Bruges


Bruges
As soon as he began to drive through the maze of medieval streets in the old city after the long haul on the hellish British motorways, the unhelpful French border people and the monotonous lowland autoroute, Mac felt a weight lift. The sat nav guided him to the Canalview Hotel Ter Reien superiorly placed beside the Langestraat Bridge which crossed the Saint-Annerei Canal.

Mac pulled up and Polly got out. She quickly dragged the cases into the vestibule with a sigh and he drove the car over the bridge to the other bank of the canal where he’d seen from the Hotel side a car-sized space to park.

Walking back to the hotel he paused on the bridge and took in the view up the canal with the 83 metre high Belfry tower dominating the sky line.
As part of his plan for the trip he’d read not only about the Belfry tower but done a study of the streets of the city with their difficult Flemish names, become familiar with the canal system and the situation and structural details of important landmarks. Like the Belfry.
When he got to the hotel, Polly was sitting on one of the suitcases.

The girl in reception was dealing with an American group.

Polly said: where have you been?
Polly was a petite, well-kept woman in her late fifties with a face that still retained some of the charm and vitality of her youth. He looked down at her not yet grey auburn head.
What?

You took ages!

What’s the matter with you?

I’m tired! I need to lie down.
I was gone ten minutes! Didn’t you see the space I had to squeeze the car into? It’s true, I did stop for a few seconds on the bridge as I walked back. But that’s a hell of a view! All the way up to the bell tower. It’s 83 metres high!
She gave a more or less contained groan: he’d really pissed her off on the ferry over with his tipsy lecture on the town. He had become an enthusiastic student of Medieval Gothic and Baroque.
Before they left she’d said to him:
I’m going against my will.

He said: you didn’t say that before I booked!

I’ve got grandchildren.

You had them then!

I’m a grandmother not a back-packer. And you’ve got a heart!
There’s nothing wrong with my heart! This will be the last time! I need this trip. I’m not ready to be old.

You are.

I’m sixty five. Madonna’s sixty. I don’t have to give into the ravaging.

You’ve got no choice. Why make a fuss about it?

I’ve learned a lot about Bruges: it’s part of my plan to rejuvenate.
Rejuvenate what?

Me! I want to arrive in Bruges more knowledgeable than any of the Young Turks populating the central square. 
Turks?!

Not Turks as such. It’s a saying. Bruges is a city of culture! Of fecundity!

The leading voice of the American group in the reception was a man in his late sixties early seventies of about six foot two whose general shape as he stood there suggested a triangle. He wore a British working man’s cap he must have bought in London on that leg of their grand tour, a golf pro jumper with the word Grandpa emblazoned across the front, black knee-reaching shorts allowing Mac to enjoy the landscape of his varicose veins and good walking shoes with white socks. His manner was of an enthusiastic patrician who played hop-scotch along the line that divided the gracious from the patronising. Mac thought he looked like a prat. The group, infected with that pioneering germ one has come to associate with Americans wandered imperiously around the reception area before taking up spread-legged positions like security guards at important traffic points at the corridor to the inside of the hotel and the door to the street.
Mac was getting edgy. He could feel Polly’s growing impatience but in time the Yanks pulled back with a flourish which included a resume of their itinerary that they evidently felt all present needed to know.
After checking in, the couple took the hallway for the interior passing out into a courtyard with white-painted cast-iron furniture which offered the clientele an al fresco breakfast on the better mornings. They crossed the courtyard and climbed a stairs to their room.

Mac said: you take it easy Polly. Have a rest. Take a nap! I’ll go and check out the city. See the cultural highlights; that won’t interest you. 
She said abruptly: don’t wake me up if I’m asleep, I’ll wake myself when it’s time to go out. And off he went for an evening stroll to investigate the old heart of the city; to enjoy his learning beyond the cynicism of his wife.
Inside an Irish pub a lone singer was going through a catalogue of 60’s stuff from Dylan through Cohen to James Taylor and Don Maclean via The Beatles. Mac ordered a pint of Guinness and flung it down his throat. He had felt angry with Polly. So often she contributed what those Americans would have called a negatory note. But perhaps he himself was tired and emotionally lazy and was being unfair. Anyway, now he had begun to feel relaxed. This is how symptoms of indolence are best dealt with. A pint.
The Guinness was good – more like a Dublin vintage than a London, infused with that vegetable essence lifted from the waters of the Liffey.

Well into his second pint he was beginning to feel comfortable among the young crowd in the bar. It was a chilly enough evening for him to wear with some justification his Sammy scarf thus hiding the looseness of his aged neck while keeping it free enough not to ruck up the dewlap.
As he drank he thought perhaps it would be good to bring Polly here. She’d feel more relaxed after a sleep and with that uplifting thought he ordered another.
After a fourth and with a light step he said goodbye to the Irish bar staff and set off for the main square.

And then he suddenly stopped and thought: why not have another? I have a taste for it and that’s a point of advantage one shouldn’t squander. So he returned to the bar and drank another two pints. 
Between the Irish pub and Burg Square with its old Town Hall and the chapel of the Holy Blood, he had to walk down Keerstraat a small quiet street. He felt great. Master of the whole evening and everything therein. He saw two lovers in the mystical Gothic light of the early city dark on Wapenmakerstraat that ran along the top of Keerstrat just ahead of him. He loved their togetherness. Their happiness. They stopped and looked closely at each other as though feeding on each other and he quickly stepped behind a tree in order to observe them in a moment of cinematic intensity without he himself being observed. How strange that they seemed to be alone for these moments, the three of them at this centre of the tourist universe. The lovers kissed and spun and laughed and kissed and as they drew apart so that Mac was able to appraise the woman’s face he was shocked to see it was Polly! It was either Polly or Jane Fonda who Polly shared a likeness with. But he doubted that the Hollywood actress would be here at this place at this time. And, of course, that was a piece of whimsy: he knew in his heart it was Polly.
As he began to walk back to the Irish pub he couldn’t begin to understand how Polly could have a lover in Bruges! How would she have planned it all? And now the bitter mood she’d adopted that drove him out of the hotel made sense! And that stuff about not being woken! Luckily he’d switched off his phone so that he wouldn’t be humiliated by any decoy text she may have sent.
Back in the bar he fell in with a group of raucous Canadians who were murdering The Beatles song Hey Jude led by the lone folk singer and when they’d done that had a go at Seven Drunken Nights.
The Canadians took him back to the place they were renting beyond Gentpoortwest, the boundary of the city. He slept with a Florence Lawrence. It was a night of Gothic excess fit for the city they were doing it in. And his one memory was of having to repeatedly blow the blonde strings of her hair from his face as she bore down on him like a rider finding a seat hold on a Calgary bronco.
Polly screamed: How could you leave me alone all night?

He shouted back: don’t try that one Poll!

What one? I haven’t even eaten! I didn’t know where to go!

You’re insane! I saw you on Wappenmakerstraat!

Wappenwhat?

Wrapped around a Latin type!

But his shouting was without conviction.

The demons of his hangover were working away at the foundations of his outrage. His outrage, anyway, was only a bargaining point. He’d woken up wretched and alone in a roadside hedgerow into which he must have fallen after leaving the Canadians. One of his very first thoughts had been that it couldn’t have been Polly and that she’d been left unjustifiably alone. His heart sunk into a doldrum of recrimination. 
As he stood there looking at Polly in her misery, her beautiful Brahmin eyes sodden and drooping under the weight of her tears, it was becoming clear that at some point he was going to have to make up something like an illness with which to stir up pity for him. And he noticed how, drowning in her bewildering hurt, the grey that had begun to appear in her hair now became obvious.
I don’t know why you’re doing this, she said, except, I suppose you think that the wilder you can make your accusations, the more dimly the light will shine on what you were up to. You stink of Juniper Sling!

I went to a chemist this morning and bought the first thing I came across. I needed to after spending the night in a hedge!

What sort of hedge has blond hair?

That was an Afghan!

What, a refugee? You slept with a refugee?

No, no! An Afghan hound! I woke up with an Afghan hound climbing all over me! Have you ever seen an Afghan? It’s got long blond hair. Sometimes it’s like silk!

You’re crazy! You’re too old to sleep in hedges!

She was right. He’d blacked out; could remember almost nothing after leaving the pub. That was a small death.

She sat on the bed, her head hanging low, her whole body wrapped in a sudden and complete silence. He went to the window. A dormer. It overlooked the canal which on this still morning was a glass sheet reflecting perfectly the canalside buildings in a disturbing duality. And on the other side of the canal he watched a young couple standing near the rear of his car and pointing at it as though at something not right. What were they looking at! Mac chilled. His bunched nerves were like frozen mist on an icesheet.
Some people are looking at the car. Pointing. There’s something wrong. I’ll have to go and see.
He continued to look out of the window waiting for a response from Polly. He turned to her. She continued with her protest.
I’ll have to go. Something’s wrong. Maybe when I come back we can go for breakfast. It’s a nice morning. We could sit out in that courtyard.

He left.

In the courtyard, the morning sun shining through a divide in the roof above the reception, warmed the yard. What Mac needed now to complete the early stages of his recovery, to control his shaking of nerve and limb, was a drink. And he recalled that directly opposite the entrance to the hotel, on the other side of Langestraat, was a bar.

As he crossed the street, a breeze which came up the canal bringing with it the agreeable smells it had picked up of the breakfasting tourist city, filled his lungs with a benign influence and he immediately felt calmer. And a kind of release. He hopped into the bar, ordered a beer and drank it down quickly relishing the immediate restorative hit. He ordered another.

He hoped in a reckless moment that he might see the Canadians and mischievously cast his mind back to his triumphant night with Florence. After all is said and done, at heart he loved Polly, but these opportunities to engage with those needs peculiar to manhood were few and far between. He drank the second beer a little more thoughtfully. There were issues unresolved. How could he, for example, believe that Polly had a lover and that she’d prearranged an assignation!  He knew it wasn’t her! He suddenly rushed the drink and ordered another. He would need, he felt, just one more pillar of support for the engagement to come.
He quickly despatched the beer and went out into the warming day. He crossed the street again and was about to step into the vestibule of the hotel when, incredibly, on the other side of the bridge he saw coming towards him, trotting with the air of a dandy, a silk-haired Afghan hound lead by a boy of about fifteen. He quickly slipped into the lobby in order to avoid – absurd though it was – any moment of recognition between him and the dog. He felt sick. It was Florence!
He returned to the room to collect Polly. Without looking at him she said:

Where have you been?

I went to look at the car! Come on! Let’s go down.

In the courtyard, they sat at a round cast-iron table newly painted white with a table cloth of white brocade and a single lily in a slender glass at the centre.

Polly said: what took you so long?
I went to see the woman at reception but that crowd of Americans was there again and I couldn’t get to her! I waited a good ten minutes!

No you didn’t! I went down to look for you. There was no one there – except for the woman and she was on her own.

He said: ok, Poll. Let me come clean; Let me explain things.

What’s to explain, she said. You keep lying. Like the stuff about the Afghan.

Well, as you’ve brought that up, let me tell you I’ve just seen the very dog! How many Afghans do you think there are in Bruges? Not many. I would ordinarily say you’d be lucky to find one! But there it was! Just outside the front door of the hotel. In the street.

She suddenly said: are we having breakfast?!

He didn’t answer. The truth about the dog had dealt him a severe blow.

A waitress came and they ordered toast and boiled eggs. Mac turned his attention to a table across the yard to outmanoeuvre the anxiety in the void between them. The man who, he assumed, was the husband, was an academic type with the slightly bewildered look of those who spend their lives in books many of which have only a limited relevance to life. He wore a trim beard, short but erratic hair and a rather incongruous Gilet outer garment. Mac could see that he was reading from a brochure on Flemish Art which he held up in an ostentatious gesture. The woman Mac took to be his wife was a slim, elegant type whose silver hair without the hint of a wave fell to just below her shoulders. She held herself with unrelenting poise and ate her toast like a dignified bird.
Mac said: I’m wondering what to do about the car.

Polly said: what’s wrong with the car?

Well, you’re right. I didn’t go to reception, I went back to the car because what I had seen was not nice. I didn’t want to upset you which is why I made up that cock and bull story about the Americans in the reception.

Mac! You were in the bar across the street! I saw you!

Well of course I was. I needed a drink after I saw what I saw!

Which was what?

Someone has written on a card – in very good English – this car is illegally parked. Park in your own country! And the card was placed against the back wheel.

Why would anyone write that?

Well, I suppose it’s because the stupid British voted to break away from its association with the Belgians and all the other nations of Europe and they probably think it’s a bit of a cheek holidaying in a country amongst a people we clearly despise! Who, incidentally, we must believe are inferior to us. You don’t want to be with us any more so we don’t want you coming here! 

She paused and then said: so did you bring that card back with you?
What is this, Polly? The third degree? As it happens I went to see if they’d done anything else; to look closely at the car for damage. I completely forgot to bring the card! I went for a drink to think about how their displeasure may escalate with acts of violence against the car.
You’re over reacting. You always do after a drink.

I had one! All my enthusiasm for being here has taken a hit. As for my over reacting, you should know that the Belgians – the Flemish - are a very sensitive people and can over react themselves. They’ve suffered generations of hurt being made to feel inferior by the rest of Europe. Take that man over there – that academic type in that ridiculous hunting jacket. He’s reading a pamphlet on Flemish art. To be precise on the Flemish primitives. Primitives! These so-called “primitives” included miracle workers like Van Eyke who were doing what they were doing before the Renaissance. You see?
No. And I don’t care.

No, right. Well I dare say he’s of the same opinion. He begins to shout at the academic type: Are you aware…excuse me.. are you aware, at least, that the Flemish primitives weren’t primitive? That they pre-dated the Rennaissance.
Mac! Everyone’s looking!

No. Well when the Art World came to write the history of art they made it clear that to them there was nothing significant before the Renaissance. But they would wouldn’t they because the writers were Italian and they left out the Flemish because the Flemish came before! Dismissed them as primitives! Did you know that? No, I don’t suppose it says any of that in your O so clever little pamphlet!
Polly got up. I’m going!

Polly, don’t! The waitress is coming. Sorry Poll! Sit down, sit down.

The academic type said: Actually, it is. It’s all in here. Why would it not be?

Yes, o well. Ok, I’m sorry but you can see why it could make me angry.

Of course.

Polly sat back down.

A waitress brought their breakfast.

Polly cracked open her egg in silence. Then she said: this egg is hard.

Do you want me to get you something else?

No.

She began to eat the toast. She ate it as though she didn’t want to.

He said: what do you want to do today?

She said: does it make any difference?

He said: Ok. You’re in a mood. Probably my fault. But do you want to know why I seem to be behaving a little, you know, erratically? Because there’s something I need to tell you but didn’t want you to worry. Though if I had let you worry maybe the gulf wouldn’t have grown between us.

What gulf?

Well, this kind of lack of understanding between us.

There’s no lack of understanding: you got pissed and ended up with a blond and you left me here on my own, alone in a strange city.

I told you, it wasn’t a blond…

A dog. Well, actually, yes…

Just shut up about it. It’s insulting. As you intimated earlier, I’ve got something wrong with my heart. 

O, I know that.

No, listen. If you want to joke, fine, we can all have a good laugh. But, well, I’ve had pains in my chest – for quite some time and they’re getting worse and the doctor said I’ll have to have a procedure to find out the exact nature of it. The problem. You remember what my father had? Same thing.
I wouldn’t have thought all that drinking and whoring at your age was a good idea then.

Are you going to carry on with this because I didn’t drive the best part of a thousand miles to spend what could be my last days in misery.

He hit his egg in order to assert his victimhood and then turned his attention to another table around which a group of young women he took to be students were sitting. He was particularly drawn to one from whose face all expression had dropped leaving a mask of unpleasant aloofness. Within a few minutes of sitting, she committed herself to her iphone and had become the sphinx of her group, entirely uncommunicative.
Then Polly said: I divorced David because he was fooling around and now you’re doing it.

But I’m not! This has been a very large misunderstanding! Imagine how I felt when I thought I saw you in the arms of a young Iranian.

Iranian!

Well Iranian, Italian, what difference does it make?

You would only have thought that if you’d wanted to believe that that’s what was happening. Something you could fit into your plan.

Plan! For God’s sake, my only plan is to stay alive and try and make you happy! I’ve been wracked with despair and fear. Maybe for just a moment I was overcome and all judgement left me.

So you did screw the blond?

No! I’m talking about when I thought I saw you in the arms of that Berber!

An hour later they were admiring the lace in a shop in one of the streets off the central square – Market Square. There were creations of every size and order on display from doilies through anti-mocassas to magnificent wedding dresses. And even thimbles made of tight-woven lace.
Polly said: These are beautiful. So beautiful.

Mac, already flagging and in need of a boost, his emotions grubbing around in some gutter of the cerebellum, was suddenly overcome with a wave of compassion for his sweet, vulnerable child of a partner and was desperate for a quickie.

He said: why don’t you go in and browse around. I remember seeing an art shop around the corner. I want to pop in there and see if I can get a print of the Arnolfini wedding.

Who’re they?

You’ll see.

Well you’ll have to come back. I don’t know where I am.

O, my God, Polly! Of course I’ll come back!

Outside the shop he raced back along Burgstraat to the corner with Philipstockstraat where, he recalled, he’d seen a bar earlier. When he got there there was nothing so he raced down Philipstockstraat until he come to another junction, turned left and found himself once again in Wapenmakerstraat! And so, inevitably, he made his way quickly to the Irish bar.
The place was far less populated than on the previous night and he ordered a Guinness. After a neck full he looked around and saw in the corner a group of young people which included the surly young woman from that morning at breakfast. She looked up and astonishingly smiled at him. At least, smiled in his direction. He turned back to face the rear of the bar with an awkward confused movement and then turned a little further to see if there was someone else the young woman was smiling at. There wasn’t and a few seconds later he became aware of someone pulling out the stool next to him. It was her.
Hi, she said.

Hello.

She said: I saw you at breakfast. I didn’t say anything because you had your wife with you.

Anything?
About last night.
I’m sorry. I don’t....

You were pretty far gone.

He said: well, I remember something.

We lost you. Somewhere on the way to our place.
I…um…It was you? All?
Yes. Don’t you remember anything?

Mac said: well, in the back of my mind something tells me I was talking to someone called…Florence?

O, Florence Lawrence. No, that was a joke. Florence Lawrence was a silent film star. Canadian. But that’s it. There’s no Florence Lawrence. So are you doing ok? Where did you sleep?

O, I went back to the hotel.

There you go! All’s well that ends well. Maybe we’ll see you tonight. You do a great Joe Cocker!

She returned to her friends and he downed his pint and hurried off back to the lace shop.

He wasn’t sure what he felt. Yes he was. He felt like a deluded old fool.
Back at the lace shop, Polly said: Where’s the painting?

They didn’t have it. Let’s go to the Belfry. 

Why?

There’ll be somewhere there. Some shop.

What’s the matter? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.

Do you believe in ghosts?

What happened to the art shop?

I made a mistake. I thought I saw something I didn’t.

The Belfry was part of the old market hall where once, long before the arrival of Canadians and Americans or even the Brits, before the slaughtering of the twentieth century; before the revolution which created Belgium back in the days of Roman Belgica, the Flemish people came here to trade their cloth. At the far end of the hall was a set of stairs which led up to the landing from which one could climb the tower. On the landing was the shop Mac had hoped for to provide an alibi and in the shop were prints of the Limbourg brothers, Rubens, the Brueghels and Van Dyke’s Arnolfini portrait.
Mac pulled it out. Showing it to Polly, he said:

You want it?

It’s not the real thing.

Of course it’s not. The real thing is in London at the National Gallery. We could get it framed. It would look great. Look at it! Look at the detail in it! It doesn’t matter if it’s not the real thing. If it comes to it, what’s real anyway?
Polly looked at Mac as though he was in a film on a screen. Untouchable. Unreal.

The rest of the day was benign. No more exuberant drinking just the occasional glass of beer. And Polly seemed resigned to whatever may come. 
In the evening they ate at a café under the covered arcade situated in one of the smaller squares. Mac ate a fish soup followed by spaghetti Bolognese while Polly picked at a simple omelette.

Afterwards they walked back to the hotel in a leisurely way enjoying the exotic smells of the late evening city. As they got back to the hotel Mac excused himself in order to visit the car once more.

Polly sighed and said: we’re going home tomorrow. If things go wrong tonight that can’t be undone.

As he stood at the bar in the café restaurant on the other side of Langestraat from the hotel, he smiled reflecting on Polly’s curious line about one’s inability to undo the done.

He wasn’t in great need of a drink and so felt that the one was probably enough. And, anyway, it was late. Also, he felt a little strange. To be perfectly truthful he felt a little nauseous and a fine sweat appeared on his brow. It would be good, he thought, to get some air.

As he crossed the bridge to get to the car it seemed darker than he expected. He crossed the bridge with an increasing sense of urgency as if needing to get somewhere quickly. Turning onto the canalside where his car was parked he could just make out in the gloom, intensified by his growing panic, several shapes near his vehicle. And now, suddenly, he could barely hold himself up and almost staggered to the three drunk young men at his car.
As he neared them, one said: l’Anglias! And then directly to Mac: You have come for your car?

Another said: he is drunk. He cannot stand!

The first said: you drive the car in your country drunk?

Then there was a general hubbub with all the young men talking excitedly in French while Mac was experiencing an increasing lack of control over himself as a ferocious clasping pain assaulted the upper part of his chest. 
The three young men rounded on him and were about to take hold of him maybe to lift him with care over the fence that separated the road from the canal into which they would maybe throw him when one said:

Wait. We cannot! This is old man.

They lowered the writhing old man and laid him gently on the footpath beside his car.

Dormez, vieux homme, said the one who’d called the halt. 
Polly looked out of her dormer window high up on the top floor of the Hotel de Rien, unable to make out what exactly the commotion down below on the other side of the canal signified and watched the three young men leave the car with only a little interest. 
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