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			In memory of my lovely wife 

			Maria de Fátima Rodrigues Campos Peres.

		

	
		
			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to all those who have been forced to migrate for economic, social, religious, political or cultural reasons.

			Translated from the Portuguese by Leila Seals and Colette White

			                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

		

	
		
			Translators’ note

			Saudade

			Saudade is a word found only in the Portuguese language. It is not easy to translate into English and has been left in Portuguese in the text. Depending on the context, saudade can be translated as longing, nostalgia, homesickness, yearning or missing somebody or something. However, saudade is more than this. It is not just a word; its meaning is deeply rooted within the history, culture and soul of the Portuguese-speaking people. There have been countless attempts to define and translate it. In the context of what it represents in The Walnut Shell, Rubem Alves (1933-2014), a Brazilian theologian, philosopher and poet sheds some light. He said that saudade is always the sign of the presence of an absence, a sign that someone or something that was important to us is still with us in their absence. Saudade is what people, places or things we have loved become to us – the sometimes bitter-sweet sense of the presence of their absence. It can also be used to describe the powerful sense of the absence of something that might have been, but never was.

			So, saudade is not simply longing, nostalgia, homesickness, yearning or missing someone or something, but all of that and more. It makes us aware of what is most important to us – what makes us who we are. It is a reminder to love what we have, before life teaches us to love what we have lost.

			“A fome é saudade do corpo. A saudade é a fome da alma”: Hunger is the saudade of the body. Saudade is the hunger of the soul. Rubem Alves.

			With thanks to Anesia Nascimento de Jesus Cook for guiding us to a concise definition.

		

	
		
			1

			“Why are you so quiet?” This was the first time she’d spoken to me at the University, on the mainland. I didn’t reply and kept on walking down the old corridor that led to the anatomy room. In fact, I didn’t know how to reply, and was concerned that all this would distract me from my studies. I smiled discreetly and shrugged. That was my way of saying that I didn’t have a ready answer, but neither was I an oddball. “Sorry,” she said, and we carried on, in silence, to the room where we would dissect a corpse. That would be when I would demonstrate what I knew, and finally feel at ease. I remembered my grandfather saying that his father had been a doctor and used to talk of things that had happened during his career, first as a student, then as an intern and resident. My great-grandfather’s  life as a clinician had come to an abrupt end because of the war and the famine that had swept across the mainland. I vaguely remember him. He was already very old and spent most of his time sitting on the deck looking eastwards. There was nothing out there but water, but it seemed he could see what was going on over on the other side. He would see with the eyes of his soul, which are the clearest and most deceptive eyes there are. I was still too young to understand, but I often sat there at his feet and he would look at me with a sad smile. Sometimes he said things I could barely understand, such was his difficulty with the new language, and at that time I hadn’t yet learned the universal language. But I liked to be there with him, because he had such a good way with everyone, especially with children. It was on one of these occasions that he recounted his  experience of his first day in the anatomy class. My grandfather would always remember the story, because that’s what led him to the firm decision to become a fisherman, never a doctor.

			Walking along that corridor, I could hear my grandfather’s gruff voice telling me that his father was in a dissection group where the corpse was of a middle-aged man, strong like him. The body had been donated by the family, so they said. At that time, anatomical dissections were made on real bodies, usually those of the destitute. His father, my grandfather said, was responsible for the dissection of the left arm, a task that would normally take a whole month to complete. That’s not what happened. As he prepared for the task, with the anatomy book open by his side, my great-grandfather examined the corpse’s arm and was surprised to find a horseshoe-shaped scar near the fist. He remembered then that this was a mark made by a kind of shackle used at the time to bind deserters and enemies of their nation. He lifted the cloth that covered the other arm and there was the same mark. He then removed all the covers and saw the chest, peppered with bullet holes, and the unmistakable face of one of his neighbours. He was a rebel, they said. He had disappeared when the armed men had invaded the small town, taking who they could, and killing those who refused to go with them. At that moment, according to my grandfather, his father came out of the room into the sunny courtyard and screamed until he had no breath left. He was taken to the infirmary, but he never told the University what he knew. He couldn’t show what he was feeling, because persecution was fierce and they would definitely kill him if they knew he understood what it all meant. With his firm pacifist convictions, my great-grandfather decided at that moment that he would devote himself to treating all those persecuted people who needed his help. He barely had time to finish his residency before he himself was the victim of the same type of persecution, only surviving because he managed to escape with his wife and two young children in a small boat, which was picked up by the much larger boat that started our country: The Walnut Shell. That’s what he called it. Before going into the anatomy room, I stopped by the door and thought about him and the pioneers, because if it hadn’t been for them I wouldn’t be here today.

			Fortunately, nowadays dissection is different. It’s not easier, but I must admit that it has got to be more pleasant, at least there is not the strong smell of formalin and there’s no chance of recognizing the corpse, because it never existed as a person. It’s a 3D rendering of a body, but so detailed that it could be real. The consistency and texture of the tissues are the same as those of a human body, so we can dissect just as we did in the past, but more easily and more comfortably. I kept thinking about my great-grandfather and his misadventures, not with anger about what happened at that time, but with immense saudade and the sense of what he had achieved. His life as a doctor was hard, but no different to that of many others. The scarcity of basic resources for medical practice was offset by the gratitude and recognition of those who lived there. It was a large vessel, and yet there were too many people for the space it provided. What it did have was a sense of what was possible. What was desirable had been left behind, far away, on the stony beach from where they had started out in their small boat. He had brought only what was essential: his small family and the determination not to give in. “Knowledge doesn’t take up space” – was what he always used to say. 

			I was firmly determined to continue my studies and return to our Walnut Shell where I and those who lived there had everything in life that we needed.

			 

		

	
		
			2

			It may seem strange, but for a while I felt seasick on land. It was as if it was normal, at least for me, that everything was moving, albeit only slightly. So I tried to avoid contact with other people and, whenever possible, I looked for water to immerse myself in and feel normal again. If I couldn’t go to the sea, I would content myself with the University swimming pool and even the bath in the student hostel. Being in the water brought me a sense of peace and connection with my people. It was in these moments that I could relax and reflect on memories, both my own and those of others. My parents were born there, so I am part of the second generation of The Walnut Shell. They understand me perfectly when I speak of my difficulties here on dry land, of the feeling of loneliness and isolation in which I find myself. “Loneliness surrounded by people!” That’s how they would refer to it. My grandfather, though born on dry land, was no more than a child when he came to what would be our settled home.

			I have always found it difficult to make new friends. I am somebody who has always had few, but solid, lasting friendships. It was just the opposite with my brother. He always had a large group of friends and, with his special, cheerful and easy-going nature, managed to keep them, which meant that his circle of friends kept on growing. This was not the case with me. I had always been a quiet, observant type, taking notice of everything that was going on. It was with my friends there that I would talk, share my experiences and secrets, feel that I was part of it all. Each of us had decided to take a different course and for the other two that meant not leaving our Walnut Shell. It was only I who had to leave, to face that life in which, to me, everything seemed to be artificial. I loved seeing the lush, green hills, but at the same time it made me feel strange. My life, after all, had been just The Walnut Shell and the immensity of the sea. Not seeing the line of the horizon was strange.

			“Good morning,” she said, smiling, as she tried to balance her coffee on top of the pile of books. Why was it so hard to reply? I smiled faintly and asked if I could help with anything, perhaps holding the coffee or carrying the books. She looked at me with a glint in her eye and said that everything was under control, but that she was grateful for the offer. I stood there in the middle of the canteen, looking at that young woman, so positive and confident, and I wondered why I was finding it so difficult to talk to her. I knew  that, really, that’s just how I was, but “it never hurts to talk”, as my mother used to say. I imagined that, deep down, I did not want other people to enter my world, not just that inner world of feelings, but The Walnut Shell world as well. What was happening there was ours. It had been rejected by the world, and the survivors had built it with great difficulty. It was a special and very different world. Could anyone who was rooted on dry land understand what the seas around us meant to us? Ours was an independent, multiracial, integrated and happy nation, despite all the limitations we had. Could anyone understand our logic, our community effort, our gratitude? My brother used to say I should be more relaxed, less worried that something bad might happen. He was an optimist by nature; I was a pessimist by conviction. My choosing to do something medical was natural to me – I was prepared to treat illnesses and sick people, many of whom had not even been born! I did not feel negative, but I did feel pessimistic. I thought we should not risk destabilizing our life in The Walnut Shell with cavalier, unthinking attitudes. I had heard many stories of suffering, ingratitude, disappointment, and envy. No. I definitely did not want to risk opening Pandora’s box.
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			“It’s arrived!” shouted my brother, on the phone. I could picture the joy in his face as he told me the news. At last, after lengthy negotiations, the new power plant had finally been delivered. For an isolated nation in international waters, energy production was absolutely vital. How were we meant to desalinate water, provide light for agricultural production, move the vast aquaculture networks and still supply the electricity needs for any and all uses? He was an enthusiastic electrician, full of ideas and energy to keep the community alive and happy. His Arab friend said that in the absence of generators, we just had to connect the cables to him and the problem would be solved: there would be energy to spare!

			I knew the call would be a long one, as always, because it was impossible to have a short conversation with him. I could also talk a lot when it was with him, but more often than not, I was just a listener. This is how I was kept up to date with everything that was going on in our Walnut Shell. He was an inexhaustible source of information and good humour. “The problem,” he said, “is that life is very short and the days seem to fly by. It’s as if you wake up in the morning, and in the blink of an eye, it’s night again. There’s no time to do anything!” I knew that, with him, it was always like that. In the time it takes for your upper eyelid to reach your lower eyelid and return to its original position, he would have drunk his coffee as he was walking upstairs, assessed the current batch of projects, had conversations with fifty different people, had his lunch in the power plant while trying to solve a problem in desalination unit number 3, gone to at least four meetings, including one at his son’s school, played a game of indoor soccer, designed a new pallet chair, had dinner at home with his family and read, alternately, chapters from three books that he always kept by the side of his bed. I reached the conclusion that I probably blinked too fast.
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			It wasn’t that surprising when one day, because we were in the same study group, she caught my hand with the apparent intention of reaching for the book in front of me. It was a strange and magical moment. Bit by bit, I became used to her presence, her endless talking about all manner of things, her cheerful and even clumsy manner. I kept myself to myself, taking refuge in my room whenever possible, or going to the pool or the sea. Water was essential for me. I could not live without water nearby and I was totally unsettled when, even briefly, I could not see the sea. But that hand over mine suddenly stirred in me images of my childhood at a time that seemed like it would never end. I remembered the first time I swam with dolphins and how complete and normal I felt in the water. I remembered my mother’s soft touch on my shoulders the day I decided I wanted to be a doctor, but I was absolutely terrified of having to go to the mainland. I remembered the first golden rays seen from the upper deck, when the sun began to rise far away, and the freshness of the morning making my whole body cry out for the soft touch of those rays on my skin.

			It felt to me as though she had spent hours touching my hand. It had been seconds, perhaps. But what does the body know about the workings of the soul? She certainly didn’t realise it, but I made no effort to remove my hand, so strangely happy was I feeling. Of course, she carried on with what she was doing, now in possession of the book she wanted. I, meanwhile, was standing there like a fool, totally disconcerted, even stunned, but neither of us said anything, and slowly, I collected myself and we continued our work.
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