BOOK REWIEW:

A Kiss Before Dying by Ira Levin

Mattias Perzon N2

Portrait:

Burton “Bud” Corliss is the murderer and main character in the novel. He kills both Dorothy Kingship and her sister Ellen and is going to marry the third sister, Marion, when Gordon C. Grant – a disc jockey who helped Ellen to investigate the murder on her sister- finally exposes him. 

Bud was born on the outskirts of Fall River, Menasset, Massachusetts without any brothers or sisters. His father, Joseph Corliss, was an oiler in a textile mill and his mother, whose name you never get to know, was probably a housewife who sometimes had to take in sewing to manage the family’s financial situation. The family was of English extraction with some French intermixed along the way. They lived in a neighbourhood which housed many Portuguese, a fact that bothered his bitter and unhappy mother. She had married young and was now disappointed by her husband’s lack of ambitions.
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Bud was conscious of his good looks already when he was very young. The family’s Sunday guests always praised his blond hair and blue eyes, something his father never did. His mother, on the contrary, devoted quite a lot of time and money to dress him properly. This difference in the parents’ relation to their son caused many arguments between them.

The book never mentions anything about friends of Bud’s childhood, but it do mentions the fact that his mother never encouraged him to play with the children of the neighbourhood (remember her antipathy towards Portuguese!). This made Bud feel very insecure during his first days at school. Suddenly he was not noticed to the same great extent, as he was at home – a new experience for him. Some boys made fun of him: the perfection of his clothes and his, according to them, girlish will to keep clean, was enough. But one day he could not bear it anymore. He challenged the pests’ leader and won the fight. After that, no one ever troubled Bud Corliss anymore; at least not deliberately…
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His continuous school days were “the happiest of his life”. His marks were very good (partly by the fact that he bribed a “brilliant but unattractive” girl with some kisses), the girls liked him because of his looks and his charms and the teachers liked him because he was polite and attentive. Also the boys liked and accepted him because of the carefully adjusted amount of dislike to teachers and girls he showed.

When Bud left high school, he was graduated with honours in mathematics and science and the third highest average. In the school yearbook he was named “The Most Popular”, “The Best Dancer” and “The Most Likely to Succeed”. He was also president of his senior class.

It really seems like Bud was a model student. Intelligent, polite, attentive, charming, good-looking… But I do wonder how much of all these magnificent results that was honestly deserved. I can not deny that he seems to be very intelligent, but I still get the feeling that Bud Corliss is sort of a lucky dog that knows how to use his talents in the least strenuous way. I do not get a picture of a hard-working, ambitious student. If anything, he’s a quite lazy young man who does not care that much about his education. Luckily, (or perhaps unluckily) his abilities just are there, ready for him to use. He does not have to study especially hard to learn something – and after all, there’s cheating as well. This is, as we know, a phenomenon that Bud isn’t unfamiliar to. 

Well, well. Bud was drafted two weeks after his high school termination. He ended up in the infantry, where he felt degraded and found himself surrounded by “coarse, comic-book-reading idiots”. But he had no choice. He deserted his plans to read the copy of “Anna Karenina” he had brought and started to read comics too, but “only because it was impossible to concentrate”. I can understand that, but I don’t think that is the whole truth. Bullying exist also in the Army, and a novel-reading, lofty swot (that’s probably how others would have seen him) would not have been left in peace very long. This is a perfect example of Bud’s adaptability, but he was still contemptuous of almost everything that had to be learned or done.

The author also lets us know that he has killed before. When Bud became separated from the other members of his company on an island still partially occupied by the Japanese, he killed a Japanese sniper without – as it seems - any scruples at all: “He watched the wretched figure with contempt. /…/ After looking at the slain enemy for a minute or so, he turned and walked away. His steps was as easy as when he had crossed the stage of the auditorium after accepting his diploma.”

He left the Army in January 1947 with the Bronze Star, the Purple Heart and a thin scar over his dextral ribs. When he returned home, his father had been killed in a car accident He was offered several jobs in Menasset, but rejected them all and went to New York instead – a decision that roused his mother to great indignation. Also some of the neighbours expressed their surprise that he didn’t intend to go to college, especially when the government would pay for it (scholarship?). But Bud felt that “college would only be an unnecessary stopover on the road to the success he was certain awaited him.” Well, well, well! No lack of self-confidence… 

He went to New York and had six jobs in five months. Once again, he felt an awful insecurity  - the same as in his first school and army days. He really seems to hate the feeling of being one among many, invisible and unnoticed. 

In September he enrolled in a dramatic school and showed some actual actor talents, but quitted when he realised how much work and studies that were involved in becoming an actor. In the same time he met a widow whom he had a relationship with for several months. Unfortunately, he learned from the elevator operator in her apartment house that he was just one of a series of young men, regularly replaced within five or six months. So he told her that his mother was deadly ill and then returned home, where he finally decided to go to college. He chose, as we know, Stoddard University in Iowa and met Dorothy Kingship in his second year. 

On the first page in the book, it says: “A Kiss Before Dying is the classic, chilling portrait of a brilliant young psychopath who gets away with murder after murder – blind to the one fatal weakness that threatens to expose him.” I don’t know if you could call Bud an accomplished psychopath, but he does present some clear psychopathic features. There is actually a “psychopath-checklist”1 with twenty questions which give 0-2 points each. If you have 30 points or more, you’re a psychopath. Let’s test it out on Bud!

1. Very eloquent/superficial charm: I give him 2 points.

2. Exaggerated self-value: Well, yes. 2 points.

3. Need of stimulation: Don’t we all need that? I haven’t seen any signs of it with Bud. 0 points.

4. Pathological liar: “My mother’s deadly ill…” 2 points.

5. Cunning/manipulating: Isn’t there a higher score? 2 points.

6. No sense of guilt: This is interesting. See the first quotation. 1 point.

7. Gives a superficial impression: Not that much, actually. 1 point.

8. Callous/no empathy: See question six. 1 point.

9. Parasitic way of life: No. 0 points.

10. Can’t control one’s behaviour: Oh, yes he can. 0 points.

11. Has often sex with different partners: No. 0 points.

12. Has had a behaviour disturbance as child and/or youngster: No. 0 points.

13. Unrealistic in one’s goals: A bit, perhaps. 1 point.

14. Impulsive: No. It seems to me that he plans most things very carefully. 0 points.

15. Behaves irresponsibly: No. 0 points.

16. Isn’t capable to take a responsibility: Well, I don’t know…  1 point.

17. Short relationships: Until he murders them. 1 point.

18. Has been criminal in a young age: No. 0 points.

19. Has got a conditional sentence recalled: No. 0 points.

20. Has committed several types of crimes: No. 0 points.

This makes fourteen points – not even half way to 30. This result can be discussed, of course – it’s based on my own personal opinion. But as I’ve already said; I’m not sure if you can call him a psychopath.

Quotations and Comments:
“He told himself he should be rejoicing.  /…/ Instead there was this dull, leaden letdown feeling. He couldn’t understand it.” Page 83

He is a bit human after all. He doesn’t feel real guilt, but he does feel something that, anyhow, expresses that he is conscious of what he has done. I do not think that he regrets that he murdered Dorothy – I think he’s disappointed. The feeling of getting away with murder was not so intoxicating as he’d thought. 

“‘Pregnant?’ It hit him like a rock in the stomach.” Page 151

All right. So Dwight Powell isn’t the murderer as I thought– then the author would not have written like this. Then it has to be Gordon C. Grant, I reasoned. Piece of cake! He has been fooling Ellen, just to lull her into false security! All indications against Gordon were just coincidences … or? I still had my doubts after all. 

“Ellen’s empty coatsleeve slapped over the top of the booth partition as her hand groped for it. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, glancing back over her shoulder, and then she saw that the next booth had been vacated. There was a cocktail glass and a dollar bill on the table, and a paper napkin which had been carefully torn into a delicate lacework web.” Page 163.

When I read this, I did not think about what it really said until I’d read some more pages. Suddenly it struck me. Wasn’t it something with a torn paper napkin earlier in the book? I started to turn over the pages backwards. And there it was. Page 48: “He went to a nearby bar, where he drank two glasses of beer and tore a paper napkin into a delicate filigreed square of admirable detail.” Oh dear. It has to be the murderer. And even worse, he eavesdropped Ellen and Dwight Powell! Things are beginning to be really dangerous for Ellen now. But something is wrong... Just before she and Dwight Powell left the cocktail lounge, Ellen called KBRI, the radio station where Gordon C. Grant works. But he was on air! He could impossibly have been able to get to the studio so fast. I became real puzzled when I read this. Who was the murderer? Obviously, nor Gordon C. Grant or Dwight Powell.

“She buried her cheek against his shoulder. ‘Oh Bud,’ she sobbed, ‘thank God for you! Thank God for you, Bud!’” Page 170.

My first thought when I read this was “What IS this?!! Have I missed anything?” I was afraid that I’d missed some important clue about Bud. But there were no mentions about him at all, except that he was the receiver of Ellen’s letter and obviously her boyfriend. Oh my! Something is terrible wrong! Poor Ellen… I was eager to know how things would turn out. 

“‘You’re crazy,’ he told himself aloud one day, looking at the list. ‘You’re a crazy nut,’ he said affectionately. He didn’t really think that; he thought he was daring, audacious, brilliant, intrepid and bold.” Page 186.

Psychopaths can be divided into eight different groups.2  The description of group number five says: “ The Self-Asserting: This psychopath always tries to be the centre and gives himself out as being more than he is. He always plays, behaves laboured and unreliable and cannot separate fantasy from reality. His charming manners often get gullible people to accommodate themselves to him. He may, however, be unselfish and most ambitious if it’s advantageous for him. The more talented he is, the less hysteric – but he is always short-tempered.” Isn’t this Bud, at least partly? 

My opinion:

I really enjoyed the book. It was really exciting, Mr. Levin is very good at creating a captivating intrigue. He also describes the characters very well: the icy Bud, the naive Dorothy, the melancholic Leo Kingship and the brave Ellen are just a few examples. I’d really like to see the film!

The book wasn’t especially hard to read, either. Certainly, there were some words and expressions I didn’t understand, but we have dictionaries, haven’t we?

The novel was a genuine detective story, and I must admit that I fell into most of the pitfalls of the intrigue. Mr. Levin skilfully turns the reader’s suspicions exactly where he wants them. Usually I anticipate fairly many events in a story, but in this case I failed. A frantic good read!
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