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      ‘I’m a huge Highsmith fan. If there’s one book I wish I’d written, it’s The Talented Mr Ripley’ Sarah Waters

      ‘Ripley, amoral, hedonistic and charming, is a genuinely original creation. It is hard to imagine anyone interested in modern fiction who has not read the Ripley novels’ Daily Telegraph

      ‘Tom Ripley is one of the most interesting characters in world literature’ Anthony Minghella

      ‘The Ripley books are marvellously, insanely readable’ The Times

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

      ‘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

      ‘One of the greatest modernist writers’ Gore Vidal

      ‘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

      ‘By her hypnotic art Patricia Highsmith puts the suspense story into a toweringly high place in the hierarchy of fiction’ The Times

      ‘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

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

      ‘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

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

      ‘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

      ‘An atmosphere of nameless dread, of unspeakable foreboding, permeates every page of Patricia Highsmith, and there’s nothing quite like it’ Boston Globe
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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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      Thomas (‘Tom’) Ripley was introduced to the world sixty years ago, in December 1955, when the first of the novels chronicling his life and unusual ‘talent’ was published. His historical birth we can calculate as 1934.*

      It is pleasant to think of our anti-hero, now in his eighties, in Belle Ombre (Beautiful Shadow), his little chateau, surrounded by his beloved paintings (most beloved, of course, his authentic and Ripley-forged Derwatts), tinkling Bach on his harpsichord (not, alas, quite as well as Wanda Landowska) and ‘cultivating his garden’ – particularly his prize peonies and dahlias. Outdoors he is assisted by the horny-handed Henri. Indoors all is made smooth, and the table laden with haute cuisine, by the house-keeper, Mme Annette. Faithful retainers, both of them. Alongside Tom is his wife, the beautiful Heloise, heiress to her industrialist father’s ill-gotten millions. There are no offspring to vex the couple.

      It is less pleasant, perhaps, to imagine Monsieur Ripley killing any visitor who dares threaten the even tenor of his life. He has amassed an impressive body-count over the years (1955–1988) that the novels chronicle: a dozen or more victims. But Tom Ripley is not, as that number might suggest, a serial killer. Serial killers have what detectives call a ‘modus operandi’. They do the same thing over and over again – one of the principal reasons they are caught. Tom has no MO. His first victim, Dickie, he bashes to death with an oar. Others he garrottes, pushes over cliffs, drowns, or – like the tormented artist, Bernard Tufts, in Ripley Under Ground – drives to self-destruction. When forced, Tom will resort to the banal firearm or knife.

      Murder, Tom discovers, is a risky business, but ‘risks were what made the whole thing fun’. Ripley murders are, typically, passionless. He betrays little emotion during their commission except – tellingly – an occasional ‘mirth’. It recalls Shakespeare’s Puck: ‘what fools these mortals be’. Tom, we conclude, is a very puckish murderer. He is also curiously snobbish. He clubs Thomas Murchison (the most innocent and likeable of his victims) with a bottle of ‘good Margaux’. We are told that fact in several of the novels: always with the accompanying epithet ‘good’. What on earth does it matter whether the bottle that smashed Murchison’s skull contained a fine vintage or cat’s-piss plonk? It is almost as if Tom thinks the American tycoon ought to be flattered to have been dispatched from the world with such a well-chosen wine. Tom, we gather, does everything, even homicide, with style.

      Nemesis, poetic justice, ‘comeuppance’? They never happen to Mr Ripley. Remorse? Forget it. He exterminates his victims with as little moral concern as he sprays the carpenter ants threatening his exquisitely chosen antique furniture, or the aphids on his roses. His dozen murders serve two purposes: they keep him safe from the law and they maintain the income stream his refined lifestyle demands.

      They also serve a ‘higher’ purpose. Murder, proclaimed Highsmith, ‘is a kind of making love, a kind of possessing’. 

      Homicide fulfils Tom Ripley emotionally – it is for him what the act of love was for Casanova. Most would think this a quite grotesque proposition. But such is Highsmith’s seductiveness as a narrator that we go along with it – at least, while reading. Then, having closed the book, the spell is over and we feel uneasy. We have – thanks to Highsmith’s narrative mastery – become, somehow, complicit. Accomplices. It is a strange but fascinating aftertaste that Highsmith’s fiction leaves us with. Why, against all the facts presented to us, do we persist in ‘liking’ Ripley and ‘rejoice’ (Highsmith’s word) in his ingenious, last-minute escapes from the clutches of the law? Whatever the reason, we do.

      Highsmith has been well served by biography, and it makes painful reading.* Her life, we now know, was lifelong torment and confusion. Although American, she was constitutionally unable to live in that country as she found it ‘hollow’, and spent much of her adult life moving from place to place in Europe, not fitting in anywhere. The majority of her books are set in the US, but only a minute particle of the Ripley narrative takes place there – perhaps because she saw Ripley as an alter-ego. She was chronically unsure of her sexuality and incapable of lasting relationships. She embarked on the first of the Ripley series with throbbing toothache, racked by insomnia, on the rebound from her latest lesbian love affair. While writing the Ripliad, she was at constant odds with her mother who, divorced during pregnancy, had tried to abort the unwanted foetus by drinking turpentine: ‘It’s funny you like the smell of turpentine, Pat,’ her mother had once observed. Ever perverse, Highsmith claimed to find the aroma of the fluid erotic in later life. Her childhood was a ‘little hell’.

      The young Highsmith had been stunningly beautiful, something memorialised by the photographer Rolf Tietgens’s artistic studies of her naked form. In middle and later age (the years in which she wrote the Ripliad) she was wrecked by alcohol and spinal deformity. Ugly, in a word. She seems, at times, to have loathed the human race. Herself not least. She felt no kinship with ‘ordinary people’; snails, for which she had an idiosyncratic affection, meant more to her.

      It was only in writing, and pre-eminently in the creation of Tom Ripley, that Highsmith could achieve any integration of the chaos of her life. She would, one suspects, have agreed with Jeanette Winterson’s assertion: ‘Men never fired her imagination, except in her fiction, where her males, especially Tom Ripley, are versions of herself.’ ‘Versioning’ meant ‘making sense of’. On occasion she would sign letters to close friends as ‘Pat, alias Ripley’. 

      Ripley was not something over which she had the normal authorial control. He was something she had, almost unwittingly, loosed, like the genie from the bottle, and which now had control of her. ‘I often had the feeling,’ she said, ‘that Ripley was writing it and I was merely typing.’

      Highsmith gave careful thought to the titles of her novels, often changing them several times before publication. Two titles are particularly useful as keys to the five-volume Ripliad. The early sections of The Talented Mr Ripley harp on the titular word ‘talent’, stressing that Tom has it; Dickie, the would-be artist, and Marge, the would-be writer, haven’t. What, precisely, is Tom’s ‘talent’? We first encounter him living an underground life in New York, running a small-time mail scam. He doesn’t bother to cash many of the cheques his spurious income-tax letters yield. That isn’t what the scam is about. The point is that he is making fools of the suckers who make up the mass of the human race. ‘Playing’ them.

      For Ripley, life is a game – Ripley’s Game. His evasion of punishment is proof that he plays winningly: that he has superior talent. But Tom ‘plays’ both as a gamester and as an actor. ‘Impersonation’ – playing a part – is central in the commission of his major crimes. He ‘plays’ the part of Dickie Greenleaf, whom he has killed, in The Talented Mr Ripley, and of Derwatt, whom he has reincarnated, in Ripley Under Ground. He has a drawer full of false passports.

      The last novel in the sequence, Ripley Under Water, opens with the extended description of a computer game being played in a French bar. Two drinkers are competing. It’s a banal, pass-the-time bar activity. Enter a rival, the malign Pritchard, who thinks he can outplay Tom Ripley. Game on. The interplay that ensues is anything but banal and, as usual, ends with bodies. Game over.

      The one game Ripley does not enjoy is sex. His sexuality is one of the more teasing elements in the large design. As far as one can make out, he ends the first novel as virginally as he started it. He has killed but has never copulated: or even, it seems, been inclined to make love to either sex.

      When we encounter him, six years later, in Belle Ombre, he has, in the interval, married a svelte, ultra-Parisian wife. It is not (entirely) a mariage de convenance, nor (entirely) a mariage blanc. Intercourse between the Ripleys is ‘infrequent’, and unproductive of children. And Heloise’s family wealth supplements, conveniently, Tom’s income from various services for his criminal friend, Reeves Minot, in Hamburg, and his larcenous misappropriation of Dickie Greenleaf’s trust fund. His merchandising, through the London art world, of forged Derwatt pictures also brings in something. But Tom’s own earnings are insufficient for the bon viveur, connoisseur lifestyle he now, in his mid-thirties, must have. Would he have proposed had Heloise been penniless? The question answers itself.

      Every reader must wonder whether, au fond, Tom is – as his aunt and Marge (Dickie’s girlfriend) allege, and many episodes hint – ‘queer’. Mischievously, Highsmith tantalizes us in the most outrageous of the series, The Boy Who Followed Ripley. It is set in the 1980s, at the height of the Cold War (Highsmith’s handling of historical backdrop, one should note, is masterly in all the Ripley novels). Tom’s bedside reading, we are told in passing, is Christopher and his Kind (1976), that candid reminiscence of how Christopher Isherwood, W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender, great writers of the thirties, went to Berlin primarily to have sex with Junge – boys.

      Somewhat inexplicably Tom and his ‘boy’, Frank (a sixteen-year-old disciple, already a murderer), also take themselves off to Berlin where they hang out in the Glad Ass Bar. The name is not one of Highsmith’s happier inventions but we see what she is getting at. In the most surreal episode in the series Tom later dresses in drag to facilitate one of his necessary murders. Nonetheless at the end we find him returned to the delectable Heloise and, one presumes, their infrequent intercourse. He is, of course, still wearing the ring he took from dead Dickie’s hand, before disposing of his body. It has been on his finger much longer than his wedding ring.

      Highsmith is playing with the reader as a cat (her favourite animal) plays with a mouse. She knows what we’re thinking: is he? Isn’t he? Tom ‘might’ be gay, she once conceded. But she wasn’t sure. And if she didn’t know, how can we?

      Highsmith was an avid reader of books on psychology. Particularly influential on her fiction was Hervey M. Cleckley’s treatise, The Mask of Sanity (1941). It was Cleckley who first introduced to the general public the idea of the ‘psychopath’. Typically, Cleckley observed, psychopaths grew up in ‘non-family’ environments. Ripley’s parents, we recall, were drowned in Boston Bay and, as a young orphan, he was looked after by an aunt who disliked him as much as he hated her. From the age of eight, Highsmith herself fantasised about killing her stepfather; had Ripley not run away, aged seventeen, he would surely have killed his aunt. As Cleckley notes, psychopaths are, typically, charming, manipulative, narcissistic, self-seeking, ruthless, anti-social, and utterly conscienceless. They are usually male. And incurable. Tom Ripley fits the bill to a ‘T’.

      Highsmith is recognized as one of the artists who popularized Cleckley’s theories about psychopathy. Jim Thompson, author of The Killer Inside Me (1952) was another, as was Alfred Hitchcock when he made Robert Bloch’s novel Psycho (1959) into a film that captured the imagination of millions. But Ripley is not, Highsmith insisted, a ‘classic’ psychopath. She complicates the Cleckley template. Ripley, she argued, was not a deviant but merely more ‘rational’ than most of the human race. He does what we would all do, if we had the nerve. ‘A psychopath,’ she said, ‘is someone living more clearly.’ One hears echoes of Nietzsche’s Übermensch.*

      It is only very recently that popular crime narrative has fully taken on board what Highsmith pioneered with Tom Ripley. Consider, for example, the following scenario: if a doctor told you that you had only months to live, would you feel constrained by normal moral or legal rules in providing for the welfare of your loved ones, after your departure? Or would you do what you felt you had to do? This is the central plot hinge in Ripley’s Game. Also, of course, in Breaking Bad, currently the highest-rated TV series of all time. Is dying Jonathan Trevanny, who provides for his widow and child with a couple of contract killings, a psychopath? Or is he a good husband? Is dying Walter White, who aims to provide for his family after he’s gone by turning his talents to drug manufacture (and, where necessary, murder), a psychopath? And is there not part of us which, perversely, admires these bad men? Dexter Morgan – ‘Our Favourite Psychopath’, as the billboard advertisements for the TV series mischievously label him – is clearly another fictional offspring of Tom Ripley, our most favourite psychopath.

      Patricia Highsmith opened a new door for crime-based fiction with the creation of Tom Ripley. It has taken a long time to catch up with her but now, with a new generation of crime writers citing her as their inspiration, we can appreciate her extraordinary achievements and, for the more thoughtful reader, what masterworks can be produced out of an unutterably sad life.

       

      John Sutherland, 2015 
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      The Talented Mr Ripley, published in December 1955, set in early 1955, in New York, Italy and Greece

       

      Ripley Under Ground, published in June 1970, set in summer 1968, in France, London, Greece and Salzburg

       

      Ripley’s Game, published in March 1974, set in late 1968 and early 1969, in France, Hamburg and Munich

       

      The Boy Who Followed Ripley, published in April 1980, set in summer and early autumn 1978, in France and West Berlin

       

      Ripley Under Water, published in October 1991, set in summer and autumn 1988, in France and Tangier
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      Tom crept forward as silently as possible on his parquet floor, crossed the threshold of his bathroom, and paused and listened. 

      Zz-zzz – zz-zzz – zz-zzz. 

      The industrious little beasts were at it again, though Tom could still smell the Rentokill he had painstakingly injected into their exit holes, or whatever they were, that afternoon. The sawing went on and on, as if his efforts had been for nothing. He glanced at a folded pink hand towel below one of the wooden shelves and saw – already – a minuscule heap of fine, tan sawdust. 

      ‘Shut up!’ Tom said, and slammed the cabinet with the side of his fist. 

      They did shut up. Silence. Tom imagined the little bugheads with saws in their hands pausing, looking at each other with apprehension, but maybe nodding also as if to say, ‘We’ve had this before. It’s the “master” again, but he’ll be gone in a minute.’ Tom had had it before too: if he walked into his bathroom with a normal tread, not even thinking of carpenter ants, he could sometimes detect their diligent buzz before they detected him, yet one more step of his, or the turning on of a tap would shut them up for a few minutes. 

      Heloise thought he took it too seriously. ‘It will be years before they make the cabinet fall.’ 

      But Tom disliked the fact that he had been defeated by the ants, that they caused him to blow their dust off clean folded pyjamas when he took a pair off a shelf, that his purchase and application of a French product called Xylophene (fancy name for kerosene), and his consulting two encyclopaedias at the house had been futile. Camponotus gnaws galleries in wood and constructs its nest. See Campodea. Wingless, blind, but serpentine, fleeing light, lives under rocks. Tom couldn’t imagine his pests serpentine, and they were not living under rocks. He had made a special trip to Fontainebleau for good old Rentokill yesterday. Yes, yesterday he’d launched his Blitzkrieg, second attack today, and he was still defeated. Difficult of course to fire Rentokill upward, as one had to do, because the holes were on the underside of the shelves. 

      The zz-zz-zz resumed, just as the music of Swan Lake from the gramophone below stairs swung gracefully into another gear too, an elegant waltz as if to mock him, as the insects were doing. 

      All right, give it up, Tom told himself, for today anyway. But he had wanted today and yesterday to be constructive: he had cleaned out his desk, thrown papers away, swept the greenhouse, written business letters, one an important one to Jeff Constant at Jeff’s private address in London. Tom had been putting that letter off, but today he had written a letter which he asked Jeff to destroy at once: Tom advised absolutely no more pretended discoveries of Derwatt canvases or sketches, and Tom had asked rhetorically weren’t the profits from the still flourishing art materials company and the art school in Perugia sufficient? The Buckmaster Gallery, specifically Jeff Constant, a professional photographer but now a part owner of the Buckmaster Gallery along with Edmund Banbury, journalist, had been toying with the idea of selling more of Bernard Tufts’ failures, or not-so good imitations of Derwatt’s work. They had succeeded up to now in this, but Tom wanted it stopped for safety reasons. 

      Tom decided to take a walk, have a coffee at Georges’ and change his thoughts. It was only half past 9 p.m. Heloise was in the living room, talking away with her friend Noëlle in French. Noëlle, a married woman who lived in Paris, was staying the night, but without her husband. 

      ‘Succès, chéri?’ Heloise asked brightly, sitting up on the yellow sofa.

      Tom had to laugh, a little wryly. ‘Non!’ He went on in French. ‘I admit defeat. I am vanquished by carpenter ants!’ 

      ‘A-a-aaaaah,’ Noëlle groaned sympathetically, then laughter bubbled out of her.

      She was no doubt thinking about something else, dying to get back to her conversation with Heloise. Tom knew they were planning an Adventure Cruise in late September or early October together, maybe to the Antarctic, and they wanted Tom to come too. Noëlle’s husband had already firmly declined: business reasons. 

      ‘I’m going to take a little walk. Back in half an hour or so. Need any cigarettes?’ he asked both of them.

      ‘Ah, oui!’ said Heloise. She meant a pack of Marlboros.

      ‘I stopped!’ said Noëlle.

      For at least the third time that Tom could remember. Tom nodded, and went out the front door.

      Mme Annette had not closed the front gates as yet. He would do it on his return, Tom thought. He turned left and walked toward the centre of Villeperce. It was coolish, for mid-August. Roses bloomed in profusion in his neighbours’ front gardens, visible behind wire fences. Daylight Saving Time made it lighter than normal, but Tom suddenly wished he had brought a torch for the walk home. There were no proper sidewalks on this road. Tom breathed deeply. Think of Scarlatti tomorrow, of the harpsichord instead of carpenter ants. Think of taking Heloise to America in late October, maybe. It would be her second trip. She had loved New York, and found San Francisco beautiful. And the blue Pacific. 

      Yellowish lights had come on in some of the small houses in the village. There was Georges’ slanting red tabac talisman above the door, with a glow of light below it. 

      ‘Marie,’ Tom said with a nod as he walked in, greeting the proprietress who was just then slamming a beer down on the counter for a customer. This was a working-class bar, nearer to Tom’s house than the other bar in the village, and often more amusing. 

      ‘Monsieur Tome! Ca va?’ Marie tossed her curly black hair with a trace of coquetry, and her big mouth, bright with lipstick, gave Tom a reckless smile. She was fifty-five if she was a day. ‘Dis-donc!’ she yelled, plunging back into conversation with two male customers who were hunched over pastis at the counter. ‘That asshole – that asshole!’ she shouted as if to gain an ear by this word which was bandied about many times a day in the establishment. With no attention from the roaring men who were now talking simultaneously she continued, ‘That asshole spreads himself like a whore who takes on too much work! He deserves what he got!’ 

      Was she talking about Giscard, Tom wondered, or a local mason? ‘Café,’ Tom put in, when he got a split second of Marie’s attention, ‘and a packet of Marlboros!’ He knew Georges and Marie were pro-Chirac, the so-called Fascist. 

      ‘Eh, Marie!’ Georges boomed in baritone from Tom’s left, trying to quieten his wife down. Georges, a tub of a man with fat hands, was polishing stemmed glasses, putting them back daintily on the shelf to the right of the cash register. Behind Tom a noisy table football game was in progress: four adolescent boys whirled rods, and little lead men in lead shorts kicked a marble-sized ball as they spun backwards and forwards. Tom suddenly noticed, on his extreme left round the curve of the bar, a teenaged boy whom he had seen on the road near his house a few days ago. The boy had brown hair and wore a workman’s jacket of the usual French blue, blue jeans too, as Tom recalled. When Tom had first seen him – Tom had been opening his gates one afternoon for an expected visitor – the boy had moved from his position under a big chestnut tree across the road and walked off, away from Villeperce. Had he been casing Belle Ombre, watching the family’s habits? Another minor worry, Tom thought, like the carpenter ants. Think about something else. Tom stirred his coffee, sipped it, glanced at the boy again and found the boy looking at him. The boy at once lowered his eyes and picked up his beer glass. 

      ‘’Coutez, Monsieur Tome!’ Marie was leaning over the counter toward Tom, and she jerked a thumb toward the boy. ‘Américain,’ she whispered loudly over the awful racket of the juke box which had just started up. ‘Says he’s over here to work this summer. Ha-ha-haah!’ She laughed hoarsely, as if it were hilarious for an American to work, or maybe because she believed there wasn’t any work to be had in France, hence the unemployment. ‘Want to meet him?’ 

      ‘Merci, non. He works where?’ Tom asked.

      Marie shrugged, and picked up a cry for beer. ‘Oh, you know where to stick that!’ Marie yelled merrily at another customer as she pulled the beer tap. 

      Tom was thinking about Heloise and the possible American tour. They ought to go up to New England this time. Boston. The fish market there, Independence Hall, Milk Street and Bread Street. It was Tom’s native territory, even though he would hardly know it now, he supposed. Aunt Dottie, of the grudging $11.79 presents in the form of cheques in the old days, had died, leaving him $10,000, but not her stuffy little house there, which Tom would have liked. Tom could at least show Heloise the house in which he had grown up, show it from the outside. Tom supposed that Aunt Dottie’s sister’s kids had inherited the house, since Aunt Dottie had no children of her own. Tom put seven francs down on the bar top for his coffee and cigarettes, glanced at the boy in the blue jacket again and saw him paying too. Tom put out his cigarette, called ‘’Soir!’ to no one in particular and went out. 

      Now it was dark. Tom crossed the main road under the not very bright light of a street lamp, and entered the darker road on which his house sat a couple of hundred yards away. Tom’s road was almost straight, two-lane and paved, and Tom knew it well, but was glad of the approach of a car whose lights enabled him to see the left side of the road on which he was walking. As soon as the car had passed, Tom became aware of quick but soft steps behind him, and turned. 

      A figure had a flashlight. Tom saw blue jeans and tennis shoes. The boy from the bar.

      ‘Mr Ripley!’

      Tom tensed. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Good evening.’ The boy stopped, fiddled with the flashlight. ‘B-Billy Rollins, my name is. Since I’ve got a flashlight – maybe I can walk you home?’ 

      Tom vaguely saw a squarish face, dark eyes. He was shorter than Tom. His tone was polite. Was this going to be a mugging, or was he over-anxious tonight? Tom had only a couple of ten-franc notes on him, but he didn’t fancy a scuffle tonight either. ‘I’m all right, thanks. I live very near by.’ 

      ‘I know. Well – I’m going the same way.’

      Tom cast an apprehensive glance at the darkness ahead, then walked on. ‘American?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, sir.’ The boy was pointing his flashlight at a careful angle ahead, convenient for both of them, but his eyes were more on Tom than on the road. 

      Tom kept his distance from the boy, and his hands hung free for action. ‘You’re on vacation?’

      ‘In a way. Working a bit too. Gardener.’

      ‘Oh? Where?’

      ‘In Moret. Private house.’

      Tom wished another car would approach, so he might get a better look at the boy’s expression, because Tom sensed a tension that might be dangerous. ‘Where in Moret?’ 

      ‘Chez Madame Jeanne Boutin, seventy-eight Rue de Paris,’ the boy replied promptly. ‘She has a fairly big garden. Fruit trees. But mainly I do weeding – mowing.’ 

      Tom clenched his fists nervously. ‘You sleep in Moret?’

      ‘Yes. Madame Boutin has a little house in the garden. There’s a bed and a sink there. Cold water, but it’s all right in summer.’

      Now Tom was genuinely surprised. ‘Unusual for an American to choose the country instead of Paris. Where’re you from?’

      ‘New York.’

      ‘And how old are you?’

      ‘Going on nineteen.’

      Tom would have thought younger. ‘You’ve got working papers?’ Tom saw the boy smile for the first time. ‘No. Informal arrangement. Fifty francs a day, which is cheap, I know, so Madame Boutin lets me sleep there. She even invited me for lunch once. Of course I can buy bread and cheese and eat in the little house. Or in a café.’ 

      The boy wasn’t from the gutter, Tom could tell from the way he spoke, and from the way he pronounced Mme Boutin, he knew some French. ‘How long has this been going on?’ Tom asked in French. 

      ‘Cinq, six jours,’ the boy replied. His eyes were still on Tom.

      Tom was glad to see the big elm which slanted toward the road, which meant his house was some fifty paces farther. ‘What brought you to this part of France?’ 

      ‘Oh – maybe the forest of Fontainebleau. I like to walk in the woods. And it’s near Paris. I stayed in Paris a week – looking around.’ 

      Tom was walking more slowly. Why was the boy interested in him enough to know his house? ‘Let’s cross.’

      The beige gravel of Belle Ombre’s front court showed below the door light just a few yards away now. ‘How is it you knew where my house is?’ Tom asked, and sensed the boy’s embarrassment in the duck of his head, the twist of the torch’s light. ‘I saw you on the road here – two or three days ago, wasn’t it?’ 

      ‘Yes,’ Billy replied in a deeper voice. ‘I’d seen your name in the newspapers – in the States. I thought I’d like to see where you lived, since I was near Villeperce.’ 

      In the newspapers when, Tom wondered, and why? Tom knew he had a dossier, however. ‘You left a bike in the village here?’

      ‘No,’ said the boy.

      ‘How’re you getting back to Moret tonight?’

      ‘Oh, I hitchhike. Or I walk.’

      Seven kilometres. Why did anyone who slept in Moret come seven kilometres to Villeperce after 9 p.m. with no transportation? Tom saw a faint glow of light to the left of the trees: Mme Annette was still up, but in her own room. Tom’s hand was on one of his iron gates, which were not quite closed. ‘You’re welcome to come in for a beer, if you like.’ 

      The boy’s dark brows frowned a little, he bit his underlip and looked up dismally at Belle Ombre’s two front turrets, as if whether to come in were a big decision. ‘I —’ 

      His hesitation puzzled Tom still more. ‘My car’s right there. I can drive you to Moret.’ Indecision. Did the boy really work and sleep in Moret? 

      ‘All right. Thank you. I’ll come in for a minute,’ the boy said.

      They walked through the gates, and Tom closed them but did not lock them. The big key was in the lock on the inside. At night it was hidden at the foot of a rhododendron near the gate. 

      ‘My wife has a friend visiting tonight,’ Tom said, ‘but we can have a beer in the kitchen.’

      The front door was unlocked. One light was on in the living room, but Heloise and Noëlle had evidently gone upstairs. Often Noëlle sat up late talking with Heloise either in the guestroom or in Heloise’s room. 

      ‘Beer? Coffee?’

      ‘What a nice place!’ the boy said, looking around from where he stood. ‘Can you play the harpsichord?’

      Tom smiled. ‘Taking lessons – twice a week. Let’s go in the kitchen.’

      They went into the hall on the left. Tom put a light on in the kitchen, opened the fridge and took out a six-pack of Heineken.

      ‘Hungry?’ Tom asked, seeing the remains of their roastbeef on a platter under aluminium foil.

      ‘No, sir. Thank you.’

      Back in the living room, the boy looked at the painting ‘Man in Chair’ over the fireplace, then at the slightly smaller but genuine Derwatt called ‘The Red Chairs’ on the wall near the French windows. The boy’s glances had taken only seconds, but Tom had remarked them. Why the Derwatts and not the bigger Soutine, of striking reds and blues, which hung above the harpsichord? 

      Tom gestured toward his sofa.

      ‘I can’t sit there – in these Levi’s. They’re too dirty.’

      The sofa was covered in yellow satin. There were a couple of unupholstered straight chairs, but Tom said, ‘Let’s go up to my room.’ 

      They climbed the curving stairway, Tom carrying the beer pack and the opener. Noëlle’s room was open, a light on there, and Heloise’s door slightly open, and from Heloise’s room Tom heard voices, laughter. Tom went left toward his room, and put on the light. 

      ‘Take my chair. Wooden,’ Tom said, turning his desk chair, which had arms, toward the centre of the room. He opened two bottles.

      The boy’s eyes lingered on the square Wellington chest, its surface and brass corners and countersunken drawer pulls now as always polished to perfection by Mme Annette. The boy nodded with approval. He had a handsome face, a bit serious looking, a strong and beardless jaw. ‘It’s a nice life you have, isn’t it?’ 

      The tone might have been mocking or wistful. Had the boy looked up his dossier and labelled him a crook? ‘Why not?’ Tom handed him a beer bottle. ‘Forgot glasses, sorry.’ 

      ‘Would you mind if I washed my hands first?’ the boy asked with earnest politeness.

      ‘Certainly not. Right there.’ Tom put on his bathroom light.

      The boy bent at the basin, scrubbing away for nearly a minute. He had not shut the door. He returned smiling. He had smooth lips, strong teeth, straight dark brown hair. ‘That’s better. Hot water!’ He smiled at his own hands, then picked up his beer. ‘What’s that smell in there, turpentine? Do you paint?’ 

      Tom laughed a little. ‘I do sometimes, but today I was attacking carpenter ants in the shelves there.’ Tom did not want to talk about carpenter ants. When the boy had sat down – Tom was seated on another wooden chair – Tom asked, ‘How long do you intend to stay in France?’ 

      The boy appeared to think. ‘Maybe another month or so.’

      ‘Then you go back to college? Are you in college?’

      ‘Not yet. I’m not sure I want to go to college. I’ll have to decide.’ He shoved his fingers through his hair, pushing it toward the left side of his head. Some of his hair wanted to stand straight up on top. He seemed embarrassed by Tom’s inspection, and took a gulp of beer. 

      Now Tom noticed a small spot, a mole, on the boy’s right cheek. Tom said casually, ‘You’re welcome to take a hot shower. No trouble at all.’ 

      ‘Oh, no, thanks very much. Maybe I look grubby. But really I can wash in cold water. I do. Anybody can.’ The full young lips attempted a smile. The boy set his beer bottle on the floor, and caught sight of something in the waste-basket by his chair. He looked more closely. ‘Auberge Réserve des Quatre Pattes,’ Billy read from a discarded envelope. ‘Now that’s funny! You’ve been there?’ 

      ‘No. – They send me mimeographed letters now and then, asking for donations. Why?’

      ‘Because just this week I was walking in the woods somewhere – east of Moret on a dirt road, and I met a man and woman who asked me if I knew where this Auberge Réserve was, because it was supposed to be near Veneux les Sablons. These people said they’d been looking for it for a couple of hours. Said they’d sent money to it a couple of times and they wanted to see the place.’ 

      ‘They say in their bulletins they don’t welcome visitors, because they make the animals nervous. They try to find homes by post – then they write success stories about how happy the dog or cat is in his new home.’ Tom smiled, recalling the sentimentality of some of the stories. 

      ‘You’ve sent them money?’

      ‘Oh – thirty francs a couple of times.’

      ‘Where did you send it?’

      ‘They have a Paris address. Post box, I think.’

      Billy smiled now. ‘Wouldn’t it be funny if the place didn’t exist?’ 

      This possibility amused Tom too. ‘Yes. Just a charity racket. Why didn’t that occur to me?’ Tom opened two more beers.

      ‘May I look at this?’ asked Billy, meaning the envelope in the waste-basket.

      ‘Why not?’

      The boy fished out also the mimeographed pages that had come in the envelope. He glanced over them, and read out loud, ‘… “adorable little creature who deserves the paradisical home that providence has found her.” That’s a kitten. “And now to our doorstep has strayed an extremely thin brown and white terrier – fox – who is in need of penicillin and other protective injections…”’ The boy looked up at Tom. ‘I just wonder where their doorstep is? What if it’s a fraud?’ He pronounced fraud as if he relished the word. ‘If that place exists, I’m not too lazy to find it. I feel curious.’ 

      Tom watched him with interest. Billy – Rollins, was it? – had suddenly come alive.

      ‘Post Restante Box two hundred eighty-seven, eighteenth arrondissement,’ the boy read. ‘I wonder which post office in the eighteenth? Can I keep this, since you seem to be throwing it away?’ 

      The boy’s zeal impressed Tom. And what had given him, at such an early age, an enthusiasm for exposing frauds? ‘Of course, keep it.’ Tom reseated himself. ‘You’ve been the victim of fraud yourself, perhaps?’ 

      Billy laughed quickly, then looked as if he were reflecting on the past to see if he had been. ‘No, not really. Not out and out fraud.’ 

      Some kind of deception, perhaps, Tom thought, but decided not to pry further. ‘And wouldn’t it be amusing,’ Tom said, ‘to send these people a letter signed with a phony name saying we’re wise to you, making money on non-existent animals, so prepare yourself for a visit from the police at your – post box.’ 

      ‘We shouldn’t warn them, we should find out where they’re based and crash in. Just suppose it’s a couple of tough guys living in a fancy Paris apartment! We’d have to trail them – from the post box.’ 

      Just then Tom heard a knock at his door and got up.

      Heloise stood in the hall, in pyjamas and a pink seersucker robe. ‘Oh, you have someone with you, Tome! I thought the voices were your radio!’ 

      ‘An American I just met in the village. Billy —’ Tom turned, drawing Heloise by the hand. ‘My wife, Heloise.’

      ‘Billy Rollins. Enchanté, madame.’ Billy, on his feet made a small bow.

      Tom continued in French. ‘Billy is working in Moret as a gardener. He is from New York. – A good gardener, Billy?’ Tom smiled. 

      ‘My – intentions are good,’ Billy replied. He ducked his head, and again set his beer bottle carefully on the floor beside Tom’s desk. 

      ‘I hope you have a pleasant sojourn in France,’ Heloise said lightly, but her quick eyes had looked the boy over. ‘I just came to say good night, Tome, and tomorrow morning – Noëlle and I go to the antique shop at Le Pavé du Roi, then to Fontainebleau for lunch at l’Aigle Noir. Want to join us for lunch?’ 

      ‘I don’t think so, thank you, dear. Enjoy yourselves. I’ll see you both tomorrow morning before you leave, won’t I? – Good night, sleep well.’ He kissed Heloise on the cheek. ‘I’ll drive Billy home, so don’t be alarmed if you hear me come in later. I’ll lock the house when I go out.’ 

      Billy said he could catch a ride easily, he was sure, but Tom insisted on driving him. Tom wanted to see if the Moret house in the Rue de Paris existed. 

      In the car with Billy, Tom said, ‘Your family’s in New York? What does your father do, if that’s not an impertinent question.’

      ‘He’s – in electronics. They make measuring equipment. For measuring all kinds of things electronically. He’s one of the managers.’

      Tom sensed that Billy was lying. ‘You’re on good terms with your family?’

      ‘Oh, sure. They —’

      ‘They write to you?’

      ‘Oh, sure. They know where I am.’

      ‘And after France, where’re you going? Home?’

      A pause. ‘I might go to Italy. Not sure.’

      ‘Is this the right road? We turn here?’

      ‘No, the other way,’ the boy said just in time. ‘But it’s the right road, all right.’

      Then the boy indicated where Tom should stop, at a medium-sized, modest-looking house with windows all dark now, front garden bordered with a low white wall along the pavement, closed carriage gates to one side. 

      ‘My key,’ Billy said, fishing a rather long key from his inside jacket pocket. ‘I have to be quiet. I thank you very much, Mr Ripley.’ He opened the car door. 

      ‘Tell me what you find out about the animal home.’

      The boy smiled. ‘Yes, sir.’

      Tom watched him walk to the dark gates, shine the torch on the lock, then turn the key. Billy passed through, waved at Tom, then closed the gates. As Tom backed to turn the car, he saw the number 78 plainly visible on its blue official metal plaque beside the main door. Odd, Tom thought. Why should the boy want a boring job like this, even for a short time, unless he was hiding from something? But Billy didn’t look like a delinquent. The most likely thing, Tom thought, was that Billy had had a quarrel with his parents or suffered a disappointment with a girl, and had hopped on an aeroplane to try to forget it. Tom had the feeling the boy had plenty of money, and was in no need of garden work at fifty francs a day. 
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      Three days later, on a Friday, Tom and Heloise sat at the table in the alcove off the living room, breakfasting and looking over letters and newspapers that had arrived at 9.30. It was Tom’s second coffee, Mme Annette having brought the first to him, along with Heloise’s tea, at eight or so. A storm was blowing up, or brewing, creating an atmosphere of tension that had awakened Tom at eight, before Mme Annette’s arrival. It was now ominously dark, not a breeze stirred outside, and there were distant rumbles of thunder. 

      ‘A postcard from the Cleggs!’ Heloise exclaimed, discovering it under letters and a magazine. ‘Norway! They’re on their cruise. Remember, Tome? Look! Isn’t that beautiful?’ 

      Tom looked up from his International Herald Tribune, and took the postcard Heloise extended. It showed a white ship cruising up a fjord between very green mountains, with a few cottages nestling in a crease of the shore in the foreground. ‘Looks deep,’ Tom said, for some reason suddenly thinking of drowning. He was afraid of deep water, hated swimming or trying to, and often thought that somehow his end might be watery. 

      ‘Read the postcard,’ Heloise said.

      It was in English, signed by both Howard and Rosemary Clegg, their English neighbours who had a house about five kilometres away. ‘“Divinely restful cruise. We play Sibelius on the cassette to keep in the mood. Love from Rosemary. Wish you both were here in the midnight sunshine with us —”’ Tom paused as thunder cracked and rumbled like a determined dog. ‘We’re going to get it today,’ Tom said. ‘I hope the dahlias stand up.’ He had staked them all, however. 

      Heloise reached for the card which Tom handed back. ‘You’re so nervous, Tome. We have had storms before. I am glad it comes now and not tonight at six. I have to go to Papa’s, you know.’ 

      Tom knew. Chantilly. Heloise had a standing date with her parents for dinner on Friday nights, and usually she kept it. Sometimes Tom went and sometimes he didn’t. He preferred not to go, because her parents were stuffy and they bored him, not to mention that they had never cared much for him. Tom found it interesting that Heloise always said she had to go to ‘Papa’s’ instead of to her ‘parents”. Papa held the purse strings. Mama was considerably more generous by nature, but in case of a real crisis – if Tom stepped out of line in some way as had nearly happened in the Derwatt mess with Bernard and the American Murchison – Tom doubted if Mama would have much clout if Papa wanted to cut off Heloise’s allowance. The proper running and upkeep of Belle Ombre depended on Heloise’s allowance. Tom lit a cigarette, braced himself for the next shaft of lightning with a mixture of pleasure and anxiety, and thought of Jacques Plisson, Heloise’s father, a plump, pompous man with the strings of destiny in his hands (purse strings) which he held like a twentieth-century charioteer. A pity money had such power, yet of course it had. 

      ‘Monsieur Tome, encore du café?’ Mme Annette stood suddenly at Tom’s elbow with the silver pot that Tom noticed trembled ever so slightly. 

      ‘I’m all right, Madame Annette, but leave the pot, I may want some later.’

      ‘I’m going to check the windows,’ Mme Annette said, setting the pot on a mat in the centre of the table. ‘Such a darkness! This will be a storm!’ Her blue eyes under the Norman lids met Tom’s for an instant, then she bustled away toward the staircase. She had checked the windows once, Tom thought, maybe even closed some shutters, but to check them again pleased her. It pleased Tom too. He got up restlessly, went near the window where there was a bit more light, and looked at the People column on the back page of the Trib. Frank Sinatra was making another final appearance, this time in a forthcoming film. Sixteen-year-old Frank Pierson, favourite son of the late super-food tycoon John Pierson, had taken off from the family home in Maine, and the family was anxious after nearly three weeks with no word from him. Frank had been extremely upset by his father’s death in July. 

      Tom remembered a write-up of John Pierson’s death. Even the Sunday Times of London had given it a few inches. John Pierson had been a wheelchair case, something like George Wallace of Alabama, and for the same reason, someone had attempted to assassinate him. He had been enormously wealthy, not quite as wealthy as Howard Hughes, but still with a fortune that went into hundreds of millions gained by his food products, gourmet, health and diet foods. Tom had remembered the obituaries especially because it had not been determined whether he had committed suicide by pushing himself off a cliff on his estate or whether it had been an accident. John Pierson had been fond of watching the sunsets from a cliff, and had refused to have a handrail put up, because it would have spoiled the view. 

      Ka-a-rack! 

      Tom flinched from the French windows, and looked wide-eyed outside to see if his greenhouse’s glass windows were still intact. Now the wind came, rattling something down the tiles of the roof, Tom hoped nothing more than a twig. 

      Heloise was reading a magazine, indifferent to the elements.

      ‘Must get dressed,’ Tom said. ‘You haven’t a lunch date, have you?’

      ‘Non, chéri. I am not going out till five. You are always nervous about the wrong things. This house is very solid!’

      Tom managed to nod, but it seemed natural to be nervous with lightning striking all over the place. He took the Trib from the table and went upstairs, and showered and shaved, daydreaming. When was old Plisson going to die, die a natural death? Not that Tom and Heloise needed money, more money, not at all. But he was such a pain in the neck, classic, like the awful mother-in-law. Jacques Plisson was of course plumping for Chirac too. Dressed now, Tom opened the side window in his bedroom and got a gust of rain-filled wind in his face, which he breathed in because it was refreshing and exciting, but he closed the window at once. What a good smell, rain over dry land! Tom went to Heloise’s bedroom, and saw that the windows were closed. They hissed with the rain now. Mme Annette was just tucking the bedcover properly over the pillows on the double bed where he and Heloise had slept. 

      ‘All secure, Monsieur Tome,’ she said, patting a pillow, finished, straightening herself up. Her rather short, sturdy figure seemed charged with energy like that of a much younger person. She was in her late sixties, but she had many more years ahead of her, Tom thought, and the thought was comforting. 

      ‘I’m going to take a quick look at the garden,’ Tom said, and turned and left the room.

      He ran down the stairs, out the front door and around to the back lawn. His dahlia stakes and their strings were still holding. The Crimson Sunbursts nodded their heads crazily, but they weren’t going to be blown over, neither were the frizzy orange dahlias, Tom’s favourites. 

      Lightning broke out in the slate-coloured sky to the south-west, and Tom stood waiting for the thunder as the rain wet his face. It came with an arrogant, rending sound, hollow. 

      What if the boy he met the other night were Frank Pierson? Sixteen years old. That was certainly more like it than the nineteen the boy had told him. Maine, not New York. When old Pierson died, hadn’t there been a picture of the whole family in the IHT? There had been a picture of the father, anyway, whose face Tom realized he couldn’t at all remember. Or had that been in the Sunday Times? But the boy of three days ago he remembered better than he usually remembered people. The boy’s face was rather brooding and serious, and he didn’t smile easily. A firm mouth, and level dark eyebrows. And the mole on his right cheek, not large enough to show up in the average photograph, perhaps, but a mark. The boy had been not only polite, but cautious. 

      ‘Tome! – Come in!’ That was Heloise, shouting from the french windows. 

      Tom ran toward her.

      ‘Do you want to be hit by the lightning?’

      Tom wiped his desert boots on the doormat. ‘I’m not wet! I was thinking of something else!’

      ‘Of what? Dry your hair.’ She handed him a blue towel from the downstairs loo.

      ‘Roger’s coming this afternoon at three,’ Tom said, wiping his face. ‘Scarlatti for me. I must practise this morning and after lunch too.’ 

      Heloise smiled. In the rainlight, her blue-grey eyes showed lavender spoke-like radiations from their pupils, which Tom adored. Had she chosen a lavender-coloured dress especially for today, Tom wondered? Probably not, and it was merely a piece of aesthetic luck. 

      ‘I was just sitting down to practise myself,’ Heloise replied primly in English, ‘when I saw you standing on the lawn like an idiot.’ She went to the harpsichord and sat down, sat up straight and shook her hands – like a professional, Tom thought. 

      He went to the kitchen. Mme Annette was clearing out the cabinet above the sideboard to the right of the sink. She had a dust-rag in her hand, and was wiping one spice jar after another from her perch of a three-legged wooden stool. It was too early for lunch preparations, and she had probably postponed her shopping in the village to this afternoon, because of the rainstorm. 

      ‘Just want to have a look at the old newspapers,’ Tom said, stooping near the threshold of the next hall, which led to Mme Annette’s quarters on the right. The old newspapers were kept in a basket with a handle, the type of basket used for firewood. 

      ‘Something in particular, Monsieur Tome? May I help you?’

      ‘Thank you. – I’ll know in a minute. American newspapers I need. I think I can do it.’ Tom spoke absently as he riffled through July IHTs. Obituary page or the news, that was the question, but he had a recollection of the Pierson items being in an upper left column of a right-hand page, with a photograph. There were only ten or so IHTs to look at, the others having been discarded. Tom went up to his room. Here he found more IHTs, but none had the write-up of John Pierson. 

      Heloise’s Bach Invention sounded quite good from Tom’s room. Was he jealous? Tom wanted to laugh. Was his own Scarlatti not going to be as good (in the ears of Roger Lepetit, of course) as Heloise’s Bach this afternoon? Now Tom did laugh, put his hands on his hips, and looked at the little heap of newspapers on the floor with disappointment. Who’s Who, he thought, and crossed the hall to the other front, turreted room which was their library. Tom pulled the Who’s Who down, and found no entry for John Pierson. He tried Who’s Who in America, an older volume than the English, but still found nothing on John Pierson. Both his Who’s Whos were about five years old. And John Pierson might have been the type to refuse permission for an entry. 

      Heloise’s third performance of the Invention concluded with a delicately ringing Schlussakkord.

      Was the boy called Billy going to look him up again? Tom thought he would.

      Tom practised his Scarlatti after lunch. He could now practise with concentration for thirty minutes or more without taking a break in the garden, which was progress from the original fifteen-minute session of months ago. Roger Lepetit (anything but petit, a tall plump young man, a French Schubert, Tom thought, spectacles and curly hair) said that gardening was ruinous for a pianist’s or harpsichordist’s hands, but Tom preferred to compromise: he didn’t want to give up gardening, but he could perhaps leave the wrenching of milk-wort or whatever to their part-time gardener Henri. After all, he was not aiming to become a concert harpsichordist. All life was a compromise. 

      By 5.15, Roger Lepetit was saying, ‘This is legato here. You must make an effort with the harpsichord to achieve a legato —’ 

      The telephone rang.

      Tom had been trying to achieve the correct tension, the correct degree of relaxation to do the simple piece properly. He now took a deep breath and got up, excusing himself. Heloise was upstairs, dressing to go off to her parents’, having had her lesson. Tom picked up the downstairs telephone. 

      Heloise had already answered upstairs, and was talking in French. Tom recognized the voice of Billy, and interrupted.

      ‘Mr Ripley,’ Billy said. ‘I’ve been to Paris. You know – about the Auberge thing. Interesting – it was.’ The boy sounded shy.

      ‘You found out something?’

      ‘A little and – since it might amuse you, I thought – if you have a few minutes around seven tonight —’

      ‘Tonight is fine,’ said Tom.

      They hung up abruptly, before Tom had time to ask how the boy would get here. Well, he had gotten here before. Tom flexed his shoulders and went back to the harpsichord. He sat up straight. He fancied his next rendition of the Scarlatti piccola sonata was better. 

      Roger Lepetit pronounced it fluent. High praise.

      The rainstorm had exhausted itself by noon, and in late afternoon the garden shone bright and clean in unusually dustless sunlight. Heloise departed, saying she would be home by midnight or before. It was a drive of an hour and a half to Chantilly. She and her mother always talked after dinner, while her father retired no later than 10.30. 

      ‘The American boy you met is coming tonight at seven,’ Tom said. ‘Billy Rollins.’

      ‘Oh. Of the other night, yes.’

      ‘I’ll offer him something to eat. He might be here when you get back.’

      It was of no importance, and Heloise did not reply. ‘Bye-bye, Tome!’ she said, picking up her bouquet of long-stemmed shasta daisies with a single red peony, almost their last. Providently she wore a raincoat over her skirt and blouse. 

      Tom was listening to the seven o’clock news, when the outside gate bell rang. Tom had told Mme Annette he was expecting a caller at seven, and Tom intercepted her in the living room and said he would let his friend in himself. 

      Billy Rollins was walking across the gravelled stretch between the gates, which had been open, and the front door. Now he wore grey flannel trousers, a shirt and jacket. He carried something flat in a plastic bag under his arm. 

      ‘Evening, Mr Ripley,’ he said, smiling.

      ‘Evening. Come in. How did you get here – so punctually?’

      ‘Taxi. Blowing it today,’ said the boy, wiping his shoes on the doormat. ‘This is for you.’

      Tom opened the plastic bag and pulled out a record of Schubert’s Lieder sung by Fischer-Dieskau, a new recording of which Tom had recently heard. ‘Thank you very much. Just what I wanted, as they say. But I mean it, Billy.’ 

      The boy’s clothes looked immaculate, in contrast to the other evening. Mme Annette entered to ask what they wished. Tom introduced them. 

      ‘Sit down, Billy. A beer or something else?’

      Billy sat down on the sofa. Mme Annette went to fetch beer to be added to the bar cart’s offerings.

      ‘My wife went to visit her parents,’ Tom said. ‘It’s a usual Friday evening date with her.’

      Tonight Mme Annette was attempting Tom’s gin and tonic, with a slice of lemon. The more work Mme Annette had, the happier she was, and Tom had no complaint about the drinks she made for him. 

      ‘You had a harpsichord lesson today?’ Billy had noticed the music books on the open harpsichord.

      Tom said yes, Scarlatti, and for his wife a Bach Invention. ‘Much more fun than playing bridge in the afternoon.’ Tom was grateful that Billy did not suggest that he play something. ‘Now your Paris trip – our four-footed friends.’ 

      ‘Yes,’ said Billy, tilting his head back as if he were thinking carefully before beginning. ‘I spent Wednesday morning making sure the Auberge really didn’t exist. I asked in a café, also at a garage which said they’d had a couple of people asking too – and I even asked the police in Veneux. They said they’d never heard of it, and they couldn’t find it on a detailed map. Then I asked at a big hotel there, and they’d never heard of it.’ 

      Tom knew, the Hotel Grand Veneux, probably, a name which had always made Tom think of ‘the big venery’, suggesting a huge letch of some kind. Tom winced at his own thoughts. ‘You were pretty busy Wednesday morning, it seems.’ 

      ‘Yes, and of course I worked Wednesday afternoon, because I do put in five or six hours a day for Madame Boutin.’ He took a gulp of beer from his glass. ‘Then Thursday yesterday I went to Paris, to the eighteenth arrondissement starting with Les Abbesses metro stop. Then Place Pigalle. I went to their post offices and asked about box two hundred and eighty-seven. That was not information for the public, they said. I asked the name of the person who was collecting, you see.’ Billy smiled a little. ‘I was in my work clothes, and I said I wanted to give ten francs to an animal fund, and wasn’t that box number an animal fund. You’d have thought I was a crook, the way they looked at me!’ 

      ‘But do you think you asked at the right post office?’

      ‘I couldn’t tell, because all the post offices in the eighteenth – or four of them – refused to say if they had a box two eighty-seven. So I did the next best thing – the logical thing, I thought,’ Billy said, looking at Tom as if he expected him to guess what he had done. 

      Tom couldn’t, at the moment. ‘What?’

      ‘I bought some paper and a stamp, went to the next café and wrote a letter to the Auberge saying, “Dear Auberge et cetera, your mimeographed establishment does not exist. I am one of the many duped – trompés, you know —”’ 

      Tom nodded appreciatively.

      ‘“— and I have allied myself with other well-meaning friends of your charitable – fraud. Therefore be prepared for an invasion by the legal authorities.”’ Billy sat forward, and there seemed to be a struggle going on in his face or mind, between amusement and righteous indignation. His cheeks had pinkened, he smiled and frowned at the same time. ‘I said their post box would be watched.’ 

      ‘Excellent,’ said Tom. ‘I hope they’re squirming.’

      ‘I did hang around one promising post office, hoping. – I said to a girl behind the window, how often do they come to collect? She wouldn’t tell me. That’s typically French, of course. Not that she was trying to protect anybody necessarily.’ 

      Tom knew. ‘How is it you know so much about the French? And you speak a pretty good French too, don’t you?’

      ‘Oh – we had it in school, of course. Then – a couple of years ago I – my family spent a summer in France. Down south.’

      Tom had the feeling the boy had been brought several times to France, maybe starting at the early age of five. No one learned decent French in an ordinary American high school. Tom opened another Heineken at the bar cart and brought it to the coffee table. He had decided to plunge in. ‘Did you read about the death of the American John Pierson – about a month ago?’ 

      Surprise showed in the boy’s eyes for an instant, then he seemed to be trying to remember. ‘I think I heard something – somewhere.’

      Tom waited, then said, ‘One of the two boys in the family disappeared. The one called Frank. The family’s worried.’

      ‘Oh? – I didn’t know.’

      Had the boy’s face gone paler? ‘It just occurred to me – he might be you,’ Tom said.

      ‘Me?’ The boy sat forward, beer glass in hand, and his eyes left Tom and fixed on the fireplace. ‘I wouldn’t be working as a gardener, I think, if —’ 

      Tom let some fifteen seconds pass. Nothing more came from the boy. ‘Shall we try your record? How did you know I liked Fischer-Dieskau? From the harpsichord?’ Tom laughed. He switched on the hi-fi controls, which were on a shelf to the left of the fireplace. 

      The piano began, then Fischer-Dieskau’s light baritone came in, singing in German. Tom felt instantly more alive, happier, then he smiled, thinking of an awful deep baritone he had happened to catch on his transistor only last evening, a groaning Englishman singing in English and making Tom think of a dying water buffalo, maybe lying in mud with its feet in the air, though the words had been about a dainty Cornish maiden he had loved and lost years ago, a good many years ago, judging from the maturity of the voice. Tom suddenly laughed out loud, and realized that he was unusually tense. 

      ‘What’s funny?’ asked the boy.

      ‘I was thinking of a title I made up for a Lied. “My soul has not been the same since Thursday afternoon, when on opening a book of Goethe’s poems, I discovered an old laundry list.” It goes better in German. “Seit Donnerstag nachmittag ist meine Seele nicht dieselbe, denn ich fand beim Durchblättern eines Bandes von Goethegedichten eine alte Wäscheliste.”’ 

      The boy was laughing too – with the same kind of tension? He shook his head. ‘I don’t understand many German words. But it’s funny. Souls! Ha!’ 

      The lovely music continued, and Tom lit a Gauloise and walked slowly about the living room, wondering how he should proceed. Really force it and ask to see the boy’s passport, ask to see something – such as a letter addressed to him – by way of settling the matter? 

      At the end of a song, the boy said, ‘I don’t think I want to listen to the whole side, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘Of course not.’ Tom switched the machine off. He put the record back into its sleeve.

      ‘You were asking me – about the man called Pierson.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What if I were to say —’ The boy’s voice sank low, as if someone else in the room or maybe Mme Annette in the kitchen might be listening. ‘— I’m his son who ran away?’ 

      ‘Oh,’ Tom said calmly, ‘I would say that’s your business. If you wanted to come to Europe – incognito – it’s been done before.’

      The boy’s face looked relieved, a corner of his mouth twitched. But he kept silent, rolling his half-full glass between his palms. 

      ‘Except that the family is worried, it seems,’ Tom said.

      Mme Annette came in. ‘Excuse me, Monsieur Tome, will there be —’

      ‘Yes, I think so,’ said Tom, because Mme Annette had been about to ask if there would be two for dinner. ‘You can stay for a bite, can’t you, Billy?’ 

      ‘Yes, I’d like to. Thank you.’

      Mme Annette smiled at the boy, more with her eyes than her lips. She liked guests, liked making them happy. ‘About fifteen minutes, Monsieur Tome?’ 

      When Mme Annette left the living room, the boy squirmed to the edge of the sofa and asked, ‘Can we take a look at your garden before it gets dark?’ 

      Tom stood up. They went out through the French windows, down the few steps to grass level. The sun was sinking in the left corner of the horizon, glowing orange and pink through the pine trees. Tom sensed that the boy wanted to get farther away from Mme Annette’s ears, but for the moment he was taken by the scenery. 

      ‘Now this has some quality – as a layout. Nice – but not too formal.’

      ‘I can’t take credit for the design. It was here. I just try to maintain it.’

      The boy bent to look at some London Pride (not blooming now), and he knew it by name to Tom’s surprise. Then he turned his attention to the greenhouse. 

      Here were multi-coloured leaves, blossoms, plants ready to be given away to friends, all in proper dampness and rich soil. The boy inhaled as if he loved it. Was this really the son of John Pierson, raised in luxury to take over the business reins – unless that was the older son’s duty? Why didn’t he talk now, in the privacy of the greenhouse? But the boy kept peering at pots, and touched one plant gently with a fingertip. 

      ‘Let’s go back,’ Tom said, a bit impatient.

      ‘Yes, sir.’ The boy straightened as if he had done something wrong, and followed Tom out.

      What kind of school demanded ‘Yes, sir’ these days? A military school?

      They had dinner in the alcove off the living room. The main dish was chicken with dumplings, the dumplings laid on after the boy’s telephone call this afternoon, at Tom’s request. Tom had taught Mme Annette how to make dumplings in the American style. The boy ate well and seemed to enjoy the Montrachet also. He asked polite questions about Heloise, where did her parents live, and what were they like? Tom restrained himself from giving his real opinion of the Plissons, especially the father. 

      ‘Does your – does Madame Annette speak English?’

      Tom smiled. ‘She doesn’t even say “Good morning.” Doesn’t like English, I think. Why?’

      The boy moistened his lips and leaned forward. More than a metre of table still separated them. ‘What if I were to tell you that I am the – the person you were speaking of – Frank.’ 

      ‘Yes, you asked that before,’ Tom said, realizing that Frank was feeling what he had drunk. All to the good! ‘You’re here – just to get away from home for a while?’ 

      ‘Yes,’ Frank said in an earnest way. ‘You won’t give me away, will you? I hope not.’ He was almost whispering, trying to look at Tom steadily, but his eyes swam a little. 

      ‘Certainly not. You can trust me. You probably had your own reasons —’

      ‘Yes. I would like to be somebody else,’ the boy interrupted, ‘for maybe —’ He stopped. ‘I was sorry to run off the way I did, but – but —’ 

      Tom listened, sensing that Frank was coming out with only part of the truth, and might not come out with much more tonight. Tom felt grateful for the power of vino and its veritas. There was a limit to how much one could lie with it, at least someone as young as Frank Pierson. ‘Tell me about your family. Isn’t there a John Junior?’ 
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