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            The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices make instruments to scourge us
            


            William Shakespeare, King  Lear
            


         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         




         WHEN HE’D READ THE LETTER, he folded it and put it in the file on his desk together with all the others. Three matches were lying beside the ink-pot. He picked up two of them and joined their ends, so making a shape like a pyramid. He got up from his chair and stared at it. He didn’t like it. He thought it oppressive, as if it were hemming him in. He took the third match and placed it parallel to the notional floor in the middle of the pyramid. The result, a capital ‘A’, was more to his satisfaction. Then he took it apart and set about another arrangement. He placed the one match above the other in parallel. He looked at them again. He didn’t like the co-ordination, the parallelism. He took the third match and used it to join the left end of the bottom match with the right end of the upper one. The shape was complete. A ‘Z’, completely geometrical, took shape before him. Two shapes with three matches. The same components, a different result. His attention turned to the third match, the diagonal one, it seemed somehow different from the others. He took it, struck it, let it burn and then he understood. It was this third match that prevented any boxing, that joined the nonconvergent, that led the way to the blazing end, leaving behind two lines that would never meet.
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            Aura


         


         1.


         Midday on deck, the sun directly overhead, and sea, everywhere sea, sea and gulls, all azure and white. In his head he could feel those tiny tails as Mitya, one of the three Russian brothers, referred to them. They were trembling, that’s exactly how it was; there are these tiny tails that tremble and then remember, this is what’s bothering him. This very attribute, that makes them vibrate, tremble and then remember, unnerves him. How he wished that those tails didn’t exist, that he could see and think at the same time, that the image and its processing might be one single procedure. What a waste of time for the image to enter the tail, to stir it and then for this to call up memory, to inform and compare, to process and decide! Of course the worst thing about all this business is that he eventually remembers. And it was this that he was trying consciously, but also out of an instinct for self-preservation, to play down. As much as he could.
         


         


            He stretches his legs. A twinge of pain in the knee. Ever sensitive in the joints, an indeterminable pain, vague. The sun scorching. He feels sleepy. He’s tired, exhausted. There’s a kind of exhaustion that’s the worst of all: trying not to think of anything. Like now. He wants to empty himself. Of thoughts, of images. Impossible. A bee is circling round him. He wafts it away. It comes back. Goes away again. Somewhere to the south she’ll be thinking of him with a wet towel over her face. Her legs sunk deep in the sand. Even deeper. He’d recognized the telephone call straight away. She put down the phone in less than five seconds, but the breath of the long-distance call had given her away. The silent reminder. The worst nightmare. He stretches out his legs still more. A slight pain in the coccyx. Useless in any case. Remnant of a tail. The animal disappears from upon us. Only a few vestiges remain. Some nooks to remind us of it.
            


            He looks at his watch. 4:44 p.m., 4.9.95. Fours again. Like nails in the briny afternoon. A light, refreshing breeze is blowing. I’m travelling, he thinks.
            


         


         2.


         ‘Allez-vous à Paros?’ from the chair next to him.


         An engaging, well-built young man, with broad shoulders and hawkish profile, from Paris, a medical student. He was obviously in a mood for conversation – or rather for a monologue. In a characteristically nasal voice, he tells him that it’s the second time he’s going to the island. On hearing the name Paris, he again sees before him rue Daguerre with its marketplace, the cooked meats and the seafood, with the thousands of colours and with the sense of festivity streaming from every stall. At the same time, he also sees Les Halles and the houses he frequented and the environment of the enfants gâtés  of the French capital with whom he had shared – by chance? by choice? – a crucial period in his life. And of course the salon with the exhibition of antique furniture, as he would later admit with sarcasm. Next, a film came into his mind: La  Haine.  Particularly the final scene. With the shots a sound track on the face of Said, the Arab, the Foreigner. Then, with the associations coming thick and fast, he journeyed in his mind to the Emirates, to the warm sea, to his meeting with Otaiba, to the meal in kaftans, to the souk, to the hotel, to the bottles bought illegally at five times the normal price…
         


         




         Jacques Delamarche went on for an hour. He talked about his studies, his separation, about St Germain, about Mittérrand’s illegitimate daughter. Then he got fed up. He was like a child clumsily playing with a toy for some time before tiring of it: a toy that in any case was only following as a matter of form – as his mind was on other things – he went to the toilet leaving Jacques on his own smoking his last cigarette. Once there he took out the small bottle and took four large swigs. He gazed at himself in the mirror and smiled at his swollen eyes.
         


         3.


         The sun bright, a mitrailleuse mercilessly shooting out its rays. Below, a hissing rose from the amorphous, glowering face of the sea. In the distance, a faint grey, the island appears like an illusion. On a wooden form beside the boats a middle-aged couple are talking. He listens.
         


         ‘Do you remember last year how lovely it was?’
         


         ‘Yes, but not like in 1980. An orgasm of building, that’s what it is.’
         


         ‘And the people are so different …’


         ‘That’s people for you. They change.’


         ‘People change along with the houses.’


         ‘This island’s got something, a magnetism. It forms a triangle with Delos and Santorini. Isosceles.’
         


         ‘You’re right about that. It’s certainly got something.’
         


         ‘A magnetism.’


         




         He feels a certain lethargy. A lethargy caused by the sun, that makes him think of other suns. A condensed light hurls wet pointed darts. He shudders. He puts on his earphones: Jonathan Richman, ‘That Summer Feeling’. Two more swigs. The air is shining like a gold ring at midday. A hydrogen molecule from the alcohol vanishes into his guts. The spirit is transformed into acetone. Everything alters, everything changes. And he, sad for some time now, doesn’t know. He doesn’t know that what he feels right now, what for so many years has been inexplicably causing him pain, that same thing is here now. It’s here and travelling. With him.
         


         4.


         Before long he’ll set foot on the island. He doesn’t know if that pang he feels is due to the recollection, the return and expected comparison, or if it’s fear, the fear that’s waiting to be confirmed, that seizes little rasping breaths from his lungs and merges them into a pronounced difficulty in breathing; or perhaps it’s that expectation, responsible for those tiny sharp twinges, that pushes him to forcefully join with, to clutch at, to desperately hang onto the future blowing before him like a foreign breeze. A cool breeze, that spreads all around with a deceptive charm and leads him, with a waning moon, to a wager, to a throw of the dice whose significance he’s not yet aware of The dice roll and on the edge of the cube the numbers whirl round – the numbers, the coincidences and correspondences that once again accompany him to this place which, as he’d just heard them put it very aptly, has a magnetism, a kind of radiance that imbues the darkness spreading over the harbour with an otherworldly sheen, just like a cloud of electrical fields that struggle and open this adjacent, this interim life of his like a fan. A life that resembles breathing which becomes regular only with difficulty, with the guts churning round, the senses inert, with a tongue that wants to say something but can’t.
         


         He’s come to the island after two years of voluntary confinement at home. Two years with virtually no work – the fault of the cheques that kept arriving from the 1990 contract – the pros and cons of being self-employed. Two years on the threshold of memory, whole months erased, others vague, with events fragmented and very few moments of clarity, such as all that had happened in the last month, with the continual arguments, the final straw and the unavoidable end. Now he really is alone, without a house to hide in, without a woman, without an alibi. Just him and the outside world, and that scares him. He feels that between him and the environment there exists a huge natural problem, a problem of organic dimensions, and that all he can do – and with great effort – is to allay it, forget it.
         


         


            He has no plan. No. There’s no programmed sequence of action, he has no course mapped out. Everything will come of its own accord, he won’t force anything. It’s clear to him now that he’s not the one to decide. What decides is the eye of a pachyderm that he’s swallowed. An eye that, firmly lodged in his guts, will observe him, supervise him, spy on him for ever. For the time being he still feels himself hiding in a peculiar flora, in a green swamp with walls of horn to the right and left. Every now and then, he sees a gigantic shadow approaching. Then he reaches out his arms and stretches as far as he can. As far as he can to touch the shadow, to bite the darkness, to enter into the liberating shade.
            


            The gangway is lowered. Small lights shine. He feels as if he’s flying. Towards the lights. That go out. He sets foot on the island wrapped in the soft sound of the rippling sea. He notices the regularities of the constructed shapes, the thousands of glittering lights, and beneath the dimmed stars of the summer night he feels his life suspended between the damp air and the sad earth he’s treading on.
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         5.


         ‘Alone this year? Where’s …’


         ‘Alone, Mrs Vasso. Alone.’


         ‘Why’s that, dear boy? What d’you get up to over there? How d’you live like that? The stress’ll be the end of you all.’
         


         ‘It’s not the stress.’


         ‘All right, all right. Come on, come on in. I’ve kept you the same room as you had the year before last. With the balcony over the harbour.’
         


         ‘What about the light? It wakes me up with the dawn.’
         


         


            Presently, lying on the bed, he gazes at the windows covered with grey paper and insulating tape. He feels like a protozoon in a test-tube. He feels excessively tiny, confined, like a fungus, like a deadly virus that has to be isolated in a container, in a box. An isolated box. His room. Some people’s rooms are always like that. And their lives too. Though in Mrs Vasso’s house, the ground is prone to leakages. The girl from Sweden – the first smiles had already been exchanged – the couple from Italy, the lad from Thessaloniki, the Dutch surfer. Five young people. The shared bathroom clean. An opportunity for conversation.
            


            He fell asleep and dreamed of a woman who fell in love with someone, but who couldn’t savour her love because she didn’t know how, she’d never learned how to love and be loved. First she was giving and longed for him, then she held it all back and deflated him, till eventually she didn’t know who she was. She felt herself divided and went crazy and had to be taken off, like at the end of A Streetcar  Named  Desire. He woke in a sweat at around nine. He was never one to rely on the kindness of others. Even less so of strangers. He didn’t know the woman, he thought, and dressed with ungainly movements, knocking over the plastic cup with the drink. The Absolut spilled onto the floor. Cursing, he went over to the fridge. He’s fighting. It’s not easy to fight against your own soul. It’s an unequal contest. Like all forms of civil strife.
            


         


         6.


         Lina. Now blonde with highlights. She’s put on a few pounds, he tells her, not without some wish to vex her. She brushes it off with her familiar cackling laughter. Unconcerned about anything. That’s how she always was, in whatever situation arose in her life. In her marriage, in her divorce. In every emotional matter, the self-preservation mechanism worked overtime. In the past, she’d been an actress and played in avant-garde performances immediately after the fall of the junta. Later, she became involved with Hadjidakis’s attempts at a free radio, then she began designing jewellery. Now they’re sitting together in a small bar at the centre of a little seaside village which, for some strange reason, bears the name of a city in the north, one street above the cafés, in a narrow lane, so narrow that the balconies on either side are only a few feet from each other. The bar is small, neat and tidy, with two blue iron tables outside on the paved road. At one of these he is sitting with Lina, the owner. At the other is an eighty-year-old guy, good-looking with sea-blue eyes, a former chairman of the local community, together with a girl.
         


         




         He: a white shirt with silver buttons, black jeans, white trainers, freshly-shaven; the Absolut in front of him. Now with orange. She: a black blouse, skin-tight trousers, brown hair, grey-green eyes and large eyebrows that appear to have served as a refuge for any number of black images. It was about twelve-thirty when with a sudden levity their gazes crossed the artificial lighting to come together, searchingly and embarrassingly, in a notional straight line. And they both felt an unexpected force. It was like an instantaneous perception of the Other, a momentary biopsy of his image. Through Lina, who knew them, he invited them over to his table. The introductions were made politely and with a formality unsuited to the circumstances. Her name was Z. He bought her a drink, lit her cigarette. He knew how to conduct himself.
         


         7.


         Music at full blast with staccato sounds; it shakes the walls which for the most part are bare and only small corners with decorations of fish bones solid and permanent relics incompatible with the rhythm and the sound a whirl a mixture of East and West spreading over her body and she swaying sensuously and forgetting in her red mind where she is also forgetting T. their seven-year relationship and the island and travelling with headlights that change from blue to yellow on the highways camping on the roadside alone on the dance floor and everyone looking at her and desiring her and Central Europe shamelessly letting itself go in her at four o’clock in the morning on a Greek island.
         


         




         He is holding a handful of jasmine; he puts it in his shirt to dry. Within him, in contrast to the loud repetitive sound, he sings a tuneful song. It’s a sad song, sweet like her. He gazes at her. Just like all the others.
         


         8.


         They left the club at around six. As they were walking hand in hand down by the tiny harbour, he leaned over and kissed her. She responded straight away. He tried to isolate the feeling that had been following him all through the evening – something like the side-effect following a large inoculation – and to concentrate on the half-open mouth, on the misty grey-green eyes. He almost said something but reflected that he wouldn’t be the one who was speaking. Almost trembling, he began to think of the slovenliness, the irregularities, the failure. Suddenly, she pursed her lips in such a way as if to say: ‘Yes, I understand, it doesn’t matter, it happens to everyone.’ Then he made a wise choice. He allowed the spirits and his spirit to be reconciled, he ordered a truce between the warring cells, he declared his state to be a special interim regime and decided to spend the rest of the night – what night? – in that artificial moratorium, in that peculiar alliance.
         


         




         ‘I like travelling, it’s the only way to live on this earth,’ she said to him. He answered ‘Yes’ with a nod of agreement, and they headed towards his small room.
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            Chrysalis


         


         9.


         How ridiculous it would be to try to find the origin of your name travelling backwards up the river to its source and to hope to discover up there, hooked on a low branch, damp, a piece of paper with your name, that which makes you what you are, and for you to be here with her at nine in the morning, awake, in a double bed that takes up the whole room, with sheets of paper over the windows to keep out the rays of light, and the two bodies, unknown to each other a few hours ago, coming together, approaching each other with a natural sluggishness, and for each of them, reaching out, to feel the turning of the body opposite; and a lightness raising the long thighs, the sculptured mouth opening the curved loins and the panting breeze enfolding them round him together with the perspiration. For them to meet for the first time, to be bound by a common rope, for each to pull the other deep into the labyrinth of his inner mind and then for a current of refreshing liquid to branch out, unite and relieve. Then, for the one to gaze at the landscape of the other where he’d received hospitality and to recognize the river that he has just travelled down, with its brown banks, its secret eddies and the insects’ new-born buzzing, and for him to see his name large, deep, enormous on the river-bed, carved on the stones. His very own name, from which some other hand, in some other latitude, has stripped the initial, a huge, yellowed ‘A’, in order to throw it, useless insulating tape, into the fathomless depths of the same southern sea.
         


         




         He opened his eyes. He felt hot. It was noon. He reached out to hold her. She’d gone.
         


         10.


         In the boat heading towards the tiny beach with a dozen or so fair-haired kids from Central Europe. She’s from Central Europe too. Yet so different! Unclassifiable. He takes the withered jasmine from his pocket. He plucks a leaf from it. To protect him from evil. The beach appears in the distance. Small, virtually empty, deep blue water, not a trace of shade. He’d remain there for four hours, in the sun, reading and swimming. The sun would provide him with that pleasant daze, aided that is by the Absolut which had been carefully packed in the bag together with the books. He’d read and the words would be instantaneously transformed into images, hot images, burning together with his face and body, scorching so you could no longer keep hold of them. And then he would plunge into the sea, into the sea that he so adores, and he’d dig in the sand so the images would be buried, so the ground would swell with words.
         


         




         The boat pulls into the shore. He stands up straight, dressed in black, with sunglasses. The Dutch girl gives him a sidelong look, showing signs of interest. He’s not even aware of it. He smiles. He smiles to himself because he knows. There’s another foreign girl who’s more than interested.
         


         11.


         The next day. He wakes with a heavy head full of dreams.
         


         


            He’s in a huge bed with a pile of sheets all twisted up together. He tries to free himself, but it’s impossible. Linen and limbs have become one. He remains there like that, swathed, unable to move, looking through the window at the shadow of a tree spread gigantically over the wall opposite. Gathered in the neighbouring field are eleven female workers with garlands of flowers in their hair and the same number of grimy men drinking from cups full of red liquid – maybe wine, maybe blood. Beside him is a young woman in an armchair on wheels, with colourless eyes and a white face. Her name begins with ‘L’. She was once to be his wife.
            


            He gets ready to go to the same beach. Halfway down the steps, he bumps into her. If she’d come two minutes later, they would have missed each other. A little later, sitting astride a rented scooter, he hugs her from behind. The lovely landscape passes before him and he sees the back of her ear, her windswept hair, the tip of her breast. He gives in to her whim to drive. On the beach, naked as she is, she says to him with coquetry mixed with modesty: ‘I hope you’re not offended.’ He is certainly not.
            


         


         12.


         At midday, she invited him to go and eat together with friends of hers. Francis and Gwen, middle-aged Americans, had been living on the island for some twelve years. In October, they’d leave for America for three years ‘to take in some Atlantic air’, as they put it. He was a university lecturer and she was a writer, together they made a colourful, sui  generis  couple. He wondered what she could have in common with these people as he observed her absorbed and ecstatic listening about karmic auras, horoscopes, Buddhism, Zen and the occult. And all this intermingled with a pragmatic philosophy, with plans for making money, company references, intangible deeds and bonds, and he felt – what irony, he of all people! – that he must protect her, open her eyes, explain to her that this was not the right path, that, yes, it was only right to question one’s existence, but let’s not be taken in so easily, there are plenty of frauds ready to exploit our natural curiosity and all the rest.
         


         




         In the evening, a stroll round the tiny harbour. ‘Every organ in the body represents a feeling,’ she told him. ‘Problems with the kidneys means criticism, disappointment; problems with the stomach means fear of what’s new.’ ‘And with the liver?’ he asks. ‘The liver is the seat of anger and the primitive emotions. Problems with the liver means a dejected person, one trying to deceive himself.’
         


         




         That night at the taverna.


         ‘Look at that rock,’ he says to her. ‘Doesn’t it look like a small elephant?’
         


         ‘I’ve never seen an elephant close up,’ she answers surprisingly annoyed.
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