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Introduction

‘The individual has manifold shadows, all of which resemble him, and from time to time have equal claim to be the man himself.’



– Kierkegaard quoted in Highsmith’s 1949 journal1



When Patricia Highsmith looked up at the luminous face of the clock at the entrance to Pennsylvania station, New York, she would have seen two stone-sculpted maidens flanking the extravagant timepiece. One figure stared out across Manhattan to signify day; the other, with eyes closed, symbolised night – an appropriate double image for Highsmith herself, a writer fascinated by the concept of split identity. On that particular day – 30 June 1950 – the twenty-nine-year-old novelist was in pursuit of her antithesis: a blonde, married woman she had cast as a mannequin in a romantic drama of her own creation. She was going in search of the woman who had, unwittingly, inspired her lesbian novel, The Price of Salt.

   In December 1948 – a year and a half before Highsmith found herself walking through Pennsylvania station – she was working, temporarily, in the toy department of Bloomingdale’s when into the store walked an elegant woman wearing a mink coat. That initial encounter lasted no longer than a few minutes, yet its effect on Highsmith was dramatic. After serving the woman, who bought a doll for one of her daughters, leaving her delivery details, Highsmith later confessed to feeling ‘odd and swimmy in the head, near to fainting, yet at the same time uplifted, as if I had seen a vision’.2 At the end of her shift, she went home and wrote the plot for The Price of Salt, published in 1952 under a pseudonym and, in 1990, re-issued under her own name as Carol. A few days after the meeting she came down with chickenpox; one of the runny-nosed children in the toy department must have passed on the germ, she said, ‘but in a way the germ of a book too: fever is stimulating to the imagination’.3

   The Bloomingdale’s woman had done nothing more than buy a doll from a shop assistant in a department store, yet Highsmith had infused the encounter with greater significance. She could not forget the blonde woman and on that day in the summer of 1950 she walked through Pennsylvania station with the intention of catching a train to the woman’s home in New Jersey. She was going to seek her out, to spy on her.

   Highsmith recorded the incident – in almost photographic detail – in her diary. As she stepped on to the train bound for Ridgewood, she felt as guilty as a murderer in a novel and on arrival at the suburban station she had to drink two rye whiskeys in order to steady her nerves. At Ridgewood station, she climbed on board a 92 bus, but after a few minutes, worrying that she was going the wrong way, she asked the driver whether he had already passed by Murray Avenue, the woman’s home. ‘Murray Avenue?’ said the other passengers, as they all started to shout the correct directions at her. Blushing, she stepped down from the bus and started walking through the neatly planned, suburban streets towards the woman’s house.

   When Highsmith reached North Murray Avenue, a small lane backing onto woodland, she felt so conspicuous and overwhelmed by guilt she decided to turn back. But then an aquamarine car eased its way out of a driveway and headed towards her. Inside was a woman with blonde hair, wearing a pale-blue dress and dark glasses. It was her.

   Already fascinated by the intertwined motives of love and hate, Highsmith wrote in her journal: ‘For the curious thing yesterday, I felt quite close to murder too, as I went to see the woman who almost made me love her when I saw her a moment in December, 1948. Murder is a kind of making love, a kind of possessing. (Is it not, too, a way of gaining complete and passionate attention, for a moment, from the object of one’s attentions?) To arrest her suddenly, my hands upon her throat (which I should really like to kiss) as if I took a photograph, to make her in an instant cool and rigid as a statue.’4

   On her return to New York she noticed that strangers eyed her with suspicion, as if they could see the traces of her guilt smeared across her face. Although the two women did not meet that day in Ridgewood, within six months Highsmith felt driven to try and see her again. In January 1951, as she was writing The Price of Salt, which details a love affair between two women – Therese, a shopgirl in a toy department and Carol, a customer, who is married with a child – Highsmith made another trip out to New Jersey. This time she noted how the woman’s house, with its black turrets and greyish towers, looked like something out of a fairy tale. She closed her eyes and imprinted the image in her memory, before watching the woman’s children at play, observing how little they resembled their mother. ‘Yes, I am delighted my Beatrice lives in such a house,’ she wrote in her diary.5

   Highsmith projected a complex array of emotions onto the woman, so she became both the model for Carol in The Price of Salt and an externalised embodiment of past lovers, an incarnation of her drives, desires and frustrations. Highsmith could ‘be called a balladeer of stalking,’ wrote Susannah Clapp in The New Yorker. ‘The fixation of one person on another – oscillating between attraction and antagonism – figures prominently in almost every Highsmith tale.’6 Specifically, she used the women in her life – a quite dizzying parade of lovers – as muses, drawing upon her ambiguous responses to them and reworking these feelings into fiction.

   Like many a romantic, she was, at times, promiscuous, but her bedhopping was an indicator, rather than a confutation, of her endless search for the ideal. To paraphrase Djuna Barnes’ novel Nightwood – a book given to her by one of the women she worshipped – in Highsmith’s heart lay the fossils of each of the women she loved, intaglios of their identities. ‘All my life work will be an undedicated monument to a woman,’ she wrote in her diary.7 Highsmith herself recognised that these women held the key to understanding her personality and her fiction. ‘O who am I?’ she asked herself in the early 1950s. ‘Reflections only in the eyes of those who love me.’8

   Publicly, however, Highsmith was reluctant to talk about her writing, precisely because she knew its source was often so very close to home. ‘She was the least forthcoming of authors, and hated talking about her work,’ says Craig Brown, who interviewed her on a number of occasions.9 ‘She seems to favour two answers to journalistic questions,’ wrote Janet Watts in the Observer in 1990. ‘One is “true”; the other, “I don’t understand the question.” . . . She smiles, but her hand, when I shake it, feels like a reluctant paw, withdrawing from contact.’10 When Watts quizzed her about the inspiration for Carol and her relationships with women, Highsmith responded, ‘I don’t want to say. People’s emotional life . . . I think it’s all accidental, and not planned. It is very hard to talk about.’11

   It wasn’t only journalists who had a problem getting close to her. Daniel Keel, her literary executor and president of Diogenes Verlag, the Zurich-based publishing company, says it took Highsmith twenty years before she trusted him enough to share her thoughts and feelings. ‘Before that it was simply “yes” or “no”,’ he says. ‘There were great holes in the conversation.’12 Another friend, the writer and art collector, Carl Laszlo says, ‘She was a writer, not a speaker – one always had the idea she concentrated so as not to say anything, not to give anything away.’13

   Barbara Roett, the partner of the late Barbara Ker-Seymer, remembers how Highsmith would tense up when touched. ‘She wasn’t a sensual person at all – when you embraced her, it was like holding a board. I always remember that she was quite shocked when I once said, “I must go and lie in the bath”. She’d never actually laid down in a bath – rather, she would sit bolt upright in it. I said, “Pat, how can you? How could you sit upright in a bath?” She replied, “I would never lie down.” I just had the feeling somehow she was not comfortable in her own body.’14

   Vivien De Bernardi, a friend who lived near Highsmith in Switzerland, and one of her executors, believes the writer had a problem with intimacy. ‘She may have had numerous sexual partners but she did not have that many people with whom she was genuinely intimate. Her relationships never lasted very long.

   ‘She was sincere and direct – those are two key words that describe Pat – and she did not have a drop of dishonesty in her. Yet, I didn’t like the ranting and raving, the nastiness, the hatred which would overflow. She would get on a subject and she would not give it up. She was like a dog gnawing on a bone. There were some subjects that, when she talked about them, I considered her to be a raving maniac. Her really true friends loved her in spite of some of her behaviour.

   ‘It was obvious that this tremendous emotional reaction had nothing to do with reality. It was something internal and it was agonising for her. The nastiness had much more to do with her – with her inner state, her depression, her anger, and her self-hatred – than anything external.

   ‘She did not understand her immediate reality because she had such a strange interior world. I felt strongly she needed to look into her own shadow.’15



Critics have wrestled with Highsmith’s place in modern literature since the 1960s, when book reviewers and editors first began to notice that her novels were rather different to the mass of pulp fiction being churned out by crime writers. Even today, trying to ‘locate’ her in a literary context or tradition is almost impossible, as she herself admitted. ‘I never think about my “place” in literature, and perhaps I have none. I consider myself an entertainer. I like to tell a fascinating story. But every book is an argument with myself, and I would write it whether it is ever published or not.’16

   Her gothicism – her insatiable appetite for the grotesque, the cruel, and the macabre, particularly evident in her short stories – owes a great deal to Edgar Allan Poe, with whom she shared a birthday, 19 January, while the tone of her books was also influenced by the ‘noir’ novels of the thirties and forties. Yet the themes and philosophical arguments that lie at the heart of her fiction reflect the bleak existentialist writings of Dostoevsky, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Kafka, Sartre and Camus, all of whom she read. Behaviour or destiny, Highsmith felt, could not be predicted and deterministic readings of life leached man of the very thing that differentiated him from lower forms of life. ‘Admit that human life can be guided by reason and all possibility of life is annihilated,’ she wrote, quoting Tolstoy, in one of her journals.17 She celebrated irrationality, chaos and emotional anarchy, and regarded the criminal as the perfect example of the twentieth-century existentialist hero, a man she believed was ‘active, free in spirit’.18

   The year before she wrote her first published novel, Strangers on a Train, she read Albert Camus’ existentialist classic, L’Étranger or The Stranger, whose narrator, Meursault, embodies the dislocated hero so favoured by Highsmith. The hero, she surmised in a 1947 journal, represented, ‘willness, like the believer in Existentialism, perhaps?’19 before going on to link the novel with Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground, another account of a man’s disassociation from society. She observed how man would snuff out his existence rather than endure a life which was rational, determined, planned and predicted.

   She loved the paintings of Francis Bacon and, towards the end of her life, she kept a postcard of his Study Number 6 on her desk. ‘To me Francis Bacon paints the ultimate picture of what’s going on in the world,’ she said, ‘mankind throwing up in a toilet with his naked derríre showing.’20 Highsmith’s fiction, like Bacon’s painting, allows us to glimpse the dark, terrible forces that shape our lives, while at the same time, documenting the banality of evil. The mundane and the trivial are described at the same pitch as the horrific and the sinister and it is this unsettling juxtaposition that gives her work such power. As Terrence Rafferty, writing in The New Yorker, said, ‘Patricia Highsmith’s novels are peerlessly disturbing – not great cathartic nightmares but banal bad dreams that keep us restless and thrashing for the rest of the night . . . Our minds have registered everything, the ordinary and the horrible, with absolute neutrality; we seem to have been marooned in a flat, undifferentiated territory, like a desert – a place without values, without the emotional landmarks of our fictions or our waking lives.’21 Highsmith, although working within the suspense genre, not only transcended its confines, but created a whole new form. ‘Popular fiction isn’t supposed to work on us this way,’ added Rafferty.22

   The writer Will Self, in a BBC2 television programme discussing Highsmith’s legacy, said, ‘I think she’s only a crime writer in the sense that you would say Polanski made thriller movies; that’s not what they’re about. To me the experience of reading my first Highsmith book was a physical experience of being confronted with evil . . . I put it [the book] away because I felt tangible evil coming off the page . . . I think she’ll be remembered as one of the great mappers of this topography of criminal psychopathology, and an anticipator, in a way, of the collective obsession with serial killers and evil that has come to pass, a precursor if you like.’23

   According to Daniel Keel, ‘She was better than other American writers such as Philip Roth and Norman Mailer. In the future she’ll be remembered long after more “fashionable” novelists have faded into obscurity. Her voice is unique in fiction.’24



Highsmith’s most famous creation is Tom Ripley, the charming psychopath who features in five of her twenty-two novels. He is a cold-blooded killer with a taste for the finer things in life. He paints and sketches, plays Bach’s Goldberg variations and Scarlatti on the harpsichord, reads Schiller and Molíre and is rather proud of his art collection (van Goghs and Magrittes, together with drawings by Cocteau and Picasso). The thud of a corpse falling into a freshly dug grave gives him a positively delicious pleasure and he laughs at the sight of two of his victims burning in a car – yet this is the same man who is moved to tears at the sight of Keats’ grave.

   Highsmith used Ripley as a device with which she could dismantle the cosiness of conventional crime writing. According to W.H. Auden, the basic formula of detective fiction could be plotted out as follows: ‘A murder occurs; many are suspected; all but one suspect, who is the murderer, are eliminated; the murderer is arrested or dies.’25 Not so in a Highsmith novel. ‘I think it is a silly way of teasing people, “who-done-it”,’ she said of the detective novel. ‘It doesn’t interest me in the least . . . It is like a puzzle, and puzzles do not interest me.’26

   She cleverly seduces the reader into identifying with Ripley until by the end our moral responses have been so invaginated, we are actively on the side of the killer, hoping he will escape punishment, as indeed he does, with increasing bravura, in each book. Without a doubt, Highsmith admired her rather superior breed of murderer and often regarded their victims as second-rate citizens. ‘In some of my books the victims are evil or boring individuals, so the murderer is more important than they,’ she said. ‘This is a writer’s remark, not a legal judge’s.’27 Graham Greene, one of her greatest fans, called her ‘the poet of apprehension’,28 a writer who has created a ‘world without moral endings . . . Nothing is certain when we have crossed this frontier.’29

   From the second novel in the series, Ripley lives in a house near Fontainebleau named ‘Belle Ombre’ and the metaphor of the ‘beautiful shadow’ is an appropriate one for Highsmith. Not only does she legitimise entry into a world where we can savour, as Graham Greene said, a range of ‘cruel pleasures’,30 but her work explores the motif of the double or splintered self. The changeable nature of identity fascinated her both philosophically and personally. ‘I had a strong feeling tonight . . . that I was many faceted like a ball of glass, or like the eye of a fly,’ she wrote in a 1942 journal.31 Highsmith’s friend Julia Diethelm testifies to the truth of the notebook entry. ‘With every person she knew, she was always a different Pat,’ she says.32 Diethelm’s husband, Bert, adds, ‘That’s why it is so difficult to define her character. She had many facets, many different projections.’33

   If such a thing is possible, her private notebooks can be seen to represent, if not an authentic self, at least an identity that is somehow more substantial than the one she chose to show to the outside world. In addition to keeping incredibly detailed diaries, she recorded her creative ideas, observations and experiences in what she called her ‘cahiers’ or working journals. She was also a prolific letter writer, dashing off several hundred each year, an activity which earned her the epithet ‘post-addicted’. It is these private documents – the diaries, notebooks and letters held at the Swiss Literary Archives in Berne – together with interviews with Highsmith’s friends, colleagues and lovers, which form the core of this book.

   Many writers’ diaries are works of self-mythology, often more fantastical than their own fiction, but after checking Highsmith’s documents with other archival sources and information gleaned from my interviews, it is clear that her private journals were written without artifice. Her voice was tormented, self-critical but, significantly, brutally honest. She kept a diary, she said, because she was interested in analysing the motivation of her behaviour. ‘I cannot do this without dropping dried peas behind me to help me retrace my course, to point a straight line in the darkness.’34 Throughout her life she toyed with the idea of burning these most personal of journals, and although she was given the opportunity to incinerate any incriminating material before her death, she only chose to destroy a few letters from one of her younger lovers.

   Writing was Highsmith’s way of exploring the darker aspects of her personality. ‘She wrote from her unconscious,’ says Daniel Keel. ‘It just came out of her. She used herself, her life as a source.’35 If she didn’t write, Highsmith felt she merely existed. ‘She was an obsessive writer, these stories just boiled up from her,’ says Larry Ashmead, her editor at Doubleday in the sixties.36 Highsmith herself admitted that she was never short of ideas; in fact she had them, she said, as frequently as rats had orgasms. Writing was a compulsion for her. ‘I’m miserable when I can’t write,’ she said.37



I never met Patricia Highsmith, but like most biographers I have dreamt about my subject many times. The first time she ‘appeared’ to me was about four years ago. She was sitting at a large wooden table and the first thing I noticed about her were her extraordinarily large hands. Her complexion was tinged with green and she looked rather forbidding. She stared at me with her dark, haunted eyes and with a slight nod of the head, gave me permission to embark on her life. It may well have been wish fulfilment on my part, but I like to think the dream was a good omen. Highsmith, with her guarded eyes and the mane of black hair that she would occasionally wear like a curtain to shield her face, was so secretive that by the end of her life she had been dubbed, quite wrongly, a ‘recluse’ by journalists.

   Like her fiction, Highsmith, who was appropriately ambidextrous, was dyadic – both self and spectre, her identity constantly in flux. ‘Dostoevsky is criticised for ambivalence, for illogic, contradictions – worst of all, ambivalences in his philosophy,’ she wrote in 1947. ‘But there are always two. Perhaps this wonderful, magical, creative, public & private number is the mystic secret of the universe. One can love two people, the sexes are within all of us, emotions directly contrary do exist side by side. This is the way I see the world too.’38

   For this reason, writing about Highsmith is a dangerous undertaking, one which she would, with her streak of black, sometimes cruel, humour, have no doubt appreciated. Confronted with her diaries, I paused for a moment before leafing through their delicate, leaf-thin, pages. Of course, I was curious to know her secrets, keen to hear her distinctive voice talk to me from the past. But I also felt guilty, like a character in one of her books, especially when I opened the pages of her 1942 diary, and found this:



Look before and look behind,

There’s still time to change your mind;

Perfidy no time assuages;

Curst be he that moves these pages.39



A chilling note. Yet, on other occasions, I have felt quite blessed. Doors seemed to open, letters from long-lost friends arrived through my letter box and her inner circle, keen to protect her memory, began to reveal itself. Highsmith was adamant a biography should not be written while she was alive – indeed, she blocked several attempts – but secretly quite proud that one might be written when she was no longer around to witness the result. Biographers who swooped around her like vultures disgusted her, but she realised, as she wrote to her friend, Charles Latimer, ‘I do NOT mean to sound as important as Winston Churchill, but am absolutely sure someone will wish to “write something” when I’m dead.’40 She also stated that an examination of her relationships was a legitimate subject for investigation. ‘In case of biog how much of my personal liaisons should be mentioned, and I replied if they picked me up or let me down, they should be mentioned . . . I said it would be hypocritical to try to avoid the subject, and that everyone must know I am queer, or gay.’41

   Writing a life of anyone, let alone someone as perplexing as Highsmith, is a highly subjective task. No one, even with access to the fullest and most intimate of diaries, can document a life in all its richness. Highsmith, too, was aware of this, as she wrote in her 1940 journal. There were, she said, certain emotions or incidents which she had failed to record. Those memories, as she said in a poem, were, ‘Fixed in my head/And there they’ll remain/Even after I’m dead.’42 Even so, the novelist realised that it was still possible to trace the complex matrix of connections that link the present to the past. She was so obsessed with recording and analysing her life that the journals, diaries and letters which survive provide a rich source of material so alive with detail that the current biographical trend to turn to more fictional methods was unnecessary.

   Highsmith herself said, in a journal entry discussing a biography of Dostoevsky, that the most intimate way of knowing any writer was to make a chronological history of their ‘moods, fits and daily activities’,43 together with details about what they wrote when. That, surely, was the best way of understanding them and that is what I have attempted to do here. This is a biography first and foremost and although I have attempted to set Highsmith within her historical and cultural context, expansive literary criticism is outside the scope of this book. I have, however, for those readers unfamiliar with her work, tried to explain why her novels and short stories are superior to the mass of popular crime fiction, citing the sources from which she drew her ideas to help explain the power of her writing. As Highsmith writes in The Blunderer, ‘if you knew the kind of books a man wanted, you knew the man.’44

   After reading her private, unpublished papers, I felt like her confessor, like the imaginary empathetic friend she wrote about in one of her notebooks, whom she describes lying before a fire, with their hands behind their head, listening to the author talk about ‘the little dark pockets of the past’.45 As the wood smoke twists and curls its way towards me, Highsmith starts speaking. ‘I could tell you many stories, some of them bitter, many of them strange, but all of them true.’46





Chapter 1

The forever seeking

1921 and before

In one of Highsmith’s early notebooks there is a short vignette about a boy who wonders why he is happy at one moment and sad the next. As the boy grows older, he becomes increasingly fascinated by the nature of consciousness and people come from afar to ask him the question: ‘What and why am I?’1 Like the boy in her story, Highsmith was a writer in search of identity. On every page of her cahiers and diaries the same self-searching questions are asked over and over again. Was she the sum of her consciousness? Or was her self merely made up of the perceptions of other people? ‘There is an ever more acute difference . . . between my inner self which I know is the real me, and various faces of the outside world,’ she wrote in 1947.2 And could a writer, forever assuming the personalities of his or her characters, even have such a thing as a stable identity?

   Towards the end of her life, Highsmith became fascinated by genealogy, building up a mass of papers which purport to trace her lineage, through the Stewarts, her maternal grandmother’s line, back to James I. She wrote to distant relatives, genealogists, the College of Arms in London and local historians so as to piece together the fragments of her family history. Running parallel to this desperate urge to find roots in the past, was the instinct to escape the present and a desire to chase the unobtainable. This manifested itself by her nomadic journeying around the world, from her birth place in Fort Worth, Texas, to New York, Mexico, Germany, Austria, Italy, England, France and Switzerland. In a poem she wrote when she was only twenty she imagined what her state of mind would be like in the future – after travelling around the world, she surmised, she would know hundreds of people in a clutch of different cities and yet she would still be lonely. ‘I am the forever-seeking,’ she said.3



When Highsmith was thirteen years old she bought a pair of Confederate swords for $13. Later in life, each time she moved house, she would make sure these weapons from the American Civil War were displayed in a suitably prominent position. For all her European veneer – she had a working knowledge of French, German, Spanish and Italian – she was undeniably Texan. Her favourite food was the traditional cooking of the South – cornbread, collard greens, spare ribs, black-eyed peas and peanut butter – and towards the end of her life she felt most comfortable dressed in the basic uniform of the off-duty cowboy: 34-inch-waist Levis, sneakers and neckerchiefs.

   ‘The fact that Pat was from Texas is incredibly important for an accurate appreciation of her character,’ says her friend, the American playwright Phyllis Nagy, who knew Highsmith when she was in her sixties. ‘When you say things like this to people who aren’t American they think it’s terribly facile but Southern conservatism was deeply ingrained in her. People forget that she was a very conservative person – she wasn’t bohemian like Jane Bowles and she did hold some very weird and contradictory views.’4

   Highsmith was born on 19 January 1921 in Fort Worth, thirty miles west of Dallas. In addition to Poe, she shared her birthday with Robert E. Lee, the US Confederate commander in the Civil War, whom she later named as her favourite historical figure. She would leave Texas for New York at the age of six, returning intermittently for short periods throughout her childhood, including an unhappy year when she was twelve, but the spirit of the Lone Star state, with its molten-hot, colourless sun, ‘like something grown white with its own heat’,5 ran deep in her veins. Later in life, when asked by a journalist whether she was aware of any typically Texan characteristics in her personality, the writer replied, ‘Maybe a kind of independence.’6 As a young woman she also enjoyed horseriding – the one sport she indulged in – which she said was ‘perhaps the only respect in which I resemble a Texan’.7

   At school, Highsmith would have learned about the history of her home state before that of America: ‘We chose this land; we took it; we made it bear fruit,’ was a common mantra heard in many a Texan classroom. The phrase accurately articulated the ‘territoriality of Texans – the feeling for place and tribe’8 and the passion its people felt for the land no matter whose flag – Spanish, French, Mexican, Texan, Confederate, American – could be seen blowing in the wind. ‘The Texans in the 19th century did not create a “usable past”, or one that buttressed 20th-century American mainstream thought,’ writes historian T.R. Fehrenbach. ‘The Texans emerged with a “blood memory,” in the Texan writer Katherine Anne Porter’s memorable phrase.’9

   The Lone Star flag flew over Texas, proclaiming its independence, for ten years, before it was annexed by the United States. Yet the struggle for the frontier continued, a savage confrontation between the so-called ‘civilising’ elements of America and the untamed world of the Indian; a war of identity which, when retold through the generations, transformed itself into a near-mythical story of epic proportions, a tale the young Highsmith found fascinating. The constant battle for land on what was called the ‘raw scar of the frontier’10 – as late as 1870, the Kiowas, Comanches, Cheyennes, Kiowa-Apaches and Arapahoes prevented white men from stepping foot in nearly half of Texas – contributed to the Texan’s belief in the rightness of his own law-making. In a land where opposing groups were battling for dominance, each man had to make his own rules, a structure of self-regulating morality which must have also interested the writer in later life. Texans were typically atomistic, empiricist of mind and independent, and, like Highsmith and many of her characters, they tended to shy away from groups in order to pursue their own physical and psychological journeys.

   Running parallel to this rather creative approach to morality was the rich tradition of fire and brimstone inherited by detailed reading of the Bible. The Old Testament, with its graphic descriptions of good and evil, appealed to the Texan frame of mind. ‘The young Texan read of evil that was ancient and ever-present, requiring eternal discipline of man . . .’ writes Fehrenbach. ‘And although few could articulate or explain it, Texans gained a timeless portrait of man’s world, of the rise and fall of peoples, of bondage and deliverance, of God’s patience and wrath, and man’s enduring inhumanity to man.’11

   Fort Worth – Highsmith’s birthplace – was the site of many a brutal confrontation. Founded in 1849 by Major Ripley Arnold, the frontier town served as a military outpost to guard against Comanche Indian raids, protecting the white population to the east. The army left the town in 1853 but three years later, Fort Worth superseded neighbouring Birdville as the Tarrant county seat. From the 1870s onwards, Fort Worth became a place associated with movement, transition and the free flow of people, products and livestock, acting as a stopover point for the longhorn cattle drives on the Chisholm Trail, the route which ran from south of San Antonio, Texas, across Oklahoma, towards Abilene, Kansas. Its position as a cattle-shipping boomtown was secured with the arrival of the Texas and Pacific Railway in 1876, by which time Fort Worth could boast thirteen saloons, with such names as ‘Red Light’, ‘The Waco Tap’, ‘Cattle Exchange’ and ‘Our Comrades’. ‘Fort Worth was less conscious of her morals than some of her neighbors,’ one old timer is recorded as saying.12

   With the opening of the Fort Worth Stock Yards Company in 1893 and the development of the railway, Fort Worth transformed itself from a dusty cow town into a major trading centre. The railroads had revolutionised both its geography and its status and the city now proudly declared itself to be the ‘Queen of the Prairies’, attracting an influx of immigrants that only served to increase its prosperity. The population grew from 3,000 in 1876, to 23,076 in 1890, and 27,000 by the turn of the century. By 1910, 75,000 people lived within the city’s limits13 and the discovery of oil in northwest Texas in 1917 fuelled the economic boom even further. By 1924 – three years after Highsmith’s birth – the nine refineries in the area produced petroleum products valued at $52 million a year, making Fort Worth the ‘oil capital of North Texas’.

   From where Highsmith was born, two streets south of the Texas and Pacific tracks that slice the city in two along an east-west axis, she would have heard, as she describes in her first published novel, Strangers on a Train, the roar and ‘angry, irregular rhythm’ of the trains that tore through the ‘vast, pink-tan blankets’ of the prairies.14 In that novel, Guy on a visit back to his home, the fictional Texan town of Metcalf, hears a locomotive wailing in the distance, a sound which reminds him of his childhood, a noise which is ‘beautiful, pure, lonely. Like a wild horse shaking a white mane.’15 And it was the railroad, with its distinctive tarantula-like network, and the ensuing employment boom, that attracted Highsmith’s family to Fort Worth.



In 1904, Highsmith’s maternal grandparents Daniel and Willie Mae Coates travelled from Alabama to Texas in a bid to capitalise on Fort Worth’s economic buoyancy. Both husband and wife had come from solid, respectable, upwardly mobile backgrounds. Daniel was the son of plantation-owner Gideon Coats (the ‘e’ was added at some point at the end of the nineteenth century), while Willie Mae was the daughter of Dr Oscar Wilkinson Stewart, a surgeon. Highsmith was particularly proud of these two great-grandfathers, men who symbolised the spirit of American adventure and pioneering. She could not understand how her family could have fallen, as she saw it, so far down the social scale and she constantly turned to the past as a way of reassuring herself of her origins.

   Gideon Coats, born in 1812, came from South Carolina and travelled to Alabama to resettle. After exploring the state, looking for a suitable place to build a plantation, the bearded, dark-eyed man found Coats Bend, then nothing more than a mass of dense forests and windswept sagebrush fields. In true pioneer style, he bought 5,000 acres from the Cherokee Indians for an undisclosed sum and in 1842 constructed what became known as the Coats mansion, a ten-room house with twenty-foot rooms and fourteen-foot-high ceilings. The whole house was built without the use of nails; instead it was fixed together using nothing but wooden pegs, an architectural detail that delighted Highsmith. In fact, she was so taken with the plantation house she kept a photograph of it in one of her albums. Later in life she would confess that one of her favourite books was Margaret Mitchell’s Civil War classic, Gone with the Wind, ‘because it is a true novel about the South’, before adding, perhaps somewhat naively, that, ‘My great-grandfather in Alabama had something like 110 slaves and they were not unhappy.’16

   Gideon Coats married Sarah Deckered in 1842 and together they had eight children, including Highsmith’s grandfather, Daniel, born on 13 October 1859. The Coats were famous for having large feet and hands, physical characteristics inherited by Highsmith. ‘I think most of us were “bent too soon” in that we have large feet, also large hands,’ wrote one relative to the author, unable to resist making a pun on the name of the family’s birthplace.17

   Willie Mae’s father, Dr Oscar Wilkinson Stewart, was born in 1829, one of the sixteen children of Elizabeth Dechard and William Stewart, a Scot so pious he wore holes in the carpet of his bedroom by his ‘frequent and protracted kneeling in the act of prayer’.18 Oscar grew up to be a physician who served as a Confederate States surgeon in the Civil War, and with his wife, Mary Ann Pope, he raised eight children, including Willie Mae, who was born on 7 September 1866 in Auburn, Alabama. The girl was only seven when her 44-year-old father died of yellow fever, in Memphis, Tennessee, in September 1873.

   The two families were united when, on 25 December 1883, Daniel Coates and Willie Mae Stewart married in Coats Bend, Alabama. Although Daniel was given a grist mill, store and sawmill by his father, during the early years of the new century the couple, with their five children – Edward, Dan, John, Claude, and Mary, all of whom were born between 1884 and 1895 – decided to travel 600 miles west in search of a better life. ‘They packed up everything they had, their china, crystal and silver, and drove west,’ says Don Coates, Willie Mae’s great-grandson. ‘One of the reasons they decided to move was, I suppose, quite a selfish motive: they only wanted to look after their own family, not the extended family back in Alabama.

   ‘My great-grandmother did not go to college but she was self-educated and was a voracious reader. Willie Mae was also amazingly strong-willed, like Pat. I recall once going over there for Sunday dinner and I was slightly taken aback because she was sitting very upright in her rocking chair, not at all in her usual relaxed state. When Daddy asked what was wrong, she finally admitted that she had fallen off the ladder while painting the ceilings. Even though she was that old she was painting the twelve-foot-high ceilings, but that was Grandma, she was going to do what she wanted to do and you weren’t going to tell her otherwise. She was her own woman.’19

   Don’s brother, Dan, also remembers the matriarchal Willie Mae, who died in 1955 at the age of eighty-eight. ‘She was a very small woman – I guess she was five foot one – and kind of wiry, with little metal-framed glasses,’ he says. ‘She used to work hard, had a head of stone and was rather outspoken and opinionated. She was extremely independent and was not afraid of the Devil himself. And she made the best milkshake in America. Pat really identified with her and respected her for her work ethic.’20 Highsmith remembered Willie Mae as an extremely moral woman who taught her the difference between right and wrong: ‘She was a Scot, very practical, though with a great sense of humor, and very lenient with me.’21

   The Southside of Fort Worth, the part of the city in which Highsmith’s family made their home, was already a residential area by the end of the nineteenth century, but during the first decade of the twentieth century the neighbourhood witnessed a massive influx of new residents. Transport links were improved and the area boasted a street railway system, running in a square south down Main Street to Magnolia Avenue, west to Henderson Street, north to Daggett Avenue and east to Jennings.

   Willie Mae and Daniel first settled in Fort Worth at 523 West Daggett Avenue but by 1910 they had moved further along the street, to 603, into a traditional wooden-frame structure that looked like a miniature version of the Coats mansion, where they opened a boarding house. They did this, according to Highsmith, ‘with practically no capital . . . catering at first to young gentlemen of talent and sensibility.’22 Enterprising to the last, the couple also rented out a number of small, wooden, red-painted shacks to black families at the back of their house, an area which came to be known as Red or Negro Alley.

   ‘Behind the house was an alley, a large alley, in which there were little red-painted cottages that Willie Mae would lease out to black families,’ remembers Dan, ‘and that was part of her income. She was a pretty good business-woman and did a good job. One day the people back in the alley had a big party, and they all got drunk. There were about twenty-five blacks back there raising hell and cursing. She grabbed a white robe – I’ll never forget it – and went out to confront the blacks who were all boozed up. She walked straight out and told those who did not live there to get home where they belonged and she meant right this minute. And you know what? They did as they were told – oh gosh, the way they behaved, you’d have thought she was carrying a shotgun.’23

   Sometimes, black children who lived in ‘Red Alley’ would knock on the back door of the Coates’ house and ask if she had any leftovers. ‘She would fix them a dish of what was left from the noon meal and the children would take the food out to the alley,’ remembered Willie Mae’s grandson, Dan – the father of Dan and Don – who came to live with his grandparents in 1913 after the death of his parents.24 ‘The house, though plain and ramshackle, showing a hint of poverty even here and there, could always make room for one more, could always provide food for one more mouth, and generously, and love for one more heart,’ Highsmith wrote in her journal.25

   Across the street from the boarding house was a two-storey factory built from brick and occupied by Exline-Reimers Printing Company, whose employers also enjoyed Willie Mae’s hospitality. ‘She had quite a few mail carriers [men who sorted the mail for different towns as they travelled on the railroads] that ate there,’ wrote Dan to Highsmith, his cousin, ‘as well as the folks at X-REIMERS [sic] printing across the street.’26

   Willie Mae and Daniel’s only daughter, Mary Coates, was born in Coats Bend, Alabama, on 13 September 1895, the youngest of five children. She was striking-looking, ‘a double for Greta Garbo’.27

   A photograph taken of Mary a couple of years after giving birth to her daughter shows that she was a slim, elegant woman, with a fashionable flapper haircut framing a perfectly made-up face, while her knowing pose – hand placed seductively on the knee, ankles neatly crossed, eyes looking mischievously to one side – betrays a self-confident sexuality. It is obvious from the portrait that Mary took a keen interest in her appearance, not unusual in an age when, according to contemporary advertisements, a woman’s beauty really did make the difference between romantic success and failure. ‘The first duty of woman is to attract . . .’ ran one advertisement. ‘Your masterpiece – yourself,’ another promised its readers.28 In the same photograph, sitting next to Mary on the grass in front of the Coates house, is her daughter, Patricia, but Mary seems uninterested in the boyish-looking girl with her anxious expression, basin haircut and pudgy face.

   Mary confessed that there was a certain distance and frostiness between herself and her own mother. She was doted upon by her father, but Willie Mae never told Mary that she loved her and as a result Mary said that she grew up feeling rejected by the one person she wanted to please, an emotional pattern which Highsmith, too, would inherit.

   ‘You spoke of what your grandmother [Willie Mae] wouldn’t do,’ Mary wrote to her daughter, in an undated letter. ‘She treated you differently than she did me. It was as if she was not the same person. She went to her grave never letting me know that I ever made the grade. But my father wasn’t like that – he told her I was better than all the boys put together.’29

   Mary showed an early talent for drawing and painting and hoped to become a fashion illustrator. ‘She was incredibly creative and a very visual person, skills which Pat inherited from her and there’s no doubt that Willie Mae, Mary and Pat were all extremely strong-willed women,’ says Don. ‘Pat as a child had certain needs and wants which she felt Mary didn’t provide. But because of her success and her hard work, Mary was able to provide her daughter with an education. In many ways she did a lot more for Pat and her future than if she had been right there playing mom and baking cookies.’30 ‘Mary was, bless her soul, a very eccentric woman,’ adds his brother, Dan. ‘Oh my God, she was more fun than a barrel of monkeys, just a wonderful lady. She was very outgoing but probably not the best mother in the world. She was a very career-minded person, not a little homemaker at all.’31

   One day, when Mary Coates was in her early twenties, she was walking past a photographer’s window in Fort Worth when she saw the image of a black-haired, dark-eyed man with rather simian features and a slight, wiry body; apparently she was so struck by the picture that she sought him out. That man was Highsmith’s real father – Jay Bernard Plangman.



Jay Bernard Plangman, or Jay B as he would later be called, was born one street south of the Coates family home in Fort Worth, at 508 West Broadway, on 9 December 1887. His parents, Minna Hartman and Herman Plangman, were both from German stock, and, perhaps unusually, it is from this side of the family that Highsmith inherited her dark hair and eyes and her somewhat sallow complexion.

   Highsmith’s physical characteristics intrigued her, but when anyone tried to suggest that she might have had black ancestors she acted swiftly to squash the idea. Five years before she died the writer received a letter from a man in Bradford, England. He enclosed a picture of his paternal grandfather, Henry Highsmith, a black man born in South Carolina, and asked whether she belonged to an offshoot of the same family. Highsmith – who thought herself a liberal but at this point in her life also believed blacks were responsible for the welfare crisis in America – gave the inquiry short shrift. She wrote back a sniffy letter, stressing that Highsmith was not the name of her biological father – Stanley Highsmith was her stepfather – nor did he have any black or Red Indian blood.

   Yet her colouring was so swarthy that she felt compelled to make some discreet inquiries into her background. ‘Some time ago you inquired whether my mother (and Jay B’s) had any Indian blood, because of her dark complexion and dark hair and eyes,’ replied Walter Plangman, Highsmith’s uncle ‘She definitely had no Indian blood.’32

   The dark features could be traced back to Jay B’s grandmother, Liena, who, together with her two sisters, arrived in Galveston, Texas, from Germany, in the late 1850s. ‘They were servants in well-to-do homes in Galveston, which at the time was the largest city in Texas,’ said Jay B.33

   During the 1850s, nearly one million Germans settled in America, making it one of the peak periods of German immigration. The failure of the revolutions of 1848 to establish democracy, plus the subsequent crop failures and potato famines, caused hundreds of thousands of Germans to leave their homeland and sail to America. So substantial was the community that by the 1860s, around 200 German-language magazines and newspapers were published in America. Guidebooks were published in Germany to outline the range of opportunities offered in America, while a number of societies were formed to make the immigration process easier.

   Soon after stepping foot in Texas, age sixteen, Liena married Henry Hartman, another German immigrant, and on 6 September 1865, she gave birth to a daughter, Minna, in Indianola. When Minna, whom Highsmith only met on a couple of occasions, describing her as ‘very jolly, not tall and very dark-haired’,34 was twenty-one she married Herman Plangman, who, together with his parents Gesina and Herman, left their home in Emden, Germany, for a new life in Texas. ‘They were all Lutherans, I think,’ Highsmith later said, ‘hardworking, respectable, mildly prospering’.35

   Liena had another child, a son, Oscar, but after the death of her husband, from tuberculosis, Highsmith’s great-grandmother married again, this time a merchant, Ernest August Kruse, who had been born in Germany in 1839 and who owned property on Houston Street and Main Street, Fort Worth. By the 1880s, Liena and Ernest August Kruse were living in Fort Worth in a house across the street from her daughter, Minna, and grandchildren, Bernard, Herman and Walter. The latter remembered that Liena ‘taught me to speak German before I learned to speak English.’36 Although many first-generation German immigrants reconstructed much of their Old World culture, by 1917, as a consequence of the First World War, the majority of German Americans in Fort Worth had taken out citizenship in order to advertise their loyalty to their new country.

   Jay B, like his future wife Mary Coates, was artistic from an early age and as a pupil at the Sixth Ward School, the same school Highsmith would attend, he remembered that he ‘always liked to draw’.37 After a spell working for the Texas and Pacific railroad – he was a railroad buff all his life – he enrolled at the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts, graduating in 1912. The following year he started work at the Fort Worth Star-Telegram as a staff artist and at the time of his daughter’s birth he was a draftsman at Pearce Oil Company. During the Depression, Jay B taught art in the Fort Worth Public School system and one fellow teacher later recalled his kindness. ‘He [Jay B] got $3 a day for teaching and gave me a dollar of it,’ said commercial artist Marvin Van Orden. ‘That shows you what kind of a man he is, what kind of character Mr Plangman’s really got – giving away a third of his salary when money was really short.’38



It would be simplistic to link Highsmith’s fictional fixation with identity too closely with her own unhappy circumstances, but her familial history was so dysphoric that it’s hard to see how it could fail to play some part. After all, Highsmith wasn’t even her real name – she was born Mary Patricia Plangman – and she didn’t meet her biological father until she was twelve years old.

   The marriage between Mary Coates and Jay Bernard Plangman took place on 16 July 1919, but a year later, the couple experienced a crisis that eventually resulted in divorce. In the summer of 1920, Mary discovered she was four months pregnant; she wanted to keep the child, but Bernard suggested she have an abortion. Five months before the birth, Mary tried to rid herself of her unborn child by drinking turpentine. ‘It’s funny you adore the smell of turpentine, Pat,’ her mother would tell her later.39 Fifty years after her birth, Highsmith asked her parents to explain the exact circumstances surrounding the attempted termination.

   ‘(I believe in abortion, and the decrease of the population, so you must not think for a moment I am annoyed by this idea),’ Highsmith wrote to her father in 1971, ‘and according to my mother, she wanted a child, and she divorced you to have it in peace.’40

   Jay B confessed that the abortion was his idea. ‘I did suggest an abortion as we were just getting started in the art field in New York and thought it best to postpone a family until some time later,’ wrote Jay B to his daughter. ‘The turpentine was suggested by a friend of Mary’s and tried with no results.’41 Jay B planned to travel with Mary to Manhattan, where she could work as a commercial artist, and he could act as her manager. ‘He thought that with her ability and his selling they could make good money,’ wrote Dan Coates to his cousin. ‘And when she became pregnant he thought she should abort because a baby didn’t fit into his plans at the time.’42

   After a short period of separation, when Mary was in Anniston, Alabama, on a three-week vacation, she returned to her husband and told him she wanted a divorce, not such an unusual request as one might think. Between the years 1870 and 1920, the number of divorces in America shot up by a factor of fifteen, and statistics show that in 1924 one marriage in seven ended in divorce. ‘More wives than ever before had done paid work during marriage,’ says Sarah Jane Deutsch, outlining women’s history between 1920 and 1940, ‘and they knew they had options other than staying in an unsatisfactory marriage.’43 Women felt newly emancipated – in 1920 women could vote in national elections on the same basis as men everywhere in the United States, the result of a seventy-year battle by American suffragettes. ‘Above all, in the 1920s, there was a pervasive sense of newness,’ Deutsch adds.44 It was, of course, the age of the flapper, when, according to Frederick Lewis Allen, whose classic book Only Yesterday defined the era, ‘women were bent on freedom – freedom to work and play without the trammels that had bound them heretofore to lives of comparative inactivity.’45 Women, with their bob hairdos and hiked skirts, mutated themselves into what Allen called unripened youths, ‘hard-boiled adolescents’ who no longer thought in terms of love, but sex.

   Jay B offered to ‘do anything to keep the marriage intact’,46 but it was no use. The union lasted only eighteen months in all. ‘I remember them [the Coates family] getting a lawyer and filing for a divorce and telling him [Jay B] they didn’t want anything he had,’ said Dan.47

   The minutes of the District Court 67th Judicial District of Texas, lodged at Tarrant County Court in Fort Worth, show that a divorce between Mary Coates Plangman and Jay Bernard Plangman was granted on 10 January 1921. Nine days later, at 603 West Daggett Avenue, Fort Worth, at 3.30 on the morning of 19 January 1921, Mary gave birth to a baby daughter, an only child.

   The man who would assume the role of her father was yet another commercial artist, Stanley Highsmith, who was five years younger than Mary and lived at 2424 College Avenue, Fort Worth. ‘Stanley was an extremely quiet man, very low-key, but he had a great, but rather dry, sense of humour and was a fabulous photographer,’ says Dan Coates.48 Photographs show him to be quite a dapper man, with a neatly clipped moustache and small, round spectacles. Born illegitimately in 1900, his mother was left to raise him single-handedly, until she married again. Pat did not know about the circumstances surrounding her stepfather’s birth until much later, when she was in her forties.

   ‘His character is not weak, but he has no push . . .’ she wrote to her mother about Stanley. ‘It’s plain now, from what you tell me, that he had “obstacles”, things that would make him feel shy and inferior since his early days.’49

   Mary Coates Plangman married Stanley Highsmith on 14 June 1924, when Patricia was three years old. Her family, which Highsmith would later look back upon as a little hell, was formed.





Chapter 2

Born under a sickly star

1921–1927

Highsmith was born into an America on the cusp of change, a country caught between nostalgia for the past and the exciting promise of the future. For the first time in its history, the United States, according to the census of 1920, was officially recognised as an urban nation, with over 50 per cent of its population living in towns or cities. (Ten years later the corresponding figure had increased to 69 per cent.)

   In the autumn of 1920, 16 million Americans – just over 60 per cent of those who voted – opted for the well-dressed, silver-haired Republican senator from Ohio, Warren Harding. Harding promised a return to ‘normalcy’ – ‘not revolution but restoration; not surgery but serenity’. Harding was quick to realise that what ordinary Americans wanted was not further involvement in world politics – the country’s backing of the Allied cause in the First World War had left it in a state of crisis, with increased inflation, unemployment and social unrest – but an increased investment and improvement in their own affairs. When Harding made his inaugural speech in 1921, an address broadcast on radio, the Republican promised to lower taxes and reduce legislation, measures which he hoped would boost the economy by helping to promote the rapid rise of the individual. Under President Harding – and subsequently, John Calvin Coolidge, Republican vice-president and presidential successor from 1923 – America recovered from its post-war depression and entered a feverish boom, which saw the economy flourish and consumer spending increase. By 1929, the gross national product increased by 40 per cent with corresponding low inflation.

   The twenties was the first mass-media age. Advertisers were labelled the new ‘captains of consciousness’1 and by the end of the decade three out of four Americans owned a radio and said they went to the movies at least once a week. Henry Ford’s ideas of mass production of low-cost luxury goods – and the payment of higher wages to workers so as to boost their power as consumers – were seized upon by America’s corporations. Yet the country could not sustain such high-energy intensity for long, and, like a person suffering from particularly serious case of bipolar disorder, in 1929, the mania that had gripped America was replaced by another crushing depression.

   Ironically, for all of Harding’s pledges to return America to a state of ‘normalcy’, the era was defined by fragmentation, social unease, and cultural crisis. From the beginning of the decade the United States was gripped by a fear of social revolution and paranoia surrounding anarchic uprisings; there was, according to one commentator, a strange poison in the air. In 1921, the year of Highsmith’s birth, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, two Italian immigrants and self-confessed anarchists, were sentenced to death for the payroll murders in Braintree, Massachusetts, on the basis of what many believed to be flimsy evidence. ‘I am suffering because I am a radical . . . an Italian,’ said Vanzetti, while the judge in the case concluded that although the men may not have committed the murders they were nevertheless ‘the enemy of our existing institutions . . . The defendant’s ideals are cognate with crime.’ Despite a vigorous freedom campaign led by some of America’s leading intellectuals, including Albert Einstein, John Dos Passos and Dorothy Parker, the two men were executed in August 1927. The case split the country. ‘All right, we are two nations,’ wrote John Dos Passos in his novel USA – a book which Highsmith read – referring to the public’s reaction to the prosecution.

   At the same time, European and American art and literature was experiencing something of a cultural schism. ‘The world broke in two in 1922 or thereabouts,’ said Willa Cather, referring to the year which she thought served as a barrier between the traditionalism of the past and the new modernism. That same year, Harold Stearns edited a book of essays, Civilization in the United States, which concluded that America did not have a civilisation, echoing the voices of disillusioned writers such as Ernest Hemingway, Ezra Pound, Katherine Anne Porter, William Carlos Williams and F. Scott Fitzgerald, all of whom left America for Europe. ‘We have no heritage or tradition to which we cling,’ said Stearns, ‘except those that have already withered in our hands and turned to dust.’2

   The concept of a culture in crisis was reflected in ‘The Waste Land’, T.S. Eliot’s epic exploring the fragmentary nature of modern life – which Highsmith would study in 1941 while at Barnard – a work published in 1922, the same year as Joyce’s Ulysses, Katherine Mansfield’s The Garden Party and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Beautiful and the Damned and Tales of the Jazz Age. A year before, the year of Highsmith’s birth, Einstein delivered a lecture on relativity at Columbia University in New York; Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus was published; Freud’s Dream Psychology was printed in America and Rorschach’s ‘ink-blot’ test was introduced into the country. It was during the twenties that terms such as ‘libido’, ‘id’ and ‘superego’ first entered popular discourse and, in the 1924 trial of the so-called ‘thrill killers’ Leopold and Loeb, two wealthy University of Chicago students who murdered a fourteen-year-old boy and who modelled themselves on Nietzsche’s concept of the ‘superman’, Freud was cited in their defence. The popularity of Freud tapped into a desire for novelty and rebellion, and many young Americans, according to one historian, looked upon his theories as a ‘justification against all accepted conventions, especially sexual ones’.3

   At the same time the country developed an insatiable appetite for tabloid sensation stories and gruesome murder cases, such as the Snyder-Gray trial, in which a married woman, Ruth Brown Snyder and her lover Henry Judd Gray were each accused of murdering her husband; the case received wider coverage than more ‘serious’ subjects such as politics or international affairs. When Nan Britton, the secret mistress of the late Warren Harding and mother of his illegitimate child, published her autobiography, The President’s Daughter in 1927, America’s decade of ‘normalcy’ was finally exposed as a sham. The mood of the modern age – its superficial gloss and corresponding dark underside – was articulated by Amory Blaine, the hero of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel, This Side of Paradise: ‘Here was a new generation . . . grown up to find all Gods dead . . . all faiths in man shaken.’4 Such a world would find a perfect chronicler in Patricia Highsmith.



It is all too easy for a biographer to trawl retrospectively through their subject’s childhood searching for clues that might solve the mystery of creativity. The temptation is to hunt for an incident that occurred when the individual was an infant, an unarticulated psychological trauma that caused a dislocation of identity which then predisposed them to think of themselves as an outsider. Unhappy childhood plus repression equals a writer, runs the equation. As theories go, it is an attractive one – indeed, one that Highsmith herself occasionally subscribed to – but this neat explanation never quite captures the mysterious quality that defines the literary imagination. Highsmith’s childhood was, in many ways, a desperately unhappy one, but of course, this does not explain why she became a writer.

   That is not to say, however, that a detailed investigation of her early years cannot provide insights into the familial and cultural influences that shaped her character. Each of us, she wrote in her 1941 journal, is forced to confront the fact that our personalities are largely formed by our childhood and adolescence and although one might try and change certain aspects or qualities, any substantial transformation of our character is impossible. These early formative experiences, she said, ‘now control what one is and what one is to be henceforth’.5 She believed that heredity was more important than environment, yet also felt that the experiences of the first five years of life also shaped the personality.6 In an interview with Diana Cooper-Clark, in 1981, Highsmith said that she believed in the concept of the ‘bad seed’ – that individuals were born evil – but yet also put some faith on the transformative potential of the individual personality. ‘The phrase “poor schools” makes me laugh,’ she said. ‘I went to several. What counts is individual motivation. Ambition and drive count.’7 And although some people maintained that they were not able to trace back the source of their problems to their childhood, Highsmith believed that if one looked hard enough, such a connection was always possible, ‘some little thing will be the cause . . . a multitude of tiny things contribute like sand grains to a dune,’8 she wrote in her journal in 1942.

   A portrait taken of one-year-old Patsy, as she was then called by her family, shows her sitting in a little chair clutching a ball; her dark hair is cut in a rather severe style and her almond-shaped, intelligent eyes give her the look of an oriental baby. In fact, several neighbours who lived near the house in Fort Worth took her to be of Chinese origin. Her mother spent a great deal of time outside the home trying to establish her career – Mary travelled to Chicago to work just three weeks after the birth9 – and as a result Patsy was largely brought up by her grandmother, Willie Mae, who taught her to read. ‘My family says that I read nursery rhymes fluently aged two, but probably I knew them by heart,’ she said.10

   The bond between the women in the house was a strong one, until Stanley Highsmith arrived on the scene. From their first meeting, Highsmith disliked her stepfather, she said. She remembered Stanley appearing, when she was three years old, like an intruder and she was acutely aware that he was not her father. Interestingly, later in life Highsmith would associate her stepfather’s entrance into her life with the loss of a private, imaginary language. Patsy was reading a book when the tall figure walked into the room and asked if she could pronounce a particular word on the page. ‘Open see-same!’ shouted the little girl, proud she knew this magical phrase. Stanley corrected her pronunciation to ‘Sess-a-mi!’ but when Patsy repeated the word, her spirit was crushed. Stanley smiled indulgently down at her, ‘his red heavy lips tight together and spread wide below his black moustache,’ and although logically she knew his teaching was in her best interests, she loathed him at once.11

   ‘And I knew he was right, and I hated him because he was right like grown-up people always were, and because he had forever destroyed my enchanting, “Open See-same,” and because now the new word would have no meaning to me, had destroyed my picture, had become strange, unfriendly and unknown.’12

   After the wedding, Stanley moved from his home on College Avenue, Fort Worth, into one of the apartments at Willie Mae and Daniel Coates’ house, which he shared with his new wife. While he worked in the copy department of the Wimberly-Hubbard Agency, Mary tried to make a name for herself as a commercial artist and illustrator. ‘She was also (is) definitely a feminine type,’ said Highsmith about her mother. ‘She simply considered it quite normal for a woman to be interested in her work, to act upon this, but my mother never preached one word about this that I recall; she simply did it.’13

   Growing up in the Coates’ house, ruled over by the kind-hearted, but terrier-like Willie Mae, Patsy realised that the women in her family were the dynamic ones; the men, she thought, were slightly insipid. Her grandfather, Daniel, worked as a district manager for the local Fort Worth newspaper, the Star-Telegram, but it was his wife who was the real force in the family. ‘There weren’t any strong men in my family,’ she said later.14 This view of men as the weaker of the two sexes is at odds with her later belief that they were, in fact, far superior creatures to women – an opinion which was reflected in her writing, particularly the sharp, acidic collection of short stories, Little Tales of Misogyny. This reassessment was, no doubt, connected to Highsmith’s complex and, at times, contradictory emotional responses relating to her own sexual identity.

   Talking to the writer and academic Bettina Berch, in 1984, she said that she saw women only in relation to men. They were, she thought, mere appendages – either married or totally dependent. ‘Which is very curious because my mother was very . . . she was definitely rather brave. She had a career since she was twenty . . . So I had in my childhood the image of a rather strong independent woman – and yet I don’t see them that way. I see them as a bunch of pushovers, for the most part. I see them as whining, to tell you the truth  . . .’15

   Six months after Stanley’s arrival in the household, Patsy was still not comfortable with him. In the Christmas of 1924, when she was nearly four, her mother recalled that her daughter was ‘silent, looking serious and apprehensive, as well I might, as my stepfather had in the last months come on the scene.’16 That Christmas morning, as Patsy peeked through the sliding doors which separated the living room from the parlour – the room which housed the tree with its red and silver torch-shaped decorations and tinfoil icicles – she felt wary and unsure of herself. ‘As I child, I was never ebullient, unless outdoors playing,’ she said.17

   That day the family breakfasted on coffee and oatmeal, followed by eggnog served from a large silver bowl and as they sat down to open their presents, they nibbled on home-baked cookies made by Willie Mae. Although they didn’t go to church, Daniel said a short grace before sitting down to eat. Lunch consisted of roast turkey, cornbread, mashed sweet potatoes mixed with walnuts and topped with marshmallows, onions and celery, followed by home-made vanilla ice cream and a slice of Willie Mae’s brandy-dosed fruit cake.

   Just over one month later, in February 1925, four-year-old Patsy had her first taste of the exhilarating qualities of literary suspense as she read the newspaper coverage of the Floyd Collins saga, a compulsive, real-life drama that gripped the nation. On 30 January, Collins, a cave explorer hoping to find a new entrance to the Mammoth Cave System, in Kentucky, was trapped when a twenty-seven-pound rock fell on his foot. For more than two weeks, Floyd was imprisoned in the cold, wet passage, waiting to be rescued, while above ground something of a media frenzy developed.

   The public’s appetite for news was insatiable and the case was reported around America. However, after fifteen days under ground, Collins died. The authorities thought it was too dangerous to remove the body and left it there for eighty days. The drama – the struggle to rescue the trapped man before he perished, together with the story’s gruesome climax – appealed to the young girl’s imagination.

   ‘I remember racing barefoot in my dropseat overalls,’ recalled Highsmith, ‘down the hall to pick up the Fort Worth Star Telegram from the front porch and racing back to the kitchen to read aloud to my Scots grandmother, who at 7 a.m. would be standing at the stove, stirring a pot of oatmeal. This was my first adventure story, strung out with all the suspense of instalments.’18

   Highsmith was four when she was involved in a life-and-death drama of her own. In 1925 she fell victim to a one of the most lethal epidemics in modern history – Spanish flu. From 1918 to 1919, the illness killed between 20 and 40 million around the world. In America, an estimated 25 million people, a quarter of the population, contracted the disease, between 375,000 and 550,000 fatally. The doctor, according to Highsmith, wrote her off as a certain death and stopped coming to the house because he didn’t want another fatality on his hands. ‘My grandmother, who was the daughter of a doctor, gave me calomel, which is a kind of laxative with mercury in it. I made it through on that.’19



‘Where does guilt come from?’ Highsmith asked. She rejected the concept that a child was born feeling guilty, but located its source in early infantile experiences. Later in life she would talk about how all her novels reflected her interest in the subject and how she created characters who were driven by the absence or presence of guilt. ‘I am interested in whether certain people have or have not a sense of guilt under certain circumstances,’ she said,20 while critics have, quite rightly, highlighted the fact that culpability or the lack of it is one of her most powerful themes.

   ‘It is the terrain of guilt and the effect of guilt, of fear and fear’s destructive potency, the territory of pretence and desperation and unease,’ says William Trevor of Highsmith’s world. ‘Hatred interested her more than love, the skewed more than the normal, the defeated more than the successful.’21 In a Highsmith novel, says Susannah Clapp, ‘guilt can seem to leak from one cracked vessel to another.’22

   Prompted by Willie Mae’s descriptions, Highsmith remembered herself as ‘a small, dark figure,’ ‘an alert, anxious-faced child over whom hangs already the grey-black spirit of doom, of foreordained unhappiness, the knowledge of which made this child weep often.’23 As authenticity is often inimical to recollection, it’s questionable whether she actually felt this at the time or whether these were memories she subsequently projected onto her past. But by the time she had reached her late teenage years, she looked back at her childhood with a mixture of poetic longing and terrifying alienation, as she wrote in a 1942 verse, which begins, ‘I was born under a sickly star.’24

   Towards the end of her life, when she was engaged in a certain amount of soul-searching and self-analysis, she confessed to her friend Vivien De Bernardi, that she thought she had been sexually abused between the ages of four and five.

   ‘She told me once that she thought she might have been sexually abused at her grandmother’s house,’ says Vivien. ‘She didn’t have a clear memory of it, but she was a small child, around four or five, and remembered two men, whom she thought could have been salesmen, coming into the house. One of the men lifted her up and sat her on a counter or the kitchen sink. What exactly the abuse consisted of, I don’t know but I certainly didn’t get the impression that she was referring to anything like a rape. She had a sense of having been violated by these two men in the way she didn’t really understand. She didn’t understand what was going on and her memory of the occasion was not clear.’25

   Of course, although this incident doesn’t explain her sexuality, Highsmith could have been referring to the experience when she wrote to the American right-wing, anti-gay rights campaigner Anita Bryant. ‘I did not say people are born homosexual,’ she said, ‘but they are quite often made homosexual by certain family conditions, as early as six or eight.’26 If indeed Highsmith had been sexually abused it would have most likely have contributed to the feelings of alienation and dislocation which haunted her throughout her life. It could also go some way to understanding the roots of the overwhelming sense of guilt from which she suffered as a young child.

   As a little girl, Highsmith had a terrifying recurring dream about being born, a nightmare which clearly symbolised the guilt which overshadowed her young life. Seven nurses and doctors stood around her small body in an atmosphere of ‘murk and gloom’. She lay on a table but all she could see, from this strange, out-of-body perspective, was herself surrounded by the medics, who stared at her with a mixture of curiosity, pity and horror. ‘They nod in solemn agreement over some unspeakable defect in me,’ she wrote. ‘It is an irrevocable pronouncement, worse than death because I am fated to live. I had this dream, or vision, before the age of six and frequently afterward.’27

   From around this time, too, she was plagued by an hallucinatory spot, a grey blob that would dance and dart diagonally across the upper left-hand corner of her vision and which took the form of a mouse. The ‘mouse’ would appear whenever she was reading or staring at anything intently. The phantom creature did not, in itself, disturb her so much as the reaction of those around her when they witnessed her surprise at its sudden appearance. ‘I was ashamed to tell them, of course, about my “mouse”. But the imagined figure was so lifelike, I was never able to control my shock . . .’28 The vision continued to appear between four and five times a week from the age of about five until she was seven. Then she was given a brindled cat for her birthday and shortly after this the mouse disappeared.

   Whatever the truth about the suggestions of childhood sexual abuse, Highsmith did have some fond memories of growing up at her grandmother’s house. She would sit in a pair of overalls, before the gas stove in the living room, reading the serials in the Fort Worth local press. From an early age she had an almost physical love for the written word and while she was reading she would often bring the newspaper close to her nose so she could breathe in the fragrant aroma from the ink, which was sometimes still warm from printing. She was also fascinated by a book about the history of the First World War which contained gruesome black and white photographs of injured and dead soldiers. Not all her reading matter was so bleak, however, as she also took to browsing through a book about Hollywood, which was packed full of photographs of matinee idols and starlets. ‘On the nose of one of the blonde, cupid’s-bow-lipped beauties, a little girl chum and I succeeded in smashing a large housefly by slamming the book shut. Gales of mirth!’ she remembered.29

   Nevertheless, she pinpointed this time in her life, when she was six years old, as the moment she first became aware that her emotional and sexual identity was somehow different from the norm. ‘My character was essentially made before I was six,’ she wrote to her stepfather.30 Six years old may seem like a precocious age at which to become aware of one’s sexuality, but she was conscious of feeling strangely different, an awareness she connected with her desire for other girls and its subsequent repression. Of course, she did not articulate it in these terms when she was a child, but later she would write, in an autobiographical, untitled, poem:



It was no doubt a tragedy that I saw

‘Forbidden’ written like a word in red paint,

‘Stop,’ and could read it, when I was six.31



   It is also clear that she resented Stanley’s presence in the household and she blamed him for coming between her and her mother. By the time she was eight she had repeated fantasies about killing Stanley, confessing in her journal the ‘evil thoughts, of murder of my stepfather, for example, when I was eight or less’.32 When Highsmith was twenty-one, during a row with her mother in which she was accused of being odd, she told Mary that the reason why she was different from other people was because of ‘sex primarily and my maladjustment to it almost from babyhood as a result of suppressed relations in the family – which is all a child’s world for many years.’33 Highsmith repressed and internalised these poisonous emotions. ‘I learned to live with a grievous and murderous hatred very early on. And learned to stifle also my more positive emotions,’ she wrote.34 The dark fantasies nourished her gothic imagination. ‘All this probably caused my propensity to write bloodthirsty stories of murder and violence,’ she said.35





Chapter 3

A house divided

1927–1933

When Patsy was six years old, she moved with her mother and stepfather from Fort Worth to New York. The Manhattan of 1927 was a city of contradictions, both beautiful and sordid, situated somewhere between the old certainties of the past and the exciting prospects of the Machine Age. ‘1927 may be regarded,’ writes New York architectural historian Robert Stern, ‘as the fulcrum on which the balance between the old and the new tipped with finality in favor of the latter’.1

   Regarded as the nation’s cultural and economic capital, New York epitomised the ‘nothing is impossible’ attitude which was sweeping America in the late twenties. Developments in technology were speeding forwards at an astonishing rate – the same year that the Highsmiths moved to Manhattan, the first national radio networks were established; television was given its first public demonstration at Bell Telephone’s laboratories on West Street; a radio-telephone service was established between New York and London; movies began to ‘talk’; and Charles Lindbergh was welcomed back to the city with ‘the Great Blizzard’, an extravagant 1,800-ton ticker-tape parade after completing the world’s first solo transatlantic flight between New York and Paris. Skyscrapers – those totems of American capitalist mythology – rose from the city’s streets, climbing ever higher in a seemingly never-ending quest to reach the heavens.

   Arriving in New York – described by one contemporary visitor as ‘like a young girl, eager, healthy, vivacious and still full of illusions’2 – would have been an exciting experience for the young Highsmith. The sense of dynamism, self-confidence and optimism was unmistakable – New York was the first conurbation to become, in Oswald Spengler’s phrase, a ‘world city’ – and yet it would have been almost impossible for the small girl not to have felt dwarfed by the enormity of the buildings and the sheer size of the crowds. In 1925, central London had a density of sixty people per acre, whereas in New York the corresponding figure stood at 162.3 Its people were unmistakably heterogeneous: figures for 1927, as listed by the Works Progress Administration’s New York City Guide, show that there were 465,000 Jewish residents in Manhattan, making up just over a quarter of the population, while in 1930 there were 224,670 ‘Negroes’; 117,740 Italians; 86,548 ‘Free State Irish’; 69,685 Russians; 69,111 Germans and 59,120 Poles.4 In addition, the number of cars in the city increased from 125,101 in 1918 to 790,123 in the late 1920s, meaning that there were more vehicles in Manhattan than in the whole of Europe.5

   Twenty years later Highsmith would express the sense of alienation she and her family felt on arriving in New York in the short story, ‘The World’s Champion Ball-Bouncer’, published in Woman’s Home Companion in April 1947. The Leverings – mother, Leila, father, A.J. (a letterer like Stanley) and daughter, Elspeth – have recently arrived in New York from the south. Although Elspeth had had dreams of the wonders of the Empire State building, as she breakfasts on oatmeal and cream the little girl feels an overwhelming sense of isolation and strangeness and realises that, after all, she does not want to make the trip up to the tallest skyscraper in the world. She notices the soiled walls of the apartment – a sign that the flat has been occupied by countless families before hers – and feels distinctly ill at ease in her new environment. After spotting a girl playing with a ball on the sidewalk, her mother suggests to her daughter to go and make friends, but when Elspeth introduces herself, she is met with an unfriendly stare and the comment, ‘You sure talk funny.’6 Elspeth’s face crumbles, she rushes inside but lies to her mother and father about speaking to the girl. Tears roll down her cheeks as her parents comfort her, who ‘were both as quiet as she during that long minute while she held her breath.’7

   Counterpointing the constant trill of the newest, the best, and the latest which echoed throughout Manhattan at this time was a darker undertone which threatened to destroy the city, a mood which was described by Walter Lippmann in 1929 as ‘a dissonance comprised of a thousand noises’,8 and articulated by F. Scott Fitzgerald. ‘By 1927 a wide-spread neurosis began to be evident . . . contemporaries of mine had begun to disappear into the dark shadow of violence,’ he wrote in an essay entitled, ‘My Lost City’.9 One of his classmates killed his wife and himself on Long Island, another tumbled accidentally from a skyscraper in New York, while one of his friends was brutally beaten in a speak-easy club in Manhattan and crawled into the Princeton Club to die. ‘These are not catastrophes that I went out of my way to look for – these were my friends; moreover, these things happened not during the depression but during the boom.’10 Figures show that in 1929 there were 401 reported murders in New York, while Chicago had none.11

   One of the unfortunate by-products of the new Machine Age – the title of a 1927 exhibition held in a gallery on West 57th Street – with its drive towards progress and its obsession with convenience and commerce, was its corresponding dehumanisation, a leaching of the soul which Highsmith would later explore in her writing. ‘It is the city of the Good Time,’ wrote Ford Madox Ford of New York in 1927, ‘and the Good Time is there so sacred that you may be excused anything you do in searching for it.’12 The city was so multifaceted and ambiguous that commentators found it beyond definition: ‘of no other city can we say with equal truth,’ wrote one observer, ‘that it defies the effort to summarise briefly its typical characteristics.’13

   It was against this backdrop that Mary and Stanley Highsmith settled in New York. The couple had left Fort Worth for Manhattan with the ambition of furthering their careers in the commercial art world and soon after moving to the city, Mary started working freelance as an illustrator. ‘My stepfather, Highsmith, was working for the telephone – what do you call it? – the Yellow Pages, layout and lettering,’ Highsmith told one interviewer, ‘and my mother did fashion work for newspapers and Women’s Wear Daily for a while.’14

   The family lived in a flat on 103rd Street and Broadway and enrolled their six-year-old daughter under the name of Mary Patricia Highsmith – not her birth name of Plangman – at a school near their home.15 On her first day, her mother walked her to the large building made from red brick and grey cement, where a few hundred small children were playing games of tag or tossing balls. Holding her daughter’s hand, Mary led her through the playground into a large, gloomy gymnasium hall. The oppressive room was painted dirty grey and dark green and the few lights that existed were covered by wire cages. The windows seemed to tower above the little girl and were set far too high in the walls to see anything of the outside world.

   She was assigned to class 1A, but after her reading was tested, and found to be superior for her age, she was transferred to 2B, where the children were two years older than her. Unfortunately, Patsy’s skills in mathematics did not match her reading ability; she thought a multiplication sign was a plus sign that had fallen on its side. In each of her classes she sat near the back of the room and felt that her Southern accent marked her as an outsider. At the end of her first day, when her mother came to collect her at three o’clock, Patsy walked out of the building and down the steps of the school hand in hand with a black boy. She made friends with him, she assumed, because he was one of the few people who could understand what she was saying and vice versa.

   ‘I had romped and played in my grandmother’s “alley” ever since I could walk, with the black kids of the families to whom my grandmother rented houses,’ she wrote. ‘It was no surprise to me, it was indeed a pleasure, to find black children in the New York schools. I had not been to school before, not in the South, so I knew nothing of segregation.’16

   Mary, who held liberal views, did not worry about her daughter mixing with black children, but Willie Mae was horrified. Playing with the kids in ‘Negro Alley’ was one thing, she thought; making friends with them at school in New York something rather different. She persuaded Mary and Stanley to take their daughter out of her school and transfer her to a ‘private’ one on nearby 103rd Street and Riverside Drive, overlooking the Hudson river. The girl, however, found her new school boring, as there were only around thirty pupils in the whole building compared to the hundreds of children in the previous one.

   Highsmith remembered walking down to Riverside Park, just one street away from the school, in waist-high snow and returning blue with cold. She also recalled that on Fridays she would have kidneys for lunch, which she hated, and after being forced to clean her plate, she would often sneak off to the bathrooms to be sick.

   In February 1929, the family moved back to Texas and eight-year-old Patsy was enrolled at the old Sixth Ward school, which from 1904 was called the Stephen F. Austin Elementary School, at 319 Lipscomb Street, Fort Worth. The school was located just a few blocks south of the Texas and Pacific Railway tracks and from the playground she would have been able to hear the roar of the trains. Her school records show consistently high marks in almost every subject: 92 in reading, 94 in spelling, 83 in language, 90 in arithmetic, 81 in geography, 85 in drawing and 88 in music. Her lowest mark was 70 for handwriting.

   It was while she was at this school that Patsy became fascinated by American Indians. She looked forward to the hour each week when teachers allowed the class to browse in the library. In each session she would read about the ‘Indians in their teepees, Indians making bows and arrows . . . I carried it in my head for a week and could hardly wait to plop down on my backless stool – a dark, docile lump – to reopen the book where I had left and go on, finding out about the people who had lived on the land where I was born, long before I was born.’17

   She also read a book on Greek myths, given to her by her parents, and was spellbound by Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories. ‘I was carried along by the atmosphere and action,’ she said, ‘I thought Sherlock Holmes was a genius.’18 Between the ages of eleven and twelve she would also listen to them on the radio.

   Her first experience of the magic of storytelling came after a summer trip with her mother and stepfather to the Endless Caverns near New Market, Virginia. On returning to school she had to complete an assignment in her English class, entitled, ‘How I Spent My Summer Vacation’, which she had to recite, without notes, standing at the front of the room. Shy and self-conscious as she was, Patsy made a nervous start, but as she started to describe the caves, with their natural limestone formations that took the shapes of flowers, she became aware that her classmates had become hooked by her story.

   ‘The caverns had been discovered by two small boys who were chasing a rabbit,’ she said. ‘The rabbit dashed down a crevice in the earth, the boys followed it; and found themselves in an underground world – huge, cool, beautiful and full of color. When I came to this part, there was a different atmosphere in the classroom. Everyone had begun to listen, because they were interested. I had suddenly become entertaining, and I was also sharing a personal emotion. I forgot my self-consciousness, and my little speech went much better. This was my first experience at giving enjoyment through a story. It was like a kind of magic, and yet it could be done and had been done by me.’19

   The Fort Worth of Highsmith’s childhood was very different from the city as it is today. The Coates’ house on West Daggett no longer stands, demolished to make way for a car park, and a large area of its south section seems to be nothing but a mass of industrial wasteland. A stroll through the centre, with its gleaming skyscrapers and soulless office blocks, is a slightly dispiriting activity. Yet for all of Fort Worth’s modern blandness there are a few buildings still standing which Highsmith would have seen as she walked around her home town.

   Around the corner from the site of the Coates’ home on Daggett Avenue, sits the Rosenberg-Coomer House at 426 Lipscomb Street. Built in 1908, this one-storey, wood-frame house, with its flat-topped hip roof and small gables on the front and sides, is typical of the style of residence popular in the Southside at the beginning of the new century.

   On Wednesday afternoons she would go into town with her grandmother. Walking across the viaduct she could look down at the Mexican settlement below, see the stray dogs and half-clothed children, the men lounging in their shanties or bringing home parcels of groceries for their families. When they reached the centre of town, Willie Mae and her granddaughter often went to see a film, as movies were cheaper on Wednesdays. During the film Patsy used to eat a Hershey bar, making one last the entire show and peeling down the tinfoil as the chocolate melted in her hands. Later, whenever she smelt cloves, she recalled the strong smell of the spice that her grandmother laid on her tongue to sweeten her breath during the film. After the movie, Willie Mae took her to Kresses, a dime store, from where she remembered buying a jumping frog. ‘This was America – Texas – in 1929,’ she wrote in her journal.20 At school she also developed a crush on a fellow pupil. ‘I remember sticking my folded notes in the crack of the stones in the old Sixth Ward building, notes to be found by a certain red-haired little girl in a lower class than mine.’21 Twenty years later, during six months of analysis with a New York psychotherapist, Highsmith would remember the love she had felt for this unnamed flame-haired girl.

   In January 1930, Highsmith and her family moved once again to New York – the yo-yoing between the two states was a common feature of her childhood – this time to Astoria, Queens. A picture of her taken when she was living in Astoria shows her standing outside what was presumably her house with her stepfather, Stanley. The young girl, dressed in a smart winter outfit, complete with fur coat, hat and woolly gloves, is holding a bicycle (her first), but she gazes into the camera not with pride or joy, but with a look of uncertainty. She is sporting a rather severe fringe, her little black eyes squint into the light and from the shape of her mouth it looks as though she could have been biting the inside of her cheek.

   When the family arrived in Astoria – they first settled at 1919 21st Road, near Astoria Park, and then, most likely in 1931, moved to an address on 28th Street22 – the borough was experiencing something of a boom. The arrival of the rapid transit system in the 1920s and the five-cent fare triggered an enormous increase in the demand for houses and suddenly the area, situated in the north-west corner of Queens, came under siege from the white-collar worker. For $34 a month, two families could live in a new brick-built house only two minutes walk from Ditmars Avenue and a mere fifteen-minute subway ride from Grand Central Station or Times Square.23 Although the new apartment houses would have been quite different to the elegant, aristocratic structures which lined the exclusive 12th and 14th streets north of 27th Avenue, an area known as ‘The Hill’, the homes, with their large windows, steps up to the porch and high ceilings were generally considered ‘Greater value for less money’.24

   The commanding prospect of Manhattan, as seen from Queens, across ‘a foreground of verdure and water’ was, according to the influential architectural critic, Lewis Mumford, ‘one of the most dazzling urban views in the world’.25 Manhattan was undergoing a dramatic transformation – between 1929 and 1930 five major skyscrapers, including the Chrysler and the Empire State buildings, were either completed or in the process of construction, while a whole series of new bridges and freeways sprung up around the island. According to The New Yorker of November 1929, the city had never before been so ‘torn up’26 as it proceeded to transform itself with increasing protean energy.

   The young Highsmith would have also been intrigued by some of the sights closer to home: the wide boulevard of 30th Avenue, with its busy food and clothing shops; ‘The Big House’, the glamorous Astoria Studio, built in 1920, at 35th Avenue and 35th Street, by Players-Lasky Corporation (Paramount Pictures after 1927) as a rival to the Hollywood studios and the location for the Marx Brothers’ first feature, The Cocoanuts; the newly built Church of the Most Precious Blood on 37th Street, with its thrilling references to the Jazz Age, Lutyens’ Castle Drogo, Celtic Architecture and fin de sícle Vienna; and the ferry terminal lying at the foot of Astoria Boulevard and 92nd Street, which, until 1936, carried residents across the East River. She was fascinated by the ‘strange power’27 of Hell Gate Bridge, an imposing structure which served as a rail link between Canada, New England and the Southwest. In fact, when she was twenty-five she toyed with the idea of writing a novel about a young girl, Letitia, growing up in Astoria, using the bridge – with its distinctive parabolic steel arch – as one of the book’s central images.

   While at her new school – PS 122, 2101 Ditmars Boulevard – Highsmith earned high marks each term. She entered the school on 10 February 1930, in the fourth grade, and her records show that she was a conscientious and hardworking pupil, usually winning mostly As for both her conduct and work. Throughout her stay in Astoria, Highsmith – who in September 1932 weighed just over eighty pounds, with a height of fifty-seven and a half inches – never once turned up late for school.28 As a child she was, by her own admission, ‘lugubrious, and very grown up’29 and it is therefore not so surprising, perhaps, that she felt drawn to more adult reading material. Fascinated by human behaviour and its motivation, she joined the Astoria branch of the Queens Borough Public Library – a brick structure built with money donated by Andrew Carnegie – from which she borrowed psychology books. ‘I plunged at once into the psychology section, took books out, and often sat reading books which were not meant to be borrowed,’ she said.30

   It was while living in Astoria that Patsy developed a fascination with the psychologically ‘abnormal’ which would last the rest of her life. Other girls of her age were reading fairy stories, but Highsmith was gripped by Dr Karl Menninger’s The Human Mind, a detailed account of so-called ‘deviant’ behaviour such as kleptomania, schizophrenia and pyromania. (Interestingly, a handful of Menninger’s studies were culled from the research done by Robert Ripley, the flamboyant creator of ‘Ripley’s Believe It or Not!’, who travelled the world in the early twentieth century in search of the bizarre for his world-wide syndicated newspaper column.) Published in 1930, The Human Mind was one of the first psychiatric books written for a mass audience, tapping into a wider cultural need to understand the darker aspects of human behaviour. It was selected by the Literary Guild, attracted over 1,000 reviews and became an instant bestseller, selling 70,000 copies on publication. ‘It is a straightforward, non-argumentative presentation of the principles of dynamic psychiatry,’ according to Sydney Smith, editor of The Human Mind Revisited, ‘but it flashed a light on the shadows of the human mind.’31

   Menninger, who founded a psychiatric clinic in Topeka, Kansas and later went on to be president of the American Psychoanalytic Association, became something of a celebrity and there was a national demand for interviews, speeches, advice and newspaper and magazine articles. His book was so successful, in part, because he explained complex psychological symptoms in a clear, concise style and illustrated his points with details from real case histories. Highsmith would have been intrigued when she read the book’s opening lines.



When a trout rising to a fly gets hooked on a line and finds himself unable to swim about freely, he begins a fight which results in struggles and splashes and sometimes an escape. Often, of course, the situation is too tough for him.

   In the same way the human being struggles with his environment and with the hooks that catch him. Sometimes he masters his difficulties; sometimes they are too much for him. His struggles are all that the world sees and it usually misunderstands them. It is hard for a free fish to understand what is happening to a hooked one.32



   After school finished at 3.30 p.m., Patsy would come home to an empty house – both Mary and Stanley were at work – where she would sit in the green armchair in the living room and read Menninger’s catalogue of case histories about the mentally disturbed: the happily married woman and mother of two who shot her children and yet could remember nothing about the incident; the well-off merchant who couldn’t stop himself from robbing banks and the college girl who was sexually attracted to her female room-mate. ‘To me they were real, of course, consequently more stimulating to my imagination than fairy tales or fiction would have been,’ she wrote to Karl Menninger in 1989, one year before his death.33

   No doubt what attracted the young girl, already feeling somewhat at odds with her immediate reality, was Menninger’s rejection of the concept of normality. As Menninger wrote in the preface to The Human Mind, ‘The adjuration to be “normal” seems shockingly repellent to me; I see neither hope nor comfort in sinking to that low level. I think it is ignorance that makes people think of abnormality only with horror and allows them to remain undismayed at the proximity of “normal” to average and mediocre. For surely anyone who achieves anything is, a priori, abnormal  . . .’34

   The book appealed to her already instinctive belief that behind an individual’s respectable facade lay a mass of contradictions and perverse desires; a psychological dynamic that was ripe for creative exploration. ‘I can’t think of anything more apt to set the imagination stirring, drifting, creating, than the idea – the fact – that anyone you walk past on the pavement anywhere may be a sadist, a compulsive thief, or even a murderer,’ she said.35

   The drive to ‘get under the skin’ of her fellow man also manifested itself in her interest in human anatomy. Another influential textbook which was, perhaps again, unusual reading for a nine-year-old, was George Bridgman’s The Human Machine: the Anatomical Structure and Mechanism of the Human Body, a guide to the underlying structures of the body written as a textbook for art students. ‘It was an important book in the household as my mother and stepfather, as commercial artists, had to have some ability to draw the human figure,’ she wrote to her publisher, Diogenes Verlag.36 She also read Jack London, Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, Robert Louis Stevenson, Ruskin’s Sesame and Lilies and Bram Stoker’s Dracula, which she would prop up in front of her while she ate lunch alone in her parents’ apartment. The book both transfixed and terrified her – as she turned its pages she would imagine that a ghost might appear in the hall doorway even though it was broad daylight.

   In biology lessons at school she learnt about Mendel’s research into pea plants and the laws of genetics. Her mother told her the truth of her parentage when she was ten, but she knew the details long before then, she claimed. She had long suspected that Stanley was not her real father – after all, she only had to look in the mirror to see how her dark eyes and hair bore no resemblance to either her mother nor her stepfather. And now Mendel’s laws confirmed her suspicion. ‘My mother is a blondish type with grey eyes and my stepfather has grey eyes too,’ she said.37 In addition, her mother had drawings in her grandmother’s house signed Mary Plangman, not Mary Highsmith. ‘I remember asking – why this name? Not to mention the fact that my stepfather came on the scene when I was three,’ she told Craig Brown.38

   The news came as no great shock to her, but the knowledge that Stanley was not her real father must have forced her, albeit unconsciously, to question the nature of her identity. Whatever the effect of this revelation, she was left feeling extremely disturbed.

   ‘When I was nine or ten I had a feeling I would die when I fell asleep and I was afraid of that. It took me ages to fall asleep, I remember many a time I was awake until two. I had a feeling I would stop breathing, so I used to take water and snuff it up my nose a bit as if it would keep me awake somehow. It must have gone on several weeks, months even.’39

   It also seems that as a child she suffered from some sort of health problem. In an undated letter to her grandmother – Highsmith’s earliest surviving piece of writing – she refers to what she calls her ‘poison’.



Dear Grandma,

   I have been bathing so much this summer at the beach that I did not have time to write to you like I did in the winter. I am saving up money to spend on you when you get up here . . . We are all anxious for you to come up here. Mother and Stanley are going to try to show you a good time.

   My poison is all cured up now. Mother cured it up. I am going to send an old letter I wrote long ago . . . Stanley says hello to all of you and looks forward to your visit  . . .

   How is grandma – and I wish I was home so I could play in the back yard. love to all Patsy.40







One day in 1931, Highsmith was at school, trying to open one of the windows with a twelve-foot-long wooden pole, when she looked out and saw a man walking quickly down the street. He was wearing a dark suit, but no hat, and carried a briefcase under his arm, but the ordinary-looking man invested the young girl with a desperate longing for a time when she too would be able to walk down the sidewalk, free from the control of her elders and betters. To the intelligent ten-year-old girl, eager to experience the world, the man represented liberty, the power to do anything and go anywhere. ‘The image made an indelible impression on me,’ she wrote later, ‘because from that moment, I felt that that was what I wanted too.’41 Fascinated by the man and what he represented, she climbed halfway up the wooden pole and, so as to disrupt the class, pretended the window would not open.

   ‘Patsy, will you come down!’ said her teacher, as the pupils fell about with laughter.

   ‘So I came down,’ Highsmith remembered, ‘but with my vision still in my eyes.’42

   The incident is important because it indicates Highsmith’s ambivalent attitude towards belonging to a group, a tension which would later shape both her career and her personal life. At one level she wanted to escape the confines of the classroom and be like the solitary man she saw walking down the street, but on another she clearly felt a strong impulse to amuse her fellow pupils. She said that her schooldays made her ‘feel like a worker ant, without identity, importance, individuality or dignity’43 and as a result from then on she battled against uniformity. At the age of eleven, she refused to be taught French before she started Latin classes – an idea she picked up from the ‘Jeremy’ books of Sir Hugh Walpole – and instead used her free time to read Hazlitt’s essays and Boswell’s The Life of Samuel Johnson in the school library. She may have loathed the thought of losing her identity in a crowd, but she confided to Vivien De Bernardi, that ‘the happiest year of her life was when she was ten years old and she belonged to a gang.’44

   At the onset of puberty, Highsmith was ignorant of the basic facts of life. When she started to menstruate at the age of eleven, she turned to her mother for emotional support. ‘When I was eleven, my mother of necessity had to tell me about menstruation,’ she wrote in a letter to her stepfather. ‘She added, in regard to the facts of life, “Don’t you think that a man has something to do with it?” I replied, “No – I don’t know.” That was the end of the talk on the facts of life.’45

   At the same time, Mary and Stanley’s relationship was becoming increasingly volatile. Highsmith later wrote to her mother, reminding her of the constant arguments which echoed around the house. ‘I remember quarrels constantly, he was not my father, you threatened separation, packed (and sometimes unpacked) your suitcases, threatening departure and so forth.’46

   In the summer of 1933, twelve-year-old Patsy escaped her hellish home environment to spend a month at a girls’ camp near West Point and Walker Valley, New York. Each day she wrote home to her parents, letters which were published two years later in Woman’s World magazine and which show her early aptitude for writing. She describes now she breakfasted on prunes and cereal, learnt how to swim and make fires, played tennis, toasted marshmallows and slept in dormitories. She was elected bunk leader, with duties to inspect the dorms, and on certain evenings she joined a group of girls who swam naked in the lake, an activity popularly known as ‘swimming Diana’. ‘Diana means without any clothes on at all,’ she wrote. ‘Do you think it’s all right to go in Diana? It’s very dark.’47 From the letters, it’s obvious she thoroughly enjoyed the experience. ‘Some of the girls are saps but some are pretty nice,’ she said, and she particularly admired her tennis coach, Miss Edna, who had ‘a swell serve. She swings her racket around twice before she hits the ball.’48 One of the highlights for her was the ‘Campers-Councillors Day’, when the staff swapped clothes and duties with the girls. ‘The Councillors had to wear the Campers’ clothes and vice-virtue. (I learned to say vice-virtue for vice versa out of a funny magazine.),’ she wrote, illustrating an early love for the vibrancy and humour of language.49

   During her stay at summer camp, Patsy missed her mother and wrote asking if she would come up and see her, while towards the end of her vacation, she expressed her eagerness and excitement at seeing Mary again. ‘I’m packing tonight for going home. O joy, O joy,’ she said.50 In her absence, Mary and Stanley had obviously tried to sort out their differences, but when Patsy returned back home, her mother told her the marriage was over. She would divorce Stanley, take her daughter back to Fort Worth, where they would live with Willie Mae. The three women would be together again, just like the old days. ‘The Highsmith house was a house divided if I ever saw one, on the brink of collapse,’ Highsmith wrote to her mother, ‘and indeed it was a collapse when I was aged 12–13.’51

   At the end of the summer of 1933, Mary did leave her husband, travelling to Forth Worth with her daughter. But after only a few weeks in Texas, Stanley arrived and took his wife back to New York, leaving their daughter with Willie Mae. Highsmith’s sense of loss was overwhelming.

   ‘She had just found a social group in New York in which she felt really comfortable,’ says Vivien De Bernardi. ‘She was part of this group of kids and then she got shipped off to Texas when she was twelve. Taking a hypersensitive child – and this was a really bright child, for whom New York was like water for someone dying of thirst – and sticking them in cow country must have been incredibly traumatic for her.’52

   Highsmith never forgave her mother for deceiving her at this crucial time in her life. Of course, she loved her grandparents dearly, but she felt bitter and betrayed that her mother could lie to her in this way. In a letter to her stepfather, she confessed how her mother’s actions affected her.

   ‘She never said in regard to the (to me) appalling year 12–13 which I spent in Texas, “We parked you with Grandma because we were broke.” Or “I decided to go back to Stanley. I am sorry because I told you we were going to be divorced, but it is not so.” Either of these statements would have made the situation easier to bear.’53

   Her mother, she related to her father, Jay B, ‘never realized what a devastating betrayal of faith this was to me, at that time’54 and Highsmith later referred to this period as the saddest year of her life.55





Chapter 4

Suppressions

1933–1938

Records kept by the Fort Worth Independent School District show that on 14 September 1933, Willie Mae, acting as guardian, made an application for her twelve-year-old granddaughter’s admission to the junior high school on South Jennings Avenue. The continuous transfer between schools in New York and Fort Worth meant that Patsy found it difficult to make friends and the fact that her new fellow pupils were two years older than her only served to increase her sense of isolation. Her classmates invited her to a Hallowe’en party on 31 October, but she was considered too young to go and so, feeling alienated and alone, she went for a walk late at night and, in a rebellious moment, removed a tyre cap from a parked car. In her journal, exactly fifty years later, Highsmith wrote of the incident; of how she had toyed with the idea of letting the air out of the tyre, but decided against it and how, throughout the experience, she remembered feeling ‘furtive’.1

   At school she took a year’s course in carpentry – a hobby she would later use to sculpt figures and animals out of pieces of wood – but she was the only girl in the class. It was at this point in her young life that she formulated an idea which helped her make sense of her confused sexual identity, viewing herself as having an unmistakable masculine essence secreted away within a female shell. ‘I am a walking perpetual example of my contention: as I said brilliantly at the age of twelve, a boy in a girl’s body.’2 Later in life, in 1948, a New Orleans fortune teller would say to her mother, ‘You have one child – a son. No, a daughter. It should have been a boy, but it’s a girl.’3 Highsmith confessed in her diary that she felt haunted by the remark.

   For most of that year in Texas she felt bereft and utterly miserable and she turned to her twenty-three-year-old cousin, Dan Coates, who still lived with Willie Mae and Daniel, to raise her spirits. During this time the two became so close that they regarded each other not so much as cousins, but as brother and sister; later Dan would address letters to her ‘Dear Sis Pat’. In a letter she wrote to Dan in 1968, she reminded him of the happy times they spent together, playing football on the front lawn, drying dishes in the kitchen and fooling about, ‘snapping moist dishtowels at each other’.4 On Sunday evenings, the local preacher would sometimes drop by for dinner at Willie Mae’s house. Highsmith could remember that the dining room was often plagued by sex-mad flies, insects which seemed to be attracted not so much by the food on the dining table but by the embarrassment they knew they would cause the family. ‘Those flies in the dining room were different from any flies I’ve seen before or since . . .’ she said. ‘Then one would catch the other and perform the sex act in the air.’5

   Soon after moving back to Fort Worth, she met her real father, Jay Bernard Plangman, for the first time. Their meeting, at her grandmother’s house, was a low-key, rather understated affair. She recalled feeling shy but curious about this shadowy figure, yet neither of them showed much emotion. Jay B merely took hold of her hand as if to say yes, you are my daughter, ‘but he was almost a stranger, rather brusque and formal’.6 After that first encounter, he walked her to school and back a couple of times, but their relationship was not a deep one and it was for her mother that she still yearned.

   She was, by her own admission, in a ‘very depressed state’7 and, in an effort to brighten her spirits, she cut her grandparents’ lawn at 50 cents a time so as to save the $12 she needed to buy a man’s pocket watch she admired. In a letter she wrote to a family friend in 1972, Highsmith told how she looked upon the watch almost as a talisman, a rare object of beauty which she could use as a substitute for real happiness. Although she missed her mother terribly, working for – and then possessing – the watch helped her block out the misery of her life; it was, she said, ‘something to work for, something to achieve, something to have to look at once I had earned it’.8 Later she gave the watch to her stepfather, ‘curious, as at that time I had reason to dislike him.’9

   She would occasionally talk to her friends about her unhappy childhood, particularly this wretched year in Texas. ‘From what she told me she suffered a lot as a child,’ says Bert Diethelm. ‘She was a person whom I could not imagine as a little girl with a doll, hopping around singing her songs. In all the photographs you see, she looks a sombre, introverted little kid, which no doubt must have had an influence on her work. As a child I think she did feel rejected and was rejected subsequently at a later time. I think she had very many unhappinesses.’10

   She would look back on this time – and what she saw as her mother’s betrayal of her – as being especially influential on her future relationships. ‘If I have the steady thing, I reject it,’ she wrote to her friend Alex Szogyi, ‘this has happened over and over – rather, I made it happen. I repeat the pattern, of course, of my mother’s semi-rejection of me. Her “abandonment” of me to my grandmother, when I was aged 12, when my mother took me to Texas, with a promise she would divorce my stepfather . . . I never got over it. Thus I seek out women who will hurt me in a similar manner, and avoid the women who are – good eggs.’11 The separation from her mother only lasted a year, but as she saw it, the damage had been done. She was reunited with Mary, and, to her disappointment, her stepfather, again in 1934 when they called for her and told her that it would be best if she came to live with them in New York. The day she left Fort Worth, she remembered how her grandmother kissed her on the lips while standing on the steps of the house. As she drove away she felt ‘Her kiss was wet on my upper lip, and I let it stay, dreading the inevitable time when the wind would dry it, and the coolness would be gone.’12



The stockmarket crash of October 1929 had a devastating, but far from immediate, effect on New York and on her return to Manhattan, Highsmith would have noticed a marked difference in the mood of the city. By 1932, 1.6 million Manhattanites received some sort of benefit and a third of the city’s manufacturing plants had closed.13 Nationally, the picture was even bleaker, with millions of people travelling around the country in a fruitless search for work. The unemployed – between 1929 and 1933 they increased from 500,000 to 12 million – constructed shanty slums, known as ‘Hoovervilles’, named after the Republican President Herbert Hoover who was elected in 1929, while beggars, bread-lines and apple-sellers appeared in every city in America. Hoover was voted out of office in 1932 and replaced by Democrat Franklin D. Roosevelt. The actress Lilian Gish witnessed his inaugural address in March 1933, in which he famously said, ‘the only thing we have to fear is fear itself’; FDR, the father of the New Deal, seemed, she said, ‘to have been dipped in phosphorus’.14

   To offset the economic gloom casting a shadow over Manhattan, a massive building programme – a restructuring scheme which included the construction of new expressways, bridges and a mass transit system – was initiated by the city’s new mayor, Fiorello La Guardia, who held office between 1933 and 1945. Later, Highsmith, in Strangers on a Train, would describe New York, with its ‘dirty jumble’ of disorderly roofs and streets, as looking like ‘a floor model of how a city should not be built.’15

   The Highsmiths’ new apartment at 1 Bank Street – so named after the temporary move of the Wall Street counting houses to the street following the yellow fever epidemic of 1822 – was in the heart of Greenwich Village, a district which had already established something of a reputation for non-conformity and a tolerance of artistic eccentricity. At the turn of the century the area had been inhabited by working-class Italians, followed by a new influx of writers and artists attracted by its winding streets, Old World charm, cheap rents and the ubiquitous ‘ailanthus’ or ‘backyard tree’ which thrived on poor soil, little water and the minimum amount of light. The Works Progress Administration New York City Guide, in a potted history of the area, concluded that the ‘Village’ ‘was the center of the American Renaissance or of artiness, of political progress or of long-haired radical men and short-haired radical women, of sex freedom or of sex license – dependent upon the point of view.’16 The Museum of Living Art at 100 Washington Square East was founded in 1927, housing works by Man Ray, Brancusi, Matisse, Picasso, Mondrian, Léger and Juan Gris, while three years later, the Whitney Museum opened its doors on Eighth Street, a pioneering space designed ‘to help create rather than conserve a tradition’. Tom Paine spent the last years of his life at a house in Grove Street – to which the Highsmiths would move in 1940 – while Edgar Allan Poe, Walt Whitman and Henry James all lived in the area at some point in their lives. In fact, the artistic atmosphere of the Village soon became something of a cliché, and in 1935 the sociologist Caroline Ware described the area as being packed full of ‘pseudo-Bohemians’.17 Despite this, the neighbourhood west of Washington Square Park still held the power to shock – in 1936 one writer observed how the Village was a mecca for ‘exhibitionists and perverts of all kinds’.18



On her return to New York in 1934, Highsmith enrolled in yet another school – Julia Richman High School, 317 East 67th Street, where she would stay until 1938. The single-sex school, named after the first woman district superintendent of schools in the City of New York, housed a total of 8,000 pupils – 60 percent of the girls were Italian, 30 per cent Jewish, the rest made up of Irish, German and Polish children, a mix which reflected the city at large – in four buildings. Pupils at Highsmith’s school had to share not only desks, but seats as well, as the influx of immigrants, particularly Jews fleeing Hitler, increased. Figures show that between 1930 and 1939, Jews comprised more than a third of those entering the school system,19 an increase caused by Hitler’s pre-World War Two policy of Judenfrei, together with the implementation of the 1921 and 1924 National Origins Acts, which calculated the number seeking immigration to the United States on the basis of a percentage of those already living in America. In fact, the demand for school places in New York was so enormous that the Board of Education was forced to erect portable wooden buildings, some structures which were used until after the Second World War.20

   ‘I always had to share my seat, though some girls plumper than me had their seats to themselves . . .’ Highsmith said. ‘These were the Hitler years, and the school became so crowded, it had three shifts, one starting at 8:15 AM, the second at 9 AM, the third at 9:45 AM. The classrooms were packed, and there was no possibility of getting special help, in case one needed it.’21

   Yet for all the school’s cultural pluralism, Highsmith felt isolated. As a Protestant, she felt excluded from the Jewish or Catholic majorities, a social segregation she clearly resented. ‘Non-Catholics and non-Jews were not invited from fourteen onward to parties given by Catholics or Jews, from which Catholics or Jews excluded the other. There were never enough Protestants to throw a party.’22

   Twenty-six years before Highsmith entered the school, Julia Richman published a book which no doubt reflected the dominant ethos of the establishment which proudly bore her name. The 1908 title, Good Citizenship, co-authored with Isabel Richman Wallach, was written as a practical guide for children and outlines the basics of modern living, with chapters focusing on the fire service, the department of health, street cleaning and the police. The words that Richman wrote on the subject of crime would no doubt have caused the writer, later in life, to emit one of her distinctively throaty laughs. ‘Crime is an ugly word, and it stands for ugly deeds. Disorder is bad enough to contend with, but crime is far worse . . . Men commit crime because of anger, envy, or greed; but they are generally very careful not to do it when the policeman is in sight.’23 In Highsmith’s world, crime may be ugly, but it is also something born of psychological necessity and described in such a logical, detached manner that the reader is tricked into believing it is simply part of the continuum of normal behaviour. Not only that: any policeman featured in one of her novels is just as likely to be as corrupt as his criminal quarry. Morality is shifted, unsettling one’s vision, skewing perspective and undermining accepted notions of truth and justice.

   Highsmith’s move to a single-sex environment resulted in boredom. ‘It was much more fun when I was going to school with boys before the age of fourteen,’ she said later, ‘because they have a sense of humor, much better than that of the girls, I must say, and it was amusing. And suddenly from fourteen to seventeen there was a bunch of girls . . . learning things by rote. Pretty boring.’24

   Highsmith’s school records from Julia Richman detail not only her academic record – from the beginning she earned high marks in most subjects – but offer an insight into her personality too. Observations noted on the card entry include comments such as ‘Shy?’, ‘Always so very nice to me!’, and ‘worth watching’. Yet Highsmith’s abiding memory of school is one of crushing boredom, and so, whenever she had a free moment, she escaped into a parallel universe: the endlessly thrilling world of fiction. So bored was she by her immediate reality that she would take a book with her to gym classes, which she would then read while hanging from the top of a rope. ‘It never seemed to occur to the teacher or anyone to look up,’ she said.25

   Edgar Allan Poe was a particular favourite, especially his Tales of Mystery and the Imagination, ‘with their ingenious fantasies about death, resurrection, and the possibility of life continuing after burial’.26 ‘His was a wild imagination in full flight. He chanced anything,’ she said.27 She visited his cottage in Fordham, thirteen miles from New York, where she delighted in seeing a sample of his writing in a notebook and one of his sketches of his wife, Virginia, together with his cat. She was also rather impressed to learn that one day Poe walked from the house over the Bronx River bridge, and down to Manhattan in order to deliver a manuscript. Another literary hero, Joseph Conrad, whose Typhoon was one of her favourite books, prompted a fantasy of running away by hiding in the bowels of one of the ships stationed by the piers of the Hudson River, just a few blocks away from the family’s apartment: ‘I . . . used to gaze at the rusty prows of freighters docked at the end of Christopher Street and Morton Street, and wished that I could climb on one of them and escape from school and family. The ships’ names attracted me, many strange and unpronounceable.’28 This desire was shared by one of her characters, Guy, in her first published novel, Strangers on a Train, who remembers he had been ‘wild to go to sea at fourteen’.29 In addition to its ocean setting, it’s not difficult to understand why Conrad’s novella attracted her; its structure is determined by the dualistic, slightly homoerotic, relationship between Captain MacWhirr, driven by instinct, and his chief-mate Jukes, a symbol of intelligence, a male-male dialectic she would explore in greater detail in her own work.

   Patsy also experienced escapism – and a certain amount of vicarious pleasure – in January 1935, as she followed the high-profile prosecution of German immigrant Bruno Richard Hauptmann for the kidnapping and murder of Charles A. Lindbergh Jr, the baby son of the aviator. The fourteen-year-old was so transfixed by what became known as ‘the trial of the century’ that she took to summarising the findings in her diary. ‘Hauptman [sic] trial. Yells: “Stop lying . . .”,’ she wrote, before noting the guilty verdict, in February, ‘Hauptman [sic] guilty, sentenced to chair’.30 Twelve years later, in 1947, when Highsmith was writing Strangers on a Train, she would unite the names of murderer and victim in this, the most sensational crime of the early twentieth century, to create the first of her psychopathic killers – Charles A. Bruno.



When Patsy was fourteen, her mother asked her, ‘Are you a les?’ before adding cruelly, ‘You are beginning to make noises like one.’ Later Highsmith would recall how this ‘rather vulgar and frightening remark’31 made her feel even more alienated and introverted. ‘It reminds one of “Look at that hunchback isn’t he funny” on the street. I was not a cripple on the street, but a member of my mother’s family.’32

   At school, she was already forming crushes on fellow pupils and in her diary she noted that after a ‘fingerclasp’ with one girl she was too nervous to sit in the same German class with her. Her relationships, at this time, were most likely to have been romantic, non-erotic affairs, but, to a certain extent she still felt she had to suppress her sexual identity. ‘A most important fact in my character is that I did not begin, as a child and an adolescent, open, free, naive, gullible and so forth. Naive I was, no doubt of that, but I was closed up and reserved.’33

   Mary became concerned about her daughter’s odd behaviour, but didn’t make an effort to understand what she was going through, simply saying, ‘Why don’t you straighten up and fly right?’34 before walking out of the room. Mary Highsmith wanted her daughter to ‘be like other people’35 but Patsy was left feeling confused by her stinging remarks. How could she, the girl asked herself, ‘be like other people’ when her own background was so strange? Did her mother not realise the effect she had had on her own daughter when she continually rejected her? Looking back on the incident as an adult, Highsmith remembered how belittled she felt by her mother’s comments. Had Mary really cared about her, she said, surely she would have attempted to help her or at least tried to seek the opinions of a child psychiatrist?

   Patsy, like one of the snails which would obsess her later in life, turned in on herself and erected a psychological shell which she thought would protect her from the outside world. ‘Until around thirty, I was essentially, like a glacier or like stone,’ she wrote in her journal. ‘I suppose I was “protecting” myself. It was certainly tied up with the fact I had to conceal the most important emotional drives of myself completely.

   ‘This is the tragedy of the conscience-stricken young homosexual, that he not only conceals his sex objectives, but conceals his humanity and natural warmth of heart as well.’36

   Muriel Mandelbaum, née Wiesenthal, a fellow pupil at Julia Richman High School, remembers Highsmith as being amazingly bright but terribly reserved, someone who kept a certain distance from the other girls. ‘She, like me, lived on the west side and we went to school together on the bus,’ she remembers. ‘We would compete with each other to see who could do the Herald Tribune cryptogram first, in the shortest amount of time. She was very good at crosswords.

   ‘She was extraordinarily pretty – beautiful and tall and slender – with, quite appropriately, patrician features. I was shocked to see the pictures that were taken towards the end of her life. When I knew her she wore lipstick and had long hair. She was feminine and there was nothing butch about her at all. Of course I was an innocent, but there was no suggestion that she might be lesbian.’37

   Highsmith not only repressed her emotions at home and at school, but felt she had to censor herself even when she was writing her diary. ‘I cannot write what I want. Suppressions,’ she wrote in 1935. ‘M. [her mother] says I am very x and I think so myself for the first time,’ runs another entry.38

   It’s not surprising that Patsy felt the need to stifle the expression of her burgeoning sexuality. She may have been living in Greenwich Village, but the onset of the Depression in 1929 put a damper on the expression of female independence. During the three years following the Wall Street Crash, society became increasingly antipathetic towards working women. If a job existed it should, general opinion insisted, go to a man rather than his female counterpart. In 1931, the dean of Barnard College – the women-only college Highsmith would attend between the ages of seventeen and twenty-one – suggested each graduate should ask herself whether it was strictly necessary for her to work. If not then perhaps ‘the greatest service that you can render to the community . . . is to have the courage to refuse to work for gain,’ she said.39

   The prevailing attitude towards lesbianism was even more negative. Menninger’s The Human Mind classified lesbianism under ‘Perversions of Affection and Interest’ – along with fetishism, paedophilia and even satanism – and discussed the case of a college girl enamoured of her room-mate. ‘They attend each other like lovers,’ said Menninger. ‘They have violent quarrels, demonstrations of jealousy, and rapturous reunions.’40 A front-page feature in the New York Times, in 1935, headlined, ‘Women’s Personalities Changed by Adrenal Gland Operations’, revealed that women who suffered from ‘masculine psychological states’ – obviously a euphemism for same-sex relations – could now be treated, indeed ‘cured’, of their unnatural desires by the removal of an adrenal gland. The surgery would, it was claimed, help such women battle against their ‘aversion to marriage’ and make them less mannish.41

   In fiction, too, lesbians were regarded as somewhat freakish characters. The publication, in 1928, of Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness helped increase lesbian visibility, but it portrayed them as ‘inverts’, men trapped in women’s bodies, rather than as simply women who happened to love other women. It whetted the public’s appetite for the subject matter, and a spate of novels were published which served to increase hatred of lesbians, classifying them as ‘crooked, twisted freaks of nature who stagnate in dark and muddy waters’42 while journalists took to lampooning them in the popular press. ‘Greenwich Village Sin Dives Lay Traps for Innocent Girls,’ ran the headline in a 1931 edition of the New York Evening Graphic. The piece described the clientele of the Bungalow, a bar full of ‘lisping boys and deep-voiced girls . . . They display their jealousies and occasionally claw at each other with their nails. They talk loudly, scream, jibe at each other and order gin continually. Always gin.’43

   Lesbians were ‘considered monstrosities in the 1930s’44 and many young women, like Highsmith, felt compelled to repress their desires. Perhaps it was this mood of self-censorship which contributed to Highsmith’s fascination with the idea of the fantasy lover, the ghost-like woman who existed purely in her mind. If she couldn’t have the reality, she would have to make do with a figure conjured from her imagination. When she was fourteen, she fell in love with someone, most probably another girl, with whom she had only the briefest of contacts. ‘I was in love aged 14 to 17 and more with someone I saw only for a few weeks in school aged 14 . . . we went to different high schools in New York, never saw each other again, and indeed we’d never been friends or even shaken hands.’45

   It would be a pattern she would repeat over and over again, forever investing her lovers with qualities they blatantly did not possess. In an unpublished interview with Bettina Berch, Highsmith was asked about the nature and essence of love. ‘Imagination,’ she replied. ‘Because it’s all in the eyes of the beholder. Nothing to do with reality. When you’re in love it’s a state of madness.’46

   After school she would stop by at Caso’s, a drugstore on 68th Street and Third Avenue, for a soda. She revisited the shop fourteen years later; as she walked past, age twenty-nine, the bittersweet memories of youth flooded back to her. ‘And the crises I have known here, the faces I looked for, and saw, or missed, the afternoons metamorphosed by some overwhelming event that had happened in school that day, days that twisted one’s life around completely and permanently, I remember them.’47



Life was, at times, as she confessed in her diary, ‘an endless hell on earth’.48 Stanley and Mary argued constantly and, although she dreamed about the possibility of a divorce between the two, she realised that it was unlikely. ‘M. will never leave S. and never never know real happiness,’ she wrote.49 At nights, she would often cry herself to sleep.

   In April 1935, however, she received news from Ray Wallace, the editor of Woman’s World that his magazine would not only publish the series of letters she had written to her parents from summer camp two years previously, but he would pay her $25 when the piece ran in the July issue. Writing – the ordering of experience – appealed to her, she surmised, because her own home life was so chaotic. She remembered feeling immensely satisfied after writing her first fictional sentence, age fourteen – ‘He prepared to go to sleep, removed his shoes and set them parallel, toes outward, beside his bed.’50 Whatever happened next, she did not remember, but ‘it gave me a sense of order, seeing the shoes neatly beside the bed in my imagination . . . I longed for order and security.’51 When she was fourteen or fifteen, she also started work on an epic poem in the style of Tennyson’s ‘Idylls of the King’ that, in blank verse, told a romantic story set in a world of castles and battles, but which does not survive today. Her IQ she recorded as 121 and she read works as diverse as Wilkie Collins’ The Moonstone, Melville’s Moby-Dick, Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, and books on heredity, palmistry and Christian Science.

   Her mother was a keen disciple of the Church of Christ, Scientist, created by Mary Baker Eddy in Massachusetts in the 1870s, a movement which can be seen as a by-product of the unrest which gripped America after the end of the Civil War. Eddy’s aim was to restore what she saw as primitive Christianity and its lost element of spiritual healing through a number of alternative remedies, including homeopathy. The roots of disease, she believed, could be traced back to the mind and the only true cure was brought about by spiritual healing. By 1930, Christian Science churches in America numbered around 2,400, while the 1936 US Bureau of the Census recorded membership of the church in the United States as totalling 269,000. ‘The public wants . . . to obtain . . . cloying sweetness . . . optimism . . . and peppermint sayings . . .’ wrote one early twentieth-century commentator. ‘[It] pays a high price to Mrs Eddy for the privilege of being deluded into believing that all is sweetness and light in a era of stress and materialism.’52 However, it’s not hard to see why Eddy’s book, Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures, originally published in 1875, but continually revised over the next thirty-five years, influenced Highsmith throughout her teens. Central to Eddy’s thesis was her belief that the human mind and spirit determined reality. ‘There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so,’ runs the quotation, from Shakespeare’s Hamlet at the beginning of Eddy’s text, a principle which appealed to Highsmith and one she would reassert at low points throughout her life. ‘Sometimes one has the mental habit, well, really tricks, to continue to be cheerful and to continue to imagine that one’s making progress when one really isn’t,’ she said.53

   By the time Highsmith reached her early twenties, she found the whole premise of Christian Science a ludicrous one and she distanced herself from the movement. At twenty-seven, Highsmith assessed the methods advocated by Eddy to lift one’s spirits and their influence on her mother, concluding them to be ‘hysterical’.54 However, as a young girl, shy and insecure, anxious that her sexual instincts would mark her out as a freak, she turned to Christian Science as if towards a beacon of hope. After resolving to apply the teachings of Mary Baker Eddy to her life, she believed that she did indeed feel more ‘hopeful’.55 ‘The physical healing of Christian Science results now, as in Jesus’ time,’ Eddy promised her, ‘from the operation of divine Principle, before which sin and desire lose their reality in human consciousness and disappear as naturally and as necessarily as darkness gives place to light and sin to redemption.’56

   At fifteen, Highsmith started to keep what she called her ‘cahiers’, journals measuring seven by eight and a quarter inches which she would use to jot down germs of inspiration, which she referred to as ‘Keime’, and began to mix with a group of ‘intellectual’ girls who liked to be seen carrying volumes of Hemingway, Katherine Mansfield, Proust and T.S. Eliot. Each day she made sure she read the Herald Tribune newspaper on the way to school.

   ‘Ever since I was sixteen or seventeen I got what is [sic] sometimes called creepy ideas, I suppose,’ she recalled, ‘but I don’t consider it gruesome.’57 In June 1937, she wrote a story called ‘Crime Begins’, which was described by one of her teachers as being the best in the school that term. Its theme was one she would return to in various guises for the rest of her life – the interplay of morality and guilt – and its inspiration came from personal experience.

   ‘The first story I really remember was when I was sixteen years old. In the high school where I was going there were three copies of a certain history book, there were so many girls – it was an all-girls high school – trying to get at the book at the same time . . . It occurred to me to steal it, so I wrote a story about a girl who did. I never stole the book.’ In the story the girl cut out a section of a very thick notebook and hid the book inside. ‘It was not bad – the same style I am using now, very simple, a very simple style.’58

   Another story, ‘Primroses Are Pink’, published in the fall 1937 issue of the school literary and art magazine, The Bluebird, deals with a psychological crisis brought on by something as trivial as the colour of primroses. Two versions of the story survive – the one that was printed in the The Bluebird and a slightly longer, more confident, study which exists in manuscript and which reads like a later rewrite.

   The opening of the story printed in the school magazine reads as follows: ‘Mr. Fleming was a man of very exacting nature. For a long time he had wanted a sporting print for his study, but he had never found any suiting both his pocketbook and his taste.’59 The opening paragraph of the manuscript story is much more unsettling, terrifying as it is in its banality: ‘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.’60

   Fleming buys a monotone picture of a jockey on a Derby-winning racehorse and after learning of the authentic colours of his silks – primrose and white – he sends it away for painting. However, on seeing the transformed print, Fleming’s wife, Catherine, thinks the primrose sported by the jockey should be pink – not the greenish-yellow colour in the painting. After all, her mother always had pink primroses in her garden. Doubt and an overwhelming sense of anxiety cloud Fleming’s vision and he becomes obsessive about the correct colour of the primrose, prompting conflict between him and his wife. Although he decides to hang the painting in the apartment, he feels compelled to tell guests, ‘That’s primrose. English primroses are yellow, you know.’61 Obviously the experience has left him somewhat disturbed.

   Writing, it seems, was Highsmith’s only outlet. ‘I know why I began writing – to get an emotion out of myself, to see it on paper, organized as best as I could organize it,’ she said later.62 But at the same time as she purged herself through the experience of writing, she deliberately starved herself as a form of punishment. The sixteen-year-old girl weighed only 106 pounds and until she was nineteen she suffered from a range of health problems which would, later in the century, be classified as anorexia: failure to eat, low body weight, lack of menstruation, constipation, overactivity, blue extremities, slow heart rate and a downy skin. ‘I had all these symptoms aged 15–19,’63 she scribbled next to a newspaper feature on the subject in 1969.

   In Highsmith’s case, anorexia – a manifestation of extremely low self-esteem – can be read as a sign of an almost pathological desire to rid herself of her identity, a drive towards self-erasement which would later find expression in many of her novels, particularly The Talented Mr Ripley. This compulsion to fade away out of existence can be traced back to a mass of complex emotional factors: her unhappy childhood, her rejection by her mother in early puberty, her sense of dissociation from reality and confusion about her sexuality. She described her behaviour in her journal: ‘Saving part of anything, living like a rat. Self-depreciation. Lack of food intake in adolescence, to get attention of parents, also to punish myself, for sex reasons etc.’64

   The theories surrounding writing and sex are manifold but Highsmith herself believed that her creativity was an expression of frustrated and repressed desires. In a fictional sketch written in 1942, she drew heavily on her own experiences of her sixteenth year to paint a portrait of a girl called Henrietta. On Sundays the Henrietta/Highsmith figure would be possessed by the spirit of creativity – expressed as an urge to write and paint – but at the end of the day would only feel unsatisfied, desperately unhappy and on the verge of tears. Refusing the coffee and ice cream offered by her parents, she would stay in her unlit room, hunger tearing at her stomach, tears smarting in her eyes. Writing, Henrietta felt, was a cathartic process, a way of eliminating the toxic emotional mass that had built up inside her. But when she experienced a block, she was left feeling wretched. ‘Then she associated the frustration and the desire with unfulfilled sex impulses, which was a . . . reasonable one at that age.’65 These impulses would not remain unfulfilled for long.



Mary Highsmith, observing how little Pat was interested in the opposite sex, took it upon herself to find her daughter a boyfriend. Pat and her date would go out for a meal followed by dancing, but when it came to kissing goodnight, the sixteen-year-old girl found the practice disgusting. ‘It’s like falling into a bucket of oysters, isn’t it?’ she told her mother.66 She hoped Mary would give her some maternal advice, but her mother was not forthcoming on the subject.

   ‘I thought, if that’s what I have to pay, at the end of the evening, for a young man’s having paid my dinner check, I would rather pay my own dinner check. It never came to that, because I ceased seeing this young chap – a waste of time on both our parts, it was.’67

   However, at some point when she was sixteen she did, according to Vivien De Bernardi, sleep with a man. ‘She told me once that her first sexual experience was when she was sixteen. It was with a man. She hated it. It wasn’t at all pleasurable. She had no relationship with this person at all – she was just curious. Like a medical experiment.’68

   She found women more emotionally engaging and the ‘accidental touch of the hand of a girl was a whole heaven!’ she remembered later.69 In November of 1937 she went on a date with another girl in her year at Julia Richman High School, Judy Tuvim, the actress who would later take the name Judy Holliday and win an Oscar for the 1950 film Born Yesterday. The two young women had a great deal in common, as both had suffered unhappy childhoods; Judy’s parents’ marriage had disintegrated a year after her birth and when she was a child her mother had tried to kill herself by putting her head in the oven and switching on the gas, only to be saved by her daughter. Highsmith and Tuvim were teenage misfits and yet they both had visions of forging better lives for themselves. ‘I guess I was a natural snob. I got a kick out of being different and improving myself and everyone around me,’ said Judy later.70

   But any teenage relationships Highsmith entered into had to be put on hold: after graduation from high school, in January 1938, she intended to go back to stay for a few months with her grandparents in Fort Worth. In her last year at Julia Richman she had decided to work hard and aim for good grades and in her Regents, the standardised examinations for the state of New York, she received a distinction, a mark of 88 out of 100. Her final report stated that she was awarded 90 for English, French and Oral English, 85 in German, 93 in American History, 91 in Hygiene, and 85 in Physical Training. She was let down by Social Training, which netted her only 75 marks. Her average mark totalled 79.6 per cent, ranking her 116 out of a group of 502 graduating girls.

   Before she left New York she visited New York University on Washington Square, one of her choices of college. Although she had once relished the company of boys, she decided she couldn’t face the reality of a mixed-sex environment. ‘At any rate, in 1938, the student body of NYU looked twenty-five years old to me, though I am sure it wasn’t,’ she said, ‘everyone seemed to weigh two hundred pounds and to be covered with hair, and I knew what it was to be bumped by one of them while walking in a hall or climbing a stairway.’71

   In late January, she took a boat from New York to Houston and while sailing off the coast of Miami she was thrilled to see the city’s lights shimmering in the dawn, a rainbow curving its way across the sea. She arrived at Willie Mae’s home in Fort Worth in February, observing that the house had become rather neglected since her last visit. She also met up again with her real father, Jay B.

   Father and daughter went out to dinner and spent an increasing amount of time together, culminating in what appeared to be a clumsy attempt by Jay B to seduce her. ‘And now to my father,’ she wrote to her stepfather over thirty years later. ‘There were some lingering kisses when I was seventeen in Texas, not exactly paternal. This is all I meant. I do not want to make a big thing out of it. The word incestuous is a strong one. That my father is a gentleman has nothing to do with it. It makes as much sense as saying gentlemen have no sex drives, a patent absurdity . . .’72 There is also a suggestion that he could even have shown her pornographic material. ‘B shows me pornographic pictures (to my mingled disgust & fascination, & shame for him),’ she noted in her journal.73 Obviously their father-daughter relationship was an unusual one; he didn’t look upon her as his child, while Pat didn’t regard him as a fully-fledged parent. In contrast to the messy emotional spillage Highsmith had witnessed at home – the constant arguments between Mary and Stanley, rows which drove the girl further within herself – it’s inevitable Pat would have seen her real father, absent as he was for such a long time, as something of an idealised figure. Like many of the silhouettes which would obsess her later in life, shadow figures she glimpsed from a distance which inspired her to write her fiction, Jay B served as a tabula rasa, a vessel on to which she could project her own fantasies. Not only that, but Jay B was, without a doubt, the closest living person she had encountered who bore a striking physical resemblance to herself. As she stared at him, she would have seen a glimpse of what she might have looked like had she been born a boy, a narcissistic fascination which must have drawn her closer. Undoubtedly, both father and daughter would have been confused by their feelings, an empathy and recognition that somehow mutated into sexual attraction. However, whereas Highsmith was happy to record a number of traumatic incidents in her cahiers and diaries, she chose not to document this subject in detail; perhaps it was just too raw and painful to write down.

   While she was in Fort Worth, Pat made the decision to go to Barnard College, a single-sex college and part of Columbia University, New York. She spent her days reading – her favourite authors at this time included Proust, and the eighteenth-century English essayists Addison and Steele – and riding with her Fort Worth friend Florence Brillhart. One day, she remembered, she took a taxi with her grandmother, nearly blind from cataracts, from Fort Worth to a movie house out of town to see the 1935 film, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, directed by Max Reinhardt, starring James Cagney, Dick Powell, Mickey Rooney and Olivia de Havilland, with music by Mendelssohn. ‘I thought that evening, “Mendelssohn was no older than I when he wrote that overture. What a genius!” ’74

   In the evenings, she loved to walk the streets of her birthplace and imagine the psychological torment being suffered by the occupiers of the respectable houses. Clearly influenced by her early reading of Menninger, she passed the affluent homes on the west side of the city and dreamt that in one lived a madman, the son of a rich cattleowner, while another building housed an unhappy, grey-haired woman whose sons had disgraced her. ‘The walks I made at seventeen out to the west, late at night,’ she wrote in her journal, ‘were full of surprises that were yet not quite surprises.’75

   During this trip she also met a boy who would later be re-born as Bruno, the psychopathic killer of her first novel, Strangers on a Train. ‘When I was 17, in Texas, I met briefly, a very spoilt boy who was very much like Bruno, completely dissolute,’ she said. ‘He was an adopted boy in a wealthy family and completely worthless, and he was the sort of the genesis of Bruno, who was really quite a psychopath.’76

   In June, she sailed back to New York. She would start at Barnard College in September, and so had three months in which to enjoy the city. She went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art for a series of lectures on Egypt, bought a set of Dickens novels and resumed her relationship with Judy Tuvim. ‘I see much of Judy. Though I don’t like her family.’77

   She began to feel open to the possibilities of pleasure. ‘In the last month I have changed so much,’ she wrote in her diary on 8 September 1938. The future presented itself as a terrifically thrilling prospect. ‘I dream of the good days that lie before me, I hope.’78





Chapter 5

The taste of freedom

1938–1940

On 28 September 1938, Highsmith walked up Broadway, through the tall iron gates of Barnard College, and registered for her four-year Bachelor of Arts course in English Literature. ‘Here was the taste of freedom I craved,’ she wrote of her undergraduate years.1

   Barnard, a women-only college, and part of Columbia University, was noted for its high standards and, as part of the Ivy League, had a reputation for being somewhat exclusive. When it opened its doors, in the autumn of 1889, the institution was the first independent college in the city of New York to offer a four-year bachelor’s degree to women. Former graduates who attended Barnard before Highsmith included the astronomer Henrietta Swope, authors Margaret Mead, Zora Neale Hurston, Phoebe Atwood Taylor and Elizabeth Janeway, and the poet and critic Babette Deutsch. Officially, its motto is the same as that of Columbia University – ‘In Lumine Tuo Videbimus Lumen’ – ‘In thy light shall we see light’ – but for years the female students have adopted the Greek phrase, translated as ‘Pursuing the way of reason’ which appears on either side of a figure of the goddess Athena. In Highsmith’s case a more fitting motto might be, ‘In thy light shall we see darkness’ or, ‘Pursuing the way of unreason’.

   At this time, Barnard’s selection methods were strict: requirements included proficiency in fifteen units of secondary school subjects, including English, mathematics and a foreign language; good grades in the Regents exams, with a honour at high-school level; a glowing reference from the principal; and a suitably high grade in the Barnard entrance exam, a paper which tested the applicant’s knowledge of a wide range of subjects. ‘In the 1930s, only girls of exceptional accomplishment attended four-year colleges like Barnard,’ says Donald Glassman, the Barnard College archivist.2

   In addition to studying English Literature, Highsmith also took classes in the short story and playwriting – interestingly, never the novel – together with Greek, Latin, and zoology. The atmosphere at Barnard was intensely academic, and the courses were designed to give the 950 young women admitted each year a thorough, deep and wide education. It was, she recalled later, ‘Ivory tower in those days, one long book list.’3 During her four-year course, Highsmith studied a wide range of English texts ranging from Piers Plowman, The Pearl, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales to Conrad, James, Lawrence and Eliot, as well as a number of classics from other cultures, such as Homer’s Odyssey, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Dante’s Divine Comedy, Goethe’s Faust, plus works by Proust, Schiller and Pushkin. It was while she was at Barnard that Highsmith experienced what she later described as her ‘Eureka’ moment, when she realised that all of the arts were one. ‘All art is based on a desire to communicate, a love of beauty, a need to create order out of disorder,’ she wrote.4

   During Highsmith’s time at Barnard, the college was presided over by Dean Virginia Crocheron Gildersleeve, an ex-Barnard pupil and former teacher of English. Fellow Barnard pupil Kate Kingsley Skattebol, then Gloria Kathleen Kingsley, and one of Highsmith’s closest friends, remembers the Dean as the epitome of the bluestocking. ‘We found her formidably austere and remote, primarily because we had almost no personal contact with her,’ she says. ‘I recall a speech in which she said she wanted Barnard to turn us out as “trained brains” in order to put our education into useful service to society.’5 Dean Gildersleeve maintained that the function of the college was to produce young women who not only had a deep knowledge of their chosen academic subject, but girls who were well-rounded individuals. Barnard, she said in one of her reports, ‘is concerned with every side of the student’s life, and tries to provide an all-around civilizing environment. Public opinion expects it to furnish residence, social development, health instruction and supervision, vocational advice, and a position after graduation.’6 Some people, she added, jokingly, ‘even suggest we should provide husbands’.7

   One of Highsmith’s favourite teachers was Ethel Sturtevant, Assistant Professor of English, who taught her the art of short-story writing, and to whom she would later dedicate the novel, A Game for the Living. Sturtevant, an elegant woman with a passion for Jane Austen, the Brontës, Henry James, and George Meredith, had taught at Barnard since 1911, and she remained there until her retirement in 1948. ‘I always like my students to do things for themselves,’ she said. ‘What one works for, one remembers.’8

   She was, according to those who knew her, ‘charming, humorous, wilful, with a magical voice and the airs of a beauty. Wearing her large garden-party hat she would toss her head like a Gibson beauty. Her students of course adored her.’9 Her two favourite words of praise were ‘significant’ and ‘exciting’, qualities she would have recognised in the young Highsmith’s writings. Like Highsmith, she never married; she shared her apartment on West 116th Street with her mother, and on her retirement, moved permanently into the old family home in East Lyme, Connecticut. It was there, in 1950, two years after Sturtevant had left Barnard, that Highsmith showed her extracts of her lesbian novel, The Price of Salt (later republished as Carol), prompting her to respond, ‘Now this packs a wallop! This is an excellent piece of writing, Pat.’10



In the latter part of 1938, Highsmith had a vision of a young, ghost-like girl dancing by herself to the music of a Tchaikovsky waltz. As the girl moved around the room, she had a sense that the music was emanating from within her. It had, she thought, taken years for the melodies to form themselves, but now the rhythm was born effortlessly and with a life of its own. There was no difference between herself and the music that played, no break between the inner and outer worlds. Not only was her self the source of the art, but it was, in a way, also its subject.

   This fantasy, recorded in the opening pages of her first cahier, can be interpreted as a symbol of her burgeoning creativity, an imaginative quality that expressed itself as a terrifically powerful force, ready to ‘burst forth in the selfless spontaneity’.11 At college Highsmith’s creative instinct found expression in the pages of the college magazine. In December 1938, she was elected as one of the literary staff on Barnard Quarterly, the college journal which she would go on to edit in her senior year and which in the fall 1939 issue, published her short story ‘Quiet Night’. The unsettling tale, about two old women, Hattie and Alice, who share a room in a New York hotel, articulates the twinned motives of tender affection and violent loathing that would characterise so much of her work. In the middle of the night, when Alice is asleep, Hattie takes a pair of scissors and purposefully makes a number of slashes in Alice’s new sweater, a gift from her niece. ‘In the moonlight her face gleamed, toothless and demoniacal,’ she wrote. ‘She examined the sweater in the manner of a person who plays with a piece of steak with a fork before deciding where to put his knife.’12 When Alice discovers what her friend has done, she is utterly bereft and, in revenge, one night takes the scissors, determined to slice off Hattie’s only vanity – a two-foot long braid of hair – but stops herself as she is about to make the first cut.

   Highsmith would, in 1966, rewrite the story – under the title ‘The Cries of Love’ – so that Alice does cut off her friend’s hair, leaving her with nothing but an ugly stump. And although the two women apologise to one another, there’s no doubting that their repressed feelings will continue to interrupt their lives, further suggesting that neither of them can survive outside this strange sado-masochistic relationship.

   The germ for this story had its origins in a walk Highsmith made through Gramercy Park, where she observed a number of old ladies sitting on benches. Increasingly she looked to real life to provide the base for her fiction. ‘I can never make a character unless I take him from actual life – with as little changes as possible. Sturtevant says the ability to create abstractly comes with experience. But even Proust had a germ of reality for each of his characters. And why not?’13 Later in Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction, Highsmith would write about how she would sometimes milk friends and acquaintances for inspiration, occasionally taking the physical characteristics of someone she knew, or using their personality as a base for further development. However, she said she never transported anyone in their totality from real life into her fiction, preferring a mix-and-match approach.

   The supernatural, which she had once adored, now bored her – ghost stories were simply childish and idiotic. Yet her stories did at this stage still bear the traces of her gothic perspective. One of the reasons why her work is so powerful and so disturbing is precisely because, while her subject matter may be the fantastical, the perverse and the bizarre, her style is pared-down, documentary and almost super-realist in tone. In 1940 she said she admired Maupassant because of his ‘economy in writing’.

   ‘What immense satisfaction it must be to fashion a story like his! One must say “fashion” because it is not merely writing, but massing and cutting away like a sculptor, chiseling lean and clear. And to put one’s work confidently in the crucible of Time; to know that in six perfect pages is the finest form of one’s idea: This satisfaction is the only true reward of the artist, and this his highest possible joy on Earth.’14

   She had always been a voracious reader, but now she turned down invitations to dinner in favour of staying at home and immersing herself in the dark imaginative landscapes of Thomas Mann, Strindberg, Goethe, Joyce, T.S. Eliot and Baudelaire. The mere thought that she was alone and surrounded by books gave her a near-sensuous thrill. As she looked around her room, dark except for the slash of light near her lamp, and saw the vague outlines of her books, she asked herself, ‘Have I not the whole world?’15



During her time at Barnard, Highsmith embraced a number of different ideologies with the hope of finding an interpretative tool which would help her understand the world. When she was seventeen she became fascinated by Eastern philosophy, a system of thought which she would later describe as having a ‘powerful’16 influence on her and something she would study for two years. In her first cahier, in an entry dated August 1939, she made a list of the major character traits of Hinduism, detailing the Yogic explanation for how the universe came into being. She also outlined a number of rules and codes of behaviour designed to promote a deeper level of consciousness: non-violence, truthfulness, non-stealing, moderation, non-possessiveness, purity, contentment, austerity, study and surrender. However, for all her reading and thinking, Pat abandoned the East as a source of possible philosophical illumination because she felt that ultimately she could not relate to it, ‘never getting anywhere with a real connection with my life of the Western World’.17

   Perhaps communism would give her the answers she was looking for? During her teenage years she had positioned herself as an intellectual and as such aligned herself with other writers who, like Thomas Mann, believed that ‘politics is everybody’s business’.18 When, in July 1936, she heard the news of the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War – which began as a civil conflict but which soon translated into an ideological battle – it seemed natural for the fifteen-year-old’s sympathies to lie with the Republicans, fighters for democracy and freedom, rather than the fascist military regime imposed by Franco. Within the space of a few months, Spain had become a symbol of hope for anti-fascists everywhere; the conflict set the intellectual world aflame, foregrounding the power struggles that would dominate world politics throughout the twentieth century. According to W.H. Auden, the struggle ‘X-rayed the lies upon which our civilization is built’19, while C.S. Lewis articulated the conflict as ‘a battle between light and darkness’.20

   During the Spanish Civil War, the written word was used as a shield to protect the country from the sting of fascist bullets and the stirring language employed by authors such as John Dos Passos in his 1938 work Adventures of a Young Man, appealed to the young Highsmith, passionate as she was in the fight for liberty, compassion, tolerance and free speech. Many American intellectuals like Highsmith turned to communism because they realised that, in Spain, democracy had failed to stop the rise of fascism – in 1939 the Nationalist forces squashed the Republican uprising and Franco ruled over the country as dictator – and they felt frustrated by their own country’s hypocritical attitudes to the conflict. Highsmith became a communist, she said later, simply ‘for the good reason USA was financing Franco, who was being supported by Hitler and Mussolini.’21 Franco’s victory also forced people to question accepted notions of morality and many young writers like Highsmith were left feeling increasingly depressed and alienated by the modern world. Their state of mind, described by Frederick R. Benson, in Writers in Arms: The Literary Impact of the Spanish Civil War, has particular resonance with Highsmith’s work.



The war revealed, in the case of fascism, a capacity for evil in human beings that negated certain optimistic psychological assumptions and destroyed the basic political arguments advanced in the democracies by right-wing defenders of ‘national socialism’ . . . Often the individual conscience was numbed, and acquiescence to nihilism as a result of the loss of human identity was the immediate consequence.22



   The Spanish Civil War ‘made a great impact on me, on all my generation’,23 Highsmith said, and in 1939 she joined the Young Communist League, an organisation created in 1922 that by 1935 boasted a membership list of 8,000. Later, she would confess to Patricia Losey – whose husband, the film director, Joseph Losey was blacklisted – that she had been placed on the S-list because of her one-time communist sympathies. Highsmith read her way through Karl Marx’s The Class Struggles in France 1848–1850, Marx and Engels’ The Communist Manifesto, and a number of other key Marxist texts such as The Civil War in France, The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte and Stalin’s Foundations of Leninism. ‘How Socialism works,’ she noted passionately. ‘One hates the rich!’24 Despite European unrest, Barnard was an extremely conservative college. ‘There were only two girls in my dorm who were Democrats, the rest were Republicans,’ says fellow pupil Rita Semel.25 Undoubtedly, Highsmith’s decision to sign up as a party member would have shocked, had she chosen to tell them, many of her contemporaries.

   Throughout the thirties, the communist party took advantage of America’s failing economic and spiritual health. During the first three years of the Depression, in a seismic societal shift appropriately dubbed the great ‘American earthquake’, the communist party doubled its membership, then doubled it once more in the first two years of Roosevelt’s New Deal, and once more again in the following two years. By October 1936, the majority of its members were native-born, rather than immigrants.

   ‘Second generation Americans found the communist movement a channel for their rebellion,’ writes Joseph Starobin, a historian of American communism, ‘a cure for their anomie, a vehicle for ambitions.’26 Similarly, the Young Communist League appealed to the nation’s increasingly dissatisfied youth, men and women who felt at odds with mainstream society. The first ambition of the League, as expressed by its leader, Gil Green, was the destruction of the capitalist state and its replacement by the dictatorship of the proletariat.

   During her two years as a member of the YCL, Highsmith would have been told that the organisation could be compared to a machine operating on a belt system connecting it both directly and indirectly to various sections of society, including student networks and young workers. ‘In turn, as a result of our mass work,’ according to Lewis Miller, compiler of the YCL’s handbook, ‘we recruit new members for the Young Communist League.’27

   In January 1941, Highsmith heard Earl Browder, the general secretary of the communist party of the United States, speak at the Lenin Memorial meeting in Madison Square Gardens. ‘Lenin died seventeen years ago,’ said Browder. ‘But his spirit lives as the beloved teacher and guide of tens of millions in all lands, because he and his party alone showed the way out of the last imperialist war, the way to peace and socialism.’28 Browder went on to attack Roosevelt’s politics, arguing that American democracy was in fact a whitewash, merely imperialism in disguise. Instead, the people of America should look to the USSR, which Browder claimed somewhat naively, was the ‘embodiment of the rule of the people’, a ‘realisation of the teachings of Lenin, and of his great and wise successor and continuator, Stalin.’29

   However, by late 1941 Highsmith started to feel uneasy in the company of her fellow young communists. ‘A meeting this evening of the League,’ she recorded in her diary in September 1941, ‘I feel uncomfortable with them & useless, because now we are all supposed to be collecting money. I wonder if I should tell them I am a degenerate & be expelled.’30 In November, she dashed off what she thought was a well-worded epistle outlining her reasons for leaving the party and by the end of December, after mixing with a more sophisticated – and wealthy – crowd, Highsmith wrote in her diary about her new appreciation for money. Whereas previously she thought that having money dulled one’s artistic instincts, lately she had come around to the view that it actually helped one appreciate aesthetics.

   Many of her contemporaries experienced a similar disillusionment with the movement. Arthur Koestler, whom Highsmith would meet in October 1950 and who would become a close friend, was so depressed by the state of the world – by the failure of Marxist ideals to prevent the rise of fascism and the Stalin-Hitler pact – that he wrote how he had, like Picasso, rushed into communism as one goes to a spring of fresh water and yet turned away from the movement like a man desperate to climb from the murky waters of a poisoned river, ‘strewn with the wreckage of flooded cities and the corpses of the drowned.’31

   Even before Highsmith resigned from the YCL she was having serious doubts about its effect on her creativity. She rejected the concept that novels should be structured according to a philosophy which is then, through the development of the plot, proven to have some kind of universal application. If she tried this approach, she said, the end result would be forced and dry; not so much a story but merely a vehicle for ideas. Rather, she believed a more fruitful approach would be to think up a narrative and then, after she had sketched out the shape of the story, she could ask herself whether it contained a ‘universal idea’. ‘If it could not be contained,’ she wrote in her journal, ‘the story could then be rejected.’32



From October 1939, paralleling her interest in Marx, Highsmith started to study the other great pioneer of twentieth-century thought: Freud. Later in life, Highsmith said she mistrusted psychoanalysis, but from reading her diaries and journals it is clear that the movement shaped both her character and her writing. ‘Conscious thinking is the weakest (How I believe this!),’ she wrote in 1940,33 while three years later, she said, ‘The highest good is the use of the subconscious mind entirely, almost to the exclusion of the conscious mind, which is patterned after those around us. Within the subconscious lies all one’s oil, one’s fire, one’s flavor, and the measure of divinity allotted to all of us.’34

   Her best ideas, she believed, came when her rational mind was switched off – when she was doing activities such as the ironing or gardening – and she allowed herself to daydream. The ideas that rose to the surface of her consciousness and articulated themselves in her early, experimental fiction were, from the beginning, dark, sinister and expressive of a haunting sense of isolation. The nine stories published in Barnard Quarterly, between 1939 and 1942, illustrate her already expert ability at conveying unease and building up suspense even in the most mundane of situations. ‘Pat the distinctive . . . Pat the ultra,’ reads her entry in the college magazine, Mortarboard, of 1942, ‘Pat the gal who reads standing up . . . all Barnard shivers to the tune of her smoothly-written Quarterly masterpieces  . . .’35

   ‘A Mighty Nice Man’, published in Barnard Quarterly in spring 1940, is about a kerbcrawler whose efforts to try and entice a girl into a car with some sweets are frustrated by an onlooker. Later when the girl’s mother asks her to explain her eagerness to get into the stranger’s car, she replies, ‘But he was a mighty nice man’.36 ‘A suspense story, you see,’ said Highsmith later.37 ‘Eel in the Bathtub’, published in the autumn of 1940, is so called because its central character, bachelor Nicholas Carr, is just as difficult to catch as the slippery, snake-like fish. He is obsessed with the objects that surround him – his watch, his clothes, his Abercrombie Fitch horsehide picnic kit – and turns down a weekend trip with friends, and a date with a prospective girlfriend, so he can be alone. ‘Movie Date’, in the winter 1940 issue, is a cruel, but poignant, story about Danny – dull, boring and spotty – and Helen, the girl he loves. She can’t stand his company and she tells him that she is going to marry an older man, knowing that the revelation will crush him. Indeed, the news does shock him and the tale ends with Danny’s announcement that he will quit not only his job, but may even give up on life itself. Instead of resorting to melodrama, Highsmith skilfully underplays the emotional intensity of the situation, articulating the torment through its banality.

   ‘The Legend of The Convent of Saint Fotheringay’, published in spring of 1941, tells in a comic style the story of a baby boy brought up as a girl, Mary. One day the child is found by a nun from the convent of Saint Fotheringay, an institution that prides itself on its all-female environment. Not only are all the pupils girls, but they are are denied the knowledge that there is another sex. Mary is raised as a girl, but all the time the child knows that she is different from the others and eventually blackmails the nuns into letting her leave the convent by threatening to blow it up with firecrackers. She eventually does escape, but the building is mysteriously destroyed, along with all its inhabitants. Too much shouldn’t be read into this story, but it’s intriguing to note that Highsmith’s middle name was Mary, and she felt from an early age that she had an unmistakably masculine identity. ‘It is forbidden me to mention his name in connection with the Legend of Saint Fotheringay,’ she says at the end of the story, ‘but each of you, I’m sure, dear readers, would know him if I did.’38

   Her favoured style was crisp and concise, employing the same economic technique she would use until the end of her career, but there was one exception, ‘Silver Horn of Plenty’, published in Barnard Quarterly in the winter of 1941. She said later that she could never have written the story, a stream of consciousness prose-poem, focusing on a woman’s preparation for a New Year’s Eve party, ‘on my own observation of parties, but only if I had attended them with my parents.’39 Clearly influenced by the modernist movement, the impressionistic story lacks a strong central narrative and is composed of a series of fragmented images. Yet it is still typically Highsmithian, as its central themes are splintered identity and simmering sexuality.

   Just as Menninger exposed the psychological torment that lurked inside the most respectable, seemingly well-balanced men and women, so Highsmith, with her instinctive feel for the subject, stripped back the mask of normality to reveal the horrors underneath.

   ‘Almost every man in the world prides himself on his delicate understanding, his magnanimity, his kindness, his wisdom, in the unreal sanctity of his study room,’ she wrote in 1940. ‘But each man when he goes into the world puts on his armor, even armor for his heart, and firms his mouth . . . In each man’s heart sits loneliness and shame and pride.’40

   Above this notebook entry, Highsmith later scrawled the word, ‘Important’.



When Highsmith stepped out from the safe confines of her study room, her armour appeared to be intact, quite invincible. The face she chose to show the world was one which bore no trace of her inner, private torments. Her fellow students at Barnard thought her a reserved, reticent, and rather shadowy figure. ‘She was a loner, rather superior but very efficient, and I don’t remember her associating much with anyone very closely,’ says Deborah Karp (then Burstein), who succeeded her as editor of Quarterly.41

   Rita Semel, editor of Barnard Quarterly in 1941, with Highsmith as her deputy, thought Pat mature for her age. ‘She was very different from all the other girls,’ she says. ‘She knew what she was going to do with her life and what she wanted to be – a writer. Words were her life then and it was clear she would succeed in her ambition. I liked her but I couldn’t say I knew her. I could tell she was a very complex person, but she was hard to get to know. We had as good a friendship as any we were likely to have because she was private and gave nothing away. I worked for hours on Quarterly with her and yet I can say I knew nothing about her.’42

   The writer Mary Cable (then Mary Pratt), who was in the same writing class at Barnard, and who met her in 1940, also remembers Pat as quite a distant figure, a handsome girl who made no effort to integrate with her peers.

   ‘I recall distinctly that she was not very communicative,’ she says. ‘She simply did not make an effort. For instance if both of us were early to class she would go and sit at the back. We never really had a conversation and that was, in a way, quite off-putting.

   ‘Yet she was very good looking and always well dressed and nicely made-up. Both of us were taught by Ethel Sturtevant, and from the beginning it was obvious that Pat was very good at writing. But she did not express much emotion when she was praised – maybe she always knew that she was good.’43

   Rather, Highsmith was racked by self-doubt. In 1938, she wrote a poem about the process of creation, how when she sat down to write she felt inspired by a ‘white heat’, a fury which possessed her, but a force which ultimately manifested itself by nothing but a wastebasket full of scribbles, nicotine-stained fingers and an unpleasant taste in the mouth.44 She spent hours recording her thoughts, observations and creative ideas in her cahiers, but after looking through them she was left feeling disappointed, convinced that her writing betrayed nothing but signs of immaturity and unoriginality. She was also terribly insecure and still felt at odds with the world around her, as she recorded in a poem in one of her notebooks.



I have been sadder than any man could be:

For nothing in the world was made for me.45



   At times she wanted simply to disappear, to erase her identity, and imagined herself to be nothing more than an abstract fragment of a thought drifting across a desert. In her journal she wrote a poignant account of how the joyous anticipation of going on a date with a woman turned into embarrassment after she became tongue-tied and self-conscious: the more she failed to communicate, the more she thought her date assumed she was stupid and had nothing to say, which then resulted in further verbal constipation. As she walked home, ashamed of her behaviour, she castigated herself for not being able to express her thoughts and feelings. This crippling sense of shyness would stay with her until middle age, as she wrote in a later letter to Arthur Koestler, describing the ‘dreadful shyness, of teens and twenties, that was like a physical pain. I think some psychiatrists call such shyness an inverted arrogance and conceit. This explanation doesn’t help the pain of it.’46

   Her home life, too, made her feel ill at ease and uncomfortable. In the latter part of 1939 the family moved to a flat at 35 Morton Street, also in Greenwich Village, but the relationship between Mary and Stanley deteriorated to such an extent that he moved out for a few months and took an apartment on Charles Street, a few blocks north. At the same time, too, Pat had begun to see her mother in a new light. Although Mary had abandoned her with her grandmother in Texas, emotionally she still felt close to her mother. However, from the age of seventeen she started to realise that it was Mary – not Stanley – who was to blame for the harsh-sounding arguments that echoed around her throughout her early years. As she wrote to her friend Alex Szogyi in 1967, she believed her mother to be not only irrational but of questionable intelligence too. The slow realisation that Mary was the source of the problem caused her to reassess her ‘childhood hell’, she said. ‘It is dreadful when love turns to hate,’ she wrote. ‘There is nothing worse.’47 She articulated these ambiguous feelings for her mother in a telling poem written in July 1940, a two-line fragment which could be compared to one of Sylvia Plath’s poems about her relationship with her father.



I am married to my mother

I shall never wed another.48



There was a lasting bond between mother and daughter, but, as in the worst of marriages, it comprised of a combination of love and loathing that she found impossible to escape. In the future, her relationships with women would always be shaped by her paradoxical emotional attachment to Mary Highsmith, a compulsion which clearly tormented her.

   Her peers misread this sense of alienation and inner despair, confusing it with superiority and haughtiness. Most of them also failed to appreciate her black – and often ribald sense of humour. It was this quality which initially attracted Kate Kingsley Skattebol, then Gloria Kathleen Kingsley – Pat would always call by her maiden name – who enjoyed a close friendship with her until Highsmith’s death in 1995. The two young Barnard students met in the offices of Quarterly when Kingsley gingerly handed Highsmith a short story for her appraisal. When the two students next saw one another, they exchanged limericks over the reading desk. Highsmith loved limericks, the bawdier the better, as this one, written in 1940 shows:



A clever old maid of Hampstead

Kept a burglar for year half-dead

By threat of betrayal

Should he ever fail

To bugger her nightly in bed.49



   ‘She was fun to be with,’ says Kingsley, ‘and her sense of humour was great. She loved to shock people. She was like a shot in the arm for me. I remember seeing her in the library – she always stood up to read – and I have this picture of her standing there surrounded by books. She had a beautiful figure, very slender, well dressed, and had exotic looks. There was a certain mystique about her and she was very alluring. After swapping limericks, we started talking and it was clear that she read an awful lot.

   ‘However, the only reason, I’m sure, that I lasted so long as a friend of hers is that we never had an erotic relationship. And so we were never subject to these emotional frailties. I had a great crush on her, but it was nothing sexual. She did not fancy me and I certainly did not fancy her in a sexual way. But aesthetically – I thought she was an object of adoration, an idol to me. I think I knew that Pat was gay from the beginning. I grew up in a fringe theatrical world, and I knew about gay people. But I think the fact that Pat was gay had extraordinarily little to do with her writing.’50

   Highsmith was far from sexually innocent – from November 1938 she started to see a twenty-year-old woman called Virginia, whom she described as looking like Virginia Woolf – but during her early days at Barnard there was something almost schoolgirlish about her appreciation of the feminine form. On 13 April 1940, Pat competed in the hurdles of the Greek Games – Barnard’s ‘attempt to reproduce, as nearly as modern conditions permit, a classic festival’51 – complete with contests in athletics, costume, dance, music and lyrics and dedicated to the God Prometheus. The occasion also gave her an opportunity to ogle the other girls in their short skirts. In her programme for the event, she scribbled next to one fellow contestant the word ‘legs!’

   ‘Barnard was very prim and proper in those days,’ says Rita Semel. ‘It may sound dumb now but back then I didn’t even know what a lesbian was – I had never heard the word.’52 Deborah Karp remembers that Pat often wore riding breeches into college. ‘She was extremely dashing-looking and it never occurred to any of us that she might like women,’ she says.53

   Highsmith idealised her relationship with Virginia, describing their union as ‘the first glimpse of a piece of heaven brought down to earth’.54 Pat credited the slightly older woman with investing her with sharper powers of observation and a new sense of self-worth. The ‘real love’55 which they shared, she believed, had truly metamorphic qualities. As she walked down a sidewalk, through the dappled shadows cast by a group of low arching trees, Highsmith had the sense that she could walk for ever and that the whole world was singing. She compared the sun to Beethoven; the whisper of the grass was like Chopin; the sharp, atonal screeches of the birds sounded like Stravinsky, while the wind in the trees she likened to Debussy, phrases she would work into her 1952 novel, The Price of Salt, to describe Therese’s love for Carol. ‘But the tempo? The tempo was mine . . .’ she wrote in her notebook. ‘I was the beat, and the whole world marched to my pace that afternoon.’56

   Falling in love, she thought at the time, allowed her to feel and act like other people, ‘seeing what should be seen . . . having the correct reaction’.57 Later she would add, tellingly, that ‘The real return to normality is after falling out of love. Not while being in love.’58 Significantly, the eighteen-year-old Highsmith already connected the misery brought on by personal relationships with the need to write. Whenever she felt unhappy about Virginia’s cruel treatment of her, Highsmith translated this into a compulsive desire to expunge her feelings through her fiction. ‘I miss Va., can’t end it,’ she wrote in March 1939. ‘Must write something good to calm & satisfy myself.’59 Writing became a cathartic process for her, a way of expressing the contradictory responses of love and hate that seethed inside her. ‘I read, write and create,’ she wrote in December. ‘I must lose myself in work, so that there is no space for the other/anything else.’60
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