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            The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices make instruments to scourge us
            


            William Shakespeare, King  Lear
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         WHEN HE’D READ THE LETTER, he folded it and put it in the file on his desk together with all the others. Three matches were lying beside the ink-pot. He picked up two of them and joined their ends, so making a shape like a pyramid. He got up from his chair and stared at it. He didn’t like it. He thought it oppressive, as if it were hemming him in. He took the third match and placed it parallel to the notional floor in the middle of the pyramid. The result, a capital ‘A’, was more to his satisfaction. Then he took it apart and set about another arrangement. He placed the one match above the other in parallel. He looked at them again. He didn’t like the co-ordination, the parallelism. He took the third match and used it to join the left end of the bottom match with the right end of the upper one. The shape was complete. A ‘Z’, completely geometrical, took shape before him. Two shapes with three matches. The same components, a different result. His attention turned to the third match, the diagonal one, it seemed somehow different from the others. He took it, struck it, let it burn and then he understood. It was this third match that prevented any boxing, that joined the nonconvergent, that led the way to the blazing end, leaving behind two lines that would never meet.
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            Aura


         


         1.


         Midday on deck, the sun directly overhead, and sea, everywhere sea, sea and gulls, all azure and white. In his head he could feel those tiny tails as Mitya, one of the three Russian brothers, referred to them. They were trembling, that’s exactly how it was; there are these tiny tails that tremble and then remember, this is what’s bothering him. This very attribute, that makes them vibrate, tremble and then remember, unnerves him. How he wished that those tails didn’t exist, that he could see and think at the same time, that the image and its processing might be one single procedure. What a waste of time for the image to enter the tail, to stir it and then for this to call up memory, to inform and compare, to process and decide! Of course the worst thing about all this business is that he eventually remembers. And it was this that he was trying consciously, but also out of an instinct for self-preservation, to play down. As much as he could.
         


         


            He stretches his legs. A twinge of pain in the knee. Ever sensitive in the joints, an indeterminable pain, vague. The sun scorching. He feels sleepy. He’s tired, exhausted. There’s a kind of exhaustion that’s the worst of all: trying not to think of anything. Like now. He wants to empty himself. Of thoughts, of images. Impossible. A bee is circling round him. He wafts it away. It comes back. Goes away again. Somewhere to the south she’ll be thinking of him with a wet towel over her face. Her legs sunk deep in the sand. Even deeper. He’d recognized the telephone call straight away. She put down the phone in less than five seconds, but the breath of the long-distance call had given her away. The silent reminder. The worst nightmare. He stretches out his legs still more. A slight pain in the coccyx. Useless in any case. Remnant of a tail. The animal disappears from upon us. Only a few vestiges remain. Some nooks to remind us of it.
            


            He looks at his watch. 4:44 p.m., 4.9.95. Fours again. Like nails in the briny afternoon. A light, refreshing breeze is blowing. I’m travelling, he thinks.
            


         


         2.


         ‘Allez-vous à Paros?’ from the chair next to him.


         An engaging, well-built young man, with broad shoulders and hawkish profile, from Paris, a medical student. He was obviously in a mood for conversation – or rather for a monologue. In a characteristically nasal voice, he tells him that it’s the second time he’s going to the island. On hearing the name Paris, he again sees before him rue Daguerre with its marketplace, the cooked meats and the seafood, with the thousands of colours and with the sense of festivity streaming from every stall. At the same time, he also sees Les Halles and the houses he frequented and the environment of the enfants gâtés  of the French capital with whom he had shared – by chance? by choice? – a crucial period in his life. And of course the salon with the exhibition of antique furniture, as he would later admit with sarcasm. Next, a film came into his mind: La  Haine.  Particularly the final scene. With the shots a sound track on the face of Said, the Arab, the Foreigner. Then, with the associations coming thick and fast, he journeyed in his mind to the Emirates, to the warm sea, to his meeting with Otaiba, to the meal in kaftans, to the souk, to the hotel, to the bottles bought illegally at five times the normal price…
         


         




         Jacques Delamarche went on for an hour. He talked about his studies, his separation, about St Germain, about Mittérrand’s illegitimate daughter. Then he got fed up. He was like a child clumsily playing with a toy for some time before tiring of it: a toy that in any case was only following as a matter of form – as his mind was on other things – he went to the toilet leaving Jacques on his own smoking his last cigarette. Once there he took out the small bottle and took four large swigs. He gazed at himself in the mirror and smiled at his swollen eyes.
         


         3.


         The sun bright, a mitrailleuse mercilessly shooting out its rays. Below, a hissing rose from the amorphous, glowering face of the sea. In the distance, a faint grey, the island appears like an illusion. On a wooden form beside the boats a middle-aged couple are talking. He listens.
         


         ‘Do you remember last year how lovely it was?’
         


         ‘Yes, but not like in 1980. An orgasm of building, that’s what it is.’
         


         ‘And the people are so different …’


         ‘That’s people for you. They change.’


         ‘People change along with the houses.’


         ‘This island’s got something, a magnetism. It forms a triangle with Delos and Santorini. Isosceles.’
         


         ‘You’re right about that. It’s certainly got something.’
         


         ‘A magnetism.’


         




         He feels a certain lethargy. A lethargy caused by the sun, that makes him think of other suns. A condensed light hurls wet pointed darts. He shudders. He puts on his earphones: Jonathan Richman, ‘That Summer Feeling’. Two more swigs. The air is shining like a gold ring at midday. A hydrogen molecule from the alcohol vanishes into his guts. The spirit is transformed into acetone. Everything alters, everything changes. And he, sad for some time now, doesn’t know. He doesn’t know that what he feels right now, what for so many years has been inexplicably causing him pain, that same thing is here now. It’s here and travelling. With him.
         


         4.


         Before long he’ll set foot on the island. He doesn’t know if that pang he feels is due to the recollection, the return and expected comparison, or if it’s fear, the fear that’s waiting to be confirmed, that seizes little rasping breaths from his lungs and merges them into a pronounced difficulty in breathing; or perhaps it’s that expectation, responsible for those tiny sharp twinges, that pushes him to forcefully join with, to clutch at, to desperately hang onto the future blowing before him like a foreign breeze. A cool breeze, that spreads all around with a deceptive charm and leads him, with a waning moon, to a wager, to a throw of the dice whose significance he’s not yet aware of The dice roll and on the edge of the cube the numbers whirl round – the numbers, the coincidences and correspondences that once again accompany him to this place which, as he’d just heard them put it very aptly, has a magnetism, a kind of radiance that imbues the darkness spreading over the harbour with an otherworldly sheen, just like a cloud of electrical fields that struggle and open this adjacent, this interim life of his like a fan. A life that resembles breathing which becomes regular only with difficulty, with the guts churning round, the senses inert, with a tongue that wants to say something but can’t.
         


         He’s come to the island after two years of voluntary confinement at home. Two years with virtually no work – the fault of the cheques that kept arriving from the 1990 contract – the pros and cons of being self-employed. Two years on the threshold of memory, whole months erased, others vague, with events fragmented and very few moments of clarity, such as all that had happened in the last month, with the continual arguments, the final straw and the unavoidable end. Now he really is alone, without a house to hide in, without a woman, without an alibi. Just him and the outside world, and that scares him. He feels that between him and the environment there exists a huge natural problem, a problem of organic dimensions, and that all he can do – and with great effort – is to allay it, forget it.
         


         


            He has no plan. No. There’s no programmed sequence of action, he has no course mapped out. Everything will come of its own accord, he won’t force anything. It’s clear to him now that he’s not the one to decide. What decides is the eye of a pachyderm that he’s swallowed. An eye that, firmly lodged in his guts, will observe him, supervise him, spy on him for ever. For the time being he still feels himself hiding in a peculiar flora, in a green swamp with walls of horn to the right and left. Every now and then, he sees a gigantic shadow approaching. Then he reaches out his arms and stretches as far as he can. As far as he can to touch the shadow, to bite the darkness, to enter into the liberating shade.
            


            The gangway is lowered. Small lights shine. He feels as if he’s flying. Towards the lights. That go out. He sets foot on the island wrapped in the soft sound of the rippling sea. He notices the regularities of the constructed shapes, the thousands of glittering lights, and beneath the dimmed stars of the summer night he feels his life suspended between the damp air and the sad earth he’s treading on.
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