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For Frank






Author’s Note

The people who appear in these pages mark some of the most important encounters of my life. Many of the names have been changed
for the purpose of telling this story; some, incidentally, are spelt in Spanish, others in Catalan.


London, July 1998








There was so much I ought to have recorded,

So many lives that have vanished –

Families, neighbours; people whose pockets

Were worn thin by hope. They were

The loose change history spent without caring.

Now they have become the air I breathe,

Not to have marked their passing seems such a betrayal.

From ‘The Betrayal’, Brian Patten
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Arrival

26 September 1996

6.30 a.m. Daylight is filtering through the russet curtains of the eye hospital, revealing the details of the weave: the dark vertical
lines where the threads are dense, the lighter, almost threadbare patches and the small silky knots that have managed to escape
the sharp needles of the combing machine. I stretch out my arm to part the curtains an inch or two. The sky is cloudless and
pale, and the air seems heavy with its own stillness. A slender black cat hurries past the lily pond, without even glancing
at the dark water, the shiny lily pads or the goldfish. It heads straight for the low, red-brick wall at the far end of the
terrace and disappears into the greenery of the neighbouring gardens, of which only the tops of a few trees are visible from
this window. Beyond them stands a tall block of flats – its wooden blinds still down.


I let go of the curtains and look around the room, at my mother still asleep in the shiny metal bed; at the books, newspapers
and plastic bottles of water on the black wooden shelf that runs along the wall at the foot of my couch; at yesterday’s clothes piled on the armchair. The only decorative element is a frieze with birds, gazelles and human figures, stretching
across the wall behind my mother’s bed. It looks Egyptian, like the large alabaster cats in the hall, and like the hospital’s
logo of the Wedjat eye, an amulet used in ancient Egypt to ensure good eyesight and to avert the evil eye. You see it everywhere
in this hospital, on the large doorknob of the main entrance, on the stationery, even embroidered on the pockets of the doctors’
coats – a blue, almond-shaped left eye, with the Vulture-goddess Nekhbet standing on one side, her wings extended protectively,
and on the other, the Serpent-goddess Wadjit.


I’m in Barcelona, however, not Cairo or Alexandria even though the world outside the hospital seems remote and irrelevant
as I lie here cocooned by the early morning silence – and I think that there is something refreshingly Catalan about this
choice of a logo, this subtle way of avoiding the Catholic imagery that traditionally dominates all hospitals in Spain. It
is a clever way of proclaiming the hospital’s ideological independence and its policy of welcoming people from all over the
world; all the more striking when one considers that the symbol dates back to 1941, the year the hospital was built, when
the country was still smouldering and shaking after the Spanish Civil War, and the power of the Catholic Church – working
hand in hand with the state to unify all Spaniards and eliminate any trace of independent thought was absolute. I had almost
forgotten this element of the Catalan character, this serene sense of purpose and pragmatism – they call it seny – that is so much a part of everything here, and the originality that often emerges from it; but since my return a few days
ago I have been reminded of it again and again, just by walking through the immense Gothic nave of Santa Maria del Mar, and
feeling once more the strength that emanates from the simple lines of its vaults and columns, or by watching a group of schoolchildren with their teacher drawing pictures in bold colours
of the boats in the port, or by looking at the beautiful displays of fish and vegetables in the covered markets.


A wave of memories and sensations is engulfing me; things that at one time were central to my life are now slowly returning
to my mind, and I can look at them, perhaps for the first time, with all the attention and appreciation they deserve. Yet
when I boarded the flight at Heathrow I had felt apprehensive about returning to Barcelona. I was not sure what I would feel
after an absence of five years, and as I flew over France and then the Pyrenees and finally saw the city and its semicircle
of hills from the air, my anxiety increased. For five years I had been trying to put all that part of my life behind me, concentrating
only on what lay ahead, like the cat crossing the terrace to jump down into the garden. I had not felt the need or the desire
to return to this corner of the Mediterranean that had been my home for twenty years. Those twenty years of marriage and family
life had come to an end with my divorce and belonged to the photograph albums that had been packed away in crates and stored
in the attic – or so I thought.


Arrangements for my mother’s eye operation in Barcelona made me put all those feelings to one side. I was the obvious person
to go over and stay with her until she was well enough to return to Majorca, where she lives, and now I am glad that circumstances
have forced me to come, even if the occasion is not a happy one. I know the time is right, and that by coming here with my
mother, for her sake, not for mine, I have found the perfect framework from which to look back on my past. Both in the little
hotel where we spent the weekend – the Hotel Suizo, on the edge of the Gothic quarter – and in this hospital, high up in Carrer
Muntaner, which has been our residence for two days, I have felt invisible and anonymous, one more person in the motley crowd – and what better
way to observe my old world than to do so unobserved, like the masked gatecrasher at a fancy-dress party?


I must admit that at first everything looked so different that I felt like a stranger, a tourist, even. The city had been
completely transformed by the hosting of the 1992 Olympics. A new airport – all glass and indoor palm trees and luxurious
marble floors – new motorways, colourful street sculptures, and a port that looks like a modern opera set. Next to the port,
a brand-new seafront of pale, clean sand and the new buildings of the Olympic village, where in my time the battered warehouses
stood, and the makeshift fish restaurants, and the gypsy camps, and the old railway, where Republican Catalans had been taken
and shot at dawn at the end of the Spanish Civil War and the grim years that followed. All those ghosts had now disappeared,
together with the rusty wagons and roofless ruins of factories. In their place there were children flying coloured kites,
while their parents ambled up and down the seaside promenades, and everything seemed to look to the future, as the leaflet
I had picked up at the airport unequivocally proclaimed: ‘Catalonia, leader of Spain’s economy’ and ‘New Catalonia, new visions
of the future’. I had expected some changes, but never imagined they would make me feel as if I was in a completely different
city. Then I remembered these two lines from a poem by Marta Pessarrodona – a poem about returning to Barcelona – and I began
to understand what she meant, because even when I walked around the centre of town, and suddenly found myself in a street
that looked exactly as I remembered it – the trees in their square plots on the pavements, the little bookshop, the café on
the corner and the large entrance to the car park I had so often used – I felt as if I had never been there before. The familiarity
ended with the first impression, then the street took on another air and became a new place for me to discover. It soon became
obvious that in these five years, while I had been away from Barcelona, the city had quite simply moved on, with that unstoppable
Catalan energy, accelerated to a point of frenzy by the Olympics, and I had been left behind. Its new look influenced the
atmosphere of the entire city, and when I drove out of town and into the hills on the other side of the river Llobregat, past
the cement factory and the wine cellars, and arrived at the sprawling village where I had lived all those years, that too
was almost unrecognisable. There were new buildings everywhere, the main road had been widened, new shops sparkled, old ones
had been revamped. Only the white two-storey house that had been my home seemed unchanged as I drove past it in the early
evening. But its lights were out, its life gone from it, and it stood there like an empty shell, with the lemon tree we had
planted in the early seventies now towering boastfully over the garden wall – without my tending.




Si retornes, no trobaràs cap petjada,

cap racó que fossis tu, alguna vegada.

If you return, you will find no footstep,

no corner that once was you.






None of this should have taken me by surprise; I knew how enterprising Catalans could be when given the opportunity. How could
I forget the excitement when it was announced that the 1992 Olympic Games would take place in Barcelona? Seconds after Mr
Samaranch, himself a Catalan, had opened the white envelope in front of the television cameras, cars started hooting, flags
were being waved everywhere, schools closed for the day, champagne was uncorked … What I was seeing now was the sequel, the work derived from all that excitement. Besides, I myself had observed
profound changes during my twenty years’ residence in Catalonia. With the arrival of democracy and the reinstatement of the
Catalan autonomy in the late seventies, Barcelona had slowly become livelier, cleaner, more prosperous, and had absorbed social
improvements faster than any other city in Spain. Later, during the eighties, the Catalans went design-mad; everything was
high-tech, postmodern and minimalist, and we became bombarded by the simple Miró-style designs in primary colours that have
since become a sign of the city’s identity.


All of which marked a great contrast with my first memories of Barcelona – in the late forties and early fifties – when as
a child I used to pass through it with my family on the way to London to visit friends and relatives. We came by boat from
Majorca, where we had made our home in 1946 and lived in a large stone house built by my father in the early thirties on the
proceeds of his books. He had been living on the island since 1929, and loved it, but had been forced to leave in the summer
of 1936 when the Spanish Civil War erupted, after which the Second World War had kept him in England. By the time he was able
to return to Majorca, in 1946, he had written many more books and started a second family, of which I was the second child
and the only girl. For my father our move from England to Spain was a return to what he considered his real home; for my mother
and for us children it was a new life.


In those days, the island was quiet and rural, and when the ferry entered the port of Barcelona the city that stretched out
endlessly before my eyes was like one large factory with smoke rising out of its many tall, industrial chimneys. When I walked
down the gangway on to the docks I was always impressed by the large, gloomy buildings in the port and all along the waterfront: the customs’ offices, the post office,
and the station at the far end. The only colours that come to my mind when I think of Barcelona then are the blue of the smocks
worn by the dockers and the green uniforms of the guardias civiles, the Spanish Civil Guards with their shiny black three-cornered hats. Everything else was grey and drab, like the narrow
street near the cathedral where my parents’ friends lived and ran an antique shop. They were German-Hungarian Jews, who had
somehow managed to make their home in Barcelona after escaping from the Nazis – curiously, although the Spanish government
sympathised with German Nazism and was obsessed with the idea of Jewish-Masonic conspiracies, a number of Jews were saved
from Hitler by the efforts of Spanish officials. I remember going to visit them in their small flat above the shop, where
a tortoise wandered up and down a long narrow corridor, while my father talked to Mr Rosenstingl about antiques. Those are
memories of a gloomy, dusty city, with cobbled streets and tramlines, full of vigilant policemen and guardias civiles, and people with sombre expressions – memories that are inextricably bound in my mind with the excitement of our annual journey
to England, with my father dressed in smart travel clothes and my mother reassuring everyone in her calm voice as she found
lost passports, counted suitcases and ordered food for me and my brothers in dimly lit restaurants near the port.


What also contributed to make me feel like a stranger, when I arrived in Barcelona the other day, was that this luminous new
city was in the middle of its Festes de la Mercè, the liveliest of its public holidays, which, when I lived in Catalonia,
I usually avoided like the plague, because of the crowds it attracted and the traffic jams it caused. Indeed, Our Lady of
Mercy – La Mercè – was said to have saved the city of Barcelona from a plague of locusts in 1637, and that is why she became its patroness. There was a profusion of Catalan flags
everywhere, on balconies, in shops, on cakes, on book covers, on T-shirts and caps hanging outside souvenir shops, and the
people of Barcelona wandered about arm in arm in their best clothes, the children ahead of the grown-ups, running and jumping
and being told off by their parents, while tourists in shapeless shorts and sandals took photographs of the buildings and
the flags. The atmosphere seemed to me shallow and phoney, as if the whole show was part of the marketing effort aimed at
investors, bankers and Japanese tourists.


I was coming to the conclusion that both Barcelona and I had changed far too much in the last five years for there to be any
real rapport between us. But then came the turning point, the moment when you suddenly recognise an old friend you have not
seen for some time and rush over to embrace him. My mother and I were unpacking our overnight bags in the hotel bedroom when
I heard music in the distance, the sound of pipes and drums and the wind instruments of a cobla. Tears started to prick my eyes. The music drew nearer, so we opened the shutters and stepped out on to the balcony to watch
the procession. First came the gegants, the giant king and queen dressed in flowing fifteenth-century robes and gowns, made of beautiful printed satins; they rose
three or four times above the men and women in the crowd and turned from side to side in time to the haunting, reedy sound
of the tenora, a sort of oboe. Then came the drac, the huge green dragon with its flaming mouth, followed by smaller figures, the nans, men or women with large papier-mâché heads, who danced around with the rest. There was a small crowd in the square opposite
the hotel, shouting and singing and waving, and all the time the sound of the pipes and drums was growing louder and awakening in me forgotten emotions, reminding me of the days when my children sang beautiful
Catalan folk songs on the way back from school, piled up in the back of the car, and we were a part of all this; of the stories
told by my Catalan father-in-law about the Spanish Civil War; of watching brave people struggle for linguistic and cultural
freedom, for democracy; of partaking in the excitement of every victory. On the pavement opposite our balcony stood a young
girl in jeans and a tight black T-shirt, watching the procession. Her face looked so familiar, so Catalan; I have seen those
dark, sad eyes, and that stream of wavy hair in modernista paintings of the turn of the century. She became an emblem: in her half-smile, her lovely features and her resolute expression,
I suddenly saw the whole story of her country as I had known it. Catalonia’s new look had faded away, to reveal its inner
self, its essence, and I knew I was bonded to it in ways that I had never properly fathomed until then.


Now that we have entered the closed world of the hospital, with its designer Egyptiana and its monastic timetable, everything
seems conducive to reflection. All the more so since I am in the company of my mother with whom I seldom share quiet moments,
as I am doing now, in this parenthesis of time and space, in this neutral atmosphere where we are both out of our contexts.
The experience of my weekend’s re-encounter with Barcelona has set me on a journey of remembrance into the years when I was
married to a Catalan and lived here, in the village on the other side of the river Llobregat where my old home still stands
like a white ghost among the living; difficult years that were punctuated by the normal events of child-rearing and family
life, and by the presence of other people, especially women, whose lives touched mine in many ways. As I review the past, I can see myself fifteen or twenty years ago; I can even remember how I thought
and felt, but I find it hard to reconcile the person I was then with the one I am now. Some of those thoughts and feelings
concern the slow growing apart of two people who fell in love and married when they were young, and found themselves unsuited
to one another as they developed and matured. Others are about my relationship with the outside world, with my Spanish background,
and with myself – feelings of entrapment, of unsuitability to my surroundings, of wasted years, that were momentarily set
aside the other day when I watched the procession from the hotel balcony. At that moment I felt a deep attachment to this
nation and its people and a wave of melancholy and nostalgia swept over me, changing my perception of the past. Could it be,
then, that I have misinterpreted those years? That perhaps they were not as aimless and empty of significance as I have tended
to conclude?


Being here with my mother makes a journey into the past all the more significant: she is my beginning, my origin, the fixed
point of reference for my assessment of the world, a woman whose poise has given me strength and inspiration at all stages
of my life. From time to time I have been reading to her, just as she used to read to me when I was a child. We have a choice
of poetry and prose between us – the latest volumes by Brian Patten and Adrian Mitchell, and Black Sea by Neal Ascherson – and she always listens attentively, eager for her daily dose of words and thoughts. I remember what a
wonderful reader she was, never adding too much emphasis of her own, or dramatising more than necessary, but letting her voice
be a vehicle for the author’s words, making them come to life of their own accord. My mother is like that in everything she
does: she has a way of standing back to make room for others, but without effacing herself. Years ago, I would hear the sound of her voice at night through my bedroom
wall, when she read aloud to my father in bed, and that sound was like a safety net under the scary thoughts that sometimes
assailed me on the brink of sleep.


We talk a lot too, in this hospital room, especially about the work she is doing, collecting and annotating all my father’s
poetry, everything that he ever published, for the definitive Complete Poems of Robert Graves. Her main concern at this moment is to be able to read again after the eye operation, so that she can get back to the computer,
the first editions and the manuscripts, and finish the task she has undertaken. I know that for her this work is the end of
a journey that began in 1937, when she and my father first met in London – she, a young Oxford graduate with strong socialist
convictions, a sharp mind and a gentle nature, he, a man almost twice her age, living in the enchanted forest of poetry from
which he never would emerge. Now, as she goes through each poem, she finds that her memories are folded in his words, in the
pauses of every comma and every question mark.


Where are my memories hidden?

8.00 a.m. The nurse has come in to check my mother’s blood pressure, and informed us that at nine o’clock she will be taken down to
the operating theatre. So I go up to the cafetería on the top floor to get myself coffee and a croissant. I pass the two large cat statues that preside over the hall – Egyptian
cat-goddesses made of shiny white alabaster – and when I reach the landing to call the lift, two or three men are standing
there smoking, still half asleep, grunting and rubbing their arms in an effort to wake up. In the lift two dark young men
wearing tunics and headgear speak to one another cheerfully in what must be Arabic, and an elderly Spanish couple stand together in silence, arm in arm. A male nurse, in a short white coat and white trousers, leads them all out of the lift when
it stops on the next floor up. The Arab men smile and nod at me, and I smile back. I love my present anonymity and hope I
will not bump into anyone I know while I am staying here.


When I reach the bar, the two waitresses in the coffee shop are busy tapping out used coffee from the filter, filling it again
with fresh coffee, cleaning the bar with swift movements, washing up. They wear navy blue nurse’s dresses with white aprons,
and both have short dark hair, and smile when they serve. I sit at a table by the window and look down on Barcelona, at the
mass of pale buildings spreading down towards the misty blue line of the sea. Behind the bar, the waitresses are chatting.
They are not Catalan, but from central Spain, judging by their accent. Now one of them is talking to her mother on the phone,
asking her to buy something for her in the market. ‘Get me about ten slices, very finely cut. But if it doesn’t look really
good, then get me some of those small round savoury pastries, filled with anchovies and peppers … Yes, you do, we had them
last month at Aunt Conchita’s house! Oh, never mind, I prefer the ham, anyhow, so long as the quality is good – but you must
make sure the slices are cut really fine … But I won’t have time to get there, I have to pick up Santi from school, and by
the time I get home … Vale, vale, don’t get in such a mood, Mamá. I’ll see you later.’ Then she puts down the phone and turns to her friend: ‘Guess what?
My mother refuses to go shopping for me!’


But her friend smiles and says, ‘Ah, she’ll go, don’t worry, she’ll go, what do you bet?’

Downstairs, in the large waiting rooms where in-patients and out-patients gather to have tests and see the consultants, the atmosphere is more sombre, the conversations are brief and whispered. These are people who have come from all over the
world, and from every corner of Spain, in trains, buses and planes to see the famous specialists. They are like pilgrims,
full of faith and hope. My mother and I spent the whole of yesterday among these silent crowds, down on the ground floor,
waiting for her name to be called out.


The main hall was packed all day, with people sitting in brown leather armchairs, or standing against the grey walls; the
two or three Greek statues of beautifully athletic men looked a bit out of place among the eye patients, some of whom were
wearing eye patches, dark glasses or glasses with thick lenses. At one point we saw Doña Carmen with her husband Don José,
and she waved at us. They have the room next to my mother’s, and he is having the same operation as she is. Doña Carmen and
her husband come from Madrid, but they live in Valencia; they have no children, and as they are very old a niece has come
over with them to make sure they are all right. Everyone here has an acompañante, or even two: a mother, a daughter, a father, a husband, a wife. The health system all over Spain depends on the help of
relatives, and in hospitals relatives are expected to watch over the patients day and night, making sure the drips are in
place, and carrying out all kinds of minor nursing chores. The Spanish sense of family unit is at the heart of everything,
it bridges generations, it projects itself on to other families, it is ever-present in conversations. I had almost forgotten
its intensity, the way it overrides all other concerns, the way it ensures that personal identity begins with one’s place
in a family. How I resented that pressure when it was exerted on me!


In the large hall where we sat yesterday, time was measured by the regular appearances of male nurses in their white trousers
and jackets, holding sheets of paper with the names of the patients, which they read out like a litany. Every time they came into the hall we waited hopefully for my mother to
figure in the list, among the impressive Spanish names that soon became familiar to us: ‘Ambrosio Gómez Delgado, Mauricia
Limón del Pueyo, Pedro Ferrer Casals, Asunción Gonzalez Fecundo, Dolores Quer Ríos, Montserrat Serra Bohigas …’ Each consisted
of a Christian name and two surnames – the first surname of the person’s father followed by the first surname of the person’s
mother – even in the case of married women, since Spanish women do not take their husbands’ names. There were names from all
corners of the Peninsula, names belonging to industrial families, to noble families, to labourers, to millionaires; names
that may have been enemies in former generations. Some sets of surnames told the story of a mixed marriage: a man of Andalusian
origin and a Catalan woman, or a Basque woman and a Galician man, tales of journeys, displacements and chance encounters.
There were also names from other countries, French and Italian names, Arab and German, or English, like my mother’s, which
sounded just as Spanish as the rest when pronounced ‘Beryl Gravés’. For a long while we sat next to an old Sicilian lady and
her daughter. The old lady was dressed all in black with black felt slippers and black stockings. She told us she had spent
all her savings to come here for a second opinion – ‘St Lucia is too busy for miracles,’ she said, tapping the floor with
her feet.


8.45 a.m The nurse has come in to give my mother an injection and put some drops in her eyes. There is no kindness in her voice as
she dresses her for the operation, with a green paper cap and pinafore, and asks her to remove her necklace and her watch.
My mother obeys like a schoolgirl. A few minutes later two orderlies come in with a hospital trolley and lift her on to it. She raises her hand to wave goodbye to me, then lets it drop limply down by her side, already affected
by the drug she has been given. Soon she will be dosed with a general anaesthetic and will fall into a deep sleep. I begin
to feel anxious. I stand by the door watching her disappear down a corridor, then I go back into the room and close the door.
I pick up a book, then a newspaper, but find it hard to concentrate on anything. Suddenly I feel utterly lost and alone in
this strange place, where no references link me to anything, past or present, and only the absence of my mother fills the
room. There is nothing left between me and my thoughts, and I feel an overwhelming need to be strong without her, to fill
the room with the sounds and colours of my own life, both the vibrant and the dull – the full spectrum. Above all, I need
to rescue the person I was during those twenty years of residence in Catalonia from the dangers of my own oblivion and rejection,
because the present can only be fully understood and appreciated by looking at the finished pattern of the past, the pattern
of cause and effect in events that have become history.


Outside, on the terrace, the large rectangular pond mirrors the morning sun and I open the window to stare at the still water,
the pink and white water lilies that are already half open, and the shimmering goldfish. Every leaf, every flower, every dark
patch of water seems charged with hypnotic powers, inviting me to continue on the memory voyage that began when I opened my
eyes this morning and that has now become a need – to remember from the source, from the childhood my parents gave me in a
land of oranges and lemons, and the years that followed my childhood, when I was away from Spain; and the time after that
when it became my home again, when I came to live here in Barcelona. I see many images in the water: the face of my mother
when she was young, with dark short hair, and there is my father too, wearing a straw hat and smiling; I see the faces of people who
made this land what it was then and what it is now, people I have loved and people I have feared; and the faces of some exceptional
women whose quiet, unnoticed lives have run parallel to my own life and enriched it. Can I take the strength I see in them
and make it mine? Will they illuminate my journey? Unexpectedly, some lines from one of my father’s poems come to my mind:




To the right hand there lies a secret pool

Alive with speckled trout and fish of gold …

Run to this pool, the pool of Memory,

Run to this pool!





and a story begins to unfold.
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