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  Introduction




  COLM TÓIBÍN




  In his book Doubles, Karl Miller wrote about a time in fiction when ‘a hunger for pseudonyms, masks, new identities, new conceptions of human nature, declared

  itself.’ Thus Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll could announce: ‘This, too, was myself’ as he became ‘a stranger in his own house’. Jekyll wrote that he

  ‘learned to recognise the thorough and primitive duality of man; I saw that, of the two natures that contended in the field of my consciousness, even if I could rightly be said to be either,

  it was only because I was radically both.’




  London in the years around the publication of Stevenson’s novel and Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray was the site where many other artists, including W. B. Yeats, George

  Bernard Shaw, Joseph Conrad and Henry James, allowed their doubled selves, and their work full of masked selves, secret agents, secret sharers, and sexual secrets, to flourish and further

  duplicate. Everywhere they went, they left behind in some attic of the mind an opposite self, recently discarded.




  Every man, W. B. Yeats pointed out, had ‘some one scene, some one adventure, some one picture that is the image of his secret life.’ In 1909, Joseph Conrad wrote his story ‘The

  Secret Sharer’, in which the captain of a ship is confronted with his precise double. ‘It was, in the night, as though I had been faced by my own reflection in the depths of a sombre

  and immense mirror.’ Conrad’s narrator’s double refers to the interloper as ‘my second self’. No self in these years was stable. Robert Louis Stevenson wrote: ‘I

  am a fictitious article and have long known it. I am read by journalists, by my fellow novelists and by boys.’




  In August 1891, as he stayed at the Marine Hotel in Kingstown in Ireland, Henry James, described by his biographer as someone ‘in search of, in flight from, something or other’, had

  the idea for his story ‘The Private Life’ in which the sociable writer in the drawing room could at the exact same moment be found alone with his other self in his study. In 1908, James

  would also publish ‘The Jolly Corner’, in which a man who had been away thirty-three years returns to New York to find his maimed double moving in the very rooms of the house where he

  was born. Thus began the idea that a character in fiction was either two people, or was nobody.




  John Banville’s novel The Book of Evidence contains, and indeed predicts, the many selves and doublenesses of Banville’s own fiction, and offers strange premonitions of the

  division of Banville himself into the high novelist John Banville, concerned with style, order, irony, chaos, authenticity and beauty, and the less high novelist Benjamin Black, who is interested

  in murder and crime.




  Freddie Montgomery, the narrator of The Book of Evidence, is a figure of masks and second selves. Having committed a brutal and senseless murder, as he prepares to prowl the streets of

  Dublin, he puts on new clothes which he calls ‘my new mask!’ and then he steps ‘forth gingerly, a quavering Dr Jekyll, inside whom that other, terrible creature chafed and

  struggled, lusting for experience.’ In his new doubleness, Freddie feels a strange power. ‘It sprang not from what I had done, but from the fact that I had done it and no one

  knew. It was the secret, the secret itself, that was what set me above the dull-eyed ones among whom I moved as the long day died, and the streetlights came on, and the traffic slid

  away homeward, leaving a blue haze hanging like the smoke of gunfire in the darkening air. And then there was the constant, hot excitement, like a fever in the blood, that was half the fear of

  being unmasked and half the longing for it.’




  This sense of doubleness belongs not merely to the criminal in Freddie but to the artist in him, as he follows the example of Borges in his short text ‘Borges and I’: ‘The

  other one, the one called Borges, is the one things happen to. I walk through the streets of Buenos Aires and stop for a moment, perhaps mechanically now, to look at the arch of an entrance hall

  and the grillwork on the gate; I know of Borges from the mail and see his name on a list of professors or in a biographical dictionary. I like hourglasses, maps, eighteenth-century typography, the

  taste of coffee and the prose of Stevenson; he shares these preferences, but in a vain way that turns them into the attributes of an actor.’




  Freddie Montgomery, as both murderer and narrator, criminal and dandy, is animated by the conflict between the absurd notion of the authentic self and the lovely emptiness of the invented self.

  The self, for him as narrator, is fluid, shifting and deliciously inauthentic. When he becomes a sort of servant to his host Charlie French, Freddie writes: ‘I fell into a certain manner that

  was not my own and that yet seemed, even to me, no less authentic, or plausible, at least, than my real self. (My real self !)’. In that same sequence, he observes: ‘What an actor the

  world has lost in me!’




  In an earlier passage, he also muses on acting not merely as craft or profession but as an almost proper way of being in the world. ‘Yes, that’s what I should do, I should live

  henceforth among actors, practice among them, study their craft, the grand gesture and the fine nuance. Perhaps in time I would learn to play my part sufficiently well, with enough conviction, to

  take my place among the others, the naturals, those people on the bus, and all the rest of them.’




  Montgomery’s strange guiltless guilt, his moving from one role into another, the lure for him of being found out, would make its way into the body of John Banville’s later work,

  including The Untouchable (1997) which deals with the masking and unmasking of Victor Maskell, based on one of the Cambridge spies, and Shroud (2002), which also treats secrecy,

  disguise and the drama of being found out.




  Both Maskell in The Untouchable and Vander in Shroud function as actors in their own lives until their roles become them. All disguise and invention, they are filled with the

  ambiguous energy which has gone into their own making. There is a sort of hushed awe in their way of noticing the world, as though nothing can ever be taken for granted. Like Freddie Montgomery,

  for them the act of self-inventing is all the more delicious because nothing much lies underneath except the bare canvas on which they, with such relish, have painted themselves. There is no

  stability, no truth. Writing too is a form of acting, all surface gesture, tricks, illusion; making phrases and sentences are forms of strutting and fretting.




  Freddie Montgomery commits a murder, but, from his own point of view, this hardly makes him anything as simple as a murderer. The killing of the woman, in this version, was a form of acting too.

  It has made his tone more urgent and haughty, his perception sharper, his narrative more disturbing. He is inspired and almost amused, awed and transfixed by his own ability to act the part, which

  may be real, of a man without a motive.




  He is fascinated too, and indeed impelled, by the painted image as much as he is by the real world. He notices the absence of the paintings in the house where he was born more than he does his

  father’s actual absence; the sight of a painting in a friend’s house offers him a sort of motive, or a whetting of the appetite, as nothing else does.




  Freddie’s shadow life as an actor and his interest in painting takes on greater substance in Banville’s later novels. Eclipse (2000) and Ancient Light (2012) will

  deal with the actor Alexander Cleave; Ghosts (1993) and Athena (1995), dramatize the power of painting, the illusions created by illusion. These latter two novels can be read as

  part of a cycle of novels which begins with The Book of Evidence; they meditate on crime and art, on the lure of what is fake, whether it be a personality or a painting.




  Just as The Book of Evidence prefigures what will concern Banville – and indeed Benjamin Black – the novel also nods slyly to Banville’s previous work. The faintly

  menacing, oddly raffish Mediterranean world in which we first see Freddie Montgomery has echoes in Banville’s early novel Nightspawn (1971); the ruined Irish ancestral house to which

  Freddie returns is vaguely reminiscent of the eponymous house in Birchwood (1973); and Freddie’s efforts as a scientist make a wink at the trilogy of novels about science and

  scientists which Banville published between 1976 and 1982.




  The matters which have concerned Banville in his novels and which emerge with such unsettling clarity and feline force in The Book of Evidence have been of interest to many other

  writers, and indeed to philosophers. But what distinguishes Banville from them, and also from Benjamin Black, his baleful other, is his style. There is a comic edge in his tone, a knowing grace in

  his cadences mixed with fierce and pointed observation, especially of light and air, but also of what people and things look like, and also, dare we say it? – since something as banal as

  psychology does not interest him much – of motives and feelings.




  The first person voice he uses has time on its hands and adjectives at its disposal; it belongs to someone educated and leisured, a connoisseur of the world’s strangeness. But it also

  belongs to someone under pressure to notice, remember and speak. It has elements of the voice of Oscar Wilde in his prose masterpiece, the most exquisite and pained of the unreliable narrations,

  De Profundis. It is almost as amused by the world, as in love with words and as filled with sensuous longing and a disregard for others as the voice of Humbert Humbert in Lolita.

  It is trying to piece together some facts, many of them puzzling, which throw light on treachery and secrecy, with elements close to the voice of Dowell in Ford Madox Ford’s The Good

  Soldier. It is also as impatient with piety and solemnity, fed up with the foolish tricks of fiction, and with metaphysics and ethics, as the figures who speak or remain silent or who

  generally mutter about the body in Beckett’s trilogy. It has some of the lyrical, melancholy, bewildered tone of Neil Jordan’s The Dream of a Beast, and, in the way in which

  characters in The Book of Evidence have claws rather than hands and are filled with odd, feral appetites, some of the same interest in the connection between animal and man in a slowly

  fading universe.




  But the cadences, and the observations, in all their fearless interest in both wryness and beauty, belong to Banville alone. While he is interested in bowing to the world’s beauty while

  insisting on its unknowability and our own mysterious place in it, his work is distinguished by the command of rhythm, by rhythmic energy and variation. As Freddie returns to Ireland, for example,

  he witnesses a sunset. He describes this with luscious care and thought and lovely cadences before including a stark, forlorn, startling sentence made up of eleven words, eight of them with only

  one sad, sharp syllable: ‘This sunset, for instance, how lavishly it was laid on, the clouds, the light on the sea, that heartbreaking, blue-green distance, laid on, all of it, as if to

  console some lost, suffering wayfarer. I have never really got used to being on this earth.’




  And then there is the way of noticing, the sheer accuracy in ways of rendering experience. Freddie, for example, is lying in bed in a strange room. Much of what he feels and sees is familiar

  both to him and to the reader, such as ‘the usual barking of dogs and bellowing of cattle’ or the observation that ‘Now and then a car or a lorry passed by’. But this tired

  way of remembering is merely there so it can be all the more fruitfully ambushed by the next image, which tells what the lights of a quickly passing lorry do to a darkened room at night: ‘a

  box of lighted geometry slid rapidly over the ceiling and down the walls and poured away into a corner.’ This is what holds us, this reading of the known world, this finding something true to

  say about where we have been. This rich system of registering what is seen attaches Freddie’s uncommon experience to our own.




  But it is fleeting. Freddie’s ways of finding enough in the world to wonder at and puzzle about give him his solitary and troubled voice. His own confusion over the gap between what is

  random and what makes sense allows his voice its bewildered eloquence and its high tone. He is an exalted witness to his own tormented self. He senses that the damage he has done, the violence in

  him, has its roots in some primary damage, in the crime committed at the very start of things, events about which Freddie can merely find faint traces of in his own inconclusive and affecting book

  of evidence.




  





  A Note on the Text




  The present text follows, with the exceptions noted below, that of the first edition published by Martin Secker & Warburg Limited in March 1989, and from which the majority

  of all later impressions were offset, not only in the UK and Ireland, but also in the US. The text has been reset twice since first publication, and with varying degrees of negligence: a few

  regrettable errors were introduced into the Frames trilogy (comprising The Book of Evidence, Ghosts and Athena) published by Picador in 2001, whilst those of a

  more conspicuous sort blighted an otherwise well-intentioned promotional edition made available in 2005.




  The copy-text for this anniversary edition of The Book of Evidence is that of the first edition, and which the author has revisited to make some two hundred emendations, a partial

  record of which may be found in the Appendix (here). In addition to a small number of word changes, these emendations relate chiefly to the capitalisation of certain nouns (Guard,

  Sergeant, Inspector) and polite forms of judiciary address (my Lord, your Honour); punctuation; the removal of unnecessary hyphens (dust-mote, car-horn, fore-token, etc.); the correction of

  misspellings (Pomerol for Pommerol, hangars for hangers, Stoneybatter for Stoney Batter, etc.); and, in one instance, a complete rechristening (Eddie for Billy), although this same character

  reappears, in spirit if not now in name, in the author’s Ghosts. As to the house-styling favoured for the first edition, this has been silently modified in only one respect: the en

  dashes of the original have been replaced by em dashes.




  





  The Book of Evidence




  





  I




  





  




  My Lord, when you ask me to tell the court in my own words, this is what I shall say. I am kept locked up here like some exotic animal, last survivor of a species they had

  thought extinct. They should let in people to view me, the girl-eater, svelte and dangerous, padding to and fro in my cage, my terrible green glance flickering past the bars, give them something to

  dream about, tucked up cosy in their beds of a night. After my capture they clawed at each other to get a look at me. They would have paid money for the privilege, I believe. They shouted abuse,

  and shook their fists at me, showing their teeth. It was unreal, somehow, frightening yet comic, the sight of them there, milling on the pavement like film extras, young men in cheap raincoats, and

  women with shopping bags, and one or two silent, grizzled characters who just stood, fixed on me hungrily, haggard with envy. Then a Guard threw a blanket over my head and bundled me into a squad

  car. I laughed. There was something irresistibly funny in the way reality, banal as ever, was fulfilling my worst fantasies.




  By the way, that blanket. Did they bring it specially, or do they always keep one handy in the boot? Such questions trouble me now, I brood on them. What an interesting figure I must have cut,

  glimpsed there, sitting up in the back like a sort of mummy, as the car sped through the wet, sunlit streets, bleating importantly.




  Then this place. It was the noise that impressed me first of all. A terrible racket, yells and whistles, hoots of laughter, arguments, sobs. But there are moments of stillness, too, as if a

  great fear, or a great sadness, has fallen suddenly, striking us all speechless. The air stands motionless in the corridors, like stagnant water. It is laced with a faint stink of carbolic, which

  bespeaks the charnel house. In the beginning I fancied it was me, I mean I thought this smell was mine, my contribution. Perhaps it is? The daylight too is strange, even outside, in the yard, as if

  something has happened to it, as if something has been done to it, before it is allowed to reach us. It has an acid, lemony cast, and comes in two intensities: either it is not enough to see by or

  it sears the sight. Of the various kinds of darkness I shall not speak.




  My cell. My cell is. Why go on with this.




  Remand prisoners are assigned the best cells. This is as it should be. After all, I might be found innocent. Oh, I mustn’t laugh, it hurts too much, I get a terrible twinge, as if

  something were pressing on my heart—the burden of my guilt, I suppose. I have a table and what they call an easy chair. There is even a television set, though I rarely watch it, now that my

  case is sub judice and there is nothing about me on the news. The sanitation facilities leave something to be desired. Slopping out: how apt, these terms. I must see if I can get a

  catamite, or do I mean a neophyte? Some young fellow, nimble and willing, and not too fastidious. That shouldn’t be difficult. I must see if I can get a dictionary, too.




  Above all I object to the smell of semen everywhere. The place reeks of it.




  I confess I had hopelessly romantic expectations of how things would be in here. Somehow I pictured myself a sort of celebrity, kept apart from the other prisoners in a special wing, where I

  would receive parties of grave, important people and hold forth to them about the great issues of the day, impressing the men and charming the ladies. What insight! they would cry. What breadth! We

  were told you were a beast, cold-blooded, cruel, but now that we have seen you, have heard you, why—! And there am I, striking an elegant pose, my ascetic profile lifted to the light in the

  barred window, fingering a scented handkerchief and faintly smirking, Jean-Jacques the cultured killer.




  Not like that, not like that at all. But not like other clichés either. Where are the mess-hall riots, the mass break-outs, that kind of thing, so familiar from the silver screen? What of

  the scene in the exercise yard in which the stoolie is done to death with a shiv while a pair of blue-jawed heavyweights stage a diversionary fight? When are the gang-bangs going to start? The fact

  is, in here is like out there, only more so. We are obsessed with physical comfort. The place is always overheated, we might be in an incubator, yet there are endless complaints of draughts and

  sudden chills and frozen feet at night. Food is important too, we pick over our plates of mush, sniffing and sighing, as if we were a convention of gourmets. After a parcel delivery word goes round

  like wildfire. Psst! She’s sent him a Battenberg! Homemade! It’s just like school, really, the mixture of misery and cosiness, the numbed longing, the noise, and everywhere,

  always, that particular smelly grey warm male fug.




  It was different, I’m told, when the politicals were here. They used to goose-step up and down the corridors, barking at each other in bad Irish, causing much merriment among the ordinary

  criminals. But then they all went on hunger strike or something, and were moved away to a place of their own, and life returned to normal.




  Why are we so compliant? Is it the stuff they are said to put in our tea to dull the libido? Or is it the drugs. Your Honour, I know that no one, not even the prosecution, likes a squealer, but

  I think it is my duty to apprise the court of the brisk trade in proscribed substances which is carried on in this institution. There are screws, I mean warders, involved in it, I can supply their

  numbers if I am guaranteed protection. Anything can be had, uppers and downers, tranqs, horse, crack, you name it—not that you, of course, your Worship, are likely to be familiar with these

  terms from the lower depths, I have only learned them myself since coming here. As you would imagine, it is mainly the young men who indulge. One recognises them, stumbling along the gangways like

  somnambulists, with that little, wistful, stunned smile of the truly zonked. There are some, however, who do not smile, who seem indeed as if they will never smile again. They are the lost ones,

  the goners. They stand gazing off, with a blank, preoccupied expression, the way that injured animals look away from us, mutely, as if we are mere phantoms to them, whose pain is taking place in a

  different world from ours.




  But no, it’s not just the drugs. Something essential has gone, the stuffing has been knocked out of us. We are not exactly men any more. Old lags, fellows who have committed some really

  impressive crimes, sashay about the place like dowagers, pale, soft, pigeon-chested, big in the beam. They squabble over library books, some of them even knit. The young too have their hobbies,

  they approach me in the recreation room, their calf eyes fairly brimming, and shyly display their handiwork. If I have to admire one more ship in a bottle I shall scream. Still, they are so sad, so

  vulnerable, these muggers, these rapists, these baby-batterers. When I think of them I always picture, I’m not sure why, that strip of stubbly grass and one tree that I can glimpse from my

  window if I press my cheek against the bars and peer down diagonally past the wire and the wall.




  Stand up, please, place your hand here, state your name clearly. Frederick Charles St John Vanderveld Montgomery. Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing

  but the truth? Don’t make me laugh. I want straight away to call my first witness. My wife. Daphne. Yes, that was, is, her name. For some reason people have always found it faintly comic. I

  think it matches very well her damp, dark, myopic beauty. I see her, my lady of the laurels, reclining in a sun-dazed glade, a little vexed, looking away with a small frown, while some minor god in

  the shape of a faun, with a reed pipe, prances and capers, vainly playing his heart out for her. It was that abstracted, mildly dissatisfied air which first drew my attention to her. She was not

  nice, she was not good. She suited me. Perhaps I was already thinking of a time to come when I would need to be pardoned—by someone, anyone—and who better to do that than one of my own

  kind.




  When I say she was not good I do not mean she was wicked, or corrupt. The flaws in her were nothing compared with the jagged cracks that run athwart my soul. The most one could accuse her of was

  a sort of moral laziness. There were things she could not be bothered to do, no matter what imperatives propelled them to her jaded attention. She neglected our son, not because she was not fond of

  him, in her way, but simply because his needs did not really interest her. I would catch her, sitting on a chair, looking at him with a remote expression in her eyes, as if she were trying to

  remember who or what precisely he was, and how he had come to be there, rolling on the floor at her feet in one of his own many messes. Daphne! I would murmur, for Christ’s sake! and as often

  as not she would look at me then in the same way, with the same blank, curiously absent gaze.




  I notice that I seem unable to stop speaking of her in the past tense. It feels right, somehow. Yet she often visits me. The first time she came she asked what it was like in here. Oh, my dear!

  I said, the noise!—and the people! She just nodded a little and smiled wanly, and looked about her idly at the other visitors. We understand each other, you see.




  In southern climes her indolence was transformed into a kind of voluptuous languor. There is a particular room I remember, with green shutters and a narrow bed and a Van Gogh chair, and a

  Mediterranean noon pulsing outside in the white streets. Ibiza? Ischia? Mykonos perhaps? Always an island, please note that, clerk, it may mean something. Daphne could get out of her clothes with

  magical swiftness, with just a sort of shrug, as if skirt, blouse, pants, everything, were all of a piece. She is a big woman, not fat, not heavy, even, but yet weighty, and beautifully balanced:

  always when I saw her naked I wanted to caress her, as I would want to caress a piece of sculpture, hefting the curves in the hollow of my hand, running a thumb down the long smooth lines, feeling

  the coolness, the velvet texture of the stone. Clerk, strike that last sentence, it will seem to mean too much.




  Those burning noons, in that room and countless others like it—my God, I tremble to think of them now. I could not resist her careless nudity, the weight and density of that glimmering

  flesh. She would lie beside me, an abstracted maya, gazing past me at the shadowy ceiling, or at that chink of hot white light between the shutters, until at last I managed, I never

  understood exactly how, to press a secret nerve in her, and then she would turn to me heavily, quickly, with a groan, and cling to me as if she were falling, her mouth at my throat, her

  blind-man’s fingertips on my back. She always kept her eyes open, their dim soft grey gaze straying helplessly, flinching under the tender damage I was inflicting on her. I cannot express how

  much it excited me, that pained, defenceless look, so unlike her at any other time. I used to try to have her wear her spectacles when we were in bed like this, so she would seem even more lost,

  more defenceless, but I never succeeded, no matter what sly means I might employ. And of course I could not ask. Afterwards it would be as though nothing at all had happened, she would get up and

  stroll to the bathroom, a hand in her hair, leaving me prostrate on the soaked sheet, convulsed, gasping, as if I had suffered a heart attack, which I suppose I had, in a way.




  She never knew, I believe, how deeply she affected me. I was careful that she should not know it. Oh, don’t mistake me, it was not that I was afraid I would give myself into her power, or

  anything like that. It was just that such knowledge would have been, well, inappropriate between us. There was a reticence, a tactfulness, which from the first we had silently agreed to preserve.

  We understood each other, yes, but that did not mean we knew each other, or wanted to. How would we have maintained that unselfconscious grace that was so important to us both, if we had not also

  maintained the essential secretness of our inner selves?




  How good it was to get up then in the cool of afternoon and amble down to the harbour through the stark geometry of sun and shadow in the narrow streets. I liked to watch Daphne walking ahead of

  me, her strong shoulders and her hips moving in a muffled, complex rhythm under the light stuff of her dress. I liked to watch the island men, too, hunched over their pastis and their thimbles of

  turbid coffee, swivelling their lizard eyes as she went past. That’s right, you bastards, yearn, yearn.




  On the harbour there was always a bar, always the same one whatever the island, with a few tables and plastic chairs outside, and crooked sun-umbrellas advertising Stella or Pernod, and a

  swarthy, fat proprietor leaning in the doorway picking his teeth. It was always the same people, too: a few lean, tough types in bleached denim, hard-eyed women gone leathery from the sun, a fat

  old guy with a yachting cap and grizzled sideburns, and of course a queer or two, with bracelets and fancy sandals. They were our crowd, our set, our friends. We rarely knew their names, or they

  ours, we called each other pal, chum, captain, darling. We drank our brandies or our ouzos, whatever was the cheapest local poison, and talked loudly of other friends, characters every one, in

  other bars, on other islands, all the while eyeing each other narrowly, even as we smiled, watching for we knew not what, an opening, perhaps, a soft flank left momentarily unguarded into which we

  might sink our fangs. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you have seen us, we were part of the local colour on your package holiday, you passed us by with wistful glances, and we ignored you.




  We presided among this rabble, Daphne and I, with a kind of grand detachment, like an exiled king and queen waiting daily for word of the counter-rebellion and the summons from the palace to

  return. People in general, I noticed it, were a little afraid of us, now and again I detected it in their eyes, a worried, placatory, doggie sort of look, or else a resentful glare, furtive and

  sullen. I have pondered this phenomenon, it strikes me as significant. What was it in us—or rather, what was it about us—that impressed them? Oh, we are large, well-made, I am

  handsome, Daphne is beautiful, but that cannot have been the whole of it. No, after much thought the conclusion I have come to is this, that they imagined they recognised in us a coherence and

  wholeness, an essential authenticity, which they lacked, and of which they felt they were not entirely worthy. We were—well, yes, we were heroes.




  I thought all this ridiculous, of course. No, wait, I am under oath here, I must tell the truth. I enjoyed it. I enjoyed sitting at ease in the sun, with my resplendent, disreputable consort at

  my side, quietly receiving the tribute of our motley court. There was a special, faint little smile I had, calm, tolerant, with just the tiniest touch of contempt, I bestowed it in particular on

  the sillier ones, the poor fools who prattled, cavorting before us in cap and bells, doing their pathetic tricks and madly laughing. I looked in their eyes and saw myself ennobled there, and so

  could forget for a moment what I was, a paltry, shivering thing, just like them, full of longing and loathing, solitary, afraid, racked by doubts, and dying.




  That was how I got into the hands of crooks: I allowed myself to be lulled into believing I was inviolable. I do not seek, my Lord, to excuse my actions, only to explain them. That life,

  drifting from island to island, encouraged illusions. The sun, the salt air, leached the significance out of things, so that they lost their true weight. My instincts, the instincts of our tribe,

  those coiled springs tempered in the dark forests of the north, went slack down there, your Honour, really, they did. How could anything be dangerous, be wicked, in such tender, blue, watercolour

  weather? And then, bad things are always things that take place elsewhere, and bad people are never the people that one knows. The American, for instance, seemed no worse than any of the others

  among that year’s crowd. In fact, he seemed to me no worse than I was myself—I mean, than I imagined myself to be, for this, of course, was before I discovered what things I was capable

  of.




  I refer to him as the American because I did not know, or cannot remember, his name, but I am not sure that he was American at all. He spoke with a twang that might have been

  learned from the pictures, and he had a way of looking about him with narrowed eyes while he talked which reminded me of some film star or other. I could not take him seriously. I did a splendid

  impression of him—I have always been a good mimic—which made people laugh out loud in surprise and recognition. At first I thought he was quite a young man, but Daphne smiled and asked

  had I looked at his hands. (She noticed such things.) He was lean and muscular, with a hatchet face and boyish, close-cropped hair. He went in for tight jeans and high-heeled boots and leather

  belts with huge buckles. There was a definite touch of the cowpoke about him. I shall call him, let me see, I shall call him—Randolph. It was Daphne he was after. I watched him sidle up,

  hands stuck in his tight pockets, and start to sniff around her, at once cocksure and edgy, like so many others before him, his longing, like theirs, evident in a certain strained whiteness between

  the eyes. Me he treated with watchful affability, addressing me as friend, and even—do I imagine it?—as pardner. I remember the first time he sat himself down at our table,

  twining his spidery legs around the chair and leaning forward on an elbow. I expected him to fetch out a tobacco pouch and roll himself a smoke with one hand. The waiter, Paco, or Pablo, a young

  man with hot eyes and aristocratic pretensions, made a mistake and brought us the wrong drinks, and Randolph seized the opportunity to savage him. The poor boy stood there, his shoulders bowed

  under the lashes of invective, and was what he had always been, a peasant’s son. When he had stumbled away, Randolph looked at Daphne and grinned, showing a side row of long, fulvous teeth,

  and I thought of a hound sitting back proud as Punch after delivering a dead rat at its mistress’s feet. Goddamned spics, he said carelessly, and made a spitting noise out of the side of his

  mouth. I jumped up and seized the edge of the table and overturned it, pitching the drinks into his lap, and shouted at him to get up and reach for it, you sonofabitch! No, no, of course I

  didn’t. Much as I might have liked to dump a table full of broken glass into his ludicrously overstuffed crotch, that was not the way I did things, not in those days. Besides, I had enjoyed

  as much as anyone seeing Pablo or Paco get his comeuppance, the twerp, with his soulful glances and his delicate hands and that horrible, pubic moustache.




  Randolph liked to give the impression that he was a very dangerous character. He spoke of dark deeds perpetrated in a far-off country which he called Stateside. I encouraged these tales of

  derring-do, secretly delighting in the aw-shucks, ’tweren’t-nuthin’ way he told them. There was something wonderfully ridiculous about it all, the braggart’s sly glance and

  slyly modest inflexion, his air of euphoric self-regard, the way he opened like a flower under the warmth of my silently nodding, awed response. I have always derived satisfaction from the little

  wickednesses of human beings. To treat a fool and a liar as if I esteemed him the soul of probity, to string him along in his poses and his fibs, that is a peculiar pleasure. He claimed he was a

  painter, until I put a few innocent questions to him on the subject, then he suddenly became a writer instead. In fact, as he confided to me one night in his cups, he made his money by dealing in

  dope among the island’s transient rich. I was shocked, of course, but I recognised a valuable piece of information, and later, when—




  But I am tired of this, let me get it out of the way. I asked him to lend me some money. He refused. I reminded him of that drunken night, and said I was sure the Guardia would be

  interested to hear what he had told me. He was shocked. He thought about it. He didn’t have the kind of dough I was asking for, he said, he would have to get it for me somewhere, maybe from

  some people that he knew. And he chewed his lip. I said that would be all right, I didn’t mind where it came from. I was amused, and rather pleased with myself, playing at being a

  blackmailer. I had not really expected him to take me seriously, but it seemed I had underestimated his cravenness. He produced the cash, and for a few weeks Daphne and I had a high old time, and

  everything was grand except for Randolph dogging my steps wherever I went. He was distressingly literal-minded in his interpretation of words such as lend and repay. Hadn’t

  I kept his grubby little secret, I said, was that not a fair return? These people, he said, with an awful, twitching attempt at a grin, these people didn’t fool around. I said I was glad to

  hear it, one wouldn’t want to think one had been dealing, even at second-hand, with the merely frivolous. Then he threatened to give them my name. I laughed in his face and walked away. I

  still could not take any of it seriously. A few days later a small package wrapped in brown paper arrived, addressed to me in a semi-literate hand. Daphne made the mistake of opening it. Inside was

  a tobacco tin—Balkan Sobranie, lending an oddly cosmopolitan touch—lined with cotton wool, in which nestled a curiously whorled, pale, gristly piece of meat crusted with dried blood. It

  took me a moment to identify it as a human ear. Whoever had cut it off had done a messy job, with something like a bread-knife, to judge by the ragged serration. Painful. I suppose that was the

  intention. I remember thinking: How appropriate, an ear, in this land of the toreador! Quite droll, really.




  I went in search of Randolph. He wore a large lint pad pressed to the left side of his head, held in place by a rakishly angled and none-too-clean bandage. He no longer made me think of the Wild

  West. Now, as if fate had decided to support his claim of being an artist, he bore a striking resemblance to poor, mad Vincent in that self-portrait made after he had disfigured himself for love.

  When he saw me I thought he was going to weep, he looked so sorry for himself, and so indignant. You deal with them yourself now, he said, you owe them, not me, I’ve paid, and he touched a

  hand grimly to his bandaged head. Then he called me a vile name and skulked off down an alleyway. Despite the noonday sun a shiver passed across my back, like a grey wind swarming over water. I

  tarried there for a moment, on that white corner, musing. An old man on a burro saluted me. Nearby a tinny churchbell was clanging rapidly. Why, I asked myself, why am I living like this?




  That is a question which no doubt the court also would like answered. With my background, my education, my—yes—my culture, how could I live such a life, associate

  with such people, get myself into such scrapes? The answer is—I don’t know the answer. Or I do, and it is too large, too tangled, for me to attempt here. I used to believe, like

  everyone else, that I was determining the course of my own life, according to my own decisions, but gradually, as I accumulated more and more past to look back on, I realised that I had done the

  things I did because I could do no other. Please, do not imagine, my Lord, I hasten to say it, do not imagine that you detect here the insinuation of an apologia, or even of a defence. I wish to

  claim full responsibility for my actions—after all, they are the only things I can call my own—and I declare in advance that I shall accept without demur the verdict of the court. I am

  merely asking, with all respect, whether it is feasible to hold on to the principle of moral culpability once the notion of free will has been abandoned. It is, I grant you, a tricky one, the sort

  of thing we love to discuss in here of an evening, over our cocoa and our fags, when time hangs heavy.




  As I’ve said, I did not always think of my life as a prison in which all actions are determined according to a random pattern thrown down by an unknown and insensate authority. Indeed,

  when I was young I saw myself as a master builder who would one day assemble a marvellous edifice around myself, a kind of grand pavilion, airy and light, which would contain me utterly and yet

  wherein I would be free. Look, they would say, distinguishing this eminence from afar, look how sound it is, how solid: it’s him all right, yes, no doubt about it, the man himself. Meantime,

  however, unhoused, I felt at once exposed and invisible. How shall I describe it, this sense of myself as something without weight, without moorings, a floating phantom? Other people seemed to have

  a density, a thereness, which I lacked. Among them, these big, carefree creatures, I was like a child among adults. I watched them, wide-eyed, wondering at their calm assurance in the face of a

  baffling and preposterous world. Don’t mistake me, I was no wilting lily, I laughed and whooped and boasted with the best of them—only inside, in that grim, shadowed gallery I call my

  heart, I stood uneasily, with a hand to my mouth, silent, envious, uncertain. They understood matters, or accepted them, at least. They knew what they thought about things, they had opinions. They

  took the broad view, as if they did not realise that everything is infinitely divisible. They talked of cause and effect, as if they believed it possible to isolate an event and hold it up to

  scrutiny in a pure, timeless space, outside the mad swirl of things. They would speak of whole peoples as if they were speaking of a single individual, while to speak even of an individual with any

  show of certainty seemed to me foolhardy. Oh, they knew no bounds.




  And as if people in the outside world were not enough, I had inside me too an exemplar of my own, a kind of invigilator, from whom I must hide my lack of conviction. For instance, if I was

  reading something, an argument in some book or other, and agreeing with it enthusiastically, and then I discovered at the end that I had misunderstood entirely what the writer was saying, had in

  fact got the whole thing arse-ways, I would be compelled at once to execute a somersault, quick as a flash, and tell myself, I mean my other self, that stern interior sergeant, that what was being

  said was true, that I had never really thought otherwise, and, even if I had, that it showed an open mind that I should be able to switch back and forth between opinions without even noticing it.

  Then I would mop my brow, clear my throat, straighten my shoulders and pass on delicately, in stifled dismay. But why the past tense? Has anything changed? Only that the watcher from inside has

  stepped forth and taken over, while the puzzled outsider cowers within.




  Does the court realise, I wonder, what this confession is costing me?




  I took up the study of science in order to find certainty. No, that’s not it. Better say, I took up science in order to make the lack of certainty more manageable. Here was a way, I

  thought, of erecting a solid structure on the very sands that were everywhere, always, shifting under me. And I was good at it, I had a flair. It helped, to be without convictions as to the nature

  of reality, truth, ethics, all those big things—indeed, I discovered in science a vision of an unpredictable, seething world that was eerily familiar to me, to whom matter had always seemed a

  swirl of chance collisions. Statistics, probability theory, that was my field. Esoteric stuff, I won’t go into it here. I had a certain cold gift that was not negligible, even by the awesome

  standards of the discipline. My student papers were models of clarity and conciseness. My professors loved me, dowdy old boys reeking of cigarette smoke and bad teeth, who recognised in me that

  rare, merciless streak the lack of which had condemned them to a life of drudgery at the lectern. And then the Americans spotted me.




  How I loved America, the life there on that pastel, sun-drenched western coast, it spoiled me forever. I see it still in dreams, all there, inviolate, the ochre hills, the bay, the great

  delicate red bridge wreathed in fog. I felt as if I had ascended to some high, fabled plateau, a kind of Arcady. Such wealth, such ease, such innocence. From all the memories I have of the place I

  select one at random. A spring day, the university cafeteria. It is lunchtime. Outside, on the plaza, by the fountain, the marvellous girls disport themselves in the sun. We have listened that

  morning to a lecture by a visiting wizard, one of the grandmasters of the arcanum, who sits with us now at our table, drinking coffee from a paper cup and cracking pistachio nuts between his teeth.

  He is a lean, gangling person with a wild mop of frizzed hair going grey. His glance is humorous, with a spark of malice, it darts restlessly here and there as if searching for something that will

  make him laugh. The fact is, friends, he is saying, the whole damn thing is chance, pure chance. And he flashes suddenly a shark’s grin, and winks at me, a fellow outsider. The faculty staff

  sitting around the table nod and say nothing, big, tanned, serious men in short-sleeved shirts and shoes with broad-rimmed soles. One scratches his jaw, another consults idly a chunky wristwatch. A

  boy wearing shorts and no shirt passes by outside, playing a flute. The girls rise slowly, two by two, and slowly walk away, over the grass, arms folded, their books pressed to their chests like

  breastplates. My God, can I have been there, really? It seems to me now, in this place, more dream than memory, the music, the mild maenads, and us at our table, faint, still figures, the wise

  ones, presiding behind leaf-reflecting glass.




  They were captivated by me over there, my accent, my bowties, my slightly sinister, old-world charm. I was twenty-four, among them I felt middle-aged. They threw themselves at me with solemn

  fervour, as if engaging in a form of self-improvement. One of their little foreign wars was in full swing just then, everyone was a protester, it seemed, except me—I would have no truck with

  their marches, their sit-downs, the ear-splitting echolalia that passed with them for argument—but even my politics, or lack of them, were no deterrent, and flower children of all shapes and

  colours fell into my bed, their petals trembling. I remember few of them with any precision, and when I think of them I see a sort of hybrid, with this one’s hands and that one’s eyes

  and yet another’s sobs. From those days, those nights, only a faint, bittersweet savour remains, and a trace, the barest afterglow, of that state of floating ease, of, how shall I say, of

  balanic, ataraxic bliss—yes, yes, I have got hold of a dictionary—in which they left me, my muscles aching from their strenuous ministrations, my flesh bathed in the balm of their

  sweat.




  It was in America that I met Daphne. At a party in some professor’s house one afternoon I was standing on the porch with a treble gin in my hand when I heard below me on the lawn the voice

  of home: soft yet clear, like the sound of water falling on glass, and with that touch of lethargy which is the unmistakable note of our set. I looked, and there she was, in a flowered dress and

  unfashionable shoes, her hair done up in the golliwog style of the day, frowning past the shoulder of a man in a loud jacket who was replying with airy gestures to something she had asked, while

  she nodded seriously, not listening to a word he said. I had just that glimpse of her and then I turned away, I don’t quite know why. I was in one of my bad moods, and halfway drunk. I see

  that moment as an emblem of our life together. I would spend the next fifteen years turning away from her, in one way or another, until that morning when I stood at the rail of the island steamer,

  snuffling the slimed air of the harbour and waving half-heartedly to her and the child, the two of them tiny below me on the dockside. That day it was she who turned away from me, with what seems

  to me now a slow and infinitely sad finality.




  I felt as much foolishness as fear. I felt ridiculous. It was unreal, the fix I had got myself into: one of those mad dreams that some ineffectual fat little man might turn

  into a third-rate film. I would dismiss it for long periods, as one dismisses a dream, no matter how awful, but presently it would come slithering back, the hideous, tentacled thing, and there

  would well up in me a hot flush of terror and shame—shame, that is, for my own stupidity, my wanton lack of prescience, that had landed me in such a deal of soup.




  Since I had seemed, with Randolph, to have stumbled into a supporting feature, I had expected it would be played by a comic cast of ruffians, scarified fellows with low foreheads and little thin

  moustaches who would stand about me in a circle with their hands in their pockets, smiling horribly and chewing toothpicks. Instead I was summoned to an audience with a silver-haired hidalgo in a

  white suit, who greeted me with a firm, lingering handshake and told me his name was Aguirre. His manner was courteous and faintly sad. He fitted ill with his surroundings. I had climbed a narrow

  stairs to a dirty, low room above a bar. There was a table covered with oilcloth, and a couple of cane chairs. On the floor under the table a filthy infant was sitting, sucking on a wooden spoon.

  An outsize television set squatted in a corner, on the blank, baleful screen of which I saw myself reflected, immensely tall and thin, and curved like a bow. There was a smell of fried food.

  Señor Aguirre, with a little moue of distaste, examined the seat of one of the chairs and sat down. He poured out wine for us, and tipped his glass in a friendly toast. He was a businessman,

  he said, a simple businessman, not a great professor—and smiled at me and gently bowed—but all the same he knew there were certain rules, certain moral imperatives. One of these in

  particular he was thinking of: perhaps I could guess which one? Mutely I shook my head. I felt like a mouse being toyed with by a sleek, bored old cat. His sadness deepened. Loans, he said softly,

  loans must be repaid. That was the law on which commerce was founded. He hoped I would understand his position. There was a silence. A kind of horrified amazement had taken hold of me: this was the

  real world, the world of fear and pain and retribution, a serious place, not that sunny playground in which I had frittered away fistfuls of someone else’s money. I would have to go home, I

  said at last, in a voice that did not seem to be mine, there were people who would help me, friends, family, I could borrow from them. He considered. Would I go alone? he wondered. For a second I

  did not see what he was getting at. Then I looked away from him and said slowly yes, yes, my wife and son would probably stay here. And as I said it I seemed to hear a horrible cackling, a jungle

  hoot of derision, just behind my shoulder. He smiled, and poured out carefully another inch of wine. The infant, which had been playing with my shoelaces, began to howl. I was agitated, I had not

  meant to kick the creature. Señor Aguirre frowned, and shouted something over his shoulder. A door behind him opened and an enormously fat, angry-looking young woman put in her head and

  grunted at him. She wore a black, sleeveless dress with a crooked hem, and a glossy black wig as high as a beehive, with false eyelashes to match. She waddled forward, and with an effort bent and

  picked up the infant and smacked it hard across the face. It started in surprise, and, swallowing a mighty sob, fixed its round eyes solemnly on me. The woman glared at me too, and took the wooden

  spoon and threw it on the table in front of me with a clatter. Then, planting the child firmly on one tremendous hip, she stumped out of the room and slammed the door behind her. Señor

  Aguirre gave a slight, apologetic shrug. He smiled again, twinkling. What was my opinion of the island women? I hesitated. Come come, he said gaily, surely I had an opinion on such an important

  matter. I said they were lovely, quite lovely, quite the loveliest of their species I had ever encountered. He nodded happily, it was what he had expected me to say. No, he said, no, too dark, too

  dark all over, even in those places never exposed to the sun. And he leaned forward with his crinkled, silvery smile and tapped a finger lightly on my wrist. Northern women, now, ah, those pale

  northern women. Such white skin! So delicate! So fragile! Your wife, for instance, he said. There was another, breathless silence. I could hear faintly the brazen strains of music from a radio in

  the bar downstairs. Bullfight music. My chair made a crackling noise under me, like a muttered warning. Señor Aguirre joined his El Greco hands and looked at me over the spire of his

  fingertips. Your whife, he said, breathing on the word, your beautiful whife, you will come back quickly to her? It was not really a question. What could I say to him, what could I do? These are

  not really questions either.




  I told Daphne as little as possible. She seemed to understand. She made no difficulties. That has always been the great thing about Daphne: she makes no difficulties.




  It was a long trip home. The steamer landed in Valencia harbour at dusk. I hate Spain, a brutish, boring country. The city smelled of sex and chlorine. I took the night train,

  jammed in a third-class compartment with half a dozen reeking peasants in cheap suits. I could not sleep. I was hot, my head ached. I could feel the engine labouring up the long slope to the

  plateau, the wheels drumming their one phrase over and over. A washed-blue dawn was breaking in Madrid. I stopped outside the station and watched a flock of birds wheeling and tumbling at an

  immense height, and, the strangest thing, a gust of euphoria, or something like euphoria, swept through me, making me tremble, and bringing tears to my eyes. It was from lack of sleep, I suppose,

  and the effect of the high, thin air. Why, I wonder, do I remember so clearly standing there, the colour of the sky, those birds, that shiver of fevered optimism? I was at a turning point, you will

  tell me, just there the future forked for me, and I took the wrong path without noticing—that’s what you’ll tell me, isn’t it, you, who must have meaning in everything, who

  lust after meaning, your palms sticky and your faces on fire! But calm, Frederick, calm. Forgive me this outburst, your Honour. It is just that I do not believe such moments mean anything—or

  any other moments, for that matter. They have significance, apparently. They may even have value of some sort. But they do not mean anything.




  There now, I have declared my faith.




  Where was I? In Madrid. On my way out of Madrid. I took another train, travelling north. We stopped at every station on the way, I thought I would never get out of that terrible country. Once we

  halted for an hour in the middle of nowhere. I sat in the ticking silence and stared dully through the window. Beyond the littered tracks of the upline there was an enormous, high, yellow field,

  and in the distance a range of blue mountains that at first I took for clouds. The sun shone. A tired crow flapped past. Someone coughed. I thought how odd it was to be there, I mean just there and

  not somewhere else. Not that being somewhere else would have seemed any less odd. I mean—oh, I don’t know what I mean. The air in the compartment was thick. The seats gave off their

  dusty, sat-upon smell. A small, swarthy, low-browed man opposite me caught my eye and did not look away. At that instant it came to me that I was on my way to do something very bad, something

  really appalling, something for which there would be no forgiveness. It was not a premonition, that is too tentative a word. I knew. I cannot explain how, but I knew. I was shocked at myself, my

  breathing quickened, my face pounded as if from embarrassment, but as well as shock there was a sort of antic glee, it surged in my throat and made me choke. The campesino was still

  watching me. He sat canted forward a little, hands resting calmly on his knees, his brow lowered, at once intent and remote. They stare like that, these people, they have so little sense of

  themselves they seem to imagine their actions will not register on others. They might be looking in from a different world.
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