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THE SLADES SAT DOWN to their breakfast more asleep than awake. The ship was in; they had heard its mournful whistle when it had arrived out in the harbor at some dark hour during the night. Now it was only a question of getting aboard with the luggage. Last night, when they returned from their pre-bedtime walk around the deserted town, the proprietor had told them to set their minds at rest: the night watchman would wake them at half past five, and breakfast would be served in the dining room at six. It was now twenty to seven. In the center of the room a black woman on her knees scrubbed the already spotless board floor. There was no one else in evidence, although faint sounds came from the region of the kitchen. Someone, they assumed, was making the coffee that would finally persuade them they were alive. The table had not been cleared away after last night’s meal; at each place lay a half-eaten custard.

“I’ll kill myself if we miss it,” she declared.

“Oh, God.” Then as if correcting himself, he said, “We won’t miss it.”

Outside the window the morning mist dripped from banana leaf to banana leaf. The clock over the sideboard ticked fast and loud. Time bomb, Dr. Slade thought as he looked out over the wet greenness of the hotel gardens.

“Just don’t get nervous,” he said, yawning. “We’ve got plenty of time.” There was a difference between an ordinary relaxed yawn and this tight trembling one that came up convulsively from the bottom of his stomach. He counted to ten and jumped up.

“Where the hell is that coffee?” he cried in a sudden fury, wheeling in search of a door to the kitchen. A heavy red-faced woman was coming into the dining room; as he approached her he was aware of her bright cheeks, and he wondered fleetingly if she would be the wife of the proprietor. His Buenos días was a mutter, but she was already greeting him in English, and with a broad smile. He went on in the direction of the kitchen sounds and found the place, a dark cavern where a sleepy Negro fanned a smoking wood fire in a stove. “Café! Café!” cried Dr. Slade.

The man pointed to the garden, and Dr. Slade stepped out through the doorway onto the coarse sand. Poinsettia bushes grew under the young papaya trees; the flowers looked like wet red tissue paper. He went back into the dining room through a side door, cursing, and saw the steam rising from the two cups of coffee on the table. Mrs. Slade was no longer in the room.

The prospect of drinking the coffee while it was still hot, even with its usual complement of condensed milk, was too tempting to be disregarded. He sat down. “I trust that was a useful trip,” he would say when she came back. Or, “Your digestion’s important too, you know.” A dog was barking furiously in the street just outside the window, and excited voices called. “When you’re really pressed for time, there’s an art in making each second count. You merely fit each thing you’ve got to do into the right bit of time.” A girl appeared with a plate of bread.

“Hay mantequilla?” he asked her. She stared at him, shrugged her shoulders, and said she would go and see. He called after her to bring another cup of coffee, and glanced at the clock: twelve minutes to seven.

There was the sound of heel-taps behind him, approaching quickly from the hall. Mrs. Slade was at the table before he could put down his cup and turn. There was an expression of amused preoccupation on her face as she seated herself.

“Terribly funny,” she said, more to herself than to him, and then she sipped her coffee while he waited for an explanation. The girl returned without the butter, but with two plates of ham and eggs. Before he began to eat, he said, “What?”

Mrs. Slade seemed not to have heard him, and plunged into her food with gusto.
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THE DOCK WAS AT THE END of the street; from there they could see the ship, huge and unmoving in the center of the circular bay. A motor launch with a green canopy crossed and recrossed the bright water between the dock and the vessel while they stood waiting to get into the customs shed.

“It’s going to be a nice day, after all,” Dr. Slade announced with satisfaction. “That fog was just decoration.” He set his briefcase down so that it leaned against his leg.

“It’d be just like them to pull up the anchor and start off while we stand here waiting,” Mrs. Slade said grimly.

Dr. Slade laughed. Had such a thing really happened, he would have minded it even more than she, but in his experience the world was a rational place. “I only hope they can make frozen daiquiris,” he said; it was a remark which might momentarily set her mind at rest.

The little motor launch chugged up to the dock, and out of it climbed the big woman with the pink cheeks, her wide forehead glistening with sweat. In her hand she held some papers which she waved at the two uniformed men standing nearby; they pointed to the customs shed.

“Look at Mrs. Crazy,” said Dr. Slade with interest. “Isn’t she something? She’s already been out to the ship and back.”

“She forgot her letter of credit.” said Mrs. Slade.

Dr. Slade looked at his wife. “How do you know that?”

“She told me. She’s a passenger. They won’t honor the letter of credit on the ship, and she thinks if she can find a bank she may be able to get hold of some money. It’s a whole saga. I lent her ten dollars.”

“You lent her money?” cried Dr. Slade, scandalized. Then hearing his voice, he tried to alter its tone, and with discernibly false gentleness continued, “What for?”

“She’ll give it back, dear.” Mrs. Slade’s voice was one calculated to calm a small child.

The woman was approaching them, panting. Dr. Slade had the time only to whisper, “That’s not the point.”

“Don’t you let the ship go off without me!” she cried, shaking her black leather handbag at them playfully.

Mrs. Slade smiled. “Oh, I think you have time.”

“I hope so,” said Dr. Slade, not quite sotto voce. His inflection made it sound as if he had said “I hope not.”

“Tell them they’ve got to wait,” she called over her shoulder.

“Ridiculous,” said Dr. Slade.

“I think she’s rather touching,” Mrs. Slade murmured pensively, looking after the retreating figure.

Dr. Slade did not reply. He stared out across the still harbor, and there came to him the idea that it was sometimes possible for two people who were close to one another to be very separate indeed. His eye followed the fuzzy line of forested mountains above the landlocked harbor, and the word touching took on an unaccustomed, disturbing dimension for him as he pursued the course of his thought.
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THE COASTWISE JOURNEY FROM LA RESACA to Puerto Farol took only a day and a half, but Mrs. Slade, being uncertain which articles were in which valises, had found it necessary to unpack everything. Aware that he was not going to be able to prevent the operation, Dr. Slade had retired to the library to avoid having to witness it. Later in the afternoon he went in search of her and found her, shining with sun oil, prostrate on a deck mattress by the pool. He knelt proudly beside her, conscious of the other sunbathers’ interest.

“How’re you weathering lap two?” he asked her.

“What?” She squinted up at him.

“The second lap of the Slade Anniversary Expedition.”

“Oh.” She stretched with pleasure and waited a while before saying, “I meant to tell you. We’re having drinks with Mrs. Rainmantle at six. Down in the bar.”

He was mystified. “What for?” he asked, but his wife merely looked at him.

“You don’t have to come,” she told him.

He stood up. “Don’t I?”

He walked slowly back to the stern of the ship and stood looking over the rail down into the soapy wake below. Along the horizon distant cumulus clouds leaned in a row like crooked pillars. Suddenly he felt very much alone. He stared for a long time at the far-off slanting cloud-towers. Before coming on the trip, during his medical checkup, he had forced himself to refer to the subject. “She could be my daughter. Or even my granddaughter, for that matter.” The other physician had laughed. “Won’t hurt to keep it in mind,” he said.

He began to walk again, finally, and took the first stairway he found up to the boat deck, where he went eight times around.

Mrs. Rainmantle was already in the bar when they got there, seated on a high stool, wearing the same loosely fitting gray silk suit. Her hair was matted and stiff. Pretty bad, thought Dr. Slade; he would have liked to take out his handkerchief and wipe the grease and sweat from her forehead. It was something that required attention, like a child whose nose needs blowing.

When they had their planter’s punches safely set on a table in the corner, he rubbed a drop of water from his lapel and said to Mrs. Rainmantle, “Was the bank obliging?” He saw the furious glance his wife darted in his direction.

“Oh, no! It was a completely useless trip,” she replied airily.

“You mean it was shut?” said Dr. Slade, narrowing his eyes as he looked at her. He was aware of a whole series of tiny agitated movements being gone through by his wife in her attempt to catch his eye, but he would not look at her.

Smiling vaguely, Mrs. Rainmantle took a large gulp of her drink.

“It was open, all right. But they wouldn’t help me.”

“What?” he exclaimed. “I should think if you’d contacted your consul he might have done something.” (Although would he? he thought. Perhaps not, if he took a good look at you.)

“I saw him,” she explained. “He was perfectly pleasant. But he didn’t feel he could take the responsibility. I didn’t have the identification card with me. I showed him my passport and letters …” Her voice died as she recalled the details in the scene of her failure.

To his relief Mrs. Slade laughed. Good girll he thought, daring to hope that her annoyance with him would now be mitigated. But even as she was laughing, she glanced at him, and he recognized his error.

They had another round of drinks. While they were talking, Mrs. Rainmantle drew the steward aside and had signed the chit before either of them was aware of what was happening. “Of course I invited you,” she announced regally, and succeeded in silencing them both.

She rose. “I’m going to have one of those wonderful hot salt baths. See you anon.”

“Ah,” said Dr. Slade. When she was gone, he sat down. “It still wasn’t ten dollars.”

After dinner they wandered along the promenade deck; there was a warm wind and a bright moon. “How can you say I was rude?” he cried. “Is there any reason why I should go out of my way to treat that woman with kid gloves?”

She had her hands on the railing and was looking out across the shimmering expanse of moonlit water. “Yes! Yes!” she said, in a low but passionate voice. “There is! I always make an effort with your friends.”

“Friends! Yes, but is she a friend?”

“You saw I was on friendly terms with her.”

He was silent a moment while he thought, I’m making too much of it. “How did we get into all this?” he said. Then he laughed, caught hold of her hand, and pulled her away from the railing. They started to walk.

“It won’t happen again,” he told her. Still holding her hand, he pressed it as he spoke. Later, while they were dancing, he remained on the lookout for Mrs. Rainmantle, to be more certain of being able to avoid her, but she was not among the guests in the Bahia Bar.

A very fine rain was falling as the ship pushed into the harbor of Puerto Farol. It dimmed the steep outlines of the mountains that climbed upward to disappear in the enormous heavy sky. Even before the anchor had been cast, Dr. Slade heard the calling of countless frogs from the land. A shore excursion had been arranged for the passengers who were interested in visiting the stelae of San Ignacio.

“Is there anything as physically depressing as the sight of a lot of people together in one place?” said Mrs. Slade. “Thank God, we’re leaving this ark.” They stood by the rail, looking toward the land; a slight backward toss of her head indicated the passengers behind them.

“Are there sharks in the water, Daddy?” A small girl with pigtails standing beside Dr. Slade pointed downward. “Daddy, are there?” No one paid her any attention, and so Dr. Slade said to her in a matter-of-fact voice, “Of course there are, dear.”

“Don’t you believe him, honey,” Mrs. Slade told her. “He’s just teasing.”

Dr. Slade laughed. “You fall in and see what happens,” he said. The child looked from one of them to the other and backed away from the railing.

“Why are you so mean?” demanded Mrs. Slade. “Why do you want to frighten the poor little thing?”

Dr. Slade was impatient “She asked for information and she got it,” he said with finality. Through his binoculars he was scanning the seaside forest of coconut palms ahead. He had just caught sight of Mrs. Rainmantle coming along the deck, and he hoped to avoid having to greet her. Above all, he wanted not to go ashore in the same launch with her. Out of the corner of his eye, while he pretended to be looking through the glasses, he saw her work her way through the crowd to the rail farther astern, and was relieved.
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THEY STOOD AT THE DESK in the front hall of the hotel, listening to the wide sound of the rain that fell; it came down heavily now. The man behind the desk was eating a mango. Short strings of the fruit’s pulp had got caught in his bushy mustache and hung from the hairs like tiny yellow worms above his lip. “Pues sí, señores,” he resumed, without wiping his face, “The train for the capital leaves every morning at half past six. But there are many things to see here in Puerto Farol.”

Dr. Slade looked out of the doorway across the veranda with its broken wicker furniture, past the waterfall of rain that splattered down from the door, to the empty garden beyond. A large buzzard suddenly appeared and settled clumsily on the bare plank that was the veranda’s railing. For a moment he thought it was going to topple over. Like a mass of charred newspaper it wavered there for an instant, then steadied itself, folded its wings and let its raw red head fall to one side on its breast.

The man picked his nose with his forefinger now as he spoke. “There is a place called Paraíso only thirty-two kilometers from here. There are the ruins of San Ignacio. Very interesting. Big stones in the jungle, with faces in them. They’ll give you nightmares!” His laugh broke into a cough, and he spat straight down from where he stood, watching the mass of sputum fall to the floor. Then he seemed to be doing a little dance by himself behind the desk as he scuffed it with the sole of his shoe. “Sabe lo que son, las pesadillas?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Dr. Slade. “We’ll be taking the train tomorrow morning, and we’ll need at least three men to help with our luggage. I just wanted to let you know now.”

“It’s fantastic!” Mrs. Slade exclaimed, looking up at her husband. “A town as big as this without a single taxi!”

“A town as big as this with only this one hotel,” he retorted. “The walk’s nothing. Fifteen minutes. But God, we’ve got to sleep here. And we’ve got to eat here. The taxi’s the least of my worries.”

The man behind the desk was tearing the skin from another mango; the tart varnish-like odor filled the hall. Mrs. Slade spoke very little Spanish. “Mango bueno?” she said to the man.

“Regular,” he answered without looking up.

They wandered out onto the veranda; the buzzard did not move. The air smelled of flowers, and there was a constant tapestry of insect sounds audible behind the roar of the rain. They sat down in two worn wicker rocking chairs and stared out at the blinding watery gray noon. From time to time there was the very loud sound of a rooster crowing from somewhere nearby.

“I think I’ll change before lunch. I feel wet and dirty,” said Mrs. Slade.

“At least we got the good room,” Dr. Slade replied with satisfaction.

Mrs. Slade laughed derisively; he supposed it was the idea of using the word good. “It’s going to be rice and beans, I can tell you,” he said. “But you like that, of course.” He looked at her with indulgence.

“I’m so lucky!” She smiled and rocked a bit; the chair creaked dangerously.

Around the edge of the empty plaza, avoiding the deeper puddles, moved a small car; it came to a stop in front of them, at the foot of the veranda steps. The buzzard on the railing flopped down out of sight, the car door opened, and Dr. Slade saw what he immediately told himself he had expected to see: the red face and high gray coiffure of Mrs. Rainmantle emerging from the little sedan. She nodded her head to the driver, slammed the door, and hurried up the steps, panting and wet. When she recognized the Slades sitting there in front of her, her preoccupied expression altered to one of astonishment and pleasure. Dr. Slade rose slowly and extended his hand.

“Don’t tell me you missed all three of the buses to San Ignacio!” she cried. “May I?” She dropped into his chair. He looked down at her apathetically, half hoping to see the chair collapse under her weight, but it was deceptively resistant. “Oh, of course. I forgot. You’re disembarking here, too, aren’t you?” She squeezed her hair with both hands, and rivulets of rain ran down her face.

“You’re wet through to the skin,” observed Mrs. Slade.

She laughed. “To the bone, I think.”

Mrs. Slade watched the car making its way through the mud on the opposite side of the public garden. “Was that a taxi you had?” she asked suddenly.

“That was the British consul. More trouble. Now they won’t let me take my luggage off the ship. I have a bar bill. But don’t let me get started on it.”

“Hah!” said Dr. Slade, who was walking slowly back and forth in front of the two women.

“It sounds very strange to me,” Mrs. Slade said cautiously. Then she added, “You’re getting off the ship here at Puerto Farol, then?”

Mrs. Rainmantle laughed. “Of course I’ll get off all right. The consul is going to take care of it the first thing this afternoon. If only my son had been able to meet me …. So unnecessary.” She sneezed violently.

Mrs. Slade stood up. “You’re wet and you have nothing to change into. That can’t be.”

“I know. It’s an impossible situation.”

“I was wondering …” Mrs. Slade looked doubtful.

“Mercy!” laughed Mrs. Rainmantle. “A little thing like you, with your waist? Never in the world! You couldn’t possibly have anything.”

Mrs. Slade hesitated another instant. “No,” she said suddenly. “Come up with me. I’ve got something. Really.”

At the end of a series of facetious protests, Mrs. Rain-mantle let herself be led upstairs, and Dr. Slade sat down again in the rocking chair he had given her. The rain was lessening, and the mechanical sound of the insects in the trees came louder. He sat looking straight ahead. A skeletal and nearly furless cat crawled around the corner of the veranda and stretched out near his feet. Now and then he drummed with his fingers on the chair arm, and once he said aloud incredulously, in
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Afterword: The Sound Burier

In his 1972 memoir Without Stopping Paul Bowles wrote that in the winter of 1963, “I began to work on a novel whose writing I intended to make a purely pleasurable pastime. I tried to recapture the state of mind which had produced the thrillers I had read to the seventh grade in primary school, to discover what result that point of departure might give now.” That novel would turn out to be Up Above the World. The title gives little sense of what lies between the covers—a story of dislocation and entrapment, of American disingenuousness and universal predation. It is, very much, in and of the world. But when Bowles explained the circumstances around its creation, one can imagine that “up above the world” describes how he felt in his dwelling near the ancient town of Asilah, a former pirate haven on the Atlantic coast of Morocco: “I found the right house, at the edge of a cliff overlooking the sea, four hundred feet above the waves. The property included twenty-five acres of forest land. For six months I strolled along the paths with a notebook, writing as I went.”

Though Up Above the World is set in Central America, its uniquely Bowlesian brand of horror feels transposed from his first, and hugely successful, novel The Sheltering Sky (1949), set in North Africa. The plots have certain similarities. In both books we are introduced to a childless married American couple who consider themselves “travelers,” not “tourists.” They have left their own culture indefinitely for ambiguous reasons—dissatisfaction, boredom, perhaps contempt. There are hints of underlying incompatibility in the relationships. When they are wrenched apart and meet their separate fates, we, the readers, experience it as a consummation of their naivete, a naivete produced by refined, middle-class idealism cut off from the reality and exigency of nature. As Bowles observed after watching a ceremonial procession in Fez as a young man: “Here for the first time I was made aware that a human being is not an entity and that his interpretation of exterior phenomena is meaningless unless shared by the other members of his cultural group.” In his world, Americans forget this knowledge to their detriment.

Another anecdote in Without Stopping may have provided the seed for the characters of Mrs. Rainmantle and her son in Up Above the World. Bowles describes a Caribbean trip he took in the early 1930s: “At San Juan a large woman and her teen-aged son boarded the ship, bound for Venezuela. After we had set sail for Santo Domingo, the son produced a cigarette-case full of grifas.” The boy, afraid of getting caught with the marijuana, left it in Bowles’s care. Bowles stuffed it in his suitcase and forgot about it for weeks. Out of such casual encounters can arise a host of misunderstandings—or even orchestrated misdeeds. Bowles recalls smoking marijuana for the first time with the boy: his heart raced and his ears registered the strange medley of frogs and insects in the dark. Anything could have happened. In Up Above the World, such a casual acquaintance leads down a path of terror and death.

By 1966, when Up Above the World was published, Bowles’s readers were already familiar with this theme, echoed after The Sheltering Sky in his collection of stories, The Delicate Prey, and the novels Let It Come Down and The Spider’s House. Was he merely repeating himself? Up Above the World was not a commercial success. But if there’s any doubt as to its value, the reader might be interested to know what Bowles himself said of it. In a letter to Richard Peabody in 1983, Bowles called it “the best written” of his novels. For a composer and artificer like Bowles, that would be evidence of the highest satisfaction. In that former pirate haven, Asilah, Bowles reached back to his boyhood influences. Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” haunts Up Above the World (we know from the dedication of The Delicate Prey and Other Stories that Bowles’s mother first read him the stories of Poe). By forging this connection to his childhood, Bowles was able to draw on a wellspring of primordial pleasure and fear. The result is a story told through sharp auditory detail, a technique that springs from his training as a musical composer.

Paul Bowles was a composer before he was a novelist, and a poet before he was a composer. It was Gertrude Stein who informed the twenty-year-old Bowles that he was worse than bad—he was no poet at all. So he threw himself into music, apprenticing to Aaron Copland. After several peripatetic years drifting happily from Europe to North Africa to Central America to Ceylon, he realized that he could not have a successful musical career outside of New York (a city he loathed). That, and his wife Jane Bowles’s book Two Serious Ladies, inspired his turn toward the novel. But he never ceased to be a composer: instead, he translated his sensitive soundscapes into prose.

Paul Bowles was born in 1910 in Jamaica, Queens (New York), into a solid middle-class family descended from old New England stock and nineteenth-century German immigrants. His father was a dentist. Bowles’s account of family life in Without Stopping is stylish, aloof, and somewhat dry, so it comes as a surprise when he informs us, “Thus at the age of nineteen I was astonished one night to discover that I had just thrown a meat knife at my father.” Early on, Bowles tells us that his grandmother confessed that his father had placed newborn Paul out on a windowsill in a snowstorm in a fit of infanticidal pique. But bourgeois life continued without incident, and Bowles leaves such anecdotes dangling in his unruffled way—“tonelessly,” as he might say. When he asked his mother what circumcision was:


“‘I’ll tell you later,’ she answered tonelessly, as if she were reading the words from a newspaper. Perhaps to forestall further inquiry, she called me before dessert into another room and said: ‘You wanted to know about circumcision? Well, when a baby is born, they take the little penis and cut a piece off the end of it.’ I was thunderstruck; the idea was so unexpected and grisly …. Eventually I got a needle and experimented on myself. The pain was not so intense as I expected, nor was the experiment really interesting. Still I could not imagine how civilized people could agree to practice such a barbarous act on helpless babies.”



Which begs the question: Is the impulse to experiment on oneself with a needle civilized or barbarous? It doesn’t really matter. Bowles would abolish the distinction between those two terms again and again in his books. The understated prose of this passage is both a reflection of and comment on the refinement of old Yankee families. But this memory also illuminates the process by which the world is revealed to children: as a series of mental shocks in which nothing, and everything, changes. This becomes a template for horrific violence in his thrillers. Awareness dawns gradually, but awareness alters nothing.

Bowles loves tones; he notates his characters’ dialogue with a steady flow of modifiers, a technique that a good—that is, hygienic—Modernist like Stein, Beckett or Hemingway would eschew. Bowles’s people speak grimly, airily, blankly, slowly, impatiently. They declare, complain, cry, sigh, and inquire. This subtext of tones is part of a larger soundscape he creates in Up Above the World, and it is this soundscape that becomes the ultimate plot device as the story crescendoes: Day Slade becomes “day slayed” when a gunshot masks itself in the report of firecrackers during a fiesta.

The reader is set up for a confusion of sounds from the time Day first visits Grover Soto’s aerie apartment: she hears a child in another room but is told she may be hearing a parrot: “‘In this country you never know whether it’s a child or a parrot,’ he told her, looking very serious.” The very name of this mysterious young man is used sparingly, drawn out in a series of red herrings to distract us from connecting him to Mrs. Rainmantle’s son Grover: he is Soto, then Vero, then finally Grove. His mistress Luchita figures quickly that he is lying as to his whereabouts when she hears a church bell over the phone that is not the church bell of San Felipe.

The substrata of confused sounds gives the lie to the enlightened idealism of the Slades. “In his experience, the world was a rational place.” “It was his belief that what he called negative emotions immediately ceased to exist once they had been exposed to the blazing light of reason.” He—Dr. Slade—will not live to see Day extinguished. But Grove, the psychopath, listens for clues in the irrational so as to mastermind his destiny. He takes pride in his “sound system” on which he plays records ranging from Cecil Taylor to African drumming. He is deeply disturbed by the yelps of a dog he kills in the road. (His sidekick, Thorny, explains, “Each time he screamed, a little of his life came out.”) And, in the ultimate act of sonic depravity, he listens to recordings of his captives in order to ferret out their subconscious through the tones of their voices:


he was … feeding them LSD, shooting them full of scopalamine and morphine, putting them under and bringing them out again, and providing special sound effects for each phase of the program. (This preoccupation with the tape recorders struck him as the most infantile bit of all … The room at Los Hermanos had to be kept dark, and at times there was an endless whispering, scarcely loud enough to hear unless he remained in there purposely to listen; then the repeated phrases seemd to grow in volume and fill every corner.)

…

“There’s something she’s holding back,” Grove complained, after he had studied the recordings.



Day is innocent; what she holds back unwittingly is a half-formed impression of Mrs. Rainmantle’s open eyes at dawn as the woman lay in their shared room—unknown to Day, murdered as they slept. Grove is guilty; he has killed his mother, and his guilt is now driving him to a paranoia almost as great as that of the narrator in Poe’s The Tell-Tale Heart. To Day, silence “was like a fine needle in her ears.” To Grove, nothing is silent; sounds have a life of their own, and conspire to mask and unmask secrets at will (“Each time he screamed, a little of his life came out”).

“The disease had sharpened my senses … Above all was the sense of hearing acute,” confesses Poe’s murderer in “The Tell-Tale Heart”. The psychopath gives himself away to policemen after being driven mad by the auditory hallucination of his victim’s heart beating under the floorboards. In Up Above the World, the first page gives away the affinity with Poe’s hypersensitive narrator (“Outside the window the morning mist dropped from banana leaf to banana leaf. The clock over the sideboard ticked fast and loud. Time bomb, Dr. Slade thought …”) and the protracted scene of Day’s fitful, tipsy insomnia as she lies in the dark room with Mrs. Rainmantle, sensing a presence that we later understand was the murderer’s, correlates to the scene of Poe’s murderer slowly inching close to his sleeping victim in the pitch blackness.

Poe: “Observe how healthily—how calmly I can tell you the whole story.” If it was Bowles’s mother who introduced him to Poe, as his dedication in The Delicate Prey attests, it was also in his mother’s house that he learned how civilized repression and patriarchal oppression create the conditions for outbursts of violence: “Thus at the age of nineteen I was astonished one night to discover that I had just thrown a meat knife at my father.” No doubt his own senses were sharpened under these conditions. No doubt Poe got under his skin, informing his books, his trademark of unruffled prose and keen sensorium exacerbating horror.

Bowles leaves the ending of Up Above the World ambiguous, but we can infer, from auditory clues, that Grove will be done in by his paranoia and Thorny will escape scot-free. There is the aside in chapter thirty-one, as Day stares at Grove through a birdcage: “‘I admit I was crazy about the dame,’ the suspect told police after the six-hour grilling. ‘I followed her everywhere. I wanted to know what made her tick. But that don’t make me the killer.’” And in the final paragraphs of the book, “an unfamiliar accent of confusion in [Grove’s] voice had struck Thorny’s ears; he watched Grove come into the room toward him, and it seemed the right moment to move for the establishment of a new status.” Thorny—whose alibi for Mrs. Rainmantle’s murder was that he was installing a “sound system” for Grove—will prevail over his master, from whom he learned the art of listening.
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