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For my parents





 

es sind
noch Lieder zu singen jenseits
der Menschen

there are
still songs to be sung on the other side
of mankind

Paul Celan
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Part I

In an Indeterminate 
Place

I, the mind of the past, to be driven under the ground
Aeschylus, The Eumenides









I’m sitting in a café in Via Oberdan, two houses down from 
Casa Volpi, where I’m staying. I arrived this morning. Thirty-six 
hours ago I was swimming in the sea at Bondi and now a 
light snow is falling outside the window. That’s the way of the 
modern world. The woman who served me coffee has a small 
tattoo on her left shoulder blade, just visible beneath the strap of 
her blouse. She’s Polynesian, in her mid-thirties, I’d guess, with 
a face flawed enough to be beautiful and the figure of an athlete 
no longer in training, muscles gone flabby and voluptuous. Nice 
to look at, unexpected, gets the blood throbbing, but what the 
hell’s she doing here? Or me, for that matter? I’m Australian, 
Sydney born. Ab uno disce omnes. If I ask nicely, perhaps she’ll 
visit me in my sleep.

I shouldn’t be drinking coffee. Fly halfway round the world 
and it traffics in reverse, like the dry-mouth downslide of cheap 
amphetamines. I’ve got my Journal open on the table in front 
of me:

Hong Kong. Midnight. Transit Lounge.
Not sure with airports whether it’s the state you’re in from 
flying, or the places themselves, but is there anywhere on earth 
more surreal? All these people passing through. But out of what? 
And through to where? A taste of Purgatory on this side of 
the mountain. About travel, something tidal, an ebb & flow, 
simultaneous pull backwards & forwards, stretched out in time 
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like memory’s a sea. But also something cleansing, a surge, only 
this time, a thing in air, you’re both water & land, the point at 
which they meet, of two alien elements made for & from each 
other – time & space, past & future, & you, propelled by fire in 
38,000 feet of air, bent horizon of them all. Up there, strangely 
still, it’s the continents themselves that seem in motion, as if like 
God you’ve been looking down for a very long time, a geologic 
time, 150 million years if you could be bothered counting, with 
a patience that knows eternity & is for us as cloud passing & 
the land beneath drifting in & out of view. Imagine sitting still 
for such a time! Imagine such patience! Everything flowing in 
circles – air, crust, magnetic fields – & down here, the convection 
currents of our small foul hearts.

Ten hours before that, waving Monica goodbye from the 
departure lounge at Kingsford Smith. It felt like goodbye, she 
said she understood. But what was it that was understood? How 
could I explain? The concept of being lost at home just wouldn’t 
occur to her. And why should it? Not that it’s any better being 
here in Italy. The reason, I mean. I’m here to find my father. 
Now there’s a man who knew just a little about being lost 
at home!

I’ve got his diaries, notebooks and a manuscript in my bag, 
the story I’m about to give you. I hesitate to call it a novel. I can 
vouch, in part, for its truthfulness, and, as it seems, my father 
never intended it to be published, I can see no reason for him 
to lie about the parts I haven’t directly experienced. No reason, 
that is, apart from the old Russian saying that no one lies like an 
eyewitness. He loved the fatalism – I’d call it cynicism – of that 
remark. But then he spent his whole life exploring the nature 
of historical truth. He couldn’t leave the past alone. Take the 
following:

The past is the abyss, it doesn’t exist anywhere though we know 
we were in it. Where does time go? I look at photographs of myself 
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in the past - those little coffins - & there is no correspondence 
with my idea of myself in my mind. Perhaps there is a physical 
time, the time of our bodies, the time we see outside ourselves, 
which reaches us like the light from a long dead star, and then 
there is a spiritual time that is seamless, a radiant & mobile 
medium, as Nabokov describes it in his memoir, that we share 

- just as excited bathers share shining seawater - with creatures 
that are not ourselves but who are joined to us by time’s common 
flow, a connection quite apart from the spatial world.

He wrote that in a notebook ten years before I was born, seven 
years before he met my mother and eighteen years before he 
met the woman who changed him completely. He thought a lot 
about time. 

The words that follow are not my legacy, my father did not 
pass them on to me. They were written, largely, I think, on a 
trip he made to Italy more than twenty years ago with this same 
woman whose fascination for him I never really understood 
until I read them. I only ever saw the real Anna Ivanovna 
Kuznechikaya once, fleetingly, and by accident. She was leaving 
my father’s block of flats in Glebe and I had only just pulled up 
outside and was still in the car. My father stood above her in the 
doorway and was bending forward, ceremoniously kissing her 
on both cheeks. It was a week before they left for Arezzo. She 
was old by this time, in her seventies, though when I think of 
her now I have to work very hard to see past the image I have in 
my mind, which seems to me her real image: the woman of my 
father’s monologues, known only as ‘Anna’, young, and of great 
beauty made more so by the beauty of her thought.

But this is what I saw as I looked on unseen from my car and 
she walked down the pale strip of the single pathway towards 
me. Black silk dress, black stockings, powdered face (aware of 
its own imperfections), hair in a coif, a woman who couldn’t 
go out in a housedress, even if it were just to walk around 
the corner to buy a carton of milk, got up in the condition of 
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ceremony, an ungentle look on her face. She looked almost like 
a mole to me, searching around her for qualities she’d lost, as if 
she’d put them down somewhere but couldn’t remember where. 
When she passed, I saw in her the tear-darkened colour of her 
green eyes. With my father, just then, she had been crying.

A note on sources

This is a book made out of books (like the country in which it 
was written). In view of this, some account needs to be given 
of those works consulted and cited without acknowledgment 
by my father (those I can track down, at any rate). Although I 
can find no evidence of it among his remaining papers, I like to 
think he would have made full reference to them had he himself 
seen the work through to its completion. 

He once said to me: ‘A library is a graveyard; each book a 
coffin. When you open it you raise the dead.’

Alighieri, Dante, The Divine Comedy, (Bilingual Edition) edited and translated by 
Robert M. Durling and Ronald L. Martinez, Oxford University Press, New 
York and Oxford, 1996.

Beckett, Samuel, Proust, Chatto and Windus, London, 1931.
Bellow, Saul, Herzog, The Viking Press, New York, 1967.
Bellow, Saul, The Adventures of Augie March, Penguin Books, New York, 2006.
Berger, John, The Shape of a Pocket, Bloomsbury, London, 2001.
Bjornerud, Marcia, Reading the Rocks: The Autobiography of the Earth, Westview 

Press, Cambridge, 2005.
Brodsky, Joseph, On Grief and Reason, Hamish Hamilton, London, 1995.
Canetti, Elias, The Human Province, translated by Joachim Neugroschel, Andre 

Deutsch, London, 1985.
Conrad, Joseph, Heart of Darkness, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1989.
Faulkner, William, The Sound and the Fury, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1964.
Figes, Orlando, The Whisperers: Private Life in Stalin’s Russia, Allen Lane, London, 

2007.
Kefala, Antigone, Sydney Journals, Giramondo, Sydney, 2008.
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Kundera, Milan, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, translated by Michael Henry 
Heim, Faber and Faber, London, 1985.

Maetzke, Anna Maria (ed), Piero della Francesca: The Legend of the True Cross in the 
Church of San Francesco in Arezzo, Skira Editore, Milan, 2000.

Makine, Andreï, Le Testament Français, translated by Geoffrey Strachan, Sceptre, 
London, 1997.

Mandelstam, Nadezhda, Hope against Hope, translated by Max Hayward, New 
York, The Modern Library, 1999.

Mandelstam, Nadezhda, Hope Abandoned, translated by Max Hayward, Atheneum, 
New York, 1974.

Mandelstam, Osip, Conversation about Dante, in Selected Poems, translated by Clarence 
Brown and W. S. Merwin, New York Review Books, New York, 2004.

Montaigne, Michel de, The Essays: A Selection, translated by M. A. Screech, 
Penguin Books, London, 1993.

Nabokov, Vladimir, Pale Fire, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1992.
Naipaul, V. S., The Enigma of Arrival, Picador, London, 1987.
Newby, Eric, Love and War in the Apennines, and A Small Place in Italy, Lonely Planet 

Publications, Melbourne, 2008.
Rilke, Rainer Maria, Selected Works: Poetry, translated by J. B. Leishman, The 

Hogarth Press, London, 1980.
Rothenberg, David, Why Birds Sing, Penguin Books, London, 2006.
Sebald, W. G., Campo Santo, translated by Anthea Bell, Random House, New 

York, 2005.
Tavener, Dean, ‘Return to Normalcy’, unpublished manuscript, 2008.
Weil, Simone, ‘The Iliad, Poem of Might’, in Intimations of Christianity Among the 

Ancient Greeks, collected and translated by Elisabeth Geissbuhler, Beacon 
Press, Boston, 1958.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Philosophical Investigations, edited by Rush Rhees, Blackwell, 
London, 1975.

Wolseley, John, ‘Journals’, quoted in Sasha Grishin, John Wolseley: Land Marks, 
Craftsman House, Sydney, 1998.

I should add that the entire manuscript was written in an archaic, 
if literary, Russian. My one liberty has been to translate it into a 
more idiomatic English. I make no claim to succession.

R. H., Sydney–Arezzo–Sydney, 2009–2010
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Anna

(Russia, Ural Mountains, village of O____, Autumn, 1939. A young 
Russian woman recently returned from Siberian exile sings her son a lullaby.)

There is a song I used to sing to Nikolai when he was very 
small and would not go to sleep. My mother used to sing it to 
me. A lullaby. How old it is I cannot say. Go to sleep, Kolya, 
I would say to him, and every night you will grow. But you 
haven’t told me a story, mama, he would say. He was lying in 
my bed, but his eyes were as watchful as an owl’s. Children are 
closer to animals than they are to men, and in growing there 
is more of loss than of gain. I kneeled on the floor beside him 
and smiled at him and stroked his head, combing out with 
my fingers the knots in his hair. He looked at me. What story 
would you like to hear? You know, he said, my question like a 
game we would play, as if one night he might ask for something 
new. The song of the mountains and of the sea, and of the boy 
who long long ago became a fish. I kissed him on the forehead 
and extinguished the lamp. At night it is as if we might all live 
beneath the sea.

We are made of rock
Father, how can we fly?
There is no freedom in the sky
Just the pull of the earth below.
A bird must be free in the sky.

We are made of earth
Son, with nothing of air
But breath, and the wind in our hair.
The sun pulls us up like birds
But we are not free in the air.

I could hear him, a little ahead of me, whispering each word 
before I came upon it, laying a trail of tiny crumbs along which 
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I would follow him flitting like a bird into sleep. I wondered 
then if he thought like me when I too lay in this bed so long 
ago and my mother knelt beside me on the floor, that it is only 
in song that we truly fly. I could only have stopped a moment 
but for him the song had gone on, I could feel it in the impatient 
drum of his fingers against my arm. Rhythm is the promise 
death makes to life, its covenant. And yet it was only singing it 
to my boy that made me feel the song was singing me. I stopped 
his fingers against my arm.

We were made to fall
Father, the waters below
I feel the strength of their call.
The fish who swim like birds in the air
Need no wings to fall.

We are made of the sea
Son, to water our weight
We give to the birds when we fall.
Without wings we will fly in the depths
Where the sun cannot touch us at all
Where the sun cannot call us to fall.

This is a song I used to sing to my son when he was very small 
and would not go to sleep, a song of guilt, of a father’s guilt.
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Kolya

(Russia, Ural Mountains, village of O____, Winter, 1939.  
The son of Anna Ivanovna witnesses a wonder while musing at night in the 

graveyard of the village.)

I think of these things often when I come to the church to pray. 
That the trees in their silence have a sound. When I walk up the 
stone path in the dark it is as if I see a face, its stone jaws lighter 
somehow than the night, though the mouth is dark and always 
closed. I have never seen the sea, but I remember reading of 
sailors who heard in its restless sound a quiet that I have always 
connected in my mind to the crack of the ice through which 
the spring returns each year. The sound of time, M. calls it, the 
faintest echo of what has been, as if the time behind us were 
still to come, reaching across all things and meeting here and 
in me and in every moment. When I think about these things I 
know that beginning and end are one. Sometimes I like to stand 
here outside the church and talk with the dead. The silence that 
I hear then is a kind of memory. I have learnt a lot from the 
goats who graze by day on the grass and weed and whose breath 
at night mists in the chill, silent custodians of this borderland. 
They do not favour what is, over what is not. To the north of 
these mountains and to the south the preparations for war go on, 
though there is little evidence of it up here. Perhaps men fight 
each other because they cannot fight their gods? But I will need 
to speak quickly now. In the sky to the north there is a terrible 
sound. A giant beast feeding on itself and growing as it feeds, 
shaking the light from the stars. It collapses and dissolves, and 
from it falls a human form, falling in the clumsy way of a seed. 
Nothing is sheltered from fate: all the things you cannot hold in 
your hands.
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Commentary

There’s a Russian folk tale, my father must have told it to me 
once, I don’t remember much of it, only that it deals with a 
child who dies at birth yet goes on living as a ghost, growing to 
manhood invisible to all but his parents. It’s a common peasant 
belief, apparently, the idea of a ghost that can age. Uncanny, to 
say the least. But certainly there’s something of this in my father’s 
creation of Kolya. This is a young boy, not one for whom the 
time behind him is still to come, but one for whom the time in 
front already has: as if his potential future, the life that would 
have been his had he lived, still existed, somehow concentrated 
and dissolved like some bitter agent within the solution that is 
his brief and cut-off life.

N.B. Not sure what my father is getting at with the giant 
beast feeding on itself, but the falling man seems to be a motif 
that runs throughout the manuscript. It could be Kolya’s father 
hanging himself from a tree (‘shirt flapping in the wind like 
broken wings’), or it could be M. (the poet Mandelstam), thrown 
from an upper story window into a fire on the ground below. 
We have, of course, seen neither of these events yet. I should 
add that my father and I witnessed a man parachuting to safety 
from the burning cockpit of a twin-engine Cessna not far west 
of Broken Hill on a journey about which I will have much more 
to say.
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2 January 1988 – Casa Volpi – Arezzo

(My father’s diary from the trip he made to Italy with the ageing 
Anna Ivanovna)

Some landscapes force us to stop. Most of the time we simply 
pass through, sometimes slowly, quickly at others, but the truth 
is with most places we’re not really in them, our mind is already 
far ahead, waiting for the body to catch up. Every now & then, 
though, something special happens, we enter a landscape in 
which we move so slowly & stop so frequently it’s as if we’re 
enchanted, captured in some way, & even when our body passes 
out of it, has moved on to the next place, it leaves the mind 
behind, caught like a fragment of cloth on a vine.

Anna hasn’t been able to sleep since we arrived. Last night she 
played for hours & I can hear her again through the walls. How 
easily a violin passes through stone. But only Italian stone, she says. 
In the Conservatory in Moscow, she told me, the stone was cured 
so that none of the students’ playing was able to pass through - 
when it did, the teacher knew the student was ready. She laughed 
when she told me that her violin ‘passed through’ when she was 
14. There are ways to deceive even stone, she said. But listening 
to her now through the wall, even my ear knows there was no 
deception. She’ll play until dawn as if it’s the most natural thing. 

This morning we walked in a large wood in the hills outside 
Monterchi. Piero country, a half-hour’s drive from Arezzo. The 
forest was mainly chestnut and oak, dotted here and there with 
the darker green of pines. As we climbed we could see the 
mist slipping across the tree line, following the valley contours, 
the sound of fast water, and in the larger clearings, the splayed 
skeletons of grape vines.

We were joined at Fonaco by a small black dog, limping 
on one of its hind legs, but happy to accompany us over the 
heavy ground. On the steeper slopes it was hard not to slip & 
Anna would choke a cry & we would stop while she picked 
the chestnut needles from her palms. The paths, like the hills, 
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seemed endless, & ancient, though now rarely used, dense with 
blackberry at gully crossings. It was as if the whole valley was 
patch-worked, not symmetrical, but not untidy either, & seemed 
to move before our eyes like the liquid surface of a fenced-in 
sea. There were warm patches like currents in the air, only 
motionless, the grey light limpid and still. The puddles, though 
hard on the surface, had not frozen through, & I managed to 
lift a sheet of ice as large as a windowpane & hold it up to the 
receding distance. For a moment I experienced an optical, no, 
rather an intellectual illusion: the mountains, which I know to 
be substantial, appeared almost transparent and light as meringue, 
with the mist rolling over them & the light the colour of long 
fallen leaves. It was strange to be so close, to hear the breath & 
the very pulse of life of another & yet not to speak, to feel no 
need of speech. We walked through hills that looked as if under 
water, as if when we opened our mouths we would drown. 
On the way back to the car Anna held onto my arm, her long 
fingers as light as a child’s.

We drove then to Monterchi to see Piero’s ‘Madonna del 
Parto’, but the walk had put me out of the mood. A light rain 
began to fall as we drove, and the houses of the small hill town 
seemed melted together. 

‘My parents might have walked through here,’ I said finally. 
We were returning to the hotel & they were the first words I can 
remember uttering all morning.

‘They might have passed me then,’ Anna replied. She looked 
at me to make sure I was in no doubt that she meant me to take 
her words seriously.

When you’re with someone for a time without speaking, it’s 
as if, when you speak again, your voice comes from outside and 
passes through you, as something alien but not unpleasant. I’m 
certain she felt the same. She told me once that after she’s been 
practising for a long time - 4 or 5 hours - she reaches a point 
where it seems to her as if she’s watching the music pour in to 
her violin like coloured water.
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‘Why did you never learn Italian?’ I asked.
Her reply came so quickly it was as if she were reciting 

it. Why was I only asking now? ‘When we were freezing in 
O____, & Osip Emilyevich was lying in the bed I had made for 
him, dying, he would tell me stories of the places he had visited 
when he was a young man. Russians love the idea of Italy. I only 
asked him once if he would teach me. “Once we have learnt the 
language of God,” he told me, “there is only death.”’ She raised 
her hand as if she would say something else, then stopped.

‘You taught me Russian,’ I said.
‘Ah…the language of the devil.’
She laughed then & her lightness lasted the rest of the day. 

I turned on the radio & she listened to the music of the words 
she wouldn’t let me translate. And now this winter night & 
the restless water that will not sleep pouring endlessly in to her 
violin.

I remember the first time I went to her flat I stood outside 
the door, unable to knock until the music stopped its flow 
through the wall. ‘Why would you want to learn Russian?’ she 
said with that accent (that bitterness) I no longer hear - or rarely. 
‘I’ve lived my whole life between languages. Better a transit 
camp…’ 

She often spoke in those early days of language as a kind of 
amazement (though she refused to allow music as a language), 
but I think now that she was really talking about language as 
a form of memory, the magic of memory. Not that fairground 
kind of magic, magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat, or the 
sleight-of-hand worked by objects that hold the past, not even 
the Proustian madeleine, but the magic of re-creation itself. We 
can’t remember them now, but our first memories as children, 
the first experience of memory itself, must scare us to death 
- what we call nightmares, the first acts of memory. How can 
we recreate what’s happened & gone in this way? Where does 
the memory come from & how does it get into our heads? My 
mother & father, so real in their own beds (I think), but so 
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real also in the dark behind my eyes, pushing me backwards & 
forwards on a swing, yesterday in the park, & now, here in my 
bed, & not just behind my eyes, I can feel it now, the press of 
their hands against my skin. The amazement of memory.
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Commentary

Voyage à Cythère

Things are going well with my Polynesian. It’s Monday, 19 
January 2009, and we’ve just left the city on our way east to 
Monterchi. It’s overcast, but surprisingly mild, given the cold of 
the last few days…

But wait. How did it come to this? Let’s rewind the film a 
little. 

I’m in the Hertz Rent-a-Car office on Via Guido Monaco, 
holding Angel’s (yes, that’s her name, she of the endowment 
so rich it must have taken even her by surprise when first she 
recognised with what ampleness nature had gone to work on 
her) fingers lightly in my right hand while we wait for the car 
to be driven round…

No. Back, further still.
All right…It’s Sunday night, I’m sitting in the Caffè Sogno, 

laptop on the table in front of me, mobile phone in hand, texting 
Monica while I wait for Angel to finish so we can go out for a 
drink. She looks at me from time to time as if she doesn’t quite 
believe I’m here.

I’ve saved the interchange of the last few days with Monica. 
It goes like this:

R: Slept in today, woke at 7. Maybe im finally adjusting, 

or maybe was the vino rosso? A week already. Time 

going v. quick. 

M: Finally bought new sewing machine. FINISHED MY 

new nightie it could be erotic or like a convict suit look 

forward to hearing your opinion. 

R: Look forward to giving it

And I am, believe me. She’d look good in a convict suit. She’d 
look good in a barrel, if it came to that. She’s built soft, like 
those shy spongy creatures inside the tiny vaulted shells you pull 
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off sea rocks that quiver and shrink at the touch, a raw sex that’s 
hard to wrap, no matter how much the Catholic in her tries, the 
invisible veils (sewn somewhere in the Middle East) she covers 
herself with with everyone but me because she fears it herself, 
crudo, as they’d say over here. Even 12,000 miles away, she’s still 
a dark-haired dark-eyed dark-beneath-the-pants-line something.

M: HAVE Been veryhotthis side of the world too hot 

to swim small rides to COOgee in early morning but 

dumpers stranger taken in ambulance suspected back 

injury so home to janet evanovich lol

R: Wonderfully cold at this end. Writng as usul, but 

about to shave & go out fr bfast. Hard to imagn 

swimng at mment. miss u love u R

When Angel comes over and asks me what I’m doing I tell her 
I’m texting my mother. It’s easier that way. What we are, after 
all, isn’t just pure revelation, that way apocalypse lies, we’re also 
composed of what’s secret, the nutrient foul blood-and-bone 
of our head soil; why should we have to say everything? Some 
things need hiding, like potatoes or pimple-faced porn, it’s 
their nature! The Freudian foot-stomping, crotch-clutching, 
tub-thumping hallelujah that self-vomit sets us free is not only 
dangerous (and as unseemly as an evisceration), but simplistic. 
Sometimes trapping, compressing, hiding are just plain right 
(you think crude oil was made by vegetable matter endlessly 
spilling its soul?); release, I’ve discovered, unbungs the genie 
from his bottle, and once he’s out, not only is he never going 
back, he’s angry, he’s mad, he’s dangerous, and he’s got a mind 
of his own. So let’s leave it at mother. You’ve got to kill the 
time somehow.

Anyway, Angel has finished her shift. We’re about to walk 
out into the night and cross the street to the bar where in half an 
hour we’ll decide that on the following morning we’ll hire a car 
and for a day follow in the footsteps of my father and his dying 
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Russian travelling companion, the journey to Monterchi that he 
writes about in his diary.

If you sit long on the bank of a river, goes the Chinese 
proverb, you may see the body of your enemy drifting by. Well, 
the proverb has a variant: Sit in an Italian caffè long enough, 
and you may see the body of an Angel standing behind the bar. 
We’re in the car, heading east, as I said, and climbing, though 
gently, and this Angel is trying to give me an Italian lesson. 
Ahead, higher peaks, capped in snow, grow more distinct. 
Petrarch (that great pop singer of courtly love) she’s telling me, 
was born in 1304 in Arezzo in a house which still stands on 
the Via Dell’Orto. Opposite the house, ‘I’ve seen it,’ she says, 
is a well, now boarded over, the well of Tofano and Monna 
Ghita, said to be the inspiration for one of Boccaccio’s stories in 
the Decameron, ‘Pozzo di Tofano’. Repeat after me, the Angel 
says: La divertente e brillante novella narra di un uomo ricco di Arezzo, 
nominato Tofano, marito geloso senza motivo della bellissima moglie 
Monna Ghita.

‘I told you,’ I say, ‘I can’t learn Italian.’
‘Indulge me,’ she laughs and squeezes my thigh, ‘just this 

once. How much are you going to learn anyway?’
I don’t like driving on the right hand side of the road. It’s 

against the laws of nature. I’m hunched pretty tight over the 
wheel of the little Fiat, concentrating more than I probably need 
to, but in a state of mild panic all the same. Squeezes on the 
right leg by beautiful Polynesians only add to the terror.

‘Be careful,’ I say.
‘Only if you’ll repeat it.’
‘All right,’ I say, and just as I feared they would, the words 

describing the rich and unjustifiably jealous husband with a 
beautiful wife have stuck like flies in a web. I’ve never under-
stood why beauty is not seen as just cause for jealousy. ‘Now, 
that’s enough,’ I say to Angel.

She stops, though I know she’s not beaten. She’s got spirit, 
I’ll give her that. She’s Samoan, but grew up in Auckland, and for 
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some crazy unaccountable reason fell in love with Renaissance 
art; its Florentine variant, to be precise. But she couldn’t live in 
Florence, even with the tips, so she hit on studying Italian in 
Arezzo, and catching the train to Florence on weekends. She’s 
been here two years and to my ear speaks like a native. I should 
emend that: to my eye she speaks like a native, with the whole 
dark-skinned opera of gesture.

She’s whispering now, but loud enough for me to hear. 
What can I do? I smile, and repeat after her: La quale infastidita 
dai continui sospetti del consorte, finisce col procurarsi daverro un giovane 
amante, che incontra ogni sera di nascosto, dopo aver messo a letto il 
marito, abituato proprio da lei a bere fino ad ubriacarsi. They certainly 
need a lot of words to say something simple, I’ll give them that; 
maybe it’s to buy enough time to act it all out with their arms as 
well? Like I said, every word’s a libretto.

My father’s written out pretty detailed directions in his 
notes, but Piero’s house is still hard to find. The track goes down 
through a chestnut wood, he’s written. There’s a bridge that spans the 
torrent. Deep, narrow, bone-dry, and almost completely hidden 
from view by the chestnut trees which soar up into the air from 
the ravine the stream has carved for itself. The stream bed is 
horrible, filled with garbage people further up the hill have 
thrown into it: bits of plastic sheeting, half-buried in the bottom 
of it, empty bleach containers, rusty tins and other assorted 
muck. When finally I make out the house I can see it isn’t 
quite as wild as my father described it in his diaries. We’ve been 
driving for a little over an hour and the finest of rain, no more 
than a gathering of the mist, is just starting to fall. The asphalt 
road we’ve just driven up, following the river bends, must be a 
few years old by now. Before that, only a steep cobbled mule 
track, which cuts the road from time to time and goes straight 
up the hill. Not much sympathy for mules out here. Apparently 
local people still use it when travelling on foot. I can see two old 
men descending now. I stop the car but don’t get out.

‘Should we take a look?’ Angel asks.
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‘You go,’ I say, as cheerfully as I can muster. I can be a shit 
sometimes.

She shrugs her shoulders and gets out of the car. I watch her 
walk towards the house. Like Africans, Polynesian women have 
the most glorious raised behinds.

The house stands at the far end of a grassy hollow, over-
looking the terraced fields that cover the hillside one above the 
other, and it’s surrounded by vines and old olive trees that cast 
a dappled shade even in this grey light. The house itself faces 
south. It’s sheltered by the groves of chestnuts that must render 
it invisible from further up the hillside. It’s a small two-storey 
farmhouse, built of stone partially rendered with cement that, 
over the years, has turned a creamy colour in some places and in 
others a lichenous green. The overall effect is of a building on 
the verge of becoming a ruin, though ‘becoming’ isn’t quite right, 
‘returning’ perhaps to the ruin it’s been. To prevent the rooftiles 
being whisked away by some freak wind, stones the size and shape 
of footballs have been placed along their outer edges in what looks 
a rather precarious manner for anyone like Angel standing below.

‘Let’s go,’ I say to her when she gets back into the car. She’s 
only walked to the orange tree growing up the wall to the right 
side of the main door. I can see she’s disappointed, but she says 
nothing, and I can do nothing to lighten the mood. I’ve seen 
enough. For some reason I can’t get the infernal Boccaccio 
singsong out of my head. Accortosi del raggiro, Tofano la vuole 
svergognare pubblicamente e una notte chiude fuori di casa la moglie, la 
quale, non potendo, rientrare con suppliche e preghiere, mette in atto un 
astuto stratagemma.

Landscapes complete us, it’s true, but even more than people 
(with whom we share at least a morphological resemblance), 
they can alienate us as well. The rolling Tuscan hills may well 
have been the mould of my father, but they certainly aren’t 
me. And they aren’t Angel either. Why couldn’t she see that? 
Perhaps that’s what put me out of sorts. (That, or the ache in 
my shoulder blades from gripping the steering wheel too tight.)
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You know what I’d be doing now if I wasn’t here, I’d be 
snorkeling at Clovelly in that narrow rock-encased bay with the 
sea rough, capped white and chopped. If you look at it from 
underneath though, it looks as if made from plastic, the colour 
and texture of Glad garbage bags, surface tension strung so tight 
by the surge and pull it can bulge underneath like a trampoline 
heavy with water. It’s a strange sensation, like watching gravity 
being turned upside down and poured from a swollen bag. 
Children respond to the sea in this way, because they know 
the sea is alive. It was the one good thing I did with my father, 
which even now, when I’m beneath the surface, feels like the 
child in me still the same, the water’s ceaseless motion, its sound, 
its protean impalpability, swimming in a living medium. That’s 
what I mean by being completed by a landscape, my place, that’s 
a part of me in the way that a stopper is part of a bottle, or space 
is part of a shoe. The opposite, though, is also true, if not so 
much remarked: that just as we need the landscape, it needs us to 
complete itself. Certainly the Indigenes of our small-continented 
island felt the same, felt the very pressing need to sing the land 
into existence and to keep on singing as if not only their own 
lives depended on it, as if not only they would cease to exist if 
the record to a standstill in its eternal revolution came. What I’m 
saying is the landscape too must feel at home in us, must think 
(what other word can I use?) of us as its place. Imagine that; 
imagine painting us from the landscape’s point of view. 

Sometimes, thinking something through can only make 
you feel as if you’ve sunk deeper into the shit, but sometimes it 
can also lift you out. I feel better now, lighter it seems, the car, 
as cars do at home, is beginning to take care of itself, and so, as 
a peace offering, I suggest to Angel that she finish her Italian 
lesson while I promise to handle each word as delicately as if 
it were her own breast. She smiles and for a moment works 
herself free of her seat belt and leans across and kisses me briefly 
on the cheek. As she does so her blouse comes loose a little at 
the neck and in the momentary gap thereby created I see again 
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the small tattoo high on her left wing, a chubby little angel like 
no other putto I’ve seen. And while I’m on the subject of soft 
flesh, further down the back, where my eye can’t travel, not 
now anyway, way further down, south of the border, is another, 
larger tattoo, equally as native to its landscape and terroir as 
the one on her shoulder-blade, but much more elaborate (what 
sweet pain it must have cost her and the artist who put it there), 
hothouse elaborate, like the tiny orchids that thrive in moist 
heat, aerial, in glancing acquaintance only with the soil that is 
their shameful lifestuff (so unlike the light that flows in their 
fibrous veins), on her glorious rainbow of an arse, as perfect 
as the wall from which it was lifted and impressed by god 
knows what agency, what frantic voodoo frottage, Botticelli’s 
‘Birth of Venus’, I kid you not. Like doubting Thomas (or is 
that Mary Magdalen?) I have (noli me) tangered as well as seen, 
goddess rising up the brown skin of her back from her secret 
beginning in the nakedness of those naked soft-shell loins. I’m 
not one to rhapsodise, but imagine a whole body singing, its 
every molecule in perfect vibrating tune, and you’ll have some 
inkling of what philosopher’s stone can awaken deep within 
when human eye first beholds the birthplace of a god.

I apologise. In all that drifting reminiscence of a night not 
so long ago (less than twenty-four hours?), I’ve missed part of 
Boccaccio’s story and I think she’s coming to the end. Did she 
kiss me just now? No matter, you know what’s going to happen 
anyway – the woman in these stories always outwits the poor 
buffoon of a husband; even his name, Tofano, gives the game 
away. It’s like the endings of those stories the old guys tell in 
country pubs. Everyone chortles out grunts of amusement and 
disgust, though they all saw it coming. Everyone knows the 
ends of most stories out there, beyond Bourke or the back-of-
beyond or wherever, but that doesn’t seem to bother them. If 
anything, it seems to make the stories better, even, like a pair of 
good thongs that’ve got your footprint sunk into them. I listen 
diligently and repeat in a voice as free of irony as I can muster: 
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La scaltra donna fa intendere al marito di gettarsi nel vicino pozzo, 
mentre al suo posto butta una grossa pietra, il cui tonfo fa precipitare in 
strada Tofano presso il pozzo, in cerca di lei, che invece, nacosta presso 
l’uscio, corre in casa.

It’s one of life’s simple pleasures that some women don’t 
bear grudges, don’t seem to take the slights of careless men (too 
much) to heart, can smile and acquiesce and get on with it. For 
the last few seconds, although I haven’t really been conscious of 
it, I’ve been watching Angel’s reflection in the glass. She’s been 
staring out the window at the passing country, rapt. And that’s 
the wonder of it: I can see through that window too but I have 
no idea what it is that she sees. If the story finished I didn’t hear 
it, but I must have done, and repeated it too, otherwise instead 
of this perfect silence there’d be a perfect hell. 

And that’s it. I’ve wound the film back and now forward as 
far as it will stretch without breaking. We stopped at Monterchi 
market for lunch and I bought Angel a hand-knitted scarf, the 
colour of the Tuscan sky, if I heard the old woman who sold 
it to me correctly. We didn’t go in to look at the pregnant 
Piero, decided to save that for another day. I was tired, it was 
mid-afternoon, and I still had to get us back. I also wanted to 
look at the message whose arrival caused the phone to vibrate in 
my pocket with such mad force. I read it while Angel and her 
tattoos were in the shower. No need to wonder who it was. No 
one else was writing to me.


