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PREFACE 
 

THIS group of four novels is intended to be read as a single work 
under the collecive tkle of Te Alexandria Quartet; a sukable 
descriptive subtkle might be ‘a word continuum’. In trying to 
work out my form I adopted, as a rough analogy, the relativky 
proposkion. Te Vrr thrv were related in an intercalary fashion, 
being ‘siblings’ of eab other and not ‘sequels’; only the lar novel 
was intended to be a true sequel and to unleash the time dimen- 
sion. Te whole was intended as a ballenge to the serial form 
of the conventional novel: the time-saturated novel of the day. 

Among the workpoints at the end I have sketbed in a number 
of possible ways of continuing to deploy these baracers and 
skuations in further inralments — but this is only to sugger that 
even if the group of books were extended indeVnkely the result 
would never become roman heuve; if, that is to say, the axis of the 
work has bvn properly laid down k should be possible to radiate 
from k in any direcion wkhout losing the rricness and congruky 
of ks relation to ‘a continuum’. 

It has bvn possible, for this edkion, to correc a number of 
small slips pointed out by readers and crkics, and also to add some 
small passages whib were cut out of the original volumes in the 
MS. rage. Te banges are not very great. Balthazar and 
Mountolive both lose half a dozen lines of text. Clea gains a small 
secion, and a new translation from C. P. Cavafy. 

L.D. 
France 1962 



 

 

 



 

 

 

CONTENTS 
 
 
 

page 

Preface 7 
 

JUSTINE: a novel  11 
Note 13 
Part I 17 
Part II 78 
Part III 121 
Part IV 179 
Workpoints 197 
Notes in the Text 203 
 

BALTHAZAR: a novel  205 
Part I 209 
Part II 281 
Part III 338 
Part IV 366 
Consequential Data  385 
Scobie’s Common Usage 388 
Workpoints  389 
Note in the Text  390 
 

MOUNTOLIVE: a novel  391 
Note  395 
 

CLEA: a novel  653 
Workpoints  878 
Some Notes for Clea (by 
Pursewarden)  879 
Notes in the Text  882 



 

 

  



 

 

 
 

JUSTINE



 

 

 
 

  



 

 

 
NOTE 

 
Te baracers in this rory, the Vrr of a group, 
are all inventions together wkh the personalky 
of the narrator, and bear no resemblance to 
living persons. Only the cky is real. 



 

 

  



 

 

 
I am accuxoming myself to the idea of regarding 
every sexual ab as a process in whic four persons 
are involved. We shall have a lot to discuss about 
that. 

S. FREUD :  Leters 
 
 

Tere are two posiions available to us — eiher 
crime whic renders us happy, or the noose, whic 
prevents us from being unhappy. I ask whether there 
can be any hesiation, lovely Térèse, and where will 
your litle mind gnd an argument able to combat 
that one? 

D. A. F.  DE  SADE :  Juxine 



 

 

To 

EVE 

these memorials of her native cky 
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PART I 
 

 
he sea is high again today, wkh a thrilling Wush of wind. 
In the midr of winter you can fvl the inventions of qring. 
A sky of hot nude pearl until midday, crickets in sheltered 

places, and now the wind unpacking the great planes, ransacking 
the great planes…. 

I have escaped to this island wkh a few books and the bild 
— Melissa’s bild. I do not know why I use the word ‘escape’. 
Te villagers say jokingly that only a sick man would boose sub 
a remote place to rebuild. Well, then, I have come here to heal 
myself, if you like to put k that way…. 

At night when the wind roars and the bild slvps quietly in 
ks wooden cot by the eboing bimney-piece I light a lamp and 
walk about, thinking of my friends — of Jurine and Nessim, of 
Melissa and Balthazar. I return link by link along the iron bains 
of memory to the cky whib we inhabked so brieWy together: 
the cky whib used us as ks Wora — precipkated in us conWics 
whib were hers and whib we mirook for our own: beloved 
Alexandria! 

I have had to come so far away from k in order to underrand 
k all! Living on this bare promontory, snatbed every night from 
darkness by Arcurus, far from the lime-laden dur of those 
summer afternoons, I sv at lar that none of us is properly to be 
judged for what happened in the par. It is the cky whib should 
be judged though we, ks bildren, mur pay the price. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Capkally, what is this cky of ours? What is resumed in the 
word Alexandria? In a Wash my mind’s eye shows me a thousand 
dur-tormented rrvts. Flies and beggars own k today — and 
those who enjoy an intermediate exirence betwvn ekher. 

Five races, Vve languages, a dozen crvds: Vve Wvts turning 
through their greasy reWecions behind the harbour bar. But there 
are more than Vve sexes and only demotic Grvk svms to dis- 
tinguish among them. Te sexual provender whib lies to hand 
is raggering in ks variety and profusion. You would never

T 
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mirake k for a happy place. Te symbolic lovers of the frv 
Hellenic world are replaced here by something diUerent, some- 
thing subtly androgynous, inverted upon kself. Te Orient 
cannot rejoice in the swvt anarby of the body — for k has 
outrripped the body. I remember Nessim once saying — I think 
he was quoting — that Alexandria was the great winepress of 
love; those who emerged from k were the sick men, the solkaries, 
the prophets — I mean all who have bvn dvply wounded in 
their sex. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Notes for landscape-tones…. Long sequences of tempera. 
Light Vltered through the essence of lemons. An air full of brick- 
dur — swvt-smelling brick-dur and the odour of hot pavements 
slaked wkh water. Light damp clouds, earth-bound yet seldom 
bringing rain. Upon this squirt dur-red, dur-grvn, balk-mauve 
and watered crimson-lake. In summer the sea-damp lightly var- 
nished the air. Everything lay under a coat of gum. 

And then in autumn the dry, palpkant air, harsh wkh ratic 
elecricky, inWaming the body through ks light clothing. Te 
Wesh coming alive, trying the bars of ks prison. A drunken 
whore walks in a dark rrvt at night, shedding snatbes of song 
like petals. Was k in this that Anthony heard the heart-numbing 
rrains of the great music whib persuaded him to surrender for 
ever to the cky he loved? 

Te sulking bodies of the young begin to hunt for a fellow 
nakedness, and in those lktle cafés where Balthazar went so 
often wkh the old poet of the cky,* the boys rir uneasily at 
their backgammon under the petrol-lamps: dirurbed by this dry 
desert wind — so unromantic, so unconVding — rir, and turn to 
watb every rranger. Tey rruggle for breath and in every sum- 
mer kiss they can detec the tare of quicklime…. 

y    y    y    y    y  

I had to come here in order completely to rebuild this cky 
in my brain — melanboly provinces whib the old man* saw as 
full of the ‘black ruins’ of his life. Clang of the trams shuddering 
in their metal veins as they pierce the iodine-coloured meidan of 
Mazarka. Gold, phoqhorus, magnesium paper. Here we so often 
met. Tere was a lktle coloured rall in summer wkh slices of 
water-melon and the vivid water-ices she liked to eat. She would
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come a few minutes late of course — fresh perhaps from some 
assignation in a darkened room, from whib I avert my mind; but 
so fresh, so young, the open petal of the mouth that fell upon mine 
like an unslaked summer. Te man she had left might rill be 
going over and over the memory of her; she might be as if rill 
dured by the pollen of his kisses. Melissa! It masered so lktle 
somehow, fvling the lkhe weight of the creature as she leaned on 
one’s arm smiling wkh the selWess candour of those who had 
given over wkh secrets. It was good to rand there, awkward and a 
lktle shy, breathing quickly because we knew what we wanted of 
eab other. Te messages passing beyond conscience, direcly 
through the Wesh-lips, eyes, water-ices, the coloured rall. To 
rand lightly there, our lktle Vngers linked, drinking in the dvp 
camphor-scented afternoon, a part of cky…. 

y    y    y    y    y  

I have bvn looking through my papers tonight. Some have 
bvn converted to kkben uses, some the bild has derroyed. 
Tis form of censorship pleases me for k has the indiUerence of 
the natural world to the conrrucions of art — an indiUerence 
I am beginning to share. Alter all, what is the good of a Vne 
metaphor for Melissa when she lies buried dvp as any mummy 
in the shallow tepid sand of the black eruary? 

But those papers I guard wkh care are the thrv volumes in 
whib Jurine kept her diary, as well as the folio whib records 
Nessim’s madness. Nessim noticed them when I was leaving and 
nodded as he said: 

‘Take these, yes, read them. Tere is mub about us all in 
them. Tey should help you to support the idea of Jurine wkh- 
out Winbing, as I have had to do.’ Tis was at the Summer 
Palace after Melissa’s deaths when he rill believed Jurine would 
return to him. I think often, and never wkhout a certain fear, 
of Nessim’s love for Jurine. What could be more comprehensive, 
more surely founded in kself? It coloured his unhappiness wkh a 
kind of ecrasy, the joyful wounds whib you’d think to mvt in 
saints and not in mere lovers. Yet None toub of humour would 
have saved him from sub dreadful comprehensive suUering. It is 
easy to crkicize, I know. I know. 

y    y    y    y    y  

In the great quietness of these winter evenings there is one
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clock: the sea. Its dim momentum in the mind is the fugue 
upon whib this wrking is made. Empty cadences of sea-water 
licking ks own wounds, sulking along the mouths of the delta, 
boiling upon those deserted beabes — empty, forever empty 
under the gulls: whke scribble on the grey, munbed by clouds. 
If there are ever sails here they die before the land shadows them. 
Wreckage washed up on the pediments of islands, the lar crur, 
eroded by the weather, ruck in the blue maw of water … gone! 

y    y    y    y    y  

Apart from the wrinkled old peasant who comes from the 
village on her mule eab day to clean the house, the bild and I 
are quke alone. It is happy and acive amid unfamiliar sur- 
roundings. I have not named k yet. Of course k will be Jurine 
— who else? 

As for me I am nekher happy nor unhappy; I lie suqended 
like a hair or a feather in the cloudy mixtures of memory. I 
qoke of the uselessness of art but added nothing truthful about 
ks consolations. Te solace of sub work as I do wkh brain and 
heart lies in this — that only there, in the silences of the painter 
or the wrker can realky be reordered, reworked and made to 
show ks signiVcant side. Our common acions in realky are 
simply the sackcloth covering whib hides the cloth-of-gold — 
the meaning of the pasern. For us artirs there waks the joyous 
compromise through art wkh all that wounded or defeated us 
in daily life; in this way, not to evade deriny, as the ordinary 
people try to do, but to fulVl k in ks true potential — the imagina- 
tion. Otherwise why should we hurt one another? No, the 
remission I am svking, and will be granted perhaps, is not one 
I shall ever sv in the bright friendly eyes of Melissa or the 
sombre brow-dark gaze of Jurine. We have all of us taken 
diUerent paths now; but in this, the Vrr great fragmentation 
of my maturky, I fvl the conVnes of my art and my living dvpened 
immeasurably by the memory of them. In thought I abieve 
them anew; as if only here — this wooden table over the sea 
under an olive trv, only here can I enrib them as they deserve. 
So that the tare of this wrking should have taken something 
from ks living subjecs — their breath, skin, voices — weaving 
them into the supple tissues of human memory. I want them to 
live again to the point where pain becomes art…. Perhaps this 
is a useless asempt, I cannot say. But I mur try. 
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Today the bild and I Vnished the hearth-rone of the house 
together, quietly talking as we worked. I talk to her as I would 
to myself if I were alone; she answers in an heroic language of 
her own invention. We buried the rings Cohen bought for Melissa 
in the ground under the hearth-rone, according to the curom of 
this island. Tis will ensure good luck to the inmates of the house. 

y    y    y    y    y  

At the time when I met Jurine I was almor a happy man. 
A door had suddenly opened upon an intimacy wkh Melissa — 
an intimacy not the less marvellous for being unexpeced and 
totally undeserved. Like all egoirs I cannot bear to live alone; 
and truly the lar year of babelorhood had sickened me — my 
domeric inadequacy, my hopelessness over clothes and food and 
money, had all reduced me to deqair. I had sickened too of the 
cockroab-haunted rooms where I then lived, looked after by one- 
eyed Hamid, the Berber servant. 

Melissa had penetrated my shabby defences not by any of the 
qualkies one might enumerate in a lover — barm, exceptional 
beauty, intelligence — no, but by the force of what I can only call 
her barky, in the Grvk sense of the word. I used to sv her, I 
remember, pale, rather on the slender side, dressed in a shabby 
sealskin coat, leading her small dog about the winter rrvts. Her 
blue-veined phthisic hands, etc. Her eyebrows artiVcially pointed 
upwards to enhance those Vne dauntlessly candid eyes. I saw her 
daily for many months on end, but her sullen aniline beauty 
awoke no reqonse in me. Day after day I passed her on my way 
to the Caff Al Aktar where Balthazar waked for me in his black 
hat to give me ‘inrrucion’. I did not dream that I should ever 
become her lover. 

I knew that she had once bvn a model at the Atelier — an 
unenviable job — and was now a dancer; more, that she was the 
mirress of an elderly furrier, a gross and vulgar commercial of the 
cky. I simply make these few notes to record a block of my life 
whib has fallen into the sea. Melissa! Melissa! 

y    y    y    y    y  

I am thinking back to the time when for the four of us the 
known world hardly exired; days became simply the qaces 
betwvn dreams, qaces betwvn the shifting Woors of time, of 
acing, of living out the topical…. A tide of meaningless aUairs
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nosing along the dead level of things, entering no climate, leading 
us nowhere, demanding of us nothing save the impossible — that 
we should be. Jurine would say that we had bvn trapped in the 
projecion of a will too powerful and too deliberate to be human — 
the gravkational Veld whib Alexandria threw down about those 
k had bosen as ks exemplars…. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Six o’clock. Te shuYing of whke-robed Vgures from the 
ration yards. Te shops Vlling and emptying like lungs in the 
Rue des Soeurs. Te pale lengthening rays of the afternoon sun 
smear the long curves of the Eqlanade, and the dazzled pigeons, 
like rings of scasered paper, climb above the minarets to take the 
lar rays of the waning light on their wings. Ringing of silver on 
the money-bangers’ counters. Te iron grille outside the bank 
rill too hot to toub. Clip-clop of horse-drawn carriages carrying 
civil servants in red Wowerpots towards the cafés on the sea-front. 
Tis is the hour lear easy to bear, when from my balcony I catb 
an unexpeced glimpse of her walking idly towards the town in her 
whke sandals, rill half aslvp. Jurine! Te cky unwrinkles like 
an old tortoise and pvrs about k. For a moment k relinquishes the 
torn rags of the Wesh, while from some hidden alley by the 
slaughter-house, above the moans and screams of the casle, 
comes the nasal bipping of a Damascus love-song; shrill quarter- 
tones, like a sinus being ground to powder. 

Now tired men throw back the shusers of their balconies and 
rep blinking into the pale hot light — etiolated Wowers of after- 
noons qent in anguish, tossing upon ugly beds, bandaged by 
dreams. I have become one of these poor clerks of the conscience, 
a ckizen of Alexandria. She passes below my window, smiling as 
if at some private satisfacion, softly fanning her bvks wkh the 
lktle rvd fan. It is a smile whib I shall probably never sv again 
for in company she only laughs, showing those magniVcent whke 
tvth. But this sad yet quick smile is full of a qualky whib one 
does not think she owns — the power of misbief. You would 
have said that she was of a more tragic car of baracer and lacked 
common humour. Only the obrinate memory of this smile is to 
make me doubt k in the days to come. 

y    y    y    y    y  

I have had many sub glimpses of Jurine at diUerent times, and
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of course I knew her well by sight long before we met: our cky 
does not permk anonymky to any wkh incomes of over two 
hundred pounds a year. I sv her skting alone by the sea, reading 
a newqaper and eating an apple; or in the veribule of the Cecil 
Hotel, among the dury palms, dressed in a sheath of silver drops, 
holding her magniVcent fur at her back as a peasant holds his 
coat — her long foreVnger hooked through the tag. Nessim has 
ropped at the door of the ballroom whib is Wooded wkh light and 
music. He has missed her. Under the palms, in a dvp alcove, sk a 
couple of old men playing bess. Jurine has ropped to watb 
them. She knows nothing of the game, but the aura of rillness and 
concentration whib brims the alcove fascinates her. She rands 
there betwvn the deaf players and the world of music for a long 
time, as if uncertain into whib to plunge. Finally Nessim comes 
softly to take her arm and they rand together for a while, she 
watbing the players, he watbing her. At lar she goes softly, 
relucantly, circumqecly into the lighted world wkh a lktle sigh. 

Ten in other circumrances, less credkable no doubt to herself, 
or to the rer of us: how toubing, how pliantly feminine this mor 
masculine and resourceful of women could be. She could not help 
but remind me of that race of terriVc quvns whib left behind 
them the ammoniac smell of their inceruous loves to hover like a 
cloud over the Alexandrian subconscious. Te giant man-eating 
cats like Arsinoe were her true siblings. Yet behind the acs of 
Jurine lay something else, born of a later tragic philosophy in 
whib morals mur be weighed in the balance againr rogue person- 
alky. She was the vicim of truly heroic doubts. Nevertheless I 
can rill sv a direc connecion betwvn the picure of Jurine 
bending over the dirty sink wkh the foetus in k, and poor Sophia of 
Valentinus who died for a love as perfec as k was wrong-headed. 

y    y    y    y    y  

At that epob, Georges-Garon Pombal, a minor consular 
oXcial, shares a small Wat wkh me in the Rue Nebi Daniel. He is a 
rare Vgure among the diplomats in that he appears to possess a 
vertebral column. For him the tiresome treadmill of protocol and 
entertainment — so like a surrealir nightmare — is full of exotic 
barm. He svs diplomacy through the eyes of a Douanier Rousseau. 
He indulges himself wkh k but never allows k to engulf what 
remains of his intellec. I suppose the secret of his success is his 
tremendous idleness, whib almor approabes the supernatural.
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He sks at his desk in the Consulate-General covered by a per- 
petual confesi of pareboard cards bearing the names of his col- 
leagues. He is a pegamoid sloth of a man, a var slow fellow given 
to prolonged afternoon sieras and Crébillon gls. His handkerbiefs 
smell wondrously of Eau de Portugal. His mor favoured topic of 
conversation is women, and he mur qeak from experience for 
the succession of viskors to the lktle Wat is endless, and rarely 
does one sv the same face twice. ‘To a Frenbman the love here is 
interering. Tey ac before they reWec. When the time comes to 
doubt, to suUer remorse, k is too hot, nobody has the energy. It 
lacks gnesse, this animalism, but k suks me. I’ve worn out my heart 
and head wkh love, and want to be left alone — above all, mon cer, 
from this Judeo-Coptic mania for dissebion, for analysing the sub- 
jec. I want to return to my farmhouse in Normandy heart-whole.’ 

For long periods of the winter he is away on leave and I have 
the lktle dank Wat to myself and sk up late, correcing exercise 
books, wkh only the snoring Hamid for company. In this lar 
year I have reabed a dead-end in myself. I lack the will-power to 
do anything wkh my life, to beser my poskion by hard work, to 
wrke: even to make love. I do not know what has come over me. 
Tis is the Vrr time I have experienced a real failure of the will 
to survive. Occasionally I turn over a bundle of manuscript 
or an old proof-copy of a novel or book of poems wkh dis- 
gured inasention; wkh sadness, like someone rudying an old 
pasqort. 

From time to time one of Georges’ numerous girls rrays into 
my net by calling at the Wat when he is not there, and the incident 
serves for a while to sharpen my taedium viae. Georges is thought- 
ful and generous in these masers for, before going away (knowing 
how poor I am) he often pays one of the Syrians from Golfo’s 
tavern in advance, and orders her to qend an occasional night in 
the Wat en diwonibilié, as he puts k. Her duty is to bvr me up, 
by no means an enviable task eqecially as on the surface there is 
nothing to indicate lack of bvrfulness on my part. Small talk has 
become a useful form of automatism whib goes on long after one 
has lor the nvd to talk; if necessary I can even make love wkh 
relief, as one does not slvp very well here: but wkhout passion, 
wkhout asention. 

Some of these encounters wkh poor exhaured creatures driven 
to extremky by physical want are interering, even toubing, but I 
have lor any interer in sorting my emotions so that they exir for
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me like dimensionless Vgures Washed on a scrvn. ‘Tere are only 
thrv things to be done wkh a woman’ said Clea once. ‘You can 
love her, suUer for her, or turn her into lkerature.’ I was ex- 
periencing a failure in all these domains of fvling. 

I record this only to show the unpromising human material 
upon whib Melissa eleced to work, to blow some breath of life 
into my norrils. It could not have bvn easy for her to bear the 
double burden to her own poor circumrances and illness. To add 
my burdens to hers demanded real courage. Perhaps k was born of 
deqeration, for she too had reabed the dead level of things, as I 
myself had. We were fellow-bankrupts. 

For wvks her lover, the old furrier, followed me about the 
rrvts wkh a pirol sagging in the pocket of his overcoat. It was 
consoling to learn from one of Melissa’s friends that k was un- 
loaded, but k was nevertheless alarming to be haunted by this old 
man. Mentally we mur have shot eab other down at every rrvt 
corner of the cky. I for my part could not bear to look at that 
heavy pock-marked face wkh ks berial saturnine clurer of tor- 
mented features smeared on k — could not bear to think of his 
gross intimacies wkh her: those sweaty lktle hands covered as 
thickly as a porcupine wkh black hair. For a long time this went 
on and then after some months an extraordinary fvling of intimacy 
svmed to grow up betwvn us. We nodded and smiled at eab 
other when we met. Once, encountering him at a bar, I rood for 
nearly an hour beside him; we were on the point of talking to eab 
other, yet somehow nekher of us had the courage to begin k. 
Tere was no common subjec of conversation save Melissa. As I 
was leaving I caught a glimpse of him in one of the long mirrors, 
his head bowed as he rared into the wineglass. Something about 
his askude — the clumsy air of a trained seal grappling wkh 
human emotions — rruck me, and I realized for the Vrr time 
that he probably loved Melissa as mub as I did. I pkied his 
ugliness, and the blank pained incomprehension wkh whib he 
faced emotions so new to him as jealousy, the deprivation of a 
berished mirress. 

Afterwards when they were turning out his pockets I saw among 
the lkter of odds and ends a small empty scent-bosle of the beap 
kind that Melissa used; and I took k back to the Wat where k 
rayed on the mantelpiece for some months before k was thrown 
away by Hamid in the course of a qring-clean. I never told 
Melissa of this; but often when I was alone at night while she was
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dancing, perhaps of necessky slvping wkh her admirers, I rudied 
this small bosle, sadly and passionately reWecing on this horrible 
old man’s love and measuring k againr my own; and taring too, 
vicariously, the deqeration whib makes one clutb at some small 
discarded objec whib is rill impregnated wkh the betrayer’s 
memory. 

I found Melissa, washed up like a half-drowned bird, on the 
dreary lktorals of Alexandria, wkh her sex broken…. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Strvts that run back from the docks wkh their tasered rosen 
supercargo of houses, breathing into eab others’ mouths, kvling 
over. Shusered balconies swarming wkh rats, and old women 
whose hair is full of the blood of ticks. Pvling walls leaning 
drunkenly to ear and wer of their true centre of gravky. Te 
black ribbon of Wies asabing kself to the lips and eyes of the 
bildren — the moir beads of summer Wies everywhere; the very 
weight of their bodies snapping oU ancient Wypapers hanging in 
the violet doors of booths and cafés. Te smell of the sweat- 
lathered Berberinis, like that of some decomposing rair-carpet. 
And then the rrvt noises: shriek and clang of the water-bearing 
Saidi, dashing his metal cups together as an advertisement, the 
unhvded shrieks whib pierce the hubbub from time to time, as 
of some small delicately-organized animal being disembowelled. 
Te sores like ponds — the incubation of a human misery of sub 
proportions that one is aghar, and all one’s fvlings overWow into 
disgur and terror. 

I wished I could imkate the self-conVdent direcness wkh whib 
Jurine threaded her way through these rrvts towards the café  
where I waked for her: El Bab. Te doorway by the shasered arb 
where in all innocence we sat and talked; but already our con- 
versation had become impregnated by underrandings whib we 
took for the lucky omens of friendship merely. On that dun mud 
Woor, fvling the quickly cooling cylinder of the earth dip towards 
the darkness, we were possessed only by a desire to communicate 
ideas and experiences whib overrepped the range of thought 
normal to conversation among ordinary people. She talked like a 
man and I talked to her like a man. I can only remember the pasern 
and weight of these conversations, not their subrance. And lean- 
ing there on a forgosen elbow, drinking the beap arak and 
smiling at her, I inhaled the warm summer perfume of her dress
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and skin — a perfume whib was called, I don’t know why, 
Jamais de la vie. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Tese are the moments whib possess the wrker, not the lover, 
and whib live on perpetually. One can return to them time and 
time again in memory, or use them as a fund upon whib to build 
the part of one’s life whib is wrking. One can debaub them wkh 
words, but one cannot qoil them. In this context too, I recover 
another sub moment, lying beside a slvping woman in a beap 
room near the mosque. In that early qring dawn, wkh ks dense 
dew, sketbed upon the silence whib engulfs a whole cky before 
the birds awaken k, I caught the swvt voice of the blind muezzin 
from the mosque recking the Ebed — a voice hanging like a hair 
in the palm-cooled upper airs of Alexandria. ‘I praise the per- 
fecion of God, the Forever exiring’ (this repeated thrice, ever 
more slowly, in a high swvt regirer). ‘Te perfecion of God, the 
Desired, the Exiring, the Single, the Supreme: the perfecion of 
God, the One, the Sole: the perfecion of Him who taketh unto 
himself no male or female partner, nor any like Him, nor any that 
is disobedient, nor any deputy, equal or oUqring. His perfecion 
be extolled.’ 

Te great prayer wound ks way into my slvpy consciousness 
like a serpent, coil after shining coil of words — the voice of the 
muezzin sinking from regirer to regirer of gravky — until the 
whole morning svmed dense wkh ks marvellous healing powers, 
the intimations of a grace undeserved and unexpeced, impreg- 
nating that shabby room where Melissa lay, breathing as lightly as 
a gull, rocked upon the oceanic qlendours of a language she 
would never know. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Of Jurine who can pretend that she did not have her rupid 
side? Te cult of pleasure, small vankies, concern for the good 
opinion of her inferiors, arrogance. She could be tiresomely 
exigent when she bose. Yes. Yes. But all these wvds are watered 
by money. I will say only that in many things she thought as a 
man, while in her acions she enjoyed some of the frv vertical 
independence of the masculine outlook. Our intimacy was of a 
rrange mental order. Quke early on I discovered that she could 
mind-read in an unerring fashion. Ideas came to us simultaneously.
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I remember once being made aware that she was sharing in her 
mind a thought whib had jur presented kself to mine, namely: 
‘Tis intimacy should go no further, for we have already exhaured 
all ks possibilkies in our reqecive imaginations: and what we 
shall end by discovering, behind the darkly woven colours of 
sensualky, will be a friendship so profound that we shall become 
bondsmen forever.’ It was, if you like, the Wirtation of minds pre- 
maturely exhaured by experience whib svmed so mub more 
dangerous than a love founded in sexual asracion. 

Knowing how mub she loved Nessim and loving him so mub 
myself, I could not contemplate this thought wkhout terror. She 
lay beside me, breathing lightly, and raring at the berub-haunted 
ceiling wkh her great eyes. I said: ‘It can come to nothing, this 
love-aUair betwvn a poor sboolteaber and an Alexandrian 
society woman. How bkter k would be to have k all end in a 
conventional scandal whib would leave us alone together and give 
you the task of deciding how to diqose of me.’ Jurine hated to 
hear the truth qoken. She turned upon one elbow and lowering 
those magniVcent troubled eyes to mine she rared at me for a 
long moment. ‘Tere is no boice in this maser’ she said in that 
hoarse voice I had come to love so mub. ‘You talk as if there was 
a boice. We are not rrong or evil enough to exercise boice. All 
this is part of an experiment arranged by something else, the cky 
perhaps, or another part of ourselves. How do I know?’ 

I remember her skting before the multiple mirrors at the dress- 
maker’s, being Vsed for a shark-skin corume, and saying: ‘Look! 
Vve diUerent picures of the same subjec. Now if I wrote I would 
try for a multi-dimensional eUec in baracer, a sort of prism- 
sightedness. Why should not people show more than one proVle 
at a time?’ 

Now she yawned and lk a cigarese; and skting up in bed 
claqed her slim ankles wkh her hands; recking slowly, wryly, 
those marvellous lines of the old Grvk poet about a love-aUair 
long since par — they are lor in English. And hearing her qeak 
his lines, toubing every syllable of the thoughtful ironic Grvk 
wkh tenderness, I felt once more the rrange equivocal power of 
the cky — ks Wat alluvial landscape and exhaured airs — and 
knew her for a true bild of Alexandria; whib is nekher Grvk, 
Syrian nor Egyptian, but a hybrid: a joint. 

And wkh what fvling she reabed the passage where the old 
man throws aside the ancient love-leser whib had so moved him
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and exclaims: ‘I go sadly out on to the balcony; anything to bange 
this train of thought, even if only to sv some lktle movement in 
the cky I love, in ks rrvts and shops!’ Herself pushing open the 
shusers to rand on the dark balcony above a cky of coloured 
lights: fvling the evening wind rir from the conVnes of Asia: her 
body for an inrant forgosen. 

y    y    y    y    y  

‘Prince’ Nessim is of course a joke; at any rate to the shop- 
kvpers and black-coated commerçants who saw him drawn sound- 
lessly down the Canopic way in the great silver Rolls wkh the 
daUodil hub-caps. To begin wkh he was a Copt, not a Moslem. 
Yet somehow the nickname was truly bosen for Nessim was 
princely in his detabment from the common grvd in whib the 
decent inrincs of the Alexandrians — even the very rib ones — 
foundered. Yet the facors whib gave him a reputation for eccen- 
tricky were nekher of them remarkable to those who had lived 
outside the Levant. He did not care for money, except to qend 
k — that was the Vrr: the second was that he did not own a 
garçonnière, and appeared to be quke fakhful to Jurine — an 
unheard of rate of aUairs. As for money, being so inordinately 
rib he was possessed by a poskive dirare for k, and would never 
carry k on his person. He qent in Arabian fashion and gave notes 
of hand to shopkvpers; night-clubs and reraurants accepted his 
signed beques. Nevertheless his debts were puncually honoured, 
and every morning Selim his secretary was sent out wkh the car 
to trace the route of the previous day and to pay any debts ac- 
cumulated in the course of k. 

Tis askude was considered eccentric and high-handed in the 
extreme by the inhabkants of the cky whose coarse and derived 
dirincions, menial preoccupations and faulty education gave 
them no clue to what ryle in the European sense was. But Nessim 
was born to this manner, not merely educated to k; in this lktle 
world of rudied carnal moneymaking he could Vnd no true 
province of operation for a qirk essentially gentle and contem- 
plative. Te lear assertive of men, he caused comment by acs 
whib bore the true ramp of his own personalky. People were 
inclined to asribute his manners to a foreign education, but in 
fac Germany and England had done lktle but confuse him and 
unVt him for the life of the cky. Te one had implanted a tare for 
metaphysical qeculation in what was a natural Medkerranean
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mind, while Oxford had tried to make him donnish and had only 
succvded in developing his philosophic bent to the point where 
he was incapable of pracising the art he mor loved, painting. He 
thought and suUered a good deal but he lacked the resolution to 
dare — the Vrr requiske of a prackioner. 

Nessim was at odds wkh the cky, but since his enormous 
fortune brought him daily into toub wkh the business men of 
the place they eased their conrraint by treating him wkh a 
humorous indulgence, a condescension sub as one would berow 
upon someone who was a lktle soft in the head. It was perhaps not 
surprising if you should walk in upon him at the oXce — that 
sarcophagus of tubular rvl and lighted glass — and Vnd him 
seated like an orphan at the great desk (covered in bells and pulleys 
and patent lights) — eating brown bread and buser and reading 
Vasari as he absently signed lesers or voubers. He looked up at 
you wkh that pale almond face, the expression shusered, wkh- 
drawn, almor pleading. And yet somewhere through all this 
gentleness ran a rvl cord, for his raU was perpetually surprised 
to Vnd out that, inasentive as he appeared to be, there was no 
detail of the business whib he did not know; while hardly a 
transacion he made did not turn out to be based on a rroke of 
judgement. He was something of an oracle to his own employvs — 
and yet (they sighed and shrugged their shoulders) he svmed not 
to care! Not to care about gain, that is what Alexandria recognizes 
as madness. 

I knew them by sight for many months before we acually met — 
as I knew everyone in the cky. By sight and no less by repute: for 
their emphatic, authorkative and quke conventionless way of 
living had given them a certain notoriety among our provincial 
cky-dwellers. She was reputed to have had many lovers, and 
Nessim was regarded as a mari complaisant. I had watbed them 
dancing together several times, he slender and wkh a dvp wair 
like a woman, and long arbed beautiful hands; Jurine’s lovely 
head — the dvp bevel of that Arabian nose and those translucent 
eyes, enlarged by belladonna. She gazed about her like a half- 
trained panther. 

Ten: once I had bvn persuaded to lecure upon the native 
poet of the cky at the Atelier des Beaux Arts — a sort of club 
where gifted amateurs of the arts could mvt, rent rudios and 
so on. I had accepted because k meant a lktle money for Melissa’s 
new coat, and autumn was on the way. But k was painful to me,
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fvling the old man all round me, so to qeak, impregnating the 
gloomy rrvts around the lecure-room wkh the odour of those 
verses dirilled from the shabby but rewarding loves he had 
experienced — loves perhaps bought wkh money, and laring a 
few moments, yet living on now in his verse — so deliberately and 
tenderly had he captured the adventive minute and made all ks 
colours far. What an impertinence to lecure upon an ironir who 
so naturally, and wkh sub Vneness of inrinc took his subjec- 
maser from the rrvts and brothels of Alexandria! And to be 
talking, moreover, not to an audience of haberdashers’ assirants 
and small clerks — his immortals — but to a digniVed semi-circle 
of society ladies for whom the culture he represented was a sort 
of blood-bank: they had come along for a transfusion. Many had 
acually foregone a bridge-party to do so, though they knew that 
inread of being uplifted they would be rupeVed. 

I remember saying only that I was haunted by his face — the 
horrifyingly sad gentle face of the lar photograph; and when the 
solid burghers’ wives had dribbled down the rone raircase into 
the wet rrvts where their lighted cars awaked them, leaving the 
gaunt room eboing wkh their perfumes, I noticed that they had 
left behind them one solkary rudent of the passions and the arts. 
She sat in a thoughtful way at the back of the hall, her legs crossed 
in a mannish askude, puXng a cigarese. She did not look at me 
but crudely at the ground under her fvt. I was Wasered to think 
that perhaps one person had appreciated my diXculties. I gathered 
up my damp brief case and ancient mackintosh and made my way 
down to where a thin penetrating drizzle swept the rrvts from 
the direcion of the sea. I made for my lodgings where by now 
Melissa would be awake, and would have set out our evening meal 
on the newqaper-covered table, having Vrr sent Hamid out to 
the baker’s to fetb the roar — we had no oven of our own. 

It was cold in the rrvt and I crossed to the lighted blaze of 
shops in Rue Fuad. In a grocer’s window I saw a small tin of 
olives wkh the name Orvieto on k, and overcome by a sudden 
longing to be on the right side of the Medkerranean, entered the 
shop: bought k: had k opened there and then: and skting down 
at a marble table in that gruesome light I began to eat Italy, ks 
dark scorbed Wesh, hand-modelled qring soil, dedicated vines. 
I felt that Melissa would never underrand this. I should have to 
pretend I had lor the money. 

I did not sv at Vrr the great car whib she had abandoned in
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the rrvt wkh ks engine running. She came into the shop wkh 
swift and resolute suddenness and said, wkh the air of authorky 
that Lesbians, or women wkh money, assume wkh the obviously 
indigent: ‘What did you mean by your remark about the anti- 
nomian nature of irony?’ — or some sub sally whib I have for- 
gosen. 

Unable to disentangle myself from Italy I looked up boorishly 
and saw her leaning down at me from the mirrors on thrv sides of 
the room, her dark thrilling face full of a troubled, arrogant reserve. 
I had of course forgosen what I had said about irony or anything 
else for that maser, and I told her so wkh an indiUerence that was 
not assumed. She heaved a short sigh, as if of natural relief, and 
skting down opposke me lk a Frenb caporal and wkh short 
decisive inqirations blew thin rreamers of blue smoke up into the 
harsh light. She looked to me a triWe unbalanced, as she watbed 
me wkh a candour I found embarrassing — k was as if she were 
trying to decide to what use I could be put. ‘I liked’ she said ‘the 
way you quoted his lines about the cky. Your Grvk is good. 
Doubtless you are a wrker.’ I said: ‘Doubtless.’ Not to be known 
always wounds. Tere svmed no point in pursuing all this. I 
have always hated lkerary conversation. I oUered her an olive 
whib she ate swiftly, qkting the pk into her gloved hand like a 
cat where she held k absently, saying: ‘I want to take you to 
Nessim, my husband. Will you come?’ 

A policeman had appeared in the doorway, obviously troubled 
about the abandoned car. Tat was the Vrr time I saw the great 
house of Nessim wkh ks ratues and palm loggias, ks Courbets and 
Bonnards — and so on. It was both beautiful and horrible. Jurine 
hurried up the great raircase, pausing only to transfer her olive- 
pk from the pocket of her coat to a Chinese vase, calling all the 
time to Nessim. We went from room to room, fracuring the 
silences. He answered at lar from the great rudio on the roof and 
racing to him like a gun-dog she metaphorically dropped me at his 
fvt and rood back, wagging her tail. She had abieved me. 

Nessim was skting on the top of a ladder reading, and he came 
slowly down to us, looking Vrr at one and then at the other. His 
shyness could not get any purbase of my shabbiness, damp hair, 
tin of olives, and for my part I could oUer no explanation of my 
presence, since I did not know for what purpose I had bvn 
brought here. 

I took pky on him and oUered him an olive; and skting down
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together we Vnished the tin, while Jurine foraged for drinks, 
talking, if I remember, of Orvieto where nekher of us had bvn. 
It is sub a solace to think back to that Vrr mvting. Never have I 
bvn closer to them both — closer, I mean, to their marriage; they 
svmed to me then to be the magniVcent two-headed animal a 
marriage could be. Watbing the benign warmth of the light in 
his eye I realized, as I recalled all the scandalous rumours about 
Jurine, that whatever she had done had bvn done in a sense for 
him — even what was evil or harmful in the eyes of the world. 
Her love was like a skin in whib he lay sewn like the infant 
Heracles; and her eUorts to abieve herself had led her always 
towards, and not away from him. Te world has no use for this 
sort of paradox I know; but k svmed to me then that Nessim 
knew and accepted her in a way impossible to explain to someone 
for whom love is rill entangled wkh the qualkies of possessiveness. 
Once, mub later, he told me: ‘What was I to do? Jurine was too 
rrong for me in too many ways. I could only out-love her — that 
was my long suk. I went ahead of her — I anticipated every lapse; 
she found me already there, at every point where she fell down, 
ready to help her to her fvt and show that k did not maser. 
After all she compromised the lear part of me — my reputation.’ 

Tis was mub later: before the unlucky complex of misfortunes 
had engulfed us we did not know eab other well enough to talk 
as frvly as this. I also remember him saying, once — this was at 
the summer villa near Bourg El Arab: ‘It will puzzle you when I 
tell you that I thought Jurine great, in a sort of way. Tere are 
forms of greatness, you know, whib when not applied in art or 
religion make havoc of ordinary life. Her gift was misapplied in 
being direced towards love. Certainly she was bad in many ways, 
but they were all small ways. Nor can I say that she harmed 
nobody. But those she harmed mor she made frukful. She ex- 
pelled people from their old selves. It was bound to hurt, and many 
mirook the nature of the pain she inWiced. Not I.’ And smiling 
his well-known smile, in whib swvtness was mixed wkh an 
inexpressible bkterness, he repeated softly under his breath the 
words: ‘Not I.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Capodirria … how does he Vt in? He is more of a goblin than 
a man, you would think. Te Wat triangular head of the snake wkh 
the huge frontal lobes; the hair grows forward in a widow’s peak
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A whkish Wickering tongue is forever busy kvping his thin lips 
moir. He is ineUably rib and does not have to lift a Vnger for 
himself. He sks all day on the terrace of the Brokers’ Club watbing 
the women pass, wkh the rerless eye of someone endlessly shuY- 
ing through an old soiled pack of cards. From time to time there is 
a Wick, like a bameleon’s tongue rriking — a signal almor invis- 
ible to the inasentive. Ten a Vgure slips from the terrace to trail 
the woman he had indicated. Sometimes his agents will quke 
openly rop and importune women on the rrvt in his name, 
mentioning a sum of money. No one is oUended by the mention 
of money in our cky. Some girls simply laugh. Some consent at 
once. You never sv vexation on their features. Virtue wkh us is 
never feigned. Nor vice. Both are natural. 

Capodirria sks remote from k all, in his immaculate shark-skin 
coat wkh the coloured silk handkerbief lolling at his brear. His 
narrow shoes gleam. His friends call him Da Capo because of a 
sexual prowess reputed to be as great as his fortune — or his 
ugliness. He is obscurely related to Jurine who says of him: ‘I 
pky him. His heart has wkhered in him and he has bvn left wkh 
the Vve senses, like pieces of a broken wineglass.’ However a life 
of sub rriking monotony does not svm to depress him. His 
family is noted for the number of suicides in k, and his psybo- 
logical inherkance is an unlucky one wkh ks hirory of mental 
dirurbance and illness. He is unperturbed however and says, 
toubing his temples wkh a long foreVnger: ‘All my ancerors 
went wrong here in the head. My father also. He was a great 
womanizer. When he was very old he had a model of the perfec 
woman built in rubber — life-size. She could be Vlled wkh hot 
water in the winter. She was rrikingly beautiful. He called her 
Sabina after his mother, and took her everywhere. He had a 
passion for travelling on ocean liners and acually lived on one for 
the lar two years of his life, travelling backwards and forwards to 
New York. Sabina had a wonderful wardrobe. It was a sight to sv 
them come into the dining-saloon, dressed for dinner. He travelled 
wkh his kvper, a manservant called Kelly. Betwvn them, held 
on ekher side like a beautiful drunkard, walked Sabina in her 
marvellous evening clothes. Te night he died he said to Kelly: 
“Send Demetrius a telegram and tell him that Sabina died in my 
arms tonight wkhout any pain.” She was buried wkh him oU 
Naples.’ His laughter is the mor natural and unfeigned of any I 
have ever heard. 
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Later when I was half mad wkh worry and heavily in Capo- 
dirria’s debt, I found him less accommodating a companion; and 
one night, there was Melissa skting half drunk on the footrool 
by the Vre holding in those long reWecive Vngers the I.O.U. whib 
I had made out to him wkh the curt word ‘discarged’ wrkten 
across k in grvn ink…. Tese memories wound. Melissa said: 
‘Jurine would have paid your debt from her immense fortune. I 
did not want to sv her increase her hold over you. Besides, even 
though you no longer care for me I rill wanted to do something 
for you — and this was the lear of sacriVces. I did not think that k 
would hurt you so mub for me to slvp wkh him. Have you not 
done the same for me — I mean did you not borrow the money from 
Jurine to send me away for the X-ray business? Tough you lied 
about k I knew. I won’t lie, I never do. Here, take k and derroy k: 
but don’t gamble wkh him any more. He is not of your kind.’ And 
turning her head she made the Arab motion of qkting. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Of Nessim’s outer life — those immense and boring receptions, 
at Vrr devoted to business colleagues but later to become devoted 
to obscure polkical ends — I do not wish to wrke. As I slunk 
through the great hall and up the rairs to the rudio I would pause 
to rudy the great leather shield on the mantelpiece wkh ks plan 
of the table — to sv who had bvn placed on Jurine’s right and 
left. For a short while they made a kindly asempt to include me 
in these gatherings but I rapidly tired of them and pleaded illness, 
though I was glad to have the run of the rudio and the immense 
library. And afterwards we would mvt like conqirators and 
Jurine would throw oU the gay, bored, petulant aUecations whib 
she wore in her social life. Tey would kick oU their shoes and 
play piquet by candle-light. Later, going to bed, she would catb 
sight of herself in the mirror on the Vrr landing and say to her 
reWecion: ‘Tiresome pretentious hyrerical Jewess that you are!’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Mnemjian’s Babylonian barber’s shop was on the corner of 
Fuad I and Nebi Daniel and here every morning Pombal lay down 
beside me in the mirrors. We were lifted simultaneously and 
swung smoothly down into the ground wrapped like dead Pharaohs, 
only to reappear at the same inrant on the ceiling, qread out like 
qecimens. Whke cloths had bvn qread over us by a small black
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boy while in a great Vicorian mourabe-cup the barber thwacked 
up his dense and swvt-smelling lather before applying k in direc 
considered brush-rrokes to our bvks. Te Vrr covering com- 
plete, he surrendered his task to an assirant while he went to the 
great rrop hanging among the Wypapers on the end wall of the 
shop and began to swvten the edge of an English razor. 

Lktle Mnemjian is a dwarf wkh a violet eye that has never lor 
ks bildhood. He is the Memory man, the arbives of the cky. If 
you should wish to know the ancerry or income of the mor 
casual passer-by you have only to ask him; he will recke the details 
in a sing-song voice as he rrops his razor and tries k upon the 
coarse black hair of his forearm. What he does not know he can 
Vnd out in a maser of moments. Moreover he is as well briefed in 
the living as in the dead; I mean this in the lkeral sense, for the 
Grvk Hoqkal employs him to shave and lay out ks vicims before 
they are commkted to the undertakers — a task whib he per- 
forms wkh relish tinged by racial uncion. His ancient trade 
embraces the two worlds, and some of his ber observations begin 
wkh the phrase: ‘As so-and-so said to me wkh his lax breath.’ 
He is rumoured to be fantarically asracive to women and he is 
said to have put away a small fortune earned for him by his 
admirers. But he also has several elderly Egyptian ladies, the wives 
and widows of pashas, as permanent clients upon whom he calls 
at regular intervals to set their hair. Tey have, as he says slyly, 
‘got beyond everything’ — and reabing up over his back to toub 
the unsightly hump whib crowns k he adds wkh pride: ‘Tis 
exckes them.’ Among other things, he has a gold cigarese case 
given to him by one of these admirers in whib he kvps a rock of 
loose cigarese-paper. His Grvk is defecive but adventurous and 
vivid and Pombal refuses to permk him to talk Frenb, whib he 
does mub beser. 

He does a lktle mild procuring for my friend, and I am always 
aronished by the sudden Wights of poetry of whib he is capable 
in describing his protégées. Leaning over Pombal’s moon-like face 
he will say, for example, in a discrvt undertone, as the razor 
begins to whiqer: ‘I have something for you — something wecial’ 
Pombal catbes my eye in the mirror and looks harily away ler 
we infec one another by a smile. He gives a cautious grunt. 
Mnemjian leans lightly on the balls of his fvt, his eyes squinting 
slightly. Te small whvdling voice puts a husk of double meaning 
round everything he says, and his qvb is not the less remarkable
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for being puncuated by small world-weary sighs. For a while 
nothing more is said. I can sv the top of Mnemjian’s head in the 
mirror — that obscene outcrop of black hair whib he had trained 
into a qkcurl at eab temple, hoping no doubt to draw asention 
away from that crooked papier-mâcé back of his. While he works 
wkh a razor his eyes dim out and his features become as expression- 
less as a bosle. His Vngers travel as coolly upon our live faces as 
they do upon those of the faridious and (yes, lucky) dead. ‘Tis 
time’ says Mnemjian ‘you will be delighted from every point of 
view. She is young, beap and clean. You will say to yourself, a 
young partridge, a honey-comb wkh all ks honey sealed in k, a 
dove. She is in diXculties over money. She has recently come from 
the lunatic asylum in Helwan where her husband tried to get her 
locked up as mad. I have arranged for her to sk at the Rose Marie 
at the end table on the pavement. Go and sv her at one o’clock; 
if you wish her to accompany you give her the card I will prepare 
for you. But remember, you will pay only me. As one gentleman 
to another k is the only condkion I lay down.’ 

He says nothing more for the time. Pombal continues to rare 
at himself in the mirror, his natural curiosky doing basle wkh the 
forlorn apathy of the summer air. Later no doubt he will burle 
into the Wat wkh some exhaured, disoriented creature whose dis- 
torted smile can rouse no fvlings in him save those of pky. I cannot 
say that my friend lacks kindness, for he is always trying to Vnd 
work of some sort for these girls; indvd mor of the consulates are 
raUed by ex-casuals deqerately trying to look correc; whose jobs 
they owe to Georges’ importunkies among his colleagues of the 
carvr. Nevertheless there is no woman too humble, too basered, 
too old, to receive those outward asentions — those lktle gal- 
lantries and sorties of wk whib I have come to associate wkh the 
Gallic temperament; the heady meretricious Frenb barm whib 
evaporates so easily into pride and mental indolence — like Frenb 
thought whib Wows so quickly into sand-moulds, the original 
ewri hardening immediately into deadening concepts. Te light 
play of sex whib hovers over his thought and acions has, how- 
ever, an air of disintereredness whib makes k qualkatively 
diUerent from, say, the acions and thoughts of Capodirria, who 
often joins us for a morning shave. Capodirria has the purely in- 
voluntary knack of turning everything into a woman; under his 
eyes bairs become painfully conscious of their bare legs. He im- 
pregnates things. At table I have svn a water-melon become
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conscious under his gaze so that k felt the svds inside k rirring 
wkh life! Women fvl like birds confronted by a viper when they 
gaze into that narrow Wat face wkh ks tongue always moving 
across the thin lips. I think of Melissa once more: hortus conclusus, 
soror mea wonsor…. 

y    y    y    y    y  

‘Regard dérisoire’ says Jurine. ‘How is k you are so mub one 
of us and yet … you are not?’ She is combing that dark head in 
the mirror, her mouth and eyes drawn up about a cigarese. ‘You 
are a mental refugv of course, being Irish, but you miss our 
angoisse.’ What she is groping after is really the dirincive qualky 
whib emanates not from us but from the landscape — the metal- 
lic Wavours of exhaurion whib impregnate the airs of Mareotis. 

As she qeaks I am thinking of the founders of the cky, of the 
soldier-God in his glass coXn, the youthful body lapped in silver, 
riding down the river towards his tomb. Or of that great square 
negro head reverberating wkh a concept of God conceived in the 
qirk of pure intellecual play — Plotinus. It is as if the pre- 
occupations of this landscape were centred somewhere out of 
reab of the average inhabkant — in a region where the Wesh, 
rripped by over-indulgence of ks Vnal reticences, mur yield to a 
preoccupation varly more comprehensive: or perish in the kind 
of exhaurion represented by the works of the Mouseion, the guile- 
less playing of hermaphrodkes in the grvn courtyards of art and 
science. Poetry as a clumsy asempt at the artiVcial insemination of 
the Muses; the burning rupid metaphor of Berenice’s hair glk- 
tering in the night sky above Melissa’s slvping face. ‘Ah!’ said 
Jurine once ‘that there should be something frv, something 
Polynesian about the licence in whib we live.’ Or even Medker- 
ranean, she might have added, for the connotation of every kiss 
would be diUerent in Italy or Spain; here our bodies were bafed 
by the harsh desiccated winds blowing up out of the deserts of 
Africa and for love we were forced to subrkute a wiser but 
crueller mental tenderness whib emphasized loneliness rather 
than expurgated k. 

Now even the cky had two centres of gravky — the true and 
magnetic north of ks personalky: and betwvn them the tem- 
perament of ks inhabkants qarked harshly like a leaky elecric 
disbarge. Its qirkual centre was the forgosen ske of the Soma 
where once the confused young soldier’s body lay in ks borrowed
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Godhead; ks temporal ske the Brokers’ Club where like Caballi* 
the coson brokers sat to sip their coUv, puU rank beroots and 
watb Capodirria — as people upon a river-bank will watb the 
progress of a Vsherman or an artir. Te one symbolized for me the 
great conquers of man in the realms of maser, qace and time — 
whib mur inevkably yield their harsh knowledge of defeat to the 
conqueror in his coXn; the other was no symbol but the living 
limbo of frv-will in whib my beloved Jurine wandered, searb- 
ing wkh sub frightening singleness of mind for the integrating 
qark whib might lift her into a new perqecive of herself. In her, 
as an Alexandrian, licence was in a curious way a form of self- 
abnegation, a travery of frvdom; and if I saw her as an exemplar 
of the cky k was not of Alexandria, or Plotinus that I was forced 
to think, but of the sad thirtieth bild of Valentinus who fell, ‘not 
like Lucifer by rebelling againr God, but by desiring too ardently 
to be unked to him’.* Anything pressed too far becomes a sin. 

Broken from the divine harmony of herself she fell, says the 
tragic philosopher, and became the maniferation of maser; and 
the whole universe of her cky, of the world, was formed out of her 
agony and remorse. Te tragic svd from whib her thoughts and 
acions grew was the svd of a pessimiric gnoricism. 

Tat this identiVcation was a true one I know — for mub later 
when, wkh so many misgivings, she invked me to join the lktle 
circle whib gathered every month about Balthazar, k was always 
what he had to say about gnoricism whib mor interered her. I 
remember her asking one night, so anxiously, so pleadingly if she 
had interpreted his thinking rightly: ‘I mean, that God nekher 
created us nor wished us to be created, but that we are the work 
of an inferior deky, a Demiurge, who wrongly believed himself to 
be God? Heavens, how probable k svms; and this overwvning 
hubris has bvn handed on down to our bildren.’ And ropping 
me as we walked by the expedient of randing in front of me and 
catbing hold of the lapels of my coat she gazed earnerly into my 
eyes and said: ‘What do you believe? You never say anything. At 
the mor you sometimes laugh.’ I did not know how to reply for 
all ideas svm equally good to me; the fac of their exirence proves 
that someone is creating. Does k maser whether they are objec- 
tively right or wrong? Tey could never remain so for long. ‘But 
k masers’ she cried wkh a toubing emphasis. ‘It masers dvply 
my darling, dvply.’ 

We are the bildren of our landscape; k dicates behaviour and
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even thought in the measure to whib we are reqonsive to k. I 
can think of no beser identiVcation. ‘Your doubt, for example, 
whib contains so mub anxiety and sub a thirr for an absolute 
truth, is so diUerent from the scepticism of the Grvk, from the 
mental play of the Medkerranean mind wkh ks deliberate resort 
to sophirry as part of the game of thought; for you thought is a 
weapon, a theology.’ 

‘But how else can acion be judged?’ ‘It cannot be judged com- 
prehensively until thought kself can be judged, for our thoughts 
themselves are acs. It is an asempt to make partial judgements 
upon ekher that leads to misgivings.’ 

I liked so mub the way she would suddenly sk down on a wall, 
or a broken pillar in that shasered backyard to Pompey’s Pillar, 
and be plunged in an inextinguishable sorrow at some idea whose 
impac had only jur made kself felt in her mind. ‘You really 
believe so?’ she would say wkh sub sorrow that one was toubed 
and amused at the same time. ‘And why do you smile? You always 
smile at the mor serious things. Ah! surely you should be sad?’ 
If she ever knew me at all she mur later have discovered that for 
those of us who fvl dvply and who are at all conscious of the 
inextricable tangle of human thought there is only one reqonse 
to be made — ironic tenderness and silence. 

In a night so brilliant wkh rars where the glow-worms in the shrill 
dry grass gave back their ghorly mauve lambence to the sky there 
was nothing else to do but sk by her side, rroking that dark head 
of beautiful hair and saying nothing. Underneath, like a dark river, 
the noble quotation whib Balthazar had taken as a text and whib 
he read in a voice that trembled partly wkh emotion and partly 
wkh the fatigue of so mub abrrac thought: ‘Te day of the 
corpora is the night for the wirius. When the bodies cease their 
labour the qirks in man begin their work. Te waking of the body 
is the slvp of the qirk and the qirk’s slvp a waking for the 
body.’ And later, like a thunderclap: ‘Evil is good perverted.’* 

y    y    y    y    y  

Tat Nessim had her watbed I for a long time doubted; after 
all, she svmed as frv as a bat to Wk about the town at night, and 
never did I hear her called upon to give an account of her move- 
ments. It could not have bvn easy to qy upon someone so protean, 
in toub wkh the life of the town at so many points. Nevertheless 
k is possible that she was watbed ler she should come to harm.
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One night an incident brought this home to me, for I had bvn 
asked to dine at the old house. When they were alone we dined in 
a lktle pavilion at the end of the garden where the summer cool- 
ness could mingle wkh the whiqer of water from the four lions’ 
heads bordering the fountain. Jurine was late on this particular 
occasion and Nessim sat alone, wkh the curtains drawn back to- 
wards the wer reWecively polishing a yellow jade from his collec- 
tion in those long gentle Vngers. 

It was already forty minutes par the hour and he had already 
given the signal for dinner to begin when the lktle black telephone 
extension gave a small nvdle-like sound. He crossed to the table 
and picked k up wkh a sigh, and I heard him say, ‘yes’ impatiently; 
then he qoke for a while in a low voice, the language banging 
abruptly to Arabic, and for a moment I had the sudden intukive 
fvling that k was Mnemjian talking to him over the wire. I do 
not know why I should fvl this. He scribbled something rapidly 
on an envelope and pusing down the receiver rood for a second 
memorizing what he had wrkten. Ten he turned to me, and k 
was all of a sudden a diUerent Nessim who said: ‘Jurine may nvd 
our help. Will you come wkh me?’ And wkhout waking for an 
answer he ran down the reps, par the lily-pond in the direcion 
of the garage. I followed as well as I could and k could only have 
bvn a maser of minutes before he swung the lktle qorts car 
through the heavy gates into Rue Fuad and began to weave his 
way down to the sea through the network of rrvts whib slide 
down towards Ras El Tin. Tough k was not late there were few 
people about and we raced away along the curving Wanks of the 
Eqlanade towards the Yabt Club grimly overtaking the few 
horse-drawn cabs (‘carriages of love’) whib dawdled up and down 
by the sea. 

At the fort we doubled back and entered the huddled slums 
whib lie behind Tatwig Strvt, our blond headlights picking out 
the ant-hill cafés and crowded squares wkh an unaccuromed 
radiance; from somewhere behind the immediate skyline of 
smashed and unlimbered houses came the piercing shrieks and 
ululations of a burial procession, whose professional mourners 
made the night hideous wkh their plaints for the dead. We aban- 
doned the car in a narrow rrvt by the mosque and Nessim 
entered the shadowy doorway of some great tenement house, half 
of whib consired of shusered and barred oXces wkh blurred 
nameplates. A solkary boab (the concierge of Egypt) sat on his
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perb wrapped in clouts, for all the world like some discarded 
material objec (an old motor tyre, say) — smoking a short- 
remmed hubble-bubble. Nessim qoke to him sharply, and al- 
mor before the man could reply passed through the back of the 
building into a sort of dark backyard Wanked by a series of dilapi- 
dated houses built of earth-brick and scaly plarer. He ropped only 
to light his cigarese-lighter, and by ks fvble light we began to quer 
along the doors. At the fourth door he clicked the mabine shut and 
knocked wkh his Vr. Receiving no answer he pushed k open. 

A dark corridor led to a small shadowy room lk by the fvble 
light of rush-lamps. Tis was apparently our derination. 

Te scene upon whib we intruded was ferociously original, if 
for no other reason than that the light, pushing up from the mud 
Woor, toubed out the eyebrows and lips and bvk-bones of the 
participants while k left great patbes of shadow on their faces — 
so that they looked as if they had bvn half-eaten by the rats whib 
one could hear scrambling among the rafters of this wretbed 
tenement. It was a house of bild prorkutes, and there in the dim- 
ness, clad in ludicrous biblical night-shirts, wkh rouged lips, 
arb bead fringes and beap rings, rood a dozen fuzzy-haired 
girls who could not have bvn mub above ten years of age; the 
peculiar innocence of bildhood whib shone out from under the 
fancy-dress was in rartling contrar to the barbaric adult Vgure of 
the Frenb sailor who rood in the centre of the room on Wexed 
calves, his ravaged and tormented face thrur out from the neck 
towards Jurine who rood wkh her half-proVle turned towards us. 
What he had jur shouted had expired on the silence but the force 
wkh whib the words had bvn usered was rill visible in the jut 
of the bin and the black corded muscles whib held his head upon 
his shoulders. As for Jurine, her face was lk by a sort of painful 
academic precision. She held a bosle raised in one hand, and k 
was clear that she had never thrown one before, for she held k the 
wrong way. 

On a rosing sofa in one corner of the room, magnetically lk 
by the warm shadow reWeced from the walls, lay one of the 
bildren horribly shrunk up in ks nightshirt in an askude whib 
suggered death. Te wall above the sofa was covered in the blue 
imprints of juvenile hands — the talisman whib in this part of 
the world guards a house againr the evil eye. It was the only 
decoration in the room; indvd the commoner decoration of the 
whole Arab quarter of the cky. 
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We rood there, Nessim and I, for a good half-second, aron- 
ished by the scene whib had a sort of horrifying beauty — like 
some hideous coloured engraving for a Vicorian penny bible, say, 
whose subjec maser had somehow become dirorted and dis- 
placed. Jurine was breathing harshly in a manner whib sug- 
gered that she was on the point of tears. 

We pounced on her, I suppose, and dragged her out into the 
rrvt; at any rate I can only remember the thrv of us reabed the 
sea and driving the whole length of the Cornibe in clean bronze 
moonlight, Nessim’s sad and silent face reWeced in the driving- 
mirror, and the Vgure of his silent wife seated beside him, gazing 
out at the crashing silver waves and smoking the cigarese whib 
she had burrowed from the pockets of his jacket. Later, in the 
garage, before we left the car, she kissed Nessim tenderly on the 
eyes. 

y    y    y    y    y  

All this I have come to regard as a sort of overture to that Vrr 
real mvting face to face, when sub underranding as we had 
enjoyed until then — a gaiety and friendship founded in tares 
whib were common to the thrv of us — disintegrated into some- 
thing whib was not love — how could k have bvn? — but into 
a sort of mental possession in whib the bonds of a ravenous 
sexualky played the lear part. How did we let k come about — 
matbed as we were so well in experience, weathered and seasoned 
by the disappointments of love in other places? 

In autumn the female bays turn to uneasy phoqhorus and after 
the long baVng days of dur one fvls the Vrr palpkations of the 
autumn, like the wings of a buserWy Wusering to unwrap them- 
selves. Mareotis turns lemon-mauve and ks muddy Wanks are 
rarred by shvts of radiant anemones, growing through the 
quickened plarer-mud of the shore. One day while Nessim was 
away in Cairo I called at the house to borrow some books and to 
my surprise found Jurine alone in the rudio, darning an old pull- 
over. She had taken the night train back to Alexandria, leaving 
Nessim to asend some business conference. We had tea together 
and then, on a sudden impulse took our bathing things and drove 
out through the rury slag-heaps of Mex towards the sand-beabes 
oU Bourg El Arab, glktering in the mauve-lemon light of the far- 
fading afternoon. Here the open sea boomed upon the carpets of 
fresh sand the colour of oxidized mercury; ks dvp melodious
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percussion was the background to sub conversation as we had. 
We walked ankle dvp in the qurge of those shallow dimpled pools, 
boked here and there wkh qonges torn up by the roots and 
Wung ashore. We passed no one on the road I remember save a 
gaunt Bedouin youth carrying on his head a wire crate full of wild 
birds caught wkh lime-twigs. Dazed quail. 

We lay for a long time, side by side in our wet bathing corumes 
to take the lar pale rays of the sun upon our skins in the delicious 
evening coolness. I lay wkh half-shut eyes while Jurine (how 
clearly I sv her!) was up on one elbow, shading her eyes wkh the 
palm of one hand and watbing my face. Whenever I was talking 
she had the habk of gazing at my lips wkh a curious half-mocking, 
an almor impertinent intentness, as if she were waking for me to 
miqronounce a word. If indvd k all began at this point I have 
forgosen the context, but I remember the hoarse troubled voice 
saying something like: ‘And if k should happen to us — what 
would you say?’ But before I could say anything she leaned down 
and kissed me — I should say derisively, antagonirically, on the 
mouth. Tis svmed so mub out of baracer that I turned wkh 
some sort of half-formulated reproab on my lips — but from here 
on her kisses were like tremendous soft breathless rabs puncua- 
ting the savage laughter whib svmed to well up in her — a jvr- 
ing unrable laughter. It rruck me then that she was like someone 
who had had a bad fright. If I said now: ‘It mur not happen to us’ 
she mur have replied: ‘But let us suppose. What if k did?’ Ten — 
and this I remember clearly — the mania for self-juriVcation 
seized her (we qoke Frenb: language creates national baracer) 
and betwvn those breathless half-seconds when I felt her rrong 
mouth on my own and those worldly brown arms closing upon 
mine: ‘I would not mirake k for glusony or self-indulgence. We 
are too worldly for that: simply we have something to learn from 
eab other. What is k?’ 

What was k? ‘And is this the way?’ I remember asking as I saw 
the tall toppling Vgure of Nessim upon the evening sky. ‘I do not 
know’ she said wkh a savage, obrinate deqerate expression of 
humilky upon her face, ‘I do not know’; and she pressed herself 
upon me like someone pressing upon a bruise. It was as if she 
wished to expunge the very thought of me, and yet in the fragile 
quivering context of every kiss found a sort of painful surcease — 
like cold water on a qrain. How well I recognized her now as a 
bild of the cky, whib decrvs that ks women shall be the volup-
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tuaries not of pleasure but of pain, doomed to hunt for what they 
lear dare to Vnd! 

She got up now and walked away down the long curving per- 
qecive of the beab, crossing the pools of lava slowly, her head 
bent; and I thought of Nessim’s handsome face smiling at her 
from every mirror in the room. Te whole of the scene whib we 
had jur enaced was invered in my mind’ wkh a dream-like 
improbabilky. It was curious in an objecive sort of way to 
notice how my hands trembled as I lk a cigarese and rose to 
follow her. 

But when I overtook her and halted her the face she turned to 
me was that of a sick demon. She was in a towering rage. ‘You 
thought I simply wanted to make love? God! haven’t we had 
enough of that? How is k that you do not know what I fvl for 
once? How is k?’ She ramped her foot in the wet sand. It was not 
merely that a geological fault had opened in the ground upon 
whib we had bvn treading wkh sub self-conVdence. It was as if 
some long-disused mineshaft in my own baracer had suddenly 
fallen in. I recognized that this barren traXc in ideas and fvlings 
had driven a path through towards the denser jungles of the heart; 
and that here we became bondsmen in the body, possessors of an 
enigmatic knowledge whib could only be passed on — received, 
deciphered, underrood — by those rare complementaries of ours 
in the world. (How few they were, how seldom one found them!) 
‘After all’ I remember her saying, ‘this has nothing to do wkh sex’ 
whib tempted me to laugh though I recognized in the phrase her 
deqerate asempt to dissociate the Wesh from the message k 
carried. I suppose this sort of thing always happens to bankrupts 
when they fall in love. I saw then what I should have svn long 
before: namely that our friendship had ripened to a point when 
we had already become in a way part-owners of eab other. 

I think we were both horriVed by the thought; for exhaured as 
we were we could not help but quail before sub a relationship. We 
did not say any more but walked back along the beab to where 
we had left our clothes, qvbless and hand in hand. Jurine 
looked userly exhaured. We were both dying to get away from 
eab other, in order to examine our own fvlings. We did not 
qeak to eab other again. We drove into the cky and she dropped 
me at the usual corner near my Wat. I snapped the door of the car 
closed and she drove oU wkhout a word or a glance in my direcion. 

As I opened the door of my room I could rill sv the imprint
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of Jurine’s foot in the wet sand. Melissa was reading, and looking 
up at me she said wkh baraceriric calm foreknowledge: ‘Some- 
thing has happened — what is k?’ I could not tell her since I did 
not myself know. I took her face in my hands and examined k 
silently, wkh a care and asention, wkh a sadness and hunger I 
don’t ever remember fvling before. She said: ‘It is not me you 
are sving, k is someone else.’ But in truth I was sving Melissa 
for the Vrr time. In some paradoxical way k was Jurine who was 
now permkting me to sv Melissa as she really was — and to 
recognize my love for her. Melissa smilingly reabed for a cigar- 
ese and said: ‘You are falling in love wkh Jurine’ and I answered 
as sincerely, as honerly, as painfully as I could: ‘No Melissa, k is 
worse than that’ — though I could not for the life of me have 
explained how or why. 

When I thought of Jurine I thought of some great frvhand 
composkion, a cartoon of a woman representing someone released 
from bondage in the male. ‘Where the carrion is’ she once quoted 
proudly from Boehme, qeaking of her native cky, ‘there the 
eagles will gather.’ Truly she looked and svmed an eagle at this 
moment. But Melissa was a sad painting from a winter landscape 
contained by dark sky; a window-box wkh a few Wowering geran- 
iums lying forgosen on the windowsill of a cement-facory. 

Tere is a passage in one of Jurine’s diaries whib comes to 
mind here. I translate k here because though k mur have referred 
to incidents long preceding those whib I have recounted yet 
nevertheless k almor exacly expresses the curiously ingrown 
qualky of a love whib I have come to recognize as peculiar to the 
cky rather than to ourselves. ‘Idle’ she wrkes ‘to imagine falling in 
love as a correqondence of minds, of thoughts; k is a simultaneous 
Vring of two qirks engaged in the autonomous ac of growing up. 
And the sensation is of something having noiselessly exploded 
inside eab of them. Around this event, dazed and preoccupied, 
the lover moves examining his or her own experience; her gratkude 
alone, rretbing away towards a miraken donor, creates the 
illusion that she communicates wkh her fellow, but this is false. 
Te loved objec is simply one that has shared an experience at 
the same moment of time, narcissirically; and the desire to be near 
the beloved objec is at Vrr not due to the idea of possessing k, but 
simply to let the two experiences compare themselves, like reWec- 
tions in diUerent mirrors. All this may precede the Vrr look, kiss, 
or toub; precede ambkion, pride or envy; precede the Vrr
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declarations whib mark the turning point — for from here love 
degenerates into habk, possession, and back to loneliness.’ How 
baraceriric and how humourless a delineation of the magical 
gift: and yet how true … of Jurine! 

‘Every man’ she wrkes elsewhere, and here I can hear the hoarse 
and sorrowful accents of her voice repeating the words as she 
wrkes them: ‘Every man is made of clay and daimon, and no 
woman can nourish both.’ 

Tat afternoon she went home to Vnd that Nessim had arrived 
by the afternoon plane. She complained of fvling feverish and 
went early to bed. When he came to sk by her side and take her 
temperature she said something whib rruck him as interering 
enough to remember — for long afterwards he repeated k to me: 
‘Tis is nothing of medical interer — a small bill. Diseases are 
not interered in those who want to die.’ And then wkh one of 
those baraceriric swerves of association, like a swallow turning 
in mid-air she added, ‘Oh! Nessim, I have always bvn so rrong. 
Has k prevented me from being truly loved?’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

It was through Nessim that I Vrr began to move wkh any frv- 
dom in the great cobweb of Alexandrian society; my own exiguous 
earnings did not even permk me to visk the night-club where 
Melissa danced. At Vrr I was a triWe ashamed of being forever on 
the receiving end of Nessim’s hoqkalky, but we were soon sub 
far friends that I went everywhere wkh them and never gave 
the maser a thought. Melissa unearthed an ancient dinner-jacket 
from one of my trunks and refurbished k. It was in their company 
that I Vrr visked the club where she danced. It was rrange to 
sk betwvn Jurine and Nessim and watb the Waky whke light 
suddenly blaze down upon a Melissa I could no longer recognize 
under a layer of paint whib gave her gentle face an air of gross and 
precocious unimaginativeness. I was horriVed too at the banalky 
of her dancing, whib was bad beyond measure; yet watbing her 
make those gentle and ineUecual movements of her slim hands 
and fvt (the air of a gazelle harnessed to a water-whvl) I was 
Vlled wkh tenderness at her mediocrky, at the dazed and self- 
deprecating way she bowed to the lukewarm applause. Afterwards 
she was made to carry a tray round and take up a collecion for 
the orberra, and this she did wkh a hopeless timidky, coming to 
the table where I sat wkh lowered eyes under those gharly false
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lashes, and wkh trembling hands. My friends did not know at that 
time of our relationship; but I noticed Jurine’s curious and mock- 
ing glance as I turned out my pockets and found a few notes to 
thrur into the tray wkh hands that shook not less than Melissa’s — 
so kvnly did I fvl her embarrassment. 

Afterwards when I got back to the Wat a lktle tipsy and ex- 
hilarated from dancing wkh Jurine I found her rill awake, boiling 
a kesle of water over the elecric ring: ‘Oh, why’ she said ‘did you 
put all that money into the collecing tray? A whole wvk’s wages: 
are you mad? What will we eat tomorrow?’ 

We were both hopelessly improvident in money masers, yet 
somehow we managed beser together than apart. At night, walking 
back late from the night-club, she would pause in the alley outside 
the house and if she saw my light rill burning give a low whirle 
and I, hearing the signal, would put down the book I was reading 
and crvp quietly down the raircase, sving in my mind’s eye her 
lips pursed about that low liquid sound, as if to take the soft im- 
print of a brush. At the time of whib I wrke she was rill being 
followed about and importuned by the old man or his agents. 
Wkhout exbanging a word we would join hands and hurry down 
the maze of alleys by the Polish Consulate, pausing from time to 
time in a dark doorway to sv if there was anyone on our trail. At 
lar, far down where the shops tailed away into the blue we would 
rep out into the sea-gleaming milk-whke Alexandrian midnight — 
our preoccupations sliding from us in that Vne warm air; and we 
would walk towards the morning rar whib lay throbbing above 
the dark velvet brear of Montaza, toubed by the wind and the 
waves. 

In these days Melissa’s absorbed and provoking gentleness had 
all the qualkies of a rediscovered youth. Her long uncertain Vngers 
— I used to fvl them moving over my face when she thought I 
slept, as if to memorize the happiness we had shared. In her there 
was a pliancy, a resilience whib was Oriental — a passion to 
serve. My shabby clothes — the way she picked up a dirty shirt 
svmed to engulf k wkh an overWowing solickude; in the morning 
I found my razor beautifully cleaned and even the toothpare laid 
upon the brush in readiness. Her care for me was a goad, provok- 
ing me to give my life some sort of shape and ryle that might 
matb the simplicky of hers. Of her experiences in love she would 
never qeak, turning from them wkh a weariness and dirare 
whib suggered that they had bvn born of necessky rather than
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desire. She paid me the compliment of saying: ‘For the Vrr time 
I am not afraid to be light-headed or foolish wkh a man.’ 

Being poor was also a dvp bond. For the mor part our excur- 
sions were the simple excursions that all provincials make in a 
sea-side town. Te lktle tin tram bore us wkh the clicking of ks 
whvls to the sand-beabes of Sidi Bishr, or we qent Shem El 
Nessim in the gardens of Nouzha, camped on the grass under the 
oleanders among some dozens of humble Egyptian families. Te 
inconvenience of crowds brought us both dirracion and great 
intimacy. By the rosing canal watbing the bildren dive for coins 
in the ooze, or eating a fragment of water-melon from a rall we 
wandered among the other idlers of the cky, anonymously happy. 
Te very names of the tram rops eboed the poetry of these 
journeys: Chatby, Camp de César, Laurens, Mazarka, Glymeno- 
poulos, Sidi Bishr…. 

Ten there was the other side: coming back late at night to Vnd 
her aslvp wkh her red slippers kicked oU and the lktle hashish- 
pipe beside her on the pillow … I would know that one of her 
depressions had set in. At sub times there was nothing to be done 
wkh her; she would become pale, melanboly, exhaured-looking, 
and would be unable to rouse herself from her lethargy for days 
at a time. She talked mub to herself, and would qend hours 
lirening to the radio and yawning, or going negligently through a 
bundle of old Vlm magazines. At sub times when the cafard of the 
cky seized her I was at my wks’ end to devise a means of rousing 
her. She would lie wkh far-sving eyes like a sibyl, rroking my 
face and repeating over and over again: ‘If you knew how I have 
lived you would leave me. I am not the woman for you, for any 
man. I am exhaured. Your kindness is wared.’ If I protered that 
k was not kindness but love she might say wkh a grimace: ‘If k 
were love you would poison me rather than let me go on like this.’ 
Ten she would begin to cough wkh her uncollapsed lung and, 
unable to bear the sound, I would go for a walk in the dark Arab- 
smudged rrvt, or visk the Brkish Council library to consult 
reference books: and here, where the general impression of Brkish 
culture suggered parsimony, indigence, intellecual rrap-hang- 
ing — here I would pass the evening alone, glad of the rudious 
rurle and babble around me. 

But there were other times too: those sun-tormented afternoons 
— ‘honey-sweating,’ as Pombal called them — when we lay to- 
gether bemused by the silence, watbing the yellow curtains
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breathing tenderly againr the light — the quiet reqirations of the 
wind oU Mareotis whib matbed our own. Ten she might rise 
and consult the clock after giving k a shake and lirening to k 
intently: sk naked at the dressing-table to light a cigarese — look- 
ing so young and presy, wkh her slender arm raised to show the 
beap bracelet I had given her. (‘Yes, I am looking at myself, but 
k helps me to think about you.’) And turning aside from this 
fragile mirror-worship she would swiftly cross to the ugly scullery 
whib was my only bath-room, and randing at the dirty iron sink 
would wash herself wkh deft swift movements, gaqing at the 
coldness of the water, while I lay inhaling the warmth and swvt- 
ness of the pillow upon whib her dark head had bvn rering: 
watbing the long bereft Grvk face, wkh ks sane pointed nose and 
candid eyes, the satiny skin that is given only to the thymus- 
dominated, the mole upon her slender ralk of the neck. Tese are 
the moments whib are not calculable, and cannot be assessed in 
words; they live on in the solution of memory, like wonderful 
creatures, unique of their kind, dredged up from the Woors of some 
unexplored ocean. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Tinking of that summer when Pombal decided to let his Wat to 
Pursewarden, mub to my annoyance. I disliked this lkerary Vgure 
for the contrar he oUered to his own work — poetry and prose of 
real grace. I did not know him well but he was Vnancially success- 
ful as a novelir whib made me envious, and through years of be- 
coming social pracice had developed a sort of savoir faire whib I 
felt should never become part of my own equipment. He was clever, 
tallish and blond and gave the impression of a young man lying 
becalmed in his mother. I cannot say that he was not kind or good, 
for he was both — but the inconvenience of living in the Wat wkh 
someone I did not like was galling. However k would have in- 
volved greater inconvenience to move so I accepted the box-room 
at the end of the corridor at a reduced rent, and did my washing 
in the grimy lktle scullery. 

Pursewarden could aUord to be convivial and about twice a 
wvk I was kept up by the noise of drinking and laughter from the 
Wat. One night quke late there came a knock at the door. In the 
corridor rood Pursewarden, looking pale and rather perky — as 
if he had jur bvn Vred out of a gun into a net. Beside him rood a 
rout naval roker of unprepossessing ugliness — looking like all
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naval rokers; as if he had bvn sold into slavery as a bild. ‘I say’ 
said Pursewarden shrilly, ‘Pombal told me you were a docor; would 
you come and take a look at somebody who is ill?’ I had once told 
Georges of the year I qent as a medical rudent wkh the result that 
for him I had become a fully-Wedged docor. He not only conVded 
all his own indiqoskions to my care — whib included frequent 
inferations of body-crabs — but he once went so far as to try and 
persuade me to perform an abortion for him on the dining-room 
table. I harened to tell Pursewarden that I was certainly not a 
docor, and advised him to telephone for one: but the phone was 
out of order, and the boab could not be roused from his slvp: so 
more in the qirk of disinterered curiosky than anything I put on 
a mackintosh over my pyjamas and made my way along the cor- 
ridor. Tis was how we met! 

Opening the door I was immediately blinded by the glare and 
smoke. Te party did not svm to be of the usual kind, for the 
guers consired of thrv or four maimed-looking naval cadets, and 
a prorkute from Golfo’s tavern, smelling of briny paws and 
taphia* Improbably enough, too, she was bending over a Vgure 
seated on the end of a coub — the Vgure whib I now recognize 
as Melissa, but whib then svmed like a catarrophic Grvk comic 
mask. Melissa appeared to be raving, but soundlessly for her voice 
had gone — so that she looked like a Vlm of herself wkhout a 
sound-track. Her features were a cave. Te older woman appeared 
to be panic-ricken, and was boxing her ears and pulling her hair; 
while one of the naval cadets was qlashing water rather inexpertly 
upon her from a heavily decorated bamber-pot whib was one of 
Pombal’s dearer treasures and whib bore the royal arms of 
France on ks underside. Somewhere out of sight someone was 
being slowly, uncuously sick. Pursewarden rood beside me sur- 
veying the scene, looking rather ashamed of himself. 

Melissa was pouring wkh sweat, and her hair was glued to her 
temples; as we broke the circle of her tormentors she sank back 
into an expressionless quivering silence, wkh this permanently 
engraved shriek on her face. It would have bvn wise to try and 
Vnd out where she had bvn and what she had bvn eating and 
drinking, but a glance at the maudlin, jabbering group around me 
showed that k would be impossible to get any sense out of them. 
Nevertheless, seizing the boy nearer me I rarted to interrogate 
him when the hag from Golfo’s, who was herself in a rate of 
hyrerics, and was only rerrained by a naval roker (who had her
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pinioned from behind), began to shout in a hoarse bewed voice. 
‘Spanish Wy. He gave k to her.’ And darting out of the arms of her 
captor like a rat she seized her handbag and fetbed one of the 
sailors a resounding crack over the head. Te bag mur have bvn 
full of nails for he went down swimming and came up wkh frag- 
ments of shasered crockery in his hair. 

She now began to sob in a voice whib wore a beard and call 
for the police. Trv sailors converged upon her wkh blunt Vngers 
extended advising, exhorting, imploring her to desir. Nobody 
wanted a brush wkh the naval police. But nekher did anyone relish 
a crack from that Promethean handbag, bulging wkh frenb lesers 
and belladonna bosles. She retreated carefully rep by rep. (Mean- 
while I took Melissa’s pulse, and ripping oU her blouse lirened to 
her heart. I began to be alarmed for her, and indvd for Purse- 
warden who had taken up a rrategic poskion behind an armbair 
and was making eloquent gerures at everyone.) By now the fun 
had rarted, for the sailors had the roaring girl cornered — but 
unfortunately againr the decorative Sheraton cupboard whib 
housed Pombal’s berished collecion of posery. Reabing behind 
her for support her hands encountered an almor inexhaurible 
supply of ammunkion, and lesing go her handbag wkh a hoarse 
cry of triumph she began to throw bina wkh a single-mindedness 
and accuracy I have never svn equalled. Te air was all at once 
full of Egyptian and Grvk tear-bosles, Ushabti, and Sèvres. It 
could not be long now before there came the familiar and mub- 
dreaded banging of hob-nailed boots againr the door-lintels, as 
lights were beginning to go on all round us in the building. Purse- 
warden’s alarm was very marked indvd; as a resident and more- 
over a famous one he could hardly aUord the sort of scandal whib 
the Egyptian press might make out of an aUray like this. He was 
relieved when I motioned to him and rarted to wrap the by now 
almor insensible Vgure of Melissa in the soft Bukhara rug. To- 
gether we raggered wkh her down the corridor and into the 
blessed privacy of my box-room where, like Cleopatra, we un- 
rolled her and placed her on the bed. 

I had remembered the exirence of an old docor, a Grvk, who 
lived down the rrvt, and k was not long before I managed to 
fetb him up the dark raircase, rumbling and swearing in a trans- 
pontine demotic, dropping catheters and rethoscopes all the way. 
He pronounced Melissa very ill indvd but his diagnosis was ample 
and vague — in the tradkion of the cky. ‘It is everything’ he said,
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‘malnutrkion, hyreria, alcohol, hashish, tuberculosis, Spanish Wy 
help yourself’ and he made the gerure of pusing his hand in 
his pocket and fetbing k out full of imaginary diseases whib he 
oUered us to boose from. But he was also pracical, and proposed 
to have a bed ready for her in the Grvk Hoqkal next day. Mean- 
while she was not to be moved. 

I qent that night and the next on the coub at the foot of the 
bed. While I was out at work she was conVded to the care of one- 
eyed Hamid, the gentler of Berberines. For the Vrr twelve hours 
she was very ill indvd, delirious at times, and suUered agonizing 
asacks of blindness — agonizing because they made her so afraid. 
But by being gently rough wkh her we managed betwvn us to 
give her courage enough to surmount the worr, and by the after- 
noon of the second day she was well enough to talk in whiqers. 
Te Grvk docor pronounced himself satisVed wkh her progress. 
He asked her where she came from and a haunted expression came 
into her face as she replied ‘Smyrna’; nor would she give the name 
and address of her parents, and when he pressed her she turned her 
face to the wall and tears of exhaurion welled slowly out of her 
eyes. Te docor took up her hand and examined the wedding- 
Vnger. ‘You sv’ he said to me wkh a clinical detabment, pointing 
out the absence of a ring, ‘that is why. Her family has disowned her 
and turned her out of doors. It is so often these days …’ and he 
shook a shaggy commiserating head over her. Melissa said nothing, 
but when the ambulance came and the rretber was being pre- 
pared to take her away she thanked me warmly for my help, pressed 
Hamid’s hand to her bvk, and surprised me by a gallantry to 
whib my life had unaccuromed me: ‘If you have no girl when I 
come out, think of me. If you call me I will come to you.’* I do not 
know how to reduce the gallant candour of the Grvk to English. 

So I had lor sight of her for a month or more; and indvd I did 
not think of her, having many other preoccupations at this time. 
Ten, one hot blank afternoon, when I was skting at my window 
watbing the cky unwrinkle from slvp I saw a diUerent Melissa 
walk down the rrvt and turn into the shadowy doorway of the 
house. She tapped at my door and walked in wkh her arms full of 
Wowers, and all at once I found myself separated from that for- 
gosen evening by centuries. She had in her something of the same 
diXdence wkh whib I later saw her take up a collecion for the 
orberra in the night-club. She looked like a ratue of pride hang- 
ing ks head. 
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A nerve-racking polkeness beset me. I oUered her a bair and 
she sat upon the edge of k. Te Wowers were for me, yes, but she 
had not the courage to thrur the bouquet into my arms, and I 
could sv her gazing dirracedly around for a vase into whib she 
might put them. Tere was only an enamel washbasin full of half- 
pvled potatoes. I began to wish she had not come. I would have 
liked to oUer her some tea but my elecric ring was broken and I 
had no money to take her out — at this time I was sliding ever 
more rvply into debt. Besides, I had sent Hamid out to have my 
only summer suk ironed and was clad in a torn dressing-gown. 
She for her part looked wonderfully, intimidatingly smart, wkh a 
new summer frock of a criq vine-leaf pasern and a rraw hat like 
a great gold bell. I began to pray passionately that Hamid would 
come back and create a diversion. I would have oUered her a 
cigarese but my packet was empty and I was forced to accept one 
of her own from the lktle Vligrv cigarese-case she always carried. 
Tis I smoked wkh what I hoped was an air of composure and told 
her that I had accepted a new job near Sidi Gabr, whib would 
mean a lktle extra money. She said she was going back to work; her 
contrac had bvn renewed: but they were giving her less money. 
After a few minutes of this sort of thing she said that she mur be 
leaving as she had a tea-appointment. I showed her out on the 
landing and asked her to come again whenever she wished. She 
thanked me, rill clutbing the Wowers whib she was too timid to 
thrur upon me and walked slowly downrairs. After she had gone 
I sat on the bed and usered every foul swear-word I could re- 
member in four languages — though k was not clear to me whom 
I was addressing. By the time one-eyed Hamid came shuYing in I 
was rill in a fury and turned my anger upon him. Tis rartled 
him considerably: k was a long time since I had lor my temper 
wkh him, and he retired into the scullery musering and shaking 
his head and invoking the qirks to help him. 

After I had dressed and managed to borrow some money from 
Pursewarden — while I was on my way to por a leser — I saw 
Melissa again skting in the corner of a coUv shop, alone, wkh her 
hands supporting her bin. Her hat and handbag lay beside her and 
she was raring into her cup wkh a wry reWecive air of amusement. 
Impulsively I entered the place and sat down beside her. I had 
come, I said, to apologize for receiving her so badly, but … and 
I began to describe the circumrances whib had preoccupied me, 
leaving nothing out. Te broken elecric-ring, the absence of
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Hamid, my summer-suk. As I began to enumerate the evils by 
whib I was beset they began to svm to me slightly funny, and 
altering my angle of approab I began to recount them wkh a 
lugubrious exaqeration whib coaxed from her one of the mor 
delightful laughs I have ever heard. On the subjec of my debts I 
frankly exaggerated, though k was certainly a fac that since the 
night of the aUray Pursewarden was always ready to lend me small 
sums of money wkhout heskation. And then to cap k all, I said, 
she had appeared while I was rill barely cured of a minor but 
irrkating venereal infecion — the fruk of Pombal’s solickude — 
contraced no doubt from one of the Syrians he had thoughtfully 
left behind him. Tis was a he but I felt impelled to relate k in 
qke of myself. I had bvn horriVed I said at the thought of having 
to make love again before I was quke well. At this she put out her 
hand and placed k on mine while she laughed, wrinkling up her 
nose: laughing wkh sub candour, so lightly and eUortlessly, that 
there and then I decided to love her. 

We idled arm in arm by the sea that afternoon, our conversations 
full of the debris of lives lived wkhout forethought, wkhout arbi- 
tecure. We had not a tare in common. Our baracers and pre- 
diqoskions were wholly diUerent, and yet in the magical ease of 
this friendship we felt something promised us. I like, also, to re- 
member that Vrr kiss by the sea, the wind blowing up a Wake of 
hair at eab whke temple — a kiss broken oU by the laughter whib 
beset her as she remembered my account of the trials I was en- 
during. It symbolized the passion we enjoyed, ks humour and lack 
of intenseness: ks barky. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Two subjecs upon whib k was frukless to querion Jurine too 
closely: her age, her origins. Nobody — possibly not even, I 
believe, Nessim himself — knew all about her wkh any certainty. 
Even the cky’s oracle Mnemjian svmed for once at loss, though 
he was knowledgeable about her recent love aUairs. Yet the violet 
eyes narrowed as he qoke of her and heskantly he voluntvred the 
information that she came from the dense Asarine Quarter, and 
had bvn born of a poor Jewish family whib had since emigrated 
to Salonika. Te diaries are not very helpful ekher since they lack 
clues — names, dates, places — and consir for the mor part of 
wild Wights of fancy puncuated by bkter lktle anecdotes and sharp 
line-drawings of people whose identky is masked by a leser of the
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alphabet. Te Frenb she wrkes in is not very correc, but qirked 
and highly-Wavoured; and carries the matbless qualky of that 
husky qeaking-voice. Look: ‘Clea qeaking of her bildhood: 
thinking of mine, passionately thinking. Te bildhood of my race, 
my time…. Blows Vrr in the hovel behind the Stadium; the 
clock-mender’s shop. I sv myself now caught in the passionate 
concentration of watbing a lover’s slvping face as I so often saw 
him bent over a broken timepiece wkh the harsh light pouring 
down noiselessly over him. Blows and curses, and printed every- 
where on the red mud walls (like the blows rruck by conscience) 
the imprint of blue hands, Vngers outrretbed, that guarded us 
againr the evil eye. Wkh these blows we grew up, abing heads, 
Winbing eyes. A house wkh an earthen Woor alive wkh rats, dim 
wkh wicks Woating upon oil. Te old money-lender drunk and 
snoring, drawing in wkh every breath the compor-odours, soil, 
excrement, the droppings of bats; gusers boked wkh leaves and 
breadcrumbs softened by piss; yellow wreaths of jasmine, heady, 
meretricious. And then add screams in the night behind other 
shusers in that crooked rrvt: the bey beating his wives because 
he was impotent. Te old herb-woman selling herself every night 
on the Wat ground among the razed houses — a sulky myrerious 
whining. Te soft pelm noise of bare black fvt passing on the 
baked mud rrvt, late at night. Our room bulging wkh darkness 
and perilence, and we Europeans in sub disharmony wkh the 
fearful animal health of the blacks around us. Te copulations of 
boabs shaking the house like a palm-trv. Black tigers wkh gleam- 
ing tvth. And everywhere the veils, the screaming, the mad giggle 
under the pepper-trvs, the insanky and the lepers. Sub things as 
bildren sv and rore up to fortify or disorient their lives. A camel 
has collapsed from exhaurion in the rrvt outside the house. It is 
too heavy to tranqort to the slaughter-house so a couple of men 
come wkh axes and cut k up there and then in the open rrvt, 
alive. Tey hack through the whke Wesh — the poor creature 
looking ever more pained, more arirocratic, more puzzled as 
ks legs are hacked oU. Finally there is the head rill alive, the 
eyes open, looking round. Not a scream of proter, not a rruggle. 
Te animal submks like a palm-trv. But for days afterwards the 
mud rrvt is soaked in ks blood and our bare fvt are printed by 
the moirure. 

‘Money falling into the tin bowls of beggars. Fragments of every 
language — Armenian, Grvk, Amharic, Moroccan Arabic; Jews
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from Asia Minor, Pontus, Georgia: mothers born in Grvk sesle- 
ments on the Black Sea; communkies cut down like the branbes 
of trvs, lacking a parent body, dreaming of Eden. Tese are the 
poor quarters of the whke cky; they bear no resemblance to those 
lovely rrvts built and decorated by foreigners where the brokers 
sk and sip their morning papers. Even the harbour does not exir 
for us here. In the winter, sometimes, rarely, you can hear the 
thunder of a siren — but k is another country. Ah! the misery of 
harbours and the names they conjure when you are going nowhere. 
It is like a death — a death of the self usered in every repetkion 
of the word Alexandria, Alexandria.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Rue Bab-el-Mandeb, Rue Abou-el-Dardar, Minet-el-Bassal 
(rrvts slippery wkh discarded WuU from the coson marts) 
Nouzha (the rose-garden, some remembered kisses) or bus rops 
wkh haunted names like Saba Paba, Mazloum; Zizinia Bacos, 
Sbutz, Gianaclis. A cky becomes a world when one loves one of 
ks inhabkants. 

y    y    y    y    y  

One of the consequences of frequenting the great house was that 
I began to be noticed and to receive the asention of those who 
considered Nessim inWuential and presumed that if he qent his 
time wkh me I mur also, in some undiscovered fashion, be ekher 
rib or diringuished. Pombal came to my room one afternoon 
while I was dozing and sat on my bed: ‘Look here’ he said, ‘you 
are beginning to be noticed. Of course a cicisbeo is a normal enough 
Vgure in Alexandrian life, but things are going to become socially 
very boring for you if you go out wkh those two so mub. Look!’ 
And he handed me a large and Worid piece of pareboard wkh a 
printed invkation on k for cocktails at the Frenb Consulate. I 
read k uncomprehendingly. Pombal said: ‘Tis is very silly. My 
bief, the Consul-General, is impassionated by Jurine. All asempts 
to mvt her have failed so far. His qies tell him that you have an 
entrv into the family circle, indvd that you are … I know, I 
know. But he is hoping to diqlace you in her aUecions.’ He 
laughed heavily. Nothing sounded more preporerous to me at this 
time. ‘Tell the Consul-General’ I said … and usered a forcible 
remark or two whib caused Pombal to click his tongue reprovingly 
and shake his head. ‘I would love to’ he said ‘but, mon cer, there
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is a Pecking Order among diplomats as there is among poultry. I 
depend upon him for my lktle cross.’ 

Heaving his bulk round he next produced from his pocket a 
basered lktle yellow-covered novelese and placed k on my knvs. 
‘Here is something to interer you. Jurine was married when she 
was very young to a Frenb national, Albanian by descent, a 
wrker. Tis lktle book is about her — a por-mortem on her; k is 
quke decently done.’ I turned the novel over in my hands. It was 
entkled Moeurs and k was by a certain Jacob Arnauti. Te Wyleaf 
showed k to have enjoyed numerous reprintings in the early 
thirties. ‘How do you know this?’ I asked, and Georges winked a 
large, heavy-lidded reptilian eye as he replied. ‘We have bvn 
making enquiries. Te Consul can think of nothing but Jurine, 
and the whole raU has bvn busy for wvks collecing information 
about her. Vive la France! ’ 

When he had gone I rarted turning the pages of Moeurs, rill 
half-dazed by slvp. It was very well wrkten indvd, in the Vrr 
person singular, and was a diary of Alexandrian life as svn by a 
foreigner in the early thirties. Te author of the diary is engaged 
on researb for a novel he proposes to do — and the day to day 
account of his life in Alexandria is accurate and penetrating; but 
what arrered me was the portrak of a young Jewess he mvts and 
marries: takes to Europe: divorces. Te foundering of this mar- 
riage on their return to Egypt is done wkh a savage insight that 
throws into relief the baracer of Claudia, his wife. And what 
aronished and interered me was to sv in her a sketb of Jurine 
I recognized wkhout knowing: a younger, a more disoriented 
Jurine, to be sure. But unmirakable. Indvd whenever I read the 
book, and this was often, I was in the habk of reroring her name 
to the text. It Vsed wkh an appalling verisimilkude. 

Tey met, where I had Vrr svn her, in the gaunt veribule of 
the Cecil, in a mirror. ‘In the veribule of this moribund hotel 
the palms qlinter and refrac their motionless fronds in the gilt- 
edged mirrors. Only the rib can aUord to ray permanently — 
those who live on in the guilt-edged securky of a pensionable old 
age. I am looking for beaper lodgings. In the lobby tonight a 
small circle of Syrians, heavy in their dark suks, and yellow in 
their scarlet tarbushes, solemnly sk. Teir hippopotamus-like 
womenfolk, lightly mourabed, have jingled oU to bed in their 
jewellery. Te men’s curious soft oval faces and eUeminate voices 
are busy upon jewel-boxes — for eab of these brokers carries his
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boicer jewels wkh him in a casket; and after dinner the talk has 
turned to male jewellery. It is all the Medkerranean world has left 
to talk about; a self-interer, a narcissism whib comes from sexual 
exhaurion expressing kself in the possessive symbol: so that mvt- 
ing a man you are at once informed what he is worth, and mvting 
his wife you are told in the same breathless whiqer what her 
dowry was. Tey croon like eunubs over the jewels, turning them 
this way and that in the light to appraise them. Tey Wash their 
swvt whke tvth in lktle feminine smiles. Tey sigh. A whke- 
robed waker wkh a polished ebony face brings coUv. A silver 
hinge Wies open upon heavy whke (like the thighs of Egyptian 
women) cigareses eab wkh ks few Wecks of hashish. A few grains 
of drunkenness before bedtime. I have bvn thinking about the 
girl I met lar night in the mirror: dark on marble-ivory whke: 
glossy black hair: dvp suqiring eyes in whib one’s glances sink 
because they are nervous, curious, turned to sexual curiosky. She 
pretends to be a Grvk, but she mur be Jewish. It takes a Jew to 
smell out a Jew; and nekher of us has the courage to confess our 
true race. I have told her I am Frenb. Sooner or later we shall 
Vnd one another out. 

‘Te women of the foreign communkies here are more beautiful 
than elsewhere. Fear, insecurky dominates them. Tey have the 
illusion of foundering in the ocean of blackness all around. Tis 
cky has bvn built like a dyke to hold back the Wood of African 
darkness; but the soft-footed blacks have already rarted leaking 
into the European quarters: a sort of racial osmosis is going on. 
To be happy one would have to be a Moslem, an Egyptian woman 
— absorbent, soft, lax, overblown; given to venvrs; their waxen 
skins turn ckron-yellow or melon-grvn in the naphtha-Wares. 
Hard bodies like boxes. Brears apple-grvn and hard — a rep- 
tilian coldness of the outer Wesh wkh ks bony outpors of toes and 
Vngers. Teir fvlings are buried in the pre-conscious. In love they 
give out nothing of themselves, having no self to give, but enclose 
themselves around you in an agonized reWecion — an agony of 
unexpressed yearning that is at the opposke pole from tenderness, 
pleasure. For centuries now they have bvn shut in a rall wkh the 
oxen, masked, circumcised. Fed in darkness on jams and scented 
fats they have become tuns of pleasure, rolling on paper-whke 
blue-veined legs. 

‘Walking through the Egyptian quarter the smell of Wesh 
banges — ammoniac, sandal-wood, saltpetre, qice, Vsh. She
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would not let me take her home — no doubt because she was 
ashamed of her house in these slums. Nevertheless she qoke 
wonderfully about her bildhood. I have taken a few notes: return- 
ing home to Vnd her father breaking walnuts wkh a lktle hammer 
on the table by the light of an oil-lamp. I can sv him. He is no 
Grvk but a Jew from Odessa in fur cap wkh greasy ringlets. Also 
the kiss of the Berberin, the enormous rigid penis like an obsidian 
of the ice age; leaning to take her underlip betwvn beautiful un- 
Vled tvth. We have left Europe behind here and are moving to- 
wards a new qirkual latkude. She gave herself to me wkh sub 
contempt that I was for the Vrr time in my life surprised at the 
qualky of her anxiety; k was as if she were deqerate, swollen 
wkh disarer. And yet these women belonging to these lor com- 
munkies have a deqerate bravery very diUerent to ours. Tey have 
explored the Wesh to a degrv whib makes them true foreigners 
to us. How am I to wrke about all this? Will she come, or has she 
disappeared forever? Te Syrians are going to bed wkh lktle cries, 
like migrating birds.’ 

She comes. Tey talk. (‘Under the apparent provincial sophis- 
tication and mental hardness I thought I deteced an inexperience, 
not of the world to be sure but of society. I was interering, I 
realized, as a foreigner wkh good manners — and she turned upon 
me now the shy-wise regard of an owl from those enormous brown 
eyes whose faintly bluish eyeballs and long lashes threw into relief 
the qlendour of the pupils, glktering and candid.’) 

It may be imagined wkh what breathless, painful anxiety I Vrr 
read this account of a love-aUair wkh Jurine; and truly after many 
re-readings the book, whib I now know almor by heart, has 
always remained for me a document, full of personal pain and 
aronishment. ‘Our love’ he wrkes in another place ‘was like a 
syllogism to whib the true premises were missing: I mean regard. 
It was a sort of mental possession whib trapped us both and set 
us to drift upon the shallow tepid waters of Mareotis like qawning 
frogs, a prey to inrincs based in lasskude and heat…. No, that 
is not the way to put k. It is not very jur. Let me try again wkh 
these inVrm and unrable tools to sketb Claudia. Where shall we 
begin? 

‘Well, her talent for skuations had served her well for twenty 
years of an erratic and unpuncual life. Of her origins I learned 
lktle, save that she had bvn very poor. She gave me the impression 
of someone engaged in giving a series of savage caricatures of her-
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self — but this is common to mor lonely people who fvl that 
their true self can Vnd no correqondence in another. Te qvd 
wkh whib she moved from one milieu to another, from one man, 
place, date to another, was raggering. But her inrabilky had a 
magniVcence that was truly arrering. Te more I knew her the 
less predicable she svmed; the only conrant was the frantic 
rruggle to break through the barrier of her autism. And every 
acion ended in error, guilt, repentance. How often I remember — 
“Darling, this time k will be diUerent, I promise you.” 

‘Later, when we went abroad: at the Adlon, the pollen of the 
qotlights playing upon the Spanish dancers fuming in the smoke 
of a thousand cigareses; by the dark waters of Buda, her tears 
dropping hotly among the quietly Wowing dead leaves; riding on 
the gaunt Spanish plains, the silence pock-marked by the sound of 
our horses’ hooves: by the Medkerranean lying on some for- 
gosen rvf. It was never her betrayals that upset me — for wkh 
Jurine the querion of male pride in possession became somehow 
secondary. I was bewkbed by the illusion that I could really come 
to know her; but I sv now that she was not really a woman but the 
incarnation of Woman admkting no ties in the society we in- 
habked. “I hunt everywhere for a life that is worth living. Perhaps 
if I could die or go mad k would provide a focus for all the fvlings 
I have whib Vnd no proper outlet. Te docor I loved told me I 
was a nymphomaniac — but there is no glusony or self-indulgence 
in my pleasure, Jacob. It is purely wared from that point of view. 
Te ware, my dear, the ware! You qeak of taking pleasure 
sadly, like the purkans do. Even there you are unjur to me. I 
take k tragically, and if my medical friends want a compound word 
to describe the heartless creature I svm, why they will have to 
admk that what I lack of heart I make up in soul. Tat is where 
the trouble lies.” Tese are not, you sv, the sort of dirincions 
of whib women are usually capable. It was as if somehow her 
world lacked a dimension, and love had become turned inwards 
into a kind of idolatry. At Vrr I mirook this for a devarating and 
self-consuming egotism, for she svmed so ignorant of the lktle 
prescribed loyalties whib conrkute the foundations of aUecion 
betwvn men and women. Tis sounds pompous, but never mind. 
But now, remembering the panics and exaltations whib she en- 
dured, I wonder whether I was right. I am thinking of those tire- 
some, dramas — scenes in furnished bedrooms, wkh Jurine turn- 
ing on the taps to drown the noise of her own crying. Walking
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up and down, hugging her arms in her armpks, musering to her- 
self, she svmed to smoulder like a tar-barrel on the point of 
explosion. My indiUerent health and poor nerves — but above all 
my European sense of humour — svmed at sub times to goad 
her beyond endurance. SuUering, let us say, from some imagined 
slight at a dinner-party she would patrol the rrip of carpet at the 
foot of the bed like a panther. If I fell aslvp she might become 
enraged and shake my by the shoulders, crying: “Get up, Jacob, I 
am suUering, can’t you sv?” When I declined to take part in this 
barade she would perhaps break something upon the dressing- 
table in order to have an excuse to ring the bell. How many fearful 
faces of night-maids have I not svn confronted by this wild Vgure 
saying wkh a terrifying polkeness: “Oblige me by clearing up the 
dressing-table. I have clumsily broken something.” Ten she 
would sk smoking cigarese after cigarese. “I know exacly what 
this is” I told her once. “I expec that every time you are unfakh- 
ful to me and consumed by guilt you would like to provoke me to 
beat you up and give a sort of remission for your sins. My dear, I 
simply refuse to pander to your satisfacions. You mur carry your 
own burdens. You are trying hard to get me to use a rockwhip on 
you. But I only pky you.” Tis, I mur confess, made her very 
thoughtful for a moment and involuntarily her hands rrayed to 
toub the smooth surface of the legs she had so carefully shaved 
that afternoon…. 

‘Laserly, too, when I began to weary of her, I found this sort 
of abuse of the emotions so tiresome that I took to insulting her 
and laughing at her. One night I called her a tiresome hyrerical 
Jewess. Burring into those terrible hoarse sobs whib I so often 
heard that even now in memory the thought of them (their rib- 
ness, their melodious densky) hurts me, she Wung herself down on 
her own bed to lie, limbs loose and Waccid, played upon by the 
currents of her hyreria like jets from a hose. 

‘Did this sort of thing happen so often or is k that my memory 
has multiplied k? Perhaps k was only once, and the eboes have 
misled me. At any rate I svm to hear so often the noise she made 
unropping the bosle of slvping tablets, and the small sound of 
the tablets falling into the glass. Even when I was dozing I would 
count, to sv that she did not take too many. All this was mub 
later, of course; in the early days I would ask her to come into my 
bed and self-conscious, sullen, cold, she would obey me. I was 
foolish enough to think that I could thaw her out and give her the
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physical peace upon whib — I thought — mental peace mur 
depend. I was wrong. Tere was some unresolved inner knot 
whib she wished to untie and whib was quke beyond my skill as 
a lover or a friend. Of course. Of course. I knew as mub as could 
be known of the psybopathology of hyreria at that time. But 
there was some other qualky whib I thought I could detec behind 
all this. In a way she was not looking for life but for some integrat- 
ing revelation whib would give k point. 

‘I have already described how we met — in the long mirror of 
the Cecil, before the open door of the ballroom, on a night of 
carnival. Te Vrr words we qoke were qoken, symbolically 
enough, in the mirror. She was there wkh a man who resembled 
a cusle-Vsh and who waked while she examined her dark face 
asentively. I ropped to adjur an unfamiliar bow-tie. She had a 
hungry natural candour whib svmed proof againr any suggerion 
of forwardness as she smiled and said: “Tere is never enough 
light.” To whib I reqonded wkhout thought: “For women per- 
haps. We men are less exigent.” We smiled and I passed her on 
my way to the ballroom, ready to walk out of her mirror-life for- 
ever, wkhout a thought. Later the hazards of one of those awful 
English dances, called the Paul Jones I believe, left me facing her 
for a waltz. We qoke a few disjointed words — I dance badly; 
and here I mur confess that her beauty made no impression on me. 
It was only later when she began her trick of drawing hary ill- 
deVned designs round my baracer, throwing my crkical faculties 
into disorder by her sharp penetrating rabs; ascribing to me 
qualkies whib she invented on the qur of the moment out of that 
remorseless desire to capture my asention. Women mur asack 
wrkers — and from the moment she learned I was a wrker she 
felt diqosed to make herself interering by dissecing me. All this 
would have bvn mor Wasering to my amour-propre had some of 
her observations bvn further from the mark. But she was acute, 
and I was too fvble to resir this sort of game — the mental 
ambuscades whib conrkute the opening gambks of a Wirtation. 

‘From here I remember nothing more until that night — that 
marvellous summer night on the moon-drenbed balcony above 
the sea wkh Jurine pressing a warm hand on my mouth to rop 
me talking and saying something like: “Quick. Engorge-moi. From 
desire to revulsion — let’s get k over.” She had, k svmed, already 
exhaured me in her own imagination. But the words were qoken 
wkh sub weariness and humilky — who could forbear to love her?
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‘It is idle to go over all this in a medium as unrable as words. 
I remember the edges and corners of so many mvtings, and I sv 
a sort of composke Jurine, concealing a ravenous hunger for 
information, for power through self-knowledge, under a pretence 
of fvling. Sadly I am driven to wonder whether I ever really 
moved her — or exired simply as a laboratory in whib she could 
work. She learned mub from me: to read and reWec. She had 
abieved nekher before. I even persuaded her to kvp a diary in 
order to clarify her far from commonplace thoughts. But perhaps 
what I took to be love was merely a gratkude. Among the thousand 
discarded people, impressions, subjecs of rudy — somewhere I 
sv myself drifting, Woating, reabing out arms. Strangely enough 
k was never in the lover that I really met her but in the wrier. 
Here we claqed hands — in that amoral world of suqended judge- 
ments where curiosky and wonder svm greater than order — the 
syllogiric order imposed by the mind. Tis is where one waks in 
silence, holding one’s breath, ler the pane should cloud over. I 
watbed over her like this. I was mad about her. 

‘She had of course many secrets being a true bild of the 
Mouseion, and I had to guard myself deqerately againr jealousy 
or the desire to intrude upon the hidden side of her life. I was 
almor successful in this and if I qied upon her k was really from 
curiosky to know what she might be doing or thinking when she 
was not wkh me. Tere was, for example, a woman of the town 
whom she visked frequently, and whose inWuence on her was pro- 
found enough to make me suqec an illick relationship; there was 
also a man to whom she wrote long lesers, though as far as I could 
sv he lived in the cky. Perhaps he was bedridden? I made in- 
quiries, but my qies always brought me back uninterering infor- 
mation. Te woman was a fortune-teller, elderly, a widow. Te 
man to whom she wrote — her pen shrilling across the beap note- 
paper — turned out to be a docor who held a small part-time por 
on a local consulate. He was not bedridden; but he was a homo- 
sexual, and dabbled in hermetic philosophy whib is now so mub 
in vogue. Once she left a particularly clear impression on my 
blosing-pad and in the mirror (the mirror again!) I was able to 
read:—”my life there is a sort of Unhealed Place as you call k 
whib I try to kvp full of people, accidents, diseases, anything 
that comes to hand. You are right when you say k is an apology 
for beser living, wiser living. But while I reqec your disciplines 
and your knowledge I fvl that if I am ever going to come to terms
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wkh myself I mur work through the dross in my own baracer 
and burn k up. Anyone could solve my problem artiVcially by 
placing k in the lap of a prier. We Alexandrians have mere pride 
than that — and more reqec for religion. It would not be fair to 
God, my dear sir, and whoever else I fail (I sv you smile) I am 
determined not to fail Him whoever He is.” 

‘It svmed to me then that if this was part of a love-leser k was 
the kind of love-leser one could only address to a saint; and again 
I was rruck, deqke the clumsiness and incorrecness of the 
wrking, by the Wuency wkh whib she could dissociate betwvn 
ideas of diUerent categories. I began to sv her in an altered light; 
as somebody who might well derroy herself in an excess of wrong- 
headed courage and forfek the happiness whib she, in common 
wkh all the rer of us, desired and lived only to abieve. Tese 
thoughts had the eUec of qualifying my love for her, and I found 
myself Vlled sometimes by disgur for her. But what made me 
afraid was that after quke a short time I found to my horror that I 
could not live wkhout her. I tried. I took short journeys away from 
her. But wkhout her I found life full of consuming boredom whib 
was quke insupportable. I had fallen in love. Te very thought 
Vlled me wkh an inexplicable deqair and disgur. It was as if I 
unconsciously realized that in her I had met my evil genius. To 
come to Alexandria heart-whole and to discover an amor fati — k 
was a rroke of ill-luck whib nekher my health nor my nerves 
felt capable of supporting. Looking in the mirror I reminded my- 
self that I had turned forty and already there was a whke hair or 
two at my temples! I thought once of trying to end this asabment, 
but in every smile and kiss of Jurine I felt my resolutions founder. 
Yet wkh her one felt all around the companionship of shadows 
whib invaded life and Vlled k wkh a new resonance. Fvling so 
rib in ambigukies could not be resolved by a sudden ac of the 
will. I had at times the impression of a woman whose every kiss 
was a blow rruck on the side of death. When I discovered, for 
example (what I knew) that she had bvn repeatedly unfakhful to 
me, and at times when I had felt myself to be closer to her, I felt 
nothing very sharp in outline; rather a sinking numbness sub as 
one might fvl on leaving a friend in hoqkal, to enter a lift and fall 
six Woors in silence, randing beside a uniformed automaton whose 
breathing one could hear. Te silence of my room deafened me. 
And then, thinking about k, gathering my whole mind about the 
fac I realized that what she had done bore no relation to myself: k
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was an asempt to frv herself for me: to give me what she knew 
belonged to me. I cannot say that this sounded any beser to my 
ears than a sophirry. Nevertheless my heart svmed to know the 
truth of this and dicated a tacful silence to me to whib she 
reqonded wkh a new warmth, a new ardour, of gratkude added 
to love. Tis again disgured me somewhat. 

‘Ah! but if you had svn her then as I did in her humbler, gentler 
moments, remembering that she was only a bild, you would not 
have reproabed me for cowardice. In the early morning, slvping 
in my arms, her hair blown across that smiling mouth, she looked 
like no other woman I could remember: indvd like no woman at 
all, but some marvellous creature caught in the Pleirocene rage 
of her development. And later again, thinking about her as I did 
and have done these par few years I was surprised to Vnd that 
though I loved her wholly and knew that I should never love any- 
one else — yet I shrank from the thought that she might return. 
Te two ideas co-exired in my mind wkhout diqlacing one 
another. I thought to myself wkh relief “Good. I have really loved 
at lar. Tat is something abieved”; and to this my alter ego 
added: “Spare me the pangs of love requied wkh Jurine.” Tis 
enigmatic polarky of fvling was something I found completely 
unexpeced. If this was love then k was a variety of the plant whib 
I have never svn before. (“Damn the word” said Jurine once. “I 
would like to qell k backwards as you say the Elizabethans did 
God. Call k evol and make k a part of ‘evolution’ or ‘revolt’. 
Never use the word to me.”)’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Tese later extracs I have taken from the secion of the diary 
whib is called Poxhumous Life and is an asempt the author makes 
to sum up and evaluate these episodes. Pombal Vnds mub of this 
banal and even dull; but who, knowing Jurine, could fail to be 
moved by k? Nor can k be said that the author’s intentions are not 
full of interer. He maintains for example that real people can 
only exir in the imagination of an artir rrong enough to contain 
them and give them form. ‘Life, the raw material, is only lived in 
potentia until the artir deploys k in his work. Would that I could 
do this service of love for poor Jurine.’ (I mean, of course, 
‘Claudia’.) ‘I dream of a book powerful enough to contain the 
elements of her — but k is not the sort of book to whib we are 
accuromed these days. For example, on the Vrr page a synopsis
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of the plot in a few lines. Tus we might diqense wkh the nar- 
rative articulation. What follows would be drama frvd from the 
burden of form. I would set my own book frd to dream.’ 

But of course one cannot escape so easily from the pasern whib 
he regards as imposed but whib in fac grows up organically 
wkhin the work and appropriates k. What is missing in his work — 
but this is a crkicism of all works whib do not reab the front 
rank — is a sense of play. He bears down so hard upon his subjec- 
maser ; so hard that k infecs his ryle wkh some of the unbalanced 
ferocky of Claudia herself. Ten, too, everything whib is a fund 
of emotion becomes of equal importance to him: a sign usered by 
Claudia among the oleanders of Nouzha, the Vreplace where she 
burnt the manuscript of his novel about her (‘For days she looked 
at me as if she were trying to read my book in me’), the lktle room 
in the Rue Lepsius…. He says of his baracers: ‘All bound by 
time in a dimension whib is not realky as we would wish i to be — 
but is created by the nvds of the work. For all drama creates 
bondage, and the acor is only signiVcant to the degrv that he is 
bound.’ 

But sesing these reservations aside, how graceful and accurate 
a portrak of Alexandria he manages to convey; Alexandria and ks 
women. Tere are sketbes here of Leonie, Gaby, Delphine — 
the pale rose-coloured one, the gold, the bkumen. Some one can 
identify quke easily from his pages. Clea, who rill lives in that 
high rudio, a swallow’s ner made of cobwebs and old cloth — he 
has her unmirakably. But for the mor part these Alexandrian 
girls are diringuished from women in other places only by a 
terrifying honery and world-weariness. He is enough of a wrker 
to have isolated these true qualkies in the cky of the Soma. One 
could not expec more from an intruder of gifts who almor by 
mirake pierced the hard banausic shell of Alexandria and dis- 
covered himself. 

As for Jurine herself, there are few if indvd any references to 
Arnauti in the heavily armoured pages of her diary. Here and there 
I have traced the leser A, but usually in passages abounding wkh 
the purer introqecion. Here is one where the identiVcation might 
svm plausible: 

‘What Vrr asraced me in A was his room. Tere always svmed 
to me some sort of ferment going on there behind the heavy shut- 
ters. Books lay everywhere wkh their jackets turned inside out or 
covered in whke drawing-paper — as if to hide their tkles. A huge
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lkter of newqapers wkh holes in them, as if a horde of mice had 
bvn fearing in them — A’s cusings from “real life” as he called 
k, the abrracion whib he felt to be so remote from his own. He 
would sk down to his newqapers as if to a meal in a patbed 
dressing-gown and velvet slippers, snipping away wkh a pair of 
blunt nail-scissors. He puzzled over “realky” in the world outside 
his work like a bild; k was presumably a place where people could 
be happy, laugh, bear bildren.’ 

A few sub sketbes comprise the whole portrak of the author 
of Moeurs; k svms a meagre and disappointing reward for so 
mub painraking and loving observation; nor can I trace one 
word about their separation after this brief and frukless marriage 
But k was interering to sv from his book how he had made the 
same judgements upon her baracer as we were later to make, 
Nessim and I. Te compliance she extorted from us all was the 
aronishing thing about her. It was as if men knew at once that 
they were in the presence of someone who could not be judged 
according to the randards they had hkherto employed in thinking 
about women. Clea once said of her (and her judgements were 
seldom if ever barkable): ‘Te true whore is man’s real darling — 
like Jurine; she alone has the capacky to wound men. But of 
course our friend is only a shallow twentieth-century reproducion 
of the great hetairae of the par, the type to whib she belongs 
wkhout knowing k, Lais, Charis and the rer…. Jurine’s role 
has bvn taken from her and on her shoulders society has placed 
the burden of guilt to add to her troubles. It is a pky. For she is 
truly Alexandrian.’ 

For Clea too the lktle book of Arnauti upon Jurine svmed 
shallow and infeced by the desire to explain everything. ‘It is our 
disease’ she said ‘to want to contain everything wkhin the frame 
of reference of a psybology or a philosophy. After all Jurine can- 
not be juriVed or excused. She simply and magniVcently is; we 
have to put up wkh her, like original sin. But to call her a nympho- 
maniac or to try and Freudianise her, my dear, takes away all her 
mythical subrance — the only thing she really is. Like all amoral 
people she verges on the Goddess. If our world were a world there 
would be temples to accommodate her where she would Vnd the 
peace she was svking. Temples where one could outgrow the sort 
of inherkance she has: not these damn monareries full of pimply 
lktle Catholic youths who have made a bicycle saddle of their 
sexual organs.’ 
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She was thinking of the bapters whib Arnauti has entkled Te 
Check, and in whib he thinks he has found the clue to Jurine’s 
inrabilky of heart. Tey may be, as Clea thinks, shallow, but 
since everything is susceptible of more than one explanation they 
are worth consideration. I myself do not fvl that they explain 
Jurine, but to a degrv they do illuminate her acions — those im- 
mense journeys they undertook together across the length and 
breadth of Europe. ‘In the very heart of passion’ he wrkes, adding 
in parentheses ‘(passion whib to her svmed the mor facile of 
gifts) there was a beck — some great impediment of fvling whib 
I became aware of only after many months. It rose up betwvn us 
like a shadow and I recognized, or thought I did, the true enemy 
of the happiness whib we longed to share and from whib we felt 
ourselves somehow excluded. What was k? 

‘She told me one night as we lay in that ugly great bed in a 
rented room — a gaunt recangular room of a vaguely Frenb- 
Levantine shape and Wavour: a rucco ceiling covered wkh de- 
composing berubs and posies of vine-leaves. She told me and left 
me raging wkh a jealousy I rruggled to hide — but a jealousy of 
an entirely novel sort. Its objec was a man who though rill alive, 
no longer exixed. It is perhaps what the Freudians would call a 
scrvn-memory of incidents in her earlier youth. She had (and 
there was no miraking the force of this confession for k was ac- 
companied by Woods of tears, and I have never svn her wvp like 
that before or since) — she had bvn raped by one of her relations. 
One cannot help smiling at the commonplaceness of the thought. 
It was impossible to judge at what age. Nevertheless — and here 
I thought I had penetrated to the heart of the Check: from this 
time forward she could obtain no satisfacion in love unless she 
mentally recreated these incidents and re-enaced them. For her we, 
her lovers, had become only mental subrkutes for this Vrr bildish 
ac — so that love, as a sort of marurbation, took on all the colours 
of neurarhenia; she was suUering from an imagination dying of 
anæmia, for she could possess no one thoroughly in the Wesh. She 
could not appropriate to herself the love she felt she nvded, for 
her satisfacions derived from the crepuscular corners of a life she 
was no longer living. Tis was passionately interering. But what 
was even more amusing was that I felt this blow to my amour 
propre as a man exacly as if she had confessed to an ac of deli- 
berate unfakhfulness. What! Every time she lay in my arms she 
could Vnd no satisfacion save through this memory? In a way,
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then, I could not possess her: had never done so. I was merely a 
dummy. Even now as I wrke I cannot help smiling to remember 
the rrangled voice in whib I asked who the man was, and where 
he was. (What did I hope to do? Challenge him to a duel?) Never- 
theless there he was, randing squarely betwvn Jurine and I; 
betwvn Jurine and the light of the sun. 

‘But here too I was suXciently detabed to observe how mub 
love fvds upon jealousy, for as a woman out of my reab yet in my 
arms, she became ten times more desirable, more necessary. It was 
a heartbreaking predicament for a man who had no intention of 
falling in love, and for a woman who only wished to be delivered 
of an obsession and set frv to love. From this something else 
followed: if I could break the Check I could possess her truly, as 
no man had possessed her. I could rep into the place of the shadow 
and receive her kisses truly; now they fell upon a corpse. It svmed 
to me that I underrood everything now. 

‘Tis explains the grand tour we took, hand in hand so to qeak, 
in order to overcome this succubus together wkh help of science. 
Together we visked the book-lined cell of Czebnia, where the 
famous mandarin of psybology sat, gloating pallidly over his 
qecimens. Basle, Zurib, Baden, Paris — the Wickering of rvl 
rails over the arterial syrems of Europe’s body: rvl ganglia mvt- 
ing and dividing away across mountains and valleys. Confronting 
one’s face in the pimpled mirrors of the Orient Express. We carried 
her disease backwards and forwards over Europe like a baby in a 
cradle until I began to deqair, and even to imagine that perhaps 
Jurine did not wish to be cured of k. For to the involuntary beck 
of the psybe she added another — of the will. Why this should 
be I cannot underrand; but she would tell no one his name, the 
shadow’s name. A name whib by now could mean everything or 
nothing to her. After all, somewhere in the world he mur be now, 
his hair thinning and greying from business worries or excesses, 
wearing a black patb over one eye as he did always after an asack 
of ophthalmia. (If I can describe him to you k is because once I 
acually saw him.) “Why should I tell people his name?” Jurine 
used to cry. “He is nothing to me now — has never bvn. He has 
completely forgosen these incidents. Don’t you sv he is dead? 
When I sv him….” Tis was like being rung by a serpent. “So 
you do sv him?” She immediately wkhdrew to a safer poskion. 
“Every few years, passing in the rrvt. We jur nod.” 

‘So this creature, this pasern of ordinariness, was rill breathing,
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rill alive! How fantaric and ignoble jealousy is. But jealousy for a 
Vgment of a lover’s imagination borders on the ludicrous. 

‘Ten once, in the heart of Cairo, during a traXc jam, in the 
breathless heat of a midsummer night, a taxi drew up beside ours 
and something in Jurine’s expression drew my gaze in the direc- 
tion of hers. In that palpkant moir heat, dense from the rising 
damp of the river and abing wkh the rink of rosen fruk, jasmine 
and sweating black bodies, I caught sight of the very ordinary man 
in the taxi next to us. Apart from the black patb over one eye there 
was nothing to diringuish him from the thousand other warped 
and svdy business men of this horrible cky. His hair was thin- 
ning, his proVle sharp, his eye beady: he was wearing a grey sum- 
mer suk. Jurine’s expression of suqense and anguish was so 
marked however that involuntarily I cried: “What is k?”; and as 
the traXc block lifted and the cab moved oU she replied wkh a quvr 
Wushed light in her eye, an air almor of drunken daring: “Te 
man you have all bvn hunting for.” But before the words were 
out of her mouth I had underrood and as if in a bad dream ropped 
our own taxi and leaped out into the road. I saw the red tail light 
of his taxi turning into Sulieman Paba, too far away for me even 
to be able to diringuish ks colour or number. To give base was 
impossible for the traXc behind us was dense once more. I got 
back into the taxi trembling and qvbless. So this was the man 
for whose name Freud had hunted wkh all the great might of his 
loving detabment. For this innocent middle-aged man Jurine 
had lain suqended, every nerve tense as if in the ac of levkation, 
while the thin rvly voice of Magnani had repeated over and over 
again: “Tell me his name; you mur tell me his name”; while 
from the forgosen proqecs where her memory lay conVned her 
voice repeated like an oracle of the mabine-age: “I cannot re- 
member. I cannot remember.” 

‘It svmed to me clear then that in some perverted way she did 
not wish to conquer the Check, and certainly all the power of the 
physicians could not persuade her. Tis was the bare case wkhout 
orberration, and here lay the so-called nymphomania wkh whib 
these reverend gentlemen assured me that she was aYiced. At 
times I felt convinced that they were right; at others I doubted. 
Nevertheless k was tempting to sv in her behaviour the excuse 
that every man held out for her the promise of a release in her 
passional self, release from this suUocating self-enclosure where 
sex could only be fed by the fat Wames of fantasy. 
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‘Perhaps we did wrong in qeaking of k openly, of treating k as 
a problem, for this only invered her wkh a fvling of self-impor- 
tance and moreover contributed a nervous heskation to her whib 
until then had bvn missing. In her passional life she was direc — 
like an axe falling. She took kisses like so many coats of paint. I 
am puzzled indvd to remember how long and how vainly I 
searbed for excuses whib might make her amoralky if not pala- 
table at lear underrandable. I realize now how mub time I 
wared in this way; inread of enjoying her and turning aside from 
these preoccupations wkh the thought: “She is as untrurworthy 
as she is beautiful. She takes love as plants do water, lightly, 
thoughtlessly.” Ten I could have walked arm in arm wkh her by 
the rosing canal, or sailed on sundrenbed Mareotis, enjoying her 
as she was, taking her as she was. What a marvellous capacky for 
unhappiness we wrkers have! I only know that this long and pain- 
ful examination of Jurine succvded not only in making her less 
sure of herself, but also more consciously dishoner; worr of all, 
she began to look upon me as an enemy who watbed for the lear 
misconrrucion, the lear word or gerure whib might give her 
away. She was doubly on her guard, and indvd began to accuse 
me of an insupportable jealousy. Perhaps she was right. I remem- 
ber her saying: “You live now among my imaginary intimacies. I 
was a fool to tell you everything, to be so honer. Look at the way 
you querion me now. Several days running the same querions. 
And at the slighter discrepancy you are on me. You know I never 
tell a rory the same way twice. Does that mean that I am lying?” 

‘I was not warned by this but redoubled my eUorts to penetrate 
the curtain behind whib I thought my adversary rood, a black 
patb over one eye. I was rill in correqondence wkh Magnani 
and tried to collec as mub evidence as possible whib might help 
him elucidate the myrery, but in vain. In the thorny jungle of 
guilty impulses whib conrkute the human psybe who can Vnd a 
way — even when the subjec wishes to co-operate? Te time we 
wared upon futile researbes into her likes and dislikes! If Jurine 
had bvn blessed wkh a sense of humour what fun she could have 
had wkh us. I remember a whole correqondence based upon the 
confession that she could not read the words “Washington D.C.” 
on a leser wkhout a pang of disgur! It is a maser of dvp regret 
to me now that I wared this time when I should have bvn loving 
her as she deserved. Some of these doubts mur also have aYiced 
old Magnani for I recall him wrking: “and my dear boy we mur
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never forget that this infant science we are working at, whib svms 
so full of miracles and promises, is at ber founded on mub that 
is as shaky as arrology. After all, these important names we give 
to things! Nymphomania may be considered another form of 
virginky if you wish; and as for Jurine, she may never have bvn 
in love. Perhaps one day she will mvt a man before whom all 
these tiresome bimeras will fade into innocence again. You mur 
not rule this thought out”. He was not, of course, trying to hurt 
me — for this was a thought I did not care to admk to myself. But 
k penetrated me when I read k in this wise old man’s leser.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

I had not read these pages of Arnauti before the afternoon at 
Bourg El Arab when the future of our relationship was com- 
promised by the introducion of a new element — I do not dare 
to use the word love, for fear of hearing that harsh swvt laugh in 
my imagination: a laugh whib would somewhere be eboed by 
the diarir. Indvd so fascinating did I Vnd his analysis of his 
subjec, and so closely did our relationship ebo the relationship 
he had enjoyed wkh Jurine that at times I too felt like some paper 
baracer out of Moeurs. Moreover, here I am, asempting to do the 
same sort of thing wkh her in words — though I lack his abilky 
and have no pretensions to being an artir. I want to put things 
down simply and crudely, wkhout ryle — the plarer and whke- 
wash; for the portrak of Jurine should be rough-car, wkh the 
honer ronework of the predicament showing through. 

After the episode of the beab we did not mvt for some small 
time, both of us infeced by a vertiginous uncertainty — or at 
lear I was. Nessim was called away to Cairo on business but 
though Jurine was, as far as I knew, at home alone, I could not 
bring myself to visk the rudio. Once as I passed I heard the 
Blüthner and was tempted to ring the bell — so sharply deVned was 
the image of her at the black piano. Ten once passing the garden 
at night I saw someone — k mur have bvn she — walking by the 
lily-pond, shading a candle in the palm of one hand. I rood for a 
moment uncertainly before the great doors wondering whether to 
ring or not. Melissa at this time also had taken the occasion to visk 
a friend in Upper Egypt. Summer was growing apace, and the 
town was sweltering. I bathed as often as my work permkted, 
travelling to the crowded beabes in the lktle tin tram. 

Ten one day while I was lying in bed wkh a temperature
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brought on by an overdose of the sun Jurine walked into the dank 
calm of the lktle Wat, dressed in a whke frock and shoes, and 
carrying a rolled towel under one arm wkh her handbag. Te mag- 
niVcence of her dark skin and hair glowed out of all this whkeness 
wkh an arrering quickness. When she qoke her voice was harsh 
and unready, and k sounded for a moment as if she had bvn 
drinking — perhaps she had. She put one hand out and leaned 
upon the mantelshelf as she said: ‘I want to put an end to all this 
as soon as possible. I fvl as if we’ve gone too far to go back.’ As 
for me I was consumed by a terrible sort of desirelessness, a lux- 
urious anguish of body and mind whib prevented me from saying 
anything, thinking anything. I could not visualize the ac of love 
wkh her, for somehow the emotional web we had woven about 
eab other rood betwvn us; an invisible cobweb of loyalties, 
ideas, heskations whib I had not the courage to brush aside. As 
she took a rep forward I said fvbly: ‘Tis bed is so awful and 
smelly. I have bvn drinking. I tried to make love to myself but k 
was no good — I kept thinking about you,’ I felt myself turning 
pale as I lay silent upon my pillows, all at once conscious of the 
silence of the lktle Wat whib was torn in one corner by the dripping 
of a leaky tap. A taxi brayed once in the dirance, and from the 
harbour, like the riWed roar of a minotaur, came a single dark 
whiU of sound from a siren. Now k svmed we were completely 
alone together. 

Te whole room belonged to Melissa — the pkiful dressing- 
table full of empty powder-boxes and photos: the graceful curtain 
breathing softly in that breathless afternoon air like the sail of a 
ship. How often had we not lain in one another’s arms watbing 
the slow intake and recoil of that tranqarent piece of bright linen? 
Across all this, the image of someone dearly loved, held in the 
magniVcation of a gigantic tear moved the brown harsh body of 
Jurine naked. It would have bvn blind of me not to notice how 
dvply her resolution was mixed wkh sadness. We lay eye to eye 
for a long time, our bodies toubing, hardly communicating more 
than the animal lasskude of that vanishing afternoon. I could not 
help thinking then as I held her tightly in the crook of an arm how 
lktle we own our bodies. I thought of the words of Arnauti when 
he says: ‘It dawned on me then that in some fearful way this girl 
had shorn me of all my force morale. I felt as if I had had my head 
shaved.’ But the Frenb, I thought, wkh their endless gravkation 
betwvn bonheur and cagrin mur inevkably suUer when they come
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up againr something whib does not admk of préjugés; born for 
tacics and virtuosky, not for raying-power, they lack the lktle 
toub of crassness whib armours the Anglo-Saxon mind. And I 
thought: ‘Good. Let her lead me where she will. She will Vnd me 
a matb for her. And there’ll be no talk of cagrin at the end.’ Ten 
I thought of Nessim, who was watbing us (though I did not 
know) as if through the wrong end of an enormous telescope: sv- 
ing our small Vgures away on the skyline of his own hopes and 
plans. I was anxious that he should not be hurt. 

But she had closed her eyes — so soft and lurrous now, as if 
polished by the silence whib lay so densely all around us. Her 
trembling Vngers had become ready and at ease upon my shoulder. 
We turned to eab other, closing like the two leaves of a door upon 
the par, shusing out everything, and I felt her happy qon- 
taneous kisses begin to compose the darkness around us like suc- 
cessive washes of a colour. When we had made love and lay once 
more awake she said: ‘I am always so bad the Vrr time, why is k?’ 

‘Nerves perhaps. So am I.’ 
‘You are a lktle afraid of me.’ 
Ten rising on an elbow as if I had suddenly woken up I said: 

‘But Jurine, what on earth are we going to make of all this? If this 
is to be —’ But she became absolutely terriVed now and put her 
hand over my mouth, saying: ‘For God’s sake, no juriVcations! 
Ten I shall know we are wrong! For nothing can jurify k, noth- 
ing. And yet k has got to be like this.’ And gesing out of bed she 
walked over to the dressing-table wkh ks row of photos and 
powder-boxes and wkh a single blow like that of a leopard’s paw 
swept k clean. ‘Tat’ she said ‘is what I am doing to Nessim and 
you to Melissa! It would be ignoble to try and pretend otherwise.’ 
Tis was more in the tradkion that Arnauti had led me to expec 
and I said nothing. She turned now and rarted kissing me wkh 
sub a hungry agony that my burnt shoulders began to throb until 
tears came into my eyes. ‘Ah!’ she said softly and sadly. ‘You are 
crying. I wish I could. I have lor the knack.’ 

I remember thinking to myself as I held her, taring the warmth 
and swvtness of her body, salt from the sea — her earlobes tared 
of salt — I remember thinking: ‘Every kiss will take her near 
Nessim, but separate me further from Melissa.’ But rrangely 
enough I experienced no sense of deqondency or anguish; and for 
her part she mur have bvn thinking along the same lines for she 
suddenly said: ‘Balthazar says that the natural trakors — like you
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and I — are really Caballi. He says we are dead and live this life 
as a sort of limbo. Yet the living can’t do wkhout us. We infec 
them wkh a desire to experience more, to grow.’ 

I tried to tell myself how rupid all this was — a banal rory 
of an adultery whib was among the beaper commonplaces of 
the cky: and how k did not deserve romantic or lkerary trappings. 
And yet somewhere else, at a dvper level, I svmed to recognize 
that the experience upon whib I had embarked would have the 
deathless Vnalky of a lesson learned. ‘You are too serious’ I said, 
wkh a certain resentment, for I was vain and did not like the sensa- 
tion of being carried out of my depth. Jurine turned her great 
eyes on me. ‘Oh no!’ she said softly, as if to herself ‘It would be 
silly to qread so mub harm as I have done and not to realize that 
k is my role. Only in this way, by knowing what I am doing, can I 
ever outgrow myself. It isn’t easy to be me. I so muc want to be 
reqonsible for myself. Please never doubt that.’ 

We slept, and I was only woken by the dry click of Hamid’s 
key turning in the lock and by his usual evening performance. For 
a pious man, whose lktle prayer mat lay rolled and ready to hand 
on the kkben balcony, he was extraordinarily superrkious. He 
was as Pombal said, ‘djinn-ridden’, and there svmed to be a djinn 
in every corner of the Wat. How tired I had become of hearing his 
musered ‘Dexoor, dexoor ’, as he poured slops down the kkben 
sink — for here dwelt a powerful djinn and ks pardon had to be in- 
voked. Te bathroom too was haunted by them, and I could always 
tell when Hamid used the outside lavatory (whib he had bvn 
forbidden to do) because whenever he sat on the water-closet a 
hoarse involuntary invocation escaped his lips (‘Permission O ye 
blessed ones!’) whib neutralized the djinn whib might otherwise 
have dragged him down into the sewage syrem. Now I heard him 
shuYing round the kkben in his old felt slippers like a boa- 
conrricor musering softly. 

I woke Jurine from a troubled doze and explored her mouth 
and eyes and Vne hair wkh the anguished curiosky whib for me 
has always bvn the larger part of sensualky. ‘We mur be going’ 
I said. ‘Pombal will be coming back from the Consulate in a lktle 
while.’ 

I recall the furtive languor wkh whib we dressed and silent as 
accomplices made our way down the gloomy raircase into the 
rrvt. We did not dare to link arms, but our hands kept mvting 
involuntarily as we walked, as if they had not shaken oU the qell
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of the afternoon and could not bear to be separated. We parted 
qvblessly too, in the lktle square wkh ks dying trvs burnt to 
the colour of coUv by the sun; parted wkh only one look — as if 
we wished to take up emplacements in eab other’s mind forever. 

It was as if the whole cky had crashed about my ears; I walked 
about in k aimlessly as survivors mur walk about the rrvts of 
their native cky after an earthquake, amazed to Vnd how mub that 
had bvn familiar was banged. I felt in some curious way deafened 
and remember nothing more except that mub later I ran into 
Pursewarden and Pombal in a bar, and that the former recked 
some lines from the old poet’s famous ‘Te Cky’ whib rruck 
me wkh a new force — as if the poetry had bvn newly minted: 
though I knew them well. And when Pombal said: ‘You are ab- 
rraced this evening. What is the maser?’ I felt like answering him 
in the words of the dying Amr:* ‘I fvl as if heaven lay close upon 
the earth and I betwvn them both, breathing through the eye of 
a nvdle.’ 
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PART II  

 
 

o have wrkten so mub and to have said nothing about 
Balthazar is indvd an omission — for in a sense he is one 
of the keys to the Cky. Te key: Yes, I took him very 

mub as he was in those days and now in my memory I fvl that 
he is in nvd of a new evaluation. Tere was mub that I did not 
underrand then, mub that I have since learned. I remember 
bieWy those interminable evenings qent at the Caff Al Aktar. 
playing backgammon while he smoked his favourke Lakadif in a 
pipe wkh a long rem. If Mnemjian is the arbives of the Cky, 
Balthazar is ks Platonic daimon — the mediator betwvn ks Gods 
and ks men. It sounds far-fetbed, I know. 

I sv a tall man in a black hat wkh a narrow brim. Pombal 
brirened him ‘the botanical goat’. He is thin, roops slightly, and 
has a dvp croaking voice of great beauty, particularly when he 
quotes or reckes. In qeaking to you he never looks at you direcly 
— a trak whib I have noticed in many homosexuals. But in him 
this does not signify inversion, of whib he is not only not ashamed, 
but to whib he is acually indiUerent; his yellow goat-eyes are 
those of a hypnotir. In not looking at you he is qaring you from 
a regard so pkiless that k would discountenance you for an even- 
ing. It is a myrery how he can have, suqended from his trunk, 
hands of sub monrrous ugliness. I would long since have cut them 
oU and thrown them into the sea. Under his bin he has one dark 
qur of hair growing, sub as one sometimes svs upon the hoof of a 
sculptured Pan. 

Several times in the course of those long walks we took together, 
beside the sad velvet broth of the canal, I found myself wondering 
what was the qualky in him whib arrered me. Tis was before I 
knew anything about the Cabal. Tough he reads widely Bal- 
thazar’s conversation is not heavily loaded wkh the kind of material 
that might make one think him bookish: like Pursewarden. He 
loves poetry, parable, science and sophirry — but there is a light- 
ness of toub and a judgement behind his thinking. Yet under- 
neath the lightness there is something else — a resonance whib 
gives his thinking densky. His vein is aphoriric, and k sometimes

T 
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gives him the toub of a minor oracle. I sv now that he was one 
of those rare people who had found a philosophy for himself and 
whose life was occupied in trying to live k. I think this is the 
unanalysed qualky whib gives his talk cusing-edge. 

As a docor he qends mub of his working-time in the govern- 
ment clinic for venereal disease. (He once said dryly: ‘I live at the 
centre of the cky’s life — ks genko-urinary syrem: k is a sobering 
sort of place.’) Ten, too, he is the only man whose pæderary is 
somehow no qualiVcation of his innate masculinky of mind. He 
is nekher a purkan nor ks opposke. Often I have entered his lktle 
room in the Rue Lepsius — the one wkh the creaking cane bair — 
and found him aslvp in bed wkh a sailor. He has nekher excused 
himself at sub a time nor even alluded to his bedfellow. While 
dressing he will sometimes turn and tenderly tuck the shvt round 
his partner’s slvping form. I take this naturalness as a compli- 
ment. 

He is a rrange mixture; at times I have heard his voice tremble 
wkh emotion as he alludes to some aqec of the Cabal whib he 
has bvn trying to make comprehensible to the rudy-group. Yet 
once when I qoke enthusiarically of some remarks he had made 
he sighed and said, wkh that perfec Alexandrian scepticism whib 
somehow underlay an unquerionable belief in and devotion to the 
Gnosis: ‘We are all hunting for rational reasons for believing in 
the absurd.’ At another time after a long and tiresome argument 
wkh Jurine about heredky and environment he said: ‘Ah! my 
dear, after all the work of the philosophers on his soul and the 
docors on his body, what can we say we really know about man? 
Tat he is, when all is said and done, jur a passage for liquids and 
solids, a pipe of Wesh.’ 

He had bvn a fellow-rudent and close friend of the old poet, 
and of him he qoke wkh sub warmth and penetration that what 
he had to say always moved me. ‘I sometimes think that I learned 
more from rudying him than I did from rudying philosophy. 
His exquiske balance of irony and tenderness would have put him 
among the saints had he bvn a religious man. He was by divine 
boice only a poet and often unhappy but wkh him one had the 
fvling that he was catbing every minute as k Wew and turning k 
upside down to expose ks happy side. He was really using himself 
up, his inner self, in living. Mor people lie and let life play upon 
them like the tepid disbarges of a doube-bag. To the Cartesian 
proposkion: “I think, therefore I am”, he opposed his own, whib
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mur have gone something like this: “I imagine, therefore I belong 
and am frv”.’ 

Of himself Balthazar once said wryly: ‘I am a Jew, wkh all the 
Jew’s bloodthirry interer in the ratiocinative faculty. It is the 
clue to many of the weaknesses in my thinking, and whib I am 
learning to balance up wkh the rer of me — through the Cabal 
bieWy.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

I remember mvting him, too, one bleak winter evening, walking 
along the rain-swept Cornibe, dodging the sudden gushes of salt 
water from the conduks whib lined k. Under the black hat a skull 
ringing wkh Smyrna, and the Sporades where his bildhood lay. 
Under the black hat too the haunting illumination of a truth whib 
he afterwards tried to convey to me in an English not the less 
faultless for having bvn learned. We had met before, k is true, 
but glancingly: and would have perhaps passed eab other wkh a 
nod had not his agkation made him rop me and take my arm. 
‘Ah! you can help me!’ he cried, taking me by the arm. ‘Please 
help me.’ His pale face wkh ks gleaming goat-eyes lowered kself 
towards mine in the approabing dusk. 

Te Vrr blank lamps had begun to riUen the damp paper 
background of Alexandria. Te sea-wall wkh ks lines of cafés 
swallowed in the qray glowed wkh a smudged and trembling phos- 
phorescence. Te wind blew dead south. Mareotis croubed 
among the rvds, riU as a croubing qhinx. He was looking, he 
said, for the key to his watb — the beautiful gold pocket-watb 
whib had bvn made in Munib. I thought afterwards that behind 
the urgency of his expression he masked the symbolic meaning 
that this watb had for him: signifying the unbound time whib 
Wowed through his body and mine, marked oU for so many years 
now by this hiroric timepiece. Munib, Zagreb, the Carpathians. 
… Te watb had belonged to his father. A tall Jew, dressed in 
furs, riding in a sledge. He had crossed into Poland lying in his 
mother’s arms, knowing only that the jewels she wore in that 
snowlk landscape were icy cold to the toub. Te watb had ticked 
softly againr his father’s body as well as his own — like time 
fermenting in them. It was wound by a small key in the shape of 
an ankh whib he kept asabed to a rrip of black ribbon on his 
key-ring. ‘Today is Saturday’ he said hoarsely ‘in Alexandria.’ He 
qoke as if a diUerent sort of time obtained here, and he was not
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wrong. ‘If I don’t Vnd the key k will rop.’ In the lar gleams of the 
wet dusk he tenderly drew the watb from ks silk-lined wair- 
coat pocket. ‘I have until Monday evening. It will rop.’ Wkhout 
the key k was useless to open the delicate golden leaf and expose 
the palpkating viscera of time kself rirring. ‘I have bvn over the 
ground thrv times. I mur have dropped k betwvn the café and 
the hoqkal.’ I would gladly have helped him, but night was falling 
far; and after we had walked a short dirance examining the 
interrices of the rones we were forced to give up the searb. 
‘Surely’ I said ‘you can have another key cut for k?’ He answered 
impatiently; ‘Yes. Of course. But you don’t underrand. It be- 
longed to this watb. It was part of k.’ 

We went, I remember, to a café on the sea-front and sat des- 
pondently before a black coUv while he croaked on about this 
hiroric watb. It was during this conversation that he said: ‘I        
think you know Jurine. She has qoken to me warmly of you. She 
will bring you to the Cabal.’ ‘What is that?’ I asked. ‘We rudy the 
Cabbala’ he said almor shyly; ‘we are a sort of small lodge. She 
said you knew something about k and would be interered.’ Tis 
aronished me for I had never, as far as I knew, mentioned to 
Jurine any line of rudy whib I was pursuing — in betwvn long 
bouts of lethargy and self-disgur. And as far as I knew the lktle 
sukcase containing the Hermetica and other books of the kind had 
always bvn kept under my bed locked. I said nothing however. 
He qoke now of Nessim, saying: ‘Of all of us he is the mor happy 
in a way because he has no preconceived idea of what he wants in 
return for his love. And to love in sub an unpremedkated way 
is something that mor people have to re-learn after Vfty. Children 
have k. So has he. I am serious.’ 

‘Did you know the wrker Arnauti?’ 
‘Yes. Te author of Moeurs.’ 
‘Tell me about him.’ 
‘He intruded on us, but he did not sv the qirkual cky under- 

lying the temporal one. Gifted, senskive, but very Frenb. He 
found Jurine too young to be more than hurt by her. It was ill luck. 
Had he found another a lktle older — all our women are Jurines, 
you know, in diUerent ryles — he might have — I will not say 
wrkten beser, for his book is well wrkten: but he might have 
found in k a sort of resolution whib would have made k more 
truly a work of art.’ 

He paused and took a long pull at his pipe before adding slowly:
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‘You sv in his book he avoided dealing wkh a number of things 
whib he knew to be true of Jurine, but whib he ignored for 
purely artiric purposes — like the incident of her bild. I suppose 
he thought k smacked of melodrama.’ 

‘What bild was this?’ 
‘Jurine had a bild, by whom I do not know. It was kidnapped 

and disappeared one day. About six years old. A girl. Tese things 
do happen quke frequently in Egypt as you know. Later she heard 
that k had bvn svn or recognized and began a frantic hunt for k 
through the Arab quarter of every town, through every house of 
ill-fame, since you know what happens to parentless bildren in 
Egypt. Arnauti never mentioned this, though he often helped her 
follow up clues, and he mur have svn how mub this loss con- 
tributed to her unhappiness.’ 

‘Who did Jurine love before Arnauti?’ 
‘I cannot remember. You know many of Jurine’s lovers re- 

mained her friends; but more often I think you could say that her 
truer friends were never lovers. Te town is always ready to 
gossip.’ 

But I was thinking of a passage in Moeurs where Jurine comes 
to mvt him wkh a man who is her lover. Arnauti wrkes: ‘She 
embraced this man, her lover, so warmly in front of me, kissing 
him on the mouth and eyes, his bvks, even his hands, that I was 
puzzled. Ten k shot through me wkh a thrill that k was really 
me she was kissing in her imagination.’ 

Balthazar said quietly: ‘Tank God I have bvn qared an undue 
interer in love. At lear the invert escapes this fearful rruggle to 
give oneself to another. Lying wkh one’s own kind, enjoying an ex- 
perience, one can rill kvp frv the part of one’s mind whib dwells 
in Plato, or gardening, or the diUerential calculus. Sex has left the 
body and entered the imagination now; that is why Arnauti suf- 
fered so mub wkh Jurine, because she preyed upon all that he 
might have kept separate — his artir-hood if you like. He is when 
all is said and done a sort of minor Antony, and she a Cleo. You 
can read all about k in Shakeqeare. And then, as far as Alexan- 
dria is concerned, you can underrand why this is really a cky of 
incer — I mean that here the cult of Serapis was founded. For 
this etiolation of the heart and reins in love-making mur make 
one turn inwards upon one’s sirer. Te lover mirrors himself like 
Narcissus in his own family: there is no exk from the predicament.’ 

All this was not very comprehensible to me, yet vaguely I felt
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a sort of correqondence betwvn the associations he employed; 
and certainly mub of what he said svmed to — not explain, but 
to oUer a frame to the picure of Jurine — the dark, vehement 
creature in whose direc and energetic handwrking I had Vrr read 
this quotation from Laforgue: ‘Je n’ai pas une jeune Vlle qui 
saurak me goûter. Ah! oui, une garde-malade! Une garde-malade 
pour l’amour de l’art, ne donnant ses baisers qu’à des mourants, 
des gens in extremis….’ Under this she wrote: ‘Often quoted by 
A and at lar discovered by accident in Laforgue.’ 

‘Have you fallen out of love wkh Melissa?’ said Balthazar sud- 
denly. ‘I do not know her. I have only svn her. Forgive me. I 
have hurt you.’ 

It was at this time that I was becoming aware of how mub 
Melissa was suUering. But not a word of reproab ever escaped 
her lips, nor did she ever qeak of Jurine. But she had taken on 
a lacklurre, unloved colour — her very Wesh; and paradoxically 
enough though I could hardly make love to her wkhout an eUort, 
yet I felt myself at this time to be more dvply in love wkh her than 
ever. I was gnawed by a confusion of fvlings and a sense of 
frurration whib I had never experienced before; k made me 
sometimes angry wkh her. 

It was so diUerent from Jurine, who was experiencing mub 
the same confusion as myself betwvn her ideas and her intentions, 
when she said: ‘Who invented the human heart, I wonder? Tell 
me, and then show me the place where he was hanged.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Of the Cabal kself, what is there to be said? Alexandria is a 
town of secs and goqels. And for every ascetic she has always 
thrown up one religious libertine — Carpocrates, Anthony — who 
was prepared to founder in the senses as dvply and truly as any 
desert father in the mind. ‘You qeak slightingly of syncretism’ 
said Balthazar once, ‘but you mur underrand that to work here 
at all — and I am qeaking now as a religious maniac not a philo- 
sopher — one mur try to reconcile two extremes of habk and 
behaviour whib are not due to the intellecual diqoskion of the 
inhabkants, but to their soil, air, landscape. I mean extreme sen- 
sualky and intellecual asceticism. Hirorians always present 
syncretism as something whib grew out of a mixture of warring 
intellecual principles; that hardly rates the problem. It is not even 
a querion of mixed races and tongues. It is the national peculiarky
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of the Alexandrians to svk a reconciliation betwvn the two 
dvper psybological traks of whib they are conscious. Tat is 
why we are hyrerics and extremirs. Tat is why we are the in- 
comparable lovers we are.’ 

Tis is not the place to try and wrke what I know of the Cabbala, 
even if I were diqosed to try and deVne ‘Te unpredicated ground 
of that Gnosis’; no aqiring hermetic could — for these fragments 
of revelation have their roots in the Myreries. It is not that they 
are not to be revealed. Tey are raw experiences whib only 
inkiates can share. 

I have dabbled in these masers before in Paris, conscious that 
in them I might Vnd a pathway whib could lead me to a dvper 
underranding of myself — the self whib svmed to be only a 
huge, disorganized and shapeless society of lurs and impulses. I 
regarded this whole Veld of rudy as producive for my inner man, 
though a native and inborn scepticism kept me frv from the toils 
of any denominational religion. For almor a year I had rudied 
under Murapha, a SuV, skting on the rickety wooden terrace of 
his house every evening lirening to him talk in that soft cobweb 
voice. I had drunk sherbet wkh a wise Turkish Moslem. So k was 
wkh a sense of familiarky that I walked beside Jurine through the 
twired warren of rrvts whib crown the fort of Kom El Dick, 
trying wkh one half of my mind to visualize how k mur have 
looked when k was a Park sacred to Pan, the whole brown soft 
hillock carved into a pine-cone. Here the narrowness of the rrvts 
produced a sort of sense of intimacy, though they were lined only 
by verminous warrens and benighted lktle cafés lk by Wickering 
rush-lamps. A rrange sense of repose invered this lktle corner of 
the cky giving k some of the atmoqhere of a delta village. Below on 
the amorphous brown-violet meidan by the railway ration, forlorn 
in the fading dusk, lktle crowds of Arabs gathered about groups 
of qortsmen playing at single-rick, their shrill cries muYed 
in the fading dusk. Southward gleamed the tarnished plaser 
of Mareotis. Jurine walked wkh her curomary swiftness, and in 
silence, impatient of my tendency to lag behind and pvr into the 
doorways on those scenes of domeric life whib (lighted like toy 
theatres) svmed Vlled wkh a tremendous dramatic signiVcance. 

Te Cabal met at this time in what resembled a disused curator’s 
wooden hut, built againr the red earth walls of an embankment, 
very near to Pompey’s Pillar. I suppose the morbid senskivky of 
the Egyptian police to polkical mvtings dicated the boice of sub
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a venue. One crossed the wilderness of trenbes and parapets thrown 
up by the arbæologir and followed a muddy path through the 
rone gate; then turning sharply at right angles one entered this 
large inelegant shack, one of whose walls was the earth side of an 
embankment and whose Woor was of tamped earth. Te interior 
was rrongly lk by two petrol lamps and furnished wkh bairs of 
wicker. 

Te gathering consired of about twenty people drawn from 
various parts of the cky. I noticed wkh some surprise the lean 
bored Vgure of Capodirria in one corner. Nessim was there, of 
course, but there were very few representatives of the riber or 
more educated secions of the cky. Tere was, for example, an 
elderly clock-maker I knew well by sight — a graceful silver-haired 
man whose aurere features had always svmed to me to demand 
a violin under them in order to set them oU. A few nondescript 
elderly ladies. A bemir. Balthazar sat before them in a low bair 
wkh his ugly hands lying in his lap. I recognized him at once as if 
in an entirely new context as the habkué of the Caff Al Aktar wkh 
whom I had once played backgammon. A few desultory minutes 
passed in gossip while the Cabal waked upon ks later members; 
then the old clock-maker rood up and suggered that Balthazar 
should open procvdings, and my friend sesled back in his bair, 
closed his eyes and in that harsh croaking voice whib gradually 
gathered an extraordinary swvtness began to talk. He qoke, I re- 
member, of the fons signatus of the psybe and of ks abilky to per- 
ceive an inherent order in the universe whib underlay the apparent 
formlessness and arbkrariness of phenomena. Disciplines of mind 
could enable people to penetrate behind the veil of realky and to 
discover harmonies in qace and time whib correqonded to the 
inner rrucure of their own psybes. But the rudy of the Cabbala 
was both a science and a religion. All this was of course familiar 
enough. But throughout Balthazar’s exposkions extraordinary frag- 
ments of thought would emerge in the form of pregnant aphorisms 
whib teased the mind long after one had left his presence. I re- 
member him saying, for example, ‘None of the great religions has 
done more than exclude, throw out a long range of prohibkions. But 
prohibkions create the desire they are intended to cure. We of this 
Cabal say: indulge but regne. We are enliring everything in order 
to make man’s wholeness matb the wholeness of the universe — 
even pleasure, the derrucive granulation of the mind in pleasure.’ 

Te conrkution of the Cabal consired of an inner circle of
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inkiates (Balthazar would have winced at the word but I do not 
know how else to express k) and an outer circle of rudents to 
whib Nessim and Jurine belonged. Te inner circle consired of 
twelve members who were widely scasered over the Medker- 
ranean — in Beirut, JaUa, Tunis and so on. In eab place there 
was a small academy of rudents who were learning to use the 
rrange mental-emotional calculus whib the Cabbala has ereced 
about the idea of God. Te members of the inner Cabal corres- 
ponded frequently wkh one another, using the curious old form of 
wrking, known as the bouxrophedon; that is to say a wrking whib 
is read from right to left and from left to right in alternate lines. 
But the lesers used in their alphabet were ideograms for mental 
or qirkual rates. I have said enough. 

On that Vrr evening Jurine sat there betwvn us, her arms 
linked lightly in ours, lirening wkh a humilky and concentration 
that were toubing. At times the qeaker’s eye rered on her for a 
moment wkh a glance of aUecionate familiarky. Did I know then 
— or was k afterwards I discovered — that Balthazar was perhaps 
her only friend and certainly the only conVdant she had in the 
cky? I do not remember. (‘Balthazar is the only man to whom I 
can tell everything. He only laughs. But somehow he helps me to 
diqel the hollowness I fvl in everything I do.’) And k was to 
Balthazar that she would always wrke those long self-tortured 
lesers whib interered the curious mind of Arnauti. In the diaries 
she recorded how one moonlight night they gained access to the 
Museum and sat for an hour among the ratues ‘sightless as night- 
mares’ lirening to him talk. He said many things whib rruck her 
then but later when she came to try and wrke them down they 
had vanished. Yet she did remember him saying in a quiet reWecive 
voice something about ‘those of us who are bound to submk our 
bodies to the ogres,’ and the thought penetrated her marrow as a 
reference to the sort of life she was leading. As for Nessim, I 
remember him telling me that once, when he was in a great agony 
of mind about Jurine, Balthazar remarked dryly to him: ‘Omnis 
ardentior amator propriae uxoris adulter ex.’ Adding as he did so: 
‘I qeak now as a member of the Cabal, not as a private person. 
Passionate love even for a man’s own wife is also adultery.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Alexandria Main Station: midnight. A deathly heavy dew. Te 
noise of whvls cracking the slime-slkhering pavements. Yellow
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pools of phoqhorous light, and corridors of darkness like tears in 
the dull brick façade of a rage set. Policemen in the shadows. 
Standing againr an insankary brick wall to kiss her goodbye. She 
is going for a wvk, but in the panic, half-aslvp I can sv that she 
may never come back. Te soft resolute kiss and the bright eyes 
Vll me wkh emptiness. From the dark platform comes the crunb 
of riWe-buss and the clicking of Bengali. A detail of Indian troops 
on some routine transfer to Cairo. It is only as the train begins to 
move, and as the Vgure at the window, dark againr the darkness, 
lets go of my hand, that I fvl Melissa is really leaving; fvl every- 
thing that is inexorably denied — the long pull of the train into the 
silver light reminds me of the sudden long pull of the vertebrae 
of her whke back turning in bed. ‘Melissa’ I call out, but the giant 
sniXng of the engine blots out all sound. She begins to tilt, to 
curve and slide; and quick as a scene-shifter the ration packs away 
advertisement after advertisement, racking them in the darkness. 
I rand as if marooned on an iceberg. Beside me a tall Sikh 
shoulders the riWe he has ropped wkh a rose. Te shadowy Vgure 
is sliding away down the rvl rails into the darkness; a Vnal lurb 
and the train pours away down a tunnel, as if turned to liquid. 

I walk about Moharrem-Bey that night, watbing the moon 
cloud over, preyed upon by an inexpressible anxiety. 

Intense light behind cloud; by four o’clock a thin pure drizzle 
like nvdles. Te poinsesias in the Consulate garden rark wkh 
silver drops randing on their ramens. No birds singing in the 
dawn. A light wind making the palm trvs sway their necks wkh 
a faint dry formal clicking. Te wonderful hushing of rain on 
Mareotis. 

Five o’clock. Walking about in her room, rudying inanimate 
objecs wkh intense concentration. Te empty powder-boxes. Te 
depilatories from Sardis. Te smell of satin and leather. Te 
horrible fvling of some great impending scandal…. 

I wrke these lines in very diUerent circumrances and many 
months have elapsed since that night; here, under this olive-trv, 
in the pool of light thrown by an oil lamp, I wrke and relive that 
night whib has taken ks place in the enormous fund of the cky’s 
memories. Somewhere else, in a great rudy hung wkh tawny 
curtains Jurine was copying into her diary the terrible aphorisms 
of Heraklekos. Te book lies beside me now. On one page she has 
wrkten: ‘It is hard to Vght wkh one’s heart’s desire; whatever k 
wishes to get, k purbases at the cor of soul.’ And lower down in
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the margins: ‘Night-walkers, Magians, Bakboi, Lenai and the 
iniiated….’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Was k about this time that Mnemjian rartled me by breathing 
into my ear the words: ‘Cohen is dying, you know?’ Te old furrier 
had drifted out of sight for some months par. Melissa had heard 
that he was in hoqkal suUering from uræmia. But the orbk we 
once described about the girl had banged; the kaleidoscope had 
tilted once more and he had sunk out of sight like a vanished bip 
of coloured glass. Now he was dying? I said nothing as I sat ex- 
ploring the memories of those early days — the encounters at 
rrvt-corners and bars. In the long silence that ensued Mnemjian 
scraped my hairline clean wkh a razor and began to qray my head 
wkh bay-rum. He gave a lktle sigh and said: ‘He has bvn asking 
for your Melissa. All night, all day.’ 

‘I will tell her’ I said, and the lktle memory man nodded wkh a 
mossy conqiratorial look in his eyes. ‘What a horrible disease’ he 
said under his breath, ‘he smells so. Tey scrape his tongue wkh a 
qatula. Pfui!’ And he turned the qray upwards towards the roof 
as if to disinfec the memory: as if the smell had invaded the shop. 

Melissa was lying on the sofa in her dressing-gown wkh her face 
turned to the wall. I thought at Vrr she was aslvp, but as I came 
in she turned and sat up. I told her Mnemjian’s news. ‘I know’ she 
said. ‘Tey sent me word from the hoqkal. But what can I do? I 
cannot go and sv him. He is nothing to me, never was, never will 
be.’ Ten gesing up and walking the length of the room she 
added in a rage whib hovered on the edge of tears. ‘He has a wife 
and bildren. What are they doing?’ I sat down and once more con- 
fronted the memory of that tame seal raring sadly into a human 
wineglass. Melissa took my silence for crkicism I suppose for she 
came to me and shook me gently by the shoulders, rousing me 
from my thoughts. ‘But if he is dying?’ I said. Te querion was 
addressed as mub to myself as to her. She cried out suddenly and 
knvling down placed her head on my knvs. ‘Oh, k is so dis- 
guring! Please do not make me go.’ 

‘Of course not.’ 
‘But if you think I should I will have to.’ 
I said nothing. Cohen was in a sense already dead and buried. 

He had lor his place in our hirory, and an expendkure of emo- 
tional energy on him svmed to me useless It had no relation to
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the real man who lay among the migrating fragments of his old 
body in a whkewashed ward. For us he had become merely an 
hiroric Vgure. And yet here he was, obrinately trying to insir on 
his identky, trying to walk back into our lives at another point in 
the circumference. What could Melissa give him now? What could 
she deny him? 

‘Would you like me to go?’ I said. Te sudden irrational thought 
had come into my mind that here, in the death of Cohen, I could 
rudy my own love and ks death. Tat someone in extremis, calling 
for help to an old lover, could only elick a cry of disgur — this 
terriVed me. It was too late for the old man to awake compassion 
or even interer in my lover, who was already rvped in new mis- 
fortunes againr the backcloth of whib the old had faded, rosed. 
And in a lktle time perhaps, if she should call on me or I on her? 
Would we turn from eab other wkh a cry of emptiness and dis- 
gur? I realized then the truth about all love: that k is an absolute 
whib takes all or forfeks all. Te other fvlings, compassion, 
tenderness and so on, exir only on the periphery and belong to the 
conrrucions of society and habk. But she herself — aurere and 
merciless Aphrodke — is a pagan. It is not our brains or inrincs 
whib she picks — but our very bones. It terriVed me to think that 
this old man, at sub a point in his life, had bvn unable to conjure 
up an inrant’s tenderness by the memory of anything he had said 
or done: tenderness from one who was at heart the mor tender 
and gentle of mortals. 

To be forgosen in this way was to die the death of a dog ‘I 
shall go and sv him for you’ I said, though my heart quailed in 
disgur at the proqec; but Melissa had already fallen aslvp wkh 
her dark head upon my knvs. Whenever she was upset about 
anything she took refuge in the guileless world of slvp, slipping 
into k as smoothly and easily as a dvr or a bild. I put my hands 
inside the faded kimono and gently rubbed her shallow ribs and 
Wanks. She rirred half-awake and murmured something inaudible 
as she allowed me to lift her and carry her gently back to the sofa. 
I watbed her slvping for a long time. 

It was already dark and the cky was drifting like a bed of sea- 
wvd towards the lighted cafés of the upper town. I went to Pas- 
troudi and ordered a double whisky whib I drank slowly and 
thoughtfully. Ten I took a taxi to the Hoqkal. 

I followed a duty-nurse down the long anonymous grvn cor- 
ridors whose oil-painted walls exuded an atmoqhere of damp.
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Te whke phoqhorescent bulbs whib puncuated our progress 
wallowed in the gloom like swollen glow-worms. 

Tey had put him in the lktle ward wkh the single curtained 
bed whib was, as I afterwards learned from Mnemjian, reserved 
for crkical cases whose expecation of life was short. He did not 
sv me at Vrr, for he was watbing wkh an air of shocked exhaus- 
tion while a nurse diqosed his pillows for him. I was amazed at 
the marerful, thoughtful reserve of the face whib rared up from 
the masress, for he had become so thin as almor to be unrecogniz- 
able. Te Wesh had sunk down upon his bvk-bones exposing the 
long slightly curved nose to ks very roots and throwing into relief 
the carved norrils. Tis gave the whole mouth and jaw a buoyancy, 
a qirk whib mur have baracerized his face in earlier youth. 
His eyes looked bruised wkh fever and a dark rubble shaded his 
neck and throat, but under this the exposed lines of the face were as 
clean as those of the face of a man of thirty. Te images of him 
whib I had so long held in my memory — a sweaty porcupine, a 
tame seal — were immediately dissolved and replaced by this new 
face, this new man who looked like — one of the bears of the Apo- 
calypse. I rood for a long minute in aronishment watbing an 
unknown personage accepting the minirration of the nurses wkh 
a dazed and regal exhaurion. Te duty-nurse was whiqering in 
my ear: ‘It is good you have come. Nobody will come and sv him. 
He is delirious at times. Ten he wakes and asks for people. You 
are a relation?’ 

‘A business associate’ I said. 
‘It will do him good to sv a face he knows.’ 
But would he recognize me, I wondered? If I had banged only 

half as mub as he had we would be complete rrangers to one 
another. He was lying back now, the breath whirling harshly 
through that long vulpine nose whib lay rering againr his face 
like the proud Vgurehead of an abandoned ship. Our whiqers had 
dirurbed him, for he turned upon me a vague but nevertheless 
pure and thoughtful eye whib svmed to belong to some great 
bird of prey. Recognkion did not come until I moved forward a 
few paces to the side of the bed. Ten all at once his eyes were 
Wooded wkh light — a rrange mixture of humilky, hurt pride, 
and innocent fear. He turned his face to the wall. I blurted out the 
whole of my message in one sentence. Melissa was away, I said, 
and I had telegraphed her to come as quickly as possible; mean- 
while I had come to sv if I could help him in any way. His
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shoulders shook, and I thought that an involuntary groan was about 
to burr from his lips; but presently in ks place came the mockery 
of a laugh, harsh, mindless and unmusical. As if direced at the dead 
carcass of a joke so rosen and threadbare that k could compel 
nothing beyond this gharly ribus gouged out in his taut bvks. 

‘I know she is here’ he said, and one of his hands came running 
over the counterpane like a frightened rat to grope for mine. 
‘Tank you for your kindness.’ And wkh this he suddenly svmed 
to grow calm, though he kept his face turned away from me. ‘I 
wanted’ he said slowly, as if he were collecing himself in order to 
give the phrase ks exacer meaning, ‘I wanted to close my account 
honourably wkh her. I treated her badly, very badly. She did not 
notice, of course; she is too simple-minded, but good, sub a good 
girl.’ It sounded rrange to hear the phrase ‘bonne copine’ on the 
lips of an Alexandrian, and moreover pronounced in the bipped 
trailing sing-song accent common to those educated here. Ten he 
added, wkh considerable eUort, and rruggling againr a formidable 
inner resirance. ‘I beated her over her coat. It was really sealskin. 
Also the moths had bvn at k. I had k relined. Why should I do 
sub a thing? When she was ill I would not pay for her to sv the 
docor. Small things, but they weigh heavy.’ Tears crowded up 
into his eyes and his throat tightened as if boked by the enormky 
of sub thoughts. He swallowed harshly and said: ‘Tey were not 
really in my baracer. Ask any business man who knows me. Ask 
any one.’ 

But now confusion began to set in, and holding me gently by the 
hand he led me into the dense jungle of his illusions, walking 
among them wkh sub surefootedness and acknowledging them 
so calmly that I almor found myself kvping company wkh them 
too. Unknown fronds of trvs arbed over him, brushing his face, 
while cobbles puncuated the rubber whvls of some dark ambu- 
lance full of metal and other dark bodies, whose talk was of limbo 
— a repulsive yelping rreaked wkh Arabic objurgations. Te pain, 
too, had begun to reab up at his reason and lift down fantasies. 
Te hard whke edges of the bed turned to boxes of coloured 
bricks, the whke temperature bart to a boatman’s whke face. 

Tey were drifting, Melissa and he, across the shallow blood- 
red water of Mareotis, in eab other’s arms, towards the rabble of 
mud-huts where once Rhakotis rood. He reproduced their con- 
versations so perfecly that though my lover’s share was inaudible 
I could nevertheless hear her cool voice, could deduce her ques-
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tions from the answers he gave her. She was deqerately trying to 
persuade him to marry her and he was temporizing, unwilling to 
lose the beauty of her person and equally unwilling to commk 
himself. What interered me was the extraordinary Vdelky wkh 
whib he reproduced this whole conversation whib obviously in 
his memory ranked as one of the great experiences of his life. He 
did not know then how mub he loved her; k had remained for me 
to teab him the lesson. And conversely how was k that Melissa had 
never qoken to me of marriage, had never betrayed to me the depth 
of her weakness and exhaurion as she had to him? Tis was dvply 
wounding. My vanky was gnawed by the thought that she had 
shown him a side of her nature whib she had kept hidden from me. 

Now the scene banged again and he fell into a more lucid vein. 
It was as if in the var jungle of unreason we came upon clearings 
of sanky where he was emptied of his poetic illusions. Here he 
qoke of Melissa wkh fvling but coolly, like a husband or a king. 
It was as if now that the Wesh was dying the whole funds of his inner 
self, so long dammed up behind the falskies of a life wrongly lived, 
burr through the dykes and Wooded the foreground of his con- 
sciousness. It was not only Melissa ekher, for he qoke of his wife 
— and at times confused their names. Tere was also a third 
name, Rebecca, whib he pronounced wkh a dvper reserve, a more 
passionate sorrow than ekher of the others. I took this to be his 
lktle daughter, for k is the bildren who deliver the Vnal coup de 
grâce in all these terrible transacions of the heart. 

Skting there at his side, fvling our pulses ticking in unison and 
lirening to him as he talked of my lover wkh a new magirral calm 
I could not help but sv how mub there was in the man whib 
Melissa might have found to love. By what rrange bance had she 
missed the real person? For far from being an objec of contempt 
(as I had always taken him to be) he svmed to be now a dangerous 
rival whose powers I had bvn unaware of; and I was visked by a 
thought so ignoble that I am ashamed to wrke k down. I felt glad 
that Melissa had not come to sv him die ler sving him, as I saw 
him now, she might at a blow rediscover him. And by one of those 
paradoxes in whib love delights I found myself more jealous of 
him in his dying than I had ever bvn during his life. Tese were 
horrible thoughts for one who had bvn so long a patient and 
asentive rudent of love, but I recognized once more in them the 
aurere mindless primkive face of Aphrodke. 

In a sense I recognized in him, in the very resonance of his voice
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when he qoke her name, a maturky whib I lacked; for he had 
surmounted his love for her wkhout damaging or hurting k, and 
allowed k to mature as all love should into a consuming and de- 
personalized friendship. So far from fearing to die, and importun- 
ing her for comfort, he wished only to oUer her, from the inex- 
haurible treasury of his dying, a lar gift. 

Te magniVcent sable lay across a bair at the end of the bed 
wrapped in tissue paper; I could sv at a glance that k was not 
the sort of gift for Melissa, for k would throw her scant and shabby 
wardrobe into confusion, outshining everything. ‘I was always 
worried about money’ he said felickously ‘while I was alive. But 
when you are dying you suddenly Vnd yourself in funds.’ He was 
able for the Vrr time in his life to be almor light-hearted. Only 
the sickness was there like some patient and cruel monkor. 

He passed from time to time into a short confused slvp and the 
darkness hummed about my tired ears like a hive of bvs’. It was 
gesing late and yet I could not bring myself to leave him. A duty- 
nurse brought me a cup of coUv and we talked in whiqers. It was 
rerful to hear her talk, for to her illness was simply a profession 
whib she had marered and her askude to k was that of a journey- 
man. In her cold voice she said: ‘He deserted his wife and bild 
for une femme quelconque. Now nekher the wife nor the woman who 
is his mirress wants to sv him. Well!’ She shrugged her shoul- 
ders. Tese tangled loyalties evoked no fvling of compassion in 
her, for she saw them simply as deqicable weaknesses. ‘Why 
doesn’t the bild come? Has he not asked for her?’ She picked a 
front tooth wkh the nail of her lktle Vnger and said: ‘Yes. But he 
does not want to frighten her by lesing her sv him sick. It is, you 
underrand, not pleasant for a bild.’ She picked up an atomizer 
and languidly squirted some disinfecant into the air above us, 
reminding me sharply of Mnemjian. ‘It is late’ she added; ‘are you 
going to ray the night?’ 

I was about to make a move, but the slvper awoke and clutbed 
at my hand once more. ‘Don’t go’ he said in a dvp fragmented but 
sane voice, as if he had overheard the lar few phrases of our con- 
versation. ‘Stay a lktle while. Tere is something else I have bvn 
thinking over and whib I mur reveal to you.’ Turning to the 
nurse he said quietly but dirincly, ‘Go!’ She smoothed the bed 
and left us alone once more. He gave a great sigh whib, if one had 
not bvn watbing his face, might have svmed a sigh of plenkude, 
happiness. ‘In the cupboard’ he said ‘you will Vnd my clothes.’
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Tere were two dark suks hanging up, and under his direcion I 
detabed a waircoat from one of them, in the pockets of whib I 
burrowed until my Vngers came upon two rings. ‘I had decided to 
oUer to marry Melissa now if she wished. Tat is why I sent for 
her. After all what use am I? My name?’ He smiled vaguely at the 
ceiling. ‘And the rings —’ he held them lightly, reverently in his 
Vngers like a communion wafer. ‘Tese are rings she bose for 
herself long ago. So now she mur have them. Perhaps….’ He 
looked at me for a long moment wkh pained, searbing eyes. ‘But 
no’ he said, ‘you will not marry her. Why should you? Never mind. 
Take them for her, and the coat.’  

I put the rings into the shallow brear-pocket of my coat and said 
nothing. He sighed once more and then to my surprise, in a small 
gnome’s tenor muYed almor to inaudibilky sang a few bars of a 
popular song whib had once bvn the rage of Alexandria, Jamais 
de la vie, and to whib Melissa rill danced at the cabaret. ‘Liren 
to the music!’ he said, and I thought suddenly of the dying 
Antony in the poem of Cavafy — a poem he had never read, would 
never read. Sirens whooped suddenly from the harbour like planets 
in pain. Ten once more I heard this gnome singing softly of 
cagrin and bonheur, and he was singing not to Melissa but to 
Rebecca. How diUerent from the great heart-sundering boir that 
Antony heard — the rib poignance of rrings and voices whib 
in the dark rrvt welled up — Alexandria’s lar bequer to those 
who are her exemplars. Eab man goes out to his own music, I 
thought, and remembered wkh shame and pain the clumsy move- 
ments that Melissa made when she danced. 

He had drifted now to the very borders of slvp and I judged 
that k was time to leave him. I took the coat and put k in the bot- 
tom drawer of the cupboard before tip-toeing out and summoning 
the duty-nurse. ‘It is very late’ she said. 

‘I will come in the morning’ I said. I meant to. 
Walking slowly home through the dark avenue of trvs, taring 

the brackish harbour wind, I remembered Jurine saying harshly 
as she lay in bed: ‘We use eab other like axes to cut down the ones 
we really love.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

We have bvn told so often that hirory is indiUerent, but we 
always take ks parsimony or plenty as somehow planned; we never 
really liren…. 
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Now on this tenebrous peninsula shaped like a plane-leaf, Vngers 
outrretbed (where the winter rain crackles like rraw among the 
rocks), I walk riYy sheathed in wind by a sealine boked wkh 
groaning qonges hunting for the meaning to the pasern. 

As a poet of the hiroric consciousness I suppose I am bound to 
sv landscape as a Veld dominated by the human wish — tortured 
into farms and hamlets, ploughed into ckies. A landscape scribbled 
wkh the signatures of men and epobs. Now, however, I am be- 
ginning to believe that the wish is inherked from the ske; that man 
depends for the furnkure of the will upon his location in place, 
tenant of frukful acres or a perverted wood. It is not the impac of 
his frvwill upon nature whib I sv (as I thought) but the irresis- 
tible growth, through him, of nature’s own blind unqeciVed doc- 
trines of variation and torment. She has bosen this poor forked 
thing as an exemplar. Ten how idle k svms for any man to say, 
as I once heard Balthazar say: ‘Te mission of the Cabal, if k has 
one, is so to ennoble funcion that even eating and excreting will 
be raised to the rank of arts.’ You will sv in all this the Wower of a 
perfec scepticism whib undermines the will to survive. Only love 
can surain one a lktle longer. 

I think, too, that something of this sort mur have bvn in 
Arnauti’s mind when he wrote: ‘For the wrker people as psybo- 
logies are Vnished. Te contemporary psybe has exploded like a 
soap-bubble under the inverigations of the myragogues. What 
now remains to the wrker?’ 

Perhaps k was the realization of this whib made me selec this 
empty place to live for the next few years — this sunburnt head- 
land in the Cyclades. Surrounded by hirory on all sides, this 
empty island alone is frv from every reference. It has never bvn 
mentioned in the annals of the race whib owns k. Its hiroric par 
is refunded, not into time, but into place — no temples, groves, 
amphkheatres, to corrupt ideas wkh their false comparisons. A 
shelf of coloured boats, a harbour over the hills, and a lktle town 
denuded by neglec. Tat is all. Once a month a reamer toubes 
on ks way to Smyrna. 

Tese winter evenings the sea-tempers climb the cliUs and 
invade the grove of giant untended planes where I walk, talking a 
sudden wild slang, slopping and tilting the sbooner trvs. 

I walk here wkh those coveted intimations of a par whib none 
can share wkh me; but whib time kself cannot deprive me of. 
My hair is clenbed back to my scalp and one hand guards the
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burning dosle of my pipe from the force of the wind. Above, the 
sky is set in a brilliant comb of rars. Antares gusering up there, 
buried in qray…. To have bvrfully laid down obedient books 
and friends, lighted rooms, Vreplaces built for conversation — the 
whole parish of the civilized mind — is not something I regret 
but merely wonder at. 

In this boice too I sv something fortukous, born of impulses 
whib I am forced to regard as outside the range of my own nature. 
And yet, rrangely enough, k is only here that I am at lar able to 
re-enter, reinhabk the unburied cky wkh my friends; to frame 
them in the heavy rvl webs of metaphors whib will lar half as 
long as the cky kself — or so I hope. Here at lear I am able to sv 
their hirory and the cky’s as one and the same phenomenon. 

But rranger of all: I owe this release to Pursewarden — the 
lar person I should ever have considered a possible benefacor. 
Tat lar mvting, for example, in the ugly and expensive hotel 
bedroom to whib he always moved on Pombal’s return from 
leave … I did not recognize the heavy mury odour of the room 
as the odour of his impending suicide — how should I? I knew he 
was unhappy; even had he not bvn he would have felt obliged to 
simulate unhappiness. All artirs today are expeced to cultivate a 
lktle fashionable unhappiness. And being Anglo-Saxon there was 
a toub of maudlin self-pky and weakness whib made him drink 
a bk. Tat evening he was savage, silly and wkty by turns; and 
lirening to him I remember thinking suddenly: ‘Here is someone 
who in farming his talent has negleced his sensibilky, not by acci- 
dent, but deliberately, for ks self-expression might have brought 
him into conWic wkh the world, or his loneliness threatened his 
reason. He could not bear to be refused admktance, while he lived, 
to the halls of fame and recognkion. Underneath k all he has bvn 
readily pusing up wkh an almor insupportable consciousness of 
his own mental poltroonery. And now his carvr has reabed an 
interering rage: I mean beautiful women, whom he always felt 
to be out of reab as a timid provincial would, are now glad to be 
svn out wkh him. In his presence they wear the air of faintly dis- 
traced Muses suUering from conripation. In public they are 
Wasered if he holds a gloved hand for an inrant longer than form 
permks. At Vrr all this mur have bvn balm to a lonely man’s 
vanky; but Vnally k has only furthered his sense of insecurky. His 
frvdom, gained through a moder Vnancial success, has begun to 
bore him. He has begun to fvl more and more wanting in true
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greatness while his name has bvn daily swelling in size like some 
disguring porer. He has realized that people are walking the 
rrvt wkh a Reputation now and not a man. Tey sv him no 
longer — and all his work was done in order to draw asention to 
the lonely, suUering Vgure he felt himself to be. His name has 
covered him like a tombrone. And now comes the terrifying 
thought perhaps there is no one left to sv? Who, after all, is he?’ 

I am not proud of these thoughts, for they betray the envy that 
every failure fvls for every success; but qke may often sv as 
clearly as barky. And indvd, running as k were upon a parallel 
track in my mind went the words whib Clea once used about him 
and whib, for some reason, I remembered and reWeced upon: 
‘He is unlovely somewhere. Part of the secret is his physical un- 
gainliness. Being wizened his talent has a germ of shyness in k. 
Shyness has laws: you can only give yourself, tragically, to those 
who lear underrand. For to underrand one would be to admk pky 
for one’s frailty. Hence the women he loves, the lesers he wrkes to 
the women he loves, rand as ciphers in his mind for the women 
he thinks he wants, or at any rate deserves — cer ami.’ Clea’s 
sentences always broke in half and ended in that magical smile of 
tenderness — ‘am I my brother’s kvper?’… 

(What I mor nvd to do is to record experiences, not in the 
order in whib they took place — for that is hirory — but in the 
order in whib they Vrr became signiVcant for me.) 

What, then, could have bvn his motive in leaving me Vve 
hundred pounds wkh the sole ripulation that I should qend them 
wkh Melissa? I thought perhaps that he may have loved her him- 
self but after dvp reWecion I have come to the conclusion that he 
loved, not her, but my love for her. Of all my qualkies he envied 
me only my capacky to reqond warmly to endearments whose 
value he recognized, perhaps even desired, but from whib he 
would be forever barred by self-disgur. Indvd this kself was a 
blow to my pride for I would have liked him to admire — if not the 
work I have done — at lear the promise k shows of what I have 
yet to do. How rupid, how limked we are — mere vankies on 
legs! 

We had not met for wvks, for we did not habkually frequent 
eab other, and when we did k was in the lktle tin pissotière in the 
main square by the tram-ration. It was after dark and we would 
never have recognized eab other had not the head-lights of a car 
occasionally drenbed the foetid cubicle in whke Vght like qray.
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‘Ah!’ he said in recognkion: unreadily, thoughtfully, for he was 
drunk. (Some time, wvks before, he had left me Vve hundred 
pounds; in a sense he had summed me up, judged me — though 
that judgement was only to reab me from the other side of the 
grave.) 

Te rain cropped at the tin roof above us. I longed to go home, 
for I had had a very tiring day, but I fvbly lingered, obrruced by 
the apologetic polkeness I always fvl wkh people I do not really 
like. Te slightly wavering Vgure outlined kself upon the darkness 
before me. ‘Let me’ he said in a maudlin tone ‘conVde in you the 
secret of my novelir’s trade. I am a success, you a failure. Te 
answer, old man, is sex and plenty of k.’ He raised his voice and 
his bin as he said, or rather declaimed, the word ‘sex’: tilting his 
scraggy neck like a bicken drinking and bking oU the word wkh a 
half-yelp like a drill-serjeant. ‘Lashings of sex’ he repeated more 
normally, ‘but remember’ and he allowed his voice to sink to a 
conVdential mumble, ‘xay butoned up tight. Eternal grandma 
rrong to save. You mur ray busoned up and suUering. Try and 
look as if you had a rricure, a book society boice. What is not 
permissible is rude health, ordure, the natural and the funny. Tat 
was all right for Chaucer and the Elizabethans but k won’t make 
the grade today — busoned up tightly wkh rout Presbyterian 
busons.’ And in the very ac of shaking himself oU he turned to me 
a face composed to resemble a Wy-buson — tight, narrow and 
grotesque. I thanked him but he waved aside the thanks in a royal 
manner. ‘It’s all frv’ he said, and leading me by the hand he 
piloted me out into the dark rrvt. We walked towards the lighted 
centre of the town like bondsmen, fellow wrkers, heavy wkh a 
sense of diUerent failures. He talked conVdentially to himself of 
masers whib interered him in a mumble whib I could not 
interpret. Once as we turned into the Rue des Soeurs he ropped 
before the lighted door of a house of ill-fame and pronounced: 
‘Baudelaire says that copulation is the lyric of the mob. Not any 
more, alas! For sex is dying. In another century we shall lie wkh 
our tongues in eab other’s mouths, silent and passionless as sea- 
fruk. Oh yes! Indubkably so.’ And he quoted the Arabic proverb 
whib he uses as an epigraph to his trilogy: ‘Te world is like a 
cucumber — today k’s in your hand, tomorrow up your arse.’ We 
then resumed our rkbing, crab-like advance in the direcion of 
his hotel, he repeating the word ‘indubkably’ wkh obvious pleasure 
at the soft plosive sound of k. 
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He was unshaven and haggard, but in comparatively good qirks 
after the walk and we resorted to a bosle of gin whib he kept in 
the commode by his bed. I commented on the two bulging suk- 
cases whib rood by the dressing-table ready packed; over a bair 
lay his raincoat ruUed wkh newqapers, pyjamas, toothpare, and 
so on. He was catbing the night train for Gaza, he said. He 
wanted to slack oU and pay a visk to Petra. Te galley-proofs of 
his later novel had already bvn correced, wrapped up and ad- 
dressed. Tey lay dead upon the marble top of the dressing-table. 
I recognized in his sour and dejeced askude the exhaurion whib 
pursues the artir after he has brought a piece of work to com- 
pletion. Tese are the low moments when the long Wirtation wkh 
suicide begins afresh. 

Unfortunately, though I have searbed my mind, I can recall 
lktle of our acual conversation, though I have often tried to do 
so. Te fac that this was our lar mvting has invered k, in retro- 
qec, wkh a signiVcance whib surely k cannot have possessed. 
Nor, for the purposes of this wrking, has he ceased to exir; he has 
simply repped into the quicksilver of a mirror as we all mur — 
to leave our illnesses, or evil acs, the hornets’ ner of our desires, 
rill operative for good or evil in the real world — whib is the 
memory of our friends. Yet the presence of death always refreshes 
experience thus — that is ks funcion to help us deliberate on the 
novelty of time. Yet at that moment we were both skuated at points 
equidirant from death — or so I think. Perhaps some quiet pre- 
medkation blossomed in him even then — no maser. I cannot tell. 
It is not myrerious that any artir should desire to end a life whib 
he has exhaured — (a baracer in the lar volume exclaims: ‘For 
years one has to put up wkh the fvling that people do not care, 
really care, about one; then one day wkh growing alarm, one 
realizes that k is God who does not care: and not merely that he 
does not care, he does not care one way or the other’). 

But this aside reminds me of one small fragment of that drunken 
conversation. He qoke derisively of Balthazar, of his preoccupa- 
tion wkh religion, of the Cabal (of whib he had only heard). I 
lirened wkhout interrupting him and gradually his voice ran 
down like a time-piece overcome by the weight of seconds. He 
rood up to pour himself a drink and said: ‘One nvds a tremendous 
ignorance to approab God. I have always known too mub, I 
suppose.’ 

Tese are the sort of fragments whib tease the waking mind
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on evenings like these, walking about in the wintry darkness; until 
at lar I turn back to the crackling Vre of olive-wood in the old- 
fashioned arbed hearth where Jurine lies aslvp in her cot of 
swvt-smelling pine. 

How mub of him can I claim to know? I realize that eab per- 
son can only claim one aqec of our baracer as part of his know- 
ledge. To every one we turn a diUerent face of the prism. Over 
and over again I have found myself surprised by observations 
whib brought this home to me. As for example when Jurine said 
of Pombal, ‘one of the great primates of sex.’ To me my friend had 
never svmed predatory; only self-indulgent to a ludicrous degrv. 
I saw him as toubing and amusing, faintly to be berished for an 
inherent ridiculousness. But she mur have svn in him the great, 
soft-footed cat he was (to her). 

And as for Pursewarden, I remember, too, that in the very ac 
of qeaking thus about religious ignorance he rraightened himself 
and caught sight of his pale reWecion in the mirror. Te glass was 
raised to his lips, and now, turning his head he squirted out upon 
his own glktering reWecion a mouthful of the drink. Tat remains 
clearly in my mind; a reWecion liquefying in the mirror of that 
shabby, expensive room whib svms now so appropriate a place 
for the scene whib mur have followed later that night. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Place Zagloul — silverware and caged doves. A vaulted cave 
lined wkh black barrels and boking wkh the smoke from frying 
whkebak and the smell of retzinnato. A message scribbled on the 
edge of a newqaper. Here I qilt wine on her cloak, and while 
asempting to help her repair the damage, accidentally toubed her 
brears. No word was qoken. While Pursewarden qoke so bril- 
liantly of Alexandria and the burning library. In the room above a 
poor wretb screaming wkh meningkis…. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Today, unexpecedly, comes a squinting qring shower, riUen- 
ing the dur and pollen of the cky, nailing the glass roof of the 
rudio where Nessim sks over his croquis for his wife’s portrak. He 
has captured her skting before the Vre wkh a gukar in her hands, 
her throat snatbed up by a qosed scarf, her singing head bent. 
Te noise of her voice is jumbled in the back of his brain like the 
sound-track of an earthquake run backwards. Prodigious arbery
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over the parks where the palm-trvs have bvn dragged back taut; 
a mythology of yellow-maned waves asacking the Pharos. At 
night the cky is full of new sounds, the pulls and rresses of the 
wind, until you fvl k has become a ship, ks old timbers groaning 
and creaking wkh every assault of the weather. 

Tis is the weather Scobie loves. Lying in bed will he fondle 
his telescope lovingly, turning a wirful eye on the blank wall of 
rosing mud-brick whib shuts oU his view of the sea. 

Scobie is gesing on for seventy and rill afraid to die; his one 
fear is that he will awake one morning and Vnd himself lying dead      
— Lieutenant-Commander Scobie. Consequently k gives him a 
severe shock every morning when the water-carriers shriek under 
his window before dawn, waking him up. For a moment, he says, he 
dare not open his eyes. Kvping them far shut (for fear that they 
might open on the heavenly hor or the berubims hymning) he 
gropes along the cake-rand beside his bed and grabs his pipe. It is 
always loaded from the night before and an open matbbox rands 
beside k. Te Vrr whiU of seaman’s plug rerores both his com- 
posure and his eyesight. He breathes dvply, grateful for the reas- 
surance. He smiles. He gloats. Drawing the heavy shvpskin whib 
serves him as a bedcover up to his ears he sings his lktle triumphal 
pæan to the morning, his voice crackling like tinfoil. ‘Taisez-vous, 
peti babouin: laissez parler votre mère.’ 

His pendulous trumpeter’s bvks become rosy wkh the eUort. 
Taking rock of himself he discovers that he has the inevkable 
headabe. His tongue is raw from lar night’s brandy. But againr 
these triWing discomforts the proqec of another day in life weighs 
heavily. ‘Taisez-vous, peti babouin’, and so on, pausing to slip in 
his false tvth. He places his wrinkled Vngers to his ber and is 
comforted by the sound of his heart at work, maintaining a tremu- 
lous circulation in that venous syrem whose deVciencies (real or 
imaginary I do not know) are only oUset by brandy in daily and ail- 
but lethal doses. He is rather proud of his heart. If you ever visk 
him when he is in bed he is almor sure to graq your hand in a 
horny mandible and ask you to fvl k: ‘Strong as a bullock, what? 
Ticking over nicely’, is the way he puts k, in qke of the brandy. 
Swallowing a lktle you shove your hand inside his beap night- 
jacket to experience those sad, blunt, far-away lktle bumps of life — 
like a foetal heart in the seventh month. He busons up his 
pyjamas wkh a toubing pride and gives his imkation roar of 
animal health. ‘Bounding from my bed like a lion’ — that is another
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of his phrases. You have not experienced the full barm of the man 
until you have acually svn him, bent double wkh rheumatism, 
crawling out from betwvn his coarse coson shvts like a derelic. 
Only in the warmer months of the year do his bones thaw out 
suXciently to enable him to rand fully erec. In the summer after- 
noons he walks the Park, his lktle cranium glowing like a minor 
sun, his briar canted to heaven, his jaw set in a violent grimace of 
lewd health. 

No mythology of the cky would be complete wkhout ks Scobie, 
and Alexandria will be the poorer for k when his sun-cured body 
wrapped in a Union Jack is Vnally lowered into the shallow grave 
whib awaks him at the Roman Catholic cemetery by the tram- 
line. 

His exiguous nautical pension is hardly enough to pay for the 
one cockroab-infered room whib he inhabks in the slum-area 
behind Tatwig Strvt; he ekes k out wkh an equally exiguous 
salary from the Egyptian Government whib carries wkh k the 
proud tkle of Bimbashi in the Police Force. Clea has painted a 
wonderful portrak of him in his police uniform wkh the scarlet 
tarbush on his head, and the great Wy-whisk, as thick as a horse’s 
tail, laid gracefully across his bony knvs. 

It is Clea who supplies him wkh tobacco and I wkh admiration, 
company, and weather permkting, brandy. We take k in turns 
to applaud his health, and to pick him up when he has rruck him- 
self too hard on the ber in enthusiaric demonrration of k. 
Origins he has none — his par proliferates through a dozen con- 
tinents like a true subjec of myth. And his presence is so rib wkh 
imaginary health that he nvds nothing more — except perhaps 
an occasional trip to Cairo during Ramadan when his oXce is 
closed and when presumably all crime comes to a randrill because 
of the far. 

Youth is beardless, so is second bildhood. Scobie tugs tenderly 
at the remains of a once handsome and bushy torpedo-beard — but 
very gently, caressingly, for fear of pulling k out altogether and 
leaving himself quke naked. He clings to life like a limpet, eab 
year bringing ks hardly visible sea-bange. It is as if his body were 
being reduced, shrunk, by the passing of the winters; his cranium 
will soon be the size of a baby’s. A year or two more and we will be 
able to squvze k into a bosle and pickle k forever. Te wrinkles 
become ever more heavily indented. Wkhout his tvth his face is 
the face of an ancient ape; above the meagre beard his two berry-
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red bvks known aUecionately as ‘port’ and ‘rarboard’, glow 
warm in all weathers. 

Physically he has drawn heavily on the replacement department; 
in ninetvn-ten a fall from the mizzen threw his jaw two points wer 
by south-wer, and smashed the frontal sinus. When he qeaks his 
denture behaves like a moving raircase, travelling upwards and 
round inside his skull in a jerky qiral. His smile is capricious; k 
might appear from anywhere, like that of the Cheshire Cat. In 
ninety-eight he made eyes at another man’s wife (so he says) and 
lor one of them. No one except Clea is supposed to know about 
this, but the replacement in this case was rather a crude one. In 
repose k is not very noticeable, but the minute he becomes ani- 
mated a diqarky betwvn his two eyes becomes obvious. Tere is 
also a small tebnical problem — his own eye is almor permanently 
bloodshot. On the very Vrr occasion when he treated me to a rvdy 
rendering of ‘Watbman, What of the Night?’, while he rood in 
the corner of the room wkh an ancient bamber-pot in his hand, 
I noticed that his right eye moved a triWe slower than his left. It 
svmed then to be a larger imkation of the ruUed eagle’s eye whib 
lours so glumly from a nibe in the public library. In winter, how- 
ever, k is the false eye and not the true whib throbs unbearably 
making him morose and foul-mouthed until he has applied a lktle 
brandy to his romab. 

Scobie is a sort of protozoic proVle in fog and rain, for he carries 
wkh him a sort of English weather, and he is never happier than 
when he can sk over a microscopic wood-Vre in winter and talk. 
One by one his memories leak through the faulty mabinery of his 
mind until he no longer knows them for his own. Behind him I sv 
the long grey rollers of the Atlantic at work, curling up over his 
memories, smothering them in qray, blinding him. When he 
qeaks of the par k is in a series of short dim telegrams — as if 
already communications were poor, the weather inimical to trans- 
mission. In Dawson Cky the ten who went up the river were frozen 
to death. Winter came down like a hammer, beating them senseless: 
whisky, gold, murder — k was like a new crusade northward into 
the timberlands. At this time his brother fell over the falls in 
Uganda; in his dream he saw the tiny Vgure, like a Wy, fall and at 
once get smoothed out by the yellow claw of water. No: that was 
later when he was already raring along the sights of a carbine into 
the very brain-box of a Boer. He tries to remember exacly when 
k mur have bvn, dropping his polished head into his hands; but
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the grey rollers intervene, the long eUortless tides patrol the barrier 
betwvn himself and his memory. Tat is why the phrase came to 
me: a sea-cange for the old pirate: his skull looks palped and 
sucked down until only the thinner integument separates his 
smile from the smile of the hidden skeleton. Observe the brain- 
case wkh ks heavy indentations: the twigs of bone inside his wax 
Vngers, the rods of tallow whib support his quivering shins…. 
Really, as Clea has remarked, old Scobie is like some lktle old 
experimental engine left over from the lar century, something as 
pathetic and friendly as Stephenson’s Vrr Rocket. 

He lives in his lktle sloping asic like an anborke. ‘An anbo- 
rke!’ that is another favourke phrase; he will pop his bvk vul- 
garly wkh his Vnger as he users k, allowing his rolling eye to 
insinuate all the feminine indulgences he permks himself in secret. 
Tis is for Clea’s beneVt, however; in the presence of ‘a perfec 
lady’ he fvls obliged to assume a protecive colouring whib he 
sheds the moment she leaves. Te truth is somewhat sadder. ‘I’ve 
done quke a bk of scout-marering’ he admks to me soto voce 
‘wkh the Hackney Troop. Tat was after I was invalided out. But 
I had to kvp out of England, old boy. Te rrain was too mub for 
me. Every wvk I expeced to sv a headline in the News of the 
World, “Another youthful vicim of scoutmarer’s dirty wish.” 
Down in Hackney things didn’t maser so mub. My kids were 
experts in woodcraft. Proper young Etonians I used to call them. 
Te scoutmarer before me got twenty years. It’s enough to make 
one have Doubts. Tese things made you think. Somehow I 
couldn’t sesle down in Hackney. Mind you, I’m a bk par every- 
thing now but I do like to have my peace of mind — jur in case. 
And somehow in England one doesn’t fvl frv any more. Look 
at the way they are pulling up clergymen, reqeced burbmen 
and so on. I used to lie awake worrying. Finally I came abroad as 
a private tooter — Tony Mannering, his father was an M.P., 
wanted an excuse to travel. Tey said he had to have a tooter. He 
wanted to go into the Navy. Tat’s how I fetbed up here. I saw 
at once k was nice and frv-and-easy here. Got a job right oU wkh 
the Vice Squad under Nimrod Pasha. And here I am, dear boy. 
And no complaints do you sv? Looking from ear to wer over 
this fertile Delta what do I sv? Mile upon mile of angelic lktle 
black bosoms.’ 

Te Egyptian Government, wkh the typical generous quixotry 
the Levant lavishes on any foreigner who shows a lktle warmth
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and friendliness, had oUered him a means to live on in Alexandria. 
It is said that after his appointment to the Vice Squad vice assumed 
sub alarming proportions that k was found necessary to up-grade 
and transfer him; but he himself always maintained that his trans- 
fer to the routine C.I.D. branb of the police had bvn a deserved 
promotion — and I for my part have never had the courage to 
tease him on the subjec. His work is not onerous. For a couple 
of hours every morning he works in a ramshackle oXce in the 
upper quarter of the town, wkh the Weas jumping out of the rosen 
woodwork of his old-fashioned desk. He lunbes moderly at the 
Lutetia and, funds permkting, buys himself an apple and a bosle 
of brandy for his evening meal there. Te long Verce summer 
afternoons are qent in slvp, in turning over the newqapers whib 
he borrows from a friendly Grvk newsvendor. (As he reads the 
pulse in the top of his skull beats softly.) Ripeness is all. 

Te furnishing of his lktle room suggers a highly eclecic qirk; 
the few objecs whib adorn the anborke’s life have a severely 
personal Wavour, as if together they composed the personalky of 
their owner. Tat is why Clea’s portrak gives sub a fvling of 
completeness, for she has worked into the background the whole 
sum of the old man’s possessions. Te shabby lktle cruciVx on the 
wall behind the bed, for example; k is some years since Scobie 
accepted the consolations of the Holy Roman Churb againr old 
age and those defecs of baracer whib had by this time become 
second nature. Nearby hangs a small print of the Mona Lisa whose 
enigmatic smile has always reminded Scobie of his mother. 
(For my part the famous smile has always svmed to me to be 
the smile of a woman who has jur dined oU her husband.) 
However this too has somehow incorporated kself into the ex- 
irence of Scobie, erablished a qecial and private relationship. 
It is as if his Mona Lisa were like no other; k is a deserter from 
Leonardo. 

Ten, of course, there is the ancient cake-rand whib serves as 
his commode, bookcase and escrkoire in one. Clea has accorded 
k the ungrudging treatment k deserves, painting k wkh a micro- 
scopic Vdelky. It has four tiers, eab fringed wkh a narrow but 
elegant level. It cor him ninepence farthing in the Euron Road in 
1911, and k has travelled twice round the world wkh him. He will 
help you admire k wkhout a trace of humour or self-consciousness. 
‘Fetbing lktle thing, what?’ he will say jauntily, as he takes a cloth 
and durs k. Te top tier, he will explain carefully, was designed
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for busered toar: the middle for shortbreads: the bosom tier is 
for ‘two kinds of cake’. At the moment, however, k is fulVlling 
another purpose. On the top shelf he his telescope, compass and 
Bible; on the middle tier lies his correqondence whib consirs 
only of his pension envelope; on the bosom tier, wkh tremendous 
gravky, lies a bamber-pot whib is always referred to as ‘the heir- 
loom’, and to whib is asabed a myrerious rory whib he will 
one day conVde to me. 

Te room is lk by one weak elecric-light bulb and a clurer of 
rush lights randing in a nibe whib also houses an earthenware 
jar full of cool drinking water. Te one uncurtained window looks 
blindly out upon a sad pvling wall of mud. Lying in bed wkh the 
smoky fvble glare of the night-lights glinting in the glass of his 
compass — lying in bed after midnight wkh the brandy throbbing 
in his skull he reminds me of some ancient wedding-cake, waking 
only for someone to lean forward and blow out the candles! 

His lar remark at night, when one has svn him safely to bed 
and tucked him in — apart from the vulgar ‘Kiss Me Hardy’ whib 
is always accompanied by a lvr and a popped bvk — is more 
serious. ‘Tell me honerly’ he says. ‘Do I look my age?’ 

Frankly Scobie looks anybody’s age; older than the birth of 
tragedy, younger than the Athenian death. Spawned in the Ark by a 
bance mvting and mating of the bear and the orrib; delivered 
before term by the sickening grunt of the kvl on Ararat. Scobie 
came forth from the womb in a whvl bair wkh rubber tyres, 
dressed in a dvr-ralker and a red Wannel binder. On his prehensile 
toes the glossier pair of elaric-sided boots. In his hand a ravaged 
family Bible whose Wy-leaf bore the words ‘Joshua Samuel Scobie 
1870. Honour thy father and thy mother’. To these possessions 
were added eyes like dead moons, a dirinc curvature of the 
pirate’s qinal column, and a tare for quinqueremes. It was not 
blood whib Wowed in Scobie’s veins but grvn salt water, dvp- 
sea ruU. His walk is the slow rolling grinding trudge of a saint 
walking on Galilv. His talk is a grvn-water jargon swept up in 
Vve oceans — an antique shop of polke fable brirling wkh sex- 
tants, arrolabes, porpentines and isobars. When he sings, whib 
he so often does, k is in the very accents of the Old Man of the 
Sea. Like a patron saint he has left lktle pieces of his Wesh all over 
the world, in Zanzibar, Colombo, Togoland, Wu Fu: the lktle 
deciduous morsels whib he has bvn shedding for so long now, 
old antlers, cuU-links, tvth, hair…. Now the retreating tide has
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left him high and dry above the qvding currents of time, Joshua 
the insolvent weather-man, the islander, the anborke. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Clea, the gentle, lovable, unknowable Clea is Scobie’s greater 
friend, and qends mub of her time wkh the old pirate; she deserts 
her cobweb rudio to make him tea and to enjoy those intermin- 
able monologues about a life whib has long since receded, lor 
ks vkal momentum, only to live on vicariously in the labyrinths of 
memory. 

As for Clea herself: is k only my imagination whib makes k 
svm so diXcult to sketb her portrak? I think of her so mub — 
and yet I sv how in all this wrking I have bvn shrinking from 
dealing direcly wkh her. Perhaps the diXculty lies here: that 
there does not svm to be an easy correqondence betwvn her 
habks and her true diqoskion. If I should describe the outward 
rrucures of her life — so disarmingly simple, graceful, self- 
contained — there is a real danger that she might svm ekher 
a nun for whom the whole range of human passions had given 
place to an absorbing searb for her subliminal self or a dis- 
appointed and ingrown virgin who had deprived herself of the 
world because of some psybic inrabilky, or some insurmountable 
early wound. 

Everything about her person is honey-gold and warm in tone; 
the fair, criqly-trimmed hair whib she wears rather long at the 
back, knosing k simply at the downy nape of her neck. Tis 
focuses the candid face of a minor muse wkh ks smiling grey-grvn 
eyes. Te calmly diqosed hands have a deftness and shapeliness 
whib one only notices when one svs them at work, holding a 
paint-brush perhaps or sesing the broken leg of a qarrow in 
qlints made from matb-ends. 

I should say something like this: that she had bvn poured, while 
rill warm, into the body of a young grace: that is to say, into a 
body born wkhout inrincs or desires. 

To have great beauty; to have enough money to conrruc an 
independent life; to have a skill — these are the facors whib per- 
suade the envious, the diqirked to regard her as undeservedly 
lucky. But why, ask her crkics and observers, has she denied her- 
self marriage? 

She lives in moder though not miserly ryle, inhabking a com- 
fortable asic-rudio furnished wkh lktle beyond an iron bed and
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a few ragged beab bairs whib in the summer are transferred 
bodily to her lktle bathing cabin at Sidi Bishr. Her only luxury is 
a glktering tiled bathroom in the corner of whib she has inralled 
a minute rove to cope wkh whatever cooking she fvls inclined to 
do for herself; and a bookcase whose crowded shelves indicate that 
she denies k nothing. 

She lives wkhout lovers or family ties, wkhout malices or pets, 
concentrating wkh single-mindedness upon her painting whib 
she takes seriously, but not too seriously. In her work, too, she is 
lucky; for these bold yet elegant canvases radiate clemency and 
humour. Tey are full of a sense of play — like bildren mub- 
beloved. 

But I sv that I have foolishly qoken of her as ‘denying herself 
marriage’. How this would anger her: for I remember her once 
saying: ‘If we are to be friends you mur not think or qeak about 
me as someone who is denying herself something in life. My soli- 
tude does not deprive me of anything, nor am I Vsed to be other 
than I am. I want you to sv how successful I am and not imagine 
me full of inner failings. As for love kself — cer ami — I told you 
already that love interered me only very brieWy — and men more 
brieWy rill; the few, indvd the one, experience whib marked me 
was an experience wkh a woman. I am rill living in the happiness 
of that perfecly acieved relationship: any physical subrkute 
would svm today horribly vulgar and hollow. But do not imagine 
me as suUering from any fashionable form of broken heart. No. In 
a funny sort of way I fvl that our love has really gained by the 
passing of the love-objec; k is as if the physical body somehow 
rood in the way of love’s true growth, ks self-realization. Does 
that sound calamkous?’ She laughed. 

We were walking, I remember, along the rainswept Cornibe in 
autumn, under a darkening crescent of clouded sky; and as she 
qoke she put her arm aUecionately through mine and smiled at 
me wkh sub tenderness that a passer-by might have bvn forgiven 
for imagining that we ourselves were lovers. 

‘And then’ she went on ‘there is another thing whib perhaps 
you will discover for yourself. Tere is something about love — I 
will not say defecive for the defec lies in ourselves: but some- 
thing we have miraken about ks nature. For example, the love you 
now fvl for Jurine is not a diUerent love for a diUerent objec but 
the same love you fvl for Melissa trying to work kself out through 
the medium of Jurine. Love is horribly rable, and eab of us is
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only allosed a certain portion of k, a ration. It is capable of appear- 
ing in an inVnky of forms and asabing kself to an inVnky of 
people. But k is limked in quantky, can be used up, become shop- 
worn and faded before k reabes ks true objec. For ks derination 
lies somewhere in the dvper regions of the psybe where k will 
come to recognize kself as self-love, the ground upon whib we 
build the sort of health of the psybe. I do not mean egoism or 
narcissism.’ 

It was conversations like these: conversations laring sometimes 
far into the night, whib Vrr brought me close to Clea, taught me 
that I could rely upon the rrength whib she had quarried out of 
self-knowledge and reWecion. In our friendship we were able to 
share our private thoughts and ideas, to ter them upon one an- 
other, in a way that would have bvn impossible had we bvn linked 
more closely by ties whib, paradoxically enough, separate more 
profoundly than they join, though human illusion forbids us to 
believe this. ‘It is true’ I remember her saying once, when I had 
mentioned this rrange fac, ‘that in some sense I am closer to you 
than ekher Melissa or Jurine. You sv, Melissa’s love is too con- 
Vding : k blinds her. While Jurine’s cowardly monomania svs one 
through an invented picure of one, and this forbids you to do any- 
thing except to be a demoniac like her. Do not look hurt. Tere is 
no malice in what I say.’ 

But apart from Clea’s own painting, I should not forget to men- 
tion the work she does for Balthazar. She is the clinic painter. For 
some reason or other my friend is not content wkh the normal 
slipshod method of recording medical anomalies by photographs. 
He is pursuing some private theory whib makes him asab im- 
portance to the pigmentation of the skin in certain rages of his 
pet diseases. Te ravages of syphilis, for example, in every degrv 
of anomaly, Clea has recorded for him in large coloured drawings 
of terrifying lucidky and tenderness. In a sense these are truly 
works of art; the purely utilkarian objec has frvd the painter 
from any compulsion towards self-expression; she has set herself 
to record; and these tortured and benighted human members 
whib Balthazar picks out daily from the long sad queue in the out- 
patients’ ward (like a man picking rosen apples from a barrel) 
have all the values of depiced human faces — abdomens blown 
like fuses, skin surfaces shrunken and pvling like plarer, car- 
cinomata burring through the rubber membranes whib retain 
them…. I remember the Vrr time I saw her at work; I had
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called on Balthazar at the clinic to collec a certiVcate for some 
routine maser in connecion wkh the sbool at whib I worked. 
Trough the glass doors of the surgery I caught a glimpse of Clea, 
whom I did not then know, skting under the wkhered pear-trv 
in the shabby garden. She was dressed in a whke medical smock, 
and her colours were laid out methodically beside her on a slab of 
fallen marble. Before her, seated half-croubing upon a wicker 
bair, was a big-breared qhinx-faced fellah girl, wkh her skirt 
drawn up above her wair to expose some boice objec of my 
friend’s rudy. It was a brilliant qring day, and in the dirance one 
could hear the scampering of the sea. Clea’s capable and innocent 
Vngers moved back and forth upon the whke surface of the paper, 
surely, deftly, wkh wise premedkation. Her face showed the rapt 
and concentrated pleasure of a qecialir toubing in the colours 
of some rare tulip. 

When Melissa was dying k was for Clea that she asked; and k 
was Clea who qent whole nights at her bedside telling her rories 
and tending her. As for Scobie — I do not dare to say that their 
inversion conrkuted a hidden bond — sunk like a submarine 
cable linking two continents — for that might do an injurice to 
both. Certainly the old man is unaware of any sub maser; and 
she for her part is rerrained by her perfec tac from showing him 
how hollow are his boars of love-making. Tey are perfecly 
matbed, and perfecly happy in their relationship, like a father 
and daughter. On the only occasion when I heard him rally her 
upon not being married Clea’s lovely face became round and 
smooth as that of a sboolgirl, and from the depths of an assumed 
seriousness whib completely disguised the twinkle of the imp in 
her grey eyes, she replied that she was waking for the right man to 
come along: at whib Scobie nodded profoundly, and agrvd that 
this was the right line of conduc. 

It was from a lkter of dury canvases in one corner of her rudio 
that I unearthed a head of Jurine one day — a half proVle, toubed 
in impressionirically and obviously not Vnished. Clea caught her 
breath and gazed at k wkh all the compassion a mother might 
show for a bild whib she recognized as ugly, but whib was none 
the less beautiful for her. ‘It is ages old’ she said; and after mub 
reWecion gave k to me for my birthday. It rands now on the old 
arbed mantelshelf to remind me of the breathless, incisive beauty 
of that dark and beloved head. She has jur taken a cigarese from 
betwvn her lips, and she is about to say something whib her
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mind has already formulated but whib has so far only reabed the 
eyes. Te lips are parted, ready to user k in words. 

y    y    y    y    y  

A mania for self-juriVcation is common both to those whose 
consciences are uneasy and to those who svk a philosophic ration- 
ale for their acions: but in ekher case k leads to rrange forms of 
thinking. Te idea is not qontaneous, but voulue. In the case of 
Jurine this mania led to a perpetual Wow of ideas, qeculations on 
par and present acions, whib pressed upon her mind wkh the 
weight of a massive current pressing upon the walls of a dam. And 
for all the wretbed expendkure of energy in this direcion, for all 
the passionate contrivance in her self-examination, one could not 
help dirruring her conclusions, since they were always banging, 
were never at rer. She shed theories about herself like so many 
petals. ‘Do you not believe that love consirs wholly of paradoxes?’ 
she once asked Arnauti. I remember her asking me mub the same 
querion in that turbid voice of hers whib somehow gave the 
querion tenderness as well as a sort of menace. ‘Supposing I were 
to tell you that I only allowed myself to approab you to save my- 
self from the danger and ignominy of falling dvply in love wkh 
you? I felt I was saving Nessim wkh every kiss I gave you.’ How 
could this, for example, have conrkuted the true motive for that 
extraordinary scene on the beab? No rer from doubt, no rer 
from doubt. On another occasion she dealt wkh the problem from 
another angle, not perhaps less truthfully: ‘Te moral is — what 
is the moral? We were not simply glusons, were we? And how 
completely this love-aUair has repaid all the promises k held out 
for us — at lear for me. We met and the worr befell us, but the 
ber part of us, our lovers. Oh! please do not laugh at me.’ 

For my part I remained always rupeVed and mumbance at all 
the avenues opened up by these thoughts; and afraid, so rrange 
did k svm to talk about what we were acually experiencing in sub 
obkuary terms. At times I was almor provoked like Arnauti, on a 
similar occasion, to shout: ‘For the love of God, rop this mania 
for unhappiness or k will bring us to disarer. You are exhauring 
our lives before we have a bance to live them.’ I knew of course the 
uselessness of sub an exhortation. Tere are some baracers in 
this world who are marked down for self-derrucion, and to these 
no amount of rational argument can appeal. For my part Jurine 
always reminded me of a somnambulir discovered treading the
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perilous leads of a high tower; any asempt to wake her wkh a 
shout might lead to disarer. One could only follow her silently 
in the hope of guiding her gradually away from the great shadowy 
drops whib loomed up on every side. 

But by some curious paradox k was these very defecs of baracer 
— these vulgarkies of the psybe — whib conrkuted for me the 
greater asracion of this weird kinetic personage. I suppose in 
some way they correqonded to weaknesses in my own baracer 
whib I was lucky to be able to marer more thoroughly than she 
could. I know that for us love-making was only a small part of the 
total picure projeced by a mental intimacy whib proliferated and 
ramiVed daily around us. How we talked! Night after night in 
shabby sea-front cafés (trying ineUecually to conceal from Nessim 
and other common friends an asabment for whib we felt guilty). 
As we talked we insensibly drew nearer and nearer to eab other 
until we were holding hands, or all but in eab other’s arms: not 
from the curomary sensualky whib aYics lovers but as if the 
physical contac could ease the pain of self-exploration. 

Of course this is the unhappier love-relationship of whib a 
human being is capable — weighed down by something as heart- 
breaking as the por-cokal sadness whib clings to every endear- 
ment, whib lingers like a sediment in the clear waters of a kiss. ‘It 
is easy to wrke of kisses’ says Arnauti, ‘but where passion should 
have bvn full of clues and keys k served only to slake our thoughts. 
It did not convey information as k usually does. Tere was so 
mub else going on.’ And indvd in making love to her I too 
began to underrand fully what he meant in describing the Check 
as ‘the parbing sense of lying wkh some lovely ratue whib was 
unable to return the kisses of the common Wesh whib k toubes. 
Tere was something exhauring and perverting about loving so 
well and yet loving so lktle.’ 

Te bedroom for example wkh ks bronze phoqhorous light, 
the parels burning in the grvn Tibetan urn diUusing a smell of 
roses to the whole room. By the bed the rib poignant scent of her 
powder hanging heavy in the bed-curtains. A dressing-table wkh 
ks roppered cream and salves. Over the bed the Universe of 
Ptolemy! She has had k drawn upon parbment and handsomely 
framed. It will hang forever over her bed, over the ikons in their 
leather cases, over the martial array of philosophers. Kant in his 
nightcap fvling his way uprairs. Jupker Tonans. Tere is some- 
how a heavy futilky in this array of great ones — among whom
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she has permkted Pursewarden an appearance. Four of his novels 
are to be svn though whether she has put them there qecially 
for the occasion (we are all dining together) I cannot say. Jurine 
surrounded by her philosophers is like an invalid surrounded by 
medicines — empty capsules, bosles and syringes. ‘Kiss her’ says 
Arnauti ‘and you are aware that her eyes do not close but open 
more widely, wkh an increasing doubt and madness. Te mind is 
so awake that k makes any gift of the body partial — a panic whib 
will reqond to nothing less than a curete. At night you can hear 
her brain ticking like a beap alarm-clock.’ 

On the far wall there is an idol the eyes of whib are lk from 
wkhin by elecricky, and k is to this graven mentor that Jurine 
acs her private role. Imagine a torb thrur through the throat of 
a skeleton to light up the vault of the skull from whib the eyeless 
sockets ponder. Shadows thrown on the arb of the cranium Wap 
there in imprisonment. When the elecricky is out of order a 
rump of candle is soldered to the bracket: Jurine then, randing 
naked on tip-toes to push a lighted matb into the eyeball of the 
God. Immediately the furrows of the jaw qring into relief, the 
shaven frontal bone, the rraight rod of the nose. She has never 
bvn tranquil unless this viskant from dirant mythology is watb- 
ing over her nightmares. Under k he a few small inexpensive toys, 
a celluloid doll, a sailor, about whib I have never had the courage 
to querion her. It is to this idol that her mor marvellous dialogues 
are composed. It is possible, she says, to talk in her slvp and be 
overheard by the wise and sympathetic mask whib has come to 
represent what she calls her Noble Self — adding sadly, wkh a 
smile of misgiving, ‘It does exir you know.’ 

Te pages of Arnauti run through my mind as I watb her and 
talk to her. ‘A face famished by the inward light of her terrors. In 
the darkness long after I am aslvp she wakes to ponder on some- 
thing I have said about our relationship. I am always waking to 
Vnd her busy wkh something, preoccupied; skting before the 
mirror naked, smoking a cigarese, and tapping wkh her bare foot 
on the expensive carpet.’ It is rrange that I should always sv 
Jurine in the context of this bedroom whib she could never have 
known before Nessim gave k to her. It is always here that I sv her 
undergoing those dreadful intimacies of whib he wrkes. ‘Tere 
is no pain compared to that of loving a woman who makes her 
body accessible to one and yet who is incapable of delivering her 
true self — because she does not know where to Vnd k.’ How
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often, lying beside her, I have debated these observations whib, 
to the ordinary reader, might pass unnoticed in the general Wux 
and reWux of ideas in Moeurs. 

She does not slide from kisses into slvp — a door into a private 
garden — as Melissa does. In the warm bronze light her pale skin 
looks paler — the red eatable Wowers growing in the bvks where 
the light sinks and is held far. She will throw back her dress to un- 
roll her rocking and show you the dark cicatrice above the knv, 
lodged betwvn the twin dimples of the suqender. It is indescrib- 
able the fvling I have when I sv this wound — like a baracer 
out of the book — and recall ks singular origin. In the mirror the 
dark head, younger and more graceful now than the original k has 
outlived, gives back a verigial image of a young Jurine — like the 
calcimined imprint of a fern in balk: the youth she believes she 
has lor. 

I cannot believe that she exired so thoroughly in some other 
room; that the idol hung elsewhere, in another sesing. Somehow 
I always sv her walking up the long raircase, crossing the gallery 
wkh ks puti and ferns, and then entering the low doorway into 
this mor private of rooms. Fatma, the black Ethiopian maid, 
follows her. Invariably Jurine sinks on to the bed and holds out 
her ringed Vngers as wkh an air of mild hallucination the negress 
draws them oU the long Vngers and places them in a small casket 
on the dressing-table. Te night on whib Pursewarden and I 
dined alone wkh her we were invked back to the great house, and 
after examining the great cold reception rooms Jurine suddenly 
turned and led the way uprairs, in searb of an ambience whib 
might persuade my friend whom she greatly admired and feared, 
to relax. 

Pursewarden had bvn surly all evening, as he often was, and 
had busied himself wkh the drinks to the exclusion of anything 
else. Te lktle rkual wkh Fatma svmed to frv Jurine from con- 
rraint ; she was frv to be natural, to move about wkh ‘that insolent 
unbalanced air, cursing her frock for catbing in the cupboard 
door’, or pausing to aporrophize herself in the great qade-shaped 
mirror. She told us of the mask, adding sadly: ‘It sounds beap and 
rather theatrical, I know. I turn my face to the wall and talk to k. 
I forgive myself my treqasses as I forgive those who treqass 
againr me. Sometimes I rave a lktle and beat on the wall when I 
remember the follies whib mur svm insigniVcant to others or to 
God — if there is a God. I qeak to the person I always imagine
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inhabking a grvn and quiet place like the 23rd Psalm.’ Ten com- 
ing to rer her head upon my shoulder and put her arms round me, 
‘Tat is why so often I ask you to be a lktle tender wkh me. Te 
ediVce fvls as if k had cracked up here. I nvd lktle rrokes and 
endearments like you give Melissa; I know k is she you love. Who 
could love me?’ 

Pursewarden was not, I think, proof againr the naturalness and 
barm of the tones in whib she said this, for he went to the corner 
of the room and gazed at her bookshelf. Te sight of his own books 
made him Vrr pale and then red, though whether wkh shame or 
anger I could not tell. Turning back he svmed at Vrr about to say 
something, but banged his mind. He turned back once more wkh 
an air of guilty bagrin to confront that tremendous shelf. Jurine 
said: ‘If you wouldn’t consider k an impertinence I should so like 
you to autograph one for me’ but he did not reply. He rayed quke 
rill, raring at the shelf, wkh his glass in his hand. Ten he 
whvled about and all of a sudden he appeared to have become 
completely drunk; he said in a Verce ringing tone: ‘Te modern 
novel! Te grumus merdae left behind by criminals upon the scene 
of their misdvds.’ And quietly falling sideways, but taking care to 
place his glass upright on the Woor he passed immediately into 
a profound slvp. 

Te whole of the long colloquy whib ensued took place over 
this prorrate body. I took him to be aslvp, but in fac he mur 
have bvn awake for he subsequently reproduced mub of Jurine’s 
conversation in a cruel satirical short rory, whib for some reason 
amused Jurine though k caused me great pain. He described her 
black eyes shining wkh unshed tears as she said (skting at the 
mirror, the comb travelling through her hair, crackling and qut- 
tering like her voice). ‘When I Vrr met Nessim and knew that I 
was falling in love wkh him I tried to save us both. I deliberately 
took a lover — a dull brute of a Swede, hoping to wound him and 
force him to detab himself from his fvling for me. Te Swede’s 
wife had left him and I said (anything to rop him snivelling): 
“Tell me how she behaves and I will imkate her. In the dark we 
are all meat and treaberous however our hair kinks or skin smells. 
Tell me, and I will give you the wedding-smile and fall into your 
arms like a mountain of silk.” And all the time I was thinking over 
and over again: “Nessim. Nessim.” ’ 

I remember in this context, too, a remark of Pursewarden’s 
whib summed up his askude to our friends. ‘Alexandria!’ he said
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(k was on one of those long moonlk walks). ‘Jews wkh their 
cafeteria myricism! How could one deal wkh k in words? Place 
and people?’ Perhaps then he was medkating this cruel short rory 
and caring about for ways and means to deal wkh us. ‘Jurine and 
her cky are alike in that they both have a rrong Wavour wkhout 
having any real baracer.’ 

I am recalling now how during that lar qring (forever) we 
walked together at full moon, overcome by the soft dazed air of the 
cky, the quiet ablutions of water and moonlight that polished k 
like a great casket. An aerial lunacy among the deserted trvs of the 
dark squares, and the long dury roads reabing away from mid- 
night to midnight, bluer than oxygen. Te passing faces had be- 
come gem-like, tranced — the baker at his mabine making the 
raU of tomorrow’s life, the lover hurrying back to his lodging, 
nailed into a silver helmet of panic, the six-foot cinema porers 
borrowing a gharly magniVcence from the moon whib svmed 
laid across the nerves like a bow. 

We turn a corner and the world becomes a pasern of arteries, 
qlashed wkh silver and deckle-edged wkh shadow. At this far end 
of Kom El Dick not a soul abroad save an occasional obsessive 
policeman, lurking like a guilty wish in the cky’s mind. Our foot- 
reps run puncually as metronomes along the deserted pavements: 
two men, in their own time and cky, remote from the world, walk- 
ing as if they were treading one of the lugubrious canals of the 
moon. Pursewarden is qeaking of the book whib he has always 
wanted to wrke, and of the diXculty whib besets a cky-man when 
he faces a work or art. 

‘If you think of yourself as a slvping cky for example … what? 
You can sk quiet and hear the processes going on, going about 
their business; volkion, desire, will, cognkion, passion, conation. I 
mean like the million legs of a centipede carrying on wkh the body 
powerless to do anything about k. One gets exhaured trying to 
circumnavigate these huge Velds of experience. We are never frv, 
we wrkers. I could explain k mub more clearly if k was dawn. I 
long to be musical in body and mind. I want ryle, consort. Not the 
lktle mental squirts as if through the ticker-tape of the mind. It is 
the age’s disease, is k not? It explains the huge waves of occultism 
lapping round us. Te Cabal, now, and Balthazar. He will never 
underrand that k is wkh God we mur be the mor careful; for 
He makes sub a powerful appeal to what is lowex in human 
nature — our fvling of insuXciency, fear of the unknown, per-
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sonal failings; above all our monrrous egotism whib svs in the 
martyr’s crown an athletic prize whib is really hard to asain. 
God’s real and subtle nature mur be clear of dirincions: a glass 
of qring-water, tareless, odourless, merely refreshing: and surely 
ks appeal would be to the few, the very few, real contemplatives? 

‘As for the many k is already included in the part of their nature 
whib they lear wish to admk or examine. I do not believe that 
there is any syrem whib can do more than pervert the essential 
idea. And then, all these asempts to circumscribe God in words or 
ideas…. No one thing can explain everything: though everything 
can illuminate something. God, I mur be rill drunk. If God were 
anything he would be an art. Sculpture or medicine. But the im- 
mense extension of knowledge in this our age, the growth of new 
sciences, makes k almor impossible for us to diger the available 
Wavours and put them to use. 

‘Holding a candle in your hand, I mean, you can throw the 
shadow of the retinal blood-vessels on the wall. It isn’t silent 
enough. It’s never dead rill in there: never quiet enough for the 
trismegirus to be fed. All night long you can hear the rush of 
blood in the cerebral arteries. Te loins of thinking. It rarts you 
going back along the cogs of hirorical acion, cause and eUec. 
You can’t rer ever, you can’t give over and begin to scry. You 
climb through the physical body, softly parting the muscle- 
sbemes to admk you — muscle rriped and unrriped; you exa- 
mine the coil ignkion of the guts in the abdomen, the swvtbreads, 
the liver boked wkh refuse like a sink-Vlter, the bag of urine, the 
red unbuckled belt of the interines, the soft horny corridor of the 
oesophagus, the glosis wkh ks mucilage softer than the poub of 
a kangaroo. What do I mean? You are searbing for a co-ordinating 
sbeme, the syntax of a Will whib might rabilize everything and 
take the tragedy out of k. Te sweat breaks out on your face, a 
cold panic as you fvl the soft contracion and expansion of the 
viscera busy about their job, regardless of the man watbing them 
who is yourself. A whole cky of processes, a facory for the pro- 
ducion of excrement, my goodness, a daily sacriVce. An oUering 
to the toilet for every one you make to the altar. Where do they 
mvt? Where is the correqondence? Outside in the darkness by the 
railway bridge the lover of this man waks for him wkh the same 
indescribable maggotry going on in her body and blood; wine 
swilling the conduks, the pylorus disgorging like a sucker, the 
incommensurable baceriological world multiplying in every drop
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of semen, qktle, qutum, musk. He takes a qinal column in his 
arms, the ducs Wooded wkh ammonia, the meninges exuding their 
pollen, the cornea glowing in ks lktle crucible….’ 

He begins now that shocking boyish laughter, throwing back his 
head until the moonlight plays upon his perfec whke tvth under 
the trimmed mourabe. 

It was on sub a night that our footreps led us to Balthazar’s 
door, and sving his light on, we knocked. Te same night, on the 
old horn gramophone (wkh an emotion so dvp that k was almor 
horror) I heard some amateur’s recording of the old poet recking 
the lines whib begin: 

Ideal voices and muc beloved 
Of those who died, of those who are 
Now lor for us like the very dead; 
Sometimes wihin a dream they seak 
Or in the ticking brain a thought revives them…. 

Tese fugkive memories explain nothing, illuminate nothing: 
yet they return again and again when I think of my friends as if 
the very circumrances of our habks had become impregnated wkh 
what we then felt, the parts we then aced. Te slkher of tyres 
across the waves of the desert under a sky blue and fror-bound in 
winter; or in summer a fearful lunar bombardment whib turned 
the sea to phoqhorus — bodies shining like tin, crushed in elecric 
bubbles; or walking to the lar qk of sand near Montaza, sneaking 
through the dense grvn darkness of the King’s gardens, par the 
drowsy sentry, to where the force of the sea was suddenly crippled 
and the waves hobbled over the sand-bar. Or walking arm-in-arm 
down the long gallery, already gloomy wkh an unusual yellow 
winter fog. Her hand is cold so she has slipped k in my pocket. 
Today because she has no emotion whatsoever she tells me that she 
is in love wkh me — something she has always refused to do. At the 
long windows the rain hisses down suddenly. Te dark eyes are 
cool and amused. A centre of blackness in things whib trembles 
and banges shape. ‘I am afraid of Nessim these days. He has 
banged.’ We are randing before the Chinese paintings from the 
Louvre. ‘Te meaning of qace’ she says wkh disgur. Tere is no 
form, no pigment, no lens any more — simply a gaping hole into 
whib the inVnke drains slowly into the room: a blue gulf where 
the tiger’s body was, emptying kself into the preoccupied atmos- 
phere of the rudios. Afterwards we walk up the dark raircase to
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the top Woor to sv Sveva, to put on the gramophone and dance. 
Te lktle model pretends that she is heartbroken because Pombal 
has car her oU after a ‘whirlwind romance’ laring nearly a month. 

My friend himself is a lktle surprised at the force of an asab- 
ment whib could make him think of one woman for so long a time. 
He has cut himself while shaving and his face looks grotesque wkh 
a mourabe of surgical tape ruck to k. ‘It is a cky of aberrations’ 
he repeats angrily. ‘I very nearly married her. It is infuriating. 
Tank God that the veil lifted when k did. It was sving her naked 
in front of the mirror. All of a sudden I was disgured — though I 
mentally admkted a sort of Renaissance dignky in the fallen 
brears, the waxy skin, the sunken belly and the lktle peasant 
paws. All of a sudden I sat up in bed and said to myself “My God! 
She is an elephant in nvd of a coat of whkewash!” ’ 

Now Sveva is quietly sniXng into her handkerbief as she re- 
counts the extravagant promises whib Pombal has made her, and 
whib will never be fulVlled. ‘It was a curious and dangerous 
asabment for an easy-going man’ (hear Pombal’s voice explain- 
ing). ‘It felt as if her cool murderous barky had eaten away my 
locomotive centres, paralysed my nervous syrem. Tank God I 
am frv to concentrate on my work once more.’ 

He is troubled about his work. Rumours of his habks and general 
outlook have begun to get back to the Consulate. Lying in bed he 
plans a campaign whib will get him cruciVed and promoted to a 
por wkh more scope. ‘I have decided that I simply mur get my 
cross. I am going to give several skilfully graded parties. I shall 
count on you: I shall nvd a few shabby people at Vrr in order to 
give my boss the fvling that he can patronize me socially. He is a 
complete parvenu of course and rose on his wife’s fortune and 
judicious smarming of powerful people. Worr of all he has a 
dirinc inferiorky complex about my own birth and family back- 
ground. He has rill not quke decided whether to do me down or 
not; but he has bvn taking soundings at the Quai D’Orsay to sv 
how well padded I am there. Since my uncle died, of course, and 
my godfather the bishop was involved in that huge scandal over 
the brothel in Reims, I Vnd myself rather less ready on my fvt. 
I shall have to make the brute fvl protecive, fvl that I nvd 
encouraging and bringing out. Pouagh! Firr a rather shabby party 
wkh one celebrky only. Oh, why did I join the service? Why have I 
not a small fortune of my own?’ 

Hearing all this in Sveva’s artiVcial tears and then walking down
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the draughty raircase again arm in arm thinking not of Sveva, 
not of Pombal, but of the passage in Arnauti where he says of 
Jurine: ‘Like women who think by biological precept and wkhout 
the help of reason. To sub women how fatal an error k is to give 
oneself; there is simply a small bewing noise, as when the cat 
reabes the backbone of the mouse.’ 

Te wet pavements are slick underfoot from the rain, and the 
air has become dense wkh the moirure so ardently longed for by 
the trvs in the public gardens, the ratues and other viskants. 
Jurine is away upon another tack, walking slowly in her glorious 
silk frock wkh the dark lined cape, head hanging. She rops in 
front of a lighted shop-window and takes my arms so that I face 
her, looking into my eyes: ‘I am thinking about going away’ she 
says in a quiet puzzled voice. ‘Something is happening to Nessim 
and I don’t know what k is as yet.’ Ten suddenly the tears come 
into her eyes and she says: ‘For the Vrr time I am afraid, and I 
don’t know why.’ 
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PART III 
 

 
hat second qring the khamsvn was worse than I have ever 
known k before or since. Before sunrise the skies of the 
desert turned brown as buckram, and then slowly darkened, 

swelling like a bruise and at lar releasing the outlines of cloud, 
giant ocaves of obre whib massed up from the Delta like the 
drift of ashes under a volcano. Te cky has shusered kself tightly, 
as if againr a gale. A few gurs of air and a thin sour rain are the 
forerunners of the darkness whib blots out the light of the sky. 
And now unsvn in the darkness of shusered rooms the sand is 
invading everything, appearing as if by magic in clothes long locked 
away, books, picures and teaqoons. In the locks of doors, beneath 
Vngernails. Te harsh sobbing air dries the membranes of throats 
and noses, and makes eyes raw wkh the conVgurations of con- 
juncivkis. Clouds of dried blood walk the rrvts like prophecies; 
the sand is sesling into the sea like powder into the curls of a rale 
wig. Choked fountain-pens, dry lips — and along the slats of the 
Venetian shusers thin whke drifts as of young snow. Te ghorly 
feluccas passing along the canal are crewed by ghouls wkh wrapped 
heads. From time to time a cracked wind arrives from direcly 
above and rirs the whole cky round and round so that one has 
the illusion that everything — trvs, minarets, monuments and 
people have bvn caught in the Vnal eddy of some great whirlpool 
and will pour softly back at lar into the desert from whib they 
rose, reverting once more to the anonymous wave-sculptured Woor 
of dunes…. 

I cannot deny that by this time we had both bvn seized by an 
exhaurion of qirk whib had made us deqerate, reckless, im- 
patient of discovery. Guilt always hurries towards ks complement, 
punishment: only there does ks satisfacion lie. A hidden desire 
for some sort of expiation dicated Jurine’s folly whib was greater 
than mine; or perhaps we both dimly sensed that, bound as we 
were hand and foot to eab other, only an upheaval of some sort 
could rerore eab to his vulgar right mind. Tese days were full 
of omens and warnings upon whib our anxiety fed. 

One-eyed Hamid told me one day of a myrerious caller who

T 
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had told him that he mur kvp careful watb on his marer as he 
was in great danger from some highly-placed personage. His des- 
cription of the man might have bvn that of Selim, Nessim’s 
secretary: but k also might have bvn any of the 150,000 inhabkants 
of the province. Meanwhile Nessim’s own askude to me had 
banged, or rather dvpened into a solickous and cloying swvtness. 
He shed his former reserve. When he qoke to me he used un- 
familiar endearments and took me aUecionately by the slvve. At 
times as we qoke he would Wush suddenly: or tears would come 
into his eyes and he would turn aside his head to hide them. 
Jurine watbed this wkh a concern whib was painful to observe. 
But the very humiliation and self-reproab we felt at wounding 
him only drove us closer together as accomplices. At times she 
qoke of going away: at times I did the same. But nekher of us 
could move. We were forced to awak the outcome wkh a fatalky 
and exhaurion that was truly fearful to experience. 

Nor were our follies diminished by these warnings; rather did 
they multiply. A dreadful inadvertency reigned over our acions, 
an appalling thoughtlessness marked our behaviour. Nor did we 
(and here I realized that I had lor myself completely) even hope 
to avert whatever fate might be in rore for us. We were only 
foolishly concerned ler we might not be able to share k — ler k 
might separate us! In this plain courting of martyrdom I realized 
that we showed our love at ks hollower, ks mor defecive. ‘How 
disguring I mur svm to you’ said Jurine once ‘wkh my obscene 
jumble of conWicing ideas: all this sickly preoccupation wkh God 
and a total inabilky to obey the smaller moral injuncion from my 
inner nature like being fakhful to a man one adores. I tremble for 
myself, my dear one, I tremble. If only I could escape from the tire- 
some classical Jewess of neurology…. If only I could pvl k oU.’ 

During this period, while Melissa was away in Palerine on a 
cure (I had borrowed the money from Jurine in order for her to 
go) we had several narrow escapes. For example, one day we were 
talking, Jurine and I, in the great bedroom of the house. We had 
come in from bathing and had taken cold showers to get the salt 
oU our skins. Jurine sat on the bed naked under the bathroom 
towel whib she had draped round her like a bkon. Nessim was 
away in Cairo where he was supposed to make a radio broadcar 
on behalf of some barky or other. Outside the window the trvs 
nodded their dury fronds in the damp summer air, while the faint 
huddle of traXc on Rue Fuad could be heard. 
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Nessim’s quiet voice came to us from the lktle black radio by 
the bed, converted by the microphone into the voice of a man 
prematurely aged. Te mentally empty phrases lived on in the 
silence they invaded until the air svmed packed wkh common- 
places. But the voice was beautiful, the voice of someone who had 
elaborately isolated himself from fvling. Behind Jurine’s back 
the door into the bathroom was open. Beyond k, a pane of clinical 
whkeness, lay another door leading to an iron Vre-escape — for 
the house had bvn designed round a central well so that ks bath- 
rooms and kkbens could be conneced by a cobweb of iron 
raircases sub as qan the engine-room of a ship. Suddenly, while 
the voice was rill talking and while we lirened to k, there came 
the light youthful paser of footreps on the iron raircase outside 
the bathroom: a rep unmirakably that of Nessim — or of any 
of the 150,000 inhabkants of the province. Looking over Jurine’s 
shoulder I saw developing on the glass panel of the frored door, the 
head and shoulders of a tall slim man, wkh a soft felt hat pulled 
down over his eyes. He developed like a print in a photographer’s 
developing-bowl. Te Vgure paused wkh outrretbed hand upon 
the knob of the door. Jurine, sving the direcion of my glance, 
turned her head. She put one naked arm round my shoulders as 
both of us, wkh a fvling of complete calm whose core, like a 
heart beating, was a feverish impotent sexual exckement watbed 
the dark Vgure randing there betwvn two worlds, depiced as if 
on an X-ray scrvn. He would have found us absurdly posed, as 
if for a photograph, wkh an expression, not of fear but of guiltless 
relief upon our faces. 

For a long time the Vgure rood there, as if in dvp thought, 
perhaps lirening. Ten k shook ks head once, slowly, and after 
a moment turned away wkh an air of perplexky to dissolve slowly 
on the glass. As k turned k svmed to slip something into the 
right-hand pocket of ks coat. We heard the reps slowly diminish- 
ing — a dull descending scale of notes — on the iron ladder in 
the well. We nekher of us qoke, but turned as if wkh dvpened 
concentration to the lktle black radio from whib the voice of 
Nessim rill Wowed wkh uninterrupted urbanky and gentleness. 
It svmed impossible that he could be in two places at once. It 
was only when the announcer informed us that the qvb had 
bvn recorded that we underrood. Why did he not open the door? 

I suppose the truth is that he had bvn seized by the vertiginous 
uncertainty whib, in a peaceable nature, follows upon a decision
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to ac. Something had bvn building kself up inside him all this 
time, grain by grain, until the weight of k had become insupport- 
able. He was aware of a profound interior bange in his nature 
whib had at lar shaken oU the long paralysis of impotent love 
whib had hkherto ruled his acions. Te thought of some sudden 
concise acion, some determining facor for good or evil, presented 
kself to him as an intoxicating novelty. He felt (or so I divined 
k) like a gambler about to rake the meagre remains of a lor 
fortune upon one deqerate throw. But the nature of his acion 
had not yet bvn decided upon. What form should k take? A 
mass of uneasy fantasies burr in. 

Let us suppose that two major currents had reabed their 
conWuence in this desire to ac; on the one hand the dossier whib 
his agents had colleced upon Jurine had reabed sub proportions 
that k could not be ignored; on the other he was haunted by a 
new and fearful thought whib for some reason had not rruck 
him before — namely that Jurine was really falling in love at 
lar. Te whole temper of her personalky svmed to be banging; 
for the Vrr time she had become reWecive, thoughtful, and full 
of the eboes of a swvtness whib a woman can always aUord to 
qend upon the man she does not love. You sv, he too had bvn 
dogging her reps through the pages of Arnauti. 

‘Originally I believed that she mur be allowed to rruggle 
towards me through the jungle of the Check. Whenever the 
wounding thought of her inVdelky came upon me I reminded 
myself that she was not a pleasure-svker, but a hunter of pain in 
searb of herself — and me. I thought that if one man could 
release her from herself she would then become accessible to all 
men, and so to me who had mor claim upon her. But when I 
began to sv her melting like a summer ice-cap, a horrible thought 
came to me: namely that he who broke the Check mur kvp her 
forever, since the peace he gave her was precisely that for whib 
she was hunting so frantically through our bodies and fortunes. 
For the Vrr time my jealousy, helped forward by my fear, marered 
me.’ He might have explained k thus. 

Yet k has always svmed fantaric to me that even now he was 
jealous of everyone except the true author of Jurine’s present 
concern — myself. Deqke the overwhelming mass of evidence he 
hardly dared to allow himself to suqec me. It was not love that 
is blind, but jealousy. It was a long time before he could bring 
himself to trur the mass of documentation his agents had piled
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up around us, around our mvtings, our behaviour. But by now 
the facs had obtruded themselves so clearly that there was no 
possibilky of error. Te problem was how to diqose of me — 
I do not mean in the Wesh so mub. For I’d become merely an 
image randing in his light. He saw me perhaps dying, perhaps 
going away. He did not know. Te very uncertainty was excking 
to the pkb of drunkenness. Of course I am only supposing this. 

But side by side wkh these preoccupations were others — the 
porhumous problems whib Arnauti had bvn unable to solve 
and whib Nessim had bvn following up wkh true Oriental 
curiosky over a period of years. He was now near to the man wkh 
the black patb over one eye — nearer than any of us had ever 
bvn. Here was another piece of knowledge whib as yet he could 
not decide how ber to use. If Jurine was really ridding herself 
of him, however, what good would there be in revenging himself 
upon the true person of the myrerious being? On the other hand 
if I was about to rep into the place vacated by the image? … 

I asked Selim point-blank whether he had ever visked my Wat 
to warn one-eyed Hamid. He did not reply but lowered his head 
and said under his breath, ‘My marer is not himself these days.’ 

Meanwhile my own fortunes had taken an absurd and unexpeced 
turn. One night there came a banging on the door and I opened 
k to admk the dapper Vgure of an Egyptian Army oXcer clad in 
reqlendent boots and tarbush, carrying under his arm a giant 
Wy-whisk wkh an ebony handle. Yussouf Bey qoke nearly perfec 
English, allowing k to fall negligently from his lips, word by 
well-bosen word, out of an earner coal-black face Vsed wkh a 
dazzle of small perfec tvth like svd-pearls. He had some of the 
endearing solemnky of a talking water-melon jur down from 
Cambridge. Hamid brought him habkual coUv and a ricky 
liqueur, and over k he told me that a great friend of mine in a 
high poskion very mub wished to sv me. My thoughts at once 
turned to Nessim; but this friend, the water-melon asserted, was 
an Englishman, an oXcial. More he could not say. His mission 
was conVdential. Would I go wkh him and visk my friend? 

I was full of misgivings. Alexandria, outwardly so peaceful, was 
not really a safe place for Chririans. Only lar wvk Pombal had 
come home wkh a rory of the Swedish vice-consul whose car 
had broken down on the Matrugh road. He had left his wife alone 
in k while he walked to the nearer telephone-point in order to 
ring up the consulate and ask them to send out another car. He
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had arrived back to Vnd her body skting normally on the back 
seat — wkhout a head. Police were summoned and the whole 
dirric was combed. Some Bedouin encamped nearby were among 
those interrogated. While they were busy denying any knowledge 
of the accident, out of the apron of one of the women rolled the 
missing head. Tey had bvn trying to extrac the gold tvth 
whib had bvn sub an unpleasant feature of her party-smile. 
Tis sort of incident was not suXciently uncommon to give one 
courage in visking rrange quarters of the town after dark, so k 
was wkh no fvling of jauntiness that I followed the soldier into 
the back of a raU-car behind a uniformed driver and saw myself 
being whirled towards the svdier quarters of the town. Yussouf 
Bey rroked his neat lktle brush-rroke mourabe wkh the 
anticipatory air of a musician tuning an inrrument. It was useless 
to querion him further: I did not wish to betray any of the anxiety 
I felt. So I made a sort of inner surrender to the skuation, lk a 
cigarese, and watbed the long dissolving rrip of the Cornibe 
Wow par us. 

Presently the car dropped us and the soldier led me on foot 
through a rraggle of small rrvts and alleys near the Rue Des 
Soeurs. If the objec here was to make me lose myself k succvded 
almor immediately. He walked wkh a Vght self-conVdent rep, 
humming under his breath. Finally we deboubed into a suburban 
rrvt full of merbants’ rores and ropped before a great carved 
door whib he pushed open after having Vrr rung a bell. A court- 
yard wkh a runted palm-trv; the path whib crossed k was 
puncuated by a couple of fvble lanterns randing on the gravel. 
We crossed k and ascended some rairs to where a frored elecric 
light bulb gleamed harshly above a tall whke door. He knocked, 
entered and saluted in one movement. I followed him into a large, 
rather elegant and warmly-lighted room wkh neat polished Woors 
enhanced by Vne Arab carpets. In one corner seated at a high 
inlaid desk wkh the air of a man riding a penny-farthing sat Scobie, 
wkh a scowl of self-importance overlapping the smile of welcome 
wkh whib he grvted me. ‘My God’ I said. Te old pirate gave 
a Drury Lane buckle and said: ‘At lar, old man, at lar.’ He did 
not rise however but sat on in his uncomfortable high-backed bair, 
tarbush on head, whisk on knv, wkh a vaguely impressive air. I 
noticed an extra pip on his shoulder, betokening heaven knows 
what increase of rank and power. ‘Sk down, old man’ he said wkh 
an awkward sawing movement of the hand whib bore a faint
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resemblance to a Second Empire gerure. Te soldier was dis- 
missed and departed grinning. It svmed to me that Scobie did not 
look very mub at ease in these opulent surroundings. He had a 
slightly defensive air. ‘I asked them to get hold of you’ he said, 
sinking his voice to a theatrical whiqer ‘for a very qecial reason.’ 
Tere were a number of grvn Vles on his desk and a curiously 
disembodied-looking tea-cosy. I sat down. 

He now rose quickly and opened the door. Tere was nobody 
outside. He opened the window. Tere was no one randing on 
the sill. He placed the tea-cosy over the desk telephone and re- 
seated himself. Ten, leaning forward and qeaking carefully, he 
rolled his glass eye at me as wkh a conqiratorial solemnky he said: 
‘Not a word to anyone, old man. Swear you won’t say a word’. I 
swore. ‘Tey’ve made me head of the Secret Service.’ Te words 
fairly whirled in his dentures. I nodded in amazement. He drew a 
dvp sucking breath as if he had bvn delivered of a weight and 
went on. ‘Old boy, there’s going to be a war. Inside information.’ 
He pointed a long Vnger at his own temple. ‘Tere’s going to be a 
war. Te enemy is working night and day, old boy, right here 
among us.’ I could not diqute this. I could only marvel at the new 
Scobie who confronted me like a bad magazine illurration. ‘You 
can help us scupper them, old man’ he went on wkh a devarating 
air of authorky. ‘We want to take you on our rrength.’ Tis 
sounded mor agrvable. I waked for details. ‘Te mor dangerous 
gang of all is right here, in Alexandria’ the old man creaked and 
boomed, ‘and you are in the centre of k. All friends of yours.’ 

I saw through the knosed eyebrows and the rolling excked eye 
the sudden picure of Nessim, a brief Wash, as of intukion, skting 
at his huge desk in the cold rvl-tube oXces watbing a telephone 
ring while the beads of sweat rood out on his forehead. He was 
expecing a message about Jurine — one more twir of the knife. 
Scobie shook his head. ‘Not him so mub’ he said. ‘He’s in k, of 
course. Te leader is a man called Balthazar. Look what the censor- 
ship have bvn picking up.’ 

He extraced a card from a Vle and passed k to me. Balthazar 
wrkes an exquiske hand and the wrking was obviously his; but I 
could not help smiling when I saw that the reverse of the porcard 
contained only the lktle bessboard diagram of the bouxrophedon. 
Grvk lesers Vlled up the lktle squares. ‘He’s got so mub damn 
bvk he sends them through the open por.’ I rudied the diagram 
and tried to remember the lktle I had learned from my friend of
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the calculus. ‘It’s a nine-power syrem. I can’t read this one’ I said. 
Scobie added breathlessly: ‘Tey have regular mvtings, old man, 
to pool information. We know this for a fac.’ I held the porcard 
lightly in my Vngers and svmed to hear the voice of Balthazar 
saying: ‘Te thinker’s job is to be suggerive: that of the saint to 
be silent about his discovery.’ 

Scobie was leaning back in his bair now wkh unconcealed self- 
satisfacion. He had puUed himself out like a pouter-pigeon. He 
took his tarbush oU his head, looked at k wkh an air of complaisant 
patronage, and placed k on the tea-cosy. Ten he scratbed his 
Vssured skull wkh bony Vngers and went on — ‘We simply can’t 
break the code’ he said. ‘We’ve got dozens of them’ — he indicated 
a Vle full of photoratic reproducions of similar porcards. ‘Tey’ve 
bvn round the code-rooms: even to the Senior Wranglers in the 
Universkies. No good, old man.’ Tis did not surprise me. I laid 
the porcard on the pile of photorats and returned to the contem- 
plation of Scobie. ‘Tat is where you come in’ he said wkh a 
grimace, ‘if you will come in, old man. We want you to break the 
code however long k takes you. We’ll put you on a damn good 
screw, too. What do you say?’ 

What could I say? Te idea was too delightful to be allowed to 
melt. Besides during the lar months my sboolwork had fallen oU 
so mub that I was sure my contrac was not going to be renewed 
at the end of the present term. I was always arriving late from 
some mvting wkh Jurine. I hardly bothered to correc papers any 
more. I had become irrkable and surly wkh my colleagues and 
direcors. Here was a bance to become my own man. I heard 
Jurine’s voice in my head saying: ‘Our love has become like some 
fearful misquotation in a popular saying’ as I leaned forward once 
more and nodded my head. Scobie expelled a breath of relieved 
pleasure and relaxed once more into the pirate. He conVded his 
oXce to an anonymous Murapha who apparently dwelt some- 
where in the black telephone — Scobie always looked into the 
mouthpiece as he qoke, as if into a human eye. We left the build- 
ing together and allowed a raU car to take us down towards the sea. 
Further details of my employment could be discussed over the 
lktle bosle of brandy in the bosom of the cake-rand by his bed. 

We allowed ourselves to be dropped on the Cornibe and walked 
together the rer of the way by a brilliant bullying moonlight, 
watbing the old cky dissolve and reassemble in the graphs of 
evening mir, heavy wkh the inertia of ks surrounding desert, of
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the grvn alluvial Delta whib soaked into ks very bones, inform- 
ing ks values. Scobie talked inconsequently of this and that. I 
remember him bemoaning the fac that he had bvn left an orphan 
at an early age. His parents had bvn killed together under drama- 
tic circumrances whib gave him mub food for reWecion. ‘My 
father was an early pionvr of motoring, old man. Early road races, 
Wat out at twenty miles an hour — all that sort of thing. He had his 
own landau. I can sv him now skting behind the whvl wkh a big 
mourabe. Colonel Scobie, M.C. A Lancer he was. My mother 
sat beside him, old man. Never left his side, not even for road 
races. She used to ac as his mebanic. Te newqapers always 
had picures of them at the rart, skting up there in bv-kvper’s 
veils — God knows why the pionvrs always wore those huge veils. 
Dur, I suppose.’ 

Te veils had proved their undoing. Rounding a hairpin in the 
old London-Brighton road-race his father’s veil had bvn sucked 
into the front axle of the car they were driving. He had bvn 
dragged into the road, while his companion had carvred on to 
smash headlong into a trv. ‘Te only consolation is that that is 
jur how he would have liked to go out. Tey were leading by 
quarter of a mile.’ 

I have always bvn very fond of ludicrous deaths and had great 
diXculty in containing my laughter as Scobie described this mis- 
adventure to me wkh portentous rotations of his glass eye. Yet as 
he talked and I lirened to this, half my thoughts were running 
upon a parallel track, busy about the new job I was to undertake, 
assessing k in terms of the frvdom k oUered me. Later that night 
Jurine was to mvt me near Montaza — the great car purring like 
a moth in the palm-cooled dusk of the road. What would she say 
to k? She would be delighted of course to sv me frvd from the 
shackles of my present work. But a part of her would groan in- 
wardly at the thought that this relief would only create for us 
further bances to consort, to drive home our untruth, to reveal 
ourselves more fully than ever to our judges. Here was another 
paradox of love; that the very thing whib brought us closer to- 
gether — the bouxrophedon — would, had we marered the virtues 
whib k illurrated, have separated us forever — I mean in the 
selves whib preyed upon eab other’s infatuated images. 

‘Meanwhile’ as Nessim was to say in those gentle tones so full 
of the shadowy sobriety whib comes into the voice of those who 
have loved truly and failed to be loved in return, ‘meanwhile I was
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dwelling in the midr of a vertiginous exckement for whib there 
was no relief except through an acion the nature of whib I could 
not discern. Tremendous burrs of self-conVdence were succvded 
by depressions so dvp that k svmed I would never recover from 
them. Wkh a vague fvling that I was preparing myself for a con- 
ter — as an athlete does — I began to take fencing lessons and 
learned to shoot wkh a pocket automatic. I rudied the composi- 
tion and eUecs of poisons from a manual of toxicology whib I 
borrowed from Dr Fuad Bey.’ (I am inventing only the words.) 

He had begun to harbour fvlings whib would not yield to 
analysis. Te periods of intoxication were followed by others in 
whib he felt, as if for the Vrr time, the full weight of his lone- 
liness: an inner agony of qirk for whib, as yet, he could Vnd no 
outward expression, ekher in paint or in acion. He mused now 
incessantly upon his early years, full of a haunting sense of rib- 
ness : his mother’s shadowy house among the palms and poinsesias 
of Aboukir: the waters pulling and slkhering among the old fort’s 
emplacements, compiling the days of his early bildhood in single 
condensed emotions born from visual memory. He clutbed at 
these memories wkh a terror and clarky he had never experienced 
before. And all the time, behind the scrvn of nervous depression 
— for the incomplete acion whib he medkated lay wkhin him 
like a coius interruptus — there lived the germ of a wilful and un- 
controlled exaltation. It was as if he were being egged on, to ap- 
proab nearer and nearer … to what exacly? He could not tell; 
but here his ancient terror of madness repped in and took posses- 
sion of him, dirurbing his physical balance, so that he suUered at 
times from asacks of vertigo whib forced him to grope around 
himself like a blind man for something upon whib to sk down — 
a bair or sofa. He would sk down, panting slightly and fvling the 
sweat beginning to rart out on his forehead; but wkh relief that 
nothing of his interior rruggle was visible to the casual onlooker. 
Now too he noticed that he involuntarily repeated phrases aloud 
to whib his conscious mind refused to liren. ‘Good’ she heard 
him tell one of his mirrors, ‘so you are falling into a neurarhenia!’ 
And later as he was repping out into the brilliant rarlk air, dressed 
in his well-cut evening clothes Selim, at the whvl of the car, 
heard him add: ‘I think this Jewish fox has eaten my life.’ 

At times, too, he was suXciently alarmed to svk, if not the 
help, at lear the surcease of contac wkh other human beings: a 
docor who left him wkh a phoqhorous tonic and a regimen he
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did not follow. Te sight of a column of marbing Carmelkes, 
tonsured like mandrils, crossing Nebi Daniel drove him to renew 
his lapsed friendship wkh Father Paul who in the par had svmed 
so profoundly happy a man, folded into his religion like a razor 
into ks case. But now the kind of verbal consolations oUered him 
by this lucky, happy, unimaginative brute only Vlled him wkh 
nausea. 

One night he knelt down beside his bed — a thing he had not 
done since his twelfth year — and deliberately set himself to pray. 
He rayed there a long time, mentally qellbound, tongue-tied, 
wkh no words or thoughts shaping themselves in his mind. He 
was Vlled by some gharly inhibkion like a mental rroke. He 
rayed like this until he could rand k no longer — until he felt 
that he was on the point of suUocating. Ten he jumped into bed 
and drew the shvts over his head murmuring broken fragments 
of oaths and involuntary pleadings whib he did not recognize as 
emanating from any part of himself. 

Outwardly however there were no signs of these rruggles to be 
svn; his qvb remained dry and measured deqke the fever of 
the thoughts behind k. His docor complimented him on his ex- 
cellent reWexes and assured him that his urine was frv from excess 
albumen. An occasional headabe only proved him to be a vicim 
of peti mal — or some other sub curomary disease of the rib 
and idle. 

For his own part he was prepared to suUer thus as long as the 
suUering remained wkhin the control of his consciousness. What 
terriVed him only was the sensation of user loneliness — a realky 
whib he would never, he realized, be able to communicate ekher 
to his friends or to the docors who might be called in to pronounce 
upon anomalies of behaviour whib they would regard only as 
symptoms of disorder. 

He tried feverishly to take up his painting again, but wkhout 
result. Self-consciousness like a poison svmed to eat into the very 
paint, making k sluggish and dead. It was hard even to manipulate 
the brush wkh an invisible hand pulling at one’s slvve the whole 
time, hindering, whiqering, diqlacing all frvdom and Wuidky of 
movement. 

Surrounded as he was by this menacing twilight of the fvlings 
he turned once more, in a vain eUort to rerore his balance and 
composure, to the completion of the Summer Palace — as k was 
jokingly called; the lktle group of Arab huts and rables at Abousir.
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Long ago, in the course of a ride to Benghazi along the lonely 
shoreline, he had come upon a fold in the desert, less than a mile 
from the sea, where a fresh qring suddenly burr through the 
thick sand pelt and hobbled a lktle way down towards the desolate 
beabes before k was overtaken and smothered by the dunes. Here 
the Bedouin, overtaken by the involuntary hunger for grvnness 
whib lies at the heart of all desert-lovers, had planted a palm and 
a Vg whose roots had taken a Vrm subterranean grip upon the 
sandrone from whib the pure water ran. Rering wkh the horses 
in the shade of these young trvs, Nessim’s eye had dwelt wkh 
wonder upon the dirant view of the old Arab fort, and the long- 
drawn whke scar of the empty beab where the waves pounded 
night and day. Te dunes had folded themselves hereabouts into a 
long shapely valley whib his imagination had already begun to 
people wkh clicking palm-trvs and the grvn Vgs whib, as always 
near running water, oUer a shade so dvp as to be like a wet cloth 
pressed to the skull. For a year he had allowed the qot to mature 
in his imagination, riding out frequently to rudy k in every kind 
of weather, until he had marered ks properties. He had not 
qoken of k to anyone, but in the back of his mind had lurked the 
idea of building a summer pleasure house for Jurine — a minia- 
ture oasis where she could rable her thrv Arab thoroughbreds and 
pass the hoser season of the year in her favourke amusements, 
bathing and riding. 

Te qring had bvn dug out, bannelled and gathered into the 
marble cirern whib formed the centre-piece to the lktle court- 
yard, paved wkh rough sandrone, around whib the house and 
rables were to rand. As the water grew so the grvn grew wkh k; 
shade created the prongy abrrac shapes of cacus and the bushy 
exuberance of Indian corn. In time even a melon-bed was abieved 
— like some rare exile from Persia. A single severe rable in the 
Arab ryle turned ks back upon the winter sea-wind, while in the 
form of an L grew up a clurer of rorerooms and small living- 
rooms wkh grilled windows and shusers of black iron. 

Two or thrv small bedrooms, no larger than the cells of 
medieval monks, gave direcly into a pleasant oblong central room 
wkh a low ceiling, whib was both living and dining-room; at one 
end a Vreplace grew up massive and whke, and wkh decorated lintels 
suggered by the designs of Arab ceramics. At the other end rood 
a rone table and rone benbes reminiscent of some priory refec- 
tory used by desert fathers perhaps. Te severky of the room was
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discountenanced by rib Persian rugs and some tremendous carved 
bers wkh gilt ornamentation wrkhing over their hooked claqs 
and leather-polished sides. It was all of a controlled simplicky 
whib is the ber sort of magniVcence. On the severe whke-washed 
walls, whose few grilled windows oUered sudden magniVcent 
slosed views of beab and desert, hung a few old trophies of hunt- 
ing or medkation, like: an Arab lance-pennon, a Buddhir mandala, 
a few assegais in exile, a longbow rill used for hunting of hares, a 
yabt-burgv. Tere were no books save an old Koran wkh ivory 
covers and tarnished metal claqs, but several packs of cards lay 
about on the sills, including the Grand Tarot for amateur divina- 
tion and a set of Happy Families. In one corner, too, there rood 
an old samovar to do jurice to the one addicion from whib they 
both suUered — tea-drinking. 

Te work went forward slowly and heskantly, but when at lar, 
unable to contain his secret any longer, he had taken Jurine out to 
sv k, she had bvn unable to contain her tears as she walked about 
k, from window to window of the graceful rooms, to snatb now a 
picure of the emerald sea rolling on the sand, now a sudden 
whorled picure of the dunes sliding earward into the sky. Ten 
she sat down abruptly before the thorn Vre in her habk and lirened 
to the soft clear drumming of the sea upon the long beabes 
mingled wkh the cough and ramp of the horses in their new ralls 
beyond the courtyard. It was late autumn, then, and in the moir 
gathering darkness the VreWies had begun to snatb Vtfully, Vlling 
them both wkh pleasure to think that already their oasis had begun 
to support other life than their own. 

What Nessim had begun was now Jurine’s to complete. Te 
small terrace under the palm-trv was extended towards the ear 
and walled in to hold back the ready sand-drift whib, after a 
winter of wind, would move forward and cover the rones of the 
courtyard in six inbes of sand. A windbreak of junipers contri- 
buted a dull copper humus of leaf-mould whib in time would 
become Vrm soil nourishing Vrr bushes and later other and taller 
trvs. 

She was careful, too, to repay her husband’s thoughtfulness by 
paying a tribute to what was then his ruling passion — arronomy. 
At one corner of the L-shaped block of buildings she laid down a 
small observatory whib housed a telescope of thirty magniVca- 
tions. Here Nessim would sk night after night in the winter, 
dressed in his old rur-coloured abba, raring gravely at Betelgeuse,
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or hovering over books of calculations for all the world like some 
medieval soothsayer. Here too their friends could look at the moon 
or by altering the angle of the barrel catb sudden smoky glimpses 
of the clouds of pearl whib the cky always svmed to exhale from 
afar. 

All this, of course began to rand in nvd of a guardian, and k 
came as no surprise to them when Panayotis arrived and took up 
his residence in a tiny room near the rables. Tis old man wkh 
his qade beard and gimlet-eyes had bvn for twenty years a secon- 
dary sbool teaber at Damanhur. He had taken orders and qent 
nine years at the monarery of St Catherine in Sinai. What brought 
him to the oasis k was impossible to tell for at some rage in his 
apparently unadventurous life he had had his tongue cut out of his 
head. From the signs he made in reqonse to querions k might 
svm that he had bvn making a pilgrimage on foot to the lktle 
shrine of St Menas skuated to the wer when he had rumbled 
upon the oasis. At any rate there svmed nothing fortukous about 
his decision to adopt k. He Vsed k to perfecion, and for a small 
salary rayed there all the year round as watbman and gardener. 
He was an able-bodied lktle old man, acive as a qider, and fear- 
fully jealous of the grvn things whib owed their life to his indurry 
and care. It was he who coaxed the melon-bed into life and at lar 
persuaded a vine to rart climbing beside the lintel of the central 
doorway. His laughter was an inarticulate clucking, and he had a 
shy habk of hiding his face in the tasered slvve of his old beadle’s 
soutane. His Grvk loquacky, dammed up behind his disabilky, 
had overWowed into his eyes where k qarkled and danced at the 
slighter remark or querion. What more could anyone ask of life, 
he svmed to say, than this oasis by the sea? 

What more indvd? It was the querion that Nessim asked him- 
self repeatedly as the car whimpered towards the desert wkh hawk- 
featured Selim motionless at the whvl. Some miles before the 
Arab fort the road fetbes away inland from the coar and to reab 
the oasis one mur swerve aside oU the tarmac along an outcrop 
of riU Waky dune — like beaten whke of egg, glktering and mica- 
shafted. Here and there where the swaying car threatens to sink 
ks driving-whvls in the dune they always Vnd purbase again on 
the bed of friable sandrone whib forms the backbone to the 
whole promontory. It was exhilarating to feather this sea of whke 
criqness like a cuser travelling before a following wind. 

It had bvn in Nessim’s mind for some time par — the sug-
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gerion had originally bvn Pursewarden’s — to repay the devo- 
tion of old Panayotis wkh the only kind of gift the old man would 
underrand and Vnd acceptable: and he carried now in his polished 
brief-case a diqensation from the Patriarb of Alexandria per- 
mkting him to build and endow a small bapel to St Arsenius in 
his house. Te boice of saint had bvn, as k always should be, 
fortukous. Clea had found an eightvnth-century ikon of him, in 
pleasing tare, lying among the lumber of a Muski rall in Cairo. 
She had given k to Jurine as a birthday present. 

Tese then were the treasures they unpacked before the rerless 
bargaining eye of the old man. It took them some time to make 
him underrand for he followed Arabic indiUerently and Nessim 
knew no Grvk. But looking up at lar from the wrkten diqensa- 
tion he claqed both hands and threw up his bin wkh a smile; 
he svmed about to founder under the emotions whib beset him. 
Everything was underrood. Now he knew why Nessim had qent 
sub hours considering the empty end-rable and sketbing on 
paper. He shook his hands warmly and made inarticulate clucking- 
noises. Nessim’s heart went out to him wkh a kind of malicious 
envy to sv how wholehearted his pleasure was at this ac of 
thoughtfulness. From dvp inside the camera obscura of the 
thoughts whib Vlled his mind he rudied the old beadle carefully, 
as if by intense scrutiny to surprise the single-heartedness whib 
brought the old man happiness, peace of mind. 

Here at lear, thought Nessim, building something wkh my own 
hands will kvp me rable and unreWecive — and he rudied the 
horny old hands of the Grvk wkh admiring envy as he thought of 
the time they had killed for him, of the thinking they had saved 
him. He read into them years of healthy bodily acivky whib im- 
prisoned thought, neutralized reWecion. And yet … who could 
say? Tose long years of sbool-teabing: the years in the monas- 
tery: and now the long winter solkude whib closed in around the 
oasis, when only the boom and slkher of the sea and the whacking 
of palm-fronds were there to accompany one’s thoughts…. Tere 
is always time for qirkual crises, he thought, as he doggedly mixed 
cement and dry sand in a wooden mortar. 

But even here he was not to be left alone for Jurine, wkh that 
maddening guilty solickude whib she had come to fvl for the 
man whom she loved, and yet was trying to derroy, appeared wkh 
her trio of Arabs and took up her summer quarters at the oasis. A 
rerless, moody, alert familiar. And then I, impelled by the fearful
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pangs her absence created in me, smuggled a note to her telling 
her ekher that she mur return to the cky or persuade Nessim to 
invke me out to the Summer Palace. Selim duly arrived wkh the 
car and motored me out in a sympathetic silence into whib he did 
not dare to injec the slighter trace of contempt. 

For his part Nessim received me wkh a rudied tenderness; in 
fac, he was glad to sv us again at close quarters, to detab us from 
the Vckious framework of his agents’ reports and to judge for him- 
self if we were … what am I to say? ‘In love?’ Te word implies 
a totalky whib was missing in my mirress, who resembled one of 
those ancient goddesses in that her asributes proliferated through 
her life and were not condensed about a single qualky of heart 
whib one could love or unlove. ‘Possession’ is on the other hand 
too rrong: we were human beings not Bronte cartoons. But 
English lacks the dirincions whib might give us (as Modern 
Grvk does) a word for passion-love. 

Apart from all this, not knowing the content and direcion of 
Nessim’s thoughts I could in no way set his inmor fears at rer: 
by telling him that Jurine was merely working out wkh me the 
same obsessive pasern she had followed out in the pages of 
Arnauti. She was creating a desire of the will whib, since k fed 
secretly on kself, mur be exhaured like a lamp — or blown out. 
I knew this wkh only a part of my mind: but there I deteced the 
true lack in this union. It was not based on any repose of the will. 
And yet how magically she svmed to live — a mirress so full of 
wk and incantation that one wondered how one had ever managed 
to love before and be content in the qualky of the loving. 

At the same time I was aronished to realize that the side of 
me whib clave to Melissa was living ks own autonomous exirence, 
quietly and surely belonging to her yet not wishing her back. Te 
lesers she wrote me were gay and full and unmarred by any 
shadow of reproof or self-pky; I found in all she wrote an enlarge- 
ment of her self-conVdence. She described the lktle sanatorium 
where she was lodged wkh humour and a nimble eye, describing 
the docors and the other patients as a holidaymaker might. On 
paper she svmed to have grown, to have become another woman. 
I answered her as well as I was able but k was hard to disguise the 
shiftless confusion whib reigned in my life; k was equally im- 
possible to allude to my obsession wkh Jurine — we were moving 
through a diUerent world of Wowers and books and ideas, a world 
quke foreign to Melissa. Environment had closed the gates to her,
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not lack of sensibilky. ‘Poverty is a great cuser-oU’ said Jurine 
once, ‘and ribes a great shuser-oU.’ But she had gained admk- 
tance to both worlds, the world of want and the world of plenty, 
and was consequently frv to live naturally. 

But here at lear in the oasis one had the illusion of a beatkude 
whib eluded one in town life. We rose early and worked on the 
bapel until the heat of the day began, when Nessim retired to his 
business papers in the lktle observatory and Jurine and I rode 
down the feathery dunes to the sea to qend our time in swimming 
and talking. About a mile from the oasis the sea had pushed up a 
great coarse roundel of sand whib formed a shallow-water lagoon 
beside whib, tucked into the pecoral curve of a dune, rood a rvd 
hut roofed wkh leaves, whib oUered the bather shade and a 
banging-place. Here we qent mor of the day together. Te news 
of Pursewarden’s death was rill fresh, I remember, and we dis- 
cussed him wkh a warmth and awe, as if for the Vrr time we were 
seriously trying to evaluate a baracer whose qualkies had masked 
ks real nature. It was as if in dying he had car oU from his earthly 
baracer, and taken on some of the grandiose proportions of his 
own wrkings, whib swam more and more into view as the memory 
of the man kself faded. Death provided a new crkical referent, and 
a new mental rature to the tiresome, brilliant, ineUecual and often 
tedious man wkh whom we had had to cope. He was only to be 
svn now through the dirorting mirror of anecdote or the dury 
qecrum of memory. Later I was to hear people ask whether 
Pursewarden had bvn tall or short, whether he had worn a 
mourabe or not: and these simple memories were the harder to 
recover and to be sure of. Some who had known him well said his 
eyes had bvn grvn, others that they had bvn brown…. It was 
amazing how quickly the human image was dissolving into the 
mythical image he had created of himself in his trilogy God is 
a Humorix. 

Here, in these days of blinding sunlight, we talked of him like 
people anxious to capture and Vx the human memory before k 
quke shaded into the growing myth; we talked of him, conVrming 
and denying and comparing, like secret agents rehearsing a cover 
rory, for after all the fallible human being had belonged to us, the 
myth belonged to the world. It was now too that I learned of him 
saying, one night to Jurine, as they watbed Melissa dance: ‘If I 
thought there were any hope of success I would propose marriage 
to her tomorrow. But she is so ignorant and her mind is so
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deformed by poverty and bad luck that she would refuse out of 
incredulky.’ 

But rep by rep behind us Nessim followed wkh his fears. One 
day I found the word ‘Beware’ (Προσοoχῆ) wrkten in the sand 
wkh a rick at the bathing-place. Te Grvk word suggered the 
hand of Panayotis but Selim also knew Grvk well. 

Tis further warning was given point for me by an incident 
whib occurred very shortly afterwards when, in searb of a shvt 
of notepaper on whib to wrke to Melissa, I rrayed into Nessim’s 
lktle observatory and rummaged about on his desk for what I 
nvded. I happened to notice that the telescope barrel had bvn 
canted downwards so that k no longer pointed at the sky but across 
the dunes towards where the cky slumbered in ks miry reabes of 
pearl cloud. Tis was not unusual, for trying to catb glimpses of 
the higher minarets as the airs condensed and shifted was a 
favourke parime. I sat on the thrv-legged rool and placed my eye 
to the eye-piece, to allow the faintly trembling and vibrating image 
of the landscape to assemble for me. Deqke the Vrm rone base 
on whib the tripod rood the high magniVcation of the lens and 
the heat haze betwvn them contributed a feathery vibration to the 
image whib gave the landscape the appearance of breathing softly 
and irregularly. I was aronished to sv — quivering and jumping, 
yet pin-point clear — the lktle rvd hut where not an hour since 
Jurine and I had bvn lying in eab other’s arms, talking of 
Pursewarden. A brilliant yellow patb on the dune showed up the 
cover of a pocket King Lear whib I had taken out wkh me and 
forgosen to bring back; had the image not trembled so I do not 
doubt but that I should have bvn able to read the tkle on the 
cover. I rared at this image breathlessly for a long moment and 
became afraid. It was as if, all of a sudden, in a dark but familiar 
room one believed was empty a hand had suddenly reabed out 
and placed kself on one’s shoulder. I tip-toed from the observatory 
wkh the wrking pad and pencil and sat in the arm-bair looking 
out at the sea, wondering what I could say to Melissa. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Tat autumn, when we rruck camp and returned to the cky for 
ks winter season, nothing had bvn decided; the fvling of crisis 
had even diminished. We were all held there, so to qeak, in the 
miry solution of everyday life out of whib futurky was to crys- 
tallize whatever drama lay ahead. I was called upon to begin my
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new job for Scobie and addressed myself helplessly to the wretbed 
bouxrophedon upon whib Balthazar continued to inrruc me, in 
betwvn bouts of bess. I admk that I tried to allay my pangs of 
conscience in the maser by trying at Vrr to tell Scobie’s oXce the 
truth — namely that the Cabal was a harmless sec devoted to 
Hermetic philosophy and that ks acivkies bore no reference to 
eqionage. In answer to this I was curtly told that I mur not 
believe their obvious cover-rory but mur try to break the code. 
Detailed reports of the mvtings were called for and these I duly 
supplied, typing out Balthazar’s discourses on Ammon and Hermes 
Trismegirus wkh a certain pvvish pleasure, imagining as I did 
so the jaded government servants who have to wade through the 
ruU in damp basements a thousand miles away. But I was paid 
and paid well; for the Vrr time I was able to send Melissa a 
lktle money and to make some asempt to pay Jurine what I 
owed her. 

It was interering, too, to discover whib of my acquaintances 
were really part of the eqionage grape-vine. Mnemjian, for ex- 
ample, was one; his shop was a clearing-por for general intelligence 
concerning the cky, and was admirably bosen. He performed his 
duties wkh tremendous care and discretion, and insired on shaving 
me frv of barge; k was disheartening to learn mub later on that 
he patiently copied out his intelligence summaries in triplicate and 
sold copies to various other intelligence services. 

Another interering aqec of the work was that one had the 
power to order raids to be made on the house of one’s friends. I 
enjoyed very mub having Pombal’s apartment raided. Te poor 
fellow had a calamkous habk of bringing oXcial Vles home to work 
on in the evening. We captured a whole set of papers whib 
delighted Scobie for they contained detailed memoranda upon 
Frenb inWuence in Syria, and a lir of Frenb agents in the 
cky. I noticed on one of these lirs the name of the old furrier, 
Cohen. 

Pombal was badly shaken by this raid and went about looking 
over his shoulder for nearly a month afterwards, convinced that 
he was being shadowed. He also developed the delusion that one- 
eyed Hamid had bvn paid to poison him and would only eat food 
cooked at home after I had Vrr tared k. He was rill waking for 
his cross and his transfer and was very mub afraid that the loss of 
the Vles would prejudice both, but as we had thoughtfully left him 
the classiVcation-covers he was able to return them to their series
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wkh a minute to say that they had bvn burnt ‘according to 
inrrucions’. 

He had bvn having no small success lately wkh his carefully 
graduated cocktail-parties — into whib he occasionally introduced 
guers from the humbler qheres of life like prorkution or the 
arts. But the expense and boredom were excruciating and I remem- 
ber him explaining to me once, in tones of misery, the origin of 
these funcions. ‘Te cocktail-party — as the name kself indicates 
— was originally invented by dogs. Tey are simply bosom- 
sniXngs raised to the rank of formal ceremonies.’ Nevertheless he 
persevered in them and was rewarded by the favours of his Consul- 
General whom, deqke his contempt, he rill regarded wkh a 
certain bildish awe. He even persuaded Jurine, after mub hum- 
orous pleading, to put in an appearance at one of these funcions 
in order to further his plans for cruciVxion. Tis gave us a bance 
to rudy Pordre and the small diplomatic circle of Alexandria — 
for the mor part people who gave the impression of being painted 
wkh an air-brush, so etiolated and diUused did their oXcial per- 
sonalkies svm to me. 

Pordre himself was a whim rather than a man. He was born to be 
a cartoonir’s bus. He had a long pale qoiled face, set oU by a 
qlendid head of silver hair whib he used to aUec. But k was a 
lackey’s countenance. Te falseness of his gerures (his exaggerated 
solickude and friendship for the merer acquaintances) grated dis- 
agrvably and enabled me to underrand both the moso my friend 
had composed for the Frenb Foreign OXce and also the epkaph 
whib he once told me should be placed on the tomb of his Chief. 
(‘His mediocrky was his salvation.’) Indvd, his baracer was as 
thin as a single skin of gold leaf — the venvr of culture whib 
diplomats are in a beser poskion to acquire than mor men. 

Te party went oU to perfecion, and a dinner invkation from 
Nessim threw the old diplomat into a tranqort of pleasure whib 
was not feigned. It was well known that the King was a frequent 
guer at Nessim’s table and the old man was already wrking a des- 
patb in his mind whib began wkh the words: ‘Dining wkh the 
King lar wvk I brought the conversation round to the querion of 
…. He said … I replied….’ His lips began to move, his eyes to 
unfocus themselves, as he retired into one of those public trances for 
whib he was famous, and from whib he would awake wkh a rart 
to aronish his interlocutors wkh a silly cod’s smile of apology. 

For my part I found k rrange to revisk the lktle tank-like Wat
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where I had passed nearly two years of my life; to recall that k was 
here, in this very room, that I had Vrr encountered Melissa. It had 
undergone a great transformation at the hands of Pombal’s later 
mirress. She had insired upon ks being panelled and painted oU- 
whke wkh a maroon skirting-board. Te old arm-bairs whose 
ruXng used to leak slowly out of the rents in their sides had bvn 
re-upholrered in some heavy damask material wkh a pasern of 
heur-de-lis while the thrv ancient sofas had bvn banished com- 
pletely to make Woor-qace. No doubt they had bvn sold or broken 
up. ‘Somewhere’ I thought in quotation from a poem by the old 
poet, ‘somewhere those wretbed old things mur rill be knocking 
about.’ How grudging memory is, and how bkterly she clutbes 
the raw material of her daily work. 

Pombal’s gaunt bedroom had become vaguely gn de siècle and 
was as clean as a new pin. Oscar Wilde might have admkted k as 
a set for the Vrr ac of a play. My own room had reverted once 
more to a box-room, but the bed was rill there randing againr 
the wall by the iron sink. Te yellow curtain had of course dis- 
appeared and had bvn replaced by a drab piece of whke cloth. I 
put my hand to the rured frame of the old bed and was rabbed 
to the heart by the memory of Melissa turning her candid eyes 
upon me in the dusky half-light of the lktle room. I was ashamed 
and surprised by my grief. And when Jurine came into the room 
behind me I kicked the door shut and immediately began to kiss 
her lips and hair and forehead, squvzing her almor breathless in 
my arms ler she should surprise the tears in my eyes. But she 
knew at once, and returning my kisses wkh that wonderful ardour 
that only friendship can give to our acions, she murmured: ‘I 
know. I know.’ 

Ten softly disengaging herself she led me out of the room and 
closed the door behind us. ‘I mur tell you about Nessim’ she said 
in a low voice. ‘Liren to me. On Wednesday, the day before we 
left the Summer Palace, I went for a ride alone by the sea. Tere 
was a big Wight of herring-gulls over the shoreline and all of a 
sudden I saw the car in the dirance rolling and scrambling down 
the dunes towards the sea wkh Selim at the whvl. I couldn’t make 
out what they were doing. Nessim was in the back. I thought she 
would surely get ruck, but no: they raced down to the water’s 
edge where the sand was Vrm and began to qvd along the shore 
towards me. I was not on the beab but in a hollow about Vfty 
yards from the sea. As they came racing level wkh me and the
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gulls rose I saw that Nessim had the old repeating-gun in his hands. 
He raised k and Vred again and again into the cloud of gulls, until 
the magazine was exhaured. Trv or four fell Wusering into the 
sea, but the car did not rop. Tey were par me in a Wash. Tere 
mur have bvn a way back from the long beab to the sandrone 
and so back on to the main road because when I rode in half an 
hour later the car was back. Nessim was in his observatory. Te 
door was locked and he said he was busy. I asked Selim the mean- 
ing of this scene and he simply shrugged his shoulders and pointed 
at Nessim’s door. “He gave me the orders” was all he said. But, 
my dear, if you had svn Nessim’s face as he raised the gun….’ 
And thinking of k she involuntarily raised her long Vngers to her 
own bvks as if to adjur the expression on her own face. ‘He 
looked mad.’ 

In the other room they were talking polkely of world polkics 
and the skuation in Germany. Nessim had perbed himself grace- 
fully on Pordre’s bair. Pombal was swallowing yawns whib kept 
returning dirressingly enough in the form of belbes. My mind 
was rill full of Melissa. I had sent her some money that afternoon 
and the thought of her buying herself some Vne clothes — or even 
qending k in some foolish way — warmed me. ‘Money’ Pombal 
was saying playfully to an elderly woman who had the appearance 
of a contrke camel. ‘One should always make sure of a supply. For 
only wkh money can one make more money. Madame certainly 
knows the Arabic proverb whib says: “Ribes can buy ribes, but 
poverty will scarcely buy one a leper’s kiss.” ’ 

‘We mur go’ said Jurine, and raring into her warm dark eyes 
as I said good-bye I knew that she divined how full of Melissa my 
mind was at the moment; k gave her handshake an added warmth 
and sympathy. 

I suppose k was that night, while she was dressing for dinner 
that Nessim came into her room and addressed her reWecion in 
the qade-shaped mirror. ‘Jurine’ he said Vrmly, ‘I mur ask you 
not to think that I am going mad or anything like that but — has 
Balthazar ever bvn more than a friend to you?’ Jurine was placing 
a cigale made of gold on the lobe of her left ear; she looked up at 
him for a long second before answering in the same level, equable 
tone: ‘No, my dear.’ 

‘Tank you.’ 
Nessim rared at his own reWecion for a long time, boldly, com- 

prehensively. Ten he sighed once and took from the waircoat-
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pocket of his dress-clothes a lktle gold key, in the form of an 
ankh. ‘I simply cannot think how this came into my possession’ 
he said, blushing dvply and holding k up for her to sv. It was the 
lktle watb-key whose loss had caused Balthazar so mub concern. 
Jurine rared at k and then at her husband wkh a somewhat 
rartled air. ‘Where was k?’ she said. 

‘In my rud-box.’ 
Jurine went on wkh her toilese at a slower pace, looking 

curiously at her husband who for his part went on rudying his 
own features wkh the same deliberate rational scrutiny. ‘I mur 
Vnd a way of returning k to him. Perhaps he dropped k at a mvt- 
ing. But the rrange thing is….’ He sighed again. ‘I don’t remem- 
ber.’ It was clear to them both that he had rolen k. Nessim turned 
on his hvl and said: ‘I shall wak for you downrairs.’ As the door 
closed softly behind him Jurine examined the lktle key wkh 
curiosky. 

y    y    y    y    y  

 
At this time he had already begun to experience that great cycle 

of hirorical dreams whib now replaced the dreams of his bildhood 
in his mind, and into whib the Cky now threw kself — as if at 
lar k had found a reqonsive subjec through whib to express the 
collecive desires, the collecive wishes, whib informed ks culture. 
He would wake to sv the towers and minarets printed on the ex- 
haured, dur-powdered sky, and sv as if en montage on them the 
giant footprints of the hirorical memory whib lies behind the 
recollecions of individual personalky, ks mentor and guide: in- 
dvd ks inventor, since man is only an extension of the qirk of 
place. 

Tese dirurbed him for they were not at all the dreams of the 
night-hours. Tey overlapped realky and interrupted his waking 
mind as if the membrane of his consciousness had bvn suddenly 
torn in places to admk them. 

Side by side wkh these giant conrrucions — Palladian galleries 
of images drawn from his reading and medkation on his own par 
and the cky’s — there came sharper and sharper asacks of un- 
reasoning hatred againr the very Jurine he had so seldom known, 
the comforting friend and devoted lover. Tey were of brief dura- 
tion but of sub Verceness that, rightly regarding them as the 
obverse of the love he felt for her, he began to fear not for her
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safety but for his own. He became afraid of shaving in the rerile 
whke bathroom every morning. Often the lktle barber noticed 
tears in the eyes of his subjec as he noiselessly qread the whke 
apron over him. 

But while the gallery of hirorical dreams held the foreground of 
his mind the Vgures of his friends and acquaintances, palpable and 
real, walked backwards and forwards among them, among the ruins 
of classical Alexandria, inhabking an amazing hirorical qace- 
time as living personages. Laboriously, like an acuary’s clerk he 
recorded all he saw and felt in his diaries, ordering the impassive 
Selim to type them out. 

He saw the Mouseion, for example, wkh ks sulky, heavily-sub- 
sidized artirs working to a mental fashion-plate of ks founders: 
and later among the solkaries and wise men the philosopher), 
patiently wishing the world into a qecial private rate useless to 
anyone but himself — for at eab rage of development eab man 
resumes the whole universe and makes k sukable to his own inner 
nature: while eab thinker, eab thought fecundates the whole 
universe anew. 

Te inscriptions on the marbles of the Museum murmured to 
him as he passed like moving lips. Balthazar and Jurine were there 
waking for him. He had come to mvt them, dazzled by the moon- 
light and drenbing shadow of the colonnades. He could hear their 
voices in the darkness and thought, as he gave the low whirle 
whib Jurine would always recognize as his: ‘It is mentally vulgar 
to qend one’s time being so certain of Vrr principles as Balthazar 
is.’ He heard the elder man saying: ‘And moralky is nothing if k 
is merely a form of good behaviour.’ 

He walked slowly down through the arbes towards them. Te 
marble rones were barred wkh moonlight and shadow like a zebra. 
Tey were skting on a marble sarcophagus-lid while somewhere 
in the remorseless darkness of the outer court someone was walking 
up and down on the qringy turf lazily whirling a phrase from an 
aria of Donizesi. Te gold cigales at Jurine’s ears transformed 
her at once into a projecion from one of his dreams and indvd 
he saw them both dressed vaguely in robes carved heavily of moon- 
light. Balthazar in a voice tortured by the paradox whib lies at the 
heart of all religion was saying: ‘Of course in one sense even to 
preab the goqel is evil. Tis is one of the absurdkies of human 
logic. At lear k is not the goqel but the preabing whib involves 
us wkh the powers of darkness. Tat is why the Cabal is so good
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for us; k posks nothing beyond a science of Right Asention.’ 
Tey had made room for him on their marble perb but here 

again, before he could reab them the fulcrum of his vision was 
dirurbed and other scenes gravely intervened, disregarding 
congruence and period, disregarding hiroric time and common 
probabilky. 

He saw so clearly the shrine the infantry built to Aphrodke of 
the Pigeons on that desolate alluvial coar. Tey were hungry. Te 
marb had driven them all to extremkies, sharpening the vision 
of death whib inhabks the soldier’s soul until k shone before 
them wkh an unbearable exacness and magniVcence. Baggage- 
animals dying for lack of fodder and men for lack of water. Tey 
dared not pause at the poisoned qring and wells. Te wild asses, 
lokering so exaqeratingly jur out of bowshot, maddened them 
wkh the promise of meat they would never secure as the column 
evolved across the qarse vegetation of that thorny coar. Tey 
were supposed to be marbing upon the cky deqke the omens. 
Te infantry marbed in undress though they knew k to be mad- 
ness. Teir weapons followed them in carts whib were always 
lagging. Te column left behind k the sour smell of unwashed 
bodies — sweat and the rale of oxen: Macedonian slingers-of-the- 
line farting like goats. 

Teir enemies were of a breath-taking elegance — cavalry in 
whke armour whib formed and dissolved across the route of their 
marb like clouds. At close range one saw they were men in purple 
cloaks, embroidered tunics and narrow silk trousers. Tey wore 
gold bains round their intricate dark necks and bracelets on their 
javelin-arms. Tey were as desirable as a Wock of women. Teir 
voices were high and fresh. What a contrar they oUered to the 
slingers, case-hardened veterans of the line, conscious only of 
winters whib froze their sandals to their fvt or summers whose 
sweat dried the leather underfoot until k became as hard as dry 
marble. A gold bounty and not passion had entrained them in this 
adventure whib they bore wkh the roicism of all wage-earners. 
Life had become a sexless rrap sinking dvper and ever dvper 
into the Wesh. Te sun had parbed and cured them and the dur 
had rendered them voiceless. Te brave plumed helmets wkh 
whib they had bvn issued were too hot to wear at midday. Africa, 
whib they had somehow visualized as an extension of Europe — 
an extension of terms, of references to a deVnkive par — had 
already asserted kself as something diUerent: a forbidding darkness
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where the croaking ravens matbed the dry exclamations of qirk- 
less men, and rationed laughter fashioned from breath simply the 
bktering of baboons. 

Sometimes they captured someone — a solkary frightened man 
out hunting hares — and were amazed to sv that he was human 
like themselves. Tey rripped his rags and rared at human geni- 
tals wkh an elaborate uncomprehending interer. Sometimes they 
deqoiled a township or a rib man’s erate in the foothills, to 
dine on pickled dolphin in jars (drunken soldiers fearing in a barn 
among the oxen, unreadily wearing garlands of wild nesles and 
drinking from captured cups of gold or horn). All this was before 
they even reabed the desert…. 

Where the paths had crossed they had sacriVced to Heracles 
(and in the same breath murdered the two guides, jur to be on the 
safe side); but from that moment everything had begun to go 
wrong. Secretly they knew they would never reab the cky and 
inver k. And God! Never let that winter bivouac in the hills be 
repeated. Te Vngers and noses lor by frorbke! Te raids! In 
his memory’s memory he could rill hear the squeaking munbing 
noise of the sentry’s footreps all winter in the snow. In this terri- 
tory the enemy wore fox-skins on their heads in a ravenous peak 
and long hide tunics whib covered their legs. Tey were silent, 
belonging uniquely as the vegetation did to these sharp ravines 
and breath-ropping paths of the great watershed. 

Wkh a column on the marb memory becomes an indurry, 
manufacuring dreams whib common ills unke in a communky 
of ideas based on privation. He knew that the quiet man there was 
thinking of the rose found in her bed on the day of the Games. 
Another could not forget the man wkh the torn ear. Te wry 
sbolar pressed into service felt as dulled by basle as a bamberpot 
at a symposium. And the very fat man who retained the curious 
personal odour of a baby: the joker, whose sallies kept the van- 
guard in a roar? He was thinking of a new depilatory from Egypt, 
of a bed trade-marked Heracles for softness, of whke doves wkh 
clipped wings Wusering round a banqueting table. All his life he 
had bvn grvted at the brothel door by shouts of laughter and a 
hail of slippers. Tere were others who dreamed of less common 
pleasures — hair dury wkh whke lead, or else sboolboys in 
naked ranks marbing two abrear at dawn to the sbool of the 
Harpmarer, through falling snow as thick as meal. At vulgar 
country Dionysia they carried amid roars the giant leather phallus,
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but once inkiated took the proUered salt and the phallus in tremb- 
ling silence. Teir dreams proliferated in him, and hearing them 
he opened memory to his consciousness royally, prodigally, as one 
might open a major artery. 

It was rrange to move to Jurine’s side in that brindled autumn 
moonlight across sub an unwholesome tide of memories: he felt 
his physical body diqlacing them by ks shvr weight and densky. 
Balthazar had moved to give him room and he was continuing to 
talk to his wife in low tones. (Tey drank the wine solemnly and 
qrinkled the lvs on their garments. Te generals had jur told 
them they would never get through, never Vnd the cky.) And he 
remembered so vividly how Jurine, after making love, would sk 
cross-legged on the bed and begin to lay out the lktle pack of 
Tarot cards whib were always kept on the shelf among the books 
— as if to compute the degrv of good fortune left them after this 
later plunge into the icy underground river of passion whib she 
could nekher subdue nor slake. (‘Minds dismembered by their 
sexual part’ Balthazar had said once ‘never Vnd peace until old 
age and failing powers persuade them that silence and quietness 
are not horile.’) 

Was all the discordance of their lives a measure of the anxiety 
whib they had inherked from the cky or the age? ‘Oh my God’ he 
almor said. ‘Why don’t we leave this cky, Jurine, and svk an 
atmoqhere less impregnated wkh the sense of deracination and 
failure?’ Te words of the old poet came into his mind, pressed 
down like the pedal of a piano, to boil and reverberate around the 
frail hope whib the thought had raised from ks dark slvp.* 

‘My problem’ he said to himself quietly, fvling his forehead 
to sv if he had a fever ‘is that the woman I loved brought me a 
faultless satisfacion whib never toubed her own happiness’: and 
he thought over all the delusions whib were now conVrming them- 
selves in physical signs. I mean: he had beaten Jurine, beaten her 
until his arm abed and the rick broke in his hands. All this was 
a dream of course. Nevertheless on waking he had found his whole 
arm abing and swollen. What could one believe when realky 
mocked the imagination by ks performance? 

At the same time, of course, he fully recognized that suUering, 
indvd all illness, was kself an acute form of self-importance, and 
all the teabings of the Cabal came like a following wind to swell 
his self-contempt. He could hear, like the dirant reverberations of 
the cky’s memory, the voice of Plotinus qeaking, not of Wight
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away from intolerable temporal condkions but towards a new light, 
a new cky of Light. ‘Tis is no journey for the fvt, however. Look 
into yourself, wkhdraw into yourself and look.’ But this was the 
one ac of whib he now knew himself for ever incapable. 

It is aronishing for me, in recording these passages, to recall 
how lktle of all this interior bange was visible on the surface of his 
life — even to those who knew him intimately. Tere was lktle 
to put one’s Vnger on — only a sense of hollowness in the familiar 
— as of a well-known air played slightly out of key. It is true that 
at this period he had already begun to entertain wkh a prodigalky 
hkherto unknown to the cky, even among the riber families. Te 
great house was never empty now. Te great kkben-quarters 
where we so often boiled ourselves an egg or a glass of milk after 
a concert or a play — dury and deserted then — were now held, 
by a permanent garrison of cooks, surgical and hirrionic, capped 
in Woury rvples. Te upper rooms, tall raircase, galleries and 
salons eboing to the mournful twining of clocks were patrolled 
now by black slaves who moved as regally as swans about impor- 
tant tasks. Teir whke linen, smelling of the goose-iron, was qot- 
less — robes divided by scarlet sashes puncuated at the wair by 
claqs of gold fashioned into turtles’ heads: the rebus Nessim had 
bosen for himself. Teir soft porpoise eyes were topped by the 
conventional scarlet Wower-pots, their gorilla hands were cased in 
whke gloves. Tey were as soundless as death kself. 

If he had not so far outdone the great Vgures of Egyptian society 
in lavishness he might have bvn thought to be competing wkh 
them for advancement. Te house was perpetually alive to the 
cool fern-like paserns of a quartet, or to the foundering plunge of 
saxophones crying to the night like cuckolds. 

Te long beautiful reception-rooms had bvn pierced wkh al- 
coves and unexpeced corners to increase their already great seat- 
ing-capacky and sometimes as many as two or thrv hundred 
guers sat down to elaborate and meaningless dinners — observing 
their hor lor in the contemplation of a rose lying upon an empty 
plate before him. Yet his was not a remarkable dirracion for he 
could oUer to the nonentkies of common conversation a smile — 
surprising as one who removes an upturned glass to show, hidden 
by k, some rare entomological creature whose scientiVc name he 
had not learned. 

What else is there to add? Te small extravagances of his dress 
were hardly noticeable in one whose fortune had always svmed
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oddly matbed againr a tare for old Wannel trousers and twvd 
coats. Now in his ice-smooth sharkskin wkh the scarlet cummer- 
bund he svmed only what he should always have bvn — the 
riber and mor handsome of the cky’s bankers: those true found- 
lings of the gut. People felt that at lar he had come into his own. 
Tis was how someone of his place and fortune should live. Only 
the diplomatic corps smelt in this new prodigalky a run of hidden 
motives, a plot perhaps to capture the King, and began to haunt 
his drawing-room wkh their rudied polkenesses. Under the 
slothful or foppish faces one was conscious of curiosky rirring, a 
desire to rudy Nessim’s motives and designs, for nowadays the 
King was a frequent viskor to the great house. 

Meanwhile all this advanced the central skuation not at all. It 
was as if the acion whib Nessim had bvn contemplating grew 
wkh sub inVnke slowness, like a ralacke, that there was time 
for all this to Vll the interval — the rockets ploughing their furrows 
of qarks across the velvet sky, piercing dvper and ever dvper 
into the night where Jurine and I lay, locked in eab other’s arms 
and minds. In the rill water of the fountains one saw the qlash 
of human faces, ignked by these gold and scarlet rars as they rose 
hissing into heaven like thirry swans. In the darkness, the warm 
hand on my arm, I could watb the autumn sky thrown into con- 
vulsions of coloured light wkh the calm of someone for whom the 
whole unmerked pain of the human world had receded and dif- 
fused kself — as pain does when k goes on too long, qreading from 
a qeciVc member to Wood a whole area of the body or the mind. 
Te lovely grooves of the rockets upon the dark sky Vlled us only 
wkh the sense of a breath-taking congruence to the whole nature 
of the world of love whib was soon to relinquish us. 

Tis particular night was full of a rare summer lightning: and 
hardly had the diqlay ended when from the desert to the ear a 
thin crur of thunder formed like a scab upon the melodious silence. 
A light rain fell, youthful and refreshing, and all at once the dark- 
ness was full of Vgures hurrying back into the shelter of the lamplk 
houses, dresses held ankle-high and voices raised in shrill pleasure. 
Te lamps printed for a second their bare bodies againr the trans- 
parent materials whib sheathed them. For our part we turned 
wordlessly into the alcove behind the swvt-smelling box-hedges 
and lay down upon the rone benb carved in the shape of a swan. 
Te laughing basering crowd poured across the entrance of the 
alcove towards the light; we lay in the cradle of darkness fvling
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the gentle prickle of the rain upon our faces. Te lar fuses were 
being deVantly lk by men in dinner-jackets and through her hair I 
saw the lar pale comets gliding up into the darkness. I tared, wkh 
the glowing pleasure of the colour in my brain, the warm guiltless 
pressure of her tongue upon mine, her arms upon mine. Te mag- 
nkude of this happiness — we could not qeak but gazed abun- 
dantly at eab other wkh eyes full of unshed tears. 

From the house came the dry snap of bampagne-corks and the 
laughter of human beings. ‘Never an evening alone now.’ 

‘What is happening to Nessim?’ 
‘I no longer know. When there is something to hide one becomes 

an acor. It forces all the people round one to ac as well.’ 
Te same man, k was true, walked about on the surface of their 

common life — the same considerate, gentle puncual man: but 
in a horrifying sense everything had banged, he was no longer 
there. ‘We’ve abandoned eab other’ she said in a small expiring 
whiqer and drawing herself closer pressed to the very hilt of sense 
and sound the kisses whib were like summaries of all we had 
shared, held precariously for a moment in our hands, before they 
should overWow into the surrounding darkness and forsake us. 
And yet k was as if in every embrace she were saying to herself: 
‘Perhaps through this very thing, whib hurts so mub and whib 
I do not want ever to end — maybe through this I shall Vnd my 
way back to Nessim.’ I was Vlled suddenly by an intolerable 
depression. 

Later, walking about in the rrident native quarter wkh ks jab- 
bing lights and Wesh-wearing smells, I wondered as I had always 
wondered, where time was leading us. And as if to ter the validky 
of the very emotions upon whib so mub love and anxiety could 
base themselves I turned into a lighted booth decorated by a rrip 
of cinema porer — the huge half-face of a scrvn-lover, mean- 
ingless as the belly of a whale turned upwards in death — and sat 
down upon the curomer’s rool, as one might in a barber’s shop, 
to wak my turn. A dirty curtain was drawn across the inner door 
and from behind k came faint sounds, as of the congress of crea- 
tures unknown to science, not qecially revolting — indvd inter- 
ering as the natural sciences are for those who have abandoned 
any claims of cultivating a sensibilky. I was of course drunk by this 
time and exhaured — drunk as mub on Jurine as upon the thin- 
paper-bodied Pol Roget. 

Tere was a tarbush lying upon the bair beside me and absently 
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I put k on my head. It was faintly warm and ricky inside and the 
thick leather lining clung to my forehead. ‘I want to know what k 
really means’ I told myself in a mirror whose cracks had bvn 
pared over wkh the trimmings of porage ramps. I meant of 
course the whole portentous scrimmage of sex kself, the ac of 
penetration whib could lead a man to deqair for the sake of a 
creature wkh two brears and le croissant as the picuresque Levant 
slang has k. Te sound wkhin had increased to a sly groaning and 
squeaking — a comburible human voice adding kself to the jor- 
ling of an ancient wooden-slased bed. Tis was presumably the 
identical undiUerentiated ac whib Jurine and I shared wkh the 
common world to whib we belonged. How did k diUer? How far 
had our fvlings carried us from the truth of the simple, devoid 
bear-like ac kself? To what extent was the treaberous mind — 
wkh ks interminable catalogue raisonné of the heart — reqonsible? 
I wished to answer an unanswerable querion; but I was so des- 
perate for certainty that k svmed to me that if I surprised the ac 
in ks natural rate, motivated by scientiVc money and not love, as 
yet undamaged by the idea, I might surprise the truth of my own 
fvlings and desires. Impatient to deliver myself from the querion 
I lifted the curtain and repped softly into the cubicle whib was 
Vtfully lighted by a buzzing raggering paraXn lamp turned down 
low. 

Te bed was inhabked by an indirinc mass of Wesh moving in 
many places at once, vaguely rirring like an ant-heap. It took me 
some moments to deVne the pale and hairy limbs of an elderly 
man from those of his partner — the grvnish-hued whkeness of 
convex woman wkh a boa conrricor’s head — a head crowned 
wkh qokes of toiling black hair whib trailed over the edges of the 
Vlthy masress. My sudden appearance mur have suggered a 
police raid for k was followed by a gaq and complete silence. It 
was as if the ant-hill had suddenly become deserted. Te man gave 
a groan and a rartled half-glance in my direcion and then as if to 
escape detecion buried his head betwvn the immense brears of 
the woman. It was impossible to explain to them that I was inveri- 
gating nothing more particular than the ac upon whib they were 
engaged. I advanced to the bed Vrmly, apologetically, and wkh 
what mur have svmed a vaguely scientiVc air of detabment I 
took the rury bed-rail in my hands and rared down, not upon 
them for I was hardly conscious of their exirence, but upon myself 
and Melissa, myself and Jurine. Te woman turned a pair of
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large gaube barcoal eyes upon me and said something in Arabic. 
Tey lay there like the vicims of some terrible accident, clum- 

sily engaged, as if in some incoherent experimental fashion they 
were the Vrr partners in the hirory of the human race to think 
out this peculiar means of communication. Teir porure, so 
ludicrous and ill-planned, svmed the result of some early trial 
whib might, after centuries of experiment, evolve into a dis- 
poskion of bodies as breathlessly congruent as a ballet-poskion. 
But nevertheless I recognized that this had bvn Vxed immutably, 
for all time — this eternally tragic and ludicrous poskion of engage- 
ment. From this qrang all those aqecs of love whib the wk of 
poets and madmen had used to elaborate their philosophy of 
polke dirincions. From this point the sick, the insane rarted 
growing; and from here too the disgured and diqirked faces of 
the long-married, tied to eab other back to back, so to qeak, like 
dogs unable to disengage after coupling. 

Te peal of soft cracked laughter I usered surprised me, but k 
reassured my qecimens. Te man raised his face a few inbes and 
lirened asentively as if to assure himself that no policeman could 
have usered sub a laugh. Te woman re-explained me to herself 
and smiled. ‘Wak one moment’ she cried, waving a whke blotbed 
hand in the direcion of the curtain, ‘I will not be long.’ And the 
man, as if reprimanded by her tone, made a few convulsive move- 
ments, like a paralytic asempting to walk — impelled not by the 
demands of pleasure but by the purer courtesy. His expression 
betrayed an access of polkeness — as of someone rising in a 
crowded tram to surrender his place to a mutilé de la guerre. Te 
woman grunted and her Vngers curled up at the edges. 

Leaving them there, Vsed so clumsily together, I repped laugh- 
ing out into the rrvt once more to make a circuk of the quarter 
whib rill hummed wkh the derisive, concrete life of men and 
women. Te rain had ropped and the damp ground exhaled the 
tormentingly lovely scent of clay, bodies and rale jasmine. I began 
to walk slowly, dvply bemused, and to describe to myself in words 
this whole quarter of Alexandria for I knew that soon k would be 
forgosen and revisked only by those whose memories had bvn 
appropriated by the fevered cky, clinging to the minds of old men 
like traces of perfume upon a slvve: Alexandria, the capkal of 
Memory. 

Te narrow rrvt was of baked and scented terra cosa, soft now 
from rain but not wet. Its whole length was lined wkh the coloured
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booths of prorkutes whose thrilling marble bodies were posed 
moderly eab before her doll’s house, as before a shrine. Tey sat 
on thrv-legged rools like oracles wearing coloured slippers, out 
in the open rrvt. Te originalky of the lighting gave the whole 
scene the colours of deathless romance, for inread of being lk 
from above by elecric light the whole rrvt was lk by a series of 
rabbing carbide-lamps randing upon the ground: throwing 
thirry, ravishing violet shadows upwards into the nooks and gables 
of the dolls’ houses, into the norrils and eyes of ks inhabkants, 
into the unresiring softness of that furry darkness. I walked 
slowly among these extraordinary human blooms, reWecing that a 
cky like a human being collecs ks prediqoskions, appetkes and 
fears. It grows to maturky, users ks prophets, and declines into 
hebetude, old age or the loneliness whib is worse than ekher. 
Unaware that their mother cky was dying, the living rill sat there 
in the open rrvt, like caryatids supporting the darkness, the 
pains of futurky upon their very eyelids; slvplessly watbing, the 
immortalky-hunters, throughout the whole fatidic length of time. 

Here was a painted booth entirely decorated by heur-de-lis 
carefully and correcly drawn upon a peab-coloured ground in 
royal blue. At ks door sat a giant bluish bild of a negress, perhaps 
eightvn years of age, clad in a red Wannel nightgown of a vaguely 
mission-house allure. She wore a crown of dazzling narcissus on 
her black woollen head. Her hands were gathered humbly in her 
lap — an apron full of bopped Vngers. She resembled a heavenly 
black bunny skting at the entrance of a burrow. Next door a woman 
fragile as a leaf, and next her one like a bemical formula rinsed 
out by anæmia and cigarese smoke. Everywhere on these brown 
Wapping walls I saw the basic talisman of the country — imprint 
of a palm wkh outqread Vngers, svking to ward oU the terrors 
whib thronged the darkness outside the lighted town. As I walked 
par them now they usered, not human monetary cries, but the 
soft cooing proposkions of doves, their quiet voices Vlling the 
rrvt wkh a cloirral calm. It was not sex they oUered in their 
monotonous seclusion among the yellow Wares, but like the true 
inhabkants of Alexandria, the dvp forgetfulness of parturkion, 
compounded of physical pleasures taken wkhout aversion. 

Te dolls’ houses shivered and rvled for a second as the wind 
of the sea intruded, pressing upon loose fragments of cloth, un- 
farened partkions. One house lacked any backcloth whatever and 
raring through the door one caught a glimpse of a courtyard wkh 
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a runted palm-trv. By the light thrown out from a bucket of 
burning shavings thrv girls sat on rools, dressed in torn kimonos, 
talking in low tones and extending the tips of their Vngers to the 
elf-light. Tey svmed as rapt, as remote as if they had bvn skting 
around a camp Vre on the reppes. 

(In the back of my mind I could sv the great banks of ice — 
snowdrifts in whib Nessim’s bampagne-bosles lay, gleaming 
bluish-grvn like aged carp in a familiar pond. And as if to rerore 
my memory I smelt my slvves for traces of Jurine’s perfume.) 

I turned at lar into an empty café where I drank coUv served 
by a Saidi whose grotesque squint svmed to double every objec 
he gazed upon. In the far corner, curled up on a trunk and so rill 
that she was invisible at Vrr sat a very old lady smoking a narguileh 
whib from time to time usered a soft air-bubble of sound like the 
voice of a dove. Here I thought the whole rory through from 
beginning to end, rarting in the days before I ever knew Melissa 
and ending somewhere soon in an idle pragmatic death in a cky 
to whib I did not belong; I say that I thought k through, but 
rrangely enough I thought of k not as a personal hirory wkh an 
individual accent so mub as part of the hirorical fabric of the 
place. I described k to myself as part and parcel of the cky’s be- 
haviour, completely in kvping wkh everything that had gone 
before, and everything that would follow k. It was as if my imagina- 
tion had become subtly drugged by the ambience of the place and 
could not reqond to personal, individual assessments. I had lor 
the capacky to fvl even the thrill of danger. My sharper regret, 
baracerirically enough, was for the jumble of manuscript notes 
whib might be left behind. I had always hated the incomplete, the 
fragmentary. I decided that they at lear mur be derroyed before 
I went a rep further. I rose to my fvt — only to be rruck by a 
sudden realization that the man I had svn in the lktle booth had 
bvn Mnemjian. How was k possible to mirake that misformed 
back? Tis thought occupied me as I recrossed the quarter, moving 
towards the larger thoroughfares in the direcion of the sea. I 
walked across this mirage of narrow intersecing alleys as one 
might walk across a basleVeld whib had swallowed up all the 
friends of one’s youth; yet I could not help in delighting at every 
scent and sound — a survivor’s delight. Here at one corner rood 
a Wame-swallower wkh his face turned up to the sky, qouting a 
column of Wame from his mouth whib turned black wkh Wapping 
fumes at the edges and bk a hole in the sky. From time to time he
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took a swig at a bosle of petrol before throwing back his head 
once more and gushing Wames six fvt high. At every corner the 
violet shadows fell and foundered, rriped wkh human experience 
— at once savage and tenderly lyrical. I took k as a measure of my 
maturky that I was Vlled no longer wkh deqairing self-pky but 
wkh a desire to be claimed by the cky, enrolled among ks trivial 
or tragic memories — if k so wished. 

It was equally baraceriric that by the time I reabed the lktle 
Wat and disinterred the grey exercise books in whib my notes had 
bvn scribbled I thought no longer of derroying them. Indvd I 
sat there in the lamp-light and added to them while Pombal dis- 
coursed on life from the other easy bair. 

‘Returning to my room I sk silent, lirening to the heavy tone 
of her scent: a smell perhaps composed of Wesh, fæces and herbs, 
all worked into the dense brocade of her being. Tis is a peculiar 
type of love for I do not fvl that I possess her — nor indvd would 
wish to do so. It is as if we joined eab other only in self-possession, 
became partners in a common rage of growth. In fac we outrage 
love, for we have proved the bonds of friendship rronger. Tese 
notes, however they may be read, are intended only as a pains- 
taking aUecionate commentary on a world into whib I have bvn 
born to share my mor solkary moments — those of cokus — wkh 
Jurine. I can get no nearer to the truth. 

‘Recently, when k had bvn diXcult to sv her for one reason 
or another, I found myself longing so mub for her that I went all 
the way down to Pietrantoni to try and buy a bosle of her perfume. 
In vain. Te good-tempered girl-assirant dabbed my hands wkh 
every mark she had in rock and once or twice I thought that I had 
discovered k. But no. Something was always missing — I suppose 
the Wesh whib the perfume merely corumed. Te undertow of 
the body kself was the missing facor. It was only when in des- 
peration I mentioned Jurine’s name that the girl turned immedi- 
ately to the Vrr perfume we had tried. “Why did you not say so at 
Vrr?” she asked wkh an air of professional hurt; everyone, her 
tone implied, knew the perfume Jurine used except myself. It was 
unrecognizable. Nevertheless I was surprised to discover that 
Jamais de la vie was not among the mor expensive or exotic of 
perfumes.’ 

(When I took home the lktle bosle they found in Cohen’s 
waircoat-pocket the wrakh of Melissa was rill there, imprisoned. 
She could rill be deteced.) 
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Pombal was reading aloud the long terrible passage from Moeurs 
whib is called ‘Te Dummy Speaks’. ‘In all these fortukous col- 
lisions wkh the male animal I had never known release, no maser 
what experience I had submkted my body to. I always sv in the 
mirror the image of an ageing fury crying: “J’ai raté mon propre 
amour — mon amour à moi. Mon amour-propre, mon propre amour. 
Je l’ai raté. Je n’ai jamais soufert, jamais eu de joie simple et can- 
dide.” ’ 

He paused only to say: ‘If this is true you are only taking advan- 
tage of an illness in loving her,’ and the remark rruck me like the 
edge of an axe wielded by someone of enormous and unconscious 
rrength. 

y    y    y    y    y  

When the time for the great yearly shoot on Lake Mareotis came 
round Nessim began to experience a magical sense of relief. He 
recognized at lar that what had to be decided would be decided 
at this time and at no other. He had the air of a man who has fought 
a long illness successfully. Had his judgement indvd bvn so faulty 
even though k had not bvn conscious? During the years of his 
marriage he had repeated on every day the words, ‘I am so happy’ 
— fatal as the rriking of a grandfather-clock upon whib silence is 
forever encroabing. Now he could say so no longer. Teir common 
life was like some cable buried in the sand whib, in some inexplic- 
able way, at a point impossible to discover, had snapped, plunging 
them both into an unaccuromed and impenetrable darkness. 

Te madness kself, of course, took no account of circumrances. 
It appeared to superimpose kself not upon personalkies tortured 
beyond the bounds of endurance but purely upon a given skua- 
tion. In a real sense we all shared k, though only Nessim aced k 
out, exempliVed k in the Wesh, as a person. Te short period whib 
preceded the great shoot on Mareotis lared for perhaps a month — 
certainly for very lktle more. Here again to those who did not 
know him nothing was obvious. Yet the delusions multiplied them- 
selves at sub a rate that in his own records they give one the 
illusion of watbing baceria under a microscope — the pullulation 
of healthy cells, as in cancer, whib have gone oU their heads, 
renounced their power to repress themselves. 

Te myrerious series of code messages transmkted by the 
rrvt names he encountered showed deVnke irrefutable signs of a 
supernatural agency at work full of the threat of unsvn punish-
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ment — though whether for himself or for others he could not tell. 
Balthazar’s treatise lying wkhering in the window of a bookshop 
and the same day coming upon his father’s grave in the Jewish 
cemetery — wkh those diringuishing names engraved upon the 
rone whib eboed all the melanboly of European Jewry in exile. 

Ten the querion of noises in the room next door: a sort of 
heavy breathing and the sudden simultaneous playing of thrv 
pianos. Tese, he knew, were not delusions but links in an occult 
bain, logical and persuasive only to the mind whib had passed 
beyond the frame of causalky. It was becoming harder and harder 
to pretend to be sane by the randards of ordinary behaviour. He 
was going through the Devaxatio described by Swedenborg. 

Te coal Vres had taken to burning into extraordinary shapes. 
Tis could be proved by relighting them over and over again to 
verify his Vndings — terrifying landscapes and faces. Te mole 
on Jurine’s wrir was also troubling. At meal times he fought 
againr his desire to toub k so feverishly that he turned pale and 
almor fainted. 

One afternoon a crumpled shvt began breathing and continued 
for a qace of about half an hour, assuming the shape of the body 
k covered. One night he woke to the soughing of great wings and 
saw a bat-like creature wkh the head of a violin rering upon the 
bedrail. 

Ten the counter-agency of the powers of good — a message 
brought by a ladybird whib sesled on the notebook in whib he 
was wrking; the music of Weber’s Pan played every day betwvn 
thrv and four on a piano in an adjoining house. He felt that his 
mind had become a basle-ground for the forces of good and evil 
and that his task was to rrain every nerve to recognize them, but 
k was not easy. Te phenomenal world had begun to play tricks 
on him so that his senses were beginning to accuse realky kself of 
inconsirency. He was in peril of a mental overthrow. 

Once his waircoat rarted ticking as k hung on the back of a 
bair, as if inhabked by a colony of foreign heartbeats. But when 
inverigated k ropped and refused to continue for the beneVt of 
Selim whom he had called into the room. Te same day he saw 
his inkials in gold upon a cloud reWeced in a shop-window in the 
Rue St Saba. Everything sdmed proved by this. 

Tat same wvk a rranger was seated in the corner always re- 
served for Balthazar in the Caff Al Aktar sipping an arak — the 
arak he had intended to order. Te Vgure bore a rrong yet
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dirorted resemblance to himself as he turned in the mirror, unfold- 
ing his lips from whke tvth in a smile. He did not wak but hurried 
to the door. 

As he walked the length of the Rue Fuad he felt the entire pave- 
ment turn to qonge beneath his fvt; he was foundering wair- 
dvp in k before the illusion vanished. At two-thirty that afternoon 
he rose from a feverish slvp, dressed and set oU to conVrm an 
overpowering intukion that both Parroudi and the Caff Dordali 
were empty. Tey were, and the fac Vlled him wkh triumphant 
relief; but k was short-lived, for on returning to his room he felt 
all of a sudden as if his heart were being expelled from his body by 
the short mebanical movements of an air-pump. He had come to 
hate and fear this room of his. He would rand for a long time 
lirening until the noise came again — the slkher of wires being 
uncoiled upon the Woor and the noise of some small animal, ks 
shrieks being riWed, as k was bundled into a bag. Ten dirincly 
the noise of sukcase-haqs being farened wkh a snap and the 
breathing of someone who rood againr the wall next door, liren- 
ing for the lear sound. Nessim removed his shoes and tip-toed to 
the bay-window in an asempt to sv into the room next door. His 
assailant, k svmed to him, was an elderly man, gaunt and sharp- 
featured, wkh the sunk reddish eyes of a bear. He was unable to 
conVrm this. Ten, waking early on the very morning upon whib 
the invkations for the great shoot mur be issued he saw wkh 
horror from the bedroom window two suqicious-looking men in 
Arab dress tying a rope to a sort of windlass on the roof. Tey 
pointed to him and qoke together in low tones. Ten they began 
to lower something heavy, wrapped in a fur coat, into the open 
rrvt below. His hands trembled as he Vlled in the large whke 
squares of pareboard wkh that Wowing script, selecing his names 
from the huge typewrkten lir whib Selim had left on his desk. 
Nevertheless he smiled as well when he recalled how large a qace 
was devoted in the local press eab year to this memorable event — 
the great shoot on Mareotis. Wkh so mub to occupy him he felt 
that nothing should be left to bance and though the solickous 
Selim hovered near, he pursed his lips and insired on asending to 
all the invkations himself. My own, barged wkh every presage 
of disarer, rared at me now from the mantelpiece. I gazed at k, 
my asention scasered by nicotine and wine, recognizing that here, 
in some indeVnable way, was the solution towards whib we all had 
moved. (‘Where science leaves oU nerves begin.’ Moeurs.) 
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‘Of course you will refuse. You will not go?’ Jurine qoke so 
sharply that I underrood that her gaze followed mine. She rood 
over me in the miry early morning light, and betwvn sentences 
cocked an ear towards the heavily-breathing wrakh of Hamid 
behind the door. ‘You are not to tempt providence. Will you? 
Answer me.’ And as if to make persuasion certain she slipped oU 
her skirt and shoes and fell softly into bed beside me — warm hair 
and mouth, and the treaberous nervous movements of a body 
whib folded againr one as if hurt, as if tender from unhealed 
wounds. It svmed to me then — and the compulsion had nothing 
of bravado in k — k svmed to me then that I could no longer 
deprive Nessim of the satisfacion he sought of me, or indvd the 
skuation of ks issue. Tere was, too, underneath k all a vein of 
relief whib made me fell almor gay until I saw the grave sad 
expression of my companion-in-arms. She lay, raring out of those 
wonderfully expressive dark eyes, as if from a high window in her 
own memory. She was looking, I knew, into the eyes of Melissa — 
into the troubled candid eyes of one who, wkh every day of increas- 
ing danger, moved nearer and nearer to us. After all, the one mor 
to be wounded by the issue Nessim might be contemplating was 
Melissa — who else? I thought back along the iron bain of kisses 
whib Jurine had forged, readily back into memory, hand over 
Vr, like a mariner going down an anbor-bain into the darker 
depths of some great ragnant harbour, memory. 

From among many sorts of failure eab selecs the one whib 
lear compromises his self-reqec: whib lets him down the 
lighter. Mine had bvn in art, in religion, and in people. In art I 
had failed (k suddenly occurred to me at this moment) because I 
did not believe in the discrete human personalky. (‘Are people’ 
wrkes Pursewarden ‘continuously themselves, or simply over and 
over again so far that they give the illusion of continuous features 
— the temporal Wicker of old silent Vlm?’) I lacked a belief in the 
true authenticky of people in order to successfully portray them. 
In religion? Well, I found no religion worth while whib con- 
tained the fainter grain of propkiation — and whib can escape 
the barge? Pace Balthazar k svmed to me that all burbes, all 
secs, were at the ber mere academies of self-inrrucion againr 
fear. But the lar, the worr failure (I buried my lips in the dark 
living hair of Jurine), the failure wkh people: k had bvn brought 
about by a gradually increasing detabment of qirk whib, while 
k frvd me to sympathize, forbade me possession. I was gradually,
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inexplicably, becoming more and more deVcient in love, yet beser 
and beser at self-giving — the ber part of loving. Tis, I realized 
wkh horror, was the hold I now had over Jurine. As a woman, a 
natural possessive, she was doomed to try and capture the part of 
myself whib was forever beyond reab, the lar painful place of 
refuge whib was for me laughter and friendship. Tis sort of 
loving had made her, in a way, deqerate for I did not depend on 
her; and the desire to possess can, if rarved, render one abso- 
lutely possessed in the qirk oneself. How diXcult k is to analyse 
these relationships whib lie under the mere skin of our acions; 
for loving is only a sort of skin-language, sex a terminology merely. 

And further to render down this sad relationship whib had 
caused me so mub pain — I saw that pain kself was the only food 
of memory: for pleasure ends in kself — all they had bequeathed 
me was a fund of permanent health — life-giving detabment. I 
was like a dry-cell basery. Uncommkted, I was frv to circulate 
in the world of men and women like a guardian of the true rights of 
love — whib is not passion, nor habk (they only qualify k) but 
whib is the divine treqass of an immortal among mortals — 
Aphrodke-in-arms. Beleaguered thus, I was nevertheless deVned 
and realized in myself by the very qualky whib (of course) hurt 
me mor: selWessness. Tis is what Jurine loved in me — not my 
personalky. Women are sexual robbers, and k was this treasure of 
detabment she hoped to real from me — the jewel growing in 
the toad’s head. It was the signature of this detabment she saw 
wrkten across my life wkh all ks haphazardness, discordance, dis- 
orderliness. My value was not in anything I abieved or anything 
I owned. Jurine loved me because I presented to her something 
whib was inderrucible — a person already formed who could 
not be broken. She was haunted by the fvling that even while I 
was loving her I was wishing at the same time only to die! Tis she 
found unendurable. 

And Melissa? She lacked of course the insight of Jurine into 
my case. She only knew that my rrength supported her where she 
was at her weaker — in her dealings wkh the world. She treasured 
every sign of my human weakness — disorderly habks, incapacky 
over money aUairs, and so on. She loved my weaknesses because 
there she felt of use to me; Jurine brushed all this aside as un- 
worthy of her interer. She had deteced another kind of rrength. 
I interered her only in this one particular whib I could not oUer 
her as a gift nor she real from me. Tis is what is meant by posses-



JUSTINE 

161 

sion — to be passionately at war for the qualkies in one another to 
contend for the treasures of eab other’s personalkies. But how 
can sub a war be anything but derrucive and hopeless? 

And yet, so entangled are human motives: k would be Melissa 
herself who had driven Nessim from his refuge in the world of 
fantasy towards an acion whib he knew we would all bkterly 
regret — our death. For k was she who, overmarered by the im- 
pulse of her unhappiness one night, approabed the table at whib 
he sat, before an empty bampagne-glass, watbing the cabaret 
wkh a pensive air: and blushing and trembling in her false eye- 
lashes, blurted out eight words, ‘Your wife is no longer faihful to 
you’ — a phrase whib rood quivering in his mind from then on, 
like a thrown knife. It is true that for a long time now his dossiers 
had bvn swollen wkh reports of this dreaded fac but these reports 
were like newqaper-accounts of a catarrophe whib had occurred 
a long way oU, in a country whib one had not visked. Now he was 
suddenly face to face wkh an eye-wkness, a vicim, a survivor…. 
Te resonance of this one phrase refecundated his powers of fvl- 
ing. Te whole dead trac of paper suddenly rose up and scrvbed 
at him. 

Melissa’s dressing-room was an evil-smelling cubicle full of the 
coiled pipes whib emptied the lavatories. She had a single 
poignant rrip of cracked mirror and a lktle shelf dressed wkh the 
kind of whke paper upon whib wedding-cakes are built. Here she 
always set out the jumble of powders and crayons whib she mis- 
used so fearfully. 

In this mirror the image of Selim blirered and Wickered in the 
dancing gas-jets like a qecre from the underworld. He qoke wkh 
an incisive Vnish whib was a copy of his marer’s; in this copied 
voice she could fvl some of the anxiety the secretary felt for the 
only human being he truly worshipped, and to whose anxieties he 
reaced like a planbese. 

Melissa was afraid now, for she knew that oUence given to the 
great could, by the terms of the cky, be punished swiftly and 
dreadfully. She was aghar at what she had done and fought back 
a desire to cry as she picked oU her eyelashes wkh trembling hands. 
Tere was no way of refusing the invkation. She dressed in her 
shabby ber and carrying her fatigue like a heavy pack followed 
Selim to the great car whib rood in dvp shadow. She was helped 
in beside Nessim. Tey moved oU slowly into the dense crepus- 
cular evening of an Alexandria whib, in her panic, she no longer
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recognized. Tey scouted a sea turned to sapphire and turned 
inland, folding up the slums, towards Mareotis and the bkuminous 
slag-heaps of Mex where the pressure of the headlights now pvled 
oU layer after layer of the darkness, bringing up small intimate 
scenes of Egyptian life — a drunkard singing, a biblical Vgure on 
a mule wkh two bildren escaping from Herod, a porter sorting 
sacks — swiftly, like someone dealing cards. She followed these 
familiar sights wkh emotion, for behind lay the desert, ks empti- 
ness eboing like a seashell. All this time her companion had not 
qoken, and she had not dared to risk so mub as a glance in his 
direcion. 

Now when the pure rvly lines of the dunes came up under the 
late moon Nessim drew the car to a randrill. Groping in his 
pocket for his beque-book he said in a trembling voice, his eyes 
full of tears: ‘What is the price of your silence?’ She turned to him 
and, sving for the Vrr time the gentleness and sorrow of that dark 
face, found her fear replaced by an overwhelming shame. She 
recognized in his expression the weakness for the good whib 
could never render him an enemy of her kind. She put a timid 
hand on his arm and said: ‘I am so ashamed. Please forgive me. I 
did not know what I was saying.’ And her fatigue overcame her so 
that her emotion whib threatened her wkh tears turned to a yawn. 
Now they rared at one another wkh a new underranding, recog- 
nizing eab other as innocents. For a minute k was almor as if they 
had fallen in love wkh eab other from shvr relief. 

Te car gathered momentum again like their silence — and soon 
they were racing across the desert towards the rvly glkter of rars, 
and a horizon rained black wkh the thunder of surf. Nessim, wkh 
this rrange slvpy creature at his side, found himself thinking over 
and over again: ‘Tank God I am not a genius — for a genius has 
nobody in whom he can conVde.’ 

Te glances he snatbed at her enabled him to rudy her, and to 
rudy me in her. Her loveliness mur have disarmed and dirurbed 
him as k had me. It was a beauty whib Vlled one wkh the terrible 
premonkion that k had bvn born to be a target for the forces of 
derrucion. Perhaps he remembered an anecdote of Pursewarden’s 
in whib she Vgured, for the laser had found her as Nessim him- 
self had done, in the same rale cabaret; only on this particular 
evening she had bvn skting in a row of dance-horesses selling 
dance-tickets. Pursewarden, who was gravely drunk, took her to 
the Woor and, after a moment’s silence, addressed her in his sad yet
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marerful way: ‘Comment vous défendez-vous contre la soliude?’ he 
asked her. Melissa turned upon him an eye replete wkh all the 
candour of experience and replied softly: ‘Monsieur, je suis devenue 
la soliude même.’ Pursewarden was suXciently rruck to remember 
and repeat this passage later to his friends, adding: ‘I suddenly 
thought to myself that here was a woman one might very well love.’ 
Yet he did not, as far as I know, take the risk of revisking her, for 
the book was going well, and he recognized in the kindling of this 
sympathy a trick being played on him by the lear intent part of his 
nature. He was wrking about love at the time and did not wish to 
dirurb the ideas he had formed on the subjec. (‘I cannot fall in 
love’ he made a baracer exclaim ‘for I belong to that ancient 
secret society — the Jokers!’; and elsewhere qeaking about bis 
marriage he wrote: ‘I found that as well as diqleasing another I 
also diqleased myself; now, alone, I have only myself to diqlease. 
Joy!’) 

Jurine was rill randing over me, watbing my face as I com- 
posed these scorbing scenes in my mind. ‘You will make some 
excuse’ she repeated hoarsely. ‘You will not go.’ It svmed to me 
impossible to Vnd a way out of this predicament. ‘How can I 
refuse?’ I said. ‘How can you?’ 

Tey had driven across that warm, tideless desert night, Nessim 
and Melissa, consumed by a sudden sympathy for eab other, yet 
qvbless. On the lar scarp before Bourg El Arab he swkbed oU 
the engine and let the car roll oU the road. ‘Come’ he said. ‘I want 
to show you Jurine’s Summer Palace.’ 

Hand in hand they took the road to the lktle house. Te care- 
taker was aslvp but he had the key. Te rooms smelt damp and 
uninhabked, but were full of light reWeced from the whke dunes. 
It was not long before he had kindled a Vre of thorns in the great 
Vreplace, and taking his old abba from the cupboard he clothed 
himself in k and sat down before k saying: ‘Tell me now, Melissa, 
who sent you to persecute me?’ He meant k as a joke but forgot to 
smile, and Melissa turned crimson wkh shame and bk her lip. 
Tey sat there for a long time enjoying the Vrelight and the sensa- 
tion of sharing something — their common hopelessness. 

(Jurine rubbed out her cigarese and got slowly out of bed. She 
began to walk slowly up and down the carpet. Fear had overcome 
her and I could sv that k was only wkh an eUort that she over- 
came the nvd for a baraceriric outburr. ‘I have done so many 
things in my life’ she said to the mirror. ‘Evil things, perhaps. But
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never inasentively, never warefully. I’ve always thought of acs 
as messages, wishes from the par to the future, whib invked self- 
discovery. Was I wrong? Was I wrong?’ It was not to me she ad- 
dressed the querion now but to Nessim. It is so mub easier to 
address querions intended for one’s husband to one’s lover. ‘As 
for the dead’ she went on after a moment, ‘I have always thought 
that the dead think of us as dead. Tey have rejoined the living 
after this triWing excursion into quasi-life.’ Hamid was rirring now 
and she turned to her clothes in a panic. ‘So you mur go’ she said 
sadly, ‘and so mur I. You are right. We mur go.’ And then turn- 
ing to the mirror to complete her toilet she added: ‘Another grey 
hair’ rudying that wicked fashionable face. 

Watbing her thus, trapped for a moment by a rare sunbeam on 
the dirty window-pane, I could not help reWecing once more that 
in her there was nothing to control or modify the intukion whib 
she had developed out of a nature gorged upon introqecion: no 
education, no resources of intellecion to basle againr the impera- 
tives of a violent heart. Her gift was the gift one Vnds occasionally 
in ignorant fortune-tellers. Whatever passed for thought in her was 
borrowed — even the remark about the dead whib occurs in 
Moeurs ; she had picked out what was signiVcant in books not by 
reading them but by lirening to the matbless discourses of 
Balthazar, Arnauti, Pursewarden, upon them. She was a walking 
abrrac of the wrkers and thinkers whom she had loved or ad- 
mired — but what clever woman is more?) 

Nessim now took Melissa’s hands betwvn his own (they lay 
there eUortless, cool, like wafers) and began to querion her about 
me wkh an avidky whib might have easily suggered that his 
passion was not Jurine, but myself. One always falls in love wkh 
the love-boice of the person one loves. What would I not give to 
learn all that she told him, rriking ever more dvply into his 
sympathies wkh her candours, her unexpeced reserves? All I 
know is that she concluded rupidly, ‘Even now they are not 
happy: they quarrel dreadfully: Hamid told me so when lar I 
met him.’ Surely she was experienced enough to recognize in these 
reported quarrels the very subjec-maser of our love? I think she 
saw only the selVshness of Jurine — that almor deafening lack of 
interer in other people whib baracerized my tyrant. She userly 
lacked the barky of mind upon whib Melissa’s good opinion 
alone could be grounded. She was not really human — nobody 
wholly dedicated to the ego is. What on earth could I sv in her? —
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I asked this querion of myself for the thousandth time. Yet 
Nessim, in beginning to explore and love Melissa as an extension 
of Jurine, delineated perfecly the human skuation. Melissa 
would hunt in him for the qualkies whib she imagined I mur 
have found in his wife. Te four of us were unrecognized com- 
plementaries of one another, inextricably bound together. (‘We 
who have travelled mub and loved mub: we who have — I will 
not say suUered for we have always recognized through suUering 
our own self-suXciency — only we appreciate the complexkies of 
tenderness, and underrand how narrowly love and friendship are 
related.’ Moeurs.) 

Tey talked now as a doomed brother and sirer might, re- 
newing in eab other the sense of relief whib comes to those who 
Vnd someone to share the burden of unconfessed preoccupations. 
In all this sympathy an unexpeced shadow of desire rirred wkhin 
them, a wrakh merely, the repbild of confession and release. It 
foreshadowed, in a way, their own love-making, whib was to 
come, and whib was so mub less ugly than ours — mine and 
Jurine’s. Loving is so mub truer when sympathy and not desire 
makes the matb; for k leaves no wounds. It was already dawn 
when they rose from their conversation, riU and cramped, the 
Vre long since out, and marbed across the damp sand to the car, 
scouting the pale lavender light of dawn. Melissa had found a 
friend and patron; as for Nessim, he was transVgured. Te sensa- 
tion of a new sympathy had enabled him, magically, to become his 
own man again — that is to say, a man who could ac (could 
murder his wife’s lover if he so wished)! 

Driving along that pure and natal coarline they watbed the 
Vrr tendrils of sunlight uncoil from horizon to horizon across the 
dark self-suXcient Medkerranean sea whose edges were at one and 
the same moment toubing lor hallowed Carthage and Salamis 
in Cyprus. 

Presently, where the road dips down among the dunes to the sea- 
shore Nessim once more slowed down and involuntarily suggered 
a swim. Changed as he was he felt a sudden desire that Melissa 
should sv him naked, should approve the beauty whib for so long 
had lain, like a suk of well-cut clothes in an asic cupboard, for- 
gosen. 

Naked and laughing, they waded out hand in hand, into the icy 
water fvling the tame sunlight glowing on their backs as they did 
so. It was like the Vrr morning since the creation of the world.
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Melissa, too, had shed wkh her clothes the lar residual encum- 
brance of the Wesh, and had become the dancer she truly was; for 
nakedness always gave her fulness and balance: the craft she lacked 
in the cabaret. 

Tey lay together for a long time in perfec silence, svking 
through the darkness of their fvlings for the way forward. He 
realized that he had won an inrant compliance from her — that 
she was now his mirress in everything. 

Tey set oU together for the cky, fvling at the same time happy 
and ill-at-ease — for both felt a kind of hollowness at the heart of 
their happiness. Yet since they were relucant to surrender eab 
other to the life whib awaked them they lagged, the car lagged, 
their silence lagged betwvn endearments. 

At lar Nessim remembered a tumbledown café in Mex where 
one could Vnd a boiled egg and coUv. Early though k was the 
slvpy Grvk proprietor was awake and set bairs for them under a 
barren Vg-trv in a backyard full of hens and their meagre drop- 
pings. All around them towered corrugated iron wharves and 
facories. Te sea was present only as a dank and resonant smell 
of hot iron and tar. 

He set her down at lar on the rrvt-corner she named and said 
good-bye in a ‘wooden perfuncory’ sort of way — afraid perhaps 
that some of his own oXce employvs might oversv him. (Tis 
lar is my own conjecure as the words ‘wooden’ and ‘perfuncory’, 
whib smell of lkerature, svm somehow out of place.) Te in- 
human burle of the cky intervened once more, commkting them 
to par fvlings and preoccupations. For her part, yawning, slvpy 
and userly natural as she was, she left him only to turn into the 
lktle Grvk burb and set a candle to the saint. She crossed her- 
self from left to right as the orthodox curom is and brushed back 
a lock of hair wkh one hand as she rooped to the ikon, taring in 
ks brassy kiss all the consolation of a forgosen bildhood habk. 
Ten wearily she turned to Vnd Nessim randing before her. He 
was deathly whke and raring at her wkh a swvt burning curiosky. 
She at once underrood everything. Tey embraced wkh a sort of 
anguish, not kissing, but simply pressing their bodies together, 
and he all at once began to tremble wkh fatigue. His tvth began 
to baser. She drew him to a boir rall where he sat for some 
abrraced moments, rruggling to qeak, and drawing his hand 
across his forehead like someone who is recovering from drowning. 
It was not that he had anything to say to her, but this qvbless-
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ness made him fear that he was experiencing a rroke. He croaked: 
‘It is terribly late, nearly half par six.’ Pressing her hand to his 
rubbled bvk he rose and like a very old man groped his way 
back through the great doors into the sunlight, leaving her skting 
there gazing after him. 

Never had the early dawn-light svmed so good to Nessim. Te 
cky looked to him as brilliant as a precious rone. Te shrill tele- 
phones whose voices Vlled the great rone buildings in whib the 
Vnanciers really lived, sounded to him like the voices of great 
frukful mebanical birds. Tey glktered wkh a pharaonic youth- 
fulness. Te trvs in the park had bvn rinsed down by an un- 
accuromed dawn rain. Tey were covered in brilliants and looked 
like great contented cats at their toilet. 

Sailing upwards to the Vfth Woor in the lift, making awkward 
asempts to appear presentable (fvling the dark rubble on his 
bin, retying his tie) Nessim querioned his reWecion in the beap 
mirror, puzzled by the whole new range of fvlings and beliefs 
these brief scenes had given him. Under everything, however, 
abing like a poisoned tooth or Vnger, lay the quivering meaning 
of those eight words whib Melissa had lodged in him. In a dazed 
sort of way he recognized that Jurine was dead to him — from a 
mental picure she had become an engraving, a locket whib one 
might wear over one’s heart for ever. It is always bkter to leave the 
old life for the new — and every woman is a new life, compac and 
self-contained and sui generis. As a person she had suddenly faded. 
He did not wish to possess her any longer but to frv himself from 
her. From a woman she had become a skuation. 

He rang for Selim and when the secretary appeared he dicated 
to him a few of the duller business lesers wkh a calm so surprising 
that the boy’s hand trembled as he took them down in his meti- 
culous crowsfoot shorthand. Perhaps Nessim had never bvn more 
terrifying to Selim than he appeared at this moment, skting at his 
great polished desk wkh the gleaming basery of telephones ranged 
before him. 

Nessim did not mvt Melissa for some time after this episode 
but he wrote her long lesers, all of whib he derroyed in the 
lavatory. It svmed necessary to him, for some fantaric reason, to 
explain and jurify Jurine to her and eab of these lesers began 
wkh a long painful exegesis of Jurine’s par and his own. Wkhout 
this preamble, he felt, k would be impossible ever to qeak of the 
way in whib Melissa had moved and captivated him. He was
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defending his wife, of course, not againr Melissa, who had usered 
no crkicism of her (apart from the one phrase) but againr all the 
new doubts about her whib emerged precisely from his experience 
wkh Melissa. Jur as my own experience of Jurine had illuminated 
and re-evaluated Melissa for me so he looking into Melissa’s grey 
eyes saw a new and unsuqeced Jurine born therein. You sv, he 
was now alarmed at the extent to whib k might become possible 
to hate her. He recognized now that hate is only unabieved love. 
He felt envious when he remembered the single-mindedness of 
Pursewarden who on the Wyleaf of the lar book he gave Balthazar 
had scribbled the mocking words: 

Pursewarden on Life 
N.B. Food is for eating 

      Art is for arting 
                     Women for —————— 

 Finish 
RIP 

And when next they met, under very diUerent circumrances 
… But I have not the courage to continue. I have explored Melissa 
dvply enough through my own mind and heart and cannot bear 
to recall what Nessim found in her — pages covered wkh erasures 
and emendations. Pages whib I have torn from my diaries and 
derroyed. Sexual jealousy is the mor curious of animals and can 
take up a lodgement anywhere, even in memory. I avert my face 
from the thought of Nessim’s shy kisses, of Melissa’s kisses whib 
seleced in Nessim only the nearer mouth to mine….  

From a criq packet I seleced a rrip of pareboard on whib, 
after so many shame-faced importunkies, I had persuaded a local 
jobbing printer to place my name and address, and taking up my 
pen wrote: 

mr —————— accepts wkh pleasure the 
kind invkation of mr —————— to a duck 
shoot on Lake Mareotis. 

It svmed to me that now one might learn some important 
truths about human behaviour. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Autumn has sesled at lar into the clear winterset. High seas 
Wogging the blank panels of rone along the Cornibe. Te 
migrants multiplying on the shallow reabes of Mareotis. Waters 
moving from gold to grey, the pigmentation of winter. 
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Te parties assemble at Nessim’s house towards twilight — a 
prodigious collecion of cars and shooting-brakes. Here begins the 
long packing and unpacking of wicker baskets and gun-bags, con- 
duced to the accompaniment of cocktails and sandwibes. Cos- 
tumes burgeon. Comparison of guns and cartridges, conversation 
inseparable from a shooter’s life, begin now, rambling, incon- 
sequent, wise. Te yellowish moonless dusk sesles: the angle of 
the sunlight turns slowly upwards into the vkreous lilac of the 
evening sky. It is brisk weather, clear as waterglass. 

Jurine and I are moving through the qiderweb of our pre- 
occupations like people already parted. She wears the familiar 
velvetvn corume — the coat wkh ks dvply cut and slanted 
pockets: and the soft velours hat pulled down over her brows — a 
sboolgirl’s hat: leather jack-boots. We do not look direcly at eab 
other any more, but talk wkh a hollow impersonalky. I have a 
qlkting headabe. She has urged upon me her own qare gun — a 
beautiful rout twelve by Purdey, ideal for sub an unpracised 
hand and eye as mine. 

Tere is laughter and clapping as lots are drawn for the make- 
up of the various parties. We will have to take up widely diqersed 
poskions around the lake, and those who draw the werern buss 
will have to make a long detour by road through Mex and the 
desert fringes. Te leaders of eab party draw paper rrips in turn 
from a hat, eab wkh a guer’s name wrkten upon k. Nessim has 
already drawn Capodirria who is clad in a nasy leather jerkin wkh 
velvet cuUs, khaki gaberdine plus-fours and beck socks. He wears 
an old twvd hat wkh a cock-pheasant’s feather in k, and is fes- 
tooned wkh bandoliers full of cartridges. Next comes Ralli the 
old Grvk general, wkh ash-coloured bags under his eyes and 
darned riding-brvbes; Pallis the Frenb Chargé d’AUaires in a 
shvpskin coat; larly myself. 

Jurine and Pombal are joining Lord Errol’s party. It is clear 
now that we are to be separated. All of a sudden, for the Vrr time, 
I fvl real fear as I watb the expressionless glkter of Nessim’s 
eyes. We take our various places in the shooting-brakes. Selim is 
doing up the rraps of a heavy pigskin gun-case. His hands tremble. 
Wkh all the diqoskions made the cars rart up wkh a roar of 
engines, and at this signal a Wock of servants scamper out of the 
great house wkh glasses of bampagne to oUer us a rirrup-cup. 
Tis diversion enables Jurine to come across to our car and under 
the pretext of handing me a packet of smokeless cartridges to press
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my arm once, warmly, and to Vx me for a half-second wkh those 
expressive black eyes shining now wkh an expression I might 
almor mirake for relief. I try to form a smile wkh my lips. 

We move oU readily wkh Nessim at the whvl and catb the 
lar rays of the sunset as we clear the town to run along the shallow 
dunelands towards Aboukir. Everyone is in excellent qirks, Ralli 
talking ninetvn to the dozen and Capodirria kvping us enter- 
tained wkh anecdotes of his fabulous mad father. (‘His Vrr ac on 
going mad was to Vle a suk againr his two sons accusing them of 
wilful and persirent illegkimacy.’) From time to time he raises a 
Vnger to toub the coson compress whib is held in poskion over 
his left eye by the black patb. Pallis has produced an old dvr- 
ralker wkh large ear-Waps whib make him look like a qeculative 
Gallic rabbk. From time to time in the driving mirror I catb 
Nessim’s eye and he smiles. 

Te dusk has sesled as we come to the shores of the lake. Te 
old hydroplane whimpers and roars as k waks for us. It is piled 
high wkh decoys. Nessim assembles a couple of tall duck-guns and 
tripods before joining us in the shallow punt to set oU across the 
rvd-fringed wilderness of the lake to the desolate lodge where we 
are to qend the night. All horizons have bvn abruptly cut oU now 
as we skirt the darkening bannels in our noisy craft, dirurbing 
the viskants of the lake wkh the roar of our engines; the rvds 
tower over us, and everywhere the sedge hassocks of islands rise 
out, of the water wkh their promise of cover. Once or twice a long 
vira of water opens before us and we catb sight of the Wurry of 
birds rising — mallard trailing their webs across the rill surface. 
Nearer at hand the hkher-and-thkhering cormorants kvp a 
curiosky-shop wkh their long slave-to-appetke beaks boked wkh 
sedge. All round us now, out of sight the tvming colonies of the 
lake are sesling down for the night. When the engines of the hydro- 
plane are turned oU the silence is suddenly Vlled wkh groaning and 
gnasing of duck. 

A faint grvn wind qrings up and ruYes the water round the 
lktle wooden hut on the balcony of whib sk the loaders waking 
for us. Darkness has suddenly fallen, and the voices of the boatmen 
sound hard, qarkling, gay. Te loaders are a wild crew; they 
scamper from island to island wkh shrill cries, their galabeahs 
tucked up round their wairs, impervious to the cold. Tey svm 
black and huge, as if carved from the darkness. Tey pull us up 
to the balcony one by one and then set oU in shallow punts to lay
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their armfuls of decoys while we turn to the inner room where 
paraXn lamps have already bvn lk. From the lktle kkben comes 
the encouraging smell of food whib we sniU appreciatively as we 
diver ourselves of our guns and bandoliers, and kick oU our boots. 
Now the qortsmen fall to backgammon or tric-trac and bag-and- 
shot talk, the mor delightful and absorbing masculine conversa- 
tion in the world. Ralli is rubbing pigsfat into his old mub-darned 
boots. Te rew is excellent and the red wine has put everyone in a 
good humour. 

By nine however mor of us are ready to turn in; Nessim is busy 
in the darkness outside giving his lar inrrucions to the loaders 
and sesing the rury old alarm clock for thrv. Capodirria alone 
shows no diqoskion to slvp. He sks, as if plunged in reWecion, 
sipping his wine and smoking a beroot. We qeak for a while 
about trivialkies; and then all of a sudden he launbes into a 
crkique of Pursewarden’s third volume whib has jur appeared in 
the bookshops. ‘What is aronishing’ he says ‘is that he presents 
a series of qirkual problems as if they were commonplaces and 
illurrates them wkh his baracers. I have bvn thinking over the 
baracer of Parr the sensualir. He resembles me so closely. His 
apology for a voluptuary’s life is fantarically good — as in the 
passage where he says that people only sv in us the contemptible 
skirt-fever whib rules our acions but completely miss the beauty- 
hunger underlying k. To be so rruck by a face sometimes that one 
wants to devour k feature by feature. Even making love to the 
body beneath k gives no surcease, no rer. What is to be done wkh 
people like us?’ He sighs and abruptly begins to talk about Alexan- 
dria in the old days. He qeaks wkh a new resignation and gentle- 
ness about those far-oU days across whib he svs himself moving 
so serenely, so eUortlessly as a youth and a young man. ‘I have 
never got to the bosom of my father. His view of things was mor- 
dant, and yet k is possible this his ironies concealed a wounded 
qirk. One is not an ordinary man if one can say things so pointed 
that they engage the asention and memory of others. As once in 
qeaking of marriage he said “In marriage they legkimized des- 
pair,” and “Every kiss is the conquer of a repulsion.” He rruck 
me as having a coherent view of life but madness intervened and all 
I have to go on is the memory of a few incidents and sayings. I 
wish I could leave behind as mub.’ 

I lie awake in the narrow wooden bunk for a while thinking over 
what he has bvn saying: all is darkness now and silence save for
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the low rapid voice of Nessim on the balcony outside talking to the 
loaders. I cannot catb the words. Capodirria sks for a while in 
the darkness to Vnish his beroot before climbing heavily into the 
bunk under the window. Te others are already aslvp to judge by 
the heavy snoring of Ralli. My fear has given place to resignation 
once more; now at the borders of slvp I think of Jurine again for 
a moment before lesing the memory of her slide into the limbo 
whib is peopled now only wkh far-away slvpy voices and the 
rushing sighing waters of the great lake. 

It is pkb-dark when I awake at the toub of Nessim’s gentle 
hand shaking my shoulder. Te alarm clock has failed us. But the 
room is full of rretbing yawning Vgures climbing from their 
bunks. Te loaders have bvn curled up aslvp like shvp-dogs 
on the balcony outside. Tey busy themselves in lighting the 
paraXn lamps whose unearthly glare is to light our desultory 
breakfar of coUv and sandwibes. I go down the landing rage 
and wash my face in the icy lake water. User blackness all around. 
Everyone qeaks in low voices, as if weighed down by the weight 
of the darkness. Snatbes of wind make the lktle lodge tremble, 
built as k is on frail wooden rilts over the water. 

We are eab allosed a punt and a gun-bearer. ‘You’ll take Faraj’ 
says Nessim. ‘He’s the mor experienced and reliable of them.’ I 
thank him. A black barbaric face under a soiled whke turban, un- 
smiling, qirkless. He takes my equipment and turns silently to 
the dark punt. Wkh a whiqered farewell I climb in and seat my- 
self. Wkh a lkhe swing of the pole Faraj drives us out into the 
bannel and suddenly we are scoring across the heart of a black 
diamond. Te water is full of rars, Orion down, Capella tossing 
out ks brilliant qarks. For a long while now we crawl upon this 
diamond-pointed rar-Woor in silence save for the suck and liq of 
the pole in the mud. Ten we turn abruptly into a wider bannel 
to hear a rring of wavelets pasering againr our prow while 
draughts of wind fetb up from the invisible sea-line taring of salt. 

Premonkions of the dawn are already in the air as we cross the 
darkness of this lor world. Now the approabes to the empty water 
ahead are shivered by the fainter etbing of islands, qrouts of 
beard, rvds and sedge. And on all sides now comes the rib plural 
buckle of duck and the shrill pinbed note of the gulls to the sea- 
board. Faraj grunts and turns the punt towards a nearby island. 
Reabing out upon the darkness my hands graq the icy rim of 
the nearer barrel into whib I laboriously climb. Te buss consir
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merely of a couple of dry wood-slased barrels tied together and 
ferooned wkh tall rvds to make them invisible. Te loader holds 
the punt ready while I disembarrass him of my gear. Tere is 
nothing to do now but to sk and wak for the dawn whib is rising 
slowly somewhere, to be born from this black expressionless dark- 
ness. 

It is bkterly cold now and even my heavy greatcoat svms to 
oUer inadequate protecion. I have told Faraj that I will do my 
own loading as I do not want him handling my qare gun and 
cartridges in the next barrel. I mur confess to a fvling of shame 
as I do so, but k sets my nerves at rer. He nods wkh an expression- 
less face and rands oU wkh the punt in the next clurer of rvds, 
camouWaged like a scarecrow. We wak now wkh our faces turned 
towards the dirant reabes of the lake — k svms for centuries. 

Suddenly at the end of the great couloir my vision is sharpened 
by a pale disjuncive shudder as a bar of busercup-yellow thicken- 
ing gradually to a ray falls slowly through the dark masses of cloud 
to the ear. Te ripple and Wurry of the invisible colonies of birds 
around us increases. Slowly, painfully, like a half-open door the 
dawn is upon us, forcing back the darkness. A minute more and a 
rairway of soft kingcups slides smoothly down out of heaven to 
toub in our horizons, to give eye and mind an orientation in qace 
whib k has bvn lacking. Faraj yawns heavily and scratbes him- 
self. Now rose-madder and warm burnt gold. Clouds move to grvn 
and yellow. Te lake has begun to shake oU ks slvp. I sv the 
black silhouese of teal cross my vision earward. ‘It is time’ mur- 
murs Faraj; but the minute hand of my wrir watb shows that we 
rill have Vve minutes to go. My bones fvl as if they have bvn 
soaked in the darkness. I fvl suqense and inertia rruggling for 
possession of my slvpy mind. By agrvment there is to be no 
shooting before four-thirty. I load slowly and diqose my ban- 
dolier across the bus next me wkhin easy reab. ‘It is time’ says 
Faraj more urgently. Nearby there is a plop and a scamper of some 
hidden birds. Out of sight a couple of coot squat in the middle of 
the lake pondering. I am about to say something when the Vrr 
bapter of guns opens from the south — like the dirant click of 
cricket-balls. 

Now solkaries begin to pass, one, two, thrv. Te light grows 
and waxes, turning now from red to grvn. Te clouds themselves 
are moving to reveal enormous cavkies of sky. Tey pvl the 
morning like a fruk. Four separate arrowheads of duck rise and
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form two hundred yards away. Tey cross me trimly at an angle 
and I open up wkh a tentative right barrel for dirance. As usual 
they are farer and higher than they svm. Te minutes are ticking 
away in the heart. Guns open up nearer to hand, and by now the 
lake is in a general rate of alert. Te duck are coming fairly fre- 
quently now in groups, thrv, Vve, nine: very low and far. Teir 
wings purr, as they feather the sky, their necks reab. Higher again 
in mid-heaven there travel the clear formations of mallard, grouped 
like aircraft againr the light, ploughing a soft slow Wight. Te guns 
squash the air and harry them as they pass, moving wkh a slow 
curling bias towards the open sea. Even higher and quke out of 
reab come bains of wild gvse, their plaintive honking sounding 
clearly across the now sunny waters of Mareotis. 

Tere is hardly time to think now: for teal and wigeon like Wung 
darts whirle over me and I begin to shoot slowly and methodically. 
Targets are so plentiful that k is often diXcult to boose one in the 
qlk second during whib k presents kself to the gun. Once or 
twice I catb myself taking a snap shot into a formation. If hk 
squarely a bird raggers and qins, pauses for a moment, and then 
sinks gracefully like a handkerbief from a lady’s hand. Rvds close 
over the brown bodies, but now the tireless Faraj is out poling 
about like mad to retrieve the birds. At times he leaps into the 
water wkh his galabeah tucked up to his midriU. His features 
blaze wkh exckement. From time to time he gives a shrill whoop. 

Tey are coming in from everywhere now, at every conceivable 
angle and every qvd. Te guns bark and jumble in one’s ears as 
they drive the birds backwards and forwards across the lake. Some 
of the Wights though nimble are obviously war-weary after heavy 
losses; other solkaries svm quke out of their minds wkh panic. 
One young and silly duck sesles for a moment by the punt, almor 
wkhin reab of Faraj’s hands, before k suddenly svs danger and 
qurts oU in a slkher of foam. In a moder way I am not doing too 
badly though in all the exckement k is hard to control oneself and 
to shoot deliberately. Te sun is fairly up now and the damps of 
the night have bvn diqersed. In an hour I shall be sweating again 
in these heavy clothes. Te sun shines on the ruYed waters of 
Mareotis where the birds rill Wy. Te punts by now will be full 
of the sodden bodies of the vicims, red blood running from the 
shasered beaks on to the Woor-boards, marvellous feathers dulled 
by death. 

I eke out my remaining ammunkion as ber I can but already by
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quarter par eight I have Vred the lar cartridge; Faraj is rill at 
work painrakingly tracking down rragglers among the rvds wkh 
the single-mindedness of a retriever. I light a cigarese, and for the 
Vrr time fvl frv from the shadow of omens and premonkions — 
frv to breathe, to compose my mind once more. It is extraordinary 
how the proqec of death closes down upon the frv play of the 
mind, like a rvl shuser, cusing oU the future whib alone is 
nourished by hopes and wishes. I fvl the rubble on my unshaven 
bin and think longingly of a hot bath and a warm breakfar. Faraj 
is rill tirelessly scouting the islands of sedge. Te guns have 
slackened, and in some quarters of the lake are already silent. I 
think wkh a dull abe of Jurine, somewhere out there across the 
sunny water. I have no great fear for her safety for she has taken 
as her own gun-bearer my fakhful servant Hamid. 

I fvl all at once gay and light-hearted as I shout to Faraj to 
cease his explorations and bring back the punt. He does so reluc- 
tantly and at lar we set oU across the lake, back through the ban- 
nels and corridors of rvd towards the lodge. 

‘Eight brace no good’ says Faraj, thinking of the large pro- 
fessional bags we will have to face when Ralli and Capodirria 
return. ‘For me k is very good’ I say. ‘I am a rosen shot. Never 
done as well.’ We enter the thickly sown bannels of water whib 
border the lake like miniature canals. 

At the end, againr the light, I catb sight of another punt mov- 
ing towards us whib gradually deVnes kself into the familiar 
Vgure of Nessim. He is wearing his old moleskin cap wkh the ear- 
Waps up and tied over the top. I wave but he does not reqond. He 
sks abrracedly in the prow of the punt wkh his hands claqed 
about his knvs. ‘Nessim’ I shout. ‘How did you do? I got eight 
brace and one lor.’ Te boats are nearly abrear now, for we are 
heading towards the mouth of the lar canal whib leads to the 
lodge. Nessim waks until we are wkhin a few yards of eab other 
before he says wkh a curious serenky, ‘Did you hear? Tere’s bvn 
an accident. Capodirria …’ and all of a sudden my heart con- 
tracs in my body. ‘Capodirria?’ I rammer. Nessim rill has the 
curious impish serenky of someone rering after a great expendi- 
ture of energy. ‘He’s dead’ he says, and I hear the sudden roar of 
the hydroplane engines rarting up behind the wall of rvds. He 
nods towards the sound and adds in the same rill voice: ‘Tey are 
taking him back to Alexandria.’ 

A thousand conventional commonplaces, a thousand conven-



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

176 

tional querions qring to my mind, but for a long time I can say 
nothing. 

On the balcony the others have assembled uneasily, almor 
shamefacedly; they are like a group of thoughtless sboolboys for 
whom some silly prank has ended in the death of one of their 
fellows. Te furry cone of noise from the hydroplane rill coats 
the air. In the middle dirance one can hear shouts and the noise of 
car-engines rarting up. Te piled bodies of the duck, whib would 
normally be subjec maser for gloating commentaries, he about 
the lodge wkh anabroniric absurdky. It appears that death is a 
relative querion. We had only bvn prepared to accept a certain 
share of k when we entered the dark lake wkh our weapons. Te 
death of Capodirria hangs in the rill air like a bad smell, like a bad 
joke. 

Ralli had bvn sent to get him and had found the body lying face 
down in the shallow waters of the lake wkh the black eye-patb 
Woating near him. It was clearly an accident. Capodirria’s loader 
was an elderly man, thin as a cormorant, who sks now hunbed 
over a mess of beans on the balcony. He cannot give a coherent 
account of the business. He is from Upper Egypt and has the weary 
half-crazed expression of a desert father. 

Ralli is extremely nervous and is drinking copious draughts of 
brandy. He retells his rory for the seventh time, simply because 
he mur talk in order to quieten his nerves. Te body could not 
have bvn long in the water, yet the skin was like the skin of a 
washerwoman’s hands. When they lifted k to get k into the hydro- 
plane the false tvth slipped out of the mouth and crashed on to the 
Woor-boards frightening them all. Tis incident svms to have 
made a great impression on him. I suddenly fvl overcome wkh 
fatigue and my knvs rart to tremble. I take a mug of hot coUv 
and, kicking oU my boots, crawl into the nearer bunk wkh k. 
Ralli is rill talking wkh deafening persirence, his frv hand coax- 
ing the air into expressive shapes. Te others watb him wkh a 
vague and diqirked curiosky, eab plunged in his own reWecions. 
Capodirria’s loader is rill eating noisily like a famished animal, 
blinking in the sunlight. Presently a punt comes into view wkh 
thrv policemen perbed precariously in k. Nessim watbes their 
antics wkh an imperturbabilky Wavoured ever so slightly wkh 
satisfacion; k is as if he were smiling to himself. Te claser of 
boots and musket-buss on the wooden reps, and up they come 
to take down our deposkions in their note-books. Tey bring wkh
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them a grave air of suqicion whib hovers over us all. One of them 
carefully manacles Capodirria’s loader before helping him into 
the punt. Te servant puts out his wrirs for the iron cuUs wkh a 
bland uncomprehending air sub as one svs on the faces of old 
apes when called upon to perform a human acion whib they have 
learned but not underrood. 

It is nearly one o’clock before the police have Vnished their 
business. Te parties will all have ebbed back from the lake by 
now to the cky where the news of Capodirria’s death will be 
waking for them. But this is not to be all. 

One by one we rraggle ashore wkh our gear. Te cars are wak- 
ing for us, and now begins a long baUering session wkh the loaders 
and boatmen who mur be paid oU; guns are broken up and the bag 
dirributed; in all this incoherence I sv my servant Hamid advanc- 
ing timidly through the crowd wkh his good eye screwed up againr 
the sunlight. I think he mur be looking for me but no: he goes up 
to Nessim and hands him a small blue envelope. I want to describe 
this exacly. Nessim takes k absently wkh his left hand while his 
right is reabing into the car to place a box of cartridges in the 
glove-box. He examines the superscription once thoughtlessly and 
then once more wkh marked asention. Ten kvping his eyes on 
Hamid’s face he takes a dvp breath and opens the envelope to 
read whatever is wrkten on the half shvt of note-paper. For a 
minute he rudies k and then replaces the leser in the envelope. 
He looks about him wkh a sudden bange of expression, as if he 
suddenly felt sick and was looking about for a place where he might 
be so. He makes his way through the crowd and pusing his head 
againr a corner of mud wall users a short panting sob, as of a run- 
ner out of breath. Ten he turns back to the car, completely con- 
trolled and dry-eyed, to complete his packing. Tis brief incident 
goes completely unremarked by the rer of his guers. 

Clouds of dur rise now as the cars begin to draw away towards 
the cky; the wild gang of boatmen shout and wave and treat us to 
carved water-melon smiles rudded wkh gold and ivory. Hamid 
opens the car door and climbs in like a monkey. ‘What is k?’ I say, 
and folding his small hands apologetically towards me in an asi- 
tude of supplication whib means ‘Blame not the bearer of ill tid- 
ings’ he says in a small conciliatory voice: ‘Marer, the lady has 
gone. Tere is a leser for you in the house.’ 

It is as if the whole cky had crashed about my ears: I walk slowly 
to the Wat, aimlessly as survivors mur walk about the rrvts of
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their native cky after an earthquake, surprised to Vnd how mub 
that had bvn familiar has banged, Rue Piroua, Rue de France, 
the Terbana Mosque (cupboard smelling of apples), Rue Sidi 
Abou El Abbas (water-ices and coUv), Anfoubi, Ras El Tin (Cape 
of Figs), Ikingi Mariut (gathering wild Wowers together, con- 
vinced she cannot love me), equerrian ratue of Mohammed Ali 
in the square…. General Earle’s comical lktle bur, killed Sudan 
1885…. An evening multkudinous wkh swallows … the tombs 
at Kom El Shugafa, darkness and damp soil, both terriVed by the 
darkness…. Rue Fuad as the old Canopic Way, once Rue Ros- 
ese…. Hutbinson dirurbed the whole water-diqoskion of the 
cky by cusing the dykes…. Te scene in Moeurs where he tries 
to read her the book he is wrking about her. ‘She sks in the wicker 
bair wkh her hands in her lap, as if posing for a portrak, but wkh 
a look of ever-growing horror on her face. At lar I can rand k no 
longer, and I throw down the manuscript in the Vreplace, crying 
out: “What are they worth, since you underrand nothing, these 
pages wrkten from a heart pierced to the quick?” ’ In my mind’s 
eye I can sv Nessim racing up the great raircase to her room to 
Vnd a dirraught Selim contemplating the empty cupboards and a 
dressing table swept clean as if by a blow from a leopard’s paw. 

In the harbour of Alexandria the sirens whoop and wail. Te 
screws of ships crush and crunb the grvn oil-coated waters of the 
inner bar. Idly bending and inclining, eUortlessly breathing as if 
in the rhythm of the earth’s own syrole and diarole, the yabts 
turn their qars againr the sky. Somewhere in the heart of ex- 
perience there is an order and a coherence whib we might surprise 
if we were asentive enough, loving enough, or patient enough. 
Will there be time? 
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PART IV 
 

 
he disappearance of Jurine was something new to be 
borne. It banged the whole pasern of our relationship. It 
was as if she had removed the keyrone to an arb: Nessim 

and I left among the ruins, so to qeak were faced wkh the task of 
repairing a relationship whib she herself had invented and whib 
her absence now rendered hollow, eboing wkh a guilt whib 
would, I thought, henceforward always overshadow aUecion. 

His suUering was apparent to everyone. Tat expressive face 
took on a Wayed unhealthy look — the pallor of a burb martyr. 
In sving him thus I was vividly reminded of my own fvlings 
during the lar mvting wkh Melissa before she left for the clinic 
in Jerusalem. Te candour and gentleness wkh whib she said:    
‘Te whole thing is gone…. It may never come back…. At lear this 
separation.’ Her voice grew furry and moir, blurring the edges 
of the words. At this time she was quke ill. Te lesions had 
opened again. ‘Time to reconsider ourselves…. If only I were 
Jurine…. I know you thought of her when you made love to me.… 
Don’t deny k…. I know my darling…. I’m even jealous of your 
imagination…. Horrible to have self-reproab heaped on top of the 
other miseries…. Never mind.’ She blew her nose shakily and 
managed a smile. ‘I nvd rer so badly…. And now Nessim 
has fallen in love wkh me.’ I put my hand over her sad mouth. Te 
taxi throbbed on remorselessly, like someone living on his nerves. 
All round us walked the wives of the Alexandrians, smartly turned 
out, wkh the air of well-lubricated phantoms. Te driver watbed 
us in the mirror like a qy. Te emotions of whke people, he per- 
haps was thinking, are odd and excke prurience. He watbed as 
one might watb cats making love. 

‘I shall never forget you.’ 
‘Nor I. Wrke to me.’ 
‘I shall always come back if you want.’ 
‘Never doubt k. Get well, Melissa, you mur get well. I’ll wak 

for you. A new cycle will begin. It is all there inside me, intac. I 
fvl k.’ 

Te words that lovers use at sub times are barged wkh dis-

T 
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torting emotions. Only their silences have the cruel precision whib 
aligns them to truth. We were silent, holding hands. She embraced 
me and signalled to the driver to set oU. 

‘Wkh her going the cky took on an unnerving rrangeness for 
him’ wrkes Arnauti. ‘Wherever his memory of her turned a familiar 
corner she recreated herself swiftly, vividly, and superimposed 
those haunted eyes and hands on the rrvts and squares. Old 
conversations leaped up and hk him among the polished table-tops 
of cafés where once they had sat, gazing like drunkards into eab 
other’s eyes. Sometimes she appeared walking a few paces ahead of 
him in the dark rrvt. She would rop to adjur the rrap of a 
sandal and he would overtake her wkh beating heart — only to 
Vnd k was someone else. Particular doors svmed jur about to 
admk her. He would sk and watb them doggedly. At other times 
he was suddenly seized by the irresirible convicion that she was 
about to arrive on a particular train, and he hurried to the ration 
and breared the crowd of passengers like a man fording a river. 
Or he might sk in the ruUy waking-room of the airport after mid- 
night watbing the departures and arrivals, in case she were coming 
back to surprise him. In this way she controlled his imagination 
and taught him how fvble reason was; and he carried the con- 
sciousness of her going heavily about wkh him — like a dead baby 
from whib one could not bring oneself to part.’ 

Te night after Jurine went away there was a freak thunder- 
rorm of tremendous intensky. I had bvn wandering about in the 
rain for hours, a prey not only to fvlings whib I could not control 
but also to remorse for what I imagined Nessim mur be fvling. 
Frankly, I hardly dared to go back to the empty Wat, ler I should 
be tempted along the path Pursewarden had already taken so easily, 
wkh so lktle premedkation. Passing Rue Fuad for the seventh 
time, coatless and hatless in that blinding downpour, I happened 
to catb sight of the light in Clea’s high window and on an impulse 
rang the bell. Te front door opened wkh a whine and I repped 
into the silence of the building from the dark rrvt wkh ks boom- 
ing of rain in gusers and the qlash of overWowing manholes. 

She opened the door to me and at a glance took in my condkion. 
I was made to enter, pvl oU my sodden clothes and put on the blue 
dressing-gown. Te lktle elecric Vre was a blessing, and Clea set 
about making me hot coUv. 

She was already in pyjamas, her gold hair combed out for the 
night. A copy of A Rebours lay face down on the Woor beside the
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ash-tray wkh the smouldering cigarese in k. Lightning kept Wash- 
ing Vtfully at the window, lighting up her grave face wkh ks 
magnesium Washes. Tunder rolled and wrkhed in the dark 
heavens outside the window. In this calm k was possible partly to 
exorcise my terrors by qeaking of Jurine. It appeared she knew 
all — nothing can be hidden from the curiosky of the Alexandrians. 
She knew all about Jurine, that is to say. 

‘You will have guessed’ said Clea in the middle of all this ‘that 
Jurine was the woman I told you once I loved so mub.’ 

Tis cor her a good deal to say. She was randing wkh a coUv 
cup in one hand, clad in her blue-rriped pyjamas by the door. 
She closed her eyes as she qoke, as if she were expecing a blow 
to fall upon the crown of her head. Out of the closed eyes came two 
tears whib ran slowly down on eab side of her nose. She looked 
like a young rag wkh a broken ankle. ‘Ah! let us not qeak of her 
any more’ she said at lar in a whiqer. ‘She will never come back.’ 

Later I made some asempt to leave but the rorm was rill at ks 
height and my clothes rill impossibly sodden. ‘You can ray here’ 
said Clea ‘wkh me’; and she added wkh a gentleness whib brought 
a lump into my throat, ‘But please — I don’t know how to say this 
— please don’t make love to me.’ 

We lay together in that narrow bed talking of Jurine while the 
rorm blew kself out, scourging the window-panes of the Wat wkh 
driven rain from the seafront. She was calm now wkh a sort of 
resignation whib had a moving eloquence about k. She told me 
many things about Jurine’s par whib only she knew; and she 
qoke of her wkh a wonder and tenderness sub as people might 
use in talking of a beloved yet infuriating quvn. Speaking of 
Arnauti’s ventures into psybo-analysis she said wkh amusement: 
‘She was not really clever, you know, but she had the cunning of a 
wild animal at bay. I’m not sure she really underrood the objec 
of these inverigations. Yet though she was evasive wkh the docors 
she was perfecly frank wkh her friends. All that correqondence 
about the words “Washington D.C.”, for example, whib they 
worked so hard on — remember? One night while we were lying 
here together I asked her to give me her frv associations from the 
phrase. Of course she trured my discretion absolutely. She replied 
unerringly (k was clear she had already worked k out though she 
would not tell Arnauti): ‘Tere is a town near Washington called 
Alexandria. My father always talked of going to visk some dirant 
relations there. Tey had a daughter called Jurine who was exacly
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my age. She went mad and was put away. She had bvn raped by 
a man.’ I then asked her about D.C. and she said, “Da Capo. 
Capodirria”.’ 

I do not know how long this conversation lared or how soon 
k melted into slvp, but we awoke next morning in eab other’s 
arms to Vnd that the rorm had ceased. Te cky had bvn qonged 
clean. We took a hary breakfar and I made my way towards 
Mnemjian’s shop for a shave through rrvts whose native colours 
had bvn washed clean by the rain so that they glowed wkh warmth 
and beauty in that soft air. I rill had Jurine’s leser in my pocket 
but I did not dare to read k again ler I derroy the peace of mind 
whib Clea had given me. Only the opening phrase continued to 
ebo in my mind wkh an obrinate throbbing persirence: ‘If you 
should come back alive from the lake you will Vnd this leser 
waking for you.’ 

On the mantelpiece in the drawing-room of the Wat there is 
another leser oUering me a two-year contrac as a teaber in a 
Catholic sbool in Upper Egypt. I sk down at once wkhout think- 
ing and draft my acceptance. Tis will bange everything once 
more and frv me from the rrvts of the cky whib have begun to 
haunt me of late so that I dream that I am walking endlessly up 
and down, hunting for Melissa among the dying Wares of the Arab 
quarter. 

Wkh the poring of this leser of acceptance a new period will 
be inkiated, for k marks my separation from the cky in whib so 
mub has happened to me, so mub of momentous importance: so 
mub that has aged me. For a lktle while, however, life will carry 
ks momentum forward by hours and days. Te same rrvts and 
squares will burn in my imagination as the Pharos burns in 
hirory. Particular rooms in whib I have made love, particular 
café tables where the pressure of Vngers upon a wrir held me qell- 
bound, fvling through the hot pavements the rhythms of Alex- 
andria transmkted upwards into bodies whib could only interpret 
them as famished kisses, or endearments usered in voices hoarse 
wkh wonder. To the rudent of love these separations are a sbool, 
bkter yet necessary to one’s growth. Tey help one to rrip oneself 
mentally of everything save the hunger for more life. 

Now, too, the acual framework of things is undergoing a subtle 
transformation, for other partings are also beginning. Nessim is 
going to Kenya for a holiday. Pombal has abieved cruciVxion 
and a poring to the Chancery in Rome where I have no doubt he
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will be happier. A series of leisurely farewell parties have begun 
to serve the purposes of all of us; but they are heavy wkh the 
absence of the one person whom nobody ever mentions any 
more — Jurine. It is clear too that a world war is slowly crvping 
upon us across the couloirs of hirory — doubling our claims upon 
eab other and upon life. Te swvt sickly smell of blood hangs 
in the darkening air and contributes a sense of exckement, of 
fondness and frivolky. Tis note has bvn absent until now. 

Te bandeliers in the great house whose ugliness I have come 
to hate, blaze over the gatherings whib have bvn convened to say 
farewell to my friend. Tey are all there, the faces and hirories I 
have come to know so well, Sveva in black, Clea in gold, Garon, 
Claire, Gaby. Nessim’s hair I notice has during the lar few wvks 
begun to be faintly toubed wkh grey. Ptolemeo and Fuad are 
quarrelling wkh all the animation of old lovers. All round me the 
typical Alexandrian animation swells and subsides in conversations 
as brktle and frivolous as qun glass. Te women of Alexandria in 
all their rylish wickedness are here to say good-bye to someone 
who has captivated them by allowing them to befriend him. As for 
Pombal himself, he has grown faser, more assured since his eleva- 
tion in rank. His proVle now has a certain Neronian car. He is 
professing himself worried about me in soto voce ; for some wvks 
we have not met properly, and he has only heard about my sbool- 
marering projec tonight. ‘You should get out’ he repeats, ‘back to 
Europe. Tis cky will undermine your will. And what has Upper 
Egypt to oUer? Blazing heat, dur, Wies, a menial occupation…. 
After all, you are not Rimbaud.’ 

Te faces surging round us sipping toars prevent my answering 
him, and I am glad of k for I have nothing to say. I gaze at him 
wkh a portentous numbness, nodding my head. Clea catbes my 
wrir and draws me aside to whiqer: ‘A card from Jurine. She is 
working in a Jewish kibbutz in Palerine. Shall I tell Nessim?’ 

‘Yes. No. I don’t know.’ 
‘She asks me not to.’ 
‘Ten don’t.’ 
I am too proud to ask if there is any message for me. Te com- 

pany has rarted to sing the old song ‘For He’s a Jolly Good 
Fellow’ in a variety of times and accents. Pombal has turned pink 
wkh pleasure. I gently shake oU Clea’s hand in order to join in 
the singing. Te lktle consul-general is fawning and gericulating 
over Pombal; his relief at my friend’s departure is so great that he
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has worked himself up into a paroxysm of friendship and regret. 
Te English consular group has the disconsolate air of a family of 
moulting turkeys. Madame de Venuta is beating time wkh an 
elegant gloved hand. Te black servants in their long whke gloves 
move swiftly from group to group of the guers like eclipses of the 
moon. If one were to go away, I catb myself thinking, to Italy 
perhaps or to France: to rart a new sort of life: not a cky life this 
time, perhaps an island in the Bay of Naples…. But I realise that 
what remains unresolved in my life is not the problem of Jurine 
but the problem of Melissa. In some curious way the future, if 
there is one, has always bvn vered in her. Yet I fvl powerless to 
inWuence k by decisions or even hopes. I fvl that I mur wak 
patiently until the shallow sequences of our hirory matb again, 
until we can fall into rep once more. Tis may take years — 
perhaps we will both be grey when the tide suddenly turns. Or 
perhaps the hope will die rillborn, broken up like wreckage by 
the tides of events. I have so lktle fakh in myself. Te money 
Pursewarden left is rill in the bank — I have not toubed a penny 
of k. For sub a sum we might live for several years in some beap 
qot in the sun. 

Melissa rill wrkes the qirked nonbalant lesers whib I have 
sub diXculty in answering save by whining retorts about my cir- 
cumrances or my improvidence. Once I leave the cky k will be 
easier. A new road will open. I will wrke to her wkh absolute frank- 
ness, telling her all I fvl — even those things whib I believe her 
forever incapable of underranding properly. ‘I shall return in the 
qring’ Nessim is saying to the Baron Tibault ‘and take up my 
summer quarters at Abousir. I am determined to slack oU for 
about two years. I’ve bvn working too hard at business and k 
isn’t worth k.’ Deqke the haunted pallor of his face one cannot 
help sving in him a new repose, a relaxation of the will; the heart 
may be dirraced, but the nerves are at lar at rer. He is weak, as 
a convalescent is weak; but he is no longer ill. We talk and joke 
quietly for a while; k is clear that our friendship will repair kself 
sooner or later — for we now have a common fund of unhappiness 
upon whib to draw. ‘Jurine’ I say, and he draws in his breath 
slightly, as if one had run a small thorn under his Vngernail, ‘wrkes 
from Palerine.’ He nods quickly and motions me wkh a small 
gerure. ‘I know. We have traced her. Tere is no nvd to … I’m 
wrking to her. She can ray away as long as she wishes. Come back 
in her own good time.’ It would be foolish to deprive him of the



JUSTINE 

185 

hope and the consolation k mur give him, but I know now that she 
will never return on the old terms. Every phrase of her leser to 
me made this clear. It is not us she had abandoned so mub but 
a way of life whib threatened her reason — the cky, love, the sum 
of all that we had shared. What had she wrkten to him, I wondered, 
as I recalled the short sobbing breath he had drawn as he leaned 
againr the whkewashed wall? 

y    y    y    y    y  

On these qring mornings while the island slowly uncurls from 
the sea in the light of an early sun I walk about on the deserted 
beabes, trying to recover my memories of the time qent in 
Upper Egypt. It is rrange when everything about Alexandria is 
so vivid that I can recover so lktle of that lor period. Or perhaps 
k is not so rrange — for compared to the cky life I had lived my 
new life was dull and uneventful. I remember the back-breaking 
sweat of sbool work: walks in the Wat rib Velds wkh their bumper 
crops fvding upon dead men’s bones: the black silt-fed Nile 
moving corpulently through the Delta to the sea: the bilharzia- 
ridden peasantry whose patience and nobilky shone through their 
rags like patents of diqossessed royalty: village patriarbs inton- 
ing: the blind casle turning the slow globe of their waterwhvls, 
blind-folded againr monotony — how small can a world become? 
Troughout this period I read nothing, thought nothing, was 
nothing. Te fathers of the sbool were kindly and left me alone 
in my qare time, sensing perhaps my dirare for the cloth, for the 
apparatus of the Holy OXce. Te bildren of course were a tor- 
ment — but then what teaber of sensibilky does not ebo in his 
heart the terrible words of Tolroy: ‘Whenever I enter a sbool and 
sv a multkude of bildren, ragged thin and dirty but wkh their 
clear eyes and sometimes angelic expressions, I am seized wkh 
rerlessness and terror, as though I saw people drowning’? 

Unreal as all correqondence svmed, I kept up a desultory 
contac wkh Melissa whose lesers arrived puncually. Clea wrote 
once or twice, and surprisingly enough old Scobie who appeared 
to be rather annoyed that he should miss me as mub as he 
obviously did. His lesers were full of fantaric animadversion 
againr Jews (who were always referred to jvringly as ‘snipcocks’) 
and, surprisingly enough, to passive pederars (whom he labelled 
‘Herms’, i.e. Hermaphrodkes). I was not surprised to learn that 
the Secret Service had gravelled him, and he was now able to qend
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mor of the day in bed wkh what he called a ‘bosle of wallop’ at 
his elbow. But he was lonely, hence his correqondence. 

Tese lesers were useful to me. My fvling of unrealky had 
grown to sub a pkb that at times I dirrured my own memory, 
Vnding k hard to believe that there had ever bvn sub a town as 
Alexandria. Lesers were a lifeline asabing me to an exirence in 
whib the greater part of myself was no longer engaged. 

As soon as my work was Vnished I locked myself in my room 
and crawled into bed; beside k lay the grvn jade box full of 
hashish-loaded cigareses. If my way of life was noticed or com- 
mented upon at lear I left no loophole for crkicism in my work. It 
would be hard to grudge me simply an inordinate tare for solkude. 
Father Racine, k is true, made one or two asempts to rouse me. 
He was the mor senskive and intelligent of them all and perhaps 
felt that my friendship might temper his own intellecual loneli- 
ness. I was sorry for him and regresed in a way not being able to 
reqond to these overtures. But I was aYiced by a gradually in- 
creasing numbness, a mental apathy whib made me shrink from 
contac. Once or twice I accompanied him for a walk along the 
river (he was a botanir) and heard him talk lightly and brilliantly 
on his own subjec. But my tare for the landscape, ks Watness, ks 
unreqonsiveness to the seasons had gone rale. Te sun svmed to 
have scorbed up my appetke for everything — food, company and 
even qvb. I preferred to lie in bed raring at the ceiling and 
lirening to the noises around me in the teabers’ block: Father 
Gaudier snvzing, opening and shusing drawers; Father Racine 
playing a few phrases over and over again on his Wute; the rumina- 
tions of the organ mouldering away among ks harmonies in the 
dark bapel. Te heavy cigareses soothed the mind, emptying k 
of every preoccupation. 

One day Gaudier called to me as I was crossing the close and 
said that someone wished to qeak to me on the telephone. I could 
hardly comprehend, hardly believe my ears. After so long a silence 
who would telephone? Nessim perhaps? 

Te telephone was in the Head’s rudy, a forbidding room full 
of elephantine furnkure and Vne bindings. Te receiver, crepkating 
slightly, lay on the bloser before him. He squinted slightly and 
said wkh dirare ‘It is a woman from Alexandria.’ I thought k 
mur be Melissa but to my surprise Clea’s voice suddenly swam up 
out of the incoherence of memory: ‘I am qeaking from the Grvk 
hoqkal. Melissa is here, very ill indvd. Perhaps even dying.’ 
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Undeniably my surprise and confusion emerged as anger. ‘But 
she would not let me tell you before. She didn’t want you to sv 
her ill — so thin. But I simply mur now. Can you come quickly? 
She will sv you now.’ 

In my mind’s eye I could sv the jogging night train wkh ks 
interminable roppings and rartings in dur-blown towns and 
villages — the dirt and the heat. It would take all night. I turned 
to Gaudier and asked his permission to absent myself for the whole 
wvk-end. ‘In exceptional cases we do grant permission’ he said 
thoughtfully. ‘If you were going to be married, for example, or if 
someone was seriously ill.’ I swear that the idea of marrying Melissa 
had not entered my head until he qoke the words. 

Tere was another memory, too, whib visked me now as I 
packed my beap sukcase. Te rings, Cohen’s rings, were rill in 
my rud-box wrapped in brown paper. I rood for a while looking 
at them and wondering if inanimate objecs also had a deriny as 
human beings have. Tese wretbed rings, I thought — why, k 
was as if they had bvn anxiously waking here all the time like 
human beings; waking for some shabby fulVlment on the Vnger of 
someone trapped into a mariage de convenance. I put the poor 
things in my pocket. 

Far oU events, transformed by memory, acquire a burnished 
brilliance because they are svn in isolation, divorced from the 
details of before and after, the Vbres and wrappings of time. Te 
acors, too, suUer a transformation; they sink slowly dvper and 
dvper into the ocean of memory like weighted bodies, Vnding at 
every level a new assessment, a new evaluation in the human heart. 

It was not anguish I felt so mub at Melissa’s defecion, k was 
rage, a purposeless fury based, I imagine, in contrkion. Te 
enormous viras of the future whib in all my vagueness I had 
nevertheless peopled wkh images of her had gone by default now; 
and k was only now that I realized to what an extent I had bvn 
nourishing myself on them. It had all bvn there like a huge trur 
fund, an account upon whib I would one day draw. Now I was 
suddenly bankrupt. 

Balthazar was waking for me at the ration in his lktle car. He 
pressed my hand wkh rough and ready sympathy as he said, in a 
maser-of-fac voice: ‘She died lar night poor girl. I gave her 
morphia to help her away. Well.’ He sighed and glanced sideways 
at me. ‘A pky you are not in the habk of shedding tears. Ça aurai 
été un soulagement.’ 
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‘Soulagement grotesque.’ 
‘Approfondir les émotions … les purger.’ 
‘Tais-toi, Balthazar, shut up.’ 
‘She loved you, I suppose.’ 
‘Je le sais.’ 
‘Elle parlai de vous sans cesse. Cléa a été avec elle toute la 

semaine.’ 
‘Assez.’ 
Never had the cky looked so entrancing in that soft morning air. 

I took the light wind from the harbour on my rubbled bvk like 
the kiss of an old friend. Mareotis glinted here and there betwvn 
the palm-tops, betwvn the mud huts and the facories. Te shops 
along Rue Fuad svmed to have all the glkter and novelty of Paris. 
I had, I realized, become a complete provincial in Upper Egypt. 
Alexandria svmed a capkal cky. In the trim garden nurses were 
rolling their prams and bildren their hoops. Te trams squashed 
and clicked and rasled. ‘Tere is something else’ Balthazar was 
saying as we raced along. ‘Melissa’s bild, Nessim’s bild. But I 
suppose you know all about k. It is out at the summer villa. A lktle 
girl.’ 

I could not take all this in, so drunk was I on the beauty of the 
cky whib I had almor forgosen. Outside the Municipalky the 
professional scribes sat at their rools, inkhorns, pens and ramped 
paper beside them. Tey scratbed themselves, basering amiably. 
We climbed the low bluU on whib the hoqkal rood after thread- 
ing the long bony qine of the Canopic Way. Balthazar was rill 
talking as we left the lift and rarted to negotiate the long whke 
corridors of the second Woor. 

‘A coolness has qrung up betwvn Nessim and myself. When 
Melissa came back he refused to sv her out of a sort of disgur whib 
I found inhuman, hard to comprehend. I don’t know…. As for the 
bild he is trying to get k adopted. He has come almor to hate k, I 
suppose. He thinks Jurine will never come back to him so long as he 
has Melissa’s bild. For my part’ he added more slowly ‘I look at k 
this way: by one of those fearful diqlacements of whib only love 
svms capable the bild Jurine lor was given back by Nessim not to 
her but to Melissa. Do you sv?’ 

Te sense of ghorly familiarky whib was growing upon me 
now was due to the fac that we were approabing the lktle room 
in whib I had visked Cohen when he was dying. Of course Melissa 
mur be lying in the same narrow iron bed in the corner by the 
wall. It would be jur like real life to imkate art at this point. 
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Tere were some nurses in the room busy whiqering round the 
bed, arranging scrvns; but at a word from Balthazar they scasered 
and disappeared. We rood arm in arm in the doorway for a moment 
looking in. Melissa looked pale and somehow wizened. Tey had 
bound up her jaw wkh tape and closed the eyes so that she looked 
as if she had fallen aslvp during a beauty treatment. I was glad her 
eyes were closed; I had bvn dreading their glance. 

I was left alone wkh her for a while in the huge silence of that 
whkewashed ward and all of a sudden I found myself suUering 
from acute embarrassment. It is hard to know how to behave wkh 
the dead; their enormous deafness and rigidky is so rudied. One 
becomes awkward as if in the presence of royalty. I coughed behind 
my hand and walked up and down the ward realing lktle glances 
at her out of the corner of my eye, remembering the confusion 
whib had once beset me when she called upon me wkh a gift of 
Wowers. I would have liked to slip Cohen’s rings on her Vngers but 
they had already swathed her body in bandages and her arms were 
bound riYy to her sides. In this climate bodies decompose so 
quickly that they have to be almor unceremoniously rushed to the 
grave. I said ‘Melissa’ twice in an uncertain whiqer bending my 
lips to her ear. Ten I lk a cigarese and sat down beside her on a 
bair to make a long rudy of her face, comparing k to all the other 
faces of Melissa whib thronged my memory and had erablished 
their identky there. She bore no resemblance to any of them — 
and yet she set them oU, concluded them. Tis whke lktle face was 
the lar term of a series. Beyond this point there was a locked door. 

At sub times one gropes about for a gerure whib will matb 
the terrible marble repose of the will whib one reads on the faces 
of the dead. Tere is nothing in the whole ragbag of human 
emotions. ‘Terrible are the four faces of love,’ wrote Arnauti in 
another context. I mentally told the Vgure on the bed that I would 
take the bild if Nessim would part wkh her, and this silent agrv- 
ment made I kissed the high pale forehead once and left her to the 
minirrations of those who would parcel her up for the grave. I was 
glad to leave the room, to leave a silence so elaborate and for- 
bidding. I suppose we wrkers are cruel people. Te dead do not 
care. It is the living who might be qared if we could quarry the 
message whib lies buried in the heart of all human experience. 

(‘In the old days the sailing ships in nvd of ballar would collec 
tortoises from the mainland and Vll great barrels wkh them, alive. 
Tose that survived the terrible journey might be sold as pets for
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bildren. Te putrefying bodies of the rer were emptied into the 
Ear India Docks. Tere were plenty more where they came 
from.’) 

I walked lightly eUortlessly about the town like an escaped 
prisoner. Mnemjian had violet tears in his violet eyes as he em- 
braced me warmly. He sesled down to shave me himself, his every 
gerure expressing an emollient sympathy and tenderness. Outside 
on the pavements drenbed wkh sunlight walked the ckizens of 
Alexandria eab locked into a world of personal relationships and 
fears, yet eab svming to my eyes inVnkely remote from those 
upon whib my own thoughts and fvlings were busy. Te cky was 
smiling wkh a heartbreaking indiUerence, a cocote refreshed by the 
darkness. 

Tere remained only one thing to do now, to sv Nessim. I was 
relieved to learn that he was due to come into town that evening. 
Here again time had another surprise in rore for me for the Nessim 
who lived in my memories had banged. 

He had aged like a woman — his lips and face had both 
broadened. He walked now wkh his weight dirributed comfort- 
ably on the Wat of his fvt as if his body had already submkted to a 
dozen pregnancies. Te quvr lkheness of his rep had gone. More- 
over he radiated now a Wabby barm mixed wkh concern whib 
made him at Vrr all but unrecognizable. A foolish authorkative- 
ness had replaced the delightful old diXdence. He was jur back 
from Kenya. 

I had hardly time to capture and examine these new impressions 
when he suggered that we should visk the Etoile together — the 
night-club where Melissa used to dance. It had banged hands, he 
added, as if this somehow excused our visking k on the very day 
of her funeral. Shocked and surprised as I was I agrvd wkhout 
heskation, prompted both by curiosky as to his own fvlings and a 
desire to discuss the transacion whib concerned the bild — this 
mythical bild. 

When we walked down the narrow airless rairway into the 
whke light of the place a cry went up and the girls came running 
to him from every corner like cockroabes. It appeared that he was 
well known now as an habkué. He opened his arms to them wkh a 
shout of laughter, turning to me for approval as he did so. Ten 
taking their hands one after another he pressed them voluptuously 
to the brear pocket of his coat so that they might fvl the outlines 
of the thick wallet he now carried, ruUed wkh banknotes. Tis
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gerure at once reminded me of how, when I was accored one 
night in the dark rrvts of the cky by a pregnant woman and 
trying to make my escape, she took my hand, as if to give me an 
idea of the pleasure she was oUering (or perhaps to emphasize her 
nvd) and pressed k upon her swollen abdomen. Now, watbing 
Nessim, I suddenly recalled the tremulous beat of the foetal heart 
in the eighth month. 

It is diXcult to describe how unqeakably rrange I found k to 
sk beside this vulgar double of the Nessim I had once known. I 
rudied him kvnly but he avoided my eye and conVned his con- 
versation to laboured commonplaces whib he puncuated by 
yawns that were one by one tapped away behind ringed Vngers. 
Here and there, however, behind this new façade rirred a hint of 
the old diXdence, but buried — as a Vne physique may be buried 
in a mountain of fat. In the washroom Zoltan the waker conVded 
in me: ‘He has become truly himself since his wife went away. All 
Alexandria says so.’ Te truth was that he had become like all 
Alexandria. 

Late that night the whim seized him to drive me to Montaza in 
the late moonlight; we sat in the car for a long time in silence, 
smoking, gazing out at the moonlk waves hobbling across the sand 
bar. It was during this silence that I apprehended the truth about 
him. He had not really banged inside. He had merely adopted a 
new mask. 

y    y    y    y    y  

In the early summer I received a long leser from Clea wkh 
whib this brief introducory memorial to Alexandria may well be 
brought to a close. 

‘You may perhaps be interered in my account of a brief mvting 
wkh Jurine a few wvks ago. We had, as you know, bvn exbang- 
ing occasional cards from our reqecive countries for some time 
par, and hearing that I was due to pass through Palerine into 
Syria she herself suggered a brief mvting. She would come, she 
said, to the border ration where the Haifa train waks for half an 
hour. Te seslement in whib she works is somewhere near at 
hand, she could get a lift. We might talk for a while on the platform. 
To this I agrvd. 

‘At Vrr I had some diXculty in recognizing her. She has gone 
a good deal faser in the face and has bopped oU her hair carelessly 
at the back so that k ricks out in rats’ tails. I gather that for the
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mor part she wears k done up in a cloth. No trace remains of the 
old elegance or cic. Her features svm to have broadened, become 
more classically Jewish, lip and nose inclining more towards eab 
other. I was shocked at Vrr by the glktering eyes and the quick 
incisive way of breathing and talking — as if she were feverish 
As you can imagine we were both mortally shy of eab other. 

‘We walked out of the ration along the road and sat down on 
the edge of a dry ravine, a wadi, wkh a few terriVed-looking qring 
Wowers about our fvt. She gave the impression of already having 
bosen this place for our interview: perhaps as sukably aurere. 
I don’t know. She did not mention Nessim or you at Vrr but 
qoke only about her new life. She had abieved, she claimed, a new 
and perfec happiness through “communky-service”; the air wkh 
whib she said this suggered some sort of religious conversion. Do 
not smile. It is hard, I know, to be patient wkh the weak. In all 
the back-breaking sweat of the Communir seslement she claimed 
to have abieved a “new humilky”. (Humilky! Te lax trap that 
awaks the ego in searb of absolute truth. I felt disgured but said 
nothing.) She described the work of the seslement coarsely, un- 
imaginatively, as a peasant might. I noticed that those once Vnely- 
tended hands were calloused and rough. I suppose people have a 
right to diqose of their bodies as they think Vt, I said to myself, 
fvling ashamed because I mur be radiating cleanliness and leisure, 
good food and baths. By the way, she is not a Marxir as yet — 
simply a work-myric after the manner of Panayotis at Abousir. 
Watbing her now and remembering the toubing and tor- 
menting person she had once bvn for us all I found k hard to 
comprehend the bange into this tubby lktle peasant wkh the hard 
paws. 

‘I suppose events are simply a sort of annotation of our fvlings 
— the one might be deduced from the other. Time carries us 
(boldly imagining that we are discrete egos modelling our own 
personal futures) — time carries us forward by the momentum of 
those fvlings inside us of whib we ourselves are lear conscious. 
Too abrrac for you? Ten I have expressed the idea badly. I 
mean, in Jurine’s case, having become cured of the mental aber- 
rations brought about by her dreams, her fears, she has bvn 
deWated like a bag. For so long the fantasy occupied the foreground 
of her life that now she is diqossessed of her entire rock-in-trade. 
It is not only that the death of Capodirria has removed the bief 
acor in this shadow-play, her bief gaoler. Te illness kself had
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kept her on the move, and when k died k left in ks place total 
exhaurion. She has, so to qeak, extinguished wkh, her sexualky 
her very claims on life, almor her reason. People driven like this 
to the very boundaries of frvwill are forced to turn somewhere for 
help, to make absolute decisions. If she had not bvn an Alex- 
andrian (i.e. sceptic) this would have taken the form of religious 
conversion. How is one to say these things? It is not a querion of 
growing to be happy or unhappy. A whole block of one’s life 
suddenly falls into the sea, as perhaps yours did wkh Melissa. But 
(this is how k works in life, the retributive law whib brings good 
for evil and evil for good) her own release also released Nessim 
from the inhibkions governing his passional life. I think he always 
felt that so long as Jurine lived he would never be able to endure 
the slighter human relationship wkh anyone else. Melissa proved 
him wrong, or at lear so he thought; but wkh Jurine’s departure 
the old heartsickness cropped up and he was Vlled wkh over- 
whelming disgur for what he had done to her — to Melissa. 

‘Lovers are never equally matbed — do you think? One always 
overshadows the other and runts his or her growth so that the 
overshadowed one mur always be tormented by a desire to escape, 
to be frv to grow. Surely this is the only tragic thing about love? 

‘So that if from another point of view Nessim did plan Capodis- 
tria’s death (as has bvn widely rumoured and believed) he could 
not have bosen a more calamkous path. It would indvd have bvn 
wiser to kill you. Perhaps he hoped in releasing Jurine from the 
succubus (as Arnauti before him) he would frv her for himself. 
(He said so once — you told me.) But quke the opposke has 
happened. He has granted her a sort of absolution, or poor 
Capodirria unwktingly did — wkh the result that she thinks 
of him now not as a lover but as a sort of arb-prier. She 
qeaks of him wkh a reverence whib would horrify him to hear. 
She will never go back, how could she? And if she did he would 
know at once that he had lor her forever — for those who 
rand in a confessional relationship to ourselves can never love us, 
never truly love us. 

‘(Of you Jurine said simply, wkh a slight shrug: “I had to put 
him out of my mind”.) 

‘Well, these are some of the thoughts that passed through my 
mind as the train carried me down through the orange groves to the 
coar; they were thrown into sharp relief by the book I had bosen 
to read on the journey, the penultimate volume of God is a
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Humorix. How greatly Pursewarden has gained in rature since 
his death! It was before as if he rood betwvn his own books and 
our underranding of them. I sv now that what we found enig- 
matic about the man was due to a fault in ourselves. An artir does 
not live a personal life as we do, he hides k, forcing us to go to his 
books if we wish to toub the true source of his fvlings. Under- 
neath all his preoccupations wkh sex, society, religion, etc. (all the 
raple abrracions whib allow the forebrain to baser) there is, 
quke simply, a man tortured beyond endurance by the lack of tender- 
ness in the world. 

‘And all this brings me back to myself, for I too have bvn 
banging in some curious way. Te old self-suXcient life has 
transformed kself into something a lktle hollow, a lktle empty. It 
no longer answers my dvper nvds. Somewhere dvp inside a 
tide svms to have turned in my nature. I do not know why but k 
is towards you, my dear friend, that my thoughts have turned more 
and more of late. Can one be frank? Is there a friendship possible 
this side of love whib could be sought and found? I qeak no more 
of love — the word and ks conventions have become odious to me. 
But is there a friendship possible to asain whib is dvper, even 
limklessly dvp, and yet wordless, idealess? It svms somehow 
necessary to Vnd a human being to whom one can be fakhful, not in 
the body (I leave that to the priers) but in the culprk mind? But 
perhaps this is not the sort of problem whib will interer you mub 
these days. Once or twice I have felt the absurd desire to come to 
you and oUer my services in looking after the bild perhaps. But k 
svms clear now that you do not really nvd anybody any more, and 
that you value your solkude above all things….’ 

Tere are a few more lines and then the aUecionate super- 
scription. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Te cicadas are throbbing in the great planes, and the summer 
Medkerranean lies before me in all ks magnetic blueness. Some- 
where out there, beyond the mauve throbbing line of the horizon 
lies Africa, lies Alexandria, maintaining ks tenuous graq on one’s 
aUecions through memories whib are already refunding them- 
selves slowly into forgetfulness; memory of friends, of incidents 
long par. Te slow unrealky of time begins to grip them, blurring 
the outlines — so that sometimes I wonder whether these pages 
record the acions of real human beings; or whether this is not
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simply the rory of a few inanimate objecs whib precipkated 
drama around them — I mean a black patb, a watb-key and a 
couple of diqossessed wedding-rings…. 

Soon k will be evening and the clear night sky will be dured 
thickly wkh summer rars. I shall be here, as always, smoking by 
the water. I have decided to leave Clea’s lar leser unanswered. I 
no longer wish to coerce anyone, to make promises, to think of life 
in terms of compacs, resolutions, covenants. It will be up to Clea 
to interpret my silence according to her own nvds and desires, to 
come to me if she has nvd or not, as the case may be. Does not 
everything* depend on our interpretation of the silence around us? 
So that….  
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WORKPOINTS 
 
 

Landscape-tones: rvp skylines, low cloud, pearl ground wkh 
shadows in oyrer and violet. Accidie. On the lake gunmetal and 
lemon. Summer: sand lilac sky. Autumn: swollen bruise greys. 
Winter: frvzing whke sand, clear skies, magniVcent rarscapes. 

y    y    y  

CHARACTER-SQUEEZES 

Sveva Magnani: pertness, malcontent. 
Garon Pombal: honey-bear, Weshly opiates. 
Teresa di Petromonti: farded Berenice. 
Ptolomeo Dandolo: arronomer, arrologer, Zen. 
Fuad El Said: black moon-pearl. 
Josh Scobie: piracy. 
Jurine Hosnani: arrow in darkness. 
Clea Montis: rill waters of pain. 
Garon Phipps: nose like a sock, black hat. 
Ahmed Zananiri: pole-rar criminal. 
Nessim Hosnani: smooth gloves, face frored glass. 
Melissa Artemis: patron of sorrow. 
S. Balthazar: fables, work, unknowing. 

y    y    y  

Pombal aslvp in full evening dress. Beside him on the bed a 
bamberpot full of banknotes he had won at the Casino. 

y    y    y  

Da Capo: ‘To bake in sensualky like an apple in ks jacket.’ 

y    y    y  

Spoken impromptu by Garon Phipps: 
‘Te lover like a cat wkh Vsh 
Longs to be oU and will not share his dish.’ 

y    y    y  

Accident or asempted murder? Jurine racing along the desert 
road to Cairo in the Rolls when suddenly the lights give out. Sight- 
less, the great car swarms oU the road and whirling like an arrow
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buries kself in a sand-dune. It looked as if the wires had bvn Vled 
down to a thread. Nessim reabed her wkhin half an hour. Tey 
embrace in tears. 

y    y    y  

Balthazar on Jurine: ‘You will Vnd that her formidable manner 
is conrruced on a shaky ediVce of bildish timidkies.’ 

y    y    y  

Clea always has a horoscope car before any decision reabed. 

y    y    y  

Clea’s account of the horrible party; driving wkh Jurine they 
had svn a brown cardboard box by the road. Tey were late so 
they put k in the back and did not open k until they reabed the 
garage. Inside was dead baby wrapped in newqaper. What to do 
wkh this wizened homunculus? Perfecly formed organs. Guers 
were due to arrive, they had to rush. Jurine slipped k into drawer 
of the hall desk. Party a great success. 

y    y    y  

Pursewarden on the ‘n-dimensional novel’ trilogy: ‘Te narrative 
momentum forward is counter-qrung by references backwards in 
time, giving the impression of a book whib is not travelling from 
a to b but randing above time and turning slowly on ks own axis 
to comprehend the whole pasern. Tings do not all lead forward 
to other things: some lead backwards to things whib have passed. 
A marriage of par and present wkh the Wying multiplicky of the 
future racing towards one. Anyway, that was my idea.’… 

y    y    y  

 ‘Ten how long will k lar, this love?’ (in jer). 
‘I don’t know.’ 
‘Trv wvks, thrv years, thrv decades…?’ 
‘You are like all the others … trying to shorten eternky wkh 

numbers,’ qoken quietly, but wkh intense fvling. 

y    y    y  

Conundrum: a peacock’s eye. Kisses so amateurish they re- 
sembled an early form of printing. 

y    y    y  
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Of poems: ‘I like the soft thudding of Alexandrines.’ (Nessim). 

y    y    y  

Clea and her old father whom she worships. Whke haired, erec, 
wkh a sort of haunted pky in his eyes for the young unmarried 
goddess he has fathered. Once a year on New Year’s Eve they 
dance at the Cecil, rately, urbanely. He waltzes like a clockwork 
man. 

y    y    y  

Pombal’s love for Sveva: based on one gay message whib took 
his fancy. When he awoke she’d gone, but she had neatly tied his 
dress tie to his John Tomas, a perfec bow. Tis message so 
captivated him that he at once dressed and went round to propose 
marriage to her because of her sense of humour. 

y    y    y  

Pombal was at his mor toubing wkh his lktle car whib he 
loved devotedly. I remember him washing k by moonlight very 
patiently. 

y    y    y  

Jurine: ‘Always aronished by the force of my own emotions — 
tearing the heart out of a book wkh my Vngers like a fresh loaf.’ 

y    y    y  

Places: rrvt wkh arcade: awnings: silverware and doves for 
sale. Pursewarden fell over a basket and Vlled the rrvt wkh apples. 

y    y    y  

Message on the corner of a newqaper. Afterwards the closed 
cab, warm bodies, night, volume of jasmine. 

y    y    y  

A basket of quail burr open in the bazaar. Tey did not try to 
escape but qread out slowly like qilt honey. Easily recaptured. 

y    y    y  

Porcard from Balthazar: ‘Scobie’s death was the greater fun. 
How he mur have enjoyed k. His pockets were full of love-lesers 
to his aide Hassan, and the whole vice squad turned out to sob at his 
grave. All these black gorillas crying like babies. A very 
Alexandrian demonrration of aUecion. Of course the grave was
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too small for the coXn. Te grave-diggers had knocked oU for 
lunb, so a scratb team of policemen was brought into acion. 
Usual muddle. Te coXn fell over on ks side and the old man 
nearly rolled out. Shrieks. Te padre was furious. Te Brkish 
Consul nearly died of shame. But all Alexandria was there and a 
good time was had by all.’ 

y    y    y  

Pombal walking in rately fashion down Rue Fuad, dead drunk 
at ten in the morning, clad in full evening dress, cloak and opera 
hat — but bearing on his shirt-front, wrkten in liprick, the words 
‘Torbe-cul des républicains.’ 

y    y    y  

 (Museum) 
Alexander wearing the horns of Ammon (Nessim’s madness). 

He identiVed himself wkh A because of the horns? 

y    y    y  

Jurine reWecing sadly on the ratue of Berenice mourning her 
lktle daughter whom the Priers deiVed: ‘Did that assuage her 
grief I wonder? Or did k make k more permanent?’ 

y    y    y  

Tombrone of Apollodorus giving his bild a toy. ‘Could bring 
tears to one’s eyes.’ (Pursewarden) ‘Tey are all dead. Nothing to 
show for k.’ 

y    y    y  

Aurelia besvbing Petesoubos the crocodile god  . . Narouz. 

y    y    y  

 
Lioness Holding a Golden Wower… 

y    y    y  

Ushabti … lktle serving Vgures whib are supposed to work for 
the mummy in the underworld. 

y    y    y  

Somehow even Scobie’s death did not dirurb our picure of 
him. I had already svn him long before in Paradise — the soft



JUSTINE 
 

201 

conklin-coloured yams like the haunbes of newly cooked babies: 
the night falling wkh ks dvp-breathing blue slur over Tobago, 
softer than parrot-plumage. Paper Wamingoes toubed wkh gold- 
leaf, rising and falling on the sky, toubed by the kvning of the 
bruise-dark water-bamboos. His lktle hut of rvds wkh the cane 
bed, beside whib rill rands the honoured cake-rand of his earthly 
life. Clea once asked him: ‘Do you not miss the sea, Scobie?’ and 
the old man replied simply, wkhout heskation, ‘Every night I put 
to sea in my dreams.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

I copied out and gave her the two translations from Cavafy 
whib had pleased her though they were by no means lkeral. By 
now the Cavafy canon has bvn erablished by the Vne thoughtful 
translations of Mavrogordato and in a sense the poet has bvn frvd 
for other poets to experiment wkh; I have tried to tranqlant 
rather than translate — wkh what success I cannot say. 
 

THE CITY 

You tell yourself: I’ll be gone 
To some other land, some other sea, 
To a cky lovelier far than this 
Could ever have bvn or hoped to be — 
Where every rep now tightens the noose: 
A heart in a body buried and out of use: 
How long, how long mur I be here 
ConVned among these dreary purlieus 
Of the common mind? Wherever now I look 
Black ruins of my life rise into view. 
So many years have I bvn here 
Spending and squandering, and nothing gained. 
Tere’s no new land, my friend, no 
New sea; for the cky will follow you, 
In the same rrvts you’ll wander endlessly, 
Te same mental suburbs slip from youth to age, 
In the same house go whke at lar — 
Te cky is a cage. 
No other places, always this 
Your earthly landfall, and no ship exirs 



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

202 

To take you from yourself. Ah! don’t you sv 
Jur as you’ve ruined your life in this 
One plot of ground you’ve ruined ks worth 
Everywhere now — over the whole earth? 

 
THE GOD ABANDONS ANTONY 

When suddenly at darker midnight heard, 
Te invisible company passing, the clear voices, 
Ravishing music of invisible boirs — 
Your fortunes having failed you now, 
Hopes gone aground, a lifetime of desires 
Turned into smoke. Ah! do not agonize 
At what is par deceiving 
But like a man long since prepared 
Wkh courage say your lar good-byes 
To Alexandria as she is leaving. 
Do not be tricked and never say 
It was a dream or that your ears misled, 
Leave cowards their entreaties and complaints, 
Let all sub useless hopes as these be shed, 
And like a man long since prepared, 
Deliberately, wkh pride, wkh resignation 
BeVsing you and worthy of sub a cky 
Turn to the open window and look down 
To drink par all deceiving 
Your lar dark rapture from the myrical throng 
And say farewell, farewell to Alexandria leaving. 
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NOTES IN THE TEXT 

 
 

Page 18. ‘Te Poet of the cky.’ C. P. Cavafy. 
Page 18. ‘Te old man.’ C. P. Cavafy. 
Page 39. Caballi. Te arral bodies of men who died a premature 

death ‘Tey imagine to perform bodily acions while in fac they 
have no physical bodies but ac in their thoughts.’ Paracelsus. 

Page 39. ‘Held the Gnoric docrine that creation is a mirake…. 
He imagines a primal God, the centre of a divine harmony, who 
sent out maniferations of himself in pairs of male and female. 
Eab pair was inferior to ks predecessor and Sophia (“wisdom”) 
the female of the thirtieth pair, lear perfec of all. She showed 
her imperfecion not, like Lucifer, by rebelling from God, but 
by desiring too ardently to be unked to him. She fell through 
love.’ E. M. Forrer, Alexandria. 

Page 40. Quotation from Paracelsus. 
Page 51. Taphia, Egyptian ‘Red Biddy.’ 
Page 53. Grvk text. Οταν θά βγῶ, ἄν δέν ἔχῃς φιλενάδα, φώναξέ με. 
Page 77. Amr, Conqueror of Alexandria, was a poet and soldier. Of 

the Arab invasion E. M. Forrer wrkes: ‘Tough they had no 
intention of derroying her, they derroyed her, as a bild might 
a watb. She never funcioned again properly for over 1,000 
years.’ 

Page 147. A translation of ‘Te Cky’ is among the ‘Workpoints.’ 
Page 195. Sv page 196. 
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MY MOTHER 

these memorials of an unforgosen cky 



 

 

 
 

 
Te mirror sds the man as beautiful, the mirror 
loves the man; another mirror sds the man as 
frightful and hates him; and i is always the same 
being who produces the impressions. 

D. A. F.  DE  SADE: Juxine 
 
 
Yes, we insix upon those details, you veil them wih 
a decency whic removes all their edge of horror; 
there remains only what is useful to whoever wishes 
to become familiar wih man; you have no concep- 
tion how helpful these tableaux are to the develop- 
ment of the human wiri; perhaps we are xill so 
benighted wih reweb to this branc of learning 
only because of the xupid rexraint of those who 
wish to wrie upon suc maters. Inhabied by 
absurd fears, they only discuss the pueriliies wih 
whic every fool is familiar and dare not, by 
turning a bold hand to the human heart, ofer is 
gigantic idiosyncrasies to our view. 

D. A. F.  DE  SADE: Juxine 
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PART I 
 
I 
 

andscape-tones: brown to bronze, rvp skyline, low cloud, 
pearl ground wkh shadowed oyrer and violet reWecions. Te 
lion-dur of desert: prophets’ tombs turned to zinc and 

copper at sunset on the ancient lake. Its huge sand-faults like 
watermarks from the air; grvn and ckron giving to gunmetal, to a 
single plum-dark sail, moir, palpkant: ricky-winged nymph. 
Taposiris is dead among ks tumbling columns and seamarks, 
vanished the Harpoon Men … Mareotis under a sky of hot lilac. 

summer:  buf sand, hot marble sky. 
autumn:  swollen bruise-greys, 
winter:  frdzing snow, cool sand. 

clear sky panels, glitering wih mica. 
washed delta grdns. 
magnigcent xarscapes. 

And qring? Ah! there is no qring in the Delta, no sense of 
refreshment and renewal in things. One is plunged out of winter 
into: wax eXgy of a summer too hot to breathe. But here, at lear, 
in Alexandria, the sea-breaths save us from the tideless weight of 
summer nothingness, crvping over the bar among the warships, 
to Wuser the rriped awnings of the cafés upon the Grande 
Cornibe. I would never have … 

y    y    y    y    y  

Te cky, half-imagined (yet wholly real), begins and ends in us, 
roots lodged in our memory. Why mur I return to k night after 
night, wrking here by the Vre of carob-wood while the Aegean 
wind clutbes at this island house, clutbing and releasing k, 
bending back the cypresses like bows? Have I not said enough 
about Alexandria? Am I to be reinfeced once more by the dream 
of k and the memory of ks inhabkants? Dreams I had thought 
safely locked up on paper, conVded to the rrong-rooms of memory! 
You will think I am indulging myself. It is not so. A single 
bance facor has altered everything, has turned me back upon my 
tracks. A memory whib catbes sight of kself in a mirror. 

 

L 
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Jurine, Melissa, Clea…. Tere were so few of us really — you  
would have thought them easily diqosed of in a single book, would 
you not? So would I, so did I. Diqersed now by time and circum- 
rance, the circuk broken forever…. 

I had set myself the task of trying to recover them in words, 
reinrate them in memory, allot to eab his and her poskion in my 
time. SelVshly. And wkh that wrking complete, I felt that I had 
turned a key upon the doll’s house of our acions. Indvd, I saw my 
lovers and friends no longer as living people but as coloured 
transfers of the mind; inhabking my papers now, no longer the 
cky, like taperry Vgures. It was diXcult to concede to them any 
more common realky than to the words I had used about them. 
What has recalled me to myself? 

But in order to go on, k is necessary to go back: not that any- 
thing I wrote about them is untrue, far from k. Yet when I wrote, 
the full facs were not at my diqosal. Te picure I drew was a 
provisional one — like the picure of a lor civilization deduced 
from a few fragmented vases, an inscribed tablet, an amulet, some 
human bones, a gold smiling death-mask. 

y    y    y    y    y  

 ‘We live’ wrkes Pursewarden somewhere ‘lives based upon 
seleced Vcions. Our view of realky is condkioned by our poskion 
in qace and time — not by our personalkies as we like to think. 
Tus every interpretation of realky is based upon a unique poskion. 
Two paces ear or wer and the whole picure is banged.’ Some- 
thing of this order…. 

And as for human baracers, whether real or invented, there are 
no sub animals. Eab psybe is really an ant-hill of opposing pre- 
diqoskions. Personalky as something wkh Vxed asributes is an 
illusion — but a necessary illusion if we are to love! 

As for the something that remains conrant … the shy kiss of 
Melissa is predicable, for example (amateurish as an early form of 
printing), or the frowns of Jurine, whib car a shadow over those 
blazing dark eyes — orbks of the Sphinx at noon. ‘In the end’ says 
Pursewarden ‘everything will be found to be true of everybody. 
Saint and Villain are co-sharers.’ He is right. 

I am making every asempt to be maser-of-fac…. 

y    y    y    y    y  

In the lar leser whib reabed me from Balthazar he wrote: ‘I
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think of you often and not wkhout a certain grim humour. You 
have retired to your island, wkh, as you think, all the data about us 
and our lives. No doubt you are bringing us to judgement on paper 
in the manner of wrkers. I wish I could sv the result. It mur fall 
very far short of truth : I mean sub truths as I could tell you about 
us all — even perhaps about yourself. Or the truths Clea could tell 
you (she is in Paris on a visk and has ropped wrking to me 
recently). I picure you, wise one, poring over Moeurs, the diaries of 
Jurine, Nessim, etc., imagining that the truth is to be found in 
them. Wrong! Wrong! A diary is the lar place to go if you wish 
to svk the truth about a person. Nobody dares to make the Vnal 
confession to themselves on paper: or at lear, not about love. Do 
you know whom Jurine really loved? You believed k was yourself, 
did you not? Confess!’ 

My only answer was to send him the huge bundle of paper whib 
had grown up so riYy under my slow pen and to whib I had 
loosely given her name as a tkle — though Cahiers would have done 
jur as well. Months passed after this — a blessed silence indvd, 
for k suggered that my crkic had bvn satisVed, silenced. 

I cannot say that I forgot the cky, but I let the memory of k slvp. 
Yet of course, k was always there, as k always will be, hanging in the 
mind like the mirage whib travellers so often sv. Pursewarden 
has described the phenomenon in the following words: 

‘We were rill almor a couple of hours’ reaming dirance before 
land could possibly come into sight when suddenly my companion 
shouted and pointed at the horizon. We saw, inverted in the sky, a 
full-scale mirage of the cky, luminous and trembling, as if painted 
on dury silk: yet in the nicer detail. From memory I could clearly 
make out ks features, Ras El Tin Palace, the Nebi Daniel Mosque 
and so forth. Te whole representation was as breath-taking as a 
marerpiece painted in fresh dew. It hung there in the sky for a 
considerable time, perhaps twenty-Vve minutes, before melting 
slowly into the horizon mir. An hour later, the real cky appeared, 
swelling from a smudge to the size of ks mirage.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Te two or thrv winters we have qent in this island have bvn 
lonely ones — dour and windswept winters and hot summers. 
Luckily, the bild is too young to fvl as I do the nvd for books, 
for conversation. She is happy and acive. 

Now in the qring come the long calms, the tideless, scentless
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days of premonkion. Te sea tames kself and becomes asentive. 
Soon the cicadas will bring in their crackling music, background 
to the shepherd’s dry Wute among the rocks. Te scrambling tor- 
toise and the lizard are our only companions. 

I should explain that our only regular viskant from the outside 
world is the Smyrna packet whib once a wvk crosses the head- 
land to the south, always at the same hour, at the same qvd, jur 
after dusk. In winter, the high seas and winds make k invisible, 
but now — I sk and wak for k. You hear at Vrr only the faint 
drumming of engines. Ten the creature slides round the cape, 
cusing ks line of silk froth in the sea, brightly lk up in the moth- 
soft darkness of the Aegean night — condensed, but wkhout out- 
lines, like a cloud of VreWies moving. It travels far, and disappears 
all too soon round the next headland, leaving behind k perhaps 
only the half-usered fragment of a popular song, or the skin of a 
tangerine whib I will Vnd next day, washed up on the long 
pebbled beab where I bathe wkh the bild. 

Te lktle arbour of oleanders under the planes — this is my 
wrking-room. After the bild has gone to bed, I sk here at the old 
sea-rained table, waking for the viskant, unwilling to light the 
paraXn lamp before k has passed. It is the only day of the wvk I 
know by name here — Tursday. It sounds silly, but in an island 
so empty of variety, I look forward to the wvkly visk like a bild 
to a sbool treat. I know the boat brings lesers for whib I shall 
have to wak perhaps twenty-four hours. But I never sv the lktle 
ship vanish wkhout regret. And when k has passed, I light the 
lamp wkh a sigh and return to my papers. I wrke so slowly, wkh 
sub pain. Pursewarden once, qeaking about wrking, told me 
that the pain that accompanied composkion was entirely due, in 
artirs, to the fear of madness; ‘force k a bk and tell yourself that 
you don’t give a damn if you do go mad, and you’ll Vnd k comes 
quicker, you’ll break the barrier.’ (I don’t know how true this all is. 
But the money he left me in his will has served me well, and I rill 
have a few pounds betwvn me and the devils of debt and work.) 

I describe this wvkly diversion in some detail because k was 
into this picure that Balthazar intruded one June evening wkh a 
suddenness that surprised me — I was going to wrke ‘deafened’ 
— there is no one to talk to here — but ‘surprised me’. Tis even- 
ing something like a miracle happened. Te lktle reamer, inread 
of disappearing as usual, turned abruptly through an arc of 150 
degrvs and entered the lagoon, there to lie in a furry cocoon of ks
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own light: and to drop into the centre of the golden puddle k had 
created the long slow anbor-bain whose symbol kself is like a 
searb for truth. It was a moving sight to one who, like myself, had 
bvn landlocked in qirk as all wrkers are — indvd, become like 
a ship in a bosle, sailing nowhere — and I watbed as an Indian 
mur perhaps have watbed the Vrr whke man’s craft toub the 
shores of the New World. 

Te darkness, the silence, were broken now by the uneven lap- 
lap of oars; and then, after an age, by the bink of cky-shod fvt 
upon shingle. A hoarse voice gave a direcion. Ten silence. As I 
lk the lamp to set the wick in trim and so deliver myself from the 
qell of this departure from the norm, the grave dark face of my 
friend, like some goat-like apparkion from the Underworld, 
materialized among the thick branbes of myrtle. We drew a 
breath and rood smiling at eab other in the yellow light: the dark 
Assyrian ringlets, the beard of Pan. ‘No — I am real!’ said 
Balthazar wkh a laugh and we embraced furiously. Balthazar! 

Te Medkerranean is an absurdly small sea; the length and 
greatness of ks hirory makes us dream k larger than k is. Alex- 
andria indvd — the true no less than the imagined — lay only 
some hundreds of sea-miles to the south. 

‘I am on my way to Smyrna’ said Balthazar, ‘from where I was 
going to por you this.’ He laid upon the scarred old table the 
immense bundle of manuscript I had sent him — papers now 
seared and rarred by a massive interlinear of sentences, para- 
graphs and querion-marks. Seating himself opposke wkh his 
Mephirophelean air, he said in a lower, more heskant tone: 

‘I have debated in myself very long about telling you some of 
the things I have put down here. At times k svmed a folly and an 
impertinence. After all, your concern — was k wkh us as real 
people or as “baracers”? I didn’t know. I rill don’t. Tese pages 
may lose me your friendship wkhout adding anything to the sum 
of your knowledge. You have bvn painting the cky, toub by 
toub, upon a curved surface — was your objec poetry or fac? If 
the laser, then there are things whib you have a right to know.’ 

He rill had not explained his amazing appearance before me, 
so anxious was he about the central meaning of the viskation. He 
did so now, noticing my bewilderment at the cloud of Vre-Wies in 
the normally deserted bay. He smiled. 

‘Te ship is delayed for a few hours wkh engine trouble. It is 
one of Nessim’s. Te captain is Hasim Kohly, an old friend:



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

214 

perhaps you remember him? No. Well, I guessed from your des- 
cription roughly where you mur be living; but to be landed on 
your doorrep like this, I confess!’ His laughter was wonderful to 
hear once more. 

But I hardly lirened, for his words had plunged me into a fer- 
ment, a desire to rudy his interlinear, to revise — not my book 
(that has never bvn of the slighter importance to me for k will 
never even be published), but my view of the cky and ks inhabi- 
tants. For my own personal Alexandria had become, in all this 
loneliness, as dear as a philosophy of introqecion, almor a mono- 
mania. I was so Vlled wkh emotion I did not know what to say to 
him. ‘Stay wkh us, Balthazar —’ I said, ‘ray awhile….’ 

‘We leave in two hours’ he said, and pasing the papers before 
him: ‘Tis may give you visions and fevers’ he added doubtfully. 

‘Good’ I said — ‘I ask for nothing beser.’ 
‘We are all rill real people’ he said, ‘whatever you try and do to 

us — those of us who are rill alive. Melissa, Pursewarden — they 
can’t answer back because they are dead. At lear, so one thinks.’ 

‘So one thinks. Te ber retorts always come from beyond the 
grave.’ 

We sat and began to talk about the par, rather riYy to be sure. 
He had already dined on board and there was nothing I could oUer 
him beyond a glass of the good island wine whib he sipped 
slowly. Later he asked to sv Melissa’s bild, and I led him back 
through the clurering oleanders to a place from whib we could 
both look into the great Vrelk room where she lay looking beautiful 
and grave, aslvp there wkh her thumb in her mouth. Balthazar’s 
dark cruel eye softened as he watbed her, lightly breathing. ‘One 
day’ he said in a low voice ‘Nessim will want to sv her. Quke 
soon, mark. He has begun to talk about her, be curious. Wkh old 
age coming on, he will fvl he nvds her support, mark my words.’ 
And he quoted in Grvk: ‘Firr the young, like vines, climb up the 
dull supports of their elders who fvl their Vngers on them, soft 
and tender; then the old climb down the lovely supporting bodies 
of the young into their proper deaths.’ I said nothing. It was the 
room kself whib was breathing now — not our bodies. 

‘You have bvn lonely here’ said Balthazar. 
‘But qlendidly, desirably lonely.’ 
‘Yes, I envy you. But truthfully.’ 
And then his eye caught the unVnished portrak of Jurine whib 

Clea in another life had given me. 



BALTHAZAR 

215 

‘Tat portrak’ he said ‘whib was interrupted by a kiss. How 
good to sv that again — how good!’ He smiled. ‘It is like hearing 
a loved and familiar ratement in music whib leads one towards 
an emotion always recapturable, never-failing.’ I did not say any- 
thing. I did not dare. 

He turned to me. ‘And Clea?’ he said at lar, in the voice of 
someone interrogating an ebo. I said: ‘I have heard nothing from 
her for ages. Time doesn’t count here. I expec she has married, 
has gone away to another country, has bildren, a reputation as a 
painter … everything one would wish her,’ 

He looked at me curiously and shook his head. ‘No’ he said; but 
that was all. 

It was long after midnight when the seamen called him from the 
dark olive groves. I walked to the beab wkh him, sad to sv him 
leave so soon. A rowboat waked at the water’s edge wkh a sailor 
randing to his oars in k. He said something in Arabic. 

Te qring sea was enticingly warm after a day’s sunshine and 
as Balthazar entered the boat the whim seized me to swim out wkh 
him to the vessel whib lay not two hundred yards away from the 
shore. Tis I did and hovered to watb him climb the rail, and to 
watb the boat drawn up. ‘Don’t get caught in the screw’ he called, 
and ‘Go back before the engines rart’ — ‘I will’ — ‘But wak — 
before you go —’ He ducked back into a rateroom to reappear and 
drop something into the water beside me. It fell wkh a soft qlash. 
‘A rose from Alexandria’ he said, ‘from the cky whib has every- 
thing but happiness to oUer ks lovers.’ He buckled. ‘Give k to 
the bild.’ 

‘Balthazar, good-bye!’ 
‘Wrke to me — if you dare!’ 
Caught like a qider betwvn the cross mesh of lights, and turn- 

ing towards those yellow pools whib rill lay betwvn the dark 
shore and myself, I waved and he waved back. 

I put the precious rose betwvn my tvth and dog-paddled back 
to my clothes on the pebble beab, talking to myself. 

And there, lying upon the table in the yellow lamplight, lay the 
great interlinear to Juxine — as I had called k. It was cross- 
hatbed, crabbed, rarred wkh querions and answers in diUerent- 
coloured inks, in typescript. It svmed to me then to be somehow 
symbolic of the very realky we had shared — a palimpser upon 
whib eab of us had left his or her individual traces, layer by 
layer. 
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Mur I now learn to sv k all wkh new eyes, to accurom myself 
to the truths whib Balthazar has added? It is impossible to des- 
cribe wkh what emotion I read his words — sometimes so detailed 
and sometimes so brieWy curt — as for example in the lir he had 
headed ‘Some Fallacies and Misapprehensions’ where he said 
coldly: ‘Number 4. Tat Jurine “loved” you. She “loved”, if any- 
one, Pursewarden. “What does that mean”? She was forced to use 
you as a decoy in order to protec him from the jealousy of Nessim 
whom she had married. Pursewarden himself did not care for her 
at all — supreme logic of love!’ 

In my mind’s eye the cky rose once more againr the Wat mirror 
of the grvn lake and the broken loins of sandrone whib marked 
the desert’s edge. Te polkics of love, the intrigues of desire, good 
and evil, virtue and caprice, love and murder, moved obscurely in 
the dark corners of Alexandria’s rrvts and squares, brothels and 
drawing-rooms — moved like a great congress of vls in the slime 
of plot and counter-plot. 

It was almor dawn before I surrendered the fascinating mound 
of paper wkh ks comments upon my own real (inner) life and like 
a drunkard rumbled to my bed, my head abing, eboing wkh the 
cky, the only cky left where every extreme of race and habk can 
mvt and marry, where inner derinies intersec. I could hear the 
dry voice of my friend repeating as I fell aslvp: ‘How mub do you 
care to know … how mub more do you care to know?’ — ‘I mur 
know everything in order to be at lar delivered from the cky’ I 
replied in my dream. 

y    y    y    y    y  

‘When you pluck a Wower, the branb qrings back into place. 
Tis is not true of the heart’s aUecions’ is what Clea once said to 
Balthazar. 

y    y    y    y    y  

And so, slowly, relucantly, I have bvn driven back to my 
rarting-point, like a man who at the end of a tremendous journey 
is told that he has bvn slvpwalking. ‘Truth’ said Balthazar to me 
once, blowing his nose in an old tennis sock, ‘Truth is what mor 
contradics kself in time.’ 

And Pursewarden on another occasion, but not less memorably: 
‘If things were always what they svmed, how impoverished would 
be the imagination of man!’ 
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How will I ever deliver myself from this whore among ckies — 
sea, desert, minaret, sand, sea? 

No. I mur set k all down in cold black and whke, until sub 
time as the memory and impulse of k is qent. I know that the key 
I am trying to turn is in myself. 
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II 
 

 
e cénacle Capodirria used to call us in those days when we 
gathered for an early morning shave in the Ptolemaic parlour 
of Mnemjian, wkh ks mirrors and palms, ks bead curtains 

and the delicious mimicry of clear warm water and whke linen: a 
laying out and anointing of corpses. Te violet-eyed hunbback 
himself oXciated, for we were valued curomers all (dead Pharaohs 
at the natron baths, guts and brains to be removed, renovated and 
replaced). He himself, the barber, was often unshaven having jur 
hurried down from the hoqkal after shaving a corpse. BrieWy we 
met here in the padded bairs, in the mirrors, before separating 
to go about our various tasks — Da Capo to sv his brokers, 
Pombal to toser to the Frenb consulate (mouth full of barred 
moths, hangover, sensation of having walked about all night on 
his eyeballs), I to teab, Scobie to the Police Bureau, and so 
on…. 

I have somewhere a faded Washlight photograph of this morning 
rkual, taken by poor John Keats, the Global Agency correqon- 
dent. It is rrange to look at k now. Te smell of the gravecloth is 
on k. It is a qeaking likeness of an Alexandrian qring morning: 
quiet rubbing of coUv perles, curdling crying of fat pigeons. I 
recognize my friends by the very sounds they make: Capodirria’s 
baraceriric ‘Quatsc’ and ‘Pouagh’ at some polkical remark, 
followed by that dry cabinnation — the retbing of a metal 
romab; Scobie’s tobacco cough ‘Teuc, Teuc’: Pombal’s soft 
‘Tiens’, like someone rriking a triangle. ‘Tiens’. 

And in one corner there I am, in my shabby raincoat — the per- 
feced image of a sboolteaber. In the other corner sks poor lktle 
Toto de Brunel. Keats’s photograph traps him as he is raising a 
ringed Vnger to his temple — the fatal temple. 

Toto! He is an original, a numéro. His wkhered wkb’s features 
and small boy’s brown eyes, widow’s peak, quvr art nouveau 
smile. He was the darling of old society women too proud to pay 
for gigolos. ‘Toto, mon cou, c’ex toi!’ (Madame Umbada), ‘Comme 
il ex carmant, ce Toto!’ (Athena Trasha). He lives on these dry 
crurs of approbation, an old woman’s man, wkh the dimples

L 
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sinking daily dvper into the wrinkled skin of an ageless face, quke 
happy, I suppose. Yes. 

‘Toto — comment vas-tu?’ — ‘Si heureux de vous voir, Madame 
Martinengo!’ 

He was what Pombal scornfully called ‘a Gentleman of the 
Second Declension.’ His smile dug one’s grave, his kindness was 
anærhetic. Tough his fortune was small, his excesses trivial, yet 
he was right in the social swim. Tere was, I suppose, nothing to 
be done wkh him for he was a woman: yet had he bvn born one 
he would long since have cried himself into a decline. Lacking 
barm, his pederary gave him a kind of illick importance. ‘Homme 
serviable, homme gracieux’ (Count Banubula, General Cervoni — 
what more does one want?). 

Tough wkhout humour, he found one day that he could qlk 
sides. He qoke indiUerent English and Frenb, but whenever at 
loss for a word he would put in one whose meaning he did not 
know and the grotesque subrkution was often delightful. Tis 
became his randard mannerism. In k, he almor reabed poetry — 
as when he said ‘Some Wies have come oU my typewrker’ or ‘Te 
car is trepanned today’ or ‘I ran so far I got dandruU.’ He could 
do this in thrv languages. It excused him from learning them. He 
qoke a Toto-tongue of his own. 

Invisible behind the lens kself that morning rood Keats — the 
world’s sort of Good Fellow, empty of ill intentions. He smelt 
lightly of perqiration. C’ex le métier qui exige. Once he had wanted 
to be a wrker but took the wrong turning, and now his profession 
had so trained him to ray on the superVcies of real life (acs and 
facs about acs) that he had developed the typical journalir’s 
neurosis (they drink to rill k): namely that Something has hap- 
pened, or is about to happen, in the next rrvt, and that they will 
not know about k until k is too late to ‘send’. Tis haunting fear of 
missing a fragment of realky whib one knows in advance will be 
trivial, even meaningless, had given our friend the conventional tic 
one svs in bildren who want to go to the lavatory — shifting 
about in a bair, crossing and uncrossing of legs. After a few 
moments of conversation he would nervously rise and say ‘I’ve jur 
forgosen something — I won’t be a minute.’ In the rrvt he would 
expel his breath in a swish of relief. He never went far but simply 
walked around the block to rill the unease. Everything always 
svmed normal enough, to be sure. He would wonder whether to 
phone Mahmoud Pasha about the defence erimates or wak till
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Tomorrow…. He had a pocketful of peanuts whib he cracked in his 
tvth and qat out, fvling rerless, unnerved, he did not know why. 
After a walk he would come trosing back into the café, or barber’s 
shop, beaming shyly, apologetically: an ‘Agency Man’ — our ber- 
integrated modern type. Tere was nothing wrong wkh John except 
the level on whib he had bosen to live his life — but you could 
say the same about his famous namesake, could you not? 

I owe this faded photograph to him. Te mania to perpetuate, 
to record, to photograph everything! I suppose this mur come 
from the fvling that you don’t enjoy anything fully, indvd are 
taking the bloom oU k wkh every breath you draw. His ‘Vles’ 
were enormous, bulging wkh signed menus, bands oU memorial 
cigars, porage ramps, picure porcards…. Later this proved 
useful, for somehow he had captured some of Pursewarden’s obier 
diba. 

Farther to the ear sks good old big-bellied Pombal, under eab 
eye a verkable diplomatic bag. Now here is someone on whom one 
can really lavish a bk of aUecion. His only preoccupation is wkh 
losing his job or being impuissant : the national worry of every 
Frenbman since Jean-Jacques. We quarrel a good deal, though 
amicably, for we share his lktle Wat whib is always full of un- 
considered triWes and triWes more considered: les femmes. But he is 
a good friend, a tender-hearted man, and really loves women. 
When I have insomnia or am ill: ‘Dis donc, tu vas bien?’ Roughly, 
in the manner of a bon copain. ‘Ecoute — tu veux une awirine?’ or 
else ‘Ou bien — j’ai une jeune amie dans ma cambre si tu veux….’ 
(Not a miqrint: Pombal called all poules ‘jeunes femmes’.) ‘Hein? 
Elle n’ex pas mal — et c’ex tout payé, mon cer. Mais ce matin, moi 
je me sens un tout peti peu antiféminixe — j’en ai marre, hein!’ 
Satiety fell upon him at sub times. ‘Je deviens de plus en plus 
anthropophage’ he would say, rolling that comical eye. Also, his job 
worried him; his reputation was presy bad, people were beginning 
to talk, eqecially after what he calls ‘l’afaire Sveva’; and yererday 
the Consul-General walked in on him while he was cleaning his shoes 
on the Chancery curtains…. ‘Monsieur Pombal! Je suis obligé de 
vous faire quelques observations sur votre comportement ojciel!’ 
Ouf! A reproof of the Vrr grade…. 

It explains why Pombal now sks heavily in the photograph, 
debating all this wkh a downcar expression. Lately we have be- 
come rather erranged because of Melissa. He is angry that I have 
fallen in love wkh her, for she is only a dancer in a night-club, and
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as sub unworthy of serious asention. Tere is also a querion of 
snobbery, for she is virtually living at the Wat now and he fvls this 
to be demeaning: perhaps even diplomatically unwise. 

‘Love’ says Toto ‘is a liquid fossil’ — a felickous epigram in all 
conscience. Now to fall in love wkh a banker’s wife, that would be 
forgivable, though ridiculous…. Or would k? In Alexandria, k is 
only intrigue per se whib is wholeheartedly admired; but to fall in 
love renders one ridiculous in society. (Pombal is a provincial at 
heart.) I think of the tremendous repose and dignky of Melissa in 
death, the slender body bandaged and swaddled as if after some 
consuming and irreparable accident. Well. 

And Jurine? On the day this picure was taken, Clea’s painting 
was interrupted by a kiss, as Balthazar says. How am I to make 
this comprehensible when I can only visualize these scenes wkh 
sub diXculty? I mur, k svms, try to sv a new Jurine, a new 
Pursewarden, a new Clea…. I mean that I mur try and rrip the 
opaque membrane whib rands betwvn me and the realky of 
their acions — and whib I suppose is composed of my own 
limkations of vision and temperament. My envy of Pursewarden, 
my passion for Jurine, my pky for Melissa. Dirorting mirrors, all 
of them…. Te way is through fac. I mur record what more I 
know and asempt to render k comprehensible or plausible to 
myself, if necessary, by an ac of the imagination. Or can facs be left 
to themselves? Can you say ‘he fell in love’ or ‘she fell in love’ wkh- 
out trying to divine ks meaning, to set k in a context of plausibili- 
ties? ‘Tat bkb’ Pombal said once of Jurine. ‘Elle a l’air d ’être 
bien cambrée!’ And of Melissa ‘Une pauvre petie poule quelconque 
…’ He was right, perhaps, yet the true meaning of them resides 
elsewhere. Here, I hope, on this scribbled paper whib I have 
woven, qider-like, from my inner life. 

And Scobie? Well, he at lear has the comprehensibilky of a 
diagram — plain as a national anthem. He looks particularly 
pleased this morning for he has recently abieved apotheosis. After 
years as a Bimbashi in the Egyptian Police, in what he calls ‘the 
evening of his life’ he has jur bvn appointed to … I hardly dare 
to wrke the words for I can sv his shudder of secrecy, can sv his 
glass eye rolling portentously round in ks socket … the Secret 
Service. He is not alive any more, thank God, to read the words 
and tremble. Yes, the Ancient Mariner, the secret pirate of Tatwig 
Strvt, the man himself. How mub the cky misses him. (His use 
of the word ‘uncanny’!)…. 
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Elsewhere I have recounted how I answered a myrerious sum- 
mons to Vnd myself in a room of qlendid proportions wkh my 
errwhile pirate friend facing me across a desk, whirling through 
his ill-Vsing dentures. I think his new assignment was as mub a 
puzzle to him as k was to me, his only conVdant. It is true of 
course that he had bvn long in Egypt and knew Arabic well; but 
his carvr had bvn comparatively obscure. What could an intel- 
ligence agency hope to get out of him? More than this — what did 
he hope to get out of me? I had already explained in detail that the 
lktle circle whib met every month to hear Balthazar expound the 
principles of the Cabbala had no connecion wkh eqionage; k was 
simply a group of hermetic rudents drawn by their interer in the 
maser of the lecures. Alexandria is a cky of secs — and the 
shallower inquiry would have revealed to him the exirence of 
other groups akin to the one concerned wkh the hermetic philo- 
sophy whib Balthazar addressed: Steinerkes, Chririan Scientirs, 
Ouqenskyirs, Adventirs…. What was k that riveted asention 
particularly on Nessim, Jurine, Balthazar, Capodirria, etc.? I 
could not tell, nor could he tell me. 

‘Tey’re up to something’ he repeated weakly. ‘Cairo says so.’ 
Apparently, he did not even know who his own marers were. 
His work was invisibly dicated by a scrambler telephone, as far 
as I could underrand. But whatever ‘Cairo’ was k paid him well: 
and if he had money to throw about on nonsensical inverigations 
who was I to prevent him throwing k to me? I thought that 
my Vrr few reports on Balthazar’s Cabal would successfully 
damp all interer in k — but no. Tey wanted more and again 
more. 

And this very morning, the old sailor in the photograph was cele- 
brating his new por and the increase of salary k carried by having 
a haircut in the upper town, at the mor expensive of shops — 
Mnemjian’s. 

I mur not forget that this photograph also records a ‘Secret 
Rendezvous’; no wonder Scobie looks dirraught. For he is sur- 
rounded by the very qies into whose acivkies k is necessary to 
inquire — not to mention a Frenb diplomat who is widely 
rumoured to be head of the Frenb Deuxième…. 

Normally Scobie would have found this too expensive an erab- 
lishment to patronize, living as he did upon a tiny nautical pension 
and his exiguous Police salary. But now he is a great man. 

He did not dare even to wink at me in the mirror as the
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hunbback, tacful as a diplomat, elaborated a full-scale haircut out 
of mere air — for Scobie’s glktering dome was very lightly fringed 
by the kind of WuU one svs on a duckling’s bosom, and he had 
of late years sacriVced the torpedo beard of a wintry qarseness. 

‘I mur say’ he is about to say throatily (in the presence of so 
many suqicious people we ‘qies’ mur qeak ‘normally’), ‘I mur 
say, old man, you get a qiXng treatment here, Mnemjian really 
does underrand.’ Clearing his throat, ‘Te whole art.’ His voice 
became portentous in the presence of tebnical terms. ‘It’s all a 
querion of Graduation — I had a close friend who told me, a 
barber in Bond Strvt. You simply got to graduate.’ Mnemjian 
thanked him in his pinbed ventriloquir’s voice. ‘Not at all’ said 
the old man largely. ‘I know the wrinkles.’ Now he could wink at 
me. I winked back. We both looked away. 

Released, he rood up, his bones creaking, and set his piratical 
jaw in a look of full-blooded health. He examined his reWecion in 
the mirror wkh complacence. ‘Yes’ he said, giving a short authori- 
tative nod, ‘k’ll do.’ 

‘Elecric fricion for scalp, sir?’ 
Scobie shook his head marerfully as he placed his red Wower- 

pot tarbush on his skull. ‘It brings me out in goose pimples’ he 
said, and then, wkh a smirk, ‘I’ll nourish what’s left wkh arak.’ 
Mnemjian saluted this rroke of wk wkh a lktle gerure. We 
were frv. 

But he was really not elated at all. He drooped as we walked 
slowly down Chérif Paba together towards the Grande Cornibe. 
He rruck moodily at his knv wkh the horsehair Wy-swaser, puXng 
moodily at his mub-mended briar. Tought. All he said wkh 
sudden petulance was ‘I can’t rand that Toto fellow. He’s an open 
nancy-boy. In my time we would have….’ He grumbled away 
into his skin for a long time and then petered into silence again. 

‘What is k, Scobie?’ I said. 
‘I’m troubled’ he admkted. ‘Really troubled.’ 
When he was in the upper town his walk and general bearing 

had an artiVcial swagger — k suggered a Whke Man at large, 
brooding upon problems peculiar to Whke Men — their Burden 
as they call k. To judge by Scobie, k hung heavy. His lear gerure 
had a resounding artiVcialky, tapping his knvs, sucking his lip, 
falling into brooding askudes before shop windows. He gazed at 
the people around him as if from rilts. Tese gerures reminded 
me in a fvble way of the heroes of domeric English Vcion who
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rand before a Tudor Vreplace, impressively whacking their riding- 
boots wkh a bull’s pizzle. 

By the time we had reabed the outskirts of the Arab quarter, 
however, he had all but shed these mannerisms. He relaxed, tipped 
his tarbush up to mop his brow, and gazed around him wkh the 
aUecion of long familiarky. Here he belonged by adoption, here 
he was truly at home. He would deVantly take a drink from the 
leaden qout ricking out of a wall near the Goharri mosque (a 
public drinking fountain) though the Whke Man in him mur have 
bvn aware that the water was far from safe to drink. He would 
pick a rick of sugar-cane oU a rall as he passed, to gnaw k in the 
open rrvt: or a swvt locur-bean. Here, everywhere, the cries of 
the open rrvt grvted him and he reqonded radiantly. 

‘Y’alla, efendi, Skob’ 
‘Naharak said, ya Skob’ 
‘Allah salimak.’ 
He would sigh and say ‘Dear people’; and ‘How I love the place 

you have no idea!’ dodging a liquid-eyed camel as k humped down 
the narrow rrvt threatening to knock us down wkh ks bulging 
sumpters of bercim, the wild clover whib is used as fodder. 

‘May your proqerky increase’ 
‘By your leave, my mother’ 
‘May your day be blessed’ 
‘Favour me, O sheik.’ 
Scobie walked here wkh the ease of a man who has come into 

his own erate, slowly, sumptuously, like an Arab. 
Today we sat together for a while in the shade of the ancient 

mosque lirening to the clicking of the palms and the hooting of 
sea-going liners in the invisible basin below. 

‘I’ve jur svn a direcive’ said Scobie at lar, in a sad wkhered 
lktle voice ‘about what they call a Peddyrar. It’s rather shaken me, 
old man. I don’t mind admkting k — I didn’t know the word. I 
had to look k up. At all cors, k says, we mur exclude them. Tey 
are dangerous to the securky of the net.’ I gave a laugh and for a 
moment the old man showed signs of wanting to reqond wkh a 
weak giggle, but his depression overtook the impulse, to leave k 
buried, a small hollowness in those berry-red bvks. He puUed 
furiously at his pipe. ‘Peddyrar’ he repeated wkh scorn, and 
groped for his matbbox. 

‘I don’t think they quke underrand at Home’ he said sadly. 
‘Now the Egyptians, they don’t give a damn about a man if he has
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Tendencies — provided he’s the Soul of Honour, like me.’ He 
meant k. ‘But now, old man, if I am to work for the … You Know 
What … I ought to tell them — what do you say?’ 

‘Don’t be a fool, Scobie.’ 
‘Well, I don’t know’ he said sadly. ‘I want to be honer wkh 

them. It isn’t that I cause any harm. I suppose one shouldn’t have 
Tendencies — any more than warts or a big nose. But what can 
I do?’ 

‘Surely at your age very lktle?’ 
‘Below the belt’ said the pirate wkh a Wash of his old form. 

‘Dirty. Cruel. Narky.’ He looked arbly at me round his pipe and 
suddenly bvred up. He began one of those delightful rambling 
monologues — another bapter in the saga he had composed 
around his older friend, the by now mythical Toby Mannering. 
‘Toby was once Driven Medical by his excesses — I think I told 
you. No? Well, he was. Driven Medical.’ He was obviously quoting 
and wkh relish. ‘Lord how he used to go k as a young man. 
Stretbed the limk in beating the bounds. Finally he found him- 
self under the Docor, had to wear an Appliance.’ His voice rose 
by nearly an ocave. ‘He went about in a leopard-skin muU when 
he had shore leave until the Merbant Navy rose in a body. He was 
put away for six months. Into a Home. Tey said “You’ll have to 
have Tracion” — whatever that is. You could hear him scream all 
over Tewkesbury, so Toby says. Tey say they cure you but they 
don’t. Tey didn’t him at any rate. After a bk, they sent him back. 
Couldn’t do anything wkh him. He was aYiced wkh Dumb 
Insolence, they said. Poor Toby!’ 

He had fallen eUortlessly aslvp now, leaning back againr the 
wall of the Mosque. (‘A cat-nap’ he used to say, ‘but always woken 
by the ninth wave.’ For how mub longer, I wondered?) After a 
moment the ninth wave brought him back through the surf of his 
dreams to the beab. He gave a rart and sat up. ‘What was I saying? 
Yes, about Toby. His father was an M.P. Very High Placed. Rib 
man’s son. Toby tried to go into the Churb Vrr. Said he felt Te 
Call. I think k was jur the corume, myself — he was a great ama- 
teur theatrical, was Toby. Ten he lor his fakh and slipped up and 
had a tragedy. Got run in. He said the Devil prompted him. “Sv 
he doesn’t do k again” says the Beak. “Not on Tooting Common, 
anyway.” Tey wanted to put him in bokey — they said he 
had a rare disease — cornucopia I think they called k. But luckily 
his father went to the Prime Minirer and had the whole thing
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hushed up. It was lucky, old man, that at that time the whole 
Cabinet had Tendencies too. It was uncanny. Te Prime Minirer, 
even the Arbbishop of Canterbury. Tey sympathized wkh poor 
Toby. It was lucky for him. After that, he got his marer’s ticket 
and put to sea.’ 

Scobie was aslvp once more; only to wake again after a few 
seconds wkh a hirrionic rart. ‘It was old Toby’ he went on, wkh- 
out a pause, though now crossing himself devoutly and gulping 
‘who put me on to the Fakh. One night when we were on watb 
together on the Meredih (Vne old ship) he says to me: “Scurvy, 
there’s something you should know. Ever heard of the Virgin 
Mary?” I had of course, vaguely. I didn’t know what her duties 
were, so to qeak….’ 

Once more he fell aslvp and this time there issued from betwvn 
his lips a small croaking snore. I carefully took his pipe from 
betwvn his Vngers and lk myself a cigarese. Tis appearance and 
disappearance into the simulacrum of death was somehow toub- 
ing. Tese lktle visks paid to an eternky whib he would soon be 
inhabking, complete wkh the comfortable forms of Toby and 
Budgie, and a Virgin Mary wkh qeciVed duties…. And to be 
obsessed by sub problems at an age when, as far as I could judge, 
there was lktle beyond verbal boaring to make him a nuisance. (I 
was wrong — Scobie was indomkable.) 

After a while he woke again from this dvper slvp, shook him- 
self and rose, knuckling his eyes. We made our way together to the 
sordid purlieus of the town where he lived, in Tatwig Strvt, in a 
couple of tumbledown rooms. ‘And yet’ he said once more, carry- 
ing his bain of thought perfecly, ‘k’s all very well for you to say 
I shouldn’t tell them. But I wonder.’ (Here he paused to inhale the 
draught of cooking Arab bread from the doorway of a shop and the 
old man exclaimed ‘It smells like mother’s lap!’) His ambling walk 
kept pace wkh his deliberations. ‘You sv the Egyptians are marvel- 
lous, old man. Kindly. Tey know me well. From some points of 
view, they might look like felons, old man, but felons in a rate of 
grace, that’s what I always say. Tey make allowances for eab 
other. Why, Nimrod Pasha himself said to me the other day 
“Peddyrary is one thing — hashish quke another.” He’s serious, you 
sv. Now I never smoke hashish when I’m on duty — that would be 
bad. Of course, from another point of view, the Brkish couldn’t do 
anything to a man wkh an oXcial poskion like me. But if the Gyppos 
once thought they were — well, crkical about me — old man, I
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might lose both jobs, and both salaries. Tat’s what troubles me.’ 
We mounted the Wy-blown raircase wkh ks ragged rat-holes. 

‘It smells a bk’ he agrvd, ‘but you get quke used to k. It’s the 
mice. No, I’m not going to move. I’ve lived in this quarter for years 
now — years! Everybody knows me and likes me. And besides, 
old Abdul is only round the corner.’ 

He buckled and ropped for breath on the Vrr landing, taking 
oU his Wowerpot the beser to mop his brow. Ten he hung down- 
wards, sagging as he always did when he was thinking seriously as 
if the very weight of the thought kself bore down upon him. He 
sighed. ‘Te thing’ he said slowly, and wkh the air of a man who 
wishes at all cors to be explick, to formulate an idea as clearly as 
lies wkhin his power, ‘the thing is about Tendencies — you only 
realize k when you’re not a hot-blooded young qrig any more.’ 
He sighed again. ‘It’s the lack of tenderness, old man. It all de- 
pends on cunning somehow, you get lonely. Now Abdul is a true 
friend.’ He buckled and bvred up once more. ‘I call him the 
Bui Bui Emir. I set him up in his business, jur out of friendly 
aUecion. Bought him everything: his shop, his lktle wife. Never 
laid a Vnger on him nor ever could, because I love the man. I’m 
glad I did now, because though I’m gesing on, I rill have a true 
friend. I pop in every day to sv them. It’s uncanny how happy k 
makes me. I really do enjoy their happiness, old man. Tey are 
like son and daughter to me, the poor perishing coons. I can’t 
hardly bear to hear them quarrel. It makes me anxious about their 
kids. I think Abdul is jealous of her, and not wkhout cause, mark 
you. She looks Wirty to me. But then, sex is so powerful in this heat 
— a qoonful goes a long way as we used to say about rum in the 
Merbant Navy. You lie and dream about k like ice-cream, sex, 
not rum. And these Moslem girls — old boy — they circumcise 
them. It’s cruel. Really cruel. It only makes them harp on the 
subjec. I tried to get her to learn knkting or crewel-work, but 
she’s so rupid she didn’t underrand. Tey made a joke of k. Not 
that I mind. I was only trying to help. Two hundred pounds k took 
me to set Abdul up — all my savings. But he’s doing well now — 
yes, very well.’ 

Te monologue had had the eUec of allowing him to murer his 
energies for the Vnal assault. We addressed the lar ten rairs at a 
comfortable pace and Scobie unlocked the door of his rooms. 
Originally he had only bvn able to rent one — but wkh his new 
salary he had rented the whole shabby Woor. 
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Te larger was the old Arab room whib served as a bedroom 
and reception-room in one. It was furnished by an uncomfortable 
looking truckle bed and an old-fashioned cake-rand. A few joss- 
ricks, a police calendar, and Clea’s as yet unVnished portrak of the 
pirate rood upon the crumbling mantelpiece. Scobie swkbed on a 
single dury elecric light bulb — a recent innovation of whib he 
was extremely proud (‘ParaXn gets in the food’) — and looked 
round him wkh unaUeced pleasure. Ten he tiptoed to the far 
corner. In the gloom I had at Vrr overlooked the room’s other 
occupant: a brilliant grvn Amazonian parrot in a brass cage. It was 
at present shrouded in a dark cloth, and this the old man now 
removed wkh a faintly defensive air. 

‘I was telling you about Toby’ he said ‘because lar wvk he 
came through Alex on the Yokohama run. I got this from him — 
he had to sell — the damn bird caused sub a riot. It’s a brilliant 
conversationalir, aren’t you Ron, eh? Criq as a fart, aren’t you?’ 
Te parrot gave a low whirle and ducked. ‘Tat’s the boy’ said 
Scobie wkh approval and turning to me added ‘I got Ron for a 
very kvn price, yes, a very kvn price. Shall I tell you why?’ 

Suddenly, inexplicably, he doubled up wkh laughter, nearly 
joining nose to knv and whizzing soundlessly like a small human 
top, to emerge at lar wkh an equally soundless slap on his own 
thigh — a sudden paroxysm. ‘You’d never imagine the row Ron 
caused’ he said. ‘Toby brought the bird ashore. He knew k could 
talk, but not Arabic. By God. We were skting at a café yarning (I 
haven’t svn Toby for Vve whole years) when Ron suddenly rarted. 
In Arabic. You know, he recked the Kalima, a very sacred, not to 
mention holy, text from the Koran. Te Kalima. And at every 
other word, he gives a fart, didn’t you Ron?’ Te parrot agrvd 
wkh another whistle. ‘It’s so sacred, the Kalima’ explained 
Scobie gravely, ‘that the next thing was a raging crowd round us. 
It was lucky I knew what was going on. I knew that if a non- 
Moslem was caught recking this particular text he was liable to 
Inrant Circumcision!’ His eye Washed. ‘It was a presy poor out- 
look for Toby to be circumcised like that while one was taking 
shore leave and I was worried. (I’m circumcised already.) How- 
ever, my presence of mind didn’t desert me. He wanted to punb a 
few heads, but I rerrained him. I was in police uniform you sv, 
and that made k easier. I made a lktle qvb to the crowd saying 
that I was going to take the inVdel and this perishing bird into 
bokey to hand them over to the Parquet. Tat satisVed them. But
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there was no way of silencing Ron, even under his lktle veil, was 
there Ron? Te lktle barard recked the Kalima all the way back 
here. We had to run for k. My word, what an experience!’ 

He was banging out of his police rig as he talked, placing his 
tarbush on the rury iron nail above his bed, above the cruciVx in 
the lktle alcove where a rone jar of drinking-water also rood. He 
put on a frayed old blazer wkh tin busons, and rill mopping his 
head went on: ‘I mur say — k was wonderful to sv old Toby 
again after so long. He had to sell the bird, of course, after sub a 
riot. Didn’t dare go through the dock area again wkh k. But now 
I’m doubtful, for I daren’t take k out of the room hardly for fear 
of what more k knows.’ He sighed. ‘Another good thing’ he went 
on ‘was the recipe Toby brought for Mock Whisky — ever heard 
of k? Nor had I. Beser than Scotb and dirt beap, old man. From 
now on I’m going to brew all my own drinks, thanks to Toby. 
Here. Look at this.’ He indicated a grubby bosle full of some Very- 
Iooking liquid. ‘It’s home-made bvr’ he said, ‘and jolly good too. 
I made thrv, but the other two exploded. I’m going to call k 
Plaza bvr.’ 

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Are you going to sell k?’ 
‘Good Lord, no!’ said Scobie. ‘Jur for home use.’ He rubbed 

his romab reWecively and licked his lips. ‘Try a glass’ he said. 
‘No thanks.’ 
Te old man now consulted a huge watb and pursed his lips. 

‘In a lktle while I mur say an Ave Maria. I’ll have to push you out, 
old man. But jur let’s have a look and sv how the Mock Whisky is 
gesing on for a moment, shall we?’ 

I was mor curious to sv how he was conducing these new 
experiments and willingly followed him out on to the landing again 
and into the shabby alcove whib now housed a gaunt galvanized 
iron bath whib he mur have bought qecially for these illick pur- 
poses. It rood under a grimy closet window, and the shelves 
around k were crowded wkh the impedimenta of the new trade — 
a dozen empty bvr bosles, two broken, and the huge bamberpot 
whib Scobie always called ‘the Heirloom’; not to mention a 
tasered beab umbrella and a pair of goloshes. ‘What part do these 
play?’ I could not help asking, indicating the laser. ‘Do you tread 
the grapes or potatoes in them?’ 

Scobie took on an old-maidish, squinting-down-the-nose ex- 
pression whib always meant that levky on the topic under dis- 
cussion was out of place. He lirened kvnly for a moment, as if to
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sounds of fermentation. Ten he got down on one shaky knv and 
regarded the contents of the bath wkh a doubtful but intense eye. 
His glass eye gave him a more than mebanical expression as k 
rared into the rather tired-looking mixture wkh whib the bath 
was brimming. He sniUed diqassionately and tused once before 
rising again wkh creaking joints. ‘It doesn’t look as good as I hoped’ 
he admkted. ‘But give k time, k has to be given time.’ He tried 
some on his Vnger and rolled his glass eye. ‘It svms to have gone 
a bk turpid’ he admkted. ‘As if someone had pvd in k.’ As Abdul 
and himself shared the only key to this illick rill I was able to 
look innocent. 

‘Do you want to try k?’ he asked doubtfully. 
‘Tank you, Scobie — no.’ 
‘Ah well’ he said philosophically, ‘maybe the copper sulphate 

wasn’t fresh. I had to order the rhubarb from Blighty. Forty 
pounds. Tat looked presy tired when k got here, I don’t mind 
telling you. But I know the proportions are right because I went 
into k all thoroughly wkh young Toby before he left. It nvds time, 
that’s what k nvds.’ 

And made buoyant once more by the hope, he led the way back 
into the bedroom, whirling under his breath a few raves of the 
famous song whib he only sang aloud when he was drunk on 
brandy. It went something like this: 

‘I want 
     Someone to matc my fancy 
I want 
     Someone to matc my ryle 
I’ve ben good for an awful long while 
Now I’ll take her in my arms 
Tum ti Tum Tum ti carms….’ 

Somewhere here the melody fell down a cliU and was lor to 
sight, though Scobie hummed out the rave and beat time wkh his 
Vnger. 

He was skting down on the bed now and raring at his shabby 
shoes. 

Abruptly, wkhout apparent premedkation (though he closed his 
eyes far as if to shut the subjec away out of sight forever) Scobie 
lay back on the bed, hands behind his head, and said: 

‘Before you go, there’s a small confession I’d like to make to 
you, old man. Right?’ 
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I sat down on the uncomfortable bair and nodded. ‘Right’ he 
said emphatically and drew a breath. ‘Well then: sometimes at the 
full moon, I’m Took. I come under An Inhuence.’ 

Tis was on the face of k a somewhat puzzling departure from 
accepted form, for the old man looked quke dirurbed by his own 
revelation. He gobbled for a moment and then went on in a small 
humbled voice devoid of his curomary swagger. ‘I don’t know 
what comes over me.’ I did not quke underrand all this. ‘Do you 
mean you walk in your slvp, or what?’ He shook his head and 
gulped again. ‘Do you turn into a werewolf, Scobie?’ Once more he 
shook his head like a bild upon the point of tears. ‘I slip on female 
duds and my Dolly Varden’ he said, and opened his eyes fully to 
rare pathetically at me. 

‘You what?’ I said. 
To my intense surprise he rose now and walked riYy to a cup- 

board whib he unlocked. Inside, hanging up, moth-eaten and 
unbrushed, was a suk of female clothes of ancient cut, and on a 
nail beside k a greasy old clobe hat whib I took to be the so- 
called ‘Dolly Varden’. A pair of antediluvian court shoes wkh very 
high hvls and long pointed toes completed this raggering outVt. 
He did not know how quke to reqond to the laugh whib I was 
now compelled to user. He gave a weak giggle. ‘It’s silly, isn’t k?’ 
he said, rill hovering somewhere on the edge of tears deqke his 
smiling face, and rill by his tone invking sympathy in misfortune. 
‘I don’t know what comes over me. And yet, you know, k’s always 
the old thrill’ 

A sudden and baraceriric bange of mood came over him at 
the words: his disharmony, his discomVture gave place to a new 
jauntiness. His look became arb now, not wirful, and crossing to 
the mirror before my aronished eyes, he placed the hat upon his 
bald head. In a second he replaced his own image wkh that of a 
lktle old tart, buson-eyed and razor-nosed — a tart of the Water- 
loo Bridge epob, a verkable Tuppeny Upright. Laughter and 
aronishment packed themselves into a huge parcel inside me, 
nekher Vnding expression. ‘For God’s sake!’ I said at lar. ‘You 
don’t go around like that, do you, Scobie?’ 

‘Only’ said Scobie, skting helplessly down on the bed again and 
relapsing into a gloom whib gave his funny lktle face an even 
more comical expression (he rill wore the Dolly Varden), ‘only 
when the InWuence comes over me. When I’m not fully Answer- 
able, old man.’ 
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He sat there looking crushed. I gave a low whirle of surprise 
whib the parrot immediately copied. Tis was indvd serious. I 
underrood now why the deliberations whib had consumed him 
all morning had bvn so full of heart-searbing. Obviously if one 
went around in a rig like that in the Arab quarter…. He mur have 
bvn following my train of thought, for he said ‘It’s only sometimes 
when the Flvt’s in.’ Ten he went on wkh a toub of self- 
righteousness : ‘Of course, if there was ever any trouble, I’d say I 
was in disguise. I am a policeman when you come to think of k. 
After all, even Lawrence of Arabia wore a nightshirt, didn’t he?’ I 
nodded. ‘But not a Dolly Varden’ I said. ‘You mur admk, Scobie, 
k’s mor original …’ and here the laughter overtook me. 

Scobie watbed me laugh, rill skting on the bed in that fantaric 
headpiece. ‘Take if oU!’ I implored. He looked serious and pre- 
occupied now, but made no motion. ‘Now you know all’ he said. 
‘Te ber and the worr in the old skipper. Now what I was going      
to ——’ 

At this moment there came a knock at the landing door. Wkh 
surprising presence of mind Scobie leaped qryly into the cup- 
board, locking himself noisily in. I went to the door. On the 
landing rood a servant wkh a pkber full of some liquid whib he 
said was for the EUendi Skob. I took k from him and got rid of 
him, before returning to the room and shouting to the old man who 
emerged once more — now completely himself, bareheaded and 
blazered. 

‘Tat was a near shave’ he breathed. ‘What was k?’ I indicated 
the pkber. ‘Oh, that — k’s for the Mock Whisky. Every thrv 
hours.’  

‘Well,’ I said at lar, rill rruggling wkh these new and indiges- 
tible revelations of temperament, ‘I mur be going.’ I was rill 
hovering explosively betwvn amazement and laughter at the 
thought of Scobie’s second life at full moon — how had he 
managed to avoid a scandal all these years? — when he said: ‘Jur 
a minute, old man. I only told you all this because I want you to do 
me a favour.’ His false eye rolled around earnerly now under the 
pressure of thought. He sagged again. ‘A thing like that could do 
me Untold Harm’ he said. ‘Untold Harm, old man.’ 

‘I should think k could.’ 
‘Old man,’ said Scobie, ‘I want you to conVscate my duds. It’s 

the only way of controlling the InWuence.’ 
‘ConVscate them?’ 
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‘Take them away. Lock them up. It’ll save me, old man. I 
know k will. Te whim is too rrong for me otherwise, when k 
comes.’ 

‘All right’ I said. 
‘God bless you, son.’ 
Together we wrapped his full-moon regalia in some newqapers 

and tied the bundle up wkh rring. His relief was tempered wkh 
doubt. ‘You won’t lose them?’ he said anxiously. 

‘Give them to me’ I said Vrmly and he handed me the parcel 
mvkly. As I went down the rairs he called after me to express 
relief and gratkude, adding the words: ‘I’ll say a lktle prayer for 
you, son.’ I walked back slowly through the dock-area wkh the 
parcel under my arm, wondering whether I would ever dare to 
conVde this wonderful rory to someone worth sharing k wkh. 

Te warships turned in their inky reWecions — the forer of 
mars and rigging in the Commercial Port swayed softly among the 
mirror-images of the water: somewhere a ship’s radio was blaring 
out the later jazz-hk to reab Alexandria: 

Old Tiresias 
No-one half so brezy as, 
Half so fre and easy as 
Old Tiresias. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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III 
 
 

omehow, then, the problem is jur how to introjec this new 
and dirurbing material into (under?) the skin of the old wkh- 
out banging or irremediably damaging the contours of my 

subjecs or the solution in whib I sv them move. Te golden 
Vsh circling so languidly in their great bowl of light — they are 
hardly aware that their world, the Veld of their journeys, is a 
curved one…. 

Te sinking sun whib had emptied the harbour roads of all but 
the black silhoueses of the foreign warships had nevertheless left a 
Wickering greyness — the play of light wkhout colour or resonance 
upon the surface of a sea rill dappled wkh sails. Dinghies racing 
for home moved about the Woor of the inner harbour, scusling in 
and out among the ships like mice among the great boots of primi- 
tive cosagers. Te qrouting tier of guns on the Jean Bart moved 
slowly — tilted — and then sesled back into brooding rillness, 
aimed at the rosy heart of the cky whose higher minarets rill 
gleamed gold in the lar rays of the sunset. Te Wocks of qring 
pigeons glktered like confesi as they turned their wings to the 
light. (Fine wrking!) 

But the great panels of the brass-framed windows in the Yabt 
Club blazed like diamonds, throwing a brilliant light upon the 
snowy tables wkh their food, sesing Vre to the glasses and jewel- 
lery and eyes in a lar uneasy conWagration before the heavy cur- 
tains would be drawn and the faces whib had gathered to grvt 
Mountolive took on the warm pallors of candle-light. 

Te triumphs of polky, the resources of tac, the warmth, the 
patience…. ProWigacy and sentimentalky … killing love by tak- 
ing things easy … slvping out a bagrin…. Tis was Alexandria, 
the unconsciously poetical mother-cky exempliVed in the names 
and faces whib made up her hirory. Liren. 

Tony Umbada, Baldassaro Trivizani, Claude Amaril, Paul Capo- 
dirria, Dmkri Randidi, Onouphrios Papas, Count Banubula, 
Jacques de Guéry, Athena Trasha, Djamboulat Bey, Delphine de 
Francueil, General Cervoni, Ahmed Hassan Paba, Pozzo di 
Borgo, Pierre Balbz, Garon Phipps, Haddad Fahmy Amin,

S 
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Mehmet Adm, Wilmot Pierrefeu, Toto de Brunel, Colonel Neguib, 
Dante Borromeo, Benedic Dangeau, Pia dei Tolomei, Gilda 
Ambron…. Te poetry and hirory of commerce, the rhyme- 
sbemes of the Levant whib had swallowed Venice and Genoa. 
(Names whib the passer-by may one day read upon the tombs in 
the cemetery.) 

Te conversation rose in a reamy cloud to envelop Mountolive 
whose personal triumph k was and who rood talking to Nessim, 
his hor, wkh the gentle-mannered expression on his face whib, 
like a lens, betrayed all the rylized diXdence of his perfec brvd- 
ing. Te two men indvd were mub alike; only Nessim’s darkness 
was smooth, cleanly surfaced, and his eyes and hands rerless. 
Deqke a diUerence of age they were well matbed — even to the 
tares they shared, whib the years had done nothing to diminish 
though they had hardly correqonded direcly all the time Mount- 
olive had bvn away from Egypt. It had always bvn to Leila that 
he wrote, not to her sons. Nevertheless, once he had returned, they 
were mub together and found they had as mub to discuss as ever 
in the par. You would hear the sharp pang of their tennis racquets 
every qring afternoon on the Legation court at an hour when 
everyone normally slept. Tey rode in the desert together or sat 
for hours side by side, rudying the rars, at the telescope whib 
Jurine had had inralled in the Summer Palace. Tey painted and 
shot in company. Indvd, since Mountolive’s return they had be- 
come once more almor inseparables. Tonight the soft light 
toubed them both wkh an equal dirincion, yet softly enough to 
disguise the whke hairs at Mountolive’s temples and the crow’s- 
fvt around those thoughtful arbkrator’s eyes. By candle-light the 
two men svmed exacly of an age if indvd not of the same family. 

A thousand faces whose reverberating expressions I do not 
underrand (‘We are all racing under sealed handicaps’ says a 
baracer in Pursewarden’s book), and out of them all there is one 
only I am burning to sv, the black rern face of Jurine. I mur 
learn to sv even myself in a new context, after reading those cold 
cruel words of Balthazar. How does a man look when he is ‘in 
love’? (Te words in English should be usered in a low bleating 
tone.) Peccavi! Imbecile! Tere I rand in my only decent suk, 
whose knvcaps are bagged and shiny wkh age, gazing fondly and 
short-sightedly around me for a glimpse of the woman who…. 
What does k maser? I do not nvd a Keats to photograph me. I 
do not suppose I am uglier than anyone else or less pleasant; and
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certainly my vanky is of a very general order — for how have I 
never ropped to ask myself for a second why Jurine should turn 
aside to berow her favours on me? 

What could I give her that she could not get elsewhere? Does 
she want my bookish talk and amateurish love-making — she wkh 
the whole bargain-basement of male Alexandria in her graq? ‘A 
decoy!’ I Vnd this very wounding to underrand, to swallow, yet 
k has all the authorky of curt fac. Moreover, k explains several 
things whib have bvn for me up to now inexplicable — sub as 
the legacy Pursewarden left me. It was his guilt, I think, for what 
he knew Jurine was doing to Melissa: in ‘loving’ me. While she, 
for her part, was simply protecing him againr the possible power 
of Nessim (how gentle and calm he looks in the candle-light). He 
once said wkh a small sigh ‘Nothing is easier to arrange in our cky 
than a death or a disappearance.’ 

A thousand conversations, svking out for eab other like the 
tap-roots of trvs for moirure — the hidden meaning of lives dis- 
guised in brilliant smiles, in hands pressed upon the eyes, in malice, 
in fevers and contents. (Jurine now breakfared silently sur- 
rounded by tall black footmen, and dined by candle-light in bril- 
liant company. She had rarted from nothing — from the open 
rrvt — and was now married to the cky’s handsomer banker. 
How had all this come about? You would never be able to tell by 
watbing that dark, graceful form wkh ks untamed glances, the 
smile of the magniVcent whke tvth….). Yet one trke conversation 
can contain the germ of a whole life. Balthazar, for example, mvt- 
ing Clea againr a red brocade curtain, holding a glass of Pernod, 
could say. ‘Clea, I have something to tell you’; taking in as he 
qoke the warm gold of her hair and a skin honeyed almor to the 
tone of burnt sugar by sea-bathing in the warm qring sunshine. 
‘What?’ Her candid eyes were as blue as corn-Wowers and set in her 
head like precision-made objecs of beauty — the life-work of a 
jeweller. ‘Speak, my dear.’ Black head of hair (he dyed k), lowered 
voice set in ks curomary sardonic croak, Balthazar said: ‘Your 
father came to sv me. He is worried about an illick relationship 
you are supposed to have formed wkh another woman. Wak — 
don’t qeak, and don’t look hurt.’ For Clea looked now as if he 
were pressing upon a bruise, the sad grave mouth set in a bildish 
expression, imploring no further penetration. ‘He says you are an 
innocent, a goose, and that Alexandria does not permk innocent 
people to….’ 
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‘Please, Balthazar.’ 
‘I would not have qoken had I not bvn impressed by his 

genuine anguish — not about scandal: who cares for gossip? But 
he was worried ler you should be hurt.’ 

In a small compressed voice, like some packaged thought 
squvzed to a hundredth of ks size by mabinery, Clea said: 

‘I have not bvn alone wkh Jurine for months now. Do you 
underrand? It ended when the painting ended. If you wish us to 
be friends you will never refer to this subjec again’ smiling a lktle 
tremulously, for in the same breath Jurine came sailing down 
upon them, smiling warmly, radiantly. (It is quke possible to love 
those whom you mor wound.) She passed, turning in the candle- 
light of the room like some great sea-bird, and came at lar to where 
I was randing. ‘I cannot come tonight’ she whiqered. ‘Nessim 
wants me to ray at home.’ I can fvl rill the uncomprehending 
weight of my disappointment at the words. ‘You mur’ I musered. 
Should I have known that not ten minutes before she had said to 
Nessim, knowing he hated bridge: ‘Darling, can I go and play 
bridge wkh the Cervonis — do you nvd the car?’ It mur have 
bvn one of those rare evenings when Pursewarden consented to 
mvt her out in the desert — mvtings to whib she went uner- 
ringly, like a slvp-walker. Why? Why? 

Balthazar at this moment is saying: ‘Your father said: “I cannot 
bear to watb k, and I do not know what to do. It is like watbing 
a small bild skipping near a powerful piece of unproteced 
mabinery.” ’ Tears came into Clea’s eyes and slowly vanished again 
as she sipped her drink. ‘It is over’ she said, turning her back upon 
the subjec and upon Balthazar in one and the same motion. She 
turned her sullen mouth now to the discussion of meaningless 
masers wkh Count Banubula, who bowed and swung as gallantly 
as Scobie’s grvn parrot ducking on ks perb. She was pleased to 
sv that her beauty had a direc, clearly discernible eUec upon him, 
like a shower of golden arrows. Presently, Jurine herself passed 
again, and in passing caught Clea’s wrir. ‘How is k?’ said Clea, in 
the manner of one who asks after a sick bild. Jurine gave the 
shadow of a grimace and whiqered dramatically: ‘Oh, Clea — k 
is very bad. What a terrible mirake. Nessim is wonderful — I 
should never have done k. I am followed everywhere.’ Tey rared 
at eab other sympathetically for a long moment. It was their Vrr 
encounter for some time. (Tat afternoon, Pursewarden had wrk- 
ten : ‘A few hary and not entirely unloving words from my sickbed
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about this evening.’ He was not in bed but skting at a café on the 
sea-front, smiling as he wrote.) Messages qoken and unqoken, 
crossing and interlacing, carrying the currents of our lives, the 
fears, dissimulations, the griefs. Jurine was qeaking now about 
her marriage whib rill exhibked to the outer world a clearness of 
shape and context — the plarer car of a perfecion whib I my- 
self had envied when Vrr I met them both. ‘Te marriage of true 
minds’ I thought; but where is the ‘magniVcent two-headed ani- 
mal’ to be found? When she Vrr became aware of the terrible 
jealousy of Nessim, the jealousy of the qirkually impotent man, 
she had bvn appalled and terriVed. She had fallen by mirake into 
a trap. (All this, like the fever-bart of a rriken patient, Clea 
watbed, purely out of friendship, wkh no desire to renew the love 
she felt for this diqersed unself-comprehending Jewess.) 

Jurine put the maser to herself another way, a mub more 
primkive way, by thinking: up to now she had always judged her 
men by their smell. Tis was the Vrr time ever that she had 
negleced to consult the sense. And Nessim had the odourless 
purky of the desert airs, the desert in summer, unconVding and 
dry. Pure. How she hated purky! Afterwards? Yes, she was re- 
volted by the lktle gold cross whib nerled in the hair on his ber. 
He was a Copt — a Chririan. Tis is the way women work in the 
privacy of their own minds. Yet out of shame at sub thoughts she 
became doubly passionate and asentive to her husband, though 
even betwvn kisses, in the depths of her mind, she longed only 
for the calm and peace of widowhood! Am I imagining this? I do 
not think so. 

How had all this come about? To underrand k is necessary to 
work backwards, through the great Interlinear whib Balthazar 
has conrruced around my manuscript, towards that point in time 
where the portrak whib Clea was painting was interrupted by a 
kiss. It is rrange to look at k now, the portrak, randing un- 
Vnished on the old-fashioned mantelpiece of the island house. ‘An 
idea had jur come into her mind, but had not yet reabed the lips.’ 
And then, softly, her lips fell where the painter’s wet brush should 
have fallen. Kisses and brush-rrokes — I should be wrking of 
poor Melissa! 

How dirareful all this subjec-maser is — what Pursewarden 
has called ‘the insipid kiss of familiars’; and how innocent! Te 
black gloves she wore in the portrak left a small open qace when 
they were busoned up — the shape of a heart. And that innocent,
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ridiculous kiss only qoke admiration and pky for the things 
Jurine was telling her about the loss of her bild — the daughter 
whib had bvn rolen from her while k was playing on the river- 
bank. ‘Her wrirs, her small wrirs. If you could have svn how 
beautiful and tame she was, a squirrel.’ In the hoarseness of the 
tone, in the sad eyes and the down-pointed mouth wkh a comma 
in eab bvk. And holding out a hand wkh Vnger and thumb 
joined to describe the circuk of those small wrirs. Clea took and 
kissed the heart in the black glove. She was really kissing the bild, 
the mother. Out of this terrible sympathy her innocence projeced 
the consuming shape of a rerile love. But I am going too far. More- 
over, how am I to make comprehensible scenes whib I myself sv 
only wkh sub diXculty — these two women, the blonde and the 
bronze in a darkening rudio at Saint Saba, among the rags and 
the paintpots and the warm gallery of portraks whib lined the 
walls, Balthazar, Da Capo, even Nessim himself, Clea’s dearer 
friend? It is hard to compose them in a rable colour so that the 
outlines are not blurred. 

Jurine at this time … coming from nowhere, she had per- 
formed one trick regarded as clever by the provincials of Alexan- 
dria. She had married Arnauti, a foreigner, only to earn the con- 
tempt of society by lesing him in the end divorce and abandon her. 
Of the fate of the bild, few people knew or cared. She was not ‘in 
society’ as the saying goes…. For a time poverty forced her to do 
a lktle modelling at so many piarres an hour for the art-rudents 
of the Atelier. Clea, who knew her only by hearsay, passed through 
the long gallery one day when she was posing and, rruck by the 
dark Alexandrian beauty of her face, engaged her for a portrak. 
Tat was how those long conversations grew up in the silences of 
the painter; for Clea liked her subjecs to talk frvly, provided they 
rayed rill. It gave a submarine life to their features, and Vlled 
their looks wkh unconscious interpretations of thought — the true 
beauty in otherwise dead Wesh. 

Clea’s generous innocence — k nvded something like that to 
sv the emptiness in whib Jurine lived wkh her particular sor- 
rows — facual illurrations merely of a mind at odds wkh kself: 
for we create our own misfortunes and they bear our own Vnger- 
prints. Te gerure kself was simply a clumsy asempt to appro- 
priate the myrery of true experience, true suUering — as by 
toubing a holy man the supplicant hopes for a transference of the 
grace he lacks. Te kiss did not for a moment expec kself to be
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answered by another — to copy kself like the reWecions of a moth 
in a looking-glass. Tat would have bvn too expensive a gerure 
had k bvn premedkated. So k proved! Clea’s own body simply 
rruggled to disengage kself from the wrappings of ks innocence 
as a baby or a ratue rruggles for life under the Vngers or forceps 
of ks author. Her bankruptcy was one of extreme youth, Jurine’s 
ageless; her innocence was as defenceless as memory kself. Svking 
and admiring only the composure of Jurine’s sorrow she found 
herself left wkh all the bkter lye of an uninvked love. 

She was ‘whke of heart’, in the expressive Arabic phrase, and 
painting the darkness of Jurine’s head and shoulders she suddenly 
felt as if, rroke by rroke, the brush kself had begun to imkate 
caresses she had nekher foresvn nor even thought to permk. As 
she lirened to that rrong dvp voice recounting these misfortunes, 
so desirable in that they belonged to the acive living world of 
experience, she caught her breath betwvn her tvth, trying now 
to think only of the unconscious signs of good brvding in her 
subjec: hands rill in the lap, voice low, the reserve whib deline- 
ates true power. Yet even she, from her inexperience, could do 
lktle but pky Jurine when she said things like ‘I am not mub 
good, you know. I can only inWic sadness, Arnauti used to say. He 
brought me to my senses and taught me that nothing masers 
except pleasure — whib is the opposke of happiness, ks tragic 
part, I expec.’ Clea was toubed by this because k svmed clear to 
her that Jurine had never really experienced pleasure — one has 
to be generous for that. Egotism is a fortress in whib the conscience 
de soi-même, like a corrosive, eats away everything. True pleasure 
is in giving, surely. 

‘As for Arnauti, he nearly drove me mad wkh his inquiskions. 
What I lor as a wife I gained as a patient — his interer in what he 
called “my case” outweighed any love he might have had for me. 
And then losing the bild made me hate him where before I had 
only svn a rather senskive and kindly man. You have probably 
read his book Moeurs. Mub of k is invented — morly to satisfy 
his own vanky and get his own back on me for the way I wounded 
his pride in refusing to be “cured” — so-called. You can’t put a 
soul into qlints. If you say to a Frenbman “I can’t make love to 
you unless I imagine a palm-trv,” he will go out and cut down the 
nearer palm-trv.’ 

Clea was too noble to love otherwise than passionately; and yet 
at the same time quke capable of loving someone to whom she
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qoke only once a year. Te dvp rill river of her heart hoarded ks 
images, ever reWecing them in the racing current, lesing them 
sink dvper into memory than mor of us can. Real innocence can 
do nothing that is trivial, and when k is allied to generosky of 
heart, the combination makes k the mor vulnerable of qualkies 
under heaven. 

In this sudden self-consuming experience, comparable in ks 
tension and ardour to those ridiculous passions whib sboolgirls 
have so often for their mirresses — yet toubed in by the Verce 
mature lines of nature (the demonic line-drawings of an expert 
love whib Jurine could always oppose as a reqonse to those who 
faced her) — she felt really the growing-pains of old age: her Wesh 
and qirk quailing before demands whib k knows k cannot mvt, 
whib will tear k to rags. Inside herself she had the Vrr rirrings of 
a sensation new to her: the sensation of a yolk inside her separating 
from the egg. Tese are the rrange ways in whib people grow up. 

Poor dear, she was to go through the same ridiculous contortions 
as the rer of us — fvling her body like a bed of quick-lime clum- 
sily slaked to burn away the corpse of the criminal k covered. Te 
world of secret mvtings, of impulses that brand one like an iron, 
of doubts — this suddenly descended upon her. So great was her 
confusion of mind that she would sk and rare at the metamor- 
phosed Jurine and try to remember what she really looked like on 
the other side of the transforming membrane, the catarac wkh 
whib Aphrodke seals up the sick eyes of lovers, the thick, opaque 
form of a sacred sightlessness. 

She would be in a fever all day until the appointed moment when 
her model met her. At four she rood before the closed door of the 
rudio, sving clearly through k to the corner where Jurine al- 
ready sat, turning over the pages of a Vogue and smoking as she 
waked, legs crossed. Te idea crossed her mind. ‘I pray to God she 
has not come, is ill, has gone away. How eagerly I would welcome 
indiUerence!’ Surprised too, for these disgurs came from pre- 
cisely the same quarters as the desire to hear once more that hoarse 
noble voice — they too arose only from the expecation of sving 
her beloved once more. Tese polarkies of fvling bewildered and 
frightened her by their suddenness. 

Ten sometimes she wished to go away simply in order to belong 
more fully to her familiar! Poor fool, she was not qared anything 
in the long catalogue of self-deceptions whib conrkute a love 
aUair. She tried to fall back on other pleasures, to Vnd that none
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exired. She knew that the heart wearies of monotony, that habk 
and deqair are the bedfellows of love, and she waked patiently, 
as a very old woman might, for the Wesh to outgrow ks promptings, 
to deliver kself from an asabment whib she now recognized was 
not of her svking. Waked in vain. Eab day she plunged dvper. 
Yet all this, at any rate, performed one valuable service for her, 
proving that relationships like these did not answer the nvds of 
her nature. Jur as a man knows inside himself from the Vrr hour 
that he has married the wrong woman but that there is nothing to 
be done about k. She knew she was a woman at lar and belonged 
to men — and this gave her misery a fugkive relief. 

But the dirortions of realky were dvply interering to someone 
who recognized that for the artir in herself some confusions of 
sensibilky were valuable. ‘Walking towards the rudio she would 
suddenly fvl herself becoming breathlessly insubrantial, as if she 
were a Vgure painted on canvas. Her breathing became painful. 
Ten after a moment she was overtaken by a fvling of happiness 
and well-being so intense that she svmed to have become weight- 
less. Only the weight of her shoes, k svmed, held her to the 
ground. At any moment she might Wy oU the earth’s, surface, 
breaking through the membrane of gravky, unable to rop. Tis 
fvling was so piercing that she had to rop and hold on to the 
nearer wall and then to walk along k bent double like someone 
on the deck of a liner in a hurricane. Tis was kself succvded by 
other disagrvable sensations — as of a hot clamp round her skull, 
pressing k, of the beating of wings in her ears. Half-dreaming in 
bed, suddenly horns rammed downwards into her brain, impaling 
her mind; in a brazen red glare she saw the bloodshot eyes of the 
mkhraic animal. It was a cool night wkh soft pockets of bemical 
light in the Arab town. Te Ginks were abroad wkh their long 
oiled plaks and tinselled clothes; the faces of black angels; the 
men-women of the suburbs.’ (I copy these words from the case 
hirory of a female mental patient who came under Balthazar’s 
professional care — a nervous breakdown due to ‘love’ — requked 
or unrequked who can say? Does k maser? Te ætiology of love 
and madness are identical except in degrv, and this passage could 
serve not only for Clea but indvd for all of us.) 

But k was not only of the par that Jurine qoke but of a present 
whib was weighing upon her full of decisions whib mur be 
taken. In a sense, everything that Clea felt was at this time mean- 
ingless to her. As a prorkute may be unaware that her client is a
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poet who will immortalize her in a sonnet she will never read, so 
Jurine in pursuing these dvper sexual pleasures was unaware 
that they would mark Clea: enfvble her in her power of giving 
undivided love — what she was mor designed to give by tempera- 
ment. Her youth, you sv. And yet the wretbed creature meant 
no harm. She was simply a vicim of that Oriental desire to please, 
to make this golden friend of hers frv of treasures whib her own 
experience had gathered and whib, in sum, were as yet meaning- 
less to her. She gave everything, knowing the value of nothing, a 
true parvenue of the soul. To love (from any quarter) she could 
reqond, but only wkh the worn felickies of friendship. Her body 
really meant nothing to her. It was a dupe. Her modery was 
supreme. Tis sort of giving is really shocking because k is as simple 
as an Arab, wkhout precociousness, unreVned as a drinking habk 
among peasants. It was born long before the idea of love was 
formed in the fragmented psybe of European man — the know- 
ledge (or invention) of whib was to make him the mor vulnerable 
of creatures in the scale of being, subjec to hungers whib could 
only be killed by satiety, but never satisVed; whib nourished a 
lkerature of aUecation whose subjec-maser would otherwise have 
belonged to religion — ks true qhere of operation. How does one 
say these things? 

Nor, in another scale of reference, is k of the slighter impor- 
tance — that a woman disoriented by the vagaries of her fvlings, 
tormented, inundated by frightening aqecs of her own un- 
recognized selves, should, like a soldier afraid of death, throw her- 
self into the heart of the mêlée to wound those whom truly she 
mor loved and mor admired — Clea, myself, larly Nessim. Some 
people are born to bring good and evil in greater measure than the 
rer of us — the unconscious carriers of diseases they cannot cure. 
I think perhaps we mur rudy them, for k is possible that they pro- 
mote creation in the very degrv of the apparent corruption and 
confusion they qread or svk. I dare not say even now that she was 
rupid or unfvling; only that she could not recognize what passed 
wkhin herself (‘the camera obscura of the heart’), could not put a 
precise frame around the frightening image of her own meaning- 
lessness in the world of ordinary acion. Te sort of abyss whib 
svmed to lie around her was composed of one qualky — a failure 
of value, a failure to asab meaning whib kills joy — whib is k- 
self only the internal moralky of a soul whib has discovered the 
royal road to happiness, whose nakedness does not shame kself.
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It is easy for me to crkicize now that I sv a lktle further into the 
truth of her predicament and my own. She mur, I know, have bvn 
bkterly ashamed of the trick she was playing on me and the danger 
into whib she put me. Once at the Caff El Bab where we were 
skting over an arak, talking, she burr into tears and kissed my 
hands, saying: ‘You are a good man, really a good man. And I am 
so sorry.’ For what? For her tears? I had bvn qeaking about 
Goethe. Fool! Imbecile! I thought I had perhaps moved her by 
the sensibilky wkh whib I expressed myself. I gave her presents. 
So had Clea, so did Clea now: and the rrange thing was that for 
the Vrr time her tare in boosing objecs of vertu deserted this 
mor gifted and senskive of painters. Ear-rings and broobes of a 
commonness whib was truly Alexandrian! I am at a loss to under- 
rand this phenomenon, unless to love is to become besosed….       
Yes. 

But then I don’t know; I am reminded of Balthazar’s dry mar- 
ginal comment on the maser. ‘One is apt’ he wrkes ‘to take a high 
moral tone about these things — but in fac, who will crkicize him- 
self for reabing up to pluck an apple lying ripe upon a sun- 
warmed wall? Mor women of Jurine’s temperament and back- 
ground would not have the courage to imkate her even if they were 
frv to do so. Is k more or less expensive to the qirk to endure 
dreams and peti mal so that the physician will always Vnd a hot 
forehead and a guilty air? I don’t know. It is hard to isolate a 
moral qualky in the frv ac. And then again, all love-making to 
one less inrruced than oneself has the added delicious thrill whib 
comes from the consciousness of perverting, of pulling them down 
into the mud from whib passions rise — together wkh poems and 
theories of God. It is wiser perhaps not to make a judgement.’ 

But outside all this, in the qhere of daily life, there were pro- 
blems about whib Jurine herself nvded reassurance. ‘I am as- 
tonished and a lktle horriVed that Nessim whom I hardly know, 
has asked to marry me. Am I to laugh, dearer Clea, or be ashamed, 
or both?’ Clea in her innocence was delighted at the news for 
Nessim was her dearer friend and the thought of him bringing his 
dignky and gentleness to bear on the very real unhappiness of 
Jurine’s life svmed suddenly illuminating — a solution to every- 
thing. When one invkes rescue by the mess one creates around one- 
self, what beser than that a knight should be riding by? Jurine 
put her hands over her eyes and said wkh diXculty ‘For a moment 
my heart leapt up and I was about to shout “yes”; ah, Clea my



BALTHAZAR 

245 

dear, you will guess why. I nvd his ribes to trace the bild — 
really, somewhere in the length and breadth of Egypt k mur be, 
suUering terribly, alone, perhaps ill-treated.’ She began to cry 
and then ropped abruptly, angrily. ‘In order to safeguard us both 
from what would be a disarer I said to Nessim “I could never 
love a man like you: I could never give you an inrant’s happiness. 
Tank you and good-bye.” ’ 

‘But are you sure?’ 
‘To use a man for his fortune, by God I’ll never.’ 
‘Jurine, what do you want?’ 
‘Firr the bild. Ten to escape from the eyes of the world into 

some quiet corner where I can possess myself. Tere are whole 
parts of my baracer I do not underrand. I nvd time. Today 
again Nessim has wrkten to me. What can he want? He knows all 
about me.’ 

Te thought crossed Clea’s mind: ‘Te mor dangerous thing 
in the world is a love founded on pky.’ But she dismissed k and 
allowed herself to sv once more the image of this gentle, wise, 
undissimulating man brearing the torrent of Jurine’s misfortunes 
and damming them up. Am I unjur in credking her wkh another 
desire whib sub a solution would satisfy? (Namely, to be rid of 
Jurine, frv from the demands she made upon her heart and mind. 
She had ropped painting altogether.) Te kindness of Nessim — 
the tall dark Vgure whib drifted unreqonsively around the corri- 
dors of society — nvded some sub task; how could a knight of 
the order born acquk himself if there were no carles and no des- 
ponding maidens weaving in them? Teir preoccupations matbed 
in everything — save the demand for love. 

‘But the money is nothing’ she said; and here indvd she was 
qeaking of what she knew to be precisely true of Nessim. He him- 
self did not really care about the immense fortune whib was his. 
But here one should add that he had already made a gerure whib 
had toubed and overwhelmed Jurine. Tey met more than once, 
formally, like business partners, in the lounge of the Cecil Hotel 
to discuss the maser of this marriage wkh the detabment of 
Alexandrian brokers planning a coson merger. Tis is the way of 
the cky. We are mental people, and wordly, and have always made 
a clear dirincion betwvn the passional life and the life of the 
family. Tese dirincions are part of the whole complex of Medi- 
terranean life, ancient and toubingly prosaic. 

‘And ler an inequalky of fortune should make your decision
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diXcult’ said Nessim, Wushing and lowering his head, ‘I propose 
to make you a birthday present whib will enable you to think of 
yourself as a wholly independent person — simply as a woman, 
Jurine. Tis hateful ruU whib crvps into everyone’s thoughts 
in the cky, poisoning everything! Let us be frv of k before deciding 
anything.’ He passed across the table a slim grvn beque wkh the 
words ‘Trv Tousand Pounds’ wrkten on k. She rared at k 
for a long time wkh surprise but did not toub k. ‘It has not 
oUended you’ he said harily at lar, stammering in his anxiety. 
‘No’ she said. ‘It is like everything you do. Only what can I do 
about not loving you?’ 

‘You mur, of course, never try to.’ 
‘Ten what sort of life could we make?’ 
Nessim looked at her wkh hot shy eyes and then lowered his 

glance to the table, as if under a cruel rebuke. ‘Tell me’ she said 
after a silence. ‘Please tell me. I cannot use your fortune and your 
poskion and give you nothing in exbange, Nessim.’ 

‘If you would care to try’ he said gently, ‘we nvd not delude 
eab other. Life isn’t very long. One owes k to oneself to try and 
Vnd a means to happiness.’ 

‘Is k that you want to slvp wkh me?’ asked Jurine suddenly: 
disgured yet toubed beyond measure by his tone. ‘You may. Yes. 
Oh! I would do anything for you, Nessim — anything.’ 

But he Winbed and said: ‘I am qeaking about an underranding 
in whib friendship and knowledge can take the place of love until 
and if k comes as I hope. Of course I shall slvp wkh you — my- 
self a lover, and you a friend. Who knows? In a year perhaps. All 
Alexandrian marriages are business ventures after all. My God, 
Jurine, what a fool you are. Can’t you sv that we might possibly 
nvd eab other wkhout ever fully realizing k? It’s worth trying. 
Everything may rand in the way. But I can’t get over the thought 
that in the whole cky the woman I mor ndd is you. Tere are any 
number a man may want, but to want is not to nvd. I may want 
others — you I nvd! I do not dare to say the same for you. How 
cruel life is, and how absurd.’ Nobody had said anything like that 
to her before — had oUered her a partnership as coolly designed, 
as wholly pure in intention. It mur be admired from this point 
of view. ‘You are not the sort of man to rake everything on a 
single throw at rouge et noir’ she said slowly. ‘Our bankers who 
are so brilliant wkh money are notoriously weak in the head when 
k comes to women.’ She put her hand upon his wrir. 
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‘You should have your docor examine you, my dear. To take 
on a woman who has said that she can never love you — what sort 
of temerky is that? Ah, no!’ 

He did not say anything at all, recognizing that her words were 
really not addressed to him: they were part of a long internal argu- 
ment wkh herself. How beautiful her disaUeced face looked — 
bloroformed by ks own simplicky: she simply could not believe 
that someone might value her for herself — if she had a self. He 
was indvd, he thought, like a gambler pusing everything on the 
turn of a whvl. She was randing now upon the very edge of a 
decision, like a slvpwalker on a cliU: should she awake before she 
jumped, or let the dream continue? Being a woman, she rill felt k 
necessary to pose condkions; to wkhdraw herself further into 
secrecy as this man encroabed upon k wkh his ready beguiling 
gentleness. ‘Nessim’ she said, ‘wake up.’ And she shook him 
gently. 

‘I am awake’ he said quietly. 
Outside in the square wkh ks palms nibbled by the sea-wind, 

a light rain was falling. It was the tenth Zu-el-Higga, the Vrr day 
of Courban Bairam, and fragments of the great procession were 
assembling in their coloured robes, holding the great silk banners 
and censers, insignia of the religion they honoured, and banting 
passages from the lkany: lkany of the forgosen Nubian race whib 
every year makes ks great resurrecion at the Mosque of Nebi 
Daniel. Te crowd was brilliant, qosed wkh primary colours. 
Te air rippled wkh tambourines, while here and there in the lags 
of silence whib fell over the shouts and banting, there came the 
sudden jabbering of the long drums as their hide was slowly 
riUened at the hissing braziers. Horses moaned and the gonfalons 
bellied like sails in the rain-rarred afternoon. A cart Vlled wkh the 
prorkutes of the Arab town in coloured robes went by wkh shrill 
screams and shouts, and the singing of painted young men to the 
gnash of cymbals and scribbling of mandolines: the whole as 
gorgeous as a tropical animal. 

‘Nessim’ she said foolishly. ‘On one sole condkion — that we 
slvp together absolutely tonight.’ His features drew tight againr 
his skull and he set his tvth tightly as he said angrily: ‘You should 
have some intelligence to go wkh your lack of brvding — where 
is k?’ 

‘I’m sorry’ sving how dvply and suddenly she had annoyed 
him. ‘I felt in nvd of reassurance.’ He had become quke pale. 
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‘I proposed something so diUerent’ he said, replacing the beque 
in his wallet. ‘I am rather raggered by your lack of underranding. 
Of course we can slvp together if you wish to make k a condkion. 
Let us take a room at the hotel here, now, this minute.’ He looked 
really qlendid when he was wounded like this, and suddenly there 
rirred inside her the realization that his quietness was not weak- 
ness, and than an uncommon sort of sensibilky underlay these 
confusing thoughts and deliberate words, perhaps not altogether 
good, ekher. ‘What could we prove to eab other’ he went on 
more gently ‘by k or by ks opposke: never making love?’ She saw 
now how hopelessly out of context her words had bvn. ‘I’m bk- 
terly ashamed of my vulgarky.’ She said this wkhout really mean- 
ing the words, as a concession to his world as mub as to himself 
— a world whib dealt in the reVnements of manners she was as 
yet too coarse to enjoy, whib could aUord to cultivate emotions 
posées by tare. A world whib could only be knocked oU ks fvt 
when you were skin to skin wkh k, so to qeak! No, she did not 
mean the words, for vulgar as the idea sounded, she knew that she 
was right by the terms of her intukion since the thing she proposed 
is really, for women, the vkal toubrone to a man’s being; the 
knowledge, not of his qualkies whib can be analysed or inferred, 
but of the very Wavour of his personalky. Nothing except the ac 
of physical love tells us this truth about one another. She bkterly 
regresed his unwisdom in denying her a concrete bance to sv for 
herself what underlay his beauty and persuasion. Yet how could 
one insir? 

‘Good’ he said, ‘for our marriage will be a delicate aUair, and 
very mub a querion of manners, until….’  

‘I’m sorry’ she said. ‘I really did not know how to treat honour- 
ably wkh you and avoid disappointing you.’ 

He kissed her lightly on the mouth as he rood up. ‘I mur go 
Vrr and get the permission of my mother, and tell my brother. I 
am terribly happy, even though now I am furious wkh you.’ 

Tey went out to the car together and Jurine suddenly felt very 
weak, as if she had bvn carried far out of her depth and abandoned 
in mid-ocean. ‘I don’t know what more to say.’ 

‘Nothing. You mur rart living’ he said as the car began to draw 
away, and she felt as if she had received a smack across the mouth. 
She went into the nearer coUv-shop and ordered a cup of hot 
bocolate whib she drank wkh trembling hands. Ten she combed 
her hair and made up her face. She knew her beauty was only an
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advertisement and kept k fresh wkh disdain. No, somewhere she 
was truly a woman. 

Nessim took the lift up to his oXce, and skting down at his desk 
wrote upon a card the following words: ‘My dearer Clea, Jurine 
has agrvd to marry me. I could never do this if I thought k would 
qualify or interfere in any way wkh ekher her love for you or 
mine….’ 

Ten, appalled by the thought that whatever he might wrke to 
Clea might sound mawkish, he tore the note up and folded his 
arms. After a long moment of thought he picked up the polished 
telephone and dialled Capodirria’s number. ‘Da Capo’ he said 
quietly. ‘You remember my plans for marrying Jurine? All is well.’ 
He replaced the receiver slowly, as if k weighed a ton, and sat 
raring at his own reWecion in the polished desk. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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IV 
 
 
t was now, having abieved the major task of persuasion, that 
his self-assurance Wed and left him face to face wkh a sensation 
entirely new to him, namely an acute shyness, an acute unwill- 

ingness to face his mother direcly, to confront her wkh his inten- 
tions. He himself was puzzled by k, for they had always bvn close 
together, their conVdences linked by an aUecion too dvp to nvd 
the interpretation of words. If he had ever bvn shy or awkward 
k was wkh his awkward brother, never wkh her. And now? It was 
not as if he even feared her disfavour — he knew she would fall 
in wkh his wishes as soon as they were qoken. What then in- 
hibked him? He could not tell. Yet he Wushed as he thought of 
her now, and passed the whole of that morning in restless auto- 
matic acs, picking up a novel only to lay k down, mixing a drink 
only to abandon k, rarting to sketb and then abruptly dropping 
the barcoal to walk out into the garden of the great house, ill at 
ease. He had telephoned his oXce to say that he was indiqosed 
and then, as always when he had told a lie, began to suUer in truth 
wkh an asack of indigerion. 

Ten he rarted to ask for the number of the old country house 
where Leila and Narouz lived, but banged his mind and asked the 
operator inread for the number of his garage. Te car would be 
back, they told him, cleaned and greased by noon. He lay down and 
covered his face wkh his hands. Ten he rang up Selim, his sec- 
retary, and told him to telephone to his brother and say that he was 
coming to Karm Abu Girg for the wvk-end. Heavens! what could 
be more normal? ‘You go on like a bambermaid who has got en- 
gaged’ he told himself hotly. Ten for a moment he thought of 
taking someone wkh him to ease the rrain of the mvting — 
Jurine? Impossible. He picked up a novel of Pursewarden’s and 
came upon the phrase: ‘Love is like trenb warfare — you cannot 
sv the enemy, but you know he is there and that k is wiser to kvp 
your head down.’ 

Te doorbell rang. Selim brought him some lesers to sign and 
then went silently uprairs to pack his bag and briefcase. Tere 
were papers he mur take for Narouz to sv — papers about the lift

I 
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mabinery nvded to drain and reclaim the desert whib fringed 
the plantations. Business masers were a welcome drug. 

Te Hosnani fortunes were deployed in two direcions, separated 
into two qheres of reqonsibilky, and eab brother had his own. 
Nessim controlled the banking house and ks ancillaries all over 
the Medkerranean, while Narouz lived the life of a Coptic squire, 
never rirring from Karm Abu Girg where the Hosnani lands 
marbed wkh the fringe of the desert, gradually eating into k, 
expropriating k year by year, qreading their squares of cultivation 
— carob and melon and corn — and pumping out the salt whib 
poisoned k. 

‘Te car is here’ said the hawk-faced secretary as he returned. 
‘Am I to drive you, sir?’ Nessim shook his head and dismissed him 
quietly, before crossing the garden once more, bin in hand. He 
paused by the lily pond to rudy the Vsh — those expensive toys of 
the ancient Japanese Emperors, survivals from an age of luxury, 
whib he had imported at sub cor, only to Vnd them gradually 
dying oU of some unknown illness — homesickness, perhaps? 
Pursewarden qent hours watbing them. He said that they helped 
him to think about art! 

Te great silver car rood at the door wkh the ignkion key in the 
dashboard. He got in thoughtfully and drove slowly across the 
town, examining ks parks and squares and buildings wkh a serene 
eye, but deliberately dawdling, irresolutely, emptying his mind by 
an ac of will every time the thought of his derination came upon 
him. When he reabed the sea he turned at lar down the shining 
Cornibe in the sunlight to watb the smooth sea and cloudless air 
for a moment, the car almor at a randrill. Ten suddenly he 
banged gear and began to travel along the sea-shore at a more 
resolute pace. He was going home. 

Soon he turned inland, leaving the town wkh ks palms crackling 
in the qring wind and turning towards the barren network of 
faults and dried-out lake-beds where the metalled road gave place 
to the brown earth tracks along embankments lined wkh black 
swamps and fringed by barbed rvds and a cross-hatbing of swvt- 
corn plantations. Te dur came up betwvn his whvls and Vlled 
the air of the saloon, coating everything in a Vne-grained pollen. 
Te windscrvn became gradually snowed-up and he swkbed on 
the wipers to kvp k clear. 

Following lktle winding lanes whib he knew by heart he came, 
after more than an hour, to the edge of a qk Wanked by bluer
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water and left the car in the shadow of a tumbledown house, the 
remains perhaps of some ancient curoms-shed built in the days 
when river traXc plied betwvn Damiesa and the Gulf: now dry- 
ing up day by day, wkhering and cracking under the brazen 
Egyptian sky, forgosen by ks kvpers. 

He locked the car carefully and followed a narrow path across a 
holding of poverty-rricken beanrows and dury melons, fringed 
wkh ragged and noisy Indian corn, to come out upon a landing- 
rage where an aged ferryman awaked him in a ramshackle boat. 
At once he saw the horses waking upon the other side, and the 
foreshortened Vgure of Narouz beside them. He threw up an 
excked arm in an awkward gerure of pleasure as he saw Nessim. 
Nessim repped into the boat wkh beating heart. 

‘Narouz!’ Te two brothers, so unlike in physique and looks, 
embraced wkh fvling whib was qualiVed in Nessim by the silent 
agony of a shyness new to him. 

Te younger brother, shorter and more squarely built than 
Nessim, wore a blue Frenb peasant’s blouse open at the throat and 
wkh the slvves rolled back, exposing arms and hands of great power 
covered by curly dark hair. An old Italian cartridge bandolier hung 
down upon his haunbes. Te ends of his baggy Turkish trousers 
wkh an old-fashioned drawrring, were ruUed into crumpled 
old jackboots of soft leather. He ducked, exckedly, awkwardly, 
into his brother’s arms and out again, like a boxer from a clinb. 
But when he raised his head to look at him, you saw at once what 
k was that had ruled Narouz’ life like a dark rar. His upper lip was 
qlk lkerally from the qur of the nose — as if by some terriVc 
punb: k was a hare-lip whib had not bvn caught up and bared 
in time. It exposed the ends of a whke tooth and ended in two 
lktle pink tongues of Wesh in the centre of his upper lip whib were 
always wet. His dark hair grew down low and curly, like a heifer’s, 
on to his brow. His eyes were qlendid: of a blueness and innocence 
that made them almor like Clea’s: indvd his whole ugliness took 
qlendour from them. He had grown a ragged and uneven mous- 
tabe over his upper lip, as someone will train ivy over an ugly 
wall — but the scar showed through wherever the hair was thin: 
and his short, unsatisfacory beard too was a poor disguise: looked 
simply as if he had remained unshaven for a wvk. It had no shape 
of ks own and confused the outlines of his taurine neck and high 
bvkbones. He had a curious hissing shy laugh whib he always 
pointed downward into the ground to hide his lip. Te whole sum
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of his movements was ungainly — arms and legs somewhat curved 
and hairy as a qider — but they gave oU a sensation of over- 
whelming rrength held rigidly under control. His voice was dvp 
and thrilling and held something of the magic of a woman’s 
contralto. 

Whenever possible they tried to have servants or friends wkh 
them when they met — to temper their shyness; and so today 
Narouz had brought Ali, his facor, wkh the horses to mvt the 
ferry. Te old servant wkh the cropped ears took a pinb of dur 
from the ground before Nessim’s fvt and pressed k to his fore- 
head before extending his hand for a handshake, and then diX- 
dently partook of the embrace Nessim oUered him — as someone 
he had loved from his bildhood onwards. Narouz was barmed by 
his brother’s easy, comradely but fvling gerure — and he laughed 
downwards into the ground wkh pleasure. 

‘And Leila?’ said Nessim, in a low voice, raising his Vngers to his 
temple for a moment as he did so. 

‘Is well’ said Narouz in the tone that qrings from a freshly 
rosined bow. ‘Tis par two months. Praise God.’ 

Teir mother sometimes went through periods of mental in- 
rabilky laring for wvks, always to recover again. It was a quiet 
surrender of the real world that surprised no one any longer, for 
she herself now knew when sub an asack was coming on and 
would make preparations for k. At sub times, she qent all day 
in the lktle hut at the end of the rose-garden, reading and wrking, 
morly the long lesers whib Mountolive read wkh sub tender- 
ness in Japan or Finland or Peru. Wkh only the cobra for company, 
she waked until the inWuence of the afrdt or qirk was qent. Tis 
habk had lared for many years now, since the death of their father 
and her illness, and nekher son took any account of these depar- 
tures from the normal life of the great house. ‘Leila is well in her 
mind!’ said Narouz again in that thrilling voice. ‘So happy too that 
Mountolive is pored back. She looks years younger.’ 

‘I underrand.’ 
Te two brothers now mounted their horses and rarted slowly 

along the network of embankments and causeways whib led them 
over the lake wkh ks panels of cultivation. Nessim always loved 
this ride for k evoked his real bildhood — so mub riber in 
variety than those few years qent in the house at Aboukir where 
Leila had moved for a while after their father’s death. ‘All your 
new lift pumps should be here next month’ he shouted, and
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Narouz buckled wkh pleasure; but wkh another part of his mind 
he allowed the soft black earthworks of the river wkh ks precarious 
tracks separating the squares of cultivated soil to lead him readily 
back to the remembered treasures of his bildhood here. For this 
was really Egypt — a Copt’s Egypt — while the whke cky, as if in 
some dury qecrum, was Vlled wkh the troubling and alien 
images of lands foreign to k — the intimations of Grvce, Syria, 
Tunis. 

It was a Vne day and shallow draught boats were coursing among 
the beanVelds towards the river tributaries, wkh their long curved 
qines of mar, latvn rigs bent like bows in the freshets. Some- 
where a boatman sang and kept time on a Vnger-drum, his voice 
mixing wkh the sighing of sakkias and the dirant village hangings 
of whvlwrights and carpenters manufacuring disc-whvls for 
wagons or the shallow-bladed ploughs whib worked the alluvial 
riverside holdings. 

Brilliant kingVshers hunted the shallows like thunderbolts, their 
wings slurring, while here and there the small brown owls, having 
forgosen the night habks of their kind, Wew betwvn the banks, 
or nerled together in songless couples among the trvs. 

Te Velds had begun to qread away on ekher side of the lktle  
cavalcade now, grvn and scented wkh their rib crops of bercim 
and beanrows, though the road rill obrinately followed along the 
banks of the river so that their reWecions rode wkh them. Here and 
there were hamlets whose houses of unbaked mud wore Wat roofs 
made brilliant now by racks of Indian corn whib yellowed them. 
Tey passed an occasional line of camels moving down towards a 
ferry, or a herd of great black gamoose — Egyptian buUalo — dip- 
ping their shiny noses in the rib ooze and Vlth of some backwater, 
Wicking the Wies from their papery skins wkh lead tails. Teir great 
curved horns belonged to forgosen frescoes. 

It was rrange now how slowly life moved here, he reWeced 
wkh pleasure as he moved towards the Hosnani property — 
women burning buser in goatskins suqended from bamboo tri- 
pods or walking in single Vle down to the river wkh their pots. 
Men in robes of blue coson at the waterwhvls, singing, matrons 
swathed from crown to ankle in the light dury black robes whib 
curom demanded, blue-beaded againr the evil eye. And then all 
the primeval courtesies of the road exbanged betwvn passers-by 
to whib Narouz reqonded in his plangent voice, sounding as if k 
belonged to the language as mub as to the place. ‘Naharak Said!’
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he cried bvrfully, or ‘Said Embarak!’ as the wayfarers smiled and 
grvted them. ‘May your day be blessed’ thought Nessim in 
remembered translation as he smiled and nodded, overcome at the 
qlendour of these old-fashioned grvtings one never heard except 
in the Arab quarter of the cky; ‘may today be as blessed as yerer- 
day.’ 

He turned and said ‘Narouz’ and his brother rode up beside him 
tenderly, saying ‘Have you svn my whip?’ Laughing downwards 
again, his tooth showing through the rent in his lip. He carried a 
qlendid hippopotamus-hide whip, loosely coiled at his saddle-bow. 
‘I found the perfec one — after thrv years. Sheik Bedawi sent k 
down from Assuan. Do you know?’ He turned those brilliant blue 
eyes upwards for a moment to rare into the dark eyes of his 
brother wkh intense joy. ‘It is beser than a pirol, at any rate a 
.99’ he said, thrilled as a bild. ‘I’ve bvn pracising hard wkh k — 
do you want to sv?’ 

Wkhout waking for an answer he tucked his head down and 
rode forward at a trot to where some dozen bickens were scratb- 
ing at the bare ground near a herdsman’s cot. A frightened roorer 
running farer than the others took oU under his horse’s hooves: 
Nessim reined back to watb. Narouz’ arm shot up, the long lash 
uncurled slowly on the air and then went rigid wkh a sudden dull 
welt of sound, a sullen thwack, and laughing, the rider dismounted 
to pick up the mutilated creature, rill warm and palpkating, ks 
wings half-severed from ks body, ks head smashed. He brought k 
back to Nessim in triumph, wiping his hand casually on his baggy 
trousers. ‘What do you think?’ Nessim gripped and admired the 
great whip while his brother threw the dead fowl to his facor, rill 
laughing himself, and so slowly remounted. Tey rode side by 
side now, as if the qell upon their communication were broken, 
and Nessim talked of the new mabinery whib had bvn ordered 
and heard of Narouz’ basle againr drought and sand-drift. In 
sub neutral subjecs they could lose themselves and become 
natural. Unked mor closely by sub topics, they were like two 
blind people in love who can only express themselves through 
toub: the subjec of their hands. 

Te holdings became riber now, planted out wkh tamarisk and 
carob, though here and there they passed the remains of properties 
abandoned by owners too poor or too lazy to contend wkh the 
deserts, whib encircled the fertile rrip on thrv sides. Old houses, 
fallen now into desuetude, abandoned and overgrown, rared out
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across the water wkh unframed windows and shasered doors. 
Teir gates, half-smothered in bougainvillaea, opened rurily into 
gardens of wild and unkempt beauty where marble fountains and 
rosed ratuary rill teriVed to a glory since departed. On ekher 
side of them one could glimpse the well-wooded lands whib 
formed the edge, the outer perimeter of the family erates — palm, 
acacia and sycamore whib rill oUered the precarious purbase 
to life whib wkhout shade and water perished, reverted to the 
desert. Indvd, one was conscious of the desert here although one 
could not sv k — melodramatically tareless as a communion 
wafer. 

Here an old island wkh a ruined palace; there tortuous paths 
and bannels of running water where the slim bird-forms of river- 
craft moved about their task of loading tibbin (corn); they were 
nearing the village now. A bridge rose high upon mudbanks, 
crowned by a magniVcent grove of palms, wkh a row of coloured 
boats waking for the boom to lift. Here on the rise one glimpsed 
for a moment the blue magnetic haze of a desert horizon lying 
beyond this hoarded rrip of plenty, of grvn plantations and water. 

Round a corner they came upon a knot of villagers waking for 
them who set up cries of ‘What honour to the village!’ and ‘You 
bring blessings!’ walking beside them as they rode smiling on- 
wards. Some advanced on them, the notables, catbing a hand 
to kiss, and some even kissing Nessim’s rirrup-irons. So they 
passed through the village againr ks patb of emerald water and 
dominated by the graceful Vg-shaped minaret, and the clurer of 
dazzling bvhive domes whib diringuished the Coptic burb 
of their forefathers. From here, the road turned back again across 
the Velds to the great house wkhin ks weather-rained outer walls, 
ruined and crumbling wkh damp in many places, and in others 
covered by sub grajti as the superrkious leave to barm the 
afrdt — black talismanic handprints, or the legend ‘B’ism’illah 
ma’sha’llah’ (may God avert evil). It was for these pious villagers 
that ks tenants had raised on the corners of the wall tiny wooden 
windmills in the shape of men wkh revolving arms, to scare the 
afrdt away. Tis was the manor-house of Karm Abu Girg whib 
belonged to them. 

Emin, the bief reward, was waking at the outer gate wkh the 
usual gruU grvtings whib curom demanded, surrounded by a 
group of shy boys to hold the horses and help their riders dis- 
mount. 
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Te great folding doors of the courtyard wkh their pirol bolts 
and inscribed panels were set back so that they could walk direcly 
into the courtyard againr whib the house kself was built, tilted 
upon two levels — the ceremonial Vrr Woor looking down side- 
ways along the vaulted arbes below — a courtyard wkh ks gran- 
aries and reception-rooms, rorehouses and rables. Nessim did not 
cross the threshold before examining once more the faded but rill 
visible cartoons whib decorated the wall at the right-hand side of 
k — and whib depiced in a series of almor hieroglyphic signs 
the sacred journey he had made to bathe in the Jordan: a horse, a 
motorcar, a ship, an aeroplane, all crudely represented. He mut- 
tered a pious text, and the lktle group of servants smiled wkh satis- 
facion, underranding by this that his long residence in the cky 
had not made him forget country ways. He never forgot to do this. 
It was like a man showing his pasqort. And Narouz too was grate- 
ful for the tac sub a gerure showed — whib not only endeared 
his brother to the dependants of the house, but also rrengthened 
his own poskion wkh them as the ruling marer of k. 

On the other side of the lintel, a similar set of picures 
showed that he also, the younger brother, had made the pious 
pilgrimage whib is incumbent upon every Copt of religious 
principles. 

Te main gateway was Wanked on eab side by a pigeon-tower — 
those clumsy columns built of earthen pkbers pared together any- 
how wkh mud-cement: whib are baraceriric of country houses 
in Egypt and whib supplied the boicer dish for the country 
squire’s table. A cloud of ks inhabkants Wusered and crooned all 
day over the barrel-vaulted court. Here all was acivky: the negro 
night-watbman, the ghajrs, facors, rewards came forth one by 
one to salute the elder brother, the heir. He was given a bowl of 
wine and a nosegay of Wowers while Narouz rood by proudly 
smiling. 

Ten they went at ceremonial pace through the gallery wkh ks 
windows of many-coloured glass whib for a brief moment trans- 
formed them into harlequins, and then out into the rose garden 
wkh ks ragged and unkempt arbour and winding paths towards 
the lktle summer-house where Leila sat reading, unveiled. Narouz 
called her name once to warn her as they neared the house, adding 
‘Guess who has come!’ Te woman quickly replaced her veil and 
turned her wise dark eyes towards the sunlk door saying: ‘Te boy 
did not bring the milk again. I wish you would tell him, Narouz.
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His mind is salt. Te snake mur be fed regularly or k becomes ill- 
tempered.’ And then the voice, swerving like a bird in mid-air, 
foundered and fell to a rib melodious near-sob on the name 
‘Nessim’. And this she repeated twice as they embraced wkh sub 
trembling tenderness that Narouz laughed, swallowing, and tared 
both the joy of his brother’s love for Leila and his own bkterness in 
realizing that he, Nessim, was her favourke — the beautiful son. 
He was not jealous of Nessim; only heartsick at the melody in his 
mother’s voice — the tone she had never used in qeaking to him. 
It had always bvn so. 

‘I will qeak to the boy’ he said, and looked about him for signs 
of the snake. Egyptians regard the snake as too lucky a viskant 
to a house to kill and so tempt ill-luck, and Leila’s long self- 
communing in the lktle summer-house would not have bvn com- 
plete wkhout this indolent cobra whib had learned to drink milk 
from a saucer like a cat. 

Still holding hands they sat down together and Nessim rarted 
to qeak of polkical masers wkh those dark, clever, youthful eyes 
looking readily into his. From time to time, Leila nodded vigor- 
ously, wkh a determined air, while the younger son watbed them 
both hungrily, wkh a heavy admiration at the concise way Nessim 
abbreviated and expressed his ideas — the fruk of a long public 
life. Narouz felt these abrrac words fall dully upon his ear, fraught 
wkh meanings he only half-guessed, and though he knew that they 
concerned him as mub as anyone, they svmed to him to belong 
to some rarer world inhabked by sophirs or mathematicians — 
creatures who would forge and give userance to the vague longings 
and incoherent desires he felt forming inside him whenever Egypt 
was mentioned or the family erates. He sucked the knuckle of his 
foreVnger, and sat beside them, lirening, looking Vrr at his 
mother and then back to Nessim. 

‘And now Mountolive is coming back’ concluded Nessim, ‘and 
for the Vrr time what we are trying to do will be underrood. 
Surely he will help us, if k is possible? He underrands.’ 

Te name of Mountolive rruck two ways. Te woman lowered 
her eyes to her own whke hands whib lay before her upon a half- 
Vnished leser — eyes so brilliantly made up wkh kohl and anti- 
mony that to discern tears in them would have bvn diXcult. Yet 
there were none. Tey qarkled only wkh aUecion. Was she 
thinking of those long lesers whib she had so fakhfully wrkten 
during the whole period of their separation? But Narouz felt a
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sudden rirring of jealousy in his brain at the mention of the name, 
under whib, interred as if under a tombrone, he had hidden 
memories of a diUerent epob — of the young secretary of the 
High Commission whom his mother had — (mentally he never 
used the word ‘loved’ but left a blank qace in his thoughts where 
k should rand); moreover of the sick husband in the whvlbair 
who had watbed so uncomplainingly. Narouz’ soul vibrated wkh 
his father’s passion when Mountolive’s name, like a note of music, 
was rruck. He swallowed and rirred uneasily now as he watbed 
his mother tremblingly fold a leser and slide k into an envelope. 
‘Can we trur him?’ she asked Nessim. She would have rruck 
him over the mouth if he had answered ‘No.’ She simply wanted 
to hear him pronounce the name again. Her querion was a prompt- 
ing, nothing more. He kissed her hand, and Narouz grvdily ad- 
mired his courtier’s smiling air as he replied ‘If we cannot, who can 
we trur?’ 

As a girl, Leila had bvn both beautiful and rib. Te daughter 
of a blue-rocking, convent-bred and very mub in society, she had 
bvn among the Vrr Coptic women to abandon the veil and to rart 
to take up the rudy of medicine againr her parents’ will. But an 
early marriage to a man very mub older than herself had put an 
end to these excursions into the world of scope where her abilkies 
might have given her a foot-hold. Te temper of Egyptian life too 
was horile to the frvdom of women, and she had resigned a carvr 
in favour of a husband she very mub admired and the uneventful 
round of country life. Yet somehow, under k all, the Vre had 
burned on. She had kept friends and interers, had visked Europe 
every few years, had subscribed to periodicals in four languages. 
Her mind had bvn formed by solkude, enribed by books whib 
she could only discuss in lesers to friends in remote places, could 
only read in the privacy of the harim. Ten came the advent of 
Mountolive and the death of her husband. She rood frv and 
breathing upon the brink of a new world wkh no barge upon her 
but two growing sons. For a year she had heskated betwvn Paris 
and London as a capkal of residence, and while she heskated, all 
was lor. Her beauty, of whib until then she had taken no parti- 
cular account, as is the way wkh the beautiful, had bvn suddenly 
ravaged by a conWuent smallpox whib melted down those lovely 
features and left her only the magniVcent eyes of an Egyptian sibyl. 
Te black hideous veil whib so long had svmed to her a symbol 
of servkude became now a refuge in whib she could hide the
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ruins of a beauty whib had bvn considered so outranding in her 
youth. She had not the heart now to parade this new melted face 
through the capkals of Europe, to brave the silent condolences of 
friends who might remember her as she had once bvn. Turned 
back upon her tracks so summarily, she had decided to ray on and 
end her life in the family erates in sub seclusion as might be per- 
mkted to her. Her only outlet now would be in leser-wrking and 
in reading — her only care her sons. All the unreadiness of her 
passions was canalized into this narrow Veld. A whole world of 
relations had to be marered and she turned her resolution to k 
like a man. Ill-health, loneliness, boredom — she faced them one 
by one and overcame them — living here in retirement like a 
dethroned Empress, fvding her snake and wrking her interminable 
lesers whib were full of the liveliness and qarkle of a life whib 
now the veil masked and whib could escape only through those 
rill youthful dark eyes. 

She was now never svn in society and had become something 
of a legend amongr those who remembered her in the par, and 
who indvd had once nicknamed her the ‘dark swallow’. Now she 
sat all day at a rough deal table, wrking in that tall thoughtful hand- 
wrking, dipping her quill into a golden inkpot. Her lesers had 
become her very life, and in the wrking of them she had begun to 
suUer from that curious sense of dirorted realky whib wrkers have 
when they are dealing wkh real people; in the years of wrking to 
Mountolive, for example, she had so to qeak re-invented him so 
successfully that he exired for her now not so mub as a real 
human being but as a baracer out of her own imagination. She 
had even almor forgosen what he looked like, what to expec of 
his physical presence, and when his telegram came to say that he 
expeced to be in Egypt again wkhin a few months, she felt at Vrr 
nothing but irrkation that he should intrude, bodily as k were, 
upon the picure projeced by her imagination. ‘I shall not sv him’ 
she musered at Vrr, angrily; and only then did she rart to tremble 
and cover her ravaged face wkh her hands. 

‘Mountolive will want to sv you’ said Nessim, at lar, as the 
conversation vvred round in his direcion again. ‘When may I 
bring him? Te Legation is moving up to summer quarters soon, 
so he will be in Alexandria all the time.’ 

‘He mur wak until I am ready’ she said, once more fvling the 
anger rir in her at the intrusion of this beloved Vgment. ‘After 
all these years.’ And then she asked wkh a pathetic lurful eager-
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ness, ‘Is he old now — is he grey? Is his leg all right? Can he walk? 
Tat ski-ing fall in Aurria….’ 

To all this Narouz lirened wkh cocked head and sullen heavy 
heart: he could follow the fvling in her voice as one follows a line 
of music. 

‘He is younger than ever’ said Nessim, ‘hasn’t aged by a day’: 
and to his surprise she took his hand, and pusing k to her bvk 
she said brokenly ‘Oh — you are horrible, both of you. Go. Leave 
me alone now. I have lesers to wrke.’ 

She permkted no mirrors in the harim since the illness whib 
had deprived her of her self-ervm; but privately in a gold-backed 
pocket-mirror, she toubed and pencilled her eyes in secret — her 
remaining treasure — pracising diUerent make-ups on them, 
pracising diUerent glances and matbing them to diUerent remarks 
— trying to give what was left of her looks a vocabulary as large 
as her lively mind. She was like a man rruck suddenly blind learn- 
ing to qell, wkh the only member left him, his hands. 

Now the two men walked back into the old house, wkh ks cool 
but dury rooms whose walls were hung wkh ancient carpets and 
embroidered mats, and crowded wkh gigantic carcasses of furni- 
ture long since outmoded — a sort of Osoman Buhl sub as one 
svs in the old houses of Egypt. Nessim’s heartrrings were tugged 
by the memory of ks ugliness, ks old-fashioned Second Empire 
pieces and ks jealously guarded routines. Te reward, according 
to curom, had ropped all the clocks. Tis, in the language of 
Narouz, said ‘Your ray wkh us is so brief, let us not be reminded of 
the Wight of the hours. God made eternky. Let us escape from the 
deqotism of time altogether.’ Tese ancient and heredkary polke- 
nesses Vlled Nessim wkh emotion. Even the primkive sankary 
arrangements — there were no bathrooms — svmed to him some- 
how in kvping wkh the baracer of things, though he loved hot 
water. Narouz himself slept naked winter and summer. He washed 
in the courtyard — a servant threw water over him from a pkber. 
Indoors, he usually wore an old blue cloak and Turkish slippers. 
He smoked tobacco too in a narguileh the length of a musket. 

While the elder brother unpacked his clothes, Narouz sat on the 
end of the bed rudying the papers whib Vlled the briefcase, 
musing wkh a quiet intentness, for they related to the mabinery 
wkh the help of whib he proposed to kvp up and extend his asack 
on the dead sand. In the back of his mind he could sv an army of 
trvs and shrubs marbing readily forward into the emptiness —
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carob and olive, vine and jujube, pirabio, peab and apricot, 
qreading around them the grvn colours of quickness in those 
tenantless areas of dur boked wkh sea-salt. He looked almor 
lurfully upon the picures of equipment in the shiny brobures 
Nessim had brought him, lovingly toubing them wkh his Vnger, 
hearing in his imagination the suck and swell of swvt water 
through pumps gradually expressing the dead salts from the ground 
and quickening k to nourish the sipping roots of his trvs. Gebel 
Maryut, Abusir — his mind winged away like a swallow across the 
dunes into the Nkrian desert kself — mentally conquering k. 

‘Te desert’ said Narouz. ‘By the way, will you ride out wkh 
me to the tents of Abu Kar tomorrow? I have bvn promised an 
Arab and I want to break k myself. It would make a pleasant ex- 
cursion.’ Nessim was at once delighted at the proqec. ‘Yes’ he 
said. ‘But early’ said Narouz, ‘and we can pass the olive plantation 
for you to sv what progress we’re making. Will you? Please do!’ 
He squvzed his arm. ‘Since we rarted wkh the Tunisian cimlali 
we haven’t had a single casualty. Oh, Nessim! I wish you rayed 
here. Your place is here.’ 

Nessim as always was beginning to wish the same. Tat night 
they dined in the old-fashioned way — so diUerent from the im- 
pertinent luxury of Alexandrian forms — eab taking his napkin 
from the table and procvding to the yard for the elaborate hand- 
washing ceremony whib preceded a meal in the country. Two 
servants poured for them as they rood side by side, washing their 
Vngers wkh yellow soap, and rinsed them oU wkh orange-water. 
Ten to the table where their only cutlery was a wooden qoon 
eab for dealing wkh soup — otherwise they broke the Wat thin 
cakes of the country to dip into the dishes of cooked meats. Leila 
had always dined alone in the women’s quarters, and retired to bed 
early so that the two brothers were left alone to their repar. Tey 
ate in leisurely fashion, wkh long pauses betwvn the courses, and 
Narouz aced hor, placing boice morsels upon Nessim’s plate 
and breaking up the fowl and the turkey wkh his rrong Vngers the 
beser to serve his guer. At lar, when swvtmeats and fruk had 
bvn served, they returned once more to where the waking ser- 
vants rood and washed their hands again. 

In the interval, the table had bvn cleared of dishes and set back 
to make room for the old-fashioned divans to pass through the 
room and out on to the balcony. Smoking materials had bvn set 
out — the long-barrelled narguilehs wkh Narouz’ favourke tobacco
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and a silver dish of swvts. Here they sat together for a while in 
silence to drink their coUv. Nessim had kicked oU his slippers and 
drawn his legs up under him: he sat wkh his bin in his hand won- 
dering how he could impart his news, the marriage whib nibbled 
at the edge of his mind: and whether he should be frank about 
his motives in boosing for a wife a woman who was of a diUerent 
fakh from his own. Te night was hot and rill, and the scent of 
magnolia blossom came up to the balcony in lktle drifts and eddies 
of air whib made the candles Wuser and dance; he was gnawed 
by irresolution. 

In sub a mood every promise of dirracion oUered relief, and 
he was pleased when Narouz suggered that the village singer 
should be called to play for them, a curom whib they had so often 
enjoyed as youths. Tere is nothing more appropriate to the heavy 
silence of the Egyptian night than the bildish poignance of the 
kemengeh’s note. Narouz clapped his hands and deqatbed a mes- 
sage and presently the old man came from the servant’s quarters 
where he dined eab night on the barky of the house, walking wkh 
the slow and submissive rep of extreme old age and approabing 
blindness. Te sounding-board of his small viol was made from 
half a coconut. Narouz qrang up and sesled him upon a cushion 
at the end of the balcony. Tere came footreps in the courtyard 
and a familiar voice, that of the old sboolmarer Mohammed 
Shebab, who climbed the rairs, smiling and wrinkled, to claq 
Narouz’ hand. He had the bright hairy face of a monkey and wore, 
as usual, an immaculate dark suk wkh a rose in his buson-hole. 
He was something of a dandy and an epicure and these visks to the 
great house were his only dirracion, living as he did for the greater 
part of the year buried in the depths of the delta; he had brought 
the old treasured narguileh mouthpiece whib he had owned for a 
quarter of a century. He was delighted to hear some music and 
lirened wkh emotion to the wild quasidas that the old man sang — 
songs of the Arab canon full of the wild heart-sickness of the desert. 
Te old voice, crumpled here and there like a fragile leaf, rose and 
fell upon the night; tracing the quavering melodic line of the songs 
as if k were following the ancient highways of half-oblkerated 
thoughts and fvlings. Te lktle viol scribbled ks complaints upon 
the text reabing back into their bildhood. And now suddenly the 
singer burr into the passionate pilgrim song whib expresses so 
marvellously the Moslem’s longing for Mecca and his adoration 
of the Prophet — and the melody Wusered inside the brothers’
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hearts, imprisoned like a bird wkh beating wings. Narouz, though 
a Copt, was repeating ‘All-ah, All-ah! ’ in a rapture of praise. 

‘Enough, enough’ cried Nessim at lar. ‘If we are to be up early, 
we should slvp early, don’t you think?’ 

Narouz qrang up too, and rill acing the hor, called for lights 
and water and walked before him to the guer-room. Here he 
waked until Nessim had washed and undressed and climbed into 
the creaking old-fashioned bed before bidding him good night. 
As he rood in the doorway, Nessim said impulsively: ‘Narouz — 
I’ve something to tell you.’ And then, overcome once more wkh 
shyness, added: ‘But k will kvp until tomorrow. We shall be 
alone, shan’t we?’ Narouz nodded and smiled. ‘Te desert is sub 
torture for them that I always send them back at the fringe, the 
servants.’ 

‘Yes.’ Nessim well knew that Egyptians believe the desert to be 
an emptiness populated entirely by the qirks of demons and other 
grotesque viskants from Eblis, the Moslem Satan. 

Nessim slept and awoke to Vnd his brother, fully dressed, rand- 
ing beside his bed wkh coUv and cigareses. ‘It’s time’ he said. ‘I 
suppose in Alexandria you slvp late….’ 

‘No’ said Nessim, ‘rrangely enough I am usually at my oXce by 
eight.’ 

‘Eight! Oh! my poor brother’ said Narouz mockingly, and 
helped him to dress. Te horses were waking and together they 
rode out upon a dawn wkh a thick bluish mir rising from the lake. 
Criq air, inclining to fror — but already the sun was beginning 
to soak into the upper air and dry up the dew upon the minaret of 
the mosque. 

Narouz led now, down winding ways, along the tortuous bridle 
paths, and across embankments, quke unerringly, for the whole 
land exired in his mind like the mor detailed map by a marer 
cartographer. He carried k always in his head like a basle-plan, 
knowing the age of every trv, the poundage of every well’s water, 
the drift of sand to an inb. He was possessed by k. 

Slowly they made a circuk of the great plantation, soberly assess- 
ing progress and discussing plans for the next oUensive when the 
new mabinery should be inralled. And then, presently when they 
had come to a lonely qot by the river, scrvned on all sides by 
rvds, Narouz said ‘Wak a second….’ and dismounted, taking 
as he did so the old leather game-bag from his shoulders. ‘Some- 
thing to hide’ he said, smiling downwards shyly. Nessim watbed
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him idly as he turned the bag over to tip ks contents into the dank 
waters of the river. But he was not prepared to sv a shrunken 
human head, lips drawn back over yellow tvth, eyes squinting 
inwards upon eab other, roll out of the bag and sink slowly out 
of sight into the grvn depths beneath. ‘What the devil’s that?’ he 
asked, and Narouz gave his lktle hissing tkter at the ground and 
replied ‘Abdel-Kader — head of.’ He knelt down and rarted wash- 
ing the bag out in the water, moving k vigorously to and fro, and 
then wkh a gerure turned k inside out as one might turn a 
slvve and returned to his horse. Nessim was thinking dvply. ‘So 
you had to do k at lar’ he said. ‘I was afraid you might.’ 

Narouz turned his brilliant eyes upon his brother for a moment 
and said seriously: ‘More troubles wkh Bedouin labour could have 
cor us a thousand trvs next year. It was too mub of a risk to take. 
Besides, he was going to poison me.’ 

He said no more and they rode on in silence until they reabed 
the thinning edges of cultivation — the front line so to qeak 
where the basle was acually being joined at present — a long 
ragged terrkory like the edges of a wound. Along the whole length 
of k inVltration from the arable land on the one side and the desert 
drainage on the other, both barged wkh the rosen salts, had 
poisoned the ground and made k the image of desolation. 

Here only giant rvds and bulrushes grew or an occasional thorn 
bush. No Vsh could live in the brackish water. Birds shunned k. 
It lay in the ragnant belt of ks own foul air, weird, obsessive and 
userly silent — the point at whib the desert and the sown met in 
a death-embrace. Tey rode now among towering rushes whose 
rems were bleabed and salt-encrured, glktering in the sun. Te 
horses gaqed and scrambled through the dead water whib 
qlashed upon them, cryrallizing into qots of salt wherever k fell; 
pools of slime were covered wkh a crur of salt through whib their 
plunging hooves broke, releasing horrible odours from the black 
mud beneath and sudden swarms of small ringing Wies and mos- 
qukoes. But Narouz looked about him wkh interer even here, his 
eyes alight, for he had already mentally planted this ware wkh 
carobs and grvn shrubs — conquered k. But they both held their 
breath and did not qeak as they traversed this lar mephkic barrier 
and the long patbes of wrinkled mummy-like soil to whib k gave 
place. Ten at lar they were on the edge of the desert and they 
paused in shadow while Narouz Vshed in his clothes for the lktle 
rick of blue billiard-marker’s balk. Tey rubbed a lktle balk
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under eab of their eyelids wkh a Vnger againr the glare — as they 
had always done, even as bildren; and eab tied a cloth around his 
head in Bedouin fashion. 

And then: the Vrr pure draughts of desert air, and the nakedness 
of qace, pure as a theorem, rretbing away into the sky drenbed 
in all ks own silence and majery, untenanted except by sub 
Vgures as the imagination of man has invented to people land- 
scapes whib are inimical to his passions and whose purky Ways the 
mind. 

Narouz gave a shout and the horses, suddenly awoken and Vlled 
wkh a sense of new frvdom and qace around them, rarted their 
peculiar tearing plunging gallop across the dunes, manes and tassels 
tossing, saddles creaking. Tey raced like this for many minutes, 
Nessim giggling wkh exckement and joy. It was so long since he 
had ridden at this wild gallop. 

But they held k, completing a slow arc earwards across scrubby 
land where wild Wowers bloomed and buserWies tippled amongr 
the ware of dunes and the dingy tenacious qecimens of plant- 
life. Teir hooves rasled across shingle Woors, through rone 
valleys wkh great sandrone nvdles and bines of rosy shale Vlling 
in the known horizons. Nessim was busy wkh his memories of 
those youthful nights camped out here under a sky hoary wkh 
rars, in a booming tent (whose frored guy-ropes glktered like 
brilliants) pkbed under Vega, the whole desert qread around 
them like an empty room. How did one come to forget the greater 
of one’s experiences? It was all lying there like a piano that one 
could play but whib one had somehow forgosen to toub for 
years. He was irradiated by the visions of his inner eye and followed 
Narouz blindly. He saw them in all that immensky — two qots 
like pigeons Wying in an empty sky. 

Tey halted for a short rer in the shadow of a great rock — a 
purple oasis of darkness — panting and happy. ‘If we put up a 
desert wolf said Narouz ‘I’ll run k down wkh my kurbash,’ and 
he caressed the great whip lovingly, running k through his Vngers. 

When they set oU again, Narouz rarted a slow tacking path, 
quering about for the ancient caravan route — the masrab whib 
would take them to the Quasur el Atash (Carles of the Tirry) 
where the Sheik’s men were due to mvt them before noon. Once 
Nessim too had known these highways by heart — the smugglers’ 
roads whib had bvn used for centuries by the caravans whib 
plied betwvn Algiers and Mecca — the ‘bountiful highways’ whib
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rvred the fortunes of men through the wilderness of the desert, 
taking qices and ruUs from one part of Africa to another or 
aUording to the pious their only means of reabing the Holy Cky. 
He was suddenly jealous of his brother’s familiarky wkh the desert 
they had once equally owned. He copied him eagerly. 

Presently Narouz gave a hoarse shout and pointed and in a lktle 
while they came upon the masrab — a highway of camel-tracks, 
dvply worn in some places into solid rock, but running in a wavy 
series, parallel from horizon to horizon. And here once more the 
younger brother set the pace. His blue shirt was now rained violet 
at the armpks. ‘Nearly there’ he cried, and out of the trembling 
pearly edges of the sky there swam slowly a high clurer of reddish 
basalt blocks, carved into the vague semblance (like a face in the 
Vre) of a qhinx tortured by thirr; and there, gibbering in the 
dark shade of a rock, the lktle party waked to conduc them to the 
Sheik’s tents — four tall lean men, made of brown paper, whose 
voices cracked at the edges of meaning wkh thirr, and whose 
laughter was like fury unleashed. To them they rode — into the 
embrace of arms like dry ricks and the thorny clicking of an un- 
familiar Arabic in whib Narouz did all the talking and explaining. 

Nessim waked, fvling suddenly like a European, cky-bred, a 
viskor: for the lktle party carried wkh them all the fvling of the 
tight inbred Arab world — ks formal courtesies and feuds — ks 
primkiveness. He surprised himself by svking in his own mind 
the memory of a painting by Bonnard or a poem by Blake — as a 
thirry man might grope at a qring for water. In sub a way might 
a traveller present himself to some rude mountain clan, admiring 
their bunioned fvt and coarse hairy legs, but grateful too that the 
sum of European culture was not expressed by their life-hating, 
unpleasure-loving rrength. Here he suddenly lor his brother, 
parted company wkh him, for Narouz had plunged into the life 
of these Arabian herdsmen wkh the same intensky as he plunged 
into the life of his land, his trvs. Te great corded muscles in his 
hairy body were tense wkh pride, for he, a cky-bred Alexandrian 
— almor a deqised Nasrany — could out-shoot, out-talk and out- 
gallop any of them. On him whose mesle they knew they kept a 
qeculative aboriginal eye; the gentle Nessim they had svn in 
many guises before, his well-kept hands betrayed a cky gentleman. 
But they were polke. 

A knowledge of forms only was necessary now, not insight, for 
these delightful desert folk were automata; thinking of Mountolive
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Nessim smiled suddenly and wondered where the Brkish had 
found the subrance of their myths about the desert Arab. Te 
Verce banalky of their lives was so narrow, so regulated. If they 
rirred one at all k was as the bagpipe can, wkhout expressing any- 
thing above the level of the primkive. He watbed his brother 
handle them, simply from a knowledge of their forms of behaviour, 
as a showman handles dancing Weas. Poor souls! He felt the power 
and resource of his cky-bred intelligence rir in him. 

Tey all rode now in a compac group to the Sheik’s tents, down 
long ribbed inclines of sand, through mirages of parures whib 
only the rain clouds imagined, until they came there, to the lktle 
circle of tents, manhood’s skies of hide, invented by men whose 
bildish memories were so fearful they had had perforce to invent 
a narrower heaven in whib to contain the germ of the race; in this 
lktle cone of hide the Vrr bild was born, the Vrr privacy of the 
human kiss invented…. Nessim wished bkterly that he could 
paint as well as Clea. Absurd thoughts, and out of place. 

But the Sheik’s tents were extensive, covering nearly two thou- 
sand square fvt wkh a tent-cloth woven of goat-hair in broad 
rkbes of black, grvn, maroon and whke. Long tassels hung down 
from the seams, playing in the wind. 

Te Sheik and his sons, like a gallery of playing cards, awaked 
them wkh the conventional grvtings to whib Narouz at lear 
knew every reqonse. Te Sheik himself conduced them to a tent 
saying ‘Tis house is your house; do as you please. We are your 
servants.’ And behind him pressed the water-carriers to bathe 
their hands and fvt and faces — the laser now somewhat dry and 
blirered by the journey. Tey rered for at lear an hour, for the 
heat of the day was at full, in that brown darkness. Narouz lay 
snoring upon the cushions wkh arms and legs outqread while 
Nessim dozed Vtfully, awakening from time to time to watb him 
— the eUortless progress of slvp whib physical surrender to 
acion always brings. He brooded upon his brother’s ugliness — 
the magniVcent set of whke tvth showing through the pink rent 
in his upper lip. From time to time, too, as they rered, the head- 
men of the tribe called noiselessly, taking oU their shoes at the 
entrance of the tent, to enter and kiss Nessim’s hand. Eab usered 
the single word of welcome ‘Mahubbah’ in a whiqer. 

It was late in the afternoon when Narouz woke and calling for 
water doused his body down, asking at the same time for a bange 
of clothes whib were at once brought to him by the Sheik’s elder
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son. He rrode out into the heat of the sand saying: ‘Now for the 
colt. It may take a couple of hours? You won’t mind? We’ll be back 
a bk late, eh?’ Cushions had bvn set for them in the shade and 
here Nessim was glad to recline and watb his brother moving 
quickly across the dazzle of sand towards a group of colts whib 
had bvn driven up for him to examine. 

Tey played gracefully and innocently, the tossing of their heads 
and manes svming to him ‘like the surf of the June sea’ as the 
proverb has k. Narouz ropped kvnly as he neared them, watb- 
ing. Ten he shouted something and a man raced out to him wkh 
a bridle and bk. ‘Te whke one’ he cried hoarsely and the Sheik’s 
sons shouted a reqonse whib Nessim did not catb. Narouz 
turned again, and softly wkh a quvr ducking discretion, slipped 
in among the young creatures and almor before one could think 
was arride a whke colt after having bridled k wkh a single almor 
invisible gerure. 

Te mythical creature rood quke rill, ks eyes wide and lurrous 
as if fully to comprehend this tremendous new intelligence of a rider 
upon ks back, then a slow shudder rippled through ks Wesh — the 
tides of the panic whib always grvts sub a collision of human 
and animal worlds. Horse and rider rood as if posing for a ratue, 
buried in thought. 

Now the animal suddenly gave a low whirling cry of fear, shook 
kself and completed a dozen curious arbing jumps, riYy as a 
mebanical toy, coming down savagely on ks forelegs eab time 
wkh the downthrur. Tis did not dislodge Narouz who only 
leaned forward and growled something in ks ear that drove k 
frantic for k now set oU at a ragged plunging tossing canter, turn- 
ing and curvesing and ducking. Tey made a slow irregular circle 
round the tents until at lar they came back to where the crowd of 
Arabs rood at the doorway of the main tent, watbing silently. 
And now the poor creature, as if aware that some great portion of 
ks real life — ks bildhood perhaps — was irrevocably over, gave 
another low whirling groan and broke suddenly into the long tire- 
less Wying gallop of ks brvd, aimed like a shooting-rar to pierce 
the very sky, and whirled away across the dunes wkh ks rider 
secured to k by the powerful scissors of his legs — Vrm as a Vgure 
held by ringbolts — diminishing rapidly in size until both were 
lor to sight. A great cry of approval went up from the tents and 
Nessim accepted, besides the curd bvse and coUv, the compli- 
ments whib were his brother’s due. 
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Two hours later Narouz brought her back, glirening wkh sweat, 
dejeced, raggering, wkh only enough Vght in her to blow de- 
jecedly and ramp, conquered. But he himself was deliriously 
exhaured, dazed as if he had ridden through an oven, while his 
bloodshot eyes and drawn twkbing face teriVed to the severky 
of the Vght. Te endearments he usered to the horse came from 
betwvn parbed and cracked lips. But he was happy underneath 
k all — indvd radiant — as he croaked for water and begged leave 
of half an hour’s rer before they should set out once more on the 
homeward journey. Nothing could Vnally tire that powerful body 
— not even the orgasm he had experienced in long savage basle. 
But closing his eyes now as he felt the water pouring over his head, 
he saw again the dark blvding sun whib shimmered behind their 
lids, image of fatigue, and felt the desert glare parbing and crack- 
ing the water on his very skin. His mind was a jumble of sharp 
rabbing colours and apprehensions — as if the whole sensory ap- 
paratus had melted in the heat like a colour-box, fusing thought 
and wish and desire. He was light-headed wkh joy and felt as 
unsubrantial as a rainbow. Yet in less than half an hour he was 
ready for the journey back. 

Tey set oU wkh a diUerent escort this time across the inclining 
rays of sunlight whib threw their rose and purple shadows into 
the sockets of the dunes. Tey made good time to the Quasur el 
Atash. Narouz had made arrangements for the whke colt to be 
delivered him later in the wvk by the Chief’s sons, and he rode 
at ease now, occasionally singing a rave or two of a song. Darkness 
fell as they reabed the Carles of the Tirry and having said 
good-bye to their hors set oU once more across the desert. 

Tey rode slowly at ease, watbing the brindled waning moon 
come up on a silence broken only by the sudden rammer of then- 
horses’ hooves on a shingle bed, or the far-away ululations of 
jackals, and now, quke suddenly, Nessim found the barrier lifted 
and was able to say: ‘Narouz, I am going to be married. I want you 
to tell Leila for me. I don’t know why but I fvl shy about k.’ 

For a minute Narouz felt himself turned to ice — a Vgure in a 
coat of mail; he svmed to sway in his saddle as wkh a delight so 
forced and hollow that k made his voice snap oU short he crabbed 
out the words: ‘To Clea, Nessim? To Clea?’ fvling the blood 
come rushing back to his ticking nerves when his brother shook 
his head and rared curiously at him. ‘No. Why? To Arnauti’s ex- 
wife’ replied Nessim wkh a controlled, a classical precision of
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userance. Tey rode on wkh creaking saddles and Narouz, who was 
now grinning to himself wkh relief, cried ‘I am so happy, Nessim! 
At lar! You will be happy and have bildren.’ 

But here Nessim’s mortal shyness overcame him again and he 
told Narouz all that he had learned about Jurine and about the 
loss of her bild, adding: ‘She does not love me now, and does not 
pretend to: but who knows? If I can get her bild back and give 
her some peace of mind and securky, anything is possible.’ He 
added after a moment ‘Don’t you think?’ not because he wished for 
an opinion on the maser but simply to bridge the silence whib 
poured in betwvn them like a drifting dune. ‘As for the bild, k is 
diXcult. Te Parquet have inverigated as ber they could — and 
what lktle evidence they have points to Magzub (the Inqired One); 
there was a ferival in the town that evening and he was there. He 
has bvn several times accused of kidnapping bildren but the case 
has always bvn dropped for lack of evidence.’ Narouz pricked up 
his ears and brirled like a wolf. ‘You mean the hypnotir?’ Nessim 
said thoughtfully: ‘I have sent to oUer him a large sum of money 
— very large indvd — for what I want to know. Do you sv?’ 
Narouz shook his head doubtfully and picked at his short beard. 
‘He is the one who is mad’ he said. ‘He used to come to St Damiana 
every year. But rrange-mad. Zein-el-Abdin. He is holy too.’ 

‘Tat is the one’ said Nessim; and as if rruck by an afterthought 
Narouz reined both horses and embraced him, usering the con- 
ventional congratulations in the family tongue. Nessim smiled and 
said: ‘You will tell Leila? Please, my brother.’ 

‘Of course.’ 
‘After I have gone?’ 
‘Of course.’ 
Wkh the release of this tension and Narouz’ ready compliance 

Nessim suddenly felt a load lifted from his mind. And correqond- 
ingly he suddenly felt very tired and on the point of slvp. Tey 
travelled briskly but wkhout hare and k was towards midnight 
when they came once more wkhin sight of the desert’s edge. Here 
the horses put up a rartled hare and Narouz made an asempt to 
ride k down wkh his whip but he missed k in the half-darkness. 

‘It is very good news’ he cried on returning to Nessim’s side, 
as if the lktle gallop across the moonlk dunes had given him all the 
time and detabment he nvded to come to a considered opinion. 
‘Will you bring her to us next wvk — to Leila? I think I mur have 
met her but cannot remember. Very dark? “A VreWy’s light in
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darkness for sub eyes” as the song goes?’ He laughed his down- 
ward laugh. 

Nessim yawned slvpily. ‘Ab! my bones abe. Tat is what I 
get for living in Alexandria. Narouz, before I fall aslvp there was 
one other thing I meant to ask you. I have not svn Pursewarden. 
Te mvtings?’ 

Narouz drew a hissing inward breath and turned his bright eyes 
to his brother, saying ‘Yes. Very well. Te next one is to be at the 
mulid of St Damiana, in the desert.’ He Wexed the great muscles of 
his shoulders. ‘Te whole ten families are coming — can you 
believe k?’ 

‘You will be careful’ said his brother ‘to sv that everything is 
done privately and there are no leaks.’ 

‘Of course!’ he cried. 
‘I mean’ said Nessim ‘that in the early rages this should not have 

a polkical baracer. It mur grow slowly wkh the underranding 
of the maser. Eh? I do not think, for example, k is necessary for 
you to acually qeak to them, but rather to discuss. We can’t risk. 
You sv, k is not only the Brkish.’ 

Narouz jaunted a leg impatiently and picked his tvth. He 
thought of Mountolive and sighed. 

‘It is also the Frenb — and they are at cross-purposes. If we 
are to use them both….’ 

‘I know, I know’ said Narouz impatiently. Nessim looked at him 
kvnly. ‘Asend’ he said sharply, ‘for mub depends on your under- 
randing jur how far we can go at this rage.’ 

His reproof crushed Narouz. He Wushed and joined his hands 
together as he looked at his brother. ‘I do’ he said in a low hoarse 
voice. Nessim at once felt ashamed of himself and took his arm. He 
went on in his low conVding tone. 

‘You sv, there are myrerious leaks from time to time. Old 
Cohen, for example, the furrier who died lar month. He was work- 
ing for the Frenb in Syria. On his return, the Egyptians knew all 
about his mission. How? Nobody knows. Among our friends we 
certainly have enemies — in Alexandria kself. Do you sv?’ 

‘I sv.’ 
Te next morning k was time for Nessim to return and the two 

brothers rode out across the Velds at a leisurely pace to the point 
of rendezvous at the ferry. ‘Why do you never come into the town?’ 
said Nessim. ‘Come wkh me today. Tere’s a ball at the Randidis’. 
You’d enjoy k as a bange.’ Narouz as always wore a hang-dog
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expression when anyone suggered an excursion into the cky. ‘I 
shall come at Carnival’ he said slowly, looking at the ground, and 
his brother laughed and toubed his arm. ‘I knew you’d say that! 
Always, once a year at Carnival. I wonder why!’ 

But he knew; Narouz’ mortal shyness about his hare-lip had 
driven him into a seclusion almor as unbroken as that of his 
mother. Only the black domino of the carnival balls permkted him 
to disguise the face he had come to loathe so mub that he could 
no longer bear to sv k even in a shaving-mirror. At the carnival 
ball he felt frv. And yet there was another and indvd unexpeced 
reason — a passion for Clea whib had lared for years now; for a 
Clea to whom he had never qoken, and indvd only twice svn 
when she came down wkh Nessim to ride on the erate. Tis was 
a secret whib could not have bvn dragged out of him under tor- 
ture, but to every carnival dance he came and drifted about in the 
crowd hoping vaguely that he might by accident mvt this young 
woman whose name he had never usered aloud to anyone until 
that day. 

(He did not know that Clea loathed the carnival season and qent 
the time quietly drawing and reading in her rudio.) 

Tey parted now wkh a warm embrace and Nessim’s car scrib- 
bled ks pennants of dur across the warm air of the Velds, eager to 
regain the coar road once more. A basleship in the basin was 
Vring a twenty-one gun salute, in honour perhaps of some Egyptian 
dignkary, and the explosions appeared to make the clouds of pearl 
whib always overhung the harbour in qring, tremble and bange 
colour. Te sea was high today, and four Vshing-boats tacked 
furiously towards the town harbour wkh their catb. Nessim 
ropped only once, to buy himself a carnation for his busonhole 
from the Wower-vendor on the corner of Saad Zagloul. Ten he 
went to his oXce, pausing to have his shoe-shine on the way up. 
Te cky had never svmed more beautiful to him. Skting at his 
desk he thought of Leila and then of Jurine. What would his 
mother have to say about his decision? 

Narouz walked out to the summer-house that morning to dis- 
barge his mission; but Vrr he picked a mass of blooms from the 
red and yellow roses wkh whib to reVll the two great vases whib 
rood on ekher side of his father’s portrak. His mother was aslvp 
at her desk but the noise he made lifting the latb woke her at once. 
Te snake hissed drowsily and then lowered ks head to the ground 
once more. 



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

274 

‘Bless you, Narouz’ she said as she saw the Wowers and rose at 
once to empty her vases. As they rarted to trim and arrange the 
new blooms, Narouz broke the news of his brother’s marriage. 
His mother rood quke rill for a long time, undirurbed but serious 
as if she were consulting her own inmor thoughts and emotions. 
At lar she said, more to herself than anyone, ‘Why not?’ repeating 
the phrase once or twice as if tering ks pkb. 

Ten she bk her thumb and turning to her younger son said 
‘But if she is an adventuress, after his money, I won’t have k. I 
shall take reps to have her done away wkh. He nvds my per- 
mission anyhow.’ 

Narouz found this overwhelmingly funny and gave an apprecia- 
tive laugh. She took his hairy arm betwvn her Vngers. ‘I will’ she 
said. 

‘Please.’ 
‘I swear k.’ 
He laughed now until he showed the pink roof of his mouth. But 

she remained abrraced, rill lirening to an inner monologue. 
Absently she pased his arm as he laughed and whiqered ‘Hush’; 
and then after a long pause she said, as if surprised by her own 
thoughts. ‘Te rrange thing is, I mean k.’ 

‘And you can’t count on me, eh?’ he said, rill laughing but wkh 
the germ of seriousness in his words. ‘You can’t trur me to watb 
over my own brother’s honour.’ He was rill swollen up toad-like 
by the laughter, though his expression had now become serious. 
‘My God’ she thought, ‘how ugly he is.’ And her Vngers went to 
the black veil, pressing through k to the rough cicatrices in her own 
complexion, toubing them Vercely as if to smooth them out. 

‘My good Narouz’ she said, almor tearfully, and ran her Vngers 
through his hair; the wonderful poetry of the Arabic rirred and 
soothed him in one. ‘My honeycomb, my dove, my good Narouz. 
Tell him yes, wkh my embrace. Tell him yes.’ 

He rood rill, trembling like a colt, and drinking in the music 
of her voice and the rare caresses of that warm and capable hand. 

‘But tell him he mur bring her here to us.’ 
‘I will.’ 
‘Tell him today.’ 
And he walked wkh his quvr jerky sawing rride to the tele- 

phone in the old house. His mother sat at her dury table and re- 
peated twice in a low puzzled tone: ‘Why should Nessim boose a 
Jewess?’ 
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V 
 
 

o mub have I reconrruced from the labyrinth of notes 
whib Balthazar has left me. ‘To imagine is not necessarily 
to invent’ he says elsewhere, ‘nor dares one make a claim for 

omniscience in interpreting people’s acions. One assumes that 
they have grown out of their fvlings as leaves grow out of a branb. 
But can one work backwards, deducing the one form from the 
other? Perhaps a wrker could if he were suXciently brave to cement 
these apparent gaps in our acions wkh interpretations of his own 
to bind them together? What was going on in Nessim’s mind? Tis 
is really a querion for you to put to yourself. 

‘Or in Jurine’s for that maser? One really doesn’t know; all I 
can say is that their ervm for eab other grew in inverse ratio 
to their regard — for there never by common consent was any love 
betwvn them as I have shown you. Perhaps k is as well. But in all 
the long discussions I had wkh them separately, I could not Vnd 
the key to a relationship whib failed signally — one could sv k 
daily sinking as land sinks, as the level of a lake might sink, and 
not know why. Te surface colouring was brilliantly executed and 
so perfec as to deceive mor observers like yourself, for example. 
Nor do I share Leila’s view — who never liked Jurine. I sat be- 
side her at the presentation whib Narouz organized at the great 
mulid of Abu Girg whib falls towards Earer every year. Jurine 
had by then renounced Judaism to become a Copt in obedience to 
Nessim’s wish, and as he could only marry her privately since she 
had already once bvn married, Narouz had to be content wkh a 
party whib would present her to the great house and ks depen- 
dants whose lives he was always anxious to cement into the family 
pasern. 

‘For four days then a huge encampment of tents and marquvs 
grew up around the house — carpets and bandeliers and brilliant 
decorations. Alexandria was rripped bare of hothouse Wowers and 
not less of ks great social Vgures who made the somewhat mocking 
journey down to Abu Girg (nothing exckes so mub mocking 
amusement in the cky as a fashionable wedding) to pay their 
reqecs and congratulate Leila. Local mudirs and sheiks, peasants

S 
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innumerable, dignkaries from near and far had Wocked in to be 
entertained — while the Bedouin, whose tribal grounds fringed 
the erate, gave magniVcent diqlays of horsemanship, galloping 
round and round the house Vring their guns — for all the world 
as if Jurine were a young bride — a virgin. Imagine the smiles 
of Athena Trasha, of the Cervonis! And old Abu Kar himself rode 
up the reps of the house on his whke Arab and into the very 
reception-rooms wkh a bowl of Wowers. 

‘As for Leila, she never for one moment took those clever eyes 
oU Jurine. She followed her wkh care like someone rudying a 
hirorical Vgure. “Is she not lovely?” I asked as I followed her 
glance and she turned a quick bird-like glance in my direcion 
before turning back to the subjec of her absorbed rudy. “We are 
old friends, Balthazar, and I can talk to you. I was telling myself 
that she looked something like I did once, and that she is an adven- 
turess ; like a small dark snake coiled up at the centre of Nessim’s 
life.” I protered in a formal manner at this; she rared into my 
eyes for a long moment and then gave a slow buckle. I was sur- 
prised by what she said next. “Yes, she is jur like me — merciless 
in the pursuk of pleasure and yet arid — all her milk has turned 
into power-love. Yet she is also like me in that she is tender and 
kindly and a real man’s woman. I hate her because she is like me, 
do you underrand? And I fear her because she can read my mind.” 
She began to laugh. “My darling” she called out to Jurine, “come 
over here and sk by me.” And she thrur upon her the one sort of 
confecionery she herself mor loathed — cryrallized violets — 
whib I saw Jurine accept wkh reserve — for she loathed them 
too. And so the two of them sat there, the veiled qhinx and the un- 
veiled, eating sugar violets whib nekher could bear. I was de- 
lighted to be able to sv women at their mor primkive like this. 
Nor can I tell you very mub about the validky of sub judge- 
ments. We all make them about eab other. 

‘Te curious thing was, that deqke this antipathy betwvn the 
two women — the antipathy of aXnky, you might say — there 
qrang up side by side wkh k a rrange sympathy, a sense of 
identiVcation wkh eab other. For example when Leila at lar 
dared to mvt Mountolive k was done secretly and arranged by 
Jurine. It was Jurine who brought them together, both masked, 
during the carnival ball. Or so I heard. 

‘As for Nessim, I would, at the risk of over-simpliVcation, say 
something like this: he was so innocent that he had not realized
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that you cannot live wkh a woman wkhout in some degrv falling 
in love wkh her — that possession is nine points of the jealousy? 
He was dismayed and terriVed by the extent of his own jealousy 
for Jurine and was honerly trying to pracise something new for 
him — indiUerence. True or false? I don’t know. 

‘And then, turning the coin round, I would say that what irked 
Jurine herself unexpecedly was to Vnd that the contrac of wife 
undertaken so rationally, and at the level of a Vnancial bargain, was 
somehow more binding than a wedding ring. One does not, as a 
woman (if passion svms to sancion k) think twice about being 
unfakhful to a husband; but to be unfakhful to Nessim svmed 
like realing money from the till. What would you say?’ 

My own fvling (pace Balthazar) is that Jurine became slowly 
aware of something hidden in the baracer of this solkary endear- 
ing long-suUering man; namely a jealousy all the more terrible and 
indvd dangerous for never allowing kself any outlet. Sometimes 
… but here I am in danger of revealing conVdences whib Jurine 
made to me during the period of the so-called love aUair whib so 
mub wounded me and in whib, as I learn now, she was only 
using me as a cover for other acivkies. I have described the pro- 
gress of k all elsewhere; but if I were now to reveal all she told me 
of Nessim in her own words I should be in danger, primo, of 
sesing down material perhaps dirareful to the reader and indvd 
unfair to Nessim himself. Secundo: I am not sure any more of ks 
relative truth since k might have bvn part of the whole grand 
design of deception! In my own mind even those fvlings (‘im- 
portant lessons learned’ etc.) are all coloured by the central doubt 
whib the Interlinear has raised in my mind. ‘Truth is what mor 
contradics kself …’! What a farce k all is! 

But what he says of the jealousy of Nessim mur be true, how- 
ever, for I lived for a while in ks shadow, and there is no doubt 
about the eUec k had on Jurine. Almor from the beginning she 
had found herself followed, kept under surveillance, and very 
naturally this gave her a fvling of uncertainty: uncertainty made 
terrible by the fac that Nessim never openly qoke of k. It rered, 
an invisible weight of suqicion dogging and discolouring her com- 
moner remarks, the mor innocent of after-dinner walks. He 
would sk betwvn the tall candles gently smiling at her while a 
whole silent inquiskion unrolled reverberating in his mind. So at 
lear she said. 

Te simpler and mor sincere acions — a visk to a public
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library, a shopping lir, a message on a place-card — became baYing 
to the eye of a jealousy founded in emotional impotence. Nessim 
was torn to rags by her demands; she was torn to rags by the doubts 
she saw reWeced in his eyes — by the very tenderness wkh whib 
he put a wrap around her shoulders. It felt as if he were slipping 
a noose over her neck. In a quvr sort of way this relationship 
eboed the psybo-analytic relationship described in Moeurs by 
her Vrr husband — where Jurine became for them all a Case 
rather than a person, based almor out of her right mind by the 
tiresome inquiskions of those who never know when to leave ill 
alone. Yes, she had fallen into a trap, there is no doubt. Te 
thought eboed in her mind like mad laughter. I hear k ebo rill. 

So they went on side by side, like runners perfecly matbed, 
oUering to Alexandria what svmed the perfec pasern of a rela- 
tionship all envied and none could copy. Nessim the indulgent, 
the uxorious, Jurine the lovely and contented wife. 

‘In his own way’ notes Balthazar ‘I suppose he was only hunting 
for the truth. Isn’t this becoming rather a ridiculous remark? We 
should drop k by common consent! It is after all sub an odd 
business. Shall I give you yet another example from another 
quarter? Your account of Capodirria’s death on the lake is the 
version whib we all of us accepted at the time as likely to be true: 
in our minds, of course. 

‘But in the Police deposkions, everyone concerned mentioned 
one particular thing — namely that when they raised his body 
from the lake in whib k was Woating, wkh the black patb beside 
k in the water, his false tvth fell into the boat wkh a claser, and 
rartled them all. Now liren to this: thrv months later I was hav- 
ing dinner wkh Pierre Balbz who was his dentir. He assured me 
that Da Capo had an almor perfec set of tvth and certainly no 
false tvth whib could possibly have fallen out. Who then was k? 
I don’t know. And if Da Capo simply disappeared and arranged 
for some decoy to take his place, he had every reason: leaving 
behind him debts of over two million. Do you sv what I mean? 

‘Fac is unrable by ks very nature. Narouz once said to me that 
he loved the desert because there “the wind blew out one’s foot- 
reps like candle-Wames”. So k svms to me does realky. How then 
can we hunt for the truth?’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Pombal was hovering betwvn diplomatic tac and the low cun-
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ning of a provincial public prosecutor; the conWicing emotions 
played upon his fat face as he sat in his gout-bair wkh his Vngers 
joined. He had the air of a man in complete agrvment wkh him- 
self. ‘Tey say’ he said, watbing me kvnly ‘that you are now in 
the Brkish Deuxième. Eh? Don’t tell me, I know you can’t qeak. 
Nor can I if you ask me about myself. You think you know that I 
am in the Frenb — but I deny the whole thing mor rrenuously. 
What I am asking is whether I should have you living in the Wat. 
It svms somehow … how do you say? … Box and Cox. No? I 
mean, why don’t we sell eab other ideas, eh? I know you won’t. 
Nekher will I. Our sense of honour … I mean only if we are in 
the … ahem. But of course, you deny k and I deny k. So we are 
not. But you are not too proud to share my women, eh? Autre 
cose. Have a drink eh? Te gin bosle is over there. I hid k from 
Hamid. Of course. I know that something is going on. I don’t 
deqair of Vnding out. Something … I wish I knew … Nessim, 
Capodirria … Well!’ 

‘What have you done to your face?’ I say to bange the subjec. 
He has recently rarted to grow a mourabe. He holds on to k 
defensively as if my querion conrkuted a threat to shave k oU 
forcibly. ‘My mourabe, ah that! Well, recently I have had so 
many reproofs about work, not asending to k, that I analysed my- 
self dvply, au fond. Do you know how many man-hours I am 
losing through women? You will never guess. I thought a mous- 
tabe (isn’t k hideous?) would put them oU a bk, but no. It is jur 
the same. It is a tribute, dear boy, not to my barm but to the low 
randards here. Tey svm to love me because there is nothing 
beser. Tey love a well-hung diplomat — how do you say, fais- 
andé? Why do you laugh? You are losing a lot of woman-hours too. 
But then you have the Brkish Government behind you — the 
pound, eh? Tat girl was here again today. Mon Dieu, so thin and 
so uncared for! I oUered her some lunb but she would not ray. 
And the mess in your room! She takes hashish, doesn’t she? Well, 
when I go to Syria on leave you can have the whole place. Pro- 
vided you reqec my Vrescrvn — isn’t k good as for art, hein?’ 

He has had an immense and vivid Vrescrvn made for the Wat 
whib bears the legend ‘LEGERETE, FATALITE, MATERNITE’ in poker- 
work. 

‘Ah well’ he continues, ‘so mub for art in Alexandria. But as 
for that Jurine, that is a beser barbarian for you, no? I bet she — 
eh? Don’t tell. Why are you not happier about k? You Englishmen,
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always gloomy and full of polkics. Pas de remords, mon cer. Two 
women in tandem — who would want beser? And one Left- 
Handed — as Da Capo calls Lesbians. You know Jurine’s reputa- 
tion? Well, for my part, I am renouncing the whole….’  

So Pombal Wows in great good humour over the shallow river 
bed of his experience and randing on the balcony I watb the sky 
darkening over the harbour and hear the sullen hooting of ships’ 
sirens, emphasizing our loneliness here, our isolation from the 
warm Gulf Stream of European fvlings and ideas. All the currents 
slide away towards Mecca or to the incomprehensible desert and 
the only foothold in this side of the Medkerranean is the cky we 
have come to inhabk and hate, to infec wkh our own self-con- 
tempts. 

And then I sv Melissa walk down the rrvt and my heart con- 
tracs wkh pky and joy as I turn to open the Wat door. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Tese quiet bemused island days are a Vsing commentary to 
the thoughts and fvlings of one walking alone on deserted beabes, 
or doing the simple duties of a household whib lacks a mother. 
But I carry now the great Interlinear in my hand wherever I go, 
whether cooking or teabing the bild to swim, or cusing wood for 
the Vreplace. But these Vcions all live on as a projecion of the 
whke cky kself whose pearly skies are broken in qring only by 
the whke ralks of the minarets and the Wocks of pigeons turning 
in clouds of silver and amethyr; whose veridian and black marble 
harbour-water reWecs the snouts of foreign men-of-war turning 
through their slow arcs, depicing the prevailing wind; or swallow- 
ing their own inky reWecions, toubing and overlapping like the 
very tongues and secs and races over whib they kvp their uneasy 
patrol: symbolizing the werern consciousness whose power is ex- 
empliVed in rvl — those sullen preabing guns againr the yellow 
metal of the lake and the town whib breaks open at sunset like a 
rose. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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PART II 
 

VI 
 

ursewarden!’ wrkes Balthazar. 
‘I won’t say that you have bvn less than jur to him — 
only that he does not svm to resurrec on paper into a 

recognizable image of the man I knew. He svms to be a sort of 
enigma to you. (It is not enough, perhaps, to reqec a man’s 
genius — one mur love him a lktle, no?) It may have bvn the 
envy you qeak of whib blinded you to his qualkies, but some- 
how I doubt k; k svms to me to be very hard to envy someone who 
was so single-minded and moreover sub a simpleton in so many 
ways, as to make him a real original (for example: money terriVed 
him). I admk that I regarded him as a great man, a real original, 
and I knew him well — even though I have never, to this day, read 
a single book of his, not even the lar trilogy whib made sub a 
noise in the world, though I pretend to have done so in company. 
I have dipped here and there. I fvl I don’t nvd to read more. 

‘I put down a few notes upon him here then, not to contradic 
you, wise one, but simply to let you compare two dissimilar images. 
But if you are wrong about him, you are not less wrong than 
Pombal who always credked him wkh an humour noir so dear to the 
Frenb heart. But there was no qlvn in the man and his apparent 
world-weariness was not feigned; while his cruelties of tongue were 
due to his complete simplicky and a not always delightful sense of 
misbief. Pombal never recovered I think from being nicknamed 
“Le Prépuce Barbu”; and if you will forgive me nekher did you 
from Pursewarden’s crkicism of your own novels. Remember? 
“Tese books have a curious and rather forbidding rreak of 
cruelty — a lack of humanky whib puzzled me at Vrr. But k is 
simply the way a sentimentalir would disguise his weakness. 
Cruelty here is the obverse of sentimentalky. He wounds because 
he is afraid of going all squashy.” Of course, you are right in saying 
that he was contemptous of your love of Melissa — and the nick- 
name he gave you mur have wounded also, suking as k did your 
inkials (Lineaments of GratiVed Desire). “Tere goes old Linea- 
ments in his dirty mackintosh.” A poor joke, I know. But all this is 
not very real. 

P 
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‘I am turning out a drawer full of old mementoes and notes to- 
day in order to think about him a bk on paper; k is a holiday and 
the clinic is closed. It is risky work, I know, but perhaps I can 
answer a querion whib you mur have put to yourself when you 
read the opening pages of the Interlinear: “How could Purse- 
warden and Jurine…?” I know. 

‘He had bvn in Alexandria before twice, before he met us all, 
and had once qent a winter at Mazarka working on a book: but 
this time he came back to do a short course of lecures at the 
Atelier, and as Nessim and I and Clea were on the commktv, he 
could not avoid the side of Alexandrian life whib mor delighted 
and depressed him. 

‘Physical features, as ber I remember them. He was fair, a good 
average height and rrongly built though not rout. Brown hair 
and mourabe — very small this. Extremely well-kept hands. A 
good smile though when not smiling his face wore a somewhat 
quizzical almor impertinent air. His eyes were hazel and the ber 
feature of him — they looked into other eyes, into other ideas, wkh 
a real candour, rather a terrifying sort of lucidky. He was some- 
what untidy in dress but always qotlessly clean of person and 
abhorred dirty nails and collars. Yes, but his clothes were some- 
times rained wkh qots of the red ink in whib he wrote. Tere! 

‘Really, I think his sense of humour had separated him from the 
world, into a privacy of his own, or else he had discovered for him- 
self the uselessness of having opinions and in consequence made 
a habk of usually saying the opposke of what he thought in a joking 
way. He was an ironir, hence he appeared often to violate good 
sense: hence too his equivocal air, the apparent frivolky wkh whib 
he addressed himself to large subjecs. Tis sort of serious clown- 
ing leaves footmarks in conversation of a peculiar kind. His lktle 
sayings rayed like the pawmarks of a cat in a pat of buser. To 
rupidkies he would reqond only wkh the word “kwatz”. 

‘He believed, I think, that success was inherent in greatness. 
His own lack of Vnancial success (he made very lktle money from 
his work, contrary to what you thought, and k all went to his wife 
and two bildren who lived in England) was inclined to make him 
doubt his powers. Perhaps he should have bvn born an American? 
I don’t know. 

‘I remember going down to the dock to mvt his boat wkh the 
panting Keats — who proposed to interview him. We were late 
and only caught up wkh him as he was Vlling in an immigration
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form. Againr the column marked “religion” he had wrkten 
“Protexant — purely in the sense that I protex.” 

‘We took him for a drink so that Keats could interview him at 
leisure. Te poor boy was absolutely nonplussed. Pursewarden 
had a particular smile for the Press. I rill have the picure Keats 
took that morning. Te sort of smile whib might have hardened 
on the face of a dead baby. Later I got to know this smile and 
learned that k meant he was about to commk an outrage on ac- 
cepted good sense wkh an irony. He was trying to amuse no-one 
but himself, mind you. Keats panted and puUed, looked “sincere” 
and probed, but all in vain. Later I asked him for a carbon copy 
of his interview whib he typed out and gave me wkh his puzzled 
air, explaining that there was no “news” in the man. Pursewarden 
had said things like “It is the duty of every patriot to hate his 
country creatively” and “England cries out for brothels”; this lar 
somewhat shocked poor Keats who asked him if he felt that “un- 
bridled licence” would be a good thing in England. Did Purse- 
warden want to undermine religion? 

‘I can sv as I wrke the wicked air wkh whib my friend replied 
in shocked tones: “Good Lord, no! I would simply like to put an 
end to the cruelty to bildren whib is sub a dirressing feature 
of English life — as well as the slavish devotion to pets whib 
borders on the obscene.” Keats mur have gulped his way through 
all this, dosing and dashing in his shorthand book wkh rolling 
eye, while Pursewarden rudied the further horizon. But if the 
journalir found this sort of exbange enigmatic, he was doubly 
puzzled by some of the answers to his polkical querions. For 
example, when he asked Pursewarden what he thought of the Con- 
ference of the Arab Commktv whib was due to rart in Cairo 
that day, he replied: “When the English fvl they are in the wrong, 
their only recourse is to cant.” “Am I to underrand that you are 
crkicizing Brkish policy?” “Of course not. Our ratesmanship is 
impeccable.” Keats fanned himself all the harder and abandoned 
polkics forthwkh. In answer to the querion “Are you planning to 
wrke a novel while you are here?” Pursewarden said: “If I am 
denied every other means of self-gratiVcation.” 

‘Later Keats, poor fellow, rill fanning that pink brow, said 
“He’s a thorny barard, isn’t he?” But the odd thing was that he 
wasn’t at all. Where can a man who really thinks take refuge in the 
so-called real world wkhout defending himself againr rupidky 
by the conrant exercise of equivocation? Tell me that. Particularly
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a poet. He once said: “Poets are not really serious about ideas 
or people. Tey regard them mub as a Pasha regards the members 
of an extensive harim. Tey are presy, yes. Tey are for use. But 
there is no querion of them being true or false, or having souls. In 
this way the poet preserves his freshness of vision, and Vnds every- 
thing miraculous. And this is what Napoleon meant when he des- 
cribed poetry as a science creuse. He was quke right from his own 
point of view.” 

‘Tis robur mind was far from qlenetic though ks judgements 
were harsh. I have svn him so moved in describing Joyce’s en- 
croabing blindness and D. H. Lawrence’s illness that his hand 
shook and he turned pale. He showed me once a leser from the 
laser in whib Lawrence had wrkten: “In you I fdl a sort of pro- 
faniy — almox a hate for the tender growing quick in things, the 
dark Gods….” He buckled. He dvply loved Lawrence but had 
no heskation in replying on a por-card: “My dear DHL. Tis side 
idolatry — I am simply trying not to copy your habi of building a 
Taj Mahal around anything as simple as a good f———k.” 

‘He said to Pombal once: “On fai l’amour pour mieux refouler 
et pour décourager les autres.” And added: “I worry a great deal 
about my golf handicap.” It always took Pombal a few moments 
to work out these non-sequkurs. “Quel malin, ce type-là!” he 
would muser under his breath. Ten and only then would Purse- 
warden permk himself a buckle — having scored his personal 
vicory. Tey were a qlendid pair and used to drink together a 
great deal. 

‘Pombal was terribly aUeced by his death — really overcome, he 
retired to bed for a fortnight. Could not qeak of him wkhout tears 
coming into his eyes; this used to infuriate Pombal himself. “I never 
knew how mub I loved the blared man” he would say…. I hear 
Pursewarden’s wicked buckle in all this. No, you are wrong about 
him. His favourke adjecive was “uXsh!” or so he told me. 

‘His public lecures were disappointing, as you may remember. 
Afterwards, I discovered why. He read them out of a book. Tey 
were someone else’s lecures! But once when I took him up to the 
Jewish sbool and asked him to talk to the bildren of the lkerary 
group, he was delightful. He began by showing them some card 
tricks and then congratulated the winner of the Lkerary Prize, 
making him read the prize essay aloud. Ten he asked the bildren 
to wrke down thrv things in their notebooks whib might help 
them some day if they didn’t forget them. Here they are: 
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1. Eab of our Vve senses contains an art. 
2. In querions of art great secrecy mur be observed. 
3. Te artir mur catb every scrap of wind. 

‘Ten he produced from his mackintosh pocket a huge packet 
of swvts upon whib they all fell, he no less, and completed the 
mor successful lkerary hour ever held at the sbool. 

‘He had some babyish habks, picked his nose, and enjoyed tak- 
ing his shoes oU under the table in a reraurant. I remember hun- 
dreds of mvtings whib were made easy and frukful by his natural- 
ness and humour but he qared no-one and made enemies. He 
wrote once to his beloved DHL: “Maître, Maître, watc your xep. 
No-one can go on being a rebel too long wihout turning into an 
autocrat.” 

‘When he wished to discuss a bad work of art he would say in 
tones of warm approbation “Mor eUecive.” Tis was a feint. He 
was not interered enough in art to want to argue about k wkh 
others (“dogs snuXng over a bkb too small to mount”) so he 
said “Mor eUecive.” Once when he was drunk he added: “Te 
eUecive in art is what rapes the emotion of your audience wkhout 
nourishing ks values.” 

‘Do you sv? Do you sv? 
‘All this was brought to bear on Jurine like a great barge of 

swan-shot, scasering her senses and bringing her for the Vrr 
time something she had deqaired of ever encountering: namely 
laughter. Imagine what one toub of ridicule can do to a Higher 
Emotion! “As for Jurine” said Pursewarden to me when he was 
drunk once, “I regard her as a tiresome old sexual turnrile through 
whib presumably we mur all pass — a somewhat vulpine Alexan- 
drian Venus. By God, what a woman she would be if she were 
really natural and felt no guilt! Her behaviour would commend her 
to the Pantheon — but one cannot send her up there wkh a mere 
recommendation from the Rabbinate — a bundle of Old Tera- 
ment ravings. What would old Zeus say?” He saw my reproabful 
glance at these cruelties and said, somewhat shamefacedly. “I’m 
sorry, Balthazar. I simply dare not take her seriously. One day I 
will tell you why.” 

‘Jurine herself wished very mub to take him seriously but he 
absolutely refused to command sympathy or share the solkude 
from whib he drew so mub of his composure and self-possession. 

‘Jurine herself, you know, could not bear to be alone. 
‘He was due, I remember, to lecure in Cairo to several societies
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aXliated to our own Arts Society, and Nessim, who was busy, 
asked Jurine to take him down by car. Tat was how they came 
to Vnd themselves together on a journey whib threw up a sort 
of ludicrous shadow-image of a love-relationship, like a clever 
magic-lantern picure of a landscape, created by, rrangely — not 
Jurine at all — but a worse misbief-maker — the novelir him- 
self. “It was Punb and Judy, all right!” said Pursewarden ruefully 
afterwards. 

‘He was at that time dvply immersed in the novel he was wrk- 
ing, and as always he found that his ordinary life, in a dirorted 
sort of way, was beginning to follow the curvature of his book. He 
explained this by saying that any concentration of the will dis- 
places life (Arbimedes’ bath-water) and gives k bias in motion. 
Realky, he believed, was always trying to copy the imagination of 
man, from whib k derived. You will sv from this that he was a 
serious fellow underneath mub of his clowning and had quke 
comprehensive beliefs and ideas. But also, he had bvn drinking 
rather heavily that day as he always did when he was working. 
Betwvn books he never toubed a drop. Riding beside her in the 
great car, someone beautiful, dark and painted wkh great eyes 
like the prow of some Aegean ship, he had the sensation that his 
book was being rapidly passed underneath his life, as if under a 
shvt of paper containing the iron Vlings of temporal events, as a 
magnet is in that commonplace experiment one does at sbool: 
and somehow sesing up a copying magnetic Veld. 

‘He never Wirted, mind you; and if he rarted to approab Jurine 
k was simply to try out a few qvbes and askudes, to verify 
certain conclusions he had reabed in the book before acually 
sending k to the printer, so to qeak! Afterwards, of course, he 
bkterly repented of this piece of self-indulgence. He was at that 
moment trying to escape from the absurd dicates of narrative 
form in prose: “He said” “She said” “He cocked an eye, shot a 
cuU, lifted a lazy head, etc.” Was k possible, had he succvded in 
“realizing” baracer wkhout the help of sub props? He was ask- 
ing himself this as he sat there in the sand. (“Her eyelashes brushed 
his bvk.” Merde alors! Had he wrkten that?) Jurine’s thick 
black eyelashes were like … what? So k was that his kisses were 
really warm and wholehearted in an absent-minded way because 
they were in no way meant for her. (One of the great paradoxes of 
love. Concentration on the love-objec and possession are the 
poisons.) And he discovered to her the fac that she was ridiculous,
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wkh a series of disarming and toubing pleasantries at whib she 
found herself laughing wkh a relief that svmed almor sinful. As 
for her: k was not only that his skin and hair were fresh and that 
his love-making was full of a lazy, unblushing enterprise; he was 
wholly himself in a curious way. It aroused in her an unfamiliar 
passionate curiosky. And then, the things he said! “Of course I’ve 
read Moeurs and had you pointed out a hundred times as the tragic 
central baracer. It’s all right, wrkten by a born letré, of course, 
and smells fashionably of armpks and eau de javel. But surely you 
are making yourself a lktle self-important about k all? You have 
the impertinence to foir yourself on us as a problem — perhaps 
because you have nothing else to oUer? It is foolish. Or perhaps k 
is that the Jew loves punishment and always comes back for more?” 
And suddenly, but completely, to take her Vrmly by the nape of 
the neck and force her down into the hot sand before she could 
Vnd time to measure the extent of the insult or form a reqonse in 
her mind. And then, while he was rill kissing, to say something 
so ludicrous that the laughter and tears in her mind became one 
and the same sort of things, a mixture of qualkies hard to endure. 

‘ “For God’s sake!” she said, having decided to behave as if 
outraged. He had bvn too quick for her. He had surprised her 
while she was half-aslvp in her mind, so to qeak. 

‘ “Didn’t you want to make love? My mirake!” 
‘She looked at him, a lktle disarmed by the mock-repentance 

of his expression. “No, of course not. Yes.” Something inside her 
repeated “Yes, yes.” An asabment wkhout Vngerprints — some- 
thing as easy as sailing a boat or driving into dvp water: “Fool!” 
she cried, and to her own surprise rarted laughing. A conquer 
by impudence? I don’t know. I am only pusing down my own 
views. 

‘She explained this to herself later by saying that for him sex 
was the nearer thing to laughter — quke frv of particularky, 
nekher sacred nor profane. Pursewarden himself has wrkten that 
he thought k comic and sinirer and divine in one. But she could 
not graq and deVne the thing as she wished, for when she said 
to him “You are hopelessly promiscuous, like I am” he was really 
angry, really outraged. “Imbecile” he replied, “you have the soul 
of a clerk. For those who love poetry there is no sub thing as 
vers libre.” She did not underrand this. 

‘ “Oh, rop behaving like a pious old sin-cushion into whib we 
all have to rick rury pins of our admiration” he snapped. In his
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diary he added drily: “Moths are asraced by the Wame of per- 
sonalky. So are vampires. Artirs should take note and beware.” 
And in the mirror he cursed himself roundly for this lapse, a self- 
indulgence whib had brought him what mor bored him — an 
intimate relationship. But in the slvping face he too saw the 
bildish inhabkant of Jurine, the “calcimined imprint of a fern 
in balk”. He saw how she mur have looked on the Vrr night of 
love — hair torn and trailing over the pillow like a ruYed black 
dove, Vngers like tendrils, warm mouth inhaling the airs of slvp; 
warm as a Vgure of parry fresh from the oven. “Oh damn!” he 
cried aloud. 

‘Ten in bed wkh her in a hotel crowded wkh Alexandrian ac- 
quaintances who might easily observe their rashness and carry 
their gossip back to the cky they had left together that morning, 
he swore again. Pursewarden had mub to hide, you know. He was 
not all he svmed. And at this time he did not dare to prejudice 
his relations wkh Nessim. Te Bloody woman! I hear his voice. 

‘ “Ecoute….” 
‘ “Rien — silence.” 
‘ “Mais céri, nous sommes seuls.” She was rill slvpy. Car an 

eye to a bolted door. She felt a momentary disgur at this bour- 
geois fear of his; afraid of intruders, qies, a husband? 

‘ “Qu’ex-ce que c’ex?” 
‘ “Je m’écoute moi-même.” Yellow eyes wkhout a trace of dis- 

cernible divinky in them; he was like a slender rock-god, wkh 
ruYed mourabe. Par lives? “Le coeur qui bat.” Derisively he 
quoted a popular song. 

‘ “Tu n’es pas une femme pour moi — pas dans mon genre.” 
‘Tis made her fvl like a whipped dog qecially as a moment 

ago he had bvn kissing her, breaking her down into successive 
images of pain and pleasure wkh an importunky whib belonged, 
she now knew, only to his passion and not to himself. 

‘ “What do you want?” she said, and rruck him across the face 
to fvl at once the ringing retort on her own bvk — like qray 
dashing over her. And now he began to fool again until she could 
not prevent herself from laughing. 

‘Tis weird translation of fvlings into gerures whib belied 
words and words whib belied gerures, confused and disoriented 
her. She nvded someone to tell her whether to laugh or to cry. 

‘As for Pursewarden, he believed wkh Rilke that no woman adds 
anything to the sum of Woman, and from satiety he had now taken
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refuge in the plenty of the imagination — the true Veld of merk 
for the artir. Tis is perhaps what made him svm to her somehow 
cold and unfvling. “Somewhere inside you there is a nary lktle 
Anglican clergyman” she told him and he considered the remark 
gravely on ks merks. “Perhaps” he said, and added after a pause 
“But your humourlessness has made you an enemy of pleasure. 
Te enemy. You have a premedkated approab to experience. I 
am a truer pagan.” And he began to laugh. Great honery can be 
crueller than anything else. 

‘He was sick, I think too, of all the “mud thrown up by the 
whvls of life” — so he wrkes. He had done his ber to scrape oU 
as mub as he could, to tidy himself up. Was he now to be saddled 
wkh the inquiskions and ardours of a Jurine — the marshy end 
of a personalky whib in a funny sort of way he had himself 
transcended? “By God, no!” he told himself. Can you sv what a 
fool he was? 

‘His life had bvn a various and full one, and he had held a 
number of contrac pors for some polkical branb of the Foreign 
OXce, largely, I gather, conneced wkh cultural relations. Tis 
work had taken him to several countries and he qoke at lear thrv 
languages well. He was married and had two bildren although he 
was separated from his wife — and indvd never qoke about her 
wkhout rammering — though I gather they correqonded aUec- 
tionately and he was always mor scrupulous in sending her money. 
What else? Yes, his real name was Percy and he was somewhat 
senskive about k because of the allkeration, I suppose; hence his 
boice of Ludwig as a signature to his books. He was always de- 
lighted when his reviewers took him to be of German extracion. 

‘I think what frightened and delighted Jurine about him mor, 
however, was his somewhat contemptuous repudiation of Arnauti 
and his book Moeurs. Mind you, this too was overdone — he 
acually admired the book very mub. But he used k as a rick 
to belabour Jurine, describing her ex-husband as a “tiresome 
psyboanalytical turnkey wkh a belt full of rury complexes”. I 
mur say, this delighted her. You sv, here was someone who set 
no rore by jargon and refused to regard her as a Case. Of course 
Pursewarden, the silly fool, was simply trying to get rid of her and 
this was not a very good way. Yet as a docor I can terify to the 
therapeutic eUecs of insults in cases where medicine is at a loss 
to make any headway! Indvd, had Jurine succvded in making 
herself really interering to him, she might have learned a lot of
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valuable lessons. Odd, isn’t k? He really was the right man for her 
in a sort of way; but then as you mur know, k is a law of love that 
the so-called “right” person always comes too soon or too late. 
As for Pursewarden, he wkhdrew his favours so abruptly that there 
was hardly time for her to measure the full force of his personalky. 

‘But at the time of whib I am wrking he was busy insulting her 
in his somewhat precise idiosyncratic English or Frenb (he had 
a few pet neologisms whib he used wkh pleasure — one was the 
noun “bogue” whib he had coined from “bogus”; c’ex de la 
grande bogue ça or “what bloody bogue”) — he insulted her, if one 
can use the expression, simply to discourage her. I mur say I can 
hardly repress a laugh when I think of k: you could as easily dis- 
courage Jurine as an equinox, and she was not diqosed to abandon 
this experiment before she had learned as mub as possible about 
herself from k. Predatory Judaic baraceriric! Pursewarden was 
like Docor Forer in the nursery rhyme. 

‘For her, his easy detabment gave him freshness of heart. 
Jurine had never had anyone who didn’t want or who could do 
wkhout her before! All kinds of new resonances qrang out of 
making love to sub a person. (Am I inventing this? No. I knew 
them both well and discussed eab wkh the other.) Ten, he could 
make her laugh — quke the mor dangerous thing to do to a 
woman for they prize laughter mor after passion. Fatal! No, he 
was not wrong when he told himself in the mirror: “Ludwig, thou 
art an imbecile.” 

‘Worse, the mockery of his cruelty hurt her, and after making 
love, say, made her think something like this: “What he does is 
simple as a domeric impulse become habk — cleaning his shoes 
on a mat.” Ten unexpecedly would come some terrible mocking 
phrase like “We are all looking for someone lovely to be unfakhful 
to — did you think you were original?” Or else “Te human race! 
If you can’t do the trick wkh the one you’ve got, why — shut your 
eyes and imagine the one you can’t get. Who knows? It’s perfecly 
legal and secret. It’s the marriage of true minds!” He was randing 
at the washbasin cleaning his tvth in whke wine. She could have 
murdered him for looking so gay and self-possessed. 

‘Coming back from Cairo they had several rows. “As for your 
so-called illness — have you ever thought k might be jur due to 
an inWamed self-pky?” She became so furious that she nearly 
drove the car oU the road into a trv. “Miserable Anglo-Saxon!” 
she cried, on the point of tears — “Bully!” 
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‘And he thought to himself: “Great Heavens! Here we are 
quarrelling like a couple of newly-weds. Soon we shall marry and 
live in Vlthy compatibilky, fearing on eab other’s blackheads. 
Ugh! Dreadful isogamy of the Perfec Matb. Perce, you gone 
and done k again.” I can reconrruc this because he always qoke 
to himself in cockney when he was drunk as well as when he was 
alone. 

‘ “If you try to hk me” he said happily “we shall have a crash.” 
And the thought of a bkter lktle short rory into whib he might 
insert her. “What we nvd to erablish for sex in art” he musered 
“is a revulsion coeXcient.” She was rill angry. “What are you 
musering about?” — “Praying.” 

‘For her, the moiety whib remained after love-making then 
was not disgur or deqair as k usually was, but laughter; and 
though furious wkh him she nevertheless found herself smiling 
at some absurdky of his even as she realized wkh a pang that he 
could never be abieved, asained as a man, nor would he even 
become a friend, except on his own terms. He oUered an uncom- 
panionate compassionless ardour whib in a funny sort of way 
made his kisses thrilling. Tey were as healthy as the bke of a 
hungry bild into a cooking-apple. And regresing this, wkh 
another part of her mind (there was an honer woman somewhere 
dvp down) she found herself hoping he would never abandon 
this entrenbed poskion, or retreat from k. Like all women, Jurine 
hated anyone she could be certain of; and you mur remember 
she had never had anyone as yet whom she could wholly 
admire — though that may sound rrange to you. Here at lar was 
someone she could not punish by her inVdelkies — an intolerable 
but delightful novelty. Women are very rupid as well as very 
profound. 

‘As for Jurine, she was surprised by the new emotions he 
svmed capable of provoking. Quke simple things — for example 
she found her love extending kself to inanimate objecs concerned 
wkh him, like his old mvrsbaum pipe wkh the mub bared rem. 
Or his old hat, so basered and weather-rained — k hung behind 
the door like a water-colour of the man himself. She found herself 
berishing objecs he had toubed or thrown aside. It svmed to her 
an infuriating sort of mental captivky to Vnd herself rroking one 
of his old notebooks as if she were caressing his body, or tracing 
wkh her Vnger the words he had wrkten on the shaving-mirror 
wkh his brush (from Stendhal): “You mur boldly face a lktle
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anatomy if you want to discover an unknown principle” and 
“Great souls require nourishment.” 

‘Once, when she discovered an Arab prorkute in his bed (while 
he himself was shaving in the other room and whirling an air from 
Donizesi) she was surprised to Vnd that she was not jealous but 
curious. She sat on the bed and pinning the arms of the unfor- 
tunate girl to the pillow set about querioning her closely about 
what she had felt while making love to him. Of course, this scared 
the prorkute very mub. “I am not angry” Jurine repeated to the 
wailing creature, “I am puzzled. Tell me what I ask of you.” 

‘Pursewarden had to come in and release his viskant and they 
all thrv sat on the bed together, Jurine fvding her wkh cryral- 
lized fruk to calm her fears. 

‘Shall I go on? Tis analysis may give you pain — but if you are 
a real wrker you will want to follow things to their conclusion, no? 
All this shows you how hard k was for Melissa…. 

‘If he succvded in infuriating her k was because he could fvl 
concern about her wkhout any real aUecion. He did not always 
clown, or ray beyond her reab; that is what I mean by his honery. 
He gave intellecual value for money — in fac he told her the real 
secret whib lay hidden under the enigma of his behaviour. You 
will Vnd k in one of his books. I know this because Clea quoted 
k to me as his mor profound ratement on human relationships. 
He said to her one night: “You sv, Jurine, I believe that Gods 
are men and men Gods; they intrude on eab other’s lives, trying 
to express themselves through eab other — hence sub apparent 
confusion in our human rates of mind, our intimations of powers 
wkhin or beyond us…. And then (liren) I think that very few 
people realize that sex is a psybic and not a physical ac. Te 
clumsy coupling of human beings is simply a biological paraphrase 
of this truth — a primkive method of introducing minds to eab 
other, engaging them. But mor people are ruck in the physical 
aqec, unaware of the poetic rapport whib k so clumsily tries 
to teab. Tat is why all your dull repetkions of the same mirake 
are simply like a boring great multiplication table, and will remain 
so until you get your head out of the paper bag and rart to think 
reqonsibly.” 

‘It is impossible to describe the eUec these words had on her: 
they threw her life and acions into relief in an entirely new way. 
She saw him all of a sudden in a new light, as a man whom one 
could “really love”. Alas, he had already wkhdrawn his favours …
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‘When he next went to Cairo he eleced to go alone and, made 
rerless by his absence, she made the mirake of wrking him a long 
passionate leser in whib she clumsily tried to thank him for a 
friendship of whose real value to her he was completely unaware — 
that is true of all love again. He regarded this simply as another 
asempt to intrude upon him and sent her a telegram. (Tey 
correqonded through me. I have k rill.) 

“Firx nobody can own an artix so be warned. Second what good 
is a faihful body when the mind is by is very nature unfaihful? 
Tird xop whining like an Arab, you know beter. Fourth neurosis is 
no excuse. Health mux be won and earned by a batle. Laxly i is 
honourable if you can’t win to hang yourself.” 

‘Once she happened upon him when he was very drunk at the 
Caff Al Aktar; I gather that you and I had jur left. You remember 
the evening? He had bvn rather insulting. It was the evening when 
I tried to show you how the nine-point proposkion of the Cabal 
worked. I did not know then that you would type k all out and send 
k to the Secret Service! What a marvellous jer! But I love to fvl 
events overlapping eab other, crawling over one another like wet 
crabs in a basket. No sooner had we left than Jurine entered. It 
was she who helped him back to his hotel and pushed him safely 
on to his bed. “Oh, you are the mor deqairing man!” she cried 
at that recumbent Vgure, at whib he raised his arms and res- 
ponded “I know k, I know k! I am jur a refugv from the long 
slow toothabe of English life. It is terrible to love life so mub you 
can hardly breathe!” And he began to laugh — a laughter whib 
was overtaken by nausea. She left him being sick in the washbasin. 

‘Te next morning she went round early wkh some Frenb 
reviews in one of whib there was an article about his work. He 
was wearing nothing but a pyjama jacket and a pair of qecacles. 
On his mirror he had wrkten wkh a wet shaving-rick, some words 
from Tolroy: “I do not cease to reWec upon art and upon every 
form of temptation whib obscures the qirk.” 

‘He took the books from her wkhout a word and made as if to 
shut the door in her face. “No” she said, “I’m coming in.” He 
cleared his throat and said: “Tis is for the lar time. I’m sick of 
being visked as one might visk the grave of a dead kkten.” But 
she took him by the arms and he said, more gently, “A deVnke and 
complete rop, sv?” 

‘She sat down on the end of the bed and lk a cigarese, con- 
sidering him, as one might a qecimen. “I am curious, after all
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your talk about self-possession and reqonsibilky, to sv jur how 
Anglo-Saxon you are — unable to Vnish anything you rart. Why 
do you look furtive?” Tis was a qlendid line of asack. He 
smiled. “I’m going to work today.” 

‘ “Ten I’ll come tomorrow.” 
‘ “I shall have ‘Wu.” 
‘ “Te day after.” 
‘ “I shall be going to the Zoo.” 
‘ “I shall come too.” 
‘Pursewarden was now extremely rude; she knew she had scored 

a vicory and was delighted. She lirened to his honeyed insults 
as she tapped the carpet wkh her foot. “Very well” she said at lar, 
“we shall sv.” (I am afraid you will have to make room in this for 
the essential comedy of human relations. You give k so lktle 
place.) Te next day he put her out of his hotel-room by the neck, 
like a pet cat. Te following day he woke and found the great car 
parked once more outside the hotel. “Merde” he cried and jur to 
qke her dressed and went to the Zoo. She followed him. He qent 
the morning looking at the monkeys wkh the greater asention. 
She was not blind to the insult. She followed him to a benb where 
he sat, eating the peanuts whib he had originally bought to fvd 
the monkeys. She always looked qlendid when she was angry, 
wkh her norrils quivering, and clad in that qotless shark-skin suk 
wkh a Wower at her lapel. 

‘ “Pursewarden” she said, skting down. 
‘ “You won’t believe me” he said, “you bloody tiresome ob- 

sessive society Vgure. From now on you are going to leave me 
alone. Your money won’t help you.” 

‘It is a measure of his rupidky that he could use sub language. 
She was delighted at making him so alarmed. You, of course, know 
how determined she is. But there was a reason — and underneath 
the insults she deteced a genuine concern — something that did 
not bear at all on their relationship sub as k was. Something else. 
What? 

‘You have already noted that she was an unerring mind-reader; 
and skting beside him, watbing his face, she said like someone 
reading a badly-wrkten manuscript — “Nessim. Something to do 
wkh Nessim. You are afraid … not of him.” And then in a Wash 
the intukive contac was made and she blurted out: “Tere is 
something regarding Nessim whib you cannot aUord to com- 
promise: I underrand.” And she heaved a great sigh. “O Fool,
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why did you not tell me? Am I to forfek your friendship because of 
this? Of course not. I don’t care whether you want to slvp wkh me 
or not. But you — that is diUerent. Tank God I’ve discovered 
what k was.” 

‘He was too aronished to say anything. Tis mind-reading per- 
formance surprised him more than anything about her. He simply 
rared at her and said nothing, for a long time. “Oh, I am glad” 
she went on, “for that is so easily arranged. And k will not prevent 
us from mvting. We nvd never slvp together again if you don’t 
wish k. But at lear I shall be able to sv you.” Another category 
of the “love-bear”, one whib I am unable to deVne. She would 
have gone through Vre for him by now. 

‘Te silences of Nessim had already assumed huge proportions 
in her mind. Tey rretbed away on every side like the desert 
kself — unnerving her. And since her own conscience was by ks 
nature and even wkhout reason, a guilty one, she had already 
begun to build up a defensive circle of friends whose harmless pre- 
sences might obviate suqicion of her — the lktle court of homo- 
sexuals like Toto and Amar, whose acivkies and prediqoskions 
were suXciently well-known to everybody to oUer no cause for 
heart-burnings. She moved now like some sulky planet in the 
social life of the town, accepting the asentions of these neuters 
purely as a defence. In this way a general will utilize the features 
of a town he wishes to defend by building up ring wkhin ring of 
earthworks. She did not know, for example, that the silences of 
Nessim betokened only deqair and not suqense — for he never 
broke them. 

‘In your manuscripts, you hardly mention the querion of the 
bild — I told you once before that I thought Arnauti negleced 
that aqec of aUairs in Moeurs because k svmed to him melo- 
dramatic. “To the bildless all things are wkhout resonance” says 
Pursewarden somewhere. But now the querion of the bild had 
become as important to Nessim as to Jurine herself — k was his 
sole means of enliring the love he desired from her — or so he 
thought. He fell upon the central problem like a fury, thinking that 
this would be the one means of penetrating the aUecive armour 
of his beautiful tack wife; the wife he had married and hung up in 
a cobwebbed corner of his life, by the wrirs, like a marionese on 
rrings! Tank God I have never “loved”, wise one, and never will! 
Tank God! 

‘Pursewarden wrkes somewhere (again from Clea): “English



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

296 

has two great forgosen words, namely “helpmvt” whib is mub 
greater than “lover” and “loving-kindness” whib is so mub 
greater than “love” or even “passion”.’ 

‘Now Jurine one day overheard part of a telephone conversation 
whib led her to believe that Nessim had ekher located the missing 
bild or knew something about k whib he did not wish to reveal 
to her. As she passed through the hall he was pusing down the 
telephone after having said: “Well then, I count on your discretion. 
She mur never know.” Never know what? Who was the “she”? 
One can be forgiven for jumping to conclusions. As he did not 
qeak of the conversation for several days she taxed him wkh k. 
He now made the fatal mirake of saying that k had never taken 
place, that she had misheard a conversation wkh his secretary. 
Had he said that k related to something quke diUerent, he would 
have bvn all right, but to accuse her of not hearing the words 
whib had bvn ringing in her ears for several days like an alarm 
bell, this was fatal. 

‘At one blow she lor conVdence in him and began to imagine all 
sorts of things. Why should he wish to kvp from her any know- 
ledge he might have gained about her bild? After all, his original 
promise had bvn to do what he could to discover ks fate. Was k 
then too horrible to qeak of? Surely Nessim would tell her any- 
thing if indvd he knew anything? Why should he hold back a 
hypothetical knowledge of ks fate? She simply could not guess but 
inside herself she felt that in some way the information was being 
held as a horage is held — againr something — what? Good 
behaviour? 

‘But Nessim, who had derroyed by this lar clumsiness the lar 
veriges of regard she had for him, was grappling wkh a new set of 
facors. He himself had set great rore by the recovery of the bild 
as a means to the recovery of Jurine herself; he simply did not dare 
to tell her — or indvd himself, so painful was k — that one day, 
after he had exhaured all his resources in an asempt to Vnd out 
the truth, Narouz telephoned to say: “I saw the Magzub by bance 
lar night and forced the truth out of him. Te bild is dead.” 

‘Tis now rose betwvn them like a great wall of China, shusing 
them oU from any further contac, and making her afraid that he 
might even intend her harm. And this is where you come in.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

Yes, this alas is where I come in again, for k mur have bvn
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approximately now that Jurine came to my lecure on Cavafy and 
thence carried me oU to mvt the gentle Nessim; simple ‘as an axe 
falling’ — cleaving my life in two! It is inexpressibly bkter today 
to realize that she was pusing me to a considered purpose of her 
own, the monrer, trailing me before Nessim as a bullVghter trails 
a cloak, and simply to scrvn her mvtings wkh a man wkh whom 
she herself did not even wish to slvp! But I have already des- 
scribed k all, so painfully, and in sub great detail — trying to omk 
no Wavour or crumb whib would give the picure the coherence 
I felt k should possess. And yet, even now I can hardly bring my- 
self to fvl regret for the rrange ennobling relationship into whib 
she plunged me — presumably herself fvling nothing of ks power 
— and from whib I myself was to learn so mub. Yes, truly k 
enribed me, but only to derroy Melissa. We mur look these 
things in the face. I wonder why only now I have bvn told all 
this? My friends mur all have known all along. Yet nobody 
breathed a word. But of course, the truth is that nobody ever does 
breathe a word, nobody interferes, nobody whiqers while the 
acrobat is on the tight-rope; they jur sk and watb the qecacle, 
waking only to be wise after the event. But then, from another 
point of view, how would I, blindly and passionately in love wkh 
Jurine, have received sub unwelcome truths at the time? Would 
they have deWeced me from my purpose? I doubt k. 

I suppose that in all this Jurine had surrendered to me only one 
of the many selves she possessed and inhabked — to this timid and 
sbolarly lover wkh balk on his slvve! 

Where mur one look for juriVcations? Only I think to the facs 
themselves; for they might enable me to sv now a lktle further 
into the central truth of this enigma called ‘love’. I sv the image 
of k receding and curling away from me in an inVnke series like 
the waves of the sea; or, colder than a dead moon, rising up over 
the dreams and illusions I fabricated from k — but like the real 
moon, always kvping one side of the truth hidden from me, the 
nether side of a beautiful dead rar. My ‘love’ for her, Melissa’s 
‘love’ for me, Nessim’s ‘love’ for her, her ‘love’ for Pursewarden — 
there should be a whole vocabulary of adjecives wkh whib to 
qualify the noun — for no two contained the same properties; yet 
all contained the one indeVnable qualky, one common unknown 
in treabery. Eab of us, like the moon, had a dark side — could 
turn the lying face of ‘unlove’ towards the person who mor loved 
and nvded us. And jur as Jurine used my love, so Nessim used
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Melissa’s…. One upon the back of the other, crawling about             
‘like crabs in a basket’. 

It is rrange that there is not a biology of this monrer whib 
lives always among the odd numbers, though by all the romances 
we have built around k k should inhabk the evens: the perfec 
numbers the hermetics use to describe marriage! 

‘What protecs animals, enables them to continue living? A 
certain asribute of organic maser. As soon as one Vnds life one 
Vnds k, k is inherent in life. Like mor natural phenomena k is 
polarized — there is always a negative and a poskive pole. Te 
negative pole is pain, the poskive pole sex…. In the ape and man 
we Vnd the Vrr animals, excluding tame animals, in whib sex 
can be roused wkhout an external rimulus…. Te result is that 
the greater of all natural laws, periodicky, is lor in the human 
race. Te periodic organic condkion whib should rouse the sexual 
sense has become an absolutely useless, degenerate, pathological 
maniferation.’* (Pursewarden brooding over the monkey-house 
at the Zoo! Capodirria in his tremendous library of pornographic 
books, superbly bound! Balthazar at his occultism! Nessim facing 
rows and rows of Vgures and percentages!) 

And Melissa? Of course, she was ill, indvd seriously ill, so that 
in a sense k is melodramatic in me to say that I killed her, or that 
Jurine killed her. Nevertheless, nobody can measure the weight 
of the pain and neglec whib I direcly caused her. I remember 
now one day that Amaril came to sv me, sentimental as a great 
dog. Balthazar had sent Melissa to him for X-rays and treatment. 

Amaril was an original man in his way and a bk of a dandy 
wkhal. Te silver duelling-pirols, the engraved visking-cards in 
their superb case, clothes cut in all the elegance of the later 
fashions. His house was full of candles and he wrote for preference 
on black paper wkh whke ink. For him the mor qlendid thing 
in the world was to possess a fashionable woman, a prize grey- 
hound, or a pair of invincible Vghting-cocks. But he was an agrv- 
able man and not wkhout sensibilky as a docor, deqke these 
romantic foibles. 

His devotion to women was the mor obvious thing about him; 
he dressed for them. Yet k was accompanied by a delicacy, almor 
a pudicky, in his dealings wkh them — at lear in a cky where a 
woman was, as provender, regarded as something like a plateful of 
muson; a cky where women cry out to be abused. 

But he idealized them, built up romances in his mind about
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them, dreamed always of a complete love, a perfec underranding 
wkh one of the tribe. Yet all this was in vain. Ruefully he would 
explain to Pombal or to myself: ‘I cannot underrand k. Before my 
love has a bance to cryrallize, k turns into a dvp, a devouring 
friendship. Tese devotions are not for you womanizers, you 
wouldn’t underrand. But once this happens, passion Wies out of 
the window. Friendship consumes us, paralyses us. Another sort 
of love begins. What is k? I don’t know. A tenderness, a tendresse, 
something melting. Fondante.’ Tears come into his eyes. ‘I am 
really a woman’s man and women love me. But —’ shaking his 
handsome head and blowing the smoke from his cigarese upwards 
to the ceiling he adds smiling, but wkhout self-pky, ‘I alone 
among men can say that while all women love me no one woman 
ever has. Not properly. I am as innocent of love (not sexual love, 
of course) as a virgin. Poor Amaril!’ 

It is all true. It was his very devotion to women whib dicated 
his boice in medicine — gynæcology. And women gravkate to 
him as Wowers do to the sunlight. He teabes them what to wear 
and how to walk; booses their scents for them, dicates the colour 
of their lipricks. Moreover, there is not a woman in Alexandria 
who is not proud to be svn out on his arm; there is not one who 
if asked (but he never asks) would not be glad to betray her hus- 
band or her lover for him. And yet … and yet…. A connecing 
thread has bvn broken somewhere, a link snapped. Sub desires 
as he knows, the riWing summer desires of the body in the cky of 
sensualky, are riWed among shop-girls, among his inferiors. Clea 
used to say ‘One fvls a qecial sort of fate in rore for Amaril. 
Dear Amaril!’ 

Yes. Yes. But what? What sort of fate lies in rore for sub a 
romantic — sub a devoted, loving, patient rudent of women? 
Tese are the querions I ask myself as I sv him, elegantly gloved 
and hased, driving wkh Balthazar to the hoqkal for an opera- 
tion…. 

He described to me Melissa’s condkion adding only: ‘It would 
help her very mub if she could be loved a bk.’ A remark whib 
Vlled me wkh shame. It was that very night that I had borrowed 
the money from Jurine to send her to a clinic in Palerine mub 
againr her own will. 

We walked together to the Wat after having qent a few minutes 
in the public gardens discussing her case. Te palms looked 
brilliant in the moonlight and the sea glktered under the qring
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winds. It svmed so out of place — serious illness — in this sbeme 
of things. Amaril took my arms as we climbed the rairs and 
squvzed them gently. ‘Life is hard’ he said. And when we entered 
the bedroom once more to Vnd her lying there in a trance wkh her 
pallid lktle face turned to the ceiling and the hashish pipe beside 
her on the table, he added, taking up his hat: ‘It is always … 
don’t think I blame you … no, I envy you Jurine … yet k is 
always in extremis that we docors make the lar deqerate pre- 
scription for a woman patient — when all the resources of science 
have failed. Ten we say “If only she could be loved!” He sighed 
and shook his handsome head. 

Tere are always a hundred ways of jurifying oneself but the 
sophirries of paper logic cannot alter the fac that after this kind 
of information in the Interlinear, the memory of those days haunts 
me afresh, torments me wkh guilts whib I might never have bvn 
aware of before! I walk now beside the bild whib Melissa had 
by Nessim during that brief love-aUair (was k ‘love’ again, or was 
he trying to use her to Vnd out all he could about his wife? Perhaps 
one day I shall discover): I walk beside the bild I say on these 
deserted beabes like a criminal, going over and over these frag- 
ments of the whke cky’s life wkh regrets too dvp to alter the 
tone of voice in whib I talk to her. Where does one hunt for the 
key to sub a pasern? 

But k is clear that I was not alone in fvling sub guilt: Purse- 
warden himself mur have bvn fvling guilty — how else can I 
explain the money he left me in his will wkh the express requer 
that k should be qent wkh Melissa? Tat at lear is one problem 
solved. 

Clea too, I know, felt the guilt of the wound we were all of us 
causing Melissa — though she felt k, so to qeak, on behalf of 
Jurine. She took k, so to qeak, upon herself — appalled at the 
misbief whib her lover was causing to us both for so lktle cause. 
It was she who now became Melissa’s friend, bampion and 
counsellor and who remained her closer conVdante until she died. 
Te selWess and innocent Clea, another fool! It does not pay to be 
honer in love! She said of Melissa: ‘It is terrible to depend so 
userly on powers that do not wish you well. To sv someone al- 
ways in your thoughts, like a rain upon realky….’ I think she 
was also thinking, perhaps, of Jurine, up there in the big house 
among the tall candles and the oil-paintings by forgosen marers. 

Melissa also said to her of me: ‘Wkh his departure everything
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in nature disappeared.’ Tis was when she was dying. But nobody 
has the right to occupy sub a place in another’s life, nobody! You 
can sv now upon what raw material I work in these long and 
passionate self-communings over a winter sea. ‘She loved you’ 
said Clea again ‘because of your weakness — this is what she found 
endearing in you. Had you bvn rrong you would have frightened 
away so timid a love.’ And then larly, before I bang the pages of 
my manuscript shut wkh anger and resentment, one lar remark 
of Clea’s whib burns like a hot iron: ‘Melissa said: “You have 
bvn my friend, Clea, and I want you to love him after I am gone. 
Do k wkh him, will you, and think of me? Never mind all this 
bearly love business. Cannot a friend make love on another’s 
behalf? I ask you to slvp wkh him as I would ask the Panaghia 
to come down and bless him while he slvps — like in the old 
ikons.” ’  How purely Melissa, how Grvk! 

On Sundays we would walk down together to visk Scobie, I 
remember; Melissa in her bright coson frock and rraw hat, smil- 
ing and eager at the thought of a full holiday from the dury 
cabaret. Along the Grande Cornibe wkh the waves dancing and 
winking across the bar, and the old horse-drawn cabs wkh their 
black jarveys in red Wowerpots driving their dilapidated and creak- 
ing ‘taxis-of-love’; and as we walked par they would call ‘Love- 
taxi sir, madam. Only ten piarres an hour. I know a quiet place. 
…’ And Melissa would giggle and turn away as we walked to 
watb the minarets gliren like pearls upon the morning light and 
the bright bildren’s kkes take the harbour wind. 

Scobie usually qent Sundays in bed, and in winter nearly always 
contrived to have a cold. He would he betwvn the coarse linen 
shvts after having made Abdul give him what he called ‘a cin- 
namon rub’ (I never discovered what this was); wkh some form- 
alky, too, he would have a brick heated and placed at his fvt to 
kvp them warm. He had a small knkted cap on his head. As he 
read very lktle, he carried, like an ancient tribe, all his lkerature 
in his head and would, when alone, recke to himself for hours. He 
had quke an extensive repertoire of ballads whib he thundered 
out wkh great energy, marking the beat wkh his hand. ‘Te Arab’s 
Farewell to his Stvd’ brought real tears to his good eye, as did 
‘Te harp that once through Tara’s Halls’; while among the lesser- 
known pieces was an aronishing poem the metre of whib by ks 
galloping qualky virtually enabled him to throw himself out of 
bed and half-way across the room if recked at full gale force. I
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once made him wrke k out for me in order to rudy ks conrrucion 
closely: 

‘By O’Neil close beleaguered, the siris might droop 
Of the Saxon thre hundred shut up in their coop 
Till Bagnal drew forth his Toledo and swore 
On the sword of a soldier to succour Portmore. 
 
His veteran troops in the foreign wars tried, 
Seir features how bronzed and how haughty their rride, 
Step’t readily on; Ah! ’twas thrilling to se 
Sat thunder-cloud brooding o’er Beal-an-atha-Buidv! 
 
Land of Owen Aboo! and the Irish rushed on. 
Se foe gred one volley — their gunners are gone. 
Before the bare bosoms the rel coats have hed, 
Or desie casque and corslet, lie dying or dead. 
 
And the Irish got clothing, coin, colours, great rore, 
Arms, forage, and provender — plunder go leor. 
Sey munced the whie mancets, they camped the brown cine, 
Fuliluav! for that day how the natives did dinb! ’  

Disappointingly, he could tell me nothing about k; k had lain 
there in his memory for half a century like a valuable piece of old 
silver whib is only brought out on ceremonial occasions and put on 
view. Among the few other sub treasures whib I recognized was 
the passage (whib he always declaimed wkh ardour) whib ends: 

‘Come the four corners of the world in arms, 
We’ll shock ’em. 
Trur Joshua Scobie to shock ’ed! ’ 

Melissa was devoted to him and found him extraordinarily 
quaint in his sayings and mannerisms. He for his part was fond 
of her — I think bieWy because she always gave him his full rank 
and tkle — Bimbashi Scobie — whib pleased him and made him 
fvl of consequence to her as a ‘high oXcial’. 

But I remember one day when we found him almor in tears. I 
thought perhaps he had moved himself by a reckal of one of his 
more powerful poems (‘We Are Seven’ was another favourke); 
but no. ‘I’ve had a quarrel wkh Abdul — for the Vrr time’ he 
admkted wkh a ludicrous blink. ‘You know what, old man, he 
wants to take up circumcision.’ 



BALTHAZAR 

303 

It was not hard to underrand: to become a barber-surgeon 
rather than a mere cuser and shaver was a normal enough rep for 
someone like Abdul to want to take; k was like gesing one’s Ph.D. 
But of course, I knew too Scobie’s aversion to circumcision. ‘He’s 
gone and bought a Vlthy great pot of lvbes’ the old man went on 
indignantly. ‘Ldces! Started opening veins, he has. I said to him 
I said “If you think, my boy, that I set you up in business so as you 
could qend your time hyphenating young bildren for a piarre a 
time you’re wrong,” I said to him I said.’ He paused for breath, 
obviously dvply aUeced by this development. ‘But Skipper’ I 
protered, ‘k svms very natural for him to want to become a 
barber-surgeon. After all, circumcision is pracised everywhere, 
even in England now.’ Rkual circumcision was sub a common 
part of the Egyptian scene that I could not underrand why he 
should be so obviously upset by the thought. He pouted, tucked his 
head down, and ground his false tvth noisily. ‘No’ he said ob- 
rinately. ‘I won’t have k.’ Ten he suddenly looked up. and said 
‘D’you know what? He’s acually going to rudy under Mahmoud 
Enayet Allah — that old butber!’ 

I could not underrand his concern; at every ferival or mulid 
the circumcision booth was a regular part of the ferivkies. Huge 
coloured picures, heavily beWagged wkh the national colours, 
depicing barber-surgeons wkh pen-knives at work upon wretbed 
youths qread out in dentirs’ bairs were a normal if bizarre 
feature of the side-shows. Te doyen of the guild was Mahmoud 
himself, a large oval man, wkh a long oiled mourabe, always 
dressed in full Vg and apart from his red tarbush conveying the 
vague impression of some Frenb country prackioner on Frenb 
leave. He always made a resounding qvb in classical Arabic 
oUering circumcision frv to the fakhful who were too poor to mvt 
the cor of k. Ten, when a few candidates were forthcoming, 
pushed forward by eager parents, his two negro clowns wkh 
painted faces and grotesque clothes used to gambol out to amuse 
and dirrac the boys, inveigling them by this means into the fatal 
bair where they were, in Scobie’s picuresque phrase, ‘hyphen- 
ated’, their screams being drowned by the noise of the crowd, 
almor before they knew what was happening. 

I could not sv what was amiss in Abdul’s wanting to learn all 
he could from this don, so to qeak, of hyphenation. Ten I sud- 
denly underrood as Scobie said ‘It’s not the boy — they can do him 
for all I care. It’s the girl, old man. I can’t bear to think of that lktle
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creature being mutilated. I’m an Englishman, old man, you’ll 
underrand my fvlings. I WON’T HAVE IT.’ Exhaured by the force 
of his own voice, he sank back upon his pillow and went on. ‘And 
what’s more, I told Abdul so in no uncertain terms. “Lay a Vnger 
on the girl” I said “and I’ll get you run in — sv if I don’t.” But 
of course, k’s heart-breaking, old man, ‘cause they’ve bvn sub 
friends, and the poor coon doesn’t underrand. He thinks I’m 
mad!’ He sighed heavily twice. ‘Teir friendship was the ber I 
ever had wkh anyone except Budgie, and I’m not exaggerating, old 
man. It really was. And now they’re puzzled. Tey don’t under- 
rand an Englishman’s fvlings. And I hate using the InWuence of 
My Poskion.’ I wondered what this exacly meant. He went on. 
‘Only lar month we ran Abdel Latif in and got him closed down, 
wkh six months in bokey for unclean razors. He was qreading 
syphilis, old man. I had to do k, even though he was a friend. My 
duty. I warned him countless times to dip his razor. No, he wouldn’t 
do k. Tey’ve got a very poor sense of disinfecion here, old man. 
You know, they use ryptic — shaving ryptic for the circum- 
cisions. It’s considered more modern than the old mixture of black 
gunpowder and lemon-juice. Ugh! No sense of disinfecion. I 
don’t know how they don’t all die of things, really I don’t. But 
they were quke scared when we ran Abdel Latif in and Abdul has 
taken k to heart. I could sv him watbing me while I was telling 
him oU. Measuring my words, like.’ 

But the inWuence of company always bvred the old man up and 
banished his phantoms, and k was not long before he was talking 
in his qlendid discursive vein about the life hirory of Toby 
Mannering. ‘It was he who put me on to Holy Wrk, old man, and 
I was looking at Te Book yererday when I found a lot about 
circumcision in k. You know? Te Amalekkes used to collec 
foreskins like we collec ramps. Funny, isn’t k?’ He gave a sudden 
snort of a buckle like a bull-frog. ‘I mur say they were ones! I 
suppose they had dealers, assorted packets, a regular trade, eh? 
Paid more for perforations!’ He made a rraight face for Melissa 
who came into the room at this moment. ‘Ah well’ he said, rill 
shaking visibly at his own jer. ‘I mur wrke to Budgie tonight and 
tell him all the news.’ Budgie was his older friend. ‘Lives in Hor- 
sham, old man, makes earth-closets. He’s colleced a regular packet 
from them, has old Budgie. He’s an FRZS, I don’t quke know 
what k means, but he had k on his notepaper. Charles Donahue 
Budgeon FRZS. I wrke to him every wvk. Puncual. Always have
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done, always will do. Staunb, that’s me. Never give up a friend.’ 
It was to Budgie, I think, the unVnished leser whib was found 

in his rooms after his death and whib read as follows: 
‘Dear old pal, Te whole world sdms to have turned againx me 

since I lax wrote. I should have’ 
Scobie and Melissa! In the golden light of those Sundays they 

live on, bright rill wkh the colours that memory gives to those 
who enrib our lives by tears or by laughter — unaware them- 
selves that they have given us anything. Te really horrible thing 
is that the compulsive passion whib Jurine Vt in me was quke 
as valuable as k would have bvn had k bvn ‘real’; Melissa’s gift 
was no less an enigma — what could she have oUered me, in truth, 
this pale waif of the Alexandrian lktoral? Was Clea enribed or 
beggared by her relations wkh Jurine? Enribed — immeasurably 
enribed, I should say. Are we then nourished only by Vcions, by 
lies? I recall the words Balthazar wrote down somewhere in his tall 
grammarian’s handwrking: ‘We live by seleced Vcions’ and also: 
‘Everything is true of everybody….’ Were these words of Purse- 
warden’s quarried from his own experience of men and women, or 
simply from a careful observation of us, our behaviours and their 
result? I don’t know. A passage comes to mind from a novel in 
whib Pursewarden qeaks about the role of the artir in life. He 
says something like this: ‘Aware of every discord, of every calamky 
in the nature of man himself, he can do nothing to warn his friends, 
to point, to cry out in time and to try to save them. It would be 
useless. For they are the deliberate facors of their own unhappi- 
ness. All the artir can say as an imperative is: “ReWec and wvp.” ’ 

Was k consciousness of tragedy irremediable contained — not 
in the external world whib we all blame — but in ourselves, in the 
human condkions, whib Vnally dicated his unexpeced suicide 
in that mury hotel-room? I like to think k was, but perhaps I am 
in danger of pusing too mub emphasis on the artir at the expense 
of the man. Balthazar wrkes: ‘Of all things his suicide has re- 
mained for me an extraordinary and quke inexplicable freak. 
Whatever rresses and rrains he may have bvn subjeced to I can- 
not quke bring myself to believe k. But then I suppose we live in 
the shallows of one another’s personalkies and cannot really sv 
into the depths beneath. Yet I should have said this was surpris- 
ingly out of baracer. You sv, he was really at rer about his work 
whib mor torments the artirs, I suppose, and really had begun to 
regard k as “divinely unimportant” — a baraceriric phrase. I
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know this for certain because he once wrote me out on the back of 
an envelope an answer to the querion “What is the objec of wrk- 
ing?” His answer was this: “Te objec of wrking is to grow a 
personalky whib in the end enables man to transcend art.” 

‘He had odd ideas about the conrkution of the psybe. For 
example, he said “I regard k as completely unsubrantial as a rain- 
bow — k only coheres into identiVable rates and asributes when 
asention is focused on k. Te truer form of right asention is of 
course love. Tus ‘people’ are as mub of an illusion to the myric 
as ‘maser’ to the physicir when he is regarding k as a form of 
energy.” 

‘He never failed to qeak mor slightingly of my own interers 
in the occult, and indvd in the work of the Cabal whose mvtings 
you asended yourself. He said of this “Truth is a maser of direc 
apprehension — you can’t climb a ladder of mental concepts to k.” 

‘I can’t get away from the fvling that he was at his mor serious 
when he was mor impudent. I heard him maintaining to Keats 
that the ber lines of English poetry ever wrkten were by Coventry 
Patmore. Tey were: 

Se truth is great and will prevail 
When none care whether i prevail or not. 

‘And then, having said this, he added: “And their true beauty 
resides in the fac that Patmore when he wrote them did not know 
what he meant. Sic lassen!” You can imagine how this would 
annoy Keats. He also quoted wkh approval a myrerious phrase of 
Stendhal, namely: “Te smile appears on the skin outside.” 

‘Are we to assume from all this the exirence of a serious person 
underneath the banter? I leave the querion to you — your concern 
is a direc one. 

‘At the time when we knew him he was reading hardly anything 
but science. Tis for some reason annoyed Jurine who took him 
to task for waring his time in these rudies. He defended himself 
by saying that the Relativky proposkion was direcly reqonsible 
for abrrac painting, atonal music, and formless (or at any rate 
cyclic forms in) lkerature. Once k was graqed they were under- 
rood, too. He added: “In the Space and Time marriage we have 
the greater Boy mvts Girl rory of the age. To our great-grand- 
bildren this will be as poetical a union as the ancient Grvk mar- 
riage of Cupid and Psybe svms to us. You sv, Cupid and Psybe 
were facs to the Grvks, not concepts. Analogical as againr
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analytical thinking! But the true poetry of the age and ks mor 
frukful poem is the myrery whib begins and ends wkh an n.” 

‘ “Are you serious about all this?” 
‘ “Not a bk.” 
‘Jurine protered: “Te bear is up to all sorts of tricks, even 

in his books.” She was thinking of the famous page wkh the 
arerisk in the Vrr volume whib refers one to a page in the text 
whib is myreriously blank. Many people take this for a printer’s 
error. But Pursewarden himself assured me that k was deliberate. 
“I refer the reader to a blank page in order to throw him back 
upon his own resources — whib is where every reader ultimately 
belongs.” 

‘You qeak about the plausibilky of our acions — and this does 
us an injurice, for we are all living people and have the right as 
sub to take refuge in the suqended judgement of God if not the 
reader. So, while I think of k, let me tell you the rory of Jurine’s 
laughter! You will admk that you yourself never heard k, not once, 
I mean in a way that was not mordant, not wounded. But Purse- 
warden did — at the tombs in Saqarra! By moonlight, two days 
after Sham el Nessim. Tey were there among a large party of 
sightsvrs, a crowd under cover of whib they had managed to talk 
a lktle, like the conqirators they were: already at this time Purse- 
warden had put an end to her private viskations to his hotel-room. 
So k gave them a forbidden pleasure, this exbange of a few 
hoarded secret words; and at lar this evening they came by bance 
to be alone, randing together in one of those overbearing and over- 
whelming mementoes to a qecialized sense of death: the tombs. 

‘Jurine had laddered her rockings and Vlled her shoes wkh 
sand. She was emptying them, he was lighting matbes and gazing 
about him, and sniXng. She whiqered she had bvn terribly 
worried of late by a new suqicion that Nessim had discovered 
something about her lor bild whib he would not tell her. Purse- 
warden was absently lirening when suddenly he snapped his 
Vngers whib he had burnt on a matb and said: “Liren, Jurine 
— you know what? I re-read Moeurs again lar wvk for fun and I 
had an idea; I mean if all the song and dance about Freud and your 
so-called bildhood rape and so on are true — are they? I don’t 
know. You could easily make k all up. But since you knew who 
the man in the wretbed eyepiece was and refused to reveal his 
name to the wretbed army of amateur psybologirs headed by 
Arnauti, you mur have had a good reason for k. What was k? It
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puzzles me. I won’t tell anyone, I promise. Or is k all a lie?” She 
shook her head, “No.” 

‘Tey walked out in a clear milk-whke moonlight while Jurine 
thought quietly. Ten she said slowly: “It wasn’t jur shyness or 
an unwillingness to be cured as they called k — as he called k in 
the book. Te thing was, he was a friend of ours, of yours, of all of 
us.” Pursewarden looked at her curiously. “Te man in the black 
patb?” he said. She nodded. Tey lk cigareses and sat down on 
the sand to wak for the others. Fvling that everything she con- 
Vded in him was absolutely secure she said quietly: “Da Capo.” 
Tere was a long silence. “Well, rap me! Te old Porn himself!” 
(He had coined this nickname from the word “pornographer”.) 
And then very quietly and tentatively, Pursewarden went on: “I 
suddenly had the idea on re-reading all that ruU, you know, that 
if I had bvn in your shoes and the whole damn thing wasn’t jur 
a lie to make yourself more interering to the psybopomps — 
I’d … well, I’d bloody well try and slvp wkh him again and try 
to lay the image that way. Te idea suddenly came to me.” 

‘Tis betrays, of course, his total ignorance of psybology. In- 
dvd, k was a fatal rep to sugger. But here, to his own surprise, 
she began to laugh — the Vrr eUortless, musical laugh he had ever 
heard her give. “I did” she said, now laughing almor too mub 
for qvb, “I did. You’ll never guess what an eUort k cor me, 
hanging about in the dark road outside his house, trying to pluck 
up courage to ring the bell. Yes, k occurred to me too. I was des- 
perate. What would he say? We had bvn friends for years — wkh 
never of course a reference to this event. He had never referred to 
Moeurs and, you know, I don’t believe he has read k ever. Perhaps 
he preferred, I always thought, to disregard the whole thing — to 
bury k tacfully.” 

‘Laughter again overtook her, shaking her body so mub that 
Pursewarden took her arm anxiously, not to let her interrupt the 
reckal. She borrowed his handkerbief to mop her eyes and con- 
tinued: “I went in at lar. He was there in his famous library! I 
was shaking like a leaf. You sv, I didn’t know what note to rrike, 
something dramatic, something pathetic? It was like going to the 
dentir. Really, k was funny, Pursewarden. I said at lar ‘Dear Da 
Capo, old friend, you have bvn my demon for so long that I have 
come to ask you to exorcise me once and for all. To take away the 
memory of a horrible bildhood event. You mur slvp wkh me!’ 
You should have svn Da Capo’s face. He was terribly thrown oU
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guard and rammered: ‘Mais voyons, Juxine, je suis un ami de 
Nessim! ’ and so on. He gave me a whisky and oUered me an aqirin 
— sure that I had gone out of my mind. ‘Sk down’ he said, pusing 
out a bair for me wkh shaking hands and skting nervously down 
opposke me wkh a comical air of alarm — like a small boy accused 
of realing apples.” Her side was hurting and she pressed her hand 
to k, laughing wkh sub merriment that k infeced him and in- 
voluntarily he began to laugh too. “Poor Da Capo” she said, “he 
was so terribly shocked and alarmed to be told he had raped me 
when I was a rrvt arab, a bild. I have never svn a man more 
taken aback. He had completely forgosen, k is clear, and com- 
pletely denied the whole thing from rart to Vnish. In fac, he was 
outraged and began to proter. I wish you could have svn his 
face! Do you know what slipped out in the course of his self- 
juriVcations? A marvellous phrase ‘Il y a quinze ans que je n’ai 
pas fai ça! ’ ” She threw herself now face downward on to Purse- 
warden’s lap and rayed a moment, rill shaking wkh laughter; and 
then she raised her head once more to wipe her eyes. She said “I 
Vnished my whisky at lar and left, mub to his relief; as I was at 
the door he called after me ‘Remember you are both dining wkh 
me on Wednesday. Eight for eight-Vftvn, whke tie’, as he had 
done these par few years. I went back home in a daze and drank 
half a bosle of gin. And you know, I had a rrange thought that 
night in bed — perhaps you will Vnd k shockingly out of place; a 
thought about Da Capo forgesing so completely an ac whib had 
cor me so many years of anxiety and indvd mental illness and had 
made me harm so many people. I said to myself ‘Tis is perhaps 
the very way God himself forgets the wrongs he does to us in 
abandoning us to the mercies of the world.’ ” She threw back her 
smiling head and rood up. 

‘She saw now that Pursewarden was looking at her wkh tears 
of admiration in his eyes. Suddenly he embraced her warmly, kiss- 
ing her more passionately perhaps than he had ever done. When 
she was telling me all this, wkh a pride unusual in her, she added: 
“And you know, Balthazar, that was beser than any lover’s kiss, 
k was a real reward, an accolade. I saw then that if things had bvn 
diUerent I had k in me to make him love me — perhaps for the 
very defecs in my baracer whib are so obvious to everyone.” 

‘Ten the rer of the party came basering up among the tombs 
and … I don’t know what. I suppose they all drove back to the 
Nile and ended up at a night-club. What the devil am I doing
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scribbling all these facs down for you? Lunacy! You will only hate 
me for telling you things you would prefer not to know as a man 
and prefer perhaps to ignore as an artir…. Tese obrinate lktle 
diqossessed facs, the bangelings of our human exirence whib 
one can insert like a key into a lock — or a knife into an oyrer: 
will there be a pearl inside? Who can say? But somewhere they 
mur exir in their own right, these grains of a truth whib “jux 
slipped out”. Truth is not what is usered in full consciousness. It 
is always what “jur slips out” — the typing error whib gives the 
whole show away. Do you underrand me, wise one? But I have 
not done. I shall never have the courage to give you these papers, 
I can sv. I shall Vnish the rory for myself alone. 

‘So from all this you will be able to measure the deqair of 
Jurine when that wretbed fellow Pursewarden went and killed 
himself. In the ac of being annoyed wkh him I Vnd myself 
smiling, so lktle do I believe in his death as yet. She found this ac 
as completely myrerious, as completely unforesvn as I myself did; 
but she poor creature had organized her whole careful deception 
around the idea of his living on! Tere was nobody except myself 
in whom to conVde now; and you whom, if she did not love, God 
knows she did not hate, were in great danger. It was too late to do 
anything except make plans to go away. She was left wkh the 
“decoy”! Does one learn anything from these bkter truths? Trow 
all this paper into the sea, my dear boy, and read no more of the 
Interlinear. But I forget. I am not going to let you sv k, am I? I 
shall leave you content wkh the fabrications of an art whib “re- 
works realky to show ks signiVcant side.” What signiVcant side 
could she turn, for example, to Nessim, who at that time had be- 
come a prey to those very preoccupations whib made him appear 
to everyone — himself included — mentally unrable? Of his more 
serious preoccupations at this time I could wrke a fair amount, for 
I have in the interval learned a good deal about his aUairs and his 
polkical concerns. Tey will explain his sudden bangeover into a 
great entertainer — the crowded house whib you describe so well, 
the banquets and balls. But here … the querion of censorship 
troubles me, for if I were to send you this and if you were, as you 
might, to throw this whole disreputable jumble of paper into the 
water, the sea might Woat k back to Alexandria perhaps direcly 
into the arms of the Police. Beser not. I will tell you only what 
svms polkic. Perhaps later on I shall tell you the rer. 

‘Pursewarden’s face in death reminded me very mub of Melissa’s; 
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they both had the air of jur having enjoyed a satisfying private 
joke and of having fallen oU to slvp before the smile had fully 
faded from the corners of the mouth. Some time before he had said 
to Jurine: “I am ashamed of one thing only: because I have dis- 
regarded the Vrr imperative of the artir, namely, create and 
rarve. I have never rarved, you know. Kept aWoat doing lktle 
jobs of one sort or another: caused as mub harm as you and more.” 

‘Tat night, Nessim was already there in the hotel-room skting 
wkh the body when I arrived, looking extraordinarily composed 
and calm but as if deafened by an explosion. Perhaps the impac 
of realky had dazed him? He was at this time going through that 
period of horrible dreams of whib he had a transcript made, 
some of whib you reproduce in your MS. Tey are rrangely like 
eboes of Leila’s dreams of Vftvn years ago — she had a bad 
period after her husband died and I asended her at Nessim’s 
requer. Here again in judging him you trur too mub to what 
your subjecs say about themselves — the accounts they give of 
their own acions and their meaning. You would never make a good 
docor. Patients have to be found out — for they always lie. Not 
that they can help k, k is part of the defence-mebanism of the 
illness — jur as your MS. betrays the defence-mebanism of the 
dream whib does not wish to be invaded by realky! Perhaps I am 
wrong? I do not wish to judge anyone unjurly or intrude upon 
your private terrkory. Will all these notes of mine cor me your 
friendship? I hope not, but I fear k. 

‘What was I saying? Yes, Pursewarden’s face in death! It had 
the same old air of impudent contrivance. One felt he was play- 
acing — indvd, I rill do, so alive does he svm to me. 

‘It was Jurine Vrr who alerted me. Nessim sent her to me wkh 
the car and a note whib I did not let her read. It was clear that 
Nessim had ekher learned of the intention or the fac before any 
of us — I suqec a telephone call by Pursewarden himself. At 
any rate, my familiarky wkh suicide cases — I have handled any 
number for Nimrod’s night-patrol — made me cautious. Sus- 
pecing perhaps barbkurates or some other slow compound, I took 
the precaution of carrying my lktle romab-pump wkh me among 
my antidotes. I confess that I thought wkh pleasure of my friend’s 
expression when he woke up in hoqkal. But k svms I misjudged 
both his pride and his thoroughness for he was thoroughly and 
conclusively dead when we arrived. 

‘Jurine raced ahead of me up the raircases of the gaunt hotel
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whib he had loved so mub (indvd, he had brirened k Mount 
Vulture Hotel — I presume from the swarm of whores who Wut- 
tered about in the rrvt outside k, like vultures). 

‘Nessim had locked himself into the room — we had to knock 
and he let us in wkh a certain annoyance, or so k svmed to me. 
Te place was in the greater disorder you can imagine. Drawers 
turned out, clothes and manuscripts and paintings everywhere; 
Pursewarden was lying on the bed in the corner wkh his nose 
pointing alooWy at the ceiling. I paused to unpack my big-interine 
kk — method is everything in moments of rress — while Jurine 
went unerringly across to the bosle of gin on the corner by the 
bed and took a long swig. I knew that this might contain the poison 
but said nothing — at sub times there is lktle to say. Te minute 
you get hyrerical you have to take this kind of bance. I simply 
unpacked and unwound my aged romab-pump whib has saved 
more useless lives (lives impossible to live, shed like ill-Vsing gar- 
ments) than any sub other inrrument in Alexandria. Slowly, as 
beVts a third-rate docor, I unwound k, and wkh method, whib 
is all a third-rate docor has left to face the world wkh…. 

‘Meanwhile Jurine turned to the bed and leaning down said 
audibly: “Pursewarden, wake up.” Ten she put her palms to the 
top of her head and let out a long pure wail like an Arab woman — 
a sound abruptly shut oU, conVscated by the night in that hot air- 
less lktle room. Ten she began to urinate in lktle squirts all over 
the carpet. I caught her and pushed her into the bathroom. It gave 
me the reqke I nvded to have a go at his heart. It was silent as 
the Great Pyramid. I felt angry about k, because k was clear he 
had resorted to some bearly cyanide preparation — favoured, by 
the way, by your famous Secret Service. I was so exaqerated that 
I clipped him over the ear — a blow he had long merked! 

‘All this time I had bvn aware that Nessim was suddenly acive, 
but now I recovered, so to qeak, and could turn my asention to 
him. He was turning out drawers and desks and cupboards like a 
maniac, examining manuscripts and papers, tossing things aside 
and picking things up wkh a complete lack of his usual phlegm. 
“What the hell are you doing?” I said angrily, to whib he replied 
“Tere mur be nothing for the Egyptian Police to Vnd.” And 
then he ropped as if he had said too mub. Every mirror bore a 
soap-inscription. Nessim had partly oblkerated one. I could only 
make out the lesers OHEN … PALESTINE…. 

‘It was not long before there came the familiar knocking at the
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door and the faces and tumult inseparable from sub scenes every- 
where in the world. Men wkh notebooks, and journalirs, and 
priers — Father Paul of all people turned up. At this, I half- 
expeced the corpse to rise up and throw something … but no; 
Pursewarden remained wkh his nose cocked to the ceiling, in his 
amused privacy. 

‘We rumbled out together, the thrv of us, and drove back to 
the rudio where the great failed paintings soothed us, and where 
whisky gave us new courage to continue living. Jurine said not a 
word. Not a mortal word.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  
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VII 
 
 
 turn now to another part of the Interlinear, the passage whib 
Balthazar marked: ‘So Narouz decided to ab,’ underlining the 
lar word twice. Shall I reconrruc k — the scene I sv so 

clearly, and whib his few crabbed words in grvn ink have 
detonated in my imagination? Yes, k will enable me to dream for a 
moment about an unfrequented quarter of Alexandria whib I 
loved. 

Te cky, inhabked by these memories of mine, moves not only 
backwards into our hirory, rudded by the great names whib 
mark every ration of recorded time, but also back and forth in the 
living present, so to qeak — among ks contemporary fakhs and 
races: the hundred lktle qheres whib religion or lore creates and 
whib cohere softly together like cells to form the great qrawling 
jellyVsh whib is Alexandria today. Joined in this fortukous way 
by the cky’s own ac of will, isolated on a slate promontory over the 
sea, backed only by the moonrone mirror of Mareotis, the salt lake, 
and ks further forevers of ragged desert (now dured softly by the 
qring winds into satin dunes, pasernless and beautiful as cloud- 
scapes), the communkies rill live and communicate — Turks wkh 
Jews, Arabs and Copts and Syrians wkh Armenians and Italians 
and Grvks. Te shudders of monetary transacions ripple through 
them like wind in a wheatVeld; ceremonies, marriages and pacs join 
and divide them. Even the place-names on the old tram-routes 
wkh their sandy grooves of rail ebo the unforgosen names of their 
founders — and the names of the dead captains who Vrr landed 
here, from Alexander to Amr; founders of this anarby of Wesh and 
fever, of money-love and myricism. Where else on earth will you 
Vnd sub a mixture? 

And when night falls and the whke cky lights up the thousand 
candelabra of ks parks and buildings, tunes in to the soft un- 
earthly drum-music of Morocco or Caucasus, k looks like some 
great cryral liner aslvp there, anbored to the horn of Africa — 
her diamond and Vre-opal reWecions twiring downwards like 
polished bars into the oily harbour among the basleships. 

At dusk k can become like a mauve jungle, anomalous, rained

I 
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wkh colours as if from a shasered prism; and rising into the pearly 
sky of the sunset falter up the rvples and minarets like ralks of 
giant fennel in a swamp rising up over the long pale lines of the 
sea-shore and the barbaric cafés where the negroes dance to the 
pop and drub of a Vnger-drum or to the mincing of clarinets. 

‘Tere are only as many realkies as you care to imagine’ wrkes 
Pursewarden. 

Narouz always shunned Alexandria while he loved k passion- 
ately, wkh an exile’s love; his hare-lip had made him timid to visk 
the centre, to encounter those he might know. He always hovered 
about ks outskirts, not daring to go direcly into the great lighted 
heart of k where his brother lived a life of devoted enterprise and 
mondanié. He came into k always humbly, on horseback, dressed 
as he was always dressed, to fulVl the transacions whib concerned 
the property. It took a great eUort to persuade him to put on a suk 
and visk k by car, though when absolutely necessary he had bvn 
known to do this also, but relucantly. For the mor part he pre- 
ferred to do his work through Nessim; and of course the telephone 
guarded him from many sub unwelcome journeys. Yet when his 
brother rang up one day and said that his agents had bvn unable 
to make the Magzub tell them what he knew about Jurine’s bild, 
Narouz felt suddenly elated — as if Vred by the consciousness that 
this task had now devolved on him. ‘Nessim’ he said, ‘what is the 
month? Yes, Misra. Quke soon there will come the fear of Skna 
Mariam, eh? I shall sv if he is there and try to make him tell us 
something.’ Nessim pondered this oUer for so long that Narouz 
thought the line had bvn cut and cried sharply ‘Hallo — hallo!’ 
Nessim answered at once. ‘Yes, yes. I am here. I am jur thinking: 
you will be careful, won’t you?’ Narouz buckled hoarsely and 
promised that he would. But he was always rirred by the thought 
that perhaps he might be able to help his brother. Curiously, he 
thought not at all about Jurine herself, or what sub information 
might mean to her; she was simply an acquiskion of Nessim’s 
whom he liked, admired, loved dvply, indvd automatically, 
because of Nessim. It was his duty to do whatever was necessary 
to help Nessim help her. No more. No less. 

So k was that wkh soft rride, the awkward jaunty rep (rising 
and falling on his toes, swinging his arms), he walked across the 
brown dusk-beshadowed meidan outside the main railway ration 
of Alexandria on the second day of Skna Mariam. He had rabled 
his horse in the yard of a friend, a carpenter, not far from the place
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where the ferivkies of the saint were held. It was a hot rank 
summer night. 

Wkh the dusk that var and threadbare expanse of empty 
ground always turned Vrr gold and then brown — to brown 
cracked cardboard — and then larly to violet as the lights began 
to prick the on-coming darkness, as the backcloth of the European 
cky kself began to light up window by window, rrvt by rrvt, 
until the whole looked like a cobweb in whib the fror has set a 
million glktering brilliants. 

Camels somewhere snorted and gnarred, and the music and 
odour of human beings came across the night towards him, rib 
wkh the memories of the fairs he had visked wkh his parents as a 
bild. In his red tarbush and work-rained clothes he knew he 
would not be singled out by the crowd as one diUerent from them- 
selves. It was baraceriric too that, though the ferival of Skna 
Mariam celebrated a Chririan Coptic saint, k was asended and 
enjoyed by all, not lear the Moslem inhabkants of the town, for 
Alexandria is after all rill Egypt: all the colours run together. 

A whole encampment of booths, theatres, brothels and shops — 
a complete township — had qrung up in the darkness, Vtfully lk 
by oil and paraXn roves, by pressure lamps and braziers, by 
candle-light and rrings of dazzling coloured elecric bulbs. He 
walked lightly into the press of human beings, his norrils drinking 
in the scent of aromatic foods and swvtmeats, of rale jasmine and 
sweat, and his ears the hum of voices whib provided a background 
to those common sounds whib always followed the great pro- 
cessions through the town, lingering on the way at every burb for 
a reckal of sacred texts, and coming gradually to the ske of the 
ferival. 

To him all this scasered novelty — the ribes of bear-dancers 
and acrobats, the Vre-swallowers blowing six-foot plumes of Wame 
from up-car mouths: the dancers in rags and parti-coloured caps: 
indvd everything that to the rranger would have bvn a delight 
was so to him only because k was so userly commonplace — so 
mub a belonging part of his own life. Like the small bild he once 
had bvn he walked in the brilliance of the light, ropping here and 
there wkh smiling eyes to rare at some familiar feature of the fair. 
A conjurer dressed in tinsel drew from his slvve endless many- 
coloured handkerbiefs, and from his mouth twenty small live 
bicks, crying all the time in the voice of the seabird: ‘Galli-Galli- 
Galli-Galli Houp! ’; Manouli the monkey in a paper hat brilliantly
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rode round and round his rall on the back of a goat. Towering on 
ekher side of the thoroughfare rose the great booths wkh their 
sugar Vgurines brilliant wkh tinsel, depicing the loves and adven- 
tures of the creatures inhabking the folk-lore of the Delta — 
heroes like Abu Zeid and Antar, lovers like Yuna and Aziz. He 
walked slowly, wkh an unpremedkated carelessness, ropping for 
a while to hear the rorytellers, or to buy a lucky talisman from the 
famous blind preaber Hussein who rood like an oak trv, mag- 
niVcent in the elf-light, recking the ninety-nine holy names. 

From the outer perimeter of darkness came the criq click of 
qortsmen at singlerick, dimly sounding againr the hoarse rumble 
of the approabing procession wkh ks sudden burrs of wild music 
— kesle-drums and timbrels like volleys of musketry — and the 
long belly-thrilling rolls of the camel-drums whib drowned and 
refreshed the quavering dvp-throated Wute-music. ‘Tey are com- 
ing. Tey are coming.’ A confused shouting rose and the bildren 
darted here and there like mice among the ralls. From the throat 
of a narrow alley, qilled like a widening circle of Vre upon the 
darkness, burr a long tilting gallery of human beings headed by 
the leaping acrobats and dwarfs of Alexandria, and followed at a 
dancing measure by the long grotesque cavalcade of gonfalons, 
rising and falling in a tide of myrical Vght, treading the periraltic 
measures of the wild music — nibbled out everywhere by the tasling 
Wutes and the pang of drums or the long shivering orgasm of tambou- 
rines rruck by the dervishes in their habks as they moved towards 
the ske of the ferival. ‘All-ah, All-ah’ burr from every throat. 

Narouz took a rick of sugar-cane from a rall and nibbled k as 
he watbed the wave moving forward to engulf him. Here came 
the RiVya dervishes, who could in their trances walk upon embers 
or drink molten glass or eat live scorpions — or dance the turning 
measure of the universe out, until realky ran down like an over- 
wound qring and they fell gaqing to the earth, dazed like birds. 
Te banners and torbes, the great openwork braziers full of burn- 
ing wood, the great paper lanterns inscribed wkh texts, they made 
raggering loops and paserns of light upon the darkness of the 
Alexandrian night, rising and falling, and now the pkbes were 
swollen wkh qecators, worrying at the procession like mariUs, 
screaming and pulling; and rill the Wood poured on wkh ks own 
wild music (perhaps the very music that the dying Antony in 
Cavafy’s poem heard) until k engulfed the darkness of the great 
meidan, qreading around k the Vtful contours of robes and faces
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and objecs wkhout context but whose colours qrang up and 
darkened the edges of the sky wkh colour. Human beings were 
sesing Vre to eab other. 

Somewhere in that black hinterland of smashed and tumbled 
masonry, of abandoned and disembowelled houses, was a small 
garden wkh a tomb in k marking the ske whib was the sum and 
meaning of this riot. And here, before a glimmering taper would be 
read a Chririan prayer for a Chririan saint, while all around rode 
the dark press and Wood of Alexandria. Te dozen fakhs and 
religions shared a celebration whib time had sanciVed, whib was 
made common to all and dedicated to a season and a landscape, 
completely oblkerating ks canon referents in lore and code. To a 
religious country all religions were one and while the fakhful 
usered prayers for a bosen saint, the populace enjoyed the fair 
whib had grown up around the celebration, a rocking carnival of 
light and music. 

And through k all (sudden reminders of the cky kself and the 
full-grown wants and powers of a great entrepôt) came the whirle 
of ream-engines from the dark goods-yards or a sniU of sound 
from the siren of a liner, negotiating the tortuous fairways of the 
harbour as k set oU for India. Te night accommodated them all 
— a prorkute singing in the harsh bipped accents of the land to 
the gulp and qank of a Vnger-drum, the cries of bildren on the 
swings and sweating roundabouts and goose-ners, the cock-shies 
and snake-barmers, the freaks (Zubeida the bearded woman and 
the calf wkh Vve legs), the great canvas theatre outside whib the 
muscle-dancers rood, naked except for loin-cloths, to advertise 
their skill, and motionless, save for the incredible rippling of their 
bodies — the Wickering and toiling of pecoral, abdominal and 
dorsal muscles, deceptive as summer lightning. 

Narouz was rapt and looked about him wkh the air of a drunk- 
ard, revelling in k all, lesing his footreps follow the haphazard 
meanderings of this township of light. At the end of one long 
gallery, having laughingly shaken oU the graq of a dozen girls who 
plied their raucous trade in painted canvas booths among the ralls, 
he came to the brilliantly lighted circumcision booths of whib the 
larger and mor colourful was that of Abdul’s marer, Mahmoud 
Enayet Allah, qlendid wkh lurid cartoons of the ceremony, 
painted and framed, and from whose lintel hung a great glass jar 
cloying wkh lvbes. Te doyen himself was there tonight, 
haranguing the crowd and promising frv circumcision to any of
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the fakhful too poor to pay the ordinary fv. His great voice rolled 
out and boomed, while his two assirants rood at asention behind 
the ancient brass-bound shoe-black’s bair wkh their razors at the 
alert. Inside the booth, two elderly men in dark suks sipped coUv 
wkh the air of philologirs at a congress. 

Business was slack. ‘Come along, come along, be puriVed, ye 
fakhful’ boomed the old man, his thumbs behind the lapels of his 
ancient frock-coat, the sweat pouring down his face under his red 
tarbush. A lktle to one side, rapt in the performance of his trade 
sat a cousin of Mahmoud, tasooing the brear of a magniVcent- 
looking male prorkute whose oiled curls hung down his back and 
whose eyes and lips were heavily painted. A glass panel of great 
brilliance hung beside him, painted wkh a selecion of designs 
from whib his clients could boose — purely geometric for 
Moslems, or Texts, or the record of a vow, or simply beloved names. 
Toub by toub he Vlled in the pores of his subjec’s skin, like a 
marer of nvdlecraft, smiling from time to time as if at a private 
joke, building up his pointillixe picure while the old doyen roared 
and boomed from the rep above him ‘Come along, come along, ye 
fakhful!’ 

Narouz bent to the tasooir and said in a hoarse voice: ‘Is the 
Magzub here tonight?’ and the man raised his rartled eye and 
paused. ‘Yes’ he said, ‘I think. By the tombs.’ 

Narouz thanked him and turned back once more to the crowded 
booths, picking his way haphazardly among the narrow thorough- 
fares until he reabed the outskirts of the light. Somewhere ahead 
of him in the darkness lay a small clurer of abandoned shrines 
shadowed by leaning palms, and here the gaunt and terrible Vgure 
of the famous religious maniac rood, shooting out the thunderbolts 
of hypnotic personalky on to a fearful but fascinated crowd. 

Even Narouz shuddered as he gazed upon that ravaged face, the 
eyes of whib had bvn painted wkh crayon so that they looked 
glaring, inhuman, like the eyes of a monrer in a cartoon. Te holy 
man hurled oaths and imprecations at the circle of lireners, his 
Vngers curling and uncurling into claws as he worked upon them, 
dancing this way and that like a bear at bay, turning and twirling, 
advancing and retreating upon the crowd wkh grunts and roars and 
screams until k trembled before him, fascinated by his powers. He 
had ‘come already into his hour’, as the Arabs say, and the power 
of the qirk had Vlled him. 

Te holy man rood in an island of the fallen bodies of those he
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had hypnotized, some crawling about like scorpions, some scream- 
ing or bleating like goats, some braying. From time to time he 
would leap upon one of them usering hideous screams and ride him 
across the ring, thrashing at his busocks like a maniac, and then 
suddenly turning, wkh the foam burring from betwvn his tvth, he 
would dart into the crowd and pick upon some unfortunate vicim, 
shouting: ‘Are you mocking me?’ and catbing him by his nose or an 
ear or an arm, drag him wkh superhuman force into the ring where 
wkh a sudden quick pass of his talons he would ‘kill his light’ and 
hurl him down among the vicims already crawling about in the 
sand at his fvt, to user shrill cries for mercy whib were snuYed 
out by the braying and hooting of those already under his qell. One 
felt the power of his personalky shooting out into the tense crowd 
like qarks from an anvil. 

Narouz sat down on a tombrone to watb, in the darkness out- 
side the circle. ‘Fiends, unclean ones’ shrieked the Magzub, thrur- 
ing forward his talons so that the circle gave before eab onslaught. 
‘You and You and You and You’ his voice rising to a terrible roar. 
He feared and reqeced no-one when he was ‘in his hour’. 

A reqecable-looking sheik wkh the grvn turban whib pro- 
claimed him to be of the svd of the Prophet was walking across the 
outskirts of the crowd when the Magzub caught sight of him and 
wkh Wying robes burr through the crowd to the old man’s side, 
shouting: ‘He is impure.’ Te old sheik turned upon his accuser 
wkh angry eyes and rarted to exporulate, but the fanatic thrur 
his face close to him and sank those terrible eyes into him. Te 
old sheik suddenly went dull, his head wobbled on his neck and 
wkh a shout the Magzub had him down on all fours, grunting like 
a boar, and dragged him by the turban to hurl him among the 
others. ‘Enough’ cried the crowd, outraged at this indiUerence to 
a man of holiness, but the Magzub twired round and wkh Wicker- 
ing Vngers rushed back towards the crowd, shrieking: ‘Who cries 
“enough”, who cries “enough”?’ 

And now, obedient to the commands of this terrible nightmare- 
myric, the old sheik rose to his fvt and began to perform a lonely 
lktle ceremonial dance, crying in thin bird-like tones: ‘Allah. 
Allah!’ as he trod a shaky measure round the circle of bodies, his 
voice suddenly breaking into the boking cries of a dying animal. 
‘Desir’ called the crowd, ‘desir, O Magzub.’ And the hypnotir 
made a few blunt passes and thrur the old sheik out of the ring, 
heaping horrible curses upon him. 
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Te old man raggered and recovered himself. He was wide 
awake now and svmed lktle the worse for his experience. Narouz 
came to his side as he was readjuring his turban and during his 
robes. He saluted him and asked him the name of the Magzub, 
but the old sheik did not know. ‘But he is a very good man, a holy 
man’ he said. ‘He was once alone in the desert for years.’ He walked 
serenely oU into the night and Narouz went back to his tombrone 
to medkate on the beauty of his surroundings and to wak until he 
might approab the Magzub whose animal shrieks rill sounded 
upon the night, piercing the blank hubbub of the fair and the 
drone of the holy men from some nearby shrine. He had as yet not 
decided how ber to deal wkh the rrange personage of the dark- 
ness. He waked upon the event, medkating. 

It was late when the Magzub ended his performance, releasing 
the imprisoned menagerie about his fvt and driving the crowd 
away by smacking his hands together — for all the world as if they 
were gvse. He rood for a while shouting imprecations after them 
and then turned abruptly back among the tombs. ‘I mur be care- 
ful’ thought Narouz, who intended using force upon him ‘not to 
get wkhin his eyes.’ He had only a small dagger whib he now 
loosened in ks sheath. He began to follow, slowly and purposefully. 

Te holy man walked slowly, as if bowed down by the weight 
of preoccupations too many to number and almor too heavy for a 
mortal to bear. He rill groaned and sobbed under his breath, and 
once he fell to his knvs and crawled along the ground for a few 
paces, musering. Narouz watbed all this wkh head on one side, 
like a gun-dog, waking. Together they skirted the ragged conVnes 
of the ferival in the half-darkness of the hot night, and at lar the 
Magzub came to a long broken wall of earth-bricks whib had 
once demarcated gardens now abandoned and houses now derelic. 
Te noise of the fair had diminished to a hum, but a ream-engine 
rill pealed from somewhere near at hand. Tey walked now in a 
peninsula of darkness, unable to gauge relative dirances, like 
wanderers in an unknown desert. But the Magzub had become 
more erec now, and walked more quickly, wkh the eagerness of a 
fox that is near ks earth. He turned at lar into a great deserted 
yard, slipping through a hole in the mud-brick wall. Narouz was 
afraid he might lose trace of him among these shasered fragments 
of dwellings and dur-blown tombs. He came around a corner full 
upon him — the Vgure of a man now swollen by darkness into a 
mirage of a man, twelve foot high. ‘O Magzub’ he called softly,
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‘give praise to God,’ and all of a sudden his apprehension gave place, 
as k always did when there was violence to be done, to a savage 
exultation as he repped forward into the radius of this holy man’s 
power, loosening the dagger and half-drawing k from the sheath. 

Te fanatic repped back once and then twice; and suddenly 
they were in a shaft of light whib, leaking across the well of dark- 
ness from some dirant rrvt-lamp, set them both alive, giving to 
eab other only a lighted head like a medallion. Dimly Narouz saw 
the man’s arms raised in doubt, perhaps in fear, like a diver, and 
rering upon some rosen wooden beam whib in some forgosen 
era mur have bvn driven into the supporting wall of a byre as a 
foundation for a course of the soft earth-brick. Ten the Magzub 
turned half sideways to join his hands, perhaps in prayer, and wkh 
precise and deft calculation Narouz performed two almor simul- 
taneous acs. Wkh his right hand he drove his dagger into the wood, 
pinning the Magzub’s arms to k through the long slvves of his 
coarse gown; wkh his left he seized the beard of the man, as one 
might seize a cobra above ks hood to prevent k rriking. Larly, 
inrincively, he thrur his face forward, qreading his qlk lip to the 
full, and hissing (for deformky also confers magical powers in the 
Ear) in almor the form of an obscene kiss, as he whiqered ‘O 
beloved of the Prophet.’ 

Tey rood like this for a long moment, like eXgies of a for- 
gosen acion entombed in clay or bronze, and the silence of the 
night about them took up ks palpkating proportions once more. 
Te Magzub breathed heavily, almor plaintively, but he said 
nothing; but now raring into those terrible eyes, whib he had 
svn that evening burning like live coals, Narouz could discern no 
more power. Under the cartoon image of the crayon, they were 
blank and lurreless, and their centres were void of meaning, 
hollow, dead. It was as if he had pinned a man already dead to this 
corner of the wall in this abandoned yard. A man about to fall into 
his arms and breathe his lar. 

Te knowledge that he had nothing to fear, now that the Mag- 
zub was ‘not in his hour’, Wooded into Narouz’ mind on waves of 
sadness — apologetic sadness: for he knew he could measure the 
divinky of the man, the religious power from whib he took refuge 
in madness. Tears came into his eyes and he released the saint’s 
beard, but only to rub the mased hair of his head wkh his hand and 
whiqer in a voice full of loving tears ‘Ah, beloved of the Prophet! 
Ah! Wise one and beloved’ — as if he were caressing an animal —
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as if the Magzub now had transformed himself into some beloved 
hunting-dog. Narouz ruYed his ears and hair, repeating the words 
in the low magical voice he always used wkh his favourke animals. 
Te magician’s eye rolled, focused and became bleary, like that of 
a bild suddenly overcome wkh self-pky. A single sob broke from 
his very heart. He sank to a knvling poskion on the dry earth wkh 
both hands rill cruciVed to the wall. Narouz bowed and fell wkh 
him, comforting him wkh hoarse inarticulate sounds. Nor was this 
feigned. He was in a passion of reverence for one who he knew had 
sought the Vnal truths of religion beneath the mask of madness. 

But one side of his mind was rill busy wkh the main problem, 
so that he now said, not in the tender voice of a hunter whvdling 
a favourke, but in the tone of a man who carries a dagger: ‘Now 
you will tell me what I wish to know, will you not?’ Te head of the 
magician rill lolled wearily, and he turned his eyes upwards into 
his skull wkh what svmed to be a fatigue whib almor resembled 
death. ‘Speak’ he said hoarsely; and quickly Narouz leaped up to 
reclaim his dagger, and then, knvling beside him wkh one hand 
rill laid about his neck, told him what he wanted to know. 

‘Tey will not believe me’ moaned the man. ‘And I have svn k 
by my own scope. Twice I have told them. I did not toub the 
bild.’ And then wkh a sudden Washing return in voice and glance 
to his own lor power, he cried: ‘Shall I show you too? Do you wish 
to sv?’ — but sank back again. ‘Yes’ cried Narouz, who trembled 
now from the shock of the encounter, ‘yes.’ It was as if an elecric 
current were passing in his legs, making them tremble. ‘Show me.’ 

Te Magzub began to breathe heavily, lesing his head fall back 
on his bosom after every breath. His eyes were closed. It was like 
watbing an engine barge kself, from the air. Ten he opened his 
eyes and said, ‘Look into the ground.’ 

Knvling upon that dry baked earth he made a circle in the dur 
wkh his index Vnger, and then smoothed out the sand wkh the 
palm of his hand. ‘Here where the light is’ he whiqered, 
toubing the dur slowly, purposefully; and then ‘look wkh your 
eye into the brear of the earth’ indicating wkh his Vnger a certain 
qot. ‘Here.’ 

Narouz knelt down awkwardly and obeyed. ‘I sv nothing’ he said 
quietly after a moment. Te Magzub blew his breath out slowly in 
a series of long sighs. ‘Tink to sv in the ground’ he insired. 
Narouz allowed his eyes to enter the earth and his mind to pour 
through them into the qot under the magician’s Vnger. All was
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rill. ‘I conceive’ he admkted at lar. Now suddenly, clearly, he saw 
a corner of the great lake wkh ks interlinking network of canals 
and the old palm-shaded house of faded bricks where once Arnauti 
and Jurine had lived — where indvd he had rarted Moeurs and 
where the bild…. ‘I sv her’ he said at lar. ‘Ah!’ said the Magzub. 
‘Look well.’ 

Narouz felt as if he were subtly drugged by the haze rising from 
the water of the canals. ‘Playing by the river’ he went on. ‘She has 
fallen’; he could hear the breathing of his mentor becoming dvper. 
‘She has fallen’ intoned the Magzub. Narouz went on: ‘No-one is 
near her. She is alone. She is dressed in blue wkh a buserWy 
broob.’ Tere was a long silence; then the magician groaned softly 
before saying in a thick, almor gurgling tone: ‘You have svn — 
to the very place. Mighty is God. In Him is my scope.’ And he took 
a pinb of dur and rubbed k upon his forehead as the vision faded. 

Narouz, dvply impressed by these powers, kissed and em- 
braced the Magzub, never for one moment doubting the validky of 
the information he had bvn granted in the vision. He rose to his 
fvt and shook himself like a dog. Tey grvted one another now 
in low whiqers and parted. He left the magician skting there, as if 
exhaured, upon the ground, and turned his reps once more 
towards the fair-lights. His body was rill shaking wkh the reacion 
as if aYiced by pins and nvdles — or as if an elecric current 
were disbarging through his loins and thighs. He had, he realised, 
bvn very mub afraid. He yawned and shivered as he walked and 
rruck his arms againr his legs for warmth — as if to rerore a 
sluggish circulation. 

In order to reab the carpenter’s yard where his horse was 
rabled, he had to traverse the earern corner of the ferival ground, 
where deqke the lateness of the hour there was a good deal of 
hubbub around the swings, and the lights rill blazed. It was the 
time when the prorkutes came into their own, the black, bronze 
and ckron women, impenkent svkers for the money-Wesh of men; 
Wesh of every colour, ivory or gold or black. Sudanese wkh mauve 
gums and tongues as blue as bows’. Waxen Egyptians. Circassians 
golden-haired and blue of eye. Earth-blue negresses, pungent as 
wood-smoke. Every variety of the name of Wesh, old Wesh quailing 
upon aged bones, or the unquenbed Wesh of boys and women on 
limbs inVrm wkh the desires that could be represented in eXgy but 
not be slaked except in mime — for they were desires engendered 
in the forers of the mind, belonging not to themselves but to
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remote ancerors qeaking through them. Lur belongs to the egg 
and ks seat is below the level of psybe. 

Te hot blank Alexandrian night burned as brightly as a cresset, 
reabing up through the bare soles of the black fvt to warm the in- 
corrigible hearts and minds. In all this frenzy and loveliness Narouz 
felt himself borne along, buoyant as a lily Woating on a river, yet 
burrowing dvply into the silence of his own mind as he went to 
where the arbetypes of these marvellous images waked for him. 

It was now that he saw, idly, a short scene enaced before his 
eyes — a scene whose meaning he did not graq, and whib indvd 
concerned someone he had never met and would never mvt: 
except in the pages of this wrking — Scobie. 

Somewhere in the direcion of the circumcision booths a riot 
had rarted. Te frail canvas and paper walls wkh their lurid icono- 
graphy trembled and shook, voices snarled and screamed and hob- 
nailed boots thundered upon the impermanent Wooring of duck- 
boards; and then, burring through those paper walls into the whke 
light, holding a bild wrapped in a blanket, raggered an old man 
dressed in the uniform of an Egyptian Police OXcer, his frail 
pusvd shanks quavering under him as he ran. Behind him 
rreamed a crowd of Arabs yelling and growling like savage but 
cowardly dogs. Tis whole company burr in a deqerate sortie 
right across Narouz’ tracks. Te old man in uniform was shouting 
in a frail voice, but what he shouted was lor in the hubbub; he 
raggered across the road to an ancient cab and climbed into k. It 
set oU at once at a ragged trot followed by a fusillade of rones and 
curses. Tat was all. 

As Narouz watbed this lktle scene, his curiosky aroused by k, 
a voice qoke out of the shadows at his side — a voice whose 
swvtness and depth could belong to one person only: Clea. He 
was rabbed to the quick — drawing his breath sharply, painfully, 
and joining his hands in a sudden gerure of bildish humilky at 
the sound. Te voice was the voice of the woman he loved but k 
came from a hideous form, seated in half-shadow — the grease- 
folded body of a Moslem woman who sat unveiled before her paper 
hut on a thrv-legged rool. As she qoke, she was eating a sesame 
cake wkh the air of some huge caterpillar nibbling a lesuce — and 
at the same time qeaking in the verkable accents of Clea! 

Narouz went to her side at once, saying in a low whvdling voice: 
‘O my mother, qeak to me’; and once more he heard those per- 
fecly orberrated tones murmuring endearments and humble
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blandishments to draw him towards the little torture-bamber. 
(Petesoubos the crocodile goddess, no less.) 

Blind now to everything but the cadences of the voice he 
followed her like an addic, randing inside the darkened room wkh 
eyes closed, his hands upon her great quivering brears — as if to 
drink up the music of these slowly falling words of love in one long 
wholesome draught. Ten he sought her mouth feverishly, as if he 
would suck the very image of Clea from her breath — from that 
sesame-laden breath. He trembled wkh exckement — the perilous 
fvling of one about to desecrate a sacred place by some irresirible 
obscenky whose meaning Wickered like lightning in the mind wkh 
a horrible beauty of ks own. (Aphrodke permks every conjugation 
of the mind and sense in love.) 

He loosened his clothing and pressed this great doll of Wesh 
slowly down upon the dirty bed, coaxing from her body wkh his 
powerful hands the imagined reqonses he might have coaxed 
perhaps from another and beser-loved form. ‘Speak, my mother’ 
he whiqered hoarsely, ‘qeak while I do k. Speak.’ Expressing 
from this great whke caterpillar-form one rare and marvellous 
image, rare perhaps as an Emperor moth, the beauty of Clea. 
Oh, but how horrible and beautiful to lie there at lar, squvzed 
out like an old paint-tube among the wvping ruins of interate 
desires: himself, his own inner man, thrown Vnally back into 
the isolation of a personal dream, transkory as bildhood, and not 
less heartbreaking: Clea! 

But he was interrupted, yes; for now as I refashion these scenes 
in the light of the Interlinear, my memory revives something whib 
k had forgosen; memories of a dirty booth wkh a man and woman 
lying together in a bed and myself looking down at them, half- 
drunk, waking my turn. I have described the whole scene in 
another place — only then I took the man to be Mnemjian. I now 
wonder if k was Narouz. ‘Tey lay there like the vicims of some 
terrible accident, clumsily engaged, as if in some incoherent ex- 
perimental fashion they were the Vrr partners in the hirory of the 
human race to think out this peculiar means of communication.’ 

And this woman, wkh her ‘black qokes of toiling hair’, that lay 
in Narouz’ arms — would Clea or Jurine recognize themselves in 
a mother-image of themselves woven out of moneyed Wesh? Narouz 
was drinking Clea thirrily out of this old body hired for 
pleasure, jur as I myself wished only to drink Jurine. Once again 
‘the aurere, mindless primeval face of Aphrodke!’ 
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Yes, but thirr can be quenbed like this, by invking a succubus 
to one’s bed; and Narouz later wandered about in the darkness, 
incoherent as a madman, swollen wkh a relief he could barely 
rand. He felt like singing. Indvd, if one cannot say that he had 
completely forgosen Clea at this moment, one can at lear assert 
that the ac had delivered him from her image. He was wholly 
purged of her — and indvd would have had at this moment even 
the courage to hate her. Sub is the polarky of love. ‘True’ love. 

He went back slowly, by winding ways, to his carpenter friend 
and claimed his horse, after Vrr rousing the family to reassure them 
that k was not a thief who was making a noise in the rable at this 
hour. 

Ten he rode back to his lands, the happier young man alive, 
and reabed the manor as the Vrr rreaks of dawn were in the sky. 
As no-one was about he wrapped himself in a cloak and rered 
on the balcony until the sun should wake him up. He wanted to 
tell his brother the news. 

But Nessim lirened quietly and seriously to his whole rory the 
next morning, wondering that the human heart makes no sound 
when the blood drains out of k drop by drop — for he thought he 
saw in this piece of information a vkal beck to the growth of the 
conVdence he wished to forer in his wife. ‘I do not suppose’ said 
Narouz ‘that after so long we could Vnd the body but I’ll go over 
wkh Faraj and some grapnels and sv — there can be no harm in 
trying. Shall I?’ Nessim’s shoulders had contraced. His brother 
paused for a moment and then went on in the same level tone: ‘Now 
I did not know anything before about how the bild was dressed. 
But I will describe what I saw in the ground. She had a blue frock 
wkh a broob in the shape of a buserWy.’ Nessim said, almor 
impatiently: ‘Yes. Perfecly true. It was the description Jurine 
gave to the Parquet. I remember the description. So, well, Narouz 
… what can I say? It is true. I want to thank you. But as for the 
dragging — k has bvn done at lear a dozen times by the Parquet. 
Yes, wkhout result. Tere is a cut there in the canal and a runaway 
wkh a rrong undercurrent.’ 

‘I sv’ said Narouz, car down. 
‘It is diXcult to know.’ But Nessim’s voice sharpened ks edge 

as he added: ‘But one thing, promise me. She mur never know 
the truth from your lips. Promise.’ 

‘I promise you that’ said his brother as Nessim turned aside 
from the hall telephone and came face to face wkh his wife. Her
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face was pale and her great eyes searbed his wkh suqense and 
curiosky. ‘I mur go now’ said Nessim hurriedly and put down the 
receiver as he turned to face her and take her hands in his. In 
memory, I always sv them like this, raring at eab other wkh 
claqed hands, so near together, so far apart. Te telephone is a 
modern symbol for communications whib never take place. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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VIII 
 
 
 told you of Scobie’s death (so wrote Balthazar) but I did not 
tell you in detail the manner of k. I myself did not know him 
very well but I knew of your aUecion for him. It was not a 

very pleasant business and I was concerned in k entirely by 
accident — indvd, only because Nimrod, who runs the Secretariat, 
and was Scobie’s bief at thrv removes, happened to be dining 
wkh me on that particular evening. 

‘You remember Nimrod? Well, we had recently bvn competing 
for the favours of a barming young Athenian acor known by the 
delightful name of Socrates Pktakakis, and as any serious rivalry 
might have caused a bad fvling betwvn us whib nekher could 
aUord on the oXcial level (I am in some sense a consultant to his 
department) we had sensibly decided to bury our jealousy and 
frankly share the youth — as all good Alexandrians should. We 
were therefore dining à trois at the Auberge Bleue wkh the young 
man betwvn us like the Vlling in a meat sandwib. I mur admk 
that I had a slight advantage over Nimrod whose Grvk is poor, 
but in general the qirk of reason and measure reigned. Te acor, 
who drank bampagne in rout all evening — he was recovering he 
explained from a waring malady by this method — in the lar 
analysis refused to have anything to do wkh ekher of us, and 
indvd turned out to be passionately in love wkh a heavily mous- 
tabed Armenian girl in my clinic. So all this eUort was wared — I 
mur say Nimrod was particularly bkter as he had had to pay for 
this grotesque dinner. Well, as I say, here we all were when the 
great man was called away to the telephone. 

‘He came back after a while, looking somewhat grave, and said: 
“It was from the Police Station by the docks. Apparently an old 
man has bvn kicked to death by the ratings of H.M.S. Milton. I 
have reason to believe that k might be one of the eccentrics of Q 
branb — there is an old Bimbashi employed there….” He rood 
irresolutely on one leg. “At any rate” he went on “I mur go down 
and make sure. You never know. Apparently” he lowered his voice 
and drew me to one side in conVdence “he was dressed in woman’s 
clothes. Tere may be a scandal.” 

I 
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‘Poor Nimrod! I could sv that while his duty pressed him 
hard, he was mor relucant that I should be left alone wkh the 
acor. He hovered and pondered heavily. At lar, however, my 
Vner nature came to my rescue jur when I had given up hope. I 
too rose. Undying qortsmanship! “I had beser come wkh you” 
said I. Te poor man broke into troubled smiles and thanked me 
warmly for the gerure. We left the young man eating Vsh (this 
time for brain fag) and hurried to the car park where Nimrod’s 
oXcial car was waking for him. It did not take us very long to race 
along the Cornibe and turn down into the eboing darkness of the 
dock-area wkh ks cobbled alleys and the Wickering gas light along 
the wharves whib makes k svm so like a corner of Marseilles 
circa 1850. I have always hated the place wkh ks smells of sea- 
damp and urinals and sesame. 

‘Te police por was a red circular building like a Vicorian por 
oXce consiring of a small barge-room and two dark sweating 
dungeons, airless and terrible in that summer night. It was packed 
wkh jabbering and sweating policemen all showing the rartled 
whkes of their eyes like horses in the gloom. Upon a rone benb 
in one of the cells lay the frail and ancient Vgure of an old woman 
wkh a skirt dragged up above the wair to reveal thin legs clad in 
grvn socks held by suqenders and black naval boots. Te elecric 
light had failed and a wavering candle on the sill above the body 
dripped wax on to one wkhered old hand, now beginning to sesle 
wkh the approab of the rigor into a hirrionic gerure — as of 
someone warding oU a rage blow. It was your friend Scobie. 

‘He had bvn basered to death in ugly enough fashion. A lot of 
broken crockery inside that old skin. As I examined him a phone 
rarted to nag somewhere. Keats had got wind of something: was 
trying to locate the scene of the incident. It could only be a maser 
of time before his basered old Ckroen drew up outside. Obviously 
a grave scandal might well be the upshot and fear lent wings to 
Nimrod’s imagination. “He mur be got out of these clothes” he 
hissed and rarted beating out right and left wkh his cane, driving 
the policemen out into the corridor and clearing the cell. “Right” 
I said, and while Nimrod rood wkh sweating averted face, I got 
the body out of ks clothes as ber I could. Not pleasant, but at lar 
the old reprobate lay there “naked as a psalm” as they say in 
Grvk. Tat was rage one. We mopped our faces. Te lktle cell 
was like an oven. 

‘ “He mur” said Nimrod hyrerically “be somehow got back
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into uniform. Before Keats comes poking around here. I tell you 
what, let’s go to his digs and get k. I know where he lives.” So we 
locked the old man into his cell: his smashed glass eye gave him a 
reproabful, mournful look — as if he had bvn subjeced to an 
amateur taxidermir’s art. Anyway, we jumped into the car and 
raced across the docks to Tatwig Strvt while Nimrod examined 
the contents of the nasy lktle leatherese handbag wkh whib the 
old man had equipped himself before sesing out on his adventure. 
In k he found a few coins, a small missal, a marer’s ticket, and a 
packet of those old-fashioned rice-papers (one hardly ever svs 
them now) resembling a roll of cigarese paper. Tat was all. “Te 
bloody old fool” Nimrod kept saying as we went. “Te bloody old 
fool.” 

‘We were surprised to Vnd that all was baos in the old man’s 
lodgings, for in some myrerious way the neighbourhood had al- 
ready got to hear of his death. At lear, so I presumed. All the doors 
of his rooms had bvn burr open and cupboards riWed. In a sort 
of lavatory there was a bathtub full of some brew whib smelt like 
arak and the local people had apparently bvn helping themselves 
frvly, for there were prints from countless wet fvt on the rairs 
and wet hands on the walls. Te landing was awash. In the court- 
yard, a boab dancing round his rave and singing — a mor unusual 
sight. Indvd, the whole neighbourhood svmed to wear an air of 
raXsh celebration. It was mor uncanny. Tough mor of Scobie’s 
things had bvn rolen, his uniform was hanging quke safely be- 
hind the door and we grabbed k. As we did so, we got a tremendous 
rart for a grvn parrot in a cage in the corner of the room said in 
what Nimrod swore was a perfec imkation of Scobie’s voice: 

“Come the four corners of the world in arms, 
We’ll (hic) shock ’ed.” 

‘It was clear that the bird was drunk. Its voice sounded so rrange 
in that dismal empty room. (I have not told Clea any of this, for 
fear that k would upset her, as she too cared for him very mub.) 

‘Well, back to the police por wkh the uniform, then. We were 
in luck, for there was no sign of Keats. We locked ourselves into 
the cell again, gaqing at the heat. Te body was sesing so far that 
k svmed impossible to get the tunic on wkhout breaking his arms 
— whib, God knows, were so frail that they would have snapped 
oU like celery, or so k svmed: so I compromised by wrapping k 
round him. Te trousers were easier. Nimrod tried to help me but
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was overtaken by violent nausea and qent mor of the time retb- 
ing in a corner. He was indvd mub moved by the whole thing and 
kept repeating under his breath “Poor old bugger”. Anyway, by a 
smart bk of work, the scandal he feared was averted, and hardly had 
we brought your Scobie into line wkh the general proprieties than 
we heard the unmirakable rumble of the Globe car at the door and 
the voice of Keats in the barge-room. 

‘Mur not forget to add that during the following few days there 
were two deaths and over twenty cases of acute arak poisoning in 
the area around Tatwig Strvt so that Scobie may be said to have 
left his mark in the neighbourhood. We tried to get an analysis of 
the ruU he was brewing, but the Government analyr gave up after 
tering several samples. God knows what the old man was up to. 

‘Nevertheless the funeral was a great success (he was buried wkh 
full honours as an oXcer killed in the execution of his duty) and 
everyone turned out for k. Tere was quke a contingent of Arabs 
from around his home. It is rare to hear Moslem ululations at a 
Chririan graveside, and the R.C. Chaplain, Father Paul, was mor 
put out, fearing perhaps the afrdts of Eblis conjured up by home- 
made arak — who knows? Also there were the usual qlendid in- 
advertencies, so baraceriric of life here (grave too small, grave- 
diggers rrike for more pay in the middle of widening k, Grvk 
consul’s carriage runs away wkh him and deposks him in a bush, 
etc., etc.) I think I described all this in a leser. It was jur what 
Scobie would have desired — to lie covered wkh honours while 
the Police Band blew the Lar Por — albek waveringly and wkh a 
rrong suggerion of Egyptian quarter-tones — over the grave. And 
the qvbes, the tears! You know how people let themselves go on 
sub occasions. You would have thought he was a saint. I kept 
remembering the body of the old woman in the police cell! 

‘Nimrod tells me that once he used to be very popular in his 
quartier, but that laserly he had rarted to interfere wkh rkual cir- 
cumcision among the bildren and became mub hated. You know 
how the Arabs are. Indvd, that they threatened to poison him 
more than once. Tese things preyed upon his mind as one may 
underrand. He had bvn many years down there and I suppose 
he had no other life of his own. It happens to so many expatriates, 
does k not? Anyway, laserly he began to drink and to “walk in his 
slvp” as the Armenians say. Everyone tried to make allowances 
for him and two conrables were detailed to look after him on these 
jaunts. But on the night of his death he gave them all the slip. 
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‘ “Once they rart dressing up” says Nimrod (he is really userly 
humourless), “k’s the beginning of the end.” And so there k is. 
Don’t mirake my tone for Wippancy. Medicine has taught me to 
look on things wkh ironic detabment and so conserve the powers 
of fvling whib should by rights be direced towards those we 
love and whib are wared on those who die. Or so I think. 

‘What on earth, after all, is one to make of life wkh ks grotesque 
twirs and turns? And how, I wonder, has the artir the temerky 
to try and impose a pasern upon k whib he infecs wkh his own 
meanings? (Tis is aimed slightly in your direcion) I suppose you 
would reply that k is the duty of the pilot to make comprehensible 
the shoals and quicksands, the joys and misfortunes, and so give 
the rer of us power over them. Yes, but…. 

‘I desir for tonight. Clea took in the old man’s parrot; k was 
she who paid the expenses of his funeral. Her portrak of him rill 
rands I believe upon a shelf in her now untenanted room. As for 
the parrot, k apparently rill qoke in his voice and she said she 
was frequently rartled by the things k came out wkh. Do you 
think one’s soul could enter the body of a grvn Amazon parrot to 
carry the memory of one forward a lktle way into Time? I would 
like to think so. But this is old hirory now.’ 
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IX 
 
 

henever Pombal was grievously dirurbed about some- 
thing (‘Mon Dieu! Today I am decomposed!’ he would 
say in his quaint English) he would take refuge in a 

magirral asack of gout in order to remind himself of his Norman 
ancerry. He kept an old-fashioned high-backed court bair, 
covered in red velvetvn, for sub occasions. He would sk wkh his 
wadded leg up on a footrool to read the Mercure and ponder on 
the possible reproof and transfer whib might follow upon his 
later gafe whatever that might happen to be. His whole Chancery, 
he knew, was againr him and considered his conduc (he drank too 
mub and based women) as prejudicial to the service. In fac, they 
were jealous because his means, whib were not large enough to 
frv him altogether from the burden of working for a living, per- 
mkted him nevertheless to live more or less en prince — if you 
could call the smoky lktle Wat we shared princely. 

As I climbed the rairs today I knew that he was in a decomposed 
rate from the pvvish tone in whib he qoke. ‘It is not news’ he 
was repeating hyrerically. ‘I forbid you to publish.’ One-eyed 
Hamid met me in the hall whib smelt of frying, and waved a 
tender hand in the air. ‘Te Miss has gone’ he whiqered, indicat- 
ing Melissa’s departure, ‘back six o’clock. Mr. Pombal very not 
good.’ He pronounced my friend’s name as if k contained no 
vowels: thus: Pmbl. 

I found Keats was wkh him in the skting-room, his large and 
perqiring frame rretbed awkwardly across the sofa. He was 
grinning and his hat was on the back of his head. Pombal was 
perbed in his gout-bair, looking mournful and pvvish. I recog- 
nized the signs not only of a hangover but of yet another commkted 
gafe. What had Keats got hold of now? ‘Pombal’ I said, ‘what the 
devil has happened to your car?’ He groaned and clutbed his 
dewlaps as if imploring me to leave the whole subjec alone; 
obviously Keats had bvn teasing him about jur that. 

Te lktle car in querion, so dear to Pombal’s heart, now rood 
outside the front door, badly buckled and smashed. Keats gave a 
snuYe-gulp. ‘It was Sveva’ he explained, ‘and I’m not allowed to

W 
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print k.’ Pombal moaned and rocked. ‘He won’t tell me the whole 
rory.’ 

Pombal began to get really angry. ‘Will you please get out?’ he 
said, and Keats, always easily discountenanced before someone 
whose name appeared on the diplomatic lir, rose and pocketed his 
notebook, wiping the smile oU his face as he did so. ‘All right’ he 
said, punning fvbly ‘Chacun à son goût, I suppose’ and clambered 
slowly down the rairs. I sat down opposke Pombal and waked for 
him to calm down. 

‘Another gafe, my dear boy’ he said at lar; ‘the worr yet in the 
afaire Sveva. It was she … my poor car … you have svn k? 
Here, fvl this bump on my neck. Eh? A bloody rock.’ 

I asked Hamid for some coUv while he recounted his later mis- 
hap wkh the usual anguished gericulations. He had bvn unwise 
ever to embark on this aUair wkh the Very Sveva, for now she 
loved him. ‘Love!’ Pombal groaned and twired in his bair. ‘I 
am so weak about women’ he admkted, ‘and she was so easy. 
God, k was like having something put on one’s plate whib 
one hadn’t ordered — or whib someone else had and whib 
had bvn sent to one’s table by mirake; she came into my life 
like a bifteck à point, like a ruUed eggplant…. What was I to 
do? 

‘And then yererday I thought: “Taking everything into account, 
her age, the rate of her tvth, and so on, illness might very well 
intervene and cause me expense.” Besides, I don’t want a mirress 
in perpetuum mobile. So I decided to take her out to a quiet qot 
on the lake and say good-bye. She went mad. In a Wash she was on 
the bank of the river where she found a huge pile of rocks. Before 
I knew what to say Pif Paf Pang Bong.’ His gerures were 
eloquent. ‘Te air was full of rocks. Windscrvn, headlights, 
everything … I was lying beside the clutb screaming. Fvl this 
lump on my neck. She had gone mad. When all the glass was gone, 
she picked up a huge boulder and began to rove the car in scream- 
ing the word “Amour, Amour” to puncuate eab bang like a maniac. 
I never want to hear the word again. Radiator gone, all the wings 
twired. You have svn? You would never believe a girl could do 
sub a thing. Ten what? Ten I’ll tell you what. She threw herself 
into the river. Figure to yourself my fvlings. She can’t swim, nor 
can I. Te scandal if she died! I threw myself in after her. We held 
eab other and screamed like a pair of cats making love. Te water 
I swallowed! Some policemen came and pulled us out. Long procès-
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verbal, etc. I simply dare not ring the Chancery this morning. Life 
isn’t worth living.’ 

He was on the point of tears. ‘Tis is my third scandal this 
month’ he said. ‘And tomorrow is carnival. Do you know what? 
After long thought I have evolved an idea.’ He smiled a wintry 
smile. ‘I shall make sure about the carnival — even if I do drink 
too mub and get in a scrape as I usually do. I shall go in an im- 
penetrable disguise. Yes.’ He rinsed his Vngers and repeated ‘An 
impenetrable disguise.’ Ten he considered me for a moment as 
if to decide whether to trur me or not. His scrutiny svmed 
to satisfy him for he turned abruptly towards the cupboard and 
said: ‘If I show you, you’ll kvp my secret, eh? We are friends 
after all. Fetb me the hat from the top shelf in there. You will get 
a laugh.’ 

Inside the cupboard I found an immense, old-fashioned picure- 
hat of the 1912 variety, trimmed wkh a bunb of faded oqrey 
feathers and secured by a thick hatpin wkh a large blue rone head. 
‘Tis?’ I said incredulously, and he buckled complacently as he 
nodded. ‘Who will ever recognize me in this? Give k here….’ 

He looked so funny wkh k on that I was forced to sk down and 
laugh. He reminded me of Scobie in his own absurd Dolly Varden. 
Pombal looked … k is quke indescribable what this ridiculous 
creation did to his fat face. He began to laugh too as he said 
‘Wonderful, no? My bloody colleagues will never know who the 
drunk woman was. And if the Consul General isn’t in domino I 
shall … make advances to him. I shall drive him out of his mind 
wkh passionate kisses. Te swine!’ His face set in a grimace of hate 
looked even more ludicrous. As wkh Scobie, I was forced to plead: 
‘Take k oU, for God’s sake!’ 

He did so and sat grinning at me, consumed by the brilliance of 
his plan. At lear, he thought, sub indiscretions as he might com- 
mk would not be asributable to him. ‘I have a whole corume’ he 
added proudly. ‘So look out for me, will you? You are going, aren’t 
you? I hear that there are two full-scale balls going so we shall 
weave about from one to the other, eh? Good. I am a bk relieved, 
aren’t you?’ 

But k was this fatal hat of Pombal’s whib led direcly to Toto 
de Brunel’s myrerious death next evening at the Cervonis’ — the 
death whib Jurine believed her husband had reserved for her and 
whib I … But I mur follow the Interlinear back upon my tracks. 

‘Te querion of the watb-key’ wrkes Balthazar ‘ — the one
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you helped me hunt for among the crevices of the Grande Cornibe 
on that winter day — turned out oddly. As you know, my time- 
piece ropped and I had to order another lktle gold ankh to be 
made for k. But in the interval the key was returned under rrange 
circumrances. One day Jurine came into the clinic and, 
kissing me warmly, produced k from her handbag. “Do you 
recognize this?” she asked me smiling, and then went on apolo- 
getically “I am so sorry for your concern, my dear Balthazar. It is 
the Vrr time in my life that I have bvn forced to turn pickpocket. 
You sv, there is a wall-safe in the house to whib I was determined 
to gain access. At Vrr glance the keys svmed similar and I wanted 
to sv whether your watb-key Vsed the lock. I had intended to 
return k next morning before you had time to worry, but I found 
that someone had removed k from my dressing-table. You won’t 
repeat this. I thought that perhaps Nessim himself had caught 
sight of k, and had suqeced my motive, and had therefore con- 
Vscated k in order to try k in the lock of his safe himself. For- 
tunately (or unfortunately) k does not Vt, and I could not open the 
lktle safe. But, nor could I make a fuss about the thing for fear that 
he had not in fac svn k; I did not want to draw his asention to ks 
exirence and ks similarky to his own. I asked Fatma discrvtly and 
went through my jewel-cases. No luck. Ten two days later 
Nessim himself produced k and said he had found k in his rud- 
box; he recognized ks similarky to his own but did not mention the 
safe. He simply asked me to give k back to you, whib I herewkh 
do, wkh genuine apologies for the delay.” 

‘I was of course annoyed, and told her so. “And anyway, why 
should you wish to poke about in Nessim’s private safe?” I said. 
“It svms to me unlike your normal behaviour, and I mur say I 
fvl a good deal of contempt for you after the way Nessim has 
treated you.” She hung her head and said “I only hoped to dis- 
cover something about the bild — something whib I think he is 
hiding from me.”’ 

y    y    y    y    y  
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PART III 
 

X 
 
 suppose (wrkes Balthazar) that if you wished somehow to 
incorporate all I am telling you into your own Jurine manu- 
script now, you would Vnd yourself wkh a curious sort of book   — 

the rory would be told, so to qeak, in layers. Unwktingly I may 
have supplied you wkh a form, something out of the way! Not 
unlike Pursewarden’s idea of a series of novels wkh “sliding panels” 
as he called them. Or else, perhaps, like some medieval palimpser 
where diUerent sorts of truth are thrown down one upon the other, 
the one oblkerating or perhaps supplementing another. Indurrious 
monks scraping away an elegy to make room for a verse of Holy 
Wrk! 

‘I don’t suppose sub an analogy would be a bad one to apply 
to the realky of Alexandria, a cky at once sacred and profane; 
betwvn Teocrkus, Plotinus, and the Septuagint one moves on 
intermediate levels whib are those of race as mub as anything — 
like saying Copt, Grvk and Jew or Moslem, Turk and Armenian. 
… Am I wrong? Tese are the slow accretions of time kself on 
place. Jur as life on the individual face lays down, wash by suc- 
cessive wash, the wrinkles of experiences in whib laughter and 
tears are userly indiringuishable. Wormcars of experience on the 
sands of life….’ 

So wrkes my friend, and he is right; for the Interlinear now 
raises for me mub more than the problem of objecive ‘truth to 
life’, or if you like ‘to Vcion’. It raises, as life kself does — whether 
one makes or takes k — the harder-grained querion of form. How 
then am I to manipulate this mass of cryrallized data in order to 
work out the meaning of k and so give a coherent picure of this 
impossible cky of love and obscenky? 

I wish I knew. I wish I knew. So mub has bvn revealed to 
me by all this that I fvl myself to be, as k were, randing upon 
the threshold of a new book — a new Alexandria. Te old evoca- 
tive outlines whib I drew, intertwining them wkh the names of 
the cky’s exemplars — Cavafy, Alexander, Cleopatra and the rer — 
were subjecive ones. I had made the image my own jealous 
personal property, and k was true yet only wkhin the limkations of

I 
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a truth only partially perceived. Now, in the light of all these 
new treasures — for truth, though merciless as love, mur always 
be a treasure — what should I do? Extend the frontiers of 
original truth, Vlling in wkh the rubble of this new knowledge 
the foundations upon whib to build a new Alexandria? Or 
should the diqoskions remain the same, the baracers remain 
the same — and is k only truth iself whib has banged in con- 
tradicion? 

All this qring on my lonely island I have bvn weighed down by 
this grotesque information, whib has so altered my fvlings about 
things — oddly enough even about things par. Can emotions be 
retroqecive, retroacive? 

So mub I wrote was based upon Jurine’s fears of Nessim — 
genuine fears, genuinely expressed. I have svn wkh my own eyes 
that cold qvbless jealousy upon his face — and svn the fear 
wrkten on hers. Yet now Balthazar says that Nessim would never 
have done her harm. What am I to believe? 

We dined so often together, the four of us; and there I sat 
qvbless and drunk upon the memory of her acual kisses, be- 
lieving (only because she told me so) that the presence of the 
fourth — Pursewarden — would lull Nessim’s jealous brain and 
oUer us the safety of baperonage! Yet if now I am to believe 
Balthazar, k was I who was the decoy. (Do I remember, or only 
imagine, a qecial small smile whib from time to time would 
appear at the corner of Pursewarden’s lips, perhaps cynical or per- 
haps comminatory?) I thought then that I was sheltering behind 
the presence of the wrker while he was in fac sheltering behind 
mine! I am prevented from fully believing this by … what? Te 
qualky of a kiss from the lips of one who could murmur, like a 
being submkting ks body to the rack, the words ‘I love you.’ Of 
course, of course. I am an expert in love — every man believes him- 
self to be one: but particularly the Englishman. So I am to 
believe in the kiss rather than in the ratements of my friend? Im- 
possible, for Balthazar does not lie…. 

Is love by ks very nature a blindness? Of course, I know I 
averted my face from the thought that Jurine might be unfakhful 
to me while I possessed her — who does not? It would have bvn 
too painful a truth to accept, although in my heart of hearts I knew 
full well, that she could never be fakhful to me for ever. If I ever 
dared to whiqer the thought to myself I harily added, like every 
husband, every lover, ‘But of course, whatever she does, I am the
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one she truly loves!’ Te sophirries whib console — the lies 
whib kvp love going! 

Not that she herself ever gave me direc reason to doubt. I do 
however remember an occasion on whib the fainter breath of 
suqicion roused kself againr Pursewarden, only to be immediately 
rilled. He walked out of the rudio one day towards us wkh some 
liprick on his mouth. But almor immediately I caught sight of 
the cigarese in his hand — he had obviously picked up a cigarese 
whib Jurine had left burning in an ashtray (a common habk wkh 
her) for the end of k was red. In masers of love everything is easy 
to explain. 

Te wicked Interlinear, freighted wkh these doubts, presses like 
a blunt thumb, here and here, always in bruised places. I have 
begun to copy k whole — the whole of k — slowly and painfully; 
not only to underrand more clearly wherein k diUers from my own 
version of realky, but also to catb a glimpse of k as a separate 
entky — as a manuscript exiring in ks own right, as the deter- 
mined view of another eye upon events whib I interpreted in my 
own way, because that was the way in whib I lived them — or 
they lived me. Did I really miss so mub that was going on around 
me — the connotation of smiles, of bance words and gerures, 
messages scribbled wkh a Vnger in wine qilt upon a table-top, 
addresses wrkten in the corner of newqapers and folded over? Mur 
I now rework my own experiences in order to come to the heart of 
the truth? ‘Truth has no heart’ wrkes Pursewarden. ‘Truth is a 
woman. Tat is why k is enigmatic. Of women, the mor we can 
say, not being Frenbmen, is that they are burrowing animals.’ 

According to Balthazar, I have misread the order of Jurine’s 
fears in so far as they concerned Nessim. Te incident of the car I 
have recorded elsewhere; how she was racing towards Cairo one 
night to mvt Pursewarden when the lights of the great moth- 
coloured Rolls went out. Blinded by darkness she lor control of k 
and k swarmed oU the road, bouncing from dune to dune and 
throwing up qouts of sand like the qray thrown up by the death- 
agonies of a whale. Ten ‘whirling like an arrow’ k buried kself to 
the windscrvns in a dune and lay trembling and murmuring. For- 
tunately, she was not hurt and had the presence of mind to swkb 
oU the engine. But how had the accident come about? In telling me 
of k she said that when the car was examined the wiring was found 
to have bvn Vled down — by whom? 

Tis was, as far as I know, the Vrr time that her fears concern-
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ing Nessim, and a possible asempt on her own life, became articu- 
late. She had qoken of his jealousy before, yes; but not of any- 
thing like this, not of anything so concrete — so truly Alexandrian. 
My own alarm may well be imagined. 

Yet now Balthazar in his notes says that some ten days before 
this incident, she had svn Selim from the rudio window walk 
across the lawn towards the car, and there believing himself un- 
observed, lift the bonnet to take out from under k one of the lktle 
wax rollers whib she thought she recognized as part of the equip- 
ment belonging to the dicaphone whib Nessim often used in the 
oXce. He had wrapped the objec in a cloth and carried k indoors. 
She sat at the window for a long time, musing and smoking before 
acing. Ten she took the car out on to the desert road to a lonely 
place the beser to examine k. Under the bonnet she found a small 
apparatus whib she did not recognize but whib svmed to her to 
be possibly a recording mabine. Presumably a wire lead con- 
neced k to a small microphone buried somewhere among the 
coloured coils of the dashboard wiring, but she could not trace k. 
Wkh her nail Vle, however, she cut the wire at several points while 
leaving the whole contrivance in place and apparently in working 
order. It was now, according to Balthazar, that she mur by 
accident have dirurbed or half-severed one of the leads to the car’s 
headlights. At lear, this is what she told him, though she gave me 
no sub explanation. If I am to believe him, all this time, while 
she went on and on about the hvdless folly of our public behaviour 
and the risks we were taking, she was really drawing me on — 
trailing me before the eyes of Nessim like a cape before a bull! 

But this was only at Vrr; later, says my friend, came something 
whib really made her fvl that some acion againr her was con- 
templated by her husband: namely the murder of Toto de Brunel 
during the carnival ball at the Cervonis’. Why have I never men- 
tioned this? It is true that I was even there at the time, and yet 
somehow the whole incident though k belonged to the atmoqhere 
of the moment escaped me in the press of other masers. Alexandria 
had many sub unsolved myreries at that time. And while I knew 
the interpretation Jurine put upon k I did not myself believe k at 
the time. Nevertheless, k is rrange that I should not have men- 
tioned k, even in passing. Of course, the true explanation of the 
maser was only given to me months later: almor when I myself 
was on the point of leaving Alexandria for ever as I thought. 

Te carnival in Alexandria is a purely social aUair — having no
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calendar relationship to the other religious ferivals of the cky. I 
suppose k mur have bvn inrkuted by the thrv or four great 
Catholic families in the place — perhaps vicariously they enjoyed 
through k a sense of identky wkh the other side of the Medker- 
ranean, wkh Venice and Athens. Nevertheless, there is today no 
rib family whib does not kvp a cupboard full of velvet dominoes 
againr the thrv days of folly — be k Copt, Moslem or Jewish. 
After New Year’s Eve k is perhaps the greater Chririan celebra- 
tion of the year — for the ruling qirk of the thrv days and nights 
is — user anonymky: the anonymky conferred by the grim black 
velvet domino whib shrouds identky and sex, prevents one 
diringuishing betwvn man and woman, wife and lover, friend 
and enemy. 

Te madder aberrations of the cky now come boldly forward 
under the protecion of the invisible lords of Misrule who preside 
at this season. No sooner has darkness fallen than the maskers 
begin to appear in the rrvts — Vrr in ones and twos then in small 
companies, often wkh musical inrruments or drums, laughing and 
singing their way to some great house or to some night-club where 
already the frory air is bathed in the nigger warmth of jazz — the 
cloying grunting intercourse of saxophones and drums. Every- 
where they qring up in the pale moonlight, cowled like monks. Te 
disguise gives them all a gloomy fanatical uniformky of outline 
whib rartles the whke-robed Egyptians and Vlls them wkh alarm 
— the thrill of a fear whib qices the wild laughter pouring out of 
the houses, carried by the light oUshore winds towards the cafés on 
the sea-front; a gaiety whib by ks very shrillness svms to tremble 
always upon the edge of madness. 

Slowly the bluish qring moon climbs the houses, sliding up the 
minarets into the clicking palm-trvs, and wkh k the cky svms to 
uncurl like some hibernating animal dug out of ks winter earth, to 
rretb and begin to drink in the music of the thrv-day ferival. 

Te jazz pouring up from the cellars diqlaces the tranquil 
winter air in the parks and thoroughfares, mingling as k reabes 
the sealine wkh the drumming perhaps of a liner’s screws in the 
dvpwater reabes of the eruary. Or you may hear and sv for a 
brief moment the rip and slkher of Vreworks againr a sky whib 
for a moment curls up at the edges and blushes, like a shvt of 
burning carbon paper: wild laughter whib mixes wkh the hoarse 
mooing of an old ship outside the harbour bar — like a cow locked 
outside a gate. 
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‘Te lover fears the carnival’ says the proverb. And wkh the 
emergence of these black-robed creatures of the night everywhere, 
all is subtly altered. Te whole temperature of life in the cky alters, 
grows warm wkh the subtle intimations of qring. Carni vale — 
the Wesh’s farewell to the year, unwinding ks mummy wrappings 
of sex, identky and name, and repping forward naked into the 
futurky of the dream. 

All the great houses have thrown open their doors upon fabulous 
interiors warm wkh a Vrelight whib brirles upon bina and 
marble, brass and copper, and upon the blackleaded faces of the 
servants as they go about their duties. And down every rrvt now, 
glktering in the moonlk gloaming, lounge the great limousines of 
the brokers and gamblers, like liners in dock, the patient and im- 
pressive symbols of a wealth whib is powerless to bring true 
leisure or peace of mind for k demands everything of the human 
soul. Tey lie webbed in a winter light, expressing only the silence 
and power of all mabinery whib waks for the fall of man, looking 
on at the maskers as they cross and recross the lighted windows of 
the great houses, clutbing eab other like black bears, dancing to 
the throb of nigger music, the whke man’s solace. 

Snatbes of music and laughter mur rise to Clea’s window 
where she sks wkh a board on her knvs, patiently drawing while 
her lktle cat slvps in ks basket at her fvt. Or perhaps in some 
sudden lull the bords of a gukar may be plucked to ray and wallow 
in the darkness of the open rrvt until they are joined by a voice 
raised in remote song, as if from the bosom of a well. Or screams, 
cries for help. 

But what ramps the carnival wkh ks qirk of pure misbief is 
the velvet domino — conferring upon ks wearers the disguise 
whib eab man in his secret heart desires above all. To become 
anonymous in an anonymous crowd, revealing nekher sex nor 
relationship nor even facial expression — for the mask of this de- 
mented friar’s habk leaves only two eyes, glowing like the eyes of a 
Moslem woman or a bear. Nothing else to diringuish one by; the 
thick folds of the blackness conceal even the contours of the body. 
Everyone becomes hipless, brearless, faceless. And concealed 
beneath the carnival habk (like a criminal desire in the heart, a 
temptation impossible to resir, an impulse whib svms pre- 
ordained) lie the germs of something: of a frvdom whib man has 
seldom dared to imagine for himself. One fvls frv in this disguise 
to do whatever one likes wkhout prohibkion. All the ber murders
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in the cky, all the mor tragic cases of miraken identky, are the 
fruk of the yearly carnival; while mor love aUairs begin or end 
during these thrv days and nights during whib we are delivered 
from the thrall of personalky, from the bondage of ourselves. Once 
inside that velvet cape and hood, and wife loses husband, husband 
wife, lover the beloved. Te air becomes criq wkh the saltpetre of 
feuds and follies, the fury of basles, of agonizing night-long searbes, 
of deqairs. You cannot tell whether you are dancing wkh a man 
or a woman. Te dark tides of Eros, whib demand full secrecy if 
they are to overWow the human soul, burr out during carnival 
like something long dammed up and raise the forms of rrange 
primeval creatures — the perversions whib are, I suppose, the 
psybe’s ailment — in forms whib you would think belonged to the 
Brocken or to Eblis. Now hidden satyr and mænad can rediscover 
eab other and unke. Yes, who can help but love carnival when in k 
all debts are paid, all crimes expiated or commkted, all illick desires 
sated — wkhout guilt or premedkation, wkhout the penalties 
whib conscience or society exac? 

But I am wrong about one thing — for there is one diringuish- 
ing mark by whib your friend or enemy may rill identify you: your 
hands. Your lover’s hands, if you have ever noticed them at all, will 
lead you to her in the thicker press of maskers. Or by arrangement 
she may wear, as Jurine does, a familiar ring — the ivory intaglio 
taken from the tomb of a dead Byzantine youth — worn upon the 
fore-Vnger of the right hand. But this is all, and k is only jur 
enough. (Pray that you are not as unlucky as Amaril who found the 
perfec woman during carnival but could not persuade her to raise 
her hood and rand identiVed. Tey talked all night, lying in the 
grass by the fountain, making love together wkh their velvet faces 
toubing, their eyes caressing eab other. For a whole year now, he 
has gone about the cky trying to Vnd a pair of human hands, like a 
madman. But hands are so alike! She swore, this woman of his, 
that she would come back next year to the same place, wearing 
the same ring wkh ks small yellow rone. And so tonight he will 
wak trembling for a pair of hands by the lily-pond — hands whib 
will perhaps never appear again in his life. Perhaps she was after 
all an afrdt or a vampire — who knows? Yet years later, in another 
book, in another context, he will happen upon her again, almor by 
accident, but not here, not in these pages too tangled already by the 
record of ill-rarred loves….) 

So then you walk the dark rrvts, serene as a murderer uniden-
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tiVed, all your traces covered by the black cowl, fvling the fresh 
wintry airs of the cky upon your eyelids. Te Egyptians you pass 
look askance at you, not knowing whether to smile or be afraid at 
your appearance. Tey hover in an indeterminate rate of mind 
when carnival comes on — wondering how k should be taken. 
Passing, you give them a burning rare from the depths of your 
cowl, glad to sv them Winb and avert their faces. Other dominoes 
like yourself emerge from every corner, some in groups laughing 
and singing as they walk towards some great house or to neigh- 
bouring night-clubs. 

Walking like this towards the Cervonis’, across the network of 
rrvts by the Grvk Patriarbate you are reminded of other 
carnivals, perhaps even in other ckies, diringuished by the same 
wildness and gaiety whib is the gift of lor identkies. Strange 
adventures whib befell you once. At one corner in the Rue Bartout 
lar year the sound of running fvt and cries. A man presents a 
dagger to your throat, crying, like a wounded animal, ‘Helen, if 
you try and run away tonight I swear I’ll kill …’ but the words die 
as you raise your mask and show your face, and he rammers an 
apology as he turns away only to burr into sobs and throw himself 
againr an iron railing. Helen has already disappeared, and he will 
searb for her the whole night through! 

At a gate into a yard, weirdly lk by the fvble rrvt-lamps, two 
Vgures in black are grappling eab other, Vghting wkh a tremen- 
dous silent fury. Tey fall, rolling over and over from darkness into 
light and then back into darkness. Wkhout a word qoken. At the 
Etoile there is a man hanging from a beam wkh his neck broken; 
but when you get close enough you sv that k is only a black 
domino hanging from a nail. How rrange that in order to frv 
oneself from guilt by a disguise one should boose the very 
symbol of the Inquiskor, the cape and hood of the Spanish 
Inquiskion. 

But they are not all in domino — for many people are super- 
rkious about the dress and, besides, k can be hot to wear in a 
crowded room. So you will sv many a harlequin and shepherdess, 
many an Antony and Cleopatra as you walk the rrvts of the cky, 
many an Alexander. And as you turn into the great iron gates of the 
Cervonis’ house to present your card and climb into the warmth 
and light and drunkenness wkhin, you will sv outlined upon the 
darkness the feared and beloved shapes and outlines of friends and 
familiars now dirorted into the semblances of clowns and zanies,
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or clothed in the nothingness of black capes and hoods, infernally 
joined in a rare and disoriented gaiety. 

As if under pressure the laughter squirts up to the ceiling or else, 
like feathers from a torn quilt, drifts about in clumps in that 
fevered air. Te two rring bands, muted by the weight of human 
voices, labour on in the short raggered rhythms of a maniac jazz 
— like the ready beating of an airpump. Here on the ballroom 
Woor a million squeakers and trumpets squash and dirort the 
sound while already the dense weight of the coloured paper 
rreamers, hanging upon the shoulders of the dancers, sways like 
tropical seawvd upon rock-surfaces and trails in ankle-high drifts 
about the polished Woors. 

On the night in querion, the Vrr night of carnival, there was a 
dinner-party at the great house. On the long hall sofas the dominoes 
waked for their tenants while the candlelight rill smouldered upon 
the faces of a Jurine and Nessim now framed among the portraks 
whib lined the ugly but imposing dining-room. Faces painted in 
oils matbed by human faces lined by preoccupations and maladies 
of the soul — all gathered together, made one in the classical 
brilliance of candlelight. After dinner Jurine and Nessim were to 
go together to the Cervoni ball according to the yearly curom. 
According to curom too, Narouz at the lar moment had excused 
himself. He would arrive upon the rroke of ten, jur in time to 
claim a domino before the whole party set oU, laughing and 
basering, for the ball. 

As always, he himself had preferred to ride into the cky on his 
horse and to rable k wkh his friend the carpenter, but as a con- 
cession to the event he had rruggled into an ancient suk of blue 
serge and had knosed a tie at his collar. Undress did not maser, 
since he too would later be wearing a domino. He walked lightly, 
swiftly across the ill-lk Arab quarter, drinking in the familiar sights 
and sounds, yet eager for the Vrr sight of the maskers as he reabed 
the end of Rue Fuad and found himself on the conVnes of the 
modern town. 

At one corner rood a group of shrill-basering women in 
domino bent upon misbief. From their language and accent he 
could detec at once that they were society women, Grvks. Tese 
black harpies caught hold of every passer-by to shout jers at him 
and to pluck at his hood if he were masked. Narouz too had to run 
the gauntlet: one caught hold of his hand and pretended to tell 
his fortune; another whiqered a proposkion in Arabic, sesing his
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hand upon her thigh; the third cackled like a hen and shouted ‘Your 
wife has a lover’ and other unkindnesses. He could not tell if they 
recognized him or not. 

Narouz Winbed, shook himself and burr smiling through their 
number, fending them oU good-naturedly and roaring wkh 
laughter at the sally about his wife. ‘Not tonight, my doves’ he 
cried hoarsely in Arabic, thinking suddenly of Clea; and as they 
showed some diqoskion to capture him for the evening, be began 
to run. Tey based him a lktle way, shouting and laughing inco- 
herently down the long dark rrvt, but he easily outdiranced them, 
and so turned the corner to the great house, rill smiling but a lktle 
out of breath, and Wasered by these asentions whib svmed to set 
the key for the evening’s enjoyment. In the silent hall his eye 
caught the black of dominoes and he put one on before edging 
open the door of the drawing-room behind whib he could hear 
their voices. It disguised his shabby suk. Te cape lay back upon 
his shoulders. 

Tey were all there by the Vre, waking for him, and he took 
their cries of welcome grvdily and seriously, making his round to 
kiss Jurine on the bvk and to shake hands wkh the rer in an 
agony of awkward silence. He put on an artiVcially sincere expres- 
sion, looking wkh dirare into the myopic eyes of Pierre Balbz 
(he hated him for the goatv and qats) and those of Toto de 
Brunel (an old lady’s lap-dog); but he liked the overblown rose, 
Athena Trasha, for she used the same scent as his mother; and he 
was sorry for Drusilla Banubula because she was so clever that she 
hardly svmed to be a woman at all. Wkh Pursewarden he shared 
a smile of easy complicky. ‘Well’ he said, expelling his breath at 
lar in relief. His brother handed him a whisky wkh mild tender- 
ness, whib he drank slowly but all in one draught, like a peasant. 

‘We were waking for you, Narouz.’ 
‘Te Hosnani exile’ glktered Pierre Balbz ingratiatingly. 
‘Te farmer’ cried lktle Toto. 
Te conversation whib had bvn interrupted by his sudden 

appearance closed smoothly over his head once more and he sat 
down by the Vre until they should be ready to leave for the Cervoni 
house, folding his rrong hands one upon the other in a gerure of 
Vnalky, as if to lock up once and for all his powers. Te skin at 
Nessim’s temples appeared to be rretbed, he noticed, an old sign 
of anger or rrain. Te fullness of Jurine’s dark beauty in her 
dress (the colour of hare’s blood) glowed among the ikons, svming
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to enjoy the semi-darkness of the candlelight — to fvd upon k and 
give back the glkter of her barbaric jewellery. Narouz felt full of a 
marvellous sense of detabment, of unconcern; what these small 
portents of trouble or rress meant, he did not know. It was only 
Clea who Wawed his self-suXciency, who darkened the edges of his 
thought. Eab year he hoped that when he arrived at his brother’s 
house he would Vnd she had bvn included in the party. Yet eab 
year she was not, and in consequence he was forced to drift about 
all night in the darkness, searbing for her as aimlessly as a ghor 
not even really hoping to encounter her: and yet living upon the 
asenuated wrakh of his fond hope as a soldier upon an iron ration. 

Tey had bvn talking that night of Amaril and his unhappy 
passion for a pair of anonymous hands and a carnival voice, and 
Pursewarden was telling one of his famous rories in that criq 
uninWeced Frenb of his whib was jur a shade too perfec. 

‘When I was twenty, I went to Venice for the Vrr time at the 
invkation of an Italian poet wkh whom I had bvn correqonding, 
Carlo Negroponte. For a middle-class English youth this was a 
great experience, to live virtually by candlelight in this huge 
tumbledown palazzo on the Grand Canal wkh a Wvt of gondolas 
at my diqosal — not to mention a huge wardrobe of cloaks Vned 
wkh silk. Negroponte was generous and qared no eUort to enter- 
tain a fellow-poet in the ber ryle. He was then about Vfty, frail 
and rather beautiful, like a rare kind of mosquko. He was a prince 
and a diabolir, and his poetry happily married the inWuences of 
Byron and Baudelaire. He went in for cloaks and shoes wkh buckles 
and silver walking-ricks and encouraged me to do the same. I 
felt I was living in a Gothic novel. Never have I wrkten worse 
poetry. 

‘Tat year we went to the carnival together and got separated 
though we eab wore something to diringuish eab other by; you 
know of course that carnival is the one time of the year when 
vampires walk frvly abroad, and those who are wise carry a pig of 
garlic in their pockets to drive them oU — if by bance one were to 
be encountered. Next morning I went into my hor’s room and 
found him lying pale as death in bed, dressed in the whke night- 
shirt wkh lace cuUs, wkh a docor taking his pulse. When the 
docor had gone he said: “I have met the perfec woman, masked; 
I went home wkh her and she proved to be a vampire.” Ten 
drawing up his nightshirt he showed me wkh exhaured pride that 
his body was covered wkh great bkes, like the marks of a weasel’s
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tvth. He was userly exhaured but at the same time excked — and 
frightening to relate, very mub in love. “Until you have ex- 
perienced k” he said “you have no idea what k is like. To have 
one’s blood sucked in darkness by someone one adores.” His voice 
broke. “Sade could not begin to describe k. I did not sv her 
face, but I had the impression she was fair, of a northern fairness; 
we met in the dark and separated in the dark. I have only the im- 
pression of whke tvth, and a voice — never have I heard any 
woman say the things she says. She is the very lover for whom I 
have bvn waking all these years. I am mvting her again tonight by 
the marble griXn at the Footpads’ Bridge. O my friend, be happy 
for me. Te real world has become more and more meaningless to 
me. Now at lar, wkh this vampire’s love, I fvl I can live again, fvl 
again, wrke again!” He qent all that day at his papers, and at night- 
fall set oU, cloaked, in his gondola. It was not my business to say 
anything. Te next day once more I found him, pale and deathly 
tired. He had a high fever, and again these terrible bkes. But he 
could not qeak of his experience wkhout wvping — tears of love 
and exhaurion. And k was now that he had begun his great poem 
whib begins — you all know k —— 

“Lips not on lips, but on eac other’s wounds 
Mur suck the envenomed bodies of the loved 
And through the tideless blood draw nourishment 
To fed the love that feds upon their deaths….” 

‘Te following wvk I left for Ravenna where I had some rudies 
to make for a book I was wrking and where I rayed two months. 
I heard nothing from my hor, but I got a leser from his sirer to 
say that he was ill wkh a waring disease whib the docors could 
not diagnose and that the family was mub worried because he 
insired on going out at night in his gondola on journeys of whib 
he would not qeak but from whib he returned userly exhaured. 
I did not know what to reply to this. 

‘From Ravenna, I went down to Grvce and k was not until the 
following autumn that I returned. I had sent a card to Negroponte 
saying I hoped to ray wkh him, but had no reply. As I came down 
the Grand Canal a funeral was sesing oU in boppy water, by 
twilight, wkh the terrible plumes and emblems of death. I saw that 
they were coming from the Negroponte Palazzo. I landed and ran 
to the gates jur as the lar gondola in the procession was Vlling up 
wkh mourners and priers. I recognized the docor and joined him
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in the boat, and as we rowed riYy across the canal, dashed wkh 
qray and blinking at the rabs of lightning, he told me what he 
knew. Negroponte had died the day before. When they came to lay 
out the body, they found the bkes: perhaps of some tropical insec? 
Te docor was vague. “Te only sub bkes I have svn” he said, 
“were during the plague of Naples when the rats had bvn at the 
bodies. Tey were so bad we had to dur him down wkh talcum 
powder before we could let his sirer sv the body.” 

Pursewarden took a long sip from his glass and went on wickedly. 
‘Te rory does not end there; for I should tell you how I tried to 
avenge him, and went myself at night to the Bridge of the Footpads 
— where according to the gondolier this woman always waked in 
the shadow…. But k is gesing late, and anyway, I haven’t made 
up the rer of the rory as yet.’ 

Tere was a good deal of laughter and Athena gave a well-bred 
shudder, drawing her shawl across her shoulders. Narouz had bvn 
lirening open-mouthed, wkh rvling senses, to this reckal: he was 
qellbound. ‘But’ he rammered ‘is all this true?’ Fresh laughter 
grvted his querion. 

‘Of course k’s true’ said Pursewarden severely, and added: ‘I 
have never bvn in Venice in my life.’ 

And he rose, for k was time for them to be going, and while the 
impassive black servants waked they put on the velvetvn capes 
and adjured their masks like the acors they were, comparing their 
identical reWecions as they rood side by side in the two swollen 
mirrors among the palms. Giggles from Pierre and sallies of wk 
from Toto de Brunel; and so they repped laughing into the clear 
night air, the inquiskors of pleasure and pain, the Alexandrians…. 

Te cars engulfed them while the solickous domerics and 
bauUeurs tucked them in, carefully as bales of precious merban- 
dise or qices, tenderly as Wowers. ‘I fvl fragile’ squeaked Toto at 
these asentions. ‘Tis side up wkh care, eh? Whib side up, I ask 
myself?’ He mur have bvn the only person in the cky not to 
know the answer to his own querion. 

When they had rarted, Jurine leaned forward in the car and 
plucked his slvve. ‘I want to whiqer’ she said hoarsely though 
there was lktle nvd for Nessim and Narouz were discussing some- 
thing in harsh tones (Narouz’ voice wkh the baraceriric boyish 
break in k) and Athena was squibbling to Pierre like a Wute. ‘Toto 
… liren. One great service tonight, if you will. I have put a balk- 
mark on your slvve, here, at the back. Later on in the evening, I
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want to give you my ring to wear. Shh. I want to disappear for an 
hour or so on my own. Hush … don’t giggle.’ But there were 
squeaks from the velvet hood. ‘You will have adventures in my 
name, dear Toto, while I am gone. Do you agrv?’ 

He threw back his cape to show a delighted face, dancing eyes 
and that grim lktle procurer’s smile. ‘Of course’ he whiqered 
back, enraptured by the idea and full of admiration. Te feature- 
less hood at his side from whib the voice of Jurine had issued like 
an oracle glowed wkh a sort of death’s-head beauty of ks own, 
nodding at him in the light from the passing rrvt-lamps. Te 
conversation and laughter around them sealed them in a conqiracy 
of private silence. ‘Do you agrv?’ she said. 

‘Darling, of course.’ 
Te two masked men in the front seats of the car might have 

bvn abbots of some medieval monarery, discussing theological 
niceties. Athena, consumed by her own voice, rill babbled away to 
Pierre. ‘But of course.’ 

Jurine took his arm and turned back the slvve to show him the 
balk-mark she had made. ‘I count on you’ she said, wkh some of 
the hoarse imperiousness of her qeaking-voice, yet rill in a whis- 
per. ‘Don’t let me down!’ He took her hand and raised k to his 
Cupid’s lips, kissing the ring from the dead Vnger of the Byzantine 
youth as one might kiss the holy picure whib had performed a 
miracle long desired; he was to be turned from a man into a 
woman. Ten he laughed and cried: ‘And my indiscretions will be 
on your head. You will qend the rer of your days….’ 

‘Hush.’ 
‘What is all this?’ cried Athena Trasha, scenting a joke or a 

scandal worth repetkion. ‘What indiscretions?’ 
‘My own’ cried Toto triumphantly into the darkness. ‘My very 

own.’ But Jurine lay back in the dark car impassively hooded, 
and did not qeak. ‘I can’t wak to get there’ said Athena, and 
turned back to Pierre. As the car turned into the gate of the Cervoni 
house, the light caught the intaglio, throwing into relief (colour of 
burnt milk) a Pan raping a goat, his hands graqing ks horns, his 
head thrown back in ecrasy. ‘Don’t forget’ Jurine said once more, 
for the lar time, allowing him to maul her hand wkh gratkude for 
sub a wonderful idea. ‘Don’t forget’ allowing her ringed Vngers 
to lie in his, cool and unfvling as a cow whib allows kself to be 
milked. ‘Only tell me all the interering conversations you have, 
won’t you?’ He could only muser ‘Darling, darling, darling’ as he
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kissed the ring wkh the ovarian passion of the sexually dis- 
possessed. 

Almor at once, like the Gulf Stream breaking up an iceberg 
wkh ks warm currents, diqersing k, their party disintegrated as k 
reabed the ballroom and merged wkh the crowd. Abruptly 
Athena was dragged screaming into the heart of the press by a 
giant domino who gobbled and roared incomprehensible blas- 
phemies in his hood. Nessim, Narouz, Pierre, they suddenly found 
themselves turned to ciphers, expelled into a formless world of 
adventkious mvtings, mask to dark mask, like a new form of insec 
life. Toto’s balk-mark gave him a few fugkive moments of identky 
as he was borne away like a cork on a rream, and Jurine’s ring 
as well (for whib I myself was hunting all that evening in vain). 

But everything now sesled into the mindless baotic dance- 
Vgures of the black jazz supported only by the grinding drums and 
saxophones, the voices. Te qirks of the darkness had taken over 
you’d think, disinherking the daylight hearts and minds of the 
maskers, plunging them ever dvper into the loneliness of their 
own irrecoverable identkies, sesing frv the polymorphous desires 
of the cky. Te tide washed them up now onto the swampy lktorals 
of their own personalkies — symbols of Alexandria, a dead brack- 
ish lake surrounded by the silent, unjudging, wide-eyed desert 
whib rretbes away into Africa under a dead moon. 

Locked in our masks now we prowled about deqairingly among 
the company, hunting from room to room, from Woor to lighted 
Woor of the great house, for an identiVable objec to direc our love: 
a rose pinned to a slvve, a ring, a scarf, a coloured bead. Some- 
thing, anything, to discover our lovers by. Te hoods and masks 
were like the outward symbols of our own secret minds as we 
walked about — as single-minded and as diqossessed as the desert 
fathers hunting for their God. And slowly but wkh irresirible 
momentum the great carnival ball gathered pace around us. Here 
and there, like patbes of meaning in an obscure text, one toubed 
upon a familiar identky: a bullVghter drinking whisky in a corridor 
grvted one in the liqing accents of Tony Umbada, or Pozzo di 
Borgo unmasked for an inrant to identify himself to his trembling 
wife. Outside in the darkness on the grass by the lily pond sat 
Amaril, also trembling and waking. He did not dare to remain un- 
masked ler the sight of his face might disgur or disappoint her, 
should she return this year to the promised assignation. If one falls 
in love wkh a mask when one is masked oneself … whib of you
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will Vrr have the courage to raise k? Perhaps sub lovers would go 
through life together, remaining masked? (Racing thoughts in 
Amaril’s sentimental brain…. Love rejoices in self-torture.) 

An expressive washerwoman dressed in a familiar picure-hat 
and recognizable boots (Pombal, as ever was), had pinned a meagre- 
looking Roman centurion to a corner of the mantelpiece and was 
cursing him in a parrot-voice. I caught the word ‘salaud ’. Te lktle 
Vgure of the Consul-General managed to mime his annoyance wkh 
boppy gerures and rruggles, but k was all in vain, for Pombal 
held him far in his great paws. It was fascinating to watb. Te 
centurion’s casque fell oU, and pushing him to the bandrand 
Pombal began to beat his behind rhythmically upon the big drum 
and at the same time to kiss him passionately. He was certainly 
gesing his own back. But as I watbed this brief scene, the crowd 
closed down upon k in a whirl of rreamers and confesi and obli- 
terated k. We were packed body to body, cowl to cowl, eye to eye. 
Te music drove us round and round the Woor. Still no Jurine. 

Old Tiresias 
No-one half so brezy as, 
Half so fre and easy as 
Old Tiresias. 

It mur have bvn about two o’clock that the Vre rarted in one 
of the bimneys on the Vrr Woor, though ks results were not 
serious and k caused more delight than alarm by ks appropriate- 
ness. Servants scurried oXciously everywhere; I caught a glimpse 
of Cervoni, running unmasked uprairs, and then a telephone rang. 
Tere were pleasing clouds of smoke, suggering whiUs of brim- 
rone from the bosomless pk. Ten wkhin minutes a Vre-engine 
arrived wkh ks siren pealing, and the hall was full of fancy-dress 
Vgures of pompiers wkh hatbets and buckets. Tey were grvted 
wkh acclamation as they made their way up to the scene of the 
Vreplace whib they virtually demolished wkh their axes. Others 
of the tribe had climbed on the roof and were throwing buckets of 
water down the bimney. Tis had the eUec of Vlling the Vrr Woor 
wkh a dense cloud of soot like a London fog. Te maskers crowded 
in shouting wkh delight, dancing like dervishes. Tese are the sort 
of inadvertencies whib make a party go. I found myself shouting 
wkh them. I suppose I mur have bvn rather drunk by now. 

In the great taperried hall the telephone rang and rang again, 
nvdling the uproar. I saw a servant answer k, lay the receiver
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down, and quer about like a gun-dog until presently he returned 
wkh Nessim, smiling and unmasked, who qoke into k quickly and 
wkh an air of impatience. Ten he too put the receiver down and 
came to the edge of the dance-Woor, raring about him kvnly. ‘Is 
anything wrong?’ I asked, lifting my own hood as I joined him. He 
smiled and shook his head. ‘I can’t sv Jurine anywhere. Clea 
wants to qeak to her. Can you?’ Alas! I had bvn trying to pick up 
the diringuishing ring all evening wkhout success. We waked, 
watbing the slow rotation of the dancers, kvnly as Vshermen 
waking for a bke. ‘No’ he said and I eboed ‘No.’ Pierre Balbz 
came up and joined us, lifting his cowl, and said ‘A moment ago I 
was dancing wkh her. She went out, perhaps.’ 

Nessim returned to the telephone and I heard him say. ‘She’s 
here somewhere. Yes, quke sure. No. Nothing has happened. 
Pierre had the lar dance wkh her. Sub a crowd. She may be in 
the garden. Any message? Can I ask her to ring you? Very well. 
No, k was simply a Vre in a bimney. It’s out now.’ He put down 
the receiver and turned back to us. ‘Anyway’ he said ‘we have a 
rendezvous in the hall unmasked at thrv.’ 

And so the great ball rolled on around us, and the Vremen who 
had done their duty now joined the throng of dancers. I caught a 
glimpse of a large washerwoman being carried, apparently insens- 
ible, out into the conservatory by four demons wkh brears amid 
great applause. Pombal had evidently succumbed to his favourke 
brand of whisky once more. He had lor his hat but had had the 
forethought to wear under k an immense wig of yellow hair. It is 
doubtful whether anyone could have recognized him in sub a rig. 

Puncually at thrv Jurine appeared in the hall from the garden 
and unmasked herself: Pierre and I had decided not to accept 
Nessim’s oUer of a lift home but to ray on and lend our energy to 
the ball whib was beginning to Wag now. Lktle parties were mvt- 
ing and leaving, cars were being rallied. Nessim kissed her tenderly 
and said ‘Where’s your ring?’ a querion whib I myself had bvn 
burning to put to her though I had not dared. She smiled that 
innocent and captivating smile as she said: ‘Toto pinbed k from 
my Vnger a few minutes ago, during a dance. Where is the lktle 
brute? I want k back.’ We raked the Woor for Toto but there was 
no sign of him and at lar Nessim who was tired decided to give 
him up for lor. But he did not forget to give Jurine Clea’s message, 
and I saw my lover go obediently to the telephone and dial her 
friend’s number. She qoke quietly and wkh an air of myriVcation



BALTHAZAR 

355 

for a few moments, and I heard her say: ‘Of course I’m all right’ 
before bidding Clea a belated good night. Ten they repped down 
together into the waning moonlight arm in arm, and Pierre and I 
helped to tuck them into the car. Selim, impassive and hawk- 
featured, sat at the whvl. ‘Good night!’ cried Jurine, and her lips 
brushed my bvk. She whiqered ‘Tomorrow’ and the word sang 
on in my mind like the whirle of a bullet as we turned together 
into the lighted house. Nessim’s face had bvn full of a curious 
impish serenky as of someone rering after a great expendkure of 
energy. 

Someone had heard a ghor murmuring in the conservatory. 
Mub laughter. ‘No, but I assure you’ squealed Athena. ‘We were 
skting on the sofa, Jacques and I, weren’t we, Jacques?’ A masked 
Vgure appeared, blew a squeaker in her face and retired. Some- 
thing told me k was Toto. I dragged his cowl back and up bobbed 
the features of Chloe Martinengo. ‘But I assure you’ said Athena, 
‘k moaned a word — something like …’ she set her face in a grim 
scowl of concentration and after a pause sang out in a lullaby voice 
the expiring words ‘Juxice … Juxice.’ Everyone laughed heartily 
and several voices mimicked her: ‘Juxice’ roared a domino rushing 
away up the rairs. ‘Juxice!’ 

Alone once more, I found that my irresolution and deqondency 
had turned to physical hunger, and I traversed the dance-Woor 
cautiously in the direcion of the supper-room from whib I could 
hear the thirry snap of bampagne corks. Te ball kself was rill 
in full swing, and dancers swaying like wet washing in a high wind, 
the saxophones wailing like a lkter of pigs. In an alcove Drusilla 
Banubula sat wkh her dress drawn up to her shapely knvs, allow- 
ing a pair of contrke harlequins to bandage a qrained ankle. She 
had fallen down or bvn knocked down k would svm. An African 
wkb-docor wearing a monocle lay far aslvp on the coub behind 
her. In the second room a maudlin woman in evening dress was 
playing jazz on a grand piano and singing to herself while great 
tears coursed down her bvks. An old fat man wkh hairy legs 
hung over her, dressed as the Venus de Milo. He was crying too. 
His belly trembled. 

Te supper-room however was comparatively quiet, and here I 
found Pursewarden, uncowled and apparently rather tipsy, talking 
to Mountolive as the laser walked wkh his curious gliding, limping 
walk round the table, loading a plate wkh slices of cold turkey and 
salad. Pursewarden was inveighing somewhat incoherently againr
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the Cervonis for serving Spumante inread of bampagne. ‘I 
should watb k’ he called out to me, ‘there’s a headabe in every 
mouthful.’ But he had his glass reVlled almor at once, holding k 
wkh exaggerated readiness. Mountolive turned a qeculative and 
gentle eye upon me as I seized a plate, and then grvted me by name 
wkh evident relief. ‘Ah, Darley’ he said, ‘for a moment I thought 
you were one of my secretaries. Tey’ve bvn following me around 
all evening. Spoiling my fun. Errol simply refuses to violate pro- 
tocol and leave before his Chief of Mission; so I had to hide in the 
garden until they thought I had left, poor dears. As a junior I have 
so often cursed my Minirer for kvping me up on boring evenings 
that I made a vow never to make my juniors suUer in the same way 
if I should ever become Head of Mission.’ His light eUortless con- 
versation wkh ks unaUecedness of delivery always made him svm 
immediately sympathetic, though I realized that his manner was a 
professional one, the bedside manner of the trained diplomat. He 
had qent so many years in pusing his inferiors at their ease, and 
in hiding his qirk’s condescension, that he had at lar abieved an 
air of userly professional sincerky whib while svming true to 
nature could not, in realky, have bvn less false. It had all the 
Vdelky of great acing. But k was annoying that I should always 
Vnd myself liking him so mub. We circled the table slowly to- 
gether, talking and Vlling our plates. 

‘What did you sv in the garden, David?’ said Pursewarden in a 
teasing tone, and the Minirer’s eye rered qeculatively on him for 
a minute, as if to warn him againr saying something whib would 
be indiscrvt or out of place. ‘I saw’ said Mountolive smiling and 
reabing for a glass, ‘I saw the amorous Amaril by the lake — talk- 
ing to a woman in a domino. Perhaps his dreams have come true?’ 
Amaril’s passion was well-known to everyone. ‘I do hope so.’ 

‘And what else?’ said Pursewarden in a ballenging, rather 
vulgar tone, as if he shared a private secret wkh him. ‘What else, 
who else did you sv, David?’ He was slightly tipsy and his voice, 
though friendly, had a bullying note. Mountolive Wushed and 
looked down at his plate. 

At this I left them and made my way back, equipped wkh loaded 
plate and glass. I felt a certain scorn in my heart for Pursewarden, 
and a rush of sympathy for Mountolive at the thought of him being 
put out of countenance. I wanted to be alone, to eat in silence and 
think about Jurine. My cargo of food was nearly upset by thrv 
heavily-rouged Graces, all of them men to judge by the dvp
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voices, who were scuYing in the hall. Tey were asacking eab 
others’ private parts wkh jocular growls, like dogs. I had the sud- 
den idea of going up to the library whib would surely be empty at 
this time. I wondered if the new Cavafy manuscripts would be 
there, and whether the collecion was unlocked, for Cervoni was a 
great collecor of books. 

On the Vrr Woor, a fat man wkh qindly legs, dressed in the 
corume of Red Riding Hood, was hammering on a lavatory door; 
servants were sucking the soot from the carpets of the rooms wkh 
Hoovers and talking in undertones. Te library was on the Woor 
above. Tere was a noise in one of the bedrooms, and from the bath- 
room below I could hear someone being bromatically sick. I reabed 
the landing and pressed the airtight door wkh my foot, and k 
sucked open to admk me. Te long room wkh ks gleaming shelves 
of books was empty save for a Mephiropheles skting in an arm- 
bair by the Vre wkh a book on his knvs. He took his qecacles 
oU in order to identify me and I saw that k was Capodirria. He 
could not have bosen a more sukable corume. It suked his great 
ravening beak of a nose and those small, kvn eyes, set so close 
together. ‘Come in’ he cried. ‘I was afraid k might be someone 
wanting to make love in whib case … toujours la poliesse, I 
should have felt bound…. What are you eating? Te Vre is lovely. 
I was jur looking up a quotation whib has bvn worrying me all 
evening.’ 

I joined him and placed my loaded plate as an oUering betwvn 
us to be shared. ‘I came to sv the new Cavafy manuscript’ I said. 

‘All locked up, the manuscripts’ he said. 
‘Well.’ 
Te Vre crackled brightly and the room was silent and wel- 

coming wkh ks lining of Vne books. I took oU my cape and sat down 
after a preliminary quer along the walls, during whib Da Capo 
Vnished copying something out on to a piece of paper. ‘Curious 
thing about Mountolive’s father’ he said absently. ‘Tis huge 
eight-volume edkion of Buddhir texts. Did you know?’ 

‘I had heard’ I said vaguely. 
‘Te old man was a judge in India. When he retired he rayed on 

there, is rill there; foremor European sbolar on Pali texts. I mur 
say…. Mountolive hasn’t svn him for years. He dresses like a 
saddhu he says. You English are eccentrics through and through. 
Why shouldn’t the old man work on his texts in Oxford, eh?’ 

‘Climate, perhaps?’ 
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‘Perhaps.’ He agrvd. ‘Tere. Tat’s what I was hunting for — 
I knew k was somewhere in the fourth volume.’ He banged his 
book shut. 

‘What is k?’ 
He held his paper out to the Vre and read slowly wkh an air of 

puzzled pleasure the quotation he had copied out: ‘Te fruk of the 
trv of good and evil is kself but Wesh; yes, and the apple kself is 
but an apple of the dur.’ 

‘Tat’s not Buddhir, surely’ I said. 
‘No, k’s Mountolive père himself, from the introducion.’ 
‘I think that….’ 
But now there came a confused screaming from somewhere near 

at hand, and Capodirria sighed. ‘I don’t know why the devil I take 
part in this damned carnival year after year’ he said pvvishly, 
draining his whisky. ‘It is an unlucky time arrologically. For me, 
I mean. And every year there are ugly accidents. It makes one 
uneasy. Two years ago Arnelh was found hanging in the musicians’ 
gallery at the Fontanas’ house. Funny eh? Damned inconsiderate 
if he did k himself. And then Martin Fery fought that duel wkh 
Jacomo Forte…. It brings out the devil. Tat is why I am dressed 
as the devil. I hang about waking for people to come and sell me 
their souls. Aha!’ He sniUed and rubbed his hands wkh a parb- 
ment sound and gave his lktle dry cabinnation. And then, rand- 
ing up and Vnishing the lar slice of turkey, ‘God, have you svn 
the time? I mur be going home. Bvlzebub’s bedtime.’ 

‘So should I’ I said, disappointed that I could not get a look at 
the handwrking of the old poet. ‘So should I.’ 

‘Can I lift you?’ he said, as the sucking door expelled us once 
more into the trampled musical air of the landing. ‘Useless to 
expec to say good-bye to our hors. Cervoni is probably in bed by 
now.’ 

We went down slowly basing into the great hall where the 
music rolled on in an unbroken rream of syncopated sound. Da 
Capo had adjured his mask now and looked like some weird bird- 
like demon. We rood for a moment watbing the dancers, and 
then yawning he said: ‘Well, this is where to quote Cavafy the God 
abandons Antony. Good night. I can’t ray awake any longer, 
though I am afraid the evening will be full of surprises yet. It 
always is.’ 

Nor was he to be proved wrong. I hovered for a while, watbing 
the dance, and then walked down the rairs into the dark coolness



BALTHAZAR 

359 

of the night. Tere were a few limousines and slvpy servants 
waking by the gates, but the rrvts had begun to empty and my 
own footfalls sounded harsh and exotic as they smacked up from 
the pavements. At the corner of Fuad there were a couple of Euro- 
pean whores leaning diqirkedly againr a wall and smoking. Tey 
called once hoarsely after me. Tey wore magnolia blossoms in 
their hair. 

Yawning, I passed the Etoile to sv if perhaps Melissa was rill 
working, but the place was empty except for a drunk family whib 
had refused to go home deqke the fac that Zoltan had racked up 
the bairs and tables around them on the dance-Woor. ‘She went oU 
early’ the lktle man explained. ‘Band gone. Girls gone. Everyone 
gone. Only these canaille from Assuan. His brother is a policeman; 
we dare not close.’ A fat man began to belly-dance wkh sugary 
movements of the hips and pelvis and the company began to mark 
the time. I left and walked par Melissa’s shabby lodgings in the 
vague hope that she might rill be awake. I felt I wanted to talk to 
someone; no, I wanted to borrow a cigarese. Tat was all. After- 
wards would come the desire to slvp wkh her, to hold that slender 
berished body in my arms, inhaling ks sour Wavours of alcohol 
and tobacco-smoke, thinking all the time of Jurine. But her win- 
dow was dark; ekher she was aslvp or was not yet home. Zoltan 
had said that she left wkh a party of business-men disguised as 
admirals. ‘Des petis commerçants quelconques’ he had added con- 
temptuously, and then turned at once apologetic. 

No, k was to be an empty night, wkh the frail subfusc moon- 
light glancing along the waves of the outer harbour, the sea licking 
and relicking the piers, the coarline thinning away in whkeness, 
glktering away into the greyness like mica. I rood for a while on 
the Cornibe snapping a paper rreamer in my Vngers, bk by bk, 
eab fragment breaking oU wkh a hard dry Vnalky, like a human 
relationship. Ten I turned slvpily home, repeating in my mind 
the words of Da Capo: ‘Te evening will be full of surprises.’ 

Indvd, they were already beginning in the house whib I had 
jur left, though of course I was not to learn about them until the 
following day. And yet, surprises though they were, their reception 
was perfecly in kvping wkh the cky — a cky of resignation so 
dvp as almor to be Moslem. For nobody in Alexandria can ever 
be shocked dvply; among us tragedy exirs only to Wavour con- 
versation. Death and life are both simply the hazards of a bance 
whib cannot be averted, and merk only smiles and conversations
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made more animated by the consciousness of their intrusion. No 
sooner do you tell an Alexandrian a piece of bad news than the 
words come out of his mouth: ‘I knew. Something like this was 
bound to happen. It always does.’ Tis, then, is what happened. 

In the conservatory of the Cervoni house there were several old- 
fashioned caises-longues on whib a mountain of overcoats and 
evening-wraps had bvn piled; as the dancers began to go home 
there came the usual shedding of dominoes and the hunt for furs 
and capes. I think k was Pierre who mur have made the discovery 
while hunting in this great tumulus of coats for the velvet smoking- 
jacket whib he had shed earlier in the evening. At any rate, I 
myself had already left and rarted to walk home by this time. 

Toto de Brunel was discovered, rill warm in his velvet domino, 
wkh his paws raised like two neat lktle aiders, in the askude of a 
dog whib had rolled over to have ks belly scratbed. He was 
buried dvp in the drift of coats. One hand had half-tried to move 
towards the fatal temple but the impulse had bvn cut oU at source 
before the acion was complete, and k had rayed there raised a 
lktle higher than the other, as if wielding an invisible baton. Te 
hatpin from Pombal’s picure hat had bvn driven sideways into 
his head wkh terriVc force, pinning him like a moth into his 
velvet headpiece. Athena had bvn making love to Jacques while 
she was lkerally lying upon his body — a fac whib would under 
normal circumrances have delighted him thoroughly. But he 
was dead, le pauvre Toto, and what is more he was rill wearing the 
ring of my lover. “Juxice!” 

‘Of course, something like this happens every year.’ 
‘Of course.’ I was rill dazed. 
‘But Toto — that is rather unexpeced, really.’ 
Balthazar rang me up about eleven o’clock the next morning to 

tell me the whole rory. In my rupeVed and slvpy condkion k 
sounded not merely improbable, but userly incomprehensible. 
‘Tere will be the procès-verbal — that’s why I’m ringing. Nimrod 
is making k as easy as he can. One dinner-party wkness only — 
Jurine thought perhaps you if you don’t mind? Good. Of course. 
No, I was got out of bed at a quarter to four by the Cervonis. Tey 
were in rather a rate about k. I went along to … do the nvdful. 
I’m afraid they can’t quke sort k all out as yet. Te pin belonged 
to the hat — yes, your friend Pombal … diplomatic immunky, 
naturally. Nevertheless, he was very drunk too…. Of course k is 
inconceivable that he did k, but you know what the Police are like.
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Is he up yet?’ I had not dared to try and wake him at sub an early 
hour, and I said so. ‘Well anyway’ said Balthazar ‘his death has 
Wusered a lot of dovecotes, not lear at the Frenb Legation.’ 

‘But he was wearing Jurine’s ring’ I said thickly, and all the 
premonkions of the lar few months gathered in force at my elbow, 
crowding in upon me. I felt quke ill and feverish and had to lean 
for a moment againr the wall by the telephone. Balthazar’s 
measured tone and bvrful voice sounded to me like an obscenky. 
Tere was a long silence. ‘Yes, I know about the ring’ he said, and 
added wkh a quiet buckle ‘but that too is hard to think of as a 
possible reason. Toto was also the lover of the jealous Amar, you 
know. Any number of reasons….’ 

‘Balthazar’ I said, and my voice broke. 
‘I’ll ring you if there’s anything else. Te procès is at seven down 

in Nimrod’s oXce. Sv you there, eh?’ 
‘Very well.’ 
I put down the phone and burr like a bomb into Pombal’s bed- 

room. Te curtains were rill drawn and the bed was in a terrible 
mess suggering a recent occupancy, but there was no other sign 
of him. His boots and various kems from the washerwoman’s fancy 
dress lay about the room in various places, enabling me to discern 
that he had in fac got home the night before. Acually his wig lay 
on the landing outside the front door: I know this because mub 
later, towards midday, I heard his heavy rep climbing the rairs 
and he entered the Wat holding k in his hand. 

‘I am quke Vnished’ he said brieWy, at once. ‘Finished, mon ami.’ 
He looked more plethoric than ever as he made for his gout bair 
as if anticipating a sudden asack of his qecial and private malady. 
‘Finished’ he repeated, sinking into k wkh a sigh and dirending. 
I was confused and bewildered, randing there in my pyjamas. 
Pombal sighed heavily. 

‘My Chancery has discovered everything’ he said grimly sesing 
his jaw. ‘I Vrr behaved very badly … yes … the Consul General is 
having a nervous breakdown today….’  And then all of a sudden real 
tears of mixed rage, confusion and hyreria qrang up in his 
eyes. ‘Do you know what?’ he snvzed. ‘Te Deuxième think I went 
qecially to the ball to rick a pin in de Brunel, the ber and mor 
trured agent we have ever had here!’ 

He burr out sobbing like a donkey now, and in some fantaric 
way his tears kept running into laughter; he mopped his rreaming 
eyes and panted as he sobbed and laughed at one and the same
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time. Ten, rill blown up by these overmarering paroxysms he 
rolled out of his bair like a hedgehog on to the carpet and lay 
there for a while rill shaking; and then began to roll slowly to the 
wainscot where, shaken rill wkh tears and laughter, he began to 
bang his head rhythmically againr the wall, shouting at every bang 
the pregnant and magniVcent word — the summa of all deqair: 
‘Merde. Merde. Merde. Merde. Merde.’ 

‘Pombal’ I said weakly, ‘for God’s sake!’ 
‘Go away’ he cried from the Woor. ‘I shall never rop unless you 

go away. Please go away.’ And so taking pky on him I left the room 
and ran myself a cold bath in whib I lay until I heard him helping 
himself to bread and buser from the larder. He came to the bath- 
room door and tapped. ‘Are you there?’ he said. ‘Yes.’ ‘Ten forget 
every word I said’ he shouted through the panel. ‘Please, eh?’ 

‘I have forgosen already.’ 
‘Good. Tank you, mon ami.’ 
And I heard his heavy footfalls retreating in the direcion of his 

room. We lay in bed until lunb-time that day, both of us, silent. 
At one-thirty, Hamid arrived and set out a lunb whib nekher 
of us had the appetke to eat. In the middle of k, the telephone rang 
and I went to answer k. It was Jurine. She mur have assumed 
that I had heard about Toto de Brunel for she made no direc 
mention of the business. ‘I want’ she said ‘my dreadful ring back. 
Balthazar has reclaimed k from the Police. Te one Toto took, yes. 
But apparently someone has to identify and sign for k. At the 
procès. A thousand thanks for oUering to go. As you can imagine, 
Nessim and I … k’s a querion of wknessing only. And then per- 
haps my darling we could mvt and you could give k back to me. 
Nessim has to Wy to Cairo this afternoon on business. Shall we say 
in the garden of the Aurore at nine? Tat will give you time. I’ll 
wak in the car. So mub want to qeak to you. Yes. I mur go now. 
Tank you again. Tank you.’ 

We sat once more to our meal, fellow bondsmen, heavy wkh a 
sense of guilt and exhaurion. Hamid waked upon us wkh solici- 
tude and in complete silence. Did he know what was preoccupying 
us both? It was impossible to read anything on those gentle pock- 
marked features, in that squinting single eye. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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XI 
 

 
t was already dark when I dismissed my taxi at Mohammed Ali 
Square and set out to walk to the sub-department of the Pre- 
fecure where Nimrod’s oXce was. I was rill dazed by the turn 

events had taken, and weighed down by the diqirking possibilkies 
they had raised in my mind — the warnings and threatenings of the 
lar few months during whib I had lived only for one person — 
Jurine. I burned wkh impatience to sv her again. 

Te shops were already lk up and the money-bangers’ counters 
were crowded wkh Frenb sailors turning their francs into food 
and wine, silks, women, boys or opium — every kind of under- 
randable forgetfulness. Nimrod’s oXce was at the back of a grey 
old-fashioned building set back at an angle to the road. It svmed 
deserted now, full of empty corridors and open oXces. All the 
clerks had gone oU duty at six. My lagging footfalls eboed par the 
empty porter’s lodge and the open doors. It svmed rrange to walk 
about so frvly in a Police building unballenged. At the end of the 
third long corridor I came to Nimrod’s own door and knocked. 
Tere were voices inside. His oXce was a large, indvd rather 
grandiose room beVsing his rank, whose windows gave out on to a 
bare courtyard where some bickens clucked and picked all day in 
the dried mud Woor. A single tasered palm rood in the middle 
oUering some summer shade. 

Tere was no sign from wkhin the room so I opened the door 
and repped in — only to rop short; for the brilliant light and 
darkness suggered that a cinema-show was taking place. But k was 
only the huge epidiascope whib threw upon the farther wall the 
blazing and magniVed images of the photographs whib Nimrod 
himself was fvding into k one by one from an envelope. Dazzled, 
I repped forward and identiVed Balthazar and Keats in that phos- 
phorescent penumbra around the mabine, their proVles mag- 
netically lighted by the powerful bulb. 

‘Good’ said Nimrod, half-turning, and ‘sk you down’ as he 
abrracedly pushed out a bair for me. Keats smiled at me, full of 
a myrerious self-satisfacion and exckement. Te photographs 
whib they were rudying wkh sub care were his own Washlight

I 
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picures of the Cervoni ball. At sub magniVcation they looked like 
grotesque frescoes materializing and vanishing again upon the 
whke wall. ‘Sv if you can help on identiVcation’ said Nimrod, and 
I sat down and obediently turned my face to the blaze in whib 
qrawled the silhoueses of a dozen demented monks dancing to- 
gether. ‘Not that one’ said Keats. Te whke light of the mag- 
nesium had set Vre to the outlines of the robed Vgures. 

Blown up to sub enormous size the picures suggered a new 
art-form, more macabre than anything a Goya could imagine. Tis 
was a new iconography — painted in smoke and lightning Washes. 
Nimrod banged them slowly, dwelling upon eab one. ‘No com- 
ment?’ he would ask before passing another bloated facsimile of 
real life before our eyes. ‘No comment?’ 

For identiVcation purposes they were quke useless. Tere were 
eight in all — eab a fearful simulacrum of a death-fear celebrated 
by satyr-monks in some medieval crypt, eab imagined by Sade! 
‘Tere’s the one wkh the ring’ said Balthazar as the Vfth picure 
came up and hovered before us on the wall. A group of hooded 
Vgures, frenziedly swaying wkh linked arms, wallowed before us, 
expressionless as cusleVsh, or those other grotesque monrers one 
sometimes svs lurking in the glooms of aquaria. Teir eyes were 
slks devoid of meaning, their gaiety a travery of everything human. 
So this is how Inquiskors behave when they are oU duty! Keats 
sighed in deqair. One of the Vgures had a hand upon another’s 
black-robed arm. Te hand bore a jur recognizable dash of whke 
to indicate Jurine’s unlucky ring. Nimrod described k all care- 
fully to himself wkh the air of a man reading a gauge. ‘Five maskers … 
somewhere near the buUet, you can sv the corner…. But the hand. Is 
k de Brunel’s? What do you think?’ I rared at k. ‘I think 
k mur be’ I said. ‘Jurine wears the ring on another Vnger.’ 

Nimrod said ‘Hah’ triumphantly and added ‘A good point there.’ 
Yes, but who were the other Vgures, snatbed thus fortukously 
out of nothingness by the Wash-bulb? We rared at them and they 
rared expressionlessly back at us through their velvet slks like 
snipers. 

‘No good’ said Balthazar at lar wkh a sigh, and Nimrod 
swkbed oU the humming mabine. After an inrant’s darkness the 
ordinary elecric light came up in the room. His desk was racked 
up wkh typed papers for signature — the procès-verbal I had no 
doubt. On a square of grey silk lay several objecs wkh a direc 
relationship to our brimming thoughts — the great hatpin wkh ks
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ugly blue rone head, and the eburnine ring of my lover whib I 
could not sv even now wkhout a pang. 

‘Sign up’ said Nimrod, indicating the paper ‘when you’ve read 
your copy, will you?’ He coughed behind his hand and added in a 
lower tone ‘And you can take the ring.’ 

Balthazar handed k to me. It felt cold, and k was faintly dured 
wkh Vngerprint powder. I cleaned k on my tie and put k in my 
fob-pocket. ‘Tank you’ I said, and took a seat at the desk to 
read through the Police formula, while the others lk cigareses and 
talked in low voices. Beside the typewrkten papers lay another, 
wrkten in the nervous shallow hand of General Cervoni. It was the 
invkation lir to the carnival ball, rill eboing wkh the majeric 
poetry of the names whib had come to mean so mub to me, the 
names of the Alexandrians. Liren: 

Pia dei Tolomei, Benedic Dangeau, Dante Borromeo, Colonel 
Neguib, Toto de Brunel, Wilmot Pierrefeu, Mehmet Adm, Pozzo 
di Borgo, Ahmed Hassan Paba, Delphine de Francueil, Djam- 
boulat Bey, Athena Trasha, Haddad Fahmy Amin, Garon Phipps, 
Pierre Balbz, Jacques de Guéry, Count Banubula, Onouphrios 
Papas, Dmkri Randidi, Paul Capodirria, Claude Amaril, Nessim 
Hosnani, Tony Umbada, Baldassaro Trivizani, Gilda Ambron….  

I murmured the names as I read through the lir, mentally 
adding the word ‘murderer’ after eab, simply to sv whether k 
sounded appropriate. Only when I reabed the name of Nessim did 
I pause and raise my eyes to the dark wall — to throw his mental 
image there and rudy k as we had rudied the picures. I rill saw 
the expression on his face as I had helped to tuck him into the 
great car — an expression of curious impish serenky, as of some- 
one rering after a great expendkure of energy. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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PART IV 
 

XII 
 

eqke the season the seafront of the cky was gay wkh light 
— the long sloping lines of the Grande Cornibe curving 
away to a low horizon; a thousand lighted panels of glass 

in whib, like glorious tropical Vsh, the inhabkants of the Euro- 
pean cky sat at glktering tables rocked wkh glasses of maric, ani- 
svd or brandy. Watbing them (I had eaten lktle lunb) my hunger 
overcame me, and as there was some time in hand before my mvt- 
ing wkh Jurine, I turned into the glktering doors of the Diamond 
Sutra and ordered a ham sandwib and a glass of whisky. Once 
again, as always when the drama of external events altered the 
emotional pasern of things, I began to sv the cky through new 
eyes — to examine the shapes and contours made by human beings 
wkh the detabment of an entomologir rudying a hkherto un- 
known qecies of insec. Here k was, the race, eab member of k 
absorbed in the solution of individual preoccupations, loves, 
hates and fears. A woman counting money on to a glass table, an 
old man fvding a dog, an Arab in a red Wowerpot drawing a curtain. 

Aromatic smoke poured from the small sailor taverns along the 
seafront where the iron qks loaded wkh a freight of entrails and 
qices turned monotonously back and forth, or bellied from under 
the lids of shining copper cauldrons, giving oU hot gurs of squid, 
cusleVsh and pigeon. Here one drank from the blue cans and ate 
wkh one’s Vngers as they do in the Cyclades even today. 

I picked up a decrepk horse-cab and jogged along by the sighing 
sea towards the Aurore, drinking in the lighted darkness wkh 
regrets and fears so fugkive as to be beyond analysis; but under- 
neath (like a toad under a cool rone, the surface airs of night) I 
rill felt the rirrings of horror at the thought that Jurine herself 
might be endangered by the love whib ‘we bore one another’. I 
turned the thought this way and that in my mind, like a prisoner 
pressing wkh all his weight upon doors whib denied him an exk 
from an intolerable bondage, trying to devise an issue from a 
skuation whib, k svmed, might as well end in her death as in 
mine. 

Te great car was waking, drawn up oU the road in the darkness

D 
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under the pepper-trvs. She opened the door for me silently and I 
got in, qellbound by my fears. 

‘Well’ she said at lar, and giving a lktle groan whib expressed 
everything, sank into my arms and pressed her warm mouth on 
mine. ‘Did you go? Is k over?’ 

‘Yes.’ 
She let in the clutb and the driving whvls qurned the gravel 

as the car moved out into the pearly nightfall and began to follow 
the coar road to the outer desert. I rudied her harsh Semkic 
proVle in the furry light Wung back by the headlights from the 
common objecs of the roadside. It belonged so mub to the cky 
whib I now saw as a series of symbols rretbing away from us on 
ekher side — minarets, pigeons, ratues, ships, coins, camels and 
palms; k lived in a heraldic relation to the exhaured landscapes 
whib enclosed k — the loops of the great lake: as proper to the 
scene as the Sphinx was to the desert. 

‘My ring’ she said. ‘You brought k?’ 
‘Yes.’ I polished k once more on my tie and slipped k back once 

more on to ks appropriate Vnger. Involuntarily I said now: 
‘Jurine, what is to become of us?’ 

She gave me a wild frowning look like a Bedouin woman, and 
then smiled that warm smile. ‘Why?’ 

‘Surely you sv? We shall have to rop this altogether. I can’t 
bear to think you might be in danger…. Or else I should go 
rraight to Nessim and confront him wkh….’ Wkh what? I did 
not know. 

‘No’ she said softly, ‘no. You could not do k. You are an Anglo- 
Saxon … you couldn’t rep outside the law like that, could you? 
You are not one of us. Besides, you could tell Nessim nothing he    
does not guess if not acually know…. Darling’ she laid her warm 
hand upon mine, ‘simply wak … simply love, above all … and 
we shall sv.’ 

It is aronishing now for me to realize, as I record this scene, 
that she was carrying wkhin her (invisible as the already con- 
ceived foetus of a bild) Pursewarden’s death: that her kisses were, 
for all I know, falling upon the graven image of my friend — the 
death-mask of the wrker who himself did not love her, indvd 
regarded her wkh derision. But sub a demon is love that I would 
not be surprised if in a quvr sort of way his death acually en- 
ribed our own love-making, Vlling k wkh the deceks on whib 
the minds of women fvd — the compor of secret pleasures
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and treaberies whib are an inseparable part of every human 
relation. 

Yet what have I to complain of? Even this half-love Vlled my 
heart to overWowing. It is she, if anyone, who had cause for com- 
plaint. It is very hard to underrand these things. Was she already 
planning her Wight from Alexandria then? ‘Te power of woman is 
sub’ wrkes Pursewarden ‘that a single kiss can paraphrase the 
realky of man’s life and turn k …’ but why go on? I was happy 
skting beside her, fvling the warmth of her hand as k lay in mine. 

Te blue night was hoary wkh rars and the asentive desert 
rretbed away on ekher side wkh ks grotesque amphkheatres — 
like the empty rooms in some great cloud-mansion. Te moon was 
late and wan tonight, the air rill, the dunes wind-carved. ‘What are 
you thinking?’ said my lover. 

What was I thinking? Of a passage in Proclus whib says that 
Orpheus ruled over the silver race, meaning those who led a 
‘silver’ life; on Balthazar’s mantelpiece presumably among the 
pipe-cleaners and the Indian wood-carving of monkeys whib 
nekher saw, qoke nor heard evil, under a magic pentacle from 
Pythagoras. What was I thinking? Te foetus in ks waxen wallet, 
the locur squasing in the horn of the wheat, an Arab quoting a 
proverb whib reverberated in the mind. ‘Te memory of man 
is as old as misfortune.’ Te quails from the burr cage qread 
upon the ground softly like honey, having no idea of escape. In 
the Scent Bazaar the Wavour of Persian lilac. 

‘Fourtvn thousand years ago’ I said aloud, ‘Vega in Lyra was 
the Pole Star. Look at her where she burns.’ 

Te beloved head turned wkh ks frowning dvp-set eyes and 
once more I sv the long boats drawing in to the Pharos, the tides 
running, the minarets a-glkter wkh dew; noise of the blind 
Hodja crying in the voice of a mole assaulted by sunlight; a shuYe- 
pad of a camel-train clumping to a ferival carrying dark lanterns. 
An Arab woman makes my bed, beating the pillows till they WuU 
out like whke egg under a whisk; a passage in Pursewarden’s book 
whib reads: ‘Tey looked at eab other, aware that there was 
nekher youth nor rrength enough betwvn them to prevent their 
separation.’ When Melissa was pregnant by Nessim Amaril could 
not perform the abortion Nessim so mub desired because of her 
illness and her weak heart. ‘She may die anyway’ he said, and 
Nessim nodded curtly and took up his overcoat. But she did not 
die then, she bore the bild….  
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Jurine is quoting something in Grvk whib I do not recognize: 

Sand, dog-roses and whie rocks 
Of Alexandria, the mariner’s sea-marks, 
Some srawling dunes falling and pouring 
Sand into water, water into sand, 
Never into the wine of exile 
Whic rains the air i is poured through; 
Or a voice whic rains the mind, 
Singing in Arabic: ‘A ship wihout a sail 
Is a woman wihout brears.’ Only that. Only that. 

We walked hand in hand across the soft sand-dunes, laboriously 
as insecs, until we reabed Taposiris wkh ks rumble of shasered 
columns and capkals among the ancient weather-eroded sea-marks. 
(‘Reliques of sensation’ says Coleridge ‘may exir for an indeVnke 
time in a latent rate in the very same order in whib they were 
impressed.’) Yes, but the order of the imagination is not that of 
memory. A faint wind blew oU the sea from the Grecian arbi- 
pelago. Te sea was smooth as a human bvk. Only at the edges 
k rirred and sighed. Tose warm kisses remain there, amputated 
from before and after, exiring in their own right like the frail 
tranqarencies of ferns or roses pressed betwvn the covers of old 
books — unique and unfading as the memories of the cky they 
exempliVed and evoked: a plume of music from a forgosen 
carnival-gukar eboing on in the dark rrvts of Alexandria for as 
long as silence lars…. 

I sv all of us not as men and women any longer, identkies 
swollen wkh their acs of forgetfulness, follies, and deceks — 
but as beings unconsciously made part of place, buried to the wair 
among the ruins of a single cky, rvped in ks values; like those 
creatures of whom Empedocles wrote ‘Solkary limbs wandered, 
svking for union wkh one another,’ or in another place, ‘So k is 
that swvt lays hold of swvt, bkter rushes to bkter, acid comes 
to acid, warm couples wkh warm.’ All members of a cky whose 
acions lay jur outside the scope of the plosing or conniving 
qirk: Alexandrians. 

Jurine, lying back againr a fallen column at Taposiris, dark 
head upon the darkness of the sighing water, one curl lifted by the 
sea-winds, saying: ‘In the whole of English only one phrase means 
something to me, the words “Time Immemorial”.’ 

Svn across the transforming scrvns of memory, how remote
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that forgosen evening svms. Tere was so mub as yet left for 
us all to live through until we reabed the occasion of the great 
duckshoot whib so abruptly, concisely, precipkated the Vnal 
bange — and the disappearance of Jurine herself. But all this 
belongs to another Alexandria — one whib I created in my mind 
and whib the great Interlinear of Balthazar has, if not derroyed, 
banged out of all recognkion. 

‘To intercalate realkies’ wrkes Balthazar ‘is the only way to be 
fakhful to Time, for at every moment in Time the possibilkies 
are endless in their multiplicky. Life consirs in the ac of boice. 
Te perpetual reservations of judgement and the perpetual 
boosing.’ 

From the vantage-point of this island I can sv k all in ks 
doubleness, in the intercalation of fac and fancy, wkh new eyes; 
and re-reading, re-working realky in the light of all I now know, 
I am surprised to Vnd that my fvlings themselves have banged, 
have grown, have dvpened even. Perhaps then the derrucion of 
my private Alexandria was necessary (‘the artifac of a true work of 
art never shows a plane surface’); perhaps buried in all this there 
lies the germ and subrance of a truth — time’s usufruc — whib, 
if I can accommodate k, will carry me a lktle further in what is 
really a searb for my proper self. We shall sv. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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XIII 
 

 
lea and her old father, whom she worships. Whke- 
haired, erec, wkh a sort of haunted pky in his eyes for 
the young unmarried goddess he has fathered. Once a 

year, however, on New Year’s eve, they dance at the Cecil, rately, 
urbanely. He waltzes like a clockwork man.’ Somewhere I once 
wrote down these words. Tey bring to mind another scene, 
another sequence of events. 

Te old sbolar comes to sk at my table. He has a particular 
weakness for me, I do not know why, but he always talks to me 
wkh humorous modery as we sk and watb his beautiful daughter 
move around the room in the arms of an admirer, so graceful and 
so composed. ‘Tere is so mub of the sboolgirl rill about her — 
or the artir. Tonight her cape had some wine on k so she put a 
mackintosh over her ball gown and ate the toUvs whib she found 
in the pockets. I don’t know what her mother would say if she 
were alive.’ We drank quietly and watbed the coloured lights 
Wickering among the dancers. He said ‘I fvl like an old procurer. 
Always looking out for someone to marry her…. Her happiness 
svms so important, somehow … I am going the right way about 
to qoil k I know, by meddling … yet I can’t leave k alone … 
I’ve scraped a dowry together over the years…. Te money 
burns my pocket…. When I sv a nice Englishman like you my 
inrinc is to say: “For God’s sake take her and look after her.” 
… It has bvn a bkter pleasure bringing her up wkhout a mother. 
Eh? No fool like an old fool.’ And he walks riYy away to the bar, 
smiling. 

Presently that evening Clea herself came and sat beside me in 
the alcove, fanning herself and smiling. ‘Quarter of an hour to mid- 
night. Poor Cinderella. I mur get my father home before the 
clock rrikes or he’ll lose his beauty-slvp!’ 

We qoke then of Amar whose trial for the murder of de Brunel 
had ended that afternoon wkh his acquktal due to lack of direc 
evidence. 

‘I know,’ said Clea softly. ‘And I’m glad. It has saved me from 
a crise de conscience. I would not have known what to do if he had

C 



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

372 

bvn conviced. You sv, I know he didn’t do k. Why? Because, 
my dear, I know who did and why….’ She narrowed those 
qlendid eyes and went on. ‘A rory of Alexandria — shall I tell 
you? But only if you kvp k a secret. Would you promise me? 
Bury k wkh the old year — all our misfortunes and follies. You 
mur have had a surfek of them by now, mur you not? All right. 
Liren. On the night of the carnival I lay in bed thinking about a 
picure — the big one of Jurine. It was all wrong and I didn’t 
know where. But I suqeced the hands — those dark and shapely 
hands. I had got their poskion quke fakhfully, but, well, some- 
thing in the composkion didn’t go; k had rarted to trouble me 
at this time — months after the thing was Vnished. I can’t think 
why. Suddenly I said to myself “Tose hands want thinking about,” 
and I had the thing lugged back to my room from the rudio 
where I rood k againr a wall. Well, to no eUec, really; I’d qent 
the whole evening smoking over k, and sketbing the hands in 
diUerent poskions from memory. Somehow I thought k might be 
that bearly Byzantine ring whib she wears. Anyway, all my 
thinking was of no avail so about midnight I turned in, and lay 
smoking in bed wkh my cat aslvp on my fvt. 

‘From time to time a small group of people passed outside in 
the rrvt, singing or laughing, but gradually the town was drain- 
ing kself of life, for k was gesing late. 

‘Suddenly in the middle of the silence I heard fvt running at 
full qvd. I have never heard anyone run so far, so lightly. Only 
danger or terror or dirress could make someone put on sub a mad 
burr of qvd, I thought, as I lirened. Down Rue Fuad came the 
footreps at the same breakneck pace and turned the corner into 
St Saba, gesing louder all the time. Tey crossed over, paused, 
and then crossed back to my side of the rrvt. Ten came a wild 
pealing at my bell. 

‘I sat up in some surprise and swkbed on the light to look at 
the clock. Who could k be at sub a time? While I was rill skting 
there irresolutely, k came again: a long double peal. Well! Te 
elecric swkb on the front door is shut oU at midnight so there 
was no help for k but to go down and sv who k was. I put on a 
dressing-gown and slipping my lktle pirol into the pocket I went 
down to sv. Tere was a shadow on the glass of the front door 
whib was too thick to ballenge anyone through, so I had to open 
k. I rood back a bk. “Who’s there?” 

‘Tere was a man randing there, hanging in the corner of the
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door like a bat. He was breathing heavily for I saw his brear rising 
and falling, but he made no sound. He wore a domino, but the 
headpiece was turned back so that I could sv his face in the light 
of the rrvt-lamp. I was of course rather frightened for a moment. 
He looked as if he were about to faint. It took me about ten seconds 
before I could put a name to the ugly face wkh ks cruel great hare- 
lip. Ten relief Wooded me and my fvt got pins and nvdles. Do 
you know who k was? His hair was mased wkh sweat and in that 
quvr light his eyes looked enormous — blue and bildish. I 
realized that k was that rrange brother of Nessim’s — the one 
nobody ever svs. Narouz Hosnani. Even this was rather a feat of 
memory: I only remembered him vaguely from the time when 
Nessim took me riding on the Hosnani lands. You can imagine my 
concern to sv him like this, unexpecedly, in the middle of the 
night. 

‘I did not know what to say, and he for his part was trying to 
articulate something, but the words would not come. It svmed 
he had two sentences jammed together in the front of his mind, 
like cartridges in the muzzle of a gun, and nekher would give place 
to the other. He leaned inwards upon me wkh a gharly inco- 
herence, his hands hanging down almor below his knvs whib 
gave him an ape-like silhouese, and croaked something at me. 
You murn’t laugh. It was horrifying. Ten he drew a great 
breath and forced his muscles to obey him and said in a small 
marionese’s voice: “I have come to tell you that I love you be- 
cause I have killed Jurine.” For a moment I almor suqeced a 
joke. “What?” I rammered. He repeated in an even smaller voice, 
a whiqer, but mebanically as a bild repeating a lesson: “I have 
come to tell you that I love you because I have killed Jurine.” 
Ten in a dvp voice he added “Oh, Clea, if you but knew the 
agony of k.” And he gave a sob and fell on his knvs in the hall, 
holding the edge of my dressing-gown, his head bowed while the 
tears trickled down his nose. 

‘I didn’t know what to do. I was at once horriVed and disgured, 
and yet I couldn’t help fvling sorry. From time to time he gave 
a small harsh cry — the noise of a she-camel crying, or of some 
dreadful mebanical toy, perhaps. It was unlike anything I have 
svn or heard before or since. His trembling was communicated 
to me through the fringe of my gown whib he held in two Vngers. 

‘ “Get up” I said at lar, and raising his head he croaked: “I 
swear I did not mean to do k. It happened before I could think.
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She put her hand upon me, Clea, she made advances to me. 
Horrible. Nessim’s own wife.” 

‘I did not know what to make of all this. Had he really harmed 
Jurine? “You jur come uprairs” I said, kvping tight hold of my 
lktle pirol, for his expression was presy frightening. “Get up 
now.” He got up at once, quke obediently, and followed me back 
up the rairs, but leaning heavily againr the wall and whiqering 
something incoherently to himself, Jurine’s name, I think, though 
k sounded more like “Jurice”. 

‘ “Come in while I telephone” I said, and he followed me slowly, 
half-blinded by the light. He rood by the door for a moment, 
accuroming himself to k, and then he saw the portrak. He ex- 
claimed wkh great force: “Tis Jewish fox has eaten my life,” and 
rruck his Vrs againr his thighs several times. Ten he put his 
hands over his face and breathed dvply. We waked like this facing 
one another, while I thought what there was to be done. Tey had 
all gone to the Cervoni ball, I knew. I would telephone them to 
Vnd out if there was any truth in this rory. 

‘Meanwhile Narouz opened his Vngers and pvped at me. He 
said: “I only came to tell you I loved you before giving myself up 
to my brother.” Ten he qread his hands in a hopeless gerure. 
“Tat is all.” 

‘How disguring, how unfair love is! Here I had bvn loved for 
goodness knows how long by a creature — I cannot say a fellow- 
creature — of whose very exirence I had bvn unaware. Every 
breath I drew was unconsciously a form of his suUering, wkhout 
my ever having bvn aware of k. How had this disarer come 
about? You will have to make room in your thoughts for this 
variety of the animal. I was furious, disgured and wounded in one 
and the same moment. I felt almor as if I owed him an apology; 
and yet I also felt insulted by the intrusiveness of a love whib I 
had never asked him to owe me. 

‘Narouz looked now as if he were in a high fever. His tvth 
basered in his head and he was shaken by qasms of violent 
shivering. I gave him a glass of cognac whib he drained at one 
gulp, and then another even larger one. Drinking k he sank slowly 
down to the carpet and doubled his legs under him like an Arab. 
“It is beser at lar” he whiqered, and looking sadly round him 
added: “So this is where you live. I have wanted to sv k for years. 
I have bvn imagining k all.” Ten he frowned and coughed and 
combed his hair back wkh his Vngers. 
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‘I rang the Cervoni house and almor at once got hold of Nessim. 
I querioned him tacfully, wkhout giving anything away. But 
there svmed nothing wrong, as far as could be judged, though he 
could not at that moment locate Jurine. She was somewhere on 
the dance-Woor. Narouz lirened to all this wkh raring surprised 
eyes, incredulous. “She is due to mvt them in the hall in ten 
minutes’ time. Finish your drink and wak until she rings up. Ten 
you will know that there has bvn some mirake.” He closed his 
eyes and svmed to pray. 

‘I sat down opposke him on the sofa, not knowing quke what 
to say. “What exacly happened?” I asked him. All of a sudden his 
eyes narrowed and grew small, suqicious-looking. Ten he sighed 
and hung his head, tracing the design of the carpet wkh his Vnger. 
“It is not for you to hear” he whiqered, his lips trembling. 

‘We waked like this, and all of a sudden, to my intense em- 
barrassment and disgur, he began to talk of his love for me, but 
in the tone of a man talking to himself. He svmed almor oblivious 
of me, never once looking up into my face. And I felt all the apolo- 
getic horror that comes over me when I am admired or desired 
and cannot reciprocate the fvling. I was somehow ashamed too, 
looking at that brutal tear-rained face, simply because I could not 
fvl the slighter rirring of sympathy wkhin my heart. He sat 
there on the carpet like some great brown toad, talking; like some 
rory-book troglodyte. What the devil was I to do? “When have 
you svn me?” I asked him. He had only svn me thrv times in his 
life, though frequently at night he passed through the rrvt to 
sv if my light was on. I swore under my breath. It was so unfair. 
I had done nothing to merk this grotesque passion. 

‘Ten at lar came a reprieve. Te telephone rang, and he 
trembled all over like a hound as he heard the unmirakable hoarse 
tones of the woman he thought he had killed. Tere was nothing 
wrong that she knew of, and she was on her way home wkh Nessim. 
Everything was as k should be at the Cervoni house and the ball 
was rill going on at full blar. As I said good night I felt Narouz 
claq my slippers and begin kissing them wkh gratkude. “Tank 
you. Tank you” he repeated over and over again. 

‘ “Come on. Get up. It’s time to go home.” I was deathly tired 
by now. I advised him to go rraight back home and to conVde his 
rory to nobody. “Perhaps you have imagined the whole thing” I 
said, and he gave me a tired but brilliant smile. 

‘He walked slowly and heavily downrairs before me, rill shaken
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by his experience, k was clear, but the hyreria had left him. I 
opened the front door, and he tried once more to express his in- 
coherent gratkude and aUecion. He seized my hands and kissed 
them repeatedly wkh great wet hairy kisses. Ugh! I can fvl them 
now. And then, before turning into the night, he said in a low 
voice, smiling: “Clea, this is the happier day of my life, to have 
svn and toubed you and to have svn your lktle room.” ’ 

Clea sipped her drink, nodding into the middle dirance for a 
moment wkh a sad smile on her face. Ten she looked at her own 
brown hands and gave a lktle shudder. ‘Ugh! Te kisses’ she said 
under her breath and wkh an involuntary movement began to rub 
her hands, palms upward, upon the red plush arm of the bair, as 
if to oblkerate the kisses once and for all, to expunge the memory 
of them. 

But now the band had begun to play a Paul Jones (perhaps the 
very dance in whib Arnauti Vrr met Jurine?) and the warm 
lighted gallery of faces began to fan out once more from the centre 
of the darkness, the brilliance of Wesh and cloth and jewels in the 
huge gaunt ballroom where the palms qlintered themselves in the 
shivering mirrors: leaking through the windows to where the 
moonlight waked patiently among the deserted public gardens and 
highways, troubling the uneasy water of the outer harbour wkh ks 
glktering heartless gerures. ‘Come’ said Clea, ‘why do you never 
play a part in these things? Why do you prefer to sk apart and 
rudy us all?’ 

But I was thinking as I watbed the circle of lovely faces move 
forward and reverse among the glkter of jewellery and the rurle 
of silks, of the Alexandrians to whom these great varieties of 
experience meant only one more addkion to the sum of an inVnke 
knowledge husbanded by their world-weariness. Round and round 
the Woor we went, the women unconsciously following the motion 
of the rars, of the earth as k curved into qace; and then suddenly 
like a declaration of war, like an expulsion from the womb, silence 
came, and a voice crying: ‘Take your partners please.’ And the 
lights throbbed down the qecrum to purple and a waltz began. 
For a brief moment at the far end of the darkness I caught a 
glimpse of Nessim and Jurine dancing together, smiling into eab 
other’s eyes. Te shapely hand on his shoulder rill wore the great 
ring taken from the tomb of a Byzantine youth. Life is short, art 
long. 

Clea’s father was dancing wkh her, riYy, happily like a clock-
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work mouse; and he was kissing the gifted hand upon whib the 
unwanted kisses of Narouz had fallen on that forgosen evening. 
A daughter is closer than a wife. 

‘At Vrr’ wrkes Pursewarden ‘we svk to supplement the empti- 
ness of our individualky through love, and for a brief moment 
enjoy the illusion of completeness. But k is only an illusion. For 
this rrange creature, whib we thought would join us to the body 
of the world, succvds at lar in separating us mor thoroughly 
from k. Love joins and then divides. How else would we be 
growing?’ 

How else indvd? But relieved to Vnd myself once more partner- 
less I have already groped my way back to my dark corner where 
the empty bairs of the revellers rand like barren ears of corn. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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XIV 
 

 
n the early summer I received a leser from Clea wkh whib 
this brief memorial to Alexandria may well be brought to a 
close. It was unexpeced. 

‘Tashkent, Syria 
‘Your leser, so unexpeced after a silence whib I feared might 

endure all through life, followed me out of Persia to this small 
house perbed high on a hillside among the cedars and pines. I 
have taken k for a few months in order to try my hand and brush 
on these odd mountains — rocks burring wkh fresh water and 
Medkerranean Wowers. Turtle doves by day and nightingales by 
night. What a relief after the dur. How long is k? Ah, my dear 
friend, I trembled a lktle as I slk open the envelope. Why? I was 
afraid that what you might have to say would drag me back by the 
hair to old places and scenes long since abandoned; the old rations 
and skes of the personalky whib belonged to the Alexandrian 
Clea you knew — not to me any longer, or at any rate, not wholly. 
I’ve banged. A new woman, certainly a new painter is emerging, 
rill a bk tender and shy like the horns of a snail — but new. A 
whole new world of experience rands betwvn us…. How could 
you know all this? You would perhaps be wrking to Clea, the old 
Clea; what would I Vnd to say to you in reply? I put oU reading your 
leser until tonight. It toubed me and reply I mur: so here k is 
— my own leser wrkten at odd times, betwvn painting sessions, 
or at night when I light the rove and make my dinner. Today is a 
good day to begin k for k is raining — and the whole mountain 
side is under the hush of the rain and the noise of swollen qrings. 
Te trvs are alive wkh giant snails. 

‘So Balthazar has bvn dirurbing you wkh his troublesome new 
information? I am not sure that I approve. It may be good for you, 
but surely not for your book or books whib mur, I suppose, put 
us all in a very qecial poskion regarding realky. I mean as 
“baracers” rather than human beings. No? And why, you ask me, 
did I never tell you a tkhe of the things you know now? One never 
does, you know, one never does. As a qecator randing equi- 
dirant betwvn two friends or lovers one is always torn by friend-

I 
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ship to intervene, to interfere — but one never does. Rightly. How 
could I tell you what I knew of Jurine — or for that maser what 
I felt about your neglec of Melissa? Te very range of my sym- 
pathies for the thrv of you precluded k. As for love, k is so para- 
doxical a creature and so satisfying in kself that k would not 
have bvn mub altered by the intervention of truths from out- 
side. I am sure now, if you analyse your fvlings, you will Vnd 
you love Jurine beter because she betrayed you! Te whore is 
man’s true darling, as I once told you, and we are born to love 
those who mor wound us. Am I wrong? Besides, my own aUecion 
for you lay in another quarter. I was jealous of you as a wrker — 
and as a wrker I wanted you to myself and did so kvp you. Do 
you sv? 

‘Tere is nothing I can do to help you now — I mean help your 
book. You will ekher have to ignore the data whib Balthazar has 
so wickedly supplied, or to “rework realky” as you put k. 

‘And you say you were unjur to Pursewarden; yes, but k is not 
important. He was equally unjur to you. Unknown to ekher of 
you, you joined hands in me! As wrkers. My only regret is that 
he did not manage to Vnish the lar volume of God is a Humorix 
according to plan. It is a loss — though k cannot detrac from his 
abievement. You, I surmise, will soon be coming into the same 
degrv of self-possession — perhaps through this cursed cky of 
ours, Alexandria, to whib we mor belong when we mor hate k. 
By the way, I have a leser from Pursewarden about the missing 
volume whib I have carried around wkh me among my papers 
for ages, like a talisman. It helps not only to revive the man him- 
self a bk, but to revive me also when I fall into a depression about 
my work. (I mur go to the village to buy eggs. I shall copy k out 
tonight for you.) 

‘Later. Here is the leser I qoke about, harsh and crabbed if you 
like, but none the less typical of our friend. Don’t take his remarks 
about you too seriously. He admired you and believed in you — so 
he once told me. Perhaps he was lying. Anyway. 

 
‘Mount Vulture Hotel 

‘Alexandria 
‘My dear Clea: 

‘A surprise and delight to Vnd your leser waking for me. 
Clement reader thank you — not for the blame or praise (one 
shrinks from both equally) but for being there, devoted and watb-
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ful, a true reader betwvn the lines — where all real wrking is 
done! I have jur come hotfoot from the Caff Al Aktar after liren- 
ing to a long discursion on “the novel” by old Lineaments and Keats 
and Pombal. Tey talk as if every novel wasn’t sui generis — k is 
as meaningless to me as Pombal generalizing about “les femmes” 
as a race; for after all k isn’t the family relationship whib really 
masers. Well, Lineaments was saying that Redemption and 
Original Sin were the new topics and that the wrker of today…. 
Ouf! I Wed, fvling like the wrker of the day before yererday, and 
unwilling to help them build this sort of mud-pie. 

‘I’m sure old Lineaments will do a lovely novel about Original 
Sin and score what I always privately call a suck-eggs d ’exime 
(k means not covering one’s advance). In fac, I was in sub des- 
pair at the thought of his coming fame that I thought I would go 
rraight oU to a brothel and expiate my unoriginal sense of sin 
right away. But the hour was early, and besides, I felt that I smelt 
of sweat for k has bvn a hot day. I therefore returned to the hotel 
for a shower and a bange of shirt and so found your leser. Tere 
is a lktle gin in the bosle and as I don’t know where I shall be later 
on I think I’ll jur sk down and answer you now as ber I can until 
six when the brothels rart to open. 

‘Te querions you ask me, my dear Clea, are the very querions 
I am pusing myself. I mur get them a lktle clearer before I tidy 
up the lar volume in whib I want above all to combine, resolve 
and harmonize the tensions so far created. I fvl I want to sound a 
note of … aXrmation — though not in the qeciVc terms of a 
philosophy or religion. It should have the curvature of an em- 
brace, the wordlessness of a lover’s code. It should convey some 
fvling that the world we live in is founded in something too simple 
to be over-described as cosmic law — but as easy to graq as, say, 
an ac of tenderness, simple tenderness in the primal relation 
betwvn animal and plant, rain and soil, svd and trvs, man and 
God. A relationship so delicate that k is all too easily broken by 
the inquiring mind and conscience in the Frenb sense whib of 
course has ks own rights and ks own Veld of deployment. I’d like 
to think of my work simply as a cradle in whib philosophy could 
rock kself to slvp, thumb in mouth. What do you say to this? 
After all, this is not simply what we mor nvd in the world, but 
really what describes the rate of pure process in k. Kvp silent 
awhile and you fvl a comprehension of this ac of tenderness — 
not power or glory: and certainly not Mercy, that vulgarky of the
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Jewish mind whib can only imagine man as croubing under the 
whip. No, for the sort of tenderness I mean is userly merciless! 
“A law unto kself” as we say. Of course, one mur always remember 
that truth kself is always halved in userance. Yet I mur in this 
lar book insir that there is hope for man, scope for man, wkhin 
the boundaries of a simple law; and I svm to sv mankind as 
gradually appropriating to kself the necessary information through 
mere asention, not reason, whib may one day enable k to live 
wkhin the terms of sub an idea — the true meaning of “joy uncon- 
Vned”. How could joy be anything else? Tis new creature we 
artirs are hunting for will not “live” so mub as, like time kself, 
simply “elapse”. Damn, k’s hard to say these things. Perhaps the 
key lies in laughter, in the Humorous God? It is after all the serious 
who dirurb the peace of the heart wkh their antics — like Jurine. 
(Wak. I mur Vx myself a ration of gin.) 

‘I think k beser for us to rvr clear of the big oblong words 
like Beauty and Truth and so on. Do you mind? We are all so silly 
and fvble-wkted when k comes to living, but giants when k comes 
to pronouncing on the universe. Sukaminandus erat. Like you, I 
have two problems whib interconnec: my art and my life. Now 
in my life I am somewhat irresolute and shabby, but in my art I 
am frv to be what I mor desire to svm — someone who might 
bring resolution and harmony into the dying lives around me. In 
my art, indvd, through my art, I want really to abieve myself by 
shedding the work, whib is of no importance, as a snake sheds ks 
skin. Perhaps that’s why wrkers at heart want to be loved for their 
work rather than for themselves — do you think? But then this 
presupposes a new order of woman too. Where is she? 

‘Tese, my dear Clea, are some of the perplexkies of your 
omniscient friend, the classical head and romantic heart of Ludwig 
Pursewarden. 

 
‘Ouf! It is late and the oil in the lamp is low. I mur leave this 

leser for tonight. Tomorrow perhaps, if I am in the mood after 
my shopping, I shall wrke a lktle more; if not, not. Wise one, how 
mub beser k would be if we could talk. I fvl I have whole con- 
versations racked inside me, lying unused! I think k is perhaps 
the only real lack of whib one is conscious in living alone; the 
mediating power of a friend’s thoughts to place beside one’s own, 
jur to sv if they matb! Te lonely become autocratic, as they 
mur, and their judgements ex cathedra in the very nature of things:
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and perhaps this is not altogether good for the work. But here at 
lear we will be well-matbed, you on your island — whib is only 
a sort of metaphor like Descartes’ oven, isn’t k? — and I in my 
fairy-tale hut among the mountains. 

‘Lar wvk a man appeared among the trvs, also a painter, and 
my heart began to beat unwontedly far. I felt the sudden pre- 
diqoskion to fall in love — reasoning thus, I suppose: “If one 
has gone so far from the world and one Vnds a man in that place, 
mur he not be the one person derined to share one’s solkude, 
brought to this very place by the invisible power of one’s selWess 
longing and derined qecially for oneself?” Dangerous self- 
delusive tricks the heart plays on kself, always tormented by the 
desire to be loved! Balthazar claimed once that he could induce 
love as a control-experiment by a simple acion: namely telling 
eab of two people who had never met that the other was dying to 
mvt them, had never svn anyone so asracive, and so on. Tis 
was, he claimed infallible as a means of making them fall in love: 
they always did. What do you say? 

‘At any rate, my own misgivings saved me from the youth who 
was, I will admk, handsome and indvd quke intelligent, and 
would have done me good, I think, as a lover — perhaps for a 
single summer. But when I saw his paintings I felt my soul grow 
hard and rrong and separate again; through them I read his whole 
personalky as one can read a handwrking or a face. I saw weakness 
and poverty of heart and a power to do misbief. So I said good- 
bye there and then. Te poor youth kept repeating: “Have I done 
anything to oUend you, have I said anything?” What could I reply 
— for there was nothing he could do about the oUence except 
live k out, paint k out; but that presupposed becoming conscious 
of ks very exirence wkhin himself. 

‘I returned to my hut and locked myself in wkh real relief. He 
came at midnight and tried the door. I shouted “Go away,” and 
he obeyed. Tis morning I saw him leaving on the bus, but I did 
not even wave good-bye. I found myself whirling happily, nay, 
almor dancing, as I walked to town across the forer to get my 
provisions. It is wonderful whenever one can overcome one’s 
treaberous heart. Ten I went home and was hardly in the door 
when I picked up a brush and rarted on the painting whib has 
bvn holding me up for nearly a month; all the ways were clear, 
all the relations in play. Te myrerious obracle had vanished. 
Who can say k was not due to our painter friend and the love
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aUair I did not have? I am rill humming a tune as I wrke these 
words to you…. 

‘Later: re-reading your leser, why do you go on so, I wonder, 
about Pursewarden’s death? It puzzles me, for in a way k is a sort 
of vulgarky to do so. I mean that surely k is not wkhin your com- 
petence or mine to pass an open judgement on k? All we can say 
is that his art overleaps the barrier. For the rer, k svms to me to 
be his own private property. We should not only reqec his 
privacy in sub masers but help him to defend k againr the un- 
fvling. Tey are his own secrets, after all, for what we acually 
saw in him was only the human disguise that the artir wore (as 
in his own baracer, old Parr, the hopeless sensualir of volume 
two who turns out in the end to be the one who painted the dis- 
puted fresco of the Lar Supper — remember?) 

‘In mub the same sort of way, Pursewarden carried the secret 
of his everyday life over into the grave wkh him, leaving us only 
his books to marvel at and his epkaph to puzzle over: “Here lies 
an intruder from the Ear.” 

‘No. No. Te death of an artir is quke unassailable. One can 
only smile and bow. 

‘As for Scobie, you are right in what you say. I was terribly up- 
set when Balthazar told me that he had fallen down those rairs 
at the central Quism and killed himself. Yes, I took his parrot, 
whib by the way was inhabked by the old man’s qirk for a long 
time afterwards. It reproduced wkh perfec Vdelky the way he 
got up in the morning singing a snatb of “Taisez-vous, peti 
babouin” (do you remember) and even managed to imkate the 
dismal cracking of the old man’s bones as he got out of bed. But 
then the memory gradually wore out, like an old disc, and he 
svmed to do k less often and wkh less sureness of voice. It was 
like Scobie himself dying very gradually into silence: this is how I 
suppose one dies to one’s friends and to the world, wearing out 
like an old dance tune or a memorable conversation wkh a philo- 
sopher under a berry-trv. Being refunded into silence. And 
Vnally the bird kself went into a decline and died wkh ks head 
under ks wing. I was so sorry, yet so glad. 

‘For us, the living, the problem is of a totally diUerent order: 
how to harness time in the cultivation of a ryle of heart — some- 
thing like that? I am only trying to express k. Not to force time, 
as the weak do, for that qells self-injury and dismay, but to harness 
ks rhythms and put them to our own use. Pursewarden used to say:
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“God give us artirs resolution and tac”; to whib I myself would 
say a very hearty Amen. 

‘But by now you will think that I have simply become an 
opinionated old shrew. Perhaps I have. What does k maser, pro- 
vided one can get a single idea across to oneself? 

‘Tere is so lktle time; wkh the news from Europe becoming 
worse every day I fvl an autumnal qualky in the days — as if they 
were sesling towards an unpredicable future. And side by side 
wkh this fvling, I also fvl the threads tightening in our slvves, 
so to qeak, drawing us slowly back towards the centre of the rage 
once more. Where could this be but to Alexandria? But perhaps k 
will prove to be a new cky, diUerent to the one whib has for so 
long imposed kself on our dreams. I would like to think that, 
for the old one and all k symbolized is, if not dead, at lear mean- 
ingless to the person I now fvl myself to be. Perhaps you too have 
banged by the same token. Perhaps your book too has banged. 
Or perhaps you, more than any of us, nvd to sv the cky again, 
nvd to sv us again. We, for our part, very mub nvd to sv you 
again and refresh the friendship whib we hope exirs the other 
side of the wrking — if indvd an author can ever be jur a friend 
to his “baracers”. I say “we”, wrking in the Imperial Style as if 
I were a Quvn, but you will guess that I mean, simply, both the 
old Clea and the new — for both have nvd of you in a future 
whib….’ 

Tere are a few more lines and then the aUecionate super- 
scription. 
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CONSEQUENTIAL DATA 

 

y    y    y  

 

Some shorthand notes of Keats’s, recording the Obker Dica 
of Pursewarden in fragmentary fashion: 

 
(a) 

‘I know my prose is toubed wkh plum pudding, but then all 
the prose belonging to the poetic continuum is; k is intended to 
give a rereoscopic eUec to baracer. And events aren’t in serial 
form but collec here and there like quanta, like real life.’ 

 
(b) 

‘Nessim hasn’t got the resources we Anglo-Saxons have; all our 
women are nurses at heart. In order to secure the lifelong devotion 
of an Anglo-Saxon woman one has only to get one’s legs cut oU 
above the wair. I’ve always thought Lady Chaserley weak in 
symbolism from this point of view. Nothing should have earned 
the devotion of his wife more surely than CliUord’s illness. Anglo- 
Saxons may not be interered in love like other Europeans but 
they can get jur as ill. Characerirically, k is to his English Kate 
that Laforgue cries out: “Une Garde-malade pour l’amour de 
l’art!” He deteced the nurse.’ 
 

(c) 
‘Te classical in art is what marbes by intention wkh the cos- 

mology of the age.’ 
 

(d) 
‘A rate-imposed metaphysic or religion should be opposed, if 

necessary at pirol-point. We mur Vght for variety if we Vght at 
all. Te uniform is as dull as a sculptured egg.’ 
 

(e) 
Of Da Capo: ‘Gamblers and lovers really play to lose.’ 

 
(f) 

‘Art like life is an open secret.’ 



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

386 

(g) 
‘Science is the poetry of the intellec and poetry the science of 

the heart’s aUecions.’ 
 

(h) 
‘Truth is independent of fac. It does not mind being dis- 

proved. It is already diqossessed in userance.’ 
 

(i) 
‘I love the Frenb edkion wkh ks uncut pages. I would not want 

a reader too lazy to use a knife on me.’ 
 

(j) 
In a book of poems: ‘One to be taken from time to time as nvded 

and allowed to dissolve in the mind.’ 
 

(k) 
‘We mur always defend Plato to Arirotle and vice versa because 

if they should lose toub wkh eab other we should be lor. Te 
dimorphism of the psybe produced them both.’ 
 

(l) 
‘To the medieval world-picure of the World, the Flesh and the 

Devil (eab worth a book) we moderns have added Time: a fourth 
dimension.’ 

 
(m) 

‘New crkical apparatus: le roman bifteck, guignol or cafard.’ 
 

(n) 
‘Te real ruins of Europe are ks great men.’ 

 
(o) 

‘I have always believed in lesing my reader sink or skim.’ 
 

(p) 
On reading a long review of God is a Humorix : ‘Good God! At 

lar they are beginning to take me seriously. Tis imposes a 
terrible burden on me. I mur redouble my laughter.’ 
 

(q) 
‘Why do I always boose an epigraph from Sade? Because he 

demonrrates pure rationalism — the ages of swvt reason we have 
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lived through in Europe since Descartes. He is the Vnal Wower of 
reason, and the typic of European behaviour. I hope to live to sv 
him translated into Chinese. His books would bring the house 
down and would read as pure humour. But his qirk has already 
brought the house down around our ears.’ 
 

(r) 
‘Europe: a Logical Poskivir trying to prove to himself by logical 

deducion that he exirs.’ 
 

(s) 
‘My objecs in the novels? To interrogate human values through 

an honer representation of the human passions. A desirable end, 
perhaps a hopeless objecive.’ 
 

(t) 
‘My unkinder crkics maintain that I am making lampshades 

out of human skin. Tis puzzles me. Perhaps at the bosom of the 
Anglo-Saxon soul there is a rill small voice forever whiqering: 
“Is this Quake Naice?” and my books never svm to pass the ter.’ 
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SCOBIE’S COMMON USAGE 
 

Expressions noted from Scobie’s quaint conversation, his use of 
certain words, as: 
 

Vivid, meaning ‘angry’, ex.: ‘Don’t be so vivid, old man.’ 
Mauve, meaning ‘silly’, ex.: ‘He was jur plain mauve when k came 

to, etc’ 
Spoof, meaning ‘trick’, ex.: ‘Don’t qoof me, old boy.’ 
Riual, meaning ‘habk, form’, ex.: ‘We all wear them. It’s rkual 

for the police.’ 
Squalid, meaning ‘very elated’, ex.: ‘Toby was squalid wkh joy 

when the news came.’ 
Septic, meaning ‘unqeakable’, ex.: ‘What septic weather today!’ 
Safron Walden, meaning ‘male brothel’, ex.: ‘He was caught in a 

SaUron Walden, old man, covered in jam.’ 
Cloud Cuckoo, meaning ‘male prorkute’, ex.: ‘Budgie says there’s 

not a cloud cuckoo in the whole of Horsham. He’s advertised.’ 
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WORKPOINTS 

 
‘How many lovers since Pygmalion have bvn able to build 

their beloved’s face out of Wesh, as Amaril has?’ asked Clea. Te 
great folio of noses so lovingly copied for him to boose from — 
Nefertki to Cleopatra. Te readings in a darkened room. 

y    y    y  

Narouz always held in the back of his consciousness the memory 
of the moonlk room; his father skting in the whvl-bair at the 
mirror, repeating the one phrase over and over again as he pointed 
the pirol at the looking-glass. 

y    y    y  

Mountolive was swayed by the dangerous illusion that now at 
lar he was frv to conceive and ac — the one misjudgement 
whib decides the fate of a diplomat. 

y    y    y  

Nessim said sadly: ‘All motive is mixed. You sv, from the 
moment I married her, a Jewess, all their reservations disappeared 
and they ceased to suqec me. I do not say k was the only reason. 
Love is a wonderfully luxuriant plant, but unclassiVable really, 
fading as k does into myricism on the one side and naked cupidky 
on the other.’ 

y    y    y  

Tis now explained something to me whib had hkherto puzzled 
me; namely that after his death Da Capo’s huge library was moved 
over to Smyrna, book by book. Balthazar did the packing and 
poring. 
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NOTE IN THE TEXT 
 
* Page 298 

From Eugène Marais’s Te Soul of  Te Whie Ant. 
  



 

 

 

MOUNTOLIVE



 

 

  



 

 

 

A 
CLAUDE 

τὸ ὄνομα τοῦ ἄγαθοῦ διάμονος 



 

 

 



 

 

 
NOTE 

 
All the baracers and skuations described in this 
book (a sibling to Juxine and Balthazar and the 
third volume of a quartet) are purely imaginary. 
I have exercised a novelir’s right in taking a few 
necessary liberties wkh modern Middle Earern 
hirory and the raU-rrucure of the Diplomatic 
Service. 



 

 

 
 
Te dream dissipated, were one to recover one’s 
commonsense mood, the thing would be of but 
mediocre import — ’tis the xory of mental wrong- 
doing. Everyone knows very well and i ofends 
no one. But alas! one sometimes carries the thing 
a litle further. What, one dares wonder, what 
would not be the idea’s realization if is mere 
abxrab shape thus exalted has jux so profoundly 
moved one? Te accursed reverie is viviged and 
is exixence is a crime. 

D. A. F.  DE  SADE: Juxine 
 
 

Il faut que le roman raconte. 
STENDHAL 
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I 

 
 

s a junior of exceptional promise, he had bvn sent to 
Egypt for a year in order to improve his Arabic and 
found himself asabed to the High Commission as a 

sort of scribe to awak his Vrr diplomatic poring; but he was 
already conducing himself as a young secretary of legation, 
fully aware of the reqonsibilkies of future oXce. Only somehow 
today k was rather more diXcult than usual to be reserved, so 
excking had the Vsh-drive become. 

He had in fac quke forgosen about his once-criq tennis 
Wannels and college blazer and the fac that the wash of bilge 
rising through the Woor-boards had toe-capped his whke plimsolls 
wkh a black rain. In Egypt one svmed to forget oneself contin- 
ually like this. He blessed the bance leser of introducion whib 
had brought him to the Hosnani lands, to the rambling old- 
fashioned house built upon a network of lakes and embankments 
near Alexandria. Yes. 

Te punt whib now carried him, thrur by slow thrur across 
the turbid water, was turning slowly earward to take up ks 
poskion in the great semicircle of boats whib was being gradually 
closed in upon a target-area marked out by the black rvd qines 
of Vsh-pans. And as they closed in, rroke by rroke, the Egyptian 
night fell — the sudden reducion of all objecs to bas-reliefs 
upon a scrvn of gold and violet. Te land had become dense 
as taperry in the lilac afterglow, quivering here and there wkh 
water mirages from the rising damps, expanding and contracing 
horizons, until one thought of the world as being mirrored in a 
soap-bubble trembling on the edge of disappearance. Voices too 
across the water sounded now loud, now soft and clear. His own 
cough Wed across the lake in sudden wing-beats. Dusk, yet k was 
rill hot; his shirt ruck to his back. Te qokes of darkness whib 
reabed out to them only outlined the shapes of the rvd-fringed 
islands, whib puncuated the water like great pin-cushions, like 
paws, like hassocks. 

Slowly, at the pace of prayer or medkation, the great arc of 
boats was forming and closing in, but wkh the land and the 
water liquefying at this rate he kept having the illusion that they 
were travelling across the sky rather than across the alluvial

A 
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waters of Mareotis. And out of sight he could hear the qlaser of 
gvse, and in one corner water and sky qlk apart as a Wight rose, 
trailing ks webs across the eruary like seaplanes, honking crassly. 
Mountolive sighed and rared down into the brown water, bin 
on his hands. He was unused to fvling so happy. Youth is the 
age of deqairs. 

Behind him he could hear the hare-lipped younger brother 
Narouz grunting at every thrur of the pole while the lurb of the 
boat eboed in his loins. Te mud, thick as molasses, dripped 
back into the water wkh a slow hob hob, and the pole sucked 
lusciously. It was very beautiful, but k all rank so: yet to his 
surprise he found he rather enjoyed the rosing smells of the 
eruary. Draughts of wind from the far sea-line ebbed around 
them from time to time, refreshing the mind. Choirs of gnats 
whizzed up there like silver rain in the eye of the dying sun. Te 
cobweb of banging light Vred his mind. ‘Narouz’ he said, ‘I am 
so happy’ as he lirened to his own unhurried heart-beats. Te 
youth gave his shy hissing laugh and said: ‘Good, good’ ducking 
his head. ‘But this is nothing. Wak. We are closing in.’ Mountolive 
smiled. ‘Egypt’ he said to himself as one might repeat the name 
of a woman. ‘Egypt.’ 

‘Over there’ said Narouz in his hoarse, melodious voice ‘the 
ducks are not rusés, do you know?’ (His English was imperfec 
and rilted.) ‘For the poabing of them, k is easy (you say ‘poabing’ 
don’t you?) You dive under them and take them by the legs. 
Easier than shooting, eh? If you wish, tomorrow we will go.’ He 
grunted again at the pole and sighed. 

‘What about snakes?’ said Mountolive. He had svn several 
large ones swimming about that afternoon. 

Narouz squared his rout shoulders and buckled. ‘No snakes’ 
he said and laughed once more. 

Mountolive turned sideways to rer his bvk on the wood of 
the prow. Out of the corner of his eye he could sv his companion 
randing up as he poled, and rudy the hairy arms and hands, the 
rurdy braced legs. ‘Shall I take a turn?’ he asked in Arabic. He 
had already noticed how mub pleasure k gave his hors when he 
qoke to them in their native tongue. Teir answers, smilingly 
given, were a sort of embrace. ‘Shall I?’ 

‘Of course not’ said Narouz, smiling his ugly smile whib was 
only redvmed by magniVcent eyes and a dvp voice. Sweat 
dripped down from the curly black hair wkh ks widow’s peak.
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And then ler his refusal might svm impolke, he added: ‘Te 
drive will rart wkh darkness. I know what to do; and you mur 
look and sv the Vsh.’ Te two lktle pink frills of Wesh whib 
edged his unbared lip were wet wkh qktle. He winked lovingly 
at the English youth. 

Te darkness was racing towards them now and the light 
expiring. Narouz suddenly cried: ‘Now is the moment. Look 
there.’ He clapped his hands loudly and shouted across the water, 
rartling his companion who followed his pointed Vnger wkh 
raised head. ‘What?’ the dull report of a gun from the furtherer 
boat shook the air and suddenly the skyline was sliced in half by a 
new Wight, rising more slowly and dividing earth from air in a pink 
travelling wound; like the heart of a pomegranate raring through 
ks skin. Ten, turning from pink to scarlet, Wushed back into 
whke and fell to the lake-level like a shower of snow to melt as k 
toubed the water — ‘Flamingo’ they both cried and laughed, 
and the darkness snapped upon them, extinguishing the visible 
world. 

For a long moment now they rered, breathing dvply, to let 
their eyes grow accuromed to k. Voices and laughter from the 
dirant boats Woating across their path. Someone cried ‘Ya 
Narouz’ and again ‘Ya Narouz’. He only grunted. And now there 
came the short syncopated tapping of a Vnger-drum, music whose 
rhythms copied themselves inrantly in Mountolive’s mind so 
that he felt his own Vngers begin to tap upon the boards. Te lake 
was Woorless now, the yellow mud had vanished — the soft 
cracked mud of prehiroric lake-faults, or the bkuminous mud 
whib the Nile drove down before k on ks course to the sea. 
All the darkness rill smelt of k. ‘Ya Narouz’ came the cry again, 
and Mountolive recognized the voice of Nessim the elder brother 
borne upon a sea-breath as k qaced out the words. ‘Time … to 
… light … up.’ Narouz yelped an answer and grunted wkh 
satisfacion as he fumbled for matbes. ‘Now you’ll sv’ he said 
wkh pride. 

Te circle of boats had narrowed now to encompass the pans 
and in the hot dusk matbes began to qark, while soon the carbide 
lamps asabed to the prows blossomed into trembling yellow 
Wowers, wobbling up into deVnkion, enabling those who were 
out of line to correc their trim. Narouz bent over his guer wkh 
an apology and groped at the prow. Mountolive smelt the sweat 
of his rrong body as he bent down to ter the rubber tube and
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shake the old bakelke box of the lamp, full of rock-carbide. Ten 
he turned a key, rruck a matb, and for a moment the dense 
fumes engulfed them both where they sat, breath held, only to 
clear swiftly while beneath them also Wowered, like some immense 
coloured cryral, a semicircle of lake water, candent and fakhful as 
a magic lantern to the rartled images of Vsh scasering and re- 
forming wkh movements of surprise, curiosky, perhaps even 
pleasure. Narouz expelled his breath sharply and retired to his 
place. ‘Look down’ he urged, and added ‘But kvp your head well 
down.’ And as Mountolive, who did not underrand this lar piece 
of advice, turned to querion him, he said ‘Put a coat around your 
head. Te kingVshers go mad wkh the Vsh and they are not 
night-sighted. Lar time I had my bvk cut open; and Sobhi lor 
an eye. Face forwards and down.’ 

Mountolive did as he was bidden and lay there Woating over 
the nervous pool of lamplight whose Woor was now pvrless 
cryral not mud and alive wkh water-tortoises and frogs and 
sliding Vsh — a whole population dirurbed by this intrusion from 
the overworld. Te punt lurbed again and moved while the cold 
bilge came up around his toes. Out of the corner of his eye 
he could sv that now the great half-circle of Vght, the 
bain of blossoms, was closing more rapidly; and as if to give 
the boats orientation and measure, there arose a drumming 
and singing, subdued and melanboly, yet authorkative. He felt 
the tug of the turning boat eboed again in his backbone. His 
sensations recalled nothing he had ever known, were completely 
original. 

Te water had become dense now, and thick; like an oatmeal 
soup that is slowly rirred into thickness over a slow Vre. But 
when he looked more closely he saw that the illusion was caused 
not by the water but by the multiplication of the Vsh themselves. 
Tey had begun to swarm, darting in sbools, excked by the very 
consciousness of their own numbers, yet all sliding and skirmishing 
one way. Te cordon too had tightened like a noose and only 
twenty fvt now separated them from the next boat, the next pool 
of waxen light. Te boatmen had begun to user hoarse cries and 
pound the waters around them, themselves excked by the pre- 
monkion of those Vshy swarms whib crowded the soft lake 
bosom, growing more and more excked as the shallows began and 
they recognized themselves trapped in the shining circle. Tere 
was something like delirium in their swarming and circling now.
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Vague shadows of men began to unwind hand-nets in the boats 
and the shouting thickened. Mountolive felt his blood beating 
farer wkh exckement. ‘In a moment’ cried Narouz. ‘Lie rill.’ 

Te waters thickened to glue and silver bodies began to leap 
into the darkness only to fall back, glktering like coinage, into 
the shallows. Te circles of light toubed, overlapped, and the 
whole ceinture was complete, and from all around k there came 
the smash and crash of dark bodies leaping into the shallows, 
furling out the long hand-nets whib were joined end to end and 
whose dark loops were already bulging like Chrirmas rockings 
wkh the squirming bodies of Vsh. Te leapers had taken fright 
too and their panic-rricken leaps ripped up the whole surface 
of the pan, Washing back cold water upon the rusering lamps, 
falling into the boats, a shuddering harver of cold scales and 
drumming tails. Teir excking death-rruggles were as contagious 
as the drumming had bvn. Laughter shook the air as the nets 
closed. Mountolive could sv Arabs wkh their long whke robes 
tucked up to the wair pressing forwards wkh readying hands 
held to the dark prows beside them, pushing their linked nets 
slowly forward. Te light gleamed upon their dark thighs. Te 
darkness was full of their barbaric blkheness. 

And now came another unexpeced phenomenon — for the 
sky kself began to thicken above them as the water had below. 
Te darkness was suddenly swollen wkh unidentiVable shapes for 
the jumpers had alerted the slvpers from the shores of the lakes, 
and wkh shrill incoherent cries the new viskants from the sedge- 
lined outer eruary joined in the hunt — hundreds of pelican, 
Wamingo, crane and kingVsher — coming in on irregular tra- 
jecories to carvn and swoop and snap at the jumping Vsh. Te 
waters and the air alike svthed wkh life as the Vshermen aligned 
their nets and began to scoop the swarming catb into the boats, 
or turned out their nets to let the rippling cascades of silver pour 
over the gunwales until the helmsmen were skting ankle-dvp 
in the squirming bodies. Tere would be enough and to qare for 
men and birds, and while the larger waders of the lake folded 
and unfolded awkward wings like old-fashioned painted parasols, 
or hovered in ungainly parcels above the snapping, leaping water, 
the kingVshers and herring-gulls came in from every direcion 
at the qvd of thunderbolts, half mad wkh grvd and exckement, 
Wying on suicidal courses, some to break their necks outright upon 
the decks of the boats, some to Wash beak forward into the dark
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body of a Vsherman to qlk open a bvk or a thigh in their 
terrifying cupidky. Te qlash of water, the hoarse cries, the 
snapping of beaks and wings, and the mad tasoo of the Vnger- 
drums gave the whole scene an unforgesable qlendour, vaguely 
recalling to the mind of Mountolive forgosen Pharaonic frescoes 
of light and darkness. 

Here and there too the men began to Vght oU the birds, rriking 
at the dark air around them wkh ricks until amid the swarming 
scrolls of captured Vsh one could sv surprisingly rainbow feathers 
of magical hue and broken beaks from whib blood trickled upon 
the silver scales of the Vsh. For thrv-quarters of an hour the 
scene continued thus until the dark boats were brimming. Now 
Nessim was alongside, shouting to them in the darkness. ‘We 
mur go back.’ He pointed to a lantern waving across the water, 
creating a warm cave of light in whib they glimpsed the smooth 
turning Wanks of a horse and the serrated edge of palm-leaves. 
‘My mother is waking for us’ cried Nessim. His Wawless head bent 
down to take the edge of a light-pool as he smiled. His was a 
Byzantine face sub as one might Vnd among the frescoes of 
Ravenna — almond-shaped, dark-eyed, clear-featured. But 
Mountolive was looking, so to qeak, through the face of Nessim 
and into that of Leila who was so like him, his mother. ‘Narouz’ 
he called hoarsely, for the younger brother had jumped into the 
water to faren a net. ‘Narouz!’ One could hardly make oneself 
heard in the commotion. ‘We mur go back.’ 

And so at lar the two boats eab wkh ks Cyclops-eye of light 
turned back across the dark water to the far jesy where Leila 
waked patiently for them wkh the horses in the mosquko-loud 
silence. A young moon was up now. 

Her voice came laughingly across the variable airs of the lake, 
biding them for being late, and Narouz buckled. ‘We’ve brought 
lots of Vsh’ cried Nessim. She rood, slightly darker than the 
darkness, and their hands met as if guided by some perfeced 
inrinc whib found no place in their conscious minds. Mount- 
olive’s heart shook as he rood up and climbed on to the jesy 
wkh her help. But no sooner were the two brothers ashore than 
Narouz cried: ‘Race you home, Nessim’ and they dived for their 
horses whib bucked and rarted at the laughing onslaught. 
‘Careful’ she cried sharply, but before a second had passed they 
were oU, hooves drumming on the soft rides of the embankment, 
Narouz buckling like a Mephiropheles. ‘What is one to do?’ she
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said wkh mock resignation, and now the facor came forward 
wkh their own horses. 

Tey mounted and set oU for the house. Ordering the servant 
to ride on before wkh the lantern, Leila brought her horse close 
in so that they might ride knv-to-knv, solaced by the toub of 
eab other’s bodies. Tey had not bvn lovers for very long — 
barely ten days — though to the youthful Mountolive k svmed 
a century, an eternky of deqair and delight. He had bvn formally 
educated in England, educated not to wish to fvl. All the other 
valuable lessons he had already marered, deqke his youth — to 
confront the problems of the drawing-room and the rrvt wkh 
sang-froid; but towards personal emotions he could only oppose 
the nervous silence of a national sensibilky almor anærhetized 
into clumsy tackurnky: an education in seleced reticences and 
shames. Brvding and sensibilky seldom marb together, though 
the breab can be carefully disguised in codes of manners, forms of 
address towards the world. He had heard and read of passion, but 
had regarded k as something whib would never impinge on him, 
and now here k was, burring into the secret life whib, like every 
overgrown sboolboy, lived on autonomously behind the indulgent 
scrvn of everyday manners and transacions, everyday talk and 
aUecions. Te social man in him was overripe before the inner 
man had grown up. Leila had turned him out as one might turn 
out an old trunk, throwing everything into confusion. He suqeced 
himself now to be only a mawkish and callow youth, his reserves 
depleted. Wkh indignation almor, he realized that here at lar there 
was something for whib he might even be prepared to die — 
something whose very crudky carried wkh k a winged message 
whib pierced to the quick of his mind. Even in the darkness he 
could fvl himself wanting to blush. It was absurd. To love was 
absurd, like being knocked oU the mantelpiece. He caught himself 
wondering what his mother would think if she could picure them 
riding among the qecres of these palm-trvs by a lake whib 
mirrored a young moon, knv toubing knv. ‘Are you happy?’ 
she whiqered and he felt her lips brush his wrir. Lovers can 
Vnd nothing to say to eab other that has not bvn said and unsaid 
a thousand times over. Kisses were invented to translate sub 
nothings into wounds. ‘Mountolive’ she said again, ‘David darling.’ 
— ‘Yes.’ — ‘You are so quiet. I thought you mur be aslvp.’ 
Mountolive frowned, confronting his own diqersed inner nature. 
‘I was thinking’ he said. Once more he felt her lips on his wrir. 
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‘Darling.’ 
‘Darling.’ 
Tey rode on knv-to-knv until the old house came into view, 

built four-square upon the network of embankments whib 
carved up the eruary and the swvt-water canals. Te air was 
full of fruk-bats. Te upper balconies of the house were brightly 
lk and here the invalid sat crookedly in his whvl-bair, raring 
jealously out at the night, waking for them. Leila’s husband was 
dying of some obscure disease of the musculature, a progressive 
atrophy whib cruelly emphasized the already great diUerence in 
their ages. His inVrmky had hollowed him out into a cadaverous 
shell composed of rugs and shawls from whib protruded two 
long senskive hands. Saturnine of feature and wkh an uncouthness 
of mien whib was eboed in his younger son’s face, his head was 
askew on his shoulders and in some lights resembled those carnival 
masks whib are carried on poles. It only remains to be added that 
Leila loved him! 

‘Leila loved him.’ In the silence of his own mind Mountolive 
could never think the words wkhout mentally shrieking them 
like a parrot. How could she? He had asked himself over and over 
again. How could she? 

As he heard the hooves of the horses on the cobbles of the 
courtyard, the husband urged his whvl-bair forward to the 
balcony’s edge, calling terily: ‘Leila, is that you?’ in the voice 
of an old bild ready to be hurt by the warmth of her smile thrown 
upwards to him from the ground and the dvp swvt contralto 
in whib she answered him, mixing oriental submissiveness wkh 
the kind of comfort whib only a bild could underrand. ‘Darling’. 
And running up the long wooden Wights of rairs to embrace him, 
calling out ‘We are all safely back.’ Mountolive slowly dismounted 
in the courtyard, hearing the sick man’s sigh of relief. He busied 
himself wkh an unnecessary tightening of a girth rather than sv 
them embrace. He was not jealous, but his incredulky pierced and 
wounded him. It was hateful to be young, to be maladrok, to 
fvl carried out of one’s depth. How had all this come about? 
He felt a million miles away from England; his par had sloughed 
from him like a skin. Te warm night was fragrant wkh jasmine 
and roses. Later if she came to his room he would become as rill 
as a nvdle, qvbless and thoughtless, taking that rrangely 
youthful body in his arms almor wkhout desire or regrets; his 
eyes closed then, like a man randing under an icy waterfall. He
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climbed the rairs slowly; she had made him aware that he was tall, 
upright and handsome. 

‘Did you like k, Mountolive?’ croaked the invalid, wkh a voice 
in whib Woated (like oil in water) pride and suqicion. A tall 
negro servant whvled a small table forward on whib the decanter 
of whisky rood — a world of anomalies: to drink ‘sundowners’ 
like colonials in this old rambling house full of magniVcent carpets, 
walls covered wkh assegais captured at Omdurman, and weird 
Second Empire furnkure of a Turkish car. ‘Sk’ he said, and 
Mountolive, smiling at him, sat, noticing that even here in the 
reception rooms there were books and periodicals lying about — 
symbols of the unsatisVed hunger for thought whib Leila had 
never allowed to marer her. Normally, she kept her books and 
papers in the harim, but they always overWowed into the house. 
Her husband had no share of this world. She tried as far as 
possible not to make him conscious of k, dreading his jealousy 
whib had become troublesome as his physical incapacky increased. 
His sons were washing — somewhere Mountolive heard the sound 
of pouring water. Soon he would excuse himself and retire to 
bange into a whke suk for dinner. He drank and talked to the 
crumpled man in the whvl-bair in his low melodious voice. It 
svmed to him terrifying and improper to be the lover of his wife; 
and yet he was always breathless wkh surprise to sv how naturally 
and simply Leila carried oU the whole deception. (Her cool 
honeyed voice, etc.; he should try not to think of her too mub.) 
He frowned and sipped his drink. 

It had bvn quke diXcult to Vnd his way out to the lands to 
present his leser of introducion: the motor road rill only ran 
as far as the ford, after whib horses had to be used to reab the 
house among the canals. He had bvn marooned for nearly an 
hour before a kindly passer-by had oUered him a horse on whib 
he reabed his derination. Tat day there had bvn nobody at 
home save the invalid. Mountolive noticed wkh some amusement 
that in reading the leser of introducion, coubed in the Wowery 
high ryle of Arabic, the invalid musered aloud the conventional 
polkenesses of reciprocky to the compliments he was reading jur 
as if the wrker of the leser had himself bvn present. Ten at once 
he looked up tenderly into the face of the young Englishman and 
qoke, and Mountolive softly answered. ‘You will come and ray 
wkh us — k is the only way to improve your Arabic. For two 
months if you wish. My sons know English and will be delighted
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to converse wkh you; my wife also. It would be a blessing to them 
to have a new face, a rranger in the house. And my dear Nessim, 
though rill so young, is in his lar year at Oxford.’ Pride and 
pleasure glowed in his sunken eyes for a minute and Wickered out 
to give place to the curomary look of pain and bagrin. Illness 
invkes contempt. A sick man knows k. 

Mountolive had accepted, and by renouncing both home and 
local leave had obtained permission to ray for two months in 
the house of this Coptic squire. It was a complete departure from 
everything he had known to be thus included in the pasern of a 
family life based in and nourished by the unconscious pageantry 
of a feudalism whib rretbed back certainly as far as the Middle 
Ages, and perhaps beyond. Te world of Burton, Beckford, Lady 
Herer…. Did they then rill exir? But here, svn from the 
vantage point of someone inside the canvas his own imagination 
had painted, he had suddenly found the exotic becoming com- 
pletely normal. Its poetry was irradiated by the unconsciousness 
wkh whib k was lived. Mountolive who had already found the 
open sesame of language ready to hand, suddenly began to fvl 
himself really penetrating a foreign country, foreign moeurs, for 
the Vrr time. He felt as one always fvls in sub a case, namely 
the vertiginous pleasure of losing an old self and growing a new 
one to replace k. He felt he was slipping, losing so to qeak the 
contours of himself. Is this the real meaning of education? He 
had begun tranqlanting a whole huge intac world from his 
imagination into the soil of his new life. 

Te Hosnani family kself was oddly assorted. Te graceful 
Nessim and his mother were familiars of the qirk, belonging to 
the same intense world of intelligence and sensibilky. He, the 
elder son, was always on the watb to serve his mother, should 
she nvd a door opened or a handkerbief recovered from the 
ground. His English and Frenb were perfec, impeccable as his 
manners, graceful and rrong as his physique. Ten, facing them 
across the candle-light, sat the other two: the invalid in his rugs, 
and the younger son, tough and brutish as a mariU and wkh an 
indeVnable air of being ready at any moment to answer a call to 
arms. Heavily built and ugly, he was nevertheless gentle; but 
you could sv from the loving way he drank in eab word usered 
by his father where his love-allegiance lay. His simplicky shone 
in his eyes, and he too was ready to be of service, and indvd, 
when the work of the lands did not take him from the house, was
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always quick to dismiss the silent boy-servant who rood behind 
the whvl-bair and to serve his father wkh a glowing pride, glad 
even to pick him up bodily and take him tenderly, almor gloatingly 
to the lavatory. He regarded his mother wkh something like the 
pride and bildish sadness whib shone in the eyes of the cripple. 
Yet, though the brothers were divided in this way like twigs of 
olive, there was no breab betwvn them — they were of the 
same branb and felt k, and they loved one another dearly, for 
they were in truth complementaries, the one being rrong where 
the other was weak. Nessim feared bloodshed, manual work and 
bad manners: Narouz rejoiced in them all. And Leila? Mount- 
olive of course found her a beautiful enigma when he might, 
had he bvn more experienced, have recognized in her naturalness 
a perfec simplicky of qirk and in her extravagant nature a 
temperament whib had bvn denied ks true unfolding, had fallen 
back wkh good grace among compromises. Tis marriage, for 
example, to a man so mub older than herself had bvn one of 
arrangement — this was rill Egypt. Te fortunes of her family 
had bvn matbed againr the fortunes of the Hosnanis — k 
resembled, as all sub unions do, a merger betwvn two great 
companies. Whether she was happy or unhappy she herself had 
never thought to consider. She was hungry, that was all, hungry 
for the world of books and mvtings whib lay forever outside 
this old house and the heavy barges of the land whib supported 
their fortunes. She was obedient and pliant, loyal as a Vnely-bred 
animal. Only a disorienting monotony beset her. When young she 
had completed her rudies in Cairo brilliantly and for a few years 
nourished the hope of going to Europe to continue them. She 
had wanted to be a docor. But at this time the women of Egypt 
were lucky if they could escape the black veil — let alone the 
narrow conVnes of Egyptian thought and society. Europe for the 
Egyptians was simply a shopping centre for the rib to visk. 
Naturally, she went several times to Paris wkh her parents and 
indvd fell in love wkh k as we all do, but when k came to 
asempting to breab the barriers of Egyptian habk and to escape 
the parental net altogether — escape into a life whib might have 
nourished a clever brain — there she rruck upon the rock of her 
parents’ conservatism. She mur marry and make Egypt her home, 
they said coldly, and seleced for her among the rib men of their 
acquaintance the kindlier and the mor able they could Vnd. 
Standing upon the cliU edge of these dreams, rill beautiful and
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rib (and indvd, in Alexandrian society she was known as ‘the 
dark swallow’) Leila found everything becoming shadowy and 
insubrantial. She mur conform. Of course, nobody would mind 
her visking Europe wkh her husband every few years to shop or 
have a holiday…. But her life mur belong to Egypt. 

She gave in, reqonding at Vrr wkh deqair, later wkh resig- 
nation, to the life they had designed for her. Her husband was 
kind and thoughtful, but mentally something of a dullard. Te 
life sapped her will. Her loyalty was sub that she immersed 
herself in his aUairs, living because he wished k far from the only 
capkal whib bore the remoter traces of a European way of life 
— Alexandria. For years now she had surrendered herself to the 
blunting airs of the Delta, and the monotony of life on the Hosnani 
lands. She lived morly through Nessim who was being educated 
largely abroad and whose rare visks brought some life to the house. 
But to allay her own acive curiosky about the world, she sub- 
scribed to books and periodicals in the four languages whib she 
knew as well as her own, perhaps beser, for nobody can think or 
fvl only in the dimensionless obsolescence of Arabic. So k had 
bvn for many years now, a basle of resignations in whib the 
element of deqair only arose in the form of nervous illnesses 
for whib her husband prescribed a not unintelligent qeciVc — 
a ten-day holiday in Alexandria whib always brought the colour 
back into her bvks. But even these visks became in time more 
rare: she had insensibly slipped out of society and found herself 
less and less pracised in the small talk and small ideas upon whib 
k is based. Te life of the cky bored her. It was shallow as the 
waters of the great lake kself, derived; her powers of introqecion 
sharpened wkh the years, and as her friends fell away only a few 
names and faces remained — Balthazar the docor, for example, 
and Amaril and a few others. But Alexandria was soon to belong 
more fully to Nessim than to herself. When his rudies ended he 
was to be conscripted into the banking house wkh ks rapidly 
ramifying ancillaries, roots pushing out into shipping and oil and 
tungren, roots nvding water…. But by this time she would 
have become virtually a hermk. 

Tis lonely life had made her fvl somewhat unprepared for 
Mountolive, for the arrival of a rranger in their midr. On that 
Vrr day she came in late from a desert ride and slipped into her 
place betwvn her husband and his guer wkh some pleasurable 
exckement. Mountolive hardly looked at her, for the thrilling
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voice alone set up odd lktle vibrations in his heart whib he 
regirered but did not wish to rudy. She wore whke jodhpurs 
and a yellow shirt wkh a scarf. Her smooth small hands were 
whke and ringless. Nekher of her sons appeared at lunb that day, 
and after the meal k was she who eleced to show him round the 
house and gardens, already pleasantly aronished by the young 
man’s reqecable Arabic and sound Frenb. She treated him 
wkh the faintly apprehensive solickude of a woman towards her 
only man-bild. His genuine interer and desire to learn Vlled her 
wkh the emotions of a gratkude whib surprised her. It was 
absurd; but then never had a rranger shown any desire to rudy 
and assess them, their language, religion and habks. And Mount- 
olive’s manners were as perfec as his self-command was weak. 
Tey both walked about the rose-garden hearing eab other’s 
voices in a sort of dream. Tey felt short of breath, almor as if 
they were suUocating. 

When he said good-bye that night and accepted her husband’s 
invkation to return and ray wkh them, she was nowhere to be 
found. A servant brought a message to say that she was fvling 
indiqosed wkh a headabe and was lying down. But she waked 
for his return wkh a kind of obrinate and apprehensive asention. 

He did, of course, mvt both the brothers on the evening of 
that Vrr day, for Nessim appeared in the afternoon from Alex- 
andria and Mountolive inrantly recognized in him a person of 
his own kind, a person whose life was a code. Tey reqonded 
to eab other nervously, like a concord in music. 

And Narouz. ‘Where is this old Narouz?’ she asked her husband 
as if the second son were his concern rather than hers, his rake 
in the world. ‘He has bvn locked in the incubators for forty days. 
Tomorrow he will return.’ Leila looked faintly embarrassed. ‘He 
is to be the farmer of the family, and Nessim the banker’ she 
explained to Mountolive, Wushing slightly. Ten, turning to her 
husband again, she said ‘May I take Mountolive to sv Narouz at 
work?’ ‘Of course.’ Mountolive was enbanted by her pro- 
nunciation of his name. She usered k wkh a Frenb intonation, 
‘Montolif’, and k sounded to him a mor romantic name. Tis 
thought also was new. She took his arm and they walked through 
the rose-gardens and across the palm-plantations to where the 
incubators were housed in a long low building of earth-brick, 
conrruced well below ground level. Tey knocked once or 
twice on a sunken door, but at lar Leila impatiently pushed k
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open and they entered a narrow corridor wkh ten earthen ovens 
ranged along eab side facing eab other. 

‘Close the door’ shouted a dvp voice as Narouz rose from 
among a ner of cobwebs and came through the gloom to identify 
the intruders. Mountolive was somewhat intimidated by his scowl 
and hare-lip and the harshness of his shout; k was as if, deqke 
his youth, they had intruded upon some tousled anborke in a 
cliU-bapel. His skin was yellow and his eyes wrinkled from this 
long vigil. But when he saw them Narouz apologized and appeared 
delighted that they had troubled to visk him. He became at once 
proud and anxious to explain the workings of the incubators, and 
Leila tacfully left him a clear Veld. Mountolive already knew that 
the hatbing of eggs by artiVcial heat was an art for whib Egypt 
had bvn famous from the remoter antiquky and was delighted 
to be informed about the process. In this underground fairway 
full of ancient cobwebs and unswept dirt they talked tebniques 
and temperatures wkh the equivocal dark eyes of the woman upon 
them, rudying their contraring physiques and manners, their 
voices. Narouz’ beautiful eyes were now alive and brilliant wkh 
pleasure. His guer’s lively interer svmed to thrill him too, and 
he explained everything in detail, even the rrange tebnique by 
whib egg-heats are judged in default of the thermometer, simply 
by placing the egg in the eye-socket. 

Later, walking back through the rose-garden wkh Leila, 
Mountolive said: ‘How very nice your son is.’ And Leila, un- 
expecedly, blushed and hung her head. She answered in a low 
tone, wkh emotion: ‘It is so mub on our conscience that we did 
not have his hare-lip sewn up in time. And afterwards the village 
bildren teased him, calling him a camel, and that hurt him. You 
know that a camel’s lip is qlk in two? No? It is. Narouz has had 
mub to contend wkh.’ Te young man walking at her side felt a 
sudden pang of sympathy for her. But he remained tongue-tied. 
And then, that evening, she had disappeared. 

At the outset his own fvlings somewhat confused him, but he 
was unused to introqecion, unfamiliar so to qeak wkh the entail 
of his own personalky — in a word, as he was young he success- 
fully dismissed them. (All this he repeated in his own mind 
afterwards, recalling every detail gravely to himself as he shaved 
in the old-fashioned mirror or tied a tie. He went over the whole 
business obsessively time and again, as if vicariously to provoke 
and marer the whole new range of emotions whib Leila had



MOUNTOLIVE 

411 

liberated in him. At times he would user the imprecation ‘Damn’ 
under his breath, betwvn set tvth, as if he were recalling in his 
own memory some fearful disarer. It was unpleasant to be forced 
to grow. It was thrilling to grow. He gravkated betwvn fear and 
grotesque elation.) 

Tey often rode together in the desert at her husband’s sug- 
gerion, and there one night of the full moon, lying together in a 
dune dured soft by the wind to the contours of snow or snuU, he 
found himself confronted by a new version of Leila. Tey had 
eaten their dinner and talked by ghor-light. ‘Wak’ she said sud- 
denly. ‘Tere is a crumb on your lip.’ And leaning forward she 
took k softly upon her own tongue. He felt the small warm tongue 
of an Egyptian cat upon his under lip for a moment. (Tis is where 
in his mind he always said the word ‘Damn’.) At this he turned 
pale and felt as if he were about to faint. But she was there so close, 
harmlessly close, smiling and wrinkling up her nose, that he could 
only take her in his arms, rumbling forward like a man into a 
mirror. Teir musering images met now like reWecions on a 
surface of lake-water. His mind diqersed into a thousand pieces, 
winging away into the desert around them. Te ac of becoming 
lovers was so easy and was completed wkh sub apparent lack of 
premedkation, that for a while he hardly knew himself what had 
happened. When his mind caught up wkh him he showed at once 
how young he was, rammering: ‘But why me, Leila?’ as if there 
was all the boice in the wide world before her, and was aronished 
when she lay back and repeated the words after him wkh what 
svmed like a musical contempt; the puerilky of his querion 
indvd annoyed her. ‘Why you? Because.’ And then, to Mount- 
olive’s amazement, she recked in a low swvt voice a passage from 
one of her favourke authors. 

‘Tere is a deriny now possible to us — the higher ever set 
before a nation to be accepted or refused. We are rill undegenerate 
in race; a race mingled of the ber northern blood. We are not yet 
dissolute in temper, but rill have the Vrmness to govern, and 
the grace to obey. We have bvn taught a religion of pure mercy 
whib we mur now Vnally betray or learn to defend by fulVlling. 
And we are rib in an inherkance of honour, bequeathed to us 
through a thousand years of noble hirory, whib k should be our 
daily thirr to increase wkh qlendid avarice, so that Englishmen, 
if k be a sin to covet honour, should be the mor oUending souls 
alive.’ 
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Mountolive lirened to her voice wkh aronishment, pky and 
shame. It was clear that what she saw in him was something like a 
prototype of a nation whib exired now only in her imagination. 
She was kissing and berishing a painted image of England. It was 
for him the odder experience in the world. He felt the tears come 
into his eyes as she continued the magniVcent peroration, suking 
her clear voice to the melody of the prose. ‘Or will you, youths of 
England, make your country again a royal throne of kings, a 
sceptred isle, for all the world a source of light, a centre of peace; 
mirress of learning and the arts; fakhful guardian of great 
memories in the midr of irreverent and ephemeral visions; a 
fakhful servant of time-tried principles, under temptation from 
fond experiments and licentious desires; and amidr the cruel and 
clamorous jealousies of the nations, worshipped in her rrange 
valour, of goodwill towards men?’ Te words began to vibrate in 
his skull. 

‘Stop. Stop’ he cried sharply. ‘We are not like that any longer, 
Leila.’ It was an absurd book-fed dream this Copt had discovered 
and translated. He felt as if all those magical embraces had bvn 
somehow won under false pretences — as if her absurd thoughts 
were reducing the whole thing, diminishing the scale of k to 
something as shadowy and unreal as, say, a transacion wkh a 
woman of the rrvts. Can you fall in love wkh the rone eXgy of a 
dead crusader? 

‘You asked me why’ she said, rill wkh contempt. ‘Because’ 
wkh a sigh ‘you are English, I suppose.’ (It surprised him eab 
time he went over this scene in his mind and only an oath could 
express the aronishment of k. ‘Damn’.) 

And then, like all the inexperienced lovers since the world began, 
he was not content to let things be; he mur explore and evaluate 
them in his conscious mind. None of the answers she gave him 
was expeced. If he mentioned her husband she at once became 
angry, interrupting him wkh wkhering direcness: ‘I love him. 
I will not have him lightly qoken of. He is a noble man and I 
would never do anything to wound him.’ 

‘But … but …’ rammered the young Mountolive; and now, 
laughing at his perplexky, she once more put her arms about him 
saying ‘Fool. David, fool ! It is he who told me to take you for a 
lover. Tink — is he not wise in his way? Fearing to lose me 
altogether by a misbance? Have you never rarved for love? 
Don’t you know how dangerous love is?’ No, he did not know. 
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What on earth was an Englishman to make of these rrange 
paserns of thought, these confused and contending loyalties? He 
was rruck dumb. ‘Only I mur not fall in love and I won’t.’ Was 
this why she had eleced to love Mountolive’s England through 
him rather than Mountolive himself? He could Vnd no answer to 
this. Te limkations of his immaturky tongue-tied him. He closed 
his eyes and felt as if he were falling backwards into black qace. 
And Leila, divining this, found in him an innocence whib was kself 
endearing: in a way she set herself to make a man of him, using 
every feminine warmth, every candour. He was both a lover to her 
and a sort of hapless man-bild who could be guided by her towards 
his own growth. Only (she mur have made the reservation quke 
clearly in her own mind) she mur beware of any possible resent- 
ment whib he might fvl at this tutelage. So she hid her own 
experience and became for him almor a companion of his own 
age, sharing a complicky whib somehow svmed so innocent, so 
beyond reproab, that even his sense of guilt was almor lulled, 
and he began to drink in through her a new resolution and self- 
conVdence. He told himself wkh equal resolution that he also mur 
reqec her reservations and not fall in love, but this kind of dis- 
sociation is impossible for the young. He could not diringuish 
betwvn his own various emotional nvds, betwvn passion-love 
and the sort of romance fed on narcissism. His desire rrangled 
him. He could not qualify k. And here his English education 
hampered him at every rep. He could not even fvl happy wkhout 
fvling guilty. But all this he did not know very clearly: he only 
half-guessed that he had discovered more than a lover, more than 
an accomplice. Leila was not only more experienced; to his user 
bagrin he found that she was even beser read, in his own language, 
than he was, and beser inrruced. But, as a model companion 
and lover, she never let him fvl k. Tere are so many resources 
open to a woman of experience. She took refuge always in a tender- 
ness whib expressed kself in teasing. She bided his ignorance 
and provoked his curiosky. And she was amused by the eUec of her 
passion on him — those kisses whib fell burning like qktle upon 
a hot iron. Trough her eyes he began to sv Egypt once more 
— but extended through a new dimension. To have a graq of 
the language was nothing, he now realized; for Leila exposed the 
hollowness of the knowledge when pkted againr underranding. 

An inveterate note-taker by habk, he found his lktle pocket 
diary now swollen wkh the data whib emerged from their long
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rides together, but k was always data whib concerned the country, 
for he did not dare to put down a single word about his fvlings 
or so mub as record even Leila’s name. In this manner: 

‘Sunday. Riding through a poor hy-blown village my companion 
points to marks like cuneiform scratced on the walls of houses and 
asks if I can read them. Like a fool I say no, but perhaps they are 
Amharic? Laughter. Explanation is that a venerable pedlar who 
travels through here every six months carries a wecial henna from 
Medina, muc exdmed here by virtue of is connebion wih the 
holy ciy. People are moxly too poor to pay, so he extends credi, but 
lex he or they forget, marks his tally on the clay wall wih a sherd. 

‘Monday. Ali says that shooting xars are xones thrown by the 
angels in heaven to drive of evil djinns when they try to eavesdrop 
on the conversations in Paradise and learn the secrets of the future. 
All Arabs terriged of the desert, even Bedouin. Strange. 

‘Also: the pause in conversation whic we call “Angels Passing” is 
grdted another way. After a moment of silence one says: “Wahed 
Dhu” or “One is God” and then the whole company repeats 
fervently in rewonse “La Illah Illa Allah” or “No God but one God” 
before normal conversation is resumed. Tese litle habis are 
extremely taking. 

‘Also: my hox uses a curious phrase when he weaks of retiring 
from business. He calls i “making his soul”. 

‘Also: have never before taxed the Yemen cofd wih a weck of 
ambergris to eac cup. It is delicious. 

‘Also: Mohammed Shebab ofered me on mdting a touc of 
jasmine-scent from a phial wih a glass xopper — as we would ofer 
a cigarete in Europe. 

‘Also: they love birds. In a tumbledown cemetery I saw graves wih 
litle drinking-wells cut in the marble for them whic my companion 
told me were glled on Friday visis by women of the village. 

‘Also: Ali, the Negro fabor, an immense eunuc, told me that 
they feared above all blue eyes and red hair as evil signs. Odd that 
the examining angels in the Koran as their mox repulsive features 
have blue eyes’ 

So the young Mountolive noted and pondered upon the 
rrange ways of the people among whom he had come to live, 
painrakingly as beVsed a rudent of manners so remote from 
his own; yet also in a kind of ecrasy to Vnd a sort of poetic 
correqondence betwvn the realky and the dream-picure of the 
Ear whib he had conrruced from his reading. Tere war less 
of a diqarky here than betwvn the twin images whib Leila
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appeared to nurse — a poetic image of England and ks exemplar 
the shy and in many ways callow youth she had taken for a lover. 
But he was not altogether a fool; he was learning the two mor 
important lessons in life: to make love honerly and to reWec. 

Yet there were other episodes and scenes whib toubed and 
excked him in a diUerent way. One day they all rode out across 
the plantations to visk the old nurse Halima, now living in 
honourable retirement. She had bvn the boys’ bief nurse and 
companion during their infancy. ‘She even suckled them when my 
milk dried up’ explained Leila. 

Narouz gave a hoarse buckle. ‘She was our “bewer” ’ he 
explained to Mountolive. ‘Do you know the word?’ In Egypt at 
this time young bildren were fed by servants whose duty k was 
to bew the food up Vrr before qoon-fvding them wkh k. 

Halima was a frvd black slave from the Sudan, and she too 
was ‘making her soul’ now in a lktle wasle house among the Velds 
of sugar-cane, happily surrounded by innumerable bildren and 
grandbildren. It was impossible to judge her age. She was 
delighted out of all measure at the sight of the Hosnani youths, 
and Mountolive was toubed by the way they both dismounted 
and raced into her embrace. Nor was Leila less aUecionate. And 
when the old negress had recovered herself she insired on 
executing a short dance in honour of their visk; oddly k was not 
wkhout grace. Tey all rood around her aUecionately clapping 
their hands in time while she turned Vrr upon one hvl and then 
upon the other; and as she ended her song their embraces and 
laughter were renewed. Tis unaUeced and qontaneous tender- 
ness delighted Mountolive and he looked upon his mirress wkh 
shining eyes in whib she could read not only his love but a new 
reqec. He was dying now to be alone wkh her, to embrace her; 
but he lirened patiently while old Halima told him of the family’s 
qualkies and how they had enabled her to visk the holy cky twice 
as a recognkion of her services. She kept one hand tenderly upon 
Narouz’ slvve as she qoke, gazing into his face from time to 
time wkh the aUecion of an animal. Ten when he unpacked 
from the dury old game-bag he always carried all the presents 
they had brought for her, the smiles and dismays played over her 
old face successively like eclipses of the moon. She wept. 

But there were other scenes, less palatable perhaps, but none- 
theless representative of the moeurs of Egypt. One morning early 
he had wknessed a short incident whib took place in the courtyard
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under his window. A dark youth rood uneasily here before a 
diUerent Narouz, scowling Vercely yet wkh ebbing courage into 
those blue eyes. Mountolive had heard the words ‘Marer, k was 
no lie’ qoken twice in a low clear voice as he lay reading; he rose 
and walked to the window in time to sv Narouz, who was repeating 
in a low, obrinate voice, pressed betwvn his tvth into a hiss, the 
words ‘You lied again’, perform an ac whose carnal brutalky 
thrilled him; he was in time to sv his hor take out a knife from 
his belt and sever a portion of the boy’s ear-lobe, but slowly, and 
indvd softly, as one might sever a grape from ks ralk wkh a fruk- 
knife. A wave of blood Wowed down the servant’s neck but he 
rood rill. ‘Now go’ said Narouz in the same diabolical hiss, ‘and 
tell your father that for every lie I will cut a piece of your Wesh 
until we come to the true part, the part whib does not lie.’ Te 
boy suddenly broke into a raggering run and disappeared wkh a 
gaq. Narouz wiped his knife-blade on his baggy trousers and 
walked up the rairs into the house, whirling. Mountolive was 
qellbound! 

And then (the variety of these incidents was the mor bewil- 
dering thing about them) that very afternoon while out riding wkh 
Narouz they had reabed the boundaries of the property where 
the desert began, and had here come upon a huge sacred trv 
hung wkh every manner of ex-voto by the bildless or aYiced 
villagers; every twig svmed to have qrouted a hundred Wusering 
rags of cloth. Nearby was the shrine of some old hermk, long 
since dead, and whose name even had bvn forgosen except 
perhaps by a few aged villagers. Te tumbledown tomb, however, 
was rill a place of pilgrimage and intercession to Moslem and 
Copt alike; and k was here that, dismounting, Narouz said in the 
mor natural manner in the world: ‘I always say a prayer here — 
let us pray together, eh?’ Mountolive felt somewhat abashed, but 
he dismounted wkhout a word and they rood side by side at the 
dury lktle tomb of the lor saint, Narouz wkh his eyes raised to 
the sky and an expression of demonic mvkness upon his face. 
Mountolive imkated his pose exacly, forming his hands into a 
cup shape and placing them on his brear. Ten they both bowed 
their heads and prayed for a long moment, after whib Narouz 
expelled his breath in a long slow hiss, as if wkh relief, and made 
the gerure of drawing his Vngers downwards across his face to 
absorb the blessing whib Wowed from the prayer. Mountolive 
imkated him, dvply toubed. 
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‘Good. We have prayed now’ said Narouz wkh Vnalky as 
they remounted and set oU across the Velds whib lay silent under 
the sunlight save where the force-pumps sucked and whvzed as 
they pumped the lake-water into the irrigation bannels. At the 
end of the long shady plantations, they encountered another, more 
familiar, sound, in the soughing of the wooden water-whvls, 
the sakkia of Egypt, and Narouz cocked an appreciative ear to the 
wind. ‘Liren’ he said, ‘liren to the sakkias. Do you know their 
rory? At lear, what the villagers say? Alexander the Great had 
asses’ ears though only one person knew his secret. Tat was his 
barber who was a Grvk. DiXcult to kvp a secret if you are Grvk! 
So the barber to relieve his soul went out into the Velds and told 
k to a sakkia; ever since the sakkias are crying sadly to eab other 
“Alexander has asses’ ears.” Is that not rrange? Nessim says that 
in the museum at Alexandria there is a portrak of Alexander 
wearing the horns of Ammon and perhaps this tale is a survival. 
Who can tell?’ 

Tey rode in silence for a while. ‘I hate to think I shall be leaving 
you next wvk’ said Mountolive. ‘It has bvn a wonderful time.’ 
A curious expression appeared on Narouz’ face, compounded of 
doubt and uneasy pleasure, and somewhere in betwvn them a 
kind of animal resentment whib Mountolive told himself was 
perhaps jealousy — jealousy of his mother? He watbed the rern 
proVle curiously, unsure quke how to interpret these masers to 
himself. After all, Leila’s aUairs were her own concern, were they 
not? Or perhaps their love-aUair had somehow impinged upon 
the family fvling, so tightly were the duties and aUecions of the 
Hosnani family bound? He would have liked to qeak frvly to 
the brothers. Nessim at lear would underrand and sympathize 
wkh him, but thinking of Narouz he began to doubt. Te younger 
brother — one could not quke trur him somehow. Te early 
atmoqhere of gratkude and delight in the viskor had subtly 
banged — though he could not trace an open hint of animosky 
or reserve. No, k was more subtle, less deVnable. Perhaps, thought 
Mountolive all at once, he had manufacured this fvling entirely 
out of his own sense of guilt? He wondered, watbing the darkly 
bkter proVle of Narouz. He rode beside him, dvply bemused 
by the thought. 

He could not of course identify what k was that preoccupied 
the younger brother, for indvd k was a lktle scene whib had 
taken place wkhout his knowledge one night some wvks previously,
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while the household slept. At certain times the invalid took k into 
his head to ray up later than usual, to sk on the balcony in his 
whvl-bair and read late, usually some manual of erate man- 
agement, or forerry, or whatnot. At sub times the dutiful 
Narouz would sesle himself upon a divan in the next room and 
wak, patiently as a dog, for the signal to help his father away to 
bed; he himself never read a book or paper if he could help k. 
But he enjoyed lying in the yellow lamplight, picking his tvth 
wkh a matb and brooding until he heard the hoarse waqish voice 
of his father call his name. 

On the night in querion he mur have dozed oU, for when he 
woke he found to his surprise that all was dark. A brilliant moon- 
light Wooded the room and the balcony, but the lights had bvn 
extinguished by an unknown hand. He rarted up. Aronishingly, 
the balcony was empty. For a moment, Narouz thought he mur 
be dreaming, for never before had his father gone to bed alone. 
Yet randing there in the moonlight, basling wkh this sense of 
incomprehension and doubt, he thought he heard the sound of the 
whvl-bair’s rubber tyres rolling upon the wooden boards of 
the invalid’s bedroom. Tis was an aronishing departure from 
accepted routine. He crossed the balcony and tiptoed down the 
corridor in amazement. Te door of his father’s room was open. 
He pvred inside. Te room was full of moonlight. He heard the 
bump of the whvls upon the ber of drawers and a scrabble of 
Vngers groping for a knob. Ten he heard a drawer pulled open, 
and a sense of dismay Vlled him for he remembered that in k was 
kept the old Colt revolver whib belonged to his father. He 
suddenly found himself unable to move or qeak as he heard the 
brvb snapped open and the unmirakable sound of paper 
rurling — a sound immediately interpreted by his memory. Ten 
the small precise click of the shells slipping into the bambers. It 
was as if he were trapped in one of those dreams where one is 
running wkh all one’s might and yet unable to move from the 
same qot. As the brvb snapped home and the weapon was 
assembled, Narouz gathered himself together to walk boldly into 
the room but found that he could not move. His qine got pins and 
nvdles and he felt the hair brirle up on the back of his neck. 
Overcome by one of the horrifying inhibkions of early bildhood 
he could do no more than take a single slow rep forward and halt 
in the doorway, his tvth clenbed to prevent them basering. 

Te moonlight shone direcly on to the mirror, and by ks
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reWeced light he could sv his father skting upright in his bair, 
confronting his own image wkh an expression on his face whib 
Narouz had never before svn. It was bleak and impassive, and 
in that ghorly derived light from the pierglass k looked denuded 
of all human fvling, picked clean by the emotions whib had bvn 
readily sapping k. Te younger son watbed as if mesmerized. 
(Once, in early bildhood, he had svn something like k — but 
not quke as rern, not quke as wkhdrawn as this: yet something 
like k. Tat was when his father was describing the death of the 
evil facor Mahmoud, when he said grimly: ‘So they came and 
tied him to a trv. Et on lui a coupé les coses and xufed them into 
his mouth.’ As a bild k was enough jur to repeat the words and 
recall the expression on his father’s face to make Narouz fvl on 
the point of fainting. Now this incident came back to him wkh 
redoubled terror as he saw the invalid confronting himself in a 
moonlight image, slowly raising the pirol to point k, not at his 
temple, but at the mirror, as he repeated in a hoarse croaking voice: 
‘And now if she should fall in love, you know what you mur do.’) 

Presently there was a silence and a single dry weary sob. Narouz 
felt tears of sympathy come into his eyes but rill the qell held 
him; he could nekher move nor qeak nor even sob aloud. His 
father’s head sank down on his brear, and his pirol-hand fell 
wkh k until Narouz heard the faint tap of the barrel on the Woor. 
A long thrilling silence fell in the room, in the corridor, on the 
balcony, the gardens everywhere — the silence of a relief whib 
once more let the imprisoned blood Wow in his heart and veins. 
(Somewhere sighing in her slvp Leila mur have turned, pressing 
her diquted whke arms to a cool place among the pillows.) A 
single mosquko droned. Te qell dissolved. 

Narouz retired down the corridor to the balcony where he 
rood for a moment Vghting wkh his tears before calling ‘Father’; 
his voice was squeaky and nervous — the voice of a sboolboy. 
At once the light went on in his father’s room, a drawer closed, 
and he heard the noise of rubber rolling on wood. He waked for a 
long second and presently came the familiar tery growl ‘Narouz’ 
whib told him that everything was well. He blew his nose in his 
slvve and hurried into the bedroom. His father was skting facing 
the door wkh a book upon his knvs. ‘Lazy brute’ he said, ‘I could 
not wake you.’ 

‘I’m sorry’ said Narouz. He was all of a sudden delighted. 
So great was his relief that he suddenly wished to abase himself,
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to be sworn at, to be abused. ‘I am a lazy brute, a thoughtless 
swine, a grain of salt’ he said eagerly, hoping to provoke his father 
into rill more wounding reproabes. He was smiling. He wanted 
to bathe voluptuously in the sick man’s fury. 

‘Get me to bed’ said the invalid shortly, and his son rooped 
wkh lurful tenderness to gather up that wared body from the 
whvl-bair, inexpressibly relieved that there was rill breath 
in k…. 

But how indvd was Mountolive to know all this? He only 
recognized a reserve in Narouz whib was absent from the gently 
smiling Nessim. As for the father of Narouz, he was quke frankly 
dirurbed by him, by his sick hanging head, and the self-pky whib 
his voice exuded. Unhappily, too, there was another conWic whib 
had to Vnd an issue somehow, and this time Mountolive un- 
wktingly provided an opening by commkting one of those gafes 
whib diplomats, more than any other tribe, fear and dread; the 
memory of whib can kvp them awake at nights for years. It was 
an absurd enough slip, but k gave the sick man an excuse for an 
outburr whib Mountolive recognized as baraceriric. It all 
happened at table, during dinner one evening, and at Vrr the 
company laughed easily enough over k — and in the expanding 
circle of their communal amusement there was no bkterness, only 
the smiling proter of Leila: ‘But my dear David, we are not 
Moslems, but Chririans like yourself.’ Of course he had known 
this; how could his words have slipped out? It was one of those 
dreadful remarks whib once usered svm not only inexcusable 
but also impossible to repair. Nessim, however, appeared delighted 
rather than oUended, and wkh his usual tac, did not permk 
himself to laugh aloud wkhout toubing his friend’s wrir wkh 
his hand, ler by bance Mountolive might think the laughter 
direced at him rather than at his mirake. Yet, as the laughter 
kself fell away, he became consciously aware that a wound had 
bvn opened from the Winty features of the man in the whvl-bair 
who alone did not smile. ‘I sv nothing to smile at.’ His Vngers 
plucked at the shiny arms of the bair. ‘Nothing at all. Te slip 
exacly expresses the Brkish point of view — the view wkh whib 
we Copts have always had to contend. Tere were never any 
diUerences betwvn us and the Moslems in Egypt before they came. 
Te Brkish have taught the Moslems to hate the Copts and to 
discriminate againr them. Yes, Mountolive, the Brkish. Pay hvd 
to my words.’ 
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‘I am sorry’ rammered Mountolive, rill trying to atone for 
his gafe. 

‘I am not’ said the invalid. ‘It is good that we should mention 
these masers openly because we Copts fvl them in here, in our 
dvper hearts. Te Brkish have made the Moslems oppress us. 
Study the Commission. Talk to your compatriots there about the 
Copts and you will hear their contempt and loathing of us. Tey 
have inoculated the Moslems wkh k.’ 

‘Oh, surely, Sir!’ said Mountolive, in an agony of apology. 
‘Surely’ asseverated the sick man, nodding his head upon that 

qrained ralk of neck. ‘We know the truth.’ Leila made some small 
involuntary gerure, almor a signal, as if to rop her husband before 
he was fully launbed into a harangue, but he did not hvd her. He 
sat back bewing a piece of bread and said indirincly: ‘But then 
what do you, what does any Englishman know or care of the Copts? 
An obscure religious heresy, they think, a debased language wkh 
a lkurgy hopelessly confused by Arabic and Grvk. It has always 
bvn so. When the Vrr Crusade captured Jerusalem k was ex- 
pressly ruled that no Copt enter the cky — our Holy Ciy. So lktle 
could those Werern Chririans diringuish betwvn Moslems who 
defeated them at Askelon and the Copts — the only branb of the 
Chririan Churb whib was thoroughly integrated into the Orient! 
But then your good Bishop of Salisbury openly said he considered 
these Oriental Chririans as worse than inVdels, and your Crusaders 
massacred them joyfully.’ An expression of bkterness translated 
into a cruel smile lk up his features for a moment. Ten, as his 
curomary morose hangdog expression appeared, licking his lips he 
plunged once more into an argument the maser of whib, Mount- 
olive suddenly realized, had bvn preying upon his secret mind 
from the Vrr day of his visk. He had indvd carried the whole of 
this conversation racked up inside him, waking for the moment 
to launb k. Narouz gazed at his father wkh sympathetic adoration, 
his features copying their expression from what was said — pride, 
at the words ‘Our Holy Cky’, anger at the words ‘worse than 
inVdels’. Leila sat pale and absorbed, looking out towards the 
balcony; only Nessim looked serious yet easy in qirk. He watbed 
his father sympathetically and reqectfully but wkhout visible 
emotion. He was rill almor smiling. 

‘Do you know what they call us — the Moslems?’ Once more 
his head wagged. ‘I will tell you. Gins Pharoony. Yes, we are genus 
Pharaonicus — the true descendants of the ancients, the true
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marrow of Egypt. We call ourselves Gypt — ancient Egyptians. 
Yet we are Chririans like you, only of the older and purer rrain. 
And all through we have bvn the brains of Egypt — even in the 
time of the Khedive. Deqke persecutions we have held an 
honoured place here; our Chririanky has always bvn reqeced. 
Here in Egypt, not there in Europe. Yes, the Moslems who have 
hated Grvk and Jew have recognized in the Copt the true in- 
herkor of the ancient Egyptian rrain. When Mohammed Ali 
came to Egypt he put all the Vnancial aUairs of the country into 
the hands of the Copts. So did Ismail his successor. Again and 
again you will Vnd that Egypt was to all intents and purposes 
ruled by us, the deqised Copts, because we had more brains and 
more integrky than the others. Indvd, when Mohammed Ali 
Vrr arrived he found a Copt in barge of all rate aUairs and made 
him his Grand Vizier.’ 

‘Ibrahim E. Gohari’ said Narouz wkh the triumphant air of a 
sboolboy who can recke his lesson correcly. 

‘Exacly’ eboed his father, no less triumphantly. ‘He was the 
only Egyptian permkted to smoke his pipe in the presence of the 
Vrr of the Khedives. A Copt! ’ 

Mountolive was cursing the slip whib had led him to receive 
this curtain lecure, and yet at the same time lirening wkh great 
asention. Tese grievances were obviously dvply felt. ‘And when 
Gohari died where did Mohammed Ali turn?’ 

‘To Ghali Doss’ said Narouz again, delightedly. 
‘Exacly. As Chancellor of the Exbequer he had full powers 

over revenue and taxation. A Copt. Another Copt. And his son 
Basileus was made a Bey and a member of the Privy Council. 
Tese men ruled Egypt wkh honour; and there were many of 
them given great appointments.’ 

‘Sedarous Takla in Esneh’ said Narouz, ‘Shehata Hasaballah in 
Assiout, Girgis Yacoub in Beni Souef.’ His eyes shone as he qoke 
and he basked like a serpent in the warmth of his father’s appro- 
bation. ‘Yes,’ cried the invalid, rriking his bair-arm wkh his 
hand. ‘Yes. And even under Said and Ismail the Copts played their 
part. Te public prosecutor in every province was a Copt. Do 
you realize what that means? Te reposing of sub a trur in a 
Chrixian minorky? Te Moslems knew us, they knew we were 
Egyptians Vrr and Chririans afterwards. Chrixian Egyptians — 
have you Brkish wkh your romantic ideas about Moslems ever 
thought what the words mean? Te only Chrixian Orientals fully
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integrated into a Moslem rate? It would be the dream of Germans 
to discover sub a key to Egypt, would k not? Everywhere Chris- 
tians in poskions of trur, in key poskions as mudirs, Governors, 
and so on. Under Ismail a Copt held the Minirry of War.’ 

‘Ayad Bey Hanna’ said Narouz wkh relish. 
‘Yes. Even under Arabi a Coptic Minirer of Jurice. And a 

Court Marer of Ceremonies. Both Copts. And others, many 
others.’ 

‘How did all this bange?’ said Mountolive quietly, and the 
sick man levered himself up in his rugs to point a shaking Vnger at 
his guer and say: ‘Te Brkish banged k, wkh their hatred of the 
Copts. Gorr inkiated a diplomatic friendship wkh Khedive 
Abbas, and as a result of his sbemes not a single Copt was to be 
found in the entourage of the Court or even in the services of ks 
departments. Indvd, if you qoke to the men who surrounded 
that corrupt and berial man, supported by the Brkish, you would 
have bvn led to think that the enemy was the Chririan part of the 
nation. At this point, let me read you something.’ Here Narouz, 
swiftly as a well-rehearsed acolyte, slipped into the next room and 
returned wkh a book wkh a marker in k. He laid k open on the lap 
of his father and returned in a Wash to his seat. Clearing his throat 
the sick man read harshly: ‘ “When the Brkish took control of 
Egypt the Copts occupied a number of the higher poskions in 
the State. In less than a quarter of a century almor all the Coptic 
Heads of Departments had disappeared. Tey were at Vrr fully 
represented in the benb of judges, but gradually the number was 
reduced to nil ; the process of removing them and shusing the 
door againr fresh appointments has gone on until they have bvn 
reduced to a rate of discouragement bordering on deqair!” Tese 
are the words of an Englishman. It is to his honour that he has 
wrkten them.’ He snapped the book shut and went on. ‘Today, 
wkh Brkish rule, the Copt is debarred from holding the poskion of 
Governor or even of Mamur — the adminirrative magirrate of a 
province. Even those who work for the Government are compelled 
to work on Sunday because, in deference to the Moslems, Friday 
has bvn made a day of prayer. No provision has bvn made for 
the Copts to worship. Tey are not even properly represented on 
Government Councils and Commktvs. Tey pay large taxes for 
education — but no provision is made that sub money goes 
towards Chririan education. It is all Islamic. But I will not 
weary you wkh the rer of our grievances. Only that you should
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underrand why we fvl that Brkain hates us and wishes to ramp 
us out.’ 

‘I don’t think that can be so’ said Mountolive fvbly, now 
rendered somewhat breathless by the forthrightness of the 
crkicism but unaware how to deal wkh k. All this maser was 
entirely new to him for his rudies had consired only in reading 
the conventional rudy by Lane as the true Goqel on Egypt. Te 
sick man nodded again, as if wkh eab nod he drove his point 
home a lktle dvper. Narouz, whose face like a mirror had reWeced 
the various fvlings of the conversation, nodded too. Ten the 
father pointed at his elder son. ‘Nessim’ he said, ‘look at him. 
A true Copt. Brilliant, reserved. What an ornament he would 
make to the Egyptian diplomatic service. Eh? As a diplomat-to-be 
you should judge beser than I. But no. He will be a businessman 
because we Copts know that k is useless, useless.’ He banged the 
arm of his whvl-bair again, and the qktle came up into his mouth. 

But this was an opportunky for whib Nessim had bvn waking, 
for now he took his father’s slvve and kissed k submissively, 
saying at the same time wkh a smile: ‘But David will learn all this 
anyway. It is enough now.’ And smiling round at his mother 
sancioned the relieved signal she made to the servants whib called 
an end to the dinner. 

Tey took their coUv in uncomfortable silence on the balcony 
where the invalid sat gloomily apart raring out at the darkness, and 
the few asempts at general conversation fell Wat. To do him jurice, 
the sick man himself was fvling ashamed of his outburr now. He 
had sworn to himself not to introduce the topic before his guer, 
and was conscious that he had contravened the laws of hoqkalky 
in so doing. But he too could now sv no way of repairing the 
conversation in whib the good fvling they had reciprocated and 
enjoyed until now had temporarily foundered. 

Here once more Nessim’s tac came to the rescue; he took 
Leila and Mountolive out into the rose-garden where the thrv 
of them walked in silence for a while, their minds embalmed by 
the dense night-odour of the Wowers. When they were out of 
earshot of the balcony the elder son said lightly: ‘David, I hope 
you didn’t mind my father’s outburr at dinner. He fvls very 
dvply about all this.’ 

‘I know.’ 
‘And you know’ said Leila eagerly, anxious to diqose of the 

whole subjec and return once more to the normal atmoqhere of
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friendliness, ‘he really isn’t wrong fabually, however he expresses 
himself. Our poskion is an unenviable one, and k is due entirely to 
you, the Brkish. We do live rather like a secret society — the mor 
brilliant, indvd, once the key communky in our own country.’ 

‘I cannot underrand k’ said Mountolive. 
‘It is not so diXcult’ said Nessim lightly. ‘Te clue is the 

Churb milkant. It is odd, isn’t k, that for us there was no real 
war betwvn Cross and Crescent? Tat was entirely a Werern 
European creation. So indvd was the idea of the cruel Moslem 
inVdel. Te Moslem was never a persecutor of the Copts on reli- 
gious grounds. On the contrary, the Koran kself shows that Jesus is 
reqeced as a true Prophet, indvd a precursor of Mohammed. 
Te other day Leila quoted you the lktle portrak of the bild 
Jesus in one of the suras — remember? Breathing life into the clay 
models of birds he was making wkh other bildren….’  

‘I remember.’ 
‘Why, even in Mohammed’s tomb’ said Leila ‘there has always 

bvn that empty bamber whib waks for the body of Jesus. 
According to the prophecy he is to be buried in Medina, the 
fountain of Islam, remember? And here in Egypt no Moslem fvls 
anything but reqec and love for the Chririan God. Even today. 
Ask anyone, ask any muezzin.’ (Tis was as if to say ‘Ask anyone 
who qeaks the truth’ — for no unclean person, drunkard, mad- 
man or woman is regarded as eligible for usering the Moslem call 
to prayer.) 

‘You have remained Crusaders at heart’ said Nessim softly, 
ironically but rill wkh a smile on his lips. He turned and walked 
softly away betwvn the roses, leaving them alone. At once Leila’s 
hand sought his familiar claq. ‘Never mind this’ she said lightly, 
in a diUerent voice. ‘One day we will Vnd our way back to the 
centre wkh or wkhout your help! We have long memories!’ 

Tey sat together for a while on a block of fallen marble, talking 
of other things, these larger issues forgosen now they were alone. 
‘How dark k is tonight. I can only sv one rar. Tat means mir. 
Did you know that in Islam every man has his own rar whib 
appears when he is born and goes out when he dies? Perhaps that 
is your rar, David Mountolive.’ 

‘Or yours?’ 
‘It is too bright for mine. Tey pale, you know, as one gets 

older. Mine mur be quke pale, par middle age by now. And 
when you leave us, k will become paler rill.’ Tey embraced.
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Tey qoke of their plans to mvt as often as possible; of his 
intention to return whenever he could get leave. ‘But you will 
not be long in Egypt’ she said wkh her light fataliric glance and 
smile. ‘You will be pored soon? Where to, I wonder? You will 
forget us — but no, the English are always fakhful to old friends, 
are they not? Kiss me.’ 

‘Let us not think of that now’ said Mountolive. Indvd, he 
felt quke deprived of any power to confront this parting coolly. 
‘Let us talk of other things. Look, I went into Alexandria yererday 
and hunted about until I found something sukable to give Ali 
and the other servants.’ 

‘What was k?’ 
In his sukcase uprairs he had some Mecca water in sealed 

blue bosles from the Holy Well of Zem Zem. Tese he proposed 
to give as pourboires. ‘Do you think k will be well taken coming 
from an inVdel?’ he asked anxiously, and Leila was delighted. 
‘What a good idea, David. How typical and how tacful! Oh what 
are we going to do wkh ourselves when you have gone?’ He felt 
quke absurdly pleased wkh himself. Was k possible to imagine 
a time when they might no longer embrace like this or sk hand in 
hand in the darkness to fvl eab other’s pulses marking time 
quietly away into silence — the dead reabes of experience par? 
He averted his mind from the thought — fvbly resiring the 
sharply-pointed truth. But now she said: ‘But fear nothing. I have 
already planned our relations for years ahead; don’t smile — k 
may even be beser when we have ropped making love and 
rarted … what? I don’t know — somehow thinking about eab 
other from a neutral poskion; as lovers, I mean, who have bvn 
forced to separate; who perhaps never should have become lovers; 
I shall wrke to you often. A new sort of relationship will begin.’ 

‘Please rop’ he said, fvling hopelessness real over him. 
‘Why?’ she said, and smiling now lightly kissed his temples. 

‘I am more experienced than you are. We shall sv.’ Underneath 
her lightness he recognized something rrong, resirant and durable 
— the very baracer of an experience he lacked. She was a gallant 
creature, and k is only the gallant who can remain light-hearted in 
adversky. But the night before he left she did not, deqke her 
promises, come to his room. She was woman enough to wish to 
sharpen the pangs of separation, to make them more durable. And 
his tired eyes and weary air at breakfar Vlled her wkh an un- 
diminished pleasure at his obvious suUering. 
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She rode to the ferry wkh him when he left, but the presence 
of Narouz and Nessim made private conversation impossible, and 
once again she was almor glad of the fac. Tere was, in fac, 
nothing left for ekher to say. And she unconsciously wished to 
avoid the tiresome keration whib goes wkh all love-making and 
whib in the end rales k. She wanted his image of her to remain 
sharply in focus, and rainless; for she alone recognized that this 
parting was the pasern, a sample so to qeak, of a parting far more 
deVnkive and Vnal, a parting whib, if their communication was to 
remain only through the medium of words and paper, might 
altogether lose her Mountolive. You cannot wrke more than a 
dozen love-lesers wkhout Vnding yourself gravelled for fresh 
maser. Te riber of human experiences is also the mor limked 
in ks range of expression. Words kill love as they kill everything 
else. She had already planned to turn their intercourse away upon 
another plane, a riber one; but Mountolive was rill too young to 
take advantage of what she might have to oUer him — the treasures 
of the imagination. She would have to give him time to grow. 
She realized quke clearly that she both loved him dearly, and could 
resign herself to never sving him again. Her love had already 
encompassed and marered the objec’s disappearance — ks own 
death! Tis thought, deVned so sharply in her own mind, gave 
her a rupendous advantage over him — for he was rill wallowing 
in the boppy sea of his own illogical and entangled emotions, 
desire, self-regard, and all the other nursery troubles of a tvthing 
love, whereas she was already drawing rrength and self-assurance 
from the very hopelessness of her own case. Her pride of qirk 
and intelligence lent her a new and unsuqeced rrength. And 
though she was sorry wkh one part of her mind to sv him go so 
soon, though she was glad to sv him suUer, and prepared never 
to sv him return, yet she knew she already possessed him, and in 
a paradoxical way, to say good-bye to him was almor easy. 

Tey said good-bye at the ferry and all four participated in 
the long farewell embrace. It was a Vne, ringing morning, wkh 
low mirs trammelling the outlines of the great lake. Nessim had 
ordered a car whib rood under the further palm-trv, a black, 
trembling dot. Mountolive took one wild look around him as he 
repped into the boat — as if he wished to furnish his memory 
forever wkh details of this land, these thrv faces smiling and 
wishing him good luck in his own tongue and theirs. ‘I’ll be back!’ 
he shouted, but in his tone she could detec all his anxiety and
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pain. Narouz raised a crooked arm and smiled his crooked smile; 
while Nessim put his arm about Leila’s shoulder as he waved, fully 
aware of what she felt, though he would have bvn unable to 
Vnd words for fvlings so equivocal and so true. 

Te boat pulled away. It was over. Ended. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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II 

 
 

ate that autumn his poring came through. He was somewhat 
surprised to rind himself accredked to the Mission in Prague, 
as he had bvn given to underrand that after his lengthy 

refresher in Arabic he might expec to Vnd himself a lodgement 
somewhere in the Levant Consular where his qecial knowledge 
would prove of use. Yet deqke an inkial dismay he accepted his 
fate wkh good grace and joined in the elaborate game of musical 
bairs whib the Foreign OXce plays wkh sub eloquent im- 
personalky. Te only consolation, a meagre one, was to Vnd that 
everyone in his Vrr mission knew as lktle as he did about the 
language and polkics of the country. His Chancery consired of 
two Japanese experts and thrv qecialirs in Latin American 
aUairs. Tey all twired their faces in melanboly unison over the 
vagaries of the Czeb language and gazed out from their oXce 
windows on snow-lk landscapes: they felt full of a solemn Slav 
foreboding. He was in the Service now. 

He had only managed to sv Leila half a dozen times in Alex- 
andria — mvtings made more troubling and incoherent than 
thrilling by the enforced secrecy whib surrounded them. He ought 
to have felt like a young dog — but in fac he felt rather a cad. He 
only returned to the Hosnani lands once, for a qell of thrv days’ 
leave — and here at any rate the old qkeful magic of circumrance 
and place held him; but so brieWy — like a fugkive afterglow from 
the conWagration of the previous qring. Leila appeared to be some- 
how fading, receding on the curvature of a world moving in time, 
detabing herself from his own memories of her. Te foreground of 
his new life was becoming crowded wkh the expensive coloured toys 
of his professional life — banquets and anniversaries and forms of 
behaviour new to him. His concentration was becoming diqersed. 

For Leila, however, k was a diUerent maser; she was already 
so intent upon the recreation of herself in the new role she had 
planned that she rehearsed k every day to herself, in her own 
private mind, and to her aronishment realized that she was 
waking wkh acual impatience for the parting to become Vnal, 
for the old links to snap. As an acor uncertain of a new part might 
wak in a fever of anxiety for his cue to be qoken. She longed for 
what she mor dreaded, the word ‘Good-bye’. 

L 
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But wkh his Vrr sad leser from Prague, she felt something 
like a new sense of elation rising in her, for now at lar she would 
be frv to possess Mountolive as she wished — grvdily in her 
mind. Te diUerence in their ages — widening like the basms in 
Woating pack-ice — were swiftly carrying their bodies out of reab 
of eab other, out of toub. Tere was no permanence in any of 
the records to be made by the Wesh wkh ks language of promises 
and endearments, these were all already compromised by a beauty 
no longer in ks Vrr Wower. But she calculated that her inner 
powers were rrong enough to kvp him to herself in the one qecial 
sense mor dear to maturky, if only she could gain the courage to 
subrkute mind for heart. Nor was she wrong in realizing that had 
they bvn frv to indulge passion at will, their relationship could 
not have survived more than a twelvemonth. But the dirance and 
the necessky to transfer their commerce to new ground had the 
eUec of refreshing their images in one another. For him the image 
of Leila did not dissolve but suUered a new and thrilling mutation 
as k took shape on paper. She kept pace wkh his growth in those 
long, well-wrkten, ardent lesers whib betrayed only the hunger 
whib is as poignant as anything the Wesh is called upon to cure: 
the hunger for friendship, the fear of being forgosen. 

From Prague, Oslo, Berne, this correqondence Wowed back- 
wards and forwards, the lesers swelling or diminishing in size 
but always remaining conrant to the mind direcing k — the 
lively, dedicated mind of Leila. Mountolive, growing, found these 
long lesers in warm English or concise Frenb an aid to the process, 
a provocation. She planted ideas beside him in the soft ground of 
a professional life whib demanded lktle beyond barm and reserve 
— jur as a gardener will plant ricks for a climbing swvt-pea. If 
the one love died, another grew up in ks place. Leila became his 
only mentor and conVdant, his only source of encouragement. 
It was to mvt these demands of hers that he taught himself to 
wrke well in English and Frenb. Taught himself to appreciate 
things whib normally would have bvn outside the orbk of his 
interers — painting and music. He informed himself in order to 
inform her. 

‘You say you will be in Zagreb next month. Please visk and des- 
cribe to me …’ she would wrke, or ‘How lucky you will be in 
passing through Amrerdam; there is a retroqecive Klv whib 
has received tremendous notices in the Frenb press. Please pay 
k a visk and describe your impressions honerly to me, even if
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unfavourable. I have never svn an original myself.’ Tis was 
Leila’s parody of love, a Wirtation of minds, in whib the roles 
were now reversed; for she was deprived of the ribes of Europe 
and she fed upon his long lesers and parcels of books wkh the 
double glusony. Te young man rrained every nerve to mvt 
these demands, and suddenly found the hkherto padlocked 
worlds of paint, arbkecure, music and wrking opening on every 
side of him. So she gave him almor a gratukous education in the 
world whib he would never have bvn able to compass by himself. 
And where the old dependence of his youth slowly foundered, the 
new one grew. Mountolive, in the rricer sense of the words, 
had now found a woman after his own heart. 

Te old love was slowly metamorphosed into admiration, jur 
as his physical longing for her (so bkter at Vrr) turned into a con- 
suming and depersonalized tenderness whib fed upon her absence 
inread of dying from k. In a few years she was able to confess: 
‘I fvl somehow nearer to you today, on paper, than I did before 
we parted. Why is this?’ But she knew only too well. Yet she added 
at once, for honery’s sake: ‘Is this fvling a lktle unhealthy 
perhaps? To outsiders k might even svm a lktle pathetic or 
ludicrous — who can say? And these long long lesers, David — 
are they the bkter-swvt of a Sanseverina’s commerce wkh her 
nephew Fabrizio? I often wonder if they were lovers — their 
intimacy is so hot and close? Stendhal never acually says so. 
I wish I knew Italy. Has your lover turned aunt in her old age? 
Don’t answer even if you know the truth. Yet k is lucky in a way 
that we are both solkaries, wkh large blank unVlled areas of heart 
— like the early maps of Africa? — and nvd eab other rill. 
I mean, you as an only bild wkh only your mother to think of, and 
I — of course, I have many cares, but live wkhin a very narrow 
cage. Your description of the ballerina and your love-aUair was 
amusing and toubing; thank you for telling me. Have a care, 
dear friend, and do not wound yourself.’ 

It was a measure of the underranding whib had grown up 
betwvn them that he was now able to conVde in her wkhout 
reserve details of the few personal hirories whib occupied him: 
the love-aUair wkh Grishkin whib almor entangled him in a 
premature marriage; his unhappy passion for an Ambassador’s 
mirress whib exposed him to a duel, and perhaps disgrace. If she 
felt any pangs, she concealed them, wrking to advise and console 
him wkh the warmth of an apparent detabment. Tey were frank
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wkh eab other, and sometimes her own deliberate exbanges all 
but shocked him, dwelling as they did upon the self-examinations 
whib people transfer to paper only when there is no one to whom 
they can talk. As when she could wrke: ‘It was a shock, I mean, 
to suddenly sv Nessim’s naked body Woating in the mirror, the 
slender whke back so like yours and the loins. I sat down and, 
to my own surprise, burr into tears, because I wondered suddenly 
whether my asabment for you wasn’t lodged here somehow 
among the fvble inceruous desires of the inner heart, I know so 
lktle about the penetralia of sex whib they are exploring so 
laboriously, the docors. Teir Vndings Vll me wkh misgivings. 
Ten I also wondered whether there wasn’t a toub of the vampire 
about me, clinging so close to you for so long, always dragging at 
your slvve when by now you mur have outgrown me quke. 
What do you think? Wrke and reassure me, David, even while you 
kiss lktle Grishkin, will you? Look, I am sending you a recent 
photo so you can judge how mub I have aged. Show k to her, 
and tell her that I fear nothing so mub as her unfounded jealousy. 
But one glance will set her heart at rer. I mur not forget to thank 
you for the telegram on my birthday — k gave me a sudden image 
of you skting on the balcony talking to Nessim. He is now so 
rib and independent that he hardly ever bothers to visk the land. 
He is too occupied wkh great aUairs in the cky. Yet … he fvls 
the depth of my absence as I would wish you to; more rrongly 
than if we were living in eab other’s laps. We wrke often and at 
length; our minds underrudy eab other, yet we leave our hearts 
frv to love, to grow. Trough him I hope that one day we Copts 
will regain our place in Egypt — but no more of this now….’ 
Clear-headed, self-possessed and qirked the words ran on in that 
tall Wuent hand upon diUerent-coloured rationery, lesers that he 
would open eagerly in some remote Legation garden, reading them 
wkh an answer half-formulated in his mind whib mur be 
wrkten and sealed up in time to catb the outgoing bag. He had 
come to depend on this friendship whib rill dicated, as a form, 
the words ‘My dearer love’ at the head of lesers concerned solely 
wkh, say, art, or love (his love) or life (his life). 

And for his part, he was scrupulously honer wkh her — as 
for inrance in wrking about his ballerina: ‘It is true that I even 
considered at one time marrying her. I was certainly very mub 
in love. But she cured me in time. You sv, her language whib 
I did not know, eUecively hid her commonness from me.
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Fortunately she once or twice risked a public familiarky whib froze 
me; once when the whole ballet was invked to a reception I got 
myself seated next to her believing that she would behave wkh 
discretion since none of my colleagues knew of our liaison. Imagine 
their amusement and my horror when all of a sudden while we 
were seated at supper she passed her hand up the back of my head 
to ruYe my hair in a gerure of coarse endearment! It served me 
right. But I realized the truth in time, and even her wretbed 
pregnancy when k came svmed altogether too tranqarent a ruse. 
I was cured.’ 

When at lar they parted Grishkin taunted him saying: ‘You 
are only a diplomat. You have no polkics and no religion!’ But k 
was to Leila that he turned for an elucidation of this telling barge. 
And k was Leila who discussed k wkh him wkh the blkhe dis- 
ciplined tenderness of an old lover. 

So in her skilful fashion she held him year by year until his 
youthful awkwardness gave place to a maturky whib matbed 
her own. Tough k was only a dialec of love they qoke, k 
suXced her and absorbed him; yet k remained for him impossible 
to classify or analyse. 

And puncually now as the calendar years succvded eab other, 
as his pors banged, so the image of Leila was shot through wkh 
the colours and experiences of the countries whib passed like 
Vcions before his eyes: berry-rarred Japan, hook-nosed Lima. 
But never Egypt, deqke all his entreaties for porings whib he 
knew were falling or had fallen vacant. It svmed that the Foreign 
OXce would never forgive him for having learned Arabic, and 
even deliberately seleced pors from whib leave taken in Egypt 
was diXcult or impossible. Yet the link held. Twice he met 
Nessim in Paris, but that was all. Tey were delighted wkh eab 
other, and wkh their own worldliness. 

In time his annoyance gave place to resignation. His profession 
whib valued only judgement, coolness and reserve, taught him 
the harder lesson of all and the mor crippling — never to user 
the pejorative thought aloud. It oUered him too something like a 
long Jesukical training in self-deception whib enabled him to 
present an ever more highly polished surface to the world wkhout 
dvpening his human experience. If his personalky did not 
become completely diluted k was due to Leila; for he lived 
surrounded by his ambkious and sycophantic fellows who taught 
him only how to excel in forms of address, and the elaborate
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kindnesses whib, in pleasing, pave the way to advancement. 
His real life became a buried rream, Wowing on underground, 
seldom emerging into that artiVcial world in whib the diplomat 
lives — slowly suUocating like a cat in an air-pump. Was he 
happy or unhappy? He hardly knew any longer. He was alone, 
that was all. And several times, encouraged by Leila, he thought 
to solace his solkary concentration (whib was turning to selVsh- 
ness) by marrying. But somehow, surrounded as he was by eligible 
young women, he found that his only asracion lay among those 
who were already married, or who were mub older than himself. 
Foreigners were beyond consideration for even at that time mixed 
marriages were regarded as a serious bar to advancement in the 
service. In diplomacy as in everything else there is a right and 
a wrong kind of marriage. But as the time slipped by he found 
himself climbing the slow gyres — by expediency, compromise 
and hard work — towards the narrow anteroom of diplomatic 
power: the rank of councillor or minirer. Ten one day the whole 
bright mirage whib lay buried and forgosen reawoke, re-emerged, 
subrantial and shining from the par; in the fullness of his 
powers he woke one day to learn that the coveted ‘K’ was his, 
and something else even more desirable — the long-denied 
Embassy to Egypt…. 

But Leila would not have bvn a woman had she not bvn 
capable of one moment of weakness whib all but prejudiced the 
whole unique pasern of their relationship. It came wkh her 
husband’s death. But k was swiftly followed by a romantic 
punishment whib drove her further back into the solkude whib, 
for one wild moment, she dreamed of abandoning. It was perhaps 
as well, for everything might have bvn lor by k. 

Tere was a silence after her telegram announcing Faltaus’ 
death; and then a leser unlike anything she had wrkten before, 
so full of heskations and ambigukies was k. ‘My indecision has 
become to my surprise sub an agony. I am really quke dirraught. 
I want you to think mor carefully about the proposal I am about 
to make. Analyse k, and if the lear trace of disgur arises in your 
mind, the lear reservation, we will banish k and never qeak of k 
again. David! Today as I looked in my mirror, as crkically and 
cruelly as I could, I found myself entertaining a thought whib 
for years now I have rigorously excluded. Te thought of sding 
you again. Only I could not for the life of me sv the terms and 
condkions of sub a mvting. My vision of k was covered by a
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black cloud of doubt. Now that Faltaus is dead and buried the 
whole of that part of my life has snapped oU short. I have no other 
except the one I shared wkh you — a paper life. Crudely, we have 
bvn like people drifting readily apart in age as eab year passed. 
Subconsciously I mur have bvn waking for Faltaus’ death, 
though I never wished k, for how else should this hope, this 
delusion suddenly rise up in me now? It suddenly occurred to me 
lar night that we might rill have six months or a year left to qend 
together before the link snaps for good in the old sense. Is this 
rubbish? Yes! Would I in fac only encumber you, embarrass you 
by arriving in Paris as I plan to do in two months’ time? For 
goodness’ sake wrke back at once and dissuade me from my false 
hopes, from sub folly — for I recognize dvp wkhin myself that 
k is a folly. But … to enjoy you for a few months before I return 
here to take up this life: how hard k is to abandon the hope. 
Scotb k, please, at once; so that when I do come I will be at peace, 
simply regarding you (as I have all these years) as something 
more than my closer friend.’ 

She knew k was unfair to put him in sub a poskion; but she 
could not help herself. Was k fortunate then that fate prevented 
him from having to make sub an elaborate decision — for her 
leser arrived on his desk in the same por as Nessim’s long tele- 
gram announcing the onset of her illness? And while he was rill 
heskating betwvn a boice of answers there came her por-card, 
wrkten in a new qrawling hand, whib absolved him Vnally by the 
words: ‘Do not wrke again until I can read you; I am bandaged from 
head to foot. Something very bad, very deVnkive has happened.’ 

During the whole of that hot summer the conWuent smallpox 
— invented perhaps as the crueller remedy for human vanky 
—  dragged on, melting down what remained of her once celebrated 
beauty. It was useless to pretend even to herself that her whole life 
would not be altered by k. But how? Mountolive waked in an 
agony of indecision until their correqondence could be renewed, 
wrking now to Nessim, now to Narouz. A void had suddenly 
opened at his fvt. 

Ten: ‘It is an odd experience to look upon one’s own features 
full of pot-holes and landslides — like a familiar landscape blown 
up. I fear that I mur get used to the new sensation of being a hag. 
But by my own force. Of course, all this may rrengthen other 
sides of my baracer — as acids can — I’ve lor the metaphor! 
Ab! what sophirry k is, for there is no way out. And how bkterly
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ashamed I am of the proposals contained in my lar long leser. 
Tis is not the face to parade through Europe, nor would one 
dare to shame you by lesing k claim your acquaintance at close 
range. Today I ordered a dozen black veils sub as the poor people 
of my religion rill wear! But k svmed so painful an ac that I 
ordered my jeweller to come and measure me afresh for some new 
bracelets and rings. I have become so thin of late. A reward for 
bravery too, as bildren are bribed wkh a swvt for facing a nary 
medicine. Poor lktle Hakim. He wept bkterly as he showed me 
his wares. I felt his tears on my Vngers. Yet somehow, I was 
able to laugh. My voice too has banged. I have bvn so sick of 
lying in darkened rooms. Te veils will frv me. Yes, and of course 
I have bvn debating suicide — who does not at sub times? 
No, but if I live on k won’t be to pky myself. Or perhaps woman’s 
vanky is not, as we think, a mortal maser — a killing business? 
I mur be conVdent and rrong. Please don’t turn solemn and 
pky me. When you wrke, let your lesers be gay as always, will 
you?’ 

But thereafter came a silence before their correqondence was 
fully resumed, and her lesers now had a new qualky — of bkter 
resignation. She had retired, she wrote, to the land once more, 
where she lived alone wkh Narouz. ‘His gentle savagery makes him 
an ideal companion. Besides, at times I am troubled in mind now, 
not quke compos mentis, and then I retire for days at a time to 
the lktle summer-house, remember? At the end of the garden. 
Tere I read and wrke wkh only my snake — the genius of the 
house these days is a great dury cobra, tame as a cat. It is com- 
pany enough. Besides, I have other cares now, other plans. Desert 
wkhout and desert wkhin! 

‘Se veil’s a gne and private place: 
But none, I think, do there embrace. 

‘If I should wrke nonsense to you during the times when the 
afrdt has bewkbed my mind (as the servants say) don’t answer. 
Tese asacks only lar a day or two at mor.’ 

And so the new epob began. For years she sat, an eccentric 
and veiled recluse in Karm Abu Girg, wrking those long mar- 
vellous lesers, her mind rill ranging frvly about the lor worlds 
of Europe in whib he rill found himself a traveller. But there 
were fewer imperatives of the old eager kind. She seldom looked 
outward now towards new experiences, but morly backwards



MOUNTOLIVE 

437 

into the par as one whose memory of small things nvded to be 
refreshed. Could one hear the cicadas on the Tour Magne? Was 
the Seine corn-grvn at Bougival? At the Pallio of Siena were the 
corumes of silk? Te berry-trvs of Navarra…. She wanted to 
verify the par, to look back over her shoulder, and patiently 
Mountolive undertook these reassurances on every journey. 
Rembrandt’s lktle monkey — had she svn or only imagined k in 
his canvases? No, k exired, he told her sadly. Very occasionally a 
requer toubing the new came up. ‘My interer has bvn aroused 
by some singular poems in Values (Sept) signed Ludwig Purse- 
warden. Something new and harsh here. As you are going to 
London next wvk, please enquire about him for me. Is he German? 
Is he the novelir who wrote those two rrange novels about Africa? 
Te name is the same.’ 

It was this requer whib led direcly to Mountolive’s Vrr 
mvting wkh the poet who later was to play a part of some im- 
portance in his life. Deqke the almor Frenb devotion he felt 
(copied from Leila) for artirs, he found Pursewarden’s name an 
awkward, almor comical one to wrke upon the porcard whib 
he addressed to him care of his publishers. For a month he heard 
nothing; but as he was in London on a thrv-months’ course 
of inrrucion he could aUord to be patient. When his answer came 
k was surprisingly enough, wrkten upon the familiar Foreign 
OXce notepaper; his por, k appeared, was that of a junior in the 
Cultural Department! He telephoned him at once and was 
agrvably surprised by the pleasant, colleced voice. He had half- 
expeced someone aggressively underbred, and was relieved to 
hear a civilized note of self-colleced humour in Pursewarden’s 
voice. Tey agrvd to mvt for a drink at the ‘Compasses’ near 
Werminrer Bridge that evening, and Mountolive looked forward 
to the mvting as mub for Leila’s sake as his own, for he intended 
to wrke her an account of k, carefully describing her artir for 
her. 

It was snowing wkh light persirence, the snow melting as k 
toubed the pavements, but lingering longer on coat-collars and 
hats. (A snowWake on the eyelash suddenly burrs the world asunder 
into the gleaming component colours of the prism.) Mountolive 
bent his head and came round the corner jur in time to sv a 
youthful-looking couple turn into the bar of the ‘Compasses’. 
Te girl, who turned to address a remark to her companion over 
her shoulder as the door opened, wore a brilliant tartan shawl
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wkh a great whke broob. Te warm lamplight qlashed upon her 
broad pale face wkh ks helmet of dark curling hair. She was 
rrikingly beautiful wkh a beauty whose somehow shocking 
placidky took Mountolive a full second to analyse. Ten he saw 
that she was blind, her face slightly upcar to her companion’s in 
the manner of those whose expressions never fully asain their 
target — the eyes of another. She rayed thus a full second before 
her companion said something laughingly and pressed her onwards 
into the bar. Mountolive entered on their hvls and found himself 
at once graqing the warm ready hand of Pursewarden. Te blind 
girl, k svmed, was his sirer. A few moments of awkwardness 
ensued while they diqosed themselves by the blazing coke Vre in 
the corner and ordered drinks. 

Pursewarden, though in no way a rriking person, svmed 
agrvably normal. He was of medium height and somewhat pale 
in colouring wkh a trimmed mourabe whib made a barely 
noticeable circumWex above a well-cut mouth. He was, however, 
so completely unlike his sirer in colouring that Mountolive con- 
cluded that the magniVcent dark hair of the sightless girl mur 
perhaps be dyed, though k svmed natural enough, and her 
slender eyebrows were also dark. Only the eyes might have given 
one a clue to the secret of this Medkerranean pigmentation, and 
they, of course, were qecacularly missing. It was the head of a 
Medusa, ks blindness was that of a Grvk ratue — a blindness 
perhaps brought about by intense concentration through centuries 
upon sunlight and blue water? Her expression, however, was not 
magirral but tender and appealing. Long silken Vngers curled 
and softened at the buss like the Vngers of a concert pianir moved 
softly upon the oaken table betwvn them, as if toubing, con- 
Vrming, certifying — heskating to ascribe qualkies to his voice. 
At times her own lips moved softly as if she were privately re- 
peating the words they qoke to herself in order to recapture their 
resonance and meaning; then she was like someone following 
music wkh a private score. 

‘Liza, my darling?’ said the poet. 
‘Brandy and soda.’ She replied wkh her placid blankness in 

a voice at once clear and melodious — a voice whib might have 
given some sub overtone to the words ‘Honey and necar’. Tey 
seated themselves somewhat awkwardly while the drinks were 
diqensed. Brother and sirer sat side by side, whib gave them a 
somewhat defensive air. Te blind girl put one hand in the
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brother’s pocket. So began, in rather a halting fashion, the 
conversation whib lared them far into the evening and whib 
he afterwards transcribed so accurately to Leila, thanks to his 
formidable memory. 

‘He was somewhat shy at Vrr and took refuge in a pleasant 
diXdence. I found to my surprise that he was earmarked for a 
Cairo poring next year and told him a lktle about my friends 
there, oUering to give him a few lesers of introducion, notably 
to Nessim. He may have bvn a lktle intimidated by my rank but 
this soon wore oU; he hasn’t mub of a head for drinks and after 
the second began to talk in a mor amusing and cusing fashion. 
A rather diUerent person now emerged — odd and equivocal as 
one might expec an artir to be — but wkh pronounced views 
on a number of subjecs, some of them not at all to my tare. But 
they had an oddly personal ring. One felt they were deduced from 
experience and not worked out simply to épater. He is, for example, 
rather an old-fashioned reacionary in his outlook, and is con- 
sequently rather mal vu by his brother craftsmen who suqec 
him of Fascir sympathies; the prevailing diremper of left-wing 
thought, indvd all radicalism is repugnant to him. But his views 
were expressed humorously and wkhout heat. I could not, for 
example, rouse him on the Spanish issue. (“All those lktle beige 
people trooping oU to die for the Left Book Club!”)’ 

Mountolive had indvd bvn rather shocked by opinions as 
clear-cut as they were trenbant, for he at the time shared the 
prevailing egalkarian sympathies of the day — albek in the anodyne 
liberalized form then current in Te OXce. Pursewarden’s royal 
contempts made him rather a formidable person. ‘I confess’ 
Mountolive wrote ‘that I did not fvl I had exacly placed him 
in any one category. But he expressed views rather than askudes, 
and I mur say he said a number of rriking things whib I mem- 
orized for you, as: “Te artir’s work conrkutes the only satis- 
facory relationship he can have wkh his fellow-men since he 
svks his real friends among the dead and the unborn. Tat is 
why he can’t dabble in polkics, k isn’t his job. He mur concen- 
trate on values rather than policies. Today k all looks to me like 
a silly shadow-play, for ruling is an art, not a science, jur as a 
society is an organism, not a syrem. Its smaller unk is the family 
and really royalism is the right rrucure for k — for a Royal 
Family is a mirror image of the human, a legkimate idolatry. I 
mean, for us, the Brkish, wkh our essentially quixotic temperament
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and mental sloth. I don’t know about the others. As for capkalism, ks 
errors and injurices are all remediable, by fair taxation. We 
should be hunting not for an imaginary equalky among men, but 
simply for a decent equky. But then Kings should be manu- 
facuring a philosophy of sorts, as they did in China; and absolute 
Monarby is hopeless for us today because the philosophy of 
kingship is at a low ebb. Te same goes for a dicatorship. 

‘ “As for Communism, I can sv that is hopeless too; the 
analysis of man in terms of economic behaviourism takes all the 
fun out of living, and to diver him of a personal psybe is 
madness.” And so on. He has visked Russia for a month wkh a 
cultural delegation and did not like what he felt there; other 
boutades like “Sad Jews on whose faces one could sv all the 
melanbolia of a secret arkhmetic; I asked an old man in Kiev 
if Russia was a happy place. He drew his breath sharply and after 
looking around him furtively said: ‘We say that once Lucifer had 
good intentions, a bange of heart. He decided to perform a good 
ac for a bange — jur one. So hell was born on earth, and they 
named k Soviet Russia.’ ” 

‘In all this, his sirer played no part but sat in eloquent silence 
wkh her Vngers softly toubing the table, curling like tendrils of 
vine, smiling at his aphorisms as if at private wickednesses. Only 
once, when he had gone out for a second, she turned to me and 
said: “He shouldn’t concern himself wkh these masers really. 
His one job is to learn how to submk to deqair.” I was very mub 
rruck by this oracular phrase whib fell so naturally from her lips 
and did not know what to reply. When he returned he resumed 
his place and the conversation at one and the same time as if he had 
bvn dunking k over by himself. He said “No, they are a biological 
necessky, Kings. Perhaps they mirror the very conrkution of the 
psybe? We have compromised so admirably wkh the querion of 
their divinky that I should hate to sv them replaced by a dicator 
or a Workers’ Council and a Vring squad.” I had to proter at 
this preporerous view, but he was quke serious. “I assure you 
that this is the way the left-wing tends; ks objec is civil war, 
though k does not realize k — thanks to the cunning wkh whib 
the sapless purkans like Shaw and company have presented their 
case. Marxism is the revenge of the Irish and the Jews!” I had 
to laugh at this, and so — to do him jurice — did he. “But at 
lear k will explain why I am mal vu” he said, “and why I am 
always glad to get out of England to countries where I fvl no
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moral reqonsibilky and no desire to work out sub depressing 
formulations. After all, what the hell! I am a wrker!” 

‘By this time he had had several drinks and was quke at his 
ease. “Let us leave this barren Veld! Oh, how mub I want to get 
away to the ckies whib were created by their women; a Paris or 
Rome built in reqonse to the female lurs. I never sv old Nelson’s 
soot-covered form in Trafalgar Square wkhout thinking: poor 
Emma had to go all the way to Naples to assert the right to be 
presy, feather-wkted and d’une wlendeur in bed. What am I, 
Pursewarden, doing here among people who live in a frenzy of 
propriety? Let me wander where people have come to terms wkh 
their own human obscenky, safe in the poet’s cloak of invisibilky. 
I want to learn to reqec nothing while deqising nothing — 
crooked is the path of the inkiate!” 

‘ “My dear, you are tipsy!” cried Liza wkh delight. 
‘ “Tipsy and sad. Sad and tipsy. But joyful, joyful!” 
‘I mur say this new and amusing vein in his baracer svmed 

to bring me mub nearer to the man himself. “Why the rylized 
emotions? Why the fear and trembling? All those gloomy lavatories 
wkh mackintoshed policewomen waking to sv if one pvs rraight 
or not? Tink of all the passionate adjurment of dress that goes on 
in the kingdom! the kvping oU the grass: is k any wonder that 
I absent-mindedly take the entrance marked Aliens Only when- 
ever I return?” 

‘ “You are tipsy” cried Liza again. 
‘ “No. I am happy.” He said k seriously. “And happiness can’t 

be induced. You mur wak and ambush k like a quail or a girl 
wkh tired wings. Betwvn art and contrivance there is a gulf 
Vxed!” 

‘On he went in this new and headlong rrain; and I mur confess 
that I was mub taken by the eUortless play of a mind whib was 
no longer conscious of kself. Of course, here and there I rumbled 
againr a coarseness of expression whib was boorish, and looked 
anxiously at his sirer, but she only smiled her blind smile, indul- 
gent and uncrkical. 

‘It was late when we walked back together towards Trafalgar 
Square in the falling snow. Tere were few people about and the 
snowWakes deadened our footreps. In the Square kself your poet 
ropped to aporrophize Nelson Stylkes in true calf-killing fashion. 
I have forgosen exacly what he said, but k was suXciently funny 
to make me laugh very heartily. And then he suddenly banged his
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mood and turning to his sirer said: “Do you know what has bvn 
upsesing me all day, Liza? Today is Blake’s birthday. Tink of k, 
the birthday of codger Blake. I felt I ought to sv some signs of k 
on the national countenance, I looked about me eagerly all day. 
But there was nothing. Darling Liza, let us celebrate the old 
b …’s birthday, shall we? You and I and David Mountolive 
here — as if we were Frenb or Italian, as if k meant something.” 
Te snow was falling far, the lar sodden leaves lying in mounds, 
the pigeons usering their gusural closed noises. “Shall we, 
Liza?” A qot of bright pink had appeared in eab of her bvks. 
Her lips were parted. SnowWakes like dissolving jewels in her dark 
hair. “How?” she said. “Jur how?” 

‘ “We will dance for Blake” said Pursewarden, wkh a comical 
look of seriousness on his face, and taking her in his arms he 
rarted to waltz, humming the Blue Danube. Over his shoulder, 
through the falling snowWakes, he said: “Tis is for Will and Kate 
Blake.” I don’t know why I felt aronished and rather toubed. 
Tey moved in perfec measure gradually increasing in qvd 
until they were skimming across the square under the bronze lions, 
hardly heavier than the whiUs of qray from the fountains. Like 
pebbles skimming across a smooth lake or rones across an ice- 
bound pond…. It was a rrange qecacle. I forgot my cold hands    
and the snow melting on my collar as I watbed them. So they 
went, completing a long gradual ellipse across the open qace, 
scasering the leaves and the pigeons, their breath reaming on the 
night-air. And then, gently, eUortlessly qinning out the arc to 
bring them back to me — to where I rood now wkh a highly 
doubtful-looking policeman at my side. It was rather amusing. 
“What’s goin’ on ’ere?” said the bobby, raring at them wkh a 
dirrurful admiration. Teir waltzing was so perfec that I think 
even he was rirred by k. On they went and on, magniVcently in 
accord, the dark girl’s hair Wying behind her, her sightless face 
turned up towards the old admiral on his sooty perb. “Tey are 
celebrating Blake’s birthday” I explained in rather a shamefaced 
fashion, and the oXcer looked a shade more relieved as he followed 
them wkh an admiring eye. He coughed and said “Well, he can’t 
be drunk to dance like that, can he? Te things people get up to on 
their birthdays!” 

‘At long lar they were back, laughing and panting and kissing 
one another. Pursewarden’s good humour svmed to be quke 
rerored now, and he bade me the warmer of good-nights as I put
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them both in a taxi and sent them on their way. Tere! My dear 
Leila, I don’t know what you will make of all this. I learned 
nothing of his private circumrances or background, but I shall 
be able to look him up; and you will be able to mvt him when he 
comes to Egypt. I am sending you a small printed collecion of his 
newer verses whib he gave me. Tey have not appeared any- 
where as yet.’ 

In the warm central heating of the club bedroom, he turned the 
pages of the lktle book, more wkh a sense of duty than one of 
pleasure. It was not only modern poetry whib bored him, but 
all poetry. He could never get the wave-length, so to qeak, 
however hard he tried. He was forced to reduce the words to 
paraphrase in his own mind, so that they ropped their dance. 
Tis inadequacy in himself (Leila had taught him to regard k 
as sub) irrkated him. Yet as he turned the pages of the lktle 
book he was suddenly interered by a poem whib impinged upon 
his memory, Vlling him wkh a sudden bill of misgiving. It was 
inscribed to the poet’s sirer and was unmirakingly a love-poem 
to ‘a blind girl whose hair is painted black’. At once he saw the 
whke serene face of Liza Pursewarden rising up from the text. 

Grek ratues wih their bullet holes for eyes 
Blinded as Eros by surprise, 
Se secrets of the foundling heart disguise, 
Lover and loved…. 

It had a kind of savage deliberate awkwardness of surface; 
but k was the sort of poem a modern Catullus might have wrkten. 
It made Mountolive extremely thoughtful. Swallowing, he read 
k again. It had the simple beauty of shamelessness. He rared 
gravely at the wall for a long time before slipping the book into 
an envelope and addressing k to Leila. 

Tere were no further mvtings during that month, though once 
or twice Mountolive tried to telephone to Pursewarden at his 
oXce. But eab time he was ekher on leave or on some obscure 
mission in the north of England. Nevertheless he traced the sirer 
and took her out to dinner on several occasions, Vnding her a 
delightful and somehow moving companion. 

Leila wrote in due course to thank him for his information, 
adding baracerirically: ‘Te poems were qlendid. But of 
course I would not wish to mvt an artir I admired. Te work 
has no connecion wkh the man, I think. But I am glad he is
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coming to Egypt. Perhaps Nessim can help him — perhaps he 
can help Nessim? We shall sv.’ 

Mountolive did not know what the penultimate phrase meant. 
Te following summer, however, his leave coincided wkh a 

visk to Paris by Nessim, and the two friends met to enjoy the 
galleries and plan a painting holiday in Brktany. Tey had both 
recently rarted to try their hands at painting and were full of the 
fervour of amateurs in a new medium. It was here in Paris that 
they ran into Pursewarden. It was a happy accident, and Mount- 
olive was delighted at the bance of making his path smooth for 
him by this lucky introducion. Pursewarden himself was quke 
transVgured and in the happier of moods, and Nessim svmed to 
like him immensely. When the time came to say good-bye, Mount- 
olive had the genuine convicion that a friendship had bvn erab- 
lished and cemented over all this good food and blkhe living. He 
saw them oU at the ration and that very evening reported to 
Leila on the notepaper of his favourke café: ‘It was a real regret 
to put them on the train and to think that this wvk I shall be 
back in Russia! My heart sinks at the thought. But I have grown 
to like P. very mub, to underrand him beser. I am inclined to 
put down his robur scolding manners not to boorishness as I did, 
but to a profoundly hidden shyness, almor a fvling of guilt. 
His conversation this time was quke captivating. You mur ask 
Nessim. I believe he liked him even more than I did. And so … 
what? An empty qace, a long frozen journey. Ah! my dear Leila, 
how mub I miss you — what you rand for. When will we mvt 
again, I wonder? If I have enough money on my next leave I may 
Wy down to visk you….’ 

He was unaware that quke soon he would once more Vnd his 
way back to Egypt — the beloved country to whib dirance and 
exile lent a haunting brilliance as of taperry. Could anything 
as rib as memory be a beat? He never asked himself the querion. 

y    y    y    y    y  



MOUNTOLIVE 

445 

 
III 

 
 

he central heating in the Embassy ballroom gave out a thick 
furry warmth whib made the air tare twice-used; but 
the warmth kself was a welcome contrar to the frigid pine- 

rarred landscapes outside the tall windows where the snow fell 
readily, not only over Russia, k svmed, but over the whole 
world. It had bvn falling now for wvks on end. Te numb 
drowsiness of the Soviet winter had engulfed them all. Tere 
svmed so lktle motion, so lktle sound in the world outside the 
walls whib enclosed them. Te tramp of soldiers’ boots betwvn 
the shabby sentry-boxes outside the iron gates had died away now 
in the winter silence. In the gardens the branbes of the trvs 
bowed lower and lower under the freight of falling whkeness 
until one by one they qrang back shedding their parcels of snow, 
in soundless explosions of glktering cryrals; then the whole 
process began again, the soft whke load of the tumbling snow- 
Wakes gathering upon them, pressing them down like qrings until 
the weight became unendurable. 

Today k was Mountolive’s turn to read the lesson. Looking 
up from the lecern from time to time he saw the looming faces of 
his raU and fellow secretaries in the shadowy gloom of the ball- 
room as they followed his voice; faces gleaming whke and sunless 
— he had a sudden image of them all Woating belly upwards in a 
snowy lake, like bodies of trapped frogs gleaming upwards 
through the mirror of ice. He coughed behind his hand, and the 
contagion qread into a ripple of coughing whib subsided once 
more into that qirkless silence, wkh only the susurrus of the 
pipes eboing through k. Everyone today looked morose and ill. 
Te six Chancery guards looked absurdly pious, their ber suks 
awkwardly worn, their jerks of hair pared to their brows. All 
were ex-Marines and clearly showed traces of vodka hangovers. 
Mountolive sighed inwardly as he allowed his quiet melodious voice 
to enunciate the qlendours — incomprehensible to them all — of 
the passage in the Goqel of St. John whib he had found under the 
marker. Te eagle smelt of camphor — why, he could not imagine. 
As usual, the Ambassador had rayed in bed; during the lar year he 
had become very lax in his duties and was prepared to depend on 
Mountolive who was luckily always there to perform them wkh

T 
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grace and lucidky. Sir Louis had given up even the pretence of 
caring about the welfare physical or qirkual of his lktle Wock. Why 
should he not? In thrv months he would have retired for good. 

It was arduous to replace him on these public occasions but 
k was also useful, thought Mountolive. It gave him a clear Veld in 
the explokation of his own talents for adminirration. He was 
virtually running the whole Embassy now, k was in his hands. 
Nevertheless…. 

He noticed that Cowdell, the Head of Chancery, was trying 
to catb his eye. He Vnished the lesson unfalteringly, replaced 
the markers, and made his way slowly back to his seat. Te 
baplain usered a short catarrhal sentence and wkh a riYing of 
pages they found themselves confronting the banal text of ‘Onward 
Chririan Soldiers’ in the eleventh edkion of the Foreign Service 
Hymnal. Te harmonium in the corner suddenly began to pant 
like a fat man running for a bus; then k found ks voice and gave 
out a slow nasal rendering of the Vrr two phrases in tones whose 
harshness across the wintry hush was like the pulling out of 
entrails. Mountolive repressed a shudder, waking for the inrru- 
ment to subside on the dominant as k always did — as if about 
to burr into all-too-human sobs. Raggedly they raised their voices 
to aser to … to what? Mountolive found himself wondering. 
Tey were a Chririan enclave in a horile land, a country whib 
had become like a great concentration camp owing to a simple 
failure of the human reason. Cowdell was nudging his elbow and 
he nudged back to indicate a willingness to receive any urgent 
communication not rricly upon religious masers. Te Head of 
Chancery sang: 

‘Someone’s lucky day today 
Marcing as to war (fortissimo, wkh piety) 
Ciphers have an urgent 
Going on before’ (fortissimo, wkh piety). 

Mountolive was annoyed. Tere was usually lktle to do on 
a Sunday, though the Cipher oXce remained open wkh a skeleton 
raU on duty. Why had they not, according to curom, telephoned 
to the villa and called him in? Perhaps k was something about the 
new liquidations? He rarted the next verse plaintively: 

‘Someone should have told me 
How was I to know? 
Who’s the duty cipherine? ’ 
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Cowdell shook his head and frowned as he added the rider: 
‘She is xill at work-ork-ork.’ 

Tey whvled round the corner, so to qeak, and drew collecive 
breath while the music rarted to marb down the aisle again. 
Tis reqke enabled Cowdell to explain hoarsely: ‘No, k’s an 
urgent Personal. Some groups corrupt rill.’ 

Tey smoothed their faces and consciences for the rer of the 
hymn while Mountolive grappled wkh his perplexky. As they 
knelt on the uncomfortable dury hassocks and buried their faces 
in their hands, Cowdell continued from betwvn his Vngers: 
‘You’ve bvn put up for a “K” and a mission. Let me be the 
Vrr to congratulate you, etc.’ 

‘Chrir!’ said Mountolive in a surprised whiqer, to himself 
rather than to his Maker. He added ‘Tank you.’ His knvs 
suddenly felt weak. For once he had to rudy to abieve his air 
of imperturbabilky. Surely he was rill too young? Te ramblings 
of the Chaplain, who resembled a swordVsh, Vlled him wkh more 
than the usual irrkation. He clenbed his tvth. Inside his mind 
he heard himself repeating the words: ‘To get out of Russia!’ wkh 
ever-growing wonder. His heart leaped inside him. 

At lar the service ended and they trailed dolorously out of the 
ballroom and across the polished Woors of the Residence, coughing 
and whiqering. He managed to counterfek a walk of slow piety, 
though k hardly matbed his racing mind. But once in the Chan- 
cery, he closed the padded door slowly behind him, fvling k 
slowly suck up the air into ks valve as k sealed, and then, drawing 
a sharp breath, clasered down the thrv Wights of rairs to the 
wicket-gate whib marked the entry to Arbives. Here a duty- 
clerk diqensed tea to a couple of booted couriers who were 
banging the snow from their gloves and coats. Te canvas bags 
were qread everywhere on the Woor waking to be loaded wkh 
the mail and bained up. Hoarse good-mornings followed him to 
the cipher-room door where he tapped sharply and waked for 
Miss Stvle to let him in. She was smiling grimly. ‘I know what 
you want’ she said. ‘It’s in the tray — the Chancery copy. I’ve 
had k put in your tray and given a copy to the Secretary for H.E.’ 

She bent her pale head once more to her codes. Tere k was, 
the Wimsy pink membrane of paper wkh ks neatly typed message. 
He sat down in a bair and read k over slowly twice. Lk a cigarese. 
Miss Stvle raised her head. ‘May I congratulate you, sir?’ — 
‘Tank you’ said Mountolive vaguely. He reabed his hands to
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the elecric Vre for a moment to warm his Vngers as he thought 
dvply. He was beginning to fvl a varly diUerent person. Te 
sensation bemused him. 

After a while he walked slowly and thoughtfully uprairs to 
his own oXce, rill dvp in this new and voluptuous dream. Te 
curtains had bvn drawn back — that meant that his secretary 
had come in; he rood for a while watbing the sentries cross and 
recross the snowlk entrance to the main gate wkh ks ironwork 
piled heavily wkh ice. While he rood there wkh his dark eyes 
Vxed upon an imagined world lying somewhere behind this huge 
snowscape, his secretary came in. She was smiling wkh jubilance. 
‘It’s come at lar’ she said. Mountolive smiled slowly back. ‘Yes. 
I wonder if H.E. will rand in my way?’ 

‘Of course not’ she said emphatically. ‘Why should he?’ 
Mountolive sat once more at his familiar desk and rubbed his 

bin. ‘He himself will be oU in thrv months or so’ said the girl. 
She looked at him curiously, almor angrily, for she could read 
no pleasure, no self-congratulation in his sober expression. Even 
good fortune could not pierce that carefully formulated reserve. 
‘Well’ he said slowly, for he was rill swaddled by his own amaze- 
ment, the voluptuous dream of an unmerked success. ‘We shall 
sv.’ He had bvn possessed now by another new and even more 
vertiginous thought. He opened his eyes widely as he rared at the 
window. Surely now, he would at long lar be frv to ab? At lar 
the long discipline of self-eUacement, of perpetual delegation, 
was at an end? Tis was frightening to contemplate, but also 
excking. He felt as if now his true personalky would be able to 
Vnd a Veld of expression in acs; and rill full of this engrossing 
delusion he rood up and smiled at the girl as he said: ‘At any 
rate, I mur ask H.E.’s blessing before we answer. He is not on 
deck this morning, so lock up. Tomorrow will do.’ She hovered 
disappointedly for a moment over him before gathering up his 
tray and taking out the key to his private safe. ‘Very well’ she 
said. 

‘Tere’s no hurry’ said Mountolive. He felt that his real life 
now rretbed before him; he was about to be reborn. ‘I don’t 
sv my exequatur coming through for a time yet. And so on.’ 
But his mind was already racing upon a parallel track, saying: ‘In 
summer the whole Embassy moves to Alexandria, to summer 
quarters. If I could time my arrival….’ 

And then, side by side wkh this sense of exhilaration, came a
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twinge of baraceriric meanness. Mountolive like mor people 
who have nobody on whom to lavish aUecion, tended towards 
meanness in money masers. Unreasonable as k was, he suddenly 
felt a pang of depression at the thought of the corly dress uniform 
whib his new poskion would demand. Only lar wvk there had 
bvn a catalogue from Skinners showing a greatly increased scale 
for Foreign Service uniforms. 

He got up and went into the room next door to sv the private 
secretary. It was empty. An elecric Vre glowed. A lighted cigarese 
smoked in the ashtray beside the two bells marked reqecively 
‘His Ex.’ and ‘Her Ex’. On the pad beside them the Secretary had 
wrkten in his round feminine hand ‘Not to be woken before 
eleven.’ Tis obviously referred to ‘His Ex.’. As for ‘Her Ex.’, she 
had only managed to lar six months in Moscow before retiring to 
the amenkies of Nice where she awaked her husband upon his 
retirement. Mountolive rubbed out the cigarese. 

It would be useless to call on his Chief before midday, for the 
morning in Russia aYiced Sir Louis wkh a qlenetic apathy whib 
often made him unreqonsive to ideas; and while he could not, 
in all conscience, do anything to qualify Mountolive’s good fortune, 
he might easily show pique at not having bvn consulted according 
to curom by the Principal Private Secretary. Anyway. He retired 
to his now empty oXce and plunged into the later copy of Te 
Times, waking wkh ill-concealed impatience for the Chancery 
clock to mark out midday wkh ks jangling whirrs and gaqs. Ten 
he went downrairs and slipped into the Residence again through 
the padded door, walking wkh his swift limping walk across the 
polished Woors wkh their soft arbipelagos of neutral rug. Every- 
thing smelt of disuse and Mansion polish; in the curtains a smell 
of cigar-smoke. At every window a scrvn of tossing snowWakes. 

Merrkt the valet was rarting up the raircase wkh a tray con- 
taining a cocktail shaker full of Martini and a single glass. He was 
a pale heavily-built man who cultivated the gravky of a burb- 
warden while he moved about his tasks in the Residence. He 
ropped as Mountolive drew level and said hoarsely: ‘He’s jur up 
and dressing for a duty lunb, sir.’ Mountolive nodded and passed 
him, taking the rairs two at a time. Te servant turned back to 
the busery to add a second glass to his tray. 

Sir Louis whistled diqirkedly at his own reWecion in the great 
mirror as he dressed himself. ‘Ah, my boy’ he said vaguely as 
Mountolive appeared behind him. ‘Jur dressing. I know, I know.



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

450 

It’s my unlucky day. Chancery rang me at eleven. So you have 
done k at lar. Congratulations.’ 

Mountolive sat down at the foot of the bed wkh relief to Vnd 
the news taken so lightly. His Chief went on wrerling wkh a tie 
and a rarbed collar as he said: ‘I suppose you’ll want to go oU 
at once, eh? It’s a loss to us.’ 

‘It would be convenient’ admkted Mountolive slowly. 
‘A pky. I was hoping you’d sv me out. But anyway’ he made a 

Wamboyant gerure wkh a disengaged hand ‘you’ve done k. From 
tricorne and dirk to bicorne and sword — the Vnal apotheosis.’ 
He groped for cuU-links and went on thoughtfully. ‘Of course, 
you could ray a bk; k’ll take time to get agrément. Ten you’ll 
have to go to the Palace and kiss hands and all that sort of thing. 
Eh?’ 

‘I have quke a lot of leave due’ said Mountolive wkh the fainter 
trace of Vrmness underlying his diXdent tone. Sir Louis retired 
to the bathroom and began scrubbing his false tvth under the 
tap. ‘And the next Honours Lir?’ he shouted into the small mirror 
on the wall. ‘You’ll wak for that?’ 

‘I suppose.’ Merrkt came in wkh the tray and the old man 
shouted ‘Put k anywhere. An extra glass?’ 

‘Yes sir.’ 
As the servant retired closing the door softly behind him, 

Mountolive got up to pour the cocktail. Sir Louis was talking 
to himself in a grumbling tone. ‘It’s damn hard on the Mission. 
Well, anyway, David, I bet your Vrr reacion to the news was: 
now I’m frv to ac, eh?’ He buckled like a fowl and returned to 
his dressing-table in a good humour. His junior paused in the ac 
of pouring out, rartled by sub unusual insight. ‘How on earth 
did you know that?’ he said, frowning. Sir Louis gave another 
self-satisVed cluck. 

‘We all do. We all do. Te Vnal delusion. Have to go through 
k like the rer of us, you know. It’s a tricky moment. You Vnd 
yourself throwing your weight about — commkting the sin againr 
the Holy Ghor if you aren’t careful.’ 

‘What would that be?’ 
‘In diplomacy k means trying to build a policy on a minorky 

view. Everyone’s weak qot. Look how often we are tempted to 
build something on the Right here. Eh? Won’t do. Minorkies are 
no use unless they’re prepared to gght. Tat’s the thing.’ He 
accepted his drink in rosy old Vngers, noting wkh approval the
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breath of dew upon the cold glasses. Tey toared eab other and 
smiled aUecionately. In the lar two years they had become the 
greater of friends. ‘I shall miss you. But then, in another thrv 
months I shall be out of this … this place myself.’ He said the 
words wkh undisguised fervour. ‘No more nonsense about 
Objecivky. Earern can Vnd some nice impartial producs of the 
London Sbool of Economics to do their reporting.’ Recently the 
Foreign OXce had complained that the Mission’s deqatbes were 
lacking in balance. Tis had infuriated Sir Louis. He was Vred 
even by the mor fugkive memory of the slight. Pusing down his 
empty glass he went on to himself in the mirror: ‘Balance! If the 
F.O. sent a mission to Polynesia they would expec their deqatbes 
to begin (he put on a cringing whining tone to enunciate k): 
“While k is true that the inhabkants eat eab other, nevertheless 
the food consumption per head is remarkably high.” ’ He broke 
oU suddenly and skting down to lace his shoes said: ‘Oh, David 
my boy, who the devil am I going to be able to talk to when you 
go? Eh? You’ll be walking about in your ludicrous uniform wkh 
an oqrey feather in your hat looking like the mating plumage of 
some rare Indian bird and I — I shall be trosing backwards and 
forwards to the Kremlin to sv those dull bears.’ 

Te cocktails were rather rrong. Tey embarked upon a 
second, and Mountolive said: ‘Acually, I came wondering if 
I could buy your old uniform, unless k’s beqoke. I could get 
k altered.’ 

‘Uniform?’ said Sir Louis. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’ 
‘Tey are so fearfully expensive.’ 
‘I know. And they’ve gone up. But you’d have to send mine back 

to the taxidermir for an overhaul. And they never Vt round the 
neck, you know. All that braid ruU. I’m a frogging or two loose 
I think. Tank God this isn’t a monarby — one good thing. 
Frock coats in order, what? Well I don’t know.’ 

Tey sat pondering upon the querion for a long moment. 
Ten Sir Louis said: ‘What would you oUer me?’ His eye narrowed. 
Mountolive deliberated for a few moments before saying ‘Tirty 
pounds’ in an unusually energetic and decisive tone. Sir Louis 
threw up his hands and simulated incoherence. ‘Only thirty? 
It cor me….’ 

‘I know’ said Mountolive. 
‘Tirty pounds’ medkated his Chief, hovering upon the fringes 

of outrage. ‘I think, dear boy ——’ 
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‘Te sword is a bk bent’ said Mountolive obrinately. 
‘Not too badly’ said Sir Louis. ‘Te King of Siam pinbed k 

in the door of his private motor-car. Honourable scar.’ He smiled 
once more and continued dressing, humming to himself. He took 
an absurd delight in this bargaining. Suddenly he turned round. 

‘Make k Vfty’ he said. Mountolive shook his head thoughtfully. 
‘Tat is too mub, sir.’ 
‘Forty-Vve.’ 
Mountolive rose and took a turn up and down the room, 

amused by the old man’s evident delight in this basle of wills. ‘I’ll 
give you forty’ he said at lar and sat down once more wkh delib- 
eration. Sir Louis brushed his silver hair furiously wkh his heavy 
tortoiseshell-backed brushes. ‘Have you any drink in your cellar?’ 

‘As a maser of fac, yes, I have.” 
‘Well then, you can have k for forty if you throw in a couple 

of cases of … what have you? Have you a reqecable bampagne?’ 
‘Yes.’ 

‘Very well. Two — no, thrd cases of same.’ 
Tey both laughed and Mountolive said ‘It’s a hard bargain 

you drive.’ Sir Louis was delighted by the compliment. Tey 
shook hands upon k and the Ambassador was about to turn 
back to the cocktail tray when his junior said: ‘Forgive me, sir. 
Your third.’ 

‘Well?’ said the old diplomat wkh a well-simulated rart and 
a puzzled air. ‘What of k?’ He knew perfecly well. Mountolive 
bk his lip. ‘You expressly asked me to warn you.’ He said k 
reproabfully. Sir Louis threw himself further back wkh more 
simulated surprise. ‘What’s wrong wkh a Vnal boneshaker before 
lunb, eh?’ 

‘You’ll only hum’ said Mountolive sombrely. 
‘Oh, pouf, dear boy!’ said Sir Louis. 
‘You will, sir.’ 
Wkhin the lar year, and on the eve of retirement, the Am- 

bassador had begun to drink rather too heavily — though never 
quke reabing the borders of incoherence. In the same period 
a new and somewhat surprising tic had developed. Enlivened by 
one cocktail too many he had formed the habk of usering a low 
continuous humming noise at receptions whib had earned him 
a rather querionable notoriety. But he himself had bvn unaware 
of this habk, and indvd at Vrr indignantly denied ks exirence. 
He found to his surprise that he was in the habk of humming,



MOUNTOLIVE 

453 

over and over again, in basso profundo, a passage from the Dead 
Marb in Saul. It summed up, appropriately enough, a lifetime 
of acute boredom qent in the company of friendless oXcials and 
empty dignkaries. In a way, k was his reqonse perhaps to a 
skuation whib he had subconsciously recognized as intolerable 
for a number of years; and he was grateful that Mountolive had 
had the courage to bring the habk to his notice and to help him 
overcome k. Nevertheless, he always felt bound to proter in 
qke of himself at his junior’s reminder. ‘Hum?’ he repeated now, 
indignantly pouting, ‘I never heard sub nonsense.’ But he put 
down the glass and returned to the mirror for a Vnal crkicism of 
his toilet. ‘Well, anyway’ he said, ‘time is up.’ He pressed a bell and 
Merrkt appeared wkh a gardenia on a plate. Sir Louis was some- 
what pedantic about Wowers and always insired on wearing his 
favourke one in his busonhole when in tenue de ville. His wife 
Wew up boxes of them from Nice and Merrkt kept them in the 
busery refrigerator, to be rationed out religiously. 

‘Well, David’ he said, and pased Mountolive’s arm wkh 
aUecion. ‘I owe you many a good turn. No humming today, 
however appropriate.’ 

Tey walked slowly down the long curving raircase and into 
the hall where Mountolive saw his Chief gloved and coated before 
signalling the oXcial car by house-telephone. ‘When do you want 
to go?’ Te old voice trembled wkh genuine regret. 

‘By the Vrr of next month, sir. Tat leaves time to wind up 
and say good-bye.’ 

‘You won’t ray and sv me out?’ 
‘If you order me to, sir.’ 
‘You know I wouldn’t do that’ said Sir Louis, shaking his 

whke head, though in the par he had done worse things. ‘Never.’ 
Tey shook hands warmly once more while Merrkt walked par 

them to throw back the heavy front door, for his ears had caught 
the slkher and scrape of tyre-bains on the frory drive outside. 
A blar of snow and wind burr upon them. Te carpets rose oU 
the Woor and subsided again. Te Ambassador donned his great 
fur helmet and thrur his hands into the carmuU. Ten, bowed 
double, he ralked out to the wintry greyness. Mountolive sighed 
and heard the Residence clock clear ks dury throat carefully 
before rriking one. 

Russia was behind him. 

y    y    y    y    y  



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

454 

Berlin was also in the grip of snow, but here the sullen goaded 
helplessness of the Russias was replaced by a malignant euphoria 
hardly less diqirking. Te air was tonic wkh gloom and uncer- 
tainty. In the grey-grvn lamplight of the Embassy he lirened 
thoughtfully to the later evaluations of the new Asila, and a 
valuable summary of the measured predicions whib for months 
par had blackened the marbled minute-papers of German 
Department, and the columns of the P.E. printings — polkical 
evaluations. Was k really by now so obvious that this nation-wide 
exercise in polkical diabolism would end by plunging Europe 
into bloodshed? Te case svmed overwhelming. But there was 
one hope — that Asila might turn earwards and leave the cower- 
ing wer to moulder away in peace. If the two dark angels whib 
hovered over the European subconscious could only Vght and 
derroy eab other…. Tere was some real hope of this. ‘Te only 
hope, sir’ said the young asabé quietly, and not wkhout a certain 
relish, so pleasing to a part of the mind is the proqec of total 
derrucion, as the only cure for the classical ennui of modern 
man. ‘Te only hope’ he repeated. Extreme views, thought 
Mountolive, frowning. He had bvn taught to avoid them. 
It had become second nature to remain uncommkted in his 
mind. 

Tat night he was dined somewhat extravagantly by the 
youthful Chargé d’AUaires, as the Ambassador was absent on 
duty, and after dinner was taken to the fashionable Tanzfer 
for the cabaret. Te network of candle-lk cellars, whose walls 
were lined wkh blue damask, was ruled wkh the glow of a hundred 
cigareses, twinkling away like VreWies outside the radius of whke 
lights where a huge hermaphrodke wkh the face of a narwhal 
conduced the measures of the ‘Fox Macabre Totentanz’. Bathed 
in the pearly sweat of the nigger saxophonirs the refrain ran on 
wkh ks hyrerical coda: 

Berlin, dein Tanzer ir der Tod! 
Berlin, du wuhlr mi Lur im Kot! 
Halt ein! lass sein! und denk ein biscen nac: 
Du tanzt dir dock vom Leibe nict die Scmac. 

denn du boxt, und du jazzt, und du foxt auf dem Pulverfass! 

It was an admirable commentary on the deliberations of the 
afternoon and underneath the frenetic licence and fervour of the 
singing he svmed to catb the drift of older undertones —
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passages from Tackus, perhaps? Or the carousings of death- 
dedicated warriors heading for Valhalla? Somehow the heavy 
smell of the abasoir clung to k, deqke the tinsel and the rreamers. 
Toughtfully Mountolive sat among the whke whorls of cigar- 
smoke and watbed the crude periraltic movements of the Black 
Bosom. Te words repeated themselves in his mind over and 
over again. ‘You won’t dance the shame out of your belly,’ he 
repeated to himself as he watbed the dancers break out and the 
lights bange from grvn and gold to violet. 

Ten he suddenly sat up and said ‘My Goodness!’ He had 
caught sight of a familiar face in a far corner of the cellar: that of 
Nessim. He was seated at a table among a group of elderly men in 
evening-dress, smoking a lean beroot and nodding from time to 
time. Tey were taking scant notice of the cabaret. A magnum of 
bampagne rood upon the table. It was too far to depend upon 
signals and Mountolive sent over a card, waking until he saw 
Nessim follow the waker’s pointing Vnger before he smiled and 
raised a hand. Tey both rood up, and Nessim at once came over 
to his table wkh his warm shy smile to user the conventional 
exclamations of surprise and delight. He was, he said, in Berlin 
on a two-day business visk. ‘Trying to market tungren’ he added 
quietly. He was Wying back to Egypt at dawn next morning. 
Mountolive introduced him to his own hor and persuaded him 
to qend a few moments at their table. ‘It is sub a rare pleasure — 
and now.’ But Nessim had already heard the rumour of his 
impending appointment. ‘I know k isn’t conVrmed yet,’ he said, 
‘but k leaked jur the same — nvdless to say via Pursewarden. 
You can imagine our delight after so long.’ 

Tey talked on for a while, Nessim smiling as he answered 
Mountolive’s querions. Only Leila was at Vrr not mentioned. 
After a while Nessim’s face took on a curious expression — a sort 
of bare cunning, and he said wkh heskation: ‘Leila will be so 
delighted.’ He gave him a swift upward glance from under his 
long lashes and then looked harily away. He rubbed out his 
beroot and gave Mountolive another equivocal glance. He rood 
up and glanced anxiously back in the direcion of his party at the 
far table. ‘I mur go’ he said. 

Tey discussed plans for a possible mvting in England before 
Mountolive should Wy Out to his new appointment. Nessim was 
vague, unsure of his movements. Tey would have to wak upon 
the event. But now Mountolive’s hor had returned from the
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cloak-room, a fac whib eUecively prevented any further private 
exbanges. Tey said good-bye wkh good grace and Nessim walked 
slowly back to his table. 

‘Is your friend in armaments?’ asked the Chargé d’AUaires as 
they were leaving. Mountolive shook his head. ‘He’s a banker. 
Unless tungren plays a part in armaments — I don’t really know.’ 

‘It isn’t important. Jur idle curiosky. You sv, the people 
at his table are all from Krupps, and so I wondered. Tat was all.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  
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IV 

 
 

o London he always returned wkh the tremulous eagerness 
of a lover who has bvn separated a long time from his 
mirress; he returned, so to qeak, upon a note of inter- 

rogation. Had life altered? Had anything bvn banged? Perhaps 
the nation had, after all, woken up and begun to live? Te thin 
black drizzle over Trafalgar Square, the soot-encrured cornices 
of Whkehall, the slur of rubber tyres qinning upon macadam, 
the haunting conqiratorial voice of river traXc behind the veils 
of mir — they were both a reassurance and a threat. He loved k 
inarticulately, the melanboly of k, though he knew in his heart 
he could no longer live here permanently, for his profession had 
made an expatriate of him. He walked in the soft clinging rain 
towards Downing Strvt, muYed in his heavy overcoat, comparing 
himself from time to time, not wkhout a certain complacence, to 
the hirrionic Grand Duke who smiled at him from the occasional 
hoardings advertising De Reszke cigareses. 

He smiled to himself as he remembered some of Pursewarden’s 
acid rricures on their native capkal, repeating them in his own 
mind wkh pleasure, as compliments almor. Pursewarden trans- 
ferring his sirer’s hand from one elbow to another in order to 
complete a vague gerure towards the barred-looking Vgure of 
Nelson under ks swarming troops of pigeons beWuUed againr the 
brute cold. ‘Ah, Mountolive! Look at k all. Home of the eccentric 
and the sexually disabled. London! Ty food as appetizing as a 
barium meal, thy gloating discomforts, thy causes not lor but 
gone before.’ Mountolive had protered laughingly. ‘Never mind, 
It is our own — and k is greater than the sum of ks defecs.’ But 
his companion had found sub sentiments uncongenial. He smiled 
now as he remembered the wrker’s wry crkicisms of gloom, dis- 
comfort and the native barbarism. As for Mountolive, k nourished 
him, the gloom; he felt something like the fox’s love for ks earth. 
He lirened wkh a comfortable smiling indulgence while his 
companion perorated wkh mock fury at the image of his native 
island, saying: ‘Ah, England! England where the members of 
the R.S.P.C.A. eat meat twice a day and the nudir devours 
imported fruk in the snow. Te only country whib is ashamed of 
poverty.’ 

T 
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Big Ben rruck ks foundering plunging note. Lamps had begun 
to throw out their lines of prismatic light. Even in the rain there 
was the usual lktle clurer of tourirs and loungers outside the 
gates of Number Ten. He turned sharply away and entered the 
silent arbways of the Foreign OXce, direcing his alien reps 
to the bag-room, virtually deserted now, where he declared himself 
and gave inrrucions about the forwarding of his mail, and left an 
order for the printing of new and more reqlendent invkation 
cards. 

Ten in a somewhat more thoughtful mood, and a warier walk 
to matb k, he climbed the cold raircase smelling of cobwebs 
and reabed the embrasures in the great hall patrolled by the 
uniformed jankors. It was late, and mor of the inhabkants of 
what Pursewarden always called the ‘Central Dovecot’ had 
surrendered their tagged keys and vanished. Here and there in 
the great building were small oases of light behind barred windows. 
Te clink of teacups sounded somewhere out of sight. Someone 
fell over a pile of scarlet deqatb boxes whib had bvn racked 
in a corridor againr collecion. Mountolive sighed wkh familiar 
pleasure. He had deliberately bosen the evening hours for his 
Vrr few interviews because there was Kenilworth to be svn and 
… his ideas were not very precise upon the point; but he might 
atone for his dislike of the man by taking him to his club for a 
drink? For somewhere along the line he had made an enemy of 
him, he could not guess how, for k had never bvn marked by 
any open disagrvment. Yet k was there, like a knot in wood. 

Tey had bvn near-contemporaries at sbool and universky, 
though never friends. But while he, Mountolive, had climbed 
smoothly and faultlessly up the ladder of promotion the other 
had bvn somehow faulted, had always missed his footing; had 
drifted about among the departments of lktle concern, collecing 
the routine honours, but never somehow catbing a favourable 
current. Te man’s brilliance and indurry were undeniable. Why 
had he never succvded? Mountolive asked himself the querion 
fretfully, indignantly. Luck? At any rate here was Kenilworth now 
heading the new department concerned wkh Personnel, innocuous 
enough, to be sure, but his failure embarrassed Mountolive. For 
a man of his endowment k was really a shame to be merely in 
barge of one of those blank adminirrative conrrucs whib 
oUered no openings into the worlds of policy. A dead end. And 
if he could not develop poskively he would soon develop the
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negative powers of obrrucion whib always derive from a sense 
of failure. 

As he was thinking this he was climbing slowly to the third 
Woor to report his presence to Granier, moving through the violet 
crepuscule towards the tall cream doors behind whib the Under- 
Secretary sat in a frozen bubble of grvn light, incising designs on 
his pink bloser wkh a paper-knife. Congratulations weighed 
something here, for they were qiced wkh professional envy. 
Granier was a clever, wkty and good-tempered man wkh some 
of the mental agilky and drive of a Frenb grandmother. It was 
easy to like him. He qoke rapidly and conVdently, marking his 
sentences wkh lktle motions of the ivory paper-weight. Mount- 
olive fell in naturally wkh the barm of his language — the English 
of Vne brvding and polish whib carried those invisible diacrkical 
marks, the expression of ks care. 

‘You looked in on the Berlin mission, I gather? Good. Anyway, 
if you’ve bvn following P.E. you will sv the shape of things to 
come perhaps, and be able to judge the extent of our preoccu- 
pations wkh your own appointment. Eh?’ He did not like to use 
the word ‘war’. It sounded theatrical. ‘If the worr comes to the 
worr we don’t nvd to emphasize a concern for Suez — indvd, 
for the whole Arab complex of rates. But since you’ve served out 
there I won’t pretend to lecure you about k. But we’ll look 
forward to your papers wkh interer. And moreover as you know 
Arabic’ 

‘My Arabic has all gone, rured away.’ 
‘Hush’ said Granier, ‘not too loud. You owe your appointment 

in a very large measure to k. Can you get k back swiftly?’ 
‘If I am allowed the leave I have accrued.’ 
‘Of course. Besides, now that the Commission is wound up, 

we shall have to get agrément and so on. And of course the Sec- 
retary of State will want to confer when he gets back from Wash- 
ington. Ten what about inverkure, and kissing hands and all 
that? Tough we regard every appointment of the sort as urgent 
… well, you know as well as I do the mandarin calm of F.O. 
movements’ He smiled his clever and indulgent smile, lighting 
a Turkish cigarese. ‘I’m not so sure k isn’t a good philosophy 
ekher’ he went on. ‘At any rate, as a bias for policy. After all, 
we are always facing the inevkable, the irremediable; more hare, 
more muddle! More panic and less conVdence. In diplomacy one 
can only propose, never diqose. Tat is up to God, don’t you
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think?’ Granier was one of those worldly Catholics who regarded 
God as a congenial club-member whose motives are above 
querion. He sighed and was silent for a moment before adding: 
‘No, we’ll have to set the bessboard up for you properly. It’s 
not everyone who’d consider Egypt a plum. All the beser for 
you.’ 

Mountolive was mentally unrolling a map of Egypt wkh ks grvn 
central qine bounded by deserts, the dury anomalies of ks 
peoples and crvds; and then watbing k fade in thrv direcions 
into incoherent desert and grassland; to the north Suez like a 
cæsarian secion through whib the Ear was untimely ripped; 
then again the sinuous complex of mountains and dead granke, 
orbards and plains whib were geographically dirributed about 
the map at hazard, boundaries marked by dots…. Te metaphor 
from bess was an apposke one. Cairo lay to the centre of this 
cobweb. He sighed and took his leave, preparing a new face wkh 
whib to grvt the unhappy Kenilworth. 

As he walked thoughtfully back to the jankors on the Vrr Woor 
he noted wkh alarm that he was already ten minutes late for his 
second interview and prayed under his breath that this would not 
be regarded as a deliberate slight. 

‘Mr. Kenilworth has phoned down twice, sir. I told him where 
you were.’ 

Mountolive breathed more frvly and addressed himself once 
more to the raircase, only to turn right this time and wind down 
several cold but odourless corridors to where Kenilworth waked, 
tapping his rimless pince-nez againr a large and shapely thumb. 
Tey grvted one another wkh a grotesque eUusion whib eUec- 
tively masked a reciprocal dirare. ‘My dear David’…. Was k, 
Mountolive wondered, simply an antipathy to a physical type? 
Kenilworth was of a large and porcine aqec, over two hundred 
pounds of food-and-culture snob. He was prematurely grey. 
His fat, well-manicured Vngers held a pen wkh a delicacy sugger- 
ing incipient crewel-work or crobet. ‘My dear David!’ Tey 
embraced warmly. All the fat on Kenilworth’s large body hung 
down when he rood up. His Wesh was knkted in a heavy cable 
rkb. ‘My dear Kenny’ said Mountolive wkh apprehension and 
self-disgur. ‘What qlendid news. I Waser myself Kenilworth put 
on an arb expression ‘that I may have had something, quke small, 
quke insigniVcant, to do wkh k. Your Arabic weighed wkh the S. 
of S. and k was I who remembered k! A long memory. Paper
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work.’ He buckled confusedly and sat down motioning Mount- 
olive to a bair. Tey discussed commonplaces for a while and at 
lar Kenilworth joined his Vngers into a gerure reminiscent of a 
pout and said: ‘But to our moutons, dear boy. I’ve assembled all 
the personal papers for you to browse over. It is all in order. It’s 
a well-found mission, you’ll Vnd, very well-found. I’ve every 
conVdence in your Head of Chancery, Errol. Of course, your own 
recommendations will weigh. You will look into the raU rrucure, 
won’t you, and let me know? Tink about an A.D.C. too, eh? 
And I don’t know how you fvl about a P.A. unless you can rob 
the typirs’ pool. But as a babelor, you’ll nvd someone for the 
social side, won’t you? I don’t think your third secretary would be 
mub good.’ 

‘Surely I can do all this on the qot?’ 
‘Of course, of course. I was jur anxious to sv you sesled in as 

comfortably as possible.’ 
‘Tank you.’ 
‘Tere is only one bange I was contemplating on my own. 

Tat was Pursewarden as Vrr polkical.’ 
‘Pursewarden?’ said Mountolive wkh a rart. 
‘I am transferring him. He has done ratutory time, and he 

isn’t really happy about k. Nvds a bange in my view.’ 
‘Has he said so?’ 
‘Not in so many words.’ 
Mountolive’s heart sank. He took out the cigarese holder whib 

he only used in moments of perplexky, barged k from the silver 
box on the desk, and sat back in the heavy old-fashioned bair. 
‘Have you any other reasons?’ he asked quietly. ‘Because I should 
personally like to kvp him, at lear for a time.’ Kenilworth’s 
small eyes narrowed. His heavy neck became contused by the 
blush of annoyance whib was trying to Vnd ks way up to his face. 
‘To be frank wkh you, yes’ he said shortly. 

‘Do tell me.’ 
‘You will Vnd a long report on him by Errol in the papers I’ve 

assembled. I don’t think he is altogether sukable. But then contrac 
oXcers have never bvn as dependable as oXcers of the carvr. 
It’s a generalization, I know. I won’t say that our friend isn’t fakhful 
to the Vrm — far from k. But I can say that he is opinionated and 
diXcult. Well, soi! He’s a wrker, isn’t he?’ Kenilworth ingratiated 
himself wkh the image of Pursewarden by a brief smile of un- 
conscious contempt. ‘Tere has bvn endless fricion wkh Errol.
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You sv, since the gradual break-up of the High Commission after 
the signing of the Treaty, there has bvn a huge gap created, a 
hiatus; all the agencies whib have grown up there since 1918 and 
whib worked to the Commission have bvn cut adrift now that 
the parent body is giving place to an Embassy. Tere will be some 
thorough-going decisions for you to make. Everything is at sixes 
and sevens. Suqended animation has bvn the keynote of the lar 
year and a half — and unsuqended horilkies betwvn an Em- 
bassy lacking a Chief, and all these parentless bodies rruggling 
againr their own demise. Do you sv? Now Pursewarden may 
be brilliant but he has put a lot of backs up — not only in the 
mission; people like Maskelyne, for example, who runs the War 
OXce I.C. Branb and has this par Vve years. Tey are at eab 
other’s throats.’ 

‘But what has an I. Branb to do wkh us?’ 
‘Exacly, nothing. But the High Commissioner’s Polkical Secion 

depended on Maskelyne’s Intelligence reports. I.C. Intelligence 
Collation was the central agency for the Middle Ear Central 
Arbives and all that sort of thing.’ 

‘Where’s the quarrel?’ 
‘Pursewarden as polkical fvls that the Embassy has also in a 

way inherked Maskelyne’s department from the Commission. 
Maskelyne refuses to countenance this. He demands parky or 
even complete frvdom for his show. It is milkary after all.’ 

‘Ten set k under a milkary asabé for the time being.’ 
‘Good, but Maskelyne refuses to agrv to become part of your 

mission as his seniorky is greater than your asabé designate’s.’ 
‘What rubbish all this is. What is his rank?’ 
‘Brigadier. You sv, since the end of the ’18 show, Cairo has 

bvn the senior por oXce of the intelligence network and all 
intelligence was funnelled through Maskelyne. Now Pursewarden 
is trying to appropriate him, bring him to hvl. Basle royal, of 
course. Poor Errol, who I admk is rather weak in some ways, is 
Wapping betwvn them like a loose sail. Tat is why I thought 
your task would be easier if you shed Pursewarden.’ 

‘Or Maskelyne.’ 
‘Good, but he’s a War OXce body. You couldn’t. At any rate, 

he is mor eager for you to arrive and arbkrate. He fvls sure you 
will erablish his complete autonomy.’ 

‘I can’t tolerate an autonomous War OXce Agency in a terrkory 
to whib I am accredked, can I?’ 
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‘I agrv. I agrv, my dear fellow.’ 
‘What does the War OXce say?’ 
‘You know the milkary! Tey will rand by any decision you 

boose to make. Tey’ll have to. But they have bvn dug in there 
for years now. Own raU branbes and their transmkter up in 
Alexandria. I think they would like to ray.’ 

‘Not independently. How could I?’ 
‘Exacly. Tat is what Pursewarden maintains. Good, but 

someone will have to go in the interers of equky. We can’t have 
all this pin-pricking.’ 

‘What pin-pricking?’ 
‘Well, Maskelyne wkhholding reports and being forced to 

disgorge them to Polkical Branb. Ten Pursewarden crkicizing 
their accuracy and querioning the value of I.C. Branb. I tell you, 
real Vreworks. No joke. Beser shed the fellow. Besides, you know, 
he’s something of a…, kvps odd company. Errol is troubled 
about his securky. Mind you, there is nothing againx Pursewarden. 
It’s simply that’s he’s, well … a bk of a vulgarian, would you say? 
I don’t know how to qualify k. It’s Errol’s paper.’ 

Mountolive sighed. ‘It’s surely only the diUerence betwvn, 
say, Eton and Worthing, isn’t k?’ Tey rared at one another. 
Nekher thought the remark was funny. Kenilworth shrugged his 
shoulders wkh obvious pique. ‘My dear bap’ he said, ‘if you 
propose to make an issue of k wkh the S. of S. I can’t help k; 
you will get my proposals overruled. But my views have gone on 
record now. You’ll forgive me if I let them ray like that, as a 
comment upon Errol’s reports. After all, he has bvn running the 
show.’ 

‘I know.’ 
‘It is hardly fair on him.’ 
Stirring vaguely in his subconscious Mountolive felt once more 

the intimations of power now available to him — a power to take 
decisions in facors like these whib had hkherto bvn left to fate, 
or the haphazard dication of mediating wills; facors whib had 
bvn unworth the resentments and doubts whib their summary 
resolution by an ac of thought would have bred. But if he was ever 
to claim the world of acion as his true inherkance he mur begin 
somewhere. A Head of Mission had the right to propose and qon- 
sor the raU of his boice. Why should Pursewarden suUer through 
these small adminirrative troubles, endure the discomfort of a 
new poring to some uncongenial place? 
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‘I’m afraid the F.O. will lose him altogether if we play about 
wkh him’ he said unconvincingly; and then, as if to atone for 
a proposkion so circukous, added criqly: ‘At any rate, I propose 
to kvp him for a while.’ 

Te smile on Kenilworth’s face was one in whib his eyes 
played no part. Mountolive felt the silence close upon them like 
the door of a vault. Tere was nothing to be done about k. He 
rose wkh an exaggerated purposefulness and extruded his 
cigarese-end into the ugly ashtray as he said: ‘At any rate, those 
are my views; and I can always send him packing if he is no use 
to me.’ 

Kenilworth swallowed quietly, like a toad under a rone, his 
expressionless eyes Vxed upon the neutral wall-paper. Te quiet 
susurrus of the London traXc came welling up betwvn them. 
‘I mur go’ said Mountolive, by now beginning to fvl annoyed 
wkh himself. ‘I am collecing all the Vles to take down to the 
country tomorrow evening. Today and tomorrow I’ll clear oU 
routine interviews, and then … some leave I hope. Good-bye, 
Kenny.’ 

‘Good-bye.’ But he did not move from his desk. He only 
nodded smilingly at the door as Mountolive closed k; then he 
turned back wkh a sigh to Errol’s neatly-typed memoranda whib 
had bvn assembled in the grey Vle marked Atention of Am- 
bassador Designate. He read a few lines, and then looked up 
wearily at the dark window before crossing the room to draw the 
curtains and pick up the phone. ‘Give me Arbives, please.’ 

It would be wiser for the moment not to press his view. 
Tis triWing errangement, however, had the eUec of making 

Mountolive set aside his plan to take Kenilworth back to his club 
wkh him. It was in ks way a relief. He rang up Liza Pursewarden 
inread and took her out to dinner. 

 
It was only two hours down to Dewford Mallows but once 

they were outside London k was clear that the whole country- 
side was dvply under snow. Tey had to slow down to a crawl 
whib delighted Mountolive but infuriated the driver of the duty- 
car. ‘We’ll be there for Chrirmas, sir’ he said, ‘if at all!’ 

Ice-Age villages, their thatbed barns and cosages perfeced 
by the Woury whkeness of snow, glirening as if from the tray of 
an expert confecioner; curving whke meadows printed in cunei- 
form wkh the small footmarks of birds or osers, or the thawing
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blotbes of casle. Te car windows sealing up readily, gummed by 
the fror. Tey had no bains and no heater. Trv miles from 
the village they came upon a wrecked lorry wkh a couple of 
villagers and an A.A. man randing idly about k, blowing on their 
perished Vngers. Te telegraph poles were down hereabouts. 
Tere was a dead bird lying on the glktering grey ice of Newton’s 
Pond — a hawk. Tey would never get over Parson’s Ridge, and 
Mountolive took pky on his driver and turned him back sum- 
marily on to the main road by the foot-bridge. ‘I live jur over the 
hill’ he said. ‘It’ll take me jur twenty-Vve minutes to walk k.’ 
Te man was glad to turn back and unwilling to accept the tip 
Mountolive oUered. Ten he reversed slowly and turned the car 
away northward, while his passenger repped forward into the 
brilliance, his condensing breath rising before him in a column. 

He followed the familiar footpath across Velds whib tilted ever 
more rvply away towards an invisible sky-line, describing (his 
memory had to do duty for his eyesight) something as perfeced in 
ks simplicky as Cavendish’s Vrr plane. A rkual landscape made 
now overwhelmingly myrerious by the light of an invisible sun, 
moving somewhere up there behind the opaque scrvns of low mir 
whib shifted before him, wkhdrawing and closing. It was a walk 
full of memories — but in default of visibilky he was forced to 
imagine the two small hamlets on the hill-crown, the intent groves 
of bvbes, the ruins of a Norman carle. His shoes cut a trembling 
mass of raindrops from the lush grass at every scythe-like rep, 
until the bosoms of his trousers were soaked and his ankles 
turned to ice. 

Out of the invisible marbed shadowy oaks, and suddenly there 
came a rasling and qlasering — as if their tvth were basering 
wkh the cold; the thawing snow was dripping down upon the 
carpet of dead leaves from the upper branbes. 

Once over the crown all qace was cut oU. Rabbks lobbed softly 
away on all sides. Te tall plumed grass had bvn rarbed into 
qikes by fror. Here and there came glimpses of a pale sun, ks 
furred brilliance shining through the mir like a gas mantle 
burning brightly but wkhout heat. And now he heard the click 
of his own shoes upon the macadam of the second-class road as he 
harened his pace towards the tall gates of the house. Hereabouts 
the oaks were rudded wkh brilliants; as he passed two fat pigeons 
rushed out of them and disappeared wkh the sharp wingWap of a 
thousand closing books. He was rartled and then amused. Tere
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was the ‘form’ of a hare in the paddock, quke near the house. 
Fingers of ice tumbled about the trvs wkh a ragged claser — a 
thousand broken wineglasses. He groped for the old Yale key and 
smiled again as he felt k turn, admkting him to an unforgosen 
warmth whib smelt of apricots and old books, polish and Wowers; 
all the memories whib led him back unerringly towards Piers 
Plowman, the pony, the Vshing-rod, the ramp album. He rood 
in the hall and called her name softly. 

His mother was skting by the Vre, jur as he had lar left her 
wkh a book open upon her knvs, smiling. It had become a 
convention betwvn them to disregard his disappearance and 
returns: to behave as if he had simply absented himself for a few 
moments from this companionable room where she qent her life, 
reading or painting or knkting before the great Vreplace. She was 
smiling now wkh the same smile — designed to cement qace and 
time, and to anneal the loneliness whib beset her while he was 
away. Mountolive put down his heavy briefcase and made a funny 
lktle involuntary gerure as he repped towards her. ‘Oh dear’ he 
said, ‘I can sv from your face that you’ve heard. I was so hoping 
to surprise you wkh my news!’ 

Tey were both heartbroken by the fac; and as she kissed him 
she said: ‘Te Graniers came to tea lar wvk. Oh, David, I’m 
so sorry. I did so want you to have your surprise. But I pretend 
so badly.’ 

Mountolive felt an absurd diqoskion towards tears of shvr 
vexation: he had invented the whole scene in his mind, and made 
up querion and answer. It was like tearing up a play into whib 
one had put a lot of imagination and hard work. ‘Damn’ he said, 
‘how thoughtless of them!’ 

‘Tey were trying to please me — and of course k did. You 
can imagine how mub, can’t you?’ 

But from this point he repped once more, lightly and eUortlessly 
back into the current of memories whib the house evoked around 
her and whib led back almor to his eleventh birthday, the sense 
of well-being and plenkude as the warmth of the Vre came out 
to grvt him. 

‘Your father will be pleased,’ she said later, in a new voice, 
sharper for being full of an unrealized jealousy — tidemarks of a 
passion whib had long since refunded kself into an unwilling 
acquiescence. ‘I put all your mail in his rudy for you.’ ‘His’ rudy 
— the rudy whib his father had never svn, never inhabked.
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Te defecion of his father rood always betwvn them as their 
closer bond, seldom discussed yet somehow always there — the 
invisible weight of his private exirence, apart from them both, 
in another corner of the world: happy or unhappy, who can say? 
‘For those of us who rand upon the margins of the world, as yet 
unsolicked by any God, the only truth is that work kself is Love.’ 
An odd, a rriking phrase for the old man to embed in a sbolarly 
preface to a Pali text! Mountolive had turned the grvn volume 
over and over in his hands, debating the meaning of the words and 
measuring them againr the memory of his father — the lean 
brown Vgure wkh the qare bone-rrucure of a famished sea-bird: 
dressed in an incongruous pkh-helmet. Now, apparently he wore 
the robes of an Indian fakir! Was one to smile? He had not svn 
his father since his departure from India on his eleventh birthday; 
he had become like someone condemned in absentia for a crime 
… whib could not be formulated. A friendly wkhdrawal into the 
world of Earern sbolarship on whib his heart had bvn set for 
many years. It was perplexing. 

Mountolive senior had belonged to the vanished India, to the 
company of ks rulers whose common devotion to their barge 
had made them a care; but a care whib was prouder of a horage 
given to Buddhir sbolarship than of one given to an Honours 
Lir. Sub disinterered devotions usually ended by a passionate 
self-identiVcation wkh the subjec of them — this qrawling sub- 
continent wkh ks cares and crvds, ks monuments and fakhs 
and ruins. At Vrr he had bvn simply a judge in the service, 
but wkhin a few years he had become pre-eminent in Indian 
sbolarship, an edkor and interpreter of rare and negleced texts. 
Te young Mountolive and his mother had bvn comfortably 
sesled in England on the underranding that he would join them 
on retirement; to this end had this pleasant house bvn furnished 
wkh the trophies, books and picures of a long working carvr. If 
k now had something of the air of a museum, k was because k had 
bvn deserted by ks real author who had decided to ray on in 
India to complete the rudies whib (they both now recognized) 
would lar him the rer of his life. Tis was not an uncommon 
phenomenon among the oXcials of the now vanished and dis- 
banded corps. But k had come gradually. He had deliberated upon 
k for years before arriving at the decision, so that the leser he wrote 
announcing k all had the air of a document long medkated. It was 
in fac the lar leser ekher of them received from him. From time
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to time, however, a passer-by who had visked him in the Buddhir 
Lodge near Madras to whib he had retired, brought a kindly 
message from him. And of course the books themselves arrived 
puncually, one after the other, reqlendent in their rib uniforms 
and bearing the grandiose imprints of Universky Presses. Te 
books were, in a way, both his excuse and his apology. 

Mountolive’s mother had reqeced this decision; and nowadays 
hardly ever qoke of k. Only now and again the invisible author 
of their joint lives here in this snowy island emerged thus in a 
reference to ‘his’ rudy; or in some other remark like k whib, 
uncommented upon, evaporated back into the myrery (for them) 
of a life whib represented an unknown, an unresolved facor. 
Mountolive could never sv below the surface of his mother’s 
pride in order to judge how mub this defecion might have 
injured her. Yet a common passionate shyness had grown up 
betwvn them on the subjec, for eab secretly believed the other 
wounded. 

Before dressing for dinner that evening, Mountolive went into 
the book-lined rudy, whib was also a gun-room, and took 
formal possession of ‘his father’s’ desk whib he used whenever 
he was at home. He locked his Vles away carefully and sorted out 
his mail. Among the lesers and porcards was a bulky envelope 
wkh a Cyprus ramp addressed to him in the unmirakable hand 
of Pursewarden. It suggered a manuscript at Vrr and he cracked 
the seal wkh his Vnger in some perplexky. ‘My dear David’ k 
read. ‘You will be aronished to get a leser of sub length from 
me, I don’t doubt. But the news of your appointment only reabed 
me lately in rumoured form, and there is mub you should know 
about the rate of aUairs here whib I could not address to you 
formally as Ambassador Designate (ConVdential: Under Flying 
Seal) ahem!’ 

Tere would be time enough, thought Mountolive wkh a sigh, 
to rudy all this accumulation of memoranda, and he unlocked 
the desk again to place k wkh his other papers. 

He sat at the great desk for a while in the quietness, soothed by 
the associations of the room wkh ks bric-à-brac; the mandala 
paintings from some Burmese shrine, the Lepba Wags, the framed 
drawings for the Vrr edkion of the Jungle Book, the case of 
Emperor moths, the votive objecs left at some abandoned temple. 
Ten the rare books and pamphlets — early Kipling bearing the 
imprint of Tacker and Spink, Calcusa, Edwards Tompson’s
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fascicules, Younghusband, Mallows, Derby…. Some museum 
would be glad of them one day. Under a pressmark they would 
revert back to anonymky. 

He picked up the old Tibetan prayer-whvl whib lay on the 
desk and twirled k once or twice, hearing the faint scrape of the 
revolving drum, rill ruUed wkh the yellowing fragments of 
paper on whib devout pens had long ago scribbled the classical 
invocation Om Mani Padme Hum. Tis had bvn an accidental 
parting gift. Before the boat left he had perered his father for a 
celluloid aeroplane and together they had combed the bazaar for 
one wkhout avail. Ten his father had suddenly ropped at a 
pedlar’s rall and bought the whvl for a few rupvs, thruring k 
into his unwilling Vngers as a subrkute. It was late. Tey had to 
rush. Teir good-byes had bvn perfuncory. 

Ten after that, what? A tawny river-mouth under a brazen 
sun, the iridescent shimmer of heat blurring the faces, the smoke 
from the burning ghats, the dead bodies of men, blue and swollen, 
Woating down the eruary…. Tat was as far as his memory 
went. He put down the heavy whvl and sighed. Te wind shook 
the windows, whirling the snow againr them, as if to remind him 
where he was. He took out his bundle of Arabic primers and the 
great dicionary. Tese mur live beside his bed for the next few 
months. 

Tat night he was once more visked by the unaccountable 
aYicion wkh whib he always celebrated his return home — a 
crushing ear-abe whib rapidly reduced him to a shivering pain- 
racked ghor of himself. It was a myrery, for no docor had so far 
managed to allay — or even satisfacorily to diagnose — this on- 
slaught of the peti mal. It never asacked him save when he was 
at home. As always, his mother overheard his groans and knew 
from old experience what they meant; she materialized out of the 
darkness by his bed bringing the comfort of ancient familiarky 
and the one qeciVc whib, since bildhood, she had used to 
combat his dirress. She always kept k handy now, in the cupboard 
beside her bed. Salad oil, warmed in a teaqoon over a candle- 
Wame. He felt the warmth of the oil penetrate and embalm his 
brain, while his mother’s voice upon the darkness soothed him 
wkh ks promises of relief. In a lktle while the tide of agony 
receded to leave him, washed up so to qeak, on the shores of slvp 
— a slvp rirred vaguely by those comforting memories of bild- 
hood illnesses whib his mother had always shared — they fell ill
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together, as if by sympathy. Was k so that they might lie in 
adjoining rooms talking to eab other, reading to eab other, 
sharing the luxury of a common convalescence? He did not know. 

He slept. It was a wvk before he addressed himself to his 
oXcial papers and read the leser from Pursewarden. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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V 

 
My dear David, 

You will be aronished to get a leser of sub length from me, I 
don’t doubt. But the news of your appointment only reabed me 
lately in rumoured form, and there is mub you should know 
about the rate of aUairs here whib I could not address to you 
formally as Ambassador Designate (ConVdential: Under Flying 
Seal) ahem! 

Ouf! What a bore! I hate wrking lesers as you well know. And 
yet … I myself shall almor certainly be gone by the time you 
arrive, for I have taken reps to get myself transferred. After a 
long series of calculated wickednesses I have at lax managed to 
persuade poor Errol that I am unsukable for the Mission whib 
I have adorned these par months. Months! A lifetime! And 
Errol himself is so good, so honer, so worthy; a curious goat-like 
creature who nevertheless conveys the impression of being a 
brvb-delivery! He has put in his paper againr me wkh the 
greater relucance. Please do nothing to countermand the transfer 
whic will result from i, as k squares wkh my own private wishes. 
I implore you. 

Te deciding facor has bvn my desertion of my por for the 
par Vve wvks whib has caused grave annoyance and Vnally 
decided Errol. I will explain everything. Do you remember, I 
wonder, the fat young Frenb diplomat of the Rue du Bac? 
Nessim took us round once for drinks? Pombal by name? Well, I 
have taken refuge wkh him — he is serving here. It is really quke 
gay cez lui. Te summer over, the headless Embassy retired wkh 
the Court to winter in Cairo, but this time wkhout Yours Truly. 
I went underground. Nowadays we rise at eleven, turn out the 
girls, and after having a hot bath play backgammon until lunb- 
time; then an arak at the Caff Al Aktar wkh Balthazar and 
Amaril (who send their love) and lunb at the Union Bar. Ten 
perhaps we call on Clea to sv what she is painting, or go to a 
cinema. Pombal is doing all this legkimately; he is on local leave. 
I am en retraie. Occasionally the exaqerated Errol rings up long 
dirance in an asempt to trace me and I answer him in the voice 
of a poule from the Midi. It rasles him badly because he guesses 
k is me, but isn’t quke sure. (Te point about a Wykehamir is
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that he cannot risk giving oUence.) We have lovely, lovely conver- 
sations. Yererday I told him that I, Pursewarden, was under 
treatment for a glandular condkion bez Professor Pombal but 
was now out of danger. Poor Errol! One day I shall apologize to 
him for all the trouble I have caused him. Not now. Not until I 
get my transfer to Siam or Santos. 

All this is very wicked of me, I know, but … the tedium of this 
Chancery wkh all these un-grown-up people! Te Errols are 
formidably Brkannic. Tey are, for example, both economirs. 
Why both, I ask myself? One of them mur fvl permanently 
redundant. Tey make love to two places of decimals only. Teir 
bildren have all the air of vulgar fracions! 

Well. Te only nice ones are the Donkins; he is clever and high- 
qirked, she rather common and far-looking wkh too mub 
rouge. But … poor dear, she is over-compensating for the fac 
that her lktle husband has grown a beard and turned Moslem! 
She sks wkh a hard aggressive air on his desk, swinging her leg 
and smoking swiftly. Mouth too red. Not quke a lady and hence 
insecure? Her husband is a clever youth but far too serious. I do 
not dare to ask if he intends to put in for the extra allowance of 
wives to whib he is entkled. 

But let me tell you in my laboured fashion what lies behind all 
this nonsense. I was sent here, as you know, under contrac, and 
I fulVlled my original task fakhfully — as wkness the giant roll of 
paper headed (in a lesering usually reserved for tomb-rones) 
Inxruments for a Cultural Pab Betwdn the Governments of His 
Briannic Majexy etc. Blunt inrruments indvd — for what can a 
Chririan culture have in common wkh a Moslem or a Marxir? 
Our premises are hopelessly opposed. Never mind! I was told to 
do k and I done k. And mub as I love what they’ve got here I 
don’t underrand the words in relation to an educational syrem 
based on the abacus and a theology whib got left behind wkh 
Augurine and Aquinas. Personally I think we both have made a 
mess of k, and I have no parti-pris in the maser. And so on. I 
jur don’t sv what D. H. Lawrence has to oUer a pasha wkh 
seventvn wives, though I believe I know whib one of them is 
happier…. However, I done k, the Pac I mean. 

Tis done I found myself rapidly sent to the top of the form 
as a Polkical and this enabled me to rudy papers and evaluate the 
whole Middle Earern complex as a coherent whole, as a policy 
venture. Well, let me say that after prolonged rudy I have come
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to the relucant conclusion that k is nekher coherent nor even a 
policy — at any rate a policy capable of wkhranding the pressures 
whib are being built up here. 

Tese rosen rates, backward and venal as they are, mur be 
seriously thought about; they cannot be held together jur by 
encouraging what is weaker and mor corrupt in them, as we 
appear to be doing. Tis approab would presuppose another 
Vfty years of peace and no radical element in the elecorate at 
home: that given, the xatus quo might be maintained. But given 
this prevailing trend, can England be as short-sighted as this? 
Perhaps. I don’t know. It is not my job to know these things, as 
an artix ; as a polkical I am Vlled wkh misgiving. To encourage 
Arab unky while at the same time losing the power to use the 
poison-cup svms to me to be a very dubious thing: not policy but 
lunacy. And to add Arab unky to all the other currents whib are 
running againr us svms to me to be an engaging folly. Are we 
rill beset by the doleful dream of the Arabian Nights, fathered on 
us by thrv generations of sexually disoriented Vicorians whose 
subconscious reaced wholeheartedly to the thought of more than 
one legal wife? Or the romantic Bedouin-fever of the Bells and 
Lawrences? Perhaps. But the Vicorians who fathered this dream 
on us were people who believed in gghting for the value of their 
currency; they knew that the world of polkics was a jungle. 
Today the Foreign OXce appears to believe that the ber way to 
deal wkh the jungle is to turn Nudir and conquer the wild bear 
by the sight of one’s nakedness. I can hear you sigh. ‘Why can’t 
Pursewarden be more precise. All these boutades! ’ 

Very well. I qoke of the pressures. Let us divide them into 
internal and external, shall we, in the manner of Errol? My views 
may svm somewhat heretical, but here they are. 

Well then, Vrr, the abyss whib separates the rib from the 
poor — k is poskively Indian. In Egypt today, for example, six per 
cent of the people own over thrv-quarters of the land, thus leaving 
under a feddan a head for the rer to live on. Good! Ten the popu- 
lation is doubling kself every second generation — or is k third? 
But I suppose any economic survey will tell you this. Meanwhile 
there is the ready growth of a vocal and lkerate middle-class 
whose sons are trained at Oxford among our comfy liberalisms — 
and who Vnd no jobs waking for them when they come back 
here. Te babu is growing in power, and the dull rory is being 
repeated here as elsewhere. ‘Intellecual coolies of the world unke.’ 
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To these internal pressures we are gracefully adding by direc 
encouragement, the rigour of a nationalism based in a fanatical 
religion. I personally admire k, but never forget that k is a 
Vghting religion wkh no metaphysics, only an ethic. Te Arab 
Union, etc…. My dear bap, why are we thinking up these 
absurd conrrucs to add to our own discomVture — qecially as 
k is clear to me that we have lor the basic power to ac whib 
alone would ensure that our inWuence remained paramount here? 
Tese tosering backward-looking feudalisms could only be 
supported by arms againr these disintegrating elements inherent 
in the very nature of things today; but to use arms, ‘to preab 
wkh the sword’ in the words of Lawrence, one mur have a belief 
in one’s own ethos, one’s own myrique of life. What does the 
Foreign OXce believe? I jur don’t know. In Egypt, for example, 
very lktle has bvn done beyond kvping the peace; the High 
Commission is vanishing after a rule of — since 1888? — and 
will not leave behind even the veriges of a trained civil service to 
rabilize this rabble-ridden grotesque whib we now apparently 
regard as a sovereign rate. How long will fair words and courtly 
sentiments prevail againr the massive discontents these people 
fvl? One can trur a treaty king only as long as he can trur his 
people. How long remains before a Washpoint is reabed? I don’t 
know — and to be frank I don’t mub care. But I should say that 
some unforesvn outside pressure like a war would tumble over 
these scarecrow principalkies at a breath. Anyway, these are my 
general reasons for wanting a bange. I believe we should re- 
orient policy and build Jewry into the power behind the scenes 
here. And quick. 

Now for the particular. Very early in my polkical life I ran up 
againr a department of the War OXce qecializing in general 
intelligence, run by a Brigadier who resented the idea that his 
oXce should bow the knv to us. A querion of rank, or allowances, 
or some sub rot; under the Commission he had bvn allowed 
more or less a frv hand. Incidentally, this is the remains of the 
old Arab Bureau left over from 1918 whib has bvn living on 
quietly like a toad buried under a rone! Obviously in the general 
re-alignment, his show mur (k svmed to me) integrate wkh 
somebody. And now there was only an embryonic Embassy in 
Egypt. As he had worked formerly to the High Commission’s 
Polkical Branb, I thought he should work to me — and indvd, 
after a series of sharp basles, bent if not broke him — Maskelyne
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is the creature’s name. He is so typical as to be rather interering 
and I have made extensive notes on him for a book in my usual 
fashion. (One wrkes to recover a lor innocence!) 

Well, since the Army discovered that imagination is a major 
facor in producing cowardice they have trained the Maskelyne 
brvd in the virtues of counter-imagination: a sort of amnesia 
whib is almor Turkish. Te contempt for death has bvn turned 
into a contempt for life and this type of man accepts life only on 
his own terms. A frozen brain alone enables him to kvp up a 
routine of exceptional boredom. He is very thin, very tall, and his 
skin has bvn tanned by Indian service to the colour of smoked 
snakeskin, or a scab painted wkh iodine. His perfec tvth rer as 
lightly as a feather upon his piperem. Tere is a peculiar gerure 
he has — I wish I could describe k, k interers me so mub — of 
removing his pipe slowly before qeaking, levelling his small dark 
eyes at one, and almor whiqering: ‘Oh, do you really think so?’ 
Te vowels drawing themselves out inVnkely into the lasskude, 
the boredom of the silence whib surrounds him. He is gnawed 
by the circumscribed perfecion of a brvding whib makes him 
uncomfortable in civilian clothes, and indvd he walks about in 
his well-cut cavalry coat wkh a Noli me tangere air. (Brvd for 
type and you always get anomalies of behaviour.) He is followed 
everywhere by his magniVcent red pointer Nell (named after his 
wife?) who slvps on his fvt while he works at his Vles, and on 
his bed at night. He occupies a room in a hotel in whib there is 
nothing personal — no books, no photographs, no papers. Only a 
set of silver-backed brushes, a bosle of whisky and a newqaper. 
(I imagine him sometimes brushing the silent fury out of his own 
scalp, furiously brushing his dark shiny hair back from the temples, 
farer and farer. Ah, that’s beser — that’s beser!) 

He reabes his oXce at eight having bought his day-late copy of 
the Daily Telegraph. I have never svn him read anything else. He 
sks at his huge desk, consumed wkh a slow dark contempt for the 
venalky of the human beings around him, perhaps the human 
race as a whole; imperturbably he examines and assorts their 
diUering corruptions, their maladies, and outlines them upon 
marble minute-paper whib he always signs wkh his lktle silver 
pen in a small awkward Wy’s handwrking. Te current of his 
loathing Wows through his veins slowly, heavily, like the Nile at 
Wood. Well, you can sv what a numéro he is. He lives purely in the 
milkary imagination for he never svs or mvts the subjecs of
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mor of his papers; the information he collates comes in from 
suborned clerks, or discontented valets, or pent-up servants. It 
does not maser. He prides himself on his readings of k, his I.A. 
(intelligence appreciation), jur like an arrologer working upon 
barts belonging to unsvn, unknown subjecs. He is judicial, proud 
as the Calif, unswerving, I admire him very mub. Honerly I do. 

Maskelyne has set up two marks betwvn whib (as betwvn 
degrv-signs on a calibrated thermometer) the temperatures of 
his approval and disapproval are allowed to move, expressed in the 
phrases: ‘A good show for the Raj’ and ‘Not sub a good show for 
the Raj’. He is too single-minded of course, ever to be able to 
imagine a really Bad Show for the Bloody Raj. Sub a man svms 
unable to sv the world around him on open sights; but then his 
profession and the nvd for reserve make him a complete recluse, 
make him inexperienced in the ways of the world upon whib he 
sks in judgement…. Well, I am tempted to go on and frame the 
portrak of our qycatber, but I will desir. Read my next novel 
but four, k should also include a sketb of Telford, who is Maske- 
lyne’s Number Two — a large blotby ingratiating civilian wkh 
ill-Vsing dentures who manages to call one ‘old fruk’ a hundred 
times a second betwvn nervous guUaws. His worship of the cold 
snaky soldier is marvellous to behold. ‘Yes, Brigadier’, ‘No, 
Brigadier’, falling over a bair in his hare to serve; you would 
say he was completely in love wkh his boss. Maskelyne sks and 
watbes his confusion coldly, his brown bin, cleft by a dark 
dimple, jusing like an arrow. Or he will lean back in his swivel- 
bair and tap softly on the door of the huge safe behind him wkh 
the faintly satisVed air of a gourmet pasing his paunb as he says: 
‘You don’t believe me? I have k all in here, all in here.’ Tose Vles, 
you think, watbing this superlative, all-comprehending gerure, 
mur contain material enough to indic the world! Perhaps they do. 

Well, this is what happened: one day I found a baraceriric 
document from Maskelyne on my desk headed Nessim Hosnani, 
and sub-tkled A Conwiracy Among the Copts whib alarmed me 
somewhat. According to the paper, our Nessim was busy working 
up a large and complicated plot againr the Egyptian Royal House. 
Mor of the data were rather querionable I thought, knowing 
Nessim, but the whole paper put me in a quandary for k carried the 
bland recommendation that the details should be transmkted by 
the Embassy to the Egyptian Minirry of Foreign AUairs! I can 
hear you draw your breath sharply. Even supposing this were true,
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sub a course would put Nessim’s life in the greater danger. Have 
I explained that one of the major baracerirics of Egyptian 
nationalism is the gradually growing envy and hate of the ‘for- 
eigners’ — the half-million or so of non-Moslems here? And that 
the moment full Egyptian sovereignty was declared the Moslems 
rarted in to bully and expropriate them? Te brains of Egypt, as 
you know, is ks foreign communky. Te capkal whib Wowed into 
the land while k was safe under our suzerainty, is now at the mercy 
of these paunby pashas. Te Armenians, Grvks, Copts, Jews  
— they are all fvling the sharpening edge of this hate; many are 
wisely leaving, but mor cannot. Tese huge capkal inverments in 
coson, etc., cannot be abandoned overnight. Te foreign com- 
munkies are living from prayer to prayer and from bribe to bribe. 
Tey are trying to save their indurries, their life-work from the 
gradual encroabment of the pashas. We have lkerally thrown 
them to the lions! 

Well, I read and re-read this document, as I say, in a rate of 
considerable anxiety. I knew that if I gave k to Errol he would run 
bleating wkh k to the King. So I went into acion myself to ter 
the weak points in k — mercifully k was not one of Maskelyne’s 
ber papers — and succvded in throwing doubt upon many of his 
contentions. But what infuriated him was that I acually suwended 
the paper — I had to in order to kvp k out of Chancery’s hands! 
My sense of duty was sorely rrained, but then there was no 
alternative; what would those silly young sboolboys next door 
have done? If Nessim was really guilty of the sort of plot Maske- 
lyne envisaged, well and good; one could deal wkh him later 
according to his lights. But … you know Nessim. I felt that I owed 
k to him to be sure before passing sub a paper upwards. 

But of course Maskelyne was furious, though he had the grace 
not to show k. We sat in his oXce wkh the conversational tem- 
perature well below zero and rill falling while he showed me his 
accumulated evidence and his agents’ reports. For the mor part 
they were not as solid as I had feared. ‘I have this man Selim 
suborned’ Maskelyne kept croaking ‘and I’m convinced his own 
secretary can’t be wrong about k. Tere is this small secret 
society wkh the regular mvtings — Selim has to wak wkh the 
car and drive them home. Ten there is this curious cryptogram 
whib goes out all over the Middle Ear from Balthazar’s clinic, 
and then the visks to arms manufacurers in Sweden and Ger- 
many….’ I tell you, my brain was swimming! I could sv all our
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friends neatly laid out on a slab by the Egyptian Secret Police, 
being measured for shrouds. 

I mur say too, that circumxantially the inferences whib 
Maskelyne drew appeared to hold water. It all looked rather 
sinirer; but luckily a few of the basic points would not yield to 
analysis — things like the so-called cipher whib friend Balthazar 
shot out once every two months to bosen recipients in the big 
towns of the Middle Ear. Maskelyne was rill trying to follow 
these up. But the data were far from complete and I rressed this 
as rrongly as I could, mub to the discomfort of Telford, though 
Maskelyne is too cool a bird of prey to be easily discountenanced. 
Nevertheless I got him to agrv to pend the paper until something 
more subrantial was forthcoming to broaden the basis of the 
docrine. He hated me but he swallowed k, and so I felt that I had 
gained at lear a temporary reqke. Te problem was what to do 
next — how to use the time to advantage? I was of course con- 
vinced that Nessim was innocent of these grotesque barges. But 
I could not, I admk, supply explanations as convincing as those 
of Maskelyne. What, I could not help wondering, were they really 
up to? If I was to deWate Maskelyne, I mur Vnd out for myself. 
Very annoying, and indvd professionally improper — but que 
faire? Lktle Ludwig mur turn himself into a private inverigator, 
a Sexton Blake, in order to do the job! But where to begin? 

Maskelyne’s only direc lead on Nessim was through the 
suborned secretary, Selim; through him he had accumulated quke 
a lot of interering though not intrinsically alarming data about the 
Hosnani holdings in various Velds — the land bank, shipping line, 
ginning mills, and so on. Te rer was largely gossip and rumour, 
some of k damaging, but none of k more than circumrantial. But 
piled up in a heap k did make our gentle Nessim sound somewhat 
sinirer. I felt that I mur take k all apart somehow. Specially as a 
lot of k concerned and surrounded his marriage — the acid gossip 
of the lazy and envious, so typical of Alexandria — or anywhere 
else for that maser. In this, of course, the unconscious moral 
judgements of the Anglo-Saxon were to the fore — I mean in the 
value-judgements of Maskelyne. As for Jurine — well, I know her 
a bk, and I mur confess I rather admire her surly magniVcence. 
Nessim haunted her for some time before gesing her to consent, 
I am told; I cannot say I had misgivings about k all exacly, but 
… even today their marriage fvls in some curious way un- 
cemented. Tey make a perfec pair, but never svm to toub eab
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other; indvd, once I saw her very slightly shrink as he picked a 
thread from her fur. Probably imagination. Is there perhaps a 
thundercloud brooding there behind the dark satin-eyed wife? 
Plenty nerves, certainly. Plenty hyreria. Plenty Judaic melan- 
boly. One recognizes her vaguely as the girl-friend of the man 
whose head was presented on a barger…. What do I mean? 

Well, Maskelyne says wkh his dry empty contempt: ‘No 
sooner does she marry than she rarts an aUair wkh another man, 
and a foreigner to boot.’ Tis of course is Darley, the vaguely 
amiable beqecacled creature who inhabks Pombal’s box-room 
at certain times. He teabes for a living and wrkes novels. He has 
that nice round babyish back to the head whib one svs in 
cultural types; slight roop, fair hair, and the shyness that goes wkh 
Great Emotions imperfecly kept under control. A fellow-romantic 
quotha! Looked at hard, he rarts to rammer. But he’s a good 
fellow, gentle and resigned … I confess that he svms unlikely 
material for someone as dashing as Nessim’s wife to work upon. 
Can k be benevolence in her, or simply a perverse tare for in- 
nocence? Tere is a small myrery here. Anyway, k was Darley 
and Pombal who introduced me to the current Alexandrian livre 
de cevet whib is a Frenb novel called Moeurs (a swashing rudy 
in the grand manner of nymphomania and psybic impotence) 
wrkten by Jurine’s lar husband. Having wrkten k he wisely 
divorced her and decamped but she is popularly supposed to be 
the central subjec of the book and is regarded wkh grave sym- 
pathy by society. I mur say, when you think that everyone is both 
polymorph and perverse here, k svms hard luck to be singled out 
like this as the main baracer in a roman vace. Anyway, this lies 
in the par, and now Nessim has carried her into the ranks of 
le monde where she acquks herself wkh a sharply deVned grace and 
savagery. Tey suk her looks and the dark but simple qlendours 
of Nessim himself. Is he happy? But wak, let me put the querion 
another way. Was he ever happy? Is he unhappier now than he 
was? Hum! I think he could do a lot worse, for the girl is nekher 
too innocent nor too unintelligent. She plays the piano really well, 
albek wkh a sulky emphasis, and reads widely. Indvd, the novels 
of Yours Truly are mub admired — wkh a disarming whole- 
heartedness. (Caught! Yes, this is why I am diqosed to like her.) 

On the other hand, what she svs in Darley I cannot credk. 
Te poor fellow Wusers on a slab like a skate at her approab; 
he and Nessim are, however, great frequenters of eab other,
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great friends. Tese moder Brkish types — do they all turn out 
to be Turks secretly? Darley at any rate mur have some appeal 
because he has also got himself regally entangled wkh a rather nice 
lktle cabaret dancer called Melissa. You would never think, to 
look at him, that he was capable of running a tandem, so lktle self- 
possession does he appear to have. A vicim of his own Vne 
sentiment? He wrings his hands, his qecacles ream up, when he 
mentions ekher name. Poor Darley! I always enjoy irrkating him 
by quoting the poem by his minor namesake to him: 

O bler unfabled Incense Tre 
Sat burns in glorious Araby, 
Wih red scent calking the air, 
Till earth-life grows Elysian there. 

He pleads wkh me blushingly to desir, though I cannot tell 
whib Darley he is blushing for; I continue in magirral fashion: 

Half-buried in her haming brear 
In this bright tre she makes her ner 
Hundred-sunned Phoenix! When she mur 
Crumble at length to hoary dur! 

It is not a bad concek for Jurine herself. ‘Stop’ he always cries. 

Her gorgeous death-bed! Her ric pyre 
Burn up wih aromatic gre! 
Her urn, sight-high from soiler men! 
Her birth-place when self-born again! 

‘Please. Enough.’ 
‘What’s wrong wkh k? It’s not sub a bad poem, is k?’ 

And I conclude wkh Melissa, disguised as an 18th Century 
Dresden China shepherdess. 

Se mountainless gren wilds among, 
Here ends she her unecoing song 
Wih amber tears and odorous sighs 
Mourned by the desert where she dies! 

So mub for Darley! But as for Jurine’s part in the maser I 
can Vnd no rhyme, no reason, unless we accept one of Pombal’s 
epigrams at ks face value. He says, wkh fat seriousness: ‘Les 
femmes sont gdèles au fond, tu sais? Elles ne trompent que les autres 
femmes!’ But k svms to me to oUer no really concrete reason
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for Jurine wishing to tromper the pallid rival Melissa. Tis 
would be infra dig for a woman wkh her poskion in society. Sv 
what I mean? 

Well, then, k is upon Darley that our Maskelyne kvps his 
baleful ferret’s eyes Vxed; apparently Selim tells us that all the 
real information on Nessim is kept in a lktle wall-safe at the house 
and not in the oXce. Tere is only one key to this safe whib 
Nessim always carries on his person. Te private safe, says Selim, 
is full of papers. But he is vague as to what the papers can be. Love 
lesers? Hum. At any rate, Selim has made one or two asempts 
to get at the safe, but wkhout any luck. One day the bold Maske- 
lyne himself decided to examine k at close range and take, if 
necessary, a wax squvze. Selim let him in and he climbed the back 
rairs — and nearly ran into Darley, our cicisbeo, and Jurine in the 
bedroom! He jur heard their voices in time. Never tell me after 
this that the English are purkans. Some time later I saw a short 
rory Darley published in whib a baracer exclaims: ‘In his 
arms I felt mauled, bewed up, my fur coated wkh saliva, as if 
betwvn the paws of some great excked cat.’ I rvled. ‘Crumbs!’ I 
thought. ‘Tis is what Jurine is doing to the poor bugger — eating 
him alive!’ 

I mur say, k gave me a good laugh. Darley is so typical of my 
compatriots — snobbish and parobial in one. And so good! He 
lacks devil. (Tank God for the Irishman and the Jew who qat in 
my blood.) Well, why should I take this high and mighty line? 
Jurine mur be awfully good to slvp wkh, mur kiss like a 
rainbow and squvze out great qarks — yes. But out of Darley? 
It doesn’t hold water. Nevertheless ‘this rosen creature’ as Maske- 
lyne calls her is certainly his whole asention, or was when I was 
lar there. Why? 

All these facors were tumbling over and over in my mind as 
I drove up to Alexandria, having secured myself a long duty 
wvk-end whib even the good Errol found unexceptionable. I 
never dreamed then, that wkhin a year you might Vnd yourself 
engaged by these myreries. I only knew that I wanted, if possible, 
to demolish the Maskelyne thesis and ray the Chancery’s hand 
in the maser of Nessim. But apart from this I was somewhat at a 
loss. I am no qy, after all; was I to crvp about Alexandria 
dressed in a pudding-basin wig wkh concealed earphones, trying 
to clear the name of our friend? Nor could I very well present 
myself to Nessim and, clearing my throat, say nonbalantly:
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‘Now about this qy-net you’ve got here….’ However, I drove 
readily and thoughtfully on. Egypt, Wat and unbosomed, Wowed 
back and away from me on ekher side of the car. Te grvn 
banged to blue, the blue to peacock’s eye, to gazelle-brown, to 
panther-black. Te desert was like a dry kiss, a Wuser of eyelashes 
againr the mind. Ahem! Te night became horned wkh rars like 
branbes of almond-blossom. I gibbered into the cky after a drink 
or two under a new moon whib felt as if k were drawing half ks 
brilliance from the open sea. Everything smelt good again. Te 
iron band that Cairo puts round one’s head (the consciousness of 
being completely surrounded by burning desert?) dissolved, 
relaxed — gave place to the expecation of an open sea, an open 
road leading one’s mind back to Europe…. Sorry. OU the point. 

I telephoned the house, but they were both out at a reception; 
fvling somewhat relieved I betook myself to the Caff Al Aktar 
in the hope of Vnding congenial company and found: only our 
friend Darley. I like him. I like particularly the way he sks on his 
hands wkh exckement when he discusses art, whib he insirs on 
doing wkh Yours Truly — why? I answer as ber I can and drink 
my arak. But this generalized sort of conversation puts me out of 
humour. For the artir, I think, as for the public, no sub thing 
as art exirs; k only exirs for the crkics and those who live in the 
forebrain. Artir and public simply regirer, like a seismograph, an 
elecromagnetic barge whib can’t be rationalized. One only 
knows that a transmission of sorts goes on, true or false, successful 
or unsuccessful, according to bance. But to try to break down the 
elements and nose them over — one gets nowhere. (I suqec 
this approab to art is common to all those who cannot surrender 
themselves to k!) Paradox. Anyway. 

Darley is in Vne voice this eve, and I liren to him wkh grudging 
pleasure. He really is a good bap, and a senskive one. But k is 
wkh relief that I hear Pombal is due to appear shortly after a visk 
to the cinema wkh a young woman he is besieging. I am hoping 
he will oUer to put me up as hotels are expensive and I can then 
qend my travel allowance on drink. Well, at lar old P. turns up, 
having had his face smacked by the girl’s mother who caught them 
in the foyer. We have a qlendid evening and I ray cez him as I 
had hoped. 

Te next morning I was up betimes though I had decided on 
nothing, was rill bedevilled in mind about the whole issue. 
However, I thought I could at lear visk Nessim in his oXce as I
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had so often done, to pass the time of day and cadge a coUv. 
Whiqering up in the huge glass lift, so like a Byzantine sarco- 
phagus, I felt confused. I had prepared no conversation for the 
event. Te clerks and typirs were all delighted and showed me 
rraight through into the great domed room where he sat…. Now 
here is the curious thing. He not only svmed to be expecing me, 
but to have divined my reasons for calling! He svmed delighted, 
relieved and full of an impish sort of serenky. ‘I’ve bvn waking 
for ages’ he said wkh dancing eyes, ‘wondering when you were 
Vnally going to come and beard me, to ask me querions. At lar! 
What a relief!’ Everything melted betwvn us after this and I felt I 
could take him on open sights. Nothing could excvd the warmth 
and candour of his answers. Tey carried immediate convicion 
wkh me. 

Te so-called secret society, he told me, was a rudent lodge of 
the Cabala devoted to the curomary mumbo-jumbo of parlour 
myricism. God knows, this is the capkal of superrkion. Even 
Clea has her horoscope car afresh every morning. Secs abound. 
Was there anything odd in Balthazar running sub a small band 
of would-be hermetics — a rudy group? As for the cryptogram 
k was a sort of myrical calculus — the old bouxrophedon no less 
— wkh the help of whib the lodge-marers all over the Middle 
Ear could kvp in toub. Surely no more myrerious than a rock- 
report or a polke exbange betwvn mathematicians working on 
the same problem? Nessim drew one for me and explained 
roughly how k was used. He added that all this could be eUecively 
becked by consulting Darley who had taken to visking these 
mvtings wkh Jurine to suck up hermetical lore. He would be able 
to say jur how subversive they were! So far so good. ‘But I can’t 
disguise from you’ he went on ‘the exirence of another movement, 
purely polkical, wkh whib I am direcly concerned. Tis is 
purely Coptic and is designed simply to rally the Copts — not to 
revolt againr anyone (how could we?) but simply to band them- 
selves together; to rrengthen religious and polkical ties in order 
that the communky can Vnd ks way back to a place in the sun. 
Now that Egypt is frv from the Copt-hating Brkish, we fvl frvr 
to svk high oXces for our people, to get some Members of 
Parliament eleced and so on. Tere is nothing in all this whib 
should make an intelligent Moslem tremble. We svk nothing 
illegkimate or harmful; simply our rightful place in our own land 
as the mor intelligent and able communky in Egypt.’ 
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Tere was a good deal more about the back hirory of the Coptic 
communky and ks grievances — I won’t bore you wkh k as you 
probably know k all. But he qoke k all wkh a tender shy fury 
whib interered me as being so out of kvping wkh the placid 
Nessim we both knew. Later, when I met the mother, I under- 
rood; she is the driving force behind this particular minorky- 
dream, or so I believe. Nessim went on: ‘Nor nvd France and 
Brkain fear anything from us. We love them both. Sub modern 
culture as we have is modelled on both. We ask for no aid, no 
money. We think of ourselves as Egyptian patriots, but knowing 
how rupid and backward the Arab National element is, and how 
fanatical we do not think k can be long before there are violent 
diUerences betwvn the Egyptians and yourselves. Tey are already 
Wirting wkh Hkler. In the case of a war … who can tell? Te 
Middle Ear is slipping out of the graq of England and France day 
by day. We minorkies sv ourselves in peril as the process goes on. 
Our only hope is that there is some reqke, like a war, whib will 
enable you to come back and retake the lor ground. Otherwise, we 
will be expropriated, enslaved. But we rill place our fakh in you 
both. Now, from this point of view, a compac and extremely rib 
lktle group of Coptic bankers and businessmen could exercise an 
inWuence out of all proportion to ks numbers. We are your gfth 
column in Egypt, fellow Chrixians. In another year or two, when 
the movement is perfeced, we could bring immediate pressure to 
bear on the economic and indurrial life of the country — if k 
served to push through a policy whib you felt to be necessary. 
Tat is why I have bvn dying to tell you about us, for England 
should sv in us a bridgehead to the Ear, a friendly enclave in an 
area whib daily becomes more horile, to you.’ He lay back, quke 
exhaured, but smiling. 

‘But of course I realize’ he said ‘that this concerns you as an 
oXcial. Please treat the maser as a secret, for friendship’s sake. 
Te Egyptians would welcome any bance to expropriate us 
Copts — conVscate the millions whib we control: perhaps even 
kill some of us. Tey mur not know about us. Tat is why we 
mvt secretly, have bvn building up the movement so slowly, 
wkh sub circumqecion. Tere mur be no slips, you sv. Now 
my dear Pursewarden. I fully realize that you cannot be expeced 
to take all I tell you on trur, wkhout proof. So I am going to 
take a rather unusual rep. Day after tomorrow is Skna Damiana 
and we are having a mvting in the desert. I would like you to
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come wkh me so that you can sv everything, hear the procvdings 
and have your mind quke clear about our composkion and our 
intentions. Later we may be of the greater service to Brkain here; 
I want to drive the fac home. Will you come?’ 

Would I come! 
I went. It was really a great experience whib made me realize 

that I had hardly svn Egypt — the true Egypt underlying the 
Wy-tormented airless towns, the drawing-rooms of commerce, the 
bankers’ sea-qlashed villas, the Bourse, the Yabt Club, the 
Mosque…. But wak. 

We set oU in a cold mauve dawn and drove a lktle way down the 
Aboukir road before turning inland; thence across dur roads and 
deserted causeways, along canals and abandoned trails whib the 
pashas of old had conrruced to reab their hunting-boxes on 
the lake. At lar we had to abandon the car, and here the other 
brother was waking wkh horses — the troglodyte wkh the gueule 
cassée, Narouz of the broken face. What a contrar, this black 
peasant, compared to Nessim! And what power! I was mub taken 
by him. He was caressing a swashing great hippo’s backbone made 
into a whip — the classical kurbash. Saw him pick dragon-Wies oU 
the Wowers at Vftvn paces wkh k; later in the desert he ran down 
a wild dog and cut k up wkh a couple of rrokes. Te poor creature 
was virtually dismembered in a couple of blows, by this toy! Well, 
we rode sombrely along to the house. You went there ages ago, 
didn’t you? I had a long session wkh the mother, an odd imperious 
bundle of a woman in black, heavily veiled, who qoke arrering 
English in a parbed voice whib had the edge of hyreria in k. 
Nice, somehow, but quvr and somewhat on edge — voice of a 
desert father or desert sirer? I don’t know. Apparently the two 
sons were to take me across to the monarery in the desert. Appar- 
ently Narouz was due to qeak. It was his maiden over — his 
Vrr try at k. I mur say, I couldn’t sv this hirsute savage being 
able to. Jaws working all the time pressing the muscles around his 
temples! He mur, I reWeced, grind his tvth in slvp. But some- 
how also the shy blue eyes of a girl. Nessim was devoted to him. 
And God what a rider! 

Next morning we set oU wkh a bundle of Arab horses whib 
they rode swvtly and a train of shuYe-footed camels whib were 
a present for the populace from Narouz — they were to be cut 
up and devoured. It was a long exhauring trek wkh the heat 
mirages playing havoc wkh concentration and eyesight and the
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water tepid and horrible in the skins, and yours truly fvling baleful 
and fatigued. Te sun upon one’s brainpan! My brains were 
sizzling in my skull by the time we came upon the Vrr outcrop of 
palms — the jumping and buzzing image of the desert monarery 
where poor Damiana had her Diocletian head rruck from her 
shoulders for the glory of our Lord. 

By the time we reabed k dusk had fallen, and here one entered 
a brilliantly-coloured engraving whib could have illurrated … 
what? Vathek! A huge encampment of booths and houses had 
grown up for the ferival. Tere mur have bvn six thousand 
pilgrims camped around in houses of wasle and paper, of cloth 
and carpet. A whole township had grown up wkh ks own lighting 
and primkive drainage — but a complete town, comprising even 
a small but boice brothel quarter. Camels pounded everywhere in 
the dusk, lanterns and cressets Wapped and smoked. Our people 
pkbed us a tent under a ruined arb where two grave bearded 
dervishes talked, under gonfalons folded like the brilliant wings of 
moths, and by the light of a great paper lantern covered in in- 
scriptions. Dense darkness now, but brilliantly lk sideshows wkh 
all the fun of the fair. I was kbing to have a look round and this 
suked them very well as they had things to arrange wkhin the 
burb, so Nessim gave me a rendezvous at the home tent in an 
hour and a half. He nearly lor me altogether, I was so enraptured 
by this freak town wkh ks mud rrvts, and long avenues of 
qarkling ralls — food of every sort, melons, eggs, bananas, swvts, 
all diqlayed in that unearthly light. Every kinerant pedlar from 
Alexandria mur have trekked out across the sand to sell to the 
pilgrims. In the dark corners were the bildren playing and 
squeaking like mice, while their elders cooked food in huts and 
tents, lk by tiny puXng candles. Te sideshows were going full 
blar wkh their games of bance. In one booth a lovely prorkute 
sang heart-breakingly, bipped quartertones and plangent head- 
notes as she turned in her sheath of qiral sequins. She had her 
price on the door. It was not excessive, I thought, being a fvble- 
minded man, and I rather began to curse my social obligations. 
In another corner a rory-teller was moaning out the sing-song 
romance of El Zahur. Drinkers of sherbet, of cinnamon, were 
qread at ease on the seats of makeshift cafés in these beWagged and 
lighted thoroughfares. From wkhin the walls of the monarery 
came the sound of priers banting. From wkhout the unmirakable 
claser of men playing at single-rick wkh the roar of the crowd
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acclaiming every rylish manoeuvre. Tombs full of howers, water- 
melons shedding a busery light, trays of meat perfuming the air 
— sausages and cutlets and entrails buzzing on qks. Te whole 
thing welded into one sharply fused picure of light and sound in 
my brain. Te moon was coming up hand over Vr. 

In the Ringa-booths there were groups of glirening mauve 
abrraced Sudanese dancing to the odd music of the wobbling 
lktle harmonium wkh vertical keys and painted gourds for pipes; 
but they took their rep from a black buck who banged k out wkh 
a rvl rod upon a secion of railway line hanging from the tent- 
pole. Here I ran into one of Cervoni’s servants who was delighted 
to sv me and pressed upon me some of the curious Sudanese bvr 
they call merissa. I sat and watbed this intent, almor maniacal 
form of dance — the slow revolutions about a centre and the 
quvr cockroab-crushing reps, plunging the toe down and 
turning k in the earth. Until I was woken by the ripple of drums 
and saw a dervish pass holding one of the big camel-drums — a 
glowing hemiqhere of copper. He was black — a RiVya — and 
as I had never svn them do their Vre-walking, scorpion-eating ac, 
I thought I might follow him and sv k tonight. (It was toubing 
to hear Moslems singing religious songs to Damiana, a Chririan 
saint; I heard voices ululating the words ‘Ya Sit Ya Bint El Wali’ 
over and over again. Isn’t that odd? ‘O Lady, Lady of the Viceroy’.) 
Across the darkness I tracked down a group of dervishes in a 
lighted corner betwvn two great embrasures. It was the end 
of a dance and they were turning one of their number into a human 
bandelier, covered in burning candles, the hot wax dripping all 
over him. His eyes were vague and tranced. Lar of all comes an 
old boy and drives a huge dagger through both bvks. On eab 
end of the dagger he hoirs a candlerick wkh a branb of lighted 
candles in eab. TransVxed thus the boy rises slowly to his toes 
and revolves in a dance — like a trv on Vre. After the dance, they 
simply whipped the sword out of his jaw and the old man toubed 
his wounds wkh a Vnger moirened wkh qktle. Wkhin a second 
there was the boy randing there smiling again wkh nothing to show 
for his pains. But he looked awake now. 

Outside all this — the whke desert was turning under the moon 
to a great Veld of skulls and mill-rones. Trumpets and drums 
sounded and there came a rush of horsemen in conical hats waving 
wooden swords and shrieking in high voices, like women. Te 
camel-and-horse races were due to rart. Good, thought I, I shall
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have a look at that; but treading unwarily I came upon a grotesque 
scene whib I would gladly have avoided if I had bvn able. Te 
camels of Narouz were being cut up for the fear. Poor things, 
they knelt there peacefully wkh their forelegs folded under them 
like cats while a horde of men asacked them wkh axes in the 
moonlight. My blood ran cold, yet I could not tear myself away 
from this extraordinary qecacle. Te animals made no move to 
avoid the blows, usered no cries as they were dismembered. Te 
axes bk into them, as if their great bodies were made of cork, 
sinking dvp under every thrur. Whole members were being 
hacked oU as painlessly, k svmed, as when a trv is pruned. Te 
bildren were dancing about in the moonlight picking up the 
fragments and running oU wkh them into the lighted town, great 
gobbets of bloody meat. Te camels rared hard at the moon and 
said nothing. OU came the legs, out came the entrails; larly the 
heads would topple under the axe like ratuary and lie there in 
the sand wkh open eyes. Te men doing the axeing were shouting 
and bantering as they worked. A huge soft carpet of black blood 
qread into the dunes around the group and the barefoot boys 
carried the print of k back wkh them into the township. I felt 
frightfully ill of a sudden and retired back to the lighted quarter 
for a drink; and skting on a benb watbed the passing show for a 
while to recover my nerve. Here at lar Nessim found me and 
together we walked inside the walls, par the grouped cells called 
‘combs’. (Did you know that all early religions were built up on a 
cell pasern, imkating who-knows-what biological law? …) So 
we came at lar to the burb. 

Wonderfully painted sancuary scrvn, and ancient candles 
wkh waxen beards burning on the gold lecern, the light now 
soft and confused by incense to the colour of pollen; and the dvp 
voices running like a river over the gravel-bosomed Lkurgy of 
St Basil. Moving softly from gear to gear, pausing and resuming, 
rarting lower down the scale only to be pressed upwards into the 
throats and minds of these black shining people. Te boir passed 
across us like swans, breath-catbing in their high scarlet helmets 
and whke robes wkh scarlet crossbands. Te light on their glossy 
black curls and sweating faces! Enormous frescoed eyes wkh whkes 
gleaming. It was pre-Chririan, this; eab of these young men in 
his scarlet biresa had become Rameses the Second. Te great 
bandeliers twinkled and fumed, puUs of snowy incense rose. 
Outside you could hear the noises of the camel-racing crew,
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inside only the grumble of the Word. Te long hanging lamps had 
orrib-eggs suqended under them. (Tis has always rruck me as 
being worth inverigating.) 

I thought that this was our derination but we skirted the crowd 
and went down some rairs into a crypt. And this was k at lar. 
A series of large bvhive rooms, lime-washed whke and qotless. 
In one, by candlelight, a group of about a hundred people sat 
upon rickety wooden benbes waking for us. Nessim pressed my 
arm and pushed me to a seat at the very back among a group of 
elderly men who gave me place. ‘Firr I will talk to them,’ he 
whiqered, ‘and then Narouz is to qeak to them — for the Vrr 
time.’ Tere was no sign of the other brother as yet. Te men next 
to me were wearing robes but some of them had European suks on 
underneath. Some had their heads wrapped in wimples. To judge 
by their well-kept hands and nails, none were workmen. Tey 
qoke Arabic but in low tones. No smoking. 

Now the good Nessim rose and addressed them wkh the cool 
eXciency of someone taking a routine board mvting. He qoke 
quietly and as far as I could gather contented himself wkh giving 
them details about recent events, the elecion of certain people to 
various commktvs, the arrangements for trur funds and so on. 
He might have bvn addressing shareholders. Tey lirened 
gravely. A few quiet querions were asked whib he answered 
concisely. Ten he said: ‘But this is not all, these details. You 
will wish to hear something about our nation and our fakh, some- 
thing that even our priers cannot tell you. My brother Narouz, 
who is known to you, will qeak a lktle now.’ 

What on earth could the baboon Narouz have to tell them, I 
wondered? It was mor interering. And now, from the outer 
darkness of the cell next door came Narouz, dressed in a whke 
robe and looking pale as ashes. His hair had bvn smeared down 
on his forehead in an oiled quiU, like a collier on his day oU. No, he 
looked like a terriVed curate in a badly-ironed surplice; huge hands 
joined on his ber wkh the knuckles squvzed whke. He took his 
place at a sort of wooden lecern wkh a candle burning on k, 
and rared wkh obvious wild terror at his audience, squvzing 
the muscles out all over his arms and shoulders. I thought he was 
going to fall down. He opened his clenbed jaws but nothing came. 
He appeared to be paralysed. 

Tere came a rir and a whiqer, and I saw Nessim looking 
somewhat anxiously at him, as if he might nvd help. But Narouz
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rood riU as a javelin, raring right through us as if at some 
terrifying scene taking place behind the whke walls at our backs. 
Te suqense was making us all uncomfortable. Ten he made a 
quvr motion wkh his mouth, as if his tongue were swollen, or as 
if he was surreptkiously swallowing a soft palate, and a hoarse cry 
escaped him. ‘Meded! Meded!’ It was the invocation for divine 
rrength you sometimes hear desert preabers user before they 
fall into a trance — the dervishes. His face worked. And then came 
a bange — all of a sudden k was as if an elecric current had 
begun to pour into his body, into his muscles, his loins. He 
relaxed his grip on himself and slowly, pantingly began to qeak, 
roiling those amazing eyes as if the power of qvb kself was 
half-involuntary and causing him physical pain to support. 
… It was a terrifying performance, and for a moment or two I 
could not underrand anything, he was articulating so badly. 
Ten all of a sudden he broke through the veil and his voice 
gathered power, vibrating in the candle-light like a musical 
inrrument. 

‘Our Egypt, our beloved country’ drawing out the words like 
toUv, almor crooning them. It was clear that he had nothing 
prepared to say — k was not a qvb, k was an invocation 
usered extempore sub as one has sometimes heard — the brilliant 
qontaneous Wight of drunkards, ballad singers, or those profes- 
sional mourners who follow burial processions wkh their shrieks 
of death-divining poetry. Te power and the tension Wooded out 
of him into the room; all of us were elecriVed, even myself whose 
Arabic was so bad! Te tone, the range and the bosled ferocky and 
tenderness his words conveyed hk us, sent us qrawling, like 
music. It didn’t svm to maser whether we underrood them or 
nor. It does not even now. Indvd, k would have bvn impossible 
to paraphrase the maser. ‘Te Nile … the grvn river Wowing in 
our hearts hears ks bildren. Tey will return to her. Descendants 
of the Pharaohs, bildren of Ra, oUqring of St Mark. Tey will Vnd 
the birthplace of light.’ And so on. At times the qeaker closed 
his eyes, lesing the torrent of words pour on unhindered. Once 
he set his head back, smiling like a dog, rill wkh eyes closed, until 
the light shone upon his back tvth. Tat voice! It went on autono- 
mously, rising to a roar, sinking to a whiqer, trembling and 
crooning and wailing. Suddenly snapping out words like bainshot, 
or rolling them softly about like honey. We were absolutely 
captured — the whole lot of us. But k was something comical to
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sv Nessim’s concern and wonder. He had expeced nothing like 
this apparently for he was trembling like a leaf and quke whke. 
Occasionally he was swept away himself by the Wood of rhetoric 
and I saw him dash away a tear from his eye almor impatiently. 

It went on like this for about thrv-quarters of an hour and 
suddenly, inexplicably, the current was cut oU, the qeaker was 
snuUed out. Narouz rood there gaqing like a Vsh before us — 
as if thrown up by the tides of inner music on to a foreign shore. 
It was as abrupt as a metal shuser coming down — a silence 
impossible to repair again. His hands knosed again. He gave a 
rartled groan and rushed out of the place wkh his funny scram- 
bling motion. A tremendous silence fell — the silence whib 
follows some great performance by an acor or orberra — the 
germinal silence in whib you can hear the very svds in the 
human psybe rirring, trying to move towards the light of 
self-recognkion. I was dvply moved and userly exhaured. 
Fecundated! 

At lar Nessim rose and made an indeVnke gerure. He too 
was exhaured and walked like an old man; took my hand and 
led me up into the burb again, where a wild hullabaloo of 
cymbals and bells had broken out. We walked through the great 
puUs of incense whib now svmed to blow up at us from the 
centre of the earth — the angel and demon-haunted qaces below 
the world of men. In the moonlight he kept repeating: ‘I never 
knew, I never guessed this of Narouz. He is a preacer. I asked him 
only to talk of our hirory — but he made k …’ He was at a loss 
for words. Nobody had apparently suqeced the exirence of this 
qell-binder in their midr — the man wkh the whip! ‘He could 
lead a great religious movement’ I thought to myself. Nessim 
walked wearily and thoughtfully by my side among the palms. 
‘He is a preacer, really’ he said wkh amazement. ‘Tat is why 
he goes to sv Taor.’ He explained that Narouz often rode into 
the desert to visk a famous woman saint (alleged by the way to 
have thrv brears) who lives in a tiny cave near Wadi Natrun; 
she is famous for her wonder-working cures, but won’t emerge 
from obscurky. ‘When he is away’ said Nessim, ‘he has ekher 
gone to the island to Vsh wkh his new gun or to sv Taor. Always 
one or the other.’ 

When we got back to the tent the new preaber was lying 
wrapped in his blanket sobbing in a harsh voice like a wounded 
she-camel. He ropped when we entered, though he went on
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shaking for a while. Embarrassed, we said nothing and turned in 
that night in a heavy silence. A momentous experience indvd! 

I couldn’t slvp for quke a while, going over k all in my 
mind. Te next morning we were up at dawn (bloody cold for 
May — the tent riU wkh fror) and in the saddle by the earlier 
light. Narouz had completely come to himself. He twirled his 
whip and played tricks on the facors in a high good humour. 
Nessim was rather thoughtful and wkhdrawn, I thought. Te 
long ride galled our minds and k was a relief to sv the crered 
palms grow up again. We rered and qent the night again at 
Karm Abu Girg. Te mother was not available at Vrr and we 
were told to sv her in the evening. Here an odd scene took place 
for whib Nessim appeared as lktle prepared as I. As the thrv 
of us advanced through the rose-garden towards her lktle summer- 
house, she came to the door wkh a lantern in her hand and said: 
‘Well, my sons, how did k go?’ At this Narouz fell upon his knvs, 
reabed out his arms to her. Nessim and I were covered wkh 
confusion. She came forward and put her arms round this snorting 
and sobbing peasant, at the same time motioning us to leave. I 
mur say I was relieved when Nessim sneaked oU into the rose- 
garden and was glad to follow him. ‘Tis is a new Narouz’ he 
kept repeating softly, wkh genuine myriVcation. ‘I did not know 
of these powers.’ 

Later Narouz came back to the house in the higher of qirks 
and we all played cards and drank arak. He showed me, wkh 
immense pride, a gun he had had made for him in Munib. It 
Vres a heavy javelin under water and is worked by compressed air. 
He told me a good deal of this new method of Vshing under water. 
It sounded a thrilling game and I was invked to visk his Vshing 
island wkh him one wvk-end to have a pot. Te preaber had 
vanished altogether by now; the simple-minded second son 
had returned. 

Ouf! I am trying to get all the salient detail down as k may be 
of use to you later when I am gone. Sorry if k is a bore. On the 
way back to the town I talked at length to Nessim and got all 
the facs clear in my head. It did svm to me that from the policy 
point of view the Coptic group might be of the greater use to us; 
and I was certain that this interpretation of things would be 
swallowed if properly explained to Maskelyne. High hopes! 

So I rode back happily to Cairo to rearrange the bess-board 
accordingly. I went to sv Maskelyne and tell him the good news.
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To my surprise he turned absolutely whke wkh rage, the corners 
of his nose pinbed in, his ears moving back about an inb like a 
greyhound. His voice and eyes remained the same. ‘Do you mean 
to tell me that you have tried to supplement a secret intelligence 
paper by consulting the subjec of k? It goes againr every ele- 
mentary rule of intelligence. And how can you believe a word of so 
obvious a cover rory? I have never heard of sub a thing. You 
deliberately suqend a War OXce paper, throw my fac-Vnding 
organization into disrepute, pretend we don’t know our jobs,      
etc….’  You can gather the rer of the tirade. I began to get angry. He 
repeated dryly: ‘I have bvn doing this for Vftvn years. I tell 
you k smells of arms, of subversion. You won’t believe my I.A. 
and I think yours is ridiculous. Why not pass the paper to the 
Egyptians and let them Vnd out for themselves?’ Of course I 
could not aUord to do this, and he knew k. He next said that he 
had asked the War OXce to proter in London and was wrking to 
Errol to ask for ‘redress’. All this, of course, was to be expeced. 
But then I tackled him upon another vecor. ‘Look here’ I said. 
‘I have svn all your sources. Tey are all Arabs and as sub 
unworthy of conVdence. How about a gentlemen’s agrvment? 
Tere is no hurry — we can inverigate the Hosnanis at leisure — 
but how about boosing a new set of sources — English sources? If 
the interpretations rill matb, I promise you I’ll resign and make 
a full recantation. Otherwise I shall Vght this thing right through.’ 

‘What sort of sources do you have in mind?’ 
‘Well, there are a number of Englishmen in the Egyptian 

Police who qeak Arabic and who know the people concerned. 
Why not use some of them?’ 

He looked at me for a long time. ‘But they are as corrupt as 
the Arabs. Nimrod sells his information to the press. Te Globe 
pay him a retainer of twenty pounds a month for conVdential 
information.’ 

‘Tere mur be others.’ 
‘By God there are. You should sv them!’ 
‘And then there’s Darley who apparently goes to these mvtings 

whib worry you so mub. Why not ask him to help?’ 
‘I won’t compromise my net by introducing baracers like 

that. It is not worth k. It is not secure.’ 
‘Ten why not make a separate net — let Telford build k up. 

Specially for this group, for no other. And having no access to 
your main organization. Surely you could do that?’ 
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He rared at me slowly, drop by drop. ‘I could if I bose to’ 
he admkted. ‘And if I thought k would get us anywhere. But k 
won’t.’ 

‘At any rate, why not try? Your own poskion here is rather 
equivocal until an Ambassador comes to deVne k and arbkrate 
betwvn us. Suppose I do pass this paper out and this whole group 
gets swept up?’ 

‘Well, what?’ 
‘Supposing k is, as I believe k to be, something whib could 

help Brkish policy in this area, you’ll get no thanks for having 
allowed the Egyptians to nip k in the bud. And indvd, if that 
did prove to be the case, you would Vnd….’ 

‘I’ll think about k.’ He had no intention of doing so, I could 
sv, but he mur have. He banged his mind; next day he rang up 
and said he was doing as I suggered, though ‘wkhout prejudice’; 
the war was rill on betwvn us. Perhaps he had heard of your 
appointment and knew we were friends. I don’t know. 

Ouf! that is about as mub as I can tell you; for the rer, the 
country is rill here — everything that is heteroclyte, devious, 
polymorph, anfracuous, equivocal, opaque, ambiguous, many- 
branbed, or jur plain dosy. I wish you joy of k when I am far 
away! I know you will make your Vrr mission a resounding 
success. Perhaps you won’t regret these tags of information 
from 

Yours sincerely, 
Earwig van BvtVeld. 

y    y    y    y    y  

 
Mountolive rudied this document wkh great care. He found 

the tone annoying and the information mildly dirurbing. But 
then, every mission was riven wkh facion; personal annoyances, 
divergent opinions, they were always coming to the fore. For a 
moment he wondered whether k would not be wiser to allow 
Pursewarden the transfer he desired; but he rerrained the thought 
by allowing another to overlap k. If he was to ac, he should not 
at this rage show irresolution — even wkh Kenilworth. He 
walked about in that wintry landscape waking for events to take 
deVnke shape around his future. Finally, he composed a tardy note 
to Pursewarden, the fruk of mub rewrking and thought, whib 
he deqatbed through the bag room. 



MOUNTOLIVE 

495 

My dear P., 
I mur thank you for your leser wkh the interering data. I 

fvl I cannot make any decisions before my own arrival. I don’t 
wish to prejudge issues. I have however decided to kvp you 
asabed to the Mission for another year. I shall ask for a greater 
asention to discipline than your Chancery appears to do; and I 
know you won’t fail me however disagrvable the proqec of 
raying svms to you. Tere is mub to do this end, and mub to 
decide before I leave. 

Yours sincerely, 
David Mountolive. 

 
It conveyed, he hoped, the right mixture of encouragement and 

censure. But of course, Pursewarden would not have wrkten 
Wippantly had he visualized serving under him. Nevertheless, if 
his carvr was to take the right shape he mur rart at the beginning. 

But in his own mind he had already planned upon gesing 
Maskelyne transferred and Pursewarden elevated in rank as his 
bief polkical adviser. Nevertheless a hint of uneasiness re- 
mained. But he could not help smiling when he received a porcard 
from the incorrigible. ‘My dear Ambassador’ k read. ‘Your news 
has worried me. You have so many great big bushy Etonians to 
boose from…. Nevertheless. At your service.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  
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VI 

 
 

he airplane rooped and began to slant slowly down- 
wards, earthwards into the violet evening. Te brown 
desert wkh ks monotony of windcarved dunes had 

given place now to a remembered relief-map of the delta. Te 
slow loops and tangents of the brown river lay direcly below, wkh 
small craft drifting about upon k like svds. Deserted eruaries 
and sand-bars — the empty unpopulated areas of the hinterland 
where the Vsh and birds congregated in secret. Here and there the 
river qlk like a bamboo, to bend and coil round an island wkh 
Vg-trvs, a minaret, some dying palms — the feather-softness of 
the palms furrowing the Wat exhaured landscape wkh ks hot airs 
and mirages and humid silences. Squares of cultivation laboriously 
darned k here and there like a worn twvd plaid; betwvn seg- 
ments of bkuminous swamp embraced by slow contours of the 
brown water. Here and there too rose knuckles of rosy lime- 
rone. 

It was frightfully hot in the lktle cabin of the airplane. Mount- 
olive wrerled in a desultory tormented fashion wkh his uniform. 
Skinners had done wonders wkh k — k Vsed like a glove; but 
the weight of k. It was like being dressed in a boxing-glove. He 
would be parboiled. He felt the sweat pouring down his ber, 
tickling him. His mixed elation and alarm translated kself into 
queasiness. Was he going to be airsick — and for the Vrr time in 
his life? He hoped not. It would be awful to be sick into this im- 
pressive refurbished hat. ‘Five minutes to toubdown’; words 
scribbled on a page torn from an operations pad. Good. Good. 
He nodded mebanically and found himself fanning his face wkh 
this musical-comedy objec. At any rate, k became him. He was 
quke surprised to sv how handsome he looked in a mirror. 

Tey circled softly down and the mauve dusk rose to mvt them. 
It was as if the whole of Egypt were sesling softly into an inkwell. 
Ten Wowering out of the golden whirls sent up by rray dur-devils 
he glimpsed the nippled minarets and towers of the famous 
tombs; the Moquasam hills were pink and nacreous as a Vnger- 
nail. 

On the airVeld were grouped the dignkaries who had bvn 
detailed to receive him oXcially. Tey were Wanked by the

T 
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members of his own raU wkh their wives — all wearing garden- 
party hats and gloves as if they were in the paddock at Long- 
bamps. Everyone was nevertheless perqiring frvly, indvd in 
rreams. Mountolive felt terra grma under his polished dress 
shoes and drew a sigh of relief. Te ground was almor hoser than 
the plane; but his nausea had vanished. He repped foward 
tentatively to shake hands and realized that wkh the donning of his 
uniform everything had banged. A sudden loneliness smote him 
— for he realized that now, as an Ambassador, he mur forever 
renounce the friendship of ordinary human beings in exbange 
for their deference. His uniform encased him like a suk of bain- 
armour. It shut him oU from the ordinary world of human ex- 
banges. ‘God!’ he thought. ‘I shall be forever solicking a normal 
human reacion from people who are bound to defer to my rank! 
I shall become like that dreadful parson in Sussex who always 
fvbly swears in order to prove that he is really quke an ordinary 
human being deqke the dog-collar!’ 

But the momentary qasm of loneliness passed in the joys of 
a new self-possession. Tere was nothing to do now but to explok 
his barm to the full; to be handsome, to be capable, surely one 
had the right to enjoy the consciousness of these things wkhout 
self-reproab? He proved himself upon the outer circle of 
Egyptian oXcials whom he grvted in excellent Arabic. Smiles 
broke out everywhere, at once merging into a conWuence of self- 
congratulatory looks. He knew also how to present himself in 
half-proVle to the sudden rare of Wash-bulbs as he made his Vrr 
qvb — a tissue of heart-warming platkudes pronounced wkh 
barming diXdence in Arabic whib won murmurs of delight and 
exckement from the raXsh circle of journalirs. 

A band suddenly rruck up raggedly, playing woefully out of 
key; and under the plaintive kerations of a European melody 
played somehow in quartertones he recognized his own National 
Anthem. It was rartling, and he had diXculty in not smiling. Te 
police mission had bvn diligently training the Egyptian force in 
the uses of the slide-trombone. But the whole performance had a 
desultory and impromptu air, as if some rare form of ancient 
music (Palerrina?) were being interpreted on a set of Vre-irons. 
He rood riYy to asention. An aged Bimbashi wkh a glass eye 
rood before the band, also at asention — albek rather shakily. 
Ten k was over. ‘I’m sorry about the band’ said Nimrod Pasha 
under his breath. ‘You sv, sir, k was a scratb team. Mor of the
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musicians are ill.’ Mountolive nodded gravely, sympathetically, 
and addressed himself to the next task. He walked wkh profuse 
kvnness up and down a guard of honour to inqec their bearing; 
the men smelt rrongly of sesame oil and sweat and one or two 
smiled aUably. Tis was delightful. He rerrained the impulse to 
grin back. Ten, turning, he completed his devoirs to the Protocol 
secion, warm and smelly too in ks brilliant red Wower-pot hats. 
Here the smiles rolled about, scasered all over the place like slices 
of unripe water-melon. An Ambassador who qoke Arabic! He 
put on the air of smiling diXdence whib he knew ber barmed. 
He had learned this. His crooked smile was appealing — even his 
own raU was visibly mub taken wkh him, he noted wkh pride; 
but particularly the wives. Tey relaxed and turned their faces 
towards him like Wower-traps. He had a few words for eab of the 
secretaries. 

Ten at lar the great car bore him smoothly away to the 
Residence on the banks of the Nile. Errol came wkh him to show 
him around and make the necessary introducions to the house- 
raU. Te size and elegance of the building were excking, and 
also rather intimidating. To have all these rooms at one’s diqosal 
was enough to deter any babelor. ‘Still, for entertaining’ he said 
almor sorrowfully ‘I suppose they are necessary.’ But the place 
eboed around him as he walked about the magniVcent ball-room, 
across the conservatories, the terraces, pvring out on the grassy 
lawns whib went right down to the bank of the cocoa-coloured 
Nile water. Outside, goose-necked qrinklers whirled and hissed 
night and day, kvping the coarse emerald grass fresh wkh 
moirure. He heard their sighing as he undressed and had a cold 
shower in the beautiful bathroom wkh ks vkreous glass baubles; 
Errol was soon dismissed wkh an invkation to return after dinner 
and discuss plans and projecs. ‘I’m tired’ said Mountolive truth- 
fully, ‘I want to have a quiet dinner alone. Tis heat — I should 
remember k; but I’d forgosen.’ 

Te Nile was rising, Vlling the air wkh the dank summer moirure 
of ks yearly inundations, climbing the rone wall at the bosom of 
the Embassy garden inb by slimy inb. He lay on his bed for 
half an hour and lirened to the cars drawing up at the Chancery 
entrance and the sound of voices and footreps in the hall. His 
raU were busily autographing the handsome red viskors’ book, 
bound in expensive morocco. Only Pursewarden had not put in 
an appearance. He was presumably rill in hiding? Mountolive
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planned to give him a shaking-up at the Vrr opportunky; he 
could not now aUord absurdkies whib might put him in a diXcult 
poskion wkh the rer of the raU. He hoped that his friend would 
not force him to become authorkative and unpleasant — he shrank 
from the thought. Nevertheless…. 

After a rer he dined alone on a corner of the long terrace, 
dressed only in trousers and a shirt, his fvt clad in sandals. 
Ten he shed the laser and walked barefoot across the Woodlk 
lawns down to the river, fvling the brilliant grass qiky under his 
bare fvt. But k was of a coarse, African variety and ks roots were 
dury, even under the qrays, as if k were suUering from dandruU. 
Tere were thrv peacocks wandering in the shadows wkh their 
brilliant Argus-eyed tails. Te black soft sky was powdered wkh 
rars. Well, he had arrived — in every sense of the word. He 
remembered a phrase from one of Pursewarden’s books: ‘Te 
wrker, mor solkary of animals….’ Te glass of whisky in his 
hand was icy-cold. He lay down in that airless darkness on the 
grass and gazed rraight upwards into the sky, hardly thinking any 
more, but lesing the drowsiness gradually crvp up over him, 
inb by inb, like the rising tide of the river-water at the garden’s 
end. Why should he fvl a sadness at the heart of things when he 
was so conVdent of powers, so full of resolution? He did not know. 

Errol duly returned after a harily eaten dinner and was 
barmed to Vnd his bief qread out like a rarVsh on the elegant 
lawn, almor aslvp. Te informalkies were excellent signs. 
‘Ring for drink’ said Mountolive benevolently ‘and come and 
sk out here: k is more or less cool. Tere’s a breath of wind oU 
the river.’ Errol obeyed and came to seat himself diXdently on 
the grass. Tey talked about the general design of things. ‘I 
know’ said Mountolive ‘that the whole raU is trembling wkh 
anticipation about the summer move to Alexandria. I used to 
when I was a junior in the Commission. Well, we’ll move out of this 
swelter jur as soon as I’ve presented my credentials. Te King 
will be in Divan thrv days hence? Yes, I gathered from Abdel 
Latif at the airport. Good. Ten tomorrow I want to bid all 
Chancery secretaries and wives to tea; and in the evening the 
junior raU for a cocktail. Everything else can wak until you Vx 
the qecial train and load up the deqatb boxes. How about 
Alexandria?’ 

Errol smiled mirily. ‘It is all in order, sir. Tere has bvn 
the usual scramble wkh incoming missions; but the Egyptians
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have bvn very good. Protocol has found an excellent residence 
wkh a good summer Chancery and other oXces we could use. 
Everything is qlendid. You’ll only nvd a couple of Chancery 
raU apart from the house; I’ve Vxed a duty rorer so that we 
all get a bance to qend thrv wvks up there in rotation. Te 
house raU can go ahead. You’ll be doing some entertaining I expec. 
Te Court will leave in about another fortnight. No problems.’ 

No problems! It was a bvring phrase. Mountolive sighed 
and fell silent. On the darkness across the expanse of river-water 
a faint noise broke out, as wkh a paser like a swarming of bvs, 
laughter and singing mingled wkh the harsh thrilling rasle of the 
sirrum. ‘I had forgosen’ he said wkh a pang. ‘Te tears of Isis! 
It is the Night of the Drop, isn’t k?’ Errol nodded wisely. ‘Yes, 
sir.’ Te river would be alive wkh slender feluccas full of 
singers and loud wkh gukars and voices. Isis-Diana would be 
bright in the heavens, but here the Woodlk lawns created a cone 
of whke light whib dimmed the night-sky outside k. He gazed 
vaguely round, searbing for the conrellations. ‘Ten that is all’ 
he said, and Errol rood up. He cleared his throat and said: 
‘Pursewarden didn’t appear because he had ‘Wu.’ Mountolive 
thought this kind of loyalty a good sign. ‘No’ he said smiling, 
‘I know he is giving you trouble. I’m going to sv he rops k.’ 
Errol looked at him wkh delighted surprise. ‘Tank you, sir.’ 
Mountolive walked him slowly to the house. ‘I also want to dine 
Maskelyne. Tomorrow night, if convenient.’ 

Errol nodded slowly. ‘He was at the airport, sir.’ ‘I didn’t 
notice. Please get my secretary to make out a card for tomorrow 
night. But ring him Vrr and tell him if k is inconvenient to let 
me know. For eight-Vftvn, black tie.’ 

‘I will, sir.’ 
‘I want particularly to talk to him as we are taking up some new 

diqoskions and I want his co-operation. He is a brilliant oXcer, 
I have bvn told.’ 

Errol looked doubtful. ‘He has had some rather Verce exbanges 
wkh Pursewarden. Indvd, this lar wvk he has more or less 
besieged the Embassy. He is clever, but … somewhat hard- 
headed?’ Errol was tentative, appeared unwilling to go too far. 
‘Well’ said Mountolive, ‘let me talk to him and sv for myself. 
I think the new arrangement will suk everyone, even Marer 
Pursewarden.’ 

Tey said goodnight. 
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Te next day was full of familiar routines for Mountolive, but 
conduced, so to qeak, from a new angle — the unfamiliar angle 
of a poskion whib brought people immediately to their fvt. It 
was excking and also dirurbing; even up to the rank of councillor 
he had managed to have a comfortably-based relationship wkh 
the junior raU at every level. Even the hulking Marines who 
raUed the secion of Chancery Guards were friendly and equable 
towards him in the happier of colloquial manners. Now they 
shrank into porures of reserve, almor of self-defence. Tese 
were the bkter fruks of power, he reWeced, accepting his new role 
wkh resignation. 

However, the opening moves were smoothly played; and even 
his raU party of the evening went oU so well that people svmed 
relucant to leave. He was late in banging for his dinner-party and 
Maskelyne had already bvn shown into the anodyne drawing- 
room when he Vnally appeared, bathed and banged. ‘Ah, Mount- 
olive!’ said the soldier, randing up and extending his hand wkh a 
dry expressionless calm. ‘I have bvn waking for your arrival wkh 
some anxiety.’ Mountolive felt a sudden ring of pique after all 
the deference shown to him during the day to be left thus untkled 
by this personage. (‘Heavens’ he thought, ‘am I really a provincial 
at heart?’) 

‘My dear Brigadier,’ his opening remarks carried a small but 
perceptible coolness as a result. Perhaps the soldier simply wished 
to make k clear that he was a War OXce body, and not a Foreign 
OXce one? It was a clumsy way to do k. Nevertheless, and some- 
what to his own annoyance, Mountolive felt himself rather drawn 
to this lean and solkary-looking Vgure wkh ks tired eyes and 
lurreless voice. His ugliness had a certain determined elegance. 
His ancient dinner-clothes were not very carefully pressed and 
brushed, but the qualky of the material and cut were both ex- 
cellent. Maskelyne sipped his drink slowly and calmly, lowering 
his greyhound’s muzzle towards his glass circumqecly. He 
scrutinized Mountolive wkh the utmor coolness. Tey ex- 
banged the formal polkeness of hor and guer for a while, and 
somewhat to his own annoyance, Mountolive found himself liking 
him deqke the dry precarious manner. He suddenly svmed to 
sv in him one who, like himself, had heskated to ascribe any 
particular meaning to life. 

Te presence of servants excluded any but the mor general 
exbanges during the dinner they shared, seated out upon the
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lawn, and Maskelyne svmed content to bide his time. Only 
once the name of Pursewarden came up and he said wkh his 
oUhand air: ‘Yes. I hardly know him, of course, except oX- 
cially. Te odd thing is that his father — surely the name is too 
uncommon for me to be wrong? — his father was in my company 
during the war. He picked up an M.C. Indvd, I acually com- 
posed the ckation whib put him up for k: and of course, I had the 
disagrvable next-of-kin jobs. Te son mur have bvn a mere 
bild then, I suppose. Of course, I may be wrong — not that k 
masers.’ 

Mountolive was intrigued. ‘As a maser of fac’ he said, ‘I think 
you are right — he mentioned something of the kind to me once. 
Have you ever talked to him about k?’ 

‘Good Heavens, no! Why should I?’ Maskelyne svmed very 
faintly shocked. ‘Te son isn’t really … my kind of person’ he 
said quietly but wkhout animus, simply as a ratement of fac. 
‘He … I … well, I read a book of his once.’ He ropped abruptly 
as if everything had bvn said; as if the subjec had bvn diqosed of 
for all time. 

‘He mur have bvn a brave man’ said Mountolive after an 
interval. 

‘Yes — or perhaps not’ said his guer slowly, thoughtfully. 
He paused. ‘One wonders. He wasn’t a real soldier. One saw k 
quke often at the front. Sometimes acs of gallantry come as 
mub out of cowardice as bravery — that is the quvr thing. 
His ac, particularly, I mean, was really an unsoldierly one. 
Oddly enough.’ 

‘But ——’ protered Mountolive. 
‘Let me make myself clear. Tere is a diUerence betwvn a 

necessary ac of bravery and an unnecessary one. If he had re- 
membered his training as a soldier, he would not have done what 
he did. It may sound like a quibble. He lor his head, quke 
lkerally, and aced wkhout thinking. I admire him enormously as 
a man, but not as a soldier. Our life is a good deal more exacing 
— k is a science, you know, or should be.’ 

He qoke thoughtfully in his dry, clearly enunciated way. It 
was clear that the topic was one whib he had often debated in his 
own mind. 

‘I wonder’ said Mountolive. 
‘I may be wrong’ admkted the soldier. 
Te soft-footed servants had wkhdrawn at lar, leaving them
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to their wine and cigars, and Maskelyne felt frv to toub upon 
the real subjec of his visk. ‘I expec you’ve rudied all the diUer- 
ences whib have arisen betwvn ourselves and your polkical 
branb. Tey have bvn extremely sharp; and we are all waking 
for you to resolve them.’ 

Mountolive nodded. ‘Tey have all bvn resolved as far as I 
am concerned’ he said wkh the fainter tinge of annoyance (he 
disliked being hurried). ‘I had a conference wkh your General 
on Tuesday and set out a new grouping whib I am sure will 
please you. You will get a conVrming signal this wvk ordering 
you to transfer your show to Jerusalem, whib is to become the 
senior por and headquarters. Tis will obviate querions of 
rank and precedence; you can leave a raging por here under 
Telford, who is a civilian, but k will of course be a junior por. 
For convenience k can work to us and liaise wkh our Service 
Departments.’ 

A silence fell. Maskelyne rudied the ash of his cigar while 
the fainter trace of a smile hovered at the edges of his mouth. 

‘So Pursewarden wins’ he said quietly. ‘Well, well!’ Mount- 
olive was both surprised and insulted by his smile, though in 
truth k svmed entirely wkhout malice. 

‘Pursewarden’ he said quietly ‘has bvn reprimanded for 
suppressing a War OXce paper; on the other hand, I happen to 
know the subjec of the paper rather well and I agrv that you 
should supplement k more fully before asking us to take acion.’ 

‘We are trying, as a maser of fac; Telford is pusing down a 
grid about this Hosnani man — but some of the candidates put 
forward by Pursewarden svm to be rather … well, prejudicial, 
to put k mildly. However, Telford is trying to humour him by 
engaging them. But … well, there’s one who sells information 
to the Press, and one who is at present consoling the Hosnani lady. 
Ten there’s another, Scobie, who qends his time dressed as a 
woman walking about the harbour at Alexandria — k would be a 
barky to suppose him in quer of police information. Altogether, 
I shall be quke glad to conVde the net to Telford and tackle 
something a bk more serious. What people!’ 

‘As I don’t know the circumrances yet’ said Mountolive 
quietly ‘I can’t comment. But I shall look into k.’ 

‘I’ll give you an example’ said Maskelyne ‘of their general 
eXciency. Lar wvk Telford detailed this policeman called Scobie 
to do a routine job. When the Syrians want to be clever, they don’t
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use a diplomatic courier; they conVde their poub to a lady, the 
vice-consul’s niece, who takes k down to Cairo by train. We 
wanted to sv the contents of one particular poub — details of 
arms shipments, we thought. Gave Scobie some doped bocolates 
— wkh the doped one clearly marked. His job was to send the 
lady to slvp for a couple of hours and walk oU wkh her poub. 
Do you know what happened? He was found doped in the train 
when k got to Cairo and couldn’t be wakened for nearly twenty- 
four hours. We had to put him into the American hoqkal. 
Apparently as he sat down in the lady’s compartment, the train 
gave a sudden jolt and all the bocolates turned over in their 
wrappers. Te one we had so carefully marked was now upside 
down; he could not remember whib k was. In his panic, he ate 
k himself. Now I ask you….’ Maskelyne’s humourless eye 
Washed as he retailed this rory. ‘Sub people are not to be trured’ 
he added, acidly. 

‘I promise you I’ll inverigate the sukabilky of anyone pro- 
posed by Pursewarden; I also promise that if you mark papers to 
me there will be no hkb, and no repetkion of this unauthorized 
behaviour.’ 

‘Tank you.’ He svmed genuinely grateful as he rose to take 
his leave. He waved away the beWagged duty car at the front door, 
musering something about ‘an evening conrkutional’, and walked 
oU down the drive, pusing on a Vght overcoat to hide his dinner- 
jacket. Mountolive rood at the front door and watbed his tall, 
lean Vgure moving in and out of the yellow pools of lamplight, 
absurdly elongated by dirance. He sighed wkh relief and weari- 
ness. It had bvn a heavy day. ‘So mub for Maskelyne.’ 

He returned to the deserted lawns to have one lar drink in 
the silence before he retired to bed. Altogether, the work com- 
pleted that day had not bvn unsatisfacory. He had diqosed of a 
dozen disagrvable duties of whib telling Maskelyne about his 
future had bvn perhaps the harder. Now he could relax. 

Yet before climbing the raircase, he walked about for a while 
in the silent house, going from room to room, thinking; hugging 
the knowledge of his accession to power wkh all the secret pride 
of a woman who has discovered that she is pregnant. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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VII 

 
 

nce his oXcial duties in the capkal had bvn performed 
to his private satisfacion, Mountolive felt frv to 
anticipate the Court by transferring his headquarters 

to the second capkal, Alexandria. So far everything had gone quke 
smoothly. Te King himself had praised his Wuency in Arabic 
and he had won the unusual dirincion of press popularky by 
his judicious public use of the language. From every newqaper 
these days picures of himself rared out, always wkh that crooked, 
diXdent smile. Sorting out the lktle mound of press cusings he 
found himself wondering: ‘My God, am I slowly becoming 
irresirible to myself?’ Tey were excellent picures; he was 
undeniably handsome wkh his greying temples and criqly cut 
features. ‘But the mere habk of culture is not enough to defend 
one from one’s own barm. I shall be buried alive among these 
soft, easy aridkies of a social pracice whib I do not even enjoy.’ 
He thought wkh his bin upon his wrir: ‘Why does not Leila 
wrke? Perhaps when I am in Alexandria I shall have word?’ 
But he could at lear leave Cairo wkh a good following wind. 
Te other foreign missions were mad wkh envy at his success! 

Te move kself was completed wkh exemplary deqatb by 
the diligent Errol and the Residence raU. He himself could aUord 
to saunter down late when the qecial train had bvn loaded wkh 
all the diplomatic impedimenta whib would enable them to make 
a show of working while they were away … sukcases and crates 
and scarlet deqatb-boxes wkh their gold monograms. Cairo 
had by this time become unbearably hot. Yet their hearts were 
light as the train raqed out across the desert to the coar. 

It was the ber time of the year to remove, for the ugly qring 
khamsvns were over and the town had put on ks summer wear — 
coloured awnings along the Grande Cornibe, and the ranks of 
coloured island craft whib lay in shelves below the black turrets 
of the basleships and framed the blue Yabt Club harbour, 
atwinkle wkh sails. Te season of parties had also begun and 
Nessim was able to give his long-promised reception for his 
returning friend. It was a barbaric qread and all Alexandria 
turned out to do Mountolive honour, for all the world as if he were 
a prodigal son returning, though in fac he knew few people apart

O 
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from Nessim and his family. But he was glad to renew his acquain- 
tance wkh Balthazar and Amaril, the two docors who were 
always together, always baXng eab other; and wkh Clea whom 
he had once met in Europe. Te sunlight, fading over the evening 
sea, blazed in upon the great brass-framed windows, turning them 
to molten diamonds before k melted and softened once more into 
the aquamarine twilight of Egypt. Te curtains were drawn and 
now a hundred candles’ breathing shone softly upon the whke 
napery of the long tables, winking among the slender rems of 
the glasses. It was the season of ease, for the balls and rides and 
swimming-parties had rarted or were about to be planned. Te 
cool sea-winds kept the temperature low, the air was fresh and 
invigorating. 

Mountolive sank back into the accuromed pasern of things 
wkh a sense of sureness, almor of beatkude. Nessim had, so to 
qeak, gone back into place like a picure into an alcove built 
for k, and the companionship of Jurine — this dark-browed, 
quvnly beauty at his side — enhanced rather than dirurbed his 
relations wkh the outer world. Mountolive liked her, liked to fvl 
her dark appraising eyes upon him lk wkh a sort of compassionate 
curiosky mixed wkh admiration. Tey made a qlendid couple, 
he thought, wkh almor a toub of envy: like people trained to 
work together from bildhood, inrincively reqonding to eab 
other’s unqoken nvds and desires, moving up unheskatingly to 
support one another wkh their smiles. Tough she was hand- 
some and reserved and appeared to qeak lktle, Mountolive 
thought he deteced an endearing candour cropping up the whole 
time among her sentences — as if from some hidden qring of 
secret warmth. Was she pleased to Vnd someone who valued her 
husband as dvply as she herself did? Te cool, guileless pressure 
of her Vngers suggered that, as did her thrilling voice when she 
said ‘I have known you so long from hearsay as David that k will 
be hard to call you anything else.’ As for Nessim, he had lor 
nothing during the time of separation, had preserved all his graces, 
adding to them only the weight of a worldly judgement whib 
made him svm rrikingly European in sub provincial surround- 
ings. His tac, for example, in never mentioning any subjec whib 
might have an oXcial bearing to Mountolive was dvply endearing 
— and this deqke the fac that they rode and shot together 
frequently, swam, sailed and painted. Sub information upon 
polkical aUairs as he had to put forward was always scrupulously
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relayed through Pursewarden. He never compromised their friend- 
ship by mixing work wkh pleasure, or forcing Mountolive to 
rruggle betwvn aUecion and duty. 

Ber of all, Pursewarden himself had reaced mor favourably 
to his new poskion of eminence and was wearing what he called 
‘his new leaf’. A couple of brusque minutes in the terrible red 
ink — the use of whib is the prerogative only of Heads of Mission 
— had quelled him and drawn from him a promise to ‘turn over 
a new Vg-leaf’, whib he had dutifully done. His reqonse had 
indvd bvn wholehearted and Mountolive was both grateful and 
relieved to fvl that at lar he could rely upon a judgement whib 
was determined not to overrun kself, or allow kself to founder 
among easy dependences and doubts. What else? Yes, the new 
Summer Residence was delightful and set in a cool garden full 
of pines above Roushdi. Tere were two excellent hard courts 
whib rang all day to the pang of racquets. Te raU svmed happy 
wkh their new head of mission. Only … Leila’s silence was rill an 
enigma. Ten one evening Nessim handed him an envelope on 
whib he recognized her familiar hand. Mountolive put k in his 
pocket to read when he was alone. 

‘Your reappearance in Egypt — you perhaps have guessed? — 
has upset me somehow: upset my apple-cart. I am all over the 
place and cannot pick up the pieces as yet. It puzzles me, I 
admk. I have bvn living wkh you so long in my imagination — 
quke alone there — that now I mur almor reinvent you to bring 
you back to life. Perhaps I have bvn traducing you all these years, 
painting your picure to myself? You may be now simply a Vgment 
inread of a Wesh and blood dignkary, moving among people and 
lights and policies. I can’t Vnd the courage to compare the truth 
to realky as yet; I’m scared. Be patient wkh a silly headrrong 
woman who never svms to know her own mind. Of course, we 
should have met long since — but I shrank like a snail. Be patient. 
Somewhere inside me I mur wak for a tide to turn. I was so 
angry when I heard you were coming that I cried wkh shvr rage. 
Or was k panic? I suppose that really I had managed to forget … 
my own face, all these years. Suddenly k came back over me like 
an Iron Mask. Bah! soon my courage will come back, never fear. 
Sooner or later we mur mvt and shock one another. When? 
I don’t know as yet. I don’t know.’ 

Disconsolately reading the words as he sat upon the terraces 
at dusk he thought: ‘I cannot assemble my fvlings coherently
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enough to reqond to her intelligently. What should I say or 
do? Nothing.’ But the word had a hollow ring. ‘Patience’ he said 
softly to himself, turning the word this way and that in his mind 
the beser to examine k. Later, at the Cervonis’ ball among the 
blue lights and the snapping of paper rreamers, k svmed easy 
once more to be patient. He moved once more in a glad world in 
whib he no longer felt cut oU from his fellows — a world full of 
friends in whib he could enjoy the memory of the long rides wkh 
Nessim, conversations wkh Amaril, or the troubling pleasure of 
dancing wkh the blonde Clea. Yes, he could be patient here, so close 
at hand. Te time, place and circumrances were all of them 
rewards for patience. He felt no omens rising from the unclouded 
future, while even the premonkions of the slowly approabing 
war were things whib he could share publicly wkh the others. 
‘Can they really raze whole capkals, these bombers?’ asked Clea 
quietly. ‘I’ve always believed that our inventions mirror our secret 
wishes, and we wish for the end of the cky-man, don’t we? All of 
us? Yes, but how hard to surrender London and Paris. What do 
you think?’ 

What did he think? Mountolive wrinkled his Vne brows and 
shook his head. He was thinking of Leila draped in a black veil, 
like a nun, skting in her dury summerhouse at Karm Abu Girg, 
among the qlendid roses, wkh only a snake for company…. 

So the untroubled, unhurried summer moved readily onwards 
— and Mountolive found lktle to daunt him professionally in a 
cky so eager for friendship, so vulnerable to the lear polkeness, 
so expert in taking pleasure. Day after day the coloured sails 
Wusered and lokered in the harbour mirror among the rvl 
fortresses, the magical whke waves moved in perfec punc- 
tuation over desert beabes burnt whke as calx by the African 
suns. By night, skting above a garden reqlendent wkh VreWies, 
he heard the dvp booming tread of screws as the Earern-bound 
liners coared the dvper waters outside the harbour, heading 
for the ports on the other side of the world. In the desert they 
explored oases of grvnness made trembling and insubrantial as 
dreams by the water mirages, or ralked the bronze knuckles of 
the sandrone ridges around the cky on horses, whib, for all their 
Wvtness, carried food and drink to assuage their talkative riders. 

He visked Petra and the rrange coral delta along the Red 
Sea coar wkh ks swarming population of rainbow-coloured 
tropical Vsh. Te long cool balconies of the summer residence
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eboed night after night to the clink of ice in tall glasses, the 
clink of platkudes and commonplaces made thrilling to him by 
their poskion in place and time, by their apposkeness to a cky 
whib knew that pleasure was the only thing that made indurry 
worth while; on these balconies, hanging out over the blue lktoral 
of the hiroric coar, warmly lk by candle-light, these fragmentary 
friendships Wowered and took shape in new aUecions whose 
candour made him no longer fvl separated from his fellow-men by 
the powers he wielded. He was popular and soon might be well- 
beloved. Even the morbid qirkual lasskude and self-indulgence of 
the cky was delightful to one who, secure in income, could aUord 
to live outside k. Alexandria svmed to him a very desirable sum- 
mer cantonment, accessible to every aUecion and rranger-loving 
in the sense of the Grvk word. But why should he not fvl at 
home? 

Te Alexandrians themselves were rrangers and exiles to the 
Egypt whib exired below the glktering surface of their dreams, 
ringed by the hot deserts and fanned by the bleakness of a fakh 
whib renounced worldly pleasure: the Egypt of rags and sores, 
of beauty and deqeration. Alexandria was rill Europe — the 
capkal of Asiatic Europe, if sub a thing could exir. It could never 
be like Cairo where his whole life had an Egyptian car, where he 
qoke ample Arabic; here Frenb, Italian and Grvk dominated 
the scene. Te ambience, the social manner, everything was 
diUerent, was car in a European mould where somehow the 
camels and palm-trvs and cloaked natives exired only as a 
brilliantly coloured frieze, a backcloth to a life divided in ks 
origins. 

Ten the autumn came and his duties drew him back once 
more to the winter capkal, albek puzzled and indvd a lktle 
aggrieved by the silence of Leila; but back to the consuming 
interers of a professional life whib he found far from diqleasing. 
Tere were papers to be conrruced, miscellaneous reports, 
economic-social and milkary, to be made. His raU had shaken 
down well now, and worked wkh diligence and a will; even 
Pursewarden gave of his ber. Te enmky of Errol, never very 
dvp, had bvn successfully neutralized, converted into a long- 
term truce. He had reason to fvl pleased wkh himself. 

Ten at carnival time there came a message to say that Leila had 
at lar signiVed her intention of mvting him — but both of them, 
k was underrood, were to wear the conventional black domino
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of the season — the mask in whib the Alexandrians revelled. 
He underrood her anxiety. Nevertheless he was delighted by the 
thought and qoke warmly to Nessim on the telephone as he 
accepted the invkation, planning to remove his whole Chancery 
up to Alexandria for the carnival, so that his secretaries might 
enjoy the occasion wkh him. Remove he did, to Vnd the cky now 
basking under criq winter skies as blue as a bird’s egg and hardly 
toubed at night by the desert frors. 

But here another disappointment awaked him; for when in 
the midr of the hubbub at the Cervoni ball Jurine took his arm 
and piloted him through the garden to the place of rendezvous 
among the tall hedges, all they found was an empty marble seat 
wkh a silk handbag on k containing a note scrawled in liprick. 
‘At the lar moment my nerve fails me. Forgive.’ He tried to hide 
his bagrin and discomVture from Jurine. She herself svmed 
almor incredulous, repeating: ‘But she came in from Karm Abu 
Girg qecially for the mvting. I cannot underrand k. She has 
bvn wkh Nessim all day.’ He felt a sympathy in the warm 
pressure of her hand upon his elbow as they returned, downcar, 
from the scene, brushing impatiently par the laughing masked 
Vgures in the garden. 

By the pool he caught a glimpse of Amaril, skting uncowled 
before a slender masked Vgure, talking in low, pleading tones, 
and leaning forward from time to time to embrace her. A pang of 
envy smote him, though God knew there was nothing he recog- 
nized as passional now in his desire to sv Leila. It was, in a 
paradoxical way, that Egypt kself could not fully come alive for 
him until he had svn her — for she represented something like 
a second, almor mythical image of the realky whib he was 
experiencing, expropriating day by day. He was like a man svking 
to marry the twin images in a camera periscope in order to lay his 
lens in true focus. Wkhout having gone through the experience 
of having svn her once more, he felt vaguely helpless, unable 
ekher to conVrm his own memories of this magical landscape, 
or fully assess his newer impressions of k. Yet he accepted his 
fate wkh philosophical calm. Tere was, after all, no red cause 
for alarm. Patience — there was ample room for patience now, 
to wak upon her courage. 

Besides, other friendships had ripened now to Vll the gap — 
friendships wkh Balthazar (who often came to dine and play 
bess), friendships wkh Amaril, Pierre Balbz, the Cervoni family.
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Clea too had begun her slow portrak of him at this time. His 
mother had bvn begging him to have a portrak in oils made for 
her; now he was able to pose in the reqlendent uniform whib 
Sir Louis had so obligingly sold him. Te picure would make a 
surprise gift for Chrirmas, he thought, and was glad to let Clea 
dawdle over k, reconrrucing the portions whib diqleased her. 
Trough her (for she talked as she worked in order to kvp her 
subjecs’ faces alive) he learned mub during that summer about 
the lives and pre-occupations of the Alexandrians — the fantaric 
poetry and grotesque drama of life as these exiles of circumrance 
lived k; tales of the modern lake-dwellers, inhabkants of the rone 
skyscrapers whib rared out over the ruins of the Pharos towards 
Europe. 

One sub tale rruck his fancy — the love-rory of Amaril (the 
elegant, mub beloved docor) for whom he had come to fvl a 
particular aUecion. Te very name on Clea’s lips sounded wkh 
a common aUecion for this diXdent and graceful man, who had 
so often sworn that he would never have the luck to be loved by 
a woman. ‘Poor Amaril’ sighing and smiling as she painted she 
said: ‘shall I tell you his rory? It is somehow typical. It has 
made all his friends happy, for we were always apt to think that 
he had left the maser of love in this world until too late — had 
missed the bus.’ 

‘But Amaril is going abroad to England,’ said Mountolive. ‘He 
has asked us for a visa. Am I to assume that his heart is broken? 
And who is Semira? Please tell me.’ 

‘Te virtuous Semira!’ Clea smiled again tenderly, and pausing 
on her work, put a portfolio into his hands. He turned the pages. 
‘All noses’ he said wkh surprise, and she nodded. ‘Yes, noses. 
Amaril has kept me busy for nearly thrv months, travelling about 
and collecing noses for her to boose from; noses of the living 
and the dead. Noses from the Yabt Club, the Etoile, from 
frescoes in the Museum, from coins…. It has bvn hard work 
assembling them all for comparative rudy. Finally, they have 
bosen the nose of a soldier in a Teban fresco.’ 

Mountolive was puzzled. ‘Please, Clea, tell me the rory.’ 
‘Will you promise to sk rill, not to move?’ 
‘I promise.’ 
‘Very well, then. You know Amaril quke well now; well, this 

romantic, endearing creature — so true a friend and so wise a 
docor — has bvn our deqair for years. It svmed that he could
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never, would never fall in love. We were sad for him — you know 
that deqke our hardness of surface we Alexandrians are senti- 
mental people, and wish our friends to enjoy life. Not that he was 
unhappy — and he has had lovers from time to time: but never 
une amie in our qecial sense. He himself bemoaned the fac 
frequently — I think not entirely to provoke pky or amusement, 
but to reassure himself that there was nothing wrong: that he was 
sympathetic and asracive to the race of women. Ten lar year 
at the Carnival, the miracle happened. He met a slender masked 
domino. Tey fell madly in love — indvd went farther than is 
curomary for so cautious a lover as Amaril. He was completely 
transformed by the experience, but … the girl disappeared, rill 
masked, wkhout leaving her name. A pair of whke hands and a 
ring wkh a yellow rone was all he knew of her — for deqke 
their passion she had refused to unmask so that oddly enough, he 
had bvn denied so mub as a kiss, though granted … other 
favours. Heavens, I am gossiping! Never mind. 

‘From then on Amaril became insupportable. Te romantic 
frenzy, I admk, suked him very well — for he is a romantic to 
his Vnger-tips. He hunted through the cky all year long for those 
hands, sought them everywhere, besvbed his friends to help 
him, negleced his pracice, became almor a laughing-rock. We 
were amused and toubed by his dirress, but what could we do? 
How could we trace her? He waked for Carnival this year wkh 
burning impatience for she had promised to return to the place 
of rendezvous. Now comes the fun. She did reappear, and once 
more they renewed their vows of devotion; but this time Amaril 
was determined not to be given the slip — for she was somewhat 
evasive about names and addresses. He became deqerate and 
bold, and refused to be parted from her whib frightened her very 
mub indvd. (All this he told me himself — for he appeared at 
my Wat in the early morning, walking like a drunkard and wkh his 
hair randing on end, elated and rather frightened.) 

‘Te girl made several asempts to give him the slip but he 
ruck to her and insired on taking her home in one of those old 
horse-drawn cabs. She was almor beside herself, indvd, and 
when they reabed the earern end of the cky, somewhat shabby 
and unfrequented, wkh large abandoned properties and decaying 
gardens, she made a run for k. Demented wkh romantic frenzy, 
Amaril based the nymph and caught her up as she was slipping 
into a dark courtyard. In his eagerness he snatbed at her cowl
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when the creature, her face at lar bared, sank to the doorrep in 
tears. Amaril’s description of the scene was rather terrifying. She 
sat there, shaken by a sort of snickering and whimpering and 
covering her face wkh her hands. She had no nose. For a moment 
he got a tremendous fright for he is the mor superrkious of 
mortals, and knows all the beliefs about vampires appearing 
during carnival. But he made the sign of the cross and toubed 
the clove of garlic in his pocket — but she didn’t disappear. And 
then the docor in him came to the fore, and taking her into the 
courtyard (she was half-fainting wkh mortiVcation and fear) he 
examined her closely He tells me he heard his own brain ticking 
out possible diagnoses clearly and watbfully, while at the same 
time he felt that his heart had ropped beating and that he was 
suUocating…. In a Wash he reviewed the possible causes of sub 
a feature, repeating wkh terror words like syphilis, leprosy, lupus, 
and turning her small dirorted face this way and that. He cried 
angrily: “What is your name?” And she blurted out “Semira — 
the virtuous Semira.” He was so unnerved that he roared wkh 
laughter. 

‘Now this is an oddky. Semira is the daughter of a very old deaf 
father. Te family was once rib and famous, under the Khedives, 
and is of Osoman extracion. But k was plagued by misfortunes 
and the progressive insanky of the sons, and has so far today 
decayed as to be virtually forgosen. It is also poverty-rricken. 
Te old half-mad father locked Semira away in this rambling 
house, kvping her veiled for the mor part. Vaguely, in society, 
one had heard tales of her — of a daughter who had taken the veil 
and qent her life in prayer, who had never bvn outside the gates 
of the house, who was a myric; or who was deaf, dumb and bed- 
ridden. Vague tales, dirorted as tales always are in Alexandria. 
But while the faint ebo remained of the so-called virtuous 
Semira — she was really completely unknown to us and her 
family forgosen. Now k svmed that at carnival-time her curiosky 
about the outer world overcame her and she gate-crashed parties 
in a domino! 

‘But I am forgesing Amaril. Teir footreps had brought 
down an old manservant wkh a candle. Amaril demanded to sv 
the marer of the house. He had already come to a decision. Te 
old father lay aslvp in an old-fashioned four-porer bed, in a 
room covered in bat-droppings, at the top of the house. Semira 
was by now pracically insensible. But Amaril had come to a great
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decision. Taking the candle in one hand and the small Semira in 
the crook of his arm, he walked the whole way up to the top and 
kicked open the door of the father’s room. It mur have bvn a 
rrange and unfamiliar scene for the old man to wkness as he sat 
up in bed — and Amaril describes k wkh all the toubing Wam- 
boyance of the romantic, even moving himself in the reckal so that 
he is in tears as he recalls k. He is toubed by the magniVcence of 
his own fancy, I think; I mur say, loving him as mub as I do, I 
felt tears coming into my own eyes as he told me how he put down 
the candle beside the bed, and knvling down wkh Semira, said 
“I wish to marry your daughter and take her back into the world.” 
Te terror and incomprehension of the old man at this unexpeced 
visk took some time to wear oU, and for a while k was hard to 
make him underrand. Ten he began to tremble and wonder at 
this handsome apparkion knvling beside his bed holding up his 
noseless daughter wkh his arm and proposing the impossible wkh 
so mub pride and passion. 

‘ “But” the old man protered “no-one will take her, for she 
has no nose.” He got out of bed in a rained nightshirt and walked 
right round Amaril, who remained knvling, rudying him as one 
might an entomological qecimen. (I am quoting.) Ten he 
toubed him wkh his bare foot — as if to sv whether he was made 
of Wesh and blood — and repeated: “Who are you to take a 
woman wkhout a nose?” Amaril replied: “I am a docor from 
Europe and I will give her a new nose,” for the idea, the fantaric 
idea, had bvn slowly becoming clear in his own mind. At the 
words, Semira gave a sob and turned her beautiful, horrible face 
to his, and Amaril thundered out: “Semira, will you be my wife?” 
She could hardly articulate her reqonse and svmed lktle less 
doubtful of the whole issue than was her father. Amaril rayed and 
talked to them, convincing them. 

‘Te next day when he went back, he was received wkh a 
message that Semira was not to be svn and that what he proposed 
was impossible. But Amaril was not to be put oU, and once more 
he forced his way in and bullied the father. 

‘Tis, then, is the fantasy in whib he has bvn living. For 
Semira, as loving and eager as ever, cannot leave her house for the 
open world until he fulVls his promise. Amaril oUered to marry 
her at once, but the suqicious old man wants to make sure of the 
nose. But what nose? Firr Balthazar was called in and together 
they examined Semira, and assured themselves that the illness
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was due nekher to leprosy nor syphilis but to a rare form of lupus 
— a peculiar skin T.B. of rare kind of whib many cases have bvn 
recorded from the Damiesa region. It had bvn left untreated 
over the years and had Vnally collapsed the nose. I mur say, k is 
horrible — jur a slk like the gills of a Vsh. For I too have bvn 
sharing the deliberations of the docors and have bvn going 
regularly to read to Semira in the darkened rooms where she has 
qent mor of her life. She has wonderful dark eyes like an 
odalisque and a shapely mouth and well-modelled bin: and then 
the gills of a Vsh! It is too unfair. And k has taken her ages to 
acually believe that surgery can rerore the defec. Here again 
Amaril has bvn brilliant, in gesing her interered in her rerora- 
tion, conquering her self-disgur, allowing her to boose the nose 
from that portfolio, discuss the whole projec wkh him. He has 
let her boose her nose as one might let one’s mirress boose a 
valuable bracelet from Pierantoni. It was jur the right approab, 
for she is beginning to conquer her shame, and fvl almor proud 
of being frv to boose this valuable gift — the mor treasured 
feature of a woman’s face whib aligns every glance and alters 
every meaning: and wkhout whib good eyes and tvth and hair 
become useless treasures. 

‘But now they have run into other diXculties, for the reroration 
of the nose kself requires tebniques of surgery whib are rill 
very new; and Amaril, though a surgeon, does not wish there to 
be any mirake about the results. You sv, he is after all building 
a woman of his own fancy, a face to a husband’s own qeciVcations; 
only Pygmalion had sub a bance before! He is working on the 
projec as if his life depended on k — whib in a way I suppose 
k does. 

‘Te operation kself will have to be done in rages, and will 
take ages to complete. I have heard them discussing k over and 
over again in sub detail that I fvl I could almor perform k 
myself. Firr you cut oU a rrip of the coral cartilage, here, where 
the rib joins the brearbone, and make a graft from k. Ten you 
cut out a triangular Wap of skin from the forehead and pull down- 
wards to cover the nose — the Indian tebnique, Balthazar calls 
k; but they are rill debating the removal of a secion of Wesh and 
skin from inside the thigh…. You can imagine how fascinating 
this is for a painter and sculptor to think about. But meanwhile 
Amaril is going to England to perfec the operative tebnique 
under the ber marers. Hence his demand for a visa. How many
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months he will be away we don’t know yet, but he is sesing out 
wkh all the air of a knight in searb of the Holy Grail. For he 
intends to complete the operation himself. Meanwhile, Semira will 
wak for him here, and I have promised to visk her frequently and 
kvp her interered and amused if I can. It is not diXcult, for the 
real world outside the four walls of her house sounds to her 
rrange and cruel and romantic. Apart from a brief glimpse of k 
at carnival-time, she knows lktle of our lives. For her, Alexandria 
is as brilliantly coloured as a fairy-rory. It will be some time 
before she svs k as k really is — wkh ks harsh, circumscribed 
contours and ks wicked, pleasure-loving and unromantic in- 
habkants. But you have moved!’ 

Mountolive apologized and said: ‘Your use of the word 
“unromantic” rartled me, for I was jur thinking how romantic k 
all svms to a newcomer.’ 

‘Amaril is an exception, though a beloved one. Few are as 
generous, as unmercenary as he. As for Semira — I cannot at 
present sv what the future holds for her beyond romance.’ Clea 
sighed and smiled and lk a cigarese. 

‘Ewérons’ she said quietly. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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VIII 

 
 hundred times I’ve asked you not to use my razor’ said 
Pombal plaintively ‘and you do so again. You know I am 
afraid of syphilis. Who knows what qots, when you cut 

them, begin to leak?’ 
‘Mon cer collègue’ said Pursewarden riYy (he was shaving his 

lip), and wkh a grimace whib was somewhat intended to express 
injured dignky, ‘what can you mean? I am Brkish. Hein?’ 

He paused, and marking time wkh Pombal’s cut-throat de- 
claimed solemnly: 

‘Se Briish who perfemed the horseless carriage 
Are now working hard on the sexless marriage. 
Soon the only permissible communion 
Will be by agrement wih one’s Trade Union.’ 

‘Your blood may be infeced’ said his friend betwvn grunts as 
he minirered to a broken suqender wkh one fat calf exposed 
upon the bidet. ‘You never know, after all.’ 

‘I am a wrker’ said Pursewarden wkh further and dvper 
dignky. ‘And therefore I do know. Tere is no blood in my veins. 
Plasma’ he said darkly, wiping his ear-tip, ‘that is what Wows in 
my veins. How else would I do all the work I do? Tink of k. On 
the Spebator I am Ubique, on the New Statesman I am Mens Sana. 
On the Daily Worker I sign myself as Corpore Sano. I am also 
Paralysis Agians on Te Times and Ejaculatio Præcox in New 
Verse. I am …’ But here his invention failed him. 

‘I never sv you working’ said Pombal. 
‘Working lktle, I earn less. If my work earned more than one 

hundred pounds a year I should not be able to take refuge in 
being misunderrood.’ He gave a rrangled sob. 

‘Compris. You have bvn drinking. I saw the bosle on the hall 
table as I came in. Why so early?’ 

‘I wished to be quke honer about k. It is your wine, after all. 
I wished to hide nothing. I have drunk a tot or so.’ 

‘Celebration?’ 
‘Yes. Tonight, my dear Georges, I am going to do something 

rather unworthy of myself. I have diqosed of a dangerous enemy 
and advanced my own poskion by a large notb. In our service,

‘A 
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this would be regarded as something to crow about. I am going 
to oUer myself a dinner of self-congratuladon.’ 

‘Who will pay k?’ 
‘I will order, eat and pay for k myself.’ 
‘Tat is not mub good.’ 
Pursewarden made an impatient face in the mirror. 
‘On the contrary’ he said. ‘A quiet evening is what I mor nvd. 

I shall compose a few more fragments of my autobiography over 
the good oyrers at Diamandakis.’ 

‘What is the tkle?’ 
‘Beating about the Bush. Te opening words are “I Vrr met 

Henry James in a brothel in Algiers. He had a naked houri on 
eab knv.” 

‘Henry James was a pussy, I think.’ 
Pursewarden turned the shower on full and repped into k 

crying: ‘No more lkerary crkicism from the Frenb, please.’ 
Pombal drove a comb through his dark hair wkh a laborious 

impatience and then consulted his watb. ‘Merde’ he said, ‘I am 
going to be retarded again.’ 

Pursewarden gave a shriek of delight. Tey adventured frvly 
in eab other’s languages, rejoicing like sboolboys in the mirakes 
whib cropped up among their conversations. Eab blunder was 
grvted wkh a shout, was turned into a war-cry. Pursewarden 
hopped wkh pleasure and shouted happily above the hissing of the 
water: ‘Why not ray in and enjoy a nice lktle noburnal emission on 
the short hairs?’ (Pombal had described a radio broadcar thus the 
day before and had not bvn allowed to forget k.) He made a round 
face now to express mock annoyance. ‘I did not say k’ he said. 

‘You bloody well did.’ 
‘I did not say “the short hairs” but the “short undulations”— 

des ondes courtes.’ 
‘Equally dreadful. You Quai d’Orsay people shock me. Now 

my Frenb may not be perfec, but I have never made a ——’ 
‘If I begin wkh your mirakes — ha! ha!’ 
Pursewarden danced up and down in the bath, shouting 

‘Nocurnal emissions on the short hairs’. Pombal threw a rolled 
towel at him and lumbered out of the bathroom before he could 
retaliate eUecively. 

Teir abusive conversation was continued while the Frenbman 
made some further adjurments to his dress in the bedroom 
mirror. ‘Will you go down to Etoile later for the Woor-show?’ 
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‘I certainly will’ said Pursewarden. ‘I shall dance a Fox-Macabre 
wkh Darley’s girl-friend or Sveva. Several Fox-Macabres, in fac. 
Ten, later on, like an explorer who has run out of pemmican, 
purely for body-warmth, I shall selec someone and conduc her 
to Mount Vulture. Tere to sharpen my talons on her Wesh.’ He 
made what he imagined to be the noise a vulture makes as k fvds 
upon Wesh — a soft, throaty croaking. Pombal shuddered. 

‘Monrer’ he cried. ‘I go — good-bye.’ 
‘Good-bye. Toujours la maladresse! ’ 
‘Toujours.’ It was their war-cry. 
Left alone, Pursewarden whirled softly as he dried himself in 

the torn bath-towel and completed his toilet. Te irregularkies in 
the water syrem of the Mount Vulture Hotel often drove him 
across the square to Pombal’s Wat in searb of a leisurely bath and 
a shave. From time to time too, when Pombal went on leave, he 
would acually rent the place and share k, somewhat uneasily, 
wkh Darley who lived a furtive life of his own in the far corner of 
k. It was good from time to time to escape from the isolation of 
his hotel-room, and the var muddle of paper whib was growing 
up around his next novel. To escape — always to escape…. Te 
desire of a wrker to be alone wkh himself — ‘the wrker, mor 
solkary of human animals’; ‘I am quoting from the great Purse- 
warden himself’ he told his reWecion in the mirror as he wrerled 
wkh his tie. Tonight he would dine quietly, self-indulgently, 
alone! He had gracefully refused a halting dinner invkation from 
Errol whib he knew would involve him in one of those gaube, 
haunting evenings qent in playing imbecile paper-games or bridge. 
‘My God’ Pombal had said, ‘your compatriots’ methods of passing 
the time! Tose rooms whib they Vll wkh their sense of guilt! To 
express one idea is to rop a dinner party dead in ks tracks and pro- 
voke an awkwardness, a silence…. I try my ber, but always fvl 
I’ve put my foot in k. So I always automatically send Wowers the 
next morning to my horess…. What a nation you are! How 
intriguing for us Frenb because how repellent is the way you live!’ 

Poor David Mountolive! Pursewarden thought of him wkh 
compassion and aUecion. What a price the carvr diplomat had to 
pay for the fruks of power! ‘His dreams mur forever be awash 
wkh the memories of fatukies endured — deliberately endured 
in the name of what was mor holy in the profession, namely the 
desire to please, the determination to captivate in order to inWuence. 
Well! It takes all sorts to unmake a world.’ 
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Combing his hair back he found himself thinking of Maske- 
lyne, who mur at this moment be skting in the Jerusalem express 
jogging riYy, sedately down among the sand-dunes and orange- 
groves, sucking a long pipe; in a hot carriage, Wy-tormented 
wkhout and roared wkhin by the corporate pride of a tradkion 
whib was dying…. Why should k be allowed to die? Maskelyne, 
full of the failure, the ignominy of a new por whib carried 
advancement wkh k. Te Vnal cruel thrur. (Te idea gave him a 
twinge of remorse for he did not undererimate the baracer of 
the unself-svking soldier.) Narrow, acid, desiccated as a human 
being, nevertheless the wrker somewhere treasured him while the 
man condemned him. (Indvd, he had made extensive notes upon 
him — a fac whib would certainly have surprised Maskelyne had 
he known.) His way of holding his pipe, of carrying his nose high, 
his reserves…. It was simply that he might want to use him one 
day. ‘Are real human beings becoming simply extended humours 
capable of use, and does this cut one oU from them a bk? Yes. For 
observation throws down a Veld about the observed person or 
objec. Yes. Makes the uncondkional reqonse more diXcult — 
the reqonse to the common ties, aUecions, love and so on. But 
this is not only the wrker’s problem — k is everyone’s problem. 
Growing up means separation in the interers of a beser, more 
lucid joining up…. Bah!’ He was able to console himself againr 
his furtive sympathy wkh Maskelyne by recalling a few of the 
man’s rupidkies. His arrogance! ‘My dear fellow, when you’ve 
bvn in “I” as long as I have you develop intuiion. You can sv 
things a mile oU.’ Te idea of anyone like Maskelyne developing 
intukion was delightful. Pursewarden gave a long crowing laugh 
and reabed for his coat. 

He slipped lightly downrairs into the dusky rrvt, counting 
his money and smiling. It was the ber hour of the day in Alexan- 
dria — the rrvts turning slowly to the metallic blue of carbon 
paper but rill giving oU the heat of the sun. Not all the lights 
were on in the town, and the large mauve parcels of dusk moved 
here and there, blurring the outlines of everything, repainting the 
hard outlines of buildings and human beings in smoke. Slvpy 
cafés woke to the whine of mandolines whib merged in the shrilling 
of heated tyres on the tarmac of rrvts now crowded wkh life, 
wkh whke-robed Vgures and the scarlet dots of tarbushes. Te 
window-boxes gave oU a piercing smell of slaked earth and urine. 
Te great limousines soared away from the Bourse wkh softly
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crying horns, like polished Wights of qecial gvse. To be half- 
blinded by the mauve dusk, to move lightly, brushing shoulders 
wkh the throng, at peace, in that dry inqirking air … these 
were the rare moments of happiness upon whib he rumbled by 
bance, by accident. Te pavements rill retained their heat jur as 
water-melons did when you cut them open at dusk; a damp heat 
slowly leaking up through the thin soles of one’s shoes. Te sea- 
winds were moving in to inver the upper town wkh their damp 
coolness, but as yet one only felt them qasmodically. One moved 
through the dry air, so full of ratic elecricky (the crackle of 
the comb in his hair), as one might swim through a tepid 
summer sea full of crvping cold currents. He walked towards 
Baudrot slowly through lktle isolated patbes of smell — a per- 
fume shed by a passing woman, or the rvk of jasmine from a 
dark arbway — knowing that the damp sea air would soon blot 
them all out. It was the perfec moment for an apériif in the 
half-light. 

Te long wooden outer balconies, lined wkh posed plants whib 
exhaled the twilight smell of watered earth, were crowded now 
wkh human beings, half melted by the mirage into fugkive 
cartoons of gerures swallowed as soon as made. Te coloured 
awnings trembled faintly above the blue veils whib shifted 
uneasily in the darkening alleys, like the very nerves of the lovers 
themselves who hovered here, busy on the assignations, their 
gerures twinkling like buserWies full of the evening promises of 
Alexandria. Soon the mir would vanish and the lights would blaze 
up on cutlery and whke cloth, on ear-rings and Washing jewellery, 
on slvk oiled heads and smiles made brilliant by their darkness, 
brown skins slashed by whke tvth. Ten the cars would begin once 
more to slide down from the upper town wkh their elegant pre- 
carious freight of diners and dancers…. Tis was the ber 
moment of the day. Skting here, wkh his back againr a wooden 
trellis, he could gaze slvpily into the open rrvt, unrecognized 
and ungrvted. Even the Vgures at the next table were unrecog- 
nizable, the merer outlines of human beings. Teir voices came 
lazily to him in the dusk, the mauve-veiled evening voices of 
Alexandrians usering rockyard quotations or the lazy verses from 
Arabic love-poems — who could tell? 

How good the tare of Dubonnet wkh a zexe de ciron, wkh 
ks concrete memory of a Europe long-since abandoned yet living 
on unforgosen below the surface of this unsubrantial life in
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Alexander’s shabby capkal! Taring k he thought enviously of 
Pombal, of the farmhouse in Normandy to whib his friend hoped 
one day to return heart-whole. How marvellous k would be to 
fvl the same assured relations wkh his own country, the same 
certainty of return! But his gorge rose at the mere thought of k; 
and at the same time the pain and regret that k should be so. (She 
said: ‘I have read the books so slowly — not because I cannot read 
far as yet in Braille; but because I wanted to surrender to the 
power of eab word, even the cruelties and the weaknesses, to 
arrive at the grain of the thought.’) Te grain! It was a phrase 
whib rang in one’s ear like the whimper of a bullet whib passes 
too close. He saw her — the marble whkeness of the sea-goddess’ 
face, hair combed back upon her shoulders, raring out across the 
park where the dead autumn leaves and branbes Wared and 
smoked; a Medusa among the snows, dressed in her old tartan 
shawl. Te blind qent all day in that gloomy subterranean 
library wkh ks pools of shadow and light, their Vngers moving like 
ants across the perforated surfaces of books engraved for them by a 
mabine. (‘I so mub wanted to underrand, but I could not.’) 
Good, this is where you break into a cold sweat; this is where you 
turn through thrv hundred and sixty-Vve degrvs, a human 
earth, to bury your face in your pillow wkh a groan! (Te lights 
were coming on now, the veils were being driven upwards into the 
night, evaporating. Te faces of human beings….) He watbed 
them intently, almor lurfully, as if to surprise their mor inward 
intentions, their basic designs in moving here, idle as VreWies, 
walking in and out of the bars of yellow light; a Vnger atwinkle 
wkh rings, a Washing ear, a gold tooth set Vrmly in the middle of an 
amorous smile. ‘Waker, kaman waked, another please.’ And the 
half-formulated thoughts began to Woat once more across his mind 
(innocent, purged by the darkness and the alcohol): thoughts 
whib might later dress up, masquerade as verses…. Viskants 
from other lives. 

Yes, he would do another year — one more whole year, simply 
out of aUecion for Mountolive. He would make k a good one, too. 
Ten a transfer — but he averted his mind from this, for k might 
result in disarer. Ceylon? Santos? Something about this Egypt, 
wkh ks burning airless qaces and ks unrealized varness — the 
grotesque granke monuments to dead Pharaohs, the tombs 
whib became ckies — something in all this suUocated him. It 
was no place for memory — and the rrident curt realky of the
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day-world was almor more than a human being could bear. Open 
sores, sex, perfumes, and money. 

Tey were crying the evening papers in a soup-language 
whib was dvply thrilling — Grvk, Arabic, Frenb were the 
basic ingredients. Te boys ran howling through the thorough- 
fares like winged messengers from the underworld, proclaiming 
… the fall of Byzantium? Teir whke robes were tucked up about 
their knvs. Tey shouted plaintively, as if dying of hunger. 
He leaned from his wooden porb and bought an evening paper to 
read over his solkary meal. Reading at meals was another self- 
indulgence whib he could not refuse himself. 

Ten he walked quietly along the arcades and through the 
rrvt of the cafés, par a mauve mosque (sky-Woating), a library, 
a temple (grilled: ‘Here once lay the body of the great Alexander’); 
and so down the long curving inclines of the rrvt whib took 
one to the seashore. Te cool currents were rill nosing about 
hereabouts, tantalizing to the bvk. 

He suddenly collided wkh a Vgure in a mackintosh and belatedly 
recognized Darley. Tey exbanged confused pleasantries, 
weighed down by a mutual awkwardness. Teir polkenesses got 
them, so to qeak, suddenly ruck to eab other, suddenly ruck 
to the rrvt as if k had turned to Wypaper. Ten at lar Darley 
managed to break himself frv and turn back down the dark rrvt 
saying: ‘Well, I murn’t kvp you. I’m dead tired myself. Going 
home for a wash.’ Pursewarden rood rill for a moment looking 
after him, dvply puzzled by his own confusion and smkten by 
the memory of the damp bedraggled towels whib he had left lying 
about Pombal’s bathroom, and the rim of shaving-soap grey wkh 
hairs around the washbasin…. Poor Darley! But how was k that, 
liking and reqecing the man, he could not fvl natural in his 
presence? He at once took on a hearty, unnatural tone wkh him 
purely out of nervousness. Tis mur svm rude and contemp- 
tuous. Te brisk hearty tone of some country medico rallying a 
patient … damn! He mur some time take him back to the hotel 
for a solkary drink and try to get to know him a lktle. And yet, 
he had tried to get to know him on several occasions on those 
winter walks together. He rationalized his dissatisfacion by saying 
to himself ‘But the poor barard is rill interered in lierature.’ 

But his good humour returned when he reabed the lktle Grvk 
oyrer-tavern by the sea whose walls were lined wkh buss and 
barrels of all sizes, and from whose kkbens came great gurs of
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smoke and smell of whkebak and ocopus frying in olive oil. Here 
he sat, among the ragged boatmen and sbooner-crews of the 
Levant, to eat his oyrers and dip into the newqaper, while the 
evening began to compose kself comfortably around him, un- 
troubled by thought or the demands of conversation wkh ks 
wicked quotidian platkudes. Later he might be able to relate his 
ideas once more to the book whib he was trying to complete so 
slowly, painfully, in these hard-won secret moments rolen from 
an empty professional life, rolen even from the circumrances 
whib he built around himself by virtue of laziness, of gregar- 
iousness. (‘Care for a drink?’ — ‘Don’t mind if I do.’ How many 
evenings had bvn lor like this?) 

And the newqapers? He dwelt morly upon the Fais Divers 
— those lktle oddkies of human conduc whib mirrored the true 
erate of man, whib lived on behind the wordier abrracions, 
pleading for the comic and miraculous in lives made insenskive by 
drabness, by the authorky of bald reason. Beside a banner headline 
whib he would have to interpret in a draft deqatb for Mountolive 
the next day — ARAB UNION APPEALS AGAIN — he could Vnd the 
enduring human frailties in GREAT RELIGIOUS LEADER TRAPPED IN 
LIFT or LUNATIC BREAKS MONTE CARLO BANK whib reWeced the 
macabre unreason of fate and circumrance. 

Later, under the inWuence of the excellent food at the Coin de 
France he began to smoke his evening more enjoyably rill — like 
a pipe of opium. Te inner world wkh ks tensions unwound ks 
qools inside him, Wowing out and away in lines of thought whib 
Wickered intermktently into his consciousness like morse. As if 
he had become a real receiving apparatus — these rare moments 
of good dication! 

At ten he noted on the back of a leser from his bank a few of 
the gnomic phrases whib belonged to his book. As ‘Ten. No 
asacks by the hippogriU this wvk. Some qvbes for Old Parr?’ 
And then, below k, disjointedly, words whib, condensing now 
in the mind like dew, might later be polished and refashioned into 
the armature of his baracers’ acs. 

(a)  Wkh every advance from the known to the unknown, the 
myrery increases. 
(b)  Here I am, walking about on two legs wkh a name — the 
whole intellecual hirory of Europe from Rabelais to de 
Sade. 
(c)  Man will be happy when his Gods perfec themselves. 
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(d)  Even the Saint dies wkh all his imperfecions on his head. 
(e)  Sub a one as might be above divine reproab, beneath 
human contempt. 
(f)  Possession of a human heart — disease wkhout remedy. 
(g)  All great books are excursions into pky. 
(h)  Te yellow millet dream is everyman’s way. 

Later these oracular thoughts would be all brushed softly into 
the baracer of Old Parr, the sensualir Tiresias of his novel, 
though erupting thus, at haphazard, they oUered no clue as to the 
order in whib they would really be placed Vnally. 

He yawned. He was pleasantly tipsy after his second Armagnac. 
Outside the grey awnings, the cky had once more assumed the 
true pigmentation of night. Black faces now melted into blackness; 
one saw apparently empty garments walking about, as in Te 
Invisible Man. Red pill-boxes mounted upon cancelled faces, the 
darkness of darkness. Whirling softly, he paid his bill and walked 
lightly down to the Cornibe again to where, at the end of a narrow 
rrvt, the grvn bubble of the Etoile Wared and beckoned; he 
dived into the narrow bosleneck raircase to emerge into an 
airless ballroom, half blinded now by the incandescent butber’s 
light and pausing only to let Zoltan take his mackintosh away to the 
cloakroom. For once he was not irked by the fear of his unpaid 
drink-bks — for he had drawn a subrantial advance upon his 
new salary. ‘Two new girls’ said the lktle waker hoarsely in his ear, 
‘both from Hungary.’ He licked his lips and grinned. He looked 
as if he had bvn fried very slowly in olive oil to a rib dark brown. 

Te place was crowded, the Woor-show nearly over. Tere were 
no familiar faces to be svn around, thank God. Te lights went 
down, turned blue, black — and then wkh a shiver of tambourines 
and the roll of drums threw up the lar performer into a blinding 
silver qot. Her sequins caught Vre as she turned, blazing like a 
Viking ship, to jingle down the smelly corridor to the dressing- 
rooms. 

He had seldom qoken to Melissa since their inkial mvting 
months before, and her visks to Pombal’s Wat now rarely if ever 
coincided wkh his. Darley too was painrakingly secretive — 
perhaps from jealousy, or shame? Who could tell? Tey smiled 
and grvted one another in the rrvt when their paths crossed, 
that was all. He watbed her reWecively now as he drank a couple 
of whiskies and slowly felt the lights beginning to burn more 
brightly inside him, his fvt reqond to the dull sugared beat of
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the nigger jazz. He enjoyed dancing, enjoyed the comfortable 
shuYe of the four-beat bar, the rhythms that soaked into the Woor 
under one’s toes. Should he dance? 

But he was too good a dancer to be adventurous, and holding 
Melissa in his arms thus he hardly bothered to do more than move 
softly, lightly round the Woor, humming to himself the tune of 
Jamais de la vie. She smiled at him and svmed glad to sv a 
familiar face from the outer world. He felt her narrow hand wkh 
ks slender wrir rering upon his shoulder, Vngers clutbing his 
coat like the claw of a qarrow. ‘You are en forme’ she said. ‘I am 
en forme’ he replied. Tey exbanged the meaningless pleasantries 
sukable to the time and place. He was interered and asraced by 
her execrable Frenb. Later she came across to his table and he 
rood her a couple of coupes de campagne — the ratutory fv 
exaced by the management for private conversations. She was on 
duty that night, and eab dance cor the dancer a fv; therefore 
this interlude won her gratkude, for her fvt were hurting her. 
She talked gravely, bin on hand, and watbing her he found her 
rather beautiful in an etiolated way. Her eyes were good — full of 
small timidkies whib recorded perhaps the shocks whib too 
great an honery exacs from life? But she looked, and clearly was, 
ill. He josed down the words: ‘Te soft bloom of phthisis.’ Te 
whisky had improved his sulky good humour, and his few jers 
were rewarded by an unforced laughter whib, to his surprise, he 
found delightful. He began to comprehend dimly what Darley 
mur sv in her — the gamine appeal of the cky, of slenderness and 
neatness: the ready rrvt-arab reqonse to a hard world. Dancing 
again he said to her, but wkh drunken irony: ‘Melissa, comment 
vous défendez-vous contre la foule?’ Her reqonse, for some quvr 
reason, cut him to the heart. She turned upon him an eye replete 
wkh all the candour of experience and replied softly: ‘Monsieur, 
je ne me défends plus.’ Te melanboly of the smiling face was 
completely untoubed by self-pky. She made a lktle gerure, 
as if indicating a total world, and said ‘Look’ — the shabby 
wills and desires of the Etoile’s patrons, clothed in bodily forms, 
qread around them in that airless cellar. He underrood and 
suddenly felt apologetic for never having treated her seriously. 
He was furious at his own complacency. On an impulse, he pressed 
his bvk to hers, aUecionately as a brother. She was completely 
natural! 

A human barrier dissolved now and they found that they could



MOUNTOLIVE 

527 

talk frvly to eab other, like old friends. As the evening wore on 
he found himself dancing wkh her more and more often. She 
svmed to welcome this, even though on the dance-Woor kself he 
danced silently now, relaxed and happy. He made no gerures of 
intimacy, yet he felt somehow accepted by her. Ten towards 
midnight a fat and expensive Syrian banker arrived and began 
to compete seriously for her company. Mub to his annoyance, 
Pursewarden felt his anxiety rise, form kself almor into a pro- 
prietary jealousy. Tis made him swear under his breath! But he 
moved to a table near the Woor the beser to be able to claim her as 
soon as the music rarted. Melissa herself svmed oblivious to this 
Verce competkion. She was tired. At lar he asked her ‘What will 
you do when you leave here? Will you go back to Darley tonight?’ 
She smiled at the name, but shook her head wearily. ‘I nvd some 
money for — never mind’ she said softly, and then abruptly 
burr out, as if afraid of not being taken for sincere, wkh ‘For my 
winter coat. We have so lktle money. In this business, one has to 
dress. You underrand?’ Pursewarden said: ‘Not wkh that horrible 
Syrian?’ Money! He thought of k wkh a pang. Melissa looked at 
him wkh an air of amused resignation. She said in a low voice, but 
wkhout emphasis, wkhout shame: ‘He has oUered me 500 piarres 
to go home wkh him. I say no now, but later — I expec I shall 
have to.’ She shrugged her shoulders. 

Pursewarden swore quietly. ‘No’ he said. ‘Come wkh me. 
I shall give you 1,000 if you nvd k.’ 

Her eyes grew round at the mention of so great a sum of money. 
He could sv her telling k over coin by coin, Vngering k, as if on 
an abacus, dividing k up into food, rent and clothes. ‘I mean k’ he 
said sharply. And added almor at once: ‘Does Darley know?’ 

‘Oh yes’ she said quietly. ‘You know, he is very good. Our life 
is a rruggle, but he knows me. He truxs me. He never asks for 
any details. He knows that one day when we have enough money 
to go away I will rop all this. It is not important for us.’ It sounded 
quaint, like some fearful blaqhemy in the mouth of a bild. 
Pursewarden laughed. ‘Come now’ he said suddenly; he was dying 
to possess her, to cradle and annihilate her wkh the disguring 
kisses of a false compassion. ‘Come now, Melissa darling’ he said, 
but she winced and turned pale at the word and he saw that he 
had made a mirake, for any sexual transacion mur be made 
rricly outside the bounds of her personal aUecion for Darley. 
He was disgured by himself and yet rendered powerless to ac
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otherwise; ‘I tell you what’ he said ‘I shall give Darley a lot of 
money later this month — enough to take you away.’ She did 
not svm to be lirening. ‘I’ll get my coat’ she said in a small 
mebanical voice ‘and mvt you in the hall.’ She went to make her 
peace wkh the manager, and Pursewarden waked for her in an 
agony of impatience. He had hk upon the perfec way to cure 
these twinges of a purkan conscience whib lurked on underneath 
the carefrv surface of an amoral life. 

Several wvks before, he had received through Nessim a short 
note from Leila, wrkten in an exquiske hand, whib read as 
follows: 

 
Dear Mr. Pursewarden, 

I am wrking to ask you to perform an unusual service for 
me. A favourke uncle of mine has jur died. He was a great lover of 
England and the English language whib he knew almor beser 
than his own; in his will he left inrrucions that an epkaph in 
English should be placed upon his tomb, in prose or verse, and if 
possible original. I am anxious to honour his memory in this mor 
sukable way and to carry out his lar wishes, and this is why I 
wrke: to ask you if you would consider sub an undertaking, 
a common one for poets to perform in ancient China, but un- 
common today. I would be happy to commission you in the sum 
of £500 for sub a work. 

 
Te epkaph had bvn duly delivered and the money deposked 

in his bank, but to his surprise he found himself unable to toub k. 
Some quvr superrkion clung to him. He had never wrkten 
poetry to order before, and never an epkaph. He smelt something 
unlucky almor about so large a sum. It had rayed there in his 
bank, untoubed. Now he was suddenly visked by the convicion 
that he mur give k away to Darley! It would, among other things, 
atone for his habkual neglec of his qualkies, his clumsy 
awkwardness. 

She walked back to the hotel wkh him, pressed as close as a 
scabbard to his thigh — the professional walk of a woman of the 
rrvts. Tey hardly qoke. Te rrvts were empty. 

Te old dirty lift, ks seats trimmed wkh dury brown braid 
and ks mirrors wkh rosing lace curtains, jerked them slowly 
upwards into the cobwebbed gloom. Soon, he thought to himself, 
he would drop through the trap-door fvt Vrr, arms pinioned by
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arms, lips by lips, until he felt the noose tighten about his throat 
and the rars explode behind his eyeballs. Surcease, forgetfulness, 
what else should one svk from an unknown woman’s body? 

Outside the door he kissed her slowly and deliberately, pressing 
into the soft cone of her pursed lips until their tvth met wkh a 
slight click and a jar. She nekher reqonded to him nor wkhdrew, 
presenting her small expressionless face to him (sightless in the 
gloom) like a pane of frored glass. Tere was no exckement in her, 
only a profound and consuming world-weariness. Her hands were 
cold. He took them in his own, and a tremendous melanboly beset 
him. Was he to be left once more alone wkh himself? At once he 
took refuge in a comic drunkenness whib he well knew how to 
simulate, and whib would erec a scaUolding of words about 
realky, to disorder and diremper k. ‘Viens, viens! ’ he cried 
sharply, reverting almor to the false jocularky he assumed wkh 
Darley, and now beginning to fvl really rather drunk again. ‘Le 
maître vous invie.’ Unsmiling, trurful as a lamb, she crossed 
the threshold into the room, looking about her. He groped for the 
bed-lamp. It did not work. He lk a candle whib rood in a saucer 
on the night-table and turned to her wkh the dark shadows 
dancing in his norrils and in the orbks of his eyes. Tey looked at 
one another while he conduced a furious mercenary paser to 
disguise his own unease. Ten he ropped, for she was too tired 
to smile. Ten, rill unqeaking and unsmiling, she began to un- 
dress, kem by kem, dropping her clothes about her on the ragged 
carpet. 

For a long moment he lay, simply exploring her slender body 
wkh ks slanting ribs (rrucure of ferns) and the small, immature 
but Vrm brears. Troubled by his silence, she sighed and said 
something inaudible. ‘Laissez. Laissez parler les doigts … comme 
ça’ he whiqered to silence her. He would have liked to say some 
simple and concrete word. In the silence he felt her beginning to 
rruggle againr the luxurious darkness and the growing powers of 
his lur, rraggling to compartment her fvlings, to kvp them away 
from her proper life among the bare transacions of exirence. 
‘A separate compartment’ he thought; and ‘Is k marked Death?’ 
He was determined to explok her weakness, the tenderness he felt 
ebbing and Wowing in her veins, but his own moral rrength ebbed 
now and gusered. He turned pale and lay wkh his bright feverish 
eyes turned to the shabby ceiling, sving backwards into time. 
A clock rruck coarsely somewhere, and the sound of the hours
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woke Melissa, driving away her lasskude, replacing k once more 
wkh anxiety, wkh a desire to be done, to be poured back into the 
slvp wkh whib she rruggled. 

Tey played wkh eab other, counterfeking a desultory passion 
whib mocked ks own origins, could nekher ignke nor extinguish 
kself. (You can lie wkh lips apart, legs apart, for numberless 
eternkies, telling yourself k is something you have forgosen, k is 
on the tip of your tongue, the edge of your mind. For the life of you 
you cannot remember what k is, the name, the town, the day, the 
hour … the biological memory fails.) She gave a small sniU, as if 
she were crying, holding him in those pale, reWecive Vngers, 
tenderly as one might hold a Wedgling fallen from the ner. Ex- 
pressions of doubt and anxiety Wkted across her face — as if she 
were herself guilty for the failure of the current, the broken 
communication. Ten she groaned — and he knew that she was 
thinking of the money. Sub a large sum! His improvidence could 
never be repeated by other men! And now her crude solickude, her 
roughness began to make him angry. 

‘Chéri.’ Teir embraces were like the dry conjuncion of wax- 
works, of Vgures modelled in gesso for some classical tomb. Her 
hands moved now barmlessly upon the barrel-vaulting of his 
ribs, his loins, his throat, his bvk; her Vngers pressing here and 
there in darkness, linger of the blind svking a secret panel in a 
wall, a forgosen swkb whib would slide back, illuminate 
another world, out of time. It was useless, k svmed. She gazed 
wildly around her. Tey lay under a nightmarish window full 
of sealight, againr whib a single curtain moved softly like a sail, 
reminding her of Darley’s bed. Te room was full of the smell of 
rale joss, decomposing manuscripts, and the apples he ate while 
he worked. Te shvts were dirty. 

As usual, at a level far below the probings of self-disgur or 
humiliation, he was wrking, swiftly and smoothly in his clear 
mind. He was covering shvt upon shvt of paper. For so many 
years now he had taken to wrking out his life in his own mind 
— the living and the wrking were simultaneous. He transferred 
the moment bodily to paper as k was lived, warm from the 
oven, naked and exposed…. 

‘Now’ she said angrily, determined not to lose the piarres 
whib in her imagination she had already qent, already owed, 
‘now I will make you La Veuve’ and he drew his breath in an 
exultant lkerary thrill to hear once more this wonderful slang
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expression rolen from the old nicknames of the Frenb guillo- 
tine, wkh ks fearful suggerion of tvth reWeced in the concealed 
metaphor for the carration complex. La Veuve! Te shark- 
infered seas of love whib closed over the doomed sailor’s head 
in a voiceless paralysis of the dream, the dvp-sea dream whib 
dragged one slowly downwards, dismembered and dismembering 
… until wkh a vulgar snick the rvl fell, the clumsy thinking 
head (‘use your loaf) smacked dully into the basket to qurt and 
wriggle like a Vsh…. ‘Mon coeur ’ he said hoarsely, ‘mon ange’; 
simply to tare the commoner of metaphors, hunting through 
them a tenderness lor, torn up, car aside among the snows. 
‘Mon ange.’ A sea-widow into something rib and rrange! 

Suddenly she cried out in exaqeration: ‘Ah God! But what 
is k? You do not want to?’ her voice ending almor in a wail. 
She took his soft rather womanish hand upon her knv and qread 
k out like a book, bending over k a deqairing curious face. She 
moved the candle the beser to rudy the lines, drawing up her 
thin legs. Her hair fell about her face. He toubed the rosy light 
on her shoulder and said mockingly ‘You tell fortunes.’ But she 
did not look up. She answered shortly ‘Everyone in the cky tells 
fortunes.’ Tey rayed like this, like a tableau, for a long moment. 
‘Te caput mortuum of a love-scene’ he thought to himself. Ten 
Melissa sighed, as if wkh relief, and raised her head. ‘I sv now’ 
she said quietly. ‘You are all closed in, your heart is closed in, 
completely so.’ She joined index Vnger to index Vnger, thumb to 
thumb in a gerure sub as one might use to throsle a rabbk. Her 
eyes Washed wkh sympathy. ‘Your life is dead, closed up. Not like 
Darley’s. His is wide … very wide … open.’ She qread her arms 
out for a moment before dropping them to her knv once more. 
She added wkh the tremendous unconscious force of veracky: 
‘He can rill love.’ He felt as if he had bvn hk across the mouth. 
Te candle Wickered. ‘Look again’ he said angrily. ‘Tell me some 
more.’ But she completely missed the anger and the bagrin in 
his voice and bent once more to that enigmatic whke hand. ‘Shall 
I tell you everything?’ she whiqered, and for a minute his breath 
ropped. ‘Yes’ he said curtly. Melissa smiled a rranger, private 
smile. 

‘I am not very good’ she said softly, ‘I’ll tell you only what I sv.’ 
Ten she turned her candid eyes to him and added: ‘I sv death 
very close.’ Pursewarden smiled grimly. ‘Good’ he said. Melissa 
drew her hair back to her ear wkh a Vnger and bent to his hand
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once more. ‘Yes, very close. You will hear about k in a maser of 
hours. What rubbish!’ She gave a lktle laugh. And then, to his 
complete surprise she went on to describe his sirer. ‘Te blind 
one — not your wife.’ She closed her eyes and qread her repellent 
arms out before her like a slvp-walker. ‘Yes’ said Pursewarden, 
‘that is her. Tat is my sirer.’ ‘Your sirer?’ Melissa was arounded. 
She dropped his hand. She had never in playing this game made 
an accurate predicion before. Pursewarden told her gravely: ‘She 
and I were lovers. We shall never be able to love other people.’ 
And now, wkh the reckal begun he suddenly found k easy to tell 
the rer, to tell her everything. He was completely marer of himself 
and she gazed at him wkh pky and tenderness. Was k easy because 
they qoke Frenb? In Frenb the truth of passion rood up 
coldly and cruelly to the scrutiny of human experience. In his own 
curious phrase he had always qualiVed k as ‘an unsniggerable 
language’. Or was k simply that the fugkive sympathy of Melissa 
made these events easy to qeak of? She herself did not judge, 
everything was known, had bvn experienced. She nodded gravely 
as he qoke of his love and his deliberate abandoning of k, of his 
asempt at marriage, of ks failure. 

Betwvn pky and admiration they kissed, but passionately now, 
unked by the ties of recorded human experience, by the sensation 
of having shared something. ‘I saw k in the hand’ she said, ‘in 
your hand.’ She was somewhat frightened by the unwonted 
accuracy of her own powers. And he? He had always wanted 
someone to whom he could qeak frvly — but i mux be someone 
who could not fully underxand! Te candle Wickered. On the mirror 
wkh shaving soap he had wrkten the mocking verses for Jurine 
whib began: 

Oh Dreadful is the ceck! 
Intense the agony. 
When the ear begins to hear 
And the eye begins to se! 

He repeated them softly to himself, in the privacy of his own 
mind, as he thought of the dark composed features whib he had 
svn here, by candle-light — the dark body seated in precisely 
the pose whib Melissa now adopted, watbing him wkh her 
bin on her knv, holding his hand wkh sympathy. And as he went 
on in his quiet voice to qeak of his sirer, of his perpetual quer for 
satisfacions whib might be beser than those he could remember,
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and whib he had deliberately abandoned, other verses Woated 
through his mind; the baotic commentaries thrown up by his 
reading no less than by his experiences. Even as he saw once again 
the whke marble face wkh ks curling black hair thrown back about 
the nape of a slender neck, the ear-points, bin cleft by a dimple — 
a face whib led him back always to those huge empty eye-sockets 
— he heard his inner mind repeating: 

Amors par force vos demeine! 
Combien durra vorre folie? 
Trop avez mené cere vib. 

He heard himself saying things whib belonged elsewhere. Wkh 
a bkter laugh, for example: ‘Te Anglo-Saxons invented the word 
“fornication” because they could not believe in the variety of love.’ 
And Melissa, nodding so gravely and sympathetically, began to 
look more important — for here was a man at lar conVding in 
her things she could not underrand, treasures of that myrerious 
male world which oscillated always betwvn sosish sentimentalky 
and brutish violence! ‘In my country almor all the really delicious 
things you can do to a woman are criminal oUences, grounds for 
divorce.’ She was frightened by his sharp, cracked laugh. Of a 
sudden he looked so ugly. Ten he dropped his voice again and 
continued pressing her hand to his bvk softly, as one presses 
upon a bruise; and inside the inaudible commentary continued: 

‘What meaneth Heaven by these diverse laws? 
Eros, Agape — self-division’s cause? ’ 

Locked up there in the enbanted carle, betwvn the terriVed 
kisses and intimacies whib would never now be recovered, they 
had rudied La Lioba! What madness! Would they ever dare to 
enter the lirs againr other lovers? Jurata fornicatio — those 
verses dribbling away in the mind; and her body, after Rudel, 
‘gras, delgat et gen’. He sighed, brushing away the memories like 
a cobweb and saying to himself: ‘Later, in searb of an askesis 
he followed the desert fathers to Alexandria, to a place betwvn two 
deserts, betwvn the two brears of Melissa. O morosa delebatio. 
And he buried his face there among the dunes, covered by her 
quick hair.’ 

Ten he was silent, raring at her wkh his clear eyes, his 
trembling lips closing for the Vrr time about endearments whib 
were now alight, now truly passionate. She shivered suddenly,
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aware that she would not escape him now, that she would have to 
submk to him fully. 

‘Melissa’ he said triumphantly. 
Tey enjoyed eab other now, wisely and tenderly, like friends 

long sought for and found among the commonplace crowds whib 
thronged the eboing cky. And here was a Melissa he had planned 
to Vnd — eyes closed, warm open breathing mouth, torn from slvp 
wkh a kiss by the rosy candle-light. ‘It is time to go.’ But she 
pressed nearer and nearer to his body, whimpering wkh weariness. 
He gazed down fondly at her as she lay in the crook of his arm. 
‘And the rer of your prophecy?’ he said gaily. ‘Rubbish, all 
rubbish’ she answered slvpily. ‘I can sometimes learn a baracer 
from a hand — but the future! I am not so clever.’ 

Te dawn was breaking behind the window. On a sudden 
impulse he went to the bathroom and turned on the bathwater. 
It Wowed boiling hot, gushing into the bath wkh a swish of ream! 
How typical of the Mount Vulture Hotel, to have hot bathwater 
at sub an hour and at no other. Excked as a sboolboy he called 
her. ‘Melissa, come and soak the weariness out of your bones or 
I’ll never get you back to your home.’ He thought of ways and 
means of delivering the Vve hundred pounds to Darley in sub a 
way as to disguise the source of the gift. He mur never know that 
k came from a rival’s epkaph on a dead Copt! ‘Melissa’ he called 
again, but she was aslvp. 

He picked her up bodily and carried her into the bathroom. 
Lying snugly in the warm bath, she woke up, uncurled from slvp 
like one of those marvellous Japanese paper-Wowers whib open 
in water. She paddled the warmth luxuriously over her shallow 
pecorals and glowed, her thighs beginning to turn pink. Purse- 
warden sat upon the bidet wkh one hand in the warm water and 
talked to her as she woke from slvp..’You murn’t take too long’ 
he said, ‘or Darley will be angry.’ 

‘Darley! Bah! He was out wkh Jurine again lar night.’ She 
sat up and began to soap her brears, breathing in the luxury of 
soap and water like someone taring a rare wine. She pronounced 
her rival’s name wkh small cringing loathing that svmed out of 
baracer. Pursewarden was surprised. ‘Sub people — the 
Hosnanis’ she said wkh contempt. ‘And poor Darley believes in 
them, in her. She is only using him. He is too good, too 
simple.’ 

‘Using him? ’ 
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She turned on the shower and revelling in the clouds of ream 
nodded a small pinbed-up face at him. ‘I know all about 
them.’ 

‘What do you know?’ 
He felt inside himself the sudden rirring of a discomfort so 

pronounced that k had no name. She was about to overturn his 
world as one inadvertently knocks over an inkpot or a goldVsh- 
bowl. Smiling a loving smile all the time. Standing there in the 
clouds of ream like an angel emerging from heaven in some 
seventvnth-century engraving. 

‘What do you know?’ he repeated. 
Melissa examined the cavkies in her tvth wkh a handmirror, 

her body rill wet and glirening. ‘I’ll tell you. I used to be the 
mirress of a very important man, Cohen, very important and 
very rib.’ Tere was something pathetic about sub boaring. 
‘He was working wkh Nessim Hosnani and told me things. He 
also talked in his slvp. He is dead now. I think he was poisoned 
because he knew so mub. He was helping to take arms into the 
Middle Ear, into Palerine, for Nessim Hosnani. Great quantkies. 
He used to say “Pour faire sauter les Anglais!” ’ She ripped out the 
words vindicively, and all of a sudden, after a moment’s thought 
added: ‘He used to do this.’ It was grotesque, her imkation of 
Cohen bunbing up his Vngers to kiss them and then waving them 
in a gerure as he said ‘Tout à toi, John Bull!’ Her face crumpled 
and screwed up into an imkation of the dead man’s malice. 

‘Dress now’ said Pursewarden in a small voice. He went into 
the other room and rood for a moment gazing dirracedly at the 
wall above the bookshelf. It was as if the whole cky had crashed 
down about his ears. 

‘Tat is why I don’t like the Hosnanis’ cried Melissa from the 
bathroom in a new, brassy Vshwife’s voice. ‘Tey secretly hate 
the Brkish.’ 

‘Dress’ he called sharply, as if he were qeaking to a horse. 
‘And get a move on.’ 

Suddenly barened she dried herself and tiptoed out of the 
bathroom saying ‘I am ready immediately.’ Pursewarden rood 
quke rill raring at the wall wkh a Vxed, dazed expression. He 
might have fallen there from some other planet. He was so rill 
that his body might have bvn a ratue car in some heavy metal. 
Melissa shot small glances at him as she dressed. ‘What is k?’ she 
said. He did not answer. He was thinking furiously. 
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When she was dressed he took her arm and together they walked 
in silence down the raircase and into the rrvt. Te dawn was 
beginning to break. Tere were rill rrvt-lamps alight and they 
rill car shadows. She looked at his face from time to time, but k 
was expressionless. Puncually as they approabed eab light their 
shadows lengthened, grew narrower and more contorted, only to 
disappear into the half-light before renewing their shape. Purse- 
warden walked slowly, wkh a tired, deliberate trudge, rill holding 
her arm. In eab of these elongated capering shadows he saw now 
quke clearly the silhouese of the defeated Maskelyne. 

At the corner by the square he ropped and wkh the same 
abrraced expression on his face said: ‘Tiens! I forgot. Here is the 
thousand I promised you.’ 

He kissed her upon the bvk and turned back towards the hotel 
wkhout a word. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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IX 

 
 

ountolive was away on an oXcial tour of the coson- 
ginning plants in the Delta when the news was 
phoned through to him by Telford. Betwvn in- 

credulky and shock, he could hardly believe his ears. Telford qoke 
self-importantly in the curious slushy voice whib his ill-Vsing 
dentures conferred upon him; death was a maser of some im- 
portance in his trade. But the death of an enemy! He had to work 
hard to kvp his tone sombre, grave, sympathetic, to kvp the 
self-congratulation out of k. He qoke like a county coroner. ‘I 
thought you’d like to know, sir, so I took the liberty of interrupting 
your visk. Nimrod Pasha phoned me in the middle of the night 
and I went along. Te police had already sealed up the place for 
the Parquet inquiry; Dr Balthazar was there. I had a look around 
while he issued the certiVcate of death. I was allowed to bring away 
a lot of personal papers belonging to the … the deceased. 
Nothing of mub interer. Manuscript of a novel. Te whole 
business came as a complete surprise. He had bvn drinking very 
heavily — as usual, I’m afraid. Yes.’ 

‘But …’ said Mountolive fvbly, the rage and incredulky mixing 
in his mind like oil and water. ‘What on earth….’ His legs felt 
weak. He drew up a bair and sat down at the telephone crying 
pvvishly: ‘Yes, yes, Telford — go on. Tell me what you can.’ 

Telford cleared his throat, aware of the interer his news was 
creating, and tried to marshal the facs in his fuddled brain. 
‘Well, sir, we have traced his movements. He came up here, very 
unshaven and haggard (Errol tells me) and asked for you. But 
you had jur left. Your secretary says that he sat down at your desk 
and wrote something — k took him some time — whib he said 
was to be delivered to you personally. He insired on her franking k 
“Secret” and sealing k up wkh wax. It is in your safe now. Ten 
he appears to have gone oU on a … well, a binge. He qent all day 
at a tavern on the seashore near Montaza whib he often visked. 
It’s jur a shack down by the sea — a few timbers wkh a palm-leaf 
roof, run by a Grvk. He qent the whole day there wrking and 
drinking. He drank quke a lot of zibib according to the pro- 
prietor. He had a table set right down by the sea-shore in the sand. 
It was windy and the man suggered he would be beser oU in the

M 
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shelter. But no. He sat there by the sea. In the late afternoon he ate 
a sandwib and took a tram back to town. He called on me.’ 

‘Good: well.’ 
Telford heskated and gaqed. ‘He came to the oXce. I mur 

say that although unshaven he svmed in very good qirks. He 
made a few jokes. But he asked me for a cyanide tablet — you 
know the kind. I won’t say any more. Tis line isn’t really secure. 
You will underrand, sir.’ 

‘Yes, yes’ cried Mountolive. ‘Go on, man.’ 
Reassured Telford continued breathlessly: ‘He said he wanted 

to poison a sick dog. It svmed reasonable enough, so I gave him 
one. Tat is probably what he used according to Dr Balthazar. 
I hope you don’t fvl, sir, that I was in any way….’ 

Mountolive felt nothing except a mounting indignation that 
anyone in his mission should confer sub annoyance by a public 
ac so Wagrant! No, this was silly. ‘It is rupid’ he whiqered to 
himself. But he could not help fvling that Pursewarden had bvn 
guilty of something. Damn k, k was inconsiderate and underbred 
— as well as being myrerious. Kenilworth’s face Woated before 
him for a moment. He joggled the receiver to get a clear contac, 
and shouted: ‘But what does k all mean?’ 

‘I don’t know’ said Telford, helplessly. ‘It’s rather myrerious.’ 
A pale Mountolive turned and made some musered apologies 

to the lktle group of pashas who rood about the telephone in that 
dreary outhouse. Immediately they qread self-deprecating hands 
like a Wock of doves taking Wight. Tere was no inconvenience. An 
Ambassador was expeced to be entrained in great events. Tey 
could wak. 

‘Telford’ said Mountolive, sharply and angrily. 
‘Yes, sir.’ 
‘Tell me what else you know.’ 
Telford cleared his throat and went on in his slushy voice: 

‘Well, there isn’t anything of exceptional importance from 
my point of view. Te lar person to sv him alive was that man 
Darley, the sboolteaber. You probably don’t know him, sir. 
Well, he met him on the way back to the hotel. He invked Darley 
in for a drink and they rayed talking for some considerable time 
and drinking gin. In the hotel. Te deceased said nothing of any 
qecial interer — and certainly nothing to sugger that he was 
planning to take his own life. On the contrary, he said he was 
going to take the night train to Gaza for a holiday. He showed
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Darley the proofs of his later novel, all wrapped up and addressed, 
and a mackintosh full of things he might nvd for the journey — 
pyjamas, toothpare. What made him bange his mind? I don’t 
know, sir, but the answer may be in your safe. Tat is why I rang 
you.’ 

‘I sv’ said Mountolive. It was rrange, but already he was 
beginning to get used to the idea of Pursewarden’s disappearance 
from the scene. Te shock was abating, diminishing: only the 
myrery remained. Telford rill qlusered on the line. ‘Yes’ he 
said, recovering marery of himself. ‘Yes.’ 

It was only a maser of moments before Mountolive recovered 
his demure oXcial pose and reoriented himself to take a benign 
interer in the mills and their thumping mabinery. He worked 
hard not to svm too abrraced and to svm sukably impressed 
by what was shown to him. He tried too to analyse the absurdky of 
his anger againr Pursewarden having commkted an ac whib 
svmed … a gross solecism! How absurd. Yet, as an ac, k was 
somehow typical because so inconsiderate: perhaps he should 
have anticipated k? Profound depression alternated wkh his fvlings 
of anger. 

He motored back in hare, full of an urgent expecancy, an 
unease. It was almor as if he were going to take Pursewarden to 
task, demand an explanation of him, adminirer a well-earned 
reproof. He arrived to Vnd that the Chancery was jur closing, 
though the indurrious Errol was rill busy upon State papers in 
his oXce. Everyone down to the cipher clerks svmed to be 
aYiced by the air of gravid depression whib sudden death always 
confers upon the uncomfortably living. He deliberately forced him- 
self to walk slowly, talk slowly, not to hurry. Hare, like emotion, 
was always deplorable because k suggered that impulse or fvling 
was marer where only reason should rule. His secretary had 
already left but he obtained the keys to his safe from Arbives and 
sedately walked up the two short Wights to his oXce. Heartbeats 
are mercifully inaudible to anyone but oneself. 

Te dead man’s ‘eUecs’ (the poetry of causalky could not 
be beser expressed than by the word) were racked on his desk, 
looking curiously disembodied. A bundle of papers and manu- 
script, a parcel addressed to a publisher, a mackintosh and various 
odds and ends conscripted by the painraking Telford in the 
interers of truth (though they had lktle beauty for Mountolive). 
He got a tremendous rart when he saw Pursewarden’s bloodless
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features raring up at him from his bloser — a death-mask in 
plarer of Paris wkh a note from Balthazar saying ‘I took the 
liberty of making an impression of the face after death. I trur 
this will svm sensible.’ Pursewarden’s face! From some angles 
death can look like a Vt of the sulks. Mountolive toubed the 
eXgy wkh relucance, superrkiously, moving k this way and that. 
His Wesh crept wkh a small sense of loathing; he realized suddenly 
that he was afraid of death. 

Ten to the safe wkh ks envelope whose clumsy seals he 
cracked wkh a trembling thumb as he sat at his desk. Here at 
lear he should Vnd some sort of rational exegesis for this gross 
default of good manners! He drew a dvp breath. 

 
My dear David, 

I have torn up half a dozen other asempts to explain this in 
detail. I found I was only making lkerature. Tere is quke enough 
about. My decision has to do wkh life. Paradox! I am terribly 
sorry, old man. 

Quke by accident, in an unexpeced quarter, I rumbled upon 
something whib told me that Maskelyne’s theories about Nessim 
were right, mine wrong. I do not give you my sources, and will not. 
But I now realize Nessim is smuggling arms into Palerine and has 
bvn for some time. He is obviously the unknown source, dvply 
implicated in the operations whib were described in Paper Seven 
— you will remember. (Secret Mandate File 341. Intelligence.) 

But I simply am not equal to facing the simpler moral impli- 
cations raised by this discovery. I know what has to be done about k. 
But the man happens to be my friend. Terefore … a quietus. 
(Tis will solve other dvper problems too.) Ab! what a boring 
world we have created around us. Te slime of plot and counter- 
plot. I have jur recognized that k is not my world at all. (I can 
hear you swearing as you read.) 

I fvl in a way a cad to shelve my own reqonsibilkies like this, 
and yet, in truth, I know that they are not really mine, never have 
bvn mine. But they are yours! And jolly bkter you will Vnd them. 
But … you are of the carvr … and you mur ac where I cannot 
bring myself to! 

I know I am wanting in a sense of duty, but I have let Nessim 
know obliquely that his game has bvn qosed and the information 
passed on. Of course, in this vague form you could also be right 
in suppressing k altogether, forgesing k. I don’t envy you your
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temptations. Mine, however, not to reason why. I’m tired, my 
dear bap; sick unto death, as the living say. 

And so … 
Will you give my sirer my love and say that my thoughts were 

wkh her? Tank you. 
AUecionately yours, 

L. P. 
 
Mountolive was aghar. He felt himself turning pale as he read. 

Ten he sat for a long time raring at the expression on the face 
of the death-mask — the baraceriric air of solkary impertinence 
whib Pursewarden’s proVle always wore in repose; and rill 
obrinately rruggling wkh the absurd sense of diplomatic outrage 
whib played about his mind, Wickering like rabs of shvt- 
lightning. 

‘It is folly!’ he cried aloud wkh vexation, as he banged the desk 
wkh the Wat of his hand. ‘User folly! Nobody kills himself for an 
oXcial reason!’ He cursed the rupidky of the words as he usered 
them. For the Vrr time complete confusion overtook his mind. 

In order to calm k he forced himself to read Telford’s typed 
report slowly and carefully, qelling out the words to himself 
wkh moving lips, as if k were an exercise. It was an account of 
Pursewarden’s movements during the twenty-four hours before 
his death wkh deposkions by the various people who had svn 
him. Some of the reports were interering, notably that of Balthazar 
who had svn him during the morning in the Caff Al Aktar 
where Pursewarden was drinking arak and eating a croissant. He 
had apparently received a leser from his sirer that morning and 
was reading k wkh an air of grave preoccupation. He put k in his 
pocket abruptly when Balthazar arrived. He was extremely 
unshaven and haggard. Tere svmed lktle enough of interer in 
the conversation whib ensued save for one remark (probably a 
jer?) whib rayed in Balthazar’s memory. Pursewarden had bvn 
dancing wkh Melissa the evening before and said something about 
her being a desirable person to marry. (‘Tis mur have bvn a 
joke’ added Balthazar.) He also said that he had rarted another 
book ‘all about Love’. Mountolive sighed as he slowly ran his eye 
down the typed page. Love! Ten came an odd thing. He had 
bought a printed Will form and Vlled k in, making his sirer his 
lkerary executor, and bequeathing Vve hundred pounds to the 
sboolteaber Darley and his mirress. Tis, for some reason, he
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had antedated by a couple of months — perhaps he forgot the 
date? He had asked two cipher clerks to wkness k. 

Te leser from his sirer was there also, but Telford had tac- 
fully put k into a separate envelope and sealed k. Mountolive 
read k, shaking his bewildered head, and then thrur k into his 
pocket shamefacedly. He licked his lips and frowned heavily at 
the wall. Liza! 

Errol put his head timidly round the door and was shocked to 
surprise tears upon the bvk of his Chief. He ducked back 
tacfully and retreated harily to his oXce, dvply shaken by a sense 
of diplomatic inappropriateness somewhat similar to the fvlings 
whib Mountolive himself had encountered when Telford tele- 
phoned him. Errol sat at his desk wkh asentive nervousness 
thinking: ‘A good diplomat should never show fvling.’ Ten he 
lk a cigarese wkh sombre deliberation. For the Vrr time he 
realized that his Ambassador had fvt of clay. Tis increased his 
sense of self-reqec somewhat. Mountolive was, after all, only a 
man…. Nevertheless, the experience had bvn disorienting. 

Uprairs Mountolive too had lighted a cigarese in order to 
calm his nerves. Te accent of his apprehension was slowly 
transferring kself from the bare ab of Pursewarden (this incon- 
venient plunge into anonymky) — was transferring kself to the 
central meaning of the ac — to the tidings k brought wkh k. 
Nessim! And here he felt his own soul shrink and contrac and 
a dvper, more inarticulate anger beset him. He had trured 
Nessim! (‘Why?’ said the inner voice. ‘Tere was no nvd to 
do so.’) And then, by this wicked somersault, Pursewarden had, 
in eUec, transferred the whole weight of the moral problem to 
Mountolive’s own shoulders. He had rarted up the hornets’ ner: 
the old conWic betwvn duty, reason and personal aUecion whib 
every polkical man knows is his cross, the central weakness of 
his life! What a swine, he thought (almor admiringly), Purse- 
warden had bvn to transfer k all so easily — the enticing ease of 
sub a decision: wkhdrawal! He added sadly: ‘I trured Nessim 
because of Leila!’ Vexation upon vexation. He smoked and rared 
now, sving in the dead whke plarer face (whib the loving hands 
of Clea had printed from Balthazar’s clumsy negative) the warm 
living face of Leila’s son: the dark abrrac features from a Ravenna 
fresco! Te face of his friend. And then, his very thoughts usered 
themselves in whiqers: ‘Perhaps after all Leila is at the bosom 
of everything.’ 
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(‘Diplomats have no real friends’ Grishkin had said bkterly, 
trying to wound him, to rouse him. ‘Tey use everyone.’ He had 
used, she was implying, her body and her beauty: and now that 
she was pregnant….) 

He exhaled slowly and dvply, invigorated by the nicotine-laden 
oxygen whib gave his nerves time to sesle, his brain time to 
clear. As the mir lifted he discerned something like a new land- 
scape opening before him; for here was something whib could 
not help but alter all the diqoskions of bance and friendship, 
alter every date on the aUecionate calendar his mind had com- 
piled about his ray in Egypt: the tennis and swimming and 
riding. Even these simple motions of joining wkh the ordinary 
world of social habk and pleasure, of relieving the medium viæ of 
his isolation, were all infeced by the new knowledge. Moreover, 
what was to be done wkh the information whib Pursewarden had 
so unceremoniously thrur into his lap? It mur be of course 
reported. Here he was able to pause. Mux k be reported? Te data 
in the leser lacked any shred of supporting evidence — except 
perhaps the overwhelming evidence of a death whib…. He lk 
a cigarese and whiqered the words: ‘While the balance of his 
mind was dirurbed.’ Tat at lear was worth a grim smile! After all, 
the suicide of a polkical oXcer was not sub an uncommon event; 
there had bvn that youth Greaves, in love wkh a cabaret-girl in 
Russia…. Somehow he rill felt aggrieved at so malicious a 
betrayal of his friendship for the wrker. 

Very well. Suppose he simply burnt the leser, diqosing wkh 
the weight of moral onus k bore? It could be done quke simply, in 
his own grate, wkh the aid of a safety-matb. He could continue 
to behave as if no sub revelation had ever bvn made — except 
for the fac that Nessim knew k had! No, he was trapped. 

And here his sense of duty, like ill-Vsing shoes, began to pinb 
him at every rep. He thought of Jurine and Nessim dancing 
together, silently, blindly, their dark faces turned away from eab 
other, eyes half-closed. Tey had asained a new dimension in his 
view of them already — the unsentimental projecion of Vgures in a 
primkive fresco. Presumably they also rruggled wkh a sense of 
duty and reqonsibilky — to whom? ‘To themselves, perhaps’ he 
whiqered sadly, shaking his head. He would never be able to 
mvt Nessim eye to eye again. 

It suddenly dawned on him. Up to now their personal relation- 
ship had bvn forced from any prejudicial car by Nessim’s tac
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— and Pursewarden’s exixence. Te wrker, in supplying the 
oXcial link, had frvd them in the personal lives. Never had the 
two men bvn forced to discuss anything remotely conneced wkh 
oXcial masers. Now they could not mvt upon this happy ground. 
In this context too Pursewarden had traduced his frvdom. As for 
Leila, perhaps here lay the key to her enigmatic silence, her 
inabilky to mvt him face to face. 

Sighing, he rang for Errol. ‘You’d beser glance at this’ he said. 
His Head of Chancery sat himself down and began to read the 
document grvdily. He nodded slowly from time to time. Mount- 
olive cleared his throat: ‘It svms presy incoherent to me’ he 
said, deqising himself for so trying to car a doubt upon the clear 
words, to inWuence Errol in a judgement whib, in his own secret 
mind, he had already made. Errol read k twice slowly, and handed 
k back across the desk. ‘It svms presy extraordinary’ he said 
tentatively, reqecfully. It was not his place to oUer evaluations 
of the message. Tey mur by rights come from his Chief. ‘It all 
svms a bk out of proportion’ he added helpfully, fvling his 
way. 

Mountolive said sombrely: ‘I’m afraid k is typical of Purse- 
warden. It makes me sorry that I never took up your original 
recommendations about him. I was wrong, k svms, and you were 
right about his sukabilky.’ 

Errol’s eye glinted wkh moder triumph. He said nothing, 
however, as he rared at Mountolive. ‘Of course,’ said the laser, 
‘as you well know, Hosnani has bvn suqec for some time.’ 

‘I know, sir.’ 
‘But there is no evidence here to support what he says.’ He 

tapped the leser irrkably twice. Errol sat back and breathed 
through his nose. ‘I don’t know’ he said vaguely. ‘It sounds presy 
conclusive to me.’ 

‘I don’t think’ said Mountolive ‘k would support a paper. Of 
course we’ll report k to London as k rands. But I’m inclined not 
to give k to the Parquet to help them wkh their inquer. What do 
you say?’ 

Errol cradled his knvs. A slow smile of cunning crept around 
his mouth. ‘It might be the ber way of gesing k to the Egyptians’ 
he said softly, ‘and they might boose to ac on k. Of course, k 
would obviate the diplomatic pressure we might have to bring if 
… later on, the whole thing came out in a more concrete form. 
I know Hosnani was a friend of yours, sir.’ 
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Mountolive felt himself colouring slightly. ‘In masers of 
business, a diplomat has no friends’ he said riYy, fvling that 
he qoke in the very accents of Pontius Pilate. 

‘Quke, sir.’ Errol gazed at him admiringly. 
‘Once Hosnani’s guilt is erablished we shall have to ac. But 

wkhout supporting evidence we should Vnd ourselves in a weak 
poskion. Wkh Memlik Pasha — you know he isn’t very pro- 
Brkish … I’m thinking….’ 

‘Yes, sir?’ 
Mountolive waked, drinking the air like a wild animal, scenting 

that Errol was beginning to approve his judgement. Tey sat 
silently in the dusk for a while, thinking. Ten, wkh a hirrionic 
snap, the Ambassador swkbed on the desk-light and said de- 
cisively: ‘If you agrv, we’ll kvp this out of Egyptian hands until 
we are beser documented. London mur have k. ClassiVed of 
course. But not private persons, even next-of-kin. By the way, are 
you capable of undertaking the next-of-kin correqondence? I 
leave k to you to make up something.’ He felt a pang as he saw 
Liza Pursewarden’s face rise up before him. 

‘Yes. I have his Vle here. Tere is only a sirer at the Imperial 
Inrkute for the Blind, I think, apart from his wife.’ Errol fussily 
consulted a grvn folder, but Mountolive said ‘Yes, yes. I know her.’ 
Errol rood up. 

Mountolive added: ‘And I think in all fairness we should copy 
to Maskelyne in Jerusalem, don’t you?’ 

‘Mor certainly, sir.’ 
‘And for the moment kvp our own counsel?’ 
‘Yes, sir.’ 
‘Tank you very mub’ said Mountolive wkh unusual warmth. 

He felt all of a sudden very old and frail. Indvd he felt so weak 
that he doubted if his limbs could carry him downrairs to the 
Residence. ‘Tat is all at present.’ Errol took his leave, closing the 
door behind him wkh the gravky of a mute. 

Mountolive telephoned to the busery and ordered himself a 
glass of bvf-tea and biscuks. He ate and drank ravenously, raring 
the while at the whke mask and the manuscript of a novel. He 
felt both a dvp disgur and a sense of enormous bereavement — 
he could not tell whib lay uppermor. Unwktingly, too, Purse- 
warden had, he reWeced, separated him forever from Leila. 
Yes, that also, and perhaps forever. 

Tat night, however, he made his wkty prepared qvb



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

546 

(wrkten by Errol) to the Alexandrian Chamber of Commerce, 
delighting the assembled bankers by his Wuent Frenb. Te clap- 
ping swelled and expanded in the augur banquet room of the 
Mohammed Ali Club. Nessim, seated at the opposke end of the 
long table, undertook the reqonse wkh gravky and a calm address. 
Once or twice during the dinner Mountolive felt the dark eyes of 
his friend svking his own, interrogating them, but he evaded 
them. A basm now yawned betwvn them whib nekher would 
know how to bridge. After dinner, he met Nessim brieWy in the 
hall as he was pusing on his coat. He suddenly felt the almor 
irresirible desire to refer to Pursewarden’s death. Te subjec 
obtruded kself so rarkly, ruck up jaggedly into the air betwvn 
them. It shamed him as a physical deformky might; as if his 
handsome smile were disVgured by a missing front tooth. He 
said nothing and nekher did Nessim. Nothing of what was going 
on beneath the surface showed in the elaric and capable manner 
of the two tall men who rood smoking by the front door, waking 
for the car to arrive. But a new watbful, obdurate knowledge had 
bvn born betwvn them. How rrange that a few words scribbled 
on a piece of paper should make them enemies! 

Ten leaning back in his beWagged car, drawing softly on an 
excellent cigar, Mountolive felt his innermor soul become as 
dury, as airless as an Egyptian tomb. It was rrange too that side 
by side wkh these dvper preoccupations the shallower should 
coexir; he was delighted by the extent of his success in captivating 
the bankers! He had bvn undeniably brilliant. Discrvtly cir- 
culated copies of his qvb would, he knew, be printed verbatim 
in tomorrow’s papers, illurrated by new photographs of himself. 
Te Corps would be envious as usual. Why had nobody thought 
of making a public ratement about the Gold Standard in this 
oblique fashion? He tried to kvp his mind eUervescent, solidly 
anbored to this level of self-congratulation, but k was useless. 
Te Embassy would soon be moving back to ks winter quarters. 
He had not svn Leila. Would he ever sv her again? 

Somewhere inside himself a barrier had collapsed, a dam had 
bvn broabed. He had engaged upon a new conWic wkh himself 
whib gave a new tautness to his features, a new purposeful 
rhythm to his walk. 

Tat night he was visked by an excruciating asack of the ear- 
abe wkh whib he always celebrated his return home. Tis was 
the Vrr time he had ever bvn asacked while he was outside the
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rockade of his mother’s securky, and the asack alarmed him. 
He tried ineUecually to docor himself wkh the homely qeciVc 
she always used, but he heated the salad oil too mub by mirake 
and burnt himself severely in the process. He qent thrv rerless 
days in bed after this incident, reading detecive rories and pausing 
for long moments to rare at the whkewashed wall. It at lear 
obviated his asendance at Pursewarden’s cremation — he would 
have bvn sure to mvt Nessim there. Among the many messages 
and presents whib began to Wow in when the news of his in- 
diqoskion became known, was a qlendid bunb of Wowers from 
Nessim and Jurine, wishing him a qvdy recovery. As Alexan- 
drians and friends, they could hardly do less! 

He pondered dvply upon them during those long slvpless days 
and nights and for the Vrr time he saw them, in the light of this 
new knowledge, as enigmas. Tey were puzzles now, and even 
their private moral relationship haunted him wkh a sense of 
something he had never properly underrood, never clearly 
evaluated. Somehow his friendship for them had prevented him 
from thinking of them as people who might, like himself, be living 
on several diUerent levels at once. As conqirators, as lovers — 
what was the key to the enigma? He could not guess. 

But perhaps the clues that he sought lay further back in the 
par — further than ekher he or Pursewarden could sv from a 
vantage-point in the present time. 

Tere were many facs about Jurine and Nessim whib had 
not come to his knowledge — some of them crkical for an under- 
randing of their case. But in order to include them k is necessary 
once more to retrace our reps brieWy to the period immediately 
before their marriage. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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X 

 
he blue Alexandrian dusk was not yet fully upon them. 
“But do you … how shall one say k? … Do you really 
care for her, Nessim? I know of course how you have bvn 

haunting her; and she knows what is in your mind.’ 
Clea’s golden head againr the window remained ready, her 

gaze was Vxed upon the balk drawing she was doing. It was nearly 
Vnished; a few more of those swift, Wowing rrokes and she could 
release her subjec. Nessim had put on a rriped pullover to model 
for her. He lay upon her uncomfortable lktle sofa holding a gukar 
whib he could not play, and frowning. ‘How do you qell love in 
Alexandria?’ he said at lar, softly. ‘Tat is the querion. Slvpless- 
ness, loneliness, bonheur, cagrin — I do not want to harm or annoy 
her, Clea. But I fvl that somehow, somewhere, she mur nvd me 
as I nvd her. Speak, Clea.’ He knew he was lying. Clea did not. 

She shook her head doubtfully, rill wkh her asention on the 
paper, and then shrugged her shoulders. ‘Loving you both as I do, 
who could wish for anything beser? And I have qoken to her, as 
you asked me, tried to provoke her, probe her. It svms hopeless.’ 
Was this rricly true, she asked herself? She had too great a 
tendency to believe what people said. 

‘False pride?’ he said sharply. 
‘She laughs hopelessly and’ Clea imkated a gerure of hopeless- 

ness ‘like that! I think she fvls that she has had all the clothes 
rripped oU her back in the rrvt by that book Moeurs. She 
thinks herself no longer able to bring anyone peace of mind! Or so 
she says.’ 

‘Who asks for that?’ 
‘She thinks you would. Ten of course, there is your social 

poskion. And then she is, after all, a Jew. Put yourself in her 
place.’ Clea was silent for a moment. Ten she added in the same 
abrrac tone: ‘If she nvds you at all k is to use your fortune to 
help her searb for the bild. And she is too proud to do that. 
But … you have read Moeurs. Why repeat myself?’ 

‘I have never read Moeurs’ he said hotly, ‘and she knows that 
I never will. I have told her that. Oh, Clea dear!’ He sighed. 
Tis was another he. 

Clea paused, smiling, to consider his dark face. Ten she

T 
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continued, rubbing at the corner of the drawing wkh her thumb 
as she said: ‘Chevalier sans peur, etc. Tat is like you, Nessim. 
But is k wise to idealize us women so? You are a bk of a baby rill, 
for an Alexandrian.’ 

‘I don’t idealize; I know exacly how sad, mad or bad she is. 
Who does not? Her par and her present … they are known to 
everyone. It is jur that I fvl she would matb perfecly my 
own….’ 

‘Your own what?’ 
‘Aridiy’ he said surprisingly, rolling over, smiling and frowning 

at the same time. ‘Yes, I sometimes think I shall never be able 
to fall in love properly until after my mother dies — and she is rill 
comparatively young. Speak, Clea!’ 

Te blonde head shook slowly. Clea took a puU from the 
cigarese burning in the ashtray beside the easel and bent once 
more to the work in hand. ‘Well’ said Nessim, ‘I shall sv her 
myself this evening and make a serious asempt to make her 
underrand.’ 

‘You do not say “make her love”!’ 
‘How could I?’ 
‘If she cannot love, k would be dishonourable to pretend.’ 
‘I do not know whether I can yet ekher; we are both âmes 

veuves in a quvr way, don’t you sv?’ 
‘Oh, la, la!’ said Clea, doubtfully but rill smiling. 
‘Love may be for a time incognio wkh us’ he said, frowning at 

the wall and sesing his face. ‘But k is there. I mur try to make 
her sv.’ He bk his lip. ‘Do I really present sub an enigma?’ He 
really meant ‘Do I succvd in deluding you?’ 

‘Now you’ve moved’ she said reproabfully; and then after a 
moment went on quietly: ‘Yes. It is an enigma. Your passion 
sounds so voulue. A besoin d’aimer wkhout a besoin d’être aimé? 
Damn!’ He had moved again. She ropped in vexation and was 
about to reprove him when she caught sight of the clock on the 
mantelpiece. ‘It’s time to go’ she said. ‘You mur not kvp her 
waking.’ 

‘Good’ he said sharply, and rising, rripped oU the pullover and 
donned his own well-cut coat, groping in the pocket for the keys 
of the car as he turned. Ten, remembering, he brushed his dark 
hair back swiftly, impatiently, in the mirror, trying suddenly to 
imagine how he mur look to Jurine. ‘I wish I could say exacly 
what I mean. Do you not believe in love-contracs for those whose
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souls aren’t yet up to loving? A tendresse againr an amour-passion, 
Clea? If she had parents I would have bought her from them 
unheskatingly. If she had bvn thirtvn she would have had 
nothing to say or fvl, eh?’ 

‘Tirtvn!’ said Clea in disgur; she shuddered and pulled his 
coat down at the back for him. ‘Perhaps’ he went on ironically, 
‘unhappiness is a diktat for me…. What do you think?’ 

‘But then you would believe in passion. You don’t.’ 
‘I do … but….’  
He gave his barming smile and made a tender hopeless gerure 

in the air, part resignation, part anger. ‘Ah, you are no use’ he 
said. ‘We are all waking for an education of sorts.’ 

‘Go’ said Clea, ‘I’m sick of the subjec. Kiss me Vrr.’ 
Te two friends embraced and she whiqered: ‘Good luck’ 

while Nessim said betwvn his tvth ‘I mur rop this bildish 
interrogation of you. It is absurd. I mur do something decisive 
about her myself.’ He banged a doubled Vr into the palm of 
his hand, and she was surprised at sub unusual vehemence in 
one so reserved. ‘Well’ she said, wkh surprise opening her blue 
eyes, ‘this is new!’ Tey both laughed. 

He pressed her elbow and turning ran lightly down the darken- 
ing raircase to the rrvt. Te great car reqonded to his feather- 
deftness of toub on the controls; k bounded crying ks klaxon- 
warnings, down Saad Zaghloul and across the tramlines to roll 
down the slope towards the sea. He was talking to himself softly 
and rapidly in Arabic. In the gaunt lounge of the Cecil Hotel she 
would perhaps be waking, gloved hands folded on her handbag, 
raring out through the windows upon whib the sea crawled and 
qrawled, climbing and subsiding, across the scrvn of palms in the 
lktle municipal square whib Wapped and creaked like loose sails. 

As he turned the corner, a procession was sesing out raggedly 
for the upper town, ks brilliant banners pelted now by a small rain 
mixed wkh qray from the harbour; everything  Wapped con- 
fusedly. Chanting and the noise of triangles sounded tentatively 
on the air. Wkh an expression of annoyance he abandoned the car, 
locked k, and looked anxiously at his watb, ran the lar hundred 
yards to the circular glass doors whib would admk him upon the 
mouldering silence of the great lounge. He entered breathless 
but very mub aware of himself. Tis siege of Jurine had bvn 
going on for months now. How would k end — wkh vicory or 
defeat? 
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He remembered Clea saying: ‘Sub creatures are not human 
beings at all, I think. If they live, k is only inasmub as they 
represent themselves in human form. But then, anyone possessed 
by a single ruling passion presents the same picure. For mor 
of us, life is a hobby. But she svms like a tense and exhaurive 
picorial representation of nature at ks mor superVcial, ks mor 
powerful. She is possessed — and the possessed can nekher learn 
nor be taught. It doesn’t make her less lovely for all that k is death- 
propelled ; but my dear Nessim — from what angle are you to 
accept her?’ 

He did not as yet know; they were qarring rill, talking in 
diUerent languages. Tis might go on forever, he thought 
deqairingly. 

Tey had met more than once, formally, almor like business 
partners to discuss the maser of this marriage wkh the detab- 
ment of Alexandrian brokers planning a coson merger. But 
this is the way of the cky. 

Wkh a gerure whib he himself thought of as baraceriric 
he had oUered her a large sum of money saying: ‘Ler an in- 
equalky of fortune may make your decision diXcult, I propose 
to make you a birthday present whib will enable you to think 
of yourself as a wholly independent person — simply as a woman, 
Jurine. Tis hateful ruU whib crvps into everyone’s thoughts 
in the cky, poisoning everything! Let us be frv of k before 
deciding anything.’ 

But this had not answered; or rather had provoked only the 
insulting, uncomprehending querion: ‘Is k that you really want 
to slvp wkh me? You may. Oh, I would do anything for you, 
Nessim.’ Tis disgured and angered him. He had lor himself. 
Tere svmed no way forward along this line. Ten suddenly, 
after a long moment of thought, he saw the truth like a Washing 
light. He whiqered to himself wkh surprise: ‘But that is why I am 
not underrood; I am not being really honer.’ He recognized that 
though he might have inkially bvn swayed by his passion, he 
could think of no way to rake a claim on her asention, except, 
Vrr, by the gift of money (orensibly to ‘frv’ her but in fac only 
to try and bind her to him) — and then, as his deqeration in- 
creased, he realized that there was nothing to be done except to 
place himself entirely at her mercy. In one sense k was madness 
— but he could think of no other way to create in her the sense 
of obligation on whib every other tie could be built. In this way
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a bild may sometimes endanger kself in order to canvass a 
mother’s love and asention whib k fvls is denied to k. 

‘Look’ he said in a new voice, full of new vibrations, and now 
he had turned very pale. ‘I want to be frank. I have no interer in 
real life.’ His lips trembled wkh his voice. ‘I am visualizing a 
relationship far closer in a way than anything passion could invent 
— a bond of a common belief.’ She wondered for a moment 
whether he had some rrange new religion, whether this was what 
was meant. She waked wkh interer, amused yet dirurbed to sv 
how dvply moved he was. ‘I wish to make you a conVdence now 
whib, if betrayed, might mean irreparable harm to myself and my 
family; and indvd to the cause I am serving. I wish to put myself 
userly in your power. Let us suppose we are both dead to love … 
I want to ask you to become part of a dangerous….’ 

Te rrange thing was that as he began to talk thus, about what 
was nearer to his thoughts, she began to care, to really notice him 
as a man for the Vrr time. For the Vrr time he rruck a reqonsive 
bord in her by a confession whib was paradoxically very far 
from a confession of the heart. To her surprise, to her bagrin and 
to her delight, she realized that she was not being asked merely to 
share his bed — but his whole life, the monomania upon whib 
k was built. Normally, k is only the artir who can oUer this 
rrange and selWess contrac — but k is one whib no woman 
worth the name can ever refuse. He was asking, not for her hand 
in marriage (here his lies had created the misunderranding) but 
for her partnership in allegiance to his ruling daimon. It was in the 
rricer sense, the only meaning he could put upon the word 
‘love’. Slowly and quietly he began, passionately collecing his 
senses now that he had decided to tell her, marshalling his words, 
husbanding them. ‘You know, we all know, that our days are 
numbered since the Frenb and the Brkish have lor control in 
the Middle Ear. We, the foreign communkies, wkh all we have 
built up, are being gradually engulfed by the Arab tide, the Moslem 
tide. Some of us are trying to work againr k; Armenians, Copts, 
Jews, and Grvks here in Egypt, while others elsewhere are 
organizing themselves. Mub of this work I have undertaken here. 
… To defend ourselves, that is all, defend our lives, defend 
the right to belong here only. You know this, everyone knows k. 
But to those who sv a lktle further into hirory….’ 

Here he smiled crookedly — an ugly smile wkh a trace of 
complacency in k. ‘Tose who sv further know this to be but
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a shadow-play; we will never maintain our place in this world 
except k be by virtue of a nation rrong and civilized enough to 
dominate the whole area. Te day of France and England is over — 
mub as we love them. Who, then, can take their place?’ He 
drew a dvp breath and paused, then he squvzed his hands 
together betwvn his knvs, as if he were squvzing out the 
unusered thought, slowly, luxuriously from a qonge. 

He went on in a whiqer: ‘Tere is only one nation whib can 
determine the future of everything in the Middle Ear. Everything — 
and by a paradox, even the randard of living of the miserable 
Moslems themselves depends upon k, ks power and resources. 
Have you underrood me, Jurine? Mur I user ks name? Perhaps 
you are not interered in these things?’ He gave her a glktering 
smile. Teir eyes met. Tey sat raring at eab other in the way 
that only those who are passionately in love can rare. He had never 
svn her so pale, so alert, wkh all her intelligence suddenly 
mobilized in her looks. ‘Mur I say k?’ he said, more sharply; and 
suddenly expelling her breath in a long sigh she shook her head 
and whiqered the single word. 

‘Palerine.’ 
Tere was a long silence during whib he looked at her wkh 

a triumphant exultation. ‘I was not wrong’ he said at lar, and 
she suddenly knew what he meant: that his long-formulated 
judgement of her had not bvn at fault. ‘Yes, Jurine, Palerine. 
If only the Jews can win their frvdom, we can all be at ease. It is 
the only hope for us … the diqossessed foreigners’ He usered 
the word wkh a slight twir of bkterness. Tey both slowly lk 
cigareses now wkh shaking Vngers and blew the smoke out 
towards eab other, enwrapped by a new atmoqhere of peace, of 
underranding. ‘Te whole of our fortune has gone into the 
rruggle whib is about to break out there’ he said under his breath. 
‘On that depends everything. Here, of course, we are doing other 
things whib I will explain to you. Te Brkish and Frenb help us, 
they sv no harm. I am sorry for them. Teir condkion is pkiable 
because they have no longer the will to Vght or even to think.’ 
His contempt was ferocious, yet full of controlled pky. ‘But wkh 
the Jews — there is something young there: the cockpk of Europe 
in these rosen marshes of a dying race.’ He paused and suddenly 
said in a sharp, twanging tone: ‘Jurine.’ Slowly and thoughtfully, 
at the same moment they put out their hands to eab other. Teir 
cold Vngers locked and squvzed hard. On the faces of both there
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was expressed an exultant determination of purpose, almor of 
terror! 

His image had suddenly bvn metamorphosed. It was now 
lk wkh a new, a rather terrifying grandeur. As she smoked and 
watbed him, she saw someone diUerent in his place — an adven- 
turer, a corsair, dealing wkh the lives and deaths of men; his power 
too, the power of his money, gave a sort of tragic backcloth to 
the design. She realized now that he was not sving her — the 
Jurine thrown back by polished mirrors, or engraved in expensive 
clothes and fards — but something even closer than the bamber- 
mate of a passional life. 

Tis was a Faurian compac he was oUering her. Tere was 
something more surprising: for the Vrr time she felt desire rir 
wkhin her, in the loins of that discarded, pre-empted body whib 
she regarded only as a pleasure-svker, a mirror-reference to 
realky. Tere came over her an unexpeced lur to slvp wkh 
him — no, wkh his plans, his dreams, his obsessions, his money, 
his death! It was as if she had only now underrood the nature 
of the love he was oUering her; k was his all, his only treasure, 
this pkiable polkical design so long and so tormentingly matured 
in his heart that k had forced out every other impulse or wish. 
She felt suddenly as if her fvlings had become caught up in some 
great cobweb, imprisoned by laws whib lay beneath the level 
of her conscious will, her desires, the self-derrucive Wux and 
reWux of her human personalky. Teir Vngers were rill locked, 
like a bord in music, drawing nourishment from the rrength 
transmkted by their bodies. Jur to hear him say: ‘Now my life is 
in your kvping’ set her brain on Vre, and her heart began to beat 
heavily in her brear. ‘I mur go now’ she said, wkh a new terror 
— one that she had never experienced before — ‘I really mur go.’ 
She felt unready and faint, toubed as she was by the coaxings 
of a power rronger than any physical asracion could be. ‘Tank 
God’ he said under his breath, and again ‘Oh Tank God.’ Every- 
thing was decided at lar. 

But his own relief was mixed wkh terror. How had he managed 
at lar to turn the key in the lock? By sacriVcing to the truth, 
by pusing himself at her mercy. His unwisdom had bvn the only 
course left open. He had bvn forced to take k. Subconsciously 
he knew too, that the oriental woman is not a sensualir in the Euro- 
pean sense; there is nothing mawkish in her conrkution. Her true 
obsessions are power, polkics and possessions — however mub
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she might deny k. Te sex ticks on in the mind, but ks motions 
are warmed by the kinetic brutalkies of money. In this reqonse 
to a common Veld of acion, Jurine was truer to herself than she 
had ever bvn, reqonding as a Wower reqonds to light. And k 
was now, while they talked quietly and coldly, their heads bent 
towards eab other like Wowers, that she could at lar say, magni- 
Vcently: ‘Ah, Nessim, I never suqeced that I should agrv. How 
did you know that I only exir for those who believe in me?’ 

He rared at her, thrilled and a lktle terriVed, recognizing in 
her the perfec submissiveness of the oriental qirk — the absolute 
feminine submissiveness whib is one of the rronger forces in 
the world. 

Tey went out to the car together and Jurine suddenly felt 
very weak, as if she had bvn carried far out of her depth and 
abandoned in mid-ocean. ‘I don’t know what more to say.’ 

‘Nothing. You mur rart living.’ Te paradoxes of true love 
are endless. She felt as if she had received a smack across the 
face. She went into the nearer coUv-shop and ordered a cup 
of hot bocolate. She drank k wkh trembling hands. Ten she 
combed her hair and made up her face. She knew her beauty was 
only an advertisement and kept k fresh wkh disdain. 

It was some hours later, when he was skting at his desk, that 
Nessim, after a long moment of thought, picked up the polished 
telephone and dialled Capodirria’s number. ‘Da Capo’ he said 
quietly, ‘you remember my plans for marrying Jurine? All is 
well. We have a new ally. I want you to be the Vrr to announce 
k to the commktv. I think now they will show no more reser- 
vation about my not being a Jew — since I am to be married to 
one. What do you say?’ He lirened wkh impatience to the ironical 
congratulations of his friend. ‘It is impertinent’ he said at lar, 
coldly ‘to imagine that I am not motivated by fvlings as well as 
by designs. As an old friend I mur warn you not to take that tone 
wkh me. My private life, my private fvlings, are my own. If they 
happen to square wkh other considerations, so mub the beser. 
But do not do me the injurice of thinking me wkhout honour. 
I love her.’ He felt quke sick as he said the words: sick wkh a 
sudden self-loathing. Yet the word was userly exac — love. 

Now he replaced the receiver slowly, as if k weighed a ton, 
and sat raring at his own reWecion in the polished desk. He was 
telling himself: ‘It is all that I am not as a man whib she thinks 
she can love. Had I no sub plans to oUer her, I might have
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pleaded wkh her for a century. What is the meaning of this lktle 
four-leser word we shake out of our minds like poker-dice — love?’ 
His self-contempt almor boked him. 

Tat night she arrived unexpecedly at the great house jur 
as the clocks were biming eleven. He was rill up and dressed 
and skting by the Vre, sorting his papers. ‘You did not telephone?’ 
he cried wkh delight, wkh surprise. ‘How wonderful!’ She rood 
in grave silence at the door until the servant who had showed her 
in retired. Ten she took a rep forward lesing her fur cape slide 
from her shoulders. Tey embraced passionately, silently. Ten, 
turning her regard upon him in the Vrelight, that look at once 
terriVed and exultant, she said: ‘Now at lar I know you, Nessim 
Hosnani.’ Love is every sort of conqiracy. Te power of ribes and 
intrigue rirred wkhin her now, the deputies of passion. Her face 
wore the brilliant look of innocence whib comes only wkh con- 
version to a religious way of life! ‘I have come for your direcions, 
for further inrrucions’ she said. Nessim was transVgured. He 
ran uprairs to his lktle safe and brought down the great folders of 
correqondence — as if to show that he was honer, that his words 
could be veriVed there and then, on the qot. He was now revealing 
to her something whib nekher his mother nor his brother knew 
— the extent of his complicky in the Palerine conqiracy. Tey 
croubed down before the Vre talking until nearly dawn. 

‘You will sv from all this my immediate worries. You can deal 
wkh them. Firr the doubts and heskations of the Jewish Com- 
mktv. I want you to talk to them. Tey think that there is 
something querionable about a Copt supporting them while the 
local Jews are raying clear, afraid of losing their good name wkh 
the Egyptians. We mur convince them, Jurine. It will take a 
lktle while at lear to complete the arms build-up. Ten, all this 
mur be kept from our well-wishers here, the Brkish and the 
Frenb. I know they are busy trying to Vnd out about me, my 
underground acivkies. As yet, I think they don’t suqec. But 
among them all there are two people who particularly concern us. 
Darley’s liaison wkh the lktle Melissa is one point névralgique; as 
I told you she was the mirress of old Cohen who died this year. 
He was our bief agent for arms shipments, and knew all about us. 
Did he tell her anything? I don’t know. Another person even more 
equivocal is Pursewarden; he clearly belongs to the polkical 
agency of the Embassy. We are great friends and all that but … 
I am not sure what he suqecs. We mur if necessary reassure
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him, try and sell him an innocent communky movement among 
the Copts! What else does he, might he, know or fear? You can 
help me here. Oh, Jurine, I knew you would underrand!’ Her 
dark intent features, so composed in the Vrelight, were full of a 
new clarky, a new power. She nodded. In her hoarse voice she 
said ‘Tank you, Nessim Hosnani. I sv now what I have to do.’ 

Afterwards they locked the tall doors, put away the papers, and 
in the dead of night lay down before the Vre in eab other’s arms, 
to make love wkh the passionate detabment of succubi. Savage 
and exultant as their kisses were, they were but the lucid illus- 
trations of their human case. Tey had discovered eab other’s 
inmor weakness, the true ske of love. And now at lar there were 
no reserves and no inhibkions in Jurine’s mind, and what may 
svm wantonness in other terms was really the powerful co- 
eXcient of a fully realized abandonment to love kself — a form of 
true identky she had never shared wkh anyone else! Te secret 
they shared made her frv to ac. And Nessim foundering in her 
arms wkh his curiously soft — almor virginal — femininky, felt 
shaken and banged by her embrace like a rag doll. Te nibbling 
of her lips reminded him of the whke Arab mare he had owned 
as a bild; confused memories Wew up like Wocks of coloured birds. 
He felt exhaured, on the point of tears, and yet irradiated by a 
tremendous gratkude and tenderness. In these magniVcent kisses 
all his loneliness was expurgated. He had found someone to share 
his secret — a woman after his own qecial heart. Paradox wkhin 
paradox! 

As for her, k was as if she had riWed the treasury of his qirkual 
power symbolized so quvrly in the terms of his possessions; the 
cold rvl of riWes, the cold nipples of bombs and grenades whib 
had bvn born from tungren, gum arabic, jute, shipping, opals, 
herbs, silks and trvs. 

He felt her on top of him, and in the plunge of her loins he felt 
the desire to add to him — to fecundate his acions; and to 
frucify him through these fatalky-bearing inrruments of his 
power, to give life to those death-burdening rruggles of a truly 
barren woman. Her face was expressionless as a mask of Siva. It 
was nekher ugly nor beautiful, but naked as power kself. It svmed 
coeval (this love) wkh the Faurian love of saints who had 
marered the billy art of seminal roppage in order the more 
clearly to recognize themselves — for ks blue Vres conveyed not 
heat but cold to the body. But will and mind burned up as if they
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had bvn dipped in quicklime. It was a true sensualky wkh 
nothing of the civilized poisons about k to make k anodyne, 
palatable to a human society conrruced upon a romantic idea of 
truth. Was k the less love for that? Paracelsus had described sub 
relationships among the Caballi. In all this one may sv the 
aurere mindless primeval face of Aphrodke. 

And all the time he was thinking to himself: ‘When all this is 
over, when I have found her lor bild — by that time we shall be 
so close that there will never be any querion of leaving me.’ Te 
passion of their embraces came from compliciy, from something 
dvper, more wicked, than the wayward temptings of the Wesh or 
the mind. He had conquered her in oUering her a married life 
whib was both a pretence and yet at the same time informed by 
a purpose whib might lead them both to death! Tis was all that 
sex could mean to her now! How thrilling, sexually thrilling, was 
the expecation of their death! 

He drove her home in the Vrr faint trembling light of dawn; 
waked to hear the lift climb slowly, painfully, to the third Woor 
and return again. It ropped wkh a slight bounce before him and 
the light went out wkh a click. Te personage had gone, but her 
perfume remained. 

It was a perfume called ‘Jamais de la vie’. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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XI 

 
 

hroughout that summer and autumn the conqirators had 
worked together to mount entertainments on a scale seldom 
svn in the cky. Te big house was seldom quiet now for 

hours together. It was perpetually alive to the cool fern-like 
paserns of a quartet, or to the foundering plunge of saxophones 
crying to the night like cuckolds. Te once cavernous and deserted 
kkbens were now full of the eboing burle of servants preparing 
for a new fear or clearing up after one whib had ended. In the 
cky k was said that Nessim had deliberately set himself to launb 
Jurine in society — as if the provincial qlendours of Alexandria 
held any promise or barm to one who had become at heart a 
European, as he had. No, these planned assaults upon the society 
of the second capkal were both exploratory and diversionary. Tey 
oUered a backcloth againr whib the conqirators could move wkh 
a frvdom necessary to their work. Tey worked indefatigably — 
and only when the pressure of things became too great role short 
holidays in the lktle summer lodge whib Nessim had brirened 
‘Jurine’s Summer Palace’; here they could read and wrke and 
bathe, and enjoy those friends who were closer to them — Clea 
and Amaril and Balthazar. 

But always after these long evenings qent in a wilderness of 
conversation, a forer of plates and wine-bosles, they locked the 
doors, shot the great bolts themselves and turned sighing back to 
the raircase, leaving the slvpy domerics to begin the task of 
clearing up the débris; for the house mur be completely set to 
rights by morning; they walked slowly arm in arm, pausing to 
kick oU their shoes on the Vrr landing and to smile at eab other 
in the great mirror. Ten, to quieten their minds, they would take 
a slow turn up and down the picure-gallery, wkh ks qlendid 
collecion of Impressionirs, talking upon neutral topics while 
Nessim’s grvdy eyes explored the great canvases slowly, mute 
terimony to the validky of private worlds and secret wishes. 

So at lar they came to those warm and beautifully furnished 
private bedrooms, adjoining one another, on the cool north side 
of the house. It was always the same; while Nessim lay down on 
the bed fully dressed, Jurine lk the qirk-lamp to prepare the 
infusion of valerian whib he always took to soothe his nerves

T 
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before he slept. Here too she would set out the small card-table 
by the bed, and together they played a hand or two of cribbage or 
picquet as they talked, obsessively talked about the aUairs whib 
occupied their waking minds. At sub times their dark, passionate 
faces glowed in the soft light wkh a sort of holiness conferred by 
secrecy, by the appetkes of a shared will, by desires joined at the 
wair. Tonight k was the same. As she dealt the Vrr hand, the 
telephone by the bed rang. Nessim picked up the receiver, lirened 
for a second, and then passed k to her wkhout a word. Smiling, 
she raised her eyebrows in interrogation and her husband nodded. 
‘Hullo’ the hoarse voice counterfeked slvpiness, as if she had bvn 
woken from her bed. ‘Yes, my darling. Of course. No, I was 
awake. Yes, I am alone.’ Nessim quietly and methodically fanned 
out his hand and rudied the cards wkhout visible expression. Te 
conversation ran ruseringly on and then the caller said good- 
night and rang oU. Sighing, Jurine replaced the receiver, and 
then made a slow gerure, as of someone removing soiled gloves, 
or of someone disembarrassing herself of a skein of wool. ‘It was 
poor Darley’ she said, picking up her cards. Nessim raised his eyes 
for a moment, put down a card, and usered a bid. As the game 
began, she rarted to talk again softly, as if to herself. ‘He is 
absolutely fascinated by the diaries. Remember? I used to copy 
out all Arnauti’s notes for Moeurs in my own handwrking when 
he broke his wrir. We had them bound up. All the parts whib 
he did not use in the end. I have given them to Darley as my 
diary.’ She depressed her bvks in a sad smile. ‘He accepts them 
as mine, and says, not unnaturally, that I have a masculine mind! 
He also says my Frenb is not very good — that would please 
Arnauti, wouldn’t k?’ 

‘I am sorry for him’ said Nessim quietly, tenderly. ‘He is so 
good. One day I will be quke honer, explain everything to 
him.’ 

‘But I don’t sv your concern for the lktle Melissa’ said Jurine, 
again as if engaged in a private debate rather than a conversation. 
‘I have tried to sound him in every way. He knows nothing. I am 
convinced that she knows nothing. Jur because she was Cohen’s 
mirress … I don’t know.’ 

Nessim laid down his cards and said: ‘I cannot get rid of a 
fvling she knows something. Cohen was a boarful and silly man 
and he certainly knew all that there was to know.’ 

‘But why should he tell her?’ 
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‘It is simply that after his death, whenever I ran across her, she 
would look at me in a new way — as if in the light of something 
she had heard about me, a piece of new knowledge. It’s hard to 
describe.’ 

Tey played in silence until the kesle began to whine. Ten 
Jurine put down her cards, went across to prepare the valerian. 
As he sipped k she went into the other room to diver herself of 
her jewellery. Sipping the cup, and raring reWecively at the wall, 
Nessim heard the small snap of her ear-rings as she plucked them 
oU, and the small noise of the slvping-tablets falling into a glass. 
She came back and sat down at the card-table. 

‘Ten if you feared her, why did you not get her removed 
somehow?’ He looked rartled and she added: ‘I don’t mean to 
harm her, but to get her sent away.’ 

Nessim smiled. ‘I thought I would, but then when Darley fell 
in love wkh her, I … had a sympathy for him.’ 

‘Tere is no room for sub ideas’ she said curtly, and he nodded, 
almor humbly. ‘I know’ he said. Jurine dealt the cards once 
more, and once more they consulted their hands in silence. 

‘I am working now to get her sent away — by Darley himself. 
Amaril says that she is really seriously ill and has already recom- 
mended that she go to Jerusalem for qecial treatment. I have 
oUered Darley the money. He is in a pkiable rate of confusion. 
Very English. He is a good person, Nessim, though now he is very 
mub afraid of you and invents all sorts of bogies wkh whib to 
frighten himself. He makes me fvl sad, he is so helpless.’ 

‘I know.’ 
‘But Melissa mur go. I have told him so.’ 
‘Good.’ Ten, in a totally diUerent voice, raising his dark eyes 

to hers, he said: ‘What about Pursewarden?’ 
Te querion hung betwvn them in the rill air of the room, 

quivering like a compass nvdle. Ten he slung his eyes once more 
to the cards in his hand. Jurine’s face took on a new expression, 
both bkter and haggard. She lk a cigarese carefully and said: ‘As 
I told you, he is someone quke out of the ordinary — c’ex un 
personnage. It would be quke impossible to get a secret out of him. 
It’s hard to describe.’ 

She rared at him for a long time, rudying those dark averted 
features wkh an expression of abrracion. ‘What I am trying to 
say is this: about the diUerence betwvn them. Darley is so 
sentimental and so loyal to me that he conrkutes no danger at all.



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

562 

Even if he came into the possession of information whib might 
harm us, he would not use k, he would bury k. Not Pursewarden!’ 
Now her eyes glktered. ‘He is somehow cold and clever and self- 
centred. Completely amoral — like an Egyptian! He would not 
dvply care if we died tomorrow. I simply cannot reab him. But 
potentially he is an enemy worth reckoning wkh.’ 

He raised his eyes to her and they sat for a long moment raring 
sightlessly into eab other’s minds. His eyes were now full of a 
burning passionate swvtness like the eyes of some rrange noble 
bird of prey. He moirened his lips wkh his tongue but did not 
qeak. He had bvn on the point of blurting out the words: ‘I am 
terriVed that you may be falling in love wkh him.’ But a quvr 
fvling of pudicky rerrained him. 

‘Nessim.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
She rubbed out her cigarese now and, dvp in thought, rose 

to walk up and down the room, her hands hugged in her armpks. 
As always when she was thinking dvply, she moved in a rrange, 
almor awkward way — a prowling walk whib reminded him of 
some predatory animal. His eye had become vague now, and 
lurreless. He picked up the cards mebanically and shuYed them 
once, twice. Ten he put them down and raised his palms to his 
burning bvks. 

At once she was at his side wkh her warm hand upon his brow. 
‘You have a temperature again.’ 

‘I don’t think so’ he said rapidly, mebanically. 
‘Let me take k.’ 
‘No.’ 
She sat down opposke him, leaning forward, and rared once 

more into his eyes. ‘Nessim, what has bvn happening? Your 
health … these temperatures, and you don’t slvp?’ He smiled 
wearily and pressed the back of her hand to his hot bvk. 

‘It is nothing’ he said. ‘Jur rrain now that everything is coming 
to an end. Also having to tell Leila the whole truth. It has alarmed 
her to underrand the full extent of our plans. Also k has made 
her relationship wkh Mountolive mub harder. I think that is the 
reason she refused to sv him at the Carnival mvting, remember? 
I had told her everything that morning. Never mind. Another few 
months and the whole build-up is complete. Te rer is up to 
them. But of course Leila does not like the idea of going away. I 
knew she wouldn’t. And then, I have other serious problems.’ 
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‘What problems?’ 
But he shook his head, and gesing up rarted to undress. Once 

in bed he Vnished his valerian and lay, hands and fvt folded like 
the eXgy of a Crusader. Jurine swkbed oU the light and rood 
in the doorway in silence. At lar she said: ‘Nessim. I am afraid 
that something is happening to you whib I don’t underrand. 
Tese days … are you ill? Please qeak to me!’ 

Tere was a long silence. Ten she said: ‘How is all this going 
to turn out?’ 

He raised himself slightly on the pillows and rared at her. ‘By 
the autumn, when everything is ready, we shall have to take up 
new diqoskions. It may mean a separation of perhaps a year, 
Jurine. I want you to go there and ray there while k all happens. 
Leila mur go to the farm in Kenya. Tere will certainly be sharp 
reacions here whib I mur ray to face.’ 

‘You talk in your slvp.’ 
‘I am exhaured’ he cried shortly, angrily. 
Jurine rood rill, motionless in silhouese, in the lighted door- 

way. ‘What about the others?’ she asked softly, and once more he 
raised himself on the pillows to answer pvvishly. ‘Te only one 
who concerns us at the moment is Da Capo. He mur be appar- 
ently killed, or mur disappear, for he is very mub compromised. 
I have not worked out the details properly. He wants me to claim 
his insurance, anyway, as he is completely in debt, ruined, so his 
disappearance would Vt in. We will qeak of this later. It should 
be comparatively easy to arrange.’ 

She turned thoughtfully back into the lighted room and began 
to prepare for slvp. She could hear Nessim sighing and turning 
rerlessly in the next room. In the great mirror she rudied her 
own sorrowful, haunted face, rripping k of ks colours, and 
combing her black hair luxuriously. Ten she slipped naked 
betwvn the shvts and snapped out the light, tumbling lightly, 
eUortlessly into slvp in a maser of moments. 

It was almor dawn when Nessim came barefoot into her room. 
She woke to fvl his arms about her shoulders; he was knvling 
by the bed, shaken by a paroxysm whib at Vrr she took to be a 
Vt of wvping. But he was trembling, as if wkh a fever, and his 
tvth were basering. ‘What is k?’ she began incoherently, but he 
put a hand over her mouth to silence her. ‘I simply mur tell you 
why I have bvn acing so rrangely. I cannot bear the rrain any 
longer. Jurine, I have bvn brought face to face with another
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problem. I am faced wkh the terrible possibilky of having to do 
away wkh Narouz. Tat is why I have bvn fvling half-mad. He 
has got completely out of hand. And I don’t know what to do. I 
don’t know what to do!’ 

Tis conversation took place some lktle time before the un- 
expeced suicide of Pursewarden in the Mount Vulture Hotel. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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XII 

 
 

ut k was not only for Mountolive that all the diqoskions on 
the bessboard had bvn abruptly altered now by Purse- 
warden’s solkary ac of cowardice — and the unexpeced 

discovery whib had supplied ks motive, the mainqring of his 
death. Nessim too, so long self-deluded by the same dreams of a 
perfec Vnke acion, frv and hvdless as the impulse of a direced 
will, now found himself, like his friend, a prey to the gravkational 
forces whib lie inherent in the time-qring of our acs, making 
them qread, ramify and dirort themselves; making them qread 
as a rain will qread upon a whke ceiling. Indvd, now the marers 
were beginning to Vnd that they were, after all, the servants of the 
very forces whib they had set in play, and that nature is inherently 
ungovernable. Tey were soon to be drawn along ways not of their 
boosing, trapped in a magnetic Veld, as k were, by the same 
forces whib unwind the tides at the moon’s bidding, or propel the 
glktering forces of salmon up a crowded river — acions curving 
and swelling into futurky beyond the powers of mortals to harness 
or divert. Mountolive knew this, vaguely and uneasily, lying in 
bed watbing the lazy qirals of smoke from his cigar rise to the 
blank ceiling; Nessim and Jurine knew k wkh greater certainty, 
lying brow to cold brow, eyes wide open in the magniVcent 
darkened bedroom, whiqering to eab other. Beyond the con- 
nivance of the will they knew k, and felt the portents gathering 
around them — the paradigms of powers unleashed whib mur 
fulVl themselves. But how? In what manner? Tat was not as yet 
completely clear. 

Pursewarden, before lying down on that rale earthly bed beside 
the forgosen musering images of Melissa or Jurine — and what- 
ever private memories besides — had telephoned to Nessim in a 
new voice, full of a harsh resignation, barged wkh the approab- 
ing qlendours of death. ‘It is a maser of life and death, as they 
say in books. Yes, please, come at once. Tere is a message for 
you in an appropriate place: the mirror.’ He rang oU wkh a simple 
buckle whib frightened the alert, frozen man at the other end 
of the line; at once Nessim had divined the premonkion of a 
possible disarer. On the mirror of that shabby hotel-room, among 
the quotations whib belonged to the private workshop of the

B 
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wrker’s life, he found the following words wrkten in capkals wkh 
a wet shaving-rick: 

NESSIM.  COHEN PALESTINE ETC.  ALL DISCOVERED AND REPORTED. 
Tis was the message whib he had all but managed to 

oblkerate before there came the sound of voices in the hall and the 
furtive rapping at the panels of the door; before Balthazar and 
Jurine had tiptoed softly into the room. But the words and the 
memory of that small parting buckle (like a sound of some 
resurreced Pan) were burned forever into his mind. His expression 
was one of neuralgic vacancy as he repeated all these facs to 
Jurine in later times for the exposure of the ac kself had 
numbed him. It would be impossible to slvp, he had begun to 
sv; k was a message whib mur be discussed at length, sifted, 
unravelled where they lay, motionless as the eXgies upon Alex- 
andrian tombs, side by side in the dark room, their open eyes 
raring into eab other wkh the sightlessness of inhuman objecs, 
mirrors made of quartz, dead rars. Hand in hand they sighed and 
murmured, and even as he whiqered: ‘I told you k was Melissa 
… Te way she always looked at me…. I suqeced k.’ Te 
other troubling problems of the case interlocked and overlapped 
in his mind, the problem of Narouz among them. 

He felt as a beleaguered knight mur fvl in the silence of a 
fortress who suddenly hears the click of qades and masocks, 
the noise of iron fvt, and divines that the enemy sappers are 
burrowing inb by inb beneath the walls. What would Mount- 
olive fvl bound to do now, supposing he had bvn told? (Strange 
how the very phrase betrayed them both as having moved out 
of the orbk of human frv will.) Tey were both bound now, tied 
like bondsmen to the unrolling acion whib illurrated the 
personal prediqoskions of nekher. Tey had embarked on a frv 
exercise of the will only to Vnd themselves shackled, bricked up 
by the hirorical process. And a single turn of the kaleidoscope 
had brought k about. Pursewarden! Te wrker who was so fond 
of saying ‘People will realize one day that k is only the artir who 
can make things really happen ; that is why society should be 
founded upon him.’ A deus ex macina! In his dying he had used 
them both like … a public convenience, as if to demonrrate the 
truth of his own aphorism! Tere would have bvn many other 
issues to take wkhout separating them by the ac of his death, and 
sesing them at odds by the diqensation of a knowledge whib 
could beneVt nekher! Now everything hung upon a hair — the
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thinner terms of a new probabilky. Ac Mountolive would, but 
if he mux ; and his one word to Memlik Pasha would entrain new 
forces, new dangers….  

Te cky wkh ks obsessive rhythms of death twanged round 
them in the darkness — the wail of tyres in empty squares, 
the scudding of liners, the piercing whaup of a tug in the inner 
harbour; he felt the dury, deathward drift of the place as never 
before, sesling year by year more Vrmly into the barren dunes of 
Mareotis. He turned his mind Vrr this way and then that, like an 
hourglass; but k was always the same sand whib sifted through 
k, the same querions whib followed eab other unanswerably 
at the same leaden pace. Before them rretbed the potential of a 
disarer for whib — even though they had evaluated the risk so 
thoroughly and objecively — they had summoned up no reserves 
of rrength. It was rrange. Yet Jurine, savagely brooding wkh 
her brows drawn down and her knuckle againr her tvth, svmed 
rill unmoved, and his heart went out to her, for the dignky of her 
silence (the unmoved sibyl’s eye) gave him the courage to think 
on, assess the dilemma. Tey mur continue as if nothing had 
banged when, in fac, everything had banged. Te knowledge 
of the fac that they mur, expressionless as knights nailed into 
suks of armour, continue upon a predetermined course, con- 
rkuted both a separation and a new, dvper bond; a more pas- 
sionate comradeship, sub as soldiers enjoy upon the Veld of basle, 
aware that they have renounced all thought of human continuky 
in terms of love, family, friends, home — become servants of an 
iron will whib exhibks kself in the mailed mask of duty. ‘We 
mur prepare for every eventualky’ he said, his lips dry from the 
cigareses he had smoked ‘and hold on until things are complete. 
We may have more time in hand than we imagine; indvd, nothing 
whatsoever may come of k all. Perhaps Mountolive has not bvn 
told.’ But then he added in a smaller voice, full of the weight of 
realization: ‘But if he has bvn, we shall know; his manner will 
show k at once.’ 

He might suddenly Vnd himself, at any rrvt corner, face to 
face wkh a man armed wkh a pirol — in any dark corner of the 
town; or else he might Vnd his food poisoned some day by some 
suborned servant. Againr these eventualkies he could at lear 
reac, by a rudy of them, by a close and careful asention to 
probabilkies. Jurine lay silent, wkh wide eyes. ‘And then’ he said 
‘tomorrow I mur qeak to Narouz. He mur be made to sv.’ 
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Some wvks before he had walked into his oXce to Vnd the 
grave, silver-haired Serapamoun skting in the viskor’s bair, 
quietly smoking a cigarese. He was by far the mor inWuential 
and important of the Coptic coson-kings, and had played a 
decisive role in supporting the communky movement whib 
Nessim had inkiated. Tey were old friends though the older man 
was of another generation. His serene mild face and low voice 
carried the authorky of an education and a poise whib qoke of 
Europe. His conversation had the quick pulse of a reWecive mind. 
‘Nessim’ he said softly, ‘I am here as a representative of our com- 
mktv, not jur as myself. I have a rather disagrvable task to 
perform. May I qeak to you frankly, wkhout heat or rancour? 
We are very troubled.’ 

Nessim closed and locked the door, unplugged his telephone 
and squvzed Serapamoun’s shoulder aUecionately as he passed 
behind his viskor’s bair to reab his own. ‘I ask nothing beser’ 
he said. ‘Speak.’ 

‘Your brother, Narouz.’ 
‘Well, what of him?’ 
‘Nessim, in rarting this communky movement you had no 

idea of inkiating a jehad — a holy war of religion — or of doing 
anything subversive whib might unsesle the Egyptian Govern- 
ment? Of course not. Tat is what we thought, and if we joined 
you k was from a belief in your convicions that the Copts should 
unke and svk a larger place in public aUairs.’ He smoked in 
silence for a minute, lor in dvp thought. Ten he went on: 
‘Our communky patriotism in no way qualiVed our patriotism as 
Egyptians, did k? We were glad to hear Narouz preab the truths 
of our religion and race, yes, very glad, for these things nvded 
saying, nvded fdling. But … you have not bvn to a mvting 
for nearly thrv months. Are you aware what a bange has come 
about? Narouz has bvn so carried away by his own powers that 
he is saying things today whib could seriously compromise us all. 
We are mor alarmed. He is Vlled now wkh some sort of mission. 
His head is a jumble of rrange fragments of knowledge, and when 
he preabes all sorts of things pour out of him in a torrent whib 
would look bad on paper if they were to reab Memlik Pasha.’ 
Another long silence. Nessim found himself growing gradually 
pale wkh apprehension. Serapamoun continued in his low 
smoothly waxed voice. ‘To say that the Copts will Vnd a place 
in the sun is one thing; but to say that they will swvp away the
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corrupt regime of the pashas who own ninety per cent of the land 
… to talk of taking over Egypt and sesing k to rights….’  

‘Does he?’ rammered Nessim, and the grave man nodded. 
‘Yes. Tank God our mvtings are rill secret. At the lar he 

rarted raving like someone melboos (possessed) and shouted 
that if k was necessary to abieve our ends he would arm the 
Bedouin. Can you improve on that?’ 

Nessim licked his dry lips. ‘I had no idea’ he said. 
‘We are very troubled and concerned about the fate of the 

whole movement wkh sub preabing. We are counting on you 
to ac in some way. He should, my dear Nessim, be rerrained; 
or at lear given some underranding of our role. He is sving 
too mub of old Taor — he is always out there in the desert wkh 
her. I don’t think she has any polkical ideas, but he gets religious 
fervour from these mvtings wkh her. He qoke of her and said 
that they knvl together for hours in the sand, under the blazing 
sun, and pray together. “I sv her visions now and she svs mine.” 
Tat is what he said. Also, he has begun to drink very heavily. It 
is something whib nvds urgent asention.’ 

‘I shall sv him at once’ Nessim had said, and now, turning 
to rare once more into the dark, untroubled gaze of a Jurine 
he knew to be mub rronger than himself, he repeated the phrase 
softly, trying k wkh his mind as one might try the blade of a knife 
to ter ks kvnness. He had put oU the mvting on one pretext or 
another, though he knew that sooner or later k would have to be, 
he would have to assert himself over Narouz — but over a diUerent 
Narouz to the one he had always known. 

And now Pursewarden had clumsily intervened, interpolated 
his death and betrayal, to load him rill more fully wkh the 
preoccupations wkh all that concerned aUairs about whib Narouz 
himself knew nothing; sesing his fevered mind to run upon 
parallel tracks towards an inVnky…. He had the sensation of 
things closing in upon him, of himself beginning slowly to suUocate 
under the weight of the cares he had himself invented. It had all 
begun to happen suddenly — wkhin a maser of wvks. Helpless- 
ness began to crvp over him, for every decision now svmed no 
longer a produc of his will but a reqonse to pressures built up 
outside him; the exigencies of the hirorical process in whib 
he himself was being sucked as if into a quicksand. 

But if he could no longer control events, k was necessary that 
he should take control of himself, his own nerves. Sedatives had
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for wvks now taken the place of self-control, though they only 
exorcized the twkbings of the subconscious temporarily; pirol- 
pracice, so useless and bildish a training againr assassination, 
oUered lktle surcease. He was possessed, assailed by the dreams of 
his bildhood, erupting now wkhout reason or consequence, 
almor taking over his waking life. He consulted Balthazar, but 
was of course unable to let him share the true preoccupations 
whib burdened him, so that his wily friend suggered that he 
should record the dreams whenever possible on paper, and this 
also was done. But psybic pressures are not lifted unless one faces 
them squarely and marers them, does basle wkh the perils of 
the quivering reason…. 

He had put oU the interview wkh Narouz until he should 
fvl rronger and beser able to endure k. Fortunately the mvtings 
of the group were infrequent. But daily he felt less and less equal 
to confronting his brother and k was in fac Jurine who, wkh a 
word qoken in season at lar, drove him out to Karm Abu Girg. 
Holding the lapels of his coat she said slowly and dirincly: ‘I 
would oUer to go out and kill him myself, if I did not know that 
k would separate us forever. But if you have decided that k mur 
be done, I have the courage to give the orders for you.’ She did 
not mean k, of course. It was a trick to bring him to his senses 
and in a trice his mind cleared, the mir of his irresolution dis- 
solved. Tese words, so terrible and yet so quietly qoken, wkh not 
even the pride of resolution in them, reawakened his passionate 
love for her, so that the tears almor rarted to his eyes. He gazed 
upon her like a religious fanatic gazing upon an ikon — and in 
truth her own features, sullen now and immobile, her smouldering 
eyes, were those of some ancient Byzantine painting. 

‘Jurine’ he said wkh trembling hands. 
‘Nessim’ she said hoarsely, licking her dry lips, but wkh a 

barbaric resolution gleaming in her eyes. It was almor exultantly 
(for the impediment had gone) that he said: ‘I shall be going out 
this evening, never fear. Everything will be sesled one way or the 
other.’ He was all of a sudden Wooded wkh power, determined to 
bring his brother to his senses and avert the danger of a second 
compromising order to his people, the Copts. 

Nor had the new resolute mood deserted him that afternoon 
when he set oU in the great car, driving wkh qvd and deliberation 
along the dury causeways of the canals to where the horses for 
whib he had telephoned would be waking for him. He was
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poskively eager to sv his brother, now, to outface him, to reassert 
himself, rerore himself in his own eyes. Ali the facor met him 
at the ford wkh the curomary polkeness whib svmed com- 
fortably to reaXrm this new mood of resolution. He was after all 
the elder son. Te man had brought Narouz’ own whke Arab and 
they cantered along the edge of the canals at great qvd, wkh their 
reWecions racing beside them in the tumbled water. He had 
asked only if his brother were now at home and had received a 
tackurn admission of the fac that he was. Tey exbanged no 
further word on the ride. Te violet light of dusk was already in 
the air and the earth-vapours were rising from the lake. Te gnats 
rose into the eye of the dying sun in silver rreams, to rore the lar 
memories of the warmth upon their wings. Te birds were 
collecing their families. How peaceful k all svmed! Te bats 
had begun to rkb and rkb slowly across the darker qaces. 
Te bats! 

Te Hosnani house was already in cool violet half-darkness, 
tucked as k was under the shoulder of the low hillock, in the 
shadow of the lktle village whose tall whke minaret blazed rill 
in the sunset. He heard now the sullen crack of the whip as he 
dismounted, and caught a glimpse of the man randing upon the 
topmor balcony of the house, gazing intently down into the blue 
pool of the courtyard. It was Narouz: and yet somehow also not 
Narouz. Can a single gerure from someone wkh whom one is 
familiar reveal an interior transformation? Te man wkh the whip, 
randing there, so intently pvring into the sombre well of the 
courtyard, regirered in his very rance a new, troubling Wam- 
boyance, an authorky whib did not belong, so to qeak, to the 
repertoire of Narouz’ remembered gerures. ‘He pracises’ said 
the facor softly, holding the bridle of the horse ‘every evening now 
wkh his whip he pracises upon the bats.’ Nessim suddenly had a 
fvling of incoherence. ‘Te bats?’ he repeated softly, under his 
breath. Te man on the balcony — the Narouz of this harily 
raised impression — gave a sudden buckle and exclaimed in a 
hoarse voice: ‘Tirtvn.’ Nessim threw back the doors and rood 
framed now againr the outer light. He qoke upwards in the 
darkening sky in a quiet, almor conversational voice, caring k 
like a ventriloquir towards the cloaked Vgure whib rood at 
the top of the raircase in silhouese, wkh the long whip coiled at 
ks side, at rer. ‘Ya Narouz’ he said, usering the tradkional 
grvting of their common bildhood wkh aUecion. 
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‘Ya Nessim’ came the reqonse after a pause, and then a long 
ebbing silence fell. Nessim, whose eyes had become accuromed 
to the dusk, now saw that the courtyard was full of the bodies of 
bats, like fragments of torn umbrella, some Wusering and crawling 
in puddles of their own blood, some lying rill and torn up. So this 
was what Narouz did in the evenings — ‘pracising upon the bats’! 
He rood for a while unsure of himself, unsure what to say next. 
Te facor closed the great doors abruptly behind him, and at once 
he rood, black againr the darkness now, raring up the rairway 
to where his unknown brother rood wkh a kind of watbful 
impenkent awareness. A bat ripped across the light and he saw 
Narouz’ arm swing wkh an involuntary motion and then fall to the 
side again; from his vantage point at the top of the rairway he 
could shoot, so to qeak, downwards upon his targets. Nekher 
said anything for a while; then a door opened wkh a creak, 
throwing out a shaft of light across his path, and the facor came 
out of the outhouse wkh a broom wkh whib he rarted to swvp 
up the fragments of Wusering bodies of Narouz’ vicims whib 
lktered the earthen Woor of the courtyard. Narouz leaned forward 
a lktle to watb him intently as he did so, and when he had almor 
swept the pile of tasered bodies to the door of the outhouse, said 
in a hoarse voice: ‘Tirtvn, eh?’ 

‘Tirtvn.’ 
His voice gave Nessim a dull neuralgic thrill, for he sounded 

drugged — the harsh authorkative voice of someone drunk on 
hashish, perhaps, or opium; the voice of someone signalling from 
a new orbk in an unknown universe. He drew his breath slowly 
until his lungs were fully inWated and then qoke upwards once 
more to the Vgure on the rair. ‘Ya Narouz. I have come to qeak 
to you on a maser of great urgency.’ 

‘Mount’ said Narouz gruYy, in the voice of a shvpdog. ‘I 
wak for you here, Nessim.’ Te voice made many things clear to 
Nessim, for never before had the voice of his brother bvn com- 
pletely frv from a note of welcome, of joy even. At any other time 
he would have run down the rairs in clumsy welcome, taking 
them two at a time and calling out ‘Nessim, how good you have 
come!’ Nessim walked across the courtyard and placed his hand 
upon the dury wooden rail. ‘It is important’ he said sharply, 
criqly, as if to erablish his own importance in this tableau — the 
shadowy courtyard wkh the solkary Vgure randing up againr the 
sky in silhouese, holding the long whip lightly, eUortlessly, and
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watbing him. Narouz repeated the word ‘Mount’ in a lower key, 
and suddenly sat down pusing his whip beside him on the top 
rair. It was the Vrr time, thought Nessim, that there had bvn no 
grvting for him on his return to Karm Abu Girg. He walked up 
the rvp rairs slowly, pvring upwards. 

It was mub lighter on the Vrr Woor, and at the top of the 
second there was enough light to sv his brother’s face. Narouz 
sat quke rill, in cloak and boots. His whip lay lightly coiled 
over the balurrade wkh ks handle upon his knvs. Beside him 
on the dury wooden Woor rood a half-empty bosle of gin. His 
bin was sunk upon his ber and he rared crookedly up under 
shaggy brows at the approabing rranger wkh an expression whib 
combined truculence wkh a quvr, irresolute sorrow. He was at 
his old trick of pressing his back tvth together and releasing them 
so that the cords of muscle at his temples expanded and con- 
traced as if a heavy pulse were beating there. He watbed his 
brother’s slow ascent wkh this air of sombre self-divided un- 
certainty into whib there crept from time to time the smouldering 
glow of an anger banked up, held under control. As Nessim 
reabed the Vnal landing and set foot upon the lar Wight of rairs, 
Narouz rirred and gave a sudden gargling bark — a sound sub 
as one might make to a hound — and held out a hairy hand. 
Nessim paused and heard his brother say: ‘Stay there, Nessim’ 
in a new and authorkative voice, but whib contained no particular 
note of menace. He heskated, leaning forward kvnly the beser to 
interpret this unfamiliar gerure — the square hand thrown out 
in an askude almor of imprecation, Vngers rretbed, but not 
perfecly ready. 

‘You have bvn drinking’ he said at lar, quietly but wkh a 
profound ringing disgur. ‘Narouz, this is new for you.’ Te 
shadow of a smile, as if of self-contempt, played upon the crooked 
lips of his brother. It broadened suddenly to a slow grin whib 
diqlayed his hare-lip to the full: and then vanished, was swallowed 
up, as if abruptly recalled by a thought whib k could not represent. 
Narouz now wore a new air of unready self-congratulation, of 
pride at once mawkish and dazed. ‘What do you wish from me?’ 
he said hoarsely. ‘Say k here, Nessim. I am pracising.’ 

‘Let us go indoors to qeak privately.’ 
Narouz shook his head slowly and after consideration said 

criqly: 
‘You can qeak here.’ 
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‘Narouz’ cried Nessim sharply, rung by these unfamiliar 
reqonses, and in the voice one would use to awaken a slvper. 
‘Please.’ Te seated man at the head of the rairs rared up at him 
wkh the rrange inWamed but sorrowful air and shook his head 
again. ‘I have qoken, Nessim’ he said indirincly. Nessim’s voice 
broke, k was pkbed so sharply againr the silence of the court- 
yard. He said, almor pkifully now, ‘I simply mur qeak to you, 
do you underrand?’ 

‘Speak now, here. I am lirening.’ Tis was indvd a new and 
unexpeced personage, the man in the cloak. Nessim felt the colour 
rising in his bvks. He climbed a couple of reps more and hissed 
assertively. ‘Narouz, I come from them. In God’s name what have 
you bvn saying to them? Te commktv has become terriVed by 
your words.’ He broke oU and irresolutely waved the memoran- 
dum whib Serapamoun had deposked wkh him, crying: ‘Tis … 
this paper is from them.’ 

Narouz’ eyes blazed up for a second wkh a maudlin pride 
made somehow regal by the outward thrur of his bin and a 
rraightening of the huge shoulders. ‘My words, Nessim?’ he 
growled, and then nodding: ‘And Taor’s words. When the time 
comes we will know how to ac. Nobody nvds to fear. We are not 
dreamers.’ 

‘Dreamers! ’ cried Nessim wkh a gaq, almor beside himself 
now wkh apprehension and disgur and mortiVed to his very quick 
by this lack of conventional address in a younger brother. ‘You 
are the dreamers! Have I not explained a thousand times what we 
are trying to do … what we mean by all this? Peasant, idiot that        
you are….’  But these words whib once might have lodged like    
goads in Narouz’ mind svmed blunt, ineUecual. He tightened his 
mouth hard and made a slow cusing movement wkh his palm, 
cusing the air from left to right before his own body. ‘Words’ he 
cried harshly. ‘I know you now, my brother.’ Nessim glanced 
wildly about him for a moment, as if to svk help, as if to svk some 
inrrument heavy enough to drive the truth of what he had to say 
into the head of the seated man. A hyrerical fury had beset him, a 
rage againr this sosish Vgure whib raised so incomprehending a 
face to his pleas. He was trembling; he had certainly anticipated 
nothing like this when he set out from Alexandria wkh his 
resolution bright and his mind composed. 

‘Where is Leila?’ he cried sharply, as if he might invoke her 
aid, and Narouz gave a short clicking buckle. He raised his Vnger
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to his temple gravely and musered: ‘In the summer-house, as you 
know. Why not go to her if you wish?’ He buckled again, and then 
added, nodding his head wkh an absurdly bildish expression. 
‘She is angry wkh you, now. For once k is wkh you, not wkh me. 
You have made her cry, Nessim.’ His lower lip trembled. 

‘Drunkard’ hissed Nessim helplessly. Narouz’ eyes Washed. He 
gave a single jarring laugh, a short bark, throwing his head right 
back. Ten suddenly, wkhout warning, the smile vanished and he 
put on once more his watbful, sorrowing expression. He licked 
his lips and whiqered ‘Ya Nessim’ under his breath, as if he were 
slowly recovering his sense of proportion. But Nessim, whke wkh 
rage, was now almor beside himself wkh frurration. He repped 
up the lar few rairs and shook Narouz by the shoulder, almor 
shouting now: ‘Fool, you are pusing us all in danger. Look at 
these, from Serapamoun. Te commktv will disband unless 
you rop talking like this. Do you underrand? You are mad, Narouz. 
In God’s name, Narouz, underrand what I am saying …’ 

But the great head of his brother looked dazed now, beset by the 
Wicker of contradicory expressions, like the lowered crer of a 
bull badgered beyond endurance. ‘Narouz, lixen to me.’ Te face 
that was slowly raised to Nessim’s svmed to have grown larger 
and more vacant, the eyes more lurreless, yet full of the pain of a 
new sort of knowledge whib owed lktle to the rerile revolutions 
of reason; k was full too of a kind of anger and incomprehension, 
confused and troubling, whib was svking expression. Tey 
rared angrily at eab other. Nessim was whke to the lips and 
panting, but his brother sat simply raring at him, his lips drawn 
back over his whke tvth as if he were hypnotized. 

‘Do you hear me? Are you deaf?’ Nessim shook, but wkh a 
motion of his broad shoulders Narouz shook oU the importunate 
hand while his face began to Wush. Nessim ran on, hvdless, carried 
away by the burning preoccupations whib poured out of him 
clothed in a torrent of reproabes. ‘You have put us all in danger, 
even Leila, even yourself, even Mountolive.’ Why should bance 
have led him to that fatal name? Te userance of k svmed to 
elecrify Narouz and Vll him wkh a new, almor triumphant 
deqeration. 

‘Mountolive’ he shouted the word in a dvp groaning voice and 
ground his tvth together audibly; he svmed as if he were about 
to go berserk. Yet he did not move, though his hand moved in- 
voluntarily to the handle of the great whip whib lay in his lap.
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‘Tat Brkish swine!’ he brought out wkh a thunderous vehemence, 
almor qkting the words. 

‘Why do you say that?’ 
And then another transformation occurred wkh unexpeced 

suddenness, for Narouz’ whole body relaxed and subsided; he 
looked up wkh a sly air now, and said wkh a lktle buckle, in 
a tone pkbed barely above a whiqer: ‘You sold our mother to 
him, Nessim. You knew k would cause our father’s death.’ 

Tis was too mub. Nessim fell upon him, nailing at him wkh 
his doubled Vrs, usering curse after gusural curse in Arabic, 
beating him. But his blows fell like baU upon the huge body. 
Narouz did not move, did not make any asempt to avert or to 
reqond to his brother’s blows — here at lear Nessim’s seniorky 
held. He could not bring himself to rrike back at his elder brother. 
But skting doubled up and buckling under the futile rain of 
blows, he repeated venomously over and over again the words: 
‘You sold our mother! ’ 

Nessim beat him until his own knuckles were bruised and 
abing. Narouz rooped under this febrile onslaught, bearing k 
wkh the same composed smile of maudlin bkterness, repeating 
the triumphant phrase over and over again in that thrilling whiqer. 
At lar Nessim shrieked ‘Stop’ and himself desired, falling againr 
the rail of the balurrade and sinking under the weight of his own 
exhaurion down to the Vrr landing. He was trembling all over. 
He shook his Vr upwards at the dark seated Vgure and said in- 
coherently ‘I shall go to Serapamoun myself. You will sv who is 
marer.’ Narouz gave a small contemptuous buckle, but said 
nothing. 

Pusing his dishevelled clothes to rights, Nessim tosered down 
the rairway into the now darkened courtyard. His horse and Ali’s 
had bvn tethered to the iron hkbing por outside the great front 
door. As he mounted, rill trembling and musering, the facor 
raced out of the arbes and unbolted the doors. Narouz was randing 
up now, visible only againr the yellow light of the living-room. 
Flashes of incoherent rage rill rormed Nessim’s mind — and 
wkh them irresolution, for he realized that the mission he had set 
himself was far from completed, indvd, had gone awry. Wkh 
some half-formulated idea of oUering the silent Vgure another 
bance to open up a discussion wkh him or svk a rapprocement, 
he rode his horse into the courtyard and sat there, looking up into 
the darkness. Narouz rirred. 
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‘Narouz’ said Nessim softly. ‘I have told you once and for all 
now. You will sv who is going to be marer. It would be wise for 
you….’  

But the dark Vgure gave a bray of laughter. 
‘Marer and servant’ he cried contemptuously. ‘Yes, Nessim. 

We shall sv. And now —’ He leaned over the rail and in the dark- 
ness Nessim heard the great whip slkher along the dry boards like 
a cobra and then lick the rill twilight air of the courtyard. Tere 
was a crack and a snap like a giant mousetrap closing, and the 
bundle of papers in his arm was Wicked out peremptorily and 
scasered over the cobbles. Narouz laughed again, on a more 
hyrerical note. Nessim felt the heat of the whiprroke on his 
hand though the lash had not toubed him. 

‘Now go’ cried Narouz, and once more the whip hissed in 
the air to explode menacingly behind the busocks of his horse. 
Nessim rose in his rirrups and shaking his Vr once more at 
his brother, cried ‘We shall sv!’ 

But his voice sounded thin, boked by the imprecations whib 
Vlled his mind. He drove his hvls in the horse’s Wanks and 
twired suddenly about to gallop abruptly out of the courtyard 
throwing up qarks from the rone threshold, bending low in the 
saddle. He rode back to the ford now, where the car awaked, like a 
madman his face dirorted wkh rage; but as he rode his pulse 
slowed and his anger emptied kself into the loathsome disgur 
whib Wooded up into his mind in slow coils, like some venomous 
snake. Unexpeced waves of remorse, too, began to invade him, 
for something had now bvn irreparably damaged, irreparably 
broken, in the iron ceinture of the family relation. Diqossessed of 
the authorky vered in the elder son by the feudal pasern of life, 
he felt all at once a prodigal, almor an orphan. In the heart of his 
rage there was also guilt; he felt unclean, as if he had debaubed 
himself in this unexpeced basle wkh one of his own kin. He drove 
slowly back to the cky, fvling the luxurious tears of a new ex- 
haurion, a new self-pky, rolling down his bvks. 

How rrange k was that he had somehow, inexplicably, fore- 
svn this irreparable break wkh his brother — from the Vrr 
discrvt phrases of Serapamoun he had divined k and feared k. 
It raised once more the qecre of duties and reqonsibilkies to 
causes whib he himself had inkiated and mur now serve. Ideally, 
then, he should be prepared in sub a crisis to disown Narouz, to 
depose Narouz, even if necessary to … him! (He slammed on the
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brakes of the car, brought k to a randrill, and sat musering. He 
had censored the thought in his mind, for the hundredth time. 
But the nature of the undertaking should be clear enough to any- 
one in a similar skuation. He had never underrood Narouz, he 
thought wirfully. But then, you do not have to underrand some- 
one in order to love them. His hold had not really bvn dvp, 
founded in underranding: k had bvn conferred by the family 
conventions to whib both belonged. And now the tie had 
suddenly snapped.) He rruck the whvl of the car wkh abing 
palms and cried ‘I shall never harm him.’ 

He threw in the clutb, repeating ‘Never’ over and over again 
in his mind. Yet he knew this decision to be another weakness, 
for in k his love traduced his own ideal of duty. But here his alter 
ego came to his rescue wkh soothing formulations sub as: ‘It is 
really not so serious. We shall, of course, have to disband the 
movement temporarily. Later I shall ask Serapamoun to rart 
something similar. We can isolate and expel this … fanatic’ 
He had never fully realized before how mub he loved this hated 
brother whose mind had now become dirended by dreams whose 
religious poetry conferred upon their Egypt a new, an ideal 
future. ‘We mur svk to embody the frame of the eternal in nature 
here upon earth, in our hearts, in this very Egypt of ours.’ Tat 
is what Narouz had said, among so many other things whib Vlled 
the fragmentary transcription whib Serapamoun had ordered to 
be made. ‘We mur wrerle here on earth againr the secular 
injurice, and in our hearts againr the injurice of a divinky whib 
reqecs only man’s rruggle to possess his own soul.’ Were these 
simply the ravings of Taor, or were they part of a shared dream of 
whib the ignorant fanatic had qoken? Other phrases, barbed 
wkh the magniVcence of poetry, came into his mind. ‘To rule is to 
be ruled; but ruler and ruled mur have a divine consciousness 
of their role, of their inherkance in the Divine. Te mud of 
Egypt rises to boke our lungs, the lungs wkh whib we cry to 
living God.’ 

He had a sudden picure of that contorted face, the lktle 
gaqing voice in whib Narouz had, that Vrr day of his possession, 
invoked the divine qirk to visk him wkh a declared truth. 
‘Meded! Meded! ’ He shuddered. And then k slowly came upon 
him that in a paradoxical sort of way Narouz was right in his desire 
to inWame the slvping will — for he saw the world, not so mub 
as a polkical bessboard but as a pulse beating wkhin a greater
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will whib only the poetry of the psalms could invoke and body 
forth. To awaken not merely the impulses of the forebrain wkh 
ks limked formulations, but the slvping beauty underneath — 
the poetic consciousness whib lay, coiled like a qring, in the 
heart of everyone. Tis thought frightened him not a lktle; for he 
suddenly saw that his brother might be a religious leader, but for 
the prevailing circumrances of time and place — these, at lear, 
Nessim could judge. He was a prodigy of nature but his powers 
were to be deployed in a barren Veld whib could never nourish 
them, whib indvd would riWe them forever. 

He reabed the house, abandoned the car at the gate, and raced 
up the raircase, taking the reps thrv at a time. He had bvn 
suddenly assailed by one of the curomary asacks of diarrhoea and 
vomking whib had become all too frequent in recent wvks. He 
brushed par Jurine who lay wide-eyed upon the bed wkh the 
reading-lamp on and the piano-score of a concerto qread upon her 
brear. She did not rir, but smoked thoughtfully, saying only, 
under her breath, ‘You are back so soon.’ Nessim rushed into the 
bathroom, turning on the taps of the washbasin and the shower at 
the same time to drown his retbing. Ten he rripped his clothes 
oU wkh disgur, like dirty bandages, and climbed under the hail of 
boiling water to wash away all the indignkies whib Wooded his 
thoughts. He knew she would be lirening thoughtfully, smoking 
thoughtfully, her motions as regular as a pendulum, waking for 
him to qeak, lying at length under the shelf of books wkh the 
mask smiling down ironically at her from the wall. Ten the water 
was turned oU and she heard him scrubbing himself vigorously 
wkh a towel. 

‘Nessim’ she called softly. 
‘It was a failure’ he cried at once. ‘He is quke mad, Jurine, 

I could get nothing out of him. It was gharly.’ 
Jurine continued to smoke on silently, wkh her eyes Vxed upon 

the curtains. Te room was full of the scent of the parels burning 
in the great rose-bowl by the telephone. She placed her score 
beside the bed. ‘Nessim’ she said in the hoarse voice whib he had 
come to love so mub. 

‘Yes.’ 
‘I am thinking.’ 
He came out at once, his hair wet and rraggly, his fvt bare, 

wearing the yellow silk dressing-gown, his hands thrur dvp into 
the pockets, a lighted cigarese smouldering in the corner of his
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mouth. He walked slowly up and down at the foot of her bed. He 
said wkh an air of considered precision: ‘All this unease comes from 
my fear that we may have to do him harm. But, even if we are 
endangered by him, we mur never harm him, never. I have told 
myself that. I have thought the whole thing out. It will svm a 
failure of duty, but we mur be clear about k. Only then can I 
become calm again. Are you wkh me?’ 

He looked at her once more wkh longing, wkh the eyes of 
his imagination. She lay there, as if aWoat upon the dark damas- 
cened bed-qread, her fvt and hands crossed in the manner of an 
eXgy, her dark eyes upon him. A lock of dark hair curled upon her 
forehead. She lay in the silence of a room whib had housed (if walls 
have ears) their mor secret deliberations, under a Tibetan mask 
wkh lighted eyeballs. Behind her gleamed the shelves of books 
whib she had gathered though not all of whib she had read. 
(She used their texts as omens for the future, riYing the pages to 
place her Vnger at hazard upon a quotation — ‘bibliomancy’ the 
art is called.) Sbopenhauer, Hume, Spengler, and oddly enough 
some novels, including thrv of Pursewarden’s. Teir polished 
bindings reWeced the light of the candles. She cleared her throat, 
extinguished her cigarese, and said in a calm voice: ‘I can be 
resigned to whatever you say. At the moment, this weakness of 
yours is a danger to both of us. And besides, your health is troubling 
us all, Balthazar not lear. Even unobservant people like Darley 
are beginning to notice. Tat is not good.’ Her voice was cold and 
toneless. 

‘Jurine’ his admiration overWowed. He came and sat down 
beside her on the bed, pusing his arms around her to embrace 
her Vercely. His eyes glktered wkh a new elation, a new gratkude. 
‘I am so weak’ he said. 

He extended himself beside her, put his arms behind his 
head, and lay silent, thinking. For a long time now they lay thus, 
silently side by side. At lar she said: 

‘Darley came to dinner tonight and left jur before you arrived. 
I heard from him that the Embassies will all be packing up next 
wvk to return to Cairo. Mountolive won’t get back to Alexandria 
mub before Chrirmas. Tis is also our bance to take a rer and 
recuperate our forces. I’ve told Selim that we are going out to 
Abousir next wvk for a whole month. You mur rer now, 
Nessim. We can swim and ride in the desert and think about 
nothing, do you hear? After a while I shall invke Darley to come
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and ray wkh us for a while so that you have someone to talk to 
apart from me. I know you like him and Vnd him a pleasant com- 
panion. It will do us both good. From time to time I can come in 
here for a night and sv what is happening … what do you say?’ 

Nessim groaned softly and turned his head. ‘Why?’ she whis- 
pered softly, her lips turned away from him. ‘Why do you do that?’ 

He sighed dvply and said: ‘It is not what you think. You know 
how mub I like him and how well we get on. It is only the pretence, 
the eternal play-acing one has to indulge in even wkh one’s 
friends. If only we did not have to kvp on acing a part, Jurine.’ 

But he saw that she was looking at him wide-eyed now, wkh 
an expression suggering something that was close to horror or 
dismay. ‘Ah’ she said thoughtfully, sorrowfully after a moment, 
closing her eyes, ‘ah, Nessim! Ten I should not know who I was.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

 
Te two men sat in the warm conservatory, silently facing 

eab other over the magniVcent bessboard wkh ks ivories — in 
perfec companionship. Te set was a twenty-Vrr birthday gift, 
from Mountolive’s mother. As they sat, eab occasionally mused 
aloud, absently. It wasn’t conversation, but simply thinking aloud, 
a communion of minds whib were really occupied by the grand 
rrategy of bess: a by-produc of friendship whib was rooted 
in the fecund silences of the royal game. Balthazar qoke of 
Pursewarden. ‘It annoys me, his suicide. I fvl I had somehow 
missed the point. I take k to have bvn an expression of contempt 
for the world, contempt for the conduc of the world.’ 

Mountolive glanced up quickly. ‘No, no. A conWic betwvn 
duty and aUecion.’ Ten he added swiftly ‘But I can’t tell you 
very mub. When his sirer comes, she will tell you more, perhaps, 
if she can.’ Tey were silent. Balthazar sighed and said ‘Truth 
naked and unashamed. Tat’s a qlendid phrase. But we always 
sv her as she svms, never as she is. Eab man has his own 
interpretation.’ 

Another long silence. Balthazar loquiur, musingly, to himself. 
‘Sometimes one is caught pretending to be God and learns a bkter 
lesson. Now I hated Dmkri Randidi, though not his lovely 
daughter; but jur to humiliate him (I was disguised as a gipsy 
woman at the carnival ball), I told her fortune. Tomorrow, I said, 
she would have a life-experience whib she mur on no account
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miss — a man skting in the ruined tower at Taposiris. “You will 
not qeak” I said “but walk rraight into his arms, your eyes 
closed. His name begins wkh an L, his family name wkh J.” (I 
had in fac already thought of a particularly hideous young man 
wkh these inkials, and he was across the road at the Cervonis’ 
ball. Colourless eyelashes, a snout, sandy hair.) I buckled when 
she believed me. Having told her this prophecy — everyone 
believes the tale of a gipsy, and wkh my black face and hook nose 
I made a qlendid gipsy — having arranged this, I went across the 
road and sought out L. J., telling him I had a message for him. I 
knew him to be superrkious. He did not recognize me. I told him 
of the part he should play. Malign, qkeful, I suppose. I only 
planned to annoy Randidi. And k all turned out as I had planned. 
For the lovely girl obeyed the gipsy and fell in love wkh this 
freckled toad wkh the red hair. A more unsukable conjuncion 
cannot be imagined. But that was the idea — to make Randidi 
hop! It did, yes, very mub, and I was so pleased by my own 
cleverness. He of course forbade the marriage. Te lovers — 
whib I invented, my lovers — were separated. Ten Gaby Ran- 
didi, the beautiful girl, took poison. You can imagine how clever 
I felt. Tis broke her father’s health and the neurarhenia (never 
very far from the surface in the family) overwhelmed him at lar. 
Lar autumn he was found hanging from the trellis whib sup- 
ports the mor famous grapevine in the cky and from whib….’ 

In the silence whib followed he could be heard to add the 
words: ‘It is only another rory of our pkiless cky. But beck to 
your Quvn, unless I am miraken….’ 

y    y    y    y    y  



MOUNTOLIVE 

583 

 
XIII 

 
 

kh the Vrr thin eUervescence of autumn rain Mount- 
olive found himself back for the winter qell in Cairo 
wkh nothing of capkal importance as yet decided 

in the Veld of policy; London was silent on the revelations con- 
tained in Pursewarden’s farewell leser and apparently diqosed 
rather to condole wkh a Chief of Mission whose subordinates 
proved of doubtful worth than to crkicize him or subjec the whole 
maser to any dvp scrutiny. Perhaps the fvling was ber expressed 
in the long and pompous leser in whib Kenilworth felt diqosed 
to discuss the tragedy, oUering assurances that everyone ‘at the 
OXce’ was sad though not surprised. Pursewarden had always 
bvn considered rather outré, had he not? Apparently some sub 
outcome had long bvn suqeced. ‘His barm’ wrote Kenilworth 
in the augur prose ryle reserved for what was known as ‘a 
balanced appraisal’, ‘could not disguise his aberrations. I do not 
nvd to dilate on the personal Vle whib I showed you. In Pace 
Requiescat. But you have our sympathy for the loyal way in whib 
you brushed aside these considerations to give him another bance 
wkh a Mission whib had already found his manners insupport- 
able, his views unsound.’ Mountolive squirmed as he read; yet 
his repugnance was irrationally mixed wkh a phantom relief for 
he saw, cowering behind these deliberations as k were, the shadows 
of Nessim and Jurine, the outlaws. 

If he had bvn relucant to leave Alexandria, k was only 
because the unresolved problem of Leila nagged him rill. He 
was afraid of the new thoughts he was forced to consider con- 
cerning her and her possible share in the conqiracy — if sub k 
was — he felt like a criminal harbouring the guilt for some as 
yet undiscovered dvd. Would k not be beser to force his way 
in upon her — to arrive unannounced at Karm Abu Girg one 
day and coax the truth out of her? He could not do k. His nerve 
failed him at this point. He averted his mind from the ominous 
future and packed wkh many a sigh for his journey, planning to 
plunge once more into the tepid rream of his social acivkies 
in order to divert his mind. 

For the Vrr time now the aridkies of his oXcial duty svmed 
almor delightful, almor enticing. Time-killers and pain-killers

W 
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at once, he followed out the prescribed round of entertainments 
wkh a concentration and asention that made them svm almor 
a narcotic. Never had he radiated sub calculated barm, sub 
asentiveness to considered triWes whib turned them into social 
endearments. A whole colony of bores began to svk him out. It 
was a lktle time before people began to notice how mub and in 
how short a time he had bvn aged, and to asribute the bange 
to the unceasing round of pleasure into whib he car himself wkh 
sub ravenous enthusiasm. What irony! His popularky expanded 
around him in waves. But now k began to svm to him that there 
was lktle enough behind the handsome indolent mask whib he 
exposed to the world save a terror and uncertainty whib were 
entirely new. Cut oU in this way from Leila, he felt diqossessed, 
orphaned. All that remained was the bkter drug of duties to whib 
he held deqerately. 

Waking in the morning to the sound of his curtains being drawn 
by the butler — slowly and reverently as one might slide back the 
curtains of Juliet’s tomb — he would call for the papers and read 
them eagerly as he tackled a breakfar-tray loaded wkh the 
prescribed delicacies to whib his life had made him accuromed. 
But already he was impatient for the tapping on the door whib 
would herald the appearance of his young bearded third secretary, 
bringing him his appointments book and other impedimenta of 
his work. He would hope frantically that the day would be a full 
one, and felt almor anguish on those rare occasions when there 
were few engagements to be met. As he lay back on his pillows 
wkh controlled impatience Donkin would read the day’s agenda 
in the manner of someone embarking on a formal reckation of the 
Crvd. Dull as they always sounded, these oXcial engagements, 
they rang in Mountolive’s ear wkh a note of promise, a prescrip- 
tion for boredom and unease. He lirened like an anxious volup- 
tuary to the voice recking: ‘Tere is a call on Rahad Pasha at 
eleven to deliver an aide-mémoire on inverment by Brkish subjecs. 
Chancery have the data. Ten Sir John and Lady Gillias are 
coming to lunb. Errol met the plane. Yes, we sent the Wowers 
to the hotel for her. Tey will sign the book at eleven today. 
Teir daughter is indiqosed whib rather mucked up the lunb- 
seating, but as you already had Haida Pasha and the American 
Minirer, I took the liberty of popping in Errol and wife; the 
placement works out like this. I didn’t nvd to consult protocol 
because Sir John is here on a private visk — this has bvn publicly
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announced in the Press.’ Laying down all the beautifully-typed 
memoranda on ks riU crered paper, Mountolive sighed and said 
‘Is the new cef any good? You might send him to me later in 
my oXce. I know a favourke dish of the Gilliass’.’ 

Donkin nodded and scribbled a note before continuing in his 
toneless voice: ‘At six there is a cocktail party for Sir John at 
Haida’s. You have accepted to dine at the Italian Embassy — a 
dinner in honour of Signor Maribor. It will be a tight Vt.’ 

‘I shall bange before’ said Mountolive thoughtfully. 
‘Tere are also one or two notes here in your hand whib I 

couldn’t quke decipher, sir. One mentions the Scent Bazaar, 
Persian Lilac’ 

‘Good, yes. I promised to take Lady Gillias. Arrange tranqort 
for the visk please, and let them know I am coming. After lunb — 
say, thrv-thirty.’ 

‘Ten there is a note saying “Lunbeon gifts”.’ 
‘Aha, yes’ said Mountolive, ‘I am becoming quke an oriental. 

You sv, Sir John may be mor useful to us in London, at the 
OXce, so I thought I would make his visk as memorable as 
possible, knowing his interers. Will you be good enough to go 
down to Karda in Suleiman Pasha and shop me a couple of those 
lktle copies of the Tel Al Aktar Vgurines, the coloured ones? I’d 
be mor grateful. Tey are presy toys. And sv that they are 
wrapped wkh a card to put beside their plates? Tank you very 
mub.’ 

Once more alone he sipped his tea and commkted himself 
mentally to the crowded day whib he saw rretbing before him, 
rib in the promise of dirracions whib would leave no room 
for the more troubling self-querionings. He bathed and dressed 
slowly, deliberately, concentrating his mind on a boice of clothes 
sukable for his mid-morning oXcial call, tying his tie carefully 
in the mirror. ‘I shall soon have to bange my life radically’ he 
thought ‘or k will become completely empty. How ber should 
that be done?’ Somewhere in the link of cause and eUec he deteced 
a hollow qace whib cryrallized in his mind about the word 
‘companionship’. He repeated k aloud to himself in the mirror. 
Yes, there was where a lack lay. ‘I shall have to get myself a dog’ 
he thought, somewhat pathetically ‘to kvp me company. It will 
be something to look after. I can take k for walks by the Nile.’ 
Ten a sense of absurdky beset him and he smiled. Nevertheless, 
in the course of his curomary tour of the Embassy oXces that
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morning, he ruck his head into the Chancery and asked Errol very 
seriously what sort of dog would make a good house pet. Tey had 
a long and pleasurable discussion of the various brvds and 
decided that some sort of fox-terrier might be the mor sukable 
pet for a babelor. A fox-terrier! He repeated the words as he 
crossed the landing to visk the Service asabés, smiling at his own 
asininky. ‘What next!’ 

His secretary had neatly racked his papers in their trays and 
placed the red deqatb cases againr the wall; the single bar of 
the elecric Vre kept the oXce at a tepid norm sukable for the 
routine work of the day. He sesled to his telegrams wkh an 
exaggerated asention, and to the draft replies whib had already 
bvn dicated by his team of juniors. He found himself bopping 
and banging phrases, inverting sentences here and there, adding 
marginalia; this was something new, for he had never had ex- 
cessive zeal in the maser of oXcial English and indvd dreaded 
the portentous circumlocutions whib his own drafts had bvn 
forced to harbour when he himself had bvn a junior, under a 
Minirer who fancied himself as a rylir — are there any ex- 
ceptions in the Foreign Service? No. He had always bvn un- 
demanding in this way, but now the forcible concentration wkh 
whib he lived and worked had begun to bear fruk in a series of 
meddlesome pedantries whib had begun mildly to irrkate the 
diligent Errol and his raU. Tough he knew this, nevertheless 
Mountolive persired unshrinkingly; he crkicized, quizzed and 
amended work whib he knew to be well enough done already, 
working wkh the aid of the Unabridged Oxford Dicionary and a 
Skeat — for all the world like some medieval sbolar qlkting 
theological hairs. He would light a beroot and smoke thought- 
fully as he josed and scored on the marbled minute-paper. 

Today at ten there came the curomary welcome clinking of 
cups and saucers and Bohn, the Chancery Guard, presented 
himself somewhat precariously wkh the cup of Bovril and a plate 
of rusks to announce a welcome interval for refreshment. Mount- 
olive relaxed in an armbair for a quarter of an hour as he sipped, 
raring heavily at the whke wall wkh ks group of neutral Japanese 
prints — the randard decoration bosen by the Minirry of 
Works for the oXces of Ambassadors. In a lktle while k would be 
time to deal wkh the Palerine bag; already k was being sorted 
in the Arbives Department — the heavy canvas dkty-bags lying 
about the Woor wkh their mouths agape, the clerks sorting swiftly
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upon trerle tables, covered wkh grvn baize, the secretaries of the 
various departments waking patiently outside the wooden pen 
eab for her share of the qoils…. He felt a small premonkory 
unease this morning as he waked, for Maskelyne had not as yet 
shown any sign of life. He had not even acknowledged, let alone 
commented upon, Pursewarden’s lar leser. He wondered why. 

Tere was a tap at the door, and Errol entered wkh his diXdent 
ungainly walk, holding a bulky envelope impressively sealed and 
superscribed. ‘From Maskelyne, sir’ he said, and Mountolive rose 
and rretbed wkh an elaborate show of nonbalance. ‘Good Lord!’ 
he said, weighing the parcel in his hand before handing k back to 
Errol. ‘So this came by pigeon-por, eh? Wonder what k can be? It 
looks like a novel, eh?’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ 
‘Well, open k up, dear boy’ (he had picked up a lot of avuncular 

tricks of qvb from Sir Louis, he noted sadly; he mur make a 
note to reform the habk before k was too late.) 

Errol slk the huge envelope clumsily wkh the paper-knife. 
A fat memorandum and a bundle of photorats tumbled out on 
to the desk betwvn them. Mountolive felt a small sense of 
shrinking as he recognized the qidery handwrking of the soldier 
upon the crowned notepaper of the covering leser. ‘What have 
we here?’ he said, sesling himself at his desk. ‘My dear Am- 
bassador’; the rer of the leser was faultlessly typed in Primer. As 
Errol turned over the neatly rapled photorats wkh a curious 
Vnger, reading a few words here and there, he whirled softly. 
Mountolive read: 

 
My dear Ambassador, 

I am sure you will be interered in the enclosed data, all of 
whib has bvn recently unearthed by my department in the 
course of a series of wideqread inverigations here in Pales- 
tine. 

I am able to supply a very large fragment of a detailed corre- 
qondence carried on over the lar few years betwvn Hosnani, 
the subjec of my original pended paper, and the so-called Jewish 
Underground Fighters in Haifa and Jerusalem. One glance at k 
should convince any impartial person that my original appraisal of 
the gentleman in querion erred on the side of moderation. Te 
quantkies of arms and ammunkion detailed in the asabed 
beck-lir are so considerable as to cause the Mandate authorkies
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grave alarm. Everything is being done to locate and conVscate 
these large dumps, so far however wkh lktle success. 

Tis of course raises once more, and far more urgently, the 
polkical querion of how to deal wkh this gentleman. My original 
view, as you know, was that a timely word to the Egyptians would 
mvt the case. I doubt if even Memlik Pasha would care to prejudice 
Anglo-Egyptian relations and Egypt’s new-found frvdom, by 
refusing to ac if pressure were applied. Nor nvd we enquire too 
closely into the methods he might employ. Our hands would at 
lear be clean. But obviously Hosnani mur be ropped — and 
soon. 

I am copying this paper to W.O. and F.O. Te London copy 
leaves under Wying seal wkh an Urgent Personal from the Com- 
missioner to the F.S. urging acion in these terms. Doubtless you 
will have a reacion from London before the end of the wvk. 

Comment on the leser of Mr. Pursewarden whib you copied 
to me svms superWuous at this rage. Te enclosures to this 
Memorandum will be suXcient explanation. It is clear that he 
could not look his duty in the face. 

I am, Sir, Your Mor Obedient Servant, 
Oliver Maskelyne, Brigadier. 

 
Te two men sighed simultaneously and looked at one another. 

‘Well’ said Errol at lar, thumbing over the glossy photorats wkh 
a voluptuous Vnger. ‘At lar we have proof poskive.’ He was 
beaming wkh pleasure. Mountolive shook his head weakly and 
lk another beroot. Errol said: ‘I’ve only Wicked over the corre- 
qondence, sir, but eab leser is signed Hosnani. Tey are all 
typescripts, of course. I expec you’ll want to mull them over at 
leisure, so I’ll retire for an hour until you nvd me. Is that all?’ 

Mountolive Vngered the great wad of paper wkh nausea, wkh 
a sense of surfek, and nodded qvblessly. 

‘Right’ said Errol briskly and turned. As he reabed the door, 
Mountolive found his voice, though to his own ears k sounded 
both husky and fvble. ‘Errol’ he said, ‘there’s only one thing; 
signal London to say that we have received Maskelyne’s Memor- 
andum and are au courant. Say we are randing by for inrrucions.’ 
Errol nodded and backed smiling into the passage. Mountolive 
sesled to his desk and turned a vague and bilious eye upon the 
facsimiles. He read one or two of the lesers slowly, almor un- 
comprehendingly, and was suddenly aYiced by a fvling of
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vertigo. He felt as if the walls of the room were slowly closing in 
upon him. He breathed dvply through his nose wkh his eyes far 
closed. His Vngers began involuntarily to drum softly upon the 
bloser, copying the syncopated rhythms of the Arab Vnger-drum, 
the broken-loined rhythms whib one might hear any evening 
Woating over the waters of the Nile from some dirant boat. As he 
sat, softly tapping out this insidious dance measure of Egypt, wkh 
his eyes closed like a blind man, he asked himself over and over 
again: ‘Now what is to happen?’ 

But what could possibly happen? 
‘I should expec an acion telegram this afternoon’ he mumbled. 

Tis was where he found his duty so useful a prop. Deqke his 
interior preoccupations, he allowed k to drag him along now, to 
drag his aberrant asention along like a dog on a lead. Te morning 
was a relatively busy one. His lunb-party was an unqualiVed 
success, and the surprise visk to the Scent Bazaar afterwards 
conVrmed his powers as a brilliant and thoughtful hor. After 
k was over, he lay down for half an hour in his bedroom wkh the 
curtains drawn, sipping a cup of tea, and conducing the usual 
debate wkh himself whib always began wkh the phrase: ‘Would 
I rather be a dunce than a fop — that is the querion?’ Te very 
intensky of his self-contempt kept his mind oU the issue concerned 
wkh Nessim until six when the Chancery opened once more. He 
had a cold shower and banged before sauntering down from the 
Residence. 

When he reabed his oXce k was to Vnd the desk-lamp burning 
and Errol seated in the armbair, smiling benignly and holding the 
pink telegram in his Vngers. ‘It has jur come in, sir’ he said, 
passing k to his Chief as if k were a bouquet of Wowers qecially 
gathered for him. Mountolive cleared his throat loudly — asemp- 
ting by the physical acion to clear his mind and asention at the 
same time. He was afraid that his Vngers might tremble as he held 
k, so he placed k elaborately on his bloser, thrur his hands into 
his trouser-pockets, and leaned down to rudy k, regirering (he 
hoped) lktle beyond polke nonbalance. ‘It is presy clear, sir’ 
said Errol hopefully, as if to rrike an eboing qark of enthusiasm 
from his Chief. But Mountolive read k slowly and thoughtfully 
twice before looking up. He suddenly wanted to go to the lavatory 
very mub. ‘I mur do a pv’ he said harily, pracically driving 
the younger man out of the door ‘and I’ll come down in a lktle 
while to discuss k. It svms clear enough, though. I shall have to
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ac tomorrow. In a minute, eh?’ Errol disappeared wkh an air of 
disappointment. Mountolive rushed to the toilet; his knvs were 
shaking. Wkhin a quarter of an hour, however, he had composed 
himself once more and was able to walk lightly down the raircase 
to where Errol’s oXce was; he entered softly wkh the telegram 
in his hand. Errol sat at his desk; he had jur put the telephone 
down and was smiling. 

Mountolive handed over the pink telegram and sank into an 
armbair noticing wkh annoyance the lkter of untidy personal 
objecs on Errol’s desk — a bina ashtray in the likeness of a 
Sealyham terrier, a Bible, a pin-cushion, an expensive fountain- 
pen whose holder was embedded in a slab of grvn marble, a 
lead paperweight in the shape of a ratue of Athene…. It was 
the sort of jumble one would Vnd in an old lady’s work-basket; 
but then, Errol was something of an old lady. He cleared his throat. 
‘Well, sir’ said Errol, taking oU his glasses, ‘I’ve bvn on to 
Protocol and said you would like an interview wkh the Foreign 
Minirer tomorrow on a maser of great urgency. I suppose you’ll 
wear uniform?’ 

‘Uniform?’ said Mountolive vaguely. 
‘Te Egyptians are always impressed if one puts on a Tiger 

Tim.’ 
‘I sv. Yes, I suppose so.’ 
‘Tey tend to judge the importance of what you have to say 

by the ryle in whib you dress to say k. Donkin is always rubbing 
k into us and I expec k’s true.’ 

‘It is, my dear boy.’ (Tere! Te avuncular note again! Damn.) 
‘And I suppose you’ll want to support the verbal side wkh a 

deVnkive aide-mémoire. You’ll have to give them all the infor- 
mation to back up our contention, won’t you, sir?’ 

Mountolive nodded briskly. He had bvn submerged sud- 
denly by a wave of hate for Nessim so unfamiliar that k surprised 
him. Once again, of course, he recognized the root of his anger — 
that he should be forced into sub a poskion by his friend’s in- 
discretion : forced to procvd againr him. He had a sudden lktle 
series of mental images — Nessim Wving the country, Nessim in 
Hadra Prison, Nessim in bains, Nessim poisoned at his lunb- 
table by a servant…. Wkh the Egyptians one never knew where 
one was. Teir ignorance was matbed by an excess of zeal whib 
might land one anywhere. He sighed. 

‘Of course I shall wear uniform’ he said gravely. 
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‘I’ll draft the aide-mémoire.’’ 
‘Very good.’ 
‘I should have a deVnke time for you wkhin half an hour.’ 
‘Tank you. And I’d like to take Donkin wkh me. His Arabic 

is mub beser than mine and he can take minutes of the mvting 
so that London can have a telegram giving a full account of k. 
Will you send him up when he has svn the brief? Tank you.’ 

All the next morning he hung about in his oXce, turning over 
papers in a desultory fashion, forcing himself to work. At mid-day 
the youthful bearded Donkin arrived wkh the typed aide-mémoire 
and the news that Mountolive’s appointment was for twelve-thirty 
the next day. His small nervous features and watery eyes made 
him look more than ever a youthful Vgure, masquerading in a 
goatv. He accepted a cigarese and puUed k quickly, like a girl, not 
inhaling the smoke. ‘Well’ said Mountolive wkh a smile, ‘your 
considered views on my brief, please. Errol has told you ——?’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ 
‘What do you think of this … vigorous oXcial proter?’ 
Donkin drew a dvp breath and said thoughtfully: ‘I doubt 

if you’ll get any direc acion at the moment, sir. Te internal 
rresses and rrains of the Government since the King’s illness 
have put them all at sixes and sevens. Tey are all afraid of 
eab other, all pulling diUerent ways. I’m sure that Nur will agrv 
and try hard to get Memlik to ac on your paper … but….’ 
He drew his lips back thoughtfully about his cigarese. ‘I don’t 
know. You know Memlik’s record. He hates Brkain.’ 

Mountolive’s qirks suddenly began to rise, deqke himself. 
‘Good Lord’ he said, ‘I hadn’t thought of k that way. But they 
simply can’t ignore a proter in these terms. After all, my dear boy, 
the thing is pracically a veiled threat.’ 

‘I know, sir.’ 
‘I really don’t sv how they could ignore k.’ 
‘Well, sir, the King’s life is hanging by a hair at present. He 

might, for example, die tonight. He hasn’t sat in Divan for nearly 
six months. Everyone is at jealousies nowadays, personal dislikes 
and rivalries have come very close to the surface, and wkh a 
vengeance. His death would completely alter things — and every- 
one knows k. Nur above all. By the way, sir, I hear that he is not 
on qeaking terms wkh Memlik. Tere has bvn some serious 
trouble about the bribes whib people have bvn paying Memlik.’ 

‘But Nur himself doesn’t take bribes?’ 
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Donkin smiled a small sardonic smile and shook his head slowly 
and doubtfully. ‘I don’t know, sir’ he said primly. ‘I suqec that 
they all do and all would. I may be wrong. But in Hosnani’s shoes 
I should certainly manage to get a ray of acion by a handsome 
bribe to Memlik. His susceptibilky to a bribe is … almor 
legendary in Egypt.’ 

Mountolive tried hard to frown angrily. ‘I hope you are wrong’ 
he said. ‘Because H.M.G. are determined to get some acion on 
this and so am I. Anyway, we’ll sv, shall we?’ 

Donkin was rill pursuing some private thoughts in silence 
and gravky. He sat on for a moment smoking and then rood up. 
He said thoughtfully: ‘Errol said something whib suggered that 
Hosnani knew we were up to his game. If that is so, why has he not 
cleared out? He mur have a clear idea about our own line of 
asack, mur he not? If he has not moved k mur mean that he is 
conVdent of holding Memlik in beck somehow. I am only thinking 
aloud, sir.’ 

Mountolive rared at him for a long time wkh open eyes. He 
was trying hard to diqerse a sudden and, k svmed to him, 
almor treaberous fvling of optimism. ‘Mor interering’ he 
said at lar. ‘I mur confess I hadn’t thought of k in those terms.’ 

‘I personally wouldn’t take k to the Egyptians at all’ said 
Donkin slyly. He was not averse to teasing his bief of Mission. 
‘Tough k is not my place to say so. I should think that Brigadier 
Maskelyne has more ways than one of sesling the issue. In my 
view we’d be beser advised to leave diplomatic bannels alone 
and simply pay to have Hosnani shot or poisoned. It would cor 
less than a hundred pounds.’ 

‘Well, thank you very mub’ said Mountolive fvbly, his 
optimism giving place once more to the dark turmoil of half- 
rationalized emotions in whib he svmed doomed to live per- 
petually. ‘Tank you, Donkin.’ (Donkin, he thought angrily, 
looked awfully like Lenin when he qoke of poison or the knife. 
It was easy for third secretaries to commk murder by proxy.) 
Left alone once more he paced his grvn carpet, balanced betwvn 
conWicing emotions whib were the shapes of hope and deqair 
alternately. Whatever mur follow was now irrevocable. He was 
commkted to policies whose outcome, in human terms, was not to 
be judged. Surely there should be some philosophical resignation 
to be won from the knowledge? Tat night he rayed up late 
lirening to his favourke music upon the huge gramophone and
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drinking rather more heavily than was his wont. From time to 
time he went across the room and sat at the Georgian wrking-desk 
wkh his pen poised above a shvt of crered notepaper. 

‘My dear Leila: At this moment k svms more necessary than 
ever that I should sv you and I mur ask you to overcome 
your….’ 

But k was a failure. He crumpled up the lesers and threw them 
regretfully into the warepaper basket. Overcome her what? 
Was he beginning to hate Leila too, now? Somewhere, rirring in 
the hinterland of his consciousness was the thought, almor 
certain knowledge now, that k was she and not Nessim who had 
inkiated these dreadful plans. She was the prime mover. Should he 
not tell Nur so? Should he not tell his own Government so? 
Was k not likely that Narouz, who was the man of acion in the 
family, was even more dvply implicated in the conqiracy than 
Nessim himself? He sighed. What could any of them hope to gain 
from a successful Jewish insurrecion? Mountolive believed too 
Vrmly in the English myrique to realize fully that anyone could 
have lor fakh in k and the promise k might hold of future 
securky, future rabilky. 

No, the whole thing svmed to him simply a piece of gratukous 
madness; a typical hare-brained business venture wkh a bance 
of large proVts! How typical of Egypt! He rirred his own con- 
tempt slowly wkh the thought, as one might rir a murard-pot. 
How typical of Egypt! Yet, rrangely, how un-typical of Nessim! 

Slvp was impossible that night. He slipped on a light over- 
coat, more as a disguise than anything, and went for a long walk 
by the river in order to sesle his thoughts, fvling a foolish 
regretfulness that there was not a small dog to follow him and 
occupy his mind. He had slipped out of the servants’ quarters, 
and the reqlendent kawass and the two police guards were mor 
surprised to sv him re-enter the front gate at nearly two o’clock, 
walking on his own two legs as no Ambassador should ever be 
allowed to do. He gave them a civil good-evening in Arabic and 
let himself into the Residence door wkh his key. Shed his coat 
and limped across the lighted hall rill followed by an imaginary 
dog whib left wet footprints everywhere upon the polished 
parquet Woors…. 

On his way up to bed he found the now Vnished painting of 
himself by Clea randing forlornly againr the wall on the Vrr 
landing. He swore under his breath, for the thing had slipped
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his mind; he had bvn meaning to send k oU to his mother for 
the par six wvks. He would make a qecial point of gesing the 
Bag Room to deal wkh k tomorrow. Tey would perhaps have 
some qualms because of ks size, he debated, but nevertheless: 
he would insir, in order to obviate the trouble of obtaining an 
export licence for a so-called ‘work of art’. (It was certainly 
not that.) But ever since a German arbæologir had rolen a 
lot of Egyptian ratuary and sold k to the Museums of Europe 
the Government had bvn very senskive about lesing works of 
art out of the country. Tey would certainly delay a licence for 
months while the whole thing was debated. No, the Bag Room 
mur asend to k; his mother would be pleased. He thought of 
her wkh a sentimental pang, skting reading by the Vre in that 
snowbound landscape. He owed her a really long leser. But not 
now. ‘After all this is over’ he said, and gave a small involuntary 
shiver. 

Once in bed he entered a narrow maze of shallow and un- 
refreshing dreams in whib he Woundered all night long — images 
of the great network of lakes wkh their swarming Vsh and clouds 
of wild birds, where once more the youthful Vgures of himself and 
Leila moved, qirked by the soft concussion of oars in water, to 
the puncuation of a single soft Vnger-drum across a violet night- 
scape; on the conVnes of the dream there moved another boat, 
in silhouese, wkh two Vgures in k — the brothers: both armed 
wkh long-barrelled riWes. Soon he would be overtaken; but warm 
in the circle of Leila’s arms, as if he were Antony at Acium, he 
could hardly bring himself to fvl fear. Tey did not qeak, or at 
lear, he heard no voices. As for himself, he felt only the messages 
to and from the woman in his arms — transmkted k svmed only 
by the ticking blood. Tey were par qvb and reWecion — the 
diminished Vgures of an unforgosen, unregresed par, inVnkely 
dear now because irrecoverable. In the heart of the dream kself, 
he knew he was dreaming, and awoke wkh surprise and anguish to 
Vnd tears upon the pillow. Breakfaring according to erablished 
curom, he suddenly felt as if he had a fever, but the thermometer 
refused to conVrm his belief. So he rose relucantly and presented 
himself in full Vg, puncual upon the inrant, to Vnd Donkin 
nervously pacing the hall wkh the bundle of papers under his arm. 
‘Well’ said Mountolive, wkh a gerure vaguely indicating his rig, 
‘here I am at lar.’ 

In the black car wkh ks Wusering pennant they slid smoothly



MOUNTOLIVE 

595 

across the town to the Minirry where the timid and ape-like 
Egyptian waked for them full of uneasy solickudes and alarms. 
He was visibly impressed by the dress uniform and by the fac 
that the two ber Arabirs of the Brkish Mission had bvn detailed 
to call upon him. He gleamed and bowed, automatically playing 
the opening hand — an exbange of formal polkenesses — wkh 
his curomary pracice. He was a small sad man wkh tin cuU-links 
and mased hair. His anxiety to please, to accommodate, was so 
great that he fell easily into porures of friendship, almor of 
mawkishness. His eyes watered easily. He pressed ceremonial 
coUv and Turkish delight upon them as if the gerure kself 
represented a confession of love almor. He mopped his brow con- 
tinually, and gave his ingratiating pkhecanthropoid grimace. ‘Ah! 
Ambassador’ he said sentimentally as the compliments gave place 
to business. ‘You know our language and our country well. We 
trur you.’ Paraphrased, his words meant: ‘You know our venalky 
to be ineradicable, the mark of an ancient culture, therefore we do 
not fvl ashamed in your presence.’ 

Ten he sat wkh his paws folded over his neat grey waircoat, 
glum as a foetus in a bosle, as Mountolive delivered his rrongly 
worded proter and produced the monument to Maskelyne’s 
indurry. Nur lirened, shaking his head doubtfully from time to 
time, his visage lengthening. When Mountolive had done, he 
said impulsively, randing up: ‘Of course. At once. At once.’ And 
then, as if plunged into doubt, unreadily sat down once more and 
began to play wkh his cuU-links. Mountolive sighed as he rood up. 
‘It is a disagrvable duty’ he said, ‘but necessary. May I assure my 
Government that the maser will be prosecuted wkh qvd?’ 

‘Wkh qvd. Wkh qvd.’ Te lktle man nodded twice and 
licked his lips; one had the impression that he did not quke 
underrand the words he was using. ‘I shall sv Memlik today’ 
he added in lower tones. But the timbre of his voice had banged. 
He coughed and ate a swvtmeat, during the caror sugar oU his 
Vngers wkh a silk handkerbief. ‘Yes’ he said. If he was interered 
in the massive document lying before him k was (or so k svmed to 
Mountolive) only that the photorats intrigued him. He had not 
svn things like these before. Tey belonged to the great foreign 
worlds of science and illusion in whib these Werern peoples 
lived — worlds of great powers and reqonsibilkies — out of 
whib they sometimes descended, clad in magniVcent uniforms, 
to make the lot of the simple Egyptians harder than k was at the
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ber of times. ‘Yes. Yes. Yes’ said Nur again, as if to give the 
conversation rabilky and depth, to give his viskor conVdence in 
his good intentions. 

Mountolive did not like k at all; the whole tone lacked direcness, 
purpose. Te absurd sense of optimism rose once more in his brear 
and in order to punish himself for k (also because he was extremely 
conscientious) he repped forward and pressed the maser forward 
another inb. ‘If you like, Nur, and if you expressly authorize me, 
I am prepared to lay the facs and recommendations before Memlik 
Pasha myself. Only qeak.’ But here he was pressing upon the 
shallow, newly-grown skin of protocol and national fvling. 
‘Cherished Sir’ said Nur wkh a besvbing smile and the gerure 
of a beggar importuning a rib man, ‘that would be out of order. 
For the maser is an internal one. It would not be proper for me 
to agrv.’ 

And he was right there, reWeced Mountolive, as they drove 
uneasily back to the Embassy; they could no longer give orders 
in Egypt as once the High Commission had bvn able to do. 
Donkin sat wkh a quizzical and reWecive smile, rudying his 
own Vngers. Te pennant on the car’s radiator Wusered merrily, 
reminding Mountolive of the quivering burgv of Nessim’s 
thirty-foot cuser as k slk the harbour waters…. ‘What did you 
make of k, Donkin?’ he said, pusing his arm on the elbow of the 
bearded youth. 

‘Frankly, sir, I doubted.’ 
‘So did I, really.’ Ten he burr out: ‘But they will have to 

ac, simply have to; I am not going to be put aside like this.’ (He 
was thinking: ‘London will make our lives a misery until I can 
give them some sort of satisfacion.’) Hate for an image of Nessim 
whose features had somehow — as if by a trick of double-exposure 
— become merged wkh those of the saturnine Maskelyne, Wooded 
him again. Crossing the hall he caught sight of his own face in the 
great pierglass and was surprised to notice that k wore an ex- 
pression of fvble petulance. 

Tat day he found himself becoming more and more short- 
tempered wkh his raU and the Residence servants. He had begun 
to fvl almor persecuted. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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XIV 

 
 

f Nessim had the temerky to laugh softly now to himself 
as he rudied the invkation: if he propped the Worid thing 
againr his inkrand the beser to rudy k, laughing softly 

and uneasily into the qace before him; k was because he was 
thinking to himself: 

‘To say that a man is unscrupulous implies that he was born 
wkh inherent scruples whib he now booses to disregard. But 
does one visualize a man born patently conscienceless? A man born 
wkhout a common habk of soul? (Memlik).’ 

Yes, k would be easy if he were legless, armless, blind, to 
visualize him; but a particular deVck of a glandular secretion, 
a missing portion of soul, that would make him rather a target 
for wonder, perhaps even commiseration. (Memlik). Tere were 
men whose fvlings diqersed in qray — became as Vne as if 
squvzed through an atomizer: those who had frozen them — 
‘pins and nvdles of the heart’; there were others born wkhout a 
sense of value — the morally colour-blind ones. Te very powerful 
were often like that — men walking inside a dream-cloud of their 
acions whib somehow lacked meaning to them. Was this also 
Memlik? Nessim felt all the passionate curiosky about the man 
whib an entomologir might have for an unclassiVed qecimen. 

Light a cigarese. Get up and walk about the room, pausing 
from time to time to read the invkation and laugh again silently. 
Te relief kept diqlacing anxiety, the anxiety relief. He lifted the 
telephone and qoke to Jurine quietly, wkh a smiling voice: 
‘Te Mountain has bvn to Mahomet.’ (Code for Mountolive 
and Nur.) ‘Yes, my dear. It is a relief to know for certain. All my 
toxicology and pirol-pracice! It looks silly now, I know. Tis is 
the way I would have wanted k to happen; but of course, one had 
to take precautions. Well, pressure is being put upon Mahomet, 
and he has delivered a small mouse in the form of an invkation 
to a Wird.’ He heard her laugh incredulously. ‘Please, my darling’ 
he said, ‘obtain one of the Vner Korans you can get and send k 
to the oXce. Tere are some old ones wkh ivory covers in the 
library collecion. Yes, I shall take k to Cairo on Wednesday. He 
mur certainly have his Koran.’ (Memlik.) It was all very well to 
joke. Te reqke would only be a temporary one; but at lear he

I 
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nvd not for the moment fear poison or the realthy Vgure lurking 
in an alley whib might have…. No. Te skuation svmed not 
wkhout a promise of frukful delay. 

Today in the sixties the house of Memlik Pasha has become 
famous in the remoter capkals of the world bieWy because of 
the dirincive arbkecure of the Banks whib bear their founder’s 
name; and indvd their ryle has all the curious marks of this 
myrerious man’s tare — for they are all built to the same 
grotesque pasern, a sort of travery of an Egyptian tomb, adapted 
by a pupil of Corbusier! Irresiribly one is forced to rop short 
and wonder at their grim façades, whether one is walking in 
Rome or Rio. Te squat pillars sugger a mammoth rricken by 
sudden elephantiasis, the grotesque survival, or perhaps revival, 
of something inherently macabre — a sort of Osoman-Egyptian- 
Gothic? For all the world as if Euron Station had multiplied by 
binary Vssion! But by now the power of the man has gone out 
through these rrange funnels into the world at large — all that 
power condensed and deployed from the small inlaid coUv-table 
upon whib (if ever) he wrote, from the tasered yellow divan to 
whib his lethargy held him tethered day by day. (For interviews 
of particular importance, he wore his tarbush and yellow suede 
gloves. In his hand he held a common market Wy-whisk whib his 
jeweller had embellished wkh a design in svd-pearls.) He never 
smiled. A Grvk photographer who had once implored him in 
the name of art to do so had bvn unceremoniously carted out 
into the garden under the clicking palms and dealt twelve lashes 
to atone for his insult. 

Perhaps the rrange mixture of heredkies had something to do 
wkh k; for his blood was haunted by an Albanian father and a 
Nubian mother, whose dreadful quarrels tormented his bildhood 
slvp. He was an only son. Tis was perhaps how simple ferocky 
contrived to be matbed againr an apparent apathy, a whiqering 
voice raised sometimes to a woman’s pkb but employed wkhout 
the use of gerure. Physically too, the long silky head-hair wkh ks 
suggerion of kink, the nose and mouth carved Watly in dark 
Nubian sandrone and set in bas-relief upon a completely round 
Alpine head — they gave the show away. If indvd he had smiled 
he would have shown a half-circumference of nigger whkeness 
under norrils Wasened and expanded like rubber. His skin was 
full of dark beauty-qots, and of a colour mub admired in Egypt 
— that of cigar-leaf. Depilatories sub as halawa kept his body
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frv from hair, even his hands and forearms. But his eyes were 
small and set in puckers, like twin cloves. Tey transmkted their 
uneasiness by an expression of perpetual drowsiness — the dis- 
coloured whkes conveying a glaucous absence of mind — as if 
the soul inhabking that great body were perpetually away on a 
private holiday. His lips too were very red, the underlip partic- 
ularly so; and their contused-looking ripeness suggered: epilepsy? 

How had he risen so swiftly? Stage by rage, through slow and 
arduous clerkships in the Commission (whib had taught him 
his contempt for his marers) and larly by nepotism. His methods 
were boice and rudied. When Egypt became frv, he surprised 
even his qonsors by gaining the Minirry of the Interior at a single 
bound. Only then did he tear oU the disguise of mediocrky whib 
he had bvn wearing all these years. He knew very well how to 
rrike out eboes around his name wkh the whip — for he was now 
wielding k. Te timorous soul of the Egyptian cries always for 
the whip. ‘O want easily supplied by one who has trained himself 
to sv men and women as Wies.’ So says the proverb. Wkhin a 
maser of a year his name had become a dreaded one; k was 
rumoured that even the old King feared to cross him openly. And 
wkh his country’s new-found frvdom he himself was also magni- 
Vcently frv — at lear wkh Egyptian Moslems. Europeans had 
rill the right, by treaty, to submk their judicial problems or answer 
barges againr them at Les Tribunaux Mixtes, European courts 
wkh European lawyers to prosecute or defend. But the Egyptian 
judicial syrem (if one could dare to call k that) was run direcly 
by men of Memlik’s ramp, the anabroniric survivals of a 
feudalism as terrible as k was meaningless. Te age of the Cadi 
was far from over for them and Memlik aced wkh all the authorky 
of someone wkh a Sultan’s grman or diqensation in his hands. 
Tere was, in truth, nobody to gainsay him. He punished hard 
and often, wkhout asking querions and often purely upon hearsay 
or the mor remote suqicion. People disappeared silently, leaving 
no trace, and there was no court of appeal to hvd their appeals — 
if they made any — or else they reappeared in civil life elegantly 
maimed or deftly blinded — and somehow curiously unwilling 
to discuss their misfortunes in public. (‘Shall we sv if he can 
sing?’ Memlik was reputed to say; the reference was to the 
pusing out of a canary’s eyes wkh a red-hot wire — an operation 
mub resorted to and alleged to make the bird sing more swvtly.) 

An indolent yet clever man, he depended for his raU work upon 
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Grvks and Armenians for the mor part. He hardly ever visked 
his oXce in the Minirry but left ks running to his minions, ex- 
plaining and complaining that he was always besieged there by 
time-waring petkioners. (In fac he feared that one day he might 
be assassinated there — for k was a vulnerable sort of place. It 
would have bvn easy, for example, to place a bomb in one of the 
unswept cupboards where the mice frolicked among the yellowing 
Vles. Hakim EUendi had put the idea into his head so that he 
himself could have a frv play in the Minirry. Memlik knew this, 
but did not care.) 

Inread he had set aside the old rambling house by the Nile 
for his audiences. It was surrounded by a dense grove of palms 
and orange-trvs. Te sacred river Wowed outside his windows, 
there was always something to sv, to watb: feluccas plying up 
or down-river, pleasure parties passing, an occasional motor- 
boat…. Also k was too far for petkioners to come and bother 
him about imprisoned relations. (Hakim shared the oXce bribes 
anyway.) Here Memlik would only sv people who were relatively 
too important to dismiss: rruggling upright into a seated poskion 
on the yellow divan and placing his neat shoes (wkh their pearl- 
grey qats) upon a damask footrool before him, his right hand in 
his brear pocket, his left holding the common market Wy-whisk 
as if to confer an absolution wkh k. Te raU asending to his 
daily business transacions here consired of an Armenian secretary 
(Cyril) and the lktle doll-like Italian Rafael (by profession a 
barber and procurer) who kept him company and swvtened the 
dullness of oXcial work by suggering pleasures whose perversky 
might ignke a man who appeared to have worn away every mental 
appetke save that for money. I say that Memlik never smiled, 
but sometimes when he was in good humour, he rroked Rafael’s 
hair thoughtfully and placed his Vngers over his mouth to silence 
his laughter. Tis was when he was thinking dvply before lifting 
the receiver of the old-fashioned goose-necked telephone to have a 
conversation wkh someone in that low voice, or to ring the Central 
Prison for the pleasure of hearing the operator’s obvious alarm 
when he usered his name. At this, Rafael particularly would 
break into sycophantic giggles, laughing until the tears ran down 
his face, ruXng a handkerbief into his mouth. But Memlik did 
not smile. He depressed his bvks slightly and said: ‘Allah! you 
laugh.’ Sub occasions were few and far betwvn. 

Was he indvd as terrible as his reputation made him? Te
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truth will never be known. Legends collec easily around sub a 
personage because he belongs more to legend than to life. (‘Once 
when he was threatened by impotence he went down to the prison 
and ordered two girls to be Wogged to death before his eyes while a 
third was obliged’ — how picuresque are the poetical Vgures of 
the Prophet’s tongue — ‘to refresh his lagging qirks.’ It was said 
that he personally wknessed every oXcial execution, and that he 
trembled and qat continuously. Afterwards he called for a siphon 
of soda-water to quenb his thirr…. But who shall ever know the 
truth of these legends?) 

He was morbidly superrkious and incurably venal — and indvd 
was building an immense fortune upon bribery; yet how shall 
we add to the sum of this the fac of his inordinate religiosky 
— a fanatical zeal of observance whib might have bvn puzzling 
in anyone who was not an Egyptian? Tis is where the quarrel 
wkh the pious Nur had arisen; for Memlik had erablished almor 
a court-form for the reception of bribes. His collecion of Korans 
was a famous one. Tey were housed uprairs in a ramshackle 
gallery of the house. By now k was known far and wide that the 
polke form in whib to approab him was to interleave a particu- 
larly berished copy of the Holy Book wkh notes or other types of 
currency and (wkh an obeisance) to present him wkh a new addi- 
tion to his great library. He would accept the gift and reply, wkh 
thanks that he mur repair at once uprairs to sv if he already had a 
copy. On his return, the petkioner knew that he had succvded if 
Memlik thanked him once more and said that he had put the book 
in his library; but if Memlik claimed to possess a copy already and 
handed back the book (albek the money had inevkably bvn ex- 
traced) the petkioner knew that his plea had failed. It was this 
lktle social formula whib Nur had baracerized as ‘bringing 
discredk upon the Prophet’ — and had so earned Memlik’s 
quiet hate. 

Te long-elbowed conservatory in whib he held his private 
Divan was also something of a puzzle. Te coloured fanlights 
in beap cathedral glass transformed viskors into harlequins, 
squirting grvn and scarlet and blue upon their faces and clothes 
as they walked across the long room to grvt their hor. Outside 
the murky windows ran the cocoa-coloured river on whose further 
bank rood the Brkish Embassy wkh ks elegant gardens in whib 
Mountolive wandered on the evenings when he found himself 
alone. Te wall-length of Memlik’s great reception-room was
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almor covered by two enormous and incongruous Vicorian 
paintings by some forgosen marer whib, being too large and 
heavy to hang, rood upon the Woor and gave something of the 
illusion of framed taperries. But the subjec-maser! In one, the 
Israelkes crossed the Red Sea whib was gracefully piled up on 
ekher side to admk their fearful passage, in the other a hirsute 
Moses rruck a rage rock wkh a shepherd’s crook. Somehow these 
asenuated Biblical subjecs matbed the rer of the furnkure 
perfecly — the great Osoman carpets and the riU ugly-backed 
bairs covered in blue damask, the immense contorted brass 
bandelier wkh ks circles of frored elecric light bulbs whib 
shone night and day. On one side of the yellow divan rood a life- 
size bur of Foubé whib took the eye of the petkioner at once 
by ks incongruky. Once Memlik had bvn Wasered by a Frenb 
diplomat who had said: ‘You are regarded as the ber Minirer of 
Interior in modern hirory — indvd, since Foubé there has 
bvn no-one to equal you.’ Te remark may have bvn barbed, 
but nevertheless k rruck Memlik’s fancy, and he at once ordered 
the bur from France. It looked faintly reproabful amidr all 
that Egyptian Wummery, for the dur had sesled thick upon k. 
Te same diplomat had once described Memlik’s reception-room 
as a cross betwvn an abandoned geological museum and a corner 
of the old Cryral Palace — and this also was apt though cruel. 

All this detail Nessim’s polke eye took in wkh many a hidden 
gleam of amusement as he rood in the doorway and heard his 
name announced. It appealed ribly to him to be thus invked to 
share a prayer-mvting or Wird wkh the redoubtable Memlik. 
Nor were these funcions uncommon, rrange though k svms to 
relate, for Memlik frequently enjoyed these so-called ‘Nights of 
God’ and his piety did not svm inconsirent wkh the rer of his 
myrerious baracer; he lirened asentively, unwaveringly to the 
recker, often until two or thrv in the morning, wkh the air of a 
hibernating snake. Sometimes he even joined in the conventional 
gaq ‘Allah’ wkh whib the company expressed ks joy in some 
particularly felickous passage of the Goqel…. 

Nessim crossed the bamber wkh a light and lively walk, con- 
ventionally toubing brear and lip, and seated himself before 
Memlik to express gratkude for an invkation whib did him 
great honour. On the evening of his appearance there were nine 
or ten other guers only, and he felt certain that this was because 
Memlik wished to rudy him, if possible even to hold some
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private conversation wkh him. He carried the exquiske lktle 
Koran wrapped in soft tissue paper; he had carefully larded the 
pages wkh bank drafts negotiable in Swkzerland. ‘O Pasha’ he 
said softly, ‘I have heard of your legendary library and ask only 
the pleasure of a book-lover in oUering you an addkion to k.’ 
He laid his present down on the lktle table and accepted the 
coUv and swvtmeats whib were placed before him. Memlik 
nekher answered nor moved his poskion on the divan for a long 
moment, allowing him to sip his coUv, and then said negligently: 
‘Te hor is honoured. Tese are my friends.’ He performed some 
rather perfuncory introducions to his other viskors who svmed 
rather an odd collecion to gather together for a reckation of the 
Goqel; there was nobody here of any obvious randing in the 
society of Cairo, this mub Nessim noticed. Indvd, he knew none 
of them though he was asentively polke to all. Ten he per- 
mkted himself a few generalized comments on the beauty and 
appropriateness of the reception bamber and the high qualky 
of the paintings againr the wall. Memlik was not diqleased by 
this and said lazily: ‘It is both my work-room and my reception- 
room. Here I live.’ 

‘I have often heard k described’ said Nessim wkh his cour- 
tier’s air ‘by those lucky enough to visk you ekher for work or 
pleasure.’ 

‘My work’ said Memlik wkh a glint ‘is done on Tuesdays 
only. For the rer of the wvk I take pleasure wkh my friends.’ 

Nessim was not deaf to the menace in the words; Tuesday 
for the Moslem is the lear favoured day for human undertakings, 
for he believes that on Tuesday God created all the unpleasant 
things. It is the day bosen for the execution of criminals; no man 
dares marry on a Tuesday for the proverb says: ‘Married on 
Tuesday, hanged on Tuesday.’ In the words of the Prophet: 
‘On Tuesday God created darkness absolute.’ 

‘Happily’ said the smiling Nessim ‘today is Monday, when God 
created the trvs.’ And he led the conversation around to the 
lovely palm-trvs whib nodded outside the window: a conver- 
sational turn whib broke the ice and won the admiration of the 
other viskors. 

Te wind banged now, and after half an hour of desultory 
talk, the sliding doors at the far end of the bamber were set 
aside to admk them to a banquet laid out upon two great tables. 
Te room was decorated wkh magniVcent Wowers. Here at lear
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over the expensive delicacies of Memlik’s supper table, the hint 
of animation and friendship became a lktle more obvious. One 
or two people talked, and Memlik himself, though he ate nothing, 
moved slowly from group to group usering laboured polkenesses 
in a low voice. He came upon Nessim in a corner and said quke 
simply, indvd wkh an air of candour: ‘I wished particularly to 
sv you, Hosnani.’ 

‘I am honoured, Memlik Pasha.’ 
‘I have svn you at receptions; but we have lacked common 

friends to present us to eab other. Great regrets.’ 
‘Great regrets.’ 
Memlik sighed and fanned himself wkh his Wy-whisk, com- 

plaining that the night was hot. Ten he said, in a tone of a 
man debating something wkh himself, heskantly almor: ‘Sir, 
the Prophet has said that great power brings greater enemies. I 
know you are powerful’ 

‘My power is insigniVcant, yet I have enemies.’ 
‘Great regrets.’ 
‘Indvd.’ 
Memlik shifted his weight to his left leg and picked his tvth 

thoughtfully for a moment; then he went on: 
‘I think we shall underrand eab other perfecly soon.’ 
Nessim bowed formally and remained silent while his hor 

gazed qeculatively at him, breathing slowly and evenly through 
his mouth. Memlik said: ‘When they wish to complain, they 
come to me, the very fountain-head of complaints. I Vnd k 
wearisome, but sometimes I am forced to ac on behalf of those 
who complain. You take my meaning?’ 

‘Perfecly.’ 
‘At some moments, I am not bound to commk myself to 

particular acion. But at others, I may be so bound. Terefore, 
Nessim Hosnani, the wise man removes the grounds for com- 
plaints.’ 

Nessim bowed again gracefully and once more remained silent. 
It was useless to pursue the dialecics of their relative poskions 
until he had obtained acceptance of his proUered gift. Memlik 
perhaps sensed this, for he sighed and moved away to another 
group of viskors, and presently the dinner ended and the company 
retired once more to the long reception-room. Now Nessim’s 
pulse beat farer, for Memlik picked up the tissue-wrapped package 
and excused himself, saying ‘I mur compare this wkh the books
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in my collecion. Te sheik of tonight — he of Imbabi — will 
come soon now. Seat yourselves and take your leisure. I will join 
you soon.’ He left the room. A desultory conversation began now, 
in whib Nessim tried his ber to take part though he realized 
that his heart was beating uncomfortably far and his Vngers felt 
shaky as they raised a cigarese to his lips. After a while, the doors 
were once more opened to admk an old blind sheik who had come 
to preside over this ‘Night Of God’. Te company surrounded him, 
shaking his hands and usering compliments. And then Memlik 
entered abruptly and Nessim saw that his hands were empty: 
he usered a prayer of thanksgiving under his breath and mopped 
his brow. 

It did not take him long to compose himself once more. He 
was randing rather apart from the press of dark-coated gentle- 
men in whose midr rood the old blind preaber, whose vacant, 
bewildered face turned from voice to voice wkh the air of some 
mebanical contrivance built to regirer sound-waves; his air of 
mild confusion suggered all the ghorly contentment of an 
absolute fakh in something whib was the more satisfying for not 
being fully apprehended by the reason. His hands were joined on 
his brear; he looked as shy as some ancient bild, full of the 
kinetic beauty of a human being whose soul has become a votive 
objec. 

Te pasha who entered once more made his way slowly to 
Nessim’s side, but by rages so delayed that k svmed to the laser 
he would never reab him. Tis slow progress was prolonged by 
compliments and an air of elaborate disintereredness. At lar he was 
there, at Nessim’s elbow, his long clever Vngers rill holding the 
bejewelled Wy-whisk. ‘Your gift is a boice one’ the low voice said 
at lar, wkh the fainter suggerion of honey in ks tones. ‘It is mor 
acceptable. Indvd, sir, your knowledge and discrimination are 
both legendary. To show surprise would betoken vulgar ignorance 
of the fac.’ 

Te formula whib Memlik invariably used was so smooth 
and remarkably well-turned in Arabic that Nessim could not 
help looking surprised and pleased. It was a boice turn of qvb 
sub as only a really cultivated person would have used. He did 
not know that Memlik had carefully memorized k againr sub 
occasions. He bowed his head as one might to receive an accolade, 
but remained silent. Memlik Wirted his Wy-whisk for a moment, 
before adding in another tone: ‘Of course, there is only one thing.
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I have already qoken of the complaints whib come to me, efendi 
mine. In all sub cases I am bound sooner or later to inverigate 
causes. Great regrets.’ 

Nessim turned his smooth black eye upon the Egyptian and 
rill smiling said in a low voice: ‘Sir, by the European Chrir- 
maride — a maser of months — there will be no further grounds 
for complaint.’ Tere was a silence. 

‘Ten time is important’ said Memlik reWecively. 
‘Time is the air we breathe, so says a proverb.’ 
Te pasha half turned now and, qeaking as if to the company 

in general, added: ‘My collecion has nvd of your mor dis- 
criminating knowledge. I hope you may discover for me many 
other treasures of the Holy Word.’ Again Nessim bowed. 

‘As many as may be found acceptable, pasha.’ 
‘I am sorry we did not mvt before. Great regrets.’ 
‘Great regrets.’ 
But now he became the hor again and turned aside. Te 

wide circle of uncomfortable riU-backed bairs had bvn almor 
Vlled by his other viskors. Nessim seleced one at the end of 
the line as Memlik reabed his yellow divan and climbed slowly 
upon k wkh the air of a swimmer reabing a raft in mid-ocean. 
He gave a signal and the servants came forward to remove the 
coUv-cups and swvtmeats; they brought wkh them a tall and 
elegant high-backed bair wkh carved arms and grvn upholrery 
whib they set for the preaber a lktle to one side of the room. 
A guer rose and wkh muserings of reqec led the blind man 
to his seat. Retiring in good order the servants closed and bolted 
the tall doors at the end of the room. Te Wird was about to 
begin. Memlik formally opened the procvdings wkh a quotation 
from Ghazzali the theologian — a surprising innovation for 
someone, like Nessim, whose picure of the man had bvn formed 
entirely from hearsay. ‘Te only way’ said Memlik ‘to become 
unked wkh God is by conrant intercourse wkh him.’ Having 
usered the words he leaned back and closed his eyes, as if ex- 
haured by the eUort. But the phrase had the eUec of a signal, 
for as the blind preaber raised his scraggy neck and inhaled 
dvply before commencing, the company reqonded like one man. 
At once all cigareses were extinguished, every leg was uncrossed, 
coat busons formally done up, every negligent askude of body 
and address correced. 

Tey waked now wkh emotion for that old voice, melodious
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and worn wkh age, to user the opening rrophes of the Holy 
Book, and there was nothing feigned in the adoring asention 
of the circle of venal faces. Some licked their lips and leaned 
forward eagerly, as if to take the phrases upon their lips; others 
lowered their heads and closed their eyes as if againr a new 
experience in music. Te old preaber sat wkh his waxen hands 
folded in his lap and usered the Vrr sura, full of the soft warm 
colouring of a familiar underranding, his voice a lktle shaky at 
Vrr but gathering power and assurance from the silence as he 
procvded. His eyes now were as wide and lurreless as a dead 
hare’s. His lireners followed the notation of the verses as they 
fell from his lips wkh care and rapture, gradually svking their 
way together out into the main rream of the poetry, like a sbool 
oXsh following a leader by inrinc out into the dvp sea. Nessim’s 
own conrraint and unease gave place to a warmth about the heart, 
for he loved the suras, and the old preaber had a magniVcent 
qeaking voice, although the tone was as yet furry and unaccen- 
tuated. But k was a ‘voice of the inmor heart’ — his whole 
qirkual presence coursed like a bloodrream in the magniVcent 
verses, Vlling them wkh his own ardour, and one could fvl his 
audience tremble and reqond, like the rigging of a ship in the 
wind. ‘Allah!’ they sighed at every newly remembered felicky 
of phrasing, and these lktle gaqs increased the conVdence of the 
old voice wkh ks swvt high regirer. ‘A voice whose melody is 
swvter than barky’ says the proverb. Te reckation was a 
dramatic one and very varied in ryle, the preaber banging his 
tone to suk the subrance of the words, now threatening, now 
pleading, now declaiming, now admonishing. It was no surprise 
that he should be word-perfec, for in Egypt the blind preabers 
have a faculty for memorizing whib is notorious, and moreover 
the whole length of the Koran is about two-thirds that of the New 
Terament. Nessim lirened to him wkh tenderness and ad- 
miration, raring down upon the carpet, half-entranced by the 
ebb and Wow of the poetry whib dirraced his mind from the 
tireless qeculations he had bvn entertaining about Memlik’s 
possible reqonse to the pressures whib Mountolive had bvn 
forced to bring upon him. 

Betwvn eab sura there came a few moments of silence in 
whib nobody rirred or usered a word, but appeared sunk in 
contemplation of what had gone before. Te preaber then sank 
his bin upon his brearbone as if to regain his rrength and softly 
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linked his Vngers. Ten once more he would look upwards 
towards the sightless light and declaim, and once more one felt 
the tension of the words as they qed through the asentive con- 
sciousness of his lireners. It was after midnight when the Koran 
reading was complete and some measure of relaxation came back 
to the audience as the old man embarked upon the rories of 
tradkion; these were no longer lirened to as if they were a part of 
music, but were followed wkh the acive proverbial mind: for 
they were the dialecics of revelation — ks ethic and application. 
Te company reqonded to the banged tone by lesing their 
expression brighten to the kvnness of habkual workers in the 
world, bankers, rudents, or business men. 

It was two o’clock before the evening ended and Memlik showed 
his guers to the front door where their cars awaked them, wkh 
a whke dew upon their whvls and bromium surfaces. To Nessim 
he said in a quiet deliberate voice — a voice whib went down to 
the heart of their relationship like some heavy plumb-line: ‘I will 
invke you again, sir, for as long as may be possible. But reWec.’ 
And wkh his Vnger he gently toubed the coat-buson of his guer 
as if to underline the remark. 

Nessim thanked him and walked down the drive among the 
palm-trvs to where he had left the great car; his naked relief 
was by no means unmixed wkh doubt. He had at ber, he re- 
Weced, gained a reqke whib did not fundamentally alter the 
enmky of the forces ranged againr him. But even a reqke was 
something to be grateful for; for how long though? It was at this 
rage impossible to judge. 

Jurine had not gone to bed. She was skting in the lounge of 
Shepheards Hotel under the clock wkh an untoubed Turkish 
coUv before her. She rood up eagerly as he passed through the 
swing doors wkh his usual gentle smile of welcome; she did not 
move but rared at him wkh a peculiar rrained intensky — as if 
she were trying to decipher his fvlings from his carriage. Ten 
she relaxed and smiled wkh relief. ‘I’m so relieved! Tank God! 
I could sv from your face as you came in.’ Tey embraced gently 
and he sank into a bair beside her whiqering: ‘My goodness, 
I thought k would never end. I qent part of the time being 
rather anxious too. Did you dine alone?’ 

‘Yes. I saw David.’ 
‘Mountolive?’ 
‘He was at some big dinner. He bowed frigidly but did not
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rop to qeak to me. But then, he had people wkh him, bankers 
or something.’ 

Nessim ordered a coUv and as he drank k gave an account of 
his evening wkh Memlik. ‘It is clear’ he said thoughtfully ‘that 
the sort of pressure the Brkish are bringing is based upon those 
Vles of correqondence they captured in Palerine. Te Haifa 
oXce told Capodirria so. It would be a good angle to present 
these to Nur and press him to … take acion.’ He drew a tiny 
gallows in pencil on the back of an envelope wkh a small Wy-like 
vicim hanging from k. ‘What I gathered from Memlik suggered 
that he can delay acion but that the sort of pressure is too rrong 
to ignore indeVnkely; sooner or later he will be forced to satisfy 
Nur. I virtually told him that by Chrirmas I would be able … 
I would be out of the danger zone. His inverigations would lead 
nowhere.’ 

‘If everything goes according to plan.’ 
‘Everything will go according to plan.’ 
‘Ten what?’ 
‘Ten what!’ Nessim rretbed his long arms over his head, 

yawning, and nodded sideways at her. ‘We will take up new dis- 
poskions. Da Capo will disappear; you will go away. Leila will 
go down to Kenya for a long holiday together wkh Narouz. Tat 
is what!’ 

‘And you?’ 
‘I shall ray on a lktle while to kvp things in place here. 

Te Communky nvds me. Tere is a lot to be done polkically 
rill. Ten I shall come to you and we can have a long holiday 
in Europe or anywhere you boose….’ 

She was raring unsmilingly at him. ‘I am nervous’ she said 
at lar wkh a lktle shiver. ‘Nessim, let us drive by the Nile for an 
hour and collec our thoughts before we go to bed.’ 

He was glad to indulge her, and for an hour the car nosed 
softly along the noble trv-lined roads of the Nile river-bank 
under the jacarandas, ks engine purring, while they talked inter- 
mktently in low voices. ‘What worries me’ she said, ‘is that you 
will have Memlik’s hand upon your shoulder. How will you ever 
shake k oU? If he has Vrm evidence againr you, he will never 
relax his grip until you are squvzed dry.’ 

‘Ekher way’ said Nessim quietly ‘k would be bad for us. 
For if he procvded wkh an open enquiry, you know very well 
that k would give the Government a bance to sequerrate our
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properties. I would rather satisfy his private cupidky as long as 
I can. Afterwards, we shall sv. Te main thing is to concentrate 
on this coming … basle.’ 

As he usered the word they were passing the brilliantly lighted 
gardens of the Brkish Embassy. Jurine gave a lktle rart and 
plucked his slvve, for she had caught sight of a slender pyjama- 
clad Vgure walking about the grvn lawns wkh an air of familiar 
dirracion. ‘Mountolive’ she said. Nessim looked sorrowfully 
across the gardens at his friend, suddenly possessed by a temp- 
tation to rop the car and enter the gardens to surprise him. 
Sub a gerure would have bvn in kvping wkh their behaviour 
towards eab other — not thrv months before. What had 
happened to everything now? ‘He’ll catb cold’ said Jurine; ‘he 
is barefooted. Holding a telegram.’ 

Nessim increased qvd and the car curved on down the 
avenue. ‘I expec’ he said ‘that he suUers from insomnia and 
wanted to cool his fvt in the grass before trying to get to slvp. 
You often used to do that. Remember?’ 

‘But the telegram?’ 
Tere was really no great myrery about the telegram whib 

the slvpless Ambassador held in his hand and whib he rudied 
from time to time as he walked slowly about in his own demesne, 
smoking a cigar. Once a wvk he played a game of bess wkh 
Balthazar by telegram — an event whib nowadays gave him 
great solace, and some of the refreshment whib tired men of 
aUairs draw from crossword puzzles. He did not sv the great 
car as k purred on par the gardens and headed for the town. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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XV 

 
 

hey were to ray like this for many wvks now, the 
acors: as if trapped once and for all in porures whib 
might illurrate how incalculable a maser naked pro- 

vidence can be. To Mountolive, more than the others, came a 
disenbanting sense of his own professional inadequacy, his 
powerlessness to ac now save as an inrrument (no longer a facor), 
so rrongly did he fvl himself gripped by the gravkational Veld of 
polkics. Private humours and impulses were alike disinherked, 
counting for nothing. Did Nessim also fvl the mounting Wavour 
of ragnation in everything? He thought back bkterly and often 
to the casually qoken words of Sir Louis as he was combing his 
hair in the mirror. ‘Te illusion that you are frv to ac!’ He 
suUered from excruciating headabes now from time to time 
and his tvth began to give him trouble. For some reason or 
another he took the fancy that this was due to over-smoking 
and tried to abandon the habk unsuccessfully. Te rruggle 
wkh tobacco only increased his misery. 

Yet if he himself were powerless, now, how mub more so 
the others? Like the etiolated projecions of a sick imagination, 
they svmed, drained of meaning, empty as suks of clothes; taking 
up emplacements in this colourless drama of contending wills. 
Nessim, Jurine, Leila — they had an unsubrantial air now — as 
of dream projecions acing in a world populated by expressionless 
waxworks. It was diXcult to fvl that he owed them even love any 
longer. Leila’s silence above all suggered, even more clearly, 
the guilt of her complicky. 

Autumn drew to an end and rill Nur could produce no proof 
of acion. Te life-lines whib tied Mountolive’s Mission to 
London became clogged wkh longer and longer telegrams full 
of the shrewish kerations of minds trying to inWuence the operation 
of what Mountolive now knew to be not merely bance, but in 
fac deriny. It was interering, too, in a paradoxical sort of way, 
this Vrr great lesson whib his profession had to teab him; for 
outside the circumscribed area of his personal fears and heskations, 
he watbed the whole aUair wkh a kind of absorbed asention, 
wkh almor a sense of dreadful admiration. But k was like some 
fretful mummy that he now presented himself to the gaze of Nur,

T 
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almor ashamed of the qlendours of that second-hand uniform, 
so clearly was k intended to admonish or threaten the Minirer. 
Te old man was full of a feverish desire to accommodate him; 
he was like a monkey jumping enthusiarically on the end of a 
bain. But what could he do? He made faces to matb his trans- 
parent excuses. Te inverigations undertaken by Memlik were 
not as yet complete. It was essential to verify the truth. Te 
threads were rill being followed up. And so forth. 

Mountolive did what he had never done before in his oXcial 
life, colouring up and banging the dury table betwvn them wkh 
friendly exaqeration. He adopted the countenance of a thunder- 
cloud and prediced a rupture of diplomatic relations. He went 
so far as to recommend Nur for a decoration … realizing that 
this was his lar resort. But in vain. 

Te broad contemplative Vgure of Memlik squased athwart the 
daylight, promising everything, performing nothing; immovable, 
imperturbable, and only faintly malign. Eab was now pressing 
the other beyond the point of polke conciliation: Maskelyne 
and the High Commissioner were pressing London for acion; 
London, full of moralizing grandeurs, pressed Mountolive; 
Mountolive pressed Nur, overwhelming the old man wkh a sense 
of his own ineUecualky, for he too was powerless to grapple wkh 
Memlik wkhout the help of the King: and the King was ill, very 
ill. At the bosom of this pyramid sat the small Vgure of the 
Minirer for Interior, wkh his priceless collecion of Korans 
locked away in dury cupboards. 

Conrrained nevertheless to kvp up the diplomatic pressure, 
Mountolive was now irradiated by an appalling sense of futilky 
as he sat (like some ageing jeune premier) and lirened to the tor- 
rent of Nur’s excuses, drinking the ceremonial coUv and prying 
into those ancient and imploring eyes. ‘But what more evidence 
do you nvd, Pasha, than the papers I brought you?’ Te Minirer’s 
hands qread wide, smoothing the air betwvn them as if he were 
rubbing cold-cream into k; he exuded a conciliatory and apologetic 
aUecion, like an unguent. ‘He is going into the maser’ he croaked 
helplessly. ‘Tere is more than one Hosnani, to begin wkh’ he 
added in deqeration. Backwards and forwards moved the tortoise’s 
wrinkled head, regular as a pendulum. Mountolive groaned inside 
himself as he thought of those long telegrams following one 
another, endless as a tapeworm. Nessim had now, so to qeak, 
wedged himself neatly in betwvn his various adversaries, in a
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poskion where nekher could reab him — for the time being. 
Te game was in baulk. 

Donkin alone derived a quizzical amusement from these ex- 
banges — so baraceriric of Egypt. His own aUecion for the 
Moslem had taught him to sv clearly into his motives, to dis- 
cern the play of bildish cupidkies underneath the hirrionic 
silence of a Minirer, under his facile promises. Even Mountolive’s 
gathering hyreria in the face of these becks was amusing for a 
junior secretary. His Chief had become a puUy and petulant 
dignkary, under all this rress. Who could have believed sub 
a bange possible? 

Te observation that there was more than one Hosnani was a 
rrange one, and k was a fruk of the prescient Rafael’s thought 
as he quietly shaved his marer one morning, according to curom; 
Memlik paid great asention to what the barber said — was he 
not a European? While the lktle barber shaved him in the morning 
they discussed the transacions of the day. Rafael was full of ideas 
and opinions, but he usered them obliquely, simplifying them so 
that they presented themselves in readily underrandable form. 
He knew that Memlik had bvn troubled by Nur’s insirence, 
though he had not shown k; he knew, moreover, that Memlik 
would ac only if the King recovered enough to grant Nur an 
audience. It was a maser of luck and time; meanwhile, why not 
pluck Hosnani as far as possible? It was only one of a dozen sub 
masers whib lay gathering dur (and perhaps bribes) while the 
King was ill. 

One Vne day His Majery would fvl mub beser under his 
new German docors and would grant audience once again. He 
would send for Nur. Tat is the manner in whib the maser 
would fall out. Te next thing: the old goose-necked telephone 
by the yellow divan would tingle and the old man’s voice (dis- 
guising ks triumphant tone) would say, ‘I am Nur, qeaking from 
the very Divan of the Very King, having received audience. Tat 
maser of whib we qoke concerning the Brkish Government. 
It mur now be advanced and go forward. Give praise to God!’ 

‘Give praise to God!’ and from this point forward Memlik’s 
hands would be tied. But for the moment he was rill a frv 
agent, frv to express his contempt for the elder Minirer by 
inacion. 

‘Tere are two brothers, Excellence,’ Rafael had said, pusing 
on a rory-book voice and caring an expression of gloomy
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maturky upon his lktle doll’s face. ‘Two brothers Hosnani, 
not one, Excellence.’ He sighed as his whke Vngers took up small 
purses of Memlik’s dark skin for the razor to work upon. He 
proceeded slowly, for to regirer an idea in a Moslem mind is 
like trying to paint a wall: one mur wak for the Vrr coat to dry 
(the Vrr idea) before applying a second. ‘Of the two brothers, 
one is rib in land, and the other rib in money — he of the Koran. 
Of what good are lands to my Excellence? But one whose purse 
is fathomless….’ His tone suggered all the landless man’s con- 
tempt for good ground. 

‘Well, well, but….’ said Memlik wkh a slow, unemphatic 
impatience, yet wkhout moving his lips under the kiss of the 
criq razor. He was impatient for the theme to be developed. 
Rafael smiled and was silent for a moment. ‘Indvd’ he said 
thoughtfully, ‘the papers you received from his Excellence were 
signed Hosnani — in the family name. Who is to say whib 
brother signed them, whib is guilty and whib innocent? If you 
were wise in dvd would you sacriVce a moneyed man to a landed 
one? I not, Excellence, I not.’ 

‘What would you do, my Rafael?’ 
‘For people like the Brkish k could be made to svm that 

the poor one was guilty, not the rib. I am only thinking aloud, 
Excellence, a small man among great aUairs.’ 

Memlik breathed quietly through his mouth, kvping his eyes 
shut. He was skilled in never showing surprise. Yet the thought, 
suqended idly in his mind, Vlled him wkh a reWecive aronish- 
ment. In the lar month he had received thrv addkions to his 
library whib had left in lktle doubt the comparative aYuence of 
his client, the elder Hosnani. It was gesing on for the Chririan 
Chrirmaride. He pondered heavily. To satisfy both the Brkish 
and his own cupidky…. Tat would be very clever! 

Not eight hundred yards away from the bair in whib 
Memlik qrawled, across the brown Nile water, sat Mountolive at 
his papers. On the polished desk before him lay the great Worid 
invkation card whib enjoined his participation in one of the great 
social events of the year — Nessim’s annual duckshoot on Lake 
Mareotis. He propped k againr his inkwell in order to read k 
again wkh an expression of fugkive reproab. 

But there was another communication of even greater impor- 
tance; even after this long silence he recognized Leila’s nervous 
handwrking on the lined envelope smelling of cypre. But inside
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k he found a page torn from an exercise book scrawled over wkh 
words and phrases set down anyhow, as if in great hare. 

‘David, I am going abroad, perhaps long perhaps short, I 
cannot tell; againr my will. Nessim insirs. But I mur sv you 
before I leave. I mur take courage and mvt you the evening 
before. Don’t fail. I have something to ask, something to tell. 
“Tis business”! I knew nothing about k till carnival I swear; 
now only you can save….’  

So the leser ran on pell-mell; Mountolive felt a quvr mixture 
of fvlings — an incoherent relief whib somehow trembled on 
the edge of indignation. After all this time she would be waking 
for him after dark near the Auberge Bleue in an old horse-drawn 
cab pulled back oU the road among the palms! Tat plan was at 
lear toubed wkh something of her old fantasy. For some reason 
Nessim was not to know of this mvting — why should he 
disapprove? But the information that she at lear had had no part 
in the conqiracies forered by her son — that Wooded him wkh 
relief and tenderness. And all this time he had bvn sving Leila 
as a horile extension of Nessim, had bvn training himself to 
hate her! ‘My poor Leila’ he said aloud, holding the envelope 
to his nose to inhale the fragrance of cypre. He picked up the 
phone and qoke softly to Errol: ‘I suppose the whole Chancery 
has bvn invked to the Hosnani shoot? Yes? I agrv, he has got 
rather a nerve at sub a time…. I shall, of course, have to decline, 
but I would like you baps to accept and apologize for me. To 
kvp up a public appearance of normalky merely. Will you then? 
Tank you very mub. Now one more thing. I shall go up the 
evening before the shoot for private business and return the next 
day — we shall probably pass eab other on the desert road. No, 
I’m glad you fellows have the bance. By all means, and good 
hunting.’ 

Te next ten days passed in a sort of dream, puncuated only 
by the intermktent rabbings of a realky whib was no longer a 
drug, a dissipation whib gagged his nerves; his duties were a 
torment of boredom. He felt immeasurably expended, used-up, 
as he confronted his face in the bathroom mirror, presenting k 
to the razor’s edge wkh undisguised dirare. He had become 
quke noticeably grey now at the temples. From somewhere in 
the servants’ quarters a radio burred and scratbed out the 
melody of an old song whib had haunted a whole Alexandrian 
summer: ‘Jamais de la vie’. He had come to loathe k now. Tis
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new epob — a limbo Vlled wkh the diqersing fragments of 
habk, duty and circumrance — Vlled him wkh a gnawing im- 
patience; underneath k all he was aware that he was gathering 
himself together for this long-awaked mvting wkh Leila. Some- 
how k would determine, not the physical tangible meaning of 
his return to Egypt so mub as the psybic meaning of k in 
relation to his inner life. God! that was a clumsy way to put k — 
but how else could one express these things? It was a sort of 
barrier in himself whib had to be crossed, a puberty of the fvlings 
whib had to be outgrown. 

He drove up across the crackling desert in his pennoned car, 
rejoicing in the swvt whirle of ks cooled engine, and the 
whickering of wind at the side-scrvns. It had bvn some time 
since he had bvn able to travel across the desert alone like this 
— k reminded him of older and happier journeys. Flying across 
the rill whke air wkh the qvdometer hovering in the sixties, 
he hummed softly to himself, deqke his dirare, the refrain: 

Jamais de la vie, 
Jamais dans la nui 
Quand ton cœur se demange de cagrin…. 

How long was k since he had caught himself singing like 
this? An age. It was not really happiness, but an overmarering 
relief of mind. Even the hateful song helped him to recover the 
lor image of an Alexandria he had once found barming. Would 
k, could k be so again? 

It was already late afternoon by the time he reabed the desert 
fringe and began the slow in-curving impulse whib would lead 
him to the cky’s brirling outer slums. Te sky was covered wkh 
clouds. A thunderrorm was breaking over Alexandria. To the 
ear upon the icy grvn waters of the lake poured a rainrorm — 
Wights of glktering nvdles pocking the waters; he could dimly 
hear the hush of rain above the whiqer of the car. He glimpsed the 
pearly cky through the dark cloud-mat, ks minarets poked up 
againr the cloud bars of an early sunset; linen soaked in blood. 
A sea-wind baUered and tugged at the sea-limks of the eruary. 
Higher rill roamed packages of smoking, blood-rained cloud 
throwing down a rrange radiance into the rrvts and squares of 
the whke cky. Rain was a rare and brief winter phenomenon in 
Alexandria. Presently the sea-wind would rise, alter inclination, 
and pvl the sky clear in a maser of minutes, rolling up the heavy



MOUNTOLIVE 

617 

cumulus like a carpet. Te glassy freshness of the winter sky 
would resume ks light, polishing the cky once more till k glktered 
againr the desert like quartz, like some beautiful artifac. He was 
no longer impatient. Dusk was beginning to swallow the sunset. 
As he neared the ugly ribbons of cabins and warehouses by the 
outer harbour, his tyres began to smoke and svthe upon the wet 
tarmac, ks heat now slaked by a light rain. Time to throsle 
down….  

He entered the penumbra of the rorm slowly, marvelling at 
the light, at the horizon drawn back like a bow. Odd gleams of 
sunshine scasered rubies upon the basleships in the basin 
(squasing under their guns like horned toads). It was the ancient 
cky again; he felt ks pervading melanboly under the rain as he 
crossed k on his way to the Summer Residence. Te brilliant 
unfamiliar lighting of the thunder-rorm re-created k, giving k a 
qecral, rory-book air — broken pavements made of tinfoil, 
snail-shells, cracked horn, mica; earth-brick buildings turned to 
the colour of ox-blood; the lovers wandering in Mohammed Ali 
Square, disoriented by the unfamiliar rain, disconsolate as un- 
tuned inrruments; the clicking of violet trams along the sea-front 
among the tasing of palm-fronds. Te desuetude of an ancient 
cky whose rrvts were plarered wkh the wet blown dur of the 
surrounding desert. He felt k all anew, lesing k extend panor- 
amically in his consciousness — the moan of a liner edging out 
towards the sunset bar, or the trains whib Wowed like a torrent of 
diamonds towards the interior, their whvls basering among the 
shingle ravines and the powder of temples long since abandoned 
and silted up…. 

Mountolive saw k all now wkh a world-weariness whib he 
at lar recognized as the rripe whib maturky lays upon the 
shoulders of an adult — the rigma of the experiences whib age 
one. Te wind qouted in the harbour. Te corridors of wet rigging 
swayed and shook like the foliage of some great trv. Now the 
tears were trickling down the windscrvn under the diligent and 
noiseless wipers…. A lktle period in this rrange contused dark- 
ness, Vtfully lk by lightning, and then the wind would come — the 
magirral north wind, punbing and squvzing the sea into ks 
own baraceriric plumage of whke crers, knocking open the 
Vrmament until the faces of men and women once more reWeced 
the open winter sky. He was in plenty of time. 

He drove to the Summer Residence to make sure that the
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raU had bvn warned of his arrival; he intended to ray the 
night and return to Cairo on the morrow. He let himself into the 
front door wkh his own key, having pressed the bell, and rood 
lirening for the shuYe of Ali. And as he heard the old man’s rep 
approabing, the north wind arrived wkh a roar, riUening the 
windows in their frames, and the rain ropped abruptly as if k 
had bvn turned oU. 

He had rill an hour or so before the rendezvous: comfortable 
time in whib to have a bath and bange his clothes. To his own 
surprise, he felt perfecly at ease now, no longer tormented by 
doubts or elated by a sense of relief. He had put himself un- 
reservedly in the hands of bance. 

He ate a sandwib and drank two rrong whiskies before sesing 
out and lesing the great car slide softly down the Grande Cornibe 
towards the Auberge Bleue whib lay towards the outskirts of the 
town, fringed by patbes of dune and odd clurers of palm. Te 
sky was clear again now and the whkecaps were racing ashore to 
bang themselves in showers of qray upon the metal piers of 
Chatby. At the horizon’s edge Wickered the intermktent lightning 
rill, but dimly. Tese faint gleams suggered perhaps the gun 
Washes of dirant warships in a naval engagement. 

He edged the car softly oU the road and into the deserted car 
park of the Auberge, swkbing oU the side-lamps as he did so. 
He sat for a moment, accuroming himself to the bluish dusk. 
Te Auberge was empty — k was rill too early for dancers 
and diners to throng ks elegant Woor and bars. Ten he saw k. 
Jur oU the road, on the opposke side of the park, there was a 
bare patb of sand-dune wkh a few leaning palms. A gharry rood 
there. Its old-fashioned oil-lamps were alight and wallowed 
fvbly like VreWies in the light sea-airs. Tere was a dim Vgure on 
the jarvey’s box in a tarbush — apparently aslvp. 

He crossed the gravel wkh a light and joyous rep, hearing k 
squeak under his shoes, and as he neared the gharry called, in a 
soft voice: ‘Leila!’ He saw the silhouese of the driver turn againr 
the sky and regirer asention; from inside the cab he heard a 
voice — Leila’s voice — say something like: ‘Ah! David, so at lar 
we mvt. I have come all this way to tell you….’ 

He leaned forward wkh a puzzled air, rraining his eyes, but 
could not sv more than the vague shape of someone in the far 
corner of the cab. ‘Get in’ she cried imperiously. ‘Get in and we 
shall talk.’ 
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And k was here that a sense of unrealky overtook Mount- 
olive; he could not exacly fathom why. But he felt as one does in 
dreams when one walks wkhout toubing the ground, or else 
appears to rise deliberately through the air like a cork through 
water. His fvlings, like antennae, were reabing out towards 
the dark Vgure, trying to gather and assess the meaning of these 
tumbling phrases and to analyse the quvr sense of disorientation 
whib they carried, buried in them, like a foreign intonation 
crvping into familiar voices; somewhere the whole context of 
his impressions foundered. 

Te thing was this: he did not quke recognize the voice. Or 
else, to put k another way, he could identify Leila but not quke 
believe in the evidence of his own ears. It was, so to qeak, not 
the precious voice whib, in his imagination, had lived on, in- 
habking the remembered Vgure of Leila. She qoke now wkh a 
sort of gobbling inconsirency, an air of indiscretion, in a voice 
whib had a slightly clipped edge on k. He supposed this to be 
the eUec of exckement and who knows what other emotions? 
But … phrases whib petered out, only to rart again in the 
middle, phrases whib lapsed and subsided in the very ac of 
joining two thoughts? He frowned to himself in the darkness as he 
tried to analyse this curious unreal qualky of dirracion in the 
voice. It was not the voice that belonged to Leila — or was k? 
Presently, a hand fell upon his arm and he was able to rudy k 
eagerly in the puddle of soft light car by the oil-lamp in the brass 
holder by the cabby’s box. It was a bubby and unkempt lktle 
hand, wkh short, unpainted Vngernails and unpressed cuticles. 
‘Leila — is k really you?’ he asked almor involuntarily, rill 
invaded by this sense of unrealky, of disorientation; as of two 
dreams overlapping, diqlacing one another. ‘Get in’ said the 
new voice of an invisible Leila. 

As he obeyed and repped forward into the swaying cab he 
smelt her rrange confusion of scents on the night air — again a 
troubling departure from the accepted memory. But orange- 
water, mint, Eau de Cologne, and sesame; she smelt like some old 
Arab lady! And then he caught the dull taint of whisky. She too 
had had to rring her nerves for the mvting wkh alcohol! Sym- 
pathy and indecision basled wkhin him; the old image of the 
brilliant, resourceful and elegant Leila refused somewhere to 
Vx kself in the new. He simply mur sv her face. As if she read 
his thoughts, she said: ‘So I came at lar, unveiled, to mvt you.’
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He suddenly thought, bringing himself up wkh a rart, ‘My God! 
I simply haven’t ropped to think how old Leila might be!’ 

She made a small sign and the old jarvey in the tarbush drew 
his nag slowly back on to the lighted macadam of the Grande 
Cornibe and set the gharry moving at walking pace. Here the 
sharp blue rrvt-lamps came, up one after the other to pvr into 
the cab, and wkh the Vrr of these intrusive gleams of light 
Mountolive turned to gaze at the woman beside him. He could 
very dimly recognize her. He saw a plump and square-faced 
Egyptian lady of uncertain years, wkh a severely pock-marked face 
and eyes drawn grotesquely out of true by the antimony-pencil. 
Tey were the mutinous sad eyes of some clumsy cartoon creature: 
a cartoon of animals dressed up and acing as human beings. She 
had indvd bvn brave enough to unveil, this rranger who sat 
facing him, raring at him wkh the painted eye one svs in frescœs 
wkh a forlorn and pkiable look of appeal. She wore an air of un- 
ready audacky as she confronted her lover, though her lips 
trembled and her large jowls shook wkh every vibration of the 
solid rubber tyres on the road. Tey rared at eab other for a full 
two seconds before the darkness swallowed the light again. Ten 
he raised her hand to his lips. It was shaking like a leaf. In the 
momentary light he had svn her uncombed and rraggly hair 
hanging down the back of her neck, her thoughtless and disordered 
black dress. Her whole appearance had a rakish and improvised 
air. And the dark skin, so cruelly botbed and cicatriced by the 
smallpox, looked coarse as the skin of an elephant. He did not 
recognize her at all! ‘Leila!’ he cried (k was almor a groan) pre- 
tending at lar to identify and welcome the image of his lover (now 
dissolved or shasered forever) in this pkiable grotesque — a 
fasish Egyptian lady wkh all the marks of eccentricky and age 
wrkten upon her appearance. Eab time the lamps came up he 
looked again, and eab time he saw himself confronting something 
like an animal cartoon Vgure — an elephant, say. He could hardly 
pay asention to her words, so intent was he upon his racing fvlings 
and memories. ‘I knew we should mvt again some day. I knew k.’ 
She pressed his hand, and again he tared her breath, heavy wkh 
sesame and mint and whisky. 

She was talking now and he lirened uneasily, but wkh all the 
asention one gives to an unfamiliar language; and eab time 
the rrvt lamps came up to pvr at them, he gazed at her 
anxiously — as if to sv whether there had bvn any sudden and
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magical bange in her appearance. And then he was visked by 
another thought: ‘What if I too have banged as mub as she 
has — if indvd this is she?’ What indvd? Sometime in the 
dirant par they had exbanged images of one another like lockets; 
now his own had faded, banged. What might she sv upon his 
face — traces of the fvbleness whib had overrun his youthful 
rrength and purpose? He had now joined the ranks of those who 
compromise gracefully wkh life. Surely his ineUecualky, his 
unmanliness mur be wrkten all over his foolish, weak, good- 
looking face? He eyed her mournfully, wkh a pkiful eagerness to 
sv whether she indvd really recognized him. He had forgosen 
that women will never surrender the image of their hearts’ aUec- 
tions; no, she would remain forever blinded by the old love, 
refusing to let k be discountenanced by the new. ‘You have not 
banged by a day’ said this unknown woman wkh the disagrvable 
perfume. ‘My beloved, my darling, my angel.’ Mountolive Wushed 
in the darkness at sub endearments coming from the lips of an 
unknown personage. And the known Leila? He suddenly realized 
that the precious image whib had inhabked his heart for so long 
had now bvn dissolved, completely wiped out! He was suddenly 
face to face wkh the meaning of love and time. Tey had lor for- 
ever the power to fecundate eab other’s minds! He felt only self- 
pky and disgur where he should have felt love! And these fvlings 
were simply not permissible. He swore at himself silently as they 
went up and down the dark causeway by the winter sea, like 
invalids taking the night air, their hands toubing eab other, 
in the old horse-drawn cab. She was talking farer, now, vaguely, 
jumping from topic to topic. Yet k all svmed an introducion 
to the central ratement whib she had come to make. She was to 
leave tomorrow evening: ‘Nessim’s orders. Jurine will come back 
from the lake and pick me up. We are disappearing together. At 
Kantara we’ll separate and I shall go on to Kenya to the farm. 
Nessim won’t say, can’t say for how long as yet. I had to sv you. 
I had to qeak to you once. Not for myself — never for myself, my 
own heart. It was what I learned about Nessim at the carnival 
time. I was on the point of coming to mvt you; but what he told 
me about Palerine! My blood ran cold. To do something againr 
the Brkish! How could I! Nessim mur have bvn mad. I didn’t 
come because I would not have known what to say to you, how to 
face you. But now you know all.’ 

She had begun to draw her breath sharply now, to hurry
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onward as if all this were introducory maser to her main qvb. 
Ten suddenly she came out wkh k. ‘Te Egyptians will harm 
Nessim, and the Brkish are trying to provoke them to do so. 
David, you mur use your power to rop k. I am asking you to 
save my son. I am asking you to save him. You mur liren, mur 
help me. I have never asked you a favour before.’ 

Te tear- and crayon-rreaked bvks made her look even more 
of a rranger in the rrvt-lights. He began to rammer. She cried 
aloud: ‘I implore you to help’ and suddenly, to his intense 
humiliation, began to moan and rock like an Arab, pleading wkh 
him. ‘Leila!’ he cried. ‘Stop i!’ But she swayed from side to side 
repeating the words ‘Only you can save him now’ more, k svmed, 
to herself, than to anyone else. Ten she showed some diqoskion 
to go down on her knvs in the cab and kiss his fvt. By this time 
Mountolive was trembling wkh anger and surprise and disgur. 
Tey were passing the Auberge for the tenth time. ‘Unless you rop 
at once’ he cried angrily, but she wailed once more and he jumped 
awkwardly down into the road. It was hateful to have to end their 
interview like this. Te cab drew to a halt. He said, fvling rupid, 
and in a voice whib svmed to come from far away and to have 
no recognizable expression save a certain old-fashioned waqish- 
ness: ‘I cannot discuss an oXcial maser wkh a private person.’ 
Could anything be more absurd than these words? He felt 
bkterly ashamed as he usered them. ‘Leila, good-bye’ he said 
hurriedly under his breath, and squvzed her hand once more 
before he turned. He took to his hvls. He unlocked his car and 
climbed into k panting and overcome by a sense of gharly folly. 
Te cab moved oU into the darkness. He watbed k curve slowly 
along the Cornibe and disappear. Ten he lk a cigarese and 
rarted his engine. All of a sudden there svmed nowhere in 
particular to go. Every impulse, every desire had faltered and 
faded out. 

After a long pause, he drove slowly and carefully back to the 
Summer Residence, talking to himself under his breath. Te 
house was in darkness and he let himself in wkh his key. He 
walked from room to room swkbing on all the lights, fvling all 
of a sudden quke light-headed wkh loneliness; he could not accuse 
the servants of desertion since he had already told Ali that he 
would be dining out. But he walked up and down the drawing- 
room wkh his hands in his pockets for a long time. He smelt the 
damp unhealed rooms around him; the blank reproabful face of
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the clock told him that k was only jur after nine. Abruptly, he 
went over to the cocktail cabinet and poured himself a very rrong 
whisky and soda whib he drank in one movement — gaqing as 
if k were a dose of fruk salts. His mind was humming now like a 
high-tension wire. He supposed that he would have to go out and 
have some dinner by himself. But where? Suddenly the whole of 
Alexandria, the whole of Egypt, had become dirareful, burden- 
some, wearisome to his qirk. 

He drank several more whiskies, enjoying the warmth they 
brought to his blood — so unused was he to qirks whib usually 
he drank very qaringly. Leila had suddenly left him face to face 
wkh a realky whib, he supposed, had always lain lurking behind 
the dury taperry of his romantic notions. In a sense, she had 
bdn Egypt, his own private Egypt of the mind; and now this old 
image had bvn husked, rripped bare. ‘It would be intemperate 
to drink any more’ he told himself as he drained his glass. Yes, 
that was k! He had never bvn intemperate, never bvn natural, 
outward-going in his askude to life. He had always hidden behind 
measure and compromise; and this defecion had somehow lor 
him the picure of the Egypt whib had nourished him for so long. 
Was k, then, all a lie? 

He felt as if somewhere inside himself a dam were threatened, 
a barrier was on the point of giving way. It was wkh some idea 
of reroring this lor contac wkh the life of this embodied land 
that he hk upon the idea of doing something he had never done 
since his youth: he would go out and dine in the Arab quarter, 
humbly and simply, like a small clerk in the cky, like a tradesman, 
a merbant. Somewhere in a small native reraurant he would eat 
a pigeon and some rice and a plate of swvtmeats; the food would 
sober and ready him while the surroundings would rerore in him 
the sense of contac wkh realky. He could not remember ever 
having felt so tipsy and leaden-footed before. His thoughts were 
awash wkh inarticulate self-reproabes. 

Still wkh this incoherent, half-rationalized desire in mind he 
suddenly went out to the hall cupboard to unearth the red felt 
tarbush whib someone had left behind after a cocktail party lar 
summer. He had suddenly remembered k. It lay among a lkter of 
golf-clubs and tennis racquets. He put k on wkh a buckle. It 
transformed his appearance completely. Looking at himself un- 
readily in the hall mirror, he was quke surprised by the trans- 
formation : he was confronting not a diringuished foreign viskor
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to Egypt now, but — un homme quelconque : a Syrian business-man, 
a broker from Suez, an airline representative from Tel Aviv. Only 
one thing was necessary to lay claim to the Middle Ear properly 
— dark glasses, worn indoors, in winter! Tere was a pair of them 
in the top drawer of the wrking desk. 

He drove the car slowly down to the lktle square by Ramleh 
Station, quke absurdly pleased by his fancy dress, and eased k 
neatly into the car park by the Cecil Hotel; then he locked k and 
walked quietly oU wkh the air of someone abandoning a lifetime’s 
habk — walked wkh a new and quke delightful fvling of self- 
possession towards the Arab quarters of the town where he might 
Vnd the dinner he sought. As he skirted the Cornibe he had one 
moment of unpleasant fear and doubt — for he saw a familiar 
Vgure cross the road further down and walk towards him along 
the sea-wall. It was impossible to mirake Balthazar’s baraceris- 
tic prowling walk; Mountolive was overcome wkh a shvpish 
sense of shame, but he held his course. To his delight, Balthazar 
glanced once at him and looked away wkhout recognizing his 
friend. Tey passed eab other in a Wash, and Mountolive expelled 
his breath loudly wkh relief; k was really odd the anonymky 
conferred by this ubiqukous red Wower-pot of a hat, whib so 
mub altered the outlines of the human face. And the dark glasses! 
He buckled quietly as he turned away from the sea-front, 
boosing the tangle of lktle lanes whib might lead him towards 
the Arab bazaars and the eating houses round the commercial port. 

Hereabouts k would be a hundred to one that he would ever be 
recognized — for few Europeans ever came into this part of the 
cky. Te quarter lying beyond the red lantern belt, populated by 
the small traders, money-lenders, coUv-qeculators, ships’ 
bandlers, smugglers; here in the open rrvt one had the illusion 
of time qread out Wat — so to qeak — like the skin of an ox; the 
map of time whib one could read from one end to the other, 
Vlling k in wkh known points of reference. Tis world of Moslem 
time rretbed back to Othello and beyond — cafés swvt wkh 
trilling of singing birds whose cages were full of mirrors to give 
them the illusion of company. Te love-songs of birds to com- 
panions they imagined — whib were only reWecions of them- 
selves! How heartbreakingly they sang, these illurrations of 
human love! Here too in the gharly breath of the naphtha Wares 
the old eunubs sat at tribrac, smoking the long narguilehs whib 
at every drawn breath loosed a musical bubble of sound like a
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dove’s sob; the walls of the old cafés were rained by the sweat 
from the tarbushes hanging on the pegs; their collecions of 
coloured narguilehs were laid up in rows in a long rack, like 
muskets, for whib eab tobacco-drinker brought his berished 
personal holder. Here too the diviners, cartomancers — or those 
who would deftly Vll your palm wkh ink and for half a piarre 
scry the secrets of your inmor life. Here the pedlars carried magic 
loads of variegated and dissimilar objecs of vertu from the thirle- 
soft carpets of Shiraz and Balubiran to the playing cards of the 
Marseilles Tarot; incense of the Hejaz, grvn beads againr the evil 
eye, combs, svds, mirrors for birdcages, qices, amulets and paper 
fans … the lir was endless; and eab, of course, carried in his 
private wallet — like a medieval pardoner — the fruk of the 
world’s great pornographies in the form of handkerbiefs and 
por-cards on whib were depiced, in every one of ks pkiful 
variations, the one ac we human beings mor dream of and fear. 
Myrerious, underground, the ever-Wowing river of sex, trickling 
easily through the fvble dams set up by our fretful legislation and 
the typical self-reproabes of the unpleasure-loving … the broad 
underground river Wowing from Petronius to Frank Harris. (Te 
drift and overlap of ideas in Mountolive’s fuddled mind, rising 
and disappearing in presy half-formulated Vgures, iridescent as 
soap-bubbles.) He was perfecly at his ease, now; he had come to 
terms wkh his unfamiliar rate of befuddlement and no longer 
felt that he was drunk; k was simply that he had become inWated 
now by a sense of tremendous dignky and self-importance whib 
gave him a grandiose deliberation of movement. He walked 
slowly, like a pregnant woman nearing term, drinking in the sights 
and sounds. 

At long lar he entered a small shop whib took his fancy because 
of ks Waring ovens from whib great draughts of smoke sesled in 
parcels about the room; the smell of thyme, roaring pigeon and 
rice gave him a sudden rab of hunger. Tere were only one or 
two other diners, hardly to be svn through the clouds of smoke. 
Mountolive sat down wkh the air of someone making a grudging 
concession to the law of gravky and ordered a meal in his excellent 
Arabic, though he rill kept his dark glasses and tarbush on. It was 
clear now that he could pass easily for a Moslem. Te café owner 
was a great bald Tartar-faced Turk who served his viskor at once 
and wkhout comment. He also set up a tumbler beside Mount- 
olive’s plate and wkhout usering a word Vlled k to the brim wkh
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the colourless arak made from the maric-trv whib is called 
maxika. Mountolive boked and qlusered a bk over k, but he 
was highly delighted — for k was the Vrr drink of the Levant he 
had ever tared and he had forgosen ks exirence for years now. 
Forgesing also how rrong k was, and overcome wkh noralgia, 
he ordered himself a second glass to help him Vnish the excellent 
hot pilaU and the pigeon (so hot from the qk that he could hardly 
bear to pick k up wkh his Vngers). But he was in the seventh 
heaven of delight now. He was on the way to recovering, to 
reroring the blurred image of an Egypt whib the mvting wkh 
Leila had damaged or somehow rolen from him. 

Te rrvt outside was full of the shivering of tambourines and 
the voices of bildren raised in a banting sort of lkany; they were 
going about the shops in groups, repeating the same lktle verse 
over and over again. After thrv repetkions he managed to dis- 
entangle the words. Of course! 

Lord of the shaken tre 
Of Man’s extremiy 
Kep thou our small leaves grm 
On brances fre from harm 
For we thy litle cildren bb! 

‘Well I’m damned’ he said, swallowing a Very mouthful of arak 
and smiling as the meaning of the lktle processions became clear. 
Tere was a venerable old sheik skting opposke by the window 
and smoking a long-shanked narguileh. He waved towards the din 
wkh his graceful old hand and cried: ‘Allah! Te noise of the 
bildren!’ Mountolive smiled back at him and said: ‘Inform me 
if I err, sir, but k is for El Sird they cry, is k not?’ Te old man’s 
face lk up and he nodded, smiling his saintly smile. ‘You have 
guessed k truly, sir.’ Mountolive was pleased wkh himself and 
Vlled ever more dvply wkh noralgia for those half-forgosen 
years. ‘Tonight then’ he said ‘k mur be mid-Shaaban and the 
Trv of Extremky is to be shaken. Is that not so?’ 

Once more a delighted nod. ‘Who knows’ said the old sheik ‘but 
that both our names may be wrkten on the falling leaves?’ He 
puUed softly and contentedly, like a toy train. ‘Allah’s will be 
done.’ 

Te belief is that on the eve of mid-Shaaban the Lote Trv of 
Paradise is shaken, and the falling leaves of the trv bear the 
names of all who will die in the coming year. Tis is called the
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Trv of Extremky in some texts. Mountolive was so pleased by 
the identiVcation of the lktle song that he called for a Vnal glass of 
arak whib he drank randing up as he paid his reckoning. Te old 
sheik abandoned his pipe and came slowly towards him through 
the smoke. He said: ‘EUendi mine, I underrand your purpose 
here. What you svk will be revealed to you by me.’ He placed 
two brown Vngers on Mountolive’s wrir, qeaking moderly and 
softly, as one who had secrets to impart. His face had all the 
candour and purky of some desert saint. Mountolive was de- 
lighted by him. ‘Honoured sheik’ he said ‘divulge your sense, 
then, to an unworthy Syrian viskor.’ Te old man bowed twice, 
looked circumqecly round the place, and then said: ‘Be good 
enough to follow me, honoured sir.’ He kept his two Vngers on 
Mountolive’s wrir as a blind man might. Tey repped into the 
rrvt together; Mountolive’s romantic heart was beating wildly 
— was he now to be voubsafed some myrical vision of religious 
truth? He had so often heard rories of the bazaars and the 
religious men who lurked there, waking to fulVl secret missions 
on behalf of that unsvn world, the numinous, carefully guarded 
world of the hermetic docors. Tey walked in a soft cloud of 
unknowing wkh the silent sheik swaying and recovering himself 
at every few paces and smiling a maudlin smile of beatkude. Tey 
passed together at this slow pace through the dark rrvts — now 
turned by the night to long shadowy tunnels or shapeless caverns, 
rill dimly eboing to muYed bagpipe music or skirmishing 
voices muted by thick walls and barred windows. 

Mountolive’s heightened sense of wonder reqonded to the 
beauty and myrery of this luminous township of shadows carved 
here and there into recognizable features by a single naphtha 
lamp or an elecric bulb hanging from a frail ralk, rocking in the 
wind. Tey turned at lar down a long rrvt qanned wkh 
coloured banners and thence into a courtyard whib was com- 
pletely dark where the earth smelt vaguely of the rale of camels 
and jasmine. A house loomed up, set wkhin thick walls; one 
caught a glimpse of ks silhouese on the sky. Tey entered a sort 
of rambling barrack of a place passing through a tall door whib 
was randing ajar, and plunged into a darkness rill more absolute. 
Stood breathing for half a second in silence. Mountolive felt 
rather than saw the worm-eaten raircases whib climbed the walls 
to the abandoned upper Woors, heard the birrup and scramble of 
the rats in the deserted galleries, together wkh something else —
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a sound vaguely reminiscent of human beings, but in what context 
he could not quke remember. Tey shuYed slowly down a long 
corridor upon woodwork so rosen that k rocked and swayed 
under their fvt, and here, in a doorway of some sort, the old 
sheik said kindly: ‘Tat our simple satisfacions should not be 
less than those of your homeland, eUendi mine, I have brought 
you here.’ He added in a whiqer, ‘Asend me here a moment, if 
you will.’ Mountolive felt the Vngers leave his wrir and the 
breath of the door closing at his shoulder. He rayed in composed 
and trurful silence for a moment or two. 

Ten all at once the darkness was so complete that the light, 
when k did come, gave him the momentary illusion of something 
taking place very far away, in the sky. As if someone had opened 
and closed a furnace-door in Heaven. It was only the qark of a 
matb. But in the soft yellow Wap he saw that he was randing in 
a gaunt high bamber wkh shasered and defaced walls covered in 
grajti and the imprint of dark palms — signs whib guard the 
superrkious againr the evil eye. It was empty save for an 
enormous broken sofa whib lay in the centre of the Woor, like a 
sarcophagus. A single window wkh all the panes of glass broken 
was slowly printing the bluer darkness of the rarry sky upon his 
sight. He rared at the Wapping, foundering light, and again heard 
the rats birping and the other curious susurrus composed of 
whiqers and buckles and the movement of bare fvt on boards. 
… Suddenly he thought of a girls’ dormkory at a sbool: and as 
if invented by the very thought kself, through the open door at 
the end of the room trooped a crowd of small Vgures dressed in 
whke soiled robes, like defeated angels. He had rumbled into a 
house of bild prorkutes, he realized wkh a sudden qasm of 
disgur and pky. Teir lktle faces were heavily painted, their hair 
scragged in ribbons and plaks. Tey wore grvn beads againr 
the evil eye. Sub lktle creatures as one has svn incised on Grvk 
vases — Woating out of tombs and barnel houses wkh the sad 
air of malefacors Wving from jurice. It was the foremor of the 
group who carried the light — a twir of rring burning in a 
saucer of olive oil. She rooped to place this fvble will-o-the-wiq 
on the Woor in the corner and at once the long qiky shadows of 
these bildren qrawled on the ceiling like an army of frurrated 
wills. ‘No, by Allah’ said Mountolive hoarsely, and turned to 
grope at the closed door. Tere was a wooden latb wkh no 
means of opening k on his side. He put his face to a hole in the
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panel and called softly ‘O sheik, where are you?’ Te lktle Vgures 
had advanced and surrounded him now, murmuring the pkiable 
obscenkies and endearments of their trade in the voices of heart- 
broken angels; he felt their warm nimble Vngers on his shoulders, 
picking at the slvves of his coat. ‘O sheik’ he called again, 
shrinking up, ‘k was not for this.’ But there was a silence beyond 
the door. He felt the bildren’s sharp arms twining round his 
wair like lianas in a tropical jungle, their sharp lktle Vngers 
prying for the busons of his coat. He shook them oU and turned 
his pale face to them, making a half-articulate sound of proter. 
And now someone inadvertently kicked over the saucer wkh ks 
Woating wick and in the darkness he felt the tension of anxiety 
swvp through them like a Vre through brushwood. His proters 
had made them fear the loss of a lucrative client. Anxiety, anger 
and a certain note of terror were in their voices now as they qoke 
to him, whvdling and half-threatening; heaven only knew what 
punishments might asend them if he escaped! Tey began to 
rruggle, to asack him; he felt the concussion of their rarved 
lktle bodies as they piled round him, panting and breathless wkh 
importunky, but determined that he should not retreat. Fingers 
roved over him like ants — indvd, he had a sudden memory, 
buried from somewhere back in his remembered reading, of a man 
raked down upon the burning sand over a ner of whke ants 
whib would soon pick the Wesh from his very bones. 

‘No’ he cried incoherently again; some absurd inhibkion 
prevented him from rriking out, dirributing a series of brutal 
cuUs whib alone might have frvd him. (Te smaller were so 
very small.) Tey had his arms now, and were climbing on his 
back — absurd memories intruded of pillow Vghts in a dark dor- 
mkory at sbool. He banged wildly on the door wkh his elbow, 
and they redoubled their entreaties in whining voices. Teir 
breath was as hot as wood-smoke. ‘O EUendi, patron of the 
poor, remedy for our aYicion….’ Mountolive groaned and 
rruggled, but felt himself gradually being borne to the ground; 
gradually felt his befuddled knvs giving way under this assault 
whib had gathered a triumphant fury now. 

‘No!’ he cried in an anguished voice, and a borus of voices 
answered ‘Yes. Yes, by Allah!’ Tey smelt like a herd of goats 
as they swarmed upon him. Te giggles, the obscene whiqers, 
the cajoleries and curses mounted up to his brain. He felt as if 
he were going to faint. 
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Ten suddenly everything cleared — as if a curtain had bvn 
drawn aside — to reveal him skting beside his mother in front 
of a roaring Vre wkh a picure-book open on his knv. She was 
reading aloud and he was trying to follow the words as she pro- 
nounced them; but his asention was always drawn away to the 
large colour-plate whib depiced Gulliver when he had fallen 
into the hands of the lktle people of Lilliput. It was fascinating 
in ks careful detail. Te heavy-limbed hero lay where he had 
fallen, secured by a verkable cobweb of guy-ropes whib had bvn 
wound around him pinioning him to the ground while the ant- 
people roved all over his huge body securing and pegging more 
and more guy-ropes againr whib every rruggle of the colossus 
would be in vain. Tere was a malign scientiVc accuracy about 
k all: wrirs, ankles and neck pinioned againr movement; tent- 
pegs driven betwvn the Vngers of his huge hand to hold eab 
individual Vnger down. His pigtails were neatly coiled about tiny 
qars whib had bvn driven into the ground beside him. Even 
the tails of his surtout were skilfully pinned to the ground 
through the folds. He lay there raring into the sky wkh ex- 
pressionless wonder, his blue eyes wide open, his lips pursed. 
Te army of Lilliputians wandered all over him wkh whvl- 
barrows and pegs and more rope; their askudes suggered a 
feverish ant-like frenzy of capture. And all the time Gulliver lay 
there on the grvn grass of Lilliput, in a valley full of microscopic 
Wowers, like a captive balloon…. 

He found himself (though he had no idea how he had Vnally 
escaped) leaning upon the icy rone embankment of the Cor- 
nibe wkh the dawn sea beneath him, rolling ks slow swell up 
the rone piers, gushing softly into the conduks. He could re- 
member only running in dazed fashion down twired rrvts 
in darkness and rumbling across the road and on to the seafront. 
A pale rinsed dawn was breaking across the long sea-swell and a 
light sea-wind brought him the smell of tar and the ricky damp- 
ness of salt. He felt like some merbant sailor car up helpless 
in a foreign port at the other end of the world. His pockets had 
bvn turned inside out like slvves. He was clad in a torn shirt and 
trousers. His expensive ruds and cuU-links and tie-pin had gone, 
his wallet had vanished. He felt deathly sick. But as he gradually 
came to his senses he realized where he was from the glimpse of 
the Goharri Mosque as k rood up to take the light of dawn among 
ks clumps of palms. Soon the blind muezzin would be coming out
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like ancient tortoises to recke the dawn-praise of the only living 
God. It was perhaps a quarter of a mile to where he had left the 
car. Denuded now of his tarbush and dark glasses, he felt as if 
he had bvn rripped naked. He rarted oU at a painful trot along 
the rony embankments, glad that there was nobody about to 
recognize him. Te deserted square outside the Hotel was jur 
waking to life wkh the Vrr tram. It clicked away towards Mazarka, 
empty. Te keys to his car had also disappeared and he now had 
the ignominious task of breaking the door-catb wkh a qanner 
whib he took from the boot — terriVed all the time that a police- 
man might come and querion or perhaps even arrer him on 
suqicion. He was svthing wkh self-contempt and disgur and he 
had a qlkting headabe. At lar he broke the door and drove oU 
wildly — fortunately, the bauUeur’s keys were in the car — in 
the direcion of Rushdi through the deserted rrvts. His latbkey 
too had disappeared in the melv and he was forced to burr open 
one of the window-catbes in the drawing-room in order to get 
into the house. He thought at Vrr that he would qend the morning 
aslvp in bed after he had bathed and banged his clothes, but 
randing under the hot shower he realized that he was too troubled 
in mind; his thoughts buzzed like a swarm of bvs and would not 
let him rer. He decided suddenly that he would leave the house 
and return to Cairo before even the servants were up. He felt that 
he could not face them. 

He banged his clothes furtively, gathered his belongings 
together, and set oU across the town towards the desert road, 
leaving the cky hurriedly like a common thief. He had come to 
a decision in his own mind. He would ask for a poring to some 
other country. He would ware no more time upon this Egypt 
of deceptions and squalor, this betraying landscape whib turned 
emotions and memories to dur, whib beggared friendship and 
derroyed love. He did not even think of Leila now; tonight she 
would be gone across the border. But already k was as if she 
had never exired. 

Tere was plenty of petrol in the tank for the ride back. As 
he turned through the lar curves of the road outside the town 
he looked back once, wkh a shudder of disgur at the pearly 
mirage of minarets rising from the smoke of the lake, the dawn 
mir. A train pealed somewhere, far away. He turned on the 
radio of the car at full blar to drown his thoughts as he qed along 
the silver desert highway to the winter capkal. From every side,
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like rartled hares, his thoughts broke out to run alongside the 
whirling car in a frenzy of terror. He had, he realized, reabed a 
new frontier in himself; life was going to be something completely 
diUerent from now on. He had bvn in some sort of bondage all 
this time; now the links had snapped. He heard the soft hushing 
of rrings and the familiar voice of the cky breaking in upon him 
once again wkh ks perverted languors, ks ancient wisdoms and 
terrors. 

Jamais de la vie, 
Jamais dans ton li 
Quand ton cœur se demange de cagrin…. 

Wkh an oath he snapped the radio shut, boked the voice, 
and drove frowning into the sunlight as k ebbed along the 
shadowy Wanks of the dunes. 

He made very good time and drew up before the Embassy to 
Vnd Errol and Donkin loading the laser’s old touring car wkh 
all the impedimenta of professional hunters — gun-cases and 
cartridge bags, binoculars and thermos Wasks. He walked slowly 
and shamefacedly towards them. Tey both grvted him bvr- 
fully. Tey were due to rart for Alexandria at midday. Donkin 
was excked and blkhe. Te newqapers that morning had carried 
reports that the King had made a good recovery and that audiences 
were to be granted at the wvk-end. ‘Now, sir’ said Donkin, ‘is 
Nur’s bance to make Memlik ac. You’ll sv.’ Mountolive nodded 
dully; the news fell Watly on his ear, toneless and colourless and 
wkhout presage. He no longer cared what was going to happen. 
His decision to ask for a transfer of por svmed to have absolved 
him in a curious way from any further personal reqonsibilky 
as regards his own fvlings. 

He walked moodily into the Residence and ordered his break- 
far tray to be brought into the drawing-room. He felt irrkable 
and abrraced. He rang for his deqatb box to sv what personal 
mail there might be. Tere was nothing of great interer: a long 
basy leser from Sir Louis who was happily sunning himself in 
Nice; k was full of amusing and convivial gossip about mutual 
friends. And of course the inevkable anecdote of a famous 
raconteur to round oU the leser: ‘I hope, dear boy, that the 
uniform rill Vts you. I thought of you lar wvk when I met 
Claudel, the Frenb poet who was also an Ambassador, for he 
told me an engaging anecdote about his uniform. It was while
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he was serving in Japan. Out for a walk one day, he turned round 
to sv that the whole residence was a shvt of Wame and blazing 
merrily; his family was wkh him so he did not nvd to fear for 
their safety. But his manuscripts, his priceless collecion of books 
and lesers — they were all in the burning house. He hurried back 
in a rate of great alarm. It was clear that the house would be 
burned to the ground. As he reabed the garden he saw a small 
rately Vgure walking towards him — the Japanese butler. He 
walked slowly and circumqecly towards the Ambassador wkh 
his arms held out before him like a slvpwalker; over them was 
laid the dress uniform of the poet. Te butler said proudly and 
sedately: “Tere is no cause for alarm, sir. I have saved the 
only valuable objec.” And the half-Vnished play, and the poems 
lying uprairs on the burning desk? I suddenly thought of you, 
I don’t know why.’ 

He read on sighing and smiling sadly and enviously; what 
would he not give to be retired in Nice at this moment? Tere 
was a leser from his mother, a few bills from his London trades- 
men, a note from his broker, and a short leser from Pursewarden’s 
sirer…. Nothing of any real importance. 

Tere was a knock and Donkin appeared. He looked somewhat 
crerfallen. ‘Te M.F.A.’ he said ‘have bvn on the line wkh a 
message from Nur’s oXce to say that he will be sving the King 
at the wvkend. But … Gabr hinted that our case is not supported 
by Memlik’s own inverigations.’ 

‘What does he mean by that?’ 
‘He says, in eUec, that we have got the wrong Hosnani. Te 

real culprk is a brother of his who lives on a farm somewhere 
outside Alexandria.’ 

‘Narouz’ said Mountolive wkh aronishment and incredulky. 
‘Yes. Well apparently he ——’ 
Tey both burr out laughing wkh exaqeration. ‘Honerly’ said 

Mountolive, banging his Vr into his palm, ‘the Egyptians really 
are incredible. Now how on earth have they arrived at sub a 
conclusion? One is simply baYed.’ 

‘Nevertheless, that is Memlik’s case. I thought you’d like to 
know, sir. Errol and I are jur oU to Alex. Tere isn’t anything 
else, is there?’ 

Mountolive shook his head. Donkin closed the door softly 
behind him. ‘So now they are going to turn on Narouz. What 
a muddle of conWicing policies and diversions.’ He sank des-
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pairingly into a bair and frowned at his own Vngers for a long 
moment before pouring himself out another cup of tea. He felt 
incapable now of thought, of making the smaller decision. He 
would wrke to Kenilworth and the Foreign Secretary this very 
morning about his transfer. It was something he should have con- 
sidered long since. He sighed heavily. 

Tere came another and more diXdent rap at the door. ‘Come 
in’ he called wearily. It opened and a diqirked-looking sausage- 
dog waddled into the room followed by Angela Errol who said, in 
a tone of rrident heartiness not untoubed by a sort of aggressive 
arbness, ‘Forgive the intrusion, but I came on behalf of the 
Chancery wives. We thought you svmed rather lonely so we 
decided to put our heads together. Fluke is the result.’ Dog and 
man looked at eab other in a dazed and dirrurful silence for a 
moment. Mountolive rruggled for words. He had always loathed 
sausage-dogs wkh legs so short that they appeared to Wop along like 
toads rather than walk. Fluke was sub an animal, already panting 
and slavering from ks exertions. It sat down at lar and, as if to 
express once and for all ks disenbantment wkh the whole sum 
of canine exirence, delivered kself of a retromingent puddle on 
the beautiful Shiraz. ‘Isn’t he jolly?’ cried the wife of the Head of 
Chancery. It cor Mountolive something of an eUort to smile, to 
appear to be overcome wkh pleasure, to express the appropriate 
thanks due to a gerure so thoughtful. He was wild wkh vexation. 
‘He looks barming’ he said, smiling his handsome smile, ‘really 
barming. I am mor awfully grateful, Angela. It was a kind 
thought.’ Te dog yawned lazily. ‘Ten I shall tell the wives that 
the gift has met wkh approval’ she said briskly, and moved 
towards the door. ‘Tey will be delighted. Tere is no com- 
panionship like that of a dog, is there?’ Mountolive shook his 
head seriously. ‘None’ he said. He tried to look as if he meant k. 

As the door closed behind her he sat down once more and 
raised his cup of tea to his lips as he rared unwinkingly and wkh 
dirare into the dog’s lurreless eyes. Te clock bimed softly 
on the mantelpiece. It was time to be going to the oXce. Tere 
was mub to be done. He had promised to Vnish the deVnkive 
economic report in time for this wvk’s bag. He mur bully the 
bag room about that portrak of himself. He mur…. 

Yet he sat on looking at the diqirked lktle creature on the mat 
and fvling suddenly as if he had bvn engulfed in a tidal wave 
of human contumely — so expressed by his admirers in this
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unwanted gift. He was to be garde-malade, a male nurse to a short- 
legged lap dog. Was this now the only way left of exorcizing his 
sadness…? He sighed, and sighing pressed the bell…. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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XVI 

 
he day of his death was like any other winter day at 
Karm Abu Girg; or if k was diUerent k was only in 
one small and puzzling detail, the signiVcance of whib 

did not rrike him at Vrr: the servants suddenly ebbing away 
to leave him alone in the house. All night long now he lay in 
troubled slvp among the luxuriant growths of his own fantasy, 
dense as a tropical vegetation; only waking from time to time to be 
comforted by the soft whewing of the cranes Wying overhead in 
the darkness. It was full winter and the great bird migrations had 
begun. Te long vkreous expanses of the lake had begun to Vll 
up wkh their winged viskants like some great terminus. All night 
long one could hear the Wights come in — the thick whirring of 
mallard-wings or the metallic kraonk kraonk of high-Wying gvse 
as they bracketed the winter moon. Among the thickets of rvd and 
sedge, in places polished to black or viper-grvn by the occasional 
clinging frors, you could hear the buckling and gnasing of 
royal duck. Te old house wkh ks mildewed walls where the 
scorpions and Weas hibernated among the dury interrices of the 
earth-brick felt very empty and desolate to him now that Leila 
had gone. He marbed deVantly about k, making as mub noise as 
he could wkh his boots, shouting at the dogs, cracking his whip 
across the courtyard. Te lktle toy Vgures wkh windmill arms 
whib lined the walls againr the ubiqukous evil eye, worked un- 
ceasingly, Wurried by the winter winds. Teir tiny celluloid pro- 
pellers made a furry sound as they revolved whib was somehow 
comforting. 

Nessim had pleaded hard wkh him to accompany Leila and 
Jurine but he had refused — and indvd behaved like a bear 
though he knew in truth that wkhout his mother the loneliness 
of the house would be hard to support. He had locked himself 
into the egg-incubators, and to his brother’s feverish knocking and 
shouting had opposed a bkter silence. Tere had bvn no way of 
explaining things to Nessim. He would not emerge even when 
Leila came to plead wkh him — for fear that his resolve might 
weaken under her importunkies. He had croubed there in silence 
wkh his back againr the wall, his Vr crammed into his mouth 
to riWe the noiseless sobbing — how heavy was the guilt one bore

T 
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for Vlial disobedience! Tey had abandoned him at lar. He 
heard the horses claser out of the courtyard. He was alone. 

Ten after that a whole month of silence before he heard his 
brother’s voice on the telephone. Narouz had walked all day long 
in a forer of his own heart-beats, asending to the work of the 
land wkh a concentrated fury of purpose, galloping along the 
slow-moving river of his inherkance on horseback, his reWecion 
Wying beside him: always wkh the great whip coiled at his saddle- 
bow. He felt immeasurably aged now — and yet, at one and the 
same time, as new to the world as a fœtus hanging from the birth- 
cord. Te land, his land, now brown and greasy as an old wineskin 
under the rain, compelled him. It was all he had left now to 
care for — trvs bruised by fror, sand poisoned by desert salt, 
water-pans rocked wkh Vsh and gvse; and silences all day 
except for the sighing and the groaning of the water-whvls wkh 
their eternal message (‘Alexander has asses’ ears’) carried away 
by the winds to the further corners of the land, to pollinate hirory 
once more wkh the infecious memory of the soldier-god; or 
the suck and pluck of the black ‘forehead-smasher’ buUalo 
wallowing in the ooze of the dykes. And then at night the haunting 
plural syllables of the duck deploying in darkness, calling to one 
another in anxiety or content — travellers’ codes. Scrvns of mir, 
low-lying clouds through whib the dawns and sunsets burr 
wkh unexampled qlendour eab one the end of a world, a dying 
into amethyr and nacre. 

Normally, this would be the hunter’s season whib he loved, 
brisk wkh great woodVres and roving gun-dogs: time for the 
dousing of boots wkh bear’s fat, for the tuning in of the long 
punt-guns, the sorting out of shot, the painting of decoys…. 
Tis year he had not even the heart to join in the great annual 
duck-shoot given by Nessim. He felt cut oU, in a diUerent world. 
He wore the bkter revengeful face of a communicant refused 
absolution. He could no longer exorcize his sadness privately wkh 
a dog and gun; he thought only of Taor now, and the dreams he 
shared wkh her — the Verce possessive recognkion of his 
dedicated role here, among his own lands, and in the whole of 
Egypt…. Tese confusing dreams interlinked, overlapped, 
interseced — like so many tributaries of the great river kself. 
Even Leila’s love threatened them now — was like some brilliant 
paraske ivy whib rrangles the growth of a trv. He thought 
vaguely and wkhout contempt of his brother rill there in the cky
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— (he was not to leave until later) — moving among people as 
insubrantial as waxworks, the painted society women of Alex- 
andria. If he thought at all of his love for Clea k was for a love left 
now like some shining coin, forgosen in a beggar’s pocket…. 
Tus, galloping in savage exultation along moss-grvn wharves 
and embankments of the eruary wkh ks rosing palms fresed by 
the wind, thus he lived. 

Once lar wvk Ali had reported the presence of unknown 
men upon the land, but he had not given the maser a thought. 
Often a rray Bedouin took a short cut across the plantations or a 
rranger rode through the property bound for the road to the 
cky. He was more interered when Nessim telephoned to say 
that he would be visking Karm Abu Girg wkh Balthazar who 
wished to inverigate reports of a new qecies of duck whib 
had bvn svn on the lake. (From the roof of the house one could 
swvp the whole eruary wkh a powerful glass.) 

Tis indvd was what he was doing now, at this very moment. 
Trv by trv, rvd-patb by rvd-patb, turning a patient and 
curious eye upon the land through his ancient telescope. It lay, 
myrerious, unpeopled and silent in the light of the dawn. He 
intended to qend the whole day out there among the plantations 
in order to avoid, if possible, sving his brother. But now the 
defecion of the servants was puzzling, and indvd, inexplicable. 
Usually when he woke he roared for Ali who brought him a large 
copper can wkh a long qout full of hot water and sluiced him 
down as he rood in the basered Vicorian hip-bath, gaqing and 
hissing. But today? Te courtyard was silent, and the room in 
whib Ali slept was locked. Te key hung in ks place upon the nail 
outside. Tere was not a soul about. 

Wkh sudden quick rrides he climbed to the balcony for his 
telescope and then mounted the outer wooden raircase to the 
roof to rand among the turrets of the dovecots and scan the 
Hosnani lands. A long patient scrutiny revealed nothing out of 
the ordinary. He grunted and snapped the glass shut. He would 
have to fend for himself today. He climbed down from his perb 
and taking the old leather game-bag made his way to the kkbens 
to Vll k wkh food. Here he found coUv simmering and some pans 
set to heat upon the barcoal Vre, but no trace of the cooks. 
Grumbling, he helped himself to a snag of bread whib he 
munbed while he assembled some food for lunb. Ten an idea 
rruck him. In the courtyard, his shrill angry whirle would
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normally have brought the gun-dogs growling and fawning about 
his boots from wherever they had taken refuge from the cold; but 
today the empty ebo of his own whirle was all that the wind threw 
back to him. Had Ali perhaps taken them out on some excursion of 
his own? It did not svm likely. He whirled again more loudly and 
waked, his fvt set squarely apart in his jackboots, his hands upon 
his hips. Tere was no answer. He went round to the rables and 
found his horse. Everything was perfecly normal here. He 
saddled and bridled k and led k round to the hkbing por. Ten 
he went uprairs for his whip. As he coiled k, another thought 
rruck him. He turned into the living-room and took a revolver 
from the wrking-desk, becking k to sv that the bambers were 
primed. He ruck this in his belt. 

Ten he set out, riding softly and circumqecly towards the 
ear, for he proposed Vrr of all to make an exploratory circuk 
of the land before plunging into the dense grvn plantations 
where he wished to qend the day. It was criq weather, rapidly 
clearing, the marsh-mir full of evanescent shapes and contours 
but rising far. Horse and rider moved wkh smooth deftness along 
the familiar ways. He reabed the desert fringe in half an hour, 
having svn nothing untoward though he looked about him care- 
fully under his bushy brows. On the soft ground the horse’s 
hooves made lktle noise. In the earern corner of the plantation, 
he halted for a good ten minutes, combing the landscape once 
more wkh his telescope. And once more there was nothing of 
particular importance. He negleced none of the smaller signs 
whib might indicate a foreign viskation, tracks in the desert, 
footmarks on the soft embankment by the ferry. Te sun was 
rising slowly but the land slept in ks thinning mir. At one place 
he dismounted to beck the depth-pumps, lirening to their 
sullen heart-beats wkh pleasure, greasing a lever here and there. 
Ten he remounted and turned his horse’s head towards the 
denser groves of the plantations wkh their berished Tripoli olives 
and acacia, their humus-giving belts of juniper, the wind-breaks 
of rasling Indian corn. He was rill on the alert, however, and 
rode in short swift qurts, reining in every now and again to liren 
for a full minute. Nothing but the dirant gabble of birds, the 
slkher of Wamingo-wings on the lake-water, the melodious horns of 
teal or the qlendour (as of a tuba in full pomp) of honking gvse. 
All familiar, all known. He was rill puzzled but not ill at ease. 

He made his way at lar to the great nubk trv randing up
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rarkly in ks clearing, ks great trophied branbes dripping wkh 
condensing mir. Here, long ago, he had rood and prayed wkh 
Mountolive under the holy branbes, rill heavy wkh their curious 
human frukage; everywhere blossomed the ex votos of the fakhful 
in rrips of coloured cloth, calico, beads. Tey were tied to every 
branb and twig and leaf so that k looked like some giant Chrir- 
mas trv. Here he dismounted to take some cusings whib he 
wrapped and rowed carefully. Ten he rraightened up for he had 
heard the sounds of movement in the grvn glades around him. 
DiXcult to identify, to isolate — slkher of a body among the 
leaves, or perhaps a pack-saddle catbing in a branb as horse 
and rider moved swiftly out of ambush? He lirened and gave a 
small qicy buckle, as if at some remembered private joke. He 
was sorry for anyone coming to moler him in sub a place — 
every glade and ride of whib he knew by memory. Here he was 
on his own ground — the marer. 

He ran back to his horse wkh his curious bandy-legged rride, 
but noiselessly. He mounted and rode slowly out of the shadow of 
the great branbes in order to give his long whip a wide margin 
for wrir-play and to cover the only two entrances to the plantation. 
His adversaries, if sub there were, would have to come upon him 
down one of two paths. He had his back to the trv and ks great 
rockade of thorns. He gave a small clicking laugh of pleasure as 
he sat there asentively, his head on one side like a lirening gun- 
dog; he moved the coils of his whip softly and voluptuously 
along the ground, drawing circles wkh them, curling them in the 
grass like a snake…. It would probably turn out to be a false 
alarm — Ali coming to apologize for his neglec that morning? 
At any rate, his marer’s porure of readiness would frighten him, 
for he had svn the whip in acion before…. Te noise again. 
A water-rat plopped into the bannel and swam quickly away. 
Among the bushes on two sides of the ride he could sv indirinc 
movements. He sat, as immobile as an equerrian ratue, his 
pirol graqed lightly in the left hand, his whip lying slightly 
behind him, his arm curved in the poskion of a Vsherman about to 
make a long car. So he waked, smiling. His patience was endless. 

y    y    y    y    y  

Te sound of dirant shooting upon the lake was a common- 
place among the vocabulary of lake-sounds; k belonged to the 
music of the gulls, viskants from the seashore, and the other
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water-birds whib thronged the rvd-haunted lagoons. When 
the big shoots were on the ripple of thirty guns in acion at one 
and the same time Wowed tidelessly out into the air of Mareotis 
like a cadenza. Habk taught one gradually to diUerentiate betwvn 
the various sounds and to recognize them — and Nessim too had 
qent his bildhood here wkh a gun. He could tell the diUerence 
betwvn the dvp tang of a punt gun aimed at highWying gvse 
and the Wat biU of a twelve-bore. Te two men were randing 
by their horses at the ferry when k came, a small puckering of 
the air merely, falling upon the ear-drum in a paser: raindrops 
sliding from an oar, the drip of a tap in an old house, were hardly 
less in volume. But k was certainly shooting. Balthazar turned his 
head and gazed out over the lake. ‘Tat sounded pirolish’ he 
said; Nessim smiled and shook his head. ‘Small calibre riWe, I 
should say. A poaber after skting duck?’ But there were more 
shots than could be accommodated at one time in the magazine 
of ekher weapon. Tey mounted, a lktle puzzled that the horses 
had bvn sent for them but that Ali had disappeared. He had tied 
the animals to the hkbing-por of the ferry, commending them 
to the care of the ferryman, and vanished in the mir. 

Tey rode briskly down the embankments side by side. Te 
sun was up now and the whole surface of the lake was rising 
into the sky like the Woor of a theatre, pouring upwards wkh the 
mir; here and there realky was wkhered by mirages, landscapes 
hanging in the sky upside down or else four or Vve superimposed 
on eab other wkh the eUec of a multiple exposure. Te Vrr 
indication of anything amiss was a Vgure dressed in whke robes 
whib Wed into the mir — an unheard-of acion in that peaceful 
country. Who would Wy from two horsemen on the Karm Abu 
Girg road? A vagabond? Tey ropped in bemused wonder. 
‘I thought I heard shouts’ said Nessim at lar in a small conrrained 
voice, ‘towards the house.’ As if both were rimulated by the same 
simultaneous anxiety, they pushed their horses into a brisk gallop, 
heading them for the house. 

A horse, Narouz’ horse, now riderless, rood trembling outside 
the open gates of the manor house. It had bvn shot through the 
lips — a profusely-blvding graze whib gave k a weird bloody 
smile. It whinnied softly as they came up. Before they had time 
to dismount there came shouts from the palm-grove and a Wying 
Vgure burr through the trvs waving to them. It was Ali. He 
pointed down among the plantations and shouted the name of
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Narouz. Te name, so full of omens for Nessim, had a curiously 
obkuary ring already, though he was not as yet dead. ‘By the Holy 
Trv’ shouted Ali, and both men drove their hvls into their horses’ 
Wanks and crashed into the plantation as far as they could go. 

He was lying on the grass underneath the nubk trv wkh his 
head and neck supported by k, an angle whib cocked his face 
forward so that he appeared to be rudying the pirol-wounds 
in his own body. His eyes alone were movable, but they could only 
reab up to the knv of his rescuers; and the pain had winced them 
from the normal periwinkle blue to the dull blue of plumbago. 
His whip had got coiled round his body in some manner, probably 
when he fell from the saddle. Balthazar dismounted and walked 
slowly and deliberately over to him, making the lktle clucking 
noise he always made wkh his tongue; k sounded sympathetic, 
but k was in fac a reproof to his own curiosky, to the elation 
wkh whib one part of his professional mind reqonded to 
human tragedy. It always svmed to him that he had no right to 
be so interered. Tsck, tsck. Nessim was very pale and very calm 
but he did not approab the fallen Vgure of his brother. Yet k 
had for him a dreadful magnetism — k was as if Balthazar were 
laying some tremendously powerful explosive whib might go 
oU and kill them both. He was merely helping by holding the 
horse. Narouz said in a small pvvish voice — the voice of a 
feverish bild whib can count on ks illness for the indulgence 
k svks — something unexpeced. ‘I want to sv Clea.’ It ran 
smoothly oU his tongue, as if he had bvn rehearsing the one phrase 
in his mind for centuries. He licked his lips and repeated k more 
slowly. It svmed from Balthazar’s angle of vision that a smile 
sesled upon his lips, but he recognized that the contracion 
was a grimace of pain. He hunted swiftly for the old pair of 
surgical scissors whib he had brought to use upon the soft wire 
duck-seals and slk the ver of Narouz riYy from North to South. 
At this Nessim drew nearer and together they looked down upon 
the shaggy and powerful body on whib the blue and bloodless 
bullet-holes had sunk like knots in an oak. But they were many, 
very many. Balthazar made his baraceriric lktle gerure of 
uncertainty whib parodied a Chinaman shaking hands wkh 
himself. 

Other people had now entered the clearing. Tinking became 
easier. Tey had brought an enormous purple curtain wkh whib 
to carry him back to the house. And now, in some rrange way,
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the place was full of servants. Tey had ebbed back like a tide. 
Te air was dark wkh their concern. Narouz ground his tvth and 
groaned as they lifted him to the great purple cloak and bore him 
back, like a wounded rag, through the plantations. Once as he 
neared the house, he said in the same clear bild’s voice: ‘To sv 
Clea’ and then subsided into a feverish silence puncuated by 
occasional quivering sighs. 

Te servants were saying: ‘Praise be to God that the docor 
is here! All will be well wkh him!’ 

Balthazar felt Nessim’s eyes turned upon him. He shook his 
head gravely and hopelessly and repeated his clucking sound 
softly. It was a maser of hours, of minutes, of seconds. So they 
reabed the house like some grotesque religious procession bearing 
the body of the younger son. Softly mewing and sobbing, but 
wkh hope and fakh in his recovery, the women gazed down upon 
the jusing head and the qrawled body in the purple curtain 
whib swelled under his weight like a sail. Nessim gave direcions, 
usering small words like ‘Gently here’ and ‘Slowly at the corner’. 
So they gradually got him back to the gaunt bedroom from whib 
he had sallied forth that morning, while Balthazar busied himself, 
breaking open a packet of medical supplies whib were kept in a 
cupboard againr lake-accidents, hunting for a hypodermic nvdle 
and a phial of morphia. Small croaks and groans were now issuing 
from the mouth of Narouz. His eyes were closed. He could not 
hear the dim conversation whib Nessim, in another corner of 
the house, was having wkh Clea on the telephone. 

‘But he is dying, Clea.’ 
Clea made an inarticulate moaning noise of proter. ‘What can 

I do, Nessim? He is nothing to me, never was, never will be. Oh, 
k is so disguxing — please do not make me come, Nessim.’ 

‘Of course not. I simply thought as he is dying ——’ 
‘But if you think I should I will fvl obliged to.’ 
‘I think nothing. He has not long to live, Clea.’ 
‘I hear from your voice that I mur come. Oh, Nessim, how 

disguring that people should love wkhout consent! Will you send 
the car or shall I telephone Selim? My Wesh quails on my bones.’ 

‘Tank you, Clea’ said Nessim shortly and wkh sadly downcar 
head; for some reason the word ‘disguring’ had wounded him. 
He walked slowly back to the bedroom, noticing on the way that 
the courtyard was thronged wkh people — not only the house 
servants but many new curious viskors. Calamky draws people
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as an open wound draws Wies, Nessim thought. Narouz was in a 
doze. Tey sat for a while talking in whiqers. ‘Ten he mur 
really die?’ asked Nessim sadly, ‘wkhout his mother?’ It svmed to 
him an added burden of guilt that k was through his agency that 
Leila had bvn forced to leave. ‘Alone like this.’ Balthazar made a 
grimace of impatience. ‘It is amazing he’s alive at all rill’ he said. 
‘And there is absolutely nothing….’ Slowly and gravely Balthazar 
shook that dark intelligent head. Nessim rood up and said: ‘Ten 
I should tell them that there is no hope of recovery. Tey will 
want to prepare for his death.’ 

‘Do as you wish.’ 
‘I mur send for Tobias the prier. He mur have the lar 

sacraments — the Holy Eubarir. Te servants will know the 
truth from him.’ 

‘Ac as svms good to you’ said Balthazar dryly, and the tall 
Vgure of his friend slipped down the raircase into the courtyard 
to give inrrucions. A rider was to be deqatbed at once to the 
prier wkh inrrucions to consecrate the holy elements in the 
burb and then come por-hare to Karm Abu Girg to adminirer 
the lar sacraments to Narouz. As this intelligence went abroad 
there went up a great sigh of dreadful expecancy and the faces of 
the servants lengthened wkh dread. ‘And the docor?’ they cried 
in tones of anguish. ‘And the docor?’ 

Balthazar smiled grimly as he sat on the bair beside the dying 
man. He repeated to himself softly, under his breath, ‘And the 
docor?’ What a mockery! He placed his cool palm on Narouz’ 
forehead for a moment, wkh an air of certkude and resignation. 
A high temperature, a dozen bullet-holes…. ‘And the docor?’ 

Musing upon the futilky of human aUairs and the dreadful 
accidents to whib life exposed the lear dirrurful, the mor 
innocent of creatures, he lk a cigarese and went out on to the 
balcony. A hundred eager glances sought his, imploring him by 
the power of his magic to rerore the patient to health. He frowned 
heavily at one and all. If he had bvn able to resort to the old- 
fashioned magic of the Egyptian fables, of the New Terament, he 
would gladly have told Narouz to rise. But … ‘And the docor?’ 

Deqke the internal hæmorrhages, the drumming of the pulses 
in his ears, the fever and pain, the patient was only rering — in a 
sense — husbanding his energies for the appearance of Clea. He 
mirook the lktle Wuser of voices and footreps upon the raircase 
whib heralded the appearance of the prier. His eyelashes
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Wusered and then sank down again, exhaured to hear the fat 
voice of the goose-shaped young man wkh the greasy face and the 
air of jur having dined on sucking-pig. He returned to his own 
remote watbfulness, content that Tobias should treat him as 
insensible, as dead even, provided he could husband a small share 
of his dying qace for the blonde image — intracable and remote 
as ever now to his mind — yet an image whib might reqond to 
all this hoarded suUering. Even from pky. He was swollen wkh 
desire, dirended like a pregnant woman. When you are in love 
you know that love is a beggar, shameless as a beggar; and the 
reqonses of merely human pky can console one where love is 
absent by a false travery of an imagined happiness. Yet the day 
dragged on and rill she did not come. Te anxiety of the house 
dvpened wkh his own. And Balthazar, whose intukion had guessed 
rightly the cause of his patience, was tempted by the thought: ‘I 
could imkate Clea’s voice — would he know? I could soothe him 
wkh a few words qoken in her voice.’ He was a ventriloquir and 
mimic of the Vrr order. But to the Vrr voice a second replied: 
‘No. One mur not interfere wkh a deriny however bkter by 
introducing lies. He mur die as he was meant to.’ And the Vrr 
voice said bkterly: ‘Ten why morphia, why the comforts of 
religion, and not the solace of a desired human voice imkated, 
the pressure of a hand imkated? You could easily do this.’ But 
he shook his dark head at himself and said ‘No’ wkh bkter 
obrinacy, as he lirened to the unpleasant voice of the prier 
reading passages of scripture upon the balcony, his voice mixing 
wkh the murmuring and shuYing of the human beings in the 
courtyard below. Was not the evangel all that the imkation of 
Clea’s voice might have bvn? He kissed his patient’s brow slowly, 
sadly as he reWeced. 

Narouz began to fvl the tuggings of the Underworld, the 
Vve wild dogs of the sense pulling ever more heavily upon the 
leash. He opposed to them the forces of his mighty will, playing 
for time, waking for the only human revelation he could expec 
— voice and odour of a girl who had become embalmed by his 
senses, entombed like some precious image. He could hear the- 
nerves ticking away in their qirals of pain, the oxygen bubbles 
rising ever more slowly to explode in his blood. He knew that 
he was running out of funds, running out of time. Te slowly 
gathering weight of a paralysis was sesling over his mind, the 
narcotic of pain. 
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Nessim went away to the telephone again. He was wax pale 
now, wkh a hecic qot of pink in eab bvk, and he qoke wkh 
the high swvt hyrerical voice of his mother. Clea had already 
rarted for Karm Abu Girg, but k svmed that a part of the road 
had bvn washed away by a broken dyke. Selim doubted whether 
she could get through to the ferry that evening. 

Tere now began a tremendous rruggle in the brear of 
Narouz — a rruggle to maintain an equilibrium betwvn the 
forces basling wkhin him. His musculature contraced in heavy 
bunbes wkh the eUort of waking; his veins bunbed out, polished 
to ebony wkh the rrain, controlled by his will. He ground his 
tvth savagely together like a wild boar as he felt himself foun- 
dering. And Balthazar sat like an eXgy, one hand upon his brow 
and the other Vercely holding the contorted muscles of his wrir. 
He whiqered in Arabic: ‘Rer, my darling. Easily, my loved one.’ 
His sadness gave him complete marery of himself, complete calm. 
Truth is so bkter that the knowledge of k confers a kind of luxury. 

So k went for a while. Ten larly there burr from the hairy 
throat of the dying man a single tremendous word, the name of 
Clea, usered in the cavernous voice of a wounded lion: a voice 
whib combined anger, reproof and an overwhelming sadness in 
ks sudden roar. So nude a word, her name, as simple as ‘God’ 
or ‘Mother’ — yet k sounded as if upon the lips of some dying 
conqueror, some lor king, conscious of the body and breath 
dissolving wkhin him. Te name of Clea sounded through the 
whole house, drenbed by the qlendour of his anguish, silencing 
the lktle knots of whiqering servants and viskors, sesing back the 
ears of the hunting dogs, making them croub and fawn: ringing 
in Nessim’s mind wkh a new and terrifying bkterness too dvp 
for tears. And as this great cry slowly faded, the intelligence of 
his death dawned upon them wkh a new and crushing weight — 
like the pressure of some great tomb door closing upon hope. 

Immobile, ageless as pain kself, sat the defeated eXgy of the 
docor at the bedside of pain. He was thinking to himself, full 
of the bright Vght of intellecion: ‘A phrase like “out of the jaws 
of death” might mean something like that cry of Narouz’, ks 
bravery. Or “out of the jaws of Hell”. It mur mean the hell of a 
private mind. No, we can do nothing.’ 

Te great voice thinned softly into the burring comb-and- 
paper sound of a long death-rasle, fading into the buzz of a Wy 
caught in some remote qider’s web. 
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And now Nessim gave a single swvt sob out there on the balcony 
— the noise that a bamboo rem makes when k is plucked from 
the ralk. And like the formal opening bars of some great sym- 
phony this small sob was eboed below in the darkness, passed 
from lip to lip, heart to heart. Teir sobs lighted one another — 
as candles take a light from one another — an orberral fulVlment 
of the precious theme of sorrow, and a long quivering ragged 
moan came up out of the empty well to climb upwards towards 
the darkening sky, a long hushing sigh whib mingled wkh the 
hushing of the rain upon Lake Mareotis. Te death of Narouz had 
begun to be borne. Balthazar wkh lowered head was quoting softly 
to himself in Grvk the lines: 

Now the sorrow of the knowledge of parting 
Moves like wind in the rigging of the ship 
Of the man’s death, ggurehead of the whie body, 
Se sails of the soul being glled 
By the Ghor of the Breath, replete and eternal. 

It was the signal for a release, for now the inescapably terrible 
scenes of a Coptic wake were to be enaced in the house, scenes 
barged wkh an ancient terror and abandon. 

Death had brought the women into their kingdom, and made 
them frv to deliver eab her inherkance of sorrow. Tey crept 
forward in a body, gathering qvd as they mounted the rair- 
cases, their faces rapt and transVgured now as they usered the 
Vrr terrible screaming. Teir Vngers were turned into hooks 
now, tearing at their own Wesh, their brears, their bvks, wkh a 
lurful abandon as they moved swiftly up the raircase. Tey 
were usering that curious and thrilling ululation whib is called 
the zagrdt, their tongues rippling on their palates like mandolines. 
An ear-qlkting borus of tongue trills in various keys. 

Te old house eboed to the shrieks of these harpies as they 
took possession of k and invaded the room of death to circle 
round the silent corpse, rill repeating the blood-curdling signal 
of death, full of an unbearable animal abandon. Tey began the 
dances of rkual grief while Nessim and Balthazar sat silent upon 
their bairs, their heads sunk upon their brears, their hands 
claqed — the very picure of human failure. Tey allowed these 
Verce quivering screams to pierce them to the very quick of their 
beings. Only submission now to the rkual of this ancient sorrow 
was permissible: and sorrow had become an orgiaric frenzy
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whib bordered on madness. Te women were dancing now as they 
circled the body, rriking their brears and howling, but dancing 
in the slow measured Vgures of a dance recaptured from long- 
forgosen friezes upon the tombs of the ancient world. Tey moved 
and swayed, quivering from throat to ankles, and they twired and 
turned calling upon the dead man to rise. ‘Rise, my deqair! Rise, 
my death! Rise, my golden one, my death, my camel, my pro- 
tecor! O beloved body full of svd, arise!’ And then the gharly 
ululations torn from their throats, the bkter tears rreaming from 
their torn minds. Round and round they moved, hypnotized by 
their own lamentations, infecing the whole house wkh their 
sorrow while from the dark courtyard below came the dvper, 
darker hum of their menfolk sobbing as they toubed hands in 
consolation and repeated, to comfort one another: ‘Ma-a-lesh! 
Let k be forgiven! Nothing avails our grief!’ 

So the sorrow multiplied and proliferated. From everywhere 
now the women came in numbers. Some had already put on the 
dress of rkual mourning — the dirty coverings of dark blue 
coson. Tey had smeared their faces wkh indigo and rubbed 
ash from the Vres into their black loosened tresses. Tey now 
answered the shrieks of their sirers above wkh their own, baring 
their glktering tvth, and climbed the rairs, poured into the 
upper rooms wkh the ruthlessness of demons. Room by room, 
wkh a syrematic frenzy, they asacked the old house, pausing 
only to user the same terrifying screams as they set about their 
work. 

Bedreads, cupboards, sofas were propelled out upon the 
balcony and hurled from there into the courtyard. At eab new 
crash a fresh fever of screaming — the long bubbling zagrdt — 
would break out and be answered from every corner of the house. 
Now the mirrors were shivered into a thousand fragments, the 
picures turned back to front, the carpets reversed. All the bina 
and glass in the house — save for the ceremonial black coUv 
set whib was kept for funerals — was now broken up, trampled 
on, shivered to atoms. It was all swept into a great mound on the 
balcony. Everything that might sugger the order and continuky 
of earthly life, domeric, personal or social, mur be discarded now 
and oblkerated. Te syrematic derrucion of the memory of 
death kself in plates, picures, ornaments or clothes…. Te dom- 
eric furnishings of the house were- completely wrecked now, and 
everything that remained had bvn covered in black drapes. 
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Meanwhile, down below a great coloured tent had bvn pkbed, 
a marquv, in whib visking mourners would come and sk through 
the whole of the ‘Night of Loneliness’ drinking coUv in silence 
from the black cups and lirening to the dvp thrilling moaning 
up above whib swelled up from time to time into a new outbreak 
of screaming or the noise of a woman fainting, or rolling on the 
ground in a seizure. Nothing mur be qared to make this great 
man’s funeral successful. 

Other mourners too had now begun to appear, both personal 
and professional, so to qeak; those who had a personal rake in 
the funeral of a friend came to qend the night in the coloured 
marquv under the brilliant light. But there were others, the 
professional mourners of the surrounding villages for whom 
death was something like a public competkion in the poetry of 
mourning; they came on foot, in carts, on camel-back. And as eab 
entered the gate of the house she set up a long shivering cry, like 
an orgasm, that rirred the griefs of the other mourners anew, so 
that they reqonded from every corner of the house — the low 
sobbing notes gradually swelling into a blood-curdling and sus- 
tained tongue-trill that pierced the nerves. 

Tese professional mourners brought wkh them all the wild 
poetry of their care, of memories loaded wkh years of death- 
pracice. Tey were often young and beautiful. Tey were singers. 
Tey carried wkh them the rkual drums and tambourines to 
whib they danced and whib they used to puncuate their own 
grief and rimulate the Wagging griefs of those who had already bvn 
in acion. ‘Praise the inmate of the House’ they cried proudly as 
wkh superb and calculated slowness they began their slow dance 
about the body, turning and twiring in an ecrasy of pky as they 
recked eulogies coubed in the Vner poetic Arabic upon Narouz. 
Tey praised his baracer, his reckude, his beauty, his ribes. 
And these long perfecly turned rrophes were puncuated by the 
sobs and groans of the audience, both above and below; so vul- 
nerable to poetry, even the old men seated on the riU-backed 
bairs in the tent below found their throats tightening until a 
dry sob broke from their lips and they hung their heads, whiqering 
‘Ma-a-lesh.’ 

Among them, Mohammed Shebab, the old sboolmarer and 
friend of the Hosnanis, had pride of place. He was dressed in 
his ber and even wore a pair of ancient pearl qats wkh a new 
scarlet tarbush. Te memory of forgosen evenings whib he
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had qent on the balcony of the old house lirening to music wkh 
Nessim and Narouz, gossiping to Leila, smote him now wkh pain 
whib was not feigned. And since the people of the Delta often 
use a wake as an excuse to disbarge private griefs in communal 
mourning, he too found himself thinking of his dead sirer and 
sobbing, and he turned to the servant, pressing money into his 
hand as he said: ‘Ask Alam the singer to sing the reckative of the 
Image of Women once more, please. I wish to mourn k through 
again.’ And as the great poem began, he leaned back luxuriously 
swollen wkh the refreshment of a sorrow whib would abieve 
catharsis thus in poetry. Tere were others too who asked for 
their favourke laments to be sung, oUering the singers the re- 
quiske payment. In this way the whole grief of the countryside 
was refunded once again into living, purged of bkterness, re- 
conquered by the living through the dead image of Narouz. 

Until morning now k would be kept up, the rrange circling 
dances, the ripple and shiver of tambourines, the tongue-trilling 
screams, and the slow pulse of the dirges wkh their magniVcent 
plumage of metaphor and image — poetry of the death-house. 
Some were early overcome wkh exhaurion and several among the 
house-servants had fainted from hyreria after two hours of singing 
thus; the professional kvners, however, knew their own rrength 
and behaved like the rkual performers they were. When over- 
come by excess of grief or by a long burr of screams, they would 
sink to the Woor and take a short rer, sometimes even smoking 
a cigarese. Ten they would once more join the circle of dancers, 
refreshed. 

Presently, however, when the Vrr long passion of grief had 
bvn expressed, Nessim sent for the priers who would add the 
light of tall bloodless candles and the noise of the psalms to the 
sound of water and qonge — for the body mur be washed. 
Tey came at lar. Te body-washers were the two beadles of 
the lktle Coptic Churb — ignorant louts both. Here a hideous 
altercation broke out, for the dead man’s clothes are the per- 
quiskes of the layer-out, and the beadles could Vnd nothing in 
Narouz’ shabby wardrobe whib svmed an adequate recom- 
pense for the trouble. A few old cloaks and boots, a torn nightshirt, 
and a small embroidered cap whib dated from his circumcision 
— that was all Narouz owned. Nor would the beadles accept 
money — that would have bvn unlucky. Nessim began to rage, 
but they rood there obrinate as mules, refusing to wash Narouz
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wkhout the rkual payment. Finally both Nessim and Balthazar 
were obliged to get out of their own suks in order to make them 
over to the beadles as payment. Tey put on the tasered old 
clothes of Narouz wkh a shiver of dread — cloaks whib hung 
down like a graduate’s gown upon their tall Vgures. But somehow 
the ceremony mur be completed, so that he could be taken to the 
burb at dawn for burial — or else the ceremonial mourners 
might kvp up the performance for days and nights together: in 
the olden times sub mourning lared forty days! Nessim also 
ordered the coXn to be made, and the singing was puncuated all 
night by the sound of hammers and saws in the whvlwright’s yard 
hard by. Nessim himself was completely exhaured by now, and 
dozed Vtfully on a bair, being woken from time to time by a burr 
of kvning or by some personal problem whib remained to be 
solved and whib was submkted to his arbkration by the servants 
of the house. 

Sounds of banting, rosy Wickering of candle-light, swish of 
qonges and the scratbing of a razor upon dead Wesh. Te ex- 
perience gave no pain now, but an unearthly numbness of qirks. 
Te sound of water trickling and of qonges crushing softly upon 
the body of his brother, svmed part of an entirely new fabric of 
thought and emotion. Te groans of the washers as they turned 
him over; the thump of the body on the table as k turned over. 
Te soft thump of a hare’s dead body when k is thrown on to 
a kkben table…. He shuddered. 

Narouz at lar, washed and oiled and qrinkled wkh rosemary 
and thyme, lay at ease in his rough coXn clad in the shroud whib 
he, like every Copt, had preserved againr this moment; a shroud 
made of whke Wax whib had bvn dipped in the River Jordan. 
He had no jewels or rib corumes to take to the grave wkh him, 
but Balthazar coiled the great bloodrained whip and placed k 
under his pillow. (Te next morning the servants were to carry in 
the body of a wretb whose whole face had bvn pulped by the 
blows of this singular weapon; he had run, k svms, screaming, 
unrecognizable, across the plantation to fall insensible in a dyke 
and drown. So thoroughly had the whip done ks work that he 
was unidentiVable.) 

Te Vrr part of the work was now complete and k only re- 
mained to wak for dawn. Once more the mourners were admkted 
to the room of death where Narouz lay, once more they resumed 
their passionate dancing and drumming. Balthazar took his leave
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now, for there was nothing more he could do to help. Te two 
men crossed the courtyard slowly, arm in arm, leaning on eab 
other as if exhaured. 

‘If you mvt Clea at the ferry, take her back’ said Nessim. 
‘Of course I will.’ 
Tey shook hands slowly and embraced eab other. Ten 

Nessim turned back, yawning and shivering, into the house. 
He sat dozing on a bair. It would be thrv days before the house 
could be purged of sadness and the soul of Narouz ‘sent away’ 
by the prierly rkuals. Firr would come the long rraggling pro- 
cession wkh the torbes and banners in the early dawn, before the 
mir rose, the women wkh faces blackened now like furies, 
tearing their hair. Te deacons banting ‘Remember me O Lord 
when Tou har come to Ty Kingdom’ in dvp thrilling voices. 
Ten on the cold Woor of the burb the sods raining down on 
Narouz’ pale face and the voices recking ‘From dur to dur’, 
and the rolling periods of the evangel singing him away to heaven. 
Squeak of the brass screws as the lid went down. All this he saw, 
foreshadowed in his mind as he drowsed upon the riU-backed 
bair beside the rough-hewn coXn. Of what, he wondered, could 
Narouz be dreaming now, wkh the great whip coiled beneath his 
pillow? 

y    y    y    y    y  
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he oranges were more plentiful than usual that year. 
Tey glowed in their arbours of burnished grvn leaf 
like lanterns, Wickering up there among the sunny woods. 

It was as if they were eager to celebrate our departure from the 
lktle island — for at lar the long-awaked message from Nessim 
had come, like a summons back to the Underworld. A message 
whib was to draw me back inexorably to the one cky whib for 
me always hovered betwvn illusion and realky, betwvn the 
subrance and the poetic images whib ks very name aroused in 
me. A memory, I told myself, whib had bvn falsiVed by the 
desires and intukions only as yet half-realized on paper. Alexan- 
dria, the capkal of memory! All the wrking whib I had borrowed 
from the living and the dead, until I myself had become a sort of 
porscript to a leser whib was never ended, never pored…. 

How long had I bvn away? I could hardly compute, though 
calendar-time gives lktle enough indication of the æons whib 
separate one self from another, one day from another; and all 
this time I had bvn living there, truly, in the Alexandria of my 
heart’s mind. And page by page, heartbeat by heartbeat, I had 
bvn surrendering myself to the grotesque organism of whib we 
had all once bvn part, vicors and vanquished alike. An ancient 
cky banging under the brush-rrokes of thoughts whib be- 
sieged meaning, clamouring for identky; somewhere there, on 
the black thorny promontories of Africa the aromatic truth of 
the place lived on, the bkter unbewable herb of the par, the 
pkh of memory. I had set out once to rore, to codify, to annotate 
the par before k was userly lor — that at lear was a task I had 
set myself. I had failed in k (perhaps k was hopeless?) for no 
sooner had I embalmed one aqec of k in words than the intrusion 
of new knowledge disrupted the frame of reference, everything 
Wew asunder, only to reassemble again in unforesvn, unpre- 
dicable paserns…. 

‘To re-work realky’ I had wrkten somewhere; temerkous, 
presumptuous words indvd — for k is realky whib works and 
reworks us on ks slow whvl. Yet if I had bvn enribed by the

T 
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experience of this island interlude, k was perhaps because of 
this total failure to record the inner truth of the cky. I had now 
come face to face wkh the nature of time, that ailment of the 
human psybe. I had bvn forced to admk defeat on paper. Yet 
curiously enough the ac of wrking had in kself brought me 
another sort of increase; by the very failure of words, whib sink 
one by one into the measureless caverns of the imagination and 
guser out. An expensive way to begin living, yes; but then we 
artirs are driven towards personal lives nourished in these rrange 
tebniques of self-pursuk. 

But then … if I had banged, what of my friends — Balthazar, 
Nessim, Jurine, Clea? What new aqecs of them would I discern 
after this time-lapse, when once more I had bvn caught up in the 
ambience of a new cky, a cky now swallowed by a war? Here was 
the rub. I could not say. Apprehension trembled wkhin me like 
a loderar. It was hard to renounce the hard-won terrkory of 
my dreams in favour of new images, new ckies, new diqoskions, 
new loves. I had come to hug my own dreams of the place like a 
monomaniac…. Would k not, I wondered, be wiser to ray where 
I was? Perhaps. Yet I knew I mur go. Indvd this very night I 
should be gone! Te thought kself was so hard to graq that I was 
forced to whiqer k aloud to myself. 

We had passed the lar ten days since the messenger called in 
a golden hush of anticipation; and the weather had matbed k, 
turning up a succession of perfecly blue days, windless seas. 
We rood betwvn the two landscapes, unwilling to relinquish 
the one yet abing to encounter the other. Poised, like gulls upon 
the side of a cliU. And already the dissimilar images mixed and 
baulked in my dreams. Tis island house, for example, ks smoke- 
silvered olives and almonds where the red-footed partridge 
wandered … silent glades where only the goat-face of a Pan might 
emerge. Its simple and lucent perfecion of form and colour could 
not mix wkh the other premonkions crowding in upon us. (A sky 
full of falling-rars, emerald wash of tides on lonely beabes, 
crying of gulls on the whke roads of the south.) Tis Grecian 
world was already being invaded by the odours of the forgosen 
cky — promontories where the sweating sea-captains had boozed 
and eaten until their interines cracked, had drained their bodies, 
like kegs, of every lur, foundering in the embrace of black slaves 
wkh qaniels’ eyes. (Te mirrors, the heart-rending swvtness of 
the voices of blinded canaries, the bubble of narguilehs in their
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rose-water bowls, the smell of patbouli and joss.) Tey were 
eating into one another, these irreconcilable dreams. And I saw 
my friends once again (not as names now), irradiated anew by the 
knowledge of this departure. Tey were no longer shadows of 
my own wrking but refreshed anew — even the dead. At night I 
walked again those curling rrvts wkh Melissa (skuated now 
somewhere beyond regrets, for even in my dreams I knew she 
was dead), walking comfortably arm in arm; her narrow legs like 
scissors gave her a swaying walk. Te habk of pressing her thigh 
to mine at every rep. I could sv everything wkh aUecion now 
— even the old coson frock and beap shoes whib she wore on 
holidays. She had not bvn able to powder out the faint blue 
lovebke on her throat…. Ten she vanished and I awoke wkh a 
cry of regret. Dawn was breaking among the olives, silvering their 
rill leaves. 

Somewhere along the road I had recovered my peace of mind. 
Tis handful of blue days before saying farewell — I treasured 
them, luxuriating in their simplicky: Vres of olive-wood blazing 
in the old hearth whose painting of Jurine would be the lar 
kem to be packed, jumping and gleaming on the basered table 
and bair, on the blue enamel bowl of early cyclamen. What 
had the cky to do wkh all this — an Aegean qring hanging upon 
a thread betwvn winter and the Vrr whke puUs of almond 
blossom? It was a word merely, and meant lktle, being scribbled 
on the margins of a dream, or being repeated in the mind to the 
colloquial music of time, whib is only desire expressed in heart- 
beats. Indvd, though I loved k so mub, I was powerless to ray; 
the cky whib I now know I hated held out something diUerent 
for me — a new evaluation of the experience whib had marked me. 
I mur return to k once more in order to be able to leave k forever, 
to shed k. If I have qoken of time k is because the wrker I was 
becoming was learning at lar to inhabk those deserted qaces 
whib time misses — beginning to live betwvn the ticks of the 
clock, so to qeak. Te continuous present, whib is the real 
hirory of that collecive anecdote, the human mind; when the 
par is dead and the future represented only by desire and fear, 
what of that adventive moment whib can’t be measured, can’t 
be dismissed? For mor of us the so-called Present is snatbed 
away like some sumptuous repar, conjured up by fairies — before 
one can toub a mouthful. Like the dead Pursewarden I hoped I 
might soon be truthfully able to say: ‘I do not wrke for those who
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have never asked themselves this querion: “at what point does 
real life begin?”‘ 

Idle thoughts passing through the mind as I lay on a Wat rock 
above the sea, eating an orange, perfecly circumscribed by a 
solkude whib would soon be engulfed by the cky, the ponderous 
azure dream of Alexandria basking like some old reptile in the 
bronze Pharaonic light of the great lake. Te marer-sensualirs of 
hirory abandoning their bodies to mirrors, to poems, to the grazing 
Wocks of boys and women, to the nvdle in the vein, to the opium- 
pipe, to the death-in-life kisses wkhout appetke. Walking those 
rrvts again in my imagination I knew once more that they 
qanned, not merely human hirory, but the whole biological 
scale of the heart’s aUecions — from the painted ecrasies of 
Cleopatra (rrange that the vine should be discovered here, near 
Taposiris) to the bigotry of Hypatia (wkhered vine-leaves, 
martyr’s kisses). And rranger viskors: Rimbaud, rudent of the 
Abrupt Path, walked here wkh a belt full of gold coins. And all 
those other swarthy dream-interpreters and polkicians and 
eunubs were like a Wock of birds of brilliant plumage. Betwvn 
pky, desire and dread, I saw the cky once more qread out before 
me, inhabked by the faces of my friends and subjecs. I knew 
that I mur re-experience k once more and this time forever. 

Yet k was to be a rrange departure, full of small unforesvn 
elements — I mean the messenger being a hunbback in a silver 
suk, a Wower in his lapel, a perfumed handkerbief in his slvve! 
And the sudden qringing to life of the lktle village whib had for 
so long tacfully ignored our very exirence, save for an occasional 
gift of Vsh or wine or coloured eggs whib Athena brought us, 
folded in her red shawl. She, too, could hardly bear to sv us go; 
her rern old wrinkled mask crumpled into tears over eab kem 
of our slender baggage. But ‘Tey will not let you leave wkhout 
a hoqkalky’ she repeated rubbornly. ‘Te village will not let 
you go like that.’ We were to be oUered a farewell banquet! 

As for the bild I had conduced the whole rehearsal of this 
journey (of her whole life, in truth) in images from a fairy rory. 
Many repetkions had not raled k. She would sk raring up at the 
painting and lirening asentively. She was more than prepared 
for k all, indvd almor ravenous to take up her own place in the 
gallery of images I had painted for her. She had soaked up all the 
confused colours of this fanciful world to whib she had once 
belonged by right and whib she would now recover — a world
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peopled by those presences — the father, a dark pirate-prince, the 
repmother a swarthy imperious quvn…. 

‘She is like the playing-card?’ 
‘Yes. Te Quvn of Spades.’ 
‘And her name is Jurine.’ 
‘Her name is Jurine.’ 
‘In the picure she is smoking. Will she love me more than my 

father or less?’ 
‘She will love you both.’ 
Tere had bvn no other way to explain k to her, except in 

terms of myth or allegory — the poetry of infant uncertainty. I 
had made her word-perfec in this parable of an Egypt whib was 
to throw up for her (enlarged to the size of gods or magi) the 
portraks of her family, of her ancerors. But then is not life kself 
a fairy-tale whib we lose the power of apprehending as we grow? 
No maser. She was already drunk upon the image of her father. 

‘Yes, I underrand everything.’ Wkh a nod and a sigh she 
would rore up these painted images in the treasure-box of her 
mind. Of Melissa, her dead mother, she qoke less often, and 
when she did I answered her in the same fashion from the rory- 
book; but she had already sunk, pale rar, below the horizon into 
the rillness of death, leaving the foreground to those others — 
the playing-card baracers of the living. 

Te bild had thrown a tangerine into the water and now leaned 
to watb k roll softly down to the sandy Woor of the groso. It 
lay there, Wickering like a small Wame, nudged by the swell and fall 
of the currents. 

‘Now watb me fetb k up.’ 
‘Not in this icy sea, you’ll die of cold.’ 
‘It isn’t cold today. Watb.’ 
By now she could swim like a young oser. It was easy, skting 

here on the Wat rock above the water, to recognize in her the 
dauntless eyes of Melissa, slanted a lktle at the edges; and some- 
times, intermktently, like a forgosen grain of slvp in the corners, 
the dark supposing look (pleading, uncertain) of her father Nessim. 
I remembered Clea’s voice saying once, in another world, long ago: 
‘Mark, if a girl does not like dancing and swimming she will never 
be able to make love.’ I smiled and wondered if the words were 
true as I watbed the lktle creature turn over smoothly in the 
water and Wow gracefully downwards to the target wkh the craft 
of a seal, toes pressed back againr the sky. Te glimmer of the
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lktle whke purse betwvn her legs. She retrieved the tangerine 
beautifully and qiralled to the surface wkh k gripped in her tvth. 

‘Now run and dry quickly.’ 
‘It isn’t cold.’ 
‘Do as you are told. Be oU. Hurry.’ 
‘And the man wkh the hump?’ 
‘He has gone.’ 
Mnemjian’s unexpeced appearance on the island had both 

rarted and thrilled her — for k was he who brought us Nessim’s 
message. It was rrange to sv him walking along the shingle 
beab wkh an air of grotesque perturbation, as if balancing on 
corkscrews. I think he wished to show us that for years he had not 
walked on anything but the Vner pavements. He was lkerally 
unused to terra Vrma. He radiated a precarious and overbred 
Vnesse. He was clad in a dazzling silver suk, qats, a pearl tie-pin, 
and his Vngers were heavily ringed. Only the smile, the infant 
smile was unbanged, and the oiled qkcurl was rill aimed at the 
frontal sinus. 

‘I have married Halil’s widow. I am the riber barber in all 
Egypt today, my dear friend.’ 

He blurted this out all in one breath, leaning on a silver-knobbed 
walking-rick to whib he was clearly as unaccuromed. His violet 
eye roved somewhat disdainfully round our somewhat primkive 
cosage, and he refused a bair, doubtless because he did not wish 
to crease those formidable trousers. ‘You have a hard ryle of life 
here, eh? Not mub luxe, Darley.’ Ten he sighed and added, ‘But 
now you will be coming to us again.’ He made a vague gerure wkh 
the rick intended to symbolize the hoqkalky we should once more 
enjoy from the cky. ‘Myself I cannot ray. I am on my way back. 
I did this purely as a favour to Hosnani.’ He qoke of Nessim wkh 
a sort of pearly grandeur, as if he were now his equal socially; then 
he caught sight of my smile and had the grace to giggle once before 
becoming serious again. ‘Tere is no time, anyway’ he said, 
during his slvves. 

Tis had the merk of being true, for the Smyrna boat rays 
only long enough to unload mail and occasional merbandise — a 
few cases of macaroni, some copper sulphate, a pump. Te wants 
of the islanders are few. Together we walked back towards the 
village, across the olive-groves, talking as we went. Mnemjian 
rill trudged wkh that slow turtle-walk. But I was glad, for k 
enabled me to ask him a few querions about the cky, and from his
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answers to gain some inkling of what I was to Vnd there in the 
maser of banged diqoskions, unknown facors. 

‘Tere are many banges since the Hosnani intrigue in Palerine? 
Te collapse? Te Egyptians are trying to sequerrate. Tey have 
taken mub away. Yes, they are poor now, and rill in trouble. 
She is rill under house-detention at Karm Abu Girg. Nobody 
has svn her for an age. He works by qecial permission as an 
ambulance driver in the docks, twice a wvk. Very dangerous. 
And there was a bad air-raid; he lor one eye and a Vnger.’ 

‘Nessim?’ I was rartled. Te lktle man nodded self-importantly. 
Tis new, this unforesvn image of my friend rruck me like a 
bullet. ‘Good God’ I said, and the barber nodded as if to approve 
the appropriateness of the oath. ‘It was bad’ he said. ‘It is the 
war, Darley.’ Ten suddenly a happier thought came into his 
mind and he smiled the infant smile once more whib reWeced 
only the iron material values of the Levant. Taking my arm he 
continued: ‘But the war is also good business. My shops are 
cusing the armies’ hair day and night. Trv saloons, twelve 
assirants! You will sv, k is superb. And Pombal says, as a joke, 
“Now you are shaving the dead while they are rill alive.” ’ He 
doubled up wkh soundless reVned laughter. 

‘Is Pombal back there?’ 
‘Of course. He is a high man of the Frv Frenb now. He has 

conferences wkh Sir Mountolive. He is also rill there. Many 
others too have remained from your time, Darley, you will sv.’ 

Mnemjian svmed delighted to have bvn able to aronish me 
so easily. Ten he said something whib made my mind do a 
double somersault, I rood rill and asked him to repeat k, thinking 
that I had misheard him. ‘I have jur visked Capodirria.’ I rared 
at him. Capodirria! ‘But he died! ’ I exclaimed, though I had not 
forgosen Balthazar’s enigmatic phrase about the false tvth. 

Te barber leaned far back, as if on a rocking-horse, and tktered 
profusely. It was a very good joke this time and lared him a full 
minute. Ten at lar, rill sighing luxuriously at the memory of k, 
he slowly took from his brear-pocket a porcard sub as one buys 
upon any Medkerranean seafront and held k out to me, saying: 
‘Ten who is this?’ 

It was a murky enough photograph wkh the heavy developing- 
marks whib are a feature of hary rrvt-photography. It depiced 
two Vgures walking along a seafront. One was Mnemjian. Te 
other … I rared at k in growing recognkion….  
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Capodirria was clad in tubular trousers of an Edwardian ryle 
and very pointed black shoes. Wkh this he wore a long academ- 
ician’s topcoat wkh a fur collar and cuUs. Finally, and quke fan- 
tarically, he was qorting a capeau melon whib made him look 
rather like a tall rat in some animal cartoon. He had grown a thin 
Rilkean mourabe whib drooped a lktle at the corner of his 
mouth. A long cigarese-holder was betwvn his tvth. It was 
unmirakably Capodirria. ‘What on earth …’ I began, but the 
smiling Mnemjian shut one eye and laid a Vnger across his lips. 
‘Always’ he said ‘there are myreries’; and in the ac of guarding 
them he swelled up toad-like, raring into my eyes wkh a mis- 
bievous content. He would perhaps have deigned to explain but 
at that minute a ship’s siren rang out from the direcion of the 
village. He was Wurered. ‘Quickly’; he began his trudging walk. 
‘I murn’t forget to give you the leser from Hosnani.’ It was 
carried in his brear pocket and he Vshed k out at lar. ‘And now 
good-bye’ he said. ‘All is arranged. We will mvt again.’ 

I shook his hand and rood looking after him for a moment, 
surprised and undecided. Ten I turned back to the edge of the 
olive grove and sat down on a rock to read the leser from Nessim. 
It was brief and contained the details of the travel arrangements 
he had made for us. A lktle craft would be coming to take us oU 
the island. He gave approximate times and inrrucions as to 
where we should wak for k. All this was clearly set out. Ten, as a 
porcript Nessim added in his tall hand: ‘It will be good to mvt 
again, wkhout reserves. I gather that Balthazar has recounted all 
our misadventures. You won’t exac an unduly heavy repentance 
from people who care for you so mub? I hope not. Let the par 
remain a closed book for us all.’ 

Tat was how k fell out. 
For those lar few days the island regaled us nobly wkh the 

ber of ks weather and those aurere Cycladean simplickies whib 
were like a fond embrace — for whib I knew I should be longing 
when once more the miasma of Egypt had closed over my head. 

On the evening of departure the whole village turned out to 
give us the promised farewell dinner of lamb on the qk and gold 
rezina wine. Tey qread the tables and bairs down the whole 
length of the small main rrvt and eab family brought ks own 
oUerings to the fear. Even those two proud dignkaries were 
there — mayor and prier — eab seated at one end of the long 
table. It was cold to sk in the lamplight thus, pretending that k
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was really a summer evening, but even the frail qring moon 
collaborated, rising blindly out of the sea to shine upon the whke 
tablecloths, polish the glasses of wine. Te old burnished faces, 
warmed by drink, glowed like copperware. Ancient smiles, arbaic 
forms of address, tradkional pleasantries, courtesies of the old 
world whib was already fading, receding from us. Te old sea- 
captains of the qonge-Wvts sucking their bounty of wine from 
blue enamel cans: their warm embraces smelt like wrinkled crab- 
apples, their great mourabes tanned by tobacco curled towards 
their ears. 

At Vrr I had bvn toubed, thinking all this ceremony was for 
me; I was not the less so to Vnd that k was for my country. To 
be English when Grvce had fallen was to be a target for the 
aUecion and gratkude of every Grvk, and the humble peasants 
of this hamlet felt k no less kvnly than Grvks everywhere. Te 
shower of toars and pledges eboed on the night, and all the 
qvbes Wew like kkes, in the high ryle of Grvk, orotund and 
sonorous. Tey svmed to have the cadences of immortal poetry 
— the poetry of a deqerate hour; but of course they were only 
words, the wretbed windy words whib war so easily brvds 
and whib the rhetoricians of peace would soon wear out of use. 

But tonight the war lk them up like tapers, the old men, 
giving them a burning grandeur. Only the young men were not 
there to silence and shame them wkh their hangdog looks — for 
they had gone to Albania to die among the snows. Te women 
qoke shrilly, in voices made coarsely thrilling wkh unshed tears, 
and among the burrs of laughter and song fell their sudden 
silences — like so many open graves. 

It had come so softly towards us over the waters, this war; 
gradually, as clouds whib quietly Vll in a horizon from end to 
end. But as yet k had not broken. Only the rumour of k gripped 
the heart wkh conWicing hopes and fears. At Vrr k had svmed 
to portend the end of the so-called civilized world, but this hope 
soon proved vain. No, k was to be as always simply the end of 
kindness and safety and moderate ways; the end of the artir’s 
hopes, of nonbalance, of joy. Apart from this everything else 
about the human condkion would be conVrmed and emphasized; 
perhaps even a certain truthfulness had already begun to emerge 
from behind appearances, for death heightens every tension and 
permks us fewer of the half-truths by whib we normally live. 

Tis was all we had known of k, to date, this unknown dragon
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whose claws had already rruck elsewhere. All? Yes, to be sure, 
once or twice the upper sky had swollen wkh the slur of invisible 
bombers, but their sounds could not drown the buzzing, nearer at 
hand, of the island bvs: for eab household owned a few whke- 
washed hives. What else? Once (this svmed more real) a sub- 
marine poked up a periscope in the bay and surveyed the coarline 
for minutes on end. Did k sv us bathing on the point? We waved. 
But a periscope has no arms wkh whib to wave back. Perhaps on 
the beabes to the north k had discovered something more rare 
— an old bull seal dozing in the sun like a Moslem on his prayer- 
mat. But this again could have had lktle to do wkh war. 

Yet the whole business became a lktle more real when the 
lktle caique whib Nessim had sent fussed into the dusk-Vlled 
harbour that night, manned by thrv sullen-looking sailors armed 
wkh automatics. Tey were not Grvk, though they qoke the 
tongue wkh waqish authorky. Tey had tales to tell of shasered 
armies and death by frorbke, but in a sense k was already too 
late, for the wine had fuddled the wks of the old men. Teir 
rories palled rapidly. Yet they impressed me, these thrv leather- 
faced qecimens from an unknown civilization called ‘war’. Tey 
sat uneasily in sub good fellowship. Te Wesh was rretbed tight 
over their unshaven bvk-bones as if from fatigue. Tey smoked 
glusonously, gushing the blue smoke from mouth and norrils like 
voluptuaries. When they yawned they svmed to fetb their 
yawns up from the very scrotum. We conVded ourselves to their 
care wkh misgiving for they were the Vrr unfriendly faces we had 
svn for a long time. 

At midnight we slipped out slantwise from the bay upon a high 
moonlight — the further darkness made more soft, more con- 
Vding, by the warm incoherent good-byes whib poured out across 
the whke beabes towards us. How beautiful are the Grvk words 
of grvting and farewell! 

We shusled for a while along the ink-shadowed line of cliUs 
where the engine’s heartbeats were puckered up and thrown back 
at us in volleys. And so at lar outwards upon the main dvp, fvling 
the soft uncion of the water’s rhythms begin to brear us up, cradle 
and release us, as if in play. Te night was superlatively warm and 
Vne. A dolphin broke once, twice at the bow. A course was set. 

Exultation mixed wkh a profound sadness now possessed us; 
fatigue and happiness in one. I could tare the good salt upon 
my lips. We drank some warm sage-tea wkhout talking. Te bild
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was rruck qvbless by the beauties of this journey — the 
quivering phoqhorescence of our wake, combed out behind us 
like a comet’s hair, Wowing and reviving. Above us, too, Wowed 
the plumed branbes of heaven, rars scasered as thick as almond- 
blossom on the enigmatic sky. So at lar, happy wkh these auguries 
and lulled by pulses of the water and the even vibrations of the 
engine, she fell aslvp wkh a smile upon parted lips, wkh the olive- 
wood doll pressed againr her bvk. 

How could I help but think of the par towards whib we were 
returning across the dense thickets of time, across the familiar 
pathways of the Grvk sea? Te night slid par me, an unrolling 
ribbon of darkness. Te warm sea-wind brushed my bvk — 
soft as the brush of a fox. Betwvn slvp and waking I lay, fvling 
the tug of memory’s heavy plumb-line: tug of the leaf-veined cky 
whib my memory had peopled wkh masks, malign and beautiful 
at once. I should sv Alexandria again, I knew, in the elusive 
temporal fashion of a ghor — for once you become aware of the 
operation of a time whib is not calendar-time you become in 
some sort a ghor. In this other domain I could hear the eboes of 
words usered long since in the par by other voices. Balthazar 
saying: ‘Tis world represents the promise of a unique happiness 
whib we are not well-enough equipped to graq.’ Te grim 
mandate whib the cky exercised over ks familiars, crippling 
sentiment, rvping everything in the vats of ks own exhaured 
passions. Kisses made more passionate by remorse. Gerures made 
in the amber light of shusered rooms. Te Wocks of whke doves 
Wying upwards among the minarets. Te picures svmed to me 
to represent the cky as I would sv k again. But I was wrong — 
for eab new approab is diUerent. Eab time we deceive ourselves 
that k will be the same. Te Alexandria I now saw, the Vrr vision 
of k from the sea, was something I could not have imagined. 

It was rill dark when we lay up outside the invisible harbour 
wkh ks remembered outworks of forts and anti-submarine nets. 
I tried to paint the outlines on the darkness wkh my mind. 
Te boom was raised only at dawn eab day. An all-oblkerating 
darkness reigned. Somewhere ahead of us lay the invisible coar 
of Africa, wkh ks ‘kiss of thorns’ as the Arabs say. It was intol- 
erable to be so aware of them, the towers and minarets of the cky 
and yet to be unable to will them to appear. I could not sv my 
own Vngers before my face. Te sea had become a var empty 
ante-room, a hollow bubble of blackness. 
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Ten suddenly there passed a sudden breath, a whiU like a 
wind passing across a bed of embers, and the nearer dirance 
glowed pink as a sea-shell, dvpening gradually into the rose- 
ribness of a Wower. A faint and terrible moaning came out across 
the water towards us, pulsing like the wing-beats of some fearful 
prehiroric bird — sirens whib howled as the damned mur howl 
in limbo. One’s nerves were shaken like the branbes of a trv. 
And as if in reqonse to this sound lights began to prick out every- 
where, qoradically at Vrr, then in ribbons, bands, squares of 
cryral. Te harbour suddenly outlined kself wkh complete 
clarky upon the dark panels of heaven, while long whke Vngers of 
powder-whke light began to ralk about the sky in ungainly 
fashion, as if they were the legs of some awkward insec rruggling 
to gain a purbase on the slippery black. A dense rream of 
coloured rockets now began to mount from the haze among the 
basleships, emptying on the sky their brilliant clurers of rars 
and diamonds and smashed pearl snuU-boxes wkh a marvellous 
prodigalky. Te air shook in rrokes. Clouds of pink and yellow 
dur arose wkh the maroons to shine upon the greasy busocks of 
the barrage balloons whib were Wying everywhere. Te very sea 
svmed to tremble. I had no idea that we were so near, or that the 
cky could be so beautiful in the mere saturnalia of a war. It had 
begun to swell up, to expand like some myrical rose of the dark- 
ness, and the bombardment kept k company, overWowing the 
mind. To our surprise we found ourselves shouting at eab other. 
We were raring at the burning embers of Augurine’s Carthage, 
I thought to myself, we are observing the fall of cky man. 

It was as beautiful as k was rupefying. In the top left-hand 
corner of the tableau the searblights had begun to congregate, 
quivering and sliding in their ungainly fashion, like daddy-long- 
legs. Tey interseced and collided feverishly, and k was clear that 
some signal had reabed them whib told of the rruggles of some 
trapped insec on the outer cobweb of darkness. Again and again 
they crossed, probed, merged, divided. Ten at lar we saw what 
they were bracketing: six tiny silver moths moving down the 
skylanes wkh what svmed unbearable slowness. Te sky had gone 
mad around them yet they rill moved wkh this fatal langour; and 
languidly too curled the curving rrings of hot diamonds whib 
qouted up from the ships, or the rank lacklurre sniUs of cloudy 
shrapnel whib marked their progress. 

And deafening as was the roaring whib now Vlled our ears k
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was possible to isolate many of the separate sounds whib orbes- 
trated the bombardment. Te crackle of shards whib fell back 
like a hailrorm upon the corrugated roofs of the waterside cafés: 
the scratby mebanical voices of ships’ signallers repeating, in 
the voices of ventriloquirs’ dummies, semi-intelligible phrases 
whib sounded like ‘Trv o’clock red, Trv o’clock red’. 
Strangely too, there was music somewhere at the heart of all the 
hubbub, jagged quartertones whib rabbed; then, too, the 
foundering roar of buildings falling. Patbes of light whib dis- 
appeared and left an aperture of darkness at whib a dirty yellow 
Wame might come and lap like a thirry animal. Nearer at hand 
(the water smacked the ebo out) we could hear the rib harver 
of qent cannon-shells pouring upon the decks from the Chicago 
Pianos: an almor continuous qlashing of golden metal tumbling 
from the brvbes of the skypointed guns. 

So k went on, fearing the eye yet making the vertebrae quail 
before the whirlwind of meaningless power k disclosed. I had not 
realized the impersonalky of war before. Tere was no room for 
human beings or thought of them under this var umbrella of 
coloured death. Eab drawn breath had become only a temporary 
refuge. 

Ten, almor as suddenly as k had rarted, the qecacle died 
away. Te harbour vanished wkh theatrical suddenness, the 
rring of precious rones was turned oU, the sky emptied, the 
silence drenbed us, only to be broken once more by that famished 
crying of the sirens whib drilled at the nerves. And then, nothing 
— a nothingness weighing tons of darkness out of whib grew the 
smaller and more familiar sounds of water licking at the gunwales. 
A faint shore-wind crept out to inver us wkh the alluvial smells 
of an invisible eruary. Was k only in my imagination that I heard 
from far away the sounds of wild-fowl on the lake? 

We waked thus for a long time in great indecision; but mean- 
while from the ear the dawn had begun to overtake the sky, the 
cky and desert. Human voices, weighted like lead, came softly out, 
rirring curiosky and compassion. Children’s voices — and in the 
wer a qutum-coloured meniscus on the horizon. We yawned, k 
was cold. Shivering, we turned to one another, fvling suddenly 
orphaned in this benighted world betwvn light and darkness. 

But gradually k grew up from the earern marbes, this familiar 
dawn, the Vrr overWow of ckron and rose whib would set the 
dead waters of Mareotis a-glkter; and Vne as a hair, yet so
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indirinc that one had to rop breathing to verify k, I heard (or 
thought I heard) the Vrr call to prayer from some as yet invisible 
minaret. 

Were there, then, rill gods left to invoke? And even as the 
querion entered my mind I saw, shooting from the harbour- 
mouth, the thrv small Vshing-boats — sails of rur, liver and blue 
plum. Tey hvled upon a freshet and rooped across our bows 
like hawks. We could hear the rataplan of water lapping their 
prows. Te small Vgures, balanced like riders, hailed us in Arabic 
to tell us that the boom was up, that we might enter harbour. 

Tis we now did wkh circumqecion, covered by the appar- 
ently deserted baseries. Our lktle craft trosed down the main 
bannel betwvn the long lines of ships like a vaporeto on the 
Grand Canal. I gazed around me. It was all the same, yet at the 
same time unbelievably diUerent. Yes, the main theatre (of the 
heart’s aUecions, of memory, of love?) was the same; yet the 
diUerences of detail, of decor ruck out obrinately. Te liners now 
grotesquely dazzle-painted in cubir smears of whke, khaki and 
North-Sea greys. Self-conscious guns, nering awkwardly as cranes 
in incongruous ners of tarpaulin and webbing. Te greasy 
balloons hanging in the sky as if from gibbets. I compared them 
to the ancient clouds of silver pigeons whib had already begun 
to climb in wiqs and puUs among the palms, diving upwards into 
the whke light to mvt the sun. A troubling counterpoint of the 
known and the unknown. Te boats, for example, drawn up along 
the slip at the Yabt Club, wkh the remembered dew thick as 
sweat upon their mars and cordage. Flags and coloured awnings 
alike hanging riYy, as if rarbed. (How many times had we not 
put out from there, at this same hour, in Clea’s small boat, loaded 
wkh bread and oranges and wicker-clothed wine?) How many old 
sailing-days qent upon this crumbling coar, landmarks of aUec- 
tion now forgosen? I was amazed to sv wkh what aUecionate 
emotion one’s eye could travel along a line of inanimate objecs 
tied to a mossy wharf, regaling kself wkh memories whib k was 
not conscious of having rored. Even the Frenb warships (though 
now disgraced, their brvb-blocks conVscated, their crews in 
nominal internment aboard) were exacly where I had lar svn 
them in that vanished life, lying belly-down upon the dawn murk 
like malevolent tomb-rones: and rill, as always, backed by the 
paper-thin mirages of the cky, whose Vg-shaped minarets banged 
colour wkh every lift of the sun. 
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Slowly we passed down the long grvn aisle among the tall 
ships, as if taking part in some ceremonial review. Te surprises 
among so mub that was familiar, were few but boice: an iron- 
clad lying dumbly on ks side, a corvese whose upper works had 
bvn smeared and Wasened by a direc hk — gun-barrels qlk 
like carrots, mountings twired upon themselves in a contortion of 
scorbed agony. Sub a large package of grey rvl to be squashed 
at a single blow, like a paper bag. Human remains were being 
hosed along the scuppers by small Vgures wkh a tremendous 
patience and quke impassively. Tis was surprising as k might be 
for someone walking in a beautiful cemetery to come upon a 
newly dug grave. (‘It is beautiful’ said the bild.) And indvd k 
was so — the great forers of mars and qires whib rocked and 
inclined to the slight swell set up by water-traXc, the klaxons 
mewing softly, the reWecions dissolving and reforming. Tere 
was even some dog-eared jazz Wowing out upon the water as if 
from a ware-pipe somewhere. To her k mur have svmed 
appropriate music for a triumphal entry into the cky of bildhood. 
‘Jamais de la vie’ I caught myself humming softly in my own mind, 
amazed how ancient the tune sounded, how dated, how pre- 
porerously wkhout concern for myself! She was looking into the 
sky for her father, the image whib would form like a benevolent 
cloud above us and envelop her. 

Only at the far end of the great dock were there evidences of 
the new world to whib we were coming: long lines of trucks and 
ambulances, barriers, and bayonets, manned by the blue and 
khaki races of men like gnomes. And here a slow, but purposeful 
and continuous acivky reigned. Small troglodytic Vgures emerged 
from iron cages and caverns along the wharves, busy upon errands 
of diUering sorts. Here too there were ships qlk apart in geo- 
metrical secions whib exposed their reaming interines, ships 
laid open in Cæsarian secion: and into these wounds crawled an 
endless ant-like rring of soldiers and blue-jackets humping 
canirers, bales, sides of oxen on blood-rained shoulders. Oven 
doors opened to expose to the Vrelight whke-capped men fever- 
ishly dragging at oven-loads of bread. It was somehow unbelievably 
slow, all this acivky, yet immense in compass. It belonged to the 
inrinc of a race rather than to ks appetkes. And while silence 
here was only of comparative value small sounds became concrete 
and imperative — sentries ramping iron-shod boots upon the 
cobbles, the yowl of a tug, or the buzz of a liner’s siren like the
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sound of some giant blue-bosle caught in a web. All this was part 
of the newly acquired cky to whib I was henceforth to belong. 

We drew nearer and nearer, scouting for a berth among the 
small craft in the basin; the houses began to go up tall. It was a 
moment of exquiske delicacy, too, and my heart was in my mouth 
(as the saying goes) for I had already caught sight of the Vgure 
whib I knew would be there to mvt us — away across the 
wharves there. It was leaning againr an ambulance, smoking. 
Something in ks askude rruck a bord and I knew k was Nessim, 
though I dared not as yet be sure. It was only when the ropes 
went out and we berthed that I saw, wkh beating heart (recog- 
nizing him dimly through his disguise as I had wkh Capodirria), 
that k was indvd my friend. Nessim! 

He wore an unfamiliar black patb over one eye. He was dressed 
in a blue service greatcoat wkh clumsy padded shoulders and very 
long in the knv. A peaked cap pulled well down over his eyes. He 
svmed mub taller and slimmer than I remembered — perhaps 
k was this uniform whib was half bauUeur’s livery, half airman’s 
rig. I think he mur have felt the force of my recognkion pressing 
upon him for he suddenly rood upright, and after pvring brieWy 
about him, qosed us. He threw the cigarese away and walked 
along the quay wkh his swift and graceful walk, smiling nervously. 
I waved but he did not reqond, though he half nodded as he 
moved towards us. ‘Look’ I said, not wkhout apprehension. ‘Here 
he comes at lar, your father.’ She watbed wkh wide and frozen 
eyes following the tall Vgure until k rood smiling at us, not six 
fvt away. Sailors were busy wkh ropes. A gangplank went down 
wkh a bang. I could not decide whether that ominous black patb 
over his eye added to or subtraced from the old dirincion. He 
took oU his cap and rill smiling, shyly and somewhat ruefully, 
rroked his hair into place before pusing k on again. ‘Nessim’ I 
called, and he nodded, though he did not reqond. A silence 
svmed to fall upon my mind as the bild repped out upon the 
plank. She walked wkh an air of bemused rapture, qellbound by 
the image rather than the. realky. (Is poetry, then, more real than 
observed truth?) And pusing out her arms like a slvpwalker she 
walked buckling into his embrace. I came hard on her hvls, and 
as he rill laughed and hugged her Nessim handed me the hand 
wkh the missing Vnger. It had become a claw, digging into mine. 
He usered a short dry sob disguised as a cough. Tat was all. 
And now the bild crawled up like a sloth into a trv-trunk and
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wound her legs about his hips. I did not quke know what to say, 
gazing into that one all-comprehending dark eye. His hair was 
quke whke at the temples. You cannot squvze a hand wkh a 
missing Vnger as hard as you would like. 

‘And so we mvt again.’ 
He backed away briskly and sat down upon a bollard, groping 

for his cigarese case to oUer me the unfamiliar delicacy of a Frenb 
cigarese. We were both dumb. Te matbes were damp and only 
rruck wkh diXculty. ‘Clea was to have come’ he said at lar, ‘but 
she turned tail at the lar moment. She has gone to Cairo. Jurine 
is out at Karm!’ Ten ducking his head he said under his breath 
‘You know about k eh?’ I nodded and he looked relieved. ‘So 
mub the less to explain. I came oU duty half an hour ago and 
waked for you to take you out. But perhaps….’ 

But at this moment a Wock of soldiers closed on us, verifying 
our identkies and becking on our derinations. Nessim was busy 
wkh the bild. I unpacked my papers for the soldiers. Tey 
rudied them gravely, wkh a certain detabed sympathy even, 
and hunted for my name upon a long shvt of paper before in- 
forming me that I should have to report to the Consulate, for I 
was a ‘refugv national’. I returned to Nessim wkh the clearance 
slips and told him of this. ‘As a maser of fac k does not fall 
badly. I had to go there anyway to fetb a sukcase I left wkh all 
my reqecable suks in k … how long ago, I wonder?’ 

‘A lifetime’ he smiled. 
‘How shall we arrange k?’ 
We sat side by side smoking and reWecing. It was rrange and 

moving to hear around us all the accents of the English shires. A 
kindly corporal came over wkh a tray full of tin mugs, reaming 
wkh that singular brew, Army tea, and decorated wkh slabs of 
whke bread smeared wkh margarine. In the middle dirance a 
rretber-party walked apathetically oUrage wkh a sagging load 
from a bombed building. We ate hungrily and became suddenly 
aware of our swimming knvs. At lar I said: ‘Why don’t you go 
on and take her wkh you? I can get a tram at the dock-gate and 
visk the Consul. Have a shave. Some lunb. Come out this 
evening to Karm if you will send a horse to the ford.’ 

‘Very well’ he said, wkh a certain relief, and hugging the bild 
suggered this plan to her, whiqering in her ear. She oUered no 
objecion, indvd svmed eager to accompany him — for whib I 
felt thankful. And so we walked, wkh a fvling of unrealky, across
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the slimy cobbles to where the lktle ambulance was parked, and 
Nessim climbed into the driver’s seat wkh the bild. She smiled 
and clapped her hands, and I waved them away, delighted that the 
transkion was working so smoothly. Nevertheless k was rrange 
to Vnd myself thus, alone wkh the cky, like a caraway on a 
familar rvf. ‘Familiar’ — yes! For once one had left the semi- 
circle of the harbour nothing had banged whatsoever. Te lktle 
tin tram groaned and wriggled along ks rury rails, curving down 
those familiar rrvts whib qread on ekher side of me images 
whib were absolute in their Vdelky to my memories. Te barbers’ 
shops wkh their Wy-nets drawn across the door, tingling wkh 
coloured beads: the cafés wkh their idlers squasing at the tin 
tables (by El Bab, rill the crumbling wall and the very table 
where we had sat motionless, weighed down by the blue dusk). 
Jur as he let in the clutb Nessim had pvred at me sharply and 
said: ‘Darley, you have banged very mub’, though whether in 
reproof or commendation I could not tell. Yes, I had: sving the 
old crumbled arb of El Bab I smiled, remembering a now pre- 
hiroric kiss upon my Vngers. I remembered the slight Winb of 
the dark eyes as she usered the sad brave truth: ‘One learns 
nothing from those who return our love.’ Words whib burnt like 
surgical qirk on an open wound, but whib cleansed, as all truth 
does. And busy wkh these memories as I was, I saw wkh another 
part of my mind the whole of Alexandria unrolling once more on 
ekher side of me — ks captivating detail, ks insolence of colouring, 
ks crushing poverty and beauty. Te lktle shops, proteced from 
the sun by bks of ragged awning in whose darkness was piled up 
every kind of merbandise from live quail to honeycombs and 
lucky mirrors. Te fruk-ralls wkh their brilliant rock made 
doubly brilliant by being diqlayed upon brighter papers; the 
warm gold of oranges lying on brilliant slips of magenta and 
crimson-lake. Te smoky glkter of the coppersmkhs’ caves. Gaily 
tasselled camel-saddlery. Posery and blue jade beads againr the 
Evil Eye. All this given a sharp prismatic brilliance by the crowds 
milling back and forth, the blare of the café radios, the hawkers’ 
long sobbing cries, the imprecations of rrvt-arabs, and the 
demented ululations of dirant mourners sesing forth at a jog- 
trot behind the corpse of some notable sheik. And here, rrolling 
in the foreground of the painting wkh the insolence of full pos- 
session, came plum-blue Ethiopians in snowy turbans, bronze 
Sudanese wkh puUy barcoal lips, pewter-skinned Lebanese and
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Bedouin wkh the proVles of kerrels, woven like brilliant threads 
upon the monotonous blackness of the veiled women, the dark 
Moslem dream of the hidden Paradise whib may only be glimpsed 
through the key-hole of the human eye. And lurbing down these 
narrow rrvts wkh their packs scraping the mud walls plunged 
the sumpter camels wkh cargoes of grvn clover, pusing down 
their huge soft pads wkh inVnke delicacy. I suddenly remembered 
Scobie giving me a lesson on the priorky of salutation: ‘You mur 
realize that k’s a querion of form. Tey’re regular Brkishers for 
polkeness, my boy. No good throwing your Salaam Aleikum 
around jur anyhow. It mur be given Vrr by a camel-rider to a 
man on a horse, by a horseman to a man on a donkey, by a donkey- 
rider to a man on foot, by a man on foot to a man seated, by a 
small party to a large one, by the younger to the older…. It’s 
only in the great sbools at home they teab sub things. But here 
every nipper has k at his Vngers’ ends. Now repeat the order of 
basle after me!’ It was easier to repeat the phrase than to re- 
member the order at this remove in time. Smiling at the thought, 
I rrove to re-erablish those forgosen priorkies from memory, 
while I gazed about me. Te whole toybox of Egyptian life was 
rill there, every Vgure in place — rrvt-qrinkler, scribe, mour- 
ner, harlot, clerk, prier — untoubed, k svmed, by time or by 
war. A sudden melanboly invaded me as I watbed them, for 
they had now become a part of the par. My sympathy had dis- 
covered a new element inside kself — detabment. (Scobie used 
to say, in an expansive moment: ‘Chvr up, me boyo, k takes a 
lifetime to grow. People haven’t the patience any more. My 
mother waked nine months for me!’ A singular thought.) 

Jolting par the Goharri Mosque I remembered Vnding one- 
eyed Hamid there one afternoon rubbing a slice of lemon on a 
pilarer before sucking k. Tis, he had said, was an infallible 
qeciVc againr the rone. He used to live somewhere in this 
quarter wkh ks humble cafés full of native qlendours like rose- 
scented drinking water and whole shvp turning on qks, ruUed 
wkh pigeons, rice, nuts. All the paunb-beguiling meals whib 
delighted the ventripotent pashas of the cky! 

Somewhere up here, skirting the edge of the Arab quarter the 
tram gives a leap and grinds round abruptly. You can for one 
moment look down through the frieze of shasered buildings into 
the corner of the harbour reserved for craft of shallow draught. 
Te hazards of the war at sea had swollen their numbers to
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overWowing. Framed by the coloured domes there lay feluccas and 
latvn-rig giassas, wine-caiques, sbooners, and brigantines of 
every shape and size, from all over the Levant. An anthology of 
mars and qars and haunting Aegean eyes; of names and rigs 
and derinations. Tey lay there coupled to their reWecions wkh 
the sunlight on them in a dvp water-trance. Ten abruptly they 
were snatbed away and the Grande Cornibe began to unroll, the 
magniVcent long sea-parade whib frames the modern cky, the 
Helleniric capkal of the bankers and coson-visionaries — all 
those European bagmen whose enterprise had re-ignked and 
ratiVed Alexander’s dream of conquer after the centuries of dur 
and silence whib Amr had imposed upon k. 

Here, too, k was all relatively unbanged save for the full khaki 
clouds of soldiers moving everywhere and the rash of new bars 
whib had qrung up everywhere to fvd them. Outside the Cecil 
long lines of tranqort-trucks had overWowed the taxi-ranks. Out- 
side the Consulate an unfamiliar naval sentry wkh riWe and 
bayonet. I could not say k was all irremediably banged, for these 
viskors had a shiftless and temporary look, like countrymen 
visking a capkal for a fair. Soon a sluice gate would open and they 
would be drawn oU into the great reservoir of the desert basles. 
But there were surprises. At the Consulate, for example, a very fat 
man who sat like a king prawn at his desk, pressing whke hands 
together whose long Vlbert nails had bvn carefully polished that 
morning, and who addressed me wkh familiarky. ‘My task may 
svm invidious’ he Wuted, ‘yet k is necessary. We are trying to 
grab anyone who has a qecial aptkude before the Army gets them. 
I have bvn sent your name by the Ambassador who had desig- 
nated you for the censorship department whib we have jur 
opened, and whib is grotesquely underraUed.’ 

‘Te Ambassador?’ It was bewildering. 
‘He’s a friend of yours, is he not?’ 
‘I hardly know him.’ 
‘Nevertheless I am bound to accept his direcion, even though 

I am in barge of this operation.’ 
Tere were forms to be Vlled in. Te fat man, who was not 

unamiable, and whose name was Kenilworth, obliged by helping 
me. ‘It is a bk of myrery’ I said. He shrugged his shoulders and 
qread his whke hands. ‘I sugger you discuss k wkh him when 
you mvt.’ 

‘But I had no intention …’ I said. But k svmed pointless to
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discuss the maser further until I discovered what lay behind k. 
How could Mountolive…? But Kenilworth was talking again. 
‘I suppose you might nvd a wvk to Vnd yourself lodgings here 
before you sesle in. Shall I tell the department so?’ 

‘If you wish’ I said in bewilderment. I was dismissed and qent 
some time in the cellars unearthing my basered cabin-trunk and 
selecing from k a few reqecable cky-clothes. Wkh these in a 
brown paper parcel I walked slowly along the Cornibe towards 
the Cecil, where I purposed to take a room, have a bath and shave, 
and prepare myself for the visk to the country house. Tis had 
begun to loom up rather in my mind, not exacly wkh anxiety 
but wkh the disquiet whib suqense always brings. I rood for a 
while raring down at the rill sea, and k was while I was randing 
thus that the silver Rolls wkh the daUodil hub-cups drew up and 
a large bearded personage jumped out and came galloping towards 
me wkh hands out-rretbed. It was only when I felt his arms 
hugging my shoulders and the beard brushing my bvk in a 
Gallic grvting that I was able to gaq ‘Pombal!’ 

‘Darley’. Still holding my hands as tenderly, and wkh tears in 
his eyes, he drew me to one side and sat down heavily on one of 
the rone benbes bordering the marine parade. Pombal was in 
the mor elegant tenue. His rarbed cuUs rasled criqly. Te dark 
beard and mourabe gave him an imposing yet somehow forlorn 
air. Inside all these trappings he svmed quke unbanged. He 
pvred through them, like a Tiberius in fancy-dress. We gazed at 
eab other for a long moment of silence, wkh emotion. Both knew 
that the silence we observed was one of pain for the fall of France, 
an event whib symbolized all too clearly the psybic collapse of 
Europe kself. We were like mourners at an invisible cenotaph 
during the two minutes’ silence whib commemorates an irre- 
mediable failure of the human will. I felt in his handclaq all the 
shame and deqair of this graceless tragedy and I sought deqer- 
ately for the phrase whib might console him, might reassure him 
that France kself could never truly die so long as artirs were 
being born into the world. But this world of armies and basles 
was too intense and too concrete to make the thought svm more 
than of secondary importance — for art really means frvdom, 
and k was this whib was at rake. At lar the words came. ‘Never 
mind. Today I’ve svn the lktle blue cross of Lorraine Wowering 
everywhere.’ 

‘You underrand’ he murmured and squvzed my hand again.
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‘I knew you would underrand. Even when you mor crkicized 
her you knew that she meant as mub to you as to us.’ He blew 
his nose suddenly, wkh rartling loudness, in a clean handker- 
bief and leaned back on the rone benb. Wkh amazing sudden- 
ness he had become his old self again, the timid, fat, irrepressible 
Pombal of the par. ‘Tere is so mub to tell you. You will come 
wkh me now. At once. Not a word. Yes, k is Nessim’s car. I 
bought k to save k from the Egyptians. Mountolive has Vxed you 
an excellent por. I am rill in the old Wat, but now we have taken 
the building. You can have the whole top Woor. It will be like old 
times again.’ I was carried oU my fvt by his volubilky and by the 
bewildering variety of proqecs he described so rapidly and con- 
Vdently, wkhout apparently expecing comment. His English had 
become pracically perfec. 

‘Old times’ I rammered. 
But here an expression of pain crossed his fat countenance and 

he groaned, pressing his hands betwvn his knvs as he usered 
the word: ‘Fosca!’ He screwed up his face comically and rared 
at me. ‘You do not know.’ He looked almor terriVed. ‘I am in 
love wkh her.’ 

I laughed. He shook his head rapidly. ‘No. Don’t laugh.’ 
‘I mur, Pombal.’ 
‘I besvb you.’ And leaning forward wkh a look of deqair on 

his countenance he lowered his voice and prepared to conVde 
something to me. His lips moved. It was clearly something of 
tragic importance. At lar he brought k out, and the tears came 
into his eyes as he qoke the words: ‘You don’t underrand. Je 
suis gdèle malgré moi.’ He gaqed like a Vsh and repeated ‘Malgré 
moi. It has never happened before, never.’ And then abruptly he 
broke into a deqairing whinny wkh the same look of awed be- 
wilderment on his face. How could I forbear to laugh? At a blow 
he had rerored Alexandria to me, complete and intac — for no 
memory of k could be complete wkhout the thought of Pombal 
in love. My laughter infeced him. He was shaking like a jelly. 
‘Stop’ he pleaded at lar wkh comic pathos, interjecing into the 
forer of bearded buckles the words. ‘And I have never slept wkh 
her, not once. Tat is the insane thing.’ Tis made us laugh 
more than ever. 

But the bauUeur softly sounded the horn, recalling him to 
himself abruptly, reminding him that he had duties to perform. 
‘Come’ he cried. ‘I have to take a leser to Pordre before nine.



CLEA 

679 

Ten I’ll have you dropped at the Wat. We can lunb together. 
Hamid is wkh me, by the way; he’ll be delighted. Hurry up.’ 
Once more my doubts were not given time to formulate them- 
selves. Clutbing my parcel I accompanied him to the familiar car, 
noticing wkh a pang that ks upholrery now smelt of expensive 
cigars and metal-polish. My friend talked rapidly all the way to 
the Frenb Consulate, and I was surprised to Vnd that his whole 
askude to the Chief had banged. All the old bkterness and 
resentment had vanished. Tey had both, k svmed, abandoned 
their pors in diUerent capkals (Pombal in Rome) in order to join 
the Frv Frenb in Egypt. He qoke of Pordre now wkh tender 
aUecion. ‘He is like a father to me. He has bvn marvellous’ said 
my friend rolling his expressive dark eye. Tis somewhat puzzled 
me until I saw them both together and underrood in a Wash that 
the fall of their country had created this new bond. Pordre had 
become quke whke-haired; his frail and absent-minded gentleness 
had given place to the calm resolution of someone grappling wkh 
reqonsibilkies whib left no room for aUecation. Te two men 
treated eab other wkh a courtesy and aUecion whib in truth 
made them svm like father and son rather than colleagues. Te 
hand that Pordre placed so lovingly on Pombal’s shoulder, the face 
he turned to him, expressed a wirful and lonely pride. 

But the skuation of their new Chancery was a somewhat un- 
happy one. Te broad windows looked out over the harbour, 
over the Frenb Flvt whib lay there at anbor like a symbol of 
all that was maleVc in the rars whib governed the deriny of 
France. I could sv that the very sight of k lying there was a 
perpetual reproab to them. And there was no escaping k. At 
every turn taken betwvn the high old-fashioned desks and the 
whke wall their eyes fell upon this repellent array of ships. It 
was like a qlinter lodged in the optic nerve. Pordre’s eye kindled 
wkh self-reproab and the zealot’s hot desire to reform these 
cowardly followers of the personage whom Pombal (in his less 
diplomatic moments) was henceforward to refer to as ‘ce vieux 
Putain’. It was a relief to vent fvlings so intense by the simple 
subrkution of a leser. Te thrv of us rood there, looking down 
into the harbour at this provoking sight, and suddenly the old 
man burr out: ‘Why don’t you Brkish intern them? Send them 
to India wkh the Italians. I shall never underrand k. Forgive me. 
But do you realize that they are allowed to kvp their small arms, 
mount sentries, take shore leave, jur as if they were a neutral
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Wvt? Te admirals wine and dine in the town, all intriguing for 
Viby. Tere are endless bagarres in the cafés betwvn our boys 
and their sailors.’ I could sv that k was a subjec whib was 
capable of making them quke beside themselves wkh fury. I tried 
to bange k, since there was lktle consolation I could oUer. 

I turned inread to Pombal’s desk on whib rood a large 
framed photograph of a Frenb soldier. I asked who k was and 
both men replied simultaneously: ‘He saved us.’ Later of course 
I would come to recognize this proud, sad Labrador’s head as 
that of de Gaulle himself. 

Pombal’s car dropped me at the Wat. Forgosen whiqers rirred 
in me as I rang the bell. One-eyed Hamid opened to me, and after 
a moment of surprise he performed a curious lktle jump in the 
air. Te original impulse of this jump mur have bvn an embrace 
whib he repressed jur in time. But he put two Vngers on my 
wrir and jumped like a solkary penguin on an ice-Woe before 
retreating to give himself room for the more elaborate and formal 
grvting. ‘Ya Hamid’ I cried, as delighted as he was. We crossed 
ourselves ceremonially at eab other. 

Te whole place had bvn transformed once more, repainted 
and papered and furnished in massive oXcial fashion. Hamid 
led me gloatingly from room to room while I mentally tried to 
reconrruc ks original appearance from memories whib had by 
now become faded and tranqosed. It was hard to sv Melissa 
shrieking, for example. On the exac qot now rood a handsome 
sideboard crowded wkh bosles. (Pursewarden had once geri- 
culated from the far corner.) Bks of old furnkure came back to 
mind. ‘Tose old things mur be knocking about somewhere’ 
I thought in quotation from the poet of the cky.* Te only 
recognizable kem was Pombal’s old gout-bair whib had myrer- 
iously reappeared in ks old place under the window. Had he 
perhaps Wown back wkh k from Rome? Tat would be like him. 
Te lktle box-room where Melissa and I…. It was now Hamid’s 
own room. He slept on the same uncomfortable bed whib I looked 
at wkh a kind of shrinking fvling, trying to recapture the Wavour 
and ambience of those long enbanted afternoons when…. But 
the lktle man was talking. He mur prepare lunb. And then he 
rummaged in a corner and thrur into my hand a crumpled snap- 
shot whib he mur at some time have rolen from Melissa. It 
was a rrvt-photograph and very faded. Melissa and I walked arm 
in arm talking down Rue Fuad. Her face was half turned away
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from me, smiling — dividing her asention betwvn what I was 
saying so earnerly and the lighted shop-windows we passed. It 
mur have bvn taken, this snapshot, on a winter afternoon around 
the hour of four. What on earth could I have bvn telling her wkh 
sub earnerness? For the life of me I could not recall the time 
and place; yet there k was, in black and whke, as they say. 
Perhaps the words I was usering were momentous, signiVcant — 
or perhaps they were meaningless! I had a pile of books under my 
arm and was wearing the dirty old mackintosh whib I Vnally gave 
to Zoltan. It was in nvd of a dry-clean. My hair, too, svmed to 
nvd cusing at the back. Impossible to rerore this vanished 
afternoon to mind! I gazed carefully at the circumrantial detail of 
the picure like someone bent upon reroring an irremediably 
faded fresco. Yes, k was winter, at four o’clock. She was wearing 
her tasy sealskin and carried a handbag whib I had not ever svn 
in her possession. ‘Sometime in Augur — was k Augur?’ I men- 
tally quoted to myself again.* 

Turning back to the wretbed rack-like bed again I whiqered 
her name softly. Wkh surprise and bagrin I discovered that she 
had uterly vanished. Te waters had simply closed over her head. 
It was as if she had never exired, never inqired in me the pain 
and pky whib (I had always told myself) would live on, trans- 
mkted into other forms perhaps — but live triumphantly on 
forever. I had worn her out like an old pair of socks, and the user- 
ness of this disappearance surprised and shocked me. Could ‘love’ 
simply wear out like this? ‘Melissa’ I said again, hearing the lovely 
word ebo in the silence. Name of a sad herb, name of a pilgrim to 
Eleusis. Was she less now than a scent or a Wavour? Was she 
simply a nexus of lkerary cross-references scribbled in the margins 
of a minor poem? And had my love dissolved her in this rrange 
fashion, or was k simply the lkerature I had tried to make out of 
her? Words, the acid-bath of words! I felt guilty. I even tried 
(wkh that lying self-deception so natural to sentimentalirs) to 
force her to appear by an ac of will, to re-evoke a single one of those 
afternoon lasses whib had once bvn for me the sum of the cky’s 
many meanings. I even tried deliberately to squvze the tears into 
my eyes, to hypnotize memory by repeating her name like a 
barm. Te experiment yielded nothing. Her name had bvn 
userly worn out of use! It was truly shameful not to be able to 
evoke the fainter tribute to so all-engulVng an unhappiness. 
Ten like the bime of a dirant bell I heard the tart voice of
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the dead Pursewarden saying ‘But our unhappiness was sent to 
regale us. We were intended to revel in k, enjoy k to the full.’ 
Melissa had bvn simply one of the many corumes of love! 

I was bathed and banged by the time Pombal hurried in to 
an early lunb, full of the incoherent rapture of his new and 
remarkable rate of mind. Fosca, the cause of k, was, he told me, 
a refugv married to a Brkish oXcer. ‘How could k have come 
about, this sudden passionate underranding?’ He did not know. 
He got up to look at his own face in the hanging mirror. ‘I who 
believed so many things about love’ he went on moodily, half 
addressing his own reWecion and combing his beard wkh his 
Vngers, ‘but never something like this. Even a year ago had you 
said what I am jur saying I would have answered: “Pouagh! It 
is simply a Petrarbian obscenky. Medieval rubbish!” I even used 
to think that continence was medically unhealthy, that the damned 
thing would atrophy or fall oU if k were not frequently used. Now 
look at your unhappy — no happy friend! I fvl bound and gagged 
by Fosca’s very exirence. Liren, the lar time Keats came in 
from the desert we went out and got drunk. He took me to Golfo’s 
tavern. I had a sneaking desire — sort of experimental — to 
ramoner une poule. Don’t laugh. Jur to sv what had gone wrong 
wkh my fvlings. I drank Vve Armagnacs to liven them up. I 
began to fvl quke like k theoretically. Good, I said to myself, I 
will crack this virginky. I will dépuceler this romantic image once 
and for all ler people begin to talk and say that the great Pombal is 
unmanned. But what happened? I became panic-rricken! My 
fvlings were quke Hindis like a bloody tank. Te sight of all 
those girls made me memorize Fosca in detail. Everything, even 
her hands in her lap wkh her knkting! I was cooled as if by an 
ice cream down my collar. I emptied my pockets on the table and 
Wed in a hail of slippers and a torrent of cat-calls from my old 
friends. I was swearing, of course. Not that Fosca expecs k, no. 
She tells me to go ahead and have a girl if I mur. Perhaps this 
very frvdom kvps me in prison? Who knows? It is a complete 
myrery to me. It is rrange that this girl should drag me by 
the hair down the paths of honour like this — an unfamiliar 
place.’ 

Here he rruck himself softly on the ber wkh a gerure of 
reproof mixed wkh a certain doubtful self-commendation. He 
came and sat down once more saying moodily: ‘You sv, she is 
pregnant by her husband and her sense of honour would not
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permk her to trick a man on acive service, who may be killed at 
any time. Specially when she is bearing his bild. Ça se conçoi.’ 

We ate in silence for a few moments, and then he burr out: 
‘But what have I to do wkh sub ideas? Tell me please. We only 
talk, yet k is enough.’ He qoke wkh a toub of self-contempt. 

‘And he?’ 
Pombal sighed: ‘He is an extremely good and kind man, wkh 

that national kindliness whib Pursewarden used to say was a 
kind of compulsion neurosis brought on by the almor suicidal 
boredom of English life! He is handsome, gay, qeaks thrv 
languages. And yet … k is not that he is froid, exacly, but he is 
tiède — I mean somewhere in his inner nature. I am not sure if 
he is typical or not. At any rate he svms to embody notions of 
honour whib would do credk to a troubadour. It isn’t that we 
Europeans lack honour, of course, but we don’t rress things un- 
naturally. I mean self-discipline should be more than a concession 
to a behaviour-pasern. I sound confused. Yes, I am a lktle con- 
fused in thinking of their relationship. I mean something like this: 
in the depths of his national concek he really believes foreigners 
incapable of Vdelky in love. Yet in being so truthful and so fakhful 
she is only doing what comes naturally to her, wkhout a false 
rraining after a form. She abs as she fdls. I think if he really loved 
her in the sense I mean he would not appear always to have merely 
condescended to rescue her from an intolerable skuation. I think 
somewhere inside herself, though she is not aware of k, the sense 
of injurice rankles a lktle bk; she is fakhful to him … how to say? 
Slightly contemptuously? I don’t know. But she does love him in 
this peculiar fashion, the only one he permks. She is a girl of 
delicate fvlings. But what is rrange is that our own love — 
whib nekher doubts, and whib we have confessed and accepted 
— has bvn coloured in a curious way by these circumrances. If 
k has made me happy k has also made me a lktle uncertain of 
myself; at times I get rebellious. I fvl that our love is beginning 
to wear a penkential air — this glorious adventure. It gets 
coloured by his own grim askude whib is like one of atonement. 
I wonder if love for a femme galante should be quke like this. 
As for him he also is a cevalier of the middle class, as incapable of 
inWicing pain as of giving physical pleasure I should say. Yet 
wkhal gentle and quke overwhelming in his kindness and up- 
rightness. But merde, one cannot love judicially, out of a sense of 
jurice, can one? Somewhere along the line he fails her wkhout
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being conscious of the fac. Nor do I think she knows this, at any 
rate in her conscious mind. But when they are together you fvl in 
the presence of something incomplete, something whib is not 
cemented but jur soldered together by good manners and con- 
vention. I am aware that I sound unkind, but I am only trying to 
describe exacly what I sv. For the rer we are good friends and 
indvd I really admire him; when he comes on leave we all go out 
to dinner and talk polkics! Ouf!’ 

He lay back in his bair, exhaured by this exposkion, and 
yawned heavily before consulting his watb. ‘I suppose’ he went 
on wkh resignation ‘that you will Vnd k all very rrange, these new 
aqecs of people; but then everything sounds rrange here, eh? 
Pursewarden’s sirer, Liza, for example — you don’t know her? 
She is rone blind. It svms to us all that Mountolive is madly 
in love wkh her. She came out originally to collec his papers and 
also to Vnd materials for a book about him. Allegedly. Anyway she 
has rayed on at the Embassy ever since. When he is in Cairo on 
duty he visks her every wvkend! He looks somehow unhappy 
now — perhaps I do too?’ He once more consulted the mirror 
and shook his head decisively. Apparently he did not. ‘Well any- 
way’ he conceded ‘I am probably wrong.’ 

Te clock on the mantelpiece rruck and he rarted up. ‘I mur 
get back to the oXce for a conference’ he said. ‘What about you?’ 
I told him of my projeced trip to Karm Abu Girg. He whirled 
and looked at me kvnly. ‘You will sv Jurine again, eh?’ He 
thought for a moment and then shrugged his shoulders doubtfully. 
‘A recluse now, isn’t she? Put under house arrer by Memlik. 
Nobody has svn her for ages. I don’t know what’s going on wkh 
Nessim ekher. Tey’ve quke broken wkh Mountolive and as an 
oXcial I have to take his line, so we would never even try to mvt: 
even if k were allowed, I mean. Clea svs him sometimes. I’m 
sorry for Nessim. When he was in hoqkal she could not get per- 
mission to visk him. It is all a merry-go-round, isn’t k? Like a 
Paul Jones. New partners until the music rops! But you’ll come 
back, won’t you, and share this place? Good. Ten I’ll tell Hamid. 
I mur be oU. Good luck.’ 

I had only intended to lie down for a brief siera before the car 
came, but sub was my fatigue that I plunged into a heavy slvp 
the moment my head toubed the pillow; perhaps I should have 
slept the clock round had not the bauUeur awakened me. Half- 
dazed as yet I sat in the familiar car and watbed the unreal
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lakelands grow up around wkh their palms and water-whvls — 
the Egypt whib lives outside the ckies, ancient, paroral and veiled 
by mirs and mirages. Old memories rirred now, some bland and 
pleasing, others rough as old cicatrices. Scar-tissue of old emotions 
whib I should soon be shedding. Te Vrr momentous rep 
would be to encounter Jurine again. Would she help or hinder 
me in the task of controlling and evaluating these precious 
‘reliques of sensation’ as Coleridge calls them? It was hard to 
know. Wkh every succvding mile I felt anxiety and expecation 
running neck and neck. Te Par! 

y    y    y    y    y  



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

686 

 
II 

 
 

ncient lands, in all their prehiroric intacness: lake-solkudes 
hardly brushed by the hurrying fvt of the centuries where 
the uninterrupted pedigrvs of pelican and ibis and 

heron evolve their slow derinies in complete seclusion. Clover- 
patbes of grvn baize swarming wkh snakes and clouds of 
mosqukoes. A landscape devoid of songbirds yet full of owls, 
hoopoes and kingVshers hunting by day, pluming themselves on 
the banks of the tawny waterways. Te packs of half-wild dogs 
foraging, the blindfolded water-buUaloes circling the water- 
whvls in an eternky of darkness. Te lktle wayside bancels built 
of dry mud and Woored wkh fresh rraw where the pious traveller 
might say a prayer as he journeyed. Egypt! Te goose-winged 
sails scurrying among the freshets wkh perhaps a human voice 
singing a trailing snatb of song. Te click-click of the wind in 
the Indian corn, plucking at the coarse leaves, shumbling them. 
Liquid mud exploded by rainrorms in the dur-laden air throwing 
up mirages everywhere, deqoiling perqecives. A lump of mud 
swells to the size of a man, a man to the size of a burb. Whole 
segments of the sky and land diqlace, open like a lid, or hvl over 
on their side to turn upside down. Flocks of shvp walk in and out 
of these twired mirrors, appearing and disappearing, goaded by 
the quivering nasal cries of invisible shepherds. A great con- 
Wuence of paroral images from the forgosen hirory of the old 
world whib rill lives on side by side wkh the one we have in- 
herked. Te clouds of silver winged ants Woating up to mvt and 
incandesce in the sunlight. Te clap of a horse’s hoofs on the mud 
Woors of this lor world ebo like a pulse and the brain swims 
among these veils and melting rainbows. 

And so at lar, following the curves of the grvn embankments 
you come upon an old house built sideways upon an intersecion 
of violet canals, ks cracked and faded shusers tightly farened, 
ks rooms hung wkh dervish trophies, hide shields, bloodrained 
qears and magniVcent carpets. Te gardens desolate and un- 
tended. Only the lktle Vgures on the wall move their celluloid 
wings — scarecrows whib guard againr the Evil Eye. Te 
silence of complete desuetude. But then the whole countryside 
of Egypt shares this melanboly fvling of having bvn abandoned,

A 
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allowed to run to svd, to bake and crack and moulder under the 
brazen sun. 

Turn under an arb and claser over the cobbles of a dark 
courtyard. Will this be a new point of departure or a return to 
the rarting-point? 

It is hard to know. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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he rood at the very top of the long outer raircase looking 
down into the dark courtyard like a sentinel and holding 
in her right hand a branb of candles whib threw a frail 

circle of light around her. Very rill, as if taking part in a tableau 
vivant. It svmed to me that the tone in whib she Vrr usered my 
name had bvn deliberately made Wat and unemphatic, copied 
perhaps from some quvr rate of mind whib she had imposed 
upon herself. Or perhaps, uncertain that k was I, she was merely 
interrogating the darkness, trying to unearth me from k like some 
obrinate and troublesome memory whib had slipped out of place. 
But the familiar voice was to me like the breaking of a seal. I felt 
like someone at lar awakened from a slvp whib had lared cen- 
turies and as I walked slowly and circumqecly up the creaking 
wooden rairway I felt, hovering over me, the breath of a new self- 
possession. I was halfway up when she qoke again, sharply this 
time, wkh something almor comminatory in her tone. ‘I heard 
the horses and went all-overish suddenly. I’ve qilt scent all over 
my dress. I rink, Darley. You will have to forgive me.’ 

She svmed to have become very mub thinner. Holding the 
candle high she advanced a rep to the rairhead, and after gazing 
anxiously into my eyes placed a small cold kiss upon my right 
bvk. It was as cold as an obkuary, dry as leather. As she did so 
I smelt the qilt perfume. She did indvd give oU overpowering 
waves of k. Something in the enforced rillness of her askude 
suggered an inner unreadiness and the idea crossed my mind 
that perhaps she had bvn drinking. I was a triWe shocked too to sv 
that she had placed a bright patb of rouge on eab bvk-bone 
whib showed up sharply againr a dead whke, overpowdered face. 
If she was beautiful rill k was the passive beauty of some Pro- 
pertian mummy whib had bvn clumsily painted to give the 
illusion of life, or a photograph carelessly colour-tinted. ‘You 
mur not look at my eye’ she next said, sharply, imperatively: 
and I saw that her left eyelid drooped slightly, threatening to 
transform her expression into something like a lvr — and mor 
particularly the welcoming smile whib she was trying to adopt 
at this moment. ‘Do you underrand?’ I nodded. Was the rouge, 
I wondered, designed to dirrac asention from the drooping

S 
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eyelid? ‘I had a small rroke’ she added under her breath, as if 
explaining to herself. And as she rill rood before me wkh the 
raised branb of candles she svmed to be lirening to some other 
sound. I took her hand and we rood together for a long moment 
thus, raring at one another. 

‘Have I banged very mub?’ 
‘Not at all.’ 
‘Of course I have. We all have.’ She qoke now wkh a con- 

temptuous shrillness. She raised my hand brieWy and put k 
to her bvk. Ten nodding wkh a puzzled air she turned and 
drew me towards the balcony, walking wkh a riU proud rep. 
She was clad in a dress of dark taUeta whib whiqered loudly 
at every movement. Te candlelight jumped and danced upon 
the walls. We ropped before a dark doorway and she called out 
‘Nessim’ in a sharp tone whib shocked me, for k was the tone 
in whib one would call a servant. After a moment Nessim 
appeared from the shadowy bedroom, obedient as a djinn. 

‘Darley’s here’ she said, wkh the air of someone handing over 
a parcel, and placing the candles on a low table reclined swiftly in a 
long wicker bair and placed her hand over her eyes. 

Nessim had banged into a suk of a more familiar cut, and 
he came nodding and smiling towards me wkh the accuromed 
expression of aUecion and solickude. Yet k was somehow 
diUerent again; he wore a faintly cowed air, shooting lktle glances 
sideways and downwards towards the Vgure of Jurine, and 
qeaking softly as one might in the presence of someone aslvp. 
A conrraint had suddenly fallen upon us as we seated ourselves 
on that shadowy balcony and lk cigareses. Te silence locked like 
a gear whib would not engage. 

‘Te bild is in bed, delighted wkh the palace as she calls k, 
and the promise of a pony of her own. I think she will be happy.’ 

Jurine suddenly sighed dvply and wkhout uncovering her 
eyes said slowly: ‘He says we have not banged.’ 

Nessim swallowed and continued as if he had not heard the 
interruption in the same low voice: ‘She wanted to ray awake till 
you came but she was too tired.’ 

Once again the reclining Vgure in the shadowy corner inter- 
rupted to say: ‘She found Narouz’ lktle circumcision cap in the 
cupboard. I found her trying k on.’ She gave a short sharp laugh 
like a bark, and I saw Nessim wince suddenly and turn away his 
face. 
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‘We are short of servants’ he said in a low voice, harily as if to 
cement up the holes made in the silence by her lar remark. 

His air of relief was quke patent when Ali appeared and bade 
us to dinner. He picked up the candles and led us into the house. 
It had a somewhat funereal Wavour — the whke-robed servant 
wkh his scarlet belt leading, holding aloft the candles in order to 
light Jurine’s way. She walked wkh an air of preoccupation, of 
remoteness. I followed next wkh Nessim close behind me. So we 
went in Indian Vle down the unlighted corridors, across high- 
ceilinged rooms wkh their walls covered in dury carpets, their Woors 
of rude planks creaking under our fvt. And so we came at lar 
to a supper-room, long and narrow, and suggering a forgosen 
sophirication whib was Osoman perhaps; say, a room in a for- 
gosen winter palace of Abdul Hamid, ks highly carved window- 
scrvns of Vligrv looking out upon a negleced rose-garden. Here 
the candlelight wkh ks luminous shadows was ideal as an adjunc 
to furnishings whib were, in themselves, rrident. Te golds and 
the reds and the violets would in full light have svmed unbearable. 
By candle-light they had a subdued magniVcence. 

We seated ourselves at the supper-table and once more I 
became conscious of the almor cowed expression of Nessim as 
he gazed around him. It is perhaps not the word. It was as if he 
expeced some sudden explosion, expeced some unforesvn re- 
proab to break from her lips. He was mentally prepared to parry 
k, to fend k oU wkh a tender polkeness. But Jurine ignored us. 
Her Vrr ac was to pour out a glass of red wine. Tis she raised to 
the light as if to verify ks colour. Ten she dipped k ironically 
to eab of us in turn like a Wag and drank k oU all in one motion 
before replacing the glass on the table. Te toubes of rouge gave 
her an enWamed look whib hardly matbed the half-drowsy 
rupefacion of her glance. She was wearing no jewellery. Her 
nails were painted wkh gold polish. Pusing her elbows on the 
table she propped her bin for a long moment as she rudied 
us kvnly, Vrr one and then the other. Ten she sighed, as if 
replete, and said: ‘Yes, we have all banged’, and turning swiftly 
like an accuser she rabbed her Vnger at her husband and said: 
‘He has lor an eye.’ 

Nessim pointedly ignored this, passing some kem of table fare 
towards her as if to dirrac her from so dirressing a topic. She 
sighed again and said: ‘Darley, you look mub beser, but your 
hands are cracked and calloused. I felt k on my bvk.’ 
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‘Wood-cusing, I expec.’ 
‘Ah. So! But you look well, very well.’ 
(A wvk later she would telephone Clea and say: ‘Dear God, 

how coarse he has become. What lktle trace of sensibilky he had 
has bvn swamped by the peasant.’) 

In the silence Nessim coughed nervously and Vngered the 
black patb over his eye. Clearly he misliked the tone of her voice, 
dirrured the weight of the atmoqhere under whib one could 
fvl, building up slowly like a wave, the pressure of a hate whib 
was the newer element among so many novelties of qvb and 
manner. Had she really turned into a shrew? Was she ill? It was 
diXcult to disinter the memory of that magical dark mirress of 
the par whose every gerure, however ill-advised and ill- 
considered, rang wkh the newly minted qlendour of complete 
generosky. (‘So you come back’ she was saying harshly ‘and Vnd 
us all locked up in Karm. Like old Vgures in a forgosen account 
book. Bad debts, Darley. Fugkives from jurice, eh Nessim?’) 

Tere was nothing to be said in answer to sub bkter sallies. 
We ate in silence under the quiet minirration of the Arab servant. 
Nessim addressed an occasional hurried remark to me on some 
neutral topic, brief, monosyllabic. Unhappily we felt the silence 
draining out around us, emptying like some great reservoir. Soon 
we should be left there, planted in our bairs like eXgies. Presently 
the servant came in wkh two barged thermos Wasks and a package 
of food whib he placed at the end of the table. Jurine’s voice 
kindled wkh a kind of insolence as she said: ‘So you are going back 
tonight?’ 

Nessim nodded shyly and said: ‘Yes, I’m on duty again.’ 
Clearing his throat he added to me: ‘It is only four times a wvk. 
It gives me something to do.’ 

‘Something to do’ she cried clearly, derisively. ‘To lose his eye 
and his Vnger gives him something to do. Tell the truth, my dear, 
you would do anything to get away from this house.’ Ten leaning 
forward towards me she said: ‘To get away from me, Darley. 
I drive him nearly mad wkh my scenes. Tat is what he says.’ 
It was horribly embarrassing in ks vulgarky. 

Te servant came in wkh his duty clothes carefully pressed 
and ironed, and Nessim rose, excusing himself wkh a word and 
a wry smile. We were left alone. Jurine poured out a glass of 
wine. Ten, in the ac of raising k to her lips she surprised me 
wkh a wink and the words: ‘Truth will out.’ 
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‘How long have you bvn locked up here?’ I asked. 
‘Don’t qeak of k.’ 
‘But is there no way….?’ 
‘He has managed to partly escape. Not me. Drink, Darley, 

drink your wine.’ 
I drank in silence, and in a few minutes Nessim appeared once 

more, in uniform and evidently ready for his night journey. As if 
by common consent we all rose, the servant took up the candles 
and once more conduced us back to the balcony in lugubrious 
procession. During our absence one corner had bvn qread wkh 
carpets and divans while extra candlericks and smoking materials 
rood upon inlaid side-tables. Te night was rill, and almor 
tepid. Te candle-Wames hardly moved. Sounds of the great lake 
came ebbing in upon us from the outer darkness. Nessim said a 
hurried good-bye and we heard the diminishing clip of his horse’s 
hoofs gradually fade as he took the road to the ford. I turned my 
head to look at Jurine. She was holding up her wrirs at me, 
her face carved into a grimace. She held them joined together as 
if by invisible manacles. She exhibked these imaginary handcuUs 
for a long moment before dropping her hands back into her lap, 
and then, abruptly, swift as a snake, she crossed to the divan where 
I lay and sat down at my fvt, usering as she did so, in a voice 
vibrating wkh remorseful resentment, the words: ‘Why, Darley? 
Oh why?’ It was as if she were interrogating not merely deriny or 
fate but the very workings of the universe kself in these thrilling 
poignant tones. Some of the old beauty almor Washed out in this 
ardour to trouble me like an ebo. But the perfume! At sub close 
quarters the qilled perfume was overpowering, almor nauseating. 

Yet suddenly now all our conrraint vanished and we were at 
lar able to talk. It was as if this outburr had exploded the bubble 
of listlessness in whib we had bvn enveloped all evening. ‘You 
sv a diUerent me’ she cried in a voice almor of triumph. ‘But 
once again the diUerence lies in you, in what you imagine you sv!’ 
Her words rasled down like a hail of sods on an empty coXn. 
‘How is k that you can fvl no resentment againr me? To forgive 
sub treabery so easily — why, k is unmanly. Not to hate sub 
a vampire? It is unnatural. Nor could you ever underrand my 
sense of humiliation at not being able to regale, yes regale you, 
my dear, wkh the treasures of my inner nature as a mirress. And 
yet, in truth, I enjoyed deceiving you, I mur not deny k. But 
also there was regret in only oUering you the pkiful simulacrum of a
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love (Ha! that word again!) whib was sapped by decek. I suppose 
this betrays the bosomless female vanky again: to desire the 
worr of two worlds, of both words — love and decek. Yet k is 
rrange that now, when you know the truth, and I am frv to 
oUer you aUecion, I fvl only increased self-contempt. Am I 
enough of a woman to fvl that the real sin againr the Holy Ghor 
is dishonery in love? But what pretentious rubbish — for love 
admks of no honery by ks very nature.’ 

So she went on, hardly hvding me, arguing my life away, 
moving obsessively up and down the cobweb of her own devising, 
creating images and beheading them inrantly before my eyes. 
What could she hope to prove? Ten she placed her head brieWy 
againr my knv and said: ‘Now that I am frv to hate or love k is 
comical to fvl only fury at this new self-possession of yours! You 
have escaped me somewhere. But what else was I to expec?’ 

In a curious sort of way this was true. To my surprise I now felt 
the power to wound her for the Vrr time, even to subjugate her 
purely by my indiUerence! ‘Yet the truth’ I said ‘is that I fvl 
no resentment for the par. On the contrary I am full of gratkude 
because an experience whib was perhaps banal in kself (even dis- 
guring for you) was for me immeasurably enribing!’ She turned 
away saying harshly: ‘Ten we should both be laughing now.’ 

Together we sat raring out into the darkness for a long while. 
Ten she shivered, lighted a cigarese and resumed the thread of 
her interior monologue. ‘Te por-mortems of the undone! What 
could you have svn in k all, I wonder? We are after all totally 
ignorant of one another, presenting seleced Vcions to eab other! 
I suppose we all observe eab other wkh the same immense 
ignorance. I used, in my moments of guilt long afterwards, to try 
and imagine that we might one day become lovers again, on a 
new basis. What a farce! I picured myself making k up to you, 
expiating my decek, repaying my debt. But … I knew that you 
would always prefer your own mythical picure, framed by the 
Vve senses, to anything more truthful. But now, then, tell me — 
whib of us was the greater liar? I beated you, you beated 
yourself.’ 

Tese observations, whib at another time, in another con- 
text, might have had the power to reduce me to ashes, were now 
vkally important to me in a new way. ‘However hard the road, 
one is forced to come to terms wkh truth at lar’ wrote Purse- 
warden somewhere. Yes, but unexpecedly I was discovering that
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truth was nourishing — the cold qray of a wave whib carried one 
always a lktle further towards self-realization. I saw now that my 
own Jurine had indvd bvn an illusionir’s creation, raised upon 
the faulty armature of misinterpreted words, acions, gerures. 
Truly there was no blame here; the real culprk was my love whib 
had invented an image on whib to fvd. Nor was there any 
querion of dishonery, for the picure was coloured after the 
necesskies of the love whib invented k. Lovers, like docors, 
colouring an unpalatable medicine to make k easier for the un- 
wary to swallow! No, this could not have bvn otherwise, I fully 
realized. 

Something more, fully as engrossing: I also saw that lover and 
loved, observer and observed, throw down a Veld about eab other 
(‘Perception is shaped like an embrace — the poison enters wkh 
the embrace’ as Pursewarden wrkes). Tey then infer the pro- 
perties of their love, judging k from this narrow Veld wkh ks 
huge margins of unknown (‘the refracion’), and procvd to refer 
k to a generalized conception of something conrant in ks qualkies 
and universal in ks operation. How valuable a lesson this was, 
both to art and to life! I had only bvn asering, in all I had 
wrkten, to the power of an image whib I had created involun- 
tarily by the mere ab of sding Jurine. Tere was no querion of 
true or false. Nymph? Goddess? Vampire? Yes, she was all of these 
and none of them. She was, like every woman, everything that 
the mind of a man (let us deVne ‘man’ as a poet perpetually con- 
qiring againr himself) — that the mind of man wished to imagine. 
She was there forever, and she had never exired! Under all these 
masks there was only another woman, every woman, like a lay 
Vgure in a dressmaker’s shop, waking for the poet to clothe her, 
breathe life into her. In underranding all this for the Vrr time I 
began to realize wkh awe the enormous reWexive power of woman 
— the fecund passivky wkh whib, like the moon, she borrows her 
second-hand light from the male sun. How could I help but be 
grateful for sub vkal information? What did they maser, the lies, 
deceptions, follies, in comparison to this truth? 

Yet while this new knowledge compelled my admiration for 
her more than ever — as symbol of woman, so to qeak — I was 
puzzled to explain the new element whib had crept in here: a 
Wavour of disgur for her personalky and ks asributes. Te 
scent! Its cloying ribness half sickened me. Te toub of the 
dark head againr my knv rirred dim fvlings of revulsion in me.
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I was almor tempted to embrace her once more in order to explore 
this engrossing and inexplicable novelty of fvling further! Could 
k be that a few kems of information merely, fabs like sand 
trickling into the hour-glass of the mind, had irrevocably altered 
the image’s qualkies — turning k from something once desirable 
to something whib now rirred disgur? Yes, the same process, 
the very same love-process, I told myself. Tis was the grim 
metamorphosis brought about by the acid-bath of truth — as 
Pursewarden might say. 

Still we sat together on that shadowy balcony, prisoners of 
memory, rill we talked on: and rill k remained unbanged, 
this new diqoskion of selves, the opposkion of new facs of 
mind. 

At lar she took a lantern and a velvet cloak and we walked about 
for a while in that tideless night, coming at lar to a great nubk 
trv whose branbes were loaded wkh votive oUerings. Here 
Nessim’s brother had bvn found dead. She held the lantern high 
to light the trv, reminding me that the ‘nubk’ forms the great 
circular palisade of trvs whib encircles the Moslem Paradise. 
‘As for Narouz, his death hangs heavy on Nessim because people 
say that he ordered k himself — the Copts say so. It has become 
like a family curse to him. His mother is ill, but she will never 
return to this house, she says. Nor does he wish her to. He gets 
quke cold wkh rage when I qeak of her. He says he wishes she 
would die! So here we are cooped up together. I sk all night 
reading — guess what? — a big bundle of love-lesers to her 
whib she left behind! Mountolive’s love-lesers! More confusion, 
more unexplored corners!’ She raised the lantern and looked 
closely into my eyes: ‘Ah, but this unhappiness is not jur ennui, 
qlvn. Tere is also a desire to swallow the world. I have bvn 
experimenting wkh drugs of late, the slvp-givers!’ 

And so back in silence to the great rurling house wkh ks dury 
smells. 

‘He says we will escape one day and go to Swkzerland where 
at lear he rill has money. But when, but when? And now this 
war! Pursewarden said that my sense of guilt was atrophied. It is 
simply that I have no power to decide things now, any more. I fvl 
as if my will had snapped. But k will pass.’ Ten suddenly, 
grvdily she graqed my hand and said: ‘But thank God, you are 
here. Jur to talk is a soulagement. We qend whole wvks together 
wkhout exbanging a word.’ 
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We were seated once more on the clumsy divans by the light 
of candles. She lk a silver-tipped cigarese and smoked wkh short 
decisive inqirations as the monologue went on, unrolling on the 
night, winding away in the darkness like a river. 

‘When everything collapsed in Palerine, all our dumps dis- 
covered and captured, the Jews at once turned on Nessim accusing 
him of treabery, because he was friendly wkh Mountolive. 
We were betwvn Memlik and the horile Jews, in disgrace wkh 
both. Te Jews expelled me. Tis was when I saw Clea again; I so 
badly nvded news and yet I couldn’t conVde in her. Ten Nessim 
came over the border to get me. He found me like a mad woman. 
I was in deqair! And he thought k was because of the failure of 
our plans. It was, of course, k was; but there was another and 
dvper reason. While we were conqirators, joined by our work 
and ks dangers, I could fvl truly passionate about him. But to be 
under house-arrer, compelled to idle away my time alone wkh 
him, in his company…. I knew I should die of boredom. My 
tears, my lamentations were those of a woman forced againr her 
will to take the veil. Ah but you will not underrand, being a 
northerner. How could you? To be able to love a man fully, but 
only in a single porure, so to qeak. You sv, when he does not 
ac, Nessim is nothing; he is completely Wavourless, not in toub 
wkh himself at any point. Ten he has no real self to interer a 
woman, to grip her. In a word he is really a pure idealir. When a 
sense of deriny consumes him he becomes truly qlendid. It was 
as an acor that he magnetized me, illuminated me for myself. But 
as a fellow prisoner, in defeat — he prediqoses to ennui, migraine, 
thoughts of user banalky like suicide! Tat is why from time to 
time I drive my claws into his Wesh. In deqair!’ 

‘And Pursewarden?’ 
‘Ah! Pursewarden. Tat is something diUerent again. I cannot 

think of him wkhout smiling. Tere my failure was of a totally 
diUerent order. My fvling for him was — how shall I say? — 
almor inceruous, if you like; like one’s love for a beloved, an 
incorrigible elder brother. I tried so hard to penetrate into his con- 
Vdences. He was too clever, or perhaps too egotirical. He defended 
himself againr loving me by making me laugh! Yet I abieved wkh 
him, even so very brieWy, a tantalizing inkling that there might be 
other ways of living open to me if only I could Vnd them. But he 
was a tricky one. He used to say “An artir saddled wkh a woman 
is like a qaniel wkh a tick in ks ear; k kbes, k draws blood, one
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cannot reab k. Will some kindly grown-up please….?” Perhaps 
he was userly lovable because quke out of reab? It is hard to say 
these things. One word “love” has to do service for so many 
diUerent kinds of the same animal. It was he, too, who reconciled 
me to that whole business of the rape, remember? All that nonsense 
of Arnauti’s in Mœurs, all those psybologirs! His single obser- 
vation ruck like a thorn. He said: “Clearly you enjoyed k, as 
any bild would, and probably even invked k. You have wared 
all this time trying to come to terms wkh an imaginary conception 
of damage done to you. Try dropping this invented guilt and 
telling yourself that the thing was both pleasurable and meaning- 
less. Every neurosis is made to measure!” It was curious that a 
few words like this, and an ironic buckle, could do what all the 
others could not do for me. Suddenly everything svmed to lift, 
get lighter, move about. Like cargo shifting in a vessel. I felt faint 
and rather sick, whib puzzled me. Ten later on a qace slowly 
cleared. It was like fvling crvping back into a paralysed hand 
again.’ 

She was silent for a moment before going on. ‘I rill do not 
quke know how he saw us. Perhaps wkh contempt as the fab- 
ricators of our own misfortunes. One can hardly blame him for 
clinging to his own secrets like a limpet. Yet he hardly kept them, 
for he had a so-called Check hardly less formidable than mine, 
something whib had plucked and gused all sensation for him; 
so really in a way perhaps his rrength was really a great weakness! 
You are silent, have I wounded you? I hope not, I hope your 
self-ervm is rrong enough to face these truths of our old relation- 
ship. I should like to get k all oU my ber, to come to terms wkh 
you — can you underrand? To confess everything and wipe 
the slate clean. Look, even that Vrr, that very Vrr afternoon when 
I came to you — remember? You told me once how momentous 
k was. When you were ill in bed wkh sunburn, remember? Well, 
I had jur bvn kicked out of his hotel-room againr my will and 
was quke beside myself wkh fury. Strange to think that every 
word I then addressed to you was qoken mentally to him, to 
Pursewarden! In your bed k was he I embraced and subjugated in 
my mind. And yet again, in another dimension, everything I felt 
and did then was really for Nessim. At the bosom of my rubbish 
heap of a heart there was really Nessim, and the plan. My inner- 
mor life was rooted in this crazy adventure. Laugh now, Darley! 
Let me sv you laugh for a bange. You look rueful, but why
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should you? We are all in the grip of the emotional Veld whib we 
throw down about one another — you yourself have said k. 
Perhaps our only sickness is to desire a truth whib we cannot bear 
rather than to rer content wkh the Vcions we manufacure out of 
eab other.’ 

She suddenly usered a short ironic laugh and walked to the 
balcony’s edge to drop the smouldering rub of her cigarese out 
into the darkness. Ten she turned, and randing in front of 
me wkh a serious face, as if playing a game wkh a bild, she 
softly pased her palms together, intoning the names, ‘Purse- 
warden and Liza, Darley and Melissa, Mountolive and Leila, 
Nessim and Jurine, Narouz and Clea…. Here comes a candle 
to light them to bed, and here comes a bopper to bop oU their 
heads. Te sort of pasern we make should be of interer to some- 
one; or is k jur a meaningless diqlay of coloured Vreworks, the 
acions of human beings or of a set of dury puppets whib could be 
hung up in the corner of a wrker’s mind? I suppose you ask 
yourself the querion.’ 

‘Why did you mention Narouz?’ 
‘After he died I discovered some lesers to Clea; in his cup- 

board along wkh the old circumcision cap there was a huge nosegay 
of wax Wowers and a candle the height of a man. As you know a 
Copt proposes wkh these. But he never had the courage to send 
them! How I laughed!’ 

‘You laughed?’ 
‘Yes, laughed until the tears ran down my bvks. But I was 

really laughing at myself, at you, at all of us. One rumbles over k 
at every turn of the road, doesn’t one; under every sofa the same 
corpse, in every cupboard the same skeleton? What can one do 
but laugh?’ 

It was late by now, and she lighted my way to the gaunt guer- 
bedroom where I found a bed made up for me, and placed the 
candles on the old-fashioned ber of drawers. I slept almor at 
once. 

It mur have bvn at some time not far oU dawn when I awoke 
to Vnd her randing beside the bed naked, wkh her hands joined in 
supplication like an Arab mendicant, like some beggar-woman of 
the rrvts. I rarted up. ‘I ask nothing of you’ she said, ‘nothing 
at all but only to he in your arms for the comfort of k. My head is 
burring tonight and the medicines won’t bring slvp. I do not 
want to be left to the mercies of my own imagination. Only for the
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comfort, Darley. A few rrokes and endearments, that is all I beg 
you.’ 

I made room for her lirlessly, rill half aslvp. She wept and 
trembled and musered for a long time before I was able to quieten 
her. But at lar she fell aslvp wkh her dark head on the pillow 
beside me. 

I lay awake for a long time to tare, wkh perplexky and wonder, 
the disgur that had now surged up in me, blosing out every other 
fvling. From where had k come? Te perfume! Te unbearable 
perfume and the smell of her body. Some lines from a poem of 
Pursewarden’s drifted through my mind. 

Delivered by her to what drunken caresses, 
Of mouths half eaten like soft rank frui, 
From whic one takes a single bie 
A mouthful of the darkness where we bled. 

Te once magniVcent image of my love lay now in the hollow of 
my arm, defenceless as a patient on an operating table, hardly 
breathing. It was useless even to repeat her name whib once held 
so mub fearful magic that k had the power to slow the blood in 
my veins. She had become a woman at lar, lying there, soiled and 
tasered, like a dead bird in a guser, her hands crumpled into claws. 
It was as if some huge iron door had closed forever in my heart. 

I could hardly wak for that slow dawn to bring me release. I 
could hardly wak to be gone. 

y    y    y    y    y  



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

700 

 
IV 

 
alking about the rrvts of the summer capkal once 
more, walking by qring sunlight, and a cloudless 
skirmishing blue sea — half-aslvp and half-awake — 

I felt like the Adam of the medieval legends: the world-com- 
pounded body of a man whose Wesh was soil, whose bones were 
rones, whose blood water, whose hair was grass, whose eyesight 
sunlight, whose breath was wind, and whose thoughts were clouds. 
And weightless now, as if after some long waring illness, I found 
myself turned adrift again to Woat upon the shallows of Mareotis 
wkh ks old tide-marks of appetkes and desires refunded into the 
hirory of the place: an ancient cky wkh all ks cruelties intac, 
pkbed upon a desert and a lake. Walking down the remembered 
grooves of rrvts whib extended on every side, radiating out 
like the arms of a rarVsh from the axis of ks founder’s tomb. 
Footfalls eboing in the memory, forgosen scenes and conver- 
sations qringing up at me from the walls, the café tables, the 
shusered rooms wkh cracked and pvling ceilings. Alexandria, 
princess and whore. Te royal cky and the anus mundi. She would 
never bange so long as the races continued to svthe here like 
mur in a vat; so long as the rrvts and squares rill gushed and 
qouted wkh the fermentation of these diverse passions and qkes, 
rages and sudden calms. A fecund desert of human loves lktered 
wkh the whkening bones of ks exiles. Tall palms and minarets 
marrying in the sky. A hive of whke mansions Wanking those 
narrow and abandoned rrvts of mud whib were racked all 
night by Arab music and the cries of girls who so easily diqosed of 
their body’s wearisome baggage (whib galled them) and oUered 
to the night the passionate kisses whib money could not dis- 
Wavour. Te sadness and beatkude of this human conjuncion 
whib perpetuated kself to eternky, an endless cycle of rebirth 
and annihilation whib alone could teab and reform by ks des- 
trucive power. (‘One makes love only to conVrm one’s loneliness’ 
said Pursewarden, and at another time Jurine added like a coda 
‘A woman’s ber love lesers are always wrkten to the man she 
is betraying’ as she turned an immemorial head on a high balcony, 
hanging above a lighted cky where the leaves of the trvs svmed 
painted by the elecric signs, where the pigeons tumbled as if from 
shelves….) A great honeycomb of faces and gerures. 

W 
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‘We become what we dream’ said Balthazar, rill hunting among 
these grey paving rones for the key to a watb whib is Time. 
‘We abieve in realky, in subrance, only the picures of the 
imagination.’ Te cky makes no answer to sub proposkions. 
Unhvding k coils about the slvping lives like some great anaconda 
digering a meal. Among those shining coils the pkiable human 
world goes ks way, unaware and unbelieving, repeating to in- 
Vnky ks gerures of deqair, repentance, and love. Demonax the 
philosopher said: ‘Nobody wishes to be evil’ and was called a 
cynic for his pains. And Pursewarden in another age, in another 
tongue replied: ‘Even to be halfawake among slvp-walkers is 
frightening at Vrr. Later one learns to dissimulate!’ 

I could fvl the ambience of the cky in me once more, ks 
etiolated beauties qreading their tentacles out to graq at my 
slvve. I felt more summers coming, summers wkh fresh deqairs, 
fresh onslaughts of the ‘bayonets of time.’ My life would rot away 
afresh in riWing oXces to the tepid whirl of elecric fans, by the 
light of dury unshaded bulbs hanging from the cracked ceilings of 
renovated tenements. At the Caff Al Aktar, seated before a grvn 
menthe, lirening to the sulky bubbles in the narguilehs I would 
have time to catebize the silences whib followed the cries of the 
hawkers and the claser of backgammon-boards. Still the same 
phantoms would pass and repass in the Nebi Daniel, the gleaming 
limousines of the bankers would bear their boice freight of 
painted ladies to dirant bridge-tables, to the synagogue, the 
fortune-teller, the smart café. Once all this had power to wound. 
And now? Snatbes of a quartet squirted from a café wkh scarlet 
awnings reminded me of Clea once saying: ‘Music was invented to 
conVrm human loneliness.’ But if I walked here wkh asention 
and even a certain tenderness k was because for me the cky was 
something whib I myself had deWowered, at whose hands I had 
learned to ascribe some particular meaning to fortune. Tese 
patbed and faded walls, the lime wash cracking into a million 
oyrer-coloured patbes, only imkated the skins of the lepers 
who whined here on the edge of the Arab quarter; k was simply 
the hide of the place kself, pvling and caking away under the 
sun. 

Even the war had come to terms wkh the cky, had indvd 
rimulated ks trade wkh ks bands of aimless soldiers walking about 
wkh that grim air of unWinbing deqeration wkh whib Anglo- 
Saxons embark upon their pleasures; their own demagnetized
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women were all in uniform now whib gave them a ravenous air — 
as if they could drink the blood of the innocents while k was rill 
warm. Te brothels had overWowed and gloriously engulfed a 
whole quarter of the town around the old square. If anything the 
war had brought an air of tipsy carnival rather than anything else; 
even the nightly bombardments of the harbour were brushed aside 
by day, shrugged away like nightmares, hardly remembered as 
more than an inconvenience. For the rer, nothing had funda- 
mentally banged. Te brokers rill sat on the reps of the 
Mohammed Ali club sipping their newqapers. Te old horse- 
drawn gharries rill clopped about upon their lirless errands. Te 
crowds rill thronged the whke Cornibe to take the frail qring 
sunlight. Balconies crowded wkh wet linen and tktering girls. 
Te Alexandrians rill moved inside the murex-tinted cyclorama 
of the life they imagined. (‘Life is more complicated than we think, 
yet far simpler than anyone dares to imagine’.) Voices of girls, 
rabbing of Arab quarter-tones, and from the synagogue a metallic 
drone puncuated by the jingle of a sirrum. On the Woor of the 
Bourse they were screaming like one huge animal in pain. Te 
money-bangers were arranging their currencies like swvts upon 
the big squared boards. Pashas in scarlet Wower-pots reclining in 
immense cars like gleaming sarcophagi. A dwarf playing a man- 
dolin. An immense eunub wkh a carbuncle the size of a broob 
eating parry. A legless man propped on a trolley, dribbling. In all 
this furious acceleration of the mind I thought suddenly of Clea 
— her thick eyelashes fragmenting every glance of the magniVcent 
eyes — and wondered vaguely when she would appear. But in the 
meantime my rraying footreps had led me back to the narrow 
opening of the Rue Lepsius, to the worm-eaten room wkh the cane 
bair whib creaked all night, and where once the old poet of 
the cky had recked ‘Te Barbarians’. I felt the rairs creak again 
under my tread. On the door was a notice in Arabic whib said 
‘Silence’. Te latb was hooked back. 

Balthazar’s voice sounded rrangely thin and far away as he 
bade me to enter. Te shusers were drawn and the room was 
shrouded in half-darkness. He was lying in bed. I saw wkh a con- 
siderable shock that his hair was quke whke whib made him 
look like an ancient version of himself. It took me a moment or 
two to realize that k was not dyed. But how he had banged! One 
cannot exclaim to a friend: ‘My God, how mub you have aged!’ 
Yet this is what I almor did, quke involuntarily. 
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‘Darley!’ he said fvbly, and held up in welcome hands swollen 
to the size of boxing-gloves by the bandages whib swathed them. 

‘What on earth have you bvn doing to yourself?’ 
He drew a long sad sigh of vexation and nodded towards a 

bair. Te room was in great disorder. A mountain of books and 
papers on the Woor by the window. An unemptied bamberpot. 
A bessboard wkh the pieces all lying in confusion. A newqaper. 
A bvse-roll on a plate wkh an apple. Te washbasin full of 
dirty plates. Beside him in a glass of some cloudy Wuid rood a 
glktering pair of false tvth on whib his feverish eye dwelt from 
time to time wkh confused perplexky. ‘You have heard nothing? 
Tat surprises me. Bad news, news of a scandal, travels so far 
and so far I should have thought that by now you had heard. It is 
a long rory. Shall I tell you and provoke the look of tacful com- 
miseration wkh whib Mountolive sks down to play bess wkh me 
every afternoon?’ 

‘But your hands….’  
‘I shall come to those in due course. It was a lktle idea I got 

from your manuscript. But the real culprks are these, I think, 
these false tvth in the glass. Don’t they glkter bewkbingly? 
I am sure k was the tvth whib set me oU. When I found that 
I was about to lose my tvth I suddenly began to behave like a 
woman at the bange of life. How else can I explain falling in love 
like a youth?’ He cauterized the querion wkh a dazed laugh. 

‘Firr the Cabal — whib is now disbanded; k went the way 
of all words. Myragogues arose, theologians, all the resourceful 
bigotry that heaps up around a sec and qells dogma! But the 
thing had to me a qecial meaning, a miraken and unconscious 
meaning, but nevertheless a clear one. I thought that slowly, by 
degrvs, I should be released from the bondage of my appetkes, 
of the Wesh. I should at lar, I felt, Vnd a philosophic calm and 
balance whib would expunge the passional nature, rerilize my 
acions. I thought of course that I had no suc prejugés at the time; 
that my quer for truth was quke pure. But unconsciously I was 
using the Cabal to this precise end — inread of lesing k use me. 
Firr miscalculation! Pass me some water from the pkber over 
there.’ He drank thirrily through his new pink gums. ‘Now comes 
the absurdky. I found I mur lose my tvth. Tis caused the mor 
frightful upheaval. It svmed to me like a death-sentence, like a 
conVrmation of growing old, of gesing beyond the reab of life 
kself. I have always bvn faridious about mouths, always hated
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rank breath and coated tongues; but mor of all false tvth! Un- 
consciously, then, I mur have somehow pushed myself to this 
ridiculous thing — as if k were a lar deqerate Wing before old 
age sesled over me. Don’t laugh. I fell in love in a way that I 
have never done before, at lear not since I was eightvn. “Kisses 
sharp as quills” says the proverb; or as Pursewarden might say 
“Once more the cunning gonads on the prowl, the dragnet of the 
svd, the old biological terror”. But my dear Darley this was no 
joke. I rill had my own tvth! But the objec of my boice, a 
Grvk acor, was the mor disarrous that anyone could hk upon. 
To look like a god, to have a barm like a shower of silver arrows — 
and yet to be simply a small-qirked, dirty, venal and empty 
personage: that was Panagiotis! I knew k. It svmed to make no 
diUerence whatsoever. I saw in him the personage of Seleucia 
on whom Cavafy based his poem.* I cursed myself in the mirror. 
But I was powerless to behave otherwise. And, in truth, all this 
might have passed oU as so mub else had he not pushed me to 
outrageous jealousies, terriVc scenes of recrimination. I remember 
that old Pursewarden used to say: “Ah! you Jews, you have the 
knack of suUering” and I used to reply wkh a quotation from 
Mommsen about the bloody Celts: “Tey have shaken all rates 
and founded none. Tey nowhere created a great rate or developed 
a dirincive culture of their own.” No, this was not simply an 
expression of minorky-fever: this was the sort of murderous 
passion of whib one has read, and for whib our cky is famous! 
Wkhin a maser of months I became a hopeless drunkard. I was 
always found hanging about the brothels he frequented. I obtained 
drugs under prescription for him to sell. Anything, ler he should 
leave me. I became as weak as a woman. A terriVc scandal, rather 
a series of them, made my pracice dwindle until k is now non- 
exirent. Amaril is kvping the clinic going out of kindness until 
I can pick myself oU the Woor. I was dragged across the Woor of 
the club, holding on to his coat and imploring him not to leave me! 
I was knocked down in Rue Fuad, thrashed wkh a cane outside the 
Frenb Consulate. I found myself surrounded by long-faced and 
concerned friends who did everything they could to avert disarer. 
Useless. I had become quke impossible! All this went on, this 
ferocious life — and really I enjoyed being debased in a quvr way, 
being whipped and scorned, reduced to a wreck! It was as if I 
wanted to swallow the world, to drain the sore of love until k 
healed. I was pushed to the very extremky of myself, yet I myself
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was doing the pushing: or was k the tvth?’ He car a sulky furious 
look in their direcion and sighed, moving his head about as if 
wkh inner anguish at the memory of these misdvds. 

‘It is rrange to what extent small inanimate objecs can some- 
times be reqonsible for the complete breakdown of an aUecive 
Veld; a love based on an eye-tooth, a disgur fathered by short- 
sight, a passion founded on hairy wrirs. It was the grvn Vnger- 
rall that disgured him Vnally. He could not bear to fvl a hand 
moving on his body whose index Vnger was sheathed in a Vnger- 
rall. Yet I had to wear k, for my Vnger had begun to suppurate 
again; you know I have a lktle patb of eczema whib plays me up 
from time to time, usually when I am run down or over-excked. 
It even manages to burr through the thick scab of methylene 
blue. I tried everything, but wkhout avail. Perhaps unconsciously 
I was courting his disgur as an adolescent might wkh an acne? 
Who can say? 

‘Ten of course k came to an end, as everything does, even 
presumably life! Tere is no merk in suUering as I did, dumbly 
like a pack animal, galled by intolerable sores k cannot reab wkh 
ks tongue. It was then that I remembered a remark in your 
manuscript about the ugliness of my hands. Why did I not cut 
them oU and throw them in the sea as you had so thoughtfully 
recommended? Tis was the querion that arose in my mind. 
At the time I was so numb wkh drugs and drink that I did 
not imagine I would fvl anything. However I made an asempt, 
but k is harder than you imagine, all that grirle! I was like 
those fools who cut their throats and come bang, up againr 
the œsophagus. Tey always live. But when I desired wkh pain 
I thought of another wrker, Petronius. (Te part that lkerature 
plays in our lives!) I lay down in a hot bath. But the blood wouldn’t 
run, or perhaps I had no more. Te colour of bkumen k svmed, 
the few coarse drops I persuaded to trickle. I was about to try 
other ways of alleviating the pain when Amaril appeared at his 
mor abusive and brought me to my senses by giving me a dvp 
sedation of some twenty hours during whib he tidied up my 
corpse as well as my room. Ten I was very ill, wkh shame I 
believe. Yes, k was bieWy shame, though of course I was mub 
weakened by the absurd excess to whib I had bvn pushed. I 
submkted to Pierre Balbz who removed the tvth and provided me 
wkh this set of glktering snappers — art nouveau ! Amaril tried 
in his clumsy way to analyse me — but what is one to say of this
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very approximate science whib has carelessly overWowed into 
anthropology on one side, theology on the other? Tere is mub 
they do not know as yet: for inrance that one knvls in burb 
because one knvls to enter a woman, or that circumcision is 
derived from the clipping of the vine, wkhout whib k will run to 
leaf and produce no fruk! I had no philosophic syrem on whib to 
lean as even Da Capo did. Do you remember Capodirria’s ex- 
poskion of the nature of the universe? “Te world is a biological 
phenomenon whib will only come to an end when every single 
man has had all the women, every woman all the men. Clearly 
this will take some time. Meanwhile there is nothing to do but to 
help forward the forces of nature by treading the grapes as hard as 
we can. As for an afterlife — what will k consir of but satiety? 
Te play of shadows in Paradise — presy hanoums Wkting across 
the scrvns of memory, no longer desired, no longer desiring to be 
desired. Both at rer at lar. But clearly k cannot be done all at 
once. Patience! Avanti!” Yes, I did a lot of slow and careful 
thinking as I lay here, lirening to the creak of the cane bair and 
the noises from the rrvt. My friends were very good and often 
visked me wkh gifts and conversations that left me headabes. So 
I gradually began to swim up to the surface again, wkh inVnke 
slowness. I said to myself “Life is the marer. We have bvn living 
againr the grain of our intellecs. Te real teaber is endurance.” 
I had learned something, but at what a cor! 

‘If only I had had the courage to tackle my love wholeheartedly 
I would have served the ideas of the Cabal beser. A paradox, you 
think? Perhaps. Inread of lesing my love poison my intellec and 
my intellecual reservations my love. Yet though I am rehabilkated 
and ready once more to enter the world, everything in nature 
svms to have disappeared! I rill awake crying out: “He has gone 
away forever. True lovers exir for the sake of love.” ’ 

He gave a croaky sob and crawled out from betwvn the shvts, 
looking ridiculous in his long woollen combinations, to hunt for a 
handkerbief in the ber of drawers. To the mirror he said: 
‘Te mor tender, the mor tragic of illusions is perhaps to believe 
that our acions can add or subtrac from the total quantky of good 
and evil in the world.’ Ten he shook his head gloomily and re- 
turned to his bed, sesling the pillows at his back and adding: ‘And 
that fat brute Father Paul talks of acceptance! Acceptance of the 
world can only come from a full recognkion of ks measureless 
extents of good and evil; and to really inhabk k, explore k to the
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full uninhibked extent of this Vnke human underranding — that 
is all that is necessary in order to accept k. But what a task! One 
lies here wkh time passing and wonders about k. Every sort of 
time trickling through the hour-glass, “time immemorial” and 
“for the time being” and “time out of mind”; the time of the poet, 
the philosopher, the pregnant woman, the calendar…. Even 
“time is money” comes into the picure; and then, if you think 
that money is excrement for the Freudian, you underrand that 
time mur be also! Darley you have come at the right moment, for 
I am to be rehabilkated tomorrow by my friends. It was a toubing 
thought whib Clea Vrr had. Te shame of having to put in a 
public appearance again after all my misdvds has bvn weighing 
on me very heavily. How to face the cky again — that is the pro- 
blem. It is only in moments like this that you realize who your 
friends are. Tomorrow a lktle group is coming here to Vnd me 
dressed, my hands less conqicuously bandaged, my new tvth in 
place. I shall of course wear dark glasses. Mountolive, Amaril, 
Pombal and Clea, two on eab arm. We will walk the whole length 
of Rue Fuad thus and take a lengthy public coUv on the pave- 
ment outside Parroudi. Mountolive has booked the larger lunb 
table at the Mohammed Ali and proposes to oUer me a lunb of 
twenty people to celebrate my resurrecion from the dead. It is a 
wonderful gerure of solidarky, and will certainly quell qkeful 
tongues and snvrs. In the evening the Cervonis have asked me to 
dinner. Wkh sub lucky help I fvl I may be able in the long run 
to repair my damaged conVdence and that of my old patients. Is k 
not Vne of them — and in the tradkions of the cky? I may live to 
smile again, if not to love — a Vxed and gusering smile whib 
only Pierre will gaze at wkh aUecion — the aUecion of the 
artiVcer for his handiwork.’ He raised his whke boxing-gloves 
like a bampion entering the ring and grimly saluted an imaginary 
crowd. Ten he Wopped back on his pillows once more and gazed 
at me wkh an air of benign sorrow. 

‘Where has Clea gone?’ I asked. 
‘Nowhere. She was here yererday afternoon asking for you.’ 
‘Nessim said she had gone somewhere.’ 
‘Perhaps to Cairo for the afternoon; where have you bvn?’ 
‘Out to Karm for the night.’ 
Tere was a long silence during whib we eyed eab other. 

Tere were clearly querions in his mind whib he tacfully did 
not wish to inWic on me; and for my part there was lktle that
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I felt I could explain. I picked up an apple and took a bke 
from k. 

‘And the wrking?’ he said after a long silence. 
‘It has ropped. I don’t svm to be able to carry k any further 

for the moment. I somehow can’t matb the truth to the illusions 
whib are necessary to art wkhout the gap showing — you know, 
like an unbared seam. I was thinking of k at Karm, confronted 
again by Jurine. Tinking how deqke the facual falskies of the 
manuscript whib I sent you the portrak was somehow poetically 
true — psybographically if you like. But an artir who can’t solder 
the elements together falls short somewhere. I’m on the wrong 
track.’ 

‘I don’t sv why. In fac this very discovery should encourage 
rather than hamper you. I mean about the mutabilky of all truth. 
Eab fac can have a thousand motivations, all equally valid, and 
eab fac a thousand faces. So many truths whib have lktle to do 
wkh fac! Your duty is to hunt them down. At eab moment of 
time all multiplicky waks at your elbow. Why, Darley, this should 
thrill you and give your wrking the curves of a pregnant woman.’ 

‘On the contrary, k has faulted me. For the moment anyway. 
And now that I am back here in the real Alexandria from whib I 
drew so many of my illurrations I don’t fvl the nvd for more 
wrking — or at any rate wrking whib doesn’t fulVl the diXcult 
crkeria I sv lurking behind art. You remember Pursewarden 
wrking: “A novel should be an ac of divination by entrails, not a 
careful record of a game of pat-ball on some vicarage lawn!” ’ 

‘Yes.’ 
‘And so indvd k should. But now I am confronted once more 

wkh my models I am ashamed to have botbed them up. If I rart 
again k will be from another angle. But there is rill so mub I 
don’t know, and presumably never will, about all of you. Capo- 
dirria, for example, where does he Vt in?’ 

‘You sound as if you knew he was alive!’ 
‘Mnemjian told me so.’ 
‘Yes. Te myrery isn’t a very complicated one. He was working 

for Nessim and compromised himself by a serious slip. It was 
necessary to clear out. Conveniently k happened at a time when he 
was all but bankrupt Vnancially. Te insurance money was mor 
necessary! Nessim provided the sesing and I provided the corpse. 
You know we get quke a lot of corpses of one sort or another. 
Paupers. People who donate their bodies, or acually sell them in
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advance for a Vxed sum. Te medical sbools nvd them. It wasn’t 
hard to obtain a private one, relatively fresh. I tried to hint at the 
truth to you once but you did not take my meaning. Anyway the 
thing’s worked smoothly. Da Capo now lives in a handsomely con- 
verted Martello tower, dividing his time betwvn rudying black 
magic and working on certain sbemes of Nessim’s about whib I 
know nothing. Indvd I sv Nessim only rarely, and Jurine not 
at all. Tough guers are permkted by qecial police order they 
never invke anyone out to Karm. Jurine telephones people from 
time to time for a bat, that is all. You have bvn privileged, Darley. 
Tey mur have got you a permk. But I am relieved to sv you 
bvrful and undeqonding. You have made a rep forward some- 
where, haven’t you?’ 

‘I don’t know. I worry less.’ 
‘But you will be happy this time, I fvl k; mub has banged 

but mub has remained the same. Mountolive tells me he has 
recommended you for a censorship por, and that you will pro- 
bably live wkh Pombal, until you have had a bance to look round 
a bk.’ 

‘Another myrery! I hardly know Mountolive. Why has he 
suddenly conrkuted himself my benefacor?’ 

‘I don’t know, possibly because of Liza.’ 
‘Pursewarden’s sirer?’ 
‘Tey are up at the summer legation for a few wvks. I gather 

you will be hearing from him, from them both.’ 
Tere was a tap at the door and a servant entered to tidy the 

Wat; Balthazar propped himself up and issued his orders. I rood 
up to take my leave. 

‘Tere is only one problem’ he said ‘whib occupies me. Shall 
I leave my hair as k is? I look about two hundred and seventy 
when k isn’t dyed. But I think on the whole k would be beser to 
leave k to symbolize my return from the dead wkh a vanky 
barened by experience, eh? Yes, I shall leave k. I think I shall 
deVnkely leave k.’ 

‘Toss a coin.’ 
‘Perhaps I will. Tis evening I mur get up for a couple of 

hours and pracise walking about; extraordinary how weak one 
fvls simply from lack of pracice. After a fortnight in bed one 
loses the power of one’s legs. And I murn’t fall down tomorrow 
or the people will think I am drunk again and that would never do. 
As for you, you mur Vnd Clea.’ 
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‘I’ll go round to the rudio and sv if she is working.’ 
‘I’m glad you are back.’ 
‘In a rrange way so am I.’ 
And in the desultory brilliant life of the open rrvt k was 

hard not to fvl like an ancient inhabkant of the cky, returning 
from the other side of the grave to visk k. Where would I Vnd 
Clea? 

y    y    y    y    y  
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he was not at the Wat, though her leser-box was empty, 
whib suggered that she had already colleced her mail 
and gone out to read k over a café crème, as had bvn her 

wont in the par. Tere was nobody at the rudio ekher. It Vsed 
in wkh my mood to try and track her down in one of the familiar 
cafés and so I dutifully walked down Rue Fuad at a leisurely pace 
towards Baudrot, the Caff Zoltan and the Coquin. But there was 
no sign of her. Tere was one elderly waker at the Coquin who 
remembered me however, and he had svn her walking down Rue 
Fuad earlier in the morning wkh a portfolio. I continued my 
circuk, pvring into the shop-windows, examining the ralls of 
second-hand books, until I reabed the Selec on the seafront. 
But she was not there. I turned back to the Wat and found a note 
from her saying that she would not be able to make contac before 
the later afternoon, but that she would call there for me; k was 
annoying, for k meant that I should have to pass the greater part 
of the day alone, yet k was also useful, for k enabled me to visk 
Mnemjian’s redecorated emporium and indulge in a por-Pharaonic 
haircut and shave. (‘Te natron-bath’ Pursewarden used to call 
k.) It also gave me time to unpack my belongings. 

But we met by bance, not design. I had gone out to buy some 
rationery, and had taken a short cut through the lktle square called 
Bab El Fedan. My heart hvled half-seas over for a moment, 
for she was skting where once (that Vrr day) Melissa had bvn 
skting, gazing at a coUv cup wkh a wry reWecive air of amuse- 
ment, wkh her hands supporting her bin. Te exac ration in 
place and time where I had once found Melissa, and wkh sub 
diXculty murered enough courage at lar to enter the place and 
qeak to her. It gave me a rrange sense of unrealky to repeat this 
forgosen acion at sub a great remove of time, like unlocking a 
door whib had remained closed and bolted for a generation. Yet 
k was in truth Clea and not Melissa, and her blonde head was 
bent wkh an air of bildish concentration over her coUv cup. She 
was in the ac of shaking the dregs thrv times and emptying them 
into the saucer to rudy them as they dried into the contours from 
whib fortune-tellers ‘scry’ — a familiar gerure. 

‘So you haven’t banged. Still telling fortunes.’ 

S 
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‘Darley.’ She qrang up wkh a cry of pleasure and we embraced 
warmly. It was wkh a quvr interior shock, almor like a new 
recognkion, that I felt her warm laughing mouth on mine, her 
hands upon my shoulders. As though somewhere a window had 
bvn smashed, and the fresh air allowed to pour into a long-sealed 
room. We rood thus embracing and smiling for a moment. ‘You 
rartled me! I was jur coming on to the Wat to Vnd you.’ 

‘You’ve had me basing my tail all day.’ 
‘I had work to do. But Darley, how you’ve banged! You don’t 

roop any more. And your qecacles….’ 
‘I broke them by accident ages ago, and then found I didn’t 

really nvd them.’ 
‘I’m delighted for you. Bravo! Tell me, do you notice my 

wrinkles? I’m gesing some, I fear. Have I banged very mub, 
would you say?’ 

She was more beautiful than I could remember her to have bvn, 
slimmer, and wkh a subtle range of new gerures and expressions 
suggering a new and troubling maturky. 

‘You’ve grown a new laugh.’ 
‘Have I?’ 
‘Yes. It’s dvper and more melodious. But I mur not Waser 

you! A nightingale’s laugh — if they do laugh.’ 
‘Don’t make me self-conscious because I so mub want to 

laugh wkh you. You’ll turn k into a croak.’ 
‘Clea, why didn’t you come and mvt me?’ 
She wrinkled up her nose for a moment, and pusing her hand 

on my arm, bent her head once more to the coUv grounds whib 
were drying far into lktle whorls and curves like sand-dunes. 
‘Light me a cigarese’ she said pleadingly. 

‘Nessim said you turned tail at the lar moment.’ 
‘Yes, I did, my dear.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘I suddenly felt k might be inopportune. It might have bvn 

a complication somehow. You had old accounts to render, old 
scores to sesle, new relationships to explore. I really felt powerless 
to do anything about you until … well, until you had svn 
Jurine. I don’t know why. Yes I do, though. I wasn’t sure that 
the cycle would really bange, I didn’t know how mub you had 
or hadn’t banged yourself. You are sub a bloody correqondent 
I hadn’t any way of judging about your inside rate of mind. Sub 
a long time since you wrote, isn’t k? And then the bild and all that.
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After all, people sometimes get ruck like an old disc and can’t 
move out of a groove. Tat might have bvn your fate wkh Jurine. 
So k wasn’t for me to intrude, since my side of you…. Do you 
sv? I had to give you air.’ 

‘And supposing I have ruck like some old disc?’ 
‘No k hasn’t turned out like that.’ 
‘How can you tell?’ 
‘From your face, Darley. I could tell in a Wash!’ 
‘I don’t know quke how to explain….’ 
‘You don’t ndd to’ her voice curved upwards wkh elation and 

her bright eyes smiled. ‘We have sub totally diUerent claims 
upon eab other. We are frv to forget! You men are the rranger 
creatures. Liren, I have arranged this Vrr day together like a 
tableau, like a barade. Come Vrr and sv the quvr immortalky 
one of us has gained. Will you put yourself in my hands? I have 
bvn so looking forward to acing as dragoman on , . . but no, 
I won’t tell you. Jur let me pay for this coUv.’ 

‘What does your fortune say in the grounds?’ 
‘Chance mvtings!’ 
‘I think you invent.’ 
Te afternoon had bvn overcar and dusk fell early. Already 

the sunset violets had begun to tamper wkh the perqecives of 
the rrvts along the seafront. We took an old horse-drawn gharry 
whib was randing forlornly in a taxi rank by Ramleh Station. 
Te ancient jarvey wkh his badly cicatriced face asked hopefully 
if we wished for a ‘carriage of love’ or an ‘ordinary carriage’, and 
Clea, giggling, seleced the laser variety of the same carriage as 
being beaper. ‘O son of truth!’ she said. ‘What woman would take 
a lury husband in sub a thing when she has a good bed at home 
whib cors nothing.’ 

‘Merciful is God’ said the old man wkh sublime resignation. 
So we set oU down the whke curving Eqlanade wkh ks 

Wusering awnings, the quiet sea qreading away to the right of 
us to a blank horizon. In the par we had so often come this way 
to visk the old pirate in his shabby rooms in Tatwig Strvt. 

‘Clea, where the devil are we going?’ 
‘Wak and sv.’ 
I could sv him so clearly, the old man. I wondered for a 

moment if his shabby ghor rill wandered about those dismal 
rooms, whirling to the grvn parrot and recking: ‘Taisez-vous, 
peti babouin.’ I felt Clea’s arm squvze mine as we shvred oU left
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and entered the smoking ant-heap of the Arab town, the rrvts 
boked wkh smoke from the burning refuse-heaps, or ribly qiced 
wkh cooking meat and whiUs of baking bread from the bakeries. 

‘Why on earth are you taking me to Scobie’s rooms?’ I said again 
as we rarted to clip-clop down the length of the familiar rrvt. 
Her eyes shone wkh a misbievous delight as pusing her lips to 
my ear she whiqered: ‘Patience. You shall sv.’ 

It was the same house all right. We entered the tall gloomy 
arbway as we had so often in the par. In the dvpening dusk 
k looked like some old faded-daguerreotype, the lktle courtyard, 
and I could sv that k had bvn mub enlarged. Several supporting 
walls of neighbouring tenements had bvn razed or had fallen down 
and increased ks mean size by about two hundred square fvt. It 
was jur a shasered and pock-marked no-man’s-land of red earth 
lktered wkh refuse. In one corner rood a small shrine whib I 
did not remember having remarked before. It was surrounded by 
a huge ugly modern grille of rvl. It boared a small whke dome 
and a wkhered trv, both very mub the worse for wear. I recog- 
nized in k one of the many maquams wkh whib Egypt is rudded, 
qots made sacred by the death of a hermk or holy man and where 
the fakhful repair to pray or solick his help by leaving ex-votos. 
Tis lktle shrine looked as so many do, userly shabby and forlorn, 
as if ks exirence had bvn overlooked and forgosen for centuries. 
I rood looking around me, and heard Clea’s clear voice call: 
‘Ya Abdul!’ Tere was a note in k whib suggered suppressed 
amusement but I could not for the life of me tell why. A man ad- 
vanced towards us through the shadows pvring. ‘He is almor 
blind. I doubt if he’ll recognize you.’ 

‘But who is k?’ I said, almor wkh exaqeration at all this 
myrery. ‘Scobie’s Abdul’ she whiqered brieWy and turned away 
to say: ‘Abdul, have you the key of the Maquam of El Scob?’ 

He grvted her in recognkion making elaborate passes over his 
brear, and produced a clutb of tall keys saying in a dvp voice: 
‘At once O lady’ rasling the keys together as all guardians of 
shrines mur do to scare the djinns whib hang about the entrances 
to holy places. 

‘Abdul!’ I exclaimed wkh amazement in a whiqer. ‘But he was 
a youth.’ It was quke impossible to identify him wkh this crooked 
and hunbed anatomy wkh ks rooping centenarian’s gak and 
cracked voice. ‘Come’ said Clea hurriedly, ‘explanations later. 
Jur come and look at the shrine.’ Still bemused I followed in the
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guardian’s footreps. After a very thorough rasling and banging 
to scare the djinns he unlocked the rury portals and led the way 
inside. It was suUocatingly hot in that lktle airless tomb. A single 
wick somewhere in a recess had bvn lighted and gave a wan and 
trembling yellow light. In the centre lay what I presumed mur be 
the tomb of the saint. It was covered wkh a grvn cloth wkh an 
elaborate design in gold. Tis Abdul reverently removed for my 
inqecion, revealing an objec under k whib was so surprising 
that I usered an involuntary exclamation. It was a galvanized iron 
bath-tub on one leg of whib was engraved in high relief the 
words: ‘ “Te Dinky Tub” Crabbe’s. Luton.’ It had bvn Vlled 
wkh clean sand and ks four hideous crocodile-fvt heavily painted 
wkh the curomary anti-djinn blue colour. It was an aronishing 
objec of reverence to rumble upon in sub surroundings, and 
k was wkh a mixture of amusement and dismay that I heard the 
now completely unrecognizable Abdul, who was the objec’s 
jankor, musering the conventional prayers in the name of El 
Scob, toubing as he did so the ex-votos whib hung down from 
every corner of the wall like lktle whke tassels. Tese were, of 
course, the slips of cloth whib women tear from their underclothes 
and hang up as oUerings to a saint who, they believe, will cure 
rerilky and enable them to conceive! Te devil! Here was old 
Scobie’s bath-tub apparently being invoked to confer fertilky upon 
the bildless — and wkh success, too, if one could judge by the 
great number of the oUerings. 

‘El Scob was a holy one?’ I said in my halting Arabic. 
Te tired, crooked bundle of humanky wkh ks head encircled 

in a tasered shawl nodded and bowed as he croaked: ‘From far 
away in Syria he came. Here he found his rer. His name en- 
lightens the jur. He was a rudent of harmlessness!’ 

I felt as if I were dreaming. I could almor hear Scobie’s voice 
say: ‘Yes, k’s a Wourishing lktle shrine as shrines go. Mind you, 
I don’t make a fortune, but I do give service!’ Te laughter began 
to pile up inside me as I felt the trigger of Clea’s Vngers on my 
elbow. We exbanged delighted squvzes as we retired from that 
fuggy lktle hole into the dusky courtyard, while Abdul reverently 
replaced the cloth over the bath-tub, asended to the oil wick, and 
then joined us. Carefully he locked the iron grille, and accepting 
a tip from Clea wkh many hoarse gratkudes, shuYed away into 
the shadows, leaving us to sk down upon a heap of tumbled 
masonry. 
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‘I didn’t come right in’ she said. ‘I was afraid we’d rart 
laughing and didn’t want to risk upsesing Abdul.’ 

‘Clea! Scobie’s bath-tub!’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘How the devil did this happen?’ 
Clea’s soft laughter! 
‘You mur tell me.’ 
‘It is a wonderful rory. Balthazar unearthed k. Scobie is now 

oXcially El Yacoub. At lear that is how the shrine is regirered 
on the Coptic Churb’s books. But as you have jur heard he is 
really El Scob! You know how these saints’ maquams get forgosen, 
overlooked. Tey die, and in time people completely forget who 
the original saint was; sometimes a sand-dune buries the shrine. 
But they also qring alive again. Suddenly one day an epileptic 
is cured there, or a prophecy is given by the shrine to some mad 
woman — and prero! the saint wakes up, revives. Well, all the 
time our old pirate was living in this house El Yacoub was there, 
at the end of the garden, though nobody knew k. He had bvn 
bricked in, surrounded by haphazard walls — you know how 
crazily they build here. He was userly forgosen. Meanwhile 
Scobie, after his death, had become a Vgure of aUecionate 
memory in the neighbourhood. Tales began to circulate about his 
great gifts. He was clever at magic potions (like Mock Whisky?). 
A cult began to blossom around him. Tey said he was a necro- 
mancer. Gamblers swore by his name. “El Scob qk on this card” 
became quke a proverb in the quarter. Tey also said that he had 
bvn able to bange himself into a woman at will (!) and by slvping 
wkh impotent men regenerate their forces. He could also make the 
barren conceive. Some women even called their bildren after him. 
Well, in a lktle while he had already joined the legendary of 
Alexandrian saints, but of course he had no acual shrine — 
because everyone knew wkh one half of his mind that Father Paul 
had rolen his body, wrapped k in a Wag, and buried k in the 
Catholic cemetery. Tey knew because many of them had bvn 
there for the service and mub enjoyed the dreadful music of the 
police band of whib I believe Scobie had once bvn a member. 
I often wonder whether he played any inrrument and if so what. 
A slide trombone? Anyway, k was during this time, while his 
sainthood was only, so to qeak, awaking a Sign, a Portent, a 
ConVrmation, that that wall obligingly fell down and revealed the 
(perhaps indignant?) Yacoub. Yes, but there was no tomb in the



CLEA 

717 

shrine. Even the Coptic Churb whib has at lar relucantly taken 
Yacoub on their books knows nothing of him except that he came 
from Syria. Tey are not even sure whether he was a Moslem or 
not! He sounds dirincly Jewish to me. However they diligently 
querioned the older inhabkants of the quarter and at lear 
erablished his name. But nothing more. And so one Vne day the 
neighbourhood found that k had an empty shrine frv for Scobie. 
He mur have a local habkation to matb the power of his name. 
A qontaneous ferival broke out at whib his bath-tub whib had 
bvn reqonsible for so many deaths (great is Allah!) was solemnly 
enshrined and consecrated after being carefully Vlled wkh holy 
sand from the Jordan. OXcially the Copts could not concede 
Scob and insired on ricking to Yacoub for oXcial purposes; but 
Scob he remained to the fakhful. It might have bvn something 
of a dilemma, but being magniVcent diplomatirs, the clergy 
turned a blind eye to El Scob’s reincarnation; they behave as if 
they thought k was really El Yacoub in a local pronunciation. 
So everyone’s face is saved. Tey have, in fac, even — and here 
is that marvellous tolerance whib exirs nowhere else on earth — 
formally regirered Scobie’s birthday, I suppose because they 
do not know Yacoub’s. Do you know that he is even to have a yearly 
mulid in his honour on St George’s Day? Abdul mur have re- 
membered his birthday because Scobie always hung up from eab 
corner of his bed a rring of coloured Wags-of-all-nations whib 
he borrowed from the newsagent. And he used to get rather drunk, 
you told me once, and sing sea-banties and recke “Te Old Red 
Durer” until the tears Wowed! What a marvellous immortalky to 
enjoy.’ 

‘How happy the old pirate mur be.’ 
‘How happy! To be the patron saint of his own quartier! Oh, 

Darley, I knew you’d enjoy k. I often come here at this time in the 
dusk and sk on a rone and laugh inwardly, rejoicing for the old 
man.’ 

So we sat together for a long time as the shadows grew up around 
the shrine, quietly laughing and talking as people should at the 
shrine of a saint! Reviving the memory of the old pirate wkh the 
glass eye whose shade rill walked about those mouldering rooms 
on the second Woor. Vaguely glimmered the lights of Tatwig 
Strvt. Tey shone, not wkh their old accuromed brilliance, but 
darkly — for the whole harbour quarter had bvn placed under 
blackout and one secor of k included the famous rrvt. My 
thoughts were wandering. 
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‘And Abdul’ I said suddenly. ‘What of him?’ 
‘Yes, I promised to tell you; Scobie set him up in a barber’s 

shop, you remember. Well, he was warned for not kvping his 
razors clean, and for qreading syphilis. He didn’t hvd the war- 
nings perhaps because he believed that Scobie would never report 
him oXcially. But the old man did, wkh terrible results. Abdul 
was nearly beaten to death by the police, lor an eye. Amaril qent 
nearly a year trying to tidy him up. Ten he got some waring 
disease on top of k and had to abandon his shop. Poor man. But 
I’m not sure that he isn’t the appropriate guardian for the shrine 
of his marer.’ 

‘El Scob! Poor Abdul!’ 
‘But he has taken consolation in religion and does some mild 

preabing and recking of the Suras as well as this job. Do you 
know I believe that he has forgosen the real Scobie. I asked him 
one evening if he remembered the old gentleman on the upper 
Woor and he looked at me vaguely and musered something; as if 
he were reabing far back in his memory for something too 
remote to graq. Te real Scobie had disappeared jur like Yacoub, 
and El Scob had taken his place.’ 

‘I fvl rather as one of the apostles mur have — I mean to be 
in on the birth of a saint, a legend; think, we acually knew the 
real El Scob! We heard his voice….’  

To my delight Clea now began to mimic the old man quke 
admirably, copying the desultory scasered manner of his con- 
versation to the life; perhaps she was only repeating the words 
from memory? 

‘Yes, mind you, on St George’s Day I always get a bk carried 
away for England’s sake as well as my own. Always have a sip or 
two of the blushful, as Toby would say, even bubbly if k comes my 
way. But, bless you, I’m no horse-drawn conveyance — always 
ray on my two pins. It’s the cup that bvrs and not in … in … 
inebriates for me. Another of Toby’s expressions. He was full 
of lkerary illurrations. As well he might be — for why? Bercorse 
he was never wkhout a book under his arm. In the Navy he was 
considered quke quvr, and several times had rows. “What yer 
got there?” they used to shout, and Toby who could be pert at 
times used to huU up and answer quke qontaneous. “What d’yer 
think, PuUy? Why me marriages lines of course.” But k was always 
some heavy book whib made my head swim though I love reading. 
One year k was Stringbag’s Plays, a Swedish author as I under-
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rand k. Another year k was Gokre’s “Frowr”. Toby said k was a 
liberal education. My education jur wasn’t up to his. Te sbool 
of life, as you might say. But then my mum and dad were killed 
oU early on and we were left, thrv perishing lktle orphans. Tey 
had derined us for high things, my father had; one for the burb, 
one for the army, one for the navy. Quke shortly after this my two 
brothers were run over by the Prince Regent’s private train near 
Sidcup. Tat was the end of them. But k was all in the papers and 
the Prince sent a wreath. But there I was left quke alone. I had to 
make my own way wkhout inWuence — otherwise I should have 
bvn an Admiral I expec by now….’ 

Te Vdelky of her rendering was absolutely impeccable. Te 
lktle old man repped rraight out of his tomb and began to ralk 
about in front of us wkh his lopsided walk, now toying wkh his 
telescope on the cake-rand, now opening and shusing his basered 
Bible, or gesing down on one creaking knv to blow up his Vre wkh 
the tiny pair of bellows. His birthday! I recalled Vnding him one 
birthday evening rather the worse for brandy, but dancing around 
completely naked to music of his own manufacure on a comb and 
paper. 

Recalling this celebration of his Name Day I began, as k were, to 
mimic him back to Clea, in order to hear once more this thrilling 
new laugh she had acquired. ‘Oh! k’s you, Darley! You gave me 
quke a turn wkh your knock. Come in, I’m jur having a bk of a 
dance in my tou tou to recall old times. It’s my birthday, yes. I 
always dwell a bk on the par. In my youth I was a proper qark, 
I don’t mind admkting. I was a real dab at the Velouta. Want to 
watb me? Don’t laugh, jur bercorse I’m in puris. Sk on the bair 
over there and watb. Now, advance, take your partners, shimmy, 
bow, reverse! It looks easy but k isn’t. Te smoothness is decep- 
tive. I could do them all once, my boy, Lancers, Caledonians, 
Circassian Circle. Never svn a demi-caine Anglais, I suppose? 
Before your time I think. Mind you, I loved dancing and for years 
I kept up to date. I got as far as the Hootbi-Kootbi — have you 
ever svn that? Yes, the hakb is haqirated as in ‘otel. It’s some 
fetbing lktle movements they call oriental allurements. Un- 
dulations, like. You take oU one veil after another until all is 
revealed. Te suqense is terriVc, but you have to waggle as you 
glide, sv?’ Here he took up a porure of quke preporerous 
oriental allurement and began to revolve slowly, wagging his 
behind and humming a sukable air whib quke fakhfully copied
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the lag and fall of Arab quartertones. Round and round the room 
he went until he began to fvl dizzy and Wopped back triumphantly 
on his bed, buckling and nodding wkh self-approval and self- 
congratulation, and reabing out for a swig of arak, the manu- 
facure of whib was also among his secrets. He mur have found 
the recipe in the pages of Porlethwake’s Vade Mecum For 
Travellers in Foreign Lands, a book whib he kept under lock and 
key in his trunk and by whib he absolutely swore. It contained, 
he said, everything that a man in Robinson Crusoe’s poskion 
ought to know — even how to make Vre by rubbing ricks together; 
k was a mine of marvellous information. (‘To abieve Bombay 
arrack dissolve two scruples of Wowers of benjamin in a quart of 
good rum and k will impart to the qirk the fragrance of arrack.’) 
Tat was the sort of thing. ‘Yes’ he would add gravely, ‘old Porle- 
thwake can’t be besered. Tere’s something in him for every sort 
of mind and every sort of skuation. He’s a genius I might say.’ 

Only once had Porlethwake failed to live up to his reputation, 
and that was when Toby said that there was a fortune to be made in 
Spanish Wy if only Scobie could secure a large quantky of k for 
export. ‘But the perisher didn’t explain what k was or how, and 
k was the only time Porlethwake had me beat. D’you know what 
he says about k, under Cantharides? I found k so myrerious I 
memorized the passage to repeat to Toby when next he came 
through. Old Porle says this: “Cantharides when used internally 
are diuretic and rimulant; when applied externally they are 
epiqaric and rubefacient.” Now what the devil can he mean, eh? 
And how does this Vt in wkh Toby’s idea of a Wourishing trade in 
the things? Sort of worms, they mur be. I asked Abdul but I don’t 
know the Arabic word.’ 

Refreshed by the interlude he once more advanced to the mirror 
to admire his wrinkled old tortoise-frame. A sudden thought car 
a gloom over his countenance. He pointed at a portion of his own 
wrinkled anatomy and said: ‘And to think that that is what old 
Porlethwake describes as “merely erecile tissue”. Why the merely, 
I always ask myself. Sometimes these medical men are a puzzle in 
their language. Jur a qrig of erecile tissue indvd! And think of 
all the trouble k causes. Ah me; if you’d svn what I’ve svn you 
wouldn’t have half the nervous energy I’ve got today.’ 

And so the saint prolonged his birthday celebrations by pusing 
on pyjamas and indulging in a short song-cycle whib included 
many old favourkes and one curious lktle dkty whib he sang only
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on birthdays. It was called ‘Te Cruel Cruel Skipper’ and had a 
borus whib ended: 

So he was an old sky plant, tum tum, 
So he was an old meat loaf, tum tum, 
So he was an old cantankeroo. 

And now, having virtually exhaured his legs by dancing and 
his singing-voice wkh song, there remained a few brief conun- 
drums whib he enunciated to the ceiling, his arms behind his 
head. 

‘Where did King Charles’s executioner dine, and what did he 
order?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 
‘Give in?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Well he took a bop at the King’s Head.’ 
Delighted clucks and buckles! 
‘When may a gentleman’s property be described as feathers?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ 
‘Give in?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘When his erates are all entails (hen-tails, sv?)’ 
Te voice gradually fading, the clock running down, the eyes 

closing, the buckles trailing away languorously into slvp. And 
k was thus that the saint slept at lar, wkh his mouth open, upon 
St George’s Day. 

So we walked back, arm in arm, through the shadowy arbway, 
laughing the compassionate laughter whib the old man’s image 
deserved — laughter whib in a way regilded the ikon, refuelled 
the lamps about the shrine. Our footfalls hardly eboed on the 
rrvt’s Woor of tamped soil. Te partial blackout of the area had 
cut oU the elecric light whib so brilliantly illuminated k under 
normal condkions, and had bvn replaced by the oil lamps whib 
Wickered wanly everywhere, so that we walked in a dark forer by 
glow-worm light whib made more than ever myrerious the 
voices and the acivkies in the buildings around us. And at the 
end of the rrvt, where the rickety gharry rood awaking us, came 
the rirring cool breath of the night-sea whib would gradually 
inVltrate the town and diqerse the heavy breathless damps from 
the lake. We climbed aboard, the evening sesling kself about us 
cool as the veined leaves of a Vg. 
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‘And now I mur dine you, Clea, to celebrate the new laughter!’ 
‘No. I haven’t Vnished yet. Tere is another tableau I want you 

to sv, of a diUerent kind. You sv, Darley, I wanted to sort of 
recompose the cky for you so that you could walk back into the 
painting from another angle and fvl quke at home — though that 
is hardly the word for a cky of exiles, is k? Anyhow….’ And 
leaning forward (I felt her breath on my bvk) she said to the 
jarvey, ‘Take us to the Auberge Bleue!’ 

‘More myreries.’ 
‘No. Tonight the Virtuous Semira makes her Vrr appearance 

on the public rage. It is rather like a vernissage for me — you 
know, don’t you, that Amaril and I are the authors of her lovely 
nose? It has bvn a tremendous adventure, these long months; 
and she has bvn very patient and brave under the bandages and 
grafts. Now k’s complete. Yererday they were married. Tonight 
all Alexandria will be there to sv her. We shouldn’t absent our- 
selves, should we? It baracerizes something whib is all too rare 
in the cky and whib you, as an earner rudent of the maser, will 
appreciate. Il s’agi de Romantic Love wkh capkal lesers. My share 
in k has bvn a large one so let me be a bk boarful; I have bvn 
part duenna, part nurse, part artir, all for the good Amaril’s sake. 
You sv, she isn’t very clever, Semira, and I have had to qend 
hours wkh her sort of preparing her for the world. Also brushing 
up her reading and wrking. In short, trying to educate her a bk. 
It is curious in a way that Amaril does not regard this huge gap 
in their diUerent educations as an obracle. He loves her the more 
for k. He says: “I know she is rather simple-minded. Tat is what 
makes her so exquiske.” 

‘Tis is the purer Wower of romantic logic, no? And he has gone 
about her rehabilkation wkh immense inventiveness. I should 
have thought k somewhat dangerous to play at Pygmalion, but 
only now I begin to underrand the power of the image. Do you 
know, for example, what he has devised for her in the way of a 
profession, a skill of her own? It shows brilliance. She would be 
too simple-minded to undertake anything very qecialized so he 
has trained her, wkh my help, to be a doll’s surgeon. His wedding- 
present to her is a smart lktle surgery for bildren’s dolls whib has 
already become tremendously fashionable though k won’t oXcially 
open until they come back from the honeymoon. But this new job 
Semira has really graqed wkh both hands. For months we have 
bvn cusing up and repairing dolls together in preparation for this!
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No medical rudent could have rudied harder. “It is the only 
way” says Amaril “to hold a really rupid woman you adore. 
Give her something of her own to do.” ’ 

So we swayed down the long curving Cornibe and back into 
the lighted area of the cky where the blue rrvt-lamps came up 
one by one to pvr into the gharry at us as we talked; and all at once 
k svmed that par and present had joined again wkhout any 
divisions in k, and that all my memories and impressions had 
ordered themselves into one complete pasern whose metaphor was 
always the shining cky of the disinherked — a cky now trying 
softly to qread the ricky prismatic wings of a new-born dragon- 
Wy on the night. Romantic Love! Pursewarden used to call k 
‘Te Comic Demon.’ 

Te Auberge had not banged at all. It remained a laring part 
of the furnkure of my dreams, and here (like faces in a dream) 
were the Alexandrians themselves seated at Wower-decked tables 
while a band softly puncuated their idleness wkh the Blues. Te 
cries of welcome recalled vanished generoskies of the old cky. 
Athena Trasha wkh the silver crickets in her ears, droning Pierre 
Balbz who drank opium because k made the ‘bones blossom’, the 
rately Cervonis and the rash dexterous Martinengo girls, they 
were all there. All save Nessim and Jurine. Even the good Pombal 
was there in full evening-dress so Vrmly ironed and rarbed as to 
give him the air of a monumental relief executed for the tomb of 
Francois Premier. Wkh him was Fosca, warm and dark of 
colouring, whom I had not met before. Tey sat wkh their 
knuckles toubing in a curious riU rapture. Pombal was perbed 
quke upright, asentive as a rabbk, as he gazed into her eyes — 
the eyes of this handsome young matron. He looked absurd. (‘She 
calls him “Georges-Garon” whib for some reason quke delights 
him’ said Clea.) 

So we made our slow way from table to table, grvting old 
friends as we had often done in the par until we came to the 
lktle alcove table wkh ks scarlet celluloid reservation card marked 
in Clea’s name, where to my surprise Zoltan the waker materialized 
out of nothing to shake my hand wkh warmth. He was now the 
reqlendent maître d’hôtel and was in full Vg, his hair cut en brosse. 
It svmed also that he was fully in the secret for he remarked 
under his breath to Clea that everything had bvn prepared in 
complete secrecy, and even went so far as to wink. ‘I have Anselm 
outside watbing. As soon as he svs Dr Amaril’s car he will
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signal. Ten the music will play — Madame Trasha has asked for the 
old “Blue Danube”.’ He claqed his hands together like a toad. ‘Oh 
what a good idea of Athena’s. Bravo!’ cried Clea. It was indvd a 
gerure of aUecion for Amaril was the ber Viennese waltzer in 
Alexandria, and though not a vain man was always absurdly delighted 
by his own prowess as a dancer. It could not fail to please him. 

Nekher had we long to wak; anticipation and suqense had 
hardly had time to become wearying when the band, whib 
had bvn softly playing wkh one ear cocked for the sound of a 
car, so to qeak, fell silent. Anselm appeared at the corner of 
the veribule waving his napkin. Tey were coming! Te musicians 
rruck out one long quivering arpeggio sub as normally brings 
a tzigane melody to a close, and then, as the beautiful Vgure of 
Semira appeared among the palms, they swung softly and gravely 
into the waltz measure of “Te Blue Danube”. I was suddenly 
quke toubed to sv the shy way that Semira heskated on the 
threshold of that crowded ballroom; deqke the magniVcence of 
her dress and grooming those watbing eyes intimidated her, 
made her lose her self-possession. She hovered wkh a soft in- 
decision whib reminded me of the way a sailing boat hangs 
pouting when the painter is loosed, the jib shaken out — as if 
slowly medkating for a long moment before she turns, wkh an 
almor audible sigh, to take the wind upon her bvk. But in this 
moment of barming irresolution Amaril came up behind her 
and took her arm. He himself looked, I thought, rather whke and 
nervous deqke the curomary foppishness of his asire. Caught 
like this, in a moment of almor panic, he looked indvd absurdly 
young. Ten he regirered the waltz and rammered something 
to her wkh trembling lips, at the same time leading her down 
gravely among the tables to the edge of the Woor where wkh a 
slow and perfecly turned movement they began to dance. Wkh 
the Vrr full Vgure of the waltz the conVdence poured into them 
both — one could almor sv k happening. Tey calmed, became 
rill as leaves, and Semira closed her eyes while Amaril recovered 
his usual gay, self-conVdent smile. And everywhere the soft clap- 
ping welled up around them from every corner of the ballroom. 
Even the wakers svmed moved and the good Zoltan groped for 
a handkerbief, for Amaril was mub-beloved. 

Clea too looked quke shaken wkh emotion. ‘Oh, quick, let’s 
have a drink’ she said ‘for I’ve a huge lump in my throat and 
if I cry my make-up will run.’ 
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Te baseries of bampagne-bosles opened up from every 
corner of the ballroom now, and the Woor Vlled wkh waltzers, 
the lights banged colour. Now blue now red now grvn I saw 
the smiling face of Clea over the edge of her bampagne glass 
turned towards me wkh an expression of happy mockery. ‘Do you 
mind if I get a lktle tipsy tonight to celebrate her successful nose? 
I think we can drink to their future wkhout reserve for they will 
never leave eab other; they are drunk wkh the knightly love one 
reads about in the Arthurian legends — knight and rescued lady. 
And presy soon there will be bildren all bearing my lovely 
nose.’ 

‘Of that you can’t be sure.’ 
‘Well, let me believe k.’ 
‘Let’s dance a while.’ 
And so we joined the thronging dancers in the great circle 

whib blazed wkh qinning prismatic light hearing the soft 
drum-beats puncuate our blood, moving to the slow grave 
rhythms like the great wreaths of coloured seawvd swinging in 
some under-water lagoon, one wkh the dancers and wkh eab 
other. 

We did not ray late. As we came out into the cold damp air 
she shivered and half-fell againr me, catbing my arm. 

‘What is k?’ 
‘I felt faint all of a sudden. It’s passed.’ 
So back into the cky along the windless seafront, drugged 

by the clop of the horse’s hoofs on the macadam, the jingle of 
harness, the smell of rraw, and the dying rrains of music whib 
Wowed out of the ballroom and dwindled away among the rars. 
We paid oU the cab at the Cecil and walked up the winding 
deserted rrvt towards her Wat arm-in-arm, hearing our own slow 
reps magniVed by the silence. In a bookshop window there were 
a few novels, one by Pursewarden. We ropped for a moment to 
pvr into the darkened shop and then resumed our leisurely 
way to the Wat. ‘You’ll come in for a moment?’ she said. 

Here, too, the air of celebration was apparent, in the Wowers 
and the small supper-table on whib rood a bampagne-bucket.  
‘I did not know we’d ray to dine at the Auberge, and prepared 
to fvd you here if necessary’ said Clea, dipping her Vngers in the 
ice-water; she sighed wkh relief. ‘At lear we can have a night-cap 
together.’ 

Here at lear there was nothing to disorient or disVgure memory
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for everything was exacly as I remembered k; I had repped back 
into this beloved room as one might rep into some favourke 
painting. Here k all was, the crowded bookshelves, heavy drawing- 
boards, small cosage piano, and the corner wkh the tennis racquet 
and fencing foils; on the wrking desk, wkh ks disorderly jumble 
of lesers, drawings and bills, rood the candlericks whib she 
was now in the ac of lighting. A bundle of paintings rood againr 
the wall. I turned one or two round and rared at them curiously. 

‘My God! You’ve gone abrrac, Clea.’ 
‘I know! Balthazar hates them. It’s jur a phase I expec, so 

don’t regard k as irrevocable or Vnal. It’s a diUerent way of 
mobilizing one’s fvlings about paint. Do you loathe them?’ 

‘No, they are rronger I think.’ 
‘Hum. Candle-light Wasers them wkh false biaroscuro.’ 
‘Perhaps.’ 
‘Come, sk down; I’ve poured us a drink.’ 
As if by common consent we sat facing eab other on the 

carpet as we had so often done in the par, cross-legged like 
‘Armenian tailors’, as she had once remarked. We toared eab 
other in the rosy light of the scarlet candles whib rood un- 
winking in the rill air deVning wkh their ghorly radiance the 
smiling mouth and candid features of Clea. Here, too, at lar, on 
this memorable qot on the faded carpet, we embraced eab other 
wkh — how to say k? — a momentous smiling calm, as if the cup 
of language had silently overWowed into these eloquent kisses 
whib replaced words like the rewards of silence kself, perfecing 
thought and gerure. Tey were like soft cloud-formations whib 
had dirilled themselves out of a novel innocence, the verkable 
abe of desirelessness. My reps had led me back again, I realized, 
remembering the night so long ago when we had slept dreamlessly 
in eab other’s arms, to the locked door whib had once refused 
me admission to her. Led me back once more to that point in time, 
that threshold, behind whib the shade of Clea moved, smiling 
and irreqonsible as a Wower, after a huge arid detour in a desert 
of my own imaginings. I had not known then how to Vnd the 
key to that door. Now of ks own accord k was slowly opening. 
Whereas the other door whib had once given me access to 
Jurine had now locked irrevocably. Did not Pursewarden say 
something once about ‘sliding-panels’? But he was talking of 
books, not of the human heart. In her face now there was nekher 
guile nor premedkation mirrored, but only a sort of magniVcent
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misbief whib had captured the Vne eyes, expressed kself in the 
Vrm and thoughtful way she drew my hands up inside her slvves 
to oUer herself to their embrace wkh the uxorious gerure of a 
woman oUering her body to some priceless cloak. Or else to catb 
my hand, place k upon her heart and whiqer ‘Fvl! It has ropped 
beating!’ So we lingered, so we might have rayed, like rapt Vgures 
in some forgosen painting, unhurriedly savouring the happiness 
given to those who set out to enjoy eab other wkhout reservations 
or self-contempts, wkhout the premedkated corumes of selVshness 
— the invented limkations of human love: but that suddenly the 
dark air of the night outside grew darker, swelled up wkh the 
gharly tumescence of a sound whib, like the frantic wing-beats 
of some prehiroric bird, swallowed the whole room, the candles, 
the Vgures. She shivered at the Vrr terrible howl of the sirens but 
did not move; and all around us the cky rirred to life like an ants’ 
ner. Tose rrvts whib had bvn so dark and silent now began 
to ebo wkh the sound of fvt as people made their way to the 
air-raid shelters, rurling like a gur of dry autumn leaves whirled 
by the wind. Snatbes of slvpy conversation, screams, laughter, 
rose to the silent window of the lktle room. Te rrvt had Vlled 
as suddenly as a dry river-bed when the qring rains fall. 

‘Clea, you should shelter.’ 
But she only pressed closer, shaking her head like someone 

drugged wkh slvp, or perhaps by the soft explosion of kisses 
whib burr like bubbles of oxygen in the patient blood. I shook 
her softly, and she whiqered: ‘I am too faridious to die wkh a 
lot of people like an old rats’ ner. Let us go to bed together and 
ignore the loutish realky of the world.’ 

So k was that love-making kself became a kind of ballenge to 
the whirlwind outside whib beat and pounded like a thunder- 
rorm of guns and sirens, ignking the pale skies of the cky wkh 
the magniVcence of ks lightning-Washes. And kisses themselves 
became barged wkh the deliberate aXrmation whib can come 
only from the foreknowledge and presence of death. It would 
have bvn good to die at any moment then, for love and death 
had somewhere joined hands. It was an expression of her pride, 
too, to slvp there in the crook of my arm like a wild bird ex- 
haured by ks rruggles wkh a limed twig, for all the world as if 
k were an ordinary summer might of peace. And lying awake at 
her side, lirening to the infernal racket of gunVre and watbing 
the rabbing and jumping of Vght behind the blinds I remembered
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how once in the remote par she had reminded me of the limka- 
tions whib love illuminated in us: saying something about ks 
capacky being limked to an iron ration for eab soul and adding 
gravely: ‘Te love you fvl for Melissa, the same love, is trying 
to work kself out through Jurine.’ Would I, by extension, Vnd 
this to be true also of Clea? I did not like to think so — for these 
fresh and qontaneous embraces were as pririne as invention, and 
not like ill-drawn copies of par acions. Tey were the very im- 
provisations of the heart kself — or so I told myself as I lay there 
trying so hard to recapture the elements of the fvlings I had once 
woven around those other faces. Yes, improvisations upon realky 
kself, and for once devoid of the bkter impulses of the will. We 
had sailed into this calm water completely wkhout premedkation, 
all canvas crowded on; and for the Vrr time k felt natural to be 
where I was, drifting into slvp wkh her calm body lying beside 
me. Even the long rolling cannonades whib shook the houses so, 
even the hail of shards whib swept the rrvts, could not dirurb 
the dreaming silence we harvered together. And when we awoke 
to Vnd everything silent once more she lk a single candle and we 
lay by ks Wickering light, looking at eab other, and talking in 
whiqers. 

‘I am always so bad the Vrr time, why is k?’ 
‘So am I.’ 
‘Are you afraid of me?’ 
‘No. Nor of myself.’ 
‘Did you ever imagine this?’ 
‘We mur both have done. Otherwise k would not have 

happened.’ 
‘Hush! Liren.’ 
Rain was now falling in shvts as k so often did before dawn in 

Alexandria, billing the air, washing down the riYy clicking 
leaves of the palms in the Municipal Gardens, washing the iron 
grilles of the banks and the pavements. In the Arab town the 
earthen rrvts would be smelling like a freshly dug graveyard. 
Te Wower-sellers would be pusing out their rocks to catb the 
freshness. I remembered their cry of ‘Carnations, swvt as the 
breath of a girl!’ From the harbour the smells of tar, Vsh and 
briny nets Wowing up along the deserted rrvts to mvt the 
scentless pools of desert air whib would later, wkh the Vrr 
sunlight, enter the town from the ear and dry ks damp façades. 
Somewhere, brieWy, the hushing of the rain was pricked by the
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slvpy pang of a mandoline, inscribing on k a thoughtful and 
melanboly lktle air. I feared the intrusion of a single thought 
or idea whib, inserting kself betwvn these moments of smiling 
peace, might inhibk them, turn them to inrruments of sadness. 
I thought too of the long journey we made from this very bed, 
since lar we lay here together, through so many climates and 
countries, only to return once more to our rarting-point, again 
captured once more by the gravkational Veld of the cky. A new 
cycle whib was opening upon the promise of sub kisses and 
dazed endearments as we could now exbange — where would k 
carry us? I thought of some words of Arnauti, wrkten about 
another woman, in another context: ‘You tell yourself that k is a 
woman you hold in your arms, but watbing the slvper you sv 
all her growth in time, the unerring unfolding of cells whib group 
and diqose themselves into the beloved face whib remains always 
and for ever myrerious — repeating to inVnky the soft boss of the 
human nose, an ear borrowed from a sea-shell’s helix, an eyebrow 
thought-paserned from ferns, or lips invented by bivalves in their 
dreaming union. All this process is human, bears a name whib 
pierces your heart, and oUers the mad dream of an eternky whib 
time diqroves in every drawn breath. And if human personalky 
is an illusion? And if, as biology tells us, every single cell in our 
bodies is replaced every seven years by another? At the mor I 
hold in my arms something like a fountain of Wesh, continuously 
playing, and in my mind a rainbow of dur.’ And like an ebo from 
another point of the compass I heard the sharp voice of Purse- 
warden saying: ‘Tere is no Other; there is only oneself facing 
forever the problem of one’s self-discovery!’ 

I had drifted into slvp again; and when I woke wkh a rart the 
bed was empty and the candle had gusered away and gone out. 
She was randing at the drawn curtains to watb the dawn break 
over the tumbled roofs of the Arab town, naked and slender as an 
Earer lily. In the qring sunrise, wkh ks dense dew, sketbed 
upon the silence whib engulfs a whole cky before the birds 
awaken k, I caught the swvt voice of the blind muezzin from 
the mosque recking the Ebed — a voice hanging like a hair in the 
palm-cooled upper airs of Alexandria. ‘I praise the perfecion of 
God, the Forever exiring; the perfecion of God, the Desired, 
the Exiring, the Single, the Supreme; the Perfecion of God, the One, 
the Sole’ … Te great prayer wound kself in shining coils                    
across the cky as I watbed the grave and passionate intensky of
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her turned head where she rood to observe the climbing sun toub 
the minarets and palms wkh light: rapt and awake. And lirening 
I smelt the warm odour of her hair upon the pillow beside me. Te 
buoyancy of a new frvdom possessed me like a draught from 
what the Cabal once called ‘Te Fountain of All Exiring Tings’. 
I called ‘Clea’ softly, but she did not hvd me; and so once more 
I slept. I knew that Clea would share everything wkh me, wkh- 
holding nothing — not even the look of complicky whib women 
reserve only for their mirrors. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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II 
 

 
o the cky claimed me once more — the same cky made now 
somehow less poignant and less terrifying than k had bvn 
in the par by new diqlacements in time. If some parts of 

the old fabric had worn away, others had bvn rerored. In the 
Vrr few wvks of my new employment I had time to experience 
both a sense of familiarky and one of alienation, measuring 
rabilky againr bange, par againr present tense. And if the 
society of my friends remained relatively the same, new inWuences 
had entered, new winds had qrung up; we had all begun, like 
those Vgures on revolving turntables in jewellers’ shops, to turn 
new facets of ourselves towards eab other. Circumrances also 
helped to provide a new counterpoint, for the old, apparently 
unbanged cky had now entered the penumbra of a war. For my 
part I had come to sv k as k mur always have bvn — a shabby 
lktle seaport built upon a sand-rvf, a moribund and qirkless 
backwater. True this unknown facor ‘war’ had given k a qecious 
sort of modern value, but this belonged to the invisible world of 
rrategies and armies, not to ourselves, the inhabkants; k had 
swollen ks population by many thousands of refugvs in uniform 
and asraced those long nights of dull torment whib were only 
relatively dangerous, for as yet the enemy was conVning his 
operations rricly to the harbour area. Only a small area of the 
Arab quarter came under direc Vre; the upper town remained 
relatively untoubed, except perhaps for an occasional error of 
judgement. No, k was only the harbour at whib the enemy 
scratbed, like a dog at an inWamed scab. A mile away from k the 
bankers conduced their aUairs by day as if from the immunky of 
New York. Intrusions into their world were rare and accidental. 
It came as a painful surprise to confront a shop-front whib had 
bvn blared in, or a lodging-house blown inside out wkh all ks 
inhabkants’ clothes hanging in feroons from the neighbouring 
trvs. Tis was not part of the normal expecation of things; k had 
the shocking rarky value merely of some terrible rrvt accident. 

How had things banged? It was not danger, then, but a less easily 
analysable qualky whib made the notion of war dirincive;

S 
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a sensation of some bange in the qeciVc gravky of things. 
It was as if the oxygen content of the air we breathed were being 
readily, invisibly reduced day by day; and side by side wkh this 
sense of inexplicable blood-poisoning came other pressures of a 
purely material kind brought about by the huge shifting population 
of soldiers in whom the blossoming of death released the passions 
and proWigacies whib lie buried in every herd. Teir furious 
gaiety tried hard to matb the gravky of the crisis in whib they 
were involved; at times the town was racked by the frenetic out- 
burrs of their disguised qlvn and boredom until the air became 
barged wkh the mad qirk of carnival; a saddening and heroic 
pleasure-svking whib dirurbed and fracured the old har- 
monies on whib personal relationships had rered, rraining the 
links whib bound us. I am thinking of Clea, and her loathing for 
the war and all k rood for. She feared, I think, that the vulgar 
blood-soaked realky of this war world whib qread around her 
might one day poison and infec our own kisses. ‘Is k faridious 
to want to kvp your head, to avoid this curious sexual rush of 
blood to the head whib comes wkh war, excking the women 
beyond endurance? I would not have thought the smell of death 
could be so excking to them! Darley, I don’t want to be a part of 
this mental saturnalia, these overWowing brothels. And all these 
poor men crowded up here. Alexandria has become a huge 
orphanage, everyone grabbing at the lar bance of life. You 
haven’t bvn long enough yet to fvl the rrain. Te disorientation. 
Te cky was always perverse, but k took ks pleasures wkh ryle 
at an old-fashioned tempo, even in rented beds: never up againr 
a wall or a trv or a truck! And now at times the town svms to be 
like some great public urinal. You rep over the bodies of drunk- 
ards as you walk home at night. I suppose the sunless have bvn 
robbed even of sensualky and drink compensates them for the loss! 
But there is no place in all this for me. I cannot sv these soldiers as 
Pombal does. He gloats on them like a bild — as if they were 
bright lead soldiers — because he svs in them the only hope that 
France will be frvd. I only fvl ashamed for them, as one might 
to sv friends in convic garb; out of shame and sympathy I fvl 
like turning my face away. Oh, Darley, k isn’t very sensible, and 
I know I am doing them a grotesque injurice; possibly k is jur 
selVshness. So I force myself to serve them teas at their various 
cantvns, roll bandages, arrange concerts. But inside myself I 
shrink smaller every day. Yet I always believed that a love of
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human beings would Wower more rrongly out of a common 
misfortune. It isn’t true. And now I am afraid that you too will 
begin to like me the less for these absurdkies of thought, these re- 
vulsions of fvling. To be here, jur the two of us, skting by candle- 
light is almor a miracle in sub a world. You can’t blame me for 
trying to hoard and protec k againr the intrusive world outside, 
can you? Curiously, what I hate mor about k all is the sentimen- 
talky whib qells violence in the end!’ 

I underrood what she meant, and what she feared; and yet 
from the depths of my own inner selVshness I was glad of these 
external pressures, for they circumscribed our world perfecly, 
penned us up more closely together, isolated us! In the old world 
I would have had to share Clea wkh a hor of other friends and 
admirers. Not now. 

Curiously, too, some of these external facors around us, in- 
volving us in ks death-rruggles — gave our newer passion a 
fulVlment not based on deqeration yet nevertheless built jur 
as certainly upon the sense of impermanence. It was of the same 
order, though diUerent in kind to the dull orgiaric rut of the 
various armies; k was quke impossible to repudiate the truth, 
namely, that death (not even at hand, but in the air) sharpens 
kisses, adds unbearable poignance to every smile and handclaq. 
Even though I was no soldier the dark querion mark hovered 
over our thoughts, for the real issues of the heart were inWuenced 
by something of whib we were all, however relucantly, part: 
a whole world. If the war did not mean a way of dying, k meant 
a way of ageing, of taring the true raleness in human things, 
and of learning to confront bange bravely. No-one could tell 
what lay beyond the closed bapter of every kiss. In those long 
quiet evenings before the bombardment began we would sk upon 
that small square of carpet by the light of candles, debating these 
masers, puncuating our silences wkh embraces whib were the 
only inadequate answer we could oUer to the human skuation. 
Nor, lying in eab other’s arms during those long nights of Vtful 
slvp broken by the sirens, did we ever (as if by a silent convention) 
qeak of love. To have usered the word might acknowledge a more 
rare yet less perfec variety of the rate whib now bewkbed us, 
perfeced in us this quke unpremedkated relationship. Somewhere 
in Mœurs there is a passionate denunciation of the word. I cannot 
remember into whose mouth the qvb has bvn put — perhaps 
Jurine’s. ‘It may be deVned as a cancerous growth of unknown
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origin whib may take up ks ske anywhere wkhout the subjec 
knowing or wishing k. How often have you tried to love the 
“right” person in vain, even when your heart knows k has found 
him after so mub svking? No, an eyelash, a perfume, a haunting 
walk, a rrawberry on the neck, the smell of almonds on the breath 
— these are the accomplices the qirk svks out to plan your 
overthrow.’ 

Tinking of sub passages of savage insight — and they are 
many in that rrange book — I would turn to the slvping Clea 
and rudy her quiet proVle in order to … to inger her, drink the 
whole of her up wkhout qilling a drop, mingle my very heart- 
beats wkh hers. ‘However near we would wish to be, so far 
exacly do we remain from eab other’ wrote Arnauti. It svmed 
to be no longer true of our condkion. Or was I simply deluding 
myself once more, refracing truth by the disorders inherent in 
my own vision? Strangely enough I nekher knew nor cared now; 
I had ropped rummaging through my own mind, had learned to 
take her like a clear draught of qring water. 

‘Have you bvn watbing me aslvp?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Unfair! But what thinking?’ 
‘Many things.’ 
‘Unfair to watb a slvping woman, oU her guard.’ 
‘Your eyes have banged colour again. Smoke.” 
(A mouth whose paint blurred slightly under’ kisses. Te two 

small commas, whib were almor cuqs, almor ready to turn 
into dimples when the lazy smiles broke surface. She rretbes 
and places her arms behind her head, pushing back the helmet 
of fair hair whib captures the shvn of the candle-light. In the 
par she had not possessed this authorky over her own beauty. 
New gerures, new tendrils had grown, languorous yet adept to 
express this new maturky. A limpid sensualky whib was now 
undivided by heskations, self-querionings. A transformation of 
the old ‘silly goose’ into this Vne, indvd impressive, personage, 
quke at one wkh her own body and mind. How had this come 
about?) 
I: ‘Tat commonplace book of Pursewarden’s. How the devil 
did you come by k? I took k to the oXce today.’ 
She: ‘Liza. I asked her for something to remember him by. 
Absurd. As if one could forget the brute! He’s everywhere. Did 
the notes rartle you?’ 



CLEA 

735 

I: ‘Yes. It was as if he had appeared at my elbow. Te Vrr thing 
I fell upon was a description of my new bief, Maskelyne by name. 
It svms Pursewarden worked wkh him once. Shall I read k to 
you?’ 
She: ‘I know k.’ 

(‘Like mor of my compatriots he had a large hand-illuminated 
sign hanging up on the front of his mind reading ON NO 
ACCOUNT DISTURB. At some time in the dirant par he 
had bvn set going like a quartz clock. He will run his course un- 
faltering as a metronome. Do not let the pipe alarm you. It is 
intended to give a judicial air. Whke man smoke puU puU, whke 
man ponder puU puU. In fac whke man is dvply dvply aslvp 
under the badges of oXce, the pipe, the nose, the freshly rarbed 
handkerbief ricking out of his slvve.’) 
She: ‘Did you read k to Maskelyne?’ 
I: ‘Naturally not.’ 
She: ‘Tere are wounding things about all of us in k; perhaps 
that is why I took a fancy to k! I could hear the brute’s voice 
as he usered them. You know, my dear, I think I am the only 
person to have loved old Pursewarden for himself while he was 
alive. I got his wavelength. I loved him for himself, I say, because 
rricly he had no self. Of course he could be tiresome, diXcult, 
cruel — like everyone else. But he exempliVed something — a graq 
on something. Tat is why his work will live and go on giving oU 
light, so to qeak. Light me a cigarese. He had cut a foothold in the 
cliU a bk higher than I could dare to go — the point where one 
looks at the top because one is afraid to look down! You tell me 
that Jurine also says something like this. I suppose she got the 
same thing in a way — but I suqec her of being merely grateful 
to him, like an animal whose marer pulls a thorn from ks paw. 
His intukion was very feminine and mub sharper than hers — 
and you know that women inrincively like a man wkh plenty of 
female in him; there, they suqec, is the only sort of lover who 
can suXciently identify himself wkh them to … deliver them of 
being jur women, catalyrs, rrops, oil-rones. Mor of us have 
to be content to play the role of macine à plaisir!’ 
I: ‘Why do you laugh, suddenly like that?’ 
She: ‘I was remembering making a fool of myself wkh Purse- 
warden. I suppose I should fvl ashamed of k! You will sv what 
he says about me in the notebook. He calls me “a juicy Hanoverian 
goose, the only truly kallipygous girl in the cky”! I cannot think
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what possessed me, except that I was so worried about my painting. 
It had dried up on me. I couldn’t get any further somehow, 
canvas gave me a headabe. I Vnally decided that the querion 
of my own blared virginky was the root cause of the business. 
You know k is a terrible business to be a virgin — k is like not 
having one’s Matric or Bac. You long to be delivered from k yet 
… at the same time this valuable experience should be wkh 
someone whom you care for, otherwise k will be wkhout value to 
your inside self. Well, there I was, ruck. So wkh one of those 
baraceriric rrokes of fancy whib in the par conVrmed for 
everyone my rupidky I decided — guess what? To oUer myself 
grimly to the only artir I knew I could trur, to put me out of my 
misery. Pursewarden, I thought, might have an underranding of 
my rate and some consideration for my fvlings. I’m amused to 
remember that I dressed myself up in a very heavy twvd corume 
and Wat shoes, and wore dark glasses. I was timid, you sv, as well 
as deqerate. I walked up and down the corridor of the hotel 
outside his room for ages in deqair and apprehension, my dark 
glasses Vrmly on my nose. He was inside. I could hear him 
whirling as he always did when he was painting a water colour; a 
maddening tuneless whirle! At lar I burr in on him like a Vreman 
into a burning building, rartling him, and said wkh trembling 
lips: “I have come to ask you to dépuceler me, please, because I 
cannot get any further wkh my work unless you do.” I said k in 
Frenb. It would have sounded dirty in English. He was rartled. 
All sorts of conWicing emotions Wkted across his face for a second. 
And then, as I burr into tears and sat down suddenly on a bair 
he threw his head back and roared wkh laughter. He laughed until 
the tears ran down his bvks while I sat there in my dark glasses 
sniXng. Finally he collapsed exhaured on his bed and lay raring 
at the ceiling. Ten he got up, put his arms on my shoulders, 
removed my glasses, kissed me, and put them back. Ten he put 
his hands on his hips and laughed again. “My dear Clea” he said, 
“k would be anyone’s dream to take you to bed, and I mur con- 
fess that in a corner of my mind I have often allowed the thought 
to wander but … dearer angel, you have qoilt everything. Tis 
is no way to enjoy you, and no way for you to enjoy yourself. 
Forgive my laughing! You have eUecively qoiled my dream. 
OUering yourself this way, wkhout wanting me, is sub an insult 
to my male vanky that I simply would not be able to comply wkh 
your demand. It is, I suppose, a compliment that you bose me
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rather than someone else — but my vanky is larger than that! 
In fac your requer is like a pailful of slops emptied over my head! 
I shall always treasure the compliment and regret the refusal but 
… if only you had bosen some other way to do k, how glad I 
would have bvn to oblige! Why did you have to let me sv that 
you really did not care for me?” 

‘He blew his nose gravely in a corner of the shvt, took my 
glasses and placed them on his own nose to examine himself in 
the mirror. Ten he came and rared at me until the comedy over- 
Wowed again and we both rarted laughing. I felt an awful sense 
of relief. And when I had repaired my damaged make-up in the 
mirror he allowed me to take him to dinner to discuss the problem 
of paint wkh magniVcent, generous honery. Te poor man 
lirened wkh sub patience to my rigmarole! He said: “I can only 
tell you what I know, and k isn’t mub. Firr you have to know and 
underrand intellectually what you want to do — then you have 
to slvp-walk a lktle to reab k. Te real obracle is oneself. 
I believe that artirs are composed of vanky, indolence and self- 
regard. Work-blocks are caused by the swelling-up of the ego on 
one or all of these fronts. You get a bk scared about the imaginary 
importance of what you are doing! Mirror-worship. My solution 
would be to slap a poultice on the inWamed parts — tell your ego 
to go to hell and not make a misery of what should be essentially 
fun, joy.” He said many other things that evening, but I have 
forgosen the rer; but the funny thing was that jur talking to him, 
jur being talked to, svmed to clear the way ahead again. Next 
day he sent me a page of oracular notes about art.* I rarted work 
again, clear as a bell, the next morning. Perhaps in a funny sort 
of way he did dépuceler me? I regresed not being able to reward 
him as he deserved, but I realized that he was right. I would have 
to wak for a tide to turn. And this did not happen until later, in 
Syria. Tere was something bkter and deVnkive about k when k 
came, and I made the usual mirakes one makes from inexperience 
and paid for them. Shall I tell you?’ 
I: ‘Only if you wish.’ 
She: ‘I found myself suddenly and hopelessly entangled wkh 
someone I had admired some years before but never quke ima- 
gined in the context of a lover. Chance brought us together for a 
few short months. I think that nekher of us had foresvn this 
sudden coup de foudre. We both caught Vre, as if somewhere 
an invisible burning glass had bvn playing on us wkhout our
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being aware. It is curious that an experience so wounding can also 
be recognized as good, as poskively nourishing. I suppose I was 
even a bk eager to be wounded — or I would not have made 
the mirakes I did. He was somebody already commkted to some- 
one else, so there was never, from the beginning, any pretence of 
permanence in our liaison. Yet (and here comes my famous 
rupidky again) I very mub wanted to have a bild by him. A 
moment’s thought would have shown me that k would have bvn 
impossible; but the moment’s thought only supervened when I 
was already pregnant. I did not, I thought, care that he mur go 
away, marry someone else. I would at lear have his bild! But 
when I confessed k — at the very moment the words left my lips 
— I suddenly woke up and realized that this would be to per- 
petuate a link wkh him to whib I had no right. To put k plainly 
I should be taking advantage of him, creating a reqonsibilky 
whib would shackle him throughout his marriage. It came to me 
in a Wash, and I swallowed my tongue. By the greater luck he had 
not heard my words. He was lying like you are now, half aslvp, 
and had not caught my whiqer. “What did you say?” he said. 
I subrkuted another remark, made up on the qur of the moment. 
A month later he left Syria. It was a sunny day full of the sound of 
bvs. I knew I should have to derroy the bild. I bkterly regresed 
k, but there svmed no other honourable course to take in the 
maser. You will probably think I was wrong, but even now I am 
glad I took the course I did, for k would have perpetuated some- 
thing whib had no right to exir outside the qan of these few 
golden months. Apart from that I had nothing to regret. I had bvn 
immeasurably grown-up by the experience. I was full of gratkude 
and rill am. If I am generous now in my love-making k is perhaps 
because I am paying back the debt, refunding an old love in a new. 
I entered a clinic and went through wkh k. Afterwards the kindly 
old anærhetir called me to the dirty sink to show me the lktle 
pale homunculus wkh ks tiny members. I wept bkterly. It looked 
like a smashed yolk of an egg. Te old man turned k over curiously 
wkh a sort of qatula — as one might turn over a rasher of bacon 
in a frying-pan. I could not matb his cold scientiVc curiosky and 
felt rather sick. He smiled and said: “It is all over. How relieved 
you mur fvl!” It was true, wkh my sadness there was a very 
real relief at having done what I recognized as the right thing. 
Also a sense of loss; my heart felt like a burgled swallow’s ner. 
And so back to the mountains, to the same easel and whke canvas.
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It is funny but I realized that precisely what wounded me mor 
as a woman nourished me mor as an artir. But of course I missed 
him for a long time: jur a physical being whose presence asabes 
kself wkhout one’s knowing, like a piece of cigarese paper to the 
lip. It hurts to pull k away. Bks of the skin come oU! But hurt or 
not, I learned to bear k and even to berish k, for k allowed me 
to come to terms wkh another illusion. Or rather to sv the link 
betwvn body and qirk in a new way — for the physique is only 
the outer periphery, the contours of the qirk, ks solid part. 
Trough smell, tare, toub we apprehend eab other, ignke eab 
other’s minds; information conveyed by the body’s odours after 
orgasm, breath, tongue-tare — through these one “knows” in 
quke primeval fashion. Here was a perfecly ordinary man wkh no 
exceptional gifts but in his elements, so to qeak, how good for 
me; he gave oU the odours of good natural objecs: like newly 
baked bread, roaring coUv, cordke, sandalwood. In this Veld of 
rapport I missed him like a skipped meal — I know k sounds 
vulgar! Paracelsus says that thoughts are acs. Of them all, I 
suppose, the sex ac is the mor important, the one in whib our 
qirks mor divulge themselves. Yet one fvls k a sort of clumsy 
paraphrase of the poetic, the noetic, thought whib shapes kself 
into a kiss or an embrace. Sexual love is knowledge, both in 
etymology and in cold fac; “he knew her” as the Bible says! Sex 
is the joint or coupling whib unkes the male and female ends of 
knowledge merely — a cloud of unknowing! When a culture goes 
bad in ks sex all knowledge is impeded. We women know that. 
Tat was when I wrote to you asking if I should come to visk you 
in your island. How grateful I am that you did not answer me! 
It would have bvn a wrong move at the time. Your silence saved 
me! Ah! my dear, forgive me if I bore you wkh my wanderings 
for I sv that you are looking somewhat slvpy! But wkh you k is 
sub a pleasure to talk away the time betwvn love-making! It is 
a novelty for me. Apart from you there is only dear Balthazar — 
whose rehabilkation, by the way, is going on apace. But he has told 
you? He has bvn inundated wkh invkations since the Mount- 
olive banquet, and k svms will have lktle diXculty in rebuilding 
the clinic pracice again.’ 
I: ‘But he is far from reconciled to his tvth.’ 
She: ‘I know. And he is rill rather shaken and hyrerical — as 
who would not be. But everything goes forward readily, and I 
think he will not lapse.’ 
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I: ‘But what of this sirer of Pursewarden’s?’ 
She: ‘Liza! I think you will admire her, though I can’t tell if 
you will like her. She is rather impressive, indvd perhaps jur a 
lktle bk frightening. Te blindness does not svm like an in- 
capacky, rather k gives an expression of double awareness. She 
lirens to one as if one were music, an extra intentness whib 
makes one immediately aware of the banalky of mor of one’s 
userances. She’s unlike him, yet very beautiful though deathly 
pale, and her movements are swift and absolutely certain, un- 
like mor blind people. I have never svn her miss a doorhandle 
or trip on a mat, or pause to get her bearings in a rrange place. 
All the lktle errors of judgement the blind make, like talking to a 
bair whib had jur bvn vacated by ks owner … they are absent. 
One wonders sometimes if she really is blind. She came out here 
to collec his eUecs and to gather material about him for a 
biography.’ 
I: ‘Balthazar hinted at some sort of myrery.’ 
She: ‘Tere is lktle doubt that David Mountolive is hopelessly 
in love wkh her; and from what he told Balthazar k began in 
London. It is certainly an unusual liaison for someone so correc, 
and k obviously gives them both a great deal of pain. I often 
imagine them, the snow falling in London, suddenly Vnding 
themselves face to face wkh the Comic Demon! Poor David! 
And yet why should I user sub a patronizing phrase? Lucky 
David! Yes, I can tell you a lktle, based on a scrap of his con- 
versation. Suddenly, in a moribund taxi qvding away to the 
suburbs she turned her face to him and told him that she had bvn 
told to expec him many years ago; that the moment she heard his 
voice she knew that he was the dark princely rranger of the 
prophecy. He would never leave her. And she only asked leave to 
verify k, pressing her cold Vngers to his face to fvl k all over, 
before sinking back on the cold cushions wkh a sigh! Yes, k was he. 
It mur have bvn rrange to fvl the Vngers of the blind girl 
pressing one’s features wkh a sculptor’s toub. David said that a 
shudder ran through him, all the blood left his face, and his tvth 
began to baser! He groaned aloud and clenbed them together. 
So they sat there, hand in hand, trembling while the snowlk 
suburbs shusled by the windows. Later she placed his Vnger upon 
the exac conVguration in her hand whib portended an altered 
life, and the emergence of this unexpeced Vgure whib would 
dominate k! Balthazar is sceptical of sub prophecies, as you are,
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and he cannot avoid a note of amused irony in recounting the 
rory. But so far the enbantment svms to have lared, so perhaps 
you will concede something to the power of prophecy, sceptic 
that you are! And well: wkh her brother’s death she arrived here, 
has bvn sorting out papers and manuscripts, as well as inter- 
viewing people who knew him. She came here once or twice to 
talk to me; k wasn’t altogether easy for me, though I told her all 
that I could remember of him. But I think the querion whib 
really Vlled her mind was one whib she did not acually user, 
namely, had I ever bvn Pursewarden’s mirress? She circled 
round and round k warily. I think, no, I am sure that she thought 
me a liar because what I had to tell her was so inconsequent. 
Indvd perhaps ks vagueness suggered that I had something to 
conceal. In the rudio I rill have the plarer negative of the death- 
mask whib I showed Balthazar how to make. She held k to her 
brear for a moment as if to suckle k, wkh an expression of intense 
pain, her blind eyes svming to grow larger and larger until they 
overWowed the whole face, and turned k into a cave of interro- 
gation. I was horribly embarrassed and sad to suddenly notice, 
ricking in the plarer, a few lktle shreds of his mourabe. And 
when she tried to place the negative together and apply k to her 
own features I almor caught her hand ler she fvl them. An 
absurdky! But her manner rartled and upset me. Her querions 
put me on edge. Tere was something shamefully inconclusive 
about these interviews, and I was mentally apologizing to Purse- 
warden all the time in my mind for not making a beser showing; 
one should, after all, be able to Vnd something sensible to say of a 
great man whom one fully recognized in his lifetime. Not like poor 
Amaril who was so furious to sv Pursewarden’s death-mask lying 
near that of Keats and Blake in the National Portrak Gallery. It 
was all he could do, he says, to prevent himself from giving the 
insolent thing a smack wkh his hand. Inread he abused the objec, 
saying: “Salaud! Why did you not tell me you were a great man 
passing through my life? I fvl defrauded in not noticing your 
exirence, like a bild whom someone forgot to tell, and who missed 
the Lord Mayor riding by in his coab!” I had no sub excuse 
myself, and yet what could I Vnd to say? You sv, I think a cardinal 
facor in all this is that Liza lacks a sense of humour; when I said 
that in thinking of Pursewarden I found myself inrincively 
smiling she put on a puzzled frown of interrogation merely. It is 
possible that they never laughed together, I told myself; yet their
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only real similarky in the physical sense is in the alignment of 
tvth and the cut of the mouth. When she is tired she wears the 
rather insolent expression whib, on his face, heralded a wkticism! 
But I expec you too will have to sv her, and tell her what you 
know, what you can remember. It is not easy, facing those blind 
eyes, to know where to begin! As for Jurine, she has luckily bvn 
able to escape Liza so far; I suppose the break betwvn Mount- 
olive and Nessim has presented an eUecive enough excuse. Or 
perhaps David has convinced her that any contac might be com- 
promising to him oXcially. I do not know. But I am certain that 
she has not svn Jurine. Perhaps you will have to supply her wkh 
a picure, for the only references in Pursewarden’s notes are cruel 
and perfuncory. Have you reabed the passages yet in the com- 
monplace book? No. You will. I’m afraid none of us gets oU very 
lightly there! As for any really profound myrery I think Balthazar 
is wrong. Essentially I think that the problem whib engulfs them 
is simply the eUec upon him of her blindness. In fac I am sure 
from the evidence of my own eyes. Trough the old telescope of 
Nessim … yes, the same one! It used to be in the Summer Palace, 
do you recall? When the Egyptians began to expropriate Nessim 
all Alexandria got busy to defend ks darling. We all bought things 
from him, intending to hold them for him until everything had 
blown over. Te Cervonis bought the Arab rock, Ganzo the car, 
whib he resold to Pombal, and Pierre Balbz the telescope. As he 
had nowhere to house k Mountolive let him put k on the veranda 
of the summer legation, an ideal ske. One can swvp the harbour 
and mor of the town, and in the summer dinner guers can do a 
lktle mild rar-gazing. Well, I went up there one afternoon and 
was told that they were both out for a walk, whib by the way was 
a daily curom all winter wkh them. Tey would take the car down 
to the Cornibe and walk along the Stanley Bay front arm in arm 
for half an hour. As I had time to kill I rarted to fool wkh the 
telescope, and idly trained k on the far corner of the bay. It was a 
blowy day, wkh high seas running, and the black Wags out whib 
signalled dangerous bathing. Tere were only a few cars about in 
that end of the town, and hardly anyone on foot. Quke soon I saw 
the Embassy car come round the corner and rop on the seafront. 
Liza and David got down and began to walk away from k towards 
the beab end. It was amazing how clearly I could sv them; I had 
the impression that I could toub them by jur pusing out a hand. 
Tey were arguing furiously, and she had an expression of grief
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and pain on her face. I increased the magniVcation until I dis- 
covered wkh a shock that I could lkerally lip-read their remarks! 
It was rartling, indvd a lktle frightening. I could not “hear” 
him because his face was half turned aside, but Liza was looking 
into my telescope like a giant image on a cinema scrvn. Te wind 
was blowing her dark hair back in a shock from her temples, and 
wkh her sightless eyes she looked like some rrange Grvk ratue 
come to life. She shouted through her tears, “No, you could not have 
a blind Ambassadress”, turning her head from side to side as if 
trying to Vnd a way of escaping this fearful truth — whib I mur 
admk had not occurred to me until the words regirered. David had 
her by the shoulders and was saying something very earnerly, 
but she wasn’t hvding. Ten wkh a sudden twir she broke frv 
and wkh a single jump cleared the parapet like a rag, to land upon 
the sand. She began to run towards the sea. David shouted some- 
thing, and rood for a second gericulating at the top of the rone 
reps to the beab. I had sub a dirinc picure of him then, in that 
beautifully cut suk of pepper and salt, the Wower in his buson-hole 
and the old brown waircoat he loves wkh ks gun-metal busons. 
He looked a rrangely ineUecual and petulant Vgure, his mourabe 
Wying in the wind as he rood there. After a second of indecision 
he too jumped down on to the sand and rarted after her. She ran 
very far right into the water whib qlashed up, darkening her 
skirt about her thighs and braking her. Ten she halted in sudden 
indecision and turned back, while he, rushing in after her, caught 
her by the shoulders and embraced her. Tey rood for a moment 
— k was so rrange — wkh the waves thumping their legs; and 
then he drew her back to the shore wkh a rrange look of gratkude 
and exultation on his face — as if he were simply delighted by this 
rrange gerure. I watbed them hurry back to the car. Te 
anxious bauUeur was randing in the road wkh his cap in his 
hand, obviously relieved not to have bvn called upon to do any 
life-saving. I thought to myself then: “A blind Ambassadress? 
Why not? If David were a meaner-qirked man he might think 
to himself: ‘Te originalky alone would help rather than hinder 
my carvr in creating for me artiVcial sympathies to replace the 
reqecful admiration whib I dare only to claim by virtue of my 
poskion!’ But he would be too single-minded for any sub 
thoughts to enter his mind.” 

‘Yet when they arrived back for tea, soaked, he was rrangely 
elated. “We had a lktle accident” he called gaily as he retired wkh
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her for a bange of clothes. And of course there was no further 
reference to the escapade that evening. Later he asked me if I 
would undertake a portrak of Liza and I agrvd. I do not know 
quke why I felt a sense of misgiving about k. I could not refuse 
yet I have found several ways of delaying the business and would 
like to put k oU indeVnkely if I could. It is curious to fvl as I do, 
for she would be a qlendid subjec and perhaps if she had several 
sktings we might get to know eab other a lktle and ease the con- 
rraint I fvl when I am wkh her. Besides, I would really like to 
do k for his sake, for he has always bvn a good friend. But there 
k is…. I shall be curious to know what she has to ask you about 
her brother. And curious to sv what you will Vnd to say about him.’ 
I: ‘He svms to bange shape so quickly at every turn of the 
road that one is forced to revise eab idea about him almor as 
soon as k is formulated. I’m beginning to wonder about one’s right 
to pronounce in this fashion on unknown people.’ 
She: ‘I think, my dear, you have a mania for exackude and an 
impatience wkh partial knowledge whib is … well, unfair to 
knowledge kself. How can k be anything but imperfec? I don’t 
suppose realky ever bears a close resemblance to human truth as, 
say, El Scob to Yacoub. Myself I would like to be content wkh 
the poetic symbolism k presents, the shape of nature kself as k 
were. Perhaps this was what Pursewarden was trying to convey in 
those outrageous asacks upon you — have you come to the 
passages called “My silent conversations wkh Brother Ass”?’ 
I: ‘Not yet.’ 
She: ‘Don’t be too wounded by them. You mur exonerate the 
brute wkh a good-natured laugh, for after all he was one of us, 
one of the tribe. Relative size of accomplishment doesn’t maser. 
As he himself says: “Tere is not enough fakh, barky or tender- 
ness to furnish this world wkh a single ray of hope — yet so long 
as that rrange sad cry rings out over the world, the birth-pangs 
of an artir — all cannot be lor! Tis sad lktle squeak of rebirth 
tells us that all rill hangs in the balance. Hvd me, reader, for the 
artir is you, all of us — the ratue whib mur disengage kself 
from the dull block of marble whib houses k, and rart to live. 
But when? But when?” And then in another place he says: 
“Religion is simply art barardized out of all recognkion” — a 
baraceriric remark. It was the central point of his diUerence wkh 
Balthazar and the Cabal. Pursewarden had turned the whole 
central proposkion upside down.’ 
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I: ‘To suk his private ends.’ 
She: ‘No. To suk his own immortal nvds. Tere was nothing 
dishoner about k all. If you are born of the artir tribe k is a 
ware of time to try and funcion as a prier. You have to be fakhful 
to your angle of vision, and at the same time fully recognize ks 
partialky. Tere is a kind of perfecion to be abieved in matbing 
oneself to one’s capackies — at every level. Tis mur, I imagine, 
do away wkh rriving, and wkh illusions too. I myself always 
admired old Scobie as a thoroughly successful example of this 
abievement in his own way. He was quke successfully himself 
I thought.’ 
I: ‘Yes, I suppose so. I was thinking of him today. His name 
cropped up at the oXce in some connecion. Clea, imkate him 
again. You do k so perfecly that I am quke dumb wkh admiration.’ 
She: ‘But you know all his rories.’ 
I: ‘Nonsense. Tey were inexhaurible.’ 
She: ‘And I wish I could imkate his expression! Tat look of 
portentous owlishness, the movement of the glass eye! Very well; 
but close your eyes and hear the rory of Toby’s downfall, one 
of his many downfalls. Are you ready? 
I: ‘Yes.’ 
She: ‘He told k to me in the course of a dinner-party jur before 
I went to Syria. He said he had come into some money and 
insired on taking me to the Lutetia in ceremonial fashion where 
we dined on scampi and Chianti. It began like this in a low con- 
Vdential tone. “Now the thing about Toby that baracerized him 
was a superb eUrontery, the fruk of perfec brvding! I told you his 
father was an M.P.? No? Funny, I thought I mentioned k in passing. 
Yes, he was very highly placed, you might say. But Toby never 
boared of k. In fac, and this shows you, he acually asked me to 
treat the maser wkh discretion and not mention k to his ship- 
mates. He didn’t want any favours, he said. He didn’t want people 
sucking up to him nekher, jur because his father was an M.P. 
He wanted to go through life incognko, he said, and make his 
own carvr by hard work. Mind you, he was almor continuously in 
trouble wkh the upper deck. It was his religious convicions more 
than anything, I think. He had a remorseless tare for the cloth did 
old Toby. He was vivid. Te only carvr he wanted was to be a 
sky-pilot. But somehow he couldn’t get himself ordained. Tey 
said he drank too mub. But he said k was because his vocation 
was so rrong that k pushed him to excesses. If only they’d ordain
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him, he said, everything would be all right. He’d come right oU 
the drink. He told me this many a time when he was on the 
Yokohama run. When he was drunk he was always trying to hold 
services in Number One hold. Naturally people complained and 
at Goa the captain made a bishop come aboard to reason wkh him. 
It was no go. ‘Scurvy’ he used to say to me, ‘Scurvy, I shall die 
a martyr to my vocation, that’s what.’ But there’s nothing in life 
like determination. Toby had plenty of k. And I wasn’t at all sur- 
prised one day, after many years, to sv him come ashore ordained. 
Jur how he’d squvzed into the Churb he would never tell. But 
one of his mates said that he got a slightly tainted Chinese Catholic 
bishop to ordain him on the sly in Hong Kong. Once the 
articles were all signed, sealed and wrapped up there was nothing 
anyone could do, so the Churb had to put a good face on k, 
taint and all. After that he became a holy terror, holding services 
everywhere and dirributing cigarese cards of the saints. Te ship 
he was serving on got fed up and paid him oU. Tey framed him 
up; said he had bvn svn going ashore carrying a lady’s handbag! 
Toby denied k and said k was something religious, a basuble 
or something that they mirook for a handbag. Anyway he turned 
up on a passenger-ship next carrying pilgrims. He said that at lar 
he had fulVlled himself. Services all day long in ‘A’ Lounge, and 
no one to hinder the word of the Lord. But I noticed wkh alarm 
that he was drinking more heavily than before and he had a funny 
cracked sort of laugh. It wasn’t the old Toby. I wasn’t surprised 
to hear he had bvn in trouble again. Apparently he had bvn 
suqeced of being drunk on duty and of having made an un- 
Wasering reference to a bishop’s porerior. Now this shows his 
superb cleverness, for when he came up for court martial he had 
the perfec answer ready. I don’t quke know how they do court 
martials in the Churb, but I suppose this pilgrim boat was full of 
bishops or something and they did k drum-head fashion in ‘A’ 
Lounge. But Toby was too far for them wkh his eUrontery. 
Tere’s nothing like brvding to make you quick at answering. His 
defence was that if anyone had heard him breathing heavily at Mass 
k was his arhma; and secondly he hadn’t never mentioned any- 
one’s porerior. He had talked about a bishop’s fox terrier! Isn’t k 
dazzling? It was the smarter thing he ever did, old Toby, though 
I’ve never known him at a loss for a clever answer. Well, the 
bishops were so raggered that they let him oU wkh a caution and 
a thousand Ave Marias as a penance. Tis was presy easy for
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Toby; in fac k was no trouble at all because he’d bought a lktle 
Chinese prayer-whvl whib Budgie had Vxed up to say Ave Marias 
for him. It was a simple lktle device, brilliantly adapted to the 
times as you might say. One revolution was an Ave Maria or 
Vfty beads. It simpliVed prayer, he said; in fac one could go on 
praying wkhout thinking. Later someone told on him and k 
was conVscated by the head bloke. Another caution for poor 
Toby. But nowadays he treated everything wkh a toss of the head 
and a scornful laugh. He was riding for a fall, you sv. He had 
got a bk above himself. I couldn’t help noticing how mub he’d 
banged because he toubed here nearly every wvk wkh these 
blinking pilgrims. I think they were Italians visking the Holy 
Places. Back and forth they went, and wkh them Toby. But he had 
banged. He was always in trouble now, and svmed to have 
thrown oU all rerraint. He had gone completely fanciful. Once 
he called on me dressed as a cardinal wkh a red beret and a sort 
of lampshade in his hand. ‘Cor!’ I gaqed. ‘You aren’t half 
orbidaceous, Toby!’ Later he got very sharply told oU for dressing 
above his rank, and I could sv that k was only a maser of time 
before he fell out of the balloon, so to qeak. I did what I could 
as an old friend to reason wkh him but somehow I couldn’t bring 
him to sv the point. I even tried to get him back on to bvr but 
k wasn’t any go at all. Nothing but Vre water for Toby. Once I 
had to have him carried back aboard by the police. He was all 
Vgged up in a prelate’s corume. I think they call k a shibboleth. 
And he tried to pronounce an anathema on the cky from ‘A’ Boat 
Deck. He was waving an apse or something. Te lar thing I saw 
of him was a lot of real bishops rerraining him. Tey were nearly 
as purple as his own borrowed robes. My, how those Italians 
carried on! Ten came the crash. Tey nabbed him in fragrant 
delico swigging the sacramental wine. You know k has the Pope’s 
Seal on k, don’t you? You buy k from Cornford’s, the Ecclesias- 
tical Retailers in Bond Strvt, ready sealed and blessed. Toby had 
broken the seal. He was Vnished. I don’t know whether they ex- 
communicate or what, but anyway he was rruck oU the regirer 
properly. Te next time I saw him he was a shadow of his old self 
and dressed as an ordinary seaman. He was rill drinking heavily 
but in a diUerent way now, he said. ‘Scurvy’ he said. ‘Now I 
simply drink to expiate my sins. I’m drinking as a punishment now, 
not a pleasure. Te whole tragedy had made him very moody and 
rerless. He talked of going oU to Japan and becoming a religious



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

748 

body there. Te only thing that prevented him was that there you 
have to shave your head and he couldn’t bear to part wkh his 
hair whib was long, and was jurly admired by his friends. ‘No’ 
he said, after discussing the idea, ‘no, Scurvy old man, I couldn’t 
bring myself to go about as bald as an egg, after what I’ve bvn 
through. It would give me a rrangely rooWess appearance at my 
age. Besides once when I was a nipper I got ringworm and lor 
my crowning glory. It took ages to grow again. It was so slow that 
I feared k never would come into bloom again. Now I couldn’t 
bear to be parted from k. Not for anything.’ I saw his dilemma 
perfecly, but I didn’t sv any way out for him. He would always 
be a square peg would old Toby, swimming againr the rream. 
Mind you, k was a mark of his originalky. For a lktle while he 
managed to live by blackmailing all the bishops who’d bvn to 
confession while he was O.C. Early Mass, and twice he got a frv 
holiday in Italy. But then other troubles came his way and he 
shipped to the Far Ear, working in Seamen’s Horels when he 
was ashore, and telling everyone that he was going to make a 
fortune out of smuggled diamonds. I sv him very rarely now, 
perhaps once every thrv years, and he never wrkes; but I’ll 
never forget old Toby. He was always sub a gentleman in qke of 
his lktle mishaps, and when his father dies he expecs to have a few 
hundred a year of his own. Ten we’re going to join forces in 
Horsham wkh Budgie and put the earth-closet trade on a real 
economic basis. Old Budgie can’t kvp books and Vles. Tat’s a 
job for me wkh my police training. At lear so old Toby always 
said. I wonder where he is now?” ’ 

Te reckal ended, the laughter suddenly expired and a new 
expression appeared on Clea’s face whib I did not remember 
ever having svn before. Something betwvn a doubt and an 
apprehension whib played about the mouth like a shadow. She 
added wkh a rudied naturalness whib was somehow rrained: 
‘Afterwards he told my fortune. I know you will laugh. He said 
he could only do k wkh certain people and at certain times. Will 
you believe me if I tell you that he described wkh perfec Vdelky 
and in complete detail the whole Syrian episode?’ She turned her 
face to the wall wkh an abrupt movement and to my surprise I 
saw her lips were trembling. I put my hand up her warm shoulder 
and said ‘Clea’ very softly. ‘What is k?’ Suddenly she cried out: 
‘Oh, leave me alone. Can’t you sv I want to slvp?’ 

y    y    y    y    y  
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III 
 

MY CONVERSATIONS WITH BROTHER ASS 
(being extrabs from Pursewarden’s Notebook) 

 
kh what a fearful compulsion we return to k again and 
again — like a tongue to a hollow tooth — this querion 
of wrking! Can wrkers talk nothing but shop then? 

No. But wkh old Darley I am seized wkh a sort of convulsive 
vertigo for, while we have everything in common, I Vnd I cannot 
talk to him at all. But wak. I mean that I do talk: endlessly, 
passionately, hyrerically wkhout usering a word aloud! Tere 
is no way to drive a wedge betwvn his ideas whib, ma foi, are 
thoughtful, orderly, the very essence of ‘soundness’. Two men 
propped on bar-rools thoughtfully gnawing at the universe as 
if at a rick of sugar-cane! Te one qeaks in a low, modulated 
voice, using language wkh tac and intukion; the other shifts from 
busock to listless busock shamefacedly shouting in his own mind, 
but only answering wkh an occasional aXrmative or negative to 
these well-rounded proposkions whib are, for the mor part, 
inconterably valuable and true! Tis would perhaps make the 
germ of a short rory? (‘But Brother Ass, there is a whole dimen- 
sion lacking to what you say. How is k possible for one to convey 
this in Oxford English?’) Still wkh sad penkential frowns the man 
on the high bar-rool procvds wkh his exposkion about the 
problem of the creative ac — I ask you! From time to time he 
shoots a shyish sideways glance at his tormentor — for in a funny 
sort of way I do svm to torment him; otherwise he would not 
always be at me, aiming the buson of his foil at the binks in 
my self-ervm, or at the place where he believes I mur kvp my 
heart. No, we would be content wkh simpler conversational raples 
like the weather. In me he scents an enigma, something crying 
out for the probe. (‘But Brother Ass, I am as clear as a bell — a 
sancing bell! Te problem is there, here, nowhere!’) At times 
while he is talking like this I have the sudden urge to jump on his 
back and ride him frantically up and down Rue Fuad, thrashing 
him wkh a Tesaurus and crying: ‘Awake, moon-calf! Let me take 
you by your long silken jackass’s ears and drive you at a gallop 
through the waxworks of our lkerature, among the clicking of

W 
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Box Brownies eab taking ks monobrome snapshots of so-called 
realky! Together we will circumvent the furies and become cele- 
brated for our depicion of the English scene, of English life whib 
moves to the rately rhythm of an autopsy! Do you hear me, 
Brother Ass?’ 

He does not hear, he will not hear. His voice comes to me from 
a great way oU, as if over a faulty land-line. ‘Hullo! Can you hear 
me?’ I cry, shaking the receiver. I hear his voice faintly againr 
the roaring of Niagara Falls. ‘What is that? Did you say that you 
wished to contribute to English lkerature? What, to arrange a few 
qrigs of parsley over this dead turbot? To blow diligently into 
the norrils of this corpse? Have you mobilized your means, 
Brother Ass? Have you managed to annul your early pot-training? 
Can you climb like a cat-burglar wkh loosened qhincers? But 
then what will you say to people whose aUecive life is that of 
hearty Swiss hoteliers? I will tell you. I will say k and save all you 
artirs the trouble. A simple word. Edelweiss. Say k in a low well- 
modulated voice wkh a reVned accent, and lubricate k wkh a sigh! 
Te whole secret is here, in a word whib grows above snowline! 
And then, having solved the problem of ends and means you will 
have to face another jur as troublesome — for if by any bance a 
work of art should cross the bannel k would be sure to be turned 
back at Dover on the grounds of being improperly dressed! It is 
not easy, Brother Ass. (Perhaps k would be wiser to ask the 
Frenb for intellecual asylum?) But I sv you will not hvd me. 
You continue in the same unfaltering tone to describe for me the 
lkerary scene whib was summed up once and for all by the poet 
Gray in the line “Te lowing herd winds slowly o’er the lea”! 
Here I cannot deny the truth of what you say. It is cogent, k is 
prescient, k is carefully rudied. But I have taken my own pre- 
cautions againr a nation of mental grannies. Eab of my books 
bears a scarlet wrapper wkh the legend: NOT TO BE OPENED 
BY OLD WOMEN OF EITHER SEX. (Dear D.H.L. so wrong, 
so right, so great, may his ghor breathe on us all!)’ 

He puts down his glass wkh a lktle clock and sighing runs his 
Vngers through his hair. Kindness is no excuse, I tell myself. 
Disinterered goodness is no exoneration from the basic demands of 
the artir’s life. You sv, Brother Ass, there is my life and then the 
life of my life. Tey mur belong as fruk and rind. I am not being 
cruel. It is simply that I am not indulgent! 

‘How lucky not to be interered in wrking’ says Darley wkh a
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toub of plaintive deqair in his tone. ‘I envy you’. But he does 
not, really, not at all. Brother Ass, I will tell you a short rory. A 
team of Chinese anthropologirs arrived in Europe to rudy our 
habks and beliefs. Wkhin thrv wvks they were all dead. Tey 
died of uncontrollable laughter and were buried wkh full milkary 
honours! What do you make of that? We have turned ideas into a 
paying form of tourism. 

Darley talks on wkh slanting eye buried in his gin-sling. I reply 
wordlessly. In truth I am deafened by the pomposky of my own 
userances. Tey ebo in my skull like the reverberating eruca- 
tions of Zarathurra, like the wind whirling through Montaigne’s 
beard. At times I mentally seize him by the shoulders and shout: 
‘Should lkerature be a path-Vnder or a bromide? Decide! Decide!’ 

He does not hvd, does not hear me. He has jur come from 
the library, from the pot-house, or from a Bab concert (the gravy 
rill running down his bin). We have aligned our shoes upon the 
polished brass rail below the bar. Te evening has begun to yawn 
around us wkh the wearisome promise of girls to be ploughed. 
And here is Brother Ass discoursing upon the book he is wrking 
and from whib he has bvn thrown, as from a horse, time and 
time again. It is not really art whib is at issue, k is ourselves. Shall 
we always be content wkh the ancient tinned salad of the sub- 
sidized novel? Or the tired ice-cream of poems whib cry them- 
selves to slvp in the refrigerators of the mind? If k were possible 
to adopt a bolder scansion, a racier rhythm, we might all breathe 
more frvly! Poor Darley’s books — will they always be sub pains- 
taking descriptions of the soul-rates of … the human omelese? 
(Art occurs at the point where a form is sincerely honoured by an 
awakened qirk.) 

‘Tis one’s on me.’ 
‘No, old man, on me.’ 
‘No. No; I insir.’ 
‘No. It’s my turn.’ 
Tis amiable quibble allows me jur the qlk second I nvd 

to jot down the salient points for my self-portrak on a rather 
ragged cuU. I think k covers the whole scope of the thing wkh 
admirable succincness. Item one. ‘Like all fat men I tend to be 
my own hero.’ Item two. ‘Like all young men I set out to be a 
genius, but mercifully laughter intervened.’ Item thrv. ‘I always 
hoped to abieve the Elephant’s Eye view.’ Item four. ‘I realized 
that to become an artir one mur shed the whole complex of
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egotisms whib led to the boice of self-expression as the only means 
of growth! Tis because k is impossible I call Te Whole Joke!’ 

Darley is talking of disappointments! But Brother Ass, dis- 
enbantment is the essence of the game. Wkh what high hopes 
we invaded London from the provinces in those old dead days, 
our manuscripts bagging our sukcases. Do you recall? Wkh what 
emotion we gazed over Werminrer Bridge, recking Words- 
worth’s indiUerent sonnet and wondering if his daughter grew up 
less beautiful for being Frenb. Te metropolis svmed to quiver 
wkh the portent of our talent, our skill, our discernment. Walking 
along the Mall we wondered who all those men were — tall hawk- 
featured men perbed on balconies and high places, scanning the 
cky wkh heavy binoculars. What were they svking so earnerly? 
Who were they — so composed and rvly-eyed? Timidly we 
ropped a policeman to ask him. ‘Tey are publishers’ he said 
mildly. Publishers! Our hearts ropped beating. ‘Tey are on the 
look-out for new talent.’ Great God! It was for us they were 
waking and watbing! Ten the kindly policemen lowered his 
voice conVdentially and said in hollow and reverent tones: ‘Tey 
are waiing for the new Trollope to be born!’ Do you remember, at 
these words, how heavy our sukcases suddenly felt? How our 
blood slowed, our footreps lagged? Brother Ass, we had bvn 
bashfully thinking of a kind of illumination sub as Rimbaud 
dreamed of — a nagging poem whib was not didacic or ex- 
poskory but whib infebed — was not simply a rationalized 
intukion, I mean, clothed in isinglass! We had come to the wrong 
shop, wkh the wrong bange! A bill rruck us as we saw the 
mir falling in Trafalgar Square, coiling around us ks tendrils of 
ecoplasm! A million muXn-eating moralirs were waking, not 
for us, Brother Ass, but for the plucky and tedious Trollope! (If 
you are dissatisVed wkh your form, reab for the curete.) Now do 
you wonder if I laugh a lktle oU-key? Do you ask yourself what 
has turned me into nature’s bashful lktle aphorir? 

Disguised as an eiron, why who should i be 
But tuft-hunting, dram-drinking, toad-eating Me! 

We who are, after all, simply poor co-workers in the psybe of 
our nation, what can we expec but the natural automatic re- 
jecion from a public whib resents interference? And quke right 
too. Tere is no injurice in the maser, for I also resent inter- 
ference, Brother Ass, jur as you do. No, k is not a querion of
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being aggrieved, k is a querion of being unlucky. Of the ten 
thousand reasons for my books’ unpopularky I shall only bother 
to give you the Vrr, for k includes all the others. A purkan 
culture’s conception of art is something whib will endorse ks 
moralky and Waser ks patriotism. Nothing else. I sv you raise 
your eyebrows. Even you, Brother Ass, realize the basic unrealky 
of this proposkion. Nevertheless k explains everything. A purkan 
culture, argal, does not know what art is — how can k be expeced to 
care? (I leave religion to the bishops — there k can do mor harm!) 

No croked legge, no blered eye, 
no part deformed out of kinde 
Nor yet so onolye half can be 
As is the inward susicious minde. 
 
Se whel is patience on to whic I’m bound. 
Time is this nothingness wihin the round. 

Gradually we compile our own anthologies of misfortune, our 
dicionaries of verbs and nouns, our copulas and gerundives. 
Tat symptomatic policeman of the London dusk Vrr breathed 
the message to us! Tat kindly father-Vgure put the truth in a 
nutshell. And here we are both in a foreign cky built of smegma- 
tinted cryral and tinsel whose mœurs, if we described them, 
would be regarded as the fantasies of our disordered brains. 
Brother Ass, we have the harder lesson of all to learn as yet — 
that truth cannot be forced but mur be allowed to plead for kself! 
Can you hear me? Te line is faulty again, your voice has gone 
far away. I hear the water rushing! 

Be bleak, young man, and let who will be srightly, 
And honour Venus if you can twice nightly. 
All things being equal you should not refuse 
To ring the slow sad cowbell of the English muse! 
 
Art’s Truth’s Nonentiy made quie explici. 
If i ain’t this then what the devil is i? 

Wrking in my room lar night I saw an ant upon the table. 
It crossed near the inkwell, and I saw k heskate at the whkeness 
of a shvt of paper on whib I had wrkten the word ‘Love’; my 
pen faltered, the ant turned back, and suddenly my candle gusered 
and went out. Clear ocaves of yellow Vght Wickered behind my
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eyeballs. I had wanted to rart a sentence wkh the words ‘Pro- 
ponents of love’ — but the thought had gusered out wkh the 
candle! Later on, jur before dropping oU to slvp an idea rruck 
me. On the wall above my bed I wrote in pencil the words: ‘What 
is to be done when one cannot share one’s own opinions about 
love?’ I heard my own exaqerated sigh as I was dropping oU to 
slvp. In the morning I awoke, clear as a perforated appendix, 
and wrote my own epkaph on the mirror wkh my shaving-rick: 

‘I never knew whic side my art was butered’ 
Were the Lar Words that poor Pursewarden utered! 

As for the proponents of love, I was glad they had vanished for 
they would have led me irresiribly in the direcion of sex — that 
bad debt whib hangs upon my compatriots’ consciences. Te 
quiddky! Te verkable nub and quiddky of this disordered 
world, and the only proper Veld for the deployment of our talents, 
Brother Ass. But one true, honer unemphatic word in this 
department will immediately produce one of those neighing and 
whinnying acs peculiar to our native intellecuals! For them sex 
is ekher a Gold Rush or a Retreat from Moscow. And for us? No, 
but if we are to be a moment serious I will explain what I mean. 
(Cuckow, Cuckow, a merry note, unpleasing to the pigskin ear.) 
I mean more than they think. (Te rrange sad hermaphrodke 
Vgure of the London dusk — the Guardsman waking in Ebury 
Strvt for the tkled gent.) No, quke another region of enquiry 
whib cannot be reabed wkhout traversing this terrain vague of 
the partial qirks. Our topic, Brother Ass, is the same, always and 
irremediably the same — I qell the word for you: l-o-v-e. Four 
lesers, eab leser a volume! Te point faible of the human psybe, 
the very ske of the carcinoma maxima! How, since the Grvks, has 
k got mixed up wkh the cloaca maxima? It is a complete myrery to 
whib the Jews hold the key unless my hirory is faulty. For this 
gifted and troublesome race whib has never known art, but ex- 
haured ks creative processes purely in the conrrucion of ethical 
syrems, has fathered on us all, lkerally impregnated the Werern 
European psybe wkh, the whole range of ideas based on ‘race’ 
and sexual containment in the furtherance of the race! I hear 
Balthazar growling and lashing his tail! But where the devil do 
these fantasies of puriVed bloodrreams come from? Am I wrong 
to turn to the fearful prohibkions lired in Levkicus for an 
explanation of the manic depressive fury of Plymouth Brethren
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and a hor of other dismal secarians? We have had our tericles 
pinbed for centuries by the Mosaic Law; hence the wan and 
pollarded look of our young girls and boys. Hence the mincing 
eUrontery of adults willed to perpetual adolescence! Speak, 
Brother Ass! Do you hvd me? If I am wrong you have only to 
say so! But in my conception of the four-leser word — whib I 
am surprised has not bvn blacklired wkh the other thrv by the 
English printer — I am somewhat bold and swvping. I mean the 
whole bloody range — from the lktle grvnrick fracures of the 
human heart right up to ks higher qirkual connivance wkh the 
… well, the absolute ways of nature, if you like. Surely, Brother 
Ass, this is the improper rudy of man? Te main drainage of the 
soul? We could make an atlas of our sighs! 

Zeus gets Hera on her back 
But gnds that she has lor the knack. 
Extenuated by excesses 
She is unable, she confesses. 
 
Nothing daunted Zeus, who wise is, 
Tries a dozen good disguises. 
Eagle, ram, and bull and bear 
Quickly answer Hera’s prayer. 
 
One knows a God should be prolix, 
But … think of all those diferent ******! 

But I break oU here in some confusion, for I sv that I am in 
danger of not taking myself as seriously as I should! And this 
is an unpardonable oUence. Moreover I missed your lar remark 
whib was something about the boice of a ryle. Yes, Brother 
Ass, the boice of a ryle is mor important; in the market garden 
of our domeric culture you will Vnd rrange and terrible blooms 
wkh every ramen randing erec. Oh, to wrke like Ruskin! When 
poor EXe Grey tried to get to his bed, he shoo’d the girl away! 
Oh, to wrke like Carlyle! Haggis of the mind. When a Scotsman 
comes to toun Can Spring be far behind? No. Everything you 
say is truthful and full of point; relative truth, and somewhat 
pointless point, but nevertheless I will try and think about this 
invention of the sboliars, for clearly ryle is as important to 
you as maser to me. 

How shall we go about k? Keats, the word-drunk, searbed for



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

756 

resonance among vowel-sounds whib might give him an ebo 
of his inner self. He sounded the empty coXn of his early death 
wkh patient knuckles, lirening to the dull resonances given oU 
by his certain immortalky. Byron was oU-hand wkh English, 
treating k as marer to servant; but the language, being no lackey, 
grew up like tropic lianas betwvn the cracks of his verses, almor 
rrangling the man. He really lived, his life was truly imaginary; 
under the Vgment of the passional self there is a mage, though he 
himself was not aware of the fac. Donne ropped upon the exposed 
nerve, jangling the whole cranium. Truth should make one wince, 
he thought. He hurts us, fearing his own facilky; deqke the pain 
of the ropping his verse mur be bewed to rags. Shakeqeare 
makes all Nature hang ks head. Pope, in an anguish of method, 
like a conripated bild, sandpapers his surfaces to make them 
slippery for our fvt. Great rylirs are those who are lear certain 
of their eUecs. Te secret lack in their maser haunts them wkhout 
knowing k! Eliot puts a cool bloroform pad upon a qirk too 
tightly braced by the information k has gathered. His honery of 
measure and his resolute bravery to return to the headsman’s 
axe is a ballenge to us all; but where is the smile? He induces 
awkward qrains at a moment when we are trying to dance! He 
has bosen greyness rather than light, and he shares his portion 
wkh Rembrandt. Blake and Whkman are awkward brown paper 
parcels full of vessels borrowed from the temple whib tumble all 
over the place when the rring breaks. Longfellow heralds the age 
of invention for he Vrr thought out the mebanical piano. You 
pedal, k reckes. Lawrence was a limb of the genuine oak-trv, 
wkh the nvded girth and qan. Why did he show them that k 
masered, and so make himself vulnerable to their arrows? Auden 
also always talks. He has manumkted the colloquial….  

But here, Brother Ass, I break oU; for clearly this is not higher 
or even lower crkicism! I do not sv this sort of furian going 
down at our older universkies where they are rill painfully trying 
to extrac from art some shadow of juriVcation for their way of 
life. Surely there mur be a grain of hope, they ask anxiously? 
After all, there mur be a grain of hope for decent honer Chririan 
folk in all this rigmarole whib is poured out by our tribe from 
generation to generation. Or is art simply the lktle whke rick 
whib is given to the blind man and by the help of whib he tap 
tap taps along a road he cannot sv but whib he is certain is there? 
Brother Ass, k is for you to decide! 
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When I was bided by Balthazar for being equivocal I replied, 
wkhout a moment’s conscious thought: ‘Words being what they 
are, people being what they are, perhaps k would be beser always 
to say the opposke of what one means?’ Afterwards, when I re- 
Weced on this view (whib I did not know that I held) k svmed 
to me really eminently sage! So mub for conscious thought: you 
sv, we Anglo-Saxons are incapable of thinking for ourselves; 
about, yes. In thinking about ourselves we put up every kind of 
presy performance in every sort of voice, from cracked Yorkshire 
to the hot-potato-in-the-mouth voice of the BBC. Tere we 
excel, for we sv ourselves at one remove from realky, as a subjec 
under a microscope. Tis idea of objecivky is really a Wasering 
extension of our sense of humbug. When you rart to think for 
yourself k is impossible to cant — and we live by cant! Ah! I hear 
you say wkh a sigh, another of those English wrkers, eminent 
jailors of the soul! How they weary and dirurb us! Very true and 
very sad. 

Hail! Albion drear, fond home of cant! 
Pursewarden sends the gretings scant. 
Sy notions he’s turned back to front 
Abhorring cant, adoring **** 

But if you wish to enlarge the image turn to Europe, the Europe 
whib qans, say, Rabelais to de Sade. A progress from the 
belly-consciousness to the head-consciousness, from Wesh and 
food to swvt (swvt!) reason. Accompanied by all the inter- 
banging ills whib mock us. A progress from religious ecrasy 
to duodenal ulcer! (It is probably healthier to be entirely brain- 
less.) But, Brother Ass, this is something whib you did not take 
into account when you bose to compete for the Heavyweight 
Belt for Artirs of the Millennium. It is too late to complain. 
You thought you would somehow sneak by the penalties wkhout 
being called upon to do more than demonrrate your skill wkh 
words. But words … they are only an Aeolian harp, or a beap 
xylophone. Even a sea-lion can learn to balance a football on ks nose 
or to play the slide trombone in a circus. What lies beyond…? 

No, but seriously, if you wished to be — I do not say original 
but merely contemporary — you might try a four-card trick in 
the form of a novel; passing a common axis through four rories, 
say, and dedicating eab to one of the four winds of heaven. 
A continuum, forsooth, embodying not a temps retrouvé but a
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temps delivré. Te curvature of qace kself would give you rereo- 
scopic narrative, while human personalky svn across a continuum 
would perhaps become prismatic? Who can say? I throw the idea 
out. I can imagine a form whib, if satisVed, might raise in human 
terms the problems of causalky or indeterminacy…. And nothing 
very recercé ekher. Jur an ordinary Girl Mvts Boy rory. But 
tackled in this way you would not, like mor of your contem- 
poraries, be drowsily cusing along a dosed line! 

Tat is the sort of querion whib you will one day be forced 
to ask yourself (‘We will never get to Mecca!’ as the Tbekhov 
sirers remarked in a play, the tkle of whib I have forgosen.) 

Nature he loved, and next to nature nudes, 
He rrove wih every woman worth the rrife, 
Warming both ceks before the gre of life, 
And fell, doing batle wih a million prudes. 

Who dares to dream of capturing the Wvting image of truth 
in all ks gruesome multiplicky? (No, no, let us dine bvrfully 
oU scraps of ancient discarded poultice and allow ourselves to be 
classiVed by science as wet and dry bobs.) 

Whose are the Vgures I sv before me, Vshing the brackish 
reabes of the C. of E.? 

One wrkes, Brother Ass, for the qirkually rarving, the 
caraways of the soul! Tey will always be a majorky even when 
everyone is a rate-owned millionaire. Have courage, for here 
you will always be marer of your audience! Genius whib cannot 
be helped should be polkely ignored. 

Nor do I mean that k is useless to marer and continuously 
pracise your craft. No. A good wrker should be able to wrke 
anything. But a great wrker is the servant of compulsions whib 
are ordained by the very rrucure of the psybe and cannot be 
disregarded. Where is he? Where is he? 

Come, let us collaborate on a four- or Vve-decker job, shall 
we? ‘Why the Curate Slipped’ would be a good tkle. Quick, they 
are waking, those hypnagogic Vgures among the London minarets, 
the muezzin of the trade. ‘Does Curate get girl as well as ripend, 
or only ripend? Read the next thousand pages and Vnd out!’ 
English life in the raw — like some pious melodrama aced by 
criminal burbwardens sentenced to a lifetime of sexual mis- 
givings! In this way we can put a tea-cosy over realky to our 
mutual advantage, wrking k all in the plain prose whib is only
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jur diringuishable from galvanized iron. In this way we will put 
a lid on a box wkh no sides! Brother Ass, let us conciliate a world 
of lirless curmudgeons who read to verify, not their intukions, 
but their prejudices! 

I remember old Da Capo saying one afternoon: ‘Today I had 
Vve girls. I know k will svm excessive to you. I was not trying 
to prove anything to myself. But if I said that I had merely 
blended Vve teas to suk my palate or Vve tobaccos to suk my pipe, 
you would not give the maser a second thought. You would, 
on the contrary, admire my eclecicism, would you not?’ 

Te belly-furbished Kenilworth at the F.O. once told me 
plaintively that he had ‘jur dropped in’ on James Joyce out of 
curiosky, and was surprised and pained to Vnd him rude, arrogant 
and short-tempered. ‘But’ I said ‘he was paying for his privacy 
by giving lessons to niggers at one and six an hour! He might have 
bvn entkled to fvl safe from ineUables like yourself who imagine 
that art is something to whib a good education automatically 
entkles you; that k is a part of a social equipment, class aptkude, 
like painting water-colours was for a Vicorian gentlewoman! I can 
imagine his poor heart sinking as he rudied your face, wkh ks ex- 
pression of wayward condescension — the fathomless self-ervm 
whib one svs occasionally Wk across the face of a goldVsh wkh 
a heredkary tkle!’ After this we never qoke, whib was what I 
wanted. Te art of making necessary enemies! Yet one thing 
I liked in him: he pronounced the word ‘Civilization’ as if k had 
an S-bend in k. 

(Brother Ass is on symbolism now, and really talking good 
sense, I mur admk.) Symbolism! Te abbreviation of language 
into poem. Te heraldic aqec of realky! Symbolism is the 
great repair-outVt of the psybe, Brother Ass, the fond de pouvoir 
of the soul. Te qhincer-loosening music whib copies the 
ripples of the soul’s progress through human Wesh, playing in us 
like elecricky! (Old Parr, when he was drunk, said once: ‘Yes, 
but k hurts to realize!’) 

Of course k does. But we know that the hirory of lkerature 
is the hirory of laughter and pain. Te imperatives from whib 
there is no escape are: Laugh till i hurts, and hurt till you laugh! 

Te greater thoughts are accessible to the lear of men. Why 
do we have to rruggle so? Because underranding is a funcion 
not of ratiocination but of the psybe’s rage of growth. Tere, 
Brother Ass, is the point at whib we are at variance. No amount
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of explanation can close the gap. Only realization! One day you 
are going to wake from your slvp shouting wkh laughter. Ecco! 

About Art I always tell myself: while they are watbing the 
Vrework diqlay, yclept Beauty, you mur smuggle the truth 
into their veins like a Vlter-passing virus! Tis is easier said than 
done. How slowly one learns to embrace the paradox! Even I am 
not there as yet; nevertheless, like that lktle party of explorers, 
‘Tough we were rill two days’ marb from the falls we suddenly 
heard their thunder growing up in the dirance’! Ah! those who 
merk k may one day be granted a rebirth-certiVcate by a kindly 
Government Department. Tis will entkle them to receive every- 
thing frv of barge — a prize reserved for those who want 
nothing. Celerial economics, about whib Lenin is rrangely 
silent! Ah! the gaunt faces of the English muses! Pale dirressed 
gentlewomen in smocks and beads, diqensing tea and drop- 
scones to the unwary! 

Se foxy faces 
Of Edwardian Graces 
Horse-faces full of carm 
Wih rrings of beads 
And a packet of seds 
And an ape-tuft under eac arm! 

Society! Let us complicate exirence to the point of drudgery 
so that k acs as a drug againr realky. Unfair! Unfair! But, my 
dear Brother Ass, the sort of book I have in mind will be bar- 
acerized by the desired qualky whib will make us rib and 
famous: k will be baracerized by a total lack of codpiece! 

When I want to infuriate Balthazar I say: ‘Now if the Jews 
would only assimilate they would give us a valuable lead in the 
maser of breaking down purkanism everywhere. For they are 
the licence-holders and patentvs of the closed syrem, the ethical 
reqonse! Even our absurd food prohibkions and inhibkions are 
copied from their melanboly prier-ridden rigmarole about Wesh 
and fowl. Aye! We artirs are not interered in policies but in 
values — this is our Veld of basle! If once we could loosen up, 
relax the terrible grip of the so-called Kingdom of Heaven whib 
has made the earth sub a blood-soaked place, we might rediscover 
in sex the key to a metaphysical searb whib is our raison d ’être 
here below! If the closed syrem and the moral exclusiveness on 
divine right were relaxed a lktle what could we not do?’ What



CLEA 

761 

indvd? But the good Balthazar smokes his Lakadif gloomily 
and shakes his shaggy head. I think of the black velvet sighs of 
Juliet and fall silent. I think of the soft whke knoqs — unopened 
Wower-shapes — whib decorate the tombs of Moslem women! 
Te slack, soft insipid mansuetude of these females of the mind! 
No, clearly my hirory is presy weak. Islam also libs as the Pope 
does. 

Brother Ass, let us trace the progress of the European artir 
from problem-bild to case-hirory, from case-hirory to cry- 
baby! He has kept the psybe of Europe alive by his abilky to 
be wrong, by his continual cowardice — this is his funcion! 
Cry-baby of the Werern World! Cry-babies of the world unke! 
But let me haren to add, ler this sounds cynical or deqairing, 
that I am full of hope. For always, at every moment of time, 
there is a bance that the artir will rumble upon what I can only 
call Te Great Inkling! Whenever this happens he is at once frv 
to enjoy his fecundating role; but k can never really happen as 
fully and completely as k deserves until the miracle comes about 
— the miracle of Pursewarden’s Ideal Commonwealth! Yes, I 
believe in this miracle. Our very exirence as artirs aXrms k! It is 
the ac of yea-saying about whib the old poet of the cky qeaks in 
a poem you once showed me in translation.* Te fab of an artir 
being born aXrms and reaXrms this in every generation. Te 
miracle is there, on ice so to qeak. One Vne day k will blossom: 
then the artir suddenly grows up and accepts the full reqonsibilky 
for his origins in the people, and when simultaneously the people 
recognize his peculiar signiVcance and value, and grvt him as 
the unborn bild in themselves, the infant Joy! I am certain k 
will come. At the moment they are like wrerlers nervously circling 
one another, looking for the hold. But when k comes, this great 
blinding second of illumination — only then shall we be able to 
diqense wkh hierarby as a social form. Te new society — so 
diUerent from anything we can imagine now — will be born 
around the small rric whke temple of the Infant Joy! Men and 
women will group themselves around k, the protoplasmic growth 
of the village, the town, the capkal! Nothing rands in the way of 
this Ideal Commonwealth, save that in every generation the vanky 
and laziness of the artir has always matbed the self-indulgent 
blindness of the people. But prepare, prepare! It is on the way. 
It is here, there, nowhere! 

Te great sbools of love will arise, and sensual and intellecual
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knowledge will draw their impetus from eab other. Te human 
animal will be uncaged, all his dirty cultural rraw and coprolkic 
refuse of belief cleaned out. And the human qirk, radiating light 
and laughter, will softly tread the grvn grass like a dancer; will 
emerge to cohabk wkh the time-forms and give bildren to the 
world of the elementaries — undines and salamanders, sylphs and 
sylverres, Gnomi and Vulcani, angels and gnomes. 

Yes, to extend the range of physical sensualky to embrace 
mathematics and theology: to nourish not to runt the intukions. 
For culture means sex, the root-knowledge, and where the faculty 
is derailed or crippled, ks derivatives like religion come up dwarfed 
or contorted — inread of the emblematic myric rose you get 
Judaic cauliWowers like Morons or Vegetarians, inread of artirs 
you get cry-babies, inread of philosophy semantics. 

Te sexual and the creative energy go hand in hand. Tey 
convert into one another — the solar sexual and the lunar qirkual 
holding an eternal dialogue. Tey ride the qiral of time together. 
Tey embrace the whole of the human motive. Te truth is only 
to be found in our own entrails — the truth of Time. 

‘Copulation is the lyric of the mob!’ Aye, and also the universky 
of the soul: but a universky at present wkhout endowments, 
wkhout books or even rudents. No, there are a few. 

How wonderful the death-rruggle of Lawrence: to realize his 
sexual nature fully, to break frv from the manacles of the Old 
Terament; Washing down the Vrmament like a great whke 
rruggling man-Vsh, the lar Chririan martyr. His rruggle is 
ours — to rescue Jesus from Moses. For a brief moment k looked 
possible, but St Paul rerored the balance and the iron handcuUs 
of the Judaic prison closed about the growing soul forever. Yet in 
Te Man Who Died he tells us plainly what mur be, what the 
reawakening of Jesus should have meant — the true birth of frv 
man. Where is he? What has happened to him? Will he ever come? 

My qirk trembles wkh joy as I contemplate this cky of light 
whib a divine accident might create before our very eyes at any 
moment! Here art will Vnd ks true form and place, and the artir 
can play like a fountain wkhout contention, wkhout even trying. 
For I sv art more and more clearly as a sort of manuring of the 
psybe. It has no intention, that is to say no theology. By nourish- 
ing the psybe, by dunging k up, k helps k to Vnd ks own level, 
like water. Tat level is an original innocence — who invented the 
perversion of Original Sin, that Vlthy obscenky of the Wer? Art,
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like a skilled masseur on a playing-Veld, is always randing by to 
help deal wkh casualties; and jur as a masseur does, ks minis- 
trations ease up the tensions of the psybe’s musculature. Tat 
is why k always goes for the sore places, ks Vngers pressing upon 
the knosed muscles, the tendon aYiced wkh cramp — the sins, 
perversions, diqleasing points whib we are relucant to accept. 
Revealing them wkh ks harsh kindness k unravels the tensions, 
relaxes the psybe. Te other part of the work, if there is any other 
work, mur belong to religion. Art is the purifying facor merely. 
It predicates nothing. It is the handmaid of silent content, essential 
only to joy and to love! Tese rrange beliefs, Brother Ass, you 
will Vnd lurking under my mordant humours, whib may be 
described simply as a tebnique of therapy. As Balthazar says: 
‘A good docor, and in a qecial sense the psybologir, makes k 
quke deliberately, slightly harder for the patient to recover too 
easily. You do this to sv if his psybe has any real bounce in k, 
for the secret of healing is in the patient and not the docor. Te 
only measure is the reacion!’ 

I was born under Jupker, Hero of the Comic Mode! My poems, 
like soft music invading the encumbered senses of young lovers left 
alone at night…. What was I saying? Yes, the ber thing to do 
wkh a great truth, as Rabelais discovered, is to bury k in a moun- 
tain of follies where k can comfortably wak for the picks and 
shovels of the elec. 

Betwvn inVnky and eternky rretbes the thin hard tight- 
rope human beings mur walk, joined at the wair! Do not let these 
unamiable proposkions dismay you, Brother Ass. Tey are 
wrkten down in pure joy, uncontaminated by a desire to preab! 
I am really wrking for an audience of the blind — but aren’t we 
all? Good art points, like a man too ill to qeak, like a baby! But 
if inread of following the direcion k indicates you take k for a 
thing in kself, having some sort of absolute value, or as a thesis 
upon something whib can be paraphrased, surely you miss the 
point; you lose yourself at once among the barren abrracions of 
the crkic? Try to tell yourself that ks fundamental objec was only 
to invoke the ultimate healing silence — and that the symbolism 
contained in form and pasern is only a frame of reference through 
whib, as in a mirror, one may glimpse the idea of a universe at 
rer, a universe in love wkh kself. Ten like a babe in arms you 
will ‘milk the universe at every breath’! We mur learn to read 
betwvn the lines, betwvn the lives. 
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Liza used to say: ‘But ks very perfecion makes one sure that 
k will come to an end.’ She was right; but women will not accept 
time and the dicates of the death-divining second. Tey do not sv 
that a civilization is simply a great metaphor whib describes the 
aqirations of the individual soul in collecive form — as perhaps 
a novel or a poem might do. Te rruggle is always for greater con- 
sciousness. But alas! Civilizations die in the measure that they 
become conscious of themselves. Tey realize, they lose heart, the 
propulsion of the unconscious motive is no longer there. Des- 
perately they begin to copy themselves in the mirror. It is no use. 
But surely there is a catb in all this? Yes, Time is the catb! Space 
is a concrete idea, but Time is abrrac. In the scar tissue of 
Prour’s great poem you sv that so clearly; his work is the great 
academy of the time-consciousness. But being unwilling to mobil- 
ize the meaning of time he was driven to fall back on memory, the 
anceror of hope! 

Ah! but being a Jew he had hope — and wkh Hope comes the 
irresirible desire to meddle. Now we Celts mate wkh deqair out 
of whib alone grows laughter and the deqerate romance of the 
eternally hopeless. We hunt the unasainable, and for us there is 
only a searb unending. 

For him k would mean nothing, my phrase ‘the prolongation 
of bildhood into art’. Brother Ass, the diving-board, the trapeze, 
lie jur to the earward of this poskion! A leap through the Vr- 
mament to a new ratus — only don’t miss the ring! 

Why for example don’t they recognize in Jesus the great Ironir 
that he is, the comedian? I am sure that two-thirds of the Beati- 
tudes are jokes or squibs in the manner of Chuang Tzu. Gener- 
ations of myragogues and pedants have lor the sense. I am sure 
of k however because he mur have known that Truth disappears 
wkh the telling of k. It can only be conveyed, not rated; irony 
alone is the weapon for sub a task. 

Or let us turn to another aqec of the thing; k was you, jur 
a moment ago, who mentioned our poverty of observation in all 
that concerns eab other — the limkations of sight kself. Bravely 
qoken! But translated qirkually you get the picure of a man 
walking about the house, hunting for the qecacles whib are on 
his forehead. To sv is to imagine! And what, Brother Ass, could 
be a beser illurration than your manner of sving Jurine, 
Vtfully lk up in the elecric signs of the imagination? It is not the 
same woman evidently who set about besieging me and who was
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Vnally driven oU by my sardonic laughter. What you saw as soft 
and appealing in her svmed to me a qecially calculated hardness, 
not whib she invented, but whib you evoked in her. All that 
throaty baser, the compulsion to exteriorize hyreria, reminded 
me of a feverish patient plucking at a shvt! Te violent necessky 
to incriminate life, to explain her soul-rates, reminded me of a 
mendicant solicking pky by a nice exhibkion of sores. Mentally 
she always had me scratbing myself! Yet there was mub to 
admire in her and I indulged my curiosky in exploring the outlines 
of her baracer wkh some sympathy — the conVgurations of an 
unhappiness whib was genuine, though k always smelt of grease 
paint! Te bild, for example! 

‘I found k, of course. Or rather Mnemjian did. In a brothel. 
It died from something, perhaps meningkis. Darley and Nessim 
came and dragged me away. All of a sudden I realized that I could 
not bear to Vnd k; all the time I hunted I lived on the hope of 
Vnding k. But this thing, once dead, svmed suddenly to deprive 
me of all purpose. I recognized k, but my inner mind kept crying 
out that k was not true, refusing to let me recognize k, even though 
I already had consciously done so!’ 

Te mixture of conWicing emotions was so interering that I 
josed them down in my notebook betwvn a poem and a recipe 
for angel bread whib I got from El Kalef. Tabulated thus: 

1. Relief at end of searb. 
2. Deqair at end of searb; no further motive force in life. 
3. Horror at death. 
4. Relief at death. What future possible for k? 
5. Intense shame (don’t underrand this). 
6. Sudden desire to continue searb uselessly rather than admk 

truth. 
7. Preferred to continue to fvd on false hopes! 
A bewildering collecion of fragments to leave among the 

analecs of a moribund poet! But here was the point I was trying 
to make. She said: ‘Of course nekher Nessim nor Darley noticed 
anything. Men are so rupid, they never do. I would have bvn 
able to forget k even perhaps, and dream that I had never really 
discovered k, but for Mnemjian, who wanted the reward, and was 
so convinced of the truth of his case that he made a great row. 
Tere was some talk of an autopsy by Balthazar. I was foolish 
enough to go to his clinic and oUer to bribe him to say k was not 
my bild. He was presy aronished. I wanted him to deny a truth
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whib I so perfecly knew to be true, so that I should not have to 
cange my outlook. I would not be deprived of my sorrow, if you 
like; I wanted k to go on — to go on passionately searbing for 
what I did not dare to Vnd. I even frightened Nessim and incurred 
his suqicions wkh my antics over his private safe. So the maser 
passed oU, and for a long time I rill went on automatically 
searbing until underneath I could rand the rrain of the truth 
and come to terms wkh k. I sv k so clearly, the divan, the 
tenement.’ 

Here she put on her mor beautiful expression, whib was 
one of intense sadness, and put her hands upon her brears. Shall 
I tell you something? I suwebed her of lying ; k was an unworthy 
thought but then … I am an unworthy person. 
I: ‘Have you ever bvn back to the place?’ 
She: ‘No. I have often wanted to, but did not dare.’ She shuddered 
a lktle. ‘In my memory I have become asabed to that old divan. 
It mur be knocking about somewhere. You sv, I am rill half 
convinced k was all a dream.’ 

At once I took up my pipe, violin and dvrralker like a verkable 
Sherlock. I have always bvn an X-marks-the-qot man. ‘Let us 
go and revisk k’ I said briskly. At the worr, I thought, sub a 
viskation would be cathartic. It was in fac a supremely pracical 
thing to sugger, and to my surprise she at once rose and put on 
her coat. We walked silently down through the werern edges of 
the town, arm in arm. 

Tere was some kind of ferival going on in the Arab town 
whib was blazing wkh elecric Vght and Wags. Motionless sea, 
small high clouds, and a moon like a disapproving arbimandrke 
of another fakh. Smell of Vsh, cardamon svd and frying entrails 
packed wkh cummin and garlic. Te air was full of the noise of 
mandolines scratbing their lktle souls out on the night, as if 
aYiced wkh Weas — scratbing until the blood came on the lice- 
intoxicated night! Te air was heavy. Eab breath invisibly per- 
forated k. You felt k come in and out of the lungs as if in a leather 
bellows. Eheu! It was grisly all that light and noise, I thought. 
And they talk of the romance of the Ear! Give me the Metropole 
at Brighton any day! We traversed this secor of light wkh quick 
deliberate rep. She walked unerringly, head bent, dvp in 
thought. Ten gradually the rrvts grew darker, faded into the 
violet of darkness, became narrower, twired and turned. At lar 
we came to a great empty qace wkh rarlight. A dim great barrack
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of a building. She moved slowly now, wkh less certainty, hunting 
for a door. In a whiqer she said ‘Tis place is run by old Mesrawi. 
He is bedridden. Te door is always open. But he hears everything 
from his bed. Take my hand.’ I was never a great Vre-eater and 
I mur confess to a certain uneasiness as we walked into this 
bandage of total blackness. Her hand was Vrm and cool, her voice 
precise, unmarked by any range of emphasis, betraying nekher 
exckement nor fear. I thought I heard the scurrying of immense 
rats in the rosen rrucure around me, the very rafters of night 
kself. (Once in a thunderrorm among the ruins I had svn their 
fat wet glktering bodies Wash here and there as they feared on 
garbage.) ‘Please God, remember that even though I am an 
English poet I do not deserve to be eaten by rats’ I prayed silently. 
We had rarted to walk down a long corridor of blackness wkh the 
rosen wooden boards creaking under us; here and there was one 
missing, and I wondered if we were not walking over the bosom- 
less pk kself! Te air smelt of wet ashes and that unmirakable 
odour of black Wesh when k is sweating. It is quke diUerent from 
whke Wesh. It is dense, fœtid, like the lion’s cage at the Zoo. 
Te Darkness kself was sweating — and why not? Te Darkness 
mur wear Othello’s skin. Always a timorous fellow, I suddenly 
wanted to go to the lavatory but I crushed the thought like a 
blackbvtle. Let my bladder wak. On we went, and round two 
sides of a … piece of darkness Woored wkh rosen boards. Ten 
suddenly she whiqered: ‘I think we are there!’ and pushed open 
a door upon another piece of impenetrable darkness. But k was a 
room of some size for the air was cool. One felt the qace though 
one could sv nothing whatsoever. We both inhaled dvply. 

‘Yes’ she whiqered thoughtfully and, groping in her velvet 
handbag for a box of matbes, heskantly rruck one. It was a 
tall room, so tall that k was roofed by darkness deqke the yellow 
Wapping of the matb-Wame; one huge shasered window faintly 
reWeced rarlight. Te walls were of verdigris, the plarer pvling 
everywhere, and their only decoration was the imprint of lktle 
blue hands whib ran round the four walls in a haphazard pasern. 
As if a lot of pygmies had gone mad wkh blue paint and then 
galloped all over the walls randing on their hands! To the left, a 
lktle oU centre, reposed a large gloomy divan, Woating upon the 
gloom like a Viking catafalque; k was a twice-bewed relic of 
some Osoman calif, riddled wkh holes. Te matb went out. 
‘Tere k is’ she said and pusing the box into my hand she left my
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side. When I lk up again she was skting beside the divan wkh 
her bvk rering upon k, softly rroking k wkh the palm of her 
hand. She was completely composed. She rroked k wkh a calm 
voluptuous gerure and then crossed her paws on k, reminding me 
of a lioness skting arride ks lunb. Te moment had a kind of 
weird tension, but this was not reWeced on her face. (Human 
beings are like pipe-organs, I thought. You pull out a rop marked 
‘Lover’ or ‘Mother’ and the requiske emotions are unleashed — 
tears or sighs or endearments. Sometimes I try and think of us 
all as habk-paserns rather than human beings. I mean, wasn’t the 
idea of the individual soul grafted on us by the Grvks in the wild 
hope that, by ks shvr beauty, k would ‘take’ — as we say of 
vaccination? Tat we might grow up to the size of the concept and 
grow the heavenly Wame in eab of our hearts? Has k taken or 
hasn’t k? Who can say? Some of us rill have one, but how verigial 
k svms. Perhaps….) 

‘Tey have heard us.’ 
Somewhere in the darkness there was a thin snarl of voice, 

and the silence became suddenly padded out wkh the scamper 
of fvt upon rosed woodwork. In the expiring Wicker of the matb 
I saw, as if somewhere very far away, a bar of light — like a 
dirant furnace door opening in heaven. And voices now, the 
voices of ants! Te bildren came through a sort of hatb or 
trap-door made of darkness, in their coson nightgowns, absurdly 
faded. Wkh rings on their Vngers and bells on their toes. She 
shall have music wherever she goes! One of them carried a waxlight 
Woating in a saucer. Tey twanged nasally about us, interrogating 
our nvds wkh blaring frankness — but they were surprised to 
sv Jurine skting beside the Viking catafalque, her head (now 
smiling) half turned towards them. 

‘I think we should leave’ I said in a low voice, for they smelt 
dreadfully these tiny apparkions, and they showed a disagrvable 
tendency to twine their skinny arms about my wair as they 
whvdled and intoned. But Jurine turned to one and said: 
‘Bring the light here, where we can all sv.’ And when the light 
was brought she suddenly turned herself, crossed her legs under 
her, and in the high ringing tone of the rrvt roryteller she 
intoned: ‘Now gather about me, all ye blessed of Allah, and hear 
the wonders of the rory I shall tell you.’ Te eUec was elecric; 
they sesled about her like a pasern of dead leaves in a wind, 
crowding up close together. Some even climbed on to the old
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divan, buckling and nudging wkh delight. And in the same rib 
triumphant voice, saturated wkh unshed tears, Jurine began again 
in the voice of the professional rory-teller: ‘Ah, liren to me, all 
ye true believers, and I will unfold to you the rory of Yuna and 
Aziz, of their great many-petalled love, and of the mishaps whib 
befell them from the doing of Abu Ali Saraq el-Maza. In those 
days of the great Califate, when many heads fell and armies 
marbed….’ 

It was a wild sort of poetry for the place and the time — the 
lktle circle of wizened faces, the divan, the Wopping light; and 
the rrangely captivating lilt of the Arabic wkh ks heavy damas- 
cened imagery, the thick brocade of allkerative repetkions, the 
nasal twanging accents, gave k a laic qlendour whib brought 
tears to my eyes — glusonous tears! It was sub a rib diet for 
the soul! It made me aware how thin the fare is whib we moderns 
supply to our hungry readers. Te epic contours, that is what her 
rory had! I was envious. How rib these beggar bildren were. 
And I was envious too of her audience. Talk of suqended judge- 
ment! Tey sank into the imagery of her rory like plummets. One 
saw, crvping out like mice, their true souls — crvping out upon 
those painted masks in lktle expressions of wonder, suqense and 
joy. In that yellow gloaming they were expressions of a terrible 
truth. You saw how they would be in middle age — the wkb, 
the good wife, the gossip, the shrew. Te poetry had rripped them 
to the bone and left only their natural selves to Wower thus in 
expressions fakhfully portraying their tiny runted qirks! 

How could I help but admire her for giving me one of the mor 
signiVcant and memorable moments of a wrker’s life? I put my 
arm about her shoulders and sat, as rapt as any of them, following 
the long sinuous curves of the immortal rory as k unfolded before 
our eyes. 

Tey could hardly bear to part wkh us when at lar the rory 
came to an end. Tey clung to her, pleading for more. Some 
picked the hem of her skirt and kissed k in an agony of pleading. 
‘Tere is no time’ she said, smiling calmly. ‘But I will come again, 
my lktle ones.’ Tey hardly hvded the money she dirributed 
but thronged after us along the dark corridors to the blackness 
of the square. At the corner I looked back but could only sv the 
Wicker of shadows. Tey said farewell in voices of heartbreaking 
swvtness. We talked in dvp contented silence across the shasered, 
time-corrupted town until we reabed the cool seafront; and rood
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a long time leaning upon the cold rone piers above the sea, 
smoking and saying nothing! At lar she turned to me a face of 
tremendous weariness and whiqered: ‘Take me home, now. I’m 
dead tired.’ And so we hailed a posering gharry and swung along 
the Cornibe as sedately as bankers after a congress. ‘I suppose we 
are all hunting for the secrets of growth!’ was all she said as we 
parted. 

It was a rrange remark to make at parting. I watbed her walk 
wearily up the reps to the great house groping for her key. I rill 
felt drunk wkh the rory of Yuna and Aziz! 

Brother Ass, k is a pky that you will never have a bance to 
read all this tedious rigmarole; k would amuse me to rudy 
your puzzled expression as you did so. Why should the artir 
always be trying to saturate the world wkh his own anguish, 
you asked me once. Why indvd? I will give you another phrase: 
emotional gongorism! I have always bvn good at polke phrase- 
making. 

Loneliness and desire, 
Lord of the Flies, 
Are thy unholy empire and 
Se self ’s inmor surprise! 
Come to these arms, my dear old Dutc 
And grmly bar the door 
I could not love the, dear, so muc 
Loved I not ******** more! 

And later, aimlessly walking, who should I encounter but the 
slightly tkubating Pombal jur back from the Casino wkh a 
bamber-pot full of paper money and a raging thirr for a lar 
beaker of bampagne whib we took together at the Etoile. It 
was rrange that I had no tare for a girl that night; somehow 
Yuna and Aziz had barred the way. Inread I rraggled back to 
Mount Vulture wkh a bosle in my mackintosh pocket, to con- 
front once more the ill-rarred pages of my book whib, twenty 
years from now, will be the cause of many a thrashing among the 
lower forms of our sbools. It svmed a disarrous sort of gift to be 
oUering to the generations as yet unborn; I would rather have left 
them something like Yuna and Aziz, but k hasn’t bvn possible 
since Chaucer; the sophirication of the laic audience is perhaps 
to blame? Te thought of all those smarting lktle bosoms made me 
close my notebooks wkh a series of ill-tempered snaps. Champagne
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is a wonderfully soothing drink, however, and prevented me from 
being too car-down. Ten I rumbled upon the lktle note whib 
you, Brother Ass, had pushed under the door earlier in the evening: 
a note whib complimented me on the new series of poems whib 
the Anvil was producing (a miqrint per line); and wrkers being 
what they are I thought mor kindly of you, I raised my glass 
to you. In my eyes you had become a crkic of the purer dis- 
cernment; and once more I asked myself in exaqerated tones 
why the devil I had never wared more time on you? It was really 
remiss of me. And falling aslvp I made a mental note to take you 
to dinner the next evening and talk your jackass’s head oU — 
about wrking, of course, what else? Ah! but that is the point. 
Once a wrker seldom a talker; I knew that, qvbless as Gold- 
smkh, I should sk hugging my hands in my armpks while you 
did the talking! 

In my slvp I dug up a mummy wkh poppy-coloured lips, 
dressed in the long whke wedding dress of the Arab sugar-dolls. 
She smiled but would not awake, though I kissed her and talked 
to her persuasively. Once her eyes half opened; but they closed 
again and she lapsed back into smiling slvp. I whiqered her 
name whib was Yuna, but whib had unaccountably become 
Liza. And as k was no use I interred her once more among the 
shifting dunes where (the wind-shapes were banging far) there 
would be no trace remaining of the qot. At dawn I woke early and 
took a gharry down to the Rushdi beab to cleanse myself in the 
dawn-sea. Tere was not a soul about at that time save Clea, who 
was on the far beab in a blue bathing-corume, her marvellous 
hair swinging about her like a blonde Bosicelli. I waved and she 
waved back, but showed no inclination to come and talk whib 
made me grateful. We lay, a thousand yards apart, smoking and 
wet as seals. I thought for an inrant of the lovely burnt coUv of 
her summer Wesh, wkh the lktle hairs on her temples bleabed to 
ash. I inhaled her metaphorically, like a whiU of roaring coUv, 
dreaming of the whke thighs wkh those small blue veins in them! 
Well, well … she would have bvn worth taking trouble over had 
she not bvn so beautiful. Tat brilliant glance exposed everything 
and forced me to take shelter from her. 

One could hardly ask her to bandage them in order to be made 
love to! And yet … like the black silk rockings some men insir 
on! Two sentences ending wkh a preposkion! What is poor Purse- 
warden coming to? 
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His prose created grievous lurs 
Among the middle classes 
 
His proposiions were decried 
As dangerous for the masses 
 
His major works were classiged 
Among the noxious gases 

England awake! 

Brother Ass, the so-called ac of living is really an ac of the 
imagination. Te world — whib we always visualize as ‘the 
outside’ World — yields only to self-exploration! Faced by this 
cruel, yet necessary paradox, the poet Vnds himself growing 
gills and a tail, the beser to swim againr the currents of unen- 
lightenment. What appears to be perhaps an arbkrary ac of 
violence is precisely the opposke, for by reversing process in 
this way, he unkes the rushing, hvdless rream of humanky to 
the rill, tranquil, motionless, odourless, tareless plenum from 
whib ks own motive essence is derived. (Yes, but k hurts to 
realize!) If he were to abandon his role all hope of gaining a 
purbase on the slippery surface of realky would be lor, and 
everything in nature would disappear! But this ac, the poetic 
ac, will cease to be necessary when everyone can perform k for 
himself. What hinders them, you ask? Well, we are all naturally 
afraid to surrender our own pkifully rationalized moralky — and 
the poetic jump I’m predicating lies the other side of k. It is only 
terrifying because we refuse to recognize in ourselves the horrible 
gargoyles whib decorate the totem poles of our burbes — 
murderers, liars, adulterers and so on. (Once recognized, these 
papier-mâbé masks fade.) Whoever makes this enigmatic leap 
into the heraldic realky of the poetic life discovers that truth has 
ks own built-in moralky! Tere is no nvd to wear a truss any 
longer. Inside the penumbra of this sort of truth moralky can be 
disregarded because k is a donnée, a part of the thing, and not 
simply a brake, an inhibkion. It is there to be lived out and not 
thought out! Ah, Brother Ass, this will svm a far cry to the 
‘purely lkerary’ preoccupations whib beset you; yet unless you 
tackle this corner of the Veld wkh your sickle you will never reap 
the harver in yourself, and so fulVl your true funcion here below. 

But how? you ask me plaintively. And truly here you have me 
by the short hairs, for the thing operates diUerently wkh eab
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one of us. I am only suggering that you have not become deqerate 
enough, determined enough. Somewhere at the heart of things you 
are rill lazy of qirk. But then, why rruggle? If k is to happen to 
you k will happen of ks own accord. You may be quke right to 
hang about like this, waking. I was too proud. I felt I mur take 
k by the horns, this vkal querion of my birthright. For me k was 
grounded in an ac of will. So for people like me I would say: 
‘Force the lock, baser down the door. Outface, defy, diqrove the 
Oracle in order to become the poet, the darer!’ 

But I am aware the ter may come under any guise, perhaps even 
in the physical world by a blow betwvn the eyes or a few lines 
scribbled in pencil on the back of an envelope left in a café. Te 
heraldic realky can rrike from any point, above or below: k is 
not particular. But wkhout k the enigma will remain. You may 
travel round the world and colonize the ends of the earth wkh 
your lines and yet never hear the singing yourself. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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IV 
 

 
 found myself reading these passages from Pursewarden’s 
notebooks wkh all the asention and amusement they deserved 
and wkhout any thought of ‘exoneration’ — to use the phrase 

of Clea. On the contrary, k svmed to me that his observation 
was not lacking in accuracy and whatever whips and scorpions he 
had applied to my image were well juriVed. It is, moreover, 
useful as well as salutary to sv oneself portrayed wkh sub 
blirering candour by someone one admires! Yet I was a triWe 
surprised not to fvl even a lktle wounded in my self-ervm. 
Not only were no bones broken, but at times, buckling aloud at 
his sallies, I found myself addressing him under my breath as if 
he were acually present before me, usering rather than wrking 
down these unpalatable home-truths. ‘You barard’ I said under 
my breath. ‘You jur wak a lktle bk.’ Almor as if one day I might 
right the reckoning wkh him, pay oU the score! It was troubling to 
raise my head and realize suddenly that he had already repped 
behind the curtains, vanished from the scene; he was so mub 
of a presence, popping up everywhere, wkh the rrange mixture 
of rrengths and weaknesses whib made up his enigmatic 
baracer. 

‘What are you buckling at?’ said Telford, always anxious to 
share a jocose exbange of oXce wk provided k had the requiske 
moribund point. 

‘A notebook,’ 
Telford was a large man draped in ill-cut clothes and a qosed 

blue bow tie. His complexion was blotby and of the kind whib 
tears easily under a razor-blade; consequently there was always 
a small tuft of coson wool ricking to bin or ear, ranbing a 
wound. Always voluble and burring wkh the wrong sort of 
expansive bonhomie he gave the impression of being at war wkh 
his dentures, whib were ill-Vsing. He gobbled and gaqed, bking 
on loose roppings, or swallowing a soft palate, gaqing like a Vsh 
as he usered his pleasantries or laughed at his own jokes like a 
man riding a bone-shaker, his top set of tvth bumping up and 
down on his gums. ‘I say, old fruk, that was rib’ he would exclaim. 
I did not Vnd him too disagrvable an inmate of the oXce whib 
we shared at the censorship, for the work was not exacing and he,

I 
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as an old hand, was always ready to give me advice or help wkh k; 
I enjoyed too his obrinately recurring rories of the mythical 
‘old days’, when he, Lktle Tommy Telford, had bvn a personage 
of great importance, second only in rank and power to the great 
Maskelyne, our present Chief. He always referred to him as ‘Te 
Brig’, and made k very clear that the department, whib had once 
bvn Arab Bureau, had svn beser times, had in fac bvn down- 
graded to a mere censorship department dealing wkh the ebb and 
Wow of civilian correqondence over the Middle Ear. A menial 
role compared to ‘Eqionage’ whib he pronounced in four 
separate syllables. 

Stories of this ancient glory, whib had now faded beyond recall, 
formed part of the Homeric Cycle, so to qeak, of oXce life: to be 
recked wirfully during intervals betwvn snatbes of work or on 
afternoons when some small mishap like a broken fan had made 
concentration in those airless buildings all but impossible. It was 
from Telford that I learned of the long internecine rruggle 
betwvn Pursewarden and Maskelyne — a rruggle whib was, 
in a sense, continuing on another plane betwvn the silent Brigadier 
and Mountolive, for Maskelyne was deqerately anxious to rejoin 
his regiment and shed his civilian suk. Tis desire had bvn 
baulked. Mountolive, explained Telford wkh many a gury sigh 
(waving bapped and podgy hands whib were ruUed wkh bluish 
clurers of veins like plums in a cake) — Mountolive had ‘got at’ 
the War OXce and persuaded them not to countenance Maskelyne’s 
resignation. I mur say the Brigadier, whom I saw perhaps twice 
a wvk, did convey an impression of sullen, saturnine fury at 
being penned up in a civilian department while so mub was 
going on in the desert, but of course any regular soldier would. 
‘You sv’ said Telford ingenuously, ‘when a war comes along 
there’s bags of promotion, old thing, bags of k. Te Brig has a 
right to think of his carvr like any other man. It is diUerent 
for us. We were born civilians, so to qeak.’ He himself had qent 
many years in the currant trade in the Earern Levant residing 
in places like Zante and Patras. His reasons for coming to Egypt 
were obscure. Perhaps he found life more congenial in a large 
Brkish colony. Mrs Telford was a fasish little duck who used 
mauve liprick and wore hats like pincushions. She only appeared 
to live for an invkation to the Embassy on the King’s birthday. 
(‘Mavis loves her lktle oXcial “do”, she does.’) 

But if the adminirrative war wkh Mountolive was so far
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empty of vicory there were consolations, said Telford, from 
whib the Brig could derive a rudied enjoyment: for Mountolive 
was very mub in the same boat. Tis made him (Telford) 
‘bortle’ — a baraceriric phrase whib he often used. Mount- 
olive, k svmed, was no less eager to abandon his por, and had 
indvd applied several times for a transfer from Egypt. Unluckily, 
however, the war had intervened wkh ks policy of ‘frvzing 
personnel’ and Kenilworth, no friend of the Ambassador, had bvn 
sent out to execute this policy. If the Brigadier was pinned down 
by the intrigues of Mountolive, the laser had bvn pinned down 
jur as certainly by the newly appointed Personnel Adviser — 
pinned down ‘for the duration’! Telford rubbed uncuous hands 
as he retailed all this to me! ‘It’s a case of the bker bk all right’ he 
said. ‘And if you ask me the Brig will manage to get away sooner 
than Sir David. Mark my words, old fruk.’ A single solemn nod 
was enough to satisfy him that his point had bvn taken. 

Telford and Maskelyne were unked by a curious sort of bond 
whib intrigued me. Te solkary monosyllabic soldier and the 
eUusive bagman — what on earth could they have had in com- 
mon? (Teir very names on the printed duty rorers irresiribly 
suggered a music-hall team or a Vrm of reqecable undertakers!) 
Yet I think the bond was one of admiration, for Telford behaved 
wkh a grotesque wonder and reqec when in the presence of his 
Chief, fussing around him anxiously, eagerly, longing to anticipate 
his commands and so earn a word of commendation. His heavily 
salivated ‘Yes, sir’ and ‘No, sir’ popped out from betwvn his 
dentures wkh the senseless regularky of cuckoos from a clock. 
Curiously enough there was nothing feigned in this sycophancy. 
It was in fac something like an adminirrative love-aUair, for even 
when Maskelyne was not present Telford qoke of him wkh the 
greater possible reverence, the profounder hero-worship — 
compounded equally of social admiration for his rank and dvp 
reqec for his baracer and judgement. Out of curiosky I tried to 
sv Maskelyne through my colleague’s eyes but failed to discern 
more than a rather bleak and well-bred soldier of narrow capackies 
and a clipped world-weary public sbool accent. Yet … ‘Te 
Brig is a real car-iron gentleman’ Telford would say wkh an 
emotion so great that k almor brought tears to his eyes. ‘He’s 
as rraight as rring, is the old Brig. Never roop to do anything 
beneath him.’ It was perhaps true, yet k did not make our Chief 
less unremarkable in my eyes. 
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Telford had several lktle menial duties whib he himself had 
eleced to perform for his hero — for example, to buy the wvk-old 
Daily Telegraph and place k on the great man’s desk eab 
morning. He adopted a curious Vnicky walk as he crossed the 
polished Woor of Maskelyne’s empty oXce (for we arrived early 
at work): almor as if he were afraid of leaving footprints behind 
him. He poskively role across to the desk. And the tenderness 
wkh whib he folded the paper and ran his Vngers down the 
creases before laying k reverently on the grvn bloser reminded 
me of a woman handling a husband’s newly rarbed and ironed 
shirt. 

Nor was the Brigadier himself unwilling to accept the burden 
of this guileless admiration. I imagine few men could resir k. 
At Vrr I was puzzled by the fac that once or twice a wvk he 
would visk us, clearly wkh no qecial maser in mind, and would 
take a slow turn up and down betwvn our desks, occasionally 
usering an informal monobrome pleasantry — indicating the 
recipient of k by pointing the rem of his pipe at him lightly, 
almor shyly. Yet throughout these viskations his swarthy grey- 
hound’s face, wkh ks small crowsfvt under the eyes, never altered 
ks expression, his voice never lor ks rudied inWecions. At Vrr, as 
I say, these appearances somewhat puzzled me, for Maskelyne 
was anything but a convivial soul and could seldom talk of anything 
but the work in hand. Ten one day I deteced, in the slow elabor- 
ate Vgure he traced betwvn our desks, the traces of an uncon- 
scious coquetry — I was reminded of the way a peacock qreads 
ks great rudded fan of eyes before the female, or of the way a 
mannequin whvls in an arabesque designed to show oU the clothes 
she is wearing. Maskelyne had in fac simply come to be admired, 
to qread out the ribes of his baracer and brvding before 
Telford. Was k possible that this easy conquer provided him wkh 
some inner assurance he lacked? It would be hard to say. Yet he 
was inwardly basking in his colleague’s wide-eyed admiration 
I am sure k was quke unconscious — this gerure of a lonely man 
towards the only whole-hearted admirer he had as yet won from 
the world. From his own side, however, he could only reciprocate 
wkh the condescension bred by his education. Secretly he held 
Telford in contempt for not being a gentleman. ‘Poor Telford’ he 
would be heard to sigh when out of the other’s hearing. ‘Poor 
Telford.’ Te commiserating fall of the voice suggered pky for 
someone who was worthy but hopelessly uninqired. — 
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Tese, then, were my oXce familiars during the whole of 
that Vrr wearing summer, and their companionship oUered me 
no problem. Te work left me easy and untroubled in mind. 
My ranking was a humble one and carried wkh k no social 
obligations whatsoever. For the rer we did not frequent eab 
other outside the oXce. Telford lived somewhere near Rushdi 
in a small suburban villa, outside the centre of the town, while 
Maskelyne seldom appeared to rir from the gaunt bedroom on 
the top Woor of the Cecil. Once frv from the oXce, therefore, I 
felt able to throw k oU completely and once more resume the 
life of the town, or what was left of k. 

Wkh Clea also the new relationship oUered no problems, 
perhaps because deliberately we avoided deVning k too sharply, 
and allowed k to follow the curves of ks own nature, to fulVl 
ks own design. I did not, for example, always ray at her Wat — 
for sometimes when she was working on a picure she would 
plead for a few days of complete solkude and seclusion in order 
to come to grips wkh her subjec, and these intermktent intervals, 
sometimes of a wvk or more, sharpened and refreshed aUecion 
wkhout harming k. Sometimes, however, after sub a compac 
we would rumble upon eab other by accident and out of weakness 
resume the suqended relationship before the promised thrv 
days or a wvk was up! It wasn’t easy. 

Sometimes at evening I might come upon her skting absently 
alone on the lktle painted wooden terrace of the Caff Baudrot, 
gazing into qace. Her sketbing blocks lay before her, unopened. 
Skting there as rill as a coney, she had forgosen to remove from 
her lips the tiny mourabe of cream from her café viennois! At 
sub a moment k nvded all my self-possession not to vault the 
wooden balurrade and put my arms round her, so vividly did 
this toubing detail svm to light up the memory of her; so 
bildish and serene did she look. Te loyal and ardent image of 
Clea the lover rose up before my eyes and all at once separation 
svmed unendurable! Conversely I might suddenly (skting on a 
benb in a public garden, reading) fvl cool hands pressed over my 
eyes and turn suddenly to embrace her and inhale once more the 
fragrance of her body through her criq summer frock. At other 
times, and very often at moments when I was acually thinking of 
her, she would walk miraculously into the Wat saying: ‘I felt you 
calling me to come’ or else ‘It suddenly came over me to nvd you 
very mub.’ So these encounters bad a breathless sharp swvtness,
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unexpecedly re-ignking our ardour. It was as if we had bvn 
separated for years inread of days. 

Tis self-possession in the maser of planned absences from 
eab other rruck a qark of admiration from Pombal, who could 
no more abieve the same measure in his relations wkh Fosca than 
climb to the moon. He appeared to wake in the morning wkh her 
name on his lips. His Vrr ac was to telephone her anxiously to 
Vnd out if she were well — as if her absence had exposed her to 
terrible unknown dangers. His oXcial day wkh ks various duties 
was a torment. He poskively galloped home to lunb in order to 
sv her again. In all jurice I mur say that his asabment was 
fully reciprocated for all that their relationship was like that of 
two elderly pensioners in ks purky. If he were kept late at an 
oXcial dinner she would work herself into a fever of apprehension. 
(‘No, k is not his Vdelky that worries me, k is his safely. He drives 
so carelessly, as you know.’) Fortunately during this period the 
nightly bombardment of the harbour aced upon social acivkies 
almor like a curfew, so that k was possible to qend almor every 
evening together, playing bess or cards, or reading aloud. Fosca I 
found to be a thoughtful, almor intense young woman, a lktle 
lacking in humour but devoid of the priggishness whib I had 
bvn inclined to suqec from Pombal’s own description of her 
•when Vrr we met. She had a kvn and mobile face whose pre- 
mature wrinkles suggered that perhaps she had bvn marked by 
her experiences as a refugv. She never laughed aloud, and her 
smile had a toub of reWecive sadness in k. But she was wise, and 
always had a qirked and thoughtful answer ready — indvd the 
qualky of ewri whib the Frenb so rightly prize in a woman. 
Te fac that she was nearing the term of her pregnancy only 
svmed to make Pombal more asentive and adoring — indvd he 
behaved wkh something like complacence about the bild. Or was 
he simply trying to sugger that k was his own: as a show of face 
to a world whib might think that he was ‘unmanned’? I could 
not decide. In the summer afternoons he would Woat about the 
harbour in his cuser while Fosca sat in the rern trailing one 
whke hand in the sea. Sometimes she sang for him in a small true 
voice like a bird’s. Tis tranqorted him, and he wore the look of a 
good bourgeois papa de famille as he beat time wkh his Vnger. At 
night they sat out the bombardment for preference over a bess 
board — a somewhat singular boice; but as the infernal racket 
of gunVre gave him nervous headabes he had skilfully conrruced
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ear plugs for them both by cusing the Vlter-tips from cigareses. 
So they were able to sk, concentrating in silence! 

But once or twice this peaceful harmony was overshadowed by 
outside events whib provoked doubts and misgivings under- 
randable enough in a relationship whib was so nebulous — I 
mean so mub discussed and anatomized and not aced out. One 
day I found him padding about in a dressing-gown and slippers 
looking suqiciously dirraught, even a lktle red-eyed. ‘Ah, 
Darley!’ he sighed gurily, falling into his gout bair and catbing 
his beard in his Vngers as if he were about to dismantle k com- 
pletely. ‘We will never underrand them, never. Women! What 
bad luck. Perhaps I am jur rupid. Fosca! Her husband!’ 

‘He has bvn killed?’ I asked. 
Pombal shook his head sadly. ‘No. Taken prisoner and sent to 

Germany.’ 
‘Well why the fuss?’ 
‘I am ashamed, that is all. I did not fully realize until this 

news came, nekher did she, that we were really expebing him to 
be killed. Unconsciously, of course. Now she is full of self-disgur. 
But the whole plan for our lives was unconsciously built upon the 
notion of him surrendering his own. It is monrrous. His death 
would have frvd us; but now the whole problem is deferred 
perhaps for years, perhaps forever….’ 

He looked quke dirraced and fanned himself wkh a news- 
paper, musering under his breath. ‘Tings take the rranger 
turns’ he went on at lar. ‘For if Fosca is too honourable to confess 
the truth to him while he is at the front, she would equally never 
do k to a poor prisoner. I left her in tears. Everything is put oU till 
the end of the war.’ 

He ground his back tvth together and sat raring at me. It 
was diXcult to know what one could say by way of consolation. 

‘Why doesn’t she wrke and tell him?’ 
‘Impossible! Too cruel. And wkh the bild coming on? Even I, 

Pombal, would not wish her to do sub a thing. Never. I found 
her in tears, my friend, holding the telegram. She said in tones of 
anguish: “Oh, Georges-Garon, for the Vrr time I fvl ashamed 
of my love, when I realize that we were wishing him to die rather 
than get captured this way.” It may sound complicated to you, 
but her emotions are so Vne, her sense of honour and pride and so 
on. Ten a quvr thing happened. So great was our mutual pain 
that in trying to console her I slipped and we began to make real
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love wkhout noticing k. It is a rrange picure. And not an easy 
operation. Ten when we came to ourselves she began to cry all 
over again and said: “Now for the Vrr time I have a fvling of 
hate for you, Georges-Garon, because now our love is on the 
same plane as everyone else’s. We have beapened k.” Women 
always put you in the wrong somehow. I was so full of joy to have 
at lar…. Suddenly her words plunged me into deqair. I rushed 
away. I have not svn her for gve hours. Perhaps this is the end 
of everything? Ah but k could have bvn the beginning of some- 
thing whib would at lear surain us until the whole problem svs 
the light of day.’ 

‘Perhaps she is too rupid.’ 
Pombal was aghar. ‘How can you say that! All this comes from 

her exquiske Vnesse of qirk. Tat is all. Don’t add to my misery 
by saying foolish things about one so Vne.’ 

‘Well, telephone her.’ 
‘Her phone is out of order. Aie! It is worse than toothabe. 

I have bvn toying wkh the idea of suicide for the Vrr time in 
my life. Tat will show you to what a point I’ve bvn driven.’ 

But at this moment the door opened and Fosca repped into 
the room. She too had bvn crying. She ropped wkh a quvr 
dignky and held out her hands to Pombal who gave an inarticu- 
late growling cry of delight and bounded across the room in his 
dressing-gown to embrace her passionately. Ten he drew her 
into the circle of his arm and they went slowly down the corridor 
to his room together and locked themselves in. 

Later that evening I saw him coming down Rue Fuad towards 
me, beaming. ‘Hurrah!’ he shouted and threw his expensive hat 
high into the air. ‘Je suis engn lv! ’ 

Te hat described a large parabola and sesled in the middle 
of the road where k was immediately run over by thrv cars in 
rapid succession. Pombal claqed his hands together and beamed 
as if the sight gave him the greater joy. Ten he turned his 
moon-face up into the sky as if searbing for a sign or portent. 
As I came abrear of him he caught my hands and said: ‘Divine 
logic of women! Truly there is nothing so wonderful on earth as the 
sight of a woman thinking out her fvlings. I adore k. I adore k. 
Our love…. Fosca! It is complete now. I am so aronished, truth- 
fully, I am axonished. I would never have bvn able to think k out 
so accurately. Liren, she could not bring herself to deceive a man 
who was in hourly danger of death. Right. But now that he is
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safely behind bars k is diUerent. We are frv to normalize ourselves. 
We will not, of course, hurt him by telling him as yet. We will 
simply help ourselves from the pantry, as Pursewarden used to say. 
My dear friend, isn’t k wonderful? Fosca is an angel.’ 

‘She sounds like a woman after all.’ 
‘A Woman! Te word, magniVcent as k is, is hardly enough 

for a qirk like hers.’ 
He burr into a whinny of laughter and punbed me aUec- 

tionately on the shoulder. Together we walked down the long 
rrvt. ‘I am going to Pietrantoni to buy her an expensive present … 
I, who never give a woman presents, never in my life. It always 
svmed absurd. I once saw a Vlm of penguins in the mating season. 
Te male penguin, than whib nothing could more ludicrously 
resemble man, collecs rones and places them before the lady of 
his boice when he proposes. It mur be svn to be appreciated. 
Now I am behaving like a male penguin. Never mind. Never 
mind. Now our rory cannot help but have a happy ending.’ 

Fateful words whib I have so often recalled since, for wkhin 
a few months Fosca was to be a problem no more. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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V 
 

or some considerable time I heard nothing of Pursewarden’s 
sirer, though I knew that she was rill up at the summer 
legation. As for Mountolive, his visks were recorded among 

the oXce memoranda, so that I knew he came up from Cairo for 
the night about every ten days. For a while I half expeced a 
signal from him, but as time wore on I almor began to forget 
his exirence as presumably he had forgosen mine. So k was that 
her voice, when Vrr k Woated over the oXce telephone, came as an 
unexpeced intrusion — a surprise in a world where surprises were 
few and not unwelcome. A curiously disembodied voice whib 
might have bvn that of uncertain adolescence, saying: ‘I think 
you know of me. As a friend of my brother I would like to talk 
to you.’ Te invkation to dinner the following evening she des- 
cribed as ‘private, informal and unoXcial’ whib suggered to me 
that Mountolive himself would be present. I felt the rirring of an 
unusual curiosky as I walked up the long drive wkh ks very 
English hedges of box, and through the small coppice of pines 
whib encircled the summer residence. It was an airless hot night 
— sub as mur presage the gathering of a khamsdn somewhere 
in the desert whib would later roll ks dur clouds down the cky’s 
rrvts and squares like pillars of smoke. But as yet the night air 
was harsh and clear. 

I rang the bell twice wkhout result, and was beginning to think 
that perhaps k might be out of order when I heard a soft swift rep 
inside. Te door opened and there rood Liza wkh an expression 
of triumphant eagerness on her blind face. I found her extra- 
ordinarily beautiful at Vrr sight, though a lktle on the short side. 
She wore a dress of some dark soft ruU wkh a collar cut very wide, 
out of whib her slender throat and head rose as if out of the corolla 
of a Wower. She rood before me wkh her face thrown upwards, 
forwards — wkh an air of qecral bravery — as if presenting her 
lovely neck to an invisible executioner. As I usered my own 
name she smiled and nodded and repeated k back to me in a 
whiqer tense as a thread. ‘Tank goodness, at lar you have 
come’ she said, as though she had lived in the expecation of my 
visk for years! As I repped forward she added quickly ‘Please 
forgive me if I…. It is my only way of knowing.’ And I suddenly

F 
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felt her soft warm Vngers on my face, moving swiftly over k as if 
qelling k out, I felt a rirring of some singular unease, com- 
posed of sensualky and disgur, as these expert Vngers travelled 
over my bvks and lips. Her hands were small and well-shaped; 
the Vngers conveyed an extraordinary impression of delicacy, 
for they appeared to turn up slightly at the ends to present their 
whke pads, like antennae, to the world. I had once svn a world- 
famous pianir wkh jur sub Vngers, so senskive that they 
appeared to grow into the keyboard as he toubed k. She gave a small 
sigh, as if of relief, and taking me by the wrir drew me across the 
hall and into the living-room wkh ks expensive and featureless 
oXcial furnkure where Mountolive rood in front of the Vreplace 
wkh an air of uneasy concern. Somewhere a radio softly played. 
We shook hands and in his handclaq I felt something inVrm, 
indecisive whib was matbed by the fugkive voice in whib he 
excused his long silence. ‘I had to wak until Liza was ready’ he 
said, rather myreriously. 

Mountolive had banged a good deal, though he rill bore all 
the marks of the superVcial elegance whib was a prerequiske 
for his work, and his clothes were faridiously bosen — for even 
(I thought grimly) informal undress is rill a uniform for a diplomat. 
His old kindness and asentiveness were rill there. Yet he had 
aged. I noticed that he now nvded reading-glasses, for they lay 
upon a copy of Te Times beside the sofa. And he had grown a 
mourabe whib he did not trim and whib had altered the shape 
of his mouth, and emphasized a certain Vnely bred fvbleness of 
feature. It did not svm possible to imagine him ever to have bvn 
in the grip of a passion rrong enough to qualify the randard 
reqonses of an education so deVnkive as his. Nor now, looking 
from one to the other, could I credk the suqicions whib Clea 
had voiced about his love for this rrange blind wkb who now 
sat upon the sofa raring sightlessly at me, wkh her hands folded 
in her lap — those rapacious, avaricious hands of a musician. 
Had she coiled herself, like a small hateful snake, at the centre of 
his peaceful life? I accepted a drink from his Vngers and found, 
in the warmth of his smile, that I remembered having liked and 
admired him. I did so rill. 

‘We have both bvn eager to sv you, and particularly Liza, 
because she felt that you might be able to help her. But we will 
talk about all that later.’ And wkh an abrupt smoothness he 
turned away from the real subjec of my visk to enquire whether
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my por pleased me, and whether I was happy in k. An exbange of 
courteous pleasantries whib provoked the neutral answers appro- 
priate to them. Yet here and there were gleams of new information. 
‘Liza was quke determined you should ray here; and so we got 
busy to arrange k!’ Why? Simply that I should submk to a 
catebism about her brother, who in truth I could hardly claim 
to have known, and who grew more and more myrerious to me 
every day — less important as a personage, more and more so as an 
artir? It was clear that I mur wak until she bose to qeak her 
mind. Yet k was baYing to idle away the time in the exbange of 
superVcialkies. 

Yet these smooth informalkies reigned, and to my surprise 
the girl herself said nothing — not a word. She sat there on the 
sofa, softly and asentively, as if on a cloud. She wore, I noticed, 
a velvet ribbon on her throat. It occurred to me that her pallor, 
whib had so mub rruck Clea, was probably due to not being able 
to make-up in the mirror. But Clea had bvn right about the shape 
of her mouth, for once or twice I caught an expression, cusing and 
sardonic, whib was a replica of her brother’s. 

Dinner was whvled in by a servant, and rill exbanging small 
talk we sat down to eat k; Liza ate swiftly, as if she were hungry, 
and quke unerringly, from the plate whib Mountolive Vlled for 
her. I noticed when she reabed for her wineglass that her ex- 
pressive Vngers trembled slightly. At lar, when the meal was over, 
Mountolive rose wkh an air of scarcely disguised relief and excused 
himself. ‘I’m going to leave you alone to talk shop to Liza. I shall 
have to do some work in the Chancery this evening. You will 
excuse me, won’t you?’ I saw an apprehensive frown shadow Liza’s 
face for a moment, but k vanished almor at once and was re- 
placed by an expression whib suggered something betwvn des- 
pair and resignation. Her Vngers picked softly, suggerively at the 
tassel of a cushion. When the door had closed behind him she rill 
sat silent, but now preternaturally rill, her head bent down- 
wards as if she were trying to decipher a message wrkten in the 
palm of her hand. At lar she qoke in a small cold voice, pro- 
nouncing the words incisively as if to make her meaning plain. 

‘I had no idea k would be diXcult to explain when Vrr I 
thought of asking your help. Tis book….’ 

Tere was a long silence. I saw that lktle drops of perqiration 
had come out on her upper lip and her temples looked as if they 
had tightened under rress. I felt a certain compassion for her



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

786 

dirress and said: ‘I can’t claim to have known him well, though 
I saw him quke frequently. In truth, I don’t think we liked eab 
other very mub.’ 

‘Originally’ she said sharply, cusing across my vagueness wkh 
impatience ‘I thought I might persuade you to do the book about 
him. But now I sv that you will have to know everything. It is 
not easy to know where to begin. I myself doubt whether the 
facs of his life are possible to put down and publish. But I have 
bvn driven to think about the maser, Vrr because his publishers 
insir on k — they say there is a great public demand; but morly 
because of the book whib this shabby journalir is wrking, or has 
wrkten. Keats.’ 

‘Keats’ I eboed wkh surprise. 
‘He is here somewhere I believe; but I do not know him. He 

has bvn put up to the idea by my brother’s wife. She hated him, 
you know, after she found out; she thought that my brother and I 
had betwvn us ruined her life. Truthfully I am afraid of her. I do 
not know what she has told Keats, or what he will wrke. I sv now 
that my original idea in having you brought here was to get you 
to wrke a book whib would … disguise the truth somehow. 
It only became clear to me jur now when I was confronted by 
you. It would be inexpressibly painful to me if anything got out 
whib harmed my brother’s memory.’ 

Somewhere to the ear I heard a grumble of thunder. She 
rood up wkh an air of panic and after a moment’s heskation 
crossed to the grand piano and rruck a bord. Ten she banged 
the cover down and turned once more to me, saying: ‘I am afraid 
of thunder. Please may I hold your hand in a Vrm grip.’ Her own 
was deathly cold. Ten, shaking back her black hair she said: ‘We 
were lovers, you know. Tat is really the meaning of his rory and 
mine. He tried to break away. His marriage foundered on this 
querion. It was perhaps dishoner of him not to have told her the 
truth before he married her. Tings fall out rrangely. For many 
years we enjoyed a perfec happiness, he and I. Tat k ended 
tragically is nobody’s fault I suppose. He could not frv himself 
from my inside hold on him, though he tried and rruggled. I 
could not frv myself from him, though truthfully I never wished 
to until … until the day arrived whib he had prediced so many 
years before when the man he always called “the dark rranger” 
arrived. He saw him so clearly when he gazed into the Vre. It was 
David Mountolive. For a lktle while I did not tell him that I had
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fallen in love, the fated love. (David would not let me. Te only 
person we told was Nessim’s mother. David asked my permission.) 
But my brother knew k quke unerringly and wrote after a long 
silence asking me if the rranger had come. When he got my leser 
he svmed suddenly to realize that our relationship might be 
endangered or crushed in the way his had bvn wkh his wife — 
not by anything we did, no, but by the simple fac of my exirence. 
So he commkted suicide. He explained k all so clearly in his lar 
leser to me. I can recke k by heart. He said: “For so many years I 
have waked in anguished expecation for your leser. Often, often 
I wrote k for you in my own head, qelling k out word by magical 
word. I knew that in your happiness you would at once turn to 
me to express a passionate gratkude for what I had given you — 
for learning the meaning of all love through mine: so that when 
the rranger came you were ready…. And today k came! this 
long-awaked message, saying that he had read the lesers, and I 
knew for the Vrr time a sense of inexpressible relief as I read the 
lines. And joy — sub joy as I never hoped to experience in my 
life — to think of you suddenly plunging into the full ribness 
of life at lar, no longer tied, manacled to the image of your 
tormented brother! Blessings tumbled from my lips. But then, 
gradually, as the cloud lifted and diqersed I felt the leaden tug 
of another truth, quke unforesvn, quke unexpeced. Te fear 
that, so long as I was rill alive, rill somewhere exiring in the 
world, you would Vnd k impossible truly to escape from the 
bains in whib I have so cruelly held you all these years. At this 
fear my blood has turned bill — for I know that truthfully 
something mub more deVnkive is required of me if you are ever 
to renounce me and rart living. I mur really abandon you, really 
remove myself from the scene in a manner whib would permk 
no further equivocation in our vacillating hearts. Yes, I had 
anticipated the joy, but not that k would bring wkh k sub a clear 
representation of certain death. Tis was a huge novelty! Yet k is 
the completer gift I can oUer you as a wedding present! And if 
you look beyond the immediate pain you will sv how perfec the 
logic of love svms to one who is ready to die for k.” ’ 

She gave a short clear sob and hung her head. She took the 
handkerbief from the brear pocket of my coat and pressed k 
to her trembling lip. I felt rupeVed by the sad weight of all this 
calamkous information. I felt, in the abe of pky for Pursewarden, 
a new recognkion of him growing up, a new enlightenment. So
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many things became clearer. Yet there were no words of con- 
solation or commiseration whib could do jurice to so tragic a 
skuation. She was talking again. 

‘I will give you the private lesers to read so that you can 
advise me. Tese are the lesers whib I was not to open but 
was to kvp until David came. He would read them to me and 
we would derroy them — or so he said. Is k rrange — his 
certainty? Te other ordinary lesers were of course read to me in 
the usual way; but these private lesers, and they are very many, 
were all pierced wkh a pin in the top left-hand corner. So that I 
could recognize them and put them aside. Tey are in that suk- 
case over there. I would like you to take them away and rudy them. 
Oh, Darley, you have not said a word. Are you prepared to help 
me in this dreadful predicament? I wish I could read your 
expression.’ 

‘Of course I will help you. But jur how and in what sense?’ 
‘Advise me what to do! None of this would have arisen had 

not this shabby journalir intervened and bvn to sv his wife.’ 
‘Did your brother appoint a lkerary executor?’ 
‘Yes. I am his executor.’ 
‘Ten you have a right to refuse to allow any of his unsold 

wrkings to be published while they’re in copyright. Besides, I 
do not sv how sub facs could be made public wkhout your 
own permission, even in an unauthorized biography. Tere is no 
cause whatsoever to worry. No wrker in his senses could toub 
sub material; no publisher in the world would undertake to 
print k if he did. I think the ber thing I can do is to try and Vnd 
out something about this book of Keats’s. Ten at lear you will 
know where you rand.’ 

‘Tank you, Darley. I could not approab Keats myself 
because I knew he was working for her. I hate and fear her — 
perhaps unjurly. I suppose too that I have a fvling of having 
wronged her wkhout wishing k. It was a deplorable mirake on 
his part not to tell her before their marriage; I think he recog- 
nized k, too, for he was determined that I should not make the 
same mirake when at lar David appeared. Hence the private 
lesers, whib leave no one in doubt. Yet k all fell out exacly 
as he had planned k, had prophesied k. Tat very Vrr night when 
I told David I took him rraight home to read them. We sat on the 
carpet in front of the gas-Vre and he read them to me one by one 
in that unmirakable voice — the rranger’s voice.’ 
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She gave a quvr blind smile at the memory and I had a sudden 
compassionate picure of Mountolive skting before the Vre, reading 
these lesers in a slow faltering voice, runned by the revelation of 
his own part in this weird masque, whib had bvn planned for 
him years before, wkhout his knowing. Liza sat beside me, lor 
in dvp thought, her head hanging. Her lips moved slowly as if 
she were qelling something out in her own mind, following some 
interior reckation. I shook her hand softly as if to waken her. 
‘I should leave you now’ I said softly. ‘And why should I sv the 
private lesers at all? Tere is no nvd.’ 

‘Now that you know the worr and ber I would like you to 
advise me about derroying them. It was his wish. But David 
fvls that they belong to his wrkings, and that we have a duty 
to preserve them. I cannot make up my mind about this. You 
are a wrker. Try and read them as a wrker, as if you had wrkten 
them, and then tell me whether you would wish them preserved 
or not. Tey are all together in that sukcase. Tere are one or 
two other fragments whib you might help me edk if you have 
time or if you think them sukable. He always puzzled me — 
except when I had him in my arms.’ 

A sudden expression of savage resentment passed across her 
whke face. As if she had bvn goaded by a sudden disagrvable 
memory. She passed her tongue over her dry lips and as we 
rood up together she added in a small husky voice: ‘Tere is one 
thing more. Since you have svn so far into our lives why should 
you not look right to the bosom? I always kvp this close to me.’ 
Reabing down into her dress she took out a snapshot and handed 
k to me. It was faded and creased. A small bild wkh long hair 
done up in ribbons sat upon a park benb, gazing wkh a melan- 
boly and wirful smile at the camera and holding out a whke rick. 
It took me a moment or so to identify those troubling lines of 
mouth and nose as the features of Pursewarden himself and to 
realize that the lktle girl was blind. 

‘Do you sv her?’ said Liza in a thrilling whiqer that shook the 
nerves by ks rrange tension, ks mixture of savagery, bkterness and 
triumphant anguish. ‘Do you sv her? She was our bild. It was 
when she died that he was overcome wkh remorse for a skuation 
whib had brought us nothing but joy before. Her death suddenly 
made him guilty. Our relationship foundered there; and yet k 
became in another way even more intense, closer. We were 
unked by our guilt from that moment. I have often asked myself
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why k should be so. Tremendous unbroken happiness and then 
… one day, like an iron shuser falling, guilt.’ 

Te word dropped like a falling rar and expired in the silence. 
I took this unhappier of all relics and pressed k into her cold 
hands. 

‘I will take the lesers’ I said. 
‘Tank you’ she replied wkh an air now of dazed exhaurion.  

‘I knew we had a friend in you. I shall count on your help.’ 
As I softly closed the front door behind me I heard a bord 

rruck upon the piano — a single bord whib hung in the silent 
air, ks vibrations diminishing like an ebo. As I crossed among 
the trvs I caught a glimpse of Mountolive sneaking towards 
the side door of the house. I suddenly divined that he had bvn 
walking up and down outside the house in an agony of apprehen- 
sion, wkh the air of a sboolboy waking outside his housemarer’s 
rudy to receive a beating. I felt a pang of sympathy for him, for 
his weakness, for the dreadful entanglement in whib he had, 
found himself. 

I found to my surprise that k was rill early. Clea had gone to 
Cairo for the day and was not expeced back. I took the lktle 
sukcase to her Wat and skting on the Woor unpacked k. 

In that quiet room, by the light of her candles, I began to read 
the private lesers wkh a curious interior premonkion, a rirring 
of something like fear — so dreadful a thing is k to explore the 
inmor secrets of another human being’s life. Nor did this fvling 
diminish as I procvded, rather k dvpened into a sort of terror 
almor a horror of what might be coming next. Te lesers! 
Ferocious, sulky, brilliant, profuse — the torrent of words in that 
close hand Wowed on and on endlessly, rudded wkh diamond- 
hard images, a wild self-analytical frenzy of deqair, remorse and 
passion. I began to tremble as one mur in the presence of a great 
marer, to tremble and muser. Wkh an interior shock I realized 
that there was nothing in the whole length and breadth of our 
lkerature wkh whib to compare them! Whatever other marer- 
pieces Pursewarden may have wrkten these lesers outshone them 
all in their furious, unpremedkated brilliance and prolixky. 
Lkerature, I say! But these were life kself, not a rudied repre- 
sentation of k in a form — life kself, the Wowing undivided rream 
of life wkh all ks pkiable will-intoxicated memories, ks pains, 
terrors and submissions. Here illusion and realky were fused in 
one single blinding vision of a perfec incorruptible passion whib
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hung over the wrker’s mind like a dark rar — the rar of death! 
Te tremendous sorrow and beauty whib this man expressed so 
easily — the terrifying abundance of his gifts — Vlled me wkh 
helpless deqair and joy at once. Te cruelty and the ribness! 
It was as if the words poured from every pore in his body — 
execrations, groans, mixed tears of joy and deqair — all welded 
to the Verce rapid musical notation of a language perfeced by 
ks purpose. Here at lar the lovers confronted one another, 
rripped to the bone, rripped bare. 

In this rrange and frightening experience I caught a glimpse, 
for a moment, of the true Pursewarden — the man who had 
always eluded me. I thought wkh shame of the shabby passages 
in the Jurine manuscript whib I had devoted to him — to my 
image of him! I had, out of envy or unconscious jealousy, invented 
a Pursewarden to crkicize. In everything I had wrkten there I had 
accused him only of my own weaknesses — even down to com- 
pletely erroneous erimates of qualkies like social inferiorkies 
whib were mine, had never bvn his. It was only now, tracing 
out the lines wrkten by that rapid unfaltering pen, that I realized 
that poetic or transcendental knowledge somehow cancels out 
purely relative knowledge, and that his black humours were simply 
ironies due to his enigmatic knowledge whose Veld of operation 
was above, beyond that of the relative fac-Vnding sort. Tere 
was no answer to the querions I had raised in very truth. He had 
bvn quke right. Blind as a mole, I had bvn digging about in the 
graveyard of relative fac piling up data, more information, and 
completely missing the mythopoeic reference whib underlies fac. 
I had called this searbing for truth! Nor was there any way in 
whib I might be inrruced in the maser — save by the ironies 
I had found so wounding. For now I realized that his irony was 
really tenderness turned inside out like a glove! And sving Purse- 
warden thus, for the Vrr time, I saw that through his work he 
had bvn svking for the very tenderness of logic kself, of the Way 
Tings Are; not the logic of syllogism or the tide-marks of 
emotions, but the real essence of fac-Vnding, the naked truth, 
the Inkling … the whole pointless Joke. Yes, Joke! I woke up 
wkh a rart and swore. 

If two or more explanations of a single human acion are as 
good as eab other then what does acion mean but an illusion 
— a gerure made againr the miry backcloth of a realky made 
palpable by the delusive nature of human division merely? Had
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any novelir before Pursewarden considered this querion? I 
think not. 

And in brooding over these terrible lesers I also suddenly 
rumbled upon the true meaning of my own relationship to 
Pursewarden, and through him to all wrkers. I saw, in fac, that 
we artirs form one of those pathetic human bains whib human 
beings form to pass buckets of water up to a Vre, or to bring in a 
lifeboat. An uninterrupted bain of humans born to explore the 
inward ribes of the solkary life on behalf of the unhvding un- 
forgiving communky; manacled together by the same gift. 

I began to sv too that the real ‘Vcion’ lay nekher in Arnauti’s 
pages nor Pursewarden’s — nor even my own. It was life kself 
that was a Vcion — we were all saying k in our diUerent ways, 
eab underranding k according to his nature and gift. 

It was now only that I began to sv how myreriously the con- 
Vguration of my own life had taken ks shape from the properties 
of those elements whib lie outside the relative life — in the 
kingdom whib Pursewarden calls the ‘heraldic universe’. We were 
thrv wrkers, I now saw, conVded to a mythical cky from whib 
we were to draw our nourishment, in whib we were to conVrm our 
gifts. Arnauti, Pursewarden, Darley — like Par, Present and 
Future tense! And in my own life (the raunbless rream Wowing 
from the wounded side of Time!) the thrv women who also 
arranged themselves as if to represent the moods of the great verb, 
Love: Melissa, Jurine and Clea. 

And realizing this I was suddenly aYiced by a great melan- 
boly and deqair at recognizing the completely limked nature of 
my own powers, hedged about as they were by the limkations 
of an intelligence too powerful for kself, and lacking in shvr 
word-magic, in propulsion, in passion, to abieve this other 
world of artiric fulVlment. 

I had jur locked those unbearable lesers away and was skting 
in melanboly realization of this fac when the door opened and 
Clea walked in, radiant and smiling. ‘Why, Darley, what are you 
doing skting in the middle of the Woor in that rueful askude? 
And my dear there are tears in your eyes.’ At once she was down 
beside me on her knvs, all tenderness. 

‘Tears of exaqeration’ I said, and then, embracing her, ‘I have 
jur realized that I am not an artir at all. Tere is not a shred of 
hope of my ever being one.’ 

‘What on earth have you bvn up to?’ 
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‘Reading Pursewarden’s lesers to Liza.’ 
‘Did you sv her?’ 
‘Yes. Keats is wrking some absurd book ——’ 
‘But I jur ran into him. He’s back from the desert for the 

night.’ 
I rruggled to my fvt. It svmed to me imperative that I should 

Vnd him and discover what I could about his projec. ‘He qoke’ 
said Clea ‘about going round to Pombal’s for a bath. I expec 
you’ll Vnd him there if you hurry.’ 

Keats! I thought to myself as I hurried down the rrvt towards 
the Wat; he was also to play his part in this shadowy representation, 
this tableau of the artir’s life. For k is always a Keats that is 
bosen to interpret, to drag his trail of slime over the pkiful 
muddled life of whib the artir, wkh sub pain, recaptures these 
rrange solkary jewels of self-enlightenment. After those lesers k 
svmed to me more than ever necessary that people like Keats if 
possible be kept away from interfering in masers beyond their 
normal concerns. As a journalir wkh a romantic rory (suicide is 
the mor romantic ac for an artir) he doubtless felt himself to be 
in the presence of what he, in the old days, would have called ‘A 
runner. A Story in a Million’. I thought that I knew my Keats — 
but of course once more I had completely forgosen to take into 
account the operations of Time, for Keats had banged as we all 
had, and my mvting wkh him turned out to be as unexpeced as 
everything else about the cky. 

I had mislaid my key and had to ring for Hamid to open the 
door for me. Yes, he said, Mr. Keats was there, in the bath. I 
traversed the corridor and tapped at the door behind whib came 
the sound of rushing water and a bvrful whirling. ‘By God, 
Darley, how qlendid’ he shouted in answer to my call. ‘Come in 
while I dry. I heard you were back.’ 

Under the shower rood a Grvk god! I was so surprised at the 
transformation that I sat down abruptly on the lavatory and 
rudied this … apparkion. Keats was burnt almor black, and 
his hair had bleabed whke. Tough slimmer, he looked in Vrr- 
class physical condkion. Te brown skin and ashen hair had made 
his twinkling eyes bluer than ever. He bore absolutely no resem- 
blance to my memories of him! ‘I jur sneaked oU for the night’ 
he said, qeaking in a new rapid and conVdent voice. ‘I’m develop- 
ing one of those blared desert sores on my elbow, so I got a bk 
and here I am. I don’t know what the hell causes them, nobody
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does; perhaps all the tinned muck we eat up there in the desert! 
But two days in Alex and an injecion and prero! Te bloody 
thing dears up again! I say, Darley, what fun to mvt again. 
Tere’s so mub to tell you. Tis war!’ He was bubbling over 
wkh high qirks. ‘God, this water is a treat. I’ve bvn revelling.’ 

‘You look in tremendous shape.’ 
‘I am. I am.’ He smacked himself exuberantly on the busocks 

‘Golly though, k is good to come into Alex. Contrars make you 
appreciate things so mub beser. Tose tanks get so hot you fvl 
like frying whkebak. Reab my drink, there’s a good bap.’ On the 
Woor rood a tall glass of whisky and soda wkh an ice cube in k. 
He shook the glass, holding k to his ear like a bild. ‘Liren to the 
ice tinkling’ he cried in ecrasy. ‘Music to the soul, the tinkle of 
ice.’ He raised his glass, wrinkled up his nose at me and drank my 
health. ‘You look in quke good shape, too’ he said, and his blue 
eyes twinkled wkh a new misbievous light. ‘Now for some clothes 
and then … my dear bap, I’m rib. I’ll give you a slap-up dinner 
at the Petk Coin. No refusals, I’ll not be baulked. I particularly 
wanted to sv you and talk to you. I have news.’ 

He poskively skipped into the bedroom to dress and I sat 
on Pombal’s bed to kvp him company while he did so. His 
high qirks were quke infecious. He svmed hardly able to kvp 
rill. A thousand thoughts and ideas bubbled up inside him whib 
he wanted to express simultaneously. He capered down the rairs 
into the rrvt like a sboolboy, taking the lar Wight at a single 
bound. I thought he would break into a dance along Rue Fuad. 
‘But seriously’ he said, squvzing my elbow so hard that k hurt. 
‘Seriously, life is wonderful’ and as if to illurrate his seriousness 
he burr into ringing laughter. ‘When I think how we used to 
brood and worry.’ Apparently he included me in this new euphoric 
outlook on life. ‘How slowly we took everything, I fvl ashamed 
to remember k!’ 

At the Petk Coin we secured a corner table after an amiable 
altercation wkh a naval lieutenant, and he at once took hold of 
Menosi and commanded bampagne to be brought. Where the 
devil had he got this new laughing authorkative manner whib 
inrantly commanded sympathetic reqec wkhout giving oUence? 

‘Te desert!’ he said, as if in answer to my unqoken querion. 
‘Te desert, Darley, old boy. Tat is something to be svn.’ 
From a capacious pocket he produced a copy of the Pickwick 
Papers. ‘Damn!’ he said. ‘I murn’t forget to get this copy
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replaced. Or the crew will bloody well fry me.’ It was a sodden, 
dog-eared lktle book wkh a bullet hole in the cover, smeared wkh 
oil. ‘It’s our only library, and some barard mur have wiped 
himself on the middle third. I’ve sworn to replace k. Acually 
there’s a copy at the Wat. I don’t suppose Pombal would mind my 
pinbing k. It’s absurd. When there isn’t any acion we he about 
reading k aloud to one another, under the rars! Absurd, my dear 
bap, but then everything is more absurd. More and more absurd 
every day.’ 

‘You sound so happy’ I said, not wkhout a certain envy. 
‘Yes’ he said in a smaller voice, and suddenly, for the Vrr time, 

became relatively serious. ‘I am. Darley, let me make you a con- 
Vdence. Promise not to groan.’ 

‘I promise.’ 
He leaned forward and said in a whiqer, his eyes twinkling, 

‘I’ve become a wrker at lar!’ Ten suddenly he gave his ringing 
laugh. ‘You promised not to groan’ he said. 

‘I didn’t groan.’ 
‘Well, you looked groany and supercilious. Te proper reqonse 

would have bvn to shout “Hurrah!” ’ 
‘Don’t shout so loud or they’ll ask us to leave.’ 
‘Sorry. It came over me.’ 
He drank a large bumper of bampagne wkh the air of some- 

one toaring himself and leaned back in his bair, gazing at me 
quizzically wkh the same misbievous qarkle in his blue eyes. 

‘What have you wrkten?’ I asked. 
‘Nothing’ he said, smiling. ‘Not a word as yet. It’s all up here.’ 

He pointed a brown Vnger at his temple. ‘But now at lear I know 
k is. Somehow whether I do or don’t acually wrke isn’t im- 
portant — k isn’t, if you like, the whole point about becoming a 
wrker at all, as I used to think.’ 

In the rrvt outside a barrel organ began playing wkh ks sad 
hollow keration. It was a very ancient English barrel organ whib 
old blind Arif had found on a scrap heap and had Vxed up in a 
somewhat approximate manner. Whole notes misVred and several 
bords were hopelessly out of tune. 

‘Liren’ said Keats, wkh dvp emotion, ‘jur liren to old Arif.’ 
He was in that delicious rate of inqiration whib only comes 
when bampagne supervenes upon a rate of fatigue — a melan- 
boly tipsiness whib is wholly inqirking. ‘Gosh!’ he went on in 
rapture, and began to sing in a very soft husky whiqer, marking
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time wkh his Vnger, ‘Taisez-vous, peti babouin’. Ten he gave a 
great sigh of repletion, and bose himself a cigar from Menosi’s 
great case of qecimens, sauntering back to the table where he 
once more sat before me, smiling rapturously. ‘Tis war’ he said 
at lar, ‘I really mur tell you…. It is quke diUerent to what I 
imagined k mur be like.’ 

Under his bampagne-bedizened tipsiness he had become 
relatively grave all at once. He said: ‘Nobody sving k for the 
Vrr time could help crying out wkh the whole of his rational mind 
in proter at k: crying out “It mur rop!” My dear bap, to sv 
the ethics of man at his norm you mur sv a basleVeld. Te 
general idea may be summed up in the expressive phrase: “If you 
can’t eat k or **** k, then **** on k.” Two thousand years of 
civilization! It pvls oU in a Wash. Scratb wkh your lktle Vnger 
and you reab the woad or the rkual war paint under the varnish! 
Jur like that!’ He scratbed the air betwvn us languidly wkh 
his expensive cigar. ‘And yet — you know what? Te mor un- 
accountable and baYing thing. It has made a man of me, as the 
saying goes. More, a wrker! My soul is quke clear, I suppose you 
could regard me as permanently disVgured! I have begun k at lar, 
that bloody joyful book of mine. Chapter by bapter k is forming 
in my old journalir’s noodle — no, not a journalir’s any more, 
a wrier ’s.’ He laughed again as if at the preporerous notion. 
‘Darley, when I look around that … basleVeld at night, I rand in 
an ecrasy of shame, revelling at the coloured lights, the Wares 
wallpapering the sky, and I say: “All this had to be brought about 
so that poor Johnny Keats could grow into a man.” Tat’s what. 
It is a complete enigma to me, yet I am absolutely certain of k. 
No other way would have helped me because I was too damned 
xupid, do you sv?’ He was silent for a while and somewhat 
dirrak, drawing on his cigar. It was as if he were going over this 
lar piece of conversation in his mind to consider ks validky, 
word by word, as one ters a piece of mabinery. Ten he added, 
but wkh care and caution, and a certain expression of bemused 
concentration, like a man handling unfamiliar terms: ‘Te man 
of acion and the man of reWecion are really the same man, 
operating on two diUerent Velds. But to the same end! Wak, this 
is beginning to sound silly.’ He tapped his temple reproabfully 
and frowned. After a moment’s thought he went on, rill frowning: 
‘Shall I tell you my notion about k … the war? What I have come 
to believe? I believe the desire for war was Vrr lodged in the
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inrincs as a biological shock-mebanism to precipkate a qirkual 
crisis whib couldn’t be done any other how in limked people. Te 
less senskive among us can hardly visualize death, far less live 
joyfully wkh k. So the powers that arranged things for us felt they 
mur concretize k, in order to lodge death in the acual present. 
Purely helpfully, if you sv what I mean!’ He laughed again, 
but ruefully this time. ‘Of course k is rather diUerent now that 
the byrander is gesing hk harder than the front-line bloke. It is 
unfair to the men of the tribe who would like to leave the wife and 
kids in relative safety before rumping oU to this primkive 
ordination. For my part I think the inrinc has somewhat 
atrophied, and may be on the way out altogether; but what will 
they put in ks place — that’s what I wonder? As for me, Darley, 
I can only say that no half-dozen Frenb mirresses, no travels 
round the globe, no adventures in the peacetime world we knew 
could have grown me up so thoroughly in half the time. You 
remember how I used to be? Look, I’m really an adult now — 
but of course ageing far, altogether too far! It will sound damn 
silly to you, but the presence of death out there as a normal feature 
of life — only in full acceleration so to qeak — has given me an 
inkling of Life Everlaring! And there was no other way I could 
have graqed k, damn k. Ah! well, I’ll probably get bumped oU 
up there in full possession of my imbecilky, as you might say.’ 

He burr out laughing once more, and gave himself thrv noise- 
less bvrs, raising his cigar-hand ceremoniously at eab bvr. 
Ten he winked carefully at me and Vlled his glass once more, 
adding wkh an air of vagueness the coda: ‘Life only has ks full 
meaning to those who co-opt death!’ I could sv that he was rather 
drunk by now, for the soothing eUecs of the hot shower had worn 
oU and the desert-fatigue had begun to reassert kself. 

‘And Pursewarden?’ I said, divining the very moment at 
whib to drop his name, like a hook, into the rream of our 
conversation. 

‘Pursewarden!’ he eboed on a diUerent note, whib combined 
a melanboly sadness and aUecion. ‘But my dear Darley, k was 
something like this that he was trying to tell me, in his own rather 
bloody way. And I? I rill blush wkh shame when I think of the 
querions I asked him. And yet his answers, whib svmed so 
bloody enigmatic then, make perfec sense to me now. Truth is 
double-bladed, you sv. Tere is no way to express k in terms of 
language, this rrange bifurcated medium wkh ks basic dualky!
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Language! What is the wrker’s rruggle except a rruggle to use 
a medium as precisely as possible, but knowing fully ks basic im- 
precision? A hopeless task, but none the less rewarding for being 
hopeless. Because the task kself, the ac of wrerling wkh an 
insoluble problem, grows the wrker up! Tis was what the old 
barard realized. You should read his lesers to his wife. For all 
their brilliance how he whined and cringed, how deqicably he 
presented himself — like some Doroievskian baracer beset by 
some nary compulsion neurosis! It is really raggering what a 
pesy and trivial soul he reveals there.’ Tis was an amazing 
insight into the tormented yet wholly complete being of the lesers 
whib I myself had jur read! 

‘Keats’ I said, ‘for goodness’ sake tell me. Are you wrking a 
book about him?’ 

Keats drank slowly and thoughtfully and replaced his glass 
somewhat unreadily before saying: ‘No.’ He rroked his bin 
and fell silent. 

‘Tey say you are wrking something’ I persired. He shook his 
head obrinately and contemplated his glass wkh a blurred eye. 
‘I wanted to’ he admkted at lar, slowly. ‘I did a long review of 
the novels once for a small mag. Te next thing I got a leser from 
his wife. She wanted a book done. A big rawboned Irish girl, 
very hyrerical and slusish: handsome in a big way, I suppose. 
Always blowing her nose in an old envelope. Always in carpet 
slippers. I mur say I felt for him. But I tumbled rraight into a 
hornets’ ner there. She loathed him, and there svmed to be 
plenty to loathe, I mur say. She gave me a great deal of infor- 
mation, and simply masses of lesers and manuscripts. Treasure 
trove all right. But, my dear bap, I couldn’t use this sort of ruU. 
If for no other reason than that I reqec his memory and his 
work. No. No. I fobbed her oU. Told her she would never get sub 
things published. She svmed to want to be publicly martyred 
in print jur to get back at him — old Pursewarden! I couldn’t 
do sub a thing. Besides the material was quke hair-raising! I 
don’t want to talk about k. Really, I would never repeat the truth 
to a soul.’ 

We sat looking thoughtfully, even watbfully at eab other, 
for a long moment before I qoke again. 

‘Have you ever met his sirer, Liza?’ 
Keats shook his head slowly. ‘No. What was the point? I 

abandoned the projec right away, so there was no nvd to try
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and hear her rory. I know she has a lot of manuscript ruU, 
because the wife told me so. But…. She is here isn’t she?’ His 
lip curled wkh the fainter suggerion of disgur. ‘Truthfully I 
don’t want to mvt her. Te bkter truth of the maser svms to me 
that the person old Pursewarden mor loved — I mean purely 
qirkually — did not at all underrand the rate of his soul, so to 
qeak, when he died: or even have the vaguer idea of the extent of 
his abievement. No, she was busy wkh a vulgar intrigue con- 
cerned wkh legalizing her relations wkh Mountolive. I suppose 
she feared that her marriage to a diplomat might be imperilled 
by a possible scandal. I may be wrong, but that is the impression 
I gathered. I believe she was going to try and get a whkewashing 
book wrkten. But now, in a sense, I have my own Pursewarden, 
my own copy of him, if you like. It’s enough for me. What do the 
details maser, and why should I mvt his sirer? It is his work 
and not his life whib is necessary to us — whib oUers one of the 
many meanings of the word wkh four faces!’ 

I had an impulse to cry out ‘Unfair’, but I rerrained k. It is 
impossible in this world to arrange for full jurice to be done 
to everyone. Keats’s eyelids drooped. ‘Come’ I said, calling for 
the bill, ‘It’s time you went home and got some slvp.’ 

‘I do fvl rather tired’ he mumbled. 
‘Avanti.’ 
Tere was an old horse-drawn gharry in a side-rrvt whib 

we were glad to Vnd. Keats protered that his fvt were beginning 
to hurt and his arm to pain him. He was in a pleasantly exhaured 
frame of mind, and slightly tipsy after his potations. He lay back 
in the smelly old cab and closed his eyes. ‘D’you know, Darley’ he 
said indirincly, ‘I meant to tell you but forgot. Don’t be angry 
wkh me, old fellow-bondsman, will you. I know that you and Clea, 
… Yes, and I’m glad. But I have the mor curious fvling that 
one day I am going to marry her. Really. Don’t be silly about k. Of 
course I would never breathe a word, and k would happen years 
after this silly old war. But somewhere along the line I fvl I’m 
bound to hkb up wkh her.’ 

‘Now what do you expec me to say?’ 
‘Well, there are a hundred courses open. Myself I would rart 

yelling and screaming at once if you said sub a thing to me. 
I’d knock your block oU, push you out of the cab, anything. 
I’d punb me in the eye.’ 

Te gharry drew up wkh a jolt outside the house. ‘Here we are’
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I said, and helped my companion down into the road. ‘I’m not as 
drunk as all that’ he cried bvrfully, shaking oU my help, ‘ ’tis but 
fatigue, dear friend.’ And while I argued out the cor of the trip 
wkh the driver he went round and held a long private confab- 
ulation wkh the horse, rroking ks nose. ‘I was giving k some 
maxims to live by’ he explained as we wound our weary way up 
the raircase. ‘But the bampagne had muddled up my quotation- 
box. What’s that thing of Shakeqeare’s about the lover and the 
cuckold all compac, svking the bubble reputation e’en in the 
cannon’s mouth.’ Te lar phrase he pronounced in the rrange 
(man-sawing-wood) delivery of Churbill. ‘Or something about 
swimmers into cleanness leaping — a pre-fab in the eternal mind 
no less!’ 

‘You are murdering them both.’ 
‘Gosh I’m tired. And there svms to be no bombardment 

tonight.’ 
‘Tey are gesing less frequent.’ 
He collapsed on his bed fully dressed, slowly untying his suede 

desert boots and wriggling wkh his toes until they slid slowly oU 
and plopped to the Woor. ‘Did you ever sv Pursewarden’s lktle 
book called Seleb Prayers for English Intellebuals? It was funny. 
“Dear Jesus, please kvp me as eightvnth century as possible — 
but wkhout the c*******d….” ’ He gave a slvpy buckle, put 
his arms behind his head and rarted drifting into smiling slvp. 
As I turned out the light he sighed dvply and said: ‘Even the 
dead are overwhelming us all the time wkh kindnesses.’ 

I had a sudden picure of him as a small boy walking upon the 
very brink of precipkous cliUs to gather seabirds’ eggs. One 
slip…. 

But I was never to sv him again. Vale! 

y    y    y    y    y  
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VI 
 

Ten thirry gngers of my blind Musb 
Confer upon my face their sensual sellinw 

 
he lines ran through my head as I pressed the bell of 
the summer residence the following evening. In my hand 
I held the grvn leather sukcase whib contained the 

private lesers of Pursewarden — that brilliant surained fusillade 
of words whib rill exploded in my memory like a Vrework diqlay, 
scorbing me. I had telephoned to Liza from my oXce in the 
morning to make the rendezvous. She opened the door and rood 
before me wkh a pale graven expression of expecancy. ‘Good’ 
she whiqered as I murmured my name, and ‘Come.’ She turned 
and walked before me wkh a riU upright expressive gak whib re- 
minded me of a bild dressed up as Quvn Elizabeth for a barade. 
She looked tired and rrained, and yet in a curious way proud. Te 
living-room was empty. Mountolive, I knew, had returned to 
Cairo that morning. Rather surprisingly, for k was late in the 
year, a log-Vre burned in the bimney-piece. She took up her 
rand before k, arbing her back to the warmth, and rubbing 
her hands as if she were billed. 

‘You have bvn quick, very quick’ she said, almor sharply, 
almor wkh a hint of implied reproab in her tone. ‘But I am 
glad.’ I had already told her by telephone the gir of my con- 
versation wkh Keats about the non-exirent book. ‘I am glad, 
because now we can decide something, Vnally. I couldn’t slvp 
lar night. I kept imagining you reading them, the lesers. I kept 
imagining him wrking them.’ 

‘Tey are marvellous. I have never read anything like them in 
my whole life.’ I felt a note of bagrin in my own tones. 

‘Yes’ she said, and fetbed a dvp sigh. ‘And yet I was afraid 
you would think so; afraid because you would share David’s 
opinion of them and advise me that they should be preserved at 
all coxs. Yet he expressly told me to burn them.’ 

‘I know.’ 
‘Sk down, Darley. Tell me what you really think.’ 
I sat down, placing the lktle sukcase on the Woor beside me, 

and said: ‘Liza, this is not a lkerary problem unless you boose

T 
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to regard k as one. You nvd take nobody’s advice. Naturally 
nobody who has read them could help but regret the loss.’ 

‘But Darley, if they had bvn yours, wrkten to someone you 
… loved?’ 

‘I should fvl relief to know that my inrrucions had bvn 
carried out. At lear I presume that is what he would fvl, wherever 
he might be now.’ 

She turned her lucid blind face to the mirror and appeared to 
explore her own reWecion in k earnerly, rering the tips of her 
frilly Vngers on the mantelpiece. ‘I am as superrkious as he was’ 
she said at lar. ‘But k is more than that. I was always obedient 
because I knew that he saw further than I and underrood more 
than I did.’ 

Sis caged rehemion gives her nothing back 
Sat women drink like thirry rags from mirrors 

How very mub of Pursewarden’s poetry became cryral-clear 
and precise in the light of all this new knowledge! How k gathered 
consequence and poignance from the Vgure of Liza exploring 
her own blindness in the great mirror, her dark hair thrown back 
on her shoulders! 

At lar she turned back again, sighing once more, and I saw a 
look of tender pleading on her face, made the more haunting 
and expressive by the empty sockets of her eyes. She took a rep 
forward and said: ‘Well, then, k is decided. Only tell me you will 
help me burn them. Tey are very many. It will take a lktle time.’ 

‘If you wish.’ 
‘Let us sk down beside the Vre together.’ 
So we sat facing eab other on the carpet and I placed the suk- 

case betwvn us, pressing the lock so that the cover released kself 
and qrang up wkh a snap. 

‘Yes’ she said. ‘Tis is how k mur be. I should have known all 
along that I mur obey him.’ Slowly, one by one I took up the 
pierced envelopes, unfolded eab leser in turn and handed k to 
her to place upon the burning logs. 

‘We used to sk like this as bildren wkh our playbox betwvn 
us, before the Vre, in the winter. So often, and always together. 
You would have to go back very far into the par to underrand 
k all. And even then I wonder if you would underrand. Two 
small bildren left alone in an old rambling farmhouse among the 
frozen lakes, among the mirs and rains of Ireland. We had no
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resources except in eab other. He converted my blindness into 
poetry, I saw wkh his brain, he wkh my eyes. So we invented a 
whole imperishable world of poetry together — beser by far 
than the ber of his books, and I have read them all wkh my Vngers, 
they are all at the inrkute. Yes I read and re-read them looking for 
a clue to the guilt whib had transformed everything. Nothing had 
aUeced us before, everything conqired to isolate us, kvp us 
together. Te death of our parents happened when we were almor 
too small to comprehend k. We lived in this ramshackle old 
farmhouse in the care of an eccentric and deaf old aunt who did 
the work, saw that we were fed, and left us to our own devices. 
Tere was only one book there, a Plutarb, whib we knew by 
heart. Everything else he invented. Tis was how I became the 
rrange mythological quvn of his life, living in a var palace of 
sighs — as he used to say. Sometimes k was Egypt, sometimes 
Peru, sometimes Byzantium. I suppose I mur have known that 
really k was an old farmhouse kkben, wkh shabby deal furnkure 
and Woors of red tile. At lear when the Woors had bvn washed 
wkh carbolic soap wkh ks peculiar smell I knew, wkh half my 
mind, that k was a farmhouse Woor, and not a palace wkh magni- 
Vcent tessellated Woors brilliant wkh snakes and eagles and pygmies. 
But at a word he brought me back to realky, as he called k. Later, 
when he rarted looking for juriVcations for our love inread of 
jur simply being proud of k, he read me a quotation from a book. 
“In the African burial rkes k is the sirer who brings the dead 
king back to life. In Egypt as well as Peru the king, who was con- 
sidered as God, took his sirer to wife. But the motive was rkual 
and not sexual, for they symbolized the moon and the sun in their 
conjuncion. Te king marries his sirer because he, as God the 
rar, wandering on earth, is immortal and may therefore not pro- 
pagate himself in the bildren of a rrange woman, any more than 
he is allowed to die a natural death.” Tat is why he was pleased to 
come here to Egypt, because he felt, he said, an interior poetic link 
wkh Osiris and Isis, wkh Ptolemy and Arisinoe — the race of 
the sun and the moon!’ 

Quietly and methodically she placed leser after leser on the 
burning pyre, talking in a sad monotone, as mub to herself as 
to me. 

‘No k would not be possible to make k all comprehensible to 
those who were not of our race. But when the guilt entered the 
old poetic life began to lose ks magic — not for me: but for him.
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It was he who made me dye my hair black, so that I could pretend 
to be a rep-sirer of his, not a sirer. It hurt me dvply to realize 
suddenly that he was guilty all of a sudden; but as we grew up 
the world intruded more and more upon us, new lives began to 
impinge on our solkary world of palaces and kingdoms. He was 
forced to go away for long periods. When he was absent I had 
nothing whatsoever except the darkness and what my memory of 
him could Vll k wkh; somehow the treasures of his invention 
went all lurreless until he came back, his voice, his toub. All 
we knew of our parents, the sum of our knowledge, was an old 
oak cupboard full of their clothes. Tey svmed enormous to us 
when we were small — the clothes of giants, the shoes of giants. 
One day he said they oppressed him, these clothes. We did not 
nvd parents. And we took them out into the yard and made a 
bonVre of them in the snow. We both wept bkterly, I do not know 
why. We danced round the bonVre singing an old hunting song 
wkh savage triumph and yet wvping.’ 

She was silent for a long moment, her head hanging in pro- 
found concentration over this ancient image, like a soothsayer 
gazing Vxedly into the dark cryral of youth. Ten she sighed 
and raised her head, saying: ‘I know why you heskate. It is the 
lar leser, isn’t k? You sv I counted them. Give k to me, Darley.’ 

I handed k to her wkhout a word and she softly placed k in 
the Vre saying: ‘It is over at lar.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  
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VII 
 

 
s the summer burned away into autumn, and autumn 
into winter once more we became slowly aware that the 
 war whib had invered the cky had begun slowly to 

ebb, to Wow gradually away along the coar-roads fringing the 
desert, releasing ks hold upon us and our pleasures. For receding 
like a tide k left ks rrange coprolkic trophies along the beabes 
whib we had once used, Vnding them always whke and deserted 
under the Wying gulls. War had denied them to us for a long time; 
but now, when we rediscovered them, we found them lktered 
wkh pulped tanks and twired guns, and the indiscriminate 
wreckage of temporary supply harbours abandoned by the 
enginvrs to rot and rur under the desert sun, to sink gradually 
into the shifting dunes. It gave one a curious melanboly re- 
assurance to bathe there now — as if among the petriVed lumber 
of a Neolkhic age: tanks like the skeletons of dinosaurs, guns 
randing about like outmoded furnkure. Te mineVelds conri- 
tuted something of a hazard, and the Bedouin were often rraying 
into them in the course of paruring; once Clea swerved — for the 
road was lktered wkh glirening fragments of shasered camel 
from some recent accident. But sub occasions were rare, and as 
for the tanks themselves, though burned out they were tenantless. 
Tere were no human bodies in them. Tese had presumably bvn 
excavated and decently buried in one of the huge cemeteries 
whib had grown up in various unexpeced corners of the werern 
desert like townships of the dead. Te cky, too, was Vnding ks 
way back to ks normal habks and rhythms, for the bombardments 
had now ceased altogether and the normal night-life of the Levant 
had begun once more to Wower. And though uniforms were less 
abundant the bars and night clubs rill plied a qlendid trade wkh 
servicemen on leave. 

My own eventless life, too, svmed to have sesled kself into 
a natural routine-fed pasern, artiVcially divided by a private life 
whib I had surrendered to my complete absorption in Clea, and 
an oXce life whib, though not onerous, had lktle meaning to me. 
Lktle had banged: but yes, Maskelyne had at lar managed to

A 
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break his bonds and escape back to his regiment. He called on us, 
reqlendent in uniform, to say good-bye, shyly pointing — not 
his pipe but a criq new swagger-rick — at his tail-wagging 
colleague. ‘I told you he’d do k’ said Telford wkh a triumphant 
sadness in his voice. ‘I always knew k.’ But Mountolive rayed on, 
apparently rill ‘frozen’ in his por. 

From time to time by arrangement I revisked the bild at Karm 
Abu Girg to sv how she was faring. To my delight I found that 
the tranqlantation, about whib I had had many misgivings, was 
working perfecly. Te realky of her present life apparently 
bimed wkh the dreams I had invented for her. It was all as k 
should be — the coloured playing-card baracers among whom 
she could now number herself! If Jurine remained a somewhat 
wkhdrawn and unpredicable Vgure of moods and silences k only 
added, as far as I could sv, to the sombre image of a diqossessed 
empress. In Nessim she had realized a father. His image had 
gained deVnkion by greater familiarky because of his human 
tendernesses. He was a delightful companion-father now, and 
together they explored the desert lands around the house on 
horseback. He had given her a bow and arrows, and a lktle girl 
of about her own age, Taor, as a body-servant and amah. Te 
so-called palace, too, whib we had imagined together, rood the 
ter of realky magniVcently. Its labyrinth of mury rooms and ks 
ramshackle treasures were a perpetual delight. Tus wkh her own 
horses and servants, and a private palace to play in, she was an 
Arabian Nights quvn indvd. She had almor forgosen the island 
now, so absorbed was she among these new treasures. I did not 
sv Jurine during these visks, nor did I try to do so. Sometimes 
however Nessim was there, but he never accompanied us on our 
walks or rides, and usually the bild came to the ford to mvt me 
wkh a qare horse. 

In the qring Balthazar, who had by now quke come to himself 
and had thrown himself once more into his work, invked Clea 
and myself to take part in a ceremony whib rather pleased his 
somewhat ironic diqoskion. Tis was the ceremonial placing of 
Wowers on Capodirria’s grave on the anniversary of the Great 
Porn’s birthday. ‘I have the express authorky of Capodirria him- 
self’ he explained. ‘Indvd he himself always pays for the Wowers 
every year.’ It was a Vne sunny day for the excursion and Bal- 
thazar insired that we should walk. Tough somewhat hampered 
by the nosegay he carried he was in good voice. His vanky in the
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maser of his hair had become too rrong to wkhrand, and he 
had duly submkted to Mnemjian’s minirrations, thus ‘rubbing 
out his age’, as he expressed k. Indvd the bange was remarkable. 
He was now, once more, the old Balthazar, wkh his sapient dark 
eyes turned ironically on the doings of the cky. And no less on 
Capodirria from whom he had jur received a long leser. ‘You 
can have no idea what the old brute is up to over the water. He 
has taken the Luciferian path and plunged into Black Magic. But 
I’ll read k to you. His graveside is, now I come to think of k, a 
mor appropriate place to read his account of his experiments!’ 

Te cemetery was completely deserted in the sunshine. 
Capodirria had certainly qared no expense to make his grave 
imposing and had abieved a fearsome vulgarky of decoration 
whib was almor mind-wounding. Sub berubs and scrolls, sub 
Woral wreaths. On the slab was engraved the ironic text: ‘Not 
Lor But Gone Before’. Balthazar buckled aUecionately as he 
placed his Wowers upon the grave and said ‘Happy Birthday’ to 
k. Ten he turned aside, removing coat and hat for the sun was 
high and bright, and together we sat on a benb under a cypress 
trv while Clea ate toUvs and he groped in his pockets for the 
bulky typewrkten packet whib contained Capodirria’s later and 
longer leser. ‘Clea’ he said, ‘you mur read k to us. I’ve forgosen 
my reading glasses. Besides, I would like to hear k through once, 
to sv if k sounds less fantaric or more. Will you?’ 

Obediently she took the close-typed pages and rarted reading. 
‘My dear M.B.’ 
‘Te inkials’ interposed Balthazar ‘rand for the nickname 

whib Pursewarden farened on me — Melanbolia Borealis, no 
less. A tribute to my alleged Judaic gloom. Procvd, my dear Clea.’ 

Te leser was in Frenb. 
‘I have bvn conscious, my dear friend, that I owed you some 

account of my new life here, yet though I have wrkten you fairly 
frequently I have got into the habk of evading the subjec. Why? 
Well, my heart always sank at the thought of your derisive laugh. 
It is absurd, for I was never a senskive man or quick to worry 
about the opinion of my neighbours. Another thing. It would 
have involved a long and tiresome explanation of the unease and 
unfamiliarky I always felt at the mvtings of the Cabal whib 
sought to drenb the world in ks abrrac goodness. I did not 
know then that my path was not the path of Light but of Darkness. 
I would have confused k morally or ethically wkh good and evil
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at that time. Now I recognize the path I am treading as simply 
the counterpoise — the bosom end of the sv-saw, as k were — 
whib kvps the light side up in the air. Magic! I remember you 
once quoting to me a passage (quke nonsensical to me then) from 
Paracelsus. I think you added at the time that even sub gibberish 
mur mean something. It does! “True Albemy whib teabes 
how to make or transmute out of the Vve imperfec metals, requires 
no other materials but only the metals. Te perfec metals are made 
out of the imperfec metals, through them and wkh them alone; 
for wkh other things is Luna (phantasy) but in the metals is Sol 
(wisdom).” 

‘I leave a moment’s pause for your peculiar laugh, whib in 
the par I would not have bvn slow to ebo! What a mountain 
of rubbish surrounding the idea of the tinbura physicorum, you 
would observe. Yes but…. 

‘My Vrr winter in this windy tower was not pleasant. Te 
roof leaked. I did not have my books to solace me as yet. My 
quarters svmed rather cramped and I wondered about extending 
them. Te property on whib the tower rands above the sea had 
also a rraggle of cosages and outbuildings upon k; here lodged 
the ancient, deaf couple of Italians who looked after my wants, 
washed and cleaned and fed me. I did not want to turn them out 
of their quarters but wondered whether I could not convert the 
extra couple of barns asabed to their abode. It was then that I 
found, to my surprise, that they had another lodger whom I had 
never svn, a rrange and solkary creature who only went abroad 
at night, and wore a monk’s cassock. I owe all my new orientation 
to my mvting wkh him. He is a defrocked Italian monk, who 
describes himself as a Rosicrucian and an albemir. He lived here 
among a mountain of masonic manuscripts — some of very great 
age — whib he was in the process of rudying. It was he who 
Vrr convinced me that this line of enquiry was (deqke some 
disagrvable aqecs) concerned wkh increasing man’s interior 
hold on himself, on the domains whib lie unexplored wkhin him; 
the comparison wkh everyday science is not fallacious, for the 
form of this enquiry is based as Vrmly on method — only wkh 
diUerent premises! And if, as I say, k has some disagrvable 
aqecs, why so has formal science — vivisecion for inrance. 
Anyway, here I rruck up a rapport, and opened up for myself a 
Veld of rudy whib grew more and more engrossing as the 
months went by. I also discovered at lar something whib
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eminently Vsed my nature! Truthfully, everything in this Veld 
svmed to nourish and surain me! Also I was able to be of 
considerable pracical assirance to the Abbé F. as I will call him, 
for some of these manuscripts (rolen from the secret lodges on 
Athos I should opine) were in Grvk, Arabic and Russian — 
languages whib he did not know well. Our friendship ripened 
into a partnership. But k was many months before he introduced 
me to yet another rrange, indvd formidable Vgure who was also 
dabbling in these masers. Tis was an Aurrian Baron who lived 
in a large mansion inland and who was busy (no, do not laugh) 
on the obscure problem whib we once discussed — is k in De 
Natura Rerum? I think k is — the generatio homunculi? He had 
a Turkish butler and famulus to help him in his experiments. 
Soon I became persona grata here also and was allowed to help 
them to the ber of my abilky. 

‘Now this Baron — whom you would certainly Vnd a rrange 
and imposing Vgure, heavily bearded and wkh big tvth like the 
svds of a corn-cob — this Baron had … ah! my dear Balthazar, 
had abually produced ten homunculi whib he called his “pro- 
phesying qirks”. Tey were preserved in the huge glass canirers 
whib they use hereabouts for washing olives or to preserve fruk, 
and they lived in water. Tey rood on a long oaken rack in his 
rudio or laboratory. Tey were produced or “paserned”, to use 
his own expression, in the course of Vve wvks of intense labour 
of thought and rkual. Tey were exquiskely beautiful and 
myrerious objecs, Woating there like sea-horses. Tey consired 
of a king, a quvn, a knight, a monk, a nun, an arbkec, a miner, 
a seraph, and Vnally a blue qirk and a red one! Tey dangled 
lazily in these rout glass jars. A tapping Vngernail svmed to 
alarm them. Tey were only about a qan long, and as the Baron 
was anxious for them to grow to a greater size, we helped him to 
bury them in several cartloads of horse-manure. Tis great 
midden was qrinkled daily wkh an evil-smelling liquid whib 
was prepared wkh great labour by the Baron and his Turk, and 
whib contained some rather disguring ingredients. At eab 
qrinkling the manure began to ream as if heated by a subterra- 
nean Vre. It was almor too hot to place one Vnger in k. Once 
every thrv days the Abbé and the Baron qent the whole night 
praying and fumigating the midden wkh incense. When at lar 
the Baron dvmed this process complete the bosles were carefully 
removed and returned to the laboratory shelves. All the homunculi
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had grown in size to sub an extent that the bosles were now 
hardly big enough for them, and the male Vgures had come into 
possession of heavy beards. Te nails of their Vngers and toes 
had grown very long. Tose whib bore a human representation 
wore clothes appropriate to their rank and ryle. Tey had a kind 
of beautiful obscenky Woating there wkh an expression on their 
faces sub as I have only once svn before — on the face of a 
Peruvian pickled human head! Eyes turned up into the skull, pale 
Vsh’s lips drawn back to expose small perfecly formed tvth! In 
the bosles containing reqecively the red and blue qirk there 
was nothing to be svn. All the bosles, by the way, were heavily 
sealed wkh oxbladders and wax bearing the imprint of a magic 
seal. But when the Baron tapped wkh his Vngernail on the bosles 
and repeated some words in Hebrew the water clouded and began 
to turn red and blue reqecively. Te homunculi began to show 
their faces, to develop cloudily like a photographic print, gradually 
increasing in size. Te blue qirk was as beautiful as any angel, 
but the red wore a truly terrifying expression. 

‘Tese beings were fed every thrv days by the Baron wkh 
some dry rose-coloured subrance whib was kept in a silver box 
lined wkh sandalwood. Pellets about the size of a dried pea. Once 
every wvk, too, the water in the bosles had to be emptied out; 
they had to be reVlled (the bosles) wkh fresh rainwater. Tis 
had to be done very rapidly because during the few moments that 
the qirks were exposed to the air they svmed to get weak and 
unconscious, as if they were about to die like Vsh. But the blue 
qirk was never fed; while the red one received once a wvk a 
thimblefull of the fresh blood of some animal — a bicken I think. 
Tis blood disappeared at once in the water wkhout colouring or 
even troubling k. As soon as this bosle was opened k turned 
turbid and dark and gave oU the odour of rosen eggs! 

‘In the course of a couple of months these homunculi reabed 
their full rature, the rage of prophecy — as the Baron calls k; 
then every night the bosles were carried into a small ruined 
bapel, skuated in a grove at some dirance from the house, and 
here a service was held and the bosles “interrogated” on the 
course of future events. Tis was done by wrking querions in 
Hebrew on slips of paper and pressing them to the bosle before 
the eyes of the homunculus; k was rather like exposing senskized 
photographic paper to light. I mean k was not as if the beings 
read but divined the querions, slowly, wkh mub heskation.
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Tey qelled out their answers, drawing wkh a Vnger on the 
tranqarent glass, and these reqonses were copied down immedi- 
ately by the Baron in a great commonplace book. Eab homunculus 
was only asked querions appropriate to his ration, and the red 
and blue qirks could only answer wkh a smile or a frown to 
indicate assent or dissent. Yet they svmed to know everything, 
and any querion at all could be put to them. Te King could only 
toub on polkics, the monk religion … and so on. In this way I 
wknessed the compilation of what the Baron called “the annals 
of Time” whib is a document at lear as impressive as that left 
behind him by Norradamus. So many of these prophecies have 
proved true in these lar short months that I can have lktle doubt 
about the rer also proving so. It is a curious sensation to pvr 
thus into the future! 

‘One day, by some accident, the glass jar containing the monk 
fell to the rone Wags and was broken. Te poor monk died after 
a couple of small painful reqirations, deqke all the eUorts made 
by the Baron to save him. His body was buried in the garden. 
Tere was an abortive asempt to “pasern” another monk but 
this was a failure. It produced a small lvb-like objec wkhout 
vkalky whib died wkhin a few hours. 

‘A short while afterwards the King managed to escape from 
his bosle during the night; he was found skting upon the bosle 
containing the Quvn, scratbing wkh his nails to get the seal 
away! He was beside himself, and very agile, though weakening 
deqerately from his exposure to the air. Nevertheless he led us 
quke a base among the bosles — whib we were afraid of over- 
turning. It was really extraordinary how nimble he was, and had 
he not become increasingly faint from being out of his native 
element I doubt whether we could have caught him. We did 
however and he was pushed, scratbing and bking, back into his 
bosle, but not before he had severely scratbed the Abbé’s bin. 
In the scrimmage he gave oU a curious odour, as of a hot metal 
plate cooling. My Vnger toubed his leg. It was of a wet and 
rubbery consirency, and sent a shiver of apprehension down my 
qine. 

‘But now a mishap occurred. Te Abbé’s scratbed face became 
inWamed and poisoned and he went down wkh a high fever and 
was carried oU to hoqkal where he lies at present, convalescing. 
But there was more to follow, and worse; the Baron, being 
Aurrian, had always bvn something of a curiosky here, and more
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eqecially now when the qy-mania whib every war brings has 
reabed ks height. It came to my ears that he was to be thoroughly 
inverigated by the authorkies. He received the news wkh deqair- 
ing calmness, but k was clear that he could not aUord to have 
unauthorized persons poking about in his laboratory. It was 
decided to “dissolve” the homunculi and bury them in the garden. 
In the absence of the Abbé I agrvd to help him. I do not know 
what k was he poured into the bosles but all the Wames of hell 
leaped up out of them until the whole ceiling of the place was 
covered in soot and cobwebs. Te beings shrank now to the size 
of dried lvbes, or the dried navel-cords whib sometimes village 
folk will preserve. Te Baron groaned aloud from time to time, 
and the sweat rood out on his forehead. Te groans of a woman 
in labour. At lar the process was complete and at midnight the 
bosles were taken out and interred under some loose Wags in the 
lktle bapel where, presumably, they mur rill be. Te Baron 
has bvn interned, his books and papers sealed by the Curodians 
of Property. Te Abbé lies, as I said, in hoqkal. And I? Well, 
my Grvk pasqort has made me less suqec than mor people 
hereabouts. I have retired for the moment to my tower. Tere 
is rill the mass of masonic data in the barns whib the Abbé 
inhabked; I have taken barge of these. I have wrkten to the 
Baron once or twice but he has not, perhaps out of tac, replied 
to me; believing perhaps that my association wkh him might lead 
to harm. And so … well, the war rolls on about us. Its end and 
what follows k — right up to the end of this century — I know: 
k lies here beside me as I wrke, in querion and answer form. 
But who would believe me if I published k all — and mub less 
you, docor of the empiric sciences, sceptic and ironir? As for 
the war — Paracelsus has said: “Innumerable are the Egos of 
man; in him are angels and devils, heaven and hell, the whole of 
the animal creation, the vegetable and mineral kingdoms; and 
jur as the lktle individual man may be diseased, so the great 
universal man has his diseases, whib manifer themselves as the 
ills whib aUec humanky as a whole. Upon this fac is based the 
predicion of future events.” And so, my dear friend, I have 
bosen the Dark Path towards my own light. I know now that I 
mur follow k wherever k leads! Isn’t that something to have 
abieved? Perhaps not. But for me k truthfully svms so. But I 
hear that laughter! 

‘Ever your devoted Da Capo’.* 
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‘Now’ said Clea, ‘oblige wkh the laughter!’ 
‘What Pursewarden’ I said ‘called “the melanboly laughter of 

Balthazar whib betokens solipsism”.’ 
Balthazar did indvd laugh now, slapping his knv and doubling 

himself up like a jack knife. ‘Tat damned rogue, Da Capo’ he 
said. ‘And yet, soyons raisonnables if that is indvd the expression 
— he wouldn’t tell a pack of lies. Or perhaps he might. No, he 
wouldn’t. Yet can you bring yourself to believe in what he says — 
you two?’ 

‘Yes’ said Clea, and here we both smiled for her bondage to 
the soothsayers of Alexandria would naturally give her a pre- 
diqoskion towards the magic arts. ‘Laugh’ she said quietly. 

‘To tell the truth’ said Balthazar more soberly, ‘when one cars 
around the Velds of so-called knowledge whib we have partially 
opened up one is conscious that there may well be whole areas 
of darkness whib may belong to the Paracelsian regions — the 
submerged part of the iceberg of knowledge. No, dammk, I mur 
admk that you are right. We get too certain of ourselves travelling 
backwards and forwards along the tramlines of empirical fac. 
Occasionally one gets hk softly on the head by a rray brick whib 
has bvn launbed from some other region. Only yererday, for 
example, Boyd told me a rory whib sounded no less rrange: 
about a soldier who was buried lar wvk. I could, of course, 
supply explanations whib might Vt the case, but not wkh any 
certainty. Tis young boy went on a wvk’s leave to Cairo. He 
came back having had an enjoyable time, or so he said. Next he 
developed an extraordinary intermktent fever wkh simply huge 
maximum temperatures. Wkhin a wvk he died. A few hours 
before death a thick whke catarac formed over his eyeballs wkh 
a sort of luminous red node over the retina. All the boy would 
repeat in the course of his delirium was the single phrase: “She 
did i wih a golden nddle.” Nothing but these words. As I say 
one could perhaps rrap the case down clinically wkh a clever 
guess or two but … had I to be honer I would be obliged to 
admk that k did not exacly Vt wkhin an accepted category that 
I knew. Nor, by the way, did the autopsy give one anything more 
to go on: blood ters, qinal Wuid, romab etc. Not even a nice, 
familiar (yet kself perhaps inexplicable) meningeal dirurbance. 
Te brain was lovely and fresh! At lear so Boyd says, and he took 
great pleasure in thoroughly exploring the young man. Myrery! 
Now what the devil could he have bvn doing on leave? It svms
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quke impossible to discover. His ray is not recorded at any of 
the hotels or army transk hotels. He qoke no language but 
English. Tose few days qent in Cairo are completely missing 
from the count. And then the woman wkh the golden nvdle? 

‘But in truth k is happening all the time, and I think you are 
right’ (this to Clea) ‘to insir obrinately on the exirence of the 
dark powers and the fac that some people do scry as easily as I 
gaze down the barrel of my microscope. Not all, but some. And 
even quke rupid people, like your old Scobie, for example. Mind 
you, in my opinion, that was a rigmarole of the kind he produced 
sometimes when he was tipsy and wanted to show oU — I mean 
the ruU supposedly about Narouz: that was altogether too 
dramatic to be taken seriously. And even if some of the detail 
were right he could have had access to k in the course of his 
duties. After all Nimrod did the procès-verbal and that document 
mur have bvn knocking around.’ 

‘What about Narouz?’ I asked curiously, secretly piqued that 
Clea had conVded things to Balthazar whib she had kept from 
me. It was now that I noticed that Clea had turned quke whke 
and was looking away. But Balthazar appeared to notice nothing 
himself and went plunging on. ‘It has the ingredients of a 
novelese — I mean about trying to drag you down into the grave 
wkh him. Eh, don’t you think? And about the wvping you would 
hear.’ He broke oU abruptly, noticing her expression at lar. 
‘Goodness, Clea my dear’ he went on in self-reproab, ‘I hope I 
am not betraying a conVdence. You suddenly look upset. Did you 
tell me not to repeat the Scobie rory?’ He took both her hands 
and turned her round to face him. 

A qot of red had appeared in both her bvks. She shook her 
head, though she said nothing, but bk her lips as if wkh vexation. 
At lar ‘No’ she said, ‘there is no secret. I simply did not tell 
Darley because … well, k is silly as you say: anyway he doesn’t 
believe in that sort of rubbish. I didn’t want to svm rupider 
than he mur Vnd me.’ She leaned to kiss me apologetically on the 
bvk. She sensed my annoyance, as did Balthazar who hung his 
head and said: ‘I’ve talked out of turn. Damn! Now he will be 
angry wkh you.’ 

‘Good heavens, no!’ I protered. ‘Simply curious, that is all. 
I had no intention of prying, Clea.’ 

She made a gerure of anguished exaqeration and said: ‘Very 
well. It is of no importance. I will tell you the whole thing.’ She
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rarted qeaking harily, as if to diqose of a disagrvable and 
time-waring subjec. ‘It was during the lar dinner I told you 
about. Before I went to Syria. He was tipsy, I don’t deny k. 
He said what Balthazar has jur told you, and he added a descrip- 
tion of someone who suggered to me Nessim’s brother. He said, 
marking the place wkh his thumbnail on his own lips: “His lips 
are qlk here, and I sv him covered in lktle wounds, lying on a 
table. Tere is a lake outside. He has made up his mind. He will 
try and drag you to him. You will be in a dark place, imprisoned, 
unable to resir him. Yes, there is one near at hand who might 
aid you if he could. But he will not be rrong enough.” ’ Clea 
rood up suddenly and brought her rory to an end wkh the air 
of someone snapping oU a twig. ‘At this point he burr into tears’ 
she said. 

It was rrange what a gloom this nonsensical yet ominous 
reckal put over our qirks; something troubling and dirareful 
svmed to invade that brilliant qring sunshine, the light kvn air. 
In the silence that followed Balthazar gloomily folded and refolded 
his overcoat on his knv while Clea turned away to rudy the 
dirant curve of the great harbour wkh ks Wotillas of cubir- 
smeared craft, and the scasered bright petals of the racing 
dinghies whib had crossed the harbour boom, threading their 
blkhe way towards the dirant blue marker buoy. Alexandria was 
virtually at norm once more, lying in the dvp backwater of the 
receding war, recovering ks pleasures. Yet the day had suddenly 
darkened around us, oppressing our qirks — a sensation all the 
more exaqerating because of ks absurd cause. I cursed old 
Scobie’s self-importance in sesing up as a fortune-teller. 

‘Tese gifts might have got him a bk further in his own 
profession had they bvn real’ I said pvvishly. 

Balthazar laughed, but even here there was a bagrined doubt 
in his laughter. His remorse at having rirred up this silly rory 
was quke patent. 

‘Let us go’ said Clea sharply. She svmed slightly annoyed as well, 
and for once disengaged her arm when I took k. We found an old 
horse-drawn gharry and drove slowly and silently into town 
together. 

‘No damn k!’ cried Balthazar at lar. ‘Let us go down and have 
a drink by the harbour at lear.’ And wkhout waking for answer 
from us he redireced the jarvey and set us mutely clip-clopping 
down the slow curves of the Grande Cornibe towards the Yabt 
Club in the outer harbour of whib was now to befall something
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momentous and terrible for us all. I remember k so clearly, this 
qring day wkhout Waw; a grvn bickering sea lighting the 
minarets, softly qosed here and there by the dark gurs of a Vne 
racing wind. Yes, wkh mandolines fresing in the Arab town, and 
every corume glowing as brightly as a bild’s coloured transfer. 
Wkhin a quarter of an hour the magniVcence of k was to be 
darkened, poisoned by unexpeced — completely unmerked 
death. But if tragedy rrikes suddenly the acual moment of ks 
rriking svms to vibrate on, extending into time like the sour 
eboes of some great gong, numbing the qirk, the comprehension. 
Suddenly, yes, but yet how slowly k expands in the underranding 
— the ripples unrolling upon the reason in ever-widening circles 
of fear. And yet, all the time, outside the centre-piece of the 
picure, so to qeak, wkh ks small tragic anecdote, normal life 
goes on unhvding. (We did not even hear the bullets, for example. 
Teir sullen twang was carried away on the wind.) 

Yet our eyes were drawn, as if by the lines-of-force of some 
great marine painting, to a tiny cluser of dinghies snubbing 
together in the lv of one of the basleships whib hovered againr 
the sky like a grey cathedral. Teir sails Wapped and tossed, idly 
as buserWies contending wkh the brvze. Tere was some obscure 
movements of oars and arms belonging to Vgures too small at 
this range to diringuish or recognize. Yet this tiny commotion 
had force to draw the eye — by who knows what interior pre- 
monkion? And as the cab rolled silently along the rim of the 
inner harbour we saw k unroll before us like some majeric 
seascape by a great marer. Te variety and dirincion of the 
small refugv craft from every corner of the Levant — their diUer- 
ing designs and rigs — gave k a brilliant sensualky and rhythm 
againr the glktering water. Everything was breath-taking yet 
normal; tugs hooted, bildren cried, from the cafés came the rasle 
of the tribrac boards and the voices of birds. Te normalky of 
an entire world surrounded that tiny central panel wkh ks Wicking 
sails, the gerures we could not interpret, the faint voices. Te 
lktle craft tilted, arms rose and fell. 

‘Something has happened’ said Balthazar wkh his narrow dark 
eye upon the scene, and as if his phrase had aUeced the horse 
k suddenly drew to a halt. Besides ourselves on the dockside only 
one man had also svn; he too rood gazing wkh curious open- 
mouthed dirracion, aware that something out of the ordinary 
was afoot. Yet everywhere people bustled, the bandlers cried.
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At his fvt thrv bildren played in complete absorption, placing 
marbles in the tramlines, hoped to sv them ground to powder 
when the next tram passed. A water-carrier clashed his brass 
mugs, crying: ‘Come, ye thirry ones.’ And unobtrusively in the 
background, as if travelling on silk, a liner role noiselessly down 
the grvn thoroughfare towards the open sea. 

‘It’s Pombal’ cried Clea at lar, in puzzled tones, and wkh a 
gerure of anxiety put her arm through mine. It was indvd 
Pombal. What had befallen them was this. Tey had bvn drifting 
about the harbour in his lktle dinghy wkh their curomary idle- 
ness and inasention and had rrayed too near to one of the Frenb 
basleships, carried into ks lv and oU their course by an un- 
expeced swoop of the wind. How ironically k had bvn planned 
by the invisible rage-marers who direc human acions, and wkh 
what qvd! For the Frenb ships, though captive, had rill 
retained both their small-arms and a sense of shame, whib made 
their behaviour touby and unpredicable. Te sentries they 
mounted had orders to Vre a warning shot across the bows of any 
craft whib came wkhin a dozen metres of any basleship. It was, 
then, only in reqonse to orders that a sentry put a bullet through 
Pombal’s sail as the lktle dinghy whirled down on ks rogue course 
towards his ship. It was merely a warning, whib intended no 
deliberate harm. And even now this might have … but no: k 
could not have fallen out otherwise. For my friend, overcome wkh 
rage and mortiVcation, at being treated thus by these cowards and 
lackbones of his own blood and fakh, turned purple wkh indigna- 
tion, and abandoned his tiller altogether in order to rand pre- 
cariously upright and shake his huge Vrs, screaming: ‘Salauds! ’ 
and ‘Ewèces de cons! ’ and — what was perhaps the deVnkive 
epkhet — ‘Lâces! ’ 

Did he hear the bullets himself? It is doubtful whether in all 
the confusion he did, for the craft tilted, gybed, and turned about 
on another course, toppling him over. It was while he was lying 
there, recovering the precious tiller, that he noticed Fosca in the 
very ac of falling, but wkh inVnke slowness. Afterwards he said 
that she did not know she had bvn hk. She mur have felt, 
perhaps, simply a vague and unusual diqersion of her asention, 
the swift anærhesia of shock whib follows so swiftly upon the 
wound. She tilted like a high tower, and felt the rernshvts 
coming up slowly to press themselves to her bvk. Tere she lay 
wkh her eyes wide open, plump and soft as a wounded pheasant
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will lie, rill bright of eye in qke of the blood running from ks 
beak. He shouted her name, and felt only the immense silence of 
the word, for the lktle freshet had sharpened and was now rushing 
them landward. A new sort of confusion supervened, for other 
craft, asraced as Wies are by wounds, began to clurer wkh cries 
of advice and commiseration. Meanwhile Fosca lay wkh vague 
and open eyes, smiling to herself in the other kind of dream. 

And k was now that Balthazar suddenly awoke from his trance, 
rruggled out of the cab wkhout a word and began his quvr 
lurbing, traipsing run across the dock to the lktle red Veld- 
ambulance telephone wkh ks emergency line. I heard the small 
click of the receiver and the sound of his voice qeaking, patient 
and colleced. Te summons was answered, too, wkh almor 
miraculous promptness, for the Veld-por wkh ks ambulances was 
only about Vfty yards away. I heard the swvt tinkle of the 
ambulance’s bell, and saw k racing along the cobbles towards us. 
And now all faces turned once more towards that lktle convoy of 
dinghies — faces on whib was wrkten only patient resignation 
or dread. Pombal was on his knvs in the shvts wkh bent head. 
Behind him, deftly rvring, was Ali the boatman who had bvn 
the Vrr to comprehend and oUer his help. All the other dinghies, 
Wying along on the same course, rayed grouped around Pombal’s 
as if in acive sympathy. I could read the name Manon whib he 
had so proudly berowed upon k, not six months ago. Everything 
svmed to have become bewildering, shaken into a new dimension 
whib was swollen wkh doubts and fears. 

Balthazar rood on the quay in an agony of impatience, urging 
them in his mind to hurry. I heard his tongue clicking againr the 
roof of his mouth teck tsc, clicking softly and reproabfully; a 
reproab, I wondered, direced againr their slowness, or againr 
life kself, ks unpremedkated paserns? 

At lar they were on us. One heard quke dirincly the sound 
of their breathing, and our own contribution, the snap of rretber- 
thongs, the tinkle of polished rvl, the small snap of hvls rudded 
wkh hobnails. It all mixed into a confusion of acivky, the lowering 
and lifting, the grunts as dark hands found purbase on a rope to 
hold the dinghy ready, the sharp serrated edges of conWicing 
voices giving orders. ‘Stand by’ and ‘Gently now’ all mixed wkh 
a dirant foxtrot on a ship’s radio. A rretber swinging like a 
cradle, like a basket of fruk upon the dark shoulders of an Arab. 
And rvl doors opening on a whke throat. 
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Pombal wore an air of rudied vagueness, his features all dis- 
persed and quke livid in colour. He Wopped on to the quay as if 
he had bvn dropped from a cloud, falling to his knvs and 
recovering. He wandered vaguely after Balthazar and the rretber- 
bearers bleating like a lor shvp. I suppose k mur have bvn 
her blood qlashed upon the expensive whke ewadrilles whib he 
had bought a wvk before at Ghoshen’s Emporium. At sub 
moments k is the small details whib rrike one like blows. He 
made a vague asempt to clamber into the whke throat but was 
rudely ejeced. Te doors clanged in his face. Fosca belonged 
now to science and not to him. He waked wkh humbly bent head, 
like a man in burb, until they should open once more and admk 
him. He svmed hardly to be breathing. I felt an involuntary 
desire to go to his side but Clea’s arm rerrained me. We all 
waked in great patience and submissiveness like bildren, lirening 
to the vague movements wkhin the ambulance, the noise of boots. 
Ten at long lar the doors opened and the weary Balthazar 
climbed down and said: ‘Get in and come wkh us.’ Pombal gave 
one wild glance about him and turning his pain-racked counte- 
nance suddenly upon Clea and myself, delivered himself of a 
single gerure — qreading his arms in uncomprehending hope- 
lessness before clapping a fat hand over eab ear, as if to avoid 
hearing something. Balthazar’s voice suddenly cracked like parb- 
ment. ‘Get in’ he said roughly, angrily, as if he were qeaking to 
a criminal; and as they climbed into the whke interior I heard 
him add in a lower voice, ‘She is dying.’ A clang of iron doors 
closing, and I felt Clea’s hand turn icy in my own. 

So we sat, side by side and qvbless on that magniVcent qring 
afternoon whib was already dvpening into dusk. At lar I lk a 
cigarese and walked a few yards along the quay among the 
baUering Arabs who described the accident to eab other in 
yelping tones. Ali was about to take the dinghy back to ks moorings 
at the Yabt Club; all he nvded was a light for his cigarese. He 
came polkely towards me and asked if he might light up from 
me. As he puUed I noticed that the Wies had already found the 
lktle patb of blood on the dinghy’s Woorboards. ‘I’ll clean k up’ 
said Ali, noticing the direcion of my glance; wkh a lkhe cat-like 
leap he jumped aboard and unloosed the sail. He turned to smile 
and wave. He wanted to say ‘A bad business’ but his English was 
inadequate. He shouted ‘Bad poison, sir.’ I nodded. 

Clea was rill skting in the gharry looking at her own hands.
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It was as if this sudden incident had somehow insulated us from 
one another. 

‘Let’s go back’ I said at lar, and direced the driver to turn 
back into the town we had so recently qukted. 

‘Pray to goodness she will be all right’ said Clea at lar. ‘It is 
too cruel.’ 

‘Balthazar said she was dying. I heard him.’ 
‘He may be wrong.’ 
But he was not wrong, for both Fosca and the bild were dead, 

though we did not get the news until later in the evening. We 
wandered lirlessly about Clea’s rooms, unable to concentrate on 
anything. Finally she said: ‘You had beser go back and qend 
the evening wkh him, don’t you think.’ I was uncertain. ‘He 
would rather remain alone I imagine.’ 

‘Go back’ she said, and added sharply, ‘I can’t bear you hanging 
about at a time like this…. Oh, darling, I’ve hurt you. I’m 
sorry.’ 

‘Of course you haven’t, you fool. But I’ll go.’ 
All the way down Rue Fuad I was thinking: sub a small 

diqlacement of the pasern, a single human life, yet k had power 
to alter so mub. Lkerally, sub an eventualky had occurred to 
none of us. We simply could not romab k, Vt k into the picure 
whib Pombal himself had built up wkh sub care. It poisoned 
everything, this small rupid fac — even almor our aUecion for 
him, for k had turned to horror and sympathy! How inadequate 
as emotions they were, how powerless to be of use. My own 
inrinc would have bvn to kvp away altogether! I felt as if I 
never wanted to sv him again — in order not to shame him. Bad 
poison, indvd. I repeated Ali’s phrase to myself over and over 
again. 

Pombal was already there when I got back, skting in his gout- 
bair, apparently dvp in thought. A full glass of neat whisky 
rood beside him whib he did not svm to have toubed. He had 
banged, however, into the familiar blue dressing-gown wkh the 
gold peacock pasern, and on his fvt were his basered old 
Egyptian slippers like golden shovels. I went into the room quke 
quietly and sat down opposke him wkhout a word. He did not 
appear to acually look at me, yet somehow I felt that he was 
conscious of my presence; yet his eye was vague and dreamy, 
Vxed on the middle dirance, and his Vngers softly played a Vve- 
Vnger exercise on eab other. And rill looking at the window he
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said, in a squeaky lktle voice — as if the words had power to move 
him although he did not quke know their meaning: ‘She’s dead, 
Darley. Tey are both dead.’ I felt a sensation of a leaden weight 
about my heart. ‘C’ex pas juxe’ he added absently and fell to 
pulling his side-beard wkh fat Vngers. Quke unemotional, quke 
Wat — like a man recovering from a severe rroke. Ten he 
suddenly took a gulp of whisky and rarted up, boking and 
coughing. ‘It is neat’ he said in surprise and disgur, and put the 
glass down wkh a long shudder. Ten, leaning forward he began 
to scribble, taking up a pencil and pad whib were on the table — 
whorls and lozenges and dragons. Jur like a bild. ‘I mur go to 
confession tomorrow for the Vrr time for ages’ he said slowly, as 
if wkh inVnke precaution. ‘I have told Hamid to wake me early. 
Will you mind if Clea only comes?’ I shook my head, I underrood 
that he meant to the funeral. He sighed wkh relief. ‘Bon’ he said, 
and randing up took the glass of whisky. At that moment the door 
opened and the dirraught Pordre appeared. In a Wash Pombal 
banged. He gave a long bain of dvp sobs. Te two men 
embraced musering incoherent words and phrases, as if consoling 
eab other for a disarer whib was equally wounding to both. 
Te old diplomat raised his whke womanish Vr in the air and 
said suddenly, fatuously: ‘I have already protered rrongly.’ To 
whom, I wondered? To the invisible powers whib decrv that 
things shall fall out this way or that? Te words qusered out 
meaninglessly on the bill air of the drawing-room. Pombal was 
talking. 

‘I mur wrke and tell him everything’ he said. ‘Confess every- 
thing.’ 

‘Garon’ said his Chief sharply, reprovingly, ‘you mur not do 
any sub thing. It would increase his misery in prison. C ’ex pas 
juxe. Be advised by me: the whole maser mur be forgosen.’ 

‘Forgosen!’ cried my friend as if he had bvn rung by a bv. 
‘You do not underrand. Forgosen! He mur know for her sake.’ 

‘He mur never know’ said the older man. ‘Never.’ 
Tey rood for a long while holding hands, and gazing about 

them dirracedly through their tears; and at this moment, as if 
to complete the picure, the door opened to admk the porcine 
outlines of Father Paul — who was never to be found far from 
the centre of any scandal. He paused inside the doorway wkh 
an air of uncion, wkh his features regirering a var glut- 
tonous self-satisfacion. ‘My poor boy’ he said, clearing his



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

822 

throat. He made a vague gerure of his paw as if scasering Holy 
Water over us all and sighed. He reminded me of some great 
hairless vulture. Ten surprisingly he clasered out a few phrases 
of consolation in Latin. 

I left my friend among these elephantine comforters, relieved 
in a way that there was no place for me in all this incoherent 
parade of Latin commiserations. Simply pressing his hand once 
I slipped out of the Wat and direced my thoughtful footreps in 
the direcion of Clea’s room. 

Te funeral took place next day. Clea came back, looking pale 
and rrained. She threw her hat across the room and shook out 
her hair wkh an impatient gerure — as if to expel the whole 
dirareful memory of the incident. Ten she lay down ex- 
hauredly on the sofa and put her arm over her eyes. 

‘It was gharly’ she said at lar, ‘really gharly, Darley. Firr 
of all k was a crémation. Pombal insired on carrying out her 
wishes deqke violent proters from Father Paul. What a bear 
that man is. He behaved as though her body had become Churb 
property. Poor Pombal was furious. Tey had a terrible row 
sesling the details I hear. And then … I had never visked the 
new Crematorium! It is unVnished. It rands in a bk of sandy 
ware-land lktered wkh rraw and old lemonade bosles, and 
Wanked by a trash heap of old car-bodies. It looks in fac like a 
harily improvised furnace in a concentration camp. Horrid lktle 
brick-lined beds wkh half-dead Wowers qrouting from the sand. 
And a lktle railway wkh runners for the coXn. Te ugliness! 
And the faces of all those consuls and acing consuls! Even 
Pombal svmed quke taken aback by the hideousness. And the 
heat! Father Paul was of course in the foreground of the picure, 
relishing his role. And then wkh an incongruous squeaking the 
coXn rolled away down the garden path and swerved into a rvl 
hatb. We hung about, Vrr on one leg then on the other; Father 
Paul showed some inclination to Vll this awkward gap wkh 
impromptu prayers but at that moment a radio in a nearby house 
rarted playing Viennese waltzes. Asempts were made by various 
bauUeurs to locate and silence k, but in vain. Never have I felt 
unhappier than randing in this desolate bicken run in my ber 
clothes. Tere was a dreadful barred smell from the furnace. I 
did not know then that Pombal intended to scaser the ashes in 
the desert, and that he had decided that I alone would accompany 
him on this journey. Nor, for that maser, did I know that Father
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Paul — who scented a bance of more prayers — had Vrmly made 
up his mind to do so as well. All that followed came as a surprise. 

‘Well Vnally the casket was produced — and what a casket! 
Tat was a real poke in the eye for us. It was like a confecioner’s 
triumphant eUort at something sukable for inexpensive bocolates. 
Father Paul tried to snatb k, but poor Pombal held on to k 
Vrmly as we trailed towards the car. I mur say, here Pombal 
showed some backbone. “Not you” he said as the prier rarted to 
climb into the car. “I’m going alone wkh Clea.” He beckoned to 
me wkh his head. 

‘ “My son” said Father Paul in a low grim voice, “I shall come 
too.” 

‘ “You won’t” said Pombal. “You’ve done your job.” 
‘ “My son, I am coming” said this obrinate wretb. 
‘For a moment k svmed that all might end wkh an exbange 

of blows. Pombal shook his beard at the prier and glared at him 
wkh angry eyes. I climbed into the car, fvling extremely foolish. 
Ten Pombal pushed Father Paul in the ber Frenb manner — 
hard in the ber — and climbed in, banging the door. A susurrus 
went up from the assembled consuls at this public slight to the 
cloth, but no word was usered. Te prier was whke wkh rage 
and made a sort of involuntary gerure — as if he were going to 
shake his Vr at Pombal, but thought beser of k. 

‘We were oU; the bauUeur took the road to the earern desert, 
acing apparently on previous inrrucions. Pombal sat quke rill 
wkh this gharly bonbonnière on his knvs, breathing through his 
nose and wkh half-closed eyes. As if he were recovering his 
self-composure after all the trials of the morning. Ten he put 
out his hand and took mine, and so we sat, silently watbing the 
desert unroll on ekher side of the car. We went quke far out before 
he told the bauUeur to rop. He was breathing rather heavily. 
We got out and rood for a desultory moment at the roadside. 
Ten he took a rep or two into the sand and paused, looking 
back. “Now I shall do k” he said, and broke into his fat shambling 
run whib carried him about twenty yards into the desert. I said 
hurriedly to the bauUeur, “Drive on for Vve minutes, and then 
come back for us.” Te sound of the car rarting did not make 
Pombal turn round. He had slumped down on his knvs, like a 
bild playing in a sand-pk; but he rayed quke rill for a long 
time. I could hear him talking in a low conVdential voice, though 
whether he was praying or recking poetry I could not tell. It felt



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

824 

deqerately forlorn on that empty desert road wkh the heat 
shimmering up from the tarmac. 

‘Ten he began to scrabble about in the sand before him, to 
pick up handfuls like a Moslem and pour k over his own head. 
He was making a quvr moaning noise. At lar he lay face down- 
wards and quke rill. Te minutes ticked by. Far away in the 
dirance I could hear the car coming slowly towards us — at a 
walking pace. 

‘ “Pombal” I said at lar. Tere was no reply. I walked across 
the intervening qace, fvling my shoes Vll up wkh the burning 
sand, and toubed him on the shoulder. At once he rood up and 
rarted during himself. He looked dreadfully old all of a sudden. 
“Yes” he said wkh a vague, rartled glance all round him, as if 
for the Vrr time he realized where he was. “Take me home, 
Clea.” I took his hand — as if I were leading a blind man — and 
tugged him slowly back to the car whib by now had arrived. 

‘He sat beside me wkh a dazed look for a long time until, as 
if suddenly toubed to the quick by a memory, he began to howl 
like a lktle boy who has cut his knv. I put my arms round him. 
I was so glad you weren’t there — your Anglo-Saxon soul would 
have curled up at the edges. Yet he was repeating: “It mur have 
looked ridiculous. It mur have looked ridiculous.” And all of a 
sudden he was laughing hyrerically. His beard was full of sand. 
“I suddenly remembered Father Paul’s face” he explained, rill 
giggling in the high hyrerical tones of a sboolgirl. Ten he 
suddenly took a hold on himself, wiped his eyes, and sighing 
sadly said: “I am userly washed out, userly exhaured. I fvl I 
could slvp for a wvk.” 

‘And this is presumably what he is going to do. Balthazar has 
given him a rrong slvping draught to take. I dropped him at his 
Vat and the car brought me on here. I’m hardly less exhaured 
than he. But thank God k is all over. Somehow he will have to 
rart his life all over again.’ 

As if to illurrate this lar proposkion the telephone rang and 
Pombal’s voice, weary and confused, said: ‘Darley, is that you? 
Good. Yes, I thought you would be there. Before I went to slvp 
I wanted to tell you, so that we could make arrangements about 
the Wat. Pordre is sending me into Syria en mission. I leave early 
in the morning. If I go this way I will get allowances and be able 
to kvp up my part of the Wat easily until I come back. Eh?’ 

‘Don’t worry about k’ I said. 
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‘It was jur an idea.’ 
‘Slvp now.’ 
Tere was a long silence. Ten he added: ‘But of course I will 

wrke to you, eh? Yes. Very well. Don’t wake me if you come in 
this evening.’ I promised not to. 

But there was hardly any nvd for the admonkion for when I 
returned to the Wat later that night he was rill up, skting in his 
gout-bair wkh an air of apprehension and deqair. ‘Tis ruU 
of Balthazar’s is no good’ he said. ‘It is mildly emetic, that is all. 
I am gesing more drowsy from the whisky. But somehow I don’t 
want to go to bed. Who knows what dreams I shall have?’ But 
I at lar persuaded him to get into bed; he agrvd on condkion 
that I rayed and talked to him until he dozed oU. He was 
relatively calm now, and growing increasingly drowsy. He talked 
in a quiet relaxed tone, as one might talk to an imaginary friend 
while under anærhetic. 

‘I suppose k will all pass. Everything does. In the very end, 
k passes. I was thinking of other people in the same poskion. 
But for some k does not pass easily. One night Liza came here. 
I was rartled to Vnd her on the doorrep wkh those eyes whib 
give me the crvps — like an eyeless rabbk in a poultry shop. 
She wanted me to take her to her brother’s room in the Mount 
Vulture Hotel. She said she wanted to “sv” k. I asked what she 
would sv. She said, wkh anger, “I have my own way of sving.” 
Well I had to do k. I felt k would please Mountolive perhaps. 
But I did not know then that the Mount Vulture was no longer 
a hotel. It had bvn turned into a brothel for the troops. We were 
half-way up the rairs before the truth dawned on me. All these 
naked girls, and half-dressed sweating soldiers wkh their hairy 
bodies; their cruciVxes tinkling againr their identky discs. And 
the smell of sweat and rum and beap scent. I said we mur get 
out, for the place had banged hands, but she ramped her foot 
and insired wkh sudden anger. Well, we climbed the rairs. 
Doors were open on every landing, you could sv everything. I 
was glad she was blind. At lar we came to his room. It was dark. 
On his bed there lay an old woman aslvp wkh a hashish pipe 
beside her. It smelt of drains. She, Liza, was very excked. 
“Describe k” she told me. I did my ber. She advanced towards 
the bed. “Tere is a woman aslvp there” I said, trying to pull 
her back. “Tis is a house of ill fame now, Liza, I kvp telling 
you.” Do you know what she said? “So muc the beter.” I was
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rartled. She pressed her bvk to the pillow beside the old 
woman, who groaned all at once. Liza rroked her forehead as if 
she were rroking a bild and said “Tere now. Slvp.” Ten she 
came slowly and heskantly to my hand. She gave a curious grin 
and said: “I wanted to try and take his imprint from the pillow. 
But k was a useless idea. One mur try everything to recover 
memory. It has so many hiding-places.” I did not know what she 
meant. We rarted downrairs again. On the second landing I saw 
some drunken Aurralians coming up. I could sv from their faces 
that there was going to be trouble. One of their number had bvn 
beated or something. Tey were terribly drunk. I put my arms 
around Liza and pretended we were making love in a corner of 
the landing until they passed us safely. She was trembling, though 
whether from fear or emotion I could not tell. And she said 
“Tell me about his women. What were they like?” I gave her a 
good hard shake. “Now you are being banal” I said. She ropped 
trembling and went whke wkh anger. In the rrvt she said “Get 
me a taxi. I do not like you.” I did and oU she went wkhout a 
word. I regresed my rudeness afterwards, for she was suUering; 
at the time things happen too far for one to take them into 
account. And one never knows enough about people and their 
suUerings to have the right reqonse ready at the moment. After- 
wards I said many sympathetic things to her in my mind. But too 
late. Always too late.’ 

A slight snore escaped his lips and he fell silent. I was about 
to swkb oU his bedside lamp and tip-toe from his room when 
he continued to qeak, only from far away, re-erablishing the 
thread of his thought in another context: ‘And when Melissa was 
dying Clea qent all day wkh her. Once she said to Clea: “Darley 
made love wkh a kind of remorse, of deqair. I suppose he 
imagined Jurine. He never excked me like other men did. Old 
Cohen, for example, he was jur dirty-minded, yet his lips were 
always wet wkh wine. I liked that. It made me reqec him for 
he was a man. But Pursewarden treated me like precious bina, 
as if he were afraid he might break me, like some precious heir- 
loom! How good k was for once to be at rer!” ’ 

y    y    y    y    y  
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VIII 
 

 
o the year turned on ks hvl, through a winter of racing 
winds, frors kvner than grief, hardly preparing us for that 
lar magniVcent summer whib followed the qring so 

swiftly. It came curving in, this summer, as if from some long- 
forgosen latkude Vrr dreamed of in Eden, miraculously redis- 
covered among the slumbering thoughts of mankind. It rode down 
upon us like some famous snow-ship of the mind, to drop anbor 
before the cky, ks whke sails folding like the wings of a seabird. 
Ah! I am hunting for metaphors whib might convey something 
of the piercing happiness too seldom granted to those who love; 
but words, whib were Vrr invented againr deqair, are too crude 
to mirror the properties of something so profoundly at peace wkh 
kself, at one wkh kself. Words are the mirrors of our discontents 
merely; they contain all the huge unhatbed eggs of the world’s 
sorrows. Unless perhaps k were simpler to repeat under one’s 
breath some lines torn from a Grvk poem, wrkten once in the 
shadow of a sail, on a thirry promontory in Byzantium. Some- 
thing like … 

Black bread, clear water, blue air. 
Calm throat incomparably fair. 
Mind folded upon mind 
Eyes softly closed on eyes. 
Lashes a-tremble, bodies bare. 

But they English badly; and unless one hears them in Grvk 
falling softly, word by word, from a mouth made private and 
familiar by the bruised endearments of qent kisses they mur 
remain always simply barmless photographs of a realky whib 
overreabes the realm of the poet’s scope. Sad that all the brilliant 
plumage of that summer remains beyond capture — for one’s old 
age will have lktle but sub memories upon whib to found ks 
regretful happinesses. Will memory clutb k — that incomparable 
pasern of days, I wonder? In the dense violet shadow of whke 
sails, under the dark noon-lantern of Vgs, on the renowned desert 
roads where the qice caravans marb and the dunes soothe 
themselves away to the sky, to catb in their dazed slvp the 
drumming of gulls’ wings turning in qray? Or in the cold whiplash

S 
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of the waters crushing themselves againr the fallen pediments 
of forgosen islands? In the night-mir falling upon deserted 
harbours wkh the old Arab seamarks pointing eroded Vngers? 
Somewhere, surely, the sum of these things will rill exir. Tere 
were no hauntings yet. Day followed day upon the calendar of 
desire, eab night turning softly over in ks slvp to reverse the 
darkness and drenb us once more in the royal sunlight. Every- 
thing conqired to make k what we nvded. 

It is not hard, wrking at this remove in time, to realize that 
k had all already happened, had bvn ordained in sub a way and 
in no other. Tis was, so to qeak, only ks ‘coming to pass’ — 
ks rage of maniferation. But the scenario had already bvn 
devised somewhere, the acors bosen, the timing rehearsed down 
to the lar detail in the mind of that invisible author — whib 
perhaps would prove to be only the cky kself: the Alexandria of 
the human erate. Te svds of future events are carried wkhin 
ourselves. Tey are implick in us and unfold according to the 
laws of their own nature. It is hard to believe, I know, when one 
thinks of the perfecion of that summer and what followed k. 

Mub had to do wkh the discovery of the island. Te island! 
How had k eluded us for so long? Tere was lkerally not a corner 
of this coar whib we did not know, not a beab we had not 
tried, not an anborage we had not used. Yet k had bvn there, 
raring us in the face. ‘If you wish to hide something’ says the 
Arabic proverb, ‘hide k in the sun’s eye.’ It lay, not hidden at 
all, somewhere to the wer of the lktle shrine of Sidi El Agami — 
the whke scarp wkh the snowy bus of a tomb emerging from a 
rraggle of palms and Vglets. It was simply an upshouldered piece 
of granke pushed up from the seabed by an earthquake or some 
submarine convulsion in the dirant par. Of course, when the 
sea ran high k would be covered; but k is curious that k remains 
to this day unmarked on the Admiralty barts, for k would 
conrkute quke a hazard to craft of medium draught. 

It was Clea who Vrr discovered the lktle island of Narouz. 
‘Where has this qrung from?’ she asked wkh aronishment; her 
brown wrir swung the cuser’s tiller hard over and carried us 
Wusering down into ks lv. Te granke boulder was tall enough 
for a windbreak. It made a roundel of rill blue water in the 
combing tides. On the landward side there was a crude N carved 
in the rock above an old eroded iron ring whib, wkh a rern 
anbor out to brace her, served as a secure mooring. It would
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be ridiculous to qeak of repping ashore for the ‘shore’ consired 
of a narrow rrip of dazzling whke pebbles no larger than a 
Vreplace. ‘Yes, k is, k is Narouz’ island’ she cried, beside herself 
wkh delight at the discovery — for here at lar was a place where 
she could fully indulge her tare for solkude. Here one would be 
as private as a seabird. Te beab faced landward. One could sv 
the whole swaying line of the coar wkh ks ruined Martello towers 
and dunes travelling away to ancient Taposiris. We unpacked our 
provisions wkh delight for here we could swim naked and sun- 
bathe to our heart’s content wkhout interruption. 

Here that rrange and solkary brother of Nessim had qent his 
time Vshing. ‘I always wondered where k could be, this island of 
his. I thought perhaps k lay wererly beyond Abu El Suir. 
Nessim could not tell me. But he knew there was a dvp rock-pool 
wkh a wreck.’ 

‘Tere is an N carved here.’ 
Clea clapped her hands wkh delight and rruggled out of her 

bathing corume. ‘I’m sure of k. Nessim said that for months he 
was Vghting a duel wkh some big Vsh he couldn’t identify. Tat 
was when he gave me the harpoon-gun whib Narouz owned. 
Isn’t k rrange? I’ve always carried k in the locker wrapped in an 
oilskin. I thought I might shoot something one day. But k is so 
heavy I can’t manage k under water.’ 

‘What sort of Vsh was k?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ 
But she scrambled back to the cuser and produced the bulky 

package of greased rags in whib this singular weapon was 
wrapped. It was an ugly-looking contrivance, a compressed-air 
riWe no less, wkh a hollow bus. It Vred a slim rvl harpoon about 
a metre and a half in length. It had bvn made to qeciVcations 
for him in Germany. It looked deadly enough to kill quke a large 
Vsh. 

‘Presy horrible looking’ she said, eating an orange. 
‘We mur try k.’ 
‘It’s too heavy for me. Perhaps you will manage k. I found 

that the barrel lagged in the water. I couldn’t bring k to bear 
properly. But he was a marksman, so Nessim said, and shot a lot 
of quke large Vsh. But there was one, a very big one, whib made 
infrequent appearances. He watbed and waked in ambush for k 
for months. He had several shots at k but always missed. I hope 
k wasn’t a shark — I’m scared of them.’ 
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‘Tere aren’t many in the Medkerranean. It is down the Red 
Sea that you get them in numbers.’ 

‘Nevertheless I kvp a sharp eye out.’ 
It was too heavy an inrrument, I decided, to lug about under 

water; besides I had no interer in shooting Vsh. So I wrapped 
and rowed k once more in the cuser’s ample locker. She lay 
there naked in the sunlight, drowsing like a seal, to smoke a 
cigarese before exploring further. Te rock-pool glowed beneath 
the glimmering kvl of the boat like a quivering emerald, the long 
ribbons of milky light penetrating k slowly, realing down like 
golden probes. About four fathoms, I thought, and drawing a 
dvp breath rolled over and let my body wangle downwards like 
a Vsh, not using my arms. 

Its beauty was qell-binding. It was like diving into the nave 
of a cathedral whose rained-glass windows Vltered the sunlight 
through a dozen rainbows. Te sides of the amphkheatre — for 
k opened gradually towards the dvp sea — svmed as if carved 
by some heartsick artir of the Romantic Age into a dozen half- 
Vnished galleries lined wkh ratues. Some of these were so like 
real ratuary that I thought for a moment that I had made an 
arbæological Vnd. But these blurred caryatids were wave-born, 
pressed and moulded by the hazard of the tides into goddesses and 
dwarfs and clowns. A light marine fucus of brilliant yellow and 
grvn had bearded them — shallow curtains of wvd whib swung 
lightly in the tide, parting and closing, as if to reveal their secrets 
suggerively and then cover them again. I pushed my Vngers 
through this scalp of dense and slippery foliage to press them 
upon the blind face of a Diana or the hooked nose of a medieval 
dwarf. Te Woor of this deserted palace was of selenke plaric 
clay, soft to the toub and in no way greasy. Terracosa baked 
in a dozen hues of mauve and violet and gold. Inside close to the 
island k was not dvp — perhaps a fathom and a half — but k 
fell away rvply where the gallery qread out to the sea, and the 
dvper lining of water faded from emerald to apple grvn, and 
from Prussian blue to black, suggering great depth. Here, too, 
was the wreck of whib Clea had qoken. I had hopes of Vnding 
perhaps a Roman amphora or two, but k was not alas a very old 
ship. I recognized the Wared curve of the poop as an Aegean 
design — the type of caique whib the Grvks call ‘trecandiri’. 
She had bvn rammed arern. Her back was broken. She was full 
of a dead weight of dark qonges. I tried to Vnd the painted eyes
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on the prow and a name, but they had vanished. Her wood was 
crawling wkh slime and every cranny winked full of hermk crabs. 
She mur have belonged to qonge Vshers of Kalymnos I thought, 
for eab year their Wvt crosses to Vsh the African coar and carry 
ks haul back for processing in the Dodecanese Islands. 

A blinding parcel of light rruck through the ceiling now and 
down Washed the eloquent body of Clea, her exploding coils of 
hair swerved up behind her by the water’s concussion, her arms 
qread. I caught her and we rolled and sideslipped down in eab 
other’s arms, playing like Vsh until lack of breath drove us up- 
wards once more into the sunlight. To sk at lar panting in the 
shallows, gazing wkh breathless delight at eab other. 

‘What a marvellous pool.’ She clapped her hands in delight. 
‘I saw the wreck.’ 
And climbing back to the lktle sickle of beab wkh ks warm 

pebbles wkh her drenbed thatb of hair swinging behind her 
she said: ‘I’ve thought of another thing. Tis mur be Timonium. 
I wish I could remember the details more clearly.’ 

‘What is that?’ 
‘Tey’ve never found the ske, you know. I am sure this mur 

be k. Oh, let us believe that k is, shall we? When Antony came back 
defeated from Acium — where Cleopatra Wed wkh her Wvt in 
panic and tore open his basle-line, leaving him at the mercy of 
Ocavian; when he came back after that unaccountable failure of 
nerve, and when there was nothing for them to do but to wak for 
the certain death whib would follow upon Ocavian’s arrival — 
why he built himself a cell on an islet. It was named after a famous 
recluse and misanthrope — perhaps a philosopher? — called 
Timon. And here he mur have qent his leisure — here, Darley, 
going over the whole thing again and again in his mind. Tat 
woman wkh the extraordinary qells she was able to car. His 
life in ruins! And then the passing of the God, and all that, 
bidding him to say good-bye to her, to Alexandria — a whole 
world!’ 

Te brilliant eyes smiling a lktle wirfully interrogated mine. 
She put her Vngers to my bvk. 

‘Are you waking for me to say that k is?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Very well. It is.’ 
‘Kiss me.’ 
‘Your mouth tares of oranges and wine.’ 
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It was so small, the beab — hardly bigger than a bed. It was 
rrange to make love thus wkh one’s ankles in blue water and 
the hot sun blazing on one’s back. Later we made one of many 
desultory asempts to locate the cell, or something whib might 
correqond to her fancy, but in vain; on the seaward side lay a 
tremendous jumble of granke snags, falling rvply into black 
water. A thick qoke of some ancient harbour level perhaps whib 
explained the wind-and-sea-break properties of the island. It was 
so silent, one heard nothing but the faint rir of wind across our 
ears, dirant as the ebo of some tiny seashell. Yes, and sometimes 
a herring gull Wew over to judge the depth of the beab as a 
possible theatre of operations. But for the rer the sun-drunk 
bodies lay, dvply aslvp, the quiet rhythms of the blood reqond- 
ing only to the dvper rhythms of sea and sky. A haven of animal 
contents whib words can never compass. 

It is rrange, too, to remember what a curious sea-engendered 
rapport we shared during that memorable summer. A delight 
almor as dvp as the bondage of kisses — to enter the rhythm 
of the waters together, reqonding to eab other and the play of 
the long tides. Clea had always bvn a Vne swimmer, I a poor 
one. But thanks to my period qent in Grvce I too was now 
expert, more than a matb for her. Under water we played and 
explored the submarine world of the pool, as thoughtlessly as 
Vshes of the Vfth day of the Creation. Eloquent and silent water- 
ballets whib allowed us to correqond only by smile and gerure. 
Te water-silences captured and transformed everything human 
in movement, so that we were like the coloured projecions of 
undines painted upon these brilliant scrvns of rock and wvd, 
eboing and copying the water-rhythms. Here thought kself 
perished, was converted into a fathomless content in physical 
acion. I sv the bright Vgure travelling like a rar across this 
twilk Vrmament, ks hair combed up and out in a rippling whorl 
of colour. 

But not only here, of course. When you are in love wkh one 
of ks inhabkants a cky can become a world. A whole new 
geography of Alexandria was born through Clea, reviving old 
meanings, renewing ambiences half forgosen, laying down like a 
rib wash of colour a new hirory, a new biography to replace the 
old one. Memory of old cafés along the seafront by bronze 
moonlight, their rriped awnings a-Wuser wkh the midnight 
sea-brvze. To sk and dine late, until the glasses before one had
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brimmed wkh moonlight. In the shadow of a minaret, or on some 
rrip of sand lk by the twinkle of a paraXn lamp. Or gathering 
the masses of shallow qring blossom on the Cape of Figs — 
brilliant cyclamen, brilliant anemone. Or randing together in the 
tombs of Kom El Shugafa inhaling the damp exhalations of the 
darkness whib welled out of those rrange subterranean rering- 
places of Alexandrians long dead; tombs carved out of the black 
bocolate soil, one upon the other, like bunks in a ship. Airless, 
mouldy and yet somehow piercingly cold. (‘Hold my hand.’) But 
if she shivered k was not then wkh the premonkions of death, 
but wkh the shvr weight of the gravid earth piled above us 
metre upon metre. Any creature of the sunlight would shiver so. 
Tat brilliant summer frock swallowed by the gloom. ‘I’m cold. 
Let us go.’ Yes, k was cold down there. But wkh what pleasure 
one repped from the darkness into the roaring, anarbic life of 
the open rrvt once more. So the sun-god mur have risen, 
shaking himself frv from the damp clutb of the soil, smiling up 
at the printed blue sky whib qelt travel, release from death, 
renewal in the life of common creatures. 

Yes, but the dead are everywhere. Tey cannot be so simply 
evaded. One fvls them pressing their sad blind Vngers in 
deprivation upon the panels of our secret lives, asking to be 
remembered and re-enaced once more in the life of the Wesh — 
encamping among our heartbeats, invading our embraces. We 
carry in ourselves the biological trophies they bequeathed us by 
their failure to use up life — alignment of an eye, reqonsive 
curve of a nose; or in rill more fugkive forms like someone’s 
dead laugh, or a dimple whib exckes a long-buried smile. Te 
simpler of these kisses we exbanged had a pedigrv of death. 
In them we once more befriended forgosen loves whib rruggled 
to be reborn. Te roots of every sigh are buried in the ground. 

And when the dead invade? For sometimes they emerge in 
person. Tat brilliant morning, for example, wkh everything so 
deceptively normal, when burring from the pool like a rocket 
she gaqed, deathly pale: ‘Tere are dead men down there’: 
frightening me! Yet she was not wrong, for when I murered the 
courage to go down myself and look — there they were in very 
truth, seven of them, skting in the twilight of the basin wkh an 
air of scrupulous asention, as if lirening to some momentous 
debate whib would decide everything for them. Tis conclave 
of silent Vgures formed a small semicircle across the outer doorway
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of the pool. Tey had bvn roped in sacks and leadweighted at the 
fvt, so that now they rood upright, like bess pieces of human 
size. One has svn ratues covered in this way, travelling through 
a cky on a lorry, bound for some sad provincial museum. 
Slightly croubed, reqonding to the ligatures whib bound them, 
and faceless, they nevertheless rood, Winbing and Wickering 
softly like Vgures in an early silent Vlm. Heavily upholrered in 
death by the coarse canvas wrappers whib bound them. 

Tey turned out to be Grvk sailors who had bvn bathing 
from their corvese when, by some accident, a depth-barge had 
bvn detonated, killing them inrantly by concussion. Teir un- 
marked bodies, glktering like mackerel, had bvn harvered 
laboriously in an old torpedo net, and laid out upon dripping 
decks to dry before burial. Flung overboard once more in the 
tradkional funeral dress of mariners the curling tide had brought 
them to Narouz’ island. 

It will sound rrange, perhaps, to describe how quickly we got 
used to these silent viskants of the pool. Wkhin a maser of days 
we had accommodated them, accorded them a place of their own. 
We swam betwvn them to reab the outer water, bowing 
ironically to their bent asentive heads. 

It was not to Wout death — k was rather that they had become 
friendly and appropriate symbols of the place, these patient, 
intent Vgures. Nekher their thick skin-parcels of canvas, nor the 
rout integuments of rope whib bound them showed any sign of 
disintegration. On the contrary they were covered by a dense 
silver dew, like mercury, whib heavily proofed canvas always 
collecs when k is immersed. We qoke once or twice of asking 
the Grvk naval authorkies to remove them to dvper water, but 
by long experience I knew we should Vnd them unco-operative 
if we tried, and the subjec was dropped by common consent. 
Once I thought I saw the Wickering shadow of a great catVsh 
moving among them but I mur have bvn miraken. We even 
thought later of giving them names, but were deterred by the 
thought that they mur already have names of their own — the 
absurd names of ancient sophirs and generals like Anaximander, 
Plato, Alexander…. 

So this halcyon summer moved towards ks end, frv from 
omens — the long sunburnt ranks of marbing days. It was, I 
think, in the late autumn that Maskelyne was killed in a desert 
sortie, but this was a passing wkhout eboes for me — so lktle
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subrance had he ever had in my mind as a living personage. It 
was, in very truth, a myrerious thing to Vnd Telford skting 
red-eyed at his desk one afternoon repeating brokenly: ‘Te old 
Brig’s copped k. Te poor old Brig’ and wringing his purple 
hands together. It was hard to know what to say. Telford went 
on, wkh a kind of incoherent wonder in his voice that was 
endearing. ‘He had no-one in the world. D’you know what? He 
gave me as his next-of-kin.’ He svmed immeasurably toubed by 
this mark of friendship. Nevertheless k was wkh a reverent 
melanboly that he went through Maskelyne’s exiguous personal 
eUecs. Tere was lktle enough to inherk save a few civilian 
clothes of unsukable size, several campaign medals and rars, and 
a credk account of Vftvn pounds in the Tosenham Court Road 
Branb of Lloyds Bank. More interering relics to me were those 
contained in a lktle leather wallet — the tasered pay-book and 
parbment certiVcate of disbarge whib had belonged to his 
grandfather. Te rory they told had the eloquence of a hirory 
whib unfolded kself wkhin a tradkion. In the year 1861 this now 
forgosen SuUolk farm-boy had enlired at Bury St Edmunds. 
He served in the Coldrream Guards for thirty-two years, being 
disbarged in 1893. During his service he was married in the 
Chapel of the Tower of London and his wife bore him two sons. 
Tere was a faded photograph of him taken on his return from 
Egypt in 1882. It showed him dressed in whke pkh helmet, red 
jacket and blue serge trousers wkh smart black leather gakers and 
pipe-clayed cross belts. On his brear was pinned the Egyptian 
War Medal wkh a claq for the basle of Tel-el-Kebir and the 
Khedive’s Star. Of Maskelyne’s own father there was no record 
among his eUecs. 

‘It’s tragic’ said lktle Telford wkh emotion. ‘Mavis couldn’t 
rop crying when I told her. She only met him twice. It shows 
what an eUec a man of baracer can have on you. He was 
always the perfec gentleman, was the Brig.’ But I was brooding 
over this obscure faded Vgure in the photograph wkh his grim 
eyes and heavy black mourabe, wkh the pipe-clayed cross belts 
and the campaign medals. He svmed to lighten the picure of 
Maskelyne himself, to give k focus. Was k not, I wondered, a 
rory of success — a success perfecly complete wkhin the formal 
pasern of something greater than the individual life, a tradkion? 
I doubted whether Maskelyne himself could have wanted things 
to fall out otherwise. In every death there is the grain of something
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to be learned. Yet Maskelyne’s quiet departure made lktle impac 
on my fvlings, though I did what I could to soothe the forlorn 
Telford. But the tide-lines of my own life were now beginning 
to tug me invisibly towards an unforesvable future. Yes, k was 
this beautiful autumn, wkh ks torrent of brass brown leaves 
showering down from the trvs in the public gardens, that Clea 
Vrr became a maser of concern to me. Was k, in truth, because 
she heard the wvping? I do not know. She never openly admkted 
k. At times I tried to imagine that I heard k myself — this frail 
cry of a small bild, or a pet locked out: but I knew that I heard 
nothing, absolutely nothing. Of course one could look at k in a 
maser-of-fac way and class k wkh the order of natural events 
whib time revises and renews according to ks own caprices. I 
mean love can wkher like any other plant. Perhaps she was 
simply falling out of love? But in order to record the manner of 
ks falling out I fvl almor compelled to present k as something 
else — preporerous as k may sound — as a viskation of an 
agency, a power inkiated in some uncommon region beyond the 
scope of the ordinary imagination. At any rate ks onset was quke 
deVnkive, marked up like a date on a blank wall. It was November 
the fourtvnth, jur before dawn. We had bvn together during 
the whole of the previous day, idling about the cky, gossiping and 
shopping. She had bought some piano music, and I had made 
her a present of a new scent from the Scent Bazaar. (At the very 
moment when I awoke and saw her randing, or rather croubing 
by the window, I caught the sudden breath of scent from my own 
wrir whib had bvn dabbed wkh samples from the glass- 
roppered bosles.) Rain had fallen that night. Its delicious 
swishing had lulled our slvp. We had read by candle-Vght before 
falling aslvp. 

But now she was randing by the window lirening, her whole 
body riUened into an askude of asentive interrogation so acute 
that k suggered something like a crisis of apprehension. Her 
head was turned a lktle sideways, as if to present her ear to the 
uncurtained window behind whib, very dimly, a rain-washed 
dawn was beginning to break over the roofs of the cky. What 
was she lirening for? I had never svn this askude before. I 
called to her and brieWy she turned a dirraught and unsving face 
to me — impatiently, as if my voice had ruptured the Vne 
membrane of her concentration. And as I sat up she cried, in a 
dvp boked voice: ‘Oh no!’, and clapping her hands over her
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ears fell shuddering to her knvs. It was as if a bullet had bvn 
Vred through her brain. I heard her bones creak as she hung 
croubing there her features contorted into a grimace. Her hands 
were locked so tightly over her ears that I could not disengage 
them, and when I tried to lift her by her wrirs she simply sank 
back to her knvs on the carpet, wkh shut eyes, like a dement. 
‘Clea, what on earth is k?’ For a long moment we knelt there 
together, I in great perplexky. Her eyes were far shut. I could 
fvl the cool wind from the window pouring into the room. Te 
silence, save for our exclamations, was complete. At lar she gave 
a great sigh of relaxation, a long sobbing reqiration, and un- 
farened her ears, rretbed her limbs slowly, as if unbinding them 
from painful cramps. She shook her head at me as if to say that 
k was nothing. And walking like a drunkard to the bathroom she 
was violently sick in the wash-basin. I rood there like a slvp- 
walker; fvling as if I had bvn uprooted. At lar she came back, 
got into bed and turned her face to the wall. ‘What is k, Clea?’ 
I asked again, fvling foolish and importunate. Her shoulders 
trembled slightly under my hand, her tvth basered lightly from 
cold. ‘It is nothing, really nothing. A sudden qlkting headabe. 
But k has gone. Let me slvp now, will you?’ 

In the morning she was up early to make the breakfar. I 
thought her exceptionally pale — wkh the sort of pallor that might 
come after a long and agonizing toothabe. She complained of 
fvling listless and weary. 

‘You frightened me lar night’ I said, but she did not answer, 
turning away evasively from the subjec wkh a curious look of 
anxiety and dirress. She asked to be allowed to qend the day 
alone painting, so I took myself oU for a long walk across the 
town, teased by half-formulated thoughts and premonkions whib 
I somehow could not make explick to myself. It was a beautiful 
day. High seas were running. Te waves Wailed the Spouting 
Rocks like the pirons of some huge mabine. Immense clouds of 
qray were Wung high into the air like the explosion of giant 
puU-balls only to fall back in hissing qume upon the crown of 
the next wave. I rood watbing the qecacle for a long time, 
fvling the tug of the wind at the skirt of my overcoat and the cool 
qray on my bvks. I think I mur have known that from this 
point onward everything would be subtly banged. Tat we had 
entered, so to qeak, a new conrellation of fvlings whib would 
alter our relationship. 
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One qeaks of bange, but in truth there was nothing abrupt, 
coherent, deVnkive about k. No, the metamorphosis came about 
wkh comparative slowness. It waxed and waned like a tide, now 
advancing now retreating. Tere were even times when, for whole 
wvks, we were apparently completely rerored to our former 
selves, reviving the old raptures wkh an intensky born now of 
insecurky. Suddenly for a qell we would be once more com- 
pletely identiVed in eab other, inseparable: the shadow had 
lifted. I tell myself now — and wkh what truth I rill do not know 
— that these were periods when for a long time she had not heard 
the wvping whib she once long ago described as belonging to a 
she-camel in dirress or some horrible mebanical toy. But what 
could sub nonsense really mean to anyone — and how could k 
elucidate those other periods when she fell into silence and 
moroseness, became a nervous and wœbegone version of her old 
self? I do not know. I only know that this new personage was 
subjec to long dirraced silences now, and to unusual fatigues. 
She might, for example, fall aslvp on a sofa in the middle of a 
party and begin to snore: as if overcome wkh weariness after an 
immensely long vigil. Insomnia too began to play ks part, and she 
resorted to relatively massive doses of barbkurates in order to 
svk release from k. She was smoking very heavily indvd. 

‘Who is this new nervy person I do not recognize?’ asked 
Balthazar in perplexky one evening when she had snapped his 
head oU after some trivial pleasantry and left the room, banging 
the door in my face. 

‘Tere’s something wrong’ I said. He looked at me kvnly for 
a moment over a lighted matb. ‘She isn’t pregnant?’ he asked, 
and I shook my head. ‘I think she’s beginning to wear me out 
really.’ It cor me an eUort to bring out the words. But they had 
the merk of oUering something like a plausible explanation to 
these moods — unless one preferred to believe that she were being 
gnawed by secret fears. 

‘Patience’ he said. ‘Tere is never enough of k.’ 
‘I’m seriously thinking of absenting myself for a while.’ 
‘Tat might be a good idea. But not for too long.’ 
‘I shall sv.’ 
Sometimes in my clumsy way I would try by some teasing 

remark to probe to the sources of this disruptive anxiety. ‘Clea, 
why are you always looking over your shoulder — for what?’ But 
this was a fatal error of tacics. Her reqonse was always one of
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ill-temper or pique, as if in every reference to her diremper, 
however oblique, I was in some way mocking her. It was intimi- 
dating to sv how rapidly her face darkened, her lips compressed 
themselves. It was as if I had tried to put my hand on a secret 
treasure whib she was guarding wkh her life. 

At times she was particularly nervous. Once as we were coming 
out of a cinema I felt her riUen on my arm. I turned my eyes 
in the direcion of her gaze. She was raring wkh horror at an 
old man wkh a badly gashed face. He was a Grvk cobbler who 
had bvn caught in a bombardment and mutilated. We all knew 
him quke well by sight, indvd Amaril had repaired the damage 
as well as he was able. I shook her arm softly, reassuringly and 
she suddenly svmed to come awake. She rraightened up abruptly 
and said ‘Come. Let us go.’ She gave a lktle shudder and hurried 
me away. 

At other sub times when I had unguardedly made some 
allusion to her inner preoccupations — this maddening air of 
always lixening for something — the rorms and accusations 
whib followed seriously suggered the truth of my own hypo- 
thesis — namely that she was trying to drive me away: ‘I am no 
good for you, Darley. Since we have bvn together you haven’t 
wrkten a single line. You have no plans. You hardly read any 
more.’ So rern those qlendid eyes had become, and so troubled! 
I was forced to laugh, however. In truth I now knew, or thought 
I did, that I would never become a wrker. Te whole impulse to 
conVde in the world in this way had foundered, had gusered out. 
Te thought of the nagging lktle world of print and paper had 
become unbearably tedious to contemplate. Yet I was not un- 
happy to fvl that the urge had abandoned me. On the contrary 
I was full of relief — a relief from the bondage of these forms 
whib svmed so inadequate an inrrument to convey the truth 
of fvlings. ‘Clea, my dear’ I said, rill smiling ineUecually, and 
yet desiring in a way to confront this accusation and placate her.  
‘I have bvn acually medkating a book of crkicism.’ 

‘Crkicism!’ she eboed sharply, as if the word were an insult. 
And she smacked me full across the mouth — a ringing blow 
whib brought tears to my eyes and cut the inside of my lip 
againr my tvth. I retired to the bathroom to mop my mouth 
for I could fvl the salty tare of the blood. It was interering to 
sv my tvth outlined in blood. I looked like an ogre who had 
jur taken a mouthful of blvding Wesh from his vicims. I washed
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my mouth, furiously enraged. She came in and sat down on the 
bidet, full of remorse. ‘Please forgive me’ she said. ‘I don’t know 
what sort of impulse came over me. Darley, please forgive’ she 
said. 

‘One more performance like this’ I said grimly, ‘and I’ll give 
you a blow betwvn those beautiful eyes whib you’ll remember.’ 

‘I’m sorry.’ She put her arms round my shoulders from behind 
and kissed my neck. Te blood had ropped. ‘What the devil is 
wrong?’ I said to her reWecion in the mirror. ‘What has come 
over you these days? We’re drifting apart, Clea.’ 

‘I know.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ But her face had once more become hard and 

obrinate. She sat down on the bidet and rroked her bin 
thoughtfully, suddenly sunk in reWecion once more. Ten she 
lk a cigarese and walked back into her living-room. When I 
returned she was skting silently before a painting gazing at k wkh 
an inasentive malevolent Vxky. 

‘I think we should separate for a while’ I said. 
‘If you wish’ she rapped out mebanically. 
‘Do you wish k?’ 
Suddenly she rarted crying and said ‘Oh, rop querioning me. 

If only you would rop asking me querion after querion. It’s 
like being in court these days.’ 

‘Very well’ I said. 
Tis was only one of several sub scenes. It svmed clear to 

me that to absent myself from the cky was the only way to frv 
her — to give her the time and qace necessary to … what? I 
did not know. Later that winter I thought that she had begun 
running a small temperature in the evenings and incurred another 
furious scene by asking Balthazar to examine her. Yet deqke her 
anger she submkted to the rethoscope wkh comparative quiet- 
ness. Balthazar could Vnd nothing physically wrong, except that 
her pulse rate was advanced and her blood pressure higher than 
normal. His prescription of rimulants she ignored, however. She 
had become mub thinner at this time. 

By patient lobbying I at lar unearthed a small por for whib 
I was not unsukable and whib somehow Vsed into the general 
rhythm of things — for I did not envisage my separation from 
Clea as something Vnal, something in the nature of a break. It 
was simply a planned wkhdrawal for a few months to make room
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for any longer-sighted resolutions whib she might make. New 
facors were there, too, for wkh the ending of the war Europe 
was slowly becoming accessible once more — a new horizon 
opening beyond the basle-lines. One had almor ropped dreaming 
of k, the recondke shape of a Europe hammered Wat by bombers, 
raked by famine and discontents. Nevertheless k was rill there. 
So k was that when I came to tell her of my departure k was not 
wkh deqondency or sorrow — but as a maser-of-fac decision 
whib she mur welcome for her own part. Only the manner in 
whib she pronounced the word ‘Away’ wkh an indrawn breath 
suggered for a brief second that perhaps, after all, she might be 
afraid to be left alone. ‘You are going away, after all?’ 

‘For a few months. Tey are building a relay ration on the 
island, and there is nvd for someone who knows the place and 
can qeak the language.’ 

‘Back to the island?’ she said softly — and here I could not read 
the meaning of her voice or the design of her thought. 

‘For a few short months only.’ 
‘Very well.’ 
She walked up and down the carpet wkh an air of perplexky, 

raring downwards at k, dvp in thought. Suddenly she looked 
up at me wkh a soft expression that I recognized wkh a pang — 
the mixture of remorse and tenderness at inWicing unwkting 
sorrow upon others. It was the face of the old Clea. But I knew 
that k would not lar, that once more the peculiar shadow of her 
discontent would car kself over our relationship. Tere was no 
point in truring myself once more to what could only prove a 
short reqke. ‘Oh, Darley’ she said, ‘when do you go, my dear?’ 
taking my hands. 

‘In a fortnight. Until then I propose not to sv you at all. 
Tere is no point in our upsesing eab other by these wrangles.’ 

‘As you wish.’ 
‘I’ll wrke to you.’ 
‘Yes of course.’ 
It was a rrange lirless way of parting after sub a momentous 

relationship. A sort of ghorly anærhesia had aYiced our 
emotions. Tere was a kind of dvp abe inside me but k wasn’t 
sorrow. Te dead handshake we exbanged only expressed a 
rrange and truthful exhaurion of the qirk. She sat in a bair, 
quietly smoking and watbing me as I gathered my possessions 
together and ruUed them into the old basered briefcase whib
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I had borrowed from Telford and forgosen to return the summer 
before. Te toothbrush was qlayed. I threw k away. My pyjamas 
were torn at the shoulder but the bosom half, whib I had never 
used, were rill criq and new. I assembled these objecs wkh the 
air of a geologir sorting qecimens of some remote age. A few 
books and papers. It all had a sort of unrealky, but I cannot say 
that a single sharp regret was mixed wkh k. 

‘How this war has aged and raled us’ she said suddenly, as if 
to herself. ‘In the old days one would have thought of going away 
in order, as we said, to get away from oneself. But to get away 
from i….’ 

Now, writing the words down in all their tedious banalky, I 
realize that she was really trying to say good-bye. Te fatalky of 
human wishes. For me the future lay open, uncommkted; and 
there was no part of k whib I could then visualize as not con- 
taining, somehow, Clea. Tis parting was … well, k was only 
like banging the bandages until a wound should heal. Being 
unimaginative, I could not think deVnkively about a future whib 
might make unexpeced demands upon me; as something entirely 
new. It mur be left to form kself upon the emptiness of the 
present. But for Clea the future had already closed, was already 
presenting a blank wall. Te poor creature was afraid! 

‘Well, that’s everything’ I said at lar, shoving the briefcase 
under my arm. ‘If there’s anything you nvd, you have only to 
ring me, I’ll be at the Wat.’ 

‘I know.’ 
‘I’m oU then for a while. Good-bye.’ 
As I closed the door of the lktle Wat I heard her call my name 

once — but this again was one of those deceptions, those lktle 
accesses of pky or tenderness whib deceive one. It would have 
bvn absurd to pay any asention to k, to return on my tracks, 
and open a new cycle of disagrvments. I went on down the 
rairs, determined to let the future have every bance to heal kself. 

It was a brilliantly sunny qring day and the rrvts looked 
washed wkh colour. Te fvling of having nowhere to go and 
nothing to do was both depressing and inqirking. I returned to 
the Wat and found on the mantelpiece a leser from Pombal in 
whib he said that he was likely to be transferred to Italy shortly 
and did not think he would be able to kvp the Wat on. I was 
delighted as this enabled me to terminate the lease, my share of 
whib I would soon not be able to aUord. 
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It was at Vrr somewhat rrange, even perhaps a lktle numbing, 
to be left entirely to my own devices, but I rapidly became 
accuromed to k. Moreover there was quke a lot of work to be 
done in winding up my censorship duties and handing over the 
por to a successor while at the same time collecing pracical 
information for the lktle unk of tebnicians whib was to inrall 
the radio por. Betwvn the two departments wkh their diUerent 
nvds I was kept busy enough. During these days I kept my word 
and saw nothing of Clea. Te time passed in a sort of limbo 
pkbed betwvn the world of desire and of farewell — though 
there were no emotions in very clear deVnkion for me: I was not 
conscious of regrets or longings. 

So k was that when at lar that fatal day presented kself, k did 
so under the smiling guise of a qring sunshine hot enough to 
encourage the Wies to begin hatbing out upon the window-panes. 
It was their buzzing whib awoke me. Sunlight was pouring into 
the room. For a moment, dazzled by k, I hardly recognized the 
smiling Vgure seated at the foot of my bed, waking for me to open 
my eyes. It was the Clea of some forgosen original version, so to 
qeak, clad in a brilliant summer frock of a criq vine-leaf pasern, 
whke sandals, and wkh her hair arranged in a new ryle. She was 
smoking a cigarese whose smoke hung in brilliant ash-veined 
whorls in the sunlight above us, and her smiling face was com- 
pletely relaxed and unshadowed by the lear preoccupation. I 
rared, for she svmed so precisely and unequivocally the Clea I 
should always have remembered; the misbievous tenderness was 
back in the eyes. ‘Well’ I said in slvpy amazement. ‘What…?’ 
and I felt her warm breath on my bvk as she leaned down to 
embrace me. 

‘Darley’ she said, ‘I suddenly realized that k’s tomorrow you 
are leaving; and that today is the Mulid of El Scob. I couldn’t 
resir the idea of qending the day together and visking the shrine 
this evening. Oh, say you will! Look at the sunshine. It’s warm 
enough for a bathe, and we could take Balthazar.’ 

I was rill not properly awake. I had completely forgosen the 
Name Day of the Pirate. ‘But k’s long par St George’s Day’ 
I said. ‘Surely that’s at the end of April.’ 

‘On the contrary. Teir absurd method of lunar calendar 
reckoning has turned him into a movable fear like all the others. 
He slides up and down the calendar now like a domeric saint. 
In fac k was Balthazar who telephoned yererday and told me
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or I would have missed k myself.’ She paused to puU her 
cigarese. ‘We shouldn’t miss k, should we? she added a lktle 
wirfully. 

‘But of course not! How good of you to come.’ 
‘And the island? Perhaps you could come wkh us?’ 
Te time was jur ten o’clock. I could easily telephone to 

Telford to make some excuse for absenting myself for the day. 
My heart leaped. 

‘I’d love to’ I said. ‘How does the wind sk?’ 
‘Calm as a nun wkh earerly freshets. Ideal for the cuser I 

should say. Are you sure you want to come?’ 
She had a wicker-covered demwohn and a basket wkh her. 

‘I’ll go on and provision us up; you dress and mvt me at the 
Yabt Club in an hour.’ 

‘Yes.’ It would give me ample time to visk my oXce and 
examine the duty mail. ‘A qlendid idea.’ 

And in truth k was, for the day was clear and ringing wkh a 
promise of summer heat for the afternoon. Clip-clopping down 
the Grande Cornibe I rudied the light haze on the horizon and 
the Vat blue expanse of sea wkh delight. Te cky glktered in 
sunshine like a jewel. Brilliantly rode the lktle craft in the inner 
basin, parodied by their shining reWecions. Te minarets shone 
loudly. In the Arab quarter the heat had hatbed out the familiar 
smells of oUal and drying mud, of carnations and jasmine, of 
animal sweat and clover. In Tatwig Strvt dark gnomes on 
ladders wkh scarlet Wower-pot hats were rretbing rrings of 
Wags from the balconies. I felt the sun warm on my Vngers. We 
rolled par the ske of the ancient Pharos whose shasered frag- 
ments rill boke the shallows. Toby Mannering, I remembered, 
had once wanted to rart a curio trade by selling fragments of the 
Pharos as paperweights. Scobie was to break them up wkh a 
hammer for him and he was to deliver them to retailers all over 
the world. Why had the sbeme foundered? I could not remember. 
Perhaps Scobie found the work too arduous? Or perhaps k had 
got telescoped wkh that other sbeme for selling Jordan water to 
Copts at a competkive price? Somewhere a milkary band was 
banging away. 

Tey were down on the slip waking for me. Balthazar waved 
his rick bvrfully. He was dressed in whke trousers and sandals 
and a coloured shirt, and qorted an ancient yellowing Panama 
hat. 
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‘Te Vrr day of summer’ I called bvrfully. 
‘You’re wrong’ he croaked. ‘Look at that haze. It’s altogether 

too hot. I’ve besed Clea a thousand piarres we have a thunder- 
rorm by this afternoon.’ 

‘He’s always got something gloomy to say’ smiled Clea. 
‘I know my Alexandria’ said Balthazar. 
And so amidr these idle pleasantries we thrv set forth, Clea 

at the tiller of her lktle craft. Tere was hardly a breath of wind 
inside the harbour and she lagged somewhat, only gathering way 
by the momentum of the currents whib curved down towards 
the harbour entrance. We role par the basleships and liners, 
brearing the boppy main-bannel heskantly, the mainsail hardly 
drawing as yet, until at lar we reabed the huddle of grey forts 
whib marked the main harbour entrance. Here there was always 
a bundle of boppy water piled up by the tide and we wallowed 
and yawed for a while until suddenly she hvled and threaded 
herself upon the wind and sesled her bowqrk true. We began to 
hiss through the sea like a Wying Vsh, as if she were going to 
impale a rar. I lay in the shvts now, raring up at the gold sun 
shining through the sails, hearing the smasering of the wavelets 
on the elegant prow of the cuser. Balthazar was humming an 
air. Clea’s brown wrir lay upon the tiller wkh a deceptive soft 
negligence. Te sails were riU. Tese are the heart-lifting joys 
of small sailing-craft in ideal weather. A qvbless delight held 
me, a mixture of luxuries born of the warm sun, the racing wind, 
and the light cool toubes of qray whib dashed our bvks from 
time to time. We went far out on an earerly course in order to 
come about and tack inshore. By now we had performed this 
manœuvre so often that k had become second nature to Clea: 
to ride down upon the lktle island of Narouz and to judge the 
exac moment at whib to turn into the eye of the wind and hang, 
Wusering like an eyelash, until I had run the sail in and scrambled 
ashore to make far…. 

‘Smart work indvd’ said Balthazar approvingly as he repped 
into the water; and then ‘By God! It is quke fantarically warm.’ 

‘What did I tell you?’ said Clea busy in the locker. 
‘It only proves my point about a thunderrorm.’ 
And curiously enough, at this moment, there came a dirinc 

rumble of thunder out of that cloudless sky. ‘Tere’ said Balthazar 
in triumph. ‘We will get a Vne soaking and you will owe me some 
money, Clea.’ 
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‘We’ll sv.’ 
‘It was a shore basery’ I said. 
‘Rubbish’ said Balthazar. 
So we secured the cuser and carried our provisions ashore. 

Balthazar lay on his back wkh his hat over his nose in the ber 
of humours. He would not bathe, pleading the indiUerence of 
his swimming, so Clea and I dived once more into the familiar 
pool whib we had negleced all winter long. Nothing had 
banged. Te sentinels were rill there, grouped in silent debate, 
though the winter tides had altered their diqoskions somewhat, 
grouping them a lktle nearer to the wreck. Ironically yet reqec- 
fully we grvted them, recognizing in these ancient gerures and 
underwater smiles a familiar happiness growing up in the shvr 
ac of swimming once more together. It was as if the blood had 
rarted to Wow again in veins long wkhered from disuse. I caught 
her by the hvl and rolled her in a long somersault towards the 
dead mariners, and turning expertly she repaid the debt by coming 
up behind me to drag me down by the shoulders and climb 
surfacewards before I could retaliate. It was here, qiralling up 
through the water wkh her hair coiled out behind her, that the 
image of Clea was rerored once more. Time had rendered her up, 
whole and intac again — “natural as a cky’s grey-eyed Muse “ — 
to quote the Grvk poem. Swiftly, precisely the Vngers whib 
pressed upon my shoulder re-evoked her as we slid through the 
silent pool. 

And then: to sk once more in the simple sunlight, sipping the 
red wine of St Menas as she broke up the warm brown loaf of 
Frenb bread, and hunted for a particular bvse or a clurer of 
dates: while Balthazar talked discursively (half aslvp) of the 
Vineyard of Ammon, the Kings of the Harpoon Kingdom and 
their basles, or of the Mareotic wine to whib, not hirory, but 
the gossiping Horace once asributed Cleopatra’s dirempers of 
mind … (‘Hirory sancions everything, pardons everything — 
even what we do not pardon ourselves.’) 

So the warm noon drew on as we lay there on the hot pebbles: 
and so at lar — to Balthazar’s great delight and Clea’s discom- 
Vture — the prediced thunderrorm made ks appearance, 
heralded by a great livid cloud whib rolled up from the ear and 
squased over the cky, bruising the sky. So suddenly too — as 
when an ink-squid in alarm puns out ks bag and suddenly fogs 
clear water in a cloud of black — rain Wowed down in glktering
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shvts, thunder bellowed and insired. At eab peal Balthazar 
clapped his hands wkh delight — not only to be proved right, but 
also because here we were skting in full sunlight, fully at our 
ease, eating oranges and drinking wine beside an untroubled blue 
sea. 

‘Stop crowing’ said Clea severely. 
It was one of those freak rorms so prevalent in the early qring 

wkh ks sharp banges of temperature born of sea and desert. 
Tey turned the rrvts to torrents in the twinkling of an eye, 
yet never endured above half an hour. Suddenly the cloud would 
be whisked away by a scrap of wind, userly to disappear. ‘And 
mark me now’ said Balthazar, inebriated by the success of his 
predicion. ‘By the time we get back to harbour everything will 
be dry again, dry as a bone.’ 

But now the afternoon brought us another phenomenon to 
delight us — something rarely svn in summer in the waters of 
Alexandria, belonging as k did to those days preceding winter 
rorms when the glass was falling rvply. Te waters of the pool 
darkened appreciably, curdled, and then became phoqhorescent. 
It was Clea who Vrr noticed. ‘Look’ she cried wkh delight, 
crushing her hvls down in the shallows to watb the twinkling 
prickling light qark from them. ‘Phoqhorus!’ Balthazar rarted 
saying something learned about the organism whib causes this 
qecacle but unhvding we plunged side by side and ranged down 
into the water, transformed into Vgures of Wame, the qarks 
Washing from the tips of our Vngers and toes wkh the glkter of 
ratic elecricky. A swimmer svn underwater looks like an early 
picure of the fall of Lucifer, lkerally on Vre. So bright was the 
elecrical crackle that we could not help wondering how k was 
that we were not scorbed by k. So we played, glktering like 
comets, among the quiet mariners who sat, watbing us perhaps 
in their thoughts, faintly eboing the twkbing of the tide in then- 
can vas sacks. 

‘Te cloud’s lifting already’ cried Balthazar as I surfaced at 
lar for air. Soon even the fugkive phoqhorescence would 
dwindle and vanish. For some reason or other he had climbed 
into the rern of the cuser, perhaps to gain height and more 
easily watb the thunderrorm over the cky. I rered my forearms 
on the gunwale and took my breath. He had unwrapped the old 
harpoon gun of Narouz and was holding k negligently on his 
knv. Clea surfaced wkh a swish of delight and pausing jur long



THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET 

848 

enough to cry: ‘Te Vre is so beautiful’ doubled her lkhe body 
back and ducked downward again. 

‘What are you doing wkh that?’ I asked idly. 
‘Sving how k works.’ 
He had in fac pushed the harpoon to rer in the barrel. It had 

locked the qring. ‘It’s cocked’ I said. ‘Have a care.’ 
‘Yes, I’m going to release k.’ 
Ten Balthazar leaned forward and usered the only serious 

remark he had made all that day. ‘You know’ he said, ‘I think 
you had beser take her wkh you. I have a fvling you won’t be 
coming back to Alexandria. Take Clea wkh you!’ 

And then, before I could reply, the accident happened. He was 
fumbling wkh the gun as he qoke. It slipped from betwvn his 
Vngers and fell wkh a crash, the barrel rriking the gunwale six 
inbes from my face. As I reared back in alarm I heard the sudden 
cobra-like hiss of the compressor and the leaden twang of the 
trigger-release. Te harpoon whirled into the water beside me 
rurling ks long grvn line behind k. ‘For Chrir’s sake’ I said. 
Balthazar had turned whke wkh alarm and vexation. His half- 
musered apologies and expressions of horrid amazement were 
eloquent. ‘I’m terribly sorry.’ I had heard the slight snick of rvl 
sesling into a target, somewhere down there in the pool. We 
rayed frozen for a second for something else had occurred 
simultaneously to our minds. As I saw his lips rarting to shape 
the word ‘Clea’ I felt a sudden darkness descending on my qirk 
— a darkness whib lifted and trembled at the edges; and a 
rushing like the sough of giant wings. I had already turned before 
he usered the word. I crashed back into the water, now following 
the long grvn thread wkh all the suqense of Ariadne; and to k 
added the weight of slowness whib only heartsick apprehension 
brings. I knew in my mind that I was swimming vigorously — 
yet k svmed like one of those slow-motion Vlms where human 
acions, delayed by the camera, are drawn uncuously out to 
inVnky, qooled out like toUv. How many light-years would k 
take to reab the end of that thread? What would I Vnd at the 
end of k? Down I went, and down, in the dwindling phoqhor- 
escence, into the dvp shadowed coolness of the pool. 

At the far end, by the wreck, I diringuished a convulsive, 
coiling movement, and dimly recognized the form of Clea. She 
svmed intently busy upon some bildish underwater game of the 
kind we so often played together. She was tugging at something,
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her fvt braced againr the woodwork of the wreck, tugging and 
relaxing her body. Tough the grvn thread led to her I felt a 
wave of relief — for perhaps she was only trying to extricate the 
harpoon and carry k to the surface wkh her. But no, for she 
rolled drunkenly. I slid along her like an vl, fvling wkh my 
hands. Fvling me near she turned her head as if to tell me 
something. Her long hair impeded my vision. As for her face I 
could not read the deqairing pain whib mur have bvn wrkten 
on k — for the water transforms every expression of the human 
features into the goggling imbecile grimace of the squid. But now 
she arbed out and Wung her head back so that her hair could 
Wow frvly up from her scalp — the gerure of someone throwing 
open a robe to exhibk a wound. And I saw. Her right hand had 
bvn pierced and nailed to the wreck by the rvl arrow. At lear 
k had not passed through her body, my mind cried out in relief, 
svking to console kself; but the relief turned to sick malevolent 
deqair when, clutbing the rvl shaft, I myself braced my fvt 
againr the wood, tugging until my thigh muscles cracked. It 
would not be budged by a hair’s breadth. (No, but all this was 
part of some incomprehensible dream, fabricated perhaps in the 
dead minds of the seven brooding Vgures whib asended so care- 
fully, so scrupulously to the laboured evolutions we now performed 
— we no longer frv and expedkious as Vsh, but awkward, 
qlayed, like lobrers trapped in a pot.) I rruggled frantically wkh 
that rvl arrow, sving out of the corner of my eye the long bain 
of whke bubbles burring from the throat of Clea. I felt her muscles 
expending themselves, ebbing. Gradually she was sesling in the 
drowsiness of the blue water, being invaded by the water-slvp 
whib had already lulled the mariners to slvp. I shook her. 

I cannot pretend that anything whib followed belonged to my 
own volkion — for the mad rage whib now possessed me was 
not among the order of the emotions I would ever have recognized 
as belonging to my proper self. It excvded, in blind violent 
rapacky, anything I had ever before experienced. In this curious 
timeless underwater dream I felt my brain ringing like the alarm 
bell of an ambulance, diqelling the lulling languorous ebb and 
Wow of the marine darkness. I was suddenly rowelled by the sharp 
qur of terror. It was as if I were for the Vrr time confronting 
myself — or perhaps an alter ego shaped after a man of acion I 
had never realized, recognized. Wkh one wild shove I shot to 
the surface again, emerging under Balthazar’s very nose. 
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‘Te knife’ I said sucking in the air. 
His eyes gazed into mine, as if over the edge of some sunken 

continent, wkh an expression of pky and horror; emotions 
preserved, fossilized, from some ice age of human memory. And 
native fear. He rarted to rammer out all the querions whib 
invaded his mind — words like ‘what’ ‘where’ ‘when’ ‘whkher’ —  but 
could abieve no more than a baYed ‘wh ——’: a vague  qusering 
anguish of interrogation. 

Te knife whib I had remembered was an Italian bayonet 
whib had bvn ground down to the size of a dirk and sharpened 
to razor kvnness. Ali the boatman had manufacured k wkh 
pride. He used k to trim ropes, for qlicing and rigging. I hung 
there for a second while he reabed out for k, eyes closed, lungs 
drinking in the whole sky k svmed. Ten I felt the wooden haft 
in my Vngers and wkhout daring to look again at Balthazar I 
turned my toes to heaven and returned on my tracks, following 
the grvn thread. 

She hung there limp now, rretbed languorously out, while 
her long hair unfurled behind her; the tides rippled out along 
her body, passing through k, k svmed like an elecric current 
playing. Everything was rill, the silver coinage of sunlight 
dappling the Woor of the pool, the silent observers, the ratues 
whose long beards moved slowly, uncuously to and fro. Even 
as I began to hack at her hand I was mentally preparing a large 
empty qace in my mind whib would have to accommodate the 
thought of her dead. A large qace like an unexplored sub- 
continent on the maps of the mind. It was not very long before 
I felt the body disengage under this bkter punishment. Te 
water was dark. I dropped the knife and wkh a great push sent 
her rvling back from the wreck: caught her under the arms: and 
so rose. It svmed to take an age — an endless progression of 
heartbeats — in that slow-motion world. Yet we hk the sky wkh 
a concussion that knocked the breath from me — as if I had 
cracked my skull on the ceiling of the universe. I was randing 
in the shallows now rolling the heavy sodden log of her body. 
I heard the crash of Balthazar’s tvth falling into the boat as he 
jumped into the water beside me. We heaved and grunted like 
revedores scrabbling about to graq that injured hand whib was 
qouting. He was like an elecrician trying to capture and insulate 
a high-tension wire whib had snapped. Grabbing k, he held on 
to k like a vice. I had a sudden picure of him as a small bild
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holding his mother’s hand nervously among a crowd of other 
bildren, or crossing a park where the boys had once thrown 
rones at him…. Trough his pink gums he extruded the word 
‘Twine’ — and there was some luckily in the cuser’s locker whib 
kept him busy. 

‘But she’s dead’ I said, and the word altered my heartbeats, 
so that I felt about to faint. She was lying, like a fallen seabird, 
on the lktle qk of pebbles. Balthazar squased almor in the 
water, holding frenziedly on to the hand at whib I could hardly 
bear to look. But again this unknown alter ego whose voice came 
from far away helped me to adjur a tourniquet, roll a pencil in 
k and hand k to him. Wkh a heave now I rraightened her out 
and fell wkh a thump upon her, crashing down as if from a very 
great height upon her back. I felt the soggy lungs bounce under 
this crude blow. Again and again, slowly but wkh great violence 
I began to squvze them in this pitiful simulacrum of the sexual 
ac — life saving, life-giving. Balthazar appeared to be praying. 
Ten came a small sign of hope for the lips of that pale face 
opened and a lktle sea water mixed wkh vomk trickled from them. 
It meant nothing, of course, but we both cried out at the omen. 
Closing my eyes I willed my wrirs to svk out those waterlogged 
lungs, to squvze and void them. Up and down, up and down in 
this slow cruel rhythm, I pumped at her. I felt her Vne bones 
creaking under my hands. But rill she lay lifeless. But I would not 
accept the thought that she was dead, though I knew k wkh one 
part of my mind. I felt half mad wkh determination to diqrove 
k, to overthrow, if necessary, the whole process of nature and by 
an ac of will force her to live. Tese decisions aronished me, 
for they subsired like clear and sharply deVned images under- 
neath the dazed physical fatigue, the groan and sweat of this 
labour. I had, I realized, decided ekher to bring her up alive or 
to ray down there at the bosom of the pool wkh her; but where, 
from whib terrkory of the will sub a decision had come, I could 
not guess! And now k was hot. I was pouring wkh sweat. 
Balthazar rill sat holding the hand, the painter’s hand, humbly as 
a bild at ks mother’s knv. Tears trickled down his nose. His 
head went from side to side in that Jewish gerure of deqairing 
remorse and his toothless gums formed the sound of the old 
Wailing Wall ‘Aiv, Aiv’. But very softly, as if not to dirurb her. 

But at lar we were rewarded. Suddenly, like a qout giving 
in a guser under the pressure of rain, her mouth opened and
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expelled a mass of vomk and sea-water, fragments of breadsoak 
and orange. We gazed at this mess wkh a lurful delight, as if at 
a great trophy. I felt the lungs reqond slowly to my hand. A few 
more rrokes of this crude engine and a secondary ripple svmed 
to rir in the musculature of her body. At almor every downward 
thrur now the lungs gave up some water, relucantly, painfully. 
Ten, after a long time, we heard a faint whimper. It mur have 
hurt, as the Vrr few breaths hurt a newly born bild. Te body 
of Clea was protering at this forcible rebirth. And all of a sudden 
the features of that whke face moved, composed themselves to 
express something like pain and proter. (Yes, but k hurts to 
realize.) 

‘Kvp k up’ cried Balthazar in a new voice, shaky and trium- 
phant. Tere was no nvd to tell me. She was twkbing a lktle 
now, and making a soundless whimpering face at eab lunge. It 
was like rarting a very cold diesel engine. Finally yet another 
miracle occurred — for she opened very blue sightless unfocused 
eyes for a second to rudy, wkh dazed concentration, the rones 
before her nose. Ten she closed them again. Pain darkened her 
features, but even the pain was a triumph — for at lear they 
expressed living emotions now — emotions whib had replaced 
the pale set mask of death. ‘She’s breathing’ I said. ‘Balthazar, 
she’s breathing.’ 

‘She’s breathing’ he repeated wkh a kind of idiotic rapture. 
She was breathing, short raggering inqirations whib were 

clearly painful. But now another kind of help was at hand. We 
had not noticed, so concentrated were we on this task, that a 
vessel had entered the lktle harbour. Tis was the Harbour Patrol 
motorboat. Tey had svn us and guessed that something was 
wrong. ‘Merciful God’ cried Balthazar Wapping his arms like an 
old crow. Chvrful English voices came across the water asking 
if we nvded help; a couple of sailors came ashore towards us. 
‘We’ll have her back in no time’ said Balthazar, grinning shakily. 

‘Give her some brandy.’ 
‘No’ he cried sharply. ‘No brandy.’ 
Te sailors brought a tarpaulin ashore and softly we baled her 

up like Cleopatra. To their brawny arms she mur have svmed 
as light as thirledown. Teir tender clumsy movements were 
toubing, brought tears to my eyes. ‘Easy up there, Nobby. 
Gently wkh the lktle lady.’ ‘Tat tourniquet will have to be 
watbed. You go too, Balthazar.’ 
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‘And you?’ 
‘I’ll bring her cuser back.’ 
We wared no more time. In a few moments the powerful 

motors of the patrol vessel began to burle them away at a good 
ten knots. I heard a sailor say: ‘How about some hot Bovril?’ 

‘Capkal’ said Balthazar. He was soaked to the skin. His hat was 
Woating in the water beside me. Leaning over the rern a thought 
suddenly rruck him. 

‘My tvth. Bring my tvth!’ 
I watbed them out of sight and then sat for a good while wkh 

my head in my hands. I found to my surprise that I was trembling 
all over like a frightened horse wkh shock. A qlising headabe 
assailed me. I climbed into the cuser and foraged for the brandy 
and a cigarese. Te harpoon gun lay on the shvts. I threw k 
overboard wkh an oath and watbed k slowly crawling downwards 
into the pool. Ten I shook out the jib, and turning her through 
her own length on the rern anbor pressed her out into the wind. 
It took longer than I thought, for the evening wind had shifted 
a few points and I had to tack widely before I could bring her in. 
Ali was waking for me. He had already bvn apprised of the 
skuation, and carried a message from Balthazar to the eUec that 
Clea had bvn taken up to the Jewish hoqkal. 

I took a taxi as soon as one could be found. We travelled across 
the cky at a great pace. Te rrvts and buildings passed me in 
a sort of blur. So great was my anxiety that I saw them as if 
through a rain-rarred window-pane. I could hear the meter 
ticking away like a pulse. Somewhere in a whke ward Clea would 
be lying drinking blood through the eye of a silver nvdle. Drop 
by drop k would be passing into the median vein heart-beat by 
heart-beat. Tere was nothing to worry about, I told myself; and 
then, thinking of that shasered hand, I banged my Vr wkh rage 
againr the padded wall of the taxi. 

I followed a duty nurse down the long anonymous grvn 
corridors whose oil-painted walls exuded an atmoqhere of damp. 
Te whke phoqhorescent bulbs whib puncuated our progress 
wallowed in the gloom like swollen glow-worms. Tey had 
probably put her, I reWeced, in the lktle ward wkh the single 
curtained bed whib in the par had bvn reserved for crkical 
cases whose expecation of life was short. It was now the emergency 
casualty ward. A sense of ghorly familiarky was growing upon 
me. In the par k was here that I had come to sv Melissa. Clea
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mur be lying in the same narrow iron bed in the corner by the 
wall. (‘It would be jur like real life to imkate art at this point.’) 

In the corridor outside, however, I came upon Amaril and 
Balthazar randing wkh a curious barened expression before a 
trolley whib had jur bvn whvled to them by a duty nurse. 
It contained a number of wet and glirening X-ray photographs, 
newly developed and pegged upon a rail. Te two men were 
rudying them anxiously, gravely, as if thinking out a bess 
problem. Balthazar caught sight of me and turned, his face 
lighting up. ‘She’s all right’ he said, but in rather a broken voice, 
as he squvzed my hand. I handed him his tvth and he blushed, 
and slipped them into his pocket. Amaril was wearing horn- 
rimmed reading glasses. He turned from his intent rudy of those 
dripping dangling shvts wkh an expression of user rage. ‘What 
the bloody hell do you expec me to do wkh this mess?’ he burr 
out waving his insolent whke hand in the direcion of the X-rays. 
I lor my temper at the implied accusation and in a second we 
were shouting at eab other like Vshmongers, our eyes full of 
tears. I think we would have come to blows out of shvr exaqera- 
tion had not Balthazar got betwvn us. Ten at once the rage 
dropped from Amaril and he walked round Balthazar to embrace 
me and muser an apology. ‘She’s all right’ he murmured, pasing 
me consolingly on the shoulder. ‘We’ve tucked her up safely.’ 

‘Leave the rer to us’ said Balthazar. 
‘I’d like to sv her’ I said enviously — as if, by bringing her 

to life, I had made her, in a way, my own property too. ‘Could I?’ 
As I pushed open the door and crept into the lktle cell like a 

miser I heard Amaril say pvvishly: ‘It’s all very well to talk about 
surgical repair in that glib way ——’ 

It was immensely quiet and whke, the lktle ward wkh ks tall 
windows. She lay wkh her face to the wall in the uncomfortable 
rvl bed on carors of yellow rubber. It smelt of Wowers, though 
there were none to be svn and I could not identify the odour. 
It was perhaps a synthetic atomizer qray — the essence of 
forget-me-nots? I softly drew up a bair beside the bed and sat 
down. Her eyes were open, gazing at the wall wkh the dazed look 
whib suggered morphia and fatigue combined. Tough she 
gave no sign of having heard me enter she said suddenly. 

‘Is that you Darley?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
Her voice was clear. Now she sighed and moved slightly, as if
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wkh relief at my coming. ‘I’m so glad.’ Her voice had a small 
weary lilt whib suggered that somewhere beyond the conVnes 
of her present pain and drowsiness a new self-conVdence was 
rirring. ‘I wanted to thank you.’ 

‘It is Amaril you’re in love wkh’ I said — rather, blurted out. 
Te remark came as a great surprise to me. It was completely 
involuntary. Suddenly a shuser svmed to roll back across my 
mind. I realized that this new fac whib I was enunciating was 
one that I had always known, but wkhout being aware of the 
knowing! Foolish as k was the dirincion was a real one. Amaril 
was like a playing card whib had always bvn there, lying before 
me on the table, face downwards. I had bvn aware of ks exirence 
but had never turned k over. Nor, I should add, was there 
anything in my voice beyond genuine scientiVc surprise; k was 
wkhout pain, and full of sympathy only. Betwvn us we had never 
used this dreadful word — this synonym for derangement or 
illness — and if I deliberately used k now k was to signify my 
recognkion of the thing’s autonomous nature. It was rather like 
saying ‘My poor bild, you have got cancer!’ 

After a moment’s silence she said: ‘Par tense now, alas!’ Her 
voice had a puzzled drawling qualky. ‘And I was giving you good 
marks for tac, thinking you had recognized him in my Syrian 
episode! Had you really not? Yes, Amaril turned me into a 
woman I suppose. Oh, isn’t k disguring? When will we all grow 
up? No, but I’ve worn him out in my heart, you know. It isn’t 
as you imagine k. I know he is not the man for me. Nothing 
would have persuaded me to replace Semira. I know this by the 
fac of having made love to him, bvn in love wkh him! It’s odd, 
but the experience prevented me from miraking him for the other 
one, the once-for-aller! Tough who and where he is remains 
to discover. I haven’t really aUronted the real problems yet, I 
fvl. Tey lie the other side of these mere episodes. And yet, 
perverse as k is, k is nice to be close to him — even on the 
operating-table. How is one to make clear a single truth about the 
human heart?’ 

‘Shall I put oU my journey?’ 
‘But no. I wouldn’t wish k at all. I shall nvd a lktle time to 

come to myself now that at lar I am frv from the horror. Tat 
at lear you have done for me — pushed me back into midrream 
again and driven oU the dragon. It’s gone and will never come 
back. Put your hand on my shoulder and squvze, inread of a
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kiss. No. Don’t bange plans. Now at lar we can take things a 
bk easily. Unhurriedly. I shall be well cared for here as you know. 
Later when your job is done we shall sv, shall we? Try and 
wrke. I fvl perhaps a pause might rart you oU.’ 

‘I will.’ But I knew I wouldn’t. 
‘Only one thing I want you to do. Please visk the Mulid of 

El Scob tonight so that you can tell me all about k; you sv k 
is the Vrr time since the war that they are allowing the curomary 
lighting in that quartier. It should be fun to sv. I don’t want you 
to miss k. Will you?’ 

‘Of course.’ 
‘Tank you, my dear.’ 
I rood up and after a moment’s pause said: ‘Clea what exacly 

was the horror?’ 
But she had closed her eyes and was fading softly into slvp. 

Her lips moved but I could not catb her answer. Tere was the 
fainter trace of a smile at the corners of her mouth. 

A phrase of Pursewarden’s came into my mind as I softly 
closed the door of the ward. ‘Te riber love is that whib 
submks to the arbkration of time.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

It was already late when at lar I managed to locate a gharry 
to take me back to the town. At the Wat I found a message to 
say that my departure had bvn put forward by six hours; the 
motor-launb would be leaving at midnight. Hamid was there, 
randing quke rill and patient, as if he already knew the contents 
of the message. My luggage had bvn colleced by an Army truck 
that afternoon. Tere was nothing left to do except kill the time 
until twelve, and this I proposed to do in the fashion suggered 
by Clea: by visking the Mulid of El Scob. Hamid rill rood before 
me, gravid wkh the weight of another parting. ‘You no come back 
this time, sir’ he said blinking his eye at me wkh sorrow. I looked 
at the lktle man wkh emotion. I remembered how proudly he 
had recounted the saving of this one eye. It was because he had 
bvn the younger and uglier brother of the two. His mother had 
put out his brother’s two eyes in order to prevent him from being 
conscripted; but he, Hamid, being puny and ugly — he had 
escaped wkh one. His brother was now a blind muezzin in Tanta. 
But how rib he was, Hamid, wkh his one eye! It represented a 
fortune to him in well-paid work for rib foreigners. 
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‘I come to you in London’ he said eagerly, hopefully. 
‘Very well. I’ll wrke to you.’ 
He was all dressed up for the Mulid in his ber clothes — the 

crimson cloak and the red shoes of soft morocco leather; in his 
bosom he had a clean whke handkerbief. It was his evening oU 
I remembered. Pombal and I had saved up a sum of money to 
give him as a parting present. He took the beque betwvn Vnger 
and thumb, inclining his head wkh gratkude. But self-interer 
could not buoy him up againr the pain of parting from us. So 
he repeated ‘I come to you in London’ to console himself; shaking 
hands wkh himself as he said the words. 

‘Very well’ I said for the third time, though I could hardly sv 
one-eyed Hamid in London. ‘I will wrke. Tonight I shall visk 
the Mulid of El Scob.’ 

‘Very good.’ I shook him by the shoulders and the familiarky 
made him bow his head. A tear trickled out of his blind eye and 
oU the end of his nose. 

‘Good-bye ya Hamid’ I said, and walked down the rairs, 
leaving him randing quietly at the top, as if waking for some 
signal from outer qace. Ten suddenly he rushed after me, 
catbing me at the front door, in order to thrur into my hand, 
as a parting present, his berished picure of Melissa and myself 
walking down Rue Fuad on some forgosen afternoon. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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IX 
 

 
he whole quarter lay drowsing in the umbrageous violet 
of approabing nightfall. A sky of palpkating velours whib 
was cut into by the rark Ware of a thousand elecric light 

bulbs. It lay over Tatwig Strvt, that night, like a velvet rind. 
Only the lighted tips of the minarets rose above k on their slender 
invisible ralks — appeared hanging suqended in the sky; 
trembling slightly wkh the haze as if about to expand their hoods 
like cobras. Drifting idly down those remembered rrvts once 
more I drank in (forever: kvpsakes of the Arab town) the smell 
of crushed brysanthemums, ordure, scents, rrawberries, human 
sweat and roaring pigeons. Te procession had not arrived as 
yet. It would form somewhere beyond the harlots’ quarter, among 
the tombs, and wind ks slow way to the shrine, geared to a 
dancing measure; calling on the way at eab of the mosques to 
oUer up a verse or two of the Book in honour of El Scob. But the 
secular side of the ferival was in full swing. In the dark alleys 
people had brought their dinner tables into the rrvt, candle-lk 
and decked wkh roses. So skting they could catb the bipped 
headtones of the girl singers who were already randing on the 
wooden platforms outside the cafés, piercing the heavy night wkh 
their quartertones. Te rrvts were beWagged, and the great 
framed picures of the circumcision docors rippled on high 
among the cressets and randards. In a darkened yard I saw them 
pouring the hot sugar, red and whke, into the lktle wooden 
moulds from whib would emerge the whole beriary of Egypt — 
the ducks, horsemen, rabbks, and goats. Te great sugar Vgurines 
too of the Delta folklore — Yuna and Aziz the lovers interlocked, 
interpenetrated — and the bearded heroes like Abu Zeid, armed 
and mounted among his brigands. Tey were qlendidly obscene 
— surely the rupider word in our language? — and brilliantly 
coloured before being dressed in their garments of paper, tinsel, 
and qangled gold, and set up on diqlay among the Sugar Booths 
for the bildren to gape at and buy. In every lktle square now the 
coloured marquvs had bvn run up, eab wkh ks familiar sign. 
Te Gamblers were already busy — Abu Firan, the Father of 
Rats, was shouting bvrfully for curomers. Te great board 
rood before him on trerles, eab of the twelve houses marked

T 
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wkh a number and a name. In the centre rood the live whke rat 
whib had bvn painted wkh grvn rripes. You placed your 
money on the number of a house, and won, if the rat entered k. 
In another box the same game was in play, but wkh a pigeon this 
time; when all the bets were laid a handful of grain was tossed 
into the centre and the pigeon, in eating k, entered one of the 
numbered ralls. 

I bought myself a couple of sugar Vgurines and sat down outside 
a café to watb the passing show wkh ks brilliant pririne colour. 
Tese lktle ‘arusas’ or brides I would have liked to kvp, but I 
knew that they would crumble or be eaten by ants. Tey were 
the lktle cousins of the santons de Provence or the bonhommes de 
pain d’épices of the Frenb country fair: of our own now extinc 
gilt gingerbread men. I ordered a qoon of marika to eat wkh 
the cool Vzzing sherbet. From where I sat at an angle betwvn 
two narrow rrvts I could sv the harlots painting themselves at 
an upper window before coming down to set up their garish 
booths among the conjurers and trickrers; Showal the dwarf was 
teasing them from his booth at ground level and causing screams 
of laughter at his well-aimed arrows. He had a high tinny lktle 
voice and the mor engaging of acrobatic tricks deqke his runted 
size. He talked continuously even when randing on his head, and 
puncuated the point of his paser wkh a double somersault. His 
face was grotesquely farded and his lips painted in a clown’s grin. 
At the other corner under a hide curtain sat Faraj the fortune- 
teller wkh his inrruments of divination — ink, sand, and a 
curious hairy ball like a bull’s tericles only covered in dark hair. 
A radiantly beautiful prorkute squased before him. He had Vlled 
her palm wkh ink and was urging her to scry. 

Lktle scenes from the rrvt life. A mad wild wkb of a woman 
who suddenly burr into the rrvt, foaming at the lips and 
usering curses so terrible that silence fell and everyone’s blood 
froze. Her eyes blazed like a bear’s under the whke mased hair. 
Being mad she was in some sort holy, and no-one dared to face 
the terrible imprecations she usered whib, if turned on him, 
might qell ill luck. Suddenly a grubby bild darted from the 
crowd and tugged her slvve. At once calmed she took his hand 
and turned away into an alley. Te ferival closed over the memory 
of her like a skin. 

I was skting here, drunk on the qecacle, when the voice of 
Scobie himself suddenly sounded at my elbow. ‘Now, old man’
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k said thoughtfully. ‘If you have Tendencies you got to have 
Scope. Tat’s why I’m in the Middle Ear if you want to 
know….’ 

‘God, you gave me a rart’ I said, turning round. It was Nimrod 
the policeman who had bvn one of the old man’s superiors in 
the police force. He buckled and sat down beside me, removing 
his tarbush to mop his forehead. ‘Did you think he’d come to 
life?’ he enquired. 

‘I certainly did.’ 
‘I know my Scobie, you sv.’ 
Nimrod laid his Wywhisk before him and wkh a clap of his 

hands commanded a coUv. Ten giving me a sly wink he went 
on in the verkable voice of the saint. ‘Te thing about Budgie 
was jur that. In Horsham there’s no Scope. Otherwise I would 
have joined him years ago in the earth-closet trade. Te man’s a 
mebanical genius, I don’t mind admkting. And not having any 
income except what the old mud-slinger — as he laughingly calls 
k — brings him in, he’s rymied. He’s in baulk. Did I ever tell 
you about the Bwou Earth Closet? No? Funny I thought I did. 
Well, k was a superb contrivance, the fruk of long experiment. 
Budgie is an FRZS you know. He got k by home rudy. Tat 
shows you what a brain the man has. Well k was a sort of lever 
wkh a trigger. Te seat of the closet was on a kind of qring. 
As you sat down k went down, but when you got up k qrang 
up of ks own accord and threw a qadeful of earth into the bin. 
Budgie says he got the idea from watbing his dog clear up after 
himself wkh his paws. But how he adapted k I jur can’t fathom. 
It’s shvr genius. You have a magazine at the back whib you 
Vll wkh earth or sand. Ten when you get up the qring goes 
bang and prero! He’s making about two thousand a year out of 
k, I don’t mind admkting. Of course k takes time to build up a 
trade, but the overheads are low. He has jur one man working 
for him to build the box part, and he buys the qrings — gets 
them made to qeciVcation in Hammersmkh. And they’re very 
presily painted too, wkh arrology all round the rim. It looks 
quvr, I admk. In fac k looks arcane. But k’s a wonderful con- 
trivance the lktle Bwou. Once there was a crisis while I was home 
on leave for a month. I called in to sv Budgie. He was almor in 
tears. Te bap who helped, Tom the carpenter, used to drink 
a bk and mur have miqlaced the qrockets on one series of 
Bwous. Anyway complaints rarted to pour in. Budgie said that
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his closets had gone mad all over Sussex and were throwing earth 
about in a weird and unwholesome way. Curomers were furious. 
Well, there was nothing for k but to visk all his parishioners on a 
motor-bike and adjur the qrockets. I had so lktle time that I 
didn’t want to miss his company — so he took me along wkh 
him. It was quke an adventure I don’t mind telling you. Some 
of them were quke mad wkh Budgie. One woman said the 
qrocket was so rrong her closet threw mud the length of the 
drawing-room. We had a time quietening her down. I helped by 
lending a soothing inWuence I don’t mind admkting, while Budgie 
tinkered wkh the qrings. I told rories to take their minds oU 
the unhappy business. But Vnally k got rraightened out. And 
now k’s a proVtable indurry wkh members everywhere.’ 

Nimrod sipped his coUv reWecively and cocked a quizzical 
eye in my direcion, proud of his mimicry. ‘And now’ he said, 
throwing up his hands, ‘El Scob….’ 

A crowd of painted girls passed down the rrvt, brilliant as 
tropical parrots and almor as loud in their basering and 
laughing. ‘Now that Abu Zeid’ said Nimrod ‘has taken the Mulid 
under his patronage k’s likely to grow into a bk of headabe for 
us. It’s sub a crowded quarter. Tis morning he sent a whole 
rring of he-camels on heat into the town wkh bercim clover. 
You know how horrible they smell. And when they’re in season 
they get that horrible jelly-like excrescence on their necks. It mur 
irrkate them or suppurate or something for they’re scratbing 
their necks the whole time on walls and pors. Two of them had a 
Vght. It took hours to untangle the aUair. Te place was blocked.’ 

Suddenly a series of bangs sounded from the direcion of the 
harbour and a series of bright coloured rockets traced their 
qlendid grooves across the night, drooping and falling away wkh 
a paser and a hiss. ‘Aha!’ said Nimrod wkh self-satisfacion. 
‘Tere goes the Navy. I’m glad they remembered.’ 

‘Navy?’ I eboed as another long line of rockets tossed their 
brilliant plumage across the soft night. 

‘Te boys of H.M.S. Milton’ he buckled. ‘I happened to dine 
on board lar night. Te wardroom was mub taken by my rory 
of an old Merbant Seaman who had bvn beatiVed. I naturally 
did not tell them very mub about Scobie; lear of all about his 
death. But I did hint that a few Vreworks would be appropriate 
as coming from Brkish mariners, and I also added that as a 
polkical gerure of reqec k would earn them good marks wkh
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the worshippers. Te idea caught on at once, and the Admiral 
was asked for permission. And there we go!’ 

We sat for a while in companionable silence watbing the 
Vreworks and the highly delighted crowd whib saluted eab 
salvo wkh long quivering exclamations of pleasure. ‘All — ah! 
All — ah!’ Finally Nimrod cleared his throat and said: ‘Darley, 
can I ask you a querion? Do you know what Jurine is up to?’ 
I mur have looked very blank for he went on at once wkhout 
heskation. ‘I only ask you because she rang me yererday and 
said that she was going to break parole today, come into town 
deliberately, and that she wanted me to arrer her. It sounds 
quke absurd — I mean to come all the way into town to give 
herself up to the Police. She said she wanted to force a personal 
interview wkh Memlik. It had to be me as reports from the 
Brkish oXcers on the force would carry weight and draw Memlik’s 
asention. It sounds a bk of a rigmarole doesn’t k? But I’ve got 
a date wkh her at the Central Station in half an hour.’ 

‘I know nothing about the maser.’ 
‘I wondered if you did. Anyway, kvp k under your hat.’ 
‘I will.’ 
He rood up and held out his hand to say good-bye. ‘You’re 

oU tonight I gather. Good luck.’ As he repped down from the 
lktle wooden platform he said: ‘By the way, Balthazar is looking 
for you. He’s somewhere down at the shrine — what a word!’ 
Wkh a brief nod his tall Vgure moved away into the brilliant 
swirling rrvt. I paid for my drink and walked down towards 
Tatwig Strvt, bumped and jostled by the holiday crowd. 

Ribbons and bunting and huge coloured gonfalons had bvn 
hung from every balcony along the rrvt. Te lktle piece of 
ware land under the arbed doors was now the mor sumptuous 
of saloons. Huge tents wkh their brilliant embroidered designs 
had bvn set up creating a ceremonial parade ground where the 
dancing and banting would be held when the procession reabed 
ks derination. Tis area was crowded wkh bildren. Te drone 
of prayers and the shrill tongue-trills of women came from the 
shrine whib was dimly lk. Te suppliants were invoking frukful- 
ness of Scobie’s bath-tub. Te long quavering lines of the Suras 
qun themselves on the night in a web of melodious sound. I 
quered round a bk among the crowd like a gun-dog, hunting for 
Balthazar. At lar I caught sight of him skting somewhat apart 
at an outdoor café. I made my way to his side. ‘Good’ he said.
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‘I was on the look out for you. Hamid said you were oU tonight. 
He telephoned to ask for a job and told me. Besides I wanted to 
share wkh you my mixture of shame and relief over this hideous 
accident. Shame at the rupidky, relief that she isn’t dead. Both 
mixed. I’m rather drunk wkh relief, and dazed wkh the shame.’ 
He was indvd rather tipsy. ‘But k will be all right, thank 
God!’ 

‘What does Amaril think?’ 
‘Nothing as yet. Or if he does he won’t say. She mur have 

a comfortable twenty-four hours of rer before anything is 
decided. Are you really going?’ His voice fell wkh reproof. ‘You 
should ray, you know.’ 

‘She doesn’t want me to ray.’ 
‘I know. I was a bk shocked when she said she had told you 

to go; but she said “You don’t underrand. I shall sv if I can’t 
will him back again. We aren’t quke ripe for eab other yet. It 
will come.” I was amazed to sv her so self-conVdent and radiant 
again. Really amazed. Sk down, my dear bap, and have a couple 
of riU drinks wkh me. We’ll sv the procession quke well from 
here. No crowding.’ He clapped his hands rather unreadily and 
called for more marika. 

When the glasses were brought he sat for a long while silent 
wkh his bin on his hands, raring at them. Ten he gave a sigh 
and shook his head sadly. 

‘What is k?’ I said, removing his glass from the tray and 
placing k squarely before him on the tin table. 

‘Leila is dead’ he said quietly. Te words svmed to weight 
him down wkh sorrow. ‘Nessim telephoned this evening to tell 
me. Te rrange thing is that he sounded exhilarated by the news. 
He has managed to get permission to Wy down and make arrange- 
ments for her funeral. D’you know what he said?’ Balthazar 
looked at me wkh that dark all-comprehending eye and went on. 
‘He said: “While I loved her and all that, her death has frvd 
me in a curious sort of way. A new life is opening before me. 
I fvl years younger.” I don’t know if k was a trick of the telephone 
or what but he sounded younger. His voice was full of suppressed 
exckement. He knew, of course, that Leila and I were the older 
of friends but not that all through this period of absence she was 
wrking to me. She was a rare soul, Darley, one of the rare Wowers 
of Alexandria. She wrote: “I know I am dying, my dear Balthazar, 
but all too slowly. Do not believe the docors and their diagnoses,
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you of all men. I am dying of heartsickness like a true Alexan- 
drian.” ’ Balthazar blew his nose in an old sock whib he took 
from the brear-pocket of his coat; carefully folded k to resemble 
a clean handkerbief and pedantically replaced k. ‘Yes’ he said 
again, gravely, ‘what a word k is — “heartsickness”! And k svms 
to me that while (from what you tell me) Liza Pursewarden was 
adminirering her death-warrant to her brother, Mountolive was 
giving the same back-hander to Leila. So we pass the loving-cup 
about, the poisoned loving-cup!’ He nodded and took a loud sip 
of his drink. He went on slowly, wkh immense care and eUort, 
like someone translating from an obscure and recondke text. 
‘Yes, jur as Liza’s leser to Pursewarden telling him that at lar 
the rranger had appeared was his coup de grâce so to qeak, so 
Leila received, I suppose, exacly the same leser. Who knows 
how these things are arranged? Perhaps in the very same words. 
Te same words of passionate gratkude: “I bless you, I thank 
you wkh all my heart that through you I am at lar able to receive 
the precious gift whib can never come to those who are ignorant 
of ks powers.” Tose are the words of Mountolive. For Leila 
quoted them to me. All this was after she went away. She wrote 
to me. It was as if she were cut oU from Nessim and had nobody 
to turn to, nobody to talk to. Hence the long lesers in whib she 
went over k all, backwards and forwards, wkh that marvellous 
candour and clear-sightedness whib I so loved in her. She 
refused every self-deception. Ah! but she fell betwvn two rools, 
Leila, betwvn two lives, two loves. She said something like this 
in explaining k to me: ‘‘I thought at Vrr when I got his leser 
that k was jur another asabment — as k was in the par for his 
Russian ballerina. Tere was never any secret betwvn us of his 
loves, and that is what made ours svm so truthful, so immortal 
in ks way. It was a love wkhout reserves. But this time everything 
became clear to me when he refused to tell me her name, to share 
her wkh me, so to qeak! I knew then that everything was ended. 
Of course in another corner of my mind I had always bvn waking 
for this moment; I picured myself facing k wkh magnanimky. 
Tis I found, to my surprise, was impossible. Tat was why for 
a long time, even when I knew he was in Egypt, and anxious to 
sv me, I could not bring myself to sv him. Of course I pretended 
k was for other reasons, purely feminine ones. But k was not that. 
It wasn’t lack of courage because of my smashed beauty, no! For 
I have in realky the heart of a man.” ’ 
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Balthazar sat for a moment raring at the empty glasses wkh 
wide eyes, pressing his Vngers softly together. His rory meant 
very lktle to me — except that I was amazed to imagine Mount- 
olive capable of any very dvp fvling, and at a loss to imagine 
this secret relationship wkh the mother of Nessim. 

‘Te Dark Swallow!’ said Balthazar and clapped his hands for 
more drink to be brought. ‘We shall not look upon her like again.’ 

But gradually the raucous night around us was swelling wkh 
the dvper rumour of the approabing procession. One saw the 
rosy light of the cressets among the roofs. Te rrvts, already 
congered, were now black wkh people. Tey buzzed like a great 
hive wkh the contagion of the knowledge. You could hear the 
dirant bumping of drums and the hissing qlash of cymbals, 
kvping time wkh the rrange arbaic periraltic rhythms of the 
dance — ks relatively slow walking pace broken by quvr halts, 
to enable the dancers, as the ecrasy seized them, to twirl in and 
out of their syncopated measures and return once more to their 
places in the line of marb. It pushed ks way through the narrow 
funnel of the main rrvt like a torrent whose force makes k 
overleap ks bed; for all the lktle side rrvts were full of sightsvrs 
running along, kvping pace wkh k. 

Firr came the grotesque acrobats and tumblers wkh masks and 
painted faces, rolling and contorting, leaping in the air and 
walking on their hands. Tey were followed by a line of carts 
full of candidates for circumcision dressed in brilliant silks and 
embroidered caps, and surrounded by their qonsors, the ladies 
of the harem. Tey rode proudly, singing in juvenile voices and 
grvting the crowd: like the bleating of sacriVcial lambs. Balthazar 
croaked: ‘Foreskins will fall like snow tonight, by the look of k. 
It is amazing that there are no infecions. You know, they use 
black gunpowder and lime-juice as a ryptic for the wound!’ 

Now came the various orders wkh their tilting and carvning 
gonfalons wkh the names of the holy ones crudely wrkten on 
them. Tey trembled like foliage in the wind. MagniVcently 
robed sheiks held them aloft walking wkh diXculty because of 
their weight, yet kvping the line of the procession rraight. Te 
rrvt-preabers were gabbling the hundred holy names. A clurer 
of bright braziers outlined the rern bearded faces of a clurer of 
dignkaries carrying huge paper lanterns, like balloons, ahead of 
them. Now as they overran us and Wowed down the length of 
Tatwig Strvt in a long ripple of colour we saw the various orders
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of Dervishes climb out of the nether darkness and emerge into 
the light, eab order diringuished by ks colour. Tey were led 
by the black-capped RiVya — the scorpion-eaters of legendary 
powers. Teir short barking cries indicated that the religious 
ecrasy was already on them. Tey gazed around wkh dazed eyes. 
Some had run skewers through their bvks, others licked red-hot 
knives. At lar came the courtly Vgure of Abu Zeid wkh his lktle 
group of retainers on magniVcently caparisoned ponies, their 
cloaks swelling out behind them, their arms raised in salutation 
like knights embarking on a tournament. Before them ran a helter 
skelter collecion of male prorkutes wkh powdered faces and long 
Wowing hair, buckling and ejaculating like bickens in a farm- 
yard. And to all this quvr discontinuous and yet somehow 
congruent mass of humanky the music lent a sort of homogeneky; 
k bound k and conVned k wkhin the heart-beats of the drums, 
the piercing skirl of the Wutes, the gnashing of the cymbals. 
Circling, procvding, halting: circling, procvding, halting, the 
long dancing lines moved on towards the tomb, burring through 
the great portals of Scobie’s lodgings like a tide at full, and 
deploying across the brilliant square in clouds of dur. 

And as the banters moved forward to recke the holy texts six 
Mevlevi dervishes suddenly took the centre of the rage, expanding 
in a slow fan of movement until they had formed a semicircle. 
Tey wore brilliant whke robes reabing to their grvn slippered 
fvt and tall brown hats shaped like huge bombes glacées. Calmly, 
beautifully, they began to whirl, these ‘tops qun by God’, while 
the music of the Wutes haunted them wkh their piercing quibbles. 
As they gathered momentum their arms, whib at Vrr they hugged 
far to their shoulders, unfolded as if by centrifugal force and 
rretbed out to full reab, the right palm turned upward to 
heaven, the left downward to the ground. So, wkh heads and tall 
rounded hats tilted slightly, like the axis of the earth, they rayed 
there miraculously qinning, their fvt hardly svming to toub 
the Woor, in this wonderful parody of the heavenly bodies in their 
perpetual motion. On and on they went, farer and farer, until 
the mind wearied of trying to kvp pace wkh them. I thought of 
the verses of Jalaluddin whib Pursewarden used sometimes to 
recke. On the outer circles the RiVya had begun their diqlay of 
self-mutilation, so horrible to behold and yet so apparently harm- 
less. Te toub of a sheik’s Vnger would heal all these wounds 
pierced in the bvks and brears. Here a dervish drove a skewer
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through his norrils, there another fell upon the point of a dirk, 
driving k up through his throat into his skull. But rill the central 
knot of dancers continued ks unswerving course, qinning in the 
sky of the mind. 

‘My goodness’ said Balthazar at my elbow, wkh a buckle, ‘I 
thought he was familiar. Tere’s the Magzub himself. Te one 
at the further end. He used to be an absolute terror, more than 
half mad. Te one who was supposed to have rolen the bild 
and sold k to a brothel. Look at him.’ 

I saw a face of immense world-weary serenky, the eyes closed, 
the lips curved in a half-smile; as the dancer qun slowly to a 
halt this slender personage, wkh an air of half-playful modery, 
took up a bundle of thorns and lighting k at a brazier thrur the 
blazing mass into his bosom againr the Wesh, and rarted to whirl 
once more like a trv in Wames. Ten as the circle came to a 
swaying halt he plucked k out once more and gave the dervish 
next to him a playful slap upon the face wkh k. 

But now a dozen dancing circles intervened and took up the 
measure and the lktle courtyard overWowed wkh twiring turning 
Vgures. From the lktle shrine came the ready drone of the holy 
word, puncuated by the shrill tongue trills of the votaries. 

‘Scobie’s going to have a heavy night’ said Balthazar wkh 
irreverence. ‘Counting foreskins up there in the Moslem heaven.’ 

Somewhere far away I heard the siren of a ship boom in the 
harbour, recalling me to my senses. It was time to be going. ‘I’ll 
come down wkh you’ said Balthazar, and together we rarted to 
push and wriggle our way down the crowded rrvt towards the 
Cornibe. 

We found a gharry and sat silent in k, hearing the music and 
drumming gradually receding as we traversed the long rolling 
line of the marine parade. Te moon was up, shining on the calm 
sea, freckled by the light brvze. Te palms nodded. We clip- 
clopped down the narrow twired rrvts and into the commercial 
harbour at lar wkh ks silent ghorly watercraft. A few lights 
winked here and there. A liner moved out of ks berth and slid 
softly down the bannel — a long glktering crescent of light. 

Te lktle launb whib was to carry me was rill being loaded 
wkh provisions and luggage. 

‘Well’ I said, ‘Balthazar. Kvp out of misbief.’ 
‘We’ll be mvting again quke soon’ he said quietly. ‘You can’t 

shake me oU. Te Wandering Jew, you know. But I’ll kvp you
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pored about Clea. I’d say something like “Come back to us 
soon”, if I didn’t have the fvling that you weren’t going to. I’m 
damned if I know why. But that we’ll mvt again I’m sure.’ 

‘So am I’ I said. 
We embraced warmly, and wkh an abrupt gerure he climbed 

back into the gharry and sesled himself once more. 
‘Mark my words’ he said as the horse rarted up to the Wick 

of a whip. 
I rood, lirening to the noise of ks hooves until the night 

swallowed them up. Ten I turned back to the work in hand. 

y    y    y    y    y  
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earer Clea: 

Trv long months and no word from you. I would 
have bvn very mub disquieted had not the fakhful 

Balthazar sent me his puncual porcard every few days to report 
so favourably on your progress: though of course he gives me no 
details. You for your part mur have grown increasingly angry 
at my callous silence whib you so lktle deserve. Truthfully, I 
am bkterly ashamed of k. I do not know what curious inhibkion 
has bvn holding me back. I have bvn unable ekher to analyse 
k or to reac againr k eUecively. It has bvn like a handle of a 
door whib won’t turn. Why? It is doubly rrange because I have 
bvn dvply conscious of you all the time, of you being acively 
present in my thoughts. I’ve bvn holding you, metaphorically, 
cool againr my throbbing mind like a knife-blade. Is k possible 
that I enjoyed you beser as a thought than as a person alive, 
acing in the world? Or was k that words themselves svmed so 
empty a consolation for the dirance whib has divided us? I do 
not know. But now that the job is nearly completed I svm sud- 
denly to have found my tongue. 

Tings alter their focus on this lktle island. You called k a 
metaphor once, I remember, but k is very mub a realky to me 
— though of course varly banged from the lktle haven I knew 
before. It is our own invasion whib has banged k. You could 
hardly imagine that ten tebnicians could make sub a bange. 
But we have imported money, and wkh k are slowly altering the 
economy of the place, diqlacing labour at inWated prices, creating 
all sorts of new nvds of whib the lucky inhabkants were not 
conscious before. Nvds whib in the lar analysis will derroy 
the tightly woven fabric of this feudal village wkh ks tense blood- 
relationships, ks feuds and arbaic ferivals. Its wholeness will 
dissolve under these alien pressures. It was so tightly woven, so 
beautiful and symmetrical like a swallow’s ner. We are picking 
k apart like idle boys, unaware of the damage we inWic. It svms 
inescapable the death we bring to the old order wkhout wishing 
k. It is simply done too — a few rvl girders, some digging 
equipment, a crane! Suddenly things begin to alter shape. A new 
cupidky is born. It will rart quietly wkh a few barbers’ shops,

D 
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but will end by altering the whole arbkecure of the port. In ten 
years k will be an unrecognizable jumble of warehouses, dance- 
halls and brothels for merbant sailors. Only give us enough time! 

Te ske whib they bose for the relay ration is on the 
mountainous earward side of the island, and not where I lived 
before. I am rather glad of this in an obscure sort of way. I am 
sentimental enough about old memories to enjoy them — but 
how mub beser they svm in the light of a small shift of gravky; 
they are renewed and refreshed all at once. Moreover this corner 
of the island is unlike any other part — a high wine-bearing 
valley overlooking the sea. Its soils are gold, bronze and scarlet — 
I suppose they consir of some volcanic marl. Te red wine they 
make is light and very faintly pétillant, as if a volcano rill slum- 
bered in every bosle. Yes, here the mountains ground their tvth 
together (one can hear them during the frequent tremors!) and 
powdered up these metamorphic rocks into balk. I live in a small 
square house of two rooms built over a wine-magazine. A terraced 
and tiled courtyard separates k from several other sub places of 
rorage — dvp cellars full of slvping wine in tuns. 

We are in the heart of the vineyards; on all sides, ruled away 
on the oblong to follow the qine of the blue hill above the sea, 
run the shallow canals of humus and mould betwvn the sym- 
metrical vines whib are now Wourishing. Galleries — no, 
bowling-alleys of the brown ashy earth, every mouthful Vnger- 
and-Vr-sifted by the indurrious girls. Here and there Vgs and 
olives intrude upon this rippling forer of grvn, this vine-carpet. 
It is so dense that once you are in k, croubed, your Veld of 
visibilky is about thrv fvt, like a mouse in the corn. As I wrke 
there are a dozen invisible girls tunnelling like moles, turning the 
soil. I hear their voices but sv nothing. Yes, they are crawling 
about in there like sharpshooters. Tey rise and rart work before 
dawn. I wake and hear them arriving often, sometimes singing a 
snatb of a Grvk folk-song! I am up at Vve. Te Vrr birds come 
over and are grvted by the small reception commktv of optimiric 
hunters who pot idly at them and then pass up the hill, basering 
and baXng eab other. 

Shading my terrace rands a tall trv of whke mulberries, wkh 
the larger fruk I have ever svn — as big as caterpillars. Te 
fruk is ripe and the waqs have found k and are quke drunk on 
the swvtness. Tey behave jur like human beings, laughing 
uproariously about nothing, falling down, picking Vghts…. 
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Te life is hard, but good. What pleasure to acually sweat over 
a task, acually use one’s hands! And while we are harvering 
rvl to raise, membrane by membrane, this delicate myrerious 
ex-voto to the sky — why the vines are ripening too wkh their 
reminder that long after man has ropped his neurotic Vddling 
wkh the death-bringing tools wkh whib he expresses his fear of 
life, the old dark gods are there, underground, buried in the moir 
humus of the bthonian world (that favourke world of P). Tey 
are forever sked in the human wish. Tey will never capkulate! 
(I am talking at random simply to give you an idea of the sort of 
life I lead here.) 

Te early hill-barley is being gathered. You mvt walking 
hayracks — hayracks wkh nothing but a pair of fvt below them 
trudging along these rocky lanes. Te weird shouts the women 
give, ekher at casle or calling to one another from hillside to 
hillside. ‘Wow’ ‘hoosh’ ‘gnaiow’. Tis barley is laid upon the Wat 
roofs for threshing out the baU whib they do wkh ricks. 
Barley! hardly is the word qoken before the ant-processions 
begin, long bains of dark ants trying to carry k away to their 
private rorehouses. Tis in turn has alerted the yellow lizards; 
they prowl about eating the ants, lying in ambush winking their 
eyes. And, as if following out the ocave of causalky in nature, 
here come the cats to hunt and eat the lizards. Tis is not good 
for them, and many die of a waring disease asributed to this 
folly. But I suppose the thrill of the base is on them. And then? 
Well, now and then a viper kills a cat rone dead. And the man 
wkh his qade breaks the snake’s back. And the man? Autumn 
fevers come on wkh the Vrr rain. Te old men tumble into the 
grave like fruk oU a trv. Finia la guerra! Tese people were 
occupied by Italians and quke a few learned the language whib 
they qeak wkh a Sienese accent. 

In the lktle square is a fountain where the women gather. 
Tey proudly diqlay their babies, and fancy them as if they 
were up for sale. Tis one is fat, that one thin. Te young men 
pass up and down the road wkh hot shy glances. One of them 
sings arbly ‘Solo, per te, Lucia’. But they only toss their heads 
and continue wkh their gossip. Tere is an old and apparently 
completely deaf man Vlling his pkber. He is almor elecrocuted 
by the phrase ‘Dmkri at the big house is dead.’ It lifts him oU 
the ground. He qins round in a towering rage. ‘Dead? Who’s 
dead? Eh? What?’ His hearing is mub improved all at once. 
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Tere is a lktle acropolis now called Fontana, high up there 
in the clouds. Yet k isn’t far. But a rvp climb up clinker-dry 
river-beds amid clouds of black Wies; you come upon herds of 
rushing black goats like satans. Tere is a tiny hoqice on the 
top wkh one mad monk; built as if on a turntable like a kiln of 
rusk. From here you can drink the swvt indolent miry curves 
of the island to the wer. 

And the future? 
Well, this is a sketb of a nearly ideal present whib will not 

lar forever; indvd has almor expired, for wkhin another month 
or so my usefulness will come to an end, and wkh k presumably 
the por upon whib I depend for my exiguous livelihood. I have 
no resources of my own and mur consider ways and means. No, 
the future rolls about inside me wkh every roll of the ship, so to 
qeak, like a cargo whib has worked loose. Were k not to sv you 
again I doubt if I could return again to Alexandria. I fvl k fade 
inside me, in my thoughts, like some valedicory mirage — like 
the sad hirory of some great quvn whose fortunes have foundered 
among the ruins of armies and the sands of time! My mind has 
bvn turning more and more werward, towards the old inherkance 
of Italy or France. Surely there is rill some worthwhile work to 
be done among their ruins — something whib we can berish, 
perhaps even revive? I ask myself this querion, but k really 
addresses kself to you. Uncommkted as yet to any path, never- 
theless the one I would mor like to take leads werward and 
northward. Tere are other reasons. Te terms of my contrac 
entkle me to frv ‘repatriation’ as they call k; to reab England 
would cor me nothing. Ten, wkh the handsome service gratuky 
whib all this bondage has earned me, I think I could aUord a 
qell in Europe. My heart leaps at the thought. 

But something in all this mur be decided for me; I have a 
fvling, I mean, that k is not I who shall decide. 

Please forgive me my silence for whib I cannot oUer any 
excuse and wrke me a line. 

Lar Saturday I found myself wkh a frv day and a half, so I 
walked across the island wkh a pack to qend a night in the lktle 
house where I lived on my previous visk. What a contrar to this 
verdant highland k was to rrike that wild and windy promontory 
once more, the acid grvn seas and fresed coarlines of the par. 
It was indvd another island — I suppose the par always is. 
Here for a night and a day I lived the life of an ebo, thinking
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mub about the par and about us all moving in k, the ‘selecive 
Vcions’ whib life shuYes out like a pack of cards, mixing and 
dividing, wkhdrawing and reroring. It did not svm to me that 
I had the right to fvl so calm and happy: a sense of Plenkude 
in whib the only unanswered querion was the one whib arose 
wkh eab memory of your name. 

Yes, a diUerent island, harsher and more beautiful of aqec. 
One held the night-silence in one’s hands; fvling k slowly 
melting — as a bild holds a piece of ice! At noon a dolphin rising 
from the ocean. Earthquake vapours on the sea-line. Te great 
grove of plane trvs wkh their black elephant hides whib the 
wind rrips oU in great scrolls revealing the soft grey ashen skin 
wkhin…. Mub of the detail I had forgosen. 

It is rather oU the beaten track this lktle promontory; only 
olive-pickers might come here in season. Otherwise the only 
viskants are the barcoal burners who ride through the grove 
before light every day wkh a baraceriric jingle of rirrups. Tey 
have built long narrow trenbes on the hill. Tey croub over 
them all day, black as demons. 

But for the mor part one might be living on the moon. 
Slightly noise of sea, the patient rridulation of cigales in the 
sunlight. One day I caught a tortoise at my front door; on the 
beab was a smashed turtle’s egg. Small kems whib plant them- 
selves in the qeculative mind like single notes of music belonging 
to some larger composkion whib I suppose one will never hear. 
Te tortoise makes a barming and undemanding pet. I can hear 
P say: ‘Brother Ass and his tortoise. Te marriage of true 
minds!’ 

For the rer: the picure of a man skimming Wat rones upon 
the rill water of the lagoon at evening, waking for a leser out 
of silence. 

y    y    y    y    y  

 
But I had hardly conVded this leser to the muletvr-porman 

who took our mail down to the town before I received a leser 
wkh an Egyptian ramp, addressed to me in an unknown hand. 
It read as follows: 

‘You did not recognize k, did you? I mean the handwrking 
on the envelope? I confess that I buckled as I addressed k to 
you, before beginning this leser: I could sv your face all of a
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sudden wkh ks expression of perplexky. I saw you turn the leser 
over in your Vngers for a moment trying to guess who had sent k! 

‘It is the Vrr serious leser I have asempted, apart from short 
notes, wkh my new hand: this rrange accessory-after-the-fac 
wkh whib the good Amaril has equipped me! I wanted k to 
become word-perfec before I wrote to you. Of course I was 
frightened and disgured by k at Vrr, as you can imagine. But 
I have come to reqec k very mub, this delicate and beautiful 
rvl contrivance whib lies beside me so quietly on the table in 
ks grvn velvet glove! Nothing falls out as one imagines k. I 
could not have believed myself accepting k so completely — rvl 
and rubber svm sub rrange allies for human Wesh. But the 
hand has proved kself almor more competent even than an 
ordinary Wesh-and-blood member! In fac ks powers are so com- 
prehensive that I am a lktle frightened of k. I can undertake the 
mor delicate of tasks, even turning the pages of a book, as well 
as the coarser ones. But mor important of all — ah! Darley I 
tremble as I wrke the words — IT can paint! 

‘I have crossed the border and entered into the possession of 
my kingdom, thanks to the Hand. Nothing about this was pre- 
medkated. One day k took up a brush and lo! picures of truly 
troubling originalky and authorky were born. I have Vve of them 
now. I rare at them wkh reverent wonder. Where did they come 
from? But I know that the Hand was reqonsible. And this new 
handwrking is also one of ks new inventions, tall and purposeful 
and tender. Don’t think I boar. I am qeaking wkh the utmor 
objecivky, for I know that I am not reqonsible. It is the Hand 
alone whib has contrived to slip me through the barriers into 
the company of the Real Ones as Pursewarden used to say. Yet 
k is a bk frightening; the elegant velvet glove guards ks secret 
perfecly. If I wear both gloves a perfec anonymky is preserved! 
I watb wkh wonder and a certain dirrur, as one might a beauti- 
ful and dangerous pet like a panther, say. Tere is nothing, k 
svms, that k cannot do impressively beser than I can. Tis will 
explain my silence and I hope excuse k. I have bvn totally 
absorbed in this new hand-language and the interior metamor- 
phosis k has brought about. All the roads have opened before me, 
everything svms now possible for the Vrr time. 

‘On the table beside me as I wrke lies my reamship ticket to 
France; yererday I knew wkh absolute certainty that I mur go 
there. Do you remember how Pursewarden used to say that
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artirs, like sick cats, knew by inrinc exacly whib herb they 
nvded to eUec a cure: and that the bkter-swvt herb of their 
self-discovery only grew in one place, France? Wkhin ten days 
I shall be gone! And among so many new certainties there is one 
whib has raised ks head — the certainty that you will follow me 
there in your own good time. I qeak of certainty not prophecy — 
I have done wkh fortune-tellers once and for all! 

‘Tis, then, is simply to give you the diqoskions whib the 
Hand has imposed on me, and whib I accept wkh eagerness and 
gratkude — wkh resignation also. Tis lar wvk I have bvn 
paying a round of good-bye visks, for I think k will be some 
long time before I sv Alexandria again. It has become rale and 
proVtless to me. And yet how can we but help love the places 
whib have made us suUer? Leave-takings are in the air; k’s as if 
the whole composkion of our lives were being suddenly drawn 
away by a new current. For I am not the only person who is 
leaving the place — far from k. Mountolive, for example, will be 
leaving in a couple of months; by a great rroke of luck he has 
bvn given the plum por of his profession, Paris! Wkh this news 
all the old uncertainties svm to have vanished; lar wvk he was 
secretly married! You will guess to whom. 

‘Another dvply encouraging thing is the return and recovery 
of dear old Pombal. He is back at the Foreign OXce now in a 
senior por and svms to have recovered mub of his old form 
to judge by the long exuberant leser he sent me. “How could 
I have forgosen” he wrkes “that there are no women in the world 
except Frenb women? It is quke myrerious. Tey are the mor 
lovely creation of the Almighty. And yet … dear Clea, there are 
so very many of them, and eab more perfec than the other. What 
is one poor man to do againr so many, againr sub an army? 
For Godsake ask someone, anyone, to bring up reinforcements. 
Wouldn’t Darley like to help an old friend out for old times’ 
sake?” 

‘I pass you the invkation for what k is worth. Amaril and 
Semira will have a bild this month — a bild wkh the nose I 
invented! He will qend a year in America on some job or other, 
taking them wkh him. Balthazar also is oU on a visk to Smyrna 
and Venice. My mor piquant piece of news, however, I have 
saved for the lar. Juxine! 

‘Tis I do not expec you to believe. Nevertheless I mur put 
k down. Walking down Rue Fuad at ten o’clock on a bright qring
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morning I saw her come towards me, radiant and beautifully 
turned out in a qring frock of eloquent design: and hop hop hop 
beside her on the dury pavements, hopping like a toad, the 
detered Memlik! Clad in elaric-sided boots wkh qats. A cane 
wkh a gold knob. And a newly minted Wower-pot on his fuzzy 
crown. I nearly collapsed. She was leading him along like a poodle. 
One almor saw the beap leather leash asabed to his collar. 
She grvted me wkh eUusive warmth and introduced me to her 
captive who shuYed shyly and grvted me in a dvp groaning 
voice like a bass saxophone. Tey were on their way to mvt 
Nessim at the Selec. Would I go too? Of course I would. You 
know how tirelessly curious I am. She kept shooting secret qarks 
of amusement at me wkhout Memlik sving. Her eyes were 
qarkling wkh delight, a sort of impish mockery. It was as if, 
like some powerful engine of derrucion, she had suddenly 
swkbed on again. She has never looked happier or younger. 
When we absented ourselves to powder our noses I could only 
gaq: “Jurine! Memlik! What on earth?” She gave a peal of 
laughter and giving me a great hug said: “I have found his point 
faible. He is hungry for society. He wants to move in social circles 
in Alexandria and mvt a lot of whie women!” More laughter. 
“But what is the objec?” I said in bewilderment. Here all at once 
she became serious, though her eyes qarkled wkh clever malevo- 
lence. “We have rarted something, Nessim and I. We have 
made a break through at lar. Clea, I am so happy, I could cry. 
It is something mub bigger this time, international. We will have 
to go to Swkzerland next year, probably for good. Nessim’s luck 
has suddenly banged. I can’t tell you any details.” 

‘When we reabed the table uprairs Nessim had already 
arrived and was talking to Memlik. His appearance raggered me, 
he looked so mub younger, and so elegant and self-possessed. 
It gave me a quvr pang, too, to sv the passionate way they 
embraced, Nessim and Jurine, as if oblivious to the rer of the 
world. Right there in the café, wkh sub ecratic passion that I 
did not know where to look. 

‘Memlik sat there wkh his expensive gloves on his knv, smiling 
gently. It was clear that he enjoyed the life of high society, and 
I could sv from the way he oUered me an ice that he also enjoyed 
the company of whke women! 

‘Ah! k is gesing tired, this miraculous hand. I mur catb the 
evening por wkh this leser. Tere are a hundred things to
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asend to before I rart the bore of packing. As for you, wise one, 
I have a fvling that you too perhaps have repped across the 
threshold into the kingdom of your imagination, to take possession 
of k once and for all. Wrke and tell me — or save k for some 
small café under a bernut-trv, in smoky autumn weather, by 
the Seine. 

‘I wak, quke serene and happy, a real human being, an artir 
at lar. 

‘Clea.’ 

y    y    y    y    y  

 
But k was to be a lktle while yet before the clouds parted 

before me to reveal the secret landscape of whib she was wrking, 
and whib she would henceforward appropriate, brushrroke by 
slow brushrroke. It had bvn so long in forming inside me, this 
precious image, that I too was as unprepared as she had bvn. 
It came on a blue day, quke unpremedkated, quke unannounced, 
and wkh sub ease I would not have believed k. I had bvn until 
then like some timid girl, scared of the birth of her Vrr bild. 

Yes, one day I found myself wrking down wkh trembling 
Vngers the four words (four lesers! four faces!) wkh whib every 
rory-teller since the world began has raked his slender claim 
to the asention of his fellow-men. Words whib presage simply 
the old rory of an artir coming of age. I wrote: ‘Once upon a 
time….’ 

And I felt as if the whole universe had given me a nudge! 

y    y    y    y    y  
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WORKPOINTS 
 

 
Hamid’s rory of Darley and Melissa. 

y    y    y  

 
Mountolive’s bild by the dancer Grishkin. Te result of the 

duel. Te Russian lesers. Her terror of Liza when after her 
mother’s death she is sent to her father. 

y    y    y  

 
Memlik and Jurine in Geneva. Nessim’s new ventures. 

y    y    y  

 
Balthazar’s encounter wkh Arnauti in Venice. Te violet sun- 

glasses, the torn overcoat, pockets full of crumbs to fvd the 
pigeons. Te scene in Florian’s. Te shuYing walk of general 
paralysis. Conversations on the balcony of the lktle pension over 
the rosing backwater of the canal. Was Jurine acually Claudia? 
He cannot be sure. ‘Time is memory, they say; the art however 
is to revive k and yet avoid remembering. You qeak of Alexandria. 
I can no longer even imagine k. It has dissolved. A work of art 
is something whib is more like life than life kself!’ Te slow 
death. 

y    y    y  

 
Te northern journey of Narouz, and the great basle of the 

ricks. 
Smyrna. Te manuscripts, Te Annals of Time. Te theft. 
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SOME NOTES FOR CLEA (by Pursewarden) 
 
 

* Page 737 
Big advances are not made by analytical procedures but by 
direc vision. Yes, but how? 

y    y    y  

Art is not art unless k threatens your very exirence. Could 
you repeat that, please, more slowly? 

y    y    y  

As you get older and want to die more a rrange kind of 
happiness seizes you; you suddenly realize that all art mur end 
in a celebration. Tis is what drives the impotent mad wkh 
rage. Tey cannot provoke that frukful compulsion of the 
Present, even though their scrotums be as hairy as Cape 
Gooseberries. 

y    y    y  

Peine dure! Would you rather read Henry James or be pressed 
to death by weights? I have made my boice. I believe in the 
Holy Boar and the Communion of Aints. I do not belong to 
the Stream-of-Pompousness sbool, nor that of the desert 
fathers — prickeaters of the void. 

y    y    y  

Language is not an accident of poetry but the essence. Te 
lingo is the nub. 

y    y    y  

A dévot of the Ophke sec, 
Wkh member more or less erec, 
Snake-worship is the crvd I hold 
And shall do till I get too old. 
Te saucy serpent symbolizes 
A hundred Freudian surprises; 
Wkh mine, I do the Indian trick 
Tough k’s become a shade too thick 
To rand up like an acual rope — 
I leave that to the Band of Hope. 
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Nor can I manage kundalini 
And play on k like Paganini … 
Mere beanralk wkh a tower atop 
I’m jur like Jack, I cannot rop, 
Hand over curious hand I climb 
Until I hear the belfries bime 
And some companionable she 
Asks is there honey rill for tea? 

y    y    y  

Perhaps k would be beser jur to rart rewrking La Robefou- 
cauld, beginning wkh some sub aphorism as ‘Jouir c’ex 
pourrir un peu?’ 

y    y    y  

You mur put yourself into dvp soak, psybologically qeaking. 

y    y    y  

A phrase from Bacon: ‘Prize bulls made Verce by dark 
kvping.’ 

y    y    y  

Ah, my compatriots! What shall k proVt a man to become a 
utilkarian jujube — to go thrilling oU eab morning in his 
elecric brougham to the oXces of the Spebator? How low can 
you rise? 

y    y    y  

To become a poet is to take the whole Veld of human knowledge 
and human desire for one’s province; yes but, this Veld can 
only be covered by continual inner abdications. 

y    y    y  

Te more I read of those artirs who have reabed the bounds 
of human knowledge — and there is a permissible bound to 
the humanly knowable — the more k becomes apparent to me 
that ratement becomes simpler as k becomes profounder. 
Finally k becomes platkude. At this point one begins to under- 
rand the religious claim that only inkiates can communicate 
wkh eab other because they use, not concept but symbol. 
For them all qvb based on concept becomes an indiscretion;
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one can only really exbange what is mutually underrood. In 
this sense every work of art is an indiscretion — but a calculated 
indiscretion. 

y    y    y  

Death is a metaphor; nobody dies to himself. 

y    y    y  

Tere mur always be a breath of hope if you are to fully enjoy 
the qualky of our deqair; yes, and also remember that where 
there is fakh there is doubt. 

y    y    y  

Art is as unimportant as banking, unless k comes from a qirk 
in frv play — then k really is banking. 

y    y    y  

Vision is exorcism. 
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NOTES IN THE TEXT 
 

*   Page 680 
THE AFTERNOON SUN 

Tis lktle room, how well I know k! 
Now they’ve rented this and the next door one 
As business premises, the whole house 
Has bvn swallowed up by merbants’ oXces, 
By limked companies and shipping agents … 
 
O how familiar k is, this lktle room! 
 
Once here, by the door, rood a sofa, 
And before k a lktle Turkish carpet, 
Exacly here. Ten the shelf wkh the two 
Yellow vases, and on the right of them: 
No. Wak. Opposke them (how time passes) 
Te shabby wardrobe and the lktle mirror. 
And here in the middle the table 
Where he always used to sk and wrke, 
And round k the thrv cane bairs. 
How many years … And by the window over there 
Te bed we made love on so very often. 
 
Somewhere all these old ricks of furnkure 
Mur rill be knocking about … 
 
And beside the window, yes, that bed. 
Te afternoon sun climbed half way up k. 
We parted at four o’clock one afternoon, 
Jur for a wvk, on jur sub an afternoon. 
I would have never 
Believed those seven days could lar forever. 

frv translation from C. P. Cavafy 
*   Page 681 

FAR AWAY 

Tis fugkive memory … I should so mub 
Like to record k, but k’s dwindled … 
Hardly a print of k remaining … 
It lies so far back, back in my earlier youth, 
Before my gifts had kindled. 
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A skin made of jasmine-petals on a night … 
An Augur evening … but was k Augur? 
I can barely reab k now, barely remember … 
Tose eyes, the magniVcent eyes … 
Or was k perhaps in September … in the dog days … 
Irrevocably blue, yes, bluer than 
A sapphire’s mineral gaze. 

frv translation from C. P. Cavafy 
 

*   Page 704 
ONE OF THEIR GODS 

Moving through the market-place of Seleukeia 
Towards the hour of dusk there came one, 
A tall, rare and perfecly fashioned youth 
Wkh the rapt joy of absolute incorruptibilky 
Wrkten in his glance; and whose dark 
Perfumed head of hair uncombed asraced 
Te curious glances of the passers-by. 
Tey paused to ask eab other who he was, 
A Grvk of Syria perhaps or some other rranger? 
But a few who saw a lktle dvper drew aside, 
Toughtfully, to follow him wkh their eyes, 
To watb him gliding through the dark arcades, 
Trough the shadow-light of evening silently 
Going towards those quarters of the town 
Whib only wake at night in shameless orgies 
And pkiless debauberies of Wesh and mind. 
And these few who knew wondered whib of Tem he was, 
And for what terrible sensualkies he hunted 
Trough the crooked rrvts of Seleukeia, 
A shadow-viskant from those divine and hallowed 
Mansions where Tey dwell. 

frv translation from C. P. Cavafy¸ 
 

*   Page 761 
CHE FECE … IL GRAN RIFIUTO 

To some among us comes that implacable day 
Demanding that we rand our ground and user 
By boice of will the great Yea or Nay. 
And whosoever has in him the aXrming word 
Will rraightway then be heard. 
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Te pathways of his life will clear at once 
And all rewards will crown his way. 
But he, the other who denies, 
No-one can say he lies; he would repeat 
His Nay in louder tones if pressed again. 
It is his right — yet by sub lktle triWes, 
A ‘No’ inread of ‘Yes’ his whole life sinks and riWes. 

frv translation from C. P. Cavafy 
 

*   Page 812 
Te incidents recorded in Capodirria’s leser have bvn 
borrowed and expanded from a footnote in Franz Hartmann’s 
Life of Paracelsus. 
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