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  THE TWYBORN AFFAIR


  Patrick White was born in England in 1912. He was taken to Australia (where his father owned a sheep farm) when he was six months old, but educated in England, at Cheltenham College and King’s College, Cambridge. He settled in London, where he wrote several unpublished novels, then served in the RAF during the war; he returned after the war to Australia.


  He became the most considerable figure in modern Australian literature, awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1973. The great poet of Australian landscape, he has turned its vast empty spaces into great mythic landscapes of the soul. His position as man of letters was controversial, provoked by his acerbic, unpredictable public statements and his belief that it is eccentric individuals who offer the only hope of salvation. Technically brilliant, he is one modern novelist to whom the oft-abused epithet ‘visionary’ can safely be applied. He died in September 1990.
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  What else should our lives be but a series of beginnings, of painful settings out into the unknown, pushing off from the edges of consciousness into the mystery of what we have not yet become.


  David Malouf


  My suspicion is that in Heaven the Blessed are of the opinion that the advantages of that locale have been overrated by theologians who were never actually there. Perhaps even in Hell the damned are not always satisfied.


  Jorge Luis Borges


  Sometimes you’ll see someone with nothing on but a bandaid.


  Diane Arbus


  Part I


  


  

  

  

  

  ‘Which road this afternoon, madam?’


  ‘The same, Teakle – the one we took yesterday.’


  ‘Bit rough, isn’t it?’ her chauffeur ventured.


  ‘We Australians,’ Mrs Golson declared, ‘are used to far rougher at home.’


  It was an assertion she might not have made in company politer than her chauffeur’s. She detected in her voice a sententiousness she found distasteful, particularly since the life she led at home was more comfortably cushioned than that of almost any Australian. Joan Golson had never known it rough.


  ‘Rough – I bet it is – from what I hear.’ Teakle was in the mood for divulgence.


  So discreet, so English, such a dedicated member of the serving class, he surprised his employer by his remark. She would have liked to know what he had heard, but would not be so indiscreet as to ask. She suspected that English servants were given to taking liberties in the service of Colonials. It made her feel inferior.


  In the circumstances she raised her chin, moistened her lips, and adjusted her motoring parasol, a collapsible one in tussore lined with bottle-green.


  ‘The air of the pine forests,’ she remarked, ‘is so refreshing, I find, after that stuffy town. That’s why I thought of taking the same drive as yesterday.’


  ‘Yes,’ agreed Teakle, very upright, very steady, ‘the air at St Myool is pretty sewerish – what you’d call French.’


  Not sure whether this was a remark she should accept, Mrs Golson did not reply. Instead she looked about her at the landscape in a manner befitting the owner of a 1912 Austin in bottle-green, like the livery of her temporary chauffeur and the lining of her little parasol.


  To be strictly accurate it was Mr Golson who owned the high-set bottle-green Austin. If Mrs Golson overlooked the fact, she was hardly aware. She was unconscious that she lumped her husband in with her very considerable material possessions, perhaps because Mrs Golson was wealthy in her own right (not to be compared with E. Boyd Golson in his, but rich) and because, in her heart of hearts, she considered a woman could face the world with more panache than a man, anyway an Australian one.


  ‘Mr Golson don’t seem to care much for motoring.’


  ‘He’d rather sleep off his luncheon!’ Mrs Golson laughed, but she also frowned as though she had invited her chauffeur to share her vision of her husband asleep in a deep armchair in a public room.


  ‘He likes to motor,’ she added, ‘but when there is a purpose.’


  She hoped the man would leave it at that. For Mrs Golson was preparing to enjoy her own purpose in having herself driven down this rutted road, past these smelly salt-pans, through the grove of ragged pines, where the air was far less restorative than she had implied.


  She was nursing the discovery made yesterday, which introduced a purpose at last into their hitherto rather aimless sojourn at St Mayeul. Undertaken as an antidote to several weeks of over-eating and over-dancing in London and Paris, Mrs Golson, and to some more bemused extent her husband, E. Boyd, had from the beginning regretted their stay at the Grand Hôtel Splendide des Ligures. Mrs Golson realised of course that it was Lady Tewkes who was to blame. This formidable personage, with rings growing out of the bone itself, and her casually incorrect version of the English language (‘the Hôtel Splendide is an ’otel, dear gel, I can recommend with confidence’) intimidated the less than confident Joan Golson of Golsons’ Emporium, Sydney, and in her own right, Sewells’ Sweat-free Felt Hats, which little Joanie had inherited from poor Daddy.


  ‘It sounds charming,’ Mrs Golson had assured her mentor.


  Though more or less at home with vocabulary (everything not actively ‘horrid’ was for Joan Golson automatically ‘charming’) she used it somewhat tentatively abroad. It was her accent which often teetered, or so she heard, however carefully she managed it, and however carefully the eyelids of the Lady Tewkeses refused to bat; the most arrogant among the English were so mercilessly polite. (‘Oh no, Joan, not a trace, I assure you, one couldn’t tell…’) It didn’t always shore up her smile; she could feel a tic at work in her dimple like a canker in the rose.


  Her own accent apart, there was always Curly, the Australian husband. One could hardly call anybody ‘Boyd’, though his mother persisted in doing so, and ‘Ernest’ had a habit of becoming ‘Ern’ when the past cropped up in embarrassing guise, often in the most unlikely places, like the Grafton Galleries or Claridge’s. Through sheer lack of defence Mrs Golson had settled for ‘Curly’, the little boy’s nickname and clubland label by which E. Boyd was generally known, and which did not sound outlandish among the Bimbos and Jumbos, the Babies and Pets on the more rakish side of Epsom and Cowes.


  Still, the unflinching eyelids, the non-committal smiles of the English when faced with what is regrettably colonial can become a strain. To land at Calais or Boulogne and find oneself simply and unacceptably foreign was by contrast a relief.


  Tilting her head, her parasol, at the angle adopted by a lady enjoying foreign travel, Mrs Golson was jolted, swayed, tossed onward in her leather-upholstered motor-car along the stony, rutted road, through the straggling pines, and as she was subjected to all of it she mused more sinuously on her experience of the afternoon before, which she did so hope to repeat, at least to some extent. She would like to seize on certain details, perpetuate them in memory. If only she had kept a diary, but she never had; she was far too irregular in her habits. (Write to Eadie. Of late she had neglected Eadie. Eadie would have hugely enjoyed yesterday’s ‘snapshot’; one could hardly call it more.)


  As she imagined sharing with her friend Eadie Twyborn her experience of the previous day, Joan Golson found herself straining against upholstery still new enough to give out some of the perfume of leather, raising herself to the extent where her little motoring parasol might be carried off by the blast created by impetuous motion, while she parted the knotted gossamer protecting her face from wind, grit, and suicidal insects, to anticipate the pleasures of what she hoped to re-discover.


  The evening before, Teakle had driven the car with uncharacteristic dash, a reckless rush, perhaps due to the deep ruts and bumps on the surface of the sandy road. Emerging from the pine-grove as they mounted, they almost shaved what proved to be the containing wall of that charming villa lurking beyond the branches of probable almond trees, less equivocal olives, the clumps and spikes of lavender, and lesser tufts stained with the flickering colours of faded, archetypal carnations.


  The whole effect was faded, she remembered, now that the last mile quickened her vision of the desirable villa, shutters a washed-out blue, walls a dusty, crackled pink. A workaday cottage rather than a villa, one might have decided, if it had not been for those who were presumably its owners.


  With almost voluptuous parsimony Mrs Golson proceeded to restore to her picture of a garden the two figures trailing towards a terrace on which the house stood: the elderly man, a stroke of black and yellow, ivory rather, in a silver landscape, and ahead of him this charming young woman (daughter, ward, wife, mistress – whatever) leading her companion through the rambling maze, the carnation tones of her dress dragging through, catching on, fusing with those same carnations which she reflected, while absorbing something of their silver from the lavender and southernwood surrounding her.


  The long thin brown arms of this girl, the perfection of her jawline, the grace of her body as she turned smiling to encourage the dispensible (anyway for Joan Golson) man in black. (Yes, write to Eadie, write tonight – who would so much appreciate this graceful creature strolling with unconscious flair through her unkempt garden.)


  Mrs Golson realised she was perspiring in anticipation of reunion with the scene she recalled. She started searching for her hand-kerchief. On finding it, she fell to dabbing where the moustache would have been. And sat forward.


  Yesterday, much as she would have liked to, she could scarcely have ordered Teakle to drive slower as they coasted, slow enough, alongside the garden wall, while its owners (tenants?) continued following the path. She could only look, and hope it would not be too quickly over. As for the couple in the garden, they turned at one point and looked back with the blank stare of those who cannot believe, and rightly, that strangers passing along the road can enter into their charmed lives.


  Not long after the car had passed, Mrs Golson ordered her chauffeur to turn, and they headed back along the road to St Mayeul. Nobody was visible at the villa. Mrs Golson had relapsed against the upholstery, while the prudent Teakle drove into the dusk and the direction from which they had come.


  On entering the Grand Hôtel Splendide she caught sight of Curly’s head, its hairless dome rising above the padding of the chair in which he was sleeping off a late luncheon, till night should propel him towards his dinner. Joan hoped to slip past, but Curly seemed to sense her presence: he rose and, slightly lurching, asked,


  ‘Enjoy yourself, treasure?’


  She might have replied if, in her memory, she had not still been driving up the rutted road beyond St Mayeul.


  As she was again this evening, slightly raised against the car’s upholstery, furling the collapsible parasol, raising the gossamer veil well in advance of what she hoped to see, knowing that, despite the motion of the car, anyone at all perceptive would have noticed her trembling.


  She was in a positive fantod long before hearing the mild explosion which suddenly occurred, when the collapse of nervous stress, and the swivelling, and final listing of the car as the driver brought it to a halt, almost tore her apart.


  ‘Oh, damn – not,’ Mrs Golson all but shouted, ‘surely not a panne Teakle!’ A private joke which on another occasion it would have amused her to share with her English chauffeur at the expense of the despising French, it had nothing joky about it today.


  ‘Looks like it,’ Teakle replied, and jumped down with an agility she would not have expected of a man his age.


  Teakle’s virility should have been some consolation to his mistress, but she could only feel irritated – by motor-cars, men, the frustrating of a plan which nobody but herself knew about. She was considering whether to stand around helpless by the roadside, or remain sulking inside the car, when she realised that what had seemed tragic might prove a godsend.


  ‘I am going to walk on ahead,’ she announced laboriously while climbing down. ‘The exercise – the air – will do me good.’


  ‘Won’t be much more than a jiffy,’ her servant assured her.


  ‘Oh, but take your time!’ she insisted, already starting up the hill. ‘Don’t, please, exhaust yourself,’ she advised with exemplary concern. ‘I’d hate that,’ she panted.


  ‘Nothing to it,’ the man grumbled, perhaps put out to think that she might be questioning his professional skill.


  Mrs Golson turned. She was looking at her watch. Her voice sounded almost martial as her strategy formed and firmed itself.


  ‘In fact I shall definitely want to walk for at least half –, no, make it an hour. And you needn’t pick me up,’ she added. ‘I’ll return when I feel I’m ready. I’ll meet you here. By then you’ll have repaired this exasperating puncture.’


  ‘Only change the wheel,’ he muttered, somewhat disconsolately it sounded.


  If she had sounded stern, it was that Joan Golson had never felt so much her own mistress. In her naughtiness, she made haste to get away before her servant should offer advice, or turn into a nanny or a husband and exercise some form of restraint. But he did not murmur, and as she escaped up the hill, she was conscious of her foolishness in thinking she might be of importance to him, to anybody, except as a source of rewards (to Curly perhaps, though he, too, expected rewards) least of all to the charmed couple at the villa for whom she was risking, if not her neck, her ankles, to catch sight of once again. So she hurried, and panted, and several times ricked an ankle on the stones, in her rush to humiliate herself perhaps in their eyes as an eternally superfluous character. But did arrive.


  After bursting out from the last of the runtish pines, she laid her hand on the containing wall, of roughly mortared, red stone. Where the villa was situated there opened a view of the sea, its hyacinth deepening to purple at that hour of evening, islands of amethyst nestling in tender feathers of foam, clouds too detached in every sense to suggest anything physical, only a slash of brash sunset to warn of the menace invariably concealed in landscape and time.


  Still reeling with drunkenness for her triumph in arriving here alone and at a perfect hour, Joan Golson was not at first aware of music. She stood steadying herself against an aged olive, fingering the cork-like striations in its carapace, her attention venturing through the tufted maze of the deserted garden, until caught up, tossed by waves of music dashing themselves recklessly against the solid evening silence. The surge of music, now all around her, was escaping through an open window from the villa farther back. By advancing alongside the wall, she found that she could see inside the house to an interior already illuminated by a single austere brass lamp, its shade, in green porcelain over white, allowing no more than the necessity of light.


  Swathed in its translucent cocoon sat the two figures, side by side on a stool as austere as the brass lamp, the man’s back rigid and admonitory, the woman’s form narrower, more sinuous, but no less dedicated, wearing what could have passed for a habit in grey-to-silver luminous silk, the long trailers of sleeves drifting in the wake of the music the two performers were dashing off.


  It was reckless and at the same time controlled (by the man, Mrs Golson might not have cared to admit) it was joyous, with undertones of melancholy, it was a delirious collusion between two who were, the more she looked, united in their incongruity: the lithe young woman and the stiff, elderly man – the lovers; there was by now no doubt in Mrs Golson’s mind.


  As she stood by the wall watching the scene through the open window, the tears were streaming down her cheeks, for joy, from the music she was hearing, and out of frustration from the life she had led and, it seemed, would always lead, except for the brief unsatisfactory sorties she made into that other life with Eadie Twyborn; probably never again, since Eadie had been aged by her tragedy.


  Then, suddenly, the music was brought to its triumphant close in an upward flurry of unashamedly brazen notes. As they flung them from their fingers the two players teetered on their shared stool, shoulders hunched, torsos inclined backward from the hips, before they turned, facing, laughing at each other, the ivory-skinned, beaky, elderly man, and the lovely lean tanned features of the considerably younger woman.


  Joan Golson was inching along to identify herself more closely with every detail of the scene, when the couple embraced. Or at least, the young woman leaned towards the cadaverous man, seeming to rise above him, plunging her mouth into his, dashing her lips back and forth, while his skeletal, veined hands took possession of the sinuous arms, which the grey trailers of sleeve surrendered, the skin deepened by restrained lighting almost to the tone of terracotta. So they sat and clung in what was prevented from becoming perfect union.


  The young woman appeared to remember, or realise, or know by instinct. She rejected her elderly lover, left the stool, and practically striding, one would have said, reached the window, where she stood looking out, it might have been in anger, though the watcher doubted she was visible through the dusk. Yet the young woman leaned out, gathered in the shutters, and slammed them shut. Only a crack of light was left to commemorate all that had been desirable.


  By the time Mrs Golson reached her car darkness almost prevailed beneath the pines. Teakle must have long since finished changing the wheel. He was sitting in the driver’s seat. Unusual for him, he was sulking, or so it appeared. He allowed her to climb up unassisted.


  Now it was her turn to sulk. ‘I walked farther than I expected. Mr Golson will be wondering.’ Whether she had put things right or not she would leave it at that; while Teakle silently changed gears and remained as anonymous as possible.


  Unlike yesterday, Curly Golson had shaken off his luncheon, and was standing looking anxious beneath the stucco archway which framed the entrance to the hotel.


  ‘Anything happen, sweetheart?’ he asked somewhat angrily.


  His wife sounded equally peeved. ‘We had a – puncture.’


  ‘What’s the cove been up to? Doesn’t take all that time to change a wheel.’


  ‘It was something technical – some difficulty over tools.’


  Foolish of her not to have been less precise, but she could not care as she led the way to the little gilt cage in which the hunchback liftman hoisted them by a greasy rope to the second floor.


  When she had got herself out of her frock, Curly became affectionate: he would have liked to stroke, to kiss her shoulders, till she took refuge in a négligée.


  ‘Aren’t we changing for dinner?’ he asked with a sudden show of gloom.


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘I have a headache. I’ll get them to bring me something on a tray. Perhaps write a letter or two. Ought to write to Eadie Twyborn.’ For the second time this evening Mrs Golson felt she had been unnecessarily precise.


  Curly’s eyes bulged when he was thwarted. ‘Long time since you mentioned Eadie.’


  ‘Yes. I’ve been neglecting her. For that matter, she’s neglected me. Eadie’s aged since their tragedy.’


  Curly Golson’s eyes resumed their milder china glaze as opposed to their accusing blaze of blue. He had resigned himself.


  ‘I’ll go down alone then,’ he said.


  It would be no hardship for him, she knew, and presently he did, to eat his way from caviare to peaches in champagne.


  When she had finished her œufs sur le plat, she took out her writing-case and rummaged for one of the larger sheets of her own monogrammed letter-paper, then wondered whether she could fill it. She felt too languid, even in a strange sense, fulfilled. She sat lumped in what she believed was called a bergère, in the same style as the rest of their Louis Whichever suite (the Golsons never did things by halves) at the Grand Hôtel Splendide des Ligures. However sincere her intention of writing, for the moment she preferred thinking about her dearest friend Eadie Twyborn: Eadie down on her knees pulling the tops off onion-grass in her Edgecliff garden, Eadie in that grubby old coat and skirt which was lasting for ever, soil clinging to her fingers, her rings, her father’s signet, while the little red Australian terriers sat or lay around, blinking, sniffing, licking their privates, barking when they had cause, or more often when they hadn’t. In his study Edward, home from circuit, sat looking through a fresh batch of legal papers. Edward smelled of stale cigar. Eadie, too, smelled of cigar, the cheroots she smoked with Edward up in the tower-room, alone. Nobody and everybody knew about Eadie Twyborn’s cigars. She and the Judge had what was considered the perfect marriage, that is, until their disaster, which in no way damaged their relationship, only them.


  Eadie was drunk when she said, ‘You, Joan, are the one I depend on – for some reason. I can scratch my navel and you won’t bawl me out. I can blub if I feel like it, and you’ll – oh, I don’t know.’ She did, though; you and Eadie both did.


  ‘Of course my stupid darling judge comes first.’ Eadie poured some more into her own brandy balloon; she was quite maudlin – disgusting really. ‘It’s brought Edward and me closer.’


  Joan re-arranged her letter-paper. She wrote in her large, bulbous hand – tonight it looked enormous:


  Dearest Eadie,


  There she stopped as though daunted by that exceptionally stylish comma; and might get no farther.


  She was practically snoozing: it was the bland, buttery eggs and the half-bottle of champagne Curly had insisted on ordering; it was Curly’s cure for everything. She loved him, she supposed, his generosity, even his baldness: she would lie holding his head against her breast as though brooding on a giant egg.


  But as she sat snoozing, or allowing her mind to flicker amongst the tufts and wands of plants, the scents of evening, the silken swaths of colour with which the bay was strewn, the owners came out from the house, in which lights were burning, making its walls, which should have looked less substantial in their dissolution by dusk, if anything more solid, like a hollowed pumpkin with a candle in it. She heaved sniggering in the Louis Whichever bergère, but only for a moment; her actual surroundings were too ephemeral, banal, too downright vulgar. Back in the garden the others had reached her side and were supporting her, the cold bloodless fingers of the more controlled elderly pianist, and the terracotta, votive hands of his mistress-wife. They were leading her along the paths of the garden, then through the rooms of their enchanted house, past the upright, ‘fun’ piano (no, they couldn’t be the owners; they were the tenants of the pseudo-villa) the lamp with its porcelain shade lighting them in their solemn progress.


  Somewhere in a narrow hall, in the region of a console, above it a mirror, they parted from the man in black. He would stay behind, no doubt reading; yes, he looked a bookworm. She might have turned to thank him had she known in which language to communicate with her friends. So far, she realised, language had not mattered: they relied on touch, glances, and the smiles which united the three of them, as the two on the music-stool had been united earlier that evening by music and a sensual embrace. (Though she had not taken part in it, Joan Golson could feel the warm saliva in her mouth.)


  And now, though she should have thanked him for his kindness, she did not turn towards this man standing hesitating in the hall, but allowed the young woman to lead her on, bumping their way, burrowing down passages the villa or cottage had failed to suggest to a common voyeuse. Until settling into a room of apparent importance and their evident goal, the woman or girl was helping her out of clothes which clung like refractory cobwebs, and into the bed which she had warmed with a copper warmer conveniently standing amongst a hearthful of glowing pine-knots.


  Joan was acutely conscious of the embossed pattern of fruit and flowers on the copper warmer which was first slid between the sheets waiting to receive her. Language was what she could not sort out: perhaps it was the language of silence as the young woman turned her noble head towards her, the invited guest holding in her whiter, plumper fingers a stronger terracotta hand, but from which, in spite of its warmth, she experienced no response, little enough illumination from the white smile in a terracotta face.


  Mrs Golson roused herself from a smell of singed or sun-bleached sheets.


  On the sheet which she had before her on the table she saw that she had written: Dearest Eadie – comma.


  She giggled slightly, remembering how on one occasion Eadie had given herself a moustache, dashed off with burnt cork, and they had dressed up – or Eadie had – and ordered drinks in a hotel winter garden, and joined in with the guests at a formal dinner dance, Eadie in the Judge’s check trousers, Joan in her pale blue charmeuse, everybody staring at them.


  Oh dear, write to poor old Eadie Twyborn, tell her about the couple at the villa – if that would ever be possible…


  7 feb. 1914


  A day which should have been idyllic grew increasingly black, ending in storms, after a real Visitation. Could not believe as this sporty motor surged up our hill that it was Eadie’s pal J.G. sitting in the back seat. But crikey, it was! Angelos tells me not to worry. I don’t, of course. But why should I be persecuted? Eadie has sent her. A. says no, Eadie couldn’t have, it’s nothing but coincidence. Angelos is always right. Or not always. Only when he isn’t wrong.


  But just when I’d begun to order my life, perhaps even make it into something believable, this emissary comes to smash it to pieces. Nothing so brutal as a soft, silly woman.


  Everything, I now see, has been leading up to this act of aggression. Gentle perfection is never allowed to last for long. The more laboriously it has been built up, the more painfully it is brought down.


  Text for every day to come: I must not dwell on Joan Golson’s arrival on the scene.


  Had hardly blundered back to consciousness this morning when A. reminded me that it is my birthday. I hadn’t forgotten, but it’s pleasant to be reminded. He brought out presents: the fan (spangled gauze – slats in mother o’ pearl) and a shawl embroidered with pomegranates. Both extremely pretty. But what I loved best was his less material present, which we shared as never before. Why am I besotted on this elderly, dotty, in many ways tiresome Greek? I can only think it’s because we have been made for each other, that our minds as well as our bodies fit, every bump to every cranny, and quirk to quirk. If I hate him at times it’s because I hate myself. If I love him more deeply than I love E. it’s because I know this other creature too well, and cannot rely entirely on him or her.


  It was one of the hyacinth mornings, a sea breeze blowing not only its own salt but all the early perfumes of the garden in at the window. When Angelos had left me and started sponging himself I sat by the window in my pomegranate shawl fanning myself with the spangled fan. Delicious fluctuations on bare skin. Looked at myself in the glass and decided I would pass. As I do! Or at any rate, on the days when I don’t hate – when I can forgive myself for being me. So that I’m not purely the narcissist I’m sometimes accused of being – by Angelos on his worst days – and as I am, undoubtedly, on mine.


  He comes back into the room rejuvenated by friction, bald head shining, the still black fringes of hair standing out like the spines of a sea-urchin as he rubs himself with his towel. For a man in his sixties his legs are remarkable: muscular, firmly planted on the ground, the old man’s usual ganglion of veins scarcely visible in A.’s case.


  He said, ’I was wrong to give you these things. You have dressed yourself up like a whore, sitting at the open window by morning light.’ We both laughed. His teeth are still brilliant. Mine will crumble before I’m even half his age. I shall hope to crumble, not teeth alone, but entirely. God spare me a gummy old age!


  Angelos holding his head on one side as he continues drying the back of his neck, eyeing me with bright, predatory eye, light playing on the polished curve of the ivory beak, a smile coming and going in response to the voluptuous pleasure of friction …We might have begun again, devastating, perhaps even destroying each other in the course of one, silken morning if we hadn’t heard Joséphine arriving.


  When I am clothed and more or less in my right mind I go out to say the right thing. She has brought me the prettiest bunch of flowers – n’y a que celles qu’on trouve aux champs. There are wild candytuft, marigold, anemones, a kind of wilting celandine – all tightly bound together by stalks of grass, and warm from the hand of Joséphine: this solid, russet girl, glowing from her walk up the hill from the village on one of the more benign mornings of early spring on this favoured coast. Joséphine looks good, smells good (that smell of innocent soap, unconscious virtue, and honest exertion) enfin Joséphine is unmistakably GOOD. How unforced and enviable! This morning she wishes me health and many years of life. Her smiles are genuinely for my future. Yet Joséphine has been sad lately: at times all sighs and sniffs – her sister who is marrying away – the widowed mother who may move back to her native Toulon. Is Joséphine about to leave us? All the symptoms would suggest that. But not today. Joséphine won’t dare give notice on a birthday.


  Angelos said she will. He says a Greek lives by his heart, a Frenchman – and how much more a Frenchwoman – according to reason. ‘Joséphine has given you this charming bouquet to soften the blow it is reasonable for her to deal us. You do not want to believe this because Anglo-Saxons are by nature – most of you – Christian Science. You cultivate your Science to its utmost – all of you, all – the moment a slave threatens to defect.’


  I wouldn’t admit that he’s right, but he is. Joséphine will defect this evening.


  The ruddy skin of this clumsy but touching girl is peppered with little moles which suggest that somebody once let off a shotgun at her. She even smells of gunpowder after the walk up from the village.


  When she first came to us I told A., and because he didn’t think of it himself he said, nonsense, she only needed a bath. I told him, ‘If I found myself alone in the house with Joséphine I might feel inclined to rape her.’ He said I was trying to make myself sound experienced, but that he was pretty sure I had never slept with a woman. ‘In fact,’ he said, ‘I know you haven’t, my dear Eudoxia, because if you had you wouldn’t be blushing now – like an embarrassed schoolboy who hasn’t been near the brothel he claims to have visited.’


  I expect I had asked for it. I was relieved when he left me alone.


  Angelos considers that men are to women as apples to figs, the clean and the messy among fruits. I am not prepared to argue. He disgusts me at times – this sensual Greek whose every hair rouses me.


  He says that he never considered himself a sensualist, just a normal man, till I appeared. Whether to take this as a compliment I can’t decide. After Anna died he had avoided intimacy with other human beings. His Smyrna family had a puritanical streak: his aunts, some of his uncles, not his mother, most of all his wife Anna, who seems to have set herself up as a professional saint. It was only after a branch of the family business took him to Alexandria that the rot set in, preparing him for his relationship with me after the fatal encounter at Marseille!


  I am told this on his worse days. I become the flower of his decadence, the seeds of which were already sown in Nile silt. It is usually a day of rain, of retribution, of family history, when he airs his theories. (As for Greek family history, outsiders cannot hope to penetrate what they are expected to accept.) I shouldn’t complain. I wouldn’t care to have Angelos burrow too deeply into my past, not that there is much fear of his unearthing shame, only pain.


  Anna according to the photograph: plushy figure on a steel frame-work, pallid skin rather doughy in texture, vague hair, the Greek eyes – a smouldering of masochistic coals. I bet Anna staged a Greek tragedy or two. And he loved her for it. That is what they understand best: masochism on a stony mountain, a white chapel perched on its summit to commemorate a hypothetical saint. So he canonised his Anna.


  I expect we are all jealous of the women in their past, but how much less exciting if the women had not kept the bed warm.


  I’m not ungrateful, only resentful of certain aspects of life which must remain withheld from me, though I try to persuade myself I can experience all by efforts of will or imagination. Here I am, 25 today, but fruitless as the moment I was born. How green and vulnerable nobody can suspect, not even my darling Angelos. If I hadn’t found Angelos Vatatzes I would have sunk – or might have swum?


  I blame Joan Golson for the morbid rubbish I’m writing tonight. I’d be tempted to conjure up my own collection of family snapshots, submit to that sly look which hindsight reveals on innocent faces, like the unconscious cynicism surfacing from childish letters lovingly bundled by a mother with expectations of posterity. I might have enjoyed a painful wallow (talk about masochistic Greeks!) if I hadn’t destroyed most of what would incriminate …


  After lunch we settled down to a siesta, longer than usual and more languid from the pleasures of early morning.


  I awoke to hear dishes being slung about in the kitchen – a sound which creates a void in a house at the best of times. Angelos continued lying on his back. Made sure he was still breathing. The eyelids of old, sleeping men can be terrifying.


  While dressing I prepared myself for hearing that Joséphine will move to Toulon with that dreadful mother of the weeping ulcer. It is on the left leg, and Madame Réboa loves to roll the stocking farther down, to explain to her victim of the moment comme je souffre vous n’avez aucune idée et la plaie n’est plus belle avec le pus qui coule tout le temps. Madame Réboa’s ulcer is by no means pretty, but most of us have one, while concealing it. It is Fernande her eldest who is marrying (a carpenter) and will live at Arles. Céleste the youngest (ma plus belle fille) has a matelot in gaol at Marseille for some offence which is never mentioned.


  When I have finished dressing and go out to Joséphine, it is just as we have suspected. She is standing moist-eyed amongst the glistening dishes. The words she uses, like bonté, cœur, aimable, are not her own. One wonders who has lent them. Not Madame Réboa, who never for a moment verges on the abstract. I say that it is very sad, that I have valued her friendship as much as her services. (True, but the truth is not always enough to prevent one feeling a hypocrite.) Has she a friend, perhaps, who will come to us? In fact she has not, but will consider. (I like to think I am acquitting myself with aplomb, as my mother would. I do indeed detect echoes of her in my voice – a distasteful discovery if Mother weren’t so professional.)


  I tell Joséphine that, as her decision was unexpected, she will have to return for the wages we owe her, and a little present (money of course) which I want to give her. (My mother would have carried off this part of the performance with greater style.)


  But at last it is done, and I leave Joséphine arranging, thoughtfully and for the last time, the washed dishes, the scoured pans, in our cupboards, before taking off her apron, preparing to rejoin her mother who is, sans doute, behind it all. The good Joséphine of russet cheeks and shot-speckled neck will provide another snapshot to add to my collection of reprehensible innocents.


  Angelos looking every inch a spry Greek half his age suggested we walk to the village, to purge ourselves of the effects of Joséphine’s ‘surprise’. Angelos who can smile his way through any of the less subjective situations was accordingly purged. I was not. Aware of Madame Réboa’s plan, the whole of Les Sailles watched us with the complacent expressions of initiates: the postmistress, the baker’s wife, Monsieur Pelletier in his newspaper kiosk, even the fishermen mending their nets. Am I absurd? Perhaps I am. I must accept it when people stare at me. Angelos says, ‘They are planning what they will do with you, Eudoxia, after dark, when they can enjoy the freedom of their thoughts.’


  The freedom of one’s thoughts … My thoughts were never a joy – only my body made articulate by this persuasive Greek. Then I do appear consecutive, complete, and can enjoy my reflection in the glass, which he has created, what passes for the real one, with devices like the spangled fan and the pomegranate shawl.


  (Is it so very different from Joanie Golson? Isn’t that what one is aiming at? Ugh!)


  When we had bought some stamps, and Le Figaro, which A. feels duty-bound to read while never doing so, we return by the coast road. (This was where the fishermen aimed their smiles. Toe-nails in yellow horn … Scabby, swollen hands, but each man as finical in mending his net as a broderer poised above her frame of petit point. The dainty fishermen! My coarse mouth lingering over their ignorance of life.)


  We walk. It was A. who wanted the coast road. My instincts were against it, but I could not have explained if he had asked me to. Had I known what was in store for us en route and on arrival at the villa, I might at least have made a womanly scene. To introduce Angelos to more than the bare details of my past is something I have always failed to do, just as he feels he cannot convey the essence of his, or nothing beyond stationary figures with traditional features: the photograph of the Smyrna family, the icons of St Anna and the three Emperors of Byzantium-Nicaea. He tries endlessly, God knows, substituting himself for each Imperial Highness in turn, but another person’s past can become a joke, then a bore. If I’ve given up rubbing Angelos’s nose in mine, it’s not because I might appear a joke or a bore, but because I’m afraid of what I might find.


  My Angelos grasps me by an arm as we climb the road through the tunnel of cedars above Les Sailles. ‘Beau Séjour’ has been taken over by Americans, one hears. A.’s arm and wrist have grown frail, those of an aged man, when he isn’t. We climb towards the peak of our evening, which has not yet been hinted at, unless as a vague unease. Twigs snapping under foot, the smell of something – fungus? excrement? a dead animal of some kind? At ‘Beau Séjour’ tables at which the guests will sit when the places have been set, the candles lit and slewing in the wind. A livery-faced waiter in his yellowed woollen undervest, buttons sewn to a strip of tape, is laying desultory knives and forks.


  ‘Darling …?’ My lover turns towards me as though wanting something confirmed.


  By the light beneath the cedars he has the teeth of an old Alsatian dog – well, why not, if he’s devoted to me – nuzzling at my calf, nosing at the hem of my skirt.


  Normally Angelos’s teeth are a brilliant white, those of a demanding, sensual man.


  ‘Your serve, Rand …’ From behind the vines screening the pension tennis-court one can hear the felted balls flying back and forth, swish swish of starched skirts, the thump and shuffle of blancoed shoes, the straining, the panting of young men leaping at the net, ribs as taut as racquet strings. An unbearable high chirruping from les Américaines.


  ‘Ti echeis, agapi mou? Yiati trecheis? Why – run?’


  It isn’t possible to explain to those one loves the reason for arbitrary fears if shame is involved. Angelos should understand, but doesn’t. My flight from the screened tennis-court at ‘Beau Séjour’ on the coast road above Les Sailles can only seem ridiculous because it cannot be transposed. Beyond the screen nobody, as yet, has run from the court, while his partner stands, hemline stationary, racquet poised for the decisive shot, her enviably shallow blue eyes still only faintly suspicious of what may be a blow prepared for her. While he runs up into and through the house.


  ‘What on earth?’ She laughs as she slams the ball against the ivy screen frightening the sparrows nesting in it. ‘Impossible creature!’ Giggling out of her long, elegant, regurgitating throat; it’s de rigueur that an Australian girl of Marian’s upbringing and class should giggle even when the roof is carried away.


  The misdirected ball lands bouncing where nobody will ever discover it.


  Marian and the others, her born equals, walk off the court to pour themselves glasses of lemonade. Sinewy wrists, not a tremble amongst them, though Marian’s sapphire engagement ring may have caused embarrassment to all three. Down below, at Double Bay, the trams can be heard crossing from opposite directions. At dusk their extremities will flower with sprays of violet sparks.


  It was ridiculous of me to give way to panic simply at the sound of tennis balls this evening on the road from the village. I pulled free of his supporting arm. I was hurrying towards the safety one always hopes to find ahead. When I hear the cry, and looking over my shoulder realise it was I who had been supporting Angelos. The terrifying despair in his face and the old man’s hand outspread against his chest are too explicit. I run back. It is weeks since the last attack. ‘Are you all right?’ ‘I am all right – a twinge or two …’ We are so clumsy in our concern, our gestures, our questions and our explanations. Our bodies bump, skins flutter. We have seldom been closer than when seated together on a large porous stone at the roadside: grains of sand have become as enormous as pebbles, fern fronds were never more intricate, a single tender cyclamen is clinging by a crimson thread to the cleft in a rock. These, more than inadequate words, are our comfort, the embodiment and expression of our love.


  When he has rested we continue up the hill and the questions really begin.


  A.: You will never leave me, will you, E.?


  E.: Why should I leave?


  A.: You’re young.


  E.: I was born old.


  A.: Your body’s young [he laughs] and that is what decides.


  E.: My body’s what you make of it.


  [Both laugh]


  We walk on. He is stroking my arm, the tips of his fingers lingering on a scab near the elbow. The evening is falling practically in veils around us.


  A.: Do you think we’ll find anything to eat?


  E.: There’s the cold veal.


  A.: It’s drying up.


  E.: Yes, it’s drying up. I’ll make you some œufs brouillés.


  A.: Dear Doxy, what would I do without you?


  E.: Engage a housekeeper.


  A.: So much more expensive.


  Angelos is mean; it is one of the scabs on our relationship, on which I linger in our worse moments. Not a sore spot, but an aggravation, like an old man’s fart in the next room.


  E.: A fart can’t blow us apart.


  A.: Qu’est-ce que tu veux dire, ma chère Eudoxie?


  E.: Neither of us could ever walk out on the other. We’ve explored each other’s scabs, experienced each other’s airs and graces. I like to think we understand as far as it is possible to understand.


  At this point we reached the gate, which will fall off its hinges if nothing is done about it. Our beloved landlady Madame Llewellyn-Boieldieu will do damn-all beyond let her crumbling villa, her ‘Crimson Cottage’, to the next unwary tenants. So we submit to the indignities this demi-Anglaise subjects us to.


  My masochistic lover rather enjoys the indignity of dilapidation. Of the screaming hinges at ‘Crimson Cottage’, he has said, ‘At least they will warn us when the Turk is at the gate.’ Not always they won’t – not this evening.


  Anyway, we had reached ‘home’ – the blistered paintwork, scurfy walls unchanged, the network of threads and suspended hand-mirror to scare away birds from budding branches, all that has shot or died since we left … The scents your skirt drags from the borders of a garden: the drag-net skirt is one of the advantages a man can never enjoy.


  On the other hand there is not much that escapes those old drag-net eyes of his. Angelos is a specialist in dredging up the moral wreckage of others, while inclined to remain impervious to his own. His eyes will flicker past his worst faults.


  I had barely finished kissing those nut-shell eyelids, and he thrusting himself against me, his laughter radiating through my whole body, when we heard a motor assaulting the hill, emerging from the pines, shaving the garden wall. And there is Mrs E. Boyd Golson staring out; one would say ‘glaring’ if one didn’t know her to be myopic and afraid of limiting her social successes by taking to spectacles.


  At least her driver didn’t toot, but trust the Golsons to have a klaxon disguised as a brass serpent slithering down to rest on a mudguard.


  Angelos couldn’t know what had descended on us, except that it was something distasteful, something not quite, but almost American.


  I lead him away, along the path, into our refuge, where we are left to face the night.


  Angelos says, ‘I would have liked to make music with you, E., if all inclination has not left me.’ His tenses go to pot in a crisis. I tell him I have no inclination either. I bring him the œufs brouillés, but he has no appetite. I make myself eat his helping as well as mine. As I gobble the eggs I can feel a trickle down my chin. I must look as thoroughly vulgar as the situation and Joanie Golson call for. Poor cow! She can’t help it any more than I can.


  I know that before long the Emperor of All Byzantium (Nicaea thrown in for good measure – Mistra too) will begin to accuse the Colonies. Rain is battering the shutters. Madame Réboa will no doubt have started showing her ulcer to a fresh victim. For all his Byzantine pretensions A. might have sprung on Joséphine this evening if she hadn’t shed the apron along with the servitude she inherited in our house. Instead he sits rocking in the rented demi-fauteuil style provençal.


  A. says, ‘I will never hold anything against you. Nor anybody. Not even that gangster Palaiologos. Where is Anna my wife?’


  The rain is sawing at the shutters. He must know how I hate the name of Anna.


  ‘I expect Anna has taken her martyrdom to Heaven by special ladder.’


  I don’t think he heard.


  ‘A good woman, but without the flair of the Empress Eudoxia.’ He arranges his tongue against his palate before going off into his usual tumbled Imperial catalogue. ‘She used to wait on the steps … along with the Panhypersevastos … the Grand Stratopedarch … the Primikerios the Constable the Logothete …’


  During the recitation he slips lower on his throne. I pour my Emperor another brandy.


  He asks, ‘Did Anna die at Blachernae? Or was it after we moved to Nicaea?’


  Or Smyrna? Or Alexandria? Or even Athens? The Stations of the Greek Cross,


  I help him upstairs, by now so sloshed he is only for undressing. Old cold feet, like skate on the fishmonger’s slab, the feet of my 68-year-old child, the snoring funnel of the aged mouth …


  The shutter tears free of the latch, and the room is incorporated into the churning night, the garden threatened with uprooting, its only stable feature the immense olive, in the branches of which the moon appears caught for a second or two, and at intervals the scud of cloud.


  How enviable this olive tree encased in its cork armour, hardly a tremor in its gnarled arms, its downthrust roots firmly holding. To have such stability – or is oneself the strongest stanchion one can hope for? To realise this is perhaps to achieve stability.


  Writing about oneself at night is release of a kind, but no more than of a kind – like masturbation.


  8 feb.


  Slept v. little as result of the storm and the Visitation. If I had known there was to be a Second Coming I might have abandoned my old child, made for the railway station at St Mayeul, and spent the rest of the night waiting for the first train – whether to Genoa, Nice, Marseille or Perpignan would not have worried the fugitive.


  But this morning was again one of those with which we are blessed in these parts and which exorcise the recurring nightmares.


  That very real one: the shutter has flown open, the whole cliffside a churning mass of pittosporum and lantana scrub pressing in upon, threatening all man-made shoddiness. The giant emu’s head and neck tormented by the wind. As its plumage is ruffled and tossed, its beak descends repeatedly, almost past the useless shutter, almost into the room where I am lying in my narrow bed, fright raised in goose-pimples, when not dissolving into urine.


  Last night, to make this dream more disturbing, my father came in: this tall man with droopy moustache and swollen knuckles – not forgetting the eyes. My father’s eyes are the most expressive part of him: a liquid, apologetic, near-black, terrifying when faced with any kind of dishonesty, terrified in turn by the grief of others, poverty, children. I never dared call my father ‘Dad’ – Mother might become, grudgingly, ‘Mum’, a sulky ‘you’ more often than not – but my father could never have been less than ‘Father’.


  I speak of him as though he were dead, when last night he was standing beside me, after the shutter had burst open and the beak of the giant emu was threatening to descend into the room, to tear me open as I cowered on my narrow, sodden mattress (hair, they had decided, on account of the asthma).


  Mastering fear of his own child, my father was standing over me, offering a cold, knobbly hand. Which I took in desperation and love. He was trembling. I could smell his fear. It was that of a man, intensified, and overlaid by those other smells of cigar smoke and port-wine. I guessed that my father must be the only person in the house, otherwise he would not have come in, he would have left me to Nanny, or Mummy, even to Emma or Dora. But here he stood in person by the bed, his waistcoat with one of the points crumpled, the watch-chain with its gold symbols, and the miniature greenstone tiki which somebody had brought back from a holiday at Rotorua, and which I would have loved to fondle had I dared.


  And now his hand. I did not dare.


  ‘Is anything wrong?’ he asked, ‘darling?’


  He had never ventured on a ‘darling’ before, and this confirmed my belief that Father was the only person in the house.


  ‘Is there?’


  ‘No.’


  When everything was. I was swimming in it.


  Then he said, ‘Aren’t we a bit smelly? Shall I change you?’


  ‘No.’


  I was brimming with love for this man I was privileged to call ‘Father’, while going through life avoiding calling him anything unless it was dragged out of me.


  So I repeated, ‘No’.


  I could see how relieved he was – this tall, stately, scruffy man. Both my parents were given to food-spots, too argumentative, always in too great a hurry to pay much attention to what they were eating. My mother could look the slut of sluts, and did, except when she set out to kill. But the food-spots seemed to dignify my father, like the asterisks in books too technical to read. My father was essentially technical: a closed book if it hadn’t been for his troubled eyes.


  Not like those of my more than troubled, my dotty 68-year-old child. Again eyes which are as near as anything black, but ready to splinter into hilarity and rages. Vatatzes is protected by malice, madness, the Byzantine armour inherited from his ancestors, and the infallible weapon with which he overcomes his chief adversary’s last resistance.


  I have often wondered what sexual solace my parents were able to offer each other. This matter of tense when speaking of parents: as far as I know mine aren’t dead, yet almost always I speak of them as though they were. They seemed indestructible; it was their child who died, one of the premature suicides.


  When I said he need not change me, Father re-latched the shutter, and managed a smile. The night-light made the smile dip and shudder on his long face. Then, incredibly, he bent and, whether by accident, kissed me on the mouth. It seemed to me I was drawn up into the drooping moustache, as though inside some great brooding loving spider without being the spider’s prey; if anything, I was the spinner of threads trying to entangle him more irrevocably than his tentative sortie into loving could ever bind me.


  Then the moment broke. He tiptoed out, lapped in and dislocated by the elongating light, and I fell back blissful on my bed of piss which the two of us had agreed to ignore.


  This morning was so bland I brought the table out on the terrace at the back without asking Angelos whether I should. He accepted without comment. Too much on his mind, I suspected: Byzantium, Nicaca, our Visitor of the evening before. As he sat behind his cigarette smoke, under the trellis which is already fuzzing with green, on his face that expression of irony which so often foreshadows cruelty, I wondered whether he hadn’t shared what was either my fantasy or my dream.


  To sidetrack my suspicion I launched into the kind of banal remark one makes in the cause of self-protection. ‘Isn’t it a lovely morning here on the terrace?’


  No reply. I sit watching his pointed teeth, the quiver of a veined eyelid, a slight trembling of the hand holding the cigarette.


  ‘Well – isn’t it?’ My chest begins to pout inside my morning-gown, which normally would have gratified my nakedness, ourselves alone together until the arrival of the recently defected Joséphine Réboa.


  ‘Nobody,’ he aims it with precision, ‘can talk of loveliness,’ he douses the cigarette in his bowl of unfinished coffee, ‘who has not experienced Smyrna. This,’ he almost screams, ‘this French post-card is nothing! La Côte Morte!’ Laughing, but unbalanced by his laughter, this horrible desiccated wretch, to whom I am committed by fate and orgasm – never love. ‘At this hour we used to sit on the terrace, looking out across the Gulf – our senses drenched with the tones, the scent of stocks at whatever season – the mauve marble of our house on the Prokymea stained with gold – before the blood began to flow …’


  ‘Oh, come off it!’


  I realise I am trembling with rage. I am nauseated by the cigarette doused in the bowl of half-drunk coffee, roused by the friction of my gown against my skin, drugged by the colours and scents of Smyrna as conjured up by the old magician. (Isn’t this how our relationship works?)


  ‘The year she made her pilgrimage to Tinos – before the Turk was driven out of Thessaly …’


  ‘Oh yes, we’re off now – off to the Martyrs’ Stakes, the Orthodox races …’


  ‘… I went with her, but only to see they treated her respectfully on the steamer – that they gave her the cabin I’d reserved for Anna Vatatzes – that they did not seat boors at her table in the saloon – and replaced the stained tablecloth. Otherwise, I sat on deck, amongst the peasant women surrounded by their bunches of fowls and bleating kids, the cheeses they were bringing to sell receiving the spray from their vomit. This was my pilgrimage from Smyrna to Tinos. On arrival I sit waiting for my sainted wife at a café on the paralia – because my faith, or lack of it, will not allow me to go up to the church with her.’


  ‘Masochist, Angelos!’


  I am enraged, always, at the sight of the saintly Anna’s face, herself a walking candle lighting candles in the dark church. I reach for my lover’s hand, past the broken crusts, past the used cups. I disturb the surface of cold café au lait in which the cigarette has disintegrated. When I have locked his fingers in mine, we sinners sticky with half-dried semen sit and watch as she kisses her own reflection in the glass protecting the jewelled icon from sinners, germs, and thieves.


  Then I lean forward, I cannot restrain my impulse, I kiss the hand I am holding, and we are bobbing like two helpless corks on the tide of our emotions.


  ‘At breakfast, E.!’


  I bow my head. I am exposed from my divided breast, past the slope on which my navel is embossed, as far as the muslin folds of my lap.


  ‘Why are you crying, Eudoxia?’


  ‘Fuck it – I’m not! Being emotional isn’t necessarily crying, is it? If I weren’t emotional, you’d call me a cold fish – or worse still, an Anglo-Saxon. Of all the insulting names you call me, that is seldom one of them.’


  We sit laughing, legs entangled under the table, his old bony knee-caps eating into me, neither of us aware that this will be the Day of the Second Coming of Our Lady Mrs E. Boyd Golson.


  All day long the dream of my Father kept recurring. In a series of waking dreams I found myself adding details to it.


  Mummy came in. I was lying vaguely telling the rosary of dreams and thoughts while sucking the forbidden lolly I had hidden under the pillow. She rattatted on my bedroom door, only as a joke, because she barged straight in. I thought at first she must have wanted to catch me at something, but soon realised this was the last thing in her head, she was too exhilarated, so excited it did not even occur to her that she was the one who might be caught out. She was dressed in a pair of check pants and a coat which could have belonged to my father. Certainly the waistcoat of crumpled points was his, though she hadn’t been able to commandeer the watch-chain. She was wearing a hat, its brim pulled low, which I recognised as a Sewell Sweatfree Felt. Chugging along in the rear was Joanie Golson, her bosom expiring in palest blue charmeuse.


  Mummy announced, ‘We are going out, darling. If there’s anything you want, Daddy’ll be here, reading through some – legal stuff.’ She gulped down what was turning into a hiccup.


  Though the shutters were closed, and only a feeble glimmer from the night-light swimming in its saucer, a green moon could have been presiding over a painted scene. Its most incredible detail was that Mummy had corked on a moustache: the perspiration had worked its way to the surface and was winking through this corked band, while behind Mrs Judge Twyborn, Mrs Boyd Golson glugged and panted, her charmeuse melons parting and rejoining, parting and rejoining.


  Having done their duty by Eadie’s tiresome child, the couple left, and I began drowsing and waking, drowsing again, to the tune of Joanie’s globular breasts.


  Though Mrs Golson re-appeared regularly at the Twyborns’, she was on my list of avoidables from the night of the corked moustache until she sprang upon us yesterday.


  There was nothing to disturb this afternoon’s siesta: Byzantium might never have begun falling apart, figments became the reality parents and lovers like to believe they have created. Could one dismiss as figment Eadie’s emissary Joan Golson rising through the dusk in her green motor the other side of the garden wall?


  Later this evening, under a resonant sky, Angelos proposed to make music. We did, too.


  We launched into the Chabrier waltzes, dashing them off too quickly, turning our backs on other eventualities, side by side on Madame Llewellyn-Boieldieu’s stool. I would like to appear less tentative, less receptive of the ruler and the rules. I would love to splash music around me, while A. is determined to control my least impulse for extravagance. His hands. His wrist-watch. His veins. Chabrier’s oxydised streamers stream out behind us, in my case never freeing themselves because knotted to my wrists, and because the old bastard won’t allow me the freedom of music.


  All desire for music had left me. I knew I was giving a brazen performance, but saw it through. Blew a raspberry at the end. Overtaken by contrition, I forced an embrace on him. Normally we would have joined also in laughter. Not now. He began what was a visible gnashing: a guard dog’s teeth, flared nostrils, not a dog’s, those of a frightened man, the gristle in an aristocratic nose rising out of transparency, thickening at a bridge still delicate. There have been times when I could have bitten off this nose.


  As he gnashes, he warns, ‘I think she has come again, E.!’


  Not so soon. It wasn’t possible.


  ‘Comme hier soir … Ti zeetahiy afti then xeroh …’


  I jump up and look out. There she is, sure enough, against the wall, under the olive which till now was my best protection. Her surroundings and her body make her Paris clothes look ridiculous, giving a couturier’s model the stamp of Golson’s Emporium Sydney Australia. Whatever the label, Paquin or Golson, it is Eadie’s Joanie.


  I latch the shutters.


  This evening we didn’t eat. Neither of us had appetite, thirst only. And as he quenches himself in brandy, the Pantocrator rises, like the phoenix strewing his golden plumage on the head of the one faithful – his hetaira.


  He says, ‘They shut her in a tower. My wife Anna. Or was it my mother? Or my concubine? Or the Empress Eudoxia?’


  ‘Oh, come off it, darling! My Australian arse won’t take any more!’


  I try dousing the two of us. My eyelids will only half-open. I am a bundle of sticks and rag, an old battered umbrella.


  My darling’s skin is turning black.


  ‘They shut her in a tower at Pera.’


  ‘Yesss!’


  The ivy alive with Australian sparrows.


  I know, I know the smells the feel of a monk’s clammy hands candle-wax sweat verdigris cold slimy kritharakia in the tower in which I am in-carc-er-ated the cancerous tower of a dying human relationship.


  He breaks up. Laying his head on the keys of the piano. To which we have returned inevitably, to be played out.


  I ignore my lover and unlatch the shutter. Outside, the past is spread, in pools of blue, in black limbs, in felted voices. I lean against the sash. If only to be drawn back into what I could not endure, but long for …


  By now she knew the narrow streets by heart. She knew the abridged biographies of the girls who worked for the pharmacist, every fly which crawled on the chicken livers and rabbits at the poulterer’s, the almost petrified heap of excrement (human, she suspected) on the paving at the south-west corner of St Sauveur. She had read every novel in the catalogue at the English Tea-room and Library, excepting those withheld from her by conspiracy. At the Grand Hôtel Splendide des Ligures, ces Anglais Monsieur et Madame Golson were on the verge of acquiring the status of permanent guests.


  Or so it seemed to Curly.


  ‘Don’t know what’s got into you, Joanie. Why do we have to stay, treasure?’


  ‘But you love it,’ she replied. ‘And Lady Tewkes would be so offended if she thought we didn’t appreciate St Mayeul.’


  Curly grunted. He was happy enough eating through the menu, then sleeping it off. He enjoyed paying his respects at the races at Nice, and in the rooms at Monte, where Teakle drove him when Joanie didn’t need the car.


  She didn’t need it all that much, unless on principle, to be driven out for the good of her health like any other lady of means. As she had grown familiar with every detail of St Mayeul’s streets, so she was
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