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      Muriel Spark (1918–2006) was born in Edinburgh. She wrote many successful novels, including The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, Memento Mori, Loitering with Intent, A Far Cry from Kensington and Symposium, as well as poems, short stories, plays, biographies and children’s books. For her long career of literary achievement Muriel Spark won international praise and many awards. She was given an honorary doctorate of Letters from a number of universities, London, Edinburgh and Oxford among these, and was made a Dame of the British Empire in 1993.
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      It was the middle of Friday morning. The sun shone gold-brown on the expanse of parquet floor, in room after room.

      The furniture was to be delivered during the course of the following week, some on Monday, some on Thursday, some on Friday.

      The English nurse was to arrive on Monday morning.

      The housemaid, too, was to come on Monday at eight in the morning. She was to be brought, with all her belongings in her brother’s car, which he was ferrying over from Sardinia with the girl, for the occasion.

      In Rome it would have been almost ungrateful to expect such plans to move to an orderly conclusion; it was to be expected that some of these arrangements (‘Monday for sure…’ ‘Thursday morning – leave it to me.’) would start moving anticlockwise at some point.

      But for the present, everything had happened that was necessary. Annabel Christopher, the tawny-eyed actress, who in private life was Mrs Frederick Christopher, was astonished at the calm achievement so far. For one who was unaccustomed to organize anything, and who was constitutionally haphazard, she was astonished at what had in fact come about so far by her own effort, so that it had been possible for her to take on the flat, have it cleaned and painted, decide on the essential minimum furniture necessary for her to move in with her husband and baby, and to make do, picnic-fashion in one room, till the household itself was assembled.

      The baby was asleep, tucked into a white pillow. She had laid it on the floor in the big drawing-room. The house was very still. The room where she stood noticing (now that the carpenter’s hammer had stopped) the sunlight on the floor, was at the back of the building, removed from the more roisterous traffic of Rome.

      The door of the room started to shift open as if moved by a slight breeze. She started walking across the room to close it properly. But in lumbered tall, red-faced Billy O’Brien, her husband’s oldest friend. How had he got into the flat? This man irritated her, cropping up as he did. But then, she was relieved to see him for the sake of the news he might have brought.

      She said, ‘Did I leave the front door open?’

      He said, ‘Yes,’ only, not troubling to explain why he had not, nevertheless, rung the bell. But she had observed before that when people were in process of moving in to a new house, and until the furniture had arrived and been put in place, everyone felt they could come and go, like the workmen and the removal men, without permission. Annabel Christopher’s neighbours had already toured the flat, smiling and exclaiming about the beauty of the wallpaper whenever she arrived to see how the work was proceeding.

      But she had thought she had closed the front door. Billy stood back against the wall of the room, with the exaggerated deference he had used since she had become the English Lady-Tiger of the films, and, as he always put it, fallen on her feet. Billy was like a worn-out something that one had bought years ago on the hire-purchase system, and was still paying up with no end to it in sight. And again, Billy treated her newly-sprouting film success as a win on the football-pools.

      He looked round. He said, ‘Is this all in aid of your public image?’

      She said, ‘Have you seen Frederick?’

       

      Off the screen Annabel Christopher looked a puny little thing, as in fact she had looked on the screen until fairly recently. To those who had not first seen her in the new films, or in publicity pictures, she still looked puny, an English girl from Wakefield, with a peaky face and mousey hair. Billy O’Brien had known her since she was twenty, that is to say, for twelve years. She had then just married his friend Frederick Christopher, with whom he had been to a school of drama. Frederick was then a young actor who had just finished his first season with a repertory theatre. Annabel had played small parts in British films, always being cast as a little chit of a thing, as she was. Presently they were all out of work again and filling in time with temporary jobs. Annabel was a waitress in a coffee-bar. Frederick taught elocution and voice production to a sixth-form group in a grammar school. Billy O’Brien went on the dole, started writing dramatic criticism for little reviews in order to get the theatre tickets, and, since he could not afford to retain his current girl-friend, started up amorous talk with Annabel to see how she would take it. She responded idly with two afternoons in bed with him, after which they got dressed and made the bed. Frederick came home every day talking about voice production. ‘Breathing,’ he said, ‘I emphasize that breathing, breathing, breathing, is the vital factor in voice control. They’ve got to learn to breathe.’ When he found Billy there, he said the same thing, and Annabel made a fresh pot of tea.

      Billy went back to Belfast to work in his uncle’s grocer’s shop for a while, to tide him over the winter. Before he left he told them that he would be slicing bacon all day, as his mother had always wanted him to do. Billy put down his glass of beer and enacted the operation of slicing bacon on a hand-wheel machine, with one hand turning the non-existent handle, and with the other laying the strips of thin, imaginary bacon on a presumed piece of clean greaseproof paper for the customer of his gloomy thoughts. He said, ‘My mother wants me to stick in with my uncle, who has no children of his own.’ They all laughed. Billy kissed Annabel beerily and departed while they still were all three laughing.

      Billy turned up three years later having done many jobs and played many parts in many theatres. He had turned theatre-critic for a new magazine and was now hoping to get a column in a national paper. To this purpose he had prepared a list of people with whom he wanted to obtain interviews.

      Annabel was now in demand for small parts in films, always of the same type: she was called for wherever a little slip of a thing was needed – the typist who just happened to return to the office for the parcel she had forgotten when the fatal argument was in progress in the boss’s room next door, the little housemaid whose unforeseen amorous exchanges with the delivery boy waylaid the flight plans of the kidnappers, the waif on the underground railway who was one of those who never got home to her lodgings at Poplar; and then she played a more prominent part as the nurse wrongfully accused of stealing drugs, and who woke up by and by in a private room of a hospital in Bangkok, under the watchful eyes of a ‘nurse’ whom she recognized as a former patient of hers; and she played many other parts. Her eyes were not large, but on the screen they came out so, by some mystery. By some deeper, more involved mystery, another ten years were to pass before Luigi Leopardi, whom many of his friends called ‘V’ – pronounced ‘Voo’ – because his real name was Vincenzo, the Italian producer, transformed her eyes, on picture-screens, into those of a Cat-Tiger. (The film company’s press secretary first described her as ‘The Cat-Tiger’ in the publicity that preceded the film The House on the Piazza with which she made her first big success. But before her film was released Luigi had changed this to ‘English Lady-Tiger’, as she was henceforth described on the billing and many other places.)

      But in those earlier times when she began to be in demand in English films, she had no means of knowing that she was, in fact, stupid, for, after all, it is the deep core of stupidity that it thrives on the absence of a looking-glass. Her husband, when she was in his company with his men friends, and especially with Billy O’Brien, tolerantly and quite affectionately insinuated the fact of her stupidity, and she accepted this without resentment for as long as it did not convey to her any sense of contempt. The fact that she was earning more and more money than her husband seemed to her at that time a simple proof that he did not want to work. The thought of his laziness nagged her against all contrary evidence and emerged in unpleasant forms, unforeseen moments, embarrassing, sometimes in public, from her sharp little teeth:

      ‘Sorry, I’ve got to go home to bed. I’m the worker of the family.’

      And more and more, Frederick stayed at home all day in their Kensington flat, living on her money, reading book after book – all the books he had never had leisure to read before. He had craved for this contribution to his life. There were few parts suited to his acting talents, so far as talent, continually unapplied, can be said to exist. Frederick, however, held to a theory that a random collision of the natal genes had determined in him a bent for acting only substantial parts in plays by Strindberg, Ibsen, Marlowe and Chekhov (but not Shakespeare); and so far as that went he was right, everything being drably right in the sphere of hypotheses, nothing being measurably or redeemably wrong. In fact, his decision about what parts he was suited to perform on the stage of the theatre did not matter; he was never considered for any parts in the plays he wanted to act in.

      By the time he was twenty-nine years of age his undoubted talent had been tested only a few times in small productions and then no more. His mind took the inward turns of a spiral staircase, viewing from every altitude and point of contortion the unblemished, untried, fact of his talent. In reality Frederick was an untrained intellectual. Perhaps he was never happier in his life than in those long mornings at home while reading various literature on the theme of The Dance of Death, and annotating Strindberg, while Annabel was at the studios, or was working out of the country for a few weeks, with her meagre skill and many opportunities to exercise it.

      He thought of her as doing something far different from anything he wanted to do. She always agreed with him in this, being uncertain, anyway, what he meant. When he talked of ‘creating’ a role, she agreed with whatever he said about it, because it was something she had heard continually since she attended the school of drama; everyone spoke of creating a role, and of great acting. She had very little apprehension of what they meant. In practice her own instinctive method of acting consisted in playing herself in a series of poses for the camera, just as if she were getting her photograph taken for private purposes. She became skilled at this; she became extremely expert. Ten years later, with the assistance of Luigi Leopardi, she was recognized as a very good actress on the strength of this skill.

       

      In those early days when she was working in small parts her stupidity started to melt; she had not in the least attempted to overcome her stupidity, but she now saw, with the confidence of practice in her film roles, that she had somehow circumvented it. She did not need to be clever, she only had to exist; she did not need to perform, she only had to be there in front of the cameras. She said so to Frederick, as if amazed that she had not thought of it before. He was exasperated, seeing shallowness everywhere:

      ‘You’re making a theory, rationalizing after the event. You can’t act. You’re just lucky to get parts.’

      ‘That’s what I’m saying.’

      It is easy to look back and paint a picture of how things went. At the time it was all unclear.

      He became a quarreller, but not with her. And since his anger was not directed against her, but very frequently against others on her behalf, she hardly noticed that he had become a man of angry moods. Only when, on one occasion, he misdirected his protective fury, insulting a film director, did she begin to feel uneasy.

      ‘Why on earth did you say that? He’s difficult enough as it is.’

      ‘Well you complained on and on about him to me. Do you think I want to stand by and see you pushed around?’

      She had been grumbling that the director was totally unreasonable, a neurotic, that he drank too much, anyway, and was impossible; she had indulged herself in these grumbles almost as a private and domestic relaxation. Usually, while she was making a film, something happened to upset her; she had got into the habit of bringing back the story to Frederick, as if that was what he was there for. Unawares, she exaggerated; it was for company’s sake. But this was the first time he had interfered with her work; it frightened her. ‘My career,’ she thought, ‘my career.’ Then she uttered this thought to him. He smiled. She was absolutely bewildered for ten days.

      He wrote a film script that year, working secretly in her absence. It succeeded, and all to her amazement, made money. That year she had an affair with a solemn American student of drama who had got a small part in one of the films she was playing in. The affair, which lasted two months, and was mostly conducted in such hours of daylight as were available between appearances on the set, ended after she had laughed at him twice because of a look on his face. He was twenty-eight, the same age as herself, and for some years had been obtaining deferment of his obligation to serve in the United States Army in order to complete his dramatic studies in Europe. One day she laughed at him because of his fury and impatience with the telephone exchange; his call-up papers had reached him before he had prepared his application for a further deferment, and that afternoon he was trying to get hold of his lawyer in California; he was shouting to the operator that it was a priority call, it was urgent, it was vital, when she laughed at him the first time. He looked at her in hurt confusion, with the shiny round face of a schoolboy, someone’s kid-brother, who (as it might have been) now realized for the first time that his mother hated animals. Annabel did not know why she was laughing, but that was the reason. The second time was when they had been to a film-producer’s luncheon, had drunk champagne and then gone to bed at his flat. He got up and went to the bathroom and was sick. He returned to tell her so. She lay back on the pillow, rather sleepy, advised him to lie down, and closed her eyes.

      ‘But I’m sick!’ he shouted at her. ‘I’m sick!’ – so that she opened her eyes and saw him standing on the rug, like a toy doll-man, his arms straight and sticking out from his sides as if they were made of cotton, filled with doll-stuffing and sewn-up. His eyes and mouth seemed completely circular as he stared in the face of her English callousness. She laughed at him the second and last time.

      Afterwards he said, ‘I’ll never forget how you laughed at me when I was sick.’

      Presently, when the affair was over, she told Frederick these stories, omitting the parts about bed, regretfully, since the stories seemed to her less amusing without the bed parts. Frederick thought them funny and giggled with her; later however, brooding alone, he wondered how the scene could have been, speculating and wondering and thinking, maybe they were in bed, had been to bed, or were about to get into bed.

      But she was glad that her marriage had not broken up as had seemed so likely during these first years of her small successes. Within a few months Frederick was writing another film script; it was one in which she was intended to play the leading part. He now listened more carefully to what she said, and seemed not to think of her as being quite so stupid as before. She thought, after all, he’s an interesting man compared with the rest. She liked the fact that his hair, which was slightly crinkly, had begun to turn grey.

      Her new professional life had indeed sharpened her wits. She found it exciting. She found it frightening. She clung to Frederick, and even to his old friends who came and went to and from their lives, and especially did she adhere to Billy O’Brien, who, she felt, kept Frederick happy when she was away from home.

      Billy taunted, resented, and even simply insulted her. She put up with it because of old times; he was one of the last remnants of a past life she had not known at the time had been as good as it already seemed in retrospect. Now she had more money, more letters, more business, more to talk and think about. In those days, she had written a letter sometimes on odd afternoons, to her father, or to a cousin or a school friend. She had written it by hand, sealed it, carried it to the post office, had bought one postage stamp which she licked, placed on the envelope, and thumped firm; she had then borne the letter to the letterbox and dropped it in with a plop. This most satisfying series of actions was now lost to her for ever. She now thought with kindness rather than regret, of those long letters about nothing much, and the posting of them, and the return from the letter-box to put the kettle on for tea.

      Once, when he came home late with Billy – towards two o’clock in the morning – she said sentimentally, ‘It was lovely in the old days when I used to write one letter sometimes and go out and put it in the box; just one letter. And then —’

      ‘Oh, stop posing,’ Billy said. She was standing on the carpet, one hand on a side-table, gazing back into her youth, as if playing a middle-aged part.

      ‘I’m not posing,’ she said, and flopped into a chair, ‘I used to love to post a letter, that’s all.’

      Frederick was slightly drunk and was now drinking a whisky and soda. He said, ‘She thinks I’m her letter-box, a solid bright red pillar-box to post her letters in. That’s what she wants a husband for.’

      She went to bed quickly, not wanting to indulge her desire to prolong the argument and perhaps get involved in a row. She would have liked a row, but she had to be up at seven the next morning to be on the set, bright-eyed, by eight. Frederick was seldom drunk. Usually he tolerated Billy’s baiting attitude towards her but did not join in.

      But time became a hunted animal; there was no time to write so many letters. A secretary from the film studios came to her rescue when the papers piled up beyond bearing, and answered them largely in her own way. An agency methodically settled her working days and the payments for her hours of hire. These payments were large, still larger per week than those that Frederick, feverish at his film scripts, could earn in several months.

      The time was still to come when she could look back even at these years with the same nostalgia as she now felt towards the time of the one postage stamp. She was to look back with amazed and incomprehensible pangs to their time of casual secretarial arrangements, to the haphazard series of housemaids and household-helps, her happiness at getting so much film work to do, her comparatively trivial successes and to the way she had circumvented her stupidity so far that she could entertain Frederick with that story of the Californian student and how funny he had looked.

       

      The script Frederick wrote for her towards her thirtieth year was set in Rome where they had lingered sometimes on their summer holidays, breathing the uninhibited air of the Italian film world, and magnetized by the café life of the Via Veneto where everyone who was not a tourist was in, or wanted to be in, a film. They also toured the ruins and the places of antiquity. In the film that Frederick devised for Annabel she was to appear as an English governess who had been taken to live in Rome by her American employers, the family of a diplomat with three children.

      Thought is a painful activity. Frederick had largely given it up, and, guiltily concealing this fact from himself, had opened his feelings to pain. He was easily hurt. When Annabel, on reading the script, said, ‘It’s good, it’s like The Turn of the Screw isn’t it?’ he was furious.

      ‘What the hell do you mean? You haven’t read The Turn of the Screw.’

      ‘No, but I saw the movie. I only meant the film. But I like your script. I like it. It’s like The Turn of the Screw in significance only, that’s all, and that’s what I like about it.’

      He took the script from her hand with ominous care and consideration; then said in the tones of a phoneticist addressing an illiterate foreigner, ‘Will you do me a favour, Annabel?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said, glaring dangerously into his face with an expression that looked sickly-eyed, although it was the same expression that later was to come out, by the best colour methods of the cinema, so fiery and so marvellous.

      He continued to enunciate. ‘Please do not talk of “significance”, because you do not understand it. And that is because you are insignificant yourself.’

      Annabel said immediately, ‘D’you think so? Oh, well, minority opinions are always interesting.’ This was her latest manner of response; she had recently been exposed to the influence of a new set of young friends, celebrities mainly by virtue of being the children of celebrated or famously rich people, and among them particularly was Golly Mackintosh, an heiress of twenty-two from the Philippine Islands, who had a head of young, grey-tinted hair, and who responded to the world as charmingly and heartlessly as a flower. Golly had a way of flipping back a pellet-like word or two when challenged by any criticism whatsoever, or by any praise whatsoever, and Annabel had picked up the habit from her with rapid intuition, as if Golly was a school of drama.

      Perceiving all this, Frederick was continually overcome by a dazzled exasperation at her capacity for achieving the most impressive effects by the most superficial means. He was infuriated that anyone should be deceived by her.  He was firm in his opinion that an actor should be sincere in the part he played, and should emotionally experience whatever he was to portray, from the soul outward. Even in her acting, he thought, Annabel is a sort of cheat, she acts from a sense of manners only.

      ‘You never feel the part, do you?’ he had said.

      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she said. ‘When I’m acting I’m working. What do you mean? One has got to play the part at the time.’

      He wanted to leave her, and made up his mind that he would do so, eventually. Eventually, he thought, I’ll have to go. But, in a way, he was hypnotized by a sense of the enormity of her deception, the more her reputation grew and she accepted it as part of her rightful earnings. Whenever any of his old friends began to suggest that her acting had some depth, or charm, or special merit, he silently nurtured the atrocity, reminding himself that nobody but he could know how shallow she really was. I know her, he thought, inside out. They don’t.

      She was as unaware of his secret life as she was of her own, for hers was not articulate. She probably never formed a sentence in her mind that she would hesitate to reveal to the open air. But her secret purposes, too, took shape none the less. And, in the economy of things, these secrecies of the heart were not in themselves a bad basis for married love. They always patched up their rows, went out together, were accustomed to each other. Moreover, they were proud of each other in the eyes of their expanding world where he was considered to be deeply interesting and she highly talented.

      Frederick’s script was accepted for production with Annabel as the star. It was her most important part, so far. The film companies who backed it told him they could take a chance on Annabel, because a film made in Italy could be a low-budget film.
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