ACT II



The second act opens with Chris sawing off the broken tree. This symbolizes for us the complete breaking up of the Keller home. It is Sunday evening and the Keller family is preparing for their big night out together. Mother comes out and joins Chris. Her relief at having gotten rid of Larry’s tree is obvious. It’s a sign for her that Larry is alive.


Kate asks Chris for help and protection since she fears that the case might be reopened. Chris, who thinks that his mother worries for nothing, is presented to us as a bit naïve where people are concerned. 


Keller’s sleeping too much is an obvious sign that he is greatly worried – it’s his way of ignoring trouble. Ironically, Ann misinterprets Keller’s sleeping. Her only concern here is to marry Chris as soon as possible.


An important private conversation takes place between Ann and Sue. Sue’s jealousy of the Keller family becomes obvious. In spite of the shame the family suffered as a result of Joe’s case, the Kellers came out of the crisis quite unhurt. Although the whole neighborhood believes Joe to be guilty, they give him credit for being smart. Therefore, she resents living next to the “Holy Family”. According to Sue, Chris has no right preaching about moral values when he himself is compromising his ideals by taking dirty money from his father’s business. Ann is upset to hear that Sue calls Chris a “phoney idealist”, because for her Chris symbolizes honesty. Yet Sue’s hypocrisy becomes apparent in her friendly greeting towards Chris.


The trouble between Sue and Jim is their differences in values. Sue is more practical and materialistic whereas Jim is more concerned with moral values and ideals. 


In the conversation that follows between Ann and Chris, Chris’s belief in his father’s innocence in unshakable. Keller joins Ann and Chris and makes an amazing offer – to bring Steve Deever back into the business as an employee when he gets out of jail. Both Ann and Chris, who believe in the same principles, resent this idea. 


Jim brings George; leaving him to wait outside in the car for fear that he will upset Mother. George wears his father’s hat. By wearing this hat George is taking his father’s side in the case. George is a man of conscience. He accuses Chris of knowing of his father’s guilt and ignoring it. He comes to right the wrong done to his father. He won’t allow Ann to marry Chris since Keller destroyed their family. Steve Deever is presented as a weak, little man afraid of loud voices; a man who is quick to lie and blames others; a frightened mouse but not a killer. 


Mother’s warm sincere personality and her motherly nature serve to soften George up. She manages to convince George that no one and nothing has changes. Lydia’s entrance only serves to make George feel more at home. Instead of marrying her, he joined the army. A distinction is made between George, Chris and Larry who were idealistic and Frank, who lacks ideals – he always got out of serving in the army. Frank has made it in the materialistic world – house, car and family, whereas George, Chris and Larry lost out on those things. Frank is the true winner because he never went to war.


Keller’s entrance changes the happy, free atmosphere into a strained one. Keller offers to help George settle sown in business. Keller also repeats his offer to help Steve, but George lets him know that his father hates Keller. 


The turning point of the play occurs when Mother makes a slip of the tongue claiming that Keller has never been sick in 15 years. This is an example of a dramatic irony – the result of the slip of tongue is contrary to what mother expected. Her remark seems innocent but it is the turning point of the play. George becomes fixated on this slip and demands to know what really happened that day at the plant. (This was the excuse Keller used in court to get himself exonerated!). Just as we are waiting for the answer, Frank enters with Larry’s horoscope claiming that Larry is alive. When Kate hears this she indirectly tells Ann to leave, since she won’t allow her to marry Chris. Actually, she has already packed her bags. Both George and mother want Ann to leave but for different reasons. 


Finally, the truth about Keller’s guilt is revealed. In self-defense, Keller accuses Kate of being insane and remarks that Larry had never flown a P-40. Chris takes this as an admission of guilt. In great anger, Chris accuses his father of murdering 21 pilots. Defensively, Keller tries to explain to Chris that at the same time there was no other way out – if they hadn’t completed the urgent delivery on time, they would have been put out of business at once. Besides, Keller didn’t think that defective parts would actually be used, and anyway he intended to notify the authorities immediately after he had the process going well again. Then as time passed, it was already too late. He and his partner Steve were arrested. In blind anger, Chris shouts and says his father ought to have thought not only of his business and his family, but also, above all, of his country and of other people. 

