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Praise for Caroline Blackwood


‘Compulsive, cruel and brilliant’


Daily Mail


‘[Blackwood] writes with both gothic


verve and psychological precision’


Times Literary Supplement


‘A short, sharp, shock of a book . . . her characters have an emotional rawness in them that feels entirely modern’


John Self, Financial Times


‘[A] dark gem . . . an unsettling and, at times, almost unbearable creepy tale, with a genuinely shocking ending’


Guardian on The Fate of Mary Rose


‘This horrible, wonderful tale is testament to the fact that she had as much creative talent as her men’


Spectator on The Fate of Mary Rose


‘An eerie, gothic tale of the horrors simmering underneath the doilies and tablecloths of an apparently perfect home . . . I read it with wide eyes and unsavoury glee’


Sunday Times on The Fate of Mary Rose


‘Contained and ferocious, at once disarmingly and ambiguously candid about blistering feelings which are made to seem commonplace and all the more frightening for that’


Times Literary Supplement


‘The Stepdaughter is the perfect book for people who find Joan Didion too even-keeled, Renata Adler too fair-minded . . . In its own way, it’s a perfect novel’


Los Angeles Review of Books


‘A bracingly nasty book . . . Splendid,


dark, often very funny’


Megan Nolan, Telegraph


‘Blackwood was in fact a writer of rare distinction, the author of wit-drenched books about the wages of class, women’s inhumanity to women, bitchiness, greed, abjection, family, monsters’


New Yorker


‘Blackwood’s macabre humor teases out the farcical aspects of human behavior at its most awkward and unmanageable, addressing outrageous situations with glacial detachment and overtones of Gothic dread’


Gary Indiana


‘This chillingly profound story drips with classy darkness. A relationship drama, a doomed character study, and a one-way descent into the abyss via obsession, abduction and murder, this is a haunting cautionary tale for these true-crime obsessed times’


Janice Hallett


‘One of the greatest, darkest writers who ever lived . . . Her books are concise, mordant essays on evil’


Virginia Feito


‘Caroline Blackwood sits firmly alongside the greats like Shirley Jackson and Patricia Highsmith. She takes you deep into the foulest reaches of the human condition and leaves you breathless. The Fate of Mary Rose is a triumph of misdirection and self-delusion, reminding us that female fear is a story that has run through the ages’


Araminta Hall


‘Vibrates with a frenzied, manic menace . . . Parental tyranny looms large, of course, but perhaps even more forcefully depicted are the subjects of female containment, bondage and rage’


Lucy Scholes


‘Blackwood is an “expert analyst of female fury”, an outlook which is tempered by her deliciously dark sense of humour. She utilises black comedy as a means to engage with stories of the shocking difficulties faced by women and girls’


Irish Times


‘A devastating investigation of


neurosis, hysteria and cruelty’


Observer
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Caroline Blackwood (1931–1996) was born into an Anglo-Irish aristocratic family. She rebelled against her background at an early age and led a hectic and bohemian life, which included marriages to the painter Lucian Freud, the pianist and composer Israel Citkowitz, and the poet Robert Lowell, who described her as ‘a mermaid who dines upon the bones of her winded lovers’. Taking up writing in the 1960s, she soon demonstrated that hers was a mind as brilliant and ruthless as any of the men for whom she’d served as ‘muse’, and her novel Great Granny Webster was shortlisted for the 1977 Booker Prize.
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INTRODUCTION


The other day, I went to the dentist on the Upper West Side. I’ve been going to this dentist for over ten years. I’ve been living in this city for over thirty-one years. Yet somehow, as I left the dentist’s office, I found myself heading east on a block I’d never walked before. And while I was in the same neighborhood as a few sinisterly grand apartment buildings made famous by Hollywood – the Dakota (of Rosemary’s Baby), the Ansonia (of Single White Female) – I’d never heard of, never mind stood in front of, a grand apartment building at 1 West 67th Street called the Hotel des Artistes.


The Hotel des Artistes was built in 1917 on what was once called ‘artists’ row’. Isadora Duncan lived at 1 West 67th Street. So did Norman Rockwell, Rudolph Valentino and Noël Coward. In addition to double-height windows, the Hotel des Artistes had a squash court and a swimming pool. Meals were delivered to residents via dumbwaiter. The hotel wasn’t catering to threadbare avant-garde types, but to commercially successful portrait painters, illustrators and musicians, who counted as their patrons New York’s monied society families, many of whom lived nearby.


This building, in which a writer named Caroline Blackwood never lived, nonetheless calls to mind the spirit of Blackwood, born in Ireland in 1921 to a Guinness mother and a multi-titled father, and who attempted to escape the prissy drudgery of aristo-living for a more louche existence in London – ‘bohemian’ parties that included guests like Princess Margaret – for the following reasons:




1   If a person had never read the work of Caroline Blackwood – in total, seven novels and a work of non-fiction – stumbling upon one of her books might feel like discovering a historic building in a well-trodden neighborhood, and much self-condemnation might ensue. I personally condemned myself because, before I read Caroline Blackwood’s work, I ‘knew’ her only through her minor character appearances in biographies of other people, where she was portrayed as the glamorous, well-bred, serial lover of famous men, and a source of good-copy gossip. It’s genuinely squirmy to revisit the headlines of the reviews received by the 2002 biography of Blackwood, Nancy Schoenberger’s Dangerous Muse, among them ‘Married to Greatness: Lady Caroline Blackwood Gained Fame Because of the Men She Seduced’. Lucian Freud. Robert Lowell.


Her fame-by-association identity was memorialised, or cemented, in the dramatic story of Lowell’s death. Lowell had just left Blackwood in Ireland (his struggles with mental health and alcoholism strained the marriage, which was ending) and returned to New York. He was headed by cab to the home (at 15 West 67th Street, literally next door to the Hotel des Artistes) of his ex-wife, the writer Elizabeth Hardwick, while holding a painting of Blackwood by her ex-husband Lucian Freud, completed during his marriage to her, called Girl in Bed. Lowell, arms around a famous man’s representation of his not-yet-ex-second-wife, died en route of a heart attack, his body discovered by his ex-first-wife, when she was summoned outside by her doorman.


2   This story, or my memory of it, captures the heady, deliciously (from a biographer’s perspective, at least) inbred world in which Blackwood lived, and the Hotel des Artistes represents, in building form, the hive-like intensity of artists, subjects, patrons and money existing in close, intermixing proximity to one another. These people had sex with each other and painted each other and wrote about each other, yet their nonconformity was always padded, or glitzed, with the protective surround-sound of money, power, status and privilege. Which is not to say, contra Blackwood’s Google bio shorthand (‘socialite and writer’), that she was the dutiful gate keeper of the milieu into which she was born; as a writer, she was its beneficiary, true, but also its captive and its whistleblower. She revealed what was shadowy and malign behind and within the homes of the socially gilded. Often, in her books, strangers feature. These strangers invade the homes and manipulate or in other ways menace their ritzy inhabitants, puncturing their ways of life and, by means of destabilisation, offering the possibility of escape. Blackwood might even qualify as a writer of psychological domestic horror. Her novels are the stories of people trapped by strangers, or by their own selves made newly strange, inside beautiful homes.


3   Which returns me to Hotel des Artistes. The building, in fact, was featured in a Hollywood production: 1977’s psychological horror movie Audrey Rose. A couple, who lives in a beautiful apartment, is visited by a stranger, who tries to convince them that their daughter is the reincarnation of the daughter he lost in a car accident. Soon, the couple’s daughter is calling the stranger ‘Daddy’. It does not end well.





Blackwood is probably best known for two novels – Great Granny Webster (1977), an autobiographical story about a young girl forced to spend the summer with her aristocratic grandmother in a musty manse; and Corrigan (1986), about a housebound woman visited by a stranger who may or may not be after her money. These books feature house as human condition.


But it’s Blackwood’s non-fiction book, The Last of the Duchess (1995), that offers the most interesting lens via which to view The Stepdaughter, her daringly cruel, knife blade of a novel, published in 1976. Both feature complex, often abusive, acts of caretaking. The Last of the Duchess is about, in part, Blackwood’s failed attempt to interview the ageing, and infirm, Wallis Windsor. The duchess is either protected or held captive by her French lawyer, whose personal obsession with and tyrannical control over the duchess’s legacy suggests the plot of a thriller. (Is Maître Blum poisoning the duchess with daily handfuls of ‘doctor-prescribed medication’? Will the duchess start hiding the pills beneath her tongue, then under her mattress, so that she can make a daring escape by throwing her body through a window and onto the roof of a passing Parisian rubbish truck?) This question – protection or captivity – is never resolved, in part because the formulation is flawed. Caretaking, in The Last of the Duchess and in The Stepdaughter, is always defined as both. There’s no choosing between, because the distinction does not exist.


The Stepdaughter, formatted as a series of unsent letters to ‘So and So’, takes place in an apartment. A nice apartment, an apartment located in roughly the same neighborhood as Hotel des Artistes, with a similarly expansive view through the windows. The narrator, J, is the recently abandoned wife of a man, Arnold, who’s disappeared to France with his new French lover. In their not-yet-divorce, he’s ceded to her three belongings: the apartment; their four-year-old daughter, Sally Ann; and his thirteen-year-old stepdaughter, Renata. Also in the apartment: a French au pair named Monique. It’s a mausoleum of luxury stuffed with women, all of them, save the au pair, victims (or beneficiaries) of neglect. Of the three younger characters, only Sally Ann is spared J’s lacerating tendencies, if only because she is so rarely present or portrayed in the novel. J’s self-loathing is so un-boundaried that any adjacent human becomes her target – which perhaps makes it an act of tremendously good mothering to keep the child beyond her field of perception.


The au pair, Monique, because her workload has suddenly increased and her freedom curtailed (she’s rarely allowed out of the house), shows no more kindness toward J than she is meted out. She sees and judges (or is imagined, by J, to judge) J’s near-total retreat from the emotional and logistical responsibilities of motherhood. ‘I am extremely upset today’, J writes. ‘I have discovered that Monique loathes me. Yesterday I looked over her shoulder while she was scribbling one of her letters, and I read the phrase, ‘la femme ici est abominable’. I will never be able to forgive Monique for writing that apt and devastating sentence.’


While Monique and Sally Ann are occasionally furloughed from the apartment, J and Renata, the stepdaughter, never leave. Their unceasing physical proximity renders Renata the most available collateral victim of J’s self-contempt. J’s initial treatment of her stepdaughter is so bracingly mocking and mean, Blackwood might be challenging the reader’s first impression of J, baiting them to make quick assumptions, and to pigeonhole J as a bitter, bankrolled dilettante (she is an occasional painter), with a spoiled child’s tantrummy heart, in precisely the same way her husband, Arnold, might have done, before he left her.


I noted earlier that The Stepdaughter is a cruel novel. I don’t want to autobiographise Blackwood’s work, but I experienced that cruelty – its complicated, gripping power, and J’s general state of despair and rage – as mapping back, however faintly, to Blackwood’s own experiences as a woman whose identity, in a certain public’s perception of her, was defined by the whims of other people’s more notable lives.


There’s no greater illustration of the self-determination headwind Blackwood faced than her entry in the index of The Lives of Lucian Freud (2020), a biography by William Feaver:




Blackwood, Caroline


LF’s feelings for; marriage to LF; LF meets and courts; in Spain with LF; LF paints; Picasso makes advances to; and Barbara Skelton; Paris honeymoon and married life; health decline; revisits Paris; and LF’s attitude to money; at Anne Fleming party; strained marriage relations; at Coombe Priory; in Arcachon; leaves LF; divorce from LF and marriage to Citkowitz; on LF’s driving; ‘the Interview’ (story).





Then there’s this, from the text itself, announcing Blackwood’s initial introduction to one of Freud’s many lives: ‘Caroline Blackwood had been brought up to be eligible.’


This might be, on Feaver’s part, a perceptively sympathetic line. But given it appears in the first of two cement-block volumes about a man who painted the twenty-two-year-old Blackwood on their honeymoon – ‘with [their] marriage came deflation’, Feaver writes of Freud, who, on this same honeymoon, vanished for two days with a young girl, and who portrayed, in Hotel Bed, his new wife as an emaciated, bedridden old woman – that’s not how I read it. Regardless, Feaver’s quick slash of a character summation/dismissal might give some indication about where the rage Blackwood’s narrators, and this includes The Last of the Duchess (where Blackwood is, in fact, the narrator), might come from, and why it manifests as it does.


Because it often manifests as horrific cruelty and even gothic disgust towards other women, and what might be seen as their failure (or refusal) to be eligible, and how that ‘failure’ might be read as a form of critique to those who’ve succeeded. In The Last of the Duchess, Blackwood continually returns to what she sees as the grotesquery of Maître Blum’s ageing body, in contrast to her surgically altered face. (‘Her face did not match her wizened little hands which were those of a crone, and her age was also betrayed by the discoloration of pigment, the brown flowers of death that discolored her arms.’) She’s also oddly fixated with describing Maître Blum’s appearance as Chinese, her xenophobia deployed to offensively sketch Maître Blum as a malevolent and powerful trickster. Regardless, where men are concerned: not eligible. And yet also formidable, wealthy and self-determined. Maître Blum, for all her wrathful, vaudevillian energy – and her committed protection of the duchess that seemed indistinguishable from elder abuse – was a renowned lawyer whose clients included the Aga Khan and Rita Hayworth. She wrote crime novels under a pseudonym. In Blackwood’s portrayal (echoed in later books about Maître Blum and the duchess) she’s a deranged, vain fantasist and prison warden; but for a woman, especially a French Jewish woman who became a successful lawyer in the early to mid-twentieth century and survived the war, she’s worthy of note, even respect. Blackwood’s hysterically flamboyant portrayal starts to evolve, over time, into a surreal tribute to Maître Blum’s unique, if possibly immoral or sociopathic, weirdness.


But buried in The Last of the Duchess, too, is a preoccupation with, or acknowledgement of, multiple layers of women viewed as accessories to famous people, and, as such, schemers. The Duchess. Maître Blum. And, to some degree, Blackwood herself, accused of crassly achieving fame only through marrying the fame of others.


Seen through this depressingly familiar lens, J is a more domesticated version of a schemer. She’s a jobless freeloading ’70s wife who lives comfortably and dabbles in painting. She might have once been eligible, but her eligibility has expired; her status has been rescinded by time, and she’s been replaced with a younger version.


But what makes The Stepdaughter so compellingly radical – and ineligible – is how Blackwood unleashes a consuming female rage that cares nothing about protecting the innocent. J’s candidly reported cruelty towards Renata, an actual child, who has been left in the care of a woman who hates her, creates a rule-defying atmosphere of emotional violence, so potent as to reach beyond the borders of the page. About this child, J writes, ‘She had the pathos of those hopelessly flawed objects which one often sees being put up for sale in junk shops. She gave the immediate impression of having something vitally important missing.’ J also writes, ‘I found myself staring transfixed by the brightness of Renata’s ugly orange shorts, which allowed one to see that her massive thighs were marked like an old woman’s with little pocks of bluish fat.’ Much to J’s disgust, Renata’s only activity is making cakes from store-bought mixes. Renata bakes her cakes, and eats them, and then clogs the toilet with her huge, post-cake shits. She is the walking, if not talking (she’s usually silent, and doesn’t much interact with J), rejection of eligibility.


J’s cool, logical and perceptive understanding of herself contributes to the book’s complicated addictiveness and allows the reader to continue reading without feeling as though they’re a child-abuse bystander or a sadist. J is acutely aware of the reasons she detests Renata, reasons that hairpin back to implicate or indict her. ‘I find Renata very ugly. I am therefore in no way jealous of her beauty, but in other ways my attitude towards her is much too horribly like the evil stepmother of Snow White. The girl obsesses me. All the anger I should feel for Arnold I feel for Renata.’


Yet the real hero of the book is Renata. Like Maître Blum, she’s the object of disgust and a source of slow-dawning admiration. J, who claims not to be jealous of Renata’s beauty, comes to respect, even feel a bit chastened by, her self-sacrificing commitment to rejecting all that J represents. She consumes boxed, artificial sweetness through one hole and copiously empties it out through another, the foulness stopping up the plumbing that’s hidden in the walls of the beautiful apartment. Despite Renata’s withering portrayal by her stepmother, and despite her agonising aloneness – no spoilers, so I’ll only reveal that her mother has been committed to a mental hospital – Renata is the anti-J, being baked in this stifling oven of an apartment, fired by the heat of her stepmother’s internalised misogyny, which her stepmother is, with every unsent sentence she writes, externalising or exorcising by using, as her priest, this solitary, pre-woman child.


Which is not to idealise Renata’s suffering. She is stunned by hopelessness; she is possibly self-destructive, even suicidal. Her failure to belong anywhere, to anyone, lends the novel a regularly breath-stealing sense of free fall. Eventually, the hermetic seal of the apartment is broken. People leave. Everyone, maybe, will survive, even thrive. But probably not. And while this book can be very difficult, at times, to read, I also found it impossible to stop reading it. J, too, feels like a priest called to an exorcism. She shoves her own biases and hate – which are also the biases and hate of the culture, then and now – into the reader’s face. The brief and unmediated confrontation with these durable demons is both chilling and exhilarating to brave.
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