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His wedding gift, clasped round my throat. A choker of rubies, two inches wide like an extraordinarily 

precious slit throat. After the Terror, in the early days of the Directory, the aristos who’d escaped the 

guillotine had an ironic fad of tying a red ribbon round their necks at just the point where the blade 

would have sliced through, a red ribbon like the memory of a wound. And his grandmother, taken 

with the motion, had her ribbon made up of rubies; such a gesture of luxurious defiance! That night 

at the opera comes back to me even now…the white dress; the frail child within it; and the flashing 

crimson jewels round her throat, bright as arterial blood. 

I saw him watching me in the gilded mirrors with the assessing eye of a connoisseur inspecting 

horseflesh, or even a housewife in the market, inspecting cuts on the slab. I’d never seen, or else 

acknowledge, that regard of his before, the sheer carnal avarice of it; and it was strangely magnified 

by the monocle lodge in his left eye. When I saw him look at me with lust, I dropped my eyes but, 

glancing away from him, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. And I saw myself, suddenly, as he saw 

me, my pale face, the way the muscles stuck out in my neck like thin wire. And, for the first time in 

my innocent and confined life, I sensed in myself the potentiality for corruption that took my breath 

away.  

The next day we were married. 
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Then he kissed me. And with, this time, no reticence. He kissed me and laid his hands imperatively 

upon my breast, beneath the sheath of ancient lace. I stumbled on the winding stair that led to the 

bedroom, to the carved, gilded bed on which he had been conceived. […] 

He made me put on the choker, the family heirloom of one woman who had escaped the blade. 

With trembling fingers, I fastened the thing about my neck. It was cold as ice and chilled me. He 

twined my hair into a rope and lifted it off my shoulders so that he could better kiss the downy 

furrows below my ears; that made me shudder. And he kissed those blazing rubies, too. He kissed 

them before he kissed my mouth. Rapt, he intoned: ‘Of her apparel she retains/only her sonorous 

jewellery.’ 

A dozen husbands impaled a dozen brides while the mewing gulls swung on invisible trapezes in the 

empty air outside. I was brought to my sense by the insistent shrilling of the telephone. He lay 

beside me, felled like an oak, breathing stertorously, as if he had been fighting with me. In the 

course of that one-sided struggle, I had seen his deathly composure shatter like a porcelain vase 

flung against a wall; I had heard him shriek and blaspheme at the orgasm; I had bled. And perhaps I 

had seen his face without its mask; and perhaps I had not. Yet I had been infinitely dishevelled by the 

loss of my virginity. 
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