“Good Country People”
“The Life You Save May Be Your Own”
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“only be to make us larger, freer, and more loving. 1f God cannot do this

. . then
ime we got rid of Him.

196z, 1963

FLANNERY O'CONNOR
1925-1654

Flansery O'Connor, one of this century’s Anest writers of short stories, was bom
iy Savannah, lived with her mother in Milledgeville, Georgia, tor much of her
4 like, andt died before her forticth birthday-—victim like her fathes of disseminated
i hopus, 8 vate and incurable disease. She was stricken with the disease in 1950 while
= alwork on her fst novel, but injections af a cortisone derivative managed to arrest
ij- though the coilisone weakened her bones to the extent that from 1955 on she
i tould only get around on crutches. She was able to write, travel, and Jectare until
1964 when the tupus ceactivated itself and Lilled her. A Roman Catholic through-
qut her Tife, she is quoted as having remarked, apropos of a trip to Lourdes, “T had
the besi-looking crutches in Furope.” This remark suggests the kind of hai-raising
akes which centrally inform her wriling, as well as a refusal to indulge in selbpily

She published two novels, Wise Blood (1952) and The Viglent Bear 1t Away

1960, both weighty with symbolic and religions congerns, and ingeniousty con-

iived in the blagk-humor m.wmmﬂmﬂ .o..mEm.:.Egi West, her American predecessor
o this mode. But her really memorable creations of charactérs and actions take
tlace in the storigs, which are xiremely funny, sometimes unbearably so, and
finally we may wonder j

ust what it is we are laughing at. Upon cansideration the
& are seen to be dreadful ones, as with Manley Pointer's eatment of Joy
Hopewell's artificial leg in Good Country People or Mr. Shifilet’s of his bride in
e Life You Save May Be Your Own.

Another American “regionalist,” the poel Robert Frost, whose own work con-
fains its shase of “dreadf] jokes,” once confessed to being more interested in pea-
mmw..mmmmmﬁ than in the people themselves. A typical Flannery O'Conuor story

msists at its most vital level in peaple talking, clucking their endless reiterations

f clichés about life, death, and the upiverse. These clichés are captured with
Stiful acouracy by an artist who had spent her life listening to them, lovingly
and maliciously keeping track watil she could put them to use. Farly in her life
e hoped to be a cartoonist, and there is cartponiike mastery in her vivid render-
ngs of character through speech and other gesture. Critics have called her a maker

¥ arotesques, _»Ew&s&_nr like ather anes—Regionalist, Southern Lady, or Roman

Lattiolic Novelist—might have annoved if it didn’t obviously amuse her too. She
e Temarked tarlly that “anything that comes out of the Soutl is going 1o be

Jed grotesque by the Northern reader, unless it is grotesque, in which case it is

Mm,mam o be called realistic.” :

 Of course this capacity for mockery, along with a facility in portraying perverse
Jhavior, ray work against other demands we make of the hction wrifer; and i s
¢ thal Flannery 'Connog seldam suggests that her characters have inner lives

at are imaginable, leb alone worth respect. Instead the emphasis is on th

¥ e sharp
e and the ability to tell 3 tale and keep it moving inevitably toward completion,




These complelions are usually OCCUITING WIlER 11E COAFICISI—LL Ly
cages a woman—-—must confronk an nxmm:m:no which she cannot handle by the old

trustworthy language and habit-hardened responses. (¥Connar's att lies paitly in
making it impossible for us merely to scom the banalities of expression and behav-

jor by which thése people get through their lives. However dark the Toimedy, it

keeps in touch with the things of this world, even when some force from another
warld threatens to annihiliate the embattled protagonist. And although the stories
are Flled with religious allusions and parodies, they do not tiy to incuicate a doc-
trine. One of her best ones is titled Reyelation, but a reader often finishes s story
with no simple, unambiguous sense of whitt hag been tevealed. Instead we must
trugt the | internal fun and richness of each falc to reveal what it las ko reveal. We

can agree also, in sadness, with the critic m?:_m Howe's conclusion to his review
of her posthumous collection of stories that it is intolerable for such a witer to
have died at the age of thisty-nine.

The Life You Save May Be Your Own!

The old woman and her daughter were sitting on their porch when Mr.
Shiftlet came up their road for the first ime. The old woman slid to the edge
of her chair and leaned forward, shading her eyes from the piercing sunset
with her hand. The daughter could not see far in front of her and continued
to play with her fingers. Although the old woman lived in this desolate spot
with only her daughter and she had never seen Mr. Shiftlet before, shie could
tell, even from a distance, that he was a tramp, and no one to be afraid of. His
left coat sleeve was folded up to show there was only half an arm in it and his
gaunt figure listed slightly to the side as if the breeze were pushing him. He
had on a black town suit and a brown felt hat that was turned ap in the front
and down in the back and he carried a'tin tool box by 4 handle. He came on,
at an amble, up her road, his face tumned toward the sup which appeared to
“be balancing itself on the peak of 2 small mountain,

The old woman didn’t change her position until he was almost into her
yard; then she rose with one hand fisted on her hip. The daughier, a large girl
in a short blue organdy dress, saw him all at once and jumped up 5 Em began
to stamp and point and make excited speechless sounds.

Mr. Shiftlet stopped just inside the yard and set his box on the mw..o:mm and
tipped his hat at her as if she were not in the least afflicted; then he tumned
toward the old woman and swung the hat all the way off. He had long black

slick hair that hung flat from a past in the middle to beyond the tips of his ears
on either side. His face descended in forehead for more than half its _m:mE
and ended suddenly with his features just balanced over a jutting Amm:rmu jaw,
He seemed to be a young man but he had a look of compaosed dissatistaction
as if he understood :mu thoroughly.

“Good evening,” the old woman said. She was about the size of a cedar
fence post and she had a man’s gray hat pulled down low over her head.

The tramp stood looking at her and didn’t answer. He tumed his back and
faced the sunset. He swung both his whole and his short arm up slowly so that
they indicated an expanse of sky and his figuee formed a crooked cross. The
old woman wafched him with her arms folded across her chest as if she were

the owner of the sun, and the daughter watched, her head thrust forward E:m .

1. _q:xa A Good Man Iy Haed to Find {1955).

. just before tovching him
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eyes as blue as a peacock’s neck. L

He held the pose for almaest ffty seconds and then he picked up his bex and
came on to the porch and dropped down on the rc:oE step. “Lady,” Le said
in a firm nasal <omoo “I'd m:ﬁ a fortune 1o live where 1 could see me s sun do
that every evening.”

“Does it every evening,” the old woman said and sat back down. The daogl
ter sat down too and watched him with a cautious sly look as if he were a bird”
that had come up very close. He leaned to one side, rooting in his pauls
pocket, and in a second he brought out a package of chewing gum and offered
her a piece. She took it and unpeeled it and began to chew withont taking het
eyes off him. He offered the old woman a piece but she only raised her upper
lip to indicate she had no teeth. .

Mz, Shiftlet’s pale sharp glance had already passed aver everylhing in the
yard—ithe pump near the comer of te house and the big hg tree that three o
four chickens were preparing to roost in——and had moved o a shed where he
saw the square rusted back of an automabile. “You ladies drive?” hic asked.

“That car ain’t man in fifteen year,” the old woman said. “The day my
husband died, it quit ninning.”

“Naothing is like it used to be, lady,” he said. “The world is almost ratlen,

““That's right,” the old woman said. “Yeu from around here?”

“Name Tom T. Shifilet,” he murmured, locking at the tires.

“P'm pleased to meet you,” the old woman said. “Name Lucynell Crater
and daughter Lucynell Crater. What you doing around here, Mr. Shiftlet?”

He judged the car to be about a 1928 or *29 Ford. “Lady,” he said, aund
turned and gave her his full sttention, “lemme telt you something, There's
one of these doctors in Atlanta that’s taker a kaife and cut the human hearl—
the human heart,” he repeated, leaning forward, “out of a man’s chest and
held it in his hand,” and he held his hand out, palm up, as if it were slightly
weighted with the human heart, “and studied it like it was a day-old chicken,
and tady,” he said, allowing a long significant pause in which his head shid
forward and his clay-colored eyes brightened, “he don’t know no more about
it than you or me.”

“That’s right,” the old woman said.

“Why, if he was to take that knife and cut into every comer of it, he still
wouldn't know no more than yous or me. What you want to bel?”

“Nothing,” the old woman said wisely. “Where you come from, My, Shift-
let?”

He didn't answes. He reachied into his pocket and brought out a sack of
fobacco and a package of Q.mmznzm papers and rolled himself a cigarette, expertly
with one hand, and attached it in a hanging position to Lis upper lip. Then he
ook a box of wooden matches from his pocket and struck one on his shoe. He
held the burning match as if he were studying the mystery of Rame while it
tiaveled dangerously toward his skin. The daughter began to make loud noises
and o point to his hand and shake Ler finger at him, but when the Bame was
, he leaned down with his hand cupped over it as if
he were going to set fire to his nose and lit the cigarette.

He fipped away the dead malch and blew a stream of gray inte the evening.
A sly look came over his face. “Lady,” he said, “nowadays, people’ll do any-
thing anyways. [ can tell you my name is Tom T. Shiflet and 1 come from

”
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Tarwater, Tennessee, but you never have scen me before: how you know |
ain’t lying? How you know my name ain’t Aaron Sparks, lady, and I come
from Singleberry, Georgia, or how you know it's not George Speeds and 1
come from Lucy, Alabama, or how you know I ain't Thompson Bright from
Toolafalls, Mississippi?”

“I don’t know nothing about you,” the old woman muttered, irked.

“Lady,” he said, “people don't care how they lie. Maybe the best T can tell
you is, I'm a man; but listen lady,” he said and paused and made his tone
more ominous siill, “what is a man?”

The old woman began to gum a seed. “What you canry in that tin box, Mr.
Shiftlet?” she asked.

“Tools,” he said, put back. “I'm a carpenter.” .

“Well, if you come out here to wotk, I'll be able to feed you and give you a
place to sleep but I can’t pay. Tl tell you that before you begin,” she said.

“There was no answer at once and no particular expression on his face. He
leaned back against the two-by-four that helped support the porch roof. “Lady,”
he said slowly, “there’s some men that some things mean more to them than
money.” The old woman rocked without comment and the daughter watched

the trigger that moved up and down in his neck. He told the old woman then
that all most people were interested in was money, but he asked whata man
was made for. He asked her if a man was made for money, or what. He asked
her what she thought she was made for but she didu’t answer, she only sat
rocking and wondered if a one-armed man could put a new roof on her garden
house. He asked a lot of questions that she didw't answer. He told her that he
was twernty-eight years old and had lived a varied life. Te had been a gospel
singer, a foreman on the railroad, an assistant in an undertaking paslor, and
he come over the radio for three months with Uncle Roy and his Red Creek
Wianglers. He said he had fought and bled in the Arm Service of his countiy
and visited every foreign land and that everywhere he had seen people that
didn’t care if they did a thing one way or another. He said he hadn't been
raised thataway. :

A fat yellow moon appeared in the branches of the fig tree as if it were going
to roost there with the chickens. He said that a man had to escape to the
country to see the world whole and that he wished he lived in a desolate place
like this where he could see the sun go down every evening like God made it
to do:

“Are you married or are you single?” the old woman asked.

There was a long silence. “Lady,” he asked finally, “where would you find
you an innocent woman today? I wouldn't have any of this trash T could just
pick up.” . ¥

The daughter was leaning very far down, hanging her head almost between
her knees watching him through a triangular door she had made in lier over-
turaed hair; and she suddenly fell in a heap on the foor and began to whim-
per. Mr. Shiftlet straightened her out and helped her get back in the chair.

“Is she your baby girl?” he asked. . o

“My only,” the old woman said “and she’s the sweetest girl in the world.
would give her up for nothing on earth. She’s smart too. She can sweep the
ooy, cook, wash, feed the chickens, and hoe. I wouldn’t give her up for a
casket of jewels.” . , f

“No,” he said kindly, “don’t ever let any man take her away from you.”

]

“Any man come afler her,” the old woman said, * Il have Lo stay aroud
the place.”

Mr. Shiftlet’s eye in the darkness was focused on a part of the auioniobile
bumper that glittered in the distance. “Lady,” he said, jesking his short arm
up as if he could point with it to her house and yard and pump, “theie k't
boken thing on this plantation that § couldn’t fix for you, oue-arm jackleg ar
not. I'm a man,” he said with a sullen dignity, “even if Lain'ta whole one. |
got,” he said, tapping his knuckles on the floor to emphasize the immensity of
what he was going to say, “a moral intelligence!” and his face pierced out o
the darkness into a shaft of doorlight and he stared at her as if he were aston-
ished himself at this impossible truth.

The old woman was not impressed with the phrase. “T told you you could
hang around and work for food,” she said, “if you dor’t rind sleeping in that
car yonder.”

“Why listen, lady,” he said with a grin of delight, “the monks of old slept
in their cothns!”

“They wasn't as advanced as we are,” the old woman said.

The next moraing he began on the roof of the garden house while Lucynell,
the datighter, sat on a rock and watched Lin work. He had not been around a
week before the change he had miade in the place was apparent. ile had palched
the front and back steps, built a new hog pen, restored a fence, and taughit
Lucynell, who was completely deaf and had never said a word in her life, to
say the word “bird.” The big rosy faced gisl followed him everywhere, sayig
“Burrttddt ddbirrrttdt 7 and clapping her hands. The old woman watched from
a distance, secretly pleased. Shie was ravenous for a son-in-law. )

Mr. Shifilet slept on the hard narrow back seat of the car with his Feet out
e side window. He had lis sazor and a can of water on a crate that served
Lim as a bedside table and he put up a piece of mirror against the back glass
and kept his coat neatly on a hanger that he hung over one of the windows.

{n the evenings he sat on ihe steps and talked while the old woman and
Lucynell rocked viclently in their chairs on either side of him. The old woin-
ar’s three mountains were black against the dark blue sky and wese visited off
and on by various planets and by the moon after it had left the chickens. Mr.
Shiftlet pointed out that the reason lie had improved this plantation was because
he had takea a persanal interest in it. e said he was even going to make the
automobile run. .

He had raised the hood and studied the mechanism and he said he could
iell that the car had been built in the days when cars were really built. You
take now, he said, one man puts in one bolt and another man puts in another
bolt and another nan puts in ancther bolt so that it's a man for a bolt. That’s
why you have to pay so much for & car: you're paying all those men. Now if
you didn't have to pay but one man, you could get you a cheaper car and one
that had had a personal intevest taken in it, and it would be a better car. The
gld woman agreed with him that this was so.

Mr. Shiftlet said that the tiouble with the world was that nobody cared, ov
stopped and took any trouble. He said he never would have been able [o teach
Lucynell o say a word if he hadn't cared and stopped tong enough.

" “Teach her to say something else,” the old woman said.

“What you want her to say next?” Mr, Shiftlet asked.




The old woman's siile was broad and tootiless and suggestive. “Teach her
to say ‘sugarpie,”  she said. N .

M. Shiftlet already knew what was on her mind. .

The next day he began to tinker with the automobile and that cvening ,%
told her that if she would buy a fan belt, he would be able to make the car
Eﬂwrm old woman said she would give him the money. “You see that girl
yonder?” she asked, pointing 1o hmn%ﬂm: who was mm::m, on the mcom. a mo.c"
away, watching him, her eyes daik blie even in the dark, .m it was ever m Hw.m.ﬁ
wanied to take her away, 1 would say, ‘No man on mmmmw is gom S,Ewm that
sweet giil of mine away From me!” but if he was to sa, Lady, | nCM.ww ,.52 o
take her away, [ want her right here,” | would say, ‘Mister, T don't UMEm JE
sone. | wouldn't pass up a chance to live in a mwamm:m:mi wu_mnm and get the
sweetest girl in the world myself. You ain’'t no fool,” T would say.

“How old is she?” Mr. Shifilet asked casually. ,

“Fifteen, sixteen,” the old woman saidd. The girl was nearly thirty but becanse

“mocence it was impossible fo guess. . o u

o wm_.,/hu_cza be a good &Sﬂo paint it koo,” Mr. Shifitet remnarked. “You don't
want it to fust out.”

“We'll see about that later,” the old woman said. . "

The next day he walked into town and REEQ.M with mro parts _._m.:mw Wu
and a can of gasoline Late in the afternoon, mmm_Em noises jssued from f‘p
shed and the old woman rushed out of the house, thinking Lucynell was some-

where having a fit. Lucynell was sitting on a chicken crate, stamping hes feet

and screaming, “Burrdditt dbburdditiit” but her fuss was m.ﬁozﬂnm oul by %m
car. With a volley of blasts it emerged from the mrﬁ.r moving in a rnz.um ME
stately way. Mr. Shiftlet was in the driver’s seat, sitting very ercct. He _% an
expression of serious modesty on his face as if he had just raised the mmm 3

That night, rocking on the porch, the old éo:&::vnmms her business, at
once. “You want you an innocent woman, don’t you” she asked sympatheti-
caily. “You don’t wantnone of this trash.”

“No'm, Tdon's,” Mr. Shiftlet said.

“One that can’t talk,” she continued, “can’l sass you back or use foul an-
guage. That's the kind for you to have. Right there,” Eﬁ she pointed to Lucy-
nell sitting cross-legged in her chair, holding _x_uzu feet in her rm:m.m..

“Phat's right,” he admitted. “She wouldn™t give e any :o:v__w. .

“Saturday,” the old woman said, “you and her and me can drive into town
and get married.” .

My. Shiftlet eased his position on the steps. .

“f can’t get married right now,” he said. “Everything you anl to do takes
money and [ ain't got any.” :

“What you need with money?” she asked. A

“qy takes money,” he said. “Some people’ll do anything m:&‘weé these mi,m.
but the way I think, 1 wouldn't marry no woman that 1 couldn’t take on a Ew
like she was somebody. T mean take her to a rowm_ and treat her. 1 wouldint
marry the Duchesser W Hamowwz he said frmly, “unless 1 could take her to 4

otel and giver something good to eat. : .
) M M&m wm.nmmm mwm.ﬁmémw Mmm there ain’t a thing | can do about it. My oid

aught me how to do.” . .
Eﬁwﬁmuwﬂww dor't even know what a hotel is,” the old wornan E_::Q.m@ ,Em.
ten here, Mo Shiftlet,” she said, sliding forward her chair, “you'd be getting a

pecmznent ouse and a deep well and 1N TIUSU LIIULEIL B 0 oo s
You don’t need no money. Lemme tell you something: there ain't any place
in the world for a poor disabled friendless drifling man.”

The ugly words settled in Ms. Shittlel’s liead like a group of buezards in the
top of a tree. He didn't answer at once. He rolled himself a cigaretie and Lit it
and then he said in an even voice, “Lady, a man is divided into two parls,
body and spirit.”

The old womnan clamped her gums together.

“A body and a spirit,” he repeated. “The body, fady, is fike & house: it doa'’t
go anywhere; but the spirit, lady, is like a automobile: always on the move,
always . . .7 o

“Listen, Mr. Shiftdet,” she said, “my well never goes dry and my house 1s
always warmi iu the winter and there’s no mortgage on a thing about this place.
You can go to the courthouse and see for yoursell. And yonder under that shed
is a fine automobile.” She laid the bait cavefully. “You can Lave it painted by
Saturday. Tll pay for the paint.”

In the darkness, Mr, Shiftlet's smile stretched like a weary sniake waking up
by & fire. After a second he recalled himself and said, “I'm only saying a nust's
spirit means more to him than anything else. T would have to take my wife off
for the weekend wilhout no regards at all for cost. 1 got fo follow where my
spirit says lo go.”

“Tll give you hfteen doilars for a weekend trip,” the old woman said in a
erabbed voice. “That's the best 1 can do.” .

“That woukdi't hardly pay for more than the gas and the hoted,” he said. "1t
wouldn't feed her.”

“Seventeen-fifty,” the old woman said. “That's all [ got so il isn't any nse
you trying to milk me. You can take a lunch.”

Mr. Shifilet was deeply hurt by the word “miik.” He didu’t doubt that she
had more money sewed up in her matiress but he had already told her he was
not interested in her meney. “TH make that do,” he said and rose and walked
off without treating with her further.

O Saturday the thiee of them drove into town in the cas that the paint had
barely dried on and Mr, Shiftlet and Lucynell were married in the Ordimay’s
office while the old woman witnessed. As they came out of the courthouse.
M. Shifitet began twisting his neck in Lis collar. He lnoked morose and biiter
as if ie had been insulted while someone held him. “That didn't satisfy e
none,” hie said. “That was just something a woman in an office did, nothing
but paper work and bload tests. What do they know about my blood? If they
was to take my heart and cut it out,” he said, “they wouldn't know a thing
about me. Tt didn’t satisty me at all 7 .

“It satishied the law,” the old woman said sharply.

“The law,” Mr. Shifilet said and spit. “W's the Jaw that don't satisly me.”

fe had painted the car dark green with a yellow band around it just wnder
e windows. ‘The thiee of them climbed i the front seat and the old wornas
wid, “Don’t Luscynelt look pretey? Looks like a baby doll.” Lucynell was deessed
up in a white dress that her mother had uprooted from a trunk and there was
a Panamia hat on her head with a bunch of red wooden cherries on the brim.
Every now and then her placid expression was changed by a sly isolated litile
thought like a shoot of green in the desert. “Your got a prize?” the old woman
said.

Mr. Shiftlet didir't even fook at her




They drove back 1o the house to let the old woman off and pick up the
lunch. When they were ready to leave, she stood staring in the window of the
car, with her fingers clenched around the glass. Tears began to seep sideways
out of her eyes and ran along the dirty creases in her face. “I ain’t ever been
parted with her for two days before,” she said.

Mi. Shiftlet started the motor.

“And I wouldn’t let no man have her but you because | seen you would do
right. Good-bye, Sugarbaby,” she said, clutching at the sleeve of the white
dress. Lucynell locked straight at her and didn’t seem to see her there at all.
Mr. Shiftlet eased the car forward so that she had to move her hands.

The early atternoon was clear and open and surrounded by pale blue sky.
Although the car would go enly thitty miles an hour, Mr. Shiftlet imagined a
terific climb and dip and swerve that went entirely to his head so that he forgot
Lis moming bitterness. He had always wanted an automobile but he had never
been able to afford one before, He drove very fast because he wanted to make
Mobile by nightfall. .

Occasionally he stopped his thoughts long enough to look at Lucyanell in
the seat beside him, She had caten the lunch as soon as they were out of the
yard and now she was pulling the cherries off the hal one by one and throwing
them out the window. He became depressed in spite of the car. He had driven
about a hundred miles when he decided that she must be hungry again and at
the next small town they came to, he stopped in front of an aluminum-painted
cating place calied The Hot Spot and took her in and ordered her a plate of
ham and grits. The ride had made her sleepy and as sqon as she got up on the
stool, she rested her head on the counter and shut Ler eyes. There was no gne
in The Hot Spot but Mr. Shiftlet and the boy behind the counter, a pale youth
with a greasy rag hung over his shoulder. Before he could dish up the foad,
she was snoring gently. ‘ .

“Give it to her when she wakes up,” Mr. Shiftlet said. “I'll pay for it now.”

The boy bent over her and stared at the long pink-gold hair and the hall-
shut sleeping eyes. Then he looked up and stared at Mz, Shiftlet, “She looks
like an angel of Gawd,” he murmured.

“Hitchhiker,” Mr. Shiftlet explained. “I can’t wait. | got to make Tusca-
loosa.” :

The boy bent over again and very carefully touched his finger to a strand of
the golden hair and Mr. Shiftlet left. : :

He was more depressed than ever as he drove on by himself. The late after-
noon had grown hot and sultry and the country had flatiened out. Deep in the
sky a stonn was preparing very slowly and without thunder as if it meant to
drain every drop of air from the earth before it broke, There were times when
M, Shiftlet preferred not io be alone. He felt too that a man with a car had a
responsibility to others and he kept his eye out for a hitchhiker. Occasionally
he saw a sign that wamned: “Drive carcfully. The life you save may be your
OWNL. :

The narrow road dropped off on either side into dry fields and here and
there a shack or a filling station stood in a clearing. The sun began to set
directly in front of the automohile. It was a reddening ball that through his
windshield was shightly Rat on the bottorn and top. He saw a hoy in overalls
and a gray hat standing on the edge of the wad and he stowed the car down
and stopped in front of him. The boy didn’t have his hand raised to thumb the

ride, he was only standing there, but he had a smnall cardboard suitcase
his hat was set on his head in a way to indicate that he had left somewhere
good. “Son,” Mr. Shiftlet said, “T see you want a ride.”

The boy didn’t say ke did or he dida’t but he openad the door of the car and
golb in, and Mr. Shifilet started driving again. The child held the suitcase on
his kzp and folded hisarms on top of it. He turned his hiead and looked out the
window away from M. Shiflet. Mr. Shiftlet felt appressed. “Son,” he suid
after a minute, “I got the best ald mother in the woild so T reckon you anly
got the second best.”

The boy gave him a quick dark glance and then turned his face back oul the
window.

“It’s nothing so sweet,” Mr. Shiftlet continued, “as a boy’s mother.
taught him his first prayers at her knee, she give him love when no othe:
would, she told him what was right and what wasu't, and she seen that le
done the right thing. Son,” he said, “I never med a day in my life like the onc
I rued when 1 left that old mother of mine.” )

The boy shifted m his seat but he dido’t look at Mr. Shifilet. He unlulded
his aims and put one hand en the door handie. . A

“My mother was a angel of Gawd,” Mr. Shiftlet said in a very strained voice.
“He tock her from heaven and giver to me and I left her.” His eyes waie
instantly clouded over with 4 mist of tears, The car was barely moving.

The boy turned angrily in the seat. “You go to the devitt” he cried. "My old
womnan is a flea bag and yours is a stinking pole catl” and with that he Hung
the door open and jumped out with his suitcase into the ditch.

Mr. Shifilet was so shocked that for about a hundred Feet he diove slong
slowly with the door still open. A cloud, the exact color of the boy's hat and
shaped like a turnip, had descended over the sun, and ancther, worse looking,
crouched behind the car. My, Shiftlet felt that the roltenness of the warld was
about to engulf him. He raised his arm and let it fall again o his breast. “Oli
Lord!t” he prayed. “Break forth and wash the shime from this earthl”

The tumip continued slowly to descend. After a few minutes there was u
guffawing peal of thunder from behind and fantastic raindrops, like tin-can
tops, crashed over the rear of Mr. Shififet's car. Very quickdy he stepped o
the gas and with his stump sticking out the window he raced the galleping
shower into Mobile.

1955

Good Country People!

Besides the neutral expression that she wore when she was alone, Mis. Free-
man 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 eves never swerved to left or right but turned as the story
turned as if they followed a vellow line down the center of it. She seldom used
the other expression because it was not often necessary for her to retract a
statemnent, but when she did, ber face came to a complete stop, there was un
almaost imperceptible movement of her black eyes, during which they seemed

i From A Qn.am Aan is Hard t0 Pind {1955).




to be receding, and then the observer would see that M. Freeman, though
she might stand there as real ag several grain sacks thrown on top of each othier,
‘was no longer there in spirit. As for getting anything acress to her when this
was the case, Mrs. Hopewell had given it up. She might talk her head off.
Mis. Freeman could never be brought to admit herself wrong on any point.
She would stand there and if she could be brought to say anything, it was
something like, “Well, T wouldn’t of said it was and | woulda’t of said it wasn't,”
ot letting her gaze range over the top kitchen shelf where there was an assort
ment of dusty bottles, she might remark, “I see you ain’t ate many of them figs
you put up last surnmer.”

They carried on their important business in the kitchen at brealfast. Every
morning Mis. Hopewell got up at seven o'clock and lit her gas heater and
Joy’s.. Joy was her daughtes, a large blonde girl who Lad an artificial leg. Mis,
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 Tumbes
into the bathroom and slam the door, and before fong, Mrs. Freeman would
arrive at the back door. Joy would hear her mother call, “Come on in,” dod
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 Mis. Freeman's danghters, Glynese or
Carramae, Joy called them Glycerin and Garamel. Glynese, a redhead, was
eighteen and had many admirers; Carramae, a blonde, was only fifteen but
already marnied and pregnant. She could not keep anytliing on her stomach,
Every. :Szzsm Mrs. Freeman told Mis. :owm%m: how many times she had
vomited since the last report.

Murs. Hopewell liked to tell people that Glynese znd Camamae 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 Liow 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 a refererice and he had told her that Mr. Freeman was a
good farmer but thut 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. Shell want to know all your
business. [ 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, M.
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 responsi-
bility of everything, she would put ler in charge. Mis. Hapewell had no bad
qualities of her own but she was able to use other people’s in sich a constrac-
tive way that she never felt the lack. She had hired the Freemans and mvw had
kept them four years.

Nothing is pedfect. This was one of Mis. Hopewell’s favorite sayings. Another
was: that is hiel And still anothe, the most important, was: Em: othier people

have their apinions too. She would make these staternents, nsualiy at il
in a tone of gentle insisleuce as il no one lield them bat Ler, and the Tar
hulking Joy, whose constant outrage had obliterated every expression frous b
face, would stare iust a lilile to the side of her, her eyes iey blue, with ihe luol
of someone who has achieved blindness by an act of will and sueans 1o fecp
it.

When Mis. Hopewell said to Mrs. Freeman that life was ke tha
Freeman would say, “1 always said so mysell.” Nothing had beeir air
anyone that had not first been arrived at by her. She was quicker thu My
Freeman, When Mrs. Hopewell said to her affer thiey had been on the plac:
while, “You know, you're the wheel behind the wheel,” and wiaked, |
Freeman had said, “T know it. Tve always been quick. s some that are quicka
than athers.”

“Everybody is different,” Mis. Hopewell said.

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

“It takes all kinds to make the world.”

“Lalways said it did mysel.”

The gisl 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 ey
ate in the kitchen because that was casier. Mys. Freeman always managed (o
arrive at some poind during the meal and to watch them finish it. She wonld
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 on them, or shie would
stand by the gas heater, lifting the back of Lier skirt slightly. Occasionally she
would stand against the wall and roll ber head from side to side. At no dime
was she in any huiry to leave, All this was very trying on Mis. Hopewell bat
she was a womnan of great patience. She realized that nothiag 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 onte them.

She had liad plenty of experience wath trash. Before the Freemians she liad
averaged one tenant Bamily a vear. The wives of these farmers were nol ihie
kind you would want to be around you for very long. Mrs. Hopewell, who had
divorced her hushand long ago, needed someone to walk over the helds with
her; and when foy had to be impressed for these services, her remarks were
usually so ugly and her face so glum that Mrs. Hopewell would say, 10 you
can’t come pleasantly, [ dou’t want you at all,” to which the g, standing
square and rigid-shouldered with her neck thrast slightly forward, would seply,
“If you want me, here { am—LIKE T AM.”

Mrs. Hopewell excused this attitude because of the leg (whicly biad beesn shist
off in a hunting accident when Joy was ten). 1t was hard for Mss. Hopewell to
realize that her child was thirty-two now and that for more than fwenly yes
she had had only one Teg. She thought of her siill as a child because it tore her
leart to think instead of the poor stout givl in her thirties who had never danced
a step or had any normal good times. Her name was really Joy but as s
she was twenty-one and away from Liome, she had had it Jegally changed. M.
Hopewell was certain that she had thought and thought until she had hit npoi
the ugliest name in any language. Then she had gone and had the beautifol
name, Joy, changed without telling her mother until after she had doae it.
Her legal name was Hulga.
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When Mis. Hopewell thought the name, Hulga, shie thought of tie browd
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blank hull of a battleship. She would not use it. She continued to call hier Joy
to which the girl responded but in a purely mechanical way.

Hulga had leamed to tolerate Mis. 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 that it was
not possible to be rude to her. Mus. I'reeman would take on strange resent:
ments and for days together she would be sullen but the source of her displea-
sure was always obscure; a direct attack, a positive leer, blalant ugliness to her
face—these never touched her. And without waming one day, she began call-
ing 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 scowt and redden as if her privacy had been intruded
upon. She considered the name hier personal affair. She had arrived at it first
purely on the basis of its ugly sound and then the full genius of its fitvess had
struck her. She had a vision of the name working like the ugly sweating Vulean
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 ber
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, Mis. Freeman’s relish for using the name only irritated her.
It was as if Mrs. Freeman’s beadysteel-pointed eyes had penetrated far enough
behind her face to reach some secret fact. Something about her seemed to
fascinate Mirs. Freeman and then one day Hulga realized that it was the arti-
ficial leg. Mirs. Freeman had a special fondness for the details of secret infec-

tions, 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 i}

had happened an hour ago.

When Hulga stumped into the kitchen in the morming (she could Em_w.

without making the awful noise but she made it—Mrs. Hopewell was ce

tain—because it was ugly-sounding), she glanced at them and did not speak:

Mrs. Hopewell would be in her red kimono with her hair ied around her head
in rags. She would be sitting at the table, finishing her breakfast and My
Freeman would be hanging by her elbow outward from the refiigerator, look

ing down at the table. Hulga always put her eggs on the stove to boil and thep

stood over them with her arms folded, and Mirs. Hopewell would lock athe

~

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

locking, There was nothing wrong with her face that a pleasant expression

wouldn't help, Mrs. Hopewell said that people who locked on the briglit si
of things would be beautiful even if they were not. o

Whencver she looked at Joy this way, she could not help but feel that §
would have been better if the child had not taken the Ph.D. Tt had cegta

2. Vulcan was the Greek god of hire whom Venus, goddess of love, "peess

: .m_m_: after three o'clock. Yesterday she didn't do nothing bit ranible in t
bureau drawer. All she did. Stand up there and see whal she could un

for het to go to schicol again. Mrs. Hopewell thought it was nice for girls to go
o school to have a good time but Joy had “gone through.” Auyhow, she woukl
not have been strong encugh to go again. The doctors had told Mus. Hopewell
that witli the best of care, Joy might see forty-five. She had 3 weak hearl, oy
had made it plain that if it had not been for this condition, she would be fac
from m_:wmm red hills and good country people. She would be in a university
lecturing to people who knew what she was talking about. And Mus. Hopewell
could very well picture her there, locking like a scarecrow and lecturing to
wore of the same. Here she went about all day in a six-year-old skirt and 2
yellow sweat shirt with a faded cowboy on a horse embossed on it. She thoughit
this was funny; Mxs. Hopewell thought it was idiotic and showed simply that
she was still a child. She was brilliant but she didu’t have a grain of sense. 1t
seemed to Mrs. Hopewell that every year she grew less like ather 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 Lalf
full—“Womani do you ever look inside? Do you ever look inside and see whai
you are not? God!” she had cried sinking down again and staring at her plate,
“Malebranche’ was sight: we are not our own light. We are not our own light!”
Ms. Hopewell had no idea to this day what brought that on. She had ouly
made the remark, hoping Joy would take it in, that a smile never hurt anyoie.

The gisl had taken the Ph.D. in philosopby and this left Mis. Hopewell ai
a complete loss. You could say, “My daughter is a nurse,” or “My daugliter is
a schoolteacher,” 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. Al day Joy sat on her neck in a deep cliaic

2

reading. Sometimes she went for walks but she didn’t ike dogs or cats of bivds

or flowers or nature or nice young men. She locked at nice young men as if
she could smell their stupidity.

~ One day Mis. Hopewell Lad picked up one of the books the gitl had jusi
put down and opening it al random, she read, “Science, on the other bund,
has to assert its soberness and serionsness afresh and declare that it is concerted
wlely with what-is. Nothing—how can it be for science anything but a Lareor

and a phantasm? If science is right, then one thing stands firm: science wishies
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
- bad been undedined with a blue pencil and they worked on Mrs. Hopenell
like some evil incantation in gibberish. She shut the book quickly and weni

5

ut of the room as if she were having a chill.

This morning when the gisl came in, Mrs. Freeman was on Carramnac.

She thrown up four times after supper,” she said, “and was up twict in {lic

. i3

Lon,

“She’s got 1o eat,” Mrs. Hopewell mutlered, sipping her coffee, while she

: E”%.& Joy’s back at the stove. She was wondering whal the child had said i
the Bible salesman. She could not imagine what kind of 4 conversation she
could possibly have had with him.

3, MNigokas Makchrunche, Fras Hosoplic (1638-1715)




He was a tall gaunt hatless youth who had called yestarday to sell them d
Rible. [e had appeared at the door, carrying a large black suitcase that weighted
him so heavily o one side that he had to brace himself against the door facing,
He scemed on the point of collapse but he said in a cheesful voice. “Good
moming, Mrs, Cedars!” and set ihe suitease down on the mat. 1le was not 3
bad-looking young man though he had on a bright biue suit and yeliow socks
that were not pulled up far enough. He had prominent face bones and a steeak
of sticky-looking brown hair falling across his forehead.

“Frn Mrs. Hopewell,” she said.

“ORY” he said, pretending to look puzzled but with his eyes sparkling, “}
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 satchiel and under cover
of a pant, he fell forward into her hall. It was rather as if the suitcase had
moved Grst, jerking him after it “Mos. Hopewelll” he said and grabbed her
hand. “! hope you are welll” and he laughed again and then all at once his
face sobered completely. He paused and gave her a straight earnest fook and
said, “Lady, 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 fect 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 thal sour:ded aimost
intimate, “I know you believe in Chrustian service.”

“Well yes,” she murmured.

“ know,” he said and paused, looking very wise with his Lead cocked on
one side, “that you're a good woman. Friends have told me.”

Mis. 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 hefore he
added, “T see you have no family Bible in your parlor, Tsee that is the one lack
you got!” . -

Mis. 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, 1 think that's a matter of taste,” she began. “Ithink . . .7

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

She stood up and said, “Well, young man, I 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, V1l tell you the truth—not many people want to buy
one nowadays and besides, T 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 fo fool with country peopte like me!” :

*“Whyl” she cried, “good countsy people are the salt of the carthl Besides,
we all have different ways of doing, it takes all kinds to make the world go
round. That's lifet” : C

“You said a nouthful,” he said.
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sid, stirred, “T think Hiat's what's wrong with it]”

His face had brightened. dide’t inraduce myself,” he said. “T'm Munidey
Peinter from out in the country around Willohobie, not even from a place,
just from niear a place,” .

“You wait a inute,” she said. "I have to see aboui my dinmer.” She wenl
ot 1o the kitchen and found Joy standing near the door where she hud been
fistening.

“Cet rid of the salt of the carth,” she said, “and let’s eat.”

Ms. Hapewell gave her a pained look and turned the heat down under the
vegetables. T 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.

“You might as well put those up,” she told Lim. “I don’t want one.”

“[ appreciate your honesty,” he said. “You don’t sce any more real Lonest
people unless you go way out in the country.

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

“f guess a lot of boys conie telling you they're working their way tirongh
college,” he said, “but I'm not going to tell you that. Somehow,” he said, “1
don’t want to go to college. Fwant to devote my life io Chrustian service. See,”
he said, Yowering his voice, “I got this heart condition. [ may not live long.
When you know it's something wiong witl 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 Biling with

teass but she collected herself quickly and murmured, “Waon't you stay foi
Jdinner? We'd Tove to have youl” and was sorry the instant she heard herself
say it

“Yes mam,” he said in an abashied voice, “T would sher love to do thall

joy had given him one look on being intioduced to him and then hrotgh-
ont the meal had not glanced at him again. He Lad addressed several remuiks
o her, which she had pretended not to hear. Mrs. Hapewell could nol nuder
stand detiberate rudeness, although she lved witls it, and she fell she b
always to averflow with hospitality to make up for Joy's lack of courtesy. She
wiged him to talk about himself and hie did. He said he was the seventls child
of twelve and that his ather had been crushed under a tree when he himseli
was eight year old. He had been crushed very badly, in fact, almost cut in bwo
and was practically not recognizable. His mother had got along the best she

»r
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..wcaa by hard working and she had always seen that her childsen went lo

Sunday School and that they read the Bible every evening. He was now nine-
teen years old and he had been selling Bibles for four months. In that time he
had sold seventy-seven Bibles and had the promisc of two more sales. Ile
wanted 1o becomne a missionary because he thought that was the way you conld

“do most for people. “He who losest hus life shall find it,” he said siuply and

lie was so sincere, so genuine and camnest fiat Mrs. Hopewell would nol 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, they boy would dait a keen appraising glance
atthe girl as if he were trying to attract her attention

After dinner Joy cleated the dishes off the table and disappeared and Mis.




Hopewell was teft to talk with Lim. He told ber 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 stifie a yawn. He sal 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 wrung her hand and said that not on any of his trips had he et a lady ad
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 i the
distance, when lhie came down the steps toward her, bent to the side with his
heavy valise. He stopped where she was standing and confronted her directly.
Mis. Hopewell could not hear what he satd but she tremibled to thiuk wlhat 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 withs 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 waltked 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
refvigerator to the heater so that Mis. Hopewell fiad to turn and face her in
arder to scen 1o bé listening. “Glynese gone out with Harvey Hill again last
night,” she said. “She had this sty.”

“Hill” Mis., Hopewell said absently, “is that
garage?”

“Nome, he's the one that goes to chiropracter school,” Mis. 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 thal car and
T'll show you,” So she done it and ke popped her neck. Kept on a-popping it
several times until she made him quit. This moming,” Mus. 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. o

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

“Well, Glynese is a fine gitl,” Mrs. Hopewell said. “Glynese and Casamae
are both bne 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,” Mis. Hopewell said.

“Lyman said it just felt more sacred to him,” Mus. 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?” .,

“Shell be better in a few weeks,” Mrs. Hopewell said. ‘

“In the tube,” Mrs. Freeman said. “Else she wouldn't be as sick as she s.” -

the one who works in the

4. Jusiice of e peace who perforns the puniage ceremony in his chuwbers mther thar in public.

Hulga had cracked her two eggs into a saucer and was bninging them to the
@ble along with a cup of coffee that she had filled too full. She
carefully and began to eat, meaning to keep Mrs. Freemian there by
il for any reason she showed an inclination to leave. Shie could perceive ha
mother’s eye on her. The frst round-about guestion would be about the Bible
sfesman and she did not wish to bring it on, “How did lie pop her neck?™ she
asked. : ‘

Mrs. Freeman went into a description of how bie liad popped her neck. Sl
said he owned a '55 Mercury but that Glynese said she would rather many
imas with only 4 °36 Plymouth who would be mauded by a preacher. The gird
asked what if he 1iad a *32 Plymouth and Mrs. Freeman said whal Glynese had
said was & "36 Plymouth,

Mrs. Hopewell said there were not many gitls with Glynese’s camunon
She said what she admised in these gitls was their common sense. She said
that reminded her that they had had a nice visitor yesterday, a young nian
selling Bibles. “Lord,” éhe said, “he bored me to dealh but Tie was so sincere
and genuine I couldivt be rude to him. He was just good country
knaw,” she said, “—just the salt of the earth.”

“Iseen him walk up,” Mrs. Freeman said, “and then later—T seen hin wa
off,” and Hulga could feel the slight shift in her voice, the slight insinnati
that he had not walked off alone, had he? Her face rematned expressionliss
but the color rose into her neck and she seemed to swallow it dewn with ihe
next spoanful of egg. Mrs. Freeman was locking at her as if they hud a secret
togeilier.

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

“Some people are more alike than othes,” Mas. Freeman said.

Hulga got up and stumped, with about twice the noise that was »
into her room and locked the door. She was to meet the Bible sulesman at
o'clock at the gate. She had thought about it half the night. She had staicd
thinking of it as a great joke and then she had begun to see profound inpli
tions inv it. She had lain in bed imagining dialogues for them that were insune
on the surface but that reached below to 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 ceniter of it, il
his laok was different from what it had been at the dinner table. He was gazing
at lier with open curiosity, with fascination, like a child watching o new fun-
tastic animal at the zoo, and he was breathing as if he had run a great distance
fo reach her. His gaze seemed somehow familiat but she could not think where
she had been regarded with it before. For almost a minute e didn't say any-
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thing. Then on what seemed an insuck of breath, he whispered, “You ever
a chicken that was two days old?”

ﬁ.,ﬁ mmm. looked at him stonily. He might have just put this gnestion up tor
consideration at the meeting of a philosophical association. “Yes,” shic prus-

ale

- ently replied as if she had considered it from all angles.

. “It must have been mighty smallf” he said triumpliantly 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 gitfs expression remained

exactly the same.
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voice softening towatd 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, cool and dark inside. The boy pointed up the ladder ghat led
cnto the loft and said, ‘It's too bad we can't go up there.”

“Why can’t we?” she asked.

“Yey leg,” he said reverently.

The girl gave him a contemptucus look and putting both hands en the
Jadder, 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 you're coming,” and he began to climb the ladder, awk-
wardly bringing the suitcase with him.

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

“You never can tell,” he said, panting. After he hiad got into the loft, he was
a few seconds catching his breath. She had sat down ina 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 bam
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 cloudiess and cald
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 gol in his way, he took them off of her and
slipped them into his pocket. B

The gil at fisst did not returmn any of the kisses but presently she began to
and after she had put several on 11is cheek, she reached his lips and remained
there, kissing him again and again as if she were trying to draw ail 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 frst scen 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 feclings. “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 ata black
ridge and then down farther into what appeared to be two green swelling lakes.
She didit realize he had taken her glasses but this landscape could not scem
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 Tove me.” ,

She was always careful how she commilted herself. “Ina sense,’” she began,
“if you use the word loosely, you might say that. But it’s not a word T use. 1
don't have illusions. I'm one of those people who sce through to nothing.”

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

The girl looked at him almost tenderly. “You poor baby,” she murmaured.
“iv's just as well you don’t understand,” and she pulled him by the neck, face-
down against her. “We are all dammed,” she said, “but some of us have taken

off our blindfolds and see that there’s nolhing to see. It's a kind of salvation.” -

The boy's astonished eyes looked blankly tirough the ends of Yier hair. “Olay,”
fe almost whined, “but do you love me or dow’tcher?”

AN W R

Wz Joa aeaid s . . e . Fl .
Yes,” she said and added, “in a scense. Bul 1 must tetl you somsething.

There mustn’t be anything dishonest between us?” She lified Lis head aod
looked him in the eve. “I ars thisty years old,” she said. °T have a numbar of
-degrees.” .

The boy's look was irsitated but dogged. “1 don’t care,” he said. “t dow't care
a thing about what all you done. L just want to know if you love me or don'tcher
and he caught her to him and wildly planted her face with kisses uniil shie said
“Yes, ves.”

“Okay then,” e said, letting her go. “Prove i

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

le leaned over and put Lis lips to her car. “Slhow me where your wooden
leg joins on,” lie whispered.

‘The girl utlered a sharp liltle cry and her face instantdy 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 hid removed the
Tast tiaces of that as a good surgeon scrapes for cancer; she would no more have
felt it over what he was asking than she wonld have believed in his Bible. Bul
dlhie was as sensitive abont the artificial leg as a peacock about his tail. No one
cver touched it but her. She took care of it as someone else would his soul
private and almost with her awn eyes turned away. “No,” shie said.

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

“Oh 1o no!” she cried. “It joins on at the knee. Only at the knce. Why do
you want to see it?”

The boy gave her a long penctrating ook, “Because,” he said, it
miakes you different. You ain't like anybody else.” M

She sat staring at him. There was nothing about her face or her round
freezing-blie 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 i
the first time in her life she was face to face willt real nnecence. This boy
with an instinet that came from beyond wisdom, had touched the truth .c,_rczw
her. When after a minute, she said in a hoarse high voice, “All right,” il was
like surrendering to him completely. It was like losing her own life and find
it again, miraculously, in his.

Very gently he began to roil the dlack leg up. The artificial tanb, o a while
sock and brown fat shoe, was bound in a heavy material like canvas and ended
inan ugly jointure where it was attached to the stump. The boy’s face and his
yoice were entirely reverend 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 ou again and then he took it oft
himself, handling it as tenderly as it it were a real ane. “Seel” he said with a
delighted child’s face. “Now I can do it myselft” .

“But it back on,” she said, She was thinking that she would rua away with
bim and that every night he would take the leg off and every moraing put it
back on again. “Put it back on,” she said. :

“Not yet,” he murmuyzed, selting it on its foot out of her reach. “Leave il off
for a while. You got mé insiead.”

She gave a cry of alarm but he pushed her down and began to kiss her again.
Without the leg she felt entisely dependent on him. Her brain seemeid {6 have
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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 stond. finally she pushed him off and said, “Put it back on
ane now.”

“Wait,” he said. He leaned the ather 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 FRODUCT TO BE USED ONLY FOR THE
PREVENTION OF DISEASE; she read, and dropped it. The boy was
Muserewing the top of the flask. Fe stopped and pointed, with a smile, to the
deck of cards. It was not an ordianry deck but one with an obscene picture on
the hack of each card. “Take a swig,” he said, offering ler 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 alimost pleading sound. “Aren’t you,” she
anunnured, “aren’t you just good country people?”
- the boy cocked his head. He looked as if he were just heginning to under-
“tand that she miglit be trving to insult him. “ "eah,” he said, curling his lip
ightly, “but it ain’t held me back none. I'm as good as you any day in the
veek.”

“Give me my leg,” she said. .
- He pushed it farther away with his foot. “"Coue 011 now, let's begin to have
_r.m a good time,” he said coaxingly. “We ain't got to kuow one another good
vet.
" "Give me my legl” she screamed and tried to Tunge for it but he pushed her
dinar easity. .

“What's the matter with you all of 5 sudden?” he asked, frowning as he
srewed the top on the flask and put it quickly back inside the Bible. “You just
2 while ago said you didu't believe in nothing. T thought you was some gitll”
- Her face was almost purple, “You're a Christiant” she hissed. “You're a fine
Chistian! You're just like them all—say one thing and do another. You're g

petfect Christian, you're . . .7

~'The boy’s mouth was set angrily. “Lhope you don't think,” he said in a lofty
indignant tone, “that I believe in that crap! I nsay sell Bibles but I know which
eud is up and I wasu't born yesterday and | know where I'm going!”

“Cive me my leg!” she screeclied. He jumped up so quickly that she barely
saw Lim sweep the cards and the blue box into the Bible and throw the Bible
itto the valise. She saw lim grab the leg and then she saw it for an instant
nted forlornly across the inside of the suitcase with a Bible at either side of
its opposite ends. He slanuned the §id shut and snatched up the valise and
swung it down the hole and then stepped through hirmself,

When all of him had passed but his head, he turmed and regarded her with
a look that nio Tonger had any admication in it, “I've gotten a fot of interesting
ithings,” he said. “One time 1 got a woman’s glass eye this way. And you
“needhi't to think you'll catch me because Pointer ain't really my name. T use 2
ilifferent name at every house 1 call at and don't stay nowhere long. And I'li
dell vou another thing 1L loa,” biacnid e gl 1 5 F | opumie 't
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over the green speckle . o were in the back pasture, digging
A - ell and Mrs. Freeman, who v - head across the
M. M_mommﬂ. him emerge a little later from the woods m.,.:._ wﬁ_wg&wﬂ%mmsm:
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