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

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

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

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

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

      ‘One of the greatest modernist writers’ Gore Vidal

      ‘One closes most of her books with a feeling that the world is more dangerous than one had ever imagined’ Julian Symons, New York Times Book Review

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Patricia Highsmith’s novels are peerlessly disturbing… bad dreams that keep us thrashing for the rest of the night’ New York Times Book Review

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

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

      The Glass Cell

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

      A Dog’s Ransom

      Ripley’s Game

      Edith’s Diary
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      Small g: A Summer Idyll

       

      Short-story Collections

      Eleven

      Little Tales of Misogyny

      The Animal Lover’s Book of Beastly Murder

      Slowly, Slowly in the Wind
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      To my friend and teacher, Ethel Sturtevant, Assistant Professor of English at Barnard College from 1911 to 1948, I affectionately dedicate this book, with a hope that it may add diversion to a very long and happy retirement.

      And my gratitude to Dorothy Hargreaves and to Mary McCurdy for their empathy and for their house.
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        Faith has taken all chances into account… if you are willing to understand that you must love, then is your love eternally secure.

        
          —S. Kierkegaard
        

      

      Just as Theodore had thought, something was going on at the Hidalgos’. He looked up at the four lighted windows on the second floor, from which came an inviting murmur of voices and laughter, shifted his heavy portfolio so that it balanced a little better under his right arm, and debated for the second time whether to ring the Hidalgos’ bell or to look for another taxi and go straight home.

      It would be chilly at home, the furniture covered with sheets. Inocenza, his maid, was still visiting her family in Durango, because he had not written her that he was coming back. And after all, it was barely midnight, the eve of the Fifth of February, a national holiday. Nobody worked tomorrow. On the other hand, he was burdened with a suitcase, a portfolio of drawings, and a roll of canvas. He hadn’t been invited, either, though with the Hidalgos that didn’t really matter.

      Or would he rather call on Lelia? He had thought of it earlier, on the plane from Oaxaca, and he did not know what impulse had brought him to the Hidalgos’. He had written Lelia that he would be back in Mexico, D.F., tonight, and perhaps she was even waiting for him. She had no telephone. But she did not mind his dropping in at any hour, unless she was painting. Lelia was so good-natured! He decided to call on the Hidalgos, and to see Lelia later, if it did not become too late.

      He walked to the door, put his suitcase down, and pressed the Hidalgos’ bell firmly. He did not ring again, though it was at least two minutes before someone came to the door. It was Isabel Hidalgo.

      ‘Theodore, you’re back!’ she greeted him in English. Then in Spanish: ‘Come in. How nice to see you. Come up. The house is full of people.’

      ‘Thank you, Isabel. I’ve just flown in from Oaxaca.’

      ‘How exciting!’ Isabel went directly into the living-room, waved an arm, and announced: ‘Theodore’s here! Carlos, Theodore’s here!’

      Theodore set his suitcase down as unobtrusively as he could in the little foyer, leaned his portfolio against it, and stood the roll of canvases up beside the suitcase.

      Carlos came into the foyer, carrying a drink. He was wearing one of his boldly patterned tweed jackets. ‘Don Teodoro!’ he cried, embracing Theodore with one arm. ‘Welcome! Come in and have a drink!’

      Most of the guests were men, gathered in little knots in the corners and on the two square studio couches as if they had been talking in the same places for a long while. Theodore knew less than half of them, and didn’t want to be presented to every single person, but Carlos, with his ebullient energy that always increased when he drank, took him around to every man, woman, and child – though the two children, both blond American children, happened to be asleep at the back of a studio couch against the wall.

      ‘Don’t wake them, don’t wake them,’ Theodore protested quickly.

      ‘Where’ve you been keeping yourself?’ Carlos asked.

      ‘I’ve been in Oaxaca, you know,’ Theodore said, smiling. ‘I’ve painted half a dozen pictures in the last month.’

      ‘Let’s see them!’ Carlos’s face lighted with his big smile.

      ‘Oh, not now. There’s not enough room. But I had a splendid time. I even —’ He stopped, because Carlos had rushed off somewhere, perhaps to get him a drink.

      Theodore turned slowly round, looking for a place to sit down. He glanced at a woman coming in from the hall, with a faint hope she might be Lelia, but she was not. Somebody jostled him. The room was full of the bland smoke of American cigarettes. There were five or six American men in the room, probably professors and instructors from Mexico City College or Ciudad Universidad, where Carlos Hidalgo taught stage direction. On a small table by one of the studio couches stood several bottles of gin and whisky and some glasses.

      Carlos, with a fresh drink that was perhaps for him and his own dark, half-finished glass, was making his way across the room from the kitchen, tossing a few words at everybody. He was twenty-nine, but he looked younger with his smooth, compact face that made one think of a handsome little boy aged about ten. Theodore supposed that it was this boyish quality that had attracted Isabel, who was a bit older, but what a shame that it was a spoiled-boyishness, he thought. Carlos rated himself high in regard to women, and before he had married Isabel – who was as quiet a girl as a rake might have been expected to choose for a wife – he had had at least a dozen affairs a year. He had used to tell Theodore about them. Theodore preferred to hear him talk about his work, always hoping to see progress from the rather indiscriminate enthusiasm typical of Mexican directors, actors and playwrights to something approaching refinement. Carlos said, however, that one could not put on restrained drama in Mexico. The people just didn’t appreciate it or understand it. Carlos finally reached him, thrust the glass of whisky and soda into his hand, and dashed off again, calling to his wife.

      Seeing two men whom he knew slightly standing by a window, Theodore went over and said: ‘Good evening, Don Ignacio. How are you this evening?’

      Sr Ignacio Ortiz y Guzman B. was a director of one of the government-supported art galleries in the city. Once here at Carlos’s house, months ago, he and Theodore had had a long talk about painting. The other man was Vicente something or other, and Theodore had forgotten what he did, though he had once known.

      ‘Are you painting these days?’ asked Ortiz y Guzman B.

      ‘Yes. I’ve just returned from a month of painting in Oaxaca,’ Theodore replied.

      Ortiz y Guzman B. looked at him but might not have heard him. The man named Vicente was graciously lighting the cigarette of a woman near him.

      There was an awkward silence, in which Theodore could think of nothing to say. The two men began to talk to each other again. Theodore was reminded of other moments at parties and dinners when something he said – granted, not of much importance – had been completely ignored as if it had been either inaudible or an unspeakable obscenity. He wondered if it happened to other people as often as it happened to him. More insignificant-looking men than he were listened to, no matter how stupid their remarks were, he thought. Now the two men were talking about somebody Theodore did not know, and it occurred to Theodore too late that Ortiz y Guzman B. might have been interested to know that he had been asked to show four paintings in a group show in May at one of the I.N.B.A. galleries. After a moment, Theodore drifted away and stood by a wall. Perhaps being ignored did not happen more often to him than anybody else.

      Theodore Wolfgang Schiebelhut was thirty-three, slender and tall, especially tall compared to the average Mexican. His blond hair, streaked with light brown, lay close to the sides of his head and was rather bushy on top, and unparted. He carried himself well, smiled easily, and there was a lightness in his walk and his manner which gave him an air of youth and cheerfulness, even if he happened to be in a depressed mood. Most people thought of him as cheerful, though all his conscious ideas were those of a pessimist. Polite by nature and training, he concealed his depressions from everyone. His moods usually had no causes that he or anybody else could discover, and so he felt he was not entitled to show them in the social system of things. He believed the world had no meaning, no end but nothingness, and that man’s achievements were all finally perishable – cosmic jokes, like man himself. Believing this, he believed as a matter of course that one ought to make the most of what one had, a little time, a little life, try to be as happy as possible and to make others happy if one could. Theodore thought he was as happy as anyone logically could be in an age when atomic bombs and annihilation hung over everybody’s head, though the word ‘logically’ troubled him in this context. Could one be logically happy? Was there ever anything logical about it?

      ‘Teo, we’re so glad you dropped in,’ Isabel Hidalgo said to him. ‘Carlos said this morning he thought you were due back, and we wanted you to come tonight. We rang up your house earlier.’

      ‘Must have been a case of telepathy,’ Theodore said, smiling. ‘Carlos looks tired. Is he working too hard?’

      ‘Yes. As usual. Everybody says he should take a rest.’ Her blue-grey eyes looked up at him rather sadly, in spite of her smile. ‘Now they’re rehearsing Othello at the Universidad in addition to his classes. He takes on more and more. He worked late even tonight, and no dinner, and then he comes home and the drinks go right to his head.’

      Theodore smiled tolerantly and shrugged, though Carlos’s drinking was a problem at social gatherings. The presence of people seemed to excite him, and he drank liquor as if it were water. He was not very drunk yet, but Isabel knew it was coming, and was already putting forth explanations. As for his taking on more and more, Theodore knew that was more a manifestation of egotism than of energy. Carlos liked to see his name on as many programmes and posters as he could manage. ‘I don’t suppose Lelia’s coming tonight,’ Theodore said.

      ‘She certainly was invited,’ Isabel said quickly. ‘Carlos! – Weren’t you supposed to pick up Lelia?’

      ‘Yes!’ Carlos cried across the room in his loud voice. ‘But she phoned me at the Universidad at noon and said she couldn’t come. No doubt because she was expecting you tonight, Teo.’ Carlos smiled and winked, swaying in time to a Cuban dance record he had put on the gramophone.

      ‘I see. Has she —’ But Carlos had already turned his back and was bending over the gramophone. Theodore had been going to ask if Lelia had done any painting for him. She occasionally painted backdrops for his plays at the Universidad. He did not want to ask Isabel anything about Lelia, because Isabel knew – or must know – that Carlos was very attracted to Lelia. Carlos had made a fool of himself with Lelia on several occasions, once in the presence of Isabel, who had pretended not to notice.

      ‘Excuse me, Teo,’ Isabel said, touching Theodore’s sleeve with a nervous hand. ‘People at the door.’ She went away.

      Theodore watched Carlos thrusting a drink into the hands of a woman who was firmly but unsuccessfully refusing. It occurred to him that Lelia had phoned Carlos in advance, to avoid an argument over not coming to the party once he had arrived at her apartment. It was nearly impossible to make Carlos take no for an answer. Theodore looked up at a suspended mobile whose pieces seemed about to strike each other but never did, and thought how strange it was that in a room full of artists and writers and professors he could feel so isolated. Even the Americans with halting Spanish were faring better, he saw. He had been happier on the plane an hour or so ago, anticipating the welcome he would get if he telephoned Ramón or dropped in on the Hidalgos or Lelia. Theodore was quite fond of Carlos, but how often really had they had a satisfying, illuminating discussion about anything? Anything, Theodore thought a little bitterly, remembering a conversation concerning the meaning of faith which had stopped exactly where Theodore had stopped, perforce, when he had been trying to think further for himself. There were answers that only time could bring, he supposed, and Carlos was young, but Theodore expected something also to come out of two individuals who put their heads together. Carlos seemed always to be in a state of overexcitement, as if he had just swallowed a half-dozen benzedrines. One couldn’t keep him on a subject for more than a minute. He jumped from a discussion of a Tennessee Williams play to the scenic designing of some Frenchman, to a Sarah Bernhardt recording he had heard at the Universidad, to a play a student had written for which he was contemplating asking government funds to produce. It might be stimulating, but it was unsatisfactory. And could art come from all that excitement? Wasn’t art – most of it – emotion recollected in tranquillity? Even for a Latin? Theodore smiled at his own intensity. The smile brought an answering smile and a nod from a reddish-haired man Theodore did not know. Somehow this decided him. He’d go to see Lelia before it got any later. She did not usually go to bed before one, and even in bed she read for a while.

      Theodore glanced around – and he would have said goodbye to Carlos and Isabel if they had seen him, though he was relieved not to have to argue with Carlos about his leaving – then walked to the foyer, picked up his portfolio, suitcase, and canvases and let himself out.

      He struggled two blocks to the Avenida de los Insurgentes and got a libre after a short wait. A last-minute hesitation as to whether to take the taxi home, which was nearer, or to Lelia’s, then, ‘Granaditas! Numero cien’ vient’y siete. Cuatro pesos. Está bien?’

      The driver grumbled over the suitcase and the lateness of the hour and the fact that it was a holiday eve, demanded five pesos, and Theodore agreed and got in.

      It was a cool, crisp night. Ordinarily, the drive would have been no more than ten minutes from the Hidalgos’, but tonight the downtown section was full of pedestrians and automobiles from Juarez to the Zócalo. The driver seemed to aim for the most congested streets just to slow them up.

      A rowdy face poked itself through the window at a traffic stop and said: ‘Any person here named Maria?’

      There was a burst of laughter from half a dozen young men’s throats, and the drunken face was dragged back.

      Theodore, who had started up on the edge of his seat, providently raised his window a little. Many people would be drunk tonight, especially in the section where he was going, behind the Zócalo. He had a present for Lelia, he remembered suddenly, and he began to imagine showing her his drawings and paintings tonight, and he sat up again and told the driver to hurry. Lelia was such a good listener, such a good critic, such a good mistress! She was what every man needed, Theodore thought, and so seldom found, a woman who was good to look at, a good companion, a woman who listened and encouraged, who even knew how to cook, and above all was good-natured about such things as moodiness, spells of solitude, and impulses that sent him flying to her at four in the morning, sometimes because he felt suicidal, sometimes because he felt unbearably happy and had to share it with her. Useless to try to think of such a woman as exemplifying an abstract ideal. There was only Lelia. Perhaps there was no one like her in the whole world.

      Ramón might be there, too, might even be spending the night, Theodore thought. But that wasn’t very likely tonight, and anyway he would knock first.

      The taxi had arrived. Theodore paid the driver and got out with his things. It was a rather gloomy block at night with its shops all closed and its old houses presenting tall locked doors to the street. Lelia’s front door latched from the inside, but could be opened by those who knew how with a stick lifted in the crack between them. For this purpose a stick which was a bar of a wooden bird cage usually leaned in the corner of the door and the house wall. It was there now, and Theodore took it and raised the latch. He went into a small, cluttered patio lighted only by the glow from several windows above. Lelia’s window was one of the windows that were lighted, Theodore saw. He went through a doorless stone arch and began to climb the stairs. Lelia lived on the third floor. He walked down the corridor to her door and knocked.

      There was no answer.

      ‘Lelia?’ he called. ‘It’s Theodore. Let me in.’

      She did not open the door for a caller she did not want to see, but Theodore was not in this category. Sometimes she was deep in a book, and if it were he, or he and Ramón together, she might take two or three minutes to come to the door, knowing they would be patient.

      Theodore knocked more loudly. ‘Ramón? – It’s Theodore!’

      He tried the door, which was locked, and wished he had her key. He always carried it, but for some reason, perhaps to feel quite free of her for a while, he had taken it off his key chain before he left for Oaxaca. The transom was slightly open. Theodore reached up on tiptoe and pushed it still wider.

      ‘Lelia?’ he called once more to the transom.

      Maybe she was visiting a neighbour or had gone out to make a telephone call. He set his suitcase flat against the door, put a foot on it, and gently pulled himself up. He stuck his head through the transom and looked to see what he might land on if he climbed through. The light from the bedroom was just enough to show that the red hassock was about two feet from the door. He listened for a moment to find out if any of the other tenants happened to be on the stairs, because he would have felt very silly to be seen crawling through Lelia’s transom, but he heard nothing except a radio somewhere. He put his hands on the dusty bottom rim of the transom, stuck his head through, and pushed up from the suitcase. Once the rim of the transom began to cut him across the waist, he debated whether to push himself back out again. The pain forced him to move, and he wriggled forward until his hands lay flat against the inside of the door, his heels touched the top of the transom, and the blood rushed alarmingly to his face. Desperately, he struggled to get his right knee through the transom. It was of no use. He aimed for the red hassock and came down in a slow dive, clung to the hassock, and crumpled to the floor.

      He stood up, dusting his hands, and glanced around happily at the familiar, spacious room with its ever-changing patterns of paintings and drawings on the wall, then unlocked the door and dragged his things in. He turned on the lamp at the foot of her couch. On Lelia’s long table lay a bunch of white carnations that should have been put into a vase. On the table stood a bottle of Bacardi also, his favourite spirit, and he thought perhaps Lelia had bought it especially for him. He walked down the short hall, past the kitchen, to the bedroom. She was here, asleep.

      ‘Lelia?’

      She was face-down in bed, and there was blood on the pillow, lots of it, in a red circle around her black hair.

      ‘Lelia!’ He sprang forward and pulled back the thin pink coverlet.

      Blood stained her white blouse, covered her right arm, where he saw a ghastly, deep furrow in the flesh. The wound was still wet. Gasping and trembling, Theodore took her gently by the shoulders and turned her, and then released her in horror. Her face had been mutilated.

      Theodore looked around the room. The carpet was kicked up at one corner. That was really the only sign of disorder. And the window was wide open, which was unlike Lelia. Theodore went to the window and looked out. The window gave on the patio, and from the patio there was not a thing anyone could have climbed up on, but from the roof, only one floor above, a drainpipe came down inches from the window jamb and stopped just above the top of the window of the floor below. Theodore had told Lelia a dozen times to have bars put on the window. All the other windows of the apartments on Lelia’s floor and the floor above had bars. It was too late now to think of bars. A moment later his mind sank into a shocked despair. He sat down on a straight chair and put his hands over his face.

      It came to him suddenly: Ramón had done it. Obviously! Ramón had a violent temper. He had stepped between Ramón and Lelia several times when Ramón had been about to strike her in some burst of petulant anger. They had got into another of their Latin quarrels about nothing, he thought, or Lelia had not been appreciative enough of some present he had brought her – No, it would have to be something worse than that, something so bad he could not imagine it now, but he felt sure Ramón had done it. Ramón also had a key. He could simply have used the door.

      ‘Ai-i-yai-i-i-i!’ cried a falsetto voice from the hall, and at the same time there was a pounding on the door.

      Theodore ran to the door and yanked it open. Footsteps were running down the stairs, and Theodore plunged after them, reaching the ground floor as he heard the wooden door of the courtyard grate on the cement walk. He ran out to the sidewalk and looked in both directions. He saw only two men walking slowly in conversation across the street. Theodore looked around the dark patio. But he had heard the wooden door move. With a sense of futility and a feeling that he might be doing the wrong thing, he went back into the building and climbed the stairs. If it had been the murderer, even if it had been, it would have been useless to go running down the street after him, not even knowing in fact in which direction to run. And maybe it hadn’t been the murderer, just a hoodlum from the street, or from the party that he now realized was going on in an apartment on the next floor up from Lelia’s. But if it had been the murderer, and he had let him get away —

      Just inside Lelia’s door, he paused. He had to behave logically. First, tell the police. Second, stand guard in the apartment so that no one could destroy any fingerprints. Third, find Ramón and see that he paid with his life for what he had done.

      Theodore went out and closed the door, intending to go to a cantina he knew of a block away where there was a telephone, but going down the second flight of stairs he ran into the woman who lived in the apartment next to Lelia’s.

      ‘Well, Don Teodoro! Good evening!’ the woman said. ‘Happy Fifth of —’

      ‘Do you know that Lelia’s dead?’ Theodore blurted. ‘She’s been murdered! In her apartment!’

      ‘Aaaaaah!’ the woman screamed, and clapped a hand over her mouth.

      Instantly two doors opened. Voices cried: ‘What is it?’ ‘What happened?’ ‘Who was murdered?’

      And Theodore found himself simply struggling to get back up the stairs he had come down, back into Lelia’s apartment, because her door was unlocked, and even now two men were running in.

      ‘Please!’ Theodore yelled. ‘You must get out! You must not touch anything! There may be fingerprints!’ But nothing was of any use until twelve or fifteen of them had peeked into the bedroom and screamed and run out again, covering their eyes in horror.

      ‘You’re like a bunch of children!’ Theodore snorted in English.

      Sra de Silva volunteered to telephone the police from her apartment, but before she went off she said to Theodore: ‘I heard something at about eleven o’clock, maybe a little earlier. This clatter on the roof. But I didn’t hear anything else. I didn’t hear any glass breaking.’

      ‘There wasn’t any glass broken,’ Theodore said quickly. ‘What else did you hear?’

      ‘Nothing!’ She stared at him with wide-open eyes. ‘I heard this clatter. Like somebody was trying to climb over the roof. Something on the roof, anyway. But I didn’t look out. I should have looked out, holy Mother of God!’

      ‘Did you hear any sound of struggle in the apartment?’

      ‘No. Maybe I did. I’m not sure. Yes, maybe I did!’

      ‘Go and call the police, if you please,’ Theodore said to her. ‘I have to stay here to keep people out.’

      A murmuring crowd had gathered in the hall just outside the door, mostly boys from the street, Theodore thought. Some of them had been drinking. He closed the door as soon as he could persuade one of the young men to take his hands from the door’s edge.

      Then he sat down on the red hassock facing the door to wait for the police. He thought about Ramón, his Catholic soul trapped in his passion for Lelia. It preyed on Ramón’s conscience that he could not marry her and could not give her up either. Theodore had heard Ramón say at least twice in fits of remorse, or perhaps in anger at some careless word of Lelia’s: ‘I swear if I don’t give her up from this minute, Teo, I’ll kill myself!’ Or something like that. And between killing oneself and killing the object of one’s passion was not much difference, Theodore thought. Psychologically, they equated sometimes. Well, the beast had killed her instead of himself!
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      The police arrived with a moaning siren. They sounded like an army coming up the stairs, but there were only three of them, a short, paunchy officer of about fifty with a Sam Browne belt and a large gun on either hip, and two tall young policemen in light khaki uniforms. The fat officer pulled a gun and casually pointed it at Theodore.

      ‘Step over by the wall,’ he said. Then he gestured to one of the policemen to cover Theodore while he went into the bedroom to see the body.

      The crowd from the hall was oozing into the room, staring and murmuring.

      One after the other, so that Theodore was constantly covered and stared at by two of them, the young policemen also went into the bedroom to look at Lelia. One of them whistled with astonishment. They came back staring at Theodore with shocked, stony faces.

      ‘Your name?’ asked the officer, pulling paper and pencil out of his pocket. ‘Age?… Are you a citizen of Mexico?’

      ‘Yes. Naturalized,’ Theodore replied.

      ‘Keep them out of there! Don’t let anyone touch anything in there!’ the officer shouted to the policemen.

      The crowd were seeping into the bedroom.

      ‘Do you admit this crime?’ asked the officer.

      ‘No! I’m the one who summoned you! I’m the one who found her!’

      ‘Occupation?’

      Theodore hesitated. ‘Painter.’

      The officer looked him up and down. Then he turned to a short, dark man whom Theodore had not noticed, though he stood in the forefront of the crowd. ‘Capitán Sauzas, would you like to continue?’

      The man stepped forward. He wore a dark hat and a dark, unbuttoned overcoat. A cigarette hung from his lips. He looked at Theodore with intelligent, impersonal brown eyes. ‘How do you happen to be here tonight?’

      ‘I came to see her,’ Theodore said. ‘She is a friend of mine.’

      ‘At what time did you come?’

      ‘About half an hour ago. About one o’clock.’

      ‘And did she let you in?’

      ‘No! – There was a light. I knocked and there was no answer.’ Theodore glanced at one of the revolvers, which moved a little and focused on him again. ‘I thought perhaps she’d fallen asleep – or that she had gone out to make a telephone call. So I crawled in through the transom. When I found her, I immediately went out to phone the police. I ran into Señora – Señora —’

      ‘Señora de Silva,’ Sauzas supplied for him.

      ‘Yes,’ Theodore said. ‘I told her and she said she would call the police for me.’

      The crowd in the room, which had ranged itself so as to be able to see Theodore and Sauzas at the same time, was listening with folded arms and blandly surprised faces, but Theodore had been in Mexico long enough to read apparently impassive expressions. The crowd was more than half convinced that he had done it. Theodore could see that also in the faces of the two young policemen who held their guns on him.

      ‘What was your relationship to the murdered woman?’ Sauzas asked. He was not making notes.

      ‘A friend,’ Theodore said, and heard a murmur of amusement from the people around him.

      ‘How long had you known her?’

      ‘Three years,’ Theodore replied. ‘A little more.’

      ‘You are in the habit of visiting her at one in the morning?’

      Again the crowd tittered.

      Theodore stood a little taller. ‘I have often visited her late at night. She keeps late hours,’ Theodore said, trying to ignore the smile and the mumblings, some of which he could hear. They were calling Lelia ‘una puta’, a whore.

      Then there was the matter of his suitcase. Was he moving in? No? What then? Why had he gone to Oaxaca? So he went to a friend’s house after he left the airport and before he came here. Could he prove that? Yes. Who was Carlos Hidalgo? And where did he live? Sauzas dispatched one of the policemen to find Carlos Hidalgo and bring him back.

      There was suddenly great confusion as two men in civilian clothes came in and loudly ordered the crowd to leave. The two men shoved some of the adolescent boys out the door. Señora de Silva protested against being put out and at Sauzas’ intercession was allowed to stay. Briefly and carelessly, Sauzas repeated Theodore’s story of how he had got in and ordered the two men to look for fingerprints in the bedroom.

      ‘I believe I know who killed her,’ Theodore said to Sauzas.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Ramón Otero. I do not know, but I have reasons to think it is possible.’ Theodore’s voice shook in spite of the effort he was making to keep calm.

      ‘Do you know where we can find him?’

      ‘He lives in the Calle San Gregorio, thirty-seven. It is not far from here. Toward the Cathedral and the Zócalo.’

      ‘M-m. And his relationship to the murdered woman?’ Sauzas asked, lighting another cigarette.

      ‘A friend also,’ Theodore said.

      ‘I see. He is jealous of you?’

      ‘No, not at all. We are good friends. Except that I – I know Ramón is very emotional. He is even violent if he is angry. But I must tell you also that I heard somebody knock on the door and run down the stairs at about – two or three minutes after I got here. I ran to the door and tried to catch him, but he got away.’

      ‘What did he look like?’ Sauzas asked.

      ‘I never saw him,’ Theodore said, at the same time getting a mental picture of a boy in a soiled white shirt and trousers fleeing down the stairs, which was only because so many roughnecks who might have hammered in that manner on the door wore white shirts and trousers. ‘No, I did not see him, I am sorry. There was just an “ai-i” cry, like that, and the knocking, and then he ran.’

      ‘M-m,’ said Sauzas with faint interest. ‘However, you seem to think it was Ramón.’

      ‘Not the boy who yelled, no. But I think – yes, I think it is at least possible that Ramón did this.’

      ‘Do you know that Ramón was here tonight?’

      ‘No, I don’t know.’ Theodore looked at Sra de Silva. ‘Do you know if Ramón was here tonight?’

      Sra de Silva raised her eyebrows and her hands. ‘Quién sabe?’

      ‘The fingerprints will tell,’ Theodore said. He felt suddenly sure that Ramón’s fingerprints would be in the bedroom.

      ‘All right, let us try to find Ramón. Ramón Otero in the Calle San Gregorio thirty-seven,’ Sauzas said to the remaining policeman.

      The policeman saluted and clattered down the stairs.

      ‘You were her friend,’ said Sauzas, returning to Theodore. ‘You were not her lover, too?’

      ‘Well – yes. Sometimes.’

      ‘And Ramón? He was not her lover, too? – Come, come. Señora de Silva has said that you both were.’

      Theodore glanced at the woman. She must have done some very fast talking to Sauzas before they entered the room. Theodore was quite used to sharing Lelia with Ramón, had long ago grown used to it, but he was not used to speaking of it before people. ‘That is quite true.’

      ‘And there is no jealousy between you? You’re all good friends?’

      ‘That is correct,’ Theodore replied, and returned the detective’s unbelieving stare with composure. Theodore understood. Almost every day the front pages of the city’s tabloids were covered with bloody photographs of mistresses and wives and sweethearts murdered by their husbands or lovers. Well, perhaps this was no different, except that the motivation had certainly not been jealousy.

      ‘What weapon did you use, Señor Schiebelhut?’ Sauzas asked. ‘Where is the knife?’

      Theodore shook his head wearily, but in the next instant became alert as Sauzas slapped his pockets and felt down the inside and outside of his thighs. He even pulled up Theodore’s trouser cuffs and looked in the top of his socks. Sauzas had a silver ring with a large skull and crossbones on it. Still without removing his cigarette, Sauzas said:

      ‘Señora de Silva saw you coming down the stairs in a great hurry. You were trying to get away from the scene, weren’t you?’

      ‘But – I’d just found her! I was on my way to a telephone!’ Theodore looked at Señora de Silva, whose face seemed frozen now in a frightened suspension of belief or even of opinion. ‘You should be able to determine when she died. Why don’t you get a doctor to look at her?’

      ‘A doctor is coming. And I have seen her,’ Sauzas said calmly. ‘I would say she has been dead between one hour and two. I have seen enough corpses.’ Sauzas was walking about, looking at Lelia’s paint-stained table, at the white carnations, and at the bottle of rum, which had been uncorked and apparently unsampled, because the rum was high in the neck. ‘Did you bring these flowers?’

      ‘No’ Theodore said. ‘They were here.’ It was not like Ramón to bring flowers, he thought. Lelia must have bought them, and then for some reason had not put them into a vase. ‘You might take the fingerprints on the rum bottle. Lelia always buys it for me. Her fingerprints will be on it and maybe somebody else’s.’

      Sauzas nodded. ‘Enrique!’ he called to one of the detectives in the bedroom. ‘Come and take the señor’s fingerprints!’

      The detective came in at once and got busy with Theodore’s hands, using Lelia’s work table to rest on.

      ‘Señora de Silva,’ Sauzas said, ‘how often do you see Señor Schiebelhut here?’

      She shrugged quickly, like an embarrassed schoolgirl. ‘I see him – maybe once a week. But Lelia has told me that he comes more often.’

      ‘You live in the next apartment. Have you ever heard them quarrelling?’

      ‘Yes. Sometimes,’ she said with a look at Theodore. ‘Oh, not seriously, I think. I don’t know.’

      ‘And how often does Ramón come here?’

      She shrugged again. ‘The same. The same as Don Teodoro.’

      ‘What is he like? Do you like him?’

      Sra de Silva was looking for the answers in the corners of the room. ‘Ah, si. He is nice. He is very handsome. He is all right.’

      ‘Which one of the men did she like better?’

      A long hesitation.

      The door opened. A short, plump man with a satchel came in, greeted Sauzas with a wave of his hand, and Sauzas gestured towards the bedroom.

      ‘Well, which did she like better?’ Sauzas repeated.

      ‘I think – I do not really know, señor. I think she liked them both. Otherwise she would not have let them come here so often. Lelia had many friends. Many times her friends rang up my house to speak to her. I have heard her on the telephone. She was not afraid to say no to people she did not want to see,’ Sra de Silva finished with an air of pride.

      ‘This man’s fingerprints are on the windowsill,’ one of the detectives said to Sauzas.

      Theodore cursed himself for his clumsiness. ‘I think I leaned on the windowsill, looking into the patio.’

      ‘Are they facing out?’ Sauzas asked the detective, who, not knowing what to answer, went back to the bedroom with the fingerprint papers.

      Carlos Hidalgo arrived, escorted by one of the young policemen. He was drunker than when Theodore had seen him last – Theodore knew the signs – though he looked merely stunned and bewildered until he saw Theodore. Then he rushed to him and put his hands on Theodore’s shoulders.

      ‘Teodoro, old man! What has happened? Lelia’s been murdered?’

      Theodore started to speak and couldn’t. Carlos wouldn’t have been able to hear him, anyway, because the young policeman was bawling out Carlos’s name and address as if he were announcing him at a ball; then Carlos started for the bedroom, where the detectives were prowling about, and the fat police officer caught him by the arm. Carlos staggered around, looking with wide, frightened eyes at the policemen, at the room itself.

      ‘Was this man at your house tonight?’ Sauzas asked Carlos.

      ‘Yes.’ Carlos nodded vigorously. ‘He had just come from the airport. He had his suitcase with him.’

      ‘From what time to what time?’

      Carlos looked cagily at Theodore, even in his drunkenness wary and mistrustful of the motives of the police.

      But Theodore gave him no sign.

      ‘I think from about twelve – to maybe about one,’ Carlos said, which Theodore found surprisingly accurate.

      ‘You can’t say exactly what time he left?’

      ‘I didn’t see him leave. There’re so many people at the party. Maybe he said goodbye to my wife —’ And it might have been a lie, from the furtive way Carlos glanced on either side of him as he spoke.

      ‘I didn’t say goodbye,’ Theodore said. ‘I didn’t see either of you when I was ready to leave, so I just left. I then took a libre to Lelia’s.’

      ‘A libre to Lelia’s,’ Carlos repeated, as if he were trying to fix an unlikely fact in his mind.

      ‘So,’ Sauzas said, turning to Theodore. ‘A libre to Lelia’s after telling everybody at the party you were on your way home, probably. You meant to come here, kill her as quickly as possible, and take another libre home, no? That way you would have an alibi.’

      ‘Oh-h, no-o!’ Carlos said in his loud, stage director’s voice. ‘This man here —’

      ‘Or maybe you came here from the airport, killed her, then went to the party? But what did you come back for? Did you forget something?’

      ‘My plane only arrived at eleven-five,’ Theodore said. ‘It is the plane from Oaxaca. That you can verify. It was at least forty minutes before I reached the city in all the traffic. I went immediately to the Hidalgos’.’

      ‘But why did you sneak out of the Hidalgos’ house without saying goodbye to anybody?’

      ‘I didn’t sneak out. Everybody was busy!’

      Carlos laughed suddenly. ‘That’s right! Busy! We were very busy tonight!’ Then he sobered, seeing that Theodore and Sauzas were staring at him. ‘Teodoro,’ Carlos said sympathetically. ‘Hasn’t anybody got a drink here?’ He walked toward Lelia’s kitchen, and Theodore saw him stop as he saw her body in the room beyond, then continue with drunken determination into the kitchen.

      ‘Don’t touch anything in there!’ shouted the fat officer, who had started after him.

      Theodore heard arguing voices and then the sound of liquor being poured into a glass, and he knew it would be Lelia’s yellow tequila.

      ‘My friend needs a drink,’ Carlos said with dignity, and walked towards Theodore with glass and bottle.

      Theodore took the glass gratefully. It chattered against his teeth.

      More questions. How long had Carlos known Theodore Schiebelhut? Had he known Lelia Ballesteros? How long? Did she have many men friends? She had many men and women friends. How had Theodore looked when he came to the party this evening?

      ‘Fine,’ Carlos said, ‘absolutely fine.’ He took Theodore’s glass from him and poured some more.

      ‘That’s enough of that!’ said the fat officer.

      ‘This is for me,’ Carlos said, and drank some from the glass, then passed it back to Theodore before the fat officer could take it from him.

      Theodore felt suddenly exhausted. He walked to the couch, sat down, and leaned to one side on his elbow.

      The plump doctor waddled slowly into the room, and Sauzas turned to him. ‘She has been dead – oh, two to three hours. And she has been raped,’ the doctor said wearily, fastening the last latch of his satchel.

      Raped. Theodore felt the ultimate twist of disgust in his throat. He sat forward on the couch, holding his trembling knees down with his forearms. He pushed his cuff back nervously and saw that his watch said one-fifty.

      The detective was questioning Carlos about Ramón.

      ‘I don’t know Ramón so well. He is in a different line of work,’ Carlos said somewhat prissily. ‘I have seen him perhaps three times in my life.’

      He had seen him many more times, Theodore thought, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered until they saw Ramón. He was startled by Carlos shouting, ‘Mutilated?’ in an astonished tone.

      Carlos looked at Theodore blankly. ‘She was mutilated?’ he asked, as if this somehow changed everything.

      And then Ramón entered the room.

      Theodore stood up.

      Ramón looked around in a startled way, then fixed his eyes on Theodore. Ramón was of medium height, with black hair and dark eyes, and his body was strong and compact with that mysterious thing, a certain vitality, or perhaps only proportion, which was immensely attractive to women. His face could change expression in an instant, yet it was always handsome, even unshaven, even when his hair was tousled or uncut, the kind of face women always looked at; and now as he stood in the room in his inexpensive suit and with his hair mussed, Theodore felt that everyone must be thinking that Ramón had been her favourite.

      ‘Where is she?’ Ramón asked.

      The policeman who held his arm pulled him towards the bedroom, and the detectives trailed after them to watch Ramón’s reaction. Theodore also followed. Lelia lay on her back, and her head rested on her pillow, mangled arms at her sides. It was a horrible attitude of repose, as if she had just lain down for a moment, fully clothed, and something unbelievable had happened to her. To Theodore’s battered senses it seemed that the blood might be dark red paint that they could simply wash off her. Except that if one looked closely, Lelia had no nose.

      Ramón put his hand over his mouth. His shoulders crumpled. He made a strange muffled sound. The detective pulled at his shoulder, pulled hard, but Ramón whirled out of his hold and flung himself down by the bed, gripping Lelia’s knees, which the pink blanket just covered. He pressed his face against her thighs and sobbed. Theodore looked away, reminded of Ramón’s Catholicism – of this aspect of it – that made him want to touch something, embrace something that was no longer alive. Theodore was at the time aware that he had not touched Lelia, not with any affection, that he had simply turned her over as a stranger might have done, and he regretted that, in the privacy before anybody had come, he had not touched her, not kissed her blood-smeared forehead.

      ‘Where were you this evening, Ramón Otero?’ Now it was the fat little police officer, beginning like a machine.

      A detective crossed the room in two strides and pulled Ramón away from the bed. The question had to be repeated and repeated. Ramón might have lost his voice or his senses. He stared at Theodore again.

      ‘Where were you this evening?’ Theodore asked in his deep voice.

      ‘Home. I was home.’

      ‘All evening?’ asked Sauzas.

      Ramón looked at him with dull eyes. One side of his face was wet with tears. He held his right hand against his stomach.

      ‘You weren’t here this evening?’ Theodore asked him.

      ‘Yes. I was here,’ Ramón said.

      ‘At what time?’ asked Sauzas.

      Ramón looked as if he were trying to reach far back in time. He suddenly bent over, clutching his head.

      ‘What’s the matter with him?’ Sauzas asked Theodore impatiently.

      ‘Perhaps it’s a headache. He’s prone to them,’ Theodore said. ‘Sit down, Ramón.’

      One of the detectives pulled Ramón towards the long table where there was a chair. Ramón collapsed in it, and a detective took his right hand and began inking the fingertips.

      ‘At what time were you here, Ramón?’ Sauzas asked more gently. ‘Did you have dinner here?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And then what? How long did you stay?’

      Ramón did not answer.

      ‘Did you kill her, Ramón?’ Sauzas asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘No?’ Carlos Hidalgo asked challengingly.

      Sauzas waved Carlos back.
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