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‘A writer who has created a world of her own – a world claustrophobic and irrational which we enter each time with a sense of personal danger . . . Miss Highsmith is the poet of apprehension’ GRAHAM GREENE


‘Highsmith is a giant of the genre. The original, the best, the gloriously twisted Queen of Suspense’ MARK BILLINGHAM


‘One thinks of comparing Miss Highsmith only with herself; by any other standard of comparison, one must simply cheer’ AUBERON WAUGH


‘Highsmith was every bit as deviant and quirky as her mischievous heroes, and didn’t seem to mind if everyone knew it’ J. G. BALLARD, DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘My suspicion is that when the dust has settled and when the chronicle of twentieth-century American literature comes to be written, history will place Highsmith at the top of the pyramid, as we should place Dostoevsky at the top of the Russian hierarchy of novelists’ A. N. WILSON, DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘One of the greatest modernist writers’ GORE VIDAL


‘One closes most of her books with a feeling that the world is more dangerous than one had ever imagined’ JULIAN SYMONS, NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW


‘For eliciting the menace that lurks in familiar surroundings, there’s no one like Patricia Highsmith’ TIME


‘No one has created psychological suspense more densely and deliciously satisfying’ VOGUE


‘Highsmith should be considered an essential postwar writer who captured the neurotic apprehensions of her times. By her hypnotic art Patricia Highsmith puts the suspense story into a toweringly high place in the hierarchy of fiction’ THE TIMES


‘Highsmith writes the verbal equivalent of a drug – easy to consume, darkly euphoric, totally addictive . . . Highsmith belongs in the moody company of Dostoevsky or Angela Carter’ TIME OUT


‘Her novels, with their mysterious non sequiturs, weird pairings and attractions and moments of stifled comedy, have an unearthly sheen all their own . . . Highsmith was a genuine one-off, and her books will haunt you’ DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘To call Patricia Highsmith a thriller writer is true but not the whole truth: her books have stylistic texture, psychological depth, mesmeric readability’ SUNDAY TIMES


‘I can’t think of anyone else who writes the kind of novel Highsmith does, and can’t imagine anyone doing it with a fraction of her frightening talent’ SPECTATOR


‘Patricia Highsmith’s novels are peerlessly disturbing . . . bad dreams that keep us thrashing for the rest of the night’ NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW


‘An atmosphere of nameless dread, of unspeakable foreboding, permeates every page of Patricia Highsmith, and there’s nothing quite like it’ BOSTON GLOBE


‘Mesmerising . . . not to be recommended for the weak-minded and impressionable’ WASHINGTON POST
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Patricia Highsmith (1921–1995) was born in Fort Worth, Texas, and moved to New York when she was six, where she attended the Julia Richman High School and Barnard College. In her senior year she edited the college magazine, having decided at the age of sixteen to become a writer. Her first novel, Strangers on a Train, was made into a classic film by Alfred Hitchcock in 1951. The Talented Mr Ripley, published in 1955, introduced the fascinating anti-hero Tom Ripley, and was made into an Oscar-winning film in 1999 by Anthony Minghella. Graham Greene called Patricia Highsmith ‘the poet of apprehension’, saying that she ‘created a world of her own – a world claustrophobic and irrational which we enter each time with a sense of personal danger’, and The Times named her no. 1 in their list of the greatest ever crime writers. Patricia Highsmith died in Locarno, Switzerland, in February 1995. Her last novel, Small g: A Summer Idyll, was published posthumously the same year.
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To my Mother




INTRODUCTION


Those in glass houses, we’re taught, shouldn’t throw stones.


Patricia Highsmith – brittle, breakable – flung stones like Arthur in the opening line of People Who Knock on the Door, with calculated aim. We feel an urge to duck as we turn her pages. Or else we wrestle with our moral compass, thrown out of whack by her absolute deviation from the novel-writing norm. Highsmith is not in the business of allaying our fears. She wants us to dodge and swerve and come up short, to ask awkward questions of everyone, especially ourselves. Dear reader is not in her vocabulary.


‘Art is not always healthy,’ Highsmith said, ‘and why should it be?’


We don’t read her books to feel better about ourselves, nor yet to pit our wits against hers. Whodunits were just ‘a silly way of teasing people’ when she wanted to seduce, perhaps even to pervert. She frees us from the confines of moral certitude to grant us an hour or three of leisurely ambivalence (some would say sin; plenty have said evil). Her theme is the grotesquerie of the everyday. Her monsters are you and me seen from an odd angle – across the dazzle of the Aegean Sea, or in the sliding doors of a U-Bahn train. Her great joke was to write a crime novel without a crime (The Blunderer is perhaps her best example). Her great skill was to make us, dear readers, complicit. We squirm because her books are full of broken bits of mirror where we keep finding our own faces.


Every writer enters into a pact with their readers, asking that we keep step and keep faith, suspend our disbelief to this or that degree, and of course pay attention. Highsmith demands close attention, repaying it in the dubious coin of discomfort. We’re deep inside the heads of her characters, seeing the world through the dark lens of their delusion, or desire, or indifference. When at the end of each book we emerge blinking and off-balance we find our reality skewed a little to the side, as if that lens has fused to our eye. Sooner or later, and usually sooner, we have to return to her world. Highsmith, let’s face it, is addictive. She tempts us, time and again, to the place where we feel uneasy if not sleazy, and subversive. We come to crave what Terrence Rafferty in one of her favourite reviews called ‘[her] annihilation of our comforts.’


Do not look for heroes in these pages. David Kelsey is jealous and delusional. Chester MacFarlane is a drunk and a conman. Rydal Keener is feckless. Arthur Alderman, a saint by Highsmith’s standards, nurses a quiet loathing for his father that sidles close to patricide. Each man stumbles repeatedly, even shamefully. Yet these are the men who will guide us through her stories, our ‘sole access to the fantastic’ as Sartre (Highsmith was a fan) puts it. And her outsiders appeal to us. Those bits of broken mirror are awfully bright.


Highsmith’s existentialism reached its zenith in This Sweet Sickness (1960). We inhabit the same strange skull space as David Kelsey, unreliable narrator par excellence, a man driven (and driven mad) by jealousy. Dedicated to her mother, with whom she had a poisonous relationship, this is a fevered tale of what happens when we fail to separate our fantasy life from reality. David, tirelessly optimistic in his pursuit of Annabelle (who twice marries under his nose), must learn the harsh lesson that ‘Nothing was true but the fatigue of life and the eternal disappointment.’ Rubbernecking the car crash of his ambition is a guilty pleasure spiced by the knowledge that Highsmith believed we all have fantasy lives – imagined worlds where we retreat from reality. Writing This Sweet Sickness she was struck by a sudden, disorientating awareness of her creative impulse, describing the place her stories came from as ‘this abyss in the middle of myself’. No one escapes the mirror, not even Highsmith.


The Two Faces of January (1964) invites us inside the heads of not one but two outsiders. Rydal and Chester are morally ambiguous, ultimately dangerous men, who circle one another for much of the book. And we dog their footsteps, feeling as they feel – angry, aroused, humiliated, gleeful, destructive. Chester’s wife, Colette, nurses her husband through his hangovers while finding time to seduce Rydal in what is surely the seediest of Highsmith’s many ménages à trois. This love triangle soon morphs into a deadlier shape as Chester and Rydal race and chase their way from the Acropolis to the Grand Bazaar of Istanbul. Highsmith leads us a merry dance, first dividing and then routing our sympathies, as she perfects her peculiar brand of catoptrophobia.


Having left the US in 1963, Highsmith returned nearly twenty years later to immerse herself in revivalist propaganda – research for People Who Knock on the Door (1983) – an acid-bath immersion for a woman repulsed by the way in which Reagan’s conservatives had hijacked organised religion. The result is a corrosive story that strips the pious veneer from suburban America. Highsmith played her ace in this quiet little novel where deep-rooted ethical transgressions are served up as mere everyday and we pine impenitently for a dash of psychotic sparkle before realising that, as in Edith’s Diary (1977), the horror isn’t about to crash through the doors because it’s been living in the house from the start. We want to be the ones throwing stones as Highsmith exposes the petty tyrannies of a society that evangelises gun ownership yet throws up its hands in horror when shootings occur, which resents the price it pays for its own squeamish condemnation of sexual relations, pokes its nose into its neighbour’s business then withdraws help when it is most needed. Confronted by his father’s shallow piety, Arthur ‘felt as if he were absorbing guilt through his pores, like radioactive fall-out.’


Guilt is Highsmith’s great gift to her characters. And it’s the gift that keeps on giving, passed down from father to son, and from author to reader; we close her books with a desire to wash our hands and cleanse whatever passes for our soul. And we imagine Highsmith, from above or below, watching with approval. She has entertained us (always her first purpose) while ridding us of our conceits.


Her biographer Andrew Wilson put it like this: ‘She celebrated irrationality, chaos and emotional anarchy.’ Plenty of people have tried to protect us from Highsmith’s anarchic tendencies. The Two Faces of January was rejected by one publisher because of its ‘unhealthy air’, and the revulsion it inspired in the publisher’s reader to whom no one had thought to explain Highsmith’s uniquely profitable talent for revolting us. The critics, unsurprisingly, loved the book for exactly the reasons it had been rejected. At the time of writing, Highsmith had been reading Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground, and confessed herself struck by the nihilism at the heart of the story. She was, in her own words, exploring ‘the ultra neurotic’ with which she identified so strongly. What was more, she didn’t care whether or not the reader got it – ‘to hell with reader identification in the usual sense, or a sympathetic character’.


Hell is Highsmith’s business. Not just the hell of other people but ultimately, intimately, of ourselves. Her characters, pursued and pursuing, may often evade capture or justice but they cannot escape themselves. As Sartre so neatly says, ‘There are many ways of holding a man prisoner. The best is to get him to imprison himself.’ David Kelsey poured his heart and wallet into an expensive prison. Chester and Rydal confront the consequences of their rivalry in the epic ruins of Athens, while Arthur returns to a home made happy by the devastation of his family. This is a very real, rather tender and entirely plausible version of hell. One where we must, as Arthur Alderman resolves, ‘Tread carefully, speak carefully, and hang onto what you’ve got.’


Hang on because Highsmith’s cut the guide ropes, set us in freefall. None of the paraphernalia that helps us through a novel – sympathetic heroes and despicable villains, heroic quests and resolution, a linear structure – exists here. Just those sly little slices of mirror, everywhere. And Highsmith’s sure hand, lobbing rocks to rid us of our complacency, our apathy and our hubris.


Violence, like chaos, is everywhere in Highsmith’s stories. It underpins her style, attracting and repelling us in equal measure. Yet her books represent the antithesis of sensationalism. By making violence remarkable, we draw its sting. Highsmith wants us to suffer that sting, to seek out its cause and consider its cost. At our most vulnerable, on the brink of violence, she seems to say, we are also at our truest. If we find few heroes in her books it’s because they’re full of humans – full of us.


Sarah Hilary, 2015
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It was jealousy that kept David from sleeping, drove him from a tousled bed out of the dark and silent boardinghouse to walk the streets.


He had so long lived with his jealousy, however, that the usual images and words, with their direct and obvious impact on the heart, no longer came to the surface of his mind. It was now just the Situation. The Situation was the way it was and had been for nearly two years. No use bothering with the details. The Situation was like a rock, say a five-pound rock, that he carried around in his chest day and night. The evenings and the nights, when he wasn’t working, were a little bit worse than the day-time, that was all.


The streets in the neighborhood, residential in a shabby, run-down way, were now black and deserted. It was just after midnight. David turned a corner into a street that sloped down toward the Hudson River. Behind him, he heard a faint sound of car motors starting: the movie on Main Street was letting out. He stepped onto a curb and dodged the trunk of a tree that grew inward, sloping over the sidewalk. In the upstairs corner room of a two-story frame house a yellowish light was on. Was somebody reading late or just going to the bathroom, David wondered. A man passed him, weaving lazily, drunk. David came to a DEAD END sign, stepped over a low white fence onto pebbly ground, folded his arms and stood staring at the blackness in front of him that was the river. He could not really see the river, but he could smell it. He knew it was there, graygreen, deep and rolling, and more or less dirty. He had left the house without his jacket, and the autumn wind blew sharp. He stood it for five minutes or so, then turned and recrossed the little fence.


His way back to the boardinghouse took him past Andy’s Diner, an aluminum boxcar set catercornered in a vacant lot. Without desire for food or even warmth, he walked toward it. There were only two customers, men, a long way apart in the row of stools, and David sat down midway between them. The place smelled of frying hamburger meat and, faintly, of its weak coffee that David disliked. A muscular, slow-moving man named Sam ran the diner with his wife. Someone had told David that Andy had died a couple of years ago.


‘How you tonight?’ Sam said tiredly, not even looking at David, and gave the counter a perfunctory swipe with a rag.


‘Fine. I’ll have a cup of coffee, please,’ David said.


‘Regular?’


‘Yes, please.’ With milk and sugar the coffee tasted rather like tea, and certainly would not keep anybody awake. David put his elbows on the counter, made a fist of his cold right hand, and squeezed it hard with his left. He stared unseeing at a brightly colored photograph of a plate of food. Somebody came in and sat down beside him, a girl. David did not glance her way.


‘Good evening, Sam,’ the girl said, and Sam’s face came alive.


‘Hi-i! How’s my sweetheart tonight? What’ll it be? The usual?’


‘Uh-huh. And plenty of whip cream.’


‘Make y’fat.’


‘Not me, I don’t have to worry.’ She turned her head to David. ‘Good evening, Mr Kelsey.’


David started and looked at her. He didn’t know her. ‘Good evening,’ he replied, automatically smiling a little, then looked in front of him again.


After a moment the girl said, ‘Are you always so quiet?’


He looked at her again. She wasn’t a cheap girl, he thought, just an ordinary girl. ‘I suppose so,’ he said shyly, and dragged the mug of coffee toward him.


‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ she said with a laugh.


‘No, I don’t.’


‘I’m staying at Mrs McCartney’s too,’ she said through a wide smile. ‘She introduced us Monday night. I’ve seen you every night in the dining room, but I have breakfast earlier than you do. My name’s Effie Brennan. Glad to meet you for the second time.’ She gave a nod that made her light brown hair bounce.


‘Glad to meet you,’ David said. ‘Sorry my memory’s so bad.’


‘Maybe for people. Mrs McCartney says you’re a whiz of a scientist. Thanks, Sam.’


She bent over her chocolate, smelling its vapor, and though David did not glance at her, he was aware that she wiped her spoon surreptitiously with her paper napkin before she put it into the cup, and that she played with the dollop of whipped cream, turning it over and over with the spoon in the chocolate.


‘You weren’t by any chance at the movie tonight, were you, Mr Kelsey?’


‘No, I wasn’t.’


‘You didn’t miss much. But I like practically any kind of movies, I guess. Maybe it’s not having a TV set any more. The girls I was living with before had one, but it belonged to the girl who moved out. I had one at home, but I haven’t been home in six months. To live, I mean. I’m from Ellenville. You’re not from here, are you?’


‘No. California.’


‘Oh, California!’ she said with awe. ‘Well, Froudsburg isn’t much, I guess, but it’s bigger than what I’m used to. Which isn’t saying much, of course.’ She smiled her big smile again. She had large, square front teeth and a rather thin face. ‘I’ve got a nice job here. I’m a secretary in a lumber yard. Depew’s. You probably know it. I had a nice apartment, but one of my roommates got married, so we had to give the place up. Right now I’m looking for another apartment I can afford. I can’t say I’d like Mrs McCartney’s on a permanent basis.’ She laughed.


David didn’t know what to say.


‘Would you?’ she asked.


‘Oh, it’s all right.’


She sipped again, bending low. ‘Well, maybe for a man. I don’t like this business of sharing bathrooms. Have you been there long?’


‘A little over a year,’ David said, feeling the girl’s eyes on him, though he did not look at her.


‘Gosh. Then I guess you must like it.’


Other people had said the same thing to him. Everyone, even this girl who had just come to Mrs McCartney’s, knew he made a good salary. Sooner or later someone at the house would tell her what he did with his money.


‘But Mrs McCartney told me you had an invalid mother to support.’


She knew already. ‘That’s right,’ David said.


‘Mrs McCartney thinks that’s wonderful of you. So do I. I don’t suppose you have a match, Mr Kelsey.’


‘I’m sorry. I don’t smoke.’ He raised his hand. ‘Sam, could you let her have a match?’


‘Sure thing.’ Sam handed David a book of matches with his free hand as he walked by.


The girl held her cigarette in her mouth between two fingers with painted nails, expecting him to light it for her, but he presented the book of matches to her with a smile. Then he laid a dime down on the counter and slid off the stool. ‘Well, good night.’


‘Just a sec and I’ll walk with you. That is, if you’re going home.’


David said nothing, trapped. He found himself opening the sliding door for her. She was talking again, something about coming to the diner for her coffee breaks, because the lumber yard wasn’t far away. She chattered on, and David pretended to listen. She asked him what kind of consulting work he did at Cheswick Fabrics, and he replied that that meant various competitors came to snoop around the factory and find out, for instance, the formula of the rinse they used for the plastics.


‘Aw, I bet you’re kidding! Mrs McCartney said you were the head of Cheswick, and people have to come to you instead of you going to them, because your company can’t spare you for a day,’ the girl ran on, her voice loud and clear in the sleeping street.


‘I don’t know where she got that. A man named Lewissohn is the head of it. I’m just the chief engineer. Just a chemist.’


‘Speaking of chemistry, I bet you’ve got a brand new kind of element in Mrs McCartney’s upstairs bathroom,’ she said through a laugh. ‘Did you see that orangey stuff in the tub underneath the tap? Good grief!’


David, who knew the orange deposits well, laughed too, and glanced at the girl as they walked under a street lamp. She was about five feet five and perhaps twenty-four, not pretty and not unattractive either. Her light brown eyes looked up at him frankly and with a naive mischief.


‘We’re here. Isn’t that it?’ she asked, pointing at the dark house in a row of houses.


‘Yes,’ said David, who could have found the house blindfolded, guided by the irregularities of the sidewalk under his feet.


The girl stopped on the short front walk, and an instant later David saw what she had seen. It was Wes. He had been sitting on the front steps.


‘Well, well,’ Wes said softly, looking at the girl.


‘You didn’t wake Mrs Mac, did you, Wes?’ David asked.


‘No, just one of the old guys downstairs.’ Wes bowed to the girl.


‘I’d better say good night,’ David said to her in a quiet voice.


‘You’re not going to introduce us?’ asked Wes.


‘I’m sorry. This is Wes Carmichael. Miss—’


‘Brennan,’ the girl said. ‘Effie.’


‘Effie,’ Wes repeated, smiling. ‘How do you do?’


‘How do you do, Mr Carmichael? Well, I’ll be going in. Good night, Mr Kelsey.’


‘Good night.’


Before she had unlocked the front door, Wes said in an urgent, flat tone, ‘Dave, I want you to come home with me. Don’t argue. I’m in no mood for arguing. I had enough.’


‘It’s late, Wes, it’s late.’ David extricated his arm gently from Wes’s hold.


‘No, you’re going to come. You can do more good by just putting your nose in that house than I can do with a million words. Words! What good’re words with Laura!’


‘Another bad night?’


Wes stood swaying with his face in his hands. ‘People over for drinks. My friends, and they didn’t leave soon enough. She started blowing her top even before they left. Come with me, Dave, please. I’ll drive you.’


‘I’m not going.’


‘You’ve gotta. You’ve never even met her, and boy, tonight’s the night.’


‘I don’t want to meet her, ever. I’m sorry, Wes, but I don’t. Now we both have to be at work at nine.’


‘Oh, it’s not that late. What is it, about eleven?’ He tried to see his wristwatch dial and gave it up.


‘I’ll drive you home and walk back. How’s that?’


‘You’ll drive me there and come in. Come in. Jesus, she’s probably broken every dish in the house by now.’


‘Sh-h-h. Come on.’ He pulled Wes toward his car, a green Oldsmobile blocking half of Mrs McCartney’s driveway. He pushed Wes into it and got into the driver’s seat.


During the ten-block drive David heard more details of the evening, which was no different from many other evenings he had heard about, though Wes was always convinced a new evening was different from all the others, and that things were getting worse between him and Laura.


‘And then she expects me to make love to her!’ Wes was saying with indignation. ‘How can I? How could anybody? Maybe some guys could, but I can’t.’


Wes’s voice was like a distant violence that did not concern David. He scanned the Carmichael house warily as he approached it, not wanting to encounter an enraged Laura on the sidewalk or the lawn. A light was on at a side window in the back of the house, probably the kitchen where all the breakage had taken place, and there was also a light in an upstairs room. It was absolutely quiet. David said that Laura had probably gone to bed and that there wasn’t any use in his coming in at this hour, and after a few feeble protestations, Wes shut up. It was depressing to David that the mere proximity to Laura could so demolish Wes’s courage and his intention.


‘Dave, take the car and pick me up in it tomorrow morning. Don’t walk back.’


‘No, no, Wes. Now turn loose. I’m fine.’


Wes stood up suddenly tall and clapped David on the shoulder, but there was a scared look on his face and tears of drunken melancholy in his eyes. ‘You’re the best pal a guy ever had, Dave. You’re the greatest guy I ever knew.’


‘Take some aspirin and drink a lot of water before you go to sleep,’ David whispered.


‘Sleep. Hah.’


David waved to him and walked off into the night. He felt strong and free, free of all the tragic mess that Wes was in. He even smiled at it, and shook his head pityingly. David had met Wesley Carmichael just after his honeymoon, and he remembered envying Wes his happiness. Bitterly envying it. He had almost been jealous. He had heard at the factory about Wes’s easy, whirlwind courtship, about the beauty of Laura, et cetera, et cetera, and maybe there had been three months or so when Wes still wore that aura of happiness – a little mortal, touched for a while by the gods – but that time had been so brief, David really hardly remembered it. There had been a swift descent to hell, and that was the level on which Wes lived now. Often Wes visited David in the evenings to escape from Laura’s tongue and from her neurotic housecleaning. David pitied Wes on weekends, when (though Laura didn’t have a job) the housecleaning was on full blast, because Laura, according to Wes, accused him of messing a room if he merely entered it. David shook his head again. To let as precious a thing as marriage rot like an apple before your eyes! It would never happen to him and Annabelle, David swore to himself, as he had sworn before. With the thought of her, a warm, tender pulse struck once throughout his whole body, like a mighty heartbeat. He was on the front walk of Mrs McCartney’s.


He heard the telephone start to ring before he reached the front steps. David unlocked the door and went quietly down the hall, and grabbed the telephone accurately in the dark. ‘Hello,’ he whispered.


‘Dave, it’s Wes. She was asleep, thank God. What do you think of that?’


‘Good.’


‘Listen, I’d like to see you tomorrow night. I’ll invite you out to dinner. Let’s just sit somewhere and have a couple of beers and maybe—’


‘Tomorrow’s Friday, Wes.’


‘Oh, Christ. You’re right.’


‘I’m sorry, fellow, otherwise, I—’


‘I know, I know,’ Wes interrupted him in a tone of misery. ‘Okay, pal. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ And he hung up as if he were breaking down in tears at the thought of the long weekend ahead.


David silently replaced the telephone and tiptoed up to his room, which was on the west side of the second floor. There was a slit of light under another door at the rear, next to the bathroom, and he supposed that was where the girl’s room was. He unlocked his door with a long key. ‘Effie – isn’t that an awful name?’ she had asked apologetically. ‘My father named me after one of his old flames.’ David wondered if her father were still in love with his old flame, Effie, and had got himself married to a shrew?


Life was very, very strange, but David Kelsey had an invincible conviction that life was going to work out all right for him.
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Every Friday afternoon at approximately five-thirty, David went to Mrs McCartney’s to pick up the blue duffel kit in which he presumably carried a fresh shirt and pajamas, toothbrush, and razor. Actually, he would not have dreamed of taking any personal possessions that he used at Mrs McCartney’s on his weekends. The little bag might contain books, a bottle of gin or wine, or a small thing for the house, but none of his possessions that he used from Monday to Friday. And really, he did not drop by on Friday afternoons for the duffel bag, which he might easily have taken with him to work on Friday mornings. He came back to the house to see if a letter had come from Annabelle in the 10 a.m. mail. It was a compulsion for him to see, though in the two years he had been living in the town, Annabelle had written him only twice. And he had written her only four times: it would be a serious mistake, he thought, to inundate her with letters.


His room, like David himself, was orderly and curiously evocative of some forgotten past that one might have experienced, if one was old enough, or that one might only have read about or seen pictures of. People like Mr Harris, the potbellied piano tuner who lived in the downstairs middle, or Mr Muldaven, the widower, downstairs front, or Mrs McCartney herself, when they happened to stand on David’s threshold for one reason or another, always stared at the room for a moment with dazed expressions before they opened their mouths to announce their business. (David discouraged visitors, kept his own broom and dust rags, and cleaned his room so well there was no need of Sarah the clean-up girl ever to enter his room, though he knew she sometimes did.) The room was of a general faded yellow color and its furniture was like the furniture of all the other rooms, a tasteless mixture of the old and new, providing the minimum necessities – bed, straight chair, armchair, chest of drawers, table. In David’s room the chest of drawers was absent but in lieu of it stood a tall, dark wardrobe with two drawers in its bottom. The carpet was large and worn out, brushed threadbare by brooms and carpet sweepers, its two holes more or less concealed by the hideous brown double bed with its too-short counterpane of machine-made crochet and by the plain writing table on which stood a row of David’s books. The maroon easy chair was the newest piece in the room and probably twenty years old. It was both the absence of clutter – David had no pictures at all on the walls – and its invariable order that might first have made people stare at the room, but then came a sense of déjà vu, an awareness of a peculiar antiquity which was even stronger when David’s tall, quiet figure was there. Mrs McCartney spent little time savoring all this. She merely considered David Kelsey her ideal roomer, a fine young man, ‘a young man in a million.’ He neither smoked nor drank, never had a girl visit him even before ten o’clock (by which time she liked them out and she never hesitated to tell her men roomers so before they even moved in), and he spent his weekends, Friday night to Monday morning, with an ailing mother in a nursing home. Mrs McCartney’s only worry about David Kelsey was that he would never find a girl good enough to be his wife.


When David answered a knock on his door at five-thirty, he saw that expression of dull surprise and curiosity on the face of Mrs McCartney as she gazed past him into his room. Her lean, gray uprightness and efficiency irritated and repelled David. Behind her quick smile, as false as her teeth, David knew she was reassuring herself once more that his room, her property, every thread and splinter of it, was still intact in all its ugliness. It pained David most to think that two sons who lived in St Louis had Mrs McCartney for a mother.


‘I’m sorry to disturb you, David,’ Mrs McCartney said, ‘but Mrs Beecham said she’d like you to go up and see her before you leave.’ She leaned forward and whispered, ‘I think she’s got a little something for your mother, the sweet old thing.’


‘All right. Thank you very much, Mrs McCartney.’


‘And thank you for the rent,’ she said, making a backward retreat. She checked herself. ‘You didn’t notice that biggest window leaking any, did you? That rain Monday—’


David glanced quickly at the window behind him, a huge window flanked by two small tall windows and set in an oriel bay. ‘Not a bit,’ he said, ‘not a bit.’ It probably had leaked, but he did not want Mrs McCartney or her handyman George prowling about his room while he was gone.


‘Good. Well, have a nice weekend, David, and give our regards to your mother.’


‘I will, thanks.’ David waited behind his closed door until her steps faded to silence on the stairs, then went out and locked his door behind him.


Mrs Beecham lived on the third floor at the back. The third floor of the house was much smaller than the others, and had only Mrs Beecham’s room, a bath at the center rear, and a room the size of Mrs Beecham’s at the left which Mrs McCartney slept in. David knocked gently on Mrs Beecham’s door, and her sweet, high voice immediately called, ‘Come in, David.’ She knew his step.


She was in her wheelchair with some knitting and a book on her lap. On the book stood her rectangular magnifying lens which she moved downward on the page as she knitted and read simultaneously. She was eighty-seven, and she had been paralyzed in her left leg and partially paralyzed in her left arm for twenty years from a stroke. Her daughter in California sent her a little money regularly, but David had heard that she never came to visit her.


‘Sit down, David,’ Mrs Beecham said, gesturing to a broken straw-bottomed straight chair. ‘I was hoping I’d catch you before you took off. Didn’t you say your mother was about my size?’ She had thrust her chair expertly over to her bureau and parked it sidewise.


‘Just about,’ David said, as he had many times before. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve made something else.’ He had sat down, smiling, to be polite, but he leaped up nervously as she drew a pink garment out of her bureau drawer.


‘It’s just another bedjacket. You know it doesn’t take me any time to make ’em, David, and who else’ve I got to give ’em to?’


David examined it appreciatively, and tried to think what he could give Mrs Beecham in return. He had given her several presents. But presents for Mrs Beecham were difficult for him to think of. ‘It’s really beautiful, Mrs Beecham. You know, though, she’s still wearing that other one you made her – last year.’


‘Won’t hurt to have two. Two pairs of socks aren’t hardly enough for you neither, David. Be sure you bring ’em to me when they get holey. I’m making my new little great-grandchild a coat and bonnet now, but socks for you come next.’ She was fiddling with her knitting needles, too old and gray to blush with her pleasure at David’s liking the bedjacket.


David stood looking at the pink thing in his hands, abandoning the idea of asking her anything about her great-grandchild, whose sex he had forgotten, because he was not sure her family had been decent enough to send her a picture of it.


‘I asked that nice girl downstairs to bring me home a box for it, and I know she will, but she’s not back yet. I know her walk already, I do.’ Mrs Beecham looked at him brightly through glasses that enlarged and made quite visible to David the cataracts in both pupils.


‘What girl?’ David asked.


‘Effie Brennan. You don’t mean to say you haven’t met her?’


‘Oh, yes, of course, I have,’ David said with a smile. ‘Well, Mrs Beecham, what can I bring back for you this trip? Some more of that cheese you like? A plant you’d like?’ Her east windows were banked with potted, blossoming plants of all kinds.


‘There’s not hardly any more room, is there, David?’ she said with a laugh. Then she held up a finger warningly. ‘There’s Effie now.’


‘I’d better go.’ David unzipped his duffel bag, shielding it slightly with his body, though Mrs Beecham probably could not have seen what was in it at this distance, and put the folded bedjacket carefully into it. ‘I know she’ll be crazy about that,’ he said, standing up. ‘Well, until Monday morning. You take care of yourself, Mrs Beecham.’


The old lady seemed in a trance of expectation at the sound of the girl’s approaching footsteps, and did not reply to David who awkwardly awaited one word from her as dismissal. Then the knock came, and Mrs Beecham sang out for her to come in.


She fairly burst into the room, her arm full of gold-colored flowers, and David might have retreated out the door without being seen, if he had been ruder or quicker.


‘Now here’s your box,’ Mrs Beecham said excitedly, taking the silver-and-white striped box from the girl’s arm. ‘Put it in, it looks nicer.’


‘Hi, there,’ said Effie, smiling broadly. ‘So the box was for you.’


‘My mother,’ said David. ‘Thanks very much for troubling about it.’ He unzipped the bag and whisked the bedjacket out.


Effie helped him, unnecessarily, to wrap the bedjacket in the piece of tissue that was in the box. Their hands brushed and David drew his back quickly. The girl looked at him.


He tucked the box under his arm. ‘I’ll be going, Mrs Beecham. Thanks again.’ He nodded to the girl. ‘Good-bye.’ Then he closed the door on Mrs Beecham’s ‘Drive carefully, David,’ and on the girl’s alert and staring eyes. He heard their rather whining, female voices as he went down the stairs. He supposed Mrs Beecham would be telling her what a fine young man he was. He knew that several of the roomers, behind his back, called him ‘The Saint.’ It was annoying, and David tried to forget it.


David took a highway northward. Dusk was falling with a swiftness that meant the beginning of winter, and David was glad. He loved the night better than the day, despite his occasional melancholic moments at night, and he loved winter better than summer. Now in the car, heading for home, he allowed himself to daydream about the evenings to come, sitting by his fireside with books, or working on furniture down in the cellar, or lying on the floor in front of the fireplace listening to music in the dark. To hell with the flowers of summer, cut roses that perished in less than a week. When he looked out his living room windows, he could see green ivy, strong and dark, clinging to the rough stone of the house’s foundation. He had seen ivy embalmed in ice, still green and alive. It asked for no care, though he gave it some care, and it endured through summer and winter.


At a crossroads of a town called Ballard, about a mile from his house, David stopped at a butcher’s shop and bought a steak and some hamburger meat. At another store he bought fresh rolls, salad greens, a couple of pears, and some imported mustard of a kind he had never tried. And at a liquor shop next door, he bought two bottles of Pouilly-Fuissé and a case of Frascati. Then he drove on, turned onto a narrow tar road and then onto a dirt road. Woods of pine trees grew on either side. The car rattled the boards of a little bridge over a stream, and then at the next slight curve, his headlights made the white jambs of his windows flash briefly, like a welcoming hail.


There were no other houses around. David’s house was of stone and brick, and had a disproportionately tall chimney at one end, as if the chimney had been built for a house one story higher than this. The color was a dull brown with here and there a shade of gray – the color of natural stone. Someone had once seeded the lawn, so there was some growth of grass now, but this went quickly into woods on three sides. Even on the fourth side, where his headlights had picked out the window jambs, a couple of pine trees grew, taller than the chimney.


David, with one bag of his groceries in his arm, unlocked his front door and automatically wiped his shoes on a rough brown doormat before he went in. He clicked on the light to the right of the door, and with a deep intake of breath surveyed the attractive living room, its smooth couch, its brown and white cowhide rugs, the mantel with its two photographs of Annabelle, his shelves of books and records, before he went into the kitchen with the groceries. Within half an hour he had taken a shower, changed to clean blue jeans and shirt in the bedroom upstairs, turned up the furnace, stored his case of wine in the cellar, put his groceries away, and laid a fire. He lit the fire, and for the second time that evening took down a photograph of a faintly smiling girl with brown, waving hair that hung to her shoulders, and gently kissed its lips. Then he made a small pitcher of martinis, poured two in generous, stemmed glasses beside a plate of anchovies and black olives, sipped a little from one glass, then went to work installing a wall lamp he had brought in his duffel bag. It was a special kind of lamp that he had ordered from a New York department store by mail and had sent to Mrs McCartney’s. He fixed it to the wall above the couch, between some bookshelves. By that time, he had drunk the first martini, and he carried the second into the kitchen with him to sip while he prepared dinner. He remembered that he had used to lift his first martini to an imaginary Annabelle and say, ‘To you,’ before he drank, and say it again when he lifted the second, but he was glad to realize he had not done that in several months. No use being that absurd. A man could start losing his mind if he kept that kind of thing up.


While his potato was baking, he put a Brahms symphony on his stereo, and set the gleaming mahogany table with silver, wine glass, and linen napkin for one. Then he laid a book on geology within reach in case he should want to read while he ate. He hummed softly to the beautiful first movement of the symphony, not loud enough to have annoyed anyone, if anyone else had been present, for having no neighbors, he played the machine loudly and now it drowned out his humming. He moved very smoothly and happily, more smoothly and far more happily than he did at Mrs McCartney’s or at the factory. Now and then he paused, lifted the second martini, which was still not empty, and looked into the living room with expectantly raised brows as if Annabelle, sitting there, had said something to him or asked a question. Sometimes, too, he imagined her in the kitchen with him.


And sometimes, after the two martinis and a half bottle of wine at dinner, he imagined that he heard Annabelle call him Bill, and that made him smile, because when that happened, he’d gotten tangled up himself. In this house, his house, he liked to imagine himself William Neumeister – a man who had everything he wanted, a man who knew how to live, to laugh, and to be happy. David had bought the house in the name of William Neumeister, and the few local tradespeople, the garbage collector, and his real estate agent knew him as William Neumeister. David had picked the name out of the blue one day, had at once realized that it meant ‘new master’ in German and that it was therefore rather silly and obvious why it had occurred to him, but the name sounded good to him, a comfortable mouthful, and so he kept it.


At first, nearly two years ago, when he heard that Annabelle had married Gerald Delaney, David had merely wanted to escape, at any cost, the pressure and the pain of his depression. He was not the sort to throw up his job, stay drunk for weeks, or any of that. On the contrary, he had tried to work harder to shut it all out until he could recover enough to think what had to be done. He had wanted privacy and a change of scene, and because of his job the change of scene had been impossible. But he dreamed about a change of scene, and as he dreamed he enriched his fantasy. Why not, for a time, imagine it had not happened, Annabelle’s horrible mistake of a marriage? Why not, just for a while, the blessed relief of imagining that Annabelle had married him? And what would he and she be doing? He would certainly have moved out of his small apartment in Froudsburg and into a pretty house somewhere. Without hesitation he had made the split as it remained to this day: the ugly boardinghouse in Froudsburg where he worked, and the house in the country into which he put ninety per cent of his earnings and as much time as he could. He had not wanted to make the house traceable to David Kelsey, so he had invented the other name, and with the new name came to some extent a new character – William Neumeister who had never failed at anything, at least nothing important, who therefore had won Annabelle. She lived with him here, he imagined as he browsed through his books, as he shaved on Saturday and Sunday mornings, as he puttered about his grounds.


He had not acquired the house overnight. It had taken him weeks to prepare William Neumeister’s references: one from a ‘Richard Patterson,’ who subscribed to a mail and telephone service in New York City, and who replied to the querying letter of Mr Willis, the real estate agent, recommending William Neumeister in the highest terms; another word of commendation from ‘John Atherley,’ in whose name David had maintained a room for a week or so in a Poughkeepsie hotel, where he had picked up Mr Willis’s letter. A last small precaution was joining the library in Beck’s Brook, a town a little north of Ballard, an action for which no references had been asked. In addition, he had borrowed a few thousand dollars (since paid back) from his Uncle Bert, so that his down payment on the house could be substantial. Real estate agents were not apt to be suspicious of people who could pay in cash a third of the value of a house. He had told his uncle he wanted the money because he was thinking of buying a house, and a few months later said he had changed his mind and would continue living in the boardinghouse. At the First National Bank of Beck’s Brook he had opened small checking and savings accounts simultaneously, again using Patterson and Atherley as references for William Neumeister, but evidently these were never investigated, as David received no letters from the bank.


His house had the tremendous virtue of never being lonely. He felt Annabelle’s presence in every room. He behaved as if he were with her, even when he meditatively ate his meals. It was not like the boardinghouse, where with all that humanity around him he felt as lonely as an atom in space. In the pretty house Annabelle was with him, holding his hand as they listened to Bach and Brahms and Bartók, making fun of him if he were absentminded. He walked and breathed in a kind of glory within the house. Sunlight was like heaven, and rainy weekends had their peculiar charm.


At night, he slept with her in the double bed upstairs. Her head lay on his arm, and when he turned to her and held her close, the surge of his desire had more than once reached the summit and gone over with the imagined pressure of her body, though afterward, his hand, flat against the sheet, reported only emptiness and aloneness. On one Sunday morning, he threw away the bottle of Kashmir that he had bought because Annabelle had often worn it. He did not need such things to recall her. The perfume was even too much.


On Sunday evening, after a dinner of charcoal-broiled steak that he had cooked in the fireplace, David sat down at the beige, Japanese-style desk in the extra room upstairs, opened his fountain pen, and spent perhaps ten minutes in thought. When he had composed his letter in his mind, he took from a cubbyhole that contained nothing else the two letters he had received from Annabelle. Their envelopes were postmarked Hartford, Connecticut, a town David knew slightly and considered nearly as ugly as Froudsburg. He knew the rows of red brick houses with ten feet of space between them and that space cluttered with garbage cans and children’s play wagons. He knew the flapping clotheslines and the tangles of television aerials on the roofs. He knew even Annabelle’s street, though when he had gone there, he had not wanted to identify her house in the red row. It would have been like pressing his fingers against a painful wound, instead of merely looking at it.


He read her last letter thoughtfully, though he knew it by heart. Her handwriting was a little on the large side, its lines very straight.




July 3, 1958


Dearest Dave,


I was so happy to hear from you – but if Gerald happens to see the envelope, I have to go thru the old explaining and reassuring. I’m glad your job continues to go well. The folks at home often write me what a success you’ve become. Congratulations!


I too remember the happy days we had together. My life here isn’t very exciting or interesting but – that’s life, I guess. Gerald’s shop is doing fairly well, but we have expenses coming up. I do think of you since you asked and would love to see you, but it would be hard to arrange without a lot of trouble blowing up. I hope you’ve met some friends where you are and are not spending too much time alone. I know you are superior to most people, but as Mr Soloff (one of my music teachers) used to say, you can get a little something from everybody, even the humblest. No, I do not keep your letters, as Gerald might find them. I tell him you write me now and then to tell me how you are getting along. I know you are getting along very well. After all, Dave, you do have your work to occupy you.


This letter is so long already and I’ve got tons of sandwiches to make for a picnic tomorrow!


With my love and good wishes always,


Annabelle





Those tragic phrases – I have to go thru the old explaining . . . My life here isn’t very exciting or interesting – though they had disturbed him daily since he received the letter, now fell painfully and fresh on his heart. She didn’t love Gerald and never had. It was a marriage that should have been undone, and David had tried to persuade her to undo it when he had first heard about it, when it was only a month old. He shook his head and ground his teeth again at the thought that he had ruined everything, made the crashing blunder, by staying on that last month in Froudsburg, just because Cheswick had told him they wanted him to stay, and because the job was new to him, and because he had thought, for the $25,000 they were paying him, he had better know every detail of the factory’s operation. He could have learned his work in two weeks, and actually he had. He forced his anger to subside, and pulled a piece of paper in front of him. No use reading her other, earlier letter, which was shorter than this, and which he knew by heart too, unfortunately, because it did not cheer him. He had not replied to her July letter. He had wanted to have something definite to ask her before he risked trouble for her by sending another letter. The idea of trouble from that mushy beast of a husband was more infuriating than any other aspect of the situation. He looked like a eunuch, and David cherished a faint hope that he really was.


He dated the page and wrote ‘My darling Annabelle,’ and then before he went on, took an envelope and addressed it, not putting any return address on it.
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