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INTRODUCTION


On Beauty, and The Beast: An Interview


with Hugh Fleetwood





Hugh Fleetwood was born in Chichester, Sussex, in 1944. Aged twenty-one, he moved to Italy and lived there for fourteen years, during which time he exhibited his paintings and wrote a number of novels and story collections, originally published by Hamish Hamilton, beginning with A Painter of Flowers (1972). His second novel, The Girl Who Passed for Normal (1973), won the John Llewellyn Rhys Memorial Prize. His fifth, The Order of Death (1977), was adapted into a 1983 film starring Harvey Keitel and John Lydon. He currently lives in London, and continues to work both as writer and painter.


In this interview with Faber Finds editor Richard T Kelly, recorded at the Faber offices in April 2013, Hugh Fleetwood discusses some of the key influences on his work, both from life and from art.


RICHARD T. KELLY: Given the distinctive expatriate/Anglo-Italian dimension of your writing it does seem very significant that you moved away from England while still a young man. Was this a special ambition of yours?


HUGH FLEETWOOD: Yes, I found England parochial, I hated the whole class business, absolutely loathed it – I still do. When I was seven years old I was sent to boarding school in Worthing, and we had an English master there who actually did say to us, ‘You know, you boys are going to grow up to run the empire …’ Even at that age, I thought, ‘You are insane.’ Then at thirteen I went to a public school, Eastbourne, which I hated with a passion – so much that it was the making of me, really. I was so determined to get away from the sorts of people I encountered there that I vowed I would leave the country as soon as I could.


There was a history teacher who loathed me – I don’t know if it was personal, but one of my forebears had been a general under Cromwell and one of the many signatories of Charles I’s death warrant. This teacher never forgave me for that. I remember writing in an essay something to the effect that Gladstone was the first English statesman to try to incorporate Christian morality into practical politics. He crossed this out and wrote, ‘What about King Alfred?’ Alfred hadn’t much figured in our syllabus, if he indeed existed. And at the bottom he added in red ink, ‘But what can you expect from the descendant of a regicide?’


RTK: Weren’t there any teachers who encouraged you in a creative direction?


HF: I always painted, and there was one art teacher who thought I should go on to art school. But then he went off to America on an exchange, and his American counterpart didn’t like me and I didn’t like him, which put me off. But that was probably fortuitous … The school did have a painting competition, and I did a large oil of a black woman, naked, full frontal. They had to give me the first prize, it was the best entry, but they were terribly embarrassed. I was awarded £25 and a book of my choice, so I picked Les Fleurs du Mal. I think the general reaction was ‘Typical Fleetwood’ …


RTK: What about literary interests? Were you reading much early? Did you write?


HF: I started reading seriously, I suppose, when I was about 14 – Ibsen and Strindberg, and other names I would claim to have read, and then had to catch up on very quickly … But by the time I was sixteen, seventeen, I loved German literature and music, I was fascinated by that culture. These were the post-war years, of course, and it often seemed that the Germans were blamed for every sin throughout history. Obviously they were guilty to an extent. But I also felt the English weren’t nearly so spotless as they purported to be. There was an awful lot of self-righteousness. I mean, history teaches us – we may be rich and civilised now, but we didn’t get to be so by being nice, did we? We did it basically by killing people who were less rich and less quote-unquote civilised. We all know that and we all accept that.


RTK: As Ernest Jones said of the British Empire, ‘On its colonies the sun never sets but the blood never dries …’


HF: Yes, and all empires have been the same. I’m sure when the Romans invaded Britain they were hated. But a thousand years go by and the account becomes rather more sanitised …


When I was sixteen or seventeen I started writing short stories, too, and then a novel – I knew it ‘wouldn’t do’, but I did finish it. And as soon as I finished school I went to Paris for six months.


RTK: Why Paris? Did you speak the language?


HF: Only a little, but I’d been there with my parents and liked it; I had family in Paris who agreed to put me up. And Paris seemed the nearest place that was ‘abroad’ – it was just that lure of getting away. And I loved it. I was passionate about film, and Paris was wonderful for the cinema. I would go three times a day, it only cost one franc, and I got my film education that way, saw every old Hitchcock, Ford, Renoir, Von Sternberg … Eventually my parents said to me, ‘Come back to England, go to university, at least until you’re twenty-one, and if you still want to live abroad then go.’ I always got on well with my parents – they both seemed very normal to me, and I suppose I must have seemed very un-normal to them, but they were extraordinarily tolerant. So I did as they asked. I started studying Law, detested it. All I remember is I sat in lectures next to Tim Rice. And the day after my twenty-first birthday I left the country and vowed never to return – a vow I didn’t quite manage to keep … But when I went my parents said, ‘It’s your life, you’re old enough to know what you want to do, we hope it works out.’


RTK: How did you manage to arrange your escape?


HF: I was sharing a flat in Lambeth and a girl in the flat worked for OUP. She introduced me to a German publisher based in Munich who told me that if I went to Munich and learned some German he’d give me some sort of job. So I went, but I wasn’t happy – it was expensive, I could see my money running out in a fortnight, certainly before I’d learned enough German.


One day I went to the train station and saw there was a train leaving for Italy the following morning. I’d never been there, didn’t speak a word of Italian, but I thought, ‘What the hell, I can’t go back to England …’ The next morning – it was 8 a.m., 26 October 1965 – I got on that train. It was freezing cold, the taxi driver who drove me to the station was blowing on his fingers. But when I arrived in Florence at eight o’clock that evening it was still summer, and I’d never seen anything so beautiful. That was that …


I stayed in Florence for three months, learning Italian, but there were too many foreigners in Florence to teach English, and soon I was down to my last £1.50. So I hitchhiked to Rome with an American girl I’d met. She had a ‘sort of’ boyfriend there, and she said if she slept with him then he would put us up for a week. So I urged her to sacrifice herself … In Rome I thought the only thing I could do was teach English so I called at a language school. They didn’t need anybody but they pointed me to another place down the road, and there the directress essentially asked me when I’d like to start. I said ‘Now’, and she said, ‘I suppose you’ll need an advance …?’ She opened her handbag and gave me 80,000 lira, a month’s salary, me having just walked in off the street. But I did a training course, and an American who started the same day as me had a room in a pensione, so I moved in there.


RTK: And in Rome did you feel you had found the place you’d been searching for?


HF: To begin with, I didn’t like Rome as much as Florence. But by the time I had enough money to leave I didn’t want to. Yes, I loved it. It was very easy as a foreigner, I had to get a permesso di soggiorno but the school did that for me. After that you paid no taxes, and there weren’t so many of us foreigners about, so you met people. I made friends, got an apartment of my own, was very happy. Also I just felt, perhaps naively, that there weren’t the same class divisions in Italy as in England. There were regional differences, people said they were from Tuscany or Naples or whatever, but not the stultifying class divisions you saw in England. As ‘a foreigner’, one was labelled to that degree, but not as any sort of class.


RTK: Did the Rome of the mid-1960s still have the feel of la dolce vita?


HF: It was the tail end of that, yes. I’d been there a year when a friend drove to visit me, his first time in Italy, and these were the days when the Via Veneto was still the place to meet. So I arranged to see him at the Café de Paris, the centre of civilised life at the time. You had to fight to get a table, always, but I fought and won one for us – next to a table that had been reserved, oddly. My friend joined me and sat down and two minutes later Luchino Visconti, Anna Magnani, and Raf Vallone came and took that reserved table. So I felt I’d organised it perfectly …


After 1968 things changed, then the Red Brigades stuff started, which changed the atmosphere of the place to some extent – not altogether. You became conscious of it, of bombs going off. But then bombs were going off in London too.


RTK: How were your literary tastes developing in this time?


HF: My great literary love at that time was Christopher Isherwood. When I went to Italy I couldn’t take much luggage but I did take Goodbye to Berlin, which I would read from cover and cover, and then start again. Patricia Highsmith I loved, too. The Blunderer in particular I thought was wonderful. Like most people of that age I loved the Russians – Dostoyevsky, Chekhov’s stories, Lermontov. Then I read Pushkin’s Queen of Spades and Nabokov’s Laughter in the Dark. Queen of Spades just struck me as a perfect story. There was an element of magic in it. And it wasn’t English … But both the Pushkin and the Nabokov made a huge impression on me, and I thought, ‘That’s what I want to do …’ I hadn’t written since school but I started writing more short stories.


I couldn’t see my way for a while, wasn’t sure what kind of novel I would write. But then, I knew an English girl in Rome – I’d known her before, and she had an appalling mother. This girl came out to Rome, her mother followed, and this mother was all pink and white, apparently genteel, and absolutely poisonous. That gave me the basic materials for my first novel, A Painter of Flowers. The main character was an autobiographical element. But I suppose all my books have been autobiographical, to some extent. It’s not conscious, it just happens.


I’d been teaching for four years when I got the news that A Painter of Flowers would be published. So I went to the language school and informed them that I’d never do another honest day’s work in my life. And, touch wood, I never have … But they were very nice about it. The directress actually bought the painting of mine that was on the jacket of the novel.


RTK: You were still painting as keenly as before?


HF: Yes. I exhibited for the first time in 1970, in Spoleto, The Festival of Two Worlds. I knew a young American art dealer in Rome who liked my paintings. He called me, said, ‘I’m having a small exhibition of a Spanish painter, would you like to have a joint exhibition?’ I said, ‘Who’s the Spanish painter?’ He said, ‘Picasso.’ I said, ‘Yes.’ I got a nice review in the Herald Tribune, from someone who’d presumably gone to see the Picassos … But for some time thereafter I really concentrated on the writing, still painting, but not so much.


I got the idea for my second novel through a friend of mine who was teaching a girl who had learning disabilities – teaching her, more or less, ‘to be normal.’ And the girl she was teaching had a mother who washed her hair in eggs, which her daughter apparently hated. So that was the seed for The Girl Who Passed For Normal, and the rest of the story came to me somehow …


RTK: Did you find the storytelling part of novel-writing came easily? Or was it a lot of work to make all the elements fit together?


HF: Plotting for me was always natural. It’s usually just a small incident that forms itself into a whole story – like the proverbial grain of sand in the oyster, where the pearl forms around it. I work out the story on the back of an envelope, as it were, but I try not to think about it too much or else I find it becomes contrived. I’ve begun books where I’ve tried to plot too much in advance and then had to abandon them, because they haven’t worked. I’ve tried never to analyse where the work comes from, because I’m afraid if I did then it would all disappear. The same with my painting – people ask me what a picture means and I say, ‘I have no idea.’ Someone once suggested to me, when I was being more than usually neurotic, that I should go see an analyst. I said, ‘No, that would destroy any talent that I’ve got …’


RTK: You say you got the idea for The Girl from someone you knew. Did the act of making fiction out of a friend’s real life cause any awkwardness …?


HF: Yes, a certain amount of difficulty … But I’ve done it on a number of occasions. It’s what a writer does, you borrow – it’s like borrowing a clothes hanger, but you hang your own clothes on it.


One problem I have had is that I’ve always been bad at proofreading. You have to force yourself to read closely, because you know what should be there, but sometimes that’s what you see, rather than what’s actually on the page. But I once wrote a short story based on a friend of mine, and in the first draft I’d kept her real name. For some reason, that stayed into the printed version. And she was not pleased … We’re still friendly, she forgave me. One thing I learned over the years, I’ve only tried expressly to be nice about people twice in my books, and they were the only two people who never forgave me. Whereas I’ve been foul to lots of people and they’ve all said, ‘Oh, well, we knew what you were like …’ (laughs)


RTK: One could see a problem arising if people can’t separate the character they see on the page from how they imagine you perceive them in life. But then as Graham Greene famously said, there’s ‘a splinter of ice in the heart of a writer.’


HF: Yes. I’ve always thought it’s probably more like a splinter of humanity, in a block of ice …


RTK: As the reader proceeds through The Girl Who Passed for Normal, would it be fair for them to suspect that the book’s title could apply to any one of the main female characters?


HF: Yes. It’s supposed to be Catherine, the daughter, who’s most evidently ‘not normal’, but by the end of the story the teacher Barbara, who was supposedly normal at the outset, has accepted all sorts of things that your average person would not – murder, for one. But then most normal people do accept these things go on, even if they’re not involved in them first-hand …


RTK: And the mother, Mary, who laughs in saying that she thinks her daughter is ‘mad’? Is she perhaps not so very sane herself?


HF: I’ve always thought that about 95 per cent of the world’s population are insane.


RTK: Clinically?


HF: Well, if you scratch almost anybody you’ll find it. We keep up masks, and if you can’t mask it then the world judges you insane. That doesn’t mean to say that just because you can mask it then underneath you’re not. I’ve met very few people in my life who weren’t – when it really comes down to it, when push comes to shove …


RTK: Barbara appears reasonably ‘grounded’ in some ways, and yet we do worry about her from the start, mainly because of her romantic attachment to the elusive David, when all the evidence points to this being a fixed delusion on her part.


HF: Yes it’s not a satisfactory relationship. And she’s already lost her first husband …


RTK: She’s looking for love …


HF: She is. And I think the clincher is that Catherine says to her, ‘I love you’, and for the first time Barbara really does feel loved. And maybe Catherine does love her, though she’s also using Barbara for her own ends. But that is pivotal.


RTK: David’s friend Marcello seems like a sane voice in the book. At the start he’s quite condescending to Barbara. Yet by the end he’s rather afraid of her.


HF: Marcello is made nervous by her because he guesses the extent to which she’s prepared to go. And she sees him as someone who can pontificate as he does because he’s firmly in ‘the establishment’, as it were, whereas she is excluded for all sorts of reasons. In the end she gets what she wants – it’s a bit of the Saint Therese/answered prayers syndrome. But she pays the price.


RTK: Do you think you’re inclined by temperament toward ‘dark’ endings for your stories? Rather than, say, ‘redemptive’ ones?


HF: Oh, I think most of them are redemptive in a way. People get what they want … Like Barbara, or like Wilbur in An Artist and a Magician. Originally I wanted to call that book ‘A Tax On Added Value’ but I was advised it wasn’t a good title. Essentially, though, that is what the book is about. Value has been added to Wilbur’s life but he has to pay a moral tax on it. You could say the same of The Girl.


RTK: You say your characters ‘get what they want.’ But I sometimes find myself wondering how they would manage to go on with their lives after the last page.


HF: Well, that’s something we all have to deal with, isn’t it?


RTK: The Girl Who Passed for Normal nearly became a film, didn’t it?


HF: Yes. A Painter of Flowers was optioned but never filmed, then I met the director George Cosmatos in Rome who bought The Girl and wanted to make it. But he had a contract with [producer] Carlo Ponti, and had got into a lot of trouble over a film called Rappresaglia starring Richard Burton and Marcello Mastroianni, to do with the Pope not defending the Jews during the war. George was being sued over it, and he thought if it went against him he might not work again. He did get through it, then he made The Cassandra Crossing, not terribly good but hugely successful. Then he went to Hollywood, where he wound up making Rambo … But The Girl Who Passed for Normal went by the board.


We stayed vaguely in touch, and some years down the line he told me he was in a position to make anything he liked, and really wanted to make The Girl. He came to London, we talked about it, he asked me to write a script, I did and I sent it to him. But I heard nothing back, which was most unlike him. I called his son in Vancouver and asked if he was all right? The son told me he’d suffered a brain tumour and lost his sight, and about two months later he died.


RTK: Earlier you mentioned Patricia Highsmith as an influence on your writing. Highsmith famously said that she was ‘interested in the effect of guilt’ upon the heroes of her stories. Do you think you are interested in something similar?


HF: No – not ‘guilt’, that’s not something I really recognise. I would say I’m interested in characters coming to terms with things, in themselves and in the world. It’s about their arriving at a knowledge, of murder, of death … And then they use this, and grow out of what they were. That’s a conscious theme of all my books.


RTK: In your own life would you say you’ve had experiences that affected you in just this way?


HF: I think for my generation a big part of it was growing up just after the war, in the shadow of that, which had a profound effect on me, certainly, and from an early age. I remember, at school, reading accounts of concentration camps. And you were told this was what the Germans were capable of – or the Russians, in the case of the gulags. But these things weren’t dreadful because they were done by Russians or Germans. I thought, ‘This is what human beings are capable of.’ It led you to wonder how you would cope in that situation – cope, I mean, whether on one side or the other, whether one was in such a camp or running it.


The other main theme in my books, I suppose, is the ‘beauty and the beast’ element – that you have to have them both, you can’t have one without the other. Beauty without the beast is shallow, meaningless.


RTK: Would you say it’s a necessary acknowledgement of evil in the world?


HF: Not ‘evil’, just the facts of life. I don’t really ‘do’ evil (laughs). I hate the word ‘innocent’, too – I know what people mean by it but I just don’t buy it. There’s ignorance and then there’s knowledge, or there should be.


People say Francis Bacon’s paintings are horrific, but I find them beautiful as paintings. The subject matter is, in a sense, irrelevant. If you consider the power of Renaissance painters who painted crucifixions – the subject may be tragic or whatever you want to call it, but if the paintings are beautiful then in that way you get the whole package. The Grunewald Crucifixion in Colmar, for example, is horrific but also beautiful. Whereas paintings by someone like Renoir who just did flowers and rosy-cheeked girls are much uglier to me.


RTK: So the artist needs to make an accommodation with the horrific, to look at it squarely?


HF: Oh, I think everybody should, artists or no. I should say, I don’t think artists are any more corrupt than anyone else – I just think they should stop pretending that they’re less.
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She opened the door of the apartment. It was quiet and dark inside, and across the hall, through the open door of the living room, she could see that the shutters were closed.


She called “David,” but there was no reply. She picked up her suitcases, carried them into the hall, and closed the door. She turned on the light, then went into the living room and opened the shutters. She took off her coat, and noticed that one of her mother’s curly, greasy hairs was sticking to the shoulder. Her lips twisted a little in distaste, and she removed the hair and dropped it in a wastepaper basket. She had checked the coat five or six times since her mother had said good-bye to her, had put her fat arms around her and put her greasy head on her shoulder, but every time she checked she found another hair, or a trace of the gray-white mohair sweater her mother had been wearing. She thought, with disgust, that she would probably go on finding traces of her mother for days and days, and just when she thought she had found them all she would find another — and when she had found them all she would still be able to smell her mother’s smell, that mixture of sweat and cooking fat.


She wondered where David was. The apartment looked clean and neat, almost unlived in. There were no books lying around, no pieces of paper or pens. The ash trays were all clean, and there was a cover on the record player. She went out of the living room and across the hall to the bedroom.


That, too, was clean and neat. The twin beds were made and the covers on them. There were no clothes lying around. She wondered where David was.


She had been expecting him at the station. After she got off the train she’d looked at all the people waiting; and when she hadn’t seen him she’d put her luggage down and waited, in case she’d missed him in the crowd, or in case he was late. But when everyone had gone and she was still standing, with cold hands, at the end of the platform, she had realized that there was no point in waiting any longer, so she had taken her suitcases, and found a taxi.


When she arrived at her glass-and-brass street door she had rung the bell with David’s name on, and waited with her mouth by the grille to say, when David called softly, “Who’s there?”, “It’s me, David. Will you come down and help me with the cases?


But David hadn’t answered, so she had searched in her handbag and found her keys; had let herself in and, painfully, carried her cases up the three flights of stairs, telling herself that there was no point in feeling hurt. David might be working, or he might have had to go away for the day — though she couldn’t imagine where.


She sat down on one of the beds and wondered where he was. He might at least — she stood up and opened the windows and the shutters and looked out into the street as if she would find some sign of David there — see him running up the steep little hill, calling up to the third floor, “I got held up on my way. Why didn’t you wait?”


But there was no one in the street, and the tree, opposite, that had been so summer-full when she had left, three months ago, was now almost bare. She shivered. It was only mid-November and should have been quite warm still; but it was a gray, bleak afternoon, and she was tired and cold, and the apartment was empty.


She went into the kitchen and lit the gas for the central heating. She glanced up at the electric water heater; that was on.


She went back to the bedroom and looked through the wardrobe; David’s clothes were all there. She stared at herself in the mirror on the wardrobe door. She was looking cold and bleak as the day. She smiled at herself in the mirror; frowned, pursed her lips, and narrowed her eyes; but her face remained wintry. She didn’t want David to see her like that. She pulled the rubber band off her hair and shook her head. She ought to wash her hair. It looked too hard; it always did after she had dyed it, and especially when her face was pale and her lips painted a bright, extraordinary red. She shouldn’t have put any lipstick on. David hated it. He said it gave her lips a life of their own, made them look obscene. But it was better, she had thought on the train, to attract the eye to the fat red fish when the pond they were swimming in was not only shallow but muddy as well. She had felt muddy on the train, simply with the fatigue of the journey; now she felt muddy and bleak and awful, and her shoulders ached from carrying her bags.


Perhaps David had left her a message somewhere. She dosed the wardrobe door to shut off the offending image, and looked around the room. There was no message there, no sheet of paper saying “Be back soon Love David.” She went into the hall and looked around; on the bookshelves, on the chair, on the coat rack. She went into the last of the three rooms of the apartment, David’s study. There was no message. She wondered whether David had received her letter. Perhaps he had gone away before it had arrived, and hadn’t yet returned. Perhaps she hadn’t been clear in her letter; had said the 25th of November instead of the 15th. Perhaps the letter had got lost in the post and never arrived at all.


She went into the living room and sat down. The letter couldn’t have got lost, and even if it had, David, presumably, had been seeing the Emersons. She had written them at the same time, so they would have spoken about her to him, surely. Both letters couldn’t have got lost in the post. But then — if David had been going to the Emersons, if he had been teaching Catherine, he couldn’t have gone away. Unless the Emersons had gone away. If they had, before they had received her letter, David might have thought it a good opportunity to go away himself. Perhaps he had gone somewhere with Marcello. And if he hadn’t read her letter, he could have hardly been expecting her to return, when only ten days before that she had written, “I’m afraid mother is very sick indeed; the doctor says he doesn’t know what more he can do.”


Perhaps. She didn’t know. She felt tired and miserable. She had come home, and home looked like a hotel room, empty and neat. She had come back to Italy for David — for if not for him she couldn’t think why — and David was not there. She felt her lips twisting on her face, leaping and writhing as if they had a life of their own, trying to hide the fact that they were wounded.


She took a cigarette from her handbag and lit it quickly. That was better. She inhaled a couple of times, then stood up and went back to David’s study. She opened the top drawer of his desk, where he kept his letters, and saw the letter she had written him. She took it out and read it.




My dearest love,


I’m coming back soon! Things here have sort of resolved themselves. Three days ago I had a long talk with mother. I told her what the doctor had said, that he couldn’t do anything more, and that it was just a matter of waiting to see what happened. She didn’t seem at all upset, just nodded and smiled and said she’d realized that, that it was just a question of time now; that she’d reached the end, etc. So I said to her that I was thinking of flying over, just for a weekend, to see you and see how you were. That really upset her! She said I mustn’t go off and leave her, that if I went she’d die within hours, that I couldn’t do that to her. So I said O.K., I won’t go, and she immediately seemed happier, almost smug — so much so that it made me wonder if she really was feeling all that sick, and whether it wasn’t that she enjoyed having me there, and wanted me to stay. I wondered whether, in fact, she had any intention of dying. So I had it out with her and she got really angry, saying that she had always known that you would have a bad influence on me, that you had made me hard and selfish, etc. etc. Then I got angry, and we were both shouting away for about — it must have been twenty minutes — and then, suddenly, I looked at mother and I knew, and she looked at me and knew I knew. She’d been faking all the time! She was just feeling miserable and lonely, so she decided she wanted me to come home and look after her. I think perhaps she did have a mild heart attack earlier, but I went to the doctor again the day before yesterday and asked him whether it was possible mother had been faking the whole thing and he said yes — that when she called him and said she was having an attack it was the first time he’d seen her for about ten years, and though there was something wrong with her heart it was something that could have been wrong for years and years, and could go on being wrong for years and years — and, in any case, he said that mother being the size she is, it would be pretty strange if there wasn’t something wrong with her heart. He did say, however, that if she felt miserable enough to persist in playing the role of a dying woman for three months there was something wrong with her, if not necessarily with her heart, and that I should have pity on her and not rush off immediately. So I went home and told mother that I would be leaving in two weeks’ time. She took it without a murmur, and yesterday and today we’ve been really quite friendly. So! This morning I bought my ticket. I’m going to come back by train. I leave London on the morning of November 14th, and arrive in Rome at about 3:30 on the afternoon of the 15th — perhaps you could call the station to check that, and if you’re not doing anything … it is a Sunday. I can’t tell you how happy I am! Apart from that, I haven’t been doing much. The weather —





She put the letter down. He had received it and read and put it in his drawer, and she had been quite specific about the day and the time. She picked the letter up again and pressed her lips together. It was a horrible letter. Perhaps David had thought that. Perhaps she had hurt him by hinting at what her mother had said in their twenty-minute shouting contest. She shouldn’t have mentioned it. He had always known her mother didn’t approve of him; she always thought he was too lazy, or too cynical, or too “brilliant,” and not quite, as she put it, straight enough. It had never worried him before. He had always said that her mother had fallen from another, more puritanical century; her mother, who had worked so hard all her life, first as a waitress, then as the owner of a small restaurant for truck drivers. Her mother had raised two, as she thought, talented daughters, and then felt unhappy when they went off with two talented men, and disappeared — as she had always hoped they would and worked so they could — from her life of hard work and sacrifice.


David had always said he liked her mother, and that it was natural for her to feel as she did about him; it would have been unnatural, a betrayal, had she not done so.


But perhaps, Barbara thought, after he had read the letter he had felt that she had come to share her mother’s opinions. Perhaps he had believed that she had gone off to England and stayed there three months because she wanted to get away from him, and had made up the whole story of her mother’s sickness.


She cursed her mother for being fat and ugly, for having greasy hair and a foul smell, for having worked too hard all her life, for being sick, and for lying. She cursed her for having said all the things she had said about David, and everything else she had ever said. She wondered where David was.


He couldn’t have gone away; not without his clothes, not just like that, without any message. He must have cleaned the house for her homecoming, and then, for some reason, gone out. He would be home soon.


Suddenly, she felt more relaxed. She decided to have a bath. Perhaps while she was in the bath, he would return. Perhaps he was out buying her some flowers. He would be home soon.


*


She had her bath, washed her hair, dried it, unpacked her bags, made herself some coffee, looked at her watch about twenty times — and when it was seven-thirty there was still no sign of David.


She began to feel frightened. Perhaps he had had an accident on his way to the station.


At eight o’clock she rang Marcello.


Marcello didn’t know where David was. He hadn’t seen him for more than a week. He asked Barbara when she had got back.


“I got in this afternoon,” she said, “but David’s not here. I don’t know where he is.”


Marcello didn’t sound worried, or even particularly interested. He suggested that David had had to do something urgent.


“Did David say anything about my coming back when you saw him last?” Barbara asked.


“No.”


“I’m worried, Marcello. It’s — oh, I don’t know. It makes me frightened. He should be here.”


Marcello told her not to worry, but said that if David hadn’t returned by ten she should ring again. “Then I’ll worry with you. O.K.?”


Barbara nodded at the telephone and said, “Yes. I’ll call you back.”


*


Once before, David had disappeared. It had been his birthday; two weeks before, Barbara had said, “I don’t care what we do, but I want us to spend that evening together. We can go out and celebrate, or we can stay home.”


“O.K.,” David had said vaguely.


When the evening of his birthday came he insisted that they eat early. As soon as they finished he said he was going out to buy cigarettes. He didn’t return until two the next morning. Barbara waited up for him, determined not to make a scene; but as soon as he came into the bedroom she started crying. “You did it deliberately, just to hurt me,” she said, and David looked at her as if she were a fork that wasn’t quite clean. “I met Marcello,” he said. “We had a drink together. Then we met some friends of his and —”


“You could have rung me up. You could have —” she tried to control herself, but she couldn’t. “You should have asked me. You promised we could spend this evening together.”


David had looked petulant. “It’s my birthday, isn’t it?” Then he had added, “Besides, you don’t like Marcello.”


She had cried, and David had undressed and got into bed without looking at her, and turned out the light without saying anything to her; and eventually she had fallen asleep.


When she woke up, David was not there. He didn’t return for a week. He had gone to Switzerland with Marcello. When he did return he was tanned and looked relaxed. Barbara felt that she had withered in his absence, and become twenty years older than he, instead of the five that she was.


She had tried not to mention his week’s absence, but she couldn’t help it; and when she did mention it she said the wrong thing. “Why do you live with me if you don’t like me?” she had asked.


David had looked at her angrily and said, “Did I say I didn’t like you? And anyway, where am I supposed to live? This is my apartment, isn’t it?”


She had said no more, and slowly they had resumed their old relationship, had started talking to each other again, and laughing with each other.


*


Perhaps he had gone off again like that, for a week. Perhaps he didn’t really mean to hurt her, and it was his way of maintaining his independence. Perhaps he did it to prove to himself that he was free. It was silly, of course; she had always insisted that he was as free as he liked. He didn’t have to prove anything, either to himself or to her. But then he wasn’t always logical, and sometimes wanted to demonstrate that the relationship they had agreed — or at least understood — to have with each other was valid. Barbara loved David, and David liked Barbara. That was it, that had always been it. But perhaps, she thought, there were times when he felt that he loved her, or that she was trying to hold him with her love; and then he did something deliberately, inexplicably hurtful, to restore the balance.


She had never dared to suggest this to David. It would have outraged him. He would have said, “That’s your perfect-secretary’s mind.” He had told her once, when she had claimed that their relationship was ideal, “For you the ideal relationship is that between a perfect secretary and her boss.”


She was right, nevertheless; she was convinced of that. She understood David. She loved him. So perhaps he was testing her now. Well, she would try to stand up to it. She tightened her lips, as if she were about to be injected with a pain-killer.


She left the study and went into the living room. She sat down on the sofa and wondered who, if not Marcello, David could have gone away with.


She wondered if Marcello was lying. Perhaps David was with him. Perhaps any moment he would come through the door, and say with a grin, “I was at Marcello’s.” If he wasn’t with her he must be with Marcello, because she and Marcello were the only two people in the world David was close to. Perhaps any moment …


But no one came through the door, and the apartment was very quiet, and outside it was dark and cold and November.


She rang everyone she knew, everyone that David knew. No one had any idea where David was.


Finally she rang Mary Emerson.


Iva, the housekeeper, answered, and said, “Ben tornata.” Barbara wanted to ask her if she knew anything about David, but she didn’t feel capable of speaking Italian, so she closed her eyes and held the receiver tight against her ear until she heard Mary Emerson’s deep drawl.


“Barbara, my dear, welcome back. How’re you? And how’s your mother?”


“I’m fine. Mother’s much better. How’s Catherine?”


“Oh, Catherine’s all right. She says she’s missing you.”


“Look,” Barbara said, “I’m terribly sorry to bother you like this, but do you know where David is? I got in this afternoon and he’s not here.”


“No, my dear.” Mrs. Emerson paused, and then went on. “I’ve been wondering myself.”


“What do you mean?” Barbara said. “Hasn’t he been coming?”


“Oh, yes. He came every day. It was all going very well, and Catherine loved him. But the funny thing is, Barbara, David hasn’t come at all this last week. I haven’t even heard from him. I thought — you see, I got your letter saying you were coming back, and then the next day — no, I got it on a Saturday, so it must have been Monday, last Monday, David didn’t show up. I thought he must have gone to England to pick you up, hired a car and driven up or something.”


“David can’t drive.”


“Oh. Well, anyway, I thought it was a little strange he hadn’t said anything, or called, or left a message with Iva, but I said to myself, oh, well, there’s bound to be some logical explanation, and in any case Barbara’s coming back next week, and I just left it at that. I guess it was very wicked of me. I —” she stopped, and cleared her throat. “I don’t know anything else, my dear. I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”


“Perhaps —” Barbara gave a little laugh — “he thought he’d have a week off before I got back.”


Mrs. Emerson laughed.


There was silence, until the deep Southern voice said, “I don’t know what I can suggest, Barbara dear.”


Barbara felt tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry I troubled you,” she whispered. “I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”


“Well, don’t worry, please. I’m sure there’ll be some simple explanation. But do call again if — you know.”


Barbara nodded and said, “Yes, thank you. Good-bye.”


“Good-bye, my dear.”


She put the phone down. She had lost David. She was tired and she wanted to sleep, but she couldn’t sleep until she knew where David was. She couldn’t do anything until she knew where David was.
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