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      ‘One of her best novels… Edith's Diary is certainly one of the saddest novels I ever read, but it is also one of the mere twenty or so that I would say were perfect, unimprovable masterpieces… 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

      ‘Edith’s Diary is as original, as funny, as cleverly written and as moving as any novel I have read since I started reviewing’ AUBERON WAUGH, EVENING STANDARD

      ‘A novel the suspense of which is sane and grounded, alive with an understanding which is altogether without condescension’ SUNDAY TIMES

      ‘With Edith’s Diary, Patricia Highsmith has produced a masterpiece’ TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT

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

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

      ‘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

      ‘Highsmith should be considered an essential postwar writer who captured the neurotic apprehensions of her times’ 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

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

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

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

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

      ‘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
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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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      If great writers had an oath it would begin: First, do not lie.

      Fiction performs many roles in our lives. Some reading does nothing more than keep our eyes busy on a dull train commute. Some reading is cheering and lets us believe, however fleetingly, that life has a narrative arc. The world makes sense, or will, by the time we get to page 343. Some writing lets us identify with characters who are slim, successful and likeable. But truly exceptional writing – writing with a ringing resonance that the reader can feel in their chest long after the book is shut – touches on truth. It does not flinch from the gorgeous-hideous facts of the human experience. Regardless of genre or form, it is touching on truth that gives writing real weight and profundity. Patricia Highsmith is a great writer. Her truths are not always comfortable. They’re not easy to own, but we know them when we read them. We might flinch at what she points out, but we can’t deny it. Truth not only makes fiction more believable, it is what makes reading potentially life-changing.

      Lesser writers with Highsmith’s insight might shoe-horn their observations into an implausibly articulate character’s mouth. For Highsmith the story was the thing. She embeds her truths so deeply into the narrative that the reader can often feel them as a realization that they themselves have arrived at. From the comforting lies we tell about our lives in Edith’s Diary, the nescient murderer in all of us in The Tremor of Forgery, to the prurience of the crime reader in The Blunderer, she lets the world unfold gently and envelop us.

      Highsmith does try to lie, sometimes. Occasionally she dissembles or spins for the sake of pace or narrative completeness, but she cannot bring herself to lie about the heart of things. Andrew Wilson’s excellent biography Beautiful Shadow: A life of Patricia Highsmith quotes Wim Wenders, then trying to secure the film rights to The Tremor of Forgery. He said, ‘Her novels are really all about truth, in a more existential way than just “right or wrong”. They are about little lies that lead to big disasters.’

      Wilson gives a very clear sense of how this inability or unwillingness to lie haunted and shaped Highsmith’s own life. She believed in personal honesty, relentlessly expressing how she felt at any given time, whatever the consequences. In one incident, awkwardly hosting a dinner party of people she barely knew, her girlfriend at the time recalled, ‘She deliberately leaned towards the candle on the table and set fire to her hair. People didn’t know what to do as it was a very hostile act and the smell of singeing filled the room.’ She found it hard to keep friends. You might not want to go on a long motoring holiday with Highsmith but you should read her.

      Possibly because of her misanthropy, she remained a literary outsider all of her life. She was awarded many prizes, was short-listed for the Nobel Prize for Literature, and participated in juries and festivals, but after seeing Susan Sontag speak in Paris she noted in her diary that she shared Sontag’s belief that she ‘did not belong to any group of writers nor would care to’. It is possibly this isolation that gave her such insight. The closer one is to the centre of a consensus, the more coloured one’s assessment of reality is by it. Communists see a world full of collaborators and anti-communists. The fervently religious see angels and demons everywhere. Highsmith was never at the centre of any consensus but her own. Like a depressive, she sees the world in a bright light and through a clean lens. Worse, one feels, she must have often seen herself that way.

      In The Blunderer, an unhappily married man, Walter Stackhouse, becomes obsessed with the true-crime story of a man he suspects of killing his wife. Who among us hasn’t become slightly fixated on a true-crime mystery at some point? Who hasn’t speculated about what really happened in a famous case? Whole TV channels and magazine genres are built around the impulse to imagine solutions to real-life crimes. Yet a pall of shame hangs around this prurient interest. Often we disguise it as outrage, disgust or a thirst for justice. In The Blunderer Highsmith doesn’t allow us the luxury of that lie. Instead she looks it dead in the eye. She captures that queasy sense of baffled fascination, the thrill at a new development in the case, the weird desire to visit the sites, read more, see pictures. And then she takes it further: Stackhouse’s interest in the story implicates him in a suspicious death. And then she takes it further still: everyone in Stackhouse’s life, from his love life, to his neighbours, to his work, finds out about his shameful interest in the story, compounding the suspicion hanging over him. She brings Stackhouse and the man whose murderous career he has been following together. ‘You are my guilt,’ Stackhouse tells him. What she is really talking about is the relationship between the reader and the author of such tales. The ending, dramatic as it is, perfectly sums up the theme of guilt, transferred and owned.

      In The Tremor of Forgery, a writer, Howard Ingham, is exiled in Tunisia, waiting for a writing partner to arrive. Graham Greene called this her best novel, saying, rather pompously, ‘If I were to be asked what it is about I would reply “apprehension”.’ Ingham waits and waits, hearing about major developments in his life through delayed letters and three-day-old newspapers. The exhausting tension of his off-stage life makes Ingham, and us, the reader, turn to the details of his present circumstances for succour, leading Ingham to commit an appalling act that fundamentally changes him. She examines how the beliefs we hold dear about ourselves are not innate qualities but contextual and cultural. Ingham’s personal morality slowly melts into the worst of Tunisia. She doesn’t allow us just to observe this, blame him and walk away though. She creates a foil in the playfully named ‘Francis J. Adams’, a pro-American propagandist for ‘Our Way of Life’ or ‘OWL’, who acts as an external conscience with just enough sanctimonious bile to spoil Ingham’s delicious slide.

      Ripley, much filmed and imitated, is her most famous creation. But if you really want to wonder at Highsmith you have to read off-road. My own gateway drug for her writing was Edith’s Diary. Patrick Millikin, bookseller at The Poisoned Pen, the world-famous crime and mystery bookshop in Scottsdale, Arizona, pressed it into my hand.

      An inveterate diary keeper herself, Highsmith gently explores so many unpalatable truths in this book that it can leave an uncomfortable mental residue. Edith’s Diary is not just about the fictions involved in diary-writing, it is about the fictions inherent in being part of a family. Universal is the hope that the people we love deeply are not, in fact, total arseholes. Just as universal is the knowledge that sometimes they are. In Highsmith’s hands blind mother-love becomes an analogy for all those self-lies we cherish about our politics, about our values, about ourselves. Again, what sets the book high above others is not just her acerbic observations, not even her spare, taut style, but the framing of these universal truths within a pacy narrative full of apprehension and dread. Edgar Allan Poe was one of her literary heroes. If he had lived after her, Highsmith would certainly have been one of his.

      Highsmith has been accused of misogyny or, more kindly, of having a conflicted attitude to her own gender. She responded to the allegation by publishing a book of brutal, satirical short stories, Little Tales of Misogyny. Arguably, she was an equal-opportunities misanthropist. It does highlight the nonsensical notion that there are men or women, somewhere, who are in no way conflicted about their gender roles. That somewhere, somehow, there are men and women who are not always secretly wondering what the hell role they’re supposed to be embodying and whether they measure up. Highsmith has to be judged in the context of her time. Gay men and women of that generation inhabited lives constrained in ways that most of us can barely conceive of now. But in The Price of Salt (later published as Carol), which was first issued under a pseudonym, Highsmith had the audacity to write a tender love story between two women, with a happy ending. It was outrageous at the time. A more acceptable ending for lesbian narratives would have the gay character either die, marry a man or end up committed to a mental hospital. People like Highsmith came out in a deeply hostile world and it must have cost for them personally. We should honour that struggle by seeing their courage in context, because the beneficiaries are our own sons and daughters.

      Her famously pared-down style has been imitated often, sometimes in a rather poor, mannered fashion. With Highsmith it is all purpose. She does not want the writing to intervene between the story and the reader. She said, ‘The real joy of the writer – or any other artist – is amusing people.’ And elaborate writing is like watching a child do the splits over and over again: you may be acutely aware that not everyone can do the splits, but that doesn’t make it any more entertaining to watch.

      Highsmith’s writing won’t make you feel that everything will be all right in the end. It won’t make you feel taller or thinner or smarter. She won’t just keep your eyes busy for a commute, but she might prompt you to walk out of that job you hate. Her books will thrill you with the truth of things. Her books will make you reckless.

       

      Denise Mina, 2015 
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      Edith had left her diary among the last things to pack, mainly because she didn’t know where to put it. In a crate among the blankets and sheets? In one of her own suitcases? Now it lay naked, thick and dark brown, on an otherwise clear coffee table in the living room. The moving men weren’t coming till tomorrow morning. The walls were stripped of pictures, the book-cases of books, and the rugs had been rolled up. Edith had been sweeping sporadically, amazed at how much dust could stay under things, even with a good cleaning woman like Priscilla, who had been helping Edith this morning. Now it was nearly 5 p.m. Brett should be back soon. He’d telephoned an hour ago, saying he wouldn’t be back as soon as he’d thought, because he hadn’t been able to find the right drill for his Black and Decker and was going to try Bloomingdale’s.

      And now, Edith thought, today, this evening, was the last evening and night the Howland family would spend on Grove Street. They were moving tomorrow morning to Brunswick Corner, Pennsylvania, into a two-story house surrounded by a lawn with two willows in front and a couple of elms and apple trees on the back lawn. That was worth an entry in her diary, Edith thought, and she realized she hadn’t even noted the day when she and Brett and Cliffie had found the Brunswick Corner house. They’d been looking for some time, maybe six months. Brett was in favor of the move, with Cliffie ten years old now. A country environment would be a blessed thing for a child, something he deserved, space to ride a bicycle, a chance to see what America really was, or at least where the same families had been for more generations than most families had been in New York. Or was that true? Edith thought for a few seconds and decided that it wasn’t necessarily true.

      ‘Cliffie?’ Edith called. ‘Have you got those drawers emptied yet?’ A long wait as usual before he answered.

      ‘Yes.’

      His tone was feeble. Edith knew he hadn’t emptied the chest of drawers, though he had said he wanted to do it himself, so she went into his room – whose door was open – and with a cheerful air began to do it for him. Cliffie was upset about the move, Edith knew, though he’d seen the house and loved it and in a way was looking forward.

      ‘Can’t get much done if you sit reading comic books,’ Edith said.

      She knew from his wide, dreamy eyes that he wasn’t even reading, simply trying to lose himself in the fantasy world of talking animals, spacemen, or whatever it was.

      ‘There’s no hurry, is there?’ Cliffie asked, hitching himself back on his bed. He wore Levis and a T-shirt which had University of California printed on it.

      ‘No, darling, but we may as well do as much as we can today, because there’ll be odds and ends tomorrow morning, and the moving men are coming at eight, you know.’

      Cliffie didn’t answer, didn’t move, and Edith went on loading a crate with Cliffie’s sweaters, folding them carelessly, dropping them. Then his pajamas, then shirts.

      ‘You ought to be happy, Cliffie. Aren’t you happy, going to live in a real house – with land – all your own?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘Didn’t any of your friends say —’ Edith tried to shake out a crumpled shirt from a bottom drawer and found that it was hopelessly stuck. With glue, apparently. Plainly it was tan-colored glue, couldn’t be anything else. ‘What happened to this?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Cliffie stuck his hands in the front pockets of his Levis and walked from the room, head hanging.

      Edith straightened and smiled. ‘It’s not so serious, Cliffie. Let’s be cheerful! We’re going to the Chinese restaurant tonight!’

      It was a good white shirt, however, and otherwise clean. Had Cliffie done it deliberately? What took out glue? Hot water? Edith dropped it into the crate-in-progress, and went on with her work.

      ‘Cliffie? Is Mildew all right?’ Her voice sounded sharp in the rugless apartment.

      ‘Yes,’ said Cliffie in the same toneless way.

      Edith had last seen the cat sitting on the radiator cover in the living room, gazing out the window as if taking a last look at her three-story view of Grove Street. To make sure, Edith went into the living room, and saw Mildew on the floor by the sofa, her paws tucked in. Not a usual place for Mildew.

      ‘Mildew,’ Edith said softly, ‘you’re going to a much nicer house!’ She touched the top of Mildew’s head. The cat purred, half-asleep.

      Mildew was a little over a year old. Edith and Brett had acquired her from the local grocery store, which hadn’t been able to find a home for her. They’d named her Mildred, but Cliffie had arrived at Mildew, which they called her more often than Mildred. She reminded Edith of the cats in Hogarth’s paintings with her white breast and feet, the rest of her brindle with a patch or two of black. A hearth-loving cat, Edith thought, and in Brunswick Corner she’d have a real hearth.

      Cliffie at that moment was gazing out the window of his parents’ bedroom. He realized that his heart was beating faster. The move was real, not something he had imagined, otherwise the carpets wouldn’t be up, the refrigerator wouldn’t be nearly empty. Cliffie often imagined much more violent things, like a bomb going off under their apartment building, even under all of New York, the whole city going up sky-high with no survivors. But suddenly this, their moving to another state, was somehow like a real bomb going off under his own feet. He looked around the neatly stripped bedroom, noticed the small leatherbound travel clock on his parents’ night-table, and at once thought of hurling it out the window. Cliffie imagined it hitting the pavement, maybe not breaking because of its leather cover, and imagined a stranger – delighted at having found something valuable – picking it up and pocketing it quickly, before anyone could notice him. Cliffie felt like breaking something, felt like hitting back at his parents.

      Edith’s big diary finally went between the second and third folded sheets in one of the crates. She must record this day, and tomorrow, right away in Pennsylvania, she thought, no matter how busy she was in the new house. She was rather glad she hadn’t filled the diary with trivia all these years, because it meant that more than half the diary was still empty. The diary had been a present when she was twenty, still at Bryn Mawr, given her by a man called Rudolf Mallikin, who’d been about thirty (to her an older man), and she remembered with a slight embarrassment that she’d asked him for a Bible – when he’d said, around Christmas time, that he wanted to give her something nice, something she really wanted. That had been Edith’s metaphysical period, Jakob Boehme, Swedenborg, Mary Baker Eddy and all that. Not that she hadn’t a Bible, in a way, in her family’s bookshelf, but she had wanted a nice leatherbound one all her own. But since Rudolf’s objective had been to get her to go to bed with him, he had declared with a laugh that he simply couldn’t give her a Bible, anything else but that, a fact which Edith later understood. So he had found a beautiful blank book, not even lines in it, so that she could make little sketches or draw maps, if she wished. Its brown leather was grainy and tooled with a gold Florentine design. The gold had flaked off to a great extent, but Edith had kept the leather oiled, and considering it was fifteen years old, the book showed only moderate signs of wear. To Edith it looked more handsome now than when it was new. She kept the diary always among her own things, her typewriter paper, dictionary, World Almanac, if she had a spare room to work in, as she had had here in Grove Street, or at least among her own things if she had to work in a corner of the living room. But Brett wasn’t the type to pry, that was one of the nice things about him, and as for Cliff, Edith simply couldn’t imagine him being interested in her diary.

      And – Edith smiled to herself as she tackled more of Cliffie’s possessions – she seldom looked back at what she’d written in her diary. It was simply there, and an entry helped her sometimes to organize and analyse her life-in-progress. She remembered she had opened the diary at random about a year ago, and had winced at something written when she was twenty-two. The more recent entries were apt to be about moods and thoughts. Such as one she remembered quite well written at least eight years ago:

      ‘Isn’t it safer, even wiser, to believe that life has no meaning at all?’

      She’d felt better after getting that down on paper. Such an attitude wasn’t phony armor, she thought, it was a fact that life had no meaning. One simply went on and on, worked on, and did one’s best. The joy of life was in movement, in action itself.

      If she had any problem, it was Cliffie, she admitted. He wasn’t doing well in school. He didn’t try, he had no initiative. He liked best to sit in front of the television set, not even paying much attention to it, just daydreaming and nibbling at his fingernails. Worse and maybe more significant than the school failure was that he didn’t or wouldn’t or couldn’t make any friends among kids his own age. He didn’t passionately like anything or any person.

      Edith’s futile and familiar thought path was interrupted by a muscular effort – heaving up a stack of magazines, some of them curling at the corners with age. New Republics, Commentarys. She realized with a pang of guilt that her last article had been printed three years ago in 1952, a lance hurled against McCarthy.

      The doorbell rang.

      Edith pushed the door-buzzer blithely, not knowing or caring who it was. She went out on the landing and looked down the stairwell. ‘Marion?’ Edith called, thinking she recognized a coat sleeve.

      ‘Me no less!’ said Marion. ‘How y’doin’, kid?’

      ‘Coming along, thanks!’

      Marion emerged, onto the landing. ‘Brought you a pie,’ she said, smiling, a little out of breath.

      ‘A pie! Aren’t you a darling! Come in and see our progress!’

      Marion Zylstra lived on Perry Street. Her husband Ed was a radio engineer. She was just a bit older than Edith, thirty-six. Marion refused to let Edith cut the lemon meringue or make any tea or coffee for her, because she was sure Edith couldn’t afford the time, but Marion did sit down on the edge of the sofa.

      ‘We’re going to miss you,’ Marion said. ‘Where’s Brett?’

      ‘Oh, Brett’s looking for a gadget for his Black and Decker. He’ll be here any minute.’ Edith had lit a cigarette, but she didn’t sit, only leaned against the heavy oval table in the living room, the table on which they dined when they had guests. ‘Don’t forget we’re just two hours by bus from Manhattan. We want you to see the place as soon as you can. A real guestroom. Imagine!’

      Marion laughed. ‘Plutocrats. I envy you. Ed’s so stuck with his job in New York. Every family ought to have a certain amount of time in a country atmosphere, I think.’

      Marion had no children. She was a registered nurse, worked irregular hours, and earned good money. Edith and Brett had taken a mortgage on their Pennsylvania house, they were anything but rich, but Marion knew that.

      ‘I’m free for a little while now, Edie, if there’s anything I can do. Ed’s working midnight to eight, so he’s sleeping now.’

      ‘You’re an angel but – Brett and I can manage the rest. Brett says most people wouldn’t do nearly as much as we’ve done already, they’d leave it to the moving men, you know? Even the fragile things. But I like to do as much as I can. – Want to come to dinner with us tonight, Marion? We’re going to the Chinese joint on Fourth.’

      ‘Oh —’ Marion begged out. She had to write to her mother, and there was a possibility that a patient might telephone if another nurse couldn’t go on tonight.

      Just then a key was fitted into the lock, and Brett came in, slender, alert, smiling. He wore an old tweed jacket, a turtle-neck sweater, baggy gray flannels. He had short-cut, straight black hair, and gave a boyish impression until one noticed crow’s feet in the dryish skin under his eyes. His glasses had round black rims.

      ‘Well, Marion! Greetings!’

      ‘Hello, Brett! Just stuck my nose in to bring you a pie and wish you well.’

      ‘A pie,’ said Brett, advancing toward Edith, kissing her cheek as he usually did on coming home. He turned back to Marion. ‘That’s very Samaritan of you. Why aren’t you both diving in? Into the pie, I mean.’

      ‘Marion hasn’t the time,’ Edith said.

      Marion stood up.

      ‘You and Ed better find the time to visit us,’ Brett said.

      Marion promised that they would, and Edith assured her that she’d make them come, even if the house wasn’t completely fixed up. The Zylstras hadn’t even seen the house, just a couple of photographs Brett had taken of it.

      ‘And I hope your new job works out, Brett.’

      ‘Oh. Trenton Standard,’ Brett said, a bit uneasily. ‘Less money, I’ll tell you that right now.’

      ‘Yes, I know.’ Marion laughed, then she was gone.

      ‘What’s that?’ Edith said in a whisper, having heard an ominous growl from the cat, from somewhere.

      Brett followed her across the hall into the bedroom.

      ‘Cliffie?’ Edith said. ‘What’s happening?’

      Cliffie wriggled off the double bed and stood up. From a heap of blue-and-white eiderdown the cat emerged, staggering, coughing, and jumped limply to the floor.

      ‘Were you trying to smother her?’ Edith said quickly, and anger suddenly burned her cheeks. ‘You were!’

      ‘All right, Edith, I’ll —’ Brett, just as grim as Edith, checked himself, however. He had long ago decided to let Edith handle Cliff, in case of crises. Brett didn’t want Cliffie scarred by paternal sternness, and Brett realized he did lose his patience, had since quite a while lost it in regard to Cliff, beyond the degree to which a parent should lose it.

      Speechless, Edith stared at the cat long enough to see that she wasn’t seriously hurt, then looked at her son.

      Cliffie’s face was expressionless, as usual in such circumstances, neutral, rather calm, as if he were saying inwardly, ‘What’ve I done, after all?’

      Edith knew quite well that if not for the brief silence after Marion closed the door, she and Brett might not have heard the cat’s growl under the comforter. Mildew might’ve been dead, if Marion had stayed two minutes longer.

      ‘She was sleeping under the comforter,’ Cliffie said with a shrug. ‘I didn’t know it.’

      Edith exchanged a dismal glance with Brett.

      Brett passed a hand across his forehead, as if to indicate that they had enough to deal with just now without going further into this.

      When Cliffie walked out of the room, Edith’s shoulders relaxed, and she called after him, ‘Go and wash your hands and face, Cliffie. We’ll be going out to dinner soon.’ Then to Brett she said softly, ‘He’s upset about the move, you know.’

      ‘Yeah-m-m. And he seemed to be crazy about the house.’

      ‘Did you find what you wanted today?’

      Brett smiled. ‘Oh, sure.’

      They walked to the Chinese restaurant. It was a lovely September evening, just growing dusk, the air just cool enough to promise autumn. Edith felt happy at the thought of the work ahead, which meant writing too of course, in the new house. She and Brett had talked of starting a newspaper which they might call the Brunswick Corner Bugle or Voice or some such, a four-pager to begin with, with a letters column, an editorial column by her or Brett, local advertisements to keep it going. The healthy American liberal outlook, a bit left-wing. Edith had hopes. Brunswick Corner wasn’t stuffy, wasn’t mainly peopled by the rich and elderly. It was pretty enough to be a tourist attraction, however, had some historical houses – manses they were called – built around 1720 and 1740, had its share of gift shops, but lots of people commuted to New York and Philadelphia to their jobs.

      And maybe it was the last time, Edith thought, they’d be having dinner at Wah Chum’s. The food was good and reasonably priced. They could gorge on fried rice and soy sauce, butterfly shrimp, rice cakes, plus free fortune cookies which Cliffie adored.

      ‘You’re not sorry about the move, Brett, I mean – doubtful?’ Edith asked, because it had been her idea.

      ‘Gosh, no! I’m all for it. Even —’ Brett paused to spoon more bean sprouts onto his plate.

      Edith waited.

      ‘Went by to see Uncle George this afternoon. Just a little ways from Bloomingdale’s, you know. He said he envied us. Asked how many rooms we had. As if I hadn’t told him.’

      ‘I suppose he’d like to live with us,’ Edith said.

      Cliffie groaned, the first sound from him since he had attacked his food.

      ‘There were hints in that direction,’ Brett said.

      Edith said nothing. Brett’s old uncle – he was seventy at least – was a bit of a worry to Brett. He had something wrong with his back, just what no doctor had been able to find out, but he had pains, and he subsisted on his hospitalization money in an old people’s resthome-cum-nursing-service in the East Sixties. Edith suspected him of malingering, though of course people of seventy had the right to retire and even malinger, if they could afford it. George seemed to be practically bedridden, though he still got up to go to the bathroom, Edith had been told by Brett. George Howland had been a successful lawyer in Chicago and New York, had never married, and was well-to-do, with a sum of money which he had said – though this wasn’t definite as far as Edith knew – would go to Brett.

      ‘And what did you say?’ Edith asked finally. She was smiling a little.

      ‘Oh, I was suitably evasive, I think. He was complaining about expenses where he is. Boredom et cetera.’

      ‘If he’s got enough tucked away, why doesn’t he use it?’ Edith said. ‘Put himself up in a better —’

      ‘Yeah!’ Cliffie interrupted. ‘Starting with a bicycle for me. I wouldn’t mind a bicycle!’

      ‘You’ll get a bike and not from Uncle George,’ Brett said, wiping his lips on a napkin stretched between his hands. Suddenly Brett grinned and slapped his son on the back. ‘Cheer up, Cliffie. We’re going to have a great life in Pennsylvania. Maybe some fishing. Maybe a little boat of our own to sail on the Delaware! How about that?’

      That night, just as Edith was walking toward the bed in her nightgown, she remembered a dream she had had. In the dream, she had closed the refrigerator door, into which Mildew had been poking her head, and cut the cat’s head off. Either she had fainted in the dream or not realized what had happened, because later she had seen the cat walking around the house headless, and when she had rushed to the refrigerator and opened it, the cat’s head had been in there, eating the remains of a chicken, eating everything. Often Mildew stuck her head into the fridge, and Edith had to push her away with her foot before closing the door. Would Cliffie some day slam the fridge door on Mildew’s neck and say it was an accident? Edith found herself clenching her teeth. It hadn’t happened. It wasn’t true. But in her dream, she had done it.
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      Edith sat at her worktable (a flush door on trestles) which was pleasantly set to catch the maximum light from a north bay window. The curving window, some fourteen feet in width, was framed by white curtains, transparent enough for the willows, the green of the box hedges to be visible, and now a light breeze stirred the hems of the curtains. It was a fine November afternoon. They had been in the house nearly two months.

      Beyond her worktable, on the wall facing her and above the bench seat hung a framed quotation from Tom Paine which Edith loved.

      
        
          
            	 
            	
              … These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will in this crisis shrink from the service of his country; but he that stands it NOW, deserves the thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered.
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      She had told Cliffie about Tom Paine, the English-born corset-maker who had become a journalist, whose words had rallied the not always enthusiastic volunteer soldiers of Washington’s army – which had brought their nation into being. She and Brett had taken Cliffie to see the cracked Liberty Bell in Philadelphia, and had in general tried to introduce him to his new Home State, which also included the battlefield of Gettysburg.

      Now her diary lay open before her on the table. Last month she had written:

      
         

        Our Brunswick Corner house – I would like to call it Peace – is as wonderful as I had hoped. Late tomatoes given by Johnsons still yielding in garden. Every day a little improvement on the house. B. arranging for a printer in Trenton for our newspaper which we think to call The Bugle. People here quite friendly, esp. the Johnsons who are one of us politically. Gert J. gives me gardening tips, comes to have a drink around 5:30 now and then.

        B. likes his job. Less pressure, less money, but it is time B. began to enjoy life, existence.

      

      A hasty entry, that was. A few days before, in the first weeks of Cliffie’s starting at Brunswick School, Edith had written:

      
         

        C. today accused of having stolen a football from gym. Teacher called up, asked if I’d seen it in the house. I said no, but would search the house. Did not find it. Have no doubt C. did steal it, maybe passed it on to some boy who doesn’t even go to Brunswick School. This evening C. was evasive, angrily says he is being falsely accused. B. and I on the fence whether we should offer to pay for football. B. ashamed, says let it ride till we know something definite. Too bad C. starts out so soon on wrong foot.

      

      Edith stared at the remaining half page, which was blank, on the right side of her diary, and rubbed her forehead. She and Brett now made Cliffie take a swat at his arithmetic, still his worst subject, two or three evenings a week. She or Brett would sit with him, trying to make it amusing, never making the session a full hour, so that half an hour or forty-five minutes would seem a treat. His English teacher and geography teacher, a woman and man respectively, had written them courteous notes saying that Cliffie was turning up without his written homework done, though Cliffie professed to have had no homework assignments, when Edith had asked him about it. Edith was pleased that the school troubled to write her, after two months. Certainly no New York school would have troubled. Confronted by Cliffie’s obvious lying, Brett had drawn a hand back as if to hit Cliffie. But Brett hadn’t.

      She sighed and picked up her pen. She didn’t want to make the entry she was about to make, that she thought she ought to make to keep an honest record. Still balking, she turned back some eight or ten of the sturdy white pages and read:

      
         

        7/Nov./54. In New York people say politics don’t interest them. ‘What can I do about it anyway?’ This is the attitude government powers in America want to foster and do. News is brief, filtered and slanted. The Guatemalan ‘uprising’ would have been far more interesting if social conditions there had been described and if United Fruit Company’s activities had been exposed – by radio and TV. Discussion clubs should be set up all over America to talk about forces behind things. We have been brainwashed for decades (since 1917) to hate Communism. Reader’s Digest has never failed to print one article per issue about the inefficiency of anything socialized, such as medicine. From the American news media we have snippets without scenery, character or background. How could it be ‘interesting’? People attempting to start discussion clubs, such as B. and I envisage, are labeled Communist. When a Russian is quoted on radio or TV, I find myself thinking in advance, ‘This probably isn’t going to be true, so why listen?’ and if I feel that way already, how about the others? It is still true from 1936 to 1939 the Communists (Russians) were the only people giving the correct interpretation of the Spanish Civil War, giving reasons for the behavior of USA, Germany, France and so on, and the proof was the further rise and enhancement of Hitler and Mussolini and the Second World War.

      

      Since then, of course, she’d read Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia and 1984. Betrayal, betrayal.

      That thought did not make Edith feel any better, but she took a firmer grip on her pen – she preferred her lever-filling Esterbrook to a Parker Brett had given her last October for her birthday – and wrote:

      
         

        9/Nov./55. Awaiting B.’s return from NY with Uncle George. He is coming to stay with us, for a while anyway. I wonder what I’ll be writing a year from now about him? Because I don’t see any end to it, and don’t think G. is anywhere near dying. He’s 73 or 74 and the family lives a long time. I’m quite sure he’s going to need some waiting on. C. already grimly resentful (no milk of human kindness in him!) saying, ‘Does he think we’re an old folks’ home or something?’ If G. does turn out to be insufferable, surely I’ve got the right to say so to B. G. has plenty of money to live in a proper nursing home somewhere. He wants to pay us something, B. says, exactly what I don’t know. When I

      

      She stopped. Through the gentle hum of a car passing on the street, the distant shout of a child, she had heard the closer, more meaningful crackle of the Chrysler climbing the graveled driveway. She made sure the ink was dry on what she’d just written, closed her pen, closed her diary, and pushed it toward a corner of her worktable. She checked her appearance in a mirror on the wall. Hardly any lipstick, but it didn’t matter. Her hair would do, and she ran her fingers upward through the loose, reddish brown curls.

      At thirty-six, Edith was trim and athletic, in the sense that her shoulders were strong, her waist rather flat. Once in a while she thought she had put on too much weight, but she could take it off in days with a minimum of effort. She had light brown eyes, much the color of her hair, and eyelashes that seemed to be pointed artificially, which gave her a bright, alert look, she thought, a fact she was grateful for, because she did not always feel bright and alert, and it was nice to think she looked it. Her face was rather square, unlike her mother’s or father’s, and was perhaps a throwback to her Irish great-grandmother whose daguerreotype Edith possessed. Brett had once said she looked like a girl one could come up to and talk to, and Edith remembered he had said this in regard to the first time they met, Brett among a contingent of left-wingers from Columbia visiting Bryn Mawr in the spring of 1942. Brett had been then a post-graduate student at the School of Journalism. How full of energy and enthusiasm he had been then! Why should she think of all that – now? Edith gave her hair a final touch, and turned from the mirror.

      A cheerful welcome was what counted now, and Edith intended to give George that. Plus tea or a drink of whatever he wanted. She had seen the old boy three or four times, she remembered, a couple of times in his New York apartment, then once in the nursing home more than a year ago. It was not quite 5 p.m.

      Edith went out on the front porch, which had side steps onto the driveway as well as front steps. George, in the front seat beside Brett, seemed to be wearing a plaid bathrobe, and Edith felt a twinge of pity which was at once counteracted by the thought that he might be putting on an act. ‘Hello, George!’ she called as Brett opened the passenger door for him. ‘Welcome!’

      ‘Hi, honey,’ Brett said. ‘Give me a hand with a couple of these things? Is Cliff around?’

      ‘He went for a walk with some boys – or to get a soda, I don’t know. – How’re you, George?’ There were two or three carry-alls besides a big suitcase on the back seat.

      ‘Not too bad, thank you, Edith. And it’s kind of you to have me – indeed.’ He coughed, and had barely squeezed out the last words. His face was pale and flat, his head bald with a fringe of gray. He was a tallish man, and by no means slender but rather solid.

      Brett assisted George in getting out of the car and walking up the steps. George stooped, as if he hurt. Edith hovered, ready to take an elbow, but Brett seemed to be doing all right. George wore black shoes with no socks, and had pajamas on under his robe. There was something indecent-looking to Edith about his bare, blue-veined ankles.

      ‘That’s it. Thank you, Brett, old boy,’ said George.

      They got George seated on the living room sofa, and then brought all the luggage into the front hall. Edith announced that she would make some tea, and Brett took the suitcase and one carry-all up the stairs. Edith had decided to give George the small bedroom, not the main guestroom which had a double bed and which Edith knew Brett had thought to give him. They had occasional weekend guests like the Zylstras, and Edith wanted the big guestroom for them. As it was, she was giving up her sewing-and-ironing room.

      They had tea in the living room with cinnamon buns and lemon cookies from the shop in town called the Cookie Jar, which was first-rate and used old-fashioned ingredients like butter. George praised the cinnamon buns and ate heartily.

      ‘How is your back now?’ Edith asked, thinking it a permissible question, and that George might even like to talk about his ailments.

      ‘My dear, if I only knew,’ replied George. ‘The X-rays don’t show anything, doctors can’t – put their fingers on anything, though they poke enough. Ha-ha! Damned back hurts, that’s all.’

      ‘You didn’t fall – I’ve forgotten —’

      ‘No, no. I remember lifting someone’s suitcase, friend I was seeing off at Grand Central – years ago, maybe nineteen-fifty, and bang – a day later, crick in the back and I went from bad to worse.’

      ‘But – you can walk, at least,’ said Edith, speaking clearly, because George was a little deaf.

      ‘With a cane sometimes. Yes. But I manage.’ George had large, dark brown eyes, shiny as eyes in a varnished picture, and intelligent.

      But George didn’t come down for dinner. Edith had seen that his clothes, sweaters and so forth were stowed away in a small chest of drawers which she had cleared for him, and that his trousers and jackets were hung in the closet. There was a closet in every room in the house, which Edith considered a god-send, as one had no right to expect closets everywhere in a house a hundred years old. Brett had gone up to ask George to come down to dinner, but George had been in bed and asked if they minded if he had a tray. Brett carried the tray up, complete with Jello dessert and a cup of coffee.

      ‘Is he going to want all his meals in bed, do you think?’ Edith asked when Brett returned.

      ‘Gosh! An invalid! Bedpans too?’ Cliffie asked, and shrieked with appreciation of his own wit.

      ‘Hush, Cliffie!’ Edith said.

      ‘I dunno,’ Brett said. ‘Can’t tell any more than you can.’

      Edith sighed, thinking Brett might have asked or somehow found out about a thing as important as this. Cliffie was listening sharply. It was not the time to ask about George’s finances. Edith was ashamed of her own hardness suddenly. Was she tired today? Maybe. The curse to boot. ‘Cliffie?’

      ‘Yes?’ His brown eyes, hardly darker than her own eyes, looked at her steadily, though sideways.

      ‘I want you to be polite to your Uncle George, do you understand? Your great-uncle George.’

      Cliffie nodded. ‘Yes, Mum.’

      After dinner, Brett helped Edith in the kitchen, as he often did. It was a good time to talk, amid the clatter of dishes, and when Cliffie had drifted off to the television.

      ‘He’s offered – well, he wants to pay us sixty dollars a month,’ Brett said, drying plates one behind the other, making a brisker clatter than usual.

      That would just about take care of food, Edith calculated. ‘Well – that’s nice.’

      ‘I really don’t think he’s stingy.’

      What had he been paying at the place he left, Edith wanted to ask, but she didn’t want to seem petty. There was his bedlinen, laundry to consider if he wanted his shirts done. But above all Edith was going to miss those hours Monday to Friday when Cliffie and Brett were out of the house. She liked being alone. Her thoughts flowed better.

      ‘Look, if it doesn’t work out, honey, we’ll give him a gentle hint, all right?’ Brett kissed Edith below her left ear. ‘I promise.’

      Edith didn’t want to say bluntly that it appeared a permanent move. ‘Yes. If he’s got enough money to live somewhere else – and it appears he has.’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘What’s his money in? Stocks?’

      ‘Some kind of trust, I think. He gets a certain income.’

      Edith wanted to have a bath and go to bed and read, but George was in the bathroom. She could see the light under the door. The bathroom was absolutely silent. Edith seized the moment to see if all was well in George’s room, and noticed that Brett had not taken down the tray, though he had come up to chat with George after the dishwashing. Edith picked it up from the floor. George had eaten everything.

      A firm, assertive belch came suddenly from the bathroom, and Edith smiled, even shook with laughter for an instant.

      In the days that followed, it became evident that George could come down for his meals, but he came down or not, according to whim. Anyway on the days (or noons or evenings) when he wanted a tray brought up, he didn’t say that his back was any worse than on the days when he came down for two or three meals. He never dressed for breakfast, just wore bathrobe and pajamas, and didn’t always get dressed for dinner.

      When the Johnsons came for dinner one Saturday night, George did get dressed, and though stooped and stiff as ever, talked a lot and plainly enjoyed the company. George had worked as Paris representative for his law firm in his late twenties, and he had amusing anecdotes to relate. Gert and Norman Johnson lived in Washington Crossing about ten miles away. Norman was a free-lance interior decorator, Gert a painter as well as commercial artist, and she had also been a journalist for a while in Philadelphia. They had three children, the oldest twelve, and they hadn’t much money. Edith rather liked them for their bohemianism (their house was a mess), their sense of humor, and left-wing politics. Edith’s idea of starting a discussion club that would meet once a week at Edith’s house, or at the house of anybody else who was willing, had brought a quick response from Gert. Gert had offered her own house at once, and Edith had gone, bringing one recruit, Ruby Maynell, whom Edith had met in the Brunswick Corner grocery store, where she had met Gert also. And Gert had invited a youthful widow from Washington Crossing, plus another woman who hadn’t come. Edith had had some ideas for topics, and they had discussed them for twenty minutes or so, then the conversation had wandered. Such meetings needed a chairman, Edith knew. One could always try again, and she meant to. The same Trenton printer whom she and Brett intended to engage for the Bugle had said he could also print throw-away notices in regard to meetings. That was what they needed, real meetings of twenty or more, men and women, and if they got a discussion group going with at least twelve attending every time, the Brunswick Corner Town Hall could be lent to them, Gert had said. The Town Hall had heating and plenty of folding seats.

      The Johnsons had brought their oldest, Derek, along at Edith’s request. Derek went to a different school from Cliffie and was doing well, especially in math and physics, much to his parents’ surprise. He was a slender, blondish boy with slightly wavy hair, a long nose and intense eyes. Now he stared at George Howland, opposite him at the table, like a painter memorizing a face for future use, until finally George said:

      ‘You’ve got photographic eyes, my boy, as well as a photographic memory?’ George chuckled and glanced at Edith. ‘I think he’s taking a slow daguerreotype.’

      George was sensitive about some things, insensitive about others, Edith had noticed.

      Gert heard this and looked at her son.

      Derek blushed. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘That’s more like it.’ Gert’s pudgy face broke into a warm grin as she looked at Edith.

      They were dining on rather good spare ribs with barbecue sauce. Norm’s fingers were greasy to the second joints. He had shaved, but the rest of him looked as sloppy as ever: plaid lumberjack shirt, unpressed trousers, no jacket. Only Derek and Gert had made an effort, and Gert looked quite splendid in an East Indian skirt and white blouse and filigree earrings two inches long.

      ‘Naa-aow, what were we saying?’ Norm asked, still chewing on a bone. He had a Pennsylvania accent that Edith had learned was typical.

      ‘About Eisenhower – how he did nothing about McCarthy,’ Gert said with the same drawl and flatness as Norm. ‘It was Senator Ralph Flanders of Vermont who had the guts to make a move against that bastard. “If Eisenhower won’t, I will,” Flanders said. If you remember, Norm.’

      ‘Hear, hear!’ said Norm, putting down a clean rib. ‘You’re right, dee-eerie, you’re always right.’

      Edith felt comfortable in the conversation, though it was only what she and Gert had said weeks ago. Edith had had almost three martinis, and a warm buzz had risen to her ears. She thought Derek handsome this evening. Doing well in school! If only Cliffie would pull himself together like Derek. Hardly two years’ difference in their ages. Maybe puberty…

      ‘I was wondering, Edith, could you and Brett lend us a hundred dollars for a month?’ Now Gert was in the kitchen, helping to put things away and stack the dishes for washing.

      They’d had coffee. The men were in the living room. Edith didn’t like to say yes without consulting Brett. Or was that a dodge? They hadn’t any extra money now, however.

      ‘It’s the dentist’s bill for Norm,’ Gert went on. ‘His father’s promised to pay it and he will, but the dentist in Trenton is dunning us. We owe more than a hundred,’ Gert said with a frank laugh, ‘but a hundred will shut him up, and we ought to get a couple of hundred from Norm’s father in less than a month.’

      ‘Mind if I ask Brett?’ Edith said in a pleasantly conspiratorial tone, which she was at once ashamed of.

      ‘’Course not!’ said Gert. ‘I know how it is. Specially now with – Brett’s uncle on your hands.’

      ‘Oh, he’s contributing to his upkeep.’

      When Edith got Brett in the kitchen alone, she told him what Gert had asked.

      ‘Absolutely not. Don’t start that,’ Brett said.

      ‘All right.’ And it would be up to her to tell Gert, of course.

      ‘It’s the way to lose friends,’ Brett said. ‘An old saying, but true. – Sorry, darling. Tell her we’ve got extra expenses now too.’

      Edith prepared herself to do it.

      ‘Frankly,’ Brett threw over his shoulder in a soft voice as he left the kitchen, ‘I bet they’ve got debts all over the countryside. They’re that type.’

      Edith thought that was very likely true. But alone, she’d have lent the hundred, and maybe regretted it a little when she never got it back.

      In the downstairs hall, where Edith encountered Gert getting something from her coat in the hall, Edith said with a wincing expression, ‘Brett says no. We can’t do it just now, Gert. I’m really very sorry.’

      ‘Oh, that’s all right.’ Gert’s relaxed smile made it seem as if nothing had happened. ‘Where’d the boys go? To Cliffie’s room?’

      ‘Probably. If they’re not around.’ Edith imagined Derek taken aback by Cliffie’s room, which looked like that of a six-year-old: comic books everywhere, a field of toy soldiers on the floor. Edith lifted her head and followed Gert into the living room. Along with Gert, Edith took an unaccustomed nightcap of Chartreuse (expensive, and the bottle must have been with them for a year now), and lit a cigarette.

      ‘How long you staying, George?’ asked Norm from an easy chair, hands behind his head.

      Edith listened with some interest.

      ‘Oh – I dunno. Not as long as my welcome lasts, I trust. Ha-ha! It’s pleasant here – with my nephew and wife – long as I’m not too much in the way.’

      Edith offered people more coffee, served tonight from her silver pot, a present from her great-aunt Melanie.

      The boys came back from Cliffie’s room. Edith hoped they had made a date. They both had bicycles. The boys Cliffie went around with were younger than he, and it was absurd. It wasn’t that Cliffie wanted to be a leader, a big shot, just that his contemporaries found him boringly young himself. Just as Edith was about to ask Derek if he could come for lunch next Saturday, Gert said:

      ‘Oh Edie, Derek’s taking clarinet lessons now. Isn’t that something?’ She spoke as if Derek had started the lessons on his own, and he probably had.

      ‘How nice!’ Edith said. ‘Where?’

      ‘Oh-h.’ Derek waggled his head in embarrassment. ‘Washington Crossing. It’s a group lesson, three of us. But it’s – interesting.’

      ‘Got your own clarinet?’ Edith asked.

      ‘I’m buying it on the instalment plan.’

      ‘With his allowance,’ Norm said.

      ‘And that’s not very regular,’ Derek put in.

      ‘No comments,’ Norm said, ‘or we’ll make you take a summer job. Like the rich kids.’

      George got up creakily. ‘Edith – must be retiring. Tired. Excellent dinner.’ George relied upon his cane to begin walking.

      Derek, the nearest, got up from the floor where he had been sitting. ‘Help you, sir?’

      Cliffie, also on the floor, didn’t move, but watched George as if he were an animal in the zoo, remote, of mild interest.

      ‘No, no. Night, everybody,’ said George.

      Brett at least perfunctorily helped George out of the room, started him on the stairs.

      George did rather all right on his own, if he did things slowly. His cheeks weren’t as pink as when he had arrived, but then he hadn’t acted on Edith’s and Brett’s suggestion to sit out on the lawn in a deckchair, and he certainly didn’t take any walks.

      The atmosphere was decidedly more relaxed after George was upstairs.

      ‘Really – he’s living with you folks now, huh?’ Norm asked.

      ‘You could call it that,’ said Brett.

      ‘What does he do all day?’ Gert asked.

      ‘Reads a lot,’ Edith said. ‘I get books out of the library for him all the time. Then there’re our books. He even reads some of Cliffie’s encyclopaedias. Then he sleeps a lot.’

      ‘Well, is he – going to a doctor at all?’ This from Gert.

      ‘No, his main doctor’s in New York, and it seems – well, I have to take him once a week to Trenton, Saturdays, because the New York doctor sent his reports there. Records, I mean.’ Brett took a breath. ‘They take a look —’

      ‘It’s his back, isn’t it?’ asked Gert.

      ‘Yes, they do pal – palpation,’ Brett said in his earnest way, and for some reason they all laughed. Cliffie the loudest.
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