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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 Oscarwinning 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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INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sarah Hilary, 2015
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At half past three of a morning in early January, Chester MacFarland was awakened in his berth on the San Gimignano by an alarming sound of scraping. He sat up and saw through the porthole a brightly lighted wall of orangey-red colour, extremely close and creeping by. His first thought was that they were grazing the side of another ship, and he scrambled out of bed and, still half asleep, leaned across his wife’s berth and looked more closely. There were scribblings and scratches and numbers on the wall, which he now saw was rock, NIKO 1957, he read. W. MUSSOLINI. Then an American-looking PETE ’60.

The alarm clock went off, and Chester grabbed for it, knocking over the Scotch bottle that stood beside it on the floor. He pressed the button that stopped the alarm, then reached for his robe.

‘Darling? – What’s going on?’ Colette asked sleepily.

‘I think we’re in the Corinthian Canal,’ Chester said. ‘Or else we’re awfully close to another ship. We’re due to be in the canal. It’s half past three. Coming on deck?’

‘Um-m- no,’ Colette murmured, snuggling deeper into the bedclothes. ‘You tell me all about it.’

Smiling, Chester pressed a kiss into her warm cheek. ‘I’m going on deck. Back in a minute.’

As soon as he stepped out of the door onto the deck, Chester ran into the officer who had told him they would pass through the canal at 3.30 a.m.

‘Sississi! Il canale, signor!’ he said to Chester.

‘Thanks!’ Chester felt a thrill of adventure and excitement, and stood erect against the chill wind, gripping the rail with both hands. There was no one but him on the deck.

The canal’s sides looked four storeys high, at least. Leaning over the rail, Chester saw only blackness at either end of the canal. It was impossible to see just how long it was, but he remembered its length on his map of Greece, one half inch, which he thought would be about four miles. Man-made, this vital waterway. The thought gave him pleasure. Chester looked at the marks of drills and pickaxes that were still visible in the orangey rock – or was it hard clay? Chester lifted his eyes to where the side of the canal stopped sharp against the darkness, looked higher to the stars sprinkled in the Grecian sky. In just a few hours, he would see Athens. He had an impulse to stay up the rest of the night, to get his overcoat and stand on deck while the ship ploughed through the Aegean towards Piraeus. He’d be tired tomorrow, however. After a few minutes, Chester went back to the stateroom and crawled into bed.

Some five hours later, when the San Gimignano had docked at Piraeus, Chester was pushing his way towards the rail through a grumbling tangle of passengers and porters who had come aboard to assist people with their luggage. Chester had breakfasted in a leisurely way in his state-room, preferring to wait until the majority of the passengers had debarked; but, judging from the number of people on deck and in the corridors, the debarking had not even begun. The town and the dock of Piraeus looked like a dusty mess. Chester was disappointed not to be able to see Athens in the hazy distance. He lit a cigarette and looked slowly over the moving and stationary figures on the broad expanse of dock. Blue-clad porters. A few men in rather shabbylooking overcoats walking about restlessly, glancing at the ship: they looked more like money-changers or taxi-drivers than policemen, Chester thought. His eyes moved from left to right and back again over the entire scene. No, he couldn’t believe that any one of the men he saw could be waiting for him. The gangplank was down, and if anyone had come for him, wouldn’t he be coming right on board now, instead of waiting on the dock? Of course. Chester cleared his throat and took a gentle drag on his cigarette. Then he turned and saw Colette.

‘Greece,’ she said, smiling.

‘Yes. Greece.’ He took her hand. Her fingers spread, then closed tightly on his. ‘I’d better see about a porter. All the suitcases closed?’

She nodded. ‘I saw Alfonso. He’ll bring them out.’

‘Did you tip him?’

‘Um-m. Two thousand lire. You think that’s okay?’ Her darkblue eyes looked up widely at Chester. Her long auburn lashes blinked twice. Then she repressed a laugh that came bubbling out of her, a laugh of happiness and affection. ‘You’re not thinking. Is two thousand enough?’

‘Two thousand is perfect, darling.’ Chester kissed her lips quickly.

Alfonso emerged with half their luggage, set it on the deck and went back for the rest. Chester helped him carry it down the gangplank to the dock, and then three or four porters began arguing as to who would get to carry it.

‘Wait! Just wait, please,’ Chester said. ‘Money, you know. Got to change some.’ He waved his traveller’s cheque book, then trotted off to a money-changing booth near the gates of the dock. He changed a twenty.

‘Please,’ Colette said, patting a suitcase protectively, and the quarrelling porters folded their arms, stepped back and waited, looking her over with approval.

Colette – it was a name she had chosen for herself at the age of fourteen, in preference to Elizabeth – was twenty-five years old, five feet three, with reddish light-brown hair, full lips, a perfectly straight nose lightly sprinkled with freckles, and quite arrestingly pretty dark-blue, almost lavender, eyes. Her eyes looked widely and straightforwardly at everything and everyone, like the eyes of a curious, intelligent and still learning child. Men whom she looked at usually felt transfixed and fascinated by her gaze; there was something speculative in it, and nearly every man, whatever his age, thought, ‘She looks as if she’s falling in love with me. Could it be?’ Most women thought her expression and even Colette herself rather naïve, too naïve to be dangerous; which was fortunate, because otherwise women might have been jealous or suspicious of her attractiveness. She had been married to Chester just a little more than a year, and she had met him by answering an advertisement he put in The Times for a part-time secretary and typist. It hadn’t taken her more than two days to realize that Chester’s business was not exactly on the up and up – what stockbroker operated out of his apartment instead of an office, and where were his stocks on the Exchange, anyway? – but Chester had a lot of charm; he plainly had plenty of money, and evidently the money was rolling in steadily, which meant he wasn’t in any trouble. Chester had been married before, for eight years, to a woman who had died of cancer two years before Colette met him. Chester was forty-two, still handsome, greying slightly at the temples, and just a bit inclined to develop a tummy, but Colette was inclined to put weight on all over, and dieting was a normal thing with her. It was easy for her to plan menus that were appetizing as well as low in calories.

‘Here we go,’ Chester said, waving a fistful of drachma notes. ‘Pick a taxi, honey.’

There were half-a-dozen taxis standing about, and Colette chose the one of a driver who had a friendly smile. Three porters helped them load the taxi with their seven pieces of luggage, two of which went on the roof, and then they were off for Athens. Chester sat forward, watching for the Parthenon on its hill, or some other landmark that might appear against the paleblue sky. And then he found himself looking at an imaginary Walkie Kar, big as all Athens, red and chromium, with its horrible rubber-lumped handlebars and its ugly, cupped safety seat. Chester shuddered. What a stupidity, what a needless, idiotic risk that had been! Colette had told him so, too. She had got a bit angry when she found out about it, and she was perfectly justified in getting angry. The Walkie Kar had come about like this: in a printer’s shop where he was having some business cards made up, Chester had noticed a stack of handbills advertising the Walkie Kar. There was a picture of it, a description, and the price, $12.95, and at the bottom an order blank that could be torn off along a perforated line. The printer had laughed when Chester picked up one of the sheets and looked at it. The company was out of business, the printer said, and they hadn’t even paid him for his print job. No, the printer wouldn’t mind at all if Chester took a few of them, because he was going to throw them all out, anyway. Chester had said he wanted to send them to a few of his friends as a joke, his heavy-drinking friends, and at first he had wanted to do that only; and then something – temptation, bravado, a sense of humour? – had compelled him to try peddling the damned things, and by ringing doorbells and making with the old spiel he had sold more than eight-hundred dollars’ worth, mainly to people in the Bronx. Then he had run into one of his purchasers in his own apartment building in Manhattan, and, moreover, just as he was opening his own mailbox. The man said his Walkie Kar had not arrived, though he had ordered and paid for it two months ago, and neither had the Walkie Kar of a neighbour of his arrived. When that happened to two people who knew each other, they got together and did something about it, Chester knew from experience; and, since the man had taken a good look at his name on the mailbox, Chester had thought it just as well to get out of the country for a while, rather than move to another apartment and change his name to something else again. Colette had been wanting to go to Europe and they had planned to go in spring, but the Walkie Kar incident had hurried them up by four months. They had left New York in December. Yes, Colette had reproached him pretty severely for the Walkie Kar episode, and she had been annoyed also because she thought the weather wouldn’t be as pleasant in winter as in spring, and she was right, of course. Chester had given her a new set of luggage and a mink jacket by way of making it up to her, and he wanted to do everything he could to make the trip a happy one for her. It was Colette’s first trip to Europe. So far she had liked London best, and, to Chester’s surprise, liked London more than Paris. It had rained more in Paris than in London; Chester had caught a cold; and he remembered that every time he got his feet wet or felt rain sliding down the back of his neck, he had thought of the God-damned Walkie Kar, and he had reminded himself that for the wretched bit of money he had got out of it, he might have caused, might still cause, Howard Cheever (which was his current alias and the name that had been on his mailbox in the New York apartment building) to be exposed to a thorough investigation, which could mean the end of half a dozen companies on whose stock sales Chester depended for his living. Europe was safer than the States just now, and Chester MacFarland, his real name, was a name he hadn’t used in fifteen years; but he was guilty, among other things, of defrauding through the mails, which was one of the few offences the American Government could extradite a man for. It was remotely possible that they would send a man over after him, Chester thought, if they ever made the connection between Cheever and MacFarland.

The taxi-driver asked him something over his shoulder in Greek.

‘Sorry. No capeesh,’ Chester answered. ‘The main square, okay? The centre of town.’

‘Grande Bretagne?’ asked the driver.

‘Well . . . I’m not quite sure,’ Chester said. The Grande Bretagne was unquestionably the biggest and best hotel in Athens, but for that very reason, Chester felt wary about stopping there. ‘Let’s take a look,’ he added, though he didn’t think the driver understood. ‘There it is,’ he said to Colette. ‘That white building over there.’

The white edifice of the Grande Bretagne had a formal, antiseptic air in contrast to the less tall and dirtier buildings and stores that stood around the rectangle of Constitution Square. There was a government building of some sort far to their right, a Greek flag flying from a pole on its grounds, and a couple of soldiers in skirts and white stockings standing guard near the doors.

‘What about that hotel?’ Chester asked, pointing. ‘The King’s Palace. That looks pretty good, don’t you think, honey?’

‘Okay. Sure,’ Colette said agreeably.

The King’s Palace Hotel was across a street at one side of the Grande Bretagne. A bellboy in a red jacket and black trousers came out on the pavement to help with the luggage. The lobby looked first-rate to Chester, maybe not luxury class, but firstrate. The carpet was thick underfoot, and, judging from the warmth, the central heating really worked.

‘You have a reservation, sir?’ asked the clerk behind the counter.

‘No, no, we haven’t, but we’d like a room with a bath and a nice view,’ Chester said, smiling.

‘Yes, sir.’ The clerk pushed a bell, then handed a key to the uniformed boy who came up. ‘Show them six twenty-one, please. May I have your passports, sir? You can pick them up when you come down.’

Chester took the one that Colette drew from her red leather case in her pocketbook, pulled his own from his inside breast pocket, and pushed them across the counter to the clerk. It always gave him a little throb of mental pain, a small shock of embarrassment such as he felt when a doctor asked him to strip, whenever he pushed his passport over a hotel counter or had it taken from his hand by an official inspector. Chester Crighton MacFarland, five feet eleven, born in 1922 in Sacramento, California, no distinguishing marks, wife Elizabeth Talbott MacFarland. It was all so naked. Worst of all, his photograph, so untypically for a passport photograph, was a very good likeness, showing receding brown hair, aggressive jaw, good-sized nose, a rather stubborn, thin-lipped mouth with a moustache above it – an excellent portrait of him, depicting all but the colour of his blue, staring eyes and the ruddiness of his cheeks. Had the clerk, Chester always thought, or the inspector been shown the same picture of him and told to keep his eyes open for him? This moment in the King’s Palace Hotel was not the time to learn, because the clerk pushed the passports to one side without opening them.

A few minutes later they were comfortably installed in a large, warm room with a view of the white, geranium-garnished balconies of the Grande Bretagne and of a busy avenue six storeys down, which Chester identified on his map of Athens as Venizelos Street. It was only 10 o’clock. The whole day lay before them.
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At that moment, in a considerably cheaper and shabbier hotel around the corner on Kriezotou Street, sometimes called Jan Smuts Street, a young American named Rydal Keener was pressing the button for an elevator on the fourth floor. He was a slender, dark-haired young man, quiet and slow in movement. There was an air of melancholy about him, melancholy turned outward rather than inward, as if he brooded not on his own problems but the world’s. His dark eyes seemed to see and to think about whatever they looked at. He appeared also very poised, not at all concerned with what anybody thought of him. His insouciance was often taken for arrogance. It did not go with the worn shoes and overcoat he had on now, but his bearing was so confident that his clothes were the last thing people noticed about him, if they noticed them at all.

It was an even bet every morning whether the elevator would come or not, and every morning Rydal played a game with himself: if the elevator came, he would have breakfast in the Taverna Dionysiou in Niko’s street, and if it didn’t come, he would buy a newspaper and have breakfast in the Café Brasil. Not that it made a bit of difference one way or the other. He would buy four newspapers, anyway, in the course of the day, but in the Taverna Dionysiou he knew so many people, he was always talking too much to read anything, and in the Café Brasil, a fancier place, he never knew anyone, and so always took a newspaper with him for company. Rydal waited patiently, walking in a slow circle over the threadbare carpet in front of the elevator shaft. No annunciatory rattle from below or above showed that anyone had heard or heeded his ring. Rydal sighed, threw his shoulders back, and stared with serious attention at an extremely dark and obscure painting of a country landscape that hung on the wall of the corridor he had just walked through. Even the sky was a sooty black, as if the picture – surely no artist in the world, however bad, would paint a hillside and sky so smutty you could scarcely see where one ended and the other began – had over the years accumulated the dirt of the atmosphere, absorbed the very breaths of the Greek, French, Italian, Serbian, Yugoslavian, Russian, American and whatever people that had passed back and forth in that corridor. Two sheeps’ backsides, dingy tan, were the brightest spots in the composition.

The elevator was certainly not coming. He might have rung again, could eventually have got service if he kept ringing, but his game was over, and he no longer cared to ride. He would go to the Café Brasil. Rydal walked slowly down the first short flight of carpeted stairs. There were two holes, each the size of a large foot, in the carpet, and Rydal wondered if anybody had ever tripped in them and fallen. They would have fallen against a cement vase, phoney third-century B.C., which stood on a Victorian flower stand of cast iron. Rydal went by a mirror some ten feet long on the wall, crossed a small, meaningless foyer where there was another opaque painting and a pot of dried-out ferns, and took some stairs that led down in another direction. On the next floor, a tall and somewhat angular woman in tweeds, not a bit masculine but flat and sexless as something out of a 1920 British fashion drawing, pressed the elevator button with a confident air, then returned Rydal’s gaze with calm, greenish eyes. Rydal’s eyes lingered on hers a little too long for the look to be merely one that one gives a stranger encountered in a hotel hall, but that was another game Rydal played, and the Hotel Melchior Condylis was just the place to play it. The game might be called Adventure. It depended on meeting the Right Person, male or female. Something would take place when his eyes met the eyes of the Right Person, there would be a shock of recognition, one of them would speak, they would have some kind of Adventure together – or there wouldn’t be anything in the eyes, and absolutely nothing would happen. This woman was certainly an odd and fascinating type, but nothing really happened in her eyes. The Hotel Melchior Condylis was full of odd and fascinating-looking people. It was not a place for the well-heeled, not a place the average American would be drawn to, but it had almost every other nationality staying in it, as far as Rydal could see. There was an East Indian couple now, and an elderly French couple. There was a young Russian student whom Rydal had tried chatting with in Russian, but the Russian acted as if he were suspicious of him, and their acquaintance had not progressed. Last month there had been an Eskimo travelling with an American oceanographer, and they were both natives of Alaska. There was the predictable sprinkling of Turks and Yugoslavs. It was amusing to think of little points all over the world where people who had been to the Melchior Condylis would mention its name, in one or the other of twenty-five or thirty languages, and perhaps recommend it (or could they really, except for its cheapness?) to their friends as a place to stop in Athens. The service was awful, worse than non-existent, because it was often promised when it did not come. The corridors and stairs of the place had to Rydal the anticipatory air of a stage when all the props are in place and before the first actor makes his appearance. Not one item in the rooms – Rydal had been in three of them – the corridors or the lobby was wrong for its character, and its character was that of an old, tired, Mitteleuropa stable hack.

Rydal found the elevator operator, who also doubled as porter, reading a newspaper on the wooden bench by the door and picking his nose.

‘Good morning, Meester Keener,’ said Max, a black-moustached man in an ancient grey uniform behind the desk.

‘Morning to you, Max. How are you?’ Rydal laid his key down.

‘You want lottery ticket?’ Max asked with a hopeful grin, holding up a sheet of tickets,

‘Um-m. Am I feeling lucky today? Not particularly. Not today,’ Rydal said, and went out.

He turned left and walked towards Constitution Square and the American Express. There might be a letter for him at the American Express, there most likely was a letter, because this was Wednesday and he’d had no mail Monday or Tuesday, and he averaged two letters a week. But he decided to wait until afternoon before going in to ask. He bought yesterday’s London Daily Express and an Athens newspaper of this morning, gave a wave to Niko, who was shuffling about in his gym shoes a few yards away on the pavement in front of the American Express Travel Agency, his figure beige and more or less round under the sponges that hung on strings all over him.

‘Lottery?’ Niko yelled, swinging up a ticket sheet.

Rydal shook his head. ‘Not today!’ he yelled back in Greek. It was evidently a great day for lottery tickets.

Rydal went into the Café Brasil, climbed the stairs to the second-floor bar where one could also get breakfast, and ordered a cappuccino with a jelly doughnut. The news in the paper was dull today. A small train wreck in Italy. A divorce case against an M.P. Rydal rather enjoyed murder stories, and he liked the English best. He smoked three Papistratos after his coffee, and it was getting on to 11 when he went out. He thought he would drop by the National Archaeological Museum for a little while, then buy a present for Pan – Pan’s birthday was Saturday, and he was giving a party – in some haberdashery or leather shop in Stadiou Street, have lunch in the hotel restaurant, then work on his poems in what was left of the afternoon. Pan had said something about going to a movie tonight, but the date might not come off, and Rydal didn’t care if it didn’t. It was obviously going to rain, and the Athens paper predicted it also. Rydal enjoyed loafing in his room and working on his poems when it rained. Out on the pavement, he was inspired to call at the American Express now instead of this afternoon, so he walked through the arcade that brought him out on another street more or less parallel to Constitution Square, where the American Express mail office was located.

There was a letter from his sister Martha in Washington, D.C. Another slight reproach, Rydal supposed. But it wasn’t. It was actually almost an apology to him for having ‘spoken a little sharply in December’. She had written, not spoken. Rydal’s father had died in early December, Rydal had been notified by a cable from his brother Kennie two days before the funeral, he could have flown home, but he hadn’t. His father had suffered a heart attack, and died within four hours. Rydal had delayed, undecided, for twenty-four hours, and had finally wired Kennie in Cambridge that he was sorry to hear the news, and that he sent him and the rest of the family his love and sympathy. He did not say he was not coming, but that was evident, since any mention of his coming was left out. Kennie had not written him since, but Martha had, and she had said, ‘Considering the family is so small, just you and I and Kennie and his wife and children, I think you might have made an effort to get here. After all, he was your father. I can’t believe that your conscience doesn’t bother you. Are you going to nurse a grievance even after the object is dead? You would be happier, Rydal, if you could be bigger about it – and if you’d come and stood by with the rest of us.’ Rydal remembered the letter almost verbatim, though he had thrown it away as soon as he had read it. Now his sister wrote that she understood that he had his grievances


‘. . . which, as you know, I’ve always considered rather warrantable. But don’t be bitter, if you can help it. You once told me you understood the uselessness of hatred and resentment. I hope it’s true now more than ever, and that you’re finding some kind of peace over there. Somehow I like the idea of your being in Athens rather than Rome . . . When do you think you’ll be coming home ?’



Rydal refolded the letter and pushed it into his overcoat pocket. Then he walked out of the American Express office and turned in the direction of the arcade again. He was not going to be in Athens much longer. The Right Day would come, and he would take the plane for Crete, have a look at the Palace of Knossos and the Iraklion Museum of Cretan antiquities, and then fly home. Then he would see about getting a job in a law firm, he supposed in New York. He had about eight hundred dollars left in traveller’s cheques and a little cash. His money had held out quite nicely over the two years he had been away. His dear grandmother’s ten thousand. His grandmother had been the only one in his family who had believed in him at the time of the crisis with his father. She had made her will then, and had died when Rydal was twenty-three, midway in his year of army service. He had made up his mind then what he was going to do with it: go to Europe and stay as long as it lasted. His father had wanted him to get started right away in a law firm, and even had a position in a junior capacity arranged for him with Wheeler, Hooton and Clive on Madison Avenue (his father had known Wheeler), but Rydal hadn’t and didn’t want to start work with any firm that had any connection with his father. You’re late enough, said his father, mostly in regard to his not getting out of Yale Law School until he was twenty-two, so unlike the precocious and scholarly Keeners, but his father’s sending him to reform school for two years hadn’t helped, and he had not entered Yale until he was nineteen. His father had graduated from Harvard at nineteen, Kennie at twenty, Martha from Radcliff at twenty also. All Phi Beta Kappa. Rydal was no Phi Beta Kappa.

Rydal found himself standing in front of the Café Brasil’s glass doors in the arcade, awoke to the present and remembered he’d just been there, then went on through the arcade in search of Niko. Yes, he’d buy a couple of lottery tickets today, after all. There was Niko, still shuffling and stomping in the cold in his gym shoes. Niko had bunions, and sneakers were the only kind of shoes he felt comfortable in. Rydal smiled as he watched Niko approach a well-dressed gentleman just emerging from the American Express. Lottery tickets or sponges, which would you like, sir?

Then Rydal came to a stop. The man talking to Niko looked remarkably like his father. The blue eyes were the same, the jutting nose, the colour of the moustache. This man was about forty, heavier and ruddier, but the resemblance was so astounding Rydal had an impulse to ask the man if they were related, if his name were possibly Keener. The Keeners had some English cousins, and this man could be English – but his clothes looked American. The man put his head back and laughed, a hearty laugh that carried to Rydal and made him smile, too. Niko’s hand jerked back under the sponges, but Rydal had seen a white flash that might have been pearls on his palm. The ruddy-faced man in the dark overcoat had declined whatever Niko had offered, but was buying a sponge. Rydal folded his arms and waited quietly near the newspaper kiosk on the corner. He saw the man push a second bill into Niko’s not unwilling hand, saw him wave and heard him call, ‘So long!’ as he walked away.

He was walking towards Rydal. Rydal kept looking at him, seeing even in his walk his father’s confident stride. The sponge bulged his overcoat pocket. In his left hand he carried a newlooking Guide Bleu. He glanced at Rydal, looked away, then looked again, walking past him now, but turning his head so as to keep him in view. Rydal stared back, and it was no game now, he was not waiting for a sign, he was simply fascinated, spellbound, by the man’s resemblance to his father. The man at last looked away from Rydal, and Rydal followed him, walking at a slower pace. The man glanced over his shoulder at Rydal, hurried his steps, ran off the kerb at Venizelos Street, then slowed at the wrong place – in front of an oncoming car – as if trying to give the impression he was not hurrying. Now he had passed the Grande Bretagne, and Rydal had expected him to turn in there. Rydal kept him in view, but already his interest was flagging. What if he were an English cousin? Who cared? The man went into the King’s Palace Hotel, whose front door was set at an angle on the corner, and he looked back – Rydal couldn’t tell if he saw him or not – before he went in.

It was that last looking back that roused Rydal’s suspicion. What was the man afraid of? What was he running from?

Rydal walked slowly back to Niko and bought two lottery tickets. ‘Who was your friend?’ Rydal asked.

‘Who?’ asked Niko, smiling and showing his lead-framed front tooth, next to it a gap.

‘The American who just bought a sponge,’ Rydal said.

‘Ah. I don’t know. Never saw him before this morning. Nice guy. Gave me extra twenty drachs.’ Niko shifted and the sponges swayed. The broad, dirty-white gym shoes, all that was visible of him below the panoply of sponges, did slow ups and downs like the feet of a restless elephant. ‘Why you ask?’

‘Oh, I dunno,’ said Rydal.

‘Plenty lettuce,’ said Niko.

Rydal smiled. He had taught Niko the word lettuce, and a lot of other slang words for money, a subject Niko was very interested in. ‘But you couldn’t get rid of the hot stuff to him?’

‘Reed?’ asked Niko, puzzled.

Niko knew ‘hot stuff’, but not ‘rid’. ‘Couldn’t sell him any jewellery?’

‘Ah!’ Niko waved a barely visible hand among the sponges, laughing with a sudden and uncharacteristic embarrassment. ‘He think it over, he say.’

‘What was it?’

‘Pearls.’ After a glance to either side of him, Niko pulled a hand out and displayed a circle of pearls, a two-row bracelet on his wide, soiled palm.

Rydal nodded, and the pearls disappeared again. ‘How much?’

‘To you – four hundred dollars.’

‘Ugh,’ Rydal said automatically, though they were worth it. ‘Well, good luck with the rich American.’

‘He be back,’ said Niko.

And Niko was probably right, Rydal thought. Niko had been a fence or a messenger for fences since childhood, and he could size people up. Then Rydal realized that there had been something vaguely dishonest-looking about the ruddy American, even in the few seconds Rydal had seen him talking to Niko. Rydal could not quite say what it was. At first glance, he looked a jolly, talkative type, open as a child. But he’d certainly had a furtive manner as he walked towards his hotel. The man probably would come back and buy the bracelet from Niko, and what honest or even reasonably cautious person would buy real pearls from a street pedlar of sponges? Perhaps the man was a gambler, Rydal thought. It was a funny incongruity, to look so much like his father, Professor Lawrence Aldington Keener of the Department of Archaeology at Harvard, who had never dreamt of doing anything faintly illegal, a veritable pillar of respectability, and to be possibly a gambler, a crook of some sort.

It was three days before Rydal saw the ruddy American again. Rydal had forgotten about him, or if he had thought of him once in that time, had supposed he had moved on somewhere; and then, one noon, Rydal ran into him at the Benaki Museum among the costume exhibits. He was with a woman, a young and quite chic American woman, almost but not quite too young to look like the man’s wife. From the way the man solicitously and affectionately touched her elbow now and then, the good-natured way he strolled about and chatted with her as she looked, with obvious pleasure, at the embroidered skirts and blouses on the glass-enclosed dummies, Rydal thought that they were either married pretty recently or were lovers. The man carried his hat in his hand, and Rydal could see the shape of his head now, high at the back like his father’s head, the hair above his temples receding as his father’s hair had receded, like an ebbing tide following the contour of a shore. His voice was deep and resonant, a bit more taut than his father’s. He chuckled easily. Then, after perhaps five minutes, the woman looked directly at Rydal, and Rydal’s heart stopped for an instant, then beat faster. Rydal blinked and looked away from her, but looked at the man, who, seeing him, frowned slightly, his lips parted in surprise. Rydal turned, slowly walked to a case full of jewelled scimitars and daggers, and bent over it.

Less than a minute later, the man and woman were gone. The man certainly thought he was trailing him, watching him, Rydal thought; he’d made the man uneasy, and Rydal had an impulse to go to the King’s Palace Hotel, wait for him, just to assure him he meant him no harm and that he wasn’t and hadn’t been shadowing him. Then that struck him as, after all, uncalled for and a bit silly, and Rydal decided to do nothing about it. Rydal walked slowly out of the museum, feeling suddenly lonely, sad, and vaguely discouraged. He knew now what had struck him about the young woman, but it was irritating and disturbing that his heart had known before his brain, or his memory. She had the same sexy come-hitherness, the same soft, plumpish charm that his cousin Agnes had had at fifteen.

‘Son of a bitch,’ Rydal whispered as he walked down a broad avenue
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