
The Sum​mer Peo​ple. SHIRLEY JACK​SON
indbooks.in/mirror1

Prev. Con​tents Next
Shirley Hardie Jack​son (1916-65) was a pro​lific nov​el​ist and short-story writer, but her name is
most read​ily as​so​ci​ated with a sin​gle story, “The Lot​tery” (1948). Born in San Fran​cisco, she grew
up in Burlingame, Cal​i​for​nia, and at​tended Uni​ver​sity of Rochester and Syra​cuse Uni​ver​sity. Her
first ma​jor pub​li​ca​tion was the short story

“My Life with R. H. Macy,” pub​lished in The New Re​pub​lic in 1941.

Her first novel, The Road Through the Wall, was pub​lished in 1948, the same year “The Lot​tery”
ap​peared in The New Yorker to con​sid​er​able con​tro​versy. Ac​cord​ing to Jack​son’s es​say “Bi​og​ra​phy
of a Story” (1960), no one (in​clud​ing her agent and the ed​i​tor who bought it) liked “The Lot​tery”;
New Yorker ed​i​tor in chief Harold Ross did not un​der​stand it; and it was the sub​ject of tor​rents of
dis​turbed reader mail. Jack​son has been pegged as a spe​cial​ist in hor​ror and the su​per​nat​ural be​‐
cause of her fa​mous story but was ac​tu​ally far more ver​sa​tile, her work in​clud​ing chil​dren’s books
and light​hearted do​mes​tic hu​mor in her au​to​bi​ogra​phies Life Among the Sav​ages (1953) and
Rais​ing Demons (1957).

Jack​son’s cel​e​brated touch for un​der​stated hor​ror de​vel​oped quite early; see, for ex​am​ple, her
very short story, “Jan​ice” (1938), about a col​lege stu​dent’s dev​as​tat​ingly ca​sual de​scrip​tion of her
sui​cide at​tempt. Ac​cord​ing to her hus​band Stan​ley Edgar Hy​man’s in​tro​duc​tion to the posthu​‐
mous col​lec​tion Come Along with Me (1968), it was this story, writ​ten while she was a sopho​more
at Syra​cuse, that led to their first meet​ing.

“The Sum​mer Peo​ple” is a sub​tle tale, trou​blingly un​re​solved, with a sense of gath​er​ing men​ace
as​sault​ing the every​day. Is it an al​le​gory, a hor​ror story, a crime story? Are the Al​lisons dy​ing or is
some hu​man agency ter​ror​iz​ing them? It makes a de​tec​tive of the reader but doesn’t nec​es​sar​ily
ver​ify the reader’s con​clu​sions.

The Al​lisons’ coun​try cot​tage, seven miles from the near​est town, was set pret​tily on a hill;
from three sides it looked down on soft trees and grass that sel​dom, even at mid​sum​mer,
lay still and dry. On the fourth side was the lake, which touched against the wooden pier the
Al​lisons had to keep re​pair​ing, and which looked equally well from the Al​lisons’ front porch,
their side porch, or any spot on the wooden stair​case lead​ing from the porch down to the
wa​ter. Al​though the Al​lisons loved their sum​mer cot​tage, looked for​ward to ar​riv​ing in the
early sum​mer and hated to leave in the fall, they had not trou​bled them​selves to put in any
im​prove​ments, re​gard​ing the cot​tage it​self and the lake as im​prove​ment enough for the life
left to them. The cot​tage had no heat, no run​ning wa​ter ex​cept the pre​car​i​ous sup​ply from
the back​yard pump, and no elec​tric​ity.
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For sev​en​teen sum​mers, Janet Al​li​son had cooked on a kerosene stove, heat​ing all their wa​‐
ter; Robert Al​li​son had brought buck​ets full of wa​ter daily from the pump and read his pa​‐
per by kerosene light in the evenings and they had both, san​i​tary city peo​ple, be​come stolid
and mat​ter-of-fact about their back​house. In the first two years they had gone through all
the stan​dard vaude​ville and mag​a​zine jokes about back​houses and by now, when they no
longer had fre​quent guests to im​press, they had sub​sided to a com​fort​able se​cu​rity which
made the back​house, as well as the pump and the kerosene, an in​de​fin​able as​set to their
sum​mer life.

In them​selves, the Al​lisons were or​di​nary peo​ple. Mrs. Al​li​son was fifty-eight years old and
Mr. Al​li​son sixty; they had seen their chil​dren out​grow the sum​mer cot​tage and go on to
fam​i​lies of their own and seashore re​sorts; their friends were ei​ther dead or set​tled in com​‐
fort​able year-round houses, their nieces and nephews vague. In the win​ter they told one
an​other they could stand their New York apart​ment while wait​ing for the sum​mer; in the
sum​mer they told one an​other that the win​ter was well worth​while, wait​ing to get to the
coun​try.

Since they were old enough not to be ashamed of reg​u​lar habits, the Al​lisons in​vari​ably left
their sum​mer cot​tage the Tues​day af​ter La​bor Day, and were as in​vari​ably sorry when the
months of Sep​tem​ber and early Oc​to​ber turned out to be pleas​ant and al​most in​suf​fer​ably
bar​ren in the city; each year they rec​og​nized that there was noth​ing to bring them back to
New York, but it was not un​til this year that they over​came their tra​di​tional in​er​tia enough to
de​cide to stay at the cot​tage af​ter La​bor Day.

“There isn’t re​ally any​thing to take us back to the city,” Mrs. Al​li​son told her hus​band se​ri​‐
ously, as though it were a new idea, and he told her, as though nei​ther of them had ever
con​sid​ered it, “We might as well en​joy the coun​try as long as pos​si​ble.”

Con​se​quently, with much plea​sure and a slight feel​ing of ad​ven​ture, Mrs. Al​li​son went into
their vil​lage the day af​ter La​bor Day and told those na​tives with whom she had deal​ings,
with a pretty air of break​ing away from tra​di​tion, that she and her hus​band had de​cided to
stay at least a month longer at their cot​tage.

“It isn’t as though we had any​thing to take us back to the city,”

she said to Mr. Bab​cock, her gro​cer. “We might as well en​joy the coun​try while we can.”

“No​body ever stayed at the lake past La​bor Day be​fore,” Mr.

Bab​cock said. He was putting Mrs. Al​li​son’s gro​ceries into a large card​board car​ton, and he
stopped for a minute to look re​flec​tively into a bag of cook​ies. “No​body,” he added.
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“But the city!” Mrs. Al​li​son al​ways spoke of the city to Mr. Bab​cock as though it were Mr.
Bab​cock’s dream to go there. “It’s so hot — you’ve re​ally no idea. We’re al​ways sorry when
we leave.”

“Hate to leave,” Mr. Bab​cock said. One of the most ir​ri​tat​ing na​tive tricks Mrs. Al​li​son had no​‐
ticed was that of tak​ing a triv​ial state​ment and rephras​ing it down​ward, into an even more
trite state​ment. “I’d hate to leave my​self,” Mr. Bab​cock said, af​ter de​lib​er​a​tion, and both he
and Mrs. Al​li​son smiled. “But I never heard of any​one ever stay​ing out at the lake af​ter La​bor
Day be​fore.”

“Well, we’re go​ing to give it a try,” Mrs. Al​li​son said, and Mr.

Bab​cock replied gravely, “Never know till you try.”

Phys​i​cally, Mrs. Al​li​son de​cided, as she al​ways did when leav​ing the gro​cery af​ter one of her
in​con​clu​sive con​ver​sa​tions with Mr.

Bab​cock, phys​i​cally, Mr. Bab​cock could model for a statue of Daniel Web​ster, but men​tally…
it was hor​ri​ble to think into what old New Eng​land Yan​kee stock had de​gen​er​ated. She said
as much to Mr.

Al​li​son when she got into the car, and he said, “It’s gen​er​a​tions of in​breed​ing. That and the
bad land.”

Since this was their big trip into town, which they made only once every two weeks to buy
things they could not have de​liv​ered, they spent all day at it, stop​ping to have a sand​wich in
the news​pa​per and soda shop, and leav​ing pack​ages heaped in the back of the car.

Al​though Mrs. Al​li​son was able to or​der gro​ceries de​liv​ered reg​u​larly, she was never able to
form any ac​cu​rate idea of Mr. Bab​cock’s cur​rent stock by tele​phone, and her lists of odds
and ends that might be pro​cured was al​ways sup​ple​mented, al​most be​yond their need, by
the new and fresh lo​cal veg​eta​bles Mr. Bab​cock was sell​ing tem​porar​ily, or the pack​aged
candy which had just come in. This trip Mrs. Al​li​son was tempted, too, by the set of glass
bak​ing dishes that had found them​selves com​pletely by chance in the hard​ware and cloth​‐
ing and gen​eral store, and which had seem​ingly been wait​ing there for no one but Mrs. Al​li​‐
son, since the coun​try peo​ple, with their in​stinc​tive dis​trust of any​thing that did not look as
per​ma​nent as trees and rocks and sky, had only re​cently be​gun to ex​per​i​ment in alu​minum
bak​ing dishes in​stead of iron​ware, and had, ap​par​ently within the mem​ory of lo​cal in​hab​i​‐
tants, dis​carded stoneware in fa​vor of iron.

Mrs. Al​li​son had the glass bak​ing dishes care​fully wrapped, to en​dure the un​com​fort​able
ride home over the rocky road that led up to the Al​lisons’ cot​tage, and while Mr. Charley
Wal​pole, who, with his younger brother Al​bert, ran the hard​ware-cloth​ing-gen​eral store (the
store it​self was called John​son’s, be​cause it stood on the site of the old John​son cabin,
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burned fifty years be​fore Charley Wal​pole was born), la​bo​ri​ously un​folded news​pa​pers to
wrap around the dishes, Mrs. Al​li​son said, in​for​mally, “Course, I could have waited and got​‐
ten those dishes in New York, but we’re not go​ing back so soon this year.”

“Heard you was stay​ing on,” Mr. Charley Wal​pole said. His old fin​gers fum​bled mad​den​ingly
with the thin sheets of news​pa​per, care​fully try​ing to iso​late only one sheet at a time, and he
did not look up at Mrs. Al​li​son as he went on, “Don’t know about stay​ing on up there to the
lake. Not af​ter La​bor Day.”

“Well, you know,” Mrs. Al​li​son said, quite as though he de​served an ex​pla​na​tion, “it just
seemed to us that we’ve been hur​ry​ing back to New York every year, and there just wasn’t
any need for it. You know what the city’s like in the fall.” And she smiled con​fid​ingly up at
Mr. Charley Wal​pole.

Rhyth​mi​cally he wound string around the pack​age. He’s giv​ing me a piece long enough to
save, Mrs. Al​li​son thought, and she looked away quickly to avoid giv​ing any sign of im​pa​‐
tience. “I feel sort of like we be​long here, more,” she said. “Stay​ing on af​ter every​one else
has left.” To prove this, she smiled brightly across the store at a woman with a fa​mil​iar face,
who might have been the woman who sold berries to the Al​lisons one year, or the woman
who oc​ca​sion​ally helped in the gro​cery and was prob​a​bly Mr. Bab​cock’s aunt.

“Well,” Mr. Charley Wal​pole said. He shoved the pack​age a lit​tle across the counter, to show
that it was fin​ished and that for a sale well made, a pack​age well wrapped, he was will​ing to
ac​cept pay.

“Well,” he said again. “Never been sum​mer peo​ple be​fore, at the lake af​ter La​bor Day.”

Mrs. Al​li​son gave him a five-dol​lar bill, and he made change me​thod​i​cally, giv​ing great weight
even to the pen​nies. “Never af​ter La​bor Day,” he said, and nod​ded at Mrs. Al​li​son, and went
soberly along the store to deal with two women who were look​ing at cot​ton house​dresses.

As Mrs. Al​li​son passed on her way out she heard one of the women say acutely, “Why is one
of them dresses one dol​lar and thirty-nine cents and this one here is only ninety-eight?”

“They’re great peo​ple,” Mrs. Al​li​son told her hus​band as they went to​gether down the side​‐
walk af​ter meet​ing at the door of the hard​ware store. “They’re so solid, and so rea​son​able,
and so hon​est.”

“Makes you feel good, know​ing there are still towns like this,”

Mr. Al​li​son said.

“You know, in New York,” Mrs. Al​li​son said, “I might have paid a few cents less for these
dishes, but there wouldn’t have been any​thing sort of per​sonal in the trans​ac​tion.”
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“Stay​ing on to the lake?” Mrs. Mar​tin, in the news​pa​per and sand​wich shop, asked the Al​‐
lisons. “Heard you was stay​ing on.”

“Thought we’d take ad​van​tage of the lovely weather this year,”

Mr. Al​li​son said.

Mrs. Mar​tin was a com​par​a​tive new​comer to the town; she had mar​ried into the news​pa​per
and sand​wich shop from a neigh​bor​ing farm, and had stayed on af​ter her hus​band’s death.
She served bot​tled soft drinks, and fried egg and onion sand​wiches on thick bread, which
she made on her own stove at the back of the store.

Oc​ca​sion​ally when Mrs. Mar​tin served a sand​wich it would carry with it the rich fra​grance of
the stew or the pork chops cook​ing along​side for Mrs. Mar​tin’s din​ner.

“I don’t guess any​one’s ever stayed out there so long be​fore,” Mrs.

Mar​tin said. “Not af​ter La​bor Day, any​way.”

“I guess La​bor Day is when they usu​ally leave,” Mr. Hall, the Al​lisons’ near​est neigh​bor, told
them later, in front of Mr. Bab​cock’s store, where the Al​lisons were get​ting into their car to
go home.

“Sur​prised you’re stay​ing on.”

“It seemed a shame to go so soon,” Mrs. Al​li​son said. Mr. Hall lived three miles away; he sup​‐
plied the Al​lisons with but​ter and eggs, and oc​ca​sion​ally, from the top of their hill, the Al​‐
lisons could see the lights in his house in the early evening be​fore the Halls went to bed.

“They usu​ally leave La​bor Day,” Mr. Hall said.

The ride home was long and rough; it was be​gin​ning to get dark, and Mr. Al​li​son had to drive
very care​fully over the dirt road by the lake. Mrs. Al​li​son lay back against the seat, pleas​antly
re​laxed af​ter a day of what seemed whirl​wind shop​ping com​pared with their day-to-day ex​‐
is​tence; the new glass bak​ing dishes lurked agree​ably in her mind, and the half bushel of
red eat​ing ap​ples, and the pack​age of col​ored thumb​tacks with which she was go​ing to put
up new shelf edg​ing in the kitchen. “Good to get home,” she said softly as they came in sight
of their cot​tage, sil​hou​et​ted above them against the sky.

“Glad we de​cided to stay on,” Mr. Al​li​son agreed.

Mrs. Al​li​son spent the next morn​ing lov​ingly wash​ing her bak​ing dishes, al​though in his in​‐
no​cence Charley Wal​pole had ne​glected to no​tice the chip in the edge of one; she de​cided,
waste​fully, to use some of the red eat​ing ap​ples in a pie for din​ner, and, while the pie was in
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the oven and Mr. Al​li​son was down get​ting the mail, she sat out on the lit​tle lawn the Al​‐
lisons had made at the top of the hill, and watched the chang​ing lights on the lake, al​ter​nat​‐
ing gray and blue as clouds moved quickly across the sun.

Mr. Al​li​son came back a lit​tle out of sorts; it al​ways ir​ri​tated him to walk the mile to the mail​‐
box on the state road and come back with noth​ing, even though he as​sumed that the walk
was good for his health. This morn​ing there was noth​ing but a cir​cu​lar from a New York de​‐
part​ment store, and their New York pa​per, which ar​rived er​rat​i​cally by mail from one to four
days later than it should, so that some days the Al​lisons might have three pa​pers and fre​‐
quently none. Mrs. Al​li​son, al​though she shared with her hus​band the an​noy​ance of not
hav​ing mail when they so an​tic​i​pated it, pored af​fec​tion​ately over the de​part​ment store cir​‐
cu​lar, and made a men​tal note to drop in at the store when she fi​nally went back to New
York, and check on the sale of wool blan​kets; it was hard to find good ones in pretty col​ors
nowa​days. She de​bated sav​ing the cir​cu​lar to re​mind her​self, but af​ter think​ing about get​‐
ting up and get​ting into the cot​tage to put it away safely some​where, she dropped it into the
grass be​side her chair and lay back, her eyes half closed.

“Looks like we might have some rain,” Mr. Al​li​son said, squint​ing at the sky.

“Good for the crops,” Mrs. Al​li​son said la​con​i​cally, and they both laughed.

The kerosene man came the next morn​ing while Mr. Al​li​son was down get​ting the mail; they
were get​ting low on kerosene and Mrs.

Al​li​son greeted the man warmly; he sold kerosene and ice, and, dur​ing the sum​mer, hauled
garbage away for the sum​mer peo​ple.

A garbage man was only nec​es​sary for im​prov​i​dent city folk; coun​try peo​ple had no
garbage.

“I’m glad to see you,” Mrs. Al​li​son told him. “We were get​ting pretty low.”

The kerosene man, whose name Mrs. Al​li​son had never learned, used a hose at​tach​ment to
fill the twenty-gal​lon tank which sup​plied light and heat and cook​ing fa​cil​i​ties for the Al​‐
lisons; but to​day, in​stead of swing​ing down from his truck and un​hook​ing the hose from
where it coiled af​fec​tion​ately around the cab of the truck, the man stared un​com​fort​ably at
Mrs. Al​li​son, his truck mo​tor still go​ing.

“Thought you folks’d be leav​ing,” he said.

“We’re stay​ing on an​other month,” Mrs. Al​li​son said brightly.

“The weather was so nice, and it seemed like—”

“That’s what they told me,” the man said. “Can’t give you no oil, though.”
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“What do you mean?” Mrs. Al​li​son raised her eye​brows. “We’re just go​ing to keep on with our
reg​u​lar—”

“Af​ter La​bor Day,” the man said. “I don’t get so much oil my​self af​ter La​bor Day.”

Mrs. Al​li​son re​minded her​self, as she had fre​quently to do when in dis​agree​ment with her
neigh​bors, that city man​ners were no good with coun​try peo​ple; you could not ex​pect to
over​rule a coun​try em​ployee as you could a city worker, and Mrs. Al​li​son smiled en​gag​ingly
as she said, “But can’t you get ex​tra oil, at least while we stay?”

“You see,” the man said. He tapped his fin​ger ex​as​per​at​ingly against the car wheel as he
spoke. “You see,” he said slowly, “I or​der this oil. I or​der it down from maybe fifty, fifty-five
miles away. I or​der back in June, how much I’ll need for the sum​mer. Then I or​der again…oh,
about No​vem​ber. Round about now it’s start​ing to get pretty short.” As though the sub​ject
were closed, he stopped tap​ping his fin​ger and tight​ened his hands on the wheel in prepa​‐
ra​tion for de​par​ture.

“But can’t you give us some?” Mrs. Al​li​son said. “Isn’t there any​one else?”

“Don’t know as you could get oil any​wheres else right now,” the man said con​sid​er​ingly. “ I
can’t give you none.” Be​fore Mrs. Al​li​son could speak, the truck be​gan to move; then it
stopped for a minute and he looked at her through the back win​dow of the cab. “Ice?” he
called. “I could let you have some ice.”

Mrs. Al​li​son shook her head; they were not ter​ri​bly low on ice, and she was an​gry. She ran a
few steps to catch up with the truck, call​ing, “Will you try to get us some? Next week?”

“Don’t see’s I can,” the man said. “Af​ter La​bor Day, it’s harder.”

The truck drove away, and Mrs. Al​li​son, only com​forted by the thought that she could prob​a​‐
bly get kerosene from Mr. Bab​cock or, at worst, the Halls, watched it go with anger. “Next
sum​mer,” she told her​self, “just let him try​ing com​ing around next sum​mer!”

There was no mail again, only the pa​per, which seemed to be com​ing doggedly on time, and
Mr. Al​li​son was openly cross when he re​turned. When Mrs. Al​li​son told him about the
kerosene man he was not par​tic​u​larly im​pressed.

“Prob​a​bly keep​ing it all for a high price dur​ing the win​ter,” he com​mented. “What’s hap​‐
pened to Anne and Jerry, do you think?”

Anne and Jerry were their son and daugh​ter, both mar​ried, one liv​ing in Chicago, one in the
far west; their du​ti​ful weekly let​ters were late; so late, in fact, that Mr. Al​li​son’s an​noy​ance at
the lack of mail was able to set​tle on a le​git​i​mate griev​ance. “Ought to re​al​ize how we wait
for their let​ters,” he said. “Thought​less, self​ish chil​dren. Ought to know bet​ter.”
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“Well, dear,” Mrs. Al​li​son said pla​cat​ingly. Anger at Anne and Jerry would not re​lieve her
emo​tions to​ward the kerosene man. Af​ter a few min​utes she said, “Wish​ing won’t bring the
mail, dear. I’m go​ing to go call Mr. Bab​cock and tell him to send up some kerosene with my
or​der.”

“At least a post​card,” Mr. Al​li​son said as she left.

As with most of the cot​tage’s in​con​ve​niences, the Al​lisons no longer no​ticed the phone par​‐
tic​u​larly, but yielded to its ec​cen​tric​i​ties with​out con​scious com​plaint. It was a wall phone, of
a type still seen in only few com​mu​ni​ties; in or​der to get the op​er​a​tor, Mrs. Al​li​son had first
to turn the side-crank and ring once. Usu​ally it took two or three tries to force the op​er​a​tor
to an​swer, and Mrs. Al​li​son, mak​ing any kind of tele​phone call, ap​proached the phone with
res​ig​na​tion and a sort of des​per​ate pa​tience. She had to crank the phone three times this
morn​ing be​fore the op​er​a​tor an​swered, and then it was still longer be​fore Mr. Bab​cock
picked up the re​ceiver at his phone in the cor​ner of the gro​cery be​hind the meat table. He
said

“Store?” with the ris​ing in​flec​tion that seemed to in​di​cate sus​pi​cion of any​one who tried to
com​mu​ni​cate with him by means of this un​re​li​able in​stru​ment.

“This is Mrs. Al​li​son, Mr. Bab​cock. I thought I’d give you my or​der a day early be​cause I
wanted to be sure and get some—”

“What say, Mrs. Al​li​son?”

Mrs. Al​li​son raised her voice a lit​tle; she saw Mr. Al​li​son, out on the lawn, turn in his chair
and re​gard her sym​pa​thet​i​cally. “I said, Mr. Bab​cock, I thought I’d call in my or​der early so
you could send me—”

“Mrs. Al​li​son?” Mr. Bab​cock said. “You’ll come and pick it up?”

“Pick it up?” In her sur​prise Mrs. Al​li​son let her voice drop back to its nor​mal tone and Mr.
Bab​cock said loudly, “What’s that, Mrs. Al​li​son?”

“I thought I’d have you send it out as usual,” Mrs. Al​li​son said.

“Well, Mrs. Al​li​son,” Mr. Bab​cock said, and there was a pause while Mrs. Al​li​son waited, star​‐
ing past the phone over her hus​band’s head out into the sky. “Mrs. Al​li​son,” Mr. Bab​cock
went on fi​nally,

“I’ll tell you, my boy’s been work​ing for me went back to school yes​ter​day, and now I got no
one to de​liver. I only got a boy de​liv​er​ing sum​mers, you see.”

“I thought you al​ways de​liv​ered,” Mrs. Al​li​son said.
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“Not af​ter La​bor Day, Mrs. Al​li​son,” Mr. Bab​cock said firmly,

“you never been here af​ter La​bor Day be​fore, so’s you wouldn’t know, of course.”

“Well,” Mrs. Al​li​son said help​lessly. Far in​side her mind she was say​ing, over and over, can’t
use city man​ners on coun​try folk, no use get​ting mad.

“Are you sure?” she asked fi​nally. “Couldn’t you just send out an or​der to​day, Mr. Bab​cock?”

“Mat​ter of fact,” Mr. Bab​cock said, “I guess I couldn’t, Mrs. Al​li​son.

It wouldn’t hardly pay, de​liv​er​ing, with no one else out at the lake.”

“What about Mr. Hall?” Mrs. Al​li​son asked sud​denly, “the peo​ple who live about three miles
away from us out here? Mr. Hall could bring it out when he comes.”

“Hall?” Mr. Bab​cock said. “John Hall? They’ve gone to visit her folks up​state, Mrs. Al​li​son.”

“But they bring all our but​ter and eggs,” Mrs. Al​li​son said, ap​palled.

“Left yes​ter​day,” Mr. Bab​cock said. “Prob​a​bly didn’t think you folks would stay on up there.”

“But I told Mr. Hall…” Mrs. Al​li​son started to say, and then stopped. “I’ll send Mr. Al​li​son in af​‐
ter some gro​ceries to​mor​row,”

she said.

“You got all you need till then,” Mr. Bab​cock said, sat​is​fied; it was not a ques​tion, but a con​‐
fir​ma​tion.

Af​ter she hung up, Mrs. Al​li​son went slowly out to sit again in her chair next to her hus​band.
“He won’t de​liver,” she said.

“You’ll have to go in to​mor​row. We’ve got just enough kerosene to last till you get back.”

“He should have told us sooner,” Mr. Al​li​son said.

It was not pos​si​ble to re​main trou​bled long in the face of the day; the coun​try had never
seemed more invit​ing, and the lake moved qui​etly be​low them, among the trees, with the al​‐
most in​cred​i​ble soft​ness of a sum​mer pic​ture. Mrs. Al​li​son sighed deeply, in the plea​sure of
pos​sess​ing for them​selves that sight of the lake, with the dis​tant green hills be​yond, the
gen​tle​ness of the small wind through the trees.

The weather con​tin​ued fair; the next morn​ing Mr. Al​li​son, duly armed with a list of gro​ceries,
with “kerosene” in large let​ters at the top, went down the path to the garage, and Mrs. Al​li​‐
son be​gan an​other pie in her new bak​ing dishes. She had mixed the crust and was start​ing

9/13



to pare the ap​ples when Mr. Al​li​son came rapidly up the path and flung open the screen
door into the kitchen.

“Damn car won’t start,” he an​nounced, with the end-of-the-tether voice of a man who de​‐
pends on a car as he de​pends on his right arm.

“What’s wrong with it?” Mrs. Al​li​son de​manded, stop​ping with the par​ing knife in one hand
and an ap​ple in the other. “It was all right on Tues​day.”

“Well,” Mr. Al​li​son said be​tween his teeth, “it’s not all right on Fri​day.”

“Can you fix it?” Mrs. Al​li​son asked.

“No,” Mr. Al​li​son said, “I can not. Got to call some​one, I guess.”

“Who?” Mrs. Al​li​son asked.

“Man runs the fill​ing sta​tion, I guess.” Mr. Al​li​son moved pur​pose-fully to​ward the phone.
“He fixed it last sum​mer one time.”

A lit​tle ap​pre​hen​sive, Mrs. Al​li​son went on par​ing ap​ples ab​sent​mind​edly, while she lis​tened
to Mr. Al​li​son with the phone, ring​ing, wait​ing, ring​ing, wait​ing, fi​nally giv​ing the num​ber to
the op​er​a​tor, then wait​ing again and giv​ing the num​ber again, giv​ing the num​ber a third
time, and then slam​ming down the re​ceiver.

“No one there,” he an​nounced as he came into the kitchen.

“He’s prob​a​bly gone out for a minute,” Mrs. Al​li​son said ner​vously; she was not quite sure
what made her so ner​vous, un​less it was the prob​a​bil​ity of her hus​band’s los​ing his tem​per
com​pletely.

“He’s there alone, I imag​ine, so if he goes out there’s no one to an​swer the phone.”

“That must be it,” Mr. Al​li​son said with heavy irony. He slumped into one of the kitchen
chairs and watched Mrs. Al​li​son par​ing ap​ples. Af​ter a minute, Mrs. Al​li​son said sooth​ingly,
“Why don’t you go down and get the mail and then call him again?”

Mr. Al​li​son de​bated and then said, “Guess I might as well.” He rose heav​ily and when he got
to the kitchen door he turned and said,

“But if there’s no mail—” and leav​ing an aw​ful si​lence be​hind him, he went off down the
path.

Mrs. Al​li​son hur​ried with her pie. Twice she went to the win​dow to glance at the sky to see if
there were clouds com​ing up. The room seemed un​ex​pect​edly dark, and she her​self felt in
the state of ten​sion that pre​cedes a thun​der​storm, but both times when she looked the sky
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was clear and serene, smil​ing in​dif​fer​ently down on the Al​lisons’

sum​mer cot​tage as well as on the rest of the world. When Mrs. Al​li​son, her pie ready for the
oven, went a third time to look out​side, she saw her hus​band com​ing up the path; he
seemed more cheer​ful, and when he saw her, he waved ea​gerly and held a let​ter in the air.

“From Jerry,” he called as soon as he was close enough for her to hear him, “at last — a let​‐
ter!” Mrs. Al​li​son no​ticed with con​cern that he was no longer able to get up the gen​tle slope
of the path with​out breath​ing heav​ily; but then he was in the door​way, hold​ing out the let​‐
ter. “I saved it till I got here,” he said.

Mrs. Al​li​son looked with an ea​ger​ness that sur​prised her on the fa​mil​iar hand​writ​ing of her
son; she could not imag​ine why the let​ter ex​cited her so, ex​cept that it was the first they had
re​ceived in so long, it would be a pleas​ant, du​ti​ful let​ter, full of the do​ings of Al​ice and the
chil​dren, re​port​ing progress with his job, com​ment​ing on the re​cent weather in Chicago,
clos​ing with love from all; both Mr. and Mrs. Al​li​son could, if they wished, re​cite a pat​tern
let​ter from ei​ther of their chil​dren.

Mr. Al​li​son slit the let​ter open with great de​lib​er​a​tion, and then he spread it out on the
kitchen table and they leaned down and read it to​gether.

“Dear Mother and Dad,” it be​gan, in Jerry’s fa​mil​iar, rather child​ish hand​writ​ing, “Am glad this
goes to the lake as usual, we al​ways thought you came back too soon and ought to stay up
there as long as you could.

Al​ice says that now that you’re not as young as you used to be and have no de​mands on
your time, fewer friends, etc., in the city, you ought to get what fun you can while you can.
Since you two are both happy up there, it’s a good idea for you to stay.”

Un​easily Mrs. Al​li​son glanced side​ways at her hus​band; he was read​ing in​tently, and she
reached out and picked up the empty en​ve​lope, not know​ing ex​actly what she wanted from
it. It was ad​dressed quite as usual, in Jerry’s hand​writ​ing, and was post​marked Chicago. Of
course it’s post​marked Chicago, she thought quickly, why would they want to post​mark it
any​where else? When she looked back down at the let​ter, her hus​band had turned the
page, and she read on with him: “— and of course if they get measles, etc., now, they will be
bet​ter off later. Al​ice is well, of course, me too. Been play​ing a lot of bridge lately with some
peo​ple you don’t know, named Car​ruthers. Nice young cou​ple, about our age. Well, will close
now as I guess it bores you to hear about things so far away. Tell Dad old Dick​son, in our
Chicago of​fice, died. He used to ask about Dad a lot. Have a good time up at the lake, and
don’t bother about hur​ry​ing back. Love from all of us, Jerry.”

“Funny,” Mr. Al​li​son com​mented.

“It doesn’t sound like Jerry,” Mrs. Al​li​son said in a small voice.
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“He never wrote any​thing like…” she stopped.

“Like what?” Mr. Al​li​son de​manded. “Never wrote any​thing like what?”

Mrs. Al​li​son turned the let​ter over, frown​ing. It was im​pos​si​ble to find any sen​tence, any
word, even, that did not sound like Jerry’s reg​u​lar let​ters. Per​haps it was only that the let​ter
was so late, or the un​usual num​ber of dirty fin​ger​prints on the en​ve​lope.

“I don’t know,” she said im​pa​tiently.

“Go​ing to try that phone call again,” Mr. Al​li​son said.

Mrs. Al​li​son read the let​ter twice more, try​ing to find a phrase that sounded wrong. Then Mr.
Al​li​son came back and said, very qui​etly, “Phone’s dead.”

“What?” Mrs. Al​li​son said, drop​ping the let​ter.

“Phone’s dead,” Mr. Al​li​son said.

The rest of the day went quickly; af​ter a lunch of crack​ers and milk, the Al​lisons went to sit
out​side on the lawn, but their af​ter​noon was cut short by the grad​u​ally in​creas​ing storm
clouds that came up over the lake to the cot​tage, so that it was as dark as evening by four
o’clock. The storm de​layed, how​ever, as though in lov​ing an​tic​i​pa​tion of the mo​ment it
would break over the sum​mer cot​tage, and there was an oc​ca​sional flash of light​ning, but no
rain. In the evening Mr. and Mrs. Al​li​son, sit​ting close to​gether in​side their cot​tage, turned
on the bat​tery ra​dio they had brought with them from New York. There were no lamps
lighted in the cot​tage, and the only light came from the light​ning out​side and the small
square glow from the dial of the ra​dio.

The slight frame​work of the cot​tage was not strong enough to with​stand the city noises, the
mu​sic and the voices, from the ra​dio, and the Al​lisons could hear them far off echo​ing
across the lake, the sax​o​phones in the New York dance band wail​ing over the wa​ter, the flat
voice of the girl vo​cal​ist go​ing in​ex​orably out into the clean coun​try air. Even the an​nouncer,
speak​ing glow​ingly of the virtues of ra​zor blades, was no more than an in​hu​man voice
sound​ing out from the Al​lisons’ cot​tage and echo​ing back, as though the lake and the hills
and the trees were re​turn​ing it un​wanted.

Dur​ing one pause be​tween com​mer​cials, Mrs. Al​li​son turned and smiled weakly at her hus​‐
band. “I won​der if we’re sup​posed to… do any​thing,” she said.

“No,” Mr. Al​li​son said con​sid​er​ingly. “I don’t think so. Just wait.”

Mrs. Al​li​son caught her breath quickly, and Mr. Al​li​son said, un​der the triv​ial melody of the
dance band be​gin​ning again, “The car had been tam​pered with, you know. Even I could see
that.”
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Mrs. Al​li​son hes​i​tated a minute and then said very softly, “I sup​pose the phone wires were
cut.”

“I imag​ine so,” Mr. Al​li​son said.

Af​ter a while, the dance mu​sic stopped and they lis​tened at​ten​tively to a news broad​cast,
the an​nouncer’s rich voice telling them breath​lessly of a mar​riage in Hol​ly​wood, the lat​est
base​ball scores, the es​ti​mated rise in food prices dur​ing the com​ing week. He spoke to
them, in the sum​mer cot​tage, quite as though they still de​served to hear news of a world
that no longer reached them ex​cept through the fal​li​ble bat​ter​ies on the ra​dio, which were
al​ready be​gin​ning to fade, al​most as though they still be​longed, how​ever ten​u​ously, to the
rest of the world.

Mrs. Al​li​son glanced out the win​dow at the smooth sur​face of the lake, the black masses of
the trees, and the wait​ing storm, and said con​ver​sa​tion​ally, “I feel bet​ter about that let​ter of
Jerry’s.”

“I knew when I saw the light down at the Hall place last night,”

Mr. Al​li​son said.

The wind, com​ing up sud​denly over the lake, swept around the sum​mer cot​tage and
slapped hard at the win​dows. Mr. and Mrs.

Al​li​son in​vol​un​tar​ily moved closer to​gether, and with the first sud​den crash of thun​der, Mr.
Al​li​son reached out and took his wife’s hand. And then, while the light​ning flashed out​side,
and the ra​dio faded and sput​tered, the two old peo​ple hud​dled to​gether in their sum​mer
cot​tage and waited.
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