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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  ways 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. 



















A Wonderful Woman





SHE HEARD THE NEWS while working in the garden—Maisie just shouted it to her: ‘Brandon’s dead,’—and for a moment felt such a sense of triumph she thought she would faint. He was dead! He was gone. The only one who had ever worried her. The only one who had ever stood between her and peace. Gone, gone, gone … She was sorry of course—he was the same age as her, and fifty-three was too young to die—but nevertheless now she was free, and now nothing would ever be able to disturb her existence, her small old house on its Tuscan hillside, her large garden where she grew all her own food, and her relationship with Maisie. Now she was beyond recall….


‘How?’ she shouted back, as Maisie got out of the car holding the newspaper, which she had just driven into the village to buy.


‘In a motor accident.’


She was glad about that too, she thought, as she put the flower she’d been holding in a basket, and picked another. At least if he’d had to go it had been quick; it hadn’t been cancer, or something long and lingering. She wouldn’t have wished that on him.


‘Where?’ she called, more hesitantly now—suddenly afraid her friend might hear her joy.


For the third time Maisie’s quiet voice came down the hill.


‘In England.’


And then, at last, as she took this in, the sense of triumph left her, and she felt nothing but regret.


Regret that the only writer in the world she admired was dead; regret that the only man in the world she admired was dead.


*


A month later Tina Courtland received a letter from her publisher.


She had driven into the village herself one morning—Maisie, whose task and pleasure it normally was to buy the paper, had a headache—and decided, once there, to pass by the post office, to see if there was any mail. She hadn’t really been expecting any—she never did—and was surprised therefore when the plain pleasant girl behind the counter handed her an envelope with her name on. She was even more surprised when, having thanked the girl, she went out into the street, and started reading:




Dear Tina,


It has been a long time. I hope you and Maisie are well. Here things are very much as usual. I am writing because I have a proposal to put to you.


I expect you have heard that Joseph Brandon was killed in a car crash a few weeks ago. Naturally we were all very shocked, and literary considerations aside, it was a great personal loss to me.


Anyway, I have decided—both because we were his publishers for the last twenty-five years, and because it is needed—to commission a biography of him. I have discussed the matter with Margaret, his widow—she has all his personal papers, along with a number of unpublished stories etc.—and she is all in favour, on one condition.


Now Tina, I know you have written nothing for the last eight years, and swore, when you left London, that you would never write anything again. I am hoping to persuade you to change your mind. Because Margaret Brandon was quite categorical in stating that you were the only person she would trust to undertake the job, and said that Joe himself had often told her that if anything happened to him, if you weren’t around—or weren’t willing—to ‘do’ him, then no one else was to, and his papers were to be destroyed.


Of course I realize you only met Brandon once, and could not consider yourself a friend, or even an acquaintance. And you have apparently never met Margaret. But I cannot forget that he was the only colleague of yours you had any respect for, that you did write some remarkable pieces on him in the past for the New York Review and the TLS, and that you both, to a remarkable degree, had similar backgrounds. Both expatriate Americans, both raised as Catholics, and both from the South. (Yet neither of you ‘Southern’ or ‘Catholic’ writers.) Added to which—as must be obvious—you were the only fellow writer whom Brandon himself admired; and indeed only three months ago he asked me if I had heard from you, and said that your stopping writing had always seemed a tragedy to him.


So—what do you think? I realize that if you accept this commission it will involve your coming to London, and possibly returning to the States; neither of which is likely to please you. Nevertheless, I would beg you to give the matter your most serious consideration. For (apart from the fact that Margaret seems quite serious in her intention to destroy the papers if you don’t accept) I am convinced that only you could do full justice to Joe Brandon—and even more convinced that only you, while doing full justice to him, could write a book that is, if you’ll excuse the expression, a work of art in its own right.


I look forward to hearing from you. My best regards to Maisie and yourself, As ever, Christopher.





Tina’s first reaction, once she had finished this—and once she had recovered from her surprise—was, of course, to dismiss   the idea as preposterous, and forget all about it. She write a biography indeed! Her second reaction however—that came to her as she strode through the narrow streets back to the car—was that she should discuss the matter with Maisie. For while she was naturally tempted to act on impulse, and justify that impulse later, Maisie was not only far more cautious, but also, she had come to believe over the last eight years, of rather sounder judgement than herself.


Not, in this case, that she doubted what her friend would say.


*


She was wrong though. Maisie, that evening, advised acceptance.


‘It’ll do you good to get away,’ she said. ‘You’ve been cooped up here too long.’


They were sitting in their small book-lined living room; and Tina felt tears come into her eyes.


‘I can’t possibly leave,’ she protested. ‘Apart from anything else, who would take care of everything?’


‘Who do you think?’ Maisie smiled. ‘I’m quite capable, you know.’


‘Yes, of course I know. Only—’


Only she didn’t like to admit it. One of the understandings of their life together was that she, so tall and square, with her crop of blonde hair, was the strong one, the one who looked after the physical side of things; while quiet, pale, sandy-coloured Maisie, who was ten years her senior, who didn’t like to go out in the summer because of the insects, and who spent most of her life behind netting, was good only for buying newspapers, doing accounts, and—at a pinch—feeding cats and dogs. This did overlook the fact that Maisie had spent twenty years of her life working as a doctor in the slums of Bombay, whereas until they had moved here Tina Courtland had never done anything more practical than buy cut flowers and lift a pen to paper. But somehow—


‘And it’s not as if we don’t have help here, or that you’d be away for long. You’d only have to go to London for a couple of months probably. Talk to the wife and friends, make copies of any letters or papers you think are relevant. Then you can come back here and work in peace.’


‘But I don’t want to work. I’ve said all I have to say, between us we’re all right for money, and anyway, I don’t like London.’


‘You do. You’ve just convinced yourself you don’t. Besides,’ Maisie added, ‘you should do it because you envied Brandon.’


‘I did not.’


Maisie smiled, and picked up the book she’d been reading.


‘I didn’t, really,’ Tina insisted. And she hadn’t, she told herself. She had simply believed that he was the one man who seemed capable of writing something that wasn’t totally false, that wasn’t totally compromised, and had thought that if her belief were correct—if someone, anyone could write a book that wasn’t untrue—then it might have been possible for her to continue writing. But she had also thought that her belief probably wasn’t correct; just that she was incapable of detecting the fundamental dishonesty of Brandon’s work.


‘Well anyway,’ Maisie murmured after a while, ‘I still think you should do it. I mean I know it’ll be difficult for you. But if the man did trouble you, you should try to find out why. Even if he’s dead now.’ She looked up. ‘You never know, you might suddenly find you want to write another novel yourself.’


‘Never,’ Tina said firmly, getting to her feet. But she sounded firmer than she felt. For she had to admit that, as so often, Maisie did have a point. Brandon had troubled her; and if she could only find that dishonesty in him she was sure must exist, there would be no danger that, in another five or ten years, she would repent of her decision to have abandoned her career. While if she didn’t find it, or didn’t even look for it, though she had felt so triumphant when she had heard the news of his death, that danger would always exist.


It would be appalling, she thought, as she went over to the window and gazed, through the June evening, over her fruit trees and vines, if she ever did come to repent of all this; repent of her having more or less forced Maisie to give up her job; repent of their having moved to Italy (that also had been her idea); repent of their not having stayed on in London, she locked up in her study, and Maisie working at the hospital, doing her research into tropical medicine.


‘But how,’ she asked plaintively—and it was to be her last word on the subject that evening—‘will I be able to face it?’


‘Oh Tina,’ Maisie laughed quietly from her book, ‘I told you. You don’t dislike the outside world as much as you’ve convinced yourself you do. And you’re just as capable of facing life in London as I am of watering the plants, cooking, and making sure Giovanni does whatever it is he does. After all,’ she concluded, ‘you faced it for long enough, and you were quite successful at it.’


*


Yes, Tina thought, six weeks later in England: that was so. But it was in the past. Whereas today, sitting in the office Christopher had put at her disposal, looking down at Long Acre, and watching the cars and people move along the street, she really wasn’t sure if she could face it any longer. It was all so ugly, so squalid, so tedious…. Not that she had anything against London in particular; in fact it had always been her favourite city, as far as cities went. But to think that this was reckoned one of the centres of civilization! Oh certainly the majority of those people walking down there did the best they could, and she didn’t for a minute imagine she was in any way superior to them. After all—as Maisie had said—she herself, until eight years ago, had been one of them, and had been hailed as a success by them, and by the city—the world—in which they lived. As, on their terms, she had been. But—what terms! She had only done it, she thought, in order to be able to dismiss success; to be able to know, having tasted the fruit, that she didn’t like its flavour. And now, now that she did know, to have come back! To have abandoned her refuge up on that Italian hill. To have returned to face not just the fact that, however loathe she was to admit it, her being there depended on all this being here, but also, and worse, the fact that ugly, squalid and tedious though she did find it, it was undoubtedly far better, in terms of justice and freedom and health, than it had ever been. She had been mad!


But it was all, she allowed herself to whisper, as she continued to gaze from the window, the fault of men….


She hated men with a passion that she knew was unreasonable—for apart from anything else she was doubtful that if women ruled and always had ruled the world, things would be so very different—and with a passion that she generally tried to keep in check. But at times—and this was one of them—she had, if she weren’t to explode, to indulge herself. And so, for the next fifteen minutes now, she allowed herself to be swept away by her feelings of revulsion. Her revulsion for the way men looked, her revulsion for the way men smelled, her revulsion for the attitudes of men, and above all, her revulsion for the world that they had made. Because it was all very well to tell herself that women might not have done a better job, but the point was they had never had a chance to. And who knows if she might not be wrong. If, if women had made the rules, this whole planet might not have been an infinitely kinder, fairer, and more beautiful place….


At the end of fifteen minutes, however, her fever started to abate; and after another five minutes she even went so far as to dwell on the possibility that this flare-up of her condition had been caused not by any sudden realization of how much she despised men and the world that they had made (after all, she had known that for forty years), but, at this particular moment, by the sudden realization that so far she had found nothing, absolutely nothing, to hold against Joseph Brandon.


She had been here for a week, and had already spoken, in interviews that had been arranged for her by Christopher, to most of Brandon’s friends and colleagues in London. She had read through as many letters, both from him and to him, as she and Christopher had been able to lay their hands on. She had read two early unpublished novels, and four short stories, that Margaret Brandon had sent round. And she had read the proofs of a book of memoirs about growing up in the South that Brandon had finished shortly before his death. (A book that, taken in conjunction with her memories of growing up in the South, she had decided made it unnecessary for her to return to Alabama.) Yet from all this material there had, so far, emerged only the portrait of a man that matched in almost every detail the image she had formed of him when she had met him that one time years and years ago—on his very first day in London, in fact.


The image of a large, bear-like, good-humoured man, unpretentious, extraordinarily intelligent, and radiating what she could only think of as an overwhelming integrity. A man whose love of life was all the more genuine for his being aware of the horrors of life.


Yet there had to be some detail she had overlooked. There had to be, she told herself as she sat there at her desk. Because if it were possible to continue living in this world (and, incidentally, writing books) without being dishonest, she might indeed repent of her decision to retire.


Oh, she thought, she should have trusted her instinct when she had received Christopher’s letter. She should have dismissed the idea as preposterous, never have mentioned the matter to Maisie, and clung to her belief that she just wasn’t capable of seeing through Joseph Brandon. For really if she didn’t manage to see through him now, knock him, as it were, down, there would be no alternative for her but to return to the world, and to resume her career. And she didn’t want to. She was happy in Italy, growing her vegetables and making her own wine. She was happy up there on her hill with Maisie, and—but was Maisie happy, she suddenly wondered. Gould Maisie have persuaded her to do this book because she hoped it would cause them to return to London? Did she miss the city and the theatres, the music and their friends? No, she told herself. No, it wasn’t possible, and of course Maisie was happy. If she hadn’t been she would have said so. Maisie was not one to suffer in silence. No—she had simply believed, as she had said, that it would be good for her friend to get away, for her to write one more book to make sure she didn’t regret her having given up everything, and for her to lay, once and for all, the ghost of Joseph Brandon; that ghost who threatened to drag her back into the world.


What Maisie hadn’t presumably foreseen was that that ghost could not be laid; and that it would go on beckoning and beckoning, whispering ‘there is a way’, until Tina Courtland followed….


Still, she told herself finally, she did have one more chance. She hadn’t, yet, met Margaret Brandon—who had been away in the country since she had arrived, and with whom she had an appointment tomorrow morning. Perhaps Margaret Brandon would tell her something she hadn’t known; tell her that thing she wanted to know. Perhaps Margaret Brandon would provide her with the means to exorcise her devil….


*


What kind of means she wasn’t certain, and really, when she went to Chester Street at eleven o’clock next day, she held no great hopes that this last and most important interview would help her any more than the others had. But a minute after she had been let into the house, and was talking to the woman, her spirits started to rise at last. Not because she believed, having met her, that Mrs Brandon would tell her anything she didn’t already know, but because she immediately felt that the woman herself might be the clue she had been searching for.


She was all wrong. Wrong, according to Tina, in a general way, and wrong, especially, as the wife of Joseph Brandon. She didn’t fit into the portrait, as it had been painted so far, in any way. Tina had heard that she had been a dancer before she had married the writer, and was the daughter of an English father, who had been a diplomat, and an Austrian mother. She had been expecting someone bright, practical, perhaps not too intelligent, with a few rather carelessly worn remnants of a former prettiness. What she was confronted with was a bleak, freezingly beautiful woman in her late forties, who seemed to have just stepped out of the pages of some fashion magazine. She had blonde hair that was cut with elaborate simplicity. She had a face that was as stretched and painted as a canvas. She had a body that was slim as a seventeen-year-old girl’s. And she wore a beige silk dress, beige high-heeled shoes, and a single gold chain around her neck that were almost parodies of elegance. As a dummy she would have been wonderful; as a person she was terrifying. There was nothing natural about her; nothing. Not the way she spoke—in a low, soft, expressionless voice—not the way she moved—as if performing in a drawing-room comedy—not even the way she looked; with eyes that, instead of noting, with amusement or disdain, the contrast between herself and the tall, broad-shouldered, blue-trousered and blue-shirted woman facing her, gazed emptily into space. She was the sort of woman whom Tina always wanted to grab and shake until she fell to bits; or whom she wanted to grab and kiss, until the man-made façade collapsed, and revealed a woman who, precisely because she was so man-made, was in the most profound despair, and was only longing to be released from the hell in which she lived. But though, once or twice, when she had been younger, she had done just this (and on one occasion actually had released, as she liked to think, the woman within) now she was too old or too tired to contemplate such a move. And so, having taken note of her desire, she simply concentrated on the task in hand; which was first to try to understand how, knowing what she knew of him, and of his work, a man like Joseph Brandon could have married a creature like this; and second, to try to see the way she could use Margaret Brandon as a pin with which to bore through the castle wall of her late husband’s impregnability.


She concentrated for an hour, which was as long as the interview lasted. She concentrated while Margaret Brandon offered her coffee, while Margaret Brandon, in her expressionless voice, said all the things that everyone else had said about Joseph Brandon—that he was a man of great integrity and good humour, that he was a man who believed (though he never said so as such; he disliked making grand statements) that art alone could tell the truth about the world, could reconcile man to the miseries of existence, and reveal to man the wonders of existence, and that he was a man who believed that the great, the only important thing was to live—and she concentrated while Margaret Brandon took her to the study where her husband had worked, and showed her round the house. (Which, so shocked had Tina been before, she had hardly noticed till now; but which, when she did take it in, shocked her almost as much as its mistress, to which it was, in its way, similar. A beige, beautifully furnished, very elegant and utterly lifeless place that wouldn’t do at all as a background to the image she had already formed of Joseph Brandon). But concentrate though she did, feel steadily more certain though she did that Mrs Brandon was the proof of something rotten in the writer, and feel correspondingly ever more relieved that she had at last found some proof, by the time she left the house she had still neither understood, nor seen in what way she could make use of her finding.


There was something more she had to learn, she told herself as she walked slowly through the hot dusty streets towards her hotel. She had seen in Margaret Brandon the symptoms of a disease. Now she had to discover the nature of the disease itself. To discover it, and label it—and thus make sure that her present conviction that Joseph Brandon had indeed been rotten didn’t slowly fade away; leaving her only with the suspicion that her reaction to his widow had been nothing more than some mixture of jealousy and resentment, and a priggish feeling that it was unsuitable for a great and famous author to be married to a doll, and live in luxury better suited to a banker.


Which wasn’t true, she thought, as she reached her hotel. There had been a flaw in Brandon, and she would find out what it had been; and she would set it down in her book for all the world to read. And then she would be safe forever.


*


She had had to wait for years to get this far; she only had to wait one more day to reach her destination.


Before she did, however, she learned something else which affected her profoundly; something which Christopher revealed to her when he came into her office the following morning.


‘What,’ the publisher said, ‘did you make of Margaret?’


Tina looked at the tall thin man—of whom she was, in spite of his sex, very fond—and wondered whether he was a friend of the widow, and whether she should be diplomatic. But never having been one for diplomacy, and in any case catching a note in Christopher’s voice which suggested that he didn’t make very much of her himself, she shrugged and said, ‘I thought she was one of the most appalling people I have ever met in my life.’


Christopher laughed. ‘I guessed you might not approve.’ He paused, and glanced briefly at his hands. ‘Though it’s a shame you never met her when she was younger, before they were married. She was quite different then. I think you would have liked her then.’


‘Different how?’


‘Oh, fatter—well anyway plumper—more of a mess, more fun, more natural, more lively, and—’ he paused again, and smiled shyly, ‘I don’t know whether you’ll approve of me saying this, but if she’s beautiful today, in a rather scary way, she was pretty when she was young.’


Tina now laughed. ‘Really,’ she said, ‘I have nothing against pretty women.’


She laughed, and she appeared to take Christopher’s comments lightly. But within, this revelation made her tremble. Margaret Brandon had once been as she had imagined that she would be. So Brandon hadn’t married a monster; he had created a monster. Oh, it was terrible, she thought; and made her all the more determined to expose the man.


‘And the house?’ she said. ‘I thought that was pretty awful, too.’


Again Christopher smiled shyly. ‘I’m afraid that was Joe’s doing as well. He bought it when he first started making a lot of money. He told me that when he’d been a boy he’d seen a photograph of Chester Street, and had thought that one day he would like to live there. He had a thing about eighteenth-century elegance. I could never see how it fitted in with the rest of his character.’ He nodded at Tina, and smiled for the last time. ‘I’m hoping that’s what you’re going to explain to us all.’


‘I will if I can,’ Tina said with passion. ‘Don’t worry about that.’


‘I never worry about you,’ her publisher murmured—and then held out a bulky package he’d been carrying. ‘I don’t know if these will help you at all. Margaret rang up yesterday after you’d left her and said she’d forgotten to give them to you. She found them after Joe’s death. They’re diaries or something, apparently. I sent a messenger round for them.’


‘Have you read them?’ Tina asked, more than ever trying to appear calm, and more than ever trembling within; trembling now with the sense—with the certainty—that here, in this brown paper package, she would find what she wanted to know.


‘Me?’ Christopher seemed shocked. ‘Good heavens, no. I don’t want to poach on your territory.’ He looked at his watch. ‘But I must leave you now. I have a meeting at ten-thirty.’ He laid the package on the desk. ‘Happy reading.’
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