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         Dusk, a deserted room, a scrap of black silk on a marble table, darkening waters beyond. This was the scene, unpeopled, dim and silent, that I had been dreaming of for months, often on two or three consecutive nights, always the same dream, the same tableau, more or less, more than less. What did it mean, what did it signify? I did not know, could not guess, and the enigma of it troubled me almost as much as did the dream itself. I thought it must be to do in some way with Venice, since it was in Venice that my wife and I were to pass the first months of the new year—and of the new century, as it happened—and naturally I was much preoccupied with that mysterious, not to say phantasmal, city set, impossibly, in the midst of a swamp.

         The most remarkable aspect of the dream, aside from its repetitiveness, was that the few objects that appeared in it—the table, the handful of crumpled fabric, the window giving onto what I knew must be the lagoon—all appeared somehow familiar to me, so much so that when I started awake in bafflement and distress, with a dry mouth and in a tangle of damp bed sheets, I was convinced that the room in the dream was a room in Venice that I had visited, and had more than visited, had lodged in. Yet how could that be, since I did not know the city, had never been there?

         But then, I told myself, trying to make sense of it, is that not the case with all of the places, things, and people we dream of, 4that they seem mundanely familiar and at the same time inexpressibly strange?

         Dolman is the name, Evelyn Dolman. I am by trade a man of letters. You might have heard of me in my day, for I had a middling reputation in the period coming to be known, in our increasingly Frenchified age, as the fin de siècle, that is, the 1890s. I choose the word “trade” deliberately. I wrote books, stories, plays, and much journalism besides, with the simple and express purpose of establishing a reputation in the world and making a living from it. If I was successful, however moderately, it wasn’t through inspiration—whatever that may be—but by dint of rigid application and dedicated labour. My models were the likes of Henry Mayhew, Bernard Shaw, and, of course, H. G. Wells, whom I met once, or at least bumped into, at the offices of some publisher or other.

         I took pride in my work. It was solidly and cleanly done, and polished to the best of my ability. My aim was to entertain the reader and, when the opportunity presented itself, to enliven his mind and improve his character. Also—

         Oh, stop. I sound like Uriah Heep. More, I sound like Uriah Heep’s creator. That’s not me. My moderate aims, my craftsman’s pride—pah!

         The fact is, I set out to be a lord of language who in time would be placed among the immortals. Mayhew? A midget. Shaw? Pshaw! And as for that whoremaster Wells, don’t get me started. No, my targets were the mighty beasts of the literary jungle, the Henry Jameses, the George Eliots, the Conrads and the Hardys and the Ford Madox Fords. Not to mention the Flauberts and the Tolstoys. Not to mention the Shakespeares! There was no giant whose mighty shoulders my ambition 5would not o’ervault, no polished pard whose eye my pen, that steely poignard, would not pierce. What was it poor half-mad Kleist said to the great Goethe? I shall tear the laurel wreath from thy brow! Well, there would be a forest of wreathless brows before Dolman was done. I would outwrite them all!

         Aye, and look what I became: a Grub Street hack.

         Let me list my triumphs. The money-spinner was my Layman’s Guides to the cathedral cities of the south of England, which somewhat to my surprise were warmly received when they appeared annually in a series throughout the 1890s. These handy little volumes continue to sell, in a small way. I notice that my publisher, spineless weasel that he is, has silently removed my name from the title page of the latest reprints. So now I’m one with old Farringdon, my tame antiquarian, whose vast knowledge of rood screens and rose windows and the rest I drew on extensively in the Guides, without, I regret to say, thanks or attribution. Book reviews, short stories, essays on topical issues were taken by all the popular magazines, such as Punch and the Strand. National newspapers regularly commissioned pieces from me, not always of a lightweight nature. There was talk briefly of my being sent to the Cape Colony to report on the warlike intentions of the Boer, but I thought it prudent not to expose my person to the Anglophobia of those trigger-happy settlers, especially as the commissioning paper was the Sheffield Evening Herald, and the fee would have been commensurate with its provinciality and its modest circulation figures.

         Then there was my novel, Poor Souls, written—no, seared onto the page—in a five-week transport of righteous fury at the wretchedness of the lives of London’s indigent classes. 6The manuscript did a fruitless round of the publishing houses for the best part of a year. In the end I brought it out at my own expense, and was cheated in the process by a rascally printer with premises in Fetter Lane, which subsequently, to my deep satisfaction, burnt to the ground in a conflagration so intense that it melted most of the printing press. The book attracted a single notice, in the Aberystwyth Observer, whose semi-literate reviewer described me as a faux-Fourierist—I looked up this Fourier, and failed to see what my polemic had to do with higher mathematics—and laughed at my “half-baked social theories” and “emetic flights of sentimental gush.”

         My work, then, was—

         But why do I persist in speaking in the past tense? Am I not still here, am I not scribbling still? Look at this nib, moving across the page, with a tiny secret sound all of its own, setting line upon line upon line. Yet I feel that, like the poet Keats, I am leading a posthumous existence, and that already I have made my final and inevitable awkward bow. What happened? Upon what rock did all my plans and grand ambitions founder? The trouble is, it seems, I never got started properly. Ever the vacillator. I think upon that eager tyro I once was and grieve for him and all he might have done; I grieve as I would for a marvellously talented brother, say, another Keats who died disgracefully young.

         Given all these disappointed hopes and aims, all this dismal having to make do, you can easily imagine what a shock, nay, what an outrage, it was to find myself at the centre of the dark and tragic events which took place in the first weeks of that winter and which afterwards were the subject of so much 7prurient and hysterical attention in the public prints—I almost wrote “that fateful winter,” but, recalling the jeers of a certain Mr. Jones of Aberystwyth, I am henceforth determined to eschew the all too easy clichés which I confess I was prone to employ in the past. It’s true, a woman died, but through no fault of mine, on that I shall continue to insist while I still have breath in my body. Of course, I was portrayed as an out and out blackguard, the lowest of the low, but now I mean to have my say and put on record the truth of what occurred in those strange days at the start of the century. And I trust that my version of this desperate affair will be accepted at face value, and not mistaken for the greenery-yallery ravings of some aesthetical absinthe-imbibing décadent of the kind whose vapourings used to be found splattered across the pages of such degenerate and now happily defunct journals as The Yellow Book and The Savoy. Oh, yes—see me rubbing my hands, see my vengeful grin. When one has been through hell, the burnt flesh burns on.

         Before embarking properly on my sombre tale, before land is out of sight, so to speak, I should give some small account of myself as I was, or perhaps I should say as I conceived myself to be, in those days. An Englishman, certainly, of the dark-haired, stocky type, broad-shouldered, with a brow neither high nor low; upright in carriage, brisk in action, and, above everything, straight: straight of glance, straight of speech, straight of demeanour. No Beardsley I, no, nor Wilde, either—the deuce no! I dressed not ostentatiously but with taste and refinement, and was as heedful of my boots as of my linen. Some who knew me might say I was aloof, even a touch arrogant, and it’s true that although my origins were far from aristocratic, I 8considered myself as fit as any member of the Athenaeum or the Jockey Club to parade the pavements of St. James’s Street or disport myself on the grands boulevards of Paris. And, I would have demanded, why not? Is there not an aristocracy of spirit that transcends the humble status of one’s antecedents?

         So there you have me, as I was then, a stiff-necked, self-regarding booby, prinked and pomaded, in bowler hat, bow tie, mustard checks, and spats, on the outside manly and self-satisfied while the inner midget seethed with unquenchable ressentiment and spleen. I imagine the majority of humankind suffers in the same predicament, but most get away with the pretence of being other than they are. It’s a different matter altogether when you have been found out.

         After the Venice débâcle, when the grubby finger of suspicion was pointed unwaveringly in my direction, the press had much sport with me, until it lost interest and moved on to taunt and torment some other poor defenceless wretch. I have forced myself to banish from memory most of the vile calumnies to which I was subjected. However, I do recall, word for word, the judgement of one celebrated contemnor, who gave it as his opinion that there was lacking in me “some final, all-defining measure of gentility and good breeding.” I don’t know how he could make free to judge me so, since I never met the man, but the barb struck deep, deep as to the bone, and lodged there. He might as well have come straight out and called me a low-born scoundrel, and I’d have minded less. It’s the mildly delivered verdict that reduces the man in the dock to tears.

         Tired, suddenly. These restless days, these sleepless nights. Dusk in particular is a trial. They say that sunset at the equator 9lasts for moments only, and darkness falls almost at once, softly, like a silken veil. Up here there is only a creeping diminution, the failing light clinging on in ever-weakening desperation, like a consumptive on his deathbed.

         It surprises me still, it astonishes me, that I should have, of my own volition, chosen for a wife Laura Rensselaer, she among all the young women of my acquaintance. If, that is, I did choose her, of my own volition.

         She had a reputation—no, not of that kind of reputation, of course. I mean she was spoken of frequently in the fashionable salons and the better clubs. Vivid, that was a word that was often applied to her. And vivid she was, vivid, yet at the same time as wilfully inscrutable as the heroine in a novel of high romance.

         We met at a soirée at the townhouse of Lord and Lady L—. Can’t say how I came to be there. It was Lady L—herself who introduced us. I was giddy already, lightheaded at finding myself lifted up to such a rarefied social peak, and now here I was, face to face with the celebrated daughter of a renowned transatlantic plutocrat, her cool pale hand resting lightly in mine. She said little, but scrutinised me closely. I had the sense, disconcerting yet obscurely flattering, of being carefully appraised, as if at any moment she might give a brisk nod and I would be taken under the elbows by a pair of deferential fellows in striped waistcoats and linen gloves, and borne off to a cavernous warehouse at the back of the auction rooms, there to be wrapped in lengths of sacking and packed into a crate of bran for immediate dispatch.

         So: Who chose whom?

         10Yes, the manner in which the match was made between myself and my bride-to-be was only one of the things about which, in the ashen wastes of aftertime, I was compelled to revise earlier assumptions. Another of those things was the question as to when and how exactly the city of Venice had been fixed on as the place in which we would pass our winter sojourn. I thought we had decided mutually, but upon concentrated reflection I came to realise that in fact the decision was made by Laura alone, quite calculatedly, and presented to me as a fait accompli, albeit disguised, in the subtlest and most delicate fashion, as a matter we had discussed at length and settled on together. Needless to say, I fell for it.

         You see, then, what she saw, that evening at L—House in Grosvenor Square, not a Louis Quinze bureau or even a Chippendale tallboy, but something consumable, an innocent, tasty little Ribston Pippin, say, ruddy-cheeked and plump as you like, hanging low on the bough and ripe for plucking.

         Anyway, I went along willingly with what I imagined to be our joint decision: Venice it would be. In the quiet happiness of those early days of our union I was incapable of denying my wife anything for which she expressed the mildest hankering. I do recall the reservation I felt, though left unexpressed, at the prospect of making so extended a stay in a city that I knew, though only by repute, to be unlike anywhere else, unique to the point of uncanniness, and subject to sea-mists and winter fogs and all manner of exotic and potentially debilitating miasmas. But Laura’s heart was set on the “floating city,” as she fancifully dubbed it, and so, in fond deference to her wish, I kept my doubts to myself.

         11However, the holiday—or “vacation,” in Laura’s Yankee parlance—which had originally been planned for the previous summer, was in the event to turn into a sort of belated honeymoon and rest cure combined. The long postponement in our departure for Italy was due to the unhappy fact that, only a matter of weeks after we were wed, Laura’s father, Thomas Willard Rensselaer—yes, that T. Willard Rensselaer—was killed in a riding accident at Fenley, his English estate, that fabulous pleasure park comprising I don’t know how many thousands of acres of finest Gloucestershire countryside. Laura was riding with him at the time—they were the only two out that day—and witnessed the fall from his mount that resulted, after some days of unconsciousness, in the unfortunate man’s demise.

         Naturally my bride was profoundly affected by the tragedy, especially as she had been present when the accident took place, and furthermore that the death left her an orphan, her mother having died of complications in giving birth to her. For the sake of her nerves, therefore, it was agreed that, when the period of mourning had been duly observed, she should be whisked off to some foreign resort, there to recuperate and regain her equilibrium. The high Alps were mentioned, but no, from the start it was to be Venice. As Laura not unreasonably pointed out, in Italy we should be at a sufficient remove from family and friends to ensure privacy, peace, and quiet, but not so far away, or at such an elevation, as to feel ourselves entirely cut off from the comforts and conveniences of home.

         At first there had been a suggestion, I can’t remember whose it was, that we should stay for some months, just the 12two of us, at the family’s extensive farm—“The Ranch,” as it was fondly known—in the state of Montana, T. Willard’s birthplace. However, this was one of the instances, rare in that time of intense upset and bereavement, that I put my foot down, with a firmness that came as a surprise, not to say a shock, to all concerned in the matter, including, I suspect, myself. I had, I declared, no intention of making such a tremendous journey, first across the heaving ocean, then onwards over the endless prairies, to end up exposing not only my wife, in her delicate nervous state, but myself also, to Heaven knew what varieties of infections and diseases unheard of by medical science, as well as to the menace of ravening beasts and marauding tribes of Redskins.

         Now, of course, I think ruefully how much better advised I would have been to pit myself against grizzly bears and warpainted scalp-hunters, than the gently lapping waters of that pestilential city squatting in the mudflats of its befouled lagoon.

         The Venetians refer to their city smugly as La Serenissima, yet I felt anything but serene at the thought of passing there the dreary months of January and February, and possibly even March, too, for as I had discovered, Laura had arranged, without informing me, to purchase from the Thomas Cook agency one-way tickets only, leaving in abeyance the question of the precise date of our return home. This piece of high-handedness irritated me, indeed annoyed me intensely, but once again I kept silent, only acknowledging to myself, not for the first time, that my wife was more than a little too much her father’s daughter.

         Home, for us, by the way, was a modest but handsome villa in Chiswick, the deeds to which had been presented to my 13bride and me by my newly acquired father-in-law, with a grand flourish, on the morning of my wedding day. Even that act of largesse had a taint to it, as I was later to discover. It was called Rakes Manor, a quaint if somewhat incongruous name which greatly amused Laura, I could not understand why; when I asked, she only smiled and bit her lip, and touched a finger to my wrist and kissed me briefly on the cheek, as she did when she was keeping something from me. But her reticence, you see, or better say her inscrutability, was one among the many things I loved her for.

         How could I have been such a fool? It’s a moot question. For if I was a fool then, why should I think I’m not a fool still?

         I was fond of that little house, fond and proud of it, in my pathetic, proprietorial fashion. It was therefore another of my unexpressed annoyances with my wife that hardly had I begun to feel settled into Rakes Manor than I was required to pack my bags and turn the key in the front door and set off for foreign parts.

         “What, Venice in winter?” one of the more well-travelled members at my club exclaimed. “Damn it, man, you’ll come back waterlogged. Besides, it’s the only place I’ve ever been to where I felt seasick on dry land.”

         Laura’s grief for her father was made all the more sharp by the fact that shortly before his death something had occurred that strained relations between them almost to the point of total severance. The matter was not spoken of in the family, and Laura herself steadfastly refused to reveal the nature of the disagreement between these two formidable personalities: the daughter, despite her unemphatic manner, so carefully and persuasively maintained, was, as I can attest, every bit as 14strong-willed as the father. Press her though I might, she would not unseal her lips, and met all my questions with vague-eyed evasiveness, until at length I gave up the effort and left her to her secret.

         That was among the first of the many egregious mistakes I was to make. Oh, a booby, right enough, and a prize booby at that.

         I remember thinking it odd that T. Willard Rensselaer—or Twill, as he was known back in the sixties when he was still scratching for oil in Pennsylvania—hadn’t sought to marry his daughter into one of England’s noble families, as so many rich American fathers did in those times: the wry little joke murmured in London society was that New York heiresses were ten-a-penny nowadays. I thought he would reject any possibility of having for a son-in-law a man who earned his living by his pen, and not by the kind of bully deals and sharp practices by which means he had built up his fortune, after the oil had started gushing. In fact, the man displayed all the signs of relief that Laura had agreed, or rather I should say had elected, to marry me. I am convinced to this day that it was she and not I who managed the match between us, even though it was I who uttered the proposal. It is another example of my short-sightedness, not to say willed blindness. Was I, I ask myself now, anything more than a marionette jerking on its strings?

         It pains me to say it, but say it I must. It crossed my mind at the time that, as a result of some unwise and brief encounter, Laura might be in what is called an interesting condition, and that her father, having been apprised of the situation, had sent her off to work her charms on some poor unwitting 15fellow—yes, yes, here he sits—and inveigle him into a hasty match and thus cover up her indiscretion. I hasten to add that, should my suspicion prove true and she was with child, I was all too well aware that she could not be so by my agency. In the admittedly brief time we had spent together before the marriage, and even after we had become engaged, Laura had permitted me no more than a chaste kiss or two, and an occasional, equally blameless embrace, which she suffered in a sort of wilting languor, not looking directly at me but past my shoulder, as if in the half hope that someone might appear there who would be an altogether more appealing prospect than the man who was holding her drooping form in his arms.

         Please understand, these surmises and suspicions are being entertained in hindsight. Back then, I had few doubts about my darling and her devotion to me.

         The dispute, or whatever to call it, between father and daughter had already occurred by the time of our engagement, and there were numerous marked, pursed, and to me inexplicable silences at the dining table in Fenley House on the few occasions when I was invited to dine there.

         It was at the close of one of those dinners that my prospective father-in-law, old Twill the prospector, after much harrumphing and tugging at his neat little spade-shaped beard, suggested that I should undertake the writing of his biography. So surprised was I that I nearly choked on a spoonful of that glutinous American dessert they call peach cobbler. The thing was put to me in no spirit of cordiality or enthusiasm, but almost grudgingly, so that I felt I was being offered not so much a commission as a sweetener. For I saw at once, I 16don’t know how, that the invitation to compose this Life, to which task a handsome fee attached, was in some way connected with the falling-out between father and daughter. Sitting there puce of face and half choking on a gob of pastry, I had a sensation similar surely to that of an innocent swimmer being suddenly swept into the maw of a whirlpool.

         Nevertheless, I graciously accepted the commission, once I had taken a draught from my water glass and managed to stop spluttering and gasping. Of course I accepted. I even settled on a title, it came to me there and then: T. Willard Rensselaer: A Tycoon in His Time. How excited I was, treading water and determinedly trampling down all misgivings. The thing would take at least a year, maybe two, and the money it would pay would free me, for that space of time, from the accustomed drudgery of the freelance life. I could see, from her deliberately bland expression and unfocused gaze, that Laura had known beforehand of the offer her father had it in mind to put to me. This meant that, for all the discord between them, they were, so to say, in it together. This made me feel doubly uneasy and—how shall I say? Manipulated? Used? Hemmed in on both sides by these two wilful personalities, I found myself in the uncomfortable position of, as the vulgar phrase has it, pig-in-the-middle. Even still, however, I entertained no serious, overall doubts about the loving union I was entering upon.

         And then the father died, and there was an end to so many of my plans and hopes. For you see, what I was unaware of, until that awful afternoon when the solicitor confided it to Laura and myself, was that the father had disinherited the daughter. It was typical of that unmeltably hard-hearted man 17to have kept from me the fact that, far from settling on her a fair portion of his many millions, and a share of his vast properties, he had, on foot of the mysterious breach that had occurred between them, caused a new will be to be drawn up, in which he left her an annual allowance of some thousands of dollars, but no portion whatever of his vast holdings in stocks and property.

         I shall not attempt to describe the shock of all this—you can readily imagine how I felt. I bore with as good grace as I could the loss of such a tremendous fortune. I may say, however, that it did nothing to endear me to the person who, to the astonishment of all and the dismay of not a few, turned out to be the chief heir, a person who, let me tell you, had already held no high place in my affections.

         What could have forced Willard Rensselaer to so radical and cruel an action? Again I pressed Laura to reveal to me what had passed between her and her father that he should spurn her in this Lear-like fashion. We had it hot and heavy, that evening after our return to Chiswick from the offices of Gower & Grantley. At least, I was hot, in my disappointment, and heavy in my indignation and helpless bafflement, while Laura maintained her usual cool, abstracted attitude, standing at the fireplace in the drawing room with a hand resting on the mantelpiece and now and then glancing, with infuriating complacency, at her reflection, exquisite and serene, in the slightly shoddy, gilt-framed looking-glass behind her. The glass had been a wedding present from one of her kindly but impoverished aunts; Twill Rensselaer saw it as no part of a successful man’s duty to subsidise his poor relations.

         18“You knew, didn’t you,” I said—I shouted—“you knew he had made a new will. Didn’t you? Didn’t you?”

         She looked down, and touched the fender with the tip of her slipper, and gave a faint shrug, as if to say, What does it matter, and besides what business is it of yours?

         That was the moment when, I’m ashamed to say, I seized her by both wrists and shook her so hard that her head jerked violently back and forth, like the head of an infuriated child’s rag doll.

         “Tell me,” I cried. “Tell me what you fought about, you and he.”

         She shrank back from me—no, she drew back, for she was not one to shrink—and stood massaging her wrist with the fingers and thumb of the other hand.

         “You hurt me,” she said quietly, not so much resentful as surprised, so it seemed—surprised that I would dare to manhandle her and leave her smarting. She lifted her eyes to mine, and something lit up in them, lit up for a second only but oh! with such fire. “If you ever,” she said, “if you ever again—” She broke off then and turned from me, her dress making a swishing sound, and swept out of the room.

         Later I apologised, of course. I did feel thoroughly ashamed of myself, and genuinely repentant. There are many things I may not be, but I think I can say that I am a gentleman, however modest my origins. I touched a finger to her wrist, the left one, the skin of which glowed rawly pink.

         “Is it sore?” I asked solicitously. “Forgive me.”

         “Venice will mend the hurt,” she said, in a tone of calm implacability, nodding slowly. “Venice will make me right.”

         19She was looking to the side, still nodding, and frowning a little, and I had the feeling she wasn’t addressing me at all.

         In telling my tale I am trying to be as I was then, still happily ignorant of all that I know now.

         Enough has been said, I’m sure, to indicate the state of mind I was in, that evening when my wife and I set off from Charing Cross railway station in a dense fog, a true London particular, on the first stage of our journey southwards. It was the last day of December, a momentous date and especially so this year, for at midnight, when the last page of the calendar should have been torn off, the world would enter excitedly, and, among the superstitious-minded, with not a little trepidation, upon the twentieth century.

         Laura’s older, unmarried sister came to the station to see us off, with her unfailingly frosty demeanour, being as usual especially cold towards her wholly deprecated brother-in-law. We drank tea in the buffet beside the platform, to get the benefit of the stove there—it really was a dismal evening—and struggled to make conversation, with scant success. I had long before devised a mode of dealing with my sister-in-law, which she must find objectionable yet impossible to counter, by displaying towards her an elaborate and unfailing courtesy, in the pretence that she was my favourite relative of all, surpassed only by her sibling in my affections. She, on this occasion as on all others, met my spurious gallantry with muted murmurings, not meeting my eye, but smiling icily past me into the station’s dim and smoky depths beyond the windows of the buffet.

         “I wish you wouldn’t provoke her so,” Laura often said to me, with weary irritation, to which I would respond with vigorous protests of wounded innocence.

         20Baiting Thomasina was my little game, and I enjoyed it.

         The source of this lady’s antipathy towards me was as much of a mystery to me as were the causes of the rift between Laura and her father. At my most magnanimous I supposed it must spring from a protective urge towards her younger sister; in my more frequent, more vengeful moments I took it for simple jealousy. I am sure Thomasina was envious of my position as a professionally acknowledged observer of and commentator on the great issues of the day. She was, or fancied herself to be, something of a bluestocking, reading many improving books and attending numerous public meetings on radical topics—need I say she was an uncompromising suffragist, or suffragette, as I prefer to say?—while remaining at heart as fundamentally and safely conservative as our seemingly deathless, sour-faced sovereign. Though still barely into her thirties, Thomasina displayed all the marks of the confirmed spinster, and I’m sure had never experienced the passionate force of a man’s embraces. How would she not hate me, the person who loved and was loved by her lavishly favoured, brilliant, and, as all the world agreed, exquisitely lovely, and younger, sister?

         The commission for me to write the authorised Life of T. Willard Rensselaer had progressed to the point of Mr. Rensselaer’s legal representatives, the aforementioned Gower & Grantley, being about to put the final touches to the contract and inviting me to their offices to sign it. At that moment Thomasina stepped in. As her father’s chief heir and executor—yes, it was to Thomasina, that mousey and seemingly unassuming personage, that the vast bulk of the estate 21went—she had, on coming into her inheritance, immediately and unceremoniously cancelled the project, at least insofar as my involvement in it was concerned.

         This was little short of catastrophe, coming so soon as it did after the shock of the will and the pittance left to Laura by her spiteful and unforgiving progenitor. Not only had the fee pledged to me been lavish—“Americanly so,” as I said to myself with an inward sneer after Thomasina’s veto was handed down—but also I had been, despite myself, flattered by the commission, and had looked forward to the challenges so weighty a project would surely have presented me with, and which I had every confidence of overcoming.

         Yes, I can’t deny it: I held a consuming grudge against Thomasina Rensselaer.

         News that I was to pen the biography of one of the mighty figures in the worlds of industry and finance had spread quickly through the publishing houses, and had even been reported in the newspapers, which enhanced considerably my reputation as a literary man of consequence. All that was dished, of course, when Thomasina issued her edict against me. You’ll wonder why I didn’t go ahead independently, but I knew that infernal woman would put every obstacle she could in my path. She had already instructed Geoffrey Gower to order her father’s papers to be gathered together and lodged in a bank vault, thus denying me access to them. I presumed she had it in mind to appoint a replacement biographer, some harmless drudge who could be depended upon to produce an immaculately bland hagiography of the deceased magnate. If that’s the case, and someone is even now scratching away at the thing, I wish him well of it, I’m sure.

         22That night at Charing Cross we were just boarding the train when two gentlemen of my acquaintance turned up to see us off. Mind you, I use the term “gentlemen” in the laxest sense. I greeted their appearance on the platform with a marked coolness, for they represented a level of society far below that on which the Rensselaers floated, and to which I was being elevated by way of matrimony. One of them was Jackson Jarvis, a foreign exchange clerk at Coutts & Co., the other was Rex Wilkinson of the Daily News, whom I privately considered a fatuous ass. It being the week after Christmas, the two had been out on the town, and were, I was alarmed to note, more than a little the worse for drink, and were so boisterous in their behaviour that a number of other embarking passengers stopped and glanced in their direction with frowning disapproval. I felt acutely the embarrassment of being associated with them, but could do no other than assume a tense smile and try to be rid of them as quickly as possible.

         As I was helping Laura up the step into the carriage, Jarvis made a distinctly off-colour quip, to which in other circumstances I would have responded with a cutting rebuke. But the occasion was supposed to be a joyous one, despite the diamond of black crape that Laura wore on her sleeve as a sign of mourning for her father, and I was determined not to mar the moment with sharp words. Also, my sister-in-law had appeared shortly after the two hearties, and I was not prepared to give her the satisfaction of witnessing me engaged in a verbal altercation with a bank clerk of the middle rank, and a tipsy one to boot. I therefore pretended not to catch the smutty innuendo in Jarvis’s smirking remark, and stepped up to the carriage behind Laura and drew the 23door shut smartly behind me with what I trusted Jarvis would interpret as a pointedly censorious thud. Laura, however, insisted on letting down the window by its leather strap in order to bid her sister farewell, and when I caught Wilkinson eyeing appreciatively my wife’s satin-clad bosom as she leaned out, the fellow had the effrontery to wink at me.

         The bank clerk and the journalist had gone off merrily arm in arm as soon as the guardsman’s whistle sounded, but Thomasina remained on the platform, with a gloved hand lifted and moving slowly from side to side in a gesture of farewell, with what to me seemed a curiously stiff, mechanical motion, that made her seem for all the world a sort of attenuated, clockwork figure. Laura could no longer see her, but I could, since I was occupying the window seat, and I was gratified by the sight of her, still waving in that peculiarly stiff, unhuman fashion, as the train gathered speed and pulled out of the station, leaving her to dwindle steadily and become a shadowy wraith in the deepening distance. 24
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         The journey, first to Paris and then through Switzerland and Milan and onwards to Venice, was for the most part pleasant, being blessedly free of many of the wearisome and often infuriating hindrances and misdirections that rail travel usually entails. One unsettling incident, however, should be recorded, since it would prove to have been in a small way prophetic of the mysteries and misfortunes I was subsequently to experience.

         At the Gare du Nord, which despite the early hour was already crowded and noisy, I had made a timely stop at a tobacco kiosk, in order to stock up for the time that I would be away, since I had neglected to bring with me a sufficient supply of Hoyo de Monterreys, my favoured brand of cigar.

         The vendor was a shifty-looking type, not French, I thought, though surely a Latin of some sort, by the look of him, perhaps, appropriately enough, an Italian. He made a great fuss over the counting out of the change, in what was a bare-faced attempt to cheat me, his customer, an attempt which his customer, I can assure you, promptly scotched. When I had extricated myself, and my money, from the villain’s clutches, I turned to find my wife gone from the bench on the platform where she had sat down to wait for me. I stood, with a fist on my hip and the box of cigars under my arm, and looked about for her, transferring onto her my lingering annoyance with the 26rascal at the kiosk. Where had the dratted girl gone to? She was nowhere to be seen.

         In more familiar surroundings I would have waited calmly for her to return, but I am a less than easy traveller at the best of times, and the clamour and the smoke and the smuts in the air all round me in the station, along with the foreign accents and unfamiliar odours assailing me from all sides, had already made my temples ache and set my nerves a-jangle. In my over-stressed state I even began to wonder if I might be mistaken as to which bench it was I had left her at, and I walked first in one direction and then in the other, jostled and elbowed by the crowd, in hope of finding her waiting for me in another place. All the seats were occupied by cross and weary passengers, but Laura, with her unmistakable tumbling blue-black tresses, as heavy and shining as a bird’s wing—for me her hair was, literally, the crown of her loveliness—was not among them.

         I went back and positioned myself at the kiosk, with the intention of going over again in my increasingly agitated mind the previous ten minutes, to discover if I could recall the exact spot where I had last seen my wife.

         What would I do, I wondered wildly, if I should have lost her for good?

         This appalling possibility immediately conjured up for me the image of the late Willard Rensselaer’s great broad bony face and piercing eyes, and the bristling whiskers that made me think of those cow-catchers, as I had seen them depicted in illustrated magazines, attached to the fronts of snorting American steam trains as they hurtled back and forth across the prairies, vast tracts of which, as I had no need to remind 27myself, had been purchased, or cavalierly annexed, more like, by my land-grabbing father-in-law—“Willard Rensselaer the Railroad King” was what the popular press had dubbed him, a tribute intended to be sardonic but which its target had thoroughly gloried in.

         It shamed and annoyed me, I admit, that it was my father-in-law I had first thought of, and what the great man would say, and what he would do, were he living still and could hear how his son-in-law had been so inept and irresponsible as to mislay his daughter on the platform of a Paris train station.

         Laura, of course, presently reappeared.

         She had gone off to have a look about the place, as she told me, in an offhand tone that I found almost offensive, in the circumstances—could she not see how distressed I was by her having disappeared like that?—and had taken the opportunity to purchase, from a gypsy at a stall, a little lavender-scented cushion on which she might rest her head as our train rolled and rattled its way in a long arc southwards across the continent. I subdued my indignation, not without difficulty, and contented myself with remarking sharply that it wouldn’t do to delay any longer, since the train was on the point of departure, and then turned on my heel and strode ahead, at so swift a pace that Laura had positively to scamper to keep up with me.

         The thought of this act of petty vengefulness, and others like it, were later on to fill me with remorse. If only I could be given back the time in which to cancel even one such instance, just one, I would have been, I believed, to some small degree comforted, in the time of confusion, fear, and ultimate disaster that, had I but known it, lay ahead of me.

         28It was evening when we arrived in Venice. Sure enough, on emerging from the railway station we found, as I had grimly anticipated, the gathering darkness draped with a dismal, freezing mist, in which the gas lamps along both stone banks of the canal glowed like the puffball-heads of dandelions.

         The Palazzo Dioscuri, where our rented apartments awaited us, was far off, at the very other end of the Grand Canal, so the baggage-porter assured us, not without, as I noted, a barely suppressed smirk of malicious satisfaction—the churl would have no tip from me, that was certain.

         Laura was all for taking a gondola. She had exclaimed delightedly at sight of these, to my eye sinister, craft, where they waited in a row at the quayside opposite the station exit, rearing and plunging their haughty, gilded prows, like so many glossy-flanked racehorses crowding at the starting-rope. In the end she heeded the scornful porter’s advice that since it was such a long way, and the gondola such a leisurely conveyance, we should content ourselves with the steam launch, or vaporetto, as the vessel is called in Italian. This was a blunt, ungainly craft, but it comfortably accommodated us and our numerous trunks and suitcases and hatboxes—Laura wasn’t one to travel lightly—and swung away from the dock with a sort of wallowing caracole and set off chuggingly upon the darkly swaying waters of the canal.

         I was feeling distinctly put out by the fact that the business with the porter as to the question of transportation had been transacted entirely by my wife, whose command of the Italian tongue—she spoke several languages fluently, the result of her years at a Swiss finishing school—made me feel inadequate 29and hapless and, although I couldn’t believe she would have intended it, even somewhat belittled.

         That nocturnal voyage along the narrow waterway was for me a strange and disquieting experience. Yes, it was novel, and of interest, to a degree, and the great pale palaces, illumined by flickering oil lamps and flaming sconces, should have been venerably impressive. Yet the lacy stone-work of those palatial façades, the delicacy of which Laura repeatedly called on me to admire, was, in my estimation, nothing more than the mark of a long-drawn-out terminal decay, particularly at the bases of the walls, where over the centuries the action of the tides had eaten into the very fabric of the foundations—if these edifices could be said to have any foundations at all, other than a few water-logged wooden piles—leaving them tattered and ragged, like the soiled and drenched hems of the petticoats of a succession of dropsical old ladies.

         La Serenissima, indeed! was my sardonic thought.

         My wife remarked the overarching stillness, saying it seemed to her the very essence of hushed romance; to me, every sound issuing out of those rank alleyways and skimming across the turbid expanses of intermittently and evilly glinting, oily waters was as a secret call, sly, suggestive, resonant with mockery and menace. The mist too weighed upon me heavily, making my lungs feel sodden and congested.

         The porter was right, it was a long way. We disembarked at last by St. Mark’s Square, and there before us were the Doge’s Palace to one side and, to the other, the impressive though undeniably less than lovely, tall brick Campanile. Not two years later this tower was to collapse precipitately under its own weight into a pyramid of dust and rubble, 30only to be rebuilt later, in, unaccountably, all its former gracelessness.

         It was fully dark by now, but in the great square, which, as I recalled, Napoleon had famously and felicitously described as “the drawing room of Europe,” there were many people about, couples, mostly, wrapped in capes and thick coats against the cold and damp. The vaporetto steamed away, the sound of its engine making a sort of splattery, syncopated drum-beat in the oppressively damp air, and suddenly, the porter having abandoned us, tipless and scowling, my wife and I were left alone on the quayside, with our luggage piled around us, quite at a loss as to what direction our destination lay in, or how we were supposed to get there.

         Just then a figure stepped out of the shadows, or sidled, rather, a low, ruffianly type clad in a shabby, dark-green coat and leather gaiters. He approached us, removing his cap, and spoke some words of which I, to my frustration, understood not a single one—I had foolishly imagined that on arrival in Italy I would somehow acquire spontaneously, by a kind of linguistic osmosis, the ability to speak Italian. The way the fellow stood before us, hunched forward and twisting his cap in the fingers of both hands, was meant to convey deep respect, if not obsequiousness, but I was sure I could detect behind the elaborate show of servility a hint of amusement and sardonic ridicule.

         He was called, as we would presently learn, Beppo; this, I supposed, and still suppose, was a nickname, or a clownish diminutive of some sort. He was older than he had seemed on first appearance; I had taken him for a young man, but now, when I looked at him more closely, I saw the hollows in his 31sallow cheeks and the fans of fine, deep wrinkles at the outer corners of his mouth and eyes. His hair, which I had taken for black, was more of a dull, dark-yellow tint, and peeped out in a fringe of greasy curls all around the rim of his cap. The foetor of his breath was all too detectable from a good yard off, and when he grinned—though what he produced was less grin than grimace—he showed that one of his upper teeth was missing at the left side, leaving a gap through which, lizard-like, he would now and then dart the sharp tip of a grainy, greyish-pink tongue. He had the air, I thought, not of a servant but rather of some disreputable trickster, a strolling minstrel, say, or a player out of the commedia dell’arte, acting the role of a partly comical, partly malignant menial.

         Laura spoke, again in the vernacular, and the footman, or whatever he might be, bowed deep and replied volubly in a rapid, harsh singsong that was the opposite of my wife’s softly melodious Italian, so much so that they might have been speaking different languages—which to an extent they were, as I was to learn, for the Venetians have a dialect of their own, which they lapse into frequently. His strangulated raspings made me think that at some time in the past he must have suffered severe damage to his vocal cords, but as would soon and repeatedly be demonstrated to me, this was the tone of voice, grating and seemingly tinged with anger, of the male servant class of the city.

         Now the fellow donned his cap again and slithered off into the shadows, and before I could enquire of my wife who he might be and what he had said to her, he reappeared, trundling a two-wheeled, flat wooden barrow, on which he proceeded to stack our luggage. He did the job so roughly 32and with so little regard for the bags that I thought to remonstrate with him, but, being without the necessary words, I had to hold my tongue, and again, and as would be the case so often in the days to come, I chafed sorely in my imposed and impotent muteness.

         I wonder how much did my lack of Italian contribute to my downfall? I used to tell myself I was only imagining that people, including my wife, were talking about me openly in my hearing, comfortable in the knowledge that I would not understand a word of what they were saying; however, as I now know, I had not been imagining it at all.

         The servant, laboriously pushing his barrow—what a pantomime he made out of the effort—led the way off to the left along the damp and glistening stones of the quayside, with us trailing behind him. I glimpsed him skirting a hump-backed bridge and veering abruptly to the right; when we caught up with him he was entering an alleyway the mouth of which was hardly wide enough for the barrow to pass through.

         Here the only illumination was from a single rush-light set in a metal brazier high up on the wall halfway along. It seemed to me I had been transported suddenly into a more ancient, darker time, and I had a tingling sensation between my shoulder blades, as if in expectation of an assassin’s stiletto.

         The well-travelled Laura, on the contrary, seemed already entirely at home in these exotic surroundings; she was, as I was compelled to grant, far the more commanding of the two of us, in circumstances such as we now found ourselves in, with servants to be dealt with, and directions issued—though she had the knack of making them seem not directions at all but merely friendly suggestions. What a 33clever creature she was. Aye, and in so many ways. I didn’t yet know the half of it.

         As we walked along she linked her arm through mine, drawing my elbow tightly against her ribs and into the warmth of her side, and smiled into my face, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

         “Ah, my dear, isn’t it wonderful?” she whispered, sounding uncharacteristically animated. “Here we are at last, together, in Venice!”

         Despite the enchanting force of her words, behind them I seemed to catch, as I often did in our moments of intimacy together, a suppressed, brittle note; the note, I couldn’t prevent myself from thinking, of a richly gifted actress, at the end of an over-long “run,” grown bored with her part but forced to sustain the warmth and glitter of her performance. As usual, I chided myself for entertaining such a disloyal thought. It was her natural way, I told myself, for her to seem ever a little distant, a little detached; it was part of that coolness of manner, as cool as the touch now of her hand on mine—she had unlinked my arm—which was another of the things I treasured in her, however paradoxical it may seem for me to say so.

         Off at the end of the alley there rose up to face us a tall, blank building, sporting a broad, iron-studded door with an unlighted lantern dangling above it on a rusted hook. Here our cicerone stopped and turned back to address us.

         “Il palazzo,” he called, in his hoarse voice, gesturing and grinning.

         The wall of the Palazzo Dioscuri—it was the rear wall, I was presently to discover—as my wife and I approached it, 34advancing along the alleyway in the shivering rush-light, looked as tall and as broad as a cliff-face, and was blank save for a scattering of tiny square windows cut into the deep stone, no two of them ranged at the same level and all situated at varying distances apart.

         Now, glancing up, I saw, or seemed to see, behind the glass of one of those deep-set apertures, the indistinct, glimmering outline of a woman’s face.

         I could not be sure at the time, nor was I to be any more certain afterwards, that it was in fact a human visage I had seen; but whatever it was, I did see something, of that I was convinced, even if it was no more than the effect of a trick of the light, or of shadow, rather, for the alleyway was a place of shadows, which the flame of the bunch of oil-soaked rushes did little to brighten. By now, there was nothing I could think of that would have surprised or puzzled me; a full night and day of travel, by rail and ferry and rail again, and then, most recently, on board the pounding steam launch from the station, had left me in a state in which I was entirely susceptible to hallucination.

         The strangest thing was that although I had no more than a glimpse of the face, or face-like image, at the window, I felt at once that I recognised it. In fact, I was convinced, in that fleeting moment, that the person, or phantom, looking down at me was someone with whom I was or had been at one time intimately acquainted, even though—and this is where the essence of the strangeness lay—I couldn’t for the life of me have said who she might be, or how it was that I should know or have known her. All the same I was sure, as sure as I was of anything, that the spectral vision was in some way familiar to 35me, and, further, and even stranger again, that it was connected with the dream that had been plaguing me for so long, the dream of the empty room at twilight, and the wisp of silk on the table, and the darkling sea beyond.

         Then the creature Beppo produced from some hidden recess about his person an enormous iron key and inserted it into the ravaged keyhole and turned it, with a grinding sound, and put his shoulder to the big square door and pushed it effortfully open. 36
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