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IN MAY 1934 H G WELLS made a trip to the United States,
where he visited Washington, D.C. and met with Franklin
Del ano Roosevelt. Wells, 68 years old, hoped the New Deal
m ght herald a revolutionary change in the U S. econony, a
step forward in an "QOpen Conspiracy" of rational thinkers
that would culmnate in a world socialist state. For forty
years he'd subordinated every scrap of his artistic anmbition
to pronoting this vision. But by 1934 Wells's optimnmsm
along with his energy for saving the world, was waning.

VWil e in Washi ngton he requested to see somet hing of the
new soci al wel fare agencies, and Harol d | ckes, Roosevelt's
Interior Secretary, arranged for Wells to visit a Cvilian
Conservation Corps canp at Fort Hunt, Virginia.

It happens that at that-tinme ny father was a CCC nenber
at that canp. From his boyhood he had been a reader of
adventure stories; he was a big fan of Edgar Ri ce Burroughs,
and of HG Wells. This is the story of their encounter
whi ch never took place.

In Buffalo it's cold, but here the trees are in bl oom
t he nocki ngbirds sing in the nornings, and the sweat the nen
wor k up clearing brush, planting dogwoods and cutting roads
is wafted away by warm breeze. Two hundred of themlive in
the Fort Hunt barracks high on the bluff above the Virginia
side of the Potomac. They wear surplus army uniforms. In
the norning, after a breakfast of grits, Sgt. Sauter
musters themup in the parade yard, they clinb onto trucks
and are driven by forest service nmen out to wherever they're
to work that day.

For several weeks Kessel's squad has been working al ong
the river road, clearing rest stops and turnarounds. The
tall pines have shallow root systems, and spring rain has
softened the earth to the point where wind is forever
knocking trees across the road; \Wile npst of the men work
on the ground, a couple are sent up to cut off the tops of
the pines adjoining the road, so if they do fall, they won't
block it. Modst of the men claimto be afraid of heights.
Kessel isn't. A year or two ago back in M chigan he worked
in alogging canp. It's hard work, but he is used to hard
work. And at least he's out of Buffalo.

The truck runbl es and jounces out the river road, that's
going to be the George Washi ngton Menorial Parkway in our
time, once the WPA project that will build it gets started.
The hum d air is cool now, but it will be hot again today,
in the 80s. A couple of the guys get into a debate about
whet her the feds will ever catch Dillinger. Some others



talk women. They're planning to go into Washi ngton on the
weekend and check out the dance halls. Kessel likes to
dance; he's a good dancer. The fox trot, the lindy hop

When he gets drunk he likes to sing, and has a ready wit. He
talks a lot nore, kids the girls.

VWen they get to the site the foreman sets nost of the
men to work clearing the roadside for a scenic overl ook
Kessel straps on a clinbing belt, takes an axe and clinbs
his first tree. The first twenty feet are |inbless, then
clinmbing gets trickier. He |ooks down only enough to
estimate when he's gotten high enough. He sets hinself,
cleats biting into the shoul der of a lower |inb, and chops
away at the road side of the trunk. There's a trick to
cutting the top so that it falls the right way. Wen he's
got it ready to go he calls down to warn the nen below. Then
a few quick bites of the axe on the opposite side of the
cut, a shove, a crack and the top starts to go. He braces
his |l egs, ducks his head and grips the trunk. The treetop
skids off and the bole of the pine waves ponderously back
and forth, with Kessel swinging at its end |like an ant on a
nmetrononme. After the pine stops sw nging he shinnies down
and clinbs the next tree.

He's good at this work, efficient, careful. He's not a
particularly strong man--sl ender, not burly--but even in his
yout h he shows the attention to detail that, as a boy, |
renenber seeing when he built our house.

The squad wor ks through the norning, then breaks for
lunch fromthe mess truck. The nen are always conpl ai ni ng
about the food, and how there isn't enough of it, but unti
recently a lot of themwere living in Hoovervilles--shack
cities--and eating nothing at all. As they're eating a
coupl e of the guys rag Kessel for working too fast. "What
do you expect from a Yankee?" one of the southern boys
says.

"He ain't a Yankee. He's a polack."

Kessel tries to ignore them

"Wayn't you lay off him Turkel?" says Cole, one of
Kessel 's buddies. Turkel is a big blond guy from Chicago.
Sone say he joined the CCCs to duck an armed robbery rap

"He works too hard," Turkel says. "He nakes us |ook bad."

"Don't have to work nmuch to make you | ook bad, Lou," Cole

says. The others |laugh, and Kessel appreciates it. "Gve
Jack some credit. At |east he had enough sense to come down
out of Buffalo.” Mre |aughter

"There's nothing wong with Buffal o," Kessel says.
"Except fifty thousand out-of-work polacks,"” Turkel says.

"l guess you got no out-of-work people in Chicago,"
Kessel says. "You just joined for the exercise."

"Except he's not getting any exercise, if he can help



it!"™ Cole says.

The foreman cones by and tells themto get back to work.
Kessel clinbs another tree, stung by Turkel's charge. What
kind of man conplains if soneone el se works hard? It only
shows how even decent guys have to put up with asshol es
draggi ng themdown. But it's nothing new. He's seen it
bef ore, back in Buffalo.

Buf fal o, New York, is the synbolic hone of this story. In
the years preceding the First Wirld War it grew into one of
the great industrial metropolises of the United States.
Located where Lake Erie flows into the Niagara River
strategically close to cheap electricity fromN agara Falls
and cheap transportation by | akeboat fromthe m dwest, it
was a center of steel, autonobiles, chemicals, grain mlling
and brewing. |Its nmajor enployers--Bethl ehem Steel, Ford,
Pierce Arrow, Gold Medal Flour, the National Biscuit
Conpany, Ral ston Purina, Quaker Qats, National Aniline--drew
t housands of inmmgrants |like Kessel's famly. Along
Del awar e Avenue stood the inperious and stylized mansi ons of
the city's old noney, ersatz-Renai ssance homes desi gned by
Stanford White, huge Protestant churches, and a Byzantine
synagogue. The city boasted the first nodern skyscraper
designed by Lours Sullivan in the 1890s. Fromits
productive factories to its polyglot work force to its class
systemand its boosterism Buffalo was a nonument to nodern
i ndustrial capitalism It is the place Kessel has cone
from-al nost an expression of his personality itself--and
the place he, at times, fears he can never escape. A cold,
grinmy city dom nated by church and fanmly, blinkered and
cranped, forever playing second fiddle to Chicago, New York
and Boston. It offers the immgrant the opportunity to find
steady work in sone factory or nmill, but, though Kesse
could not have put it into these words, it also puts alid
on his opportunities. It stands for all disappointed
expectations, human limtations, tawdry conprom ses, for the
i nevitabl e choi ce of the expedient over the beautiful, for
an Anerican economc systemthat turns all things into
commodi ti es and nmeasures men by their bank accounts. It is
the hone of the industrial proletariat.

It's not unique. It could be Youngstown, Akron, Detroit.
It's the place my father, and |, grew up
The afternoon turns hot and still; during a work break

Kessel strips to the waist. About two o' clock a big black

de Soto conmes up the road and pulls off onto the shoulder. A
couple of nmen in suits get out of the back, and one of them
talks to the Forest Service foreman, who nods deferentially.
The foreman calls over to the nen.

"Boys, this here's M. Pike fromthe Interior
Departnent. He's got a guest here to see how we work, a
witer, M. HG Wlls fromEngland."

Most of the nmen couldn't care less, but the nane strikes
a spark in Kessel. He |ooks over at the little, pot-bellied
man in the dark suit. The man is sweating; he brushes his
nmust ache.



- W

H_

The foreman sends Kessel up to show them how they're
topping the trees. He points out to the visitors where the
others with rakes and shovels are leveling the ground for
t he overl ook. Several other men are building a log rai
fence fromthe treetops. Fromway above, Kessel can hear
their voices between the thunks of his axe. HG Wlls. He

remembers reading _T_h_e _W a r _o_f _t_h_e
o_r_|I_d_sin _A_m_a_z_i_n_ug
S t_o_r_i_e_s. He's read _ T_h_e O u_t |

_s_t_o_r_vy, too. The
stories, the history, are so large, it seens inpossible that
the man who wrote them coul d be standing not thirty feet
below him He tries to concentrate on the axe, the tree.

Time for this one to go. He calls down. The nmen bel ow
| ook up. Wells takes off his hat and shields his eyes with
his hand. He's balding, and | ooks even smaller fromup
here. Strange that such big ideas could cone fromsuch a
small man. 1t's kind of disappointing. Wells |eans over to
Pi ke and says sonething. The treetop falls away. The pine
sways |i ke a bucking bronco, and Kessel holds on for dear
life.

He cones down with the intention of saying something to
Wlls, telling himhow nuch he admires him but when he gets
down the sight of the two nen in suits and his awareness of
his own sweaty chest nake himtim d. He heads down to the
next tree. After another ten mnutes the men get back in
the car, drive away. Kessel curses hinself for the
opportunity | ost.

THAT EVENI NG at the New Wl lard hotel, Wlls dines with
his old friends darence Darrow and Charles Russell. Darrow
and Russell are in Washington to testify before a congressiona
conmittee on a report they have just subnmitted to the
admi ni stration concerning the nonopolistic effects of the
Nati onal Recovery Act. The right wing is trying to
evi scerate Roosevelt's programfor |arge scale industrial
managenment, and the Darrow Report is playing right into
their hands. Wells tries, with little success, to convince
Darrow of the short-sightedness of his position

"Roosevelt is willing to sacrifice the small nman to the
huge corporations,” Darrow insists, his eyes bright.

"The small man? Your small man is a romantic fantasy,"
Wlls says. "It's not the New Deal that's doing him
in--it's the process of industrial progress. It's the
twentieth century. You can't |egislate yourself back into
1870. "

"What about the individual ?" Russell asks. Wlls
snorts. "Walk out into the streets. The individual is out
on the streetcorner selling apples. The only thing that's
going to save himis sone co-ordinated effort, by
intelligent, selfless men. Not your free market."



Darrow puffs on his cigar, exhales, smles. "Don't get
exasperated, HG W're not working for Standard G |. But
if I have to choose between the bureaucrat and the man
punping gas at the filling station, 1'll take the punp
j ockey. "

Wel | s sees he's got no chance agai nst the American
nmyt hol ogy of the common man. "Your punp jockey works for
Standard G|. And the last |I checked, the free market
hasn't expended nuch energy | ooking out for his interests."

"Have some nmore wine," Russell says.

Russell refills their glasses with the excellent
bordeaux. It's been a first rate nmeal. Wells finds the
debate stinul ati ng even when he can't prevail; at one tine
t hat woul d have been enough, but as the years go on the need
to prevail grows stronger in him The times are out of
joint, and when he | ooks around he sees desperation grow ng.
A new worl d order is necessary --it's so clear that even a
fool ought to see it--but if he can't even convince radicals
i ke Darrow, what hope is there of gaining the acqui escence
of the shareholders in the utility trusts?

The answer is that the changes will have to be nade over
their objections. As Roosevelt seens prepared to do.
Wlls's dinner with the President has heartened himin a way
that this debate cannot negate. Wells brings up an item he
read in the Washington Post. A lecturer for the conmuni st
party--a young Negro--was barred from speaking at the
University of Virginia. WlIls's question is, as the man
barred because he was a communi st or because he was Negro?

"Either condition," Darrow says sardonically, "is fata
in Virginia."

"But students point out the University has all owed
conmuni sts to speak on canpus before, and has al |l owed
Negroes to performnmusic there.”

"They can perform but they can't speak," Russell says.
"This isn't unusual. GCo down to the Paradi se Ballroom not
amle fromhere. There's a Negro orchestra playing there,
but no Negroes are allowed inside to listen."

"You should go to hear them anyway, "
Duke Ellington. Have you heard of hin®"

Darrow says. "It's

"I don't get on with the titled nobility," Wells quips.

"Ch, this Ellington's a noble fellow, all right, but I
don't think you'll find himin the peerage,"” Russell says.

"He plays jazz, doesn't he?"
"Not |ike any jazz you' ve heard," Darrow says. "It's

something totally new. You should find a place for it in
one of your utopias."



Al three of themare for hel ping the col ored peopl es.
Darrow has def ended Negroes accused of capital crinmes.
Wlls, on his first visit to Anerica alnost thirty years
ago, met with Booker T. Washington and cane away i npressed,
al t hough he still considers the peaceabl e coexi stence of the
white and col ored races probl emati cal

"What are you working on now, Wells?" Russell asks.
"What new i nprobability are you preparing to assault us
with? Racial equality? Sexual |iberation?"

""" mwriting a screen treatment based on _T_h_e _S h_a_p_e
_o_ f
T _h_i_n_g_s _t_o _C_o_m e,
about his
screenpl ay, sketching out for themthe future he has in his
m nd. An apocal yptic war, a war of unsurpassed brutality
that will begin, in his film in 1939. 1In this war, the
creations of science will be put to the service of
destruction in ways that will make the horrors of the G eat
War pale in conparison. Whole populations will be
exterm nated. But then, out of the ruins will arise the new
worl d. The orgy of violence will purge the human race of
the last vestiges of tribal thinking. Then will come the
organi zation of the directionless and weak by the
intelligent and purposeful. The new man. C eaner
stronger, nmore rational. Wells can see it. He talks on
supplely, surely, late into the night. Hs mndis fertile
with invention, still. He can see that Darrow and Russell,
despite their Yankee individualism are caught up by his
vision. The future may be threatened, but it is not
entirely cl osed.

Wel |l s says. He tells them

Friday night, back in the barracks at Fort Hunt, Kesse
lies on his bunk reading the latest _ A s_t_o_u_n_d_i_n_g
S t_o_r_i_e_s.
He's hal fway through the tale of a scientist who invents an
evol ution chanber that progresses himthrough 50,000 years
of evolution in an hour, turning himinto a big-brained
tel epathic nonster. The evolved scientist is totally
wi t hout enotions and wants to control the world. But his
body's atrophied. WII the hero, a young engi neer, be able
to stop hinP

At a plank table in the aisle a bunch of nen are playing
poker for cigarettes. They're talking about wonmen and dogs.
Cole throws in his hand and cones over to sit on the next
bunk. "Still reading that stuff, Jack?"

"Don't knock it until you've tried it."

"Are you conming into DDC. wth us tonorrow? Sgt. Sauter
says we can catch a ride in on one of the trucks."

Kessel thinks about it. Cole probably wants to borrow
some noney. Two days after he gets his nonthly pay he's
broke. He's always |ooking for a good time. Kessel spends



his leave nore quietly; he usually wal ks into Al exandri a--about
six mles--and sees a novie or just wal ks around town.
Still, he would like to see nore of Washington. "Okay."

Col e | ooks at the sketchbook poking out from beneath
Kessel's pillow. "Any nore hot pictures?”

| mredi ately Kessel regrets trusting Cole. Yet there's
not much he can say--the book is full of pictures of novie
stars he's drawn. "I'mlearning to draw. And at |east |
don't waste ny time like the rest of you guys."

Col e | ooks serious. "You know, you're not any better
than the rest of us," he says, not angrily. "You're just
anot her polack. Don't get so high-and-mghty."

"Just because | want to inprove nmyself doesn't nean |'m
hi gh-and-mi ghty."

"Hey, Cole, are you in or out?" Turkel yells fromthe
tabl e.

"Dream on, Jack," Cole says, and returns to the gane.

Kessel tries to go back to the story, but he isn't
i nterested anynore. He can figure out that the hero is
going to defeat the hyper-evolved scientist in the end. He
folds his arnms behind his head and stares at the knots in
the rafters.

It's true, Kessel does spend a lot of tinme dream ng. But
he has things he wants to do, and he's not going to waste
his life drinking and whoring like the rest of them

Kessel's al ways been different. Quieter, smarter. He
was al ways going to do sonething better than the rest of
them he's well spoken, he likes to read. Even though he

didn't finish high school he reads everything: _A m a_z_i_
_A_s_t_o_u_n_d_i_n_g, _W o_n_d_e_r
St _o_r_i_e_s. He believes in the future. He
doesn't want to end up trapped in sone factory his whole
life.

Kessel's parents immgrated fromPoland in 1911. Their
nane was Kisiel, but his got Gernanized in Catholic school
For ten years the fam |y noved fromone to anot her
m ddl e-si zed industrial towns, as Joe Kisiel bounced from
job to job. Springfield. Uica. Syracuse. Rochester
Kessel renmenbers-them | oading up a wagon in the mddl e of
night with all their belongings in order to junp the rent on
t he run-down house in Syracuse. He renmenbers pulling a cart
down to the Utica Club brewery, a nickel in his hand, to buy
his father a keg of beer. He renenbers themfinally
settling in the First Ward of Buffalo. The First Ward, at
the foot of the Erie Canal, was an Irish nei ghborhood as far
back as anybody coul d renenber, and the Kisiels were the
only Poles there. That's where he devel oped his chanel eon
ability to fit in, despite the fact he wanted nothing nore
than to get out. But he had to protect his nother, sister
and little brothers fromtheir father's drunken rages. Wen



Joe Kisiel died in 1924 it was a relief, despite the fact
that his son ended up supporting the fanily.

For ten years Kessel has strained against the tug of that
responsibility. He's sought the free and easy feeling of
the road, of places different fromwhere he grew up,
romanti c places where the sun shines and he can nake
somet hing entirely Anerican of hinself.

Despite his anbitions, he's never acconplished much. He's
been essentially a drifter, nmoving fromjob to job. Starting
as a pinsetter in a bowing alley, he noved on to a flour
mll. He would have stayed in the nill only he devel oped an
allergy to the flour dust, so he becane an electrician. He
woul d have stayed an electrician except he had a fight with
a boss and got blacklisted. He left Buffal o because of his
father; he kept com ng back because of his nmother. Wen the
Depression hit he tried to get a job in Detroit at the auto
factories, but that was plain stupid in the face of the
uni versal coll apse, and he ended up working up in the
peni nsula as a farmhand, then as a logger. It was seasona
wor k, and when the season was over he was out of a job. In
the winter of 1933, rather than freeze his ass off in
northern M chigan, he joined the CCC. Now he sends
twenty-five of his thirty dollars a nonth back to his nother
and sister back in Buffalo. And inmagines the future.

When he thinks about it, there are two futures. The

first one is the one fromthe magazi nes and books. Bright,

slick, easy. W, |ooking back on it, can see it to be the

fifteen-cent utopiani smof Hugo Gernsback's _P_o_p_u_|I|_a_r

_E I e c_t _r_i_c_s, that flourished in the m dst of the
Depr essi on

A degradation of the marvel ous inventions that made Wl ls

his early reputation, mnus the social theorizing that drove

Wl | s's technol ogi cal specul ations. The common man's

boosterism There's noney to be made telling people like

Jack Kessel about the wonderful world of the future.

The second future is Kessel's own. That one's a |ot
harder to see. It contains work. A good job, doing
somet hing he likes, using his skills. Not working for
anot her man, but maki ng sonething that would be useful for
others. Building sonething for the future. And a woman, a
gentl e woman, for his wife. Not some cheap dancehall queen

So when Kessel saw HG Wlls in person, that neant
something to him He's had his doubts. He's 29 years old,
not a kid anynore. |If he's ever going to get anywhere, it's
going to have to start happening soon. He has the feeling
that something significant is going to happen to him \Wlls
is a man who sees the future. He noves in that bright world
where things make sense. He represents something that
Kessel wants.

But the last thing Kessel wants is to end up back in
Buf f al o.

He pulls the sketchbook, the sketchbook he was to show ne
twenty years later, fromunder his pillow. He turns past



Keun.

drawi ngs of novie stars: Jean Harlow, ©Mie West, Carole
Lonmbard--the beautiful, unreachable faces of his

| ongi ng--and of natural scenes: rivers, forests, birds--to
a bl ank page. The page is as enpty as the future, waiting
for himto wite upon it. He lets his imagination soar. He
envi sions an eagle, gliding high above the mountains of the
west that he has never seen, but that he knows he will visit
some day. The eagle is Anerica; it is his own dreans. He
begins to draw.

Kessel did not know that Wells's |ife has not worked out
as well as he planned. At that nmonent Wells is pining after
t he Russian emnigre Moura Budberg, once Maxi m Gorky's
secretary, with whom Wells has been carrying on an
of f-and-on affair since 1920. H s wife of thirty years, Any
Cat herine "Jane" Wells, died in 1927. Since that tine Wlls
has been adrift, alternating spells of furious panphleteering
with listless periods of suicidal depression. Meanwhile,
all London is gossiping about the recent attack published in
_T_i_me _a n_d _T_i_d_e by his vengeful ex-Ilover

Have

his m stakes followed himacross the Atlantic to undermnine
hi s purpose? Does Darrow think hima junped-up cockney? A
nonment of doubt overwhelnms him In the end, the future
depends as much on the open m ndedness of nen |ike Darrow as
it does on a reorgani zation of society. Wat good is a
guild of samurai if no one arises to take the job?

Wells doesn't like the trend of these thoughts. [If human
nature |l ets hi mdown, then his whole |ife has been a waste.

But he's seen the president. He's seen those workers on
the road. Those nen clinbing the trees risk their lives
wi t hout conplaining, for mniml pay. It's easy to think of
them as stupid or desperate or sinply young, but it's also
possible to give themcredit for dedication to their work.
They don't seemto be ridden by the desire to grub and
clutch that capitalismrewards; if you look at it properly
that may be the explanation for their ending up wards of the
state. And is Wells any better? |If he hadn't got an
education he woul d have ended up a mi serable draper's
assi stant.

Wells is due to | eave for New York Sunday. Saturday
night finds himsitting in his room trying to wite, after
a solitary dinner in the New Wl lard. Another bottle of
wi ne, or his age, has stirred sonething in Wlls, and
despite his rationalizations he finds hinself near despair.
Moura has rejected him He needs the soft, supportive
enbrace of a lover, but instead he has this stuffy hotel
roomin a heat wave.

He remembers writing _ T_h_e T i_m e M a c

and Jane

living in rented roonms in Sevenoaks with her ailing nother
worri ed about noney, about whether the |andl ady woul d put
themout. In the drawer of the dresser was a wit fromthe

Odette



r eveal

court that refused to grant hima divorce fromhis wfe

| sabel . He renenbers a warmnight, late in August--nuch

like this one--sitting up late after Jane and her nother

went to bed, witing at the round table before the open

wi ndow, under the light of a parafin lanp. One part of his
m nd was caught up in the rush of creation, burning,
followi ng the Time Travel er back to the sphinx, pursued by
the Morl ocks, only to discover that his machine is gone and
he is trapped w thout escape from his desperate circunstances.
At the same nmonent he could hear the |andlady, out in the
garden, fully aware that he could hear her, conplaining to

t he nei ghbor about his and Jane's scandal ous habits. On the
one side, the petty conventions of a crabbed world; on the
other, in his mnd--the future, their peril and hope. Mths
fluttering through the wi ndow beat thensel ves agai nst the

| anpshade and fell onto the manuscript; he brushed them away
unconsci ously and continued, furiously, in a white heat. The
time travel er, battered and hungry, returning fromthe

future with a warning, and a fl ower

He opens the hotel windows all the way but the curtains
aren't stirred by a breath of air. Below, in the street, he
hears the sound of traffic, and nusic. He decides to send a
telegramto Muwura, but after several false starts he finds
he has nothing to say. Wy has she refused to marry hin®
Maybe he is finally too old, and the magneti sm of sex or
power or intellect that has drawn wonmen to himfor forty
years has finally all been squandered. The prospect of
spending the last years remaining to himalone fills him
with dread.

He turns on the radio, gets successive band shows: NMorton
Downey. Fats Waller. Jazz. Paging through the newspaper
he cones across an advertisenment for the Ellington orchestra
Darrow nmentioned; it's at the ballroomjust down the bl ock
But the thought of a snbky room doesn't appeal to him He
consi ders the cinema. He has never been nuch for the
"movi es." Though he thinks them an unrival ed opportunity to
educate, that prom se has never been properly seized--sonethi ng
he hopes to do in _T_h_i_n_g s _t_o _C_o_m_e. The
s an
uninspiring selection: "20 MIlion Sweethearts,"” a nusica
at the Earle, "The Black Cat," with Boris Karloff and Bel a
Lugosi at the Rialto, and "Tarzan and H s Mate" at the
Pal ace. To these Anericans he is the equivalent of this
hack, Edgar Rice Burroughs. The books | read as a child,
that fired ny father's imagination and ny own, Wells
considers his frivol ous apprentice work. Hi's serious work
is discounted. Hi s ideas nmean not hing.

Wells decides to try the Tarzan novie. He dresses for
the sultry weather--Washington in May is |ike high sumrer in
London and goes down to the | obby. He checks his street
gui de and takes the streetcar to the Pal ace Theater, where
he buys an orchestra seat, for twenty-five cents to see
"Tarzan and H's Mate."

It is a perfectly wetched novie, conprised wholly of
romanti c fantasy, nelodrama and sexual innuendo. The
dramatic | eads performw th wooden idiocy surpassed only by

newspaper



the idiocy of the screenplay. Wlls is attracted by the
undeni abl e charms of the young heroine, Maureen O Sullivan
but the filmis devoid of intellectual content. Thinking of
t he audi ence at which such a farrago must be ai ned depresses
him This is art as fodder. Yet the theater is filled, and
the people are held in rapt attention. This only depresses
Wells nore. |If these citizens are the future of America
then the future of Arerica is dim

An hour into the filmthe antics of an anthroponorphized
chi npanzee, a scene of transcendent stupidity which
nevert hel ess sends the audi ence into gales of |aughter,
drives Wlls fromthe theater. It is still md-evening. He
wanders down the avenue of theaters, restaurants and cl ubs.
On the sidewal k are beggars, ignored by the passers-by. In
an alley behind a hotel Wlls spots a woman and child
pi cki ng t hrough the ashcans beside the restaurant kitchen

Unexpect edl y, he cones upon the narquee announci ng "Duke
Ellington and his Orchestra.” Fromwthin the open doors of
the ballroomwafts the sound of jazz. Inpulsively, Wlls
buys a ticket and goes in.

KESSEL AND hi s cronies have spent the day wal ki ng around
the mall, which the WPA is re-landscaping. They've seen the
Li ncol n Menorial, the Capitol, the Washi ngton Mnunent, the
Smi t hsoni an, the White House. Kessel has his picture taken
in front of a statue of a soldier--a photo | have sitting on
my desk. |'ve studied it many times. He |looks forthrightly
into the camera, faintly smling. His face is confident,
unl i ned.

VWen night comes they hit the bars. Prohibition was
lifted only |last year and the novelty has not yet worn off.
The younger nen get plastered, but Kessel finds hinself
uninterested in getting drunk. A couple of themset their
m nds on wonen and head for the Gayety Burl esque; Col e,
Kessel and Turkel end up in the Paradise Ballroomlistening
to Duke Ellington

They have a couple of drinks, ask sone girls to dance.
Kessel dances with a short girl with a southern accent who
refuses to ook himin the eyes. After thanking her he
returns to the others at the bar. He sips his beer. "Not
so |lucky, Jack?" Cole says.

"She doesn't like a tall man," Turkel says.

Kessel wonders why Turkel canme along. Turkel is always
conpl ai ni ng about "niggers,"” and his only coment on the
El li ngton band so far has been to conplain about how a bunch
of jigs can nmake a living playing jungle rmusic while white
men sleep in barracks and eat grits three tinmes a day.
Kessel 's got nothing agai nst the colored, and he likes the
nmusi ¢ though it's not exactly the kind of jazz he's used to.
It doesn't sound much |ike dixieland. 1t's darker, bigger
nore dangerous. Ellington, resplendent in tie and tails,



| ooks like he's enjoying hinmself up there at his piano,
knocki ng out mininmal solos while the orchestra plays coo
and | ow.

Turning fromthemto | ook across the tables, Kessel sees
alittle man sitting al one beside the dance floor, watching
t he young couples sway to the nusic. To his astonishment he
recogni zes Wells. He's been given anot her chance.
Hesitating only a nonment, Kessel abandons his friends, goes
over to the table and introduces hinself.

"Excuse me, M. Wells. You nmight not remenber me, but |
was one of the men you saw yesterday in Virginia working
al ong the road. The CCC?"

Wl |s | ooks up at a gangling young man wearing a khak
uniform his olive tie neatly knotted and tucked between the
second and third buttons of his shirt. H's hair is slicked
down, parted in the mddle. WlIs doesn't renenber anything
of him "Yes?"

"I --1 been reading your stories and books a | ot of years.
| admire your work."

Sonething in the man's earnestness affects Wells. "Please
sit down," he says.

Kessel takes a seat. "Thank you."™ He pronounces "th" as
"t" so that "thank" comes out "tank." He sits tentatively,

as if the chair is nortgaged, and seens at a |oss for words.
"What's your nane?"
"John Kessel. M friends call me Jack."

The orchestra finishes a song and the dancers stop in
their places, applauding. Up on the bandstand, Ellington
| eans into the mcrophone. "Mod Indigo," he says, and
instantly they swing into it: the clarinet moans in | ow
register, in unison with the nuted trunpet and tronmbone
paced by the steady rhythmguitar, the brushed drunms. The
song's mel ancholy suits Wells's nood.

"Are you from Virginia?"

"My famly lives in Buffalo. That's in New York."

"Ah--yes. Many years ago | visited N agara Falls, and
took the train through Buffalo." WelIls renenbers riding

along a | akefront of factories spewing waste water into the
| ake, past heaps of coal, clouds of orange and bl ack snoke

fromblast furnaces. |In front of dingy rowhouses, ragged
hedges struggl ed through the snmoky air. The | andscape of
| ai ssez faire. "l imagine the Depression has hit Buffalo
severely."

"Yes sir."

"What work did you do there?"



Kessel feels nervous, but he opens up a little. "A lot
of things. | used to be an electrician until | got
bl acklisted. "

"Bl ackl i st ed?"

"I was working on this job where the super told ne to set
the wiring wong. | argued with himbut he just told ne to
do it his way. So | waited until he went away, then
sneaked into the constructi on shack and checked the
blueprints. He didn't think I could read blueprints, but I
could. | found out I was right and he was wong. So | went
back and did it right. The next day when he found out, he
fired ne. The so-and-so went and got me bl acklisted."

Though he doesn't know how rmuch credence to put in this
story, Wells's synpathies are aroused. It's the kind of
thing that nmust happen all the tine. He recognizes in
Kessel the imm grant stock that, when Wells visited the U S.
in 1906, made hi m skeptical about the future of America.
He'd theorized that these Italians and Sl avs, coming from
l ands with no denocratic tradition, unable to speak English,
woul d degrade the already corrupt political process. They
could not be made into good citizens; they would not work
wel | when they could work poorly, and given the way the
econom ¢ deal was stacked agai nst them would sel domrise
hi gh enough to do better

But Kessel is clean, well-spoken despite his accent, and
deferential. Wlls realizes that this is one of the nen who
was topping trees along the river road.

Meanwhi | e, Kessel detects a sadness in Wells's manner. He
had not imagined that Wells might be sad, and he feels
synmpathy for him It occurs to him to his own astoni shment,
that he m ght be able to make _ W e | _|_s feel better. "So--what
do you think of our country?" he asks.

"Good things seemto be happening here. |'minpressed
wi th your President Roosevelt."

"Roosevelt's the best friend the working man ever had."
Kessel pronounces the name "Roozvelt." "He's a man that--"
he struggles for the words, "--that's not for the past. He's
for the future."

It begins to dawn on Wlls that Kessel is not an exanple
of a class, or a sociological study, but a man |ike hinself
with an intellect, opinions, dreans. He thinks of his own
yout h, struggling to rise in a classbound society. He |eans
forward across the table. "You believe in the future? You
thi nk things can be different?"

"I think they have to be, M. Wlls."
Wlls sits back. "Good. So do I."
Kessel is stunned by this intimacy. It is nore than he

had hoped for yet it leaves himwith little to say. He
wants to tell Wells about his dreans, and at the sanme tine
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ask hima thousand questions. He wants to tell Wells
everything he has seen in the world, and to hear Wlls tel
hi mthe sane. He casts about for something to say.

"I always liked your witing. | like to read
scientifiction."

"Scientifiction?"

Kessel shifts his long legs. "You know -stories about
the future. Monsters fromouter space. The Martians. The
Ti me Machine. You're the best scientifiction witer | ever
read, next to Edgar Rice Burroughs." Kessel pronounces
"Edgar," "Eedgar."

"Edgar Ri ce Burroughs?"

"Yes."

"You _ | _i_k_e Burroughs?"

Kessel hears the disapproval in Wlls's voice.

"Well--mybe not as much as, as _T_h_e _T_i_m_ e
a c¢c_h_ i _n_e," he
stutters. "Burroughs never wote about nonsters as good as

your MNorl ocks."

Wells is nonplussed. "Monsters."
"Yes." Kessel feels sonething' s going wong, but he sees
no way out. "But he does put nore romance in his stories.

That princess--Deja Thoris?"

All Wells can think of is Tarzan in his loincloth on the
novi e screen, and the nmoroni ¢ audi ence. After a lifetine of
struggling, a hundred books witten to change the world, in
the service of men like this, is this all his work has cone
to? To be conpared to the witer of pulp trash? To "Eedgar
Ri ce Burroughs?" He |aughs al oud.

At Wells's | augh, Kessel stops. He knows he's done
somet hi ng wong, but he doesn't know what.

Wl | s's weariness has dropped down onto his shoul ders
again like an iron cloak. "Young nan--go away," he says.
"You don't know what you're saying. Go back to Buffalo."

Kessel's face burns. He stunbles fromthe table. The
roomis full of noise and laughter. He's run up against the

wal | again. He's just an ignorant polack after all; it's
his stupid accent, his clothes. He should have tal ked about
something else--_T_h_e _O u_t_|_i_n_e _o_f

_s_t_o_r_y, politics. But

what made himthink he could talk |like an equal to a man
like Wlls in the first place? Wlls lives in a different
world. The future is for nen like him Kessel feels
hinself the prey of fantasies. |It's a bitter joke.

He clutches the bar, orders another beer. Hi s reflection
in the mrror behind the ranked bottles is small and ugly.
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"Whatsa matter, Jack?" Turkel asks him "D dn't he want
to dance neither?"

And that's the story, essentially, that never happened.

Not long after this, Kessel did go back to Buffalo.
During the Second Wirld War he worked as a crane operator in
the 40-inch rolling mll of Bethlehem Steel. He net his
wi fe, Angela G orlandino, during the war, and they married
in June 1945. After the war he quit the plant and becane a
carpenter. Their first child, a girl, died in infancy.
Their second, a boy, was born in 1950. At that tinme Kesse
began buil ding the house that, like so many things in his
life, he was never to entirely conplete. He worked hard,
had two nore children. There were good years and bad ones.
He held a lot of jobs. The recession of 1958 just about
flattened him our famly had to go on welfare. Things got
better, but they never got good. After the 1950s, the
economny of Buffalo, like that of all US. industrial cities
caught in the transition to a post-industrial age, declined
steadily. Kessel never did work for hinself, and as an old
man was no nore prosperous than he had been as a young one.

In the years preceding his death in 1945 Wlls was to go
on to further disillusionment. His efforts to create a sane
world nmet with increasing frustration. He became bitter
enraged. Moura Budberg never agreed to marry him and he
lived alone. The war cane, and it was, in sone ways, even
wor se than he had predicted. He continued to propagandize
for the socialist world state throughout, but with
increasing irrelevance. The new leftists like Owell
consi dered him a dinosaur, fatally out of touch with the
realities of world politics, a sinplemnded technocrat wth
no understandi ng of the darkness of the human heart. Wells's
|l ast book, _ M i_n_d _a_ t _t_h_e E n_d _o_
_t_h_e_r, proposed that
t he human race faced an evol utionary crisis that would I ead
to its extinction unless humanity | eapt to a higher state of
consci ousness; a |l eap about which Wells speculated with
little hope or conviction.

Sitting there in the Washington ballroomin 1934, Wlls
m ght well have understood that for all his thinking and
preachi ng about the future, the future had irrevocably
passed hi m by.

But the story isn't quite over yet. Back in the
Washi ngton ballroom Wells sits humiliated, a little guilty
for sending Kessel away so harshly. Kessel, his back to the
dance floor, stares humiliated into his glass of beer
Gradual ly, both of them are pulled back from dark thoughts
of their own inadequacies by the sound of Ellington's
orchestra.

Ellington stands in front of the big grand piano, behind
hi mthe band: three saxes, two clarinets, two trunpets,
tronbones, a drummer, guitarist, bass. "Creole Love Call,"
El li ngton whispers into the mcrophone, then sits again at
the piano. He waves his hand once, twice, and the clarinets



slide into a |l ow, wavering theme. The trunpet, nuted,
echoes it. The bass player and guitarist strum ahead at a
del i berate pace, rhythmc, erotic, bluesey. Kessel and

Wl ls, separate across the room each unaware of the other
are alike drawn in. The trunpet grow s ei ght bars of
raucous solo. The clarinet follows, wailing. The nusic is
full of pain and |onging--but pain controlled, ordered,
mastered. Longing unful filled, but not overpowering.

As | wite this, it plays on ny stereo. |If anyone has a
right to bitterness at thwarted dreans, a black nman in 1934
had that right. That such nen can, in such conditions, make
this rmusic opens a world of possibilities.

Through the nusic speaks a truth about art that Wells
does not understand, but that | hope to: that art doesn't
have to deliver a nessage in order to say something
important. That art isn't always a nmeans to an end but
sometines an end in itself. That art may not be able to
change the world, but it can still change the nonent.

Through the nusic speaks a truth about life that Kessel
si xteen years before my birth, doesn't understand, but that
I hope to: that life constrained is not Iife wasted. That
despite unful filled dreanms, peace is possible.

Li stening, Wells feels that peace steal over his soul
Kessel feels it too.

And so they wait, poised, calm before they nove on into

their respective futures, into our own present. Into the
world of limtation and loss. Into Buffalo.



