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Lyme Regis, 1959



The glass of the window pressed so cold against Anatoliy’s forehead that his skull ached. His eyes were hot and dry, his arms and legs ached. Every bone was a separate thing, distinct and aching. Every vertebra was a bead on a string, aching, the little islands of his bones pushing at his skin, pushing at his neck. He was so tired that he wanted to fall onto a soft mattress and dissolve. 


He couldn’t do that here. He couldn’t stay here.


Behind him, Philip was a landmass lying asleep on the bed. Socked feet. Shoulders. Hip. His body was dark and soft and the only light that lit him was the moonlight from the window, shining on him because Anatoliy had pushed the curtain div so he could see to pack his things. At Tolya’s feet his case stood filled and closed, and he was so tired, but he couldn’t stay here. He couldn’t stand to think of Philip stirring, opening his eyes, saying his name. If he said his name he would be undone.


He stood there in the hotel room, his head against the glass, watching the glitter on the water. He watched the foaming waves sinking onto the shore. The room smelt of Philip. Everything was Philip. He lay on the bed, deep in sleep, his breathing innocent as a child’s. His ribs rose and fell, arcs of bone like the spars of a ship, moving softly over heart and lungs, so deep in peace.


Anatoliy loved those ribs, the heart and lungs, the long limbs of him, the soft skin. But his own heart was falling apart. He wanted to turn back to the bed, to kneel on the carpet as if he were saying his prayers, to kiss Philip’s fingertips and forehead and parted lips. He wanted to make a prayer of his kisses and send it off to a god he had never believed in, and find himself saved.


There was no way to be saved. There was no god. He was standing in a hotel in the very place where the British lost their God, where Mary Anning trawled the shore and plucked out the fossilised evidence of deep time. This was where men stood and looked out over the endless sea and realised there was no more to life than that: the waves, the shore, the stones, and harsh, truncated lives. The only afterlife was in the fossils, curled and hidden inside flaking stone, washed out millennia later by the relentless sea to try men’s faith.


He picked up his suitcase. The handle felt like a curved bone in the grip of his fingers. He put his key softly on the night stand and left the room like a thief, slipping silently through the dim passages until he opened the front door and tasted salt air. The street lay before him, black and silver in the moonlight.


He stepped onto the pavement and walked away.




Llandudno, 1969


1.


The hotel room was light and airy, high-ceilinged, with clean sash windows with white wooden frames. Francis stood there, hands on hips, looking around with satisfaction at his achievement. It was a risk, booking a hotel from another country, but he felt he had done well.


He looked between the identical twin beds with their pale blue satiny covers, pleased beyond measure. The bedspreads matched the Wedgwood décor; the delicate blue walls and the white plaster flounces. There were blue ceramic lamp bases with white shades, and a blue and white vase of flowers on the nightstand between the beds. The flowers were shades of yellow and orange, probably marigolds. They always seemed to be marigolds nowadays.


Francis plucked a petal from one of the blossoms and put it in his mouth. Anatoliy crumpled his own mouth in a moue of disgust.


‘They’re edible, you know.’ Francis shrugged.


He offered him a petal, a sliver of gold on the tip of his finger.


‘I’m not that hungry,’ Tolya replied.


Francis ate the petal himself and lifted his case onto the rack at the end of his bed. Anatoliy’s was already at the foot of the other; a battered, square edged thing, a brown leather effect on what was probably cardboard. Francis’s case was modern, round edged, and hard. Sometimes he wondered if he could arrange an ‘accident’ for Tolya’s case just to make him upgrade it to something more suited to a well-respected academic. His pay packet was large enough to stretch to a new suitcase. But Tolya wouldn’t change, hated change. He had worn the same black suit for the last three years, ignoring the fraying on the cuffs, sewing the buttons back on himself when they came loose. He saved nickels and dimes in a glass jar on his mantelshelf. The whole thing was anathema to Francis’ way of thinking.


‘Besides, you don’t know where they’ve been,’ Anatoliy said. He was still harping on the flowers.


‘Turning their faces to the sun, мой друг,’ 11 Francis smiled. ‘Just as we should be.’


Francis threw himself full length on the bed, kicked off his shoes, and wiggled his toes in thin black socks. He revelled in his own ability to be instantly at home when it was juxtaposed against Tolya’s awkwardness. Tolya needed to use the bathroom, to order up a drink, to sit there for a while, before he could start to relax in a new hotel room. Francis just shrugged the place on like a new coat, and was happy.


In a few minutes Tolya would be outside, familiarising himself with escape routes in case of fire, earthquake, or any other equally unlikely contingency. Francis would let him do that, meticulously, and then Tolya would come back in and go through the routes thoroughly with Francis. Meanwhile, Francis would scour the room service menu with similar diligence and pick out what he thought Tolya would like to eat. It was a good division of labour. It worked.


‘Most people don’t eat the decorations in their hotel rooms,’ Tolya said.


‘Most people are boring enough to make me want to weep. Haven’t you ever eaten the parsley on a fish supper? Come on, now, Tolya. I’ve seen you do it.’


Tolya snorted.


Francis lounged, arms folded behind his head, as Tolya stalked across the room, into the bathroom, out again; as he checked the sash windows to be sure they opened, crossed to the door, then went out into the corridor.


A few minutes later there was a tentative knock, and Francis grinned. He padded over to the door in his socks, and opened it.


‘I forgot my key,’ Tolya said, shamefaced, ‘but I’ve checked the exits. There’s a window at the end of the hall there with a rather sturdy iron drainpipe. Should be easy enough to shin down. Conversely it’ll be easy for someone to shin up.’


‘Why would they, when they can use the door?’ Francis pointed out.


Tolya gave him a look.


‘Well, we’re not in darkest Africa, Tolya,’ he continued, spreading his arms wide. ‘There’s no reason to prowl the place as if we’re in constant danger. We’re not carrying bullion in our cases and I don’t think anyone will want my notes for that article on Sartre. I’m not sure even I want my notes for that wretched article on Sartre.’


‘You’re an American abroad, and all Americans are thought to be rich. You never know when someone will make you a target for theft.’


‘You’re a bundle of laughs,’ said Francis. ‘Maybe I’ll ask that delightful receptionist to the pictures tonight instead of you.’


‘We won’t have time for the pictures tonight.’ Francis grinned at the slight pink that was rising in his cheeks. ‘Anyway, what on earth would you two talk about? Do you think that Welsh hotel girls are interested in philosophy?’


‘Don’t be a snob. Anyway, I wasn’t thinking of doing an awful lot of talking.’ Francis watched Tolya out of the corner of his eye. ‘There’s an awful lot you can do without talking.’


Tolya wrinkled his nose, and Francis grinned.


‘I’m not going to run off and leave you on our first night, Tolya,’ Francis assured him. ‘We’ll stretch our legs after the train journey, explore the place a little, then come back here and eat. Look,’ he said, picking up the menu and leafing through the pages. ‘Beef stroganoff. You’ll enjoy that. And I’ve heard amazing things about the desserts here.’


‘They call them puddings,’ Tolya said.


He looked at the menu nevertheless, and, as Francis watched, a sliver of pink tongue slipped past his lips, and licked. Tolya’s mouth was watering, and Francis felt his job was done.


It was only when he was properly settled into the room that Anatoliy was happy to leave. It was something his mother had instilled in him. Always know how to get out. Always be on guard for the authorities. Never mind fire and earthquake; it was people who were the real danger.


Thousands of people have been taken away, Tolya. Thousands. They pack them in cattle wagons and they’re never seen again. Children have been shot through their heads, while their mothers watch. Always be careful. Always be on guard.


Her fear had been infectious, and it had been warranted. The worst thing of all was that it had been warranted. As the citizens of a schizophrenic nation under a schizophrenic, paranoid government, it had always been warranted.


So, he knew his escape routes. He had familiarised himself with the faces of the on-duty staff, and knew the quickest ways out of their room, the dining room, and the hotel lounge. He knew there wasn’t such a danger here but he had to perform his checks in order to breathe. Only then did he accede to Francis’s plea of, ‘Aw, come on, Tolya. We’ve only got two weeks and I want to make the most of the first day.’


Tolya sighed and nodded. He changed into a polo shirt and slacks, and slipped his wallet into his pocket. He felt more comfortable like that, in looser clothes, with the reassuring feeling of his wallet there next to his hip. He felt ready, now, to enter the world outside.


It was beautiful but strange to be back in this country. It had been a long time, but for a while this land had been home. It was a wonder how air and light could be so different in one place from another. It wasn’t so much the birdsong and the vegetation as the light and the air. Perhaps, the unromantic, analytical part of his brain told him, it was to do with latitude. He had felt it as soon as they had stepped off the plane. New York was further south than Tbilisi. Here in Wales they were almost as far north as Moscow.


‘Well, are you ready?’ he growled.


Francis batted him on the arm. ‘Cheer up, my friend. You’re on vacation.’


‘Hmm,’ Tolya said.


He followed his friend out of the room, down the stairs, and into the early evening light and salt-tinged air of the sea front.


‘Well, what are we supposed to do here?’ he asked irritably.


He would be irritable for the first day. He always was, and he had known Francis for long enough that he could be comfortable in his irritability. Francis would feed him up, cajole him, and try to make him settle in. Then he would be at home. He would be eager to strike out, to get to know the place. But right now, it made him nervous. New places always made him nervous.


He glanced around, and Francis laughed and slung an arm around his neck.


‘Tolya, you need to learn to relax,’ he said gently. ‘There’s nothing to worry about here. It’s just a sediv town. Nothing more.’


Tolya shook his shoulders a little and breathed deeply, but the feeling of formication under his skin persisted. He tapped his fingertips against his thigh and tried to slough the feeling away. Half the time he wasn’t conscious he was doing it, but that little rhythm of fingertips against the muscle of his thigh gave his mind a subliminal certainty to cling to.


He lifted his head and focused on what was around him. The world was suddenly startling and real, and right there. It was surprisingly warm here. The waves were rolling in with languid ease, flopping over onto the sand as if they were exhausted by their journey from the deep ocean. A few people were out there in the water in black bathing suits.


Tolya remembered, with a burst of joy, the sight of large old Ukrainian women plunging into the shallows of the Black Sea, lounging in the water like whales, and then coming out and plastering themselves with mud that was supposed to be good for the skin. He remembered the feeling of it himself; the joy of scooping up handfuls and slicking it over his body, making himself piebald. He wondered what Francis would say to that. He laughed out loud, because he was sure Francis would never believe it of him. But, oh, it felt good, and it smelt good, that earthy, sulphurous smell. He had never felt so clean as after those holidays down on the edge of the Black Sea, when he had plastered himself in mud and then washed it off.


‘What’re you laughing at, buddy?’ Francis asked.


The sun was getting lower in the sky and it left bright highlights in his dark hair. It looked like copper against ebony.


‘Oh, memories,’ Tolya said cryptically, watching the bathers moving in the shallows. They were piebald in a more organised way, with their black costumes and pale skin. If there was healing mud here, they weren’t making the most of it.


‘Hmm?’


‘Just memories,’ Tolya shrugged.


Francis glanced sidelong at him with a penetrating, curious look.


‘Why do you never tell me anything about yourself, Tolya?’ he asked. ‘Huh? Why don’t you trust me with your past?’


Tolya shrugged again. It wasn’t a question of trust, but his past was long and convoluted, with so many parts. Some he remembered so vividly, and some swam as if in mist, or were almost entirely obscured by time or a lack of the desire to remember. Which bits should he choose to unfold and reveal? To Francis talking came easily, but Tolya found it so much harder.


‘After the war,’ he said, ‘when everything settled down, a couple of times I went with my parents down to Чорного моря2 – to the Black Sea. It’s a very good holiday destination. Many Ukrainians go there. It’s hot, and it’s – well, it’s nice, you know. Just nice.’


‘Hmm,’ Francis said, but Anatoliy could see that he appreciated the surrender of a sliver of his life. ‘You know, I can’t quite picture you sunbathing. How blond did that hair go, huh?’


Tolya grinned. He had memories of holding photographs between finger and thumb: photos of a little boy with platinum hair staring straight at the camera, and his mother’s arm around his shoulders. That was before the war. He remembered almost nothing before the war. He pieced it together from photographs and recited tales until it almost had substance in his memory.


‘When I was very young sometimes it was almost white,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember, but my mother tells me so. But not so much when I was older. And I didn’t sunbathe exactly.’


There. He had piqued Francis’s interest. It was like baiting a hook and dropping it into still waters.


‘Exactly?’ Francis asked, his eyebrow twitching.


‘The mud there is very wholesome,’ Tolya said. ‘Very good for the skin. There are whole bath houses where one can bathe in mud, but the canny just scoop it up from the shore and cover themselves in it.’


Francis snorted, and Tolya knew that he was picturing the scene: the lanky, skinny teenaged Tolya covered in mud. He didn’t always like to think of himself, of how he looked then, half starved, growth stunted, muscles weak, but those holidays were happy times.


‘You?’ Francis asked. ‘Really? You, Tolya?’


Tolya grinned again. He rarely offered these gifts to Francis, but that made giving them all the better.


‘Me. Really. I’ll take you there one day. You can try it.’


Francis moved as if to straighten his tie, an unconscious reflex, but he was in a polo shirt, and his hand touched the skin at the base of his neck instead. He jerked his shoulders in a sudden shiver, and wrinkled his nose.


‘I stopped making mud pies when I was six.’


Tolya looked at him. ‘I don’t believe you,’ he said; but he did. It was hard to imagine Francis elbow deep in mud. He was always so clean and neat. Tolya tried to be neat but it never quite happened. ‘Well, what about you? Did you ever take beach holidays as a child?’


‘Well, I –’


‘Oh, come on, Francis. I’ve told you something about my childhood.’


Francis looked sideways at him from brown eyes.


‘It’s not like you gave me the keys to Fort Knox. Yes, we had some vacations at the beach, some sailing, a couple of tours in Europe before the war. Mostly we just went to our cabin on the lake.’


Tolya digested that. He never got the impression that Francis’s childhood was as happy as his. Not that he was unhappy, certainly, and Francis’s childhood couldn’t have been cut through with the same horrors that Anatoliy experienced in occupied Kyiv, but just that he didn’t have the same peaks of joy that Tolya experienced. Francis’s upbringing had been privileged and well off. There had been a big house and an impressive income, and Tolya got the feeling there had been staff. Tolya’s parents were far more average, not really struggling but not finding everything lubricated by money either.


‘Any mud baths?’ he asked, arching an eyebrow at Francis.


That made Francis laugh. ‘I – er – I remember getting buried up to the neck in sand by my cousins one year,’ he said. ‘But I’ve never bathed in mud.’


They had been walking steadily along the promenade, which curved gracefully for two miles or more between the two great rocky headlands that the locals called ormes. Tolya looked at them and was caught for a moment in awe at the great, stern solidity of those stubborn mounds of stone. He wondered at the geological processes that had built up great slabs of limestone in the Carboniferous era and then left behind those two lumps of rock as deep time scoured the landscape into contours like driftwood.


Francis nudged him inwards. He fell back into step, turning to look at the hotel fronts like moulds of royal icing in their long curve, following the shape of the bay. The town was so flat and so low that he couldn’t help but think that a high tide would swamp it. The original town, such as it was, clung to the side of the greater Orme; little houses in terraces which were dwarfed by more luxurious detached homes. The modern town, Victorian in origin, was built on a marsh. For all of the tarmac, brick, and Victorian grandeur, it all sat on sand.


‘There’s a camera obscura up there,’ said Tolya, nodding at a little building part way up on the rocky Orme. Brightly coloured cable cars swung from tense wires, resonant against the evening blue of the sky.


‘That’s quite a hike. I thought we could take a stroll up the pier.’


For a moment they were at an impasse. Francis wanted the genteel stroll. Tolya would be happy to forge up the steep side of the hill and investigate the camera obscura. Then Tolya felt himself soften and said, ‘All right, Francis. The pier.’


The light that brightened Francis’s face was worth it.


‘You know, they have amusement arcades all the way down,’ he said.


‘Hmm. They are cons,’ Tolya said darkly. ‘They only exist to part fools from their money.’


‘They have doughnuts. And ice cream.’


‘Ah, well…’


The thought of fresh doughnuts was much better than dropping pennies into coin-eating machines. Francis put his arm back around Tolya’s shoulders, and Tolya made himself relax. It was easier to relax with Francis so close and happy.


 



1 мой друг (moy drug) – my friend. (Russian.)





 



1For this and subsequent notes, see p. .





 



2Чорного моря (Chornoho morya) – Black Sea. (Ukrainian.)





 




2.


There were other people wandering onto the long boardwalk of the pier, couples and families, and groups of teenagers caught in that awkward moment between childhood and self-conscious adulthood. Anatoliy had a moment again of feeling conspicuous, of feeling out of place and far from home. Then Francis caught sight of something and rushed to the ornate cast iron rails that sided the pier. Tolya hurried to follow him.


For a moment he wondered what he had seen, but then he followed Francis’s gaze, and grinned. On a jetty that stuck out between green-slimed rocks into the water, scaring black and white oyster-catchers and bolder seagulls into the air, was a group of five nuns. They were holding each other by the arms, laughing, getting as close as they could to the water without slipping on the treacherous planks.


‘I wish I’d brought my camera,’ Francis said.


‘Oh, no,’ Tolya said. ‘It wouldn’t be –’


One of the nuns shrieked and slipped, falling straight on her behind. The others clustered round her like anxious hens and slowly heaved her up again. Tolya had to turn away to hide a sacrilegious smile.


‘Come on,’ Francis said, and a few minutes later he had managed to get hold of a brown paper bag of doughnuts, the paper shiny with grease. He offered it up to Tolya. ‘There. Let that soothe the savage breast.’


‘My breast is hardly savage,’ Tolya objected, but he took one, greasy and scattered with sugar, and bit into it.


It was the first thing he had eaten since lunch in Euston Station, and it tasted delicious. He diligently ate every bit of the doughnut, then licked each finger in turn. Then he became aware that Francis was  watching him, a look of wonder on his face, as if he were feeding peanuts to the elephants at the zoo.


‘Something amuses you?’ he asked archly.


Francis reached out a finger and brushed Anatoliy’s cheek.


‘I’ve never seen anyone get so sugary whilst eating doughnuts,’ he said. ‘Your lips look like the rim of a cocktail glass.’


Tolya frowned, and Francis explained quickly, ‘Uh, you know, like when you dip the rim of your glass in sugar? You don’t know?’


‘You obviously lead a far more exciting life than I,’ Tolya said, although part of him wished he were as worldly as Francis.


‘Well, I wonder if there’s anywhere around here that does cocktails…’ Francis mused.


‘I doubt it,’ Tolya replied. ‘This is a backwater. A very pretty backwater, but a backwater nonetheless.’


‘Tomorrow, we’ll go look at your camera obscura,’ Francis promised, ‘and we’ll take one of those cable cars to the top of the mountain.’


‘There is also a tram,’ Tolya told him, ‘which is technically a cable car too, just like the ones in San Francisco.’


‘Well, all right, cable car up, tram cable car down. Tolya, did you read an entire six volumes on this place before we left?’


Tolya regarded him, wondering why sensible reconnaissance made Francis so peeved.


‘Hey, let’s go in here!’ Francis said, tugging at his sleeve.


He dragged him into an amusement arcade. Tolya resigned himself to the clattering, jangling, busy noises. Places like this were a chaos to his senses. He felt adrift, half blinded by the sounds, half deafened by the flashing lights and colours. He hovered close at Francis’s side as his friend pushed coins into various machines and came back with nothing.


On a whim, Tolya dropped a penny into a coin-pushing machine. There was a whole shelf of coins that would be pushed into the tray if you were lucky; and Tolya was lucky. The coins were pushed, and a slew of copper tumbled into the tray. Tolya grinned and fished it out, and straightened up to see Francis looking at him, askance.


‘Humph,’ Francis said.


He plucked sixpence from Anatoliy’s hand and put it into another machine, where one had to manipulate a grabber to catch a toy. The claw descended, then clamped around the head of a koala bear with enormous eyes. Triumphant, Francis manoeuvred it to the opening.


‘Pour toi, mon cher,’ Francis said, presenting it to Tolya with a wonderful smile.


Tolya accepted the disgusting thing and shoved it into the crook of his arm, but he couldn’t help smiling at the joy on Francis’s face.


‘I don’t believe anyone’s ever won a soft toy for me before,’ he remarked.


‘I should have taken you down to Coney Island years ago,’ Francis said. He stopped suddenly, looking stricken. ‘Tolya, why have I never taken you to Coney Island? You’d love it there. The lights, the rides…’


‘I’ve been to funfairs,’ he assured Francis.


He remembered a few from his childhood, and one sparkling experience of visiting a travelling fair in Cambridge, during his PhD. There had been rides and stalls and candy floss, and hooking ducks from a shallow pool. He remembered his first experience of shooting, aiming a beaten up rifle at targets and discovering he was a surprisingly good shot. He had won trinkets and tokens that were so little use to him, and had pressed them into the hands of his friend. He had sent a ball spinning straight at the coconut shy, and Philip had stared at him and immediately pressed him to join the Trinity cricket team, because they’d never had a fast bowler who could bowl quite like that.


‘Have you been to Coney Island?’ Francis asked, and Tolya could tell that to Francis that was the be all and end all, the final word in funfairs.


Tolya smiled, still remembering the lights and music and joy of that fair in Cambridge as the sun sank and the whole place came alive.


‘No, I’ve never found the opportunity,’ he admitted.


‘Then I’ll take you there,’ Francis promised. ‘First chance we get. You’ll love it.’


Tolya knew that he would love it. Much as chaos and chatter and noise unsettled him, it also enlivened him. He would let Francis take him around the place and spoil him rotten, and it would be a perfect night.


‘Come on,’ Francis said.


He took him back out into the warm evening air and they strolled on down the pier, their shoes making hollow sounds on the wind-scoured boards. If he looked down, Tolya could see the blue-brown of the water through the cracks between the planks, swaying dizzily. He looked up, instead. Couples walked arm in arm or stood looking out over the sea. Children raced back and forth, their feet thudding on the wood.


The pier widened out at the end with a silver domed pavilion filling the space, and Tolya thought of Xanadu.


Francis grinned at him and said in a resonant voice, ‘In Xanadu did Kubla Khan a stately pleasure-dome decree. Do you think Coleridge came on vacation here?’
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