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On their first night Carrie had been nervous, and Slater had tried to think of some way to make it easier tor her, to show her how fine and free it could be.

But the moment they’d stepped into the cabin she had undressed, matter-of-factly, a cigarette dangling from her lips.

Her body was white and in-credibly lovely, and Slater had felt desire engulf him.

He had held her, hungrily, and hardly listened to the one thing she’d said.

“I don’t think I’ll be much good at this.”

She had been so cruelly right.

And that, in a way, was what had killed her.

That, and a beautiful woman named Jenny.
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“When you’re alone in the middle of the night and you wake like someone hit you on the head, You’ve had a cream of a nightmare dream, and you’ve got the hoo-ha’s coming to you …”

T. S. ELIOT



one

For one stunning half-second, as Slater walked through the snowy night toward Boyson’s Café, he thought he saw the Cloward boy on East Genesee Street. Usually, it was Carrie’s face he thought he saw in the crowd; it was Carrie looking out the window of a bus, or looking up from some table behind him, as he studied his reflection in a mirror, or in his nightmares — Carrie, the cigarette dangling from her lips, the slight tip to those lips, almost a smile of amusement, but really a thin little leer: you won’t get away with it, Slater.

I am; you’re dead … but still, telling himself that at such times, never quite took away the sliver of terror, at the unreal nearness of Carrie. Hallucinations … but still.

Only last week he had sent off a Christmas card to Cloward, at the penitentiary. If I can ever help you, he had dictated a little note to be enclosed … and O Mr. Burr, Miss Rae had looked up from her dictation with misty eyes which worshipped him, O Mr. Burr, to still forgive that boy, him — wrecking your life that way, drunk and O sir, you could teach us all about Christian forgiving!

Suddenly, as Slater Burr stepped inside Boyson’s, shaking the snow from his gray-checked cap, he knew he could not face Jen’s relatives that night. He could not face another of Chris’ lectures about Jen’s life being ruined, nor the nervous frivolity of exchanging gifts by the tree, nor everyone’s asking him what the latest was about the plant … The latest was, he was losing the plant — Burr Manufacturing was going down the drain. Slater put his coat across his lap and ordered a martini. This time he saw Carrie’s face reflected in his own eyes as he looked into the bar mirror; two tiny Carrie faces, two tiny cigarettes with their smoke spiraling up in his corneas; one saying, ‘You’re not a success without me, and you never were’ … And the other? The same: you won’t get away with it, Slater.

I’ve been getting away with it for eight years, Carrie. He picked up the martini and walked across to the phone booth. He dialed the McKenzies.

“Merry Christmas to all, and a Happy New Year!” Chris answered. That was Slater’s brother-in-law in a nutshell: Mr. Goody Two Shoes, spilling over with good will and do good. Chris McKenzie, head of P.T.A., S.P.C.A., and last but O God never least, the Kantogee County Chapter of A.A…. Mr. Wonderful, spokesman for The Nearly Damned, available and declamatory any Friday evening in the basement of The First Presbyterian Church: My name is Chris McKenzie, and I’m an Alcoholic.

Slater said into the mouthpiece: “My name is Alcoholic, and I’m a Slater Burr.”

“Very amusing, Slater … We’ve been waiting for you.”

“Boozing it up over there, as usual, Chris?”

“I think you ought to search your heart and discover the reason you have to be so defensive, Slater.”

“I’m just having a nice defensive ice-cold martini, very dry, with a defensive twist of lemon,” said Slater. He parodied a singing commercial: “Remem-ber how great, allthatbooze use-to-taste? Martinis — still do!”

“Did the meeting go badly, Slater? Is that it?”

“You’re all dying to know, aren’t you, Chris?”

“Jen was wondering, is all.”

“Well put Jen on,” said Slater, “and by the way, Chris.”

“Yes?”

“I was in Cayuta Trust this morning. Old man Caxton seemed concerned about Jen. I wonder if you think that’s any of his business?”

“I didn’t say anything to Caxton.”

“Right after he expressed his concern, he told me his dog had been sick last week. He told me what a fine vet you were.”

“You’ve been drinking, Slater. You wouldn’t make those insinuations, if you hadn’t had a few.”

“Yes, we’re all out of control but you, Chris. You just let me worry about Jen’s drinking, and my drinking.”

“This is no way to talk tonight, Slater.”

“It’s the Christmas spirit, Chris-mess. Let me speak with Jen.”

“She’s across the hall at the neighbors. You’ll have to hold on.”

Slater glanced at his watch while he waited. Eight o’clock. The stores in Cayuta, New York, were open until nine on Christmas Eve. That was a lifesaver; he still had a few more things to get Jen. Things he could not afford. Caxton had been his last hope, and Caxton had flatly refused a loan for Burr Company. It was just too risky a proposition, with the new zoning proposal … perhaps some other bank, one out-of-town. And by the way, how was Mrs. Burr (“young Mrs. Burr”, folks in Cayuta called Jen) how was young Mrs. Burr? He had heard — 

“Heard what?” Slater had not been willing to let the thought trail away.

“O nothing.” Caxton sang-song back, “We all think she’s such a pretty little thing, that’s all, and hope she’s well.”

Just across from Boyson’s, was the downtown employment office for Leydecker Electric. Slater could see it through the pane of the phone booth, which faced Genesee Street. Even though it was Christmas Eve, and snowing furiously outside, there was a line in front of the office. Slater knew that if he were to go out and cross the street, he would find some of his own men in that line.

There were only a few industries in Cayuta. In addition to L.E., there was a macaroni plant, a shoe company, and The Slater Burr Manufacturing Company. The latter was the oldest drop forge factory in the country. It produced forgings for other industries, from automotive, to agricultural, to locomotive. The Stewart family had owned it for more than a hundred years until Nelson Stewart died, when Slater took control. He gave the company his name; he even changed the name of the Stewart-owned office building on East Genesee to The Burr Building. Even Nelson Stewart’s only heir had had Slater’s name: Carrie Stewart Burr, the late Mrs. Burr, killed (long sighs, sad eyes rolled toward heaven) by the drunken Cloward boy … Slater took a sip from his martini, waiting there in the phone booth. I’m getting away with it, Carrie; it’s Leydecker I’m fighting, not you, and not Cloward. He folded open the door of the phone booth and signaled for another drink. Then he fed the phone’s box nickels, at the operator’s time call.

Jen’s voice was interspersed with the sound of the money ringing.

“What took you so long?” Slater asked.

“I was in the next apartment … with drinkers. Chris and Lena and assorted relatives are drinking ginger ale by the tree in the living room.”

“I don’t want to come over. Can I skip it? Meet you home?”

“You can do anything you want to do, darling. I’m bored to tears, and I’d love an excuse.”

“I have a few things to get. Then I’ll meet you home.”

“I wish we could go to Europe,” Jen said, and Slater knew then she was a little high; high, and back on going abroad forever, live on the Left Bank, on nothing — a loaf of bread, cheese, wine; what-do-we-need, we have each other. All right, all right, but not tonight, Jen, he thought; no patience tonight.

“If Leydecker keeps at it, we may go there … in rags.”

“Wonderful!”

Slater felt his impatience quicken. Mrs. Burr spends quite a lot on clothes, sir, says Miss Rae; Miss Rae says, Mrs. Burr spent $508.15 last month, sir, and this month — 

“Things are lousy, Jen,” Slater said. “I’m not in a gay mood.”

“How was it?”

“Bad.” He imitated Leydecker’s voice, “It is the duty of local leaders of industry to improve their properties, to appeal to local bankers, if necessary, for funds to enhance … Oh, well, it was that way.”

“Chris said you saw Caxton.”

“Refused,” Slater said. “A flat refusal.”

“But last summer Caxton said — ”

Slater sighed. “Last summer, darling, L.E. was on the skids, and I was the fair-haired boy.”

Only last summer, Caxton’s kindly green eyes had looked up approvingly at the city council meeting, shining while Slater shined: “Don’t think like losers!” Slater had shone, “Mr. Leydecker’s attempts to get new industry in here are like attempts to get rich old strangers to change their wills in your favor! We’re in the heart of the Finger Lakes, and we need to sell ourselves as a tourist attraction — sell our lakes, sell Cayuta, but don’t sell it down the river to outside industry!”

“Winner” and “loser” were words Slater pounded in at council meetings, pounded in with his fist on the table, his eyes flashing, huge and powerful, compared to little Kenneth Leydecker, Jr., balding and prim, his frightened eyes peeping out through his gold-edged rimless glasses.

Slater was the winner, hands down, in his perpetual battle with Leydecker. All of Leydecker’s proposals — for a new municipal airport to attract industry, for a new zoning law which would force the Burr plant from its center-town location, for this improvement and that one, were fought by Slater in council meetings, and defeated.

Slater had only to remind Cayutians what had happened during the war years, when Leydecker Electric expanded via Stamford-Clyde, an outside industry, which shared contracts and labor with L.E., then pulled away leaving L.E. over-expanded and under-contracted, and leaving Cayuta an official “depressed area.” He had only to call attention to the fact that Burr Manufacturing Company, built with local capital and local brains, had never employed any but local people.

Then, late last summer, the wind shifted. Oil wealth, a construction boom, and high temperatures in Kuwait, a Persian oil sheikdom, all worked in Kenneth Leydecker’s favor. He won a contract to produce 30,000 air conditioners for export to Kuwait. Leydecker Electric, for so long floundering and fishing for new industry, was on its feet. The wage scale in Cayuta for factory workers was up — up and beyond what Slater Burr could afford — and the town felt a new hum, an upsurge in spirit: L.E. was working nights, as well as double day shifts. Kenneth Leydecker no longer looked like a loser, and the Burr plant in center town, began looking exactly as Leydecker always said it did: like an eyesore.

Jen said, “How about the zoning proposal?”

“I’m afraid it’ll go through, Jen.”

“Did you give them the arguments against it?”

“My arguments sound pretty thin lately.”

“Did you tell them it’d put B.M.C. out of business?”

“That’s not news to anyone, Jen, and it wasn’t news to Leydecker tonight that I can’t swing a bank loan. He’s on the board of Cayuta Trust; he knows what he’s doing.”

“I’m sorry you sound blue, darling.” And that was so like Jen, like her to tell him she was sorry, just as she might tell someone at the club she was sorry he had lost at tennis.

“All right, I’ll meet you home.”

“I’m so pleased! I was so bored, Slater! They’re all talking about bomb shelters over here. Is that all America can think about?”

He supposed he was in for another evening of Europe versus America. Jen had spent two years in France, nine years ago. Life’s highlight for Jen, Slater thought derisively; what she would remember when she was an old woman. And Slater? Carrie’s face in the bottom of his martini glass now: No, she won’t remember her real highlight, Slater; it’s between you and me.

“They’re your relatives, Jenny,” Slater sighed.

“I never said they weren’t. They bore, bore, bore me! I wish we could go to Europe, Slater.”

“I know … I wish it too.”

“And they’re all eating! Peanuts, doughnuts, potato chips, just filling their faces. The fat Americans!”

“Okay, okay,” Slater said tiredly; could he count 20 men through the windows, across at Leydecker’s? 30? “God hate America.”

“Well, I do get bored, darling.”

“It’s hard for an oriental like yourself to adjust,” said Slater.

Jen giggled. “I may be an American, darling, but I’m not dead. Everyone here’s so dead!”

“I’ll meet you at home, Jenny.”

“Pick up some champagne, darling.”

Live on the Left Bank on nothing, a loaf of bread, cheese — 

He said, “I thought we weren’t going to make anything special out of this commercial proposition — American Christmas.”

“We’re exchanging gifts. We might as well have some champagne.”

“Shall I get a tree? They’re selling white plastic trees in Woolworth’s.”

“Yes, be sure to,” Jen giggled again. “God, don’t you wish we were in a little French café near the Seine, sipping wine quietly.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Jenny. That little French café would be just as hammed up with Christmas decorations as Boyson’s Café here on Genesee Street.”

“But everything would be written in French, so I’d forgive it.”

“Joyeux Noël,” Slater said. “Bonne nuit.” “I’ll see you at home, darling.” “Au revoir,” said Slater Burr.





two

Rich Boyson sat on a stool in the rear of his restaurant, waiting for Slater Burr to come out of the phone booth. Rich was not a localite in the true sense of the word. He had moved to Cayuta fourteen years ago, when B.M.C. was still the Stewart Company, and Leydecker Electric, affiliated with Stamford-Clyde, was the big industry in town … Even in those days, Leydecker and Slater Burr were fierce enemies, and Rich’s customers had soon filled him in on the reason.

It was hard for Rich to imagine Slater poor, or working in the shipping department at Stewart — hard to think of him as a gangling kid without even a high school education, impossible to think of him as Fran Burr. (He had changed his name, after his marriage to Carrie.) But he was that, and he had been called Fran Burr, right through his teens.

It was not difficult to imagine Kenneth Leydecker’s father keeping Slater’s father on a foreman’s salary, while he adopted all Roy Burr’s ideas for switches and connectors to improve L.E. equipment. Roy Burr had died of cancer at 48, his savings spent on his dying, the family in debt at his burial … No, if Kenneth Leydecker was a chip off the old block, it was not hard to imagine that … And anyway, that happened all the time. Rich’s own father had been a chemist, and Rich would like to have all the money his father’s ideas had netted Canadaigua Foods … but Slater Burr poor?

Slater looked like the kind born to money. He was a good six four, one of those huge men with coal black hair and large dark eyes, sure and cool, with his checked caps and sports cars, and the distance between himself and other men, that made Rich call him Mr. Burr. He could walk into Rich’s place in khaki pants and a T-shirt, and still there would be something about him to tell Rich he was better-off than most of Rich’s customers. Not many of the better-off class came into Boyson’s, but Slater and Jen did, always by themselves. They were the kind Rich liked, the kind who really enjoyed their drinks, sat at the bar sipping martinis and talking as though they were two youngsters who had just met … The fact was, Jen Burr was a youngster, compared to Slater, but Rich sometimes thought of them as no different from the university kids, who came over weekends from Syracuse or Cornell … Together, they were like kids. Alone, Slater was friendly, but not a talker, not one to sit on a stool looking around either; quiet, studying the mirror, a real loner.

The only thing Rich Boyson could remember about Carrie Burr was that she walked around Cayuta in pants, always with a cigarette dangling from her mouth. She was not a drinker, and during their marriage, Slater seldom came into Boyson’s, except for cigarettes and a fast one at the bar. No one really knew Carrie. She had gone to school outside Cayuta all her life, and she had married Slater the first summer she was home from college. She was tall like Slater, with the same pitch-black hair, which spilled to her shoulders, straight and shining, and her face was not pleasant, because she seldom smiled, but it was a good face, Rich remembered … just very solemn, with brown eyes that seemed to look through a person.

But Jen! Jen was like Slater’s buddy. Rich thought of it as having a wife who was a pal, as well as someone to cook the meals and raise the kids. Rich’s own wife was married to the Motorola television set in their bedroom. Oh, she had had her little fling years back, and Rich had broken Al Secora’s ribs because of it … but now her fling was played out on a 19” screen, marked out a week ahead on the TV Guide. When Rich got home at night and started to gossip about people who had been in the place, Francie could hardly tear her eyes from the Tonight Show. It worked out that Rich told her all about people like Slater and Jen, while she didn’t listen, then she told him all about Johnny Carson and Zsa Zsa Gabor, while he didn’t listen. Then side-by-side they went to sleep, each one feeling big-hearted about putting up with the other’s drivel.

Sometimes Rich Boyson got fed up and told himself that if he were married to someone like Jen Burr … well, and he had to laugh … well, he would not be Rich Boyson, was all. He might be rich, but not Rich Boyson … He guessed Jen McKenzie Burr was the most beautiful woman in Cayuta, New York — hell, in the whole of Kantogee County! She was a little, very thin woman, with long yellow hair that hung straight and silk-like, skin like ivory, round deep blue eyes, dimples, and a snub nose. Rich thought of her as a little doll; that’s what she was, a little doll, full of fire and what-for, and she could drink big Slater Burr under an oversized banquet table.

When Slater came out of the phone booth, Rich walked up to the front of the bar and pounded him on the back.

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Burr. Can I give you one on the house, for the Yuletide?”

“Thanks, Rich, but I’ve got last-minute shopping to do.”

“Wish Mrs. Burr a Merry Christmas for me.”

“O we’ll be in during the holidays.”

“Say, Mr. Burr,” Rich said. “Know who came in here to use the phone today?”

“Someone who doesn’t drink?”

Rich Boyson laughed; he stretched out the laughter. He had almost put his foot in it. He had just started to blurt it out, when somewhere in the middle, he had checked himself. God knows Slater Burr would find out somehow, if he did not know already, but Rich Boyson was not going to be the bearer of bad news. It was none of his business; he prided himself on staying out of other people’s business, and for all Francie heard of his nightly gossip, he was clean when it came to keeping things to himself.

He intended to let his question get lost in his own laughter, then to shuffle away — fast.

But Slater ?urr said, “Who was in using the phone?”

“Santa Claus!” said Rich Boyson, trying to sound as though he believed in the joke. It fell predictably flat and embarrassing between Burr and himself.

Burr responded with a thin snort, and swallowed down his martini. He swung his big legs off the barstool, and reached for his black wool cap on the counter.

“Seeing you, Rich,” said Slater Burr.

Rich Boyson watched him push through the revolving door.

Santa Claus, he thought disgustedly, as he made his way back to his office … But still, he knew it was better saying that, than saying Buzzy Cloward was back in Cayuta … large as life and free as a bird — eight years later, using Boyson’s pay phone, with his bags set on the floor outside the booth.





three

It was ten-thirty before the excitement died down. Its death left an uneasy embarrassment. The red and green Christmas lights blinked on and off on the small plastic tree set on the window sill of the apartment. The radio on the table played O Holy Night, and Selma Cloward, seated opposite her father and her brother, in the living room, glanced at her simulated diamond wrist watch. Her thoughts were spilling in every direction — getting to mass, what to do now Buzzy was back, and then on Oliver Percy, on why he would unbutton his shirt that way, just sit there with his shirt unbuttoned — period.

She said, “If you want to come to mass with us, Buzzy, it’d probably be all right, but you wouldn’t have much fun, all girls and — ”

“No, thanks, Sel.”

His refusal made her glad she had asked. For the past hour she had wondered if she should chance the invitation. She was not attending mass with five other Ayres salesclerks, as she had pretended. She was going alone, and afterwards to Boyson’s, and somewhere along the line she hoped to connect with Oliver Percy.

Selma Cloward was 30, three years older than Buzzy, and still unmarried. It was on her mind how Buzzy’s return would affect her relationship with Percy. He was new to Cayuta, the new personnel director at Leydecker Electric. She had never mentioned Buzzy to him. He was a plump man in his late thirties, with a round apple-cheeked face, and bright blue eyes behind heavy black-shell glasses. A few weeks ago in Boyson’s, when she was having the usual drinks with the crowd after work, he had come in, and they had struck up this conversation about winter. Right away, she had liked him, and nights she hung back when the other Ayres girls went on home, and they had drinks together. He was very much the gentleman, neat as a pin and one to order his scotch by brand. Martin’s V.O., he always said, and his bills were never crumpled or old, but spanking new ones, as though he had just come from the bank.

Then last night he had asked her to his place for a drink. They had both had a lot to drink, and Selma had already decided on the stairs going up to his apartment that she would let him make love to her. She realized he was very drunk when they got inside. He had tripped against his table, and stumbled against the refrigerator when he got the drinks. They had three drinks while sitting on the couch, and on the fourth, Oliver Percy took off his coat, his tie, and unbuttoned his shirt. He pulled his shirt open and said, “There!” Then he took off his glasses.

“Well, you are quite well built!” Selma had said, for lack of anything else to say.

Oliver Percy responded: “I don’t want you to think I did this because I don’t think you’re a nice girl. You are a nice girl.”

So they sat there that way through another drink, Oliver Percy with his shirt open, Selma Cloward wondering what it all meant. At eleven o’clock he called a taxi for her, led her carefully down the stairs, and said, “Don’t feel bad tomorrow. You’re a good girl.”

Well, drink did strange things to people, was all. Buzzy was proof of that. Selma Cloward loved Buzzy more than she had ever loved either parent, but she never fooled herself that Buzzy was not trouble. Long before he had ever met the Leydecker girl, he was making his way. As a youngster his idols were the Italian numbers men from the 2nd Ward, and he would run their errands for them, but late in his teens Slater Burr became his idol, and he picked out Laura Leydecker to make his way by new means.

Selma had grown accustomed to having her brother “away”. His letters from prison were filled with talk of parole, but she had not counted on it. The truth was, she had counted on never having to worry about Buzzy returning to Cayuta. In prison he had worked in the kitchen, and taken correspondence courses. Selma had figured that when he got out, he would get a job somewhere miles away. In her mind’s eye, she had seen herself one day years off, taking a train to visit him. She had imagined him older, gray-haired, stoop-shouldered, thin … meek, somehow.

It was true that he seemed more serious (glum was closer) and older, but his hair was the same fire red, combed in the elaborate pompadour he had affected eight years ago, and his gray eyes were solemn, but striped with a certain distant bravado, as though he were waiting for something to happen which would restore the cocky gleam there in the eyes of his photograph, on the mantle. He wore a light-colored sports coat with dark pants, and a jaunty, black-and-white striped floppy bow tie, loafers and red wool socks. He still had that habit of combing his hair every five minutes, then playing with the comb, twanging its teeth with his fingers.

He did have a job; he could not have been paroled without one, but to Selma Cloward’s way of thinking, it was a very strange job for Buzzy. He was going to be a secretary to a man named Guy Gilbert, while Gilbert wrote a book … Way in the back of Selma Cloward’s mind was the hazy suspicion that Buzzy might have broken out of Brinkenhoff … Still, he had written about this Gilbert, a newspaperman who had taken an interest in him. He was carrying matches from the Algonquin Hotel, where he had stayed last night with Gilbert. Gilbert had bought him the sports jacket and slacks. Gilbert had given him money for Christmas gifts, and in a week, when Gilbert came back from Florida, Buzzy was going to New York to work for him.

Maybe it was all the way Buzzy said, but The Whole Thing made Selma nervous, and for the first time since he had called from Boyson’s, Selma Cloward was able to admit to herself that she wished he had not come back … Not when she was just getting to know Oliver Percy … just beginning to wonder how S.C.P. would look embroidered on the scarlet bath towels in her Hope Chest.

“Want some more wine, son?” Milton Cloward reached down beside the davenport and picked up the jug of grape wine. He poured some into Buzzy’s glass.

“Thanks, pop.”

“Wine don’t hurt. Goes down smooth, don’t it? It’s not like the hard stuff. Now, you can hardly feel a thing, can you, son?”

“No, I can’t feel anything.”

“Not dizzy or anything, is that right?”

“I feel fine, pop.”

Milton Cloward’s way of showing intoxication was to get dizzy, a moment before he passed out. He seldom drank, only on holidays. He did not understand men who became wild and crazy when they drank, but he knew that it happened, and he blamed Alcohol for all Buzzy’s troubles.

At ten-thirty that Christmas Eve, he was beginning to wonder if the wine had been a good idea. After all …

He said again, “You can hardly feel a thing, can you, son?”

“I’m really okay, dad.”

“Yes,” his father went back to the subject they had been discussing, “Cayuta’s changing all right. Used to be the Stewart Building was the cat’s meow with an elevator and one operator. But we got a team of six now, working two shifts, right up to eight at night, and nine on Fridays.”

Milton Cloward was Starter of the elevator men. He was not a janitor, but off-duty hours he kept an eye out, like a night-watchman, which earned him the right to have this small apartment on the Burr Building’s second floor. He could never get used to calling it The Burr Building; he had worked Car 1 when it was Nelson Stewart’s place, and there were no other elevator men … Now The Burr Building belonged to Cayuta Trust. Slater Burr had lost it to the bank last year. Before he signed the papers, Slater Burr made sure Milton Cloward kept his apartment there; in the midst of all his troubles, Slater Burr thought of Milton Cloward. Another man — his wife run down by Milton Cloward’s son, might have put the family out years ago, but Slater Burr was different from other men … Milton Cloward could remember when he was Fran Burr, a kid too big and busy for his age, and he supposed that was what made Slater different from other men, and he never had trouble remembering he wasn’t Fran any more, but Slater — to Milt Cloward, Mr. Burr.

Selma Cloward said, “I’ll say things have changed. Oliver Percy says we’ll get more industry now, things are looking up.”

“Oh yeah,” her father said, “there’s talk General Electric might move here, ‘ploy about 300 men. Buy-build-boost Cayuta! See all the banners and signs saying that, Buzz?”

“Yes. It was the first thing I noticed on my way from Syracuse.”

“It’s hitting Mr. Burr hard, though. I hate to see that.”

“He’s paying slave wages down to his place, pop! It’s about time he got it. Oliver Percy says he pays slave wages.”

“Now, Sel, I told you that kind of talk ain’t necessary.”

“It isn’t necessary, pop, but it’s true. You can make more in the yarn department at Ayres, than you can make down to Burr’s.”

“Well, he needs to fix his place up. Repairs cost.”

“He isn’t fixing anything, Oliver Percy says.”

“She just don’t like Slater Burr’s wife,” said Milton Cloward. “You know Mr. Burr remarried?”

“Yes, I remember Selma writing.”

“Married Jen McKenzie. Brother’s a vet here now. Now, maybe she’s a little hoity-toity, but she’s a young — ”

“A lit-tle hoity-toity!” Selma cut in. “A lit-tle hoity-toity! Har-de, har, har, har! She comes into Ayres like she was Miss Queen of England, and I can tell you I’d rather wait on Miss Queen of England, than on young Mrs. Burr, any old day of the week! She talks as if she lived in Paris, France, up ‘till last Tuesday! ‘Miss!’ she says, ‘I’m looking for a little envelope blouse, something to show off a seed-pearl choker. I saw one in Paris in shrimp-pink, which I adored!’ … Oh, I can tell you, she’s just what I need sauntering down the aisle on a Monday morning! And I hear she drinks like a fish too!”

“Now, now, Sel,” Milton Cloward wagged his large hand back and forth, “that’s just their way, rich folks. But I want to tell you, Buzzy,” his face took on a serious expression, “Mr. Burr’s been decent about everything. Do you know from time-to-time he asks about you?”

“He sent a Christmas card a week ago. Sent one every year.”

“You see! Now, I don’t want to go into all of That, but I just want the record straight. Slater Burr is a decent man, been decent about everything!”

“And Mr. Leydecker?” said Buzzy Cloward.

“Don’t see him, s’ali.”

Selma said, “You know damn well you see him, pop, and he don’t speak. For all I know, one day he’ll put a bug in Oliver Percy’s ear, and it’ll be curtains for me.”

Milton Cloward looked up at the clock on the mantle. “Holy Mackrel!” he said. “You see the time? It’s quarter to eleven.” He got up and reached for the jug of wine, carrying it to the kitchen. “I got to get going,” he said.

Selma told her brother: “He don’t speak to pop, and he don’t speak to me.”

“And Laura?” Buzzy Cloward finally said.

“She’s a re-cluse.”

“What do you mean, Sel?”

“A re-cluse. That’s what everyone calls her. I don’t know what it means. She don’t come out.”

“I know what a recluse is, but what do you mean she doesn’t come out? She doesn’t ever come out?”

“Un-uh. Never.”

“That just doesn’t make sense! Do you mean she doesn’t go places, do things? Movies? I know she didn’t go to college, after all. You wrote me that in one of your first letters, but — ”

Selma said, “Buzzy, Laura Leydecker hasn’t left that house in years!”

Buzzy just sat there, staring at his sister with a look of amazement. Selma Cloward looked away. She stood up, glancing again at her watch. She said, “Earl Leonard gave me this for my birthday last year. You remember Earl?”

“Yes. Sort of.”

“We was going hot and heavy for awhile. I mean, it looked like the Real Thing … Then he got transferred, when the Wright Plant left Cayuta … That’s what happens. We get a new industry and new men, two — three years … then pfffft!”

“What’s the matter with Laura?” said Buzzy.

“Only thing I hear is rumors. She’s crazy, she’s sick — nobody knows the truth … I got to meet the girls, Buzzy. If we don’t get there early, then we have to stand.”

“Somebody ought to know the truth.”

“Look, Buzzy, want my advice? Stay out of it! She sure isn’t up there on the hill pining away for you, so just stay out of it! Want my advice, she’s flipped her lid or something — I don’t know. She’s a recluse.”

“It’s been eight years. Eight years. It still affects her?”

“What affects her I don’t know anything about, but my advice is, look what it done to you, Buzzy!”

“I haven’t had such a bad time of it, Sel. Meeting Guy Gilbert was the biggest break in my life … No, I haven’t done badly. It’s just that, it wasn’t fair. If I could only explain — just to myself, Sel — why Leydecker lied about giving me the keys to his car that night … then … then I’d forget the whole thing.”

“I know you always said that, Buzz, about Leydecker giving you the keys to his car … but I been thinking about it for eight years, thinking about it and watching Mr. Leydecker prance around Cayuta, and it just don’t seem like he’d be the kind to give his keys to a drunken kid he hated.”

“I think he wanted me to kill myself, so I wouldn’t marry Laura.”

“Buzzy, that still don’t explain how you got into Slater Burr’s car. If Leydecker gave you his keys, you would have been in Leydecker’s car … Naw, Buzzy, it don’t add up. You was drunk, Buzzy … There I go again, saying you was. Oliver’s always correcting me. Live around pop, my education goes down the drain … You should have heard Earl Leonard talk. Remember?”

“No, I don’t think I really knew him.”

“Maybe that’s right. It was ‘58 or ‘59. Yeah, you wouldn’t have known him. Well — pffft, like I said. But he was a talker. Propinquity, he says: that’s why we fell in love, he says. It was propinquity. I looked it up and it means nearness. I always wondered if he felt so near to me, why he didn’t ask me to go to Rochester, when the Wright plant moved. But he didn’t. Anyways,” she said, “I got this watch from him. And now … there’s this new man. Oliver Percy. Oh, he’s a gentleman … intellectual type.”

“A recluse,” Buzzy Cloward said. “I remember her hair. You know, Sel, in prison you read a lot. An awful lot. There’s not much else to do. I even read poetry, if you can imagine. I remember this one about this farmer, married a girl who didn’t want to sleep with him.”

“What’d he marry her for?”

“I don’t know … He did. Anyway, he used to lie awake nights and miss her, you know?”

“He had a legal right. He could have gone to court.”

“Well, he didn’t. He just missed her. And there was this stanza, I remember.” Buzzy Cloward sat up straight, looking down at his hands as he recited:


She sleeps up in the attic there

Alone poor maid. ‘Tis but a stair

Between us. Oh, my God, the down, The soft young down of her, the brown

The brown of her — her eyes, her hair, her hair!



He coughed self-consciously, reached for his wine glass, and took a long swallow. His sister was embarrassed too, and she coughed and murmured “… the way the cookie crumbles, I guess.”

Buzzy said, “Between you and me, maybe I was never really in love with her, but I used to remember that. Her hair. That line: ‘The brown of her — her eyes, her hair, her hair!’ “

Selma said, “Well, her hair was her best feature.”
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