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‘Life is a gift from the few to the many, from those who know and have to those who do not know and have not.’


—Amadeo Modigliani
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Foreword


When I first crossed the iron bridge into the ancient city of Girona in North East Spain I was 15 years old, and felt I had arrived in a place that was not of this world. It was too rich in atmosphere, the notes of its scale too high. It was magical. I still believe that today, although for different reasons. The people of Girona said then that the city has a mystery that pulls certain people back, time and again. A city's love never dies.


At first, I thought the mystery concerned the matching towers of Girona and Rennes-le-Château in France, creating a golden mean—a dynamic which, when activated, revealed a gap at its mid-point precisely at the peak of Mt Canigou. This is ‘a portal’, a gap in the planet's atmosphere leading to other places and other times. A private society has held this secret for centuries. Its power in the wrong hands would bring untold darkness. Many had sought the secret, including the Hapsburgs, Howard Hughes, Otto Rahn—the German Grail writer—and the enigmatic priest, Abbé Saunière from Rennes-le-Château. He made unexplained journeys to and from Girona at the end of the nineteenth century. I wrote about the society and the priest in City of Secrets and thought that the mystery was solved.


So, back there in the late 1950s I loved the city at first sight and also the man waiting at the end of the iron bridge: José Tarres, protector of his province from Franco and custodian of the private society, holder of the secret. After an illness in 2003, he gave me some of the material held by the society. He had hoped it would be made public when the world became a more optimistic place. I understood Girona was one of eleven sites on a transforming journey under the constellation of the Great Bear. I was given a guide who took me on the journey to the Portal on Mt Canigou and I understood that activity in that space, travelling through to other realms, was the secret. For this, Howard Hughes and others had come to the area in the 1930s. I wrote The Portal and thought that the story was concluded.


Then came mention of the Stone, one of the oldest on the planet. There, in the centre of the journey under the constellation, was the secret so many had sought, and I understood finally that this might be why I was drawn, time and again, back to this place. And, why there was a hidden society, kept impeccable since antiquity, and what had happened before even this antiquity as we knew it. And it is of untold beauty, light and surprise. Once touched, you would always return, even in your dreams. Yet it has a certain danger. What is its purpose?


I have brought and taken much to and from this city. I was there at the uncovering of the Jewish Kabbalist Centre, glorious in the medieval ages but hidden since the expulsion in 1492. That, too, has many secrets. It was a great surprise for the locals of Girona. The meteor, further north, would be even more so...


Patrice Chaplin, January 2017




Prologue


There were three men waiting at the top of the narrowing eighth-century street where it squeezed itself around the buttress and away towards the cathedral. Was it the way the light fell that made their appearance unnerving? They were silent in the deserted siesta hour as I climbed the cobbled hill towards them and instinctively I tried to look younger and fitter as though to show I could take care of myself. It must be the way the sun lit their faces. They stood too straight, too tense, waiting. Nearer now, I could see their expressions were too hard for what was simply an introductory meeting. The words of my last US interviewer came to mind: ‘Don’t you feel frightened doing the stuff you do?’ My walk was now untidy and I considered stopping and letting them come down the hill towards me. I assumed we were going to the L’Arc bar. Then I recognized Señor Masia from the second-hand bookshop. How could his expression be anything but friendly? And young, beautiful Roca whom I’d met only the day before seemed not to know me, yet he’d set up this meeting in the first place and we were already on good terms. The other, the powerful one I did not know, yet he was not unfamiliar.


The heat was tricky and the fact I’d been told there would be just one man, unnerving. A mere handshake, a greeting, the smiles were there now and then the powerful one embraced me, so putting me into the midst of the group and hugged amongst them I was walked swiftly up the street and to the right into a short, thin passage that I didn’t recall seeing before. I’d been to and fro this ancient city since I was 15. What didn’t I know about the old quarter? Obviously not enough.


Shadowed, private I judged the passage to be opposite Masia's bookshop. In a hurry now, they led me down through a low doorway into a darkened deep-vaulted stone room. There was no choice about it and their behaviour was swift and decided and I was placed on a chair and the huge walls around came alive with light and sound. If I hadn’t have known of this meeting I would have believed it had all the appearance of a kidnap. The powerful one took a seat behind a table in the gloom somewhere in front of me. Why hadn’t I been introduced to him? His manner I thought was familiar. The hair was different, but I decided I had seen him briefly twice in different light and very different circumstances. I thought someone called him Gyp. Was this the apparent guardian of the city who no one could identify, who travelled seemingly unnoticed through the streets, a man José described as ‘not without a certain danger’?


The walls, now visible, were covered with projected images, mostly photographs, circling slowly, some large as posters. They were all of me. And behind me figures slipped through the gloom drawing close, making no noise; grey nondescript people, all of them men. I could just see the powerful man's expression. It was beyond hate or love or anything I could identify. Sounds began, disquieting, turning ominous, too loud until it was not possible for me to hold this level of volume. The room was the work of an obsessive and all of it about me and my life. As the sounds increased photographs flicked on, switched off and were replaced by others more and evermore going into my past. Whoever had done this knew me inside and out: my wedding day, my children, the modelling days, the Hollywood years, my drama school productions, my bohemian days, the Paris Match spreads and José. My life came towards me on waves of sound, an attack, an intrusion. The man who might be Gyp sat between the brilliant walls and was covered in differing lights and pieces of my reflected life. All I was here for was a meeting about a project on ancient Girona where I would be offered ‘an opportunity that would please me’—Roca's words of the previous day.


Where was he exactly? I looked behind me quite horrified by the increasing number of these shadowy men still arriving from all sides. No sign of Roca.


‘Who are you?’, I shouted at the one behind the desk. I thought he said, ‘Your guardian.’


Smaller, grainy photos now, enlarged from snapshots, private, personal, going back through the early years and some I didn’t know and wondered how they could have obtained these. I said this was terrible. Any sound was drowned by the noise and the chilled dark had filled up with 30 or 40 men, I was sure I did not know. The street door was closed.


Gyp leaned forward and claimed my attention. ‘You look for the secret. Some of this you have. You’ve worked hard for your age,’ he told me.


In spite of the position I seemed to be in I was still young enough to dislike that remark.


‘But you cannot uncover more.’


It occurred to me then I could just get up and leave. Something about this man kept me attentive and still, as though this was the attitude he needed to obtain.


‘We will give you the secret.’ His voice was strong and rich as a preacher's and rose above the hellish noise. ‘No one in this city has ever thanked you for the work you have done. Many don’t even know you. You are unsung. But we will show our gratitude. You will be offered something that will please you because you deserve it.’ His voice and the sound from the walls jarred unacceptably, and I covered my ears. I was in something that was beyond acceptable even for me. I was the object of ritual, a sacrifice, perhaps revenge. It occurred to me most succinctly that I could be slaughtered. And the photographs pushed their way into my consciousness, my whole life a punishment, the sounds arranged in hypnotic order to break me down.


‘You will be offered the role necessary to be shown the secret. And then you will be initiated and remain here in this city.’ His voice was too deep finding its way through the discordant noise.


‘No!’ And I curled forward in the chair, hands still over my ears, eyes shut tight, feet clattering on the stone, closing off the unbearable.


‘Come and see what we offer you.’ He rose from his chair. ‘All is yours. Just climb the stairs with us.’


Never. That was where they would do it. And it would look like an accident. He opened his arms generously. ‘All this is for you: the house, the gardens, the land. Your expenses paid ... everything. You are the chosen one, the next in the custodial line and the last. You are the last. You have the secret.’


He’d said it all. I think he waited for me to be grateful.


My legs were shaking and I hoped my heart would be on my side and stand up to what came next. Its beating was the flutter of a trapped bird.


And the men crowded closer, not quite flesh and blood, wrapped in the grey mist. And I had the one last thought that might save me.


‘José. What does he say about this?’


‘José Tarres.’ Gyp gestured with his hands, a full satisfying indication of doom. ‘He is finished.’


He was coming towards me and I wished I had some of that ‘not bad for my age strength’ he’d mentioned. I’d give him one in the place that hurt.


‘Be wise now and follow what is offered.’


He was close, but didn’t touch me. Could I just run around the men to the heavy door and into the unknown street, which had been surely uncovered for this private occasion, as if by medieval ritual? I could see the mention of José would buy me nothing in here. God would be a better ally.


‘What's the matter with her?’ asked the man behind me.


‘She hasn’t come round to it yet.’ Gyp was impatient. ‘She still thinks she has a choice.’ He looked at me. ‘You are the most disobedient.’


And the years I’d passed through, with a fair share of pain and adversity, were surely good for something. I straightened up and looked at this rich-voiced captor.


‘José won’t like this. You’ll have to answer to him. And we’ll see who has choice. He won’t forgive you for this.’


And I wasn’t sure of my territory as far as José was concerned, of what, if anything, he would do to save or avenge me. And my body started to swirl around with the many versions of me around the walls and my heartbeat was lost in the threatening drumming from the stone room and my life, in all its complexities, seemed very short.


He still held out his hand to help me from the chair. The photographs were circling madly like a fairground ride gone wrong and the sounds stuck in an atonal chord. I thought I said, ‘My money's on José.’


‘He's gone. We’ve put him on a train for Paris.’ Dismissive, then, of José. ‘You won’t win,’ I promised.


He tried again to take my hand, to lead me away. ‘I think you should see what I offer you.’


The men waited, a little restless now. Was their leader going to let them down? ‘The trouble is, you will stay now. No choice there.’ His voice was quiet, just for him and me. The atonal stuck sound fading, images running into each other, upturned, rolling down from all my past like a multiple road accident.


‘Stay? Oh, I don’t think so.’


He looked almost surprised.


‘I’ll go away.’ And I straightened up, ready to leave.


‘Away?’ he echoed. ‘Where?’ He was definitely surprised. ‘How?’


‘I’ll just go.’ And it was almost time for me to get up from the chair.


‘But there's nowhere to go.’ He paused, almost sad. ‘You’re in it and it's in you.’


And I thought, I know this man Gyp. And in that moment I knew I would never be free.




1


I first heard of the Portal when I was 15 and hitchhiking through France with my friend, Beryl. We were travelling, taking the roads as they came not running away but forwards towards a freedom which was undeniably ours. Out of the London suburbs into an intriguing way of life unknown but not altogether unfamiliar. This was the mid-50s and there was still an innocence about that time which allowed us this way of travel not possible in later years. We were bohemians to the core, dressed in the obligatory style of the outsider, the kind that frequented the Trad Jazz clubs of Soho, a style taken up by poets, painters and individuals called ‘characters’: black drainpipe trousers, fisherman's sweater duffel coat from Charing Cross Road, rope sandals, ankle chains with bells, hoop earrings, big kiss curls, white lipstick, black nail polish.


However bizarre, it couldn’t hide Beryl's beauty which on occasion made being her friend quite difficult. We danced Rock and Roll, Boogie, Jive, Trad Jazz. We had a joy of life.


We crossed the French border into Spain and were stopped by the frontier police. They had never seen anyone like us and admitted it. No one looked like us. What were we? Extraterrestrials?


‘They’ve come through the Portal,’ the men decided, trying to laugh.


It sounded good and we asked if the Portal was a club that we’d somehow missed on the journey south. A policeman pointed to the nearby mountain, its peak visible on this bright day. He said the Portal was right there on the summit.


‘It leads from here to other places, so they say.’


How had we passed through France they wanted to know?


‘The nervous French would kill you and cook you.’ More laughter.


They still held our passports and papers. You had to have a visa to get into Spain in those days and ours seemed in order. The young policeman pointed at Beryl's rope sandals. ‘You come from Roman times?’ He dared to check her duffel coat, one quick exploratory touch, just to make sure. It was just the usual earthly fabric. I could begin now to understand my father and the effect our style of dress had on him and why he so readily arranged our special youth passports giving the reason ‘to further the girls’ education’. He obviously couldn’t take the assault of our appearance on his necessary conformity in that uptight suburb between London and the countryside. I told him to add ‘learning French for future secretarial position’. He was glad to blot that ink dry.


The cops still held our visas and passports and were unsure about our age, legitimate right to be travelling, money, status and the driver of the car who had picked us up in Toulouse. This jolly, friendly man who had sung French songs throughout the hot afternoon had become decidedly edgy. It seemed he didn’t appreciate the delay.


The official in charge asked what we were and we answered honestly. ‘Gypsies.’ We might head to where the flamenco singers lived in Seville. He asked why we weren’t at school. Because we were travelling into the unknown. If it wasn’t for our appearance they would have stopped us as runaways. But we were too odd for even that. In Paris we’d spend nights at Sidney Bechet's club and mornings with Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir and they had given us new identities. We were existentialists they said, we didn’t cling to the past or fear the future. We lived only in the moment. That sounded about right and nothing much would have changed that description if the unthinkable hadn’t happened: I fell in love and life as it had given me freedom took it back and I was grounded.


Beryl—her language was better than mine—got the policemen off mundane matters of age and birth and asked about the Portal.


‘It leads to places not normally understood. The inhabitants aren’t from round here.’


She liked that. ‘So, you go from here to there?’


‘And you don’t come back, they say.’


Beryl said we should check it out one of these days and the official at last stamped our passports and gave back the visas and we were ready to go and then all hell broke out. A border guard had opened up our driver's car and it was discovered he was smuggling arms into Spain using us as cover. Shots were fired and Beryl and I ran for it and hours later ended our journey by horse and cart into the pre-Roman city of Girona in NE Spain, just across the Pyrenees mountain range.


Years later I wrote about that arrival in my book Albany Park. The sky was violet and flashing with huge flat stars. The sun was setting behind the last bridge in a blaze of scarlet rage. The narrow streets were filled with music, heady perfume, the smell of woodsmoke. The church bells chimed as though for a celebration and then all the lights of the city came on, hundreds of yellow eyes. It was a true welcome. I knew that if I crossed the clanking iron bridge built by Eiffel and stepped onto the other bank I’d be in an unimaginable land, changed forever. Radio stations in the apartments and bars played a haunting Spanish song, I assumed was a chartbuster. It was in fact an advertising jingle for chocolate. The music was full of the melancholy desire that Spain conjured up and I thought it announced the beginning of a huge even deadly passion. How right I was.


I crossed the bridge and at the other side awaited José Tarres. Charismatic poet, defender of the Catalan province against the rape of Franco's dictatorship he helped other activists to safety across the mountains into France. Keeper of the old customs that had survived centuries he celebrated his birthplace with the traditional fiestas, dances and rituals, kept going the forbidden Catalan language, making the city come alive and unlike any other. He was unlike anyone I had ever met and over the years that didn’t change. I knew him completely and utterly from the first glance and felt that the whole of my short life until then had been merely a time of waiting. From bohemian I became novia (fiancée) and I stayed with him in paradise. For a while.
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The Girona Bridge, designed by Eiffel, crosses from the new part of Girona into the mysterious old quarter


Hollywood at the end of the 60s was a good time and I had two of my published books under option to a studio and an independent producer was interested in an idea on Girona. I was recording a documentary for the BBC on the British in Hollywood. Married with two children I lived in Kentish Town NW London and I was going back for a play to be later produced at the National Theatre. I was about to have lunch at Ma Maison with my superstar idol of all time. I was at the top of my game. And to my amazement I felt empty. And then someone mentioned a Portal and described an invisible channel into space and I was back in the 50s at the Spanish frontier with Beryl and the Portal story. And then I thought of José. And that's when I knew why I had felt such emptiness. He was the one to open the champagne with. It felt as though I was running physically to LA airport. The plane journey to Barcelona was long but not long enough to sort my past.


I arrived at the hotel in Girona where I had last seen José years ago and couldn’t go in. I was scared to see him changed or with someone else. He could have slipped out of his exquisite skin and become ordinary. Also he may not be there. I hadn’t seen or heard about him for five years.


The concierge came out of the dairy with a litre of Leche Ram milk and was pleased to see me. Cautiously I asked for José.


‘But of course, he's here. Where else could he be? He can’t leave Girona.’ I should have taken more notice of that remark. And we climbed the well-remembered stairs together, the door of the salon opened and José stood against the wall, part of a dream and on the wall a big gold tin sun decoration just behind his head like an aura. Then his eyes lit up and he came towards me with a soft tread and it was as though we had never been apart, the time in between did not exist. ‘I knew you would come back,’ he said.


I said he hadn’t contacted me. How could he? I had never sent a message or address. ‘Oh, but I reach you by thought.’ His eyes as they stayed on mine promised everything was still in place. ‘Let's go to the Arc bar. Luis will be so happy to see you.’ And we walked out into the evening as we had innumerable times in the past. There were lots of friends from the old days in the bar that night but I only really saw José.


On the third day I knew I should be back in LA or lose my writing deal with the producer. His tone when I had called that day from the hotel had made it clear. How did I tell José I had to leave? We still talked of the future we were meant to share. It was agreed we belonged together, the link was too strong. I said I had to go back to the film in LA and then on impulse I asked him to come with me. He did hesitate. Then he said he needed to restore a courtyard in the old quarter. And there was something about a gallery and a flower show. He could not leave. I had to leave. But what was between us couldn’t leave either. I believed that would never change.


Good things happened in the next years and I had my share of celebration but the top note of high happiness was missing. Yes, he was the one to open the champagne with. I wrote about our early years together both in Albany Park, then Siesta which was later filmed with music by Miles Davis. When the reality of Girona became memory, it seemed even more vibrant. Perhaps that was how legends were born. José had always been out of reach, except perhaps in those moments when he appeared suddenly in my thoughts. A sense of him would suddenly come to me in a rain-soaked summer street, the smell of woodsmoke would bring him instantly and then I knew that I’d have to go back there. On one occasion finally I hurried to my house in Kentish Town and they, the children and my husband, looked up pleased I was there. How could I say I was going? I felt I was an intruder in their innocence, worse, a murderer of their reality. They were so calm and trusting. All was as it should be in this sweet room. My husband I would never hurt. I prayed for God to take away this passion I could not deal with and lift it out of my heart and keep it in his care.
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My husband, Michael Chaplin. Unique, an old soul—we had some memorable times


The following year I went to Spain on a short business project with my publisher nowhere near Girona and on the way back to the airport a stone stuck in a wheel of the taxi.


The driver had to stop in a deserted village and change the tyre. I crossed into the shade of a side street. Just one man, leaning against a wall our eyes met.


Marriage over. He did say when I first met him that you can’t lose what truly belongs to you even though you throw it away.


José came to London—something to do with an artefact. It had mistakenly been put up for auction and he had to get it back. It sounded like a metaphor for our dilemma. I couldn’t leave my husband. It took months of indecision and pain and it was the hardest thing I ever did.


Spring 1969 I lived with José in a fisherman's house on the Catalan coast with the children. One night we drove up into the hills and watched all the lights come on in Girona: a cluster of colour, a superb necklace, resplendent with gems. As if some unaccepted lover had adorned the nakedness of the city celebrating its power. ‘Of course, there are those who leave gifts here. And secrets. It is the right place for those. Always has been. No one owns Girona,’ he said.


I too would have to make an offering in the end. I’d not get away untouched. And then he said, ‘Something always comes in the way of what I want.’ Uneasy now I said he didn’t have to make a secret of whatever it was.


‘You mentioned secrets,’ he said. ‘There is an old society in Girona that takes care of those. And I have to take over the society.’


‘Why you?’ I knew now, there’d be no living together in a place of peace that he’d promised away from the calls on his time. All that was rosy-future talk.


Remembering his activist past I supposed it was related to that.


‘Because I am the right person. It is what I have been prepared for all my life.’


I asked if it was the Freemasons and he said something like that. I asked what this meant for us. He said we would stay as we were and nothing would come in the way of that.


For some days we lived harmoniously in the village and then between one hour and the next anxiety started. He blamed it on the Tramuntana, the mountain wind and then I saw the car with the foreign number plates and the driver just sitting in the front, watching the sea.


‘He's from my husband and the family,’ I said.


And the man came to the door and the deal was clear: if I did not go back to the UK I lost the children. It came down to survival. I would never lose my children. I went back to London to divorce.


Girona was the place for secrets. I’d heard mention of an archaic society. It protected a secret from the beginning of time. In existence for centuries the society was made up of professional men of standing and an initiate group which performed rituals and affected change to enable the hidden to be experienced. Some said it was akin to alchemy and the calling up of spirits. The nucleus of this secret was arrived at by following a journey through eleven sites under the constellation of the Great Bear and the sites were linked and matched using sacred geometry and presented a mirrored landscape and on this Girona and Rennes-le-Château, a village just over the border in France, were connected. I gathered this information from whispers across the years.


Another secret concerned the impoverished priest, Bérenger Saunière of Rennes-le-Château who in the 1890s between a day and a night became phenomenally rich and I understood he had made discreet journeys to the house with the tower behind the Girona Cathedral to visit a young French woman, Maria Tourdes, who had installed herself there in 1891. In those days it was unthinkable for a woman, and more an outsider, to live un-chaperoned in this conservative Spanish city. It was recorded that to activate the dynamic of the mirrored landscape Saunière had copied her tower in 1904 for his parish. It was said he was in the pay of the Hapsburgs and in fact had bought the Girona property in which he’d placed Maria Tourdes so he could make visits, always after dark, entering discreetly by the city wall. After his death in 1917 she married a much older man and continued living in the house until the middle of the 1960s when she left for Paris.


I remember going to her garden in the 1950s and swinging from the royal palm tree. She had a sardonic style, understood my love for the city and the man and gave wise advice. She was the first sophisticated woman I’d met and she liked silk stockings and Houbigant and Worth perfumes. Was it she who had mentioned Kabbalistic magic and the Jews of Girona? That subject had certainly been kept secret. Shortly after Maria Tourdes left Girona, the house with the tower was pulled down and between one night and one day it had gone. Only a few broken walls were left standing, abandoned. Even the royal palm tree was hacked up, its huge root lying there as though wounded, gaping to the sky. And I asked who was responsible and José said, ‘The one who wants what is hidden there but it's too late. Poor thieves in the night. The treasure is already gone long ago.’ And later he mentioned ‘El Americano’ whose men had taken everything apart stone by stone looking for the secret the historic society held.


It was said that the stones of Girona had a magnetism that drew certain people back time and again. I was told it had to do with ley lines and at certain points across the earth the energy builds and creates a pull, a pulse and in those places unusual things happened.


The spirit of Girona was what mattered. It had to approve of you otherwise you passed through that old quarter and it would show you nothing. I believe that the spirit of the city approved of me, as I was then. Of course it would not let me go. A city's love did not die.


Girona had been an Iberian trading centre dating from 3000 years BC and the Phoenicians landed on the coast and then the Greeks in 2000 BC. The Romans left their mark, building much of what is the old quarter and Charlemagne marched into the city, left his influence as did Napoleon III. Girona won the Moorish contest but lost centuries later to Franco in the 1930s Civil War. Every invader left his imprint. Situated between the frontier with France and Barcelona to the south Girona had always been a city of passage. Anonymous travellers passing through left little trace making it a good place to hide what must never show its name. Over the years I did write about that enchanted time. I wrote film scripts, documentaries and my work was occasionally translated into Catalan and Spanish. My second stage play performed in Paris was staged at the Girona festival, a prestigious event held every autumn.


When I saw José again I’d remarried and he was now involved in trying to restore the unknown Jewish quarter which had been closed off since the expulsion in 1492. The Jewish presence was considered the Golden Age of Girona, the home of medieval scholars and mystics, the centre of Kabbalah. For the modern inhabitants this centre of Kabbalah was a big surprise. José's money had run out and I wrote articles for Jewish papers, the LA Times, and produced a documentary for the BBC. It brought in enough funding just to keep it going. If it could have done the same for us.


The truth was we were changed people. I was no longer the travelling girl crossing the iron bridge ready for any experience, full of life, love and he wasn’t the divine poet who brightened lives and would give his own to free his town.


José was 42 and there was nothing to fight any more and people wanted to forget Franco and that dark time and in some ways he was out of date. He had no wife, no child and said he could not leave Girona. His obligations were to the place and I assumed he was still custodian of the society.


He occasionally saw a future for us: we would live on the coast, I would have his child, my children would go to Spanish schools, our lives would be simple, replete. Everything was still in his rosy future and stopped me paying attention to the present which had all the answers already there, only too clear. He would never leave the city he loved more than any woman.


Having left my first husband for José I would not lose the second. The leaving for him had deprived my children of their father. I would not take them away from their school, neighbourhood friends, their security, or from my new husband who cared for them. I needed to write and the deals happened not in Girona but out there in the big world. That was where it worked for me. We hadn’t managed to live our dream. The trouble was when I was away from José I remembered him as he had once been and that memory would not let go. He had been a gift from God.


He met the girl who gave him the baby, devotion, all he seemed to want, and she didn’t leave for distant places and need other stimulus. He came back to me in my dreams and appeared against vividly coloured landscapes that I had never seen. I’d hear a woman say, ‘The Portal, he comes from there.’
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When José thought he was dying in 2003, he chucked me the secret of Girona like a hot potato and told me to write the book. He lived. I discovered he had given me only a part and asked for the rest.


‘That you have to do yourself.’ And the drawbridge went up and he would say no more. The research took months of climbing up hot, cobbled streets on often fruitless journeys. Increasingly, I became aware of the presence of the society and had a sense that change was happening. Some members feared that when José was no longer there the group would disband, go underground, and the material would be lost forever. These individuals gave me clues and evidence, the stuff of alchemic transformation. The core of the group was conservative and wanted the material to be sent to the Vatican. Some members did wonder what José had told me and sent, at least, two security agents on my track. City of Secrets was published in several countries and came out in Spain in 2007. It revealed an ecclesiastical cover up, the ghostly appearance of a lady carrying a cup, which had been witnessed over the centuries but could not be recorded or approved by the church. I also revealed the private society's existence which held the secret that could not see the light of day. The book mentioned the rituals and the initiates who performed them in the seminary in the Pyrenees. Dali and Jean Cocteau had both been society members. The masons in the Girona Scottish Rite 33 Degree had always a strong presence in the steering group. The Knights Templar had secreted treasure in Girona's Valley of San Daniel. What was the secret sought by so many in the past including the Hapsburgs, Otto Rahn, Hitler, Charlemagne, Arabs, Phoenicians, and the legendary El Americano? The society, tighter than Fort Knox, held it here in the city, unsuspected by local inhabitants. Was it similar to the practices the Jewish scholars and mystics carried out in medieval times taking them beyond the dimension of accepted reality, challenging the laws of the universe as we know it? Had they been privy to these secrets which emboldened their experiments? Here in the golden age of Kabbalah, Nachmanides, the renowned rabbinic scholar, wrote the formidable work, The Book of Splendour. Four Kabbalists made their historic journey into other realms, from which only one returned unharmed. It had been said the secret was better kept a secret than in the wrong hands. There was new information that the priest of Rennes-le-Château had sought this material which was defined as the Grail. He had copied the tower from the French woman's garden. Both towers were activated, creating a golden mean, opening the centre point on the peak of Mount Canigou. I was reminded of the frontier policeman's comments all those years ago, ‘up there is the Portal. It leads to places people don’t usually visit.’ And there were references in the various correspondences from 1890 that the mountain peak held an opening that some said was the centre of the universe. It was, in later documents, named the Portal. Dali had experienced its effect on Perpignan station when he fell into another dimension. So the Portal it seemed was now the key point of the mystery. But how was it activated? How did a traveller go from that point and to where? I hadn’t realized that what I unfolded was against church doctrine and I was advised to stop any research and all Portal claims.


City of Secrets made its mark in Girona and I was given an award the following April on St George's Day, the day of the book and the rose. The locals said it takes a stranger to tell us our own story. But I was no stranger.


So the Portal was the secret the archaic society had held for centuries. The local hotel owner, Señor Mons, told me the Portal was reached by a journey laid out under the constellation of the Great Bear, and that it wasn’t exactly a tourist excursion. He added that people who came back from it were changed by the experience. I asked if it was religious.


‘Not to do with the church. You can be sure of that.’


‘Black magic?’ I asked.


He didn’t think the kind of people who were involved would be associated with magic. When he spoke of the ones who came back, I asked what happened to the others. His answer was not satisfactory. He introduced a few ironic Catalan jokes to get my mind off what he thought it should not be on anyway.


It was said José set up the guide, Liliane, who took me to the Portal. She was Hungarian and had given guidance to initiates on and off for some years. I did not know, at that time, she was a Hapsburg and had a successful worldly past. She made it clear the Portal could only be located and entered by those who had taken their journey of initiation. It took some weeks for me to tread with her the preparatory path through the eleven sites of Catalonia under the Ursa Mayor or Great Bear and reach the summit of Canigou.


I learnt that a Portal occurs at rare points where the earth atmosphere is thin and coincides with ley lines and energies, meeting and building a significant force. It is an invisible gap often referred to as a gateway, through which matter and spirit can leave and also re-enter our existence. The phenomenon allows contact with levels of reality beyond us and not normally within our reach. This contact can reclaim the past, existing on other levels and can facilitate and allow the re-entry of other entities, beings, knowledge to our planet. The calling up of material from the Portal has always been in the care of initiated individuals and in unwise hands the power of this process could, as I have been told, shed the planet into unthinkable darkness.


A Portal could only be activated by resonance from those who have built up the practice along the eleven sites and could attune with this barely existing gap. To enter a Portal was to be sucked into transformation and students, such as I, could effect changes in the self whereas chosen adepts effected changes on a global level and by their attunement put to rights much of this planetary darkness. The practice had been in existence since antiquity and Kabbalists in the Middle Ages have taken this Catalan path to aid God perfecting the universe.
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