spot for you even before you slipped her a length.” Geoft
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glanced over my shoulder. A doctor approached. The grimness
of this dullard’s expression was not lost on Geoft.

“Morning, doctor. Looks like you’ve come to tell me I’ll
soon be buying the farm.”

The doctor looked at me. “Good afternoon. Jonathan
Parkin. Pulmonary specialist for the QE.” No hand was
outheld.

“This is Jeremy Stylor, Dr Parkin. General ne’er do well
and back-door man,” Geoft said, “you can speak freely in front
of him.”

“I'd rather do this in private, Geoftrey.” The doctor
pleaded.

“Tll wait outside.”

“No Style. I'd sooner have you here. Better you than no-
one.” He reached for my hand; his was cold, skeletal.

“Very well.” The specialist wrung his pale fingers. “I have
to tell you that the disease is too far advanced for us to treat it
further with any expectation of success. The anti-biotic is not
proving effective. We have advanced the dosage as far as we
dare.”

“How long do I have?” Geoff’s hand had the strength and
urgency of a frightened child’s.

“Not long 'm afraid. A week at best.” The doctor, in his
mid-forties, younger than both of us, was clearly not inured to
this aspect of his duty. He shuffled edgily. “We’re all extremely
sorry. We’ve done all we can and you’ve been a model patient;
an absolute brick...”

“Yeah, yeah,” Geoff’s hand clenched mine. I knew that the
flannel from the doc would piss him off at the best of times.
“Thanks, doctor, for all you’ve done.”

The doctor, eager to take his cue, fled.

“Where’s Ems,” I'said. “Should I get her?”

“She went to have a bath. She’s been here for days. Give
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her a bell, would you mate? And send the kids in.” He had
sunk into the pillows and seemed scrawnier yet.

I scuttled out of the ward to the corridor where Geoff’s
kids occupied themselves next to the nurse’s station.

Tessa, sixteen and surly, who would sufter most from her
father’s death, threw me a withering glance before turning
back to her books. Matthew, a stout twenty, who had his
mother’s resilience, looked up at me as I approached.

“I saw the doctor go in,” he said, studying my face. “Is my
dad dying?”

There was a snarcy edge to his tone; I wondered if his
mother had ever mentioned me.

“Your dad would like to see you both.” I avoided his eyes.

“How is he?” Matthew fixed me again.

“Youd better ask him yourself.” I tried to sound concilia-
tory but I'd always been hopeless when called upon for
sympathy and compassion; it seemed to elicit the antithesis:
callousness, indifference.

They grabbed their things and slunk away to the ward. I
moved to the pay phone and fumbled the unfamiliar coins
into the slot.

While I waited for Emma to pick up it dawned on me with
horror that I was about to speak, for the first time in over two
decades, to the woman who had cracked my heart; who had
caused me the keenest pleasure, the greatest longing, and the
longest agony; and against whom the conversation, the touch
of the lips, both upper and nether; the laugh and cry of every
woman with whom I had had an affair since and any with
whom I would; all would be compared, judged, stood against
this woman and the profound bliss and deep misery I had
experienced through, and after, my affair with her.

“Jem?” Her soft Yorkshire vowels stabbed across the years.
“What on earth are you doing there?”
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“I came over to check on my mum.” I felt my voice waver.
“Thought I'd look in on Geoft.”

“That’s nice of you,” she said and I searched for but found
no trace of sarcasm. “And how is he?”

“Not so good, Emma. The doctor came while I was
there.” T heard the snatch of breath. “I think you'd better
come.”

“I’ll get dressed,” she said and the pause that followed was
rich. “Don’t leave. I'd love to see you. It’s been a while.”

“Yes Emma. Twenty-one years.”

“My god. That long?” But I knew she knew.

I prowled the hall while I waited, tempted to flee, unsure
where to meet her: just the two of us, here in the corridor,
with the nurse glancing at us from her reports, or at the
bedside amidst the family tableau, a family I'd almost fucked
up before it had started, and with my old mate ready to croak.
Why in Christ’s name had I come?

If I stayed here in the corridor, could I trust myself not to
collapse, a gibbering wreck at her feet, or worse to fling myself
on her, gasping, ripping her clothes aside as I had in the past, a
violation she had not merely condoned but abetted, many
times, during our affair, her own urgency palpable. How the
fuck were you supposed to reacquaint yourself with the lust of
your life?

I opted for the bedside and skulked there like a spare prick
at a wedding as Tessa wept and clung to her dad and Matthew
rocked, back and forth, in the bedside chair. I prayed that their
mum had aged appallingly and now, was as ugly as a box of
frogs; eye-bags hanging like a terrier’s testicles; a rake of fat
warping that once sculpted arse into a slack, cellulite sack.

The double doors swung wide and, despite myself, my
head whipped round like a hawk’s. Damn you I heard myself
muttering, damn you. In over twenty years, she hadn’t had the
decency to gain more than a couple of pounds. That gorgeous
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ballerina’s five foot four, eight stone, was identical to the one
that had lain naked before me on many Mexican beaches and
Arizona creek sides in that warm winter. Not till she
approached the bed did I notice some extra lines on her face
and an added puffiness to her neck and cheeks. She hugged me
quickly and turned away. Tessa, she, and Geoft were immedi-
ately entwined, wracked with sobs.

I crossed the ward to a chair at an empty bed side where I
tried but failed to force a recollection from my mind. As I
stared across that hospital ward at the death bed of my life’s
best friend, as his family wept in misery for the conclusion of a
hideous five-year disease, all that came to mind was this: that
the last time I had seen the woman, the wife, the mother, she
had led me from the Spirit Room in Jerome, Arizona to her
marital bed. It was early spring nineteen eighty-one and the
husband Geoft was then in the depth of a jagged canyon,
seventy miles due east of town, tilling an infamous garden for
another planting of a famous strain of weed, the incompara-
ble, the mystical, the High Times award winning, the
Newsweek featured Mad Jag sinsemilla of Mad Jag Canon,
grown, marketed and sold at a gob-smacking profit, sweat
equity excluded, of about ten thousand percent, the previous
year by yours truly and the brilliant, crazed Wiz, the original
Wizard of the Mogollon Rim.

Emma had led me through the starlit streets and up the
stairs to her marital bed where her normally stunning figure
was swollen to a quivering voluptuousness by the onset of her
pregnancy with the young man, who now self-consciously
stroked her shoulders. Oozing libido as most woman do when
first pregnant, she had dragged my clothes aside and with
those articulate lips, honed the steel of a willing old chap and
then swung astride to ride me confidently and urgently to her
own shattering orgasm. Perhaps heightened by the realization
that this was her last time astride me she abandoned herself to
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ecstasy, clenching my neck so hard in the crook of her arm that
I was forced to free myself to avoid choking. Lifting her chin
from my shoulder I watched in rapt fascination as her face
contorted in a rictus of lust, culminating in a last keen of
quietus that rang through the silent streets and out over the
broad desert valley to the red rock cliffs above Sedona and
beyond. I'd always loved the strength of her orgasms but this
one dwarfed any previous. She toppled as if pole axed and lay
panting beside me her body arched away leaving us only
connected like farm yard dogs until finally, with a delightful
queef, she disengaged.

“Jem.... JEREMY!” Emma’s voice snapped me across the
ward. “I’'m taking the kids home. Geoft wants you to stay with
him. Can you hang on for another hour or..?”

“Yeah, sure. Of course.” I spotted the lines of strain on her
brow. The mascara of one eye had run into an LA gangster’s
tear, the crow’s feet fanning from her eye sockets had furrowed
- but goddamn she was still gorgeous. Her strong mouth
sought a smile but formed a pout and her turquoise pupils
held my gaze again for the first time in twenty-one years. I'd
always expected a tense reaction to this moment but was not
prepared for the surge of disquiet and desire, like the after-
rush of a close call in traffic with the danger passed and the
adrenalin raking your hamstrings. I watched her walk away
and try as I might could not stop my stare from drifting to the
former ballerina’s fabulous tush.

“You’re a twat, Style. A randy twat.” Geoff’s gravel
snatched my eyes away from her departure. He hauled himself
up from the pillows. “I don’t know why we were always such
mates, you and I. I know you always thought of me as a
Brummy yobbo.”

“Which you were. And you had me pegged as a public
school pillock.”

“Which no fookin” doubt you were. A little alliteration
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and a bucket of bullshit make a public-school ponce.” A ghost
of a grin crossed his mouth. “We had some times though.
People always rave about the sixties,” he said, “but you know it
really kicked off here, in Brum, in England, in the seventies.”

“As Lennon said: “The sixties were just breakfast time.’
Maybe in some places in the sixties it was happening, the
Haight Ashbury, Warhol’s Factory, The Roundhouse in
Streatham but it was the early seventies that it really went off
for most folk.”

“Think of the bands we saw in the Brumagham boozers
before they hit it big.” His chin came up and I glimpsed
through the death mask the old fire. “Band of Joy, who
became Led Zepp. ELO. Judas Priest. UB40 in the Hare and
Hounds.”

“I remember Chicken Shack in the Arch Club under the
railway track in Aston. With Stan Webb and Christine
Perfect.”

“I’d rather go blind, boy, than to see you walk away...” his
attempt at the song trailed off.

“Don’t give up your day job.”

“Bollocks.” He suffered a smirk to cross his face. “And they
went on to form Fleetwood Mac.”

“Spenser Davis Group in the Elbow Room.” I
remembered.

“Aaah, The Elbow Room, what a beltin’ club that was.
Christ, did we pull some totty out of that joint, eh mate.” The
jaundiced cheeks gained a hint of colour. “What about Ozzie
Osborne and Black Sabbath belting it out up in some West
Brom pub for a couple of bob. Aye the Midlands had the
fookin’ bands in those days. Now it’s all Manchester or the
smoke.”

He tailed oft and welled up and a tear started across his
cheek. I reached for his shoulder and tried to clench it
comfortingly.
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He shrugged me oft. After a long beat he turned back.
“You know I tried to forgive you Style. But I could’na.” He
grimaced with the pain of the words. “I know Emma went
willingly but at the time it was you I wanted to kill. I wanted
to winkle pick your goulies into the middle of next week. I
wanted to....” He began to retch and flung the bile away with
the back of his hand and reached towards me, guttering.

“Jesus, Geoft. Nurse! Oh Christ. Doctor” I yelled over my
shoulder as Geoff grabbed my wrists, babbling like a drowning

man while his blazing eyes rolled upwards.
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he repetitive shrick of the stall horn in a Cessna
I cockpit is as welcome as the wail of an alley cat
snatching you from deep REM.

“What does that noise mean, Wiz?” I shouted over the
drone of the turbo engine.

“If it wasn’t me flying it would mean we were auguring
in!” The pilot grinned as his hands flickered over the controls,
tweaking the pitch of the prop, angling the flaps to slow the
plane as we hammered past the canyon walls. “Get that sack
out there.”

Squatting in the spot from which we had removed the
passenger seat and taking care not to foul the dual control
yoke, I jammed my shoulder against the door and forced it
open against the rush of warm Arizona air. The contents of
the package, tools and grub for the pruning crew for the weeks
of work ahead, were tightly lashed in canvas and rope. I forced
the package out on to the wing strut, fighting the slipstream,
struggling to hang on to the bag and avoid pitching through
the door myself.

“You set, man?” Wiz yelled.
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“Set!” I shouted back and tried to reassure myself that as I
was hurtling through a canyon in the desert mountains of
central Arizona to drop supplies to a remote garden now
blooming with over a thousand, mature, female marijuana
plants that there were few other pilots in the world I'd rather
have at the controls. With over five thousand logged hours,
and god knows how many more left unrecorded flying
dubious loads across the borders and deserts and oceans of
Central America and the Caribbean, Wiz, my new found part-
ner, was the guy I wanted in the left seat.

“Hold it...hold it ...OK. GO!”

I loosed my grip and leaned out to watch the bag drop,
forgetting that the door, which had been held by the breadth
of the bag, was now at the mercy of the slipstream. The door
slammed into my left temple and fired me across the narrow
fuselage into Wiz’s elbow. My shoulder clipped the dual
controls and I felt the plane lurch before he flung me back
against the flapping door.

“What the fuck!” Screamed Wiz, wrestling the plane, his
face creased with concentration. “You dipshit. You want us to
wreck down here? In our canyon.”

“Terribly sorry.” I tried my best Oxbridge and jammed the
door handle down. Craning back as the plane yawed through
the narrows and Wiz gunned the turbo to climb us into safe
airspace, I caught a glimpse of a tall figure clinging to the
branches of the white pine that marked our garden. This was
Stilt, Wiz’s partner from the previous season.

Wiz kept the yoke pulled in and we climbed towards the
canyon rim. I looked across at the charming madman who had
brought this sea change to my life. Thick lips pursed into a
moue of concentration as he peered through the Perspex
bubble; the dark moustache and pointed goatee beard jutting
forward; the keen hazel eyes betraying the compassionate
nature of perhaps the softest crook to ever grace the ‘trade’.
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It didn’t seem less than a year since we’'d met in Phoenix, a
few days before Christmas nineteen seventy-nine and the only
people I knew in the states were Dali and his wife Fiona.

In seventy-three I'd flogged seats in a van from England to
Greece and the beautiful Fiona and Geoff, then her main
squeeze and my main mate, had grabbed the last couple of
spots. The van had broken down a couple times before we
even made Dover. It took ten days to reach Athens by which
time the paying passengers were ready to crush my knackers in
a vice, Fiona and Geoff had split up for good, he having left
the group late one night in Austria on the neighbourhood
postman’s bike. On the volcanic island of Santorini, Fiona had
met Dali and a couple of years later they got hitched up.

Dali had a lovely adobe house in the oldest section of
Phoenix, not far from Camel Back Mountain, with a studio in
back. Had he realised when I pitched up that winter morning
that his house was about to become the major hangout for a
stream of over-educated transatlantic yobbos and tarts and
their dramas and inter-couplings and traumas over the next
few years, he would probably have slammed the door in my
grinning boat race. But in keeping with the generosity of his
countrymen he threw wide the portal and I moved into the
studio.

Dali’s paintings, which adorned every wall, were an
exuberant concoction of Rousseau, Courbet, Kandinsky, and
Hieronymus Bosch elaborated by the influence of early Disney
cartoons, heavy metal mags and tempered with the occasion-
ally sobering touch of Thomas Hart Benton or John James
Audubon. The style of his painting and the extravagance of
his moustache gave him his moniker.

“This one doesn’t seem typical of your style.” I suggested
one day as we whiled away the hours in the studio. “Is it
unfinished?”

“No,” he said, grinning at the painting of a rampant
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jaguar, jaws flared, fangs bared, massive front paws held
menacingly. “That’s a graphic job I did for the Wizards of the
Rim.”

“Wizards of what?”

“Wizards of the Rim. The Mogollon Rim.”

“Why are they called Wizards?”

“They’ve built a scene around their adventures in the
canyons of the Rim, the Carlos Casteneda gig, the growing
trip.”

“The growing trip?” I asked disingenuously.

“I'm sworn to a code of silence here.” He daubed paint
lavishly on to a new canvas. “But what the fuck. You’re getting
savvy to the scene. I've got a label somewhere. Here.”

The bumper sticker had the jaguar leaping from the left
corner. Dominating the right side were the words: Mad Jag
and below: Wizards of the Rim, Mad Jag Canyon, Arizona.

“Rather vague” I said, “What’s their business?”

“They grow sinsemilla.”

“What the hell’s that?”

“Seedless grass. The labels go with each bag. And the Mad
Jag is the tits, man, primo.”

“Let’s puft some.”

“I'm fresh out. Tomorrow though the Wizards'll be in
town. We’ll be awash in bud. And you’ll be picking your
brains off the roof top.”

Next morning a couple of characters strolled into the back
yard and my life took the path less travelled by.

Stilt stood six seven and a half in his socks. A dentist by
profession; laconic, soft-spoken, sharp witted and dry
humoured he soon became a favourite of our group of English
ex-pats. A head of tightly curled, black hair framed the lean
cheeks. Full eyebrows arched over lucid green eyes

At six one Wiz was dwarfed by comparison. Raven shoul-
ders above a compact waist gave him a classic cowboy profile.
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Unlike the others his clothes were pressed: a crisp green T-shirt
and white creases on his jeans; a throw back to his military
days. Faced with the delights of the draft and a tour of grunt
duty in the jungles of Nam, Wiz had taken the short cut to a
fly-boy life through the warrant officer’s option and within six
months was flying out of bases near Da Trang. Having fulfilled
his obligation to flag and country by savaging the Asian natives
from the skies he’d parlayed the experience into a lucrative if
dicey living flying bales of grass across the southern border. A
wife and two daughters had put the mockers on the cavalier
life style and he was grounded, for the foreseeable future, to a
more pastoral, illegal existence: growing sinsemilla.

We shook hands and I studied the square face. Slightly
flared nostrils gave him the keen, restless look of man
constantly intent on some pressing scheme. Warm irises had
the purple tint of split juniper and darted between the three of
us as we talked. Often he punctuated a comment to one of the
party with a brief staccato burst of laughter and then caught
another’s eye with a mischievous glint. His hair had developed
from the close military cut but retained that order. The tache
was tightly shorn but the goatee beard had been allowed to
flourish and was clipped into a roguish point.

Dali, a lean Dave Crosby at six two and two twenty
brought a solid, third arm to this striking triumvirate. A
receding forehead had left a widow’s peak and shiny temples;
grey-green eyes completed the erstwhile Lothario’s face; a
loosely curled afro framed the sun beaten cheeks.

Often I look back to that warm morning and regret
accepting the demon weed and Wiz’s offer of a partnership a
few days later. The grass we smoked in Dali’s back yard that
December in nineteen seventy-nine was by no means the first
taste I'd had of the product of the cannabis plant. But the
smoking of hash, ganga, hash oil and grass in England in the
seventies was chiefly a late-night habit. Geoft, Wally and I
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would spend our evenings on a swing through the wine bars,
downing a few bottles of plonk, laying the cursory hard word
on a few bits of skirt and then stagger back to the flat, to tune
in to John Peel, the Old Grey Whistle Test and a five skinned
splift of baccy and Lebanese. Occasionally we laid our mitts on
some Afghani black, laced with white streaks of opium, and
would become so fabulously stoned that if Murphy was there
with his wise cracks, and fat Eric was up from the smoke and
we had anything left in the Johnnie Walker bottle we would
get so wound up we risked hernia from laughter.

To smoke some gear straight after breakfast in the blinding
Arizona sunlight was a new one on me. But I felt compelled to
adhere to the local customs and took a few puffs on the
wretched excuse for a joint rolled by the wild looking yank
next to me. Christ, I had smoked Gauloises streaked with hash
oil in Amsterdam, pulled on a chillum behind the blue
mosque in Mazar I Sharif and sampled the kief in Marrakech.
This lictle twist of dried grass shared between the four of us
would barely cop a buzz for a high school jerk. Once the joint
was passed Dali doused the hot tip in saliva pooled in the curl
of his tongue, tucked the roach in the hem of his cap and he,
Wiz and Stilt rose, grabbed a football and trotted across the
road to the park.

A few minutes or maybe a few hours later — to this day I
haven’t a bloody clue which — a shout from across the street
snapped me away from the vitally important study of the
dimples on the rind of a grapefruit that I had plucked from
Dali’s backyard tree. It was then that I realized that I had just
been introduced to new realm of indulgence. This wasn’t the
soporific high/low that I later learned came from oxidised
cannabis and hash but a brilliant, coruscating stimulus that
called for action.

As I jogged across the street to join the game all my drug
experience convinced me I could not remain upright for long,
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that in a couple of strides I would be sprawled in the grass
creased with laughter. But the Mad Jag held a further surprise.
Far from stumbling to the ground I felt light on my feet, an
illusion no doubt, but no less delightful. As I made the grassy
area of the park the ball spiralled lazily in my direction from
Dali’s practiced arm, seeming to hang forever in the harsh
desert sunlight. I accelerated under the parabola, deer swift,
goat sure, arms extended, fingers splayed to cradle the ball, and
continued the dream run into the end zone, little pigskin held
ostentatiously aloft.

We flung the ball around the park for what might have
been a minute or a day. Finally, we abandoned the game and
lay in bliss under the shade of the locust trees. I squinted up
through the leaves at the fierce, refracted light and tried to
make mental notes but of course it all faded away in slackness,
over stimulus, and the terror and the ecstasy, the misery and
the brilliance of the following ‘annus mysticalus’, the year of
the Mad Jag.

“Whad’you reckon to this ‘erb, Style?” Dali asked.

“Not bad” I said.

“Not bad he says!” Dali exploded, “Only a damn Limey
could come up with such condescending bullshit about the
best grass he ever smoked. You know who grew this righteous
gear? Why these two dudes right here. Up in Mad Jag canyon.
Under the Mogollon Rim.”

“The Wizards of the Rim,” I said.

“I wish youd keep our business shit classified.” Wiz
glanced across at Dali.

“The man does have a tendency towards a loose tongue.”
Stilt chewed thoughtfully on a blade of grass. As the one
amongst us holding the highest academic distinction he often
strove, tongue in cheek, to confirm the fact in Conan Doyle
idiom.

“And this year he’s looking for a new partner. Stilt’s been
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forced into early retirement. That’s the case, eh boys?” Dali
peeled a grapefruit.

“Maybe.” Wiz shifted his gaze my way.

“Well Jeremy Stylor here’s got nothing better to do with
his summer.” Dali went on.

“Hang on a mo.” I jumped in. “I'm headed back to
London. I’ve got a new contract starting in March.”

“I sincerely doubt the veracity of such a statement.” Stilt
stared up into the branches of the locust. “I understand you’re
partial to our part of the world, the climate, the mountains,
the young maidens.”

I knew I was caught.

“He’s a back country man. Climber, sailor, traveller. Just
the ticket for our game.” Dali handed round grapefruit
wedges.

“How ‘bout we take a hike in the Superstitions. I'll show
you where the crow roosts.” Wiz nodded rather too eagerly.
“You can start out on the way of the warrior.” I knew little of
his Carlos Castenada influences back then and wondered what
the hell he was on about.

In February of the previous year, seventy-nine, Wiz and
Stilt had parked at the hot springs in the then unspoilt Verde
Valley and set off downstream. After a couple of days hard
trek, they had turned away from the main drainage and found
themselves in the lower reaches of an east-west canyon that
showed intermittent water on the maps. Their speculation
that the surface water in this canyon would hold up year-
round was proven; and it was here that they first encountered
the deranged old cat that would leave his stamp on all our lives
over the next years.

They had celebrated finding their spot in true south-
western bohemian style: by imbibing some strong hallucino-
gens. As they sprawled around the fire chuckling,
anthropomorphising constellations, a nerve-splitting shriek
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rang out from the crag above them. They had stared into the
darkness, jumping in paranoia at the slightest rustle or fire fly
glow, until exhaustion overcome their terror. No sooner had
they bedded down when another roar, this time from the very
edge of the clearing, had them scrambling for weapons. Their
subsequent study of animal cries convinced them of the pres-
ence of an unlikely jaguar in the area and thus the canyon, the
grass, their whole operation got its name from that night.

On a broad ledge above the stream, they prepared a garden
and planted seed from the finest grass theyd smoked: a
glorious sativa strain from the mountains of Oaxaca. Once
they’d got the crop out safely their success fuelled plans for a
coup the following year. Stilt however faced a not insignificant
problem.

The stork-like fellow’s wife, the tall, elegant Joan, was a
U.S. Forestry Ranger. This had considerable advantages for
the wilderness grower: prior knowledge of activity in the back-
country such as raptor studies, boreal data gathering and
multi-agency busts of dope growers. When Stilt proposed a
second year of his weekend trade his wife welcomed the idea so
long as it accompanied his signature on the divorce papers.
Thus it was that my moons aligned and I alit in the Sonoran
desert in my thirtieth year to fill a job vacancy in the Mad Jag
operation.

Over the next few days, I considered Wiz’s offer and wres-
tled nominally with my conscience. The element that gave me
most pause was the effect that failure and its consequences
would have on my family. My father had worked like an ant on
his beloved Devonshire farm. He abhorred even the concept of
middlemen: estate agents, brokers, dealers taking a percentage
of his hard-earned harvests. What he thought of downright
criminals was unprintable. He shared none of his country-
men’s love of the ‘decent rogue’.

If T was nabbed the treatment meted out by local law
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enforcement would certainly pale in comparison to the slag-
ging and ostracising, I would receive from him. But time
would heal I reasoned weakly; and we weren’t going to get
caught, were we?

In the end the lure of the adventure in this amazing
terrain, the chance to make some serious dosh, the arguably
harmless euphoria of cannabis and the pusillanimous thought
that I might even be able to convince my dad that I was
following his profession outweighed any nagging doubts. A
couple of days later I drove up to Jerome and over a bevy in
the Spirit Room, pitched in my lot with the Wizards of
the Rim.



three

7 cratch me out a line.” Wiz spoke crisply into the
S microphone as he banked the little plane out over the
mesa. “Need something to calm me down after you

damn near put us into the canyon wall.”

I grabbed the thick navigation mirror and pulled the coke
vial from my jeans pocket. Kneeling on the floor I balanced the
mirror with difficulty, as the plane rode a stiffening breeze, and
spread out four snow banks with my clasp knife. I held the
mirror up to Wiz’s chin and offered the rolled bill. He
hoovered a line into each nostril and snapped his head back as
the powder bit.

“How many more bags do we got to drop?”

“Two”.

“Good. I don’t want to be buzzing this canyon much
longer or we might get some company out here.”

I snorted my dose from the mirror, savouring the
pineapple flavour of the cocaine that had been flown directly
from Colombia to the Verde Valley of Arizona only days
before and for an ounce of which we had traded our first
pound of the early indica. And as it coursed through me and
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my heart started to race and sweat began to bead my brow and
my spirits rose and dipped with the little plane, I cursed my
inability to reject a drug that I'd always swore I would never
touch, a drug that would fool and divide and fuck us all by the
end of the jag.

We approached the rim and Wiz slid the Cessna over the
pinyons and down past the basalt cliffs into the upper canyon.
I could see where the spring burst from the rock and the dry
creek bed turned to a lush copse of sycamores and cotton-
woods and where the beautiful, sweet-water creek surged
down the canyon to bring life to tree and bird and plant and
provide the source for our wicked, victimless crime.

Our next two runs were uneventful. We climbed out of
our canyon and towards the little town that stood in the pines
at the top of the Mogollon Rim, the huge escarpment that
runs from northern Arizona to central New Mexico and hides
hundreds of live-stream canyons like ours. We swept out over
the shallow head of Mad Jag canyon (we always called it that
and never used its map name, even in private) and my heart
took a belt as I saw the plume of dust and the vehicle crashing
out over the spit of land between our canyon and the next one
east.

“Holy shit” said Wiz through the headphones. “What the
frig’s he doing out here?”

“Who is it?” I asked staring hard at the big gas-guzzling
four-by working hard along the bad road.

“The Gila County Sheriff and he seems to be heading
somewhere fast.”

“Oh fuck me!”

“We better stay away, eh.” Wiz wristed the yoke to yaw the
Cessna north.

“What in Christ’s name is the sheriff doing out there?” I
stared at Wiz.
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“Who knows, man?” The ploughed-field brow of the
seasoned smuggler did little to ease my fears.

“Think he saw us flying out of the canyon?”

“Doubt it. He’s too far back on the mesa. “Bow season
starts in a couple of days. Probably just making sure nobody’s
getting a jump on the best bucks.”

I could see the truck clearly now, parked and a man
walking through the junipers, going east towards the rim of
the canyon next to ours. It was Willard Farr, Sheriff of Gila
County! He stopped and looked up at the plane; Wiz cursed.
The large man pressed on and I watched him pause at the rim.
He stood there for a while. I saw him turn and walk back from
the edge before he disappeared under the fuselage. Was he
going to walk the two miles over to the rim of Mad Jag
canyon?

“Jeez Jem. Pretty spooky seeing o’ Willard out here.”

It was sobering to think that someone of Wiz’s vast crim-
inal experience would share my concern.

“Yeah mate.” My stomach churned. “I hear he can be a bit
rough on those he gets in custody.”

“No shit.” His jaw was set. “Three Hawks and some of his
Apache buddies ended up in the Globe lock-up, once, after a
drunk. He beat the crap out of them. Three Hawks lost a
couple of teeth and one guy got a busted arm.”

“Let’s make a pass south of the mesa. Make sure he doesn’t
drive across to Mad Jag canyon,” I said.

“Sounds boring. Got a better idea.” The cheeks rose. The
goatee, which was, that day, woven into a Hell’s Angel’s
French braid, darted towards me; the mahogany eye glistened
ominously around the ostrich-egg headphone.

I sighed into the microphone; only too well did I know of
the Wiz’s antics at the helm of a skiff of the sky. The man loved
to fly, and like all wild pilots, loved to have someone alongside



26 Jonathan Slator

him when he had a chance to show his skills, particularly when
not burdened by a fuselage full of gage.

With a firm pull on the yoke and a kick of the rudder he
swung the plane into a tight bank over the Verde River.
Craning our necks, we were able to spot the sheriff’s Blazer
over the port wing as it worked up the dirt road along the
eastern edge of the mesa.

“Looks like he’s heading back towards the highway,” Wiz
said.

“Excellent. Let’s head home then.” I pleaded.

“Let’s just give him a goodbye wave.” The grin was
terrifying.

“Are we OK on fuel?” I tried one last ploy to avoid the
inevitable.

Wiz glanced at the instrument panel. “Sweet. Just.”

“Too bad.” I tried to find a way to brace myself between
the door and his seat.

In answer Wiz tilted the yoke forward and we pitched into
the great rift to the east of our garden home.

“The Narrows.” Wiz pointed to his left. “A fine place to
bid our fat friend a fond farewell.”

I looked across and cursed. The place of my partner’s
choosing was a tight ravine formed by a huge volcanic dyke,
which jutted vertically from the rim, and a secondary cliff on
the mesa. The dirt road skirted the edge of the abyss before
slipping through the constricted throat of “The Narrows’ for
maybe a hundred yards.

“What’s the wingspan of a 1822” I asked.

“Thirty-six feet.” He flung the little plane into a tight turn
that had me lurching against the door.

“Least you’re strapped into a seat.” I whined as I realised
the slot the road took, which we had often driven, was appre-
ciably less than the wingspan of a Cessna 182.

The Sherift’s truck clattered along the jeep trail heading
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inexorably towards the little cleft. Gunning the Lycoming 240
HP power plant to an ear trembling pitch Wiz ripped the
Cessna up to maximum speed. We flashed in towards the
Narrows and at the last instant, when it seemed both wings
would be clipped by the sides of the ravine, the crazy bastard
flung the plane perpendicular to the horizon and we
hammered sideways through the tiny canyon, the echoed
shriek of the tortured engine and the scream I was unable to
restrain, abetting the terror.

With all my weight slammed down on the pilot’s shoulder
by the plane’s radical attitude I strained to peer ahead. Just as
we seemed to have escaped the confines of the rock walls our
exit was blocked by the Sherift’s Blazer, tyres spewing gravel as
it skidded to a halt.

“Fuuuuck!” I shrieked and felt Wiz’s triceps harden as he
hauled the yoke back and the port wing bisected the gap
between the bonnet of the lawman’s truck and the cliff; the
wing tip tore through a mesquite bush, the plane lurched. In
the instant before the Cessna spiralled into the void I caught a
glimpse of the Sheriff’s enamel-splintering stare.

“Whoah baby!” Wiz yelled, wrestling the controls as we
pitched headlong into the canyon. I really don’t have much of
a clue what he did in those next few seconds that saved us from
a fiery end in the rocks below. At one point I had the view to
the rim and clearly saw Farr training binoculars on me. When
it seemed we were out of airspace and could not avert a cata-
clysmic meeting with the canyon floor I felt the Cessna
stabilise into more a less of a controlled dive and we hurtled
out over the canopy of sycamores.

“He’s got glasses. Think he can read the wing numbers?” I
gasped through the spanking surge of adrenaline.

“Doubt it. Anyway it’s Crisp’s registration.” The goatee
turned towards me and the great roaring laugh assailed me

through the headphones.
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“You’re a complete wanker, you know that. A complete
and utter wanker.” But I couldn’t suppress a pursed grin as the
laugh reverberated and Wiz guided the plane into the welcome
safety of the Verde Valley.

We had borrowed the plane from the most revered of all
this coterie of Arizona villains, the reserved and mysterious
Crisp. At the back of his house near Cornville this godfather
of the Verde Valley had improved a dirt road into a makeshift
landing strip for his turbo charged Cessna. With studied and
uncharacteristic restraint Wiz made a standard approach and
touchdown. We taxied to a worn clearing and scrambled from
the cockpit.

Two men, who represented the opposite ends of the crim-
inal spectrum: Crisp and Norbert, joined us to inspect the
damaged wing. As an international smuggler who owned the
Cottonwood airport Crisp was held in high regard by all the
villains I'd met during my year in the Southwest. Our relation-
ship was strained at first and guarded at best. He hadn’t forged
a successful career in his uncertain trade by opening his arms
to every wannabe who turned up. But by the end of the year
though, having proved myself a competent crook, he had
warmed to me in his reserved manner.

The other bloke, Nobby, we'd met in the Spirit Room in
Jerome one spring evening as we slaked our thirst from the
gruelling hike out of the canyon. A cultured Swiss traveling
through to who knew where, he'd blagged a job behind the
bar. As it was Sunday, the Phoenix bikers were in town, many
of whom holstered weapons, which, in any Arizona bar back
then, had to be handed over. I watched in amusement as they
unbuckled Smith and Wesson’s and Glock’s and tossed them
across the bar to the Swiss, who caught them cautiously and
shelved them.

“Where to next?” I leant on the bar as he tilted the glass to
pour my draft.
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“Ou souffle le vent.

Maybe the wind can blow in our direction, I thought.

The intense manner of the stocky Swiss with the professo-
rial look had amused us. Glaring at us through the pebble lens
specs he'd told us about his background in the Zurich art
world and how he’'d come to the West to see “zee vide spaces
through new eyes”. Within a fortnight we'd signed him up and
he had joined us on the hard trek into the canyon.

Crisp shook my hand. He had the rugged face of a good-
looking bloke in his early forties who'd been around the
block as far as any and farther than most. His skin was pock-
marked and leathery; a tad Redfordesque. From the left eye
socket to the bottom of his ear lobe a livid scar creased his
cheek. His eyes had a yellowish cast; a legacy of a tropical
illness.

“Steady flight?” he asked as we walked in front of the
plane. He stroked the damaged leading edge.

“Bit of wobble here and there.”

“No shit,” he said as he and Wiz checked out the buckled
wing.

“We’ll take care of the repairs,” Wiz said.

“We will2” I began my usual banter but added, after Wiz’s
scolding glance, and an even more sobering flick of Crisp’s
eyes in my direction, “Course we will. Trade or cash?”

“T’ll take some of that fine bud of yours. Top colas, yeah?”

“Top colas it is,” I replied.

“Vee keep the best vur you pal,” Nobby said to Crisp
without a trace of sycophancy; the two had become unlikely
friends and remain so. “Sativa or Kush?”

“I could go for some of the Mad Jag for sure.”

“The sveet smelling sativa for a man ov taste.” Nobby
flicked the tip of his nose with his forefinger. “Can we vly zis
crate to San Francisco?”

“Sure.” The master smuggler showed his usual brevity.
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“You guys fix the seats.” Crisp said. “Wiz, help me get the
Leb.”

As Nobby and I finished bolting down the seats the others
came back, laid two suitcases on the wings, and flipped the
catches. We all gave grunts of admiration at the serried array of
kilo bricks of blond Lebanese hash, each embossed with a
stamp in Arabic. The cases, along with a satchel containing a
couple of pounds of our recently harvested skunk were stowed
in the luggage compartment at the rear of the Cessna. Ten
minutes later Crisp roared the little plane down the dirt track
and up into the cobalt, Arizona sky and as we watched the
plane I reflected again on the unlikely concoction of our gang
of crooks: Wiz, the former military pilot, Stilt, the reluctant
dentist, Crisp, the career smuggler, Dali, the eccentric artist
and Nobby, a literate and urbane fop from the sophisticated
quarter of Zurich.
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he drive in the old International Scout back to
T Jerome was plagued by worries. Why was that fat

fart of a sherift creeping around our canyon on the
day we dropped supplies for the final phase? Had he heard the
plane and driven out to check? Were we under surveillance?
Had a posse been combed from multiple agencies and was
waiting for us all to hike in before springing the trap?

As I crossed the Verde River, I span the radio dials and
picked up an FM station out of Phoenix. The jock spieled the
news.

“National Security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, today
argued against President Carter’s decision to use his brother,
Billy Carter to enlist the help of the Libyan government in
securing the release of the Iranian hostages. Fifty-two Ameri-
cans have been held in captivity for more than three hundred
days after Islamic militants seized the US embassy.

President Carter’s rival in the upcoming Presidential elec-
tion, the GOP nominee, Ronald Reagan took a break from
the rigors of campaigning to visit Henry Kissinger at a Virginia
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estate. The former Secretary of State denied the talks had
anything to do with a job in a Reagan administration.

A Delta Airlines jet carrying 81 passengers and seven crew
was diverted to Cuba last night. This was the third such inci-
dentin a week.

In what is described as “the largest one-time seizure in the
Western US” DEA agents seized 20 tons of marijuana and two
boats in San Francisco on Thursday. Both boats and a truck
were traced to a Phoenix based non-profit corporation named
“Crippled Children’s Society of America”, which agents
described as ‘bogus’.

US crude oil supplies reached a record 391.4 million
barrels, more than 100 million barrels above the “accepted
minimum level”. The average price of gas in August is $1.23 a
gallon.

In sports John McEnroe outlasted Bjorn Borg in a five-set
thriller to retain his US Open crown.”

I shut off the radio and my thoughts returned to a
personal conundrum. How the hell was my affair with Molly
and the increasingly intolerable tension between Geoft, Emma
and I going to be resolved.

Our lives had been agonisingly intertwined since nineteen
seventy-five. That year, for three thousand quid and change,
Geoft and I had bought a two-up two-down in Moseley, a
suburb of Birmingham destined to become trendy. At the end
of our road stood the Moseley Arms.

One evening we strolled down to said pub for a couple of
pints of the landlord’s finest and ran into two girls from the
local college. It was my round so I bought the drinks while
Geoff honed in on the gorgeous Emma like a rat up a drain-
pipe and I was left with her charming but plain pal. A couple
of months later I asked Geoft when he was going to put Emma
back on the open market so the rest of us could take a crack at
her. He replied, pretty testily, that they were going to get
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married. Geoff, married? Christ, I was appalled. We'd been
best mates for years. We shared the house. Who was I to go out
on the piss with?

But married they were, with me as a last minute ‘best’
man, and Emma moved in. I had the back room upstairs
which adjoined the bathroom. I would lie there at night
cuffing a guiltless tumescence to a coughed anti-climax while
they gasped their way to satiation. Often on her return trip
from the bathroom she would whisper good night and I
would fake sleep. Emma and I would often spend nights
around the coal fire discussing Chaucer, quoting Wilfred
Owen or slagging Melville. She was the first and last woman in
my life I fell in love with before I shagged. Perhaps it was the
strain of leaving their jobs in England, perhaps it was the
worry of the project, whatever, something had clouded their
marriage since I had encouraged them to come out to the
Southwest; and I sensed Emma drifting away from Geoff, and
closer to me.

Once I was through the shopping mall and lines of tract
homes that passed for the town of Cottonwood and made the
turn up the hill my paranoia, as always, started to ease; soon
the tumble of houses on the mountainside, which formed the
town of Jerome, hove into view.

At the bottom of town, I glanced across at the little tree-
house where I had lived for my first month in Jerome. It was
up in those branches that I discovered that the hippy girls of
the warm climes of Arizona had the morals of the sluttiest
British barmaids but were wonderfully lacking any of that
Anglo-Saxon guilt. Unlike their sisters across the pond, they
were not content with a wild thrash under the sheets in the
darkness but preferred to cast aside their clothes in the bright
sunlight and encourage a coupling. One in particular who
helped me rock the paradise trees, was Annette; she climbed to
the nest with me one spring night and we read from the
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Rubaiyat of Omar Kayyam before succumbing to each other’s
wiles. She joined me several times in the hot spring days to
discuss Sufiism, solipsism, and Shepherd’s Bush, serve psilo-
cybin mushroom omelettes and to demonstrate consummate
oral skills. It was not till I was confronted one afternoon by
her husband ordering me into his pick-up, one arm stretched
back to finger the stock of the racked hunting rifle, that I had
the slightest clue she was married, but that’s another....

Turning the hairpin and driving back along the hillside
opened up the view to the Verde Valley laid out two thousand
feet below, to the crimson sandstone cliffs of the Mogollon
rim and beyond, floating like a white sailed schooner in the
pellucid sky, the snow dusted dome of the San Francisco
Peaks, sacred to Hopi and Navajo, skier and snowboarder
alike. Up here, in Jerome, where the chief of police accepted a
couple of top colas from the local growers for his silence every
fall, where the mayor wore a pony tail down his back and
where the town hovered like a hawk above the maddening
crowds of blue rinse, superannuated dolts choking the
gorgeous valley, I felt safe.

My shoulders seemed to lift as I entered the town and
some of the old lightness of living returned. That lightness
that had swept me and the lads through our twenties, through
those roaring years of exciting work and travel and climbs and
almost uninterrupted inebriation; that lightness that was now
tempered by the weight of our project, the celebration of my
thirtieth year, and the delight and strain of living with a smart,
beautiful, decent, educated, demanding young woman.

I parked and walked to the head of the steps that led down
to the house I shared with Molly. I paused as I heard the steady
beat of Steel Pulse and leaned over the rail to see her work
through her yoga asanas. Watching her pretzel that lithe figure
did wonders for my mood.

I trotted down the wooden stairs into the yard - a poor
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word the Americans use for, in this case, a delightful lawn and
flower and veggie terrace that commanded a fabulous view
from the bulk of Mingus Mountain to the San Francisco
Peaks.

“Welcome home,” she said when she heard me, and held
the ‘cobra’, back arched severely, head tilted to touch the soles
of her feet, and waited for attention. Deluded by Valentino
pretensions I started below the Adam’s apple and kissed up
across the stretched skin to the chin and lingered at her
mouth.

“D’you bring me a pressie?” She asked, switching to the
‘eagle’, balanced on one leg.

“Two,” 1 said, pulling the book, Zen and the Art of
Motorcycle Maintenance from the backpack pocket

“I hear that’s a great read.” She slowly unwound and
arched into a backward bow, her entire weight resting on her
pelvis, legs held high behind her head. “And what’s the
second?”

Against her feet I was able to ease the swell at my crotch
that the kiss had aroused.

“Ooh, lovely. T'll get into that as soon as I've finished my
stretch,” she said wiggling her toes against me. “Wanna go up
to the disco tonight?”

“Sure. Saturday night’s always a good one.”

“Wiz and Peggy are going. And Geoff and Emma said
they’'d be back from Phoenix.”

“Oh good. What are they doing in that hell-hole?”

“Looking for a truck. And dealing with some visa
problems.”

“Really.” T asked, trying to keep a neutral tone. “Are they
planning to stay in the states?”

“I'haven’t a clue,” she said testily.

I'settled into the swing seat in the corner of the garden and

watched Molly run through her poses. The bell of black hair
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shifted across her face as she changed stances. A white halter T-
shirt clung to her slim and modestly breasted torso. The
perfect hips and fine thigh muscles were partially covered by
baggy and torn khaki shorts. Aah, beautiful, complicated
Molly. Why couldn’t I accept her and her eccentricities, why
didn’t I marry her and settle here in Jerome for a spell? Her
shop could provide a steady living; all being well I would have
a few bucks from the crop; I could attempt to write the great
Anglo/American novel; the marriage would solve the residency
problem; I had fallen for the American southwest, its land, its
skies, the warmth of people and climate; and, despite claims to
the contrary, knew I wasn’t going back to the sycophantic
turmoil of the London TV world. But restlessness still
tormented me — and Emma’s shadow passed across my future;
in a few hours the die would be cast.

“Jem, honey.” Molly joined me on the bench. “Your
friends from England have been here a while now.”

“Yes love. A month almost.”

“Well, I was wondering ...”

“Yes darling?” God, that public school upbringing makes
such disdainful twats of its products.

“You know things haven’t been quite the same in our
house since they moved in.”

“It has been a little crowded.”

“I mean between you and I. We had such a wonderful
summer. Just the two of us hanging out here. Lately you've
been distant, spaced out.”

“I've been a bit preoccupied with the crop.”

“Things just haven’t been copacetic for me. I think it’s
time they found their own space.”

I knew she was right. We had put them up for a while.
And things had been different. I was distant because I was
beginning to fixate on Emma. The last thing I wanted was for
her and Geoff to move out.
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“You’re right love,” I said, which wasn’t a lie, “I will talk to
them about it tonight,” I said, which was. “It was brilliant
being here, just the two of us, these last couple of months.”

“Oh Jem. Thank you. I knew youd understand.” She
turned her face towards me and we kissed in the languid
fashion she liked to begin a session.

“Do you have any of that brilliant . It’s not even noon,” I
said, consciously adopting the American usage.

“Its not for me, as much as you. You know you stay up for
ever on that stuff.”

The aphrodisiac properties of the Mad Jag were becoming
legend in our circle. I slipped a joint from my wallet and we
shared a few draws. The foreplay resumed.

“This swing seat is godamned dangerous for this,” she said
leading me to the hidden niche of the garden between the
bougainvillea and the fence above the drop. “I've always
wanted to do it here. I have the best things in life: sunshine, a
view and a wonderful penis.”

Molly leant against the railing and arched her bottom
towards me. I reached to the crutch of her shorts and discov-
ered a rip in the seam. Sensing I wanted to get them off she
started to unbuckle them.

“Hang on,” I said, “I've got a better idea.” And I grabbed
the legs of the shorts and wrenched outwards. They gave easily
in a rasping tear.

“Oh, you asshole. Those are my favourites.”

“I’ll sew them back up.”

“Liar. You know I’ll have...Aaah.”

Her protests subsided into a moan. Despite the staying
power the Mad Jag endowed me with as I was soon moving
happily towards a climax. Molly sensed it.

“Be careful.” She gasped. “It’s not safe. Come in the other
place.”

“We haven’t got the jelly. It'll hurt — both of us.”
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“Over there,” she said, “Aloe vera. Well known for its
emollient and lubricant qualities.”

I reached for the succulent in the pot beside the swing
seat, broke off and handed her a stem. She slid a fingernail
down its length, scooped a full gob and reached back to gel the
head of John Thomas.

“Now you lube me,” Molly said and offered the splayed
stem. I dug out a generous blob and slid my fingers down
between her cheeks. She giggled, leant her shoulders on the
fence and clutched her buttocks. I applied the gel generously
and inched forward. Molly let out a squeal of delight as a
vulture swept up the canyon on the rising afternoon air and
banked near the fence to check the source of the cries of the

oddly melded humans.
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hat evening, as we sat on the deck, worked on a jug
I of margaritas and counted cloud-to-cloud lightning
strikes between the thunderheads towering over the
Mogollon Rim, Geoff and Emma turned up.
“Eh up, Style.” Geoft called as he came down the stairs.
Molly leant over to me and whispered, “You know he is a
very handsome, man. I'll miss having him around to look at.”
“He’s just average for an Englishman.” T joked and was
about to comment on Emma’s looks but thought better of it.
No doubt Geoft was a handsome git: five eleven, broad shoul-
dered, and now slim waisted thanks to the Arizona living,
sandy hair dyed blond by the desert sun and the fair complex-
ion, which had not always been perfect, now tanned and clear.
“Care for a margarita?” Molly asked.
“Twist my arm,” said Geoft.
“Emma?”
“A small one, thank you.” Said Emma and stooped to put
her bags down. I studied her face as she joined us. It wasn’t
perfect, not Liz Taylor in Giant gorgeous, but Christ it was



40 Jonathan Slator

marvellous. A halo of deep blond hair framed the angular face.
Her turquoise eyes had a delightfully intelligent sheen. An off-
kilter tooth was hidden by the swell of lips that would never
need collagen. And her ballerina’s body — oh lord I'll never be
able to describe that figure in sane language.

“Productive trip?” I asked

“Not too sure.” Said Emma. “You know what it’s like
dealing with immigration.”

“Well actually my dealings have been confined to border
crossings.” I said.

“Coming back from Mexico?” She asked, lighting a
cigarette.

“The last time I told ‘em I wanted to be the first
Englishman to hike the Pacific Crest Trail.”

“What?” Said Emma.

“Bollocks.” Said Geoff.

Molly merely raised her eyes to heaven.

“What’s the Pacific Crest Trail?” Asked Emma.

“The PCT, as us long distance hikers like to call it, runs
from the Sonoran deserts of the Mexican border through the
Sierra Nevada of California and up through the coastal ranges
of the Pacific Northwest to the Canadian border, spanning the
continent ....”

“OK, Style, spare us the slaver.” Geoft said. “How long is it
supposed to take?”

“Well, the keen hiker could make it in five or six months.
But as I shall be the first Brit, ’'m expecting some press along
the way. You know - the odd journo coming out from England
to struggle along beside me here and there.”

“Yes yes.” Said Emma feigning a yawn. “So how long did
they give you?”

“Ten months.”

“Ten months!” Geoft and Emma burst out together.
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“They fell for that line of crap?” Said Geoft.

“Precisely.” I said “They bought it.”

“Now you’re here committing a felony.” Laughed Emma,
the turquoise eyes sparkling.

“And living off the local populace,” said Molly.

I shot Molly a look. “There’s another three months before
my visa’s up. By then we should have a couple of bob stashed
away and we’ll all be in Mexico for Christmas on our way
down to Peru. Right love?”

“I sure hope so.” Said Molly. “Say. Can we have a little
taste of that pineapple to go with the margies.”

“Certainly.” I said and dug the coke vial out and scratched
out four hearty lines. I offered Emma the straw. She took it
reluctantly as I heard Molly sniff at the perceived snub.

“You know I’ve never really tried this stuff.” Said Emma
examining the rolled fifty-dollar bill. She poked at the powder
and attempted a little sniff. But she exhaled and the rest of the
line and part of the others disappeared into the ether. Molly
gasped and Emma cried out. “Oh lord. What have I done?
And this stuff is so expensive. I'm so sorry.”

“No worries. Tell you what. We’ll take our lines then you
can have your own on the mirror. You can practice.” I handed
the bill to Molly and she inhaled skilfully. Geoft and I
followed.

“I’ve got some ribs marinating. Would you guys light the
grill?” Molly went to the kitchen, Geoff sparked the barbie, I
set out a line of toot for Emma.

“You don’t have to do this, you know.” I said.

“Why do you say that?” She asked studying my face.

“Well.” I thought about it for a moment as I held her gaze.
“Some say it’s a rather insidious drug. That it’s very morish.”

“Addictive?” She asked. The proximity of her face was
terrifying.



42 Jonathan Slator

“Not physiologically. But the buzz is wonderful but short.
You soon fancy another.”

“Are you recommending I do not try it?” She asked, her
face again turned intently to mine, her eyes bright with antici-
pation and concern.

“Well Emma, as well as you know me, do you think I
would deter any one from attempting something adventur-
ous?” I asked feebly.

“No Jeremy. I do not.” She leaned forward, tilted the bill
to the cocaine and inhaled gently. In a couple of attempts she
had cleared the mirror and sat back, twitching her nostrils.

“What happens now? I don’t feel anything. Just a runny
nose.”

“Patience Emma. It’s a subtle high and takes a moment to
come on.”

“How did the supply drop go?” Geoff turned to me.

“A bit hair-raising.” I said, unconsciously lowering my
voice, and throwing a quick glance up to the street. “That Wiz
is some pilot. But he can put the fear of god in you.”

“Did you stay with Dali and Fiona in Phoenix?” Molly
reached through the kitchen window to hand Geoft the ribs.

“Yep.” Said Geoft and there was a pause punctuated by a
glance from Emma. Of course, it was a strain for Emma to stay
at their place, Fiona being Geoff’s ex and all. The handsome
sod had a checkered history. It wasn’t that he'd been that
much of a Casanova — just a good-looking bloke in the seven-
ties in the cities of England — and like any of us who had not
too ugly of a boat race and a passable line of chat he had, in his
time, charmed the knickers oft his share of crumpet.

“I’'m going to have a shower.” Said Geoft quickly to excuse
himself.

“I’ll do the ribs.” Said Emma and stood up moving to the
grill with a little sway. “Ooh Jem! I do feel a little funny.” She
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giggled. “That stuff is ..amusing.” She lifted the lid of the
barbecue, picked a rib from the bowl, and put it on the metal
rack. She watched it sizzle and thoughtfully licked the sauce
from her fingertips. She placed more ribs until her concentra-
tion lapsed and she touched the hot metal.

She let out a little cry.

“What happened?” I jumped forward.

“Burnt my finger.” She shook her hand.

“That looks like it’ll blister.” I held her hand. And then, as
it lay in mine, she slowly wrapped the uninjured fingers
around my thumb and squeezed. The action confused me. I
checked her face but she held it turned down. Behind, her in
the kitchen, I saw Molly look up at us from the veggie cutting
as she prepared a salad.

“I'’know a herbal remedy for that.” I said.

“You do, Stylor?” She looked at me quizzically, her eyes
watery, as she sucked the burnt finger. “I never heard you
show interest in more than one herb.”

“You'd be surprised at the changes in me since I came to
the states. I've been doing yoga. Meditating and studying
Zen.” I said, walking over to the aloe vera plant.

I broke off a stem of the plant and carried it back to the
grill. With the razor from the cocaine mirror, I slit the leaf,
then taking Emma’s hand in mine, I gently slid the sticky
sleeve down the length of her finger so it fit like the finger of a
glove.

“Aloe vera.” I said “Well known for its emollient and lubri-
cant qualities.” And from the kitchen I heard the stab of a
knife in wood and looked up to meet Molly’s glare as the knife
swayed upright in the butcher’s block.

After dinner, which began frostily but thawed as the
Shiraz flowed, I led the way up town, through the steep streets
and narrow paths and stairways. I felt Geoft pressing in behind
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me and knew him too well not to miss the signal for some
idiotic competition. I capered up a flight of stairs, tore across a
street, and climbed hard up another twisted path. As I headed
up towards the yard of the old school, thinking I'd done him, I
felt myself hauled back by the belt as the bastard flung me into
a spiky hedge and drove by me to lean on the school yard wall,
gasping and chuckling.

“Spawny git.” I flopped against the railing beside him. We
stared out over the gigantic valley as our chests settled.

“Some place you’ve found here, Style.”

“Beats Birmingham eh. Think you’ll stay?”

“See how your harvest goes first.”

“You and Stilt growing next year?”

“Happen.”

“What does Ems have to say?”

He turned to me for a beat, then away. “She’s OK with the
idea. She’s taken to it here.”

“Suits her, eh.”

“Maybe more than me.” A long sigh. “Jerome, the south
west, has changed her.”

“Did me.” I said. “No fucking doubt.”

“Not me yet. Not as quick as Ems, anyways.”

“She looks great on it. Fit as a butcher’s dog.”

Another look, but this one studied. I looked away, regret-
ting the statement.

“You can be an aggravating twat sometimes.” He shook his
head.

“Pardon?” My turn to stare at him.

“Spare me the bollocks, Stylor.” He spat into the void.
“Don’t do anything you might...” He broke off as Emma and
Molly panted up the steps towards us. He wheeled away and
we trooped into the schoolhouse.

The house music that was invading the disco scene didn’t
do much for me so I went to the DJ station and shouted for
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some Robert Palmer, Mark Knopfler or god forbid, some
Motown. The DJ nodded and I returned to our table where
Geoff and Emma, Molly, Wiz and his mussus Peggy and Dick
and Kathy, the local dope dealer and his old lady, sat, talking
animatedly or twitching to the tunes.

“What d’you ask for? Mott the Hoople?” Said Wiz, his big
eyebrows arching into the comma of dark hair and the array of
pearly teeth flashing above the goatee.

“Before my time.” I lied “I s’pose you actually like this
house crap.”

“It’ll get the heart beating,” he said. “You know before we
step out on the parquet we ought to get the business done.”

“OK.” I said and turned to Molly. “Scuse us darlin’. We
have to slip outside and take care of business.”

“I’ve heard that one before.” Said Molly smiling at Emma.

Wiz, Dick and I went outside and leant on the wall. We
were comfortable in shirtsleeves on a fine October evening, the
most glorious time of the year in the high desert. The summer
heat had passed, the nights were cool and the harvest was
underway. A new moon hung in the west and the constella-
tions flamed from the arched ceiling of stars. Orion wheeled
south, the seven sisters shone overhead and the ploughshare
pointed out the polar stasis.

“Fancy a bump?” I said, superfluously, pulling the toot
vial from my front jeans pocket. The lean jockey-like dealer
with the pebble lens glasses and wispy beard clenched his fist
and I tapped out a generous snort on to the upturned muscle
at the heel of his thumb.

“OK Dick.” Said Wiz taking out a film canister and
pouring a bud into Dick’s hand. “We’ve got about sixteen
pounds of this indica pruned and ready to go.”

The dealer broke off a little of the bud, crumbled it into
his palm and sniffed.

“Nice.” He said.
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“Top grade, primo,” said Wiz “great seed that Crisp
brought in from Afghanistan with his lapis last year. First time
it’s been grown seedless.”

Dick took his keys from his pocket and shone a light from
a tiny torch on to the bud. “Good resin. Hairs not too long.
Might be a bit immature. Is it all like this?”

“It’s ready man.” Said Wiz, flicking his hair back. “It’s
strong, skunky. People will go ape for this gear, man. You can’t
lose on it.”

“That depends on how much I pay for it.” Said Dick
taking a Rizla packet from his wallet and crumbling the dope
into a New York needle.

“What’s your offer?” I asked and Wiz shot me a look.
Obviously he felt I was busting in on his territory but I didn’t
like this Dick character too much and I’d heard some stories
around the valley that didn’t improve his standing in my eyes.
There was talk that some other dealers in the valley had got
mysteriously busted. Perhaps Dick had had his collar felt a few
years back and he’d avoided a stretch in the pokey by squealing
on the competition.

“I’ll have to give it the two-toke test.” Dick lit the joint,
took two long draws.

“It’ll pass, guaranteed,” I said “Soon you’ll be seeing stars
and your missus’ll look like Stevie Nicks. So what’s the offer?”

“Fifteen.”

“Fifteen hundred a pound! For some of the best indica
ever grown in this country.” I turned away in disgust, playing
the hand heavy.

“Easy Jem.” Said Wiz. “Dick that won’t meet muster man.
I know this shit will go for two hundred bucks an ounce in
Phoenix.”

“I can’t be sure it’s gonna move easy.” said Dick “I could
go sixteen.”

“Cash?” Asked Wiz.
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“No way” I said. “I won’t let my share go for less than
eighteen.”

“Can you cash us out or do we have to front you some?”
Said Wiz.

“50-50.” Said the dealer and picked shiftily at a nostril.

“How about this Dick.” Wiz was leaning in between us,
trying hard to find compromise. “Give us seventeen a pound
and you come to the woods and get it. Save us the hassle of
driving it to town. Jem? You in on that deal?”

“OK I'll go for that. But it has to be a total cash out.” I
added giving Dick a straight stare as my jaws ground on the
cocaine buzz.

“Can’t do that.” Dick said catching my eye briefly before a
streetlight glinted off the glasses and one eye disappeared. I felt
a shiver. “I don’t have that kind of cash in hand. It’s a lot of
scoots. Half up front and half when I’'ve moved the rest.”

“Then it’s no dice.” I said and realised that I was not only
talking like some film noir gunsel but that I was diving head-
long, again, into a situation which was way out of my depth,
driving a hard bargain with a man, who had survived many
years in a criminal demimonde.

Earlier in the season I had felt drawn by the justness of
the adventure. I'd even duped myself into thinking that the
Mad Jag was so righteous that we might change the world
with its purity. Growing this fine grass with its exquisite
smell and unique high in a beautiful rugged canyon had
seemed the hardly a crime. Now, as we charged into the last
phase of the project, events seemed to be racing ahead of us
and we were barely able to throw the track down ahead of the
train.

“Let’s figure the math.” Wiz pulled a calculator from his
pocket. “And then we can see if it pans out. 16 at 1700...2”

My mind ran ahead, 6 7s are 42, etc. I wanted to beat them
and took a stab atit.
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“27,200 dollars.” I said and a second later Wiz confirmed
it. “He’s right.”

“How about 20,000 up front and the rest, 7,200, within a
fortnight.” I said knowing the word would start a digression.

“What the fuck’s a fortnight?” Asked Dick and I thought I
glimpsed a trace of humour.

“Fourteen nights. Two weeks.” Said Wiz “I’ve had to learn
a new language working with this damn foreigner.”

“No, I've had to learn the new language.” I said “You’ve
had to learn the old.”

And there was a chuckle from all three of us.

“Are we on then?” Asked Wiz. “Twenty grand down and
you come to the mesa to pick it up? The balance in two
weeks?”

“If it has a good high, OK, we’re on.” Dick looked at us in
turn, held his hand out to Wiz first, then turned to me. “Good
doing business with you.” I felt a spinal uncertainty as I shook
the small hand; the wee feller walked inside.

Wiz and I soaked up the quiet for a beat.

“Pulling in this moolah will help us finance a couple more
missions, eh?” The bearded face grinned at me and I felt the
surge of anxiety that often accompanied such announcements,
and such sly grins.

“What do you have in mind now?” I asked cautiously.

“I've always said this growing game is just for raising
capital man.” He fixed me with that manic stare. “Now we can
really start to turn some profit.”

“Doing what exactly?”

“I’'ve been looking into Crisp’s Oaxaca contacts.”

“Don’t expect me to be part of some hare-brained smug-
gling scheme.” I told him. “I'm taking this crop out of the
canyon and then it’s home James and don’t spare the
horses.”

“You can’t book back to England now.”
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“Don’t bet against it.” I tried to sound convincing,
knowing full well he had me down.

“Whatever man.” He pressed on. “The Mexicans don’t
have a clue how to take care of their weed right? They soak it
in cola to hide the smell, then smash it into burlap sacks and
by the time it gets north of the line it looks like a compost
heap, smells like a treatment plant and you’re lucky if it gives
you a headache.”

“It’s not that bad.” I said having puffed a few reasonable
reefers from south of the border. “Remember the Mad Jag’s
from Oaxaca.”

“My point exactly. The Mexicanos have great seed they just
don’t know how to cure it. They don’t know about sinsemilla
and how the dudes up here go for the green.”

“You want me to go to Mexico and supervise a harvest.” I
shook my head.

“You just need to go down a couple of times. And you'll
never have to transport the stuff. Also the Mexes don’t have
any indica; just sativa. We can take a bunch of indica seed.
Oversee the harvest and bring back plane loads of top-grade
skunk buds that cost us say a couple hundred bucks a pound
and we can flip ‘em for over a grand apiece. What do you say?”

“Last time I was in Mexico I ended up in the Hermosillo
jail.” I said recalling a bad night when my traveling partner was
beaten senseless beside the road by the Federales.

“Think about it. I plan to use the cash to bankroll some
scams. Remember pal, money’s round...”

“...meant to roll. That’s what makes America great.” I said
repeating one of his favourite lines.

“You got it.” He chuckled. “But listen, man. It’s not just
about making some solid dough. Cannabis has been grown
and used for thousands of years and not just to get high. The
goddamn government calls it a Class A drug along with heroin
to justify the billions they spend on the DEA.”
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“The War on Drugs. Nixon’s baby.” I snorted.

“Exactly. The crook himself.” Wiz shook his head. “No
one ever talks about the medical qualities of weed, the CBD,
the cannabidiol that doesn’t get you ripped, that can be
extracted to treat people for all sorts of conditions: it’s an anal-
gesic, lowers blood pressure, treats glaucoma, all sorts of health
shit. Maybe one day it will be sold on main street and people
won’t be locked up for years cos they smoked a jay on the
porch. Jesus!!” He hawked and spat over the school house
wall.

“Don’t hold your breath.” I turned. “Let’s shake a leg,”

Back in the school house disco we all hit the dance floor. I
sidled between Peggy and Molly and did my best Joe Cocker
while my mind wandered to the conversation with Wiz.
Despite my best efforts to dispel it I could feel that fatalistic
side of my character beginning to prevail. Could we get away
with smuggling some weed from southern Mexico?

As to the stigma if we were caught? What country doesn’t
have a guilty love of the brigand, the bandit, the train robber?
Wasn’t there a universal fascination with the big-hearted
crook, the villain who snubs his nose at authority and pulls oft
the big blag, as long as he doesn’t kill or maim someone in the
process?

We swayed around in a loose group till I was paired with
Emma. I concentrated on the daft moves of the solo dancer
fancying his chances: arms aloft, body arched, the pathetic
sidle in behind the turned figure. To my surprise and mild
terror Emma responded. Soon we were whirling in unison and
I felt electricity crackle between us. When she smiled up at me
and pivoted to angle her bottom in my direction, I felt the first
pang of doom.

We hung on till the death and then wandered out and
down through the steep stairways of Jerome. An unblemished
vault of stars toppled overhead, sweaters were flung over shoul-
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ders, voices rang through the autumn air. Molly took my arm
as I stared up into the night sky and knew I could never again
live in a place where I didn’t welcome clouds.

At the kitchen table Molly poured some bourbon and
without invitation dug into my jeans pocket for the coke vial,
pausing at my old man for a quick placatory clench.

“Ooh’” Said Emma as she watched Molly chop some lines,
“I’'d like another stab at that stuff. I felt wonderful on the
dance floor.”

“You looked wonderful.” T added, suftered a withering
glance from Molly and Geoft and swiftly changed subject.
“Now you two are planning to come down into the canyon to
help with the pruning, yeah?” I'looked at Geoft and Emma.

“Pruning?” Said Geoff, chuckling. “Will we be using
secateurs?”

“Manicure scissors work best.”

“My god it must take ages. How many plants did you
grow?” Said Emma.

“Roughly a thousand.” I replied with a smirk.

“A thousand. Jesus wept!” Said Geoff “We’ll be there till
Christmas.”

“We reckon with ten of us in the canyon working steadily
it should take about a fortnight.”

“And we’ll stay down there all the while?” Asked Emma, a
grin conveying her excitement. “Just like Girl Guides camp.”

“Except that if you get caught at Girl Scout camp you’re
not risking a couple of decades in the state penitentiary.” Said
Molly.

“Twenty years! You’re joking?”

“Regularly it wouldn’t be that much but these guys chose
to grow in the most redneck Mormon county in Arizona.”
Molly punctuated the statement with a swift snort of her line
and pushed the tray towards Emma.

“Not to mention,” said Geoft, hoovering deftly. “There’ll
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be plenty of cocaine and guns about just to make sure we get
our collars felt for a felony.”

“No guns.” I said firmly. “Absolutely no firearms. I've
insisted on that since the beginning. I had a problem with one
of Wiz’s mates and it nearly came to blows.”

“Hey. It’s Arizona. No gun, no Harley, no vote.” Molly
pushed the mirror towards me and gave a start of surprise
when I held my hand up.

“You aren’t doing any?” She clocked me in amazement.

“I’m sick of the stuff.”

“C’mon, don’t be a party pooper.”

“I'm not enjoying it. It feels weird. My ticker especially.”
Ten years later, when diagnosed with bundle branch block the
MD would ask me if T had used cocaine in the past.

“Honey, you're as strong as a bull. Let’s just finish this
gram and then you can think about quitting.”

“OK. OK. I just don’t like the uh....vibe of this gear.” I
snorted.

“You really think we’d be in serious trouble if we were
caught, Molly?” Geoft sucked deep on a fag and chomped his
jaws together.

“The DEA are going to screw with the weight count.
They’ll pile the full plants on the scale, call it a couple of thou-
sand pounds and say they’ve busted a major ring.” Molly tilted
the bourbon bottle, laughed mirthlessly, and topped up all the
shot glasses.

“Thanks for helping me to recruit a crew, darling.” I
turned to Geoft and Emma. “It’s up to you lot. You just have
to sit in a beautiful canyon in the lovely autumn weather and
snip away at a few buds. The chances of getting copped down
there are very slim. Day rate, two hundred a day, room and
board on the house.”

“Baked beans and a bear trashed tent.” Molly laughed.
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“But it is a gorgeous piece of real estate. Too bad there isn’t a
road in there, we could sell creekside lots for ......”

“Over my dead body.” I rose and turned to the English.
“Let me know in the morning.” I picked up the coke vial and
headed for the bedroom.

“Couldn’t you leave that here, sweetheart?” Said Molly. “I
just want one more. And you did say you were quitting.”

I looked at her, noticed her eyes were watery and her skin
was drawn back against the tight lips.

“It’s all yours.” I said “But do be careful with this stuft,
love. It can easily get the better of you.”

“Twill.”

In bed I gave Edward Abbey a crack but finally found
myself listening to the chat in the kitchen as the coke worked
its insidious hold on me, and them. The shower was running
and I realised Emma was bathing. There was only one bath-
room in Molly’s place and I needed to clean my teeth, desper-
ately! I slipped from the bed and into the bathroom.

“OKif I brush my teeth.” I asked disingenuously.

“Of course.” She answered without hesitation.

Sadly, the heat steamed the shower curtain; but behind it
the profile of Emma’s fabulous figure was still discernible.

The bathroom door swung open and Molly’s voice had a
barbed edge. “Jem. Emma is in the shower. You shouldn’t be
in here.”

“Two days ago we were all skinny dipping in the Verde
River.”

“Big deal.” She snapped.

“Why?” T insisted but knew I was looking for an
argument.

“Jeremy. I need you to quit this bathroom right now.”
Molly’s tone was absolute.

I returned to bed. A few minutes later Emma came
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through our room to reach hers - a route that could be avoided
and I knew, delightedly, something was up. She held the towel
wrapped above her breasts but as she reached for the door
handle, she let the towel fall so that I wcould see her naked
back slip through the doorway. I lay there feeling a madness
well up from somewhere deep as Molly and Geoft flapped the
lip at the kitchen table.

The lunacy took me and I made, or did not make, a deci-
sion that would affect the rest of my life. Pulling on a pair of
jeans but omitting to zip the fly I strode into the kitchen.
Geoft and Molly looked up.

“Why don’t you two sleep together and T'll crash in the
back with Emma.” I heard the words but barely grasped that
they came from my mouth. I was in limbo - at once detached,
dispassionate, yet tense, taut, like the first time speaking in
public. Geoft and Molly stared at me, appalled, slack jawed,
dumbstruck. I zipped up my fly, a gesture I would always later
claim was incidental but which always fell on cloth ears, and
returned to the bedroom to await the fall-out.

It came fast.

“You think you’re sleeping in my bed!” Molly’s anger
flooded the room. “Dream on buddy. It’s the back porch for
you. And hit the road in the morning.” She snatched the
sheets off me.

“Molly I was just...”

“Save it Jeremy. Just get the fuck out of my bed.”

I slipped by her and made my way out to the porch. I trod
lightly past the window of Geoft and Emma’s room, eased
Molly’s calico cat to one side, resisted the urge to cuft it, and
slumped on the couch.

My cautious approach had not tipped off the English
couple to my arrival outside their window. I was soon a reluc-
tant eavesdropper on an intense row.

“What the hell was all that about?” Geoff snapped.
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“I’ve no idea.” Emma’s voice was calm, yet defiant, almost
thrilled.

“Give over, Ems.” Pain underscored his tone like deep
water in a stream. “Don’t tell me you haven’t encouraged
Style.”

“I'haven’t done any such thing!” Her turn to snap.

“Cobblers.” Geoff snorted. “You two have been playing
footsie since we came to Arizona.”

“That’s simply not true.”

“I'm not blind Emma.” His voice rose an octave. “You
certainly haven’t had a lot of time for me recently.”

“And you've been tearing my clothes off every night, I
suppose.” I imagined her glaring across the room.

A weighty silence.

“Look.” Geoff groped for words. “I know I’ve been a bit
tense since we came over here.”

“Maybe we should think about going in to therapy.”
Emma’s voice was quieter.

“Therapy! Jesus! I wanna go to therapy like I wanna beat
my old man with a steak mallet. We’ve only been in this hippy
dippy backwater for a couple of weeks and you’re already
talking like one of ‘em. Soon youll be suggesting
aromatherapy or numerology or some other new age wank.”
Geoff drew a tired breath. “Sometimes I wish we'd stayed back
home.”

“Perhaps you should think about that then.” Her voice was
firm but there was an underlying tinge of fear.

“Emma!” I heard his feet pound across the room, followed
by her gasp as she sat back on the bed. “Emma. If T ever hear
you make a fucking suggestion like that again I won’t be
responsible for..” Her shriek was shrill for a second, then
muted. I sat up, wondering if I should rush in to their room,
but stood firmly on the porch boards and walked heavily to
the rail.
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Geoft’s volume dropped to a fierce whisper. “We’re man
and wife, Emma. And that’s the way I intend it to stay. So
don’t ever make a fucking suggestion like that again.”

The silence was palpable. I gazed out over the enormous,
moonlit valley, and cursed and cursed.



Six

1 ick, sorry about this mate, but I'm going to have
D to put the blinders on you for the last stretch.”

It seemed absurd but Wiz had insisted that I
blindfold Dick for the last dozen miles of the drive to the
canyon rim, but I followed orders. We reached the pass on the
General Crook Trail that led from the oven of the Verde Valley
to the cool pine country; I pulled the Scout on to a dirt road
amongst the ponderosas.

“Jeez. This is a pain in the ass.” Dick complained. “Like
I’'m gonna tell people where you guys have your crop.”

“The less you know the less you can tell if you’re ever in a
bind.”

I tied the scarf around his head, recoiling as a shower of
exfoliated scurf rose from his thinning pate. I put him in the
back seat and made him lie down. It might seem a bit odd to a
passing driver to see a blindfolded man sitting bolt upright in
the back of an old truck.

I drove back to the highway and a couple of miles later
dipped down through the switch backs that marked the begin-
ning of the Mogollon Rim.
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“Want to listen to the radio, Dick?”

“Whatever!” Was the muffled reply.

I found some Boz Scaggs on an AM station from some-
where in the vast Midwest. The song ended and the Associ-
ated Press news came on.

“The war between Iran & Iraq has escalated according to
sources in the Persian Gulf. Iranian rocket attacks have
destroyed a power plant near Basra while in Baghdad state
sponsored television claims Iragi troops have made significant
advances into enemy territory.

Representative Michael Myers was expelled Thursday
from the House on a 376-30 vote. Myers was convicted in
August for his involvement in the Abscam scandal. He was
found guilty of accepting bribes from FBI agents who claimed
to represent an Arab consortium seeking congressional favors.

Billy Carter says he isn’t apologizing for “a damn thing” in
his dealings with Libya. Appearing on the Phil Donahue Show
the president’s brother claimed he did not act improperly in
accepting a $220,000 unconditional loan.

Iran’s parliament has chosen the mullah who led the
assault on the US Embassy to head its commission on the fate
of the fifty-two hostages.

Muhammad Ali has failed in his bid to become world
champion for the fourth time. The 38-year-old was beaten
badly by a man he used to spar against, Larry Holmes. Two
years of retirement had taken their toll and Ali was unable to
answer the bell for the eleventh round.”

A thousand feet lower where the pines thinned, I turned
through the little town wed code-named, Fruitown, and
followed the road towards Relic Canyon. A few cabins and
trailers lined the road. After a mile the asphalt turned to dirt
and the flora changed almost at once to the high desert
scrubland.

The road took a wide curve as the enormous gash of Relic
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Canyon came into view. I hit the washboards too fast and felt
the old Scout cut loose as it juddered through the corner.

At the next bend I was surprised by two men ducking into
the road-side trees. I slowed to check them out as they scrab-
bled up the bank and was relieved to see the scrufty jeans and
sweat shirts and pathetic bundles of belongings. Illegals.
Wetbacks, working their way up from the border for a chance
at the Yankee dollar. I looked at the two wiry men, their gaunt
features betraying the desperate nature of their lives; hollow
eyes stared down at me, as nervous as deer. I reflected ruefully
on my own immigration status and how one wag in the group
had dubbed me the ‘fogback’. But the wry grin was wiped in a
scrotum wrinkling second as barrelling round the hairpin, a
mere hundred yards shy of the jeep trail we took east to the
Mad Jag mesa, was Sheriff Farr’s Blazer. I swung the Scout into
the bar ditch.

“Get down Dick. On the floor!” I snapped and heard the
dealer scrabbling behind me. I snatched my faded serape from
the passenger seat and flung it over the huddled figure.

The Sherift slowed on the narrow road and as he stopped,
I stared in horrified fascination as his window lowered. My
chest pounded and my mouth felt as if it had just been scraped
with steel wool.

“Howdy Sheriff.” I nodded at his pinkish, broad visage. A
thick tuft of nostril hair jutted from each side of the red
septum and one carried a fleck of dried snot. But it was the
eyes that were most riveting, deep blue and with all the icy cold
that that colour metaphorically holds. His lips parted the
lantern jaw and he ground the lower incisors against the back
of yellowed uppers before he spoke. A bulge beneath the lower
lip betrayed the wad of chew.

“Howdy.” His eyes flickered over the inside of the vehicle.
“Goin huntin’ today?”

“No. Goin’ for a swim. By the bridge in Relic Creek.” I
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tried to half mumble the words, hoping to disguise my accent,
but merely succeeded in sounding more nervous.

“A swim, ¢h?” His steel blue eyes bored into mine and the
fair, pyramid brows arched. “Little late in the year for swim-
min’ ain’t it?”

“Uh Maybe so.” I edged the clutch out.

“Say feller.” He leaned and spat a black ball of phlegm on
my rear tire. “Keep a sharp eye out. There’s all sort of strange
parties out here this time of year.” He swept his eyes across the
back seat as I jerked the Scout forward.

With one eye on his vehicle in my wing mirror and half my
ticker in my esophagus I drove slowly round the bend and
then charged forward to a small turn out. I grabbed my binoc-
ulars, leapt from the truck and pounded up the steep ridge to
its brow.

The Sheriff’s truck was moving slowly away. What lousy
fucking timing. What wretched luck. Was it just coincidence?
Had he seen Dick’s huddled shape?

I slumped against a rock and waited for my heartbeat to
settle and the wave of nausea to ease. I was about to move back
from the ridge when I heard the sheriff’s truck skid to a halt. I
snapped up the Zeiss glasses and watched the huge ‘peace’
officer exit his vehicle, firearm drawn. His fierce bark rang out.

A few moments later the two ‘mojados’ slunk in to the
ditch. The sheriff barked orders and the men spread-eagled
against the side of the truck. Cautiously he frisked them, then
one of the men turned to speak and the big oaf leant back,
balled his fist and smashed it into the skinny feller’s kidneys.
The man doubled forward with a scream and, as the other
twisted to see, the sheriff swung the barrel of his Glock into
the haggard face of the Mexican, lifting him off his feet and
sending him spinning into the bar ditch.

The lawman stood back as the two men groaned and
writhed. He surveyed his handiwork with a smug grin then
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slipped handcuffs from his belt, cuffed the first man and
shoved him unceremoniously into the back of the truck. Step-
ping into the ditch he reached for the second feller who
crawled away in terror obliging the sherift to lurch after him.
He delivered another murderous slap to the man’s head before
hauling him by the scruff to the unit.

I lowered the binoculars and lay with my face in the dust.
Christ Almighty! To see proof of Willard Farr’s mean streak in
the flesh was terrifying.

I drove the truck back and turned hard on to the jeep trail
that led to our mesa. After a couple of miles of wrecking shock
absorbers, I pulled the truck into the shade of a stout pinon.

“OK mate.” I said “It’s shanks pony from here.”

“I suppose that means we’re walking,” whined the dealer
climbing from the truck and stretching. “You guys sure know
how to make a guy hurt.”

I shouldered the heavy pack of food, clippers, torches,
stove fuel and other necessities for the harvest work ahead,
locked the truck, hid the keys under a stone and marked its
position carefully. Wiz and Nobby would be driving out of
here and I would be going down into the canyon for one last
blissful spell alone before the players trooped in for the
final act.

I set a brisk pace across the shattered plates of rock and
hard clay. Dick stumbled behind and grumbled about the
hike, the heat, the bugs. We dipped through a couple of
arroyos and skirted an open clearing before weaving through
the trees to the rim. We followed it south for a couple of
hundred yards before turning away from the edge to a black
basalt edge.

“Make a fire here at sundown.” I said, trying not to sound
like John Wayne. “Whatever happens stay here. Don’t wander
oft.”

“When? When do you think you’ll make it back by?” Dick
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said, obviously ill at ease in these surrounding, away from his
Phoenix bungalow. “This place is scary.”

“Just wait. Don’t smoke any weed. Keep your wits about
you. There could be all sorts of people about this evening,
including DEA agents disguised as bow hunters.”

“You’re a real comic, you know that.”

With a chuckle I turned on my heel and strolled to the
rim. Despite the tension of the day my spirits were high. All
being well we would be splitting Dick’s cash in a couple hours.
In another fortnight we would have the bulk of the sativa
pruned and bagged and ready for the helicopter to fly it out of
the canyon - yes, a helicopter! Wiz, a fixed wing pilot in Nam,
had added the rotary license and was itching at the chance to
drop a Jet Bell Ranger into our canyon.

I ambled along towards the westering sun and gazed up at
a great anvil cloud towering over the Verde River. Although
the summer heat had fallen off it was still over eighty degrees
in the valley at noon, warm enough to produce the odd thun-
derstorm, the fabulous Indian summer of the desert
Southwest.

I looked down on the yellowing band of sycamores and
cottonwoods that hid the creek. I longed to be down there.
Paradise is a much-abused term in these days of hipster travel
but a sweet water year-round stream gurgling through an
avenue of broad-leafed trees down a rose cliffed canyon on hot
dry-uplands ranked right up there with, IMO, the primo, arca-
dian spots on our lonely planet.

I watched the nighthawks wheeling in the dusk, wings
barking like rutting deer as they dove after insect prey, and
reflected on my recent suggestion of the wife swap. Within a
couple of days Geoft and Emma had found an apartment in
the Old Jerome Hotel. I had been forced to spend a couple of
nights in the old tree house in the gulch, which had lost much
of its early romantic allure. Finally I had returned to Molly’s
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apartment to get my clothes and found her sitting disconso-
lately on the front porch.

'”

“You’re an asshole, Limey!” Was her curt opener.

“So I’ve been told.”

“I'm not the only girl you’ve handed this bullshit then?”

“That’s not quite what I meant.”

“Why would you say a thing like that, Jeremy?”

“I don’t know, the coke, the late night. I've been feeling
pretty tense recently with the crop coming on.” I sat in the
chair next to her.

“We’re all stressed out, Jem.” She leaned in towards me.
“Did you think I was putting the hard word on Geoff?”

“You had said you fancied him.”

“I had said I thought he was a handsome dude. That
doesn’t mean I was desperate to jump his bones. I've got one
Englishman to handle. That’s quite enough.” I turned to meet
her gaze. The raven black hair formed a proscenium to the
suntanned, freckled face. The dark brown irises glistened, the
whites were blood tinged.

“I'm sorry. It was thoughtless. I don’t know what came
over me.” I put an arm across the back of the chair.

“You’re an asshole.” She repeated and laid her head on my
shoulder. I sighed with relief, and my cynical persona leapt for
joy. I'd have a place to stay and, if I played my cards right, a
regular squeeze for the last leg of the journey after all.

A movement between the sycamores in the stream bed,
fifteen hundred feet below me, snapped me away from my
recollection. Through the binoculars I saw Wiz and Nobby
hopping boulders toward our rendezvous, beside the creek, at
the base of the wash.

Panting, I made the top of the tumble of rocks, which
formed the only reasonable access into the canyon. From a
stash we'd dug under a tree stump I pulled a stout canvas bag
and dragged out our climbing rope. Scrambling into a coffin



64 Jonathan Slator

like slot at the rim I threaded the rope through the one-inch
belay tape, which wed fixed there in the spring, and lobbed
the two ends down the cliff. With another loop of tape and
the belt in my jeans I was able to fashion a harness. Clipping
the doubled rope through the figure of eight I jumped off the
lip and abseiled to the base. I pulled the rope through, shied
away as it lashed down and quickly hid it at the base. Then I
started the treacherous descent through the cascade of massive
blocks of black igneous, which we called the Salt Mine due to
the sweat we'd shed clambering up, and down, the long,
tortuous tumble of hot black boulders all summer.

Thirty minutes later I stood on the canyon side, at tree top
level, settled my heaving chest and whistled the shibboleth.
The response was immediate and I climbed down the last
pitch to the creek.

“You’re late on parade, lieutenant.” Wiz was kneeling
beside the creek.

“Got held up.” I added quickly.

“Nobody holds up ze Englisch. Ze Battle of Waterloo was
won on the playing vields of Exeter. Ja.” I had made the
mistake of telling Nobby that I had attended a minor public
school and he never missed a chance to wind me up about it.
The solidly built Swiss was slumped against the bole of a tree,
smoking a fag, wearing shorts as always, his wedding tackle
flopped out of one ragged leg.

I dropped to my haunches and drank deeply from the deli-
cious, crisp water of our creek, which pulsed from between
strata of limestone a stone’s throw up-canyon from where I
crouched.

I had thought Wiz was also drinking but then I heard him
singing softly, Lennon and McCartney’s ‘Yesterday’.

“Iknow you love this creek, but...” I glanced at him.

“According to this Japanese guy, water responds to positive
thythms to produce beautiful shapes when it freezes.” He
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crooned the chestnut before finishing the explanation. “I've
been working on this pool all year. 'm coming back in the
winter to check it out.” He gave me a neutral glance and I
reflected again on the mysterious nature of the man.

I doused my face from the stream, swept back my hair, and
looked at Nobby to get his take on Wiz’s latest eccentricity.
Nobby grinned and shook his head. I noticed the slightly jaun-
diced cast to his face.

“You OK?” I asked.

“Nobby took a spill in the creek.” Wiz pursed his lips in an
attempt to avoid creasing up. The Swiss had spent long spells
in the canyon that summer and every time we came in to
relieve him, he seemed to have suffered some accident.

“What’ve you done now?”

“Aah Vuck me, Chem.” He groaned. “A vew days ago I vell
on to a rock in the creek.” He rubbed his back and stretched.
“I'am pizzing blood vur days. Aah Vuck.”

Nobby had claimed to be on a fast, a prolonged medita-
tion while in the canyon, but knowing his love of cannabis it
was not unreasonable to presume that he had been stoned out
of his skull from first light till night. His insistence on wearing
shorts or a wrap around skirt and sandals the entire time as
part of his ‘discipline’ meant that Wiz or I often came into the
canyon to find him in some state of medical malaise: lacerated
shins, his back pitted with bug bites, a scorpion sting, a stab
from an agave bayonet. The seriousness of this latest mishap
was not lost on us but the humour of it was too much. Wiz
caught my eye again and cracked up, and I let out a laugh.

“Ach vuck youz guys.” Nobby yelled but his eyes sparkled
and he gave a rueful tight-lipped smirk.

It was harvest time and the three of us who’d worked and
sweated and worried through the year together were now
about to reap reward. I looked around at my cohorts in crime,
at the gorgeous creek side that had been our home for three
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seasons, and the boxes of herb ready to be carried out and sold,
and I laughed.

“We better get going. Sun’s over the rim.” I said. “Which
one’s mine?”

“Take your pick.” Wiz held a palm out to the three packs.

I hefted a couple of the loads. “This one seems lightest.”

“Tote the other then.” His tight goatee angled challeng-
ingly toward me; big eyebrows arched into the questioning
frown. I knew the source of his needle. As a guy who'd been
through officer training in the US military, he had done his
share of ‘rucks’, fast hikes with heavy loads, and he could
certainly take me on the flats. But for some reason my simian
rib cage gave me the edge on the climbs.

We shouldered the loads

“Here we go boys.” Wiz looked around at us and
grinned. “If the Great Spirit smiles on us it’s time to cash in.
No more scrimping and scraping.” He loved the Beatles. “It’s
fat city from now on.” He held his palm back, like a relay
runner waiting for the baton, and we two undemonstrative
Europeans were happy to slap the American low five. “Let’s
go then. Rendezvous at the Stellar’s Perch.” Wiz strode across
the boulders and started on the steep, brutal climb away
from the stream towards the western rim, already deep in
shade.

Throat scalded, chest wracked, quads twitching, I
squatted under the pinyon at the Stellar’s Perch, so named by
us after the Stellar’s jay that often squawked down at us when
we rested there.

Wiz came up next and slumped back against his pack. I
passed him the water bottle. We looked out over the canyon as
he calmed his lungs; the shadow line was just edging up the
Anasazi ruin on the eastern cliff; the jet-black thunderhead
loomed over the canyon from the south; a keen breeze chat-
tered through the shrubs and dried our sweat.
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“So what held you up?” Wiz slipped his arms into a pile
vest.

I told him of the chance meeting with Willard Farr, and
described the sheriff busting the wetbacks.

“Thart asshole’s a disgrace to his uniform.” Wiz, the mili-
tary vet, hawked and spat. Then he turned to face across
canyon, the eyebrows angled in concentration.

“Is that him? Is that the jag?” His voice was gravelly with
excitement.

I'swivelled my head to match his eye line. “Where?”

“There in the saddle, above the Anasazi ruin.”

I followed his outstretched arm and noticed the bright
shape that had caught his eye. I scrabbled for my binoculars,
fingered them into focus and caught a flash of a large cat form
before it disappeared from the skyline.

I spun my head to Wiz, who continued to stare ahead.
Since his first hike into the canyon with Stilt and their terri-
fying encounter with a very angry feline, Wiz had speculated
constantly on the presence of the jaguar and though he’d seen
multiple tracks and heard many night-time shrieks, he'd never
seen the creature.

“Damn man.” I said. “Whatever it was had the shape.
Cougar? Bobcat?”

“Maybe it was a nagual.”

“A what?”

“Don Juan tests Carlos in the ways of the warrior.” Wiz
turned to me. “One day a jaguar stalks them. Don Juan tells
Carlos he has to keep his cool. It may be the real thing or it
may be a nagual. An enemy magician, who can take the form
of an animal. To do evil.”

I smiled at him. Since our early days Wiz had regaled me
with Castenada lore. I had at first dismissed it as dubious at
best. But so much had happened during my time in the
canyons and so many layers of reality had been separated and
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melded that my inbred scepticism had given way to a reluctant
acquiescence.

“Willard Farr in jaguar form? Hed have to shed a few
pounds.” I smirked.

“Not so many. They’ve recorded jaguars at over three
hundred pounds.”

“Bout the sheriff’s weight.” I said and we both laughed.

Nobby hauled himself in beside us and flopped down.

“Alright mate?” I helped him pull off the pack and looked
at his face. His cheeks were hollowed and his eyes watery.

“T’ll make it Chem.” He said but without conviction.

Wiz and I started up the last pitch, pushing each other
hard up to the caprock.

I reached the bottom of the cliff and tied in to the rope.
I'd made a couple of moves before my partner arrived and
slung the rope behind his waist to offer a belay. I soon
knocked off the climb, clipping to the bolts we had placed
in the spring, and then painted black to blend with the
basalt.

Wiz tied the two packs to the rope and I hauled up the two
very valuable loads.

“You know I could just head oft with this gear now.” I
grinned down at him.

“You can run Buddy, but you can’t hide.” He looked and
up and shook his head. Then he took off back down towards
the Swiss, who struggled gamely up.

Ten minutes later I was hauling the third pack to the rim. I
tossed down the rope, put a bight round my waist and stood
back from the lip.

Nobby came first. Having done some climbing in his
native Alps he usually made light work of this pitch. But weak
from his infection he struggled mightily and shouted a couple
of times for me to hold his weight. The rope sawed into the
small of my back and I wished for a harness and a belay device.
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Nobby crawled over the lip and lay panting on the rock, face
twisted in exhaustion, his glasses steamed up.

I lobbed the rope to Wiz, who tied in and swarmed up.
Nobby dragged himself to his feet and we pressed on along the
rim in deepening dusk until we could see the light of Dick’s
fire reflected from the rock.

“T’ll go in and check that all’s well. Then I’ll give you the
whistle.”

I took great care over the couple of hundred feet to the
fire, remembering the stories I'd read of Apache warriors
taking hours to cover short distances before they leapt on their
quarry. Once I had a visual on Dick I circled towards the little
clift and waited again. Finally satisfied that I had done all I
could to check for an ambush I crept forward towards the
figure hunched over the blaze and was extremely pleased with
myself to reach Dick and lean forward and whisper in his ear.

“All safe here, mate?” I hissed and the wiry bloke leapt
from his haunches and staggered a couple of paces before
gaining his footing.

“Asshole.” He stared daggers at me. “Scared the crap
outta me.”

“I told you to keep your eyes skinned. Everything kosher
round here?”

“Everything’s cool.”

I whistled. Wiz hurried into the firelight, slung two packs
down. Nobby stumbled in and warmed his hands by the fire.
Wiz pulled one of the large Ziplocs that contained a quarter
pound of the early blooming Hindu Kush buds, it was called
skunk back then and I gather still is. He handed it to Dick who
broke the seal and lifted a couple of the flowers.

“Umm. Looks good. Sure it’s fully dry?” Dick crumbled a
bud in his fingers and sniffed.

“Cured for four days in the shade.” Wiz snapped.

“Got a real strong smell.” Said Dick.



70 Jonathan Slator

“Skunk. The heavy-duty smokers love it.” Wiz said.

“OK. I'll take it. But if it dries out and loses weight, we’ll
have to make an adjustment on the balance.”

“No way.” I chimed in firmly. “It’s a deal at twenty-seven
two hundred or not at all. We’re already fronting you a fair
bit.”

Wiz looked like he was about to say something to mediate
the tension but held his tongue.

“OK, OK. Since I've come clear up to bum-fuck Egypt for
it.” The little dealer whined as he opened the pocket on his
backpack and pulled out rolls of bills and placed them on a
boulder close to the fire.

I gave a little involuntary hiss of breath. The bundles of
twenties and fifties looked sweet. I almost leapt forward to
grab one but restrained myself and strolled over to pick up one
of the rolls and tossed it across the fire to Nobby. The Swiss
flicked a thumb across the end of the notes, making a neat
staccato rattle, like a conjuror with a deck of cards. He grinned
across the flames at me.

It had been a hard, lean year, yet here at last was some
return, some dividend for all the sweat, work and worry. The
bills felt crisp to the touch and I was soon lost in the tactile
rhythm of the count. Twenty, forty sixty, eighty, one hundred,
twenty, forty sixty, eighty, two, twenty. The fire crackled, the
breeze from the nearby storm rattled the pinyon branches, a
whip-poor-will called from the ridge. I felt a surge of bliss, and
not just because we were about to score but simply realising
that this was one of those unique moments in one’s life. I
failed to banish a smile from my lips as I finished another
count.

“OK. It’s all there. Twenty grand.” Said Wiz and threw me
a grin.

“Course it is.” Dick looked aggrieved. “Now let’s go. I
gotta drive back to Phoenix tonight.”
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Nobby slung one of the packs and he and Dick started
away.

Wiz stashed his loot in the side pockets of his pack, shoul-
dered the load and stood facing me.

“It’s a good start.” He grinned across the firelight, the
thick moustache bristling from the upper lip, keen brown eyes
reflecting the light, and his obvious satisfaction with the train
of events.

“Certainly is.” T grinned back “Now I can buy some
decent shoes.” I held one of the old huaraches into the fire-
light. We both stared at the tatty sandals with the tyre rubber
soles and burst into roars of laughter.

“I can’t believe you haven’t busted your ankle hiking in
those half assed Mexican boots.” He chuckled again and again
we caught each other’s eyes and simply nodded with satisfac-
tion at our success. I expected a slap of hands, a hug even, but
my partner turned from the fire.

“See you in a few days.” He said and strode away.

I watched him disappear and wondered again if it was my
fault that we didn’t have a tighter rapport. Why couldn’t I
shake my disdain for his Carlos Castaneda musings, his new
age ways, his thoroughly ingenuous American decency?

But nothing could mar my simpering delight with the
initial success of our venture. I strolled blissfully away through
the moonlit high desert with more money in my pack then I'd
ever seen at one time in my life and made camp under the over-
hang of a basalt outcrop as the first sheets of rain lashed into
the arroyo.
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he last, moist tendrils from the forty-thousand-foot
T tower of cumulonimbus settled on the top bills of

the nests of notes set in the light of the juniper fire.
A billion-kilowatt light show backlit the massive cloud as it
toppled south, teasing the barren uplands with sparse showers.
I cut a disc from the beef tenderloin on the little grill I always
carried in my pack, scooped the blackened onions from the
skillet and while I ate pondered the fate of my companions:
the ten thousand-dollar wads warming themselves beside the
blaze.

At long fucking last we had some payback. Here was the
first tangible evidence that this madcap wilderness blag might
actually bear fruit. I had always reckoned my partner had a
good plan and once I'd sampled the delights of working next
to a creek meandering through a remote canyon of the great
escarpment of the Mogollon Rim I figured I could do worse
than see the fric-frac through.

But here finally was reward for the shoulder scarring
carries of gear in the late winter; the staggering agony of

schlepping the hundred-pound Briggs and Stratton pump
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through the desert mountain terrain; the nauseating paranoias
that had dogged many waking and sleeping hours of the last
eight months. Here at last was solid proof that we were about
to make some serious spondulics. I settled back against the
basalt, drew sparingly on a slender splift of as fine a sinsemilla
to be found, in those times, in America and allowed my mind
to wander over the pleasures of spending the loot.

I had in hand ten thousand bucks. That would make a
handy down payment on a terrace house in Hammersmith or
Chiswick, but who was I trying to con? There was not a snow-
ball’s chance of me going back to the big smoke and picking
up my career. If I'd learnt anything from this mad year it was
this: that despite the delightful urban abuse I'd enjoyed since
leaving the farm a decade earlier I was truly my father’s son, a
countryman at heart, and that I could never again live happily
in a city.

How much more could we realistically expect to get from
the crop? After the usual culling of male plants and the attri-
tion of deer, drought, molybdenum deficiency etc we had
brought to maturity sixty indica females and over one thou-
sand sativas. The indica had produced seventeen pounds of
bud, which we had just sold for a tad over twenty-seven thou-
sand dollars. Down in the canyon there remained over one
thousand female sativa plants. Larger by far than the indicas
they would, by the same reckoning, produce.... I wrestled with
the maths. Sixty into a thousand goes.....about seventeen.....
seventeen times seventeen - one hundred and eighty nine. One
hundred and eighty-nine pounds of killer grass at roughly
eighteen hundred a pound! Good lord! We were looking at
making three hundred thousand dollars and change, roughly a
hundred and forty grand apiece for Wiz and me, thirty gs for
Nobby as his ten per cent. Not bad.

Also, despite my misgivings about Dick’s character and
dodgy reputation, he could probably move all our crop, given
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time. Of course, at that time, we had only an inkling of his
troubles with his old lady and never expected his untimely
kicking of the bucket. It was a few weeks after our done deal
on the fire on the mesa that Dick was cooking up his free base
when he and Kathy fell into one of those awful domestic argu-
ments that escalate swiftly to vitriol. The pitch rose another
notch and Kathy, fearing for her safety, ran out to their pick
up. As she jumped in Dick ran from the house with his
magnum and lay on the bonnet pumping lead through the
windscreen while Kathy screamed and hunched over the wheel
and drove four blocks before she slammed to a halt and fell
sobbing across the bench seat.

Dick’s body, mutilated, mangled and dismembered as a
result of its peristaltic passage through a narrow sphincter
framed by the undercarriage of a solidly forged American steel
automobile and an asphalt road, was discovered by a resident
taking his dog for an early morning crap. And Wiz and I were
out seven grand and change and we'd lost the best dealing
contact we had.

But right now, I had some real cash and still eluded the
law. Enough cash maybe, in that wonderfully unjust system of
world justice, and one particularly prevalent in the great and
corrupt US of A, enough dough to buy myself out of trouble
should we get nabbed before the gig was done. I grabbed up
three of the bundles of notes and skipped around the fire
attempting a juggle but succeeding only, in my stoned and
deliriously happy state, in dropping one into the embers and I
collapsed in a fit of giggles, frantically brushing the sparks
from my hard-earned lucre.

The moon rose. I climbed the little scarp, settled into the
simplest asana, the half lotus and made a lame attempt at
meditation. Fingers and thumbs forming the circle, drawing
deeply on the pungent post-storm air I began my mantra. But
the elimination of desire was impossible and Om mani padme



The Year of the Mad Jag 75

om was soon interspersed with Oh the money pat me om,
then O me o my what fun it will be to spend it and finally
Oooh mama paddle my tum, how long will it be before
Emma’s fair, nether, thatch slips down my muscled gut to
guide the shameless manifestation of my inability to suppress
desire into her moist nirvana.

Next morning, I cocooned in my North Face down bag till
the sun rose, made tea, packed leisurely, and strolled to the
rim. The air was cerulean in the wake of the storm. In the
apache plumes on the canyon slope a covey of mountain
chickadees whistled. Gliding effortlessly along the rim cliffs, a
pair of ravens banked away with a startled cackle when they
saw me, their plumage iridescent in the early light.

I threw my pack down to the base of the cliff, well aware of
the cash stashed in a pocket, marked carefully where it came to
rest and gingerly descended the Salt Mine, eschewing the rope.
After the knee jarring descent, I drank long from the creek.
Then began the familiar schlep downstream, as always
hopping the boulders rather than walking the pleasanter sandy
stream-side areas so as to avoid leaving any footprints and thus
being able to check for those of intruders. Occasionally I
missed my step and turned back to sweep a track from the
sand with a branch.

The familiar trail slipped by and after about half an hour I
found myself at the junction of the main stream and the dry
side canyon that gave a long tough hike to the more remote
east rim. I dropped my pack and climbed up this east side
route to a lookout. I sat there for perhaps twenty minutes,
tuning in to the canyon sounds, scouring the rim for a glint of
metal, listening intently for the sound of a motor, or worse yet
the distant murmur of voices. All seemed well.

I found myself lured yet again into the simple mystery of
this place. If there was a threat to our success in this escapade, I
had always felt it came on the outside, on highway or in town.
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Here in the bottom of this gorgeous canyon, where the
company came in the form of a phainopepla singing from the
mesquite, or the grasshoppers scratching a complaint of the
heat I could not convince myself, or perhaps bear to think,
that anything violent or arresting could occur.

It was this canyon and this country that had changed my
life, not the lust for money, nor the camaraderie with Wiz, nor
the fleshy and psychoactive delights of Jerome and its
bohemian crowd. No. It was the recuperative and contempla-
tive qualities of a lush streamside habitat and the stunning
vistas of these dry, high plateaux that had made the deepest
mark on me and had, in some vague, regressive fashion, rekin-
dled values that my mum and dad had instilled in me during
my childhood on the farm.

As T strolled back to the creek, I spotted the track and
froze. We had seen the cat tracks several times during the year
and heard the bone-chilling scream in the night. Though Wiz
and Stilt had claimed the presence of the jaguar and had
named their strain of grass after it I always allowed for some
hyperbole on their part and more likely the cat in our canyon
was a big tom cougar.

The first time we had hiked in to search out a new garden,
we had had a terrifying encounter. Camped in a clearing,
warming a can of beans over a small fire, we had been petrified
by the ungodly shriek of a very large animal. Wiz had leapt to
his feet brandishing a burning branch. ‘C’mon then you son
of a bitch. Let’s see your ass.” I was caught in a paroxysm of
both terror and mirth; it creased me up.

‘What’s so goddamned funny? That jaguar could eat us
alive.” The humour was scotched. I had researched the threats
of this desert country before I committed to the project: bad-
tempered rattlesnakes, jaw grinding gila monsters, lance-like
agave, scorpions, tarantulas, bears, mountain lions. Despite
Wiz’s claims to the contrary and his and Stilt’s story of their
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brush with a big cat I had never truly imagined we would have
to contend with a jaguar, the largest cat in the Americas, an
immensely powerful beast capable of pulling down a healthy
steer.

‘Jesus Christ. I thought you guys had been joking about
the Mad Jag. I thought there were none left in the States.
They’re all south of the line...aren’t they?” I had added
hopefully.

‘No. They’ve sighted them recently in the Peloncillos and
also in the Chiricahuas. This one or his mama could have
wandered up here many years ago and been unable to get back
south. Trapped by the expansion of Phoenix.’

I stooped to examine the huge paw print. It was about the
size of my hand when I bent my fingers a touch. The track was
fresh; the edges of the front toe pads crisp. I was no Tonto but
I reckoned the creature had passed through that day, maybe
within a few hours and was certainly in some part of our
canyon right now.

What exactly I intended to do if confronted by this enor-
mous predator I really didn’t have an ‘effin’ clue. The advice
on the National Forestry notice boards for encounters with
mountain lions offered some crap about making yourself as
large as you could, waving your arms and shouting. That
might cut the mustard with a cougar the biggest of which
might top a hundred and fifty pounds whereas the jaguar
could reach three hundred, a heavyweight compared to his
welterweight cousin.

I spotted three more paw prints as I rock-hopped the
familiar terrain. This was usually my favourite part of the jour-
ney. Deep in our own canyon, half a day’s hike from the
nearest road, in the best shape of my life and with my knowl-
edge of the lay of the land I figured I was quid’s ahead of any
agency man if he tried to feel my collar.

We'd always considered our best chance was to “book”, to
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use my partner’s colloquialism — or “get on our toes and leg it”
as Geoff would say. We had explored all the possible exits from
the canyon and although the few we'd found needed some
brutal scrambling and scary free soloing through the caprock,
we fancied our chances to shake off any would-be captors on
such a climb.

As T neared the garden an extra degree of caution crept
into my step. The stream was squeezed into a ravine here,
leaving a couple of sandy beaches where we'd had to lob in
some stepping-stones to avoid leaving prints. But the cat had
no such concerns and had left a dozen crystal clear tracks on
the beach. My high spirits since the deal the night before were
elbowed away by the old fears on approaching the plants and
the presence of this huge cat. I sat and pondered and listened.

The garden was just a couple of hundred meters down-
stream. If we'd been discovered, the agency men were probably
crouching in cover close at hand. This was the spot where I
always forced myself to wait; I slipped the shoulder straps from
the pack and settled in.

Fifteen minutes is a long time to sit still when your nerves
are on edge but I made myself do it. I checked my watch and
was about to move on when a movement at the top of the
outcrop had my head whipping up and my heart pounding. In
that hideous interval between the sighting and the recognition
I had to fight the urge to run headlong. Then I saw the great
head of the jaguar swing towards me and a wave of relief and
terror and delight swept through me.

My God, Wiz had been right all along. Here he was, the
crazy old jaguar living in the Mazatzal wilderness in Central
Arizona and hunting our canyon. Jesus fuckin’ Christ. How
brilliant. How terrifying. Would I ever sleep soundly again
down here? Never mind sleep - would I survive the next few
minutes?

I'slipped the Bowie knife from its sheath on my belt, deter-
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mined to go down with at least a tussle. How many slashes
does it take to stop or kill a wild cat this size? Does a jaguar
come at you head on or does he only ambush his prey? Will he
give me a mortal wound and torture me for hours like a cat
with a cricket, allowing me to crawl close to cover before
springing on me again to rake me with those massive claws
until I slowly bleed my rich English blood on this barbed prov-
ince? ‘If I should die think only this of me that there’s some
corner of a foreign field ...... in that rich earth a richer dust
concealed.” What the fuck would Rupert Brooke have done.
He didn’t have to face a jaguar in the wilderness — no Jem, he
had to fight the Hun in Flanders. Better this death in the clean
desert air than a guttering demise in the mud and the gas of
the Somme.

I'd always humoured Wiz’s claim of a mad jaguar as I had
many of his outlandish theories, born of a brilliant imaginative
mind, a glut of powerful drugs, a profound and disturbing
period in a war zone, and an unhealthy interest in the occult.
But he'd been right all along.

I gazed up at the cat, gripped. I could see why the Mayan
myth said the rosette markings on his cinnamon coat were
daubed in mud by his own paws. Camera! Camera! Get
some evidence. I fumbled the tiny Minox from a side pocket
of the pack all the while keeping my eyes fixed on the jag. I
raised the camera, tried to steady it and snapped off a
couple. At the shutter click I saw his ears twitch. I slowly
lowered the camera and stared up into his eyes and
wondered what the fuck to do next and all the while
wishing again and again that I was on the tube, or in the
King’s Head at Shepherd’s Bush, anywhere but here and all
the while my fool side recognising that his was a seminal
moment. I had sighted and photographed the most
northerly incident of a jaguar in the USA ever and would
never be able to tell National Geographic or anyone other
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than Wiz and the rest of this motley crew. Aaah, the curse of
the outlaw life!

As I sat stared at the jaguar, both fascinated and appalled, I
noticed his head flicking occasionally to the side, as if he had a
nervous tic. Drool spilled through his fangs. Was the huge cat
suffering from the curse of aging as much as any species? Was
he becoming eccentric and unpredictable in his dotage?

I rose and lifted the backpack over my head but could not
bring myself to shout. We had spent too long keeping quiet in
this place. The cat lifted his head. I noticed a raggedness to the
dark dapples of his coat, a lack of lustre to his eyes. Perhaps he
was not so swift on his pins these days; maybe there was hope
for me after all.

I threw the pack above my head and caught it again and
tried a yell, which emerged through my parched throat more
like a grunted greeting than a full-blooded challenge. But it
had some effect. The jaguar rose and stretched his limbs as if
bored with the whole affair.

In a strange and perhaps totally unjustified manner I felt
an affinity with this beast. America and this escapade in the
wilds of Arizona had both restored in me a sense of the value
of wilderness, but had also had made me an exile, an out cast, a
stranger in a stranger land. Much as I loved these western
Yanks for their generosity, their easy acceptance, their lack of
judgment, I had not lost the totally unwarranted superiority
instilled in me by eight years of English public school. The
conflict between the twin loves of society and solitude had
polarised in my year in the Southwest and the bliss I felt while
alone in the canyon was tempered by the infuriation I often
felt when in the company of my American friends. The jag and
I'had both adapted to our new environment but we were both
doomed to yearn for the homeland to which we knew we
could never return.

The great cat stood and displayed his splendour: the
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mottled coat, the powerful upper muscles; the large handsome
belly. He yawned and the huge incisors and the span of the
jaws left me in no doubt of the damage he could inflict on my
cranial bones. He stared down at me for several minutes before
he turned from the crag and disappeared.

With every nerve ganglion jangling I approached our patch
and the legal point of no return. The sight of a large scorpion
arching his stinger towards me as I unwittingly cornered him,
normally enough to have me dancing away like a scalded Fred
Astaire, caused little concern. My fears were larger: a huge
feline springing on me or the DEA men rushing out to fling
me down and cuftf me. I scoured the creek bed for sign and
listened intently but neither adversary was detectable.

I came to the spot where I would climb away from the
stream and into our garden — an irrevocable move that would
solidify my guilt. The temptation here was to keep going so if
we were apprehended, we could claim we were merely hikers
exploring the canyon, we had no idea some crooks had a plan-
tation up there, how dreadful, the youth of today etc. Once
we had slipped into the garden and started tending the plants
claims of innocence would be tough to uphold.

In the spring we had moved a few boulders here in the lea
of a bend in the creck to make a pool to submerge the suction
hose. As I cleared some leaves from the pool the breeze wafted
up canyon in the morning warmth and I caught the unmistak-
able musk of our flowers. Above me, on the alluvial bench, a
meadow of the most seductive and potent sativa females on
the continent were using every womanly wile to attract some
male seed.

I drew a deep breath and climbed the rocky trail and froze
in my tracks. What the fuck next! The pump, normally
stashed in a hole we’d dug in the roots of a sycamore, was out
in plain view. Once more that day I felt a cold sweat creep
down my spine and I scoured the surrounding undergrowth.
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But a closer look brought a flood of relief. Bright scratches on
the metal frame and rake marks on the bole of the tree identi-
fied the black bear, which had caused us so many problems
during the year. Not content with stealing our tins of food
and ripping the tent walls to shreds he seemed to have a fasci-
nation with our equipment. This was not the first time he had
dragged the pump from the stash or thrown the hand tools
into the open. Goddamned bear, did he think he owned the
place? I walked gingerly into the garden and as I strolled
through the swathe of swaying plants my fears ebbed away.

They were magnificent: and utterly feminine. Willowy
and fibrous the whole plant gave to the prevailing wind and
often, in the summer, when evening gales hurtled through the
canyon narrows the entire plant laid itself alarmingly hori-
zontal to ride the squalls. This was cannabis sativa, the strain
of the Americas, evolved in the mild climate of the tropics.
The tops of most plants were way over my head, I had to reach
up to inspect the finest colas, pulling lightly on the stem to
gauge the maturity of the bud, As I brushed through the crop,
I triggered an overwhelming aroma.

We had pruned the plants extensively throughout the year,
nipping the growing tips on each visit. This pruning stimu-
lated growth and created a bushier plant with more flowers
and higher yield. A bonus was that Delta-9, tetrahydro-
canibidinol, the psychoactive element, THC, the gear that got
you ripped, was concentrated in the tips of the cannabis plant
at any growth stage and although it made for a rather raspy
toke those June and July prunings did offer a buzz. Some of
the plants we had left untouched to allow their tops to grow
unchecked. One plant in particular had concentrated all its
sublimated desire into the single top cola, which had swollen
to outsize a man’s forearm; I pulled it gently down and there,
clinging to the flower, a pair of mating mantises were well set
in their coitus.
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Oh god, was I to be a morbid voyeur of this most gory
coupling? We'd seen many of this iconic species as the plants
had matured; they were attracted to the flowers. But here for
the first time was a mating pair. I stared in grim fascination as
the unpalatable entomological truth played out.

The female, her legs planted deep in the viscous seed
bracts, bore the weight of the smaller male as he clung to her
back, his lower abdomen throbbing with passion. She turned
her head, as if to kiss her lover, but, as I watched, both trans-
fixed and appalled, she began biting off slices of his head, like a
child eating an apple! Jesus! In a few minutes the male was
entirely decapitated yet his nether regions continued to pulse
as he gave life and body and seed to propagate his species.
Christ! I loosed the plant hoping, as it swung wildly, that this
loathsome pair would be flung aloft and apart. But no, as I
followed the cola to and fro, I could see the decapitated male
still thrusting, driven on, I learned later, by a tiny brain lodged
in his lower parts.

I moved away from the awful sight but not without a nod
of admiration to the singlemindedness of my fellow male. If
the display of distaff amorality held a message for a lust driven
lad, I took no heed. To my eventual cost.

The process of growing seedless marijuana is one of cruelly
unrequited lust. The sinsemilla farmer spends the summer
months studying his plants as they declare their sex. When the
male plants show reproductive elements not dissimilar in
appearance to a cock and balls, they are unceremoniously
uprooted and thrown away. The virgin female plants continue
to produce stamen long into autumn in the vain hope of
consummation, thus forming the large flowers that are dried
into buds, and sold at a premium, to the discerning American
smoker, who in the early eighties was elbowing the ‘all sticks
and seeds’ imports from Colombia and Mexico for the fresh
green from Humboldt County and now Arizona.
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I strolled through the garden admiring the crop the way
my dad had admired the flaxen wheat in September fullness in
the high meadow. I was as proud of our field of grass, as he had
been of his.

From a perch on the bank above the southern end I could
survey the swaying tips. In just a couple of weeks all the ‘ladies’
would be down and hanging and this gorgeous display of
feminine pulchritude would be gone. In a couple of days, the
pruning crew would drop in: Three Hawks, Nobby and Stile,
Wiz, and three couples, Dali and Fiona, Geoft and Emma, and
Molly and me.

All fears of getting nabbed were now gone. I'd been in
the garden for about half an hour so I felt the danger of
discovery had passed. Once again, the bliss of this place and
this gig got to me and I felt the wave of contentment and
delight. T had always felt as if we were doing the world a
favour by growing and distributing this brilliant dope. That,
of course, was a sanctimonious thought but the value of any
grass as the rawest rookie grower knows is in the seed; and the
Mad Jag seed was the most potent, most playful, most aphro-
disiacal, most psychedelic, most profoundly unforgettable
pot in the world and it was being grown for the first time in
prime agricultural conditions as pure unadulterated seedless
grass.

I walked through the garden, balancing on the little walls
we'd built to divide the terraces, and passed the tall plant
where to my astonishment, the male mantis still plied his guil-
lotined duty.

I dropped down the steep trail to the creek bed. On a
familiar rock I paused to drink. The steep trail to the camp
showed bear sign. I cursed as I saw that one side of our nicely
camouflaged Coleman tent was hanging in tatters from the
frame. Once inside I saw the muster of gear that Wiz always
left on my sleeping pad. It never failed to amaze me that the
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wild drug running pilot was tidier than a spinster school
teacher; and

Arrayed in perfect order were: two AA batteries, a spanner
for the pump flange, a can of bear spray, a snake bite kit, and
most welcome amongst other utilitarian items, a tiny black
glass bottle with half a dozen Demerol, which were intended
for use in an emergency for a a[rained ankle or busted bone
but were often washed down with a beer after a hard evening’s
watering and induced a state of euphoric catalepsy often
lasting till the wee hours.

I spent the afternoon patching the tent and levelling a
space for another tent that would house more of the crew. In
the evening I strolled down to the swimming hole below the
garden.

I'stripped and dove. The water was cool now, in October. I
thrashed a few lengths before hauling on to a flat rock to dry.
A flight of cliff swallows flared across the pond, bills gaped to
drink. A crimson glimpse in the brush betrayed the lovely
vermillion flycatcher, stocking up before the passage south.
Near at hand water bugs skirmished on the invisible surface
membrane. I dozed off to dream of a diaphanously clad
maenad, remarkably like Emma, beckoning me to a leafy
bower till Molly, with medusa hair-do and harpy breath
swooped down, talons tensed to rake my wedding tackle, black
wings blocking the sun. I awoke startled by an enormous
shadow passing the clearing. The female Harris’ Hawk, whose
nest in the amphitheatre I had watched through the summer,
had dropped into the canyon to check out my flesh only to
sheer away when the carrion rose.

I skulked around the camp till the margin of sunlight on
the eastern rim shrank to an ochre band. I crossed the creek,
not without a glance each way, and hauled the pump to the
top of the bank and pitched the thick priming hose into the
pool. From the garden I dragged the two-inch heavy-duty hose
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and attached it to the cast output flange. At the junction of
the hoses in the centre of the garden I opened the valves and
laid the hoses into the upper terraces. Then, while I waited for
the light to dim, I took another stroll through our redolent
meadow, and selected, with mixed emotions, about a dozen
plants to cut.

With an eye to both the maturity of the bud and the neces-
sity to thin some crowded areas I culled a few plants. I carried
them up-stream to a sycamore copse where we had strung
some twine. Anticipating the most heavily shaded spots I
gently draped a leg of each dying lady over the string and care-
fully stroked the leaves down around her buds. The leaves
would help shade the flowers and enhance the curing.

At camera dark I prepared myself for the most damning
part of our operation: firing up the pump. Bracing myself with
a foot on the frame I held the drawstring and gave a steady
pull. To my delight the four-stroke motor chugged into life. As
the hose surged, I ran ahead to direct the water and make sure
the initial thrashing of the hoses didn’t damage any plants.
This event was always a delightfully welter. We knew the
chances of being busted in the dark were remote. Anyone on
the rim could certainly hear the distant engine but we had
always convinced ourselves that they would not be able to
identify the source in the dark. So, with the pump stroking
away, the hoses flailing and the light fading and with a perfect
“watering” moon cresting the rim I started the evening’s work.

Four hours later, mud-caked to my knees, ankles bruised
from stumbles along the terrace walls, every piece of clothing
soaked or damp and muscles rugby-match sore I happily shut
down the godamned noisy pump. I collected a sack of dead
leaves from our stash and squelched through the garden
broadcasting the leaves in areas I knew would be exposed in
the morning. After a last snift of my favourite plants, I trudged
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back to the camp grabbing the bottle of Sam Smith’s from the
creek as I passed.

I kindled a fire, chucked the remainder of the steak on the
grill and settled back into the rock seats we had built. This was
always a delicious moment but in the circumstances; ten grand
trousered, the rest of the grass ready to harvest, three days of
solitude ahead, a certain first shag in the canyon guaranteed
with Molly’s arrival and the potential of Emma looming it was
near bliss; ten minutes later after a toke of an early plant and a
few swigs of the Yorkshire pale ale it was.

The frogs of summer were gone. The pretty ring-tailed cat
made his nightly run across the log seat next to the fire.

As I slumped into a delightfully knackered drowse I heard
or thought I heard or imagined I heard the soft muffled song
that serenaded me every night I spent alone in our camp. Was
it confusion with the murmur of the stream or the naiad,
nymph of freshwaters, trilling her lullaby?

“I’ll sleep by the creek and purify my ears.” Aaah, Gary
Snyder, Kerouac’s Japhy, and his beautiful translation of the
hermit Han-sahn. I must read more of both. Or Yeats, so I
may, one day, muse alone in the weed flowered glade.

Later, as the foolish and euphoric Mad Jag musings ran
capricious courses through the cortex: Ferrari drives down the
Amalfi coast, nights with Emma in the Dorchester, publishing
a first novel, a blood-stilling shrick boomed off the canyon
walls and the thin hairs on my alarmingly balding pate bristled
like cholla spines. As I bedded down, I wondered if Coleman
guaranteed their tents against exiled and eccentric jaguars.
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1" o shit? You saw the jag?” Wiz’s face gleamed with

‘ \ ‘ envy and delight. “I told you man. You disbe-

liever. And he didn’t jump your ass. I told you.”

He held his clenched fists up, like a striker celebrating a goal.

“He’s down here to be our protective spirit. Just like Don Juan
says. Far fucking out!”

He looked around to survey the reactions of the group
sitting cross-legged around the tarpaulin under the canopy of
russet leaved sycamores. Wiz was just finishing laying out
everyone’s kit as was his wont: manicure scissors, knife,
pliers, a piece of fruit, one of his beloved, tiny, black, glass
bottles, this one filled with a half gram of coke for each
worker.

It was the evening of the day the pruning crew