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I In the Beginning

THE FIRST SNOW of winter, a spirited herald of the change of seasons, was swirling in a gusty 
north wind when Gretta left the office and started homeward in the late afternoon darkness.

The gloomy darkening of the sky over the city had begun soon after four o'clock of a gray 
sunless day, and shortly after five-thirty seemingly everyone who worked in office and store was 
hurrying through the snow-filled streets to the promise of warmth and cheer of home. Mingled 
among all the others were women clutching bundles and packages after an afternoon of shopping 
and grimly pushing their way through the crowded streets as though not even the sudden change 
of seasons could possibly be an excuse for getting home late to husbands and children.

As it had been for the past year, at that time of day it was Gretta's custom to hurry to the corner, 
buy an afternoon paper from the newsboy, and get on the crowded eastbound Chestnut Street 
bus, which in twenty minutes would take her to within half a block of the doorstep of the house 
where she lived. But this time, as though it were something she had been thoughtfully planning 
all day to do and not an impulsive change of habit, she passed the waiting bus at the corner 
without pause or hesitation and, instead, continued walking eastward along Chestnut Street in the 
blowing snow. Pleasantly excited by what she was doing, she momentarily expected somebody to 
stop her and remind her that she had forgotten to buy the evening paper and had failed to take the 
bus home at the usual time.

She hurried through the swirling powdery snow, her cheeks tingling in the cold air. After she 
had gone a block, the street lights all around her suddenly flared into startling brightness as if 
taunting her with the reminder of the long winter night to come. It was another Friday again and, 
as it always did, the coming of the long week end brought a forewarning of the heartchilling 
loneliness she knew so well. She shivered in the cold night.

Gretta had worked in the gas and electric company's office, where she was employed as 
secretary to one of the department managers, for about a year. and she still lived alone in the 
small. inexpensive, one-room-and-kitchenette apartment on Cedar Street. it was shabbily 
furnished second-story flat, which, like all the others in the weather grayed, dilapidated ,wooden 
dwelling. seemingly had been diabolically designed for those unfortunates in life who had been 
sentenced to a lifetime of cheerless, merciless existence. However, in one respect she felt she was 
fortunate, for, unlike most of the other tenants in the aged building. she did have her own 
bathroom. The bath was small and closetlike with an improvised, unlighted shower stall that was 
barely large enough for her to turn around in when she bathed. But water ran hot and cold!, and 
it did not have to be shared with anybody else in the building.

She had come to Unionville from Morning Sun, a small village in the flat, treeless. windswept 
wheatlands in the far western part of the state. and had taken a secretarial course in the business 
school. After completing the course, Gretta had eagerly accepted the first available job. Her 
parents were dead, and her three older brothers and two older sisters were married and living in 



the same bleak farming community in which all of them had been born.
For a while after graduating from the state university, she had lived with one of her sisters, 

Alice, but within a few weeks she had begun to feel that she was intruding on her sister's life and 
happiness, and she had decided to come to Unionville, which was one of the larger cities in the 
state, and attend business school. One of her brothers, Steve, a wheat farmer, had loaned her the 
money to pay tuition and living expenses, and now she was repaying the loan a little each week 
from her small salary. She hoped to be able to repay the loan in full after one more year, and after 
that she would he able to afford to rent a better apartment in a different neighborhood.

During the year that she had lived in Unionville, Gretta had become acquainted in a casual way 
with several of the girls who worked in the office, hut, in spite of her desire for companionship, 
she had not found close friendship with anyone. She had had few intimate friends since 
childhood. Her father and mother had been killed in an automobile accident when she was eight 
years old, and after all those years she still had not been able to overcome her loneliness.

She had loved both of her parents dearly, and, perhaps because she was the youngest child in the 
family, they had concentrated much of their love and affection upon her. Since their deaths, she 
had become increasingly lonely and unhappy, on some occasions morbidly so, and there had been 
many times when she cried endlessly with the helpless feeling that it was useless to continue 
having any hope of ever finding some measure of contentment in life. There had been numerous 
times during the past several years when she sought with all her heart but failed to find elsewhere 
even a resemblance of the love and devotion she had known as a young girl, and as she grew older 
she was constantly resisting the fear that she would never find it again. It was at times like that, 
when she could hold back the fear no longer, that she cried helplessly for hour after hour.

Gretta had been walking through the blowing snow for several minutes when a man, his head 
lowered against the wind, walked directly into her. The jar dazed her momentarily. She did not 
fall to the pavement, but she would have if the strange man had not reached out and caught her in 
time. It had happened so suddenly, and the incident was over so quickly, that she did not have an 
opportunity to see his face.

“I'm sorry, miss”, he apologized briefly, and then he turned and walked away into the night 
without even glancing back at her.

“But it was my fault as much as yours,” she said, even though she realized he did not hear a 
word she was saying, “I'm sorry, too.”

Standing there in the snow and watching the man disappear in the night, she wished he had 
actually knocked her to the pavement, because she was certain he would have said more to her 
than he had, and probably would not have walked away so quickly, either. Perhaps, she thought, 
he might even have offered to take her home and, if that had happened, it could have been the 
beginning of a long and lasting friendship. Even though she was eager to make friends among 
men, feeling a need to love someone and a desire to devote her life to someone who loved her, 
there had been little opportunity for her to meet men other than those who worked in the utility 
company’s office, and most of them were already married and had families.


