







Praise for
GRANADA

One of the delicious literary genres is the book about a writer’s love affair with a city. Mary McCarthy’s Stones of Florence and Edmund White’s Inside a Pearl: My Years in Paris come to mind. Steven Nightingale’s Granada takes its place in that radiant company.

— Robert Hass, author of What Light Can Do and The Apple Trees at Olema

In flowing precise poetic speech, Stephen Nightingale bequeaths us the beautiful and tragic essence of Spanish history, philosophy, and literature, especially poetry, mystical and secular, with Lorca in his Granada. In Granada and Al Andalus we encounter the great Moorish architecture, song, and writings. None since Gerald Brenan in the 50s has so lovingly mastered Spain in its Gothic, Muslim, Jewish, and Spanish faces. Who reads this book relives all Iberia, from medieval convivencia to Franco nightmare. El cante hondo, the deep song persists. A profound delight.

— Willis Barnstone, author of Sunday Morning in Fascist Spain

Each page of this deeply personal book is a revelation, and a confirmation that darkness is never permanent. Darkness begets beauty. Nightingale writes that conviction into every sentence.

—Robert Leonard Reid, author of Artic Circle and Mountains of the Great Blue Dream

This beautiful book is a love story: that of, first, a young family falling hopelessly in love with an old house in the medieval quarter of Granada, and their painstaking restoration of the house and its gardens. Then their growing love of the place itself, as they learn the ancient stone streets of the Albayzin while walking their small daughter to school. … But this is also a story of what love can do when various peoples put aside differences and work together: for nearly eight centuries, from 711 to 1492, Jews, Christians and Muslims lived in productive, collaborative harmony, translating one another’s holy texts and sharing collective wisdoms, from literature to algorithmic logic to color theory.

—Jane Vandenburgh, author of The Wrong Dog Dream

Steven Nightingale’s Granada is the rarest delight – a book that is as wise as it is vibrant and alive. To read its pages is to be transported back in time through centuries, interwoven with folklore, history and with the dreams of mankind. I recommend this book most highly. It opens a window into a magical world, an Andalucian garden all of its own, one inspired by Paradise.

—Tahir Shah, author of The Caliph’s House

Granada … is a primordial history of Andalusia, the rose and the magdalena, the throne and the cross—but more than these, it is a sinuous and searching biography of the heart of southern Spain.

—Shaun T. Griffin, author of This Is What the Desert Surrenders
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A nuestros vecinos Albayzíneros—
por vuestra inteligencia y gracia, y vuestro espíritu
acogedor y juguetón

A Christyn Marshall-Ramirez—
tan fiable, lúcida, y generosa

y

A Lucia y Gabriella—
por vosotras vivo.



 

Por qué Cristóbal Colón
No pudo descubrir a España?

Why wasn’t Christopher Columbus
Able to discover Spain?
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One Afternoon in Granada

THE JUICE OF the pomegranate sweetens our hands. All afternoon, we have picked from the fruit the crimson pods of juice. Within each pod, a seed. On our table, the bowl fills with the luscious harvest. The roughly handled seedpods shine in the clear hot light of Granada.

I sit close together with Lucy, my wife, and Gabriella, our 3-year-old daughter. We live here, in the medieval neighborhood of the Albayzín, in a house with a garden. The Albayzín gathers its white houses on this south-facing hillside; gardens and houses here fill with light all morning, and then, warm and fragrant, settle into the languorous afternoon.

Granada, in Spanish, by a happy chance, means “pomegranate.” The fruit is the symbol of the city. It is seen everywhere, on plates, in designs set into the cobblestones, on the faces of buildings. When we pick the seeds from a pomegranate, we hold the history of the city in our hands. As the fruit is swollen with juice, so is it packed with the ideas, the lives, the secrets and stories of the people of Granada, and of the great Mediterranean cultures that have made their home here.

The pomegranate tree, native to Persia, shows a dark, straggly silhouette. But in spring, among sudden leaves of reddish green, deep orange flowers appear, which darken to red and fold in as the fruit begins to take shape. As it grows, the skin thickens and roughens until it is the texture of old leather, as though it had lived through seasons of sunlight and had long tales to tell. Then, late in the summer, over a course of days, the rough skin splits, as if it could not contain its sweetness. Crimson seedpods show forth in sensuous bunches. Each pod is full of juice. It is the color of blood. It will darken your hands. It marks your clothes indelibly. It tastes of a strange, direct freshness, both sour and sweet. The harvested seeds heaped in a bowl so ravish the eyes that we stop our labors to watch the glistening.

Living through the seasons with a pomegranate tree, we can guess why the fruit is thought to partake of the sacred. It is incorrigibly beautiful. In the fecund splendor of packed seeds there is a promise of life irrepressible. The fruit swells and opens in the hot months, showing crimson and delicious flesh; it’s intensely sexual, putting us in mind of lovemaking and life-making. And the way the skin bursts to show an inner beauty makes us think of a coming forth of soul from the body.

If all this means something, then we are likely to find the pomegranate associated with paradise; and so we do. Some scholars believe that the tree of knowledge in the Garden of Eden was a pomegranate. In the Koran, Allah sketches the gardens of paradise in the Sura of the Merciful, the Gracious One. This hypnotic Sura of high poetry, by tradition revealed early and as a whole in Mecca, speaks of a delicious space in the next world: fresh springs, dark leaves of lush trees, women with ruby and coral skin—and fruit trees, which encompass all varieties, but of which, curiously, only two are mentioned: the date and the pomegranate. In the Hadith, which are the statements of Muhammad noted down while he lived, we hear him say: “There is not a pomegranate on earth that does not have a pip from one of the pomegranates in the Garden of Paradise.”

Five centuries later, we have Jalalludin Rumi’s great book, the Mathnawi. Rumi was born in Afghanistan, lived in Konia, in Asia Minor (present-day Turkey), and was a contemporary of Saint Francis. Many consider the Mathnawi—a hive of stories, injunctions, metaphorical adventures, songs, and parables—to be the most powerful mystical poem ever written. In one section, Rumi writes about companionship with saints, and about the signs that mark a teacher of real knowledge. He likens our encounter with such a man or woman to the buying of a pomegranate: “buy it laughing and open-mouthed, that its laughing may give information about the state of its seeds. How blessed is its laughter, that shows the heart in its mouth.”

Jewish worship, the Old Testament, the Koran, Rumi’s mystical poem: these are but some of the adventures of the pomegranate, symbol of Granada. As the seeds mount up on our table, do we find the fruit has a place in Christian devotion?

It is the symbol of the Resurrection. Christians took over the pomegranate from the Greek myth of Persephone, the goddess who returns each year from the domain of death to bear us springtime. Hades had tricked Persephone by putting pomegranate seeds in her mouth, obliging her to live with him beneath the earth part of every year. But as the earth warms and trees flower, she returns from the place of death. So the pomegranate of the goddess of spring became the symbol of the ascendant Jesus, who as an infant will be seen with pomegranate in hand, in drawings by Botticelli, Leonardo, and Raphael.

So have we three faiths of the Mediterranean, here on our table. And we have, as well, the emblem of a man who lived not far from this garden, just below our house, in fact. His residence, a hospital for the poor which he founded, still stands. His name was John of God, and his story is unforgettable.

Born in 1495 in Portugal to a Jewish family, John was at the age of eight taken forcibly from his parents, as part of the ethnic cleansing of those times. He was placed in a Christian family in Spain and later worked as a shepherd. In his twenties, he went off as part of the army of Charles V to attack France. Failing in his sentinel duty, he ended up with a noose around his neck, only to be saved (like Dostoevsky) from execution by a pardon at the last possible moment. He went to war a second time, lived violent, debauched years, and finally revisited Portugal to learn of the death of his parents. His mother had died a few days after he was torn away from her, and his father, alone, had lived until his death as a Franciscan monk.

He found work again as a shepherd, observing that people take much better care of their animals than of one other. His life lurched in poverty from place to place. He worked as an overseer of slaves; as a builder of walls to fortify Ceuta, in North Africa; as a vendor of firewood; as an itinerant bookseller.

One summer day as he walked with his books along the dusty roads of Andalusia, John came upon a boy in rags, and barefoot. He offered the boy his shoes, but they were too large. With the boy still barefoot, John was too ashamed to don the shoes again. So he took the boy onto his shoulders and bore him thorough the scorching heat of southern Spain to a cool stream. He put him down so that he could fetch water for them both, and when he returned, he recognized the boy as the Divine Child, who showed him a lush, open pomegranate surmounted by a cross, and said, “John of God, Granada shall be thy cross.”

Soon John was in Granada, and insane. He was locked in a mental hospital and given the standard treatment: repeated whipping with double-knotted leather and drenching with freezing water. Rescued after many months by another converted Jew, the Christian preacher John of Ávila, he traveled with him for counsel and succor. Later, he returned to Granada, once more to sell firewood in the streets. He was without a place to sleep. He moved among the poor. John of Ávila intervened once again to arrange shelter at night in the vestibule of a house of a wealthy man who lived in the Albayzín. Into his shelter, the future John of God invited the most needy of his companions to sleep by his side. Soon the vestibule was filled with the destitute, and all of them were expelled.

So began the hospital of John of God. At first, he cared for his companions in a hovel near the fish market. The idea, from the beginning, was straightforward: give care to anyone in need. He took in everyone he could: the sick, the abandoned, the persecuted; the poor, starving, and despised; cripples, paralytics, lepers, mutes, the old and dying, prostitutes, madmen and pilgrims. All day, every day, he begged for them. In the morning and at night he cared for them. He cleaned their beds, fed them, fetched water. Slowly he began to receive donations of blankets, beds, firewood. Then later, bread and bowls and milk. Finally, a building for his hospital, then another, larger, for there was never enough room to help all the desperate in Granada.

He was beloved by men and women of all faiths. At his death in 1550, the city convulsed in sorrow. Today, the Hospitaller Order of St. John of God provides healthcare worldwide. Its emblem, five hundred and fifty years later, is still the pomegranate and cross.

We have a hill of seeds on our table now. In the room above the garden where we sit, windows of green and azure glass show a Star of David. Inside that room, above those windows, tiles with Arabic script give a Muslim profession of faith: “There is no conqueror but God.” On the windows of another room next to the garden are portraits of conquistadors, the legendary, brutal knights of Christ.

We have lived in Granada almost four years. Our house, and this city, ride the religious crosscurrents of more than two millennia of devotion. It is a history of genius, strange perfections, of beauty and poetry; of imbecility, hatred, and murder.

There is a singular power here. The city has had an uncanny influence in the history of Europe and the world. It is a hive of stories, of sweetness, and of secrets. We might call it a pomegranate in the hand of God.

We love the Albayzín. And so this writing, out of the obligation to try to understand how one place could hold, as a pomegranate holds its seeds, so many gifts.


The Carmen of Our Serendipity

TO LEAVE YOUR place of birth, to be roughed up by another country, to seek understanding in a new language, to labor in hopes to make a home in the place you land—these are American dreams. I had wanted always to move away from the United States, and my wife, Lucy, had grown up in North Africa, in the Congo, in Paris, and in Mali. She was ready for a sojourn abroad. So it was that in the spring of 2002, we traveled with our 11-month-old daughter, Gabriella, through southern Spain, in search of a city to live. After visiting Córdoba and Seville, we wandered into Granada. Across a narrow gorge from the finest Moorish palace in the world—the Alhambra, egregiously famous—we found the Albayzín. It’s medieval, full of balconies and walls like spillways for flowers; and labyrinthine, with zany angles, mysterious stairways, hidden courtyards, and streets just wide enough for two walking abreast. Within an hour of our arrival, we dined in a small plaza. The buildings around us showed white plaster and stone. Old women dressed in black sat on benches talking, their voices like a stream of swift water from the mountains. Bricklayers and gypsies walked by, and couples with babies, dreaming young women, and guitarists with hair halfway down their backs. The warm, late light of the early evening flowed across cobbles, the trees were leafing out, the food was hot and delicious. Our little girl chortled at the waiter, who cooed at her from nearby and winked at her from afar. Less than a minute into the meal, Lucy and I decided irrevocably to move into the neighborhood.

THE NEXT DAY, we asked a local realtor about houses for rent, for two years, to a family with a baby and a dog. “Es absurdo,” he replied immediately. Now, neither of us wanted to confess to being absurd, at least not right away. So we stepped off to see some rentals available to our pushy inquiries. After two useless visits to houses that had been treated with scorn by their owners, we felt even more absurd than previously. So we went to a bar to bewail our predicament and muse upon our fate. There, by dint of literal back-of-the-envelope calculations, checked with a pen that would not work until dipped in red wine, we seized upon a new plan: to buy a house.

Back we went to the realtor, who now was convinced of our whimsy; he looked askance at us. We hoped fervently for a garden where our daughter could play, some privacy, a room for friends to visit, and a place to work. Shaking his head at our pleas, the realtor did the obvious thing and turned us over to his mother, one Trinidad, a savvy woman who led us ably into the labyrinth of the Albayzín. Only one kind of house had what we sought, a house that, unbeknownst to us, was part of the legacy of the city and the legend of the Albayzín: the carmen. A carmen is a house with a hidden garden; we would learn later of its rapturous history.

In the sure, maternal hands of Trinidad, we began to walk about and look at carmenes. After three days, we found one that answered our taste for idiosyncrasy. All carmenes in the Albayzín have names, and this one was named Carmen de Nuestra Señora de la Purificación. This, to me, was so melodious that, for the name alone, I was ready to fork over the sales price and close a deal. Who could not use some purification? Would I have to convert to Catholicism? Did a program of austerity and fixed hours for prayer go along with the deed to the house? As I was standing in the street, mulling these important questions, Lucy walked in the door, looked around, and announced immediately: “This is it!” I was of course then gripped by the insane male spirit of due diligence and wanted to see rooms, analyze figures, order inspections; in a word, to meddle idiotically in what was, already, destiny. My foolery would lead us later to an introduction to a pair of contractors, one tall and stern, the other short and jolly. They had looked at the house, and Lucy and I would stand in the garden with them as I asked carefully prepared questions about water quality, the structural integrity of the tower, the condition of the roofs, and so on. The contractors looked at me in silence, until suddenly I heard a buzzing in the air that I could not identify. I looked skyward. Was it a distant airplane? An invasion of insects from Africa? Had someone in the countryside started up a chainsaw? But no, it was the tall contractor, replying to my questions in the speed-of-light Spanish of Andalusia. Once I was able to discern a word or two of the opinions of our advisor, I asked more questions and received more long, mellifluous responses. In fact, their answers, a swirl of winds around a still center, turned on the one word they never really used: fate. You buy a house in the Albayzín, then fate will take you away, and good luck to you as you go. It was the first time I encountered such easygoing fatalism. It turned out to be part of life here.

But that futile shenanigan came later. That first day with Trinidad, we learned the house had been in the same family for most of a century. We went slowly around. Up the stairs, we found a room of Arabic design, with windows of colored glass, soft green with stars of cobalt, that filled the space at morning with blue and verdant light. Nearby was a tiny room that had small, beautiful wall paintings of children playing with toys from early in the 1900s. One story above, we found a tower with a tilting outdoor terrace, looking straight at the Alhambra. We gazed from there down into the garden. Curious barbed-wire designs swathed the garden walls, and a wooden dovecote hunkered down in a corner of the garden near a room where some brother, decades ago, had been locked up for insanity, with the murmuring doves for comfort.

Fate, in a good mood, was by now holding us in a muscular embrace. The price, in euros, seemed fair to us, since at the time the dollar was worth more than a gnat’s eye. So the negotiation began, with the help of a magisterial notary who had, from sheer generosity, befriended us. Notaries have, in Spain, a distinguished position, and part of their traditional work is to join in with negotiations to help both sides understand the issues and the law. I was used to American lawyers, whose job is often to snarl, at great expense, and hurl thick documents at their adversaries, or even at their clients. Now I was confronted by a new, disorienting Spanish custom of helpful and honest lawyers who bring goodwill and clarity to business. I felt we had been transported to some odd and distant planet. But I liked the planet, and soon we were signing papers—all four pages of them—to buy the house from the family who had owned it for generations. Closing would be in three months. Since we were headed back to the United States, we proposed in the spirit of efficiency to conclude the transaction through the mail. This innocent idea appalled the family, for it lacked in ceremony, offended tradition, failed in courtesy, and marked us as brutish foreigners. The way you buy a house, we learned, was to hand over a cashier’s check, receive the keys into your hand directly, and then go out for a sherry together. Not wanting to give mortal offense, and hoping to earn a glance of affection from Nuestra Señora de la Purificación, we of course caved in and agreed straightaway to return to Spain in a few months with money, and thirsty for sherry.

In the meantime, we learned more about the Albayzín, with a view to having some renovation done before we arrived in the next year. We discovered that the whole barrio, from the church of San Cristobal at the top of the hill to the River Darro at the foot of the hill, had since 1570 been crumbling away, an abused and, in some centuries, a despised ruin. No one loved it, unless they lived there. It was too poor and dusty, strange and ancient, even to bother with flattening it. Then in 1994, after much work on the part of its brilliant Spanish advocates, UNESCO declared the whole neighborhood a World Heritage Site, part of what they call the Patrimony of Humankind. This rotund phrase, now affixed to the Albayzín, came with Spain having thrown off just two decades earlier the fascist dictatorship of Francisco Franco. The country had written a constitution, begun a democracy with an independent judiciary, joined the European Union and NATO, and in general, with genius, worked a national miracle. Suddenly, visitors turned up in the forgotten Albayzín, the European Union sent money to help with repairs of the streets and houses, histories of the neighborhood were written, traditions of painting and poetry rediscovered, and Granada recognized publicly what some citizens had said for decades: that it had a jewel in its hand.

We began to feel a wee bit less absurd. And when in June Lucy and I returned with our cashier’s check, we came with a coffee pot and some ideas. We camped out like teenagers on a single mattress on the floor of our bedroom, rose with the sun, scratched our heads and looked around. What had we done? There were modern tiles to remove, the garden cement sported fissures, the kitchen held a darkness a tomb would envy. And the property came wrapped in metal: because the selling family had not lived here, the house had been empty except for holidays, and it had been robbed. The young burglars, finding the house to their taste, had after the robbery decided to stay on. They frolicked by candlelight through the warm nights, in all the rooms, with invited and consensual friends. Guitars sounded. Aromatic smoke swirled. These high times lasted for days. When their revels were finally discovered, they unanimously wanted their derring-do to be admired, and their stay extended; but alas, even in courteous Spain, uninvited thieves must eventually go.

This bizarre incident made the owners swoon from distress. They trussed the house in barbed wire, locked up the windows in iron bars, installed bolts, fixed metal doors in place. The keys that we were handed with great courtesy came in a weighty bundle that, put in a pocket, would break a femur.

What to do? We did what we would do so often in our time in Spain: we counted on our Spanish friends. The wonderful notary and his wife, who had been of inestimable help during our house-hunting, now named a contractor who came to see us. José Antonio de la Torre was his name, and he spoke a Spanish so clear that a rock would understand it. We walked about, dreamed, pondered, declared that the barbed wire must all go, marveled at the azure radiance in the Arab bedroom. We sought a way for the house to exhale, for dark rooms to open to the light and the garden. We thought it would be nice to have heat in the winter. We gathered ideas from books on the houses of southern Spain and Morocco, from our visits to carmenes in the Albayzín, and our look into the Moorish traditions of design in Granada that have fascinated so many for centuries. All in all, our idea was simple: we wanted a house and garden respectful of the traditions of Andalusia, and we wanted a place where our daughter could rumpus safely with other children.

The Carmen de Nuestra Señora de la Purificación had an older section with beautiful old tiles in the entryway—blue and gold and bone-white. Stairs led above to the child’s room with the lovely paintings, the Arab room, and then up to the tower. Downstairs, off the garden, there were the two storage rooms we would make into bedrooms, with orange and lemon trees outside their windows.

Soon, we had a plan and a contract. We left on the idea that the work would start in the fall. The main house, except for the kitchen, would be finished in January, when we would arrive in Granada to begin a life here. We’d move in, get settled, take stock; then we’d do the garden rooms and whatever else made sense, on the ground, as we looked around and learned more.

The months whirled by, our little girl learned to walk, we wrapped up sundry labors, and soon autumn was upon us. We sold our cars. Off went our boxes of books on a slow boat from San Francisco. We went on a last camping trip in Nevada, in our wild, beloved Great Basin, where we were challenged in the middle of the night by a big, snorting, white mustang stallion. We saw bighorn sheep, walked among the aspen going gold, rubbed our hands and faces with sagebrush, and knew what a sorrow it would be not to have this blessed country to explore. The light in the Great Basin is more than light. It’s a kind of intelligence and will lead anyone in that desert wilderness over ridges and into hidden canyons, where coyotes will come to your side and propose curious theological speculations. And these are the ordinary things of the wilderness of the Basin.

Winter wheeled round. We had a last Christmas stateside, said our goodbyes, put our golden lab in her crate for the long flight, kissed and murmured to the now 18-month-old Gabriella about our daft adventure, and we were off.

We arrived in Granada late at night, in a thick, freezing rain. Of course, this being the Albayzín, there was no way to get anywhere near our house in the rented car. In addition, both Lucy and I were wondering, given the tangle of the streets, if we could even find our house. This doubt made us laugh, and so we parked at the side of a cobblestone street and sat there musing and joking, with little thought that, in such a fix, we would see our Spanish cohorts of months before. Of course, the notary and his wife just then drove by and leapt from their car to shelter us with their friendship. They promised to fetch umbrellas and meet us down by our house. We set off through the narrow streets of the Albayzín, hauling our belongings through the tempestuous night, with a soaked dog by our side and tired infant in our arms. The rain was merciless, the sky was black. “Gabriella!” we exclaimed to our dubious baby, “we’re moving into our house in Granada!”

Anyone could have predicted what happened next. We threw open the door to the house, and it was dark as a grave, dusty, frozen, and full of rubble. We were wet, exhausted, and cold. I think, but could not swear, that Gabriella winked at us.

The rain, of course, did not notice a thing. We advanced a foot into the house, enough to see that going further meant a fall over bricks and a tumble face forward into a mound of plaster. Not wanting to add fractured skulls to the curiosities of the night, we backed into the street, where we found our notary, by now a candidate for sainthood, standing with open umbrellas and ready to help. Together we toted our bags to a nearby carmen that had been made into a little hotel, and we burst into the lobby like a late-night edition of the grapes of wrath. The desk clerk looked us over. We dripped upon the carpet. Our bags were blotched and askew. Our dog shivered and mewed. I asked, rather hysterically I think, for rooms for all of us, regaled him about our wrecked house, and threw ourselves on his mercy. I expected very little, since, standing there and panting from our exertions, we were so bedraggled a spectacle.

“We have rooms for you,” he said immediately. “And your dog. We love dogs.”

Maggie the Labrador, to show her gratitude, shook herself with vigor, casting a fine mist of rainwater to the far reaches of the lobby.

THAT NIGHT, IT snowed—a rare event in Granada. The Alhambra, the Albayzín, and all the city came whitened and startled to morning. It seemed that half the neighborhood ventured onto the streets, marveling at the stuff, as though the heavens had visited upon them some rare alchemical mixture. We ventured out to join them, homeless but game, with our tiny, happy daughter and the baffled Maggie.

So began, with mishaps and amusement, our years in Granada. Those first weeks held a pattern that would come round again in our time living here. First, the sainted notary and his equally blessed wife put us up in a house they owned in the upper Albayzín: the kindness of neighbors. Next, we went in search of cafés where we could sweep in and stay awhile, eating and musing over our next moves. As soon as we walked in anywhere, we enjoyed courteous and gentle service, for a reason we did not anticipate—the helpless love of the people of Granada for children. They love them unreservedly. They know that children have been recently formed in heaven, and so on earth need special devotions. And so the blond 1-year-old Gabriella was praised, whispered to, winked at, teased; she was given ripe oranges, warm bread and honey, fresh juice and gentle encouragement. We began going to the same café every morning for breakfast, and our daughter developed a small fan club among the other regulars, who greeted her in the morning with a sweetness I found astounding. It made one think the world has a goodness at the heart of it. Sometimes one even thought that humankind might have a future, after all. Such is the naïveté that rose in our thoughts, our first mornings in Granada, wholly dependent on strangers.

One morning, a man passing by in the street saw Gabriella through the window, entered the café, came straight to our table, took our little girl’s hand, and kissed it gently. Then he turned and walked back onto the street and went his way, all without a word.

Meanwhile, we awaited our chance to learn about our newly ruined house. The story took shape charmingly, with many shoulder shrugs, arched eyebrows of surprise at plain bad luck, sweeping gestures toward the inscrutable sky, pained references to the hardships of working in a rainy winter, not to mention the many and solemn ceremonies of Christmas and New Year’s, the Day of the Magi, etc., all of which came with vacation days. What was more, everybody had been busy working on another job—it could not be helped!— until really rather late in the autumn. And in any case, all was well. Our house had a heart, liver, stomach, blood, all in place and working. It merely lacked a few cosmetic details.

We looked around skeptically. The dust over everything was impenetrable. The pile of rubble in the patio rivaled Annapurna. Half-rolled and still-twanging rolls of barbed wire sat in the garden. Boards lay over the floor for the passage of wheelbarrows. Everywhere we found cans of paint, tools, cigarette butts, electric saws, and the occasional jackhammer. We were intrigued with the idea of cosmetic touches applied with a jackhammer. This was a new country. We were here to learn. All the same, we did live in Spain now, and it would have been helpful if we could have lived in our own house. And to set aside for a moment the cosmetics, what about the vital organs? Heat, hot water, electricity? And could we, in this historical epoch, look forward to a kitchen? We saw how our many years of experience camping in the backcountry might come in handy right here in Granada.

Brows were furrowed, lickety-split conversations ensued, chins were stroked. Perhaps in three weeks we would be able to begin camping out on the second floor. A room for us, a room for Gabriella, a bathroom with occasional hot water. And then of course construction would continue right under our noses. How did that sound?

It sounded better than living in the streets.

To make the three weeks, of course, some labor was required on our part. With bandannas on our faces, we cleaned and swept, and finished the day looking like coal miners. We went on hands and knees to scrape paint, wax, and odd deposits off the floors. We ruined socks and pants with the acid used to rid the floor tile of detritus. We wearied of seeing, indoors at noon, our breath frost in the winter air, and grew intensely curious about the startup date for the heat. The heaters were installed, but to fire them up we needed a technician to hook up cables that carried a special current, and only one man in all Granada could do it, and then with a muttering of incantations. It could not be known when he would come. But he would come. Periodically, we gazed into the heavens, thinking he might float down, tools in hand, with our electrical deliverance. Finally, our suave contractor turned up, in the nick of time, with small portable heaters that worked on standard current.

So at the appointed three weeks, we trouped down through the Albayzín, spilling jokes as we went, and moved into our house. Gabriella was delighted, which proves that kids, with enough snuggles and kisses, will put up with anything. We slept with the portable heaters roaring and lamented not bringing our sleeping bags and camping stove. But we were in residence, as a family, with company: Pedro, Mario, and Rafael, the three workers—called albañiles—who carried on the labor on the house. An albañil, in southern Spain, can do anything except electrical work and finish carpentry. They combine various and exotic work experience with common sense close to genius. Now we got to know them better.

They taught us the rhythm of life. Our first afternoon, when we returned to the house, an otherworldly silence reigned. No sound was heard, neither of voice nor of electric saw, nor of cement mixer nor hammer. Then, finally: their coordinated snores. It was siesta time. Every afternoon it was the same: at two o’clock, they stoked up a fire in the living room, heated up lunch—they did have stoves—and then leaned back in their chairs and fell thunderously asleep. At three o’clock they rose, rubbed their eyes, lit cigarettes, murmured, spat, pondered, then set to work with goodwill.

So it was for five months. At eight every morning—you could set an atomic clock by it—they came to the door to begin. At ten in the morning, sandwiches and coffee. At two, lunch and siesta. At five, out the door. All day, they got things done, made things work, put up with our ideas and bewilderment, offered their smart suggestions— the three of them were aestheticians—and all of this, mind you, while smoking continuously. Pedro and Mario were brothers and sent thoughts telepathically to one another. Rafael was a young apprentice with the bearing of an Arab prince; Gabriella, though still an infant, was smitten with him. Lucy and I were very fond of them all.

These men regarded brick as a plastic material. They could take down one wall, put up another one, and seal it and plaster it before the birds of first light were done singing. Their wonderful phrase was “se puede quitar,” which means “it can be removed.” Their jack-hammers were at the ready. If, looking at some wall or pavement you might want to remove, you nodded (or even if you twitched involuntarily), then it would vanish in a trice. One had to be careful, lest an innocent wall was jackhammered to bits in their enthusiasm and derring-do. I think the three of them should be sent up to the International Space Station to do an upgrade; the place would be more roomy, and everything would work up there.

The winter continued cold. At five minutes after eight every morning, the cement mixer would start. Soon we would hear the electric saws and hammering, the clattering of the wheelbarrow, and the engine of the minute tractor used to deliver sand and bricks and appliances in the Albayzín. With shaking hands we’d make a bottle of milk for our daughter, huddle in bed, tell stories, then rise and head out though the narrow streets to our café, with our little girl toddling between us. Hand in hand, we found a way through the rainy, cold months. In the days, we figured out what to do with our new house, helped as we could, and then went out to study the streets of our adopted city. Needing to prospect for food, we went about to see who would have us. Nearby, a Moroccan family with a restaurant—the Mancha Chica in the heart of the Albayzín—virtually adopted us, and we ate their delicious food nights on end. Gabriella soon had friends all over town, from Maria José de la Miel to Adbul-Fatah the baker, from Dominique the French chef, our neighbor, to Miguel the vendor of jamon serrano. Once, buying a bottle of wine, I saw with delight that the storeowner had noted down our address in her little book under “G,” for “los padres de Gabriella”—the parents of Gabriella.

The months passed, and the mountains of rubble slowly eroded. We could even see a bit of our future garden, and a good thing, too, since an amorous visitor now embraced the Albayzín: springtime in Granada. Leaves bolted from the trees, roses bloomed everywhere you looked, jasmine flowers on vines flung themselves over walls, the redbud raised up blossoms the color of skin in a blush of pleasure. Flocks of swifts turned through the air, big magpies strode along rooflines. And as the days heated up, the sheltering trees brought to the plazas of the Albayzín a cool and fragrant shade.

One day, we had a workroom—with reliable broadband access, which is considerably easier to get, than, say, a kitchen cabinet. The next month, the cabinets, and even—mirabile dictu—a stove, found their places. Three and a half months after our arrival in Spain, we made coffee in our own house. Another month and, suddenly, everything was done. We sat in the light of early evening, at dinner outside, just as we did our first night in the Albayzín. It felt as if a gust of good luck had borne us from the one evening to the next.

Perhaps the exhaustion of the months had levered open our ideas and made us candidates for enchantment. But looking around, after the months of dust and noise and improvisation, we felt as if we lived in the midst of something conjured. Just outside the blue-tiled entry, on a patio of cross-laid brick, we sat at a table under cover of grape leaves spread from two gnarled, thick vines. We looked out straight toward the stone fortress of the Alhambra. On one side of our garden, to our left, a small shed with dark-green door, and in front of it, a hundred-year-old olive tree. In the center, next to us, a fountain of white marble, whose water ran along a brick channel to a rectangular pool called an alberca. Alongside the alberca, a fan palm, slender and graceful, newly planted. To our right, the main garden with four mature, flourishing trees: persimmon, pomegranate, lemon, and orange. Beneath these mature trees grew mock orange and rosemary. We had room where Lucy would add a fig, a mandarin, another orange, and an almond. At the far end of the garden, a rough stone fountain, called a pilar, set into the wall. We had found the pilar on the outskirts of town, at a yard that sold olvidos— forgotten things. The water fell into a heavy, seamless basin made by hollowing out a single stone. Above the pilar, we had started a vine of fragrant white jasmine. Behind us, a rose vine had begun its spin around a drainpipe.

Now it was time to learn where we had landed, beginning here, in the garden.
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