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The Morning in Venice

‘Each day passed in the water-city will add to its charm, but from the first all is novel and enchanting: the very cries of the gondoliers have something most wild and picturesque.’

From Venice, by Augustus J.C. Hare & St Clair Baddeley

Monica woke and put her hands behind her head. She lay on a narrow, iron bed, which was not as grand as the room. That could also be said of the bamboo table, the wicker chair and the mysterious little green cabinet. These articles looked temporary – and over there was her trunk, still packed and corded, as though Monica were about to leave, whereas she had arrived only last night. She felt as though she didn’t quite belong in this house but might belong eventually; it was giving her a wary welcome.

The walls of the room were not papered but painted dark blue, and the plaster was rough in a beautiful way. Of course, it was not so much a house as a palazzo, so it could afford to look a bit worn out. The heavy wooden shutters were open. When she’d gone to bed, there had only been darkness beyond the windows, but something nice had seemed likely to appear opposite, and now it had done: a sunny sky above a row of palazzos (‘palazzi’, she supposed), with a showy little church wedged in between them, like somebody trying to squeeze into a photograph.

Monica began staring at the ceiling, where a curious shimmer was flowing over the roof beams: something between a reflection and a shadow. Quite possibly, there was no word for it. Charles Dickens had written about the silence of Venice, and her uncle Leo’s good friend, Arthur somebody-or-other, had also written a poem on the theme. Leo had shown it to Monica soon after it was written, which was about two years ago, and Monica had looked at it again when she knew she would be coming to Venice. It began:

Water and marble and the silentness

Which is not broken by a wheel or hoof

You had to admire the man’s nerve, using that word ‘silentness’. Of course, it was only there to rhyme with another word that would be coming up later on. Leo had called his good friend’s poem ‘fey’, which Monica thought an excellent word: small but lethal. She said it out loud, for Monica often spoke to herself.

Oddly enough, thinking about silence always made her think about noise, and she began counting all the noises that were not occurring but would have been occurring on the Holloway Road: men whipping up their poor horses; the clip-clop of hooves; the grinding of electric trams; the roaring of motor buses; quite often the great bash and tinkle of an accident, and the uncouth shouts of policemen chasing criminals. And there was sometimes an extra noise in the background of the Holloway Road, like the loud squeaking of a pencil on slate, the true cause forever out of sight.

Just now she heard nothing but the sound that went with the shimmering light, which must be the sound of water. Of course, she’d known in advance that the streets of Venice were full of water, but she’d never really believed it, and she didn’t quite believe it now, even though it was perfectly clear that, last night, she and Driscoll had been rowed rather than driven to what was called the ‘water door’ of this palazzo. Venice was like a dream that continued even after you knew it was real.

Monica sat up.

She had dreamt in the night that she had killed Driscoll. Yes, she had gone into Driscoll’s room to find her standing near the open window, whereupon she had run over to her and shoved her. She shook her head to dislodge the image, but the image remained.

‘You really killed her,’ she said, and her voice sounded very loud in the silence. She looked to the right. The bamboo table and the green cabinet looked back at her innocently enough, but the blue gingham travelling dress, draped over the back of the chair, seemed to say, ‘You’d better put me on quick and get out of here.’ Her white shoes on the floorboards and her sailor hat on the back of the door said the same.

‘Or was it a dream?’ Monica asked the room aloud.

The ivory hand mirror, which had been on the table, now lay on the floorboards. It was performing a peaceful enough function – reflecting the reflection of the water on the ceiling – but it ought not to have been doing it from down on the floor. There had definitely been agitation in the night. She seemed to recall getting out of bed quickly, before she’d gone to sleep, and walking fast into Driscoll’s room.

Monica was now sitting on the edge of the bed, her hands on her lap. If she sat in a contained way, she might feel contained. ‘If I killed her in the night,’ Monica said, ‘then I must have gone back to bed and to sleep immediately after. Was that a very likely thing to have happened?’ Yes, because any great shock or time of anxiety would make Monica more, rather than less, likely to drop asleep. It was a means of escape, and Monica had been very tired to begin with, as Driscoll had pointed out about fifty times on the train from Calais.

Monica stood. Of course, the shock would have been greater still for Driscoll. To be standing on the stone balcony of one’s holiday bedroom, only to be rudely shoved from behind by one’s ungrateful ward, so that one toppled over the little ornate wall. Monica had begun removing her nightdress and, with it halfway over her head, she froze, thinking of the right word. ‘Balustrade,’ she said, as she completed the removal of the nightdress.

She walked over to the trunk that contained her clothes. Then she stood still, in order to think. Had she merely dreamt it all? But it had not been a very dreamlike dream, which, of course, suggested it had been real. She had simply walked into the room and pushed Driscoll out of the window, not waiting to see where she landed. Then she had turned around and walked out again, just as though she had done a simple domestic chore. She might as well have gone into the room to turn out the light. But then not all Monica’s dreams were dreamlike. They were of all kinds; she had such a very great variety of them. Most mornings, she would sort through her dreams, as other people did with the post, but sometimes there was one big one, and it might take her a while to realise it hadn’t been real; and it followed that, on other occasions, what she thought she had dreamt might turn out to have actually happened.

Monica reached into the trunk and picked up the topmost dress, the one earmarked for First Day, meaning first day of the holiday. In her stultifyingly methodical way, Driscoll had arranged them in order. The First Day dress was referred to by Driscoll as ‘the white cotton with spot’, for it had a spot pattern woven in; it also had a sailor collar. Well, they were at the seaside, in a fancy sort of way. The blouse for First Day was underneath, with a high but soft collar for protection against the sun.

Driscoll had been preparing the holiday clothes for weeks, and almost every evening the sewing machine had been trundling away in the living room of the flat, and before every meal the cottons and linens and flouncy little snowdrifts of lace had to be removed from the dining table (which was in the living room, there being no dining room). Driscoll was addicted to lace, and other unnecessary embellishments, such as velvet ribbons. She dressed like her mother … not that Monica had ever met Driscoll’s mother, who was, of course, dead – one of the many ghostly presences in orbit around Monica. Or, at any rate, Monica assumed that Driscoll’s mother was dead, on the strength of the following evidence.

A tall chest of drawers – called a tallboy – stood opposite the end of Driscoll’s bed in her Holloway bedroom. Monica was forbidden to enter Driscoll’s bedroom, which was the very reason she frequented it when Driscoll was out. The tallboy culminated in a locked top drawer, the key to which Monica had discovered in a rolled-up pair of white leather gloves in the next drawer down. The top drawer held a great froth of silk, lace and crepe de Chine, mostly scraps awaiting Driscoll’s needle. There were also two wicker crucifixes and one small silver one, a box of sugared almonds, a Japanese silk fan, a corkscrew (no such shameful item was in the kitchen), an unsuitable – but, as it turned out, boring – novel called Three Weeks, by a person called Elinor Glyn, and a locked cedarwood box that didn’t rattle, about eight inches by four. There was also a flouncy Valentine’s card, with a mound of stuck-down confetti-like stuff forming a blurred heart on the front. The inscription was infuriatingly obtuse: ‘I hope you will …’ followed by three illegible words, the first two separated by an ‘a’, then ‘to’, followed by ‘this particular’ with a large ‘A’ on the line below, and three kisses underneath that. This card was not contained in an envelope, but in a custom-made pasteboard folder with a yellow-ribbon bow skewered to the front. There was an envelope in the drawer, however; it was marked ‘Mother’ and contained a single photograph in a florid frame. It showed a thin, Driscoll-like woman, perhaps slightly prettier, and evidently with the same dress sense, for she was swathed in velvet with a lace mantle over the shoulders, and her high blouse collar seemed a lacy attempt at self-strangulation. It was the fact of the photograph being in the envelope that made Monica think Driscoll’s mother dead – because the envelope was like a coffin.

Monica began dressing, thinking of Driscoll’s mother as she did so. Had she, like her daughter, been clever with a needle? Driscoll always put too much lace on the dresses, whether the woollen winter ones or the cottons and ginghams for summer. She was quite good about removing the lace when Monica protested, but she would save herself quite a few rows with Monica if she left it off to begin with.

But now Driscoll was dead. Or, at least, she was according to what might, or might not, have been a dream. Monica ought to have been able to say that it must have been a dream because she would not, in actuality, be capable of killing her guardian. But Monica couldn’t honestly say that – what with various things that had gone on this year.

She appealed to the bamboo table, the green cabinet and the blue gingham travelling dress. ‘Surely I wouldn’t have?’ But the continuing silence of these objects seemed telling.

Half dressed, Monica sat back down on the bed to listen for any sound that might be coming from the next room. She wished she knew the time. If it was after quarter to seven and Driscoll were not dead, she would be awake. ‘That goes without saying,’ Monica said, for Driscoll had never not been awake after that time. But there came no sound from next door, so either Driscoll was dead, or it was before quarter to seven.

Monica feared it might easily be past quarter to seven, going by the amount of light in the sky. She looked towards the windows. They were only windows, albeit tall ones, whereas Driscoll’s room had proper French windows, and the small balcony to step onto. If Monica were to walk over now to her own ordinary windows and look to the right, she would be able to see whether Driscoll’s French windows were open. If they were, that would be bad, because they were open in Monica’s recollection – whether dream or reality – of pushing Driscoll into the canal.

Monica would also be able to look down from her own windows. She would be able to see whether Driscoll was floating in the water. Did bodies float? It was a question that had come up in one or more unsuitable books she’d read, but she couldn’t remember the answer. The corpse might or might not float. It depended on a number of terrible things.

Monica did not have an image of Driscoll’s entry into the canal, but Driscoll couldn’t have avoided it. The canal was all that lay below the window, apart from the little landing stage in front of the water door. She might have bashed her head on that on her way into the water, but it would have been a miracle if she’d come to rest on it, since it was only about two feet wide.

And Driscoll couldn’t swim.

You’d have thought she could, since – while not in the least graceful – she was quite athletic, and she frequented a gymnasium near King’s Cross with her one friend, Mary Kelly, who worked in an accounting office, and was surely also destined for spinsterhood. Mary Kelly was a thin, careful person who always gave the impression of thinking a great deal about Monica that she wasn’t willing to say. She would nod warily at Monica as she entered the flat, removing the wide, round hat she always wore, which made her look like a foreign priest, and saying, ‘Hello, Monica. Are you well?’ and Monica would say, ‘Tolerably, Miss Kelly. I hope you are, too,’ before quitting whatever room the encounter had occurred in – usually the kitchen. Once, Mary Kelly had brought a rattling tin of mathematical instruments, for use by Driscoll in the training of Monica, so she was what was known in the Notable Trials books as ‘an aider and abettor’.

In the first weeks after the move to Holloway, Monica had been required to accompany them to the gymnasium. They would change into blue serge tunics with snake-buckle belts, then swing Indian clubs while facing one another and doing identical movements, like a person in front of a mirror. That was to warm them up, which it certainly did. They then played each other (or sometimes other people) at a game that involved batting something resembling a large insect over a high net. Monica had watched them from a high viewing gallery, marvelling at the way their exertions, often accompanied by involuntary gasps, would make the gas lanterns above them sway.

Monica, who had been rolling on her white cotton stockings, paused to recollect the name of the game. Badminton, that was it. You could also call it shuttlecock or battledore, so there were three horrible words for the price of one. But Driscoll loved the game, even though she had to wear her glasses to see the flying shuttle, or whatever it was called, retaining them by a rubber band in an unbearably poignant way.

But there was never any swimming. While Driscoll made regular use of the public transport, public conveniences, public libraries and occasionally (Monica suspected) the public houses in the vicinity of Holloway Road, she would never go into public baths. She had once half explained this prejudice to Monica. They had been passing the baths on Hornsey Road, which lurked behind the Holloway Road, so to speak, and, seeing some young men coming out with flat, wet hair, she said, ‘I don’t know how they nerve themselves to go in.’

‘Off the diving boards, you mean?’ Monica had said.

Driscoll shook her head. ‘The water. It’s not clean. How can it be with all those people in it?’

‘So you’ve never been in a swimming baths?’

‘As a girl, yes, but not to swim.’

She had then changed the subject, as she usually did when Monica (out of sheer morbid interest) attempted to quiz her about her past, leaving Monica to conclude that she must either have resorted to public baths to wash clothes or to wash herself, presumably in company with her mother. In Manchester, where this depressing scenario had unfolded, the public baths must be very factory-like: big and echoing, towered over by great chimneys.

Monica herself could nearly swim. She could probably do it in extremis, as Driscoll would say, if a boat she was in happened to capsize, for example. Leo had begun teaching her in his casual way when she was in the sea at Brighton. ‘Keep your chin up,’ he had said.

Monica looked at the windows again. She still dared not approach them. She now had her petticoat, blouse, stockings and dress on, and they were all white. Her shoes, gloves, sailor hat and parasol would also be white when she got around to those. She would look like a ghost, were it not for her very black hair and very dark eyes.

Monica noticed the ivory-handled hairbrush at the end of the bed. She vaguely recalled throwing it there after brushing her hair last night. Monica tended to fling hairbrushes about a lot, finding them very frustrating objects. She reached out for it, and, while sitting on the bed, she applied it to her hair, which was not quite the same thing as brushing her hair. Monica’s hair could not be brushed, although Driscoll had spent hours trying.

‘It’s so woolly,’ she would say.

‘It is not woolly,’ Monica would furiously reply. Later, Driscoll decided that the word for Monica’s hair was ‘frizzy’, which Monica denied even more hotly. But, in truth, it was. Officially, Monica wore her hair down, being still only fourteen, but in practice her curly hair was always naturally up, and if she put pigtails into it nobody could tell, especially if she used black ribbons. Monica chucked the hairbrush aside and rose to her feet.

There was nothing for it: she would have to cross the room and look.

When she arrived at the window, her heart was pounding as if she had run there. She looked across at the palazzos opposite. She still dared not look to the right to see about the French windows, but she believed she had the courage to look down.

She did it.

The water was the colour the ink from her Swan pen became when she washed it under the tap: turquoise; and there was no corpse floating in it, but then there wouldn’t be. The velvet cape Driscoll had been wearing (incredibly, given the heat of the night) would have taken her straight down like a diving bell. Yes, she would have made a splash and a ripple or two, but seconds after her entry into the water, there would have been no sign of the event having occurred. It would have been like when you gave a biscuit to Billy Jackson’s dog.

The air was warm, and a dirty-water smell came up from the canal, but it was not unpleasant. It was quite pleasant, in fact … intoxicating … there was something excitingly foreign about it. Monica began to hear voices echoing on the canal, but they came from that part of it that lay around the corner, because in Venice canals could – and did – turn through ninety degrees. The voices gradually became English, and they were accompanied by echoing drips, splashes and all the fumbling clatter of bad rowing. The boat came bumping around the corner, and it was being very badly rowed indeed by one of the two people in it. The rower was a man; his companion was a woman. Monica stepped back a little, not wanting to be seen by them, in case she had killed Driscoll.

The man was saying, ‘When in Rome, we are advised to do as the Romans do, and I hold the corresponding view, darling, that when in Venice—’

‘Get to the point, Henry.’

‘The point,’ said the man, ‘is that the Venetians don’t really go in for breakfast.’

The way this idiot was rowing … he was stirring up the water, in a manner likely to bring a corpse to the surface.

‘But I’m absolutely starving,’ said the woman.

‘All right, we’ll have coffee and a bun when we get back to the hotel.’

‘If we get back to it.’

‘But this is such fun, darling. I really can’t see why people go to all the expense of a gondola.’

‘I think you’re going to find out.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘When you come to a canal too narrow to row on.’

Their faces were obscured by their hats. The man wore a wide straw hat, the woman a white sun bonnet with flowers on it. Evidently, her hat was a pleasanter thing than she was – prettier, too, probably, judging by the tone of her voice, which echoed against the stone walls. They had come to the junction, where the little canal met a bigger one.

‘Turn us left here, darling,’ said the man, as they crashed into the stone bank. ‘Left, Ada.’

She was supposed to be in charge of the rudder. She said, ‘The correct instruction, if you want me to go left, is: “Pull on the right-hand rope.”’

‘Sorry, darling. Pull on the right-hand rope.’

‘What’s that horrible thing they eat here that’s savoury but looks like custard?’

The man made no reply; instead, he very unexpectedly looked up and saw Monica. She leapt back, but he had certainly seen her. He said, ‘Shall I tell you a peculiar fact about Venice, darling? They never have Venetian blinds at the windows. It’s always those lovely old wooden shutters.’

The man had been reasonably handsome but with one of those purple birthmarks – port wine stains, they were called – on his left cheek. And now, from the centre of the room, Monica heard him say exactly what she hoped he would not say: ‘Did you see that girl at the window?’ Monica retreated right to the bed and put her hands over her ears. She didn’t want to overhear any more. When she removed her hands from her ears, the Venetian silence had resumed.

She replayed their voices in her mind. They had sounded horribly English – as though they owned the place. About half the people on the train had been English. But then it was ‘the season’, being late summer, when it was still warm but not too hot. That was the theory, but Monica thought it might well be very hot today. She returned to the window and looked down again, although she still dared not look right. She watched the ruffled water of the canal gradually settle back down. Was Driscoll beneath it? If so, she had been spared a day of heat. Driscoll minded the heat terribly, but it would be nice and cool at the bottom of the canal.

Monica walked back towards the bed, over the wooden floor that rose and fell like the sea. She stood, listening. Driscoll usually snored in her sleep – a thin snore, because of the thinness of her nose – but no sound at all came from next door. Did Monica have the courage to walk out of her own bedroom, turn left down the corridor and knock on Driscoll’s door? She did not. The silence from next door was too unsettling, and the dream – if that’s what it had been – was not fading away as it was supposed to. ‘Try to think,’ she said. ‘Try to think about last night,’ and, of course, last night began yesterday morning – on the train.
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