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‘The day before yesterday we were poor and now we are not, and the bonanza seems to have gone to our heads.’


ROSA MONTERO


‘When Don Quixote went out into the world, that world turned into a mystery before his eyes. That is the legacy of the first European novel to the entire subsequent history of the novel.’


MILAN KUNDERA




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


For help in Spain I would like to thank Teresa Amina, Martin and Erin Brau, Javier Corcuera, Bill Schomberg and Miren Valero. For tracking down medical and psychoanalytical studies on Don Quixote, I am grateful to Professor Hugh Freeman and Dr Matthew Hotopf. Professor Edward Riley, an eminent Cervantine scholar, gave me valuable pointers. For help and advice generally, I thank Diana Beatty, Sara Lodge, John Stonehouse, Professor Philip Swanson and especially my husband Carl Honoré.


I am grateful to Penguin Books for permission to quote passages from Don Quixote, translated by J. M. Cohen.




[image: imgaes]


CHAPTER ONE


A Dead Man in Madrid


This book starts with a funeral and ends with a christening, although neither of those events turned out to be quite what it seemed.


The funeral took place in a chapel in Madrid, and was presided over by a priest with a streaming cold. The chapel was inside one of the city’s oldest convents, home to a declining population of elderly nuns. It was a closed order, so although the women were present, they were nowhere to be seen. Four ceremonial candles stood guard around the coffin, which was draped in purple, signifying the status of the deceased. About fifty men and women were gathered towards the front of the chapel where storage heaters had been placed to comfort the mourners.


The women were mostly stocky inside close-fitting clothes, like small pieces of upholstered furniture, and they had hairstyles that might have been made by the same, helmet-shaped mould. Some of the men had their coats draped around their shoulders as if they had never lost the medieval habit of cape-wearing. Outside it was a pleasant, spring evening, but the warmth did not penetrate the convent’s stone heart. The ancient buildings of Castile are designed to cling on to cold even in the hottest summer.


I was sitting at the front of the chapel, close to the coffin. Like most of those present, I was an admirer of the dead man, though none of us could really say we knew him. So much of his life was shrouded in mystery, and now that all of him was shrouded there were many things we would never be sure about. He had been a wanderer. For years he had drifted on the roads of central and southern Spain, taking jobs that had a habit of landing him in trouble. He had been both imprisoned and excommunicated at least twice and counted gamblers and criminals among his friends. His family life had been touched by scandal and he had an illegitimate daughter, but he was not otherwise a womaniser. Some said that he was a Jew, though he professed catholicism. Some said that he was gay, though others thought he had loved his wife, at least at the beginning. Everyone agreed that he was poor.


How much did these things matter now? He was dead, after all. Once a life is over the failures fade. The priest spoke the words of the mass quickly and in a low murmur, as if not to disturb the dead man, or some of the sleepier members of the congregation. But every so often a shrill lament disturbed his intonation. The chant seemed to rise from nowhere, as if it were drifting upwards from vents in the aisle or via the same mechanism that pipes muzak into shopping malls. At first I thought it was a recording, then I realised that the sound was being produced by the Barefoot Trinitarian Sisters, hidden from view in barred recesses behind the altar.


The nuns had been in claustura, shut up and cut off for years, decades even, from the outside world. Many of them would have taken up their vocations when Spain was a dictatorship and the choices for unmarried women were limited. I wondered if they felt cheated when they saw how women today could go out to work, or raise children on their own. Perhaps the priest sensed their breath on his neck; when called to raise his eyes to God he did so with the exasperation of one who would much rather be in bed. The air and the hush in the chapel were chilly, the congregation huddled into itself. If the nuns really were barefoot under their robes, their feet must have been cold.


The purple drape on the coffin shimmered in the candlelight. The low light and chanting, the priest’s gentle sniffing created a peaceful atmosphere. The span of the dead man’s life, on the other hand, showed more turbulence than calm. His failure to be recognised as a poet had always rankled with him, his attempts as a playwright were generally dismal. For twenty years he had published nothing, resigned to the fact that he would never make any money out of writing. No one knew for sure what had prompted him to take up the pen again, towards the end of his life, but a spell in prison may have been the motivation. Perhaps he felt, by then, that he had nothing left to lose. He was poor anyway, his life was wretched and all he had ever wanted to do was write.


A thin girl holding some university files arrived late and squeezed on to the end of our row, trying to muscle in on the storage heater to which she stretched out her hands. Her nose, slightly pink, seemed to pay tribute to the priest’s.


But what if a life of disappointments were weighed against one, resounding success? Could it be enough to make up for the defeats and hardship? On top of the coffin there was a cushion, head-dented, as if a body had been resting there until moments ago, then moved on, heavenwards perhaps. Behind the coffin a dozen members of the Royal Academy of the Spanish Language were ranged in splendid gilt chairs. They were elderly, creaking when they genuflected. The nuns were also very old, you could tell by the calibre of their trilling. Spain, which used to seem full of children, was now a country that worried about ageing. The birth rate was the lowest in Europe and the United Nations had said that twenty million immigrants would be needed to replace the dwindling stock of workers. Historically frightened of immigrants, Spain quaked at the prospect of another Moorish invasion.


When the time came for communion, the priest rang his little bell to signify the transformation of bread to body. As he approached the cage behind the altar two figures could be seen emerging from its shadows. Two sets of hands poked through the bars to receive the holy wafer. The other nuns – and the singing suggested that there were many more than two – were nowhere to be seen. I watched the old fingers appearing through the bars and could not help thinking again about the corresponding feet, gnarled and calloused. I thought of them pounding down the corridors on that day, in 1936, when extremists had stormed Madrid’s convents. The anti-clerical hatred that had been brewing in Spain for decades had erupted in a terrifying violence that saw parish priests crucified and the corpses of nuns wrenched from their coffins. Spain’s Republican president, Manuel Azaña, predicted that the blood would ‘drown us all’. He was right, because civil war broke out soon afterwards.


The men and women of the congregation came forward to take communion from the priest who placed the wafers directly on to each proferred tongue. Then the communicants returned quietly to their pews, carrying God’s blessing and the priest’s virus. Some bowed their heads to pray.


A sense of sobriety and regret hung in the air of the chapel, but there were no tears. The mourners had no great grief to battle or assuage. They came to this funeral mass every year, so they knew that the coffin was empty. The man who should have occupied it had been dead for nearly four hundred years. He was now nothing more than a heap of bones, and even the bones were no longer heaped. He had been buried in the convent in 1616, but the skeleton was disturbed and scattered when the building was rebuilt at the end of the seventeenth century. No one knew exactly where he lay now.


He had no descendants; his possessions had been pawned and lost. The only physical presence of the dead man was his work; four dusty tomes piled on the coffin contained his life’s writing. Taken together they bore witness to his general failure and to his one, extraordinary triumph, because while some of the books were good, and others mediocre, one of them was the most successful novel in the history of publishing, the most translated work after the Bible. Indeed it was widely claimed as the world’s first novel. The book was Don Quixote de la Mancha.


‘We commend the soul of Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra to the Lord,’ sniffed the priest. The academicians genuflected. The nuns trilled. The pink-nosed student shivered and moved closer to a source of heat.
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Don Quixote is Spain’s most famous book, but its most striking effect has often been on readers who were not Spanish. The young Sigmund Freud skipped medical lectures to read it, and noted its influence on his ideas about psychoanalysis. Karl Marx inscribed a copy of it to Engels. Dostoevsky believed that ‘a more profound and more powerful work than this one is not to be found. It is the finest and greatest utterance of the human mind.’ Virginia Woolf said, ‘Everything is there, in solution.’


The novel tells the story of Alonso Quixano, a fifty-year-old country gentleman who goes mad from reading too many chivalric adventures and decides to emulate them, styling himself ‘Quixote’. A local labourer, the flatulent, wise-cracking Sancho Panza, agrees to act as squire. There is a supporting cast of academics, nuns, students and priests – and there is an imaginary girlfriend, Dulcinea. What makes Don Quixote extraordinary is the humanity of its characters. Previously, ‘romances’ presented an idealised picture of life. In Don Quixote the characters are complex, unpredictable and able to change their minds about things.


Cervantes’ own life was full of failures, misunderstandings, bankruptcies and prison sentences. He may have been in gaol when he got the idea for his famous novel. He must often have felt himself to be as beleaguered as Don Quixote.


He was born in 1547 at Alcalá de Henares, a small town close to Madrid which was, at that time, home to one of Europe’s most important universities and a great centre of humanist teaching. However, Spain’s intellectual life suffered under the regime of Philip II, in the second half of the sixteenth century, and, during Cervantes’ lifetime, the country was increasingly cut off from the ideas of the Renaissance.


At the time of his birth, Spain’s empire had reached its apogee and was poised for a long and painful descent. Heavily dependent on bank loans secured on the riches flowing from the New World, Spain made no efforts to modernise its economy. ‘Everything’, Philip II said, ‘comes down to one thing: money and more money,’ but many of the people who worked hardest for Spain were being forced to leave it.


After years of growing panic about the suspected duplicity of conversos – Jews who had converted to Christianity – all unbaptised Jews had been expelled in 1492. Some 300,000 Muslims would be made to go in 1609. In 1600 the political theorist Martín de Cellorigo voiced a concern that would be heard repeatedly over the next four centuries. He said that Spain’s fear of progress and a lack of realism in government risked turning it into ‘a nation of enchanted people who live outside the natural order’, a nation of Quixotes, in other words.


The son of a second-rate surgeon and blood-letter, Cervantes did not attend university, but when his family moved to Madrid, he studied with a follower of Erasmus, who encouraged him to be a writer. In 1569 Cervantes may have wounded someone in a duel – records show that a man of his name was ordered to be arrested and to have his right hand cut off. Such a dramatic sentence would explain his hasty departure to Italy, where he took a job as chamberlain to a young Italian Monsignor. In order to get the position, he had to provide, as proof of his ‘purity of blood’, a certificate stating that he was not illegitimate and that there were no Muslims, Jews, conversos or anyone who had been in trouble with the Inquisition among his ancestors. He would spend the rest of his life producing such documents for one reason or another.


While in Italy Cervantes joined the army and at the Battle of Lepanto he received three harquebus wounds – two in the breast and one that permanently maimed his left hand. If he had gone to Italy to save his right hand, he paid the price with the left, but he always claimed to consider his disability a ‘beautiful’ reminder of his part in the battle. The injury earned him a distinguished sobriquet by which he is still known in Spain: El Manco de Lepanto – The One-Handed Man of Lepanto.


Cervantes fought again, in Corfu, Navarino and Tunis. In 1575 he was twenty-eight and on his way back to look for work in Spain – he may even have been in sight of the northern coast – when his ship was ambushed by slave-trading pirates. The passengers were taken to Algiers, where Cervantes was held for a ransom that was arbitrarily raised on the several occasions that Spanish representatives were sent to negotiate his release. Over the next five years his family put all their money, including their two daughters’ dowries, towards the ransom. Cervantes made several unsuccessful attempts to escape and was threatened with execution, but finally two Trinitarian monks secured his release and returned him to Spain. He never forgot the debt of honour, and chose the Trinitarian convent for his final resting place.


His five years as a hostage must have marked Cervantes, and perhaps his long absence made it more difficult for him to find the sort of work he felt he deserved, in the king’s service. Denied a pension, he was finally offered a post requisitioning corn for the Armada. But his seizure of corn belonging to the Church earned his excommunication and his poor accounts landed him in prison. His simultaneous attempts to write went largely unrewarded. At a time when Spain’s theatre was dominated by the great Lope de Vega, his plays barely rated a mention. He had limited success with La Galatea, a novel written in the popular pastoral genre. He married Catalina de Palacios, a young widow, in 1584, but the union seems not to have been a happy one, and he spent years away from his wife. Poverty, family responsibilities and the burden of his empty marriage may have conspired against his chances. By the time Cervantes wrote Don Quixote, in his early fifties, he was a shipwreck.


‘It may help a little to be distracted in order to write a masterpiece,’ said Jorge Luis Borges of this late flowering creativity. Cervantes wondered how the public would receive his book ‘after all these years I have spent sleeping in the silence of oblivion’.


The literary world into which Don Quixote was launched in 1605 was competitive and bitchy and there were plenty of writers who wanted the novel to fail. Lope de Vega, once Cervantes’ friend, said that a reader would have to be ‘stupid’ to see any merit in it. After the novel’s publication he sent Cervantes this note:


That trivial Don Quixote of yours now goes


Through the world from arse to arse, or serves


As wrapping paper for spices and cheap saffron,


And finally will end up in dumps and privies.


The letter was sent unstamped, so Cervantes also suffered the indignity of paying for this abuse.


The magnitude of his sudden success must have dazzled the man who was so used to failure. Within a few weeks Don Quixote had broken all publishing records. Seven editions, including pirate versions, were produced in the first year. An Englishman travelling in seventeenth-century Spain reported that copies of it could be found ‘not only in almost every gentleman’s house, but not seldom in inns, in barbers’ shops, and in peasants’ cottages and boys and girls, ten years old, understand it as well’.


Soon the book was translated into French, German and English. In France, Molière starred in a stage version. Quixote’s reputation preceded him in England where the first translation appeared in 1612: five years earlier a character in a play by George Wilkins had declared that he was ‘armed and ready to fight a windmill’. By the middle of the century, ‘quixote’ had become a common noun, used to denigrate Puritans.


William Shakespeare probably read Don Quixote and certainly collaborated on a play, since lost, inspired by one of its anecdotes. The knight and his squire soon became popular outside Europe, too, appearing at festivals in South America. Cervantes boasted that the Emperor of China had invited him to be rector of an Academy which would use his book as a text to teach Chinese students Spanish.


Cervantes was soon at work on a second part, but before he could finish it, another sequel was produced by a writer about whom nothing is known other than his name, or pseudonym: Avellaneda. Writing a sequel to someone else’s work was not unusual, but Avellaneda’s stands out for its personal attacks on the author it plagiarises.


Cervantes hurried out his own sequel in 1615 – with a prologue trouncing his usurper – and this second volume is generally admired as an even greater accomplishment than the first. Yet for some reason, perhaps jealousy, Cervantes was never acclaimed by his contemporaries. A literary companion of the time devoted fourteen pages to Lope de Vega and only half a page to El Manco.


His fame and the success of his novel won Cervantes neither money nor prestige. In June 1605, when a friend was fatally wounded outside the Cervantes family home, he was arrested on suspicion of murder and locked in a cell which both his father and grandfather had briefly inhabited before him. A neighbour testified that he was in the habit of receiving ‘scandalous’ visits, that he was often involved in shady business deals and visited gambling dens. Cervantes cleared his name, but he never escaped poverty.


His last days were spent in a frenzy of activity. He was struggling to finish a book, Persiles and Sigismunda, and this time the deadline was death itself. Diabetes or possibly cirrhosis of the liver were doing him in. On 19 April 1616, he wrote to his patron: ‘The foot poised in the stirrup, the pallor of death already on my cheeks, I write to you, illustrious lord, these lines. Yesterday I received the last rites, today I write you this letter; the time-span is brief, the breathlessness increases, hope diminishes, and yet the will to live keeps me upright.’


He died three days later, on 23 April, the same date as Shakespeare (though really a week after him, because Britain and Spain used different calendars at that time). He had ten masses said for his soul and was buried in a rough Franciscan habit, somewhere in the ground beneath the Barefoot Trinitarians’ calloused feet. Cervantes did not, however, die alone: he had been careful to make sure that Don Quixote died with him. In an epilogue to Part Two he let the world know that they should never be separated. ‘For me alone Don Quixote was born, and I for him; he knew how to act, and I how to write . . . we two are one.’


The coffin was empty, and since it only contained Cervantes’ imaginary bones, one might just as well lay Don Quixote’s dusty skeleton there, too, accompanied in death, as in life, by a pile of books. His was the presence in the chapel, invisible and melancholic. His was the spirit that had intrigued and perplexed readers for four centuries.


It was only when the mass finished, and we were filing out of the chapel that I saw the rest of the nuns: they were in a choir gallery above the apse, enclosed within bars. There was something girlish about the way they looked down on the congregation, like children trying to spot their parents at a school carol concert. But the enclosure was formidable: reinforced with long spikes, it was a reminder that the chastity of women had been a concern in Spain for many hundreds of years.
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The morning of the memorial mass, I had returned to the street in the central neighbourhood of Chueca where I had lived as a student, from 1987 to 1988. I was quite nervous about this appointment with the past. As the train glided towards my old stop, a metallic anxiety traced the lining of my stomach. We arrived, there was a familiar sigh of sliding doors and I descended on to old territory.


Things seemed not to have changed much in the intervening years. At the entrance to the metro station, there were still Africans crouched like sprinters over blankets spread with contraband jewellery. Close to the Gran Vía, I found a sweet shop that was memorable for its window, a kaleidoscope of coloured wrappers. Next door there was a shoe shop with the same peculiar neon sign ‘Don’t shop here, we’re expensive’.


Arriving at my old street, I recognised a leather fetish bar and even the owner who was standing chatting at the door in a fantasy outfit that incorporated many zips and chains. There had been a proliferation of gay bars over the years and I heard that the neighbourhood even had a gay travel agency now. When I lived there the street was already a magnet for those in search of drugs or sex, though this transient population lived fairly compatibly alongside the more conventional residents. One spring morning, two homosexuals had staged a mock wedding in a bar at one end of the street, and a reception in one at the other end. After a theatrical ceremony, in which even the phoney priest wept, the wedding party had made its way down the street to the reception, he in top hat and tails, ‘she’ with tiny stars scattered over both cheeks.


Next to the fetish bar, a bakery flushed the air with a sweet propaganda I identified from long-ago lunchtimes. Opposite that was a wood-fronted bar where we sometimes drank vermouth on weekends. Inside, shelves running high along the walls, were lined with rows of manzanilla bottles, like Spanish ladies, their shoulders mantled in dust. Beneath the shelf, on posters that were curling away from the wall, half a dozen bullfighters struck fading poses. The three brothers who worked behind the bar looked like butchers in their striped aprons and handlebar moustaches and there was a rhythm about their work that was soothing to watch. They served sherry and vermouth from wooden barrels behind the bar, bobbing and dipping around each other in the confined space, but never quite touching, as if a heavy weight were pitted at the bottom of each of their round bellies.


Here, as in many bars, only a rough tally of drinks was kept, it being up to the customers to remember what they had consumed and confess it to the brothers at the end of the evening. Once a friend and I forgot to declare a gherkin we had ordered on a whim. The next time we went to the bar, weeks later, one of the brothers shouted across the crowd at us: ‘You still owe us for the pickle!’


That year spent in Madrid was one of the happiest, though least comfortable, of my life. Sitting on the balcony of the first-floor flat I shared with two others was a theatrical experience. At about noon, on an average day, the transvestites would emerge, yawning and rubbing away the remnants of last night’s make-up. Carmen, my flatmate, used to shout from our window: ‘Reina, you look gorgeous!’


‘But I feel like a wreck, darling,’ Reina would reply in a baritone that was proving resilient both to hormones and elocution lessons. Reina was the tallest of the transvestites who worked in our street and she was barrel-busted with long, strong legs she was at pains to keep hairless. I think Reina’s only project in life was womanhood, and even then she wanted it at its most womanly. She might have been happiest in lambswool and pearls, working as a secretary and meeting friends for chit-chat. Reina’s tragedy was that the only way to approximate her feminine ideal was to parody it – to peddle it, in fact.


At dusk, real women arrived for work at the brothel across the road. It was called The Windmill, a hopeful allusion to the Moulin Rouge, perhaps, though this was a much smaller and dingier affair. The women who worked there were middle-aged, most of them were also mothers. When it was raining, one of them wore a transparent, plastic headscarf through which a comforting arrangement of home-made curls could be discerned. I was fascinated to see that every day, when she arrived to do battle at The Windmill, this woman crossed herself before stepping over the threshold. My mental exercise was to try to join her at that moment of transformation: her Jekyll temporarily discarded in a world of supermarkets, square meals and feet up in front of the telly; her Hyde advancing into a smoky night where the vodka shone green beneath neon lights and the corsets were second-hand.


The owner of the brothel lived in a small flat over the business, with her son, Juanito, who had a lazy eye. Sometimes this boy stood on their balcony, dangling a yo-yo into the street and looking mournfully across at us. Juanito must have been very lonely. He wore a strong pair of glasses that grossly magnified the disobedient eye, which seemed to have not only an independent trajectory, but a separate, sinister motivation. A conversation with this boy could be disconcerting, because while his right eye remained childishly attentive, the left one roamed about, appraising his interlocutor with lascivious knowingness. While the eight-year-old gabbled about homework, insects and machine guns, that pale, magnified eye was like a window into an older, cynical soul.


For the year that I lived in Madrid, the sweeping of the brothel-owner’s broom in the street outside was a background to my waking and breakfasting. Every morning she washed precisely that part of the street that corresponded to her business. If my flatmate and I happened to be on the balcony, she spoke to us quite naturally, as if we were three friends sitting together in a room. She was always concerned about politics, and especially about Spain’s hopes to join the Common Market. She used to complain bitterly about the coming of ‘Europe’, as if it were a war, or some devastating plague. Once she had finished her sweeping, it was a kind of signing-off to disparage the haphazard array of plants we kept on the balcony. ‘Those wretched things will die soon,’ she promised. On more than one occasion, she hinted that my flatmate, who was eighteen and hoped to become a model, might be better off working for her in the brothel. She knew how hard it was for young girls to get by in Madrid, and she must have regarded Carmen as ripe fruit ready to drop from our balcony into her arms. As it turned out, she was wrong about that, but right about the plants.
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The house was a wreck when we lived in it, and ten years on it had become even more desperate. It had been one of twins at the end of a terrace, but apparently number 34 had been bombed during the Civil War – our street was very close to the telephone headquarters – and 32 never got over the loss. The side of the building that had once joined 32, siamese-like, to its twin, now bulged grievously into the empty lot where some of 34’s broken bones still lay.


When I lived there a gaping crack extended from the first floor, our flat, to the fourth. I used to kneel on the bed, put an eye to the crack, and glean a fractured view of the outside world. Over the debris of vanquished 34, rubbish had piled up with a determined eclecticism: there were mattresses and bicycles, one of them hung jauntily about with old bits of underwear. There were large objects like sofas that must have presented quite a challenge to the dumpers. The chaotic pile threatened to reach the level of my bedroom, but in the mean time I could still see over it to the corner bar where the transvestites spent their afternoons. By late afternoon they were made up and ready to take business from the evening’s haul of curious or perverted men. Most of them were saving up for sex changes and in preparation they had started taking drugs to make themselves womanly. In the summer they wore bikini tops and tight shorts to show off their burgeoning curves. But for all the hormonal plumpness of their hips, the long legs protruding from their mini-skirts were thin and knobbly as only a man’s can be.


The crack in the wall and everything beyond it troubled me. It made the room much colder in winter and suggested that the wall was an unreliable defence against the outside world. Sometimes I lay in bed in the early mornings, listening to the bustle outside, and imagined a miasma penetrating the liquid atmosphere above my bed, carrying the accumulated consciousness of all the people who lived in and around our house.


They were a strange collection of neighbours. At the top of our building lived a tiny, bird-like woman, about whom we knew only that she had been a republican during the Civil War. Someone said that she had been a muse, though no one was sure exactly what that entailed. Once I had got as far as her flight of stairs, on the pretext of offering help with something. But as I lingered on the step an aura of old age embraced me, and I fled.


Very rarely the muse ventured downstairs, to buy tinned food from the local shop. On one of these occasions she came across a young drug addict who habitually injected himself in our communal front hall. Our building was the only one in the street that had no entry phone, and the door was always open, an invitation to those junkies who still cared about privacy. The muse’s confinement on the top floor meant that she was neither as used nor as resigned to this dismal scenario as the other residents were. Her explosion of outrage was almost enough to raise our crumbling roof, and the drug addict fled without his fix. It may have been the muse’s last rallying cry, because she died not long after. At any rate, it was a no pasarán that kept the junkies at bay for more than a week.


Pik and Hans, two Dutch students who loved jazz, were on the third floor. They wore hair gel and black clothes and, like so many young people at that time, they had come to Madrid looking for marcha. This was the famous nightlife that had convulsed the city since the death of General Franco, drawing young people from all over Europe. Most nights they found it, in clubs and discos that stayed open until dawn. On the fourth floor was a young man, not more than about twenty-five, who made a living out of impersonating Dracula at children’s parties and other events. We used to see him racing up and down the stairs, his trousers grown shiny from too much dry-cleaning. Like his name-sake, he was busiest at night.


The tenants on the second floor gave us the most trouble. They were an extended Chinese family, but it was not their number that bothered us, for they were very quiet, but their habit of hanging salted fish out on the washing line, just above our drying clothes. Explaining the problem with the fish was difficult because whenever we went to visit these neighbours there was no one available who spoke Spanish or English. Several times we climbed the stairs and had smiling exchanges with different members of the family, which they seemed to understand, yet the fish stayed in place. Eventually our point was conveyed with the help of a diagram, and with many more smiles and bows, the family agreed to be more considerate of our washing. The fish were transferred on to the front balcony, where they dripped on to our plants, and probably helped to kill them.
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CHAPTER TWO


The Taxi-Driver’s Cousin’s Friend


Every evening, at about eight o’clock, a certain smell descends on Spain. At the moment when offices close and there is a collective recognition that the serious part of the day has ended, a marriage of hairspray and cologne breezes down the city streets. The aroma seems to be the same, give or take a floral note, everywhere in Spain. For all that they rail against the centre, the Basques smell like Castilians. The southern Andalusians’ character may be nothing like the north-eastern Galicians’, but they smell the same in the evening. Just as it identifies the end of the working day this smell marks the beginning of a night that can stretch as far as you want to push it – even to the next day’s breakfast. In Spain, time is elastic, and mañana always deferrable. Spaniards love to go out, to be in the street and to talk, or rather to shout to one another in a way that makes other countries seem eerily quiet.


A government survey carried out in 1990 found that Spain had only slightly fewer bars than the rest of the European Union put together. Spaniards are the most social Europeans, spending at least two and a half hours with friends, usually in bars, every day. Even after a wedding, rather than drive to a private reception, sometimes the bride and groom will descend, in ruffles and tulle, on the bars and discos of their town. There are housewives who spend their day in a housecoat, then dress with meticulous care for the evening stroll, an institution that has its own name, el paseo. Nothing evokes Spain for me as much as the smell that accompanies this ritual.


I noticed it the first time I arrived in Madrid and it was this same scent that gusted in from the street, as we emerged from the Cervantes’ memorial service. In some of the congregation it triggered the urge to set off for a glass of wine, while others lingered chatting in the convent’s portals. The academicians retired to a small room beside the chapel to drink sherry and eat marzipans, which had been made by the nuns. This was the room usually used for visits and although there were more iron bars here, the nuns were allowed to stand behind them, and to talk to some of their distinguished guests, which included at least one South American celebrity. They were flirtatious, bony hands slipping between the bars to recommend one or other delicacy.


Meanwhile the academicians’ wives waited outside coveting the food and wondering how to get some of it.


‘Who would become a nun nowadays?’ asked one woman with a helmet-shaped perm and an armoured bosom. ‘It seems so pointless.’


‘My aunt is a nun,’ said her friend.


‘Everyone has an aunt who’s a nun,’ said one, ‘but do you know anyone with a niece who wants to be a nun?’ There was some dissentive tutting and people agreed that there were very few such nieces around. Somebody pointed out that the only young nun among the Barefoot Trinitarians was black. Was she African?


‘No – they’re bringing them in from South America these days,’ said the woman with the perm and bosom. ‘The Spanish ones are dying off so they have to import replacements.’


They may be dying off but nuns still seem to be everywhere in Spain, so omnipresent that you can never take a bus, or a photograph without finding a nun has slipped into it. They might be filling some government quota designed to infuse life with religion, or at least the memory of it. Like the young men doing military service, nuns in Spain are always on the move. You often see them at railway stations, tortilla sandwiches wrapped up in foil protruding from their handbags.


Spanish children take a particularly close interest in them. ‘Hello, little nun!’ I heard one announce brightly as she crossed paths with a severe-looking specimen. Once, in Madrid, I crept into a church attached to a closed order where a service for schoolchildren had just ended. The children were fidgeting in the pews. A teacher stood at the front of the church and announced: ‘I know you’ve all been waiting to see the monjitas – little nuns. If you make an orderly queue, you can go and say hello to them.’ The children excitedly piled into the aisles and small groups of them were allowed to approach the barred recesses behind the altar where the nuns were confined, like an endangered species.


I wanted to meet nuns too. Earlier that day I had stood in the street, hopefully knocking on the Trinitarians’ convent door. As is often the way in Spain, I soon had company. An old lady who had been making her way down the street with shopping bags came to a curious halt beside me. ‘I’ve lived here for thirty years and I’ve never seen any of the monjitas come out,’ she said. ‘But they do keep the place looking nice.’ She pointed up at the balconies where pots full of geraniums had just been watered by an invisible hand. Water was still dripping on to the pavement below.


Finally I had been permitted to enter the convent and to stand on one side of an oak door while the invisible Mother Superior stood on the other side, lamenting the lack of novices. ‘Life is so much harder now than it was when I was young,’ mused a detached voice. ‘There are so many distractions for young women. A life of contemplation strikes them as being too difficult. We were lucky to have fewer choices.’


After the Civil War, the victorious General Franco had undone all the anti-clerical reforms of the Republic and announced that Spain’s destiny lay within the Catholic faith. Only now were Spaniards beginning to question that destiny. Large numbers of couples were opting for civil weddings, or not to marry at all. The fall in vocations was deemed a national crisis. Church leaders complained about ‘galloping secularisation’.


The Mother Superior told me that they almost never went into the street, though they could hear the noise around them. ‘There is no need to go outside, we have everything we need here.’ She had not seen Spain since it became a democracy. ‘I suppose it must have changed enormously.’


‘How long have you been here?’ I asked.


‘Much too long to remember,’ she said, with a sigh that seemed to slip under the heavy oak door and dash towards the street.


[image: images]


After we had been watching the men eat marzipan for about ten minutes one of the pushier women said, ‘Let’s go in, while there’s still something left to eat!’


Now that there was a leader poised to storm the reception, a murmur of revolution rose among the others. I was trying to conceal myself in the crowd rushing in when a small man with white hair came to the door.


‘There you are,’ he said to me. ‘Shall we go?’


Don Gregorio was a writer and the Royal Academician charged with monitoring the way in which language was changing in South America. We had met a year previously when he told me, with great enthusiasm and many references to his dictionaries, about words used to describe a ballpoint pen in different parts of the New World. Since then, Don Gregorio told me, he had developed heart trouble and been told to walk for an hour a day. So we took off at a brisk pace to cross Madrid to the north side of the city centre, where Don Gregorio lived. He was small and lively, given to interrupting our walk suddenly to emphasise, on some street corner or other, the importance of what he was saying.


‘Why the interest in Cervantes?’ asked Don Gregorio.


‘I’ve recently reread Don Quixote. It made so much more sense to me than when I studied it at university.’


‘In years past Cervantes’ coffin used to be accompanied by a guard of honour, six mutilated veterans of war, in deference to Cervantes’ own injury. He lost the use of his left hand at the Battle of Lepanto. Records show that Cervantes should not have fought that day because he had a fever, but he insisted on fighting anyway. He was a very courageous soldier.’


‘Why is there no longer a guard of honour?’


‘It’s sixty years since the Civil War now. There are not as many mutilados around as there were.’


Close to the convent, we passed through Calle Huertas, the street where Cervantes had lived out his last days. ‘Perhaps a time will come when I can take up this broken thread and say what is left to say, and what needs to be said’, he wrote, days before he died.


‘For all that he sought patronage, Cervantes was never fashionable with the court,’ said Don Gregorio.


In 1615, one of the censors of Don Quixote Part Two recorded a meeting with some French courtiers who were curious about Cervantes. ‘They questioned me closely about his age, his profession, his quality and quantity. I found myself forced to tell them that he was old, a soldier, a gentleman, and poor. To which one responded in these very words: “Then Spain does not make such a man rich and support him from the public treasury?” Another Frenchman retorted with this witty remark: “If poverty will force him to write, then may it please God that he never have wealth, so that, though he is poor, he may make the whole world rich with his works.”’


We rode a wave of cologne and hairspray down towards the Puerta del Sol, the heart of Madrid, even of Spain. Literally called ‘The Gateway of the Sun’, this large and bustling square marks the ‘zero point’ from which Spain’s huge road network radiates. It is Spain’s hub in other ways too. Revolutions have started here. In 1912, the liberal Prime Minister José Canalejas was assassinated in the square. In 1931, the Second Republic was proclaimed from the balcony of the Ministry of the Interior, on the square’s southern side.


In October 1936, two months after the outbreak of the Civil War, the Nationalist General Mola vowed that within the month he would take Madrid, entering the Puerta del Sol on a white horse. The General joked that he would have a coffee there with the correspondent of London’s Daily Express. Republicans responded to the taunt by keeping a table permanently ready for him, though it was three more years before Madrid finally fell to the Nationalists. ‘His coffee’s getting cold,’ jeered Madrid’s Republicans.


In 1987 a gathering of lesbians staged a demonstration in the square, in protest at the arrest of two women for kissing in public. Although the threat of arrest has lifted, they still come here every year for a nostalgic kiss-in.


Don Gregorio said he had read Don Quixote four times. ‘The first time I was twelve, I enjoyed the humour of it. Then I read it in my twenties. I was interested then in the philosophical ideas contained in the book and I filled my copy with pretentious notes and underlinings. When I read it in my forties I was a teacher, preparing the text for my students.’


He had read it for the fourth time only a year ago, Don Gregorio said, and he detained me on a street corner by a shop specialising in fans. ‘My left eye has always been rather lazy, so I used to read with my right eye, then, last year, I had a thrombosis and went blind in my right eye. So at seventy I had to set about Don Quixote again, to educate the left eye, which had never read it before.’


‘Which eye enjoyed it more?’


‘I liked it best the last time I read it, but that may have more to do with age than eyes. It gets better, you know, the more you read it.’


In the centre of the Puerta del Sol four Spanish teenagers were grinding out a pop song in effortless English. As they jumped and pointed at the sky it became apparent that they were evangelists, though this may have been lost on the crowd who had gathered around them, as though sharing in the effort, because it was so difficult to make out what their words were. English pop was a way to get the attention of young people in any country, but what was the point of getting it, if the message could not then be communicated? Their chorus was: ‘The only way is God!’


‘Terrible’, murmured Don Gregorio, from the safety of our street corner. ‘Spain, and I, have changed so much. You say you are going to make a journey around central Spain?’


‘I want to see how different things are since I lived here ten years ago.


‘Everything is different,’ said Don Gregorio. Yet as we walked through the streets of Madrid, I was surprised how much had stayed the same. Graffiti on the monastery walls still promised anarchy and was written in the same thin black scrawl I recognised from my student days; perhaps it was even written in the same hand. There were still drug addicts lolling on door steps, though friends told me that many of the old loiterers had been displaced in an effort to smarten up the city centre.


We walked up the Calle Preciados, a pedestrianised street of smart department stores, to arrive at the Gran Vía, Madrid’s great thoroughfare. Among the cologne-drenched crowds coming the other way was a man carrying a billboard about the end of the world. Some things are the same wherever you go. The bars of the Gran Vía were packed with people shouting at one another. A beggar attached himself to our jackets and was carried along with us through the crowd for a few blocks before detaching himself with a disgusted comment about the calibre of charity these days.


‘Are Spaniards quixotic by nature?’ I asked Don Gregorio.


‘Very much so, unfortunately.’


‘In what way?’


‘They’re stubborn like him. It’s something to do with the determination to make the world fit your ideal. Spaniards don’t adapt themselves to the world, they try to force reality into their own mould.’ Don Gregorio stopped me on a street corner, and got into his stride. ‘The Civil War is the most extreme example of that. There was no absolute truth, no one group was right, yet we tore one another apart. There were ten of us in my family and I had a brother on each side. Those two didn’t speak to one another for twenty years after the war. It took my father’s funeral to reunite them. It’s terrible that it should take a dead body to reconcile two brothers, but these schisms were so common in Spain that it is quite rare to find a family where something similar did not happen.’
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