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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: An Artist and a Magician (1978) seems to me the most overtly funny of all your novels, even if it’s a scurrilous sort of ‘laughter in the dark’. Did you set out consciously to amuse the reader more than usually?


HF: In a sense I think of all of the books as black comedies – even The Girl Who Passed for Normal, which is particularly black. But yes, I suppose An Artist was most like that …


RTK: There’s just something especially comical in the predicament of Wilbur trying to juggle all of the balls in the air with regard to his ‘patrons’, and the very deft way that you stage-manage all of them being so mean to each other behind their backs …


HF: But a lot of that is true (laughs). The Wilbur character was very closely based on an American I knew in Rome. We’d been really quite friendly. It was through him, in fact, that I met Muriel Spark. He had a secretary named Margaret who was also worked for Muriel, and Margaret actually typed out my first book A Painter of Flowers, because I couldn’t type at all in those days. She then gave it to Muriel, who liked it and sent it off to the New Yorker. I admired Muriel’s writing, and she was one of those people who, if you got her by herself, was extremely nice, intelligent, funny. But if you got her in company she would put on an act – the grand dame great writer. And all you could think was that it wasn’t her.


But, yes, the real ‘Wilbur’ had at least four patrons, as many as he could take on, really. And a couple of them were close friends. But as a whole they did tend to dislike each other.


RTK: Were you able to observe this at close quarters – social occasions of the kind that ‘Wilbur’ throws in the novel?


HF: He did throw the most wonderful parties. The amount one drank was astonishing when I think back. You’d go for a weekday lunch, have two tumblers of whiskey to start, then bottle after bottle of wine, followed by multi-coloured Marie Brizard liquers. Then I would climb into my car and drive back across Rome, and it would take me all of the next two days to recover. But he did that every day – sometimes twice a day. After which he would work, translating film scripts. How he managed it I have no idea.


When I finished An Artist and a Magician I thought he’d be amused by it. I gave him the manuscript – I was going to dedicate it to him. A few days later I found the pages torn up outside my front door. He never spoke to me again. Eventually he went back to the States, to Mobile, Alabama. I was in the US and thought I might call on him and we could patch it up. A mutual friend got in touch to find out whether this might be acceptable, and I was told that if I set foot in Mobile I would be shot … The moral is, ‘Never be nice to your friends, because they’ll never forgive you.’


RTK: One could see a problem arising if people can’t separate the character they see on the page from how they imagine you perceive them in life.


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


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


RTK: 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.



















ONE





He stood, plump and pale, on his terrace, and tried to conjure the morning into life. But perhaps because he had a slight hangover, or perhaps because it was only seven-thirty and he hadn’t slept enough, or perhaps, simply, because last night’s dinner party had been a disaster, the morning refused to respond. Oh sure, the white August sky shimmered intensely above him in all its early brightness, and two dark swifts who still hadn’t migrated wheeled hungrily round his head. And sure, the domes of the churches quivered upwards into the quiet clear light, and the ochres and umbers of the buildings nearby were already beginning to glow. Even the flowers on his terrace, red and orange and yellow, were open and blazing at his feet, and the cat had been awake for hours. Yet though he saw all this, saw all this movement and quickness—saw the nuns on the roof of their convent pacing up and down in their black habits, with prayer books in one hand and crumbs in the other, which they dropped surreptitiously to the doves, saw the garbage men in the courtyard of his building removing the refuse of yesterday, saw bare brown arms stretching out of windows to open shutters and blinds—it was all a dull, yeastless pageant, a dough that refused to rise. He whispered to it, he sang, silently, a little song to it, he even, without moving, lifted his hand and waved an invisible wand at it. But—nothing. The spark was not there. The morning refused to budge.


He flopped down in a wicker chair and closed his eyes. Mornings like this occurred perhaps once every six months, and they crushed him when they did. For whatever philosophers  might say to the contrary, he knew that only he had the power to make the world exist, to make it live. Because it was all, this world—the sky, the flowers, the domes, the doves, the colours, the nuns, the cat—within him, and what he saw were merely images projected onto an empty screen through the film of his own soul. Only the images weren’t enough; he had to feel the things themselves inside him. Feel them filling him, swelling him, feeding on him and feeding him. He had, every morning, every day, every minute of his life, to create them. And this morning he couldn’t. He was just looking at an old newsreel; a documentary of a world that no longer was. And oh it was all so depressing. It was worse than depressing, he told himself; it was death. Yes. That was what death was. When one no longer had the power to create the world…. But he wasn’t dead yet, and he wasn’t going to die for a while. He still enjoyed his creation too much. He still had so much to do. He had to light the fire that would set the whole business in motion for another twenty-four hours. He had to burn the old footage, and start transmitting live again. He had to. And what did hangovers matter, or tiredness, or even disastrous dinner parties? He was a god. He was a magician. He was—


He was a silly old fool, he muttered to himself now with a little smile, and opened his eyes. He was an overweight 58-year-old with straggly white hair who drank too much, who was sitting on his terrace in Rome feeling sorry for himself when he should be making some coffee, giving Philip-the-Cat his breakfast, showering the sweat of the night away, and going into his study to attack the mountain of scripts that should have been translated and sent back a week ago. A god! A magician! Really. What an old fool he was becoming.


But as he turned from the terrace and went back into the apartment, feeling quite cheerful and at peace with himself once again, he glanced over his shoulder—and saw that indeed the morning had come to life….


*


It had been a disastrous dinner party however, he thought, as he pottered about the kitchen surveying the remains of it, and wondering whether to clear it up himself or leave it for Aida, his cleaning woman. And that was why he hadn’t slept well, and why he had a hangover—though God knows he hadn’t drunk any more than usual. Even less, maybe, so intent had he been on trying to keep the peace between his various guests, and trying to give some semblance of gaiety to the evening. Not that it had been any use. He had stuffed them with food, drowned them in wine and whisky, made up ditties, put on rag-time records, told his war stories and his cat stories and his stories of the old South—had even danced for them with a tambourine, going tap on his toes and bang on his bottom and hit hit hit on his head—and all they had done was sit there, smile politely, tell him he was wonderful; and then go right back to their bickering and boringness. The ugly little Canadian lesbian had snapped at the pink and puffy portrait painter, telling him he was a snob, and the portrait painter had paid fulsome and embarrassing compliments to the old deaf princess. The old deaf princess had attacked the supercilious young writer for not being married, and the supercilious young writer had ignored her and spent the entire evening condescending to some woman from New York with a little flowered expression and a little black dress, who possibly, in other circumstances, could have been very nice, but last night had been as appetizing as a dish of cold and over-cooked rice. But then in other circumstances, by themselves or with other people, they could all be—they had all been, were—very nice. Only last night the chemistry hadn’t worked.


He was, he supposed, as he decided to leave the dishes, and lit the gas under the coffee, a little too slapdash as a cook, and should take more care over the ingredients he mixed together. But that would have taken the fun out of things. And while, when disasters did happen they were dreadful, and made him feel depressed and mean, and made him regret having wasted his time and money, most evenings—and he had dinner parties almost every night—were wonderful. Or at least, he enjoyed them. Inventing all those different characters, bringing them all to life….


Though it wasn’t only he who enjoyed them, he knew. Nearly everyone did. Otherwise why should they come back for more? And they came—except for the irredeemably sour, the unacceptably aggressive, the dedicatedly dull—time and time again. Both those who lived in Rome, and those who passed through in their hundreds every year. And he was sure it was just because he did mix things so recklessly—both food and people—that they came. Because no one ever knew what they’d be getting. Some great elaborate dish—or sausages and beans. Some famous opera singer or writer or surgeon—or an impoverished actor, a lacrosse coach from a girls’ school in Wales, or a Danish dealer in waterbeds. Yes. That was the secret of his success—apart from the fact that he always tried to be, and nearly always was, an attentive and amusing host, whatever the particular evening’s recipe—and that was why he never did take more care over his ingredients, in spite of the occasional slip-up. In fact, of all the thousands of people he knew and who came to him, all the thousands of members of this vast court of friends, acquaintances, and the merely curious, a court in which he was both the magician and the fool, only four people were not allowed to meet each other under his roof—and certainly never met each other under anyone else’s. But then they were his inner court; an oligarchy of four people who adored him, hated each other, contended for his services, were jealous and sulky when obliged to remember that he didn’t belong exclusively to them—and who, incidentally, supported him, when it was necessary.


Which was, alas, rather often.


Because while the translations of film-scripts that he did could feed the cat, pay the rent, and even just about cover the expense of a cleaning woman and a sweet if not over competent Irish secretary, they couldn’t always pay for his dinner parties, his liquor, the odd trip abroad he took, and all the other paraphernalia that was so essential to the maintenance of his body and soul, and his particular role in the world. And so the four of them—unbeknown to the others?—sometimes helped him out. They didn’t call it supporting him—they called it loaning him money. But while he had never been absolutely certain, he was fairly sure that for them the word loan was a euphemism for gift. He certainly hoped so, anyway, because he was not likely ever to be in a position to pay them back. At least not in cash. And in kind—well, he had paid them back hundreds of times over, and with interest; which was why he never felt at all guilty about applying for further loans when they were needed. He entertained them, he made them laugh; he cheered them up when they were miserable, he introduced them to the brightest and best—or the most attractive—of everyone else he knew, and above all, he brought magic into their lives. For not only could he and did he create the world afresh day by day, he also had the power—with a word, a gesture, or simply a mood—to create it afresh for other people; a power which he exercised and made available for most people only at his dinner parties, but which, for the four members of his inner court, he was willing—or obliged—to make available whenever they needed it. Most people, when they phoned during the day, were lucky to get thirty seconds of his time; a quick ‘how are you’, a quicker ‘when am I going to see you’, and that was that. But for the four he was always on tap; for ten minutes, twenty minutes, an hour if necessary. To counsel, advise, discuss, plan, distract—whatever. Not that he begrudged them his time. For one thing he was truly grateful to them for their continued support, and for another, he felt that only they truly appreciated his nature, and thought of him not as a translator of film-scripts—which was what he was forced to be—but as a poet, a novelist, a painter, an actor. An all-round artist. A magician, in other words. Which was what he was….


Quite why they hated each other so much he wasn’t sure. Certainly they had nothing in common apart from their inexhaustible supplies of money and their affection for him, but to have nothing in common was hardly a reason for the animosity they felt towards each other. And animosity they felt. Pam said that Jim was depraved; Jim that Pam was evil. Betty said that Bernard was rude; Bernard that Betty was fey. Betty said that Pam was a hypocrite, Pam that—but it was a never ending circle, and all four of them, Pam, Jim, Betty and Bernard, thought that, above all, the other three were destructive forces who were preventing ‘dear Wilbur’ from, more than merely being a poet, painter, novelist and actor, actually writing poetry, writing novels, painting pictures and acting in plays. All of which, before he had come to Rome and met them, he had done. Yet though it was flattering to think this high concern for his creativity was what made them mutually detest each other, he couldn’t help feeling there was more—or less—to it than that. Strangely enough, however, they had never told him, and he, who liked them all and didn’t care or think it polite to press for things that weren’t willingly offered, had never really asked. Also, he preferred to avoid the subject of his productivity, since it was in the name of this that he applied for and was granted his loans. Of course they all—Pam, Jim, Betty and Bernard; the four pillars of capitalism as he liked to think of them—knew perfectly well when he said ‘my dear, I just have to get away for a few days to write another chapter’ that write another chapter was exactly what he wouldn’t do. Still, it was a pleasant fiction, a graceful way of going about something that could easily have been sordid. It had the added advantage of allowing the four to feel they were playing the part of patrons, of doing their duty towards the arts, without obliging them to take the responsibility for, or even worse, make a judgement on, the finished work. What would they do, he wondered, as he shuffled now out of the kitchen towards the bathroom, with a cup of coffee in his hand and Philip fed, if he actually did some major work, and they didn’t like it? It would be so embarrassing. No; it was much better this way, where his art and his life were one and the same thing, and both equally products of his genius—or his talent. Besides, he sighed, as he lowered himself gently onto the black plastic toilet seat, he did produce just enough minor work every year to satisfy the vulgar minded; to satisfy those who were oblivious to his charm, blind to his originality; resistant to his magic….


*


The process of getting up and putting himself into gear was the slowest and stateliest of the whole day. It was also, normally, the only time of day when he allowed his mind to wander. But it was an important time, since it set his mood for all that followed. And if he couldn’t, as he nearly hadn’t been able to this morning, bring the world to life, he was miserable and wretched for at least twelve hours. And he couldn’t afford to be wretched for all that time. Because unless he was already in his study typing and translating away by the time Irish Lillian arrived—and stayed there till twelve-thirty, when it was generally time to make a small lunch for two or three people—the backlog of work that he just managed to keep shifting would have jammed up completely. Which would have caused a breakdown in his whole carefully balanced system. And such a breakdown would have been particularly unfortunate today, since it was the middle of August, and the Friday of the ferragosto holiday weekend, and almost everyone was out of town, and he was planning on doing a great deal of work. He didn’t even have anyone coming for lunch! In fact, with three of the Four away, unless some very bored friend or very stray acquaintance called, with any luck he’d be able to work uninterrupted all day—or at least until three, when he took a siesta—and then again from five to seven—when he would have to start preparing dinner for those one or two people who hadn’t gone on holiday. He might even, if he had a whole weekend uninterrupted, might not only be able to shift the backlog of work, but actually to clear it. Which would be a relief. Because recently things had been so tight that he’d been considering applying for a loan….


*


However, if he thought that he had, after a shaky start, got the day off on the right footing, and thought that he was going to get a lot of work done, he was wrong. First, because no sooner had he sat down at his desk than the telephone rang; and when he answered, an old, fluty, imperious voice said, ‘Wilbur?’


It was Pam; the only one of the Four who hadn’t gone away. But then it was very difficult for Pam to go anywhere. She was very old, had water on the knees, chronic asthma, and an uncertain sense of balance.


With only the slightest of silent sighs, Wilbur set his voice.


‘Hello my dear, how are you?’


‘Oh, not very well. I fell out of bed last night and couldn’t get back in. So tiresome.’


‘You should have phoned me.’


‘I thought about it. But it was so late. And you couldn’t have done anything. Besides,’ the old voice added, with only a trace of bitterness, ‘I’m quite used to sleeping on the floor.’


‘Oh Pamela dear—’


‘I got a letter from Bobbie yesterday.’


‘How is she?’


‘Oh very well. She has this new boy-friend—’


‘You told me.’


‘And it seems they get on splendidly. Bobbie said—’


But before Pam, whose fifty-year-old daughter was the one great passion of her life, could go on to tell Wilbur what Bobbie had said, he, thinking that perhaps Bobbie herself wouldn’t be so eager to have every detail of her private life discussed over the phone, interrupted again.


‘Oh, that’s marvellous for her. You said he sounded very pleasant from her last letter.’


‘Oh yes. He sounds very pleasant indeed. He’s Hungarian. A fishery expert.’


‘Well I do hope they’ll be happy together.’


Happiness, though, was something Pam didn’t seem to be certain of. She said quickly, ‘Oh I don’t know about that. He’s much younger than her, and as far as I can gather doesn’t really have any money or prospects.’


Bobbie, Wilbur wanted to say, had quite enough for two; and besides, didn’t seem the type to be interested in prospects. He had met her several times when she had come to Rome to visit her mother, and liked her very much. She did something for the Aborigines in Australia. He didn’t, naturally, say anything, and let Pam go flutily on.


‘I should so love to go to Australia myself again sometime. To do some painting. I’m sure I’d be able to get some of those marvellous landscapes much better now than I did when I was young.’


‘You should, my dear.’


‘Do you think so?’


No, of course he didn’t. For one thing, Bobbie would be furious; she relied on him to look after her mother, and discourage any of her wilder fantasies. For another, Pam, who thought of herself as a bohemian, and whose life had been dedicated to the production of minute water-colours, had got quite enough landscapes here. And finally—what would happen to his cover, the roof of security under which he lived, if one of the four columns that supported it were suddenly removed? He could hardly expect her to help him out from Australia. What need would she have of his encouragement and originality there?


‘Yes, of course. Those colours. The space. The difference in light. It would give your paintings a whole new dimension.’


‘Oh,’ Pam trembled.


There was no point in discouraging her though. Time would take care of this madness, he was sure.


A very short time, too; for it seemed, when next she spoke, that she had already forgotten her Australian landscapes. She said haughtily—and Wilbur guessed that this was the real point of her call—‘Wilbur, could you come to tea this afternoon. I have to talk to you.’


So much for his siesta, and his working from five to seven….


‘Yes of course my dear. I’d love to.’


Her point won—not that it could have been contested, and she knew it—Pam relaxed. ‘The garden is so lovely now. And it’s so peaceful. Everyone’s away. And—could you come at four-thirty?’


‘Yes of course my dear.’


‘Oh good, see you then, then,’ Pam said—and hung up.


What, Wilbur wondered, as he looked at the page he was working on, could she want to talk to him about? Nothing very much, presumably. Perhaps one of the neighbours’ children had come into her garden to retrieve a ball, and she would want to know if he thought she should set up a man-trap to discourage further intrusions. He would, on the whole, advise against…. However, he told himself, since he was going to see her, and she had so upset his planned schedule, perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to take this opportunity of asking her for her yearly contribution. After all—it was her turn. And while he wasn’t absolutely desperate yet, it was always as well to have a little in hand, rather than wait for the actual day when one simply didn’t have enough in the bank to buy a single bottle of decent red wine….


If Pam’s call and invitation to tea had upset his plans for the day—which upset, however, though irritating, wouldn’t be entirely without compensation—what happened next was altogether more serious, and didn’t just upset his plans for the day, but destroyed them completely. And it was that when Irish Lillian arrived at ten o’clock, bringing his mail with her that she had picked up from the porter downstairs, there was, along with thank-you notes, we’re-coming-to-Rome-shortly notes, wish-you-were-here cards, and a brochure from the Royal Horticultural Society of London, a large official-looking letter from the Italian Tax Department, which said that he owed the sum of six million lire for—


He couldn’t go on, and sat back in his chair, feeling sick. He handed the letter to Lillian. ‘Read it,’ he said. ‘I can’t. I don’t understand.’


Lillian read it and nodded, then looked up at him and smiled. She was very good natured.


‘You owe the tax department six million lire.’


How soft and gentle her voice was. How infuriating.


‘I can read,’ he snapped. ‘What does it mean? I don’t understand.’


Lillian looked at the letter again. She had light brown wavy hair, pale skin and grey eyes, and was wearing a simple grey cotton shift with yellow sandals. She also wore a wedding ring on her finger though she wasn’t married—she felt married, she said; to a Chinese boy—and a small gold crucifix round her neck; though she hadn’t been a Catholic for years, she said. She was twenty-nine years old and—


‘It’s a value-added tax on all the translations you’ve been paid for over the last few years,’ she murmured pleasantly, interrupting his attempts to calm himself by cataloguing her.


‘I don’t understand,’ he repeated.


Nor, he guessed, did Lillian; but she made the effort he was unable to.


‘All the translations you’ve done. You’ve been paid for them. When you charged for them you were supposed to add a percentage that you were then meant to pass on to the tax people. It’s a value-added tax,’ she said again.


‘But I’ve always paid taxes,’ Wilbur wailed. ‘Here, in America, in England. Everywhere I’ve ever published a book, or made a film, or had an exhibition. In France, Germany, Yugoslavia, Spain, Portugal, New Zealand, Australia, Japan, Egypt, Switzerland.’ His mind reeled as he paused for breath, and tried to remember all the other countries in the world. ‘Luxembourg, Brazil, Argentina—Ireland,’ he gasped, in case Lillian should feel left out or offended. ‘Belgium, Holland, Denmark, Sweden—’ he stopped, realizing he was getting hysterical. ‘Get me a brandy,’ he ordered.


Lillian did, and he felt ashamed of himself for being so rude.


‘Have one yourself, dear child.’


Lillian smiled, and said no.


‘I haven’t got six million lire,’ he said sulkily as he drank the brandy—which was in a wine glass filled to the brim. He wondered if he should explain to Lillian. But then he thought that perhaps she had done it on purpose. In which case, she was right. He could have drunk a pint.


‘I haven’t got six hundred thousand lire.’


‘I know.’


‘Give me the letter.’


Lillian handed it to him, and he stared at the offending and offensive sheet of paper, with its nasty little figures. He didn’t understand it. He didn’t want to.


‘It’s a plot.’ he said. ‘They’re trying to drive me out of Italy. It’s the communists.’


‘Everyone pays this. On everything.’


‘Not six million lire. Not just like that.’


‘You should have been charging the film companies when you sent them the scripts back.’


‘No one told me.’


‘You’re supposed to know.’


‘Did you know?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well why didn’t you tell me?’


‘I thought you knew. And you always did the bills.’


That was true.


‘I haven’t got six million lire,’ he repeated.


Lillian nodded sympathetically, and he tried another tack.


‘How dare they!’ he shouted, picking up the piles of scripts waiting to be translated and throwing them dramatically on the floor. ‘They send me this rubbish, these cheap westerns, fourth-rate thrillers, pretentious political stories, things that no one would ever want to make or invest money in, and I translate them and add a bit of magic even to the dullest, the worst of them, so that some banker in New York or Berlin will read them and like them in spite of himself and—and—without me not one of them would be made, and thanks to me nearly all of them are. They get good actors who jump at parts I’ve translated they wouldn’t do if paid a million dollars otherwise. They get good directors who see possibilities, poetry, they’d never have seen if it hadn’t been for me. They couldn’t have seen them, because they weren’t there. I turn dross into gold, I—I give value, I don’t add it. And they want to tax me! The film companies should pay. They should pay me. Six hundred million. For all the money I’ve made them. If they’d given them to some hack they’d never have made a penny. And they give them to me just because they know I’m a poet, I can touch things with magic, give value to them. They should pay me,’ he said once more, wearily; and came to the end of his aria.


Lillian, who had heard this music before, though never quite so passionately sung, and in any case was busy picking up the hundreds of scattered sheets from the floor, murmured gently, ‘They did pay you. All you had to do was forward the percentage that was for the value-added tax to the tax people.’


‘Yes I know,’ Wilbur sighed as he got down on his baggy knees beside her, to help her gather up the sheets. ‘What am I going to do?’


‘Well,’ Lillian said, her own soft Irish voice suddenly infused with poetry, ‘you could ask for a loan from Pam. Or someone,’ she added, as a precaution.


Did she know about Pam’s loans? And those of Jim and Betty and Bernard? Presumably. They all loved her—or said they did—and often invited her to tea or drinks. But whether it was because they did love her, or whether simply that they were checking up on their protégé, he wasn’t sure. Possibly a bit of both.


‘But not six million.’


‘One and a half from each,’ Lillian said quickly, revealing that indeed she did know, and not wanting, in this hour of crisis, to be coy about it. But her grasp of mathematics was remarkable sometimes….


Yes. Probably if he explained how great an emergency this was, the four would respond. On the other hand, if they did, it would mean that he couldn’t borrow anything else for a while, from any of them. And how would he live in the meantime? It might take a year or more before he could decently establish his pattern of Pam in August, Jim in November, Betty in February and Bernard in May. His mind fluttered helplessly round trying to find some different branch to land on. But Pam and Jim and Betty and Bernard were the only branches he knew of solid gold; the only ones who could bear his weight. So—there was nothing else for it. He would have to throw himself on their mercy, and worry about how to get through the rest of the year later.


‘Where are they all?’


‘Pam’s here—’


‘I know. I’m having tea with her this afternoon.’


‘Betty’s in Switzerland seeing her lawyers—’


‘And having her face lifted,’ Wilbur interrupted with unnecessary nastiness. But suddenly he felt terribly resentful of all the money she was throwing away on what was, frankly, a completely useless operation. One couldn’t restore a ruin in a few hours….


‘Jim’s in Morocco—’


Spending a fortune on wretched little Arab boys, Wilbur nearly said, but didn’t—


‘And Bernard’s in California.’


Distributing his wealth amongst his hundreds of children, grandchildren, nephews and nieces, all of whom were indecently rich already, and none of whom he liked.


‘But they all should be back round the beginning of September.’


‘When do we have to pay this wretched thing by?’


‘Oh, not for a while yet,’ Lillian lilted soothingly. ‘It can wait until September.’


By the time the various scripts were back on his desk, and more or less in order—not that it would make a blind bit of difference if the odd fight in a western saloon got mixed up with some Italian policeman shooting down criminals, or two students making love while they discussed marxism got involved with a fat Sicilian lady swearing at her impotent husband—Wilbur was feeling calmer. He was still, as they finished sorting out the pages, muttering that it was a communist plot to drive him out of Italy, and that the government, yes the government and not the film companies, should pay him for the inestimable value he conferred on their more trashy national products, but the fire had gone out of the words now, and they were only a gentle refrain being sung behind the main vocal line—which was ‘upwards and onwards dear child. Upwards and onwards. These are the crosses we have to bear.’


‘Things could be worse.’


‘Yes indeed they could. My God, Philip could be sick, or a hail storm might have ruined the flowers, or—something dreadful. No. These things are just sent to try us, but they are not really serious. Anyway—upwards and onwards dear child, upwards and onwards.’


And upwards and onwards they went, with Lillian straightening out bits of silver paper from chocolates, that could be used later to make collages, and Wilbur doing some weeding on the terrace. For the idea of work, after such alarms and upsets, was obviously out of the question.






OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571304769_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Hugh Fleetwood

An Artist and a Magician






