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PROLOGUE





  Her lips burn with chillies and she smokes a cigar.




  Her breath is my narcotic.




  Her scent is of cloves, of night fevers and spent seed.




  What man could resist the Argentinian Virgin?




  What woman could bear her horror?




  





  This is a love story. This is a murder story. This is an old movie that went out of fashion years ago along with fedoras and stockings with seams and music that people in love really wanted to dance to. I don’t even know if kids feel now how we felt then. I don’t know how we felt then. I never understood any of it.




  My Uncle Gerald of infamous memory once said no story is ever complete. When I told my wife I wanted to write about the summer I passed in France, now more than fifty years ago, and about Tom and Ben, Maisie and Hetty, she said I shouldn’t – no, she begged me not to. What’s the point of going there? she said. The past is the past, she said. Why rake over it?




  The answer is that the past isn’t past and the story isn’t complete. If it were, there’d be nothing to object to. Unfortunately I remember the past too well, or can imagine those parts I’ve forgotten, which is the curse of a writer. My wife chooses to forget out of love and I choose to remember for the same reason.




  The past is where we buried our innocence like the body of a violated child in a forest no one visits.




  CHAPTER ONE




   I was sitting by the roadside on the route to Auxerre when a cream-coloured convertible passed me at a crawl. It was the twelfth of June, nineteen forty, Paris was on the point of falling and I was on foot in a crowd of refugees making its way south.




  I’ve heard stories of German aircraft attacking such columns, but, if it ever happened, I never saw. Instead I remember sitting in a froth of ox-eye daisies and the shade of a line of poplars, with wheat fields either side and a skylark singing its heart out.




  There weren’t many cars or trucks in the column, just plenty of carts and bicycles and sometimes a perambulator with a child, a grandmother or a gramophone on top. The cream-coloured convertible passed me and I thought of a carnival float. It was so bright and gay and the refugees surrounded it like dancers or mummers. Two men were in the front and two women in the back, with piles of baggage strapped to the rear: good leather cases and a steamer trunk with the labels still on. They looked as if they were going on holiday, or maybe finishing one. They had that sparkle of people who are completely relaxed.




  The men wore pale tan felts pushed back from the forehead so the sun was on their faces. The women wore white hats with shallow crowns and wide brims, fixed just so. I saw only the hats and heard the laughter, but they were enough to pull me out of my doze among the daisies and I picked up my bag and followed at a trot until I caught them.




  ‘English?’ I asked. ‘American? Don’t tell me you’re Irish!’




  I was on the passenger side, and Tom Rensselaer – they gave me their names in those first few minutes – turned his head. The blond shank of hair fell forward, and he gave me an open smile that was glad to see me. He said, ‘American. You, too?’




  ‘Irish.’




  ‘Boston Irish?’




  ‘No, the real thing.’




  Since no one objected, I hopped on the running board and tipped my hat at the ladies. Hetty said, ‘Top o’ the mornin’ to you,’ and giggled. Then we all laughed and Tom handed out cigarettes.




  Ben Benedict was driving, though without much eye for the road. At first I thought he and Tom might be brothers. They both had those fair, well-set good looks, and perfect teeth. When you saw him, you thought here was a good fellow you could pass the time with, having a drink or a talk about girls. It was a narrow difference. More profound was something else, an indefinable fineness Tom had and Ben didn’t: the quality that drew people emotionally to Tom: the one he tried not to notice and hated when he did.




  At the time I’d eyes only for the women. We were nudging forward through a herd of pigs with one of them nibbling at my trouser cuffs. Hetty held out a hand that flopped ladylike from the wrist. ‘Hester Novaks,’ she said. ‘Everyone calls me Hetty.’




  ‘Patrick Byrne.’




  ‘I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.’




  Hetty was the youngest and I doubt she was twenty-one, which means she was seventeen when she swapped Pittsburgh for Paris. She was pretty though not beautiful. Her blonde hair was bleached, her nose was a little snub and her eyebrows would have been heavy if they weren’t plucked. The truth is none of it mattered: I liked her smile, that and her generous eroticism. Her looks appealed to painters, and Tom told me later he’d found her working as an artist’s model after some jazz musician brought her to France then dropped her.




  Maisie leaned across her friend. ‘Margaret Benedict,’ she said. ‘I’m Ben’s wife.’ Her voice was low, slightly husky with a Yankee creak in it. She was a brunette, beautiful, narrow and slender hipped. What I noticed most, however, was her neck. Tom called it a ‘Bronzino’ neck. He meant it had length and elegance, which enabled her to pose her head with an expression that had nothing to do with the face.




  It became understood that I’d go along with them a while. This was easy at the walking pace of the refugees. I rode on the running board and, when I got tired of that, strolled alongside.




  ‘Where are you heading for?’ Tom asked.




  ‘S. Symphorien la Plage.’




  ‘I don’t know it.’




  ‘Along the coast west of Cannes.’




  ‘Is that convenient for Marseilles?’




  ‘It depends what you mean. There’s a train.’




  ‘And why are you going there – I mean what do you do?’




  ‘I’m a writer.’




  ‘Really? I’m impressed. Are you any good?’




  ‘I’m world-famous in Ireland.’




  ‘Are you world-famous anywhere else? Would I know your stuff?’




  ‘I don’t think so,’ I said and went on to answer the other part of his question. I was travelling to S. Symphorien because my publisher wanted to put me out of harm’s way at a friend’s house while I completed an overdue second novel. When I began my travels there was no war. Paris had distracted me.




  Tom asked, ‘Will you stay if the Germans get that far?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Do you think Ireland will join in the war?’




  ‘Not if Hitler doesn’t attack us.’




  We had some conversation about Cannes. They’d been there over the winter, grown bored and returned to Paris. I asked where they’d go now.




  Tom said, ‘We thought of Biarritz. I haven’t tried painting on the Atlantic coast.’




  ‘Will America declare war?’




  They laughed at the idea.




  That night we camped by the road. Hetty said it was ‘a gas’. They’d left Paris without needing to, and at first thought of the journey as a tour and they’d dine in restaurants in the evening and sleep at hotels. When it didn’t happen, things might have turned sour, but Tom brought them round to the idea they were undergoing an adventure.




  ‘I used to go camping on Long Island with my dad,’ Tom told me. We were sitting on the bank of a stream that cut through the wheat fields, pitching stones in the water while the swallows skimmed for flies.




  He also told me some things about the others.




  ‘Ben’s grandfather was T R Benedict that you’ve heard of. His father doesn’t do much except clip coupons.’




  ‘How old is he?’




  ‘My age. What about you?’




  ‘Twenty-four.’




  ‘That’s young for a writer.’




  ‘I wouldn’t know. Writers rarely meet other writers. What about Maisie?’




  ‘She’s a Bryan – a relative, not exactly a great niece, of William Jennings Bryan, the Presidential candidate.’




  ‘And you?’




  ‘I?’ Tom grinned and shook his head. Later I learned he came from a banking family that had gone down in the Crash, and before that there’d been a patroon fortune and an ancestor who’d sold boots to the Army during the Civil war. Ben also implied that Tom had served a while with the volunteers in Spain against Franco.




  We were together for five days. On the last couple we made better progress as the refugee column thinned out and people drifted off. Since the weather held, we camped in the open, living out of the cream convertible under a violet sky, and we kept talking as strangers do, not expecting we’d ever meet again.




  When I pressed him, Tom told me more of his reasons for being in France.




  ‘Ben’s father was over here when he was young – that would be in the ‘nineties, I guess, when Europeans and Americans considered each other a marvel. He wanted Ben to have something of the same. He thought two or three years would do no harm.’




  ‘You met him here?’




  ‘God, no. We were at Yale together – college days, gaudeamus igitur and all that. I had no money to come to Europe, but Ben wanted a companion and his dad was willing to pay. We came over in thirty-eight and after a while settled with the arty crowd in Paris. I say “arty”, but they were mostly regular types.’




  I’d have asked more, but the truth is I was in awe of someone who spoke so easy about the world.




  That night we laid up in a vineyard. It wasn’t harvest time and the vines were straggly because the young men had gone off to war. Hetty was sitting with us, her head on Tom’s shoulder as we sat smoking and dreaming. They looked perfectly happy.




  We separated the next day and I went south to S. Symphorien while the others pressed on to Biarritz then drifted into Spain and across Vichy into Italy, four glamorous Americans in their glorious youth.




  




  
CHAPTER TWO





  I was in France because, at the age of twenty-two, I wrote a novel. It had some success, it won a prize and I thought myself a grand fellow, didn’t I so. Those in the trade will tell you the second book is the hardest. The passion that delivered the first is spent and the brilliant style that gained so many plaudits turns out to be the chance sparkle a spiteful God grants once in a lifetime even to mediocre talents.




  To keep it short: I enjoyed the fame and drank the money. Then my publisher, remembering a cottage owned by a friend, packed me off to the Riviera. War was in the air, but it seemed as fictitious as death, and I didn’t let it interfere with my plans, which included going to Paris.




  The day after leaving the Americans, I was knocked down by a truck. Or so they tell me. I spent three months in hospital, and, at the end, finding I’d survived the German invasion; I decided it held no terrors. I pressed on to S. Symphorien, and I might have finished writing the book except I was troubled by headaches. They passed off only gradually the following spring.




  It was during my convalescence that I got to know S. Symphorien la Plage. My guide was Dr Maillot, who sometimes shared a table with me at the Hôtel de la Gare. He was the same age as Marshal Pétain but had something younger about him. It wasn’t his appearance – spry enough but portly. Rather his louche air, the raffishness with which he wore an old beret and a linen jacket. He was a retired widower, who’d lost his savings in one of the affaires that rocked France in the thirties. I didn’t know exactly how he got by, but thought he peddled quack remedies to old women.




  The town had no ancient ruins, no quaint harbour, no spa. What it had were two beaches of flat sand that creaked and scorched underfoot in the torrid summers, and a warm sea in which I swam. Below the bluff of La Pinède, topped by its villa, the beach was shared by the Hôtel Czar Aléxandre and a few houses built to rent. The hotel and its casino were the largest buildings in S. Symphorien. Standing apart from the town, their domed roofs of fish scale slate glittered white at noonday.




  As for the villa, it was stuccoed and in the Italian style with a tower like a campanile. It had been built maybe eighty years before, but who’d built it was a mystery. Legends hang around places like the villa La Pinède: ghostly like the past itself, though more substantial than those of us who haunt the Riviera out of season. For most of the time they rot quietly and the thrush singing on the campanile only reminds us of the silence.




  Dr Maillot had a touch of the poet. He said, ‘S. Symphorien la Plage – as these structures in their lonely splendour suggest – is an unfulfilled hope of the nineteenth century: like many other small, disregarded resorts, the failed ambition of an impoverished landowner and a railway speculator – in short, my perfect home.’




  





  The manager of the Hôtel Czar Aléxandre was called Beauclerc. He was slim, dapper and melancholy. As Dr Maillot described him: ‘Beauclerc is not a man but a personage.’




  I admired Beauclerc for the fidelity with which he executed his duties and filed his reports, though nothing had been heard from the owners since the Germans occupied Paris. Beauclerc spent his life waiting for visitors who never came. Except for a brief influx of White Russians in the twenties, the hotel saw only the remnants of families who’d passed summers there since before the foundation of the Republic and even they were fading away with the war.




  Until the arrival of Tom Rensselaer and his party, we formed an unlikely trio. I saw Maillot most often; we usually breakfasted together. Beauclerc I’d meet only on a Sunday when he’d join us after Mass for a walk. I was an indifferent Catholic. Dr Maillot was argumentatively anti-clerical. Our walks took us along the beach and into the pinewoods above La Pinède, and it was on these occasions that we’d look at the old villa and speculate about the Argentinian Virgin and her mother.




  





  Who were the Malipieros? They’d arrived in the autumn after the defeat as a rumour that the villa had been let after standing empty for years. Perhaps if they’d simply booked into a hotel, they’d have been ignored; or if they’d taken one of the smaller places. But they couldn’t know of the role of La Pinède in the town’s sense of its own significance, because I doubt the town understood it consciously.




  Maillot, Beauclerc and I rested on the rising ground in the shadow of some stone pines and looked down on the villa and its campanile. I offered a suggestion.




  ‘Most likely they’re the family of a diplomat. Argentina recognises Vichy, doesn’t it?’




  Normally I avoided politics. Beauclerc was an ardent Pétainist, and Dr Maillot an indeterminate radical, which amounted to opposing whatever anyone else said. There was something romantic in his make-up. It may explain why he said: ‘I have heard a story that Señora Malipiero was a mistress of the Duke of Windsor. What do you think, Patrick?’




  I said I doubted it.




  Beauclerc said, ‘She hides her face – the mother. Why does she hide her face?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Because she is a negress. Many of the families in South America – even the best ones – are tainted with Negro blood.’




  ‘You’re thinking of Brazil, not Argentina. In any case, that isn’t true of the daughter.’




  ‘It does not appear in every generation.’




  Dr Maillot said, ‘The Empress Josephine was a Creole. She held Napoleon in thrall even though she gave him no children – even after he divorced her. It makes one think, eh?’ He winked at me. ‘The wind is rising,’ he said. The air had turned subtly pink, and my right leg, still creaky after the accident, was aching.




  On our return, the familiar cream-coloured convertible was parked in the square. Maillot and I were ambling to the Hôtel de la Gare thinking of lunch, when we noticed children scrambling over the vehicle and a gendarme, too bemused to do anything about it.




  ‘Who do you suppose it is?’ Dr Maillot asked.




  ‘Friends of mine,’ I said. I’d spotted Tom holding court at the Café des Alliés, with wine and a pile of food in front of him and half the town around. He was at ease and chatting with anyone who spoke to him.




  He saw me and called out, ‘Patrick!’ The effect was to scatter the crowd as if they were wasps round a luscious piece of fruit. They settled on me and I was escorted to the table. Ben Benedict rose to his feet and gave me a sincere American handshake. Maisie and Hetty, who’d picked up the French custom, showered me in bises.




  ‘I thought you were in Biarritz?’ I said, ‘Or Spain.’ I was glad to see them but puzzled.




  ‘Oh, we’ve been to all sorts of places, including Italy. Florence is still wonderful, despite the war.’




  ‘Spain stank,’ Ben chipped in.




  ‘Spain wasn’t especially pleasant,’ Tom agreed. ‘Franco seems to have introduced a particularly gloomy and sinister form of Catholicism.’




  ‘You had no problems at the frontiers?’




  ‘The war hasn’t made things easy. The officials are difficult and we were followed everywhere. But we got by. And you? Any sign of Ireland entering the war? Still writing your novel?’




  I said I was still writing the novel.




  Maisie and Hetty had an eye for Dr Maillot. I introduced him and he distributed some bows and elaborate hand kissing for no other reason than that they set the women laughing and amused him.




  We all took seats. Tom poured wine and I asked why they’d come to S. Symphorien.




  ‘Good question,’ said Tom. ‘Uncle Sam discovered that Ben – the Great Ben Benedict – was still over in Europe and asked him to involve himself in some committee or other based in Marseilles that’s taking care of American property here, now there’s a war on. Have I got that right?’




  ‘Right,’ said Ben.




  ‘And as for me, well, I wanted to do some painting in Cannes because of the light – which, I may say, didn’t suit Ben in the least because of the distance. Then I remembered you’d mentioned S. Symphorien and thought you might still be here. And so we compromised.’




  ‘Are you at the Czar Aléxandre?’ I asked.




  ‘Ben’s taken a house. What’s it called? La Chênaie? Do you know it?’




  ‘On the other side of La Pinède. My place is nearby.’




  ‘La Pinède?’




  I pointed out the rock and explained something of the layout of the town, but, as Tom had said, they were tired and paid little attention except to the view.




  It was past noon and the sun was high and the sky white. In this light the pines of La Pinède rose in shades of cigarette smoke and the villa was a dim lilac.




  Tom asked, ‘That isn’t La Chênaie is it by any chance?’




  Dr Maillot spoke up and I think he picked his words just for effect, to see what they would do. ‘No,’ he said. ‘That is the home of our local celebrity, la Vierge de l’Argentine.’




  Tom said, ‘Really? Do you mean it’s some sort of religious shrine?’




  ‘No,’ I said. ‘A couple of foreign women live there, that’s all.’




  I was looking across the square at them as I spoke. Katerina Malipiero was fresh and lovely in a printed cotton dress. Teresa Malipiero wore a black tailored suit and a hat with a demi-veil.




  CHAPTER THREE




   Between the fall of France and Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union there was a lull in the war. Rationing came in, curfews and regulations, though none of it so bad as it was later. As for Germans, there were one or two, but this was Vichy, not Occupied France, and S. Symphorien was too insignificant to attract a garrison.




  I got used to the demands of wartime. I was Irish and, like the Americans, a neutral. When Tom Rensselaer and his friends arrived, I helped them register at the sous préfecture and settle into La Chênaie. I saw them every day – I could hardly fail to since my cottage was next door. Most days, too, I’d eat with them. Ben kept open house and, if the space had been there, I don’t suppose he’d have minded if I’d moved in with them. But I had a book to write.




  The Americans were liked. When they wandered about town people who were more or less strangers would call across the road, ‘Bonjour, les Américains!’ It was as if, to some degree, everyone shared in their Americanness: seeing, through them, a connection with the world of peace. In S. Symphorien, where the Germans were scarcely noticeable and the Marshal widely admired, you could hold to this illusion of escape from the war. It was part of the town’s character, as much as the beaches, the pine brakes and the torpor of that hot summer.




  Yet they had something else, too, beyond their surface glamour: something I think of as a sort of radiance. All four shone with it, even Hetty who was the most straightforward and uncomplicated. It was there in the way Tom talked.




  Tom talked about everyone.




  Of Ben: ‘Even though he’s here in Europe, he helps run the business. I once asked him how he knows what orders to give and he said, “I don’t – but I’m too rich for my mistakes to matter.” How d’you like that, Pat?’




  Of Maisie: ‘She was one of the “Bryan Girls”. You haven’t heard of them? In New York they were always in the papers for being rich and living wild. Sometimes she has the air of living through a tragedy. But I think the tragedy is that she can’t believe she’s so beautiful and that anyone could love her.’




  Of Hetty: ‘We were living in Paris. I was painting. Hetty just blew in – literally seemed to blow in with arms waving and hair awry. She has her own brand of exoticism – like the smell of fried onions and frankfurters that wafts from a stall on the boardwalk when one’s tired of meditating on the sea.’




  Tom didn’t tell me Hetty was his mistress, but I knew she was.




  He once said, ‘Hetty isn’t beautiful, is she? Her hair isn’t really blonde and she has snaggle teeth, though they do something for her smile – give it a sort of spontaneity that I like. Her shape isn’t chic. And yet…’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I watch how men react to her. She has an eroticism that disturbs those who don’t have true erotic awareness: those who think it’s a style like this year’s automobile. Is it any wonder I want to paint her?’




  This was one day in June when we were on the beach, and the sun was high and scarcely anything could be seen for the shimmer. Hetty was coming out of the water. She was wearing a pink bathing costume and, with the sun at her back, there were notes of blue in her skin tones. Her form was very soft: there was nothing sculpted in her lines; and its sensuousness came from small gradations of colour.




  ‘Like an Ingres nude,’ Tom said.




  Tom’s circle in Paris didn’t include any names I’d ever heard of. He was desperate to paint well but not sure he could. He had an explanation.




  ‘I was ten years too late. There was something in Paris in the twenties. It helped define a certain type of American. But, whatever it was, the well was dry by the time I arrived. If I fail at painting, I have a notion to go to California and try my hand at writing movie scripts.’




  In the event, Tom didn’t go to California, but I did and got my name on the credits for some B movies. That was after the war, and I’ll come to it in time. When Tom told me of his ambitions, I was still trying to understand who my new friends were.




  Behind their liking for fast cars, fast music and the movies, I detected a flow and continuity with the past that made their surface racket somehow poignant. Its origins lay in ‘old money’ (perhaps only twenty years old, but in New York that’s almost ancestral) and the declining years of the last century. It was calm, self-confident and leisured. I think of certain schools, certain houses on Long Island, certain resorts on the eastern seaboard, and a light that’s mellow and autumnal or a soft Atlantic grey. Whatever it was, I got nothing more than fugitive impressions because to the others it was so natural that to speak of it was absurd. I can’t press the images further. If I did, I’d lose their frail radiance.




  





  Ben was out and about more than the rest of us. I was struggling to write. Tom was on the beach or in the hills with his paints. The girls played a lot of tennis or rode on hired hacks courtesy of the Czar Aléxandre. Ben acted as quartermaster and often came home with stuff you could get only on the black market. It was natural he’d see the Argentinian Virgin or her mother round the town.




  Returning one day, he said, ‘Señora Malipiero’s face is scarred. That’s why she wears a veil.’




  I asked, ‘Who told you? Or did you see her?’




  ‘The butcher. The lady went into his shop and lifted her veil to look at some meat.’




  ‘He actually has meat?’ Tom asked.




  Maisie put a hand to her beautiful face and murmured, ‘How horrible.’




  I knew for a fact that the butcher spoke with a Provençal accent so thick no one – least of all Ben – could understand him.




  Still he persisted: ‘Her face is burned – maybe acid. Have you ever seen a burn? The scar is big like a splash of something – and red – and the skin puckers.’




  Maisie repeated ‘How horrible’, but the feeling was gone because she didn’t believe him either.




  Ben had another story, which seemed more probable. He said, ‘There really is a Señor Malipiero – the husband. He’s not a diplomat.’




  Tom asked, ‘Is he here in town?’




  ‘Nope – but he’s coming soon.’




  This was interesting in the way the small affairs of others can be. Maisie wanted to know what Señor Malipiero did for a living.




  ‘He sells war materials.’




  ‘Who to?’




  ‘The Nazis, who else? Apparently he’s in Portugal or Spain or somewhere, helping them break the blockade.’




  My own contribution to these tales about the Malipieros was to repeat the rumour that the mother had been a mistress of the Duke of Windsor, though I didn’t claim it was true. Hetty was taken. She liked scandal and one of her regrets was that she couldn’t get movie magazines.




  ‘There could be something to it,’ she said. ‘The Duke was one of the Riviera set, and didn’t he move down here at first after the Germans invaded?’




  ‘He had a mistress – he made her his wife.’




  ‘Wallis Simpson looks like a lesbian: all that flat chest and no hips.’




  ‘I don’t see what that has to do with anything.’




  Nor did I, except that, imperceptibly, the Argentinian Virgin and her mother had moved from the ranks of ordinary people into the category of a mystery to be explained. This was made clear by Maisie who came out with something she didn’t even suggest was true. We were dancing at the Czar Aléxandre after one of our regular dinners.




  She said, ‘I feel sorry for her.’




  ‘For whom?’




  ‘Señora Malipiero.’




  ‘You don’t know her.’




  ‘She’s lonely. That’s obvious. I can imagine the rest.’




  ‘Which is?’




  Maisie was wistful. ‘She’s suffered a loss of some kind. Of course I don’t know what it is, but it has to be something bitter that’s made her afraid.’




  ‘A death?’




  Maisie nodded. She said, ‘I don’t care what Ben says. I don’t think there’s a Señor Malipiero – or, if there is, then there must have been a lover.’




  ‘Who?’ I asked and gave a smile of encouragement so she’d know I’d take her answer lightly.




  ‘Oh someone … exotic,’ she said. ‘A gangster? A tango dancer? A gangster who danced the tango in one of those smoky brothels where they play sad music on a piano accordion.’




  ‘What happened to him?’




  ‘He was shot dead in her arms.’




  
CHAPTER FOUR





  Only Hetty was immune to the mystery of the Malipieros. She said, ‘Let’s face it, we don’t know anything about them.’




  We were on the beach shared by La Pinède, La Chênaie and the Czar Aléxandre. The bluff rose directly behind us. It hid a collection of martins’ nests; I could hear the birds and the voices of boys climbing the bluff to steal eggs. Tom was painting. I was fooling with corrections to my manuscript, working off my knees. The others read or swam.




  Without warning Ben said, ‘La belle dame sans merci is looking at me. I can feel her dark eyes boring into my head.’




  ‘Who are you talking about?’ Maisie asked.




  ‘The Argentinian Virgin.’




  ‘La belle dame…?’




  ‘Because she “hath me in thrall”.’




  Maisie gave a snort.




  Tom asked, ‘Can you see her?’




  ‘Nope,’ said Ben. ‘Not from this angle. Those rocks must be two hundred feet high. I can just see the wall.’




  The wall was washed pink and partly ruined. It traced the edge of the bluff.




  ‘Then it stands to reason she can’t see you,’ Tom pointed out.




  That closed the subject, but the poetic reference must have stuck with Tom. As we were making our way behind the others up the path to La Chênaie, he said, ‘She’s the Lady of Shallott, unseen and seeing the world only in a mirror.’




  It was the first remark he’d made showing he’d given any thought to Katerina Malipiero beyond what the rest of us had said. Then, as it happened, he ran across the girl herself, the following day.




  ‘This morning,’ he said. ‘She was coming out of the gendarmerie – I imagine she’d had to sign one of their pieces of paper. I wonder how they’re managing for rations?’




  ‘You didn’t ask?’ With his confidence, I thought Tom might have.




  ‘We didn’t speak, just exchanged glances. And I suppose that was it.’




  ‘What was?’




  ‘Her glance. She has a cool, level gaze. I’ve seen it before in Victorian paintings of bold-eyed Mediterranean girls with red bandannas tied around their black hair. It’s a male fantasy, of course, the image in the paintings. And it could just as easily be that she was short-sighted or distracted or … whatever. Character can’t be captured in a glance.’




  ‘You seem to have made a good attempt.’




  He laughed. ‘D’you think so? No … I was too surprised. When I realised who she was, she’d passed me by and I could see only her back. She was wearing flat sandals and glided like an Indian. Her dress was made of cotton and had threads hanging at the hem that made you want to tug them. The dress was gathered in a belt, but not well: the line wasn’t regular.’




  ‘You want to paint her,’ I said.




  ‘Maybe I do,’ he agreed and his eyes went off somewhere.




  ‘You could always ask her,’ I said. ‘Hey, Tom. Are you still with me?’




  ‘I was remembering something. I saw a small ‘v’ of sweat between her shoulder blades. And another, like a dart, just where the buttocks divide.’




  





  As I’ve said, Tom was serious about his painting, but he didn’t follow any of the contemporary styles. Like everything else, the skill came easily to him and he treated it as if it weren’t important.




  I don’t know exactly how the thing is done, but I saw him spend hours scraping and preparing his canvas. Then he’d apply various coloured grounds and build up the work in layers. But the real trick lay in the thin glazes, which he used only when, to anyone else’s eye, the painting was done and complete.




  Tom Rensselaer’s pictures were beautiful – perhaps too beautiful – so the images seemed to float. In his landscapes the effect was a sense of things passing. The view wasn’t fixed in place, and I was left always with a feeling that, if I were to leave and return in only an hour, a variation of light or humidity would cause a transformation; the clouds and shadows would move; the season change. I stopped looking at the paintings because they made me sad.




  Tom concentrated on landscapes. During my time at La Chênaie, he painted only two pictures from life – at least only two that I saw. There was a third, which I think of as the fatal one, but I’ll come to it later.




  His technique was exacting. He began the first portrait, that of Maisie, months before I saw it. Ben carped that it’d never be finished, but I could see he liked it. Tom had captured her in a style I can only describe as grand simplicity, without jewellery but in a dress of wine-coloured silk. It was understated yet magnificent. The pose was composed, serene, intelligent, emphasising Maisie’s elegant neck, giving it a turn so the picture, instead of being static, moved with a slow rhythm.




  My problem was that I didn’t see in this beautiful woman the Maisie I knew. The portrait gave no hint of her rebarbative manner, her wit, her doubts. Yet those were the aspects of her character that, attractive or not, made her alive for me. Probably out of kindness, Tom had suppressed them in order to present another Maisie, possibly the one she wanted to be. He couldn’t help himself.




  The second painting wasn’t exactly a portrait since Hetty sat with her back to the spectator and face turned away. She was naked except for a white cloth that only partly fell across her lower back, and her hair was piled high. Tom told me he’d got the idea from a nineteenth century Academic painting of ladies at a Roman bath and it was a study of flesh tones and modelling in colour. I don’t really know what that means.




  I was there when Tom put his suggestion to Hetty and when the painting was done. She’d modelled before and seemed very easy about the whole idea, even excited at the notion. I was busy with my own stuff and saw Tom only now and then, with Hetty sitting in the lounge of La Chênaie, where she looked like a Roman nude with a cigarette to hand on which she took a drag when Tom said it was all right. The business seemed to go through very smoothly and we laughed a lot.




  When her own portrait was finished, Maisie said she was ‘wild’ about it, ‘crazy’ to have it. Ben was pleased, too, and offered to buy it. In the end Tom gave it to him.




  Tom wanted to keep his picture of Hetty and I could see why. Quite apart from any particular feelings towards her, he was always tender towards women. With all Hetty’s deviations from the ideal, he took her body and rendered it sensuously so that to look at it was to see a revelation of something that was always there but unformed and undervalued. And, even though I didn’t understand the finer points of his art, I recognised his technical brilliance and I was moved.




  





  After Tom completed Hetty’s picture we celebrated at the Czar Aléxandre. In front of the hotel a gravelled terrace overlooked the sea. I’d danced a bit and drunk a lot and I went outside to cool off and smoke a cigarette. I stood in the dark at the stone balustrade where the ground falls away. A few stars were out and a few lights rode on the sea and I was musing over the difference when I heard footsteps behind me and Hetty calling, ‘Patrick!’ in a giddy voice.




  I thought she was a little drunk. When she stumbled against me I put my arm around her waist and hazarded a kiss on the cheek.




  ‘You’re crying,’ I said.




  ‘Jesus!’ she said. ‘Now I’ll have to fix my makeup. D’you know I haven’t been able to buy makeup since we left Florence?’




  ‘Why are you crying? Is there something? I mean something you feel you could tell me?’




  She clutched me. Her head lay on my shoulder, and for a minute she shuddered and sobbed while I patted her and played the Irish boyo.




  At last she stopped. She sniffled and I tried to act worldly and indifferent until she came round to talking.




  ‘I wanted Tom to paint my face,’ she said.




  I don’t remember how I answered. It doesn’t matter.




  ‘I wanted Tom to paint my face. Without that, it isn’t really me, is it? It’s just a woman’s body.’




  I said it was a beautiful painting and we all knew it was her.




  ‘I told Tom, but he said that, if he put my face in, the picture wouldn’t work the way it’s supposed to. D’you understand that?’




  ‘It’s a life study – a sort of exercise.’




  ‘Tom said that, or something like it – arty stuff. He was nice about it. He’s always nice. He’s the nicest person I know.’




  ‘I’m sure he didn’t mean to hurt you,’ I said.




  Then she astonished me by laughing. She pulled away and her eyes shone.




  ‘He hasn’t hurt me,’ she said. ‘He told me he didn’t need a picture of my face because he’ll always have the original in front of him.’




  ‘What did he mean?’ I asked.




  ‘He meant he wants to marry me!’




  ‘Has he said so?’




  ‘Pooh! And there was me, thinking you were a nice boy. Yes he has! In those very words.’




  ‘Congratulations,’ I said.




  ‘Is that all you can say? You – the writer?’




  I told her, ‘I’m truly glad for you. I wish you every happiness.’




  I’d no idea that I’d just heard the words that would lead to the disaster.




  CHAPTER FIVE




   Ben could play the saxophone and write lyrics. They weren’t commercial but they had a certain zaniness. He wrote one about the Argentinian Virgin and sang it to us one evening just before Tom finished his painting of Hetty.




  





  When I find my babe in Rio




  I’ll do my stuff con brio,




  For the lovely señoritas




  Are a heartless bunch of cheaters.




  Oh, dinero! dinero! I’m rich as a pharaoh!




  Oh, holler, babe, holler – if you want my dollar,




  For nothing is free-oh in Rio!




  





  It doesn’t matter that Rio is in Brazil.




  That same evening, speaking about Katerina Malipiero, Ben said, ‘I bet she has hairy legs and doesn’t shave her underarms. Her lips burn with chillies and she smokes a cigar.’




  We all laughed except Tom, and he told me later that the song and the remark were both cruel. He took that thought to bed with him and it woke him early, when the sun wasn’t yet up.




  





  Below La Pinède the various paths wind down to the beach. Tom saw a pale glimmer of dawn in the west and a cuticle of magenta edging the thin, high cloud. At his feet the path passed in a ribbon of dusky pinks and creams between a pair of stone pines, then fell sharply to the olive green sand and an inky sea. Or so Tom tells it in his film script, filling in all the colours.




  This side of the height, La Pinède was in shadow. The pines rose in dark billows to the crest and a pair of cypresses formed points either side of the tower.




  ‘I imagined –’ Tom said, not sure I’d understand or accept his language ‘– that the Argentinian Virgin lived in the tower. And that, spell-bound, she wove the skein of night.’




  ‘What did you do?’ I asked.




  ‘Went for a swim – what else?’




  





  It was early. The two German officers, who were convalescing at the Czar Aléxandre and bathed in the first hour of daylight, hadn’t arrived. Tom thought he was alone in his strange mood. He wore espadrilles and watched his feet make rope patterns in the white dust. He scanned the sea.




  ‘Someone was already swimming,’ he told me.




  But for the moment Tom paid no attention.




  He stripped to his bathing shorts. The diving raft, anchored a hundred yards away, levitated on a reflection. Tom swam to the raft in a lazy crawl and clambered aboard.




  He guessed at first that the swimmer was one of the Germans come early to the beach. He sat still on the raft and watched the shells by the waterline glitter like lost coins in the first sun. He let his thoughts roam.




  ‘Where?’ I asked.




  ‘I was thinking of one of Ben’s songs. They’re crummy but they get under the skin. D’you know the one that goes:




  





  At Guadalajara I once dreamed my far away dreams




  With tequila and sand and a Mexican band;




  But it seems




  That my head likes its hits from a bottle of Schlitz




  And who cares if it’s noisy in Newark or Boise?




  





  ‘I forget the rest. The Schlitz made me think of beer and, although dawn isn’t exactly a time for hitting the bottle, I had a notion that a beer would be just fine – crisp and sharp, you know? So mentally I was looking over the blue sea and hugging a frosted glass. Maybe I’m getting homesick?’




  The swimmer was a girl. She was strong. She did six powerful strokes, then coasted and turned on her back. With the sun on her she was a silver fleck between the raft and the beach where the German captains had arrived and were setting out towels. They called Tom and gave a friendly wave. Tom waved back, but the girl, if she saw them, did nothing.




  It was Katerina Malipiero.




  ‘How did you feel?’ I asked.




  ‘Like I was meeting a pretty girl at a dance,’ he said.




  I wasn’t sure I believed him.




  The girl headed straight out again, beating the water as regular as an engine. She came past the raft, shark blue for a moment, then silver with silver beads stringing off each arm raised in its stroke. Tom was beginning to feel lonely, perched on the raft with the quiet sea around him. He dived in the water and swam to the beach.




  ‘So, Mister Rensselaer, you are early bird worm catching?’ said Captain Brenner. ‘That is Miss Novaks or Mrs Benedict with you so well swimming?’




  Both officers, Brenner and his friend Kellermann, were younger than Tom. Both had been wounded and bore scars. Brenner’s torso was burned.




  ‘She’s not with me,’ Tom said. ‘I think it’s the girl from La Pinède.’




  ‘Oh ho! But not with you, you say?’




  Tom dried himself and put on his espadrilles. He didn’t care for Nazis, but his prejudice didn’t extend to individuals. Brenner and Kellermann were likeable fellows. Tom offered cigarettes.




  He asked, ‘Do you expect to stay here much longer?’




  ‘Ha ha! You must ask my doctor. And you?’




  ‘We talk about going home.’




  Brenner’s good humour faltered; ‘Oh, but you should stay,’ he urged.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because everything in the world is then so normal and we know that Germany and America will not go to war.’




  ‘I don’t think we’ll go to war,’ said Tom.




  The Germans went about their swimming. They greeted Katerina Malipiero as she came out of the water.




  Tom debated whether to return to La Chênaie for breakfast or speak to the girl.




  ‘I don’t know why I gave the idea so much thought,’ he told me and still seemed to be thinking. ‘I’m used to talking to girls and the worst she could do was give me the brush off, which is no big deal. I don’t go around thinking every girl is some sort of unapproachable moon goddess. If I did, I could never go to a dance or a movie. It’d be like entering a temple.’




  I agreed. It was no big thing to talk to the Argentinian Virgin. Yet Tom had approached the point so cautiously that now it seemed momentous.




  What was he going to say?




  CHAPTER SIX




   Tom said, ‘We talked about cheese and ham and coffee. That’s the quickest way to a girl’s heart these days.’




  ‘I didn’t know she interested you that way,’ I said.




  ‘No? Well, of course, you’re right. But I admit she makes me curious. She’s only eighteen and, to hear Ben talk, you’d think she spent her days reading the Koran and guarded by eunuchs.’




  I wondered what, in turn, she’d made of Tom.




  





  She passed in front of his eyes, a blue grey shimmer out of blue water into the blue shadow of the rocks where her towel was kept in a crevice, the sun being still very low. Tom, his hair bleached by months of open-air life, stepped towards her. He was still in bathing shorts and he was tall and his body finely made. Since she was at the rocks, he stood with his back to the sun. She was in his shadow.
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