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    For Franziska
            





  
  
    


    
      
    
         


          ‘Do not see me only as dark,

The sun has stared at me.’

The Song of Songs
            
        

 


          ‘Your name has been erased

from the roaring volume of speech.’

Rumi
            
        




         



  
  
    


    
      

  
  
    Contents

  

  
    
      
    
                  	Title Page
                  

    
                  	Dedication
                  

    
                  	Epigraph
                  

    
                  	PART ONE
                  

    
                  	ALEPH
                  

    
                  	BETH
                  

    
                  	RUMI
                  

    
                  	GIMEL
                  

    
                  	DALETH
                  

    
                  	HE
                  

    
                  	VAU
                  

    
                  	ZAIN
                  

    
                  	CHETH
                  

    
                  	PART TWO
                  

    
                  	TETH
                  

    
                  	JOD
                  

    
                  	CAPH
                  

    
                  	LAMED
                  

    
                  	RUMI
                  

    
                  	MEM
                  

    
                  	NUN
                  

    
                  	PART THREE
                  

    
                  	SAMECH
                  

    
                  	AIN
                  

    
                  	PE
                  

    
                  	TZADDI
                  

    
                  	RUMI
                  

    
                  	SCHIN
                  

    
                  	KOPH
                  

    
                  	RESH
                  

    
                  	TAU
                  

    
                  	Acknowledgements
                  

    
                  	Copyright 
                  


               

    

  




    


    
      
    
         

PART ONE





  
  
    


    
      
    
         

[image: ]



ALEPH


          ‘Blessed are the undefiled’
        



LETTER

 

During the day:

 

The men here are lecherous

As the sunshine, and my legs

Are browning in shades.

The women slap my bare arms

In the market

I like it

When the UN tanks

Pass by my window

Like clouds

All dreamy and pointless.








         

During the day:

 

The city and I share sections

Of the sun with one another

Like passing segments of an orange:

        As a car-door opens

        As I comb my hair.

This is how I betrayed you

In the margins of the mornings:

Asking the creases in the curtains

        What is its secret

        Where is it weak?







I don’t know where to begin:

 

It’s always the moment when you choose to

Spread yourself into the city

Preciously, like breaking bread,

Like many suns rising from hills.

With no more need for praying then

Than artefacts need birthday-cakes,

Like a split fruit, birthing seeds:

        You open up your body’s borders,

        You’re your most secret state.

(It is how to die with those you hate.)







During the day:

 

I sent out a letter

To meet you, to warn you,

To stroke your hair homeward:
                  

Away from walls that wait.

But it went astray. And feeling through valleys,

It woke, rebuked, the drunken spy-planes,

Shared sand with the kitchens of Jaffa.

You went astray. And it couldn’t find you

Honey-kissing, your famous weakness:

Comparing the tones of the local women.







During the day:

 

You did not know where to find me.

You did not know where to look.

Either in the fields, or hiding from

both armies, or else lost in

The white pillars, built

between the letters, that

hold up the meaning of the word.

But because you came to me at night,

And you called me Delilah, of-the-night,

You left unread in my sent hot breath

 

What happened during the day.
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BETH


          ‘Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way?’
        



It was one of the bluest and most beautiful days of autumn 2001: the sun shone and the sky dreamt of clouds, or of smoke. And walking through the old arch of her new home, Anne-Marie didn’t struggle with her suitcase and hat-boxes, though blown by the fragrance of the burning end of September. She’d been forewarned that, in this country, the men wouldn’t offer to help her to carry things, and her arms must have been stronger than she’d thought.
         

She walked up the stone steps of the college, in the dress she had bought for today. Fresh and rich-looking students struggled by or walked lightly, parents leading and in tow, depending. She smiled to some, talked briefly to a few: mainly the boys and the men. When does a child become stronger than her parents, she wondered. She leant into the Oxford-blue of the morning with her blondeness, trying to find a crack or contrast. Her decision to come here was an equation she’d figured out on the way: ½ the quality of the letterhead and watermark of the congratulations-letter that Admissions had sent her; ⅜ths the fact that, during the war, someone had touched her grandmother up at the railway station in Cambridge; ¼ the fact that her French accent would be substitute enough for any skills or charm to have friends for the first year, at the least, and ⅛th her marginal preference for history books over her summer job working in a café that had an intermittent rat problem. At least she understood her reasons, at least she didn’t lie, too much, to herself: this would become important as the new times dragged on and on.
         

She found her way up to her light room in the building’s battlements. She put the hat-boxes in a row by the bed – they were empty but she hoped to fill them here. She put her suitcase full of clothes in the wardrobe, for later admiring and unpacking. The clothes were all unworn: undefiled and expensive. She shook her sweets from her pockets and they rolled about on the carpet. She tested the bed for creaks, comprehensively. She inspected the size of the expansive window without looking out at the view. Then she gazed on to the lawn, and the piles of temporary mess that were flowing from the cars on the gravelled pathways. So much stuff, so much stuff: she thought in her various accents, because she sometimes thought in her accents.
         

She watched as two large black cars passed through the arch, and stopped in the centre of the lawn. A tall woman in sunglasses stepped out and inspected the building the way a tall woman in sunglasses would more usually inspect her own fingernails for imperfections. Other members of, presumably, a family, adult and darkly clad, climbed out of their car-doors.
         

Marie watched as they began their unloading. Slowly, processionally, quite bored-looking, the group assembled what seemed like a large house or small street’s worth of immaculate taste, of polished and scholarly curiae.
         

First: carved wooden chairs, three canvases of faint colour, and a desk.
         

Then: vases, lampshades, hard-to-carry objects, made of glass and of ceramic.
         

Then: bookshelves and several inviting wooden boxes, with writing on one in some kind of language. Marie was surprised, and surprised she was surprised, when she saw that the tall woman even carried these boxes herself.
         

Sitting on the window-sill of her new room, Marie saw a man her age amongst them all at once. He was tall like the others, but in jeans and with something written across his T-shirt that she couldn’t read. He carried with one hand, and ate what looked like bread from a clear bag with the other. Marie, too blinded by sunlight to see his face, could sense him smiling from her window. It was like three different kinds of smile: like apple skin and apple centre, cheeks pushed to almost kissing his eyelashes: the two deep lines running from the nose to the corners of his mouth that made him look older, the tongue brushing upon his lip that made the grin crude and boyish. He was beautiful as a big-budget advert, and he crammed his bread into his mouth, one-handed.
         

Just as suddenly as they’d arrived, the dark-clothed people left in their dark cars, and Marie traced their departure with her hand on the window. And the boy – or the young man: perhaps they were still in a pause of faulty labelling – stood by himself on the college lawn, looking small amongst his belongings, a rare moment for him not to be tall. He leant on a bookshelf.
         

‘Why have you got so much stuff?’ Anne-Marie called out to him in her accent. She’d come down from her room to help and laugh at him. Because this is what you do here: you go to New York, you go to Fifth Avenue; you go to university, you meet rich boys and make airless conversation, to hint at the things you could be when you’re not anything yet. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean … it’s just …’ she waved her hand at the realm of his possessions, laughing a little at how much space it took up, and picked up his football. A football. Good. So he wasn’t American. She threw it to him, or at him, and he caught it.
         

Marie spoke English with a French accent, and French with an English one: this was a common footnote to the fact of bilinguals, she tried to explain to him, smilingly, when he asked her, but where she was from, really. Her grandmother was born in England, she explained, but had raised her in Paris, mainly through the medium of old recipes, from which Marie had learnt her favourite English word: Lard. Marie didn’t know where in England half her own accent came from. ‘She always just said … “back there”,’ she impersonated, pointing her thumb back over her shoulder. In the boy’s family, this same sign was the universal gesture for Europe.
         

Sensing his interest, Anne-Marie offered to help him shift his colossal stuff, so she could keep talking. She took all objects regularly shaped; he carried things like lamps and crockery. The boy smiled his alpha smile straight at Anne-Marie for the first time, as she helped to carry the first crates of books up into his bedroom, which they found in the battlements facing her own.
         

He was called David, he told her. He knew Italian and some Portuguese, and consequently a kind of stitched-together French funny enough almost to rival her real-false voice. He’d spent a lot of his youth so far on expensive summer language courses, which sounded lonely and clean. Anne-Marie wondered whether he’d spent as much time on these programmes, and whether it could have been as lonely, as clean, as the time through her girlhood that she had spent: lying in bed, reading in bed, or holding a pillow, in bed, and dreaming that the softness was a boy like David. But obviously she didn’t ask.
         

After her mother had walked out, into somewhere beyond history and Paris, Marie’s British father took her out to Sudan, to the edge of Sudan, really the centre of the south, but still the edge; here he worked as an engineer, for an NGO, on Sudan’s failing water system, on the edges of edge-towns. Marie was nine. She hated Sudan. The towns were nowhere, mentioned in no books she’d read or wanted to – and Paris, she knew, was an ultimate somewhere, which other people dreamt of, in second-rate dreams. She forced her father to send her back to Paris, where her paternal grandmother looked after their old house: she did this by herself, refusing food for days and eating only sweets in secret, then chopping all her blonde hair off, then moving all the house’s possessions out on to the bare front lawn during the night.
         

Marie never thought about the look on her father’s face that last day, in the heat and her razed head burning. When it came to her briefly, she thought about important words and places. Because she never lost the imaginative colonialism of a nine-year-old: the world, for her, comprised of centres and peripheries, pulsed outwards to the edges, like jellyfish, and she would only deign to live in the middle of it, to be or at least touch the nucleus – only the centres had offerings for her, the centres of cities, the centres of facts. She vaguely dreamt of noun-based heavens, where she’d inhabit the core of a golden word – Chanel or Stendhal, Oxford or War – any word as long as it was coveted and magnetic. Her father would still send her letters, but to her these were brown and nothing, the opposite of gold.
         

‘Will you go back one day?’ David asked, neutral, not looking at her. He was mostly hidden by a lampshade that he was trying to fit through the door.
         

‘I’d rather go to hell.’ She said this because having an accent meant you could say things like that to English boys. ‘So where did you grow up?’
         

‘You know, just London.’ He frowned as he manoeuvred the lampshade around the curve of the stairs.
         

He described his home and family to her like performing a card-trick, deftly, confidently, averting her attention away from the crucial issues with minor sparkling facts, while Marie was stumbling over with a coat-stand or Marie was nearly putting her foot through the back of his guitar. The two made a pulley out of a blue bed-sheet to bring a painting up into his bedroom. The Cohens were academics, art critics, curators, general moths around art – he listed their names to her for nothing – but still they’d manage to produce this David, a little trunk full of their looted treasures, which he seemed about to empty here and become light. He either didn’t notice or mind when Marie dropped his antiques down the stairs.
         

And then when they’d housed all David’s junk and treasure once more under a roof together, he made Marie coffee and got out ‘one of my top three favourite’ (was he joking?) sets of coffee cups. They each sat on a box of books and finished eating the bread that David had shoved into his low-slung pockets. The two looked around the large, white room, and at each other.
         

‘It’s a lovely view,’ she said.

‘The whole reason I chose this college.’

‘Not because Oscar Wilde went here?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing. Nothing. It’s just, you have very – good hair.’

He laughed with the right side of his mouth and leaned sideways. ‘You’re not a very nice person, are you?’
         

‘Can I steal this?’ She pointed to the rich coffee cup as she set it down on the floor. It was at least top-three in the list of stupidly pretty objects she had ever seen. David smiled again and finished his drink.
         

‘Only if you take care of it.’

‘Really? I was only joking.’

He made a smaller smile and looked at her when he talked now. ‘My family thought Oxford’s things might not be good enough, so I should take some of ours just in case.’
         

She told him, almost without thinking, that she came by train, by herself, with only her clothes and her hat boxes, that her rich clothes were only a hoax to trick the people she thought she’d be meeting here. She told him that, really, she didn’t have anything: only her grandmother, rich in old biscuit-tins and drawers of saved, snapped, birthday candles. Then she smiled and she said: ‘I knew I’d accidentally tell someone about it right away.’
         

So they agreed to rid him of most of what he had, if Marie could prove she could find good use for it.
         

But not for nothing: he made her choose between his candles and bronze paperweights.
         

When she picked the coffee cups over the printed family stationery, it was immediately clear to them both that she had made the wrong choice. But too late.
         

Pointing with her eyes closed she lost the bedsheets to the bookends.
         

The plates were won one by one through the naming of notable literary anti-Semites.
         

He asked how much she was willing to give for his lovely Georgian chest of drawers.
         

And she let him have his little victories, and accepted his rule not to take what she did not understand: he could keep his chess set, his Hebrew books, his telescope. Then they went through his heavy, heavy boxes of books, Marie pulling them out pile by pile, and reading the backs of the ones she didn’t know. She brought him up-to-date on the latest gossip on the Western classics – ‘you’re not allowed to like him any more’, ‘shit’, ‘colonialist’, ‘shit’, ‘merde’, ‘pederast’ – until the mountain of thrown books grew around her, which was a strange way of unpacking.
         

When at last she stopped to pick them up, David explained to her why he had so much stuff. This was a fraction of the junk of his house, and his house was an extension of a famous museum, where his father was the director. Where Anne-Marie had broken candles, he’d had Canalettos; they’d filled a silent house in the same way.
         

‘Can I have the keys to it?’

‘What?’

‘To the museum.’

‘Well. Um, I don’t think there are one  set of keys, I think that …’
         

‘What are in the private rooms?’

‘Mainly things no one wants to see.’

She thought about this. ‘No. That’s not true. There must be things that people want to see but can’t.’
         

‘Why?’ He said. He did that smile thing again.

‘Because why else wouldn’t you give me the key?’ She decided not to be fazed by his beauty and looked him in the eye.
         

‘Well. OK. I’ve heard that there’s a room of Victorian sex toys.’
         

‘Are they any good?’

‘If you get a tetanus shot first.’

It took the two of them seven trips to carry her new possessions to her room. By the end there was no one left on the grass, and it had started to smell of the evening. He carried the last objects over the lawn for her – an atlas and some oil-paints – and, as he set down the last of Marie’s winnings for her, he said goodbye to her in her doorway. 
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