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

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

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

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

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

      ‘One of the greatest modernist writers’ GORE VIDAL

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Carol (also published as The Price of Salt)

      The Blunderer

      The Talented Mr Ripley

      Deep Water

      A Game for the Living

      This Sweet Sickness

      The Cry of the Owl

      The Two Faces of January

      The Glass Cell

      A Suspension of Mercy (also published as The Story-Teller)

      Those Who Walk Away

      The Tremor of Forgery

      Ripley Under Ground

      A Dog’s Ransom

      Ripley’s Game

      Edith’s Diary

      The Boy Who Followed Ripley

      People Who Knock on the Door

      Found in the Street

      Ripley Under Water

      Small g: A Summer Idyll

       

      
Short-story Collections

      Eleven

      Little Tales of Misogyny

      The Animal Lover’s Book of Beastly Murder

      Slowly, Slowly in the Wind

      The Black House

      Mermaids on the Golf Course

      Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes

      Nothing that Meets the Eye: The Uncollected

      Stories of Patricia Highsmith
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      To my dear cat

      SPIDER

      born in Palisades, New York,

      now a resident of Positano,

      my cellmate for most of these pages.
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        2.30 a.m. My New Year’s Toast: to all the devils, lusts, passions, greeds, envies, loves, hates, strange desires, enemies ghostly and real, the army of memories, with which I do battle – may they never give me peace.

        
          Patricia Highsmith, 1947
        

      

      Well, she’s back.

      Just when we thought she’d settled down to a quiet Afterlife, too.

      But here she comes, The Dark Lady of American Letters, frowning and smiling and blowing her smoke rings of misdirection at us through the slow, insidious pull of her novels on the gravitational field of modern fiction.

      She’s back and she’s putting the frighteners on again.

      Oh, it’s Patricia Highsmith all right. I’d know those cloven hoof-prints anywhere. She sidles into your sentences, hacks your aperçus, drunk-dials your dreams. Scatters her props and propensities all over your imagination, then shatters your sense of self with her secret plans for sharing: ‘What I predicted I would once do, I am already doing[;] that is, showing the unequivocal triumph of evil over good, and rejoicing in it. I shall make my readers rejoice in it, too.’

      Here are her maps, her charts, her obsessive little lists. Her art-loving psychopaths and lovesick stalkers. The minds marred by murder, the ambitions cleft by failure. The ice-cold blondes, the amnesiac alter egos. The beer-stained, tear-stained love notes on napkins. The traces of blood at the corner of her smile.

      An outsider artist of gravelled gifts, savage talents and obsessional interests, Mary Patricia Highsmith (1921–1995) wrote some of the darkest, most delinquently original novels of the twentieth century. She is responsible for inserting an adjective (‘Highsmithian’), a proper name (‘Tom Ripley’), and a phrase (‘strangers on a train’) into the language, but her best books are still corralled in categories which cannot account for their depth, their dazzle or their direct attack on her readers.

      ‘Crime’ and ‘suspense’ are the classifications to which her work is most often relegated, but her novels and short stories splay across genres, interrogate genders, disrupt the idea of character and offer the most thorough anatomy of guilt in modern literature. Patricia Highsmith isn’t a crime writer, she’s a punishment writer.

      Born in her grandmother’s boarding house in Fort Worth, Texas, rooted in her family’s unreconstructed Confederate past, raised in Greenwich Village when it was ‘the freest four square miles on earth’, Pat Highsmith was a paradox from birth. She was both ‘legitimate’ and ‘born out of wedlock’ nine days after her artist mother divorced her illustrator father. She grew into her contradictions.

      High art was always her goal, but in the 1940s she had a secret seven-year career as the only woman scriptwriter for Superhero comics.* Proustian in her innumerable love affairs and desired by many, she brought a headsman’s axe to all her relationships. She ‘worshipped’ women, preferred the company of men and cloaked her narrative voice in another (but not exactly opposite) gender. She is as unconscious a ‘gay male novelist’ as Ernest Hemingway, and as gifted an anatomist of male sexual anxiety as Norman Mailer. Murder was always on her mind, and she usually confused it with love.

      ‘Murder,’ she wrote, ‘is a kind of making love, a kind of possessing,’ and nearly every Highsmith novel is organised around the reverberant psychologies of a homicide. Although love was her lighthouse and she lived for its illuminations, she couldn’t live with it. So she killed for it over and over again in her writing. A Freudian in spite of herself, she murdered her fictional victims at Greenwich Village addresses where she made love in life.

      At twelve, Pat knew she was ‘a boy born in a girl’s body’. At sixteen, writing was for what she wished would happen: she turned her urge to steal a book into a short story about a girl who steals a book. ‘Every artist,’ she said, ‘is in business for his health.’ At twenty-one, her focus was fixed: ‘Obsessions are the only things that matter. Perversion interests me most and is my guiding darkness.’

      Her turbulent love–hate relationship with her erratic mother sundered her psychology and spawned all the Noir bitches in her writing and most of the heart-broken blondes in her bed. Her sentiments for her mild-mannered stepfather were simpler: she wanted to kill him and said so. She grew up to occupy both sides of every question.

      In adolescence, Pat began ‘double-booking’ herself with cahiers (notebooks) for her novels, short stories and essays, and with diaries for her love affairs with the beautiful, intelligent women who were her Muses – and the few good men who were not. These lifelong journals – like conjoined twins arising from the vapours of her youthful fascination with doubling – embezzled each other’s materials, rehearsed her obsessions before she published them, and gave her the opportunity to renew her vows to the only lasting love match she ever made: the union that joined her intense rushes of feeling with her compelling need to commit them to paper.

      At twenty-nine, she published her sensational debut novel, Strangers on a Train (1950). The ‘deal’ at its dark heart – an anonymous exchange of homicides – set up the quintessential Highsmith situation: two men bound together by the stalker-like fixation of one upon the other; a fixation which always involves a murderous, implicitly homoerotic fantasy.* The Price of Salt followed in 1952, and its richly figured language borrowed elements from Strangers and subdued them to the subject of requited lesbian love – the only ‘crime’ Pat left out of her other fictions. Published anonymously for forty years, The Price of Salt (now reissued as Carol) sold hundreds of thousands of copies and made its author uneasy all her life.

      Highsmith’s industry was staggering. Five to seven neatly typed pages of finished fiction rolled from the platen of her coffee-coloured 1956 Olympia Deluxe portable typewriter each day, followed by book themes, articles, lists of every description, short-story ideas, and four or five personal letters in her oddly impersonal prose. Her thirty-eight writer’s notebooks and eighteen diaries were written in five languages, four of which she didn’t actually speak. She drew, she sketched, she painted; she made sculptures, furniture and woodcarvings. The simple savageries of gardening – who lives? who goes to the compost pile? – appealed to her American Calvinism, and she took up her secateurs with a will.

      Out of her great divide (and in the acid bath of her detail-saturated prose), Patricia Highsmith developed a remarkable image of an alternate Earth: Highsmith Country. Its shadow cabinet of homicidal alter egos, displaced guilts, and unstable identities convenes in permanent session in the Nightmare Alley just behind the American Dream. And the deep psychological partitions its citizens suffer (as they count up their culpabilities or slip into measurable degrees of madness) come from its author’s unblinking examination of her own wayward tastes:

      
         

        I can’t think of anything more apt to set the imagination stirring, drifting, creating, than the idea – the fact – that anyone you walk past on the pavement anywhere may be a sadist, a compulsive thief, or even a murderer.

      

      Pat’s Suffolk period was the first creatively settled interval in her long, strange European expatriation. And England was ready for her. She had loyal English publishers and agents. Francis Wyndham’s crucial survey of her dark materials (part of an extended review of The Cry of the Owl in the New Statesman in 1963) had provided the public with an elegant introduction to her work: ‘[T]he reader’s sense of satisfaction,’ he wrote, ‘may derive from sources as dark as those which motivate Patricia Highsmith’s destroyers and their fascinated victims.’ London-associated writers as diversely distinguished as Julian Symons, Brigid Brophy, Graham Greene, Arthur Koestler, Sybil Bedford, and Muriel Spark admired her writing.* And The Two Faces of January (1964) would win the CWA’s Silver Dagger Award in 1965.

      But it was love alone – and in a magnitude she hadn’t yet experienced – that brought the talented Miss Highsmith to Suffolk. In late 1962, domiciled in America, but travelling widely and restlessly, Pat fell in love (‘like being shot in the face’, is what she said – still mixing up love and murder) with a cultured, attractive, solidly married Londoner. Obsessed by this woman ‘as never before’ and so ‘killed by pleasure’ that she couldn’t continue the novel she’d started about a good man wrongly imprisoned (The Glass Cell), Pat ‘cleared her complicated decks’ in America and made her way to Europe and thence to Suffolk, to be nearer (if not closer) to love’s inspiring shocks.

      Stalking her London romance – but keeping her distance from it, too – Pat wrote most of The Glass Cell (1964) in Positano and Rome, and then revised the manuscript extensively in Aldeburgh. Finally, in 1964, she settled in Earl Soham in Suffolk in what had been two country cottages, now knocked together as one dwelling: Bridge Cottage.

      The double structure of Bridge Cottage suited her psychology as much as the ambiguities of a love affair with someone else’s wife suited her temperament. Lush productivity and plain prose were the results, punctuated by an invigorating volley of complaints. English weather, ‘dreary’ English pubs and too-infrequent meetings with her English lover encouraged her natural negativity, but only an English Christmas could raise it to the level of simile: ‘The holidays here exhaust one, creeping through closed windows like a poisonous gas,’ she wrote, sounding just like a Highsmith character.

      In fact, Pat was having a better time in Suffolk than she admitted. Enlivened by her new surroundings, she very quickly began to write A Suspension of Mercy (1965), and then found a collaborator with whom to plot out a possible television script. She made fast friends with Ronald Blythe, at work on his Suffolk book Akenfield, and they gossiped for hours and toured the Suffolk churches. And James Hamilton-Paterson, future author of Gerontius and Cooking with Fernet Branca, won her heart by walking out on her when she burst into tears. ‘I don’t blame him,’ said Pat, who would have done the same thing herself, ‘give him my love.’

      Although each of the three novels Pat completed during her Suffolk period was set in a different place (New York, Suffolk, Venice), Highsmith Country is their one, true home.* The first of them, The Glass Cell, was sourced from Pat’s detailed correspondence with an American convict who wrote to tell her how much he’d enjoyed Deep Water. (‘I don’t think my books should be in prison libraries,’ said Pat – and made the convict give her the particulars of prison life.) As always, she followed her unruly feelings in reversing her new novel’s line of logic. Philip Carter is a classic Highsmith ‘criminal-hero’ – with his orphan background and professional training; his high culture and low behaviour; his sluggish libido and ambiguous affections. In The Glass Cell, his punishment has been enacted before he commits a crime. He is unjustly accused, wrongly imprisoned, physically tortured, and entirely innocent.

      Philip Carter and his prison mate Max (a forger who dies in a prison riot) approach intimacy and practise French, and Max seems ‘more real’ to Carter than his own wife. Carter reads Swift, Voltaire and Robbe-Grillet (and keeps the complete Verlaine in his cell), murders his wife’s lover when he’s released (guiltlessly and with a piece of classical statuary), and weeps while listening to Bach. He lies to everyone, forces ‘guilt’ and ‘innocence’ to change places and exchange definitions, and knows the police will follow him for ever. Still, murder has made his life better: ‘Everything was going to be all right now,’ he thinks.

      But in The Glass Cell, the push-broom of Pat’s paragraphs sweeps the detritus of confinement steadily before it, trailing strings of objects or mundane actions or simple thoughts in a dogged accumulation of detail as dispassionate as that found in most prisons – or most pornographies. Her gut-punch prose – she’s the court recorder here, not the judge but her style (as spare as a prison bunk) is convincingly mimetic – suggests that Carter has carried his private incarceration (his ‘glass cell’) into the world with him. The world is his prison now, nor is he out of it.

      Nothing if not practical, Pat liked to furnish her houses of fiction with the large and small irritants of her daily life. In A Suspension of Mercy, the only novel she both wrote and set in Suffolk, she used her circumstances to make a work at war with itself – a comedy of terrors – and lent her ‘criminal-hero’ more of her own qualities than even she imagined.

      Sydney Smith Bartleby, a young American novelist displaced to Suffolk by his upwardly mobile English marriage, is beginning to chafe. He’s in a situation not unlike his author’s – and he’s burdened with most of her local irritations, too: a collaborator on a television script; a frustrated desire to see a body carried out in a carpet (a gambit Pat considered for other works and parodied in this one by leaving the body out of the carpet); a partner in absentia (Sydney’s would-be painter wife is taking a holiday from their marriage and its meannesses); some difficult writing to get on with; and an imagination unable to refrain from replacing the dullish realities of his life with the homicidal narratives he wants for his work.

      Sydney’s names, yoked together by violence, are clipped directly from the baptismal rolls of Highsmith Country. ‘Sydney Smith’ was the wit, writer and clergyman on whom Jane Austen is said to have based the attractive protagonist of her Gothic satire Northanger Abbey – while ‘Sir Sydney Smith’ was Edinburgh’s renowned forensic expert on methods of murder. And ‘Bartleby’ is Herman Melville’s inscrutably persistent Wall Street scrivener. The ways in which Pat uses A Suspension of Mercy to juggle these contradictions and toy with the conventions of crime and suspense are both experimental and satirical – though the smiles are properly constrained and the laughter suitably stifled.

      As Sydney relaxes his ability to distinguish between the fantasies he’s staging in his head and what he’d really like to do about his absent spouse, he begins to rehearse the actions, the feelings, and the false identity of a guilty wife-killer; falling under suspicion for his wife’s murder after she disappears. In the course of his games, the principles of Highsmith Country, greatly exhilarated by his masquerades, come out to play: deeds before motives, effects before causes, punishments before crimes – and Sydney unintentionally frightens a suspicious neighbour to death, then languidly commits a murder which is both there and not there.

      For this ostensible murder – and for his accidental one, too – Sydney feels no guilt. He looks forward to recording what he’s just lived through in his writer’s notebook. It’s a brown notebook, we are told quietly; the same colour as the writer’s notebooks Patricia Highsmith used all her life.

      Strictly speaking, there is no homicide in Pat’s third Suffolk novel, Those Who Walk Away (1967). Once again, a murder is there, and not there – and Pat began to imagine the novel’s rapid reversals and deep disruptive shocks late in 1966 on a trip to Venice: a city whose end-stopped streets and serpentine canals might have been designed for the psychological volutes of a Highsmith novel.

      Pat’s first intention for Those Who Walk Away sounds like something out of Sunset Boulevard: ‘A suspense novel from the point of view of the corpse’. But the suicide of the painter Peggy Garrett, wife and daughter, respectively, of the two male protagonists (one of whom, an artist, blames the other, a gallerist, for her death), predates the novel’s first page, pervades the work, and tries to pass itself off as the trigger for the purest expression yet of Highsmith Country’s ‘infinite progression of the trapped and the hunted’.

      The dead woman’s husband, Ray Garrett, is pursued by Ed Coleman, the vengeful painter who is her father. Ray starts a game of hide and seek with his potential murderer, chasing his own death by following Ed to Venice after Ed tries to shoot him in Rome. Filled with the inspiration of art and artists, Ray seeks what all Highsmith males look for: total oblivion through the dissolution of his burdensome identity.

      Just like wrestlers unable to leave the mat, Ray Garrett and his father-in-law try out different holds and postures on each other, different ways of winning and losing, different means of being brutal and being passive. But there is no death in Venice, and Ray and Ed are both caught in the mantrap Highsmith’s imagination first sprang in Strangers on a Train – and then prised open again in The Talented Mr Ripley (1955).

      In Those Who Walk Away, Pat Highsmith, always a little more frightening than any of her characters, imagines a ‘reality’ built around the whole of the hunt: the hunter, the hunted, their constant exchange of roles, and the terrible necessity of the pursuit itself. Someone as creatively caught up with hunting as Pat was could never choose the hunter over the hunted – or vice versa. Hence her constant shifting of roles and shuffling of identities: a compellingly forceful premise in her fictions – and a cruelly exhausting one in her life.

      With her usual discipline, Pat continued to write in Suffolk as her London relationship slowly, then rapidly, declined. She began ‘a religious television play’ based on a Jesus-like character – and put it to perverse use as a frame for Ripley Under Ground (1970). She finished her second snail story, ‘The Quest for Blank Claveringii’, wrote a ‘ghost’ tale, ‘The Yuma Baby’, and in a single month completed a short, artistic autobiography disguised as a handbook for would-be writers: Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction (1965). From Earl Soham she travelled to Hammamet in Tunisia for weeks of immersive research for The Tremor of Forgery (1969), another book about another American writer losing his sense of moral balance in expatriatism. Back at Bridge Cottage, she finished a film script for her novel Deep Water (1957). She never stopped working.

      She went on drawing and sketching too, and jotted down little inventions and quirky ephemera in her notebooks: ‘The Gallery of Bad Art’, a ‘sweating thermometer’, some free-form ‘lampshades’. Her ‘strychnined lipstick’ expressed her feelings for women just as much as her idea for a cookbook, ‘Desperate Measures’, represented her response to food. The best that can be said of her scheme for the global deployment of children (as tiny territorial ambassadors) is that it adds a new terror to child development.

      The final breakdown of her English love affair – she described it as ‘the worst time of my entire life’ – swept her across the Channel to France and Switzerland, where she moved from region to region, relationship to relationship, and drink to drink. She went on writing as though her life depended on it (it did); monitoring her thoughts the way a searchlight sweeps a prison yard for escaping convicts. And she continued to curate her expatriate’s museum of American maladies.

      The pearl of a girl from mid-century Manhattan turned into an embittered old oyster in her last home, her Fortress of Solitude (a modernist citadel with jutting twin wings) in a sunny canton in Switzerland: the country, as Scott Fitzgerald wrote, where many things end and few begin.

      Even the manner of her dying sustained that volatile attachment to duality which haloed her life and allowed all her contradictory emotions to meet and mate and ignite into art. For Patricia Highsmith – she could have written this ending for herself and perhaps she did – expired of two competing diseases. Her doctors said they could not treat the one without exacerbating the other.

       

      Welcome to Highsmith Country.

       

      Joan Schenkar, 2014 
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      It was 3.35 p.m., Tuesday afternoon, in the State Penitentiary, and the inmates were returning from the workshops. Men in unpressed, flesh-coloured uniforms, each with a number on the back, streamed through the long corridor of A-block, and a low hum of voices rose from them, though none of the men seemed to be talking to anyone near by. It was a strange, unmusical chorus, and it had frightened Carter on the first day – he had actually been green enough to think that a riot might be in the offing – but he accepted it now as a peculiarity of the State Penitentiary or perhaps of all prisons. Cell doors stood open, and into certain cells along the ground floor and along the four tiers above, certain men vanished, until the corridor was nearly empty. There would be twenty-five minutes now in which to wash up at the basin in the cell, change a shirt if one cared to or had a clean one, to write a letter or listen with the earphones to the disc-jockey programme that was always on at this time. The bell for supper rang at 4.

      Philip Carter was walking slowly, dreading the sight and the company of his cellmate Hanky. Hanky was a short, chunky fellow, in for thirty years for armed robbery (‘bargaining’) and murder, and seemingly rather proud of it. Hanky didn’t like Carter and called him a snob. There had been several minor tiffs in the ninety days Carter had spent with him. Hanky had noticed, for instance, that Carter disliked using the single seatless and exposed toilet in the cell in his presence, so Hanky made his own use of the toilet as noisy and vulgar as possible. Carter had taken this with good-natured indifference at first, but ten days ago, when the joke had become rather old, Carter had said, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Hanky, cut it out,’ and Hanky had become angry and called Carter a worse name than snob. They had stood up to each other with fists clenched for a moment, but a guard had seen them and broken it up. After that, Carter had kept a polite and cool distance between himself and Hanky, handing him the single pair of earphones, if he was nearer to them, handing Hanky his towel or whatever. The cell with its two bunks was too narrow for one man to pass another comfortably, and, by tacit agreement, if one man was up, the other took to his bunk. But this week Carter had had a piece of bad news from his lawyer Tutting. There was to be no re-trial, and, since ninety days had passed, a pardon was out of the question also. Carter faced the fact that he was going to be in the cell with Hanky for some time to come, and that he should perhaps not be so hostile and aloof. The atmosphere between them was not pleasant, and what did it accomplish? Hanky had sprained his ankle last Friday, jumping off the truck that took the inmates back and forth to farm work. He might at least ask Hanky how his ankle was.

      Hanky was sitting on the edge of his lower bunk, fondling his incomplete deck of dirty playing cards.

      Carter nodded to him and glanced at his bandaged ankle. ‘How’s your foot today?’ He unbuttoned his shirt and headed straight for the basin.

      ‘Oh, so-so. Still can’t walk on it.’

      Hanky lifted the bedding at the foot of his bunk, and produced two packs of Camels that he had been hiding there.

      This Carter saw as he straightened up, drying himself with his small rough towel. Hanky didn’t smoke. The ration was four packs a week, which the inmates bought with their own money. The inmate’s salary was fourteen cents a day, the cigarettes twenty-two cents a pack. Hanky saved up his own ration and sold it at a profit to other inmates. The guards knew about Hanky’s sideline and winked at it, because Hanky occasionally gave them a pack or even gave them a dollar.

      ‘Do me a favour, Cart? Take these to number thirteen down here and number forty-eight third tier. One to each. I don’t feel like walking that far. They’re paid for.’

      ‘Sure.’ Carter took them in one hand and started out, buttoning his shirt with his other hand.

      Number thirteen was only two cells away from his and Hanky’s cell.

      An old Negro with white hair sat on the lower bunk.

      ‘Cigarettes?’ Carter asked.

      The Negro rolled sideways on one fleshless hip and pulled a small piece of paper out of his pocket. With stiff, black fingers, the Negro pushed Hanky’s receipt into Carter’s hand.

      Carter stuffed it into his pocket, tossed a package of Camels on the bunk, and went out. He walked towards the end of the corridor, where the stairs were. The guard called Moony – a nickname for Moonan – quickened his slow walk and frowned as he came towards Carter. Carter had the other pack of cigarettes in his hand. He saw that Moony saw it.

      ‘Deliverin’ cigarettes?’ Moony’s long, thin face scowled harder. ‘You gonna start deliverin’ milk and newspapers, too?’

      ‘I’m taking them for Hanky. He’s got a sprained ankle.’

      ‘Let’s have y’hands.’ Moony took his handcuffs off the clasp of his belt.

      ‘I didn’t steal the cigarettes. Ask Hanky.’

      ‘Y’hands!’

      Carter held out his hands.

      Moony clicked the handcuffs on his wrists. At the same instant, two toilets near by flushed simultaneously, and simultaneously Carter saw over Moony’s shoulder a pimply-faced, pudgy inmate smirking slightly with vague pleasure as he watched. A few seconds before, Carter had thought Moony might be joking. He had seen Moony and Hanky joking a few times, Moony even swinging his stick playfully at Hanky. Now he knew Moony was not joking. Moony didn’t like him. Moony called him ‘the professor’.

      ‘Walk to the end of the block,’ Moony said.

      Moony’s voice was loud. While Moony had been talking to Carter, a silence had fallen in the two or three cells in either side of the block which could observe them, and it was spreading over the whole ground floor. Carter walked, with Moony behind him. At the end of the corridor were two stairways going up to the second tier, the elevator’s barred doors that Carter had only twice seen open for hospital cases on their way up, and two plain doors, their fronts flush with the stone wall, with large round locks in them. One led to the next cell block, B-block, the other to the Hole. Moony stepped in advance of Carter and swung off his big ring of keys from his belt.

      Carter heard a soft, collective groan from the men watching, a hum as anonymous as a wind.

      ‘What’s the matter, Moony?’ asked a voice, so self-assured Carter knew before he glanced behind him that it was a guard’s.

      ‘Got the great engineer here deliverin’ cigarettes,’ Moony said, and opened the door. ‘Step down,’ he said to Carter.

      The stairs went down. This was the Hole.

      Carter paused after a couple of steps. He had heard about the Hole. Even if the inmates exaggerated, and he was sure they did exaggerate, it was a torture chamber. ‘Listen, an offence like this – doing a favour for Hanky – it’s just a few demerits, isn’t it?’

      Moony and Cherniver, who was coming along too, chuckled superiorly, as if at the remark of a half-wit.

      ‘Git goin’,’ Moony said. ‘You already got more demerits than I can count or you either.’ Moony shoved him.

      Carter kept his balance, then descended the steps, watching his footing carefully; for if he fell, he could not easily save himself with manacled hands. He had taken a fall the day he was put into prison, and at that time his handcuffs had been shackled to a heavy leather belt. It was true that he had a lot of demerits, but they were mostly due to the fact he did not yet know everything he could and could not do. You got demerits for not keeping in step in a line marching to the mess hall, for saying ‘Excuse me’ or saying anything on the way to the workshops (but not on the way back), for flicking a comb through your hair at certain times, for looking too long at a visitor (a stranger, perhaps, man or woman) through the double-barred wall at the end of A-block; and four times, due to demerits, Carter had been unable to see his wife on Sunday afternoons. This was doubly infuriating, because on each occasion the two letters per week that he was permitted to write had been sent to Hazel too early to tell her that if she came that Sunday he could not see her. There was no list of regulations anywhere that an inmate could read and so avoid committing misdemeanours. Carter had asked some inmates for all the ways of incurring demerits, and he had listened to thirty or forty, and then one inmate had said with a reconciled smile, ‘Ah, there must be about a thousand of ’em. Gives the screws somethin’ to do.’ Carter supposed now that he was due for twenty-four or forty-eight hours of solitary in the dark. He took a deep breath and tried to be philosophical about it: it wasn’t going to last for ever, and what were three or six missed meals of the lousy food they served here? He regretted only missing his daily letter from Hazel, which would be brought to his cell around 5.30 p.m.

      Carter’s feet found level stone. There was an unfamiliar dampness in the air and a familiar smell of stale urine.

      Moony had a flashlight, but he used it to guide his and Cherniver’s steps behind him, while Carter went ahead into darkness. Now on right and left Carter could see the small doors of the cells he had heard about, tiny black holes that a man could not stand up in, big step-ups at the doors so one had to crawl into them. The prison had been built in 1869, Carter remembered, and these must have been part of the original prison, the part beyond improvement. The rest of the prison was said to have been improved at one time.

      ‘… the hose?’ Cherniver asked in a low voice.

      ‘Somepin’ stronger. Here we are. Stop! Go on in.’

      They were beside a cell with no door at all, a cell with a very high open doorway. As Carter walked in, he heard from another cell a groan or a grunt and the snuffle of a nose. There was at least one other person down here. It was comforting. The cell was huge compared to the one Carter shared with Hanky, but there was no bunk or chair or toilet in it, only a small round drain in the centre of the floor. The walls were of metal, not stone, black-grey and red from rust. Then Carter noticed hanging from the ceiling a pair of chains that ended in black loops.

      ‘Gimme y’hands,’ said Moony.

      Carter extended his hands.

      Moony removed the handcuffs. ‘Cherny, ol’ pal, can you git me a stool from sommers?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Cherniver and went out, drawing his own flashlight from a pocket.

      Cherniver returned with a square wooden stool like a small table, which he set down below the chains.

      ‘Step up,’ said Moony.

      Carter stepped up, and Moony after him. Carter raised his hands before he was ordered to. The straps were leather with a rubber lining, and they buckled.

      ‘Thumbs,’ said Moony.

      Obediently Carter turned up his thumbs, then realized with a shock what Moony intended. Moony fixed the straps between the first and second joints of his thumbs, then buckled them tightly. The straps had holes every half inch and all along their length.

      Moony stepped down. ‘Kick the stool away.’

      Carter was strung so high, he was on tiptoe and could not kick it away.

      Moony gave the stool a kick that sent it a couple of yards in front of Carter and turned it over. Carter swung. The first stab of pain prolonged itself. Blood rushed to the tips of his thumbs. His back was to the guards, and he expected a blow.

      Moony laughed, and then one of them kicked him in the thigh and he began to swing back and forth, twisting a little. Then a push in the small of his back. Carter suppressed a groan. He held his breath. Now sweat trickled in front of his ears, down his jaw. Carter’s ears were ringing loudly. He smelt cigarette smoke. Carter wondered if they had a time limit, vaguely a time limit, such as an hour, two hours? How much time had passed already? Three minutes? Fifteen? Carter was afraid he would scream in another few seconds. Don’t scream, he told himself. The screws would love that. Muscles down his back began to flutter. It was hard to breathe. He had a brief fantasy that he was drowning, that he was in water instead of air. Then the ringing in his ears drowned out the guards’ voices.

      Something struck him in the back. Water hissed over the stone floor in front of him, and a bucket bounced and clattered. Everything seemed in slow motion. He felt much heavier, and he imagined that the two guards were hanging on to his legs.

      ‘Oh, Hazel,’ Carter mumbled.

      ‘Hazel?’ a guard said.

      ‘That’s his wife. Gets letters from her every day.’

      ‘Not today, he won’t.’

      Carter felt his eyes were bulging from their sockets. He tried to blink. His eyes felt dry and huge. He had a vision of Hazel walking nervously up and down in his cell, wringing her hands, glancing at him now and then, saying something that he could not hear.

      The scene shifted to the trial. Wallace Palmer. Wallace Palmer was dead. Then what do you think he did with the money?… Come now, Mr Carter, you’re an intelligent man, a college graduate, an engineer, a sophisticated New Yorker. (Your honour, that is irrelevant.) You don’t sign papers not knowing what you’re signing! I knew what I was signing. Receipts, invoices. It wasn’t my job to know the exact price of things. Palmer was the contractor. The prices could’ve been raised on the receipts after I’d signed them, raised by Palmer… I did not know our material was second-rate and I told him so. Where is the money, Mr Carter? Where is the two hundred and fifty thousand dollars? And then Hazel was on the stand, saying in her clear voice, My husband and I have always had a joint bank account… We’ve never had any secrets about anything to do with money… with money… with money…

      ‘Hazel!’ Carter cried, and that was the end of it.

      Several buckets of water sluiced over him.

      Behind him, voices seemed to be chanting. There was chanting and laughter. They faded and he was alone again. He realized the chanting was the pulsing of his own blood in his ears. He imagined his thumbs two feet long now from the pulling. He was not dead. Wallace Palmer was dead. Palmer who could be made to talk, if he were not dead. Palmer had fallen from the third floor scaffolding down to the ground beside a cement mixer. Now the school building was finished. Carter saw it, dark red and four stories high. It was shaped like a wide U, like a boomerang. An American flag waved on top of it. It stood, but it was made of bad materials. The cement was no good, the plumbing didn’t work, the plaster had started cracking before the building was completed. Carter had spoken to Gawill and to Palmer about the materials, but Palmer had said that was okay, that was what they wanted, the school board was cutting corners and it wasn’t their concern if the building materials were bad. Then the word got around, and the safety board or whatever they called it said that children ought not to be allowed to set foot in it, that it all might fall on their heads, and the school board had not been cutting corners, they had paid for the best, and who, who was responsible? Wallace Palmer was responsible, and maybe a few others in Triumph had got a share of the $250,000 – Gawill could hardly have been blind to what was going on, for instance – but Philip Carter was the chief engineer, worked closest with the contractor Palmer, was an out-of-towner, a New Yorker, a wise guy, a man out to feather his nest at the expense of the South, a professional man who had betrayed the honour and trust of his calling, and the State was going to have his blood. ‘Let the school stand empty, until the next hard wind blows it down,’ said the prosecuting attorney, ‘a disgrace and an expensive disgrace for all the State to look at!’

      Two men came and took him down. Carter’s head cracked against the stone floor. Clumsy attempts to carry him. Curses. They left him crumpled on the floor while they went away again. Carter retched, but nothing came up. The men returned with a stretcher. The journey was a long one, down corridors that Carter barely saw through partly opened eyes. Up stairs after stairs they went, Moony and somebody else – what was his name, the one of last night? Or when? Up they went, nearly sliding him backwards and head first off the stretcher. Then along corridors, narrowish ones, where inmates – Carter knew from their flesh-coloured clothes – and a few Negroes in blue overalls, also inmates, stared in silence as they passed by. Then the smell of iodine and disinfectant. They were going into the hospital ward. He lay on the stretcher on a hard table. A voice was murmuring angrily. It was a nice voice, Carter thought.

      Moony’s voice replied, ‘He’s out of order all the time… He’s out of order. What’re you gonna do with guys like him?… You should have my job, mister… All right, speak to the warden. I’ll tell him a thing or two myself.’

      The doctor spoke again, lifting Carter’s wrist. ‘Look at this!’

      ‘Ah, I’ve seen worse,’ said Moony.

      ‘How long was he hung up?’

      ‘I don’t know. I didn’t string him up.’

      ‘You didn’t? Who did?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Would you mind finding out? – Would you mind finding out?’

      A man with round, horn-rimmed glasses and a white jacket washed Carter’s face with a large wet cloth, and squeezed some drops from it on to his tongue.

      ‘… Morphine, Pete,’ said the doctor. ‘A whole half grain.’

      They rolled his sleeve higher and gave him a needle. Pain began to ebb quickly, like a flood receding, like an ocean drying up. Like heaven. A pleasant, sleepy tingling invaded his head, lightly dancing, like gentle music. They began to work on his hands, and he fell asleep during it.
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      When Carter awakened, he was lying in a firm white bed on his back, his head on a pillow. His arms lay outside the covers and his thumbs were huge lumps of gauze as big as the rest of his hands. He looked to right and left. The left bed was empty, the right held a sleeping Negro with a bandaged head. Pain seeped back into his thumbs, and he realized that it was the pain that had awakened him. It was growing worse, and it frightened him.

      He looked at the approaching doctor, wide-eyed with fear, and, realizing that he looked afraid, Carter blinked his eyes. The doctor smiled. He was a small dark man of about forty.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ asked the doctor.

      ‘My thumbs hurt.’

      The doctor nodded, still faintly smiling. ‘They took some punishment. You’ll need another shot.’ He looked at his wristwatch, frowned slightly, and went away.

      When he came back with the needle, Carter asked, ‘What time is it?’

      ‘Six thirty. You had a good sleep.’ The needle went in, stayed a few seconds. ‘How about something to eat – before this puts you to sleep again?’

      Carter did not answer. He knew from the light at the window that it was 6.30 in the evening. ‘What day is it?’

      ‘Thursday. Scrambled eggs? Milk toast? I think that’s all you’d better try – Ice-cream? Does that appeal to you?’
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