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Chapter One

THE BUREAU CLERK WAS telephoning to the Pensione Sofia while Robert Leaver watched the water-traffic at the ferry and the off-season visitors arriving in Venice. It was a sunny day in October. The clerk, having spoken to the Sofia, told him there was a room vacant there. Robert nodded. ‘On vacation?’ said the bureau man. ‘Research. Art History,’ said Robert, lifting his briefcase and his suitcase.

He was taken to the Pensione Sofia through the sunny waters of palaces, domes and ferries. It was his first visit to Venice and he was young; but he had only half a mind to feel enchanted, the other half being still occupied with a personal anxiety in Paris from where he had just come. So that, while he was subject to the imperative claims of Venice the beautiful on first sight, he heard still in his ears the impatient voice of the older man: Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye, goodbye. Robert had been floundering about his own goodbyes, had made them apologetically, had said too many goodbyes. His suitcase in his hand, Robert had turned on the doorstep. ‘I’ll get in touch … goodbye again … goodbye for now … well, good—’

‘Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye, goodbye.’

It was as if the older man had said, ‘You bore me. You can’t even leave in good style. You haven’t any slightest savvy about partings. You’ve always bored me. Goodbye very much. Goodbye.’

With this angry memory not far behind, Robert let himself take in Venice, noting everything he passed on the way to the Pensione with a merely photographic attention.

The bright-eyed, plump young porter was waiting for him at the gate ready to take his bags. Robert let go of his suitcase but clung nervously to his briefcase. The porter showed no involvement one way or the other, but proceeded up the short flagged path of the street-entrance to its high glass doorway. The outside walls of the pensione were flaky but obviously it had been a handsome villa. He followed the porter into a long reception hall. The villa had been converted into a little private hotel. A few people were sitting about, ready to go out, waiting for their friends to come down. There was a large dark television set at the far end of the room with a group of chairs round it emptily waiting for the evening to fall. Behind the television was a wide french window, its curtains open; beyond that a long garden receding from the back of the house.

Two middle-aged women simultaneously detached themselves from the armchairs. One had been knitting, the other reading a magazine. They might have been guests, but they approached the reception desk together, smiling, obliging, and in charge. Their heads, as they bent over the big book to check his room, were alike, yellow-grey, neatly and newly done by the hairdresser. The forefinger of one of the women moved down the page to find his place, the forefinger of the other found it.

One of the good ladies behind the desk was asking, in adequate hotel English, how long he wanted to stay.

He opened his mouth and paused before replying in a French-inclined Italian, ‘Two or three weeks. Maybe a month’; and he seemed to have made this decision on the spot; almost, he could have said ‘Two or three days. Maybe a week.’

Her fingers moved around in the big book. ‘There’s a large room with two windows and separate shower, or another room, smaller with full bath.’

‘Two windows?’ the young man said. ‘The room with the bath, has it two windows?’

‘No, only one,’ Eufemia said. ‘I’ll show you both rooms.’ She reached for the keys.

He followed, inordinately fussed about the choice between the two assets. A room with two windows, and only with shower. A room with one window but a full bath. Goodbye, goodbye. He took the large room with two windows and shower.

‘Thank you, signora,’ he said, whereupon she invited him to call her Eufemia, adding that her sister was Katerina. And even this made Robert anxious, lest he should have got himself into an over-intimate guesthouse, which might threaten his privacy.

‘You’re lucky to find this room,’ Eufemia said as she checked the soap and the towels, and opened the cupboards and drawers to see that all was well for the new visitor. The room was large and randomly furnished with slightly shaky, though shiny, furniture. He noticed a telephone by the bed, and a desk, which for some reason reassured him about his personal independence in the place. ‘Even out of season’ Eufemia was saying, ‘you’d be surprised how many tourists arrive every day in Venice. Are you on holiday?’

‘Research,’ he said. ‘Art History.’

One of the windows looked out on a garden with the canal beyond, the other had a view of a large square with a bulbous church at the end of it.

‘Art history? Good, good!’ said Eufemia, as if unique wonders would never cease. ‘Well, sir, can I have your passport for the register?’

From the outside, Santa Maria Formosa is a bulbous and comely church. Behind it laps one of the narrow lanes of Venetian water which link streets to churches, squares to alleys. The church is wide and peaceful in its volume as if the front doors opened to show off the square before it, the square and all that stands around, the pharmacy, the funeral shop with its shiny coffins stacked one on top of another and carved with enthusiasm, the uneven roof-line, the Bar Dell’Orologio wherein youth and age stand eyeing each other, and, on the far left, the Communist Party’s ornate and ancient headquarters with its painted façade. Standing within the church doors you could, of course, see a short way down the side-path leading from the far end of the square to the street-gate and old-fashioned front garden of the Pensione Sofia.

Robert had come here as soon as he had unpacked, crossing the little bridge of the side-canal to the path that led into the expansive square. It was the afternoon hour when the shops were opening after lunch. Robert had walked around to see what sights there were to save up for later visits, and now was in the bar having coffee and a bun. He was wearing blue jeans and a thick sweater. He was twenty-four, thin, tallish and had a good head of light brown curly hair and a droopy brown moustache. Some other students of both sexes stood in the bar, came and went. Robert showed a piece of paper to the barman. It had an address on it, but the barman, having puzzled over it, said he had never heard of it. He then asked where this address was, which question was not really stupid; the other Venetians who now joined in with Robert’s problem made it clear that they knew where every place in their city was, but they didn’t know the streets by names. Where was this address near to, what monument, what bridge, what shop, what church? Was it up or down the Grand Canal from the Rialto Bridge? Another student, a Canadian, presently recognised the name of the street; this led to further discussion and finally it was marked on Robert’s map; not really very far away from where he was.

It was the moment that he came out of the bar that Robert caught a glimpse away in the distance of Lina Pancev, the girl whose address he was looking for. It was by her outline that he recognised her unmistakably, for she dressed in a gypsy style, bulky with full gathered skirts and shawls, more common among the young of Paris than of Venice. With this, she walked with a certain sway, more proud than really sexy. Her small head, with black bobbed hair, was set to look straight ahead with a touch of rigidity, as usual. She was crossing the far end of a narrow street leading off the Campo di Santa Maria Formosa. Her head and her outline passed and were lost.

Robert hurried to catch up with her, negotiating the mothers, prams, children on wild skateboards, students, old men and tourists who were filling the square in the last hours of sunlight. She had gone from sight when he reached the end of the narrow street, but he took the route towards her address and eventually, by the side of the bridge, in a narrow aperture between two high palaces, he saw her again standing there. She looked around her briefly, but only in her immediate vicinity, as if to assure herself that no one could physically stop her from some projected action, rather like a market-thief about to steal a bunch of grapes. Then she bent to lift her voluminous skirt to the knees, and shook out from under it an empty mackerel-tin, a milk-carton, bits of egg-shell and some pieces of old lettuce. She kicked aside this garbage, then walked on to her destination. It was exactly what she had done the day Robert had first seen her in a mean little side-street in Paris. That first time she had looked up and seen the young man watching her, and laughed, although she was embarrassed too. Robert had said, in an easy young way, ‘What are you doing?’

She had said she was getting rid of her garbage. Apparently, she lodged in a cheap room where she wasn’t allowed to cook. Well, she couldn’t afford to eat out, so she cooked all the same on a spirit-stove that she carried about with her from place to place. She managed quite well, she explained, the only problem being how to get rid of the rubbish; and she solved the problem by stuffing it up her clothes and shedding it in a back-street. She said, ‘I have to wear the big old women’s pants that come to the knees.’ She spoke first in French, and then changed to English because, as she explained to Robert later, he was laughing in English.

This time Robert didn’t laugh. He stood where he was, staring at the mystery of this exact repetition of events in another city; it was a near-hallucination, and, after all, it was no mystery, for Lina obviously had taken the same sort of poor lodgings and settled in with her forbidden spirit-stove. He had known Lina now for six weeks. First Paris and now Venice; goodbye, goodbye. Lina was now out of sight, but he walked on after her to her new address. It seemed that the trouble between the two was about the autumn leaves.

Robert, watching at the garden window of his room, looked down on the neat heads of the two women.

The garden, dotted with rose-beds and other bright flowers, was divided by a gravel pathway about three feet wide. All down the exact middle of this path was set a row of whitewashed stones; they looked like those put on mountain roads to warn of a deep cliff-edge. Now the two women stood one on each side of the dividing line, stoutly, with one toe apiece precisely touching the verge. By the side of one of the women lay a mound of bright leaves; it was a huge mound, turning damp at the base, evidently intended for compost. It could have looked glorious to Robert in the faint misty light of that afternoon had his mind been more his own.

The two proprietors of the establishment shrieked on, not in the Italian they used when speaking to clients, but in a Venetian dialect of which the witness at the window could have perceived here and there only a few familiar landmarks of rational discourse. The argument turned on the actual place where the fallen leaves had been piled up. The leaves themselves seemed to be the responsibility of the one called Katerina. A few of them had accidentally spilled over the white line into that part of the garden where Eufemia, the other, was standing. Presently the violence and tone of the flare-up in the garden subsided into low grumbles, and then into nothing.

This was two days after Robert’s arrival. The afternoon sky had turned grey. He heard the water-traffic of Venice behind the shrubbery, at the far end of the garden path. There was movement, too, on the side-canal and on the little bridge which led to the footpath and to the river-gate of the Pensione Sofia. After the women’s voices had dissolved, Robert, still watching at the window, saw only the one called Eufemia standing her ground, in silence. She wore a sensible skirt and one of her stockings was slightly askew. On the other side of the white boundary, the other, Katerina, having reluctantly conceded the battle, bent to pick up in little handfuls the stray leaves; she threw them on to the vivid pile on the side where she stood and achieved this without placing her foot over the boundary. At one point, when three spreadeagled sprays of foliage seemed too far away for Katerina to reach, Eufemia pushed them nearer to hand with her shoe.

They went into the house then, the joint proprietors, who apparently spent most of the time in harmony downstairs in the large hall at the entrance, watching the television, gossiping with the guests, or hastening to the reception desk to check in a new arrival and show them their rooms. Sometimes as Robert passed in and out Eufemia was alone behind the desk, totting up accounts or answering the telephone; at other times both of them were busy there together, one putting straight the picture postcards on their racks and the other supplying a guest as it might be with a postage stamp or a travel pamphlet. On these occasions they were so equally amiable to all and to each other as to be almost interchangeable.

After the women had gone indoors Robert continued to contemplate the empty garden for a little space, then shook himself out of his idleness and turned back to his room.

On the last lap of his journey from Paris, Mark Curran drove across the causeway on the approach to Venice, the water-flats of the lagoon spreading on either side in a fading light. Mark Curran had come to settle things with Robert; he was rich in substance and experience, a man of sixty-two, with settled, sophisticated tastes and few doubts.

He preferred to be called ‘Curran’ rather than by his Christian name, for reasons which, when he gave them, were difficult to puzzle out as, for instance, that he hated anyone to pity him or feel that he ever needed pity. From this it was presumably to be supposed that to call him ‘Mark’ might conceivably lay him open, at some given time, to be offered sympathy.

His being known as ‘Curran’ to his friends and ‘Mr Curran’ to passing acquaintances had a curious effect on his relationships with women. For, unless the women were very young and free, or else tough like those older ones who rang him up and said, ‘Oh, is that you, Curran?’ (as if he were the butler), most women stuck to ‘Mr Curran’, and this kept them rather far away. In fact, Curran’s simple phrase, cast off in earnest jollity, ‘I prefer my friends just to call me Curran’, had many strange effects on his life. It forced the men he met socially to always treat him in a man-to-man style: ‘My dear Curran, I’m passing thro’ Paris. …’ And ‘Yours, Curran’ he would sign his letters, no matter how much he wrote to Dear James, Dear Arthur or Dear Robert.

He drove into Venice very much aware of being Curran. He knew Venice well; it had been his territory for the best part of his life, in the late thirties and after the war onwards, when he had become a settled expatriate. He returned once a year to the United States to see a few ageing members of his family and attend to those things that had to be attended to. Paris was his headquarters from where he drove around when a change was called for. He was often in London, often in the South of France, often in Capri, sometimes Florence and less frequently nowadays, in Rome. He hardly ever went to Germany unless to buy a picture and he left Switzerland alone. Venice was very much his territory; it changed less than other places with the passing of time.

With time and its passing much on his mind, and, as always, full of the Curran idea, he left his car at the terminus and took a water-taxi to the Hotel Lord Byron.

At the back of the Campo di Santa Maria Formosa was a network of streets and narrow gutter-canals, at high tide smelling like dead fish and at low tide even worse. The befouled water lapped at the lower doors of the tall buildings on either side; but these doors had been closed for ever. The entrances to the buildings were round the other side, in some narrow alley between the waterways.

Lina Pancev lived in a room perched at the top of one of these narrow houses. From the street, this room projected like a large bird, a dangerous-looking piece of masonry, yet not dangerous presuming the bird could fly. The beak protruding from its small window was at this moment devoid of its washing, and the small black mouth was shut, unlike the windows underneath it, set further back into the building. To reach the hovering attic it was necessary to climb, in the first place, five twisting flights of stairs, each step of which was worn to a thin curve in the centre. The iron banister, wrought in curly patterns on the lower floors, soon became a rusty twisting strip, too shaky and broken to depend upon. The sight and smell of rats, cats and garbage at the entrance changed, as the climber proceeded, to the smell of something or other more frightful. Then, with the staircase left behind, came the testing part, the challenge: a pair of builders’ planks about three feet in length led from the landing, itself slanting by quite a few degrees, across to the threshold of Lina Pancev’s eyrie. What had been there before the planks were laid would have puzzled any architect; the building was at least three centuries old, and the planks themselves looked as if they had been there for at least ten years; and how the jutting room where Lina lived defeated the law of gravity to the functional extent it did, perhaps not even the original constructors had known. The building had been many years condemned by the authorities, but was fully inhabited; its dim and puddly privies on every landing were vital evidence of the tenants’ presence.

Robert Leaver, crossing the planks to Lina’s door, could not resist looking down through the slit between them, as he had done on his first visit. The planks were springy; a sheer long drop to the narrow street below. He rang the bell which always astonishingly not only worked, but did so by electricity. ‘Who is it?’ called Lina in Italian, ‘It’s me,’ said Robert in English. She opened the door and let him into her lamplit room.

‘Did you bring your torch?’ she said.

‘Oh, I forgot it again!’

‘I’ll have to take you down with mine when you go.’ Dusk was falling and there was nothing to light the uncharitable staircase but an occasional slit-window on a landing. ‘I’ll have to go down with you and then climb all the way back. The batteries are expensive.’

But she didn’t seem to notice that her greeting to Robert was no sort of welcome at all. He accepted it in a casual dazed way, plainly thinking of something far more pressing. Inside the room he had to walk downhill to a heavy armchair, with many cotton cushions and broken springs, more or less tethered to the slope. Robert sat lop-sided like a paralytic and told Lina that Curran had arrived in Venice. ‘He phoned me up out of the blue,’ Robert said.

‘Blue?’ she said. She looked at her plain wood worktable: a folded painting-book; paint-brushes soaking in a jam-jar half-full of grey water.

‘Unexpectedly,’ he said sulkily.

‘Oh, you must have given him your number,’ Lina said, ‘or else how could he find you?’

‘Curran wouldn’t find that difficult; and in this case all he had to do was to get the hall porter at his hotel to ring up the obvious places. In any case Curran’s used to finding people.’

Then in that case, maybe he can find my dead father’

‘He might do that,’ said Robert.

‘Good,’ she said, really taking him up on it.

‘You seem very delighted,’ he said, ‘to know that Curran’s here.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m not in rivalry never with no one. I told you that.’

‘You’d like to use Curran,’ he said.

‘Why not, if he could be useful?’

‘Curran paints too, you know,’ Robert said. ‘I’m no judge, but he sells his paintings. They’re abstract in oils. He gets a lot of money for them.’

‘Who from? His fancy friends?’

‘Exclusively, his friends. Nobody else goes to his shows.’

‘It happened also in Bulgaria like that,’ she said. ‘But there I had a lot of friends, myself.’ She was very placid, not in the least resentful of Curran, as were two other professional artists whom Robert knew in Paris. She was clearing part of the table. ‘My friends were poor but Curran’s are rich.’ It was like a piece from a nursery-rhyme.

She was arranging her spirit-stove on top of a wooden fruit-crate. She filled a cooking-pot with water from a big old-fashioned jug, and put it on the stove to heat.

‘Tell me the whole story,’ she said, with warm comfort in her voice.

‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘Don’t be so ambitious.’

‘I don’t pay rent any more,’ she told him, following some sequence of her own thoughts. ‘Friday was my rent day, but I’ve stopped paying because my neighbours have asked me to join them in a strike. We live in a condemned building, so he has no right to rent the rooms. He’s angry. It was so little rent, but I am showing solidarity.’ She adjusted the flame ‘… with my neighbours,’ she said, poising the dry spaghetti above the pot, ready to send it in as soon as the water came to the boil. ‘And I can do my cooking if I want to because everyone else does. From today I don’t smuggle out the rubbish. I put it in the canal like the other people, when there’s no police boat coming up.’

Robert watched her while she cooked; a smaller pot, onions, peeled tomatoes from a tin, a drop of oil, another drop. Her black hair had a high shine, with its short bob and fringe; it was the sort of hair that hairdressers loved to handle, and looked expensively cut, although this was unlikely. She had apple-red cheeks and white teeth, looking very Balkan, like one of the tourist-shops’ Dolls of All Nations. He liked her unscrupulous story about the rent; in fact, he agreed with her about the rent in one sense as much as he disagreed in another. At his universities he had known girls without materialistic scruples, as they put it. His mother had strict scruples; what’s mine is mine and what’s yours is yours.

Lina’s voice chattered on. Eventually he said, ‘What was that you said, Lina?’

‘You haven’t been listening.’

‘Yes, I have. I just didn’t catch—’

‘What was I talking about?’

‘You said “eggs”. What about the eggs?’

She attended to her paraffin-stove, moving her two pots, the big and the small, alternately over the flame. She said, ‘I said that this is all I’ve got to offer you. Tomorrow I’ll go out and get some eggs.’

‘It’s very good of you,’ he said. ‘You’re a lovely woman, too.’

‘I’m tired,’ she said. ‘When are you seeing Curran?’

‘Tomorrow, in the evening.’

Tomorrow, in the evening, Robert walked through the lanes and across the bridges, under the clear stars and over their reflection in the waters, to Harry’s Bar, took a place downstairs and waited. The older man, when he arrived, looked more opulent than usual, appearing very much like a rich elder friend of a nice good-looking, lean young student.

‘Well, Robert,’ said Curran, ‘nice to see you again. A bit of luck I found you in Venice.’

‘It was a bit of luck,’ said the young man blithely.

‘Ever eaten here before?’ Curran said, even though he knew Harry’s Bar was beyond Robert’s pocket, and that this was the young man’s first visit to Venice.

‘I’ve found a moderate restaurant,’ Robert said firmly. ‘And there are snack bars.’

‘Oh yes, of course. Well, we can make a more spectacular meal tonight if you feel it would be a change. I’ve booked a table upstairs. First of all, what will you drink?’ They sat at a table near the bar.

Around them was the buzz and small-clatter of multifarious activities, such as the shuffling of chairs and feet, the conversations at the bar and at the other tables, the sound of the door swinging open with the entrance of new arrivals and the constant clink of bottles and glasses at the bar. It made a good environment for their meeting. Robert was relieved that Curran had not asked him to come somewhere quiet, and it did not occur to him now, as they waited for their whiskies, that in fact he need not have come at all.

‘What brings you to Venice?’ he said, invitingly, to Curran.

‘Force of will,’ Curran said, as if there had been no ‘Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye’ and no shouting recriminations leading up to it.

Curran said, ‘What about your studies?

‘I can do history of art here as well as I can in Paris. Perhaps better. Venetian architecture and art. I can switch.’

‘How?’

‘You can arrange it for me,’ Robert said. ‘I can switch my grant and do a term paper in Venice.’

Curran laughed, and said, ‘Were you counting on me to come and arrange things for you?’

‘I suppose, maybe, I was.’

‘Exactly what aspect of Venice would you undertake? I’m sure I wouldn’t be able to decide if I were in your place. And you’d be surprised how much I know Venice. I was here as a young man. I was here at the end of the war. I couldn’t tell you the number of times, off and on … and yet, where would one begin?’

‘If you had to begin, you’d begin.’

‘I dare say. Sheer force of will would do it. I’ve done some of my best paintings in Venice, but of course that’s rather a different thing.’

‘Well,’ said Robert, ‘when you begin to deal with a subject, you gather as many details as possible, then you find the features general to all of them, and you develop the generalities.’

‘Very enlightening,’ said Curran, ‘so far as it goes. But you’ve described a lifetime’s occupation if you’re going to do it thoroughly, and you haven’t been here a week. Will you have another drink or shall we go upstairs?’

They went up to dinner. Robert said, ‘I’m starting off with Santa Maria Formosa. It’s a curvaceous building, most unusual.’

‘Oh, yes, I know it. What made you pick on that?’

‘It’s the first thing I saw when I walked out of the Pensione. I might as well begin there. I’ve looked it up in the library. There are some vague legends about the name, but my thesis is that the name of Santa Maria Formosa originally came from the “formosa” of the Song of Solomon in the Bible. Original Latin: Nigra sum sed formosa—“I am black but comely.” It was a pre-figuration of the Madonna according to the early theologians. Now as it happens I have discovered that the ancient Hebrew could mean “black but comely” or “beautiful” or “shapely” and it could also mean “black and comely”, or again it could mean “black, therefore comely”. So I intend to write a thesis. …’

Curran held up his hand to indicate the waiter standing by the table. ‘We’d better order,’ Curran said.

And when they had ordered he said, ‘Go on.’

‘Are you bored?’ Robert said.

‘Your thesis should be popular,’ said Curran.

‘That’s what it seemed to me.’

‘I should say you’ve done a lot of thinking in quite a short time.’

‘Oh, yes,’ Robert said, ‘I’ve done that.’

‘I should say the church might well be named merely after its own shape. Quite simply that,’ said Curran. ‘Talking about shape, you haven’t told me about the girl.’

‘Which girl?’

‘How many are there?’

‘Only one that matters.’

‘She’s dangerous. Keep away from her.’

‘Is that what you’ve come to tell me?’

‘Yes. Lina Pancev, daughter of Victor Pancev whom I knew before the war, a Bulgarian. He was suspected of being part of a plot to poison King Boris, who in fact died of poisoning. Pancev got away, but the Bulgarian royalists caught up with him and killed him in 1945. That was your woman-friend’s father.’

‘Well, it was a long time ago. I wasn’t born.’

‘But the daughter was. She’s no youngster compared to you.’

‘Nor are you, compared to her.’

‘I don’t enter into it. I’ve only come to tell you that this woman’s dangerous. She’s a defector from Bulgaria and it seems to me she’s being followed. How is your steak?’

‘What?’

‘What you’re eating. Is it done all right?’

‘Yes, it’s all right. I don’t notice what I’m eating.’

‘You young people don’t. Well, she’s being followed by agents of some sort, probably Balkan. They don’t like people slipping away.’

‘Look, she’s only a little nobody to them—’

Curran said, ‘She was on a group visit with some Bulgarian art teachers in Paris last year, and she left the group. They’re after her.’

‘The Paris police know all about her. She’s got asylum,’ Robert said. ‘All in order,’

‘How do you know?’

‘Well, what’s it got to do with me? She’s looking for her father’s grave here in Venice, and I’m helping her.’

‘We’re talking in circles. You’re in danger if you’re seen with her.’

‘You mean,’ said Robert, ‘I’m in danger of losing your friendship if I’m seen with her. Do you think I’m afraid? I’ve got a right to have a girl. You think I’m effeminate?’

‘Don’t raise your voice like that. We’re probably being overheard, anyway.’

‘You think me effeminate. I’ve told you I refuse to be labelled,’ Robert said.

‘I think you masculine to a fault,’ said Curran.

Robert looked round the room. The other diners were all of them in parties, intent on their talking and eating, their ordering and their drinking, laughing, smiling. They looked as if they had nothing else but their own lives on their minds, and on their well-dressed bodies, no virtue so penetrating even as an eavesdropping device. On the other hand, look again: maybe everybody, every single diner, could be capable of extending his range. The place could be filled with spies, how could one tell?

‘You know,’ said Robert, ‘I don’t believe what you’re saying. I don’t believe she’s being followed. I think it’s a cheap trick you’ve thought up.’

‘What for?’ said Curran. ‘Why? Why should I take trouble for you?’ He looked round the room. ‘As it happens,’ he said, ‘those people who keep following you and Lina Pancev are not here tonight. I hardly thought they would be.’

‘It gets me down,’ said Robert, ‘the way you look around as if you owned the place.’

‘How you nag!’ said Curran. ‘Just like a middle-class wife.’

‘What’s wrong with the middle class,’ Robert said, ‘apart from people like you?’

‘Men like you,’ said Curran, ‘is what’s wrong with the middle class. The English public schools used to make heroes; nowadays they turn out Hamlets:’

‘If you don’t like men like me,’ Robert sniped, ‘then what are you doing in Venice?’

After dinner they walked briskly through the chilly lanes and squares, where the side-canals were ill-lit and the future beyond every few steps was murky. ‘Easy …’ said Curran, as practically every visitor to Venice says, sooner or later, ‘very easy—wouldn’t it be?—to slither a knife into someone, push him into the canal and just walk on.’ At which Robert looked at Curran in a startled way, so that Curran laughed.

A motor-barge could be heard approaching from a side-canal ahead of them. ‘That’s the port authority,’ Curran said. A smooth-sounding motor followed it. ‘That’s the water police,’ said Curran.

‘You look good’ said Curran.

‘Go to hell.’

Robert had found Curran in the front hall of the Pensione Sofia, seated at a table with Katerina and Eufemia. It was mid-morning. Robert had come in the front door with the English newspaper in his hand, and there was Curran chatting away as if he had known the women all his life.

The women dispersed discreetly as Curran got up to greet Robert. And ‘Go to hell,’ Robert said when Curran came out with, ‘You look good.’

‘But you looked bad yesterday,’ Curran said. ‘Something on your mind, no doubt.’ Equable, gradual, encompassing, Curran looked around him, owning the place with his manner. ‘In daylight,’ he said, ‘the interior of this house has always been enchanting. That staircase. …’ He let his eyes muse on the staircase.

‘You know the house, then,’ Robert stated. It was inevitable that Curran should know the house. And in fact Curran then said, ‘If one has knocked about Europe as long as I have, one does tend to know places.’

‘I’ve got an appointment,’ Robert said, looking at his watch.

Regardless, Curran said, ‘It was owned by a Bulgarian count up to the beginning of the war. In those days it was the Villa Sofia.’ He still looked up the staircase; it was wide with well-worn shabby carpets, and Curran gazed as if to say, ‘I remember when it was a private villa and I was a young man coming down, going up, those stairs.’ Above the staircase was an old, well-preserved chandelier; it was three-tiered, made of white Dresden china, the top tier portraying pineapples and shepherdesses, and the other two tiers being fully occupied by electric-bulbed candelabras, elaborately ivied. That was here in those days,’ Curran said. ‘It was imported to replace a Venetian glass chandelier. We found it rather comical, amongst ourselves.’ And, as usual, Curran didn’t say who were ‘we’ and ‘ourselves’, thus leaving Robert far away beyond the scope of one of the many worlds that Curran pervaded and seemed to own.

And indeed, like a proprietor, Curran said, ‘Let’s go out through the garden and round to the landing-stage. When will you be free? Can we lunch?’

‘Are you sure visitors are allowed in the garden?’ Robert said. ‘It looks like their private garden.’

Curran said, ‘I know them well. Katerina and Eufemia are old friends.’ He was already at the french windows, followed by Robert. ‘And lunch?’ Curran said.

‘I’ve promised to take Lina to the island of San Michele today. San Michele is the cemetery island. She’s looking for the place where her father’s buried.’

‘You won’t find him there,’ Curran said, stepping into the winter sunlight. Robert followed him.

‘Have you any idea where he’s buried?’ Robert said.

Curran said, ‘He’s buried in his friends’ memory. Isn’t that enough?’

The compost of dying leaves had gone from the place where the women had stood quarrelling in a high-pitched battle over the heap. Probably the leaves had been carted to the end of the garden earlier that morning, and burned; certainly, the smoky smell of autumn fires, from one garden or another, hung about the air they breathed.

They walked down the gravel path which divided the pretty garden. Robert told how he had seen and heard the two good ladies quarrelling, each on her own side of the garden. Curran seemed interested in this, and sadly amused. ‘I believe they’ve shared everything equally all their lives’ he said.

Robert said, ‘You know a lot; too much. I don’t trust this place.’

‘It’s a perfectly good place. The best value in Venice.’

Robert said, ‘Out here one would hardly know one was in Venice.’ But he looked beyond the railings and the trees, where Venice could be seen, sure enough. Tips of houses, bell-towers and a strange chimney-pot rose on the skyline at the end of the garden, beyond the side-canal, beyond the tops of buildings; they rose in sunlight from the noisy cold canals. To the people walking about, across the bridges, down the narrow streets and across the squares it was everyday life, devoid of tourists, capricious as the sun; to the people going to work it was a day of dull routine and bright weather, boring, cold and quite normally inconvenient.

A water-taxi was approaching up the side-canal; its engine changed rhythm as it chugged into the side, to slow up at the landing-stage of the house. It held two passengers, a man and a woman, both standing, now, getting ready to disembark. Robert gave a shiver some seconds before he really saw these people, probably because he had not slept well and so was specially intuitive. He took Curran’s arm and held it tight, so that Curran started with alarm, as if afraid of some violent attack from Robert.

By now the man was standing up and stepping ashore. He was a good five feet away. An elderly man, tall, exceedingly neat, slightly bent at the shoulders, with spectacles and a white-yellow moustache which was small and well cut. He in turn had recognised Robert. His companion, a woman of middle-age wearing a golden-brown fur-coat and tight boots, and, like the man, very neat about the head, said clearly enough to be heard by Robert and Curran, ‘What’s the matter?’

The man did not reply. He stared, with his lips forming a gasp, very much resembling Robert in his aghast expression.

‘Almighty God!’ Robert said in a low voice. ‘That’s my father.’

‘What’s he doing here?’ said Curran.

‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’

‘And is that his friend?’

‘I have only the faintest idea who she might be.’

‘Evidently he has a lady-friend’ Curran said. ‘No harm in that.’

The elderly man stepped ashore leaving his companion to be helped by the taxi-man. The motor-boat swayed as their luggage was unloaded.

In some embarrassment the father said, over the hedge which separated them, ‘Robert! what are you doing here? I thought you were in Paris.’

The woman looked at Robert with a social smile which seemed out of place in the open air, but somehow showed willing. But Robert’s father was agitated. ‘What are you doing here?’ Robert said.

Meanwhile, the porter had arrived to pick up their luggage and carry it into the house. Robert said, ‘We’d better go back indoors. It’s the only way.’

‘Try to be friendly to them,’ Curran said. ‘What have you got to worry about?’

They went back through the garden door, emerging in the hall just as the couple were being escorted to the front desk. ‘Well, Dad,’ said Robert, ‘this is a surprise.’

The father gave a childish sort of laugh and looked round the room as if wanting to say he had not come ashore from the water-taxi; he had not arrived in Venice; it was all a mistake. But his woman-friend stood there by his side, solid and indissoluble. ‘A little holiday,’ he said. ‘My former colleague and I are having a little holiday. Here in Venice.’

‘Oh, your colleague …’ said Robert, with the cruellest of courtesy. The elderly man suddenly gave his son a look of disgust.

Robert introduced his companion in a vague sort of way which obliged Curran to pronounce his own name as he shook hands with Robert’s father and his woman companion. ‘This is my friend …’ Robert had said. His father, Arnold Leaver, was more explicit in return. ‘Arnold Leaver,’ he said, ‘and my colleague Mary Tiller—my son Robert, he was at Ambrose before your day, Mary, and Mr …?’ ‘Curran,’ Curran repeated, with pronounced breath-withholding, restraint in his voice. ‘D’y’-do,’ he murmured, his eyes half-closed in keeping with his half-closed voice.

‘Well, Robert,’ said his father, ‘I thought you were in Paris. What brings you here?’

‘Research,’ said Robert.

He looked hard at his father, in an effort not to look hard at the woman. He had been told his father had this rich mistress but he had never seen her. She said, ‘What a coincidence! We must meet later. Let’s get this desk business over and unpack our things.’

‘Two singles,’ Robert’s father was demanding at the desk as if it was a railway station.

‘Leaver?—We have a booking for a double room. There is the grand bridal suite: bedroom, dressing-room and bathroom.’

Curran withdrew discreetly, but Robert did not.

There must have been a mistake,’ said Arnold Leaver. I reserved single rooms, for Mrs Tiller and for myself.’

There is one single room for Leaver, already taken,’ said the perplexed lady at the desk, who happened to be Eufemia. She was joined, then, by Katerina, who bent her head likewise over the ledger. ‘Leaver,’ said Katerina, pointing a finger to the place; both she and Eufemia pronounced the name ‘Leāver’.

Robert, who was close beside his father and companion at the other side of the desk, put in, ‘I’m the Leāver in that room. This is my father Mr Arnold Leāver and Mrs Tiller who both want single rooms.’

‘We have single rooms on different floors, will that do?’ Katerina said. She looked suspicious but tolerant. She said, ‘We have a double room booked for a Mr and Mrs Leāver.’

Those single rooms will do’ said Robert’s father. He pulled out his passport and Mary Tiller coolly revealed that her passport was packed away in her luggage. There and then she opened one of her pieces of matched luggage to produce it, in spite of the two proprietors’ protests that she could bring it down later, at her convenience. Meantime, Robert noticed that his father’s well-worn passport was a double one, made out in the names of Arnold Leaver colour of eyes grey, colour of hair grey, and his wife Anthea colour of eyes blue, colour of hair fair. He couldn’t see the photographs on the passport from where he stood, but Mrs Tiller’s eyes and hair corresponded well enough with those attributed to the absent Anthea. She was not unlike Anthea, a younger Anthea and more flamboyant. That’s typical, Robert thought. He leaves one woman for another practically the same.

‘Here you are!’ Mary Tiller said with a perceptible look of triumph towards Robert, defying his thought with her common cheeriness, so unlike his mother’s. She held out the passport, open on the name-and-address page, while handing it over the counter, so that Robert, if he wanted, could clearly see that she had her own. Robert looked away at something vaguely else, then turned his head towards his father. ‘Anyone would think,’ he said with nasty geniality, ‘that you were travelling as man and wife. Double passport—Double room booked. …’

‘How could you say such a thing?’ said the father in a hushed and beautiful tone, as if Robert had committed something reproachable in church. ‘It’s not funny,’ he said. ‘It could be embarrassing, their inefficiency, if there was anything to be embarrassed about, which of course there isn’t.’

‘How could you have done such a thing?’ Curran said. He was standing with Robert in a bar near the Rialto Bridge, taking a coffee. Curran said, ‘It was a horrible sight the way you embarrassed your father. It was also very indiscreet, very uncivilised and, in the civilised sense, unnatural’

‘I meant it,’ Robert said.

That’s my point,’ Curran said. ‘Positively destructive. We have enough difficulties without creating unnecessary antagonism.’

‘Speak for yourself’

‘Why?’ said Curran. ‘Why should I? If I choose to speak for us both, after all this time, I’ll do it. Your father turns up with his colleague—’

‘Colleague!’ said Robert. ‘She used to be a cook.’

‘As a matter of fact she was a colleague. As a matter of fact,’ Curran said, ‘I know something about your father’s career at Ambrose College. Mrs Tiller is your father’s mistress, naturally, but she was also his colleague, which is to say in a courteous way he preferred to style her a colleague rather than a subordinate, since she was on the staff at Ambrose. She taught cooking, an unusual experiment for a boys’ school, but successful. At first she visited three evenings a week to give lessons in cooking to five boys; and very soon her class increased to twenty-odd. When your father retired last year she gave three months’ notice and left the school within two. A woman of fairly independent means. An excellent cook. The school will have difficulty replacing her I should think.’

‘You seem to know a lot. You know too much. How can you know all this about my father?’

‘Money,’ said Curran. ‘Just money. Like buying a tie, or a plane ticket to Hong Kong, one can buy information about people’s fathers.’

He picked up his bill from the counter. ‘And so on,’ he said.

They left the café and stood at the landing-stage waiting for a water-bus.

‘To my mind,’ nagged Curran, ‘it was infantile, the way you hung around that reception desk, making so much embarrassment for the couple. You dislike your father all right—’

‘I don’t dislike him,’ Robert said. Only I was upset by seeing him here in Venice at this moment of my life, naturally. And I don’t approve of his travelling around with his so-called colleague, using my mother’s share of the passport.’

‘Your mother should have had a separate passport. It’s the best, the most sensible way, these days’

‘Oh well, my mother isn’t like that. She never travels abroad alone.’

A water-bus arrived. They watched, with automatic blank-faced attentiveness, the faces of the people who were getting off at this stop. Robert embarked with the waiting crowd, Curran walked away.
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