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here & there

Mark Emeny (London, 1968), financial 
controller for Cisco Systems. Has lived in 
Madrid with wife Reme and two daughters 
since 2003.

Mark likes to illustrate some of the way he feels 
about living in Spain by telling the story of 
going out to lunch with some Spanish couples 
in Madrid.

“The table was just covered with wine glasses, 
about three per person,” he says. “So I asked if 
they thought we should ask for some more.” He 
pauses for a moment. “The answer I got back 
was, ‘no, I think we’re okay’. They thought I was 
being serious.”
After five years in Madrid, Mark still misses a 
lot of things about London, among them pubs 
and English beer, the BBC, playing football in 
the mud, and people understanding his sense of 
humour.
That’s not to say he’s not content in Madrid 
with his Spanish wife Reme and their two 
daughters, Alana, 6, and Lydia, 3. “Spain is a 
great country to live in, but I’m here for family 
rather than for myself,” he says. Alana was born 
in England and Lydia in Spain. “My kids think 
they’re Spanish,” Mark says. “I sort of have to 
remind them that they’re half and half.”

The family got the opportunity to come to 
Madrid with Mark’s company, though it was 
originally intended as a two-year placement. 
“When we got the chance to stay in Madrid 
longer, I agonised over it. I’d always wanted to 
go back to the UK and it took me a long time 
to come around to the idea of living in Spain,” 
he says.
Though it might not be what Mark wants for 

just himself, he says he knows staying in Spain 
is the right decision for the family. “It’s a great 
place to bring up a family,” he says. “Children 
are more accepted in society here. In England 
we’re very Victorian. Children must be seen 
but not heard. But in Spain you can bring 
children wherever.” 

While the children are totally assimilated 
in Spain, Mark explained that he doesn’t 
necessarily feel the same is true for himself. 
“With two young girls, I don’t have time for 
much of a social life,” he says. “But I haven’t 
made much of an effort either to make a group 
of male friends that I can go out for a few 
drinks with. I work from home frequently, so 
I don’t mix socially with many people from 
work.” If he lived in London, he says, things 
would be different. 

But he and Reme do socialise with plenty of 
friends they have in common, including a 
number of “mixed couples” like themselves. 
“Mixed couples tend to gravitate toward other 
mixed couples,” he says, “and maybe that’s a 
good thing. They have a different perspective.” 

Mark also plays on a “mixed” football team 
every week, even though he no longer comes 
home from matches covered in mud (here 
they play on Astroturf, not grass). The team is 
made up of Spaniards, Latin Americans, Brits, 
and an Italian. “It’s a good anchor point for 
assimilation,” he says.
He has a number of gripes about life in Spain. 
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Among the most frustrating things are customer 
service and queuing. “At one point in my job I 
had to fly at least once or twice a week, and I’d 
do my utmost to avoid travelling with Iberia,” 
he says. “They don’t care about their customers.” 
As for queuing, “In bars I will wait in turn and 
I refuse to use my elbows. I try to educate the 
other people, but I always end up losing,” he 
says. “It just kills me.”
But there are several advantages Spain has over 
England, Mark says. “If we lived in London, 
we probably wouldn’t feel as well off. And we 
wouldn’t have the infrastructure for the kids 
that we have with Reme’s family nearby.” Travel 
opportunities are another plus. “In Madrid 
you’ve got everything on your doorstep,” he 
says. “You’ve got the sierra close by and the 
beach just over three hours away.”
 
And while the girls grow up, London isn’t going 
anywhere. The future remains wide open for the 
family. “I would like to say that one day I’ll live 
there again,” Mark says, “but who knows.”

Love / hate top five:

1. Climate - working from the swimming pool 
in summer.
2. Children - they can be seen and heard. 
3. Family support - a constant supply of 
albondigas and babysitting.
4. Misses dinner parties - people don’t do them 
here.
5. Hates the noise - people talking across each 
other. 
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Reme Castrejón (Madrid, 1962), English and 
Spanish teacher. Lived in London for 11 years 
before returning to Madrid with her family.

To this day, Reme remembers one of her most 
horrifying moments from when she moved 
to London. “I was going into a lift in a bank 
where I was teaching and I walked in and said, 
‘Morning!’. Everyone was looking at me like 
‘is she talking to herself?’ I wanted the earth 
to swallow me up,” she says. “So I learned that 
you never say anything in a lift, but for me 
that was really strange.”

It was all part of getting used to life in 
London, which for Reme was mostly an 
exciting and positive experience. “It was like 
getting a new life,” she says. “Everything was 
an adventure.” She had taken a sabbatical 
from her civil service job in Madrid with the 
intention of learning English. “It was my 
dream,” she says, “to speak English so I could 
understand the lyrics of English music.”
But it wasn’t necessarily easy. “It was really 
hard for the first year,” she says. “I felt a bit 
lonely sometimes, especially before I met 
Mark. London is like that.” Yet she finished 
her six-month English course and decided to 
stay and do a course to become a teacher of 
Spanish as a foreign language. It turned out to 
be a very fortuitous move. “Mark was my first 
student,” she says, smiling. “And a year later 
we got together.” 

She explains that things got easier after her 
first year. “When I started working I really 
started getting integrated into the English 
culture. When you’re a student, you just meet 
other foreigners.” And she felt quite happy 
overall. “I really liked teaching,” she says. 
“People appreciated what I was doing, and I 
hadn’t felt appreciated in Madrid in my job.”

She also liked London itself: “I liked being 
anonymous in London because I’m from a 
pueblo in Madrid.” There were also aspects of 
English culture that she really liked. “One of 
the reasons I was happy there was that men 
and women are more equal than in Spain,” she 
says. “A woman there is stronger—you talk to 
men like equals, and here it’s not like that.”

She also speaks highly of the 
tolerance of foreigners she 
experienced in England. “They 
don’t judge you like in Spain,” 
she says. “I didn’t feel like they 
were treating me in a different 
way because I was a foreigner.” At 
the same time, she acknowledges 
how difficult it could be to make 
friends on her own, especially 
female friends. “It is difficult to 
get introduced to the English 
community unless you have a 
partner from the country,” she 
says. “I have friends, but many are 
through Mark. My own friends 
are English people I met in Spain 
before I went to England or former 
students.”

Another thing Reme found 
inspiring about the English 
was their willingness to have a 
discussion. “In Spain we have a 
tendency to affirm, not to discuss,” 
she says. “In England they respect 
each other when speaking and 
don’t always have an argument.”

Yet, she never felt like she fitted in perfectly. “I 
thought I was missing something most of the 
time,” she says. “When I see a Spanish person, 
I know a lot of information before that person 
opens their mouth, but with the English it 
takes longer.” One thing that bothered her was 
the coldness and formality of the English. “I 
like going to a place and being myself and I 
can’t be myself with some English people,” she 
says. “They’re too formal sometimes.”

In general, Reme is happy to be back in Spain. 
She appreciates the relaxed way of life. “In 
London,” she says, “they plan all the time. 
Here I can call my friend and say, ‘Can we see 
each other tomorrow for a coffee?’ It’s more 
spontaneous.”

She’s also happy to be back in close proximity 
to her family and to send her children to 
Spanish primary school. “I think the state 
primary schools are very good, and they are 

Dreaming in 
English

less class-conscious than in England,” she says. 
But she does dream some day of spending time 
in England again. “My ideal life would be six 
months there, six months here,” she says. “I 
want the children to go to university and study 
in England, maybe from secondary school 
on. If we could keep two houses it would be 
perfect, but maybe it’s just a dream.”

Love / hate top five:

1. I love the typical English house, especially 
its cosiness inside, and the way they preserve 
old things and places.
2. I love the green in England. As soon as you 
arrive by plane you can see green everywhere.
3. I hate the way the English drink to get 
drunk.
4. I love the more relaxing way of life and the 
warmth of people in Spain.
5. I hate the aggressive way people drive and 
the bad parking in Spain.


