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      No’vel. A small tale, generally of love.

    




    

      From Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary

    


  




  

    Part One

  




  




  

     

  




  

    The door opened: light washed in from the corridor. The figure of a servant unlatched the shutters, folding them back and standing there, rubbing his hands together, looking out over the snow-dusted roofs of Dux. Behind him, the old man in the chair with the dog at his feet stopped his sobbing, his babble, and sniffed at the daylight.

  




  

    ‘You have a visitor, mein Herr,’ said the servant, turning from the window and regarding the old man as though he were looking at a figure in one of Count Waldstein’s great tapestries which hung in the draughty halls below, a man of thread, so lank and worn one would not have been amazed to see the back of the chair through his chest.

  




  

    ‘A visitor?’

  




  

    ‘A “lady”, mein Herr. Eine sehr schöne.’

  




  

    Bolder now, for the count was away and Feldkirchner, the major-domo, called the old man a freak, a relict – and cruder names than that – the servant winked, kissed the air and slipped out of the room while the old man, fighting off blankets and gravity, pursued him to the door, fists waving like the horns of a furious snail.

  




  

    ‘Pot-washer! Jacobin! Your master will hear of this, you hedge-creeper! . . . And what about a fire, eh? You want me to freeze to death? A pox in your nose!’

  




  

    But his rage was pointless. He was shouting in Italian, or more precisely in Venetian, and these barbarians did not understand him. For the thousandth time he resolved to learn a selection of the most obscene epithets in German or Czech, the sort of language that went straight through a man’s liver like a good Toledo blade. Then perhaps he would have some respect, though of course it was too late for such revolutions, for miracles.

  




  

    He shook his head and tottered to the window. Smoke crept from a dozen chimneys, and the snow, which had stopped during the night, had begun to fall again, covering the delicate writing of birds’ feet on the windowsill and spiralling down into the market square, where against the bodies of the geese the flakes appeared grey. There was a splash of red down there too, where something had been bled.

  




  

    Today, it seemed, was market day, a feast day too perhaps, for the puppeteers were there with their puppets made of bones and wire, and their old mule that carried them faithfully from Olmutz to Hubertusburg. There was a time when, leaning on a cane, he had liked to go down to see them, for there was something very diverting in their shows. In his honour – he had always been treated kindly by such people – they had performed a marionette version of the commedia dell’arte with Dottore and Brighella and Arlecchino and, of course, Captain Spavento, who could not wear a shirt because the hairs on his chest bristled so with indignation. It had made him laugh, but it had made him cry also, idiotic old men’s tears thick as amber which he could not stop.

  




  

    And this was where he must end his days! This Bohemian boneyard, tangling place of the winds – though it was true that on certain days in spring and summer a breeze sprang out of the south-west and for half a day he could taste that other world of flowered balconies, of colonnades in purple shadow, of afternoons so long one could live an entire life in them wrapped in the arms of some beauty, breathing her hair, her breath in warm tresses on his chest . . .

  




  

    No. It did no good to think of women now, though occasionally he still dreamt of them and when he woke there was a bump in the sheets where a little blood had found its way to his jargonelle. Better the nights when sleep was a mere excision of consciousness, a rehearsal for the death he was no longer hiding from. Dreams, which had once consoled him, now only taunted him.

  




  

    On the table, among the rubbish there, he discovered the remains of a hard-boiled egg. He examined it and broke off a piece of the gelid white, slipping half into his own mouth and feeding the rest to his fox-terrier bitch, Finette, fondling her ears and slowly, stiffly, bending to kiss the clipped velvet of her skull.

  




  

    ‘Did that house-lizard not say we have a visitor?’

  




  

    The animal gazed at him, not stupidly but as if filled with intelligent regret that she could not reply to him other than with sniffs and tail-wags and affectionate growls. The old man shrugged. He was not expecting anyone but people still came, visitors, whose names he did not recognise, could not remember, welcome because they sometimes brought presents – wine, mascarpone cheese, even crayfish which he adored and which the cook made into a soup for him. Then they sat politely, listening to his stories and nodding their heads, prompting him to be indiscreet, though who there was left to be indiscreet about, who of all those he had known still alive to blush, he could not imagine.

  




  

    He had the whim to put on a good coat. There were still one or two that the moths and the damp had not destroyed. And those papers which gave his room the look of a deranged stationer’s office, it was time he tidied them away; the servants would never do it. He wiped his nose on his sleeve and, gratified to have had these thoughts, modest flights of the mind which reminded him that he was still – however tenuously – a citizen of the world, he immediately picked up the papers nearest to him, shuffled them and squinted at the heading on the uppermost.

  




  

    ‘THE DUPLICATION OF THE HEXAHEDR ON DEMONSTRATED GEOMETRICALLY TO ALL THE UNIVERSITIES AND ALL THE ACADEMIES OF EUROPE.’

  




  

    Beneath this, in place of the promised monograph, there was a list of his possessions that had gone missing since he had come to this den of magpies to take up the position of castle librarian; and below that, a dozen pages explaining how, with a judicious blend of grifting and arithmetic, one might be sure of winning the state lottery in Rome or Geneva or anywhere – not that he himself ever had much luck with them.

  




  

    He gathered the papers in his arms like laundry, but rather than stuffing them into one of the drawers or kicking them under the bed – supposing there were any room left there – he carried them to the hearth and dropped them in among the chill of the ashes. Then, striking a spark into the lint of his tinderbox and touching a match to the embers, he ignited them.

  




  

    WOOMPF!

  




  

    How hungrily they took the fire! Blue and orange lips swallowing the ink, the pulp, the fine looped hand, the sentiments (‘Unico Mio Vero Amico . . .’); the French, the Italian, the black and the red wax. He watched it a moment, half afraid, then went for more fuel: love letters, Latin treatises, appeals for money, for an audience, for a position. Bills of every description, a disproportionate number from tailors and wine merchants. All on to the pyre, blazing up the chimney into the iron skies of Bohemia. He searched in the cupboards, in chests stamped with the Waldstein arms, in the pockets of suits he had not worn in months, in years. Finette, her plum-coloured eyes brilliant with lights, followed him about, intrigued by this new activity. Soon, the room was almost warm and still he uncovered new material to burn. A manuscript entitled ‘Delle Passioni’. A creased and yellowed copy of a Gothenburg gazette. An old passport into Catalonia – ‘bon pour quinze jours’ – 1768. Remember Nina Bergonza whose mother was also her sister?

  




  

    Why had he not done this years ago? He felt like those balloonists who threw out bags of sand to send their air boats, their little air gondolas, soaring again. He had himself once planned to fly over the Alps to Trieste and thence to Venice. The thought of drifting in through a sea mist over the Golfo di Venezia and dropping rose petals or dog turds on the inhabitants had quite intoxicated him for a month, but the winds had all been northerlies and everyone had stolen from everyone else and the scheme had failed, as so many others had.

  




  

    Into the flames he thrust a dozen pages of poetry and the first chapter, the only chapter, of his great History of the Republic. Letters from Henriette, letters from Manon Baletti. A libretto intended for the composer of Don Giovanni, never delivered. Cryptograms, memoirs, dream diaries. Laundry lists. Recipes for stuffed peppers, for jellied pig’s feet. There was no end to it! His life had turned to paper and now he was turning the paper into air, into silky black ashes. Then just as it seemed there could be no more left to burn other than an old newspaper or a limp, elegant banknote from a currency as defunct as the king or emperor printed upon its sides, he found, wedged into the toes of his riding boots – the boots a gift from the nymphomaniac Duchess of Chartres for curing her of her acne – yet another parcel of letters, seven or eight of them, held together with a rust-coloured garter, and these too he was on the point of incinerating when some thrill of unease made him pause and bring the letters up to his nose, that trusty organ, one of the few that had not yet betrayed him. He sniffed, flared the wings of his nostrils and detected, through the overlaying scent of aged and supple leather, a perfume of summer jessamine, so faint, so frail, that at the second sniff – sniff? – the second passionate inhalation, it was gone, like a face in a tobacco cloud.

  




  

    He tugged the top letter from the grip of the garter, opened it, turned it, his eyes travelling down over the deliberate and girlish hand to the signature at the bottom. A single ‘M’, tall as a thimble.

  




  

    Monsieur, you will be glad to know that your parrot was recovered from the roof of a brewer’s house in Southwark and that the man made a present of it to his wife, a very large and jolly woman as I understand . . .

  




  

    He squeezed the parchment in his fist, crushed it. Memory, like athousand-petal bloom, unfolded. Marie Charpillon, her mother, her aunts, her grandmother (poor woman! May God forgive him!) blew into his brain like luminous pollen, complete, perfectly there, as if he had seen them only an hour before instead of more than thirty years ago. With them came Jarba and the great man-shadow and Goudar. And London, that bruised honeycomb of a town, that voracious city that had chewed him up and spat out his bones. Ah! Such shocks of recollection, how dangerous they were, tugging at the frayed lacing of the heart . . .

  




  

    Finette whimpered. On frequencies denied to men she heard the footfall of the dead, smelling their spoor of cobweb and grave-dust. For several moments her master had the appearance, the awful stillness, of one of the mummified bodies at the Capuchin church in Palermo. Then he stirred again, shuddered and went to the fireplace, but when his visitor arrived, coming in silently and unannounced, he was still posed irresolutely in the snow-light, the letters seized in his hand.

  




  

    ‘Signor Casanova?’

  




  

    Something in her voice, as if a finger had lightly brushed the hairs at the back of his neck. Slowly, he turned to her.

  




  

    1

  




  

    Imagine him now: thirty-eight years of age, big chin, big nose, big eyes in a face of ‘African tint’, a guardsman’s brawny chest and shoulders, stepping down the gangplank in Dover harbour behind the Duke of Bedford, with whom, after a gentlemanly wrangle, he had shared the expense of the voyage from Calais, each of them paying three guineas to the captain of the brig. Servants lugged the men’s cases, stacking them on the quayside.

  




  

    ‘In-ge-lan! In-ge-lan!’

  




  

    ‘England indeed, monsieur,’ replied the duke in the faultless French one would have expected from the British envoy to Fontainebleau. ‘And may your stay here prove to be an interesting one.’

  




  

    They stood a moment, settling themselves on terra firma, recovering their land-legs, inhaling a breeze of salt and caulking tar and fish guts. A half-naked boy, holding his mongrel by its scruff, stared at them – their stiff coats, tight gloves, their sword hilts glittering in the sunshine – as if they had been lowered out of a cloud on creaking ropes like the heroes of a village pantomime. Casanova stared back; the insolence of wealth at the insolence of poverty. Such children were everywhere, of course, a kind of transient human trash, yet he could never look at them without seeing himself, half-witted son of the dancer Zanetta, running through the calli, gaping at red-cloaked senators, at gilded foreigners, at ladies tottering in their jewelled clogs. From his pocket he took a small coin, a scrap of silver, and balancing it on his thumbnail he flicked it to the child. The coin bounced on the cobbles and rolled into a puddle of yesterday’s rain. The boy, still staring at the men, felt for it with his fingertips. Casanova turned away. He was determined to have no unpleasant thoughts for as long as he was able.

  




  

    In the customs house he gave his name as de Seingalt, the Chevalier de Seingalt, a citizen of France. Lies, of course, or something like them, but it pleased him to dream up names for himself; it was also politic. Europe – the parts of it that counted – was a small place, and in his travels he had met at least half the people of influence in the entire continent. ‘Casanova’ was in too many documents, too many secret reports and in the minds of too many people he would rather not encounter again. As for his being a French citizen, well, he was, in the loosest sense, in the employ of a minister of Louis XV who, during a supper of buttered lobsters and wild doves on a purée of cooked artichoke hearts, had desired Casanova to learn what he could about the English which might be of use to a foreign power – shipping, scandals, disaffected Tories. And since, in addition to this, he was in permanent exile from the Venetian state for corrupting the youth of the Republic; for preferring the playwright Zorzi to Abbé Chiaria in a year when the Red Inquisitor was head of the Chiaria faction; for freemasonry and cabbalism and driving the Countess Lorenza Maddalena Bonafede mad, the description was not, perhaps, without some slender basis in fact. These days everyone was reinventing himself. It was almost expected.

  




  

    With a moist flourish of the pen he signed ‘Seingalt’ in the Register of Aliens. The official blotted the ink with sand, leaned back in his chair and smiled, coldly.

  




  

    ‘It is just,’ he said, ‘a formality, monsieur. You are free to pass.’

  




  

    The Duke’s machine was waiting in the street outside the customs house. Casanova, having arranged for his numerous packing cases to follow on the first available wagon, accepted the Duke’s offer of a lift into London. It was warmer now. They took off their coats and opened the tops of the windows, just an inch or two or the dust from the road would choke them. His Grace, a very orderly sort of man whom Casanova had never surprised in the Allée des Soupirs at the Palais Royal or in any other of the notorious walks of that notorious area, immediately began a history of the County of Kent from Earliest Times until the Present Day, but Casanova, though nodding his head and occasionally exclaiming politely, heard no more than a few words. He was looking out at the green whorls of English fields and English woods, at the enchanting chalky blue of the English sky, and wondering if this tilled and agreeable little country might not be just the place for a man to revive himself, to shake off those morbid dawn vigils, those nights when it seemed some demonic lapdog crouched on his chest, panting into his face; those lugubrious moods that had troubled him ever since Munich like a cough one could never quite be rid of . . .

  




  

    Munich! Where every card had been a losing card and that little dancer, La Renaud, had stolen his clothes and his jewels and infected him with a vile disease. Exquisite pain. A fever that had made him roar like a lunatic in a thunderstorm. And what the disease had started the doctors almost finished with their Latin, their drunkenness, their dirty knives. In the end he had saved himself with a strict regimen of milk and water and barley soup. Two and a half months of it. Double vision, tooth-rot. The most terrifying exudations.

  




  

    In time the wasted muscles had recovered. Walnuts cracked once more between his fingers, and to the casual glance he did not look much altered by the experience. And yet, he wondered, what was the true cost of such a battle? What percentage of a man’s deep reserves were consumed by it? It felt sometimes as if the world had closed in on him, the horizon tightening like a tourniquet. He needed peace, a span of quietude in which to find himself again; serenity. I am, he told himself for the third or fourth time that day, in the prime of my life. He found it strange, however, disquieting, that he should need to remind himself of this as often as he did.

  




  

    They arrived in the West End of London at dusk, parted with expressions of mutual esteem, and as the Duke’s carriage glided away into the evening the Chevalier was seized with that delicious vertigo which always followed upon arrival in a strange city with his purse full of gold, that sense of being softly pressed upon by a mysterious abundance. On the subject of cities he considered himself the expert – he who had seen so many – and claimed he could tell everything simply from the pace at which the people walked, the condition of their animals, the number and behaviour of their beggars, the various stinks that constituted the particular and distinctive air of the place, like the nose of a wine or the intimate whiff of a petticoat. London, filtered through the fine inner reticulum of his head, had a smell of damp mortar, of mud, roses, brewer’s mash. Of coal-smoke and pastry and dust.

  




  

    In Soho Square he lounged under the windows of the Venetian residency, long enough – so he hoped – for Zuccato, the Resident, looking down at the traffic of the square, to notice him, alive and tolerably well in London, indifferent to the censure of that distant and longed-for republic.

  




  

    He puffed out his chest and strolled through the gardens in the centre of the square towards the house opposite. He was calling on an old friend, one with whom, somewhere in the past and under other skies, he had spent some passionate hours: Madame Cornelys – also known as de Trenti and as Rigerboos – widow of the dancer Pompeati, the same Pompeati who had destroyed himself in Venice by ripping up his stomach with a razor.

  




  

    She received him in the drawing room on the first floor. The lamps had not yet been lit and Casanova could not tell, not until he was close enough to bow over her hand, how kindly or otherwise the years had treated her. She wore a gown and underskirt of dark and lighter blues and on her face a little paint, a little powder. She was still as thin as she had ever been, thin as a boy, but a boy now whose body had been hardened in the kiln of hard living.

  




  

    They complimented each other. Each remarked how the other had not changed at all. The years had simply passed them by! How young she looked. How well he seemed, and prosperous too. They laughed. She said the darkness flattered her. Her gaze mirrored his: between them, the reflex of concealment was pointless. Whatever would not be said – and much would not be said – there could be no important secrets.

  




  

    They walked, arm in arm, and stood at one of the tall windows overlooking the square. With etiquette satisfied they began to speak of old acquaintances, of Marcello and Italo, of Frédéric and François-Marie and Fyodor Mikhailovich. A sombre roll-call of names, of briefly conjured faces, for too many had already fallen victim to the riptides of disaster: sputtering, clutching their throats, their hearts, bleeding in a park at dawn or cleaning a pistol with the barrel in their mouths. Fleetingly, in the guise of melancholy, their old intimacy surfaced. The evening seemed to pull at them, to seduce them with the onset of night. They fell silent. For two or three minutes, as they watched the light receding over the London rooftops, a golden shawl dragged over church spires and chimney pots and patterned by the flight of small birds, the Chevalier entertained the idea of embracing her, of carrying her to the lit de jour behind them for the brief consolation of pleasure, the copulatory anodyne. Then clocks chimed and servants came in with lights. The couple at the window stood apart.

  




  

    She made her money now by throwing parties for the Quality. One great dinner a month for which a two-guinea ticket must be bought in advance. She led him to the banqueting hall, holding up a candelabra to show the expanse of polished table where five hundred guests could all sit down together. She said there was not another like it in the city.

  




  

    ‘You must be doing well for yourself, my dear Teresa.’

  




  

    ‘I should be,’ she answered, looking at him through the candle-tips, ‘but everybody robs me. The workmen, the traders, the servants. My receipts last year amounted to twenty-four thousand pounds but I have hardly a penny for myself. What I need’ – she turned away – ‘is a sharp man to look after my interests.’

  




  

    Casanova looked the length of the hall. This was his first offer in London and not one to despise, yet he knew immediately that he would not, could not, accept. Her luck was out; he could smell it on her breath. Her gratitude would be of the poisonous variety and in the end he too would cheat her. La Cornelys and her parties – the vileness of which he could readily imagine – were precisely what he had not come to London for.

  




  

    ‘I am sure you will find such a man,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘No doubt,’ she answered, as though drawing the nib of her pen through his name, dismissing him.

  




  

    In the drawing room, where coffee was served in the French manner, Casanova was introduced to Cornelys’ daughter. Her name was Sophie, and a quick subtraction of the years – a calculation he had performed on many occasions – showed that he himself might be the girl’s author, that a line could be traced from the creaking bed, the shout, the last careless thrust, to this cool-eyed child in her cap and gown. She spoke well in both English and French. She played the piano. She sang. She danced. She was ten years old. He danced with her then covered her face with kisses. It was a wise father who knew his own child. Her skin was as delicate as honeysuckle, and when she stood before his chair they stared into each other’s eyes as though trying to see themselves. She would, of course, never know all her brothers and sisters. Most he did not know himself, but he had reached the age where on the main streets of any town from Bruges to Famagusta he imagined that he saw them, casting flirtatious glances at him, smiling at him with his own lips. It should perhaps have reassured him but it made him feel diluted, tugged at.

  




  

    It was the eleventh day of June 1763.
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    For a fortnight he lived beneath Cornelys’ roof, then, no longer able to ignore her reproachful stares, her prattle about the servants, the fear on her skin when she left the house in case she should be seized by her creditors, Casanova rented a residence of his own in Pall Mall at twenty guineas a month. The house had four floors, each with two rooms and a closet. Everything was scrubbed, folded, ready to be lived in. There were carpets, mirrors, china services, a set of silver plate, an excellent kitchen and plenty of good linen. To the rear of the house was a little garden with a brick privy and a pond where a stone Cupid gazed at the lily buds.

  




  

    He was assisted in his negotiations by a Signor Martinelli whom he had uncovered at the Orange Coffee House opposite the Haymarket Theatre, a resort for rascally Italians where Martinelli, sitting by the window oblivious to the gangs of vongole sellers, disgraced confidenti and professional husbands, had been correcting a manuscript as though he were in the library at Padua University. For fifteen years he had lived among the English like a learned bedbug, a man full of quiet industry who had, it seemed, weathered the storms of his life and achieved at last that tranquillity Casanova longed for. His latest venture was a new translation of the Decameron for which subscription tickets were a guinea each. Casanova bought a dozen. He had a reverence for writers which he could never quite overcome.

  




  

    When they had settled business at the house, Martinelli guided the Chevalier across the town to the Royal Exchange on Cheapside. Here, among the hustle, the polyglot babble, the quick clasp of hands, the shaking heads, the clink and sniff of business, the eyes that settled on one’s apparel, one’s company, measuring, assessing, marking down in the ledgers of memory one’s particular face and estimated fiscal mass, Casanova acquired a servant, a young educated black man with shrewd polite eyes, a forehead of licked coal, a slender, somewhat female presence in a suit of brown fustian and a scarf, a crimson scarf, like a flame at his throat.

  




  

    ‘Your name?’

  




  

    ‘I am called Jarba.’

  




  

    ‘You speak Italian?’

  




  

    ‘When I was a boy, signore, I lived in the house of an olive merchant in Palermo.’

  




  

    ‘And the French tongue?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, monsieur. In Bordeaux I was for five years footman to the wife of a lawyer.’

  




  

    ‘No doubt you also speak good English.’

  




  

    ‘Indeed, sir, I do, for I served as valet to an English sea captain and went to sea with him and every night read to him from his Bible.’

  




  

    ‘What became of your sea captain, Jarba?’

  




  

    ‘He died.’

  




  

    ‘In his bed?’

  




  

    ‘He drowned.’

  




  

    ‘Then I should like to hear the circumstances.’

  




  

    ‘We were bound for the Guinea Coast, monsieur, with a cargo of glass and brass wire and cloth. Storms blew us far into the west and then the winds deserted us and we drifted for many days. There was sickness. The men were too weak to pull the ship from the boats. We shot cannon to wake the wind and my master prayed in his cabin but the wind did not come back. Some said it was because our trade was evil. Some said the captain was cursed. There were strange lights, monsieur. The sailors saw sea beasts with human faces and ghost ships with crews of weeping men. One morning when the sea was like oil the captain called me to his cabin. He blessed me, gave me his spyglass to remember him, then went on to the deck, climbed the rail and dived into the sea. He did not come to the surface again.’

  




  

    ‘You tried to stop him?’

  




  

    ‘He did not wish us to stop him.’

  




  

    ‘He was insane?’

  




  

    Jarba shrugged.

  




  

    ‘What age was this unfortunate man?’

  




  

    ‘Of about the same age as Monsieur.’

  




  

    Jarba was hired and found for his new employer a French cook who was stood in the atomic bustle of the crowd with his pans and ladles, claiming, for anyone who would hear it, that he had once cooked a chicken fricassee for the Queen of France.

  




  

    Now, considered Casanova, travelling home behind the damask curtain of a sedan chair, the house keys in his pocket, I have burrowed into the city. I can live and dine like a gentleman. Everything is good. The world is good. He wished however that he could somehow unremember Jarba’s captain, for he was afraid that he would dream of him, of his long swim to the floor of the ocean. He was afraid that he would begin to admire him.
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    Despite once spending ninety-seven days in solitary confinement in the prison of the Doge of Venice, solitude was not an art that Casanova had ever mastered. Alone, shifting around the pretty rooms of his house, he found himself engaged by voices that spoke to him in muffled, insistent tones, as though he had inside his head a dozen hooded men on a scaffold, confessing, accusing . . . And how hard it was to see this great city all around him like an unopened present! Who were these people who strolled outside his door, who drove in their carriages through the gates of the grand houses opposite? The lure of good company, of any company, was too hard to resist. He held out for a week, then gave in, his resolve shattering like a pane of sugar-glass. La Cornelys provided the introductions, grudgingly at first, as if he might somehow steal these people from her for her precious list of names was her true collateral, but in the end, with a blink and a sigh, she scrawled the necessary letters and Casanova, not without some nagging sense of cheating on himself, began to make the acquaintance of the town.

  




  

    In drawing rooms, casinos and opera boxes, the married women studied him as though he were a moth looping around the light of their lamps. Their daughters, high-coloured, obsessed with caste, looked at him as a cat looks at a spider. The old men talked of law, of ancestors and of the cost of their mistresses. The young men, droll and vicious, went to the inns with him for oysters and champagne. Only violence seemed to soothe them, these illustrious boys, violence and gambling, though they were all poets, had all visited the Colosseum in Rome. Many had even been in the Serenissima, but Casanova could not quite consider them to be civilised.

  




  

    In spite of this, or because he was charmed by their restlessness, their cruelty, the imbalance in them engendered by the times or the breeding habits of their elders, one of these young men, Lord Pembroke, became a kind of friend. His lordship was rich, fashionable and handsome. He had himself shaved three times a day so that his consorts – he could not, he claimed, bear to see the same woman two days in a row – were never scratched by his beard.

  




  

    One sultry dusk at the end of June, his lordship called at Pall Mall to admire Casanova’s new house. The Chevalier had been sitting reading by the light of the sunset, crossing and uncrossing his long legs, twisting in his seat. The little book on his lap, open like some mysterious leathery-skinned fruit with a delicate musty pulp (and how often he wanted to eat books, to devour them physically!) was Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The moment before the bell rang he had come to the story of Peleus’s pursuit of the sea nymph Thetis, and how, in the bay of Haemonia, he had wound his arms about her and clung to her as she changed into a bird, into a tree, and finally into a spotted tigress, at which point the hero, out-raped, fled along the beach, his lips bloody with splinters, his mouth choked with fur and feathers . . .

  




  

    ‘Seingalt,’ said the young lord, circling the room with a glass in his hand and looking as cool as if he wore a suit of dock leaves, ‘you have done very well for yourself here.’

  




  

    ‘I trust your lordship will do me the honour soon of testing the skill of my cook?’

  




  

    ‘With the greatest pleasure. But tell me, are you not lonely?’

  




  

    ‘Lonely, my lord? Why should I be lonely?’

  




  

    He opened his mouth as if to laugh at the idea, but it was no good. Despite the people he had met – and meeting people was never the cure – he was, he realised, at that particular instant, as lonely as he had ever been in his life. But had he begun to look lonely? He had a horror of that. He could not bear the thought that Pembroke might have seen so easily through his social poise. He gathered himself, and in a voice he hoped would suggest some enigmatic largeness of soul, a profound indifference to the needs of more ordinary men, he said, ‘I intend to spend my days surveying the town and my evenings reading.’

  




  

    His lordship made a face. ‘I did not take you for a reader, Seingalt. Reading is for those who have neither the wit nor the money to enjoy themselves in other ways. What of girls?’

  




  

    ‘Girls, my lord?’

  




  

    ‘Have you had much success? I will give you tickets and you may send out for them.’

  




  

    ‘They will come to my house?’

  




  

    ‘Of course.’

  




  

    ‘That would be . . . most convenient.’

  




  

    Why not? Nothing weakened a man more than abstinence. In this manner he could satisfy his curiosity as to what the women of the place kept beneath their aprons without having to endure the conceit of some baronet’s daughter who would squint at him over the top of her newspaper as though he were a house painter. Sending out was no doubt the modus operandi of the future. It would suit him perfectly.

  




  

    His lordship, supplied by Casanova with the necessary implements, wrote out the tickets. A girl’s name, where she might be found, her price. Some were four guineas, some were six. One was twelve.

  




  

    ‘Who is this one, my lord?’

  




  

    ‘She is the mistress of a man who owns a silk-throwing mill in Derby, but he makes use of her only once a month.’

  




  

    ‘I see,’ said Casanova, distracted by a great topaz-coloured fly squatting on the young man’s sleeve, which, until it crawled, he had taken for a jewel.

  




  

    ‘In this city,’ said Pembroke, ‘everything is easy for a man who has money and is not afraid to spend it. Remember that, Seingalt.’

  




  

    The Chevalier bowed.

  




  

    Next evening, as the clocks with their tiny hammers chipped away at the hour, Casanova dropped his book on to the floor, took one of Lord Pembroke’s tickets and sent Jarba out to bring back the girl. He waited for them at the window, thinking how happy he would be if instead of this stony northern street with its population of strangers, he saw on the other side of the glass the moonlight swarming on the Grand Canal, and the prow of a gondola, like a man praying, parting the patchwork water, curving towards the steps of his house . . .

  




  

    The girl, when she arrived, was not a girl at all but a woman who, by the skin of her hands and neck, was several years the Chevalier’s senior. She had kept herself tolerable with ceruse, chalk dust, kohl and mastic (much as he himself had done). She had neither the French nor the Italian tongue. He peeled her a pear, fed it to her. She began to cry. She was crying and eating the pear and talking all at the same time. ‘What is she saying?’ asked Casanova.

  




  

    ‘She says,’ answered Jarba, polishing a glass, ‘that the gentleman reminds her of her mother.’

  




  

    The next was brought. She supped with the Chevalier. She spoke some words of French. She had once had a friend. From France.

  




  

    ‘Where in France, my dear?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, monsieur. From France.’

  




  

    He kissed her wrists. She asked: ‘What will you give me at dessert, monsieur?’

  




  

    When they had finished their food she perched on his knee, stroked the end of his nose and spoke a whore’s baby-babble, baby-croon. Her trade had killed the sex in her. She stank of boarding houses, of bad dreams. Casanova nodded over her shoulder to Jarba. Jarba showed her into the street.

  




  

    The twelve-guinea girl pleased him least of all. She had the face of one corrupted in childhood. Her smile was charming but in five years the weevils of vice would have hollowed her out entirely. He toyed with her yet he was afraid of her, of what they shared, their – so it struck him – almost incestuous connection. He counted out her money. She clipped on her earrings and dropped her fee into her purse. She enquired if the gentleman would like the names of some accommodating boys.

  




  

    ‘Boys,’ said the Chevalier, ‘I only eat in season.’ They stared at each other a moment. She said: ‘Bonne chance, monsieur.’

  




  

    ‘Vous aussi, mam’zel. Vous aussi.’ Though luck, as they both knew, would not be enough.
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    No more ticket-girls. With them one got precisely what one expected, precisely what one did not wish to get. The happy ones were deranged and the sadness of the others was too infectious for a man of any intelligence to stand it, even briefly. One could go to them only by taking into one’s heart a kind of determined brutishness, or by drinking oneself to the necessary pitch of dullness. He had been a fool to accept Pembroke’s offer. Better to sort these things out for himself.

  




  

    He decided to advertise.

  




  

    ‘SECOND OR THIRD FLOOR TO BE LET, FURNISHED, TO A YOUNG LADY SPEAKING ENGLISH AND FRENCH, WHO RECEIVES NO VISITORS EITHER BY DAY OR NIGHT.’

  




  

    Jarba translated, and the notice, written out in large letters, was placed in the parlour window. Later, it appeared in the Gazetteer and London Daily Advertiser, 5 July 1763.

  




  

    In the first week there were ninety-two applicants. Runaway wives, courtesans, mad women, and girls newly arrived on hay wagons from the shires, who, by some miracle, had not yet fallen into the hands of the pimps and bagnio scouts. With Jarba and Mrs Feaver, his cronish housekeeper, Casanova interviewed them in the dining room. The auditions were conducted in French and this immediately eliminated a great number. Others were rejected for being too brazen or too shy. He was most pleased with those who showed the greatest ingenuity in their attempts to deceive him; he knew well enough what it was to play a part, to live on nothing but words, but none of them was the creature he had in mind. Soon, what had seemed such a delightful idea began to stale. When the doorbell jangled he groaned, and when they came into the room he did not wish to meet their eyes. He was glad when the flood slowed to a trickle, when at last the river dried up entirely.

  




  

    ‘It appears,’ he said to Jarba one evening whilst Jarba entertained him by making a bestiary of shadows on the parlour wall with his hands and a candle, ‘that this advertisement has served only to make me ridiculous. I am sure the whole town is laughing. Do you not think I should have chosen the very first who came?’

  




  

    ‘Or the very next,’ replied Jarba, tilting his head towards the partly open window through which, suspended in the summer night air, came the sound of light feet approaching the front door.

  




  

    She was in her early twenties, dressed in a gown of pink silk. Her hair, the palest lemon-gold, was plaited and gathered into a soft knot on the crown where it was trimmed with a white feather pompom. Her face was very pale, her eyes too; pale grey on pale blue. She was hard at first to really see; one had to look at her then clench the gaze. In truth, one had to stare at her. Jarba brought in a bowl of oranges. She peeled her fruit skilfully, a continuous coil of pith and rind. She said two shillings a week was all she could spend. That, replied Casanova, was precisely the sum he had in mind.

  




  

    ‘On Sundays,’ she said, ‘I go to the chapel of the Bavarian ambassador.’

  




  

    She said: ‘Pray, do not introduce me to anyone.’

  




  

    She paid for a week in advance and as she took her leave the Chevalier said:

  




  

    ‘You will dine with me now and then? It is terrible to dine alone. And you will save money.’

  




  

    She moved in. She had few possessions: a dozen gowns, an ivory chess set (on which she played with great skill, checkmating the Chevalier in four moves); a volume of Milton in English, Ariosto in Italian and La Bruyère’s Characters in French. Her name was Pauline, a Portuguese whose life story took several days to tell, for it was full of complications, of cruel uncles, lost fortunes and storms at sea. Casanova, with a fatherly, a priestly inclination of his head, listened patiently, particularly to the history of her romance with the Count A who, for reasons never entirely apparent, had visited her every day in her father’s house in Lisbon disguised as a lace seller. The recollection made her blush. Casanova understood her completely. She was the healthy kind of hysteric and her pleasure would lie in the scandalised witness of her own seduction. Her sisters were all successful nuns, prim ecstatics, and she herself would have done well in the cloisters, St John of the Cross floating over her cot at night, a cicisbeo in a hair shirt.
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