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Introduction


 


I had taken it for granted that at one time or another I would write a sequel to my novel, A Favourite of the Gods. The characters – dead or alive – invited further consequences of their actions, if not necessarily in a straightforward way. What these would be, healing? destructive? I was confident that I should know in time. Time, as it happened, lengthened into several years, hard-working, nomadic.


For different reasons in each case, I had come to take on a row of journalistic assignments; the most taxing of these had been two interminable trials, first reported by me on site, later written about at length. This, besides great emotional involvement, had entailed much travelling and long absences from whatever was home base.


One was the trial of Jack Ruby for the murder of President Kennedy’s assassin Lee Harvey Oswald at Dallas, Texas, in the spring of 1964. That trial was a mess – clownishly conducted, long-winded, hysterical, at moments grotesque. It dragged on day after day, week after week . . . For the spectators, the world press crammed into insufficient space, it was not merely tedious and exhausting, it devalued the awe and grief in which many of us had begun approaching our task.


Here is not the place to go into the prosecution of twenty-three men – plucked out after nearly two decades of anonymity or hiding, who had served as staff (innocent word)  at Auschwitz Concentration Camp, tried by a – wholly exemplary – German court at Frankfurt in one hundred and eighty-three court days spread from the end of 1963 to the summer of 1965. What was revealed there, extracted, proved, step by patient legal step, the suffering at that camp (and other camps), of a degree and scale inconceivable to normal minds, is too immense.


 


Here, I am supposed to tell about the writing of a book which is a story about people and events belonging to a day-lit world. A world perhaps sustained by some illusions but also by not unjustifiable hopes. They were felt to be such by people who were allowed – thanks to chronology, geography and chance – to lead their lives not as the victims of deranged atrocities and war, but as individuals free (within the, always tricky, human condition) to shape their own achievements and misfortunes. I did want to write such a book again; I wanted to give another turn to the story of that favourite of the gods, but could not easily or quickly make the transition from giant misery to the subtleties, passions, pleasures and minor wickednesses of reprieved private lives.


Many novelists, from the greatest to the meretricious, have chosen to write about the vast dimensions, now tragic, now squalid, of human destiny in the mass. I have neither the talent nor the desire to write epic fiction. I can at the most imply. I am not a stranger, though, to the consciousness of ever-lurking horror – I was brought up with the rise of Fascism on our (Italian) doorsteps; moreover, I was born of partly Jewish descent, and in Germany which by a chain of coincidences I left  – while the Weimar Republic was still footling along – early and for good. This makes me an escapee, a survivor. And so would I be had I been born by another throw of the dice, like incalculable numbers of men and women in Russia, say, or China or parts of Africa. I do not forget it.


 


By the time I actually tackled this novel, it took on a shape different from the one it might have had if written sooner after the end of volume one. It became an offshoot rather than a continuation. The protagonists of A Favourite are indeed evoked; except one, the youngest, they are never as it were on stage. A Compass Error is a juxtaposition of two tales: one, a new story, Flavia’s, faced alone with a new life and an onslaught of new people; the other a version, a compressed repetition, not a summary for ‘new readers begin here’, but rather, as painters allow themselves to do, the same subject taken in a different light and on another scale. It is a retelling by a seventeen-year-old girl of what she saw, heard and experienced of a family life governed by mutual misunderstandings – now vaudeville, now tragic – which is playing a part in determining her present behaviour. This she seems not to be aware of. I decided that it was necessary for the reader to get to know by way of Flavia’s narrative (both precocious and naïve) one or two données such as the girl’s solemn love and fierce protectiveness for her mother.


 


Flavia’s autonomous life begins almost exactly at the time and place the favourite’s novel ends. That had run for well over half a century; the compass error is set in under two summer months in a year of the late 1920s. What was the Error of the title, which suggests that at some key juncture Flavia made a mistake that blew her life off course? Does it refer to her sudden striding into a sexual orientation? Hardly; though that comes into it. The matter is left unclear. We are not told whether the girl’s first experiences were juvenalia or forerunners of definite adult form. (In which latter case the compass could not be said at fault.) The deviation, driven by call it infatuation or involuntary first love, is a falling short of her staunch childish code of conduct with its result of damage, permanent damage, to the lives of those who are most to her in the world.


Flavia can only be accounted guilty if she knew, and we must ask ourselves if it was possible that at several crucial moments she had no suspicions, never came near to question Andrée’s, the dazzling schemer’s, real identity. Did she abandon her vigilance? Or was she truly unaware of ambiguities? 


She might have picked up one or another of the clues I slipped in, detective-story fashion. Why is it that no one ever mentions a give-away surname? What about introductions or the lack of them? And how does Flavia manage to get to the right hotel suite for that dinner? (There could have been a way; I chose to draw no attention to the problem.) How does it strike a reader? One, a friend, a barrister (I have a penchant for them) confronted me at once: the whole thing, he thought, might have been brought to a stop at that reception desk: the girl would have smelt a rat. One answer to that could be, she did not want to – smell a rat.


The novel contains a brief leap into the future, a prologue (three sections: two dialogues, one soliloquy) when the adolescent of the story that follows has turned fifty. There she is: sane, composed, established (a place in the world). Little is given away. We get some sketchy allusions to those long-receded summer months we have yet to read about: a name, a line here and there about the men and women –  all defunct – who were the lifeblood of both novels, A Favourite and Compass. The prologue is inconclusive. ‘It takes two to tell the truth,’ Flavia says. One for one side, one for the other? ‘No,’ she says, ‘one to talk, one to listen.’


The truth? What do I, the author, make of it? Now, as  I am writing, another thirty years on, from another perspective, I am not Flavia: so I do not know.


I am not Flavia. Indeed. As I said elsewhere (in a recent introduction to A Favourite of the Gods) nothing in that novel happened to me; the plot – entirely – and the characters once assembled from their various sources – observation, hearsay, books and let’s hope a pinch of imagination – are fictitious. For the record (conjurors sometimes enjoy unveiling their own props), Flavia’s grandmother has some attributes I think I can see in Lady Byron and in my own grandmother; both ladies underwent a sea change by fictional transplantation to a joint New England origin. By contrast, in A Compass Error, I began edging towards, not autobiography, but autobiographical fragments. Things that happened to Flavia happened to me, in a fairly similar form (more overtly told in Jigsaw later on). Most did not. I have known an Andrée, and she played a part, several parts, in my life, but not that part. She got me into trouble, passing trouble; and if she was capable of villainy – she was – she did not go as far as the elaborate act of betrayal mounted by her fictional alter ego, that self-invented femme fatale (she would have quite liked to have been) who played for high stakes, not just for feline pleasure. The ‘real’ Andrée had many talents (under-used), great courage; and was capable of deeds of generosity.


 


So Flavia and I share some youthful adventures, and of course many thoughts, aspirations, tastes. (I gave her the relief map of the vineyards of France I invented for her and still wish that such a map could be made for me and all who follow the siren lure of these names, la Saône, le Rhône, la Gironde . . .) Here I am speaking of the very young Flavia, adolescent Flavia, not of Flavia aged fifty at her brief appearance in the prologue: I did not have her self-assurance then, nor her ease of repartee (nor her, apparent, literary success). Then what about a present Flavia, another thirty or so years on? Do I know how she would have made out? I still have her aspirations and her joyful tastes – those still compatible with my age – I have not achieved her detachment and a simmering sense of guilt is more diffuse.


 


The publishers asked me to write introductions for the reissues of my novels, something about why and how and where I worked on them. Not much about the books themselves (except for a bait or two and a little teasing). The trouble is that this one is the fourth introduction in a row and I am tired of talking about my somewhat complex life and changing habitats. The, much abbreviated, facts are that, once started, I wrote Compass rather fluently, for  me, and quickly (under a year) in perfect and stable surroundings and an unhappy domestic situation. I – we – after Essex, after London, after an unsuccessful attempt to settle in northern Italy, at Asolo as tenants (by a generous favour conferred) of the Casa Browning no less (seven salotti, and one semi-bath built into a cupboard for the Duse in 1915), neighbours, across the lorry-shaken main road into the walled city, of Freya Stark – too much rain, too many English, not all of them retired ambassadors, too many restrictions: gloves expected and gardening by a gardener; after flight – not soon enough – to the South of France: a year in a cool spacious rented house in quiet country, a winter in a (hideous, agency run) flat in Cannes; after a prolonged serene stay with brilliant and Epicurean friends – two garçons – in their large and beautiful house on a vast olive estate on white-truffle soil midway between Florence and Rome, working between the table-talk in an isolation wing on a paper about English judges in action; after France again and the last impermanence in a charming femininely decked-out pavilion lent by an open-hearted hostess of those parts, we finally accomplished the move into the first place of my own in my adult life.


In that snatch of CV, I left out – apart from the travelling and displacements for my journalism – uncertainties, anxieties, apprehensions about expiring leases, homing landlords; packing . . . There had not been enough money for a long-term acquisition: now there was. Fittingly enough it came from Texas, the richest (or is it the second richest?) state of the USA. I have never been paid so much as I was for reporting that trial (the actual dollars came from Life magazine for their longest, so they said, prose piece so far) and I was sensible enough, against many pleasurable temptations – an imperial pint or why not a magnum of champagne now and then? Christie’s grand sale of fine claret lying at Bordeaux so near? – no; sensible and firm enough not to touch any of the hard-gotten gain before the bureaucratically drawn-out tax demands – USA v. UK – had been met. That took about two years. So now I was going to be able to live, as the French say about their respectable neighbours, dans nos meubles.


The place we moved into was good. I would not wish for a better. Right for the time: its needs and capacities. As things went that ‘permanence’ lasted for barely ten years. We did not know this then.


We were living on Allanah Harper’s land, an olive grove – enclosed, out of sound of the communal washing trough and a scatter of peasant dwellings, less than a mile from a village, less than six from the sea – in the back-country of that coast. The one vulgarly called Côte d’Azur – not Flavia’s half, west of the Esterel Mountains – with a slightly softer landscape: mimosa slopes, lemons ripening in some sheltered bays, less mistral, more rain, more spoilage, near abolition of a once natural world of dignity and space. Then (the latish 1960s) the first villas were just appearing into sight in our enclave, it having been spared – for not much longer – by a serious local scarcity of water; prospective incomers had to plan in terms of tea-kettles, not swimming-pools. Where we lived there was cypress, and an enormous heavy-bearing fig-tree one could eat under in the midday sun, scented climbers, bushes – jasmine, honeysuckle, ipomea, cascading geranium, thyme – and all around us there were olive-trees, very old olive-trees, protected by law from saw and axe. Indoors there was order, coolness, space and quiet: whitewashed walls, polished red-tiled floors, bookshelves ceiling- high, daytime penumbra: shutters closed from dawn to sinking sun. There was a place for my wine, mostly shipped straight from the Médoc, the Loire and Alsace, in a dug-out between wall and rock. There was work; there was a sea life, there were friends . . .


Most of this was due to Allanah Harper, eccentrically generous, instinctive protector of artists and writers, who let us live in a part, converted (to my directions), of her own more Kensingtonian house. In thirty years, Allanah and I had managed to spend at least a few months of each living near one another. And now here we were.


Yes. But . . . In the midst of this, nothing was well for my dear friend Eda Lord, the American novelist. At that point we had lived under the same roof, as it were, for ten years. (We actually met long before the War, when we were both young, and she just returned from China and a disastrous marriage to an American oilman.) Something – discouragement? depression? despair? – had come down on her. A culmination of an emotionally and at times physically destructive life? Aftermaths of having grown up under American Prohibition, of having been a virtual prisoner – résidence forcée, Gestapo next door – in Occupied France during the War? One could not ask. If I asked, there was no answer. That wretchedness was neither admitted, nor discussed; it was concealed. The sitting mute in company, the wild drivings off in a random car, were observed – no one liked to comment. I need words; Eda needed cover. I retreated into the writing of my book.


Into Flavia’s life, on the other side of the coast. So when I recall what my life was like during those months of shaping her story, what I see and feel – vividly, clearly – are not the different, somewhat traumatic, events we were each locked in, but the daily existence we shared. That is the reality that strikes now with an almost physical force – the luminous dawns we liked to wake in, the sea that held us, the slow moving through the heavy herbal stone-warmed air of noon, the renewal of the first evening hour, the sounds of tree frog and cicada and the acerbic scent of the Mediterranean night.










Prologues


 


The relevant questions, as it happened, came by chance.


The man from the newspaper said, ‘The Twenties were your period, Miss Herbert? It is Miss Herbert?’


‘Well, Mrs, actually,’ said Flavia.


‘You knew many of the writers of the time?’


‘Goodness, no. I was a child. Living with my grandmother most of the year. In Italy.’


‘Then shall we say the Thirties?’


‘I grew up in them. I grew up in the Thirties. I came of age the year Hitler went into the Rhineland.’


‘Is that so?’ said the young man. ‘But you have written about the Twenties?’


‘Other people’s past. That always seems more clear.’


‘Is it true that your grandmother was a duchess, Mrs Herbert?’


‘Not true.’


‘Your readers would be interested to know.’


‘Your readers.’


He said earnestly, ‘Mrs Herbert, our readers are your readers potentially.’


‘What a delightful prospect: you have so many.’


‘Thank you.’


Flavia gave him a look, teasing, detached, friendly. ‘My grandmother was an American lady.’


‘Oh, yes?’


‘She was a Miss Howland and came from Rhode Island, New England.’


‘Yes?’


‘Yes.’


‘She must have got married.’


More firmly, Flavia said, ‘She’s been dead these thirty-five years.’ Then added, ‘Oh, she was married.’


‘I’m only trying to fill in your international background.’


Flavia said nothing.


He looked insistent.


‘As a premature European?’


‘But you were born in England?’


‘Born in England. I had to cross the Channel.’


‘Your father?’


‘Was called to the Bar and became a member of Parliament, if that describes him. He can hardly be news now. He died early. Much too early.’


‘Wasn’t it he who left those pictures to the nation?’


‘Yes, they went to the nation.’


Something made him ask, ‘You knew your father? You were old enough?’


‘No.’ She did not add, I was old enough. 


‘And where were you educated, Mrs Herbert?’


‘At home. Not that we had one. There were . . . interruptions.’


‘Is that so?’


‘I had the luck to have some bright friends.’


‘University?’


‘No university,’ said Flavia.


‘The bright friends—?’


‘Older than myself.’


‘How did that come about?’


‘Accidents of time and place.’


‘I understand you lived in France as a girl? The South of France.’


‘Yes, in France.’


‘It must have been quite the life.’


‘You know, in its own way, it was.’ Flavia got up, crossed the room, sat down in another chair. It was a habit she had. ‘There was an illusion of freedom, the French used to be good at providing that. And there was one thing one didn’t think about then in that corner of the shrinking West – who called it that? – we never thought that life as we knew it could change at such a rate, that the quality of life would change.’


‘Yes?’


‘And there was the place itself . . .’ She was talking rapidly though with sudden hesitations as if she were picking her way, ‘The countryside down there was so very good – austere, uncluttered: olives and rock. And light. Always light. And of course the sea. It got under your skin, you became part of it, until you came to feel that you could live nowhere else. It was like love.’


‘You had a French stepfather, Mrs Herbert?’


‘You might call him that.’


‘He also lived on the Riviera?’


‘In retirement, withdrawal rather than retirement. He wrote. Sociological home-truths. Nobody listened much. If they did today, they’d probably tear him to pieces. He didn’t think much of the common man and he foresaw a great many things that have happened since. He held no false hopes. By the way, it was not the Riviera, not by a long chalk. The unsmart side of the Coast: Provence, a fishing port and a handful of people.’


‘But you left?’


‘By Munich it was all over.’


‘After the war, you didn’t go back?’


‘I didn’t go back.’


‘Didn’t you want to?’


‘There’s nobody left there and the place must have changed. Besides I rather dislike my younger self. Don’t ask me what it was like.’


‘What was it like your younger self?’


‘Young.’


He said, ‘That’s no crime.’


‘Ah, well.’ Flavia picked up a paperweight, put it down, lifted her hand. ‘One does odd things. You see, when one’s young one doesn’t feel part of it yet, the human condition; one does things because they are not for good; everything is a rehearsal. To be repeated ad lib, to be put right when the curtain goes up in earnest. One day you know that the curtain was up all the time. That was the performance.’


The young man said, ‘When did you publish your first book?’


Flavia told him.


‘A late starter?’


‘A late starter. Though not a late vocation.’


‘Was that the first—?’ he supplied a title.


‘What homework! It must be a pretty thin book – it was a kind of an echo.’


‘Echo of what?’


‘Oh, many things; other people’s ideas. Things one liked to believe in.’


‘Would you mind checking this list of publications for me?’


‘Not at all.’ And presently she said, ‘And now I must give you that drink.’


‘If you can make it a quick one, I have another assignment’


‘What will you have? Scotch—?’


‘Please.’


She made him one and gave herself a brandy and soda.


While they drank she said, ‘I’m afraid this has been rather a dull interview for you. But if I may say so, you’re a bit to blame as well. People in your trade have so little curiosity.’


‘Oh, come on!’


‘It takes two to tell the truth.’


 


Before he left the man from the newspaper produced a book in a vivid jacket. ‘It’s by this author I’m going to see now, American. It’s coming out here this week. It’s supposed to teach you how to change.’


‘Seldom a bad idea.’


‘You know, how to cope with life by doing all sorts of stunts to yourself—’


‘Do let me have a look,’ said Flavia.


‘It’s all in recipes.’


‘Recipes?’


‘Here’s one that tells you to sit down in a chair and ask yourself a question and give the answer; it’s usually a bad one so you go on asking day after day till you get it right.’


‘And what’s the right answer going to do for you?’


‘Search me.’


‘What kind of questions?’


‘There’s a whole collection, you’ve got to get the right one too.’ The man from the newspaper read out, ‘ “The life of what person, real or fictional, did I try to lead between the age of sixteen and twenty-one?” ’


‘Easy,’ Flavia said, ‘the first answer, the bad answer: My own.’
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That same evening, late, Flavia once more found herself talking to someone who was practically a stranger. It was the end of a dinner party. Those who had stayed had settled down and there was a sense of lucidity, detachment, ease.


‘It’s going to happen to me next year,’ he said. ‘What does it feel like?’


‘Like the last days in December, the end of a page in the ledger. An accounting day.’ For the dinner tonight had been given for Flavia. It was her birthday. The fiftieth.


‘A conventional accounting day,’ he said.


‘Oh, quite. But compelling.’


‘I’m surprised at your observing it.’


‘I observe a few conventions; don’t you?’


He said, ‘But then I am a reasonably conventional person and I’m certain that you are not.’


‘Conventional according to the light of our generation, or our times?’


‘One tries to arrive at some compromise.’


‘Isn’t that conformism? The French say, être dans le vent for being with it, it sounds more free but it’s the same thing.’


‘And you don’t try?’ he asked.


‘To conform? No. Not really.’


‘Those conventions—?’


‘Eclectic. A pretence of fitting somewhere.’


‘Pretence to whom?’


‘Oh, myself; only myself.’


‘And do you?’


‘Fit? I feel at home in a good many places.’


‘At home on a visit?’


He had a long, leathery face and small, friendly eyes, this man whose name she had barely caught, who was sitting next to her, sitting back in the armchair glass in hand at this late hour, and Flavia, who was taking a liking to him, said, ‘That’s it. More or less.’


With seeming irrelevance he said, ‘I bet you get away with things?’


‘Do I? I never think about it.’


‘That is the way to get away with things.’


‘My family did – they got away with things, poor darlings. Up to a point, up to a point. I suppose it was a mark of their time? The high-handedness?’


‘It could have been a mark of your family?’


Flavia said quickly, ‘You couldn’t have—?’


He said, ‘I could, but I didn’t.’ Adding, ‘I’m in Rome a good deal.’ He looked at her. ‘They still talk of your mother.’


‘They do? I’m so glad!’


He did not take it up. ‘So you actually draw a balance sheet at the end of the year?’


‘I don’t say that I read it. Anyway, it’s never so bad after a writing year.’


‘And today?’


‘Today is worse. Today is fifty 31sts of December come home to roost.’


‘Is it age you mind?’


‘Who wouldn’t? Actually I don’t think much about age – yet – or that thing about looks and losing or not losing them. One would prefer to be young of course, in working condition young, but youth? – isn’t real youth unimaginable now?’


‘But you do mind?’


‘Yes,’ said Flavia.


‘What do you mind?’


‘Time,’ she said at once. ‘Loss of time. Time wasted or not wasted – gone. Over. Gone. Having reached the point where the slice in front must be less, is less, than the slice one’s had.’


‘The best part’s gone?’


‘Very likely. The largest, certainly.’


‘Does sheer quantity count?’ he said.


‘Of course it does. Just as in money.’


‘Would you like to have it all over again, your time, if you could?’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘Oh, yes, yes.’


‘For love of life?’


‘Indeed. But mainly . . . to do things differently.’


‘You would like to tinker with your past?’ he said.


‘More than that!’


He waited.


‘I should like to have been better, to have behaved better.’ She diluted it, ‘As who does not?’


He still waited.


Lightly as if without volition, Flavia said, ‘I made a wrong start.’ She heard herself say, ‘It got me off course.’


When nothing further came from her, he threw in, ‘What did?’


Self-possessed again she shook it off, ‘One says these things.’ Her tone had changed.


‘My dear,’ he said, ‘does one?’


It brought her back. ‘I have not before this minute.’


He said reasonably, ‘You have now.’


‘The accounting day,’ she said. ‘And perhaps you. I know what you are not asking, Do I want to talk about it? It’s only for memory – a series of incidents.’


‘Incidents of consequence?’


For the second time that day, deliberately now, Flavia said, ‘It takes two to tell the truth.’


‘One for one side, one for the other?’


‘That’s not what I mean. I mean one to tell, one to hear. A speaker and a receiver. To tell the truth about any complex situation requires a certain attitude in the receiver.’


‘What is required from the receiver?’


‘I would say first of all a level of emotional intelligence.’


‘Imagination?’


‘Disciplined.’


‘Sympathy? Attention?’


‘And patience.’


‘Detachment?’


‘All of these. And a taste for the truth – an immense willingness to see.’


‘Wouldn’t it be simpler,’ he said, ‘just to write it down?’


‘Postulating a specific reader-receiver?’


‘Casting a wider net: one or more among an unknown quantity of readers.’


Quite cheerfully now, Flavia said, ‘You forget that I am a writer. Writers don’t just write it down. They have to give it a form.’


He said, ‘Well, do.’


‘Life is often too . . . peculiar for fiction. Form implies a measure of selection.’


He pleased her by catching on, ‘At the expense of the truth?’


‘Never essentially. At the expense of the literal truth.’


‘Does the literal truth matter?’


She thought about that. ‘To the person to whom it happened.’


‘Even if that person is a writer?’


Round them there were signs of breaking up. People were standing, someone was dialling for taxis. Flavia too stood up, put down her glass. Before turning away, composed now, smiling, she flicked out an answer, ‘Then, there might be a clash of intentions.’
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Much later that night, in fact in the small hours of next morning, Flavia woke. Instantly acute, formed sentences, unprompted, unthought, sprang into her mind, flashed by in continuation, in parody of the many duologues of the day.


I don’t want to look at that place. I don’t want to tell about that time. It was a good place. What happened cannot change that.


On a slower, a more deliberate level, she recognised the compulsory nature of her state, the enforced wakefulness, the pseudo-lucidity, the distortion – the mill-race inside the mind; on another, the torrent carried on. I don’t have to go on dragging that child. Cut it out? Cut it out of my biography. It’s got nothing to do with me now. It need never have existed. It did exist. Would . . . she, would . . . Constanza have told about it if it had happened to her? The question does not arise: it could not have happened to her, she could not have behaved in that way; it was not in her nature. At that point Flavia thought she heard herself say aloud, It was in my nature. I did behave in that way. Next split second she was fast asleep.










CHAPTER ONE


 


A Day


 


The clarity of those mornings of spring and early summer, the second year at St-Jean, the sense of peace, slow time, the long day to come, the summer, the year; the years.


Wide windows, not yet shuttered at that hour, opened from the circular white-washed room on slopes of olives and the distant shimmering bay. The air still light and cool already held the promise of the dry unwavering heat of noon. Flavia turned seventeen, alone, entirely alone for the first time in her life, was at the long table stacked and neat with books. She was working: playing at work, hard at work, immersed, yet alert to hour and place and her own joy.


She read; marked a passage, attempted a summary: six keywords and a date, handled another book with deliberation and pleasure in pursuit of that magic rite a cross-reference; read on. All was grist, discovery. If speculation delighted so did concrete fact: infinity and bureaucracy, appearance and reality, the tree or non-tree in the quad, the supply of drinking water on the road-marches of Imperial Rome. How rich the world, how interesting – I am learning – There is no end to learning – Application – One foot before the other – This is the door of the feast and today is as good as tomorrow.


Midday was marked by another stillness, different in quality. Flavia shut her books. Quickly she left the room, ran downstairs, left the tower. Outside struck the full noon blaze of Provence. She walked down the hillside, the last part a bit of a scramble; the air smelt of hot stone and thyme. The bay was empty, the French had gone home to eat. Flavia went to a rock-shelf and pulled off her simple clothes – linen trousers, polo-shirt, much washed, much faded, white briefs – and put on a child’s cotton bathing-suit. Flavia, then, was a lanky girl, long-legged, small-hipped, thin though not bony, who carried herself with a tall person’s slouch. Compared to her Mediterranean contemporaries, she was tall; in England she would have been regarded as above the average but not as tall as she felt herself to be. Her hair was very light both in colour and in texture and it was bobbed; her skin was slightly freckled and her face was changeable. She had heard her father, Simon Herbert, described as a stooping young man with a rather ugly, rather charming face, a bit like Boswell and a bit like a bright pug’s mug; her maternal grandmother had been an exquisitely pretty woman. Flavia had her colouring and a version of her features with the porcelain left out, and some of her father’s ugliness and much of his charm. As far as visibles were concerned she appeared to have been concocted from the Anglo-Saxon elements in her descent. There’s nothing of Constanza in the girl, people often said, some adding, perhaps not such a bad thing. And indeed there was no trace of that Giorgionesque, that dark and golden beauty, Flavia’s half Italian mother. The only indicator of Latin blood, apart from a generous mouth and splendid teeth, was a certain swiftness of gesture: from childhood Flavia used her hands when talking.


The feature that was most her own was Flavia’s eyes, blue eyes, and they too were changeable: at times screwed up against the sun or in concentration; at others, large, dilated, almost dark.


She had already slipped into the water – she was not one to waste unnecessary minutes on dry land – swam, swam out, went still, went under, floated – solitary – struck out again, let herself drift. Now the little wheels inside the skull had ceased to spin, there were no more words, only weightlessness, mindlessness, that cool fluidity and the sky.


Afterwards she clambered up the hill, groggy, sea-sodden. At her mother’s rented villa the key – a custom of the country – was under a flowerpot. Here, too, there was not a living soul in sight. The woman who came to clean and wash had gone home hours ago. In the ugly dining-room, blinds down, it was reasonably cool; a cover had been  laid for Flavia on the oil-cloth, and a dish, some mess of vegetables, rice and egg, left on the stove. Flavia lit a flame under it and went to comb her salty hair. When the food was hot she carried the earthenware pot into the dining-room, poured a splash of red wine into a tumbler and filled it up with cold St Galmier water – scholars do not drink  in the middle of the day – propped up the week’s New Statesman, helped herself and ate. She ate ravenously and with pleasure, and she did not leave a scrap. There was also a platter of boiled artichokes, a fresh white cheese and a bowl of fruit. Flavia mixed herself a pool of olive oil with pepper and a squeeze of lemon, and attacked the artichokes. They were meant to have come first but she was usually too hungry to begin with anything so fiddly and besides she liked artichokes too much. (Flavia was still capable of saving up some treat, a habit she had been able to form during the suppers of her early years eaten on empty hotel terraces and off trays in upstairs rooms, nursery suppers of not exactly nursery food and without benefit of brothers, sisters or a nurse.) As she ate, leaf by leaf and one by one, she began to read y.y.’s middle. At the fruit – cherries and green almonds – she had reached the novels. Flavia read the New Statesman from editorial to weekend competition without haste or skipping, rationing herself to make it last for several days, and she paid for the subscription out of her own allowance. She regarded that paper much as Christians of solid faith used to regard heaven, the place one hopes to get to. The concept of personal salvation is indeed of august magnitude and it is not easy to think of oneself as worthy. The alternative, however, is damnation; the dwelling in outer darkness ever after instead of walking in the company of the elect. Thus Flavia was privately hopeful of becoming (in the fullness of time) a contributor to the New Statesman and Nation. The book reviews, while she found the political leaders more interesting, fascinated her particularly; she had heard it said – she hoarded such tags of information – that the fiction bin was the comparatively humble gate through which one entered the kingdom. Down from Oxford with a good degree (so the fullness of time had not so many years to go) one was given (if one wrote well enough?) a batch of novels to review. For that chance one was paid and it might come to as much as two pounds ten a week. (Some made an extra guinea by selling the books themselves in the Charing Cross Road, but Flavia was not convinced that anyone could really bear to part with their review books.) With those earnings added to the small income (one somehow managed to have) there was time and freedom for the next stage on the road to the literary life, the writing of one’s first novel. Not that Flavia had much impulsion to write that work. She envisaged it as a discipline, a part of the novitiate, and had no notion what it was to be about, except, she promised herself, that the novel would be as little as possible about people and of course not personal. She had even less desire to write autobiography than straight fiction; she did not see herself as a future novelist; ideas were what she believed that she was after. Aldous Huxley, and also Michel (the man my mother is going to marry), professed that ideas were more interesting to them than men and women, and Flavia was sure that she agreed. What she hoped to write (talent  and acquired knowledge permitting) were essays, books of essays, proposing changes in government, economics, law and general conduct; rational changes, effected by good will, technological advances and the lessons learnt  from history, and conducive to increase in happiness, non-violence and ease. Utopia by consent. (Once that attained, one might give oneself some day to the attempt of creating a work of art; but that, to her, was still as remote and veiled as death itself.)


Meanwhile, to learn, to think, to write (when properly trained) about public affairs was a good and sane and useful way to spend one’s life, and of course a very happy one. Meanwhile, one must work hard.


Flavia carried her luncheon dishes into the kitchen, rinsed them, a precaution against ants, stacked them tidily. Then she made herself a minute quantity of intensely strong black coffee in a little Neapolitan tin machine. To muttons. She locked the villa and walked back to the tower through a few hundred shadeless yards. There inside thick walls she found, at the tail end of the siesta hours, a deeper coolness, another dimension of peace, and she was buoyed by the sense of her own solitary wakefulness. She loved that time of day as she did the early morning and sometimes the night – to feel oneself alone, what source of energy, what balm! Perhaps after a childhood that although also essentially solitary  had been much exposed to grown-up human emotions such abeyance of pressures satisfied an instinctive need. With a will she settled down again to her tasks.
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