Finding God in Unexpected Places: Flannery O’Connor Short Stories
Led by Sue Nichols

Sunday, October 4 - Introduction to the Author & Tips on How to Read the Short Stories

Sunday, October 11 - Revelation

Sunday, October 18 - Good Country People

Sunday, October 25 - A Good Man is Hard to Find

Flannery O’Connor —

The 3 stories we will read are Revelation, Good Country People, A Good Man is Hard to
Find (in that order). They feature women who learn that they are not as good as they think they
are or superior to the rest of humanity: Ruby Turpin, Hulga Hopewell, Grandmother.

She uses humor to explore these failed people:

1.

Charactonymns—names that reflect a character’s personality
a. Manly Pointer (phallic reference) in GCP
b. Tom Shiftlet—a shifty guy
c. Mary Grace

2. Incongruous Images

a. Chained monkey

b. Pitty Sing, the cat, in GMHF
3. Cliches

a. “That’s life”
b. “Ain’t that the truth”
c. “These days you just don’t know who to trust”

As one critic says, “her comedy always has a moral bite.”

Her religious beliefs (integral to her work):

1.

2.
3.

The central fact of human existence is that humanity has been found by God to be worth
dying for

Evil and Satan are real entities vying with God for the souls of me.

God must necessarily be incomprehensible to be the God of heaven and earth and the
God of so many religions.

Pride is/was at the center of man’s fall from God. Most sins, from murder to jealousy, boil
down to pride.

Her characters are people consumed with themselves, but hunger for fulfillment which
only God can provide. These characters encounter a turning point in which an epiphany



is possible and grace is offered. The character has a choice to accept or reject the offer.
(Two of our stories illustrate this pattern.)

6. There is the question whether faith can or is supposed to be emotionally satisfying. “The
thought of everyone lolling about in an emotionally satisfying faith is repugnant.”

7. The Moral sense has been bred out of certain sections of the population, like the wings
have been bred off certain chickens. “This is a generation of wingless chickens.”

8. You can'tindicate moral values with morality changes with what is being done. You can
not show the operation of grace when grace is cut off from nature or when the possibility
of grace is denied.

9. The stores are hard but they are hard because there is nothing harder or less
sentimental than Chrsitian realism, “I believe there are many rough beasts slouching to
Bethlehem to be born.” ***(See Yeats “The Second Coming”)

Humor

“I received a letter from an old lady who said my book left a bad taste in her mouth. | wrote back
and said ‘“You were supposed to eat it.”

“I accept that a saint is a soul in heaven. But then | am a strong believer in Purgatory. | already
have a berth there reserved for myself.”

“I am learning to walk on crutches and | feel like a large anthropoid ape who has no cause to be
thinking of St. Thomas or Aristotle.”

“I am doing fairly well these days though | am practically bald headed on top and have a
watermelon face.”

On learning that a friend was expecting: “I hope this one will be a girl and have a fierce Old
Testament name and cut off lots of heads.”

Revelation questions:

What criteria does Ruby use to determine someone’s worth?

What significance can we put on the name Mary Grace? How about Turpin? [turpitude meaning
base, depraved] How are the two names tied to the name of the book?

When Ruby sees the souls of even respectable people being burned away, what does this say
about divine grace?

What biblical proverb is brought to mind by the order of the souls making their way into heaven?



Revelation

Flannery O'Connor

he doctor’s waiting room, which was very

small, was almost full when the Turpins
entered and Mrs, Turpin, who was very large,
made it look even smaller by her presence. She
stond looming at the head of the magazine table
sel in the center of it, a living demonstration that
the room was inadequate and ridiculous, Her lit-
tle bright Mack eves took in all the paticnts as she
sized up the seating sitwation. There was one
vacant chair and a place on the sofa occupied by
# blond child in a dirty blue romper whoe should
have been told to move over and make room for
the ladv. He was five or six, but Mrs, Tarpin saw
at once that no one was going to tell him to move
over, He was slumped down in the seat, his arms
idle ar his sides and his eves idle in his head; his
nose ran unchecked.

Mrs. Turpin put a firm hand on Claud’s
shoulder and said in a voice that included anyone
who wanted to listen, "Claud, you sit in that
chair there,” and gave him a push down into the
vacant one, Claud was florid and bald and sturdy,
somewhat shorter than Mrs, Turpin, but he sat
down as if he were accustomed to doing what she
told him to.

Mr. Turpin remained standing, The only man
in the room besides Claud was a lean stringy old
fellow with a rusty hand spread out on cach knee,
whose eyes were closed as if he were asleep or
dead or pretending to be so as not to get up and
offer her his seal. Her gaze settled agrecably on a
well-dressed gray-haired lady whose eves met
hers and whose expression said: if that child
belonged to me, he would have some manners
and move over—there’s plenty of room there for
you and him too,

W

Claud looked up with a sigh and made as if 10
rise.

“Sit down,” Mrs. Turpin said, “You know
you're not supposed to stand on that leg. He has
an ulcer on his leg,” she explained.

Claud lifted his foot onto the magazine 1able
and rolled his trouser leg up o reveal a purple
swelling on a plump marble-white calf,

“My!™ the pleasant lady said. “How did you
do that?'

“A cow kicked him,” Mrs. Turpin said,

“Goodness!™ said the lady,

Claud rolled his trouser leg down,

“Maybe the little boy would move over,” the
lady suggested. but the child did not stir,

“Somebody will be leaving in a minute,” Mrs,
Turpin said. She could not understand why a doc-
tor—with as much money as they made charging
five dollars a day to just stick their head in the hos-
pital door and look at you—couldn't afford a
decent-sized waiting room. This one was hardly
bigger than o garage. The table was cluttered with
limp-looking magazines and al one end of it there
was a big green glass ash tray full of cizarette buts
and cotton wads with little blood spots on them. If
she had had anything 1o do with the running of the
place, that would have been emptied every so
often, There were no chairs against the wall at the
head of the room. It had a rectangular-shaped
pancl in it that permitted & view of the office where
the nurse came and went and the secretary listened
to the radio, A plastic fern in a gold pot sat in the
opening and trailed its fronds down almost to the
floor. The radio was softly playing gospel music,

Just then the inner door opened and a nurse
with the highest stack of vellow hair Mrs, Turpin

86
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had ever seen put her face in the crack and called
for the next patient. The woman sitting beside
Claud grasped the two arms of her chair and
hoisted herself up; she pulled her dress free from
her legs and lumbered through the door where
the nurse had disappeared.

Mrs. Turpin eased into the vacant chair,
which held her tight as a corset. I wish 1 could
reduce,” she said, and rolled her eves and gave a
comic sigh.

“Oh, yeur aren’t far” the stylish lady said.

“Ooooo | am two,” Mrs. Turpin said. “Claud
he eats all he wants to and never weighs over one
hundred and seventy-five pounds. but me 1 just
look at something good to eat and | gain some
weight.,” and her stomach and shoulders shook
with laughter. *You can eat all you want 1o, can’l
you, Claud?” she asked, turning to him,

Claud only grinned.

“Well, as long as you have such a good dispo-
sition,” the stylish lady said. I don’t think it
makes a bit of difference what size you are. You
Jjust can't beat a good disposition.”

Mext to her was a fat girl of eighteen or nine-
teen. scowling into a thick blue book which Mrs,
Turpin saw was entitled Human Development.
The girl raised her head and directed her scowl at
Mrs. Turpin as if she did not like her looks. She
appeared annoyed that anyone should speak while
she tried 1o read. The poor girl’s face was blue
with acne and Mrs. Turpin thought how pitiful it
was (o have a face like that at that age. She gave
the girl a friendly smile but the girl only scowled
the harder. Mrs. Turpin herself was fat but she
had always had good skin, and, though she was
forty-seven vears old, there was not a wrinkle in
her face except around her eves from laughing too
much,

Next 1o the ugly girl was the child, still in
exactly the same position, and next to him was a
thin leathery old woman in a cotton print dress,
She and Claud had three sacks of chicken feed in
their pump house that was in the same print. She
had seen from the first that the child belonged
with the old woman. She could tell by the way
they sat—kind of vacant and white-trashy, as if

they would sit there until Doomsday if nobody
called and told them 1o get up. And at right
angles but next to the well-dressed pleasant lady
was a lank-faced woman who was certainly the
child’s mother. She had on a yellow sweat shirt
and wine-colored slacks, both gritty-looking, and
the rims of her lips were stained with snuff. Her
dirty vellow hair was tied behind with a Little
piece of red paper ribbon, Worse than niggers any
day, Mrs. Turpin thought.

The gospel hymn playing was, “When [
looked up and He looked down,” and Mrs.
Turpin, who knew it, supplied the last line men-
tally, “And wona these days [ know 1"l we-eara
crown.”

Without appearing to, Mrs. Turpin always
noticed people’s feet. The well-dressed lady had
on red and gray suede shoes to match her dress.
Mrs. Turpin had on her good black patent leather
pumps. The ugly girl had on Girl Scout shoes and
heavy socks. The old woman had on tennis shoes
and the white-trashy mother had on what
appeared o be bedroom slippers. black straw
with gold braid threaded through them—exactly
what you would have expected her to have on.

Sometimes at night when she couldn’t go 1o
sleep, Mrs. Turpin would occupy hersell with the
question of who she would have chosen to be if
she couldn’t have been herself, If Jesus had said
to her before he made her, "There’s only two
places available for you. You can either be a nig-
ger or white-trash,” what would she have said?
“Please. Jesus, please.” she would have said, “just
let me wait until there's another place available,”
and he would have said, “No, you have to go right
now and I have only those two places so make up
your mind.” She would have wiggled and
squirmed and begged and pleaded but it would
have been no use and finally she would have said,
“All right, make me a nigger then—Dbut that don't
mean a trashy one.” And he would have made her
a neat clean respectable Negro woman, herself
but black.

MNexi to the child’s mother was a red-headed
youngish woman, reading one of the magazines
and working a piece of chewing gum, hell for
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leather. as Claud would say. Mrs. Turpin could
noi see the woman's feet. She was not white-
trash. just common. Sometimes Mrs. Turpin
occupied herself at night naming the classes of
people. On the bottom of the heap were most
colored people. not the kind she would have
been if she had been one, but most of them;
then next to them—nol above, just away from—
were the white-trash; then above them were the
home-owners, and above them the home-and-
land owners, 1o which she and Claud belonged.
Above she and Claud were people with a lot of
money and much bigger houses and much more
land. But here the complexity of it would begin
to bear in on her, for some of the people with a
lot money were common and ought to be below
she and Claud and some of the people who had
good blood had lost their money and had o rent
and then there were colored people who owned
their homes and land as well. There was a col-
ored dentist in town who had two red Lincolns
and a swimming pool and a farm with regis-
tered whiteface cattle on 1. Usually by the time
she had fallen asleep all the classes of people
were moiling and roiling around in her head,
and she would dream they were all crammed in
together in a box car, being ridden off 1w be put
ina gas oven,

“That's a beautiful clock,” she said and nod-
ded to her right. It was a big wall clock, the face
encased in a brass sunburst,

"Yes, il’s very pretiy,” the stylish lady said
agreeably. “And right on the do (0o0,” she added,
glancing at her watch.

The ugly girl beside her cast an eye upward at
the clock, smirked, then looked directly at Mrs.
Turpin and srmirked agam. Then she returned her
eves [0 her book. She was obviously the lady’s
daughter because, although they didn’t look any-
thing alike as to disposition, they both had the
same shape of face and the same blue eves. On
the lady they sparkled pleasantly but in the girl s
seared face they appeared alternately o smolder
and to Baze,

What if Jesus had said, “All right, you can be
while-trash or a nigger or ugly"”!

Mrs. Turpin felt an awful puy for the girl,
though she thought it was one thing o be vgly
and another to act ugly,

The woman with the snuff-stained lips turned
arcund i her chair and fooked up at the clock.
Then she turned back and appeared to look a lit-
tle to the side of Mrs. Turpin. There was a cast in
one of her eves. " You want 10 know wher you can
get you one of themther clocks?™ she asked in a
loud voice.

“Mo, I already have a nice clock,” Mrs.
Turpin said. Once somebody like her got a leg in
the conversation, she would be all over it.

"You can get you one with green stamps,” the
woman said, *That's most likely wher he got hisn,
Save you up enough, you can get vou most
anythang. | got me some joo'ry.”

Cught o have got you a wash rag and some
soap, Mrs, Turpin thought.

“I get comour sheets with mine,” the pleasant
fady said.

The daughter slammed her book shut. She
looked straight in front of her, directly through
Mrs, Turpin and on through the yellow curtain
and the plate glass window which made the wall
behind her. The girl's eves seemed lit all of i sud-
den with a peculiar light, an unnatural light like
night road signs give. Mrs. Turpin turned her
head to see if there was anything going on outside
that she should see, but she could not see any-
thing. Figures passing cast only a pale shadow
through the curtain. There was no reason the girl
should single her out for her ugly looks,

“Miss Finley,” the nurse said, cracking the
door. The gum-chewing woman got up and
passed in front of her and Claud and went into
the office. She had on red high-heeled shoes.

Directly across the table, the ugly girl's eyves
were fixed on Mrs, Turpin as if she had some very
special reason for disliking her.

“This is wonderful weather, isn't 1?7 the
girl’s mother saud.

“It's good weather for cotton 1f you can get
the niggers to pick it.” Mrs. Turpin said, “but nig-
gers don't want to pick cotton any more, You can’l
get the white folks to pick it and now you can't get
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the niggers—because they got 1o be right up there
with the white folks.”

“They gonna try anyways,” the white-trash
wornan said, leaning forward.

“Do you have one of the cotton-picking
machines?” the pleasant lady asked.

"Nao,” Mrs. Turpin said, “they leave half the
cotton in the field. We don’t have much cotton
anyway. If vou want to make it farming now, you
have to have a litle of everything, We got a cou-
ple of acres of cotton and a few hogs and chickens
and just enough white-face that Claud can look
after them himself.”

“"One thang [ don’t want,” the white-trash
woman said, wiping ber mouth with the back of
her hand. “Hogs. Nasty stinking things, a-gruntin
and a-rootin all over the place.”

Mrs. Turpin gave her the merest edge of her
attention. "“Our hogs are not dirty and they dont
stink,” she said. “Thev're cleaner than some chil-
dren I've seen. Their feet never touch the ground.
We have a pig-parlor—that's where you raise
them on concrete,” she explained 1o the pleasant
lady. “and Claud scoots them down with the hose
every afternoon and washes off the tloor.™
Cleaner by far than that child right there, she
thought. Poor nasty little thing. He had not moved
except to put the thumb of his dirty hand into his
maoith,

The woman turned her face away from Mrs,
Turpin. “I know | wouldn't scoot down no hog
with no hose,” she said 1o the wall.

You wouldn’t have no hog to scool down,
Mrs. Turpin said 1o herself.

“A-gruntin and a-rootin and a-groanin,” the
worman mutlered.

“We pot a little of everything.” Mrs. Turpin
said to the pleasant lady. “It's no use in having
miere than you can handle yourself with help like it
is. We found enough niggers to pick our cotion this
year but Claud he has to go after them and take
them home again in the evening. They can’t walk
that half a mile. No they can't. 1 tell you.” she said
and laughed merrily, 1 sure am tired of bultering
up niggers, but you got o love em if you want em
1o work for you. When they come in the moming,

1 oren out and T say, “Hi yawl] this morning?” and
when Claud drives them off to the field T just wave
to beat the band and they just wave back.” And she
waved her hand rapidly 1o illustrae.

“Like you read oul of the same book.” the
lady said, showing she understood perfectly.

“Child, yes,” Mrs. Turpin said. “And when
they come in from the held. T run out with a
bucket of icewater. That's the way it's going to be
from now on,” she said, “You may as well face it.”

“One thang 1 know,” the white-trash woman
said, “Two thangs [ ain’t going to do: love no nig-
gers or scool down no hog with no hose.” And
she let owt & bark of comempt,

The look that Mrs. Turpin and the pleasant
lady exchanged indicated they both understood
that vou had to fave certain things before you
could know certain things. But every time Mrs.
Turpin exchanged a look with the lady, she was
aware that the ugly pirl’s peculiar eves were still
ot her. and she had trouble bringing her attention
back to the convarsation,

“When you got something,” she said, "you got
to look after it.” And when you ain't got a thing
but breath and britches, she added 1o hemelf, you
can afford 1o come 1o town every morning and just
sit on the Court House coping and spil.

A protesque revolving shadow passed across
the curtain behind her and was thrown palely on
the opposite wall. Then a bicyele clamered down
against the owside of the building. The door
opened and a colored boy glided in with a tray
from the drugstore. It had two large red and white
paper cups on it with tops on them. He was a tall,
very black boy in discolored white pants and a
green nylon shirt. He was chewing gum slowly, as
if to music. He set the tray down in the office
opening next o the fern and stuck his head
through to look for the secretary. She was not in
there. He rested his arms on the ledge and waited,
his narrow botiom stuck out, swaying to the left
and right. He raised a hand over his head and
scraiched the base of his skull.

“¥ou see that button there, boy?™ Mrs, Turpin
said. “You can punch that and she’ll come. She's
probably in the back somewhere.”
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“Is thas right?” the boy said agreeably, as if
he had never seen the button before, He leaned to
the right and put his finger on it. “She sometime
out,” he said and twisted around © face his awdi-
ence, his elbows behind him on the counter. The
nurse appeared and he twisted back again. She
handed him a dollar and he rooted in his pocket
and made the change and counted it oul to her.
She gave him fifteen cents for a tip and he went
out with the empty tray. The heavy door swung 1o
slowly and closed at lemgth with the sound of suc-
tion. For a moment no one spoke.

“They ought 1o send all them niggers back o
Africa,” the white-trash woman said. “That's
wher they come [rom in the first place.”

“Oh, 1 couldnt do without my good colored
friends,” the pleasant lady said.

“There's a heap of things worse than a nig-
ger” Mrs, Turpin agreed. “It's all kinds of them
just like it's all kinds of us.™

“Yes, and it takes all kinds to make the world
go round,” the lady said in her musical veice.

As she said il, the raw-complexioned girl
snapped her weeth ogether. Her lower lip turned
downwards and inside out, revealing the pale
pink inside of her mouth. After a second it
rolled back up. It was the ugliest face Mrs.
Turpin had ever seen anvone make and for a
moment she was certain that the girl had made it
al her. She was looking at her as il she had
known and disliked her all her life—all of Mrs.
Turpin's life, it seemed o0, not just all the girl’s
life. Why, girl, 1 don’t even know you, Mrs,
Turpin said silently.

She forced her atiention back to the discus-
sion. “Tt wouldn't be practical 10 send them back
1w Africa.” she said. “They wouldnt want to go.
They got it oo good here,”

“Wouldn't be what they wanted—if T had
anythang to do with it,” the woman said.

“It wouldn't be o way in the world you could
get all the niggers back over there,” Mrs. Turpin
said. “Thev'd be hiding out and lyving down and
turning sick on you and wailing and hollering and
raring and pitching. It wouldn’t be a way in the
world to get them over there.”

“They got over here,” the trashy woman said.
“Get back like they got over”

It wasn’t so many of them then.” Mrs. Turpin
explained.

The woman looked at Mrs. Turpin as if here
was an idiot indeed but Mrs. Turpin was not both-
ered by the look, considering where it came from.

“Nooo,” she said, "they're going o stay here
where they can go o New York and marry white
folks and improve their colon. That's what they all
wint 1o do, every one of them, improve their color™

“You know what comes of that, don't you?”
Claud asked.

“WNo, Claud, what?” Mrs, Turpin saud.

Claud’s eves twinkled. “White-faced nig-
gers,” he sard with never a smile.

Everybody in the office laughed excepl the
white-trash and the ugly girl. The girl gripped the
bhook in her lap with white fingers. The trashy
woman looked around her from face to face as if
she thought they were all idiots. The old woman
in the feed sack dress continued to gare expres-
sionless across the floor at the high-top shoes of
the man opposite her, the one who had been pre-
tending to be asleep when the Turpins came in.
He was laughing heartily, his hands still spread
out on his knces. The child had fallen to the side
and was lying now almost face down in the old
woman’s lap.

While they recovered (tom their laughter, the
nasal chorus on the radio kept the room Irom
silence.

“You go te lank ank
And Il gor to mine

Bur we'fl all Blank along
To-geth-ther,

And all atong the blank
We'll ep eachother out
Smule-ling in any kind of
Wearl-ther!™

Mrs. Turpin didn’t cateh every word but she
caught enough to agree with the spirit of the
song and it turned her thoughis sober. To help
anybody out that needed it was her philosophy
of life. She never spared herself when she found
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somebody in need, whether they were white or
black, trash or decent. And of all she had 1o be
thankful for. she was most thankful that this was
s0. IT Jesus had said, “You can be high society
and have all the money vou want and be thin
and svelte-like, but you can’t be a good woman
with it," she would have had to say. “Well dont
make me that then. Make me a good woman and
it don’t matter what else, how fal or how ugly or
how poor!” Her heart rose. He had not made her
a nigger or white-trash or ugly! He had made her
hersell and given her a little of everything.
Jesus, thank you! she said. Thank you thank you
thank you! Whenever she counted her blessings
she felt as buoyant as if she weighed one hun-
dred and twenty-five pounds instead of one hun-
dred and eighty.

“What's wrong with your little boy?" the
pleasant lady asked the white-trashy woman.

“He has a vlcer,” the woman said proudly,
“He aint give me a minute's peace since he was
bormn. Him and her are just alike,” she said, nod-
ding at the old woman, who was running her
leathery fingers through the child’s pale hair.
“Leok like 1 can’t get nothing down them twa but
Co” Cola and candy.”

That's all vou try to get down em, Mrs.
Turpin said to herself. Too lazy 1o light the fire.
There was nothing you could tell her about people
like them that she didn’t know already, And it was
not just that they didn’t have anything. Because if
you gave them everything. in two weeks it would
all be broken or filthy or they would have
chopped it up for lightwood. She knew all this
from her own experience. Help them you must,
but help them you couldn’t.

All at once the ugly girl turned her lips mside
out again. Her eves fixed like two drills on Mrs,
Turpin. This time there was no mistaking that
there was something urgent behind them.

Girl, Mrs. Turpin exclaimed silently, I haven'i
done a thing to yvou! The girl might be confusing
her with somebody else. There was not need to sit
by and let herself be intimidated. " You must be in
college,” she said boldly, looking directly at the
girl. *1 see you reading a book there.”

The girl continued to stare and pointedly did
ol Answer.

Her mother blushed at this rudeness. “The
laddy asked you a guestion, Mary Grace,” she said
under her breath.

I have ears,” Mary Grace said.

The poor mother blushed again. “Mary Grace
goes 10 Wellesley College.” she explained. She
twisted one of the buttons on her dress. “In
Massachusetts,” she added with a grimace. “And
in the summer she just keeps right on studying.
Just reads all the time, a real book worm, She's
done real well at Wellesley, she’s taking English
and Math and History and Psychology and Social
Studies.” she rattled on, "and [ think it's too
much. | think she ought to get out and have fun,”

The girl looked as il she would like 1o hurl
them all through the plate glass window.

“Way up north,” Mrs. Turpin murmured and
thought, well, it hasn't done much for her man-
ners,

“1'd almost rather to have him sick.” the
white-trash woman said, wrenching the attention
back to herself. “He’s s0 mean when he ain’t,
Look like some children just take natural to
meanness. IU's some gets bad when they get sick
but he was the opposite. Took sick and turned
good. He dont give me no trouble now. It's me
waitin 1o see the docton” she said,

If I was going to send anybody back 1o
Africa, Mrs. Turpin thought. it would be vour
kind, woman, “Yes, indeed.”” she said alowd, bt
looking up at the ceiling, “it's a heap of things
worse than a nigeer.” And dirtier than a hog, she
added 1o herself.

“I think people with bad dispositions are
maore to be pitied than anyone on earth,” the
pleasant lady said in a voice that was decidedly
thin,

“I thank the Lord he has blessed me with a
good one.” Mrs. Turpin said. “The day has pever
dawned that [ couldn’t find something o laugh at.”

“Not since she married me anyways,” Claud
said with a comical straight face.

Everybody laughed except the girl and the
white-trash.
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Mrs. Turpin’s stomach shook. "He's such a
caution,” she said, “that | can’t help but laugh at
him.”

The girl made a loud ugly noise through her
teeth.

Her mother’s mouth grew thin and tight. "1
think the worst thing in the world,” she said, “is
an ungrateful person. To have everything and not
appreciate it [ know a girl” she said, “who has
parents who would give her anything, a lLittle
brother who loves her dearly, who is getting a
good education, who wears the best clothes, but
who can never say a kind word to anyone, who
never smiles, who just criticizes and complains
all day long."

“Is she too old to paddle?” Claud asked,

The girl’s face was almost purple.

“Yes," the lady said, “['m afraid there's noth-
ing to do but leave her to her folly. Some day
she’ll wake up and it'll be too late.”

“It never hurt anyone to smile,” Mrs. Turpin
said, "It just makes vou feel better all over”

“Of course,” the lady said sadly, “but there
are just some people you can’t tell anything Lo,
They can't take criticism.”

“If it's one thing [ am.” Mrs. Turpin said with
feeling, “it's grateful. When 1 think who all |
could have been besides mysell and what all 1
got, a little of everything, and a good disposition
besides, I just feel like shouting, *Thank you,
Jesus, for making everything the way it is!” It
could have been different!™ For one thing, some-
body else could have got Claud. At the thought of
this, she was flooded with gratitude and a terrible
pang of joy ran through her. “Oh thank you,
Jesus, Jesus, thank you!™ she cried aloud.

The book struck her directly over her left
eye. It struck almost at the same instant that she
realized the girl was about to hurl it. Before she
could utter a sound, the raw face came crashing
across the table toward her, howling. The girl’s
fingers sank like clamps into the soft flesh of her
neck. She heard the mother ery out and Clauwd
shout, “Whoa!” There was an instant when she
was certain that she was about to be in an earth-
guake.

All at once her vision narrowed and she saw
everything as if it were happening in a small
room far away, or as if she were looking at it
through the wrong end of a telescope. Claud's
face crumpled and fell out of sight. The nurse ran
in, then out, then in again. Then the gangling fig-
ure of the doctor rushed out of the inner door.
Magazines flew this way and that as the table
turned over. The girl fell with a thud and Mrs.
Turpin's vision suddenly reversed itself and she
saw everything large instead of small. The eves of
the white-trashy woman were staring hugely at
the floor. There the girl, held down on one side by
the nurse and on the other by her mother, was
wrenching and wrning in their grasp. The doctor
was kneeling astride her, trying to hold her arm
down. He managed after a second to sink a long
needle into it.

Mrs. Turpin felt entirely hollow except for her
heart which swung from side to side as if it were
agitated in a great empty drum of flesh.

“Somebody that's not busy call for the ambu-
lance,” the doctor said in the off-hand voice
young doctors adopt for terrible occasions.

Mrs. Turpin could not have moved a finger.
The old man who had been sitting next 1o her
skipped nimbly into the office and made the call,
for the secretary still seemed o be gone.

“Claud!™ Mrs, Turpin called.

He was not m his chair. She knew she must
jump up and find him but she felt like some one
trying to catch a train in a dream, when every-
thing moves in slow motion and the faster you try
1o run the slower you go.

“Here 1 am.” a suffocated voice, very unlike
Claud’s, said.

He was doubled up in the corner on the floor,
pale as paper, holding his leg. She wanted 1o get
up and go to him but she could not move. Instead,
her gaze was drawn slowly downward to the
churning face on the floor, which she could see
over the doctor’s shoulder.

The girl's eyes stopped rolling and focused
on her. They seemed a much lighter blue than
before, as if a door that had been tightly closed
behind them was now open o admit light and air
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Mrs, Turpin’s head cleared and her power of
motion returned. She leaned forward until she
was looking directly into the fierce brilliant
eyes. There was no doubt in her mind that the
girl did know her, knew her in some intense and
personal way, beyond time and place and condi-
tion. “What you got to say to me?" she asked
hoarsely and held her breath, waiting, as for a
revelation,

The girl raised her head. Her gaze locked
with Mrs. Turpin's. “Go back to hell where you
came from, you old wart hog.” she whispered.
Her voice was low but clear. Her eyes burned for
a moment as if she saw with pleasure that her
message had struck its target.

Mrs, Turpin sank back in her chair.

After a moment the girl's eyes closed and she
turned her head wearily to the side.

The doctor rose and handed the nurse the
empty syringe. He leaned over and put both
hands for a moment on the mother’s shoulders,
which were shaking. She was sitting on the floor,
her lips pressed together, holding Mary Grace's
hand in her lap. The girl’s fingers were gripped
like a baby’s around her thumb. “Go on to the
hospital,” he said. "I"ll call and make the
arrangements,”

“Now let’s see that neck,” he said in a jovial
voice to Mrs. Turpin. He began to inspect her
neck with his first two fingers. Two little moon-
shaped lines like pink fish bones were indented
over her windpipe. There was the beginning of an
angry red swelling above her eye. His fingers
passed over this also.

“Lea’ me be,” she smid thickly and shook him
off. “See about Claud. She kicked him.”

“I'll see about him in a minute,” he said and
felt her pulse. He was a thin gray-haired man,
given 1o pleasaniries. “Go home and have your-
self a vacation the rest of the day,” he said and
patted her on the shoulder.

Quit your pattin me, Mrs, Turpin growled two
hersell.

“And put an e pack over that eve,” he said.
Then he went and squatted down beside Claud
and looked at his leg. After @ moment he pulled

him up and Claud limped after him into the
office.

Until the ambulance came, the only sounds
in the room were the tremulous moans of the
girl’s mother, who continued 1o sit on the floor.
The white-trash woman did not take her eves off
the girl. Mrs. Turpin looked straight ahead ai
nothing. Presenily the ambulance drew up, a long
dark shadow, behind the curtain. The attendants
came in and set the stretcher down beside the girl
and lified her experntly omo it and carried her out,
The nurse helped the mother gather up her things.
The shadow of the ambulance moved silently
away and the nurse came back in the office.

“That ther girl is going to be a lunatic, ain't
she?” the white-trash woman asked the nurse, but
the nurse kept on to the back and never answered
her.

"Yes, she’s going to be a lunatic,” the white-
trash woman said to the rest of them.

“Po’ critter,” the old woman murmured. The
child’s face was still in her lap. His eves looked
idly out over her knees. He had not moved during
the disturbance except to draw one leg up under
him.

“I thank Gawd,” the white-trash woman said
fervently, “T ain’t a lunatic.”

Claud came limping out and the Turpins went
home,

As their pick-up truck turned into their own
dirt road and made the crest of the hill, Mrs.
Turpin gripped the window ledge and looked out
suspiciously. The land sloped gracefully down
through a field dotted with lavender weeds and at
the start of the rise their small yellow frame
house, with its little flower beds spread out
around it like a fancy apron, sat primly in its
accustomed place between two giant hickory
trees. She would not have been startled to see a
burnt would between two blackened chimneys.

Neither of them felt like eating so they put on
their house clothes and lowered the shade in the
bedroom and lay down, Claud with his leg on a
pillow and herself with a damp washcloth over
her eve. The instant she was flat on her back, the
image of a razor-backed hog with warts on its
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face and horns coming out behind its ears snorted
into her head. She moaned. a low quiet moan.

“l am not,” she said tearfully, "a wart hog.
From hell.” But the denial had no force. The
girl's eves and her words, even the tone of her
voice, low but clear, directed only to her, brooked
no repudiation. She had been singled out for the
message, though there was trash in the room 1o
whom it might justly have been applied. The full
torce of this fact struck her only now. There was
a woman there who was neglecting her own child
but she had been overlooked. The message had
been given to Ruby Turpin, a respectable, hard-
working, church-going woman. The tears dried.
Her eyes began to burn instead with wrath,

She rose on her elbow and the washcloth fell
into her hand. Claud was lying on his back, snor-
ing. She wanted to tell him what the girl had said.
At the same time, she did not wish to put the image
of herself as a wart hog from hell into his mind.

“Hey. Claud,” she mutiered and pushed his
shoulder.

Claud opened one pale baby blue eve.

She wooked into it warily. He did not think
about anything. He just went his way.

“Wha, whasit?” he said and closed the eve
again,

“Nothing,” she said. “Does your leg pain
you?"

“Hurts like hell.,” Claud said.

“It"11 quit terreckly,” she said and lay back
down. In a moment Claud was snoring again. For
the rest of the afiernoon they lay there. Claud
slept, She scowled at the ceiling. Occasionally she
raised her fist and made a small stabbing motion
over her chest as if she was defending her inno-
cence to invisible guests who were like the com-
forters of Job, reasonable-seeming but wrong.

About five-thirty Claus stirred. “Got to go
after those niggers.” he sighed, not moving,

She was looking straight up as if there were
uninielligible hand-writing on the ceiling, The
protuberance over her eve had turned a greenish-
blue. “Listen here,” she said,

“What?"

“Kiss me.”

Claud leaned over and kissed her loudly on
the mouth. He pinched her side and their hands
interlocked. Her expression of ferocious concen-
tration did not change. Claud got up, groaning
and growling, and limped off. She continued 1o
study the ceiling.

She did not get up until she heard the pick-up
truck coming back with the Negroes, Then she
rose and thrust her feet in her brown oxfords,
which she did not bother to lace, and stumped out
onto the back porch and got her red plastic
bucket, She emptied a tray of ice cubes into it and
filled it half full of water and went out into the
back yard. Every afternoon after Claud brought
the hands in, one of the boys helped him put out
hay and the rest waited in the back of the truck
until he was ready o take them home. The truck
was parked in the shade under one of the hickory
rees.

“Hi yawl this evening?” Mrs. Turpin asked
grimly, appearing with the bucket and the dipper.
There were three women and a boy in the truck,

“Us doin nicely,” the oldest woman said. “Hi
you doin?” and her gaze stuck immediately on
the dark lump on Mrs. Turpin's forchead. *You
done fell down, aint yvou?™ she asked in a solici-
tous voice. The old woman was dark and almost
toothless. She had on an old felt hat of Claud’s set
back on her head. The other two women were
younger and lighter and they both had new bright
green surnhats. One of them had hers on her head,;
the other had 1aken hers off and the boy was grin-
ning beneath it

Mrs. Turpin set the bucket down on the floor
of the truck. “Yawl hep yourselves,” she said. She
looked around to make sure Claud had gone.
“No, I didn't fall down,” she said. folding her
arms. “lt was something worse than that.”

“Ain’t nothing bad happen to you!™ the old
woman said. She said it as if they all knew that
Mrs. Turpin was protected in some special way
by Divine Providence. “You just had vou a little
fall.”

“We were in town at the doctor’s office for
where the cow Kicked Mr. Turpin.” Mrs. Turpin
said in a flat tone that indicated they could leave
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off their foolishness. “And there was this girl
there. A big fat girl with her face all broke out. |
could look at that girl and tell she was peculiar
but T couldn’t tell how. And me and her mama
was just tulking and going along and all of a sud-
den WHAM)! She throws this big book she was
reading at me and . . 7

“Maw!™ the old woman cried our,

*And then she jumps over the table and com-
mences to choke me.”

“MNaw!"™ they all exclaimed. “naw!™

*Hi come she do that?" the old woman asked.
“What ail her?"

Mrs. Turpin only glared in front of her.

“Somethin ail her” the old woman said.

“They carried her off in an ambulance,” Mrs.
Turpin continued, “but before she went she was
rolling on the Hoor and they were trying to hold
her down to give her a shot and she said some-
thing to me.” She paused. “You know whal she
said to me?”

“Whal she say?” they asked.

“She said,” Mrs. Turpin began, and
stopped, her face very dark and heavy. The sun
was getting whiter and whiter. blanching the
sky overhead so that the leaves of the hickory
tree were black in the fuce of i, She could not
bring forth the words. “Something real ugly,”
she muttered.

“She sho shouldn't said nothin wgly to you”
the old woman said. “You so sweet, You the
sweelest lady 1 know.”

“She pretty too,” the one with the hat on said.

“And stout,” the other one said. *'I never
knowed so sweeter white lady.”

“That’s the truth befo® Jesus,” the old woman
said. “Amen! You des as sweet and pretty as you
can be.”

Mrs. Turpin knew exactly how much Negro
flattery was worth and it added o her rage. “She
said,” she began again and finished this time with
a fierce rush of breath, “that 1 was an old wart
hog from hell.”

There was an astounded silence,

“Where she at?"” the youngest woman cried in
4 piercing voice.

“Lemme see her I1E kill her!™

“I"I1 kill her with you!” the other one cried.

“She b'long in the sylum,” the old woman
said empathically. “You the sweetest white lady 1
know.”

“She pretty woo,” the other two said. “Stour as
she can be and sweet. Jesus sausfied with her!™

“Deed he is,” the old woman declared.

ldiots! Mrs. Turpin growled to herself. You
could never say anything intelligent to a nigger.
You could ralk at them but not with them. ™ Yawl
ain't drunk your water,” she said shortly., "Leave
the bucket in the truck when you're finished with
it. I got more to do than just stand around and
pass the time of day.” and she moved off and into
the house.

She stood for a moment in the middle of the
kitchen. The dark protuberance over her eye
looked like a mintature tornado eloud which
might any moment sweep across the horizon of
her brow. Her lower lip protruded dangerously.
She squared her massive shoulders, Then she
murched into the front of the house and ot the
side door and started down the road 1o the pig
parlor. She had the look of a woman going single-
handed, weaponless, into battle,

The sun was a deep vellow now like a harvest
moon and was riding westward very fast over the
far tree line as if it meant to reach the hogs before
shie did. The road was rutted and she kicked sev-
eral good-sized stones out of her path as she
strode along. The pig parlor was on a little knoll
at the end of a line that ran off from the side of
the barn. It was a sguare of concrele as farge as a
small room, with 4 board fence about four feet
high arcund jt. The concrete floor sloped skightly
s0 that the hog wash could drain off into a trench
where it was carried o the field for fertilizer,
Claud was standing on the outside, on the edge of
the concrete, hanging onto the top board, hosing
down the oor inside. The hose was connected 1o
the faucet of a water trough nearby.

Mrs. Tarpin climbed up beside him and glow-
ered down at the hogs inside. There were seven
long-snouted bristly shoats in ft—tan with liver-
colored spots—and an old sow a few weeks off
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from farrowing. She was lying on her side gruni-
ing. The shoats were running about shaking them-
selves like idiot children, their little slit pig cyes
searching the floor for anything lefi. She had read
that pigs were the most intelligent animal. She
doubted it. They were supposed 1o be smarter
than dogs. There had even been a pig astronaut.
He had performed his assignment perfectly but
died of a heart attack afterwards because they
left him in his electric suit, sitting upright
throughout his examination when naturally a hog
should be on all fours.

A-gruntin and a-rootin and a-grosnin,

“Gimme that hose,” she said, yanking it away
from Claud. “Go on and carry them niggers
home and then get off that leg.”

“You look like you might have swallowed a
mad dog.” Claud observed, but he got down and
limped off. He paid no attention 1o her humors.

Until he was out of earshot, Mrs, Turpin stood
on the side of the pen, holding the hose and point-
ing the stream of waler at the hind quarters of any
shioat that looked as il it might try 1o lie down.
When he had had time to get over the hill, she
turned her head slightly and her wrathful eyes
scanncd the path. He was nowhere in sight. She
turned back again and seemed to gather herself
up. Her shoulders rose and she drew in her breath,

“That do you send me a message like that
for?” she said in a low fierce voice, barely above a
whisper but with the force of a shout in its con-
centrated fury. “How am [ a hog and me both?
How am I saved and from hell too?” Her free fist
was knotted and with the other she gripped the
hose, blindly pointing the stream of waler in and
out of the eve of the old sow whose vutraged
squeal she did not hear.

The pig parlor commanded a view of the back
pasture where their twenty beef cows were gath-
ered around the hay-bales Claud and the boy had
put out, The freshly cut pasture sloped down to
the highway. Across it was their cotton field and
beyond that a dark green dusty wood which they
owned as well. The sun was behind the wood,
very red, looking over the paling of trees like a
farmer inspecting his own hogs,

“Why me?” she rumbled. “It's no trash
around here, black or white, that | haven’t given
to. And break my back to the hone every day
working. And do for the church.”

She appeared to be the right size woman to
command the arena before her. "How am [ a
hog?" she demanded. “Exactly how am | like
them?” and she jabbed the stream of water at the
shoats. “There was plenty of trash there. It didn’t
have to be me.

“If vou like trash better. go get vourself some
trash then,” she ralled. “You could have made me
trash. Or a nigger. If trash is what you wanted
why didn't you make me trash?” She shook her
fist with the hose in 1t and a watery snake
appeared momentarily in the air “1 could quit
working and take it easy and be filthy,” she
growled. “Lounge about the sidewalks all day
drinking rool beer. Dip snuff and spit in every
puddle and have it all over my face. [ could be
sty

“Or you could have made me a nigger. [t's too
bate for me 1o be a nigger,” she said with deep sar-
casm, “but | could act like one, Lay down in the
middle of the road and stop traffic. Roll on the
ground.”

In the deepening light evervthing was laking
on a mysierious hue. The pasture was growing a
peculiar glassy green and the sireak of highway
had turned lavender. She braded herself for a final
assault and this tme her voice rolled out over the
pasture. “Go on,” she velled, “call me a hog! Call
me a hog again. From hell. Call me a wart hog
from hell. Put that bottom rail on top. There'll
still be a op and borom!”

A parbled echo returned 1o her.

A final surge of fury shook her and she
roared, "Who do vou think you are?”

The color of everything, field and crimson
sky, burned for & moment with a transparent
intensity. The question carried over the pasture
and scross the highway and the cotton field and
returned to her clearly like an answer from
beyvond the wood.

She opened her mouth but no sound came out
of it.
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A tiny truck, Claud’s, appeared on the high-
way. heading rapidly oul of sight. Its gears
scraped thinly. It looked like a child's toy. At any
moment a bigger truck might smash into it and
scatter Claud’s and the niggers™ brains all over
the road.

Mrs. Turpin siood there, her gaze fixed on the
highway, all her museles rigid, until in five or six
minutes the truck reappeared. returning. She
waited until it had had time to turn into their own
road. Then like a monumental statue coming 1o
life, she bent her head slowly and gazed, as if
through the very hearl of mystery, down into the
pig parlor at the hogs. They had settled all in one
corner around the old sow who was grunting
softly. A red glow suffused them. They appeared
to pant with a secret life,

Until the sun slipped finally behind the tree
line, Mrs. Turpin remained there with her gaze
bent to them as if she were absorbing some
abysmal life-giving knowledge. At last she lified
her head. There was only a purple streak in the
sky, cutting through o field of crimson and lead-
ing, like an extension of the highway, into the
descending dusk. She raised her hands from the
side of the pen in a gesture hieralic and profound.
A visionary light settled in her eyes. She saw the
streak as a vast swinging bridge extending upward
from Lhe earth through a field of living fire. Upon

it a vast horde of souls were rumbling toward
heaven, There were whole companies of white-
trash, clean for the Arst time in their lives, and
bands of black niggers in white robes, and battal-
tons of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping
and leaping like frogs. And bringing up the end of
the procession was 4 tribe of people whom she
recognized at once as those whao, like hersell and
Claud, had always had a little of everything and
the God-given wit to use it right. She leaned for-
ward to observe them closer. They were marching
behind the others with great dignity, accountable
as they had always been for good order and com-
mon sense and respectable behavior. They alone
were on key, Yet she could see by their shocked
and altered faces that even their virtues were
being burned away. She lowered her hands and
gripped the rail of the hog pen. her eves small bu
fixed unblinkingly on what lay ahead. In a
moment the vision faded but she remained where
she was, immobile,

At length she got down and turned off the
Favcel and made her slow way on the darkening
path 1o the house. In the woods around her the
invisible cricket choruses had struck up, bul
what she heard were the voices of the souls
climbing upward into the starry field and shout-
ing hallelujah.
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bood Country People

(A good man is hard to find, 1955)

BESIDES the neutral expression that she wore when she was alone, Mrs. Freeman
had two others, forward and reverse, that she used for all her human dealings. Her
forward expression was steady and driving like the advance of a heavy truck. Her eyes
never swerved to left or right but turned as the story turned as if they followed a
yellow line down the center of it. She seldom used the other expression because it
was not often necessary for her to retract a statement, but when she did, her face
came to a complete stop, there was an almost imperceptible movement of her black
eyes, during which they seemed to be receding, and then the observer would see that
Mrs. Freeman, though she might stand there as real as several grain sacks thrown on
top of each other, was no longer there in spirit. As for getting anything across to her
when this was the case, Mrs. Hopewell had given it up. She might talk her head off.
Mrs. Freeman could never be brought to admit herself wrong to any point. She would
stand there and if she could be brought to say anything, it was something like, “Well, I
wouldn't of said it was and I wouldn'’t of said it wasn’t” or letting her gaze range over
the top kitchen shelf where there was an assortment of dusty bottles, she might
remark, “I see you ain’t ate many of them figs you put up last summer.”

They carried on their most important business in the kitchen at breakfast. Every
morning Mrs. Hopewell got up at seven o'clock and lit her gas heater and Joy’s. Joy
was her daughter, a large blonds girl who had an artificial leg. Mrs. Hopewell thought
of her as a child though she was thirty-two years old and highly educated. Joy would
get up while her mother was eating and lumber into the bathroom and slam the door,
and before long, Mrs. Freeman would arrive at the back door. Joy would hear her
mother call, “Come on in,” and then they would talk for a while in low voices that
were indistinguishable in the bathroom. By the time Joy came in, they had usually
finished the weather report and were on one or the other of Mrs. Freeman’s
daughters, Glynese or Carramae. Joy called them Glycerin and Caramel. Glynese, a
redhead, was eighteen and had many admirers; Carramae, a blonde, was only fifteen
but already married and pregnant. She could not keep anything on her stomach.
Every morning Mrs. Freeman told Mrs. Hopewell how many times she had vomited
since the last report.

Mrs. Hopewell liked to tell people that Glynese and Carramae were two of the
finest girls she knew and that Mrs. Freeman was a lady and that she was never
ashamed to take her anywhere or introduce her to anybody they might meet. Then
she would tell how she had happened to hire the Freemans in the first place and how
they were a godsend to her and how she had had them four years. The reason for her
keeping them so long was that they were not trash. They were good country people.



She had telephoned the man whose name they had given as reference and he had told
her that Mr. Freeman was a good farmer but that his wife was the nosiest woman ever
to walk the earth. “She’s got to be into everything,” the man said. “If she don't get
there before the dust settles, you can bet she’s dead, that’s all. She’ll want to know all
your business. I can stand him real good,” he had said, “but me nor my wife neither
could have stood that woman one more minute on this place.” That had put Mrs.
Hopewell off for a few days.

She had hired them in the end because there were no other applicants but she
had made up her mind beforehand exactly how she would handle the woman. Since
she was the type who had to be into everything, then, Mrs. Hopewell had decided, she
would not only let her be into everything, she would see to it that she was into
everything — she would give her the responsibility of everything, she would put her in
charge. Mrs. Hopewell had no bad qualities of her own but she was able to use other
people’s in such a constructive way that she had kept them four years.

Nothing is perfect. This was one of Mrs. Hopewell’s favorite sayings. Another was:
that is life! And still another, the most important, was: well, other people have their
opinions too. She would make these statements, usually at the table, in a tone of
gentle insistence as if no one held them but her, and the large hulking Joy, whose
constant outrage had obliterated every expression from her face, would stare just a
little to the side of her, her eyes icy blue, with the look of someone who had achieved
blindness by an act of will and means to keep it.

When Mrs. Hopewell said to Mrs. Freeman that life was like that, Mrs. Freeman
would say, “I always said so myself.” Nothing had been arrived at by anyone that had
not first been arrived at by her. She was quicker than Mr. Freeman. When Mrs.
Hopewell said to her after they had been on the place for a while, “You know, you're
the wheel behind the wheel,” and winked, Mrs. Freeman had said, “I know it. I've
always been quick. It's some that are quicker than others.”

“Everybody is different,” Mrs. Hopewell said.

“Yes, most people is,” Mrs. Freeman said.

“It takes all kinds to make the world.”

“I always said it did myself.”

The girl was used to this kind of dialogue for breakfast and more of it for dinner;
sometimes they had it for supper too. When they had no guest they ate in the kitchen
because that was easier. Mrs. Freeman always managed to arrive at some point during
the meal and to watch them finish it. She would stand in the doorway if it were
summer but in the winter she would stand with one elbow on top of the refrigerator
and look down at them, or she would stand by the gas heater, lifting the back of her
skirt slightly. Occasionally she would stand against the wall and roll her head from
side to side. At no time was she in any hurry to leave. All this was very trying on Mrs.
Hopewell but she was a woman of great patience. She realized that nothing is perfect
and that in the Freemans she had good country people and that if, in this day and age,
you get good country people, you had better hang onto them.



She had had plenty of experience with trash. Before the Freemans she had
averaged one tenant family a year. The wives of these farmers were not the kind you
would want to be around you for very long. Mrs. Hopewell, who had divorced her
husband long ago, needed someone to walk over the fields with her; and when Joy
had to be impressed for these services, her remarks were usually so ugly and her face
so glum that Mrs. Hopewell would say, “If you can’t come pleasantly, I don’t want you
at all,” to which the girl, standing square and rigid-shouldered with her neck thrust
slightly forward, would reply, “If you want me, here I am - LIKE  AM.”

Mrs. Hopewell excused this attitude because of the leg (which had been shot off
in a hunting accident when Joy was ten). It was hard for Mrs. Hopewell to realize that
her child was thirty-two now and that for more than twenty years she had had only
one leg. She thought of her still as a child because it tore her heart to think instead of
the poor stout girl in her thirties who had never danced a step or had any normal
good times. Her name was really Joy but as soon as she was twenty-one and away
from home, she had had it legally changed. Mrs. Hopewell was certain that she had
thought and thought until she had hit upon the ugliest name in any language. Then
she had gone and had the beautiful name, Joy, changed without telling her mother
until after she had done it. Her legal name was Hulga.

When Mrs. Hopewell thought the name, Hulga, she thought of the broad blank
hull of a battleship. She would not use it. She continued to call her Joy to which the
girl responded but in a purely mechanical way.

Hulga had learned to tolerate Mrs. Freeman who saved her from taking walks with
her mother. Even Glynese and Carramae were useful when they occupied attention
that might otherwise have been directed at her. At first she had thought she could not
stand Mrs. Freeman for she had found it was not possible to be rude to her. Mrs.
Freeman would take on strange resentments and for days together she would be
sullen but the source of her displeasure was always obscure; a direct attack, a positive
leer, blatant ugliness to her face - these never touched her. And without warning one
day, she began calling her Hulga.

She did not call her that in front of Mrs. Hopewell who would have been incensed
but when she and the girl happened to be out of the house together, she would say
something and add the name Hulga to the end of it, and the big spectacled Joy-Hulga
would scowl and redden as if her privacy had been intruded upon. She considered the
name her personal affair. She had arrived at it first purely on the basis of its ugly
sound and then the full genius of its fitness had struck her. She had a vision of the
name working like the ugly sweating Vulcan who stayed in the furnace and to whom,
presumably, the goddess had to come when called. She saw it as the name of her
highest creative act. One of her major triumphs was that her mother had not been
able to turn her dust into Joy, but the greater one was that she had been able to turn
it herself into Hulga. However, Mrs. Freeman’s relish for using the name only irritated
her. It was as if Mrs. Freeman’s beady steel-pointed eyes had penetrated far enough
behind her face to reach some secret fact. Something about her seemed to fascinate



Mrs. Freeman and then one day Hulga realized that it was the artificial leg. Mrs.
Freeman had a special fondness for the details of secret infections, hidden
deformities, assaults upon children. Of diseases, she preferred the lingering or
incurable. Hulga had heard Mrs. Hopewell give her the details of the hunting accident,
how the leg had been literally blasted off, how she had never lost consciousness. Mrs.
Freeman could listen to it any time as if it had happened an hour ago.

When Hulga stumped into the kitchen in the morning (she could walk without
making the awful noise but she made it - Mrs. Hopewell was certain - because it was
ugly-sounding), she glanced at them and did not speak. Mrs. Hopewell would be in
her red kimono with her hair tied around her head in rags. She would be sitting at the
table, finishing her breakfast and Mrs. Freeman would be hanging by her elbow
outward from the refrigerator, looking down at the table. Hulga always put her eggs
on the stove to boil and then stood over them with her arms folded, and Mrs.
Hopewell would look at her - a kind of indirect gaze divided between her and Mrs.
Freeman - and would think that if she would only keep herself up a little, she wouldn't
be so bad looking. There was nothing wrong with her face that a pleasant expression
wouldn’t help. Mrs. Hopewell said that people who looked on the bright side of things
would be beautiful even if they were not.

Whenever she looked at Joy this way, she could not help but feel that it would
have been better if the child had not taken the Ph.D. It had certainly not brought her
out any and now that she had it, there was no more excuse for her to go to school
again. Mrs. Hopewell thought it was nice for girls to go to school to have a good time
but Joy had “gone through.” Anyhow, she would not have been strong enough to go
again. The doctors had told Mrs. Hopewell that with the best of care, Joy might see
forty-five. She had a weak heart. Joy had made it plain that if it had not been for this
condition, she would be far from these red hills and good country people. She would
be in a university lecturing to people who knew what she was talking about. And Mrs.
Hopewell could very well picture here there, looking like a scarecrow and lecturing to
more of the same. Here she went about all day in a six-year-old skirt and a yellow
sweat shirt with a faded cowboy on a horse embossed on it. She thought this was
funny; Mrs. Hopewell thought it was idiotic and showed simply that she was still a
child. She was brilliant but she didn't have a grain of sense. It seemed to Mrs.
Hopewell that every year she grew less like other people and more like herself -
bloated, rude, and squint-eyed. And she said such strange things! To her own mother
she had said - without warning, without excuse, standing up in the middle of a meal
with her face purple and her mouth half full - “Woman! Do you ever look inside? Do
you ever look inside and see what you are not? God!” she had cried sinking down
again and staring at her plate, “Malebranche was right: we are not our own light. We
are not our own light!” Mrs. Hopewell had no idea to this day what brought that on.
She had only made the remark, hoping Joy would take it in, that a smile never hurt
anyone. The girl had taken the Ph.D. in philosophy and this left Mrs. Hopewell at a
complete loss. You could say, “My daughter is a nurse,” or “My daughter is a school



teacher,” or even, “My daughter is a chemical engineer.” You could not say, “My
daughter is a philosopher.” That was something that had ended with the Greeks and
Romans. All day Joy sat on her neck in a deep chair, reading. Sometimes she went for
walks but she didn’t like dogs or cats or birds or flowers or nature or nice young men.
She looked at nice young men as if she could smell their stupidity.

One day Mrs. Hopewell had picked up one of the books the girl had just put down
and opening it at random, she read, “Science, on the other hand, has to assert its
soberness and seriousness afresh and declare that it is concerned solely with what-is.
Nothing - how can it be for science anything but a horror and a phantasm? If science
is right, then one thing stands firm: science wishes to know nothing of nothing. Such
is after all the strictly scientific approach to Nothing. We know it by wishing to know
nothing of Nothing.” These words had been underlined with a blue pencil and they
worked on Mrs. Hopewell like some evil incantation in gibberish. She shut the book
quickly and went out of the room as if she were having a chill.

This morning when the girl came in, Mrs. Freeman was on Carramae. “She thrown
up four times after supper,” she said, “and was up twict in the night after three
o'clock. Yesterday she didn’t do nothing but ramble in the bureau drawer. All she did.
Stand up there and see what she could run up on.”

“She’s got to eat,” Mrs. Hopewell muttered, sipping her coffee, while she watched
Joy's back at the stove. She was wondering what the child had said to the Bible
salesman. She could not imagine what kind of a conversation she could possibly have
had with him.

He was a tall gaunt hatless youth who had called yesterday to sell them a Bible. He
had appeared at the door, carrying a large black suitcase that weighted him so heavily
on one side that he had to brace himself against the door facing. He seemed on the
point of collapse but he said in a cheerful voice, “Good morning, Mrs. Cedars!” and set
the suitcase down on the mat. He was not a bad-looking young man though he had on
a bright blue suit and yellow socks that were not pulled up far enough. He had
prominent face bones and a streak of sticky-looking brown hair falling across his
forehead.

“I'm Mrs. Hopewell,” she said.

“Oh!” he said, pretending to look puzzled but with his eyes sparkling, “I saw it said
‘The Cedars’ on the mailbox so I thought you was Mrs. Cedars!” and he burst out in a
pleasant laugh. He picked up the satchel and under cover of a pant, he fell forward
into her hall. It was rather as if the suitcase had moved first, jerking him after it. “Mrs.
Hopewell!” he said and grabbed her hand. “I hope you are well!” and he laughed again
and then all at once his face sobered completely. He paused and gave her a straight
earnest look and said, “Lady, I've come to speak of serious things.”

“Well, come in,” she muttered, none too pleased because her dinner was almost
ready. He came into the parlor and sat down on the edge of a straight chair and put
the suitcase between his feet and glanced around the room as if he were sizing her up



by it. Her silver gleamed on the two sideboards; she decided he had never been in a
room as elegant as this.

“Mrs. Hopewell,” he began, using her name in a way that sounded almost intimate,
“I know you believe in Chrustian service.”

“Well, yes,” she murmured.

“I know,” he said and paused, looking very wise with his head cocked on one side,
“that youre a good woman. Friends have told me.”

Mrs. Hopewell never liked to be taken for a fool. “What are you selling?” she
asked.

“Bibles,” the young man said and his eye raced around the room before he added,
“I see you have no family Bible in your parlor, I see that is the one lack you got!”

Mrs. Hopewell could not say, “My daughter is an atheist and won't let me keep the
Bible in the parlor.” She said, stiffening slightly, “I keep my Bible by my bedside.” This
was not the truth. It was in the attic somewhere.

“Lady,” he said, “the word of God ought to be in the parlor.”

“Well, I think that’s a matter of taste,” she began, “I think...”

“Lady,” he said, “for a Chrustian, the word of God ought to be in every room in the
house besides in his heart. I know you're a Chrustian because I can see it in every line
of your face.”

She stood up and said, “Well, young man, [ don’t want to buy a Bible and I smell
my dinner burning.”

He didn’t get up. He began to twist his hands and looking down at them, he said
softly, “Well lady, I'll tell you the truth - not many people want to buy one nowadays
and besides, I know I'm real simple. I don’t know how to say a thing but to say it. I'm
just a country boy.” He glanced up into her unfriendly face. “People like you don't like
to fool with country people like me!”

“Why!” she cried, “good country people are the salt of the earth! Besides, we all
have different ways of doing, it takes all kinds to make the world go ‘round. That’s
life!”

“You said a mouthful,” he said.

“Why, I think there aren’t enough good country people in the world!” she said,
stirred. “I think that's what’s wrong with it!”

His face had brightened. “I didn’t intraduce myself,” he said. “I'm Manley Pointer
from out in the country around Willohobie, not even from a place, just from near a
place.”

“You wait a minute,” she said. “I have to see about my dinner.” She went out to the
kitchen and found Joy standing near the door where she had been listening.

“Get rid of the salt of the earth,” she said, “and let’s eat.”

Mrs. Hopewell gave her a pained look and turned the heat down under the
vegetables. “I can’t be rude to anybody,” she murmured and went back into the parlor.

He had opened the suitcase and was sitting with a Bible on each knee.



“I appreciate your honesty,” he said. “You don't see any more real honest people
unless you go way out in the country.”

“I know,” she said, “real genuine folks!” Through the crack in the door she heard a
groan.

“I guess a lot of boys come telling you they’re working their way through college,”
he said, “but I'm not going to tell you that. Somehow,” he said, “I don’t want to go to
college. I want to devote my life to Chrustian service. See,” he said, lowering his voice,
“I got this heart condition. I may not live long. When you know it's something wrong
with you and you may not live long, well then, lady...” He paused, with his mouth
open, and stared at her.

He and Joy had the same condition! She knew that her eyes were filling with tears
but she collected herself quickly and murmured, “Won'’t you stay for dinner? We'd
love to have you!” and was sorry the instant she heard herself say it.

“Yes mam,” he said in an abashed voice. “I would sher love to do that!”

Joy had given him one look on being introduced to him and then throughout the
meal had not glanced at him again. He had addressed several remarks to her, which
she had pretended not to hear. Mrs. Hopewell could not understand deliberate
rudeness, although she lived with it, and she felt she had always to overflow with
hospitality to make up for Joy’s lack of courtesy. She urged him to talk about himself
and he did. He said he was the seventh child of twelve and that his father had been
crushed under a tree when he himself was eight years old. He had been crushed very
badly, in fact, almost cut in two and was practically not recognizable. His mother had
got along the best she could by hard working and she had always seen that her
children went to Sunday School and that they read the Bible every evening. He was
now nineteen years old and he had been selling Bibles for four months. In that time
he had sold seventy-seven Bibles and had the promise of two more sales. He wanted
to become a missionary because he thought that was the way you could do most for
people. “He who losest his life shall find it,” he said simply and he was so sincere, so
genuine and earnest that Mrs. Hopewell would not for the world have smiled. He
prevented his peas from sliding onto the table by blocking them with a piece of bread
which he later cleaned his plate with. She could see Joy observing sidewise how he
handled his knife and fork and she saw too that every few minutes, the boy would
dart a keen appraising glance at the girl as if he were trying to attract her attention.

After dinner Joy cleared the dishes off the table and disappeared and Mrs.
Hopewell was left to talk with him. He told her again about his childhood and his
father’s accident and about various things that had happened to him. Every five
minutes or so she would stifle a yawn. He sat for two hours until finally she told him
she must go because she had an appointment in town. He packed his Bibles and
thanked her and prepared to leave, but in the doorway he stopped and wring her
hand and said that not on any of his trips had he met a lady as nice as her and he
asked if he could come again. She had said she would always be happy to see him.



Joy had been standing in the road, apparently looking at something in the
distance, when he came down the steps toward her, bent to the side with his heavy
valise. He stopped where she was standing and confronted her directly. Mrs.
Hopewell could not hear what he said but she trembled to think what Joy would say
to him. She could see that after a minute Joy said something and that then the boy
began to speak again, making an excited gesture with his free hand. After a minute Joy
said something else at which the boy began to speak once more. Then to her
amazement, Mrs. Hopewell saw the two of them walk off together, toward the gate.
Joy had walked all the way to the gate with him and Mrs. Hopewell could not imagine
what they had said to each other, and she had not yet dared to ask.

Mrs. Freeman was insisting upon her attention. She had moved from the
refrigerator to the heater so that Mrs. Hopewell had to turn and face her in order to
seem to be listening. “Glynese gone out with Harvey Hill again last night,” she said.
“She had this sty.”

“Hill,” Mrs. Hopewell said absently, “is that the one who works in the garage?”

“Nome, he’s the one that goes to chiropractor school,” Mrs. Freeman said. “She
had this sty. Been had it two days. So she says when he brought her in the other night
he says, ‘Lemme get rid of that sty for you,” and she says, ‘How?’ and he says, ‘You just
lay yourself down acrost the seat of that car and I'll show you.” So she done it and he
popped her neck. Kept it several times until she made him quit. This morning,” Mrs.
Freeman said, “she ain’t got no sty. She ain’t got no traces of a sty.”

“I never heard of that before,” Mrs. Hopewell said.

“He ast her to marry him before the Ordinary,” Mrs. Freeman went on, “and she
told him she wasn't going to be married in no office.”

“Well, Glynese is a fine girl,” Mrs. Hopewell said. “Glynese and Carramae are both
fine girls.”

“Carramae said when her and Lyman was married Lyman said it sure felt sacred to
him. She said he said he wouldn't take five hundred dollars for being married by a
preacher.”

“How much would he take?” the girl asked from the stove.

“He said he wouldn'’t take five hundred dollars,” Mrs. Freeman repeated.

“Well we all have work to do,” Mrs. Hopewell said.

“Lyman said it just felt more sacred to him,” Mrs. Freeman said. “The doctor wants
Carramae to eat prunes. Says instead of medicine. Says them cramps is coming from
pressure. You know where I think it is?”

“She’ll be better in a few weeks,” Mrs. Hopewell said.

“In the tube,” Mrs. Freeman said. “Else she wouldn’t be as sick as she is.”

Hulga had cracked her two eggs into a saucer and was bringing them to the table
along with a cup of coffee that she had filled too full. She sat down carefully and
began to eat, meaning to keep Mrs. Freeman there by questions if for any reason she
showed an inclination to leave. She could perceive her mother’s eye on her. The first



round-about question would be about the Bible salesman and she did not wish to
bring it on. “How did he pop her neck?” she asked.

Mrs. Freeman went into a description of how he had popped her neck. She said he
owned a '55 Mercury but that Glynese said she would rather marry a man with only a
'36 Plymouth who would be married by a preacher. The girl asked what if he had a '32
Plymouth and Mrs. Freeman said what Glynese had said was a '36 Plymouth.

Mrs. Hopewell said there were not many girls with Glynese’s common sense. She
said what she admired in those girls was their common sense. She said that reminded
her that they had had a nice visitor yesterday, a young man selling Bibles. “Lord,” she
said, “he bored me to death but he was so sincere and genuine I couldn’t be rude to
him. He was just good country people, you know,” she said, “—just the salt of the
earth.”

“I seen him walk up,” Mrs. Freeman said, “and then later - I seen him walk off,”
and Hulga could feel the slight shift in her voice, the slight insinuation, that he had
not walked off alone, had he? Her face remained expressionless but the color rose
into her neck and she seemed to swallow it down with the next spoonful of egg. Mrs.
Freeman was looking at her as if they had a secret together.

“Well, it takes all kinds of people to make the world go ‘round,” Mrs. Hopewell
said. “It’s very good we aren't all alike.”

“Some people are more alike than others,” Mrs. Freeman said.

Hulga got up and stumped, with about twice the noise that was necessary, into
her room and locked the door. She was to meet the Bible salesman at ten o'clock at
the gate. She had thought about it half the night. She had started thinking of it as a
great joke and then she had begun to see profound implications in it. She had lain in
bed imagining dialogues for them that were insane on the surface but that reached
below the depths that no Bible salesman would be aware of. Their conversation
yesterday had been of this kind.

He had stopped in front of her and had simply stood there. His face was bony and
sweaty and bright, with a little pointed nose in the center of it, and his look was
different from what it had been at the dinner table. He was gazing at her with open
curiosity, with fascination, like a child watching a new fantastic animal at the zoo, and
he was breathing as if he had run a great distance to reach her. His gaze seemed
somehow familiar but she could not think where she had been regarded with it
before. For almost a minute he didn't say anything. Then on what seemed an insuck of
breath, he whispered, “You ever ate a chicken that was two days old?”

The girl looked at him stonily. He might have just put this question up for
consideration at the meeting of a philosophical association. “Yes,” she presently
replied as if she had considered it from all angles.

“It must have been mighty small!” he said triumphantly and shook all over with
little nervous giggles, getting very red in the face, and subsiding finally into his gaze of
complete admiration, while the girl's expression remained exactly the same.

“How old are you?” he asked softly.



She waited some time before she answered. Then in a flat voice she said,
“Seventeen.”

His smiles came in succession like waves breaking on the surface of a little lake. “I
see you got a wooden leg,” he said. “I think you're real brave. I think you're real sweet.”

The girl stood blank and solid and silent.

“Walk to the gate with me,” he said. “You're a brave sweet little thing and I liked
you the minute I seen you walk in the door.”

Hulga began to move forward.

“What’s your name?” he asked, smiling down on the top of her head.

“Hulga,” she said.

“Hulga,” he murmured, “Hulga. Hulga. I never heard of anybody name Hulga
before. Youre shy, aren’t you, Hulga?” he asked.

She nodded, watching his large red hand on the handle of the giant valise.

“I like girls that wear glasses,” he said. “I think a lot. I'm not like these people that
a serious thought don’t ever enter their heads. It's because I may die.”

“I may die too,” she said suddenly and looked up at him. His eyes were very small
and brown, glittering feverishly.

“Listen,” he said, “don’t you think some people was meant to meet on account of
what all they got in common and all? Like they both think serious thoughts and all?”
He shifted the valise to his other hand so that the hand nearest her was free. He
caught hold of her elbow and shook it a little. “I don’t work on Saturday,” he said. “I
like to walk in the woods and see what Mother Nature is wearing. O’er the hills and far
away. Picnics and things. Couldn’t we go on a picnic tomorrow? Say yes, Hulga,” he
said and gave her a dying look as if he felt his insides about to drop out of him. He had
even seemed to sway slightly toward her.

During the night she had imagined that she seduced him. She imagined that the
two of them walked on the place until they came to the storage barn beyond the two
back fields and there, she imagined, that things came to such a pass that she very
easily seduced him and that then, of course, she had to reckon with his remorse. True
genius can get an idea across even to an inferior mind. She imagined that she took his
remorse in hand and changed it into a deeper understanding of life. She took all his
shame away and turned it into something useful.

She set off for the gate at exactly ten o'clock, escaping without drawing Mrs.
Hopewell’s attention. She didn't take anything to eat, forgetting that food is usually
taken on a picnic. She wore a pair of slacks and a dirty white shirt, and as an
afterthought, she had put some Vapex on the collar of it since she did not own any
perfume. When she reached the gate no one was there.

She looked up and down the empty highway and had the furious feeling that she
had been tricked, that he only meant to make her walk to the gate after the idea of
him. Then suddenly he stood up, very tall, from behind a bush on the opposite
embankment. Smiling, he lifted his hat which was new and wide-brimmed. He had not
worn it yesterday and she wondered if he had bought it for the occasion. It was toast-



colored with a red and white band around it and was slightly too large for him. He
stepped from behind the bush still carrying the black valise. He had on the same suit
and the same yellow socks sucked down in his shoes from walking. He crossed the
highway and said, “I knew you'd come!”

The girl wondered acidly how he had known this. She pointed to the valise and
asked, “Why did you bring your Bibles?”

He took her elbow, smiling down on her as if he could not stop. “You can never
tell when you'll need the word of God, Hulga,” he said. She had a moment in which she
doubted that this was actually happening and then they began to climb the
embankment. They went down into the pasture toward the woods. The boy walked
lightly by her side, bouncing on his toes. The valise did not seem to be heavy today; he
even swung it. They crossed half the pasture without saying anything and then,
putting his hand easily on the small of her back, he asked softly, “Where does your
wooden leg join on?”

She turned an ugly red and glared at him and for an instant the boy looked
abashed. “I didn’t mean you no harm,” he said. “I only meant you're so brave and all. I
guess God takes care of you.”

“No,” she said, looking forward and walking fast, “I don’t even believe in God.”

At this he stopped and whistled. “No!” he exclaimed as if he were too astonished
to say anything else.

She walked on and in a second he was bouncing at her side, fanning with his hat.
“That’s very unusual for a girl,” he remarked, watching her out of the corner of his
eye. When they reached the edge of the wood, he put his hand on her back again and
drew her against him without a word and kissed her heavily.

The kiss, which had more pressure than feeling behind it, produced that extra
surge of adrenalin in the girl that enables one to carry a packed trunk out of a burning
house, but in her, the power went at once to the brain. Even before he released her,
her mind, clear and detached and ironic anyway, was regarding him from a great
distance, with amusement but with pity. She had never been kissed before and she
was pleased to discover that it was an unexceptional experience and all a matter of
the mind’s control. Some people might enjoy drain water if they were told it was
vodka. When the boy, looking expectant but uncertain, pushed her gently away, she
turned and walked on, saying nothing as if such business, for her, were common
enough.

He came along panting at her side, trying to help her when he saw a root that she
might trip over. He caught and held back the long swaying blades of thorn vine until
she had passed beyond them. She led the way and he came breathing heavily behind
her. Then they came out on a sunlit hillside, sloping softly into another one a little
smaller. Beyond, they could see the rusted top of the old barn where the extra hay
was stored.

The hill was sprinkled with small pink weeds. “Then you ain't saved?” he asked
suddenly, stopping.



The girl smiled. It was the first time she had smiled at him at all. “In my economy,”
she said, “I'm saved and you are damned but I told you I didn't believe in God.”

Nothing seemed to destroy the boy’s look of admiration. He gazed at her now as if
the fantastic animal at the zoo had put its paw through the bars and given him a
loving poke. She thought he looked as if he wanted to kiss her again and she walked
on before he had the chance.

“Ain’t there somewheres we can sit down sometime?” he murmured, his voice
softening toward the end of the sentence.

“In that barn,” she said.

They made for it rapidly as if it might slide away like a train. It was a large two-
story barn, cook and dark inside. The boy pointed up the ladder that led into the loft
and said, “It’s too bad we can’t go up there.”

“Why can’t we?” she asked.

“Yer leg,” he said reverently.

The girl gave him a contemptuous look and putting both hands on the ladder, she
climbed it while he stood below, apparently awestruck. She pulled herself expertly
through the opening and then looked down at him and said, “Well, come on if your
coming,” and he began to climb the ladder, awkwardly bringing the suitcase with him.

“We won't need the Bible,” she observed.

“You never can tell,” he said, panting. After he had got into the loft, he was a few
seconds catching his breath. She had sat down in a pile of straw. A wide sheath of
sunlight, filled with dust particles, slanted over her. She lay back against a bale, her
face turned away, looking out the front opening of the barn where hay was thrown
from a wagon into the loft. The two pink-speckled hillsides lay back against a dark
ridge of woods. The sky was cloudless and cold blue. The boy dropped down by her
side and put one arm under her and the other over her and began methodically
kissing her face, making little noises like a fish. He did not remove his hat but it was
pushed far enough back not to interfere. When her glasses got in his way, he took
them off of her and slipped them into his pocket.

The girl at first did not return any of the kisses but presently she began to and
after she had put several on his cheek, she reached his lips and remained there,
kissing him again and again as if she were trying to draw all the breath out of him. His
breath was clear and sweet like a child’s and the kisses were sticky like a child’s. He
mumbled about loving her and about knowing when he first seen her that he loved
her, but the mumbling was like the sleepy fretting of a child being put to sleep by his
mother. Her mind, throughout this, never stopped or lost itself for a second to her
feelings. “You ain’t said you loved me none,” he whispered finally, pulling back from
her. “You got to say that.”

She looked away from him off into the hollow sky and then down at a black ridge
and then down farther into what appeared to be two green swelling lakes. She didn’t
realize he had taken her glasses but this landscape could not seem exceptional to her
for she seldom paid any close attention to her surroundings.



“You got to say it,” he repeated. “You got to say you love me.”

She was always careful how she committed herself. “In a sense,” she began, “if you
use the word loosely, you might say that. But it's not a word I use. I don’t have
illusions. I'm one of those people who see through to nothing.”

The boy was frowning. “You got to say it. I said it and you got to say it,” he said.

The girl looked at him almost tenderly. “You poor baby,” she murmured.

“It’s just as well you don't understand,” and she pulled him by the neck, face-
down, against her. “We are all damned,” she said, “but some of us have taken off our
blindfolds and see that there’s nothing to see. It's a kind of salvation.”

The boy’s astonished eyes looked blankly through the ends of her hair. “Okay,” he
almost whined, “but do you love me or don’tcher?”

“Yes,” she said and added, “in a sense. But I must tell you something. There
mustn’t be anything dishonest between us.” She lifted his head and looked him in the
eye. “I am thirty years old,” she said. “I have a number of degrees.”

The boy’s look was irritated but dogged. “I don't care,” he said. “I don't care a thing
about what all you done. I just want to know if you love me or don’tcher?” and he
caught her to him and wildly planted her face with kisses until she said, “Yes, yes.”

“Okay then,” he said, letting her go. “Prove it.”

She smiled, looking dreamily out on the shifty landscape. She had seduced him
without even making up her mind to try. “How?” she asked, feeling that he should be
delayed a little.

He leaned over and put his lips to her ear. “Show me where your wooden leg joins
on,” he whispered.

The girl uttered a sharp little cry and her face instantly drained of color. The
obscenity of the suggestion was not what shocked her. As a child she had sometimes
been subject to feelings of shame but education had removed the last traces of that as
a good surgeon scrapes for cancer; she would no more have felt it over what he was
asking than she would have believed in his Bible. But she was as sensitive about the
artificial leg as a peacock about his tail. No one ever touched it but her. She took care
of it as someone else would his soul, in private and almost with her own eyes turned
away. “No,” she said.

“I known it,” he muttered, sitting up. “You're just playing me for a sucker.”

“On no no!” she cried. “It joins on at the knee. Only at the knee. Why do you want
to see it?”

The boy gave her a long penetrating look. “Because,” he said, “it's what makes you
different. You ain’t like anybody else.”

She sat staring at him. There was nothing about her face or her round freezing-
blue eyes to indicate that this had moved her; but she felt as if her heart had stopped
and left her mind to pump her blood. She decided that for the first time in her life she
was face to face with real innocence. This boy, with an instinct that came from
beyond wisdom, had touched the truth about her. When after a minute, she said in a



hoarse high voice, “All right,” it was like surrendering to him completely. It was like
losing her own life and finding it again, miraculously, in his.

Very gently, he began to roll the slack leg up. The artificial limb, in a white sock
and brown flat shoe, was bound in a heavy material like canvas and ended in an ugly
jointure where it was attached to the stump. The boy’s face and his voice were
entirely reverent as he uncovered it and said, “Now show me how to take it off and
on.”

She took it off for him and put it back on again and then he took it off himself,
handling it as tenderly as if it were a real one. “See!” he said with a delighted child’s
face. “Now I can do it myself!”

“Put it back on,” she said. She was thinking that she would run away with him and
that every night he would take the leg off and every morning put it back on again.
“Put it back on,” she said.

“Not yet,” he murmured, setting it on its foot out of her reach. “Leave it off for
awhile. You got me instead.”

She gave a little cry of alarm but he pushed her down and began to kiss her again.
Without the leg she felt entirely dependent on him. Her brain seemed to have
stopped thinking altogether and to be about some other function that it was not very
good at. Different expressions raced back and forth over her face. Every now and
then the boy, his eyes like two steel spikes, would glance behind him where the leg
stood. Finally she pushed him off and said, “Put it back on me now.”

“Wait,” he said. He leaned the other way and pulled the valise toward him and
opened it. It had a pale blue spotted lining and there were only two Bibles in it. He
took one of these out and opened the cover of it. It was hollow and contained a
pocket flask of whiskey, a pack of cards, and a small blue box with printing on it. He
laid these out in front of her one at a time in an evenly-spaced row, like one
presenting offerings at the shrine of a goddess. He put the blue box in her hand. THIS
PRODUCT TO BE USED ONLY FOR THE PREVENTION OF DISEASE, she read, and
dropped it. The boy was unscrewing the top of the flask. He stopped and pointed,
with a smile, to the deck of cards. It was not an ordinary deck but one with an
obscene picture on the back of each card. “Take a swig,” he said, offering her the
bottle first. He held it in front of her, but like one mesmerized, she did not move.

Her voice when she spoke had an almost pleading sound. “Aren’t you,” she
murmured, “aren’t you just good country people?”

The boy cocked his head. He looked as if he were just beginning to understand
that she might be trying to insult him. “Yeah,” he said, curling his lip slightly, “but it
ain’t held me back none. I'm as good as you any day in the week.”

“Give me my leg,” she said.

He pushed it farther away with his foot. “Come on now, let’s begin to have us a
good time,” he said coaxingly. “We ain’t got to know one another good yet.”

“Give me my leg!” she screamed and tried to lunge for it but he pushed her down
easily.



“What'’s the matter with you all of a sudden?” he asked, frowning as he screwed
the top on the flask and put it quickly back inside the Bible. “You just a while ago said
you didn't believe in nothing. I thought you was some girl!”

Her face was almost purple. “Youre a Christian!” she hissed. “Youre a fine
Christian! You're just like them all - say one thing and do another. Youre a perfect
Christian, you're...”

The boy's mouth was set angrily. “I hope you don’t think,” he said in a lofty
indignant tone, “that I believe in that crap! I may sell Bibles but I know which end is
up and [ wasn’t born yesterday and I know where I'm going!”

“Give me my leg!” she screeched. He jumped up so quickly that she barely saw him
sweep the cards and the blue box back into the Bible and throw the Bible into the
valise. She saw him grab the leg and then she saw it for an instant slanted forlornly
across the inside of the suitcase with a Bible at either side of its opposite ends. He
slammed the lid shut and snatched up the valise and swung it down the hole and then
stepped through himself. When all of him had passed but his head, he turned and
regarded her with a look that no longer had any admiration in it. “I've gotten a lot of
interesting things,” he said. “One time I got a woman’s glass eye this way. And you
needn’t to think you'll catch me because Pointer ain’t really my name. I use a different
name at every house I call at and don’t stay nowhere long. And I'll tell you another
thing, Hulga,” he said, using the name as if he didn’t think much of it, “you ain’t so
smart. I been believing in nothing ever since I was born!” and then the toast-colored
hat disappeared down the hole and the girl was left, sitting on the straw in the dusty
sunlight. When she turned her churning face toward the opening, she saw his blue
figure struggling successfully over the green speckled lake.

Mrs. Hopewell and Mrs. Freeman, who were in the back pasture, digging up
onions, saw him emerge a little later from the woods and head across the meadow
toward the highway. “Why, that looks like that nice dull young man that tried to sell
me a Bible yesterday,” Mrs. Hopewell said, squinting. “He must have been selling them
to the Negroes back in there. He was so simple,” she said, “but I guess the world
would be better off if we were all that simple.”

Mrs. Freeman’s gaze drove forward and just touched him before he disappeared
under the hill. Then she returned her attention to the evilsmelling onion shoot she
was lifting from the ground. “Some can’t be that simple,” she said. “I know I never

could.”




FLANNERY O’CONNOR (1925-1964)
A Good Man Is Hard to Find

The grandmother didn’t want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit
some of her connections in east Tennessee and she was seizing at
every chance to change Bailey’s mind. Bailey was the son she lived
with, her only boy. He was sitting on the edge of his chair at the
table, bent over the orange sports section of the Journal “Now look
here, Bailey,” she said, “see here, read this,” and she stood with one
hand on her thin hip and the other rattling the newspaper at his bald
head.

“Here this fellow that calls himself The Misfit is aloose from the
Federal Pen and headed toward Florida and you read here what it
says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn’t take my
children in any direction with a criminal like that aloose in it. I
couldn’t answer to my conscience if I did.”

Bailey didn’t look up from his reading so she wheeled around
then and faced the children’s mother, a young woman in slacks,
whose face was as broad and innocent as a cabbage and was tied
round with a green head-kerchief that had two points on the top like
rabbit’s ears. She was sitting on the sofa, feeding the baby his
apricots out of a jar. “The children have been to Florida before,” the
old lady said. “You all ought to take them somewhere else for a
change so they would see different parts of the world and be broad.
They never have been to east Tennessee.”

The children’s mother didn’t seem to hear her but the eight-year-
old boy, John Wesley, a stocky child with glasses, said, “If you don’t
want to go to Florida, why dontcha stay at home?” He and the little
girl, June Star, were reading the funny papers on the floor.

“She wouldn’t stay at home to be queen for a day,” June Star
said without raising her yellow head.
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“Yes and what would you do if this fellow, The Misfit, caught
you?” the grandmother asked.

“I'd smack his face,” John Wesley said.

“She wouldn’t stay at home for a million bucks,” June Star said.
“Afraid she’d miss something. She has to go everywhere we go.”

“All right, Miss,” the grandmother said. “Just remember that the
next time you want me to curl your hair.”

June Star said her hair was naturally curly.

The next morning the grandmother was the first one in the car,
ready to go. She had her big black valise that looked like the head of
a hippopotamus in one corner, and underneath it she was hiding a
basket with Pitty Sing, the cat, in it. She didn’t intend for the cat to
be left alone in the house for three days because he would miss her
too much and she was afraid he might brush against one of the gas
burners and accidentally asphyxiate himself. Her son, Bailey, didn’t
like to arrive at a motel with a cat.

She sat in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and
June Star on either side of her. Bailey and the children’s mother and
the baby sat in the front and they left Atlanta at eight forty-five with
the mileage on the car at 55890. The grandmother wrote this down
because she thought it would be interesting to say how many miles
they had been when they got back. It took them twenty minutes to
reach the outskirts of the city.

The old lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white
cotton gloves and putting them up with her purse on the shelf in
front of the back window. The children’s mother still had on slacks
and still had her head tied up in a green kerchief, but the
grandmother had on a navy blue straw sailor hat with a bunch of
white violets on the brim and a navy blue dress with a small white
dot in the print. Her collar and cuffs were white organdy trimmed
with lace and at her neckline she had pinned a purple spray of cloth
violets containing a sachet. In case of an accident, anyone seeing her
dead on the highway would know at once that she was a lady.

She said she thought it was going to be a good day for
driving, neither too hot nor too cold, and she cautioned Bailey
that the speed limit was fifty-five miles an hour and that the
patrolmen hid themselves behind billboards and small clumps of
trees and sped out after you before you had a chance to
slowdown. She pointed out interesting details of the scenery:
Stone Mountain; the blue granite that in some places came up
to both sides of the highway; the brilliant red clay bank
slightly streaked with purple, and the various crops that made
row of green lace-work on the ground. The trees were full of silver-
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white sunlight and the meanest of them sparkled. The children were
reading comic magazines and their mother had gone back to sleep.

“Let’s go through Georgia fast so we won’t have to look at it
much,” John Wesley said.

“If I were a little boy,” said the grandmother, “I wouldn’t talk
about my native state that way. Tennessee has the mountains and
Georgia has the hills.”

“Tennessee is just a hillbilly dumping ground,” John Wesley said,
“and Georgia is a lousy state too.”

“You said it,” June Star said.

“In my time,” said the grandmother, folding her thin veined
fingers, “children were more respectful of their native states and their
parents and everything else. People did right then. Oh look at the
cute little pickaninny!” she said and pointed to a Negro child standing
in the door of a shack. “Wouldn’t that make a picture, now?” she
asked and they all turned and looked at the little Negro out of the
back window. He waved.

“He didn’t have any britches on,” June Star said.

“He probably didn’t have any,” the grandmother explained. “Little
niggers in the country don’t have things like we do. If I could paint,
I'd paint that picture,” she said.

The children exchanged comic books.

The grandmother offered to hold the baby and the children’s
mother passed him over the front seat to her. She set him on her
knee and bounced him and told him about the things they were
passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up her mouth und stuck
her leathery thin face into his smooth bland one. Occasionally he
gave her a faraway smile. They passed a large cotton field with five or
six graves fenced in the middle of it, like a small island. “Look at the
graveyard!” the grandmother said, pointing it out. “That was the old
family burying ground. That belonged to the plantation.”

“Where’s the plantation?” John Wesley asked.

“Gone With the Wind,” said the grandmother. “Ha. Ha.”

When the children finished all the comic books they had
brought, they opened the lunch and ate it. The grandmother ate a
peanut butter sandwich and an olive and would not let the children
throw the box and the paper napkins out the window. When there
was nothing else to do they played a game by choosing a cloud and
making the other two guess what shape it suggested. John Wesley
took one the shape of a cow and June Star guessed a cow and John
Wesley said, no, an automobile, and June Star said he didn’t play
fair, and they began to slap each other over the grandmother.

The grandmother said she would tell them a story if they would
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keep quiet. When she told a story, she rolled her eyes and waved her
head and was very dramatic. She said once when she was a maiden
lady she had been courted by a Mr. Edgar Atkins Teagarden from
Jasper Georgia. She said he was a very good-looking man and a
gentleman and that he brought her a watermelon every Saturday
afternoon with his initials cut in it, E. A. T. Well, one Saturday, she
said, Mr. Teagarden brought the watermelon and there was nobody at
home and he left it on the front porch and returned in his buggy to
Jasper, but she never got the watermelon, she said, because a nigger
boy ate it when he saw the initials, E. A. T.! This story tickled John
Wesley’s funny bone and he giggled and giggled but June Star didn’t
think it was any good. She said she wouldn’t many a man that just
brought her a watermelon on Saturday. The grandmother said she
would have done well to marry Mr. Teagarden because he was a
gentleman and had bought Coca-Cola stock when it first came out
and that he had died only a few years ago, a very wealthy man.

They stopped at The Tower for barbecued sandwiches. The Tower
was a part stucco and part wood filling station and dance hall set in a
clearing outside of Timothy. A fat man named Red Sammy Butts ran
it and there were signs stuck here and there on the building and for
miles up and down the highway saying, TRY RED SAMMY’S FAMOUS
BARBECUE. NONE LIKE FAMOUS RED SAMMY’S! RED SAM! THE FAT
BOY WITH THE HAPPY LAUGH. A VETERAN! RED SAMMY’S YOUR MAN!

Red Sammy was lying on the bare ground outside The Tower
with his head under a truck while a gray monkey about a foot high,
chained to a small chinaberry tree, chattered nearby. The monkey
sprang back into the tree and got on the highest limb as soon as he
saw the children jump out of the car and run toward him.

Inside, The Tower was a long dark room with a counter at one
end and tables at the other and dancing space in the middle. They all
sat down at a broad table next to the nickelodeon and Red Sam’s
wife, a tail burnt-brown woman with hair and eyes lighter than her
skin, came and took their order. The children’s mother put a dime in
the machine and played “The Tennessee Waltz,” and the grand-
mother said that tune always made her want to dance. She asked
Bailey if he would like to dance but he only glared at her. He didn’t
have a naturally sunny disposition like she did and trips made him
nervous. The grandmother’s brown eyes were very bright. She swayed
her head from side to side and pretended she was dancing in her
chair. June Star said play something she could tap to so the
children’s mother put in another dime and played a fast number and
June Star stepped out onto the dance floor and did her tap routine.
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“Ain’t she cute?” Red Sam’s wife said, leaning over the counter.
“Would you like to come be my little girl?”

“No I certainly wouldn’t,” June Star said. “I wouldn’t live in a
broken-down place like this for a million bucks!” and she ran back to
the table.

“Ain’t she cute?” the woman repeated, stretching her mouth
politely.

“Aren’t you ashamed?” hissed the grandmother.

Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the
counter and hurry with these people’s order. His khaki trousers
reached just to his hip bones and his stomach hung over them like a
sack of meal swaying under his shirt. He came over and sat: down at
a table nearby and let out a combination sigh and yodel. “You can’t
win,” he said. “You can’t win,” and he wiped his sweating red face off
with a gray handkerchief. “These days you don’t know who to trust,”
he said. “Ain’t that the truth?”

“People are certainly not nice like they used to be,” said the
grandmother.

“Two fellers come in here last week,” Red Sammy said,, “driving a
Chrysler. It was a old beat-up car but it was a good one and these
boys looked all right to me. Said they worked at the mill and you
know I let them fellers charge the gas they bought? Now why did I do
that?”

“Because you’re a good man!” the grandmother said at once.

“Yes’m, I suppose so,” Red Sam said as if he were struck with the
answer.

His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once
without a tray, two in each hand and one balanced on her arm. “It
isn’t a soul in this green world of God’s that you can trust,” she said.
“And I don’t: count nobody out of that, not nobody,” she repeated,
looking at Red Sammy.

“Did you read about that criminal. The Misfit, that’s escaped?”
asked the grandmother.

“I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he didn’t attack this place right
here,” said the woman. “If he hears about it being here, I wouldn’t be
none surprised to see him. If he hears it’s two cent in the cash
register, I wouldn’t be a tall surprised if he...”

“That’ll do,” Red Sam said. “Go bring these people their
Co’Colas,” and the woman went off to get the rest of the order.

“A good man is hard to find,” Red Sammy said. “Everything is
getting terrible. I remember the day you could go off and leave your
screen door unlatched. Not no more.”

He and the grandmother discussed better times. The old lady
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said that in her opinion Europe was entirely to blame for the way
things were now. She said the way Europe acted you would think we
were made of money and Red Sam said it was no use talking about it,
she was exactly right. The children ran outside into the white
sunlight and looked at the monkey in the lacy chinaberry tree. He
was busy catching fleas on himself and biting each one carefully
between his teeth as if it were a delicacy.

They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother
took cat naps and woke up every few minutes with her own snoring.
Outside of Toombsboro she woke up and recalled an old plantation
that she had visited in this neighborhood once when she was a young
lady. She said the house had six white columns across the front and
that there was an avenue of oaks leading up to it and two little
wooden trellis arbors on either side in front where you sat down with
your suitor after a stroll in the garden. She recalled exactly which
road to turn off to get to it. She knew that Bailey would not be willing
to lose any time looking at an old house, but the more she talked
about it, the more she wanted to see it once again and find out if the
little twin arbors were still standing. “There was a secret panel in this
house,” she said craftily, not telling the truth but wishing that she
were, “and the story went that all the family silver was hidden in it
when Sherman came through but it was never found . . .”

“Hey!” John Wesley said. “Let’s go see it! We'll find it! We’ll poke
all the woodwork and find it! Who lives there? Where do you turn off
at? Hey Pop, can’t we turn off there?”

We never have seen a house with a secret panel!” June Star
shrieked. “Let’s go to the house with the secret panel) Hey, Pop, can’t
we go see the house with the secret panel!”

“It’s not far from here, I know,” the grandmother said. “it
wouldn’t take over twenty minutes.”

Bailey was looking straight: ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a
horse shoe. “No,” he said.

The children began to yell and scream that they wanted to see
the house with the secret panel. John Wesley kicked the back of the
front seat and June Star hung over her mother’s shoulder and
whined desperately into her ear that they never had any fun even on
their vacation, and that they could, never do what THEY wanted to
do. The baby began to scream and John Wesley kicked the back of
the seat so hard that his father could feel the blows in his kidney.

“All right!” he shouted, and drew the car to a stop at the side of
the road. “Will you all shut up? Will you all just shut lip for one
second? If you don’t shut up, we won’t go anywhere.”
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“It would be very educational for them,” the grandmother
murmured.

“All right,” Bailey said, “but get this: this is the only time we’re
going to stop for anything like this. This is the one and only time.”
“The dirt road that you have to turn down is about a mile back,”
the grandmother directed. “I marked it when we passed.”

“A dirt road,” Bailey groaned.

After they had turned around and were headed toward the dirt
road, the grandmother recalled other points about the house, the
beautiful glass over the front doorway and the candle-lamp in the hall.
John Wesley said that the secret panel was probably in the fireplace.

“You can’t go inside this house,” Bailey said. “You don’t know
who lives there.”

“While you all talk to the people In front, I'll run around behind
and get in a window,” John Wesley suggested.

“We’ll all stay- in the car,” his mother said.

They turned onto the dirt road and the car raced roughly along
in a swirl of pink dust. The grandmother recalled the times when
there were no paved roads and thirty miles was a day’s journey. The
dirt road was hilly and there were sudden washes in it and sharp
curves on dangerous embankments. All at once they would be on a
hill, looking down over the blue tops of trees for miles around, then
the next minute, they would be in a red depression with the dust-
coated trees looking down on them.

“This place had better turn up in a minute,” Bailey said, “or I'm
going to turn around.”

The road looked as if no one had traveled on it in months.

“It’s not much farther,” the grandmother said and just as she
said it, a horrible thought came to her. The thought was so
embarrassing that she turned red in the face and her eyes dilated and
her feet jumped up, upsetting her valise in the comer. The instant the
valise moved, the newspaper top she had over the basket under it rose
with a snarl and Pitty Sing, the cat, sprang onto Bailey’s shoulder.

The children were thrown to the floor and their mother, clutching
the baby, was thrown out the door onto the ground; the old lady was
thrown into the front seat. The car turned over once and landed
right-side-up in a gulch on the side of the road. Bailey remained in
the driver’s seat with the cat—gray-striped with a broad white face
and an orange nose—clinging to his neck like a caterpillar.

As soon as the children saw they could move their arms and legs,
they scrambled out of the car, shouting, “We’ve had an ACCIDENT!”
The grandmother was curled up under the dashboard, hoping she
was injured so that: Bailey’s wrath would not come down on her all at
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once. The horrible thought she had had before the accident was that
the house she had remembered so vividly was not in Georgia but in
Tennessee.

Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flunk
it out the window against the side of a pine tree. Then he got out of
the car and started looking for the children’s mother. She was sitting
against the side of the red gutted ditch, holding the screaming baby,
but she only had a cut down her face and a broken shoulder. “We’ve
had an ACCIDENT!” the children screamed in a frenzy of delight

“But nobody’s killed,” June Star said with disappointment as the
grandmother limped out of the car, her hat still pinned to her head
but the broken front brim standing up at a jaunty angle and the
violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat down in the ditch,
except the children, to recover from the shock. They were all shaking.

“Maybe a car will come along,” said the children’s mother
hoarsely,

“I believe I have injured an organ,” said the grandmother, pressing
her side, but no one answered her. Bailey’s teeth were clattering. He
had on a yellow sport shirt with bright blue parrots designed in it and
his face was as yellow as the shirt. The grandmother decided that she
would not mention that the house was in Tennessee.

The road was about ten feet above and they could see only the
tops of the trees on the other side of it. Behind the ditch they were
sitting in there were more woods, tall and dark and deep. In a few
minutes they saw a car some distance away on top of a hill, coming
slowly as if the occupants were watching them. The grandmother
stood up and waved both arms dramatically to attract their attention.
The car continued to come on slowly, disappeared around a bend and
appeared again, moving even slower, on top of the hill they had gone
over. It was a big black battered hearse-like automobile. There were
three men in it.

It came to a stop just over them and for some minutes, the driver
looked down with a steady expressionless gaze to where they were
sitting, and didn’t speak. Then he turned his head and muttered
something to the other two and they got out. One was a fat boy in
black trousers and a red sweat shirt with a silver stallion embossed
on the front of it. He moved around on the right side of them and
stood staring, his mouth partly open in a kind of loose grin. The other
had on khaki pants and a blue striped coat and a gray hat pulled
down very low, hiding most of his face. He came around slowly on the
left side. Neither spoke.

The driver got out of the car and stood by the side of it, looking
down at them. He was an older man than the other two. His hair was
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just beginning to gray and he wore silver-rimmed spectacles that gave
him a scholarly look. He had a long creased face and didn’t have on
any shirt or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that were too tight for
him and was holding a black hat and a gun. The two boys also had
guns.

“We’ve had an ACCIDENT!” the children screamed.

The grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled
man was someone she knew. His face was as familiar to her as if she
had known him all her life but she could not recall who he was. He
moved away from the car and began to come down the embankment,
placing his feet carefully so that he wouldn’t slip. He had on tan and
white shoes and no socks, and his ankles were red and thin. “Good
afternoon,” he said. “I see you all had you a little spill.”

“We turned over twice!” said the grandmother.

“Oncet,” he corrected. “We seen it happen. Try their car and see
will it run, Hiram,” he said quietly to the boy with the gray hat. .

“What you got that gun for?” John Wesley asked. “Whatcha
gonna do with that gun?”

“Lady,” the man said to the children’s mother, “would you mind
calling them children to sit down by you? Children make me nervous.
[ want all you all to sit down right together there where you’re at.”

“What are you telling us what to do for?” June Star asked.

Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth.
“Come here,” said their mother.

“Look here now,” Bailey began suddenly, “we’re in a predicament!
We’re in . . .” The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to her feet
and stood staring. “You’re The Misfit!” she said. “I recognized you at
once!”

“Yes’'m,” the man said, smiling slightly as if he were pleased in
spite of himself to be known, “but it would have been better for all of
you, lady, if you hadn’t of reckernized me.”

Bailey turned his head sharply and said something to his mother
that shocked even the children. The old lady began to cry and The
Misfit reddened.

“Lady,” he said, “don’t you get upset. Sometimes a man says
things he don’t mean. I don’t reckon he meant to talk to you that way.”

“You wouldn’t shoot a lady, would you?” the grandmother said
and removed a clean handkerchief from her cuff and began to slap at
her eyes with it.

The Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made
a little hole and then covered it up again. “I would hate to have to,” he
said.

“Listen,” the grandmother almost screamed, “I know you’re a
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good man. You don’t look a bit like you have common blood. I know
you must come from nice people!”

“Yes mam,” he said, “finest people in the world.” When he smiled
he showed a row of strong white teeth. “God never made a finer
woman than my mother and my daddy’s heart was pure gold,” he
said. The boy with the red sweat shirt had come around behind them
and was standing with his gun at his hip. The Misfit squatted down
on the ground. “Watch them children, Bobby Lee,” he said. “You
know they make me nervous.™ He looked at the six of them huddled
together in front of him and he seemed to be embarrassed as if he
couldn’t think of anything to say. “Ain’t a cloud in the sky,” he
remarked, looking up at it. “Don’t see no sun but don’t see no cloud
neither.”

“Yes, it’s a beautiful day,” said the grandmother. “Listen,” she
said, “you shouldn’t call yourself The Misfit because I know you’re a
good man at heart. I can just look at you and tell.”

“Hush!” Bailey yelled. “Hush! Everybody shut up and let me
handle this!” He was squatting in the position of a runner about to
sprint forward but he didn’t move.

“l pre-chate that, lady,” The Misfit said and drew a little circle in
the ground with the butt of his gun.

“It’ll take a half a hour to fix tills here car,” Hiram called, looking over
the raised hood of it.

“Well, first you and Bobby Lee get him and that little boy to step
over yonder with you,” The Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John
Wesley, “The boys want to ast you something,” he said to Bailey.
“Would you mind stepping back in them woods there with them?”

“Listen,” Bailey began, “we’re in a terrible predicament! Nobody
realizes what this is,” and his voice cracked. His eyes were as blue
and intense as the parrots in his shirt and he remained perfectly still.

The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat brim as if she
were going to the woods with him but it came off in her hand. She
stood staring at it and after a second she let it fall on the ground.
Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he were assisting an old man.
John Wesley caught hold of his father’s hand and Bobby Lee followed
They went off toward the woods and just as they reached the dark
edge. Bailey turned and supporting himself against a gray naked pine
trunk, he shouted, “I'll be back in a minute. Mamma, wait on me!”

“Come back this instant!” his mother shrilled but they all
disappeared into the woods.

“Bailey Boy!” the grandmother called in a tragic voice but she
found she was looking at The Misfit squatting on the ground in front
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of her. “I just know you’re a good man,” she said desperately. “You’re
not a bit common!”

“Nome, I ain’t a good man,” The Misfit said after a second as if he
had considered her statement carefully, “but I ain’t the worst in the
world neither. My daddy said I was different breed of dog from my
brothers and sisters. You know’ Daddy said, ‘it’s some that can live
their whole life out without asking about it and it’s others has to
know why it is, and this boy is one of the latters. He’s going to be into
everything!” He put on his black hat and looked up suddenly and
then away deep into the woods as if he were embarrassed again. “I'm
sorry I don’t have on a shirt before you ladies,” he said, hunching his
shoulders slightly. “We buried our clothes that we had on when we
escaped and we’re just making do until we can get better. We
borrowed these from some folks we met,” he explained.

“That’s perfectly all right,” the grandmother said. “Maybe Bailey
has an extra shirt in his suitcase.”

“Ill look and see terrectly,” The Misfit said.

“Where are they taking him?” the children’s mother screamed.

“Daddy was a card himself,” The Misfit said. “You couldn’t put
anything over on him. He never got in trouble with the Authorities
though. Just had the knack of handling them.”

“You could be honest too if youd only try,” said the
grandmother. “Think how wonderful it would be to settle down and
live a comfortable life and not have to think about somebody chasing
you all the time.”

The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with the butt of his gun
as if lie were thinking about it. “Yes’'m, somebody is always after you,”
he murmured.

The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just
behind Ills hat because she was standing up looking down on him.
“Do you ever pray?” she asked.

He shook his head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between
his shoulder blades. “Nome,” he said.

There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed closely by
another. Then silence. The old lady’s head jerked around. She could
hear the wind move through the tree tops like a long satisfied insuck
of breath. “Bailey Boy!” she called.

“I was a gospel singer for a while,” The Misfit said. “I been most
everything. Been in the arm service, both land and sea, at home and
abroad, been twict married, been an undertaker, been with the rail-
roads, plowed Mother Earth, been in a tornado, seen a man burnt
alive oncet,” and he looked up at the children’s mother and the little
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girl who were sitting close together, their faces white and their eyes
glassy: “I even seen a woman flogged,” he said.

“Pray, pray, 'the grandmother began, “pray, pray...”

“l never was a bad boy that I remember along the line I done
something wrong and got sent to the penitentiary. I was buried a
live,“ and he looked up and held her attention to him by a steady
stare.

“That’s when you should have started to pray,“ she said. “What
did you do to get sent to the penitentiary that the first time?”

“Turn to the right, it was a wall,” the misfit said, looking up
again at the cloudless sky.“ turn to the left, it was a wall. Look up it
was a ceiling, look up it was ceiling, look down it was a floor. I forgot
what I done, lady. I set there and set there, trying to remember what
it was I done and I ain’t recalled it to this day. Oncet in a while, I
would think it was coming to me, but it never come.”

“Maybe they put you in by mistake,” the old lady said vaguely.

“Nome,” he said.” it wasn’t no mistake. They had the papers on
me.”

“You must have stolen something,” she said.

The misfit sneered slightly, “Nobody had nothing I wanted,” he
said. “It was a head-doctor at the penitentiary said what I had done
was killy my daddy but I known that for a lie. My daddy died in nine
teen ought nineteen of the epidemic flu and I never had a thing to do
with it. He was buried in the mount Hopewell Baptist churchyard and
you can go there and see for yourself,”

“If you would pray,” the old lady said, “Jesus would help you.”

“That’s right,” the Misfit said.

“Well then, why don’t you pray?” she asked trembling with
delight suddenly.

“l don’t want no hep,” he said. “I'm doing all right by myself.”

Bobby Lee and Hiram came ambling back from the woods. Bobby
Lee was dragging a yellow shirt with bright blue parrots in it.

“Thow me that shirt, Bobby Lee,” the Misfit said. The shirt came
flying at him and landed on his shoulder and he put it on. The
grandmother couldn’t name what the shirt reminded her of. “No,
lady,” the Misfit said while he was buttoning it up, “I found out the
crime don’t matter. You can do one thing or you can do another, kill a
man or take a tire off his car, because sooner or later you’re going to
forget what it was you done and just be punished for it.”

The children’s mother had begun to make heaving noises as if
she couldn’t get her breath. “Lady,” he asked, “would you and that
little girl like to step off yonder with Bobby Lee and Hiram and join
your husband?”
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“Yes, thank you,” the mother said faintly. Her left arm dangled
helplessly and she was holding the baby, who had gone to sleep, in
the other. “Hep that lady up, Hiram.” The Misfit said as she struggled
to climb out of the ditch, “and Bobby Lee, you hold onto that little
girl’s hand.”

“I don’t want to hold hands with him,” June Star said. “He
reminds me of a pig.”

The fat boy blushed and laughed and caught her by the arm and
pulled her off into the woods after Hiram and her mother.

Alone with The Misfit, the grandmother found that she had lost
her voice. There was not a cloud in the sky nor any sun. There was
nothing around her but woods. She wanted to tell him that he must
pray. She opened and closed her mouth several times before anything
came out. Finally she found herself saying, “Jesus, Jesus,” meaning
Jesus will help you, but the way she was saying it, it sounded as if
she might be cursing.

“Yes’'m,” The Misfit said as if he agreed. “Jesus thown everything
off balance. It was the same case with Him as with me except He
hadn’t committed any crime and they could prove I had committed
one because they had the papers on me. Of course,” he said, “they
never shown me my papers. That’s why I sign myself now, I said long
ago, you get you a signature and sign everything you do and keep a
copy of it. Then you’ll know what you done and you can hold up the
crime to the punishment and see do they match and in the end you'’ll
have something to prove you ain’t been treated right. I call myself The
Misfit,” he said, “because I can’t make what all | done wrong fit what
all T gone through in punishment.”

There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by
a pistol report. “Does it seem right to you, lady, that one is punished
a heap and another ain’t punished at all?”

“Jesus!” the old lady cried. “You've got good blood! I know you
wouldn’t shoot a lady! I know you come from nice people! Pray! Jesus,
you ought not to shoot a lady. I'll give you all the money I've got!”

“Lady,” The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods,
“there never was a body that give the undertaker a tip.”

There were two more pistol reports and the grandmother raised
her head like a parched old turkey hen crying for water and called,
“Bailey Boy, Bailey Boy!” as if her heart would break.

“Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead,” The Misfit
continued, “and He shouldn’t have done it. He thown everything off
balance. If He did what He said, then it’s nothing for you to do but
thow away everything and follow Him, and if He didn’t, then it’s
nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best
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way you can—by killing somebody or burning down his house or
doing some other meanness to him. No pleasure but meanness,” he
said and his voice had become almost a snarl.

“Maybe He didn’t raise the dead,” the old lady mumbled, not knowing
what she was saying and feeling so dizzy that she sank down in the
ditch with her legs twisted under her

“l wasn’t there so I can’t say He didn’t,” The Misfit said. “I wisht I
had of been there,” he said, hitting the ground with his fist. “It ain’t
right I wasn’t there because if | had of been there I would of known.
Listen lady,” he said in a high voice, “if | had of been there I would of
known and I wouldn’t be like I am now.” His voice seemed about to
crack and the grandmother’s head cleared for an instant. She saw the
man’s face twisted close to her own as if he were going to cry and she
murmured, “Why you’re one of my babies. Youre one of my own
children!” She reached out and touched him on the shoulder. The
Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him and shot her three
times through the chest. Then he put his gun down on the ground
and took off his glasses and began to clean them.

Hiram and Bobby Lee returned from the woods and stood over
the ditch, looking down at the grandmother who half sat and half lay
in a puddle of blood with her legs crossed under her like a child’s and
her face smiling up at the cloudless sky.

Without his glasses. The Misfit’s eyes were red-rimmed and pale
and defenseless-looking. “Take her off and thow her where you thown
the others,” he said, picking up the cat that was rubbing itself
against his leg.

“She was a talker, wasn’t she?” Bobby Lee said, sliding down the
ditch with a yodel.

“She would of been a good woman,” The Misfit said, “if it had
been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life.”

“Some fun!” Bobby Lee said.

“Shut up, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. “It’s no real pleasure in
life.”

An Introduction to Literature: Fiction, Poetry, Drama/Sylvan Barnett, Morton
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The Second Coming — W. B. Yeats

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all convictions, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?
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