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Introduction by Anthony Horowitz

A KISS BEFORE DYING

Ira Levin is one of the most innovative thriller writers of all time and the book you are about to read, A Kiss Before Dying, is an astonishing piece of work, brilliantly constructed with not one but several remarkable twists as well as set pieces – including a hellish finale – that will stay with you long after you finish reading. It’s almost impossible to believe that he wrote it when he was just 23 years old.

Here are the bare facts of his life. He was born in 1929 in Manhattan. His grandparents were Russian émigrés. He once said that he had read Dracula by Bram Stoker as a child and that it was the main influence on his writing (the hotel in Rosemary’s Baby is called the Bramford). He served in the army during the Korean War – the anti-hero of this book is also an ex-soldier. He was Jewish and an atheist. He was married twice and had three sons. You can find photographs of him on the internet. He is bald, bearded and serious-looking. He could be a professor or a concert pianist. In fact, he began as a television writer.

He was not exactly prolific – certainly not up there with Stephen King, who is one of his admirers. In fact, he wrote just seven novels in forty years. But here’s the thing. Those novels include some of the most iconic titles ever to appear on the page . . . or on the screen. His work was snapped up by filmmakers long before it became fashionable for books to be transferred automatically to cinema.

It takes a very special sort of mind to come up with Rosemary’s Baby (1967), a story of devil-worship in modern-day New York, which, directed by Roman Polanski, became one of the most celebrated and influential horror films ever made. Then came The Stepford Wives (1972) – a feminist satire and a dystopian look at heterosexual marriage filmed first 1975 and then again in 2004. And to make up the hat trick comes The Boys From Brazil (1976) with its twin pleasures: clones and Nazis. It was turned into a ludicrously enjoyable film starring Lawrence Olivier and Gregory Peck in 1978.

As if this wasn’t enough, in 1978 Ira Levin also wrote Deathtrap, a play which took pleasure in deceiving the audience and which would become the longest-running comedy-thriller on Broadway. Along with Anthony Shaeffer’s Sleuth, it is one of the few murder mysteries to have had international success on the stage up to this day . . . it was also filmed, in 1982 with Michael Caine and (Superman) Christopher Reeve.

Is there any writer in the world who wouldn’t wish to have all this on their CV?

A Kiss Before Dying was Ira Levin’s debut and won him an Edgar Award for the best first novel in 1954. It has also been filmed no less than four times, not always successfully. It’s difficult to pay tribute to the many delights of this deceptively simple novel without spoilers so you might like to stop here and come back to this foreword once you’ve got to the end.

It’s effectively a novel in three acts which begins by introducing us to the manipulative, misogynistic, narcissistic psychopath who has just made his girlfriend, Dorothy Kingship, pregnant and is planning to murder her. We learn all this in the first two pages – indeed in the first two lines. ‘His plans had been running beautifully, so god-damned beautifully, and now she was going to smash them all. Hate erupted and flooded through him . . .’ Ira Levin has a stone-cold understanding and even an empathy with his central character who is doubly dangerous because he is also extremely good-looking. ‘There were times, he realised, when being so handsome was a definite handicap.’ Even his self-image is part of his calculation. This is a killer who has everything worked out.

So when his plans go wrong, we’re almost as shocked as he is. The first great twist in A Kiss Before Dying comes at the end of Chapter 9 and by then I’d been so sucked in I definitely didn’t see it coming. This first act also contains one of the cleverest clues I’ve ever encountered in a mystery novel: why does Dorothy wear her roommate’s belt when she has a perfectly good belt of her own? It’s the reason why I’m wary of reading Levin. He has a habit of coming up with ideas which I wish I’d had.

The climax of Act One takes place on the rooftop of a fourteen-story office building; a sequence so tense that you’re almost tempted to shout at the page. And then comes the surprise of Act Two where, suddenly, we switch to a completely different viewpoint and find ourselves in what almost feels like a new novel. Now we’re with Ellen Kingship, Dorothy’s sister who, much like Marion Crane’s sister in Hitchcock’s Psycho (made eight years later), decides to investigate her death. Very quickly, she narrows the killer down to two suspects who were both in same class as Dorothy: Gordon Gant and Dwight Powell. But which of them is it?

Ellen has no idea but what makes this second act so unique and compelling is that nor do we. That’s the way Levin has structured the story. We’ve heard the killer’s voice. We know what he looks like and what he thinks. But his identity is a mystery and this has the effect of putting us on the same page as Ellen, sharing her fear and shouting warnings that may or may not be true. When the moment of revelation finally comes – and there’s a second, shocking clue in the shape of an innocent paper napkin – the entire story is derailed and everything has to start a second time.

There’s a scene I particularly love in this section, incidentally, and I mention it because it showcases the macabre wit that was Ira Levin’s trademark and which he used to such great effect in Rosemary’s Baby. As part of her investigation, Ellen talks her way into a lodging house and encounters the landlady, Mrs Arquette and her neighbour, the delightfully named Mr Fishback . . . ‘pouring the last of a bottle of Dr Pepper into a flower jar that had once held cheese.’ The two of them are playing a game called Anagrams. It’s a completely bizarre scene and becomes increasingly threatening, again with a surprising conclusion. I can’t think of another writer who could have pulled it off with such élan.

The third act introduces the third, and perhaps the strongest Kingship sister, Marion. (If I do have one cavil with A Kiss Before Dying, it’s that some modern readers may find all three of the sisters too put upon, too much the victim – but then you have to remember that it was written in 1953 and they are up against the very devil). Finally making an appearance in this section is Leo Kingsmith, the copper magnate whose huge wealth combined with his steely intransigence has ended his own marriage and put all three of his daughters at risk. Surprisingly, Ira Levin manages to make him one of the most sympathetic characters in the book. ‘I’m fifty-seven years old and I have one daughter and some men I play golf and talk business with. That’s all.’ He, more than anyone, comes to a realisation of what he has done and a self-awareness that will perhaps help him build some sort of new life out of the wreckage.

And so to the climax.

‘Ahead the smelter rose up. Brown structures merged into a crude pyramid, their belching smokestacks ranked around the largest one. Nearer, the buildings swelled and clarified; their cliff-like walls were streaky brown metal laced in spots with girdered fretwork and irregularly patched with soot-stained glass; the shapes of the buildings were hard, geometric; they were bound together by chutes and catwalks . . .’

It’s almost as if Ira Levin was already imagining the film that would be made as he describes the visit to the smelter with his four surviving protagonists climbing ever higher through smoke, steam and flame with the ‘racing incandescence’ of molten copper far below. It’s brilliantly described and although we know that a hideous death must be waiting at the end of the journey, it’s getting there that makes it all so memorable.

One short last chapter and a great last line and it’s over – a mystery and a thriller like no other by an author who is inimitable and whose words fall onto the page, as those anagram-players might have discovered, like evil rain.

Anthony Horowitz




PART ONE
DOROTHY.




ONE

His plans had been running so beautifully, so goddamned beautifully, and now she was going to smash them all. Hate erupted and flooded through him, gripping his face with jaw-aching pressure. That was all right though; the lights were out.

And she, she kept on sobbing weakly in the dark, her cheek pressed against his bare chest, her tears and her breath burning hot. He wanted to push her away.

Finally his face relaxed. He put his arm around her and stroked her back. It was warm, or rather his hand was cold; all of him was cold, he discovered; his armpits were creeping with sweat and his legs were quivering the way they always did when things took a crazy turn and caught him helpless and unprepared. He lay still for a moment, waiting for the trembling to subside. With his free hand he drew the blanket up around her shoulders. ‘Crying isn’t going to do any good,’ he told her gently.

Obediently, she tried to stop, catching her breath in long choking gasps. She rubbed her eyes with the worn binding of the blanket. ‘It’s just – the holding it in for so long. I’ve known for days – weeks. I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure—’

His hand on her back was warmer. ‘No mistake possible?’ He spoke in a whisper, even though the house was empty.

‘No.’

‘How far?’

‘Two months almost.’ She lifted her cheek from his chest, and in the dark he could sense her eyes on him. ‘What are we going to do?’ she asked.

‘You didn’t give the doctor your right name, did you?’

‘No. He knew I was lying though. It was awful—’

‘If your father ever finds out—’

She lowered her head again and repeated the question, speaking against his chest. ‘What are we going to do?’ She waited for his answer.

He shifted his position a bit, partially to give emphasis to what he was about to say, and partially in the hope that it would encourage her to move, for her weight on his chest had become uncomfortable.

‘Listen, Dorrie,’ he said. ‘I know you want me to say we’ll get married right away – tomorrow. And I want to marry you. More than anything else in the world. I swear to God I do.’ He paused, planning his words with care. Her body, curled against his, was motionless, listening. ‘But if we marry this way, me not even meeting your father first, and then a baby comes seven months later, you know what he’d do.’

‘He couldn’t do anything,’ she protested. ‘I’m over eighteen. Eighteen’s all you have to be out here. What could he do?’

‘I’m not talking about an annulment or anything like that.’

‘Then what? What do you mean?’ she appealed.

‘The money,’ he said. ‘Dorrie, what kind of man is he? What did you tell me about him – him and his holy morals? Your mother makes a single slip; he finds out about it eight years later and divorces her, divorces her not caring about you and your sisters, not caring about her bad health. Well what do you think he would do to you? He’d forget you ever existed. You wouldn’t see a penny.’

‘I don’t care,’ she said earnestly. ‘Do you think I care?’

‘But I do, Dorrie.’ His hand began moving gently on her back again. ‘Not for me. I swear to God not for me. But for you. What will happen to us? We’ll both have to quit school; you for the baby, me to work. And what will I do? – another guy with two years’ college and no degree. What will I be? A clerk? Or an oiler in some textile mill or something?’

‘It doesn’t matter—’

‘It does! You don’t know how much it does. You’re only nineteen and you’ve had money all your life. You don’t know what it means not to have it. I do. We’d be at each other’s throats in a year.’

‘No, no, we wouldn’t!’

‘All right, we love each other so much we never argue. So where are we? In a furnished room with – with paper drapes? Eating spaghetti seven nights a week? If I saw you living that way and I knew it was my fault’ – he paused for an instant, then finished very softly – ‘I’d take out insurance and jump in front of a car.’

She began sobbing again.

He closed his eyes and spoke dreamily, intoning the words in a sedative chant. ‘I had it planned so beautifully. I would have come to New York this summer and you would have introduced me to him. I could have got him to like me. You would have told me what he’s interested in, what he likes, what he dislikes—’ He stopped short, then continued. ‘And after graduation we would have been married. Or even this summer. We could have come back here in September for our last two years. A little apartment of our own, right near the campus—’

She lifted her head from his chest. ‘What are you trying to do?’ she begged. ‘Why are you saying these things?’

‘I want you to see how beautiful, how wonderful, it could have been.’

‘I see. Do you think I don’t see?’ The sobs twisted her voice. ‘But I’m pregnant. I’m two months pregnant.’ There was silence, as though unnoticed motors had suddenly stopped. ‘Are – are you trying to get out of it? To get away? Is that what you’re trying to do?’

‘No! God no, Dorrie!’ He grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her up until her face was next to his. ‘No!’

‘Then what are you doing to me? We have to get married now! We don’t have any choice!’

‘We do have a choice, Dorrie,’ he said.

He felt her body stiffen against his.

She gave a small terrified whisper, ‘No!’ and began shaking her head violently from side to side.

‘Listen, Dorrie!’ he pleaded, hands gripping her shoulders, ‘No operation. Nothing like that.’ He caught her jaw in one hand, fingers pressing into her cheeks, holding her head rigid. ‘Listen!’ He waited until the wildness of her breathing subsided. ‘There’s a guy on campus, Hermy Godsen. His uncle owns the drugstore on University and Thirty-fourth. Hermy sells things. He could get some pills.’

He let go of her jaw. She was silent.

‘Don’t you see, baby? We’ve got to try! It means so much!’

‘Pills—’ she said gropingly, as though it were a new word.

‘We’ve got to try. It could be so wonderful.’

She shook her head in desperate confusion. ‘Oh God, I don’t know—’

He put his arms around her. ‘Baby, I love you. I wouldn’t let you take anything that might hurt you.’

She collapsed against him, the side of her head striking his shoulder. ‘I don’t know – I don’t know—’

He said, ‘It would be so wonderful,’ his hand caressing, ‘A little apartment of our own; no waiting for a damn landlady to go to the movies—’

Finally she said, ‘How – how do you know they would work? What if they didn’t work?’

He took a deep breath. ‘If they don’t work,’ he kissed her forehead, and her cheek, and the corner of her mouth, ‘if they don’t work we’ll get married right away and to hell with your father and Kingship Copper Incorporated. I swear we will, baby.’

He had discovered that she liked to be called ‘baby’. When he called her ‘baby’ and held her in his arms he could get her to do practically anything. He had thought about it, and decided it had something to do with the coldness she felt towards her father.

He kept kissing her gently, talking to her with warm low words, and in a while she was calm and easy.

They shared a cigarette, Dorothy holding it first to his lips and then to hers, when the pink glow of each puff would momentarily touch the feathery blonde hair and the wide brown eyes.

She turned the burning end of the cigarette towards them and moved it around and around, back and forth, painting circles and lines of vivid orange in the darkness. ‘I bet you could hypnotize someone this way,’ she said. Then she swung the cigarette slowly before his eyes. In its wan light her slim-finger hand moved sinuously. ‘You are my slave,’ she whispered, lips close to his ear. ‘You are my slave and completely in my power! You must obey my every bidding!’ She was so cute he couldn’t help smiling.

When they finished the cigarette he looked at the luminous dial of his watch. Waving his hand before her, he intoned, ‘You must get dressed. You must get dressed because it is twenty past ten and you must be back at the dorm by eleven.’
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