The indirect method


'You've got the list?' I asked.

Senhor Jorge showed it to me, and went off to get bathroom fittings in another part of the warehouse.  I didn't have a list, but was holding a refund voucher for a towel rail that I didn't like.  With this money back in my pocket – saved, I would explain to Deborah, who would smile ironically at my accounting style  – I went to the gardening department. 


'Did you find anything you want?' Sr Jorge asked.

He was back with a couple of packets in his hand, but when he saw what I pointed at, he gave them to me to hold and went off for a trolley.


'How many?' 


'Eight,' I said grandly.  'And a big bag of earth.'

Eight big wooden tree tubs for my garden.  For a garden with a dank and crumbling brick shed, where you walk on cracked concrete, and where discarded things, including plaster limbs, are heaped up around the walls.   

Perhaps with a bit of tidying, I thought, and putting fruit trees in the tubs, it will look better and I won't have to become a gardener.  In the back of my mind I know that's not how it will be, but the indirect method of launching something I'm reluctant to do helps me pretend I'm not really doing it.

Perhaps with a bit of tidying

For example, the staircase from the street.  

I've just taken an after photo of the landing outside my door, with three people standing there.  Flirtatious, short, grey-haired Manuel, who I first knew as Green Hat, is in the middle.  He is wearing the dusty trousers, the checked work shirt and scuffed shoes that he changes into when he arrives here, folding his street clothes in a bundle on the Rietveld chair in the hall, and his small shoes neatly together on the floor beside it. 

Manuel has one arm over Sasha's shoulder.  That's Ukrainian Sasha, with his broad face and deep bass voice, who is our go-between translator when the others want to ask me something.  Surely with such a speaking voice he sings as well?  I hear him humming while he works, but when I asked him about Ukrainian songs – what about Oi Moroz? – he just looked at me and said something about them being from the old days.  Sasha did sing one of the verses later, when he was out of sight, about a Cossack riding his horse through the frozen steppe and thinking about his young wife waiting at home, but his voice was only middling good, not the rich bass I expected.

Manuel's other arm is over Pedro's shoulder.  I never heard him say anything at all, and for a long time I didn't even know his name.  When I had to ask Sasha something about Pedro's work, I called him Malchik.  It means 'the boy', but later I noticed the boy wears a wedding ring.  

So Manuel, Sasha and Malchik have just finished mending and decorating the whole staircase right up to my landing, and it looks wonderful.  That's why I have taken a photo and that's why they are looking so satisfied and proud.  They are satisfied because while the project went on in an indirect, piecemeal way, step by step they suggested more that could be done, and they were right.  They are proud because it looks so fine and because I am so pleased with the transformation.

Before...  Well before there was a scruffy street door with a rotten lower panel and four panes of cracked glass.  Paint was flaking off the sides of the wooden stairs where the middle was left bare for a  long-gone carpet.  There were bulges in the old plaster on the grimy walls, and powdery holes where it had crumbled off.  Don't even bother to look above you at the ceiling.  Particularly avoid looking right up to the skylight where a great patch of plaster has fallen off, leaving the wooden batons showing, and where, Sara said, 'only a little rain comes in.' 

Before, I hardly thought about this staircase.  Some time it would have to be done, but probably I could get a long-handled roller and touch up the paint, and patch up the worst of the plaster.  I worried about the leaking skylight of course, but tried to put it out of my mind.  

I had mentioned, when Sr Jorge came to look at the apartment for the first time, that I would like the street door mended and the stairs scraped and varnished, although it was something that I could do myself, if it was very expensive.  

Three hundred euros.  

Three hundred euros was what Manuel, Sasha and Malchik would get for this first aid.  Of course I said yes.  But once the stairs were polished, the walls looked even worse, and here were the men in their work clothes with all the right tools, and there was me in my tidy clothes, with my tools at the dacha.  I had told Sr Jorge about the year it took me to decorate my St Petersburg flat.  


'This time you don't have to do anything yourself,' he said.

No I didn't.  So we decided that they would mend and paint the wall below the dado rail.  

Four hundred euros.  

When it was finished and they invited me out onto the landing to look, Manuel pointed at the walls above the rail, and at the ceiling, and said something to Sr Jorge.  He didn't want to leave it like that when everything else looked so good.  Of course that meant putting up the scaffolding again, but let it be so.  

Another five hundred euros would finish the staircase from the street up to my landing.  

Sara and I had a talk about this when I went upstairs to invite her to my party.  Did she agree with the work being done?  Did she want her part of the staircase done as well?  What about a new colour for the walls.  She held the paint chart in her hand, thinking.    


'I like this colour very much.'


'The stone colour. That's good.  So you like the idea of doing the staircase.  But I don't want to make it expensive for you.  I can pay for everything up to my landing, and if you have enough money the men can do your part as well.  What do you think?'

Sara thought, and the next day said no.  Pedro told her she should do it now, and offered to lend her money, but she wanted to be independent.  By now we had got Sr Jorge to mend the skylight – which meant Manuel, Sasha and Pedro disappeared up scaffolding for several days – and that had used all her spare money.   

So look closely behind the three smiling men on the landing.  You will see a neat division where the stone coloured paint ends on my side and the original colour continues on Sara's.

New lists 

It is quite a climb to get up into Sr Jorge's big landrover.   When we first started repairs, after Sonya had been called in to translate, both she and I scrambled up onto the front seat.  We went on chatting while he drove to my pensione, dropped me off, and took Sonya on to her parents' place where she lived while her own flat was being renovated.

My flat is done, but I am still scrambling up into Sr Jorge's car with my lists.  Now they are for the garden and terrace, because we all have the bit between our teeth:  Sr Jorge, Sr Orlando, Manuel, Sasha, Pedro, and me.  The staircase looks so good that now we don't want to leave the garden as it is.

The shed has already been transformed.  Inside, the walls are re-plastered and painted, and the floors tiled; there are lights and a power point, and shelves where at present the men keep their tools.  Look down from the terrace, and you see a small, white, flat-roofed Mediterranean building at the end of the garden, with a band of blue tiles round the base of the walls, and two brilliant blue doors.   

Apart from that, everything in the garden is as messy and broken as before.  So let's do it all now the men are here.  Sue helped me measure, and I've made a plan.  Some of the concrete will be cut out to make beds, and the rest will be covered with terracotta tiles.  

While Sr Jorge and Sr Orlando were with me on the terrace talking about the new plan with Manuel, we glanced at the worn concrete staircase down to the garden, with its wobbly iron railing and battered iron door that doesn't shut.  


Shouldn't we tile the staircase, and mend the rail?' one of them asked.  'What about a new gate as well, instead of the old door?' 


'Why not,' I said.  

We all smiled.


'Everything will be new and good,' said Sr Jorge with great satisfaction.  'The flat, the staircase, and the garden.'  

Now he is driving me to a warehouse where I will choose the tiles, and he will get a discount for me.  I asked about the twins.  When the repairs started on my flat, they had just turned one.  They must be walking now. 


'They are running around now, not only walking,' said Sr Jorge.  'If you don't mind, instead of going to the garden centre after the warehouse, I will go back home, because it is Saturday, and the twins will cry if I am not there.'  


'And what does your wife do?'


'My wife, that's Claudia, is an estate agent.  She is at work all day until six, so a nanny comes to look after the little girls.  She is not professional, but she lives nearby, and her own children are grown up.  It is a perfect arrangement.  Wouldn't you like to meet the twins one day? ' 

Gardeners' question time

I am in a gardening shop, looking at pictures on seed packets.  Do seeds really turn into flowers like that?  I am doubtful.  If they don't, I could plant the packets on sticks and look at the pictures.  

The sexual habits of fruit trees

Leaning against the back wall of the garden, beside the eight wooden tubs, are three fruit trees waiting to be planted:  a peach, a plum and a cherry.  I had told Monica about my three trees.  


'Just a thought,' she replied, 'perhaps you should enquire which of them is self-fertilising or if you need a partner for them.  Here peach trees are either male of female, so it's not just down to the jolly old honey bees.  Perhaps this is ancient husbandry and everything now is modernised, but I seem to remember from listening to gardening programmes that often one fruit tree needs another.  Or perhaps I dreamt it.'

I thought about this and took another look at my trees.  Each had a cardboard label tied round its thin trunk, with a picture of luscious fruit on it.  However if Monica is right about the sexual habits of fruit trees, then instead of the real thing, these pictures can keep company with my flowering seed packets – and I won't have to prune them.  

Of course three fruit trees are not enough.  After lifting some of the concrete and tiling the rest, Manuel and the other two are going to dig in new soil and plant the trees, bushes and bulbs that I've drawn on my garden plan.  Happy that someone else is going to do the planting, I am on my way back from the garden centre with Sr Jorge, and his landrover is full:  two apple trees, a lemon, an olive tree, a bay, a white camellia and a white magnolia, rhododendrons, and an azalea.  They even found me a japonica after I managed to describe it, because the word wasn't in my dictionary.  

The garden centre was on the Vila Nova de Maia side of the river.  While we were driving back, Sr Jorge asked me about Ned and Imogen.  Were they looking forward to seeing the new flat and garden?  What do they do in London?  

I told him, and one thing led to another, so that I found myself trying to explain that Imogen and Ned were not exactly married, she was Ned's... I couldn't think of the right word in French.


'We say close friend,' said Sr Jorge.  

We went on talking about marriage.  A lot of his friends, he said, when they did eventually marry each other, got divorced after one or two years.  As for him, he will never marry:  'Je m'en fous de cette idée!'  

Oh dear, where does that leave the twins and Claudia?  Does she have the same idea about marriage?

Round the mulberry bush

Deborah and I went twice in London to seasons of musical performances by an African company, and both times we spent the first act trying to puzzle out what we had come to.  The first time we had chosen their Africanised version of Ben Jonson's Bartholomew Fair and couldn't make out why people in robes were acting some kind of ritual.  Perhaps the company had devised a moralised prologue to Jonson's drama?  The second time it was their musical adaptation of Charles Dickens' Christmas Carol.  But where was Little Tim?  

What we actually saw the first time was a medieval religious drama, The Creation of the World.  The second time it was the Marriage of Figaro.  You can say that here the music should have put us right straight away; we could say that perhaps they only used this music for their Dickens adaptation.  

Sometimes you can't finish a code breaker puzzle because, for example, you have filled in blanks to make the word swore when you needed h and v instead, to make shove.  I can explain Deborah's and my confusion.  First of all the print in the theatre advertisements was very small and the programme notes to the season's group of plays were confusing.  Secondly, we could make sense for a long time of what we were seeing because we interpreted it as avant-garde symbolism.   

Last Saturday, after much poring over a map, I got to a concert of medieval music in the parish church of Foz at the western edge of the city.  It was part of an Easter early music festival.  Then on  Monday I practised finding the church for next Saturday's concert by a Gregorian choir.  I took a bus to the parish of Aldoar, north of the city centre, where I found the church and wrote the address in my notebook, though I was puzzled that it was a different address from the publicity leaflet.  Taking the next bus back, I found it did a loop past the actual church.  Ah ha! 

Last night was Tuesday.  Without checking the map, I went to  my nearest church for a festival concert by a different Gregorian choir.  It was closed.  I shouldn't have been here in Bonfim parish, but further east in Campanha.  I came back home and did a code breaker instead.

Tonight is Wednesday, and there is a concert by a different Gregorian choir at the Aldoar church which I practised finding on Monday.  I'm going there so as to check how long the bus takes, and to be sure that I do have the right place.  It's all because I don't want to miss next Saturday's concert at this church.  Why?  Because they are singing Allegri's Miserere.  I have only heard this on the CD from Mirian, and I want tremendously to hear it in a church the way it was first performed.

Late for the concert

I got my bus just as I had practised, and arrived fifteen minutes early.  Aldoar parish has one of those round, modern churches where you are not sure what door to aim for.  I aimed for all of them because there were lights on inside, I could hear singing, but everything was locked.  I pressed my hands on the doors and said Open Sesame, but they stayed closed.

I went down the hill to my original wrong parish church in case that was the right one after all.  It was locked as well.  Back again at the first church, I was puzzled that no other concert goers had turned up.  I went to the bus shelter and did another code breaker while I waited for a bus to take me home.

Trying to puzzle it all out, I thought of these possibilities: the concert had been cancelled; I had written the wrong day in my diary; they had started early and locked the church to keep out tardy people; they were going to start late and were still practising; the address was the administrative one for the whole parish, and the actual concert was at a third church.

Today I looked again at the festival programme on internet.  Yes, there was the concert for the twenty-third of March at Campanha parish church, and for the twenty-fourth at Aldoar.  What had gone wrong?  

Unless I was  time traveller, I could have pressed my hand on the church doors and said Open Sesame until I was blue in the face.  They would never have opened.  I was three years too late for the concerts.  One last check of the programme showed that the festival took place in March 2007.

Dumb-cluck  

Dumb-cluck:    A person with the intellectual capacity of a chicken who lacks the intelligence to keep quiet in situations where that fact may become evident to others.   

Three girls were chatting in front of me in the bus.  Once or twice the one facing me interrupted what she was saying to hum a phrase of music.  They all had long wavy hair the way Portuguese girls do, cosy jackets, jeans, and little boots.  Music students?  They were still on the bus when it got close to my stop for tonight's concert at the Igreja de Aldoar – Aldoar Church.  The one who been humming got up to check something with the driver.  Perhaps they wanted the same stop?  

They were ahead of me in the climb up the street, but hesitated on the corner where we would have to go left to get to the church, if that's where they were going as well.  One of them stopped me to ask the way.

Me!  After all my running round the mulberry bush, and not finding the way to concerts from three years ago?


'Igreja?' I asked.


'Sim!'

I pointed left and they raced off.  

Tonight I wasn't the only dumb-cluck there.  About a dozen people were standing about outside one of the church doors.  There were lights on inside, but the door was locked – a man tried to open it, put his ear to the glass panel, and gave the door a tentative knock.  We waited.  A teenage girl was standing on her father's feet to give him a hug, and her sister was holding their mother's hand;  both daughters had the father's narrow face and pointed chin.  A middle-aged woman towing two older friends chugged towards me, but I backed off in case she asked where the concert was.

Just across the road from us was a van with 'Parochial Church of Aldoar' written on the side.  It was in front of some sort of community centre where a lot of people were going up the steps.  Maybe the concert was in there?  Our flock began to move towards this building.  I hesitated to go with them because in my pocket was the festival leaflet from last Saturday's concert which I had re-read a dozen times:  tonight, here at the Aldoar church, there would be a concert with a Gregorian choir and two smaller choirs.  Someone beckoned from the shadows on our other side, and we all turned round to follow her.  There was another door into the church, which was unlocked.

It was about half an hour before the concert was due to start, but could I be really sure which concert?  This modern church has an almost round interior, so that what should be an apse in front of the seats is just a slightly more rounded area.  On its left, where medieval choir stalls have fold-up seats with grotesque faces carved on the underside, there is a modest set of plain, wide steps.  Standing here were about twenty middle-aged men, or older, in tan-coloured monks' robes.  That should be the Gregorian choir.  Straight ahead of us was a line of  younger people, and on the right, two rows of empty chairs for eight more singers.  That would be for the third choir, I thought.  

They were having a last-minute rehearsal.  One of the younger men was conducting while he sang, leaning forward sideways to catch the eyes of the Gregorian choir.  They were practising part of Allegri's Miserere, where in a moment, from somewhere in the church, soprano and bass voices should soar out...  There they were.  

We all craned round to see where these voices came from, and then I got out my code breaker book to while away the next half hour.  This was the right concert.

From abyss to idyll

Why had I been such a dumb-cluck?  In the past when I made a blunder, Greg would remind me, from his great experience of our living together, 'You'll just do it again the next time – unless you think about what might go wrong.'  The chiding voice echoes in my mind.  But how can you think when every next time is different?  I was driven batty on my side of the marriage fence with Greg's suppose, if, maybe and probably.  I wanted to get on with things, not end up as a petrified question mark.  

I had tried to open locked doors and ended up at the bus stop with my code breaker book.  Code breaker puzzles look like crosswords but there are no sentence clues.  To make words, you have to find letter equivalents for numbers.  The first word you make is the key to all the others, and I had intuitively written abyss.  Soon I found myself filling in impossible combinations of letters, and after a great struggle had to go back and question my original assumption.  The correct word was idyll.

Concert and code breaker problems were symbols of life in a new country (from abyss to idyll?) where everything is a hypothesis but you have to get on with things.  Now I could see that Greg and I were both right.  Why do human beings have to live with opposing principles of action?

During a seminar long ago at the Warburg Institute, Professor Gombrich asked us about some peasants busily getting on with their lives in a Breugel painting:  'What are they doing?'  The painting was very realistic:  apparently Bruegel used to dress up like a peasant in order to mingle at weddings and other celebrations, to get inspiration and authentic details for his genre paintings. 

When we had identified enough of the actions to satisfy him, he interrupted us:  'And why these particular ones?  Is the painting actually realistic – would the people there really be doing these things on this occasion?'

We had no idea. 

'No they wouldn't,' our Socrates said.  'What they are doing here... and here... is impossible at this time of year and on this occasion.  So what was Breugel up to when he composed this scene?  

'He was painting a moral lesson.  Often the subject of a genre painting was based on a popular emblem from an emblem book.'  We knew about emblem books: they were a staple of iconography lectures at the Warburg Institute.  'The emblem can give the painting a double meaning, as in The Poultry Seller by Gabriel Metsu.  An old man is offering a rooster in a symbolic pose that is based on a lewd engraving by another artist.' 

'Breugel uses emblems, but that is not all.  His double meanings also come from proverbs, and in this painting the busy people are acting out proverbs.  The point of these is to remind us that daily life is not simple:  proverbs show contrary principles of behaviour along a sliding rule.  You have to know both in order to choose the right one for any occasion.  At one end you have He who hesitates is lost:  at the other, Look before you leap.'

The sliding rule idea was useful, but how do you avoid slipping over when you are trying to solve a problem in daily life?  The question hovered in my mind while I was washing up this morning's breakfast dishes.  As I reached up to put something on the rack in the drying cupboard, an idea flickered into my mind, and then others filtered in.  

The washing up will keep;  I have to write them down before they flit away.  Here are contrary principles for solving code breaker puzzles and life in Porto.

	Start with the obvious hypothesis.
	Mistrust the obvious.

	Be systematic.
	Be intuitive.

	Collect information.
	Consider impossibilities. 

	Check for mistakes
.
	Get on with things.


Weather forecast

The blustery man, owner of the orthopaedic shop, turns out to be choleric, nothing worse.  We recognised each other when I went into his china and glassware shop which is opposite the flat.  Since then we have smiled at each other in the queue at the Mini Preço supermarket two doors away. 

The thundery orthopaedist, who runs the business below my flat, sends Sara running for shelter.  The owner had told him he could to use the garden for his business, so when Sara moved a pile of his broken plaster pieces away from her side of the garden, he got angry and threw them back again.  Pedro helped her put up a netting barrier, and the avocado tree which she has grown from seed stays in her flat along with other plants until the emotional weather is calm.

Yesterday I went out to do some more measuring in the garden.  The orthopaedist opened his workroom door when he saw what I was doing, and smiled.  He held the end of the tape measure for me, and then made gestures to show he would clear away his prosthetic rubble.  

The weather is set for fair.

Neighbourly noises

I like living alone, and I also like the homely sounds of neighbours above and below me.  The cats are doing their spring-time calling.  My terrace is part of their patrol route,  from the neighbours' garden on the right, up to the tiled roof on the left.  The traffic goes in both directions all day long.  

The voices of Nuno and the orthopaedist come up through their open workroom windows.  Sometimes I hear him explaining something to clients, or patients, whatever they are called, in the shop below my breakfast room.

The door buzzer goes.  The postman comes right up the stairs with a packet:  'Donna Anna Palmer?'   

In the morning there is the slow sound of a cello being practised in the flat above.  Nina or Sara?  I haven't asked yet.  While preparing dinner in the evening, I often hear lively voices of men and women from their kitchen.  

That's the sound of the girls' shoes crossing the wooden floor.  

That's their washing machine spinning.  

Nina looked down and waved when she was pegging clothes on the lines outside their back window, and I was setting up my drying rack on the terrace below her.  They must recognise my sheets now:  beige this week, blue last week.  

There's Sara's triple bang on my door – it's because once I didn't hear her when the men working inside.  She was holding something inside her grey cardigan:  a little grey and cream kitten.  She had brought it down to show me and the kitten was crying and squirming to get out.  


'What's her name?'


'I don't know yet, but something Egyptian because that's where cats come from.  She misses her brothers and sisters.'

A few days later, that was Nina's triple tap.  Both girls were standing outside my door smiling.  They were off together to the gym before going to work, and held their sports bags out to show me.  Sara looked meaningfully at Nina, and Nina asked:  'Do you want a cat?'  

Their kitten has a brother who might need a home.
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