
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Duchess of Malfi 
fiction  
Robert Earle 

          The old man grunted as he heaved his indecently fleshy body to 

give his left side some sun. He hadn’t gotten fat, he’d gotten thick. He 

hadn’t known you could do that, thicken like a tree.  

 The girl skimming the pool asked, “Can I help you?” 

 He felt his lips part in a distinctly hostile way and wondered 

why everything in existence, once so precious, now irritated him. 

Even this lovely girl in her gym shorts and T-shirt removing leaves 

from the azure water, a color you might choose for writing a love 

letter. Of course the woman he’d loved most dearly had died at least 

five hundred years ago, but she and the girl cleaning the pool floated 

together in his mind.  

 “No, I’m simply trying to avoid broiling half of me while the 

rest remains white as milk. I’m set now, thank you.” 
 She said, “Please let me know.”  Perhaps she was no duchess, 

but not ill bred, either, making him wonder about the cut-off point. 

When were you irrevocably on course for good manners or bad? 

Could it be as early as six?  He thought so, trying to recall what he’d 

been like at six. Was he emulating his mother? No doubt. And then, 

at about thirteen, he began to emulate his father and rebel against 

him at the same time. What boys did. Rebelling was knowing better 

but doing it anyway.                                                                                                         

             The girl walked slowly along the side of the pool with a long 
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pole to which was attached a rectangular screen that snagged detritus while letting the 

water pass through. She hadn’t had much of a haircut. Bobbed. He gave another grunt to 

get her attention.  

 “What if I brought you a glass of water?” she asked. 

  “Gin might be better. Would you like a glass, too?” 

 She would be about seventeen, someone the pool service dropped off for an hour and 

then swung around to pick up. “Sure,” she said. So she’d had gin before. “Where do you 

keep it?” 

 “In that cabinet,” he answered, pointing. “There must be seven different kinds. Pick 

one you like. Just an ice cube for me. If you want tonic, there’s that, too.” 

 She walked over to the cabinet at the end of the pool, offering him a slow motion 

image of thirty females who’d strolled through his life. Think of her being filmed, starting 

as a girl and passing through many stages until she was one of his wives or lovers or 

Webster’s tragically passionate Duchess of Malfi, who infuriated her brothers by marrying 

a second time . . . and beneath her, a servant! So she must die.  

 “I had a house on the Amalfi Coast for quite a while after my retirement,” he said. 

“My specialty was John Webster, a contemporary of Shakespeare who was ‘taken,’ as it 

were. There’s a book or two published about him every day. But I had Webster to myself 

for a good long run. This pool is modeled on my pool in Italy. Of course, there’s no sea 

view, but the nearby hospitals are better. Ergo, here I am in Los Angeles.”  

 He could see the girl had no idea what he was talking about but his confiding in her 

lifted her up, made her feel more important than she’d been a moment ago. She brought 

him his drink, having chosen Magellan Blue Gin, flavored with iris, nicely complementing 

the tiles that lined the pool and gave the water its azure color. And look at her gorgeous 

cornflower eyes. When she was a full-grown woman, why shouldn’t she marry whomever 

she chose, servant or not? 

 “If they catch me having a drink with you, I’m screwed,” she said. 

 “Don’t worry, they won’t catch you. I won’t let them.” 

 “How will you prevent it?”  
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 “I’ll tell you a secret: I may be old and waddly and stiff, but I have an intense 

awareness of this property, and when there’s a car up on the street, I know it. I even know if 

it’s a car or a van or a truck.” 

 “Your hearing’s that good?” 

 He twisted and leaned forward a bit, giving her the idea that he needed his pillow 

adjusted. Her breasts pleased him, the soft way they swung as she stretched to get the 

pillow right, giving it a little punch to push it down behind the back of his neck. The garden 

was quite still. There were two tiers of flagstone terraces up to the house, which was 

espaliered in bougainvillea and had lots of windows looking out, unfortunately, on the 

Rivera Country Club. His mother had been a screen actress, old Hollywood, so this was his 

childhood home and dubious inheritance. He loathed golf and sat with his back to the 

Rivera Country Club whenever possible. 

 “I didn’t say anything about hearing. I said I have an awareness. It’s a bit of a sixth 

sense you develop when everything else goes.” He had been as handsome as a Roman 

emperor when he was half his present size and his feet weren’t a disgrace. But he could still 

say things of interest. 

 “How’s it work?” she asked, plumping down in the lounge chair beside him and 

drawing her knees up. 

 He didn’t want to give her his threadbare lecture leading back through Webster’s 

duchess (whom he really thought of as his own) to William Painter’s The Palace of Pleasure. 

So he tried something new, writing a bit as he spoke, the scholar and the thespian in his 

veins holding forth: “You become aware that time is tragic, and all events conspire to infect 

fate with a moody sort of demise. When I say ‘all events,’ that’s key. They are interwoven. 

What you don’t quite see, you hear. What you don’t quite hear, you smell. Even what 

doesn’t happen is a prelude to what happens. By my age you understand all this. Clues 

everywhere whisper that death’s spider is weaving its web over you like a shroud. Against 

that, detecting the arrival of a van on the street is a snap.” 

 She smiled drowsily, the gin already having gone to her head. 

 It didn’t go to his. There was plenty of room for gin in him elsewhere. He’d become a 

lush on the Amalfi Coast and barely had the lucidity to realize he’d better come back to the 

U.S. for what he termed “the duration.”  Still, all the old questions about young girls and 
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what you might tease out of them arose and whether--here was the worst piece of self-

flattery--you could transform them into some kind of Duchess of Malfi, give them a poetic 

turn, make them realize they didn’t have to settle for less than the grandest of disasters. 

He’d bellow at his students, “Human beings used to be gods! They spoke like angels, they 

flirted with devils. When, oh, when, did we become such canaille?” 

 He was a popular/unpopular teacher, an acquired taste, one with defenders and 

critics. This suited him, of course. Wouldn’t have it any other way.  

 “I think I shall have a swim,” he said. 

 The girl asked, “Would you like help getting up?” 

 He gave her a look that would have to serve them both as his warmest, most 

passionate embrace. “No, thank you, the moment of reckoning is nigh. I must continue 

rising on my own power or never do so again.” 

 He heaved up into a sitting position and mercifully got his horrible feet into his 

slippers before she got a look at them. Then he grabbed his cane. She watched him with gin-

besotted eyes, aware of the splendor that once had inhabited his massive frame. 

          He was grateful for that, and dear God, how he loved to float in the pool watching a 

beautiful young girl sieve out all the twigs, leaves, and dead flies. So she wasn’t the 

Duchess of Malfi; neither was he the servant with whom she fell in love. At least this gave 

them more time to enjoy one another before brother death sank his dagger into their breasts. 
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