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INTRODUCTION





On Beauty, and The Beast: An Interview with Hugh Fleetwood


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


RTK: Why Paris? Did you speak the language?


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


RTK: How did you manage to arrange your escape?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


RTK: You were still painting as keenly as before?


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


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


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


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


RTK: The Order of Death (1977) is distinctive among your novels for being set in New York – but also because it was made into a feature film. How did that happen?


HF: I had met the director George Cosmatos in Rome, and he optioned my second novel The Girl Who Passed for Normal, but wasn’t able to make it. So he passed it on to another producer, who couldn’t get it made either, but she knew Robert Faenza and Elda Ferri, a husband-and-wife producer-director team, who took up the option. A year passed and I heard no more, I assumed the interest was dead, and I received another proposal and sold the option on. A week later Faenza and Ferri got in touch and said they were ready to go with The Girl, had finance in place and everything. I said ‘I’m very sorry, you should have told me …’ They were very angry, and I let them scream at me for half an hour, after which I said, ‘If you’re so keen to make a film of one of my books try this one.’ And I gave them The Order of Death. I thought they’d throw it back in my face, but they read it overnight and told me that in face they much preferred it. And that one they managed to make.


A script was written that I wasn’t involved with, Faenza wrote it with Ennio De Concini, a big Italian screenwriter. Harvey Keitel had signed up to play Fred, the police detective, but he didn’t like the script, didn’t think it was as good as the novel. So they got me involved and I tried to remedy what Keitel was concerned with, and he said ‘Yes.’


There were all sorts of classic casting problems, a producer who wanted a part for his girlfriend that didn’t fit the story, but it was either that or no money. And because of finance they had to cast a French actress, and Nicole Garcia spoke no English at all though she was meant to be an American publisher. But for the other lead role, Leo, they asked me to look at seventy or so English actors. You usually know as soon as someone comes into the room, and that was the case with one young actor I saw, who just exuded intensity. It was Mark Rylance – he was still at drama school but he was the one as far as I was concerned. Keitel did some work with him and he agreed. But Faenza’s view was that we had to have ‘a name’. In the end Rylance’s agent told us he’d had an offer from the RSC and did we want him for the film or not? I certainly did, but it wasn’t going to work for the money and so regretfully we had to let him go.


RTK: And the ‘name’ Faenza ended up with was John Lydon, formerly the Sex Pistol Johnny Rotten. Were you aware of his reputation when he signed on?


HF: I knew who John was. I was on set for the whole of the shooting, enjoyed it enormously. The person I got on with best was Sylvia Sidney [who played the Lydon character’s grandmother], she had lots of great stories about Hollywood, working with Hitchcock. But I had a good time with John – I thought we got on very well. When there was an audience around him he would put on more of an act, like all of us, perhaps. But when you were with him he was extremely nice and intelligent. He took me round clubs in New York, showed me all sorts. And he was wonderfully professional – there might have been nights where he was out drinking until 2 a.m. but he’d be there on set the next morning at 8 a.m., and always knew his lines.


One day on set John asked me what I had planned for the evening, I told him I was going to the Metropolitan Opera, and he had never been and asked if he could join me, which I was perfectly happy about. It was Verdi’s Les Vêpres siciliennes, which he loved. But in the interval we went to the sit-down bar, John wanted some champagne – he was dressed fairly outlandishly, and the maître d’ took one look at him and said, ridiculously, ‘You can’t come in without a tie, sir.’ John started screaming, ‘You f*cking c*nts’, et cetera, much to the horror of the old blue rinses at the Met. In the end we just went off to the other bar, got our champagne there, drank it from the bottle.


 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.



















CHAPTER ONE





He glanced up and down the street, slipped sideways into the news-stand, and looked for the paper that he would pick up and pay for without saying a word; the paper that he picked up and paid for every day, without saying a word. But he couldn’t see it. The Post, yes, and the Daily News. And round the sides of the kiosk The Village Voice, and Screw, and Scum. But not—he felt the beginning of sweat on his neck, under his cashmere scarf. It always made him panic slightly if he had to ask. He wondered if he should go to another news-stand. But then he told himself not to be ridiculous. Today was the day for this news-stand, and he couldn’t, he mustn’t break the rules. As soon as one started breaking even the smallest rule, chaos broke out. That was a fact. He looked round again—there was only a soft looking youth by his side, with lank fair hair, staring dopily at the magazines; no one to worry about, he could tell that at a glance—and then leaned forwards towards the old man behind the stand—who was watching him coolly, no doubt expecting him to be searching for some undisplayed dirty book—and said in his neat, prim voice, ‘The Times.’


‘Pardon me?’


Now he felt real sweat under his scarf, and in the palms of his hands, too. He would have to ask again. But at least, when he looked round once more, he saw that the youth had gone, and he was alone. He said quickly, and more loudly, ‘The New York Times.’


‘It’s finished,’ the old man rasped, watching him coolly still.


He swallowed hard and took a step backwards. He was so angry he would have liked to hit the old man. But he didn’t, of course, and merely let himself be caught up in the tide of people sweeping along the street, and drifted along with it, trembling. Then he slipped his change back into the pocket of his coat, and took a tiny diary and a tinier pencil from his briefcase. That news-stand would have to be struck off his list, he told himself. It was absurd—to be out of the Times by eleven in the morning! And what was more, he couldn’t stand insolence. Not in anyone. And especially not in old men.


He opened the diary as he walked, turned to February 9th, and crossed out the neat entry ‘N.Y. Public Library, 42nd St.’ Then he turned to March 9th, and crossed out the same entry. Later, he would pick another news-stand to go to on the ninth day of each month, and write that in.


Meanwhile, there was today to be taken care of. Grand Central Station was the best bet, he guessed—especially as he was drifting in that direction. There were two or three bookstalls there, and one of them must have the Times. And with so many people about…. He glanced over his shoulder, and crossed the street.


*


As soon as he had bought the paper he went into a telephone booth, opened it, looked quickly through it until he saw a headline that read ‘no new developments in police murders’, then folded it up, put it in his briefcase, and left the phone booth to start the journey home.


*


In theory, this journey—from Grand Central Station—involved only one change on the subway. But today, perhaps because the incident in the news-stand had upset him, or perhaps because he felt that there was more menace than usual in the crowds around him, and he had to be particularly careful, he changed twice—and once even had to get off one train and wait on the same platform until the next came in. There hadn’t been enough people on the first train, and those there had been had seemed to look at him more than was necessary or normal; they had been too aware of him….


And when he arrived at West Seventy-Second Street Station, he waited until all the other passengers who had got off had left the platform before leaving it himself; before going up to face the cold, and the wind, and the brief apprehensive walk along Central Park West.


*


He only relaxed and became himself when he had passed through his street door, passed the ‘good morning’ of the doorman, taken the elevator up to the fifth floor, opened his door, and locked it again behind him. Only then could he tell himself that his precautions against not being seen and followed were absurd, and that his daily furtive ritual of buying the New York Times verged on madness. After all, he thought—as he thought every day as he walked, large and confident now, through the huge, warm, empty rooms of his apartment—he was hardly alone in his choice of newspaper, and he was sure no one was following him. What was more, he certainly wasn’t a nervous man at any other time of the day or night. He had faced gunmen and knife-wielding addicts without a moment’s fear, and generally inspired awe in most people just by looking at them. And so—he gave what he called a smile, and went into his bathroom and began to strip off his cheap suit. He couldn’t explain it. Yet the strange thing was, he thought, that he actually enjoyed that half hour or hour of tension, that feeling of being hunted and helpless and spied on, almost as much as he enjoyed anything in his life. It was like being given a blood-transfusion. He enjoyed the sweat under his scarf—that scarf that was the only piece of expensive clothing he allowed himself to wear outside of this apartment, and always told people, if they asked, which they almost never did, had been a present from his ex-wife—and he enjoyed the smell that he gave off, though he was sure that only he could smell it.


In fact, the only thing he did enjoy more than the getting to his apartment was the apartment itself, and his being there.


And now he was there, and he was taking a shower, and when he had finished his shower he would take a white silk shirt that he had had made for him and put it on, and he would put on the grey silk suit that he had had made for him, and the black silk socks, and the crocodile skin shoes, and one of his ten silk ties, and he would look at himself in the mirror; look at his strong enormous body in its fine clothes, at his square reddish face with its short reddish hair and its bright red eyebrows, and at his big red hands. And then he would close his eyes and stand there and, just for a minute, feel quite sick with the joy of being alive.


Then he would go into the room overlooking the park that would have been, that should have been, and in a way was, the living room, and take a bottle of fine whisky from the cabinet, and pour himself a drink. Then he would sit down in one of the two brown leather armchairs that were, along with the cabinet—and not counting the kitchen—the only pieces of furniture in the whole apartment, and would sip his whisky and look at the fresh white walls and the deep greenish brown carpet, and read the New York Times. He would sit there for an hour or two, and then he would get up and take off his fine clothes, and fold them up neatly and put them away. Then he would put on his old cheap clothes again, do some cleaning, and, finally, leave—to go, depending on whether he had come to the apartment before going on duty or after coming off, to work, or to the small shabby apartment on the first floor of a shabby brownstone in Brooklyn where he actually lived.


Every day of the year, barring accidents, he did the same thing, except for the weeks of his vacation; and then he would spend all day at the apartment, and would eat there, and only go back to Brooklyn to sleep.


Today however, after he had showered and dressed, the perfection of pleasure that his time in the apartment gave him was marred slightly by the fact that when he went into the kitchen to get a glass for his whisky, he saw crumbs on the sideboard, and what looked like spilt milk on the stove. For a second he felt as angry as he had when the newsvendor had told him that the Times was finished. But then he forced himself to think—since nothing as ugly as anger must be allowed to intrude into this paradise of his—that a few crumbs and a bit of milk were nothing to worry about. So he took off his jacket, put it on a hanger that was behind the kitchen door, undid his gold cuff-links, rolled up the sleeves of his silk shirt, and, taking a cloth from under the sink, carefully swept up the crumbs, and cleaned the stove. When everything was spotless, he took a sharpened pencil and a piece of paper from a drawer, and wrote, in a small neat hand, a note.




‘Bob,


I guess you were hungry and had a snack and some coffee or something. But you left crumbs on the sideboard and spilt milk on the stove. I guess you were in a hurry, or you would have cleaned up after you. But please do not leave a mess. You know I don’t like mess.


                     Fred.’ 





He checked the note, approved it—its tone was suitably ignorant—and left it in the middle of the sideboard where the crumbs had been. Then he took a pencil sharpener from the drawer, sharpened his pencil over the sink, replaced both sharpener and pencil in the drawer, turned on the waste-disposal unit and cleaned out the sink, dried his hands, rolled down his sleeves and fixed his cuff-links, put on his jacket again, and took the glass he had come into the kitchen to fetch.


He hoped he wouldn’t have any more trouble with Bob—for a while, at least. And he probably wouldn’t, he thought. In part because Bob, in spite of his condescending attitude towards him, was scared of him, and in part because Bob only rarely came to the apartment now. In fact, ever since he had got married, a year and a half ago, he came less and less—and Fred foresaw a time when he wouldn’t come at all any more. Which would be nice, he reflected. Then this place would be all his, and there would be no danger of finding crumbs in the kitchen—or, as he had done once, hair and scum in one of the bath-tubs. God, he remembered that! It was just over a year ago. He had gone into Bob’s bathroom for some reason, and had never seen anything so filthy—so sacrilegious, he had felt—in his life. Not only had there been scum and hair in the bath-tub, but also tooth-paste in the wash-basin, shit in the toilet bowl, and a damp towel lying on the floor. Bob had protested that it was his bathroom, but that was no excuse. He had exploded, and told him that if anything like that ever happened again their partnership would be over; he would buy out Bob’s share of the apartment, or even tell Lenore about their mutual investment.


And Bob would have done anything rather than let that happen….


It was because he hated mess, he told himself as he settled into his armchair with his whisky, and started to open out the paper, that he hated the New York Times, and was so ashamed of buying it that he changed news-stands every day in case anyone should get to know him, and pigeon-hole him as a man who read the Times. It was a paper that championed mess and disorder. He had read once—maybe in the Times itself—that nearly all political upheavals were caused basically not by the invasion of an outside enemy, nor by the discontent of the poor and have-nots, but by the guilt or feeling of guilt of the rich and the haves. And if that was so—and he thought it was—then the Times would be among those most responsible for any upheaval if it came. Because it was always pleading guilty, or worse, pretending to, or worst of all, encouraging others to do both. In fact, he had often thought that the troubles there had been and were in the city of New York—with blacks, and hoodlums, and addicts—were all caused by the sort of people who read the Times; people who had been so conditioned into feeling guilty that they had invented punishment for themselves; punishments that took the form of gangsters and muggers and delinquents. The only trouble was that everyone else had to share in their punishment too. Which wasn’t fair. If they wanted it, they should get it.


Still, just because the Times was the enemy newspaper, he felt he should read it as a form of defence; just to know what the enemy was up to. And especially at the present.


He opened it at the page he had turned to in the telephone booth, and started to read.


‘Police Commissioner Barnes said at a press conference today that the police have discovered no new evidence to help them with their investigation into the murder last Tuesday of Detective Jim Parro. Commissioner Barnes did say however that there is no doubt that Officer Parro was the latest victim of the assassin who has now been responsible for the deaths of five City police officers over the last eighteen months; all of whom were attached to the Narcotics Bureau. Detective Parro was found in the hallway of a building on East Fourth Street. His throat had been cut—as the other four victims throats were cut—with what, Commissioner Barnes said, appears to have been a bread-knife.’


Poor Jim, Fred thought, stopping reading for a moment and gazing out of the window, where one or two flakes of snow were now aimlessly drifting up and down in the February wind. He wondered if it had hurt. He ran a finger over his own throat, and imagined a bread-knife sawing into that hard, thick skin—that skin that Helen had always said was like the skin of a sow’s back—and shivered. And then, letting his mind wander, he thought of Helen, and wondered why she had always said a sow’s back. Why not a pig’s? He had asked her once, he remembered, when they were still married. But she had never explained, and always just said ‘because that’s what it’s like’. Helen…. It was four years now since their divorce. Four happy years. Four years of order. Four years of a perfect, secret bliss….


But then he thought of Jim again, and as he had seen him, lying in that dark brown hallway with his throat grinning and his cheap clothes all stained and dirty with blood; and once more he shivered. At least if he died a violent death he hoped it would be here, in his secret kingdom, and with his fine clothes on. Then, somehow, it wouldn’t be so bad. But he didn’t think he would die a violent death. He wasn’t, surely, the type. No—he would go on working for another ten years or so, and then, with enough money coming in from his carefully invested money, he would retire here, and spend his days tending and nursing his apartment, slowly furnishing it, keeping it clean, looking after it as if it were his child. He would go for a walk every day—across the park and back maybe; from eleven to twelve—and then would come back, make himself some lunch, and spend the afternoons reading his encyclopaedias; article after article, volume after volume, slowly, carefully, taking all that knowledge in, stacking it tidily on the shelves of his mind. And in the evenings he would have his supper and watch the television and read the Wall Street Journal and make sure his stocks were doing all they should be doing. And sometimes, just occasionally, he would go out at night, and wander around—go down to the Village maybe, or to Times Square—and look at all the great sprawling filthy chaos of people, cars, and refuse; look at them just to reassure himself, just to value all the more his isolation, his peace, his order. He would have no friends—he never had had any, unless Bob had once been a friend; but he didn’t think so; his relationship with Bob was just a mistake he bitterly regretted—and he would speak to no one, except the store-keepers and a few other people like that. He sighed. How he longed for that time! But then he reminded himself that the minutes were passing, and he still hadn’t finished looking at the Times; so he picked it up again and, once more, started reading.


When he had finished the piece about Jim’s murder, he went to the front page and worked his way systematically through the paper, reading almost every article, skipping hardly a word, only saving till the last an editorial headed ‘The Dead Policemen’.


‘The brutal murders of Detective Parro and his four colleagues raise three equally terrifying suspicions. One, that there is a maniac on the loose who enjoys murdering policemen attached to the Narcotics Bureau. Two, that organized crime has changed its rules and has taken to the attack, rather than, as has always been the case with regard to the police, being on a generally very effective defence, and three, that the five murdered officers were killed by a member—or members—of their own force, who perhaps feared that their investigations into the narcotics scene would uncover more than just a ring of dealers and pushers. And it is this last suspicion that is perhaps the most disquieting. That police corruption exists, always has existed, and probably always will exist is an unfortunate state of affairs that we have had to come, grimly, to accept. But that corruption no longer involves merely the acceptance of bribes, but might also involve the death of any man who is foolhardy enough to refuse to be corrupted, is a new and horrific development; and presage to a state of total anarchy, when no officer will dare to refuse the lucrative offers made to him, for fear that to do so will be to, quite literally, cut his own throat.’


Fred sipped his whisky and threw the paper down on the floor. He couldn’t be bothered to go on reading. What was the point of wading through all that nonsense, when the editor obviously had no idea what he was talking about. Anarchy! Corruption! They were all such grand, pompous words. How could anyone talk about corruption when drugs were involved? If there was anything on earth guaranteed to keep order, it was drugs and drug-addiction, and if there was anything noble in the world, it was the propagation, by whatever means, of drugs. It was the banning, the illegality of drugs that caused crime, and it was, ultimately, the banning and illegality of drugs that had caused the death of Jim and the others—who hadn’t the sense to see that by fighting drugs they were fighting the very order they sought to uphold. Drugs should be available to all, should be given away to anyone who wanted them. And then all the trash and rotten elements of society would be under control, would behave themselves and do as they were told—and do as they were told by the strong; by those who had no need of drugs. Oh yes—all the great civilizations of the past had been slave societies, and this society, this America, would not only be greater and stronger than any of the civilizations of the past if it realized this, but would also last longer, far longer, if not forever. As it was, it was corrupted and ruled by the weak, who were worming away at the foundations, and being encouraged in their destructiveness by the pillars of bad conscience and the spokesmen of guilt such as the writers and readers of papers like the New York Times. It was the weak who were the true corrupters! And the beauty of a society in which drugs were freely available, would be that the slaves of this society would be voluntary slaves; not slaves who had been captured and branded and forced into slavery. And they would be slaves who could, at any moment, if they were strong enough, stop being slaves; could, with an effort of will, join the ranks of the strong. Perhaps the only people on whom drugs should be forced would be those few people found guilty of crimes committed when they were not on drugs. But these would be so few they would be negligible. And as soon as they were addicted they would be able to be released from prison—six months would be the longest sentence necessary for anyone—and could become members of the great, law-abiding army of the weak, whose punishment, whose terrible punishment, if they ever broke the law, would be the immediate withdrawal of their precious, life-giving powder. But drugged criminals would be even fewer than the undrugged ones; after all, they would be given food, clothing, and shelter—and what else would they need, apart from their daily, or hourly shot? Of course it would be necessary to find the best drug for each person, just in case certain drugs incited certain subjects to violence, but that would be easy enough.


He was shaking, and he stood up and went over to the window and calmed himself by looking down over the granite hillocks of the park, at the people hurrying along the sidewalk, and at the snow that was starting to fall more heavily now, and settle. He breathed in deeply, and told himself that he really shouldn’t have these fantasies; they agitated him and were bad for him, because he knew they were just fantasies, and crazy fantasies, too. And yet there was some sort of truth in them, he was convinced, even if it was only a sort of poetic truth; and what was more, he did, quite rationally, approve of drug taking, because it did make the weak—no! He mustn’t start again. He mustn’t think about such things. That too—the indulging of idle fantasies—was weakness. Let them call him a corrupt cop if they wanted to, let them say that this apartment and his slowly growing number of stocks were the fruits of his corruption. Let them call him what they wanted, and let them forget that if it weren’t for him, and people like him, there would be still more violence and crime than there was. Let them call him what they wanted; they were the weak and guilty. He wouldn’t, he couldn’t be bothered with them.


He picked up the paper, folded it again, and put it in his briefcase; later he would throw it away. Then he glanced at his watch, saw that it was almost time to go, and went to change.


*


He was just putting on his old cheap trousers when something odd happened; something odd, and something very disturbing. First of all his house phone rang—something that happened about once a year normally, and then generally only because Bob was passing by for some reason, couldn’t be bothered to come up, and was just calling up from the lobby to say hi, or to tell him something—and then, secondly, when he softly, suspiciously answered, the doorman told him there was ‘a Mr. Smith’ to see him.


‘For me?’ Fred said, feeling, as he had done earlier at the news-stand, sweat break out on the back of his neck, and in the palms of his hands.


‘Yes sir,’ the doorman said.


‘Are you sure?’ He was not only sweating, but feeling sick now.


He heard the doorman smile. ‘Yes sir.’ Then, more faintly, he heard him say, ‘It was Mr. Fred O’Connor you said?’


He didn’t hear anyone say anything. Then the doorman spoke to him again.


‘Yes sir. It’s you.’


‘Who did you say it was?’


‘Mr. Smith.’


He heard a murmur.


‘Mr. Leo Smith.’


‘I’m sorry. There must be some mistake. I don’t know any Smith. And I’m busy. Could you ask Mr. Smith to write me if he wants to see me?’


‘Yes, sir,’ the doorman said for the last time.


Fred backed away from the phone, staring at it as if it were a dangerous animal. And then he looked wildly round at his corridor, at his walls, at his open doors leading into empty rooms, and thought he would pass out. The walls seemed to waver and become insubstantial, the empty rooms to dissolve. His secret palace, his secret life, his unassailable fortress—unassailable because it was secret—was being threatened. It was impossible. Someone looking for him. For him? And a Mr. Smith. He didn’t know any Mr. Smith. How could it have happened? He backed, lurching now, big and red and frightened, all the way back to the room overlooking the park, and sat down in one of the armchairs. All his precautions had been in vain. Someone had followed him. Someone knew where he lived. He started to shake his head back and forth, as if to fling what he had just discovered out of it. Then he gripped the sides of the armchair and told himself to keep still. He bit his lower lip—bit it savagely —and forced himself to keep still. Then he thought—Bob. Yes. That was it. Someone must have followed Bob one day. Because Bob never took any precautions at all when he came here—he always said he couldn’t see why he should. He just took the subway or the bus, and walked casually up to the door. Bob never took the secret path, as it were, to the secret palace; and now he had led the enemy there. And with his carelessness he had threatened four years—no, fifteen years—of planning, and saving, and safety. Goddam him. Goddam him. He would kill him when he saw him. He would—but then, he said to himself, if Mr. Smith, whoever he was, had followed Bob, why hadn’t he asked for Bob? Why had he asked, instead, for him? He looked out of the window and felt a depression falling on him as heavily and deeply as the snow outside. No. It wasn’t Bob’s fault. It was his fault. But what had he done wrong? What more precautions could he have taken? He shook his head again, though slowly now, knowing that he could shake nothing out of it.


Then he stood up, and went to finish dressing.


Maybe, he thought, Mr. Smith was someone entirely innocuous. A salesman. Someone from an insurance company. Someone—but no. Otherwise he would have asked for Mr. Frank O’Connor—Frank, which was his real name, not Fred, which he was always called. Besides, what insurance agent or salesman was ever called Smith? No. He suddenly became sure. Mr. Smith was the enemy. The Enemy. He was absolutely certain. Mr. Smith was weakness. He was disorder. He was crumbs in the kitchen, the New York Times, the representative not of any company or corporation, but of the guilty. He was the Bad Conscience. He was the worm eating at the base of this great, strong, safe dream that was America. He was—Fred paused, as he knotted his cheap black tie. He was, possibly, waiting down in the lobby for him. Or if not in the lobby, then across the street. Or in some doorway further down the street.


He breathed in deeply. Well, if he was, he would face him. He would go out on to the field of battle and meet him, and beat him, whoever he was. He wasn’t afraid of Mr. Smith, or anyone else. He couldn’t be. Because if he were afraid now, he might lose everything. And he wasn’t going to. Not now. Not for any Mr. Smith on earth.


He pulled his jacket on, folded up his clothes—his real clothes —put them away—wrapped his scarf around his neck, looked at himself in the mirror in the bathroom to reassure himself that he was still a giant—a great man six foot six inches tall, thick and strong, red as a warrior, and, at thirty-eight, at the peak of his power and his manhood—and then walked grimly to his front door, opened it, and locked it behind him; remembering just at the very last minute to whisper a silent farewell to his apartment.


*


In the lobby he asked the small, plump, pale young doorman if Mr. Smith had left any message. He tried to make the question sound entirely casual.


‘No sir. He said it wasn’t important, and he would come by again some other time when you weren’t busy.’


‘What was he like?’


‘I couldn’t really tell you. He was young I guess. But he had one of those wool caps pulled down over his ears, and a scarf all up round his face, and dark glasses.’


Fred nodded, and with a great effort, managed a visible smile. To give what would be recognized by the outside world as a smile always cost him a great effort. And then, with an even greater effort, he managed to say slowly, ‘I guess he was someone from my ex-wife. She occasionally sends spies to check up on me.’


He glanced at the doorman to see what effect this lie would have. He hoped it would be greeted with proper indifference. Instead, it prompted an understanding nod, which made him feel angry first with the doorman—how did he dare to presume to understand him?—and secondly to make him feel angry with himself, for having lowered himself, for having lied. Why had he bothered to explain? Why hadn’t he just asked what he wanted to ask then walked out with a polite nod, as he normally did? But then, to make matters worse, he added, quite involuntarily, and without being able to check himself, ‘If he comes again, just tell him I’m not in, will you?’


‘Yes sir,’ the doorman said—and now slyly, and with an air of complicity—smiled at him.


He walked out into the street, without even acknowledging the doorman’s ‘Have a good day sir’.


*


It was only much later that day when, sitting at his desk in the headquarters of the Narcotics Bureau, playing his part now of Lieutenant O’Connor—a big precise officer with a shy, stern, if slightly old-maidish manner and a hatred of confusion, a soft spoken man who had worked his way through college and had an ex-wife living in Denver, a man who was respected for his record and his dedication, in spite of a suspicion that his occasional fraternizing with the upper crust of the criminal classes went above and beyond the call of duty (though there was no evidence that he did it for financial gain; no one had ever seen him accept a bribe, and, after all, his suits were really pretty cheap, he didn’t own a car, he never went away on vacation, and the few men who had seen the apartment where he lived in Brooklyn had been surprised by its austereness and, for such a fastidious man, its shabbiness), and a man who was not known to have any interests, friends, or hobbies outside his work—that he realized he had forgotten to wash his whisky glass before he had left the apartment.
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