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  SERAGLIO





  IN ISTANBUL there are tombs, faced with calligraphic designs, where the dead Sultan rests among the tiny catafalques of younger

  brothers whom he was obliged, by custom, to murder on his accession. Beauty becomes callous when it is set beside savagery. In the grounds of the Topkapi palace the tourists admire the turquoise

  tiles of the Harem, the Kiosks of the Sultans, and think of girls with sherbet, turbans, cushions, fountains. ‘So were they just kept here?’ my wife asks. I read from the guide-book:

  ‘Though the Sultans kept theoretical power over the Harem, by the end of the sixteenth century these women effectively dominated the Sultans.’




  It is cold. A chill wind blows from the Bosphorus. We had come on our trip in late March, expecting sunshine and mild heat, and found bright days rent by squalls and hailstorms. When it rains in

  Istanbul the narrow streets below the Bazaar become torrents, impossible to walk through, on which one expects to see, floating with the debris of the market, dead rats, bloated dogs, the washed up

  corpses of centuries. The Bazaar itself is a labyrinth with a history of fires. People have entered, they say, and not emerged.




  From the grounds of the Topkapi the skyline of the city, like an array of upturned shields and spears, is unreal. The tourists murmur, pass on. Turbans, fountains; the quarters of the Eunuchs;

  the Pavilion of the Holy Mantle. Images out of the Arabian Nights. Then one discovers, as if stumbling oneself on the scene of the crime, in a glass case in a museum of robes, the spattered kaftan

  in which Sultan Oman II was assassinated. Rent by dagger thrusts from shoulder to hip. The thin linen fabric could be the corpse itself. The simple white garment, like a bathrobe, the blood-stains,

  like the brown stains on the gauze of a removed elastoplast, give you the momentary illusion that it is your gown lying there, lent to another, who is murdered in mistake for yourself.




  We leave, towards the Blue Mosque, through the Imperial Gate, past the fountain of the Executioner. City of monuments and murder, in which cruelty seems ignored. There are cripples in the

  streets near the Bazaar, shuffling on leather pads, whom the tourists notice but the inhabitants do not. City of siege and massacre and magnificence. When Mehmet the Conqueror captured the city in

  1453 he gave it over to his men, as was the custom, for three days of pillage and slaughter; then set about building new monuments. These things are in the travel books. The English-speaking

  guides, not using their own language, tell them as if they had never happened. There are miniatures of Mehmet in the Topkapi Museum. A pale, smooth-skinned man, a patron of the arts, with a

  sensitive gaze and delicate eyebrows, holding a rose to his nostrils . . .




  It was after I had been explaining to my wife from the guide-book, over lunch in a restaurant, about Mehmet’s rebuilding of the city, that we walked round a corner and

  saw a taxi – one of those metallic green taxis with black and yellow chequers down the side which cruise round Istanbul like turquoise sharks – drive with almost deliberate casualness

  into the legs of a man pushing a cart by the kerb. A slight crunch; the man fell, his legs at odd angles, clothes torn, and did not get up. Such things should not happen on holiday. They happen at

  home – people cluster round and stare – and you accommodate it because you know ordinary life includes such things. On holiday you want to be spared ordinary life.




  But then it was not the fact of the accident for which we were unprepared but the reactions of the involved parties. The injured man looked as if he were to blame for having been injured. The

  taxi driver remained in his car as if his path had been deliberately blocked. People stopped on the pavement and gabbled, but seemed to be talking about something else. A policeman crossed from a

  traffic island. He had dark glasses and a peaked cap. The taxi driver got out of his car. They spoke languidly to each other and seemed both to have decided to ignore the man on the road. Beneath

  his dark glasses the policeman’s lips moved delicately and almost with a smile, as if he were smelling a flower. We walked on round the corner. I said to my wife, even though I knew she would

  disapprove of the joke: ‘That’s why there are so many cripples.’




  Our hotel is in the new part of Istanbul, near the Hilton, overlooking the Bosphorus, across which there is a newly built bridge. Standing on the balcony you can look from Europe to Asia.

  Uskudar, on the other side, is associated with Florence Nightingale. There are few places in the world where, poised on one continent, you can gaze over a strip of water at another.




  We had wanted something more exotic. No more Alpine chalets and villas in Spain. We needed yet another holiday, but a different holiday. We had had this need for eight years

  and it was a need we could afford. We felt we had suffered in the past and so required a perpetual convalescence. But this meant, in time, even our holidays lacked novelty; so we looked for

  somewhere more exotic. We thought of the East. We imagined a landscape of minarets and domes out of the Arabian Nights. However, I pointed out the political uncertainties of the Middle East to my

  wife. She is sensitive to such things, to even remote hints of calamity. In London bombs go off in the Hilton and restaurants in Mayfair. Because she has borne one disaster she feels she should be

  spared all others, and she looks upon me to be her guide in this.




  ‘Well Turkey then – Istanbul,’ she said – we had the brochures open on the table, with their photographs of the Blue Mosque – ‘that’s not the Middle

  East.’ I remarked (facetiously perhaps: I make these digs at my wife and she appreciates them for they reassure her that she is not being treated like something fragile) that the Turks made

  trouble too; they had invaded Cyprus.




  ‘Don’t you remember the Hamiltons’ villa? They’re still waiting to know what’s become of it.’




  ‘But we’re not going to Cyprus,’ she said. And then, looking at the brochure – as if her adventurousness were being tested and she recognised its limits: ‘Besides,

  Istanbul is in Europe.’




  My wife is beautiful. She has a smooth, flawless complexion, subtle, curiously expressive eyebrows, and a slender figure. I think these were the things which made me want to

  marry her, but though they have preserved themselves well in eight years they no longer have the force of a motive. She looks best in very dark or very pale colours. She is fastidious about

  perfumes, and tends devotedly our garden in Surrey.




  She is lying now on the bed in our hotel bedroom in Istanbul from which you can see Asia, and she is crying. She is crying because while I have been out taking photos, in the morning light, of

  the Bosphorus, something has happened – she has been interfered with in some way – between her and one of the hotel porters.




  I sit down beside her. I do not know exactly what has happened. It is difficult to elicit details while she is crying. However, I am thinking: She only started to cry when I asked,

  ‘What’s wrong?’ When I came into the room she was not crying, only sitting stiller and paler than usual. This seems to me like a kind of obstructiveness.




  ‘We must get the manager,’ I say, getting up, ‘the police even.’ I say this bluffly, even a little heartlessly; partly because I believe my wife may be dramatising,

  exaggerating (she has been moody, touchy ever since that accident we witnessed: perhaps she is blowing up some small thing, a mistake, nothing at all); partly because I know that if my wife had

  come out with me to take photos and not remained alone none of this would have occurred; but partly too because as I stare down at her and mention the police, I want her to think of the policeman

  with his dark glasses and his half-smiling lips and the man with his legs crooked on the road. I see that she does so by the wounded look she gives me. This wounds me in return for having caused

  it. But I had wanted this too.




  ‘No,’ she says, shaking her head, still sobbing. I see that she is not sobered by my remark. Perhaps there is something there. She wants to accuse me, with her look, of being cold

  and sensible and wanting to pass the matter on, of not caring for her distress itself.




  ‘But you won’t tell me exactly what happened,’ I say, as if I am being unfairly treated.




  She reaches for her handkerchief and blows her nose deliberately. When my wife cries or laughs her eyebrows form little waves. While her face is buried in the handkerchief I look up out of the

  window. A mosque on the Asian side, its minarets like thin blades, is visible on the skyline. With the morning light behind it, it seems illusory, like a cut-out. I try to recall its name from the

  guide-book but cannot. I look back at my wife. She has removed the handkerchief from her eyes. I realise she is right in reproaching me for my callousness. But this process of being harsh towards

  my wife’s suffering, as if I blamed her for it, so that I in turn will feel to blame and she will then feel justified in pleading her suffering, is familiar. It is the only way in which we

  begin to speak freely.




  She is about to tell me what happened now. She crushes the handkerchief in her hand. I realise I really have been behaving as if nothing had happened.




  When I married my wife I had just landed a highly sought-after job. I am a consultant designer. I had everything and, I told myself, I was in love. In order to prove this to myself I had an

  affair, six months after my marriage, with a girl I did not love. We made love in hotels. In the West there are no harems. Perhaps my wife found out or guessed what had happened, but she gave no

  sign and I betrayed nothing. I wonder if a person does not know something has happened, if it is the same as if nothing had happened. My affair did not affect in any way the happiness I felt in my

  marriage. My wife became pregnant. I was glad of this. I stopped seeing the girl. Then some months later my wife had a miscarriage. She not only lost the baby, but could not have children

  again.




  I blamed her for the miscarriage. I thought, quite without reason, that this was an extreme and unfair means of revenge. But this was only on the surface. I blamed my wife because I knew that,

  having suffered herself without reason, she wanted to be blamed for it. This is something I understand. And I blamed my wife because I myself felt to blame for what had happened and if I blamed my

  wife, unjustly, she could then accuse me, and I would feel guilty, as you should when you are to blame. Also I felt that by wronging my wife, by hurting her when she had been hurt already, I would

  be driven by my remorse to do exactly what was needed in the circumstances: to love her. It was at this time that I realised that my wife’s eyebrows had the same attractions as Arabic

  calligraphy. The truth was we were both crushed by our misfortune, and by hurting each other, shifting the real pain, we protected each other. So I blamed my wife in order to make myself feel bound

  towards her. Men want power over women in order to be able to let women take this power from them.




  This was seven years ago. I do not know if these reactions have ever ceased. Because we could have no children we made up for it in other ways. We began to take frequent and expensive holidays.

  We would say as we planned them, to convince ourselves: ‘We need a break, we need to get away.’ We went out a lot, to restaurants, concerts, cinemas, theatres. We were keen on the arts.

  We would go to all the new things, but we would seldom discuss, after seeing a play for instance, what we had watched. Because we had no children we could afford this; but if we had had children we

  could still have afforded it, since as my career advanced my job brought in more.




  This became our story: our loss and its recompense. We felt we had justifications, an account of ourselves. As a result we lived on quite neutral terms with each other. For long periods,

  especially during those weeks before we took a holiday, we seldom made love – or when we did we would do so as if in fact we were not making love at all. We would lie in our bed, close but

  not touching, like two continents, each with its own customs and history, between which there is no bridge. We turned our backs towards each other as if we were both waiting our moment, hiding a

  dagger in our hands. But in order for the dagger thrust to be made, history must first stop, the gap between continents must be crossed. So we would lie, unmoving. And the only stroke, the only

  wound either of us inflicted was when one would turn and touch the other with empty, gentle hands, as though to say, ‘See, I have no dagger.’




  It seemed we went on holiday in order to make love, to stimulate passion (I dreamt, perhaps, long before we actually travelled there, and even though my wife’s milky body lay beside me, of

  the sensuous, uninhibited East). But although our holidays seldom had this effect and were only a kind of make-believe, we did not admit this to each other. We were not like real people. We were

  like characters in a detective novel. The mystery to be solved in our novel was who killed our baby. But as soon as the murderer was discovered he would kill his discoverer. So the discovery was

  always avoided. Yet the story had to go on. And this, like all stories, kept us from pain as well as boredom.




  ‘It was the boy – I mean the porter. You know, the one who works on this floor.’




  My wife has stopped crying. She is lying on the bed. She wears a dark skirt; her legs are creamy. I know who she is talking about, have half guessed it before she spoke. I have seen him, in a

  white jacket, collecting laundry and doing jobs in the corridor: one of those thick-faced, crop-haired, rather melancholy-looking young Turks with whom Istanbul abounds and who seem either to have

  just left or to be about to be conscripted into the army.




  ‘He knocked and came in. He’d come to repair the heater. You know, we complained it was cold at night. He had tools. I went out onto the balcony. When he finished he called out

  something and I came in. Then he came up to me – and touched me.’




  ‘Touched you? What do you mean – touched you?’ I know my wife will not like my inquisitorial tone. I wonder whether she is wondering if in some way I suspect her behaviour.




  ‘Oh, you know,’ she says exasperatedly.




  ‘No. It’s important I know exactly what happened, if we’re—’




  ‘If what?’




  She looks at me, her eyebrows wavering.




  I realise again that though I am demanding an explanation I really don’t want to know what actually happened or, on the other hand, to accept a story. Whether, for example, the Turk

  touched my wife at all; whether if he did touch her, he only touched her or actually assaulted her in some way, whether my wife evaded, resisted or even encouraged his advances. All these things

  seem possible. But I do not want to know them. That is why I pretend to want to know them. I see too that my wife does not want to tell me either what really happened or a story. I realise that for

  eight years, night after night, we have been telling each other the story of our love.




  ‘Well?’ I insist.




  My wife sits up on the bed. She holds one hand, closed, to her throat. She has this way of seeming to draw in, chastely, the collar of her blouse, even when she is not wearing a blouse or her

  neck is bare. It started when we lost our baby. It is a way of signalling that she has certain inviolable zones that mustn’t be trespassed on. She gets up and walks around the room. She seems

  overwhelmed and avoids looking out of the window.




  ‘He is probably still out there, lurking in the corridor,’ she says as if under siege.




  She looks at me expectantly, but cautiously. She is not interested in facts but reactions. I should be angry at the Turk, or she should be angry at me for not being angry at the Turk. The truth

  is we are trying to make each other angry with each other. We are using the incident to show that we have lost patience with each other.




  ‘Then we must get the manager,’ I repeat.




  Her expression becomes scornful, as if I am evading the issue.




  ‘You know what will happen if we tell the manager,’ she says. ‘He will smile and shrug his shoulders.’




  I somehow find this quite credible and for this reason want to scoff at it harshly. The manager is a bulky, balding man, with stylish cuff-links and a long, aquiline nose with sensitive

  nostrils. Every time trips have been arranged for us which have gone wrong or information been given which has proved faulty he has smiled at our complaints and shrugged. He introduces himself to

  foreign guests as Mehmet, but this is not significant since every second Turk is a Mehmet or Ahmet. I have a picture of him listening to this fresh grievance and raising his hands, palms exposed,

  as if to show he has no dagger.




  My wife stares at me. I feel I am in her power. I know she is right; that this is not a matter for the authorities. I look out of the window. The sun is glinting on the Bosphorus from behind

  dark soot-falls of approaching rain. I think of what you read in the guide-books, the Arabian Nights. I should go out and murder this Turk who is hiding in the linen cupboard.




  ‘It’s the manager’s responsibility,’ I say.




  She jerks her head aside at this.




  ‘There’d be no point in seeing the manager,’ she says.




  I turn from the window.




  ‘So actually nothing happened?’




  She looks at me as if I have assaulted her.




  We both pace about the room. She clasps her arms as if she is cold. Outside the sky is dark. We seem to be entering a labyrinth.




  ‘I want to get away,’ she says, crossing her arms so her hands are on her shoulders. ‘This place’ – she gestures towards the window. ‘I want to go

  home.’




  Her skin seems thin and luminous in the fading light.




  I am trying to gauge my wife. I am somehow afraid she is in real danger. All right, if you feel that bad, I think. But I say, with almost deliberate casualness: ‘That would spoil the

  holiday, wouldn’t it?’ What I really think is that my wife should go and I should remain, in this unreal world where, if I had the right sort of dagger, I would use it on myself.




  ‘But we’ll go if you feel that bad,’ I say.




  Outside a heavy shower has begun to fall.




  ‘I’m glad I got those photos then,’ I say. I go to the window where I have put the guide-books on the sill. A curtain of rain veils Asia from Europe. I feel I am to blame for

  the weather. I explain from the guide-book the places we have not yet visited. Exotic names. I feel the radiator under the window ledge. It is distinctly warmer.




  My wife sits down on the bed. She leans forward so that her hair covers her face. She is holding her stomach like someone who has been wounded.




  The best way to leave Istanbul must be by ship. So you can lean at the stern and watch that fabulous skyline slowly recede, become merely two-dimensional; that Arabian Nights

  mirage which when you get close to it turns into a labyrinth. Glinting under the sun of Asia, silhouetted by the sun of Europe. The view from the air in a Turkish Airlines Boeing, when you have had

  to cancel your flight and book another at short notice, is less fantastic but still memorable. I look out of the porthole. I am somehow in love with this beautiful city in which you do not feel

  safe. My wife does not look; she opens a magazine. She is wearing a pale-coloured suit. Other people in the plane glance at her.




  All stories are told, like this one, looking back at painful places which have become silhouettes, or looking forward, before you arrive, at scintillating façades which have yet to reveal

  their dagger thrusts, their hands in hotel bedrooms. They buy the reprieve, or the stay of execution, of distance. London looked inviting from the air, spread out under clear spring sunshine; and

  one understood the pleasures of tourists staying in hotels in Mayfair, walking in the morning with their cameras and guide-books, past monuments and statues, under plane trees, to see the soldiers

  at the Palace. One wants the moment of the story to go on for ever, the poise of parting or arriving to be everlasting. So one doesn’t have to cross to the other continent, doesn’t have

  to know what really happened, doesn’t have to meet the waiting blade.




  

     

  




  THE TUNNEL





  ALL THAT SPRING and summer Clancy and I lived on the third floor of the old grey-brick tenement block in what might have been – we never really

  knew – Deptford or Bermondsey, Rotherhithe or New Cross. It was cheap because the block was due for demolition in the autumn and all the tenants had notice to quit by September. Most of them

  had gone already, so that those who remained were like survivors camping in a ruin. The vacated rooms were broken into at night and became the sources of foul smells. The old cream paintwork of the

  stair-wells, which here and there had darkened like enormous nicotine stains, was daubed with aerosol slogans and obscenities, and all through that hot drought of a summer the dust and litter from

  the streets, old pages of newspapers and polythene bags found their way up the flights of stairs, even as far as the third floor.




  We didn’t mind. It was all we could afford. We even relished the way we scooped out for ourselves a little haven, oblivious of the squalor around us. We were very young; we had only just

  left school. We were absorbed with each other, and we didn’t think about what we’d do in a month’s time, or two months’, or when the winter came or we had to find somewhere

  else to live. We made love insatiably, the way very young people in love can. And when that summer arrived, endlessly sunny and hot, we thought of it as a blessing on ourselves, despite the dust

  and the smells, because it was possible to live quite well in that room, with its scant furniture, draughty windows and twin gas ring, so long as the weather was good. We even saved on the few

  clothes we had between us, because, most of the time, with the dirty windows up and the hot air swimming in from the street, we wore nothing at all.




  We had run away because that was the only way Clancy and I could go on seeing each other without Clancy’s parents stopping us. We hadn’t run far. Clancy’s parents lived in a

  big, elegant Regency house by the park in Greenwich, and we knew that by going a couple of miles away, into the kind of area they preferred to think didn’t exist, we’d be as safe as if

  we’d fled to the ends of the country. Clancy’s father was a sort of financial expert who acted in an advisory capacity to the government and knew people in the House of Lords, and her

  mother came from good, sound pedigreed stock. They were not the kind of people to drag the police into a hunt for their daughter. But it was not beyond them to employ some private agency to track

  us down. And this was one of the reasons why, despite the scorching weather, we seldom left our third-floor room, and when we did we kept a sharp eye open for men in slow-moving cars hugging the

  kerb, who might suddenly pull up, leap out and bundle Clancy inside.




  Clancy’s family was small. There were only Clancy herself, her mother and father and an ageing uncle who lived in seclusion in an old manor house in Suffolk where Clancy had spent summers

  when she was small. Clancy’s father was obsessively proud of the fact that he was descended from a once noble line which could be traced back to the reign of Henry VIII; and – like

  Henry VIII himself – he had turned cold, as Clancy grew up, towards his wife and daughter because they were a perpetual reminder that he had no son. There was nothing, apparently, he could do

  to change this fact; but he was dead-set on preventing the only remaining eligible member of the family from being absorbed into the riff-raff.




  I only met Clancy’s mother and father once, and that was by accident one Saturday afternoon when Clancy had promised me her parents wouldn’t be back till late. I had gone to the

  house in Greenwich. We made love on Clancy’s bed, looked at her photo albums and listened to the Beach Boys. We were sitting under the vine in the conservatory and Clancy was urging me to

  sample her Dad’s stock of malt whisky, when her parents suddenly turned up, having changed their plans for the evening. Clancy’s father asked me in icy, eloquent tones who the hell I

  thought I was and told me to get out. It was as if my presence in the house had no connection whatsoever with Clancy, as if I were some random, alien intruder. He was a tall, poised, steel-haired

  man with an air of having had the way of dealing with such situations bred into him and of merely summoning it automatically when required. I remember thinking that he and Clancy’s mother,

  and perhaps Clancy too, belonged to some completely foreign world, a world that had ceased to exist long ago or perhaps had only ever existed in people’s minds; so that whenever I thought of

  Clancy’s parents, looking out from our tenement window, I had to make an effort to believe they were real.




  My own parents were no obstacle to us. They had had me late in life so there was a big gap between our ages, which, oddly enough, smoothed our relations. They did not care what I did with my

  life. They had a council house in Woolwich and no shining example to set me. I’d gone to a large comprehensive; Clancy had gone to a classy girls’ school in Blackheath; and we might

  never have known each other if it wasn’t for Eddy, a big, hulking, raw-faced boy, who later joined the Royal Artillery, who told me in his matter-of-fact way that he had robbed two girls from

  Clancy’s school of their virginity; and urged me to do the same. With rather less swagger, I followed Eddy’s bidding (‘Tell them they’ll thank you for it afterwards’),

  but, unlike Eddy, I found the initial conquest wasn’t an end in itself.




  Clancy’s parents soon found out – Clancy had a knack of defiant truthfulness. I don’t know what outraged them more: the knowledge that their daughter was no longer intact and

  the possible scandal of some schoolgirl pregnancy – or the mere fact that Clancy associated with a boy from a council estate. I knew what I would say to Clancy’s father if I ever had to

  face him. I would repeat to him something I’d read in the letters of Gauguin (my favourite artist at that time and the only artist I knew anything about). Gauguin says somewhere that the

  Tahitians believed, unlike Europeans, that young people fall in love with each other because they have made love, not the other way round. I would explain that Clancy and I were good, regular

  Tahitians. But when the opportunity arose that Saturday afternoon – despite the sun shining through the vine leaves in the conservatory and Clancy’s thin summer dress and the malt

  whisky in my head – Gauguin’s South Sea paradise, which was only an image for what I felt for Clancy, paled before the cold aplomb of her father.




  But Clancy’s uncle did not share the parental disdain. This I discovered in about our third week in the tenement. Clancy had to go out now and then to draw money from her Post Office

  account, which was our sole source of income at that time. One day she returned with, of all things, a letter from her uncle. Apparently, she had written to him, explaining everything, confident of

  his trust, immediately after our flight, but for complete security had not given an address and had asked him to reply via a Post Office in New Cross. Clancy showed me the letter. It was written in

  a shaky hand and was full of fond platitudes and breezy assurances, with a certain wry relish about them, to the effect that Clancy had enough sense now to lead her own life.




  I said: ‘If he’s so much on our side, why don’t we go to him?’ And I had a momentary vision, in Bermondsey, of dappled Constable landscapes.




  ‘That’s just where they’ll look for us first.’




  ‘But he won’t tell them that you’ve got in touch.’




  ‘No.’




  And then Clancy explained about her uncle.




  He had always had a soft spot for her and she for him, since the days when she used to play muddy, rebellious games round his estate in the summer. As she grew up (her uncle lost his wife and

  his health declined), it became clear that there were strong temperamental differences between him and her parents. He did not care for her father’s sense of dignity or for his precious

  concern for the family name. He would be quite happy, he said, to sink heirless beneath the Suffolk soil. And he disapproved of the way Clancy was being rigorously groomed for some sort of outmoded

  high society.




  ‘So you see,’ said Clancy, putting away the letter, ‘I had to tell him, didn’t I? It’s just what he’d want.’




  She kissed the folded notepaper.




  ‘And another thing,’ – she got up, pausing deliberately before she went on. ‘I know for a fact when Uncle dies I’ll get everything; he won’t leave a thing to

  Mum and Dad. So you see – we’re all right.’




  She said this with a kind of triumph. I realised it was an announcement she must have been saving up till the right moment, in order to make me glad. But I wasn’t glad – though I put

  on a pleased expression. I’d never really reflected that this was what Clancy’s background meant – the possibility of rich legacies, and I had never seen myself as a story-book

  adventurer who, having committed a daring elopement, would also gain a fortune. Nevertheless, it wasn’t these things which disturbed me and (for the first time) cast a brief shadow over my

  life with Clancy. It was something else, something I couldn’t understand. Clancy stood, smiling and pleased, at the window with the sun coming in behind her. She was wearing jeans and one of

  those tops made from gauzy, flimsy materials which she liked, I think, precisely because when she stood in front of the light you could see through them. It was the first fine weather of the

  spring, the first time we had been able to lift up our window wide to let some of the stinking air from inside out and some of the less stinking air from outside in. We’d been living together

  for three weeks, fugitives in a slum. The way happiness comes, I thought, is as important as the happiness itself.




  From our tenement window you could see all that was ugly about that part of London. Directly opposite, across the road, was a junior school – high arched neo-Gothic windows, blackened

  brickwork, a pot-holed asphalt playground surrounded by a wall with wire netting on top – which, like the tenement, was due to be pulled down at the end of the summer. It stood at the edge of

  an area, to the left as we looked from the window, which had already been demolished or was in the process of being demolished. Everywhere there were contractors’ hoardings, heaps of ruined

  masonry and grey corrugated metal fencing. Old blocks of terraced houses got turned into brick-coloured wildernesses over which dogs prowled and paths got trodden where people took short cuts. To

  the right, on the other side of the school, there was an odd, inexplicable patch of worn grass with a stunted tree and a bench on it, and beyond that, on the other side of a side street with a few

  tattered shops, was another wasteland – of scrap yards, builders’ yards, half defunct factories and fenced-off sites which seemed to be depositories for cumbersome, utterly useless

  articles: heaps of car axles from which the oil ran in black pools, stacks of rusted oil drums, even a pile of abandoned shop-window dummies, their arms and legs sticking up like some vision from

  Auschwitz. Beyond this was the railway line to London Bridge on its brick arches, the tower blocks, precincts and flimsy estates which had sprouted from previous demolitions; while if you looked

  far round to the right you could see the nodding antennae of cranes by the Thames.




  All this we could survey at leisure, but because we were on the third floor, when you lay on the bed (which we did most of the time) and looked out of the window, you saw only the sky. When the

  good weather came we lifted up the sash window high and moved the bed according to the position of the gradually shifting rectangle of sunshine, so that we could sunbathe most of the day without

  ever going out. We turned nice and brown and I told Clancy she was getting more and more like the cinnamon-coloured South Sea girls Gauguin painted.




  We would lie looking up at the blue sky. Now and then we’d see flights of pigeons and gulls, or swallows swooping high up. All day long we could hear the noise from the street, the

  demolition sites and the breakers’ yards, but after a while we got accustomed to it and scarcely noticed it. We could tell time was passing by the periods of commotion from the school

  playground. We joked about our bed being a desert island, and made up poems about ourselves and our room in the style of John Donne.




  I began to wish that when we’d hastily packed and fled I’d brought more books with me. All I had was my life of Gauguin and ‘Sonnets, Lyrics and Madrigals of the English

  Renaissance’ which I’d borrowed from my English master at school and never given back. I thought of my old English master, Mr Boyle, a lot now. He had a passion for Elizabethan poetry

  which he vainly tried to transmit to members of the fourth and fifth year, who laughed at him, I amongst them, and spread rumours that he was queer. Then in my last year, after I’d met

  Clancy, I suddenly began to appreciate his poems, their airy lucidity and lack of consequence. I think Mr Boyle thought all his efforts were at last rewarded. He pressed books on me and wrote

  fulsome comments on my work. And I longed to tell him it was all only because of Clancy, because she was light and lucid like the poems – because we’d lost our innocence together but

  kept it, because we’d made love one wet Thursday in a secluded part of Greenwich Park . . .




  I read aloud from Mr Boyle’s book, lying naked in the sunshine on the bed. I wondered if he could have foreseen its being read like this. Clancy wriggled at bits she liked. A lot of the

  poets were obscure, little known men with names like George Turberville and Thomas Vaux. We tried to imagine what they had looked like and who the mistresses were they wrote to, and where they

  fucked them, in four-posters or in cornfields. Then Clancy said: ‘No, they were probably not like that at all. They were probably cold, scheming men who wanted positions at court and wrote

  poems because it was the done thing.’ She would say sudden sharp, shrewd things like this as if she couldn’t help it. And I knew she was right.
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