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The Observer

It was billed as a ``romantic' weekend for two at the Die Swaene hotel in Bruges, home of artful drapery, napery, fluttering waiters, candlelit everything, fine wines, fussy gastronomy and, naturally, Old World charm. 

For my husband and myself this was something of a double-edged sword. In the period between being offered the trip and boarding the train - about a week - he had made it clear to me that, for him at least, our marriage was not working, that he wanted to, was in fact going to, leave. 

Which meant, in a way, that we were already traveling; his quiet stoicism and determination and my predictable tears and anger, recriminations and shock tactics had already laid the tracks, precipitating our own, separate, journeys away from each other. 

We decided to go to Bruges to carry on the negotiations - me trying to persuade him to stay, him building his resolve to go - on neutral territory. 

Adjusting to the fragile etiquette that surrounds these situations proved a test. We didn't speak much on the train during the three-hour, 25-minute journey to Brussels from London. I read a book while Eurostar hissed into the late afternoon darkness and on to Brussels. We made the connection to Bruges on a desolate platform at Brussels Midi station and sat opposite each other on a squeaky cruelly lit train for 50 minutes, not speaking, just making eye contact and, when it all became too much, which was often, sighing and looking away. 

The cab journey from Bruges station to the hotel takes about 10 minutes. Our driver was cheery: ``First time in Bruges? Ah, Die Swaene is one of the very best hotels, possibly the best.'' And I thought to myself, as we chatted with him, what great actors people can be. 

Die Swaene is three old townhouses of four stories, with a curtained reception area and a creaky elevator. The welcome was warm, and the staff does not wear uniforms. This is a family-run hotel, and it shows. Our suite, No. 50, in the eaves, had a shower room, a separate bathroom, a little living room with a squashy leather sofa and a bottle of Moet et Chandon in a bucket on the coffee table. 

We arrived at 9 p.m., in time for dinner, and were given the best table in the back of the restaurant, which has been converted into a conservatory. Our $337 package was called - oh, irony! - the ``Romeo and Juliet weekend'' and included two set meals, one of four courses, one of six, with wine and, according to the brochure, the threat of champagne being opened by a sword, which is the kind of thing I hate. I wondered if we could borrow the sword afterward. We didn't have champagne. 

The food was sublime, and talking about it enthusiastically, with a courtly politeness (``No, no, what were you going to say?''; ``No, after you'') nearly got us through the evening. 

There was enough to keep us occupied. We realized we'd never done anything like this together; we just hadn't gotten around to it. We've been married for only 16 months. 

The cultivated atmosphere of ``romance'' was proving difficult because we were here to sift and scavenge through the detritus of romance, not feast on it. We were the last to leave the restaurant, and our marriage summit resumed in Suite 50 and went on until about 4 a.m. before it faltered and was abandoned. 

The next morning brought a late room service breakfast of scrambled eggs, little pastries, coffee and orange juice - perhaps the very best thing about hotels - then out into a perfect winter day of high blue skies, fogged breath and blood-coagulating cold. 

Bruges is made for meandering. The city's chocolate-boxy looks are the result of the fact that, for a very long time, it was a dying city. In the 1300s, 150 ships moored there every day - brugge is Norwegian for wooden dock - but later the estuary silted up and the ships moved on, taking the trade with them. Bruge's inhabitants were too poor to knock down or modernize, so the city and its eight miles of canals waited for someone to invent the camera. 

Now almost a theme park, Bruges in August is apparently nearly as unbearable as Florence and even in January no cobble, spire, bridge or canal was left unsnapped by hand-holding couples. I found it in me to be jealous of them all. 

Neither of us was in the mood for culture, and my usual passion for churches seemed to have abated, which meant that I took a picture of, but couldn't quite face entering, the beautiful 12th-century Basilica of the Holy Blood, one of the many European churches that claims to own a clot of Our Lord's platelets. 

We had a cheap and delicious lunch - fries, mussels, beer, what else - in an unpretentious, if touristy, restaurant in the Simon Stevinplein, a small square dedicated to the man who introduced the decimal system to Bruges and invented dikes. We barely spoke. 

As the sky turned dark, we retreated to the hotel for coffee and downtime. I read while he watched television, both of us building on our reserves of strength for the evening's six-course dinner, and all the rest of it. 

Back in Suite 50 after dinner, we talked until late, again; and I couldn't sleep, so at 5 a.m. I finished my book on the sofa and when I did, finally, sleep, I dreamed dark, medieval dreams. 

Next morning, from a church belfry came a discordant carillon. It was too cold to walk for long, so we went back to the hotel and drank hot chocolate in the tiny wood-paneled bar until it was time to leave. Upstairs, the bottle of Moet remained untouched on the coffee table. 

If your marriage has to end, perhaps it is well that it does so against the backdrop of a city like Bruges. Die Swaene and Bruges are beautiful, but I won't be going back. It's time to go forward. 

