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For Bette

Who has been my first

reader and loyal comrade

these many years


Nero, in order to stifle the rumor (as if he himself had set Rome on fire), ascribed it to those people who were hated for their wicked practices, and called by the vulgar “Christians”; these, he punished exquisitely.

The Author of this name was “Christ,” who, in the reign of Tiberius, was brought to punishment by Pontius Pilate, the procurator. For the present this pernicious superstition was in part suppressed, but it brake out again, not only over Judea, whence this mischief first sprang, but in the city of Rome also, whither do run from every quarter and make a noise, all the flagrant and shameful enormities.

At first, therefore, those were seized who confessed, afterward a vast multitude were detected by them, and were convicted, not so much as really guilty of setting the city on fire, but as hating all mankind; nay, they made a mock of them as they perished, and destroyed them by putting them into the skins of wild beasts, and setting dogs upon them to tear them to pieces.

Some were nailed to crosses, and others flamed to death; they were also used in the night time instead of torches, for illumination. Nero had offered his own gardens for this spectacle.

—Tacitus, Annates (about 100 A.D.).


Thursday, December 6, 1945

The dreams of George Clark Lowell were always well ordered, natural, and devoid of that bizarre and inhuman quality which clings to the dreams of so many; and this was, as his good friend, Dr. Elliott Abbott, once remarked, a comforting sign of normalcy. One might say that his dreams traveled restricted thoroughfares most casually. As, for example, this night, or very early in the dawn perhaps, he dreamed that he was walking through a light summer rain hand in hand with a girl. Who she was, he didn’t know, nor was he aware of any particular curiosity concerning her identity. She was much younger than he, of course—his own age was forty-four—and she revealed her youth in her lissom stride and in the sway of her body. As is so often the case in dreams, he was able to observe both himself and the girl from a distance and at the same time walk by her side, holding her hand, but in spite of the vantage of the two positions, he could not see her face, or it may be that he did not care particularly to see her face.

Both he and the girl were wearing those long, green oilskin raincoats which were popular a generation ago, and which were then known as slickers. Their heads were bare, and the fine, warm, misty rain settled on their hair, put a sheen on their cheeks, and blew like a vapor into their laughing mouths. They walked on a country road and it was to ward evening.

So pleasant was the dream, so credible, that when he woke up, he sought frantically for a return way; but there was none; the dream clouded and dissipated, and he accepted the fact of his being awake. He looked at his watch on the night table beside him, and saw that it was 6:45 in the morning.

At that hour, there was just the first gray hint of daylight in the sky, a sickly gray that allowed him to read his watch, examine his long, shapely fingers and make out the cream-colored walls of the bedroom, the red tapestry drapes on the window, the two landscapes on the facing wall—uniform throughout the Hotel Bradly—and the mirror of the maple dresser, which was directly across from the foot of the bed. If he had turned his head just a little to his right, he would have also made out a mop of black hair on the next pillow, but this he studiously avoided doing, holding himself with a certain rigidity instead, listening to the regular, deep breathing of his companion.

As he lay there, something he had read or heard once about the deep and gentle sleep of the innocent flashed into his mind, and it occurred to him that either that had as little truth in it as most homilies, or the girl who had spent the night with him on the twelfth floor of the Hotel Bradly at 66th Street and Broadway had a soul as spotless as a white bedsheet fresh out of the laundry. His repugnance, almost revulsion, toward her at this early hour of the morning was not an unfamiliar ingredient, and he crept out of the bed with a mortal fear of waking her.

He stood naked in the chilled room, a tall, well-formed and broad-shouldered man of forty-four. For his age, he had less flesh than most, a flat stomach, and the reasonably well-preserved muscles of a former college athlete; the body could pass for less years than he owned, and his good head of brown hair was only beginning to turn gray at the temples. His small, neatly trimmed mustache gave him an air of distinction, and the wide, flat brows, the deep-set eyes, the narrow, slightly arched nose, the broad, full mouth and the almost square chin completed the picture of a handsome man. Good looks he had always known and accepted, and not the least of his accomplishments was the ability to live very well with them.

Now he walked softly around the bed, captured his under wear, and went into the bathroom. Fear of waking the girl kept him from the shower. He shaved quickly and expertly, spent only a moment with his hair, which he combed straight back, packed his toilet things in an alligator case, and then went back to the bedroom to finish dressing himself. His only concession to time was to select a clean white shirt from an open suitcase; the green tie and the brown sharkskin suit he had worn the night before. His packing took only a moment more; he had a calf Gladstone and a cordovan wardrobe, both of which he closed silently and carefully. Those and a briefcase-he set down next to the door, and then for the first time he allowed himself to look at the girl in the bed.

She had turned while he dressed from her stomach to her back, and her left arm was outflung on the part of the bed where he had been. Sleep gave a certain sweetness to her knowing, brittle features; sleep returned to her the twenty-three or -four years she had existed.

George Clark Lowell permitted himself only a glance. At this moment, he had neither sympathy nor desire; his mind was formless; he thought of her neither as a slut nor as a human being, nor was she anyone with a name, a character, a past or a future.

Taking his wallet out of his breast pocket, he placed a twenty-dollar bill on the dresser; after a moment’s hesitation, he added another twenty to it. Then he opened the door carefully, moved his luggage outside, and just as carefully closed the door behind him. The luggage he carried to the elevator himself, and the elevator girl was both sleepy and disinterested. In fact, no one at the Bradly was particularly concerned with the sins, major or minor, of those who rented their rooms. Its location, seven blocks above the limit of desirability on the West Side, had long since given over its fifteen modern stories of red brick to the trade it practiced.

In the cheerless lobby, the night clerk listened to George Clark Lowell say:

“I’m catching an early train. I’ll check out and pay for today, and my wife will occupy the room until this afternoon.”

Even if the night clerk had known his right name, it would have meant nothing to him, and two people in a room were always man and wife.


2. After he had checked his bags at Grand Central and had a cup of coffee at the bar, Lowell felt a good deal better. His sense of guilt, which was compounded with disgust at himself—always afterward and hardly ever before—was, as usual, tempered by the fact that he was free again, that nothing in particular had happened; and, again as usual, that would slowly mature into a sense of accomplishment.

The cold air of the cheerless winter day was bracing, and since he had a little more than three hours before train time, he decided that he would walk uptown to the University Club, gain an appetite along the way, have just one whisky sour before he ate, and then buy a present for Lois. When he thought of the present—as he inevitably did—it did not disturb him that he should have a commonplace reaction to a commonplace sin. Long ago, he had gotten over the need for conscious rationalization. He was a disarmingly quiet man, and if he were ever to think about it, he could easily enough convince himself that he was not a bad man. These periodic interruptions of a relatively placid life were of little consequence.

He came out of Grand Central in the earliest stream of commuters, walked westward to Fifth Avenue, and then uptown. He liked such simple things as the very act of walking, and by the time he reached the club, the night before was more or less forgotten—the more easily since on his way he went over the business that had brought him to New York from the Massachusetts town where he lived.


3. Leopold and James were Industrial Consultants, with offices on the thirty-second floor of the Empire State building. When Lowell had entered their reception room, at a quarter to three of the day before this, he had felt moderately disturbed, a state of mind not helped by the fact that their offices were decorated in the style he disliked most, a sort of machine-age modernism made of glass brick, badly used, fluted chrome, tasteless copper bas-reliefs, and laminated chairs. The pale-blue carpet on the floor was at least an inch thick, and on an enormous glass coffee table was spread out copies of Fortune, United States News, and the Wall Street Journal. He lit a cigarette and had smoked half of it before a stocky, middle-aged woman in low-heeled shoes ushered him into James’s office. Here, the pale blue was carried into the drapes and into the wallpaper, a photographic panorama of Yellowstone Park or some other part of the Rockies, white peaks and pine forests and sparkling lakes, printed in blues. James sat at a gray desk in front of an enormous window, the winter, sunlight framing him in a vista of limitless and wonderful distance, sky and clouds. He was a very small, dapper man, birdlike in movement, who hopped around the desk, shook hands with Lowell, pressed him into a chair, and then, contradicting the sum total of previous impressions, plunged almost harshly into the business that had brought them together. As he talked, he betrayed a vague, almost imperceptible foreign accent—one that Lowell could not place, that allied itself with no country, no area.

“I’m glad you came down to see me personally, Mr. Lowell,” he said. “These are delicate matters, and one deals with them delicately. One deals with them efficiently, but one deals with them delicately. They are necessary, but delicate.” Every time he said delicate, his voice rasped like a file. Lowell, who reacted morally so readily, felt neither like nor dislike, but rather a sense of amazement. Later, it occurred to him that he would have reacted in precisely the same fashion if a fine Irish setter he had once owned had opened its mouth and spoken to him. Distaste came afterward; now he was relieved that the man’s face remained in the shadow all the time they talked.

“You come highly recommended,” Lowell said.

The small man smiled and nodded; that was the only time he smiled.

“It’s a new situation for me,” Lowell said. “It seems enormously complicated to me. I suppose it’s not complicated to you.”

“I never consider anything to be simple.”

“I don’t know how much you know about me,” Lowell said. “I suppose you looked me up. You have a reputation for being very thorough.”

“In our business, you have to be very thorough. That is your only asset when you come down to it. It is not an art, it is a method.”

“I suppose so,” Lowell said.”

“Methodology is basic. You have the plant five years now?”

“About that,” Lowell answered. “My father died in 1940. My father was an old-fashioned man; he did things himself. I don’t pretend to understand him, but I don’t think he would have required your services.”

“You didn’t get along with him?” James inquired.

“I got along with him,” Lowell answered flatly. “I didn’t like the business. I still don’t. It wasn’t necessary that I should like it. I was well enough off, independently. So was my wife.”

“But now you feel an obligation, a sincere obligation—to your dead father, let us say?” There was no sentimentality in the small man’s voice; he chose his words, spaced them, and the tone rasped like a rusty file.

“Let us not say!” Lowell snapped. “The war came, and things were needed.” He did not add that he himself was not needed, that his half-hearted efforts to enlist could only have resulted in a desk at the Pentagon building, as such efforts did for so many of his friends. “I am saddled with a very large enterprise,” Lowell explained carefully, “and I am in an unfamiliar situation. I thought all of that was explained to you. In such a situation, my father would have known exactly what to do; he was that sort of a man. I sought the advice of others, and they referred me to you.”

The small man nodded seriously.

“Specifically, I want the property protected,” Lowell went on. “I don’t want the strike broken, you understand—?” He peered at James, realized with astonishment that he was afraid of the other, and forced himself to a deliberate, almost insolent action: “Put on the light, please,” nodding at the lamp on James’s desk. After just one long moment of silence, the small man lit up his features with a click of the switch, became commonplace, sharp-featured, shrewd. “You broke strikes in the ’thirties, as I understand it,” Lowell continued smoothly. “These are not the ’thirties.”

“I am aware of that.”

They didn’t like each other, and that was in the open now, and neither of them would forget it.

“I’ll send two men up there—two very good men,” James said. “The police will cooperate with them?” Then he added, a studied afterthought: “Your father brought in three men to head up the force from Anaconda.” He knew that Lowell didn’t know, and he couldn’t resist the impulse to squeeze the small triumph. “That was in ’thirty-two.” Let Lowell wonder whether his father and this man had ever any dealings. “Jack Curzon—he’s still chief of police, isn’t he?”

“He is,” Lowell said.

Soon after that, he finished what details remained and left. He went to the Astor Bar, a place he hated, had three martinis and got drunk on them. That was where he picked up the dark-haired girl. He took her out to dinner, and afterward he checked out of the St. Regis and registered with her at the Bradly.


4. It was a quarter to nine when he reached the University Club, and on the elevator, going up to the dining room, he recognized Francis Simpson, whom he had not seen since 1934, in Paris. It was slow recognition, floor by floor, since they had never been particularly good friends, but had known each other in college and had met abroad afterward. Simpson looked old, a big fold of flesh under his chin, a moonface behind glasses, and Lowell’s reaction to it, a sense of sorrow mixed with contempt, was part of the larger reaction he had had at the one and only alumni dinner he had attended, some four years past. Simpson was with a tall, thin man, whom he introduced to Lowell as a Mr. Bernstien, and then they invited Lowell to have breakfast with them. There was no earnest in their request, and Lowell would have refused, except that he hated so to eat alone. He sat down with them, ordered coffee and toast, and for the next fifteen minutes listened mostly to their talk. He found himself unreasonably envying Simpson, who had been overseas with the OWI for two years and was now a radio executive at Columbia Broadcasting. Bernstien, Lowell gathered, was a former Hollywood writer now doing radio work—some sort of radio writing, exactly what he could not tell—and from a word or two let drop, a colonel in the Signal Corps only the year before. They were discussing a particular program, and Lowell, who almost never listened to the radio, except to hear the news and some music occasionally, found himself projected into a world more or less foreign to him. He recalled a book Lois had read only the week before and passed on to him for his casual going-over; he read it the way he read most modern novels, superficially, disengaged, and the end result of it was almost no impression sustained. But now some of it came back, and when Simpson broke off abruptly to ask him what he was doing, he simply said:

“What? I didn’t hear you, Francis.”

“George is a rentier,” Simpson explained to his friend. “He’s a millionaire. He’s one of the few authentic millionaires I have ever known.”

Bernstien smiled embarrassedly, and Lowell was conscious of an overwhelming impulse to lean across the table and slap one of Simpson’s plump cheeks, an impulse which he conquered, grinning feebly at Simpson instead, regretting the whisky sour he was going to have but had instead forgotten. He mumbled something about reds and the OWI and what he supposed had happened to Simpson, and Simpson grinned and said to Bernstien:

“I told you. He’s a dyed-in-the-wool reactionary—always was.”

“Francis isn’t a red,” Bernstien said. “By no means. He’s a good liberal and he feels strongly about a lot of things.”

Lowell waited only long enough, and then signed his check and left. When he reached the street, he was trembling with fury, something that had not happened to him in a long, long time.


5. By train time, by the time he had settled himself in the chair car with a book, the papers, an extra pack of cigarettes and a present for Lois—all of it and himself as well blending into the perspective of the long, somewhat tedious ride ahead of him, his anger had passed, and he was ready to tell himself that unpleasant people existed everywhere and could be easily met; but afterward, when he came to think about it—as he surely would—he would realize that these two were no more unpleasant than those he knew generally, and he would ask himself, as he had done before, whether or not he was developing a distaste for all people in his circle of acquaintance. That point came while the train was still clattering over the elevated structure that took it through Harlem. He watched the buildings with the empty curiosity of the thousands who ride past them daily, and he asked himself the question, answering it with the more or less objective realization that Berństien seemed a pleasant enough, harmless enough man, and Simpson was the kind the years obviously leave in bereavement, obtaining nothing from nothing and always surrounded by people like George Clark Lowell, surrounded by them but coming no closer to them than envy. So if it had not been these two, but two others instead, he still would have reacted in much the same way; and he fell into the fleeting consolation that if the boy had lived, he would have felt different about this sort of thing.

But he didn’t want to think of the boy; ever since Elliott Abbott had remarked that thinking about that could become worse than a drug, in reference to Lois more than to himself, he attempted to control his thoughts carefully. Lois would be pleased, he thought, with his present, which was a snakelike choker of flexible gold, very simple and not too expensive. He would give it to her in the car, and she would wear it at dinner that night and probably not again for at least six months; but still she would be pleased with it.

The chair car was almost empty, half a dozen besides himself—circumstances of railway travel had changed so rapidly since the war ended! After he had looked around once or twice and met the peculiarly empty stare that Americans reserve for railway cars and public elevators, he lost interest, just as he had lost interest in the tenement houses alongside the track. He opened the book he had bought, the Modern Library edition of the short stories of Ernest Hèmingway, and ruffled through it, trying to recall the name of a story he had read once, a long time back, of a couple who went to hunt lions in Africa, and how the wife, a thoroughgoing bitch, had murdered her own husband in a peculiarly horrible way; just what way, he couldn’t recall, but he did recall a line to the effect of American men remaining adolescent until suddenly they were plunged into middle age. He didn’t find the story he was looking for, but that line remained in his head, and when he started to read a story his thoughts were elsewhere, and three pages of words marched by without any meaning whatsoever.

Instead, he remembered the last time he had seen his son, and how completely pleasant things were between them. After the leave at home, they flew to New York together, and he said to the boy:

“If you have a date with a girl or if you are going to make a date with a girl or if you want to, or if you want to call some: one up, or if you want to walk around Central Park until you see one you like, then just say so, and I’ll find my way back——”

No, the boy was genuinely glad to be with him. There was no mistaking it then. They were of a height and of a build, and they looked more like older brother and younger brother than like father and son. So they left the airport building together, walked up Fifth Avenue in the warm summer afternoon, and spent two lazy hours at the Zoo before lunch. And all the time, Lowell was so proud to be next to the handsome youngster in uniform that he glowed, as if he himself were in love and out with his girl in the sunshine.

That afternoon, his pride was frankly possessive, and he indulged it. When people turned to look again at his son, Clark, he found the corners of his lips twitching. At lunch, he noticed a girl across the restaurant from them staring boldly, and when Clark looked up at him, their eyes met with knowing guilt.

But now that he had come to think of that afternoon, he sank into it, like a frightened and pursued man who takes thoughtless refuge in a bog and then finds himself entrapped there. The conductor helped him to break out; and after his ticket was punched, he asked where the club car was.

“Three ahead,” the conductor said.

He clung to the conductor. “I don’t remember trains like this a year ago.”

“Travel’s light today,” the conductor agreed. “You’ll see it pick up with the holidays.”

Then Lowell was able to leave. He walked ahead to the club car, found an empty chair, and ordered a scotch and soda, reflecting that these cars, at least, were a permanent factor in the life he knew and the society he inhabited. They never changed; the faces in them were always the same. He forced himself to look for security in the vacuous middle-aged countenances of traveling men, minor executives, lawyers, and commission men, gray sharkskin and brown worsted, women badly painted or not painted. He drew comfort from them, and when his drink came he was able to open a copy of Life bound in the black jacket of New York, New Haven & Hartford, look at the pictures and sip at his drink, as normally as anyone else in the car.


6. Lois was waitng for him with the car at Northampton, and Lowell was genuinely pleased to see her, even eager for the forty-five-mile ride ahead of them. His first glimpse of his wife, standing beside the car, was reassuring; she was only two years younger than he, but she had kept her figure; it was the flesh that had held, not brassieres and girdles; and the sight of her—always the first sight, even if, as this time, he had seen her only a day and a half before—was youthful, surprisingly so. She was a long-limbed woman, with gray eyes, light-brown hair, and a very good complexion. The unusual width of her face, the long, straight line of her brows was a little disturbing at first; she was not pretty in any formal sense, and sometimes she appeared quite plain, but men looked at her again and again—and when the calm, almost bovine face lit up, became animated, she was a charming-woman in the fullest way. It was that intermittently regal quality that Lowell recalled from the first time he had ever seen-her, and it was the same quality which satisfied so urgent a need in him now.

They were on their way before either of them spoke more than a word or two. She liked to drive, drove fast without speeding, and was by the tacit admission of both of them a better driver than he. “Fern took the convertible,” she said, in the way of explaining the big four-door Buick, but he was glad for it, the size and warmth of it. “I thought it would snow,” she said. “It kept feeling like snow. Did it snow in New York?”

“No … no,” he said, thinking of the gift immediately and remarking that he had bought something for her. “Do you want to see it here or at home?”

“Here, of course.” And, laying a restraining hand on his arm, added, “Wait, I’ll guess.”

“You wouldn’t, I don’t think. I just saw it and I bought it. I saw it and I thought that you would like it.”

“You have it in your pocket, so it’s fairly small. It’s not a book. Why did you buy Hemingway’s stories to read, when you don’t like them so?”

He took out the choker and laid it across her knee. With swift, regular glances, she saw it and estimated it, and did not, as some other woman might, protest at either the gift or the price. “Put it on my neck,” she said, and he did that, being careful not to throw her off her stride in the driving.

“It’s very nice,” she said. “Thank you. Was the trip a success?”

“If you call those things a success. I saw the man I wanted to see, and I spoke to him.”

Glancing sidewise, she saw his head bent, the flare of a match, and the quality of him came home, the thought that she was fortunate to be in love at her age. Dusk was falling-over the scrubby New England landscape. She flicked on her headlights, swallowed, and said deliberately:

“I don’t like the word, George. It’s a nasty, dirty word—and it’s what people call us and say about us; but were those men you went to see in town strikebreakers?”

“Why?”

“Why am I asking you, George? Or why am I thinking that way?”

“I just wondered—”

“I think of things,” she said impatiently. “It wasn’t Elliott, George. Ever since this thing started, you let it get into you. It’s not for us. It’s not our kind of thing.”

“I suppose it’s not my kind of thing.” He made lines with a finger on the windshield. “My father’s kind of thing—is that what you mean? But not mine.”

“George!”

“Not strikebreakers,” he said, a note of weariness creeping into his voice. “Where do you get those things, Lois? I suppose it happened once, but it doesn’t happen that way now. I felt out of my depth, just as you say. We’re not Morgans or Du Ponts or Tom Girdlers, and I don’t particularly care to study any of them. I was out of my depth, that’s all, and I talked to Tom Wilson at the plant about it, and he thought I ought to see these people, if only because of the property—in the way of taking some adequate steps in advance and preventing trouble later.”

“But what are they, these people you saw?”

It oppressed him that he didn’t really know, that he had to make shift for an answer. “Industrial consultants, which, I suppose, could cover anything. I suppose it does cover anything. These people specialize in labor problems. They understand the question a strike poses in terms of protection, protecting the strikers as well as the plant. The two go together, you know. I wouldn’t call them strikebreakers, Lois. They’re sending up two men—”

“Only two men?”

“That’s all. Not an army.” He turned to her, angry for the moment, realizing that he had wanted all day to be respectably angry at someone. “What am I becoming to you? You know how I feel about this damned plant! You know how I’ve always felt about it!”

“I know, George.”

“Whatever my father did, that was another time, another age. He wasn’t the only one. When they built this country, they didn’t do it delicately.”

“I know, George,” she said. “I’m sorry I raised it at all.”

He lit another cigarette and retreated into silence. He could be childish enough at a moment like that to tell himself that he would not speak until she spoke first, and it only rubbed his irritation to realize that she knew. It was quite dark now; the rubble of foothills, stone walls, and sparse fields blended into the Massachusetts evening, and above the hard beam of car lights there showed one plaintive band of pink that the setting sun had left. In regular succession, they drove through the small towns, beads on a concrete necklace, following the winding road up into the foothills, almost home before Lois said:

“George, did Clark have a girl?”

He had dozed a little; he came awake with his hurt gone and tried to think in this new direction.

“A girl? I suppose so—I suppose a good many.”

“I mean—was there a special girl? Was there someone we didn’t know about?” They were coming to the cutoff, where she could go straight ahead, into the town, past the plant, or turn right and go directly out to their house. “You don’t mind if I go straight home?”

“I wish you would,” he said. “What about tonight?”

“I asked Elliott and Ruth for dinner.”

“Will Fern be there?”

“She said she would. I meant a girl in town, George.”

“I don’t know. What difference could it possibly make?”

“No great difference, I guess, but it would mean something to me. I would want to know about it. I would want to know who she was and what she was like. Wouldn’t you want to know?”

“Not particularly,” Lowell said.

“Mrs. Delara was in to sew on a dress for Fern, and she began to talk about an Italian girl, here in town, who was going around with Clark. It seems that a good many of the people in town knew about it, and I thought I would want to see the girl and talk to her.…”

She kept glancing sidewise at him, and Lowell could see that she was uncertain of her ground, indulging sentiment, indulging memory, picking in the past for something where actually there was nothing.

“Why not, if you want to,” he said.

“I asked Mrs. Delara to ask her to come to the house tomorrow for tea.”

They turned into the gates of the house then, the car lights picking out the bluestone drive, the shrubbery of the grounds, and then one wing of the big, rambling colonial house where Lowells had lived for well over half a century.


7.Fern, who had come home an hour or so before, greeted Lowell as he came into the house, threw her arms around him and kissed him. Actually, it was four days since he had seen her; sometimes, their paths just didn’t happen to cross, and this was one of those times, as Lowell knew from the careful lack of reference his wife made to his daughter. Ever since the spring before, when Lowell was advised by the people who conducted Bennington College that it would be better for all concerned if his daughter were to go elsewhere, advised most diplomatically yet firmly, he had refused to face the reality of the slim, pretty nineteen-year-old girl. She was necessary to him, and he let it pause there; since Clark died, she was more than ever necessary to him—Lois knew that as well as he did. If there was a part of her that had an objective reality, he could brush it aside with the personal observation that he could vouch only for what he saw; and he saw what he wanted to see. Fern was medium size, slim, with a very good bust, a shock of very dark hair that she cut short, good legs, a convertible roadster that he had given her on her eighteenth birthday, blue eyes, a membership at the Revere Country Club, a soft voice, and stocks, bonds, and tangible assets to the extent of a million and a half dollars, which would be hers when she was twenty-one years old. She was also someone George Clark Lowell felt he loved a great deal.

Arm in arm, they walked upstairs to his room. “I went skiing today,” she said, “believe it or not—because there’s snow fifty miles from here. Why didn’t you come with me instead of going to New York?”

“Because I wasn’t asked,” he smiled. “Did you go alone?”

“I picked Dave up at the club—and for a hundred miles he pawed me while I drove. That’s nice. That’s your sex in this generation.”

He didn’t know who Dave was; when she spoke like that, he had no retort, no answer, no connection even, and he said instead: “Get dressed now, Fern, because Elliott’s coming for dinner.”

“I’ve got a date afterward,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me that Elliott was coming?”


8.At precisely seven minutes after six, providing that there was no interference from the weather and no unexpected change in schedule, the westbound plane from Boston could be heard from the main street of Clarkton. At twelve minutes to six, the evening train from Worcester arrived, and at fourteen minutes after six, usually, the tower of the Catholic church would sound a short passage of bells—this last the only individual, special local custom, and one that dated back to the War Between the States. Somewhere in the general time given—a full hour and a half before the same custom was observed at the Lowell house—most of the twenty-two-thousand-and-odd folk of Clarkton sat down to their evening meal, called by most supper, by a minority dinner, but however called eaten at the same time by almost all. At that time, on this evening of the sixth of December in 1945, the streets were almost deserted, the main street which dipped through the valley, bisecting it from the old millpond at one end to the big iron bridge at the other, the side streets that were to the main street what the bones of a fish are to the spinal cord, and the four streets—or avenues, as they were called—which ran parallel to the main street. With some initial attempt at historical recollection, the main street was called Concord Way, but practicality came with the big plant, and the avenues that paralleled it were simply known as First and Second and Third and Fourth Avenues, while the cross streets were impersonally named after trees, Linden and Chestnut and Maple and so forth. A sharp, cold wind from the Berkshires had blown away the threat of snow, bringing cold instead, the biting winter cold that seems to freeze the stars into a stage-setting of a sky. Most of the merchants closed up early this night, realizing that it was not and could not very well become a night for shopping, and as they dimmed their lights, the glow of red-hot salamanders at the end of Concord Way, where the main gate of the plant was, became more apparent, as if troops of some sort were camped down there in the valley alongside the millpond—giving that sort of fanciful suggestion added reality in the fine frame of stars and tumbled hills.

Joe Santana, whose barber shop on the corner of Concord and Linden was probably the best in town—considering that he only cut hair and shaved—had already pulled down the shades in the window, and locked the front door. A thin, hard-featured boy sat in the chair, and Joe, having already trimmed with the razor, was giving those few random final touches, the mystery of haircutting that seems in some way to mark the ultimate skill of the barber. The boy in the chair wore a uniform, the discharge insignia sewn on, and enough overseas bars to make for three years. It was warm in the barber shop, and from the apartment in back, where the Santana family lived, came the good odor of a veal saute and a bubbling tomato sauce. Joe was talking—with some customers he always talked, and with others not at all—when the boy interrupted him to mention the food, commend the smell, and remark what a stinking cold night it was turning out to be.

“Stay for supper,” Joe said.

“No—I got a date over at Midland.”

“Johnny,” Joe said seriously, “you got ants, you got needles in you, you got yourself all hopped up and you can’t climb off.”

The boy shrugged.

“You know what’s the essence of this, the core of your problem,” Joe went on. “I been trying to tell you. I seen maybe fifty cases like you, right here in town. If it was one, it would be a puzzle, but with fifty I put the pieces together and make a generalization.”

“And what do you get?”

Joe took off the towel and shook out the big apron. “All done. I get aimlessness, apathy, indifference. You don’t know where you’re going, which is all right—not all right, but understandable. But what is worse, you don’t know where you been. You been in the greatest experience mankind ever underwent, but what’s it to you?”

“Bad dreams,” the boy grinned.

“Exactly——” Someone knocked at the door, and Joe said: “Exactly—just one minute. I’ll finish that. You say a thing offhand and it can become of great importance.” He opened the door. A huge man, wrapped in a black coat, entered; Joe locked the door and said, without taking a breath: “Hello, Doc. A man asks for a doctor, not your kind of a doctor, a head doctor, let us say. He’s got bad dreams and needles in him, but what he needs is not a doctor but a little understanding. Am I right?”

“I’ve known you to be right,” the man said. He was at least six feet and four inches, built to proportion, a big head, a jutting nose, and a shock of iron-gray hair. People said of Dr. Elliott Abbott that he looked like Winant, the Ambassador to the Court of St. James, but that was a superficial resemblance, and his own wife thought of him somewhat more romantically as resembling Ernest, in Hawthorne’s tale about the old man of the mountain. However that may have been, he was a big and impressive looking man, large of feature and frame, dark eyed, with shaggy brows, bearlike in his gait and surprisingly gentle in voice. Now he put down bag and hat, hung up coat and jacket, loosened his tie, and climbed into the chair with a sigh of relief, sniffing deeply and then yawning widely.

“Where I’m going, wherever it be, I will not get food like I smell. I’ve known you to be right, Joe.”

“There! Do I want a better co-signer? You stay for dinner, Doc. Johnny, did you read that literature I gave you?”

“I can’t read anything outside the funnies. Joe, if Father O’Malley can’t convert me, how far you think you’re going to get?”

“We got different points of view. Just read that stuff. That’s all, Johnny, I ask a small favor.” He let him out of the store, locked the door behind him, and turned to the doctor.

“Dinner?”

“Not tonight,” Abbott said. “That boy needs more than you can give him, Joe. He’s sick, physically sick.”

“All right. But he also needs something to put his hands on—anything.” He enveloped the doctor in the apron. “Shave you?”

“Shave, yes. I’ve got fifteen minutes before Ruth picks me up here. What do you know?”

“Indications—just indications. This is a peculiar strike—but from what I read, all over the country it is a peculiar strike. It has strange features, like they want the men to go out. Six days of strike, and nothing happens. Everybody is sweet. Even Lowell is sweet like a lump of sugar, from what I hear.”

“Do you think Lowell has horns, Joe?”

“I don’t know. I got one attitude toward a boss, Doc. Only one. I make a generalization from a multitude. The other night, I’m sitting with Hannah, and we figured I worked on forty-three jobs—twenty-one states. That makes me a repository of experience, no?”

“I envy you,” the doctor said.

“Sure, but take this——” A girl of seven came from inside and wanted to know:

“Mama says, how long?”

“Ten minutes. Tell her Doc is here.” The lather was on, and he was performing the initial going-over. “I don’t know, her feet hurt. I tell her she shouldn’t be on her feet so much, but she says I should use my head and that is what feet are for. What I meant before was that this is a new situation. Unprecedented, although I don’t like the word, a dangerous word. But everything’s different, and we’re wrong if we expect it to be like before.”

“Tell her to come to the office tomorrow.”

“Sure. But unprecedented is not ruled out. Everything changes. I don’t understand it, but I will. Sometimes I just put my finger on it. But the situation is apathetic. They should have five hundred pickets at each gate. Instead, they got ten. It is a situation of love, but my instincts tell me it’s murderous. Love and hate are twins—was it Dante said that? I never read Dante; I mean to some day, but now I quote him—it gives me pride in a national origin.”

“How do you quote him, if you don’t read him?” Abbott wanted to know.

“Nobody else reads him, so I quote him. I give him equal parts of vision and sound economic understanding. I try to do him justice. If a people’s artist of a great nation did not say something that he should have said, is it my part to belittle him?”

His wife came out, a plump, round-faced woman of thirty or so. “I could hear inside,” she said, “but not the doctor’s point of view. You allow him to say yes and no, Joe. That’s a concession. Doctor, Joe’s reasoning is valid until it concerns something practical. He wants me to get off my feet. He says, walk on your hands and all problems are solved.”

The hot towel was on now, so Abbott heard only a blur of sound. He came out of the chair grinning, and told Hannah Santana that one o’clock at the office would be right—just about right. They cared a great deal for him, something that could be seen by the way they helped him into his jacket and coat when the horn sounded outside.

As he got into the coupe next to his wife, he reflected that what was known in old New England terms as a store-bought shave did more for him than a drink. He moved his huge bulk against her, a very small woman with bright eyes, a tilted nose, and a freckled face, until she said:

“Crush me and wreck the car.”

“I try to show affection—”

“I’m grateful, Elliott.” She said; “You will be careful of what you say tonight? It’s no better for George than for you.”
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