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BROWN: colour of mole, of the leaf that goes. Earth


YELLOW: madness, sickness, fear. Part of the sun and of joy.


COBALT BLUE: electricity and purity. Love.


BLACK: nothing is black, really nothing.
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SHE ARRIVED in the town late on Monday evening. Kevin had phoned Claire that morning to say that she was on her way; he had seen her off some twenty minutes earlier. Claire had promised to collect the visitor. ‘Be sure to be there on time; Kevin said. ‘She’ll panic if you’re not there.’


But Claire knew that the bus would be late: it always was. She had plenty of time to buy the things she needed: a chicken, a fruit cake, some real coffee; things which, while they could in no way be considered luxurious or exotic were not available in Rita’s shop, and so could only be bought on her trips to town.


She put the things in the boot of her car, but didn’t bother to lock up. The vehicle parked next to hers was a camper van with German plates and two mountain bikes fixed securely to the back of it. She walked down to the harbour. A damp stink of whiskey, smoke and stale porter wafted out from the swinging door of the pub as she walked past. It was almost a relief, masking, if only for a moment, the fishy stink that perpetually hung over the town. It came from the fish-processing plant. She’ll notice that as soon as she gets off the bus, Claire thought. She had watched visitors arrive before now,  seen the look of disgust on their faces as soon as they got a whiff of the air. But the smell wasn’t as much of a problem as it might have been elsewhere, she thought, for the little town was so drab that there wasn’t much from which to detract: a Londis supermarket; a chipper; a few pubs; a merchant chandlers, its window full of ropes and yellow oilskins: these, and a few other undistinguished establishments scattered along a straggling main street, with the houses painted in ice cream colours … yes, she thought, the fishy smell gave the place whatever character it had.


She took a packet of cigarettes and a box of matches from her pocket and lit up as she walked out along the pier, occasionally glancing back over her shoulder to see if the bus had arrived. Every so often she would stop and stand looking down into the few fishing boats moored there, taking in the texture of the thick, bright paint, the rough wooden duckboards on the decks, the plastic fishboxes. The trawlers were tied up to large iron rings which were pegged into the pier. She liked those rings, and always took note of them. She liked how the ring had cut its way into the stone over the years, for both metal and stone were hard, but the end result looked soft. Such greyness! The stone pier, the sky, the sea itself; only the cabins and hulls of the trawlers were bright, and the blue plastic fishboxes. It started to rain, that fine, penetrating, persistent rain that seems to come out of the air rather than to fall from the sky. It was the height of summer. She ground what was left of her cigarette under her heel. Glancing back, she saw the green bus draw to a halt.


In the huddle of tired passengers, she picked Nuala out immediately, even though it was years since they had last seen each other. Claire couldn’t help smiling when she saw how Nuala was dressed, and had to hang back for a moment, trying to keep a straight face before going up to her. Nuala was wearing a dark-green oiled thornproof jacket. Evidently she had dressed for the country, and had thought that this was what everyone in Donegal would be wearing. Claire also was able to guess which items belonged to Nuala out of the pile of luggage the driver was unloading from the side of the bus. The co-ordinated tapestry cases stood out from the rest, from the battered holdalls and the Gola sports bags. Claire was a bit alarmed to see how much she had brought with her, even if she was staying until the autumn.


It took about half an hour to drive to where Claire lived. She could see the relief on Nuala’s face when she told her this. ‘It’s quite different out there,’ Claire told her. ‘Lots of fresh air.’


They drove out along the coast road. Claire would have admitted that the place where she had chosen to live was bleak, but she thought that it had its own magnificence too. It certainly didn’t have the lushness and prettiness people often expected to find in the countryside. To appreciate this area properly required a certain way of seeing things. Because of the wind coming in off the Atlantic, it was never static. Claire liked that about it, and she liked the colours, not bright, but often vivid, with the contrasts of the low, soft plants against stone. The road ran high along the coast, overlooking headlands and small pale beaches. After a certain point it veered right and ran through a stretch of bogland, past cut stacked turf. The grass was grey there, not green, grey against the rich dark brown of the cut earth. The grass looked dry, the peat was a moist brown …


Suddenly she remembered Nuala, who was sitting silently beside her. ‘Not too much further now,’ Claire said. Nuala nodded, but said nothing. After the bogland the land rose again, there was a scattering of coloured houses, and then they saw the sea again. There was a vibrant blue building with a name above the door and an ad for Guinness in the window; further on a little shop; on again and there was a white cottage, set back from the road. Shortly after that, the road simply ended, and near this point there was a small, grey, stone house. It stood on a headland, and the land rose steeply behind it. A short, hedgeless lane linked the house to the point where the road ran out. A narrow path continued on down to a cove sunk deep in the headland.


Claire lived in the grey stone house.


When people came to stay with her, it made her more alert to things than she might usually have been, so that she found herself looking at them as if it were also her first time there. What she noticed in town was the smell of the fish. What she noticed here, as soon as she got out of the car, was the air itself, the sharp freshness of the wind off the sea, mixing with the sweetish smell of peat smoke.


Throughout the journey Nuala had said very little, responding to the comments Claire had addressed to her, but asking no questions and voicing no opinions of her own. Claire wasn’t sure what was going on in her mind: was she shy, anxious, sulking? She had had a long journey, Claire remembered, she was probably tired.


She helped Nuala carry her luggage into the house, and showed her to her room. That was always a difficult moment. Some people would be clearly disappointed, or even shocked, by the austerity of the room in which they were to stay. But Claire didn’t mind this. What she found much worse were the people who gushed delight. She knew that they hated it far more than the people who made no attempt to hide their chagrin. Some visitors pretended to be ecstatic about the idea of staying in a stone house in the far west: waking in a room with a painted wooden ceiling and bare sanded floorboards, sleeping in a high, narrow iron bed, having no furniture but a wardrobe, a dressing table and a kitchen chair. With some people, even as Claire opened the door and showed them the room she could see that they were mentally calculating how long it would be before they could decently make their excuses and flee the spartan conditions.


Some people pretended to themselves as much as to Claire that they liked it, and for a week or two they did enjoy playing at the simple life: baking because it was the only way to get fresh bread; buying fish locally and gutting and cooking it; carrying in turf for the fire. The novelty would last, on average, about a week and a half. Claire always knew that the end was approaching when visitors started to talk about food a lot, particularly about their favourite restaurants. Soon after that, they would leave. Some of her guests, those to whom she was closest, would ask her frankly what possessed her to live in such a hole.


Nuala didn’t react at all when she saw the room. She simply nodded, and put her cases down beside the wardrobe.


‘The bathroom’s next door. Come downstairs when you’re ready, I’ll make some tea.’ Claire was moving away when Nuala said, ‘Can I see your studio first? I mean, can I see it now?’


Claire was surprised. She nodded, and led Nuala along the landing, pushed open a door. Nuala stepped inside and looked around. North light fell on the white walls, the stacked canvases, the old shoeboxes with labels describing their contents gummed to the lids, the squashed metal paint tubes. Everything was extremely neat and tidy. Nuala looked all around, and nodded. She walked over to the window, which overlooked the headland and the sunken cove. Out in the bay there was a small island, little more than an outcrop of rock, with a lighthouse on it. The sky was immense. Claire held the door wide, indicating that she wanted her out. ‘I’ll see you downstairs,’ she repeated.


Claire had finished her tea and was smoking her second cigarette when Nuala appeared. They sat together for a while. Claire felt ill at ease. ‘Do you want to ring Kevin?’ she asked, but Nuala said, ‘No. He’s to phone me this evening.’


Eventually Claire said, ‘I’m going out now.’ She stood up and put her cigarettes in her pocket. ‘I want to go for a walk. It’ll rain later.’


‘How do you know?’ asked Nuala.


Claire smiled. ‘It always rains later,’ she said.
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AS SHE PUT ON HER ANORAK, Claire wondered which direction she would take today. She decided to walk up behind the house to the cliffs, for she felt constrained, and wanted the height above the sea rather than the restricted are of the bay. She walked for about half an hour, until she was on a narrow sheep track, beyond which was a sheer deep drop to the sea. The ground was uneven, and she sat down in a curved depression which gave some semblance of shelter. The noise of the sea and the wind calmed her.


For some reason, Markus came into her mind. It was a long time since last she thought of him, and she didn’t know why she should suddenly find herself remembering him now, much less that particular day when they had sat together in a café in Germany, and he told her about his visit to Poland. Where was it he had been, Cracow or Lódź? She couldn’t remember now. He had been affiliated to an art college for six months and he had told her that when they showed him the accommodation provided it turned out to be in a building which had been a Nazi headquarters during the war. People had been tortured and killed there. Someone told him the interrogation rooms had been in the basement, in the part of the building which had since been converted into showers for the students. On the façade of the building there was a marble plaque, a memorial to those whom the Nazis had killed there.


‘I took one look round the place,’ Markus said, ‘and I just knew that I could never live there. I couldn’t bring myself to live in a place where things like that had happened.’ He had found lodgings in an apartment in the city centre.


And did it matter so much,’ Claire asked, ‘what had happened there?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Markus said. ‘It mattered to me.’ He said that he could not live in a place where there had been such evil. ‘And you seem to be forgetting what nationality I am,’ he added coldly.


She remembered feeling embarrassed at that; feeling ill at ease too, talking of such things in the comfort of the café. It didn’t seem right to her. It had been Markus’s idea to go there. He took a childish delight in such places: the white coffee pots and the rich cream cakes, the dark wood of the bentwood chairs, the newspapers attached to bamboo frames: ‘It’s all so civilized,’ he would say, which annoyed Claire.


He could relax in such places, he was more open with her and would tell her honestly how he felt about things, such as how he hadn’t been able to bear the Halls of Residence. He said that sometimes he felt redundant as an artist, and that it was hard to be vilified, but harder still to be ignored. ‘People in Europe now aren’t interested in art because it has to do with death. It teaches you how to die, and people don’t want to know about that. In that way art is religious. There was always, until this century, a distinction between things which were true art, connected with religion, and things which had a social function, which were decorative or for entertainment. Now we have only two divisions: money and entertainment. What matters is making money, and then you rest from that by being entertained with what people like to think of as art.’


The irony was that Markus was a successful artist, and at the time they met in the café, he had been commissioned to make a sculpture for a bank. He was confused by this: pleased but troubled. He told Claire he knew that when he was younger he wouldn’t have accepted such a commission. He said he still didn’t understand why they had asked him. On the one hand, he was appalled to find himself in the pay of such philistines. On the other he was relieved to have the money. ‘I’m not such a fool’, he said, ‘to think that people who go to the bank will see this work and suddenly they will appreciate it. I don’t believe in taking art to the people. If they want it, they will find it. If there are people who go to the bank who already have some appreciation of art, they may like the work I do, but those who are not interested will not be converted.’ He looked sad and wistful as he talked to her about this. He knew all about artistic integrity, and he felt that he was selling out. He reminded her of an adulterer who spoke sadly of how wonderful a woman his wife was, and how she did not deserve to be betrayed even as he continued to deceive her.


The waitress had come over then, and he had brightened up, taking out his wallet to pay for the coffee and cakes. Claire couldn’t imagine Markus without money: not that he ever had a great deal, but he would never have less than enough, would never allow himself to slip into the precarious financial predicaments she often found herself in. The waitress, who was wearing a frilly apron, rummaged for change in the expanding leather wallet attached to her belt.


Claire had once visited a concentration camp. When she was in Munich, she had visited Dachau. She didn’t want to talk to Markus about it. It had been a strange experience to be there, not at all as she had expected. It left her feeling empty.


She had realized then how evil can affect a place, leaving not the sense of horror one might expect, but instead killing off all its spiritual energy and leaving it sterile. Dachau was a museum, spotlessly dean. There was a laundered prison uniform in a glass case, and she had watched a tourist take a photograph of it, against the light, with a simple camera. Claire knew that it wouldn’t come out properly. At best he would get a black, headless outline against a bright background. The meticulous care with which the exhibition was presented unsettled her. She found it more telling than the museum itself, and thought it wrong that it was the people who had perpetrated this terrible thing who now were explaining it. It was a false expiation. She had once seen a photographic exhibition of Dachau, as it now was, and the exhibition consisted of photographs of the signs dotted around the place: ‘This way’, ‘Turn right’, ‘No entry’, which the visitors were to follow obediently.


Markus put his change in his pocket. ‘How would you feel about living in a house where someone had killed themselves?’ she asked. He looked at her blankly. He had obviously lost the train of the conversation. ‘Would you be able to live in a house like that?’


‘Of course,’ he said, realizing what she meant. ‘That wouldn’t be a problem, because there’s a difference between evil and suffering. I cannot tolerate a place where evil has been done, I tell you, I could not live in such a place. In whatever house people have lived, there will have been suffering, and happiness too, and if someone has gone so far as to kill themselves, then there has been extreme suffering. That I can accept, for I feel pity, not horror. To live freely and at peace in such a place is to show solidarity with the suffering of the past.’


Years had passed since that day which she now remembered, huddled on the clifftop. There were so few places left that were not steeped in blood, which you could say with certainty had not been the scene of some atrocity in the past. She liked this spot because she felt that it was not saturated with human experience in this way. She wondered where Markus was now, and what he was doing. It was years since she had seen or heard from him, and she regretted having lost contact with him. She had loved Markus.


The ground where she sat was turfy and springy. She leaned over a little tussock and examined it carefully, teasing out with her fingers the tiny plants of which it was composed, the mosses and the lichens. The combination of smallness and complexity in the plants fascinated her. She put her head right down on the tussock as though it were a pillow, and closed her eyes, listened to the sea, the birds, the wind. She never regretted having come to live here. She opened her eyes and saw, inches from her face, a tiny spider scale a blade of grass. Where was Markus now? She sat up and looked out over the ocean. Claire thought of the woman she had left back in the house, and hoped the period of time they were to spend together would go well. She wondered what Nuala was doing. Would she still be drinking tea? She imagined her sitting by the kitchen table, her hands around the teapot for warmth, looking out of the window at the headland which would be vividly green against the sky’s soft grey. Would she notice that? Claire knew already what she would find when she returned: the obscurity, as if a room could be flooded with darkness, just as it could be flooded with light. The dim warmth of her house suddenly seemed enormously desirable to her. Coming back here had been the right thing for her to do. She stood up and started to walk back.
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AFTER DINNER THAT EVENING, they sat by the fire. Nuala leafed through some of Claire’s art books, while Claire pretended to read. She found it impossible to concentrate, and kept looking over the top of the book she held, to scrutinize her visitor.


It was less than a week now since her father had rung. She’d known at once that something was up, but could never have guessed what he was about to say to her.


‘Nuala wants to come and stay with you.’


‘Who?’


‘Nuala,’ he said. ‘You know, your cousin. Auntie Kate’s daughter.’


‘That’s who I thought you meant. She’s the only Nuala I know. Or rather, don’t know.’ Claire was mystified as to why her cousin would want to come and stay with her. ‘How long was she thinking of spending here?’


‘A couple of months,’ he replied.


‘Daddy, is this some kind of a joke?’


‘I wish it was,’ he sighed.


As he started to explain, the door behind Claire creaked open. She turned around and stared from the hallway where she stood back into the sitting room she had just left. A painting hanging there caught her eye. It was a small canvas: a still life in oils of a draped doth, some fruit, and a brass jug. It was an austere work, the objects imbued with the moral rigour of Alice, who had painted them; Alice, who had been prodigiously gifted; Alice, who had been in Claire’s class at art college, and who died within two years of having graduated. Claire continued to look at the painting as she talked to her father.


‘What exactly is the problem?’ she asked.


‘Well, it’s hard to know for sure. Kevin says she needs a rest, she’s very tired.’


‘Are you saying she’s depressed?’


‘No, not exactly. Kevin says there’s more to it than that.’


‘Oh great,’ Claire said. ‘Just what I need for the summer.’


‘Ah now, Claire, don’t be like that.’ And by the pleading tone in her father’s voice, she knew he wanted her to say yes. ‘Family’s family, after all. She took it very hard when your Auntie Kate died. And don’t worry, it isn’t that she’s depressed. I asked Kevin particularly about that, because I thought if she was, maybe it wouldn’t be such a good idea for her to go to such a quiet place.’


‘What do the doctors think?’


‘They think she ought to get away from the city, get away from everything for a while.’


Claire didn’t respond. She was still staring at the painting. ‘Hello? Are you still there, Claire?’


‘Yes I am. Listen, Daddy, it’s all right. She can come here if that’s what she wants.’


‘Ah, aren’t you very good.’ She could hear the relief in his voice.


‘Yes, I am, aren’t I?’ she said.


‘By the by, you’re not to worry about money. She’ll give you a good amount for her keep each week. Kevin told me to be sure and tell you that you wouldn’t be out of pocket.’


He would say that, Claire thought, but she made no comment to her father.


‘I think Nuala would like to get away as soon as possible: certainly within the week, if that’s all right with you.’


Claire said that would be fine. They chatted about a few more things and when she had finished she put the phone down, went back into the sitting room and wondered aloud to herself in the empty house what she had let herself in for.


Nuala’s late mother, whom Claire still spoke of as ‘Auntie Kate’, had been a sister of Claire’s father. She had left Donegal as soon as she finished school, moved to Dublin, got married, changed her accent, and tried to convince everyone, not least herself, that she had never lived as she dismissively put it ‘up the country’. Nuala, who was her only child, was exactly the same age as Claire, and the two cousins had nothing in common. There had never been any hostility between the two branches of the family. Instead, a kind of uneasy affection prevailed, and they silently and amicably agreed to differ. ‘We’ve always given each other the benefit of the doubt,’ Claire’s father had said, after a rather stilted visit when Claire was a teenager. She’d never forgotten that remark.


Nuala and Claire had never had much occasion to be together, as they lived so far from each other when they were children. True, Claire had gone to art college in Dublin, but Nuala was at university by that stage, studying economics, and they moved in completely different worlds. By a strange coincidence, Kevin had been in Claire’s year at art school: he’d been one of her best friends at that time. Nuala and Kevin got married within a year of their leaving college. Claire’s parents went to the wedding, and over the coming years they kept her posted with news of the couple which they heard through Auntie Kate and Nuala’s father, Uncle Jack. When Nuala and Kevin bought the restaurant, when they moved house, when Kevin had a minor car accident, when Nuala became pregnant: by means of her parent’s weekly letters all this news found its way to Claire, wherever she was, first when she was travelling on the Continent, and in more recent years when she had moved back to Donegal. She wished them well, and followed their lives with detached interest. The last thing she would ever have expected was that Nuala would express a desire to come and stay with her. And yet there she was now, sitting in the chair opposite Claire and leafing through a book about the mosaics of Ravenna with a desultory air. Claire realized with a start that this woman was in many ways a stranger to her.


Suddenly, Nuala looked up and caught Claire watching her. She didn’t comment on it, but only said, ‘You’ve been there, haven’t you?’


‘To Ravenna? Yes,’ said Claire, ‘I have. Of course, a book like that can only give you an idea of what it’s like. Reproductions never do full justice to works of art, and it’s particularly the case with mosaics.’


‘Why is that?’


‘Well, the colours aren’t accurate, for one thing. You can’t get the effect of light and space in a photograph like that either, and the mosaics are integral to the architecture of the churches. The scale, the light, the texture, even the atmosphere: it’s all so different when you’re actually there.’


‘You really think so?’ said Nuala. ‘Funny, I always enjoy looking at pictures in books much more. You can see the details better there. Sometimes in churches the paintings are so high up you can hardly see them properly at all. And art galleries are generally far too crowded, you can’t get close enough to the paintings to have a proper look. I remember going to see the Mona Lisa in Paris, and I just couldn’t believe that this was what people were making such a fuss about: just this dark, ugly painting, so far away behind a pane of glass. After that I thought, well, I’ll never believe anything people tell me again. You can tell the biggest lie and people will believe it. I bet out of every hundred people who go to see the Mona Lisa ninety-nine of them are disappointed, but they’re too unsure of themselves to admit it.’


‘But you should always remember when you go to a gallery,’ Claire said, ‘that the paintings you see there were never meant to be displayed or viewed in such a way. I doubt if Ravenna would disappoint you.’


But Ravenna had disappointed Claire on her first arrival there, for the town itself was not as she had expected it to be. Ravenna, Corinth, Carthage, Rome: she had realized afterwards that cities with such names could never adequately fulfil the expectations one had of them. And so it had been with Ravenna. Never before had she seen a place from which history had so evidently and dramatically withdrawn. Only when she went to the churches did she find what she had looked for, found more than she had expected. Nothing could have prepared her for the impact made by that strange combination of dimness and vibrant colour, the coolness of the buildings and the vivid, shimmering images they contained. The frieze of women on a gold field: she remembered the sense of motion conveyed by their pointing feet, each figure different, each an individual with her shawl and almond eyes. She remembered the looped curtains of the Emperor’s Palace, the curved boats on a sea of tessellated glass …


It was a long time now since she had visited Ravenna, but her memory of it was still strong. She realized there how her beliefs had changed, without her even having noticed it: faith had withdrawn, just as the sea had abandoned the city. And yet it was in Ravenna that she had begun to appreciate for the first time the spiritual dimension of art. The arrogance of it, for Theodora and Justinian to have their portraits put up like that in a church, above the high altar beside representations of Christ and the saints. For all that, the images of the dead faces touched her more than she could understand. Is this the only possible immortality? Nothing more than this? The decadence of it, the richness of the gold, and the shimmering colours. The Imperial portraits were a strange combination of vulnerability and brute power. She remembered going outside afterwards into the curious lightness of the air, and how frail and lovely the world had looked. For days afterwards she could not stop thinking about the mosaics, was haunted by them, not wanting to believe how much of existence was embodied in those stern faces.





OEBPS/9780571298082_cover_epub.jpg
‘One of the most crig.inal and disturbing writers since Jean Rhys.’
Independent on Sunday






OEBPS/logo_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





