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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. In 1978 he published his first collection of short stories, The Beast. Subsequent collections have included Fictional Lives (1980) and The Man Who Went Down With His Ship (1988). 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: 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 in The Girl Who Passed For Normal, 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: 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.



















Beauty and the Beast





He stood over her with an ash-tray in his hand and his face shrivelled into a hideous little mask of fury; and as she watched him she repeated to herself, again and again: don’t answer him. Don’t, don’t, don’t answer him.


‘Look at you,’ he shrieked. ‘Fat, hideous, disgusting! I loathe you.’


Don’t answer him. Don’t don’t don’t answer him.


‘You’ve destroyed me! Everything I’ve ever tried to do you’ve made fun of! When your friends ring up it’s always “What are you doing?” and “How’s everything going?” But you never ask me, do you? You don’t care. You want to destroy me!’


Don’t answer him, she told herself. Don’t, whatever you do, answer him.


‘You just sit here all day and mock me! You hate me!’


Look at the room, she told herself. Look at the red worn sofa, at the flowery armchairs, at the wooden African statues, at the Indian table cloth and the china ornaments and the brown canvas curtains. Look at the view from the window, at the back of the building opposite. Look at him even; at his enormous brown eyes and his dark brown hair and his funny too-red mouth. Look at his body and remind yourself how beautiful he is when he isn’t shrieking; look at his hands, look at his feet, look at his ears. Look at anything, everything; but don’t, don’t answer him.


‘You say I’m violent, but you’re violent in a different way, and your way’s much worse!’


Don’t answer him.


‘You think just because your life’s been ruined you’ve got to ruin mine.’


Don’t answer him.


‘You’re always finding jobs for other people, aren’t you? But you never find one for me. You want me to be a failure!’


Don’t don’t don’t, she told herself. But finally—as always—the temptation was too strong.


‘You wouldn’t want a job even if I found you one. You’re always telling me you don’t want to work.’


For a second, as he realized—and she did, too—that he had won, a look of triumph came into his face; which made her wonder, as she sometimes had before, if he was clinically insane. But then he stormed home for the kill.


‘I do want to work! I want to paint! But you won’t let me. You spend all your money on records and then tell me you’re too poor to buy me a single canvas.’


She couldn’t even struggle any longer. ‘I mean real work,’ she snapped crossly.


‘Painting’s real work!’


‘Work you earn money for.’


‘I could earn money with my paintings if you didn’t destroy them.’


‘You destroy them.’


‘You make me destroy them.’


‘I don’t make you do anything. It’s by your own free will.’


‘It isn’t. You get me worked up like this and you know what I do when I am and you work me up just so I will do it.’


‘Liar,’ she said. ‘Liar. Weak, conceited, vain self-pitying liar. That’s what you are and that’s all you’ll ever be.’


And that, of course, was the cue for the contents of the ash-tray to be flung in her face …


She should have known the script by heart now, and been prepared for all that happened, yet she could never help wincing as the old butts fell in her hair and down the neck of her dress, and as the ash filled her eyes and mouth—just as she could never help, after she had wiped her eyes and mouth with the back of her hand, starting to whimper, ‘please stop it. Please stop it. I can’t bear it.’


‘Stop it,’ she cried, as he didn’t, and as the tears started to run down her cheeks.


‘Stop it,’ she cried as he got down on his knees and started to bang his head violently on the floor.


‘Stop it,’ she cried as he leapt to his feet and rushed from the room screaming ‘all right, I know what you want me to do.’


‘Stop it,’ she cried, more weakly now, as he returned to the room with the two paintings he had been working on for the last six weeks.


‘Stop it,’ she almost whispered as he lifted them into the air. ‘Stop it stop it stop it’ she chanted as he smashed them down on the back of a chair. ‘Stop it’ she cried as she saw he’d cut his finger on something and as he ripped the canvas to shreds with his hands.


And finally, after he had flung the pieces to the floor, flung himself on top of them, and spat up at her ‘I hope you’re satisfied now,’ she closed her eyes and whispered, but to herself now, ‘oh no, I can’t bear it.’


And she couldn’t bear it; this horror that was repeated every two months if she was lucky, and every ten days if she wasn’t. And she wasn’t, often. She couldn’t bear the ugliness, she couldn’t bear the squalor. She couldn’t bear seeing her son reduced to a jabbering lunatic, and she couldn’t bear seeing herself reduced to a tearful, quivering blob, with ashes and cigarette ends all over her. She couldn’t bear the scenes themselves, and she couldn’t bear their aftermaths. The silent recrimination, the looks of accusal, and ultimately the appalling—and again tearful—epilogue, as Mirko threw himself into her arms and begged her to tell him why he was so terrible, and to tell him what he could do to prevent such things happening again, and why he hated himself so much, and why he was so unfortunate, and unlucky, and wretched, and—and why, when she knew how he’d react, she had provoked him …


Oh no, she couldn’t bear it; and yet she couldn’t think of any solution. She didn’t even believe that there was any solution. She just saw them going on like this month after month, year after year, until—she didn’t know. And the real trouble was—and why she couldn’t envisage any solution—that though he was, possibly, slightly mad, he was also, in a way, right.


She was fat and disgusting—a colossal lake of a woman, a lake she kept continually filled with a steady drip of cakes, and candies, and chocolates—and she did, if not precisely make fun of him, always look at his paintings, and everything else he did, with an ironic eye, and she did take more—superficial—interest in what her friends were doing than in what he was doing. But then she cared for her friends less than she cared for him, and she didn’t want to take a superficial interest in what he did. She wanted to take a profound, immense, soaring interest in him, and she wanted him to do something profound and immense and soaring to justify this interest. Yet—she wasn’t sure if she believed in the profound and immense and soaring, or, if she could manage it, whether she trusted it. Wasn’t the superficial not only the best, but the only way in this world? Yes, she told herself when dealing with her friends; and no, she told herself when dealing with her son. As a result of which—and it was a result, she was miserably certain—he had reached the age of twenty-five—though he looked only nineteen and acted a precocious nine—without having done a thing, without being likely to do a thing, and without any hope or belief that he would ever do a thing; or indeed that there was anything worth doing. She had, in a word—and as he had said—destroyed him. She had done it silently, and she had done it without meaning to—meaning to do the very opposite in fact—but she had done it nevertheless. She had made him believe that everything in the world was an illusion; without making him realize that if this were so—well, that belief itself was an illusion. And though she longed for him to live entirely beyond illusions on some high, extraordinary metaphysical plane, so that whatever he did do—whether paint, or something else—would be not just good or interesting, but, quite simply, great, never having reached such heights herself, nor knowing how to reach them, nor even if it were possible to reach them, she had obviously expected too much of him; and rather than give him everything, had given him nothing; or taken away that which he had. And now she had—they both had—to face the consequences.


But what could she do, she asked herself, as she stretched out a hand and touched his hair. If she threw him out of the house and changed the locks, as some of her friends had advised her to do, she didn’t believe for a moment that he would go out and find himself a job and somewhere to live; go and become, as they said, a responsible adult. He would, if he couldn’t batter the door down, just go and sit somewhere and feel sorry for himself until he literally died. And clearly she couldn’t face the idea of that. Besides—and how she came back to it always!—she wasn’t sure she cared if he became a responsible adult. She had had her experience of responsible adults, and what had it done for her? Made her into this grotesque, huge creature sitting in a small slightly shabby flat in a country that wasn’t her own, earning a pittance by sewing and repairing and making the occasional dress, and getting her only taste of emotion, love and life by listening to records of nineteenth-century Italian operas. And then again—if she did, instead of buying her records, deny herself even that pleasure and spend all her extra cash on canvases and paints for her son—what was the point, since every time they had a fight he destroyed whatever he had done? Even if she suddenly came into a lot of money, which would have enabled him to paint all he liked, there would still have been no point, as long as he continued to see in her, in his vast wretched mother, the beady eye of truth. She wasn’t the truth, or certainly not the whole truth, she was almost sure; but how could she convince him of that unless she could find some alternative for herself, and unless she was absolutely sure?


Oh if only, she thought, she could have gone home …


*


She was still thinking about going home—to pre-war Poland—five minutes later, when the door-bell rang.


‘Are you expecting anyone?’ she asked Mirko, who was still lying on the floor at her feet, and when he didn’t reply started, slowly, to get to her feet.


It had been a foolish question, since Mirko never expected anyone—how could he when, with one rather odd exception, he knew no one and had no friends?—but she had asked because she wasn’t expecting anyone herself; and nine o’clock on a Sunday evening in February wasn’t normally the time when any of her friends dropped by.


Perhaps, she thought, as she waddled down the hall, brushing her tent-like dress, smoothing down her tied-back hair, and assuming her haughtiest expression, it was one of the old ladies who lived upstairs; coming to complain about the noise …


However, it wasn’t a lady at all she saw when she opened the door. It was a man. A man in a well-cut suit, a white shirt, and a tie. A good-looking man in his mid-fifties, with grey hair. It was a man who gave a slight bow as he saw her, and said in a low voice, with hardly a trace of a Spanish accent, ‘I’m sorry to bother you, but could you tell me if a Mrs Vidozza lives here?’


Her haughty expression had begun to collapse when she had seen the man; now it flared up again, and indeed blazed from her face as she had rarely let it blaze before in her life. And if she had been prepared to meet with contempt the prying complaints of her neighbours, it was nothing to the scornful outrage with which she met the man’s enquiry. She took a step back, raised her chin, lowered her lids, and withered him with her eyes. She crushed him, beat him, broke him; she threw him out to the wolves and wild dogs. She did everything possible to smash him with her stare; and then, as he gazed at her courteously and calmly, seemingly unaware of the disdain she was pouring on him, she gave a slight smile, said in her most exaggerated Polish accent, ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Vidozza’s dead,’ and closed the door quite gently, but firmly, in his face.


Then, with the slight smile fixed on her lips, she waddled back to her over-stuffed living room and sat down again.


Mirko still lay on the floor; and she murmured to him, softly, ‘You’d better go and put something on your finger. You’ve cut it.’


She didn’t expect a reply; yet perhaps because there was some appeal in her voice, perhaps because he was tired and not ready for the inevitable epilogue to their fight yet, or perhaps simply because he was curious, Mirko looked up at her—his face still stormy, though beginning to clear—and said, with only enough petulance to make sure there was no doubt he was still the aggrieved party: ‘Who was it?’


Oh, how she smiled now! A great wistful sigh of a smile that appeared to be prompted by the sight, across the wide Polish plains, of the empty steppes that lay beyond. It was a smile she had used sometimes in the past because people, especially men, had found it attractive; and a smile she rarely used any longer because Mirko said it was affected—and it was. Only just at this moment she thought a little affectation was in order. She held it for perhaps ten seconds—long enough to interest Mirko, but not long enough to annoy him—and then shrugged her shoulders.


‘It was your father,’ she laughed.


She had timed it beautifully; for that really made him sit up, and his face cleared completely.


‘What did he want?’


‘He looked at me and asked me if I—if Mrs Vidozza—lived here.’


Mirko’s eyes grew huge, and gazed further over the empty steppes than ever hers had. He got onto his knees beside her, took one of her hands, and started, tenderly, to separate her fingers.


‘Poor Mamma,’ he whispered eventually. ‘What did you tell him?’


‘What could I tell him?’ She paused. ‘I told him she was dead and closed the door in his face.’


‘What did he say?’


‘Nothing. I didn’t give him a chance to.’


‘What was he like?’


‘Go and see if you want to. I’m sure he’s still standing outside, wondering whether to ring again and ask how and when and where. Or if not he’ll be going down the stairs, or in the street.’


Mirko shrugged.


His mother went on: ‘He looks like his photographs. Only older.’


Then the boy frowned. ‘How could he?’ he whispered.


‘Quite easily, obviously. I mean—look at me.’


‘I know. But your voice, your accent, your face. That hasn’t changed very much.’


He was right; it hadn’t. The lake that had engulfed and become her body had never, for some reason, submerged her head; which still, on a strangely slim neck, thrust up through the surface and was still, with its high Slavic cheekbones and grey eyes—and in spite of its lines—really quite beautiful.


‘No. But enough. And I don’t think he really saw my face. I mean—’


She let her voice trail away, but Mirko suddenly no longer seemed concerned with what she meant. A thoughtful, calculating look had come into his eyes, and after what he obviously judged to be a decent interval he murmured, trying to sound disinterested, ‘Is he rich?’


‘No. I don’t think so. In fact no, I’m sure not. He was always too stupid. And anyway,’ she laughed, knowing what he was getting at, ‘even if he is, he’d never believe that you were his son. He’d think you were just trying to get something out of him.’


‘Why didn’t you ever tell him?’


‘Partly because I didn’t want to be bothered with him, partly because he was already married with children of his own and wouldn’t have left them for me if I’d wanted him to, which I didn’t; and partly because even then he’d never have believed it. He wouldn’t have wanted the responsibility or something, and anyway I don’t think he ever knew that I never had sex with Eduardo. Oh, it was all too silly, really. Like an opera.’


Another smile out across the empty steppes …


‘Though it’s a shame Eduardo never knew you. He’d have liked you, and given you money.’


‘You shouldn’t have divorced him.’


‘I shouldn’t have married him.’


She had wanted someone to take care of her …


‘He shouldn’t have married you.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘He shouldn’t.’


He had, poor Eduardo—as far as she’d been able to discover—because he pitied her; or because he felt some sort of affinity with a thin and strikingly beautiful survivor of a concentration camp; or because he needed a wife for social reasons, and felt that she, at least, after all she had been through, would understand. Whatever his motive, however, it wasn’t until after they were married that he had made it clear that theirs was to be a marriage in name only. She had put up with it, having the occasional discreet affair, for almost six years; and then, for no particular reason, had decided she would put up with it no longer. And wanting to free herself, she had done so in the crudest, most effective, and only way possible. She had had an indiscreet affair with the one man her husband couldn’t forgive her for having an affair with; the man that he himself was, and had been for years, in love with. (Though this man, stupid as he was, had never realized it, and merely considered Eduardo his best friend.) And everything had gone according to plan. The divorce, that is. What didn’t go according to plan was that Eduardo, in his hysteria, declared his love, and finding his declaration received with disgust, put a gun in his mouth and blew off enough of his face to kill him three months later, and that his young ex-wife, arriving penniless in London (penniless because she wanted nothing from her husband, and in London because she couldn’t think where else to go), realized that she was pregnant.


‘Anyway,’ she said at last ‘money isn’t everything.’


She thought that might provoke an explosion. What she got instead—and she might have preferred the explosion—was a long deep stare from her son; a stare which took in her huge bloated body, the old armchair in which she sat, the striped wallpaper around her and, somehow, the whole of her life for the last twenty-six years.


‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re right. And I don’t want money. You know that. I just want to be able to paint.’


What could she say? She sighed, and smiled saying ‘Well, if I’m dead, you might just as well inherit now. I’ve got ten pounds in my bag if you want it.’


He stared at her again, and she was afraid he was going to start crying.


‘I can’t.’


‘Take five then.’


‘But five is no use. Ten is no use. I can get one canvas for that. One’s no use. And anyway—’ he stopped, and gazed at the wreckage on the floor; at the remains of the two paintings.


‘They were beautiful, weren’t they?’, he whispered.


*


Yes, they had been beautiful, Elisabeth Vidozza thought half an hour later as she cleaned up the mess, and after she had given Mirko four pounds to go to the cinema with, or to buy a film for his camera, with which he would take beautiful photographs. Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. Only—she had been beautiful once, and now the father of her only child didn’t recognize her. And the house where she had lived as a girl had been beautiful—and now it no longer existed. And her mother had been beautiful, and Venezuela had been beautiful … She had had so much beauty in her life—Mirko being the most beautiful thing of all—but what had happened to it? What good had it done her? None. None at all. It had just served to conceal the beast who was always waiting to spring out and destroy. And perhaps that was the real reason why, beautiful though she found Mirko’s paintings—strange, almost abstract yet deeply real landscapes, though of no land ever seen by man—she couldn’t entirely take them seriously; couldn’t help viewing them with an ironic eye. For they were only beautiful, and she wanted something more. She expected something more of her son. She wanted beauty, yes; but she wanted beauty that didn’t conceal the beast. She wanted a beauty that included the beast; that showed it in all its loathsome ugliness, in all its bloody foulness, in all its horror. She wanted to see a very portrait of the beast; yet a portrait that, with its beauty, transformed the horror and made it not the whole, nor even the essential subject of the picture, but merely a condition of it. An appalling condition, maybe; but a condition that could be accepted—indeed had to be accepted—and a condition that by being accepted, became if not harmless, at least bearable. Yes, that was what she wanted of her son’s paintings, and that was what she didn’t, couldn’t see in them. They were lovely landscapes; but they were landscapes without the beast. And it wasn’t enough.


What was going to happen to them both, she wondered.




It was only much later that night, as she lay awake in her bed still trying to answer this question, that an idea came to her. It was an absurd idea, a ridiculous idea—and at first she tried to dismiss it from her mind as the pathetic fantasy of an unhappy woman. But then, as she thought about it more and more, it more and more took hold of her, until she was positively trembling, shaking, sweating with it in the darkness. Yes, of course it was ridiculous, of course it was absurd—but it was so very, so absolutely right that it was somehow inevitable.


She had told Mirko’s father that she was dead; and she had, in a way, been right. Only now, now she was going to resurrect herself. Now, for the sake of her son—in order that he might do what she longed for him to do, and get away from her baleful, disbelieving presence—she was going, once again, to live …





She started the next day; and for the following six months she kept at it. And it involved, this return to life, the eating of the bare minimum to keep herself, just, on her feet, and of working, though starved as she was it cost her twice the effort it formerly had, as much as she possibly could; drumming up any and every sort of order and commission from her regular clients and friends. She ate nothing to be thin again; and she worked hard in order to have enough money to pay, at the end of six months, for plastic surgery to remove the stretched and hanging flaps of skin from a body that no longer had the fat to fill them. She went at it with a passion, reducing all her thoughts and energies to this one aim, of being thin again; and with such a passion that Mirko, though he guessed, more or less, what she was doing—and though he attributed her motives to wounded vanity after his father’s visit—somehow drew back from her, and left her alone with her obsession; and behaved, with one or two exceptions, like an awed little boy waiting, throughout a long religious ceremony, for the sacrifice he knew would come at the end.


It wasn’t easy for her, naturally; apart from the physical discomfort, she had periods—aggravated by the lack of food—of extreme depression; whole days when she would despise herself for what she was doing, and when she longed to fill herself with, and let herself drown in, a torrent of sugar and chocolate and sweet things. Yet she never, not even once, gave in; and in spite of her depressions she was never, really, even tempted to. For this, she told herself, was her last stand; and foolish though it might be, vain though it might be, wicked though it might be—she was determined to make it. And if the effort killed her, as it well might, at least she would go out spitting; or laughing.




But the effort didn’t kill her, and at the end of eight months, after the pain of the operation had worn off, she could hardly believe how successful she had been. Because of course she was fifty years old now, and of course the strain of the preceding months had added new lines to her face, and of course her body was scarred; but nevertheless, when she looked in the mirror wearing the new clothes she had made for herself—and she had made them well, of the very best materials—she wasn’t exaggerating, or being unduly vain, when she told herself that the image standing there in the glass was beautiful. It was; and she could be quite objective about it. It was even more than beautiful in a way. There was something terrible about it, something magnificent; something … great.


Mirko thought so too, and told her; she couldn’t remember when she had seen him so enthusiastic. He took photographs of her; he drew sketches of her; he even—the ultimate tribute, though not to her—phoned the strange, pale, unwholesome youth who was by way of being his only friend, and asked him to come and admire his mother.


‘Isn’t it incredible, Peter,’ Mirko said, indicating the proud and shining woman who stood in the middle of the room; a woman who felt unaccountably pleased at being admired by a fat young man who worked as a nightwatchman in his father’s garage and whose only attraction, if attraction were the word, was his being so completely without any sort of personality—without wit, charm, intelligence, manners—that one could, if so inclined—and Mirko obviously was so inclined—see him as the very paragon of goodness. And Peter, rising to the occasion, said ‘Yes. I think it’s a great improvement.’





It was that evening that Mrs Vidozza told Mirko she was going to take a trip to Italy.


‘What for,’ he said crossly; and his mother could already see him working out the cost of the trip in terms of canvases and paints.


‘I want to see some beauty.’


‘Isn’t there any beauty in England?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Mrs Vidozza—who loved, in a way, her adopted homeland and in any case would never hear a word against it—said. ‘But I want a different sort of beauty.’


She didn’t expect this to satisfy Mirko, yet strangely it seemed to. He looked at her thoughtfully—rather as he had when he’d asked if his father was rich—and studied her; and after a while murmured ‘Yes, I suppose you must do.’


And then he came over to her and put his arms round her; and whispering ‘you deserve it,’ he kissed her.


*


She left a week later, telling Mirko she was going to Florence; to look at some paintings and see some opera, she hoped. But in fact she took a plane to Pisa, and from there made her way to Siena, where she stayed her first night. And the following morning she took a taxi …


It was a long ride, some twenty-five kilometers out of Siena; and ended, after a bumpy final stretch up a dirt track through thick woods and vineyards, in the grassy forecourt of a huge old house; a forecourt in which chickens scratched, and cats lay warming themselves in the October sun. The house itself was built round three sides of this forecourt, with the main block at one end and the two wings divided into separate houses where the estate workers and their families lived; so that the whole gave the impression of being more a tiny self-contained village than one house. Mrs Vidozza knew all this, having had it described to her in letters, and having seen a photograph of it; yet she had always imagined it rather cold and forbidding, whereas it was both more homelike than she could have believed, and also far, far more beautiful. The unenclosed end of the forecourt looked out over hills, and hills, and hills …


Faces gazed through windows to see who the new arrival was, and an old woman, hanging out her washing, smiled at her; and when Mrs Vidozza asked for Signor Hillinger, the old woman pointed at a green faded door in the middle of the main block—and then came over and escorted her to it. She took her down a stone-flagged corridor and into a large, simply furnished living room, whose walls were hung with paintings.


‘Attenda,’ the old woman said, and disappeared; and as Mrs Vidozza waited, gazing out of the windows which looked, from the front of the house, across a small terraced garden towards an even more spectacular view than that to be seen from the forecourt, she felt, suddenly, and quite unexpectedly, intoxicated. She had told Mirko that she wanted a different kind of beauty, and she hadn’t altogether been lying. But she had never bargained for this. And for perhaps the first time since she was sixteen she felt wonderfully, and extraordinarily at ease. The whole place—the views, the stone floors, the furniture, the atmosphere, the smell of baking bread, the soft October light—seemed to be welcoming her, telling her not just that this place was home-like, but was actually home. It was absurd of course; home was her small flat in Fulham, in the great soft sprawling London that she loved: the London where exiles could live like insects under a stone, fairly confident that the stone would never be moved, that they would never really be disturbed, and that they would, with any luck, never again be exposed to the sort of elements that had driven them there in the first place. Yet here, high on this Tuscan hilltop, though she felt appallingly exposed, and in the greatest danger of being disturbed, there was something that embraced her, that took her into its arms; and whispered to her that while there might be no safety here there was, however, splendour; splendour, and space, and air enough to soar in …


She argued with herself, telling herself to be on her guard, and that to be intoxicated wasn’t at all what she had come for. She told herself that if she did feel intoxicated it was merely the result of having, for the first time in so long, got completely away from her usual daily life, and that Paris or Vienna or a beach in the South of France would have had the same effect on her. She told herself that she saw beauty here because she herself was, after so many years of being a kind of monster, beautiful again. She told herself that she didn’t want splendour, and space, and air; she had had them, she had seen them do their worst, and she had renounced them. She told herself everything she could think of to bring herself down to earth again; but it was all no use, for not only was she flying, but she was glad, exhilarated, ecstatically happy to be flying. She was so happy that she could feel her cheeks burning and her eyes shining; and she was so happy that when a tall, elderly man with a round face, rimless glasses and thin swept-back black hair came into the room, and she turned to face him, she knew she had never, not even in her youth, not even in South America when she had worn silks and jewels, been so spectacularly beautiful.


They stared at each other for some time before either spoke; yet she saw, from the instant he looked at her, that there wasn’t the slightest possibility he didn’t recognize her. And when he finally stopped staring and came towards her, took one of her hands and lifted it to his lips, and said, coolly, ‘Elisabeth, how nice to see you,’ she also saw that, barring unforeseen circumstances, she would succeed in her mission.


And she didn’t think there were any unforeseen circumstances. Another of her friends from her South American days lived in Florence now, and had always, in the occasional letters she sent (it was she who sent a photograph  and description of the house), kept her fairly closely informed of what Kurt Hillinger—‘whom I sometimes see at parties; he has hardly changed, and always asks me about you when we meet, and tells me that you were the most beautiful woman he ever knew and that the only regret of his life is that you turned down his proposal after the divorce’—was up to.


‘It’s nice to see you, Kurt,’ she said. ‘I was in Siena and I thought I’d come and see your house—and you, if you were in.’


‘How did you come?’


‘By taxi. It’s waiting outside.’


‘I’ll send it away. I’ll give you a ride back into town myself, later.’


He did; but only to pick up her bags from the hotel, and to drive her back to ‘the Castle,’ as he called it …


*


Elisabeth—she thought of herself as Elisabeth again now, after all the years as the fat Mrs Vidozza—remained in a state of intoxication for the next two weeks; two weeks which were spent in taking trips round the countryside, in walking, in eating and drinking, in listening to music and playing the piano and meeting some of Kurt’s neighbours and friends. Everything she did, from her getting up in the morning to her going to bed at night, seemed enchanted; it was as if an ointment were being rubbed soothingly onto a wound that had been open and aching for years. She was happy, she told Kurt; she was delirious. She had never been so high in her life.


But finally, as it had to, the intoxication left her; the spell was lifted. She fell from her heights, and the wound ached more than it had ever done.


It ended, this period of bliss, one evening over dinner, when Kurt asked her to marry him; or perhaps two seconds later, when she accepted. And once it had ended it was gone, she knew, forever.


*


At least, however, she thought as she sat in her room that night, writing a letter to Mirko, she had had two weeks of it. And even if it never would come back to her, and she would be left, from now on, with only beauty on her hands—a beautiful house, beautiful paintings, beautiful views, a cold frightening beauty that would weigh far more heavily on her than all her fat, and her shabby little flat, and her fights with Mirko—she was glad she had had it. For if she hadn’t—hadn’t had that wildness about her, that glittering, dazzling air—Kurt, though he would certainly have been glad to see her, and would have wished her to stay for a week or two, possibly wouldn’t have asked her to marry him. Which—since getting him to propose to her again had been her principal, her only motive in losing weight and coming here—would have finished her.


The reason why it ended when she accepted Kurt—and why it would never come back, and why she knew her future would be so utterly, so beautifully bleak—she explained in her letter.




Dear Mirko,





This letter will probably come as a shock to you. However—I’m getting married again. To a man I used to know when I was in Venezuela, who wanted to many me then, who wants to marry me now, and has never married in the meantime. His name is Kurt Hillinger, he is quite (very) wealthy, and I have told him all about you and he wants to meet you. So—it looks as if we are going to be happy. Kurt and I have discussed ‘business,’ and—though he doesn’t know!—I think from now on I’ll be able to send you about two hundred and fifty pounds a month. Maybe more. If you think I lost weight and came here just to get Kurt to marry me—you’re right. However, if you also think that I’m marrying him just for you, just so I can send you money, you’re wrong. That is nice, but it is not the reason I’m marrying him. I’m marrying him for myself, because I am tired of ugliness and squalor, and I do want, as I told you before I left, a bit of beauty before I die.


Before you start cheering our mutual good fortune however, there is something else I have to tell you darling. Because of course nothing could be quite so simple, so completely idyllic. Middle-aged lovers meet again after twenty-five years and finally find happiness … And though maybe I shouldn’t tell you, I have to because you are the only person who will really be able to understand my motives, I hope. And I want someone to understand me so I won’t be completely alone with my wickedness. So I will have someone—and who else but you?—to share my guilt with.


The thing is, Mirko—I met Kurt in Venezuela when I was married to Eduardo, and he was then, and still is, a kind, civilized, extremely intelligent, ‘cultured’ man, with whom I have a great deal in common. I met him then, as I say, but I had seen him before then. And maybe, just maybe—though this I shall never know and never want to know—he had seen me. I saw him in Poland during the war—in that place. I saw him quite often. I saw him when he beat my mother to death …


I told him once that I had come to Venezuela before the war …


How he got to South America I don’t know (though the same way as all the others I presume) any more than I know how he managed to hang on to the fortune he ‘acquired’ in those war years. (He was a fairly high-ranking officer, and was notorious for his great taste—in other people’s treasures.) But he did, somehow, and doubled or tripled it in Venezuela in one way or another. (Even there rumour had it that it was ‘another.’) And then, six years ago, he retired to Italy, where he has lived ever since in great luxury in his castle, and spent his time tending his gardens and his pictures and waiting, he claims, for me. Which, if he knows, may be true. Or even if he doesn’t?


Anyway my dear—there we are. Do you think I am doing something too very wrong in marrying such a man? Possibly I am, but—apart from longing for some beauty again—there seems to be something so inevitable about the whole affair that even if I didn’t want to, I have a feeling that sooner or later I would. Perhaps I’m mad …


I’ll phone you in a few days after you’ll have received this—I wrote because it was easier for me than telling you—and will let you know the actual day we are getting married, so you can come over.


In the meantime darling—take care of yourself, eat properly, and—paint!





All my love,


Elisabeth.
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