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CHAPTER ONE

THE GROCERY STORE

THE black Pontiac drew up in front of Geller’s Creamqueen Dairy and Grocery, but had to double-park, because the kerb was solid with cars, almost bumper to bumper. There were two men in the Pontiac, and for a while they just sat there, going over some papers one of them had in a portfolio on his lap. It was a clear, bright and shining morning in March, and a west wind had swept into the city, bearing with it the first elusive sweetness of spring.

After a few minutes, a policeman walked over to the double-parked car, confidence and annoyance mixed in his bearing, and said to the driver:

“No standing. What you’re doing costs fifteen dollars, so move on before I put a price on it.”

“Sorry, officer,” said the driver politely. He was a young man in his beginning thirties, clean-cut with close-cropped hair and neatly dressed in charcoal grey flannel. “I know it’s an imposition, but I hope you will honour this.” And he took out his wallet and opened it for the officer. The policeman’s face became respectful and he nodded eagerly. “Of course,” he said. “Absolutely. I’m sorry to have bothered you, but you know the way it is.”

“I know the way it is,” the driver agreed. “You were only doing your duty. We may be only ten minutes or we may be an hour. We can stay here, can’t we?”

“I should say you can,” the policeman smiled. “As long as you have to. Can I ask where you’ll be?”

“In the grocery store.”

“Geller? You don’t say—I hope he’s not in any trouble.”

“One of his customers.”

“Oh?”

The driver lost interest and turned back to the papers on the other man’s lap. The policeman stood there for a moment, somewhat ill at ease at the abrupt dismissal, and then said lamely:

“My station’s at the intersection. I’ll be there if you should need me.”

The driver nodded without answering and the policeman walked away. After a few more minutes, both men got out of the Pontiac and walked toward the grocery store. The one who carried the portfolio was older, fleshier, with the round, full-chinned face of a well-fed bank clerk. His vest buttoned tightly over a little stomach, and he wore gold-rimmed glasses. When they entered the store, he did the talking. There were no customers in the store at that moment, only a greying, baldish man of about sixty behind the counter and a younger man with acne sweeping the store toward the back.

“Are you Mr. Geller?” the man with the gold-rimmed glasses asked, and when the baldish man nodded, introduced himself as Mr. Cann. “I’m from the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” he said politely, and he opened his wallet and showed his credentials to Mr. Geller. “This is my associate, Mr. Kelley,” nodding at the man who had been driving the black Pontiac. “We would like to ask you some questions, Mr. Geller, and to have you help us, if you don’t mind.”

His tone and attitude were coldly and distantly polite, but in spite of that, the blood drained out of Mr. Geller’s face, and he gripped the counter with such obvious nervousness that an uninitiated observer would have suspected a heart attack. But neither Mr. Cann nor Mr. Kelley were uninitiated observers; they had witnessed this reaction too many times to be disturbed by it, and perhaps they felt just the slightest sense of satisfaction at this hard power of the long arm of the Federal Government. Mr. Geller was frightened; it was quite proper that he should be.

“I got nothing to hide,” Mr, Geller said. “I got nothing to hide.”

“We’re sure you have nothing to hide,” Mr. Cann said, with the same cool politeness. “We’re interested in one of your customers, not in you.”

The blood returned to Mr. Geller’s face. He breathed deeply and glanced at the acne-faced boy, who had paused in his sweeping. “Leon,” he said, “put that broom away and come up here and wait on the customers.” Then he told Mr. Cann, “You can come in back, if you want to, and we’ll talk there. I never had no trouble with the police. It gives a man a shock when he hears the F.B.I., you know,” and he smiled, but Mr. Cann didn’t smile back, only agreeing that they would come in back with him if he thought they could talk better there. Mr. Cann’s manner said it didn’t matter one damn bit to him where they talked.

Mr. Geller led them to the small room behind the grocery store, where, among piles of egg crates and cartons of canned goods, he could seat his guests on two rickety chairs. Through the open door they could see the length of the store, and Mr. Cann placed himself so that he had a clear and unimpeded view. At the same time he wrinkled his nose at the sour smell of decaying vegetables. From the way he sat, the leather portfolio perched carefully on his knees, it was evident that he was a fastidious as well as a decisive man. Mr. Kelley, however, insisted that Mr. Geller be seated. He preferred to stand himself. He was the non-fastidious part of the pair. He was tough and open, and Mr. Cann was surface-gentle and concealed. Even Mr. Geller, never a very perceptive man, could see that, and though he tried very hard, considering it a test and contest of his citizenship, to like them, at least to accept them, he found it difficult because he was afraid of them. The longer they were there, the more he wished they would go away and leave him to himself, his grocery store, his customers, and his losing struggle with the three great supermarkets that fenced him in.

“Which one of my customers?” he asked. If he was afraid, he was nevertheless curious.

“Lola Gregg.”

“Oh?”

“It doesn’t surprise you, does it, Mr. Geller?”

“I guess not.”

“A friend of yours?”

“All of my customers are. None of them are. I’m just a groceryman.” He took out his handkerchief and wiped away the sweat that had gathered on his face. His heart was pounding raggedly. Instead of becoming less afraid, he became more anxious.

“What do you know about her?”

“Not so much. She comes in—she buys here.”

“Every day?”

“Almost every day.”

“Why doesn’t she go to the supermarket? She has no money to burn, has she?”

“No——”

“But she doesn’t go to the supermarkets. She comes here.”

“You don’t burn money here so easy,” Mr. Geller said defensively, on surer ground now. “My prices are as good as the supermarket—almost as good. I don’t get rich. What are you telling me about the supermarkets, that I got no right to a living? I been here thirty-three years, right here, right in this store thirty-three years.”

Mr. Kelley spoke for the first time, judiciously and woodenly. “We’re not interfering with your business, are we, Mr. Geller? We’re not standing up for the supermarkets——” Mr. Cann looked at him, and smiled coolly.

“We certainly have no axe to grind for the super-markets,” Mr. Cann said comfortingly. “Small business is the basis of America and the American way of life. I’m glad to see you understand that, Mr. Geller. So do we. But we understand that Lola Gregg has a charge account here?”

“It’s the one thing left for a small groceryman that the supermarkets don’t do.”

“Yes. Of course. About what is her bill at the present moment?”

“I can’t keep every bill in my head.”

“Would it be about three hundred and twenty dollars?”

Mr. Geller looked at Mr. Cann with new respect, shrewdly and carefully. For some reason, his heart beat a little more easily now. “Maybe,” he nodded. “I’m not sure.”

“Isn’t that a lot of money for someone like Mrs. Gregg?”

“It’s a lot of money for any customer of mine. Maybe it would be a lot even for you, Mr. Cann. She pays when she can. So what do you want me to do, cut her off? I’ll never get paid if I do.”

“When she comes in, what does she talk about—politics?”

“My customers don’t talk about politics. All they do is talk about how much everything costs.”

“I’m not talking about your customers, I mean Mrs. Gregg.”

“I know.”

“Does she talk about Russia, fascism, Spain?”

Mr. Geller stared at Mr. Cann for a long moment; then he nodded.

“Of course, we know what she talks about, Mr. Geller. But when I talk to anyone, anyone at all, I expect them to be truthful and co-operative. What are your politics, Mr. Geller?”

“I don’t have time for any,” Mr. Geller answered tiredly. “Believe me, I don’t have time for any.”

“And Mrs. Gregg—how has she seemed lately? Nervous, upset—troubled by anything, would you say?”

“Look, Mr. Cann, I want to be co-operative with you, but I’m standing here on my feet twelve hours a day. I can’t watch if my customers are nervous or upset.”

“What time does she come in?”

“Mostly between ten and eleven.”

“What does she look like?”

“I don’t know—what does a person look like? She’s a nice-looking girl, maybe thirty, maybe thirty-two years old—it’s hard to tell with someone with two children and not enough money to have any help. A kind of light brown hair. She must have been a good-looking girl——”

“All right. Now go out and take care of your customers. This is all over, as far as you’re concerned, Mr. Geller, but when she comes in, I want you to turn and nod to me. I think we’ll recognize her, but nod at me anyway. We’ll wait here until she comes.”

“She may not come today.”

“Then we’ll get tired of waiting and leave.”

Mr. Geller shrugged his shoulders and went back to the store. He had a hollow feeling in his chest and a cold sickness inside of his stomach, but he was not afraid any more. A curse had passed over him and taken someone else, and he would not inquire further. He had his own life to live. He tried with all his power not to glance at the back of the store where the two men were, and yet he found his eyes going there constantly.

At about half-past ten, Lola Gregg came into the store with her little girl, who was just past four years old. Mr. Geller always found himself troubled by the little girl—who was, he considered, too serious and unsmiling for her age. Her brother, Roger, was entirely different. Mr. Geller reflected that Roger must be at least six and a half, maybe seven, for he had been in the first grade since September. Mr. Geller himself never really examined all he knew about his steady customers, but it was a good deal. Now he turned toward the back of the store and nodded.

Mr. Cann, who had an open pad on his knee and a pencil in his hand, remarked to Mr. Kelley, “She doesn’t look much like the pictures. I always held that our photography stinks. Give me a description, Kelley. Your eyes are better than mine.”

“All right. Five-seven, about one hundred and twenty pounds, hair light brown, maybe a trace of blonde—the light’s bad from here—good skin, meso-cephalic—that’s a guess, small ears, no distinguishing marks from here, piece of tape on third finger, right hand, brown eyes, I think, wide mouth, straight nose. The face is innocent, but she’s well-stacked. This is no Saint Theresa between the ass and shoulders.”

“You wonder how in hell a girl like that got into this.”

“You wonder. All kinds of things. Maybe it’s entertainment the lady likes.”

Mr. Cann closed his pad and put it into his portfolio. Then he zipped his portfolio closed and stood up. Mrs. Gregg left the grocery store, and the two men came out of the little room in back.

“Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Geller,” Mr. Cann said.

Mr. Geller nodded without speaking.

“Now forget about it. Just forget about it. It’s over.”

Mr. Geller nodded again. The two men left the store, and the boy with the acne asked Mr. Geller, “Who are they?”

“What in hell business of yours is it?” Mr. Geller replied wearily.

“I’m just asking. You don’t need to jump on me.”

“So don’t ask and don’t be a snotnose. When you grow up, you’ll learn everything in the world ain’t the way you want it to be.”

“You look sick, Mr. Geller. Maybe you want a glass of cold water?”

“When I want a glass of anything, I’ll ask you for it. What’s the matter? The floor is swept so clean? ‘With the wages I’m paying you, there isn’t work you can find yourself?”

“What did I do now?” the boy complained.

“Please, just leave me alone,” Mr. Geller said.


CHAPTER TWO

THE KISS

THE kiss brushed Lola’s cheek, light as a feather, not light enough to awaken her, only light enough to let her know through her sleep that she had been kissed. “I have been kissed well,” she might have said, in her sleep and in her dreams and in all the softly undulating layers of consciousness and memory that were Lola Gregg all the way back to the time when there had been no Lola Gregg. Her daughter, Patty, had once said to her, “Did you save your kisses?” and when she replied that she had not, pointed out to her what a treasure it would have been. But when Patty wanted to know why she liked being kissed, Lola could tell her no more than that she did too. Lola’s own mother often had observed that there are more colours in kisses than in jewels, but that was only an old wives’ saying and as silly as most of them; Lola had once told Gregg—no one had ever called him Roger, his given name, but only Gregg, which she also called him from the very beginning—told Gregg, she had, that a kiss was like a pebble dropped into a pond of water. At which he snorted, and replied that a kiss was a kiss, and good enough just as it was, and no more and no less. But that prompted the incredulous look that came into his face as he demanded of her whether he was the first boy she had ever kissed; and when she pointed out to him how impossible and even insulting that was, he swore that it could be to anyone else, but neither impossible nor insulting to her.

From the kiss that had brushed her cheek lightly as a feather she fell back into sleep and then rose out of it again, but sheltered herself in the soft warmth of her bed. She opened her eyes narrowly, admitting only enough of the morning light to awaken her less than entirely, and watched her husband pull off his pyjamas and get dressed. In all the years of her marriage, she had never gotten over the delightful, sinful, wanton feeling it gave her to see a man stand naked in front of her; and when she could do it like this, safe in the warmth and comfort of her own bed, her own home and her own man, she felt that she was experiencing the ultimate in luxurious contentment.

Her half-closed eyes satisfied her need for modesty, but she couldn’t help smiling a little as she watched him. His flanks were long and hard, his belly lean, his muscles flat and capable, his head well set upon wide, bony shoulders. She wondered shamelessly whether she could have watched a handsome man, a beautiful man, a fat man with the same contentment, recalling that on the one occasion when she had told Gregg how much she admired his physical being, he had replied, “Lola, I think you are the only woman on earth content with what you married. Why, I don’t know.” She knew more than he did in some ways and less in others; and she recalled how often her father, a small-town doctor, still practising in Hagertown, New Jersey, had observed that she would live well with any man—but if Lola agreed, she thought of it no more deeply than as her own luck. She liked Gregg because of the way he was, but she sometimes sensed that even if he were a good deal different, she would have liked him a great deal anyway.

He looked at her now. His face was plain. His nose a little too flat, mouth too wide, ears too large—but for what? For me, they are eminently suitable, she smiled to herself, and asked him softly whether he thought it was sinful to be too content.

“I didn’t know you were up,” Gregg said. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“Then why did you kiss me?”

He explained that he meant to kiss her, but not to wake her, and said in his defence that he always kissed her when he woke up.

“Not always.”

“Most of the time.”

“And then I always wake up.”

He sat down to put on his shoes and then looked up at her and asked her what she had said a moment ago.

“Whether it isn’t wrong to be too happy?”

“Now that’s a hell of a thing to say, isn’t it?”

“No. It’s just the way I feel sometimes. Don’t you?”

“Not in the morning. I’m not happy in the morning.”

“You’re happy at night,” she grinned at him. “Don’t you ever feel that way at night?”

“No.”

“Never?”

“Never. I’ll take my chances with being happy.”

“Gregg,” she said, “Gregg—let me make breakfast for you today.”

“And then you won’t feel it’s wrong to be happy?”

“Gregg—don’t laugh at me. Suppose you were here, warm as a caterpillar in a cocoon, and watching me?”

“I wish I was.”

“Wouldn’t you get up and make breakfast?”

“No. Not at six-thirty. Do you know how many times we have this discussion, Lola?”

“A lot?”

“Almost every morning. Every morning. Same thing. I don’t feel about breakfast the way you do. My dear Lola, I love you a lot, but we don’t feel the same about everything. Not everything. Not breakfast. To me breakfast is a cup of coffee and a French doughnut. They’d wonder what happened to me down at the all-night place if I didn’t stop in and have a cup of coffee and a French doughnut.”

“Always a French doughnut?”

He spoke from the bathroom, and while he was speaking, Lola began to doze again. “Why change? I like things the way they are. I like my breakfast the way it is. I like you the way you are. Just the way you are, baby. Grow no older and no different, and tonight I’ll bring you home a gallon of beer and we’ll have a party. I know what Doc Fremont’s daughter is thinking—she’s thinking that she’s married a lout who don’t know better than to ride up to the stars with a gallon of beer. But I come down easy, easy come and easy go. Should I buy the kid that two-wheel bike he wants? I can buy it on time. Your eminent friend, Professor Sam Feldberger, he holds that a smart man buys on time and rides around in a Buick, even if he can’t pay his rent. But do you want the kid riding around the streets on a two-wheel bike? I don’t mean in the park. You won’t be able to keep him in the park, once he gets his hands on a two-wheeler. That’s a question for you to decide, Lola——”

He came out, through with shaving, through with dressing, and looked down at her. She was asleep again, or half asleep, smiling comfortably to herself, her small, child-like face content with herself and hers; but she felt his kiss, as it brushed her cheek, light as a feather.


CHAPTER THREE

THE TEACHER

ON their way to school, Roger said to Lola and Patty, “What I want to be is a G man, bang, and a smuggler’s dead. They hide diamonds in their teeth and take dope. Law and order, always on the side of law and order, and crime don’t pay——”

“Doesn’t,” Lola said, hearing only that word. The rest of it was the buzzing, humming echo of a record that was repeated everywhere, in the papers, on the television, on the radio, and as a noise from the street where the children played.

“Doesn’t. I didn’t mean don’t anyway. You know about a six-shooter, the long ones, they call them the frontier model colt, and that’s law and order in the lawless West, only before the Lone Ranger comes, and a six-shooter is something you can shoot like a machine gun only you never miss unless you pull the trigger.”

“How can you shoot it if you don’t pull the trigger?” Patty asked him.

“You got no sense. You don’t pull the trigger, you file it off, and then you fan it, zing, you don’t hear the shots, it sounds like a machine gun. I like machine guns, I’m going to be a marine.”

“You’re going to be late if you don’t walk,” Lola said. Her mind was full of why Roger’s teacher wanted to see her, and there was no reason for her to be apprehensive; but she lived through so much of her own o childhood with the children. Her own mother would have been equally apprehensive, but then a generation ago a teacher wanted to see a parent only because the child was bad. Roger wasn’t bad. “He’s gentle as a lamb,” she told herself. “All this insane madness goes in and out of him. He’s gentle as a lamb.”

Things had changed, Lola told herself, and these days a teacher could be alert and intelligent about problems children had. She wasn’t completely sure that Miss Cullen was intelligent, having spoken to her only once and having found no sure impression of anything particular in Miss Cullen; but perhaps that was because Miss Cullen was a tired and plain woman in her middle thirties. Even the note which Roger had brought home the day before said nothing very specific, only that there were problems he had that ought to be discussed. When she showed the note to Gregg, he had shrugged his shoulders and said:

“Who hasn’t got problems? Why don’t you go to see her?”

“Of course I’m going,” Lola answered.

When they reached the school, Roger was pleased and excited that Lola and Patty were going inside with him. He wanted to know whether Patty was going to school. His opinion was that she was too small and would only get into trouble, and Lola agreed with him. “No, I have to see Miss Cullen,” Lola explained.

“About what?”

“Some things we have to talk about.”

Roger was no more curious than that, but in the classroom, Miss Cullen expressed her disappointment that Lola had brought Patty with her. She had a student teacher observing this week and so she could spare a half hour to talk to Mrs. Gregg, but what was she to do with Patty?

“I had no one to leave her with,” Lola said. “She won’t be any trouble. She’ll just sit quietly and listen until I return.”

And Miss Cullen couldn’t help saying, “What a strange child!” the way Patty stood so wide-eyed and entranced and smiling and silent. “She won’t be any trouble, you see,” Lola repeated, and Miss Cullen said helplessly, “But where will she sit?” Every seat was taken and four straight-backed chairs placed at the side of the room were also full. “Thirty-six children,” Miss Cullen sighed. “Where will she sit?” and then seemed shocked when Lola said that Patty would be happy to just stand there, and that if she got tired, she could just as well sit on the floor with her back against the wall. Lola would not suggest that she sit with Roger, and hoped that Miss Cullen would not suggest it. Knowing Roger, she knew that it would be an ignominious thing for him to have to sit next to a girl.

“It’s very irregular,” Miss Cullen said uneasily, “but I guess it will be all right for a little while. We can talk in the waiting-room outside of Mr. Hammond’s office. He’s the principal, you know—a wonderful man. The waiting-room is very nice. Do you know him?”

Lola said that she did not, told Patty to be very quiet and very good and that she would be back in a little while, and then followed Miss Cullen out of the room. Roger grinned at her and winked as she left, and suddenly all her apprehensiveness went away and her whole heart went out to her son. “I’m very happy,” she thought, and thereby puzzled Miss Cullen with her placid, unworried face. Miss Cullen had difficulties understanding people in general, but at least when they fell into categories that were familiar, she could convince herself that she understood them. Since Lola did not fall into any of those categories, Miss Cullen defined her as she had defined Patty. Lola was one of those strange persons who avoid the expected and become exasperating without providing a source for the annoyance.

They went into Mr. Hammond’s waiting-room, which had a leather couch, two leather chairs, some side chairs, and on the walls pictures of George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Harry Truman and Socrates; and Lola couldn’t help wondering how Socrates had found his way there and what strange area of daring in Mr. Hammond’s character that represented. Mr. Hammond’s secretary came out to meet them, but Miss Cullen explained that she had arranged with Mr. Hammond for the use of the waiting-room. Then she had to explain once again to Lola that while Mr. Hammond was the soul of generosity, he did insist upon certain formalities. “A principal has a tremendous responsibility,” she sighed. “You can’t imagine how much responsibility”

Lola nodded and seated herself opposite Miss Cullen, not entirely able to shake off the feeling that Miss Cullen was her teacher: Could she have been like Patty, Lola wondered—a very quiet and inoffensive little girl, and always very respectful of her teachers? Lola remembered sitting at home once and listening to her mother tell a neighbour, “Miss Herring told me that there are so few girls like Lola—Lola listens. Miss Herring told me that if half the class were like Lola, teaching would not be a profession but a pleasure.” It was Miss Herring’s name that made Lola remember. Lola smiled at the memory.

“I don’t think it’s anything to smile about,” Miss Cullen remarked.

“I’m sorry,” Lola apologized. “I’m afraid I wasn’t listening. I’m terribly sorry. But, you know, it almost seemed as if I were a schoolgirl again myself. Won’t you forgive me, Miss Cullen?”

“I was saying that Roger makes things very difficult and presents certain problems to us. We like to talk over the problems with the parents, rather than to proceed arbitrarily by ourselves. That is why I asked you to come and see me.”

“I don’t understand that at all,” Lola said. “Roger’s a good boy, isn’t he? He doesn’t misbehave, does he?”

“No, his behaviour is satisfactory.”

“And he’s not stupid, is he? Mr. Gregg and I have always been very proud of the way he thinks—of course it’s impossible for children not to have some wild ideas these days, you know with television and movies and just what they pick up on the street, but I don’t think Roger is any worse than the average, do you?”

“I wasn’t referring to that, Mrs. Gregg. Roger is a bright boy, but he does do things that are most strange. He contradicts me.”

“Good heavens,” Lola said with as much restraint as she could manage, “it is only the first grade. I don’t think it’s a good thing for children to contradict a teacher, but surely that isn’t so serious?”

“I think it is,” Miss Cullen said coolly. “Last week we had a question from one of the children about communists. I try to answer all questions simply and directly, unless they are questions that should not be answered. I told them that communists were subversive people and traitors to the United States of America—people who were against our American way of life. Roger, in front of the whole class, said I was lying and that communists were good people.”

“I know—he told me,” Lola answered slowly. “I’m very sorry that had to happen, Miss Cullen, but I’m afraid I must tell you that I think you had no right to say what you did. Not to very little children, children who cannot possibly understand such things but must take the word of some adult.”

Miss Cullen stared at Lola and breathed deeply, as if she could not fill her lungs with enough air to sustain her. “Do you mean,” she said slowly, “that I am not capable of doing my job here?”

“Of course I don’t mean that. I only think you were in error to allow the question to be answered—in any way.”

“And you don’t think your son is in error?”

“He was in error. He should not have contradicted you before the entire class. But Roger is only seven years old, Miss Cullen. What can you expect from a little boy? He evidently was very upset by what you said, and he blurted out what he felt.”

“And called me a liar. Miss Gregg—in front of the whole class.”

“I’m terribly sorry about that, but I still feel that the whole incident was unfortunate and that the best thing to do is to forget about it.”

“And the other incidents—did he tell you about them?”

“He tells me everything that happens in school, Miss Cullen—everything that disturbs him. It’s very difficult, for me as well as you.”

“Difficult? Indeed. But I do think, Mrs. Gregg, that I have an apology coming to me.”

“From me? I told you how sorry I am.”

“From Roger, Mrs. Gregg.”

“Oh, no,” Lola said, “really, Miss Cullen. We’re dealing with a little boy. I can ask him to apologize to you and to say he’s sorry, and he’ll do it because I ask him to. But it seems so pointless.”

“I don’t mean that kind of an apology,” Miss Cullen said stiffly. “I mean some sense of what is right and what is wrong.”

“But, Miss Cullen, a little boy can’t be expected to decide what is right and what is wrong in such cases.”

“He can if he’s taught properly, at home as well as in school.”

“What do you mean?” Lola whispered.

“I mean that the child parrots what he hears, and I think this is very serious indeed, Mrs. Gregg, far more serious than you make it out to be.” Miss Cullen was angry, but unsure of herself. She did not like quarrels with parents. They were just barely a part of the official area of people—so many people—whom she feared. Two bright spots had appeared on her pale cheeks, but her voice trembled, and she licked her lips. She stared at Lola with great intensity and there was also a note of pleading in her tone.

Lola felt anger growing inside of her, slowly, slowly enough to grasp and hold back, but her own voice came surprisingly and unfamiliar. “How dare you,” she said. “You are a school teacher, Miss Cullen, and your wages come from taxes which I pay as well as others. Your job is to teach children, not to sit in judgment over our home and what we believe—not to teach children politics, parties, creeds, but to teach them to read and write and to understand something of the world about them.”

“I won’t be drawn into such a thing,” Miss Cullen said quickly. “I won’t, Mrs. Gregg. I won’t be talked to like that. I think this is for Mr. Hammond. Really for Mr. Hammond. Now please wait here, Mrs. Gregg.” And with that she bounced up and practically fled into Mr. Hammond’s office.

Lola sat there, asking herself, “Well, what do I do now? Or rather what does Roger do?” She waited for about three minutes, and then decided that she would get Patty and go home. Roger would be all right—for today anyhow; that was an advantage of being seven years old; and Lola had already gotten up when Mr. Hammond entered, with Cullen behind him, peering around him. Lola was not terribly disturbed and not at all frightened, but there was a sense of unreality about everything that had happened since she came to school this morning.

Mr. Hammond smiled at her, and said, “Good morning, Mrs. Gregg,” in a hearty, high-pitched voice. “I am always gratified to meet parents. It keeps one in touch. It keeps one in touch.” He was a short, dumpy man, his vest tight as a drumskin over a round, protruding belly, pincenez on his nose, with long, thin side-hair combed up and over his bald skull. He pursed his moist, small lips and said, “These little misunderstandings—so many of them every day in a complex institution like a large city school. Miss Cullen told me about this. I think her intentions were of the purest, but school goes so far, only so far, Miss Cullen.”

“Yes, Mr. Hammond,” Miss Cullen said.

“Of course, we might desire a certain kind of home training to supplement what we do in the school hours, but we have no right to demand. I hope this settles the matter, Mrs. Gregg, and with no hard feelings. None at all, I hope.”

“No hard feelings,” Lola sighed. “My child has to go to school, and I trust he will not be made to suffer for whatever his parents may choose to believe.”

“Of course, of course—this is a free country, Mrs. Gregg. One believes what one desires to believe. You were mistaken to take the attitude you did, Miss Cullen—well intentioned, but mistaken.”

“Yes, Mr. Hammond,” Miss Cullen said.

“On the other hand, Mrs. Gregg,” Mr. Hammond went on smoothly, but with a new and interesting note of ice in his voice, “you must not think me a complete fool. While I am principal of this school, no child will be made to suffer for what his parents choose to believe. But when those beliefs, subversive, dangerous beliefs, beliefs which threaten the very foundations of this nation are brought into school and used to infect other students, then I will commend my teachers for fighting them—even as I would commend a soldier for fighting for his country on the battlefield!”

Lola stared at him, swallowed the words that rushed to her lips, and then reappraised him. She spoke coolly and carefully. “That is very dramatic, Mr. Hammond, but not to the point. I don’t think your function is political instruction for parents or children—yet.”

“Do you separate patriotism from politics, Mrs. Gregg?” he asked with a smile.

“No.” Lola shook her head. “Nor do I separate public servants from the taxes I pay, since we are being frank with each other, Mr. Hammond.” Her voice was very soft. “I seem to be a very mild person, don’t I, but I assure you that I can also be a very determined person.”

“I think you can,” he nodded, still smiling. “Perhaps neither of us will have cause for such determination. Let us hope so. Good-bye, Mrs. Gregg, and thank you for calling. I always enjoy little chats with my parents. And thank you, Miss Cullen.”

He stood with his hands clasped, smiling at them as they left the waiting-room.


CHAPTER FOUR

AN INTERESTING EVENT

THIS is a composition of something about myself, and also an interesting event. My name is Lola Fremont. I am twelve years old and live in Hagertown, New Jersey, where I was born in the year 1918. We are Presbyterians, but my mother was a Methodist before she married my father who was a Presbyterian. Our teacher suggested information about ourselves and some description of a general nature before the description of an interesting event.

I will try. I have two brothers. Robert is 14 years old. Thomas is only 9 years old. My father is Dr. Max Fremont, who almost everybody in the town of Hagertown knows about, and some people say that I resemble him but I think that I look more like my mother, Sarah Fremont. It is interesting to have a father that everybody knows about and almost everybody likes, but not everybody. There are some people who do not like my father for the things he thinks, but he says that he will think what he pleases, otherwise a man could better be dead.

There are some people who say that he is an atheist, which is a person that does not at all believe in God; but that is only because he does not go to church. He says that with the sun in the blue heavens, it is a sin for a man to lead his soul into a dry and musty church. He says that as for God, if there is one He will take care of things well enough without the assistance of pious hypocrites who live in Hagertown, but my mother gets very angry when he says this. She believes in God very truly. Robert and Thomas and I are allowed to make up our own minds. I have not really decided yet.

But most people in Hagertown like Doc Fremont and they say he is a little eccentric but a good doctor. Hagertown is a small town with a population of 1654 people and is steadily increasing. Its principal industry is the canning factory for tomatoes mostly and ketchup. It also has a First National Bank and a new Post Office. I think that even if I was not born in Hagertown, I would rather live there than anywhere else.

We live in the white house on the corner of Elm Street and Union Avenue and the house looks bigger than it is because a wing of the house is Dr. Fremont’s clinic and examining room. He says that the situation in Hagertown is no better than anywhere else in America as far as medicine is concerned, because they just let things happen, and if a town has a good doctor it is a lucky town or it can have a bad doctor or no doctor at all. I think Hagertown is a lucky town.

I have tried to put down some description of a general nature, because the interesting event has to do with Dr. Fremont and the canning factory and Hagertown. I think this is not strange because I am a doctor’s daughter, and last week, when Mrs. Bently, my father’s nurse, had to go to Patterson to nurse her sick mother, my father asked me how would I like to come in afternoons when school was over and be his nurse. Of course, he didn’t want me to be a real nurse, but just to answer the telephone when he was inside with a patient and to tell the people in the waiting-room who was next.

I guess that I have wanted to be a real nurse since I thought about what I want to be and sometimes Mrs. Bently lets me help her, so I knew what to do and my father teaches me first aid too, because he says I am the only one in the house with enough stomach to see blood without going faint.

The interesting event which I have chosen as the subject of my composition happened at four o’clock in the afternoon, the third day after Mrs. Bently had left to nurse her mother in Patterson. I was sitting at Mrs. Bently’s desk wearing a white middyblouse, because that is the only thing I have that looks a little like a nurse’s uniform and there were two patients left in the waiting-room, one of them old Mrs. Garrison who has arthritis very severely and the other Sam Franklin on the highschool football team, who sprained his wrist. I was reading my geography and doing my homework.

Then three men from the cannery burst into the waiting-room in a great hurry. I guess it is not right to say that they burst in, because one of them was sick and the other two were helping him to walk, but they did seem to burst in, even the man who was hurt so badly. That man had a face as white as flour. His face was so white that the whiskers stood out in a funny way against it. His hand was wrapped in a lot of rags and all the rags were soaked in blood but could not hold the blood which began to drip through the rags on to the oilcloth floor of the waiting-room.

I guess I will never think of Sam Franklin or any of the boys on the football team as heroes any more, because as soon as he saw all the blood and the pain expression on the poor man’s face, Sam turned green and ran right but of the waiting-room. I don’t mean that he really turned green, but that was the way it seemed. Old Mrs. Garrison just sat there as if she was frozen.

One of the men from the cannery said, “Where is the doctor? Is he in, little girl?” I ran into my father’s office, where he was working on a urine test for Mrs. Garrison. I wouldn’t use that word, but I asked my father today, and he said it was all right to use it in a medical sense, otherwise the people who read my composition would think that he was sitting in his office and contemplating his navel, something he never has a chance to do, although he says he would like to do it once in a while just for a change.

He told me not to get excited and what had happened, and I told him about the man in the waiting-room. Well, he didn’t waste any time but opened the door and had them bring the man right in to his operating-room. It isn’t a real operating-room, but because the nearest hospital is forty-five miles away, he sometimes has to use it. By now the man who was hurt was sobbing with pain and tears were running down his cheeks and the other two men did not look very good, but one of them said to me that I was a little girl and should go out. My father said never mind about me being a little girl, and he said to me to go and wash my hands like he had showed me how to do. It is not just washing your hands like you do every day before supper, but a special way a doctor washes them with special soap a doctor has.

While I was washing my hands, my father had the man lie down on the operating-table and he cut off his shirtsleeve and took away the bandages, and then the man began to cry and it was the first time I ever heard a grown-up man cry like that and I was really frightened and then the man began to say, while he was crying, just like a little boy, “Am I going to lose my hand, Doc? Are you going to cut it off, Doc?” My father said that he wouldn’t lose anything except blood and that had been lost already because no one had brains to put a tourniquet on his arm. My father has a wonderful way of talking to people so they think everything is all right even when it isn’t all right, and all the time he talked he worked and he works so fast you don’t even know that what he’s doing is being done.

He put a tourniquet of rubber tubing above the man’s wrist and another on his hand and he said to me at the same time, what on earth was keeping me and how long did it take me to wash my hands. I told him I was all washed, and he said to me, “Sterile syringe. Tablet quarter grain morphine, atropine sulphate, dissolve in I C.C. of sterile water.”

This meant that he wanted me to take a pill, I guess it’s better to call it a tablet, of morphine and atropine and dissolve it in a cubic centimetre of boiled water and load a hypodermic needle with it, and I was able to do this exactly as he told me to because he had showed me how and I had done it before. Then I had to look at the cut when I handed him the hypodermic and for a moment I thought the same thing would happen to me as happened to Sam Franklin, but my father spoke to me right away, very sharp the way he speaks when he wants something done and when he speaks that way everyone in town listens to him, even SellyGuhrman, the Mayor, who my father said is something we endure the same way as we do measles. My father said, “Lola, bandages and peroxide right away. Don’t ogle.” Then I held the pan while he washed out the wound. I guess maybe he would have wanted one of the men to hold it, but their hands were shaking and mine weren’t, at least not as much. Then I watched him bandage, because he always said that dressing is an art within an art and some doctors not only can’t dress but wouldn’t recognize art if they saw it in a glass of water when they were dying of thirst.

Then the hurt man who all the time was moaning and crying fainted, and my father said to the others that he had gone into shock and that they would have to take him right to the hospital because as much of a rotten shame as it was, the hand would have to come off. He told me to get blankets and I took them from where he keeps them in his office closet, and then they wrapped the man in blankets and carried him out to my father’s car. My father said to me, “Lola, hold the fort until I come back. No more patients today unless they’re bleeding to death, and if they are I guess you can take care of it as well as I can.”

So I went back to the office and told Mrs. Garrison that she would have to go home and come back tomorrow. She kept trying to talk to me about the man from the cannery, but I told her that Dr. Fremont does not allow me to talk about his patients. This is a sort of fib, or I would have no right to write this composition, but I just couldn’t stand the thought that Mrs. Garrison would want to talk to me and ask all the things that went on in the office. Finally, she went home but she was very provoked at me and said that she would have to tell Dr. Fremont that I was insolent.

I sat at the desk and did the rest of my homework and then read some of The Little Shepherd of Kingdom Come, but my father did not come back until eight o’clock. At six o’clock, my mother came in and said I had to eat supper, but I told her that the doctor told me I must remain here until he came back and at last she said, all right if I was going to be as stubborn and foolish as my father, she would bring me a sandwich and a glass of hot milk to drink in the office. Then my brother Robert came in and said why didn’t I stop trying to show off and be grown-up when I was just a kid and everybody knew I wasn’t a nurse and couldn’t be a nurse for anyone. I told him to go away and stop bothering me, and then when he did go away, I began to cry and cried for almost half an hour.

When my father came in, he grinned at me and said, “Well, my own Florence Nightingale, has the citizenry been well or ill since I left?”

I told him that no one called except Mrs. Schwartz, who said that her little boy was croupy and she was very upset, so I told her to give him ipecac and steam him and that Dr. Fremont would call her when he got back, and she thanked me and that she must have thought that I was the nurse.

“So you were,” my father said, “and why no smiles, no glad hellos?” I said that I didn’t know, but it was just the way I felt, and my father said yes, he understood the way I felt. Then he took off his hat and coat, and when I asked him did he want me to tell Mother he was home for supper, he said that he would be in good time, but first he wanted to talk to me and first he wanted to kiss me. He took me in his arms so hard it hurt, and then he wiped his eyes and told me sternly to sit down and we would get a few things plain.

Then he said what a rotten thing had happened to that poor man and how they had to amputate his hand at the hospital, and how if he came out of it all right, which was touch and go because of all the blood he had lost, he would never be able to work in the plant again. He told me that even if he sued the company, they would get big lawyers and the poor man would be lucky to get a hundred dollars out of it. “So you see, Lola,” he said to me, “a doctor can only bandage and stop the bleeding. He can’t cure the disease.” Then I asked him what the disease was, and he said God knows but doesn’t even tell preachers, and maybe it was the selfishness of the canning company that would not shell out a few dollars for safety measures or maybe it was the way things always were and always would be.

I said to him that even if things always were one way, I didn’t see why they always had to be that way, and he looked at me in a funny way and said, “Lola, if a man like me can produce something like you, then God only knows but what you may be right,” I asked him what he meant by saying that, but he said, no, it took a little time to grow up.

So I think that this is a good place to end my composition about an interesting event that happened to me.

The incident of the composition came back to Lola with startling clarity, giving her a sudden sense of being back there with old Doc Fremont and the increment of defeat that made his shoulders bow rounder and rounder as the years went on. Nothing changed, he had said, and men, Lola, are fools, born of fallacy, nursed on the milk of superstition and ignorance, weaned on braggadocio and hypocrisy, and made proud on all the emptiness of nothing. Consider, Lola, he said, how this mirror of God spends his time: the beasts of the field live in ignorance, but the creature of reason spends his years gathering ignorance, and passes laws, ordinances, and all sundry devices of torture and jail to punish any of his species who should dare dabble in the truth. He prays to God to be rich, and if he’s lucky as he calls it, he sweats his riches out of the poor, who also pray to be rich. Of all species, only he spends the better part of his wealth and existence organizing the slaughter of his fellow men, and in the name of his God, he kills and kills with wanton, insane ferocity. His God is always the only true God and his way of life is always the only good way of life. He brags of honesty and he is the most dishonest critter that ever walked on this earth, and I tell you, Lola, if there is a God, the only reason he permits this abomination to continue to dirty the Lord’s green fields is because there happens to be a woman of the species, and usually she’s got more real decency in her little finger than a whole nation of mankind anywhere on this earth. Not always, Lola, not by any means, for I can tell you I’ve seen some women who were real humdingers, but that’s usually the case—and if this is the species you’re thinking of changing, well, give it up. You’ll have more luck with good work dogs, I’ll tell you that.

And the composition, oh, that was a composition, and Lola found herself smiling at the recollection of the things that had happened just because of that composition. There is a moment in the life of every young lady when innocence begins to fall away, but usually not because of a composition she has written. Lola had never worked so hard on any composition as on that one. She looked up at least a hundred words in the dictionary, and she consulted her father again and again until he wanted to know whether she was writing a home-aid manual or what? Do you want me to read it? he had asked her. She said no, she didn’t think so, because he was in it, and he told her that if he was in it, she would certainly get no A and probably not even a B. But he didn’t realize how deeply he was in it until Mrs. Belefont, Lola’s teacher, turned up at the house one evening after dinner, her face set like a rock, and informed Dr. and Mrs. Fremont that she had something of importance to discuss with them. Mrs. Fremont took Mrs. Belefont into the parlour and closed the double sliding doors behind them, but Lola, sensing the odour of something she herself had brewed, ran up to her room and lay down with her ear to the register, which was a better conductor of sound than a telephone.

“Well, what can we do for you, Mrs. Belefont?” Mrs. Fremont asked. “I hope there’s nothing wrong at school—with Lola, I mean.”

“Wrong! Well, wrong is hardly the word for it! Did you see this?” Mrs. Fremont wanted to know what “this” was, and was informed by Mrs. Belefont that it was Lola’s composition. “Have you or Dr. Fremont read it?”

“Why no—should we have read it?”

“Well, I must say I would deeply appreciate your reading it right now.”

“Now—but really, Mrs. Belefont——” But Mrs. Belefont insisted, and then there was a long silence in the register above as they read Lola’s composition. Lola waited in more or less complete bewilderment. If it were not for the tone of Mrs. Belefont’s voice, Lola would have expected praise, although it was a little beyond reason or expectation that Mrs. Belefont should come unannounced after supper just to praise her. But the tone of voice did not suggest praise, and Lola, who had an intimate knowledge of the full range—as she had thought—of Mrs. Belefont’s vocal capabilities, was astonished to find a pitch and tremolo she had never heard before.

As she waited, she attempted to sort out sound and get some clue to what was happening below; but aside from her mother’s rather worried plea that Mrs. Belefont seat herself, and her father clearing his throat, there were no special sounds at all. Her father must have finished reading first, for he said, a note of wry humour in his voice.

“Well, Mrs. Belefont, I do think it’s a forthright piece of prose, but nothing to get excited about. Or is there?”

“Max, give me the last page, please,” Lola’s mother said.

“Well, really, I don’t understand you, Dr. Fremont.”

Then Lola’s mother said apologetically, “Nor do I, Mrs. Belefont, and I’ve been married to him nineteen years.”

“I don’t think this is a laughing matter at all.”

“No, of course not,” Dr. Fremont agreed hastily. “But on the other hand, it’s just the composition of a schoolchild——”

“Max,” Mrs. Fremont interrupted, “I know what Mrs. Belefont means, and I assure you, Mrs. Belefont, that if we had been alert enough to read it before Lola gave it to you, we would have persuaded her to confine her pronouncements to her own judgments and not those of her father.”

“Well—I still think, Mrs. Fremont, that parents bear a certain amount of responsibility. In thirty years of teaching, I never heard the lawfully elected mayor of our city referred to in such disgraceful terms. We attempt in our civics classes to teach the meaning of democracy——”

“Good God,” Dr. Fremont interrupted, “everyone knows what a miserable creature Selly Guhrman is—even you must know that, Mrs. Belefont. Of course Lola shouldn’t have put it so bluntly and she shouldn’t, have quoted me, but since only the three of us and Lola have read the thing, I don’t see that much harm’s done.”

“No harm done! And I suppose the godlessness in there, the blasphemy is just as harmless?”

“Godlessness? Blasphemy? By all that is holy, Mrs. Belefont, I will not——”

Lola waited breathlessly for the explosion, wondering how she would ever return to school in Hagertown again, but her mother stepped into the situation and said calmly and decisively, “Max, please——” and as he spluttered into silence, “You see, Mrs. Belefont, we feel here that matters of religion are highly personal. There is a lack of agreement even in our family circle, yet we manage to live happily and in a civilized manner. And if that can be done in a family, it can surely be done in a school or a town, don’t you think, Mrs. Belefont?”

“Well—really—I don’t know what to say.”

“Of course I understand, Mrs. Belefont, and don’t you think the wisest thing we can do is for me to keep this composition for the time being and have Lola rewrite it under my supervision?”

“That’s hardly an accepted procedure, once a composition has been handed in.”

“But we can make an exception this time, can’t we, Mrs. Belefont? I’m so grateful that you took the time and effort to bring it over. It was so thoughtful of you, and showed not only a public spirit, but a true pedagogical interest. At the next meeting of the Board of Education, I shall make certain to commend your attitude publicly.”

“Well—if you think it should be rewritten?”

“I do.”

And in the room above, Lola listened, mouth open with wonder and amazement as she heard Mrs. Belefont tamed so gently and led to the door, so thankful for Mrs. Fremont’s understanding; and even her father, grumbling that his wife had betrayed him, did not change her awe at her mother’s tact and wisdom.

Her mother said:

“I did nothing of the kind, and I have to live in this town, Max Fremont, and your children have to go to school here—and I think it’s time we both had a talk with Lola.”

They had their talk and Lola did rewrite the composition, but strangely enough, it was her mother who preserved the original and kept it, for Lola to find one day after her mother’s death, going through a box of what had been most precious to her through the years, wisps of hair and baby shoes and some faded ribbons and her marriage certificate and Robert’s first report card and a photograph of the Fremonts, newly married, at Niagara Falls and this and that and Lola’s composition.


CHAPTER FIVE

THE TWO MEN

LOLA’S first reaction, after she had picked up Patty in Roger’s classroom and started down the stairs toward the exit, was one of intense dislike and contempt for both the teacher and the principal; but such emotions never lasted very long in her, and she was eager to find a way to live and let live. She was essentially a person without any deep hostility, and she was quick to put herself in the place of others—even so distasteful a person as Mr. Hammond. She was not so ready to understand and make allowances for Miss Cullen, whom she considered a meddling and stupid woman; but she was aware of the fact that this was only March, and that Roger would have to contend with Miss Cullen for almost four more months.

Gregg would want to get Roger out of Miss Cullen’s class and into another, but Lola was not so certain of that as the best way. She had a habit, at moments like this, of trying to recollect what her mother would have done in the same situation, and that had started her thoughts back into the recollection of the composition; and with it came a certain wonderful nostalgia, a full sense of the warmth and the comfort of her mother’s home, the starched lace and organdie curtains hanging against the winter cold outside, the sense of order and security, the closeness of the family unit, the frustrated dreams and cynicism of her father balanced by the smooth, unperturbed strength of her mother. Time made the memory nice and orderly and patiently coloured, like a sentimental calendar painting; but Lola preferred it that way, her own time was so different. Not that she was regretful; she lived in a world that was of her making.

It was too simple for Lola to decide that her mother would have turned Miss Cullen into either a friend or a dependent; Lola desired her in neither role—yet she couldn’t have Miss Cullen as an enemy. Roger had to live in a real world, and if it wasn’t Miss Cullen, it would be someone else.

She looked at her watch, decided that she would stop by at the grocery store to get the things she needed for lunch and supper, clean the house, feed Patty, and then spend the two hours between the end of Roger’s lunch period and his release from school with Patty in the playground. A formal programme made her feel better, and as they walked along, she began to hum a little song with Patty, rocking Patty’s hand at the same time. Then, together, but very softly, so that they would not attract too much attention on the street, they sang:

Van Amburgh is the man who goes to all the shows,

He goes into the lion’s den, and tell you all he knows;

He puts his head in the lion’s mouth and keeps it there awhile,

And when he takes it out again, he greets you with a smile.

“He greets you with a smile,” Lola sang, and Patty said gravely, “But one day the lion will go chomp and that will be the end of Mr. Van Amburgh.” Lola nodded. “I suppose so, but he’s been doing it a long time, you know.” Patty looked like her mother; she had the same long brown eyes, the same width in the mouth that just missed being too wide, too heavy, the same very straight brows. Her hair was lighter, but it was coloured unevenly, and it would darken just as Lola’s had. Her hair was done in short pigtails and she was a small child for her four years; but as she walked with Lola she mimicked her, and as they walked along the city street, between the shabby brownstones and old-law tenements, they looked strangely alike.

As they turned into the avenue toward the Cream-queen Dairy, Lola saw Mrs. Hoffman coming toward them, walking her little black poodle, and Patty, who loved every type of dog, gurgled with delight and ran forward to pet it. Mrs. Hoffman, a stout middle-aged woman with twins in the sixth grade, was the head of the parents-teachers’ association at the school, and it suddenly occurred to Lola that it might be a good thing to tell her the whole story. But when they met, Mrs. Hoffman looked at Lola so strangely that Lola was completely nonplussed, and said only, “Good morning, Mrs. Hoffman.” Mrs. Hoffman returned the greeting automatically, but almost without recognition and real contact, and then said impatiently, addressing her dog, “Come along, Lucian, come along, come along.”

“That is strange,” Lola said to Patty, and Patty explained that she wasn’t going to hurt the dog at all—she always was sweet and kind to Lucian. “Of course you are,” Lola agreed. “Mrs. Hoffman must have something on her mind. You never know.”

When they came to the Creamqueen Dairy, the first thing Lola did was to take out of her purse four crisp ten-dollar bills and give them to Mr. Geller.

“What’s this, Mrs. Gregg?” Mr. Geller wanted to know, and when Lola told him it was the first real payment on the bill, there appeared on his face a sad and tired and hopeless expression, something Lola had never seen there before, the misery and knowledge of ages and hopelessness too, as if he had miraculously transmitted to every muscle of his face a touch of corruption and death. Her first thought was of illness, and she asked him whether he was all right.

“Nothing—I’m all right, Mrs. Gregg. But I wasn’t pushing for the money. Believe me. If you couldn’t pay me today, you could pay me tomorrow. You’re not moving or running away.”

“It isn’t that at all, Mr. Geller,” Lola said. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am for the help, and you never made me feel that it was anything out of the ordinary. You know I had to stop working when Patty got sick, and then the three operations on her foot took a great deal of money. That’s the way of it. You save so carefully and think you have something, and then it all goes overnight.”

“Don’t I know that?” He was pleading with her.

“I’m sure you do, Mr. Geller. But never in all my life did I have a grocery bill of more than three hundred dollars. You may not believe me, but I couldn’t sleep easily. Now we’ll have it paid off in six months, I promise you.”

“Why? Did I say you have to pay it off? Am I bothering you?”

“I don’t understand,” Lola said. “Don’t you want me to pay it? You seem so troubled——”

“I guess I’m troubled. Sure—sure I want you to pay it off, just when you can. I got too much on my mind.”

“I need some things today,” Lola smiled, thinking: Poor old man—it’s no bed of roses for you either, twelve hours a day here and no way out. He was alone today, with only the boy to help him. Other times his wife was there, the two of them on their feet all day, bundled up in sweaters, their fingers blue with cold as the day wore on. Tired people with tired hands; the blood runs hard through them. “Mrs. Geller isn’t ill—I hope?” Lola asked.

“She’s all right, tired. You get tired. She’ll be in. What can I give you, Mrs. Gregg?”

“I’ll take six of your best eggs.”

“Ninety-four cents today.”

“Oh—I need them. I need a pound of butter too, and a loaf of Bond Bread.”

“You think I enjoy selling eggs at ninety-four cents a dozen. I don’t. Take the brown eggs. They’re just as good and eight cents cheaper. We should both be rich, and if you have a heart, you should never own a store, and maybe if you have a heart, you should never live, I don’t know. To me it’s only yesterday that good tub butter, better than the stuff they sell now, was twenty-five, cents a pound. What else, Mrs. Gregg?”

“Two containers of milk and a can of Campbells Beans. That’s all, I think.”

“You want me to charge this?”

“No,” Lola smiled. “I think we’re out from under now. No more bills except those I can’t help. I hate bills.”

Mr. Geller nodded, and for a moment it seemed to Lola that he was going to break down completely. Even Patty noticed, for when they were outside of the store, she asked Lola:

“What was wrong with Mr. Geller, Mummy?”

“I don’t know, baby. He has his troubles, I suppose. A lot of people have troubles.”

“We don’t, do we, Mummy?”

“Not the worst troubles, honey. Some. But not the worst troubles. We’re very lucky people, Daddy and you and me and Roger.”

Then they walked home. The morning continued as it had started, with that fine dry quality that a day in March has sometimes. Lola had a feeling that the air was starched; it was so clear and crisp that the shadows seemed to be etched on to the pavement, and everyone they saw appeared to reflect and be gay with the heady tonic of the air. It was that time of mid-morning when few people are on the streets in the neighbourhood where they lived. The housewives were still at home doing their cleaning; the men were all off to work. The city was breathing, resting, relaxing.

Lola held Patty’s hand as they climbed the three flights of stairs to the apartment, and then felt strangely relieved when they were inside the apartment with the door closed behind them. She was a sensitive person, and while nothing was wrong, something was wrong; nothing had happened but something had happened. She didn’t know, and yet she knew.

She put her package down in the kitchen. She had left the window open because the morning was so clean and fresh, and now she wished that she hadn’t, because across the narrow airshaft the Schwartzs were fighting again. Schwartz worked the night shift as an oiler in one of the power houses on the East River, and he had no peace with his wife before he went to sleep in the daytime or afterwards either. A big, broad-shouldered man, he sat in his kitchen eating a sandwich and reading a book, and his wife was saying to him:

“Goddamnit, books, books! Why don’t you buy a television? There isn’t a family on the block ain’t got a television, but not us, no, not us!”

“Leave me alone,” he said. He hardly ever said anything else.

“How in hell a man like you can sit and read books, I don’t know! You ought to be ashamed.”

“All right, I’m ashamed. Leave me alone.”

“I spend a nickel and you shove it down my throat. But every Goddamned day you buy one of those books.”

“Lousy books cost two bits. Leave me alone,” he said.

“Sure they’re lousy books. Tit books. Anything’s got a pair of them on the cover, you’re a sucker for it.”

Lola closed the window, washed the breakfast dishes, dried them and put them away. Patty began to whimper, and came in holding out one hand, explaining through her tears that she had a splinter in her finger. Lola sterilized a needle with a match and removed the splinter, while Patty rocked her head and moaned with pain. Then, as a reward, Patty asked if she could play the gramophone.

“All right,” Lola agreed, “but be careful the way you change the records.” Patty agreed to be careful, and Lola began to make the beds to the tune of the fireman—fire, fire, fire, everywhere about; here comes the fireman to put the fire out. It occurred to her that this was her day to change sheets, and then she felt foolish because she couldn’t remember whether this was Tuesday or Wednesday. “Patty, is this Tuesday or Wednesday?” she called, and Patty skipped into the bedroom laughing at her question.

Another day won’t hurt, Lola decided. She finished her bed and went into the children’s room, Patty trailing behind her. “Don’t you want to change the record?” It was playing a second time. “I like it,” Patty said. “How many times can I play it?” As many times as she wanted, Lola told her, recalling the time she herself, as a child, read The Little Lame Prince, and how for three weeks she read it over and over.

The telephone rang. Lola went to answer it, but when she picked it up and said, “Hello? Hello?” there was no answer, and then suddenly a dial tone.

She returned to the children’s room and finished the beds, but nervous now, upset and uneasy—and afterwards she remembered how suddenly desolate she felt when the doorbell rang. It was a long, hard and certain ring. It lasted almost until she opened the door, and when she opened it, two men stood there. One of them was a young man, a little past thirty, with a college haircut and small, regular commonplace features. The other was older, shorter, plumper, and he wore gold-rimmed glasses. He carried a leather portfolio, and both of them held their hats in their hands with stiff politeness. The older man asked her whether she was Lola Gregg.

“That’s right.”

“And your husband’s name is Roger Gregg?”

“Yes.”

“We’d like to talk to you if you don’t mind,” he said. He nodded at her, politely, deferentially—reminding Lola of an insurance agent or of Percy Liggett, who had been vice-president of the First National Bank at Hagertown, when Lola was a child; and the other, strangely enough, was not unlike Mr. Liggett’s son, who went to Princeton and who had tried, unsuccessfully, to date Lola once.


CHAPTER SIX

THE AMERICAN WAY OF LIFE

AT the age of thirty-two, Lola Gregg retained a good deal of innocence and a certain simplicity that would remain with her even if the innocence departed. In that, she resembled a great many American women whose lives are not uneventful, but woven out of a fabric of events of particular interest only to themselves and to their intimate friends and family. Certainly up to the time when she married, her life was of that pattern, and since she had married, the difference between her way of life and the way of life practiced by so many others she knew did not seem remarkable. That she and her husband cherished certain thoughts that led to certain actions did not seem to her to be very strange; for this difference had been part of her life for so long that she accepted it just as she accepted everything else about her development.

She was not a sophisticated person, not very resentful. Her unfulfilled dreams had changed with her development, but she had never been very ambitious. Her desire to be rich—a very fleeting desire—had been tempered by the knowledge that she would never be rich, and the New Jersey College for Women had not lessened her pleasure in the small town where she grew up. The meanness, smallness, and hypocrisy of the place, which ate into her father’s soul like acid, had never soured her, perhaps because he forced her to acknowledge the other side of the coin or be absorbed by his passions.

She was not talented enough to delude herself into one or another of the arts, and not selfish enough to persuade Doc Fremont to undertake supporting her while she became a woman doctor. She became a very good nurse, but was rather pleased that taking care of a small apartment and two children furnished her with a valid reason to give up nursing. The truth was that she wanted a family of her own—and wanted it desperately. She would have been happy to attempt to repeat the experience of her own life in a small town with her children, but she was not terribly unhappy at having to live in the city. From the first day she moved to New York, she had regarded the streets and buildings around her with the wide-eyed interest of a small town girl, and this interest had flagged only a little.

She had fallen in love first at the age of fourteen, and at least five different times thereafter before she met Roger Gregg, but it had never troubled her greatly. Whereupon, it might be said that she was a serene person, were not the word so pompous and important. Her great virtue was that she had never truly in all her life dwelt particularly on her importance, and thereby even when unusual things happened to her, they became a part of the usual.

This quality of hers was not insensitivity, nor was it any stolidity on her part that made her slow to panic; the truth of the matter was that she was fairly secure in a world where she was deeply rooted, and thereby not easily shaken. On this one day of her life when all things changed and became different, she had been aware from her moment of awakening of qualities, subtleties, gestures and motions that were different; but she was not looking for difference. It is a knowledge shared by all that all things terminate, but not everyone is robbed of the reality by that knowledge. Of the two men who stood at her door now, she had various impressions, but only a little fear. One of them reminded her of the principal of the school. He was the smaller one, the one who wore the gold-rimmed glasses and carried the leather portfolio. His character was contradictory and multiple as well; and strangely enough, like herself, he was rooted in the same world that she had recognized from childhood; and if her immediate, unorganized thoughts had been recorded, she might have said to herself:

“He is as much a fraud as the other. There is nothing even mildly heroic about him. He hates so many people because he is afraid of all people. He is like a cousin of mine whom I remember only vaguely, but most of all because his sister married a Jew and my cousin thereafter gained a reputation for anti-Semitism. He always was that way, and now he could justify it. It was like an award he had won, a sort of gold-plated Anglo-Saxon good conduct badge that was brought into focus because now he had received from God a dispensation to hate Jews. This man has his own dispensation, and before he received it, he must have been the ultimate quality of nothing. I think that if I didn’t dislike him so, I might pity him for the fate of being nothing for so long.”

Thinking thoughts like these, Lola stood at the half-open door looking at them, but she did not ask them who they were. When they began to explain, she said:

“I know who you are.”

“Would you like to see our credentials?”

“I don’t care,” Lola said.

“May we come in and talk to you, Mrs. Gregg?”

“No, I don’t want you in my house,” she said, trying to conceal the distaste she felt. She was a polite woman. It was in the mores of her mother’s life and her’s too, politeness doth but little cost, without it much is often lost. With all the things she wanted for Patty and Roger, all the brave new world, all the opportunities for them to grow into tall, strong and beautiful human beings, she also wanted them to be nice people, because in her growing up nice had determined so many things. When she said, That is not nice, Patty, it had a deep and special significance. Gregg could never understand that and he never would; but she also did not feel that there was no justification for the way she felt simply because Gregg did not understand it. There were too many things Gregg justified which she understood as little.

So she said, “No, I don’t want you in my house, and I have nothing to say to you. I don’t want to talk to you.”

It made them uneasy. With other kinds of people they could deal better. The younger one looked at the older one, and the older one said:

“My name is Mr. Cann, Mrs. Gregg——”

“I don’t care what your name is, really.”

“Aren’t you being somewhat high-handed, Mrs. Gregg?”

“I don’t think so. I didn’t come to the door to interrupt you or to bother you. I have my housework to do.”

“Nevertheless, I think you had better look at our credentials, Mrs. Gregg. You see, ordinarily, it might be your prerogative not to talk to us or even to close the door in our faces. That has been known to happen. However, we have a search warrant for the premises and we also have a warrant for the arrest of your husband.”

“You have what?” Lola whispered.

“A warrant for the arrest of your husband, Mrs. Gregg.”

“No. No. You must be mistaken. My husband has done nothing.”

“That’s for the courts to decide, Mrs. Gregg. The indictment alleges a conspiracy under Section 10, Title 18, United States Code. We do not write laws or indictments, Mrs. Gregg; we simply carry out our instructions, and I have already explained what they are under the circumstances. Now will you look at our credentials and let us in?”

Lola nodded and looked at the open wallets they held out. She also looked at a search warrant without seeing it or remembering one word that was printed upon it. They came into the apartment, and she closed the door behind them. Patty came running, and she took the child up in her arms. “Who are they, Mummy?” “They are just some men,” she said. They were already prowling through the little apartment, from room to room. There was not much for them to see, two small bedrooms, one hers and Gregg’s and the other for the children, the living-room, the kitchen and the little dining space in the alcove off it. They seemed to fill it and make her acutely conscious of how small it was. There were three closets, and they opened each and poked around. They went into the bathroom. It all took only two or three minutes. They stopped at the bookshelf which Gregg had built with such love and care and which covered one whole wall of the living-room and contained not only books gathered after they were married, but the most precious books that lay like a thread through Lola’s whole life, a bound volume of her St. Nicholas Magazines, some Pollyana books and The Secret Garden, Seventeen by Booth Tarkington, and Jo’s Boys and Little Women and Tanglewood Tales and many others—all of which they observed expertly, critically, knowingly.

Then they turned and looked at her.

“I can’t talk in front of her,” Lola said.

“Let the child play in the next room. Mr. Kelley here will play with her, if you wish him to.” Lola was not too agitated to notice that he said child, not kid. He had no Hollywood mannerisms of toughness; he was pursuing another legend. Trust your child to Mr. Kelley, and she would be as safe with him as with her mother. Safer. Were they not the protector of children, called when there was no one else to turn to, called at the darkest moment? Did not kidnappers and dope peddlers quaver at their name?

“Patty can play by herself,” Lola said quietly, telling herself, this is a matter of control, and it’s important not to upset Patty. It’s going to be very hard for you over the next few hours, but it can be harder for Patty and Roger. You have to make it easier for them. You don’t get excited. You force yourself to realize that this—even this is a matter of course. Even death is a matter of course, and this is easier than death. Yet even while she thought in this vein, she was astonished at her own thoughts and her composure.

She took Patty into the bedroom and said to her, “Play here for a little while, won’t you, darling?” The little girl looked at her gravely and said, “I love you, Mummy.” And Lola wondered, What do little girls know?

Then she went back into the living-room, where they were still standing. The man named Kelley said:

“You may not like us, Mrs. Gregg, but we’re only doing our job.”

“I don’t care about your job,” Lola told them quietly. “It’s your job and you picked it. Don’t whimper to me about your job and your duty.”

“That’s no way to talk, Mrs. Gregg.”

“It’s the way I feel.”

“May we sit down?” Mr. Cann asked.

“If you want to, you can. I won’t ask you to. You’re not here as my guests.”

They sat down side by side on the couch, each laying his hat alongside of him. They kept their coats on. Mr. Cann opened his portfolio, took out a pad, and removed a ball-point pen from his vest pocket. It was one of those pens with a retractable point, and he shot the point and regarded it for a moment, as with new curiosity. Then he asked, with the same unruffled politeness:

“Would you like to make a statement, Mrs. Gregg?”

“No.”

“No. Of course not.”

“I also know that I don’t have to answer any questions.”

“Yes, I suppose you would know that. Not unless you want to. However, we would like to ask you some questions. Do you know where your husband is?”

Lola looked at him silently, her heart pounding wildly, trying to understand what he was driving at. They had a warrant for Gregg’s arrest, therefore they had come to arrest him. Had they come here to arrest him? That was foolish. They knew he was not here. But why had they searched the place? Was that routine? But if they came here and searched the place, then they had not arrested him. But why? If they had a reputation for nothing else, they had one for thoroughness. Surely they knew where Gregg worked, when he went to work, when he returned from work. If for some reason they wanted Gregg, wanted him enough to issue a warrant for his arrest, then it was not a snap judgment on their part. From everything she had heard, everything she had read, they did not do things that way. They did things quite differently.

As if in answer to her unspoken question, Mr. Cann said, “We know where he works, Mrs. Gregg—at Stackney Bearing, 632 West 21st Street. He is employed as a machinist. We know that. We want to know whether you know where he is now?”

“He isn’t there?” Lola asked slowly.

“No, he is not, Mrs. Gregg. Please understand—we have no secrets. We are not trying to trap you. I will be happy to tell you exactly where we stand, and then perhaps you will know better where you stand. The warrant for Roger Gregg’s arrest was prepared in Washington, and it was to be delivered here. It was to arrive in New York at six A.M. Unfortunately, a flight was cancelled, and the warrant was delayed for about thirty minutes. These things happen even when you are very efficient. Two men were assigned to be here this morning and to pick up Gregg when he left the house. We knew that he leaves between six-forty-five and six-fifty each morning. Since they could not receive the warrant in time, they were to stay with him until he reached Stackney Bearing. Meanwhile, the warrant would be brought there and he would be arrested there. Now these two men picked him up this morning at six-fifty, as he left this apartment house. They followed him on the route he usually takes to the subway. They even knew that he would stop off at an all-night lunchroom for coffee. They waited outside for him. They waited for fifteen minutes, and then they went in. The proprietor told them that Gregg was in the washroom. They went in there. The window was open and Roger Gregg had gone. Just as simple and stale and trite as that, Mrs. Gregg. But you see, we suspect that he knew this before he left the house. And if he knew it, it is very likely that you knew it. That is why we are here, and that is why we are asking you these questions.”

Lola’s first thoughts were unreasoned, emotional, and as wild as birds on a high wind. “He is free!” she was crying to herself. “Free—free—free I They don’t have him! They don’t have Gregg! They never will! Never! They don’t know Gregg! Never! He’s free!”

Again, Mr. Cann anticipated her. “You are under no obligations to answer questions, Mrs. Gregg. But think it through before you burn any bridges behind you or your husband, to speak figuratively. Ask yourself some questions before you answer any of ours. For the moment, your husband is free, but consider what that freedom is worth. Think of an animal driven, hunted. Think of the fear and terror in which a hunted man lives. Perhaps you have not listened to the radio today, but already millions have heard that Roger Gregg fled from us. Where will he go? Where will he turn? Where will he hide? Consider it well, Mrs. Gregg—not in Hollywood terms, not in terms of the silly books we read, not in terms of young and foolish romantics, but in mature terms that square up with the facts of life. Have you ever heard the word outlaw, Mrs. Gregg? Think about it for a moment, because it is a word we take too glibly. Out-law—out of the law, out of the grip of the cement that binds human society together. You walk down the street with your head turned. When you stop in front of a shop window, it is only to see who is behind you. Every policeman is a figure of danger, every clerk in every cheap hotel a potential informer. For the outlaw no warmth of family and friend, no shield against the cold wind, no dinner-table to sit down to at night. Consider the company such a man will keep, Mrs. Gregg, and consider what will happen to his body and mind as time goes on. Sooner or later, we will find him. The United States of America is not large enough to hide a man, as strange as that may sound, Mrs. Gregg. Other men have tried; few have succeeded, most have failed. He was wearing a leather jacket, wasn’t he? And how much money did he have, ten dollars, twenty, a hundred? You are poor people, Mrs. Gregg; we know that, and here alone in this room with you, I can say that we know a great deal about you. Consider what I have said to you, Mrs. Gregg. This is not a light matter. This is a very grave matter indeed. So I ask you again, Mrs. Gregg, do you know where your husband is?”

It went into her heart like a cold needle of ice; for Mr. Cann was not a fool, and if he spoke at length, he spoke to a point, and his point was well taken. He poured cold water on Lola’s momentary exultation, and he quenched it the way a fire is quenched. He took her unreasoned response and latched it securely to reason. He pressed her emotions back into her heart and squeezed her heart until it ached. He demolished her with power, with assurance, with knowledge, and if not in so many words, he nevertheless told her, You, Mrs. Gregg, are nothing at all. Something you might have been, for we are some sort of kin in blood and background, but you chose otherwise. You are still alone, and you will always be alone; but I am only the out-thrust hand, no, the finger, no, even the fingernail of a force whose power you cannot even comprehend. All your resistance is childish and futile.

And to Mr. Kelley, who was thinking somewhat the same, if in simpler terms than Mr. Cann, she did seem very much like a child as she stood there, her brown eyes wide and sorrowful, her face drawn tight with all her inward strain and stress, her chest rising and falling. She had to struggle for words, for a minimum of composure, for the power to speak calmly as she said:

“I have made up my mind that I will answer no questions. Nothing you can say or do will change that. You have said what you came here to say. Will you please go away now?”

“I wish that weren’t your answer, Mrs. Gregg. There are many ways I might appeal to you. I might appeal in terms of our country, and of a way of life that is common to both of us. I might appeal in terms of patriotism and a merciless and wicked enemy. I might suggest that your loyalty to your husband is ill-placed, and that there are higher and better loyalties. I might——”

“Get out of here,” Lola whispered. “You are a filthy little man. Get out of here.”

“If that is all you have to say, Mrs. Gregg?”

“All I have to say—all.”

He closed his portfolio meticulously, and just as precisely and unhurriedly, he reached into his breastpocket, extracted a billfold, opened it, and produced a card. “My card—my telephone number is on it, if you should desire to get in touch with me, Mrs. Gregg.”

Lola did not move. Mr. Cann laid the card on the end table next to the couch, picked up his hat, and rose. Mr. Kelley copied the set of motions, and Mr. Cann said, in a polite, business-like tone of voice:

“I am sorry we could not see eye to eye in these matters, Mrs. Gregg.”

Lola followed them to the door and closed it behind them, feeling immediately such a wave of weakness that she could not move, but remained there at the door, leaning against it. After a while, she was able to go back into the living-room, where she remained for a few minutes, staring blankly in front of her. Then she began to cry, fighting all the while against it, calling upon every effort of her will to halt the tears. So powerless was she to do so that it seemed to her for a moment that another person was crying, not herself, and she felt a strange, detached curiosity as to the cause of the tears; and with that feeling, she realized that she was on the verge of hysteria. It was fortunate for Lola that Patty chose that moment to come in and ask her why she was crying.

“I hurt my finger,” Lola answered.

“Is it a bad hurt? Let me kiss it for you.”

Lola held out her finger, and Patty kissed it, and then Lola picked Patty up and cradled the child in her arms.


CHAPTER SEVEN

THE LAWYER

THE lawyer’s name was Sam Feldberger. He had a face like a cherub. His eyes were blue, his hair yellow and curly, and his skin was pink and soft, and the passing years seemed to change him not one bit. She met him first shortly after the end of the year, when she and Gregg had first moved to New York, when she heard him speak one evening at a neighbourhood Labour Party meeting. The contrast between his appearance, and the crisp, forceful presentation he made fascinated her. His grasp and use of facts was uncanny, and he used them rapidly, simply and directly. She and Gregg had known very few people in New York then, and Feldberger struck Lola as someone she would like to know.

Gregg was at home with the baby, and when she returned, he wanted to know whether this meeting had bored her as much as most of those she went to. “Not at all,” she replied. “It didn’t bore me. They had someone worth listening to, a lawyer named Feldberger.”

“I know Feldberger,” Gregg said.

“But you don’t like him.”

“I got nothing against him. Maybe I don’t like lawyers or maybe I don’t like people who look like him. I don’t know him that well.” ‘

“You will,” Lola smiled. “I invited him and his wife to dinner next week.”

A good deal came out then. Maybe it was Gregg’s weakness, as Lola often thought, that no one ever commanded his respect. You had to win it, and the conditions he laid down were not easy. People like himself, people who worked with their hands, who got the little they had through their own hard work and need, who had been hungry as often as not and took their small solace of a few beers in a local tavern—such people he warmed to quickly, demanded not too much, but still asked for proof. The proof was more easily forthcoming than with anyone like Feldberger; or with Lola, for that matter, who had never understood what proof she had given him. But that night they talked of one thing and another, and a little about the war, which was still so close. Feldberger had been an officer, and was apologetic about it, and Gregg had said, the hell with that, and there was nothing to be ashamed of in being an officer. Gregg never was, but Feldberger said that if you earned it, well it was one thing, but he was a paratrooper in the invasion of France, and the good ones and the brave ones were killed, and those who had a talent for taking cover came out with the honour, the glory—for what it was worth—and the field commissions, one of which was Feldberger’s. They talked more, and Gregg began to accept him, though grudgingly at first. It took years for that to turn into real affection, but Feldberger was undismayed, and he liked Gregg, and counted an hour with Gregg as among the best that life had to offer. That was a quality in many men who knew Gregg that Lola found hard to understand; when he went out of his way to win the regard of people, he was strangely charming and attractive, but often enough, he withdrew into himself, surly and ill-humoured—and curiously enough, no one ever resented this. It was the whole pattern of Gregg that they valued.

So on this day, Lola was not too surprised when, about fifteen minutes after Mr. Cann and Mr. Kelley left, her doorbell rang, and the door opened on Sam Feldberger. Those were long, stricken minutes. All motion in the world stopped, and left her in the kind of desperate and terrifying loneliness she had never experienced before. She never moved in those fifteen minutes, but sat with Patty cradled in her arms and waited, knowing full well that she waited for nothing and to no purpose. The reaction she experienced then would not be repeated, no matter what happened. It was a freezing of function; she simply ceased to be, to think, to know, to consider, to plan, to hope; it was as if some monstrously large and bottomless black hole had opened to consume her, and she fell with no sensation of falling. The crowded, necessary and familiar tightness of her internal organs relaxed, opened, disappeared, and a yawning emptiness was within her. She knew the utter, empty despair that she had experienced a few hours after she gave birth for the first time, but now there was no possible future in which the emptiness would disappear, and that way she sat, entranced and lost until the doorbell rang and brought her back to reality and necessity. And when Feldberger put his arms around her, she just swayed a little and whispered, “Sam, we’re in a mess.”

Patty was glad to see him. He had brought her a doll and a wagon full of building blocks and a set of crayons and a colouring book, and reality and the world returned as Lola realized, He thought of that and stopped for that. He started Patty on projects and Lola decided to make coffee. That was back to her mother, and she reflected that her mother’s solutions were good solutions. When nothing else could be done, you made coffee and it helped. When a house burned down, you made coffee. When they carried into Doc Fremont’s office a man close to death from drowning, and those who carried him were cold and soaking wet, you put up coffee. It helped.

Feldberger played with Patty for a while, and then he went into the kitchen where Lola was and commented on how good the coffee smelled. “I had no breakfast,” he said. “This was a morning puff mornings. Yes, this was a morning—a daisy of a morning. I knew about Gregg since eight o’clock, but I didn’t want to telephone you. I wanted to come myself, and I couldn’t get away until now. Too much was happening.”

“You want some eggs, Sam?”

“Please, fry me two—sunnyside up.” He wanted to keep her doing things as long as he could, and he pulled a chair into the little kitchen and straddled it. “I eat a big breakfast, and the result is I’m getting fat and I’m beginning to look like a kewpie doll.” Lola was again on the verge of tears, and Feldberger watched her fight to control herself as she reminded him that such a reference dated both of them. Then suddenly, she said, “Talk about Gregg, for Christ’s sake, Sam!”

“Take it easy. Let me catch my breath, Lola. It’s a big world and it’s been going to pieces and patching itself up for a long time. It’s just our little bit that was rocked today. Today, there happened what is called a mass political round-up. They began arresting people at dawn, and they’re still at it—here, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Detroit.”

“What for? What for? Not people like Gregg.”

“Why not people like Gregg? And you know what for. We’re fighting this insane war, and everyone knows what it is and that it’s the dirty war, the dirtiest we ever dipped our hands into, and everyone knows that and thinks that, but if anyone says it, it’s like saying the emperor has no clothes on. Well, the emperor is as naked as hell, and a few people at least pointed that out, people like Gregg—maybe not Gregg himself, but people like him, people who believe what he believes and are organizationally connected with him. Don’t think it makes sense; we’re not dealing with sensible people; we’re dealing with fools and provincialists who are drunk with power, juggling this damn bomb of theirs, psychopathic with their ghosts and nightmares, and deluding themselves into believing that by providing this particular circus they will solve something.”

“But Gregg—Gregg hasn’t done any organizational work in three years! Gregg is a machinist! Here, sit down at the table and eat your breakfast, Sam.” She balanced herself with the simple act of putting out food, kept her sanity—and slipped gently back to the normal. He was lecturing for her benefit, and she knew it and was over the terrible hump. She would be all right now; and they would go on explaining things to each other that needed no explanation at all. She would not cry any more. Since she was a little girl, she had made a credo out of doing what had to be done. She put bread in the toaster and watched Feldberger eat.

“You know who they arrested?” he said between mouthfuls. “Immelman—seventy-three years old, with a heart that’s ready to give out any moment, Shirley Drake, who kept the books at the party office—yes, they arrested others—valid people, too, valid from the government’s twisted point of view, but people like Immelman and Drake were mixed in, no rhyme, no reason. Well, Lola, who the devil knows what their stool pigeons tell them? They operate on the basis of informers, and an informer has to earn his pay. He has to put his finger on who the key man of the outfit is, and the more unlikely his choice, the more likely these damn fools are to believe him. Not that it applies wholly to Gregg. There aren’t too many men like Gregg, and whatever he is today, however inactive he is today, they could also be thinking of what he might be tomorrow. That’s why Gregg is important to them. That’s why they’ll move heaven and earth to lay hands on him.”

“But they didn’t arrest him yet——”

“Are you happy over that, Lola?” He filled his mouth with fried eggs, and Lola thought to herself, He’s hungry and he’s eating. My world’s gone, but he missed his breakfast today. Be fair to him, she tried to tell herself. At best, you understand only a little of man—you came so close and no closer, and you never questioned it because you lived in their world. Be fair to him, she told herself again, he’s not your enemy, and asked herself, Who is? Who is my enemy?

You lived in their world, watched their insane wars, their bloodfests, their crazy sexual twisting and turning, their strutting and posing, and you were endured because you performed some kind of a necessary service on one level or another. You were in it but never of it, in it but never of it. She felt a sudden savage disgust at the way he was eating, and told herself again, Be fair to him. Something’s happening to you. It’s not his fault.

“You didn’t answer me, Lola.”

Think about the way you feel, she said to herself. Force yourself to think about Gregg. You’re a grown woman, not a little girl any more. That’s gone for ever.

“Lola?”

“Yes—yes, I was glad at first, just for a minute, when they were here and they told me.”

“Who were here?”

“Two government agents.”

“When?”

“They left ten minutes before you came. They searched the house—they had a warrant for that. I didn’t know about Gregg, not until they came, and then they told me that Gregg escaped, and then while I was happy, for the twenty, thirty seconds I was happy and proud the way a little girl is that her brother is strong and brave, they began to tell me what it means to run away. I had never thought about what it means. I guess no one ever thought about it until it happened. They weren’t cruel, I don’t think. They were very polite, and one of them, his name was Mr. Cann, he did the talking. He told me what it would mean for Gregg now.”

“He told you?” Feldberger wasn’t eating now. He had pushed his chair back from the table, and he lit a cigarette and looked at Lola. “Smoke?” She didn’t smoke; he never remembered that. He looked at her out of his cherubic blue eyes, and whatever memories and thoughts they held were shaded. She sensed the depths of sadness that filled him, and she was sorry for him. Were she and Gregg lucky beyond reason, or was it only something like this that could bring out the profound and ultimate love a woman was capable of? It would be taking the word too lightly to say that Feldberger loved her; she was aware that for a long time now he had used her in his thoughts to try and manufacture some reason and sanity out of his own sick marriage; once, over a year ago, under the influence of a few drinks which he held badly, he had clumsily tried to kiss and paw her—and she wanted to cry then, it was so hopeless and ridiculous, making him a ridiculous little man all too easily; all of which he realized, because he was a man in his own way, brave and unconquerable, but for ever hidden in a mask and bound to a stupid woman who laughed at him and bedevilled him to earn the kind of money other lawyers did. She had never learned how to love; Feldberger had never learned—and who had in their time and their day?

She said to Feldberger, “He didn’t really threaten me, Sam. It wasn’t bad for them to be here. It was only bad to find out about Gregg—and I still haven’t really thought about it. All I know is today. I haven’t dared yet to think about tomorrow.”

“I’m glad you’re strong, Lola.”

“How do you know I’m strong? How does anyone know until they try to lift something too heavy?”

“You’ll lift it,” Feldberger nodded. “That’s all—I can’t bring you any words of comfort. What else did they say?”

“They think I know where Gregg is. You don’t think so, do you, Sam?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“And what do we do—what now?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m only beginning to think about this.”

“Why did Gregg run away?” she demanded.

“I don’t know that either. Strictly speaking, legally speaking—and it’s going to be important to be clear on this, Lola—we don’t either of us know that Gregg ran away. Maybe he took it into his head to go fishing. The point is, there’s no law says he has to report to those cookies every few hours and ask them if they want to arrest him. We tend to talk about him escaping, but that’s not in accord with the facts. To escape you have to be captured or arrested first. Gregg hasn’t escaped from anyone or anything—he simply can’t be found to be arrested. The law makes a vast difference and we have an obligation to understand that difference.”

“Sam, for God’s sake, talk sense I”

“I am talking sense, Lola. Our little world is different. When I came in, there was a plainclothes man across the street, and two agents parked in a car down the block. Those boys are the electronic wonders of the world. They could have a microphone in your telephone that picks up every whisper in this room. They could be in the apartment next door listening to us. Rumour has it that their tricks extend even to a mike across the street that could pick up our voices. If we have nothing to hide, let’s make it plain, and let’s write the record our way, not their way. That’s why, as a lawyer, I’m assuming that Gregg took a day off and went fishing. It’s his right to do so, and he doesn’t have to ask by your leave or anyone. Now, if you ask me why he did that, I don’t know. Perhaps he obeyed his first impulse. Perhaps it’s the quality of Gregg—you know about that better than I do.”

“And do you agree with him, Sam?”

“I don’t, flatly, Lola. I think he was ill advised. When you fish, you come back. There are no holes, no hiding-places, not for people like us. This particular tune is something the world is well familiar with—and here the last orchestra plays. We face that music, listen to it, dance to it. There are no islands or caves.”

“How easy to sit here and say that!”

“I have to say it, Lola. Do you know what the word outlaw means? Have you ever thought about it, considered it?”

“Do you know,” Lola whispered, “he said the same thing.”

“Who did?”

“Mr. Cann.”

“Then he was right. Lola—Lola, my dear, we have to play this cool and wise. We cannot lose our heads. I think Gregg did, for just a while—and we have to overcome that, somehow. Please, trust me, trust me with your life and Gregg’s—trust me I You have to.”

“I trust you, Sam.”

“All right. It’s not noon yet. We have a day ahead of us, and we’re going to work hard and thoughtfully and carefully. I’ll have to go back to my office for a little—soon, and then other places. I want you to stay here. This is a focus now. Do you have to leave the house?”

“Only to get Roger at three o’clock. But I can’t stay here, Sam, I can’t. I want to do something. I have to do something.”

“The only positive thing you can do is to remain right here,” Feldberger insisted. “You must. Sooner or later, Gregg is going to telephone you. Don’t ask me how I know that. I know it. I know Gregg. By now, every tap science knows about is on your phone, and they’re hanging over it like a pack of vultures. Gregg knows that as well as we do, and when he has figured out a way to do it, he’ll telephone. You must answer—no, not to tell him to give himself up. You can’t tell him that over the phone. There won’t be any time to explain the complexity of this, and if you plant one seed of doubt in his mind, you’ll destroy him. I only know one step at this moment—to hear what Gregg has to say. He’s leading this game, and no matter what we may think, we bow to his leadership until we know where it’s taking him and the rest of us. We’re going to save him, Lola, somehow—one way or another. He’s the best man I ever knew, and you love him. Is that reason enough?”

“It’s reason enough.”

“And you’ll stay here?”

“I’ll stay.”

“And trust me?”

“I trust you, Sam.”

“Now we fight—not today and tomorrow, but for the rest of our lives, perhaps. Hard and tiresome, the way war was, and sometimes a good moment. Can you, Lola?”

She nodded without speaking. She could not trust herself to speak.


CHAPTER EIGHT

THE COUNTERMAN

PATTY called her; for Patty nothing had changed yet. One day, Patty would try to remember this time, and perhaps not remember it at all. Someone had once asked Lola whether it was annoying as well as commonplace to be so typical, to look the way she did, to have hair and eyes the colour they were, both of them off shades of plain brown, to be pretty so un-dramatically, to have a good figure that was nevertheless unexciting, to be neither very tall nor very short, and to have two children, one boy and one girl, just as statistics and cheap advertisements provided as the proper American way of life. It was a nasty, insulting question; but Lola remembered that she had not taken it as an insult. She said, no, it was not annoying—and thought of that now as Patty called. Patty’s needs continued; she remained a child and Lola remained her ordinary mother, and there Lola felt a certain stability beyond all else: so that the small need of Patty was by no means small. Patty was drawing and wanted her drawing admired, and she asked Lola whether there would be time to play with her.

“In a little while,” Lola answered.

“I like you,” Patty said gravely.

“I like you.” She looked at the drawing. “I like what you do. You’re a very talented little girl, Patty.” When she talked to her like that, she sometimes wondered whether it was wrong. She felt a pressing need for Patty to grow up and replace her own memories; she doubled her four years and tripled it, and then laughed at herself. Today she did it, and was unable to laugh at herself. Her retreat from the room was like a flight.

Feldberger, in his hat and coat, had just turned on the radio, and he faced Lola with the background of slow swing music behind him. “What is it, Lola?” The radio whined, “Maybe, my baby, I’m crazy for love—too lazy or crazy, my baby, for love.”

“Is Patty all right?” he asked.

“Yes. Why did you turn on the radio, Sam?”

“We’ll have the news on the hour. I want to hear it. Do you?”

She walked softly back to the bedroom, where Patty was once again absorbed in her play, and closed the door gently. The radio demanded, “What makes this toothpaste so different from all other toothpastes the world over? Do you brush your teeth twice a day or three times a day?” It was not possible that they would be talking about Gregg in a moment. She and Gregg were like a million other people; they lay in the bosom of a million other people, and as a matter of fact an accusation of likeness was not insulting at all, but quite to the contrary had made her feel just a bit superior to the one who made it. She didn’t immediately know why just at that moment she reflected on the fact that Feldberger was a Jew; did a Jew have some strange, subtle knowledge that the strong universe was like glass—shattered by one strong, sharp blow? Had they lived in that sort of world for more years than they could remember?

The radio said, “We bring you news on the hour from the Associated Press. Hard rain and decreased visibility on the Korean front have grounded all planes, both U.N. and North Korean. A lull in the fighting these past twenty-four hours has been broken only by patrol action and some mortar and artillery fire. Casualties on both sides have been extremely light.”

“According to reliable reports from Tokyo, President Syngman Rhee of the Republic of Korea has stiffened his position of unalterable opposition to any cease fire. Informed sources say that he will accept nothing short of unconditional surrender of all enemy troops.”

“Here at home, the F.B.I. continues its search for Roger Gregg. What was to be a routine round-up of top communist leadership has turned into a large-scale manhunt for Gregg, said to be key man in the party’s policy of infiltrating the trade union movement. The number of arrested communists has climbed to seventeen since dawn today. In every case except that of Gregg, the arrests proceeded smoothly and without violence. It is the government’s opinion that Gregg is still in the city, and the local police are co-operating with more than two hundred special agents, assigned to what is already called ‘operation security’. During the next few hours, all TV channels will carry Gregg’s picture. Anyone identifying him is urged to take no action, but to inform the police immediately. Gregg is a veteran of the Spanish Civil War and also had combat experience in World War Two. He may be armed.”

Feldberger switched it off, and Lola shook her head dumbly. “He’s not armed?” Feldberger said. Lola stared at him, and he muttered, “I’m sorry, Lola.” “I know how it happens,” she said. “Gregg never had a gun—my God, Sam, don’t you know how he hates guns?”

“I know,” Feldberger nodded. “It’s like a bad dream to you, Lola—I’m not made of iron, and I am only talking this way because I have to know everything. I have to, even if I already know. Don’t you understand?”

“How much do you want me to understand at once, Sam?” she whispered. “I’m trying to understand. To understand. To keep my sanity. To be a mother. To remember that Roger is in school right now. To remember that I have to cook supper tonight. To remember that Patty is inside, making a crayon drawing, and I will have to tell her whether I like it. To remember that I’m Lola Gregg, and that I’m married, and that Gregg is my husband——”

“I know,” Feldberger nodded.

Then the phone began to ring, and a moment later, the doorbell shrilled. As Feldberger went to the door, he heard Lola saying:

“Yes—I know. Of course I’m glad you called. Yes, yes, Ruth, I know the phone is tapped. You don’t have to speak. Yes, for the moment, I’m all right. Feldberger is here. No—not right now. Thank you. Yes, I heard the radio. I can’t talk about that now—yes, I am upset. I’ll call you back——” All the agony was in her voice. The phone would ring and ring, and each time the same agony would be in her voice.

A man with a paper bag in his hand stood at the door. He was a small man, jaundiced, with straw hair that lay off a balding skull. In his pinched, lined face, age had been lost, and he might have been anywhere between thirty and fifty. He wore a stained, unpressed grey suit, a shirt that was just less than clean, and a wrinkled tie. Without a coat, he was cold, and he shivered as he stood there and looked suspiciously at Feldberger. “Gregg live here?” he asked.

“What do you want Gregg for?” Feldberger demanded.

“All I said was, does he live here?”

“I’m Mrs. Gregg,” Lola said, coming up behind Feldberger.

“Who’s he?”

“Suppose you tell us who you are.”

He clammed up and stood there for a few seconds. Then he shrugged. “The hell with it.”

“He’s my lawyer,” Lola said. “He’s my friend, too. Don’t be afraid. He’s my good friend.” She knew he was afraid, not why or how, but simply that he was afraid; and it occurred to her that she judged better than Feldberger. Thank Gregg for that, she thought, and then remembered that she knew such men long, long before she ever knew Gregg. Such men came from the cannery into her father’s office, frightened, cold, tight, bearing their misery, their hurt, their sickness inside of them. Nothing showed, and it took you a long time to understand what was underneath when nothing showed. “Do you want to talk to me?” Lola said.

“All right—alone.”

“He’s my good friend.”

“Only alone, lady.”

She nodded. “All right. You’d better go, Sam.” He shook his head. “Go, Sam. Don’t be silly.” That hurt him, and he looked at her strangely, and then he said, “I’ll be at my office, or if you call there, they’ll find me in ten minutes. Remember what I said, please.”

“I’ll remember.”

He didn’t want to go. Lola realized that he was afraid to leave her with the little man. She smiled at him and took his hand in both of hers. “Thanks for everything, Sam.”

“Nothing.”

“Everything.”

And he thought, as he walked out, “I would give half my life for what Gregg has, and even hunted like a dog through the streets.” But he wouldn’t. He was brave but not that brave any more—not to be hunted like that; and as he walked downstairs he felt forlorn and wasted—terribly wasted.

Lola closed the door behind him, and the little man walked into the kitchen, put the paper bag on the table, and tore it open. Half a dozen wrapped sandwiches lay there, hot, sweet-smelling, grease soaking through the paper. “Hamburgers,” he said. “I brought them for you and the kids.”

“I don’t know you,” Lola said. “Who are you? It’s nice of you to bring us food.”

“They’re good hamburgers. Plain beef, fresh, nothing but salt and pepper in them. They won’t hurt the kids any, and I had to bring them. I got to have a reason to come up, Mrs. Gregg, believe me. You live in a fort now, plainclothes cop in the hall downstairs, two more sitting in a car across the street—you got a stake-out so a mouse would get identified. The hell with them I Lice! I hate their guts! I never seen a cop was any good, all of them—lice! Me, I’m the counterman at the all-night joint over at the subway—where your husband was this morning. So I brought you some hamburgers—the hell with them. If that makes me a commie, I’m a commie.”

“Where Gregg was?”

“That’s right—this morning, every morning. He comes in for coffee and a French doughnut. I like him. That’s a crime. It’s a crime if you sneeze these days.” He turned his thumb on himself and faced her defiantly. “I ain’t a hero, Mrs. Gregg. I done time, and I hate the can. It stinks! But here’s a guy I like! I like! Maybe I’m a crumb and I work an all-night joint because I’m a crumb and there ain’t nothing else I’m fit for, but I swear to God I know a phony from a man. This is a good guy, decent, kind, and like me, like me.” He beat the emphasis with his open palm on his flat chest. “I tell him my troubles, and he listens and he understands, and he knows what it is to be busted, not only broke but busted right into your guts. He listens like a brother. He tells me. He says, Andy—that’s my name—Andy, he says, take it easy. Do this. It makes sense to do this. See, Andy, it makes sense. He says to me, Andy, you’re a man. Goddammit, stand up like a man. He calls me a man. I’m a lousy crumb and he’s the first guy I know ever calls me a man like that, like it’s a medal he’s pinning on to me, right here, like this,” rubbing his lapel with his thumb, and pleading with his eyes for Lola to understand him, as if by this intense and passionate declaration he had to win her to Gregg—or perhaps win his own soul, still undecided. All of him was pleading now, his tight, discoloured fists clenched by his sides.

“I say to him, I say, Gregg, what in hell I got to live for? I’m loused up right down to my gut. I’m so loused up now, I can’t even take a woman now, I say to him. I say to him, I live in a hall bedroom and pay five bucks a week for a bed-bug bed and work a night shift in this rotten joint. I say to him, what am I, Gregg, and why don’t I take a powder out of this? It stinks. And you know what he says to me? You know what he says to me, Mrs. Gregg?”

She didn’t want to stop him. She was caught up wholly—as if she was seeing Gregg for the first time, she who knew so much of Gregg, she who had his soul in her hands felt as if she was seeing him for the first time, and whispered:

“What did Gregg say?”

“He said, Andy, you’re a man. You’re a good man, Andy. You’re a man who works with his two hands and earns his daily bread, he says to me, and he says: You got the dignity of a man, Andy, and I’m proud to call you my friend, so don’t talk like a goddamned fool, he says to me, and so help me God, no one ever says that to me before, and that time, when he went away, I go into the John and sit down and cry like a kid.”

He stared into Lola’s eyes. “Does it make sense to you, Mrs. Gregg? I can’t say it the way he said it.”

“It makes sense.”

“All right. So I had to have an excuse to come here, and let them ask me. I brought you some hamburgers. I stood outside, trying to get up enough guts to walk past the cops—the hell with that! I’m here.”

“Gregg sent you.”

“No—no, he didn’t. I’m sorry if I led you to believe he did. It’s just that I was there, and I figured it was an obligation to tell you what happened. I don’t have so many obligations in my life, Mrs. Gregg, believe me.”

“What happened?” She realized that he was still cold and shivering. “Oh, I’m sorry. Please sit down—here, at the table. Please. I’ll bring you a cup of coffee—I have hot coffee. I just made it.”

“If the cops come now, you’ll tell them I just brought you the sandwiches? You telephoned for sandwiches.”

“My phone is tapped. But I’ll tell them,” Lola reassured him, putting down a cup and saucer, pouring the coffee. “Don’t worry.”

“You don’t have to do this, Mrs. Gregg. I don’t need coffee.”

“Drink it, please. Here’s milk and sugar. Now tell me what happened this morning.”

“All right, sure. Sure.” He drank his coffee and nodded and tried to smile at her, but his pinched face quivered and there were tears in the corners of his eyes. Lola began to realize what an emotional turmoil he was going through, how torn, terrified and exalted he was, all at once. “Listen to him, listen to him,” she told herself. “You will find out something about Gregg that you never knew, something about men that you never knew.” He would solve no problems for her; that she already knew; he would offer her no solace, no comfort—yet what he had to say seemed enormously important.

“He comes in every morning, you know. Can I smoke a cigarette? You don’t mind?” She nodded and brought him an ashtray, and he puffed hungrily. “Every morning, same thing, coffee and a French doughnut. I’d say to him, Gregg, why don’t you have a nice toasted English. Let me cook you an egg. No—French doughnut. He said when he was a kid, he got crazy about them. Never had enough of them——”

Lola nodded. “I know, I know.”

“This morning, he comes in and sits down. Cold. He says to me, first, Hullo, Andy, top of the morning. That’s the way he starts every morning. Then he says, Cold day for March, Andy. Coffee and the doughnut. The radio’s on. No one there but the two of us; the short order cook, Harry, he don’t come in for another ten, fifteen minutes maybe. It’s like that most mornings, and I like it because it gives us a chance to talk. Only, this morning, I look up and see them staked out on him. I just didn’t think—I said it like a joke. I say, Gregg, there’s two plainclothes characters staked outside—what the hell you done, you robbed a bank? And he says, Not this morning, Andy, just like that, not even looking around, just stirring his coffee. He didn’t know a damn thing. He wasn’t expecting nothing. Then the radio starts to talk and I go to get another station, but he says, Hold on, Andy. I want to hear that. They’re talking about arresting commies and they give the names, and there it is, his name, Roger Gregg, and I whisper, Jesus Christ, Gregg, did you hear that? But he don’t move, just picks his coffee up, takes a sip of it, takes a bite out of the French doughnut, and then looks at me. A thoughtful look—you know what I mean, Mrs. Gregg? You know how he looks that way?”

Lola knew. She saw him clearly and directly in her mind’s eye, sitting at the counter, his brow puckered, his clear eyes focused on her.

“Then he says to me, take it easy, Andy. Don’t get nervous, but take it easy. Look outside, but easy. They still there? he asks me. They’re there. Then he asks me are they cops, am I sure, like I couldn’t smell it. They’re cops, I tell him. I see him looking at me, like he’s trying once and for all to decide what’s inside of me, and all the time he goes on drinking his coffee and chewing the doughnut, like it was the best thing he ever tasted. Then he says to me softly, quiet, gentle, Andy, any other way out of here except the front? I tell him about the can. I tell him he can open the window, go through the alley and in the back door of one-sixty-six, that’s the house on the next block. So he says, OK, Andy, I got to wash my hands anyway. Then I say to him. How much money you got? He tries to laugh that off. How much money you got, Gregg? He grins and says, four dollars and about sixty cents. Andy, but don’t get any ideas. Ideas hell, I tell him—I know where you’re going—you think I ain’t been there? And I give him what I got in my pocket, about twelve bucks. He takes it; he looks at me, and nods. He says, so long, Andy. We’ll meet again. People like us always do. Take it easy, Andy, he says, and thanks. Thanks a hell of a lot. Then he walks into the can, and maybe two, three minutes later these guys in the plain clothes come in. But I guess it was the time he needed—all the time he needed.”

He stopped talking, and Lola just sat there, staring at him. “All the time he needed,” he repeated.

“You did that for him?” Lola whispered.

“I didn’t do anything. I don’t even know anything,” the little man said with pathetic defiance. “Ain’t he got a right to go into the can and wash his hands?”

“Thank you,” Lola said.

“For what?”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” Lola said.

The phone rang and she went to answer it, but Patty reached it first and was gurgling into it. She took the phone, and it was the Times calling. A man’s voice said: “This is Peterson, on the Times. Are you Mrs. Gregg?” She said she was, and then the questions tumbled out. “Would you mind telling us when you last saw your husband, Mrs. Gregg? Were you aware of the indictment? Will you give us a statement? Anything—just a few lines, Mrs. Gregg.” She put the phone on to its cradle. In a moment, it began to ring again; she listened, and again replaced it on its cradle. “Why don’t you talk in it, Mummy?” Patty demanded. So it was beginning. She was now the Lola Gregg, and the world was closing in. Please give us a statement. She looked at Patty, and whispered to herself, through the sudden dampness in her eyes, “I state that I am Lola Gregg, and my husband has run away. You will hunt him down like a wild beast is hunted. Oh, my God. That is also in my statement. Oh, my God.”

“But you didn’t talk into the phone,” Patty insisted.

She went to the chair where her purse lay, where she had dropped it coming in, and opened it and counted her money. She had only eight dollars and forty-six cents left.

She took all the money back to the kitchen where the little man still sat and offered it to him, keeping only the change for herself, and explaining that while she was four dollars short, she would have the rest of the money the next day. He looked at her without responding, and then he shook his head slowly but determinedly.

“But you must take it. It’s a lot of money—you’ll need it.”

“I don’t need it.”

“Please take it,” she urged him. “I’ll feel better.”

“Maybe,” he said slowly, “when Gregg comes back, he wants me to take it, I’ll take it. I didn’t come here for the money. I came to bring you the hamburgers and to tell you about Gregg.”

Lola nodded, “If you feel that way.” Then she said, “Thank you, Andy. You’re a good friend. I need friends now.”

“OK.” He got up to go, and Lola said, “This is my little girl, Patty. I have a son who’s seven years old, but he’s in school now. We call him Roger. He looks like Gregg more than Patty does.”

“I’ll bet.”

“Some time, when everything’s all right again, you’ll come to visit us, won’t you?”

He nodded uneasily, and Lola followed him to the door. “Take it easy, Mrs. Gregg,” he said. “Take it easy.”


CHAPTER NINE

THE NEIGHBOUR

SHE was still at the door, had not closed the door, when they began to come, as if by prearrangement, one from the Tribune, two from the morning tabloids, another from the Post. She only started to resist when the telephone rang again. Its jarring ring was beginning to sound like a syncopation, and she tore herself away but failed to close the door entirely. Patty stood there smiling. There were two photographers, and the man from the News yelled, “Get the kid, buttonbrain, the kid! The kid!” Hearing this, Lola swung back, the telephone screaming at her, but not quickly enough, and the flashbulbs exploded in Patty’s face. They had pushed into the house through the open door.

She swept the frightened, whimpering child into her arms and ran to the telephone, her heart crying, “Gregg, Gregg, now it’s Gregg and what will I say to him with them here?” But it wasn’t Gregg; it was Mr. Cann, inquiring whether she had heard from her husband, in his polite, carefully phrased, business-like tones. “Well, you know you will hear from him sooner or later, Mrs. Gregg. It’s to our interest to resolve this safely and decently—safely for him, I mean.” His tone said that he was trying to sell her a vacuum cleaner or a washing-machine. The Fuller Brush man came in with that tone, precisely. “I have a little gift for you, and something for your husband.” She put down the telephone, and they were already in the house.

“Please leave,” she said evenly. “This is my house, do you understand. Please leave.”

The cameras flashed in her face, and Patty hid her head in Lola’s breast and arms. The man from the Tribune said, “I guess we’re all sorry we barged in like this, Mrs. Gregg, but you are news. If you’ll only give us the facts, we can present the picture accurately, and that will help.”

“Accurately,” Lola smiled, looking from face to face, the tall and the short, the tweeds and the glasses and the uneasy pomposity and the dull, senseless, impervious faces of the photographers. “You couldn’t report the weather accurately. Will you write how you forced your way in here and frightened a child out of her wits? There are policemen outside, and whatever they are, I prefer them to you. Get out of here or I’ll open the window and call them!”

They didn’t move. One of them thrust out his lower lip and nodded in mock admiration. Another examined her carefully from head to foot, undressing her. The man from the News said:

“Come off it, lady. We’re not good enemies. Anyway, we’re neutral. Why don’t you give us the facts?”

The telephone shrilled again. One of the photographers reached for it, and Lola cried, her voice new and strange to herself, different, like a whip. “Leave it alone, damn you! “When she picked it up, it was Mr. Cann again, inquiring solicitously, “You hung up so suddenly, I didn’t know if anything was wrong. Is anything wrong, Mrs. Gregg?”

“I don’t care to talk to you, not at all.”

They still stood there.

“Get out!”

“Look, Mrs. Gregg—be reasonable.”

A huge man, a big broad-shouldered man in his shirt sleeves, loomed behind and over the gentlemen of the Press and asked Lola in a husky voice, “Anything wrong, Mrs. Gregg?” They turned to look at him. It was Schwartz from across the hall, the oiler who worked the night shift at the power house, and he stood there, hugely, sombrely, rubbing one blue cheek and regarding them with sullen, native hostility. “Who the hell are you?” the News man demanded. Schwartz had abig, fleshy nose; now he took put his handkerchief and blew his nose. It was a gesture of contempt.

“You want them here?” he asked Lola.

“I don’t. God, how I don’t. They frightened Patty out of her wits, forced their way in. They’re newspaper men.”

“You heard her. Get out,” Schwartz rumbled.

They positioned for defiance, but he stood motionless and nodded, and then the Tribune man broke and headed for the door. The others streamed after him. Lola put Patty down and went to the door and bolted it after them. When she returned, Schwartz was making Patty a fireman’s hat out of newspaper. Lola fell into a chair, suddenly exhausted and helpless, and watched silently. It was almost funny, the delicacy with which Schwartz folded the paper, while Patty gazed at him silently and worshipfully; and then, when she ran to the mirror to look at herself, he observed Lola thoughtfully and asked her what he could do for her.

“Just getting rid of them was doing a great deal, Mr. Schwartz.”

“Rough day?” She nodded. “Well, it’s the way the cards fall. Damned shame, you ask me. I heard it on the radio, and then when I woke up, my missus, she had the whole story. Trust her. All you got to do is cut your finger in a dark corner of the basement, and she’ll have all the details before it starts bleeding. Then I heard the commotion in the hall, and I looked in.”

He was watching her again, quizzically and reflectively. They had lived across the hall from one another for the best part of three years, but Lola knew him hardly at all, a good morning, a hello, or a nod. Across the airshaft, she saw a surly, bear-like man who crawled into himself and growled at his wife, and often enough Lola had wondered how a human being could go on like that in such a life with such a relationship from month to month and from year to year. Now he had suddenly stepped into her life. “Do you lean on such a man?” she asked herself. “Trust him?”

Still he watched her, and she wondered what he saw. This day began and rushed on with the speed of an express train and with the implacable fury of an express train. She wanted a chance to get off, to look at herself and examine herself, to understand what and why and how.

“You know what,” Schwartz said to her, bluntly and matter of factly, “when something like this happens, you got to accept the fact that it happens. That’s all. You can do that, and you’re all right.”

“I don’t understand you,” Lola said.

“Well, something happens. A bomb explodes. A house falls down. During the war, I got a bullet in my shoulder. It knocked me over, and I was flat on my back, looking at the sky, and I felt like a kid again and I wanted to cry. The whole world fell to pieces. But a few minutes later, I was able to tell myself what had happened. A bullet had gone through my shoulder. Once I did that and accepted it, well, I was all right. You got to do that.”

“How do you know I haven’t?”

“You haven’t. But you can.”

“Maybe I haven’t. Maybe I can’t,” Lola said.

“You can. It ain’t like I don’t know you, Mrs. Gregg——”

“Call me Lola,” she said slowly, spacing each word. “We’ve lived across the hall from each other three years. I need some help. I don’t know you, but I need help. My God, I need someone to pick up my little boy at school, and I don’t even know what to do about that.”

“I’ll pick up your kid,” he replied gently, “but why don’t you know me?” Patty asked him to make her another hat, and he began to fold it, but watching Lola.

“I can’t—don’t you know——”

“I told you I knew,” he said. “Take it easy, Mrs. Gregg.”

“Easy——” All day long, take it easy, take it easy, as if it were all that people like this had in life, the only slogan, the only reason.

“That’s right. Easy does it. You’ve got friends—your husband has, why don’t you call them up and ask them to come over? That’s what trouble means; that’s what friends are for, right?”

The first thing she thought, “What right has he to talk to me like that?” She felt he read her thoughts, and she said, “I don’t know—I guess I lost my head a little. Anyway, who’s going to come here? The house is watched. The phone is tapped.”

“I came,” he shrugged. He put the paper hat on Patty, and she gurgled with delight and ran to the mirror again. “This time I make one,” she said.

“You got nice kids,” Schwartz nodded.

“You live across the hall.” She was sorry she had asked him to go for Roger. She didn’t need him. Why didn’t he leave her alone? Why didn’t they all leave her alone? But this very thought filled her with un-happiness and self-reproach—and she thrust it from her.

“That’s nothing—the point is, this happened. All right, it happened. What do you do now, Mrs. Gregg? Suppose you were back yesterday, a month ago, and you knew this was going to happen? Look, I don’t agree with what you and your husband stand for. Maybe I think everything they say about you is true, and that you ought to be wiped out like a lot of rats. Maybe I don’t think that at all. The point is, what do you think, Lola? If you knew about this a month ago, would you crawl out?”

“Damn you, I wouldn’t?”

“Tell me to get out, but that won’t solve anything. This is trouble. Either you’re used to trouble or not. If not, you got to get used to it.”

“Don’t you think I ever had trouble before?”

“Not this kind of trouble.”

Now she was going to cry, and she had made up her mind that she wouldn’t cry over this. She began to cry, and Patty ran over to her and asked if something hurt. She held Patty in her arms and the big man watched her. She tried to stop the tears and make Patty go into the bedroom and play, and when she came back, leaving the child there bewildered and shaken, Schwartz was still sitting where she had left him. She dried her eyes now.

“Feel better?” Schwartz asked her.

“A little better.”

“You got a lawyer, Lola?”

“Yes.”

“A good one?”

“Yes.”

“He wants you to stay here and wait for your husband to call?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“It figures, don’t it. Look, Lola, you know, sometimes I’ve seen you in the kitchen, and I’m having it out with my wife. What the hell, we fight like cats and dogs a lot of the time. She’s a good kid, there’re some better, some worse, but I’m no bargain. She wants kids and we ain’t lucky, and when I get fed up with it all, all I know is to go out and get a load on. There’s lots like us. You take it easy, that’s all. You take what comes. What in hell else can you do?”

“I don’t understand you,” Lola said. She wanted to now.

“All right. I don’t have the brains to put it any better. All I mean is that you got two kids and yourself, and tomorrow’s coming and the day after that. I’ll help you all I can; so will my wife. She’s out shopping now, but she’ll come by later. Did the kid eat?”

“My God,” Lola whispered. She had forgotten completely. She began to grin, for the first time that day, and Schwartz observed, “You’re a pretty girl when you smile, Lola,” but said it so easily that it was robbed of any intent. She opened a can of beer for him, and he sat in the kitchen drinking it while Patty ate. “Eat something yourself,” he urged her, but Lola had no appetite.

The phone kept ringing, two minutes, five minutes; it rang and rang. Newspapermen, friends of herself and Gregg, more newspapermen, Feldberger, People offered to come, and she forced herself to say. “Yes, please come,” fighting down her desire to be alone and to remain alone.

Schwartz went back to his apartment to put on a hat and coat to go out to get Roger, and his wife came in with a bag of groceries. She was a non-committal, a sour, unhappy woman, but nevertheless she came in to share and partake of trouble. I don’t like you or people like you, her look said, but nevertheless I am here; and her husband said:

“Let me take the little girl with me. It’ll do her good to get some fresh air.” And Lola agreed. They left, and then two friends came and stayed a few minutes and left. Two women with children of their own, they appeared nervous and frightened in spite of their desire not to show this. They wanted to help and had no idea of how to help, and it was as new to them as to Lola. While they told her, with reluctant excitement, of the policemen stationed at either end of the block, the two cars of men across the street and of radio bulletins that they had listened to and she had not, Lola thought to herself.

“It’s not your fault or my fault. We haven’t learned about things like this. It takes time.” She was relieved when they left, and Sam Feldberger called again.

“You haven’t heard?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“All right. Stick it out. How do you feel?”

“How should I feel?” Lola demanded. The sorrow and the fear were passing. Anger was beginning.


CHAPTER TEN

THE CHASE

LEFT alone, the silence was sudden and pervading land disturbing and comforting all at once, and Lola sank into a chair next to the telephone, lay back, and let her weariness press against half-closed lids. Until now, she had not really thought of Gregg in the circumstances that must surround him; she had resisted the thought and refused to dwell on it in much the same manner that a normal person resists the thought of death, knowing that for the luxury of contemplating the experience and enacting it with one’s imagination, a price must be paid.

But now, in terms of Gregg, she had to pay the price. She had to go with him, because she was bound to him and all he meant and was and would be; and in her present, subdued and tired state, she let her thoughts race as they would. She watched him climb through the window of the men’s room, a small window, too small for the broad-shouldered, long-limbed man of one hundred and ninety pounds and six feet and two inches of height, who was her husband—but his strength pulled him through. He never moved fast until he knew where he was moving, and as close as the danger might be, he would pause there, think the thing out, make sure that he was not walking into a dead end or a trap. Then he would move quickly and surely, through a littered back yard, through the back door of one of those ancient, long-halled apartment houses. Her heart sank as she looked out with him to the street. What do you do, take a taxi? A bus? The subways? But the subway was out of the question; public, guarded, forbidden. Perhaps the simplest thing to do would be to walk, make no contacts, see no one, be identified by no one. It would be dangerous for the first half-dozen blocks, but that would be the sort of a chance Gregg would take, and she walked with him, easily, unhurriedly, one block, two, three, four—he breathed more easily now—five, six, seven. Now he could relax, and now he would take a bus. Buy a paper first, she decided, buy a paper, Gregg, and I’ll sit in the bus and read it with you. Just read it, comfortably, easily, the way Schwartz had said, take it easy, easy, just a man going to work and reading his paper. The bus would go downtown, the logical direction for a man on his way to work, and that way the bus would be crowded. No one notices you on a crowded bus; everyone is as tired as you are. But how far? And when do we get out? When, Gregg? And when we get out, what do we do then? Walk again, blocks, one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, walk and think, and on, my God Gregg, I don’t know what you’re thinking. It’s no use to plan this like a cheap movie, get rid of your work jacket, buy a sports jacket, buy a hat and shirt and tie—no use, ho use, because I don’t know what you’re thinking and why didn’t I ever know, and you’re my husband and I’m inside of you and you’re a stranger to me, so tell me, Gregg, tell me, please, please, please tell me, tell me, tell me——

The telephone rang, and she thought strangely, “The telephone rang, and I am saved. It’s him and now he’ll tell me—you’ll tell me——”

It was Mr. Cann. “How do you do, Mrs. Gregg; I’m sorry that I must continue to annoy you——”

“I told you I wouldn’t talk with you.”

“This is important. Believe me, no questions now, but we’re not beasts and I can save you some heartache. A man was just shot dead on the corner of One Hundred and Thirty-ninth Street. No, it was not your husband. That is the point. That is why I am calling you, Mrs. Gregg. He was about your husband’s height and he held up the owner of a liquor store. A policeman intercepted him and they exchanged shots. The policeman killed him, and before I was able to get there, word went out that he was Roger Gregg. It’s on the radio already.”

“What are you doing to me?” Lola cried. “Was it Gregg? Did you kill him? Tell me!”

“I am telling you, Mrs. Gregg. It was not your husband. I’m calling from a drug store next door. I made the identification myself. I have seen your husband and a hundred pictures of him as well. This is a young man of twenty-three or four, with blue eyes and a scar across his face. It is not Gregg.”

“Then why did you call?” Lola whispered.

“I told you why I called—an errand of mercy, so to speak. If you haven’t heard it on the radio yet, you will hear it from friends. We don’t want you to go through any more than you have to, Mrs. Gregg.”

“Don’t talk like that to me!” she cried. “Damn you—you did this! I didn’t—Gregg didn’t!”

“The man was not your husband,” Mr. Cann said evenly. “There is no need to be upset about it.”

Her hand was trembling as she replaced the phone, and it was no sooner down than it rang again. She picked it up. “My darling Lola—poor Lola, I just heard. Poor Gregg——”

She was now in Cann’s place, arguing and at the same time sick with fear and doubt inside of herself. She put down the phone, and it rang again, and she found herself screaming inside of herself, “Don’t they have anything to do but listen to their damned radios!” And then saying, “No, no—Gregg is not dead.” “Lola, it’s on the air. You have to face it.” “No—please, Gregg isn’t dead.”

But how do I know, she was asking herself? It has to come to an end. He is still walking. “Gregg, let me walk with you.” Three blocks, four, fourteen, twenty-four, thirty-four. I’m tired. I’m tired, and you’re dead—poor, poor Gregg.

The phone rang, and she was afraid to answer it. Twice, three times, and you must answer it, you must, you must—no one is strong enough, wilful enough not to answer it. She picked it up. “Yes—yes, it’s good of you to call. But it’s a mistake. It was not Gregg. It was someone else. No—I’m not sick. I tell you it was someone else!”

They all thought the same. Her husband was dead and she could not face it, and now she was cold and covered all over on her face and arms with a film of sweat, but cold and contained and telling herself that she could face it—I can, I can—and then you’ve grown up and you’re standing on your own two feet, and you can face death or anything else, and good-bye to all the hopes and dreams and fancies, but you could face it, and you didn’t crack like a thin shell of glass——

The telephone rang. She picked it up and said evenly, “This is Lola Gregg.”

“Lola, this is Sam Feldberger. Listen now. Gregg is not dead!”

“Thank you, Sam,” she whispered.

“You heard it, then?”

“I didn’t know until Cann called me up.”

“He called you?”

“He called me and told me that a man who held up a liquor store had been shot,” she said wearily. “He told me it was not Gregg. I guess it was thoughtful of him, but—I don’t know. People have been calling me up to tell me that I must be strong because Gregg is dead——”

“He isn’t dead.”

“—but why don’t I have to be just as strong now?”

“And it wasn’t thoughtful of Cann. I wouldn’t put it past those bastards to plant the story themselves, just to explode things a little or pull Gregg out of wherever he is. Has he called?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to believe——”

“Lola, look—I’m calling you from a drugstore next to the liquor store. I got there before they took the body away. I looked at the man. It was not Gregg, and he doesn’t look like Gregg, and he’s ten years younger than Gregg. Do you hear me? Do you understand me? I want you to snap out of this!”

“Who was it?”

“Lola, I don’t know who it was. Some hoodlum or some kid with the habit who needed some dough. It was not Gregg.”

“Thank you, Sam.”

“Want me to come up and tell you personally?”

“No, it’s all right, Sam. Thank you for calling.”

“All right. I would come up, but I got to go downtown on the others. I’ve been playing footsie with the F.B.I, so much today I’m beginning to feel like part of the organization—and that’s one dream I never wanted. Take it easy.”

“Easy,” she smiled. “Bye now, Sam.”

“Bye now,” he said.

So Gregg was alive and someone else was dead. Who was he? Who was weeping for him, she wondered? Did he have a wife, a father, a mother? Properly, it was her concern only in terms of who it was not. Who it was meant nothing, a life meant nothing. “You live in a strange world, Lola,” she told herself. “A man is killed, but he’s nobody, no face, no name, no soul—just a hoodlum who had the habit. We speak the same slang, Sam and me, commonplace. We excuse things easily, as everyone does. Dope—who doesn’t take it, one kind or another; and when your lies begin to fade, you take a gun to renew it. What do they call it—what do they call it? A fix. You become an addict and your body begins to fall apart, and it needs a fix—a shot of heroin or a war or an atomic bomb. It fixes, but what does it fix, Lola, what does it fix?”

Now she was crying for a nameless man who lay dead in a liquor store or in a mortuary, nameless, hated, feared, sick, shot down like a dog. Cure all by shooting it down. Roger knew already—he wasn’t quite seven years old, but he knew, bang bang—he knew, he knew.

Did he also know about the chase, and his father was the hunted. All over the city, a thousand men are seeking him, to find him and shoot him down like a dog, because he’s dangerous——

Not because he needs a fix.

Lola stopped weeping and went into the bathroom and washed her face and powdered herself, thinking:

“The children will be back soon.”

Not because he needs a fix.

“I guess he peddles what’s worse than dope. He peddles hope,” she said aloud.

“It rhymes,” she thought. “Some peddle dope, he peddles hope——” She wondered what had happened to all the poetry she wrote once. Her father had warned her. “It’s worse than drink,” old Doc Fremont had said.

Again, she sat down next to the telephone, realizing that Roger was just enough older than Patty to have a need to know and understand. To know and understand at that age! What do you say, she wondered? How do you say anything at all?

The telephone rang, and she picked it up and said, “No, it was a mistake. It wasn’t Gregg. It was someone else.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE CHILD

THE house was full. There were three friends who had come to mourn for Gregg, and Mr. and Mrs. Schwartz and the two children and Mr. Kimberly, the undertaker who had his place down the avenue, and felt that the least he could do would be to take the funeral arrangements off Lola’s hands. It did no good for Lola to explain to him that her husband was not dead. “She’s shaken,” Mr. Kimberly said to Schwartz. “Worst of all when they won’t believe it.” He was a small, very fat man, dressed in a morning coat and striped pants. “Known cases that wouldn’t believe it for a month.” Roger heard him and began to whimper, and Lola cried:

“You old fool—my husband’s alive! Now get out of here!” Schwartz was like a bouncer, and in spite of her anger and frustration, Lola was amused at the way he took the undertaker by the arm and steered him out of the door. But Roger continued to sniffle, and Lola felt that she had to talk to him, now and definitely, but somewhere alone. “You’ll have to excuse me,” she pleaded. Mrs. Schwartz, her pinched, disapproving face no different, herded her into the bedroom, and said that she would make coffee and take care of Patty and everything else. The phone rang and Hester Cole, a Negro woman who knew Lola from the P.T.A., and who had expressed something Lola only sensed, by walking through the police and into the house, her arms filled with food and her face with an understanding of sorrow, reached for the telephone; but Lola cried out and ran to it. It was only Mr. Geller, the grocerman, who asked in a quavering voice whether Lola needed food, and it would be a gift from him and he would send it over if she needed it.

“No—no, but thank you. Thank you.” Food was a symbol, she realized, symbolic of the bottom structure of life. She had never thought of it that way, only annoyed and resentful of those who brought food to the home of the dead. Food was joy and food was sorrow; it knit both together.

Lola stood over the phone. “What will I do?” It was Schwartz who led her to the bedroom and said to her, “You know, don’t you—he won’t call.”

“He will—he must!”

“No—not until he decides what to do, it’s too dangerous to call.”

“He will,” she insisted.

“All right. I’ll answer the phone, and if it’s him, I’ll get you in a matter of seconds. But you got to talk to the boy.”

She stared at Schwartz and then at the other people; and then she nodded and went into the bedroom and closed the door behind her. Roger was looking out of the window, down at the street where a truck moved ahead of a crew of sanitation men. The clang and crash echoed up to the room, as the men emptied can after can into the moving belt at the back of the truck.

“They’re strong,” Roger said with admiration.

She was moved to say, “Your dad is stronger.”

“Is he dead?” Still he didn’t look at her, and Lola took him by one arm and turned him to face her. His round, freckled face, with its wide, serious eyes looked up at her.

“Gregg’s not dead, Roger. He won’t be either. I give you my word that’s the truth.”

“Why did they say he’s dead?”

“It was a mistake, someone else. Gregg isn’t dead—do you understand? He’s alive.”

The boy stared at her, and then the tension about his small compact body eased, and Lola realized that this small fight was won, and that he believed her.

“But they want to kill my father, don’t they?” he said slowly.

“They don’t want to kill him, Roger. They want to find him.”

“They’re chasing him?”

“Yes—they are.”

“Hunting him everywhere, like a manhunt. And he’s afraid and he’s running away.”

“He’s not afraid.”

“But he’s hiding from them, isn’t he?”

“Yes, that’s true. He’s hiding now.”

“Do they know where?”

Lola shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Why?”

“It happened too quickly. He didn’t have a chance to tell me.”

“And now, all the time, he’s hiding?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Do you know why, Roger?”

He shook his head and then shrugged. “I know what the kids say. I don’t care what they say, but I know what they say.”

“What do they say, Roger?”

“They say my father’s like a crook or a murderer, like on TV, and he’s a commie and he wants to over-throw the government and kill us all with atom bombs and that he was part of a gang that stole the atom bomb and gave it to the Russians so that they could kill everyone——”

“You know that isn’t true, don’t you, Roger?”

“That’s what the kids say.”

“But that doesn’t make it true, Roger. It’s not true.”

Desperately, he cried, “Why can’t we be like everybody else? Why can’t we be? Why can’t we be?” His voice came like an ache and a prayer, and it had to be answered. It had to be answered.

“We’re like everyone else, Roger.”

“No! We’re not!”

Then she sat for a little while, just looking at him and feeling that her heart would break, but knowing that hearts did not break that easily and that some hearts never break. And then she nodded and said quietly:

“I guess we’re different. We didn’t set out to be different. I guess you know, Roger, that it’s easier and more comfortable to be like everyone else than it is to be different; and when I was a little girl, like you are a little boy now, I didn’t want to be different either, but it just happened.”

“Why did it happen?” he pleaded.

“Why? I never thought of just why. Maybe some of it was because of Grandpa.”

“I like Grandpa,” Roger muttered.

“I know you do, but he was different, just like Gregg and I are. He used to say that always there was one man at least in every town and village in America who made use of the brains God gave him, and saw through the lies and deceit that surrounded him, but you don’t understand that, do you?”

“No.”

“Anyway, I don’t think it was that. I think it was the hurt I saw—the way people were hurt, and the way they wept when they were hurt, and I could never understand why they had to be hurt so much and why there was nothing they could do but weep over their hurt, like children. And even if they didn’t cry, there was nothing they could do. Do you understand me, darling?”

“I think so,” Roger whispered. “There’s nothing we can do.” He said it like an adult, gravely and hopelessly, his eyes fixed upon her.

“There is something we can do,” she said, begging him to understand what he could not possibly understand, begging him to meet her mind and her dreams, searching for words that would pierce the barrier between seven and thirty-two and make clear to him why his strong, tall father, whom he idolized and imitated, must crawl in the jungle like a hunted beast. “There is something we can do, a lot we can do, and that is why your father and I are different, I guess. There are always a few people who want to try very hard to make things better. When these people hear a lie, they can’t remain quiet. They have to say it’s a lie. When they see an unjust thing done, they have to say that it is unjust. And that is why bad people fear them—because they try to make the world better, a better place to live in.”

All of the little boy was straining with the desire, the need to understand her. It was too much for him. “Why don’t—the bad people want the world to be better? What difference would it make to them if the world was better?”

How to tell him—how to reach him? The complex of the answer took shape in her mind, complex and argumentative and many-sided and subtly shaded, and she recalled the first year of their marriage, when they had lived in Akron, Ohio, and Gregg had organized the plant and the first time she had walked on a picket line in unholy fear, and how the workers marched against the plant and were met by a barrage of fire, and how she had set up a hospital in their house and treated the wounded herself because it took six hours to find a doctor who had courage enough to come, and how she had performed an operation and saved a man’s life with Gregg and two other workers helping her in silent wonder and amazement, and how all of it had resulted in a wage increase of seven and a half cents an hour and a funeral in the pouring rain—and the memory of herself standing in the rain and watching the workers being buried in the drab, cold, ugly cemetery with the stained hulks of factories as a background and the bearded, strange Orthodox priests intoning prayers. Do you tell this to a seven-year-old, and what of those, who were five and six times his age who had come to their house, and she and Gregg talking to them and arguing and explaining and convincing them of absolutely nothing.

He asked her suddenly, “Are there a lot of bad people?”

“No, Roger, only a few.”

“A few.” He grappled with that; words that meant size and numbers were not the same to him as to her, and she wondered what he was making of “a few.” He was fighting to become a man, and he had not shaken off his forlorn sense of the bereft. Lola realized that until he saw Gregg again in the flesh and blood, he would not truly believe that his father was alive. Gregg was so much to him. He was, for his age, a large, solidly built little boy, and only Gregg could swing him into the air, toss him and catch him amidst his laughter and squeals of utter trust. Gregg was his idol and image and companion, and like Lola, in his own way, he was fighting for Gregg. His creased brow relaxed and he asked Lola:

“Are there more bad people than good people?”

“No, baby—no, only a few bad people, but many, many good people.”

“Well—well, then why doesn’t Gregg ask the good people to help him, so he doesn’t have to hide any more?”

“If he only could——”

“But why can’t he?”

“They would have to know what they say about your father is a lie.”

“But I know.”

“But your friends don’t and they’re good people. It’s hard to tell what is true and what is a lie, Roger—the hardest thing in the whole world.”

“Then he won’t come back, ever?”

“He’ll come back,” she insisted. “Believe me, Roger, he’ll come back——”


CHAPTER TWELVE

THE THEATRE
 
TWILIGHT began, and the long, endless day was through and passing, as all things pass. Lola stood at the window and looked at the sky over the roofs of the brownstone houses, and watched its blue fade into yellow and pink, and the yellow and pink blossomed and waned, like a flower quick to live and quick to die. Roger quietly joined her, and standing next to her, watched what she watched and perhaps saw what she saw. He wondered why the sparrows chose to live in the city. They love it or maybe don’t know how to live anywhere else, Lola said, and Roger said that the city was beautiful; he thought so. Lola remembered the pastor in the Presbyterian Church in Hagertown, the only brick church in Hagertown, except for the Catholic Church, which was built of granite blocks and was much grander than any of the others; and Lola remembered how at least once a year he gave his sermon on the sparrow which falls to earth not unnoticed by the eye of God, and how she had formed the image, with her to this day, of the eye of God being like an enormous beam-light, sweeping back and forth with X-ray vision, and catching every dead leaf as well as every sparrow, but wondering now and again what He did with his comprehensive vision. Did it help the sparrow, who lived and fought and sang and sailed on the air, and then died one day, as all things must? Or did eternity come to dead leaves and sparrows as well? Was He watching Gregg wherever Gregg was, and relishing the fact that so strong and firm an unbeliever fled like a hunted animal, or was He impartial in such contests between those who believed and those who didn’t? In his sermon, Lola remembered, the pastor liked to dwell on the infinite compassion and mercy of this all-seeing One, but Lola recalled that even as a child she didn’t think too much of his merciful qualities. When Mrs. Antonini, whose husband worked in the cannery, ran wailing into Dr. Fremont’s office, her two-year-old child in her arms, turning blue from a bone it had swallowed, and when the child died there in front of Lola’s eyes, the doctor out on his calls, Lola had certain definite feelings on the subject of mercy; and now she remembered considering the question, looking at the dead baby while her mother tried to comfort Mrs. Antonini. Try not to fathom His mercy, the pastor had said, and Lola remembered her roommate at nursing school, four months pregnant and aborting herself—whereupon Lola delivered the dead embryo. How wonderful you were, her room-mate said later, how wonderful and calm and cool, Lola. Oh, you are wonderful, Lola. And now Roger observed, “They seem to fall, but they don’t—and if they die up in the air, Mother, do they float down or fall down?” She didn’t answer. “Do they? Float down or fall down? Do they?” “Why, I never thought of that, Roger,” she said. “I never thought of that at all.” And he said, “It’s funny, I think about it.”

She went into the kitchen then, because supper would come, as three meals a day came and children had to be fed, and she was looking in the icebox when the telephone rang. She ran to it, knowing that this time, finally, at long last, Gregg was calling; but it was Feldberger, and he said:

“Lola—hang on! Take it easy now. They’ve located Gregg.”

“What?”

“I told you to take it easy:”

“Then he’s all right—he’s alive?”

“Of course he’s alive. And he’s all right.”

“But where is he? Where is he? Sam, tell me! Is he all right? Did they hurt him?”

Feldberger said, “Now, look, Lola—take it easy. Just listen to me for a moment. They didn’t take Gregg—not yet. But they know where he is. He’s in the Elizabeth Theatre on the corner of 43rd Street. They know he’s there, inside, but they don’t know where, and they won’t take a chance on stopping the show and putting the house lights on. The place is pretty full—a new picture just opened there—and they got all kinds of damnfool notions about Gregg being armed.”

“But he’s not armed. I swear to you, Sam, he has no gun, and he wouldn’t carry a gun if he could get one. I know Gregg. My God, Sam, don’t I know Gregg?”

“Of course you do, baby. Of course you do.”

“And I tell you he’s not armed.”

“Lola, I believe you. But they don’t. They’ve got every exit staked out, but they won’t move in on him. They’ll wait until he leaves to take him. Now they know where he is, they can afford to wait. This is very quiet, Lola. Nobody inside the place or outside of it knows what’s happening and nothing has leaked so far. But I’m afraid——”

“That they’ll shoot him down, kill him!”

“No, no! Not like that. I don’t know what I’m afraid of—maybe that he’ll try to make a break for it, and if he does——”

“Sam, I’m coming right down.”

“I hoped you would say that. Got someone to leave the kids with?”

“I’ll find someone.”

He said, “All right, then. Take a cab. I’ll meet you on the corner of 44th Street—a block from the theatre—north-east corner. I’ll wait for you there.”

Roger, even Patty, had caught the excitement; and Roger seemed to know. But why did she say shoot him down, kill him? Were they going to kill his father? Roger said that it was like television, where everybody had a gun, and bang, bang—there it was. He had forgotten, perhaps out of necessity, everything else in his plunge into a world society had made for him, out of its own insane orgasm and convulsion, a world of flashing silver shadow, senseless cruelty, murder, hate and horror and breakfast foods and detergents and the whip-crack of rifle bullets and pistol bullets and good guys and bad guys, the better to grow and live fruitfully and well; and now he wanted to know how it would be with Gregg, and were they going to shoot Gregg, and would he shoot back, and where was Gregg? Was he acting in a theatre or shooting in a theatre or hiding in a theatre—his thoughts in chaos, his love for a man who was his father mixed with the lunacy of a world he had not made but inhabited with a legion of little children.

“No, no—you see, Daddy’s all right,” Lola insisted. “I must go to him, Roger, Patty—please.”

His excitement turned into fear, and Patty began to cry out of her own terror and confusion. Roger was afraid now and begged her not to go, don’t go, the tears filling his eyes and running down his cheeks. Time flashed now, and every second raced and exploded; and Lola could not argue with them, pacify them, soothe them, explain to them. She was joined to Gregg again, but the thread was so thin that it could snap in an instant—and she left the whimpering children to race across the outside hallway and ring the Schwartz’s bell. The woman answered, hostile-eyed, the dry, sour flesh frustration and desire antagonistic toward what was younger and fresher, but there were no more barriers for Lola. She blurted out the explanation, her words racing, her outstretched hands trembling. “Please—I need someone to stay with the children, to give them supper, because I don’t know when I’ll be back, please——” The pinched face relaxed, and the tiny, ungenerous blue eyes filled with the moisture of sympathy. They crossed all gulfs, and she put an arm of quick, uneasy affection around Lola’s shoulders. “Go ahead, go ahead. I’ll stay until you get back.” Then Lola ran into her apartment, threw on a coat, seized her purse and fled from the children without even good-bye or I’ll be back soon.

She ran down the steps, out of the house, and down the street to the avenue, indifferent to who might watch the house or her. She had to wait for a cab, and she pleaded and prayed, prayed, Oh, my God, let a cab come, let a cab come. But it was only minutes before a cab came and she threw herself into it and told the driver hoarsely where to go. “If you can hurry, please—if you can hurry, because I’m late. I’m late!”

“They’re all late, lady,” he answered tiredly. “I’ll do the best I can. This ain’t no helicopter.”

“I’m in trouble, please.”

His head came around to look at her, heavy neck, round, fleshy face, eyes that considered and decided quickly. “O.K., lady, I’ll do what I can.” He plunged into the traffic with precision and skill, and Lola lay back in the seat, counting blocks and minutes.

As tense and frightened as she was, she reacted to the habit of the poor, and her eyes turned to the meter. She didn’t care; she would pledge her soul and all she had to come there five minutes earlier, but reactions persisted. She reflected that the poor pay for comfortable conveyance only in moments of urgency or tragedy. A lifetime of work had left her father with only enough money to pay for her mother’s funeral, yet she recalled vividly and painfully her bewilderment at the great, polished black car in which they rode, the comfort of it, the luxury of the interior upholstery. They went to death in genteel circumstances, but her father’s suit was frayed at the edges and the buttonholes were worn through.

Darkness, broken by many lights, filled the deep valleys of the streets as the cab came downtown. The increasing eddies of men and women laughed or frowned or smiled or looked abroad or at each other, but none of them knew about Lola Gregg or were troubled by her sorrow. The loneliness washed over her, like a cold and implacable wave rolling in on the sun-warmed beach, and inside, in that moment, she wept for all her species. Now all was in symbols, for she couldn’t think of what she approached, or cope with it in any manner plain to her.

The cab stopped finally, and the driver turned to look at her with a certain compassionate curiosity, as if somehow he had read her thoughts and been reached by her tension. “Two dollars and fifty cents, lady,” he said, almost apologetically, and seemed embarrassed when she gave him three dollars and told him to keep it, and he sat for a moment, looking after her as she left the car.

She saw Feldberger right away. He was running toward the cab as it stopped, and he grasped her arm to steady her and smiled at her, and said, “It’s O.K.—don’t worry,” several times. They were a block from the theatre, and for a long moment she just stood there looking at it, watching the lights run over the marquee, looking at it as if it were a giant and alive and a determination of all her fate and future.

But she was suddenly calm as she asked the lawyer, “Is he in there, Sam—really?”

“I think he is, Lola. The woman in the ticket booth recognized him, but not at once. She was confused because he wore a shirt and tie, jacket and top-coat instead of the work jacket. He must have gotten clothes somewhere.”

“But how do you know, Sam?”

“Lola, I pay off enough to be worth a tip when something breaks. Now they’re all over the place——”

“But, Sam, I don’t see anything.” They were walking toward the theatre now.

“Give them credit for that, they didn’t start in this racket yesterday, Lola. They have over forty agents staked out around the theatre, and a roach couldn’t crawl through without being spotted. They were wise, from their point of view, not to want any spectaculars—I mean the movie stuff, roping off the streets, floodlights and all that. They don’t need it, because they got the situation under control this way. Sooner or later, Gregg’s got to come out, and when he comes out, they’ll take him.”

“If it is Gregg.”

“They seem to think it is. Now hold on, Lola.” He drew her to a stop. “Up there, see that big car, the big black Chrysler—there are three men in it. That’s their headquarters, as far as I can make out, and they work it by radio out of that car. They also got a couple of tommy-guns in there, I think——”

“Sam, are they mad? Or do they want to kill Gregg?”

“I don’t think they want to kill him. They got a crazy notion that he’s armed, and that’s what I’m afraid of. If he makes a bad motion, they might start shooting. That’s what I don’t want to happen——”

“Will they let me go into the theatre and bring him out, Sam? Will they let me do that?”

“I thought of that, but they’ve had a dozen men in and out of the place. They can’t find him.”

“I’ll find him.”

“How do you know?”

“I know.”

“All right,” the lawyer nodded. “Now, do you suppose we can sell that to Cann?”

“I’ll sell it to him,” Lola said coldly.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

GREGG

WHEN Lola opened the back door of the big Chrysler and stepped into it, the man who was sitting there said, “Wrong stop, lady. This isn’t a taxi-cab.” One of the men in front was saying, into a microphone, “Relieve Matthews, and tell him to call in. Tell Freddie to” go through the men’s room again. He might stay there until called out. He’s always asking to take a leak.” The man in the back had a tommy-gun balanced between his knees, his hands folded over the muzzle, so that anyone who looked into the car casually might well mistake it for a musical instrument of some sort. Cann was sitting in front, and he twisted around to look at Lola, without recognition at first, and then with raised brows.

“I told you, lady——” the man with the gun said, beginning with that slow, unmistakable deliberation that becomes the articulation of a cop, any kind of a cop, large or small, high or low; but Cann interrupted him with a sharp, “Never mind, I know her.” And then he said to Lola:

“Sit down, Mrs. Gregg. So you finally decided to join us. Who tipped you off, that Jew lawyer?” This was a new Mr. Cann. The insurance agent and the vice-president of the Bank were gone. Politeness was gone. This Mr. Cann was a cop—hard as flint—hard as nails.

“I decided to join you,” she answered bitterly. “I want ray husband to live.” She squeezed in next to the man with the machine-gun, for once indifferent to the guns she hated so, indifferent to them and contemptuous of them. You had to disdain what you fought; otherwise, there was no fight, no struggle; but to her amazement she found it easy. It was a part of what was happening to her, and a part of what she was becoming in that process of happening; but she did not know that. She only knew that she was filled with anger and with contempt for men who played evil games with guns.

“We also want him to live, Mrs. Gregg,” Mr. Cann smiled. “But we want to live, too. That’s a reasonable thing to ask, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know whether it’s reasonable or not, but I do know that my husband isn’t armed.”

“How do you know, Mrs. Gregg? Was that a part of the plan you cooked up with him?”

“We talked about that once already, Mr. Cann. Are you a record that enjoys repeating itself, or are you committed to a Hollywood version of your profession.” Her voice was quivering with anger now. “My husband isn’t armed. You know it—I know it, and your friends know it too. You know our pulsebeat, when we wake up, when we go to sleep. Eavesdropping and peeping is part of your not so noble profession, Mr. Cann. And you also know that my husband isn’t armed.”

Cann shook his head. “Even allowing for your anger and personal disturbance, Mrs. Gregg, I don’t think you can afford to take that tone with me. I really don’t think you can.”

The man next to him said flatly, “Come in, Chauncy. Take a breather, it’s turning cold out. Is that camera set up in the hotel across the street? Over.”

“I think I can,” Lola said, her voice quivering just a little. “Maybe Feldberger and I have enough to bust this wide open. By all that is holy, I swear to God that if you shoot Gregg, I will testify under oath that it was deliberate and premeditated murder. I will shout it from the housetops. I will sign affidavits—I will never rest until I have my own satisfaction. I see you looking at me, Mr. Cann, so maybe you will understand that perhaps you haven’t taken my full measure. Yes, look at me again. Women are deceptive. Look at Lola Gregg, Mr. Cann. I pride myself that I know how to love, a talent possibly unfamiliar to you, Mr. Cann. I am also learning how to hate, and that makes a dangerous combination, doesn’t it?”

Mr. Cann appraised her in the darkness of the car; she felt his gaze more than she saw it, and in the same way, she felt herself as if she herself were a stranger. Her words were strange and her voice was strange, and she was looking at herself objectively and not without pride. She no longer pitied herself.

“Who the hell is going to listen, lady?” the man with the tommy-gun said, and Cann said:

“What makes you so sure, Mrs. Gregg, that your husband has no gun?”

“He hates guns,” she answered bitterly, “hates them—do you understand? He knows guns and he has used guns—it’s no secret that he was a soldier for seven years of his life. Good heavens, Mr. Cann, if you are a person of any sensitivity, feeling, love—a person with any concern for your fellow man, you don’t come out of that liking guns! Don’t you think we ever talked about it? A gun is a symbol in our lives, and we want a world where there are no more guns—none! None, Mr. Cann! Don’t you understand me?”

“I am trying to,” Mr. Cann said, “You haven’t convinced me. I still think he has a gun.”

“Won’t anything convince you?”

“When I have Gregg and I find he’s clean, I’ll believe he’s clean.”

“And we’re wasting time. So help me God, Mr. Cann, if you kill him, I will kill you. I swear that.”

“It is both futile and childish to threaten me, Mrs. Gregg, and it is also an infraction of the law. I will make certain allowances for your condition, but I warn you to get off that tack. I am only, in my own small way, a public servant doing his job.”

“I heard that once before today,” Lola snapped. “Your job is a rag to rub all the dirt off you. You are as free to quit your job as I am to take one like it.”

“We talk in circles, and I think it was you who spoke about time. Just what is it you want me to do, Mrs. Gregg?”

The man next to him said, “Put Johnson in front and send Ricardo up to the balcony. And what in hell do you characters do in the can, play diddle-the-fiddle? Over.”

“There’s a lady present,” Cann interrupted with annoyance. “If that’s the best you can do, shut up.”

“I apologize. Honour of the service.”

“Well?” said Mr. Cann.

“I want to go into the theatre and talk to my husband. He will come out with me, and he will surrender.”

“Nonsense.”

“Why is it nonsense, Mr. Cann?”

“Because Roger Gregg is not a man unknown to us. We know almost as much about him as you do, Mrs. Gregg, and perhaps one or two things you do not know. Why should he surrender? He could have surrendered any time all day.”

“He’s had time to think. He’s not insane. Why do you think our lives are a game of cops and robbers? We are plain people, people with families who want to have a little better world. We don’t play crazy games.”

“Don’t preach to me, Mrs. Gregg—you really mustn’t expect to convert me to whatever you believe in with your little sermons.” The man with the tommy-gun guffawed. “I have my own convictions, you know. What makes you think you could find him in that theatre? We tried, and we’re not totally inefficient.”

“I’ll find him.”

“How, Mrs. Gregg?”

“I tell you I’ll find him.”

“But how, Mrs. Gregg? What magic do you possess that we lack?”

“Not magic—I know him. He is part of me. I’ll know him in a thousand people. I know the way he sits, the way he holds his head. I’m not trying to fool you, Mr. Cann—I give you my word. Don’t you think he’s reasonable? He is. What is he to do in a theatre surrounded by agents? This way, he can be bailed out. He stands trial—yes, and he could win in court. In all his life, he’s never done an act that wasn’t brave and admirable. Give me a chance for his life, Mr. Cann! It’s to your advantage as well as mine. There might be a moment of satisfaction in shooting him down——”

“We seek no such satisfaction, Mrs. Gregg.”

“—but you would regret it. We’re not alone in the world. Gregg was a hero in two wars. The whole world knows his record in Spain, and here he won the Distinguished Service Cross, and that’s not so easily forgotten either. Do you think the White House would enjoy the headlines in every European paper—Roger Gregg, shot down from ambush, no chance for his life, murdered?”

“There’s no need to be so dramatic, Mrs. Gregg. No one wants to murder your husband. We are taking only ordinary precautions.”

“Then why don’t you let me go in there and bring him out with me?”

Mr. Cann turned his back on her and stared through the windshield of the car for a long, contemplative moment; then he said to the man next to him, “What do you think?”

“Hell, I don’t know. Is he really the Joe DiMaggio of the Commies?”

“Depends how you cut it. He did win the D.S.C.—at Guadalcanal. What he did in Spain, you can take her word for or leave it. Dead, he’s another martyr. I’d take some chances to have him alive.”

“I’ll buy that.”

“All right.” Cann turned back to Lola. “You can try, Mrs. Gregg. We’ll give you forty-five minutes inside. Come out with him or without him. When he comes out, he is to have both hands on the lapels of his coat. He is to stop in the lobby, ten feet from the outside ticket booth. We’ll be waiting for him. He is to stand there, absolutely still, keeping his hands just where they are, on the lapels of his coat, until we take him. Do you understand me—ten feet inside of the outside ticket booth. No sudden movements. You understand?”

“I understand,” Lola whispered.

“No hanky-panky—none at all, Mrs. Gregg. You asked me not to underestimate you. Now I warn you not to underestimate me or the department.”

Lola nodded, and Mr. Cann reached over and opened the door of the car. She got out, and the door closed behind her. All the time in the car, she had hardly been able to take her eyes off the theatre entrance. Now, fixed, moved, directed, her heart hammering, she walked around the car and across the street toward the lights. The lights beat out THE LAST KILL, and the towering colour poster portrayed a man looming over a woman, whom he held half erect by the torn shoulder of her dress, his other arm raised, his palm open to hit her across the face—meanwhile, her make-up precise, her hair artfully waved, and the huge curves of her breasts great, impossible globs of flesh leering down on the street. As she walked, Lola’s eyes caught the words of the legend beneath the poster, the great letters jutting out like an act and declaration of faith, impossible to resist, making their statement of art and culture in irresistible terms, BLAZING PAGEANT OF MEN WHO LIVE BY DEATH AND THE WOMEN WHO LOVE THEM—NAKED, SAVAGE AND PASSIONATE—THE PICTURE THAT TOOK THREE YEARS TO MAKE WITH NO HOLDS BARRED. YOU WILL THRILL TO THESE WILD SOLDIERS OF FORTUNE—IN BEAUTIFUL CAMEOSCOPE, LARGE SCREEN. The enormous, out of focus poster faded as she came under the marquee. Feldberger stood there, hands in pockets, his strange, little boy’s face grave and troubled. He didn’t move, and Lola nodded slightly. Lola trembled now, as she got on the line at the ticket booth, the tension too long and too much. He will come out now, she said to herself, he will come out now and it will all be for nothing. But he didn’t come out, and the line shortened, and finally it was her turn to push the two dollar bills she had clutched in her hand through the ticket window, and whisper, “One, please.” A man ogled her as she walked in, and at first she thought it was one of the agents, but as he manœuvred toward her, she realized it was only someone alone and aching to be joined with another, to prove himself, to drive away his own devils. It needed little enough rebuff to lose him.

She was telling herself what to do, precisely and thoughtfully. “First find your eyes,” she instructed herself. “It’s no use trying to see until you are used to the darkness. And that takes a little time. I know how eager you are, but you have to wait—at least five minutes.” She looked at her watch, and then shook her head. It was no good trying to do it with a watch. She would simply have to stand there until she was able to see.

She stood behind the last row, in front of the plate glass that separated the lobby from the seating area, and she tried to put herself in Gregg’s place, think as he would think. He must have been totally tired—no more walking, he needed to sit and rest. In a sense, he had run a circle and had returned to his starting-place, and while another might have made an adventure out of such a situation, Gregg could not. She knew how quickly he could come to a decision, and then how long and thoughtfully he might consider it before he would act upon it. In her own mind, she believed wholly that he had decided not to run. It was not a case of what was right and what was wrong, of what was possible and what was impossible; but rather of the nature of this particular man. He was a stubborn man, slow to act often enough, but absolute and decisive in his actions. That could be weakness or strength, and Lola remembered times when people had argued with Gregg, pleaded with him, threatened him, and then had literally raged at his unshakability. It was Gregg during the Spanish War who had been told to hold a machine-gun nest until he received contrary orders, and while all the rest of the army retreated, he and the four men with him held the point for twenty-two hours until, finally, surrounded and without ammunition, they picked up the gun and got back to their own lines with it. How often this quality of his had infuriated her! Nevertheless, he must have made his decision, and then he must have wandered into the first downtown theatre he noticed, to sit in the darkness and think it through.

As a sudden impact upon her, the realization came that he was here, in this theatre with her, watching the screen, even as she was watching it without seeing it. She brought it into focus, and told herself that she must wait a minute or two more. Already, she could pick out the shapes of people in the audience. Aminute or two more. She looked at the screen, but seemed to see only what Gregg was seeing and could make no more of it than he might have made, brooding over the strange pass and place he had come to. The coloured shadows leaped and postured and swore baths and they pointed guns at each other, and the guns thundered, but it was a dream of no consequence or meaning. One of them was being beaten. A large, handsome man, he was punched again and again, the thud of the blows echoing and re-echoing through the theatre; but no bruise or break in the skin of his handsome face appeared. He fought back with blows of his own that would have crushed the knuckles of an ordinary man, but he never winced or rubbed his knuckles or took any notice of them. A chair was broken on his head, but he only shook it and thereby shook all the fractures and broken bones back into place. His inde-structibility made no impression on her, even as it made no particular impression on anyone else in the theatre. In this particular bath of brutality, they accepted men who could not be injured. When he was hurled back by his opponent and struck the opposite wall with such force that would have killed an ordinary mortal, no one was surprised to find him bounce back, unbruised, grinning and ready to punch his way right back to five thousand dollars a week.

Lola closed her eyes to shut it out and become Gregg again. The reasoning was not too complex. He would avoid the balconies, as places too open; he would sink himself into the orchestra, slump into his seat where it was broad and dark, not alone, but among other people. He did not know they knew he was there, and he did know that the odds were all against his being discovered. He would be resting, not hiding.

She opened her eyes, and the unbreakable man was kissing a woman. She walked down the main side-aisle, about half-way. She thought so, but she was not sure, and she said to herself that it could not be so simple, hardly so simple with the agents prowling all over the place and finding nothing. But the man who might be Gregg was closer to the other side-aisle, and she walked back and around and found him again, and then she no longer had any doubts. There was an empty seat one away from him, and she slid in past the people and said to a small, elderly man, “Please, could you move over one? My husband.” The small, elderly man first looked at her in surprise, then nodded and shifted himself away from Gregg.

Gregg was staring at her. Even amid the shadows, his face said all that possibly could be said, and then she slid into the seat next to him and took his hand. For the first long moment they just held hands and sat there while the unbreakable hero displayed human weakness by beginning the process of getting drunk. Then Gregg whispered:

“How are the kids?”

“All right.” She was trembling violently and he felt that. She was on the verge of tears, but fought with all her strength not to cry; she knew she had to be calm, straightforward and convincing.

“Had a rough time, didn’t you?” Gregg said.

She nodded.

“The worst is over. We take it easier now.”

“Don’t, you want to know how I found you here, Gregg?”

“I can guess,” he smiled. “They got every exit covered, haven’t they?”

“That’s right, Gregg. The ticket girl recognized you.”

He squeezed her hand again, and continued to smile, and he looked at her with great hunger and longing. “By God, you’re so beautiful, Lola,” he whispered. “All day long, I’ve been trying to remember, exactly.”

“The light here is flattering,” she managed to smile.

“It seems you never remember exactly how anyone looks. I love you, Lola.”

“I know.”

“More than I’ve ever been able to tell you.”

“I know that, too.”

The people around them shushed, and they put their heads together, Gregg’s arm around her shoulders. “I wondered about that—the way she looked at me. I mean the girl in the ticket office, Lola. At that point I didn’t care much. Then there are too many people walking the aisles. How did you find me when they couldn’t?”

“Maybe they were willing to wait. I know you, that’s how I found you, Gregg.”

“Just like that. Did they know you were coming in?”

“A mouse couldn’t go in or out without them knowing it, Gregg. They think you’re armed, and Sam Feldberger was afraid they might start shooting. I talked them into letting me look for you—so you’d have half a chance, at least.”

“More than half a chance, baby. It’s going to be a long, hard fight from here on, but it’ll be all right.”

“I want to think so, Gregg.”

“And Sam’s outside?”

She nodded, and he said, “Just sit next to me for a minute—like it was a long time ago and we had a date at the movies.” She nodded again, and they sat there for a little while, holding hands and savouring the minutes that were left. Then Gregg said softly:

“Did Sam think you ought to come in?”

“Yes.”

“They really think I’m armed?”

“I know you’re not, Gregg, but that’s what they think.”

“Funny the way they think. Suppose I go out with you, baby, and they decide to use their guns, anyway?”

“Gregg—they won’t.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I can’t be sure, hut I feel it, Gregg. It would be too raw now, too rotten, too dirty. Sam is out there, and they know Sam is there. They might have killed you, but they won’t dare to kill me, too.”

“You must love me a lot to believe that, kid.”

“I love you a lot, Gregg.” So much that she wondered now why it was only when one had to stake love on everything, or everything and life itself on love, that one found out. It was true that no one could live like this for very long, but why couldn’t people learn how to love and give without this?

“Enough to die with me,” he barely breathed. “That wouldn’t make sense.”

“It makes sense because we’re not going to die, Gregg.” She added after a moment, “There’s no other way out of this.”

“One other way. To go out alone, or stay here and send you out.”

“No. If you go, I go. If you stay, I stay. They made an agreement with me, but it lasts only forty-five minutes. They’ll keep their agreement.”

“All right,” Gregg shrugged. “My judgment hasn’t been much good today. Let’s go.”

“First kiss me, Gregg.”

He kissed her, and the people around shook their heads disapprovingly. The shadows on the screen kissed and no one disapproved. Together they moved out to the aisle, and Gregg said, ruefully:

“I was wondering how the picture would end. Maybe we’ll come back some day and see it over.”

“Maybe, Gregg.”

“Let me kiss you again,” he said, when they were in the aisle. He kissed her and looked at her and smiled rather wanly. “Well, here we go,” he nodded. “How did the kids take it? Was Roger disturbed?”

“A little. I had a set-to with his teacher this morning. Funny, it seems years ago.”

“This morning was years ago,” Gregg agreed.

“I’m not afraid now, Gregg, really. I guess it’s the first time today I haven’t been afraid. Before, I was in a nightmare—I saw myself searching madly through the theatre, and not finding you, never finding you. But then I just asked myself where you would sit, and you were there. Were you glad to see me?”

“I was glad, Lola. I was trying to decide whether to stay or go. I knew something was wrong, and it became six of one, half a dozen of the other. This afternoon, I heard a radio in a cigar store explain how I was armed. Don’t you think I was afraid, Lola?”

“You’re never afraid, Gregg.” He stopped and stared at her incredulously; then he put his arm around her and bit his lip and looked at her from his great height. “I almost forgot,” she cried. “You go out with your hands on your lapels, darling, one hand on each lapel. We walk on to ten feet from the ticket booth and then stand there. We’re not afraid, either of us now. All right, Gregg?”

“All right, Lola.”

He put his hands up to grip his lapels, and together they began to walk. As they emerged into the lobby, men appeared and closed in. Lola nerved herself and walked as close to Gregg as she could, her body pressed to his. Half a dozen men were around them now; they seized Gregg’s arms and thrust her away from him, twisted his arms behind him, locked handcuffs over his wrists, ran their hands up and down his body. Lola saw Cann, just outside the crush of men, exercising his calm, executive role, giving orders quietly. People in the lobby were first beginning to realize that something out of the ordinary was taking place, but before they could gather and form the crowd that was a part of their existence in terms of any excitement, Gregg was outside of the lobby and being put into a large black sedan that had just drawn up at the kerb.

Lola tried to follow him, but Mr. Cann was in her way, facing her with his small, controlled smile. “No—you’ve done nobly, Mrs. Gregg, and I shall let bygones be bygones. But you can’t go with him now.”

“Let me say good-bye to him——”

“No.”

Feldberger was at her shoulder, and he said to Cann, “Let her say good-bye to him. What harm is it going to do?”

It was the first time in that long day that Lola had seen Mr. Cann show his teeth; He snarled at Feldberger, “Keep your god-damned nose out of this. I’m sick to my stomach of you, Feldberger.”

“Maybe I’m sick to my stomach of you, Cann,” the lawyer said quietly. “Why don’t you stop being a two-bit hero? You got your man. It’s her husband. Let her say good-bye to him!”

“You miserable——”

“Say it,” Feldberger smiled. “Say it, little man. Or haven’t you got the guts to?”

A crowd was beginning to gather. Cann swung into the car and closed the door hard behind him, and Feldberger called, “Take it easy, Gregg I We’ll see you tomorrow and set bail!”

The car pulled away, and Feldberger steered Lola through the crowd and up the avenue. When they were clear, she stopped, turned to the lawyer, and began to giggle. “Stop it!” he said sharply, and Lola said, shaking her head, “I’m not getting hysterical, Sam—believe me. I’m very happy. Only if I don’t sit down, I’m going to fall into one hundred pieces.”

“How about a drink?”

“One drink, yes. I need it. Then I have to get home. I ran out, just poured the kids on to a good neighbour and ran out. Am I trembling, Sam?”

“A little.”

“All right—one drink.”

They turned into the first bar and Feldberger ordered Scotch for both of them, a double for himself. His own hand was trembling as he lifted his glass and said, “To you, my dear Lola. You are a brave and wonderful woman.”

“To Gregg, Sam.”

“Both of you, and life, and a chance to fight!”

For a moment, Lola could not reply, and she drank and took comfort in the hot flow of the whisky. “All right, kid?” Feldberger asked her.

“There’s always a chance to fight, isn’t there, Sam?”

“Sometimes yes—sometimes no.”

“There is. What happened to me today, Sam?”

“A lot of things. It was a big day.”

“You know when I saw Gregg—when I found him——”

“I want to know how you found him,” Feldberger interrupted her.

“—it wasn’t hard to find him. I knew where he would be. I can think the way he does, so I knew where he would be. But you know, when I found him, when I sat down next to him, we didn’t say anything I thought we would say. Just a few words—common-place words. I didn’t even ask him where he was all day. It didn’t seem important. Only that he should get out of there alive seemed important. He’s all right, isn’t he, Sam? They won’t do anything to him now?”

“He’s all right, and they won’t do anything to him. They’ll book him downtown, and then they’ll put him in a cell overnight. We can’t do anything tonight—not anything more now, Lola. Even if I could by some miracle get the Commissioner to hear me now—and I couldn’t—he’s going to set a lot of bail, maybe twenty thousand dollars, maybe higher, because it was hard for them to pick Gregg up. I’ll see if I can talk to Gregg later, and there’s a good possibility that they’ll have to let me, but any way we cut it, it’s going to mean a lot of bail. That’ll take time to raise——”

“But I’ll see him, won’t I, Sam?”

“Of course you’ll see him—possibly tomorrow if the hearing on his bail can be set for tomorrow.”

“But, Sam,” she said worriedly, “you didn’t talk to Gregg. Suppose now——”

He shook his head and grinned. “No, honey. No—now you relax. Gregg won’t put his foot into anything, and he won’t open his mouth until he’s seen me. I know that. Now it begins, a long, long fight—first to find money for bail, then the court fight, then the appeals, a long time of it, maybe two years. Plenty of time for us to talk and think and plan; we don’t have to do it all tonight. I’m tired, you’re tired. It’s been a long day. How are you fixed for money?”

“I’ve got enough to get home, Sam—and we’ve got a little in the bank. Enough for a week or two. I’ll work that out. The main thing is that Gregg’s alive.”

“That’s the main thing,” Feldberger said.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE WORKER

LOLA took the subway uptown, and she sat in the rocking, roaring train with a faint smile on her lips and an expression of childish wonder on her face. Not only did she have that singular and rewarding feeling that comes only after one has carried through a dangerous adventure successfully, she was amazed at herself and pleased with herself. She had just done something she would never have believed herself capable of doing, and because the awful depression of the day had finally lifted, she could feel proud of what she had done. Her whole being responded to that pride; for her husband, her man, her lover and partner was alive, and she had helped to keep him alive.

There was a time when she could not have believed, not in her worst anger toward Gregg, that she could have any satisfaction or joy in his being in a prison cell, facing a five-year sentence, and herself faced with the complexity of feeding two children, paying rent, raising an incredible amount of bail money, hiring legal help, and looking forward to a future as uneasy as it was unpredictable. Yet, she reflected, values existed only by comparison, and nothing was absolute, and from here on, nothing would ever again be as hard as this day she had just lived through. For one thing, whatever she had been this morning was gone for ever, and now she was something else, different, more malleable but less breakable. She would never be alone again, never totally despairing again; and this was a thought she would recall before the whole day was done.

But the warmth within her, the warmth and satisfaction overlaid everything else; the world she looked at was the way the world used to be for her on a Christmas Eve. She looked at the people riding in the subway car with her, tired people, people who had worked late for the most part and were filled with the weariness and oppressiveness of the day, and she said to herself, It’s strange, but I’m interested in them, and I’ve never looked at them just this way before. Nice people—but she could not think of any other reason why except that they were people; and she admitted to herself that you would have to get to know them. She thought she could, given half a chance, and that too was a strange thought, and it brought back her childhood, and a time she had gone by train to New York with her mother. There was an old man in the train, sitting across the aisle, and Lola had whispered to her mother, “I like old people, don’t you?” Her mother said, yes, she thought she did, and Lola said, “I suppose you like all people.” Her mother didn’t say yes to that, but she told Lola that she thought it would be a good way to be, and she said that strangely and wistfully, looking at Lola just as strangely.

In spite of her relief, Lola’s feelings were threaded with a certain amount of guilt. It was Gregg who was locked up, not herself; and before it had been Gregg who was free; and now she began to wonder whether it was not the quality of freedom rather than the quantity that mattered—and who was she to judge that Gregg was better off now than before? And what would he have preferred? This, they had not discussed; it would have taken too long for him to answer, for while the question would have been simple, the answer would of necessity have been very complex. But that was not her doing, she reassured herself, and what she felt had not determined matters. The determination had been in the long chance of the woman in the ticket booth recognizing Gregg, and this had happened—and yet he was alive.

The element was life. She could say to herself, I am alive and Gregg is alive, and there is something I am beginning to understand.

The train rocked to a stop, and she got out, climbed the stairs to the street and walked home, rehearsing in her mind how she would handle it with Roger. She had seen Gregg, embraced him and kissed him. Now Roger would believe her—or perhaps not; and she decided that the following day she would keep Roger out of school and take both children with her to the bail hearing. She would let them see Gregg, and regardless of the circumstances in which they saw him, it would be better than if they had not seen him. They were going to have a new kind of father and mother, and they might as well know that and accept it as soon as possible.

As she walked down her street and turned into the entrance of the house, a tall, broad-shouldered Negro, wearing a leather jacket and grey work pants, stepped out of the shadow of the hallway and took off his hat and asked her if she was Mrs. Gregg? There was a note in his voice so gentle that Lola was hardly startled, and she said, yes, she was Mrs. Gregg.

“I thought so,” he said. “I been upstairs, but the gentleman there said you was out. I figured to wait down here. I work at the shop with Gregg.”

“Oh.”

“I know how you must feel, Mrs. Gregg. You got a lot of trouble—all the trouble anyone can have. So I don’t want to just take up your time.”

“That’s all right.”

“You see, we took up a little collection for Gregg, knowing what hard times it was going to be for you and the kids from now on. It ain’t much, but I got it here, and seeing as how I’m the head of the grievance committee, it was felt I was the proper one to bring it up here and give it to you. Here it is.” He handed her an envelope.

Lola took the envelope and shook her head. “Thank you. I just don’t know what to say. It’s so thoughtful—I don’t know what to say to you——”

“No need to say anything, Mrs. Gregg, but I would like you to count it, please. There’s two hundred and twelve dollars. I would like you to count it and see that it’s just right.”

“I don’t have to count it.” Her eyes were wet, and she kept shaking her head. “I don’t have to count it. Tell me, what’s your name?”

“My name’s Adam Burke. Maybe you heard Gregg talk about me.”

“Yes—yes.”

“I don’t go along with him all the way, Mrs. Gregg, but he’s a mighty fine man. Most of us felt that way. To be absolutely truthful, there was some wouldn’t have any part of this. They say as far as a commie is concerned, they don’t want no part of it. Well, maybe Gregg is a commie and maybe he ain’t—a lot of things ain’t just what they seem to be, but he’s a mighty fine man. He’s a sound man, if you know what I mean?”

“I know.”

“He knows the right time—don’t have to look at no clock, he knows. Knows what’s right and what’s wrong, and that’s a lot to know, a mighty lot. All of them asked me to express to you their best wishes. It’s an awful lonesome thing for a man to run, but if he’s decided to run, we sure as God hope they never catch up with him.”

“They caught him tonight,” Lola whispered.

“No? Where?”

Lola told him and he listened intently. When she had finished, he looked at her and nodded thoughtfully. “That was a good thing you did to go in there. It’s an unhappy business when cops got guns in their hands and hate in their hearts. I’m glad Gregg’s all right. How do you feel?”

“I feel good,” Lola said flatly. “Maybe I’m selfish, but I’d never sleep and never rest if he were running. It’s a cruel thing to be hunted. I never thought of it that way before, but I lived through it today—to know that a man you love is like an animal in the woods——”

“A lot of folks like that, Mrs. Gregg, like animals in the woods and never know when a gun is going to be turned against them. You’re right. It’s a cruel thing.”

“I’m glad he’s alive. He’s in jail, but he’s alive.”

“That’s right. You got life, you got a lot.”

“And like he says, it’s only begun. They have to try him—they have to prove he committed a crime. That won’t be easy. Now I can fight for him and with him—and that’s all I want and all I care about.”

Burke nodded. “I’m honoured to know you, Mrs. Gregg. He’s a fine man and he got a fine wife. He’s got friends. So have you. You remember that, please, Mrs. Gregg.”

“I’ll remember it,” Lola said.

He said good night and he put on his hat and walked down the street, and Lola, the tears running down her cheeks now, whispered, “I’ll remember—I’ll remember.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE DOCTOR


LOLA paused to dry her eyes and to glance at herself in her handbag mirror, because, as she reflected, the children might very well be awake, and it would be best to approach them with great calm and certainty. From here on, she felt, all of her actions toward the children would have to be judged and considered with some wisdom, so that they might make “their way through the maze that now confronted them with at least a minimum of heartache and confusion.”

While she stood there, she recalled Adam Burke’s mention of the man upstairs who said that she was not yet at home. Who could it be, she wondered? A sudden wave of panic overtook her, and she closed her bag and dashed up the stairs. But she had not yet reached her door when the panic passed, and she realized that if a sensitive person like Burke had not been alarmed, then certainly there was no cause for alarm. And by the time she had unlocked the door, she began to believe and hope that it would be, that it was old Doc Fremont.

His first glance at her as she entered the living-room was rather reproachful. There he was, sitting opposite Roger, his coat off, his shirt-sleeve rolled up, interrupted in the midst of teaching the little boy how to take his blood pressure. For months now, Lola had not seen him, and whenever so long a time went past, age seemed to deal him hard blows. Now he was a little more grey, his moustache a little more crinkled, his black suit a little shinier, the wrinkles in his face deeper, the slope of his shoulders sharper.

As he got up, took the gauge off his arm and embraced his daughter, he said to her, “Lola, Lola, it wasn’t right. You should have called me first thing. An old man wants to feel useful when his girl’s in trouble—wants to help. Well, I came as soon as I could. It was just one of those days when you can’t seem to break out. You remember those days, don’t you, baby?”

“I remember,” Lola said. “How did you know?”

“Honey, the whole world knows, on the radio and in the papers all day. Made front page in Hagertown, local girl makes good. Your Aunt Sarah and your Aunt Bessie were on top of me half the afternoon. I told them, I want to get my work done, and leave me alone, you two old harpies—but, oh no, they were going to weep it out——”

“I hope it doesn’t hurt you, Dad.”

“Hurt me? Hell no—it’s made me feel ten years younger already to have a fight on my hands. But here I am and I haven’t even asked you—have they found Gregg?”

“Tonight—they caught him.”

Roger cried, “Is he all right?” And her father said, “My dear, I’m sorry—I’m awful damn sorry. I just didn’t think they would. Why now, I said to myself, Gregg will lead them a fine chase and have them standing on their heads, but they’ll never put their hands on him, they won’t.”

She answered Roger, crouched down next to him and looked him squarely in the eyes. “He’s all right,” Lola said. “I saw him myself and I kissed him for me and for you and for Patty.”

“He isn’t dead, Mummy?”

“He’s as alive as you and me and Grandpa.” Grand-pa’s eyes were bright and excited, and suddenly Lola felt a great pity for him. More than Roger, he was like a little boy, exulting in the excitement of it, the adventure of it. His ageing, bent figure, his worn suit, his sagging stomach—all of it was symbolic of what had happened to a generation like himself, keen minds, high hopes, and bitter hatred of injustice, and all of it blown out and wrapped away and frightened away; and now this old man who resented and feared and admired Gregg was caught up in a sudden flight of youth and glory. It was his golden bird that fell plunging to the earth when Gregg was taken; for his own tired soul would have roamed free with Gregg in league-long strides over cities and mountains, so fleet of foot that no force could take him—hungering for the old dead legends.

This was her father, Lola reflected, poor tired man, lost man, a whole life washed away, a small town doctor who ends up with none of the much-touted and fictional glory, but only in genteel semi-poverty; and he wanted to know why she hadn’t called him. What would happen to him if she told him the whole truth of why she hadn’t called him—that it had not entered her mind to call him, that he and all his world were dead and only alive in the memories of her childhood? And yet, now that he was here, Lola was glad, and the warmth of his presence filled the room and gave her a kind of contentment and happiness that she had not known for a long, long while. Nevertheless, she felt a certain guilty sadness at her elimination of him—and the fact that she had not called him, not turned to him weighed heavily upon her.

“But what happened? What happened?” Roger demanded, and Doc Fremont’s eyes snapped as he wanted to know what kind of a fight Gregg had given them. Lola was amazed at how incapable he was of seeing tragedy in this; his whole life had been tragedy trooping in and but of his office, but with this, he was like a little boy at a western film. Lola told them what had happened. She wanted Roger to hear it, and she left out no detail. She told how she had spoken to the men in the car, how she had gone into the theatre, and how she had found Gregg.

Roger stared at her, eyes wide and round, mouth open, creating the pictures within himself, no longer doubting that his father lived, seeing his father and his mother new and wonderful for the first time. Doc Fremont bit at his moustache, clapped his fist into his palm again and again, and finally burst out:

“Well, by God, I’ve got a daughter who’s something, even if that’s all I got! Lola, that took guts!”

“No, it didn’t, Dad. I just want Gregg, and I want him alive.”

“I want him too,” Roger agreed.

“We’ll see him tomorrow, both of us,” Lola said, in that tone which Roger had long come to recognize as the bed-time tone, and explained to her father, “He has to go to bed, Dad. It’s late, I’ll be with him fifteen or twenty minutes, and if you’ll answer the phone I’ll be grateful. Just tell whoever it is that everything is all right, that Gregg is in jail and everything is all right.” She asked Roger whether he and Patty had had supper, and Roger said, yes, Mrs. Schwartz had fed them. He said that Mrs. Schwartz was very nice and that she knew how to cook, and Lola recalled that she had not even gone across the hall to thank her. Well, she would, just as soon as she had a moment.

As Roger undressed, he wanted to know about jail. Was it like it was on television? Would Gregg try to escape? Would the floodlights go on, and bang, bang—shooting and all that? How long would they keep his father in jail? Question after question—and Lola tried to explain about bail and then there would have to be a trial, but was never sure that the explanations reached Roger. In the next bed, Patty slept the way children sleep, relaxed, arms thrown loosely.

“Will I go to school tomorrow?” Roger asked, and Lola told him, not tomorrow but the next day. His face fell. He said he would rather not go back at all, and his face became old. She realized that for this generation, raised with the television screen as a backdrop and with the bursting mushroom glory of the atom bomb instead of sunset, there would be no high adventure. Television, strangely, wasn’t enough to replace the riches they had lost, and they lived sombrely. He asked her to sing to him, and she softly hummed the Brahms lullaby. Outside the telephone rang, and she heard Doc Fremont’s muted voice explaining who he was and that all was well because Gregg was safely in jail. Safely in jail. Her mind formed words, go to sleep, baby boy, sleep well and sleep gently. Sorrow for the parents, she thought, herself over Roger and the old man outside. How wonderful he was when she herself was a little girl and filled with admiration for his skill, his wit, his caustic wisdom, his ability to cut through to the heart of any situation, his hatred of hypocrisy, his control of almost any situation! But the wonder was gone. Gregg had once said, “The end of a liberal is one of the more ignoble tragedies of our time.” But Lola wondered whether it was that simple, and what would her end be? What awful disease fastened on a person who could no longer endure wrong silently? Sleep well and sleep gently, and the lights were out and in the darkness she saw the slow droop of the child’s eyelids. How many before her, like herself, had said, my world will not be your world, and you, my child, you will grow up in a world like a garden. But what kind of a garden for Roger, for Patty? What would they dream of tonight? Tonight, if she slept, Lola would dream of neatly dressed men in sharkskin suits with neat portfolios and neat steel-rimmed spectacles and neat Anglo-Saxon names and neat speech patterns and neat little guns with snub barrels in neat holsters under their armpits. Then go to sleep, my baby boy. How tired she was suddenly.

She tip-toed out of the room, closing the door behind her, blinking in the bright light of the living-room and reacting to the pungent smell of fresh coffee. She followed it to the kitchen, where her father had put up coffee to cook and had put bread and butter and cheese and cold meat on the table. “I’ll bet you had no supper,” he grinned.

“I guess not, but I’m not hungry, Dad.”

“Roger asleep?”

She nodded, and her father said, “Try to eat something, Lola. I never held with this stupid modern habit of not eating. When the body’s upset, food’s better than medicine, believe me.”

“All right, I’ll try.” He explained about the large plate of coldcuts; he didn’t like to come empty-handed, and he had brought a bottle of wine and a bottle of whisky. He insisted that she have another drink, which she took straight. It warmed her stomach and brought a glow to her face and her skin, and she began to feel relaxed and comfortable, while the presence of her father gave her a sense of security she had not felt all day. He poured coffee for her and made a thick sandwich of roast beef, which she found she could eat after all. She said to him, “Dad, I’m glad you came.”

“Sure you are. Not that I’m the same thing as your mother, but one of us is better than none of us.”

“It’s been rough going since she died, hasn’t it?”

“Lonely, mostly. And how such a sweet, good, wise woman could have been connected with a gang of sisters as narrow, nasty, and downright stupid as your aunts passes my understanding.”

“They are not as bad as all that, Dad.”

“Worse, as you would find out if you had anything to do with them. If they would only leave me alone, Lola, and not try to do for me, it would be different, but they do try to do for me. I suppose I can’t blame them. The old house is a lonely place now. I got to thinking that maybe with all this trouble, Lola, maybe you’d like to bring the kids back there——”

She shook her head and smiled. “Thanks, doc, but Gregg is here, and there’s a big fight ahead of both of us.”

“I know, I know. Look, Lola, there’s nobody respects Gregg more than I do, but my God, girl, you got a life to live and a world to live in. I won’t say it broke my heart when you married Gregg, but your mother never got over it. Why you could have married——”

“Not tonight, Dad. I don’t want to go over that tonight.”

“All right, baby. But don’t think I got anything against a working man. I spent my life treating working men, and to me they’re the salt of the earth. But damned if I ever could decide whether the life they live is worth living!”

“Please, Dad.”

“All right—all right, finished. Just one word—I wish to hell your brother Robert was half the man Gregg is. That’s all. I don’t hold with Gregg or see things his way, but I just wish Robert was half the man he is.”

“I haven’t seen Robert for years,” Lola said.

“Of course you haven’t. Robert would risk shaking his golden nest by looking out at you.”

“Have you seen him, Dad?”

“Today.”

“Today—how could you see him today?”

“Very simple, by going to his home and ringing his doorbell and walking in. God damn it, Lola, I’m not impressed by Park Avenue. I’m not that much of a country bumpkin. I lunched with Woodrow Wilson at the White House when he wanted some honest opinion on an international medical service—yes, I been out of Hagertown once or twice. I never earned the eighty thousand a year that Robert manages to get by on, but neither did you do hysterectomies three times a day and stay out of jail in those times. Or maybe you did, and I’m being unfair to Robert. He’s a good surgeon, even if he gives more time to his investments than to medicine. Why not? The world belongs to a few, and he’s one of them——”

“Dad, why on earth did you go over there today?”

“Because I’m old enough to remember the Palmer Raids and Sacco and Vanzetti, and I know that when a man goes to jail for being a radical, he needs money and lots of it. If I had it, I’d die before I’d ask my son for it. But I don’t have it and your brother Thomas is hard at work at that fine American profession of being the son-in-law of a Texas oil millionaire and afraid to talk to me except out of the side of his mouth and quaking that possibly his oily relatives may discover that his father is a seedy country medic with strange ideas—well, that left Robert, and I went to Robert. Why not?”

“Dad, I didn’t——”

“But you looked it. Why not? It took my last dollar to put him through medical school—and your mother with cancer already, and knowing it too, and still I put him through school and gave him his start. Did I ask a penny for that? Did I ask a penny from him when your mother died and I didn’t have the price of the funeral? Yes, I know you sent me money—God knows how you did—but not a penny from Robert. I guess he thought that if I could afford to educate him to be a surgeon and keep his brother in Rutgers, then I could afford to bury my wife. I never said this until tonight, Lola—never, but I figured I had some repayment coming and that today was the day to collect it.”

“You shouldn’t have,” Lola whispered. “Daddy, you shouldn’t have, you shouldn’t have.” She got up, went around the table, and laid her hands on his cheek. “Daddy, I would have died before I had you hurt. We’ll get the money—it won’t be so hard. Nothing is really hard, Daddy, nothing except inside of you.” She kissed him then, the old grizzled moustache, the old smell of tobacco and antiseptic, the old life and the old times, the quick spinning of the earth and the irresistible wash of time into the neverland of what has been.

“Except inside of you,” he said. “Sit down, Lola. How did you know I was hurt?”

“I knew,” she answered helplessly, as she sat down opposite him. He watched her as he took out his pipe and tobacco, filled the pipe slowly and deliberately, tamped down the top, and then pinched fire with his finger-nail from an old-fashioned wood match. Smoke clouded his face and Lola breathed the sweet and familiar and honeylike odour.

“Tell me, Lola,” he said, a little uncertainly, “what’s in this for you?”

“In what, Dad?”

“The life you live—the road you’ve chosen to walk.”

“I thought we weren’t——”

“No, no—no, baby. This is something else. I got to know. I want to know. I want to understand. It’s not just curiosity or burning over old coals. I got to understand.”

Lola nodded, wondering what had happened at her brother’s house. A man is your brother, but he goes away, and then other men must be your brother; but if the thread was so thin, what bound her to this old man who faced her across the table? Why couldn’t she find the thread, finger it, and then find her way down it to its source? She tried to tell him that his question wasn’t a case of what was in it for her. One step led to another, little steps that stretched far, far back and down through the whole line of her life. If logic became your master, if truth took hold of you, did you ever shake it off? Was there any taskmaster like that?

“I don’t follow you,” he answered tiredly.

“Weren’t you a socialist once?” she demanded.

“Well—well, that was different. I suppose I was a sort of socialist. I believed in social justice until I found that I believed in a legend. I don’t like to believe in legends. That’s why I’m an atheist. When I saw my first cancer case, I challenged God. When my best friend died of multiple sclerosis, I cursed Him; and when your mother died, I didn’t care any more. You have to believe in something to curse it. Sometimes of a Sunday, your poor mother would drag me to church, and there I would see the hardest, the meanest, the most narrow and unmitigated scoundrels, cheats and moneygrubbers in the county, all of them with that nasty, pious, unctuous look on their faces, all of them handshaking the pastor and him apple-polishing them and upping the miserable few pennies they would drop in the plate. I lived through two wars that were made and fought for money, and I saw young lads by the thousands lay down their lives gallantly and unselfishly, so that where there was one millionaire, a hundred could grow and bloom. I watched the generals climb, the cheap, lying politicians ooze with joy, the summer crop of two-bit patriots prate their lousy nonsense while they eased their bank accounts into five and six figures—yes, I watched it, I watched a lifetime of it. Cynical—yes, I’m cynical, Lola. The man is Robert; smart, shrewd, in tune with the times. Blessed are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven, and the poor swallow it——”

“And will it be that way always?” Lola demanded. “Is that all life means?”

“Always—yes, always. It’s been that way for five thousand years, and for five thousand years the kings have marched out to war, and God sat on each kingly scoundrel’s shoulders, and in the name of God, they killed and murdered and raped—and always your poor, stupid common man fought the battles and died from the spears and bullets of poor, stupid common men just like himself——”

“But doesn’t there come a time when he’s not so poor, not so stupid, when he rids himself of the kings—yes, and a time when he even says, there shall be no war!”

“Does he? And now the atom bomb—a gun wasn’t enough. Did you ever see a man shot through the belly, watch him, listen to him? Or a man with his gonads torn off? We’re a lousy and rotten species, Lola. That is why I am trying to understand what is in it for you!” His voice rose. Lola had never seen him so agitated before. “Yes, for you! I won’t argue communism with you. Five years ago, I might have, but so help me God, if there’s an honest, brave man in America today who isn’t a communist, I want to see him! I want to see him! I want to see him stand up and be counted! Not me—it’s not worth it, I tell you. What do you die for? What do you fight for? Your name has become an anathema in the land, the sound of it is a curse! Hunted like game, hounded, persecuted, railroaded to jail—lied about, made a mockery of by paid informers and stool pigeons, the bait of every stuffed shirt in congress, every crooked senator who wants to make a score for himself—and this my daughter, my own daughter, my girl who is the only pure and fine and decent thing I know in this lousy, corrupt life. You—you!” He pointed his pipe at her with a trembling hand. “You, they’re talking about, Lola. The one beautiful, good object I know of in this America of nineteen fifty, and for every pimp, crook, gangster, dope peddler or murderer, there is mercy, but no mercy for you——”

“Daddy, Daddy, please don’t fight it that way,” Lola begged him. “I am not sorry for myself. I am not sorry for Gregg or for my children. We’re strong people. We’re not to be pitied.”

“You’re my girl. Do you expect me to forget that?”

She shook her head. “No—I’m a woman. I’m grown up—long ago. Understand me, Dad, I love you and honour you, but I’m a woman. I do what I do because I believe it’s right. I don’t believe it will be this way for ever. I believe that in half the world, the people have taken hold and said, no more! No more war! No more starvation and hunger and corruption—no more rich and poor I Do you expect the rulers here to like it, embrace it, tell the truth about it? They consider me and Gregg to be dangerous—we are I And so long as there is one like us, one who must call black black and white white, one who must say, this is, and I cannot live if I say it is not—so long as’ that is the case, they can never sleep easily. What else do you expect?”

He lit his pipe again and rubbed his knuckles in his wet eyes. “All right—I’m sorry, Lola. I haven’t burst out like that in twenty years. Forgive me.”

“Daddy—there’s nothing to forgive. Now tell me what happened at Robert’s.”

“Are you sure you want me to? I came and I went. Wouldn’t it be better to leave it that way?”

“No, I want to know.”

“You loved Robert very much, remember, Lola?”

“I didn’t love him, I worshipped him. Nothing Robert did could be wrong. You know why I became a nurse—the truth of it, or part of the truth or some part of it anyway? Because I dreamed that some day I would work with Robert. The last time he saw me, four years ago, he asked me not to come to his house again. Very politely, of course. He wanted to know why he couldn’t take Gregg and me to dinner, occasionally at a special restaurant he liked, downtown. But his wife was displeased when I came to the house.”

“She would be,” Fremont nodded.

“She liked me, you see, Dad. Robert made that plain. But the first time there was a Republican administration, her father would be minister to France or Italy or Turkey or some other place, and how could I ruin his chances? How could I? It doesn’t matter—I’m only sorry you were hurt. Anyway, I don’t think Robert makes eighty thousand a year. He’s still very young, and he has a very rich wife. What difference does it make? I don’t think, after all, that I want to hear what happened over there.”

“You’re a remarkable woman, Lola.”

“But about Robert—we’ll forget it, won’t we?”

“I suppose so,” knowing he wouldn’t forget. You begin lightly, he thought to himself, but you go to your grave heavily burdened indeed. He would forget nothing of that night, for in a sense it was the climax as well as the accumulation of his whole life. What meaning did his life have? What sense? What reason? It might be said that he envied Lola, for there in her little kitchen, in her little, cramped shabby apartment, there seemed to be meaning and logic; even though he could not comprehend it.

But what did he comprehend? When he came to his son that day and the uniformed maid opened the door of the Park Avenue Apartment, he was only a shabby and tired country doctor asking, pleading to see a rich young man. The rich young man, tall, good-looking, with a proper long, narrow Anglo-Saxon face, tried to inject a note of enthusiasm into the manner with which he said, “Father—you’re the last person I expected to see,” and when Fremont replied sourly, “Yes, it’s my birthday, and I come for your blessing, Robert,” it only made him feel foolish, silly in his contrived sarcasm. Through the white and gold foyer, he could see the large, deep-carpeted living-room, guests having cocktails, and hear the animated chatter of conversation. Robert must have known immediately why he was there, and he took him by the arm and said, “Come into my den, Dad. We’ll talk there.” How he hated the word den. At least, as a physician, he could call it his consulting-room, his office; but the sick male of his class retreated into dens. It came to Fremont’s mind to ask Robert, somewhat bitterly, whether he didn’t think he ought to introduce his father to his guests; but he put that childish resentment aside. He had not come there as a guest, and he did not feel like a guest.

In the den, Robert came directly to the point, and said, “It’s that business of Lola and Gregg, isn’t it?” Doc Fremont admitted that it was, being taken a little off balance by Robert’s direct approach. “Well,” Robert went on, “it couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time. I’m up for consideration for a staff appointment at Mt. Senlee next week. It’s true that it’s a Jew hospital, but it’s a damn good hospital——” “Jew hospital—Robert, what in hell are you talking about?” And Robert said, “Please, please, Dad, don’t let’s get into a hassle about anti-Semitism now. I couldn’t bear it. I’ve got enough on my mind. If it comes out that Lola is my sister, think of what it will do to me. No, I admit that’s selfish. Think of what it would do to Andrea and her family—her father, for example.” “I really don’t give two damns about her father. Lola’s my daughter. I’m sure she would be glad to apologize for whatever prompted the F.B.I, to go after Gregg and make things so stinking inconvenient for you.” He said it, and he was sorry. He had just come there, and he was fouling the matter up beyond rescue. If he had come there to get money for Lola, then that was it; but now he was lost in the awful, tragic bitterness that comes sometimes between father and son, lost in his own lost years and hopes.

“That isn’t what I meant at all,” Robert said evenly. “Of course Lola didn’t engineer what happened today, but you’ll admit that she laid the groundwork for it.” “I’ll admit nothing of the kind.” “I don’t see how you can escape it. She put us all into impossible circumstances, tying up with this insanity. She went ahead her own gay way; she dances, we pay the piper.” Old Doc Fremont held himself in and said in a controlled whisper, “Does it mean nothing, Robert, that a human being has ideals and practises them?” “Ideals? Really, Dad, we all have ideals. You have them, I have them. That’s why I became a surgeon. But I don’t think that membership in a dirty conspiracy that plots to overthrow the government by force and violence can be considered very idealistic.” Doc Fremont stared at his son for a long, long moment, and then he said quietly, “This is your sister, Robert. You can’t have forgotten. How long is it since you have seen her?” “A long time, and I’m quite aware that she is my sister.” “Well, please, son, I didn’t come here to fight you. Lola is in terrible trouble. I’ve never asked you for anything in my life, but now I am. I want money for Lola.” “That’s not a very fair request to make,” Robert said. His father replied softly, “I still make it, fair or unfair.” “But you see what you ask. I become an accessory after the fact. I join hands with it. This, I cannot do.” “You mean you will not let me have money for Lola?” “For yourself, ask it. Not for Lola.” “Then I ask it for myself.” Robert smiled regretfully and said, “A poor trick, Father. This isn’t your need, but Lola’s, and my conscience would not permit it. I’m sorry you had to ask me.” “I’m sorry too,” Doc Fremont muttered, and then somehow felt his way out of the place, out of the house.

Forget it now, because nothing can be put back into place, and the road down the years is a road one never travels twice; yet he could not help but put his plaintive question to Lola—what had he done wrong? How had this come out of his own flesh and blood? Was he so bad a father? Her mother so bad a mother?

“I don’t know,” Lola murmured. “This is a strange world we live in, Dad. It’s nothing you did. The world is stronger than you think.”

“And stronger than you think, Lola. I am the dollar thy god, and thou shalt have no other gods before me. I dreamed the other night that I was walking in a desert, a wasteland, myself alone and no one else, and everywhere it stretched off to infinity.”

What could she tell him, Lola wondered. It was his tragedy and the tragedy of all like him that when their time was finished, they stood alone on the wasteland. What could she say? Poor old man, she could be neither his wife nor his mother. Later, she would ask him to stay overnight, but he would go home. Take the train and go home to the echoing emptiness of Hagertown. But she swore to herself that this was one dream she would never have—that she would never stand alone against the world and time and history. She was knit with millions, she said to herself, knit with them.

“It’s tonight,” she said. “Tomorrow we’ll both feel better.”

“Tomorrow, I’ll work,” he nodded. “That’s the tonic men live by, but it’s also a swindle and a narcotic. We work to live and we live to die, and God help you if you try to find meaning in it. The universe provides sixty million degrees of temperature, and out of those sixty million, there’s a span of a hundred and fifty degrees that will support that foolish accident called life. Gregg’s punishment will be that he cannot work, and therefore he must think.”

“Then let him think,” Lola answered, almost angrily. “How can you live with hatred and nothing else? When you see a man who’s sick, do you let him die? Or do you heal him? Don’t try to make me feel sorry for myself, Dad. It’s because Gregg and I could never feel sorry for ourselves that this happened. The whole world is turning over and changing and exploding, and all that you can think about is the hurt you got from Robert. He’s already a memory, something that belongs to the past—and twenty years from today, when people are building that brave new world they dreamed about and fought for so long, the Roberts will be pitiful to look at and remember. He’s my brother and your son, but do we weep for that? I don’t know about you, but my own tears are precious!”

“Lola—Lola——”

She went over to him and stood behind him, bent over and put her arms around him and said softly, “Daddy, what a treasure you gave me, to know and think and live——”

“And the sorrow it brought.”

“No sorrow, Daddy, believe me. If I were to do it all over again, I wouldn’t want it any different. Daddy, I remember how, long ago, when Gregg and I were just kids, we used to argue endlessly with others for what we believed in. To be radicals, to believe in socialism—that was a bold, bright game of youth. Then it stopped being a game, and it was ho game Gregg played in Spain and on the Normandy Beachhead—and then we didn’t have to argue any more because life proved itself and did the arguing for us.”

“I envy your faith,” the old man said wearily.

“It’s riot faith—it’s knowing and understanding. You remember the game we played when we were kids—you used to propose a switch in history where Fremont actually did become President, and then what would have happened to our family and how maybe we wouldn’t have stayed in Hagertown a hundred years after all? Do you remember?”

“I remember,” he nodded.

“But you see, whatever did or didn’t happen, people do what they must do, and there are always enough who must walk ahead—always people like Gregg and you and me, and God only knows how many thousand more. There’s a man across the hall called Schwartz, works as an oiler in one of the power houses and fights, with his wife and looks like a thousand other men sunk in their own treadmill, and when this happened, he and his wife, both of them opened their arms and their hearts to me. I didn’t have to leave Hagertown. I used to sit in your office and watch the cannery workers come in, and they were only tired, sick people, without faces or names or dreams. It’s time we stopped thinking about dreams, isn’t it, Daddy? Did you ever truly talk to one of those cannery workers, not as patients, but as human beings. Did you?”

He shook his head. “Would it have mattered if I did?”

“Yes, it would have mattered.”

“Well, it’s too late for an old man to try to understand you, Lola. It’s too late.”

“No,” she smiled, “no, it isn’t. I sometimes wonder whether anything ever finishes. I know this—today has been a strange and frightening day. I think something begins on a day like this.”

It was then that the doorbell rang. The day was not over.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE LONG NIGHT

LOLA GREGG said to her father, “Go to the door, will you, Daddy. I’m too tired to move.” He was tired too, and she felt a twinge of conscience as she saw the old man move, his bowed shoulders not to be straight again, his feet dragging. Her thoughts followed him and came back to herself. She found herself looking at the back of her hand, outspread upon the table, the long fingers, the broad, competent palm. She thought nothing now but listened to her father’s progress. He opened the door. It was Sam Feldberger’s voice inquiring, yet the voice was strange. Lola thought, “He never met my father.” She got up as her father was explaining, and then Sam said he was an old friend of hers.

She walked to the door as Sam entered and saw his face. Then the three of them stood still, because old Doc Fremont also saw the lawyer’s face now with his daughter’s eyes.

“What happened?” Lola whispered.

Sam stood there.

“What happened?”

Feldberger shook his head. He kept shaking his head. He stood there with his pink face, his eyes crinkled, his mouth trembling, and he kept shaking his head.

“Sam!” she cried. “What happened to Gregg?”

He stopped shaking his head now, and said, “Gregg’s dead.” His eyes became more crinkled, and tears ran from the corners of the tight lids. “Gregg’s dead,” he said.

Lola heard him, but nothing registered. The words stopped short of her mind, and she stood there, asking herself, “What is he trying to tell me? What is he trying to tell me?” And then she said plaintively, “You told me Gregg would be all right. You told me nothing would happen to him. What happened to him?”

“He’s dead,” Feldberger whispered.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lola said. “Sam, you don’t know what you’re talking about. What kind of a crazy joke are you playing on me? What a thing to say to me! I saw Gregg. He came out of the theatre with me. He’s my husband. He’s alive. All day long they’ve been trying to make me think that Gregg is dead. He isn’t dead. He’s alive.” Her father came over to her and put his arms around her, and she looked into his face and demanded of him querulously, “Isn’t he alive? What is he trying to say to me? I told him Gregg’s alive. Tell him, Daddy.”

“What happened?” Fremont asked hoarsely. “Don’t you see what she’s going through? Tell her what happened.”

Lola nodded, and then pressed her face to her father’s jacket. She listened to Feldberger, and as she listened to him, she began to understand him. His voice sounded wrinkled, she thought to herself, but the whole world was wrinkled. If was a curious thought. Even as she listened, she told herself brokenly, What—a—curious—thought—to—have. Feldberger was talking to her, and at the same time, she was talking to herself. She heard Feldberger and then she told herself what she had heard. They had put Gregg into a cell with another man. The other man was a Croatian fascist who was wanted for trial for mass murder during the war in Yugoslavia. He was in prison awaiting deportation. They said he had unscrewed a piece of metal pipe from the washstand. That was not clear. No one knew how he had gotten the pipe, but he had it. When Gregg turned his back, the Croatian hit him. He hit him again after Gregg fell and fractured his skull. Then the guards got into the cell and took the pipe away from him and took Gregg to the hospital. Gregg died before he reached there. He never regained consciousness. Lola repeated it to herself. He never regained consciousness. He was living and breathing and thinking of her and Roger and Patty, and then there was a blow on the back of his head, and it ended. Darkness came, and it ended, and Gregg was no more. He had lived through Spain where no bullets could touch him and he had lived through the jungle war of the South Pacific and he had lived through Normandy, but now he was dead because a man had hit him with an iron pipe. His great, rangy, strong body was lying somewhere with a sheet pulled over his face, and he was gone. Over. Finished. Do you understand, Lola, she asked herself? Do you understand? Gregg is dead. That is why Sam is here. He came here to tell you that Gregg is dead. There’s no mistake about it, because you can hear Sam saying that he saw Gregg’s dead body. He looked into Gregg’s face.

She stood there with her face in her father’s jacket, and she began to cry. She cried like a little girl, easily and fully, and asked herself, while she wept, What is the use of crying now, Lola? You decided before that tears were no good. But I have to cry, she argued with herself. Gregg is cold and dead. I have to cry. I’ll be all right, but I have to cry.

She heard her father ask Feldberger why? Why? The old man’s quavering voice was like a prayer that had to be answered. Why does one man kill another man whom he doesn’t even know? Cain and Abel were brothers, but this—this had no meaning, no sense. Was the whole world insane? Now did men kill for the sake of killing? And Lola whimpered to herself, Answer him, Sam. Tell him. Tell him why men kill? Tell him I She realized that Feldberger was trying. She knew that if she looked at Feldberger, she would see the tears running down his face, but she would not look at him. Her mind placed Feldberger on a far island where she saw him only dimly, and from there his voice issued. Her heart was breaking, but she had to listen and let each word sink in like a dagger thrust. And what, she wondered, had died for Feldberger, to put such pain in his voice? This man, the murderer, Feldberger said, would be sent home to die, but he didn’t want to die. There was only one virtuous act with which he could plead for his life to the Government of the United States—to kill a communist. Was his mind twisted, or the minds of hundreds? All other murder is a crime, but his act pleaded that this was no crime but an accolade. When he saw a communist, he took his iron pipe and struck, and Gregg died. No, it had not been planned by anyone else but himself. Feldberger didn’t think so, but didn’t Feldberger know that hundreds of crazed, ambitious and power-hungry men had planned this, laid the groundwork for it and used the insane Croatian as their weapon? Didn’t Sam know that? Didn’t her father know?

Lola pulled away from her father and stood looking at him and the lawyer. She had stopped crying. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and then stood there looking at them.

“I came to tell you,” Sam pleaded, “I didn’t want anyone else to tell you.”

“Did you see Gregg?”

“Yes, Lola, I saw him.”

“He’s dead.”

“Yes, he’s dead.”

“They said he was dead once before today.”

“I saw him, Lola.” Feldberger could barely speak. “I know that he’s dead.”

Still, Lola did not move, and the three of them stood silently in a room so still Lola could hear the clock in the kitchen ticking loudly. Her father started to speak, “Lola——” but she stopped him with a quick motion of her head. Still she stood there, and then, at last, she turned around and walked slowly to the children’s room, went in, and closed the door behind her.

There she stood and looked down at her two children. It took a few moments for her eyes to begin to adjust, and that made her think of the theatre and how she had disciplined herself while her eyes adjusted to the dim light. Now the forms of her two sleeping children came into focus. Peacefully they slept, with all the beautiful, impetuous abandon of sleep, their arms flung out, their little bodies sprawled, their young life resting and renewing itself. Tomorrow, they would know that their father was dead, gone away with no returning, but tonight they slept. They would see a sunrise in the morning that Gregg would never see, and then many more sunsets and sunrises. They would grow and swell in the strength and beauty of their youth and they would live through their manhood and womanhood and they would see their children and their grandchildren, and even the memory of their father would hardly exist for them. The world continued; they would continue and Lola Gregg would continue.

Lola did not know how long she stood there. Once she was conscious of the door opening a crack and a shaft of light biting in, but then they closed the door and left her alone. She stood there thinking many thoughts, the pain in her heart bitter and intense and not lessening. She stood there aware of the awful emptiness that the death of a beloved person leaves, and she wondered what would ever come to fill it. She tried to imagine the future that Gregg would never see or know, but all she could truly imagine was the long night that she faced before the first morning came. Only after a while did the first hints of anger and hatred appear within her, and then she knew it and recognized it and considered it.

Not too much, she told herself, just & little, just enough to make me strong enough to live without a man I loved so much. I loved him very much, but I am still able to love as well as hate, and I need only a little hate now. As long as I know there is a reservoir, I need not have too much. I will do as he would do, because I know how he lived and thought, and what his mind was and what his soul was. And my son will be like him, wise and strong and not afraid. I was afraid all day, but I am not afraid now.

“Sleep well,” she whispered to her children, and then she went out into the living-room where the two men waited for her.

“I have something for you to take, Lola,” her father said earnestly. “Something to quiet your nerves. You need to sleep.”

She shook her head. “My nerves are all right, and there’s plenty of time to sleep. I want to go with Sam to see Gregg, and you stay here with the children, Daddy. Then, when I come back, we’ll talk about other things.”

“Do you think you ought to go, Lola?”

“Yes, I think so. Don’t you, Sam?”

Feldberger nodded, and Lola said slowly, “There are a good many things I never did before that I will have to do now. I want to learn to do them well.” She kissed her father gently. Then she and the lawyer went out, so that she could look at the face of the man she loved.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

CERTAIN people who read this book in the American edition—before it was published in Great Britain—felt that the last chapter evidenced a degree of melodramatic implausibility, and wondered whether the book might not end with the previous scene.

Apart from my reluctance to alter what has already been printed, though in another country, I felt that I could not abandon what was at least in part the premise for this tale. This strange and tragic story took birth in my mind through the actual incident of Robert Thompson.

Thompson, a veteran of the Spanish Civil War, commander in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, emerged from the Second World War as one of our great heroes. He was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal, which is second only to the Congressional Medal of Honour, as the highest distinction in American military service, for his courage beyond the call of duty during service in the South Pacific. After the war, he became active in the Communist Party, U.S.A., and he was one of the many American communists sentenced to prison under the Smith Act.

While still on bail, Thompson disappeared into hiding. More than a year later, he was trapped by the F.B.I., and taken to a New York City prison from his hiding-place in California. There, he was brutally assaulted by a Croatian immigration prisoner—who felt that through this assault he would demonstrate his loyalty to certain “American” values and thereby prevent his being returned to Yugoslavia, where criminal charges awaited him.

For days Thompson, whose skull had been badly fractured, lingered between life and death. For years his body had been ravaged by tuberculosis and malaria, and his time of hiding had further weakened his resistance. His survival was due only to his tremendous will to live—but he lives now with a silver plate in his head, and he will carry the mental effects of the assault and continue to pay a price for it.

This was not the first attempt at murder here to be based upon the plea that the victim was a communist, and it was the particular horror of such morality that began the making of the story in my mind. As always, the story came out very differently, and Gregg is not Thompson, nor are any of the other characters single persons. The circumstances are specific; the characters are many people or no people, as you would.

I know perhaps as well as anyone how this little tale suffers from the author’s personal experience. The making of literature is, in my opinion, a matter of reflection, contemplation, and objectivity—but for more years than I care to recall, all of these have been denied to me. The literature of agony, written at the moment of agony, has validity but not greatness. It can be pointed and vital, but never completely whole—and perhaps that is why in the whole world today there is so little literature that can be measured by the yard-stick of greatness; for we are none of us completely free from this singular agony of our time. Personally, I look forward to and dream of a time of peace when I can write so much that I have wanted to write; but I do not know whether I shall have it. The story you have read suffers because I know it so well and so currently; but perhaps the telling of it will help to end this long time of insanity we have endured.
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Howard Fast (1914-2003), one of the most prolific American writers of the twentieth century, was a bestselling author of more than eighty works of fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and screenplays. Fast's commitment to championing social justice in his writing was rivaled only by his deftness as a storyteller and his lively cinematic style.

Born on November 11, 1914, in New York City, Fast was the son of two immigrants. His mother, Ida, came from a Jewish family in Britain, while his father, Barney, emigrated from the Ukraine, changing his last name to Fast on arrival at Ellis Island. Fast's mother passed away when he was only eight, and when his father lost steady work in the garment industry, Fast began to take odd jobs to help support the family. One such job was at the New York Public Library, where Fast, surrounded by books, was able to read widely. Among the books that made a mark on him was Jack London's The Iron Heel, containing prescient warnings against fascism that set his course both as a writer and as an advocate for human rights. 



Fast began his writing career early, leaving high school to finish his first novel, Two Valleys (1933). His next novels, including Conceived in Liberty (1939) and Citizen Tom Paine (1943), explored the American Revolution and the progressive values that Fast saw as essential to the American experiment. In 1943 Fast joined the American Communist Party, an alliance that came to define—and often encumber—much of his career. His novels during this period advocated freedom against tyranny, bigotry, and oppression by exploring essential moments in American history, as in The American (1946). During this time Fast also started a family of his own. He married Bette Cohen in 1937 and the couple had two children.


Congressional action against the Communist Party began in 1948, and in 1950, Fast, an outspoken opponent of McCarthyism, was called before the House Un-American Activities Committee. Because he refused to provide the names of other members of the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee, Fast was issued a three-month prison sentence for contempt of Congress. While in prison, he was inspired to write Spartacus (1951), his iconic retelling of a slave revolt during the Roman Empire, and did much of his research for the book during his incarceration. Fast's appearance before Congress also earned him a blacklisting by all major publishers, so he started his own press, Blue Heron, in order to release Spartacus. Other novels published by Blue Heron, including Silas Timberman (1954), directly addressed the persecution of Communists and others during the ongoing Red Scare. Fast continued to associate with the Communist Party until the horrors of Stalin's purges of dissidents and political enemies came to light in the mid-1950s. He left the Party in 1956.

Fast's career changed course in 1960, when he began publishing suspense-mysteries under the pseudonym E. V. Cunningham. He published nineteen books as Cunningham, including the seven-book Masao Masuto mystery series. Also, Spartacus was made into a major film in 1960, breaking the Hollywood blacklist once and for all. The success of Spartacus inspired large publishers to pay renewed attention to Fast's books, and in 1961 he published April Morning, a novel about the battle of Lexington and Concord during the American Revolution. The book became a national bestseller and remains a staple of many literature classes. From 1960 onward Fast produced books at an astonishing pace—almost one book per year—while also contributing to screen adaptations of many of his books. His later works included the autobiography Being Red (1990) and the New York Times bestseller The Immigrants (1977).



Fast died in 2003 at his home in Greenwich, Connecticut.
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Fast on a farm in upstate New York during the summer of 1917. Growing up, Fast often spent the summers in the Catskill Mountains with his aunt and uncle from Hunter, New York. These vacations provided a much-needed escape from the poverty and squalor of the Lower East Side's Jewish ghetto, as well as the bigotry his family encountered after they eventually relocated to an Irish and Italian neighborhood in upper Manhattan. However, the beauty and tranquility Fast encountered upstate were often marred by the hostility shown toward him by his aunt and uncle. "They treated us the way Oliver Twist was treated in the orphanage," Fast later recalled. Nevertheless, he "fell in love with the area" and continued to go there until he was in his twenties.


[image: ]



Fast (left) with his older brother, Jerome, in 1935. In his memoir Being Red, Fast wrote that he and his brother "had no childhood." As a result of their mother's death in 1923 and their father's absenteeism, both boys had to fend for themselves early on. At age eleven, alongside his thirteen-year-old brother, Fast began selling copies of a local newspaper called the Bronx Home News. Other odd jobs would follow to make ends meet in violent, Depression-era New York City. Although he resented the hardscrabble nature of his upbringing, Fast acknowledged that the experience helped form a lifelong attachment to his brother. "My brother was like a rock," he wrote, "and without him I surely would have perished." 
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A copy of Fast's military identification from World War II. During the war Fast worked as a war correspondent in the China-Burma-India theater, writing articles for publications such as PM, Esquire, and Coronet. He also contributed scripts to Voice of America, a radio program developed by Elmer Davis that the United States broadcast throughout occupied Europe. 
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Here Fast poses for a picture with a fellow inmate at Mill Point prison, where he was sent in 1950 for his refusal to disclose information about other members of the Communist Party. Mill Point was a progressive federal institution made up of a series of army bunkhouses. "Everyone worked at the prison," said Fast during a 1998 interview, "and while I hate prison, I hate the whole concept of prison, I must say this was the most intelligent and humane prison, probably that existed in America." Indeed, Fast felt that his three-month stint there served him well as a writer: "I think a writer should see a little bit of prison and a little bit of war. Neither of these things can be properly invented. So that was my prison."
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Fast with his wife Bette and their two children, Jonathan and Rachel, in 1952. The family has a long history of literary achievement. Bette's father founded the Hudson County News Company. Jonathan Fast would go on to become a successful popular novelist, as would his daughter, Molly, whose mother, Erica Jong, is the author of the groundbreaking feminist novel Fear of Flying. (Photo courtesy of Lotte Jacobi.)


[image: ]




Fast at a bookstand during his campaign for Congress in 1952. He ran on the American Labor Party ticket for the twenty-third congressional district in the Bronx. Although Fast remained a committed leftist his entire life, he looked back on his foray into national politics with a bit of amusement. "I got a disease, which is called 'candidateitis,'" he told Donald Swaim in a 1990 radio interview. "And this disease takes hold of your mind, and it convinces you that your winning an election is important, very often the most important thing on earth. And it grips you to a point that you're ready to kill to win that election." He concluded: "I was soundly defeated, but it was a fascinating experience."
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In 1953, the Soviet Union awarded Fast the International Peace Prize. This photo from the ceremony shows the performer, publisher, and civil rights activist Paul Robeson delivering a speech before presenting Fast (seated, second from left) with the prestigious award. Robeson and Fast came to know each other through their participation in leftist political causes during the 1940s and were friends for many years. Like Fast, Robeson was called before the House Un-American Activities Committee during the McCarthy era and invoked his Fifth Amendment right not to answer questions. This led to Robeson's work being banned in the United States, a situation that Robeson, unlike Fast, never completely overcame. In a late interview Fast cited Robeson as one of the forgotten heroes of the twentieth century. "Paul," he said, "was an extraordinary man." Also shown (from left to right): Essie Robeson, Mrs. Mellisk, Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois, Rachel Fast, and Bette Fast. (Photo courtesy of Julius Lazarus and the author.)
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Howard and Bette Fast in California in 1976. The couple relocated to the West Coast after Fast grew disgruntled over the poor reception of his novel The Hessian. While in California, Fast temporarily gave up writing novels to work as a screenwriter, but, like many novelists before him, found the business disheartening. "In L.A. you work like hell because there is nothing else to do, unless you are cheating on your wife," he told People after he had moved back East in the 1980s. Of course, Fast, an ardent nature-lover, did enjoy California's scenic beauty and eventually set many of his novels—including The Immigrant's Daughter and the bestselling Masao Masuto detective series—in the state.
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