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THE PERSONNEL MANAGER DROPPED THE TELEPHONE back in the cradle, the radiator behind her made a little whistling sound and right after that there came a buzz from the inner mechanism of the electric clock on the corner of the desk. Wham! Whistle! Buzz! As if there was some idiotic relationship between the three noises, leading through a brief climax to a finality, Virginia Braun thought. And she almost laughed out loud.

The personnel manager shuffled the pink application blank and the little white card from the employment agency. “I’m sorry, Miss Braun,” she said, “but the only opening we have here right now is for an experienced office girl. You’d have to have a professional knowledge of shorthand as well as typing. I’m sorry.”

“I see,” Virginia said. “Thank you.”

She got up from the chair, pulling her coat around her. She had dropped one of her gloves. She noticed it then, a limp, brown cotton glove, lying alone and forlorn on the floor, the fingers curling upward pathetically, a hole in the forefinger and threads hanging where it had been mended before. Virginia picked up the glove quickly, and turned away.

The woman behind the desk smiled her professionally warm and friendly smile. “I’ll keep your application on file, Miss Braun. There might be an opening for you later, maybe after the holidays. If there should be, I’ll get in touch with you.”

“Thank you,” Virginia said again. She went on past the door into the outer office. There was a long line of girls, each with a pink-colored application blank, still waiting to be interviewed. She walked the length of the line to the elevator.

In the lobby, Virginia hesitated beside the revolving doors and turned the collar of her flimsy, tan-colored polo coat higher around her throat. Out on the street, the air was sharp and cold, the wind blowing a few fine pellets of snow with it. A patient-faced Salvation Army woman in a black bonnet stood beside a kettle and tripod, clanging her bell drearily. Virginia was swallowed up in the crowd that jammed the sidewalks, people hurrying along in both directions, shoving and bumping, their arms laden with packages.

Just then the Christmas decoration lights came on, hundreds of vari-colored bulbs amid the green festoons strung across Main Street. Above, a mist of smoke hung between the middling-tall buildings, the fine soot settling everywhere, begriming the green festoons and the patches of snow at the curb. The sky overhead was the same gray color of the smoke; and the sidewalks and fronts of buildings were colorless drab in the dull afternoon light. Restaurants and drug stores, pawn shops and all-night movie theatres punctuated the rows of garishly lighted store windows which were packed with holiday merchandise and trimmed with a glitter of tinsel and cellophane. From somewhere over the noise of the traffic came the sound of a factory whistle blowing, and then another one, the beginning of a cacophony that meant that the afternoon shifts were coming off in factories all over town. The whistles cut through the thin organ music of recorded Christmas carols broadcast through loud speakers onto the streets.

On the corner, a skinny Santa Claus with a dirty, scraggly beard appealed without enthusiasm to the passersby to contribute to some charity that guaranteed to give every child in the city a Merry Christmas.

The traffic policeman blew his whistle, gesturing with his arm, and the crowd surged across the street. There was a drug store on the corner and on the curb in front of it there was a sign that said “Bus Stop” and a schedule mounted on a metal pedestal. Virginia stopped to read the time table, her whole slight body shivering in the cold wind, one hand lifted to hold her hat. She craned her neck to see the illuminated dial of a clock in a jeweler’s window across the street and then she pushed her way across the sidewalk. Inside the drug store there was a lunch counter along one wall, and Virginia climbed on the nearest stool.

“I’d like a cup of coffee, please,” she said to the boy in the white coat. While she waited she opened the purse on her knees and drew out a letter, the writing blurred, the postmark smudged, the whole envelope creased and dirty from carrying. She took the one sheet of paper out of the envelope and spread it out carefully on the counter top beside her coffee. A short letter, dated “November Second” at the top and signed “love, Bill” at the bottom. In between it said that he was working hard, that he missed her, that guys with lots lower draft numbers than his still hadn’t been called yet, that he wished that he could see her. She read it over many times, oblivious to the crowd around her. The corners of her mouth turned down tragically, and at last she put the letter away in her purse. She twisted around on the stool to catch a glimpse of the clock, and then she finished her coffee and picked up her check.

The cashier stamped her check and returned it to her. Virginia hesitated a moment with the little white square of paper in her hand. The lottery box was right in front of her, a pencil secured to the top of it by a chain. Virginia wrote her name and address carefully on the back of the check and then dropped it in the slot in the top of the box. There was a sheet of white cardboard on the wall above the box with a ten-dollar bill, the prize of the week, pinned to it, and beside it was printed the name of this week’s lucky winner of the drawing, a Polish name, Mrs. Stanley Walezewski.

Outside the door a little knot of people had formed, waiting for the buses, shoppers with their bundles, pert, chattering office girls, and a few grimy factory workers with their dinner pails. Virginia stood close up against the plate-glass window out of the way of the crowd and the wind. A little drift of snow formed suddenly, eddied around her ankles and then was gone before the wind like a wraith. There was a hole in her silk stocking just above the top of her shoe, and the wide ladder of a runner coming up her leg. She leaned down and touched it with her finger, a helpless, hopeless gesture, with shocked concern on her face, as if it were an overwhelming catastrophe.

Just then a bus pulled up to the curb and Virginia hurried into the line of people that formed waiting to board it.

“Move to the back of the bus, please,” the driver kept saying patiently over the ringing of nickels down the slot. “All right, hurry up! Step up, please!”

And over his voice and the roar of the traffic, came the sudden wail of an ambulance siren.

 

It happened on the chromium line just ten minutes before the day shift went off. It happened on the chromium line, where the thick, wet heat rises up from the vats and meets the dry, blue-green light pouring down—the last ten minutes of the daylight shift, at the last vat of all in the line of great vats where racks of shining automobile bumpers were doused rhythmically up and down by cables. The last vat on the line before the bumpers were dried and polished and trucked away to meet scores of other auto parts on assembly lines in Detroit and Flint.

It wasn’t the vitriol vat nor the chromic-acid vat; just plain water, boiling water, nine feet of it, bubbling and boiling in a vat. The guard rail there was weak. Everybody knew it was weak—the men who worked there, the foreman, the superintendent on the chromium line. Everybody knew it was weak, but they hadn’t gotten around to putting in a new one yet.

Stan Walezewski knew about it too. He never leaned against it, because he knew it wasn’t safe. Stan was big, six feet tall (they hire tall men on the chromium line because it takes a tall man to reach the switches). And Stan was heavy, over two hundred pounds, two hundred pounds of big bone and flesh and smooth muscle to his strong young body. He had worked on the chromium line for three months, and he knew about the guard rail, all the boys did, but he was careful.

It was ten minutes before the day shift went off, and Stan was feeling fine. He was going home to Anna and the baby in a few minutes. He’d stop at the corner and drink a bottle of beer while he waited for the bus, and then he would go home. Anna was a fine wife, a big raw-boned Polish girl, almost as tall as Stan himself. And the baby was a fine kid. The next one would be a boy. Anna was four months gone with it. The next kid would be a boy, and he would grow up big and strong and healthy like his father. Oh, he was getting to be a regular family man now, Stan exulted. And tomorrow was pay day. And tomorrow night was the wedding. Anna’s kid sister was getting married to a Polish fellow from Dearborn. He was going to get drunk tomorrow afternoon, Stan gloated. He was going to get roaring drunk and dance his feet sore at the wedding and eat his belly full, and keep right on drinking and never sober up till Monday morning.

It was almost quitting time, and Stan felt fine. Another rack of bumpers came clattering along the track. Stan waved his arm and pulled his face out of shape at Joe Braun who worked beside him. Joe Braun was tall, like Stan, but skinny with a pale, sour face. Just to look at Joe always made Stan aware of what a big fine strong man he was. A real man in a fight, a real man when it came to drinking, and a real man in bed. Anna four months along with a boy. He and Anna would have lots of kids. Why not? He made good money in the factory; they could have a lot of kids.

“Hey, you, Joe! Wake up! That whistle gonna blow in a minute!” Stan yelled loud over the clatter. Joe Braun scowled at him. Stan laughed loud and long, his voice mixed in and lost with the noise here. He felt so good he’d like to yell and holler.

His eyes followed the rack of bumpers automatically, the rack slid into place on the track and automatically he moved to throw the switch. Poor old Joe, Stan was thinking, sickly sourpuss bastard! Bet he wishes he was like Stan Walezewski, bet he wishes he was fine, big man with wife and kids, bet he…

With the timing just right, Stan stretched up tall, reaching for the switch, stretched his tall heavy body upward, the light shining down on his thick yellow hair, turning gold-colored the hairs along his powerful bare arms, the muscles rippling under the ragged sweat-shirt, wet with the sweat of his body so that it stuck to his broad powerful back.

But the planking was wet, and, although the shoes he wore had rubber soles, his foot slipped. With his body flung upward his foot slipped and he lost his balance. He grabbed for the switch and closed his blunt fingers on the empty air. And in that second with his body out of balance falling forward, Stan Walezewski knew what was going to happen, because he knew the guard rail was weak. He thought of Anna briefly, but of himself, himself, Stan Walezewski, young and strong, and the fine good life of his body, and of pain and of death. And Stan Walezewski screamed with all the strength of his lungs.

Joe Braun saw it all. Stan’s foot slipped, he missed the switch, he fell forward screaming, his face distorted, mad with terror. His heavy body crashed through that guard rail as if it had been made of paper. Water, nine feet of it, bubbling and boiling, head first, arms flailing, arc of strong smooth bare back above his trousers. As if he hung there in the air thick with heat, blue-green with light. As if he hung there in the air, oh, Jesus, as if he hung there in the air!

Joe Braun covered his face with his two hands, and his legs slowly crumpled under him and he huddled close to the wet planking. He couldn’t get any air into his lungs and the hot blood pounded against the thin fragile bone of his skull. Why couldn’t he quit screaming, Joe Braun was thinking frenziedly, why couldn’t the goddam son of a bitch die and quit screaming, he was boiled, wasn’t he? Why couldn’t he quit screaming then? Christ, make him cut it out! Stop him making that noise! He was boiled, wasn’t he? Shut his mouth, God! Keep him quiet! Goddam him to hell, make him stop that screaming!

Joe Braun huddled on the wet boards unnoticed, his face covered with his two hands, shaking all through his body, and the screams tearing out of his own raw, straining throat.

 

The dinner business at Toresca’s restaurant was slow that night. It was still early, but the crowd was thinning out. Sally Otis, trim in her starched green-and-white uniform, stood beside an empty table with a stack of menus in her hand. Alertly she watched the last table of diners in her section, waiting to serve them their dessert. The room was warm and comfortably furnished and full of the modulated hum of voices. Another of the waitresses walked up the length of the counter along the wall and joined Sally by the empty table. She was a tall girl with a heavily made-up mouth and her dark hair in stiff elaborate curls. She walked with a studied sinuous motion of her hips, swinging her menus idly as she walked.

“The boss says you can go off now, if you want,” she said to Sally.

Sally turned to her with her quick, warm, wide-lipped smile. “Gee, swell! Business is slow tonight, all right, but it sure wasn’t this afternoon. My feet are just about dead. How about you, Lee?”

Lee shifted her weight to one foot and dabbed at the curls across the back of her head. “I just heard somebody talkin’. There was an accident out to the Kelton works this afternoon. Somebody got killed out there.”

Sally’s face sobered instantly and her last table of diners were momentarily forgotten. “Gosh!” she said.

“You got a brother workin’ out to Kelton’s, ain’t you?” Lee asked, her fingers still busy with the stiff little curls.

“Yeah,” Sally said worriedly. “My brother Joe works out there, and Johnny O’Connor—the O’Connors got an apartment in the same house where we live—he works out there too. You didn’t hear ’em say what…”

“Naw,” Lee said. “They just said there was an accident ’n somebody got killed.”

Sally’s eyes drifted back to her table again, but the worried look was still on her face. Lee shifted her weight to the other foot with an exaggerated motion of her hips and raised her little stack of menus up to her lips. “Jesus, ain’t he something, though!” she murmured, with a sort of wistful awe in her voice.

“Who’s that?” Sally asked automatically, her eyes still on the diners.

“Nicky Toresca. Who yuh think I’m talkin’ about?” Lee went on talking softly. “Ain’t he swell-looking? And smooth! Jesus, I sure could go for him, if I got the chance! They say he’s terrible after women too. They say he changes women like he changes his shirts! But ain’t he the smoothest-looking guy you ever saw, though?”

Sally smiled. “Why, I don’t know,” she said, with a little amusement in her voice. “I never seen him. I’ve heard about him but…”

“You dope!” Lee hissed behind the menus. “He’s in here right now. He’s been in two or three times lately!”

Sally turned to Lee with her eyes widening. “Honest? You mean the big boss? Which one is he?”

“He’s alone to that table by the wall toward the back, see? Jesus, don’t you think he…”

Sally looked down the length of the room in the direction indicated. “Oh, my gosh!” she said in a kind of amused concern. “Is that who that man is? Why, I waited on him just the other day!”

“That’s who he is, all right,” Lee said.

“Well, it’s a good thing I didn’t know,” Sally said, “or I’d probably a been so nervous I’d a dropped my tray or something. Gee, he could have you fired around here as easy as he could wink his eye!”

“He sure could,” Lee murmured. “But ain’t he good-looking, though? He looks just like that guy in the movies, what’s his name.”

Sally looked at the man too. “Yeah,” she said. “I know the one you mean. The one that plays gangsters and parts like that.”

The man at the table by the wall sat slouched back in his chair, a cup of coffee in front of him, and a cigarette dangling from his lips. He wore a gray suit with immaculate shirt, tie and handkerchief. His hair was sleek black, his face dark and smooth and expressionless. Just then he turned his head a little, his eyes moving idly, and suddenly he looked directly at them. He kept on looking, his face not changing expression at all.

Sally looked away hastily, but Lee continued to stare. She moved her hips a little and raised one hand to her hair again, the tentative beginning of a smile on her rouged mouth.

“I wish those folks would hurry up and have their dessert,” Sally said. “I got supper to get when I get home.”

Lee was still looking toward Nicky Toresca’s table. “Look, honey,” she said, “you go ahead, if you want, I’ll give ’em their dessert. I just as soon. I ain’t in no hurry.”

“Would you? Aw, thanks a lot, Lee. You can have the tip if you will.”

“Naw, that’s all right,” Lee said. “I’ll save the tip for yuh. I just as soon do it, I ain’t in no hurry.”

“Swell,” Sally said gratefully. “I’ll beat it then.” She handed her menus to Lee and hurried toward the back of the restaurant. She pushed open the unmarked door at the back that led into the employees’ washroom. It was a small, bare, cold room, with a toilet cubicle in one corner, in the other, a washbowl with a small mirror hanging above it, and hooks along one wall where coats were hung. Sally was across the room in a flash and grabbed a worn black-and-white coat and a blue felt hat from one of the hooks. She went over to the mirror, dropped the hat on top of the faucets in the washbowl and slipped the coat on hurriedly. Her fingers made quick work of the buttons and with her other hand she searched her coat pockets for her gloves.

She leaned close to the mirror to remove the pins that secured the little green-and-white cap to her hair. The light was poor, just the one dim bulb hanging from the cord above her head, and it took her a minute or two to find the pins. She stuffed the cap into her pocket and smoothed her short dark curly hair with her fingers, but in spite of the smoothing it wouldn’t stay in place. It rose in unexpected peaks and curls on her head, like a child’s hair.

Because she was intent and hurried, she didn’t hear the door opening quietly behind her, nor did she catch a glimpse of him in the mirror when he stepped into the room. He came up behind her, walking lightly on the balls of his feet, without a sound. When he took hold of her shoulders, Sally jumped, her hat fell to the floor, and she made a little frightened strangling sound in her throat. She turned around quickly, and Nicky Toresca pulled her toward him, his face bent down to kiss her. She jerked away from him so hard that her body fell back against the edge of the washbowl. Sally’s face was white and frightened. “Don’t do that,” she said in a small shaky voice.

Nicky Toresca’s face was unperturbed and a little amused. He stood easily in front of her, his hands in his pockets. He laughed a little, easily, too, with a faint mockery in his voice.

“You’re done work now. Is that right?” he said. “So put your hat on and I’ll take you home.” As he spoke he bent down smoothly from the waist and picked up her hat from the floor. Sally caught the odor of the oil on his sleek hair and then he offered her the hat. She took it automatically and held it with unsteady hands.

Her face looked desperate, and she licked her lips a little before she spoke. “Thanks a lot,” she said, “but I can’t. I—I—have to meet my sister. We go home together on the bus.”

He stopped looking amused, his face went blank and expressionless again, and he just stood there close in front of her. Sally leaned further back against the washbowl and she fumbled with the hat in her hands.

“Thanks just the same, but I have to meet my sister. We always—I mean—she’d worry—I…” Sally’s voice fluttered out helplessly.

The door opened again, but noisily this time. It was the Negro boy who cleaned up the back rooms. He came in banging his mop and pail against the door frame.

Nicky Toresca spun around toward him. “What you doin’, busting in here?” he said angrily.

It was to Sally that the boy looked first, one swift glance, and then he looked up at Nicky Toresca, his eyes rolling nervously. “I’m sorry, Mist’ Toresca,” he said. “I sure didn’t know you-all was in here. I jus’ come in to clean up like I always do. I didn’t know…”

Nicky Toresca’s voice was taut with anger. “So you come busting in before the girls are outa here even. So maybe I should teach you to knock on doors. Is that right? You little sonofabitch! So maybe I should teach you to keep your nose out a what isn’t none a your business. Maybe I should…”

“I sure am sorry, Mist’ Toresca!” The boy backed out the door, rattling his mop and pail together. Sally moved then, rushing across the floor and crowding out the door with him.

“I’m late for my bus. I guess I gotta run,” she mumbled to nobody in particular. She hurried through the restaurant and out the front door blindly. She was almost to the bus stop before she became aware of the sharp cold wind blowing at her hair and ears and remembered that she was still carrying her hat in her hands.
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VIRGINIA HURRIED DOWN HORTON STREET, THE BIG brown paper sack of groceries in her arms. Horton Street was lined with houses, big, old-fashioned frame affairs, their architecture indeterminate in the darkness, but broken by many lighted windows. There were scant lawns in front of them and a few trees. The snow was coming down faster now, sliding along the sidewalk in front of her, sheathing street lights in whirlpools of dry fine flakes. The street was bare of traffic, dark and quiet. Only the rumble of heavy freight trucks from the main street behind her, and on the wind a muted, pulsing, thudding sound that meant they were bagging tires at the tire factory three blocks away, and, even fainter, a rhythmic, metallic hammering from the forge at Kelton’s, a block beyond that.

Virginia crossed the street in the middle of the block. As she came up onto the sidewalk the quiet was split in two by a screeching, scraping sound. Two little figures bobbed up out of the darkness in front of her, a small boy first, dragging an old sled behind him, the runners grating and bouncing over the cement, and the little girl trotting after him.

“Hi, Virgie! Where you been?”

“Hey, Virgie, look! It’s snowin’! We’re gonna slide downhill over in Smith’s driveway. His ma said we could when it snowed.”

“Virgie, when we gonna have supper? I’m hungry. We ate all the orange stuff in the can in the cupboard an’ the cheese n’ meat in the ’frigerator. When we gonna eat, Virgie?”

“You kids come on in the house now,” Virginia said. “It’s awful late. Your mother’ll be here in a minute and then we’re going to eat. You can’t go sliding downhill till there’s more snow than this, and you’re going to spoil that sled, dragging it around on the cement. You come on in now and get your things off. It’s cold and your mother doesn’t like to have you out on the street so late after dark like this.”

Both children followed her obediently. The little girl slid her hand into the pocket of Virginia’s coat, and the boy walked beside them, the sled rattling along behind, at the end of the loop of frayed rope.

“You suppose there’ll be enough snow to go slidin’ tomorrow, Virgie?” he wanted to know.

“I don’t know,” Virginia said. “Maybe there will.”

“I bet there would be, if it kept snowing all night, huh?”

“I guess so.”

“Virgie, how much snow would there be, if it kept snowing all night?” the little girl said earnestly, twisting around so that she could look up into Virginia’s face. “This much, Virgie?” She held her hand up high.

The boy laughed loudly and made a funny snorting noise of derision out of his nose. “Naw, not that much! You’re crazy! Girls is crazy!” He pushed against her roughly, knocking her off balance.

Virginia hoisted the sack in her arms wearily. “Buddy, don’t push her like that! Marilyn, you mustn’t slap him! Stop it now! Leave your sled on the porch and come on in the house, both of you.”

The children clattered up the wooden porch steps behind her. Marilyn opened the door and Virginia went into the hallway first. There was a table near the foot of the stairs with a telephone on it, and several letters lying beside it. Virginia balanced her sack on one hip and shuffled through the letters hurriedly. When she was through, she sorted through them again.

The children hung over the stair railing, waiting for her.

“Virgie, you got snow all over your hair,” Marilyn said. “Your hair is all wet.”

Buddy hooked his knees over the railing and hung head downward, so that his red woolen cap fell off onto the hall table. “Say, Virgie,” he said impishly, grinning at her upside down, “What did the big flower say to the little flower, Virgie?”

Virginia didn’t answer him. She was looking at the addresses on the letters one last time. Just then the faded red curtains at the other end of the hall parted and a woman stepped through them, a big, well-built woman in a blue crepe dress, her white hair in perfect order and bright spots of rouge on her cheeks.

“Why, hello there, Virginia,” she said pleasantly. “We’re havin’ a little snow for a change, ain’t we?”

“Hello, Mrs. Gideon. There wasn’t any mail for me today, was there?”

“Why, no, Virginia, just what’s there on the table. Why? Was you lookin’ for something special?”

“Oh, no,” Virginia said quickly, the color coming up into her face. “I just thought maybe—I—I was sort of expecting a letter that was all—I…”

Mrs. Gideon took the toothpick out of her mouth and shook it at Virginia coyly. “Virginia, don’t tell me that young man a yours is goin’ back on you! You ain’t had a letter from him in quite awhile! If he was a fellow a mine I believe I’d begin to wonder.” She looked beyond Virginia’s head at Buddy’s acrobatic demonstrations on the banister. “Buddy Otis!” she said good-naturedly. “If you ain’t the limit! First thing you know you’re gonna break your back, all outa shape like that, or else you’ll fall offa there and bust your head wide open.”

“Get down, Buddy, and act like a big boy,” Virginia said.

“Bud’s crazy!” Marilyn said in contented admiration.

Buddy righted himself on the other side of the banister and pushed his tousled, light-colored hair out of his eyes. “Say, Mrs. Gideon, what did the big flower say to the little flower? I betcha you don’t know what the big flower said to the little flower?”

Mrs. Gideon laughed and went back to picking her teeth with the toothpick. “Why, no, I guess I don’t, Buddy. What did the…”

Marilyn hopped up and down on the stair landing. “I know. I know,” she chanted. “I know what the big flower said to the…”

“Hey, Marilyn, you shut your mouth now. Don’t you go tellin’,” Buddy said warningly.

“Tell the answer and then we’ve got to go upstairs,” Virginia said, lifting the sack again.

Buddy bobbed over the banister, his eyes shining with excitement. “You know what the big flower said to the little flower? He said, ‘Hi yuh, bud!’”

Both children shrieked with laughter.

Mrs. Gideon took the toothpick out of her mouth to laugh. “Buddy, if you ain’t the limit!”

“Hey, Mrs. Gideon,” Buddy howled, “did yuh hear what the soap said to the…”

“You can ask her some other time,” Virginia interrupted. “Come on now.”

Just as they started up the stairs, Mrs. Gideon said, with her voice lowered a little, “Say, Virginia, did you hear that ambulance comin’ out here awhile ago?”

Virginia shook her head. “Uh uh. But they were saying at the grocery store just now that there was an accident at the bumper factory.”

Buddy made an ear-splitting noise in imitation of a shrieking siren, and Virginia put one hand over his mouth firmly.

“Well, I kind of thought it went to Kelton’s,” Mrs. Gideon said seriously. “Either there or to the tire factory. A course, Mama heard it and it kinda upset her, her bein’ sick like she is, you know. I been listenin’ for your brother or Johnny O’Connor to come home, so I could ask ’em about it.”

“Yeah,” Virginia said. “Joe should be home by now.”

From someplace upstairs came a sudden raucous burst of radio music and then it was gone, as if someone had turned down the volume dial hastily.

“Say, how did you make out today, Virginia?” Mrs. Gideon asked. “You was downtown seein’ about a job, wasn’t you?”

Virginia shook her head. “No luck,” she said briefly.

“Well, if that don’t beat all,” Mrs. Gideon said comfortably. “Seems like you do have the worst luck! Why, I was sayin’ to Harry, Mr. Gideon, you know, I was sayin’ to Harry just the other day that it certainly beat all the way you couldn’t get hold a no decent job, all the job-hunting you been doin’.”

Virginia dropped her eyes, flushing a little, and loosened the hair at the back of her neck with her hand, self-consciously.

“When we gonna eat, Virgie?” Buddy asked her.

“Right away.”

Virginia started up the stairs again, but Mrs. Gideon drifted across the banister still talking.

“Say, did you hear about that Thomas boy up the street here? He got drafted. I was talkin’ to his mother today. He has to go in about two weeks.”

“Is that so?” Virginia said politely.

“I guess you don’t know the Thomases, do you?” Mrs. Gideon said. “Your sister does, though. If I forget to, you be sure an’ tell Sally about the Thomas boy gettin’ drafted, won’t you? She’d like to know, on account she knows the Thomases…”

“I’ll tell her.”

Mrs. Gideon dug at a tooth viciously with the toothpick. “I’m goin’ to the bingo game over to the Odd Fellows’ tonight. Mrs. Scott is comin’ over to sit with Mama. I couldn’t tell you how long it’s been since I been out to a bingo game now Harry, Mr. Gideon, you know, has been workin’ nights like this. I sure miss playin’ bingo.”

“We was to the Santy Claus parade last night,” Buddy said importantly. “Johnny O’Connor took me and Marilyn.”

“Say, we have to go upstairs and get supper.” Virginia shooed the children up the stairs ahead of her hastily, just as Mrs. Gideon opened her mouth to speak again. Their feet were noisy on the bare warped boards of the stair steps. The hall at the top was narrow and uncarpeted, with doors on either side, and dimly lighted by a small, orange-colored bulb screwed into a socket in the wall. A light shone out under the first door at the left in a bright narrow strip on the floor; there was the sound of a radio playing inside and, over that, a baby’s crying. Virginia went down the hall with the children at her heels to the last door on the right-hand side. She opened the door and they went in together. The small room was dark, the shadowy outlines of furniture visible by the small light from the corner street lamp that shone in the window.

“Wait a minute,” Virginia said, “I’ll turn the light on.”

She stumbled over the davenport, searching for the floor lamp, and put her sack down. She found the chain at last, and the bulb flared inside the battered, yellow, parchment shade. The room looked even smaller with the light on. It was cluttered with odds and ends of shabby, mismatched furniture, a heavy, old-fashioned davenport with the flowered brocade faded to a brownish monotone, a couple of overstuffed chairs of a bright blue color, a library table in one corner, stiff wooden rocking chairs, and the one window framed in limp white lace curtains.

“You kids take your things off and hang them up in the closet,” Virginia said. She picked up her sack and walked toward the kitchen. There was a light in the kitchen but the door was closed. “Hi,” she said, as she pushed it open.

The kitchen was small, cluttered with dirty dishes, the air hot and dry and full of cigarette smoke.

“Oh, hi, Fred. I thought maybe it was Sally home already.”

“Naw, it’s me,” he said. He was a heavy squat man with broad shoulders. He was standing in front of the sink, dumping the wet soggy coffee grounds out of a dripolator top into a paper sack that was already overflowing with garbage into the tin wastebasket in which it stood. “Goddamit!” he mumbled. The last of the grounds seemed firmly stuck in the tin dripolator top. He squinted his eyes against the wisp of smoke rising from the cigarette in his mouth, and rimmed the grounds out with his finger. Most of them fell onto the floor near the garbage can. “Aw, hell!”

Virginia shoved back some of the dishes and set her sack down on the shelf by the sink. “How come you’re out of bed so early, Fred? Don’t you have to work tonight?”

“Sure, I haveta work,” he said morosely, as he rinsed out the coffee pot under the faucet. “Is this the coffee here in this can? Hell, I ain’t had no sleep today. This morning I had to go down and pay my alimony and on the way back I stopped at that hamburger joint on Clairmont. You know that dizzy dame that works there? Well, it was her afternoon off and she claimed I made a date with her last week to go to the movies next time she had a day off. Then I just about got home and sleepin’ nice an’ that goddam ambulance wakes me up…”

“They said at the grocery store that there was an accident at the bumper factory,” Virginia said.

He struck a match to light the gas under the teakettle. “I figured that ambulance came out to Kelton’s,” he said uneasily. “You hear anything about the accident? I wonder what’s keepin’ Joe.”

Virginia stopped with her coat half off and looked at the green-painted alarm clock on the cupboard, and the clock seemed to tick louder merely by her looking at it. “It’s past time for Joe. He ought to have been home before this.” Her face looked frightened, and then she said in a kind of relief, “But Johnny O’Connor isn’t home, either, Mrs. Gideon said, and he works the same shift Joe does. Something must have held them up.”

“Musta been an accident at Kelton’s, all right,” Fred said broodingly. “How long is it gonna take this goddam water to boil? Say, Virge, Gloria O’Connor come in and she says for you to come over to her place just as soon as you get home.”

“Okay, I’ll go over right now, and then I got to get back here and wash these dishes.” Virginia hurried out of the kitchen, her coat over her arm. In the living room she nearly tripped over the children in the middle of the floor, as she went to the closet to hang up her coat and hat. Buddy was chivalrously attempting to pull off Marilyn’s galoshes. Every time he pulled the wet slippery boot, the little girl slid toward him over the worn linoleum.

“Can’t you hang on?” he said earnestly, his face all rosy with his exertion. “My gosh, how you ’spect me ta…”

“Well, I am hangin’ on,” Marilyn said tearfully, digging her chubby dirty hands onto the floor on either side of her as Buddy braced himself to pull again.

Virginia went into the hall. As she walked along the hallway, she heard it: a thin voice raised in song someplace in the darkness above her, a disembodied sound, floating through the upper hall. It came from the third floor, a soprano voice, high and thin and cracked, tuneless and wavering.


“There’s an’ ole rugged cross

On a hill furrrrr away,

Tha em-blum of suffrin’ an’ shame…”



The singing ceased as suddenly as it had begun, and it was followed by the sound of a voice talking unsteadily and aimlessly. Virginia shuddered a little, her face expressionless.

She stopped at the O’Connors’ door and opened it a crack and stuck her head in. This living room was the counterpart of the one across the hall, the same ugly, mismatched furniture typical of all furnished apartments. All of the lights were on and the small radio on the table was grinding out a garbling of music, static and a man’s voice reading a weather report. There was no one in sight, but there was a love-story magazine open over a chair arm, and a littering of candy papers strewn around an open candy box, as if Gloria had got up from the chair just a moment past.

“Gloria! Hi!” Virginia called.

The voice answered from the bedroom. “I’m in here givin’ Beverly her bottle. Come on in, I got somep’n I wanta show you.”

Virginia wiped sudden perspiration from her forehead, the small room was so hot. A wooden chair had been pulled up in front of the register and it was draped with the white squares of baby diapers. The diapers shifted and moved in the heat, and the acrid smell of their drying filled the room. “Look, Gloria,” Virginia said. “I want to wash some dishes before Sally gets home. When you get done could you bring over what it is you want to show me?”

“Okay,” Gloria answered instantly in her soft, even voice. “I’ll be over in a minute, Ginny.”

Virginia closed the door and hurried down the hall to her own door. Back in the living room she found a babble of confusion. Buddy had managed to remove one of Marilyn’s galoshes, and now he was lying flat on his back on the davenport resting from his labors, and airily assuring his sister that it was impossible to remove the remaining boot from her foot. Marilyn sat in the middle of the floor, struggling with the overshoe herself, alternating from temper to tears back to temper again.

“Buddy Otis, you quit teasing her now,” Virginia said wearily. “Get up and help her get her things off right this minute!”

In the kitchen, Fred had cleared the dirty dishes off the table and piled them in the sink. He sat now at one end of the table, his heavy body slouched back in his chair, a cup and the dripolator in front of him, and the pungent odor of coffee already permeating the air.

“Did you hear the concert just then?” he said, grinning at Virginia.

“Yeah.” Virginia rolled up the sleeves of her plain yellow blouse and drew hot water from the faucet into the dishpan.

“Old lady Sipes musta been hittin’ the bottle again today.”

“I don’t see why Mrs. Gideon lets her live here,” Virginia said. “She’s the horridest old woman I ever knew, always getting drunk up there and yelling and singing.”

Fred poured a little coffee into the cup, and blew on it before he drank it. “Well, I guess she pays her rent and that’s all old Giddy cares about. Jesus, she musta really pinned one on today by the sound of her. Virgie, hows about you runnin’ out and buyin’ me a dozen cans a beer, huh?”

“Uh uh. You’ve got to go to work tonight.”

Fred laughed. “You sounded just like Sally right then.”

Virginia smiled over her shoulder. When she smiled she looked much younger; her eyes warmed and crinkled smaller in her face.

“I got a letter today,” Fred said, “from that gal, Betty, out in Illinois. Jesus, that gal can write the sweetest lovin’est letter you ever saw. I oughta let you read it.”

“No, thanks,” Virginia said, over the rattle of the dishes.

“You better read it,” Fred advised. “Maybe you could use some ideas for the next letter you write to that guy Bill you’re always writing to. Say, what’s become a good old Bill? You ain’t had a letter from him in a helluva while.”

“I suppose everybody around here checks on my mail,” Virginia said softly.

“Why, sure.” Fred poured some more coffee out of the pot into his cup. “Christ!” he burst out suddenly. “What’s keepin’ that goddam Joe?”

Then it was very quiet in the kitchen, except for the rattling of the dishes and the loud monotonous ticking of the clock.

She came so quietly with the bedroom slippers on her feet that they never heard Gloria until she stood in the kitchen speaking to them.

“Look what I got! Just look what I got! Ain’t it gorgeous?” She twirled around and around in front of the table, like an excited child. What she had come to show them was obviously the chubby jacket of shiny, black, long-haired fur that she was wearing over her faded housedress. But it was hard to look at anything else except Gloria herself, because Gloria O’Connor was beautiful, more beautiful than a lot of the girls in the movies and on the magazine covers. Her hair was dark yellow, with deep natural waves in it, and it hung thick to her shoulders. Her eyes were blue and her features perfect, as perfect as her full, voluptuous body. She was about Virginia’s age, but she looked younger, and, by comparison with her, Virginia looked thin and small and colorless.

Fred Foster swore under his breath, looking at her. “I’d like to know what Johnny ever done to deserve this,” he said plaintively. “Gloria, if you’re the kinda luck the Irish have, why in hell wasn’t I born under a shamrock bush?”

Gloria smiled at him graciously. “Don’t you love it?” she said to Virginia, smoothing the fur of one of the wide sleeves with her fingers. “I’m just crazy about it.”

“It’s awfully nice, Gloria,” Virginia said. “It looks wonderful on you. Black is such a good color for you.”

“Yup, pretty snazzy,” Fred said cheerfully. “Hey, Gloria, where’s your old man? Ain’t he home from work yet?”

Gloria stopped short and looked at Fred. She looked a little surprised and somehow bewildered, almost the only emotion that her perfect features ever registered. “Is it time for Johnny to come home already?” she said helplessly. “My gosh, and I ain’t even cleared off the breakfast table nor bought stuff for supper or nothin’.”

Fred laughed and warmed up the dregs of coffee in his cup from the pot. “Never mind,” he said to Gloria consolingly. “Don’t you bother your head about doin’ housework. You’ll keep the home fires burnin’, all right.”

She looked at him blankly for a second and then went back to admiring her fur jacket. “Isn’t it just gorgeous?” she said happily, stroking the fur lovingly. “It’s my Christmas present from Johnny. I couldn’t see no sense in waitin’ till Christmas. I’d rather have it right away. I been wantin’ one a these for a long time.”

“It’s an awfully nice Christmas present,” Virginia said sincerely. “And you look simply swell in it, Gloria.”

“Say, I bet that set Johnny back plenty,” Fred said, eyeing the jacket meditatively. “Poor old Johnny, ten to one he ain’t finished payin’ on that bracelet with the diamond he got you for your birthday, and now he’s gotta start payin’ on a coat. That’s the trouble with you glamor girls, you cost a guy money.”

From up above came another snatch of singing in Mrs. Sipes’ cracked, drunken, old voice:


“Come Josephine

In my flyin’ machine

And away we’ll go—away we’ll go…”



The singing broke off with a burst of laughter and the voice subsided into the disjointed aimless monologue again. Just then they heard the quick light feet coming up the stairs and along the hall. The door was thrown open with a bang, and a warm voice with a lilt to it sang out, “Well, hello, people!”

“Hi, Sally!” They all spoke together, and they all smiled together.

There was the sound of children’s feet running across the living-room floor.

“Hey, Ma, when we gonna eat?”

“Ma, we’re gonna slide downhill in Smith’s driveway, his ma said we could when it snowed.”

“When we gonna have supper, Ma?”

“Hi, giblets! Come kiss your old mother!”

There was a sound of loud smacking kisses and smothered giggles and grunts. “Look out, you kids are gettin’ so big you’ll knock your poor, old, broken-down mother right over. Where’s your big brother? I s’pose Harold’s not home from his paper route yet.” The next minute Sally appeared in the kitchen door, both children still clinging to her. She and Virginia looked alike, except that Sally was older, a little heavier, her face fuller. The same dark hair, and the same dark eyes, just a little too big and a shade too serious for her pleasant, smiling face. She wore the green-and-white uniform of the restaurant, and the children were clinging to her so tightly that she could hardly walk.

“Hi, Fred,” she said gayly. “If here isn’t my star boarder! What are you doin’ out of bed this early? Gloria O’Connor, if you didn’t get a fur coat for Christmas! Honest, that husband a yours is so crazy about you that it wouldn’t surprise me none if some day he come bringin’ you home everything they had in the store. Ginny, you’ve got the dishes pretty near done! Why didn’t you wait and let me help do ’em? Thanks a lot!”

She talked so fast that no one had a chance to say a word. The children were still clamoring at her. She knelt down suddenly and pulled them up against her, one in either arm.

“My goodness,” she marveled. “You’re gettin’ so you talk pretty near as much as your mother. So you’re gonna slide downhill? How’s school? Did you get licked today?”

“Well, school’s pretty good,” Marilyn said, scowling a little.

“Hey, Ma,” Buddy said, hugging her tight. “What did the big flower say to the little flower? I betcha yuh don’t know what the big flower said to the little flower?”

“What did the big flower say to the little flower? Well, now, let me see…”

“I know,” Marilyn said. “I know!”

“Don’t you tell me!” her mother said warningly. “Now, you be quiet and just let me think a minute.” She cocked her head over on one side while the children waited expectantly. “Now, let me see. What did the big flower say to the—now, let me think…”

She reached out suddenly and tweaked Buddy’s small upturned nose. “Hi, bud,” she said gravely. Buddy looked bewildered and perfectly astonished.

“Hey…” he said aggrievedly.

Marilyn burst out laughing. “She guessed it. She guessed the answer,” she chanted.

Buddy was still bewildered. His mother tweaked his nose again. “Hi, bud,” she said. Then Buddy burst out laughing too. They shrieked with laughter, twining their arms tight around her.

Sally stood up quickly, loosening their arms from about her. “If you’ll go look in my coat pocket in the closet, there’s a book of funny pictures somebody left at the restaurant today,” she said briskly. “You look at it in the other room and keep out of the way till I get supper ready. Scat!”

With the children out of the kitchen, Sally pushed the hair back from her face and turned to Gloria. “Now, Gloria, let me take a look at that new coat.”

Gloria turned and twisted in front of her delightedly, showing off the fur jacket. “Ain’t it swell? Don’t you just love it, Sally?”

“Gloria, it’s just lovely! Here, turn around, let me see the back again.” She rubbed her fingers along the shiny dark fur. “Why, this is just about the nicest fur coat I ever saw in my life!”

“Yup,” Fred Foster said, “that’s just what Johnny will think, too, when the bills on it keep rollin’ in about half the rest of his life.”

“Don’t let him tease you, Gloria,” Sally said. “He’s just jealous of Johnny because he hasn’t got a good-looking wife to buy coats for. When Johnny sees you in this coat, he won’t care how much it costs. Imagine how I would look in a coat like this! Honest, Gloria, you’re the prettiest thing I ever saw!” She hugged Gloria tight, coat and all.

Gloria was glowing with delight at Sally’s appreciation. “You can wear it sometime, Sally,” she said impulsively. “If you’re ever goin’ out someplace and I ain’t usin’ it right then, I’ll let you wear it, honest!”

Sally laughed. “Why, thanks, Gloria. Maybe I will, sometime. Why, I’d look so dressed up nobody would know me.”

“That’s an idea!” Fred said. “Hey, Sally, you doll up some night and borrow Gloria’s new coat and let’s you and me go out and do the night spots. Is that a date?”

Sally looked sober for just a second before she laughed. “I’m afraid I couldn’t keep up with you, Fred. I can’t take it like I used to. I’m just an old married woman now.”

“Goddam!” Fred said sadly. “It’s a terrible thing the way I can’t get me a date around this house. I’m scared to ask Gloria for a date for fear Johnny’d beat my head off. And Sally won’t go out with me. And Virgie here, would rather set home and moon over that guy’s letters than go out and drink a beer with me. What’s a fellow gonna do anyway, I’d like to know.”

Sally winked at Virginia before she answered him. “Oh, it’s just too bad about you, Fred Foster. With all the girls you’ve got on the string, I guess you’ll get along all right without us. Say! You go to work at ten tonight, don’t you? I guess I better rustle up some supper here. You quit drinking that coffee, and I’ll have something to eat here in a few minutes.”

The babbling voice upstairs started in again, and there was a crashing sound, as if a chair or a table had been overturned on the floor.

Sally listened a minute, and then went on taking groceries out of the sack. “Is Mrs. Sipes at it again?” she asked.

“She’s been bangin’ and singin’ up there all afternoon,” Gloria said indifferently, leaning back against the doorjamb, her hands deep in the pockets of her jacket.

“Poor old lady,” Sally said. “It makes me nervous to hear her. I’m always so afraid she’ll fall down up there or something, and get hurt. Suppose she’d fall, coming down those stairs? They’re so dark.”

“Probably wouldn’t hurt her if she did,” Fred said. “I see a drunk once fall down two flights of stairs, just rolled right down ’em over and over. Hell, when he got to the bottom he just picked himself up and walked off, looking for some place to get another drink.”

“Well, it’s different with her. She’s an old lady; her bones are all brittle.” Sally paused with a pound of butter in her hand before she put it into the refrigerator. “How much did you have to pay for butter, Virgie?”

Virginia was scrubbing on a greasy frying pan. She stopped and rested her arms tracked with soapsuds on the edge of the dishpan. “Let’s see. I got the groceries at Rogers’. Butter was thirty-nine cents.”

Sally shook her head and put the butter into the refrigerator. “Thirty-nine cents! Wouldn’t you know it! You can get it at the A. and P. for thirty-two!”

“I’m awfully sorry,” Virginia said. “I was late and the A. and P. was closed. I put the change back in the cupboard.”

“Fine. Oh, it’s all right, but it just shows how much a body can save on groceries if they go to a chain store. But it’s all right. If you were late, you couldn’t help it.” Sally stopped and looked at the alarm clock on top of the cupboard. “Gosh, I wonder what’s keepin’ Joe and Johnny. It makes me nervous. I heard there was an accident out to Kelton’s.”

“Yeah,” Fred said gloomily. “Ambulance went by here like a bat outa hell.”

“Well, I wish those boys would hurry up and come.” Sally sighed, her hands busy peeling the potatoes.

Gloria looked at the clock too, and her mind apparently reverted to a previous train of thought. “Is it time for Johnny to come home already?” she said. “My gosh, I ain’t even got the table cleared off from breakfast or stuff bought for supper or nothing. I guess Johnny’n me’ll have to eat out tonight.”

“Well, if you got anything to eat in the icebox, bring it over here,” Sally said, “and we’ll all eat together. There’s always room for a couple more.”

“Well…” Gloria said. “Gee, I dunno. I kinda thought it would be fun to go out an’ eat. I kinda wanted to dress up and wear my new coat and everything.”

“That would be nice,” Sally said. “You can leave the baby here just as well as not, if you want to go out.”

“I guess maybe we will,” Gloria said.

It was quiet in the kitchen then, just the snow blowing against the window hard, so that it sounded almost like hail, and the water boiling in the teakettle on the stove.

Fred Foster stood up suddenly. “Look, I’m gonna run over to the diner a minute. Some a the boys hangin’ around there’ll know about the accident.”

“Somebody’s coming in now,” Virginia said. “I heard somebody in the hall.”

They all were quiet to listen. Footsteps came up to the door and the door opened and somebody yelled, “Hey, anybody around here know who stole my wife?”

They listened to his noisy, affectionate greeting of the children and the next moment Johnny O’Connor appeared in the kitchen door. He had a dark-blue jacket flung around his shoulders and a dark felt hat on the side of his head, both of them powdered with the light snow. And both of his hands were wrapped in white bandaging.

“Hi, Johnny, old kid!” Fred Foster said.

Johnny sidestepped into the kitchen, weaving his bandaged hands in front of him. “Get your dukes up,” he snarled.

Fred doubled his fists obediently and stepped in toward Johnny. Johnny sidled and feinted a few times and then landed a flurry of rights and lefts on a spot in the air about an inch from Fred’s chin.

“Next time you oughta take my advice,” Johnny said. “When I say get ’em up, sonnyboy, I mean get ’em up! Some day you’re gonna come in wide open like that and somebody’s gonna hang something on you, and I don’t mean a bouquet, unless it’s the round kind with black ribbons and a sympathy card hanging on it.”

“Aw, g’wan,” Fred said, grinning.

“Whatsa matter with your hands?” Gloria said in her serene, unhurried voice. “How come you got your hands all done up like that?”

Johnny turned to her instantly. “Glory be!” he said softly. There was a kind of special tenderness all over his slim mobile face when he looked at her. He put his arms around her and kissed her gently.

“Well, I’ll tell you about my hands,” he said. “They got next to a hot piece of steel today, and, would you believe it, they got warm!”

“Oh,” she said vaguely. She squirmed out of his arms. “Look, my coat come today! How do you like it? Don’t it look swell?”

“Well, I’ll say it looks swell,” Johnny said. “You look like a million dollars, Glory. Just look at her, isn’t she…?”

“You burn your hands bad, Johnny?” Fred asked him curiously.

“Naw. Just raised up a few blisters. They’re all right. The doctor says I can get back on the job in a day or two.”

“Well, you better be awful careful though,” Sally said warningly. “You don’t wanta rub those blisters off. A burn like that’s no joke.”

“Hell, so it was you they sent that ambulance out after,” Fred said, half-joking.

“No. It wasn’t me,” Johnny said soberly.

“We heard there was an accident,” Sally said. “Was it bad?”

“Oh, Jesus,” Johnny said. “It was a bitch!” He reached for a cigarette and discovered that his clumsy bandaged hands wouldn’t go into his pocket. He held both hands out in front of him and surveyed them mournfully. “My mother told me there’d be days like this, but she never said how many!”

“Here, I got one.” Fred put the cigarette into Johnny’s mouth and struck the match.

“Thanks,” Johnny said. He took a deep drag on the cigarette. “Oh, it was a helluva thing! A Polish guy named Stan Walezewski. Maybe you heard Joe talk about him. He works on the chromium line right there next to Joe.”

Sally shook her head. “I never heard Joe say. What happened? Joe wasn’t…”

“No, Joe’s all right,” Johnny said quickly. The cigarette wobbled between his lips and some ash fell off onto his jacket. “Except it hit him pretty hard. He was right next to the guy when it happened. Christ, I been looking for Joe everyplace, Fry’s and the Rail and all the drinking places. I finally give up. I thought he mighta come on home.”

“And what’s it to yuh!”

They all jumped. They had been so intent upon what Johnny was saying that none of them had heard him come until suddenly here he was. Nobody said a word. The room was still, with that strained unnatural stillness of a conversation broken off in the middle. Nobody said anything. The clock ticked loudly, the children’s voices sounded, chattering together in the living room, the muffled rumble of factory noises came from beyond the window and the sound of the wind with snow borne before it.

Joe Braun stood still, just inside the door. He was not quite steady on his feet, and his dingy overcoat hung open on his gangling tall figure. His eyes were bloodshot and his face was white and sullen, with a stretched look about it, as if at any moment all of the muscles might get out of control and start to twitch and quiver. He brought a strong odor of alcohol into the small warm room with him.

Sally broke the silence first. “Well, hi, Joe!” Her voice was light and gay, with just a little effort. “You’re late, mister. A few minutes more’n you woulda missed your supper.”

Fred Foster got up out of his chair hurriedly. “Here, have a chair, Joey. Set down and take the load off your feet.”

Joe didn’t say a word to either of them. Fred remained standing awkwardly in front of the window.

“How’d you like a cup of coffee, Joe?” Sally said. “There’s some all made. Supper won’t be for a few minutes.”

Joe still didn’t say anything. From upstairs came the sound of some piece of furniture sliding heavily along the floor, and then Mrs. Sipes burst into song again, her voice wavering over the words without enthusiasm:


“Onward Christyun sol-ol-jers

Marchin’ asta war

Witha cross a Jeeee-zus

Goin’ on before…”



“Hey, Johnny,” Gloria said accusingly, “you was tellin’ about the guy gettin’ hurt over to the factory. Why don’t-cha finish tellin’ about that guy gettin’ hurt? Did the guy get killed?”

Joe Braun made a funny noise in his throat and walked over and sat down in the chair suddenly. “Naw, he didn’t get killed,” Joe said.

“Glory, wasn’t that the baby crying I heard just then?” Johnny said easily. “Let’s you and me go over to our house and let these folks eat their supper, huh?”

Joe Braun locked his hands tight together on the table in front of him. He was still looking at Gloria, and he had a smile across his white face. “Naw, he didn’t get killed. Didn’t you hear about him? Ain’t Johnny told you?”

“Uh uh,” Gloria said. “Johnny jus’ started to tell and then…”

“Joe,” Sally said, her voice urgent. “Joe!”

Joe kept smiling at them. “The guard rail broke,” he said. “He fell in the vat. It boiled him.” Joe’s eyes kept roving from one face to another and the bright smile was fixed on his face. “It boiled his eyes right out of his head. Boiled the meat right off the bone a one of his arms.”

“Oh, Christ!” Fred Foster said softly.

“Hell, they say he’s still alive up there in the hospital. He was a big strong guy. It’s gonna take a lotta killin’. He was reaching up for the switch, see, and his foot musta slipped. He fell up against the rail and it broke. Christ, you shoulda heard the way he hollered when he went into that vat.”

“My, that’s awful,” Gloria said in her slow unmoved voice. “I betcha he dies.”

Joe Braun laughed. “I wouldn’t be surprised an’ you’re right,” he said unpleasantly. His eyes could not be still in his face. He kept looking from one to the other of them. There was a defiance in his eyes and a kind of malice. “You shoulda seen him. He kept grabbin’ for something all the while he was fallin’, but there wasn’t nothin’ for him to get hold of. You oughta heard him holler when…”

“Cut it out, Joe,” Johnny O’Connor said.

Joe stopped talking, and his eyes came to rest on Johnny’s face. Johnny looked back at him steadily.

When he started to speak again, Johnny broke in. “Take it easy, Joe.”

Joe’s eyes were still at last, held quiet by Johnny’s blue ones; but the rest of his face was breaking up and shifting. His whole body seemed to cave in. His legs stiffened out, pushing his chair back, scraping along the floor. His control was gone. “Yeah. Sure. Take it easy!” he said wildly. “My God, I tell you I saw it happen. I was working right next to him. I see it all. I heard the way he hollered when—my God! An’ I know what’s eatin’ you, just like all the rest a them. Hell, you think I was sucker enough to go foolin’ around on them slippery boards tryin’ to fish him outa there, no guard rail or nothin’? Why, it’s a wonder them guys that got him out didn’t slip off in there, too. They got burned all over their arms, pullin’ him outa there. It’s a wonder they didn’t go off in there, too, them slippery boards and nothin’ to hang onto nor nothing. Hell, you think I was crazy? I knew he was a goner all right, soon as I seen him fall. You think I was sucker enough to try to…”

Joe dropped his head into his hands, and Sally spoke to him helplessly. “Aw, Joe, it’s all right! We don’t wanta hear nothing more about it. Don’t talk about it any more or think about it. It’s all right, Joe.”

Johnny shook his head at her. “Look, Joe,” he said gently. “How about you and me…”

Joe yanked his face up out of his hands. His breath was coming in half sobs. “Okay. You’re damn right I was scared. I was scared to death, if you wanta know it. I was scared to death to move with that railing gone. I was scared for fear I’d go right off in there just like he done. I wasn’t gonna go foolin’ around trying to get him outa there. What did I care? Let him boil! I was scared. I always been scared of them goddam vats.”

“Come on, Joe,” Johnny said patiently. “Let’s you and me go out and get a drink. I think we both could be using one. What do you say, Joe?”

“Okay, so I always been scared of them vats, and what’s it to you!” Joe said wildly. “They drive me nuts. I’m all done. I’m washed up. I ain’t going back. To hell with the job. I ain’t goin’ back there. I never wanta see them goddam vats again as long as I…”

“All right, Joe, okay. You don’t have to go back there, nobody’s trying to make you. What you need right now is a drink. How about you and me…?”

Joe whirled around suddenly and pushed past Johnny to the door. They heard the sound of his stumbling over a chair, and the living-room door flung open with a bang.

“Joe, wait!” Sally called. “Where are you going, Joe? Don’t go, Joe. Joe, listen to me!”

But at the kitchen door she stopped. They already heard the sound of his stumbling, running feet on the stairs.

 

Much later that same night, when the apartment was dark and quiet and everybody was sleeping, Sally lay sleepless in her bed. Her feet hurt and her body ached with fatigue. She lay on her back and stared into the darkness. She listened to the sound of the children’s soft steady breathing as they slept, Marilyn in the bed beside her, Buddy on the cot along the wall. After awhile she heard a light rapping on the door. It startled her. She couldn’t think who it could be, knocking like this late at night. Sally slid the covers back gently so as not to awaken Marilyn and got out of bed. The cold air struck her body and her teeth began to chatter instantly. Her feet groped on the cold floor boards hunting for her slippers, and she scratched her toe on a splinter before she found them. She folded Roy’s old blanket-cloth bathrobe hastily over her thin pajamas and pattered out into the living room. She didn’t turn on a light because Virginia slept on the davenport.

Sally sprung the night lock and opened the door softly. It was Johnny O’Connor standing on the other side of the door. She recognized him instantly, even before he spoke to her, the dim light gleaming on the white bandaging wound around his hands. “Hi, Sally,” he whispered. “You musta been awake. Don’t you know sleep is good for the body?”

Sally laughed a little, and stepped out into the hall beside him, pulling the door behind her. “What about you? A fine time to be just getting home.”

“Look, Sally,” he said, “I got to thinking about Joe, so I went around to some of the places, keeping an eye open for him.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, I finally caught up with him. He’s over to Nicky Toresca’s night-club place and still drinking, I’m willing to bet you, right this minute.”

Sally started in the dim light, and her hand rose up toward her mouth involuntarily. “Nicky Toresca’s?” She repeated the name, and there was an odd sound to her voice. “I didn’t know Joe ever hung around Toresca’s.”

“I guess he must,” Johnny said, “because they seemed to know who Joe was. I didn’t talk to Joe, myself. He was sitting at a table drinking with some other fellows, but I talked to Nicky a minute before I left. Nicky said to leave him where he was and not to worry about him, that he’d see to it he got sobered up and back here tomorrow morning.”

“I didn’t know Joe knew Nicky Toresca,” Sally said again in a worried voice. “I never knew that Joe hung out at Toresca’s place.”

“I think he’ll be all right over there. Maybe better off than he would be at home, the way he was feeling tonight.”

“Well, thanks a lot, Johnny,” Sally said. “It was awful nice a you to keep an eye on Joe and let me know about him. I was worried about Joe. I couldn’t sleep tonight to save me. Now I feel better.”

“Well, don’t you worry about Joe any more. He’ll be all right. He’ll be home here tomorrow feeling all right, you see if he isn’t.”

“Thanks a lot, Johnny,” Sally said again. “I don’t know what we’d do around here without you.”

“Yup, the indispensable man,” he said, grinning as he turned away. They said good night together, and Sally slipped back inside the door. She readjusted the night lock and then hesitated a moment. Her mind was alert and full of too many things for sleeping. She pattered off toward the bathroom, her feet noiseless in her old felt-soled slippers. In the bathroom she searched the empty medicine bottles, old toothbrushes, tubes of shaving cream and toothpaste, cold-cream jars and broken combs that crammed the shelves of the little medicine cabinet over the washbowl. She was looking for a little box of sleeping pills that the doctor had prescribed for Roy once a long time ago. She couldn’t find them, and she took an aspirin tablet instead. Maybe that would take the ache out of her bones, she thought. She’d just got to clean out this medicine cabinet some time. It was awful the way she let things go around the house, but with her job, it seemed like she couldn’t find time to do everything.

Before she left the bathroom, she opened the other door a crack and peeked into the bedroom beyond. This was the room that Joe Braun shared with Harold. Tonight Harold slept alone in the middle of the bed; the light shone in directly on his face, his slim freckled face, with the light straggly hair. Sally smiled a little, tenderly. Harold looked so much like Roy, now, as he got older, and she was so glad. Sally closed the door and turned off the light.

From the bathroom, she went out to the kitchen. It always looked strange to her at night. It was cold and unnaturally empty of people, and of dirty dishes littering the table and piling the sink. The stove looked cold and dead, with all the burners shut off, the teakettle and coffee pot sitting primly on top of it, in readiness for breakfast. On top of the refrigerator, Sally caught sight of a crumpled cigarette package that someone had left lying there, and she took out a cigarette, lighted it, and sat down on one of the chairs pulled up to the empty table. Sally smoked rarely; she used to smoke when she and Roy were first married, but of late years she always said that she never had time for it. It was mostly on account of the children, though, Sally admitted honestly. For some reason she was old-fashioned about it. She just didn’t like to have the children see her smoking.

Sally sat alone, shivering a little with the cold, and tracing what was left of the pattern on the worn oil-cloth table cover with her finger. She puffed on the cigarette and watched the spiral of smoke drift upward. All the trouble and worry in her mind unrolled and mounted, like the streamer of smoke from the tip of her cigarette. Worry over money, and worry over Joe, worry over what had happened with Nicky Toresca at the restaurant this afternoon and the possibility that it might threaten her precious job. Worry over the visit that she would pay to Roy tomorrow afternoon. Funny, how you could look forward to a visit so much and still dread it. Oh, she missed Roy so—they needed him so! The kids—Harold was getting older now—he needed to have his father. And the little kids—they grew so fast and changed so much and forgot so many things. Why, it was almost as if their father was a stranger to them right now. And she needed Roy too—a great deep need down in herself for him all the while, day or night, whatever she did, wherever she went. The need of her physical being for his physical being, and more besides. They had always been so close—she’d never felt alone ever—they had shared everything that came to them—they had been two lucky people. And now she was so terribly alone. There was no one that she could talk to somehow—and she needed to talk to somebody so badly. But there wasn’t anybody, not even Virginia, because in lots of ways Virginia seemed as young to her as Marilyn did. Now she was beginning to feel sorry for herself, Sally told herself in a sudden shift of mood, and that wouldn’t do at all.

Sally got up suddenly, crushed out her cigarette in an ash tray and padded back through the darkened rooms to her bed.

Virginia heard her pass through the room, and the squeak of the bedsprings a moment later, because Virginia, too, was wide awake this night. She squirmed a little, uncomfortably, on the stiff cushions of the davenport. Outside, the wind whooped and howled, almost drowning out the factory noises. Over at the truck depot in the next block there was the roaring sound from the powerful engines of the great freight haulers as they came into the depot to load and unload cargo. Virginia knew all the night noises by heart. In about an hour the activity would start around the dairy down at the end of the street. Trucks would come in, and there would be the tinny rattling sound of milk cans as they were shoved together on the platform, from then until daylight. And any moment now Mr. Gideon would be coming home from work. There was always a set pattern of sounds connected with his homecoming.

Virginia nuzzled her face into her pillow and closed her eyes tight, determinedly. But it wasn’t any use. Feet sounded along the sidewalk—the clear staccato tapping of heel plates on cement. Over at the truck depot the great engines roared and men’s voices sounded as they yelled at each other over the howl of the wind.

This was a crazy town, Virginia thought, different from any town she had ever lived in before. There wasn’t any real night time here. There was never a time when a part of the population wasn’t up and doing, coming to and from work, going to movies, eating in hamburger places. Twenty-four hours of the day, all the day and all the night, life was going on as usual, normal, active, non-sleeping life, for a number of people. She didn’t like it, and she couldn’t get used to it. She hated this town.

But she shouldn’t think that, Virginia reminded herself guiltily. After all, where would she be if Sally hadn’t given her a home here? Sally was so sweet and wonderful. Sally had troubles that made Virginia’s own worries look silly, but she never complained. She was always gay and light-hearted, doing things for other people, cheering them up, and never asking anything for herself. Virginia stared straight ahead of her into the darkness and wished that there was something she could do for Sally. If she could only find a job, then at least she could pay back the money Sally was spending, keeping her here. She was so tired of job-hunting. If she didn’t find something pretty soon she was going to go to work in a factory. She didn’t care what anybody said. She hated this town, and she was so lonely here. She missed Bill so, and he didn’t even write to her. She could stand everything else if only Bill would write once in awhile. What would she do if he just never wrote to her again? But he wouldn’t do that. Maybe Bill was sick; maybe he had lost his job and was too discouraged to tell her about it. Or maybe he had been hurt in the factory. Virginia thought about the accident in the bumper factory today, and her heart almost stopped beating. But wouldn’t Bill’s mother write and let her know if he was sick or hurt or anything like that? Or would she? Maybe his draft questionnaire had come. Why, maybe Bill was in the army right this minute!

A hoarse-throated factory whistle blew someplace in the wind and darkness—two long toots and a short one. Automatically Virginia’s mind became busy with translation in spite of herself. That was the whistle from the tire factory. Let’s see—two long blasts and one short one—why, that meant they needed electricians in the pit.

For some idiotic reason that seemed to be almost the last straw to Virginia. She rolled over on her stomach and smothered her face in her pillow and felt the warm tears ooze out of her eyes and wet the pillow slip.

Then Mr. Gideon came home. First the car in the driveway and then the slamming garage doors. His step on the back porch, and the sound of his key groping for the keyhole, the opening and closing of the kitchen door. Virginia held her breath and listened, anticipating exactly the next sound. Sure enough, a dull heavy thudding, followed in a minute by another one. That was Mr. Gideon taking off his shoes. Next came the faucet running, the water splashing in the sink. That would be Mr. Gideon getting a drink of water. He never once reversed the order. You could always count on it. You could always be sure that there would never be a time when Mr. Gideon would forget or get mixed up and get a drink of water before he took off his shoes. Then there was a silence, but Virginia knew exactly what was going to come next. She listened for it. The bang of the refrigerator door closing, the rattle of a pan on the stove.

At that point Virginia really cried, cried hard into the pillow for a long time.
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SALLY AWOKE TO A COLD, STILL MORNING AT THE first raucous prompting of the alarm clock. She jumped out of bed immediately, before she had time to think about it, and went straight to the bathroom without even waiting to put on her robe. She bathed and dressed hurriedly, put her bathrobe on over her slip and went out to the kitchen to start breakfast. She only had time enough to set the table and start the cereal and coffee cooking. The real work connected with the meal fell to Virginia, along with the task of getting the children off to school.

About the time the odor of the coffee filled the kitchen, Fred Foster shambled in for his breakfast. Fred lived in the room across the hall and had contracted to board with Sally soon after she had moved into the house. They exchanged brief greetings, and he sat down heavily in the chair at the end of the table. Fred got out of work nearly an hour before, but out of deference to Sally’s habitual breakfast hour he idled the time away at the diner up the street.

He sat slumped over on the table, his head between his hands, his face dull and loose with fatigue and loss of sleep. Sally looked at him sympathetically as she opened a large can of tomato juice with expert manipulation of the can opener. “Fred, you oughta try to get more sleep. You can’t keep going, working nights, unless you sleep daytimes. You better talk to all them girl friends of yours and tell them they got to leave you alone, except week ends.”

“Hell, don’t I know it,” he mumbled. “I told Giddy just now she wasn’t to call me down to the telephone no matter who called up.”

“That’s the spirit,” Sally said cheerfully. “It must be awful cold out this morning, huh?”

“Yeah,” he said indifferently. “You better wear your ear flappers.”

“Say, now that’s an idea. Ear muffs, that’s just what I need, waitin’ around for the bus these cold mornings. Guess I’ll have to write a letter to Santa Claus.”

“Yeah! Good old Santa Claus.” Fred laughed derisively.

Sally shoved some of the dishes back and set the battered old tin toaster on the table, plugged the cord into the wall, and put the bread in its waxy paper container beside it. “Well, it won’t be long till Christmas now. You got your Christmas shopping done?”

“I ain’t doin’ any,” he said. “To hell with it!”

“I know how you feel,” Sally said. “Christmas around here is no joke either. But we always do a little something for the kids, and it’s kind of fun. They get so excited over Christmas, you don’t have to spend much money to give them a good time.”

“I wasn’t thinkin’ about money,” Fred said broodingly.

Before Sally had time to say anything more, Virginia came into the kitchen. She looked fresh and well scrubbed, but her face bore traces of sleeplessness.

“Hi,” Sally said brightly. “Look, I’ve got to run, if I catch that quarter-after bus. Is there anybody in the bathroom? My gosh, I’m not even dressed yet! Everything is all ready for breakfast. Don’t let the cereal scorch, will you? You have to watch it and keep stirring it all the time it’s cooking because it scorches so easy. I put the bread for toast on the table. Use the old bread left in that loaf first before you open the new loaf and…”

“Okay,” Virginia said. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll get along, all right. You go on and get dressed and get your bus.”

“Honest, Ginny,” Sally said, “I don’t know what we’d do around here without you!”

“Yeah, Virgie’s a swell girl, all right. Couldn’t do without her!” Fred shut one eye the better to focus the other one on her. “My God, Virgie, what was you doin’ last night? You look worse’n I do. You look like something the cat dragged in.”

“You don’t look so good yourself,” Virginia said.

Sally was fumbling with the strings on the faded apron that she had tied on over her bathrobe. “Here, untie me will you, Ginny? I must have got a knot in it.”

“Probably Virgie was mooning around about that boy friend of hers, so she couldn’t sleep,” Fred said. “She looks kinda lovelorn to me, don’t she, Sally? You know, good old Bill!”

Fred assumed a lovelorn expression and rendered a few lines in atrocious imitation of Helen Morgan singing one of the pieces which she immortalized with her peculiar style. His voice was hardly an approximation of the night-club singer’s, and the chair on which he sat was a poor substitute for the piano upon which Miss Morgan so frequently perched, but Virginia got the idea.

“When you sing you sound just about like Mrs. Sipes does,” Virginia said. She flushed a little, and kept her eyes upon the hot iron spoon that she held with a holder, stirring slowly in the kettle of boiling cereal.

“Oh, say, Virgie, that makes me think.” Sally stuck her head back in the kitchen doorway. “If you don’t hear Mrs. Sipes stirring around up there this morning, you run up and see how she is along about noon. I’m always so nervous for fear she’ll be sick up there or something and nobody would know nothing about it. She might try to call to us and nobody would hear her. She could die up there all by herself. You’ll go up, won’t you, Virgie?”

“Okay.”

“And Virgie, I forgot to tell you. You make Marilyn put her sweater on to wear to school today, it’s so cold. It’s in there in the closet. It’s that tan one with the buttons, you know the one. She don’t like to wear it ’cause it’s got a hole in the sleeve, but you make her wear it, anyway. Honest, I’ve been trying to get that darn sweater mended all winter. Let’s see, there was something else I was going to tell you, but I can’t think what it was. I had it right on the tip of my tongue. Let’s see…”

“Say,” Fred said, “I was gonna tell you. Did you hear that guy died?”

Sally stood still in the doorway. “You mean that Polish fellow that got hurt over to the factory? No, I hadn’t heard he was dead yet.”

“Yup,” Fred said. “The boys was talking about it over to the diner this morning. He died last night. Musta lived about five or six hours after it happened.”

“It was a terrible thing,” Sally said, shuddering a little. “I can’t bear to think about it. I hope they fixed him up so he didn’t have to suffer. I feel so sorry for his wife, being left like that with a little kid and another one on the way and everything.”

“That guy sure must have been tough, all right, living five or six hours like that, burnt the way he was…”

“I can’t bear to think about it,” Sally said again. She roused herself suddenly and started away almost on a run. “My gosh, what am I standing around here talking for? I gotta bus to catch. Virgie, get some frankfurters for supper, and maybe you better get some soup. Get three cans; soup always tastes good on cold days.” Her voice trailed away behind her. “There’s cold meat in the refrigerator for the kids lunches and…”

Fred Foster laughed. “My God, you can always hear Sally two minutes after you can’t see her, the way she rushes around here. Some morning she is gonna miss that bus and when she does she’ll just naturally run all the way downtown and get there five minutes before the bus does.” He yawned and stretched his arms out wide. “Hurry up with that breakfast-food slop and cook me up some eggs, Virge. Me for a nice soft bed for the next six hours…”

In the bathroom, Sally wriggled her old red jersey-wool dress down over her head. “Hey, you kidlets!” she yelled, with the cloth muffling her words a little. “Time to get up! Come on, pile out now. You hadn’t better be late to school! Come on now, Virgie’s got breakfast all ready for you.” The only answer she got was the faint sound of a bedspring squeaking from the bedroom.

She tidied her thick dark hair with a comb. No time to powder her nose, she thought. Just some lipstick to tone her up a little.

“Come on, you kids! Last stop! All out! Who wants to get into the bathroom next?”

“Hey, Ma,” Buddy yelled sleepily from the bedroom, “is it still snowin’, Ma?”

“No, I guess it stopped snowing, but the ground is all covered,” Sally said rapidly, concentrating on her reflection in the discolored, crackled mirror, and wiping at the lipstick on her upper lip with her stiffened little finger.

“Can I take my sled to school, Ma?”

“Oh, you better not. You’ll have plenty of time to play with your sled this afternoon when you get outa school.”

“Mama, I wanta be next in the bathroom,” Marilyn piped up. “I wanta dress in there where it’s warm.”

“Okay, you scoot in here then right away. Buddy, you get up and get dressed while she’s in here and then you will be all ready to get washed when she’s through.”

“No, I ain’t,” Buddy said stoutly. “I’m gonna dress in there where it’s warm too. I’m gonna stay in bed till she gets out. It’s terrible cold in here.” She was out of the bathroom in a flash but took the time to kneel down and hug Marilyn tight as the little pink-pajama’d figure came hopping out of the bedroom over the draughty floor. “Good-bye, baby. Scoot in there quick, where it’s warm. Be a good girl today. Good-bye. Good-bye, everybody!”

She slammed the door behind her, and almost collided with Harold as he came slouching along from the door of the room he shared with Joe.

“Well, hi,” Sally said. “Did you sleep warm enough last night? It’s awful cold. I gotta run to catch my bus.”

He mumbled something that sounded like “Hi,” and kept his eyes on the toes of his scuffed shoes. His pale hair was rumpled, and the old green sweater bagged on his thin body.

“Bundle up good, going to school today. Wear your cap, won’t you? I’m always so afraid you’ll catch cold or get an earache or something, going around this cold weather without nothing on your head. Wear your cap, won’t you?”

He mumbled again, a meaningless sound in his throat.

“Well, I’ll be seein’ you!”

But she had got no further than the top of the stairs when Sally stopped again, calling his name. “Harold!”

He stopped, the door into the living room half opened.

“Come here a minute, honey!”

He closed the door and slouched toward her. He moved so slowly that she came up to him before he took more than a couple steps. She stood close in front of him and put her hands on his shoulders, which were almost on a height with her own. Her face looked soft and tender, and her voice sounded hesitant.

“Harold!”

“Yeah,” he said. He gulped a little after he spoke and looked up at her, the freckles shining all over his pale face.

Her hands tightened on his bony shoulders. “Harold, I wanted to tell you. I didn’t say anything about it to the little kids, but I wanted to tell you. I’m going to see your father today.”

She looked at him with her face warm and tender and a little smile on her lips. His eyes fell away and he looked down at the floor. He cleared his throat, but he didn’t say anything.

“He’ll ask all about you. He misses you so. He’ll want to know what you’re doing in school and about your paper route and how you are and everything. Of course he misses the little kids, too, but you’re sort of different. You’re the oldest; you’re older and…Well, he—he’ll…He misses you awful, honey.”

A flush of color came up in Harold’s face underneath the freckles. He didn’t look at her or speak.

Her eyes, as she looked at him, were hurt, and somehow anxious. “Well, don’t you want me to tell him ‘hello’ for you?”

He raised his eyes momentarily and looked at her, and then away again, down the dim hallway beyond her. “Yeah, sure,” he said awkwardly.

She stood still beside him for a moment. And then she said, “Okay, I’ll be sure to tell him.” She reached up her hand to his fine, pale-colored hair and smoothed it, a quick caressing gesture. “G’bye.” Then she was gone.

Harold turned away without looking after her. He dug his hands deep into his pockets and walked slowly along the hall toward the apartment door, with the sound of her quick steps going down the wooden stairs in his ears.

The porch steps were slippery with the light coating of snow over them, and Sally slid on the thin soles of her shoes. The air was cold. Her breath, white in the air, enveloped her face in a moment, like a veil. Once she was down on the sidewalk she ran toward the corner. The light snow covered everything, and the first sunlight touching it made a dazzle and blur before her eyes. She looked up to the corner and saw, to her relief, that a little group of people were huddled together in front of the drug store. The bus hadn’t gone yet. She crossed the street with the traffic light, just as the bus came around the curve in front of the diner. The sidewalk was all but deserted, save for the huddle of people awaiting the bus: several factory workers with dinner pails, a couple of firemen from the fire-station in the next block on their way home from night duty, and a fat girl with a handkerchief tied over her head, who worked in a restaurant across from the depot half way uptown. Sally joined the bus passengers waiting at the curb, waving her hand to Mr. Smith, who owned and operated the drug store. The two firemen greeted Sally noisily; they were, all three of them, seasoned travelers on the quarter-after bus every morning.

“Hello, there. What do you think of this weather? Pretty cold morning, huh?”

“Say, you’re early this mornin’, ain’t you? The bus ain’t pulled up yet. Bet your clocks was all fast!”

Sally answered them good-naturedly. “This is no kind of weather to stand around waiting. What’s the use of my getting up here till the bus comes?”

“No use getting here till the bus comes,” the fireman with the mustache said slyly. “But how about all them mornings when we have to hold the bus and wait for you to powder your nose and run all the way up here from your house?”

The bus pulled in to the curb just then, and, as she clambered aboard just behind the fat girl, Sally called back over her shoulder, “Pooh! I guess you never had to wait more than a couple times for me! How about the time we had to wait for you about five minutes that day the wind was blowing and you was chasing your cap up and down the street here?”

The bus driver greeted them, grinning. “Well, don’t tell me all three a you are here this morning. I knew I was a little behind schedule, but now I know I must be a hell of a way off it!”

They all laughed together and found seats as the bus jolted on down the street.

Sally kneaded her hands together to warm them. These light cotton gloves weren’t any good at all in this weather, she was thinking. Next pay day she’d simply got to buy herself a pair of knitted mittens. Let’s see, next pay day, and then one more till Christmas. The kids would be wanting to buy her something for Christmas. She would tell them to get her some mittens. You could buy pretty knitted mittens at the dime store for a quarter. That would please the kids too, getting something for her that they knew she wanted.

The driver sent the bus hurtling along over the uneven pavement in an effort to make up his lost time. At nearly every corner he had to make stops to pick up passengers bound for their jobs downtown. He slammed on the brakes once and caught Sally unawares, throwing her body forward against the back of the seat in front of her. She felt the jarring of it all through her body. It made her aware of herself suddenly. She straightened back in her seat again and momentarily sampled the consciousness of her own physical being. She discovered that she didn’t feel so good. There was a dull heavy fatigue all through her body. There was a little gnawing pain in her right side that came from running for the bus. Her head ached, but that was probably because she was hungry; she never had time for breakfast in the morning. At the same time, she didn’t feel much like eating, anyway. There was a sort of sick sensation in her stomach. That must be from the strong cheap toothpaste that she used, Sally rationalized desperately. The toothpaste, that must be it. She could taste it yet, burning and stinging on her tongue and gums. Then there was the little sore spot in her lungs, a kind of pain there when she took a deep breath. It had bothered her the last couple days. She had had a little cold and it must have sort of settled on her chest. For a moment she felt panicky. She’d have to take care of herself; she couldn’t get a bad cold; she couldn’t get sick. She just couldn’t, that was all. She had her job; she had her family; she had to have that money to keep them going. Suppose she got sick and couldn’t work and doctor bills and…Sally put the thought sternly away from herself. She was perfectly well, and strong and healthy; she was not working too hard. She was just being silly, sitting around and thinking about herself and how she felt like this. Sally never had time to think about herself very much, and when she did she invariably reached some point when she deliberately had to put thoughts of herself away from her in a panic.

She looked ahead of her through the windshield of the bus. The clear cold morning air sharpened the outlines of the buildings against the pallid cloudless sky. Main Street stretched away ahead of the bus, a narrow slit of a gorge between the tall buildings. The Christmas decorations hung thick across the street in the downtown area ahead, like a ceiling. The light bulbs in the decorations were still turned on, and they all ran together in a jumble of colored lights: reds, greens, yellows, blues and purples.

There, sir, Sally remembered, she had forgotten to tell Virgie to buy some electric bulbs when she did the shopping. The 60-watt bulb in the bathroom had burned out this morning.

The bus drew up to the big bus stop in front of the drug store at last, and Sally stood in line with the other passengers to pass out between the sliding doors to the sidewalk. Once she was on the street with the morning crowd pushing around her and the cold air stinging her nose, Sally felt completely her energetic self again, and moved off with her customary rapid steps.

The restaurant was in the middle of the block. It had a smart modern chromium entrance between big plate-glass windows on either side. Sally dashed in, bringing a breath of cold air with her. The breakfast trade was just beginning to trickle in, factory people, white-collar workers mostly, an early sprinkling of business and professional people. Sally called good morning to several waitresses and the boy at the counter and hurried through the restaurant to the washroom. She removed her coat and hat and rearranged her hair hurriedly in front of the mirror. She didn’t wear her uniform today; this was her day to tend the cash register. Outside, Sally looked around the room with a practiced eye. A fat, oldish man was standing beside a table struggling into his overcoat, his check in his hand. Sally walked along in front of the counter to the high table where the cash register stood, and slid onto the stool behind it.

She just had time to smooth her dress over her knees when the fat man came up with his check. Sally took the green slip of paper from him, together with the dollar bill, and smiled at him brightly. “Well, good morning, Mr. Henley. It’s a pretty cold morning, isn’t it?”

His reply was indistinguishable over the ringing of the register and the clatter of the drawer. Sally counted out his change to him, expertly. “Fifty-five, sixty-five, seventy-five, one dollar. Thank you, Mr. Henley. Come in again soon.”

“You bet I will,” the fat man said jovially. He turned toward the door, drawing his coat collar over his chin. “Hate to go out in the cold,” he called back to Sally. “Guess I’ll call up my secretary and have her come over and do business from here today. Can I use your telephone?”

“Why, sure you can, Mr. Henley,” Sally said cheerfully, impaling his check on the metal spindle in front of her.

He went out laughing, meeting an influx of customers at the door. Sally smoothed her hair, smoothed her dress, and smiled brightly at the next man who appeared in front of the cash register. “Good morning. It’s pretty cold out this morning, isn’t it?”

Still more customers came in. The restaurant began to fill up rapidly, even to the stools along the short-order counter. The breakfast rush was under way.

Sally worked rapidly and efficiently. She lost all track of time, all faces became a blur to her, so many hands holding out green-colored checks to her and money. Her fingers worked the cash register expertly. She smiled brightly time after time. She remembered the names of old customers automatically, and exchanged pleasant, bantering words with them. She politely invited new customers to come again. Accurately and rapidly she counted change into cupped hands that waited to receive it. She lost all sense of time and of the effort of motion and speech. She worked and smiled and spoke all in a kind of haze that was punctuated rhythmically by the noise the cash register made under her fingers, the clicking of the keys, the bell ringing, the clatter of the cash drawer as it sprang out, the bang with which it snapped back into place.

After awhile the worst of the rush was over, and the restaurant began to thin out. Sally came back to herself with a start, and she craned her neck to look at the clock over the counter. It wasn’t so long until her bus time, because today was the day she went to see Roy. She’d work a little while longer, Sally decided, and then Lee or somebody could take over. The crowd would all be gone by then. That would give her time to fix up a little and eat some breakfast before she had to go to the bus station. But she’d have to watch so she didn’t miss her bus. The very idea of missing her bus terrified Sally. It would be such an awful thing. Roy would be waiting, looking at the clock, counting first the hours and then the minutes until it was time for her to come. And then, suppose she didn’t come. Why, she didn’t know what he would do, he’d be so disappointed. Worse than that, he’d be so worried. He’d think that she was sick, or that something had happened to her. He’d never think of such a simple thing as that she missed her bus. But then you couldn’t blame him; he looked forward to her visits so. As soon as she was gone, he started counting the days until she could come again, counting first the days and then the hours and then the minutes. It was an awful thing, and he needn’t worry, she’d never miss a bus. She’d never let anything like that happen.

One of the other waitresses came up suddenly. “Boss says you can quit now. I’ll take over the cash,” she said.

“Oh, fine,” Sally said, sliding down from the stool. Sam Toresca was a swell person, all right, Sally thought, as she went toward the washroom. He never forgot that this was her day to go see Roy. He was always nice about letting her get off work in time to make her bus. Sam Toresca was an older brother of Nicky’s, and he managed the restaurant. Sam always scolded about people and complained about business and the whole world, but he was one of the kindest people, Sally thought, that she had ever known. She had seen him surreptitiously feeding bums in the kitchen, and she had known him to extend credit to a customer who was down on his luck.

In the washroom Sally combed her hair and scrubbed her face with cold water, and then she applied fresh cosmetics carefully. She looked at herself anxiously in the mirror. She looked all right, and there was nothing in her face that would worry Roy. She didn’t really look as if she was working too hard or had been missing sleep or was worrying or anything like that. She deliberately relaxed the muscles around her mouth and jaws and made herself smile. There, now she looked just like herself, the way that Roy liked to see her. A fresh, rounded, smooth face, with humor lines around her wide mouth, and a hint of seriousness in her dark eyes. There was a lot of warmth in her face, and a lot of youth.

She put on her coat and hat then, and just as she left the washroom Sam Toresca himself called after her. “Hey, Sally, you leavin’ already?”

Sally stopped and turned around. “Yes, it’s pretty near time for my bus. Did you want something, Mr. Toresca?”

“What’s about your breakfast? You can’t go runnin’ around without no eatin’, Sally.”

The restaurant was empty of customers now. Some of the waitresses were sitting on the stools along the counter, chattering together over coffee and cigarettes. The Negro boy from the kitchen was sweeping the floor, cleaning up for the luncheon trade.

“You come eat, Sally,” Sam Toresca scolded.

“Well, all right, I guess I better,” Sally said. She sat down on the last stool at the end of the counter. Sam Toresca leaned across the counter toward her, managing to give an impression of geniality in spite of his fat, morose, sleepy face. “Well, whatcha gonna eat, huh? You might as well have the best we got, itsa goin’ to waste out there in the kitchen. You see how slow business was this morning? Business shot to hell, food alla goin’ to waste in the kitchen, might as well eat it. Nobodya yet ever got rich in restaurant business.”

Sally smiled at him. They hadn’t had a slow morning; they had had an exceptionally good breakfast trade. Sam Toresca knew it, too, and felt good about it, but the only way he had of showing it was to go around looking sad, and complaining that business was shot to hell.

“Well, let’s see,” Sally said. “I guess I’ll just have some toast and coffee, and some orange juice—no, I’ll have grapefruit juice.”

“That’s no kinda eatin’,” Sam said. “Why don’tcha have some ham an’ eggs or something? What kinda eatin’ is a toast, a coffee, a juice, anyway?”

“No, honest, Mr. Toresca, I haven’t got time to eat any more. Besides, I’m not hungry. I had something to eat this morning at home before I come down here.”

“You tellin’ lies,” Sam said sadly. “Okay, so you geta thin aworkin’ in a restaurant. Ain’t that one helluva thing? Gettin’ thin workin’ in a restaurant.”

He shouted her order into the kitchen and poured the fruit juice into the thin tall glass for her himself.

“Guess I have another cup of coffee myself.” He drew two cups of coffee from the urn and came to sit on the stool next to Sally’s, relaxing his ponderous body onto the little stool with a grunt. He was strangely silent, for Sam.

He spoke at last, keeping his voice low with an effort. “You no wanta have anything to do with tha Nicky, huh?”

Sally didn’t know what to say, so she looked down at her coffee cup and shook her head.

“Thatsa good,” Sam said positively. “That Nicky is a no good one witha women. Alla time women. You got sense in your head. You gotta kids, you gotta husband, no monkey business. That Nicky is a bad one. You stay away from him, Sally.”

His words troubled Sally, and started her worrying again. She suddenly realized that not only had Sam Toresca noticed what had happened last night but probably everybody else who worked at the restaurant.

“Jim atella me about last night,” Sam said at last, with his voice expressionless.

Sally started to spoon coffee herself. She looked up at him finally and smiled. “Oh, that last night was all right. I mean—well—gee, I hope Jim didn’t make a lot of trouble for himself bustin’ in like that. Because I was all right, honest. He—Mr. Nicky Toresca—just come in and said he wanted to take me home and I said no and that was all there was to it.”

“That Nicky is a bad one!” Sam shook his head dolefully. “Women! Alla time women. He is no good with women.”

Sally was touched by the doleful expression on Sam Toresca’s face and by his obvious concern over her. She put her hand on his arm impulsively. “Aw, don’t you worry, Mr. Toresca. It’s all right. Your brother just thought—I mean—well, now he knows I don’t wanta have anything to do with him, why, he’ll never pay any more attention to me.”

But Sam shook his head sadly and doubtfully. “Well, I don’ta know. That Nicky is a bad one witha women.” And then, in a sudden burst of confidence that amazed Sally, “That Nicky he is justa plaina bad one. Not just women—everything. He thinksa everybody gotta do just what he say. He thinks he smart, he thinks he know it all, he thinks he tough. Now me, I been justa like the poppa to Nicky. I take carea Nicky when he justa little boy. I been like the poppa to him. He won’ta never do nothing like I tell him to. He tellsa me what to do, and I gotta do it. Alla time he keepa tellin’ me what to do and I gotta do it. I tell him somethin’ and he say shut up my trap and doa like he tells me. Me, that’s been just like the poppa to Nicky. I’m gettin’ damn sick of it. Sally, some day I’m gonna justa pack up and go away and never come back here no more. I’m gettin’ damn sick of it.”

He stopped talking and drank down his whole cup of coffee at a draught.

Sally said, self-consciously, “Gosh, I better get goin’ if I want to get that bus.”

“Okay,” Sam Toresca said mournfully. “G’bye Sally.”

“Good-bye.”

As she hurried up the street toward the bus station, turning up her coat collar against the cold, Sally kept thinking about what Sam had said to her. It troubled her in spite of herself. Nicky Toresca could have her fired so easily. But last night wasn’t really important, Sally reassured herself. It wasn’t as if she was some glamor girl that Nicky Toresca might start chasing. Then Sally put the whole thing out of her mind, because today was the day she went to visit Roy, and she had more important things to think about.

At the bus station she stood in line at the ticket window, sorting several bills out of her purse. She wished it didn’t cost so much. Not that she wasn’t willing to pay the money in order to see him, but there were so many other things that she ought to do with that money, and seeing Roy always seemed like such a natural thing to her that she hadn’t ought to have to pay money for it. She exchanged the bills for a long strip of tickets and put the envelope away in her purse.

Just then her bus came in, so she went out immediately and climbed aboard. She took a seat near the window toward the back, being careful to see that it wasn’t the seat over the wheel which rode rougher than any other. She found the lever on the seat by which the back was lowered and adjusted it to a comfortable recline. At this stage of her journey she always closed up her mind tight. She didn’t think about anything, not where she was going or why or even who she was. At this stage of the journey she might be just anybody going anywhere. She settled herself comfortably in her seat, stretched her feet on the footrest, removed her hat, so that she could lean her head back on the square clean piece of toweling pinned to the back of the blue velvet upholstery. Passengers were coming aboard and the bus was slowly filling up. A blonde girl in a bright blue coat with a big fluffy fur collar took the seat next to Sally’s. As soon as she sat down she went about the ritual of retouching her lipstick, readjusting her hat with the bright feather in it, poking and smoothing her curls. Then she lighted a cigarette, flapped open a magazine and began to read a story. Sally was glad that she didn’t want to talk. At this stage of the journey she never felt like talking much.

In a minute, the bus driver came through the bus collecting the tickets. Sally offered him the envelope from her purse. He took out the long string of tickets and tore off one section and returned the envelope to Sally. She put it back in her purse. Now with that over she could sleep. After many trips like this, she had trained herself to sleep. Then the bus driver took his seat, pulled the lever that closed the door. The great powerful motor of the bus roared, and he wheeled the big unwieldy body across the runway back of the bus station and onto the street. He pointed the nose of the machine west, and the bus picked up speed. Sally always kept her eyes open for just a moment, watching the old familiar buildings whizz by beyond the window. These were the streets that she walked every day of her life: the post-office building, the city-hall building, the familiar store fronts bright with the Christmas decorations, and Toresca’s restaurant. Half a block down was the big bus-stop place in front of the drug store. After that Sally closed her eyes, and relaxed her body completely. After so many trips like this, she had established a routine for herself. At this stage of the journey she deliberately cleared out her mind and kept it quiet. If she didn’t do that she had too much time to think and she got jittery. So she carefully and deliberately kept her mind still. She didn’t look at the other passengers; she didn’t look at the scenery out of the windows. She just sat still and relaxed in the seat and submerged her whole consciousness in the roaring sound of the motor and the lurching, rocking motion of the bus. In just a few moments, Sally was asleep. That was as it should be. That was a definite part of her schedule for these trips.

The bus went whizzing along, full of the noise of idle small talk, the rattling of magazine pages, smoke drifting up as passengers in the rear seats took advantage of the fact that smoking was permitted in the back of the bus. The bus driver drove skillfully, making stops in villages along the way, checking passengers on and off, swinging luggage up and down from the luggage compartments over the seats, telling old ladies how many miles to such and such a place and approximately how long before the bus would arrive there, making complete stops before crossing railroad tracks, weaving in and out of traffic, sounding the powerful horn as he passed the slow-moving, heavy freight trucks, obeying traffic signals, stopping for red lights, waving a hand in salutation to the drivers of buses that he met. And Sally slept. She slept deeply and peacefully, her body relaxed, her breathing slow and even, her body swaying with the motion of the bus.

When she awoke suddenly the powerful motor was still and the bus was full of the confusion of passengers getting out of their seats, careful not to bump their heads on the luggage compartment as they stood up, putting hats on, lifting baggage down into the aisles. The bus driver was saying over and over, “All out, please. This is the last stop. All passengers change buses here. All out, please.”

Sally slid over the vacated seat next to hers and stood up in the aisle. She was still groggy with sleep, half bewildered, and thankful that this longest part of the trip was over, even though the hardest part of it was yet to come. She climbed out of the bus and went into the small, crowded depot. She had seven minutes before her next bus left. She knew that without having to ask. Seven minutes. Now came the time when she started thinking. Now was the time when she couldn’t fool herself any longer, this was the day, this was the hour, and she was really on her way to see Roy. She went to the cigar counter. The young man with the glasses greeted her genially. “Hello, there. Haven’t seen you since the last trip. Pretty cold today, isn’t it?”

Without Sally’s having to tell him, he reached around in back of the counter for the carton of cigarettes of the brand that Roy smoked.

“Anything else for you today?” he said, setting the long carton down on the glass-topped counter.

“Well, let’s see,” Sally said. She selected three candy bars from the boxes on the counter, and then two packages of chewing gum, and after a little hesitation a small cellophane sack of salted peanuts.

“That’ll be all,” she said. More money out of her purse. She watched it go regretfully as the man manipulated the cash register. Not that she begrudged the money spent on these few little things for Roy. She only wished that she could spend more. It was just that she always thought of money as she spent it in terms of all the things that she needed to spend it for and couldn’t.

She picked up the cigarettes and the sack with the candy and gum in it and moved on to the magazine racks. There she hesitated longer. It was always a problem to her, because Roy didn’t care much about reading. Even at home he had never cared about reading. At last she chose several magazines that contained mostly pictures, and a smaller more expensive magazine dealing with popular science and mechanics. Roy ought to like that, because he had always been tinkering around machinery as long as she had known him. More money out of her purse to the smiling girl who sold the magazines and papers.

Just as she turned away she remembered post cards and stamps. She usually brought those from home. She looked into her purse to make sure that she had them.

There weren’t any empty seats in the waiting room, so she went to stand near the door out of the way of the crowd. While she waited, she looked around at the crowd, spotting a familiar face here and there. She did not acknowledge any of them, and none of them paid any attention to her. Men and women who made the trip the same day that she did every two weeks. It was a curious thing. Sally always wondered about it. At this stage of the trip they were always loath to come together and to talk. Maybe it was because, like herself, for just as long as possible they liked to be just anybody going anywhere, and, even after they couldn’t fool themselves with that any more, they had their own thoughts to think and they didn’t feel like talking. Not yet, they didn’t.

Just then the bus was called, and a number of people detached themselves from the confusion of the waiting room and a line formed waiting to get on the bus, Sally and all the familiar faces and others as well. Even aboard the bus they still avoided each other, all these familiar faces, and scattered around sharing seats with other passengers. Sally took a seat beside a heavy lady with dyed red hair and pearl-button earrings. The lady was reading a magazine. She didn’t look like the kind of person who would prove to be talkative. This bus was altogether different from the other one, and so were the passengers. This bus was bound for a destination in another state. These passengers were bored, long-distance travelers, with the faint scorn of the sophisticated for these incidental, short-run passengers who climbed aboard at one jerkwater stop and got off again at the next. The bus driver was an unpleasant-looking fellow. He collected the tickets rapidly and efficiently. He always scowled over Sally’s, as if he too felt scorn and distaste for these short-distance travelers.

The bus left the depot strictly on scheduled time. This bus rode smoother; these seats were more comfortable. But Sally made no attempt to sleep. She sat tensed in her seat instead, staring out of the window, her packages in her lap. Now the time had come when evasions were impossible, and the jitters began to set in. It was the funniest thing, Sally kept thinking, she always felt the same way. And these fellow travelers of hers, the people with the familiar faces, apparently they all felt just the way that she did too.

Sally kept staring out of the window. The bus left the town behind and took a broad, smoothly paved highway through the open country. On either side of the road the bleak, partially snow-covered fields stretched away, unfertile-looking land, with a look about it today as if it were pinched with cold. There was a scattering of frame farmhouses and red-painted barns behind them, and occasionally a sparse, partially cleared woodlot. But mostly just the flat fields stretching away, neatly boxed with wire fences, the light snow lying over them. Once the bus came up over a slight incline fast, a bridge it was, and Sally caught a glimpse of ice with snow over it, a dark moist track in the middle where ice was just forming and the water still ran free. Then that was all for several miles, just the flat, barren-looking land on either side.

It wouldn’t be long now, Sally kept thinking, if she kept looking off to the horizon over there to the right; it wouldn’t be long now before she would see it. Sally kept her eyes fixed on the horizon line away off to the right of the highway, and her mouth took on a pinched look. The familiar faces scattered all over the bus turned to the right too, sets of eyes fixed on that spot on the horizon, as if some magnetic pole there had them all within its field.

And then suddenly she saw it—away off there on the horizon to the right of the highway. Tan-colored brick walls rising up stark from the land. Neat, tan-brick buildings set together in precise relationship of rows. No trees here, not even fences, just wide open fields, and in the midst of them the tan-brick buildings lined up each to each in order and precision in the pattern of a square. Far away like this, they looked very sharp-cornered and small, like children’s blocks, Sally thought, stacked together by a logician in the middle of an empty floor. From the midst of them a tall chimney rose, so slim as to be all but indiscernible against the pale, colorless sky. A heavy drift of vaporous smoke had come out of it and hung motionless in the air over the buildings, as if entirely unrelated to them or the chimney or the land or the sky or anything.

The road curved and the view was cut off. Sally gathered her parcels and her magazines together in her arms and slid forward to the edge of her seat.

The bus came down a hill and around another curve, and came to an abrupt stop with a raucous sound of brakes. Still only the unbroken fields on either side, but close to the main highway there was a winding narrow dirt road cutting away at right angles to it. At the corner there was an unpainted, run-down-looking gas station, and beside it a roadhouse. Beer and dancing, the sign read.

The bus driver operated the door lever and got to his feet as soon as the bus stopped. “All out here for State Hospital,” he said tonelessly. Sally climbed out of her seat into the aisle and moved to the front of the bus together with the people with the familiar faces. The bus driver slammed the door shut behind the last of them impatiently and the bus roared off down the smooth white cement highway, the sound of its motor receding in the thin cold air.

Sally and the people with the familiar faces were left huddled on the highway, in the midst of the bleak landscape, with not another living soul in sight.

“I don’t see anything of the cars coming,” one of the women said at last. They all looked away down the winding dirt road, but there was no sign of any automobiles, just the double track running away across the snow.

“Seems like they’d get them out here to meet the bus,” another woman said.

“Oh, hell,” the fat, oldish man said. “We might as well go in where it’s warm and call up.”

Together they trooped across the snowy expanse in front of the gas pumps to the door of the roadhouse. The fat, oldish man opened the door with a flourish and the men drew back, the women walking out around them to enter the door first. Sally walked with her feet dragging. She felt numb with depression and a kind of vague misery.

The inside of the roadhouse was one vast room, with tables and chairs pushed over to the walls and a big open space in the middle of the floor for dancing. There was a bar at one end of it, attended by a man in shirtsleeves. Several men with stubby beards, obviously farmers in their overalls and blue denim jackets, were clustered around one of the tables, drinking beer. They turned their heads in concerted rotation to look curiously at the newcomers. The air in here was warm, but there was something about the place as bleak and cheerless as the landscape outside.

“Want to use your telephone,” the fat man yelled, and his voice boomed and re-echoed in the big bare room.

The man behind the bar jerked his head indifferently to a phone booth in the corner.

“I’ll call ’em up and tell ’em to get those cars down here,” the fat man said unnecessarily to the group by the door.

He walked away over the bare floor toward the phone booth and his shoes squeaked loudly with every step he took.

The group at the door shifted uneasily on their feet, waiting, and conversation came in little spurts, mostly in concern over the fact that the automobiles had not been sent down to meet the bus as they should have been. A slim young man in a greenish overcoat and felt hat detached himself from the group and drifted over to the big, multi-colored juke-box that stood to the left of the door against the wall. He shifted the parcels he was carrying all under one arm and leaned down with his overcoat flapping open to read the record titles listed on the front of it. Sally noticed him particularly. She had never seen him before, the one strange face among all the familiar ones. She was willing to bet this was his first visit. He was acting so nervously, and his face looked so unhappy. Sally felt sorry for him. She wished she could talk to him and tell him that it wasn’t going to be as bad as he probably expected it to be.

The young man pressed one of the numbered knobs on the front of the juke-box and then changed his mind and pushed the big chromium knob that canceled his selection. He bent over, studying the list of titles in frowning concentration, groping his cigarette package out of his pocket with his one free hand. At last he pushed another number button and inserted the nickel in the slot. The machine remained quite still and no music came out of it. The young man waited a moment and then looked helplessly toward the man behind the bar, but the bartender was rearranging bottles on the shelves and paid no attention to him. The young man turned back to the silent juke-box and struck it a hard thump on the side next to the slot with the flat of his hand. There was an audible rattle as the nickel was dislodged and dropped into place, and the sound of machinery in motion sounded.

Just then the fat man came out of the phone booth and yelled at them the length of the room. “Cars’ll be right here.” He started back toward them, his shoes squeaking loudly again.

Inside the juke-box, the record dropped into place on the turntable and music blared forth suddenly. It was gay, hot, swing music, slightly raucous and very loud.

The conversation thinned out and ceased. Even the fat man seemed to be silenced. Everybody looked at the juke-box in a kind of helpless disapproval. The music was so fearfully loud and so fearfully bright and gay in that bare cheerless place in the midst of those bleak fields.

The young man in the green overcoat drifted back to the edge of the group uncertainly, as if he felt himself outcast from them by the enormity of his misdemeanor in creating such music here.

The music ground on and on. Matches flared and smoke drifted up as an epidemic of cigarette lighting swept the group. Even Sally began rummaging through her purse on the off chance that she might find some cigarettes there. The blatant music began to eat at her nerves. Such music had no place here. Would the record never come to an end, Sally wondered desperately. Just then the drums set up a deafening, fiendish tattooing, and then the brass took it on the beat with a squawk. The young man who had inserted the nickel turned around and looked at the juke-box with an expression of guilty horror on his face. He looked desperate, Sally thought, as if he was contemplating smashing the box to bits, or throwing it bodily out of the door. Sally had a quick visual image of the box bouncing over the empty fields end over end, emitting the awful squawks and thumpings at every bounce.

Out of her own desperation and pity for him, Sally walked over to the young man in the green overcoat and said, “Have you got an extra cigarette?”

He turned around to her with a look of gratitude on his face. He cleared his throat as he began to rummage hurriedly in his pocket. “Yes, certainly, just a minute.”

Sally smiled at him, her warm friendly smile, and waggled the cigarette carton in her hand. “Imagine me bumming cigarettes with a whole carton of ’em right here.”

The young man laughed a little. “It’s perfectly all right,” he said. He offered her the package and then struck a match for her.

“Thanks.” Because she didn’t know what else to say to him, she said, “The cars oughta be here any time now. I don’t know what’s the matter with ’em lately. They don’t have the cars down here when the bus gets in.”

The young man murmured something unintelligible in his throat.

And in the meantime the music went on and on, as if it had no intention of ever ceasing. And then all at once it did. Just stopped without warning, one last squawk and a couple of thumps and it stopped. The silence closed in then like a tangible thing, ominously. The silence after the music was over was really much worse than the music had been. The young man cleared his throat again. Someplace in the direction of the bar a board squeaked audibly.

Oh, God, Sally was thinking, oh, God.

Then they all heard the sound of motors outside and one of the women said, with the words all rushed together, “There they are!”

They trooped out together, and climbed into the two battered, old, seven-passenger automobiles that waited to receive them. Sally found herself wedged in a corner of the seat with the young man in the green overcoat beside her, and a faded, oldish woman on one of the folding seats in front of her.

The driver slammed the door shut, and devoted himself to the task of getting the wheezy old motor started. He had trouble with it, and the other car was out of sight by the time that he got it going. He turned the car around, cutting a great swath in the snow in front of the gas station, and then started up the narrow dirt road away from the highway. The car shook and rattled over the bumps. Why, the old wreck wasn’t even airtight, Sally thought to herself, shivering a little at the draught of cold air on her feet. The narrow track of road wound back and forth over the snow for no apparent reason. It seemed to take all the skill and concentration of which the driver was capable to keep the car headed in the right direction, bumping and bouncing as it did over the frozen ruts.

After awhile the road took another wind, and there were the brick buildings again, only much nearer this time. The car left the road at this point and turned into a graveled driveway, a wide, well-graveled drive that came out in a perfectly straight line from the rows of buildings. Here, at least, the going was smoother, but to the rattling noise the old car made was added the spat-spat of gravel stones on the fenders, until the noise was deafening. Sally always wondered if the driveway seemed straighter than it really was, because of the interminable winding of the road behind. How could it be humanly possible to build a driveway in such a straight line? Along the edges of the drive on either side little trees had been planted equidistant to one another. They stuck up out of the snow like bare twigs. Looking at them, with the car rushing along, was like looking at a picket fence, Sally thought.

The tan-colored brick boxes loomed closer and closer, and then suddenly they were there. The car drove straight ahead into the very midst of the square the buildings formed. The driver stopped the car with a jerk in front of the cement sidewalk leading up to the entrance of one of the buildings, and got out and came around on the other side of the car and opened the doors. There was no one in sight, no stir of human activity around the buildings.

Sally was the last one to get out of the car, and, when she stood up, the sack slipped out of her hands, and the gum and candy bars spilled out on the floor of the car. The young man in the green coat had just stepped down from the running board, and he turned around and helped her pick them up.

“Well, I guess they aren’t hurt much,” Sally said, as she crammed them back into the sack. “It’s lucky I didn’t drop them out there in the snow, though.”

The young man answered her with his polite, wordless murmur in his throat.

He helped her out of the car then, and they stood together on the sidewalk. The wind blew hard and Sally and the young man grabbed for their hats at the same instant. The wind always blew harder here. It must suck down between the buildings, Sally thought. The other passengers had already disappeared from view, and the car behind them drove away immediately, leaving them quite alone in the midst of those bare, tenantless-looking buildings. The young man hesitated, looking from one to another of the buildings despairingly. So she had been right about him, after all, Sally thought. This was his first visit here.

Just as she was about to speak to him again, a motley crew of people came around the corner of the building in front of them. They were women, all of them, led by a tall, elderly nurse, trim in white uniform with a blue cloak wrapped around her. The women followed her, in two-by-two rows, with a few stragglers. They were all ages of women and all manner of women. Some of them wore fur coats and boots; others were scantily protected against the cold by short cloth jackets over cotton print dresses; one of them was wrapped in a gray blanket, her face hidden from them by a corner of the blanket flapped down. The nurse set a brisk pace for them, and they followed her, most of them with dropped heads, some of them talking together as they walked.

They passed by, close to Sally and the man in the green overcoat, along the sidewalk that ran parallel between them and the building. Sally and the young man stepped back a little to let them pass. Sally saw the taut look on his face as he stared at them.

Neither the nurse nor any of the women paid any attention to them as they brushed by. Not one of them paid any attention until the last one, a gaunt, dark-haired girl in a fur coat who straggled along behind the others. When she came abreast of Sally and the young man she stopped dead still and looked at them. She looked at them, but her face was a blank mask and her eyes seemed to look through them rather than at them. Sally looked at the young man, and the young man looked back at Sally helplessly. The dark girl stood perfectly motionless in front of them. Then suddenly the mask of her face was broken. She gave them a look of venomous, contemptuous loathing. And then she spat at them. She stood there in front of them with a kind of horrible, complete lack of motion and that look of despising them on her face. She spat at them again. Then her face suddenly went masklike again, and she began to cry in a toneless, emotionless monotone.

The young man kept looking at Sally, and she put her hand on his arm as if to reassure him. She called out in her clear voice, “Nurse! Nurse!”

The entire group of women came to a dead halt instantly. The nurse stepped out to the side, so that she could look back. She said immediately in a calm, firm voice, “Mary! Come along, now!”

The dark girl turned away obediently and rejoined the group. The nurse designated another of the women to walk with her, and then returned to her position at the front of the column. They began to move again, disappearing around the corner of the building, walking briskly.

The young man stood still beside Sally, staring after them, and then just staring at the spot where they had disappeared, working the parcels nervously in his hands.

“It’s your first visit, isn’t it?” Sally said to him kindly.

He nodded his head and cleared his throat. “Yes, it is. My—my wife—she…”

“You go in over here,” Sally said, indicating the entrance of the building in front of them. “That’s ‘A Building,’ the administration building, you know. All visitors always go in there first. I’ll show you where to go when we get in there.”

“Thank you,” he said. He hesitated for just one more minute and looked up at that building, looked up at those neat rows of precise, barred windows. He stood like that for just a minute, with his head lifted, and then he took a deep breath and fell into step with Sally as she started up the cement walk to the steps. He pulled open the heavy door for her and they stepped into a severe, wide corridor, with glass-topped doors on either side.

“These are the doctors’ offices, and stuff,” Sally explained to him. “The waiting room is straight back.”

They walked along the corridor together, their feet echoing. Here, inside the building, there was an atmosphere of teeming life and activity in sudden contrast to the deserted, lifeless appearance of the exterior. There were faint sounds of voices and footsteps, and the air was filled with the high, muted ringing of the bells that summoned doctors to various parts of the hospital.

Sally conducted the young man the length of the corridor, into a vast waiting room with chairs lining three walls and a long information desk with a switchboard on the other side.

“You go over there to that desk,” Sally explained. “You tell the woman your name and who you want to see. I guess probably you’ll have to fill out a card, if this is the first time you come here to visit, but she’ll tell you.”

“Thanks very much,” he said. “It was good of you to…”

“Oh, that’s all right,” Sally said, smiling. “I can still remember the first visit I made here.”

The young man’s face looked strained as he turned away. “Yes,” he said, “I imagine you always would remember your first visit out here.”

He started toward the desk and Sally dodged into the ladies’ room that opened off to the right.

Inside, she put her parcels down on a shelf and retouched her make-up in front of the mirror. She combed her hair again and put on more lipstick without really seeing her reflection in the mirror at all. She was nervous; worse than that, she admitted, she was scared to death. Her legs felt weak and her heart was beating too fast. She picked up her parcels again, and practiced taking a couple of long slow deep breaths. Then she didn’t dare to delay it a moment more, so she walked out the door, and through the crowd directly to the information desk. She waited her turn behind an elderly couple and, when they finished, she stepped up to the desk and said, “I’d like to see Roy Otis, please. I’m his wife.”

The heavy, dark-haired woman behind the desk smiled at her. “Why, hello there, Mrs. Otis. How are you? Did you bring anything for your husband today?”

“Just cigarettes and some magazines and this candy,” Sally held out the paper sack to her as she spoke.

The woman glanced at it and went on filling out the little slip of paper. “Uh huh. That’s all right. I thought maybe you were bringing him some Christmas presents today. It’s kept us busy the last couple days, so many people visiting that won’t be here again before Christmas, so they are bringing their gifts in early.”

Sally murmured something politely in answer.

The woman finished filling out the paper form, and tore it off the pad and handed it to Sally. “Just a moment, please,” she said.

Sally watched her thick white hands as she swiveled around the circular name index. She found the right card, and slid her finger swiftly down the list of names there. “Otis—Otis, Roy,” she murmured. “Ah, yes. Here we are.”

Now came the thing that Sally always dreaded. This was the moment that she always had to brace herself for. It was silly of her, she realized, but she couldn’t help herself. As many times as she had visited Roy here, and as simple and inconsequential as this thing was, still she always dreaded it.

The woman pulled the telephone toward her, removed it from the cradle and dialed one number. While she waited, she beat a gentle tattoo on the desk with her long, sharp-pointed yellow pencil. And then she said into the phone, “Is Roy Otis comfortable enough to see his wife today?” That was what she always said, in her cool competent voice with an even inflection. “Is Roy Otis comfortable enough to see his wife today?” with just the shade of emphasis on the one word “comfortable” that always made the chills creep all through Sally’s body.

The woman put the phone down briskly and smiled at Sally. “If you’ll just sit down, please, the nurse will come for you in a moment.”

Sally said, “Thank you,” and turned away from the desk. The waiting room was crowded today, but at last she saw an empty chair near the door and she went to it and sat down, arranging her parcels on her lap. She never got tired of looking at the people in the waiting room, all kinds and manner of people mixed together here, waiting to make their visits, all classes and nationalities. Sally had never known anything like it before, so many different kinds of people all brought together in one place.

Sally shifted the piece of paper in her hand, waiting for the nurse to come for her, and watched the people around her curiously. Some of them she had talked to, and she knew the exact set of circumstances that brought them here. But she felt sorry for all of them. That was why these visits always depressed her so much. Not because of herself and Roy entirely, although that was bad enough, but because of all these other people who came and went in the waiting room on a similar errand.

She lifted her feet out of the way absently, as Freddie pushed the wide cleaning brush under her chair. “Hello, Freddie,” she said. “How are you today?”

“Oh, I’m fine, thank you,” Freddie said in his startling clear soprano. He had a pretty, white, round, fat face. Glandular. He would probably be an inmate here most of his life. He loved to sweep the floor, so they let him do it. All during visitors’ hours, he kept sweeping up the broad marble floor of the waiting room incessantly, pushing away at the brush, ambling around as if it were an effort to move his fat, clumsy body, his trousers tight over his fat, rounded buttocks. He always looked sad. Sally used to feel sorry for him, but now she knew why Freddie always looked so sad. He had told her all about it once. Freddie couldn’t stand it if the marble floor wasn’t perfectly clean and shining. And when visitors came they smoked all the while and spilled ashes on the floor and dropped cigarette butts all around their chairs, and, try as hard as he could, poor Freddie couldn’t keep that floor clean. It made him feel awfully bad. Why, keeping that floor clean was all the life that Freddie had or was ever likely to have. That floor was his whole life in this world, the only life that he had, and it had to be clean and shining all the time. Visiting days nearly drove Freddie crazy. Sally saw the nurse from Roy’s ward coming toward her. She gathered her parcels and got up from her chair. The nurse was young and rather pretty. She came up to Sally, the keys jangling in her hand as she walked. “Hello, Mrs. Otis,” she said pleasantly. “I’m sorry I had to keep you waiting, but something came up, so I was delayed.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” Sally said as she fell into step with her. They walked across the waiting room to a corridor toward the back. Roy had been on the third floor in this building ever since they had found out about his back injury. For a long time he had been in a cast, and they kept such patients in this building. Sally could never quite understand about it. The doctors had decided that this back injury of Roy’s had been the cause of his psychosis. But now his back was all right again. They had taken off the cast a long time ago, and still they were always vague and indefinite when she talked to them about when Roy could be released. Oh, they were very definite about saying that he would soon be able to be released, a complete recovery, it was just that they were never definite about just when.

The nurse unlocked a door from the corridor that led to a flight of stairs. On the other side of it, Sally stood and waited for her while she relocked it, and then they started up the stairs together.

“How has he been?” Sally said, over the sound of their feet echoing in the small marbled enclosure of the stairs.

“Pretty good,” the nurse said briskly. “Oh, he had several blue days, but on the whole he has been feeling pretty good.”

“I’m so glad,” Sally said.

At the head of the stairs there was another door to be unlocked and relocked. Only three or four paces down the second-floor corridor was the door to the stairway that led to the third floor. Again the nurse selected a key from the heavy ring she carried in her hand. Two sounds, Sally often thought, would remind her of this place as long as she lived: the rattle of keys, and the muted clangor of the call bells that went on incessantly, so high and soft that you got used to the sound and only noticed it occasionally.

As they climbed the stairs to third floor, the nurse said, “Of course, he has been more contented lately because he is counting on coming home for Christmas. He doesn’t talk about anything else.”

“I know.”

“Tell me,” the nurse said casually, “has the doctor given his consent yet? I mean has he really signed the order?”

“Well, no. Not exactly. He just said that he thought…”

At the head of the stairs the nurse hesitated a moment over selecting her key. “I don’t know,” she said. “I hope the order comes through all right. Your husband is going to be an awfully bitter and disappointed man if he doesn’t get this Christmas parole.”

The nurse unlocked the last door, and then they were in the ward where Roy had been kept the last few months. At the desk the nurse dropped Sally’s visiting slip into the open file box.

Sally said, explaining her parcels, “I’ve just got candy and cigarettes and a couple magazines.”

“You better leave the carton of cigarettes here. Just take him a couple packages out of it. I’ll mark the carton for him.”

Sally handed over the carton and the nurse wrote Roy’s name on the box with ink.

“Now, then!” the nurse said, slamming and locking the drawer on the cigarettes. They started off along the corridor, open doors on either side furnishing glimpses of patients in bed, patients in chairs, patients in the recreation room with radios, playing cards and reading magazines, and a scattering of male nurses and orderlies among them.

“Just one thing,” the nurse said, lowering her voice a little. “I wouldn’t talk to him too much about the holiday. Don’t let him get excited talking about it to you. Don’t make too many plans for it with him, or anything like that. It’s better for him not to get excited, and then, besides, if something should happen so that he didn’t get leave, after all…”

“I understand,” Sally said.

They came around a corner in the hallway, and there, standing in the doorway to a single room, was Roy. Tall and thin, brown trousers, and a faded blue shirt open at the neck. His hair was pale-colored as Harold’s was. Harold looked so much like Roy, and his face was thin and pale and lifeless. Oh, he had aged so much here, Sally thought despairingly, he had aged so much!

“Hello, darling!” Sally called out with her voice tender and a little thick with feeling.

He said her name, “Sally,” and came to meet her, walking slowly, his hands outstretched and his face working a little.

“Darling, how are you?” Sally said incoherently.

He took her in his arms gently, packages and all, and held her close against him. Her hat slipped back on her head, held on only by the elastic in the back, and he buried his face in her tously dark hair. She clung to him, talking incoherently all the while. “You’re looking better, Roy, honest! Darling, how have you been? It’s been so long since I was here. Roy, you…Oh, Roy!”

The nurse stood by, watching them vigilantly, clinking her keys in her hand.

He didn’t say anything. He just stood there holding her gently, his face buried in her hair, as if he would never let her go again.

“I thought you’d rather visit in here,” the nurse said. “Your husband is sleeping in a five-bed ward now, but I thought it would be more pleasant for you to visit here.”

Sally heard the pleasant, impersonal voice, and it recalled her to herself, and what was expected of her. She stepped back from Roy, out of his arms, and smiled gayly, and made her voice gay to match it.

“Oh, that’ll be fine! Thanks a lot. It’ll be a lot quieter than in the ward. Did you write to me that you had been moved into a ward, Roy? I don’t believe you did. A fine thing, letting me get behind on all the news.”

They walked into the single room, all three of them. The nurse pulled the two straight wooden chairs around facing each other in front of the metal tall-legged table. “There you are,” she said cheerfully.

“Thanks a lot,” Sally said again.

Sally waited a minute for Roy to sit down, and then sat down herself.

“Have a good visit,” the nurse said. She went out, adjusting the door carelessly so that it stood wide open.

Sally and Roy sat together silently then and looked at each other. The room was almost oppressively small and plain, the bare white walls, the hospital bed, the one window with the thick screen of metal and beyond that the bars, the plain empty metal table.

Roy never moved his eyes from her face, as if he couldn’t get enough of looking at her, seeing her, knowing that she was really here with him. His face was so thin and worn that it almost broke Sally’s heart. He had a slump to his shoulders that he never used to have. Oh, God, Sally was thinking, if I could just put my arms around him and hold him tight and tell him that he was looking better and that he’d be out of here soon, tell him that we all miss him, that we all want him back, tell him that I love him and I always will and that I can’t live unless he gets better and comes home!

But that wouldn’t do at all. It wouldn’t do at all, and Sally knew it. And if they didn’t start talking, in just about two minutes an orderly would be sticking his head in at the door.

Sally made a great effort and smiled her warm generous smile at Roy. She held out the parcels, showing them to him. “See, I brought some candy and some magazines. I brought a whole carton of cigarettes. The nurse is keeping them out there at the desk. All you have to do is ask her for them when you run out. Did you have enough cigarettes to last you this week? I think you smoke too much, anyway, but I guess it’s all right. I got your letter day before yesterday…” Sally lied desperately now, “I read parts of it out loud to the kids. Gee, they get the biggest kick out of your letters, hearing how you are and all that, you know…”

“How are you, Sally?” he said. “You ain’t workin’ too hard, are you? You look tired; you look like you’re worrying. Ain’t nothin’ the matter is it, Sally?”

Sally laughed at him. “You silly! Of course there isn’t anything the matter! I’m not working too hard. I feel fine. Virginia does just about all the housework. She’s been just wonderful with the kids, and taking hold with the work and everything.”

“She hasn’t got a job yet?”

“Oh, not yet,” Sally babbled, her hands busy tearing the cellophane on one of the packages of cigarettes. “But she’ll be getting something before long. Honest, I never knew anybody that tried harder than she has. She just haunts that employment office. She answers just about every ad in the paper. She’ll get a job, all right. But, you know, I wouldn’t really care if she didn’t, she’s been such a lot of help to me. But of course I shouldn’t say that. I can’t afford to pay her anything, and she wants a job and to be earnin’ money…”

“I don’t see how you get along,” Roy said tonelessly. “You don’t make much money, and the kids and Virginia and everything.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised,” Sally scoffed. “We get along fine! Joe’s working every day, and I get his board money, and Fred Foster’s board money. Don’t you worry about us, Roy. We get along fine.”

“Just the same, you look worried,” he said. “Somethin’s bothering you, I can tell, just looking at you.”

“Pooey! What could be bothering me? You’re getting better, I’ve got my job, the kids are fine. Everything is all right, honest, it is. You gotta believe me when I tell you, Roy. Everything is all right. Don’t you start worrying, because everything is all right.”

He looked at her hard without answering.

“Here, have a cigarette.” She held out the package to him and he took one. She took one too, and then began a scramble through her purse for matches.

“How is Harold?” Roy asked her.

“Oh, Harold is just fine,” Sally said brightly, her eyes lowered to the inside of her purse. “He’s getting so big, why, he’s gonna be grown up before we know it. He’s still got his paper route and he works at it faithful every day, rain or shine. He’s a lot of help to me. He’s older now, you know, and I can talk things over with him. Why, he’s just—he’s the man of the family, while you’re away. He talks about you a lot to me. This morning we was talking and he told me to be sure to tell you hello and that he sent you his love. He’s always so interested to know how you are when I’ve been down here and everything.”

“I’m glad he’s a help to you like he is,” Roy said. “Course, he’s getting older and all that, but you know how some kids are. When they git to be Harold’s age a lot of them start actin’ smart. They get funny about their folks, won’t talk to ’em or tell ’em nothin’. And then, if you don’t watch out, they get to chasin’ around and get into trouble the first thing you know. It kinda worries me. It’s hard for the mother to look after a kid Harold’s age, if he acts like that…”

“Oh, Harold isn’t a bit like that,” Sally bragged recklessly. “He talks to me about everything, just like he always did. He’s more help to me.”

She was still rummaging in her purse. She didn’t look at Roy when she said it. He looked at her hard. For just a moment his face looked suspicious and worried, and then blank again.

“You better get some matches from the nurse,” he said.

“I guess I’ll have to. I thought I had some, but I can’t find ’em. Gosh, if I did have any I probably couldn’t find ’em anyway, the mess of junk I carry around in this purse. Oh—here’s some stamps and postal cards I brought you. I’m glad I come across them. I bet I’d have forgot ’em as sure as anything.”

“Thanks.” He took them from her and stuck them in the pocket of his shirt.

“You got enough envelopes and paper and stuff?”

“Yeah.”

Sally got up. “I’ll go ask the nurse for some matches.” Outside the door, she met an orderly in the hall and stopped him, instead of walking all the way back to the desk.

He gave her the little paper folder. “You keep ’em,” he said. “It’ll be all right, and then if he wants more cigarettes you can light ’em for him while you’re here. But don’t forget!”

He grinned at her when he said it, and Sally laughed. “That’s right,” she said. “I take ’em when I leave.”

She went back to Roy with the matches.

“I got ’em. A whole package of them.”

She struck a match and lighted his cigarette and then her own.

“Have you seen the doctor yet?” Roy asked, after she was seated again.

“Not today,” Sally said. “But I want to see him before I leave. I guess I’ll have to kind of cut our visit short this time, if I get to see the doctor before the bus goes.”

Roy nodded. “Well, I want you to be sure and see the doctor. By now he oughta know for sure about my Christmas parole.”

“Oh, I was planning to see him.”

“Have you told the kids yet?” Roy asked her.

“Huh?” Sally said, “Oh, you mean about…”

“About my coming home for Christmas,” he said.

“Oh, no, I haven’t told ’em,” Sally said hurriedly. “I thought, well, you know, something might turn up that you couldn’t come or something and then they’d be so disappointed that it would just spoil their whole Christmas, and then…I—I—well, you know, I wanted to kind of make it a surprise for them, you know…” Sally’s voice trailed off helplessly.

Roy nodded. “Yeah. Sure.” He puffed on his cigarette hard. “God,” he said, “they sure will be tickled about it!”

Sally was busy improvising an ash tray out of a card from her purse.

“They will be tickled about it, won’t they?” he said sharply.

Sally looked up at him quickly with her face tragic for just a moment. “Aw, Roy, you know they will! They’ll be tickled to death. What did you think!”

He looked at his cigarette carefully, he was trying to keep his face steady, but his chin was quivering a little. “And you’ll be glad, you will be glad, won’t you, Sally? You want me to come home for Christmas, you want me to come home, don’t you, Sally?”

“Oh, Roy,” she said. It was such an effort for her to keep the tears back that her whole face stretched tight. “Roy!”

Oh, God, she was thinking, how can I sit still in this chair like this? How can I just sit here and smile and act gay and flip and keep my hands off him? It’s too much for them to ask of me. It’s too much. I’m only human. I can’t stand it when he feels like this.

The tears came into her eyes in spite of herself, but she did not shed them. She looked at him, and he was only a blur that swam before her eyes. I’m only making it harder for him when I act like this, she kept saying over and over. It only makes it harder for him.

She forced the smile onto her lips, and tipped her chin up high. Her voice was even gay and somehow light; she could hear it. “Darling, you shouldn’t say things like that. You know I want you. You know the kids want you too. Why, darling, we’re all of us just—just—living along, counting on the time when you can come home to stay. You mustn’t say such things. You mustn’t even think ’em. What makes you say things like that to me?”

He got himself under control again with an effort. When he answered her, his voice was low, with a quality of humility in it, and shame. “Oh, God, Sally, I don’t know. Sometimes I just get to thinkin’. I don’t know. Lately I been thinking a lot and I can begin to remember some of the things I done and the way I acted to home before you brought me down here, when I was outa my head. I think about it, and it makes me sick, what you an’ the kids musta thoughta me. I musta been awful. I musta done a lota crazy things I can’t even remember. I don’t see how you can feel the same about me, or the kids or nobody.”

“Roy, honey, don’t even think about it! You was sick. I understand; I made the kids understand. You don’t have to feel bad about it. You was just sick. Some people get pneumonia or appendicitis and stuff like that, and you hurt your back and it just made you, well, sick in your head. Roy, you make me feel bad when you talk like this. Do you suppose somethin’ like this could make me feel any different about you? You know better’n that, Roy. None of it was your fault, you couldn’t help it, you was sick!”

She leaned close to him, across the table, the tears shining in her eyes. He reached out and cupped her face with his hand. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t wanta make you feel bad. It’s just that sometimes I get to thinkin’ about things and I can’t stop and I get all mixed up and…I know, Sally. I know how swell you are. The way you acted when I got sick, the way you write to me and come to see me every chance you get. I guess you’re the best wife any guy ever had…”

Sally smiled and dropped her face and kissed his hand, and then she sat up straight in her chair again. “You’re not such a bad husband, either, Mr. Otis.”

They laughed together, and the room suddenly became warm and cheerful and pleasant. They could both feel it.

“We’ll have the best Christmas we ever had,” Roy said to her firmly.

She nodded to him, and then turned the conversation away as skillfully as she could.

“Well, how have you really been since I was here last time? Have you been feelin’ good? Whatcha been doin’?”

“Oh, hell!” he said. “The same old thing. It’s always the same here. I been feelin’ about the same. I’m still kinda weak yet after them fixin’ up my back and them treatments they give me. Oh, I don’t know. I play cards with some of the other fellows sometimes, and then I listen to the radio lots. I dunno, I don’t do much a anything.”

“You’re gonna be feelin’ good enough to go over to O.T. again pretty soon, aren’t you?” she said brightly.

He grinned at her weakly. “Oh, God! Make baskets, I suppose!”

She laughed with him. “Well, anyway, it would help pass the time away. Look, you want another cigarette. Here, I’ll light it for you.”

“Tell me about you,” he said, after he had puffed on the cigarette to get it burning. “What you been doin’? How’s your job?”

“Oh, my job is fine. Mr. Toresca is the nicest man to work for. When you come home I wantcha to meet him. You’d like him a lot. He’s kind of funny, Greek or Italian or something, but he’s been awful nice to me. I get along with my job fine. That’s all I do, work, and then go home at night and get supper and spend some time with the kids. They’re all busy with their school stuff, and excited about Christmas now. That’s all there is to tell. Everything is just about always the same for me every day too.”

I dunno,” he said. “You look kinda thin, you know, peaked, or somethin’. Like you ain’t eatin’ right, or you’re worrying about somethin’…”

“Pooey,” she said. “You’re just imaginin’ it! I been cuttin’ down a little on eatin’ lately because I was getting too fat. I look better if I keep my weight down. I get enough to eat, don’t you worry about that. Imagine working in a restaurant and then not getting enough to eat! How’s the food been around here lately?”

“Oh, God,” he said, “I told you what the food was like around here.”

Sally laughed. “Darling, the first day you’re home we’ll go out and blow ourselves to the best chicken dinner we can buy. You wait and see!”

“You seen Mr. Hunter lately?” he asked her.

“Well, not just lately. The last time I saw him, he come into the restaurant to eat, and he asked after you and said to tell you hello for him. And he said to tell you not to worry about a thing, that when you came home your old job would be right there waitin’ for you.”

“Hunter’s a swell egg!” Roy said.

“He sure is!”

“If you ever get in a jam or somethin’,” Roy said to her, “you know, if somethin’ should ever come up and you needed money or anything, you go to Hunter. Hunter’d fix it up for you. I been workin’ for him for years and I don’t know of a better guy.”

“They been havin’ any good movies down here lately?” Sally asked him.

“Yeah, they had one just the other night, but, hell, I was feelin’ kind of tired, so I didn’t even bother to go.”

“Aw, you oughta go, Roy. You always liked to go to the movies.”

“Yeah, sure,” he said. “But I never cared nothin’ about going to the movies alone. I always liked to go with you.”

They sat quietly together for a moment, with the memories of all the happy Saturday night dates, movies and dancing and beer, sliding by, like bright beads on a string stretching between them.

Sally stirred in her chair. “You know, if I’m gonna get downstairs and talk to that doctor before bus time, I’ve gotta leave in a minute.”

“Aw, you just got here!”

“I know it. If there was only another bus I could take. But the next one is so late that it makes me awful late gettin’ home. And then I have to wait over an hour to make connections.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You better take this next bus back all right. Hell, I should kick. I’d be glad to see you if it wasn’t more’n for two minutes. You comin’ down here to see me is all that keeps me goin’, that, and knowin’ that you’re there waitin’ for me to get better and get back home again.”

“That’s right,” Sally said. “It’s just like I always tell you. We both gotta job to do. Your job is to do everything you can to help yourself get better, and my job is to keep things goin’ till you can come home again. Your job is the hardest; but when this is all over, why, things will be just like they used to be, and it’ll mean more to us even than it did before.”

“Sally,” he said simply, “I wouldn’t wanta get better, or I wouldn’t even wanta live, if it wasn’t for you.”

She stood up from her chair hastily. “Roy, honey, I’ll just have to go, honest. I’ll probably have to wait awhile to see the doctor and that darn old bus goes so soon.”

He stood up too, and came close to her and took hold of her hands. “Okay, sweetheart.”

She looked up to him with her face shining with tenderness. “You be good and do what they tell you to, and don’t worry about anything. And write, won’t you? And I’ll be seein’ you…”

“Christmas,” he prompted.

“Yeah, I’ll be seein’ you Christmas—and—and—just—hurry up and get well, won’t you, darling?”

He held her hands tight, looking down into her face. “Everything is all right, isn’t it, Sally?”
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