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          ‘Le guerre non fanno la pace,


          i popoli fanno la pace.’
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          (War does not make peace,


          people make peace.)


        


      


    


  




  







  Prologue




  This is a story about a woman I never met and the lives she created. Examined from the outside and imagined from within.




  It is as though I live on the ground floor of a tall house and she lives at the top. On the floor above me lives my mother.




  On the floor above that my grandmother.




  And way up above, in impossibly large rooms crossed with sun and shadow, lives my great-grandmother, Caresse.




  I long to go up and meet her. I wish I could walk in those rooms. Lights go on and off. Sound filters down (often only the empty scratch of a gramophone needle going round and round and round), sometimes voices – laughter that could be the cry of a seabird, or the high pitch of weeping that clings too long to one note – but might only be the sound of the wind. The bang of a door moved by that wind, shocking the silence out of itself.




  Mostly though, there is nothing.




  My mother describes things as best she can, when I ask. But there are some things that make her hands go cold where she holds me, and I don’t like to press her there.




  So it is inwards that I go to meet them. For they are in my blood, these women, in my bones; there is no choice in this matter. Led by a twisted gut feeling, I walk in the overgrown garden of my imagination where remembered tales grow tall. This is private, family property where I can search uninterrupted, away from the cold facts and ordered paths of chronology and into the darker corners, unvisited. Here I can collect the dropped stones, half hidden in the past, that led nobody home and lay them before me until a pattern begins to emerge – a mosaic of fractured images cast in the hard light of my present experience.




  I will describe it as best I can.




  This is their story.




  Or perhaps just mine.




  Let us begin, again.




  







  Hotel des Artistes, New York, 1929




  They had to break the door down to get in.




  And there they were, lying fully dressed like brother and sister with only their feet naked, her stockings like two shed snakeskins in a heap on the floor. The tattooed suns on the soles of his long, gentle feet gave the police cause to raise their eyebrows but it was his ochre-painted toenails that really got them talking. Every newspaper mentioned it as though it meant something, as if it were a clue or even an answer. For many it was evidence enough. BOSTON BANKER AND HIS BRIDE IN SUICIDE PACT, said the headlines.




  Well, they were wrong on two counts.




  Harry was a poet, not a banker, and that girl was not his wife.




  







  Roccasinibalda, Italy, 1970




  Damn. She knew she should have brought a coat.




  Diana slammed the car door, cutting off the man talking in the front seat. She looked up at the walls of the castle that straddled the low mountain and felt the wind move through her dress, making her shiver like the tops of the cypress trees just visible above the battlements. The sound ran through the forest that covered the hills around them – a river of shh shh shh – and Diana turned her head and sniffed the air. Someone was burning dead leaves, the rich smell sinking quickly into her hair and the soft wool of her cardigan.




  A white flag flapped in the wind.




  She had a flag now? Christ. Well, the sooner she organised things . . . the sooner she could leave. She wrapped her arms round herself. Why the hell was it so cold?




  The other door to the car opened and the man got out, still talking. ‘This needs to be handled with care. Your mother is very . . .’




  Diana looked at the lawyer’s face, still thick with sleep, and the greying hair sticking out over one ear. She couldn’t stand people who showed signs of the night before.




  ‘That’s enough, Roberto. Besides,’ she leaned across the roof of the car, ‘you didn’t care about all that earlier, did you?’




  His eyes travelled down to the low neck of her dress. She rolled her eyes – too bloody easy – and began walking towards the vast wooden doors that stood wide open before them.




  ‘Who was it for this time?’ Diana sat in a low chair by her mother’s bed, inspecting her hands. There were the beginnings of some pale brown marks on their backs – sun damage – and she stretched her fingers and looked at them appraisingly. Still pretty good.




  ‘For all the young,’ her mother said in a Boston drawl as long and elegant as the curve of Back Bay, though roughened a little to a cat’s scrowl now, as she rested her head back against the banked pillows. Diana could tell the eyes were closed behind the dark glasses as she remembered. ‘We decided on a masquerade and had a great sugar-crusted cake covered with little flags to announce the different nationalities present.




  ‘At midnight there was a symbolic cutting of the thing and then a collapsing of each of their kingdoms into a sweeter world. There was a yoni – carved in rose marble by a new arrival, a most invigorating Lebanese – in front of each girl’s plate and a lingam for the men. A man from Japan sang a weird tragedy and there was a long recital – rather too long in Ellis’s case. I think his last poem might need a little edit; people were becoming somewhat restless towards the end. But the fireworks were wonderful. One girl screamed like a banshee – it might have been Paola, the baker’s girl – every time one went off, or perhaps she was just making love, I don’t know. And the Japanese singer drank everything in sight and kept shouting “Banzai!” at the top of his lungs for no clear reason. I could hear them all shrieking till dawn. Oh, it was marvellous, Diana, we were just on velvet.’




  ‘And what did this one cost?’ Diana asked in a voice that was not unlike her mother’s, but that drifted towards English, the vowels a little French.




  ‘What a prosaic question, in the face of a night that was pure poetry.’




  ‘There is a great distance, Caresse, between good poetry and bad.’




  ‘Well, this was good.’




  ‘As good as yours?’ Diana asked with a raised eyebrow.




  ‘Oh, you’re impossible. Hand me my glass.’ She held out a hand.




  ‘Isn’t that why I’m here?’ She fixed her mother with a level gaze as she handed her the water. ‘To see the lay of the land?’




  ‘You’re here,’ her mother said quietly, ‘of your own volition. I’m happy to see you, of course, but you didn’t need to come.’




  ‘The doctors said that you—’




  ‘I know what the doctors said,’ Caresse interrupted, and they were both silent.




  ‘It’s looking very well, the place.’ Diana got up and looked out the window, her stomach dropping at the sight of the trees so far below. She stepped back. ‘You should come and see the house in Ibiza. It’s looking spectacular. It’s just been photographed for a book called The Allure of Interiors. The photographer was the most hopeless fruit. He stayed for a week and kept drifting about in velvet flares calling everything “charmant” and drinking “fizz”. I thought I would strangle him with my belt.’




  ‘Yes, I must try and visit . . .’ Caresse said in a vague voice. ‘Perhaps next winter, when the storms come.’




  ‘Yes.’ Diana looked at her elderly mother where she lay in bed, her face unusually pale against the pillows. ‘Perhaps.’ She turned and ran her hand along the curved back of a chair upholstered in faded rose silk. ‘Strange to see these here.’




  Her mother looked over. ‘I did wonder if the furniture wouldn’t be dwarfed by the space, but it looks quite right.’ The two women often returned to politely furnished conversation like this. It was the Boston in them, the dollar-bill green that still coloured their blood. ‘We’ve now decorated thirty-two of the rooms and the frescoes we’re uncovering are quite astonishing.’




  Diana watched her mother as she continued speaking, but her mind was moving with her hand over the curve of rough silk, picturing him seated in the very same chair, untying his shoelaces with vicious movements and then pulling his inked foot free.




  ‘I have new shoes, Rat.’ He reaches into a cloth bag and removes two hard black shoes, looks at them for a moment, then puts them to one side before picking up the battered old pair with the tender care of the newly bereaved. ‘But these have been my faithful friends since I returned from the dead in 1919. How many hundreds of thousands of steps have I walked in them? How many stairs have they mounted? How many rendezvous have they taken me to, how many storms have they passed through?’ He looks down at them and they seem limp and worn as the dead rabbit she’d watched floating past in the current of the stream while the grown-ups ate and laughed on the far side of the garden. ‘I shall bury them.’ He smiles. ‘They must be exhausted.’




  ‘. . . I shouldn’t be surprised if we uncover a Michelangelo or a Raphael.’




  Diana looked up, startled to hear her mother still speaking.




  ‘The eternal optimist,’ said Diana, her throat dry.




  ‘Bars or stars, darling. It is a choice, you know. And you’ve arrived just in time – the roof’s almost finished. What a thing. I’ve promised a huge dinner to all the workers.’




  ‘A dinner for all of them?’




  ‘I’m hardly going to invite some and not the others. Each of their hands have contributed to the warmth and security of this castle and we must honour them for that service. I’m planning an Umbrian feast with an extraordinary recipe for roast turtle doves. You can stay for it.’




  ‘No, I won’t. I have to get—’




  ‘As you wish.’ Caresse shrugged the sentence off and smiled at the nurse who had quietly entered the room.




  ‘I have to get back,’ Diana continued, clenching her fists, ‘to finalise the divorce. Anthony’s being difficult. He’s retreated to his frigid country house to bang away at all the birds he likes. Takes absolutely no interest in Elena and has allowed himself to be snared by one of his secretaries. A ghastly little something called Anita.’




  ‘Bruised male ego and a jealous woman. Jeepers. I hope you’ve got a good lawyer, darling.’




  ‘Yes,’ Diana looked pointedly at her mother, ‘I have.’




  Her mother returned her gaze levelly.




  ‘Anyway,’ Diana gave a little toss of her head, ‘I have my own guests arriving . . .’




  ‘Well, you’ll do what you will, as always.’ Caresse leaned forward as the nurse pushed up the pillows behind her. ‘Those endless divorce papers,’ she said fondly. ‘Such a bore.’




  Diana picked something invisible from her sleeve and said nothing.




  ‘Don’t be cross with me for not writing to you,’ Caresse said after a pause. ‘Your letters can be so gloomy.’




  ‘I’m not cross with you. I know you don’t like my letters.’




  ‘Those listless sheets you used to send from school,’ Caresse continued.




  That weren’t intended for you, Diana thought, watching the nurse roll up the draped sleeve of her mother’s heavily embroidered dressing gown, revealing the pale softness of the once strong arm. She wrapped a thick black band round it.




  ‘I’m not angry,’ Diana said. ‘I was only upset to hear about your heart. The doctors said—’




  ‘Well, what’s done is done, isn’t it.’ Caresse reached for her diary with her free hand as the nurse pumped one, two, three and then released, carefully watching the dial. ‘Let’s look at today, that’s much more interesting. You’re staying for what, two weeks? A month?’ Diana glanced at the nurse uncertainly, but she made no sign, so she looked back at her mother.




  ‘Let’s say . . . a month.’




  ‘Wonderful! You can have the run of the summer palace across the courtyard. It’s quieter over there – I know you need your sleep. I’m sad Elena couldn’t come with you, she was so charming when she was here last. There was a poet who was wild for her. How is she? Grown into a beauty?’




  ‘Of course. She has your breasts.’




  Her mother smiled. ‘Good.’




  The door opened again and an olive-skinned girl in a simple cotton dress entered with a tray holding a bottle of wine and two green glasses.




  ‘Elena’s a mystery,’ Diana went on. ‘Never speaks, but it’s as plain as day there’s something getting at her. She gives off a sense of continual disappointment, like a whipped dog. Eats absolutely nothing. What she does say is that I was wrong to get rid of Inés, which is absurd.’ Diana drank from the glass that had been placed in front of her. The wine was good and cold. ‘Whenever she’s down from Oxford she retreats to Inés’s little flat in Battersea. I had to practically threaten her with violence to get her to come and spend some time in Ibiza.’




  ‘Who is Inés?’ her mother said vaguely, bending down the top of the manuscript she was half-reading.




  ‘My old Spanish housekeeper. She lives in England now. You’ve met her several times.’




  ‘Ah, of course.’ Caresse brought her hands up to her hair to wave it back off her forehead. ‘How old is Elena now?’




  Diana thought for a moment. ‘Nineteen?’




  ‘You were very fond of that awful Belgian, despite her being a reprobate.’ Caresse raised her eyebrows as she swallowed the pills handed to her by the girl.




  ‘Mette wasn’t awful . . . I loved her rather. And I was still a child, Caresse. I needed someone.’




  Her mother said nothing and the silence hung heavily between them.




  ‘Well, Elena should have come here.’ Caresse broke the silence. ‘Tell her to come here.’




  Diana shook her head. ‘She’s writing a paper about contemplation or some other whitewashed juju.’




  ‘Has she a lover?’




  ‘Yes, another one who wants to marry her. I picked him up from the side of the road in Ibiza. Terribly handsome.’ Diana smiled and Caresse laughed. ‘It won’t last though – she maintains a cool distance with all her men. Enough to catch a chill.’




  ‘Perhaps she’s trying to communicate something.’




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘Maybe she’s a lesbian.’




  ‘Perhaps. Though I’d be the last person to know if she was. Inés has the keys to that kingdom.’




  ‘Well, all will be revealed in time,’ Caresse said.




  ‘And has . . . Leonie been in contact with you?’ Diana asked, looking over her shoulder at the view through the window.




  ‘Yes,’ Caresse said quietly, ‘she has. She called me from the hospital in New York a few days ago.’




  ‘And . . .’




  ‘And she doesn’t want to see you, I’m afraid.’




  Diana’s eyes glittered. ‘She told you that?’




  ‘In as many words.’




  ‘Well . . . she’s old enough to do what she wants.’ Diana could not look at her mother and focused instead on the arch of her foot. She had wonderfully high arches. Sculptural, really.




  ‘The doctors say she’s recovering very well. No lasting damage, slight scars.’




  ‘It’s good that I didn’t flog all the way over there, then.’




  ‘Yes, she mentioned that you hadn’t.’




  ‘Is that why she won’t see me?’ Diana’s voice rose in anger.




  ‘It’s not easy is it, darling, getting it right?’ Caresse said thoughtfully. Then her voice changed, surging in a new direction. ‘Children are strange things. I wonder why it is that we have to have them – women, I mean.’




  ‘Some kind of punishment, I suppose. They certainly take it out of you.’ Diana finished her glass and then looked around the room, stopping when she noticed a portrait hung between the two windows.




  ‘You’ve kept it,’ she said, surprised.




  ‘Yes.’ Caresse turned to see what she was looking at. ‘I’ve always liked it. I think he got you very well.’




  ‘I thought you’d got rid of it.’ She smiled and turned to face a mirror, arranging her hands in the same position and tilting her head, until she caught her mother’s amused glance in the bed behind her.




  ‘Why would I do that?’ Caresse said mildly.




  Diana looked at her in the reflected glass and then shook her head, turning away. ‘I don’t like this place,’ she said decisively. ‘It’s too big. These thick stone walls keeping nothing out or in. Your houses are always too big.’




  Her mother looked at her over the top of her glasses. ‘Places are just people, Diana. Places are just you. Why are you so touchy anyhow? Who’s your lover?’




  ‘I saw your flag flapping about outside.’ Diana ignored the question. ‘How is the great political party?’




  ‘It’s not political, it’s anti-political.’




  ‘Flags are always political.’




  ‘This is a place of true democracy,’ her mother declared. ‘A Republic of the Arts.’




  ‘And were you elected as divine ruler?’




  ‘Oh, Diana,’ her mother laughed. ‘You’re impossible. The Città della Pace is a peaceful philosophy that Ezra and I—’




  ‘Peace? Really? Why, that’s as worthy an aim as happiness. Far better to make peace with war, Caresse, it’s the only constant. And that old bastard Pound was always trying to get me on the stairs outside the nursery with his horrible scratchy beard. What the hell does he know about peace? It had hardly been two weeks . . .’ But something in her mother’s eyes seemed to block the words, so she changed tack. ‘He barely waited till you were out of mourning before throwing his horrid checked hat in the ring.’




  Her mother looked at her for a long moment, but then, seeming to decide something, laughed. ‘He wasn’t that bad. And when the thoughts are as good as that, well . . .’ She held up her hands. ‘Anyway, when you’ve lived through two wars, you see that peace is the only thing worth fighting for. And peace is possible where people refuse to judge . . . Besides,’ she said lightly, ‘I remember you quite liking some of those kisses.’




  Diana’s nails dug into the familiar tenderness of her palm as, from somewhere below, the round metal sound of the gong signalled lunch. She stood and smoothed her skirt down.




  ‘You know,’ she turned at the door and eyed her mother, ‘I did live through two wars.’




  Caresse looked up, eyebrows raised in question.




  Diana nodded. ‘Hitler, and you.’




  A look of pain briefly crossed her mother’s face. But the remark did not penetrate; it was only the comparison that hurt.






  Everyone was already gathered around the large stone table set in the middle of the walled garden. The spreading branches of lemon trees threw shade across the people as they chattered, their faces flickering in the dappled light. The garden was surrounded by crumbling walls, veined with capers and lichens; and although these walls contained the group around the table, the empty blue sky above gave rise to the sense that they were seated on a plateau at the top of the world. The air was clear and there was no sound except the occasional call of the birds flying way below, soaring straight-winged over the tops of the trees that covered the hills.




  Diana took them in. They seemed nice enough (despite the ridiculous little white flag pins they all wore) but were hardly worth breaking concentration on what she knew would be a very good meal. She didn’t always care for her mother’s menu choices – a gastronomic confusion of caviar, puttanesca and marshmallows – but the cooking here was excellent. She sat back and smiled vacantly at the bespectacled young man talking earnestly at her left elbow. There was that poet Ellis thingummy who looked as though he’d been asleep in an ashtray; a few young people wearing T-shirts, a Canadian in a lilac kaftan who’d written a strange book of poetry about the migratory pattern of flamingos; that English art historian who was meant to be something of an expert on restoration (her hair in a severely ill-advised middle parting), the film crew from the BBC – she nodded in greeting at the raised glass of a bearded man in a paisley cravat, yikes, she must have met him in London somewhere – and an admittedly interesting-looking woman from Haiti, an artist with a shaved head who spoke quietly in a scattered French patois. As she raised her own glass in salute to her, and the gesture was returned, Diana recalled an ugly voice speaking across another dining table long ago in the purple-painted dining room at Rue de Lille.




  ‘Negroes,’ the wine-stained stranger spat, causing the other guests to turn towards him. ‘Running all over the country like cockroaches.’ His lips searched for his glass. ‘In my opinion, the only thing a gentleman should do to a Negro is knock him down.’




  The guests had looked over to her mother at the head of the polished table, dark hair cut in a sharp line above her eyes. She had crossed her arms and looked straight down to the other end of the table where her new husband sat. Diana had watched them as they smiled at each other, wondering why they didn’t speak; she hated it when they didn’t speak (she gripped the sides of her chair, tears pricking her eyes), it was rude not to share their jokes.




  Eventually her stepfather leaned back in his chair and caught the man in his hard blue stare. ‘And what do you suppose,’ his hoarse voice silenced the room, ‘we should do with the Negress?’ He glanced at her mother, whose mouth had stretched into a slow smile and Diana had wished, wished to death, that she knew what it was they should do with the Negress.




  He tapped his pipe against the sole of his shoe, one two three. ‘Knock her up, I suppose?’ And her mother had laughed, laughed even when everyone had gone home, even when Diana had been sent back downstairs and she could only hear the sound of them moving across the ceiling of her nursery.




  A word at her left brought her back to the table. Nodding in agreement at the man without hearing a word he said, she continued to look around at the group, her eyes stopping on a boy whose hair shone white in the sun. At that moment he looked over, and despite the pretty girl nestled in the crook of his arm, Diana met his gaze with a kick of satisfaction. Later, she thought, as the table was distracted by the arrival of a girl wearing a short dress made of silver discs that shimmered like a tambourine. She was almost as irritating as a tambourine, Diana decided as she listened to her regaling the company with a story of how she’d got stuck in Rome with an old count.




  ‘He’d left all his money to his dog. Said if he was going to leave it to a bitch, it might as well be one he liked!’




  Diana observed her for a moment and sat forward.




  ‘You know my mother bought me a dog when I was a child.’ Her voice was low and clear, her painted mouth giving out each word like a gift. The table turned towards her and she nodded as someone filled her glass. ‘She was a little pearl-grey whippet that was to be a companion to my mother’s magnificent dog, Narcisse Noir. One day my mother took Narcisse to meet Picasso at his studio – she wanted him to illustrate one of their books – and the great beauty of the dog stirred the Spaniard,’ she caressed the word until it came to life, ‘to demand that Mother bring him one of his sons. Well, Narcisse never did breed – too fancy to fuck, you might say – but one of his brothers did and this animal was brought to me as a gift. Its name, my mother decided, was to be Clytoris. (I was told it was the name of a Greek goddess.) So from that day on, much to my delight,’ she smiled, ‘I had a little Clytoris to play with.’




  The ashtray poet laughed long and hard, and everyone followed. He looked at Diana across the table and wiped his perspiring face with his linen napkin. He’d been waiting to meet this daughter for a while and no, she definitely didn’t disappoint. She looked as expensive as her mother and wore her age well, particularly that mocking smile that lifted the corners of her mouth. He’d like to wipe it off her face with this very fine rag. There was an ass worth visiting beneath that swishy skirt. The waist was thickening a bit, it always did at that age, but the proportions were still a honeyed ratio. What was he thinking though? He shook his head as she glanced over him and turned towards the man on her left. She looked cold as hell. The torture of rich pussy – may he be delivered from this tumorous obsession. A fish nibbling at the fingers of a sick old lady. What was wrong with him? A tumour tuna. A tumour sandwich. He laughed, delighted and disgusted. A disgusted boy. A custard pie. He would go down to Rieti and fuck a girl from the port, he decided. This place wasn’t good for him.




  ‘To your mother.’ He stood with a sudden movement and raised his glass. Diana flicked her eyes over him and then nodded and everyone followed.




  ‘Her mother, what?’ Caresse came through the stone archway into the garden with Roberto beside her as tender and careful as a groom. Though her hair was now brilliant white in the sun, her hips still swayed with the knowledge of the sex between them. Everybody stood as she took her place at the head of the table and she laughed, thick and throaty, patting them all back into place.




  Oh, she loved to see her table full! Look at all this colour, the shimmer of that little dress, the bitter scent of the capers that clung to the walls of the castle and the smell of pine high on the wind. It’s like a bouquet, she thought. A magnificent bouquet gathered in the arms of this castle.




  ‘Diana was just telling us about her Clytoris,’ someone said.




  Caresse smiled. ‘Such a sweet little dog.’




  Diana laced her hands tightly together and watched the girls from the kitchen carry out two huge pans, the rich scent of the rigatoni alla pajata, the milky guts of a calf in tomato sauce, drawing everyone towards their glazed pottery plates.




  ‘Thank you, Roberto.’ Caresse indicated where he should fill her glass to. ‘Now I want to hear everything.’ She sat forward, ready to hear the first person speak. ‘What have you all been doing?’




  Diana leaned back in her chair and put her face to the sun. Aware that the young blond man that she’d noticed was glancing occasionally towards where she sat, she allowed the words to wash over her. She’d done her bit.




  Later that night she made her way slowly down through the dark corridors and out onto a terrace. Someone was attempting a tremolo, and she sat down on a stone bench beneath the bent shape of a tree, amused by the ineptitude. The guitar stopped with the whack of a palm against wood.




  ‘Have you got a cigarette?’ the young man asked.




  Diana nodded, pointing at the wicker bag that lay curled at her feet, then watched as he set the guitar down and approached her. He was thin and very tanned with lightly freckled skin stretched taut over the bridge of his nose, hair in tangled sun rays round his head. She noted his eyes on her legs as he crouched down and held the case up to her. She took one between her fingers and withdrew it slowly.




  ‘So what brought you here?’ She gently bit the tip between her teeth.




  He sat back on his haunches and moved his hands in the shape of a woman, or was it a guitar? Diana put her head to one side.




  ‘Sculptor,’ he said.




  She turned her face slightly so that he could see her profile. ‘I’m surprised you’re English. You look American somehow.’




  He smiled. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment to my good health. Very much improved by a month in this rather beautiful place.’




  ‘How did you come to be here?’




  ‘Your mother came to see me at my studio in Rome. She just appeared one afternoon out of the blue and asked to see my drawings. We drank some wine and had a long discussion about Brâncuși. Apparently, he once roasted a pullet for her in his studio and then carved it with a sculpting knife. The way she told it made me laugh and that was it, we’ve been firm friends ever since. I very much liked that she didn’t ask me where I was from or where I was going.’ (Dig; Diana smarted, but the boy didn’t seem to have said it with any intent, so with a roll of her shoulders she let it go.) ‘And I appreciate her philosophy. Citizens of the World. A City of Peace. That feels about right.’




  ‘Yes, she’s always been full of ideas.’




  ‘I hear you live in Spain?’ He looked up at her from where he sat, tanned arms round his knees.




  ‘Ibiza mostly. I like to sail.’




  ‘So do I. I sailed the Bay of Biscay with my father when I was a child. He got beaten up by a port master for insulting a plate of angulas. I’ve had a special love for them ever since.’




  Diana laughed. ‘Spain’s a fascinating country. They have a relationship with violence that is very life-affirming.’




  ‘And why not Italy?’




  ‘Spain suits me. The sun’s hotter, shadow colder. Plus they make better wine.’




  ‘And I suppose your mother got Italy first.’ He inhaled deeply on his cigarette.




  Diana looked into his eyes as he said this, but again saw no malice. Just a light moving like a torch in the dark. She felt the thrill of pursuit begin to beat.




  ‘Do you like bullfights?’ she asked.




  ‘I’ve never seen one. You?’




  ‘Very much.’




  ‘And here you are in the Città della Pace.’ He laughed.




  ‘Is peace really one of your ideals?’ Her tone was less mocking than usual.




  ‘Yes, I think I aim for that.’




  ‘Well, you’re still young.’




  ‘Your mother’s not.’




  ‘My mother’s always been younger than me. It’s a fact physics has no answer for.’




  The boy, whose name was David, laughed. ‘She’s certainly a one-off. They don’t seem to make women like that any more.’




  ‘How are you so sure?’ Diana sat forward.




  Lowering his cigarette, he squinted at her through the smoke.




  ‘Which room are you in?’ she asked.




  He pointed towards one of the dark ground-floor windows. ‘We sleep in there.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘My wife and Pierre. We picked him up on the way here.’




  ‘Wife? You’re too young to be stuck in that mud.’




  He shrugged. ‘Twenty-eight can feel awfully old.’




  ‘Well then.’ Diana stood and pulled her cardigan over her shoulders. ‘You’d better come with me.’




  







  Boston, 1920




  ‘There’s that Crosby boy, just back from Verdun. Apparently he refuses to wear a hat.’ Diana stood on tiptoes to see where her grandmother discreetly indicated and saw it was the man that had stared at them all through church. The women allowed their eyes to stray briefly in his direction before returning to the centre of their little group.




  Diana’s grandmother turned to the pretty young woman whose smile seemed to be taking a bite out of life’s cheek. ‘You never did tell me how you got on chaperoning his beach party.’




  ‘Oh, did I not? I must have forgotten.’




  Diana recognised the lie in her mother’s voice, as high and irretrievable as the ribbon of a let-go balloon, and staring up at her, she bit her lip.




  ‘I thought he was terribly interesting really, not to mention brave. He came back with the Croix de Guerre, you know.’




  ‘Awfully odd, some of his antics,’ a blonde woman said lazily. ‘He crashed his father’s Bugatti into the Porcellian Club.’




  ‘I find that intensity rather attractive,’ another one put in.




  ‘There was that scandal at Harvard . . .’




  Leaning out of the circle, Diana watched the man walking around the side of the church towards the graveyard at the rear, where she could just see him pacing back and forth between two tombstones. He seemed like the bird that had flown through her nursery window, darting madly about causing screams and breakages.




  ‘I heard he was seen with Bessie Pulborough on the shore early in the morning before her wedding. Her husband has threatened to . . .’ The other women murmured their interest and five flowered hats gathered in a closed bunch.




  ‘Maybe he just doesn’t care about hats.’ Her mother’s voice was a cry that silenced the women. They narrowed their eyes towards her and Diana gripped her hand a little tighter.




  ‘I think we’ll go,’ her grandmother said, holding an arm out towards where their driver waited.




  ‘You and Diana can go,’ her mother said, pulling her hand free. ‘I need some air.’




  And Diana’s hand was taken up in the dry leather grip of her grandmother’s while five flower-laden hats watched in silence as the young woman pulled hers from her head and walked slowly around the side of the church towards the graveyard, long skirt trailing on the ground, before ducking away out of sight.




  







  Roccasinibalda, 1970




  One foot in front of the other, Diana’s ribbon-crossed ankles flickered over the old stone ramparts as the sun lowered itself beyond the line of hills in the distance. Below her, a sheer drop, the tops of the trees – Diana faltered for a moment, tipped a fraction and split: watched her body fall, only half interested by the possibility of her dying. She completed the circuit of the roof, the last heavy rays causing her to half-close her eyes, the angled roofs of the town below tucked in shadow now, like a shy child holding close to its mother’s skirt. Carefully ignoring the men at work on the sea of tiles that rose and fell around her, she turned away and looked out across the valley gilded by the evening light. Oh, it made her mad, she would not look at it. A million dollars. A million dollars!




  ‘An investment, a legacy,’ her mother called it, the cloudless sky reflected in her glasses. Diana had shaken her head. ‘We don’t choose our own legacy, Mother, it’s decided by the people doing the remembering.’ She’d looked a little perturbed by that and made a note in her diary.




  It shamed Diana somehow, this late altruism. It was all so meagre, with the meetings, and flag pins, and the eager teenagers doing dance routines. Why did she bother with all this now? Frittering what little remained on this absurd flea circus. It had been so huge, and this was so . . . pathetic somehow; just look at it. She stared with folded arms at the tiles spreading between the battlements, the wind blowing her skirt against her legs. This roof was nothing more than a lid on a steaming pan. A load of hot air. She smiled condescendingly, pleased with her metaphor. Perhaps that was it: denial. Nothing more than the simple fear of death. Well, we all have to face up to that, she thought, with the brusque clarity of one who wasn’t. But why did her mother bother with all these ideas? Why couldn’t she just be brave, like he had? He hadn’t cared about roofs and political reconciliation. He’d just done it. He’d smashed on out of here instead of this endless birthing of all that was new. New ideas, new life, new friends. She gripped the wall, the weight of loss inside her as heavy as stone. Coming back was always a mistake. As she stood there, she slowly became aware of the press of someone’s gaze and, turning her head, saw that a few of the workmen, large men, sweating and covered in dark hair, were indeed staring. Without altering her expression she arched her back slightly – a better line – and shook her hair back as she gazed, open-eyed, into the last of the sunlight. Biting her bottom lip, she bent further over the edge of the battlements to look down at the streets winding below.




  ‘C’ è un fico maturo,’ one of the men murmured, causing the others to laugh.




  ‘Attento, che ci troverai dentro una vespa,’ another said.




  ‘Morirei per una così.’




  She watched a boy kicking something along the road that ran beneath the south wall and then, hearing a shout, moved slowly, her hand trailing the stone, feeling the men’s breath rising and falling in her own chest, to where the winding walkway of the entrance unfolded beneath her. Through the archway she saw the wide circle of her mother’s jade parasol making its swaying descent, the fringed silk cutting side to side as she was carried in her sedan chair – a man in front, a man behind – down the steep winding entrance of the castle towards where the large doors stood open. Strange thing to do with a fortress, Caresse, she’d said to her mother. This place was built to keep people out. And her mother had smiled that infuriating smile. ‘I like a bit of subversion.’ She leaned further over to watch her mother going forward with arms extended to greet the driver of yet another car, suitcases tied to its roof. Who were all these people? Always people . . . guests, guests, guess who’s in your bed tonight. But then look at this place. She shook her head and turned back, the sole of her shoe rasping the grit. Living in a castle was asking for an invasion.




  They would talk today, she decided, after her mother had finished filming.




  ‘Always yes, Caresse.’ Diana rolled her eyes at the sky so that blue met blue.




  ‘So much better, don’t you think, darling? So much bigger than the sad finality of no. A yes always fissures into a thousand possibilities.’




  But Diana knew what that really meant – always saying yes was to forever promise nothing.








  Pressing her foot down, Diana pushed her mother’s car faster so that the trees either side sped to a blur. Down to her left she could feel more than see the lake, dark-rimmed with trees and sky blue at its centre – an inverted eye.




  David’s slender arm lay across the back of her seat and, as Diana deftly steered the car along the winding road, she glanced over at him, at his tangled hair blown back from the tanned face.




  Under her gaze he turned and though he could only see his reflection in her cat’s eye sunglasses, they both smiled and felt the moment closing around them with the simple motion of a sheet pulled over two heads; a memory that would be pulled apart, separately and together, countless times over the years to come.




  The lake was quiet, the water’s edge marked by a thick line of trees and a strip of muddy sand, a single boat tied to a broken jetty that stretched a small way into the water. The season was not yet ripe for tourists and it was still too early in the morning for locals.




  They swam right out to the centre, naked bodies pushing through the water, and as Diana moved, her breath coming in rhythmic gasps, she noticed with appreciation David’s ability to remain silent with someone he still hardly knew. It was rare in the young ones. Her arms pushed through the warm surface of the water, as her legs kicked into the dark coolness beneath. She wanted to be alone here. Alone but accompanied; someone keeping an outside eye on things while she dug into her thoughts.




  Pulling herself up onto a pontoon, Diana sat up straight-backed and looked into the sun. A fine, straight stare that hurt her eyes.




  ‘Look at it, Rat,’ he’d say. ‘Keep your eyes open. Look at her, giving us everything and everyone too blind to take it. That’s the Sun of God right there.’ And she’d look and look and look until she could see nothing at all.




  She lay down on the warm wood of the pontoon and pictured herself, seven maybe eight then, climbing up the tower to sit with him, the noise of the babbling guests far below, her mother’s laughter softened by distance. She would sit and listen to him talking, face held in a profile that was a single line of beauty, watching his inked feet and hands move with slight, blind movements, his words riding close to his thoughts that were always actions so that listening to him was like running alongside a moving vehicle – let go and you were left behind, hold on and you would likely come to harm. They would lie side by side until Diana’s skin started to hurt. But it was better to burn. If you got up for water or to sit in the shade, he was always gone by the time you came back. She felt the sun weaken and shadow cover her body. Opening her eyes, she saw her mother standing over her, her face dark in the shadow. Harry lay with his eyes half closed, watching her. ‘Caresse,’ he said, and put out a hand. Without a word, she lay down and circled her arms round him and the back of her hand was cool against Diana’s hot skin.




  ‘Hey.’ She felt David’s hand cover her own and turning to him she saw he was watching her uncertainly.




  She smiled and put out a hand and he came forward and rested his head on the soft sweep of her stomach. He turned on his side and with his ear pressed against her, right where she had begun, he listened to the mysterious movement of her insides. Above those soft, inner sounds, David became aware of a whispered stream, and glancing up he saw her mouth moving gently with the insistent cadence familiar to him from countless services in a cold church on top of a hill in the Sussex downs. She was praying. He lifted his head up, waiting for her to finish. But the feverish voice was whispering something he did not recognise, the words cutting and dipping in a staccato rhythm too quick for the steady tread of Protestant prayer. When she finished and was quiet, he stroked the curve of her breast, causing the nipple to grow and harden, bringing her back to him.




  ‘What was that?’ He frowned, his voice a little hoarse.




  She curved towards him. ‘Habit.’




  ‘Do you believe in them? The words?’




  She shook her head, her hand guarding her face from the sun.




  ‘Why do you say them?’




  ‘I believed in him.’




  ‘What do they mean?’




  ‘It’s not something that translates.’




  His eyes moved over her face, wanting to know more, but it was some time before she spoke.




  ‘Once in India there was an old man they called the Sun-Gazer whose eyes had been burned out by his endless staring at the sun’s rays. Every morning he would be carried down the steps by his brothers to his accustomed place by the Ganges – he couldn’t walk as his legs had withered away from years of inactivity – so that he could turn his face towards the east. Slowly he’d open his eyes to greet the morning sun as it raised its head over the temple tops of the Holy City. He’d remain there the whole day with his eyes fastened on the blazing disc without once turning them away or closing them for even an instant until the dying sun had sunk once more below the horizon.’ She moved her hand in a slow arc that came to rest on the side of his face. She turned his face towards hers. ‘Ritual is important, David, it gives shape to things. You create the structure; time provides the meaning. Leave working it out to the others.’ She waved her hand away.




  He reached up without understanding, distracted now by a different need, and pulled her towards him, and soon they lay together as quietly as sleeping children.




  ‘Roberto?’ Diana knocked on the door of his study. It was the only one in the castle that was always closed.




  Hearing his voice, she pushed it open and on entering the room, stopped short. Surprised to find a boy standing in front of his desk doing up the top button of his shirt. Both he and Roberto turned towards her.




  ‘Diana.’ Roberto rose hastily. ‘Alessandro was just trying on the shirts your mother has bought for the new choir.’




  He spoke to the boy in quick Italian who, with a scornful glance at Diana, flicked down his collar and walked from the room, closing the door behind him.




  Roberto tented his fingers and sat back down. He wore a pale blue shirt, expertly ironed. ‘Would you care to explain where the car has been?’ His manner was different today, and as Diana took a seat, her wet hair combed back from her face, she looked over the carefully tended plants, the large Picasso, the inlaid walnut desk; and realised that Roberto was a man who benefited greatly from being seen in context. There was something in the room – the boy, his collar – that caused a sheet-tangled memory to surface (Roberto’s face just before he lost control) and Diana had to cross her legs. She was just considering reaching forward, when Roberto rose from his seat again, came round and sat on the edge of his desk, causing his trousers to ruche round his groin in an unflattering shape. Adjusting her dress, she sat up.




  ‘I wanted to swim.’ She smiled. ‘I would have asked, but you were still asleep. A very relaxed start to the day, I must say. Caresse normally likes her staff up and at it in the morning.’




  Roberto stiffened. ‘I always take breakfast in my bedroom and work there until midday.’ (Don’t rise to it, Roberto, he chastised himself.) ‘But I was meant to collect your mother’s prescriptions from the pharmacy in Rieti this morning, alongside a visit to the bank and the notary . . .’




  ‘Oh well, if I’d known it was for something as urgent as all that . . .’




  Patronising bitch, Roberto thought.




  ‘Diana, it is, in fact, serious. The pharmacy is now closed and she will have to spend an uncomfortable night until they can be collected tomorrow. You are aware that your mother is recovering from pneumonia. Her last heart attack was very recent and she needs to rest without any complications. The scar tissue has made it stronger, but she is still very unstable . . . One day the importance of health will perhaps mean something to you. You will go and tell her what has occurred, please.’ He held his arm straight towards the door.




  ‘She’s having her interview, Roberto. I’ll tell her afterwards.’




  ‘Yes. Of course. After.’




  ‘No, actually, I’ll go and see how they’re getting on now. Something’s made me change my mind. What fun—’ She stopped suddenly. ‘But I did come for a reason, Roberto.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Come to the bar with me?’ She smiled, looking for a moment exactly as she had when he’d met her on the day of her first wedding to that old French aristocrat almost thirty years ago. He had only met Caresse a few weeks before and had been surprised to be invited at all to the wedding of this wonderfully vital widow’s daughter. ‘Oh, but you must come,’ Caresse had said. ‘I can tell you are going to be in my life for some time and I don’t believe in doing things by degrees. If you’re in, you’re all in, so don’t stand on formality.’ The night before the wedding they had all eaten a vast meal of black sausages and galettes with raspberries and thick cream, along with bottle after bottle of Clos de Vougeot. He’d paid the price in the inn’s outside toilet in the early hours of the morning, bent over as though in prayer while a nightingale sang in the wood. It had been unclear to him why this woman had so taken to him until they sat together surrounded by the detritus of the wedding breakfast. He had only just completed his final legal exams and this seemed to please Caresse. ‘You’re still untouched by that dreadful system. You know it, which is important of course, but you haven’t become wired to it. I like outsiders who know how the insides work. You’ll be a great help to me, I’m sure.’ She’d patted the chair next to hers and he’d moved tentatively closer. ‘My late husband couldn’t bear lawyers. He felt they wasted time with their technicality-spotted bird brains.’ Roberto had laughed at that, safe in the outside position she had placed him in. ‘But my time in this life has shown me that it helps to have those around whose feet are firmly in the filing cabinet, even while their heads are full of dreams. You do still believe in your dreams, don’t you?’ And she’d looked at him with a face as fresh and open as a lily on a pond.

OEBPS/html/docimages/front.jpg
BEFORE YOU GET STUCK IN,
WHY NOT SIGN UP...?

Thank you for downloading this S&S eBook.

If you want to hear about special offers,
receive bonus content and exclusive info on new
releases, then sign up to our eBook newsletter!

Sign Up Here

HISTORICAL — CRAFT — |
_ SCIENCE-FICTION — H!
S — PARENTING — EROTI

i IELE L i s S Wi





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
The Heart Is
a Burial Ground

Tamara Colchester

)

SCRIBNER
N NEW YORK TORONTO SYDI

NEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
Tamara Colchester





OEBPS/html/003_toc.html





  Contents



  

  



  Epigraph



  

  Prologue





  Chapter 1: Hotel des Artistes, New York, 1929





  Chapter 2: Roccasinibalda, Italy, 1970





  Chapter 3: Boston, 1920





  Chapter 4: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 5: Boston, 1922





  Chapter 6: Alderney, Channel Islands, 1993





  Chapter 7: Paris, 1923





  Chapter 8: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 9: Paris, 1923





  Chapter 10: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 11: Rue de Lille, Paris, 1923





  Chapter 12: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 13: Paris, 1924





  Chapter 14: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 15: Rue de Lille, 1924





  Chapter 16: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 17: Rue de Lille, 1924





  Chapter 18: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 19: Rue de Lille, 1924





  Chapter 20: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 21: Rue de Lille, 1925





  Chapter 22: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 23: Rue de Lille, 1924





  Chapter 24: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 25: Rue de Lille, 1925





  Chapter 26: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 27: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 28: Rue de Lille, 1925





  Chapter 29: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 30: Le Moulin du Soleil, 1926





  Chapter 31: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 32: Rue de Lille, 1925





  Chapter 33: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 34: Paris, 1925





  Chapter 35: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 36: Rue de Lille, 1926





  Chapter 37: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 38: Rue de Lille, 1926





  Chapter 39: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 40: Switzerland, 1927





  Chapter 41: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 42: Switzerland, 1927





  Chapter 43: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 44: Switzerland, 1927





  Chapter 45: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 46: Switzerland, 1927





  Chapter 47: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 48: Switzerland, 1928





  Chapter 49: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 50: Switzerland, 1928





  Chapter 51: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 52: Rue de Lille, 1928





  Chapter 53: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 54: Rue de Lille, 1929





  Chapter 55: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 56: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 57: Paris, 1929





  Chapter 58: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 59: Rue de Lille, 1929





  Chapter 60: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 61: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 62: Rue de Lille, 1929





  Chapter 63: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 64: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 65: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 66: Rue de Lille, 1930





  Chapter 67: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 68: Rue de Lille, 1931





  Chapter 69: Alderney, 1993





  Chapter 70: Roccasinibalda, 1970





  Chapter 71: Alderney, 1994





  Chapter 72: Alderney, 1994





  Acknowledgements



  

  About Tamara Colchester





  



