
  [image: Cover]


  


  THE OTHER


  THOMAS TRYON


  Afterword by


  DAN CHAON


  NEW YORK REVIEW BOOKS


  [image: ]


  New York


  


  CONTENTS


  Biographical Notes


  Title Page


  Dedication


  Part One


  Part Two


  Part Three


  Afterword



  Copyright and More Information


  


  For my mother and father


  Part One


  How old do you think Miss DeGroot really is? Sixty, if she’s a day, wouldn’t you say? She’s been around here as long as I can rememberquite a stretch, if you calculate itand I know she goes back a good many years before that. Which should give you an idea of how old that spot on the ceiling must be, because she says it’s been there as long as she can remember, Miss DeGroot. See it, that damn blotch up there in the plaster? It’s from seepage. The rain drips in through the roof, see? Only they won’t fix it. I’ve been after them for years, but you can’t get them to lift a finger around here. Miss DeGroot always says they’re going to, but they never do. Miss DeGroot says that, to her, the blotchit’s a water stain, reallyhas the outlines of a country, someplace on a mapI can’t remember which, but some particular geographical location she’s got in mind. She has a good imagination, don’t you think? Maybe it’s an island. Tasmania, perhaps? Or Zanzibar? Madagascar? I can’t remember, really. I heard recently they’d changed the name of Madagascar. Can that be true, I wonder? I must ask herMiss DeGroot, that is. Hard to picture a world without a Madagascar, isn’t it? Well, that’s no large matter.


  The mark on the ceiling grows bigger and darker year by year. Big ripply rust-colored stain. Like that other stain, the one over his bed. Odd, how I recall that, isn’t it? You never saw it, probably, butwell, confidentially, this one in this room reminds me of that one in that room. Only to me it doesn’t look like any place on a map, as Miss DeGroot suggests, to me it seems to beyou’ll think I’m crazy, but to me it resembles a face. Yes, actuallya face. See the eyes, there, those two dark round spaces? And then the nose just below? And there’s the mouth, theresee how it curls slightly at the corners? Rather benign, it seems to me. I am reminded ofnever mind; you will think I’m crazy.


  Unseasonably dry this year. No rain in months now, so the blotch hasn’t spread much lately. But it will, I suppose. It’s inevitable. Death, taxes, and that damn stain. I guess if it were up to Miss DeGroot they’d probably do something about it, but Miss DeGroot, I’ve decided, doesn’t wield a great deal of influence around here. What’s one more water mark on the ceiling to themfor the likes of me. The dislikes of me, I should possibly say. I do dislike this place. Why? Ask Miss DeGroot; she could tell you. Funny cheery hopeless Miss DeGroot. (How old must she be? I don’t even know her first nameis it Hilda? Olga?) I guess some day the whole ceiling will be one big brown stain, if I live long enough. And then it will all cave in on me. Except for one thingI won’t live long enough to see it. Not that that would matter to anybody.


  It’s evening. Can you see that bit of sky through the window? (As if anyone could see through the windowit’s too dirty.) But I can, kind of. Lilac, amethyst, mauve ... indigo, perhaps, that bluish-purple hue, but of the palest shade. Any one of those, possibly a mixture of all, the color I can see beyond the clouded glass, carefully, geometrically divided into nine oblongs by those rigid black mountains, while I lie here on my bed, staring out at that one small piece of sky visible to me. (Miss DeGroot tells me I’m lucky to be living up among the roofs and chimneys; it’s quieter, she says; maybe she’s right. And you can see the moon when there is one. Yes, I think possibly there’ll be a moon.) Lilac. Amethyst. Or lavender; rose, almost. Lying here, I can see how the light is fading slightly, already deepening, a trembling, opalescent light. The crepuscle, if you care for the poetic. No, I’m not poetic, particularly. He was, of course; not that his imagination was any better than mine, to be truthful. Soon it will be dusk, then dark again. Always the loneliest part of the day to me, that painful, slowly descending interval before the night ultimately comes down. What the French call l’heure bleue, a time of rare conviviality, gaiety, bonhomiethings all lost to me in this placepeople eagerly planning, over apéritifs, their evening roundscarousal, rendezvous, dalliancebright lively figures, tingling with anticipation, surging forth upon the boulevards, shimmering in the public dark, their reflections wavering in puddles of light.


  I know what you must be thinking: Madness. You’re thinking, He’s never been to Paris. You’re right. I never have. But there’s a TV downstairs in the community room, and sometimes in the newsreelsthe six o’clock news; they never let us stay up late enough for the eleven o’clockI see scenes of Paris. And I’ve read a lot of books, oh yes, watched some movies. The rest is all my imagination, true. Miss DeGroot has nothing on me, nor does he, for that matter. No, I have never been anywhere; nor ever will. Will never, I fear, leave this small, very precise world I inhabit. A lonely place, you are doubtlessly thinking. You’re right there, too. Yet, what should I do about it? I misswhat? What is it I feel, what do I sense that I miss? This vague distress, this malaise? I think, in some strange, awful way, I misshim.


  This is a terrible place. I hate it. The steam clanks in the radiator, the sink taps abound with rust, the ceiling, as I have noted, is stained. It has been colder this month, cold, cheerless, shabby; an inhospitable season. And quiet. Once there was a time when, even from this height, you could hear the streetcars; they are all gone now; the buses today are less noisy. I used to watch for the streetcars; I recall that little song that always made me think of them. I miss them. There is not much for me to do here. If I join the others they laugh at me, make fun of my name, and there is often trouble. No, not violence, at least, not all the time. But as a result, I keep to myself; a tedious existence, you will agree, but Miss DeGroot says it is better so. Trust Miss DeGroot. (She has promised to bring me some tobacco for my pipePrince Albert, a brand which I have been smoking since I was eighteen; that’s over thirty years now.)


  Later. Still lilac, the sky. Noclover; yes, more that clover shade. I remember there used to be a patch of clover that grew beside the well behind the house, the clover she loved so muchit was her wedding bouquet, you knowand she would stand and stare at it, and you would ask yourself why? And for how long? How she loved the clover! Did she plant it there beside the well, I wonder, or had it sown itself wild? I don’t suppose anyone else ever gave it a second thought.


  Do you know about the well? That dark and secret place where the accident happenedone of the accidents, I should say. The hanging. No, not that kind, but in its way nearly as horrible. Can you hear it, the noisy grating of the pulley as the rope travels through, spinning the rusty wheel, dropping its burden down, down into the blackness? The savage cries; terrible, shocked, outraged cries of fury, of horror. No. I said it was not that sort of hanging, not one of those state executionswell, yes, execution of sorts, but only because Holland didn’t like cats. Hated them, in fact. Yes, it was a cat; didn’t I mention that? Trouble, the old woman’s animal, her pet. Got this rope around Trouble’s neckhe could make a noose with easedragged it across the drive and hanged the cat in the well. For spite. The trouble wasexcuse the punhe darn near hanged himself. Poor Holland.


  Niles, the brother (he was playing cowboys and Indians near the pump), saw it all, heard the caterwaulingmiaow! miao-o-ow!ran to help.


  A frightful scene, as you can imagine, the cat clawing, spitting, Holland chucklingfiendishly, as it were, and now, amidst the horrible caterwauling, crying out as his body tumbled over the brink of the well, the animal with himmiaow! miao-o-owand there was one who thought, for a quick moment, that Holland wasbut no, he told himself, no, he’s only hurt. “Help! Somebody help! He’s hurt! Holland is hurt! Help!” And surely there was time yet; the well was dry; the cat, poor creature, was dead as a doornail, and there was the end of that. But Hollanda patch here and there and he’d be fine, though sore for a week, which is what comes of hanging cats in wells. (“Are you sore, Holland? Does it hurt?” “Sure it hurts, what didja think?”) But accidents, he said, will happen. Funnily enough. And, for action above and beyond the call of dutyWhat? A present, you fool. Behold a gift! From Holland; no, I take it back, gifts, not gift.


  And beware of Greeks; an eminently suitable maxim in this instance.


  Poor cat.


  You don’t remember the Perry place, do you? It’s gone now, they tell me. All of it, gone. The well has been filled in and sown over with grass, but it might just as well have been salt, for all that remains. The outbuildingsthe barn itself, the apple cellar beneath, the icehouse, the spring- and carriage-houses, the corncribs, the cider mill, all those are gone. Sad to contemplate; they say I wouldn’t recognize the place today. The Lutherans bought the property and for a time the house served as a church but even that has since been demolished and replaced by a newer, larger building. There is a television antenna on the roof. The bogs have been drained, the meadows subdivided into tracts, and where we used to wade the brooks, streets are now laid out, with light poles, sidewalks, chain-link fences, and two-car garages. Of what was, nothing is left.


  It was an ancient house, two hundred years or more old, built on a sweeping breadth of land dipping from Valley Hill Road down to a cove on the river. Back in the old days of course it had been a proper farmboth Granddaddy Perry and his father before him having been known thereabouts as the Onion King. That was before my time, but you could picture how spidery carriages with cracker-thin wheels would come whispering along the gravel drive; how Yankee captains navigated their boats upriver to load onions at the landing, prosaic, field-grown onions by the ton, in sacks of red string for all the exotic ports of the Caribbean: Jamaica and Trinidad and Martinique. And in Pequot Landing didn’t the Perrys prosper!


  Pequot LandingI’m sure you know what that’s like, a typical Connecticut river town, small, unpretentious, elderly. Splendid elms forming shady aisles over the streetsbefore the Dutch Blight, this wasspacious, well-kept lawns, promising in June, scorched by September, houses of wood or brick or stucco, sometimes all three. The Perry house, stalwart, large, rambling. Once-white clapboards grimed to gray, paint blistered on green shutters framing tall windows, the glass pitted and watery, the patinated gutters pocketing last October’s leaves. A comfortable house: veranda, pillared portico at one end, fireplaces in most of the high-ceilinged rooms, everywhere lace curtains, even the attic dormers. Watermarks on the plaster overhead.


  The barn was venerable, swaybacked, lichen-spotted, musty, sitting on a small rise beside the icehouse road. Up on the rooftree was a cupola, a four-windowed affair where pigeons were housed. This was the highest point anywhere around, and on this small peaked roof sat a weathervane, a peregrine falcon, emblem of the Perrys, commanding the view.


  With the passing of Granddaddy Perryjust after the First World War, that wasthe farm had ceased altogether being a farm. Except for one hired man, old Leno Angelini, all the hands were laid off, the livestock disposed of, the plows and harrows sold or left to rust. Neither Vining nor his younger brother George entertained notions about onions, nor about husbandry in any shape or form. The earth lay fallow, the farm moribund, while each working day Vining left his familyhis wife, the boys, Holland and Niles, Torrie, his daughterand drove his REO to a successful insurance business in Hartford. The Perry place had by this time become home for that quiet and most purposeful tower of strengthAda Vedrenya, who, as the children grew and their demands increased, closed up her own house in Baltimore and came to live in Pequot Landing, to relieve her daughter, Vining’s wife, of all household burdens. George had moved away to Chicago and by 1934the year of Vining Perry’s deathyou could tell that the place had a decidedly rundown air; the icehouse was an abandoned shell, the barn below the house was empty, the stables, too, except for a pair of horses, the chickenhouse tenanted by only a derelict rooster and some laying hens, the implements hung away in Mr. Angelini’s tool shed, and the cider mill alone remaining in operation, pressing each autumn the orchard fruit that was too bruised to be marketed or used at home.


  Perhaps you read about the accident, that cold November Saturday when Vining Perry, father of the twelve-year-olds, Holland and Niles, met his death while moving the last of the heavy baskets from the threshing floor of the barn down to the apple cellar for winter storage. Everyone considered it a great tragedy. And in the eight months following Vining Perry’s funeral you weren’t allowed to play down there. But come June, after school had let out, with discipline relaxed and the history and geography books put away, when Daylight Saving Time had commenced, with the grown-ups occupied elsewhere, and the afternoons pleasantly long and perfect for apple cellar doings, there were those who ignored the interdict. How cool and dark and silent it was! And secret, too. The room held a strange fascinationyou could positively feel it, and not only because it was down there that death had shown its face.


  I’ve told Miss DeGroot all kinds of stories about the apple cellar. She says it’s a spooky place; she’s right. Buried deep in the heart of the barn, with thick walls of New England traprock, and no electrical illumination, the room was a marvelously clandestine place. For six months of the year, October to March, the bushel baskets stood in rows, brimful with apples; onions dug out of the kitchen garden swagged from the rafters, and garlands of dried peppers, and along the shelves lay bunches of beets, parsnips, and turnips. But during the remaining months, its store of provender spent, the apple cellar served for other, more devious, employment. Shut away from the light, free from intrusion, you felt it was such a place as could be peopled by a boy’s imagination with all the creatures of his fancy, with kings, courtiers, and criminalswhatever; stage, temple, prison, down there seeds were sown, to grow magically overnight, like mushrooms. A place whose walls could be made to recede into airy spaciousness, the ceiling and floor into a limitless void, wood and stone and mortar dissolved at will.


  But in June, with the whole of the summer stretching endlessly before you, the apple cellar was forbidden and you had to be close and cunning not to get caught. You had matches hidden in a Prince Albert tobacco tin and a candle butt stuck in a Coca-Cola bottle for light. All was dead secret; you listened carefully, one ear cocked, fearful of discovery; you envisioned every sound a Betrayer, a Giant, a Walking Horror ...


  1


  “Stop!” Niles cried, and the music stopped, stopped precisely and immediately, that twanging sound that rang in his ears and made him nervous. “Listen! Somebody’s up there. Do you hear? Listen!”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “Hollandlisten!” he insisted, his voice ecstatic with horror. He had hastily put out the candle, flatting his hand against the flame, knocking over the bottle the candle was stuck in; its empty clatter still echoed up and down the room.


  There was Somebody walking around up there, you bet. Somebody trying very hard not to be heard, Somebody being a sneak, Somebody out for trouble. Almost soundless they were, the footsteps, so soundless you had to make a face to hear them, but there they were all the same. Somebody crafty up there, crafty enough to be barefooted, or to be wearing sneakers.


  “You’re nuts. Jeeze. It’s nobody.” Niles was unable to see him, but Holland’s voice had that familiar, well-honed edge of ridicule. Unconsciously Niles rubbed the palm of his hand, greased by hot wax.


  “Somebody’s up there,” he rigidly insisted. “Somebody” Somebody human, he had meant to say; at least he imagined it human.


  “Crazy as a bedbug.”


  “No sir!” Niles retorted, grimacing with suspense, eyes roving the floorboards above. There they went again, surreptitious, creepy, sneak-up-on-you steps. He waited for the grating protest of iron hinges he knew must follow.


  Silence.


  The footsteps neither progressed nor receded, they merely stopped. There followed a faint double thud on the trapdoor and he could picture Somebody kneeling on the floor overhead, hand cupped to ear, ear to floor, listening ...


  He held his breath. Now Somebody moved away, went tippy-toeing back across the trapdoor; a board creaked; Somebody must have gone outside. Phew. Niles inhaled the terror like exotic incense, his thin frame rippling with fright.


  Nyang-dang-gadang-drumm-drummdang-ga-dang


  Cripes, there he went with his harmonica again, that idiot Mother Goose rhyme. Niles had heard it so often he knew the words by heart.


  

  
    How many miles to Babylon? Threescore miles and ten


    Can I get there by candlelight? Yes, and back again.

  


  

  A mocking, lilting refrain, perfect for blowing on a harmonica. On it went, the tripping refrain:


  If your heels are nimble and light, You may get there by candlelight ... nyang-dang-ga-dang


  Damn Mother Goose.


  Next, Holland’s hateful crooning: “Ni-yulsNi-yuls Alex-an-der Per-ry.” Cripes. The Alexander was by way of Alexandra, his mother, and had, Niles felt, sort of a sissy sound. “Ni-yuls Al-ex-an-der”


  At last, defeated: “What?” he answered Holland.


  “What?” They were sitting there in the dark; some light, you fool! Niles groped for the bottle, righted it. He fingered a kitchen match from the Prince Albert tin hidden in his shirt and swiped it against a damp stone in the floor. Its phosphorus head crumbled away to nothing.


  “Can’t can’t can’t,” came the chant.


  “I can do it with two.” Fumbling out a pair, Niles scraped the heads together. They sprang to life with a fizz. He dropped one and nursed the other to the candle stub. The scarf of flame burned uncertainly at first, dimly bluish, then gradually turning orange as the oxygen reached and fed it. Increasing in brilliance, it shone through the flesh of his hand translucently, gilding the edges of his fingers and dyeing his palm a deep vermilion. Briefly his figure cast a wavering shadow across the dirt floor, gigantic as it climbed the mottled wall, the whitewash there flaking away in leprous patches. Beneath his knees the stones felt agreeably cool; in his nostrils the acrid odor of phosphorus mingled with the smell of dust and mold and withered coppery fruit scattered about.


  “There,” he said, pleased with the candle effect as he hunkered back Indian fashion and rubbed his knees. Towering ominously in a corner was a pale segmented beast: an irregular stack of empty bushel baskets climbed the wall like a huge caterpillar. Overhead, an arm’s span apart, solid hand-hewn beams ran the length of the low ceiling, supported by thick Y-shaped joists, adze-marks on their surfaces eagerly catching and tossing back beads of amber light. Between the two center beams a narrow wooden stair-ladder rose at a sharp incline to a trapdoor let into the rough planking of the threshing floor twelve or so feet above. On the lower floor level was a smaller door of whitewashed wood, called the Slave Door, which gave entrance from a passage between the wagon room across the way and the apple cellar itself.


  Frowning slightly, Niles carefully removed from a pocket a chameleon on a fine silver chain. He dropped it inside his shirt with the tobacco tin, then scrambled across to an upended crate partially hidden by the baskets. A divider in it held a pile of dog-eared magazines. He dug one out, then returned to the pool of light, holding it up to the flame. On the cover a man was struggling against a pack of vicious wolves, their fangs dripping gore onto the snow as they attacked a dogteam hopelessly entangled in the harness of a sled.


  “‘Doc Savage and the Winter Kingdom of the Akaluks,’” Niles read aloud. He peered expectantly beyond the candlelight into the dark. “Holland?”


  “What?”


  “I’ve got this idea, see? For snow.”


  “Snow.” Holland sniggered; was always sniggering.


  “Sure. Like Doc Savage and the Winter Kingdom. Remember the frozen tundra? Well, with snow we could have our own Winter Kingdom down here.”


  “How?” He sounded mildly curious.


  “Easy. With cattails.”


  “Cattails? You mean bulrushes?” Guffaws.


  “Surebulrushes. It’s a good idea, no kidding. If we went down to the river and got cattails, we could shred ’em up and have snow all summer. A Winter Kingdomhuh?” He watched Holland’s face while he gave it thought; somehow he was always the one to make the decisions. Certainly Niles was pleased to be with him, pleased with his company, pleased they were not only brothers but friends as well. Only, truthfully, they weren’tnot really. Not that Niles didn’t desire itthey just weren’t close. Niles found Holland strange, unpliant, distant. Often secretive, brooding. Of a dark nature. Holland was his own person, a loner, and who was there could do anything about that?


  Watching, Niles saw Holland’s solemn wink. The Winter Kingdom was pronounced as having possibilities. He felt elated; clever, Holland had called him. In the flickering candlelight he considered how little their contemplation of each other across the dimly lighted space did to bring them closer together, though he passionately wished it. Holland was wearing his favorite pink shirt and khaki shorts rolled at the thighs. His eyes shone remote and glassy like a cat’s in the night. Gray like all the Perrys’, sober and deep-set under a shock of sun-whitened hair, they were oddly tilted at the corners beneath dark slanting brows, giving occasional random expressions a curiously Oriental cast; sometimes it seemed he must have come riding with Genghis Khan across the steppes from Tartary.


  Niles returned the magazine to the crate and resumed his place. Absently he considered the fingers of one hand, which, as though directed by a life of their own, crept to the front of his shirt. He scratched where the lizard’s feet had tickled his stomach, and lightly whistled through his teeth. He felt inside his shirt for the tobacco tin, withdrew it, and spilled several objects into the circle of light: among the matches a carved


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Part Two


  Part Three


  Miss De Groot is quite late tonight. Unusual for her. Do you notice how the lilac has deepened to blue, the blue to purple, the purple to black? Ombré, the French say, though I don’t know where I got that word. I can no longer make out the stain on the ceiling, that rust-colored watermark with the familiar face peering down at me. Is that significant? I wonder what Miss DeGroot would say about that. Oh, I have rememberedMiss DeGroot thinks the stain is shaped like the Belgian Congo; imaginethough I know they probably have a new name for the Belgian Congo too these days. I can’t keep up with the way they change the map, can you? I mean, given my choice, I have always preferred Leghorn to Livorno, Konigsberg to Kronstadt. But I’m not at all convinced that that blotch is like the Belgian Congo, whatever Miss DeGroot may say; to me it still looks like a face.


  I know what you’re thinking. You’re not interested in Miss DeGroot, or the face on the ceiling. You’re thinking about the old lady. You’re thinking Ada could not have committed such horror, taking her own life that way in order to take that of the boy, appointing herself at once judge and executioner, dragging along the drive the heavy can of gasoline, summoning, God knew how, the strength to raise the trapdoor, pouring the gasoline down into the apple cellarcertainly a tinderbox with all that cattail stuff aroundcrashing down the lantern, pitching herself into the holocaust. How could she?


  But she did.


  Such was her will. People afterward said she was crazy; and I agreed. Completely out of her mind to do such a thing. Thinking back over that last, tragic event, I am left with the thought of that wistful phrase of hers about the heart’s immolation; she was her own Brünnhilde, and I have never doubted she did it for love.


  As it happened, her neck was broken in the fall to the stone floor; she never felt the flames. Myself, I was fortunate to have escaped. You may imagine the terror I experienced, and my subsequent relief as I backed away to the Slave Door, remembering only in time that Uncle George’s padlock, which secured the hasp outside, had been sawed off with the hacksaw to accommodate the Chan Yu disappearing trick. It’s true: of just such minor happenstances does our life consist. Ironic, isn’t it? You will perhaps understand my being at pains to leave the Slave Door open behind me, that there might be sufficient draft drawn through the trap and down into the room.


  Afterward, I suggested to Mrs. Pennyfeather that it might be fitting if Professor Lapineaux played “Rock of Ages” at the funeral. Naturally, Mr. Tuthill recited the Twenty-third Psalm.


  Poor Ada.


  With her death, I supposed that whatever story I chose to tell would be believed. I must confess that it was I who suggested that she must have been crazy, and I was believedup to a certain point. Soon after, however, thinking it safe to retrieve the contents of the Prince Albert tobacco tinthe ring, the finger, the glasses which had belonged to Russell, a ribbon from the baby’s dress, the evidence, in shortfrom the toe of one of the rubber hip boots hanging on the tool-shed wall, where it had been safely hidden, I was surprised in this act by Mr. Angelini, he who had seen all from the very beginning, he who had been certain he’d hung his pitchfork back in its proper place on the wall.


  And so it was Mr. Angelini who confided to Uncle George his discovery. Now it only remained for Uncle George to initiate the proper steps, which is how I came, in time, to this place.


  Let me say I was not sorry to leave the house on Valley Hill Road. I found it, after a while, too large, too noiseless, toodead. It seemed to be growing, enlarging and expanding, the whole house, and I felt its emptiness oppressive, as though conspiring against me, and I realized how much of my time was spent looking for someone, someone in the house, listening, waiting, seeking around corners, up a stairway, along a corridor, behind a door. But no. There was nothing. I was alone. Truly; though there were others in the house, I was alone. And lonely, let me admit it. I think it was then that I began to miss him, felt the lack of him, began to seek him out, to look for him, all through the house, the barn, the fields, down by the river. But he was gone, of course, he truly was dead then, he who I had been, the Other; and I became aware then how really alone I was. Sometimes I would think I saw him, a fleeting glimpse only, a flash, just for a brief moment, standing there, there in the darkened corner of a closet, or there, winding the grandfather clock as he used to, or there, in the storeroom, wearing the pink shirt and playing the old Victrola. But it wasn’t really him. Winnie saw to keeping the clock wound, for who else could be bothered? The Victrola stood covered with dust in the storeroomthat silent roomand no corner of any closet harbored the Other. He was gone; I could not conjure him up, as he had me. He was gone, and, sadly, I missed him. I was alone then, in the house, and I have been alone ever since.


  Look. Do you see the moon? I was certain there would be one. Lying here on my bed, I can see it clearly. Interesting, how its light catches on the bars outside my window, making them blacker and thicker and so much more stern-looking. Hateful place, this. But Miss DeGroot says I’m “family,” meaning, I suppose, that I have been here that long. That’s Miss DeGroot’s little joke; but I don’t think it’s terribly funny.


  With a moon tonight, perhaps there’ll be a sun tomorrow. I still remember that day when the moon and sun both showed themselves together. I’ve never seen it since. I hope the sun does come out. I do hope it. As I hope for ... well, no, not really, you know. I don’t hope. As I said, I have been lonely here, and Miss DeGroot doesn’t really count for very much. The coldness, the grayness, the sink, the radiatorwhat the hell. It’s a terrible place, as I said, and I do not care to have to do with the others who are here also. I could, of course, if I chose, am in fact urged to, but I do not, will not. They laugh at me in the halls and downstairs, laugh at me behind the wire grill, annoy me; annoy me because they will not call me by my name as Miss DeGroot does. Call me his nameNiles; Niles, for God’s sake, isn’t that crazy? When I have told them, for years have told them, my name is Holland. Holland William Perry. But they are like that here in Babylon. (By coincidence, Miss DeGroot knew Grandmother Perry when she was sent here, so you know she’s got to be pretty old, having been around all that time.) So I keep to myself. Mostly I like to watch the Shadow Hills buses end their route at the corner and turn around. Oh yes, they took the streetcars off years ago, but other than that nothing much has changed. It’s still the end of the line.


  AFTERWORD


  I first read Thomas Tryon’s novel The Other the summer I turned thirteen. I knew little about the book or its author. I didn’t know that Tryon had been a well-known actor who had stopped performing after he became a writer. I had never seen the TV series he starred in, Texas John Slaughter, or his various films, like The Cardinal, for which he received a Golden Globe nomination in 1963. I wasn’t even aware that The Other had been a huge best sellermore than 3.5 million copiesand that the book had been, along with Rosemary’s Baby and The Exorcist, one of the forerunners of the horror-novel craze of the 1970s.


  I was living then in Nebraska. It was 1977, and I, fairly ignorant and innocent, had picked up a Fawcett mass market edition of the book in a bargain bin for twenty-five cents. I was whiling away my summer in a tiny isolated village, not that different from Tryon’s Pequot Landing, and I was interested, mostly, in reading a scary story about twins. Twins were spooky, I thought, but also fascinating. Here was Niles Perry, the “good boy”I identified with him, of courseand then there was his brother, Holland, who was dark and secretive and sly. I was the only kid my age in my little town, and I kind of wished that I had a daring and reckless brother. And so I sat under a tree in the backyard and tipped myself into a nightmare.


  I can vividly remember how deeply the book impressed me and messed with my head. “Legerdemain” was a word I discovered in the pages of The Other, a word that even now I associate with the Gothic, dreamlike world of the Perry family farm. Legerdemainsleight of handa good word for this book, a novel that is never quite as it seems, a novel that fools the reader repeatedly with its chimeric form, its elusive shifts and turns.


  What kind of novel is this, after all? At first, it seems to be a fairly traditional psycho-killer potboiler, structured around a series of chilling, macabre, and gruesome deaths. In particular, it seems to resemble the “psychopath next door” sub-genre, in which a seemingly innocuous neighbor or family member is revealed to be, in fact, a cold-blooded killerthink of Uncle Charlie in Hitchcock’s Shadow of a Doubt, or the young Ripley of Patricia Highsmith’s The Talented Mr. Ripley. Some reviewers compared The Other to William March’s 1955 The Bad Seed, a novel about a murderous little girl who has a genetic disposition toward evil, and readers who first approached Tryon’s book might have expected the kind of campy thrills provided by March’s book and its subsequent film incarnation, in which blond and pigtailed Patty McCormack embodied the tap-dancing little sociopath as a kind of satanic, Shirley Templelike moppet.


  But while The Other certainly delivers its share of grotesque, Grand Guignol set piecesdeath by pitchfork, the “changeling” in the wine caskit’s also clear that it is after something more nuanced than a series of spine-tingling murder tableaux.


  As the novel progresses, we realize that its premise has slowly begun to shift beneath us. While it follows the structure of the psychopath novel, with its escalating body count, the identity of its central killer comes increasingly into question. The question is not merely “What will Holland do next?” but “What is Holland?”


  Are we reading a ghost story? A story of demonic possession? A tale of madness and delusion? Stealthily, the narrative begins to look more and more like a novel of hauntings, in the tradition of Henry James’s Turn of the Screw and Shirley Jackson’s Haunting of Hill House. As in those novels, the supernatural elementthe phantomis ambiguous. Are the figures that seem to haunt James’s governess and her young charges really spirits? Or are they merely figments of the young woman’s fevered imagination, poisonous hallucinations with which she infects the children in her care? Is Jackson’s Hill House truly malevolent, or is it simply a reflection of the unstable mind of Eleanor Vance as she drifts into psychosis?


  But ultimately The Other is not about the supernatural. Instead, it moves more deeply into the possibility of the main character’s madness. And by the third part, it has become clear that what we are reading is a story of self-delusionnot unlike Highsmith’s This Sweet Sickness, Agatha Christie’s Endless Night, or Jackson’s We Have Always Lived in the Castle. All three of these books feature shocking twists revealing that the main characters are not at all what they had seemed to be.


  To this end, Tryon makes crafty use of narrative voice. The book undulates through a number of different perspectives, but there are two central viewpoints: the first is that of an initially unidentified speaker who directly addresses us at the beginning of each of the novel’s three parts; the second, which makes up the majority of the book, is that of a limited third-person narrator. The first voice belongs to a forty-eight-year-old asylum inmate. It’s petty, aggrieved, critical, cynical, full of toothless sarcasm, a parody of adult worldliness. The second voice, most often presented from the viewpoint of twelve-year-old Niles Perry, is that of recalled childhood, a memoir voice filtered through a sieve of fairy tales and adventure stories, boyish mystery and romance.


  All of which is to say that it is the very structure of the book that messes with our heads, shifting as it does from one genre tradition into another, one voice to another, toying with our expectations, then upending them. The novel is a tour de force of design, a cunning, tricked-out patchwork of thriller tropesevil twins and ghostly possession, magic acts and carnivals and mysterious packages, madness and murders.


  Slowly, the reader becomes aware of the hypnotic incantation of images: the candlelit, crypt-like apple-cellar hideout, with its “mottled wall, the whitewash flaking away in leprous patches...the smell of dust and mold and withered coppery fruit scattered about...an irregular stack of empty bushel baskets climbed the wall like a huge caterpillar”; the Winter Kingdom of adventure icon Doc Savage, created of cattail-fluff snow; the cupola of the abandoned granary, with its cooing of fantail pigeons, where Russell’s family of pet white rats have been adopted by an old Belgian hare “who thought she was their mother.” There is the murky green lake below the platform flooring of the icehouse, where Niles imagines “primordial ooze, spawning strange beings down below, a race of quasi-lunged, half-legged creatures dragging themselves along the bottom”; the dried-up well, “the peaked roof...rusted with disuse, the bucket... cracked and leached”; the “glamorous” storeroom, “crammed to overflowing with sheet-draped trunks...a dress dummy, a wheelchair, a gilt and painted rocking horse, a tangled marionette dangling on the mirror door of a wardrobe.”


  Like the storeroom, Tryon’s novel is cluttered with childish treasures, an abundance of little precious objects: there is the magic ring, of course, “Peregrine for Perry,” and “the Thing,” wrapped in blue tissue paper; the bouquet of clover; the gold moon pin Grandma Ada wears, and her sunflowers; Russell’s glasses; the pitchfork and the rose shears; Holland’s harmonica; the kewpie doll lamp; the “changeling” in the bottle at the fair; the hat and cape of Professor Rabbitwaters; the jumping beans; the rooster Chanticleer; the wasp in the wine; and that terrible wine cask itself...


  And wound round all these images are music and chants: the children’s song “How Many Miles to Babylon,” and Brünnhilde’s final aria from Götterdämmerung, and Ada’s aphorism, “Beware of mad dogs lurking...” Even Holland’s cruel killing of his grandmother’s cat seems to echo with an innocent nursery rhyme: “Ding Dong Bell, Pussy in the well...”


  It is in this net of imagery that the novel creates its spell. Tryon performs a remarkable feat in turning these vivid details into both emotional iconography and important plot devices. What at first seem like casual surface descriptions develop, as the book progresses, into “characters” in their own right; objects and characters become deeply intertwined.


  And yet this formal virtuosity doesn’t fully explain the novel’s resonance. To me, The Other stands alongside previously undervalued genre novels such as those by Shirley Jackson, Patricia Highsmith, Jim Thompson, Ray Bradbury, and others, not only because of its innovative and influential plot mechanics, but because of its depth of feeling and emotional nuanceits ability to grip and possess the reader. The Other is more than a great thriller; it is also, surprisingly, an intense, lyrical meditation on childhood, nostalgia, and loss. And it is the tension between these two apparently incongruous impulses that gives the novel its strange and beautiful power.


  The novel is really about the moment when the weapons of childhood are revealed to be no more than a box of tricks. It’s a parable of the terror many of us come to around age twelve or thirteen, a deeply disturbing epiphany. In discussing James Joyce’s story “Araby,” Sheila Schwartz describes a universal willed delusion of early adolescence:


  
    What the character has been battling throughout the story is the ugliness and despair of his daily life, but he’s been battling with the weapons of a child (the games in the street, the spying on adult life, the investment of setting with tinges of mystery and romance“the dark dripping gardens,” “the dark odorous stables where a coachman smoothed and combed the horse or shook music from the buckled harness,” all the usual exemptions and evasions of childhood from adult responsibility, adult knowledge), and these weapons will no longer be effective, nor even consoling.

  


  How did the magic-infused world of our childhood grow so shabby and ordinary? How is it possible that the indomitable adults we remember become weak and fallible, age, die one by one? The Other suggests what we have narcissistically suspected all alongit’s all our fault! We didn’t know it, but we were at the center of this great catastrophe. Our well-remembered pasts, like the Perry family farm, are each a little Atlantis, sinking into the sea; a memory, that, on second thought, was never accurate anyway.


  The novelist Peter Straub has said that horror is the genre of literature most closely concerned with loss: our fear of it, its approach, its inevitable triumph.


  Such, at least, is the case with The Other. There are the grand horrors of death and madness, and then there are the little horrors. The world of trolley cars and brewing root beer and listening to crystal radios, now utterly vanished. Everyone once loved and remembered, now dead. The enigmatic Shadow Hills on the way to Babylon is just a shabby suburb, and Babylon itself not a magic kingdom but only an asylum you will live in, bored and lonely, until you die, the world “beautiful and sorrowful and infinitely changed.”


  If only my thirteen-year-old self could lift his head to find that thirty-five years have passed! That little Nebraska village, and everyone in it, is dust, along with the strange adolescent I once was. “He was gone, of course,” the narrator says in the last chapter of The Other. “I could not conjure him up as he had me.”


  And yet, rereading this book, I can conjure my old self, that lost feeling of mystery and terrible magic. Legerdemain. I remember.


  Legerdemain.


  


  DAN CHAON
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