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      Prologue
 
      
 I awoke at first light, as usual, to the clang and crash of heavy metal doors, the clatter of key-chains on the guards’ belts,
        their shouts echoing down the long tiled corridor as they headed this way on the breakfast round. Toc’acordar! Toc’acordar! Wake up, wake up!

      
 The spyhole in my cell door clicked open, snapped shut: I scrambled off the narrow bed and onto the steel-tube chair a couple of feet away. The bed, in
        a direct line with the doorway, was not a good place to be when the day’s bread ration arrived.

      
 Here they came. With a rattle and a crash the door flew open: another, close-up roar of Toc’acordar! and
        the solid kilo loaf came hurtling through the doorway. Seriously wholemeal, hefty as a rock, it landed with a thud on the mattress, dead centre. The door slammed shut again, keys jangled, lock clunked home.

      
 Alone again, and unscathed for the second day running. I was getting the hang of this place at last. Of the details, at least. The bigger picture still
        eluded me: I’d been here almost a week, and still nobody had told me what I’d been arrested for – or even, come to that, whether I was technically under arrest at all.

      
 I waited now, poised to deploy my tin mug – the only movable item in the cell apart from the sheet – as soon as I heard the next guard, the
        one with the bucket of sweet black coffee, begin rattling her way down the hall. No knives or forks in here, of course. You just tore bits off your loaf, dipped them into the coffee. No toilet paper, either, though I couldn’t imagine what harm you
        could do with that. At first I thought they’d forgotten it: banged on the cell door for half an hour. Surely loo roll was a basic human right? Wrong. There was a bidet for that, they said, next to the toilet. Which
        had no door on it, and was also in line with the spyhole.

      
 Early sunlight was already streaming through the window high up in the yard-thick wall. That unreachable square of luminous blue, the odd passing
        cloud, were all that was left of the Portugal I’d known for the last four months: a friendly village just south of Lisbon, a tiny sun-filled house daubed with generations of whitewash, leafy grapevines outside the door. Beyond the house, a field of
        sweetcorn and a luscious green ramble down to the sea, or up the lane to the shops and pavement bars at Sesimbra. My slightly derelict home, a spare farm building, was the den and headquarters of Octavio and his friends, the bunch of young locals my own
        age who had befriended me. Octavio’s mother was letting me stay in the upstairs rooms, in exchange for a bit of cleaning and painting, while I looked for a proper job.

      
 I’d found one, too, starting next month. Pointless, as it happened, because by midday today, although I had no way of knowing this, I would not
        only be out of this jail, but out of the country too. So far, though, there was no hint of a change. Here came the coffee. Make sure the sheet’s straight, grab the tin mug. If you weren’t standing by the door in full view, bed tidied, mug in
        hand, when the guard looked through the spyhole, she’d snap it shut again and move on to the next cell, leaving you coffee-less. And that bread was seriously hard work with no coffee to wash it down.

      
 Strange fact: I’d never come across any kind of brown bread at all in this country until I found myself behind bars. Although the prison-ration
        loaf was surprisingly reminiscent of my mother’s good solid home-made stone-ground, here in Portugal it was seen, apparently, as a form of punishment. Must tell the mother that. If I ever saw her again, that is. It was starting to seem horribly
        possible that I might never get out of this place. Who even knew I was in here, after all?

      
 The only people to witness my departure in the unmarked car, supposedly to answer a few questions about my lost passport, were Octavio and his mother,
        Eugenia. Not that any of us really believed it was about my passport. These weren’t the normal police from the station down the road, where I’d reported the thing lost, but the plainclothes PIDE –
        pronounced ‘peed’ – the Policia Internacional e Defesa do Estado, the grandly named International Police and Defence of the State. The dictator Salazar, though on his last legs, was still in power in Portugal at the time of these
        events, the early 1970s, and the PIDE was his much-feared political police force, keeping everyone in the country in a state of looking-over-their-shoulder anxiety. The PIDE’s reputation was certainly not built on a tender concern for innocent
        visitors’ lost passports.

      
 They had come for me just before dawn, as is the habit of such organizations, battering at Eugenia’s front door, across the cobbled courtyard
        from mine. She had startled me awake in the half-light, flanked by two strangers in dark suits, who stuck their heads round the door, peremptorily demanded my name and withdrew to stand guard while I dressed. Once Eugenia had fully grasped that the PIDE
        were here for me alone and not for her beloved son, praise the Lord, her main concern was – oddly enough – my outfit. No, no, not those jeans! A skirt! she hissed, snatching them from me. Jeans on a female had subversive connotations: the
        PIDE-men would take it as deliberate provocation. Realizing that I owned no such thing, she dashed off to return with one of her own, a navy-blue item unpleasantly reminiscent of the school uniform I had only recently escaped. She looked so
        panic-stricken that I didn’t even argue – though, truth to tell, a few weeks off my seventeenth birthday and deeply ignorant of the ways of dictatorships, I was a lot more troubled by the embarrassing outfit than by the prospect of being
        taken for a spin by the secret police.

      
 Now, naked legs exposed to the view of all and sundry – as befits a decent woman – I was driven to the harbour at Setubal, marched onto a
        ferry boat, handcuffed to one of the PIDE-men in case I made a dive for it: then off into another car, up a long dusty road, through a deep gateway in thick stone walls, to be deposited at last in a small khaki office deep in the bowels of this
        fortress.

      

 
        
 I retrieved my loaf from the bed, tore off a bit of crust, dipped and started to chew, as slowly as possible. If you paced yourself
          right, you could make breakfast last right up to the next event in the day: the arrival of the lunch-bucket. In a mere five hours I would get to moisten the second third of my daily bread in watery soup, a dish whose principal ingredient was the huge,
          spiky bones of some monstrous and apparently virtually fleshless fish, bulked out with the occasional chunk of mushy potato. Nothing else whatsoever would happen till lunchtime: because nothing was allowed to happen. They did the rounds every hour or so,
          checked through the spyhole, and if you’d found anything remotely entertaining to do, they stopped you. On the second day, unaware of this rule, I’d decided to ward off the fear and the boredom – worst possible combination of emotions
          – with a bit of singing. I would work my way through my Highland granny’s old Scots songs, fine wailing tunes with good fierce stories to them, mostly concerning the terrible fates that befall women who stray from the paths of righteousness.
          Very suitable to a prison cell, you’d say, and not too offensive to the ears of a nation brought up on the soulful wailings of the fado, either. I sang my way happily through the tale of the lustful Lady
          Margaret’s liaison with Sweet William, but hardly had I left her lying in her cold, cold coffin, face turned to the wall, and begun on the story of the young mother enticed away by her demon lover – ‘and a grimly guest / I’m sure
          was he’ – when two hatchet-faced guards appeared at my door. Não cantar, they said sternly. And mimed zipping their mouths shut, in case my Portuguese wasn’t up to it.

        
 So I sat quietly and twiddled my thumbs until lunch: when, inspired by the vast number of giant fishbones left in my mug, I hung on to one of the
          long straight ones and, making judicious use of my eye-teeth, bored a hole in its broader end. Now to pull a strand of cotton from the hem of the repellent skirt and thread up my fishbone needle with it. Proudly, self-sufficiently, I set about repairing
          the unravelling armpit of my T-shirt. Brilliant entertainment. Compared to staring at a wall, that is, or watching the occasional cloud pass across a patch of blue sky.

        
 The punishment for this, once spotted, was terrible. My fishbone was confiscated on the spot. (I was appalled to find tears starting from my eyes.
          Surely I couldn’t be crying over a fishbone?) Half an hour later – worse still – I was brought some proper sewing cotton and a real needle and made to finish the job at top speed, entirely surrounded by guards. They stood silent,
          critically watching my every stitch, till I was done.

        
 I gave up after that: just sat still and tried not to speculate. Would Octavio and Eugenia have guessed where I was? I didn’t even know myself.
          Still, what could they do about it, anyway? Nothing. As far as I could tell, the entire Portuguese nation was either terrified of the PIDE or employed by them. Sometimes both. I’d soon discovered, out and about with my Portuguese friends, that I
          could hardly talk about anything at all without being hissed at to lower my voice, just in case it was taken the wrong way by some eavesdropper.

        
 Weren’t there an amazing number of people around here with terrible cross-eyes? I might say, for example, while sitting at a pavement café
          watching the world go by. And odd wonky teeth, too. Why was that? Was it a local genetic defect?

        
 Ssssh! Of course not! It was just that they were poor, they couldn’t afford doctors and dentists.

        
 Afford doctors and dentists? A child of the Nanny State, I’d always taken free healthcare as part of the bedrock of life: like, say, tap-water.
          Or toilet paper. No, more like the weather: you got it anyway, like it or not.

        
 Too poor to see a doctor? But that’s outrageous, I might continue, after a rapid re-evaluation of the unsolicited doctoring and dentistry
          I’d been subjected to in my childhood. So what happens when a poor person gets sick? Is that why that man with no legs goes bumping up and down the Chiado on his bottom, holding a block of wood in each hand to raise him off the cobbles? Not because
          he’s a touch eccentric, as I’ve assumed till now, but because he can’t afford a wheelchair? Ssssh, would come the reply. Wait till we get home . . . !

        
 In the early days I would press on regardless, imagining that I was giving my Portuguese friends a much-needed lesson in the proud British tradition
          of free speech. How could they all be such cowards? Surely they couldn’t think the whole lot of us were about to be arrested just for talking? Anyway, it was me that was talking, not them!

        
 But that, I eventually grasped, wasn’t the point. The PIDE didn’t need to arrest people. The merest hint of disloyalty to the Salazar
          regime was enough – such as hanging around with a loudmouth like me. Your father might inexplicably lose his job; he might never get another. Bad things could happen to your whole family: homes lost, futures wrecked, nobody ever openly accused of
          anything – or given a chance to prove their innocence.

        
 So nobody was likely to be mounting a campaign to get me out of here, were they? I hadn’t seen anybody but prison guards since the day I got
          here, when I was escorted to that gloomy khaki office to have my photograph taken, clutching a card with a number under my chin. Next, into another identical office, where a genial man at a huge desk addressed me in French, for lack of any other common
          language, as he tipped out the contents of my bag and combed through them in slow motion. Ridiculous palaver, I thought, expecting in my ignorance to be back home in Sesimbra in an hour or two. What did he expect to find in there? Wasn’t he going
          to ask me some proper questions? The PIDE-man ploughed on through hair grips, shop receipts, half-eaten packs of chewing gum, tangles of earrings, while I sat trying not to yawn and doing my best to avert my eyes from the awesomely luminous flesh beneath
          the horrendous skirt.

        
 Until, that is, he picked up one last bit of paper, an old crumpled sheet that must have been lying at the bottom of the bag for weeks, and began
          smoothing it out with the side of his hand. Suddenly I was wide awake; my stomach gave a nasty lurch. The map. Did I not throw away the map?

        
 Just as I’d feared. The scribbled zig-zags of the hill-path leading through the scrubland and across the border
          were plain to see: with the road and the position of the sentry post marked out. My job had been to walk up on foot, playing the flirtatious hitch-hiker, and keep the soldiers occupied while the two boys nipped up the slope behind them, over the ridge,
          and into Spain and safety. The ruse had worked brilliantly, though the job wasn’t as easy as I’d imagined. It is surprisingly difficult to talk nonsense to four heavily armed men when all your attention is focused on the hillside above them
          – never letting your eyes stray upwards, even for a second, to check on the progress of the fugitives behind their backs. Harder still when it suddenly dawns on you that the hefty automatic weapons slung from their shoulders are intended for use in
          just these circumstances.

        
 This people-smuggling outing was exactly what I had feared I was being picked up for. And now I’d put the evidence right into their hands.

      
 
      
 
        
 Here in Portugal, as soon as a boy hit seventeen, he was drafted into three years of military service, no choice about it –
          unless he wanted to spend six years in prison and be branded a traitor, while the rest of his family suffered all the petty torments the PIDE could unleash upon them. Our friends Olavo and João didn’t want to kill any Africans, they said: nor be
          killed by them, either. Two of their schoolmates had already died in Angola, and one in Mozambique. Why shouldn’t Africans have their countries back if they wanted them, anyway? If the boys could just get out of Portugal and across a couple of
          hundred miles of hostile Spanish territory – General Franco was still in power in Spain and had no sympathy for Portuguese draft-evaders – they would be at the French border, where they would automatically get political asylum. There was a
          whole community of Portuguese dissidents living in France. And, as they pointed out, I was the ideal person to help. I had no family here to be persecuted if things went wrong . . .

        
 My map, strangely enough, seemed to mean nothing to Mr Genial. Unless this was some kind of Macchiavellian double bluff? He narrowed his eyes and stared at it for what seemed an eternity, looked up at me and paused – causing all the blood to drain from my head – and then, unbelievably, turned the paper casually over to look at the writing on the
          other side. Thank God. A harmless list of things I was thinking of putting in a letter to my mother. A fantasy letter, that is, because I suspected she would chuck any real letter of mine straight in the bin. I’d been nothing but trouble for years,
          and had trumped the lot by running off across the Channel at sixteen, the minute I’d finished my exams. Still, at least there was nothing incriminating on that side of the paper.

        
 Think again. The list, alas, contained the two words ‘No’ and ‘Salazar’. They were separated by a good dozen other words: but
          structure and syntax meant nothing to my interrogator. ‘No . . . Salazar!’ he announced triumphantly. Vous n’aimez pas Salazar?

        
 Hard to know how to answer this. Was there any point, anyhow, in answering a man who made up my opinions for me out of random words on a scrap of
          paper?

        
 Being a normal English teenager who had hitherto taken very little interest in foreign affairs, I had arrived here with no opinions whatsoever about
          Salazar. I didn’t recall ever having heard the man’s name and was surprised to discover, as I went about the country, that Portugal considered Britain to be its closest friend and ally – and had done ever since 1373, when our two
          countries signed their first treaty: the world’s longest-running alliance. Britain, though apparently happy to keep the treaty running, was a lot less keen to publicize its connection with Salazar. It had not taken me long to gather that inside
          Portugal, too, most people had little esteem or affection for their Great Leader – although, with the constant fear of eavesdropping informers, only the seriously inebriated ever mentioned this openly. And I was with them all the way, drunk or
          sober. Salazar and his PIDE seemed positively to enjoy tormenting their people, and over the pettiest details. Trousers, for example. Pointless tyranny.

        
 It did not seem wise to bring this up just at the moment, though. I tried explaining, instead, that my list
          didn’t actually say, ‘No Salazar’. It was just some thoughts for a letter to my mother.

        
 Aha! said he. My mother was a political activist, then?

        
 What? My mother? This was getting seriously weird. Certainly not, I said.

        
 Who, then, my interrogator asked after a long pause, were my friends in Portugal?

        
 Well, I answered, almost entirely truthfully, I only knew people’s Christian names. Portuguese surnames were beyond me.

        
 But no, said he, smiling the genial smile. He did not mean individuals, necessarily: we could talk about that later, perhaps. He did not think it had
          been my own idea to come to Portugal. Was he right? I was very young: how had I come to have such extreme opinions at my age? Perhaps I had political friends back in England? Portuguese émigrés, maybe? Communist friends? Socialist friends? African
          friends, even, hmmm? Clearly someone had been leading me astray . . . Who had suggested I come and sow discontent in the Sesimbra countryside? Who had I given my passport to? Or sold it to, perhaps?

        
 Extreme opinions? Africans? Communists? Politics? The man certainly was mad. I had arrived in Portugal by chance, wandering the highways of Europe,
          imagining myself to be some kind of a cross between Bob Dylan and Jack Kerouac – or was it Laurie Lee? – and hitching lifts from long-distance lorry-drivers.

        
 Sowing discontent in the Sesimbra countryside, though . . . I had certainly tried my hand at that. But not at anyone else’s instigation. I had
          done my best to make kind, patient Carmen, the human washing machine, angry with her lot. Carmen came round twice a week to do Eugenia’s laundry – by hand, with a scrubbing brush, in a concrete vat in the yard – while I practised my
          beginner’s Portuguese on her: slowly and painfully extracting the story of her life with the help of a dictionary. Painfully, because she couldn’t help at all with the spelling of words I needed to look up – she’d never been to
          school, ever, and she still couldn’t read or write at thirty-five. She’d started washing clothes for a living at nine years old. Nine years old? What was the matter with this country? Wasn’t there a law
          against that? Eugenia told me to calm down: it was perfectly normal. Lots of simple country folk actually didn’t want to go to school. What good would reading and writing do them? They would rather get on and earn some money . . .

        
 And Carmen just tutted disbelievingly when I spoke of the free schooling and doctoring, and the prevalence of washing machines, where I came from.
          I’d never get away with that sort of thing here, she told me. Not in Portugal! And anyway, she needed the work.

        
 I must have been more successful at sowing discontent than I imagined, though. Carmen had obviously bothered to pass these conversations on to
          someone, hadn’t she? Or the PIDE would never have got to hear of them. Unless, of course, she just passed them on to the PIDE directly?

        
 No, that way madness lies . . .

      
 
      
 
        
 I was relieved to find, at the end of our interview, that my interrogator hadn’t accused me of anything at all, far less of
          smuggling draft-evaders out of the country. Imagine my surprise when I was now led off, not homewards, but to be shoved into a cell and locked up. At dawn the next morning the door swung open at last – to allow some roaring madwoman to hurl a
          two-pound loaf at my solar plexus. I nabbed the next caller, a woman with a zinc bucket of an unappetizing brown liquid, but she had no idea why I was in here, or how long for. She was just doing her job. Did I want coffee or not?

        
 Six days on, I had made no headway. Was I being held here under suspicion of helping Olavo and João? Of having African friends? Of selling my
          passport? I was never to find out. Suddenly, well before lunch-bucket time, two jailers appeared at my cell door, and the pace of life shifted from snail to overdrive. Within the hour, I would be out of here: and moreover, by the time night fell, I would
          – by a strange coincidence – even have some African friends. Several of them. A connection that would one day lead to my spending several months on that continent. Prescient interrogator.

        
 I was marched away at the double now, back down to the khaki office, where a middle-aged man and a young woman sat waiting outside the door. Inside,
          next to the interrogator with the smile, stood a grey beanpole of a man clutching a swatch of papers, who stepped forward, reached out a hand to shake mine and addressed me in my own language. He was from the British Embassy. The Portuguese authorities
          had declared me persona non grata. I must be got out of here as quickly as possible. He had brought all the necessary documentation with him. Here, he said, detaching a thick envelope from the pile, is your train
          ticket to London, the price of which you will have to repay before you are issued another passport. And a temporary travel document to take its place. He was sorry that, since speed was of the essence, he had used the photo provided by the prison
          authorities. And he was authorized to advance me a small sum of money for the journey – perhaps twenty pounds would do? Because you’ll be back in Britain within forty-eight hours, of course, he added, comfortingly.

        
 I didn’t find it any sort of comfort at all. Britain? What was I going to do in Britain? I didn’t even have a town there that I would
          call home: our family had never stayed anywhere for more than a few years. In fact, they were in the middle of moving from Edinburgh to the Welsh borders as I left.

        
 But this is my home, here, in Portugal, I said. I don’t want to go to Britain. I want to go back to my friends, to Sesimbra. I’m supposed
          to be starting work next week! What are they saying I’ve done? They haven’t accused me of anything!

        
 Her Majesty’s representative looked pityingly at me. They hadn’t informed him of the details, but they didn’t need to, he said.
          They were deporting me as an Undesirable Alien, with immediate effect. The two people on the bench outside the door were PIDE agents: they were waiting to escort me out of the country. Now.

        
 Now? What, without my going home at all? But what about my stuff? I asked, clutching at straws. My clothes and
          everything? Can’t I go back to Sesimbra to get them? And say goodbye, at least?

        
 Out of the question, alas. The PIDE had already seen to that: my bag was waiting upstairs.

        
 Now, to make matters worse, the Embassy man wanted to get in touch with my parents. It was an official requirement, I was legally a minor. If I would
          just give him their name and address . . . ? I certainly would not. Yet another disgrace: deported penniless from Portugal, to throw myself on their mercy? I don’t think so. I’d rather stay in here and rot, I said.

        
 Highly exasperated, he asked whether I realized, young lady, that this place, Caxias, was one of the most notorious political prisons in the country?
          And that he was doing his best to get me out of it?

        
 I didn’t, as it happened. As far as I knew, political prisons were something that went on behind the Iron Curtain, in films, certainly not in
          countries that were close allies of my own. And I was in one? I stood and thought some uncomfortable thoughts about this. Stuck in that cell, I’d several times heard screaming and wailing from down below and congratulated myself on being made of
          sterner stuff than my fellow inmates. I might be young, but I could certainly handle a bit of solitary confinement without going to pieces like these emotional Latins . . .

        
 I saw now that I was a stupid, smug idiot.

        
 Still, this seemed a pretty conclusive reason why the Embassy man was going to have to get me out, parents’ address or no. I sat on in mulish
          silence. It worked. All most irregular, complained my saviour, but, oh, very well . . .

        
 And so, within the hour, I was sitting shell-shocked on a Spain-bound train, with my own personal PIDE escort. Two whole secret police agents to make
          sure I left their country: that’s how dangerous I was. I pulled out my envelope, read the details on the ticket. Change at Ciudad Real for Paris. At Paris for Calais. Then the cold grey Channel, the ferry, and one last train to cold grey London. I
          had no friends or family there, nowhere to stay, and twenty pounds to last till I found some way of earning more. And a gigantic debt to pay back for this ticket I didn’t want, before I could get a proper passport
          again. There was nothing but a yawning black hole where once my future had been. Even being locked in that cell was better than this horrible travesty of freedom.

      
 
      
 
        
 We racketed on along the tracks, blur of green countryside, glimpses of whitewashed farmhouses, windows outlined in lapis lazuli blue
          – just like my own home back in Sesimbra. No. Not my home any more. Don’t think about that. Some of the more tumbledown houses had blue-paint handprints round the windows and doors too, a ring of blue hands right round every opening. Not kids
          messing about with dad’s bucket of blue wash, as I’d assumed when I first met them, but the Muslim Hand of Fatima, protecting the house from evil. Octavio told me that. Memories of Islam, he said, lingering on in countryside superstition,
          centuries after the religion had vanished from his land. I was missing him badly, I wanted my friends and my life back. Please let me wake up and find this was all a bad dream. For a happy moment, I imagined turning around as soon as my escort left me at
          the Spanish border and sneaking back into Portugal. Luckily, I’d had a bit of practice at that. But no, stupid idea. I’d never be able to leave the house, would I? I’d have to stay indoors, in hiding, for the rest of my life. Nothing
          for it but to ride out this miserable journey into the unknown.

        
 I unfolded the travel document with the black-and-white convict photo, tired eyes staring bleakly out over my stencilled prison number. The PIDE-man,
          spotting this last vestige of control over my own destiny, stood up and took envelope, ticket and passport from my hands. The woman – girl, really, she couldn’t be more than a few years older than me – sat at my side. She could speak
          French, while her fish-eyed colleague couldn’t, and, bizarrely, she seemed to be trying to make friends with me. She was Maria do Céu, she told me – Mary of Heaven, or maybe it should translate Mary of the Sky – but I must call her Céu
          for short. Lovely name. Still I resolved not to call her anything at all. Why on earth would I want to make friends with a PIDE-person? How long will it be, I asked her coldly, till I’m allowed back into the
          country?

        
 A minimum of three years, she said. Then you could maybe ask for permission to return.

        
 Three years! An eternity. I would be old by then. Nearly twenty.

        
 Still, why don’t we keep in touch? said my new friend Céu brightly. If I let her know when I was thinking of coming back, she might be able to
          help. She hoped I realized that she didn’t actually want to do this job. But there were so few openings here for graduates . . .

        
 I was saved from answering by a portly ticket collector who now stumped into our compartment and checked our tickets, frowning. Which two passengers
          were getting out at the border? This was a through train, an express, he said: anyone not crossing the Spanish border had to pay a supplement.

        
 Fish-eye slipped his hand into his breast pocket and flashed his official ID card in proper scary-PIDE style, gesturing to Mary of the Sky to do the
          same, evidently expecting that to be the end of the matter. The ticket collector, with much thoughtful nodding and lip-pursing, inspected the documents, compared the photos carefully with the originals seated before him, and eventually handed the cards
          back, apparently satisfied as to the identities of my escort. Yes indeed, he said. PIDE. Makes no difference, though, he added comfortably. You’ll have to pay up, just like everybody else. More than my job’s worth to allow people to travel on
          this train without paying the supplement. Rules and regulations: you’ll know all about that, in your line of business. That’ll be thirty escudos, thank you.

        
 Delicious moment. The discomfited PIDE-man had no choice but sheepishly to pull out his wallet and pay. Just like everybody else. The ticket man gave
          me a sly glance and a hint of a wink as he exited in triumph. Stunning. This was the first time I’d ever seen anyone act as if it were remotely possible to stand up to the PIDE. I was nearly as shocked as my escort.

         
        
 I had witnessed an early tremor in the earthquake soon to come. It would not be long till half the Portuguese nation would take to the
          streets in anger: and the Salazar regime would collapse under its own weight at last, along with its secret police and its bloody colonial wars.

      
 
      
 
        
 On a deserted Spanish platform in a silent dusty station somewhere south of Madrid I waited, small and lonely, for the Paris train.
          The duffel bag containing all my worldly goods lay at my feet. So low was my morale that, in spite of the two-hour wait, I hadn’t even opened it to dig out a less offensive garment than the vile skirt. Why bother? The skirt was just part and parcel
          of the general vileness that was life.

        
 When at last, with a long squeal of brakes, the trans-Europe train drew up alongside my platform, it did not suit my mood at all. It was horribly
          loud and lively, bursting at the seams, every compartment packed with repellently cheerful-looking travellers. It must have begun its journey somewhere down near the Straits of Gibraltar, I deduced from the exotic outfits all around me: a distinctly
          African train, full of migrant workers from the ex-French colonies returning to their Paris jobs after the summer break – Tunisians, Algerians, Moroccans, Senegalese. I shoved my way gloomily along the crowded corridor, looking for a seat.
          Eventually, five or six carriages on, I elbowed my way into a compartment that looked marginally less overcrowded than the rest. Its occupants, five boys not much older than me, courteously shifted their lunch, their bedding and quantities of luggage to
          disinter a vacant corner seat, into which I collapsed, a walking casualty.

        
 My hosts, after checking me out for a moment, leapt straight into rescue mode. Give her more space, Rashid! Karim, roll up that blanket . . . make
          her a cushion! Does she speak French? Is she hungry? Get the olives back out! The bread, too . . .

        
 No, no thank you, I said, I’m not hungry, I’m fine . . .

        
 But they were right, I realized as soon as the food was set out in front of me. I was not fine – and I was starving hungry. Soon I was
          wolfing down the last of my fellow passengers’ olives, fragrant with garlic and coriander: paradise after all those days on bread and water. Water-with-a-hint-of-fishbone, that is. Now I followed up with several
          particularly tasty chick-pea-and-onion patties made for the journey by the boys’ Aunt Rashida back home in Algeria – the best cook in the family. Soon I was checking out Aunt Rashida’s toothsome chilli-braised chicken too, and her
          voluptuous soft spicy pitta-bread, and washing it all down with swigs of Hassan’s mother’s cold sweet lemon-mint tea from a recycled mineral-water bottle. Dessert next: a pile of tiny crunchy doughnut-things filled with dates and covered in
          sesame seeds. Delicious. Made by Cousin Aisha, apparently. Hard to keep up the gloom when your fellow travellers are so high-spirited, and your belly is full of tasty titbits, with plenty more waiting on your lap.

        
 The boys were riding high: a new life awaiting them in France, and well into their second day of train travel. They were cousins and brothers, they
          had crossed the Mediterranean this morning from their North African home, this was their first ever trip abroad. Yesterday they’d seen the city of Algiers for the first time, their own capital city. Grandiose! And tomorrow, Paris! The Eiffel Tower!
          The river Seine! The Champs-Elysées! They had jobs waiting for them there, too, grown men’s work starting next week, wages beyond the wildest dreams of their home town, all sorted by their kindly Uncle Kebir, who was a brilliant mason. And a place
          to stay as well. Mohammed, the youngest, was going to be a mason just like his uncle: it would be a great opportunity for him. The rest of them were just going to do some labouring for the year, save up to get themselves started back home.

        
 I was envious. Why didn’t I have a kindly uncle waiting in London to save me? The boys were appalled to hear that I was heading for a notional
          home town where I knew nobody at all. No family? No friends? Nowhere to stay? Nothing? Why didn’t I just stay in Paris with them, then? Uncle Kebir, who could do anything, would surely find me a job; they would be
          happy to share him with me. They would simply adopt me as a sister, et voilà! Sorted!

        
 I wished I could, I said. But I had no choice in the matter.

        
 My new-found brothers shook their heads over my miserable one-week travel document. But why on earth did it have that convict photo on it?

        
 They enjoyed the story of my imprisonment a lot. Of course the PIDE knew all about my draft-evaders, they told me. It was a classic technique, not
          telling prisoners what they’ve been arrested for. Designed to disorientate you, so you’ll end up volunteering to confess to anything, just to get the uncertainty over. They should know: all five of them had grown up listening to such tales,
          in the bad old days of their country’s eight-year-long war to get rid of the French. But now look, said my benefactors, how well Africa had repaid my good deed! I had got myself a bargain, as Europeans so often did where their continent was
          concerned. For two colonial soldiers fewer, I had five ministering North African angels, come to my aid with food and blankets.

        
 The boys were pleasantly surprised to hear that France, these days, had become a safe haven for young Portuguese who didn’t want to fight in
          colonial wars. Very good news, said Hassan. The French must truly have had a change of heart, then.

        
 Had they? I’d never even heard of this Algerian war. But then, I didn’t seem to have heard of anything much. I wasn’t even sure
          where Algeria was.

        
 Had I never noticed the stretch of Mediterranean coastline between Morocco and Tunisia? Well, that was Algeria, said Sayid, and it was huge, the
          tenth-largest country in the whole world – it stretched all the way down across the Sahara to Black Africa, to border with Mali. And the French had clung on to it like grim death for years, long after they’d given up Morocco and Tunisia:
          they’d even tried, for almost a century, to claim that it was part of France.

        
 They didn’t want to lose the oilfields, said Karim.

        
 Or the cornfields, said Mohammed. And the vineyards.

         
        
 So they tested a couple of atom bombs down in our desert, in revenge, said Hassan. But they still lost.

        
 Now, as we rattled on through the midday heat in the desert-dry centre of Spain, I was treated to an intensive course in colonialism in general and
          the Algerians’ war to get out from under the thumb of the French in particular, and had many scenes from the Battle of Algiers acted out for me, the weaponry represented by two Evian water bottles, half a baguette and a rolled-up train brochure:
          while in place of French Secret Service torture equipment we had the brass-and-cord luggage rack, from which Mohammed suspended himself in various impossibly painful-looking postures.

        
 So thoroughly was my mood lifted by the eventual victory of the Algerians in the teeth of what seemed almost impossible odds – Algerians were
          free at last to build themselves a country of equals, a socialist Islamic republic where exploitation and oppression would have no place; and women had played a central role in the struggle, so they would be fine too – that I was able to open my
          duffel bag at last and seek out my beloved jeans. I was myself again. I would eliminate the evil skirt from my life for good.

        
 Or would I? I opened the bag only to find, neatly folded right at the top, another identically horrible skirt in a gloomy dark brown: Eugenia, of
          course, still fearing for my freedom if I didn’t learn to keep my legs respectably nude. I dissolved into sniffles.

        
 Time, Rashid decided, for a short lesson in North African dance styles. Dancing would cheer anybody up. He performed the slinky Tunisian, then the
          hip-twitching Egyptian, while his brothers clapped out the rhythm. And now, see how much more beautiful is the Berber dancing of our own town, Timimoun! Round of applause . . . As night fell we were chugging on through a dark invisible France, wrapped up
          snug in a nest of bright North African blankets, looking at photos of Aunt Rashida and Cousin Aisha and everyone else they were going to miss from back home – and some they weren’t . . .

        
 Timimoun, they told me, lay far away on the edges of the Sahara: a small friendly town of ancient stone aqueducts and sculpted red-mud-brick
          arches, of hot, dusty camel-trains and cool, shady palm groves, of bright, bustling markets, where the wares of the Black south meet those of the Arab north. It was a last green outpost before the liveable land gives out
          and the endless sand takes over. Ancient trails led out from it, still used by the Tuareg nomads, who can live for weeks on dates and camel-milk alone, the Blue Men of the desert, their faces tinted indigo from the
          chèche that veils all but their eyes against sun and sand. Oil- and gas-juggernauts follow the same routes nowadays, twenty wheels on them at least, each one as big as your house – no, bigger,
          interrupted Mohammed – bringing prosperity to their country at last. Soon there will be education for all, jobs for all, said Sayid, the serious one. People won’t need to leave Algeria any more to find work: there will be plenty for everyone!
          Mohammed and Karim gave him an ironic cheer. But it’s true, said Sayid. Twelve years isn’t long to build a country from war-torn ruins. Of course, it hasn’t happened yet . . .

        
 By the time we got to Paris, some twenty intense hours later, bonding was complete, and the brothers were certainly not leaving me alone in the Gare
          du Nord to wait all night for the Calais train. There was a whole week to go before my forced repatriation. I must come and rest at Uncle Kebir’s. Get my strength up before I left to face London and the Unknown.

        
 Do not fear, said Mohammed. You will be welcome. He has plenty of beds, beds for twelve, he said so!

        
 Twelve bedrooms? In Paris? Was their uncle a millionaire?

        
 Sayid dug out the precious scrap of paper, crumpled and dog-eared, with Kebir’s address on it, spelt out in wobbly capitals by a hand unused to
          our spiky European alphabet. We showed it around, asking directions, and got plenty of black looks. Dégueulasse! Disgusting! A white woman with a bunch of Arabs! A confused hour later, we found ourselves in darkness
          at an empty echoing end-of-the-line Metro station. Now we were directed on, amid more raised eyebrows and pursed lips, to the bitter end of a dying bus route. Black drizzle here, one o’clock in the morning on an empty road: no houses
          now, but concrete warehouses half-derelict on rubbish-strewn land. We tramped on in silence, jackets sodden, bags weighing heavy. So much for the Champs-Elysées: no Elysian Fields here. This was not the Paris of my
          brothers’ dreams.

        
 At long last a pale glow through the cold mist resolved itself into tall searchlights above twenty-foot wire fencing. We rattled tentatively at
          looming steel gates, blinded by the glare. Beyond the wire mesh, a sea of mud, a flotilla of Portakabins. Could this be it?

        
 Welcoming voices called out, some in French, some in Arabic. Kebir’s nephews? At last! Bienvenus! As-salamu
          aleikum! The gates squealed open to admit us. Kebir! Come out! Quick! Here they are at last!

        
 But then they saw me and stopped in their tracks. A woman! No! A woman on site is a sacking offence!

        
 Uncle Kebir, quick thinker, whisked me in through the door of the nearest cabin: a shed filled with shovels and pneumatic drills.
          Attends ici! Wait here!

        
 A minute later he was back with an impenetrable disguise: a neighbour’s long jellaba of fine pale wool, a pair of big muddy boots – and,
          mysteriously, a large emerald green bath-towel. Where did that go?

        
 Wind it round your head, of course! Your chèche! Perfect! Voilà!
          You’d hardly notice her at all!

        
 And so, invisible in my huge green turban and steel toecaps, I squelched my way behind the Uncle through the floodlit quagmire to Portakabin Number
          Seven. Mire without, maybe: but inside our cabin was another world. Behind the anonymous grey door, warm light reflected from the dozen steel bunks: the red glow of a round clay brazier, a terracotta bowl of charcoal embers, burning bright on its low
          pedestal in the centre of the room, soft kelims spread all around it, gold, pink and green. And my five new-found brothers already sitting snug around its warmth, cross-legged among the firelit shadows. I joined them, while Uncle Kebir brought out our
          dinner, couscous to be eaten from the communal bowl at our knees. Make your own personal hollow in the fragrant pile before you, and the uncle will fill it with rich, finger-licking mutton and vegetables, steaming hot,
          spiced with plenty of garlic, coriander, chilli . . . yes, yes, use your hand, no cutlery required. The boys ate elegantly with their fingertips: how on earth did they do that? The couscous granules trickled warm between my fingers; the sauce dribbled
          luxuriously up my wrist. A thousand miles from my last cutlery-free experience, in every sense.

        
 Soulful music serenaded us from the cassette player in the corner, Uncle Kebir’s pride and joy. As we ate, he nursed a long-handled copper pan
          to the simmer on the charcoal brazier, and soon we were sipping tiny glasses of hot, sweet tea. Aaaaah. Who needed Paris, anyhow? This was fine by me: a home safe and sound, with five kind brothers and a generous uncle to look out for me. I could stay
          here for ever. Or for five days, at any rate.

      
 
      
 
        
 In the mornings, Uncle Kebir cooks us a Proper Breakfast of eggs scrambled with plenty of crushed broad beans, tomato, onion, olive
          oil, served with good hot flat-bread toasted over the charcoal brazier – none of that namby-pamby French coffee-and-croissant nonsense, not here in Timimoun. Within the house the copper pot always gleams on the brazier for tea; and the teapot sits
          on the embers beside it, because, explains Kebir, if you have one glass, you must always have three. Don’t add more tea when you refill the pot, though – just more mint and sugar. I learn many other useful things. The tea must be poured from
          elbow-height, yes, like that, says Cousin Hassan, who is starting university next year. It needs the oxygen or it won’t taste right. How do you calm a camel that’s angry from overwork, asks Rashid, who is going to buy a massive flock of
          sheep, the biggest Timimoun has ever seen, with his Parisian earnings, and maybe a few goats too, and, of course, a thoroughbred camel to ride while he herds them all. Simple! he says. As soon as the camel starts to make those threatening gurgling sounds
          in its throat, you pull off your jellaba, the sweatier the better, and cast it at the animal’s feet. It will happily vent its spleen on that and not spit its bolus of fierce, burning stomach acids at you. Awesome.
          By night Karim fights with Mohammed over the cassette player. Will we listen to Mohammed’s non-stop tapes of Rai music, complete with trumpets and saxophones, for my education? Or to the endless
          pulsating chants of the lovely Oum Kalthoum, brightest star in the traditional Arabic musical firmament? Still, the brothers are not Arabs, they tell me, not at all, whatever the French public may think. They are Berbers and proud of it: their people
          have dwelt in North Africa, on the southern shores of the Mediterranean, since long before the Arabs even heard of the place: since many centuries before Islam, even. You call this coastal strip, stretching from Morocco through Algeria to Tunisia, the
          Maghreb, which means, in Arabic, the Far West: the land of the setting sun.

        
 So, aided and abetted by my new-found family I retreat into darkness and warmth and Timimoun, where I stay to the last possible moment of my last day
          of freedom.

        
 An objective observer might see nothing but an acre of building-site-cum-concentration camp with a bare searchlight poised high at each corner: the
          only hint of Africa the occasional burnous-clad figure trudging from hut to hut through the grey drizzle, carrying his cross of shadows. (Could the figure be me, invisible in my green towel turban and boots, squelching my way to the bathroom block?) But
          look again and you may spot, in the cool whitewashed courtyard beyond our home, Aunt Rashida and the rest of the women working under the lemon tree, grinding the corn, handful by handful, between the two round flat stones, or deftly rolling the moistened
          flour against the reed mat on their laps, the fresh-made couscous granules trickling from their fingertips into the shallow baskets at their sides. The older women still cover their heads when they go out, says Hassan, but Rashida and the young ones have
          given that up, spurred on by the air of freedom in their new country. Two of his sisters were even training to be teachers. On my last night, Mohammed and Uncle Kebir sing a beautiful plaintive song, all in close harmony:
          the special Timimoun song for the palm groves in spring, when the whole town is busy working high in the date-palms, pollinating the long strings of date-flowers so that they will bear fruit. Nature would do the job for you herself, of course, says
          Rashid the farmer, but you’d have to plant a lot more trees, a male for every five females. And Timimoun doesn’t have the water to waste on trees that carry no fruit, not with the encroaching desert all around. So human hands must take over
          her work, with the song to lighten the load.

        
 Despite the desert, though, there is life in the burning sands beyond the high red earth walls of the precious date-palm groves. In the outlying
          hamlets, says Sayid, you’ll still find the wise bearded marabouts who, if you treat them right, will take you down into their cool subterranean homes, seat you cross-legged on their floors of fresh sand, and
          make you up a gri-gri amulet to beat any and every ill . . .

        
 Except, maybe, a travel document that’s about to run out.

        
 I finally left Timimoun-on-Seine a mere five hours before the thing expired. Mohammed, Rashid and Karim came to the Gare du Nord, braving more
          volleys of hissing and tutting, to see me off. I would be back as soon as I’d paid off my debt and got my passport back, I promised, as I hugged them goodbye on the platform and clambered up the three high steps onto the wheezing Calais train.
          Failing that, if it took too long, I would come and find them in the real Timimoun.

        
 And so it came about that I found myself wandering alone, late that night, through the cold wet streets of London, asking my way to Trafalgar Square,
          the only name that came to mind in this unknown city, there to be swallowed up into the street life of the down-and-outs of Piccadilly. Portugal was soon forgotten in the struggle to survive; so were the brothers of Timimoun. Twenty years would pass
          before I would finally make it all the way to North Africa: to the fringes of the Sahara and the old home town I had never known.

      

 
      
 

 
      
1

 
      
 The coincidence that would lead me at last to the far side of the Mediterranean and the shores of Africa took place – as luck
        would have it – just a couple of miles from the northern shores of that very sea. A couple of miles as the crow flies, at any rate, because the winding road to my present home here more than doubles the distance, climbing steeply uphill through
        drystone walls, vegetable patches and terraced olive groves. It occurred, in fact, under a grapevine on the sunny patio of a small stone-built shack in the Ligurian hills of Italy, where I had been living now, off and on, for almost a decade.

      
 I never did manage to settle down full-time in London and, almost by chance, I’d ended up here in Liguria, where you could buy a home for a song
        – especially if you didn’t mind setting up in an isolated, hillside cottage with no running water, standing in a decrepit run-down olive grove well over a mile from the nearest village. No sane local would dream of taking this place on
        – it was only a couple of decades since Ligurian villagers had given up the simple peasant-farming life and made their escape to a world of electricity, water closets and indoor taps; and they counted it a lucky one. That, of course, was why my
        house was so cheap. But surely, I’d said to myself, I could learn to make some sort of a living from the olives? Plant a vegetable garden down by the well? Keep a chicken or two, maybe? Of course I could – people round here had been doing it
        for centuries: just add a nice new pump to the well, a solar panel to the roof, and I’d be set up for life.

      
 So it was here in Italy, among the steep silver-green terraces of an olive grove slowly responding to my loving
        kindness, that Gérard – an old friend now domiciled in the south of France – came calling. It was easily done: my place is a mere hour’s drive from Nice, along the coast road or the Autoroute du Soleil. Gérard had brought a friend with
        him: another Frenchman, a bit shy, nice flash of a smile, large horn-rimmed specs, dark curly hair, name of Guy. A name which, in French, is pronounced ‘ghee’, like the clarified butter of Indian cuisine.

      
 The guests settled down under the grapevine at my lovely new garden table – a beautiful oblong of veined white marble I’d just found in the
        local junkyard down in the river valley – and got on with uncorking the wine. I went in and got the pasta on. They had a surprise for me – some amazing news, said Gérard, brandishing a folded Michelin map as he brought me in a glass. And a
        proposition to make. No, not now! It would wait till the dinner was ready!

      
 As soon as I’d set our three plates down among the wine-bottles, out came the surprise.

      
 Here, said Gérard, doing his best to open the map out with a flourish, while the evening breeze from the coast did its best to sabotage him.
        Eventually, Gérard won: the thing was tamed, spread out, and weighted down with wine-bottles. I could read the legend.

      
 The Michelin map, it said, of North and West Africa.

      
 Africa? I said.

      
 Africa, yes! said Gérard happily. He and Guy were in full mid-life crisis: they were about to leave this continent and travel from Morocco to the Ivory
        Coast. From the Mediterranean in the north to the Gulf of Guinea in the south, right across the Sahara. Not on some organized tour, though, nor insulated from the experience by any luxurious four-wheel-drive. Their plan was to sleep where locals slept,
        eat what locals ate, and travel by public transport – or whatever means local people used. They would scarcely need any money at all.

      
 Which was lucky, said the quiet Guy, because, as it happened, they scarcely had any money at all.

       
      
 Gérard had thrown in his job, he said. He would be leaving at the end of the month.

      
 Was he serious?

      
 He certainly was. He and Guy had already been to get their African inoculations.

      
 I could hardly believe it. Gérard’s was a fabulous job, at a French radio station. All he had to do was stay up and read the news reports as they
        came in through the night – an activity that made him one of the most well-informed people I knew – and choose the ones that might be of interest to the French commuting public the next morning. These would go into a small tidy pile in the
        News Team’s in-tray: while everything else – which was, admittedly, most of the news from most of the world – he simply crumpled up and hurled into a waist-high bin in the corner of his office. Friends, me included, could pop in for a
        nocturnal can of beer with him whenever they liked, since the place was otherwise deserted. But Gérard had lost interest in a career in news-gathering, he said. The in-tray was tiny, the bin was always overflowing. He had a powerful urge to go off and
        experience, at first hand, some of the sources of all this irrelevant rubbish. And Africa was so close: just across the Mediterranean. So he had decided to start there.

      
 So, was I coming too, then? asked Gérard, picking up the wine-bottle and emptying it into my glass. Why not?

      
 What, come to Africa? Now? Me? It certainly wasn’t the right moment to go haring off across an unknown continent, I said. I couldn’t even
        make up my mind whether I was staying here in Italy permanently, throwing in my lot with this small, scruffy olive-farming village, carrying on trying to turn the olive grove into a going concern – a job I could make a decent livelihood from. Or
        should I be giving that up as a mad pipe-dream and heading back to England to put plan A into action: get a sensible home and a sensible career? Whatever the answer might be, trips to Africa did not come into the equation.

      
 But look at the map, said Gérard in his most persuasive voice. There was the Mediterranean, right at the bottom of
        this hill. Just a few miles across the water to Africa. It was nearer to us, here in Italy, than London was. Why was it an unknown continent? That was the question! It was ridiculous not to have been there already. And we had the ideal travelling partner
        for this trip, too. Guy had Africa in his blood. Four generations of his family had been born there. Guy himself had been conceived there, even – though he’d never actually set foot in the place. What could be more perfect?

      
 Guy laughed. He was a positive mine of information, he said – of nostalgic hearsay, from his parents and grandparents, about a French-run North
        Africa of the past, a Maghreb paradise of cocktails and cafés dansants, of horseback promenades in the hills and picnic-baskets on Mediterranean beaches. A paradise that had been created, as far as Guy could tell,
        by making the place a hell on earth for its original inhabitants. He certainly wanted to see Algeria for himself at last – if only to exorcize a few ghosts.

      
 While Gérard and Guy busied themselves with the next bottle, I looked at their map as I was bid. Gérard was right. There at the very top of the sheet
        were the southernmost tips of Italy and Spain: Sicily and Palermo, Malaga and Gibraltar, so close to Morocco that they were almost touching. And on the map, in the abstract, the African south coast of the Mediterranean, the Maghreb – from Tangier
        through Algiers to Tunis – looked reassuringly similar to the northern, European side: the same green background of arable land, the ranges of low hills, the meandering highways crossing it, marked out in red or yellow.

      
 All well and good. But then, just look a few inches further down the sheet, below the fertile Maghreb! No green any more, just the harsh pale beige and
        white of endless wilderness. Nothing but emptiness: the roads all gone, replaced with the spidery black lines of tarmac-free trails. In place of the big black dots of towns, light blue dots marked the places where you might find water – and at what
        depth below ground. The Sahara desert. Look at the size of it. It was enormous – it took up a whole two-thirds of the map! Hardly a sign of habitation there, either, just a few microscopic green patches of oasis.
        How were Gérard and Guy ever going to get across that on local transport? Was there any transport? Were there any people there, even?

      
 It was then that I saw it, slap in the middle of their pencilled-in route: the town of Timimoun. There certainly were people there. More than that, I
        knew some of them already. I had made a promise to go and visit them, too – even though it was rather a long time ago. When would I ever get another opportunity like this?

      
 OK, I said. Why not? I’m coming too.

      
 
        
 It was not that I’d had no desire to get back to Paris – or to Timimoun or Sesimbra, indeed. But it had taken a lot of
          concentration to dig myself out of that unpromising start in London. I had, though, watched with delight – from the safety of London – the collapse of the Salazar regime, and been filled with joy on the day the Portuguese army turned on its
          masters and, gun-muzzles loaded with pink and red carnations, marched arm in arm with the massed protesters calling for liberty and democracy. Two years later, every political prisoner in the country was set free. Rejoicing crowds partied in the streets,
          there were bonfires and mass celebrations, and I even received an official invitation to join in the fun. Anyone whose name was on the PIDE’s files was welcome to come and dig out the information held on them in the secret police offices, now
          thoroughly vandalized by a grateful population. You could pull out your file, rip it to shreds, throw it on the celebratory bonfires, and sing and dance while the evidence burnt.

        
 I missed all that, though. Money was still tight at the time, and the PIDE’s effect on my own life was still ongoing – I would get no
          passport until my debt to Her Majesty was paid off.

        
 As for Timimoun, it was beyond my wildest dreams. And from what little news you got about Algeria here, I’d gathered that things weren’t
          going as well as the brothers – or Sayid the optimist, at any rate – had hoped. The price of oil had collapsed by two-thirds in the 1980s, and all the country’s plans had gone awry. With better
          healthcare the population was growing apace, but there was little sign of the extra housing and work all these new people needed. The new, dynamic country that Algerians had dreamed of had not materialized – nor the democratic government, either.
          The leaders of the heroic army that had won the war against the French were still in charge – in various semi-elected guises – of a state that was growing less and less heroic as it grew in corruption. The mass exodus of young men towards
          France – or anywhere else there was work to be found – continued.

        
 Eventually, I had the price of that unwanted trip from Portugal paid. Early one spring morning the postman handed me the sturdy brown envelope
          I’d been waiting for. At last I was free to leave the country once more. I flicked through the passport’s pristine pages, lingering over the best bit – where Her Britannic Majesty, in a beautiful copperplate hand, Requested and Required
          everyone, wherever I might go, to Allow me to Pass Freely Without Let or Hindrance and to Afford me such Assistance and Protection as might be Necessary. Lovely stuff. One Requests first, politely: and moves swiftly on to Requiring, with its ring of
          gunboats at dawn. None of the above, of course, corresponded too closely to my earlier travel experiences. But I was not put off. Nothing for it but to make my second foray from the shores of Britain.

        
 A year later, when I returned to London, penniless again but at least not indebted, I still hadn’t quite made it either to Portugal or to North
          Africa. I’d got stuck neatly between the two, in the south of Spain: in Andalusia, where I’d been seduced by the Moorish charms of the city of Granada. This feeble effort would scarcely be worth mentioning if it wasn’t for the strange
          fact that, thanks to my landlord, Pedro, I had quite possibly learned as much about the Maghreb here – and about the place of distant Timimoun in its world – as I would have done if I’d actually made it across the Mediterranean.

        
 At this time, Spain, like Portugal before it, was joyously recovering from a long and repressive dictatorship: in this case, the rule of
          the Generalíssimo Franco. Pedro, boldly sporting a bright red tie one morning, told me that he had never taken this piece of neckwear out of its drawer in the whole forty years of Franco’s reign. Why? Because a red
          tie would get you a savage beating from the police, the Guardia Civil, that’s why, if not a spell in the cells!

        
 Spain’s multicultural heritage, along with her citizens’ red neckties, had been very much downplayed over the forty years of
          Franco’s reign. The jewel of Islamic architecture at Granada’s heart, the fabulous Alhambra palace, had for all this time been no more than a tourist attraction as far as the locals were concerned, a bizarre anomaly in a Spanish Catholic
          town, and certainly of no interest or significance to a good devout Franco-supporting Christian. The memory of a glorious 700-year-long Moorish culture would, of course, be as repellent to a right-wing Christian dictator as the sight of an avowed
          socialist. General Franco had even adopted, as his insignia, the yoke-and-fasces symbol of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, the fifteenth-century monarchs who had overseen the ethnic cleansing of Spain: the deportation or forced conversion of all
          Muslims and Jews on Spanish territory.

        
 Now, though, hand in hand with its political recovery from the long silence of the Franco regime, Andalusia was slowly beginning to take pride in its
          Islamic heritage. At long last, the people of Granada could sport any colour of necktie they fancied, learn to take an interest in their city’s Moorish past and – in Pedro’s case – point it out to you at every opportunity. A
          Moorish culture of which my landlord in the red tie was extremely proud, one in which, at its height, Muslims, Christians and Jews, the three Peoples of the Book, bound by the common roots of their three religions, had lived not merely in mutual
          tolerance, but in active cooperation. Something that we in the modern world, as Pedro will tell you, have still not managed to achieve, in spite of all our airs and graces.

        
 Till now, apart from those few hints in Portugal, I’d had only the vaguest notion of the Iberian peninsula’s Islamic past. Here in
          Granada, within days I soon got a very practical introduction to this ongoing heritage. My new neighbourhood was the Albaycín, a friendly warren of narrow cobbled streets and whitewashed houses that straggled uphill
          towards the Gipsy quarter of the Sacromonte. It was the oldest part of town, built some five or six centuries earlier by the Moors themselves, a people born here on the Iberian peninsula from the mingling of the local inhabitants with the new Muslim
          settlers. And very hardy folk those Moors must have been, too. The winters here in Granada were horribly cold, and there was not so much as a fireplace in this draughty, centuries-old stone house. So I had – against the aged Pedro’s express
          instructions – snuck an electric blower-heater into the house. Within minutes it had blown the fuses to the whole place.

        
 Pedro came round to sort me out, bringing some fuse wire – and a bag of charcoal.

        
 What was I supposed to do with that, I asked, when there was no fireplace?

        
 Fireplace? Pedro tutted at me. And from the back of a kitchen cupboard he dug out a red clay brazier, identical to the one I’d met all those
          years ago in Paris. Uncle Kebir’s couscous-cooker. Charcoal braziers might no longer be essential for cooking purposes in Granada – luckily we had gas bottles for that these days, though Pedro himself, he said, would not eat a sardine unless
          it was brazier-grilled – but they were still, five centuries on, essential for winter survival in the Albaycín: the only form of indoor heating in everyday use round here.

        
 Pedro showed me how to light the thing – outside, so you didn’t get smoked to death – and then slot it into the circular iron
          brazier-holder built in under the kitchen table: an item that I had taken for a strangely deformed foot-rest. Now then, just spread that big woollen blanket over the table – of course it’s a tablecloth! What did you think it was? – and
          hey presto! The rest of your home may be cold as ice, but as long as you stay at that toast-warm table, with the blanket-cloth nicely tucked in around your waist, you will probably survive the short but freezing Granada winter.

         
        
 Granada, my landlord soon revealed, had been the very last Muslim-run stronghold in Spain, holding out till 1492, the year Columbus set
          sail for America. Muslim settlers had crossed the Mediterranean during the long twilight of isolation left once the Roman Empire had crumbled away, bringing with them, incidentally, the knowledge of astronomy that would one day make Columbus’ trip
          possible. Soon the whole of Iberia was under their control, from Portugal to Catalua. They met with hardly any resistance until Poitiers, half way up France. The poor peasant farmers of Europe were completely bedazzled, it seems, by the sight of those
          stylishly caparisoned horsemen, determined bearers of North African civilization and Islamic purpose.

        
 Soon, though, humbler settlers followed that military vanguard across the waters – Muslim and Jewish, Arab and Berber – among them the
          Berber farmers who, Pedro tells me, contributed to their new homeland of el-Andalus many boons and blessings, such as the mighty olive tree, the almond and the orange. It was their skilled horticulturalists, he says, who first established the pomegranate
          here – the heraldic symbol of Granada to this day.

      
 
      
 
        
 Handily for the future of the decaying West, Eastern civilization was still going strong – and took a great interest in
          Europe’s own lost classics of Greek and Roman thought, along with its scientific and technological advances. These were all a vibrantly going concern in the Islamic world, though being slowly forgotten here – irrelevant to the backward
          conditions of modern life in Europe, where the once proudly paved roads of Rome were slowly turning back into muddy pathways along which a wheeled vehicle could no longer pass. But once the newcomers had established themselves here, Pedro says, a
          sophisticated civilization soon grew. Pedro himself has seen the remains of the impressive series of high-tech water-mills built by the skilled engineers of el-Andalus, all along the river Guadalquivir, to produce the good, reliable supplies of bread
          flour, of olive oil, and even of henna, required by a new, city-dwelling populace. Moreover, says Pedro, the name Guadalquivir is nothing but a corruption of
          Wadi el-Kebir, which means, in Arabic, ‘the Great River’. (Strange. Does this signify that Uncle Kebir’s name is actually Uncle Great? Very apt, if so.)

        
 Over the next few centuries, as the culture of the Moors reached its high point, the Muslims, Jews and Christians of el-Andalus formed the westward
          heart of an intellectual ferment that reached from the Spanish university cities of Cordoba and Seville, through those of Fez and Bejaia across the Mediterranean, all the way to the universities of Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad. Eventually, all the
          accumulated knowledge of the East, lost classical texts and new scientific discoveries, would seep back into European culture thanks to the multilingual Moors and the collaboration of the Peoples of the Book, to feed Europe’s rebirth – its
          Renaissance, the first beginnings of the world as we know it today.

        
 And how did little Timimoun come into all this? Not only important highways of knowledge, but also major routes of trade connected Islamic Spain
          eastwards and southwards: across the Maghreb and through the Sahara to the kingdoms of the Sudan – source of the gold that oiled the wheels of the thriving economy that funded the universities and their scholars. The jewel in the crown of this
          trans-Saharan trade was the great oasis city of Sijilmassa, standing in what is now south-east Morocco, on the present-day border with Algeria, and allied with the Spanish Caliphate of Cordoba. Into this city’s bullish markets the gold and spices,
          oils and perfumes, ebony and ivory, slaves and parchments poured, to meet the merchants who would send them onwards to the great cities of the North African heartlands, or to the ports of the Mediterranean – Sicily, southern Italy, and
          el-Andalus.

        
 Somewhat more obscure in this glorious tale, but a mere day or two’s northward travel for those dusty camel-trains with their precious cargoes
          arriving from across the Sahara, was a place closer to my heart. The caravans’ final watering stop, before making that last push across sun-baked dunes and stony desert to Sijilmassa, was at the green and bountiful
          oases of the Gourara; chief among which was a certain small fortified city of deep-red earth named: Timimoun! Not at all the secret oasis refuge, the quiet desert backwater I had imagined, nor the self-sufficient little community of date-palm farmers and
          goat-herds, but a sophisticated centre of far-flung connections, on the main artery of a buzzing international trade route.

        
 Once the Inquisition had moved here to Granada, 700 years after the arrival of Islam in et-Andalus, Pedro tells me, not just the Muslim and Jewish
          faiths, but the entire lifestyle of the town came under attack. Cordoba had long since fallen to the Christians, as the culture of tolerance began to break down. First the Jews and then the Muslims of Spain had been given the choice of converting to
          Christianity or fleeing to seek asylum in foreign lands. Now the hammams, or Turkish baths, were banned, as was the use of henna for bodily adornment, and even the dancing of the zambra – though they got nowhere with that one, Pedro says gleefully: it is still danced in Granada to this very day! Moreover, he points out, although the Christian Church ruthlessly rooted out converts suspected
          of ongoing Jewish or Muslim connections, without the collaboration of all three Peoples of the Book, Columbus would never have made it to America. While Islamic science had provided the navigational technology, it was, as it happens, two ex-Jewish
          conversos who bankrolled Ferdinand and Isabella’s Christian expedition, providing the ships and stores.

        
 At the other end of the social scale, according to my ebullient landlord, just a very few among the ordinary Muslims of old Granada were actually
          asked to stay on: small peasant farmers in the villages of the Alpujarra hills, rapidly emptying now with the persecution. The Spanish Crown now requested – or do I mean required? – two Muslim families per village to remain. Their skills were
          urgently needed: the new Christian farmers being brought in from more backward parts of Spain to take their place must be taught how to use and maintain the sophisticated Moorish irrigation system. Without it, the rich
          crops of the south would be lost to the newly pure Christian nation.

        
 That system is still in use to this day. Let Pedro take you for a walk in those Alpujarra hills above his town (Alpujarra is really
          al-bajara, ‘the highlands’ in Arabic) and ask a local to point you to the nearest irrigation channels. You will soon find yourself wandering along many miles of sturdy stone pathways, built right into
          the narrow rushing watercourses that cling to the steep sides of hill and valley, engineered all those centuries ago to bring security of life and harvest to the farmlands of the interior. The Alpujarra local will very likely tell you – these being
          post-Franco days when people can speak their minds freely – that the Moors did more for Andalusia, nowadays an isolated and poverty-stricken region, than self-centred Madrid has done in the five centuries since they left.

        
 And as for me, settled here in Italy, several hundred miles further along the Mediterranean coast, many’s the time I’ve stood, at the end
          of a hot, dry summer, gazing hopelessly into my dried-up well and watching my vegetable patch curl up and die for lack of water, heartily wishing that the Moors had concentrated a bit harder on their northern conquests. They came to the south of Italy,
          all right, and held parts of Calabria – where I have seen with my own envious eyes villages set in that desiccated countryside which nevertheless own a merrily gushing public fountain on every street corner – and of course the kingdom of
          Sicily. But the best they could do for us up here in the Diano valley was a feeble attempt at coming in by sea from el-Andalus, in the year 739. For a century, it seems, they held La Garde-Freinet, nowadays well known to me as a train-station somewhere
          before Nice, where the train waits an inexplicably long time – perhaps in mourning? – before departing again for Monte Carlo, the Italian border, and home. And that was that.

        
 All we in Liguria have to show in the way of a Moorish presence are a few evocative ruined towers along the coastline, known locally as
          ‘Moorish towers’, a name that had me fooled for some time. But no: these were in truth anti-Moorish towers, watchtowers from which to keep the North Africans at bay, once Barbarossa and the corsairs had begun
          launching punishing raids, from their bases around Algiers, on Genoa’s coastal possessions, including, in 1508, our own Diano Marina.

        
 Here, in Liguria, we were left, by default, to the Christian monasteries, which did, three or four centuries after the Muslim arrival in Spain,
          introduce the olive tree to our region, for which they are heartily to be thanked. But Christian technical expertise at the time was certainly nowhere near that of Islam, and did not extend to brilliantly executed irrigation systems. If only those Moors
          had spent a century or two here, now, my tomato crop might get to ripen however dry the weather, and there would be no more of this sad shrivelling on the vine.
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 No sooner had I committed myself to heading off with Gérard and Guy than every friend I had, Italian or English – everyone
        who’d actually heard of the Maghreb – went into panic stations. Was I mad? Wasn’t there serious trouble there? Riots, strikes, Islamic fundamentalists, violence in the streets?

      
 Was there? I had no idea. I’d been too deeply sunk in what I believe someone called the Idiocy of Rural Life. The only North African news
        I’d heard for months had been from the plant expert down at the Farmers’ Co-operative in San Pietro, when I’d taken him a few samples of miserable twisted leaves from my sickly quattrostagioni
        lemon tree. Alas, he had said, examining my exhibits with his magnifying glass, he could not help. The definitive cure for this disease was still to be determined, though they were working hard on it at the University of Genoa. It was a new form
        of blight, unknown here in Italy until a couple of years previously. It had probably come over from North Africa, where it was already doing a lot of damage, in a cargo of imported lemons.

      
 Imported lemons! From North Africa! It is hard adequately to convey the full horror of the tone an Italian horticulturalist will employ when using
        these phrases. Suffice it to say that riots, strikes and street violence would be infinitely preferable. Possibly Islam too.

      
 A fearful phone call to Gérard established that among the news he had recently weighed and found wanting there had indeed been reports aplenty of riots
        and strikes. Not in Morocco; but Algeria, he said, had recently fallen into the clutches of the IMF and the World Bank. It was in the process of being forcibly globalized, and its people were not taking too kindly to the
        chill winds of the World Market, far less to the joyous commitment of their present government, known for its corruption and nepotism, to this novel form of Freedom. Thousands were jobless; people could no longer afford the basic necessities of life.
        Last month the Front for Islamic Salvation had won a whole quarter of the votes cast in the national elections. That might not seem a lot, but the government itself had only got twelve per cent. It had simply suspended operations, fearful of an Islamist
        victory, then declared a state of emergency and resigned, leaving the army in charge of finding a substitute.

      
 And now, of course, the whole country was in uproar – not just the Islamists, but anybody who believed in democracy. Including, at a guess, the
        sixty-three per cent who had withheld their votes from both parties. So altogether, said Gérard, this should be a very interesting time to visit!

      
 Should it? I didn’t think it sounded too restful, myself.

      
 Fortunately for my nerves, I now discovered that I actually had an Algerian acquaintance here in Italy: a very calming influence. I’d always
        assumed that Samir was Moroccan, thanks to the local habit of calling all North Africans Il Marocchino. But no. It now turned out that Samir, who often lent a hand at busy times in my friend Ciccio’s
        restaurant up in the hills, was from the city of Oran, in Algeria.

      
 Would you be afraid, asked the sensible Samir, to holiday in Ireland, because of the troubles?

      
 Well, no, I said. Of course I wouldn’t. I’d often been to Ireland.

      
 Exactly! said Samir. Every year many people go there to relax and rest! Maybe if they would go into the ghettos of Belfast, or some such place, they
        could get caught up in the problems, but why would a visitor go to such a place? The argument is only between Algerians – and then, only between a few extremists on either side.

      
 Comforting. And far from warning me off the trip, Samir and his Dutch wife, Mireille, were delighted to hear of it. I was going to love it. They now
        insisted on writing me out a great long list of places we mustn’t miss en route, of foodstuffs we must be sure to try, and of relations we absolutely must drop in on. They had been going back home to Algeria every
        autumn for ten years, said Mireille. She and Sammy always spent the whole month of October there. It was the perfect place to recover from the stress and strain of the full-on summer months, spent catering for demanding Italian diners on the Riviera dei
        Fiori.

      
 Much better. Never mind religion and politics. This is what you really need when you set off travelling to an unknown land. A list of attractions,
        relations, and tasty snacks, scribbled on the back of a restaurant napkin.

      
 
        
 We have arrived here in Morocco on a warm, bright spring morning. It is still only March, but bright fingers of early-morning sunlight
          are streaming in through the curlicued grilles at the window of this tiny backstreet bar, picking out the basket of fresh croissants on the worn zinc counter and pixillating the brightly tiled walls behind it. Occasionally, as the proprietor prepares our
          three cafés-crème, a stray beam catches his grizzled stubble and turns it to gold. But there’s to be no luxuriating outside in the sunshine for us three yet: not if we want our breakfasts. The inviting little
          tables in the street are, we have just learned, not to be used until after dark.
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