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INTRODUCTION

There has always been something fundamentally difficult about Patricia Highsmith. And not difficult in the way that most people mean it: ironic, quirky, feminist. (‘Well-behaved women rarely make history,’ etc.) I mean truly, legitimately difficult; a well of darkness with no discernible bottom.

Which is not to say that she wasn’t, in her own way, endearing. She was, after all, a genius, a bonafide eccentric, a lesbian. She loved animals, particularly snails, who she ‘kept by the hundred as pets and took to parties in a handbag, where they clung to a head of lettuce,’1 and once ‘smuggled her cherished pet snails through French customs by hiding six or eight of them under each bosom.’2 She was famous for her wit and wicked sense of humour, which is evident in this collection, and she wrote compellingly of loneliness and empathetically about disempowered housewives and children. And yet she was a hateful person – shockingly so. Unrepentantly racist and anti-Semitic, even with respect to the era in which she lived. She believed gay people ‘were essentially unfaithful and promiscuous’ and incapable of true sexual passion3; she had a nasty habit of murdering her ex-lovers in her fiction; she believed menstruating women should not be permitted in libraries. This mix of misogyny and homophobia coming from a gay woman might seem surprising; the truth was, while she didn’t like other people, she didn’t much like herself, either.

In The Price of Salt (later reissued as Carol) – the lesbian love story Highsmith published under the pen name Claire Morgan in 1952 – these pessimisms are curiously absent. There are no violent crimes here, and no sociopathic protagonists. Even though her reasons for distancing herself via a pseudonym have nothing to do with this fact – she had a career to worry about, and she didn’t want to be ‘labelled a lesbian-book writer’ – it feels correct that she might also not want herself associated with such a fundamentally optimistic book. Because it was the opposite – violence, torment, obsession, all bubbling beneath a cool veneer – that was the signature of her fiction.

Here, now, at the centenary of her birth – her canonization cemented, her complete collected diaries on the verge of publication – readers grapple with this darkness. What does it mean to love the work of Patricia Highsmith, ‘doyenne of the psychological suspense novel, depressive homosexual, mean drunk, and one of the greatest, darkest American storytellers since Poe?’4 Perhaps they recognize that you don’t come to Patricia Highsmith for goodness or light or comfort. You come to her for uncanny observations about human depravity; you come to her because you’ve forgotten the sour taste of fear.

Highsmith is probably most famous for her novels The Talented Mr Ripley and Strangers on a Train. And yet short stories were her foundation, as well as her bread and butter. The oldest story in this book was written when Highsmith was just fifteen; they were partially how she was earning a living when Strangers on a Train was written. At the time of her death, she’d published no fewer than seven collections of them, and there was ample material for a volume of uncollected stories to be published posthumously. ‘Short stories are absolutely essential to me, like poetry: I write a lot of both,’ she once told a Sunday Times interviewer, ‘Only a fraction of the stories I have written ever appeared in print.’ (This prodigious output is at least partially a result of her surfeit of ideas, which occurred to her, she said, ‘as frequently as rats have orgasms’.)

In his introduction to her collection Eleven, Graham Greene talks about the way in which Highsmith adapts to the short story: ‘She is after the quick kill rather than the slow encirclement of the reader, and how admirably and with what field-craft she hunts us down.’ Here, in these prickly, misanthropic stories, her obsession with obsession is on display, a Wunderkammer full of big feelings and bad habits redirected to gruesome ends.

Sometimes it plays out with her telltale violence, filtered through what one critic called the ‘casually treacherous personality’. In ‘The Terrapin’, a boy befriends a turtle and is forced to watch his mother cook it; in ‘The Button’, a father’s disappointment in his life boils over into murder; in ‘The Snail-Watcher’, her beloved pets become an instrument of body horror and monstrosity. And elsewhere – like the protagonists of ‘Not This Life, Maybe the Next’ and ‘The Romantic’ – her characters are besieged by a quiet misery and loneliness; they have to learn to accept, if not prefer, their own company. (Even Highsmith’s love of the third person seems tinged by self-loathing. ‘I have bogged down twice in first-person-singular books, so emphatically that I abandoned any idea of writing the books,’ she wrote in her only craft book, Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction. ‘I don’t know what was the matter, except that I got sick and tired of writing the pronoun “I”, and I was plagued with an idiotic feeling that the person telling the story was sitting at a desk writing it. Fatal!’)

Rereading Highsmith’s work, I was struck by how much she reminded me of Shirley Jackson.5 Both wrote in a clean and economical style that often gave way to breathtaking flourishes; both wrote in genres (suspense, horror) in which their gender was a liability. Both wrote imaginative characters liberated by the deaths of their difficult mothers6; both had cartoonishly challenging relationships with the same.7 Loneliness was a shared theme; menace, claustrophobia.

But Jackson’s protagonists were predominantly women; Highsmith, on the other hand, preferred the voices of men. With Jackson, you get the sense that she is twitching the curtain for you, the reader, allowing you to see something she can see. With Highsmith, there is a distinct feeling of being chased toward something near and terrible, and not being able to look anywhere but where she wants you to look.

In the last few years, the unbearable nearness of sex and death has blossomed into its own queer meme: ‘I would let Rachel Weisz run me over with a car.’ ‘I want Sandra Oh to throw me off a building.’ ‘Please, Cate Blanchett, step on my throat.’ (I myself have been known to idly wonder what it would feel like for certain celebrities to ‘rip me in two’.) Jia Tolentino calls this ‘desiring a sensation strong enough to silence itself,’ and with Highsmith this challenge is more literal than most. To read her is to access her desires, her darkness, her difficulties; her loneliness and self-loathing and terrible mother and love of snails.

It feels good to be hunted. If you read the genres of suspense – crime and mystery and horror in its many iterations – you know the sensation of allowing a master of her craft to pursue you through a maze; the tingly energy of the chase, the eroticism of encountering the end of the line. ‘Murder,’ Highsmith wrote in her diary in 1950, ‘is a kind of making love, a kind of possessing.’

You do not have to accept the chase – the love, or the murder – but if you’re reading this, you probably already have. By opening this book, you’ve given her permission to follow you, catch you, take you apart. Get ready to run.

Carmen Maria Machado
Philadelphia, PA
September 2020



________________________

1 Margaret Talbot, ‘Patricia Highsmith’s Forbidden Love’ (The New Yorker)

2 Terry Castle, ‘The Ick Factor’ (The New Republic)

3 Kate Hart, ‘The Inner Life of Patricia Highsmith’ (This Recording)

4 Terry Castle, ibid.

5 They met once, in fact. ‘In 1943, Highsmith accompanied her friend the writer Seymour Krim to coffee at the apartment of Stanley Edgar Hyman and Shirley Jackson,’ Jon Michaud wrote in The New Yorker in 2010. ‘The visit . . . prompted Highsmith to make an anti-Semitic remark about the chatty Hyman in her diary.’

6 Or, in the case of the senile, infirm antagonist in ‘No End in Sight’, a difficult mother who has lived for over two hundred years and has no intention of dying.

7 Having unsuccessfully attempted to abort Patricia by drinking turpentine, Mary Highsmith would joke that her daughter loved the smell of turpentine. She was ‘demanding, seductive, [and] catastrophically unloving,’ Terry Castle wrote in The New Republic. ‘For seven decades (she lived into her nineties) she ruled over her daughter’s psychic life like an unasked-for bride – a malign, indestructible Miss Havisham of the soul.’




PRIMROSES ARE PINK

The beaming Mr Theodore Fleming strode into the lobby of his apartment building, greeted the elevator boy, and stepped into the elevator. At the twelfth floor he got out and walked gaily into his apartment. His wife was in the living room.

‘Look,’ he exclaimed, as he removed a brown wrapper from a rolled sheet of paper and triumphantly displayed his prize. ‘It’s just what I’ve been looking for for months.’

His wife didn’t seem very impressed. She saw a gray-looking picture of a jockey on a horse. The picture had scroll writing below it.

‘What’s it supposed to be?’ she ventured.

‘It’s Sainfoin,’ said her husband. ‘He was one of the most famous racehorses in England.’

‘Oh,’ said Catherine, not trying very hard to show interest. ‘It looks rather drab.’

‘Of course, it’s uncolored, but wait till I have it tinted and shellacked.’

Mr Fleming carried his purchase into his room, held it against the wall, and viewed it approvingly. The picture was large, about two feet by three feet.

‘Where did you find it?’ asked Catherine.

‘In one of those print shops in Greenwich Village. It would have cost at least ten dollars at Brentano’s.’ He began to read the printing. ‘“The first year of the guaranteed stakes . . . ”’

‘What color is it going to be?’

Mr Fleming stopped. A worried look came over his nervous face.

‘Why, I don’t know. I suppose the shopkeeper would know. They must be the authentic colors, of course.’

Catherine knew what was coming. During the five years of their married life, she had had many opportunities to observe her husband’s mania for detail.

Mr Fleming’s face had a glazed expression. His moustache twitched anxiously. He walked to the closet in a preoccupied manner, took his hat, and abruptly bade his wife goodbye.

The proprietor of the little bookshop was fat and cheerful. Hopefully, Mr Fleming approached him.

‘I’d like to see a color copy – if you have one – of that print of Sainfoin I bought this afternoon.’

The shopkeeper’s lips pressed together more tightly, making his smile spread a little farther across his pudgy face. Slowly, regretfully, he shook his head.

‘What do you mean? You have no copy in color?’

The head continued to shake very slowly.

‘I never even seen it in color,’ he said in a slow baritone. ‘You’re just supposed to put your own colors in.’

Mr Fleming’s delicate sensibilities were outraged. He left hastily and again bent his steps toward the subway. At Forty-Second Street, he came out and walked determinedly toward the Public Library. After much explanation, he was admitted to a room with a large table and a few chairs in the center. He was told this was the special department devoted to English horses and racing prints. For two hours he remained here, examining nearly a score of books which a silent clerk, like an inarticulate genie in a fairy tale, brought to his table at intervals. At last, he had scanned through every book and print collection they had to offer, and he knew everything about Sainfoin except the colors under which he had won the Derby of June 4, 1890.

It was evening when he returned to his home. Catherine looked up from her magazine.

‘Theodore, where have you been?’

‘Everywhere,’ said her husband. ‘I can’t find it.’

‘What?’

‘The colors,’ said Mr Fleming, and slumped into a chair. He felt tired and defeated.

‘Why bother about the real colors? No one will know the difference anyway. I was thinking blue and white—’

‘Catherine,’ Mr Fleming explained patiently. ‘This isn’t an ordinary picture. It’s a particular race. It’s a real portrait of the jockey and the horse.’ He lapsed dejectedly into silence.

Catherine looked at her husband, relaxed in his chair, his eyes closed. ‘You could write and ask the Jockey Club,’ she suggested, with the air of one who talks to a child.

‘I shouldn’t think they’d have any information on English racing.’

Catherine said they might, but he made no answer.

Mr Fleming did write to the Jockey Club, however, as a last resort. A week later he avidly opened his answer.

‘The chestnut horse Sainfoin, owned by Sir James Miller, whose colors were primrose and white . . . ’

He was jubilant. He unrolled the print, tried to visualize it colored, and realized he wasn’t quite sure what color primrose was. Rapidly he consulted his dictionary.

He read: ‘A pale greenish-yellow; a flower of that color.’

Mr Fleming had expected something brighter. He looked at the print again and consoled himself with the thought that the silks would be accurate anyway.

Two weeks later, he brought it home from the framer’s. Again he unwrapped the handsome picture before Catherine.

‘Is that primrose?’ she asked.

He knew more than to expect a delighted exclamation from her, but this chilly reception was annoying. Mr Fleming said of course it was primrose.

‘Primroses are pink,’ she said laconically.

Theodore Fleming was in no mood to wrangle with his wife.

‘The dictionary said “greenish-yellow”, and this is greenish-yellow, isn’t it?’ he persisted, and it was evident he didn’t want to talk any more about it.

‘Mother always had primroses in her garden,’ said Catherine placidly. ‘They were pink. I’ve never seen them that color.’

‘Look in the dictionary,’ said Mr Fleming, who was growing more testy every moment.’

‘I don’t have to look in a dictionary. I know what color primroses are. Greenish-yellow is too pale for racing colors anyway.’

For the first time, Mr Fleming paused to consider his wife’s argument. He looked at the picture again and realized with a vague tremor that the primrose didn’t stand out well, and the preservative sprayed over it had subdued the colors somewhat. He was plunged into an abyss of doubt. He, too, seemed to remember pink primroses from somewhere.

A whole week passed before he could find the courage to look up the word in a larger dictionary. When he did, he found the same reassuring definition: greenish-yellow. But Catherine still held stubbornly to her opinion, and even he was forced to admit the colors were not so striking as one would expect to find in a racing print.

That was almost two years ago. The picture still hangs in his room, but Mr Fleming isn’t over eager to display it. Though he has never been challenged, he still has a few misgivings whenever one of his friends examines it. He usually says shyly, ‘That’s primrose. English primroses are yellow, you know.’




A MIGHTY NICE MAN

The child Charlotte sat on the narrow curbstone, her cheek against one knee, drawing idly in the dust with a stick. She sniffed at the flesh of her leg, smelt the dust and the sweat on it. Then she sighed and threw away the stick.

‘Em’lie,’ she said.

Emilie, age nine, was standing behind her, with her back against the sun-warm wooden post, her toes braced on the edge of the sidewalk.

‘Huh?’ Emilie breathed.

‘Play like I’ve got a store. Play like I’ve got a grocer store an’ you’ve gotta buy stuff . . . Huh, Em’lie?’

Emilie was so bored and sleepy she did not reply. Her gray sullen eyes looked out across the road and the whole scene was yellow to her, the dirt of the road, the squatting house just beyond, the dry fields: yellow pulsing heat and silence.

‘Em’lie! You crazy? . . . Answer me!’ Charlotte turned around on the curb and glowered at her.

‘Wha’?’ said Emilie, and pushed herself away from the post.

‘I’ve gotta store an’ you must buy stuff.’ She reached for the tiny red truck that was their common property and began filling it with pebbles. ‘An’ then I must deliver it. You gotta go home first an’ then you must telephone.’ She clutched the truck in one dirty hand as she scowled at Emilie.

They heard footsteps in the grit of the road. Charlotte forgot her game and they both looked up the slope. Emilie brushed the mottled blonde hair out of her eyes and squinted. Her left eye was cast, and she twisted up that side of her face whenever she looked at anything.

‘I betcha it’s a boarder from Mrs Osterman’s,’ Charlotte said. ‘I betcha he’s from New York, too.’

He turned onto the sidewalk that began half a block from Charlotte’s house. Emilie could see him now, a short figure in unpressed white trousers. He saw them, too, and began whistling a tune.

‘Hello,’ he said, taking in both of them.

‘H’lo,’ they replied in unison.

He stopped a minute, looked about him. ‘Gonna be here when I get back?’ He spoke quietly, smiling. ‘I’ll bring you some candy.’

Charlotte and Emilie surveyed him silently.

‘I like . . . I like any kind of candy,’ Charlotte told him.

He laughed, winked at them and walked on down the sidewalk. Once he turned and waved, but only Charlotte saw that. They were both motionless a long time, watching.

‘Reckon he’ll come back, Em’lie?’

‘Huh?’

‘Reckon he’ll come back this way?’

‘Huh?’

‘I sed . . . reckon he’ll come back?’

But Emilie moved off without a word toward her house and Charlotte sat on the curb, resting her face against one knee as she traced in the dust. Soon the screen door to Emilie’s house screeched, closed with a double slap, and Emilie’s bare heels thudded across the porch.

‘Huh,’ said Emilie, and handed Charlotte a small pale peach. Charlotte took it silently, bit into the fruit with darkish baby teeth.

‘Betcha that man’s got a car.’

‘Huh?’

‘I sed’ – she took a deep breath – ‘I betcha that man’s got a ca-ar.’

‘Wha’ man?’

‘That ma-an . . . what just passed.’

Emilie licked her peach-stained fingers. ‘He ain’t comin’ back.’ She sighed, looked across the hot road to the blurry yellowish fields. The bugs in the grass, in the trees, were singing rhythmically. Two clicks and a long buzz. Down the road where it met the street that led into town they heard Mr Wynecoop’s station wagon. They knew it from all the other cars in the neighborhood. Charlotte and Emilie sat on the edge of the curb and looked.

As he passed, Mr Wynecoop waved a stiff-fingered hand at them, and they chanted, ‘H’lo, ol’ man Wynecoop.’

The car pulled up the hill, reached the top, sighed as it hit level ground. Charlotte kept watching for the man in white. She stood up once and looked toward town, but the view was mostly shut out by the trees along the sidewalk.

Emilie smirked and grunted contemptuously.

Charlotte held the empty truck in one hand and stared down the walk. ‘You cou’nt see him if he was comin’.’ Suddenly she drew in her breath. ‘He’s comin’, all right,’ she whispered, and ran stooping over to Emilie by the curb. She began stabbing in the dust, her heart beating fast.

Then Emilie heard his footsteps and twisted around and peered into the yellowness. He was whistling again. The blur of white came closer.

‘He’s got candy!’ Charlotte said.

The man took his cigarette out of his mouth and threw it down.

‘Hello,’ he said quietly, then glanced at the houses and back at the two little girls on the curb. He handed the bag to Charlotte. Two licorice sticks stuck out of the top, and she was disappointed to see that it was all penny candy, unwrapped caramels and sugar hearts that sell five for a cent. Once an old man from Mrs Osterman’s had brought her five-cent candy bars.

Slowly she put one end of a licorice stick into her mouth. The man shuffled uneasily, leaned against a tree and lighted another cigarette. ‘You didn’t tell me your name,’ he said finally.

She told him, and he said his name was Robbie.

‘I’ve got a car . . . Want to go riding sometime?’ He kept shifting and taking his hands in and out of his pockets. ‘I bet you like riding, Charlotte.’

‘I sure do,’ she said, and a dark stream of licorice juice ran down her chin.

The man leaning against the tree sprang toward her, drew a wadded handkerchief out of his hip pocket. He put one hand back of her head and wiped her face hard. ‘You’re . . . pretty messy.’ Then he stood up again and put the handkerchief back. Emilie was watching him steadily, curiously. He felt the hostility in her twisted mouth.

He drew viciously on his cigarette. ‘How’d you like to go riding this evening?’ he whispered. ‘After dinner.’

‘I’d like that,’ Charlotte said.

Then he went off quietly, looking back at them, smiling and friendly.

Charlotte was proud of herself. She leaned back on her hands and the thin muscles in her thighs showed under the dirt-streaked skin.

‘He didn’t ask you to go.’

Emilie sighed. ‘He ain’t comin’. You wait an’ see.’

So Charlotte waited. She finished the candy alone, picked at her noon meal, and brooded happily in the shade of the house, humming to herself. Then she lay in the patched-up hammock on her front porch and looked at the pictures in a frayed funny paper book. The afternoon was hot and long and silent.

After supper Charlotte went out to the road and stood by the tree. Her mother had given her a sponge bath, and she had a cotton dress on instead of the thin romper suit she wore all day. She had told her mother nothing about the man from Mrs Osterman’s. The fast-setting sun sent hot horizontal rays into her face. She was sure he would come. She tried to picture the car, like the ones she had seen in the movies. That was the kind of car he would have. And she would step into the big front seat and they would drive away with hardly a sound. They would drive fast.

But after a while she got tired and came in to the front porch. The wood was hot to her bare feet. She leaned on one side of the hammock, pushed herself into it. Still she listened and there was no sound of a car. Then the screen door to Emilie’s house shrieked, stopped and shrieked again. Emilie appeared, unwashed and tousled, eating the remains of a slice of bread and butter. She came deliberately onto Charlotte’s porch, stood chewing reflectively as she stared at her in the hammock. Charlotte disdained to look at her.

‘Oh . . . he ain’t comin’,’ she said, and turned around and walked to the steps. She heard something down the walk. ‘That your mother comin’? She don’t know, I betcha.’

Charlotte bounced out of the hammock. ‘Listen, Em’lie . . . ’ She frowned furiously. ‘If you . . . if you say to her . . . ’ She clenched her fists at her sides and Emilie gazed at her solemnly.

‘Huh!’

But Charlotte had won.

There was no more sun, but it was still light. Charlotte’s mother came back from the store. None of them said a word. The woman went into the house and Charlotte could hear her drawing water for the baby. Finally Emilie went hop-skipping across the front yard, into her house.

Charlotte lay in the hammock and listened for him. Someone was walking, whistling. She ran down to the sidewalk and saw him coming. He was dressed in white again with his jacket unbuttoned. He stopped when he saw her, smiled and beckoned. And she glanced once at her house, then ran up the warm pavement to where he stood.

‘Where’s your car?’

He looked about him, grinned and jerked his head. ‘Up the road . . . We don’t want nobody to know. You didn’t tell nobody, did you?’

‘No.’

They walked together. She could hardly keep up with him, so he took her hand. The fields opened up on either side after the pavement stopped. Charlotte strained up to see the car, and then the road turned suddenly and they came upon it parked by the roadside. It was big, but not so bright as those in the movies. He opened the door and lifted her in, her feet dangling over the edge of the seat. Then he came in from the other side.

‘All set?’

‘Uh-huh.’ Charlotte was looking at the car inside.

‘Like it?’ he asked, and wiped his nose on the back of his hand.

They didn’t drive off immediately. Charlotte was examining the gaudily colored dashboard, its clock with green numbers and silver hands. The other circles she did not understand, but they were all beautiful, colored and shining. The man caught her hand suddenly and she felt his fingers warm and moist, felt her mouth twist up as though she were about to cry. Then she wished that she had not come, wished that she were back on the front porch with Emilie. But he was smiling, laughing, even, as he started the car.

‘You like to go fast?’

Charlotte tried to answer, but her lips were stiff. He squeezed her hand again.

‘I like a lot of speed.’

Then through the engine’s noise she heard someone calling her name. The man heard it, too, and released her hand. But the car was moving on toward her house.

‘Charlotte! Charlo-otte!’

‘That’s my mother,’ Charlotte said quietly.

Charlotte noticed that he frowned and that his hands tightened on the steering wheel. She felt the cool breeze in her face and she wanted to go on riding, but they were not going fast and she wanted to go fast. As they came near the house, she pressed herself against the seat, hoping her mother would not see her.

The woman stood with one foot on the curb, her apron hanging almost to the ground. She waved at them and he slowed the car. She came nearer, hiding her hands under her apron.

‘Charlotte.’ She grinned, but she looked at the man almost flirtatiously. ‘Em’lie said you were out ridin’. I just wanted to make sure where you was . . . an’ I need you to help with the baby now.’ She pushed some strands of hair behind her ear.

The man at the wheel smiled broadly and said, ‘How d’you do?’

Charlotte’s mother nodded to him. ‘I allus have Charlotte help me with the baby ’bout this time after supper . . . It’s awful nice o’ you to take her out ridin’, mister, but she didn’t say nothin’ to me about it.’ She laughed nervously.

‘Sure, I know,’ he said. He stretched one arm across and opened the door gallantly. ‘Maybe tomorrow, then. I’ll be around for a few days.’

The woman looked in awe at the shiny dials and knobs, the upholstered seats. ‘Why . . . I’d like you to take her ridin’ . . . most anytime.’

Then Charlotte and her mother walked hand in hand down the sidewalk. Once the woman cast a timid glance back at the car. ‘He’s a mighty nice man for a city fellah, Charlotte. Where’d you meet up with him? . . . An’ say, ain’t that a pretty car?’

Charlotte watched the ground pass below her bare feet. Her free hand brushed along the coarse grass that grew high.

‘Maybe he’ll be around tomorrow,’ her mother said.

One blade of grass Charlotte caught convulsively and the edges jerked through her fingers. As she looked at her thumb, two thin red lines came out of the flesh.




THE HEROINE

The girl was so sure she would get the job, she had unabashedly come out to Westchester with her suitcase. She sat in a comfortable chair in the living room of the Christiansens’ house, looking in her navy-blue coat and beret even younger than twenty-one, and replied earnestly to their questions.

‘Have you worked as a governess before?’ Mr Christiansen asked. He sat beside his wife on the sofa, his elbows on the knees of his gray flannel trousers, and his hands clasped. ‘Any references, I mean?’

‘I was a maid in Mrs Dwight Howell’s house in New York for the last seven months.’ Lucille looked at him with suddenly wide gray eyes. ‘I could get a reference from there if you like . . . But when I saw your advertisement this morning, I didn’t want to wait. I’ve always wanted a place where there were children.’

Mrs Christiansen smiled, but mainly to herself, at the girl’s enthusiasm. She took a silver box from the coffee table, stood up and offered it to the girl. ‘Will you have one?’

‘No, thank you. I don’t smoke.’

‘Well,’ Mrs Christiansen said, lighting her own cigarette, ‘we might call them, of course, but my husband and I set more store by appearances than references . . . What do you say, Ronald? You told me you wanted someone who really liked children.’

And fifteen minutes later, Lucille Smith was standing in her room in the servants’ quarters back of the house, buttoning the belt of her new white uniform. She touched her mouth lightly with lipstick. ‘You’re starting all over again, Lucille,’ she told herself in the mirror. ‘You’re going to have a happy, useful life from now on, and forget everything that was before.’

But there went her eyes too wide again, as if to deny her words. Her eyes looked much like her mother’s when they opened like that, and her mother was part of what she must forget. She must overcome that habit of stretching her eyes. It made her look surprised and uncertain, too, which was not at all the way to look around children. Her hand trembled as she set the lipstick down. She recomposed her face in the mirror, smoothed the starched front of her uniform. There were only a few things like the eyes to remember, a few silly habits, really, like burning little bits of paper in ash trays, forgetting time sometimes – little things that many people did, but that she must remember not to do. With practice the remembering would come automatically. Because she was just like other people (had the psychiatrist not told her so?), and other people never thought of them at all.

She crossed the room, sank onto the windowseat under the blue curtains, and looked out on the garden and lawn that lay between the servants’ house and the big house. The yard was longer than it was wide, with a round fountain in the center and two flagstone walks lying like a crooked cross in the grass. There were benches here and there, against a tree, under an arbor, that seemed to be made of white lace. A beautiful yard!

And the house was the house of her dreams! A white, two-story house with dark-red shutters, with oaken doors and brass knockers and latches that opened with a press of the thumb . . . and broad lawns and poplar trees so dense and high one could not see through, so that one did not have to admit or believe that there was another house somewhere beyond . . . The rain-streaked Howell house in New York, granite pillared and heavily ornamented, had looked, Lucille thought, like a stale wedding cake in a row of other stale wedding cakes . . .

She rose suddenly from her seat. The Christiansen house was blooming, friendly, and alive! There were children in it. Thank God for the children! But she had not even met them yet.

She hurried downstairs, crossed the yard on the path that ran from the door, lingered a few seconds to watch the plump faun blowing water from his reeds into the rock pond . . . What was it the Christiansens had agreed to pay her? She did not remember and she did not care. She would have worked for nothing just to live in such a place.

Mrs Christiansen took her upstairs to the nursery. She opened the door of a room whose walls were decorated with bright peasant designs, dancing couples and dancing animals, and twisting trees in blossom. There were twin beds of buff-colored oak, and the floor was yellow linoleum, spotlessly clean.

The two children lay on the floor in one corner, amid scattered crayons and picture books.

‘Children, this is your new nurse,’ their mother said. ‘Her name is Lucille.’

The little boy stood up and said, ‘How do you do,’ as he solemnly held out a crayon-stained hand.

Lucille took it, and with a slow nod of her head repeated his greeting.

‘And Heloise,’ Mrs Christiansen said, leading the second child, who was smaller, toward Lucille.

Heloise stared up at the figure in white and said, ‘How do you do.’

‘Nicky is nine and Heloise six,’ Mrs Christiansen told her.

‘Yes,’ Lucille said. She noticed that both children had a touch of red in their blonde hair, like their father. Both wore blue overalls without shirts, and their backs and shoulders were sun-brown beneath the straps. Lucille could not take her eyes from them. They were the perfect children of her perfect house. They looked up at her frankly, with no mistrust, no hostility. Only love, and some childlike curiosity.

‘ . . . and most people do prefer living where there’s more country,’ Mrs Christiansen was saying.

‘Oh, yes . . . yes, ma’am. It’s ever so much nicer here than in the city.’

Mrs Christiansen was smoothing the little girl’s hair with a tenderness that fascinated Lucille. ‘It’s just about time for their lunch,’ she said. ‘You’ll have your meals up here, Lucille. And would you like tea or coffee or milk?’

‘I’d like coffee, please.’

‘All right, Lisabeth will be up with the lunch in a few minutes.’ She paused at the door. ‘You aren’t nervous about anything, are you, Lucille?’ she asked in a low voice.

‘Oh, no, ma’am.’

‘Well, you mustn’t be.’ She seemed about to say something else, but she only smiled and went out.

Lucille stared after her, wondering what that something else might have been.

‘You’re a lot prettier than Catherine,’ Nicky told her.

She turned around. ‘Who’s Catherine?’ Lucille seated herself on a hassock, and as she gave all her attention to the two children who still gazed at her, she felt her shoulders relax their tension.

‘Catherine was our nurse before. She went back to Scotland . . . I’m glad you’re here. We didn’t like Catherine.’

Heloise stood with her hands behind her back, swaying from side to side as she regarded Lucille. ‘No,’ she said, ‘we didn’t like Catherine.’

Nicky stared at his sister. ‘You shouldn’t say that. That’s what I said!’

Lucille laughed and hugged her knees. Then Nicky and Heloise laughed, too.

A colored maid entered with a steaming tray and set it on the blond wood table in the center of the room. She was slender and of indefinite age. ‘I’m Lisabeth Jenkins, miss,’ she said shyly as she laid some paper napkins at three places.

‘My name’s Lucille Smith,’ the girl said.

‘Well, I’ll just leave you to do the rest, miss. If you need anything else, just holler.’ She went out, her hips small and hard-looking under the blue uniform.

The three sat down to the table, and Lucille lifted the cover from the large dish, exposing three parsley-garnished omelettes, bright yellow in the bar of sunlight that crossed the table. But first there was tomato soup for her to ladle out, and triangles of buttered toast to pass. Her coffee was in a silver pot, and the children had two large glasses of milk. The table was low for Lucille, but she did not mind. It was so wonderful merely to be sitting here with these children, with the sun warm and cheerful on the yellow linoleum floor, on the table, on Heloise’s ruddy face opposite her. How pleasant not to be in the Howell house! She had always been clumsy there. But here it would not matter if she dropped a pewter cover or let a gravy spoon fall in someone’s lap. The children would only laugh.

Lucille sipped her coffee.

‘Aren’t you going to eat?’ Heloise asked, with her mouth already full.

The cup slipped in Lucille’s fingers, and she spilled half her coffee on the cloth. No, it was not cloth, thank goodness, but oilcloth. She could get it up with a paper towel, and Lisabeth would never know.

‘Piggy!’ laughed Heloise.

‘Heloise!’ Nicky admonished, and went to fetch some paper towels from the bathroom.

They mopped up together.

‘Dad always gives us a little of his coffee,’ Nicky remarked as he took his place again.

Lucille had been wondering whether the children would mention the accident to their mother. She sensed that Nicky was offering her a bribe. ‘Does he?’ she asked.

‘He pours a little in our milk,’ Nicky went on, ‘just so you can see the color.’

‘Like this?’ And Lucille poured a bit from the graceful silver spout into each glass.

The children gasped with pleasure. ‘Yes!’

‘Mother doesn’t like us to have coffee,’ Nicky explained, ‘but when she’s not looking, Dad lets us have a little like you did. Dad says his day wouldn’t be any good without his coffee, and I’m the same way . . . Gosh, Catherine wouldn’t give us any coffee like that, would she, Heloise?’

‘Not her!’ Heloise took a long, delicious draught from her glass which she held with both hands.

Lucille felt a glow rise from deep inside her until it settled in her face and burned there. The children liked her, there was no doubt of that. She remembered how often she had gone to the public parks in the city, during the three years she had worked as maid in various houses (to be a maid was all she was fit for, she used to think), merely to sit on a bench and watch the children play. But the children there had usually been dirty or foul-mouthed, and she herself had always been an outsider. Once she had seen a mother slap her own child across the face. She remembered how she had fled in pain and horror . . .

‘Why do you have such big eyes?’ Heloise demanded.

Lucille started. ‘My mother had big eyes, too,’ she said deliberately, like a confession.

‘Oh,’ Heloise replied, satisfied.

Lucille cut slowly into the omelette she did not want. Her mother had been dead three weeks now. Only three weeks and it seemed much, much longer. That was because she was forgetting, she thought, forgetting all the hopeless hope of the last three years, that her mother might recover in the sanatorium. But recover to what? The illness was something separate, something which had killed her. It had been senseless to hope for a complete sanity which she knew her mother had never had. Even the doctors had told her that. And they had told her other things, too, about herself. Good, encouraging things they were, that she was as normal as her father had been. Looking at Heloise’s friendly little face across from her, Lucille felt the comforting glow return. Yes, in this perfect house, closed from all the world, she could forget and start anew.

‘Are we ready for some Jello?’ she asked.

Nicky pointed to her plate. ‘You’re not finished eating.’

‘I wasn’t very hungy.’ Lucille divided the extra dessert between them.

‘We could go out to the sandbox now,’ Nicky suggested. ‘We always go just in the mornings, but I want you to see our castle.’

The sandbox was in the back of the house in a corner made by a projecting ell. Lucille seated herself on the wooden rim of the box while the children began piling and patting like gnomes.

‘I must be the captured princess!’ Heloise shouted.

‘Yes, and I’ll rescue her, Lucille. You’ll see!’

The castle of moist sand rose rapidly. There were turrets with tin flags sticking from their tops, a moat, and a drawbridge made of the lid of a cigar box covered with sand. Lucille watched, fascinated. She remembered vividly the story of Brian de Bois-Guilbert and Rebecca. She had read Ivanhoe through at one long sitting, oblivious of time and place just as she was now.

When the castle was done, Nicky put half a dozen marbles inside it just behind the drawbridge. ‘These are good soldiers imprisoned,’ he told her. He held another cigar box lid in front of them until he had packed up a barrier of sand. Then he lifted the lid and the sand door stood like a porte-cochère.

Meanwhile Heloise gathered ammunition of small pebbles from the ground next to the house. ‘We break the door down and the good soldiers come down the hill across the bridge. Then I’m saved!’

‘Don’t tell her! She’ll see!’

Seriously Nicky thumped the pebbles from the rim of the sandbox opposite the castle door, while Heloise behind the castle thrust a hand forth to repair the destruction as much as she could between shots, for besides being the captured princess she was the defending army.

Suddenly Nicky stopped and looked at Lucille. ‘Dad knows how to shoot with a stick. He puts the rock on one end and hits the other. That’s a balliska.’

‘Ballista,’ Lucille said.

‘Golly, how did you know?’

‘I read about it in a book – about castles.’

‘Golly!’ Nicky went back to his thumping, embarrassed that he had pronounced the word wrong. ‘We got to get the good soldiers out fast. They’re captured, see? Then when they’re released that means we can all fight together and take the castle!’

‘And save the princess!’ Heloise put in.

As she watched, Lucille found herself wishing for some real catastrophe, something dangerous and terrible to befall Heloise, so that she might throw herself between her and the attacker, and prove her great courage and devotion . . . She would be seriously wounded herself, perhaps with a bullet or a knife, but she would beat off the assailant. Then the Christiansens would love her and keep her with them always. If some madman were to come upon them suddenly now, someone with a loose mouth and bloodshot eyes, she would not be afraid for an instant.

She watched the sand wall crumble and the first good soldier marble struggled free and came wobbling down the hill. Nicky and Heloise whooped with joy. The wall gave way completely, and two, three, four soldiers followed the first, their stripes turning gaily over the sand. Lucille leaned forward. Now she understood! She was like the good soldiers imprisoned in the castle. The castle was the Howell house in the city, and Nicky and Heloise had set her free. She was free to do good deeds. And now if only something would happen . . .

‘O-o-ow!’

It was Heloise. Nicky had mashed one of her fingers against the edge of the box as they struggled to get the same marble.

Lucille seized the child’s hand, her heart thumping at the sight of the blood that rose from many little points in the scraped flesh. ‘Heloise, does it hurt very much?’

‘Oh, she wasn’t supposed to touch the marbles in the first place!’ Disgruntled, Nicky sat in the sand.

Lucille held her handkerchief over the finger and half carried her into the house, frantic lest Lisabeth or Mrs Christiansen see them. She took Heloise into the bathroom that adjoined the nursery, and in the medicine cabinet found mercurochrome and gauze. Gently she washed the finger. It was only a small scrape, and Heloise stopped her tears when she saw how slight it was.

‘See, it’s just a little scratch!’ Lucille said, but that was only to calm the child. To her it was not a little scratch. It was a terrible thing to happen the first afternoon she was in charge, a catastrophe she had failed to prevent. She wished over and over that the hurt might be on her own hand, twice as severe.

Heloise smiled as she let the bandage be tied. ‘Don’t punish Nicky,’ she said. ‘He didn’t mean to do it. He just plays rough.’

But Lucille had no idea of punishing Nicky. She wanted only to punish herself, to seize a stick and thrust it into her own palm.

‘Why do you make your teeth like that?’

‘I – I thought it might be hurting you.’

‘It doesn’t hurt any more.’ And Heloise went skipping out of the bathroom. She leaped onto her bed and lay on the tan cover that fitted the corners and came all the way to the floor. Her bandaged finger showed startlingly white against the brown of her arm. We have to take a nap now,’ she told Lucille, and closed her eyes. ‘Good-bye.’

‘Good-bye,’ Lucille answered, and tried to smile.

She went down to get Nicky and when they came up the stairs Mrs Christiansen was at the nursery door.

Lucille blanched. ‘I don’t think it’s bad, ma’am. It – It’s a scratch from the sandbox.’

‘Heloise’s finger? Oh, no, don’t worry, my dear. They’re always getting little scratches. It does them good. Makes them more careful.’

Mrs Christiansen went in and sat on the edge of Nicky’s bed. ‘Nicky, dear, you must learn to be more gentle. Just see how you frightened Lucille!’ She laughed and ruffled his hair.

Lucille watched from the doorway. Again she felt herself an outsider, but this time because of her incompetence. Yet how different this was from the scenes she had watched in the parks!

Mrs Christiansen patted Lucille’s shoulder as she went out. ‘They’ll forget all about it by nightfall.’

‘Nightfall,’ Lucille whispered as she went back into the nursery. ‘What a beautiful word!’

While the children slept, Lucille looked through an illustrated book of Pinocchio. She was avid for stories, any kind of stories, but most of all adventure stories and fairy tales. And at her elbow on the children’s shelf there were scores of them. It would take her months to read them all. It did not matter that they were for children. In fact, she found that kind more to her liking, because such stories were illustrated with pictures of animals dressed up, and tables and houses and all sorts of things come to life.

Now she turned the pages of Pinocchio with a sense of contentment and happiness so strong that it intruded upon the story she was reading. The doctor at the sanatorium had encouraged her reading, she remembered, and had told her to go to movies, too. ‘Be with normal people and forget all about your mother’s difficulties . . . ’ (Difficulties, he had called it then, but all other times he had said strain. Strain it was, like a thread, running through the generations. She had thought, through her.) Lucille could still see the psychiatrist’s face, his head turned a little to one side, his glasses in his hand as he spoke, just as she had thought a psychiatrist should look. ‘Just because your mother had a strain, there’s no reason why you should not be as normal as your father was. I have every reason to believe you are. You are an intelligent girl, Lucille . . . Get yourself a job out of the city . . . relax . . . enjoy life . . . I want you to forget even the house your family lived in . . . After a year in the country . . . ’

That, too, was three weeks ago, just after her mother had died in the ward. And what the doctor had said was true. In this house where there were peace and love, beauty and children, she could feel the moils of the city sloughing off her like a snake’s outworn skin. Already, in this one half day! In a week she would forget for ever her mother’s face.

With a little gasp of joy that was almost ecstasy she turned to the bookshelf and chose at random six or seven tall, slender, brightly colored books. One she laid open, face down, in her lap. Another she opened and leaned against her breast. Still holding the rest in one hand, she pressed her face into Pinocchio’s pages, her eyes half closed. Slowly she rocked back and forth in the chair, conscious of nothing but her own happiness and gratitude. The chimes downstairs struck three times, but she did not hear them.

‘What are you doing?’ Nicky asked, his voice politely curious.

Lucille brought the book down from her face. When the meaning of his question struck her, she flushed and smiled like a happy but guilty child. ‘Reading!’ she laughed.

Nicky laughed, too. ‘You read awful close.’

‘Ya-yuss,’ said Heloise, who had also sat up.

Nicky came over and examined the books in her lap. ‘We get up at three o’clock. Would you read to us now? Catherine always read to us until dinner.’

‘Shall I read to you out of Pinocchio?’ Lucille suggested, happy that she might possibly share with them the happiness she had gained from the first pages of its story. She sat down on the floor so they could see the pictures as she read.

Nicky and Heloise pushed their eager faces over the pictures, and sometimes Lucille could hardly see to read. She did not realize that she read with a tense interest that communicated itself to the two children, and that this was why they enjoyed it so much. For two hours she read, and the time slipped by almost like so many minutes.

Just after five Lisabeth brought in the tray with their dinner, and when the meal was over Nicky and Heloise demanded more reading until their bedtime at seven. Lucille gladly began another book, but when Lisabeth returned to remove the tray, she told Lucille that it was time for the children’s bath, and that Mrs Christiansen would be up to say good night in a little while.

Mrs Christiansen was up at seven, but the two children by that time were in their robes, freshly bathed, and deep in another story with Lucille on the floor.

‘You know,’ Nicky said to his mother, ‘we’ve read all these books before with Catherine, but when Lucille reads them they seem like new books!’

Lucille flushed with pleasure. When the children were in bed, she went downstairs with Mrs Christiansen.

‘Is everything fine, Lucille? . . . I thought there might be something you’d like to ask me about the running of things.’

‘No, ma’am, except . . . might I come up once in the night to see how the children are doing?’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t want you to break your sleep, Lucille. That’s very thoughtful, but it’s really unnecessary.’

Lucille was silent.

‘And I’m afraid the evenings are going to seem long to you. If you’d ever like to go to a picture in town, Alfred, that’s the chauffeur, he’ll be glad to take you in the car.’

‘Thank you, ma’am.’

‘Then good night, Lucille.’

‘Good night, ma’am.’

She went out the back way, across the garden where the fountain was still playing. And when she put her hand on the knob of her door, she wished that it were the nursery door, that it were eight o’clock in the morning and time to begin another day.

Still she was tired, pleasantly tired. How very pleasant it was, she thought, as she turned out the light, to feel properly tired in the evening (although it was only nine o’clock) instead of bursting with energy, instead of being unable to sleep for thinking of her mother or worrying about herself . . . She remembered one day not so long ago when for fifteen minutes she had been unable to think of her name. She had run in panic to the doctor . . .

That was past! She might even ask Alfred to buy her a pack of cigarettes in town – a luxury she had denied herself for months.

She took a last look at the house from her window. The curtains in the nursery billowed out now and then and were swept back again. The wind spoke in the nodding tops of the poplars like friendly voices, like the high-pitched, ever-rippling voices of children . . .

The second day was like the first, except that there was no mishap, no scraped hand – and the third and the fourth. Regular and identical like the row of Nicky’s lead soldiers on the playtable in the nursery. The only thing that changed was Lucille’s love for the family and the children – a blind and passionate devotion which seemed to redouble each morning. She noticed and loved many things: the way Heloise drank her milk in little gulps at the back of her throat, how the blonde down on their backs swirled up to meet the hair on the napes of their necks, and when she bathed them the painful vulnerability of their bodies.

Saturday evening she found an envelope addressed to herself in the mailbox at the door of the servants’ house. Inside was a blank sheet of paper and inside that a couple of new twenty-dollar bills. Lucille held one of them by its crisp edges. Its value meant nothing to her. To use it she would have to go to stores where other people were. What use had she for money if she were never to leave the Christiansen home? It would simply pile up, forty dollars each week. In a year’s time she would have two thousand and eighty dollars, and in two years’ time twice that. Eventually she might have as much as the Christiansens themselves and that would not be right.

Would they think it very strange if she asked to work for nothing? Or for ten dollars perhaps?

She had to speak to Mrs Christiansen, and she went to her the next morning. It was an inopportune time. Mrs Christiansen was making up a menu for a dinner.

‘It’s about my salary, ma’am,’ Lucille began.

‘Yes?’ Mrs Christiansen said in her pleasant voice.

Lucille watched the yellow pencil in her hand moving swiftly over the paper. ‘It’s too much for me, ma’am.’

The pencil stopped. Mrs Christiansen’s lips parted slightly in surprise. ‘You are such a funny girl, Lucille!’

‘How do you mean – funny?’ Lucille asked curiously.

‘Well, first you want to be practically day and night with the children. You never even want your afternoon off. You’re always talking about doing something “important” for us, though what that could be I can’t imagine . . . And now your salary’s too much! We’ve never had a girl like you, Lucille. I can assure you, you’re different!’ She laughed, and the laugh was full of ease and relaxation that contrasted with the tension of the girl who stood before her.

Lucille was rapt by the conversation. ‘How do you mean different, ma’am?’

‘Why, I’ve just told you, my dear. And I refuse to lower your salary because that would be sheer exploitation. In fact, if you ever change your mind and want a raise—’

‘Oh, no, ma’am . . . but I just wish there was something more I could do for you . . . all of you . . . ’

‘Lucille! You’re working for us, aren’t you? Taking care of our children. What could be more important than that?’

‘But I mean something bigger – I mean more—’

‘Nonsense, Lucille,’ Mrs Christiansen interrupted. ‘Just because the people you were with before were not so – friendly as we are doesn’t mean you have to work your fingers to the bone for us.’ She waited for the girl to make some move to go, but she still stood by the desk, her face puzzled. ‘Mr Christiansen and I are very well pleased with you, Lucille.’

‘Thank you, ma’am.’

She went back to the nursery where the children were playing. She had not made Mrs Christiansen understand. If she could just go back and explain what she felt, tell her about her mother and her fear of herself for so many months, how she had never dared take a drink or even a cigarette . . . and how just being with the family in this beautiful house had made her well again . . . telling her all that might relieve her. She turned toward the door, but the thought of disturbing her or boring her with the story, a servant girl’s story, made her stop. So during the rest of the day she carried her unexpressed gratitude like a great weight in her breast.

That night she sat in her room with the light on until after twelve o’clock. She had her cigarettes now, and she allowed herself three in the evening, but even those were sufficient to set her blood tingling, to relax her mind, to make her dream heroic dreams. And when the three cigarettes were smoked, and she would have liked another, she rose very light in the head and put the cigarette pack in her top drawer to close away temptation. Just as she slid the drawer she noticed on her handkerchief box the two twenty-dollar bills the Christiansens had given her. She took them now, and sat down again in her chair.

From the book of matches she took a match, struck it, and leaned it, burning end down, against the side of her ashtray. Slowly she struck matches one after another and laid them strategically to make a tiny, flickering, well-controlled fire. When the matches were gone, she tore the pasteboard cover into little bits and dropped them in slowly. Finally she took the twenty-dollar bills and with some effort tore bits from them of the same size. These, too, she meted to the fire.

Mrs Christiansen did not understand, but if she saw this, she might. Still this was not enough. Mere faithful service was not enough either. Anyone would give that, for money. She was different. Had not Mrs Christiansen herself told her that? Then she remembered what else she had said: ‘Mr Christiansen and I are very well pleased with you, Lucille.’

The memory of those words brought her up from her chair with an enchanted smile upon her lips. She felt wonderfully strong and secure in her own strength of mind and her position in the household. Mr Christiansen and I are very well pleased with you, Lucille. There was really only one thing lacking in her happiness. She had to prove herself in crisis.

If only a plague like those she had read of in the Bible . . . ‘And it came to pass that there was a great plague over all the land.’ That was how the Bible would say it. She imagined waters lapping higher against the big house, until they swept almost into the nursery. She would rescue the children and swim with them to safety, wherever that might be.

She moved restlessly about the room.

Or if there came an earthquake . . . She would rush in among falling walls and drag the children out. Perhaps she would go back for some trifle, like Nicky’s lead soldiers or Heloise’s paint set, and be crushed to death. Then the Christiansens would know her devotion.

Or if there might be a fire. Anyone might have a fire. Fires were common things and needed no wrathful visitations from the upper world. There might be a terrible fire just with the gasoline in the garage and a match.

She went downstairs, through the inside door that opened to the garage. The tank was three feet high and entirely full, so that unless she had been inspired with the necessity and importance of her deed, she would not have been able to lift the thing over the threshold of the garage and of the servants’ house, too. She rolled the tank across the yard in the same manner as she had seen men roll beer barrels and ashcans. It made no noise on the grass and only a brief bump and rumble over one of the flagstone paths, lost in the night.

No lights shone at any of the windows, but if they had, Lucille would not have been deterred. She would not have been deterred had Mr Christiansen himself been standing there by the fountain, for probably she would not have seen him. And if she had, was she not about to do a noble thing? No, she would have seen only the house and the children’s faces in the room upstairs.

She unscrewed the cap and poured some gasoline on a corner of the house, rolled the tank farther, poured more against the white shingles, and so on until she reached the far corner. Then she struck her match and walked back the way she had come, touching off the wet places. Without a backward glance she went to stand at the door of the servants’ house and watch.

The flames were first pale and eager, then they became yellow with touches of red. As Lucille watched, all the tension that was left in her, in body or mind, flowed evenly upward and was lifted from her forever, leaving her muscles and brain free for the voluntary tension of an athlete before a starting gun. She would let the flames leap tall, even to the nursery window, before she rushed in, so that the danger might be at its highest. A smile like that of a saint settled on her mouth, and anyone seeing her there in the doorway, her face glowing in the lambent light, would certainly have thought her a beautiful young woman.

She had lit the fire at five places, and these now crept up the house like the fingers of a hand, warm and flickering, gentle and caressing. Lucille smiled and held herself in check. Then suddenly the gasoline tank, having grown too warm, exploded with a sound like a cannon and lighted the entire scene for an instant.

As though this had been the signal for which she waited, Lucille went confidently forward.




THE WORLD’ S CHAMPION BALL-BOUNCER

‘Ellie, eat your breakfast,’ Elspeth’s mother said from behind her, in the kind of voice she used when she was thinking about something else. ‘Just look how thick the cream is this morning.’

‘Mm-hmm,’ Elspeth murmured politely. She wrung her hands in her lap and looked down at her oatmeal that was still steaming though surrounded by cream like a gray castle in a lake.

It was no use for her mother to pretend that the cream just happened to be thick this morning. It was thick because they were in New York. Everything they had this morning was boughten and very expensive. The coffee smelled shiny black, she could taste the bacon in the air. Yet beneath the breakfast smell was the smell of the room itself, an unfriendly and mixed-up smell of sweetness like ladies’ perfume and powder, the clothiness of carpets and upholstery and the hot paint smell from the radiator. Elspeth could tell that many other people had lived here before them. It was not a definite smell such as she had noticed in certain people’s houses.

‘Mother, is this house a church?’ Elspeth asked anxiously.

‘No, darling. It’s an apartment building.’

Through her sleepiness last night when they arrived, Elspeth had remembered the colored glass in the windows of a door downstairs. ‘Not even part of a church?’

‘No, Ellie. Where’d you get that idea? It’s just a big apartment house. There are lots of big buildings like this in New York.’

Elspeth turned back, quelled.

She remembered how the name of New York had excited her when she heard it at home. She had used to jump and yell, ‘I want to go to New York now!’ like a silly thing whenever her parents had talked about going north. She had even boasted to Francey Pat and Jordy, her two best friends, that she was going north, where she would have all sorts of adventures and would see things they couldn’t begin to think of. Now she felt old and ashamed of herself. Last night she had gone to sleep thinking of the Empire State Building, the tallest building in the world, and the trips she would make up and down in it. But now she did not want to go.

She pushed her clasped hands deeper into her lap and lowered her eyes. ‘Excuse me, New York. Excuse me.’ She did not even whisper, but her lips moved.

‘You must write to Mrs Sears and thank her for the pocketbook, Ellie. It was thoughtful of her to give you a going-away present.’

‘Um-hmm.’

Her mother stood behind her, smoothing her limp yellow-tan hair that splayed over the round cotton collar of her dress. Fortified by her mother’s hands, by the tuneless yet familiar tune her mother hummed as her hands slipped under her chin, Elspeth leaned back against her and surveyed the room in a slow worried manner.

The room had a strange public look. Her family’s things just seemed to sit in it like bundles in a waiting-room. The walls were a cold gray-white and Elspeth was aware that their smudges and the worn spots in the carpet had been made by other people they did not know. There was a long tub with real legs in the bathroom and there were brown streaks below the faucets where the water kept running down with a spooky sound like people whispering excitedly. She had heard it last night from the cot in the corner where she slept. She could hear it now every once in a while when the coffeepot stopped chugging.

‘Why did Daddy go out again?’

‘He went out to look for a paper. He’ll be back directly.’

Their own clock ticked softly on a big bureau, telling a time that did not matter at all. Ten-thirty, it said. At home, ten-thirty Sunday, she would be sitting up straight in the front porch swing so she wouldn’t wrinkle her dress, while she waited for Uncle John and Aunt Lettie and her cousin Paully to drive up and take her to Sunday school. She would be reading the funny papers but with only half her eyes, thinking how much better they would be to read when Sunday school was all over.

‘Don’t they deliver papers up here?’

‘Of course, when people have been here long enough. But we just came yesterday, Ellie. Do you suppose they know we want a paper
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