The snakes within

TOBY LICHTIG

A THEAIRE FOR DREAMERS
POLLY SAMSON
348pp. Bloomsbury Circus. £14.99.

INCE HIS DEATH IN 2016, Leonard Cohen has
found a new lease of life as the subject of other
people’s art. Much of the focus has been on the
years he spent on the Greek island of Hydra with
group of artists and writers during the 1960s, a
period when he failed to make waves as a novelist
but laid the foundations for his Tower of Song.
Nick Broomfield's documentary, Marianne and
Leonard (2019), looked at Cohen's on-off relation-
ship with Marianne Thlen (the subject of one of
Cohen’s best-known ballads); later this year Fabien
Greenberg and Bird Kjoge Ronning are set to

already mainstays of the island’s expat community
when Cohen first got off the boat. Now Polly Sam-
son’s new novel, A Theats for Desgmess, releases

Eighteen-year-old Erica, still mourning her
beloved mother, has fled her cruel and domineering
father for an adventure in the Mediterranean sun.

She sets off from dreary London with her bouncy
boyfriend Jimmy and brooding brother Bobby,
speeding across Europe in their mother’s “porcelain
green" convertible. It is 1960 and on the way she
encounters her first croissant; her first aubergine
and globe artichoke will follow.

On Hydra she attaches herself to Charmian Clift
(her mother’s old friend) and quickly submits her-
self to a regime of apparent liberation and enthrall-

the scene seem to flit about, tending to their men's
needs. “Don’t let the buggers clip your wings”,
warns Charmian, a successful writer who still does
the vast bulk of the childcare for her three “free-

writer. George takes a dim view of the arrivistes -

“We're getting overrun with people writing bloody
novels” - but he still boozes with the worst of them,
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courtly Canadian can also be a cad. He tries, in his
way, to be free. He may even have designs on Erica.

sun emblazons the sea by unfurling its bolt of
orange "); and there is even a nice plot twist

largely
from one form of patriarchy to another. “We were
innocent children®, Marianne reflects of that sum-
mer, when she meets up with Erica several years
later. But, as Cohen sang of those early days, they
were only “almost young”. And some were more
than others. =
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