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To my mother and father











‘Then first did I begin rightly to see the wide difference that lies between the novelist’s and the poet’s ideal jeune fille and the said jeune fille as she really is’


CHARLOTTE BRONTË, Villette


… ‘I am no child, no babe.


Your betters have endured me say my mind,


An’ you cannot, best you stop your ears.


My tongue will tell the anger of my heart


Or else my heart, concealing it, will break;


And rather than it shall, I will be free


Even to the uttermost, as I please, in words.’


The Taming of the Shrew
IV. iii
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Foreword




‘I do not write for such dull Elves


As have not a great deal of Ingenuity themselves.’


Jane Austen, 29 January 1813





Foreign Bodies has been out of print for over thirty years, and despite some trepidation I have agreed to have it republished, partly because it is the first in my series of interconnected novels, partly because I have returned to Santorno in my next novel, The Three Graces, and partly because I believe that the story of its disastrous publication might be of interest.


To create an unsympathetic or challenging protagonist is a tricky choice at the best of times. I was in my twenties when I wrote and rewrote Foreign Bodies. Being the generation below Martin Amis, I thought that writing about a difficult young woman rather than a difficult young man would be fun and original. I named my heroine after two famous literary Emmas, those of Jane Austen and Flaubert; I was thinking of Jane Austen’s disarming warning about her Emma as “a heroine whom nobody but myself will like”, but I did not expect this to be so painfully true.


My background is liberal, cosmopolitan and not at all that of my creation. I grew up in Italy, and I know it as a real place. However, by the 1990s, Tuscany had become a kind of upper-middle class Disneyland. John Mortimer had written an amusing comedy, Summer’s Lease, set in it, and Merchant Ivory’s lush, dreamy films had revived interest in both E. M. Forster’s A Room With a View and Where Angels Fear to Tread. Elizabeth von Arnim’s The Enchanted April, also about a transformation via “sunshine and wisteria” was being filmed. Once again, the hills were alive with New Romantics trailing through olive groves.


I wanted both to satirise this type but also to depict someone who is, despite her preconceptions, does have an eventual future as a painter. In making Emma quite so opinionated and over-determined (these being typical of someone who is actually quite frightened) I thought I was depicting an interesting and unusual protagonist.


A number of other new women writers were also working on iterations of this kind of heroine. Some, like Jeanette Winterson, Candia McWilliam, Helen Simpson, Linda Grant. Mary Wesley and Helen Dunmore were exploring being ambitious, intellectual, ethnically diverse or sexually adventurous. Despite living through the second wave of feminism, women in the 1990s were still not supposed to behave like this. Ideally, what got rewarded in the literary world was someone who, despite her intelligence, was as meek and miserable as an Anita Brookner heroine. (The bonkbuster minxes of the 1980s were, of course, riotous fun but exacerbated this problem because a literary heroine had to sweep her skirts away from their polluting touch.) Above all, they had to be nice.


I wanted to write about a young woman who was in rebellion against conventions. To me, she was a variation on Forster’s Lucy Honeychurch in A Room With a View, someone who also had an artistic gift (painting rather than music), a contrary temper, a tempting offer (Oxford rather than marriage) and a series of dramatic, life-changing experiences in Italy. I made Emma obnoxious but, I hoped, funny and sympathetic.


Alas, no. Even before publication, Foreign Bodies received a long and hostile review in a Sunday broadsheet that killed it stone dead. It claimed that I had written a novel like that of the appalling Miss Lavish, E. M. Forster’s silly romantic novelist in A Room With a View. Emma’s character was considered violently objectionable, and my deliberate riffs on Forster naively cliched. My novel was derided as “pricelessly funny”, its ironies being perceived as inadvertent. Another critic loftily quoted Plato that “the unexamined life is not worth living”, as if the whole point of Emma’s story were not that she does indeed come to examine her choices as she is propelled towards enlightenment.


A debut novel is unlike any other experience in a writer’s life. I did have a couple of good, small reviews including one by the columnist Zoe Heller, and Kate Saunders, (who became a close friend and a prize-winning writer) but they were exceptional. The overwhelming consensus was that it was a bad book because I had created a snotty heroine, and I was probably an appalling person myself for so doing.


The shock of receiving what felt like a deluge of antipathy in the national press may be more familiar today to those who fall foul of social media. I was extremely unhappy for a long time. But I also wrote my second novel A Private Place (1991), set in a progressive school very much like the one where I had experienced five years of relentless bullying. It did better; and then I wrote my satire on literary London, A Vicious Circle, which was a best-seller.


Half the battle of being a professional writer is just keeping on keeping on. I was lucky enough to eventually find a wonderful new publisher, Richard Beswick at Little, Brown. My novels, though they can each be read on their own, are interconnected with minor characters becoming major ones, and the more people enjoy one the more they tend to relish the rest. But over the years, many devoted readers have complained that the first one was out of print and expensively rare. Because Emma has continued in my imagination all this time, I thought I would write what happened to her, and Andrew Evenlode, and some of the characters in my fictional Tuscan hill-town in the intervening years.


Foreign Bodies is as flawed a work of fiction as you might expect from a young writer, and these days, when explicit sex-scenes and depictions of coercive control are rather more usual in literary fiction, it even may be anodyne. Yet there have always been readers who understand that a novel that begins with its narrator running away from home and slamming the front door on her cloak might just be a comedy, albeit one involving murder and a love story. At any rate, here is Emma Kenward again, sticking out her chin and preparing to confront her future.


Amanda Craig, October 2021
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Running away from home, I slammed the front door on my cloak and had to ring the bell to be released.


Perhaps I should have left it there and rushed on into the frozen morning, regardless. Perhaps I should have known that no new stage in one’s life is achieved without pain, humiliation and murder of one sort or another. But, in my fury, I did not consider this. That cloak was the first garment I had bought of my own choice, with my own money. It was, I felt, a declaration of independence, a property of the adult I wished to become. It had been the pretext for the most colossal row of all, and I was damned if I was going to leave it. Besides, I was itching for the last word.


‘Bloody hell,’ I said, and rang the bell again. Every other window of Stanhope Square was curdled with ruched curtains; I had the feeling that a hundred eyes were watching. My mother’s heels jabbed across the parquet inside.


‘Oh,’ she said, sweetly, ‘I was hoping it might be the Jehovah’s Witnesses.’


‘I’m leaving,’ I informed her, whisking myself free. ‘Really?’ She sounded bored. ‘Where to?’


‘I left a note.’


‘Don’t tell me – on the mantel?’


‘Yes,’ I admitted.


‘But darling,’ said my mother, with a malicious smile, ‘I thought you despised conventions.’


This was a palpable hit. ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘Go ahead and sneer. It’s your last chance. You may even find you miss me when I’ve gone.’


‘Where did you say you were off too?’


‘Guess.’


I wanted to see her squirm, at least in ignorance.


My mother circumflected her eyebrows. I could see she thought I was trying it on. What made me even angrier was that, in the back of my mind, I had been hoping for some sort of last-minute reconciliation or apology so that I wouldn’t have to leave, at least not like this.


‘Italy,’ I told her. ‘Tuscany, in fact.’


‘My dear, how charming, revisiting our old haunts. If you’d said Balham, or Birmingham, now …’


‘I would still be away from you, you menopausal old bitch.’


We were both taken aback by my venom. My jaw began to ache with the effort not to burst into tears. My mother showed no such sign of weakness; indeed, she was smiling her infuriating, superior little smile. This, I reminded myself, was the woman who gave me a book on Rubens, the painter I most loathe and despise, for Christmas.


‘If you’re going to go,’ she said at last, ‘you’d better hurry up. You may have time to lounge around all day, but I have better things to do. I don’t suppose there’s some chap in tow, is there? No, I thought not. That will relieve your father, even if I’d take it as a welcome sign of normality.’


We had both gone too far now. I stared at the hat stand in the hall, bristling like a domesticated Medusa, and said, ‘You can think what you bloody well like, but I’m leaving England, I’m not going to Oxford to be taught by that horrible man, and I never, ever, want to see any of you again.’


I turned, swept up my cloak in one hand, lifted my suitcase in the other, and staggered down the steps. Behind me, the door clicked shut. She had not even bothered to say goodbye.


‘Good riddance!’ I said loudly, hoping the rest of the Square was listening. There was a faint pattering, as if of applause from a distant audience. It began to rain.


At the Underground I squelched, trembling, to a map on the wall to find Heathrow. Being petrified of public transport and hopeless at understanding diagrams, I either take taxis or walk everywhere. The only places I knew how to get to were the National Gallery, Sloane Square and St Pancras Station; any deviation from these routes I found as frightening as a medieval mariner venturing into dragon-infested waters. It wasn’t that I was incurious, quite the contrary, but I found the whole business of dealing with shop assistants, bus conductors, tourists or just casual passers-by so intimidating that even walking to the local newsagents was an ordeal which made the soles of my feet perspire.


To my relief, the tube was, unlike so much else, accessible to logic, and I was able to collapse onto the hideous tartans of the right train. I examined my reflection in the darkened glass of the window opposite, convinced that I must have undergone some physical change as a result of stress. Distorted, I looked, quite literally, beside myself; otherwise, I was disappointed to note, my face appeared much the same.


Would I ever escape plainness? This, the banal preoccupation of most adolescents, as I was all too aware from reading tales of angst and acne in magazines at school, was of particular importance to me. I cannot bear plain people.


I know it’s wrong. I know people can’t help what they look like (though I’m often tempted to suggest plastic surgery to perfect strangers) and that people’s faces do not necessarily reflect their true natures, but I couldn’t believe it. It stood to reason that people who habitually wore pleasant expressions would develop different muscles in their faces to those who were unpleasant. People who led dull lives must, I believed, eventually wake up to the sort of faces they deserved, just as people who led a life of passion or intellect would bear definite physical traces of it on their countenance.


It was therefore intensely irritating to me that, instead of the haggard, ascetic face I felt should correspond to the passions that boiled beneath my skull, my own face resembled one drawn on an egg.


I was, I thought despondently, utterly without distinction. No cheekbones had started to emerge from the bland oval of my countenance. My nose, a neat but indistinct blob, denoted nothing but the necessity of breathing; my mouth was neither generously large nor interestingly mean. My eyes are that most dismal and English of colours, grey. Being fair, I gave the impression of lacking both eyebrows and lashes: so far, any attempt to give these definition with the aid of cosmetics had resulted in an appearance so maniacally artificial as to render the exercise pointless. My hair, though long and blonde, looked like a hank of sheep’s wool. I had the two things most privileged children acquire: clear skin and good teeth. I also have a chin. My chin is my great consolation. When I am frightened or unhappy, which is often, I am told I raise it as if to meet an invisible fist.


As to the rest of me, I tried to look at it as seldom as possible. Women are continually admonished, in the interests of health and narcissism, to examine every inch, but I found the notion appalling. The last time I had taken a good look at my body, it had been not only lumpy but covered in jagged red weals, as if some monster were trying to claw its way out from inside. The sight had been so shocking that I resolved from that moment on to treat anything below my neck as a kind of parasitical appendage and felt much better for so doing.


The tube emerged into daylight – if you could call a January morning in suburbia that – and I kept my spirits up by imagining I had a laser gun designed to strafe every building erected after 1840. This was so cheering that at the airport I was able to demand a ticket for the next flight to Rome with what I felt was cosmopolitan self-assurance.


My suitcase moved away on the conveyor belt. Along just such a mechanical Styx my grandfather had glided off six months ago into the crematorium flames. He had left me £3,000 in his will, and given me the only piece of advice that I had ever found remotely useful.


‘Look for the darkest dark and the lightest light,’ he told me. ‘Find the extremes in any situation, and hang on to them for dear life. They are the only truths you can be certain of, and once you’ve found them, everything else becomes relative.’


There had been quarrels over the money, as over everything else. My parents were shocked at his leaving me such a sum – laughably small though it was to them. To me, it seemed a fortune. Perhaps I should explain that my parents, like many wealthy people, do not believe in giving their offspring any allowance that could constitute a degree of independence. This was thought to be ‘spoiling’, especially where girls were concerned. My clothes were bought for me with and by my mother, who had the absolute power of both choice and veto; out of term, I was equipped with a succession of execrable camel or navy gabardine skirts, court shoes and little blouses with frilly collars beneath which a discreet string of my grandmother’s pearls was expected to be worn. I was given a small sum designed to cover medical necessities, and another small sum with which to buy school textbooks. Anything else I was expected to earn in school holidays. My parents, who read nothing but The Times and Jeffrey Archer, had acquired the idea that a good upbringing was one in which the tender or temperamental offspring was impressed with the creed that one could not ever expect something for nothing.


This may not sound like hardship, even in Kensington. What made it unbearable for me was not only my fear of strangers, but the fact that my odious younger brother, Justin (whose ambition has always been to become an accountant and retire to the Bahamas at thirty), had presents and allowances showered on him both in school and out of it. So my legacy, which no doubt Pompa had intended to redress the balance, was seen (at least by my mother) as partisanship of an incomprehensible kind.


‘He was potty, of course,’ said my mother. ‘He never recovered from that first stroke.’


My father grunted, and swallowed his whisky.


‘It will do very nicely for pin money,’ my mother continued. ‘Or else in a building society, until you’ve passed your driving test, Emma.’


‘I don’t think so,’ I said.


‘Well, what else are you going to do with it? Fritter it away on bits of tat from the King’s Road? Really, you must learn the value of money. The sooner you get a job and get out of the house, the better. You have no concept of the real world.’


‘It wasn’t on the school curriculum.’


‘Well, now’s your chance to fill in the gaps,’ said my father, with forced heartiness. ‘And, talking of gaps, what are you going to do for the remainder of yours?’


‘We can’t let you go on moping around the house for the next twelve months before you go up to Oxford.’ My mother tightened her lips, like someone drawing the string round a bag. ‘Most girls would be thanking their lucky stars, and be off somewhere having fun.’


‘Or else getting valuable work experience,’ said my father.


‘Valuable to whom?’ I asked, bitterly. ‘Besides, where on earth could I find a job that wouldn’t send me potty with boredom?’


‘Harrods!’ exclaimed my father. It was a solution he applied to every problem, indiscriminately, along with writing letters to The Times; as a consequence, his desk was full of cheques to one and acknowledgement slips from the other.


‘She could get a job in the sales.’


‘Or else as an au pair.’ This was from Justin.


‘I loathe children,’ I answered pointedly. ‘I abhor machines. I cannot abide shops. I am not most girls. When are you going to realize that? I am neither frivolous nor sociable, and looking at you, Mummy dear, I can’t see the point in being so.’


Instant eruption. They had all been waiting for something like this. Threats of incarceration in my room, immediate enrolment at Lucie Clayton’s, moans from my father about what a sweet little baby I had been, and why had I turned out to be such a monster, etc. I’m sure they’d have roared with laughter if they had seen it in an Alan Ayckbourn play. Justin oiled off to his beloved computer. I told my parents I had never asked to be born. It seemed the right moment to utter banalities of this kind.


‘Presumably contraception existed even in the antediluvian days when you had a sex life,’ I said. ‘Or hadn’t they got around to scanning for female embryos in the 1970s?’


‘How humourless the young are, Charles!’ My mother gave a humourless laugh.


‘Your own worst enemy, just like that Oxford chap said. He saw what you were like in a single interview,’ my father said, nodding his head.


This monstrous remark, made by a supercilious young don, had been passed on via the usual Establishment network of gossip, and thrown in my face once a week since the summer. It never failed to goad me beyond endurance, not so much the injustice of it, but the irony. How could I be my own worst enemy when I was my only friend? How could any enemy be worse than my parents?


‘She’d better do a typing course,’ my mother said wearily. ‘God knows, with a personality like yours, Emma, you’ll end up a graduate dustbin cleaner.’


‘If I were slimy little Justin and had got into Oxford, you’d be sending me on a congratulatory world cruise, not discussing my future as a typist,’ I croaked, terrified I was about to burst into tears. ‘Does it not occur to you that I might want something more interesting out of life than that?’


‘There’s nothing wrong with hedging one’s bets.’


‘It might leave one fenced in.’


‘To be fenced in is better than never fitting in.’


‘That, no doubt, is the principle behind lunatic asylums.’


‘There are times when we consider sending you to see a psychiatrist, yes.’


Incredulous, I laughed. ‘You actually think anyone who disagrees with the way you see the world must be mad?’


‘Academically, as you know, you’re very bright, but it isn’t normal not to have any friends.’


‘I do have friends.’


‘Oh? Where? Who?’ asked my father, gobbling slightly. ‘Why do we never meet them?’


‘Because you’re too boring,’ I said.


‘I don’t believe you,’ said my mother. ‘Nobody likes a prig. You must try to be less of a bluestocking.’


‘Why? So that some fat businessman can unravel me in a typing pool?’


My father, who is fat and a businessman, shouted back, ‘Well, if you’re not a bluestocking, what are you?’


I stuck my chin out, and said to them, my enemies, what I had not even dared to say to myself.


‘An artist.’


Distorted announcements of departures and delays boomed in my ears like recriminations. I walked down concrete ramps to the next flight to Rome. Most of the other passengers were Italian, laden with sale goods and Christmas presents from relatives. Their voices fell on my ear like warm oil. I wanted to laugh as I saw them push and shove to get on to the plane just as I had once seen Michelangelo’s souls of the blessed scramble up one wall of the Sistine Chapel to heaven.


‘Make a queue, please, sir,’ said the bossy British Airways stewardess. ‘You’ll all get in much faster.’


I snickered as she was overwhelmed by flailing arms and shopping bags.


Soon England was reduced to a puddle of brown and green chunks, flushed away into blankness and replaced by the vaporous continents of the upper air: those dazzling lagoons and icy archipelagos of cloud that give the traveller the illusion of a world elsewhere. Fierce white light suddenly pierced every porthole. It seemed like the first sun for months. I felt I was coming home.


But, when the aeroplane landed in Rome, it was almost as cold and wintry as London. All the way to the railway station, I looked eagerly for familiar landmarks, but recognized nothing apart from the Colosseum. The buildings I remembered as golden looked like rotting bananas in the dull air, and the faces in the streets were sallow and sullen.


Dismayed, I wondered if Italy had changed so much during my five years’ absence or, more dreadfully, whether memory had cheated me. Well, I had burnt my boats. And besides, there was Sylvia. I wrapped my cloak around me like a cocoon, thought of her and Pompa, and tried not to panic.


At Termini, people stood huddled in knots, all dressed in drab, green winter coats. Electric cars, laden with luggage, shepherded them about with officious toots and cries. Every platform reeked of urine. Dun-coloured trains released sudden gushes of water, like mechanical monsters in pens.


I passed men in felt hats smoking out of windows, soldiers who whistled and called out ‘Ciao, bella! Sprechen Sie Deutsch?’, sad-faced women dreaming of stardom over magazines as shining and deceptive as fairground mirrors. When I lifted my suitcase, my shoulders felt as if they would burst into flame from the strain. Dingy brocade curtains flapped loose, stiff as dead bats on either side of the window. Beneath each luggage rack was a small mirror, flanked by old prints of Tuscan cities: Florence, Siena, Lucca, Arezzo, said the copperplate beneath. I looked carefully at them all, wishing I had looked up Santorno in a Baedeker.


There was a hiss, a jolt, and suddenly the great blocks of black marble supporting the platform roof started to glide away. A sallow matron whose cardigan, peculiarly, was covered in tufted warts similar to those on her face, entered and closed the window with a snap. Her husband followed, and took a Mickey Mouse comic out of his briefcase.


I looked at them with distaste, hardly daring to move. I exist in perpetual extremes of contempt for people patently less intelligent than myself, and the fear that, because of this, they may be altogether better at surviving the real world.


After a number of long, rumbling tunnels, we emerged into countryside. Hills began to flex in the distance. A waiter pushed a thin, tinkling trolley packed with mineral water and rolls, which when bitten into opened like huge prosthetic lips revealing a gullet of Parma ham.


At Orvieto, three young men entered, and tried to talk to me in broken English. I shook my head violently, wondering if it was my clothes or my colouring that instantly gave me away, and took Sylvia’s astonishing invitation out of my bag, though I knew its contents by heart. Hers were the only letters I had ever received from someone outside my family. I had spent hours trying to copy the slash and loop of her calligraphy, topped by banners of black ink, and tailed like the haunches of fabulous beasts.




December 3


Bar Popolare Santorno


Toscana


Hi there!


How’s life in glum old London? Still pretty bad, I guess, from your letters. Sorry not to have replied before – things haven’t been too great here. Basically, Dave and I have decided to split – he says we suffocate each other creatively. Anyway, he’s going off to Greece or India and staying with Slim and Izzy, these neighbours, to get his head together, so if you’ve still got this great yen to see Italy again, why not come and stay a few months? My house is small, not like the luxury you’re used to, but it’s a dream for painting. Men, who needs them? Look at Camille Claudel. Did you see the French movie about her life? All the other guys are very simpatico.


If the idea grabs you, just turn up. There’s no phone, but Santorno is right on the Rome-Urbino railway line. My place is just outside the town, along the parterre beneath the Palazzo Felice.


Ciao and mille baci,


Sylvia





How romantic, how artistic, to write from a bar! I had a vision of Sylvia drinking bright-green absinthe, surrounded by other painters, poets and musicians – desperately poor, but destined to be the creators of masterpieces. I knew that practically every artist save Alma-Tadema and that overstuffed cream puff of a diplomat, Rubens, had lived or died in poverty; I was determined not to be afraid of it either. I imagined a society of men and women in which I would be recognized and accepted as one who lived on a higher spiritual plane. Everyone would speak like Oscar Wilde. We would challenge life instead of accepting it, we would defeat the materialism of the age …


Cortona and Arezzo went by. The train turned east, towards the Apennines and darkness, decelerating. It had been motionless for a minute or so at a singularly drab station, on the edge of an equally drab town, before I realized that this sprawl of breeze blocks and barbed wire was my destination.


Even in twilight, Santorno had an unappetizing appearance. I could see at least two houses beyond the station entrance that were not only modern but that actually sported plaster gnomes on the gateposts. Rubbish blew about the empty streets like tumbleweed. It did not look like any kind of spiritual home at all, but this was where Sylvia lived. The train gave a melancholy hoot, and I scrambled to collect my things, falling down the carriage steps just as it began to move off.


Later, I learned that every Tuscan town has a dual identity. Santorno is no exception. For each campanile, cobbled street and castellated wall up above, there is a supermarket, car park and apartment block down below. Each half, so different, is dependent on the other, existing in a state of mutual parasitism. There is a curious result to all this. Each by reason of antiquity or modernity, beauty or affluence believes itself to be the real town. In reality, they are no more divisible than body and brain.


I passed from the new to the old in a taxi, my spirits rising with every bend in the road. Droplets of light sprang up like dew on the plains as we climbed, and the smell of green things came through the open window. Cypress trees, dark and slender, posted the road. One had been snapped in two; as we passed it, the headlights outlined the charred wreck of a car on the terrace below.


My driver clicked his tongue. ‘They still haven’t taken it away! What a disgrace! Are you here on holiday, signorina?’


‘More or less,’ I said.


‘You speak Italian well.’


‘Thank you. My parents used to live in Rome, but I haven’t been back since I was a child.’


‘If I could speak English, I’d emigrate and go to America.’


‘Why? It’s so beautiful here!’ I was determined to find it so, whatever daylight revealed.


‘Anywhere is beautiful when you have money,’ he told me sourly.


But old Santorno, city of mysteries, as it called itself in a garish roadside advertisement, would live up to my expectations. I could see its profile, inky against an indigo sky, and it was enough to reassure me. By the dim yellow light of a lamp, suspended in the jaws of a wrought-iron dragon rearing out from the city walls, the car turned, and I wrenched my eyes away. Patience, I thought. The pollarded trees along the parterre stretched mutilated hands to the sky, soughing as the taxi passed them.


‘You say you want the house at the end?’ asked the driver suddenly.


‘Yes, please.’


‘There is no house at the end.’


‘What?’ I felt sure he must be lying. ‘It must be, it says so in my friend’s letter.’


‘Only a country lane,’ he said, dismissively. ‘For that you need a jeep or a Cinquecento. Otherwise, there is the Hotel Max in Santorno, with disco. You like disco?’ He turned, leering like a gargoyle.


‘No,’ I answered, amazed at my calmness. ‘My friend is expecting me. I’ll walk.’


I paid him, and he shot off in ill humour and a spray of gravel. I began to trudge down the country lane that began where the parterre ended. It was ridged and rutted, and almost liquid with mud; my boots began to leak, and my cloak flapped and wrapped itself around them. By rights, I should now have been a gibbering wreck, but my faith in Sylvia was so absolute that I could have walked across quagmires for her.


Then, to my left, I heard a low growl and the rattle of a chain. An explosion of barking broke out. From some cavernous depth in the hillside, a troglodytic grunting started up, and a line of pale shapes advanced, hissing.


I gave a shriek. A light was switched on and a figure appeared at the top of an outside flight of stairs.


‘Who’s there?’ it called in Italian.


‘Sylvia?’ I squeaked. ‘Is that you?’


‘Che?’


‘I’m looking for an American lady, Sylvia Lurie. She lives near here.’


‘Go further on down, about five hundred metres.’


‘Thank you.’


The figure disappeared, banging the window ill-temperedly. Navigating past the snarling dog, I shooed the geese away with my suitcase.


I was tired, hungry and dirty, but it no longer mattered. Ahead, I could see the glow of another light. The moon emerged, like a small polished circle in a tarnished sky. Sylvia’s house detached itself from the shadows, and the sound of a voice, singing, came to me down the night wind. It called to me, drawing me on and on, until I could bear it no longer. I put down my suitcase and began to run.
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The ceiling overhead was barred with black beams, like staves of music, from which the solitary semi-quaver of a spider hung, swaying in eddies of cold air. Wind seethed up the hillside, drumming the house, rattling panes of glass in their flaky green frames, and causing unfastened shutters to bang and clap in uneven concert. I sat up.


My room was icy. I had never slept anywhere so underheated. Breath seemed to freeze solid as I yawned, and the windows were white with condensation. The light that came through them was fluorescent with brightness. There was a smell of paraffin from the extinguished portable stove in one corner, mingled with beeswax, dust and turpentine.


Apart from a battered wooden chest, my bed and a chair, the room was empty. The bumpy whitewashed walls, the sloping, rose-red floor, needed no ornament. Two windows at right angles to each other were so deep-set as to form niches in the thick stonemasonry. One held a pewter bucket arranged with dried grasses; the other, a stone basin with a hole half-plugged by a screw of paper through which the wind whistled. The overall shape of the room was triangular, with two of the walls forming an acute angle, like the prow of a boat.


Its bareness was to me perfection. I thought of the room I had left behind, with its string of plaster sausages round the ceiling, its kidney-shaped dressing table oozing a froth of pink frills, and the nightmare of tasteful beige carpet on which no paint must ever be spilt. Then I rubbed the misted pane of glass beside me and looked out.


Beyond the road I had walked along the night before, the tops of terraced olive trees swayed and tossed, like water roaring down a gigantic waterfall from all directions. Great billows and spumes of silver streamed in the valley below, dashing against lines of dark cypress which appeared and disappeared like half-submerged rock over which the leaves poured in perpetual motion. The hills opposite formed a semi-circle, opening at one end to a wide plain far below, dotted with fields and hamlets.


Above eye level, the impression of verdancy stopped abruptly. Terraced fields and groves were replaced by chalky rocks, the kind that seem artificial in Renaissance paintings. Only the scrub gave any indication that it was still winter, for the terraced trees were evergreen, and the sky a high and lapidary blue.


Greedily, incredulously, I stared. Here was the landscape I had haunted the National Gallery to rediscover, here those hills undulating like the bodies of gigantic deities, those shining little roads and rivers winding away in a haze, the glamour of golden light. It had ruined every country in the world but this for me; it was my promised land.


The cold was beginning to numb my feet. I opened my suitcase and looked at the clothes I had brought. They were few. My cloak had been my sole sartorial extravagance. I had brought only jeans, shorts, a green sprigged Laura Ashley dress, a Liberty silk shirt and, luckily, a few shirts and jumpers. I put on half my entire wardrobe and walked out on to the landing between the two bedrooms. It had a large fireplace supported by a long black beam, and a thick pair of doors to the garden outside.


There was a precipitous wooden stair, almost a ladder, to the ground floor, with a bathroom tucked away beneath it. I performed the usual tedious ablutions, and went on into the kitchen.


Sylvia stood with her back to me. Her long mahogany plait reached her waist, and she wore a black woollen dress that outlined her body before being caught up by a wide leather belt the same purple as her boots. Large silver earrings, shaped like fuchsias, dangled from her ears. Even washing up, she seemed so charged with vitality that the globes of onions looped from rafters above her head shone like strings of artificial lights.


‘Hi.’


‘Hallo.’


‘How’d you sleep?’


‘Well, thanks. And you?’


‘The fucking wind kept me awake all night.’


She scowled, and I trembled in case I was the real cause of her bad mood.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, watching her anxiously, so anxiously that she grinned at me, wickedly, as if she read my thoughts. Walking over, she gave me a hug. I returned her embrace awkwardly.


‘It’s really good to see you again,’ she told me. ‘I guess too many things are getting on my nerves. Let’s have breakfast. Coffee? Toast? I’ve got some incredible honey, like toffee, but the bread has gone stale. Maybe if we toast it next door, it won’t be so hard.’


‘Yes,’ I said, gazing at her. ‘Anything you like.’


Had Sylvia suggested I cut off my little finger and toast that instead, I would probably have agreed. We had met a year ago, when I was still at school, and ever since I had thought of very little else.


Even my parents had to admit I had been a model pupil.


I did not smoke, drink, take drugs, make up or break down. I passed examinations with relentless success, and I hated everyone and everything there like poison.


‘Ugly, ugly, ugly,’ I would mutter, looking at the Victorian liver-coloured brick, the faces of staff and pupils, the scummy coastal town on the edge of which the school sprawled in all its neo-Gothic hideosity. It had, according to legend, been built by a biscuit manufacturer after he had seen St Pancras Station – presumably the most beautiful sight that met his eyes as he escaped from the dreary northeast – and he had become bankrupt in pursuit of his dream. The house subsequently became a lunatic asylum, then a well-known girls’ boarding school. It was debatable, as I often chose to remark, whether the original owner would have noticed any difference between the two.


It was a completely awful, old-fashioned dump. I nicknamed it St Crumpet’s. My mother had been head girl there in her day, and was still remembered with tremulous veneration. Minor female members of the royal family had been through its portals for a specious polish; dim-witted neo-debutantes followed suit. Famous for preserving both the innocence and the ignorance of its pupils, it advertised itself (discreetly, of course) as being ‘one big happy family’: a description which should have made the most stupid parent think twice.


But mostly, only stupid girls went there. It was neither academic nor artistic. Designed to turn out young ladies whose idea of fulfilment was a brief stint as a secretary, marriage to a banker, a clutch of children and a Volvo, its fortes were tennis and domestic science. The only piece of poetry you could guarantee would be known to every pupil was Betjeman’s ‘Vers de Societé’. There is no point in describing what I endured. I endured it.


I worked. There was really nothing else for me to do, you could say that much for it, and it had quite a good library, chiefly filled with Victorian novels – some of which, as they were in French and German, escaped the vigilant censorship of the headmistress. I came top of the class with such monotony that teachers made spiteful little jokes about me, toadying to the rest. It was the only revenge possible for them, I suppose. I learned first to cry in complete silence, and then not to cry at all.


There was no privacy, that was the worst thing. To be utterly lonely and never alone is a torture only the English could have thought up.


What made it worse was that, unlike the other pupils, who merely missed their dogs, ponies and families, I retained the memory of another existence. I remembered Italy.


My father had been sent out to run the Italian office of his company when I was seven. We followed him, and for five years lived a life of endless treats. There were large, extravagant parties thrown in the company penthouse of an old palazzo near the Spanish Steps, to which famous people – writers, artists, visiting academics, nothing like the stodge of Kensington – came. We had a roof terrace billowing with poisonous, fondant-coloured oleander blossom, and a local restaurant where children were treated like princes, not unwelcome pieces of baggage.


I had arrived a sickly little English thing, pale, shy, addicted to television and fairy tales. Italy changed that as irrevocably as a dose of radiation. I went to an Italian liceo, then to a tiny, wonderful prep school run by two eccentric old Englishwomen and a gentle, effete young man. I became strong, confident, even pretty; and I was not conscious of it, any more than one is conscious of good health, until it is gone.


I was already drawing a good deal. My cats looked like cats, my mats like mats. I could perform minor feats of illusion, making two dimensions three; I had discovered the importance of drawing shadow, not outline. Much of this I learned after copying Renaissance drawings from a book which my grandfather, passing through, gave me for a birthday present.


I saw La Bohème. I went round museums. For three glorious months, there was a weekly school trip to the British Council to see Kenneth Clarke’s Civilization. From then on, my imagination was filled with the heroism of the artist, his struggles, his poverty, his humiliations and his ultimate triumph. It was always a man that I pictured. It never occurred to me that I might one day stumble along these paths myself; the most I hoped for was to be the wife or servant of such a man.


I lived through my eyes, yet I remember little now. Images remain, fragments of beauty as brilliant as the beads in a kaleidoscope: cypress black against a blinding blue sky, the scissoring flight of swallows, crumbling ochre walls.


I drew then for pleasure, not ambition or the desperation to preserve.


My parents were pleased, but no more than mildly interested; they are not the sort who have their darling’s every tottering foray into Art framed and preserved for posterity in the drawing room.


‘Very nice, dear,’ my mother would say, absently.


‘Much better than the bricks at the Tate, what?’ my father agreed.


Pompa, though, was a different matter.


He was a botanical painter, a modern Redouté, and had spent every penny of quite a large inheritance going off to obscure parts of the world in search of rare plants. He carried a swordstick and possessed only two suits, worn on alternate days and both made in Jermyn Street, which he said saved him money because each one would last him twenty years. He always carried exquisitely laundered handkerchiefs, redolent of Trumper’s bay rum. He knew about every subject under the sun, unlike my father, who, I was quickly discovering, knew only about boring things like money. Pompa’s shock of white hair seemed to stand out as if electrocuted by pure intellect. I adored him.


Unlike my parents, who were always fussing around Justin, he always seemed more concerned about me than about anyone else. We didn’t talk much, but we had an understanding; on my rare visits to his Georgian house in Shropshire, we would listen to his collection of Italian opera or go off on long walks together, during which he would teach me the names of wild flowers. I never told him about school but he must have guessed, because just before his first heart attack, when I was fifteen, there was a colossal row when he told them to send me somewhere else.


‘Interfering old monster!’ said my mother. ‘Imagine, I asked him what was wrong with a place which had produced the happiest days of my life, and he had the insolence to say that’s just what he feared!’


‘I’m afraid he’s very autocratic,’ my father said, trumpeting into his handkerchief, as he usually did when nervous.


‘I have always thought of your father, striding about the Third World, as the poor man’s burden,’ said my mother. ‘He’s squandered your inheritance grubbing around for roots, and now he wants to interfere in Emma’s education, when she’s quite difficult enough as it is.’


I didn’t mind. I was flattered, thrilled, to be the subject, not the object, of so much acrimony, and more so when he told me I should attempt Oxbridge.


‘What about art school?’ I asked. ‘A girl from St Crumpet’s went to one, about ten years ago.’


‘Don’t bother with that bunch of charlatans,’ he had answered testily. ‘You’ll spend one year painting red teapots and two more learning how to forget what you see in front of your nose. You can’t teach painting, any more than you can teach writing or musical composition. Either you’ve got it or you haven’t. No, no, go somewhere you’ll meet a few people with brains, like yourself. God knows where you got them from,’ he added in an undertone.


It never occurred to me to question this. I had no friends, nothing except books, my parents and him. He was my Abbé Faria, a gigantic signpost pointing the direction where my life was to go. He had gone to Magdalen, and it was to his college that I had applied to read history of art.


I wasn’t sure, in my heart of hearts, if I really wanted Oxford, that was the problem. I had seen pictures of the city and, though not up to Italian standards, it looked as agreeable as an English city could get. On the other hand, I had no great hopes that my peers there would be any better than at school: people of my own age having so far proved uniformly smug and dull. Nor was I sure I wanted to go on jumping through institutional hoops for three more years. I wanted life, I told myself. I wanted freedom.


I wanted knowledge of a kind not to be found in books.


Yet the satisfaction of putting everyone else’s noses massively out of joint was too great to resist.


‘Failure will be good for you, Emma,’ said my headmistress just before I sat the entrance papers. ‘You need to learn humility.’


‘What, from you?’ I enquired nastily.


She looked at me with a curious expression. ‘I’m afraid you have a hard time ahead of you, my dear. It will be interesting to see what you make of it.’


What she meant, the old bitch, was that she had tried to scupper my chances, though I hadn’t discovered that yet. She could have saved herself the effort, though. Unlike most people, I quite enjoy exams. They suit my nature, sometimes more than painting, which is effortful in its need for stillness and contemplation. I like the feeling of going into a room with nothing but a pencil and my brains, and doing a high-wire act between say, Camus, Don Giovanni and ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’. Actually, I enjoyed it so much I began to think I might like it at Oxford, if only intellectually.


I was duly called for an interview, and that was where it all began.


In order to get to Oxford, I had to come down from the northeast to St Pancras and find Paddington station. All would have been well, had I had enough money on me; as it was, I discovered that I had miscalculated the cost of two train fares when withdrawing cash from the housemistress. (We were not, of course, allowed chequebooks.) My interview was not until the following day, but I knew candidates were expected to turn up for dinner that evening. I would have to walk.


As usual, I was petrified. I knew nothing of Marylebone or Bayswater, except their names. I saw nothing odd about this, though it was often embarrassing. Tourists visiting for five days probably gained a better idea of the city than I did in five years.


With a hazy idea that Paddington was off to the southwest, I walked for about an hour without any idea where I was going.


It was very tiring. I felt nauseous with anxiety and the foul smells from fast-food shops, uneasily aware that everything I wore looked schoolgirlish and wrong. Gangs of greasy louts eyed me up, snickering. Black clouds bulged in the sky, as heavy as the bags of rubbish slumped on every street corner. I was too nervous to ask the way, and too poor to buy an A to Z, shrinking against the walls to such an extent that I grazed my elbows on two occasions. Whenever people envy the young, they forget that embarrassment is as crippling as arthritis.


I came at last to Hyde Park, and the edge of my known universe. Children played in heaps of dead leaves, joggers pounded past, wheezing slightly in the autumnal air. Every now and again, a mass of small birds rose, shrieking, and practised formation flying for their approaching migration. I realized I had come too far south but kept on walking anyway. I was horribly depressed.


Suddenly there was a great crack of thunder, and the rain began sheeting down. A semi-stuccoed building, the Serpentine Gallery, wavered ahead. I ran for it. Halfway up the steps, I cannoned into something soft.


There was a hiss of indrawn breath, followed by a thud, and a dizzying, exotic scent. I wiped the water from my eyes and looked up.


A woman was kneeling on the floor, her dark-red hair almost brushing it as she collected scattered papers. All around her, a dress of some heavy green material billowed out in stiff, glittering undulations. The top was plain and close-fitting, but its skirt was thickly embroidered with threads of every colour, depicting pairs of animals gambolling in a meadow. Each eye and flower was made of tiny mirrors, or sequins, which cast specks of prismatic light on to the walls and ceiling. It was utterly unlike any garment I had ever seen, and so was its wearer.


‘I’m awfully sorry,’ I gasped.


‘Don’t worry,’ said the woman, smiling. ‘It’s only possessions.’


She was very white, almost luminous in the lurid light of the storm, but with the pallor of health, not illness. Her eyes were enormous, the colour of tarnished silver, and rimmed by a thick black line that flicked up at the edges and made them seem incised. She had high cheekbones, a long, straight nose and a mouth like a peony bud.


‘Have we met before?’


‘No – no,’ I stammered, ‘but you seem awfully familiar, somehow.’


As soon as I had said it, I knew why. She looked exactly like one of Beardsley’s illustrations of Salome.


I said, without realizing I was speaking aloud, ‘Perhaps every beauty lives in the imagination first.’


‘Why, thank you,’ said the woman. ‘That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me in this city. Why don’t you come and have some coffee when we’ve collected this up? This rain isn’t going to stop for a long time, I guess.’


I nodded and began to help her collect what had fallen out of her folder. There was a postcard, addressed in sprawling black ink to Sylvia from someone called Dave. It had what seemed to be a piece of verse scrawled across it:




When my love swears that she is made of truth,


I do believe her, though I know she lies,


That she might think me some untutored youth,


Unlearnèd in the world’s false subtleties.


Thus vainly thinking that she thinks me young,


Although she knows my days are past the best,


Simply I credit her false-speaking tongue:


On both sides thus is simple truth suppressed.





A drop of rain fell from my forehead and the ink ran, making a crescent of seven blots in the middle of this. The woman didn’t even notice me reading it. I turned the card over and saw a reproduction of Bronzino’s ‘Truth Revealed By Time’, Venus and Cupid, frigidly erotic, entwined in each other’s arms: of all paintings in the National Gallery the most wonderful and the most disturbing. It seemed right that this strange woman should have had it chosen for her.


I glanced at what else she had been collecting. In one hand she held an A to Z, and in the other a sheaf of paintings. I knew at once they were her own. They were watercolours and they were, unmistakably, of Italy.


‘This used to be the old stables,’ Sylvia said, flipping two slices of bread over on a toasting fork. ‘That’s why the fireplace doesn’t draw so well down here. Can you imagine, a family of six contadini used to live upstairs, with all their pigs and oxen and things down here?’


‘The stench must have been appalling.’


‘Well, pretty unhygienic by American standards, that’s for sure. But I guess it kept them warm in weather like this.’


‘Does anyone still live like that?’


‘Oh yeah, you bet.’ She laughed, a soft, sleepy sound like a pigeon cooing. ‘There’s a family just above here, the Guardis, who are, like, Neanderthals.’ She grimaced.


‘I think I met one of them last night. They have a dog on a chain.’


‘Yeah. It’s never let off, except when Guardi hunts. They’re just ignorant peasants, the last left on this hillside. One day they’ll be gone, too. You can’t make a living up here, it’s all stone, and nobody can drive a tractor along half the terraces. Everyone else is a foreigner. Italy is wasted on the Italians, you know, like youth on the young.’


‘How sad.’


‘It was worse when I came here, years ago. There used to be whole villages, empty and crumbling. So tell me, what took you so long to come out here?’


‘I had to finish school.’


‘But you got into Oxford, right?’


‘Yes. Not to the college I wanted to go, but to an all-women’s one.’ I didn’t add that the don who had turned me down for Magdalen would still be teaching me, it was a prospect too nasty to contemplate yet again.


‘Hey, that’s great! But I thought you wanted to be a painter?’


‘Yes, I do. But I want to find out if I’ve got any real talent first; more than just competence, you know. And even if I have, I’m not sure it wouldn’t be better for me to be made to look at lots of other people’s paintings, instead of doing red teapots and things. But I don’t know what I should really be doing, Sylvia. I’ve run away from home. I hope you don’t mind,’ I added in afterthought. ‘I’m over the age of consent and all that.’


I said the last to make it clear she was not to regard herself as being in loco parentis.


‘Wow! You said your parents were pretty heavy. So you couldn’t hack them any more?’


‘No,’ I said, guessing what she meant by ‘hack’ after a brief vision of myself harnessed to a cart and being lashed by my mother and father.


‘Most people can’t.’


‘Really? I thought it was just me.’


‘Oh no,’ said Sylvia, gurgling with laughter. ‘Honest? Did I ever tell you about Dave and his mom? She was a bitch on wheels, believe you me, always on at him. I guess that’s why his relationships with women never work out. Anyway, he was driving her one day in England, and they came to the bottom of a steep hill. She was shouting at him and nagging him, and there at the top he suddenly saw this truck coming down, swerving all over the place, out of control. So he slams the brake on and says, “Look, Mom, I’ve always hated you, and now you can go to hell.” Then he opens the door and jumps out. By this time she can see the truck, too, but she’s too old to move.’


‘How awful,’ I said, appalled.


‘No,’ said Sylvia, ‘the really awful thing is that, at the last minute, the truck driver managed to avoid her, and he had to get back into that car and go on driving.’


We both burst out laughing, almost choking on the toast.


‘You’ll meet him this evening, at the farewell party,’ she said in a more sober tone.


‘Do you mind a lot?’


‘No, not any more. It’s a relief, I guess. A relationship between two people is like a living thing; when it goes wrong, you can feel it dying like it’s a dead baby or something. It can poison your system. I’ll be better when he leaves, that’s all.’


‘That sounds as if you feel something.’


Sylvia glanced at me. ‘The only thing I really mind is what’s going to happen about the house.’


‘I think I should pay you rent,’ I said, in the slight pause that followed. ‘If you want me to stay.’


She jumped up, smiling. ‘Of course I do. That’s real nice of you to offer; I was afraid I was going to have to ask. But listen, don’t give me money. If you just buy food for the house, that will be fine. I don’t want to feel like some kind of landlady.’


‘I know, artists aren’t meant to think about money.’


‘Who told you that?’ she asked, grinning. ‘On the contrary, artists talk about money all the time, because they don’t have any. It’s only rich businessmen who can talk about art.’


I smiled back at her. ‘They don’t, I can tell you as one who knows.’


She was so easy to talk to, I thought, as we prised the Cinquecento out of the mud and persuaded it to whinge up the hill towards Santorno. When we met, it had been like finding someone I had always known. I remembered having thought at one point, as we sat in the café and worked out my route to Paddington and then discovered we both wanted to become painters, that it was a miracle to find someone so like myself. Or rather, so like the person I wanted to become – so warm, confident, intelligent; so womanly. She had come to painting late in life, she told me; she had just been to see some American charity in London and got a grant to do a course as a mature student at Perugia. I liked the idea of her being officially mature.


‘I suppose I’m going to be an immature student, then,’ I remarked.


‘I don’t feel grown up at all, you know,’ Sylvia said, and she was the first adult I had ever heard admit it.


Let her go on liking me, I prayed silently, as the car bounced along the rutted road. Let me stay.


‘Oh, hell,’ said Sylvia. ‘A tractor. Great, now the road will be even worse.’


‘What’s going on?’


‘Olive-picking,’ said Sylvia, hooting her horn impatiently. ‘It’s late this year; it’s usually over by January.’


A group of people were standing on ladders, picking the brownish berries and putting them into little wicker baskets strapped round their waists; when full, these were tipped into a large sack on the back of the tractor. As they worked, they sang, and the sound echoed up and down the hill between gusts of wind.


‘Have you ever seen how they make olive oil?’


I shook my head.


‘I’ll take you on the way home. I need to buy some more, anyway. Oh, look out, here’s the Guardis.’


As we approached the farmyard through which I had walked the night before, the yellow mongrel bounded up, snarling. To my surprise, Sylvia wound down the window, stuck out her arm and made a V sign, hooting her horn. The dog nearly strangled itself in frustration, and someone flung open a window on the upper storey.


‘Rompicoglioni!’


‘Vafanculo!’ Sylvia shrieked back.


The Cinquecento accelerated, shooting through the yard so fast that a couple of chickens left their tail feathers on the bonnet.


‘What did you say?’ I asked.


‘I told her to go bugger her own asshole.’


‘Oh.’ I swallowed, weakly.


‘That’s Maria Guardi, the fucking witch. She’s always spying on me, and saying I’m a whore because I don’t wear a brassiere.’


Involuntarily I glanced down and saw Sylvia’s rather large breasts bouncing up and down.


‘Isn’t it uncomfortable?’


‘All political positions are uncomfortable when they challenge the accepted rules,’ said Sylvia fiercely. ‘I do not shave my legs, wear a wedding ring or ask men to carry heavy objects for me.’


I looked at the heavy eye make-up round her eyes and said nothing, but resolved to do away with my own undergarments in future.
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