Blitz statistics 

The builders are going like a bomb.  They have demolished three and a half walls; made five doorways wider and higher; blocked in two ugly windows between the corridor and landing that did not let in any light; and increased the ceiling height in two rooms.  

When the false ceiling was taken down from the breakfast room, suddenly it gained more than a metre in height and changed from a cosy room to an almost grand one.  It also revealed a stretch of window above the sliding doors that had been hidden by the old ceiling.  Now even more light can come into the sitting room from the terrace. 

The previous walls are stacked up in ranks in three rooms.  Long rows of boxes of tiles lie on the floor of another room.  Blue plastic-coated piping snakes along in new channels under floors and up walls in the back rooms.  I think the builders will finish the work in the time they said.  There were nine men hard at it the last time I went there.  

Blip in the blitz

A phone call came from Senhor Jorge:  could I be at the flat by midday to discuss a problem.  

Senhor Orlando was already there when I arrived (he only speaks Portuguese), and we had to wait for one of their friends who speaks English because Senhor Jorge did not know enough French words to explain the problem.  

Meanwhile I wandered out onto the terrace and waved in my usual way to friendly Nuno, who was smoking in the garden.  But he looked anxious, and waved his arms in a message that I could not understand.  Evidently there was an important question in the semaphore. 

The English-speaking friend arrived out of breath, pushing her long wavy brown hair back from her face;  she was wearing boots with little pointy high heels, and her smart long jacket was hanging open.  We went to look at the problem.  Senhor Orlando took us into the kitchen and pointed at the wall where the cabinets used to be.  One old pipe in a channel chopped out in the wall.  

Then our party went downstairs to the orthopaedists' work room, where anxious Nuno and the patron were standing at the place below the ceiling where my old pipe was.  On the floor around them were nine buckets of water which they had collected from my pipe.

A restrained English 'Oh dear!' wouldn't do.  I burst out with the Russian 'Oy oy oy!'  

They had all been waiting to see how I would react, and now they relaxed.  They could see that I wasn't going to argue: not my fault, none of my business, not paying any extra.


'The problem is,' said English-speaking Sonja, after everything had been explained to her, 'that your old pipe is no good.  But they don't know yet if it is only your part of the pipe that is bad, or if it is the whole pipe – up above at your neighbour's, and down below here as well.  Maybe it is a problem just for you; maybe it is something all three of you will have to settle.'


'No problem,' said Senhor. Orlando. 


'There is a problem,' said Senhor Jorge.  

So what is a problem that is not a problem?  Senhor Jorge, the man who budgets, has a problem with a repair that might be very expensive.  Senhor Jorge, the man who plumbs, has no problem because he sees pipes like these on every other job.

Nuno and the patron said they were anxious to be good neighbours and wanted to collaborate at all times, so we shook hands and our party went back upstairs where Sonja and I had a talk.  

I haven't mentioned to you yet, another problem that I share with the orthopaedists:  my terrace tiles were not laid properly with a membrane under them, and water has seeped through to stain the ceiling below in two places.  But that's all right because we know that there is a twelve year guarantee and we are waiting for the rain to stop so the tilers can come back and fix this up. 


'So,' I said to Sonja, 'the tile problem is good, and the pipe problem is bad.  If the pipe problem is bad and the tile problem is bad, that is bad, but if the pipe problem is bad and the tile problem is good, that is good.'

She agreed, and raced off back to her bank in her high heeled boots, and I went away to wait for pipe developments.  There weren't any.  

I didn't phone Senhor Jorge, but after a few days, in the lunch time so as not to upset everyone, I went to have a look.  There was the new blue pipe, reaching all the way up to Sara and all the way down to Nuno and the patron. 

Why so philosophical

I did expect a thousand euro problem with the pipe but rearranged my mental budget to cope with this:  fewer nice lamps and less expensive chairs.

The reason I was so relaxed was that I had been through ruined neighbours' walls before.  In St Petersburg, Vladimir Pavlovich, my builder, took me downstairs to the neighbours who had recently redecorated their whole flat.  

Now they were looking dolefully at water seeping from my flat down through their ceiling onto the expensive wallpaper at the end of the hall, and there was also a problem in the ceiling of their bathroom underneath mine.  My workers, laying the cement base for my new hall parquet, were the cause of this $1000 problem.  

I paid up and we stayed good neighbours.  Galia would feed me newly baked pies in her kitchen, when she was doing a batch to take to the dacha.  I would hear their singing evenings from my kitchen when they went through old Soviet favourites with their friends.

Thinking about this problem now, I should have insisted on Vladimir Pavlovich sharing the cost with me, but in those days I was a different person.

Cinderella

Yesterday I set out madly in really torrential rain for a marionette performance a walk and a bus ride away.  Full of damp children and parents, it was an ambitious and unusual version of the Cinderella story.  Fairy godmother had ping pong ball eyes and carried an electric food beater for a wand.  We all loved it, but I must say it was not as good as our St Petersburg puppet theatre.

The company has also done a Samuel Beckett play which I remember seeing Peggy Ashcroft in, and Macbeth, so I will go to more performances.

Computer wizard

This morning I had to stay in bed waiting for my trousers, shoes and jacket to dry, because all the rest of my clothes are in the stash on my apartment landing.

In the afternoon I went out in trousers that were still damp but bearable, into more rain, to have my computer mended since it keeps stopping and freezing.

Manuel at the computer shop was glad to chat in English as he sorted through computer wizardry, and reminisced about the happy five years he spent living at Clapham Junction.  Of course he knew Putney where I lived for twenty years!  The computer now working, but nothing to pay, I went out into the street happy.

Cretonne paradise

I called in at a fabric shop although the words don't do its splendour justice, since it was a paradise and practically a museum of traditional Portuguese taste in curtaining.  Chintzes and satins were everywhere in bolts on the varnished shelves, and gloriously lined the walls like paper.  The same family has owned the shop since 1936 and it was a fabric shop long before that.

Sample books were lying on the long, varnished cutting table.  I looked through one with the assistant.  They are long loose-leaf folios with worn brown paper pasted onto the covers.  Inside, a square of every fabric with a pinked border is carefully pasted onto the pages and labelled by hand.  The samples begin in the 1930s and continue to now.  


'We still have this one...that one is out of stock.  We have this in blue and green but not yellow.  You can see it on the shelves over there.  This one is very popular.  We sell a lot of it.'  

I was surprised and pleased, because in this whole big shop I was the only person who didn't work there.

Deborah, whose sewing room is stacked with cloth that she has collected, especially in Africa, would swoon at this excitement, but there is more.  They have knitted babies' clothes all of purest wool, which are simply gorgeous.  People knit them at home and the shop sells them.  Oh the little booties! the tiny hats! the wonderful little jackets! the beautiful cot covers!

All I need now is to know whether Jo's baby is to wear pink or blue, and whether first size or three months old would be best to take back to London.  I am absolutely in love with the miniature booties and jackets, but have not forgotten that babies grow.

An artists' collective in the Garden of Virtues 

At last I have been to the Garden of Virtues.  It lies in a valley below the former prison that is now a museum of photography.  It is not a herb garden, which I had expected, but an expanse of grass and trees laid out in narrow terraces down the hillside, with some ornamental places for water:  a granite lined pond, a trough, a fountain.  

It was too windy to spend long there.  Better to come back another day and sit on a bench looking down over the river and across to the port wine cellars on the other side.  Their long, low, red-tiled roofs make it look like an ancient Roman town.

Up at the top of the garden is an interesting old farm-like building that turned out to be the artists' collective which I also had on my list to find.  I spent a while in the gallery looking at the current exhibition:  one very impressive piece cost an impressive 24000 euros, and there was a lot of derivative stuff like this: a woman with huge eyes and pointed chin is in an all-purpose anguished post-Munch nightmare. 

Their print room would not open for another half hour.    I sat on in this long gallery, which overlooked the windy garden, stroking their tabby cat and reading my interior design magazines.

The prints were fantastic.  There are four I can't live without [there I go again] and together they cost less than one painting from Harwich which I had been dead keen to get.  But I am leaving new things to virtual reality while I budget for the builder's next tranche of money.

Heavy reading

I have read up to p.13 of the hard physics book Bryan lent me, and have managed diagram 2 which shows the constant ratio of wavelength of radiation emission to temperature in any material.  If the temperature is doubled, then the peak wavelength will be half the previous length.  It makes sense because it fits the first law of thermodynamics:  the conservation of energy (page 10).  Otherwise we would be all over the place in the universe.  I am being led in gently to quantum physics.

Who could not warm to a book that has sentences like this:  'Venerating the laws of God and Man, these duty-bound men of probity were also steadfast and patriotic.  Max Planck was to be no exception.'  Fine Greg-like stuff which compensates for the decline of The Times into a tabloid.

A usual day

No singing.  A few galleries.  A lot of walking.  Some reading.  A great amount of wrestling with my umbrella being blown inside out.

An unusual day

It started with a look in at a second hand shop where I thought of adding to my shopping list:  one tubby wooden elephant with a cracked side, and one more electric oil-filled heater.  

That would go with a previous second hand shop find:  four radiators, and one extending-arm floor lamp.  The lamp has a brass arm and base, and a bright blue leg which I would make dark green.  

This would go with the previous previous second hand shop where there is another extending-arm floor lamp, from the 1910s I suppose, that needs a better shade; and an Italian faïence horse with four mends in it.  They want a hundred and fifty euros for the cracked steed and I want to pay one hundred.

Then came a very surprising museum where an artist's collection of furniture, jewellery and paintings from the eighteenth century onwards is housed in a bleak looking 1950s apartment block.  Her stuff was extremely interesting, and I had a good talk with the curator, Manuela, as she showed me round.  French again as our common language made it difficult when we were trying to identify the flowers in the art nouveau furniture and tiles.  They are not your average art nouveau lily – water or garden – but real country Portuguese flowers.

Manuela doesn't mind me coming back to take a picture of the 1920s screen which the artist made for her children's nursery.  It has an oak frame with big diamond-shaped panes of green glass along the top.  The panels have nursery pictures which the artist took from Beatrix Potter.  There are ducks in head scarves, and father rabbit is reading a newspaper, which if you look closely you will see is O Financiero.  

My idea is to get the screen with the green glass made for me, and I will do paintings to go in the panels.  When I have an influx of Russian visitors for new year's eve in 1911, the screen will go across the missing wall in the newly created entrance hall and turn it into another sleeping place. 

A few streets on from the museum was a furniture shop called INAIN which sells Hans Wegner, Charles Eames and other designers.  I have been reading about their chairs, but never seen them in the flesh – or wood, I should say.  


'Sorry, we are closed.' 

This was after I had trailed all the way along the street to number 760.  The shop was preparing for the launch of a new range of furniture by the Italian firm Minotti. 


'But why don't you come to our launch?  Cocktail party on Thursday at 7 pm.  Here is an invitation.' 

Lovely idea, but what about my hair?  I have to tuck it out of the way behind my ears, and the roots need doing.  What about my all purpose flat, black, wide-toed lace-up Clarke's' shoes, and my one and only pair of brown trousers?  That doesn't go with a viewing of Minotti, Eames and Wegner.  I have two days to solve this problem.

The next stop in my walk was a failure.  There is an Alvar Aalto outlet in Porto – this was very interesting news for me – but it turned out to contain just a young woman busy on the computer, and stacks of furniture parts and portfolios on the floor.  I walked on. 

By this time I realised I was not far from the Serralves collection of modern art in a great park with an art deco villa.  I had put off going there because it was hard to find, and it was going to be such a big deal to see it that I had to be in the right mood.  Like going to the Saatchi Gallery in London.  Now I took myself there at last, at five o'clock – and that is when they close.

I was going to end my walk with a concert of music and poetry at the Catholic university, which I could easily have got to from where I was at one minute past five.  But the concert did not start until 9 p.m., and the dear old 207 bus came along while I was hesitating.  I hopped on and was whizzed back to my pensione.  

Reader's ticket

Taking the 207 bus backwards and forwards from Bonfim to the centre of the city, I always watch out for a particular three storey corner building.  The stone walls are painted white, the windows on the second floor are decorated with a long row of wrought iron balconies, and the lines of windows on the floor below have granite window frames carved in elegantly restrained curves.  The wrought iron grills over these lower windows, and the notion that the building was a convent, made me think I would never see inside it.

Then Tanya and I read a description of my Bonfim parish and I noticed that no.41 on the tourist map, Public Library, was this very building.  It really had been a convent.  It was built in the eighteenth century as the Convent of Saint Antonio of the City.  As you go in the entrance and then walk around the cloister that encloses a small garden, you see seventeenth century narrative tile panels on the walls.  

It became a municipal library in 1876, and now it is also a library of deposit.  As well as manuscript treasures from the middle ages onwards, it has eighteen kilometres of  shelving for books.

Today I climbed the tile-lined staircase, walked past the swine flu warning on the information board, and handed in my application form, along with my passport and an electricity bill for identification.  In return I got a plastic members' card.  On one side it has my signature and the usual bar code for swiping.  On the other it has a reproduction from one of their medieval manuscripts of a monk with cherry red cheeks.  

He is wearing a cherry red robe tied at the waist with a long brown cord; he has a disdainful profile, and is doing one of those impossible backward bends that you see in medieval art.  You can't see his feet, but I have an idea he makes an illuminated letter A.

We readers (how proud I feel) cannot even take a handbag into the reading room.  On other hand we can borrow four books at once from the open shelves, make inter-library requests, and can use free internet on the computers.  Their clacking keyboard is difficult to use after my laptop, but I sent Deborah a message straight away just for the fun of it.

The first time I came here – it was to find out about joining the library – an elderly gentleman spoke to me as I was walking along the cloisters.  When he found out I was English, he chided me for not being able to speak Portuguese.  


´It is a world language.  And there is a lot of our poetry waiting for you,´ he said.  ´For example Camoens and Pessoa.´

Today I met him at the desk where you hand in your hand bag, and he chided me at length again, in German this time.  The handbag receiving lady and I tossed our heads at him, and I sallied off to use the computer.

The fish that jumped out of the net

A note at the end of the invitation to INAIN's cocktail party said:  There will be a draw for those present of an armchair 'Suitcase' crocodile leather print by Minotti.

The back of the invitation had a picture of Minotti furniture in a typical interior design setting for rich, contemporary chic life:  beige, chrome, leather and glass arranged in right-angled symmetry.  Certainly I did not want one of these bland armchairs.  Even worse would be one upholstered in a leather crocodile print.  And yet I was fairly sure I would win the draw.  Why?  

Twenty-three years ago I won a Christmas cake at the south London school where I was teaching.  Two years ago I won a bottle of wine at the Harwich jazz festival.  I reckoned I was due for another win.  

I began to worry what to do with my armchair.  I couldn't swap it at INAIN for money; it would be too much trouble to take it to a second hand shop; and Sara in the flat above me already has too much furniture.

A crowd of journalists and photographers were standing about in the street outside INAIN.  Inside, I printed my name and mobile number on a slip of paper for the draw, like everyone else as they came in, and began looking round.  

I sat on a long black leather and chrome Le Corbusier recliner (1928), a middle-sized brown leather and chrome Mies van der Rohe bench (1929), and the smaller wood and sea grass Wegner Y-Chair (1960), and didn't break any of them.  Waiters in long black aprons came around with trays of canapés and white wine.  

The other women were wearing long, black, high-heeled boots and short dresses, except for two very young women.  The first was in grey suede shorts, long grey wool socks that came up over her knees, and long black boots, and had a lot of long wavy hair.  Her friend, who smiled a lot, also had a lot of long wavy hair, and every time I passed them, she was patting it or her make up in one of the big mirrors.  

The men were in black suits with ties, or with open necked shirts like in the Armani advertisements.  One of the men with a tie, who looked like Ralph Fiennes and spent most of his time talking to one of the Armani men, was called away to pose with the girl in shorts for the press cameras.  I supposed he was the Minotti executive and she was a model brought in for the launch.

When I had seen enough, I sat down on one of the big L-shaped divans to look through my catalogue.  Someone else was already there reading his catalogue.  

A tall lean young man wearing jeans limped in with crutches and painfully lowered himself down on another part of the L, a vast distance away from us.  He looked like my idea of a Brazilian football player.  The press cameras began taking shots of him, while he waved cheerfully.  Then a much older man was ushered over.  He sat down on the divan beside the lean young man and in a moment the pair of them were in a barrage of whizzing and flashing cameras.

I leaned over to the other catalogue reader.  


'If you don't mind talking for a few minutes, who are those two?'


'You don't know!  The young man is one of our Porto football club players.  He is very famous here.  The older man is the manager of the club.'


'Do you suppose the young man is really here to buy furniture?'


'Not at all.  But you know we are mad about football in Portugal.  I think he is here to make publicity for the shop.'

Like me, this man had been invited to the launch when he dropped into the shop, but he had actually gone to buy a table, whereas I just wanted to look.  


'You see,' he said, 'I have just moved from a small flat to a big one on the seventh floor.  It is very nice and very big, and very empty.'

I supposed he was looking forward to the chance to do something new in a big empty space.  He wasn't.  He had recently got divorced, and when his wife left him, she left with all their furniture.  

He couldn't take it philosophically.  A lot of the furniture was an inheritance from his family: he wanted it back.  His wife was a lawyer and she had been clever about how she took it.  Now they were in a lawsuit over the furniture and she had been successful so far.  


'But,' he said grimly, 'only so far.'

He himself was a surgeon who specialised in stomach cancer.  Portugal has more of this type of cancer, he said, than any other European country.  It is partly because of a kind of wine that people drink.  The other reason is that they are mad about eating smoked meat, as well as about football players.

Everyone went up to the mezzanine floor for the draw.  The two models held out the box, the manager took out a slip, unfolded it, and read out a name.  Nobody answered.  He unfolded a second slip and read out the name:  'Anna Pal  Mer.'  

I turned to the aggrieved surgeon to say, 'It seems I have won a chair,' but that was a fatal – or lucky – delay.  The manager crumpled up my name and took out a third even as I waved and started forward.  A smiling, blushing woman hugged him, and the cameras whizzed and popped as she sat down in my armchair.

The old woman

Two beggars work in Rua Caterina.  A middle aged blind woman sits on a folding stool and plays a recorder; a young man has his blanket spread out beside her with a bowls of food in a row for his four dogs, and a bowl for money beside them.  He gets more than she does, because of his dogs.

A blind man on the corner by the big food market also sits on a stool, and sings loudly.  In the lower part of Rua das Carmelitas, near my pensione, a young man comes up and shows me the stump of his arm where there is no hand.  

An old woman has her begging place further up this street, near the famous neo-Gothic bookshop.  I have seen her there about four times.  It is a good place for her work because of all the tourists.

Although I am shocked by the misshapen stump at the end of the young man's arm, and by imagining a fate where I have to beg, I don't give them any money.  I pretend not to see them, or frown and move out of their way.

Three days ago I was taking photos of red plaster flowers on the ornamental façade of an art nouveau building.  It was in an empty side street, near the part of Rua das Carmelitas where the old woman works.  She appeared round the corner and came up close to ask for money.  

I pretended not to see her and went on focussing the picture.  She reached forward and tapped me with her umbrella to remind me she was still there.  I frowned and moved away.  

The thing that made this different from usual street begging was that just the two of us were there, so I could not really pretend not to see her.  She gave up, and went away.  I finished taking my picture, the roll ended, and I went away as well.

Why didn't I give this old woman anything?  Greg would have; so would Ned; and so would cousin John in Helsinki.  I had been too mean to give her any money, as well as being heartless and disrespectful.  I was ashamed.

Reparation

When the roll of film was developed, the final two pictures of red flowers on the art nouveau building reminded me of the old woman and my shameful behaviour.  

Many years ago, I did a grievously wrong thing to Greg.  He tried to put it out of his mind, and tried to forgive me, but it was poisoning our marriage.  

At about this time, Ned had started secondary school, and his class studying religions of the world was taken to visit nearby churches and temples.  The parents could go as well.  I remember sitting with Greg on the floor of the Buddhist temple, yawning my way through the twelve paths to... and the seven marks of...  

It was different at the Jewish synagogue in Wimbledon.  We both listened hard to the Rabbi who explained their ideas.  I remembered what he said about Pharisees, who are Jewish people's holy and learned men.  'It grieves us,' he said, 'that Christian people scorn them as exemplars of meanness.'

What Greg remembered was the Rabbi's explanation of forgiveness and reparation.  'It does not make sense to ask for forgiveness when you have wronged someone, if you just leave it at that.  In fact it is worse.  Not only are they suffering from your wrong, but now they also have to comfort you for have wronged them.  What you have to do is make reparation at the same time as you ask for forgiveness.'

Greg told me with great intensity and hope that this was the way to take out the poison from our marriage.  What could I do to make reparation?  He begged me to think.  

I did think, and then I refused.  This is not the place to analyse this unhappy situation.  Greg managed to think of a way round it that cobbled things together, and in fact our last few months together were hopeful.  

Now that Greg has died, and I think about things he said, I find that I have changed.  I would act differently with him now, and I try to use his principles.  The main thing here is the idea of reparation.

I put money ready in my pocket, and started going along the Rua das Carmelitas, looking out for the old woman.  It only took three days.  I knew straight away that it was her:  she is very short and bent; I recognised the black shawl over her head and her brown checked jacket and skirt; the tops of bright green socks showed above her black boots.  Today her umbrella was only loosely furled because of the rain.  

When I put some money in her hand, I looked at her face for the first time.  She didn't look at me, because she was partly blind, and because she was preoccupied:  she had to get on with the day's work.  

When I looked back, she was standing like a boulder in a river, making people flow to either side of her.

The voice

I can mark the time of the change exactly.  I first heard the voice in March 27, and took it for granted that I understood what it meant.  I heard it again on October 28, and realised that it meant something absolutely different.  

On March 27, the builder who later became Senhor Jorge to me, was a stranger.  My agent brought him to the flat, and after going round to look at everything, he stood on the terrace with his head cocked to one side, listening while Samuel told him what changes I wanted to make.  


'...and she wants to take down the walls between the two sitting rooms, and between the kitchen and breakfast room.'  


'Between the kitchen and breakfast room it is not possible,' said the builder.  His voice curved sharply up, with a decorative twist at the end.  

English people hear this voice all the time.  It is the sound that changes the meaning of what is being said from a simple piece of information into a disdainful comment.  Any fool knows this  or  You should have thought of that earlier.  That sort of idea.  The person on the receiving end thinks, 'Bloody know-it-all!'

When Greg and I kept our yacht Peter Duck in Woodbridge, we had her taken out of the water every spring to rub down the sides before painting them again.  We also had to burn off the anti-fouling before repainting it, which is a horrible job.  You do it crouching underneath the boat; probably it is raining as well, and there is a sharp easterly wind.

We concentrated hard as we worked, and from time to time would feel a looming presence behind us.  One of the other boat owners had stopped for a look, standing in silence with his hands behind his back, and rocking up and down on his toes.  After a while would come the voice.  'So you are only putting on the two coats of paint then.'

On October 28, Tanya, Andrusha and I followed a young guide through the cellars of a port shippers.  She explained what was needed for a good vintage, and in her final sentence - 'All the conditions of weather and soil have to be right' - there was the voice.  

Now I realised that I had been quite wrong about the meaning of this tone of voice.  In England you sound like that when you are speaking disdainfully.  In Portugal you are being very polite.

After that I hear the voice everywhere, but with new ears.

November 22, St Cecilia's day

Although you can correct something you got wrong about a new country, you can't foresee what the next mistake will be.  You just have to work with the map of meaning from your own culture, or you would be motionless in an eternal quandary.

I told my sisters that on November 22 there was going to be a concert for St Cecilia's day.  It was at the Carmelite church across the square from my pensione, and it would start at four o'clock.

'Enjoy your concert,' said Mirian.  All morning I was writing hard, and all afternoon too, but I knew that at ten to four I only had to put on my shoes, pick up my scarf and jacket, and go across the square to find a seat among the other thirty or so people who would be in the big church.  My mental image was a concert in Harwich Church at the yearly arts festival.

There were quite a few people standing outside the heavy door, and inside, the church was packed.  People were squeezed in all along the side aisles.  At the back, where I came in, more people were pressed together; they had to make room for each other when they knelt down on the stone floor to pray.  

It was a special mass I had come to, not a concert.  I didn't know that Sunday, November 22, was the saint's day of Cecilia, who died singing as she was martyred; and I had forgotten that Portugal is a Catholic country.  

'From harmony, from Heav'nly harmony

This universal frame began.'

At the moment I came in, the priest was teaching the congregation to sing responses printed on a sheet of paper that we were all given.  With this, it was easier for me to understand and keep up, though since I haven't sung for a year, my voice was an octave lower than the priest's.


Glória a Deus, glória a Deus nas alturas.


O Senhor é Rei, num trono de luz.

At exactly four o'clock, a bell rang and the mass began.  By now, with everyone having done some shuffling up, I was about half way along the aisle, leaning against a shelf.  It had a white cloth on it and a bowl of white orchids.  Above, in a golden arch, was one of the tall saints that look down from the walls all along the church.  

Since I was now standing close to the gold which had dazzled me when I was here on my birthday, seven months ago, I could see that it was gold leaf, nothing more substantial.  You could tell because there were worm holes through it to the wood below.  The two faces of the cherubs above me in the frame of the arch were quite tarnished, but had not lost their contemplative expressions.

I had on my usual black jacket, with a shawl in case it was cold.  I was standing between a middle-aged woman with permed, sand-coloured hair, and an older man with a lined neck, who was wearing an unfashionable, dark blue sweater with a band of white and brown across the back.  I did not see his face until the end of the service.  None of us, tarnished by time like the cherubs, looked anything like the Armani crowd from the Minotti cocktail party.  

During the sermon, I drifted back to the party.  I kept seeing the blandness of the chrome and beige Italian furniture displayed in the symmetrical positions which are a truism of interior design for smart people.  So was the huge expressionist painting that hung on a wall above a dining table.  

The bookcases contained a few volumes, such as you also see in interior design settings, to suggest that the people who might live there might read... What?  The spines were all white with bold black writing; the titles were icons of sharp modernist style interspersed with expressionism:  Twombly, Cubism, Klee, Braque, Pollock, Breton.  I pulled out one to look through it, and was disconcerted.  It was not a real book, but a book of blank pages behind the smart cover.  

What puzzled me in the bedroom section of the shop was a bronze African mask that represented a stylized face.  On either side of the long nose, horizontal oval depressions were pierced with narrow rectangular slits for eyes.  

What was primitivism doing here among Italian chic?  I remembered the similar faces that Picasso and Mondrian painted, following their new excitement with the formalism of African art.  Did such bedroom sculptures keep a similar charge of meaning now, or were they as empty as the books on the shelves?

The sermon ended, and the mass continued in a spiritually charged drama.  The people and the priest shared the lines and actions, enhanced by music from the organ, trumpet and choir in the gallery above the entrance.  The man and woman either side of me, along with others around us, held out their hands for the symbolic presentation of spiritual gifts.  

When at the end, everyone began to leave the church, I could see all the faces much more clearly than seven months ago.  Since I was standing in the side aisle, people were passing close in front of my eyes.  I saw faces worn into lines with much more significant symmetry than the Minotti furniture arrangements.

I recognised them.  It was as if a magnet had drawn into the church today all the people who have served me in shops, who I have waited with at bus stops, queued with at newsagents or the post office, or sat with in the library and the dozens of cafés I have been to.  Now they passed in a stream of iron filings along the aisle and out the door.

At the same time, the organist was playing exultant variations on a hymn to Saint Cecilia which was composed this year, with all the mastery of his invention:  


Aclamai e Exultai, demos graças as nosso Deus.

If I had really been at a concert in England, I would be hearing the finale of Dryden's wonderful Song for St. Cecilia's Day,  which he wrote in 1687.


As from the pow'r of sacred lays
 
The spheres began to move,

And sung the great Creator's praise
 
To all the bless'd above;
 
So when the last and dreadful hour
 
This crumbling pageant shall devour,
 
The trumpet shall be heard on high,
 
The dead shall live, the living die,
 
And music shall untune the sky. 

When the sun shines

When the sun shines at the dacha, Tanya will come to find me where I am working and say, 'Ann, let us sit on the bench.'  Every dacha has its primitive bench against the side of the house.  You can lean your back against the wall and... 

...and if you are an old person you can have a snooze or watch other people doing things, and if one of your friends is there as well, you can have a good grumble.  If you are younger you can stretch out on your back with a book, or have little picnics.

Tanya and I like to do all of these things, but rather often we end up talking or making plans.  Some of our talks are about nature and harmony.  Because the dacha is in the middle of the forest, when we walk among the trees there, we feel connected to all the natural world, right through to the end of the universe.  It is our harmonious universe, a spiritual one but without gods or theology.

The dacha belonged to Tanya's family.  It was built after the second world war on land that was granted to the architects' association of St Petersburg, where her father was an architect.  First there was a garden shed, then a one room building.  Then this was made bigger with a verandah and attic room.  

When Tanya was a young woman, in the evening, after bathing her baby daughter and putting her to bed, she would sit in the one room, writing lectures and articles on art history under the light of a green shaded lamp.  Her daughter grew up and had her own baby, who is now seventeen-year-old Andrusha.  He and his grandmother Tanya have a very close bond, just as she had with her own grandmother.

The one room that had become a little dacha house decayed so much that inside, in winter, water froze in pots set out to catch drips from the leaking roof.  It was pulled down, and a new, bigger dacha house was to be built on its foundations.  

By this time I knew Tanya, so I was there when the new house was started.  For some weeks, while they were still just rows of upright timbers, we could walk through the walls of what would be her new house.

Thinking about Tanya's family life, and the ideas of harmony that we often talked about, I wrote this poem for her.

        Walking Through Walls

To Tatyana Fillipovna Verizhnikova

Walking through walls, she was walking

Through time.  Her house was being built —

There was space for the door, those were squares 

For windows.  She entered through a forest

Of timbers that would be walls.  There

Where she was standing would be a room

With solid boundaries; her eyes would stop

At surfaces where now they saw through 

To pines and fir trees.




A tall buffet stands

In the corner of the room; beside it a

Fishing rod and mushroom baskets.

Her grandson, grown into a man, is leaning

On the wall and pulling off his boots.

He drops them to the floor and they fall

Against each other  —  




    — where she was standing.

She studied his beloved face to learn

How he would look then.  How could she tell him

It was not a wall but pine trees that he leant on.

In this future room she was a ghost.

The earlier house had stood there.

Through its vanished walls she peered 

Into the room at her younger self —





                  — reading

In the old house which her father built.

She has fired the stove and washed her daughter

Who is asleep now.  She sits by the child,

Working on lectures under the light

Of a green lamp.  She looks up, unaware

Her enclosed life has become transparent.

Looks clean through the future self

Watching her like a mother because

It knows her yet unlived future.

Who else walks through walls?  Grandfather

Died in the iron bed he always

Slept in.  They watched by his bed, 

Reading a holy book, for three more days,

But he had already gone of course, 

Passed through his body’s walls.  Gone —

And not gone.  As easily as she walked

Into this house, he roamed through her mind

When she thought of his iron bed, now

Folded up in the yard.

She thought of all her beloved dead,  

Of each one walking out of 

The room where a moment before 

They were with her.  She strained her eyes 

To follow them, through the walls, 

Outside to the pine trees, 

But her eyes were stopped by surfaces.  

Someone from outside, she imagined, 

Appeared before her with a message, 

That the walls of the constant living world 

Were permeable; that she could 

Walk through her enclosures of skin 

And time into the next space.  This 

Body, this wood, this dust and light, 

Were its thin surface.  She had felt this,

Walking in the forest.  Here in the house

Her walls were the trees.

Pavilion, hermitage, belvedere

Sometimes there are three of us sitting on the bench in the sun, making plans.  The third is Tanya's grandson, Andrei.  In the Russian way his name is affectionately changed to Andrusha.  Andrusha dearly likes to make plans, so we begin with what we see in front of us.

A stretch of rough grass, some wild raspberry vines, the bonfire where we sit at night drinking wine if we are making a barbecue.  Beyond that, the river which is almost always too cold to bathe in.  On the left, our summer kitchen building.  On the right, the neighbour's log cabin bath house.  

With all our ironical invention, we transform this into a system of gardens with canals and lakes, an island with a pavilion, and a hermitage for Andrusha to make his own as a place for writing.  

The real thing, on its vast scale, is the great park of the Romanov's Summer Palace at Peterhof, on the outskirts of St Petersburg.  No lake, cascade, canal, fountain, statue, grotto, pavilion, belvedere, orangery, ornamental cottage or miniature palace was omitted when it was designed, and all for the diversion of the imperial family.  This all included their very first hermitage.

Peter the Great planned the little hermitage pavilion on the edge of the great estate, to overlook the Baltic sea.  It would be the Shelter of Solitude, where he could contemplate the water, and eat dinners with his close circle of unofficial friends.

You can see it there now, standing on a miniature, artificial island in the middle of a canal which encircles it like a moat.  Turn round and look the other way, and there is a view of the sea to inspire thoughts of solitude.

The Romanov passion for hermitages led to the building of the Winter Palace, along with the museums of the Small Hermitage, the Old Hermitage and New Hermitage, in a cluster on the bank of the River Neva in St Petersburg.  The complete group of connected buildings is now called the State Hermitage Museum.  Not only are there hundreds of rooms, but they also contain more than three million items, including the largest collection of paintings in the world.

This was the inspiration of our plans on the dacha bench.

Pavilion, hermitage, belvedere and shed

Senhor Jorge said that he would like to repair my shed now, at the same time as the other heavy work on the flat.  He told me the price, and I gulped.  Then like Greg when he suddenly decided to go ahead with something, I waved my arms in the air and said, 'All right.  Let's do it.'

At present my shed is on its way to being a real ruin, not like those romantic, artificially built ruins that decorate gardens like the one at Kew.  It would be expensive to repair because of the special materials needed to stop the rain getting in and turning it into a heap of bricks.

All right.  If my shed was going to be repaired so sumptuously, why stop with a few shelves of tools and paint pots.  It could be my own hermitage.  I could sit in the doorway and gaze up at my flat and – mentally – down over the water of the River Douro, while I thought serious thoughts.   

And there are the four prints I want to buy at the gallery in the Garden of Virtues.  They could hang on the walls of my shed as the start of a collection of three million.

1 Centimetre Too Long

When I started secondary school, I spent most sewing lessons hiding on the floor under the table.  I wanted to do carpentry, not sewing, but girls were not allowed.  The result after a year was a bedraggled, grimy and still unfinished blouse.  

I couldn't hide under the table during maths lessons, because the teacher was too strict.  Still, solving problems with theorems or equations was beyond me, and after a campaign of three years, I wore down my parents and teachers.  They let me take art for school certificate instead of maths.  

I also got my way in the end over carpentry.  Years later, when I wanted to restore furniture in my Russian flat, I bought tools, read books, and found that my hands knew what to do.

By that time I had also learned to like sewing.  It would be hard to count how many pairs of curtains I have made in my life, using the long traditional process which my economist friend Sue and I first tackled together with the help of a five-page magazine article.

As for mathematics, the dynamics of my marriage to Greg forced me into simple arithmetic.  He was the specialist in some departments of our life, but he was very reluctant to negotiate with bank managers and tax inspectors.  It was me that made our series of hopeful budgets and hopefully revised them, and revised them yet again for yet another meeting with the bank manager.

Generally though, my head still went funny when I saw  charts or diagrams, or worse, anything geometrical.  So I had no intention of designing my new kitchen here in Porto.  'Begin with squared paper,' said the Ikea catalogue.  Then came diagrams and columns of figures in very small print:  item numbers, alternative dimensions, prices.  My head started to go funny straight away.  

However the language problem forced me into it.  I wouldn't be able to explain all my ideas to Senhor Jorge as each new question came up.  But if I left the design to him, he would have to make a whole series of decisions which came from his sense of style and function, not mine.  

After hours and days and even weeks of calculating, I was ready.  I had learned all the Portuguese words and knew what all the terms in the catalogue meant, and finally understood the streamlined modular system of cabinet construction.  My kitchen plan was one centimetre too long, but this did not worry me.  When the old tiles were removed from the walls, we would gain more than enough space.  

Senhor Jorge was to buy everything from Ikea because the fitted kitchen was in his part of the budget.  But while he would be there shopping, I had to be in London.  It would be a disaster if my calculations and lists had mistakes in them.  I went back to Ikea one last time and spent six hours there checking.  It was dark when I left, with my lists all written over with changes and reference numbers, and a shopping bag containing three aprons and two packs of coat hangers.

National Styles In Illness

Probably it was because of the dark and the cobbled pavement.  Probably it was because I was tired and dragging my feet.  Probably it was because I have lost weight and my trousers were baggy and hanging down.  Never mind why.  Suddenly on my way back from Ikea, I tripped over and found myself lying on the pavement.

I knew that I did not want to push myself up with my left arm.  In fact I would have liked to stay there lying on the pavement, except that in a moment a circle of five concerned faces was looking down at me.  They hauled me up, picked up my shopping bag, and hooked it over my left arm which was sticking out like a convenient nail in a wall.   


'Are you all right?  Can you get home?' they asked.  

My arm could go in and out a bit, and the fingers moved when I waggled them, so I supposed it wasn't broken.  


'Oh yes, I am all right.  Almost all right,' I said in my New Zealand way.  

I went off, with the round heads of the coat hangers poking out over the edge of the shopping bag, like a row of baby birds in their nest. 

When I was growing up in New Zealand, parents and other adults dinned four things into children:  Don't whine.  Don't draw attention to yourself.  Don't impose on other people.  Look after yourself.  All of these converged on you when you were sick, along with two maxims: 'You will feel better in the morning' and 'It will sort itself out in three days.'  So New Zealanders are not efficient at being ill, since there is no way to admit it is happening.  

The father of one of my New Zealand friends had a massive heart attack while he was in his garden shed.  He crawled into the house [Look after yourself], told his wife he was feeling a bit off [Don't whine], and said he would lie down for a bit, so there was no need to stop what she was doing [Don't impose on other people].  It took her a while to realise that she ought to get him into intensive care.  

In Britain you can admit to being ill, but illness is subsumed in weather talk.  You can have a good grumble about the national health service and exchange your mutual health statistics in a cheerful way.  You can not tell any one how wretched you feel, and nor can you mention anything internal between the lowest rib bone and the top of your femur.

Russians have another style.  When you are sick there is a great deal of telephoning while you and your friends check out which doctor would be best for you, preferably a relation of your friend.  The sick person and the doctor phone each other as late as one in the morning for long talks about the progress of the illness, since Russian people don't go to bed until two or three a.m.  Meanwhile your friends arrive with their own choice of pills for you, and garlic and vodka, which are part of the lore of cures.  There is a great amount of temperature taking.  You lie in bed and your family come one by one to see how you are getting on.  They stand in the doorway and look at you, and then give a big sigh.

I saw this happen with my Annas, Lenas, Veras, Andrushas, Ninas, Volodyas, Alyoshas and Tanyas, for all the twelve years I lived there.  And really, once I got over my New Zealand inhibitions, I found it very nice to be sick in this sociable and emotional way.

The morning after I had fallen over, I had to decide in which style to be ill.  Should I wait in the New Zealand way for my arm to get better by itself?  In London I limped about on a torn Achilles tendon for four months before seeing a doctor and having it operated on.  I waggled my arm again, found it would not go up or down or round, and decided to go to the hospital.  Luckily it is just five hundred metres down the road from the pensione.  What would the Portuguese style of illness be?

Hospital of Saint Antonio

You can't miss the great building with massive columns at the entrance, and statues along the skyline.  Built in the English neo-classical style, it looks more like a palace than a hospital.  However it is indeed one of Porto's general hospitals, and also a university hospital.   

The foyer was filled with people, and I could not see where the queue started for urgencias.  It was like the time when Ann Kresja and I arrived by train in Gdynia – where was that? – to meet Peter Duck on her way back from the Baltic, and we had nowhere to sleep  that night.  I had to go into the yacht club bar and suppress my Ango-Saxon reserve to ask in a loud voice, 'Does anyone speak English?'  

This time my question was answered by a man with greyish bristles on his chin.  Here it was the entrance for visitors, he explained.  I should go outside and right round the square to the modern side of the building.  A few minutes later the man with the bristly chin caught me up in the street.  He had decided to see me there safely, which was a good thing because that stopped me joining three more wrong queues.

The registrar for urgencias took my name and asked, 'Do you have the card?'

I certainly did.  After living for all those years in Russia with no insurance  – not for property, not travel, not even medical – I spent weeks before I went to Portugal getting everything travellers are advised to get.  One of these was the European Union health card that entitles you to medical care in any of the member countries.  I never thought I would use it.  

Doctors at this hospital wore pale blue and the porters were in lemon.  Otherwise we could have been in England.  The professor's room was full of students; there must have been about twelve of them, Chinese, Italians, Portuguese - I could see from their name badges, and one, with honey-coloured hair and warm brown eyes, was called Claudia Reynolds.  

The professor asked me how I had fallen, and then like a conjurer took my arm and showed them exactly which part was fractured.  The students looked at it and asked questions.


'Why are you in Porto?  


Where do you come from?  


Are you feeling dizzy?  Sit down here.  


How do you feel now?  


How old are you?'

I couldn't remember and started to calculate.  They laughed. 'It doesn't matter.' 

The x-ray was on his computer by the time I got back from having it done.  Claudia Reynolds reached out a finger to hold the bandage in place while he was winding it round my arm.  One of the other students, seeing I was still very dizzy, advised me to take something sweet like coffee.  

In the café afterwards I not only had coffee, but also an almond tart, soup and a cheeseburger.  That's what the waiter advised.  He touched my shoulder in a friendly way and asked how I felt.  

I've been to this café a lot of times.  Round the walls are blown-up nineteen-fifties photographs from wedding parties which people held here.  So many happy-looking people.  The row of young male guests on the wall nearest me, however, was suddenly disconcerting; in their wide-lapelled suits, with their small moustaches and slicked down hair, they seemed to be Chicago Mafia in a speak-easy.

As I walked out past the long counter, the girl who washes the cups smiled and waved, and so did the other waiter and the patron.  I was a wounded veteran with medals clinking in a row on my chest. 

So why did I have such a terrifying nightmare that night?  Why, after the man with the bristly chin, after Claudia Reynolds, the efficient doctor, and the friendly people in the café, did my mind concoct a brutal story of murderous small-town violence?  

Point of Equilibrium 

While I still lived in Harwich and was teaching at Clacton, I had to drive seventeen miles along a winding road to get to the school.  Being in a frisky mood one afternoon, I drove too fast round a bend for my old-fashioned car, and it ran off the road down towards a river.   

In the instant that the car lost its balance and tipped downwards, I saw my head splintered against the windscreen before I was finished off by drowning.


'You stupid woman.'

I heard myself say this as the car rolled inevitably forward.  Then it stopped, balancing not a yard from the water.  I crawled over the seat, out of the back door, and climbed up the bank.  

By this time four or five people had stopped their cars and were looking over the parapet in horror.  One of them was a policeman on his way home from work.  He gave me a lift into town, and the name of a salvage company.  The only punishment for a moment of hubris that led to a nearly fatal loss of equilibrium was a garage bill.

This time, when I fell over in the street after leaving Ikea, the same thing happened.  I began to fall, passed the point of equilibrium where I might have been able to jerk myself up, and at that moment saw myself crashing onto my nose and cracking my skull open.

The actual result was just a fractured elbow, and a great deal of kindness from everyone I met.  So why the nightmare?

You can be as even-tempered as you like, and as sanguine as it is possible to be, but I think that it is naïve and dangerous not to take into account the laws of physics, or the brutal and malevolent power that some people choose to exert.  Either of these can suddenly reach out and push you off balance in your life forever.    

Being too even-tempered means paradoxically that you have gone beyond the point of equilibrium for avoiding danger.  Horrific nightmares like mine are the brain's reminder for restoring balance. 

Another Neighbour

Senhor Jorge and I were sitting in the café across the road from my flat, which we use like an office.  I was going through my final lists and plans, pointing with my right hand though I am left-handed, while he was having to break off to answer his mobile.


'It's your neighbour,' he said.  'The one who owns the orthopaedist shop.  He wants to talk to you.  I told him you only speak English and French but he still wants to talk to you.  Let him find his own translator then.'

It was about my leaking terrace.  Nuno and the patron had already shown me the great wet stains on the ceiling of their workroom, but they said my terrace had been built with a twelve year guarantee, so the original company had to mend it.  That was several weeks ago, and the company had not turned up.

Now Senhor Jorge was ready to tile my terrace and he offered to make it waterproof for the owner at the same time.  The owner didn't want to pay, or at least he wanted me to pay half.  

At first when Senhor Jorge and I talked about this, with Sonia there to translate, we all thought it was a possible idea.  At the same time we discussed the roof at the top of the stairs near the skylight that had been damaged when the city's metro was built.  Now there is a great hole in the plaster and the skylight leaks.  Thinking of Sara upstairs, me in the middle and the owner downstairs, who should pay for the terrace and the roof? 

I thought some more about the terrace, and about the leak in my St Petersburg flat which had been caused by my builder, and said that I would not pay.  It was not my responsibility.  


'OK,' said Sonia and Senhor Jorge, 'you are right.'  


'But,'' said Senhor Jorge, 'about the roof.  Only Sara and you should pay.  Only the two of you use the staircase, so the downstairs owner does not want to pay.'


'No, you are wrong.  Who owns the roof?  Sara?  If the roof collapses because Sara does not mend it, it will crush her flat.  Her flat will collapse into mine.  Then my flat will crush the orthopaedist shop.  No,  everyone under this roof has to pay for its protection.'  


'However, Senhor Jorge, if the downstairs owner wants to keep a hole, you can mend this one for Sara and me, and make a new hole specially for him direct from the roof into the orthopaedist shop.'

Now this owner whose name I never learned was lying in wait for Senhor Jorge and me when we left the café to go and look at the flat.  He followed us up the stairs, and Senhor Jorge introduced him to me.  I smiled and said hypocritically, 'Enchanté, Monsieur.'  When after half an hour he left we shook hands and I said, 'Bonsoir, Monsieur.'  

So he got what he wanted and spoke to me.  The real point was his harangue in between, which was directed at Senhor Jorge. It was a wonderful performance which I watched from the kitchen that Senhor Jorge and I were about to measure once again.

The owner shouted and waved his fists, and would have thumped them if there had been a table to thump them on.  It was a great bluster like the ones I have seen many times in Russia.  

Looking at Senhor Jorge in profile, I saw his nose sticking out determinedly as he made his offer.  He would mend the terrace so that it would never leak again.  Senhora Anna refused to pay, and quite rightly.  If the owner wanted it done he would have to pay.  


'No no!' shouted the owner.  

Then Senhor Jorge would simply tile my terrace, and it would continue to leak into the orthopaedists' workroom.


'But they are complaining to me so much!'

Senhor Jorge was an implacable opponent.  'Je m'en fous,' he said to me afterwards.  'Faut payer.' 

'Je m'en fous' literally means 'I don't give a fuck,' which was surprising from polite Senhor Jorge;  but it is the equivalent now of the exasperated English, 'I don't give a stuff!'

3 ½ Centimetres Too Long

We measured the length of the kitchen once more.  This was where a whole range of cupboards and fridge would go.  My plan was 140 centimetres long.  But now that the walls had been plastered, instead of gaining a centimetre or two, they had contracted by two and a half more centimetres.  The space now measured 136 ½ centimetres.

Senhor Jorge thought that a talk with Ikea would solve the problem; they would show us how to gain our 3½ centimetres.  I knew he was wrong, after having spent so much time trying to understand the catalogue.  Ikea uses a modular system with 20 centimetre increments in size, which is designed to sell thousands of kitchens in many different countries, and they cannot adapt it.  There would have to be another solution.

Back at my pensione, I studied the catalogue again and saw another kind of cupboard that I had overlooked before, and single panels which could be sawn into sections.  I worked out a scheme which was better in the end than any of the previous versions.  My row of cupboards and fridge was now 16 ½ centimetres less than the length of the wall, and this space was covered by a false door.  It was five in the morning when I finished the new and absolutely final plan before I would have to leave for London and Senhor Jorge would start assembling. 

An unexpected result of coming to live in Portugal has been an end to my horror of mathematics.  As well as solving the problem of my kitchen, I had to work out how to hang three spherical lights in my bedroom in a triangular formation so that they would not knock into each other, without having bought a protractor or compass to help me.  For this I had to dredge up the few shreds of school geometry which I had learned before my  campaign to switch to art.  

I am tired of not knowing anything about maths:  for example I don't even know what calculus and trigonometry are.  Now I also find the history of mathematics interesting.  If I've had to invent ways round a mathematical problem, I wondered, what made people in the early history of the world start using mathematics, and how did it develop the way it has?  

So I have gone back to reading another book Bryan lent me, called Mathematics For the Million.  The author was a professor of mathematics, writing in England just at the end of the second world war.  I must trust his mathematical information, but I am suspicious about his amateur anthropology.  Now I have ordered two books for myself, both published in the last year.  One is a history of mathematics called Taming the Infinite, and the other is Mathematics in Ancient Iraq:  A Social History. 

Christmas at Braga


'Who owns the roof, Sara?' 

The red-bush tea was steaming in our cups.  Steaming, because the sitting room was cold when I came upstairs to see Sara.  She had been working at her computer on the sofa, with a shawl over her sweater, a red woollen skirt and stockings, and sturdy, black lace-up shoes.  

I liked the black shoes at the end of those red woollen legs.  The drawings and photos pinned up round the room carried on the red theme, I noticed, as she put down her cup to think.


'Well I do, I suppose.  I had this part above us mended some time ago when I was doing a lot of work inside, because that damaged part of the roof.'


'But really, all of us do, because we all need it.  I had to ask our neighbour who owns the orthopaedist shop – he used to own the whole house, did you know?  I had to ask him to pay his share for another repair, and he didn't want to.  He is a very angry man.  In the end he agreed.  Then he argued about the bill.  It was too much, he said.  He didn't have enough money.  Some Portuguese men won't listen to young women, so it is very hard for me to discuss things with him.'


'What happened in the end?'


'In the end he had to pay, because we all need the roof.'

I was relieved to hear Sara saying what I had hoped to hear.  She couldn't afford to pay her share for our roof to be mended now, but she was going to ask her family about it at Christmas and maybe they would be able to help her.  Neither of us is looking forward to the argument with the angry neighbour, but remembering his determined nose, I hope Senhor Jorge will be our champion.


'So what about Christmas, Ann.  I am going to my family at Braga.  What are you doing?'


'I'll be in my pensione.  I don't mind...'

Sara didn't let me finish.  


'Come to Christmas dinner at my brother Pedro's flat.  He lives in Braga.  A lot of our family will be there, and you will be our stranger.  I will phone him and he will phone you to arrange it, because he speaks English better than I do.'  She pointed at the glossy, new cover of an English textbook beside her on the sofa.   'English is really hard to learn.'


'That is a wonderful idea.  I would love to come to Braga for Christmas.  And you are lucky;  when I am living in my flat, I will be your other textbook.'

The Braga I had read about is an historical city with a remarkable double organ in the nine hundred year old cathedral.  The Braga that I first saw when I got off the train was a city of new apartment blocks and offices.  The very pushy, or go-ahead mayor – what you will – ensured that Braga was the fastest growing city in Portugal, leaving its people wondering what to do with all the new buildings and regretting archaeological sites lost during their construction. 

Black-bearded Pedro, his hair in a short pony tail, scooped up my two bags, having noticed I couldn't use one arm, and then the bags of another woman as she came out of the waiting room.  

That was Luizinha, Sara's teacher of English when she was a schoolgirl.  She had just arrived on the Lisbon train.  A woman of a certain age, with a jet black fringe shading her eyes.  Katherine Mansfield would have looked like this, if she had survived into her forties and beyond.  

Luizinha was very tired, because the night before she had been to a poetry reading in Lisbon.  


'You know, Ann, in Portugal these things never start when they are supposed to.  I just managed to get there on time, and then I had to wait around for another two hours.  When it ended the metro had stopped too, and I had to walk home in the rain.'  

Her flat is in the Chiado area, near where I spent my first three nights in Lisbon.  'It is small, and I don't care much about furniture.  But it is full of books.'

Pedro's flat was one of those newly-built ones in a big development, the sort I thought of buying when I realised I couldn't afford to live in the historical centre of Lisbon:  three-bedrooms, polished wooden floors, a stone fireplace in the big sitting room; a big kitchen with a laundry area at the end.  I immediately recognised the Ikea lights and bookcases.  'Oh yes, everything here is from Ikea,' said Pedro.  'Except this oven, which I brought from my old flat.  It has just died.'  

People often don't realise that what they are brought up knowing about life in their own country is a black hole for foreigners.  I got used to this in Russia, and stopped asking for details.  Since it is tedious for the other person to explain everything, why not relax while the stream carries you along.  

So I hadn't understood from Sara exactly when Portuguese people eat their Christmas dinner and exchange presents:  would it be Christmas Eve, or Christmas day itself?  Who else would be there?  Was I supposed to stay overnight, or leave on the last train?    

When he phoned later, Pedro had said something about a sleeping bag on the floor.  That was enough.  Now I was here, and it was Christmas Eve.  

I needn't have even thought about getting out my ballet-going clothes and ironing them at the pensione.  The flat was very chilly, the sitting room fire had only just been lit, and everyone was in their usual warm things.  

Luizinha had been told to talk to me in the sitting room while Pedro cooked, but after an hour we both went out to the kitchen.  By now Luizinha was wearing one of Pedro's big jackets on top of her other clothes, and seeing this, I asked for one as well.  Luizinha was dying to be useful, so she started on a sink full of dishes.

Sara had just come back from visiting her mother.  Wearing black trousers, a long grey woollen cardigan and a grey woollen hat, she cleared a small space on the bench beside Luizinha, and started making something for the dinner.  


'It is a very special dish.  A friend told me about it, and I memorised the ingredients, but I have to use a lime instead of lemon.  It is called guacamole.  Have you ever heard of it?'

On the other side of Luizinha, still busy at the sink, Pedro had two pots on the boil – one with potatoes and one with cod – and a colander of washed cabbage ready for its turn.  He was making bacalhau.  I rushed off to get my camera.  Picture one:  a big saucepan of boiling salt cod.  Picture two:  Pedro ladelling the cod into a serving dish which he put on the dining table.  Picture three:  the cabbage being tipped into the saucepan of water where the cod had been boiled.   

This did not mean that dinner was almost ready.  Pedro's partner appeared from the shower, towelling her long, back curly hair.  She was Liliam, a Brazilian, and the owner of the books on trees that I had seen on the sitting room shelves.  She used to work in the botanic gardens in Rio de Janeiro; now she has a job in a dress shop, but wants to study psychology.  

Uncle Jonas was introduced to me.  He was Liliam's uncle, a cook in a Lisbon restaurant who had come up to Braga earlier in the day.  As soon as Liliam's hair was dry, they went out together to visit someone.  

Sara and Pedro's father, Antonio, called in for ten minutes.  Unlike the rest of us, he was dressed up in a tweed jacket and tie and beautifully polished black shoes.  His wife stayed at home, and I learned separately from both Pedro and Sara that there has been a rift in the family, so she doesn't celebrate Christmas together with the children.  

The older sister popped in, too briefly for me to remember her name – Antonia? – before she went away again.  The older brother, who has an Uzbek wife, does not live in Braga. 

Their grandmother came into the sitting room.  Her name is Felizbella.  Hugging her fondly, Pedro and Sara told me that she really is happy and beautiful like her name.  Later I understood from Pedro that she lives with him and Liliam.  He persuaded his grandmother to move into his flat when he saw that to go on living with his mother was not good for either of them.  They had been together too many years as mother and daughter.  

Now I had met everyone.  Later in the evening we would exchange the presents lying under the decorated tree in the hall.  On Christmas morning when everyone else had gone out to visit people, Grandmother Felizbella would make me coffee and tell me a long story about her life, from which I understood only that she was eighty-three.  Then in the afternoon I would go to the cathedral in the historic centre of Braga, and see its Spanish organ and jewel-like circles of modern stained glass high up in the immensely thick walls.  But that would all be later.  Now the Christmas dinner was ready.

Everything was laid out on the table when Pedro collected us all together to sit down.  The fruit, the bread, the meat dish, the bacalhau, chocolates, cartons of juice, bottles of wine, plates of cabbage and potatoes, a plate of cheeses, a cake, a dish of lamb in red wine that grandmother had cooked, our glasses of Brazilian grappa with lime juice and crushed ice.  A rack of pork kebabs was sizzling over the embers in the fireplace.  

On the table near me was a small terracotta dish with two terracotta bars across it.  Pedro poured alcohol into it, and then laid a big curved sausage made from wild boar on the bars.  He lit the alcohol, and in no time the sausage was sizzling and smelling delicious.  That made two more photographs.  

Now that Sara wasn't wearing her grey woolly hat, the last two pictures I took were of her beautiful, calm profile. 

There was no ceremony to start the meal, and soon everyone was eating and talking about food.  At one time, I was told, they were discussing a constant Portuguese theme:  which is the best way to cook bacalhau, out of the hundred possible ones.

Luizinha, sitting opposite me, leaned forward to ask if I missed being home with my family in England.  Not at all.  I was very, very happy being here with all of them.  I made a toast to Christmas and our new friendship, and everyone jumped to their feet to clink glasses.  Then they went on talking in Portuguese and I started to think about a present I had given Ned and Imogen.

This was a small packet of letters which he had written to his grandparents when he was about two years old.  Not long before she died, my mother sent them back to me.  Now that Ned and Imogen were living together, I wanted to celebrate their new family by giving the letters to both of them.  

I had asked little Ned to tell me his news and quickly wrote it down while he spoke.  Then he held the pen in his fist and made some jerky zigzags for his own writing.  One letter ended, 'Please don't ask me to say any more Grandma and Grandpa because I am much too vague.'    

The letters were proper stories.  There was drama:  a terrible thunderstorm and flashes of lightning when Greg and I took him in his pushchair along the Thames, with a happy ending when we all got home and were dry and safe.  There was jealousy:  his friends Benny and Simon were coming to his house, and they would take his toys to play with them, but he would snatch his toys back.  There was description:  one day Barbara took him with her little girl Lizzie to the children's zoo, where they saw donkeys.  And, Barbara told me later, Ned bit Lizzie when he was angry with her. 

I was sitting silent, thirty-six years away in time, when Luizinha asked me what I was thinking about.  I told them all about Ned's letters.  'I'm sorry,' I said. 'I am often silent.  Don't think that I am not happy to be here, or that silence means I am in a low mood.'   


'So you were thinking about your family,' said Luizinha.


'Where does Ned live now?' asked practical Pedro.


'People do not have to talk all the time,' said Sara. 

Being foreign means that you get used to floating in a suspended world.  You float, or people pull you along in their own swirling stream; where to, you don't know.  The muted sounds they make with their talking turn into a kind of silence while you listen to your own thoughts.  This passive life is a very pleasant one, until after a while you realise that you understand some of their sounds, and that you can make these sounds with your own mouth. 

I wrote a poem about this strange existence while I was in Russia.  Reading it, you should know that yabloko in Russian is apple, and oblako is cloud; that lista is page but litso is face.  I was always getting them mixed up.

The Surreal World Of The Language Learner

Most of the time you stay swaying, 

Your tail curled round a weed,

Your body floating upwards.  

Sound and life unravel, fade 

To a muted distance.  

                                        The people 

Swirl past, in twos and threes, in shoals, 

Bubbles coming from their mouths.  

Sometimes their mouths point to you,

Bubbles stream out, and you know 

They are talking to you.  Sometimes 

They uncurl you from your weed 

And swim you  —  somewhere  —

For something.  Your life as subject 

Without object in this muffled 

Swirling world is a stream 

Of unconsciousness.

After a time small bubbles 

Come out of your own mouth,  

You grow lungs and leg buds 

And crawl out onto a stone,

You use the new lungs to try 

Your first croakings.

                                     The people 

Leave their own stones and come 

To listen with tender laughter.   

Your ears don’t really hear yet;

When you copy their croakings 

You say yabloko instead of oblako,  

You confuse lista with litso,  

Transposing objects from here 

To there when you tell them 

What you see.  ‘In the sky,’

You say, ‘apples are drifting 

Over the sun making shadows; 

From tall trees faces fall to the earth 

In the autumn wind.’

Hearing you, the people are entranced 

By your versionary eyes’ 

Revision of their world. 

A. Borges Ferreira, Furniture and Decoration 


'This is the dining table.  This is the Chinese cabinet.  And this is the voyage table; I would like a pair of them.'

Antonio Borges Ferreira, the story-telling furniture maker, had said, 'Bring in photographs of furniture that you want, or magazine pictures, and I will give you a price for making it in my workshop.'  It was his shop window that I longingly pressed my nose against on my way to the estate agent's, before I even bought my flat.  Now I was putting the first three pictures on his counter.

By now I understood how things work in Porto when you are furnishing an apartment.  Alongside the international mass market in shopping malls around the edge of the city, there is an older bespoke system in the centre.  You look at samples and go through catalogues in the showroom, and then the shop has the furniture made up for you in its workroom or sent on from the supplier.   

A few of these places are very expensive, because they are for the most well-off people in the interior design world.  Others sell furniture which are works of art and just as impossible for most people to buy.  For example the arts collective near the Garden of Virtues.  In the long gallery, among individually signed pieces of furniture at the Christmas sale, I saw the leather library chair from their print room.  I had sat in it, dreamed of having it in my sitting room, and asked them several times to find out who made it and what it would cost to buy.  Here was one for sale, but I could not enjoy sitting in an armchair for which I paid fifteen hundred euros.

Antonio Borges Ferreira was the solution.  For weeks I had perched at the pensione studying design magazines, looking back over photographs of friends' houses, checking internet, and reading about twentieth century furniture.  I had been enthusiastic about some designs which I later abandoned as clichés; I was still enthusiastic about others which were classics of harmony and creativity.  Senhor Antonio would make the furniture I wanted at prices I could afford. 

The point of this is not my furniture itself, but that it was an introduction to Senhor Antonio's business.  The more I saw of this, the more I understood how wrong my first impressions had been.  

Also – and this is never a cliché – I found yet again that when you come up against some new person's life, you see into a whorl of anxieties, satisfactions, relationships and duties, with no final boundary in its expanding connection with other lives.  It is a whorl in which the person tries to direct his daily life while floundering through forces of history.  

Since that time when I first looked through Senhor Antonio's shop window, I have been into both of his show rooms, a third shop for storing furniture ready for collection, his office at the back of the main shop, and a smaller one beside it.  I have seen photos of his older son and the two grandchildren, and met his younger son, the student architect.  I have also met his wife, and his father, the founder of A. Borges Ferreira, Furniture and Decoration.

The very first time I was dazzled by the glamour of high style, and barely noticed the showrooms themselves.  Senhor Antonio, in his dark business suit and black shoes,  was an attentive shadow on the edge.

The next time, I felt something more than attentiveness in his manner.   The only other person in the shop then was an old man who was standing by the window and looking out at the street.  


'That is my father.  He is retired from the business now but he comes in to look after the shop when I am away, and he talks to customers who are waiting while I am busy with someone else.' 

This something more than attentiveness was anxiety.  We spoke politely about a few things, discussed my ideas for furniture, and then he began talking about the financial crisis. 


'This has been a bad year everywhere in the business world, which means it is bad here in Portugal too.  It is difficult to manage so many commitments:  we have to run the showrooms, and pay our workers who depend on us.  Soon we will have to pay them holiday money for Christmas.  Your order is important for us.'  

When I went back again, his father's camel hair coat was lying over the back of the chair by the counter.  The old man himself appeared from the inner office and we shook hands.  I recognised his son's face, olive-skinned and slightly jowly, with deep-set eyes and heavy cheekbones.  Of course the father's hair was grey whereas Senhor Antonio's is black, combed straight back over his head and curling up at the end's, like a matador's.  

The father does not speak any English, but I understood that his son was at the bank.  That was no problem.  Supposing he had just gone in to do some banking for his shop, I sat down on one of the sofas to wait, and began to look through the furniture catalogues again.

The old man handed me a mobile telephone.  Senhor Antonio was calling to explain that he was at the bank and would not be in the shop that day.  Could I come in another time?  Later I understood that he works at this bank as well as running his furniture business.  It is another way to survive a difficult year.    

A middle-aged woman, a little overweight, was minding the shop when I came in the next time.  Senhor Antonio arrived  just after me, and introduced her:  'This is my wife.'

He took me through to the office behind the shop where we could spread out the pictures and notes.  While he went to get something from the smaller office beside it, I looked around me. 

The transition from glamour to anxiety ended here in faded relics.  The great oak roll-top desk, the leather swivel chair on its curved metal legs, and the massive ornamental steel safe, all came from a time when the father's business was more flourishing.  On the wall beside the desk was a photograph taken perhaps fifty years ago, of a big group of people gathered in a street outside a shop.  I recognised the father as a younger man in the centre; to the right were three children.  Above the table where I had spread out my papers, was a framed certificate: 'The best father in the world,' signed by three children – two girls and a boy, Antonio.     

Just before Christmas, I was there again to order a leather sofa and a library chair like the one at the artists' collective.  We were standing in the showroom near the counter when a young man hurried in, kissed me on both cheeks, said something to Senhor Antonio, and hurried out again. 

I know from seeing Sonja with her seven year old son, Pedro, that Portuguese children are taught to greet adults with two kisses as rigorously as English children are taught their p's and q's.


'Your architect son?'


'Yes, that's him.'


'The elder boy?'


'No, this is my elder son.'  He showed me a photo on his mobile.  'He did not complete his education because he became a father at the age of sixteen.  I worry how he will make his way in life.  My son is divorced now; of course we did not expect the marriage to last.'   


'Here are his two children.  They will be with their mother for Christmas dinner.  That is quite proper.  But they will come to us on Christmas day.  The boy is eleven years old.  He is quite strong.  But the little girl is only six; she lives with her mother and cannot understand why her father is not with them now.  I worry about her because she is so tender and sad.'


'Our children never leave our hearts,' I said.

His wife came out of the office.  I gave her the Christmas card which I had ready for the family, and shook her hand.  She looked embarrassed.  Perhaps I should have kissed her.


'My wife understands you, but she does not speak English.'


'What is her name?'


'Isabella.'


'Feliz natal e boas annos, Isabella,' I said, and kissed her on both cheeks.   


Now I am back in Porto after being in London for a few days over new year.  I hurried to Senhor Antonio's shop to order three more chairs and some other things because soon I will be living in my flat.  The cherry wood dining table, the black lacquered Chinese cabinet, and the two round voyage tables were finished and waiting for me in the store room across the street.  They looked superb.  We went back to his shop to choose some round metal handles for the cabinet.   

Looking around the shop as we came in, I saw for the first time that the walls were rather shabby.  Above the counter was a big photograph that I had not noticed before, where a lot of people were making furniture in a long work room.  On the back wall of the shop was a portrait of the older Borges Ferreira at the same age as his son now.  Further back still, sitting in the office in profile, was the old man himself.  He was bending motionless over the table. 


'My father came from nothing,' said Senhor Antonio.  'He made this business by himself, and employed thirty-five people just to upholster sofas.  Another four polished furniture, and six more made the frames.  There were orders from all over Portugal.  In Algarve, in the early seventies, our company furnished entire blocks of new flats.  Four men lived constantly in each block, assembling furniture.  After a month they would come home here and be replaced by a different four.  Then in 1975 things changed.'  

He was referring to the overthrow of the dictator Salazar. 


 'There was less and less business for everyone.  I have had to sell one of our shops, just to keep going.  My wife's brother-in-law used to have six shops selling beautiful leather bags and shoes.  Now that people don't want to pay for real leather, the family has scattered.  His wife stays here with one last shop, his father has gone to work in Brazil, and he has gone to Paris to look for work.'   



'I might say that my father was one of the most well-known people in the furniture business, and not just here in Porto, but in the whole of Portugal.  His name is still respected in the furniture world.  Now my father is eighty-five and he is not in good health.  I think it is partly because the business that he started is suffering so much in these difficult years.  He feels it badly.' 


'Portugal has become like a plant that is – what is the word?  That begins to lose its petals because it has no water.' 

Syndicate

January 9, 2010, exactly one year since I first came to Portugal.  

I was waiting in our café for Senhor Jorge.  As soon as he arrived we would go over the road to my flat and see how it was getting on.  The last time I met him in the café, just before Christmas, Sonia came as well with her little son, Pedro.  Pedro played with the brass bell I gave him, which used to hang on my front door.  He soon broke the bell, and while talking about my new kitchen measurements, Senhor Jorge mended it for him.  

Sonia is not only our interpretor, but also a client of Senhor Jorge.  I have seen over her new flat where there is a lot of rebuilding being done, like mine.  She has chosen the same bathroom fittings as me, and some of the same colours, so we are starting to feel like sisters.  

When it was time to go, I gave Senhor Jorge presents for his twins, Matilda and Eleanora – a wooden whistle and castanets that I knew did not make too much noise – and he gave Sonia and me each a bottle of twenty-year-old vintage port. 

This evening, instead of seeing Senhor Jorge coming in the door, I had a call from Sonia.  


'Come outside, Ann, I am waiting for you in my car.'

I got in her car, and with a few words about Senhor Jorge – another client, delay, a different café – she drove off, talking about how desperately tired she was.  She coordinates international development at her bank, has a big project on at the moment, has to go round twenty different branches to see that they are keeping up to date, they all have their different ideas about how the project should be done, her son never gives her a moment alone, he always has to have her attention, he is naughty and says sorry mama, I won't do it again and hugs her, but it is just so he won't be punished, he goes on being naughty, her nose and forehead hurt badly because she has chronic rhinitis and only Claritine stops it for a while, tomorrow it is her birthday, there will be a small party at home with her parents, her son and one of her best friends, the other best friend lives too far away in Vila Real, but she would just like to sleep ALL DAY...  

Now she was pulling up near the other café, and through the big window I could see Senhor Jorge's distinctive outline bent over a cup of coffee.

His carpenter has a new idea about my extra 1 centimetre which became 3½ centimetres, which I had turned into 16½ centimetres of sacrificed space.  Ikea, selling their cupboards by the thousands, could not change the dimensions of one cupboard just for me, but the carpenter could.  I think he is the man with the squashy green hat who Senhor Jorge first brought with him to look at the flat.  Instead of sacrificing space, he would just cut off the little extra bit from one of the cupboards.  

I had thought of this long ago but didn't like to ask them to do it.  The whole carcass of the cupboard has to be reduced in size; so do the boxes of all three drawers, along with their front panels.  It was very generous of them to call that 'just cutting off a little bit.' 

After this good news, Sonia and I waited to hear when our flats would be ready.  The constant rain had delayed the work a lot, we understood that.  So had the Christmas holiday.  And it had taken five coats of paint to get the deep red that Sonia wanted on her kitchen walls.  

One week for her.  Two weeks for me.


'You mean January 24?  In two weeks I will be sleeping in my flat?  What about painting the walls and woodwork, cleaning and varnishing the floors, putting up all the lights, installing the kitchen and bathroom fittings?'


'Two weeks.'

If my flat wasn't finished by that time, said Sonia, I could go and stay with her.

Senhor Jorge wanted to check one more detail.  'Would the varnish on the floors be full gloss?'  I looked at him in surprise.  Semi-matt, of course.  It was on my list.  'And the paint for the walls?'  Semi-matt.  Read the list!  


'Only the list is in my car...  '

Sonja and I began teasing him about the paint as if he was our younger brother, and he sat, with his narrow eyes and pointed chin, smiling and saying nothing.

When Senhor Jorge paid for our coffee, he came back to the table with a lottery form.  We would be a syndicate for a prize of fifty-eight million euros.  We each had to choose seven numbers for our section of the ticket.  My numbers were the dates of my birthday, of Ned's, Greg's and my parents'.  My last two numbers were traditional seven and three.  Sonia's choice was the same: family birthdays and her lucky numbers, five and five again.  


'What were your numbers?' I asked Senhor Jorge.

His birthday, the day he did this, the month he did that, his friend's birthday...  Sonia said something quickly to Senhor Jorge in Portuguese.


'What about the twins?' I was scandalised.


'I asked him the same thing!' said Sonia.


'Did you forget your twins?' I asked.  'Perhaps when you go to buy something you leave them behind in the shop?'


'No, the twins are too young.  It's my wife who takes them shopping.'

I told our syndicate a true story.  Tanya was born soon after the blockade of St Petersburg ended, and her parents had returned from evacuation in Samarkand.  They took baby Tanushka to be registered, and walked out of the office arm in arm, talking.  Suddenly there was a commotion behind them in the street.  They turned round and saw the registrar running towards them with a swaddled bundle in her outstretched hands.  'Comrades! Comrades!' she was screaming. 'You forgot the baby!'

Zé Manuel

For an hour after leaving Sonia and Senhor Jorge, I sat in another café reading P. G. Wodehouse.  Daniel was going to meet me there, and we would go on to supper at Zé Manuel's flat.  

I like Manuel; this would be the first family flat I had been to in Porto; and it was still the anniversary of my first day in Portugal.  There couldn't be a better way to measure a year since my first ignorant and nervous step out of the airport taxi.   

Manuel was sitting at a piano writing music when I first met him.  It was the tail end of summer, and Daniel had taken me to his music bookshop to introduce us.  The music he was writing was an Easter oratorio for the English church in Porto.  It would be an unusual oratorio, he said, with recitation as well as singing, a large choir, and an orchestra.  

We only stayed there a few minutes, not wanting to interrupt his work, but he gave me his card, and kissed me goodbye instead of shaking hands, which surprised me because I wasn't used to Portuguese ways.

After that, silence, but I knew from Daniel that his friend is a very busy person.  As well as the job in the music shop, Manuel  is a choir master, a composer, a lay preacher at the Anglican church, and teaches history of religion at the university of Porto.

Then it was October, a few days before Ned and Imogen's visit.  There was a message from Ned:  Did I know someone with a piano who would let him practise while he was in Porto?  

Ned went to Manuel's shop every morning to play.  On the last day, Manuel invited us all to lunch, in a very nice place he said, where if you were short of money, they let you pay later.  One of the two brothers who owned the café rested his hand on Manuel's shoulder while they were going through the menu.

Ned, Imogen and Manuel talked about music – as well as Ned's jazz piano, Imogen plays the cello – and about London which Manuel visited some time ago.  It should be possible for him to give an organ recital in London, they thought, at St James, Piccadilly, and at Framlingham in Suffolk, where there is a good organ in the Anglican church.  He should send them his c.v. and they would try to arrange it.  And certainly, they would be back in Porto to hear Manuel's Easter oratorio.

Ned and Imogen went away, and Daniel went away.  Then he came back for Christmas and we decided to have lunch together with Manuel.  Daniel was our restaurant expert and would choose where to go.  We were to meet by the Clerigos Tower.  

Manuel and I got there first, at the same time as a huge downpour of rain.  He held my handbag while I held up my umbrella for us both to shelter under.  It was the new one printed with cuddly teddy bears in jackets, some wearing pain red and some in yellow with red spots.  Manuel was like a teddy bear himself, in his dark blue woollen coat and the grey cap over his floppy brown hair.  

He didn't mind at all holding my handbag.  To fill in time, he told me how the music bookshop is organised – it supplies orchestras and music schools, as well as selling pianos – and about a jazzy piece for cello and piano that he has almost finished writing for Ned and Imogen.

In my photographs of the lunch you can see Daniel with his blond-brown hair in its new, short style.  The fashionable, long black English overcoat which he bought specially for his return to Porto is draped over the back of the chair.  There is a sizzling pork kebab and a dish of rice and potatoes in front of him.  

Manuel, wearing his brown-framed glasses, is smiling happily because he hasn't got a photograph with him and Daniel together.  He is eating grilled salmon.  

There is a plate of bacalhau at my place, but I am not in the pictures of course, and did not see any point in being photographed since I know what I look like. ['That's the sort of thing she says,' murmured Daniel with a smile at Manuel.]  

The last photograph shows the bottle of beautiful Portuguese white wine that he chose for us.  It is still half full, but at this moment the film in the camera ran out.

Daniel couldn't tell us as much about his music course and life in Liverpool as Manuel or I would have liked.  Manuel wanted to know if it was a comprehensive study of music, and reeled off a list of aspects he supposed would be included.  I wanted to know about Liverpool life and whether the people he met were better or the same as his first prickly contact.  

He didn't know where to start; there was too much to say about everything.  But Daniel did say that he has become interested in pop music, and that movement is important in the course, so they study drama and he is also learning tap.  Yes, real Fred Astaire tap dancing in tails with a top hat. 

From the café below my pensione, Daniel and I walked across Carmo square past the fountain where water flows out of three lions' mouths, through a cross street with a remarkable tiled house in extravagant Moorish style, to Rua da Conceição where Manuel has his flat.  It is only two minutes' walk from his music shop:  closer, and it would be too close, he said.  

We were late, and heard a shout as we rang the bell.  Above us in the dark was Manuel's head looking down over the edge of the third floor iron balcony.  He was waiting outside the door of the flat as we climbed up the stairs, wearing his black cook's apron, and beaming with friendliness and unselfconscious good nature.  'I was so worried.  Where were you!'  

In the kitchen I was greeted with a kiss on each cheek by one dark-eyed, bristled-chinned young man after another.  There was also a young woman doing something at the big marble sink.  This was Nadya, the fifth person in the flat, who only spoke Russian and Portuguese.  They said she came from Volgograd, and suddenly when I tried to speak to her I found every Russian word had flown out of my head.  

People were coming in and out of the kitchen, bringing in stools and laying the table.  Nadya was getting out glasses.  Manuel was stirring a big pot on the stove while he squeezed in juice from an orange.  

One of the young men reached for something in a wall cupboard by the table.  He brought out a woman's brown curly wig and put it on his head.  That was Favio.  The name sounded aristocratic, like a Roman emperor:  Favius Augustus, or Favius Tyrannicus.  Then he reached out a teatowel from the cupboard while I had a turn wearing the wig.  Who could not be happy coming into a place where they keep a wig in the cupboard with the table linen?

Just before we sat down to eat, Manuel came into the kitchen with something for Daniel.  It was the score of a piece of music called 'Liverpool',  written for him as a New Year present.  Daniel sat down beside me on one of the green formica stools and began to read through the score.  

Favio was sitting on my other side.  How long had he known Manuel?  


'Probably about seven years.  We met when I was seventeen.  Manuel is so friendly he forgets how long we have known each other.  He must be about forty-three, but once he said to me, Do you remember that time when we were at school together?'

Favio was in the army, then in the regular police, and now he works for a security company.  Next he wants to join the military police.  He goes back to the Azores where he was born because of the silence and space, and he is interested in cathedrals.  He would like to see Wells, Durham, Westminster Abbey and St Paul's.  'What about Canterbury,' I asked, thinking of its arched, stained glass windows and the round ones in Braga.  'Yes, Canterbury of course.'

Now Manuel was ready to serve dinner.  He put down on the table two halves of a very big round loaf of bread which had been cut across the middle and the inside scooped out.  Then he filled each shell with bacalhau from the big pot that he had been stirring when we came in.  We spooned the mixture onto our plates, and broke off bits of the crust to eat with it, but before we had done too much harm to the bread shells Manuel filled them again from the big pot, and then once again.  It was an amazing dish. 

While everyone was talking, I asked Favio to tell me who were the two people nearest us.  I knew one of them was called Stone, but which one?  


'That is Pedro, he works in a restaurant.  And that is Stone, he is does a circus act – I don't know how to say it in English – on Rua de Santa Caterina.' 

It did not look right.  I pointed at them discreetly.  That one with the beard, intense black eyes and earring was Pedro the restaurant worker?  This one with the round, pink face and well-groomed, short hair was Stone the street performer ?  


'No, that one is Stone and this one is Pedro.'

Now we were eating a pineapple and chocolate, and Daniel had an atlas open on the table.  He turned the pages to the Mediterranean countries and stopped at Greece.  


'Manuel and I want you to come with us to Greece, Ann.'


'Yes.'

I agreed immediately, as I agreed to go camel trekking in north Africa with Lloyd, my New Zealand friend who started the St Petersburg Times.  Politics and marriage overtook us, and Lloyd left Russia with his new Russian wife to transfer his democratic media training courses to Britain.  I hope this scheme with Manuel and Daniel will be successful.

Daniel wanted to see the photographs of our lunch, and I had also brought some of Frigate Shtandart being built.  The very first one showed the future captain, Vladimir Martous, standing in a snowy forest by an oak tree with a saw in his hand.  That is the picture that above all made me want to go to Russia.  So exotic.  The last one was the captain's five-year-old daughter, Masha, in a miniature version of the ship's uniform, standing on deck during our maiden voyage to the west.  At the time that first tree was felled to build the ship, Vladimir did not even know his future wife.  

We started to pass the photos round the table.  There were also two photos from St Petersburg city life, just for Daniel.  He had heard that people there were very chic, and these photos were of me, particularly blond in a feather boa and a romantic hat with a rose on the brim, and then in a black evening dress, sitting on a stool and swinging one foot in its sandal with high, glass heels.  Unbelievable when you saw me now at the table, in my all purpose clothes and Clarkes shoes. 

Somehow these two pictures also got passed round, until they came to Stone.  He studied them and looked up at me again.  Then he asked, 'How long ago was this?'

I laughed.  'The difference between me in the photos and me here is not to do with how many years have passed, but whether I have shelves.  A woman can only look like that if she has shelves.  She needs them for her cosmetics and toilet things and for all her jewellery and clothes.  She also needs shelves in her life, to give a purpose to the material ones in the wardrobe: a shelf for theatre going; a shelf for a lover; a shelf for parties; a shelf for public events.  That was life in St Petersburg.'

Time was passing, and I noticed Manuel glance at his watch.  Before we left, he gave us a tour through the flat.  Apart from the kitchen and bathroom, there was a room for each person, small, with not much furniture, but each one very neat and very different from the other.  

Nadya had put a rug on the wall behind the divan, in the Russian way.  She showed me her pen and ink paintings, as a professional artist, and I put my arm over her shoulder while we looked down at a low silver vase on the desk, from her grandmother who was aristokratka.  I could speak Russian again, and we planned to drink to tea together.

Favio's room had a big Brazilian flag pinned out flat on the wall opposite his divan.  Stone was sitting on a hemp mat on his floor sorting through music tapes.  I didn't see the room of Bruno, the silent and shy flatmate who as a garden designer knows a lot about architecture for gardens as well as medicinal botany. 

Manuel's room was a self portrait.  Shelves of books along the right wall, although a thousand have just been removed to the music shop because the landlady was afraid of their weight.  On the left wall, a small nineteenth century writing table stood between the windows opening onto the balcony where he had called out to Daniel and me.

At the far end of the room, in one corner, a cabinet neatly stacked with scores of all the music he has written.  In the other corner, a wide divan with a blue and white teddy bear propped up on the pillow, and some books and an unfinished score spread out on the cover.  'No need to clear things off at night; I just find room to get in.'  

At the entrance to the room, hanging from coat hangers on the doors of the big wardrobe, were his long wool overcoat and the red and black lay preacher's robe.  On top of the wardrobe, at the window end, a collection of leather music satchels; and at the other end, his Darth Vada mask and a robot's three-fingered hook which he wore at the last carnival. 

Out in the street I took Manuel's arm as we walked along, like we do in Russia, with Favio and Daniel behind us.  We saw Daniel to his bus stop.  Very early the next morning he would be flying back to Liverpool.  Then Manuel and Favio saw me to my pensione, walking one either side of me.  This time I took both their arms, while Manuel held my handbag.

A couple of days later, I got a message from him:  'Are ok?  Thanks for coming to our dinner.  Everybody from my house send kisses to you.'
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