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“There’s also a person exactly the opposite 
of you, like the unseen part of you, 
somewhere in the world, 
and he waits in ambush.”


—PATRICIA HIGHSMITH, 
Strangers on a Train

















AUTHOR’S NOTE


Why This Book? Why This Movie?


By now, many of Alfred Hitchcock’s fifty-three films have been analyzed, dissected, deconstructed, reevaluated, mined, parsed, and dragged for everything from high-handed symbolism to low-handed misogyny and homophobia. Happily, many of them—and Hitchcock along with them—have survived these various forms of forensic analysis. Some films have emerged transcendent. Others have been exiled to the far side of paradise, perhaps for life.


Meanwhile, a few dark gems—let alone masterworks—fly under the radar, remaining underappreciated. Funny how these Hitchcock efforts are almost invariably shot in black-and-white, aren’t scored by Bernard Herrmann, and don’t feature cast lists of megawatt-level stars on the order of Cary Grant, Grace Kelly, Ingrid Bergman, and James Stewart, whose personae and filmographies still matter to those who are aware that great Hollywood moviemaking didn’t begin and end with the 1970s.


Strangers on a Train (1951) is one of these. Much less talked about than North by Northwest (1959)—justifiably celebrated for its cheeky, scintillating wit and crop-duster sequence—Strangers on a Train offers some of the sharpest zingers and most indelible set pieces in the entire Hitchcock canon. Though nowhere near as celebrated as Psycho (1960), Strangers on a Train delivers one of the director’s most visually arresting, immaculately designed, and chilling murder sequences outside of a shower stall. In fact, I would argue that Strangers on a Train boasts six of the best thrill sequences Hitchcock achieved in his fifty-plus years of moviemaking. Add to these pleasures Robert Walker’s towering performance as Bruno Antony, one of the dark princes of Hitchcock’s gallery of disarming, boyish psychopaths—alongside the urbane “Merry Widow Murderer” Charlie Oakley, played by Joseph Cotten in Shadow of a Doubt (1943), and Norman Bates, Anthony Perkins’s sweetly sympathetic monster-next-door in Psycho. Strangers on a Train also launched Hitchcock’s association with cinematographer Robert Burks, who, throughout their twelve collaborations, defined the sumptuously elegant, velvety, and compelling “look” we now most associate with Hitchcock.


I confess Strangers on a Train has had a hold on me from the time I first saw it, playing on a double bill at a Cambridge, Massachusetts, revival theater while I was in my last year of high school. The cofeature was Dial M for Murder (1954), starring Ray Milland as an unhappily married, retired tennis pro who hires an old school acquaintance to commit the so-called perfect murder of his unfaithful wife, played by Grace Kelly. (Who hasn’t thought of Milland as the older version of Farley Granger’s tennis-playing character in Strangers on a Train, unhappily saddled with icy, motherly Anne Morton, played by Ruth Roman?) Encountering Strangers on a Train coincided with my own sexual awakening and confusion.


One scene in the film created a frisson I’ve never forgotten. Bruno Antony (Walker) has strangled the scheming, avaricious wife of tennis player Guy Haines (Farley Granger). The latter returns to his apartment late at night, exits a taxi, and as he ascends the stairs to his brownstone—the camera observing him, judging him from a low, skewed angle—a disembodied voice whispers, “Guy… Guy…” Haines descends the stairs to investigate. Slipping from behind an ornamental city gate fronting a private square, Bruno emerges from the shadows, beckoning Guy to join him, almost as if he’s inviting him into a seductive covert encounter. Guy walks up to the gate, and while Bruno stands exceedingly close behind the iron bars, his gaze flicking up and down Guy’s body, he talks about the strangling of Guy’s wife in unmistakably intimate, caressing tones, “There’s nothing for us to worry about. I was very careful…” Guy calls him a madman, to which Bruno protests, “But Guy, you wanted it! We planned it together. Criss-cross!”—speaking aloud a recurring Hitchcockian theme of “transference of guilt,” when one character so much as desires to, let alone commits a crime and another character assumes the responsibility or bears the burden of remorse for having secretly wished for the outcome of that crime (see Shadow of a Doubt, I Confess [1953], Rear Window [1954], The Wrong Man [1957], etc.). When Guy spots a police car pulling up in front of his brownstone, he instantly darts behind the gate and stands behind the bars beside Bruno as they huddle together in what Hitchcock liked to call “the shadows of concealment.” Attempting to evade disclosure only makes Guy appear furtive and guilty, as though two attractive adult men might be about to indulge in—if they haven’t already—a bout of risky public sex. “You’re spoiling everything. You’re making me come out into the open,” says Bruno. When Guy calls Bruno “crazy,” Bruno bristles with anger, but, not wanting to alienate Guy, he backs down, rolling his eyes and saying, “Oh, you must be tired. I’ve sure had a strenuous evening.” This sexually conflicted, not especially experienced, high school kid flushed with embarrassment. It is hard to believe any queer or questioning Baby Boomer man or woman wouldn’t feel the homoerotic/homophobic charge or implications of such a scene.
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Robert Walker as Bruno Antony lures Farley Granger as Guy Haines in what Hitchcock called “the shadows of concealment.” 








I remember thinking, Is this how the world sees gay men—as twisted schemers, murderers, melodramatic drama queens, shadow people lying in wait? Yet the heteronormative alternative the film proposes didn’t look much more appealing either. A dispassionate “cover” marriage to an ice princess from a wealthy family in which everyone talks in code, too genteel and polite to ever say what they really mean? Who’d willingly sign up for that life sentence? Let’s say that Strangers on a Train made me feel seen in ways that left me only more confused and uneasy. Only when I overheard the chattering of the post-movie audience—largely students from nearby Harvard and Massachusetts Institute of Technology—everyone was, astonishingly, talking about Bruno in a non-judgy way. He was the showstopper, an agent of chaos—he owned the movie.


A few decades later—by which time I’d long since sorted myself out nicely, thank you—I thought a lot about Bruno and Robert Walker while researching and writing about Norman Bates and Anthony Perkins for my 1990 book Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho. During the interview process for that book, I asked Hitchcock’s close associates almost as many questions about Strangers on a Train as I did about Psycho. I’m glad I did.


Before the publication of Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho, dozens of people asked, “Why write about Psycho when Hitchcock made so much better movies?” Many of these people were longtime members of Hitchcock’s professional and personal inner circle. Happily, far fewer people would ask that question today, but several did when I told them I was finally planning a second Hitchcock “making of” book, this time about Strangers on a Train.


So, why? Because I had to. Because the movie got under my skin decades ago and has stayed there ever since. Because, when I saw it again two years ago with a packed and thoroughly engaged audience, many people left the theater wondering aloud why they were just now discovering one of Hitchcock’s greatest films. And because my nose told me that there might be a good backstory if I dug deep enough: the story of Patricia Highsmith writing the novel; Hitchcock’s stealthy, low-cost acquisition of the film rights during a time of a career slump; how nearly every screenwriter Hitchcock approached turned him down; how the stars he most wanted weren’t interested; the tensions and feuds that erupted during production; the legendary creative clashes with novelist Raymond Chandler and with studio titan Jack Warner, who wanted to replace Hitchcock when the production ran overschedule; and the against-all-odds triumph of the film that led to Hitchcock’s astonishing career renaissance. It is a tale as filled with all the suspense, intrigue, suspicion, blood feuds, and unlikely alliances as one finds in a Hitchcock thriller.


And now, the dark, complex, messy, and triumphant inside story of Strangers on a Train and how it got that way.


—Stephen Rebello


Santa Barbara, 2025















CHAPTER ONE


HITCHCOCK ON THE WRONG TRACK


Alfred Hitchcock was in a professional slump and a personal funk. Try as the fifty-one-year-old suspense film maestro might to ignore his recent creative and commercial missteps, some journalist, movie studio executive, critic, or agent would inevitably remind him that his latest efforts paled in comparison to such past glories as his The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934), The 39 Steps (1935), and The Lady Vanishes (1938), each the work of an audaciously talented young man who had worked his way up the ladder in the British film industry beginning in 1919 as a title card designer. Today some have reappraised and rehabilitated the reputations of Hitchcock’s efforts of the late 1940s—The Paradine Case (1947), Rope (1948), and Under Capricorn (1949) among them. But in 1950, Hollywood conventional wisdom declared that the director peaked with his quintessential romantic spy thriller Notorious (1946) and was now floundering. On February 23, 1950, the director’s Stage Fright opened at the 5,960-seat Radio City Music Hall, Manhattan’s “Showplace of the Nation.” Despite that film’s supporting cast of British scene-stealers and the irresistible spectacle of watching glamour-puss Marlene Dietrich effortlessly steal the show from its top-billed star, recent Best Actress Oscar–winner Jane Wyman, the modest pleasures of the cozy, made-in-England film were lost on viewers irked by Hitchcock’s use of an unreliable narrator forty-five years before viewers and critics cheered the same damn device as brilliant in The Usual Suspects (1995). The chronically irritable New York Times film critic Bosley Crowther wrote off Hitchcock’s first movie of the new decade as delivering “very little sustained excitement or suspense.” The Los Angeles Times’s Philip K. Scheuer thought the movie showed Hitchcock as “almost his old self,” with such highlights as the soigné, self-mocking Dietrich becoming rattled by the blood-stained doll held by a child at a garden party and the heroine’s showdown with a murderer in an empty theater as “A-one Hitchcock.” New Yorker reviewer John McCarten termed the show “disappointing.” Stanley Kauffmann’s review in The New Republic called it “abominable.” Though a critic reviewing Stage Fright in the British Film Institute’s Monthly Film Bulletin wrote of Hitchcock’s latest as “not without effective moments,” those moments only served to “[remind] us how Hitchcock once excelled in the simple melodrama with ordinary, naturalistic backgrounds; but too much of it has the heavy, corpulent quality that made Rope and in particular Under Capricorn so lifeless and unreal.”


The cognoscenti declared that one of cinema’s most dazzling visual stylists—a director who complained that most movies were simply photographs of people talking—had stumbled into the trap of making overly gimmicky movies that constricted space (Lifeboat [1944], Rope), talked too much (Under Capricorn), or both (Rope). Los Angeles Times critic Philip K. Scheuer proved himself one of the few journalists bold enough to ask Hitchcock directly how he had lost his way. Or, in Scheuer’s words, “Why this genius of sleight-of-hand, of visual magic had abandoned the camera for the microphone, or at any rate relegated it to second spot.” Answered Hitchcock with unusual directness: “I wanted to find out if an actor can sustain a picture.” He’d been stung by hearing a famous London stage actress answer a question about her recent work by lamenting, “Oh, my dear—I’m filming,” as if she were saying, “I’m slumming.” The idiosyncratic character actor Alistair Sim had told Hitchcock while filming Stage Fright, “When I come into a film, I abandon my instincts as an actor and put myself into the hands of the director.”


Hitchcock explained,


And so I decided I would try to make pictures in which actors would have an opportunity to give sustained performances, as they do in the theater, instead of in little bits and pieces. What takes time in picture-making? The setting up of the camera and the lighting. If you’re lucky you shoot for fifteen minutes out of every two hours on a set—and perhaps four or five seconds reach the screen. So what I did was rehearse the movements of the actor with the movement of the camera, synchronizing both. The actor would get his chance.


Enter the experiments of Lifeboat, Rope, and Under Capricorn, the latter of which, said Hitchcock, featured a sequence “in which [Ingrid] Bergman paced the floor and soliloquized for twelve minutes straight. If any actress could do it, she could.” Audiences expected many things from Hitchcock thrillers, but not soliloquizing—even if it was Bergman doing it. “It is still a visual rather than a sound medium,” Hitchcock declared. “Right now I’m looking for a story. I have a big problem: to find a vehicle that will lend itself to ‘the Hitchcock treatment,’ to the sort of thing that people expect to see from me.”


So Hitchcock—and not for the first time—found himself caught in a unique, private trap: to track down a piece of material from which he could construct the kind of entertainment audiences expected of him, only different enough to keep them coming back for more. He also vowed to follow the trend toward greater veracity. He said, “Currently, there is this chase after realism, real locations. We did that in silent films; I did it again as long ago as in Shadow of a Doubt shot in Santa Rosa in 1942.” He began telling associates that once he landed the right literary property or original screenplay, he planned to shoot it on real locations, which was neither the norm for Hollywood at the time nor was it the inclination of an artist who, like Fellini or Bergman, preferred to work on a soundstage where he could make the world and the people he envisioned in his imagination look so much more beautiful.


But the first order of business was to find the right property, an effort he doggedly pursued in the best way he knew how: by instructing agents, friends, and business contacts to rush him the strongest, most offbeat material available. Among the unconventional ideas he considered was a “psychological melodrama,” a fresh take on Shakespeare starring Cary Grant as a modern-day Hamlet. Hitchcock hired Scottish writer and editor Alan Dent, Laurence Olivier’s “text advisor” on Hamlet (1948), to work on the screenplay. Describing the project as “one hell of a revenge thriller,” Hitchcock elaborated to the press that “the plot, situations, psychology and characters will be retained, but the action and sets will be modern.” Grant told columnist Earl Wilson, “We’ll do it in a modern manner. For instance, ‘To be or not to be’ will probably read, ‘What the hell do I do now?’” The publicity backfired. American playwright and writer Irving Fiske filed a preemptive $1.2 million suit accusing Grant and Hitchcock of plagiarizing his unpublished but staged Hamlet in Modern English. The unpleasantness only ended in 1954 when a New York federal court judge advised jurors to throw out the case as “not proven.” Fiske was ordered to pay Hitchcock $5,000 to defray his legal costs. Warner Bros., Hitchcock, and Grant dropped the whole idea. When other possibilities also led Hitchcock down blind alleys, he began to despair, if not outright panic.


That panic was only exacerbated by his ongoing relationship with two major figures in his professional life at the time, Sidney Bernstein and Jack L. Warner. When Strangers on a Train eventually came into Hitchcock’s orbit, he had an ongoing business partnership with British theater chain owner Bernstein, who had befriended the young Hitchcock in 1925 when Bernstein cofounded the London Film Society. After Hitchcock’s American contract with David O. Selznick came to its bitter end with The Paradine Case in 1946, the director and Bernstein formed Transatlantic Pictures with the intention of shooting films in both England and the United States. For the first time in his career, Hitchcock became his own producer. Though uncredited, Bernstein also became producer on Transatlantic’s first releases. But both their earlier efforts, Hitchcock’s Under Capricorn and Rope, lost money for Transatlantic and for Warner Bros., which distributed them to theaters. Hitchcock’s Warner Bros. deal left the option open for him to make films directly for them, or for Transatlantic with Warner distributing. When Hitchcock and Bernstein’s Stage Fright also fell short with audiences and critics, Bernstein and Hitchcock amicably dissolved Transatlantic during the filming of Hitchcock’s 1953 film I Confess, with Bernstein concluding that the company was an unlikely contender for success. Long and protracted script difficulties seemed to plague Transatlantic productions.
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Hitchcock and studio boss Jack Warner make nice for the purposes of a publicity photo. 










Warner was a studio boss whose rapacious business practices were unrivaled even in Hollywood and whose disdain for actors (“I don’t want to look at an actor while I eat,” he is quoted as saying), writers (“schmucks with Underwoods”), and other creators made him one of the most despised power brokers in the business. He expected a big box-office hit from Hitchcock and never failed to remind the director that, after three movies released by Warner Bros., the director had yet to come through. Warner was many things—a hound when it came to young actresses and a studio executive who rarely bothered with day-to-day creative filmmaking issues—yet his name is synonymous with tough, sexy, impactful hit films that not only defined the Warner Bros. house style but were also highly respected and envied by other studio chiefs. On his watch the studio made the jazzy, bullet-spattered gangster classics The Public Enemy (1931), Little Caesar (1931), and White Heat (1949); the enduring romantic adventures Casablanca (1942) and Key Largo (1948); the snarly private-eye thrillers The Maltese Falcon (1941) and The Big Sleep (1946); the crackling, female-driven melodramas Jezebel (1938), Now, Voyager (1942), and Mildred Pierce (1945); and such blood-and-thunder swashbucklers as The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938) and The Sea Hawk (1940). Warner was charismatic, brash, and often clownish, and he chose stars whose swagger and vitality he simultaneously admired, despised, and coveted—tough cookies like Humphrey Bogart, James Cagney, Paul Muni, Edward G. Robinson, John Garfield, Barbara Stanwyck, Joan Blondell, Glenda Farrell, Bette Davis, and Joan Crawford. He went to the mat with his biggest stars—putting on suspension such top money-earners as Cagney, Davis, and, most consequentially, Olivia de Havilland—who battled him in court over the abuses of the studio contract system.


Director Gottfried Reinhardt characterized Warner as someone who “derived pleasure” from grinding subordinates under his heel. Comparing him to other studio bosses, he observed: “[Columbia Pictures cofounder] Harry Cohn was a son-of-a-bitch but he did it for business. He was not a sadist. [MGM cofounder Louis B.] Mayer could be a monster but he was not mean for the sake of meanness. Jack was.” Actress Jacquelyn Park, Warner’s longtime mistress (she also dated Ronald Reagan in the 1950s), said, “[Warner] was so cheap he would always make sure the bills didn’t stick together when he counted them. He was very, very cruel. He could turn on you, just like that.”


Warner was the sort of person who thought nothing of saying to someone as powerful as Hitchcock, “I don’t want it good. I want it Tuesday.” To Warner, Hitchcock was “a genius who needs to be watched every minute.” Out of nowhere, Warner could suddenly become as blunderingly intrusive about production minutiae as the manic, hands-on producer David O. Selznick, with whom Hitchcock clashed epically while making Rebecca (1940), Spellbound (1945), and The Paradine Case. Warner was infamous for bombarding directors with typed messages on pink slips, in which he weighed in on everything from the potentially censorable “perkiness” of Joan Blondell’s bosom and the new shade of dye being used on Errol Flynn’s moustache to why he resented paying such a high salary to Paul Muni when the thespian insisted on wearing prosthetics and wigs that hid his facial features and why Warner Bros. shouldn’t bankroll the sure-to-flop Bette Davis movie about a terminally ill playgirl, Dark Victory (1939), which went on to pack theaters and win Oscar nominations.


The handwriting was on the wall. Hitchcock and Warner were on a collision course. The only question was: Would either of them blink?















CHAPTER TWO


HITCHCOCK VS. HIGHSMITH


In late February 1950, Harper & Brothers publicity director Ramona Hardman sent Hitchcock and his agent Lew Wasserman advance copies of Strangers on a Train. A new suspense novel by first-time author Patricia Highsmith, the book was set to be published on March 15, 1950. Boarding the 20th Century Limited train back to Los Angeles after the underwhelming New York opening of Stage Fright, Hitchcock needed a diversion. Highsmith’s novel supplied it.


The premise: in the American southwest, architect Guy Haines wants to divorce his faithless wife, Miriam, so he can marry Anne Faulkner, the socially prominent daughter of a US senator. En route by train to see Miriam about his divorce plans, Haines meets Charles Anthony Bruno, a wealthy gadfly who initially appears merely to be an eccentric, aimless, and lonely alcoholic until he slowly reveals himself to also be a psychopath. Bruno suggests the idea that he and Guy, complete strangers, exchange murders. Bruno will kill Miriam and Guy will kill Bruno’s despised father. Because neither man will have a motive nor any history of knowing each other or any future contact, why would the police suspect either of them? Guy writes off Bruno as a crank—until Bruno murders Miriam while Guy is in Mexico.


Bruno confesses to Guy what he has done, but Guy does not go to the police, fearing that Bruno could implicate him for having knowledge of the plan to swap murders. In the ensuing months, Bruno repeatedly materializes to remind Guy he must keep his end of their bargain. Ignored, Bruno accelerates the pressure by sending incriminating anonymous letters to people in Guy’s social and professional circle. Guy succumbs to the pressure and kills Bruno’s father, leaving him wracked with guilt. Bruno, unfazed, only presses for more and more of Guy’s attention and company. He crashes Guy’s wedding to Anne and causes great embarrassment during the events of the day. Meanwhile, a private detective, previously hired by Bruno’s father to shadow his unstable son, cannot shake his deduction that Bruno not only met Guy on the train but also that Bruno might have murdered Miriam and masterminded his father’s murder. Guy’s evasive behavior and contradictory statements about Bruno bring him under suspicion everywhere he turns.


During a sailboat cruise, Bruno topples overboard, and Guy nearly drowns while failing to rescue him. Bruno’s death shuts down the murder investigation. Over too many drinks with one of Miriam’s ex-lovers, Guy guiltily confesses the truth about the murders. Miriam’s ex-boyfriend blames the dead girl for her own fate and spews a vicious woman-hating tirade. The detective formerly leading the murder investigation overhears Guy’s drunken admission of his crimes and confronts Guy, who surrenders himself to the police.


Highsmith’s central premise excited Hitchcock—a “perfect crime” murder swap pact between perfect strangers—but he immediately envisioned the central plot device as merely a springboard for a flight of imaginative moviemaking and a roadmap to a series of splashy suspense set pieces. On publication of the novel, reviewers applauded the young Highsmith’s writing style, self-assurance, and her dark exploration of themes including guilt, duality, and the deeply complicated aspects of human nature, tempered by her bilious, darkly mordant view of the world. The book came “Highly recommended” by the New Yorker reviewer who described Bruno as “[an] oddly ingratiating young man who has about all the complexes you ever heard of.” The reviewer could just as well have been describing the memorable antagonists of past Hitchcock triumphs such as The Lodger (1928), Suspicion (1941), and Shadow of a Doubt, let alone such future ones in Psycho and Frenzy (1972). Other reviewers faulted Highsmith for hinging her novel on wild incongruities and coincidences that demanded suspension of belief well above and beyond the norms of the genre: “Outlandish.” “Unpleasant.” “Beggars belief.” The critics summoned these invectives. And worse. Hitchcock scorned such critics “The Plausibles,” grudgingly demanding airtight logic and reason even from pure, edge-of-the-seat entertainment. Time and again Hitchcock declared to the press, “Logic is dull” and “Films should be stronger than logic.” Before the 1960s anyway, he insisted on promoting himself as an entertainer, not a highbrow artiste, a confectioner who compared his films to slices of cake, not slices of life. “Who requires logic from a slice of cake?” he facetiously asked an interviewer. No wonder Hitchcock brushed off the critics who called Highsmith’s novel “tasteless,” “unremittingly unpleasant,” and even “depraved.” 




The moment Hitchcock arrived at Union Station in Los Angeles and was met by Alma Reville, his film editor, continuity supervisor, and screenwriter for the past twenty-seven years and his wife for twenty-four years, he began touting Highsmith’s novel, urging Alma to read it as soon as possible before some rival moviemaker pounced on it. As always, Alma would be the final arbiter. If she shared his excitement and saw the book’s filmic possibilities, then he would acquire the film rights. Alma saw what her husband saw in Strangers on a Train and then some. Hitchcock immediately alerted Wasserman, president of MCA Artists since 1946, to acquire Highsmith’s book. As was the director’s frequent modus operandi when purchasing literary material, he kept his famous name out of the negotiations until the last possible moment—the better to lowball the author on the purchase price. On April 20, 1950, Mary Patricia Highsmith, represented by her Manhattan-based literary agent, Margot Johnson, countersigned the contracts to sell Hitchcock the film rights at a bargain basement rate of $7,500 (about $97,500 today). Highsmith’s agent had tried to get the price up to $10,000, but Hitchcock refused to budge. He did consent, though, to a contractual clause stipulating that should he request Highsmith’s writing services, collaboration, or contribution of ideas during the film’s production, then she would be given two weeks’ notice, no later than October 16, 1950, and would be paid an additional $1,500 (about $20,000 today). “That wasn’t a bad price for a first book and my agent upped it as much as possible,” Highsmith reflected over three decades later. “I was 27 and I was working like a fool to earn a living and pay for my apartment. I didn’t hang around films. I don’t know if I’d ever seen The Lady Vanishes.”


Four days later, on April 24, Hitchcock in turn sold the book rights to Warner Bros. Intra-studio Warner Bros. legal memos explicated the director’s standard gambit for acquiring literary material on the cheap. According to a late-April 1950 Warner Bros. memo: “Alfred Hitchcock is to direct a film based on a novel titled Strangers on a Train by Patricia Highsmith under our four-picture deal with him. To cut down the purchase price of this property, Hitchcock arranged to purchase the same from the author direct [sic] and we in turn succeeded to Hitchcock’s rights.” That is, Hitchcock immediately recouped from the studio his $7,500 and relinquished to Warner Bros. all potential remake rights. Hitchcock’s directing and producing deal, brokered by Wasserman, was substantially more lush, guaranteeing him 10 percent of the film’s gross (i.e., the amount remaining after the studio deducted all costs incurred)—specifically, the lower of either $4 million or double the production cost. His overall Warner Bros. contract also guaranteed him a weekly salary of $3,000 ($36,900 today) for a term of 333 weeks, during which he was committed to produce and/or direct those four films.




The Los Angeles Times and other major US newspapers carried the announcement of Hitchcock’s purchase of Highsmith’s novel as the basis for a new motion picture. As if to reassure fans and critics that he was intent on making something special of Strangers on a Train, Hitchcock sounded genuinely excited in announcing to the press: “This is the freshest murder situation I’ve ever encountered. If audiences expect thrills, adventure, and action from films bearing my name, I’m not going to let them down. I’m perfectly content to provide suspense the rest of my career, if that’s what’s wanted from me. I like thrillers the best anyway.” Filming was tentatively scheduled to begin in the fall of 1950 on East and West Coast locations, as well as on Warner Bros. soundstages in Burbank, California.


For Highsmith, even such a modest financial windfall occurred at an opportune time. Born in 1921 in Fort Worth, Texas, she was the sole child of commercial illustrator Jay Bernard Plangman and Mary Coates, who divorced ten days before her birth. Her mother, to whom she was abnormally attached and who told Patricia that she had tried to abort her by drinking turpentine, got remarried in 1924 to another illustrator, Stanley Highsmith. The newlyweds and their daughter moved to New York City that same year. Before she was even six, young Patricia felt unorthodox notions about her gender and her sexual leanings. At age twelve she experienced “the saddest year” of her life, when her mother “abandoned” her by sending her back to Fort Worth to live for a year with her maternal grandmother. She assuaged her anger and found solace in immersing herself in her grandmother’s library, where she helped herself to psychiatric histories detailed by Karl Menninger in The Human Mind.


She hatched the idea for the book that would become Strangers on a Train when, in the winter of 1945, on an especially eventful subsequent trip to visit her grandmother at age seventeen, she met a “completely dissolute,” very spoiled boy whom she calls “B” in her diaries. Adopted into “a wealthy family and completely worthless,” B reportedly exposed her to pornographic pictures and to other unspecified diversions. Highsmith claimed this boy “was sort of the genesis of Charles Anthony Bruno,” the wealthy, childlike, dangerous psychopath she would go on to make the centerpiece of her novel.


She prided herself on having the most advanced vocabulary of any student at Julia Richman High School in New York City, where she flourished despite struggling with female hormone deficiency, anorexia, and dysmenorrhea. She also developed several distracting crushes on fellow student classmates, including Judith Tuvim (the young Broadway and film star-to-be, Judy Holliday). While walking with her mother and stepfather along the Hudson River near their newly adopted upstate New York residence, she began to think about “two soulmates” who swap murders. But she let life intervene and failed to seriously develop the idea until 1947. Margot Johnson, her literary agent, sent the unfinished manuscript to Dodd, Mead & Co., who accepted it but wanted it shortened, and they offered considerably less money for the publishing rights than Johnson thought it worth. In early 1948, after a writer’s residency at the Yaddo artist colony (recommended by new friend Truman Capote, whom Highsmith met at a party), she completed the novel in six weeks. In early 1949, she put the finishing touches on it and decided she liked the title Strangers on a Train, which was suggested by Marc Brandel, the nascent British novelist and television writer whom she nearly married, despite her many love affairs with women and his reputed bisexuality and taste for indulging his sadistic tendencies toward women.


Highsmith’s participation in the film version of her first novel pretty much ended once she cashed Hitchcock’s check for the film rights; the director never quite got around to requesting her counsel, denying her that extra $1,500. But it would not be the last time Patricia Highsmith would hear from Alfred Hitchcock.

















CHAPTER THREE


TO CATCH A SCREENWRITER


“To make a great film, you need three things: the script, the script, and the script,” Hitchcock declared. To help Hitchcock achieve his high aspirations for Strangers on a Train, Jack Warner advised him to join forces with a big-name writer carrying a prestigious—and a commercially exploitable—literary pedigree. Hitchcock compiled a list of first-rate writers he thought might be capable of weaving an outlandish plot—featuring two tricky, rather incongruous main characters—into a persuasive narrative and stylish entertainment. Considering the director’s business acumen and his eye for the box office, especially when he so needed a major success, it goes without saying that he understood how a major writer’s name on the credits could not only elevate the status of the project but also do wonders to help polish his tarnished image. “Hollywood judges one by the company one keeps,” said the director, whose target list for Strangers on a Train included Tennessee Williams, Lillian Hellman, Arthur Miller, and William Inge. “Very few writers would touch it, none of them thought it was any good,” Hitchcock told French director François Truffaut in 1962. Hitchcock stubbornly pursued prestige and reassurance in the form of two leading literary lights with whom he had previously worked. He first turned to playwright and novelist Thornton Wilder, the renowned Pulitzer Prize winner for both drama and fiction and a key contributor to the success of Shadow of a Doubt, Hitchcock’s subversive and disquieting 1943 masterpiece in which a young small-town woman discovers that her dashing, beloved namesake uncle, Charlie, is secretly “The Merry Widow Murderer” and the target of a national manhunt. Sharing Wilder’s spot atop Hitchcock’s want list was novelist John Steinbeck. But he was an unlikely prospect, considering he wrote the original screen story for Hitchcock’s 1944 Lifeboat but unsuccessfully petitioned the director and 20th Century Fox to scrub his name from the credits. He thought Hitchcock and screenwriter Jo Swerling had slanted his work in a decidedly pro-Axis direction. Tallulah Bankhead, who starred in the film, declared Steinbeck’s criticism (widely shared by other political reactionaries) “moronic.”


With Hitchcock’s and Jack Warner’s favored writers continuing to respond negatively to Patricia Highsmith’s novel, the director said, “None of them could see what I saw in it,” and commissioned playwright-novelist Whitfield Cook to create a treatment based only on the novel’s central premise of “swapped murders.” Hired in mid-May, Cook, working alongside Hitchcock, filed his treatment on June 20, 1950. Hitchcock and Cook began their story meetings in early June, and as was the director’s style with all his writers, he often avoided talking about such nuts-and-bolts issues as character development, theme, and story by shifting the focus to favorite topics like gourmet food, fine wine, parties, gossip, and travel. Screenwriter Ernest Lehman, who would spend agonizingly long months writing North by Northwest for Hitchcock, recalled how their meetings invariably veered into discussions of which priceless wines pair best with fine foods, world travel, and choice Hollywood gossip—the more ribald the better. While preparing Psycho with Joseph Stefano, Hitchcock loved to pepper the screenwriter with questions about his frequent psychotherapy sessions dealing with, among other challenges, his mother issues. Psycho novelist Robert Bloch refused writing contracts with Hitchcock because he could not afford the luxury of spending months exploring the director’s movie ideas that mostly led nowhere.
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Playwright-screenwriter and Hitchcock family intimate Whitfield Cook wrote the influential first Strangers on a Train treatment. 








As soon as Hitchcock and Cook began collaborating, the director (with Strangers very much on his mind) told a New York Times reporter,


As far as I’m concerned, you have suspense when you let the audience play God. Let an audience be told all the secrets that the [characters] do not know and they’ll work like the devil for you because they know what fate is in store for the [characters]. The fact that the audience watches [characters] go blithely through atmosphere that is loaded for evil makes for real suspense. I never puzzle the audience. They’re in on everything from the start, whereas the characters know nothing. One of the necessary ingredients is a series of plausible situations with people that are real. When characters are unbelievable, you never get real suspense, only surprise. I believe it is important in a story with sinister implications to use counterpoint as we will do in Strangers on a Train. Suspense is contrast.


Treatments for Hitchcock’s projects are often virtual blueprints for expansion into full screenplays. In his work on Strangers, Cook clearly understood the assignment and delivered—mapping out the characters and their motivations and actions, the scene progressions, story beats and twists, long passages of key dialogue, major suspense set pieces, and imagery. Hitchcock had reason to expect good work from Cook. Since the mid-forties the dashing, witty writer had been a close family friend and traveling companion of Alfred and, sometimes separately, Alma Hitchcock. In 1944, he had written and directed the Hitchcocks’ sixteen-year-old daughter Patricia “Pat” Hitchcock in the title role of a Little Miss Fix-It in a short-lived Broadway comedy Violet, about which one critic wrote of her performance, “Papa Hitchcock will have no scolding to do, for Pat whoops it up like a seasoned trouper.” More recently Cook had cowritten the screenplay for the 1945 June Allyson comedy The Sailor Takes a Wife (which sold Cook on the talents and audience appeal of Allyson’s costar Robert Walker) and Stage Fright for Hitchcock. Hitchcock hardly selected Cook as a writer out of mere friendship or sentimentality, however. As the director anticipated, the purportedly bisexual Cook responded to the novel’s homoerotic undercurrents, perversity, and bleak humor. Considering the restrictions of the times, Cook touched lightly but adroitly on those aspects in his highly detailed forty-five-page treatment.


Cook’s main brief from Hitchcock was to make the material less internal and far more dynamic than the novel. So instead of characterizing Guy Haines as an up-and-coming architect saddled with a libidinous, coarse, manipulative estranged wife, as Highsmith had written him, Guy became a rising tennis player with political aspirations, a more visual and active cinematic avocation and with potential elements of suspense baked right in. Rather than write Bruno as a mordant alcoholic consumed by white-hot hatred for his father and Oedipal worship of his mother and devoted to pulp-fiction detective novels and to spinning theories about perfect murders, Cook took the character in other directions.


Hitchcock arranged for Cook private screenings of Shadow of a Doubt and Suspicion (for which only studio cowardice prevented Hitchcock from filming the novel’s ending, revealing in the finale that Joan Fontaine’s insecure, bookish heiress character was right all along: her new husband, Johnny—a handsome, irresponsible rake played by Cary Grant—is a fortune hunter who has poisoned her). In response to revisiting those films, Cook fashioned Bruno accordingly, investing him with touches of Johnny’s charm, brashness, and boyish irresponsibility laced with Shadow’s Uncle Charlie’s cunning intelligence and chilling nihilism. As characterized by Cook, Bruno is a dapper dresser; however, unlike the impeccably buttoned-down Charlie, Bruno’s sartorial flair runs to the flamboyant and garish. Both men share a penchant for smoking fine cigars and both ply older, rich women with a surface charm that barely conceals their latent savagery. For instance, when Uncle Charlie’s niece interrupts his shocking diatribe about the disposability of wealthy widows by reminding him that they are human, he says, “Are they? Or are they fat, wheezing animals? And what happens to animals when they get too fat and too old?” In Cook’s treatment, Bruno says about killing Miriam, “What is a life or two? Some people are better off dead.” When Bruno shares with Guy one of his schemes for a perfect murder—“carbon monoxide in the garage”—it’s a callback to one of the ways Uncle Charlie tries to kill his niece, young Charlie. Shadow of a Doubt features two fatherly gents who entertain each other nightly by discussing inventive ways to murder people; in Strangers on a Train two elderly society matrons make party conversation out of the violent ways they’ve fantasized about killing people—including their husbands.


As Cook’s work on Strangers on a Train progressed, he further strengthened the links between Uncle Charlie and Bruno. Cook’s treatment brings to the table another darkly comic element reminiscent of Shadow of a Doubt, among several other Hitchcock films that posit murder and menace as the stuff of everyday family conversations. In Cook’s treatment, when Guy tells his fiancée’s fine Washingtonian family about his disastrous meeting with the vulgar, grasping Miriam, his fiancée’s young sister, Barbara, instantly chirps, “How are we going to get rid of her?”


But Hitchcock insisted on Cook’s elimination of one of Highsmith’s darkest and most memorable plot elements—Guy killing Bruno’s father—presumably to appease censors, to give audiences a hero to root for, and to attract a movie star, often a breed who prefer being liked by audiences. To Highsmith, the change violated a primary intention of her novel and smacked of the sort of Hollywood compromise she detested. To contemporary viewers looking back on the film today, viewers who more readily embrace morally ambivalent or outright irredeemable characters in films and TV series such as Gone Girl (2014), the Joker movies (2019, 2024), Dexter (2006–2013), and Barry (2018–2023), Hitchcock’s decision might seem cowardly and unnecessary. Even in 1951, smoothing out Guy’s roughest edges struck some as a cop-out. After all, Strangers on a Train and A Place in Sun (1951) would open in theaters within months of each other, and the latter won massive acclaim for director George Stevens, who pulled few punches, without damaging the career of Montgomery Clift, who played an upwardly aspiring antihero who actively plans to murder his inconveniently pregnant lower-class girlfriend, or the careers of screenwriters Harry Brown and Michael Wilson, who defied Hollywood convention and won six Oscars. Not only did Charlie Chaplin call A Place in the Sun “the greatest movie ever made about America,” but that film was also among the year’s biggest moneymakers.


Cook must be credited for attempting to deepen and complicate the characters. He proposed an entirely different kind of father for Bruno—an up-by-the-bootstraps immigrant, a wifebeater, a domestic monster. Cook also brought in his own brand of subversion by creating a Bruno with affectations such as a facility for speaking French, a tendency to make flighty outbursts, and an obsession with having his delicate hands manicured by his mother because, as he puts it, “I like them to look just right.” One expects no less of a strangler in a Hitchcock film, of course. These traits, along with him being the ostentatious dresser, queer-coded Bruno, make him easily read to those in the know while leaving him ambiguous enough that others read him as a (possibly) closeted, asexual, early 1950s-variety mama’s boy. Cook’s approach also left it up to Hitchcock’s discretion—and to that of the actor he would eventually choose to play the character—how strongly to lean into the character’s implied sexuality, if at all.


It is vital to view without the lens of presentism the circumstances under which Strangers on a Train was created. Since World War II and while the film was in the works in 1950, Wisconsin’s opportunistic Republican Senator Joseph McCarthy was whipping the country into a furor over unsubstantiated, questionable, and outright false claims that the US State Department and other government agencies had become infiltrated by homosexuals. By the summer of 1950, goaded by McCarthy and his zealot allies, the senate convened a committee charged solely with investigating and routing out “the employment of homosexuals and other sex perverts in the government.”


With the overwhelming support of a ginned-up public, newspaper editors, and US senators (including more than several closet cases), the entire government shifted into full overreach mode. The hysteria grew alongside a parallel crusade accusing moviemakers, actors, writers, musicians, and other artists of being communists or sympathetic “fellow travelers.” Those labeled as “subversives”—and many were so labeled due solely to actual or perceived sexual orientation—got dragged before the kangaroo court and subjected to the performative and destructive theatrics of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). The government forced hundreds of civil servants to submit to lie detector tests. Meanwhile, police stepped up their surprise sweeps of gay bars and their raids on other places where so-called deviants were known to fraternize.


The options for an actor, director, or writer subpoenaed by HUAC were limited: either confess to having communist ties and provide names of other known or suspected “reds,” or refuse to cooperate, risk jail time, or get placed on a blacklist that would end their Hollywood careers. Orchestrators of the blacklist succeeded in exploiting religious zealots as well as those who felt bypassed, disenfranchised, or otherwise threatened by the liberalism of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal politics. Characterized as “security risks” due to the purported high risk of blackmail, ninety-one suspected homosexuals would be fired by the State Department. Stripped of nuances and complications, McCarthyism was a thinly veiled attack on communists, Jews, liberals, nonwhites, immigrants, and homosexuals—not motivated by national security interests but rather by bigotry, ignorance, fear, and hatred. Plus ça change.


Hitchcock and Cook recognized the undercurrent of suspicion, secretiveness, and paranoia implicit in Highsmith’s novel; Cook’s film treatment reflects a similar mood and ambience without having to speak its name. Hitchcock saw the promise in Cook’s work and liked it for being au courant and provocative, particularly after critics had stung his recent work for being stodgy and out of step with the times. Besides, let’s also remember that Hitchcock—either in jest or in earnest—told gay actor/screenwriter Rodney Ackland (screenwriter of Hitchcock’s Number Seventeen [1932]), “You know, if I hadn’t met Alma at the right time, I could have become a poof.” (If the story is true, of course, Ackland might have done Hitchcock a solid by telling him that meeting “the right woman” hardly precluded one’s “becoming a poof.”)


Hitchcock knew he must shake off the 1940s if he were to survive as a vital and relevant filmmaker in the 1950s. At the same time, he knew he had to toe a line, especially while witch-hunt hysteria spread like wildfire through his adopted country. After all, as recently as two years earlier, municipal censorship boards of New Bedford and Worcester, Massachusetts; Spokane and Seattle, Washington; and Atlanta, Georgia, and Memphis, Tennessee, had banned Rope from theaters, objecting to Hitchcock’s claustrophobic thriller inspired by the real-life 1924 kidnapping and “thrill-killing” of fourteen-year-old boy Bobby Franks by brilliant, wealthy university students Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb, who were consumed by the idea of committing “the perfect crime.” The police censor board in Chicago, Illinois, barred showings of Rope—in which two young intellectuals host a dinner party in their swank Manhattan apartment, where they’ve strangled a former college mate and stuffed his corpse into a trunk, atop which they lay out a buffet—on the grounds that it was not “wholesome entertainment.” Warner Bros. appealed the decision, and Chicago theaters were only permitted to show the movie on an “adults only” basis. Even among adults, a showing of the film at a Millington, Tennessee, naval base got scrubbed after a single showing in a two-day engagement.


Reacting to the banning controversy, Thomas M. Pryor’s New York Times article of November 28, 1948, stopped just short of calling the censorship a form of harassment due to the film’s hints of the homosexuality of the two main characters, played by Farley Granger (who, in his private life, self-identified as bisexual) and John Dall (who was gay). As the first inklings of the anti-gay “Lavender Scare” had begun to surface in tandem with the blacklist, Pryor’s column questioned the “peculiarly aggressive attitude of censorship bodies in this instance” and let the implications hang in the air:


At this moment local censor authorities up and down the land are having a time sniping at Rope, the Alfred Hitchcock melodrama currently being distributed by Warner Brothers. The picture, for the benefit of those who have not seen it, parallels a sensational murder case of some years back in that it concerns two young men who kill a friend just for the thrill of committing a murder. Not an ennobling theme, to be sure, but then it is not any worse, to put it bluntly, than any number of other crime films that have gotten by without arousing the censors.


Although Pryor admitted that it was not unusual for movies to meet with official protests, “it is not often that a picture runs into such difficulty on the scale that Rope has up to the moment.” And then came Strangers on a Train.


It is fascinating, if frustrating, to note how Cook’s importance to the creation of the project has been downplayed, when not ignored entirely. It would be heartbreaking and infuriating if Cook’s sexuality were part of the reason for his relative anonymity, as it has been in the case of so many gay, lesbian, and bisexual artists over the years. And the irony should not be lost on anyone that Cook’s work on the project was eclipsed by a brighter, heterosexual (and, incidentally, homophobic) literary eminence who was yet to become part of the story: Raymond Chandler. Yet Cook’s take on Strangers on a Train provides an invaluable glimpse into not only the beginnings of the project but also one writer’s early enduring contributions to it.


Cook’s treatment established many aspects of the film as we know it, including the basic shape of the story and the progression of the scenes from beginning to end; concentrating the action in Washington, DC, and the Northeast Corridor, as opposed to Highsmith’s sprawling southwestern odyssey; the antagonist’s signature gold tie pin (or, in Cook’s version, a gold tie chain spelling out “Bruno”); all the major elements of Bruno stalking Miriam and her “college boyfriends,” including her and her friends breaking out in song on the carousel and, later, such visual elements as the shadow of Miriam’s boat (astutely named The Pluto, the Roman god of the dead and the underworld) in the tunnel to “Magic Isle” being menacingly overtaken by the shadow of Bruno in his boat.


In his treatment, Cook paints the murder on the island in potent visual detail:


Bruno: Is your name Miriam?


Miriam: Yeah, who are you?


Gloved hands fly to her throat. Bruno’s head passes across Miriam’s face as they sway in a dance of death. Her head leans to one side, causing her glasses to fall, and as they drop on the ground, we get the faint impression of struggling feet beside them. Then, through one of the lenses, we see the elongated figures of Bruno and Miriam struggling. The figure of the girl falls forward toward us and the lens. 


Also in Cook’s own language directly from the treatment: “Then, a mass of hair drops into the picture beside the glasses. [Note: the spill of hair is an obviously Hitchcockian image.] Bruno’s hand comes into the scene and snatches the glasses.” Also front and center in Cook’s treatment is the enduring element of Bruno staring straight at Guy while the heads of all the other tennis-match spectators swivel back and forth during the game.


Although, as of his June 1950 treatment, Cook had not yet devised a convincing way of establishing Guy’s innocence in the finale, he had succeeded in departing radically from Highsmith’s novel and creating a template for further development, in addition to nailing most of the story beats and the bravura visual touches.


With Cook’s treatment, Hitchcock believed he had what he needed to prove the cinematic potential of Strangers on a Train to a marquee-name screenwriter who would also win Jack Warner’s approval. In the meantime, the treatment aroused such interest and curiosity on the Warner Bros. lot that Bill Cagney, producing partner and brother of tough-guy film icon James Cagney (enjoying a resurgence in popularity from his 1949 gangster hit White Heat), approached Jack Warner’s beloved older brother and studio executive Harry Warner about casting James Cagney in the role of Bruno’s abusive, working-class bully father, for whom Cook and Hitchcock originally envisioned several powerful, confrontational scenes.


With Hitchcock’s approval, Lew Wasserman sent Cook’s work to Thornton Wilder. By 1950, Wilder had spent the past few years alternating between Broadway stage productions of his one-act play The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden and writing new television plays, including Love and How to Cure It and The Long Christmas Dinner.


Hitchcock respected Wilder’s feeling for humanity and his brilliance for elevating everyday language to the level of philosophy and poetry, especially after the writer shared many personal reminiscences during meetings when preparing Shadow of a Doubt, the 1943 crown jewel project for which Wilder initially felt little enthusiasm beyond financial. But Hitchcock offered $10,000 (about $193,000 today) for five weeks’ work, a sum that would keep Wilder’s widowed mother and two sisters financially secure. Wilder eventually warmed up to Hitchcock and the project, so much so that in a May 26, 1942, letter to his sister Isabel (a novelist, biographer, and his agent) he wrote, “Work, work, work. But it’s really good. For hours Hitchcock and I with glowing eyes and excited laughter plot out how the information—the dreadful information [about Uncle Charlie’s homicidal nature]—is gradually revealed to the audience and the characters. And I will say that I’ve written some good scenes. And with that old Wilder poignance about family life going on behind it.”’ On June 11, 1942, Wilder assured his friend, forty-six-year-old stage actress Ruth Gordon, that he recommended Hitchcock cast her as “Emma Newton,” mother of the heroine in Shadow of a Doubt: “Honest, Ruthie, the [script] is good. At the end we descend to a little fee-fo-fi-fum [sic], but for the most part its [sic] honest suspense and poignancy and terror.”


On June 16, 1942, Wilder wrote his friend and associate Robert Maynard Hutchins about the “murder-script” that brought him to Hitchcock and Hollywood: “I wanted to make some more money for my dependents in the event of a long war. I came cynically, and what happened? I’m fascinated. Our work is very good. It’s not literature. But the wrestling with the sheer craft, the calculation in a mosaic of exposition, is bracing.”


Wilder agreed to complete his work on the Shadow of a Doubt script during a train trip from California to Miami, Florida, where he was set to report for Army basic training on June 27, 1942. The picture opened to excellent reviews on January 12, 1943, with Wilder (who received a “Special Thanks” credit) coming in for a fair share of the critics’ praise.


It’s small wonder that Hitchcock—who often cited Shadow of a Doubt as his favorite film—was so enthused about the prospect of reuniting with Wilder for Strangers on a Train. But it is intriguing to speculate on the deeper reasons why, beyond the writer’s extraordinary talent and their happy prior collaborative experience. It is well known that Hitchcock was a deep repository of show business gossip; he chose screenwriters as strategically as he did actors, particularly when he knew some secret personal idiosyncrasy or appetite of theirs. Hitchcock was aware of Wilder’s repressed attraction to men. It is also tempting to speculate whether Hitchcock also knew that Wilder, like Bruno Antony, seethed with animosity toward his wealthy, domineering father, Amos Parker Wilder, the editor, journalist, church deacon, and part owner of a Wisconsin newspaper. Each summer the young Wilder got sent off to local farms to perform intense physical labor, with the aim, according to Amos Wilder, of “ridding him of his peculiar gait and certain effeminate ways.” At age twenty-eight Wilder wrote to his older sibling Amos Niven Wilder about their father: “There are times when I feel his perpetual and repetitive monologue is trying to swamp my personality and I get an awful rage.”
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