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1

I HAVE ALWAYS BELIEVED THAT, WHEN a man writes a record of a series of events, he should begin by giving certain information about himself: his age, where he was born, whether he be short or tall or fat or thin. This information offers a clue as to how much of what a man writes is to be accepted as truth, and how much should be discarded as being the result of personal bias. For fat men do not write the same kind of books that thin men write; the point of view of tall men is unlike that of short men.

Therefore, I hasten to tell you that I am a bachelor; and a medium kind of man—medium tall, medium fat, medium old (I am sixty-five), and medium bald. I am neither a pessimist nor an optimist. I think I have what might be called a medium temperament.

It is only fitting and proper that I should openly admit to having a prejudice against women—perhaps I should say a prejudice against the female of any species, human or animal; and yet, like most of the people who admit to being prejudiced, I am not consistent, for I own a female cat, named Banana. Though I am devoted to her, I am well aware that she is much closer to the primitive than a male cat.

For example, the sight of the town taxi-driver, who is called The Weasel, arouses a kind of fury in her. Her tail swells to twice its normal size and she swats at him with her claws unsheathed. It is true that he dislikes cats, but that does not justify her snarling at him whenever he comes into the store to make a purchase. But like most females she makes no effort to control her emotions.

I see that I have used the words “town” and “store” without explaining either the one or the other. I am a druggist and the store is, of course, a drugstore.

In a city a drugstore is all wiggling neon lights and cosmetic bars and aluminum cooking ware—a place full of the hot, greasy smell of hamburgers being cooked in rancid fat.

My drugstore is not like that. It belonged to my father and to my grandfather before him. They installed the old-fashioned ice-cream parlor which remains much as it was in their day. It is separated from the rest of the store by an arched opening. In this separate section there is a fountain. But no stools upholstered in imitation leather, no coffee-makers, no electric grills. There are instead six small, round tables whose slender legs are made of wrought iron, and there are chairs which match the tables.

I make my own fountain sirups: lemon and cherry and orange and all the other flavors. When the chocolate sirup is cooking in a big open pan on the kerosene stove in the backroom, it fills the store with a rich, mouth-watering smell. One rarely finds that smell in drugstores these days—or any of the other smells so typical of this store. For I sell green ginger root and horehound candy and those round hard peppermints called Canadian mints.

But I dispense penicillin and the sulfa drugs, too. I tell you this lest you think of my store as a place untouched by time. On the other hand, I sell kidney plasters for backaches, and an amazing quantity of powdered sulfur, for there are many people in the town who blow sulfur down their children’s throats as a remedy for sore throat—and a strangling kind of remedy it is, too.

The town of which I speak is Lennox, Connecticut—a quiet place, a country place, which sits at the mouth of the Connecticut River, at the exact spot where the river empties itself into Long Island Sound. Thus, Lennox is almost surrounded by water, and it is filled with the salt smell of the sea and with the yammering sound of the gulls. At certain seasons of the year, the sky over the town is enlivened by the comings and goings of water birds. For the coves and inlets and creeks that edge the town offer a perfect resting-place for migrant birds.

We have a town green, a large open space in the center of the town, where cows and sheep once grazed. My drugstore faces the green. The Congregational Church is directly across the way from it, on the other side of the green.

The town of Lennox is easy to recognize because of the Gramby House. If you ever take Route 1 to Boston, you will see a great brick house, facing the Post Road, about eighteen miles outside of New London. Motorists refer to it as the “pink house” because the brick appears to be a delicate pink when the sun shines on it. Whenever this house is spoken of, or written about, in the town, it is called the Gramby House, never the Grambys’ house. I do not know why. Perhaps because it is the largest house in Lennox; or because it is the only brick house; or possibly because its occupants, Mrs. Gramby and her son, Mearns, were the town’s wealthiest citizens. Perhaps for a combination of all three reasons. In any event, the presence of its imposing façade distinguishes this town from all the other villages that are strung along the Boston Post Road.

But like the other small New England towns we have a great increase in population during the summer months. Many refugees from cities spend their vacations here. These summer people leave about the first of September, and with their departure Lennox becomes, to all appearances, a quiet, sleepy village.

I say to all appearances because wheresoever men dwell there is always a vein of violence running under the surface quiet.

Last year, for example, during a period of great “outrage of weather” (as my friend Mrs. Gramby would have put it) Lennox could hardly have been called a quiet, sleepy village. Many untoward events occurred during, and after, that storm. I think that most of these things would have happened, anyway, but because of the storm they took place sooner than they normally would have.

I am the only druggist in the town of Lennox, and for that reason I believe I am in a better position to write the record of what took place here than almost anyone else. All of the people concerned were customers of mine. I have known them so well, and for so many years, that I can tell you what they loved and what they hated, what they hoped for and what they feared.

I was born in this town, as were many of the people of whom I write. Over the years I have acquired an intimate, detailed knowledge of all of them: Johnnie Roane and his wife, Glory; Mr. and Mrs. Roane, who were Johnnie’s mother and father; Mrs. Gramby and her son, Mearns; Ed Barrell; The Weasel; Neola; The Portegee; David Rosenberg; and, of course, Lil, who was Mearns Gramby’s wife.

In the following pages I have reported what happened to them and how it happened. I have written it in exact chronologic order, even inserting, in the proper place, my own reaction to various happenings. I believe this to be a true account, but truth has many sides, and, as I said before, I am not wholly without bias where females are concerned.

This record of events contains, of course, something of life and something of death, for both are to be found in a country place.
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I DID NOT SEE JOHNNIE ROANE when he got off the train at Lennox. Nor was I an eyewitness to what happened afterward.

The Weasel told me of Johnnie’s arrival in such detail that I might just as well have been standing on the station platform when Johnnie got off the train, and have looked inside his head as well.

His mother, who is an old friend of mine, told me much of what follows in these pages. In addition I have observed the actions of Johnnie’s wife, Glory, for so long a period that I can tell you with a fair degree of accuracy what she thinks about when she wakes up in the morning.

This is how it was:

By the end of September the railroad station at Lennox is deserted and quiet. The summer folk have long since packed away their slacks and shorts and bathing suits and returned to the cities from whence they came; and the town, relieved of their presence, has begun to settle down for a long and peaceful winter.

The Weasel, who drives the town taxi, did not get out of his car when he heard the long whistle that announces the approach of the morning train from New York. He lowered the newspaper he was reading to watch the engine slide into the curve of the track. Then he glanced across at the Catholic cemetery without really seeing it because it had been there so long he would only have become aware of it if for some reason it had disappeared.

When the train stopped, he was absorbed in the newspaper. He was quite nearsighted, so he held the paper close to his eyes, poring over the detail of a hatchet murder case that had occurred in New York.

Thus he lost the opportunity to see young Johnnie Roane swing himself off the train almost before its motion ceased; to see young Johnnie Roane, tall and broad of shoulder, walk along the station platform with his barracks bag slung across his back. Johnnie could not believe that he was in Lennox, whole, all in one piece; and he kept thinking that perhaps he would come to or wake up and find that he was somewhere else; and it showed in his face.

And so young Johnnie Roane, just home from the war, paused on the station platform for a moment, looking around him with an eagerness that took in all the detail of the wooden flooring under his feet, the shape of the boxcars pulled in at the siding in back of the station. And he kept thinking, Glory, Glory, Glory. It has come true; I am here in this town once again; and tonight I shall hold her in my arms.

Then he walked over to the taxi. All he could see of The Weasel was his hands—small hands for a man, silhouetted against the bold headlines of the newspaper. He hesitated, half-expecting the man would sense his presence and lower the paper; and when he didn’t, Johnnie tapped on the car window.

The Weasel lowered the newspaper and Johnnie saw his sharp ferret’s face, the close-set eyes, an out-of-shape cap turned backward on his head. The cap had been light gray in color, but it was covered with grease marks and darkened from sweat. There was a cigarette behind his ear. He looked Johnnie over carefully before he lowered the car window.

“Where you want to go?” he said, leaning toward him.

“Mrs. Roane’s house on the River Road.”

“Okay.” He laid the paper down with a sigh. “Put your bag in the back.”

Johnnie shoved the barracks bag on the floor of the car, then got in the front seat beside the driver. He didn’t remember him. When he left Lennox four years ago, Old Man Crandall drove the town taxi.

A fast freight rumbled past the station, making conversation impossible. Johnnie watched it, reading the names on the cars: Lackawanna, B & O, Chesapeake and Ohio, New York Central—

As the last car disappeared from view, The Weasel started the motor. “You must be Johnnie, Mrs. Roane’s boy. She’s been expecting you,” he said.

“Yeah,” Johnnie said. He hoped the little guy wouldn’t want to talk. He’d been waiting for this moment for four years and he wanted to hold it close to his chest so he wouldn’t lose any of it, not even the smallest detail. It was a long ride out to his mother’s house and if the guy was going to talk, none of it would be the way he wanted it. He had planned to look at every last detail, the trees, the houses, the streets; twisting and turning his head so that he could see down the little side roads, so he could swallow the whole place up.

But if the driver was going to run off at the mouth, he’d lose half the stuff he wanted to see; his attention would be diverted and he would not notice the rough wood that formed the station platform; and that the shed was almost laughable because the supports were spindly when you considered the length of roof they had to hold up; and that the station was covered with layers of grime and soot.

He closed one eye and squinted at the station house. Yes, when viewed like that it still bore a great resemblance to the gingerbread house in Hänsel and Gretel. And he let his breath out slowly, softly; because all of it was exactly as he had remembered it. None of it had changed.

With that freight gone he could see the Catholic Church across the tracks. It was just the same, too. No, not quite. It used to be whiter than that. The soot from the trains had turned it as gray as the station.

As he looked at the church, he almost smiled, remembering how the kids who lived in this neighborhood used to scuttle past the cemetery even in broad daylight. They called it the Irish graveyard and they swore the tombstones rocked and moved when they walked by. Of course there was a fast train called the East Wind which roared past the station just about the time school was out and it may have set up a vibration that made the stones move.

In any case, neither kids nor grownups walked by here at night if they could help it; because restless Irish ghosts were alleged to rise and walk on dark nights. And on nights when the moon was full, they were supposed to grow so uneasy that you could hear their pickaxes on the track, and, faintly down the wind, the murmur of their voices.

It was, now that he thought about it, a mighty queer place to build a church.

“Say,” he said to the driver. “Has that church always been there?”

“Far’s I know,” The Weasel said, indifferently.

“I mean was the railroad built before the church?”

“Sure.”

“Why would anybody put a church by a railroad track?”

The Weasel’s eyes came at him sideways. “Wasn’t you born in this town?”

“Sure.”

“Ain’t that church always been there?”

“Yes. But I’ve been away from here for a long time.” The driver’s beady little eyes stayed on his, making him feel the necessity for further explanation. “I just never thought about it before. The church was always there as far back as I can remember and I suppose I took it for granted. You know. It was there, and I never thought about things like that. Looking at it just now it struck me as a strange place for a church.”

The Weasel nodded. “Know what you mean. After you ain’t seen something for a while you see things in it you didn’t know was there. Happens to everybody.”

He backed the car into the road that led to the town. Then he glanced at Johnnie in the mirror and said: “You musta forgot Lennox don’t like Catholics much. That was the only piece of land they could buy. When the railroad went through, a lot of Irish come here and laid track and stuff like that. Then they wanted a church, and this here piece of land by the tracks was the only piece for sale in the whole town. So that’s where they built her.”

“Can’t they buy land now?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” The Weasel grinned. “But somehow there ain’t never been none for sale on the main street where the Episcopals and the Congregationals got their churches.”

It was like a faint cloud over the sun, so that you saw houses and trees in the distance, not clearly but blurred a little, darkened where they had been bright; like fog over a curve in a road when you wanted to see it whole and couldn’t; because for the first time it occurred to Johnnie that perhaps nothing was ever the same, certainly not exactly as you had remembered it. Not that the thing itself changed, but that you changed, and therefore you could no longer find what you thought was there.

He had seen that church there by the track for years and accepted its position, never questioned why it was there because he had looked at it with a boy’s eyes. And the eyes of a boy did not see what a man’s eyes saw. So, of course, there would be other things about Lennox that he had either forgotten or had never really seen.

He began to remember all the things he had disliked about the town; it was not what the driver had said that brought them back, because he had not approved or disapproved of the location of the small, humble-looking church with its tombstones clustered about it. But the sly, satisfied smile that still lingered on his face was like a wink, a nudge in the ribs.

Thus he began to remember the gossip that went on in the postoffice, the general store, the drugstore, outside the churches after the service on Sundays. The smile on the face of the little man driving the car was typical of the town’s smugness, its satisfaction with itself, its sly poking fun at others.

He shifted his feet on the floor of the car. They were turning into the main street; and this was not the way he had planned to view it, with his mind only half on it because he was upset and vaguely uneasy. Instead of enjoying the sight of this familiar street, he was remembering that he had wanted to leave the town that first year he and Glory were married. But she had objected.

And he was wanting the same thing now; because the town—and this little man represented it and what came out of his mouth was the thinking of the town—the town wasn’t big enough to hold him any more. He wanted to live some place where when you got off a train the taxi-driver repeated the address out of the corner of his mouth; and didn’t know who you were, let alone that your mother had been expecting you; and really didn’t give a damn except whether or not you could pay the fare.

It had all gone sour on him. Less than five minutes ago he had been standing in the door of the train, holding on to the impatience that had built up in him as he came East across the country, boxing it in; and even at that, when the train finally slowed down at the curve in the track and he actually saw the grimy little station, he had all he could do to keep from jumping off before the train stopped moving. His mind had been filled with Glory, not the goddam town, because that was something else again. Sure he wanted to see the town, but it was Glory he couldn’t wait to get to. He had forced himself to stand still, close to the door, looking out, watching the countryside slow down, the houses become not just houses but individual buildings that he knew and recognized.

The town stinks, he thought. At least it’s not what you remembered. And that isn’t quite accurate. It is simply that you had forgotten the things you did not like about the town. You glossed them over and prettied them up and fondled them for four long years, until what you finally held was not this town.

Had he done that with Glory? No. He couldn’t have because she kept sending him snapshots and she was just the same—slender and bright-haired and smiling. No. He hadn’t done that with Glory. Of course there would be some things he had forgotten about her because they had only been married a year when he went in the army—but those would be unimportant little things.

And having reassured himself about Glory, he turned his attention to the street. He lowered the car window and sniffed the air. Yes, they were burning leaves. He couldn’t tell exactly where, but he could smell that old familiar, smoky, pungent odor. And it pushed his distaste for the town far back in his mind. And he thought, If I were a dog my hide would twitch with the pleasure of it, the smell of it.

Because I’m home and it’s the time of year when to smell this air is like drinking old wine—smooth and mellow; and after sipping it you feel the blood going a little faster through your veins and you feel warm. He forgot about the town and the little man who was driving the car.

There were leaves caught in the picket fences in front of the ancient houses that lined the street. He watched the wind blow them along the ground. And he imagined that under the wheeze of the taxi motor he could hear the faint, dry sound of the leaves. And he thought, Oh Christ, stinking town or not, I’m so glad to be home that it hurts!

“Town looks just the same, don’t she?” said the driver.

“Yes, it does.” He squirmed as he said it because the guy must have been studying him in the mirror and seen how he was drooling over the place. Who the hell is he, anyway, he wondered, and felt an active dislike for him because of his sharp rat’s face, his way of sitting at the wheel, humped over, almost as though he were deformed. “I don’t remember you,” he said. “Doesn’t Crandall have the taxi any more?”

“Sure. But business got so good, what with the gas rationing and no tires and all, that he expanded and hired me.”

“You live in Lennox?” he asked. They were passing the postoffice and he turned his head for another look at it. He used to ride up from the Point on his bicycle to get the mail on Saturdays. Miss Blandess always looked at him over the top of her glasses, turned away, searched carefully through a box marked “R” and said either: “No mail for Roane,” or, “Mail for Roane. Two letters.”

Then the driver said: “Yeah. But I was born in Westville. Lived in all these towns ’round here. Know ’em by heart. You’d be surprised how much you get to know about a town driving taxi in it.”

“I guess so,” Johnnie said. He hoped the guy wouldn’t go into the detail of what he knew about Lennox; and he was sorry he had started him talking, but he couldn’t stand having him pry into his mind the way he must have been doing. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“Tom Walker. But there ain’t three people ’round here who remembers it. Mostly they call me The Weasel.”

Studying his profile, Johnnie thought it would be pointless to ask why, because the answer was there in the sharp face, the small, close-together, beady eyes; and in his sly way of looking at you so that you weren’t quite aware of it at first, but before you knew it his glance was inside you, feeling its way around.

As they approached the Town Hall, The Weasel put the brakes on, slowing the car to a crawl. He lowered the window next to him and spit.

“Ah!” he said in disgust. “Missed it! There’s a hollow in the road I aim at every time I go by. Been doing it ever since they locked me up in the town jail for two nights. They said I was drunk and I wasn’t.”

Then he glanced at the Town Hall and waved his hand at a man who was coming out of the door. Johnnie followed his glance and saw the dark figure of a man standing at the top of the long flight of steps that led to the street.

The wide columns on the building reached straight up to the roof and in the sunlight the branches of the trees made a moving pattern on its white painted front. The man was silhouetted there as though he were posing in front of a backdrop in the theater.

In spite of the sunlight, Johnnie got the feeling of darkness, for the man’s clothes were dark, his figure was heavy; the shoulders thick and the legs slightly bowed.

“Good old Ed,” The Weasel said, waving again. “You remember him?”

“Sure. He sold us a car once.” Johnnie saw Ed lift his hand in salute and the gesture and the man’s figure reminded him of something. It was a fleeting, momentary impression that he could not place.

He reached back into his memory of Ed Barrell—nothing there like this. There were images of Ed in a derby hat and a suit with the pants pressed to a razor’s edge, selling cars; taking prospective customers for long rides through back roads to prove how sweetly the new six-cylinder jobs took to a bumpy road.

There was Ed come on suddenly because his car was pulled around a curve and half-hidden by a clump of bushes so that all Johnnie saw was these same powerful shoulders and the back of the gray fedora he wore on his days off. And Ed was kissing somebody else’s wife with a kind of male powerfulness, a drive and an urge that Johnnie could see and feel and understand just in the glimpse of the forward thrust of Ed’s shoulders. The sight of his shoulders lifted like that made him know for the first time what it would be like to hold a woman close in his arms, making him aware of his own maleness because Ed at that moment was like a tomcat walking stiff-legged toward a female—ready, waiting, hungry.

No, it wasn’t anywhere in his memories of Ed that he had seen this gesture before. It didn’t have anything to do with Ed. There was someone, some place, some photograph in a newspaper, some gesture he’d seen in a newsreel—he tried to trace it through his mind. Of course, he had it now—it was a newsreel showing Mussolini on the balcony of some place or other in Italy. That was what Ed had reminded him of standing at the top of those stairs—the same bull chest, round head, and gesture of the hand. The impression was heightened because Ed was standing on those steps and wearing dark clothing.

“Good old Ed,” The Weasel repeated as the car picked up speed. “He’s still screwing all the women in town.”

It was a statement of fact that needed no answer. So Johnnie let it ride. And then he was conscious of a pinprick of uneasiness because The Weasel gave him one of those sly, sharp looks in the mirror, then turned his head to look at him.

And as The Weasel’s short neck turned between his humped-over shoulders, Johnnie decided he was looking to see what knowledge he, Johnnie, had that would make him react to the statement. And the only reason a man would react to a statement like that would be if he knew that his wife was one of Ed’s women.

In spite of himself, he examined the idea, and then dismissed it as being utterly ridiculous. Yet if that wasn’t it, why had The Weasel taken his eyes off the road to look at him?

He must expect me to say something or my expression to change. But why? What’s it to me if Ed is still the town bull? It doesn’t concern me one way or the other. Ed was short and bow-legged. Everybody in town knew he had a weakness for women. It was a town joke. It had nothing to do with him.

Yet he straightened up in the car seat and said, “Yeah?” and when The Weasel did not answer he said, fishing, “He doesn’t look like much. Wonder what the women see in him.”

The Weasel smiled. “You never can tell about women. Not being one I couldn’t say. I guess after they been married awhile they get kind of restless. It ain’t what they expected. Kind of monotonous, especially since the movies show ’em how it could be. Mebbe Ed shows ’em how it could be different. Gives ’em a little excitement.”

Monotonous, get restless, not what they expected. His mind echoed the words. How did he know the same thing hadn’t happened to Glory? God knows you couldn’t really prove anything by her letters; because if you looked at them sharply, trying to analyze them, they didn’t say anything. She never said anything really personal.

She wrote that she missed him and that the weather was cold or the weather was hot or that it had rained or snowed; and that she liked living with his mother or that the young couple, who were occupying the small house where she and Johnnie had lived when they were first married, had taken down the screens or put up the screens or picked the chrysanthemums or had not picked them; or that the porch furniture had been left out on the lawn and she was afraid the rain would rust it.

“You want to stop by the grocery store?” The Weasel said innocently, slowing the car down.

“No,” he said roughly. This was like being poked at with a stick, herded along in a given direction that you had not chosen. Maybe there wasn’t any connection between the little guy’s having talked about Ed’s performance with women and then about married women getting bored, and then asking if he wanted to stop by Perkins’ store to see Glory. But it certainly seemed to him that there was.

Besides, he had not planned on seeing Glory in the store with half the town smirking and grinning when he held her close to him. Much as he wanted to see her, ached to see her, he had decided weeks ago that he would wait until she came home from work. He had no intention of spreading his emotions out in front of the town. No, he’d wait until she got home tonight just as he’d planned. He had waited this long, a few more hours would not matter.

He stared out of the window in an effort to build up a wall of silence between him and The Weasel. Thus he obtained a long, sweeping view of the town green: the Congregational Church on one side, the drugstore across the street from it; and the big expanse of lawn in between. The white urn was still in the center of the green and there were scraggly geraniums in it, or at least he assumed they were geraniums. Every Hallowe’en he used to turn the urn over, he and five or six other boys, just for the fun of it. And the Congregational deacons—fat men in heavy overcoats—lurked behind the elm trees hellbent on catching them. And, of course, outwitting the deacons was what made the fun.

A bulky, slow-moving figure, clad in a long black cape, paused in front of the church. He recognized Mrs. Gramby and was pleased, because seeing her again, even from a car window, was like rediscovering a half-forgotten landmark. She looked almost the same as when he had left, except that she moved more slowly, leaned more heavily on her cane.

“Folks been betting she’ll hit the ninety-year mark,” The Weasel offered. “But I dunno. Her waterworks are pretty well shot to hell and her false teeth slip and she can’t get none that will stay in her mouth.”

Listening to The Weasel was like having a dirty hand paw through your personal belongings, leaving them in confusion; and so soiled that after the first look you were disgusted and tempted to throw them away, for they had changed. Just now he had neatly destroyed his pleasure at the sight of Mrs. Gramby, for he painted a dismal picture in which she smelt of urine and her false teeth clicked when she talked.

But, he thought, The Weasel speaks for Lennox. This statement represents Lennox, though it issued from the tough, lopsided mouth of this wizened little man. And he damned the town as a place where the state of an old woman’s kidneys was avidly discussed in kitchens and bedrooms, in the postoffice, in the drugstore.

He didn’t have to live here. He and Glory could leave any time, live in a city—a big city. And he said to himself, I hope this little bastard driving this rattling car will keep quiet from here on in. I want to think. I don’t want him sticking his mouth into my mind.

The Weasel kept stealing sly glances at him in the mirror. And during one of those seconds when The Weasel’s eyes were on him and not on the road, a black cat emerged from the undergrowth near the river and ran directly in front of the car.

Johnnie’s first view of the cat was of a streak of blackness which he identified as a cat, crouched low, its belly almost touching the ground. He felt the car lurch and sway; and knew that The Weasel was frightened and had pulled the wheel sharply to the left instead of to the right. Then the car went over a soft, slight obstruction.

“God damn!” The Weasel said. “I hit him.”

The Weasel’s eyes sought the mirror and Johnnie knew when he’d located the cat because he blinked. And though Johnnie didn’t want to, he turned around and looked back.

The cat was flattened in the road, smashed into flat, black fur and dark red blood. The blotches of blood seemed to increase in size as he looked.

The Weasel frowned and Johnnie looked away from him. This was an omen of evil. Having a cat cross the road was bad enough, but it had to be a black cat that chose the moment of his arrival to run from one side of the road to the other. And then they had to kill the damn cat.

“Guess it’s bad luck,” The Weasel said softly. “Sorry. Especially when you’re just coming home and all.”

“It’s all right. Doesn’t mean anything,” he said quickly. Knowing that it did mean something, knowing, too, that he wished to Christ he’d never got in the damn taxi with this wizened little man. It was childish to have wanted to walk in the house unannounced, to come on his mother suddenly when she wasn’t expecting him. If he had telephoned her, she would have met him at the station. But no, he had to do it this way.

When The Weasel stopped the car in front of the house, Johnnie paid him, dragged the barracks bag from the back of the car. He watched the taxi until it disappeared around the curve in the road. This was a hell of a note. He was suddenly afraid. Because that rat-faced little man had managed to make him see that nothing ever was the same; nothing ever could be the same—either on the surface or deep underneath.
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THERE WAS A NAGGING, PERSISTENT wind blowing from the northeast—a wind that carried the damp cold of the sea with it. Johnnie Roane felt suddenly cold, and turned the collar of his field jacket up around his neck. He shivered as he looked at the house where he was born, the house where he had spent most of his life, because he could not rid himself of the fear that enveloped him.

He stared at the house, searching it for known, familiar details. It appeared to be unchanged. The clapboards were painted white and the blinds dark green. He remembered when the big-paned modern windows were put in, for his mother said the small panes of glass in the old windows were a nuisance to wash.

The sight of the house was reassuring. There was nothing about it that surprised him unpleasantly. He felt easier in his mind; and some of the fear drifted away.

He glanced toward the garage. The doors were open and he could see the back of the car—same license numbers as when he left: RR15. But instead of 1942 he knew the markers read 1946, though he could not read the small figures of the year at this distance.

Four years was a long time out of a man’s life. It left him with the curious feeling of having been cut off, pinched off in the middle like a rubber tube so that the flow of living was rudely and abruptly stopped. Now that the constriction had been removed, he was a little dizzy. This house had stood here while he was gone and people had lived in it; people who were his family; they had known experiences completely different from the ones he had known and they had changed in countless subtle ways just as he, too, had changed.

Then he thrust his doubts and fears behind him and faced the wind—felt it sharp and cold against his face. He lifted the barracks bag to his shoulder and started walking up the path in a long, swinging stride. He headed for the front door, changed his mind, and turned instead into the narrow path that led to the back of the house, to the kitchen.

As he turned the corner of the house, he said to himself, You think too much, Bud. You always have and it ain’t healthy. Because it occurred to him that he was, in a sense, walking around the side of this house with a thousand other guys—none of them the first ones home from the war; certainly not the last ones. Other soldiers had returned home before them—still others would come after them, six months or a year later. He wondered if, as they walked around the side of other small houses in other small towns or thrust their keys into the locks of the doors of city apartment houses, they, too, paused for a moment because horrid little fears left them feeling cold and slightly apprehensive.

He heard the clink of silver, the rattle of dishes. He identified the sounds as he approached the kitchen door. He knew that his mother had finished eating her lunch, that it was hot in the kitchen and that she had opened the kitchen door. There were quick footsteps inside the kitchen. He put the barracks bag on the ground, mounted the steps, knocked at the door.

His mother’s voice said, “Who is it?”

He didn’t answer. Instead he rapped again; and his mother said, “What is it?”

He stood away from the screen door, flat against the side of the house. Kid stuff. But he couldn’t help it. He wanted to see her face, caught unaware in just this fashion.

The quick footsteps neared the door. “Who is it?” she said.

“Grocery man,” he said gruffly.

“What?” She opened the door and saw him. For a moment she didn’t move, and then she said, “Oh!” and her breath came out in a sigh. And then she said, “Johnnie! Oh, Johnnie!”

All the color went out of her face. She started fingering a corner of the apron she was wearing as though the feel of the material would convince her that this was reality; as though she needed to know there were kitchen aprons in the same world where when you opened a screen door and looked out you beheld your only son. She looked down at the apron—quickly—as if she needed further evidence and found it in the blue-and-white print of the percale and the red of the rick-rack braid.

She dropped the corner of the apron and came out on the porch. “Johnnie,” she said again, and touched the sleeve of his jacket. “Oh, Johnnie, you’re home.”

He hugged her and then pushed her a little away from him to look at her. She was stouter; the gray in her hair was more pronounced; but her eyes were just as he had remembered them—dark brown with a glow in their depths; and her mouth was generous and somehow as friendly as her eyes. The lines from her nose to her mouth had deepened, but the quirk at the corners of her mouth was the same—it suggested laughter.

“They sure fed you civilians good,” he said, grinning.

“It’s this old corset,” she said. “If I’d known exactly when you were coming I would have—”

“Put on the new one? Your best one?”

“Of course,” she said, and ignored the laughter in his eyes.

She turned toward the kitchen and held the screen door open wide. And as he watched her he thought, She’s holding it open for you, Bud, because as far as she is concerned you represent all the king’s horses and all the king’s men.

But all she said was, “Let’s go inside. And I’ll fix you something to eat.”

While his mother was frying bacon and scrambling eggs, he looked at the kitchen. It was exactly as he had remembered it: the big black iron stove still looked all wrong in the same room with the modern white-enamel sink; and the round oak table took up too much space in the middle of the floor.

The sharp edge of his dislike for the town blurred and softened; for none of this had changed—the kitchen, the car in the garage, the river off there behind the hedge of privet in back of the house, his mother’s eyes and mouth.

His mother said, “You’ve grown so.” He thought he saw a faint flicker of dismay in her eyes, but he was not certain.

“Yeah?”

She turned away from the stove to look at him. “You’re a man,” she said. “It doesn’t seem possible anybody could have grown that much.”

“I was a man when I left.”

“Oh, no,” she said. “You were only a boy. Twenty-two. Why, at that age you didn’t even have your full growth. You were nothing but arms and legs.”

“I was married. So I must have been a man.”

The fork she was holding in her hand slid to the floor because she made a sudden startled movement. “You didn’t stop by the store to see Glory?” she asked. “She doesn’t know you’re here?”

“I thought I’d wait until she came home. Sort of surprise her.” It was going to be tough to wait, tougher than he’d realized. But he’d manage to get through the next few hours.

“She might not want to be surprised,” Mrs. Roane said. “You know women like to get dressed up for their menfolks. Not just by dressing up their clothes, but dressing up their minds, too. Why don’t you call up the store and let her know you’re here?”

“No,” he said stubbornly. “I want to do it this way. I want to see her walk in the door and come in the house not knowing I’m here.”

They were, finally, alone in the room; in the bedroom he had slept in as a boy—a room strangely familiar and yet at the same time unfamiliar.

He stood with his hand on the door, listening to the soft murmur of the voices of his mother and father drifting down the hall. Very soon his mother would be breathing evenly, gently; and there would be the sound of his father’s snoring—a regular, not unpleasant sound. His father would sigh in his sleep and then snort, loudly, and turn over and the bedsprings would creak. His mother would say, “Jonathan. Are you all right? Jonathan . . . Jonathan . . .”

He closed the door quietly, took his hand away from the knob, turned toward Glory. He couldn’t help staring at her. He had been doing it ever since she came home from work. She had run up the back steps; her footsteps light, quick. When she entered the kitchen, she brought a rush of sweet, cold air in with her; and it seemed to him that the early fall dusk was wrapped about her, enveloping her with a soft, mysterious glow that shimmered deep down in her eyes and clung to the edges of her hair.

His mother and Glory had done most of the talking, for he couldn’t find words for what he wanted to say. When his father came home, they ate supper and afterward listened to the radio. His father had smoked a pipe and asked endless questions.

He had answered his father’s questions, sensibly, he hoped. But while he talked he could not take his eyes away from Glory because she was more delicately beautiful than he had remembered. The one thing he had wanted was to be alone with her, here in this room.

Now that they were here and alone, he felt awkward, self-conscious.

“Glory,” he said softly.

She was taking the bedspread off the bed, folding it up, and she turned toward him with the crinkled cotton spread in her arms. “Yes?” she said.

“I love you,” he said, walking toward her. He held her close to him, squeezing her tight in his arms.

“You’re wrinkling the spread,” she protested.

“The hell with the spread,” he said. He took it away from her and put it on the back of the Windsor chair near the bed.

When he turned toward her again, doubt made him pause
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